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Bleeding to death was unexpected, but waking up in a magical world sure as hell beat that. It seemed like a miraculous second chance until Lev realized just what kind of a world he was in, one his adult mind understood far too well.

Monsters thrived on Monarch, the planet riddled with endless hordes. Hunters and Adventurers didn't chase glory, they ensured that humanity continued to persist. Those in charge tried their best to suppress how dire their situation was but, deep down, everyone knew the truth.

The future looked bleak and Lev wasn't willing to accept it lying down, not when he had yet to truly live even once.

Armed with two titles of unfathomable power, apprenticed under an obscenely strong mage, and accompanied by a precious found family, Lev was going do his utmost to not just survive, but to thrive on the harrowing planet. He finally had the power to make a difference, and he wasn't afraid to embrace it.

No number of monsters would stand in his way to forge a worthwhile future.





What To Expect:

- Numbers go up.

- Low stakes and struggles at first. Problems will become massive quickly.

- Long story.

- Maybe Romance

- No Harem.

Read 40 advanced chapters on Patreon.

This story is only available on RoyalRoad, Patreon, and Amazon for published books. If it appears on any other platform, it means that it is stolen.

            

    
        Prologue

    
    
    
    
  Deep in dangerous and savage regions of the cosmos, a large ship of metal and mana traversed the treacherous endlessness. Powered by mana and intent, it attracted monsters and abominations from afar, hellbent on destroying any semblance of life.

 

The hordes upon hordes of monsters never faltered, producing an endless cycle of defense and respite. Yet the downtime never lasted more than a week, barely giving the bone-tired humans a chance to recover.

 

Unbeknownst to both the humans and monsters, an incomprehensibly vast and profound gaze observed them from Monarch. The planet's name was coined by humans when their drone scouts spectacularly failed to measure even a fraction of the planet's size. Considered a miracle given form, Monarch was also the ultimate destination of this ship filled with volunteers.

 

Kassavin had been observing the little humans ever since their little scouts, drones as they were called, garnered his attention. The bipedal creatures had no idea that the drones had been teleported to Monarch on a whim and that the distance they needed to travel was far greater than they could ever afford to.

 

Yet the more Kassavin observed these delicate lifeforms, the more he liked them. Deep in space as they were, they were becoming increasingly aware of the fact that their chances of survival were slim. If they were so pressed for manpower already, things would undoubtedly be much worse at their destination. Yet they pursued the goal with unwavering determination, their course never faltering.

 

So many emotions packed in their little bodies, Kassavin observed before he decided to give them a helping hand.

 

With a thought, the humans were isolated from their surroundings. Panic reigned in the ship as the humans suddenly found themselves in impenetrable darkness. For several minutes they tensely waited for any danger but there was none.

 

The next few hours passed in uncomfortable silence. Tense as they were, the defenders didn't waste the chance to catch their breath and recover, prepared to face any trouble head-on.

 

Yet the darkness remained tranquil. No monsters attacked the ship and neither were there any inexplicable events. The humans, contrary to Kassavin's expectations, found themselves increasingly tense and fidgety in the never-ending darkness. The passage of days did nothing to soothe their nerves in such an inexplicable situation.

 

Deciding that any more downtime would be more harmful than helpful to the humans, he teleported them inside Monarch's atmosphere, above the only suitable destination.

 

Kassavin's actions were nothing short of a miracle to humans, yet they went entirely unnoticed by all but a select few. He had just teleported nearly a hundred thousand humans and their ship across a large swath of the universe which required an inconceivable amount of mana and effort.

 

He had casually done that with a thought.

 

Naturally, a few great beings could easily observe his efforts. One such Divinity requested to form a telepathic connection with Kassavin. He thought about it for a moment before getting ready to talk to a Godling who just refused to relax around him.

 

"Are you awake, Old One?" a soft, subservient thought reached his mind.

 

"I always am, Keeper of Souls," Kassavin replied. "You need not to hesitate when contacting me."

 

"I wouldn't dare disrupt your rest, my lord," Came the reply. Kassavin decided to ignore how stiff the Soul Shepherd was after that answer, just like he always did.

 

Even if he had never demanded respect, Kassavin understood why other Divinities acted so timidly around him. Creatures below the fourth threshold would struggle to survive in his aura while only those near or above the fifth threshold could withstand it.

 

His passive aura, that is. Just the weight of his existence given form.

 

If he ever consciously released his aura, even Divine beings would find it supremely difficult to flee, let alone resist it. These Godlings were, after all, mere infants compared to him.

 

"Speak your mind."

 

"By your will. A soul has escaped," The Shepherd's excited answer reached him. No soul had escaped the fold in a long, long time.

 

Kassavin focused his perception downward into the domain of the Shepherd, which he usually refrained from. It was rude to pry into someone else's domain.

 

A human soul? That is unexpected.

 

Following that, he gazed upon a tiny blob of white light, gradually making its way to the surface. Attracted by the sudden arrival of the humans, the soul had forced its way through the fold and accomplished what had been deemed no longer possible for eons.

 

Unfortunately for the soul, its speed left a lot to be desired. The legendary Underworld was situated thousands of kilometers below the surface, with none of its entrances present anywhere near the grounds where humans would land. It would take centuries for the soul to reach the humans. For Kassavin however, that period was negligible.

 

"The current warden is severely displeased." The Shepherd voiced his concerns. "He has always been too proud for his own good."

 

Kassavin shifted his focus to the huge ethereal boat sailing the river of reincarnation, specifically the Warden sitting on his usual throne. The look only lasted an instant yet the Warden was already convulsing on the ground, bleeding from all his orifices.

 

"No one will break the sacred rites. Make sure of that."

 

"Naturally, Old One. While I doubt the Soul Warden would dare go against the tradition, this will make sure he doesn't try any underhanded tactics. The rest depends on the fleeting soul when it inevitably returns."

 

The Underworld existed to protect the natural order of the world. Powerful souls often tried their hand at cheating death, yet they all failed to be acknowledged by the world. The first step to do so was to escape the fold by pure willpower, which everyone deemed the hardest part.

 

Normally, that would be true.

 

Unfortunately for the human soul, the second and final step required the escaped soul to prove themselves worthy of another chance. The moment any soul escaped the fold, a seed would be planted in it, urging them to return and demonstrate their worthiness. The Soul Warden would choose a champion for the soul to face, which would determine their fate. The only outcomes were victory or death, no in-between.

 

Kassavin and the Soul Shepherd pondered the case in front of them, and how there was only one outcome for the unlucky human. The current Soul Warden had an ego as big as he was strong, meaning he would take the soul's escape as a personal affront. There would be no champions for the human to fight, only the Soul Warden himself.

 

Kassavin turned his gaze to the small soul, so small and fickle in front of the titans witnessing its ascent. Only beings above the fifth threshold were allowed to sail the river of reincarnation, both to prevent their souls from dissolution and to possess the capability to fight the inconceivable horrors found in the depths.

 

Compared to them, the human soul looked like a harmless firefly amidst natural calamities. Yet it continued on, unwavering in its resolve to live on its own terms.

 

I bid you luck, little one. May your encounters be fruitful, and your preparations, sufficient.

 

**

 

The humans in the atmosphere prepared for their descent in the next few days. The destination was none other than the continent Kassavin had allowed the drones to scan. Not only was it one of the safest places on Monarch for the humans to challenge and thrive in, but it was also isolated from the rest of the planet.

 

The humans didn't possess the tools to even look at the other continents. At most, they would see a vast continent below them from the ship, surrounded by endless waters. Not because they actually lacked the tools, but because the distance between the continent below them and any other landmass was just too big for the tools to perceive.

 

Which was perhaps for the best, as a single glimpse of the creatures inhabiting the depths or the high peaks would utterly crush their spirits and resolve.

 

Just to improve their chances, Kassavin did them one last favor by mentally nudging a majestic dragon meditating on one of the peaks near him.

 

He looked on with pride as titanic wings spread unfurled to reveal the prone form of Granath, the fiercest adult of Kassavin's kind. Shimmering bright green scales covered his sinuous limbs, giving him a sleek and intimidating appearance.

 

A pulse of mana spread out from his soul, laying claim to the surrounding mana. The dragon's domain continued spreading out, covering dozens of kilometers around him before it finally stabilized. Long periods of compressed-domain meditation only served to make it cover a larger area after every session. Granath didn't have to wait long before the Patriarch's orders reached him.

 

"Prevent any fourth threshold or higher beings from attacking the descending awakened."
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The upcoming lecture covered little. Lev observed everyone trying to obtain the General Skills while he simply listened to the theoretical portion of the lecture. Painting practice with Nolan also progressed smoothly. Due to having passed out earlier, Lev didn't feel tired at all. His mana was just over half full, so clearing the spiders wouldn't be difficult.

Entering the dungeon, he didn't summon Stargazer. The weapon had too little use against the durable spiders. Floating up, he spotted the first solo spider and landed near it.

Four thick shields formed behind him as the monster whirled around, a screech rolling through the surroundings. Lev took a simple stance and waited for the monster to charge with its heavy limbs.

It feels slower, he noted, no doubt due to his increased Perception.

Leaning back a little to let the first limb fly harmlessly past his head, two shields moved forward to block the rest.

So far, so good.

The monster didn't register the ease with which it had been stopped, only glaring at the human with its beady eyes.

Lev motioned for it to “bring it on” with his hands, which somehow angered it even further. Charging his lightning gauntlet with a little mana, he grabbed the first limb and released the lightning inside.

The spider spasmed for a moment, which allowed him to grab the limb with both hands. Yanking the monster, Lev dashed closer and caved its face in with his fire gauntlet before a small chunk of his mana released in a fiery explosion.

Stabilizing himself in midair after being sent flying, he observed the aftermath. The spider was deader than dead, with its brain blown to bits. Checking his mana pool, Lev had only used around 2% of his total.

Yeah, these are not tough to kill now. Not that they were challenging before.

**

Two lightning arrows vanished into the treetops in quick succession, both finding their mark. Piercing the gray exoskeleton, they buried deep into the arachnid skulls before exploding in a small blast of fire and lightning.

[

You have slain Gray Spider [Level - 130]

You have slain Gray Spider [Level - 131]

]

Twelve down.

Descending to the ground and idly carving open the spiders, Lev planned out his next steps.

If I'm not mistaken, earth mana should make my barriers heavier at a constant cost, and also more durable. It fits the chain perfectly, but the weight increase will still be minimal. Enchanting it with a simple formation to compensate should suffice.

The idea was sound, except he couldn't be too certain without trying it. Earth mana wouldn't suddenly change the chain’s functions, but the downsides could hinder their mobility too much.

Searching for new runes will also not take long. Granted, they will all be basic, but I just need enough to get started. A few weeks, at most, then it's back to the pit… maybe.

The schedule was simple. Finish the lectures, buy basic runes, and then enchant without holding back. The second rank of his enchanting skill would probably bring a worthwhile benefit, like most crafting skills did—which would be the primary goal before leaving.

Delving into the dungeon daily, as many times as he could, was the secondary goal. It was free money. The class and skill levels would also be nice, but the point was to get comfortable with his current arsenal of arrows, lances, shields, chains, and gauntlets. Lev wanted to utilize them together, apart from arrows. Slowly learning to match them all in a single fighting style would improve his capabilities sharply.

Washing the cores in a barrier bowl a few meters away from him, he dried and stored them in his ring. Since he had around 30% of his mana left, a gift for the matriarch wouldn't hurt.

Its taunts kept returning to the front of his mind, which was totally not the sole reason for what he was about to do.

Flying up for several hundred meters, a huge lance formed behind him. It was smaller than the one he had used for the threader, because the matriarch was much weaker, too.

His gauntlets greedily ate up his mana, most of it converted into lightning for the required speed. In the distance, the matriarch continued to weave, unaware of the approaching death.

When the lance turned from pale blue to bright blue, with shades of red spread throughout, Lev exhaled slowly and focused his all on the projectile.

It accelerated with a loud boom, leaving his range of manipulation in an instant. That was enough. Empowered to the very limits, the matriarch couldn't even turn before the lance pierced its body.

The whole forest was illuminated by a bright orange light as the explosion decimated all the monsters in the area. Lev was left with one less expensive core to harvest and a very satisfying end to the dungeon.

If one could ignore all the spiders rushing his way, that was. They were just extra money and levels, anyway.

Within a few minutes, he was teleported outside.

**

"Now that all of you have the skills, let's focus on the final part of the lectures. These remaining two days will be used to create something of your choice. I have also brought with me several copies of a large, basic rune collection. You can buy them at a small discount, if you wish."

That certainly makes things easier for me, Lev smiled as Edward mentioned the repository. He was going to look for them later, except the enchanter was one step ahead.

For the past few days, all he had done was attend the lecture, kill the matriarch in a burst to finish the dungeon, and then relax. Surprisingly. He had made himself slow down when even the guards and hunters surrounding the dungeon were becoming worried. Perhaps his philosophy of “free time existed to be used” had some minor flaws, but that was fine. He could manage a bit of rest here and there.

"How much?" Lev interjected.

"For the basic runes, thirty silvers."

"What's the policy for sharing them?"

"Sharing?" Edward repeated, confused.

"Well, can I show them to someone else?"

"No, you have to add them to your repository skill and return the notebook. I brought several just to make the process faster."

Questions were asked before more than half the class agreed to bring the money tomorrow. Lev ignored them, noting everyone who couldn't buy it, including Nolan.

There were seven of them. Edward's gaze lingered on them, too, before he sent a single glance at Lev. Understanding his assignment, Lev leaned back into his bench and crossed his right leg over the left.

"I'm willing to pay for the entire class."

The room was enveloped in silence in record time, and even Edward seemed surprised. Perhaps he just wanted Lev to buy the collection for all those who couldn't, but Lev was too embarrassed to be so blatant. Better off making a show of wealth instead of pity.

"And why on Monarch would you do that?" the arrogant boy from the first day remarked.

Lev spared him a short glance.

"Because I can."

The boy chortled and backed down, accepting it more easily than Lev expected.

"Well…" Edward began, "that changes things. Since the cost has been dealt with, please form five lines."

Thus started the process of absorbing the runes into General Skills. Lev stayed at the end, waiting for everyone to finish, when Nolan walked up to him.

"You're an idiot," was all he said before joining the third line.

…Huh? Did he guess why I did it? Lev pondered with a grin. The whole experience was weirdly amusing.

It took a surprisingly long time for his turn. Half an hour later, Lev gazed upon the notebook with more than a hundred runes with small descriptions.

Most of them were incredibly basic. Mana flow control, connector, different flavors of durability, sharpness, weight increase. There were other runes that fit into formations to make the strain lighter as well. Several other combination runes were also present, such as a blocking rune to be paired with simple sound runes.

Memorizing the runes for the repository skill to absorb took a while. The moment he was done, Lev could recall the runes with perfect clarity at any moment.

"Hmm, this is unexpected," a new voice commented, audibly amused. Suddenly, it felt like the world itself had bared its fangs for a short instant.

Lev whirled around, heart thundering in his chest. Gauntlets charged and armor flooding with mana, his eyes met a bald man's gaze, calmly observing him.

He didn't even realize barrier claws had formed on his gauntlet fingers, halfway enchanted with sharpness runes before he stopped.

…What the hell just happened?

Calming down with deep breaths, he held the gaze of the now-smiling bald man for a few long moments. Then the staring contest was broken by the entire room bowing their heads.

"We greet the Exalted."

Uh?

Lev also dipped his head, not wanting to seem like an idiot, but his mind was still scrambled. Being scared was one thing. To be ready to kill in an instant? That was beyond unexpected.

Dismissing the claws and cutting off mana to his gauntlets and armor, Lev spoke in a neutral tone.

"My apologies for the earlier behavior. I meant no disrespect."

"No need to apologize. It is only natural to react like that to auras as strong as mine," replied the Exalted, his gaze now roaming the class. "Enchanting, huh? Makes things easier. Follow me."

Lev stared, confused when the man’s body glowed like a star in his Perception for a blink. The moment went as soon as it came, making him doubt if he was just imagining things. Putting the matter to the back of his head, he followed quietly.

"Before we go…" The Exalted's smile vanished. He leveled a stern gaze at everyone present before settling on Edward. "Just know that the boy is under the protection of all the Exalted of humanity. There will be no second chances."

Edward frowned, finding the courage to speak up. "If I’d known what was happening, I never would’ve—"

"Yes, yes. That is the only reason you're standing here. Make sure it doesn't happen again." The Exalted didn't spare anyone else another glance, only motioning for Lev to follow before leaving the room.

…I am so confused. What did Edward do?

Bottling up all the questions, he quickly followed.

The next few minutes of casual walking were some of the most tense Lev had ever experienced. His lecture had been disrupted by a random Exalted, who had also scared Lev with his aura, and then Edward was given a warning about manipulating Lev in some way.

Now he was following the same Exalted with an increasing number of questions and no answers in sight.

"Boy."

Lev straightened up. "Yes, sir?"

"Do you know why I'm here?"

"No, sir."

"Take a guess."

"…Were you sent by Hakim?"

The man exhaled in amusement. "Indeed. Why do you think he sent me?"

Lev threw around guesses in his head for a few seconds before only one stood out.

"He wants me to get more training?"

"I can tell you've already met him, if you're so sure of the answer," The Exalted chuckled. "I am Drakys—official title 'Runic Warlord.' Have you heard of me before?"

"Is that supposed to be a serious question?" Lev tried his best to keep his tone normal.

"Nope," Drakys grinned. "You're fun to mess with."

"…I'm Lev, by the way."

"I know, boy."

Lev sighed in his head. This is going to be so much fun…

"Where are you staying? Take me there," Drakys asked, glancing at him.

"That would attract too much attention—"

"It no longer matters." Drakys's tone turned flat. "I will explain later."

**

Now having even more questions, Lev led him to the inn he was staying at. Naturally, everyone on the road recognized the Exalted walking among them, but Drakys didn't spare the populace any attention.

Since nobody dared stop them, they arrived at the inn shortly. The innkeeper almost passed out when Drakys nodded his way and entered Lev's room.

"Quite simple," Drakys approved, observing the room.

"It's enough." Lev stood in the door, waiting for the Exalted to sit down first.

"Come, there’s much to discuss." Drakys waved to the bed. "We only have a month, so best get started soon."

"So… what do we only have a month for?"

"Melee training." Drakys looked into his eyes. "But before that, I agreed to come here because too many gazes were turning towards you. Someone from the Merchants Guild heard about you making a verbal deal with an auction director and spread the news. Long story short, Edward was subtly manipulated into asking for your help and noting your abilities. The idiots behind it have been dealt with, but the cat is out of the bag. You no longer have to hide your strength. In a short few months, you can even drop the armor."

"Drop the armor? I still look like a kid."

"Not really." Drakys waved away his concern. "You can pass for a fourteen-year-old, from what I've heard. Unusual, but nothing impossible. People will just assume you were prepared to get your class from an early age."

Lev slowly nodded; it sounded reasonable. "I'm assuming you mean after we're done with the training."

Drakys nodded. "For now, I will follow you while you do quests. If Alec's guess is correct, you've made zero progress towards Gold rank. You will start with those immediately."

Lev coughed. "Uh, right. What kind of quests do you want me to do?"

"Whichever you want. We will train during travel or downtime."

"I get a choice?" Lev asked, surprised.

"Of course. You get to choose how much you wish to train, and what for. It will also be a test to see how far you're willing to push yourself for your optimistic goals. Hakim, your teacher, and his friends think you're our best shot, but I don't think so. We'll see if you're worthy of all the hopes placed on you."

Lev grinned under his armor, the thought of backing down not even crossing his mind. "I like the straightforwardness. We shall see."

"Don't get cocky, boy," Drakys smirked. "You have no idea what's out there. But don't worry." His smirk turned downright ominous.

"I will broaden your horizons."
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"…Are you just going to follow me everywhere?"

Drakys just stared at him, silent.

Lev sighed and entered the Hunters Guild under the disbelieving gazes of dozens. He may as well have not existed to them with how they stared at the Exalted.

Drakys, on the other hand, didn't even look at them beyond a cursory scan of the crowd.

"G-Greetings, Exalted," stammered out the same woman who had given him directions to the spider dungeon. "How can I be of assistance?"

Lev looked at Drakys, who seemed perfectly content to simply follow him around, and rolled his eyes under the armor. "Quests for all dungeons below level 150. How many are there?"

"Two of them." She gulped before continuing. "The first is a simple clearing quest. You may redeem three dungeon clear tokens daily after signing up for it. Each token will count for 10 merit points, but you can only earn a maximum of 150 for your rank advancement from those quests."

"Simple enough," Lev remarked. "The other?"

"The second is to guide new hunters in a low-level dungeon," she nervously replied, eyes darting to the Exalted behind Lev. "I will not recommend that one, sir."

Lev was of the same opinion. "What about other quests in the same level range? Something that overlaps?"

"None of them. Escorting miners and defending a final cavern can be done in one trip, if that counts?"

"It does. Thank you for the information. Where do I register for the dungeon clearing quest?"

"Give me a moment, please." She practically ran, ascending the stairs to the second floor.

"Your presence has not been helpful so far," Lev whispered just loud enough for Drakys to hear. "Everyone and their moms are scared."

"Is that an issue?" a mental message reached Lev, the sound distinctly similar to Drakys's voice.

Upon searching, he found a stream of mana connecting between the two of them, practically dancing up and down to be noticed.

"… Does this work?" Lev sent after a bit of probing. He just had to think directly at the connection. Sending messages accidentally was impossible.

"It does. Why not start with the underground quests? We will spend a lot of time down there once you hit Gold rank."

"I need money to upgrade my physical weapon," Lev simply replied.

The receptionist returned with the branch's guildmaster in tow.

"I greet the Exalted." The woman bowed her head, smiling. "What brings you here today, sir?"

"Valery," Drakys smiled back. "Just this and that. Looking after this wild young man for now."

"Wild"? The fuck you mean, "wild"?

Lev kept his mouth shut, but still gave Drakys the most unamused gaze he could manage. The man didn't react beyond slightly widening his smile.

"I've been hearing about this fresh hunter, too, these days," Valery added. "Should I expect you to remain problematic in the future as well?"

Eyes darting between the two of them, Lev almost spat out a few rude comments. Holding himself back, he took a deep breath.

"No, ma'am. If nobody bothers me again, I will keep my problems to myself."

The response elicited a small frown. He knew it was risky to indirectly blame the guildmaster like that, but he was pretty annoyed after learning the truth. Somehow, people had found a way to mess up his peaceful growth that benefited them, too.

Seeing that Drakys didn't refute the claim, Valery gave him a curt nod. "You don't have to worry, Hunter Lev. Troublemakers only ever get one chance to do these things."

Seeing that the conversation was done, the receptionist handed Lev a silver token. "Please show this to the hunter manning the entrance. They will give you a clearance token when you are teleported out of the dungeon."

So I must completely finish the dungeon to earn one, Lev noted. People were only teleported outside the dungeon if the instance was fully cleared. The clearance token made it necessary to kill every last monster instead of just killing the boss, not that he minded.

"Thank you," Lev nodded to the receptionist before turning around to leave.

"Bold of you to ignore Valery like that." Drakys followed him after saying his goodbyes to the guildmaster. "You sure that was worth it?"

"I don't care," Lev replied, still pissed off. "Most of my time will either be spent clearing The Ravine or inside the pit. If she tries to mess with me there, then we will see. I was going to leave soon, anyway."

**

Several minutes later, Lev was soaring through the air on his way to the spider dungeon. Drakys vanished when they exited the main gates—under the starstruck or stupefied gazes of everyone present—so Lev just went about his day. The chances of him escaping the senses of an Exalted were beyond impossible.

The flight took a little while before he landed in front of the dungeon. Drakys was already there, surrounded by everyone present.

"There he is," Drakys announced loudly. "Make sure to treat him well, or The Galvanic Sniper might accidentally blow up your house."

There were a few nervous chuckles as everyone gave Lev a wide berth. Instead of caring, Lev asked the guard if the instance was ready to enter. Getting a positive response, he and Drakys stepped into the portal without another word.

"Why would you say that?" Lev sighed once alone with the Exalted. "Don't think you need to alienate me like that for whatever agenda you have."

Drakys waved him off. "Don't worry, people will forget about the fear in a year or two, but the rumors will remain. In a few days, all of Runespires will know that there are several Exalted backing you—and even one personally training you."

While they talked, Lev was flying towards the nearest solo spider. "Why the need for rumors in the first place?"

"Morale." Drakys gave him a serious glance. "That monster you killed? It would've survived if you were in The Ravine. Monsters are weak before the second threshold, but only those with any real power know what kind of enemies third-threshold monsters can be. Even if nobody openly talks about it, people can guess how dire the situation is. Tell me, how many Masters have you seen so far?"

Lev thought back to all the times he had seen Masters. The answer was surprisingly few. "Less than two dozen."

Drakys nodded. "Yet it's common knowledge there are several thousand of them. Where do you think they are?"

"…The Crimson Ravine."

"Most of them are there," Drakys added. "You can imagine how things are if most of humanity's Masters are there at all times. Information is kept from the public for a reason."

Four bright barrier chains formed behind Lev as the first monster detected them. Contrary to his expectations, the monster fled.

Lev blinked stupidly before giving chase.

Reaching it in a few moments, given how slow it was, the bladed ends of all the chains pierced its sides before he landed in front of it. Gauntlet charged, it fell in a single punch.

"This is new," Lev remarked, looking at the Exalted. "Was that normal? I thought monsters were suicidal."

"A big enough aura difference can do that. The fear eventually overwhelms their instincts. Show me what weapon you use."

Summoning Stargazer, Lev handed her to Drakys.

"Glaive, huh? Not a bad choice. What aspect of it made you pick the weapon? The range is pretty good, and the haft can have many uses, leaving a lot of room for consistent offense during flight."

"…Glaives look really cool."

Lev pointedly ignored the disappointed stare, grabbing the weapon and storing it. He would focus on getting his last planned General Skill, Mana Slash, later.

Drakys sighed. "The reason is as good as any if it makes you fight well."

Lev nodded wisely, fully agreeing. "I also want to upgrade it to its best state before I hit Master, at which point permanent barriers will be used to upgrade it."

"When do you want to start training?" Drakys asked instead.

"Not yet. Let me clear some dungeons first."

The Exalted vanished, leaving Lev to his own devices. Flying up, Lev methodically dealt with all the spiders before preparing a single arena for the boss fight.

Some time later, he prepared three lightning lances, using almost a tenth of his mana to fill them. Thundering booms were produced by their passing, killing the trio near the boss with ease.

The matriarch whirled around before its hateful gaze landed on Lev, the familiar screech sounding but not doing any damage due to the distance.

Flying backward, he kept his eyes on the charging monster. It was still faster than him, despite all his levels, though that was fine. He could track its limbs with only a little trouble now, courtesy of his much-improved Perception.

Eight chains swung down from above, almost as one, but the monster was prepared. Blasting three of them to bits with a ball of web, the monster veered sharply in the now-less dangerous direction to avoid all the rest with grace.

It screeched as Lev flew in, the sound doing little to disrupt his focus despite the pain in his ears and head. Four enchanted shields reached the monster first, occupying its front limbs as he charged his lightning gauntlets.

The monster screeched again, now close enough to make him stagger a little. Lev stubbornly rushed forward, even when the monster prepared another web ball.

Ducking at the last moment, he felt the air being displaced hard enough by its passing to notice it beneath his armors. The ball missed by a few inches, letting him grab one of the spider's front limbs and release a small torrent of lightning inside.

Stunned, the matriarch tried to backpedal. Lev gave it no quarter. Grabbing another limb, he released even more lightning inside the monster before coming to a stop in front of all eight of its beady eyes.

"Not very scary now, hmm?"

It was incredible how much of a difference increased Perception and Intelligence made, let alone his vastly increased mana pool compared to before.

Lev didn't pull his arm back as the matriarch jerked forward, mana flooding his armor and the Durability rune to increase its toughness severalfold. The grinding of teeth sounded in the forest as the fangs failed to penetrate his armored arm. At that point, he released a large chunk of his mana inside the matriarch's mouth.

Lightning exploded out from the other side of its body, ending its life.

[

You have slain [Juvenile Gray Spider Matriarch - Level 190]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 137

]

Three matriarch cores now. Lev harvested the last core, going over the fight in his head.

Mana usage was the only area he needed to desperately improve. Where he released large chunks at once, the same could be achieved in weaker, well-timed, and well-placed attacks.

"Not… bad. Could be a lot better," Drakys remarked, having hidden himself so as not to interfere in the battles. Lev didn't reply, waiting for the dungeon to teleport them outside.

Twenty seconds later, they appeared outside the dungeon in front of the portal.

Lev looked at the guard. "Clearance token."

"Quest token?" He checked the silver token handed to him before giving Lev another with Clearance 150 written on it.

"Thank you," Lev said before ascending. Drakys followed, flying through some means invisible to him.

"How much mana did you use in that fight?" Drakys questioned through a mana link.

"Nearly 20%, but I don't usually waste that much. I wanted to test some things."

"That is a lot of mana for your level," Drakys said. "There's no way they were letting you use it all so horribly on your own. Why did you not ask for any lessons, boy?"

"I heard creating your own styles is always more rewarding, and I am still learning the ins and outs of my class. The cores I needed were to buy more converters, too," Lev answered honestly, seeing no reason to lie. "For all my advantages, I'm not some monstrous talent who can use everything perfectly after a few days of practice."

"How long has it been since you evolved?"

"Little over a month, though realistically, only two weeks if I exclude the uneventful traveling."

"I wasn't aware of that," came the reply. "You've done pretty well for just that time, but still, we will hold back on monster hunting. With my knowledge of weaker monsters, you could hit Master in just a few more months with all that mana you have. We will do the opposite, however. The first month of training will focus entirely on mana manipulation and melee practice."

The plan was simple enough for Lev not to question it at all. Though he had a different question.

"Can I ask something?" Lev hesitantly sent through the link.

"Sure."

"Why are you being so casual?"

"It's funny how Sherron predicted you asking that exact question."

"She talked about me?"

Drakys chuckled. "Quite fondly, too. The original plan was for her to transfer here, spend more time with you underground, and investigate the appearance of a blighted."

"Wait, how did I forget? What exactly is happening down there?"

"Nothing."

"Nothing?"

"Mhm. I checked far and wide. There are no blighted monsters or any sign of blight. It was just a stray."

His shoulders slumped, Lev only now realizing how heavy that event was on his psyche. "I see… that is good."

"I've heard about your presence's effects. Forming waves faster and all, but if you ask me? Even if you were to evolve into an Exalted, it still wouldn't attract giants or other similar monsters from far away. That just seems impossible."

"You really think so? I have never felt anything weird around me, so it's hard to form guesses."

"Mine is a guess, too, of course. But I believe in what I said. Returning to the original question, why would I not be casual?"

Lev thought for a moment before answering. "You've been alive for centuries and have gone through countless life and death situations. That changes people greatly."

"Why would they not change to appreciate the casual life even more?"

Lev shrugged. "Doesn't sound logical."

Drakys agreed with a mental nod. "Sadly, it isn't. Few grow to appreciate common life even more. Most distance themselves and become colder. I was the same for a long time, too. Do you know about the effects of evolution on one's mind?"

Lev assented, thinking back to how it was harder to be bored while traveling. He seemed to be more at peace with himself.

"Becoming an Exalted had an extremely pronounced effect on my psyche. To summarize, it let me see how negatively distancing myself and bottling up my emotions was affecting me in clear detail. That doesn't mean I'm always casual now, though.

"When fighting in lethal zones, there is no room for casualness. Discipline saves lives. I agreed to Hakim's request to train you to both enjoy a vacation and the peaceful sides of life."
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"What are you going to do now?"

"Troll dungeon," Lev replied, sorting out the next steps in his head. "I want to get fifteen dungeon clears out of the way before we escort miners down below. It will likely take a few days for me to do them all."

"We will be wasting good time. Give me your glaive and go finish the troll dungeon."

Lev did as he was told, slightly confused. Since there was no reason for him to worry, he put the matter at the back of his mind when Drakys vanished.

The troll dungeon had a much larger crowd waiting in turn, making Lev hesitate. On one hand, it would be a good experience to see how his arrows and lances compared to regenerating monsters with different levels of mana usage. On the other hand, the queue would take hours.

Sighing, he settled in to wait.

"Hey, you," someone called out from behind him. Lev didn't turn at first, not knowing he was being addressed. Someone tapped him on the shoulder, firmly but nothing hostile.

"You feel like a competent mage. Do you want to team up for this delve?"

With light blonde hair and dark brown eyes, the person talking to him looked pretty genuine. Behind the man, four of his teammates were observing the interaction.

"I'm sorry, I am here to delve solo," Lev politely refused.

"I can see that. The name's Nizar, by the way." Nizar offered his hand. Lev clasped it with his own.

"Lev."

"Okay, Lev. Even if you can surely just go in and level your skills by yourself, there are more than a hundred monsters inside. Why not join us instead and clear the whole thing?"

More than a hundred trolls… Lev did some mental calculations, realizing the whole dungeon would eat up most of his pool. "Will it count for a dungeon clear quest?" he eventually asked.

"Of course it will," Nizar replied, a little confused. "Is it your first dungeon?"

"No, just my first time teaming up with someone else."

Nizar was impressed, though Lev didn't know why. Perhaps people viewed solo hunters differently around these parts.

"With the little bit of your aura I can sense, you're definitely no slouch. Will be a pleasure to have you on board."

"Likewise." Lev motioned to Nizar's group. "What does the team composition look like?"

Nizar waved them over. "We are a party of five. Two mages, two warriors, and a healer. With you, we will have just enough firepower to not worry about damage output."

I sincerely doubt that it will be "just enough," but sure.

[Warrior - Level 121]

[Warrior - Level 122]

[Healer - Level 119]

[Mage - Level 123]

[Mage - Level 122]

"The healer is Meera, the gem of our team," Nizar proudly announced, making Meera blush a little. "The mages are Enryu and Reina, and the warrior is Kayn."

"I'm Lev," he introduced himself, keeping it simple. "Mage focused on ranged attacks. I'll be in your care today."

Kayn grinned before walking up to Lev, putting an arm around his shoulders. "Don't worry, temporary teammate. We are one of the strongest Silver teams present in Runespires. You’re in good hands."

Lev took a moment to inspect Kayn. He was pretty tall, but not bulky, with brown hair. With his easy smile and bright eyes, Kayn was the very picture of an extrovert.

"…What is the team's position in the queue?"

"Just a few more minutes before we're let in," Reina replied, observing Lev's armor. "We should give a general overview of our abilities in the meantime. I am a lightning mage, focused on medium and long-range spells."

"Barrier mage, focused on projectiles and arrows."

"Barrier mage, huh?" Kayn rubbed his chin, lost in thought. "Can you also make any sort of barriers along with the ranged attacks?"

"Naturally," Lev replied, unable to keep some amusement out of his voice.

Why on Monarch would I introduce myself as a barrier mage otherwise?

Nizar spoke up next. "I'm a frontline swordsman. Pure physical strength."

"Healing and only some physical buffs," Meera spoke, sending Lev an apologetic smile—which he waved off. Nothing to be apologetic about there.

"Now, I can tell you're incredibly curious," Kayn began, faltering under several exasperated gazes. "Tch. I'm a hybrid swordsman."

"Hybrid?" Lev questioned, curious.

"With water enhancement," came the proud reply. "Speed and sharpness focused."

Lev played his part, also genuinely impressed. "That sounds pretty amazing."

Water was the most mana-intensive basic element, purely because of its formless nature. Unlike fire or lightning, which one could just launch in a direction, water had to be firmly molded into something viable for proper utilization. It was both taxing on the mind and the mana pool.

Several Masters had become incredibly strong simply by sticking with their element to make use of pressurized water, which was absolutely deadly with the right skills. Even from Lev's past life, he knew that water could cut stone with ease at high pressure.

The portal pulsed behind them, signifying the cycle renewal.

"Our turn," Nizar announced, taking the lead. The rest followed, Meera summoning the gear for everyone present from a ring on her left hand.

"I'm a fire mage," Enryu, the last member, spoke. "Fireballs and other similarly explosive spells."

The six entered the portal with sure steps, finding themselves in a large grassland not dissimilar to where the portal was present. Several kilometers in the distance, Lev could see groups of trolls spaced apart by quite a bit.

Summoning his bow, he ascended for merely a meter to look around without attracting attention.

"Nothing near us," Lev informed the team after landing. "Which way are we going?"

"Flight will be useful," Nizar commented, now entirely serious. "Let's move in formation. Which was the closest?"

"Left."

"We go straight there, then. Meera, you're in the middle. Mages behind us."

Moving in the simple formation, they jogged their way to the leftmost group of monsters—a trio of trolls.

[Troll Warrior - Level 123]

[Troll Warrior - Level 125]

[Troll Warrior - Level 125]

"How do you guys usually do this?" Lev asked beforehand.

"Save mana for the last three hordes, support the melee fighters," Reina replied, preparing a small spell.

Lev formed an arrow before infusing it with lightning, keeping the mana usage low. With a single percent of his total mana, he could form several such arrows. Despite that, each would be quite a problem for the trolls who had now noticed them.

Keeping an eye on Kayn and his body enhancement, Lev loosed the first arrow. It flew forward as a blue streak, considerably slower than his usual attacks, but still hit the troll in its leg in a blink.

Nizar didn't miss the chance, slicing through its other uninjured leg as the lightning locked up its muscles. He put it down in a few seconds. Lev observed the remaining two monsters. Kayn danced around them with ease, his moves fluid like the element he utilized.

With a roar, the troll threw a straight punch at him with all its might. Kayn seemed perfectly calm, twisting a little to let the limb pass inches from his face. Spinning, his sword cut a large gash on the troll's chest.

Before the second monster could attack him, a lightning bolt locked it in place. Lev made use of the opening, piercing its brain with an arrow.

Seeing that everyone else was done, Kayn smoothly ducked under a kick and beheaded the overcommitted monster.

"That went well," Nizar remarked. "How many similar arrows can you fire?"

"Enough for this dungeon," Lev answered cryptically.

"Good enough, just don't hold back against the boss."

"Of course." Lev gave him a long glance. That was a stupid reminder if he had ever heard one.

"So, barrier mage." Kayn walked up to him, once again throwing his arm around Lev's shoulder with a smile. "How was it? Suitably impressed?"

"I am," Lev honestly answered.

Kayn's grin widened at the compliment, and he took the lead again with Nizar.

"Should I prepare something for the boss?"

"Hmm?" Kayn turned to him. "Oh, right, barriers. What can you do?"

"Chains, for now." Lev thought of other things. "Or a really strong ranged attack."

"Won't need it, hopefully," Nizar interjected. "Just use stronger versions of those arrows, and it will be enough."

Guess they are competent. Kayn's words about being one of the strongest Silver teams might turn out to be true depending on how the final fight goes.

"Why didn't we harvest the cores, by the way?" Lev eventually asked.

"They're not worth anything. Only the core from the boss sells," Enryu answered, eyes on the horizon. Lev had yet to see the mage fire a spell.

Moving in a circle, they put down four similar groups of trolls before a group of five showed up.

"Something new, I should expect?"

"No spellcaster yet. Only keep an eye out for those," Nizar replied, tensing as the trolls noticed them.

Forming an arrow, Lev put more mana into this one. They could probably still take the group with ease, but it was better not to risk anything.

Enryu took the lead this time, hurtling a massive fireball into the small horde. The blast engulfed all of the monsters, yet failed to put down any of them. For all their vulnerability to fire, trolls were tenacious against everything.

Lev loosed the first arrow before the fire cleared, accurately piercing the chest of one of the monsters. Lightning seared its heart and other organs, the damage thorough enough to overwhelm its regeneration and kill it.

Reina's lightning bolt put down another troll as the smoke cleared. Then the melee fighters reached them. Meera used her buff on Kayn for the first time, improving his physical attributes considerably.

While the melee fighters battled, Lev pondered why the ranged members of the party didn't help them. Sure, the warriors had it under control, but wouldn't it have been better to end the fight quickly?

The only answer he could come up with was that they wanted to save mana. If that was the case, perhaps he had been judging his Wisdom Boost pretty harshly so far.

Not only that, but he also had a large attribute advantage over the other mages.

Even if I have a lot more mana, how much do small spells cost with the passive skills empowering them?

The more Lev thought about it, the weirder his expression became under the armor. Thankfully, no one else noticed it.

I've never given it too much thought before, but I have… 70 free Wisdom from my titles. Including my 125% Capacity Boost, 72% Wisdom Boost, and 370 Wisdom, the total mana I have is… I don't even fucking know, what the heck.

He no longer had any doubts about why the mages were trying to save mana. Lev's own status was just cracked as hell.

The dungeon passed quickly enough, the hunters putting down dozens of trolls before only the final groups of monsters remained.

Reina looked at Lev. "Now you can let loose. The hordes will have more than ten trolls each. Try to kill at least half before they reach the vanguard."

"Will do."

The smaller hordes, each with three, five, or seven monsters, were present in a circle around the portal. The final three hordes were usually found straight ahead.

Lev flew a little higher to scout. "I see them. Thirteen in this one, two casters."

"Can you take them out?" Nizar questioned without slowing down.

I can take all of them out… but it would ruin the essence gain for you guys.

"I'll try. Since they are both spaced apart, only one will fall before they're too alert," Lev lied, finding the act distinctly unpleasant.

"That is enough, go ahead."

With a quiet sigh, a normal-sized lance formed behind him. Streaming mana into his converters, with most of it going to the fire converter, the lance slowly brightened into shades of red and orange.

Focusing, he launched the lance at the right caster, the attack reaching it in an instant. The monster tried to form a wall, but the lance was too fast, piercing its chest.

The hunters powered through the weak shockwave, running to reach the disoriented monsters, courtesy of the explosion.

Kayn's longsword shone bright blue, releasing a large crescent blade of compressed water that cut deep into the torsos of two trolls. Nizar charged forward with his huge sword, slapping away a punch with it before thrusting the weapon forward.

The injured but regenerating trolls never got a chance to rejoin. A huge fireball and several fire spears impacted, and the stragglers were put down by thick lightning bolts.

The final caster launched several fireballs, each lazily blocked by Lev's flying shields. It gave up after a few casts, risking its own life to overload a spell. An arrow ended the attempt before it could begin.

Like before, the fight only lasted less than a minute, but the fighters were considerably more tired now. The mages also seemed slightly spent for whatever reason, something Lev couldn't relate to.

It was common knowledge that intense spellcasting took a toll on the mage's mind and soul, inducing a lethargy in severe cases that could hinder their casting.

He had never felt that. Sure, arcane classes helped greatly, for they were designed to channel large amounts of mana, but he also—

Oh, right. Each time I used too much mana, I passed out. Maybe that was also a reason for losing consciousness.

Putting the inspiration aside, Lev focused back on the monsters. The next horde perished much the same. His presence alone reduced their threat to null. His arrows found their mark without fail, killing the most trolls out of everyone present.

The opening salvo took out a major threat in both hordes, letting the mages support the melee fighters without issue. Someone might even have felt bad for the troll caster. Lev's shields easily rendered its spells useless.

Flying a bit above ground to continue scouting, Lev noticed the final horde before the monsters noticed them.

"Seventeen monsters. Four casters and one commander."

"Ooh, that's unlucky," Kayn grimaced. "I recommend we turn back."

"Is that not normal?" Lev piped up before anyone else could vote.

"Commanders rarely spawn in dungeons, but it’s not unheard of. I agree with Kayn as well," Nizar said.

"Hold on, it can't be that bad. What level is it?" Lev interrupted again, noticing slight frustration on Nizar's face.

"Over 180. It is much stronger than normal monsters, Lev. Risking it is not worth it."

"How about this? If I can kill most of them for you, will you group up against the commander?"

"Can you even do that?" Enryu remarked, raising an unconvinced brow.

"You will see if you agree."

"Sure. Worst comes to worst, we just fight," Reina said, looking at Meera.

"If your attacks are not strong enough, we can just run back to the portal." Meera's opinion sealed the deal. "Someone better carry me, though."

Lev gave her a thumbs-up and turned to the commander. His present company was probably expecting him to fly closer, but Lev did the opposite.

Backtracking for several hundred meters, Lev flew higher and formed three large lances. Mana seeped out of his converters, teleported to the lances through his skill as the monsters remained oblivious to their demise.

When they were ready, holding nearly a tenth of his total mana, Lev launched all three at the commander instead of the horde.

In the single-second window to react, four different spells were cast, but the projectiles landed amidst the monsters before they could even take form.

[

You have slain [Troll Commander - Level 182]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 138

5 free attribute points

]

When the explosion cleared, there were only five trolls still standing, and none of them were casters. They were put down with ruthless efficiency by the hunters.

Lev slowly floated back to the waiting team, who wasted no time in harvesting the core, watching him fly closer with disbelieving gazes.

Nizar held out the core while looking at the rest of his team. Seeing no disagreement, he tossed it to Lev.

"Thanks," Lev nodded before they were teleported outside.

"Wait, where are you going now?" Kayn walked up to him, happy with how things had turned out.

Lev looked around as he replied. "I'm afraid someone might be waiting for me—oh, there he is."

Drakys was unsurprisingly surrounded by everyone present, even the guards.

"I'm sure there will be plenty of events in The Haven in the near future as well. Chances are, I'll be there with you all."

Done talking, Drakys motioned for him to follow before flying off. Lev gave one last wave to the wide-eyed Silver team standing still like statues before flying after the Exalted.

It was fun while it lasted.


    
        Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
"So, where's Stargazer?" Lev immediately asked.

"Runespires. We will pick it up later. How much mana do you have left?"

"Still over 40%. Why?"

"Clear the spider dungeon again. There is something you should see."

Lev could safely say he had never been so curious in his life before. Holding back questions, he overloaded his manipulation skills to reach the spider dungeon as quickly as he could.

**

Now one matriarch core richer, Lev followed Drakys to his chosen destination. Passing the smithing spire, they entered the central spire and ascended through the elevator.

"Where are we going?" he asked, unable to keep the curiosity at bay.

"To the top. I like a spot."

Night was starting to cover the horizon when they reached the sparsely crowded roof. Drakys led him to a corner, deploying a circular formation. Lev tried to observe it, intrigued, but it was all masterfully concealed.

"We are invisible and under many different privacy wards," Drakys explained. "I talked to your teacher and his group before coming here. They explained your circumstances, but knew little about your past life—something that you probably held back purposefully."

"…What about it?"

Drakys smirked a little. "Nothing. We are here for something potentially more exciting. Nobody will pry your traumas out of you."

"Just get to the point," Lev sighed. "I hope my excitement wasn't for nothing."

Drakys nodded seriously, seeing that Lev had some actual baggage for his mood to worsen so quickly. "Orianna mentioned you came from a world of skyscrapers called 'Earth.' We have ancient records saved from different civilizations that existed even before the Empyrean Empire's origins. Some of them showed divination results similar to what you described. Sadly, nobody could read them."

Similar divination results…

The thought boomed in his head, echoing with increasing intensity. Lev took some deep breaths, realizing his heartbeat had sped up considerably.

"Can I see them?"

"Of course. That's why I brought you here," Drakys replied, summoning a thick, weathered tome.

Lev leaned forward, gingerly accepting it. When he brought it closer, his entire being paused, his heart skipping a beat. The title of the tome was written in giant silver letters, readable to his mind.

It was written in English.

"You okay, boy?"

"…Yeah," Lev gulped before nodding. "Yeah. I can read the title."

Drakys's eyes widened, excitement overtaking him, too. "What does it say?"

"What We Lost."

**

Lev tossed around in his bed, unable to sleep back at the inn. Drakys had left quickly after Lev read the title, Monarch knew to do what.

Can't say I didn't see this coming, he thought, mind still stuck on that old tome. Everyone here has names similar to what we had on Earth, and even the time-measuring units are the same. Other details like month names have been forgotten for some reason, but there were too many signs for this to be a different universe.

Seeing that there was little chance of sleep, Lev pushed all thoughts out of his mind and tried meditating. It took a lot of effort, and the first hour passed in trying to keep the myriad of distracting thoughts at bay.

Be it his class, titles, future titles, future team, his mentor's job, the special attention from Exalted, lack of Sherron's company because she acted so childishly, Orianna's warm hugs, or his mentor's patient curiosity… all of it kept distracting him.

When he finally managed to empty his brain of stray thoughts, things became weird. Normally, one could observe their mana pool with high clarity, but now, it stood out to him in unprecedented detail.

From how a stream of mana entered his pool out of… nowhere, apparently, to how, instead of growing in size, mana increased in quantity in some other way— he could somehow observe the whole process. Lev remained entranced by the stark detail for a long while, fascinated by the inner workings of his soul even if nothing made sense.

Most of it was censored, but the experience was still breathtaking. He now knew that mana pools didn't behave like liquids filling up a container. And that mana regeneration was completely cut off from any outside factors.

Someone knocked on the door, breaking that peaceful state. Blinking bleary eyes, Lev realized the suns were already up. Scanning his mind, he felt refreshed and ready to go.

Donning his armor, he opened the door. Drakys stood there alone, giving him a once-over.

"Did you sleep well?"

"You can say that," Lev replied. "So?"

"We're going to The Pit."

"Huh, how will I get there?"

"Let me worry about that," Drakys smiled. "Let's go."

"There goes my plan to work towards Gold rank," Lev grumbled, following the Exalted.

"I asked Hakim about it. He can deal with that. No need to grind merit points when it's much more important to work on yourself."

"More handouts, great."

Drakys chuckled at his lack of enthusiasm, not commenting. It took some time to leave Runespires before the Exalted formed a telepathic connection with him.

"Close your eyes and lower your senses as much as possible."

Lev didn't question it and followed the instructions. One moment, they were standing, and the next, he was getting dragged behind the Exalted at speeds he couldn't hope to comprehend above ground.

Unable to see, the best he could guess their speed was that just a glimpse would make him vomit. He wisely kept his eyes shut.

**

Some hours later—or perhaps it was just one hour, Lev didn't know—they stopped in front of The Pit's gates. The first thing he did was lie down and keep his eyes closed, trying to find his bearings.

The experience was incredibly trippy, regardless of how Drakys tried to keep it smooth. It felt like being on a bullet train without the comfort afforded by its interior. Though he had no idea what it felt like inside one.

"Please, don't ever carry me like that again," Lev breathed out, mind still scrambled.

"Bah, man up." Drakys waved away his complaint. "It will get much easier after you become a Master."

"Man up, he says." Lev rolled his eyes under the armor. "I'm fucking eleven."

"No you ain't."

"I—okay, I'm not, but the point still stands."

"Stop complaining. Orianna and Sherron are waiting."

Lev was standing in an instant, almost throwing up from the movement, but it was worth it.

"Let's go."

Drakys, once again, attracted everyone's attention. Lev followed behind, ignoring it just like the Exalted did. Somewhat unsurprisingly, they eventually ended up in front of Alec's suite.

Drakys knocked once, and the door opened before Lev could use the card in his ring.

"You got here pretty quickly," Alec commented, greeting him with a nod.

"Yeah, he is tougher than I expected," Drakys casually replied, sauntering in.

Lev followed after giving his mentor a short hug. Inside, there were new faces—two of them specifically, who were observing him like an especially interesting exhibition piece.

Orianna and Sherron were also present, and Lev went straight for the hug after coming out of his armor.

"Should I leave or will they not eat me alive?" Lev asked Sherron.

She grinned back. "You'll live. I think."

Orianna shook her head a little. "These two lovely women are Katarina"—she motioned to the woman with black hair and green eyes—"and Lara."

Lara looked similar to Katarina, just with hair a pretty shade of crimson instead of black.

[Mage - ???]

[Mage - ???]

"Hey." Lev gave them a little wave and smiled. "I'm Lev."

Katarina stared at him without any emotion before turning to Sherron. "Introductions done?"

Sherron sighed, the sound dripping with pain and suffering. "Yes, unfortunately."

Lev didn't even get a chance to run before Katarina was on him, holding him in place by the arms.

"So you're the wonderboy, hmm?" She stared into his eyes, her face inches from his own. "How did you get my mother's title?"

Eh?

"…Your mother's title?"

"Youngest Prodigy. I know it gives 15 to each attribute and doubles every threshold. What were the requirements?"

Lev's brain was trying and failing to comprehend what was happening. It took several seconds for him to blurt out a single thing.

"You're a princess?"

Lara pulled Katarina back, giving Lev some room to think. "Right, sorry. I just had to be the youngest to ever unlock a class."

"That's all?" Lara asked gently.

"Yeah, just says I am the youngest sentient to ever unlock a class."

"Youngest sentient…"

Katarina sat back down, lost in thought. Lara seemed contemplative too, so Lev looked at Sherron for clarification.

"They are just incredibly curious," she answered his silent question. "Nobody really knew why Queen Martha got the title in the first place, but they confirmed it was the same title."

"Mother was pretty secretive about it, and for good reason. Obviously, that only made us more curious."

Katarina huffed after speaking. "Really, I was tormented for so long for such a simple title? This feels like a cruel prank."

Hey, don't insult my strongest source of power like that.

Drakys clapped once, the sound loud enough that Lev's soul almost fled his body. He glared at the Exalted, who just grinned widely.

"We're here for something much more important. Give me all the records," Drakys said. He collected several books and diaries from Orianna and Alec.

"See which ones you can read," Drakys handed Lev a diary. Opening it, Lev found it was written in English.

"I can read this one," Lev stated. Since everyone was waiting for him, he started reading it out loud.

"The only squad above level 200 is going out again today. Lately, more and more monsters have started showing up outside our walls, never leaving us alone. It seems the world still has a lot of hardship in store for us."

"Seems like the earlier entries are missing," Lev said.

"From our observations, they can reliably kill any monsters up to level 400. Bless The System for their advantages, but four-mark monsters still remain too strong. Only two have ever been brought down, but it was a cause to celebrate nonetheless."

"Four marks?" Lara questioned before anyone else could speak.

"Third-threshold monsters, most likely," Lev replied. "They seemed pretty strong if they could kill monsters above level 500 before Master."

"Even if the monsters were weaker due to the lower mana density, it is still an extraordinary feat," Drakys agreed.

The next few pages were torn, their contents a mystery. Lev skipped to the intact ones.

"The Sunwalkers have ascended another threshold. Each and every one of them has received an inconceivable boost in power. Praise be to The System.

We will survive."

"The first Masters of Earth. Makes sense for them to be freakishly strong," Sherron mused.

"Four teams have been prepared, all of our finest combatants. The Juvenile astral walker will be rendered immobile by our strongest paralysis concoction and safeguarded in an—"

Lev's reading paused abruptly. Drakys's aura unveiled itself for a brief instant, brimming with rage.

"Sorry… just keep going."

"What's so special about these astral walkers?" Lev risked asking.

"They use space mana," Orianna replied. "The walkers caused the fall of the Empyrean Empire. No matter how many monsters there were to fight, these were responsible for teleporting to populated planets and bringing waves of monsters with them."

Lev's face darkened as she explained. He added the monsters to his just-created list of most hated beings. He would pay them back, eventually.

"Salia gave birth last week, one of the first births in a long time. People refuse to relax when the sounds of battle keep them awake 24/7. Several people have picked up classes related to mundane professions…"

The diary explained events about normal people, too wary of The System before, utilizing classes finally. Nobody had any questions about that. It took a while to go through them all before something unexpected came up.

"The first space mage class has shown up. Just from the glossed-over details, I can deduce that the class is incredibly potent. Perhaps we finally have a chance to go outside these walls. Even if hope is almost non-existent, there is a small ember that refuses to be extinguished.

Maybe, just maybe, there are others who survived. Maybe there is a world to return to, safe from this never-ending calamity."

"Space mage…" Lev whispered. The class sounded strong just from the name, but the sheer usefulness of a space mage seemed limitless. Unfortunately, that was all in the diary, not giving the present company any clue about how it may have been possible.

"Well, that was depressing. Felt like being teased by the tip—" Katarina started, interrupted by a slap on the back of her head. Lara scrunched her nose, disgusted.

Lev gave her an unamused look as well. "Please mind your language. There's an eleven-year-old present in the room."

"No eleven-year-old knows what that means," she replied with a raised brow. "How do you know?"

Lev looked at the rest of the room. "No one told them?"

Their smiles were answer enough, and now the princesses were dying to know.

"You can keep guessing," Lev replied with a toothy smirk, very much enjoying getting back at them after the earlier treatment.
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"Princesses, huh?" Lev sighed. Grabbing another tome, he gave them both a disappointed look. "Why do you think I can read this language?"

"Wh—oh."

Katarina's eyes widened, but Lev hadn't expected them to turn sad. Lara also looked regretful for some reason.

"Just to be clear, I haven't left anyone behind, nor did I have to live through the apocalypse." Lev opened the tome, glad to see pretty much all of it was intact. "Stop giving me those looks."

"That is not the positive that you seem to think it is," Lara said, unhappy with Lev's nonchalance.

"Not a negative, either," he shrugged before ignoring her and reading the contents out loud.

"The governments are panicking as well now. The more of these creatures they kill, the more of them show up. Humans around the world have picked up 'classes' and can fight back against dozens of monsters by themselves, but that has given rise to entirely new problems.

Several different reports of mass murders and other similar crimes have been received, and that is just one continent. No god has descended to save us."

"This one seems like it's from the early days," Lev commented, not really wanting to read further. From the tone the first few pages had set, there would just be more suffering to read out loud.

"Can you give me the smaller ones? I doubt these have anything of importance."

His simple attempt to avoid the tome was shoddy at best, except nobody mentioned it. If anything, they seemed to be realizing how Lev was pretty much reading the end of his world out to them.

Grabbing another diary written in English, Lev started reading.

"Kobolds continue to assault the gates. My family has given up hope; their eyes no longer see everything, only the monsters that refuse to stop coming. I, Derrick, the eldest son, vow to keep them all alive. It has been several months since we last saw sunlight, but we will survive. No matter what it takes."

"I'm starting to change my mind," Lev muttered. "Arrange them in front of me. I'll read something if it sounds useful."

The records were all sprawled out on the bed, and he leafed through them in a few moments. Only one title stood out.

"Goblins and orcs seem to be the norm around these parts, their numbers never dwindling. Eye of the Scholar keeps me updated on all the different variations in the same species—notably, the commanders, shamans, and generals. It is fascinating how the commanders are built so much better than humans themselves. Their bodies are somehow born for war. Is it possible for humans to change their physique like that as well?"

"I doubt you guys need the details?" Lev questioned everyone present.

Alec replied, "No, we have extensive knowledge about different monster physiques. It is a fruitless endeavor."

"Dinosaurs have been spotted. The hunters sounded frantic, in just as much disbelief as those listening to the report. I will be sent to observe them with a large scouting party in a few days."

Lev rubbed his eyes, also in disbelief.

Dinosaurs. Are you serious?

But the records were in front of him, and he didn't have a reason to believe they were lying.

"What's so special about these dinosaurs?" Orianna asked gently, as if the question might hurt Lev.

He gave her a flat stare for being so cautious. "They're supposed to be extinct. Humans only ever found their extremely old remains buried underground. From their estimates, these animals used to exist millions of years ago. Really, even I used to be fascinated by them as a kid."

"Oh." She looked at Alec. "I think that's a first?"

"It is," Alec replied, mind whirring. "We've always assumed monsters were born of mana entirely, but it seems natural life can also play a role in it. This changes little beyond being another piece of the puzzle, but it is a grand discovery nonetheless."

"The whole operation was a folly. Even the weakest of them were above the third threshold—or four marks, as most call it. It only took the call of one for dozens to swarm us. Out of seventy-eight, only five of us have returned. The idiots prioritized my life, a mere scholar, and lured them all away. The world is cruel, not letting me wallow in pity, for the new enemy will come knocking soon. We must be prepared, and my knowledge will be the edge we need."

"Everything's fucking depressing," Lev whispered, skipping pages to see if there was anything useful left. Sadly, it was all records of battles and catalogs of different monsters. Those, at least, were similar to the ones on Monarch. It proved that monsters of all kinds could be born anywhere.

Lev picked up another diary, the smallest one.

"Seven years after the apocalypse descended, my wanderlust has finally doomed me. I am writing this in hopes that the beast will not find the diary, and that a fellow human eventually will.

-

The beast talks. It—no, she seems to be just as wary of the world as I, seeking refuge inside a mountain cave despite looking like a bird sculpted for carnage. I finally dared to Identify her, afraid of seeking her wrath. She told me how such skills were unnoticeable to all but the strongest beings far beyond even her.

[Dreadhawk - ??]

The communication method is fascinating. She does not talk in words, but raw concepts that are translated by a General Skill to not overload my brain. Every day, we grow closer despite the sheer inconceivable difference in strength. She has started treating me like a child to be cared for, something I am completely fine with. Her presence is reassuring."

Lev observed the reactions of everyone present. They did not seem surprised at all, which was both expected and unexpected. The Plains were vast, and there was no doubt that several beings capable of communication were present in them. Only he was struggling to wrap his head around such existences, but then again, it was not that world-shattering.

Lev really, really wanted to meet such beings, though, which was a horrible idea with his current negligible strength.

"Where is the—"

"No," Alec cut him off, leveling a stern glare at him.

"Oh, come on, how bad can it be?" Lev pouted, the expression only working on Orianna. She still didn't seem inclined to agree.

"We absolutely cannot risk earning their ire, Lev. They are… beyond compare."

Beyond compare. Lev tossed around the term Orianna used in his head, noting how she could've just mentioned their threshold. Intriguing, but nothing that affected him right now.

"Ugh, fine. I will meet them one day," Lev announced, which didn't seem to surprise anyone—even the princesses. "Why are you two so accepting?"

Katarina shrugged a shoulder. "It didn't take long to guess all your ambitions. This seems perfectly in line with them."

Lara smiled. "You will definitely need a team, though. Do you have one?"

"Not yet," Lev replied. "Will get one in a few years."

"Why wait?"

"You can ask everyone else present," he deflected. "I can write a guide on the language, if you wish?" Lev asked Alec.

"That would be helpful," his mentor nodded.

The next few hours passed in Lev writing out the letters and numbers, clarifying them to everyone present. Explaining the basics only took a few minutes with his heightened Perception, but translating all the words he could into Empyrean Standard took hours.

Feeling wrung out, Lev motioned for Orianna to come sit next to him. She did so, tilting her head in a silent question.

Wordlessly, Lev shifted on the bed and put his head on her lap. He was out in seconds.

**

"You've shown a remarkable level of restraint," Sherron clapped lightly. "Well done."

Both princesses looked at her with mouths agape, unable to comprehend the sheer audacity.

Katarina shook her head, not about to argue with Sherron. That often ended in her getting zapped.

"He's different from what I expected," she commented, Lara nodding in agreement.

"With how strong you made him sound, I was expecting some arrogant, righteous behavior," Lara added.

"I can agree with these two," Drakys spoke up. "Finding a completely normal boy, albeit sort of antisocial, was quite the surprise."

Sherron gave them an incredulous glance. "Was there still any doubt after the way I talked about him?"

Katarina waved her off. "It's hard to tell with you three. Especially Orianna."

"What do you mean?" Orianna asked, confused.

"It means you care for literally everyone," Katarina replied. "Difficult to guess someone's personality based on your opinion."

Alec observed Lev sleeping in his friend's lap, surrounded by a sound ward, before replying. "We wouldn't have given him so much power if his personality hadn't been fitting."

"Even if it was our only chance to get that title?" Lara questioned.

Alec nodded without hesitation. "Especially so. It would take no time for him to go from humanity's hope to humanity's downfall after Exalted. We spent so much time with him before teaching anything to make sure that wouldn't happen."

**

"For fuck’s sake," Lev muttered, rubbing the remaining sleep out of his eyes. Only Orianna remained in his mentor's suite. "I'm sorry."

"It's fine," she giggled. "You're a healthy young boy."

Shaking his head, Lev took care of his morning routine in the restroom. Within a few minutes, he was ready to face the day again.

"Where did everyone go?" Lev asked and sat down on the bed.

"Alec returned to the lab, and Sherron is doing rounds in the pit. Drakys is on break, so he can be anywhere. The princesses are just shopping." Orianna motioned to him, making him sit in front of her while facing the other way. Running a hand through his hair, she spoke, "How are you doing these days?"

"Hmm, could do without the fear of attracting calamities, but otherwise, pretty well. Making money and growing stronger at the same time, it's like a dream come true," Lev giggled. "Is my future team doing well?"

"They are," Orianna said, the smile audible in her voice. "The only boy on the team is being trained by the Earthen Wardens. I'm sure you've heard of them."

"The super popular Master team?"

"Yep."

"Hoh, and here I was observing other hunters to eventually teach my team."

"You should keep doing that," Orianna advised, lying back on the bed. "The apprenticeship only covers so much. They will also have no real combat experience. Teaching them the limits of their class before fighting lethal battles is a great idea."

"Will do. What will their classes be like?"

"Healer and aura mage, fire warrior hybrid, and defensive frontliner."

Lev mentally saluted the kid brave enough to choose the last option. Getting up close to monsters only to block their attacks required balls of steel. It was only made more impressive because Lev was preparing for the same inevitability. He knew how hard it was to overcome that mental barrier.

"Why is the guild mass-clearing dungeons, though?" Lev "innocently" questioned—which Orianna obviously noticed, but replied to anyway.

"They didn't tell you?"

"Nope. Something about being contacted when the time is right."

"Hmm, I can see that," Orianna mused before shaking her head. "But still, Alec should have considered how your mind works."

"What do you mean?" Lev interrupted.

"How long does a decade feel to you?"

"Pretty damn long. Should it not?"

"Not really," Orianna replied. "To us, a decade feels like what a year feels to you, at least by my estimates. We view time differently, something that will take you years to get used to."

"How does this relate to the original question?"

"Because the guild is making plans that span decades, of course. How much of The Plains do you think we have explored?"

"Explored as in mapped?"

"No, control."

"Uhh… Like, 30 percent of it?"

She chuckled. "Not even close, Lev. Despite covering such a large area inside the outer wall, it is less than 10 percent of The Plains. Even that estimate remains dubious because of how dangerous some regions are to explore."

"Ten percent…" Lev whispered, his mind utterly failing to comprehend the size involved. "I … see. What about it?"

"Not that long ago, some of our best scouts finalized a report about the center of The Plains. The consensus is that mana density is considerably lower overall, and the area is completely flat. It is also several times the size covered by the outer wall."

"Hold on." Lev straightened up, fully engrossed. "You mean to say the center is safer?"

Orianna nodded. "Yes, and it also has no lethal zones like The Ravine or the pit."

"We're marching, aren't we?" Lev hazarded a guess.

She chuckled. "In full force."

"Why on Monarch would they hide this from me?" Lev wondered with a sigh. "Even if I fail to become the strongest, surely I will still be strong enough to cover any weaknesses."

Orianna sat up again, frowning. "Don't say that. You're already doing great."

"Doesn't feel like that, though. Much of my strength is just the consequence of my insane attributes. I've only managed two useful creations of my own so far, and they are incredibly basic."

"Lev," Orianna began. "You earned the class."

"I know," Lev voiced, subdued. "Just feels like I'm not doing enough. The class does everything for me, but barriers are supposed to be so much more, no?"

"Where is this even coming from? You literally cannot do much before Master. Enchanting takes a lot of time, effort, resources, and mana. Before your barriers become permanent, all effort is mostly rendered moot. Nobody blames you for not expanding your arsenal before that. If anything, you should only have a select few tools as you are right now. Practice the foundations and level your skills."

"…Truly?"

"Why would I lie?" Orianna asked, hugging him from behind. "You think you're lacking, but after being trained by Drakys, I daresay there will be no Adept as strong as you."

Comfortable silence enveloped the room, both of them getting lost in thought. Lev took a few moments to scan his mental state, finding it much better than before. He hadn't even realized how much throwing mana at problems was bothering him, especially with the effort he needed to match other mages.

"I suppose that says enough about my strength after evolving," Lev sighed again. "The Ravine awaits."

"Heh, you're in for a surprise. If you think you will be one of the strongest from the start, you are very sorely mistaken. We have several Masters who have their skills well into the fifth rank, and some with even all of them."

"Fifth!?" Lev exclaimed. His own had barely leveled into the third tier.

"They're centuries old. While the Exalted are undoubtedly the mightiest, some of the most skilled and talented combatants are still Masters."

"Huh."

Sherron entered the suite before Lev could ask further. She looked just as relaxed as before, no signs of carnage that she’d likely caused in the past few hours showing on her person.

"You're up. Drakys was waiting for you to go down into the pit," she said, sitting on the other bed.

"I don't think that is a good idea anymore. Exploring the pit sounded fun before, but only now am I realizing just how much I want to go down its depths. The desire is not natural. Even I'm not that suicidal."

Sherron and Orianna shared a glance, visibly confused. Lev didn't blame them. Both his desire to get stronger and explore the depths of Monarch burned a bit too brightly for his liking. It was honestly confusing. Why were his own emotions slightly out of his control?

"I … see. I'll bring him back here."

Sherron blurred out of the room, and Lev waited for his current teacher to return.
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"I can't say I've heard anyone have that issue before," Drakys commented, both of them now back in Runespires. "There are some explorers that border on suicidal, but no one who felt a calling."

"It's weird," Lev agreed, observing the upgraded Stargazer in his hands. She was just as beautiful, if not even more so, with the same blue streaks running through her length. Only now, her entire being was brimming with enchantments.

[

Stargazer - Rare

Enchantments: Durability, Blade Sharpening, Mana Channeling

]

"No description?"

"Descriptions are up to the creator of the item to keep. The one who upgraded it didn't feel like it."

Huh, that's news to me. The more you know.

"What do the enchantments do? I don't think I've seen them anywhere," Lev questioned, curious.

"Little wonder you haven't," Drakys commented, lost in thought. "I had to go see someone who only crafts gear to counter the influence of blight. Much of the durability enchantment is focused on keeping foreign influences at bay. It also has an active portion to increase the durability further."

Lev was suitably impressed. "The other two?"

"Blade Sharpening will scan your barrier blade and encompass it into a large sharpness formation. Mana Channeling simply lets you channel different mana types through the entire thing. We will get Mana Slash to make full use of that aspect."

"I was going to get that skill anyway," Lev nodded. "How does the skill work with different mana types normally?"

"Like any other skill," Drakys answered dismissively. "You force different mana types into it, and they become a part of it in the 2nd rank. Let's go."

Lev followed the man without question, knowing he no longer needed merit points to advance. Hakim hadn't even batted an eye at Drakys's request to let Lev advance freely, which Lev had mixed feelings about.

It was nice not to care about merit points, but taking handouts sucked. Only the first ever ring and the hundred gold coins were acceptable to him because he’d had nothing to his name back then.

"Since I only need to grow in levels now, do we have to do quests?"

"Not anymore."

Proving his words, Drakys led him straight to the central spire, where they took an elevator to the lowest floor.

Lev was expecting stone or perhaps an outpost to defend against monster attacks. He was instead greeted by a small town next to the base of the spire, housing many of the hunters of Runespires.

"Well, this answers some questions," Lev remarked, head on a swivel like a country bumpkin. "There were too few hunters above the surface to account for all of them."

"This is still nothing compared to the total number," Drakys added. "The final cavern you visited was far from the largest. Many of them stay there for weeks or months."

Not stopping at any of the stores or inns, they left the perimeter without obstructions. Lev wondered how many people recognized the Exalted from a glance. Drakys's aura was hidden to an unbelievable degree, to the point that Lev needed to keep him in his vision so as not to lose track of him. The man moved as silently as a ghost.

"Where are we going?" he finally asked. Curiosity could be surprisingly painful to hold back.

"To the largest final cavern. As the deepest and farthest from Runespires, it has a high chance of attracting something too strong to handle. We will train there."

Surprisingly considerate for a man on a break.

Not voicing the thought, Lev followed him through the caves without any more questions. It took a few hours of too many twists and turns, and hundreds of dormant monsters, before they walked into an open cavern, not unlike the one where he had met the threader.

The only major difference was the size. Where Lev could observe the ceiling of the previous final cavern above, this one was far too high for him to see. The same was true for the other end of the cavern, shrouded in darkness somewhere far away.

Before he could ask about their next steps, a bubble of mana enveloped him and Drakys, masking their auras.

"Letting them know of my presence will reduce all essence gains and skill improvements," Drakys explained without prompting. "Since most of the monsters come from the cave system at the other end, we will stay near that."

Despite being in the presence of one of the strongest of his kind, a seed of fear had rooted itself in Lev's heart. His existence always caused mishaps, and now, he was far below Runespires and right in front of caves endlessly spewing out monsters.

They both walked at the edge of the cavern floor, Lev noting the high number of defenders atop the wall. Spell after spell rained down, painting a surprisingly beautiful scene.

There were several new elements present, too. Balls of acid splashed onto groups of unlucky kobolds. A streak of black blurred from monster to monster, beheading them in a single strike.

"It's pretty surprising you can even notice that," Drakys said, breaking him out of the observation. "That young man is a radiant hunter, one of the rare few humans to ever get shadow mana before Master. Quite special, that lad."

"Shadow, huh…" Lev mused. "Do shadow mana converters exist?"

Drakys nodded slowly. "Less than ten, and I have one of them, now that I think about it."

"Will they even do anything to my barriers?" Lev questioned, not particularly interested in a hidey mana type.

Drakys just laughed at his face. "You will need to evolve your Mana Manipulation twice to even move it."

"…What?"

"Shadow mana, boy, is incredibly difficult to bend to your will, even for me. This is why the hunter is so special. He can use skills with shadow mana because of that absurd class."

That dimmed Lev's view of his own accomplishments somewhat. Despite the raw power in him, he couldn't manage anything as impressive as that rogue.

"I can feel your thoughts through your aura quite clearly," Drakys glanced at him. "The rogue will not hold a candle to you. Have faith in your abilities."

I seriously need to learn something to hide my aura. Why is it even necessary to be a Master to do that?

"I see," Lev remarked. "Just thinking how my class will only use basic things to do everything."

"For now," Drakys added without hesitation. "Your barriers specialize in absorbing mana types, do they not?"

"Hmm." Lev tried to play it off casually, failing miserably. "Fair enough."

Drakys didn't comment on how his steps had suddenly become lighter, or how his aura was happy all of a sudden.

Getting to the end of the cavern took over an hour despite running at low speeds. Covered by Drakys's bubble, no monster or human noticed their passing.

The small trip was enlightening. Lev could see craters and huge cracks in the ground from previous battles, along with other burns and marks telling their own story. The monsters, too, were pretty strong.

[Cave Troll - Level 150]

[Cave Spider - Level 122]

[Kobold Shaman - Level 174]

[Illusionist Trapper]

What on Monarch is that?

"Hey, are you seeing that?"

"The trapper? It's pretty easy to spot. That one is also just dormant," Drakys commented off-handedly, scanning the distant ceiling still too far for Lev to see.

My Identify skill was defeated by a dormant monster, Lev thought with a sigh. With dormant being the lowest evolution threshold, ranging from levels 1 to 100, he wasn’t expecting Identify to fail so spectacularly.

Putting the weak skill to the back of his mind, he observed their destination. They had stopped near the corner of the spacious cavern, with all the huge cave entrances visible to their left.

Drakys was already preparing the area to train him, his preparations entirely undecipherable to Lev. He could tell the air and ground were changing in some way, but nothing beyond that.

"What are you doing?"

"Blocking out all tremors and sounds. What happens in the sphere, stays in the sphere."

So, he wants to train me under the nose of all these monsters. I can't rule out having to face monsters randomly, either. In fact, that seems to be the main purpose of this spot.

It was completely fine by him, though. Their greatest enemies were monsters, and Lev was more than happy to train against them.

The sphere surrounding them kept growing in size, eventually reaching dozens of meters in each direction. However, it was still only a small part of the corner they were occupying.

"Before we begin," Drakys straightened up, leveling a stern stare at Lev. "From now on, you will not question my orders unless strictly necessary. You can ask questions, but only a few of them, and nothing that will defeat the purpose of our exercises. Understood?"

No hint of casualness or joviality remained in Drakys, the man now a teacher instead of an observer. Lev straightened up, too, knowing there was no more time to mess around. He had been throwing spells from afar for long enough. That had to change.

"Yes, sir."

Drakys nodded. "Good. Send your mana underground."

Lev did as he was told without missing a beat. Normally, he would be sour about someone expecting unquestioned effort from him, but this was an Exalted teaching him during a personal break. He wasn’t nearly dense enough to not see how extraordinary the whole opportunity was.

Lev was prepared to do his best, for there was no other option. There was a lot of responsibility waiting to land on his shoulders. He had to be prepared.

His mana went underground without obstruction, easily passing through the solid stone due to its incorporeal nature.

"Do you see the pathways?"

"I do."

"They are enchanted to absorb mana. Your task is to find the finishing points while keeping control over your mana. Go sit on that chair. I will stay here and make sure nothing attacks you."

Lev did not question what the finishing points were, why he was doing this, or how long he had to accomplish the task. He walked up to the single stone chair in the center of the sphere and sat down.

Opening his senses fully to the world, he sent a stream of pure mana into the carved pathway and started moving it. It was small enough to be covered by his regeneration alone. The stream moved for all of an instant before the pathway absorbed it without even coming into contact with the mana.

What just happened?

Lev tried again, sending another stream. It dissipated without telling him anything, so he tried once more.

On the seventh attempt, he finally noticed it.  The mana was instantly absorbed into the enchanted pathway the moment it came within a fixed distance. The process was so fast, he couldn't tell how his mana had even vanished before.

So, I have a narrow circular path, much smaller than the stone pathway itself, to move my mana through. If my mana comes within, like, two inches of the enchantments, it vanishes.

[

Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 2

]

Lev tried again, carefully keeping the stream moving in a straight line and in the center of the pathway. For several meters, he could keep a somewhat stable stream of mana going before he ran into another issue.

Lack of familiarity.

So far, Lev had been converting his mana and teleporting it from barrier to barrier. Only now was he realizing how little he had trained with mana without his class. It also revealed the purpose of the exercise, which was to evolve his General Skills.

Gently, at the cost of a mild headache, Lev slowly coaxed the stream to move forward. It kept elongating, wobbling a little but staying out of reach of the enchantments.

He couldn't stop smiling as the stream improved almost negligibly with each passing minute. The obvious signs of progress kept pushing him on, though the mana still required great care not to let it be absorbed.

Minutes passed, which turned into hours. Oblivious to the passage of time, his entire being focused on the stream slowly inching forward.

The first hurdle made itself known when the passage turned into two, requiring him to make a choice.

Lev didn't think it would be an issue, so he chose the left. The stream curved a little… and then dissipated entirely.

…Why did that just happen?

Disgruntled, he replayed the whole thing in his mind. His stream hadn't come into contact with the enchantment, which meant it was his fault.

To test it, Lev formed another stream of pure mana above ground. Extending in a long yet straight line, Lev tried to curve it. Just like before, it dissipated.

Oh, I see. This will take a lot of practice to deal with.

The moment Lev's mental input to curve the stream went through, his unfamiliarity with intricate manipulation reared its head. It caused the order to clash with all the previous mental input, which was to keep the stream solidified in a straight line.

Predictably, it made the whole thing come tumbling down. Lev had barely even started, and another challenge had presented itself.

[

Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 3

]

Still, he refused to take the easy way out. Instead of learning to curve the stream from scratch, his next step was curving the stream without letting the previous straight line dissolve. It was bound to be intense and tiring, but he had the time and mana to spare.

Mana rewarded honest effort above all, and Lev was loving the process of giving just that so far.
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Lev couldn't track the passage of time. Hours had elapsed, but more than a day might have, too. He wouldn't have known.

His entire being was weighing down on the stream of mana moving through the underground channels—progressing at a glacial pace, but progressing nonetheless.

Two turns seems like the limit for now, Lev observed, his breathing a little ragged. Where he couldn't manage even a single turn with his mind before, he had managed two of them now.

His mind strained to keep the barely twenty-meter-long stream in shape, but that was fine. Lev had visibly improved a lot since the start, and his notifications kept him updated about one of the factors of improvement.

[

Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 10

]

Finally leveled to the end, eh?

The skill rarely leveled during combat, as he didn't get to track spells or mana. It was good to see it finally improve rapidly. Just like Mana Manipulation, it was also meant to evolve several times before becoming truly useful.

The illusion armor had vanished some time ago after Lev realized he was invisible to all outsiders. He rubbed his forehead, trying to soothe his overtaxed psyche, but the headache was persistent.

With a quiet sigh, Lev ignored it and started working on the stream again.

I'm pretty sure Drakys said finishing points, not a point…

Like a reasonable person, he ignored that thought as well. Only the current singular stream of mana mattered.

With a deep, steadying breath, he formed the stream from scratch again. It smoothly slid through the first pathway, extending in a straight line till the first turn. Without stopping, it curved to the left and elongated again. The second curve passed much the same as Lev's focus started to waver.

Clamping down on the stream with all his willpower, Lev commanded it to grow. The stream slowly did, trying to dissipate like an unruly child trying its best to run away, but he did not allow it to.

Over the course of several minutes, he gave it his all. Inch after inch, it grew—until the third turn reached him, at which point his mind gave out.

Ugh, my head is gonna blow up, Lev thought, pulling back all his senses to avoid vomiting. His heavy breathing was the only sound within the sphere for several long minutes, the headache showing no signs of abating.

With his eyes closed, Lev was dead to the world. Only his hearing, which he couldn't pull back much, warned him in time.

Barrier armor covered him in the blink of an eye. Meaty thuds announced the presence of a charging troll. Two large shields formed in front of him, blocking the thrown stone club at the cost of one shattering.

It gave him enough time to fly up and observe the situation. The sphere was empty, save for Lev, Drakys, and the monster.

[Cave Troll - Level 165]

Relatively high level, Lev observed. It wasn’t too bad—expected, even. Life outside the outer wall was unpredictable at best, and this was a great way to train for it.

It was still annoying as hell, though.

Lev veered to the right, letting the second thrown club fly by harmlessly. Four thick chains, each link wider than his arm, slowly formed midair as he occupied the troll with his shields.

The monster charged the same madness-ridden charge, easily guided to Lev’s whims. He flew in circles, keeping track of the boundary of the sphere. The troll followed, occasionally leaping at Lev, though the movement was easily dodged.

Two of the chains curved down in an arc from both sides, intent on skewering the monsters with their bladed ends. Noticing them, the troll pounced on one, shattering it with ease.

Lev grimaced. The monster hadn't even needed to grab it with both hands. Just the grip alone shattered the construct into pieces, and he had even made it extra thick.

No matter. It can only block so many at once.

Four more chains formed, their blades enchanted with a sharpness rune. They descended at once, the troll unable to block them all.

Punching one away, it roared in pain when two dug into its back, going several inches deep. Hatred fueled its movement as it tried to get the entangling chains off itself, shattering two more. Lev pulled the chains back to try and slow the troll, but his mental strength was negligible compared to the physical might of the monster.

Durability remains pretty low. Even slowing down the monster is too much for now, let alone completely immobilizing it.

Summoning his bow, he sent mana into his lightning converter and transferred the output to one of the chains still embedded inside the troll. Lightning mana coursed through the monster's body, stunning it in place as an arrow swiftly ended its life.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 165]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 139

]

The idea had only come to him recently—to release lightning through his chains. Lev couldn't directly transfer mana to constructs inside a monster, for their own natural defenses prevented that. But for a dangling bladed chain? He could transfer mana to any of its links not touching the monster, which let him pull the mana close enough to release it inside.

"Is enchanting the answer?"

"Half of it," Drakys replied, understanding what he was getting at. "Practice and leveling your skill is the other half. That chain, while viable, is too structurally weak. Your mind should be trained enough not to rely primarily on the flexibility afforded by the design."

Lev could not deny that his design was intentionally weakened to be easier to move. Back in the spider dungeon, it had felt like a good idea. But now, it was becoming obvious that he needed the maximum durability. And he needed it without sacrificing a full range of motion for the chain. Even if it was harder to manipulate as a result, he just had to get used to it.

"Wasn't I supposed to not kill monsters?"

"You just need to stay below 200. Your Daunting Steps title might be upgraded if you kill a few second-threshold monsters before that."

"…I'll be looking forward to it," Lev replied, trying to inject some cheer into his voice. He failed. His mind was already hurting like crazy from all the practice, and fighting the troll had done it no favors.

Sitting back down on the chair, he formed another stream of mana to train.

**

Hours gradually passed as Lev pushed his General Skill beyond its limits, clueless about the requirement to evolve it.

He just had to give a single large push, and it would evolve.

Or perhaps the boy was aware and simply not willing to do so. Either way, Drakys was content with the effort Lev was putting in currently.

The stream of mana flickered in a few spots, held tightly together by the boy's crumbling willpower. Before evolving to the Master rank, it could only be pushed so far.

Not bad at all for a newbie, though. Must be the work of the second title. Monarch knows how much I would love to have it.

Such was not meant to be, so he tossed the fantasy out of his mug. The boy and his class were perfect for it so far. Drakys would make sure the title would be fully utilized over the next few decades.

Lev's stream of mana sputtered, trying to get back into shape one last time before crumbling entirely.

The boy let out a low groan, fully audible to Drakys's senses, and leaned back in the purposefully uncomfortable chair. He didn't seem to notice that, though, his mind dominated by the intense headache he was no doubt feeling.

I would ask why you're pushing yourself so much, but I've already seen how you look at the walls, boy. The same gaze as Orianna's, dreading the day they will come tumbling down. Except your very existence will cause that.

"That's enough Mana Manipulation for today," Drakys spoke up, giving Lev a meaningful glance. "Do you wish to keep going like this?"

"…Yes, sir."

Drakys nodded. The decision was the boy's own, and he approved, too. It would be easier to unlock specialized evolutions of the skill if it were pushed to the limit instead of relying on The System to hold one’s hand.

"Rest for half an hour. We will work on melee fighting basics soon."

That was all he seemed to be waiting for. Within seconds, the boy was out like a log.

**

Thank Monarch sleep is so effective against that headache.

Lev yawned, noting that Drakys was nowhere to be seen. That was fine. He realized he hadn't eaten anything in a while. More than that, there was no excrement. That was a thing, apparently, but Lev kept forgetting.

The first evolution removed the need for excrement if one didn't overeat or drink. Mana suffused the body a bit more thoroughly, turning the remains of digested food into ambient mana.

He brought out some roasted chicken—the best food on Monarch, he might add—and ate breakfast while waiting for the Exalted. He saluted the foresight of whoever had brought a large number of animals with them on the refugee ship. Some of them had thankfully survived the crash landing.

Far into the distance, Lev could see flashes of battle from the dormant and first-threshold monsters constantly assaulting the wall. Perhaps the Exalted was keeping an eye on the defenders, or maybe he was battling some especially dangerous monster in one of the caves.

Either way, Lev settled in to train until he returned. Forming a stream of mana, he could feel how close he was to a breakthrough. Sending the stream in the pathway below, it extended in a straight line, passed through three turns, and stopped.

He was stuck at this new obstacle, which was the pathway going deeper into a spring shape. It curved in loops—ten of them—and Lev had to bend the stream accordingly.

Fresh and ready to go, he tuned out the world and sharpened his attention on the stream. Gently, he extended it while keeping a tight leash on the rest of the structure. It obliged, elongating in the curved path at a glacial pace.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the stream made it to the fifth loop before the total length became too much. The whole thing collapsed, but Lev had a smile on his face.

[

Your General Skill has evolved.

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 1:

Bend mana to your will with improved precision. Different mana types are easier to manipulate.

2nd Rank: Channeling mana requires less focus. Manipulation is further improved by 35%.

]

The evolution was… majestic. Not only could Lev improve the skill further now, but the small line of text about less focus was going to be a game-changer. The bonus to manipulation was a nice cherry on top, but it wasn't much. He had 82% of it from his Mage Conduit skill already. The bonus was just added to that.

Sure took its time, too, Lev thought, content. The skill would be immensely helpful when he eventually delved deeper into enchanting. Different mana types being handled by the first rank meant that aspect was also improved quite a bit already and would improve even further with every new level.

Drakys was still absent, and no monsters were heading his way, so Lev formed a new stream of mana.

The first three turns were handled almost effortlessly before he reached the same curvy decline. Bringing his entire will to bear, it started extending in the curves at a steady pace. It required great care to keep it away from the evil enchantments that kept ruining his practice.

Mana bent to his wishes, gently traveling down the circular path. The effects of his new skill were showing themselves when Lev's mind only showed signs of strain after the fourth loop.

Pushing through, the stream went down all ten of the loops before the pathway opened up to… hell.

…Drakys is a sadist?

The next task was to split the stream into three and take each part through a relatively tiny pathway. Then he would need to recombine them.

Lev hadn’t even known it was possible to split the stream before that.

**

Much deeper, a cave of extremely compressed stone, reinforced from constant exposure to mana, quaked as two beings battled.

Running on small, solidified air platforms, Drakys weaved between the large earth spikes heading his way with graceful ease. The monster itself was far too slow to catch him, relying on pathetic ranged attacks to catch him off guard.

Kinetic energy steadily streamed into his right leg, the amount low but enough for his purposes. Mental shaping took over, enchanting the nascent spell in its creation. The formations carved under his skin came alive, amplifying his physical strength severalfold for a single attack.

With contemptuous dexterity, Drakys hopped over another huge spike before performing an aerial kick in the direction of the stone snake. Invisible to the naked eye, a blade of kinetic energy and mana cut through an approaching highly compressed boulder before bisecting the monster much the same. No amount of durability, which the monster specialized in, would be useful against such a compressed attack.

Yet it wasn't dead. Far from it. The beheaded head thrashed and hissed, intent on giving its all till the end. Drakys landed on it with the force of a meteor. The cave shook for a long second, a lengthy instant at his level of Perception, signifying the end of the fight as stone and brain bits coated the surroundings. The eleventh such fight began and ended in the same manner.

[

You have slain [Stonefang - Level 561]

]

Where the hell are these things even coming from?

Drakys was forced to face second and third threshold monsters left and right, every one of them slowly ascending. They weren't rushing in like monsters usually did, which meant they had yet to detect Lev's presence. That only left one other option.

Something else was guiding them to Lev, and Drakys could not detect even a hint of it.

No matter how hard he looked, how much he pushed his senses to the limit, or how he strained his brain to come up with any plausible explanation, there was no answer. It was as if the world had simply declared the boy an enemy, coating reality in some invisible will that only the monsters could see.

But that couldn't be true. The System rewarded him at every turn, which told a story quite the opposite. It was a conundrum without an answer, and Drakys wanted answers.

Guess that explains why Orianna cares for him so much, Drakys thought, smiling. She has been borderline frantic ever since she found the effects of Lev's presence on monsters. So far, she has hidden her worries well, but now at least I can understand her better.

The boy was training upstairs, every single inch of the enchanted sphere visible to Drakys's senses. Apart from breakfast, he had simply started practicing the mana shaping exercise again after waking up.

There he was, working on his basic General Skills, unaware of the world throwing monster after monster towards him. Not only were they all an evolution or two above him, but they also never stopped coming.

This break hasn't been relaxing at all, Drakys thought with a sigh, preparing to face another third-threshold monster.

#
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Slowly, gently, holding back a dam's worth of annoyance, Lev split his stream of mana into three. The whole thing threatened to destabilize, requiring him to focus on the structure and give up on moving further with the exercise.

Minutes passed as he got used to the mental sensation, slowly fixing his hollowing confidence.

Lev was almost certain that he was talented in the ways of mana. That he had what it took to utilize the power that his title would afford him completely. But now, this demonic exercise was slowly eroding that resolve.

"I didn't think you were this gifted in mana manipulation. Alec only ever mentioned you being above average. Normally, a mage would take several weeks, if not months, to get to this part from scratch."

Just like that, Lev's confidence had been bolstered beyond the original level.

"How do I compare to Alec?" he instantly questioned back, causing Drakys to snort a laugh.

"Nobody has ever gotten the variation of Mana Manipulation that he has. Comparing yourself to him is an exercise in futility."

Lev's new confidence took a small hit, but he was mostly proud of being trained by someone so good at handling mana.

Also, he refused to believe he couldn't overtake his mentor. It was just a matter of time and effort, or so he told himself at night.

"This is enough for now. Too much focus on one thing will cause you to burn out. Ready your armor."

Lev summoned his illusion armor, triggering the Barrier Armor that seamlessly covered it. The illusion armor had grown slightly tight after his random growth from the evolution and the phase he was going through. It adjusted itself to be snug regardless.

"How much experience do you have fighting at close range?"

"At melee range? Not much. I just fought some orcs and the spiders barehanded, long enough to get my brawling skill to the end of the 2nd rank."

"Yet you barely use it even when your gauntlets are designed to incorporate different mana types into fistfighting?"

"I was going to get to it eventually," Lev muttered. "Learning takes time. You found me soon after I started working on my class."

"You're not wrong, but you definitely rushed the levels as well. I don't need to ask why, so we simply have to build a better foundation. How did your mentor train you?"

"He let me learn on my own. See what I had talent in while fighting dormant monsters."

"The ideal method for an uncertain class," Drakys nodded. "We will take the same approach. I will fashion different obstacle courses for you to familiarize yourself with precise aerial movement. The whole idea will be to let The System create a General Skill befitting your style. But before that, let's get you Mana Slash."

Lev summoned Stargazer, knowing what was to come. Forming a proper barrier blade in the hollow metal, he watched with his mouth slightly ajar as the enchantments on the weapon came alive.

They demanded mana, which Lev provided without hesitation. Several scans inspected the barrier blade now present in the hollow interior, encompassing it as a part of the formation. They also allowed Lev to physically sharpen the blade further by providing feedback about how to improve it.

"…Wow."

"Extremely talented," Drakys remarked—no doubt praising the crafter, not him. "The blade should qualify for the skill. Inject some mana into it and wait."

Lev did as he was told, holding the mana inside the blade while waiting for instructions.

"Bring the mana to the edge."

The task was easy enough, and Lev had all the mana stored inside the sharp edge in the next few seconds.

"Focus on maintaining the shape and sharpness while releasing it in an attack."

Is the skill supposed to be so simple to acquire?

Some distant part of his mind wondered the question, but most of it was absorbed in the task. Inhaling deeply, Lev swung the weapon in a slow, clean downward slash while releasing the mana in a crescent shape. Out came a puff of mana, crumbling and dissolving into ambient mana quickly, the attack nowhere to be found.

…Guess it was not that simple.

"Again."

**

[

You have learned the General Skill: Mana Slash

Mana Slash - Level 1:

Release mana in a sharp attack from a bladed weapon.

]

"Got it," Lev announced. "That was pretty easy."

"The skill is not much different from Mana Manipulation or Perception in how much it can be evolved. Make sure to keep forcing it to improve as you go," Drakys replied. "Now, start using it as much as you can."

That was what Lev wanted to hear, and he instantly fed mana into the blade again. Unlike class skills, the General Skill guided his actions, letting him distribute the mana more thoroughly while keeping the slash cohesive.

Lev swung Stargazer downward, releasing the slash in front of him. The large crescent attack traveled for over a dozen meters before dissipating, colorless yet robust to his senses.

The amount of mana used in the attack made it correspondingly stronger, but Lev could also feel how his Mana Manipulation expertise also helped quite a bit. Due to his practice with the stream, the slash was sharper and better put together.

Happy with the result, he swung his glaive again and again. Each ranged attack only took a small amount of mana, less than his moderately charged lightning arrows. The result was also weak for now—enough for any dormant monster, but lacking compared to even weak first-threshold monsters.

That would fix itself in time. Lev just had to level his skill and get it to 2nd rank, where he could use different mana types to power it.

"Does using the skill on monsters increase its leveling speed?"

"It does," Drakys nodded. "Would you rather test against a troll?"

"If that isn't an issue, yes."

Not even three seconds later, a troll landed face-first in front of Lev, roaring in indignation and insanity.

Lev jumped back and launched a mana slash at it. Tearing through the air, the slash cut a few inches deep into the troll's arm. Said arm was swung with the intention of slapping away the attack.

So it cannot be deflected easily, noted.

More roars washed over the flying Lev, keeping the troll on his toes while swinging Stargazer almost lazily. As the monster kept regenerating its wounds, he observed the results of different amounts of mana infused into the skill and how slightly different shapes affected the slash.

The amount of mana used in the skill was the most obvious factor in the attack's lethality. The more, the bigger and deadlier it was. Dumping 2% of his total into a single overloaded attack, the slash almost lopped off the troll's arm.

Costly, but still good in an emergency.

There was little more to test without using different mana types, so Lev decided to end the fight. Lightning and fire mana could be used after he got comfortable with the skill.

Descending, he dodged back to avoid a grab and swung Stargazer upwards, the slash cutting deep into the troll's chest. Not giving it a chance to recover from the pain, two bulky chains formed and bit into its arms, locking it in place for a split second.

The troll thrashed and broke one chain before Lev took off its right leg with an overcharged mana slash, reducing its speed greatly. He still kept up his guard, having never forgotten the experience from his first troll fight.

Having lost any semblance of control, the monster leaped with reckless abandon. Calmly, Lev ducked under its overextended arms and thrust Stargazer at its face.

The glaive pierced through skin and bone after a bit of struggle, cutting the monster's brain in two.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 141]

Mana Slash has reached Level 2

Mana Slash has reached Level 3

Mana Slash has reached Level 4

]

"Sloppy," came the infuriatingly calm comment, ruining Lev's satisfaction from obtaining a good skill.

"Cut me some slack. It is my first time using it," Lev said, returning to testing the Mana Slash.

"I meant everything else," Drakys smirked. "Two moves would've been more than enough to kill the monster after you were done testing."

"You're supposed to teach me those moves, no?"

"Not yet. Your armor manipulation is lacking. Your flight also has too much wasted movement. You can also be much faster if you really put your mind to it."

"Teach me that, too, then," Lev shrugged. "Isn't that why we're here?"

"I can't teach you to fly when you aren't even walking properly. The first order of business will be familiarizing you with the limits of your armor control. Stand aside while I prepare a stage."

**

Two weeks passed without any major incident. Lev spent several hours daily practicing with his Mana Manipulation, while Drakys culled the never-ending stream of monsters heading Lev's way.

He himself had no clue at first, but after a few days, he could deduce what was happening. It irked him a little that Drakys alone was dealing with the consequences of his presence, but not much could be done about it. That far below ground, Lev was outmatched against most of the monsters.

When Drakys returned, Lev then fought trolls while doing minimal damage. The revulsion from testing skills on monsters vanished after a few hours of being chased mindlessly, letting him reach several milestones in his training.

The first was his new chains. Before, Lev had used a sickle attached to one end to make a grip, but now, he simply used a small drill. If the chains dug deeper than a few inches into the flesh, they had enough traction not to come loose easily.

The second was his Mana Slash. Just like Drakys had told him, the 2nd rank simply allowed him to use different mana types. Contrary to their expectations, however, the skill became monstrous when Lev used a "normal" amount of mana to power it. With all his bonuses to mana capacity, a lightning slash powered by a small chunk of his pool could easily kill a troll two dozen levels above him.

[

Mana Slash - 2nd Level 10:

Release mana in a sharp attack from a bladed weapon.

2nd Rank: Different mana types can be used to power the skill, producing varying effects.

]

The effects were as obvious as Lev had expected. Lightning seared into the monsters and detonated, whereas fire exploded on contact even harder. They were a nice addition, especially the latter. The explosion from a fire slash let him create distance easily.

The third and fourth were his movement and glaive practice—something he was currently taking part in.

Lev dashed to the right, jumping on the next platform two dozen meters above ground. Three boulders flew at him, each from a different angle to hinder his path.

The second is enchanted, he noted, charging up a fire slash. As predicted, two of the boulders shattered while the last weathered the attack without even a scratch.

He was prepared for that. Mana flooded his barrier armor's legs, and he shot forward to meet the boulder head-on. Just before he collided, a barrier platform formed underneath his feet. Jumping away with a kick, Lev tried to go over the boulder, but the enchantments within it came to life.

Tracking him, it changed directions. When it was less than a meter away, Lev twisted midair as another barrier platform formed above him. Upside down, Lev used all the mana stored in his armor and stepped on it. He propelled himself straight down, bypassing the boulder entirely.

He was off like a bullet before the chunk of stone could reach him again. The next part of the obstacle course tested his reaction time—the hardest part, in his opinion.

Two stone bullets, fired from an invisible mechanism, gave him minimal room to dodge. Lev veered to the left, slowing down considerably to avoid being hit. From experience, he knew the impact would rattle his bones.

Seven more bullets followed. Three of them were blocked by hastily formed and enchanted shields, the constructs shattering in the process. He flew higher to avoid three projectiles packed too closely together, forced to go up or lie on the ground. He chose the former. Drakys seemed to be expecting that, as the final bullet was aimed precisely where his head would’ve been.

Lev was prepared for it, too. Twisting the armor at the last moment, the bullet passed mere millimeters from his face. He could see the smooth stone surface with extreme clarity for that short moment as it flew parallel to his nose.

More bullets followed, and he was barely able to keep track of them. The course continued the same, requiring Lev to push the limits of his mental muscles. Every time he grew into his attributes and learned to utilize his skills better, Drakys further increased the intensity of his training.

Finally landing on the last platform, Drakys gave him a simple nod of acknowledgement. No words needed to be exchanged. Lev prepared himself for a duel.

Drakys made the first move, reaching him in a single step with his arm stretched out. Lev took a moment too long to react, barely catching the punch with the haft.

The sheer force threw him back for several feet, but he adjusted himself in time, slashing prematurely in front of him where he expected Drakys to be. The weapon parted nothing but air, earning him an explosive kick to the ribs from the side.

Both the 2nd rank of the armor and the Durability rune carved in it saved it from shattering. Pulling himself together midair, Lev tried to scan his surroundings. He veered sharply to the side to dodge a mana slash. Drakys didn't let the opening go and rushed in. Two punches were deflected with Stargazer before Lev counterattacked, earning him another thunderous kick to the chest before his strike could land.

"How am I even supposed to do anything like this?" Lev asked. He readied himself regardless.

"You aren't," Drakys allowed. "This session is solely to improve your reaction time."

"Oh. Should've said so."

**

Lev was then thrown around for another thirty minutes before his mana was drained almost completely. The main draw was empowering the armor's durability. Despite all his bonuses, enchantments still ate through his pool with ease.

Taking a sip from his glass of water, he glanced at Drakys. In the past nearly twenty days, the Exalted had started to ease up around him. Where his words usually had a probing undercurrent, Drakys now preferred to be blunt.

"So? Is this training proving effective?"

"What do you think?" Drakys countered, his mind lost in thought.

"I am definitely improving, and quite a bit. But that is all. I have no idea how I compare to an average combatant."

Drakys thought for a moment before replying. "In Mana Manipulation, you're head and shoulders above an average mage. For the physical fighting aspect, you have done well."

What a nice way to say I'm nothing special in melee fighting, Lev thought, not really caring. He was already pretty good at one thing, which was one more than he’d expected.

"I'm gonna check my notifications now," Lev announced. For the past two weeks, he had ignored them in favor of checking all the progress at once. It was bound to be satisfying.

[

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 2

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 3

…

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 8

Mana Slash has reached Level 5

Mana Slash has reached Level 6

…

Mana Slash has reached 2nd Level 10

Superior Senses has reached 3rd Level 2

Barrier Armor has reached 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 1

]

With Lev's agreement, Drakys killed all trolls to prevent him from gaining any levels. Rereading the notifications, Lev concluded that keeping them for later was definitely satisfying.

Heavier Lifting provided an interesting effect from reaching the third rank, something Lev was utilizing constantly during practice.

[

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 1:

The burden of levitation on your mind is significantly reduced.

2nd Rank: The burden of flight is further reduced. Flight speed is increased by 76%.

3rd rank: Expend mana by overloading your armor to minorly increase flight speed.

]
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"How are things below?" Lev asked during his resting period. His mana was drained, and his mind was also fried from the manipulation practice earlier that day.

"Do you really want to know?"

"Of course?" Lev gave him a confused glance. "If I'm causing it, then it is also my responsibility."

"Is it really?" Drakys questioned back, looking at him intently.

Lev thought for a few seconds before replying. "I get where you're coming from. I'm just a newly evolved mage while the world is sending monsters my way that require an Exalted to deal with. It is beyond unfair, but at the same time, the alternative is not caring. Even if I get nothing out of risking my life for others, becoming indifferent to the value of life is something I will prevent at all costs."

Drakys exhaled, regretful about the answer he was going to give. "They're horrible. In the past fifteen days, I have killed 233 third-threshold monsters, along with many, many more weaker ones."

Nobody spoke for a while. Both now knew something had to change. Lev was already contemplating where he would stay after Drakys left to not put anyone in danger. Drakys was thinking of how to give Lev a safe environment to practice in.

"What are you thinking?"

"Considering where I can best train with my team in the future. Once I am done here, I will go to Windkeep and request Sherron to be stationed there if possible. That way, I can deal with the constant waves, observe new hunters and how teams cooperate, and also eventually reach Master by hunting at the edges of The Dreadwoods."

"The plan is sound, except these underground monsters don't hold a candle to the creatures roaming The Dreadwoods. How are you going to deal with them?"

"I was only planning to go if Sherron was also present."

"The range would indeed allow some freedom of movement, but you can't expect her to accompany you at all times, can you?"

"I wasn't going to ask her to in the first place. As long as she's present on the wall, I can safely hunt at the edges of the woods."

Drakys chuckled. "Fair enough. Though I doubt she would say no to staying by your side."

"…I think I will let her decide," Lev grinned back. "Either way, it will work out in my favor. What's next on the agenda?"

"Your armor. I will teach you several formations, ranging from incredibly basic to something I am still working on. Rest for today."

Lev did just that. For a long while, he did some light practice with mana streams. It barely cost him anything, but at least he didn't have to sit the entire time idly.

After just an hour, it got boring. Without giving it his all, time passed very slowly, especially because he was not holding back his Perception. Every second was longer.

Getting up, Lev moved to the edge of the sphere closest to the wall far away. The spells being launched at the monsters were visible even at such a great distance, courtesy of explosive elements producing so much light.

Drakys had vanished, so he let his thoughts wander while keeping an eye on his surroundings. The people at the wall could test the limits of their skills freely, but Lev didn't regret going to the pit. Where it had taken three months for his skill to reach the end of the 2nd rank, they would've taken a year or more down here.

Despite that, Lev wondered what a normal life would've been like. If he wasn't connected to a past life, and also didn't have the titles and advantages he did.

He wouldn't have met his mentor or his friends. He would still be goofing around somewhere with kids his age, living a normal life. Not becoming a hunter was out of the equation. If something drastic didn't change his nature, Lev couldn't imagine his alternate self shying away from jumping amidst the hordes.

What would he have chosen, then? Lev only chose barriers because he was going to ask a famous barrier mage to teach him—and because of Queen Martha’s prodigious strength that let humanity escape. Without that influence, he would've definitely picked a warrior class. Who would've taught him, or what his preferences would've been, Lev didn't know.

That brought his thoughts to his future team. What were they doing right now, and why was the answer training? A chuckle escaped his lips. If Orianna had chosen them because they could match Lev's ambitions, then they were definitely pushing themselves in that instant.

Healer, warrior, and defender. "Shield" is the official term for a tank, and "defender" is the most generally used term. I can't imagine someone without a matching personality ever picking that road, so I'm definitely curious about what kind of gentleman or hard-ass he is going to be.

The girls… what am I supposed to even think about them? The healer will most definitely be someone kind or the complete opposite—though I'm more inclined to believe it will be the former. The warrior, on the other hand, will be fierce. Fire and sword, a combo that would require a matching will. If someone will be my rival, it will likely be her.

The prospect did not sound negative in the least. If he could push his teammates further with a friendly rivalry, all the better. The other two would surely follow. Lev doubted they weren't great friends if they were already a team.

Several scenarios of how he could create obstacles similar to the ones Drakys made for him flashed through Lev's mind. He kept notes of all of them, always coming up with new things to help his team improve. He wondered if they knew how strong he would be compared to them.

Perhaps it is better if they don't. Without knowing the exact difference, they wouldn't get dependent on my presence if I don't reveal too much. Or maybe they already know.

Only time would tell. Sighing, Lev got ready to practice mana manipulation again. The spells shot from atop the walls never stopped as he pushed the stream of mana through increasingly complex pathways.

The current obstacle was separating the stream into five and then sending them down a maze of thin pathways. It was hellish, and Lev wasn't taking it seriously, either. He needed to remain fresh for when Drakys returned.

**

"What level is your repository?"

"One," Lev replied, looking at the list of runes blankly. "These are the most basic runes?"

"They are. Runes that use willpower are much more complex than normal runes, but they are similarly versatile. To be a proper enchantment instead of a hindrance, this is the minimum level of complexity you can get away with. Believe me, these are incredibly simple in nature."

"I… see. Do skills make such a big difference in creating such formations on the fly?"

"Skills help," Drakys agreed, "but they are not the greatest factor. When you have proper control over your aura and willpower after becoming a Master, a part of your mind can work automatically without requiring input as long as you practice enough. Your subconsciousness knows what to do and takes over, letting you enchant without requiring much focus."

"Willpower again." Lev moved to the next page of runes. "I hope my title makes a noticeable difference."

Drakys shook his head, smiling. "Each of us Exalted would do anything to have that title. You are lucky to have it, especially with your chosen class."

"Time will tell if it really is that good," Lev shrugged. He had yet to notice any benefit from the title, and his attributes had increased quite a bit already.

[

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 2

]

"What parts do the levels improve the most in the repository?"

"Capacity, mostly. The rest see little improvement. Our version does not make it any easier to learn runes. If the event is not significant enough for you, there's little chance of finding runes. Or at least, that is what I have observed. Despite fighting monsters that could kill thousands of humans in seconds, I rarely stumble upon new runes."

Lev took in that information. "Mine just leveled."

Drakys nodded before explaining the real purpose of the runes. "The large ones you see are the ones that use willpower. I've increased their size for your convenience, and because your armor is devoid of any formations, you aren't pressed for space. The first is a directed empowerment rune. It will be the main bridge between your mind and the enchantment. If you want to throw a kick, it will take some mental gymnastics for the rune to empower the kick in the right direction.

"The second rune is a simple funnel. It will allow precise control over the flow of mana, which will let you throttle the empowerment at will. The third rune is a higher-quality connector. It has no actual uses beyond letting you exert willpower more easily. That will allow your armor to handle the strain of the formation better. The rest are supportive runes—things like controlling direction and setting boundaries for limbs. Clear mana flow, overflow runes, and the like are also included in those. Start by practicing the three largest runes on your barriers."

Having no questions, Lev formed a round shield and started carving. His first few attempts were unsurprisingly horrendous. It took half a minute to gradually hollow out the barrier in the shape of the largest rune, yet it was still wobbly.

The upside was that the practice took practically no mana. It was covered entirely by his regeneration with a lot to spare.

The next hour passed in silence. Carving in his barriers produced no sounds, and Drakys also vanished again.

[

Barrier Carving has reached Level 2

]

By the two hundredth attempt, Lev considered the rune adequate. Its efficiency would still be average—around 70%—but that would increase with practice and familiarity.

He started working on the second rune after that. It was considerably easier, though he suspected he wouldn't have felt that before the last session of practice.

Drakys returned after a few hours when Lev was cycling through every single rune needed for the formation. The largest of the runes he could form within a few seconds, rarely more than ten. The small runes took three seconds each at most. By constantly carving runes and then filling up his barrier again to erase them, the practice progressed smoothly.

"You don't need to practice specific runes so much," Drakys off-handedly commented after returning—more a reminder, just in case Lev had forgotten.

"I know," Lev replied, still focused on the carving. "I’m currently focusing on speed and how little mistakes affect the overall efficiency. It is hard to guess exactly right now, but after so much repetition, I can gauge how much every little error is affecting the whole thing."

"Shelve that for later. Finishing a formation for the first time is a valuable experience. Let's work towards that first."

"What do I need to do?"

Drakys focused on the air in front of them, forming a transparent barrier before a complete formation appeared on it. The whole process took only a second, leaving Lev stupidly blinking at the display.

"You simply have to carve this on your armor's chest. Even though it doesn't really matter, keep it centered."

"Very simple," Lev muttered before sitting on the stone chair in the center of the sphere. It was quickly becoming a comfort spot.

His barrier armor covered him in an instant—smaller now, as Lev remained outside of the illusion armor.

The three middle runes are the most troublesome, so I will start with them first. The smaller runes can be done between finishing the larger ones.

Cracking his neck, Lev got to work. The first rune he carved was directed empowerment, the most complex of the three. It was as large as the size of his palm, riddled with twists and turns.

He took his time. Several minutes passed before it was finished. Comparing it to the formation drawn by Drakys, Lev deemed it passable. Runes connected only to the first rune formed afterwards before he carved the second large rune.

Ten minutes later, Lev finished the last stroke of the rune to complete the formation. Without prompting, he sent a small amount of mana into it. It took a moment for the mana to cycle through the entire formation before a connection snapped into place.

Lev blinked, tilting his head at the new sensation. Not unlike his barriers, he could now feel a bridge between his mind and the formation on his armor. He silently probed the cool new addition without powering the enchantment. It was impressively stable, and Lev knew he could dump a lot of mana inside without a problem. The amount would only be hindered by his Constitution, as mana still needed to enter the armor through his body.

"How does the connection feel?"

"Straightforward for now. I can tell it will be difficult to get used to giving manual input to the enchantments," Lev replied. "How do I do that?"

Drakys didn't reply right away. "What do you mean by 'straightforward'?"

"Hmm? I can sort of feel the entire formation through the connection. The feedback will likely become clearer once I cycle mana through it."

"And you were worrying about the title not paying off," Drakys mused with a smile. "This formation is simple by my standards. You were supposed to have problems connecting with all of it, let alone utilizing it properly."

"Is this not normal?" Lev questioned, not feeling any mental strain from the connection.

"Not really. Using a formation like this is trivial for the average Master. Willpower can also be improved through practice and specific training, like a muscle, so even Adepts can utilize such enchantments to an impressive degree. You, however, have no prior experience in utilizing willpower. Forming and maintaining a connection should not have been so easy."

"Does blocking attacks with barriers not count as willpower training?"

"No, that is a more direct use of your mental faculties. Willpower requires intent, and keeping barriers in place is a very basic application of that."

I would like to apologize, my dear title. You are absolutely gorgeous just the way you are.

"What are we waiting for, then? How do I use this enchantment, and what is it even called?"

"Controlled Enhancement is the name, but yours is a simplified version of it. Take a few moments to move around and see if that affects the formation in any way."
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Lev tuned out the rest of the world and focused on the formation on his armor. Mana seeped into it in a slow stream, gradually activating the entire thing.

"Try to empower your armor now."

He did as Drakys suggested, taking a step forward with his armor and willing the enchantment to boost the movement.

Lev was not prepared for the world to lurch forward. His gait accelerated instantly, throwing him forward for several meters while a chunk of his mana vanished. That would've been fine if it wasn't for the massive mental strain. His brain felt like it had been violently jerked out of its stationary position, giving him a horrifying headache as well.

Lev collapsed into a heap, vision swimming. Breathing steadily became a herculean effort, but a chuckle still escaped his lips.

This whole experience reminds me of something.

"Let me guess, it's much harder to forget if I experience it firsthand?"

Drakys grinned. "Precisely."

Perhaps it was because his mind felt like mush, but Lev laughed. Alec had let him experience mana overuse to teach the same lesson a long time ago, which was funny.

When he tried to get up, his world started distorting violently, so Lev remained on the ground for several long minutes. The headache gradually lessened, and he forced himself to sit upright.

"The enchantment used way too much willpower. Either I did something wrong, or I wasn't supposed to use all of the formation at once."

"The latter," Drakys confirmed. "The formation is simplified to a large degree, to only empower parts of a motion. Using it for the entire armor is something you can only do after years of honing your willpower, at the minimum. That is after taking your title into account. Or you can become a Master to avoid the problem entirely."

Lev hummed in thought. "Surely there are downsides to bypassing willpower training like that."

"There aren't, at least none we have observed. Before Master, willpower does not grow; it only becomes more precise and efficient. Training it before or after evolving will let you eventually reach the same heights with it."

"Why is that?"

"Guess," Drakys said.

"The information is censored by The System?"

"Yep. We just know things change at Master rank, nothing more."

Lev lay back down with a sigh. It seemed like everything useful was hidden, but there could’ve been endless reasons for hiding information about the soul. Irritating as it was, he could at least understand why the censorship existed in the first place.

The worst of humanity always boggled the imagination.

"Should I try again? Or does that risk some form of mind damage?"

Drakys got up to leave while replying. "Focus on empowering the movement of a finger to get a feel for it. Don't overdo it, I'll be back soon."

Lev tried not to think about whatever abomination had come for him this time around. Drakys kept the details to himself, so Lev was left curious about the type of monsters below.

Pushing the matter out of his head, he focused on the enchantment on his armor. Going by Drakys's advice, Lev used it with a small amount of mana and focused on empowering his flick.

His finger hit the air with a loud whoosh, the movement grabbed by the enchantment and empowered in a straight line. Lev was already starting to see a lot of overlap in willpower and mana manipulation. Without a doubt, his intricate training with the latter would be a great boon in utilizing willpower because of all the mental gymnastics involved.

In just that small enhancement, several things had stood out to him. The direction, the overall force, the spread of the power through his finger, and the amount of mana stored in the enchantment to be utilized for that particular use, all of them had to be adjusted manually.

The same enhancement also showed how willpower affected the formation. Instead of all those things being truly manual, Lev instructed, "My finger will move in a straight line, empower it," to the formation. Just from that, it knew what to do.

It's not hard to guess why this becomes so important after Master. With the amount of things possible with an average class and General Skills, the delegation of tasks is the only thing that will allow a Master to utilize everything at once.

For several minutes, Lev flicked the air. Such a small-scale use of the formation took a little mana, yet the draw still outpaced his regeneration by a little.

His mind gradually got used to the feedback from the formation as well, but he couldn't feel any immediate improvements in his handling of willpower. Lev would have to ask Drakys about the methods for efficient training.

Deciding that was enough basic practice, he raised the bar a little. Standing up, he balled his right hand into a fist before throwing a punch. The formation came alive with only a small amount of mana channeled into it, increasing the speed and force of the punch more than Lev expected.

The attacking limb flew fast enough to drag Lev a step forward, pain blossoming in his arm due to the jerky motion.

…Ouch, but also, what the hell? I only used a puff of mana. That punch was much stronger than it should've been.

He tried again, finding the result to be the same. His fist almost blurred forward, the force potent enough that he struggled to stop his punch in time.

This is pretty damn good, Lev thought, pleasantly surprised. For such a complex formation, he was expecting to use a lot of mana for "decent" empowerment. Instead, he was getting a vast boost in physical capabilities with only small chunks of mana.

It took a lot of patience and self-restraint on his part not to jump to full-body enhancement. That would surely see him tearing off a limb or two, and he didn't know when Drakys would return to fix him up.

Instead, he formed a thick, large barrier shield in front of him. Carving the Durability rune in it and powering the rune, Lev threw a punch while holding back considerably. His right arm whooshed forward and impacted with a loud thud. Going by the mental feedback, he estimated it was strong enough to shatter his Classer shields—ones without any runes.

Since he was not nearly stupid enough to go beyond simple practice by himself, Lev empowered slow punches and kicks to get a feel for the boosted motions. Then he stopped to regenerate his mana. Several hours passed before Drakys returned. This time, he was visibly injured as compared to the proper state he usually reappeared in.

"Should I start running?" Lev questioned when the Exalted suddenly appeared in front of him.

"Maybe," Drakys commented. "Stay here for now. I need to see if your presence continues to attract such strong monsters or if it was just a lone wanderer."

"Should I at least call a healer for you?"

"Oh, I'm already healed. Don't worry, just forgot to clean myself."

"…I see." Lev looked at the distant wall, spells still falling down constantly. "Should I start killing for levels now?"

"You aren't even close to mastering the formation."

"I know," Lev looked at Drakys. "But it should be easier to evolve my brawling skill like this, no? Mana always rewards honest effort above all."

"Go ahead, just don't cross 170 too quickly. Find the rogue in charge and talk to her."

Rogue?

Lev quickly ascended as he felt the sphere powering off around him when Drakys vanished. The monsters charging the wall would've noticed him if he weren’t already a hundred meters in the air.

Forming a platform, he first took a good look at his armor to memorize the formation before dismissing it. Then he summoned the illusion armor and went inside before summoning the barrier armor. It took a few minutes to carve the formation again. Just as the connection snapped into place, Lev flew towards the wall.

Stopping a few dozen meters away midair, he waved to the mages on the wall to show he was not a monster. The shadow mana boy on the ground looked ready to attack.

Should be safe to drop Drakys's name now that everyone saw me accompanying him above ground.

Lev slowly glided forward and landed on the wall, getting varying looks left and right. He looked back, Identifying the defenders.

[Mage - Level 110]

[Mage - Level 71]

[Mage - Level 89]

[Archer - Level 91]

[Mage - Level 102]

Lev calmly stood there and observed the hunters who had returned to killing the monsters rushing down below. Their numbers truly never dwindled. In a few minutes of observation, nearly a hundred fell.

"You, state your name and business."

[Huntress - ???]

"I'm Lev, a solo Silver hunter. For the past two weeks, I was staying near the opposite wall with The Runic Warlord."

The Master stared at him for a few seconds, trying to discern if he was joking or not. Without seeing any signs of levity, she gave him a slow nod, not believing him at all yet.

"Why were you two there?"

"He was training me. Coming here is also a part of that. Is there a rotation set up here, or can I claim a corner for myself down below?"

"Not so quickly. Show me your badge," the huntress asked with a frown. "There is no rotation set up here, but there are a few rules."

Lev summoned his silver badge and handed it to her. "What do I need to do?"

"It's simple. Just return to the wall if you hear a horn, and never willingly let another team be overwhelmed," she gravely answered, giving him a menacing stare. "Your status as a hunter will be revoked with a ten-year prison sentence. I will be watching."

"Naturally," Lev replied, tone emotionless. "Can I get your name?"

"Kana," she said, still distrustful. "If your claim turns out to be incorrect, the punishment will not be light."

Lev just sighed at the chance to let him come clean. "Please, you can just send a runner to the guild. The entirety of Runespires saw him escorting me to dungeons."

He didn't stop to hear her reply and jumped down the wall, slowing down just above the ground. Lev saw the shadow user to his right, a few hundred meters away. Steering clear of that guy, he moved to the left.

Sufficiently far away from the wall, Lev summoned Stargazer and filled her blade. Cracking his neck, he settled to wait for the first monsters to notice him.

Or at least, he would've, if half the cavern wasn't suddenly interested in him.

Works for me. He grinned, letting a small and controlled stream of mana seep into the empowerment formation.

Charging Stargazer with lightning mana, Lev burst forward, slashing at the kobold rushing him. Only the act of swinging was empowered. The glaive sliced through the kobold's torso cleanly while lightning mana cauterized it.

Lev controlled the flow of lightning mana, only testing to see how it affected a cut. Now, he knew there was no explosive reaction if he released a tiny yet consistent flow.

[

You have slain [Kobold - Level 78]

]

Halting the momentum of his swing was another new factor he had to account for. The formation was straightforward in its usage, leaving him to deal with the consequences. It was a trade-off more than worth it.

Two spiders and a troll reached him next. Lev shot a fire slash at the troll and followed it with empowered flight. Just as the explosion stunned the troll, he was already swinging Stargazer at its neck through the fire. Bones and flesh parted with only a hint of resistance, too weak to stand against his newly enhanced strength.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 120]

]

The spiders were almost on him, but two lances of lightning put them down in an instant.

[

You have slain [Cave Spider - Level 101]

You have slain [Cave Spider - Level 103]

]

Several more trolls reached him. An overcharged fire slash landed amongst them, Lev already high in the air. Choosing one at random, he flew down and landed in front of the troll to test his physical strength.

Dashing back to avoid a kick, he ducked another punch before retaliating with one of his own to its gut. This time, he had used a small chunk of mana to empower the motion.

The monster doubled over as blood gushed out of its mouth, but it straightened itself up quickly. Regeneration was their strong suit, which Lev had accounted for.

Jumping up, he spun in a full circle with his right leg stretched out. His foot crashed into its face with a thunderous crack as the monster passed out. Lev beheaded it with Stargazer, keeping an eye on the other monsters while shaking off the painful impact.

They were outwardly charred, though none of them were impeded by the light injuries. Skin and muscle grew at a rate visible to the naked eye as they charged. He happily met them in melee, giddy at his newfound physical might.

Just like the trolls could do this all day, so could Lev.

His mana was slowly diminishing because of the costly formation, yet it was so incredibly efficient. The haft of Stargazer blocked any backhands that Lev couldn't avoid, the weapon holding up admirably.

One after another, monsters fell around him. Some part of his mind lamented that he couldn't harvest the cores, but most of him was too invested in the constant and demanding combat. For the second time, he was enjoying battle again to this degree. Only the fight with the spider matriarch came close.

Ten minutes passed as Lev hacked and slashed without abandon. When his mana dropped below 60%, he started to hold back. Turns out, that was enough as well. Most of his lethality originated from the absurd enchantments on Stargazer, the blade sharp enough to cut through bones without struggling.

Then, all of a sudden, there were no monsters rushing at him. Lev blinked and looked around, noting the cavern was suspiciously empty. Gazing at the wall, Drakys was keenly observing him and his battle. His aura was now unveiled, and Lev flew up to confirm a suspicion.

No way…

Out in the distance, there were rows of monsters too scared to come any closer. Just Drakys's presence alone had halted their endless mad tide.
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"Why did you have to interrupt my fun like that?" Lev grinned under his armor. "I was just starting to get used to the mental inputs."

Drakys and Kana stood atop the wall, both silently watching him fly up and land next to them.

"You will have more than enough time later," Drakys replied, unusually serious. "Kana here says you reacted with enough disrespect to be charged with insubordination."

"I pretty much got called a liar to my face twice—"

Drakys overrode him. "That's her duty. Impersonation of this degree is not unheard of, so do not insult her again like that. She's here to oversee the progress of young hunters of her own volition. The way you reacted is not excusable. Apologize to her."

Lev looked at Drakys in silence for a long moment before turning to Kana. "I apologize for my earlier behavior. It will not happen again."

Kana nodded, her acceptance just as cold as his apology. "Make sure it doesn't."

While she left, Lev looked at Drakys with a silent question. He only spoke when a silencing ward surrounded them.

"Do you think I was disrespectful?"

"Yes," Drakys answered in a heartbeat. "She's no officer, Lev. Her being down here is a sign of her kindness, and you stepped on her efforts as if you owned the place. Just a single moment of patience to answer her questions calmly would've gone a long way to prevent this situation."

"But I did answer them."

"You practically hurled the answers at her. If this were The Ravine, you would've been kicked out before you were even allowed entry."

"I can just… not go there," Lev snapped back. "With the large operations underway, surely there are many places for me to go and help."

"Why are you being so difficult? Why is it so hard to just treat her with the respect that her position here demands?"

"Why did she have to start with calling me a liar?" Lev questioned back. "Why is it so hard to be like my mentor or his friends?"

Drakys sighed. "That explains more. You have been incredibly lucky in finding kind and caring high-level people so far. I don't need to explain why most of them are cold or distant, especially to people below the Master rank."

"It's annoying," Lev muttered unhappily. "Before I become a Master, everyone will expect me to act with deference. It's part of the reason why I want to be stronger than others. Working under a commanding environment is just too much for me."

"I can't bring myself to relate, but I understand. All I ask of you is to treat Masters with respect from now on. Most of them have risked their lives again and again to reach their position, so it's only fair to do that. Don't abuse your importance to come save you in the future, either."

"I didn't need saving," Lev interjected without any heat in his voice.

"Not this time. Though, knowing you, you might just not interact with a Master again till you become one yourself."

Lev exhaled, his annoyance vanishing completely. "I think I was just more pissed at the fact that she completely ignored your namedrop. Like, surely there is no idiot out there that abuses the name of an Exalted, right?"

"Only a few recorded cases in the past centuries," Drakys allowed. "It's just so out of the norm that suspicion won over any chance to accept it at face value."

"Fine, fine. Can you pull back your aura? I want to evolve my General Skill sooner rather than later."

Drakys just looked at him for a few seconds before concealing his aura. Lev thanked him before jumping down. He planned to practice melee fighting till his mana dipped below 20%.

While he fought, the earlier conversation kept replaying in his mind. Drakys wasn't exactly wrong. Eventually, he just turned back with a sigh after a few minutes.

**

The overseeing Master for the final cavern had a stone office on the corner of the wall. Lev tapped on the wooden doors of the somewhat large building.

The practice with Stargazer and his new formation was going well, but any new skills or evolutions would have to wait for now. It was made even more difficult by the fact that his current brawling skill was a strong extension skill, something that required extra effort to improve fundamentally.

"Enter," Kana's voice reached him.

Opening the door, Lev did so and stood inside till she motioned for him to take a seat. Seeing that she was not going to talk first, Lev gathered his thoughts before speaking.

"I am sorry about how I reacted earlier," Lev began. "Spending time with several Exalted and my mentor has gotten to my head. It will not happen again."

Kana peered at him intently for a few seconds. "At least you're being honest this time. Your apology is accepted." Then she simply ignored him as if he didn't exist.

You're not going to admit that anything you did was wrong, are you? Lev thought with a mental sigh as he left. He had come here expecting Monarch knows what, but now he was leaving even more pissed off than before. Times like this reminded him of why he preferred to stay by himself.

"I'm not letting myself be talked into something like this ever again," Lev told Drakys, who was gazing down the wall. Jumping down, Lev spotted a few strong trolls in the distance.

Mana flooded Stargazer as he reached them. Lev opened with a huge lightning slash, stunning three of them while the remaining troll charged at him. Empowering the armor to the best of his capabilities, he met its charge.

Stargazer trembled in his hands, the shaft stopping the monster's fist in its tracks. Lev grinned. Even if it was painful to block, the punch had been halted entirely. Not giving the troll a chance to recover, he fired a lightning slash from up close before beheading the monster.

The stunned monsters were already on their feet, and he engaged them all. His thoughts kept circling back to the earlier interaction with the Master. As Drakys had earlier said, a few calm words would've gone a long way in changing the tone of the interaction. But she didn't feel like it, and that irked him far too much to just forget and move on.

His anger was all released on the monsters facing him. They were burnt, electrocuted, and slashed without pause until the damage overwhelmed their regeneration.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 187]

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 171]

…

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 182]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 140

Mana Tempest has reached Level 141

]

The points went into Wisdom. With the empowerment formation, he now needed more mana than ever before. Improved regeneration would’ve been just as useful.

Without stopping, Lev slowly traveled closer to the left wall of the cavern. Staying near the middle was just asking for a stray spell to hit him. The chances of getting overwhelmed were also high.

Slowly, the focus of all the monsters present shifted. Only a few trolls and kobolds targeted him first, but as time went on, Lev found himself clashing with several monsters at all times.

Stargazer flashed, not infused with any mana type. The formation was powered at a minimum level. He tried to keep the expenditure low. For nearly an hour, Lev cut and pierced while slowly backing off.

The first challenge presented itself in the form of a second-threshold monster. Lev kicked away another cave spider when his vision was filled with fangs the size of his arms.

All thoughts of holding back vanished as Lev dashed away, the stone mouth closing with a loud snap where he had been a moment before. The assailant was a bulky snake, over twenty meters in length with a body made entirely of stone.

[Stone Snake - ???]

Gazing back, Drakys was simply observing from atop the wall.

Does he think I can take this thing? Or is this a teaching moment?

Either way, Lev charged Stargazer with lightning mana and prepared himself. The monster flashed forward, intent on gobbling him up alive. Veering to the right, he brought down his glaive without holding back. The formation on his armor flared brightly, and Stargazer shot down with the speed of a bullet.

With a loud thud, it only cut an inch into the incredibly durable stone body of the monster. Following the cut, lightning mana tried to sear its way into the snake, but only managed to blacken the shallow wound without any noticeable damage.

Oh, boy—

Lev hastily increased the durability of his armor to the maximum as the creature's tail rocked his world. Stabilizing himself after a few dozen meters of flight, he shot to the left to avoid the snake rocketing towards him.

He wasn't fast enough. The extremely heavy and large monster scraped against his side. The barrier armor strained against the impact but held, letting him arrest his fall in time to not slam into the ground.

Since physical confrontation seemed impossible, Lev formed four lightning lances above him, not holding back on infusing them. His chains would also shatter the moment he came in contact with the snake, so he didn't waste mana with them.

The first hit the coiled snake on its face, making it abort its lunge. Two more landed near the first, but Lev couldn't see their effects through the explosion.

A loud hiss washed over him as the monster revealed itself, flying towards him fast enough to clear the explosion with a shockwave. Lev was prepared this time.

Just as his Perception spiked to the extreme and all movements around him slowed down, he primed his right gauntlet—filled to the brim with mana—and flew under the approaching monster.

While it was about to pass over him in slow motion, Lev threw an uppercut with all his might. His physical and mental strength, combined with the full power of the formation acting on his arm, rewarded him with a satisfying crack as the attack connected.

A luminous blue, orange, and red explosion followed, enhancing the damage and creating distance between them.

Time sped up again as the effect of the 2nd rank of his passive ended. Lev gazed at the monster shaking its head to find its bearings, still intact and kicking.

You've got to be kidding me. That was over 40% of my mana point-blank.

Even worse, it was healing. The process was slow, but it was undeniably there. With only 20% of his mana remaining, he had to end it quickly, or there was no winning.

Storing Stargazer, Lev increased the weight of his gauntlets and rushed forward. Lightning entered his armor in a stream from the converter as he faced off against the monster.

Several stone bullets shot towards him, stopping him in his tracks as he hastily formed four shields. Each of them shattered with a loud boom from the impacts, stopping all but two of the projectiles.

Lev was thrown backward from the force of the remaining bullets, piercing his barrier armor before they stopped on the illusion armor. Despite that, pain racked his abdomen from the strong impacts.

His eyes never left the lunging monster, however. Feigning vulnerability while slowly charging his right gauntlet, Lev dodged the approaching fangs at the last moment and punched the already damaged side of the snout.

The cracks on its stone face widened further, but it was still far less than he was hoping for. Not giving up, he backtracked to keep the snake's attention on him while a thin, deadly lance with a sharpness rune formed below them.

Stone bullets barely missed Lev as lightning and fire slowly streamed into the lance, carefully pushed to the pointed edge of the projectile and kept there. The monster's mouth closed inches in front of him with enough force to disrupt his flight as he dashed back, though the final attack was prepared.

Standing still, he baited the monster to rush him again. Lev flew up at the last moment. The snake prepared to lunge again, exposing its damaged and weakened underside. Out of sight, the lightning lance flew forward like a blue blur, piercing deep into its body.

Lev clicked his tongue. Not deep enough. Without giving the thrashing monster a chance to pull it out, he shot downward. Spinning midair, he kicked the projectile inside with all his strength. The sharpness rune dug in deeper, the force from the kick and the mental push slowly overpowering the monster's tough body.

Lightning and fire mana continued to stream into the projectile regardless. When his mana was almost low enough to risk soul damage, Lev commanded the lance to explode.

Bright rays of light shone through the cracks on the stone snake's face for a brief instant. Then the explosion blinded him, the shockwave sending him tumbling on the ground for several seconds.

In the distance, a small cloud of fire and crackling bolts of electricity announced the end of the painfully durable monster.

[

You have slain [Stone Snake - Level 256]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 142

Mana Tempest has reached Level 143

Mana Tempest has reached Level 144

Barrier Armor has reached 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses has reached 3rd Level 3

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 7

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 8

Colorful Destruction has reached 2nd Level 8

Colorful Destruction has reached 2nd Level 9

]

That was just a low second-threshold monster? Lev chuckled. Oh, well. At least the fight was fun.

He just stayed lying on the ground, waiting for his mana to regenerate and the headache from mana overuse to pass. His arms both felt sore, but since he had avoided using too much mana at once, they were just bruised and in pain.

No monster or human disturbed him for the next few minutes. Lev thought back to the intense yet brief fight. Mana Slash was rendered useless from the moment he set his eyes on the monster. Fire slash would've singed the outer body at best, and lightning would've just splashed harmlessly on its skin. Constitution-enhanced stone was a good insulator of electricity after all.

With a sigh, Lev got up and slowly flew back to the wall. Now that the adrenaline had faded, the impacts from the stone bullets were pretty painful instead of just stinging. His high Constitution would heal the bruises in a few hours, but moving was still somewhat agonizing.

Drakys was surrounded by Kana and several other hunters. It took a moment for Lev to realize Drakys was holding back the monsters with his aura for Lev's convenience.

"Thanks," Lev said as he landed. "That was pretty fun. Did you know I would struggle so much to pierce its skin?"

"I did, of course," Drakys smiled. "I also didn't expect you to kill it. Well done."

Lev blinked a few times. "Thank you? I didn't even have to struggle that much. It was a low second-threshold monster."

"What was its level?" a man found the courage to ask. Lev didn't see any harm in answering.

"256. But it was definitely weak for its level."

"Why are you so sure?" Kana questioned, seemingly impressed.

"I had to face an orc general once when I had just evolved. That monster could've taken on this snake alone despite being nearly 80 levels and a threshold lower."

"Generals are always held to a different standard," she said. "Troll generals can face third-threshold monsters while being second-threshold monsters. That does not make the former weak. It's just that their foe is far too strong. The snake you faced was not that weak, either."

Unexpected praises left and right. Was it really that impressive?

Lev gracefully accepted the indirect compliment and moved on. "What now?" he asked Drakys.

"Depends. If you want to practice by fighting monsters, we can leave already. Your Mana Manipulation skill will not evolve any further before you can truly get started on enchanting."

Lev gazed at the distant end of the cavern. The longer he stayed here, the stronger the monsters that would attack the wall.

He gave Drakys a meaningful glance. "I should leave."

Drakys nodded and turned to Kana. "Do not hesitate to report to the guild if you see any unusual movements."

She looked between Lev and Drakys while agreeing with a slow nod. Lev belatedly realized he had said "I" and not "we."

Damn you, perceptive Masters. Just forget about it and move on, Lev thought with a mental sigh—except the cat was sort of out of the bag. He needed to be more careful with his words in the future.
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"Um, whoops? Do you think she will cause any trouble?"

"Hmm?" Drakys glanced at him. "Why would she?"

"I mean, Monarch knows what she deduced from our last interaction," Lev thought out loud. "Hopefully nothing that points to the effects of my presence on monsters."

"Even if it did, she will not do anything. I'm following you around while training you, and that is already enough to counteract your presence. Don't worry."

"If you say so," Lev shrugged. "Where to now? Given how many third-threshold monsters came up because of me, the pit should be out of the question now."

"Not necessarily," Drakys said, moving calmly through the caves. They were now returning to the surface, done with the short training period. It was obvious that staying so close to strong monsters was not viable in the long run. Several monsters that could challenge even Drakys had shown themselves. It was only a matter of time before Lev's presence attracted something too strong.

That was a risk neither wanted to take.

"That means I won't be alone," Lev mused. "Windkeep sounds like the more promising option still. You will also enjoy your vacation that way."

Drakys chuckled. "It's surprising you care about that instead of being trained by an Exalted for longer."

"I definitely care about that as well," Lev answered with a smile. "But figuring things out by myself is just as rewarding. Haven't gone wrong with that approach so far."

Interactions died down as both of them made their way to the surface. Lev only flew fast enough that his mana could slowly regenerate despite the expenditure.

The small town at the base of the central spire was just as crowded as before. Monster parts and cores were abundant and sold left and right. Lev's attention was piqued by a jar of infused treant sap. It felt potent to his improved mana senses, but the sap itself was of little use to him.

Several minutes later, Lev was back in his previous inn. Since his room booking had run out, he paid ten bronze coins for a room for the day.

The first order of business he took care of was thoroughly scrubbing the illusion armor. The enchantments and the armor itself were too well-made to be damaged by water, allowing him to clean out all the little bits of dried blood and gore on it with ease.

He took a bath himself after that. Now feeling clean and renewed, Lev waited for Drakys to return with whatever business he needed to take care of in his room.

I have all the necessary skills now, Lev thought, considering his next steps. There are still three more empty General Skill slots, but they will remain empty. Everyone says to keep aiming for a General Skill that "works on any aspect of your class" so that you may get it instantly when you qualify for it. Getting them after Master also becomes way harder, so it makes sense. Better off filling the slots with something that makes you stronger instead of improving your chosen profession.

The System only presented General Skills that one was aiming for—just like Lev's class. He could've gotten several options earlier if he had simply stopped aiming for the class he’d wanted. But he was offered none before one that fit his requirements was unlocked.

So now, the plan was to always have free slots for when he made up his mind about what he wanted next. He was doing pretty well for himself, except that the need to branch further was inevitably going to show itself. Keeping more General Skill slots prepared was going to be crucial. Already, he could imagine needing a skill or two for preparing the battlefield in the future.

Drakys returned after half an hour and tossed him a gold badge. It looked the same as the silver badge without the color. Lev stored it after a few seconds of observing it.

"So?" Lev began.

"Windkeep is fine. The number of hunters and adventurers present there is enough to make up for my absence. Besides, as long as you don't go beyond the edges of The Dreadwoods, nothing too strong should show up. That forest is gigantic,” Drakys said.

"I see."

They both lapsed into silence. Lev patiently waited for Drakys to speak again, knowing he wasn't done.

"About your mana channeling issue… I'm afraid there is no permanent solution before Exalted. No matter how much I tried to permanently alter my body to accept enchantments before that, nothing ever showed up. It got to a point where I had to make formations to constantly remove regenerating skin to not mess with the carved runes."

Lev was not expecting that. It took a long few seconds to move past the gruesome picture painted by the Exalted's words.

"…What changed after evolving?"

"I got a new physique. It is a part of the class I got after evolving. My title is also the name of the class and physique."

"But what even is a physique?" Lev asked, confused.

Drakys hummed. "To simplify it, a physique is a permanent change to the physical body. Mine, for example, allows me to retain enchantments carved on my body without any trouble now. Before, my regeneration kept messing with them."

"Oh, so you're saying that if I… torture myself enough, my body will adapt permanently after evolving to Exalted?"

Drakys didn't refute his claim of self-mutilation. "Frankly, I will advise you against it. Looking back now, the pain was a means to ignore everything else in front of me. Nobody should have to go through something like that. Out of all the Exalted, only I ended with a special physique."

"Not even Hakim?" Lev asked, brows raised. The silver light he had felt from the man's aura was incredibly potent, and he had yet to see anything nearly as dangerous.

Drakys blinked. "Why would he have one?"

"The silver light… was scary," Lev gulped. "Surely something so extraordinary would force a matching physique?"

Drakys smiled. "It is definitely extraordinary, but at the same time, that same property held him back from getting a physique."

Lev would be lying if he said he understood because he didn't. Regardless, he wouldn't question it further if Drakys didn't explain.

"I have a final request," Lev began, feeling nervous for whatever reason. Drakys just waited for him to go on. "Can you carry me to Windkeep as you took me to The Pit?"

**

Several hours and many thousands of kilometers later, Lev was lying face-first on the ground, heaving great breaths.

Why couldn't you wait for a few more minutes? he thought with a strained chuckle. Drakys had just dumped him an hour away from Windkeep and vanished without a trace. Lev hoped the entry would go smoothly.

His mana had regenerated enough to fly to the walls in a few minutes at full speed, which was what he did.

"HALT!"

Lev landed a few kilometers away from the gate as a Master hunter approached to intercept him. He was an imposing man, built like a mountain with even thicker armor covering everything. Only the lack of a helmet told Lev that the person was indeed human and not some giant creature.

[Warrior - ???]

"Who are you, and why are you here?"

Remembering his brush with Kana, Lev put on a subdued persona. "Greetings, sir. I'm a solo Gold hunter, and I came here alone from Runespires."

Lev summoned the gold badge and handed it to the man, who inspected it briefly.

"Are you stupid? What if you met something like a commander or a general out there?"

"I can fly pretty fast, sir, so it wasn't an issue to outrun anything too dangerous. My class provides a lot of mana and regeneration, too, you see."

The man was shaking his head before Lev even finished speaking. "Still, that was an extremely dumb move on your part. We will keep an eye on you in the future. You will not be allowed to leave alone again."

…Thank you? How am I supposed to feel about that?

Lev decided the interaction was positive. The man was looking out for him, and his approach was also easy to understand. Nobody wanted to see suicidal hunters leave on their own.

"It will not happen again." Lev bowed his head slightly, keeping his tone respectful.

"Make sure it doesn't," the man nodded. "Welcome to Windkeep."

He was allowed entry easily after that interaction. Lev passed through the gates to gaze upon a city that was far more organized than Runespires.

White, golden, blue, and other generally bright colors dominated the buildings that stood in neat rows. Quickly flying through the empty space between the walls and the populated area, Lev noted that all the buildings were packed closely together as well. Wide roads allowed easy travel, similar to Runespires, but the houses and shops had minimal empty land surrounding them.

The reason for that was constantly flowing through the city. Windkeep got its name from a refreshing breeze that never stopped, which was also the reason for closely built construction.

Lev slowly trotted forward on the main road, attracting gazes left and right because of the illusion armor. He ignored them just like before till he realized there were a lot more kids. Somehow, that made him more self-conscious.

Kids can be downright demonic in their comments. Lev tried to justify himself. It is only normal to be scared of them.

Nobody approached him, though. The kids were too intimidated to come close, and he was pretty sure most people were starting to feel his aura now, too. Most of the time, auras only became obvious after evolving to Master, but they existed before that as well.

It was common knowledge that stronger auras became noticeable earlier. With the amount of mana he had, it wouldn't have been surprising if his aura was already showing.

Several factors contributed to the potency of one's aura. The size of a mana pool was one of the major factors. Lev, however, couldn't be too sure without asking anyone—something he had no plans to do. There were no downsides to his aura showing if nobody could check his level.

For an hour, Lev just wandered aimlessly. While keeping his Perception low, time passed in the blink of an eye. He didn't even realize that the sun had moved quite a bit before he took a moment to check how late it was.

The mental effects of evolution are becoming more and more prominent. How did hours pass while feeling like only one had?

It was not a bad thing, either. Lev was just having trouble that he would live for centuries. With the amount of points he was putting into Constitution, the lifespan was only increasing further. The quick passage of time was only reflecting his slowly growing acceptance of the facts.

He took a moment to observe his mental state. In terms of worries, there were few. Lev always knew that evolving would make him outlast most people who only ever naturally progressed to Adept from leveling their skills. That was, if he lived long enough to do so.

Excitement over all the potential achievements afforded by his lifespan, on the other hand, was more obvious. He had always dreamed of going to space. Every child did before reality caused those delusions to come crashing down. But not for him. He had all the tools and time to accomplish that.

Now, if only the skies of Monarch were not utterly inhospitable…

Lev shrugged off that line of thought quickly. The only rumors of beings of the sky were stormriders. The storm itself was an event that lasted for weeks or months, and everyone without exception took shelter deep underground.

Because, if some drunkards were to be believed, the storm itself could change directions to hunt you down.

Lev didn't know how that was even possible, or if it was even supposed to make sense given the origin of the rumors, but he was happy not thinking about it any further.

The Hunters Guild of Windkeep was surprisingly smaller in size compared to the hall in Runespires. Similarly, it was far busier, too. Windkeep was, after all, known as the City of Hunters.

**

The rest of the day passed in peaceful silence. Lev sat by himself in a park to meditate. He chose a corner devoid of people and leaned against a tree trunk.

Remembering his experience from the previous meditation session, it was easier to replicate this time. His thoughts cleared completely in a few minutes. His mana pool now stood out in stark clarity, only a few facets of it observable.

Lev didn't mind. He stayed in that state for hours, just silently observing his mana pool slowly filling up. It still boggled his mind how mana wasn't like a liquid or a gas. Instead of increasing in volume, it became denser as time went on. Lev could still tell how much mana that translated to, but the way it was stored was fascinating.

He was jerked out of his trance when someone tapped him on the shoulder. Lev opened his eyes to see Sherron looking at him with a smile.

"Did you change your ways?" she quipped, sitting beside him. "Wouldn't be the first time people decided to forgo killing entirely."

Lev was having none of that and held his arms out. "I demand a hug."

"What are you, a kid?" she mockingly jabbed, but hugged him nonetheless. Lev couldn't care less about being perceived as childish. Hugs were hugs, and they saved lives.

"Glad to see you, too," Lev replied with an audible smile. "Did Drakys tell you about me coming here?"

"He only said you were going to, most probably, hunt at the edges of The Dreadwoods. Are you stupid?"

Lev sighed. "This is the second time someone has asked me that today."

Sherron nodded along as if it made sense.

"Stop agreeing. No, I was not going there right away. Most monsters there are above level 200. Even I'm not that overconfident. It takes most of my pool to kill a single second-threshold monster."

Sherron gave him a flat look. "Explain."

"There's not much to explain. Drakys let me fight against a level 256 stone snake. Barely managed to put it down."

"What was your level during that?"

"141."

"It's just like him to do that. Why did you ask to be separated early, though?"

"He didn't tell you?"

Lev saw Sherron shake her head, so he gave her a meaningful glance. "Being down there was just too dangerous."

She instantly understood. There was no silencing ward blocking off their conversation. Revealing his feat was not risky anymore, since many people knew that he was pretty strong. The effects of his presence on monsters, however, could not be revealed.

"We should move somewhere else," Lev suggested. Even if nobody came close to them, many had noticed an Exalted sitting down with a random hunter.

"Didn't think you would be scared of public attention."

"I just don't want anyone to start rumors about you," Lev explained.

"Relax," Sherron chuckled. "People are better than that. Besides, let them try. I want to see who dares."

"If you say so," he shrugged. "What are your plans here?"

Sherron lay back on the grass, letting out an entirely theatrical sigh of suffering. "To pry classified information out of a defenseless Exalted, how utterly ruthless."

"…Someone's definitely gonna start rumors."

She giggled. "Let me mess around for once. Everyone expects me to be prim and straight. Free time to myself is rare these days."

"'These days'? Is something wrong?"

"No, just the guild being busier than normal. Someone should've informed you by now."

"Oh, right. Orianna explained it to me."

"By the way," Sherron interrupted. "Did you get any new runes so far?"

Lev jolted on the spot as if electrocuted. How the heck did I forget about that?

Hastily, he checked his General Skill and found two new runes in there.

Stone enhancement and a basic lightning rune. The latter probably came from utilizing my converter.

"Stone enhancement. What is that?"

"Pretty much just durability with a larger focus on weathering impacts. It divides the force of the attack throughout the surface equally, given enough mana," Sherron explained. "Highly compatible with your barriers. It is a good drop as opposed to the components of the snake's body enhancement."

"It had a body enhancement?" Lev questioned. He hadn't felt any mana cycling through its body.

"Passive."

Right. It was quite tough, even compared to the threader. Just stone enough wouldn't be enough for that.
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"So you're going to stay in the city?"

Sherron nodded. "Hakim is already here, which gives me some leeway. I have to first inform him before going anywhere."

"He's here? The monsters deeper in must be worse than I expected," Lev mused.

Sherron's strained smile told him more than enough. It also affirmed his decision not to go to The Dreadwoods directly and stupidly get himself killed. If he attracted the attention of a third-threshold monster, not even an Exalted would be fast enough to save him.

"I'll go to the level 150 dungeons to practice for now. You can find me there if anything comes up."

"Have fun," Sherron said with a smile before blurring out of sight high into the air.

The flight to the closest dungeon suitable for him took over an hour at low speed. Lev wanted to let his mana regenerate, and his Wisdom was high enough to do that even during the travel.

The camp in front of the dungeon was even larger than the troll dungeon. Nearly three dozen hunters were present and waiting for their turn. He landed near the edge of the camp and walked up to the hunter guard assigned to monitor the dungeon.

[Warrior - Level 203]

"How long 'til my turn?" Lev asked, handing the woman his gold badge to check.

She returned it after a moment. "Two hours, unless someone drops out. This is a weak Silver dungeon, by the way."

"I know. Wanted to practice my skills."

"I see. I will call for you when it's time."

Lev thanked her and moved away from the waiting teams. When he was far enough not to hear anything from the camp, he formed a barrier chair and sat down.

Two thick shields formed in front of him. On one of them, he carved the Durability rune. On the other, Lev focused on his General Skill and slowly formed the stone enhancement rune. The product turned out to be pretty smooth because of his previous practice.

The rune could’ve been improved further, but the first try was enough for his purposes. Lev moved them both fifty meters away from him and kept them hovering above ground. Summoning his bow, he held back from infusing the arrows and nocked one.

Both of the shields were well within his manipulation range. He sent a stream of mana to power the Durability rune and loosed. The arrow impacted after a split second. Enhanced to its limits, the shield couldn't quite hold it back completely. Embedded an inch deep, the arrow had successfully pierced it—albeit barely.

Next, he powered the stone enhancement rune on the second shield. Without a formation, it was not nearly as potent as it could’ve been, but that was fine for testing purposes.

The first issue stood out instantly.

The rune didn't cover the entire surface of the shield—only just over half of it, around the rune itself. Lev simply compensated by aiming for the affected area. Taking a deep breath to focus, he loosed while keeping the amount of mana powering the rune the same as the previous test.

This time, the arrow failed to pierce. Hair-thin cracks spread onto a large portion of the shield, sacrificing overall durability to stop the projectile completely.

I wish I knew what worked better in different circumstances, Lev lamented, bringing the shields close to him. Due to his lack of experience, more durability was better, but which durability was better remained to be seen. He decided to test their effectiveness against blunt damage.

Stargazer appeared in his hands. The enhancement formation came alive at low intensity, nearly doubling his physical strength as the glaive struck the durability shield.

It held with minor damage that was repaired with a little bit of mana. Lev turned up his enhancement even further and slashed again. The shield cracked, bits and pieces of barrier flying off from the impact.

With the same exact strength, he tested the stone enhancement shield. The rune proved to be much better at handling broad impacts, resisting the attack without any visible damage. Lev was only able to observe weakening structural integrity through mental feedback—something he fixed with a small puff of mana.

So, the stone enhancement works better against impacts covering a large surface area.

For the last bit of testing, Lev sent the shields away again and hit them both with lightning infused arrows. Both of them were pierced, but unlike the previous test, a significant portion of the stone enhancement shield shattered while stopping the arrow's momentum completely.

The durability shield, on the other hand, only had an arrowhead poking out of the other side without any extra damage.

Lev decided that the Durability rune was simply better unless he had to block large weapons or attacks. The winning factor turned out to be the nature of the rune. While the stone enhancement rune needed a formation to be fully effective, it was possible to push the Durability rune to greater heights by itself. The efficiency was also way better.

Since there was nothing else to do, he closed his eyes and waited for his turn. The downtime also let him regenerate his mana for the upcoming testing.

When the dungeon portal flashed for the fourth time, Lev was already standing in front of it. Getting a nod from the guard, he stepped foot into an empty grassland. There was not a single tree in sight, letting him see the denizens of the dungeon clear as day.

Slimes were notorious for being incredibly hard to put down. Physical attacks passed through their wobbly bodies most of the time, and the effects of all magic attacks were significantly reduced.

Which was perfect, as far as he was concerned. Lev was here to practice fighting with Stargazer while infusing it with a small yet constant amount of mana.

The first-threshold slimes in the dungeon were larger than him. Standing at nearly seven feet tall, he had to keep an eye out to not let them jump on him. He doubted that it would be lethal for him, but the situation would require a lot of mana to get out of.

Lev didn't activate the sharpness enchantment of his glaive. The weapon would slice through slimes just fine without that extra expenditure. Infusing it with a stream of lightning mana, he flew forward and landed in front of the slime.

[Green Slime - Level 112]

Nothing new so far. No crystal to be seen, either.

Instead of cores, slimes had mana crystals serving as a central point. Lev didn't know what the requirement was for a slime to form a crystal, but the one in front of him was too weak for it.

From what he knew, while the crystal presented an obvious target, the slime also received a big boost in power to compensate. It didn't make it any easier for hunters to deal with the stronger slimes, though Lev expected not to struggle. Most of his skills were focused on speed and piercing power, after all.

The real menaces were slime monsters that didn't form a crystal despite being high-level. Their formless nature allowed them to become something truly insidious without that glaring weakness. Fortunately, such slimes didn't show up before level 250.

Several bolts of sludge flew at him, their speeds easy to track with his high Perception. Two shields would’ve made the fight a walk in the park, but that would’ve defeated the point. Lev charged forward.

Weaving between the projectiles, he held up Stargazer in anticipation of the monster rearing back to launch itself. The slime flew forward fast enough to surprise Lev. He dashed to the side and swung his glaive in a wide arc just before it reached him.

Stargazer tore through the slime's body without slowing down, lopping off small bits of burnt slime in its passing. The wound closed quickly after, as if it had never happened in the first place.

Fire mana streamed into the glaive as Lev rushed the slime. The sludge bolts were dodged with ease as Stargazer pierced it again. The infused mana type proved to be more effective at damaging the slime, searing and charring larger chunks of it, but Lev had a different plan in mind.

When Stargazer was entirely inside the large slime, he released the fire mana in a Mana Slash with great difficulty. It was made significantly harder by the monster's body's natural defenses against intrusion. The slime bubbled and bloated before the force of the explosion found violent release, blowing it to shreds and showering the area with ooze.

[

You have slain [Green Slime - 112]

]

Huh. That was easier than expected. Not even 3% of my total mana was used throughout.

Without using the enhancement formation or any of his projectiles, the mana expenditure rarely eclipsed his potent regeneration. The only costly action was the Mana Slash, yet even a weak one killed slimes without trouble.

Flicking Stargazer a few times, Lev flew towards the next slime in the distance when she felt clean enough. The formation on his armor came alive with a small amount of mana as he dashed directly at the slime. The bolts were entirely too predictable and slow to hit him now, and he was hacking at the slime before it could even prepare to launch itself.

Chunks and bits of slime fell to the sides as Stargazer flashed again and again. The lightning mana in the glaive continued to momentarily stun the monster, stopping it from executing any large moves. The bolts were dodged with ease, allowing Lev to fulfill his main reason for coming here.

He kept half a mind on the slime to dodge the sludge projectiles and anything unpredictable. The other half of his mind observed the effects of empowerment formation.

Stargazer cut through the slime without a hint of resistance, which made him adjust the mana channeled into the formation several times. If he used too much, he had to use even more to stay in a proper stance and not overdo his attacks. If Lev used too little, the downside was something long-term. The slime was easy to cut through without the sharpness enchantment, but that wouldn't always be the case. He needed to get used to a reliable baseline.

For several minutes, he danced around the helpless creature while testing varying levels of mana usage. It eventually became too much for the now smaller monster, and it collapsed into a puddle.

[

You have slain [Green Slime - Level 110]

]

Several hours passed while Lev slowly hacked apart the slimes. Each time, he tested something new. By far the most interesting discovery was the effects of a large amount of lightning channeled into Stargazer.

Just from the amount released from slicing it normally, the monster collapsed after only three attacks. The piercing property of lightning made itself known as it seared its way deep into the monster, killing it quickly.

It hadn't even cost him much mana, barely more than the initial fire slash, but it let him know that the interior of the slimes was more vulnerable to all damage.

Steadily making his way deeper—or forward—into the dungeon, Lev encountered the first red slime with a crystal visible in its body.

Immediately, a spike of solidified ooze aimed to skewer him. Lev ducked, increasing the stream of lightning into Stargazer, and dashed ahead. Several more spikes forced him to dodge rapidly before slime bullets joined in. The spikes retreated into the body after they missed, letting the slime cast them endlessly without losing any mass.

This is tricky, Lev thought, backtracking to avoid the ceaseless barrage of projectiles. His armor would've held, but he wanted to complete the dungeon without letting a single attack land on him.

Seeing no other option, he fired a lightning slash through an opening. It hit the monster square on, stunning it in place. Lev didn't waste the chance and dashed in, Stargazer filled with lightning again.

The slime found its bearing before he could reach it. Four spikes shot forward again, though he was prepared for them this time. Dodging, he cut through them instead of letting them return afterward. The spikes fell to the ground and lost their shape, no longer under the control of the monster.

Two more spikes splashed on the ground before Lev reached the slime. It was preparing a large attack, except he didn't give it the chance. Mana coalesced into the weapon's sharp edge before it was released in a bright blue lightning slash.

The gooey body parted for several inches before the slash couldn't cut any farther. It released the lightning inside the monster's body. Tongs of the destructive element hit the mana crystal deep inside, cracking it in two.

The slime instantly came apart in a formless puddle, with a notification announcing its death.

[

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 135]

]

135… Is that the lowest level required to form a crystal, or are there other factors at play?

He didn't know, and he frankly didn't care beyond the temporary curiosity. What did matter to him were the two pieces of mana crystal in the slime's corpse.

Two barrier disks picked them up and brought them to him. Lev summoned the refillable water canteen and rinsed them thoroughly before Identifying them.

[

Impure Mana Crystal - Shattered

Piece of a slime core, which is now in two halves but remains usable. Can be refined and used in crafting.

]

Seems like they will at least sell, Lev thought with a chuckle. Everything was worth more than the prowler core in his ring.

He stored the two halves and progressed deeper into the dungeon. Curiously enough, he didn't find any pairs or trios during his slow delve. In the end, he found the boss after only lone monsters.

The huge red slime was surrounded by four smaller versions of itself. Even from a distance, Lev could feel the sheer heat radiating from the boss monster. Slime colors represented their type of attack, but the previous monsters were too weak to make use of their elements.

Fire beams and wide area of effect attacks were expected. Lev just didn't know how his armors held up against heat. It would be no fun if they held, but the human inside was cooked alive.

It's time for more testing, then. No time like the present. I hope I don't die by suffocation or immolation, Lev joked to himself, well aware that those possibilities were very much real. It didn't matter much at that point; monsters would eventually become too strong to take lightly. It was better to get used to it early on.

Moving closer, Lev identified the boss. The result made him pause in his tracks.

[Red Slime Commander - Level 178]

This is definitely not normal… but I'm gonna go for it anyway. Over 60% mana. Should be enough to just bombard it out of existence if things go wrong.

Gripping Stargazer tightly, he channeled a large stream of lightning into it and advanced.
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To test the waters, Lev formed a small lance and launched it at the boss monster. The projectile dissolved in the monster's body just as an opening formed in the slime—not unlike a barrel—and launched a beam of fire.

Lev darted to the right, just barely dodging the extremely fast attack. It landed on the ground behind him, carving out a long, charred tear amidst an explosion. He gulped at the close call and turned around, only to find the boss missing.

Instincts kicked into overdrive. He powered up everything in his arsenal and flew to the left, not a moment too soon. The slime boss landed where he used to be with a thunderous crash, telling him in no uncertain terms that he would've perished underneath.

Before he could even turn, a wave of fire sent him spinning through the air. The temperature inside the armors increased sharply, making Lev feel like he was being fried inside an oven. The other four slimes also reached him before he could balance himself, each of them three meters in height.

They launched thin and sharp spikes that reached him in an instant. Lev barely controlled his flight in time and dodged them all by overloading his empowering formation.

His flight was wobbly at best, but he improved with every passing second. The threats to his life turned out to be a great reason to push himself.

While Lev made some distance between them, the boss slime was already charging another attack. Four shields, enchanted with durability, formed in a second and were positioned in front of him to block the next beam.

It came after a few instants, shattering the first enchanted shield in a blink before stopping on the second. Lev channeled even more mana into the Durability rune without holding back.

Shield won against beam. The fire attack failed to shatter the barrier construct constantly repaired by its creator. Before the beam could even finish scattering in a final explosion, Lev had already summoned his bow and nocked a fully infused lightning arrow.

Flames parted from the passing of the arrow as it reached one of the smaller slimes in a blink. The explosion from the arrow dispersed a large portion of its body into the air, but the monster survived.

A barrage of sludge bolts forced him to abort any further attacks and block them with his shields. None of the projectiles was strong enough to damage them beyond small surface cracks. Lev repaired the damage and tracked the boss monster that was aiming to crush him again.

With a visual on the airborne monster, its fall was easier to dodge. Stargazer appeared in his hands, its enchantments fully charged with mana and blade infused with lightning. She cut through scores of spikes that sought to impale him.

Lev flew back in the moment the boss landed and fired an overstuffed slash its way. Lightning dug nearly a meter deep before exploding, blowing apart a tenth of its body.

Two more shields formed behind him as they blocked the wave of fire originating from the monster. Lev decided to keep the boss alive for last.

The smaller slimes all coordinated their attacks. With four shields hovering in front of him and Stargazer constantly flashing, none of the spikes or bolts reached him. Two of the slimes glowed like the boss and released a concentrated jet of fire.

Lev simply powered through after enhancing the resilience of his armor, ignoring the searing heat. It was bearable and only resulted in first-degree burns. Those would heal.

Lightning split the first slime in two, disintegrating its crystal. Not paying the collapsing slime another glance, he focused on the remaining three.

Two more jets of fire sought to cook him alive. Both of them were blocked by his hovering shields as Lev himself dashed directly at the monsters. Finding the right angle, an overloaded slash cut through another slime crystal before landing on the slime behind it.

A couple of notifications rang in his mind as Lev hastily dashed backward. The boss landed in front of him with a loud boom. Before he could press the attack, a tendril of slime extended from the boss and stabbed into the last slime.

In a blink, the other slime vanished into the boss. Lev let out an annoyed breath as the boss healed to its prime, but that also meant he could use his lances freely now to end the fight.

His shields blocked another beam as Lev flew into melee range, Stargazer raised to hack it to bits. The slime morphed as a thick tentacle emerged from its body. The appendage produced a small shockwave from its speed and weight as the slime sought to pulp him.

It collided with the haft of Stargazer, the weapon's durability enhancement flooded with mana. Lev was sent flying. His empowerment formation running at full strength let him dodge as another tentacle appeared. Two of the shields shattered to block their assault as Lev powered through another wave of fire and got into close range again.

His glaive cut deep into the slimy body before he released an overcharged lightning slash inside. Unlike what he had hoped for, the monster reduced the density of its body to let the lightning slash exit from the other side. It lost plenty of body mass in the process but stopped the attack from exploding.

Lev clicked his tongue and veered to the right, dodging a fire beam before charging again. The boss slime was halfway to leaping in the air once more, which forced Lev to release the building fire slash earlier than expected.

It collided with the midair monster, blowing up another tenth of its body and disrupting its flight. Seeing the monster struggling to stay upright, Lev formed three lances and filled them with a combination of fire and lightning.

With a steadying breath to focus, he launched them at the reforming slime, carefully keeping them away from the thick crystal in the middle of its body.

Three bright explosions rang out in unison, blocking Lev's view of the monster—though the notifications told him they had done their job.

[

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 152]

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 150]

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 152]

You have slain [Red Slime Commander - Level 182]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 145

Mana Tempest has reached Level 146

Mana Tempest has reached Level 147

Colorful Destruction has reached 2nd Level 10

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 9

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 10

]

Lev couldn't hold back a snort after reading that. Did it really absorb the poor slime to increase its own level? Also, damn, not a single level in the 3rd rank skills.

He quickly collected all the remaining crystals. It turned out the boss had left the last slime's crystal on the ground and only absorbed its body mass. The boss slime's crystal was big, nearly as large as his palm.

[

Mana Crystal - Condensed

Whole and undamaged. This crystal can be refined greatly and utilized in crafting.

]

With a shrug, he tossed it into his storage ring. The crystal seemed pretty valuable. Lev appeared outside the dungeon after a minute of waiting, getting a nod from the guard for solo clearing.

He was in no hurry to leave, though. Lev leaned in and asked in a low voice, "Hey, how often do red commanders show up in the dungeon?"

The guard's head snapped in his direction as she answered in a low tone, too. "Did you encounter one?"

Why is it always me?

Lev slowly nodded and summoned the crystal reward. "It dropped this. The boss was level 178."

She Identified the crystal, her face hardening in the process. Lev overrode her. "I can go report it for you. I was going to the guild anyway."

"That would be really helpful, thank you," she said, dipping her head.

"Can I get your name?"

"Shana."

Lev returned to Windkeep in half an hour, not caring about saving mana any longer. Flight only cost a tiny bit more than his regeneration, anyway. He still had around 20% of his total remaining despite the intense fight.

On second thought, I should go look for Sherron. Why did I have to offer to help? Lev sighed. If I go report it in front of everyone, they will know it was related to me.

Showing the guards his hunter badge, Lev was allowed entry without any questions.

Where do I even begin looking for her?

The Hunters Guild sounded promising, so that was where he began. Lev kept his mind peeled for any auras that stood out. Luckily, Sherron seemed to be present in the guild.

He passed through the hall and went upstairs to where Sherron seemed to be. His tracking led him to the doors of the guildmaster's room—which he was rightfully nervous to knock on.

Mustering his courage, he did anyway. It took several seconds before the doors opened by themselves, revealing Sherron talking to Hakim.

Right, I forgot he was here, too.

"Come on in." Hakim stared at him intently. "What is it this time?"

"It doesn't have to be something bad," Lev muttered, unhappy with how they both seemed to be expecting something negative.

Sherron didn't say anything. She just gently patted him on the shoulder as he took a seat in front of Hakim. Lev played along, sniffling like a tormented housewife.

"That's enough," Hakim snapped. "You ought to be more serious during reports."

"Yes, sir," Lev said. He straightened up, summoning the crystal that had dropped from a commander slime. "The guard seemed to be losing her marbles that a commander spawned in the slime dungeon. I offered to report in her stead."

"The Silver dungeon to the west?"

"Yes."

Hakim went silent for a few seconds, his expression contemplative. "She's correct about commanders not showing up. Why did you tell her about this?"

"I didn't know if this was normal," Lev explained. "Before entering, she reminded me that the dungeon is meant to be easy for Silver teams. That commander would easily kill most such delvers, so I had to ask."

"Did anyone else hear you?"

"I don't think so, no. We talked in a low voice, and she didn't seem like she would tell anyone."

"Good," Hakim nodded. "Is that all?"

"Yes, sir," Lev replied, getting up to leave. It took some self-control not to run out of the room and quickly escape the imposing man.

**

Watching Lev almost stumble out of the office would never not be amusing, Sherron decided. He tried to mask it, but the sheer discomfort radiating off him was obvious without even reading his aura.

"That's new," Hakim broke the silence. "We haven't had any instances of dungeon monsters becoming stronger just because of one person."

Sherron nodded. "If him entering an instance makes them stronger, then it's not an issue. Or maybe he was just teleported to an instance with a commander already present, in which case it could be a boon. Most likely the latter. Less strong monsters during a break if he clears them."

Hakim let out a slow breath. "I see why my student is always concerned about this boy. Merely eleven years of age, yet he's changing how we view the world already."

"I feel like you have gotten your apprehensions mixed up," Sherron remarked. "One worries for Lev, and the other worries about the troubles he will cause."

"I worry for the boy, too, of course."

"But can't ever treat him nicer," she replied flatly. "How hard can it be?"

"…I've forgotten how."

**

Next stop, whichever rich crafter's shop I can find. Never got to sell the spider cores, either.

Asking several people all pointed him in a single direction. Windkeep's market square was separated due to the sheer number of hunters present.

Lev passed hundreds of shops focusing on everything imaginable before getting to a store that looked high-end, but was not a place that would require a membership.

He passed through the large door to see a kid manning the counter. Their eyes met, and the little boy ran off screaming before Lev could say anything.

…Is my mask that scary? I even washed my armor before returning to Windkeep, so it can't be the smell.

"WHO GOES TH—oh, hello there."

The voice belonged to an old woman, one of the select few Lev had ever seen. Streaks of gray were visible on her head—a rare sight.

[Crafter - Level 212]

"Greetings." Lev dipped his head. "I am looking to commission a converter built into something to wear under armor."

"Sure, sure, the order can be dealt with later. Come, sit." She waved Lev to a padded bench present on the right. Lev gingerly sat down, not wanting to damage it because of his armor's weight.

"My, that is a piece of work. Which talented young man created something so beautiful?" she inquired about his armor.

"Alec," Lev replied, trying to keep the amusement out of his voice.

"Oh, that sweetheart?" Now he was trying really hard not to cough. "I received some lessons from him a few centuries ago. How is he doing these days?"

"Busy, but well."

Lev didn't know why she expected him to know about Alec's condition, but he didn't see any harm in answering.

"That is good to hear," she smiled. "I'm sorry about little Kai. KAI! Come apologize to the lad."

The kid peeked from behind the door at the back. "Don't wanna."

"Don't be like that. Come."

Kai slowly shuffled forward, little fists clenched at his sides but eyes fixed on Lev's mask. Slowly, he mustered the courage to speak again.

"I… I'm sorry…"

The urge to hug the kid was strong, but that might've given him a heart attack. "It's fine. I didn't mind."

"Good boy." The woman ruffled Kai's hair. "Now, hush. The adults are talking."

They both watched him leave before she turned to him. "So, what are you thinking of?"

"I'm Lev. I was hoping for anything close to my skin so it can be worn under barrier armor. Gauntlets over the armor have worked pretty well so far."

"Hmm." She rubbed her chin. "How do bracers sound? Their durability aside, the converter will be pretty good."

Lev thought about it. They would cover his wrists and arms, and he couldn't see them disrupting his archery or fighting.

"If you can show me what they will look like beforehand, sure. I want to try a normal version first."
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Lev walked out of the store with a single bracer for his right arm. It snugly hugged his wrist and arm halfway to the elbow with an earth mana converter built into it. The leathery material was not meant to handle attacks and was useful for enchanting, but that didn't matter. It was going to be under two armors, and if something got through those, Lev would happily sacrifice the bracer for a chance to save his limb. He also bought five healing potions for one gold each, just in case.

Next stop was the Merchants Guild. It was situated close to the main gates and took nearly half an hour to get to. With his Perception pulled back to normal levels, that time passed in a blink.

Inside, Lev was greeted by a hall less crowded than he’d expected. He walked up to the receptionist near the entrance. He belatedly realized something, making him change his question.

"Hey, is there a Bronze Bids branch in Windkeep?"

The bored man gave him a single nod. "Go straight and then left from the fountain square."

Lev thanked him and followed the directions. The Bronze Bids building was much the same—a small office building next to a large auction house. Entering, he was noticed by the woman manning the counter.

[Worker - Level 147]

"Welcome to Bronze Bids. How can I help you?" she greeted, eyeing his illusion armor.

Lev summoned his membership card and handed it to her.

"I see you're a regular member. Can I ask which branch you usually make use of?"

"Runespires. I've got a bunch of cores that I wish to sell."

She waved to the table. "Sure, let me see."

Lev started summoning the cores slowly. More than a hundred spider cores came out before the three matriarch cores. The woman was already doing mental calculations when she paused.

"That one is… rare. Can I inquire about the source?" she asked after seeing the condensed crystal.

"I would like to keep that to myself," Lev politely refused.

She nodded curtly. "These spider cores come out to one gold and fifty silvers. The value is increased significantly because of your membership reducing our cut to almost nothing. The matriarch cores I can do for five golds. Troll commanders are rare, which increases their value quite a bit.

"The cores themselves are decent, but nowhere near as good as what the price suggests. I can do three golds for that one. These impure crystals are valued at only slightly more than the spider cores individually. One gold for the entire lot. Lastly, the condensed crystal. The rarity alone pushes its value very high. If you're a crafter, I recommend keeping it."

Hmm… Lev considered her words. I can just go and kill more commanders in the future, so selling it is whatever.

"I would like to sell it. What would it be priced at?"

"Nine golds is as high as I can go," Skylar mused. She looked at him as if expecting some haggling, but Lev didn't care enough for another gold or two. His days of hunting for money were just starting.

"Sure," he casually agreed. Her eyes showed a hint of exasperation. Skylar slowly summoned gold coins from her ring. Twenty gold coins slowly clattered onto the table—fifty silver coins higher than the agreed price.

Neither said a word about it as Lev stored the coins. He thanked her before taking his leave.

Valuables now sold, I can commission a really strong bow. But at the same time, I want to evolve the General Skill into something that isn't reliant on my bow. Definitely gonna hold back on getting a new one unless the skill refuses to evolve after even my best efforts.

He needed to regenerate his mana first, which would take nearly a full day. Seeing he had nothing to do, Lev headed to the park where he had first sat down.

It was noticeably emptier. The suns were close to setting already, and people were leaving as he entered.

Sitting down in the same corner as before, Lev settled in to watch his mana regenerate and loosened the hold on his Perception. The world instantly became slower, and so did his mana regeneration.

That was fine by him. He could observe the soothing process for longer that way.

**

Lev's meditation was interrupted after a few hours when he heard footsteps. The sound indicated that someone was heading his way.

Opening his eyes, he saw several kids observing from a distance while a girl was nervously making her way towards him. She was no older than six or seven, and she froze in place when Lev looked directly at her.

He wouldn't admit it out loud, but seeing her so scared of him kind of hurt. Casually, Lev waved a hand and motioned for her to come sit next to him.

She walked up to him timidly and just stood there, unsure of what to do. Lev took the lead to try to ease her nerves. "What's your name?"

"L-Lily."

"That's a sweet name," Lev replied with a smile audible in his words. "Are those your friends?" He nodded to the kids watching with bated breath.

Lily quietly nodded, clutching her shirt tightly.

This isn't working, Lev thought with a mental sigh. Maybe giving her a reason to talk will let her ease up?

"Why don't you sit down?"

She sat down on the spot.

"Is my mask scary?"

"It is…" she said in a low voice.

"Hmm, is it really? I thought it looked cool," Lev mused, scratching his armored cheek.

"Cool?" She questioningly tilted her head.

"Cool as in good or fashionable, you know? Something to scare monsters and people without actually looking bad."

Her shoulders slumped a little as she giggled. "Why would you want to scare people? That's silly."

"But silly is fun," Lev pointed out, leaning in conspiratorially. "Don't tell that to my teachers."

She nodded seriously, too, as if it were some great secret to be protected. "Why are you here alone? It has been so long since you last moved. We wanted to tell you that night has already come, but…"

"Don't worry about that. I could tell."

"How can you know through the armor?" she questioned, confusion evident on her face.

Lev held up a finger and answered in a serious voice. "That's a secret. You should head home now, it is getting quite late."

"It was nice to meet you," Lily said with a wave as she got up to leave. She was instantly bombarded by questions from her friends. Lev tuned them out and returned to his silent meditation.

**

The first rays of sunshine woke him up from his trance. Lev found himself thoroughly refreshed, and he might've even fallen asleep once or twice. Marveling at the lack of any soreness or discomfort, he thought of his next steps.

There isn't much to do except practice with Stargazer and slowly increase my class and skill levels. Windkeep is supposed to have a lot of waves, too, which is what I wanted to participate in. No doubt the next ones will be worse because of me.

Whatever plans the guild had to conquer the center of The Plains, they were still years away at the minimum. Lev's crafting plans were also locked behind the Master rank when his barriers would become permanent. So far, he hadn't needed to keep any constructs for long enough to hit the six-hour time limit, but that would probably change.

Getting up, he dusted off his armor before making his way to the Hunters Guild. Since the guild was planning a large-scale operation, it would not hurt to participate. Dungeon clearing was already going to be his focus for the next few months if things didn't go wrong.

The guild was as busy as ever as he entered. Lev hoped Hakim wouldn't show up behind him randomly. High-level people were really good at that.

There were four large counters for different ranks, and Lev approached one of the two for Adepts. He was quite far behind in the line, so he observed the hunters present to pass the time.

Two teams stood out. One was really high-level, with all five people over level 200. The second had four mages and a shield. The latter was fully dedicated to taunting and blocking attacks, which made sense with that composition. Lev just hoped that at least one of them was an aura mage like the one from Alec's support squad. The team's prowess would shoot up severalfold with that addition.

The man behind the counter looked pretty impatient, so Lev made it quick. "How can I properly participate in the whole dungeon clearing efforts?"

"That depends on a lot of factors," came the quick reply.

Lev handed him his gold badge. "I'm solo."

"What type of dungeons are you willing to take on?"

"Whichever is available below level 175." Lev felt several people perk up after hearing that. "Is there a list?"

The man nodded. "There is. Give me a moment. Someone else will help you with this."

Half a minute later, the man returned with a clerk who looked at Lev curiously. "Follow me."

She led him to an office deeper inside the building, and Lev took a seat opposite her.

"Ruman tells me you are a solo dungeoneer?" Lev nodded. "There are several dangerous Silver dungeons that require Gold or Platinum teams to clear reliably. Do you think you can clear the less risky of those?"

Lev opened his mouth to reply when there was a knock on their door.

Here we go again…

Hakim entered shortly after, making the woman in front of him scramble to greet him. She stood up and bowed at the waist.

"We greet the Exalted."

Lev mimicked her. Hakim nodded once in acknowledgment and put a hand on Lev's shoulder, pushing him back down gently. The touch couldn't have been more awkward, but Lev could tell what was going on. It was still awkward, though.

"How many dungeons have you cleared so far?" Hakim glanced at him.

"Six, sir."

"All solo?"

"No, sir, only five. Four, if The Runic Warlord's presence alone counts for a group."

"Good enough," Hakim remarked, looking at the tense woman behind the table. "Give him directions to the mistcrawler dungeon as well as the underground golem dungeon."

The woman gulped and hastily nodded. Satisfied, Hakim turned to Lev again. "Clear the golem dungeon three times. Do not hold back; they can kill you easily. On your tenth delve, clear the mistcrawler dungeon as slowly as possible. That illusion armor will not hold a candle to their bladed arms, and your barrier armor won’t do much better. Use your entire pool on every encounter if you have to. Dungeon instances last forever."

This is definitely for my dungeoneer title, Lev realized, enlightened. He nodded to show that he understood both his task and the gravity of the situation.

"I understand, sir."

Hakim nodded again, the epitome of seriousness. "Come see me if any complications arise."

After that, he marched out of the room with his ramrod gait and tense shoulders. Lev wondered if the man ever relaxed, but it didn't seem like he did. Hakim's attempts at trying to be "nicer" were also adorable. Lev would be caught dead before ever voicing that, though.

"Uhm…" The woman coughed to get his attention. "Please take a look at this map."

**

Several minutes later, Lev was flying to the golem dungeon. It was a level 180 dungeon, meaning the boss would be level 200 or above. Dangerous as heck and perfect to tackle.

The golems were incredibly durable, with only a slight vulnerability to blunt damage. Lev was going to take his sweet time wearing them down with his arrows, lances, Stargazer, and gauntlets. With his new earth mana converters, he could also increase the weight of his armor at a small cost.

It was shaping up to be an interesting challenge. The directions took him to a clearly marked entrance to a cavern. Lev descended straight down and landed in front of the camp surrounding the portal.

It was empty.

I suppose that makes sense, Lev thought. The dungeon is cleared by a higher-level team most of the time.

Lev walked up to the lone guard, observing his approach. Just from his aura alone, he could deduce that the guard was a Master and incredibly bored.

[Warrior - ???]

"Can I enter?" Lev politely asked. The man just waved a hand. Lev went in.

The first thing that stood out was that there was no open sky above him. Lev found himself inside a cave that extended for hundreds of meters in front of him. The dark gray stone gave off an old aura of stability, telling him that he was far underground. Everything was dimly illuminated by Monarch-knew-what. He wasn't going to complain.

No golems in sight.

Hakim had specifically warned him to take it slow. It would’ve been stupid not to take his warning to heart. After making sure that the area surrounding the portal was truly safe, Lev made a chair and sat down.

His most-used Durability rune only worked when there was no other rune present on the enchanted object. That was great for now, since the rune was highly efficient and scalable, but it simply could not be put on the chains because of the surface area coverage requirement.

To that end, Lev wanted to try something new and costly. Forming a long, thick linked chain, he started carving. Stone enhancement runes formed slowly on each link. A string of small connector runes joined them all in a large formation. Putting mana into it, Lev was prepared to wince, but the formation turned out to be pretty efficient.

Connector runes were ideal for mana transfer because of their jobless nature. They just existed to join different runes with varying levels of length and effectiveness. The effects were minimal at best, usually used for general things like whether willpower was included or not.

The enhancement ran through the entire length of the five-meter-long chain, covering every nook and cranny. Sherron had told him that the runes were not focused on raw durability, but that wasn't what Lev was aiming for to begin with. His shields, enchanted with the Durability rune, were perfect for blocking attacks.

What he wanted was to use the chains for attacking. To do that, a large barrier ball formed at one end of the chain. Light as it was, it wouldn't truly be useful in combat without earth mana imbuing it.

The difference between infusion and imbuement was the utilization of different mana types. Infusion only stored the different mana types to be released later. The storage object received some passive effects from their presence, which Lev paired with all his projectiles.

Imbuement meant to expend mana and affect the storage container instead of simply storing mana. Like running an enchantment, materials could be directly imbued with different mana types.

The difference was like active and passive skills. One had to be actively applied.

Till now, Lev had had no use for imbuement. Sure, fire imbuement would make his barriers very hot to the touch, but an explosion from infusion was much more useful. Same for lightning mana. Instead of electrocuting everything his barriers touched, directly attacking with a large amount of lightning mana was much more effective.

Things changed with earth mana in the equation. Imbuing it increased both the durability and weight of his barriers with some negative effects. Edges became a little duller, and manipulating barriers also became much harder.

The latter was the main reason he had held off for so long. With his Mana Manipulation evolving and his class giving a direct boost to that aspect as well, Lev expected adding two heavy chains to his usual arsenal would be manageable.

Difficult, but manageable.
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With four shields and two enchanted chains floating behind him, Lev slowly glided forward. The last thing he wanted was to attract the attention of more than one golem before he even knew how they behaved.

Several hundred meters of flight later, Lev reached a bend. He could feel a presence behind the turn, and only one of them.

Double-checking his armor formation, he continued forward with the four shields taking the lead. Heavy thuds announced the approach of the monster, and Lev's breath caught in his throat as its size registered.

A behemoth of stone rounded the corner, revealing an unholy combination of a horse and a centipede. It walked on eight legs, its head constantly scanning the caverns with its grotesquely long neck. Nearly four meters tall, Lev was already having doubts about his ability to kill it.

[Centiquus Golem - Level 191]

Four monstrous slits for eyes trained on him, and he was suddenly scrambling back as fast as he could. All remaining thoughts of testing vanished then and there as a large stream of mana entered his earth converter bracers.

The enchantment on his chain was running on full power while Lev launched them forward. Earth mana constantly streamed into them, making them heavier while increasing their durability significantly.

Much of the earth mana coalesced into the large ball at the end of each chain, increasing the weight enough for him to struggle to manipulate them. The balls impacted the golem head-on, barely impeding its mad charge. A warbled cry washed over him.

Lev was instantly far warier as an aura of fear tried to pierce his mental defenses. Infusing his armor with earth mana, he dashed straight towards the mouth full of fangs, ready to chomp him in two.

He came to a stop just ahead of the closing jaws. Lev empowered his armor to the limit and increased the weight of his gauntlets before punching its temple.

The golem's head rocked back as a loud boom reverberated through the cave. Both chains wrapped around its neck in an attempt to stop its movements. Lev's mind failed before the chains could even take hold, and the monster charged forward without any visible difficulty.

Seeing that his manipulation was too weak to contend with the golem's physical strength, he changed his approach. Lev let the monster come into close range again. Its four back legs tensed, allowing him to dodge the golem's lunge and land another punch on the previous spot.

His efforts were rewarded with a cracking sound. Small fractures were now visible on its ugly head, meaning he could damage it with his current arsenal. Before the monster could turn around, both chains slammed into it at once. The golem stumbled back a step, then several more as Lev's fist cracked its head even further.

Bits of stone rained onto the ground below. Lev flew forward to press his advantage, only for it to let out an unholy screech that rattled his teeth even inside two armors.

His high Perception was the only thing that let him avoid the approaching rows of fangs and hastily make distance. Several precious seconds passed before Lev's vision stopped swimming. With an annoyed inhale, he charged in again.

All four of his shields shot forward as the monster tried to bite him. One by one, they lodged themselves between the golem's jaws. The monster thrashed to get rid of them, but Lev kept them firmly in place and overloaded their Durability runes to the limit.

The golem bit down, puncturing the shields with its teeth. That turned out to be the wrong move. Lev repaired the holes as best as he could so close to the monster's aura. Not wasting the chance afforded by its teeth getting stuck in the shields, he rained punches on its cracked head.

The damage slowly spread farther. Both his chains struck the golem from the opposite side, pushing it back for Lev's fist to hit even faster. Overwhelmed by the pain, the monster veered to the side to try and crush Lev against the wall.

Dashing away just in time, only the golem's skull hit the cave wall with a resounding crash. Chunks of its face were blown off from the collision, thoroughly stunning the monster.

Lev darted back in, gauntlet charged with fire mana. The world turned bright in tune with his next attack, shattering the golem's head to bits.

[

You have slain [Centiquus Golem - Level 191]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 148

]

The golem's core was nestled deep inside its large head. Unharmed by the previous violence, it rolled to the ground. It was clean except for some dust. The golem didn't seem to have a fleshy brain or anything similar to blood.

[

Centiquus Golem Core:

Exhibits minor properties of stone. Useful in crafting.

]

Oho? What do we have here?

Cores that exhibited certain properties were pretty rare before second-threshold monsters. Paints created by such cores improved the effectiveness of matching enchantments slightly, and directly channeling mana through them did the same.

If Lev were to use his current core to power his stone enhancement on the chains, they would receive a tiny boost in potency. The difference was nothing amazing, but at higher levels, where every little bit mattered, such cores were compulsory.

He stored the core and thought back on the events of the fight. Getting hit with the screech had been unexpected, but the golem hadn't shown anything beyond its annoyingly high durability.

With his armor imbued with earth mana and the weight of his gauntlets raised to the maximum, Lev could beat trolls to a pulp. Yet the golem had easily taken several of his punches to the same spot. He doubted the fight would've ended so quickly if it hadn't missed the last crushing lunge.

He certainly could've killed it much faster with his class skills, but there were two issues with that. Lev wasn't sure if the cave was sturdy enough to withstand explosions, though now he knew it was. The wall barely cracking from the golem's last attack was proof of that.

Secondly, he wanted to acquire a movement General Skill. The best way to get one befitting his class and combat style was simply to practice against monsters. He wouldn't hesitate to go all out if things got too dangerous in the meantime, however.

His use of chains was also… shameful. There was no finesse involved. Lev had simply grabbed them and thrown them at the golem. To remedy that, he was going to take his time practicing. Even if throwing the heavy chains somehow worked, it was far from acceptable. Lev needed to make use of the ball's weight.

Quickly flying back to the portal, he grabbed the chain from its halfway point and tried the only method he knew of to use the balls.

Slowly, the chain started spinning in midair. Keeping the central point stationary was an entirely new exercise. The centripetal force generated by the heavy sphere was immense, to the point that Lev had to sit down and focus his all on the maneuver.

The chain sped up, and by now, the ball produced a horrible whirring sound in its passing. The air parted violently from the sheer power packed into it. Lev was only now realizing how badly he had underutilized the chains before.

Minutes passed as he continued to spin the chain in a circle. He kept the earth mana imbued to a low level. Otherwise, his mind would surely have been damaged from overreaching because of the weight. Keeping the chain in place was already using all his focus.

Hmm… While the ball will hit like a truck, it uses too much brainpower to manipulate properly.

He decided to change his approach. Instead of keeping it afloat, Lev grabbed the chain from the bottom half with his gauntlets. Tightening his grip, the empowerment formation came alive as he spun the ball in a wide arc.

Physical strength and mental strength joined hands. The ball accelerated far beyond what he could manage with his mind alone. It hit the cave wall with a boom, sending shards of stone flying in every direction.

Whoops… okay, no cave-in, thankfully, Lev thought with a sigh of relief. This move is a double-edged sword if I've ever seen one. If I miss, I'll also be sent spinning while trying to get the stray chains under control.

He could adjust and correct the trajectory of the ball to a great extent, but things had a high chance of going wrong when monsters could dodge.

Wait, this could work.

Getting an idea, Lev dismissed all but an armlength of the chain and made a long barrier haft. That done, he attached the end of the chain to the haft.

He observed the improvised mace in his hands. It was missing spikes on the head, which could be remedied. The point was to make it heavy for maximum bludgeoning. With earth mana, Lev could reliably do that.

He also had a small rune for weight increase, though it was incredibly inefficient without a proper formation backing it up. The effects weren't anything to write home about, either, so Lev ignored it for now.

The mace—which Lev was going to call "Heavy Burden," if he permanently formed it—was easily movable. The weighty head hanging by the chain followed without needing mental steering, which made things a lot simpler.

Even better, he could increase its speed or stop it at will with a bit of mental gymnastics.

Satisfied with his new means of attack, Lev set out again. Since he knew how the golems operated somewhat well now, the plan was to include his other tools during melee fighting.

His slow advance proved to be fruitful when he noticed another golem rounding the same bend as before. The aura of the monster made him pause. It was noticeably stronger, but not by too much.

[Centiquus Golem - Level 199]

Still doable without completely bombing it.

Eight arrows formed midair behind him as four of his shields floated by his side to meet the charging monster. Fire mana slowly streamed into the arrows, and four of them shot forward when the golem was only a few meters away.

The arrows impacted with a small delay between each shot. They let him know how quickly the monster was advancing and where its last position was. Going by that mental feedback, Lev's mace smashed into the side of its face like a descending meteor.

The sound of cracking was audible even through the flame. He didn't let up, firing another two arrows at its damaged face. Lev stopped at the last moment as fangs snapped shut inches away from him, barely avoiding being eaten alive.

He had only gotten one more hit in when a screech laced with mana blew him back, the sound somehow physically damaging his armor. Lev hastily repaired the damage and dodged the golem's lunge.

It smashed into the cavern wall. Unlike the previous golem, though, there was no visible damage on its skull.

Eight more arrows formed behind him, and a mix of lightning and fire infused them. Lev patiently waited for the golem to make the next move, shrugging off an aura of fear stemming from the monster. It was a nuisance at best with his calm mental state.

He didn't have to wait long. The monster turned around and screeched again, but the distance prevented any physical harm. Arrows too fast to dodge hit the damaged part of its face in pairs, slightly widening the cracks with their electric explosions.

Undeterred, the golem continued to charge the flying human. Insanity dominated its thoughts as it lunged to bite Lev again—who dashed to the right at the last second.

Earth mana imbued his mace and armor. The weight of his gauntlet increased to its limit. Spinning a full circle, Lev's mace flew in an arc as a blur and impacted the monster's chin with a deafening crash.

Wide cracks spread on the golem's head as it rocked upward, while similar cracks appeared on his mace from the sheer rebound. Lev slowly repaired the weapon as an overloaded arrow lodged itself between the cracks on the monster's head.

The resulting explosion blew up a large portion of the creature’s face, signifying the end of the fight.

[

You have slain [Centiquus Golem - Level 199]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 149

]

There were no more notifications. Lev was prepared to be disappointed for a while. Turning his archery skill into something that didn't require a bow was bound to take a long time, even before Master, where obtaining and changing General Skills was much easier.

The core was amongst the rubble of its half-destroyed, half-cracked head. It was still whole, which was a positive. Lev stored it in his ring and replayed the fight in his mind.

His mana usage was low. Just over 5% had been spent on that arrow spam, whereas imbuing his armor and mace was mostly covered by his regeneration. Overall, less than a tenth of his total was utilized.

The monster's movements were also simple enough to track. The effects of his Superior Senses skill were showing themselves. Lev could, to some extent, track the monster even while it was hidden by explosions. It was a mix of all his senses giving more accurate feedback.

Other than that, the encounter required even less mana than the previous one. His arrows were extremely efficient by now. Boosted by Colorful Destruction, even a small amount of mana did a lot of damage. Still, he didn't feel any clues about how to evolve the nature of his General Skill. That would hopefully change in time.

His Arcane Brawling skill, though, was slowly mellowing out. That made Lev pretty excited. Just a single evolution would greatly improve his fighting capabilities.

Which means I have to keep smacking these golems for the next week. Or perhaps even weeks. Hakim wouldn't have sent me here if I didn't need to give it my all.

Lev settled down to wait for his mana to regenerate. It would take a while for his pool to be topped off, which also let him consider his next steps in silence.
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By the time his mana tipped over 95%, Lev was looking for the next golem. Only centiquus golems had shown themselves so far, though he was expecting several more variants.

Head on a swivel and Perception stretched to the limit, he slowly glided forward. Crossing the bend had just revealed another long cave without an end in sight.

For half an hour, Lev just kept moving. The cave looked natural, and there were no signs or scars of battle to warn him. Only a very slight rumbling saved his hide as he yanked himself back as hard as he could.

Something exited the ceiling just above where he’d been a second before. Lev was able to observe a large maw filled with several rows of serrated teeth for a split second. There was no time to attack as it burrowed into the stone ground. The dozen-meter-long, thick body followed behind, leaving a gaping hole in the wall.

[Burrower Golem - Level 200]

Lev didn't have to think of his strategy for long. A ball the size of his head formed in front of him while he dumped a large stream of mana into the fire converter gauntlet.

The ball slowly turned red and orange as the fire mana infused it. It became brighter and brighter as Lev waited patiently for the golem to attack again. The signs were more obvious this time, starting with a nearly imperceptible rumbling. Knowing it was coming, he overloaded his armor and empowerment formation for one decisive movement.

The moment the burrower broke through the wall to his left, Lev darted back and threw the vibrating ball into its maw. Due to the innate durability of his barriers, the ball didn't instantly explode after falling out of his control inside the monster's mouth. The burrower dug into the right wall due to all its momentum and vanished out of sight.

Several seconds passed before the cave shook. The tremors were distinctly different, more all-encompassing, and intense.

[

You have slain [Burrower Golem - Level 200]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 150

You have earned the title: Hunter

Hunter:

Through unique circumstances, you have become a Gold hunter of the guild. It is proof of your dedication and drive to advance even further.

+5 to all attributes.

]

Why, thank you. I was wondering why I hadn’t gotten the title yet.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 150

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps II, Solo Dungeoneer, Hunter

Attributes:

Strength: 95

Dexterity: 95

Constitution: 275

Intelligence: 340

Wisdom: 400

Perception: 275

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 1

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 2

Colorful Destruction - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Armor - 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses - 3rd Level 3

Rapid Infusion - 2nd Level 10

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 1

Mage Conduit - 3rd Level 2

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 8

Identify

Arcane Brawling - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 2

Wanderer's Repository - Level 2

Mana Slash - 2nd Level 10

]

Sweet, sweet Wisdom, Lev smiled. He could do almost double what he had done against that orc general on his way to Runespires with the amount of mana he had now. That was before even his improved skills came into play.

The core from the burrower was most likely reduced to bits, so he backtracked and waited for his mana to regenerate again. 15% of it had been infused into the ball, and the final amount was reduced significantly because of the converter's efficiency.

With the burrower added into the mix, I need to keep an eye on even more things now, Lev thought, ready to move again. Holding back his Perception, time passed way too quickly. It was slightly unnerving, but he was trying his best to get used to it. It was the new norm.

Lev advanced much the same. He killed two more centiquus golems without much trouble, netting him another level, before something new showed up.

[Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

[Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

He paused. Seeing two flying humanoids would do that to most people, but he was more taken aback by their faces. Four horizontal eyes adorned their monstrous skulls, their red color matching the two horns atop their heads. Both those features stood out on their winged, light brown bodies. All of it gave them a menacing look that made Lev hesitate to tackle two at once.

Still, there was little chance of separating them. Lev summoned Stargazer and filled her blade with lightning mana. The gargoyles noticed the mana usage instantly, and he opened fire with a barrage of ten flame arrows.

Most of them were dodged, only three finding their mark. One of the stone beings was halted by two explosions from overcharged arrows, while Lev met the other in melee.

Claws met barrier blade, neither giving way. The clash produced a loud shockwave as Lev battled for physical supremacy. He might as well have been pushing against a wall with how much it budged.

Same for the gargoyle, Lev noted and grinned. He ignored the large stream of mana overloading his armor, powering the formation, mentally manipulating the barrier blade to make it faster, and the physical strength added on top.

He had to back off when the second gargoyle reached him. Lev had ignored it in favor of testing his physical strength against both of the monster's claws at once. Darting back, more arrows formed behind him as the monsters charged as one.

He prioritized dealing with one of them, launching all his arrows rapidly at the left monster. A series of explosions and impacts held it back while Lev advanced on the lone monster in front of him. Leaning back to avoid its slashing claws, Stargazer sought to pierce its body. One of the wings blocked it as the monster sacrificed its flight to prevent a fatal wound.

Lev didn't let the chance go, firing an overloaded lightning slash at the wobbling monster. The effects were disappointingly weak, but the element still locked up the monster for a precious second. He aimed at the long, charred scar from the lightning slash as Stargazer flew down in an arc.

With mana flooding all its enchantments, the stone body eventually gave way. The blade bit several inches deep, eliciting a roar of pain from the monster. The sound, just like the centiquus golems, tried to damage his armor, except it was noticeably weaker.

While Lev trained his budding melee skills against the gargoyle, he kept half an eye on the second bombarded monster. It was cracked in several places, meaning blunt explosive damage was quite effective, and it was struggling to stay afloat with pieces of clay or stone flaking off.

For over a minute, the monster mindlessly met Stargazer after every exchange. With his high Perception, Lev was starting to notice how the monster's body twitched before making a move. It was supremely difficult to focus on those details mid-fight, but he had his enhanced senses to manage it.

When it charged again, Stargazer was already infused with fire mana and imbued with earth mana. Lev swung the glaive with all his might, hitting the gargoyle's neck with a deafening crack, before the fire mana was released in a point-blank slash.

Ignoring the notification, he charged Stargazer in the same way again before ending the barely surviving second monster. Poor thing had been constantly hit with arrow after arrow.

Lev had even reduced the amount of fire mana in his barrage to keep it alive for later.

[

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 152

]

Only 25% mana used in one fight despite the wasteful training. Not bad. Lev nodded to himself, noting the increased requirement for leveling. Granted, the fight was easy and straightforward, but the monsters were both nearly 50 levels higher than him.

Guess getting to Master will take a long time.

That didn't bother him, though. Even if increasing his skill levels was not as important as evolving, it would still improve his evolution quite a bit.

The cores of the monsters were in their chests, which he was grateful for. Their heads had been decimated in the last explosive attacks. Lev identified them after digging them out of the corpses.

[

Clay Gargoyle Core - Weakened

Exhibits minor properties of body enhancement. Useful in crafting.

]

Weakened? Like the spider matriarch? This kind of confirms that it was the monster that was weakened and not the cores.

However mighty the monsters were in their prime state, Lev didn't want to know. That was a task for future Lev, who was also strong enough to deal with them.

He sat down to wait again. Since he now knew that they were weak to blunt damage, he would fight them with a mace instead. The only reason he had started with Stargazer was to have the option of Mana Slash in case the gargoyles ended up too strong.

Several hours passed before his mana was topped off. Lev recreated his mace and enchanted it with Stone Enhancement before advancing.

His caution was once again rewarded when he felt three different auras up ahead. From over a kilometer away, unable to pierce through the darkness in the distance, the best he could deduce was that there were two gargoyles and another centiquus golem.

Tricky, especially with the sound attack added into the mix. Seems like fighting only in melee is not an option anymore.

With a full pool, he stalked forward to confirm his earlier guesses. In the distance were two gargoyles standing on two stone pillars with a centiquus golem in between.

The latter was noticeably larger than the previous such golems he had fought, but he couldn't Identify it from so far away.

Welp, no choice but to use my class skills for this one.

Four lances formed behind him, instantly drawing the attention of the monsters with high sensitivity to mana. Fire mana streamed into the projectiles as they shot forward one by one. The Centiquus golem was enveloped by flames and momentarily stunned. Unaffected, the gargoyles shot forward, ready to pulp him to paste.

Lev met them head-on. His mace smashed away the first gargoyle's outstretched arm while two arrows exploded in the second's face. Not giving them any quarter, he dashed in and swung his mace sideways, striking them into the cave wall hard enough for large cracks to spread on it.

He glanced at the centiquus golem to note its position, only to find it mere meters away from him.

Fast—

Only yanking himself away with all his might saved him from a sure death. Now that the golem was closer, Lev could feel just how much stronger it was compared to the previous one.

No thoughts of saving mana remained in his head. Stargazer appeared in his hands as four fire lances formed around him. Two of them hit the turning centiquus' face as Lev himself advanced on the gargoyle he had engaged first.

The remaining two lances impacted the second gargoyle, blowing it apart. The first met the same fate after a few seconds as a fire slash shattered its damaged neck.

Lev squared off against the final adversary charging him again. Despite landing four lances on its head, he only had surface level cracks to show for his efforts.

[Centiquus Guard - Level 222]

No wonder, Lev thought, eyes grave. Just throwing mana at it might not be enough. Let's see what I can do.

Flying backward in a straight line, he waited till the charging golem was close enough before launching an overloaded fire slash at its face. The golem barreled through, ignoring the flames and additional damage to its head.

Lev's heavy gauntlet was waiting for it. The fist landed with a thunderous crack. A large amount of lightning mana was released at point-blank, stunning the monster for a precious second.

He didn't press his advantage and backed off. The monster instantly tried to eat him alive after finding its bearings. Instead of Lev, it beheld a ball filled to the brim with fire mana.

Lev commanded it to explode just when the monster was about to close its mouth around the ball. The damage was maximized without losing control over it and risking the ball being spat out. The cavern shone bright as bits and chunks of stone flew in every direction, yet there was no notification.

Lev wasn't betting on that attack to kill it, either. With earth mana imbuing Stargazer, he dashed in before the fire cleared. The golem was thrashing around in pain and anger, the former from the rows of fangs missing in its half-intact mouth.

He couldn't find it in himself to feel bad about it. Flying up close, Lev swung Stargazer in an overhead chop. More stone chunks erupted into the air, but the fire slash coming out from the same attack finally put the golem down for good.

[

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 199]

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

You have slain [Centiquus Guard - Level 222]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 153

Mana Tempest has reached Level 154

]

Still no levels in the 3rd rank? Lev thought with a frown. His current fighting style used all of his passive skills constantly. It made him wonder how people could ever reach the 5th rank with such slow leveling.

He harvested the cores while his mind wandered. The last golem had not used its sound attack for some reason. Either the guards didn't have one, or Lev hadn't given it the chance to use it.

Whichever the case, he put it out of his mind and backtracked. When he felt he was far enough, Lev settled down to meditate and regenerate his half-depleted mana pool.
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Much of the dungeon passed with Lev smashing golems with growing ease. Things got a little dicey when he had to deal with two guards and two gargoyles at once, but he pulled out all the stops at that point.

Dozens of arrows put down the gargoyles well before they could reach him. For the guards, Lev decided to dual-wield Stargazer and his mace. Whenever both of the golems got close, he launched mana slashes to keep one occupied while smashing the head of the other. His movements were awkward and inefficient, but the amount of mana he used made up for it.

Lev was currently waiting for his mana to regenerate again, a large distance away from the recent corpses. Counting his cores, he had killed a total of twenty-three golems so far.

How long has it been since I started? Lev wondered. There was no way to track time under the countless tons of stone. Doing some mental calculations, he realized it had at least been three days.

The boss monster has to be coming up soon.

Slowly advancing, the cave opened up into a large cavern. It was only a quarter the size of the final cavern he had trained with Drakys in. The other end and ceiling were visible far into the distance, and so were all the monsters occupying the cavern.

These monsters were similar to gargoyles, except their skin looked more like that of kobolds with cracks running through it. Their color, too, was much darker, a gray with hints of blue.

Lev's attention, however, was occupied by only one of them. With four large and sharp wings, it constantly surveyed the cavern several dozen meters above ground. The other two dozen monsters, in comparison, were simply loitering around with hollow eyes.

Of course, I have to meet a commander of a monster that I've never heard of. Marvelous, Lev exhaled in exasperation while backtracking. Sniping them from afar seems like the safest option if things go wrong. If they're not that dangerous, I can leave some alive to practice against.

With a rudimentary plan ready, he spent a few more minutes considering his next actions. Since dungeon monsters were sensitive to mana usage, Lev would only have a little time to prepare everything.

Four enchanted shields to block their attacks. I'll use my bow for the commander if need be.

In a single second, four shields enchanted with durability formed in front of him as Lev flew out into the cavern. Contrary to his expectations, the monsters all screeched, but none of them charged him.

Wary, Lev slowly trickled mana into all his movement-related abilities and ascended higher and away while he Identified them.

[Imp Commander - Level 189]

[Imp - Level 161]

[Imp - Level 162]

…

Mana suddenly coalesced in the palms of each imp, and Lev found himself bracing against more than two dozen fireballs.

He darted to the side to avoid as many as he could. The shields followed, their movement crisp due to the mana flooding them. Over ten fireballs landed on the floating shields at once, blowing them away, yet the projectiles all failed to even crack their surface.

Lev had no time to rejoice. Stargazer in hand and charged to the brim, he tensed all his muscles and swung in a horizontal arc. The explosion from the previous attacks had yet to clear when his glaive met the commander's claws in the dispersing flames.

The clash blew the fires away, revealing a large wing aiming to amputate his right arm. Mana reinforced his armor to the limit, but the wing still cut through the barrier armor before stopping dead on the illusion armor.

Holy shit. The thought echoed in Lev's head as he disengaged, surprised at the near-loss of his arm. The rest of the monsters were about to reach him, too, which was not ideal.

Dozens of arrows formed behind him as he made distance, each filled with a combination of lightning and fire mana. Gradually, yet as fast as he could, he launched them at the chasing monsters.

Some of them were dodged, though most of them found their mark because of the sheer speed of his projectiles. Seven imps dropped to the ground from the explosions and lightning electrocuting them, yet Lev only received two notifications.

More arrows found their mark on the slow monsters without any further kills before the commander was on him again. Lev was wary of the monster's glowing claws. His hunch was proven right when three incredibly sharp slashes of fire mana flew at him from up close.

Two shields were cut in twain before Lev blocked them completely with the haft of Stargazer. The glaive held up admirably without even a single scratch.

He went on the offensive this time, firing an overloaded lightning slash at the monster lunging at him. The attack landed with a loud crackling explosion. He descended on the falling stunned monster before any of the other imps could reach him.

Stargazer bit into the commander's neck, digging several inches deep into its stone-like body. Lev released another slash inside its neck with great difficulty, losing visual on the monster in the explosive process.

Any further attempts to capitalize halted when three fireballs landed on his reinforced armor. Lev didn't have time to stabilize himself when several imps grabbed him with their clawed hands.

One of them tried to bite his arm. Lev imbued his armor with lightning, stunning all of them in the process as his Mana Manipulation guided all the lightning mana towards their hands.

Stargazer flashed, and three heads flew from shoulders. Arrows and two new enchanted shields formed behind him as Lev dashed close to the cavern's wall. Fireballs roared towards him, and all of them were blocked by his shields before more imps came close.

Since the commander was still far below and slowly getting up, Lev focused his all on the ensuing melee. Aerial combat against so many enemies was an entirely new experience for him.

With the extreme freedom of movement, Lev danced around the monsters by using his vastly superior speed. When they got close enough to grab him, he simply imbued lightning in his armor and disposed of the stunned monster.

Their durability was considerably higher than most monsters of their level, but that was not an issue when he could simply smack them in the path of his arrows. Where Stargazer failed to cut deep, his arrows were much more effective at shattering their damaged bodies.

Most of the imps had fallen when the commander reached him much earlier than expected. Lev failed to notice the fire mana imbuing the monster's wings in time, only barely avoiding a collision at the last moment.

Preoccupied with dodging, a large overcharged fireball flew up from underneath and hit him head-on.

Lev's existence turned into a world of pain and heat as the explosion engulfed him. It seared his skin and hair, but not much beyond that. His armors both strained, but held against the blast—the only things that saved his life.

A fierce kick from behind launched him towards the ground. Lev was waiting for that. Several arrows hidden by the flames of the explosion launched themselves at the commander before it had any time to react.

[

You have slain [Imp Commander - Level 189]

]

Hehe, idiot.

Pain was easy to deal with, at least for him. The rest of the imps faltered. Giving up on any ranged attacks, they all charged at him, frothing at the mouth from unbridled rage and insanity. Lev righted himself midair and turned to face the monsters. Three large lightning slashes put an end to them all.

Breathing heavily, he inspected his body. The burns would heal easily, but the pain in his flesh and bones from mana overuse would remain for a while. It didn't help that he could feel that the next encounter was against something much stronger.

Storing the illusion armor in his ring, Lev pulled out a healing potion and drank it. The effects showed themselves after a few seconds, and they were just as intense as the first time. He didn't even know how many places his body was bruised or damaged before the potion started healing them all.

Minutes passed in silent torture before he felt hale and whole again.

That sucked, Lev concluded. But at least the burning from mana overuse is gone.

Just one gold for such a potent potion was definitely a wise decision, he thought. No doubt the mistcrawler dungeon was going to be much scarier than the current dungeon. The potions would be monumental there.

Checking his mana, it was surprisingly still over 60%. The constant increase in his Wisdom attribute was doing wonders for his fighting capabilities.

[

You have slain [Imp - Level 155]

You have slain [Imp - Level 156]

…

You have slain [Imp Commander - Level 189]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 155

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 9

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 1

]

The new 3rd rank provided no new bonuses. Disappointing, but expected.

Imp cores turned out to be mundane monster cores. Decent for practice and Classer equipment, but nothing anyone would use in creation for equipment that lives depended on.

Lev harvested them all nonetheless. The market for cores was extremely large, and he had only scratched the surface so far.

Hours passed as he meditated in the cave several minutes away from the imp cavern. His mind replayed all the fights he had won in the dungeon, finding all his flaws and shortcomings to focus on.

None of that would be helpful in the boss fight, though. Lev planned to go in guns blazing and end it as quickly as possible. If the difficulty of the dungeon so far was any indication, he simply could not win without cheating with his insane mana pool.

Strangely enough, he could only sense an aura up ahead, unable to measure its strength. It was stronger than him for sure, but nothing beyond that was decipherable.

With four shields, a heavy mace filled with earth mana to be imbued at any moment, Stargazer, and all enchantments double-checked, Lev slowly glided deeper into the dungeon.

Nothing attacked him for a long while. He remained tense and prepared for anything unexpected, but he only had frayed nerves to show for it. The boss monster's aura was still the same, somewhere far ahead and stationary.

I think I should turn back… The thought wormed its way to the surface of his mind. Lev stopped and gave it some serious consideration.

Monster auras, at a level similar to his, were nowhere near strong enough to be felt from so far away. Lev could only come up with a singular explanation for it, and that was the aura being spread through the stone surrounding him. That was rare—enough so that Lev had never heard of it—but there was no other explanation in a level 180 dungeon.

That already told him about how difficult the fight was going to be. Only, he refused to head back.

From the very start, he had had an incessant desire to become stronger. There was no rhyme or reason to it, only an itch that could never be fully scratched.

That same itch was acting up again. Just from that alone, Lev now knew something was very wrong with the instance from the start. Being level 180, most monsters would be at most 10 to 15 levels higher.

That was common knowledge that would've applied here, too, if Hakim hadn't specifically told him to clear the dungeon. Lev had concluded that levels were simply higher because the golem dungeon always acted oddly.

That belief was currently being challenged. Hakim would never send Lev to his death, and the monster up ahead felt like it could very much kill him.

If worst comes to worst, I'll fly all the way back to the portal.

To prepare for that possibility, Lev quickly backtracked all the way and formed over four dozen enchanted shields and chains at different intervals. There was no point in taking any chances if it came down to fleeing.

There was nothing else he could do. Leaving infused mana behind would just damage the container and eventually break free or dissolve into ambient mana.

Steeling his resolve, he flew forward to challenge the boss. The cave changed slowly, shifting from dark gray stone to bright ivory over time. By the time he reached an opening, everything was illuminated by dimly shining walls.

Lev was observing the large cavern—smaller than the imp cave—when the boss's aura spiked. All thoughts of fighting evaporated. Before he could even turn around, the cave entrance was filled in with ivory stone, blocking his only chance to escape death.

Slowly, limbs shaking from fear and panic, Lev gazed at the humanoid face that had emerged from the cavern wall opposite him. It had appeared soundlessly without a single trace of mana. The only indication was the sudden increase in intensity of its aura—something his mind was still struggling to comprehend.

This is a level 180 dungeon… The thought was shaky in his head, yet the situation begged to differ. The boss monster, at most, should've been level 225. That was how dungeons worked, and how they should've worked for him, too. And yet…

[?? - ???]

… I suppose running into something too strong was inevitable with all my overconfidence, Lev inferred with a nervous, shaky grin. There was no turning back now.
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Stargazer and Lev's armor were overloaded to the limit. Both he and the monster stared each other down.

There was no intelligence in its gaze—only a deep well of insanity hidden behind a calm facade that sent shivers down Lev's spine.

The monster opened its mouth, the movement faster than Lev could perceive, and screamed. He didn't even get a chance to defend himself with his shields as the sound overwhelmed all his senses.

Lev didn't realize when he hit the ground. Telling up from down became an impossible task, yet his mind stubbornly continued to power his armor. That was the only thing that saved his skin as a boulder crashed into his left arm.

A wail of agony escaped his lips. He felt the bones in his arm crack, but the pain brought him out of the dazed state.

When he looked up, several more boulders were rushing at him. His shields sacrificed themselves to stop the nearest one as Lev darted away, barely avoiding the ivory blurs of death. The speed of the attacks was barely trackable, even for his high Perception.

Where is it… Lev's gaze darted everywhere. The monster was nowhere to be seen, even above or below him.

Senses strained to the limit, he still couldn't notice the moment a pillar of stone erupted from right behind him. It hit him with the force of a train, shattering his barrier armor and sending him hurtling through the air.

The illusion armor held, but several of Lev's bones almost didn't. Cracks spread through his ribcage as he righted himself in the middle of the cavern. Ignoring the pain racking his body and the cold sweat flowing down his back from the close call, Lev floated in the center of the cavern with his eyes peeled as his armor and shields reformed.

There—

An echoing screech washed over him. It originated from a small opening in the cavern's ceiling, rattling his teeth and organs. Knowing what to expect, Lev was able to brace himself better against the sonic attack.

That did nothing to save him from the next barrage of boulders, though. They came from all sides, intending to turn him into a bloody smear. Lev dashed to what he perceived as the sole opening, only to run into the monster standing there in all its sculpted glory.

With ivory skin, two horns, and four red, slitted vertical eyes, it was nearly two meters in height—considerably taller than Lev in his illusion armor, and ready to launch another sound attack at him.

He didn't slow down, Stargazer raised and overloaded with lightning mana. Lev swung it down and released the strongest Mana Slash he’d ever produced.

It reached the monster in a blink, but a boulder reached him much the same. He only had a single instant to empower his armor to the limit as the boulder collided with him head-on. Lev felt the air being pushed out of his lungs as the barrier armor shattered and the illusion armor caved in, further damaging his chest and ribs.

Pain and lack of air were all he could perceive as he rolled on the ground for dozens of meters. He didn't even get a chance to get up as the boss descended on him.

Lev dodged at the last second, barely avoiding getting skewered by a jagged stone spike for an arm. It hit his cracked left arm still, breaking it in the process. He couldn't have cared less and abruptly charged the unsuspecting monster.

His right fist connected with its face as a huge amount of lightning mana was released from his gauntlet. The cavern was shrouded in bright flames, but Lev was already charging forward, knowing this was his only chance.

The boss was nowhere to be found, however. When the flames cleared, there was only blackened stone in its wake. Not a single indent in the floor marked where it may have entered the stone from.

More than a fourth of my mana gone, Lev thought while ascending, constantly spinning around to detect the monster. The extent of damage remained to be seen, but he was confident that even the boss wouldn't remain unscathed from such an attack.

His theory was proven correct when the boss emerged from the ceiling. Half of its face was slightly cracked and burnt, and a long gash ran down its body from the slash. The previous calm persona was nowhere to be seen. It stared at him with open hatred, no longer playing with its prey.

Lev gulped. The monster's aura was much stronger all of a sudden, and he knew the time to make or break it was near. At least, the downtime let him recreate the empowerment formation on his newly summoned armor.

Dozens of arrows formed around him. Similarly, several-meter-long stone pillars emerged from the ivory cavern's ceiling and hurled themselves at him.

He weaved between them to the best of his ability, blowing up any he couldn't dodge with fire arrows. His mana steadily dwindled as the stone boulders joined the mix, while the boss seamlessly sank into the ground without any sound, mana, or visual indication.

This can't go on, Lev concluded, eyes desperately darting around to find the boss again. It has more mana than me, for sure.

Since it was not willing to show itself, Lev fired arrows randomly in every direction in an attempt to lure it out. Several boulders flew at him from below, but before he could dodge, another screech stunned him in place.

With not enough time to move out of the way, he crossed his arms in front of him. Sacrificing his limbs was the only option when the alternative was death.

Boulder after boulder slammed into him, yet Lev continued to imbue earth mana into his armor. It cracked with every impact, and he repaired it before the next.

He eventually crashed into the cavern ceiling and formed two shields in front of him to block the last boulder. It barreled through both of them before hitting Lev's mangled and broken arms, eliciting a groan of pain and pushing him deeper into the ceiling, where he remained stuck.

Where… where is it…

Blinking through the tears and pushing the excruciating pain to the back of his mind, Lev kept his eyes open for the boss that would no doubt rush in. Lightning streamed into his gauntlet, the weapon now holding more than 15% of his total pool, while he waited patiently.

The boss didn't disappoint as it emerged from his right, fangs bared to bite his face off. Lev thrust his broken right arm forward into its mouth with a scream of agony, grabbed its long stone tongue, and released all the stored mana down its throat.

A howling screech crashed into him with enough intensity to blow the surrounding stone to dust, dislodging him from the ceiling. Lev's consciousness flickered as the monster vanished again, but he knew it was far from dead.

The same couldn't be said about him. Ribs cracked, arms shattered, body and mind in a world of pain, Lev could barely even move after crashing onto the floor. Adrenaline kept the liquid fire coursing through his nerves at bay as he looked for Stargazer.

She was resting on the ground a ways off, and he darted towards her before the monster could bury the glaive underground. A concentrated jet of sound slammed into him the moment his hands gripped Stargazer's haft, sending him flying into the distant wall again.

Several stone pillars followed, and Lev barely avoided them by flying out of the way to his right. The boss was waiting for him there. Its clawed fist crashed into Lev's face with a crack as the barrier armor almost shattered again.

The monster tried to pull back, except he was gripping the arm as tightly as he could with his right hand. Grinning a bloody smile, he released another large chunk of lightning mana through the gauntlet.

Lev didn't let up this time. Every single movement sent ripples of agony reverberating through his entire body, but he still charged the momentarily stunned monster with Stargazer.

The glaive crashed into the boss' raised arms, effectively blocking most of the next lightning slash. Lev pressed the attack, forming and firing tens of fire arrows while it tried to make distance.

With a burst of mana, he swung his glaive to cleave its neck. The monster vanished into the ground in the nick of time and avoided it.

He screamed in frustration at his inability to kill the monster. The boss screamed back—not in an attack, but to convey its bloodlust.

"COME, THEN!" Lev shouted, a manic giggle escaping his lips. "WHY IS IT SO HARD TO PUT DOWN A HUMAN 100 LEVELS BELOW YOU?"

Mana noticeably coalesced in the ceiling for the first time throughout the entire fight. Lev instinctively swallowed. Death was taking form up above, yet he was no closer to finding a way to kill the boss.

Waves of boulders, pillars, and spikes came through the ceiling in a final large attack to end him. Lev removed the enhancement formation from his armor in the meantime and enchanted it with the Durability rune.

When his Perception slowed down to a crawl, he knew this was the last chance to make a difference. Three huge boulders were falling down above him, side by side in slow motion, blocking his view of the ceiling.

The whereabouts of the boss were unknown. Lev hastily scanned his surroundings, yet it was still nowhere to be seen. He had to give up as the massively slowed second was coming to an end.

Out of options, he let out a sigh of resignation and prepared to launch a massive fire slash above him. There was nothing else he could do except try to prevent being turned to paste.

Halfway through the motion, a face emerged from the centermost boulder, lips parted to let out a sonic attack.

The fire slash and concentrated sound attack clashed in that slowed instant, neither giving way at first before fire mana overwhelmed the opposition. Weakened, it powered on and smashed directly into the monster's head.

Lev couldn't observe the aftermath as the explosion sent him flying in the path of the descending stone barrage. Without the empowerment formation, he tried his best to dodge and weave, but a pillar of stone grazed his left leg.

The speed of the falling projectile alone shattered his thigh and ruined all attempts at dodging further.

Dome after dome of barrier formed in layers over him as Lev gave up on flying through the descending attacks. He finished the construct with a big Durability rune on its surface and sent a large stream of mana into it.

Two boulders crashed and shattered on the dome before a pillar pierced through. Time seemed to slow down even more. Lev watched it slowly move forward before he closed his eyes and accepted his fate.

…

Taking a peek, the pillar had stopped mere inches from his face. Lev didn't waste a moment. He dismissed the dome, flying up and out—and not a moment too soon.

Cracked claws swam through the surface, missing his side by a hair's breadth. The monster let out an unholy screech overloaded with mana, but Lev was beyond caring as he descended.

Blood streamed down the sides of his face as his ears ruptured, doing nothing to stop his mad scramble on the ground. The boss was faring no better, meeting his charge without any semblance of strategy.

Stargazer in hand, Lev slapped away its first swing. A stone pillar slammed into him from behind and pushed him into the waiting punch of the boss.

The barrier armor survived its much-weaker physical assault, but the monster paused as the lightning mana imbued in the armor jolted it.

Lev's gauntlet found its face without wasting a moment, sending shards of stone flying as the monster's head deformed further. Fire followed, blowing it back in an explosion.

Stargazer flashed in an arc as a lightning slash flew out of its blade. A stone wall rose from the ground and blocked it, and stone pillars collided with the lightning lances flying at the monster from behind it.

20% mana left. Lev quickly swapped out the Durability rune for his empowerment formation before the monster charged again. Lightning continuously streamed into his armor and Stargazer while they clashed in melee.

Eight arrows formed above him. The boss instantly took notice and sought to destroy them with small, precise stone spikes. Lev took advantage of that and divided its attention by moving the arrows out of the way, making the spikes miss before launching all of them downwards.

Pillars rose out of the ground again to block them, leaving the front of the monster momentarily open. Lev threw an overloaded lightning slash its way. The monster reacted in an instant, raising a wall to defend against the extremely fast attack.

The defense cracked, but held for a moment before Lev himself smashed through it and grabbed the monster in a bear hug. It screeched in his face, only succeeding in making him give it a last bloody smirk. All but a few puffs of his mana streamed through the lightning converter and were imbued into his armor.

Unexpectedly, the gauntlet disintegrated after that last push of mana. Lev wasn't even aware it was strained to such a degree. The attempt did its job, though.

The monster was stunned much more thoroughly this time. Pushing it on the ground, Lev sat down on top of it and punched it with his shattered right hand. There was no mana involved or empowerment taking place—only his mental strength and the natural weight of the gauntlet were responsible for the force.

Screaming in pain, Lev punched again, cracking the boss’s face even further. A second blow flaked off a large chunk of its jaw. The third and fourth broke several fangs before the monster weakly tried to get up.

Lev was having none of that and punched it down again, this time putting a bit of mana into the enhancement formation.

Its head rocked back and hit the floor hard enough to send cracks running through the ground.

Again and again, Lev struck its oddly majestic face until it was barely held together. With a loud, triumphant howl, he shattered its skull with one last strike.

Strength left his limbs and mind the moment notifications announced the monster's demise. The desire to curl up and fall asleep was extremely enticing, but Lev wasn't done.

With an effort of will, he pushed himself to his knees and punched the monster's chest.

I…

Two more followed, cracking it open.

…will be damned if…

With a final punch, the core was revealed, and Lev pried it out with his right hand.

…I don't get loot out of you before the dungeon teleports me outside. He finished the thought with a pained grin and stored the core. It could be identified later. Storing the illusion armor, he summoned a healing potion. A barrier hand formed in a split second to open the tube. Holding it to his lips, Lev gulped it down.

The illusion armor appeared around him again. It was extremely uncomfortable with the dented chest and made healing even more painful, but he didn't know when he would be teleported outside.

Unlike the previous times, he was prepared for the pain to hit. The burning ache from mana poisoning was targeted first, for it was affecting his entire body.

Lev was making an active effort not to use mana through only his arms, which meant everywhere was in pain.

The broken ribs and arms were mended next. Lev couldn't quite hold back a scream as bones readjusted themselves and flesh was repaired. The potion kept going still, surprising him with its quality.

Or perhaps just Constitution alone did little in terms of making him tougher; he didn't know.

Slowly, all the different aches and bruises on his body vanished. Nothing could be done about the headache from mana overuse, though. He wasn't teleported outside the entire time, so Lev just kept waiting while checking his notifications.

[

You have slain [Core Guardian - Level 271]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 156

Mana Tempest has reached Level 157

…

Mana Tempest has reached Level 161

Barrier Carving has reached Level 3

Barrier Carving has reached Level 4

Barrier Carving has reached Level 5

Barrier Carving has reached Level 6

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has reached 3rd Level 2

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 1

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 2

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 2

Mage Conduit has reached 3rd Level 3

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 10

30 free attribute points

Your title has evolved

]

Daunting Steps had evolved once again, going from +10 to +15 for each attribute. Many of his 3rd rank skills had leveled as well. Lev wasn't sure if he wanted to level them anymore if he had to risk his life every time.

Fuck that. I will keep doing that till I don't have to anymore, one way or another.

Finally, he Identified the core.

[

Core of the Guardian

Exhibits lesser properties of stone and sound. Excellent conductivity and mana capacity. Useful in crafting.

]

…Wow. This might just sell for multiple platinum, Lev thought, mouth slightly ajar. "Lesser" was the next step of progression in qualities—just under "ordinary," which was otherwise not shown in the text. The higher quality would simply read as "shows properties of stone and sound."

Rarities above that didn't matter to someone like him. It would take an obscenely strong second-threshold monster to drop a core with a higher rarity, and only a few humans could ever manage that.

Right after the fifteen-minute mark, Lev was teleported outside.
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Lev appeared in front of the Master guard, lying on the ground. The man scanned him up and down, giving him a respectful nod. Lev guessed that the man could sense how much his aura had grown after clearing that dungeon.

"How long has it been?" Lev voiced, sitting up.

"Three days since you entered. Thought you were a goner. Well done."

"Thank you," Lev replied with a curt nod before he started walking back to the surface. His mana was still below 5%, as the constant, abominable headache kept reminding him. In that case, he decided to walk till it was high enough to fly again.

With how high his Wisdom was now, the flight would take less mana than he regenerated—except when he flew at full speed. Lev just didn't want to spend any mana while it was so low, as that would only worsen the pain.

For half an hour, he slowly trotted back to Windkeep before his mana was high enough to fly. Fifteen minutes was all it took to cover the rest of the distance.

The questioning at the gates went easier this time. Lev showed his gold badge and told them he was returning from a delve. Walking through the city, he wondered how to broach the topic to Hakim.

I mean, he probably would appreciate me being blunt. Perhaps I can turn it into a bonding moment? He probably hasn't had any casual interactions with young folk for a long time.

Entering the Hunters Guild, Sherron was also present in the guildmaster's room. Her aura eclipsed all others combined because Hakim kept his own contained to the office. Lev would've held it against the man if he hadn't.

Hakim's silver light was the scariest thing he had ever laid his eyes upon. Nothing else ever came close.

With a steadying breath, Lev knocked on the door. It opened to reveal a Sherron, who failed to hide her relief at seeing him again, and Hakim, who looked just as rigid as before.

Lev took his seat without being prompted. "Permission to be blunt?"

While he said that, the illusion armor vanished. His bloody and burnt clothes, the damaged skin flaking off, the obvious stream of tears cutting through the bloodstains on his face, and many more such details were revealed. He continued at Hakim's nod.

"You didn't have to choose such a convoluted method to get rid of me," Lev said with a casual smirk. Both Sherron and Hakim went completely still as his smirk turned into a smile.

That slowly devolved into a laugh, and Lev laughed even harder at Hakim's confused face. It took him several seconds to bring himself under control and summon the guardian's core.

"I was so close to dying," Lev spoke up between breaths. "Just a few more seconds, and everything would've been for nada."

He leaned back and let out a content sigh. "Good thing I'm strong as hell for my level."

Sherron shook her head lightly, eyes scanning the core as if it might turn out to be fake, before looking at him. "What level was it?"

"271," Lev replied, his smile growing wider. "For comparison, I was level 155."

"Boy," Hakim's voice echoed in the room. "Do you resent me for this?"

Lev just stared. Then he stared some more. "Surely it's not that hard to spot a joke."

Sherron slapped the back of his head, prompting him to answer properly. "No, of course not. Why would I resent you for telling me a good way to upgrade my title? It's my own existence that caused me so much trouble."

"I see." Hakim sat up straighter, and Lev was flabbergasted to see some genuine relief on his face. "Would you mind giving the report?"

Lev straightened up, too, and launched into an explanation of everything that had transpired.

"There was no indication that something would be out of place from looking at the portal or passing through it. The first monster I saw was a level 189 centiquus golem. It was basically more than double my height and very tough. It also had an aura of fear, but it had nothing else going for it. Their cores all exhibit minor properties of stone.

"The second monster I found was a level 200 burrower. I dealt with it by forming a ball of fire and chucking it into its wide maw. The easiest level I have ever gotten. The third monsters were clay gargoyles at level 189. Dealing with them was also simple, but their cores were weakened. They also exhibit the properties of body enhancement.

"The fourth monsters I found were imps. There was a commander at level 189 and twenty-nine other imps at levels 155 to170. That was a hectic fight—though beyond being cooked inside my armors, it wasn't life-threatening, either.

"Lastly, I prepared a lot of equipment to facilitate my escape before fighting the boss. The cave closed off before I could think about turning around after entering the final area," Lev recalled with a chortle. "Never felt so close to pissing my pants before.

"The boss had sound and stone abilities and was very strong. Even if I was nearly 120 levels lower, I just know for sure it would've completely dunked on any monster of its level. Except maybe generals. Long story short, since it could easily block all my projectiles, I had to get close and attack by either directly injecting mana into it or with a mana slash. The core, as you can see, exhibits lesser properties of the two things and will sell for quite a bit."

Both Sherron and Hakim looked at him silently as he filled them in about all the smaller details. Lev was expecting them to at least compliment him for a job well done, but there was no reaction.

Until Sherron grabbed him in a tight hug from the side.

"Erm…" Lev let the silent question hang in the air. He wasn't used to such a response.

"Let me guess," Sherron began, smiling. "You think any of us could have done the same?"

"…Maybe? Probably."

Even Hakim chuckled at his reply. Lev looked between the two of them, realizing something.

"You couldn't have? Neither of you?"

"No, boy. I most certainly couldn't have. Just the first golem alone would've been my end. Even if Sherron's class back then was stronger than mine, she couldn't have ever landed a hit on the boss. You haven't explained how you won, and I'm incredibly curious about how."

Lev blinked, some gears shifting in his mind. Maybe he really was as strong as his monstrous status suggested, yet it was only the beginning. He launched into a retelling while Sherron was still holding him.

"I, uh, was almost taken out of the fight instantly. It used a scream attack that floored me and crushed my left arm with a boulder. The pain made me gather myself and dodge the rest, but it had merged back with the stone cave already. I dodged its projectile while looking for a way to hurt it, which it gave me by luring me into an obvious pattern and physically attacking me.

"The first attack I landed was an overloaded lightning slash, but that also opened me up for a boulder. Some of my ribs cracked from that. It tried to skewer me with a spike, so I let it mangle my left arm even further and punched it with a lot of lightning. That was satisfying. Much of the fight played out the same way. I let it attack me and traded hits in exchange.

"I taunted it when it both failed to finish me off and got another face full of lightning. Dozens of spikes, pillars, and boulders dropped from above, and I was already running low on mana. I didn't know the boss was hiding in one of the large boulders, so I launched an overloaded fire slash upwards to avoid being crushed.

"It hit the boss, which emerged at the last moment. I barely survived the barrage by hiding under a lot of enchanted domes and clashed in close range at last. When all my projectiles failed to land, I made it raise a wall to block a lightning slash. Its vision was impaired, and the wall was damaged. I crashed through and grabbed the boss in a hug and dumped all of my remaining lightning mana into it.

"Then I pretty much just punched it to death," Lev finished, awed by his own achievement. In the moment, it had felt right to do all that, but only now was he realizing how extraordinary the whole encounter was. Someone killing not just a monster an evolution higher, but while also being a hundred levels lower in the previous threshold. That was nothing short of mythical.

"You're an idiot." The comment obviously came from Sherron. "The whole dungeon was clearly fucked up from the start. What form of stupidity made you keep going?"

"Uh, levels? How the hell was I supposed to know the boss would be a second-threshold monster?"

"Surely you felt it well before going to the final area?"

Lev opened his mouth to reply, then clicked it shut. "I could feel its aura from an hour of slow travel away…"

She cupped his face and turned it, forcing Lev to look into her eyes. Her very dangerous "smiling" eyes.

"You could feel the aura from kilometers away, yet you kept going?" She spoke every word deliberately, looking for confirmation.

"Yep," Lev cheerily answered. "Can't explore space as a weakling."

Sherron's anger faltered at the reply as concern took over. "You shouldn't—"

"Stop. Just stop. If no one has ever done it before, then I will simply be the first to do so. None of you can change my mind about this."

"That's not what I was going to say," she chided him, the words lacking any heat. "Space can be explored rather easily, but getting away from Monarch is impossible. Its skies are far worse than the underground. Be very, very careful about when you want to go to space."

"If you will even want to. There is much you haven't seen yet," Hakim added. "We haven't even explored The Plains fully, let alone the forest or the maze beyond that."

Maze? Lev noted the name for later.

"Only time will tell," Lev agreed. "In the meantime, I will continue to prepare. Besides, who knows how far I can push my crafting with all my advantages? I even got four more runes from the dungeon."

Lev checked again to make sure they were new.

Minor Body Enhancement Rune

Basic Sound Rune

Fire Coalesce Rune

Minor Stone Control

"They seem pretty useful. How badly would it be received if I share them freely?"

"Poorly." Sherron didn't miss a beat. "Crafters need to earn a living, and this would go directly against that."

"I see. Can you let go of me now? You can continue when I'm cleaner."

Sherron ruffled his hair, and it took all of Lev's willpower not to show that he liked it. She noticed nothing, thankfully, and he was free to leave and clean himself. Just before he left, Hakim addressed him again.

"Good job."

Lev left with a spring in his steps.

**

Cleaning and food took only a little time before Lev was back in the park again. He sat down in the same spot and started testing with the new runes.

The Minor Body Enhancement Rune formed slowly on his armor over ten seconds. Then Lev tried to activate it. The mana slowly cycled through the pathway… and fizzled out.

Expected, I guess, Lev thought with a sigh. Body enhancement required bodies with mana running through them and a structure to enhance intricately. His armor was just a barrier.

Lev ignored the sound rune. Without an incredibly detailed formation to control the sound, there was no point in testing with it. It would just produce random noises that might not have even been audible to human ears.

Minor Stone Control was unique. The single rune was almost as complex as the enhancement formation on Lev's armor, which told him it needed willpower to operate. It also needed to be carved on stone to manipulate it, and Lev didn't have any, so the rune was ignored.

The fire rune was… intriguing. It was a long rune, meant to be placed along the edges of a surface, so Lev put it on Stargazer's blade. It was relatively simple to carve because no willpower was required, and it only took five seconds.

From his only intact gauntlet, Lev sent a tiny stream of fire mana into Stargazer's blade. With his Perception stretched to the limit, he could observe the fire mana react the moment Lev put mana into the Fire Coalesce Rune.

The fire mana was attracted to the rune. Within a few seconds, Lev was looking at a blade that had fire mana tightly held together at the edge of the blade along the length of the rune.

This is bloody great, Lev thought, pleasantly surprised. Now, where can I learn a similar lightning rune?

Just by holding Stargazer, he knew its edge was extremely hot and also considerably sharper, and that was excluding the sharpness formation on the glaive. To see if they were compatible, Lev sent mana into that, too.

The formation scanned the enchanted blade and gave him a mental nudge to move the fire rune slightly farther behind. He blinked.

What on Monarch? How can a formation scan other enchantments and tell me how to move them while serving an entirely different primary function?

His curiosity about the enchanter was thoroughly piqued, but he had no idea where Drakys was—or if he would even answer Lev's questions.

Shrugging off his fascination, he filled up the fire rune to remove it before carving it slightly farther away from the edge. This time, the sharpness formation enveloped the blade smoothly, and Lev could still make use of the fire rune.

Just this one addition enhances both my Mana Slash and the sharpness of Stargazer.

The haul was pretty good for almost dying. Lev didn't know if that trade could be considered worth it, but he also knew that life would keep putting him in such situations.

Sherron appeared by his side in a flash after a few minutes. Lev just glanced at her before going back to messing with the fire rune.

"Why are you usually in the office, anyway?" Lev broke the silence.

"Hmm, what do you know about long-range communication?"

"That's a thing?" Lev replied, confused. "I thought we had specialized runners and carriers for such jobs."

"We do, but direct communication is also possible… sort of. The other reason for the guild's current operation is a breakthrough in that field. Regardless, if there is an emergency, the first message comes to Hakim through a communication crystal. My being present in the room saves any time it might've taken to find me."

"Yeah, that sounds reasonable. What kind of emergencies?"

Sherron lay back down as a sound ward covered them. "The kind that we cannot let the people know of. If 50 percent of all the Masters are always stationed at The Ravine, then another 25 percent of them are scouting The Plains and the edges of The Grand Forest. There is always something new to deal with."

"When will I be asked to scout like them?"

"Whenever you want." Sherron plucked a few blades of grass. "Tell the guild you can fly indefinitely and have great eyesight and Perception. Someone will reach out to give you a schedule. Though I doubt you want that."

"Not if it's something long-term. Volunteer work is perfectly fine by me."

"Then you're better off preparing. Get all the well-known titles and level your skills. Scouting is intense work. Just a small mishap can result in a catastrophe, especially when the forest is involved. Nobody knows when some calamity may decide to walk out unnoticed."
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Lev decompressed for the next day. Even he wasn't callous enough to just pretend like nothing had happened after almost dying. By the hands of a monster, no less.

That thought irked him to no end. Sure, he was most likely going to perish against a monster one day, but it still angered him. Just the thought of a mindless beast reaping his life felt like seeing all his hard work and beliefs come tumbling down despite sitting in a park.

The day after that, he was topped on mana and ready to tackle the dungeon again for his eighth dungeon clear. It was bound to be difficult, and he sincerely hoped the dungeon would be normal this time.

The Master guard nodded at him, wordlessly permitting him to enter. Lev returned the nod and stepped inside.

Everything was the same. Four shields floated in front of him. Lev went deeper with a mace in hand, earth mana flooding the weapon.

The first monster was just around the bend. He waited for it to notice him, but the monster remained still. Lev took charge and rounded the bend to see a centiquus golem that was… much smaller than he was expecting.

He had to lower his head a little to look at the golem that was charging him. It was only two-thirds the size of the previous centiquus golems. Lev casually darted back because, of course, it was much slower, too.

A laugh slipped out of his lips. With his enhancement formation active, Lev dashed in and blew half its head to bits in a single swing. He kept going, not stopping when the notification ran through his mind.

For half a minute, he ground the corpse into dust with his mace. Feeling better, he stored the core and simply continued on.

[

You have slain [Centiquus Golem - Level 177]

]

The core didn't exhibit any properties. He wasn't expecting them to drop so much in quality, but with how weak the monsters were normally, it was no surprise.

The borrower golem's charge this time was much more noticeable. Lev felt the mana it used to swim through stone nearing. He simply stepped out of the way as it flew past, burrowing into the ground.

Four seconds passed before an explosion announced its demise.

[

You have slain [Burrower Golem - Level 180]

]

The delve continued much the same as Lev smashed apart centiquus and borrower golems. When he reached the first gargoyles, he paused. There were three of them, yet the numbers were of no consequence.

These monsters were lanky compared to the gargoyles he had faced before. Ten arrows formed behind him before they could even reach him, and they ceased to exist.

Gathering the cores, Lev kept advancing. More golems fell, their numbers much higher than before. Nearly seventy of them fell to his mace and arrows before he arrived at the imp cavern.

There was, surprisingly, a commander amidst them, though with only nine other imps. Lev prepared himself for a fight until he identified them.

[Imp Commander - Level 159]

[Imp - Level 145]

[Imp - Level 147]

…

With a sigh, he finished them off with a large barrage of arrows, not wasting time.

The final area didn’t take long to reach. He didn't stop to prepare for a retreat. Lev was ready, even if he had to face the same monster. The fight would go down much differently compared to the last.

Entering the cavern, the boss was waiting for him in the middle. It was similar to the gargoyles with two wings and clawed hands. Mostly, though, it looked just as weak as them.

[Guard Captain - Level 208]

Ten lances filled with fire formed behind Lev as the boss moved. The first lance flew forward with a loud boom, producing a shockwave from its passing.

Two stone walls rose from the ground in time, shattering as the projectile exploded. A pair of lances reached the boss just after a moment, which fired multiple boulders and pillars to stop their approach.

The lances pierced through multiple of them each before they broke, releasing their payload well off from the boss.

Four more lances followed immediately after.

A screech echoed in the cavern, disrupting one of the lances as pillars and walls rose to meet the rest. A couple of lances were stopped, but the final one landed a meter away from the boss.

While the blast sent it flying, two more lances hit the boss in midair, destroying its body entirely. Lev fired the last lance at its remains anyway.

The core shattered, too. He couldn't have cared less. Disappointment was all he could feel. He had come here after hyping himself up for another long and difficult delve, yet it had been finished in half an hour and consumed less than a fifth of his total mana.

How fucking stupid is this? Lev thought, unhappy with both the delve and himself. I got to farm money like it grew on trees and even got a level from the dungeon. Why am I so disappointed?

[

You have slain [Guard Captain - Level 208]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 162

]

Still, the letdown stung. The expectations of another bloody victory remained a dream, and he was teleported outside after a few minutes.

"Do I want to know?" the guard asked as Lev appeared so quickly. Being teleported outside meant he had cleared the dungeon, and the guard now knew he’d done it in a fraction of the time he had before.

"Probably not," Lev replied. "Did the instance cycle?"

The guard waved him in, and Lev was flying to the mistcrawler dungeon after another half an hour. There were no changes in the next delve, and the "fights" were just as sad as the previous ones.

He had something to look forward to, at least. The mistcrawler dungeon was supposed to be something even Hakim believed would challenge him greatly. Lev slightly doubted that, but he was still mentally prepared.

If the instance warped as it had done for his first golem dungeon delve, survival would be impossible. Depending on what he saw, Lev was going to simply leave this time. Golems, he could deal with. Mistcrawlers, he could not. They were elusive creatures that would tear him to pieces without giving him a chance to fight back.

If the instance was as messed up as the golem delve, that was.

The flight was slow to let his mana regenerate. Lev simply glided forward several hundred meters above ground, enjoying the scenic view. Far to his right, the walls of Windkeep were visible. Even from such a distance, they seemed titanic and robust.

Other than that, there was only grass. The sheer scope of The Plains was mind-boggling in how there was nothing but grassland for so much area around him. No mountains, no forests, and no other biomes. Just grass.

For hours, he stayed there with his Perception held back. Time passed quickly. The suns slowly dipped into the distant horizons, bathing the world in a few ephemeral rays of sunlight before vanishing entirely.

Some time later, Lev landed near the large camp in front of the dungeon portal. That was surprising, as he thought the mistcrawler dungeon was too difficult for most teams.

Looking around, he eventually decided to ask a Master team that was currently waiting for their turn.

"Hey there," Lev called out as he approached. Most of them ignored him, but a mage answered him.

"What?"

Sometimes, I wonder where all the inflated sense of self comes from in these people.

"Just wanted to ask why there are so many hunters here. Isn't the dungeon supposed to be pretty difficult?"

"It is," the mage answered dismissively. "But it is also a great place to train all sorts of Perception skills."

Lev was completely ignored after that, so he approached the Master guard managing everyone's turns near the portal.

"There are still four more hours until you can enter," she said before Lev could even open his mouth. "Wait wherever, I will call for you when it's time."

Lev simply nodded and flew a bit farther from the camp. Forming a barrier chair, he sat down to meditate.

The solitude lasted all of five minutes before he felt someone approaching him. Lev opened his eyes and saw a group of four moving his way.

[Warrior - Level 189]

[Mage - Level 190]

[Warrior - Level 188]

[Warrior - Level 189]

"Hey, you," the mage woman called out to him, fully expecting an answer. Given Lev's lingering, terrible mood from earlier, he just tilted his head a little and waited.

Several seconds passed before the mage's calm facade started to slip. "Did no one teach you to respect your betters?"

"I don't see any 'betters.'"

The pretense of civility was dropped immediately after that reply. The moment they took a step forward, Stargazer appeared in Lev's hand. Fire mana rushed out of his gauntlet like a raging river into the glaive's blade, which was set alight with a shockwave.

"I dare you," Lev taunted. He didn’t move a muscle as the air heated up from his weapon's presence. "Test me."

Nervous glances were exchanged. However, the team was too prideful to back out before the Master mage arrived at the scene.

"That's enough, kids." The mage stepped between Lev and the opposite team. The Master's team was also observing the scene. "You can go face off against each other in a tournament if you can't keep it courteous."

"Someone should know to answer when a stronger person addresses them," the girl spat.

"In what world are you stronger, girl?" Just to prove his point, Lev swung his glaive away from the camp. A gigantic fire slash originated from the attack, racing forward as a blur for more than a hundred meters before illuminating the camp with a large explosion. "Just fuck off already."

The Master mage looked at the other team in a silent question. With some hesitation, they backed off to wait for their turn to delve.

"I was watching," the mage addressed him. "Even if they seem arrogant, there was no need to escalate it to this point. They wouldn't have done anything amongst so many people."

Lev nodded to show that he understood, mostly to not ignore the Master. He sat down in his chair again.

Hours passed in silence. There was some bustle in the camp and sounds of sparring, but Lev ignored those. He just wanted to know if the dungeon was going to be normal and be done with it. Without a lightning converter, it would be hard, but fire would be more effective anyway.

In such a humid dungeon, lightning would hurt him just as much as the enemy. Heat and fire would be slightly subdued, but much safer.

Lev entered the portal when his turn came. Stepping inside, the first thing he noticed was the brightness.

Swirling mist obscured any details that might have told him about the layout of the land. His surroundings were illuminated by some bright white light, not helping with the mist in the slightest. It was like a distant street lamp was shining down on him during extreme fog.

With the Durability rune instead of the enhancement formation on his armor flooded with mana, and the armor's resilience enhanced to the maximum through the class skill, Lev took slow, measured steps forward on the wet grassland.

His heart beat wildly in his chest, expecting some horribly overleveled abomination to leap out of the mist at any moment. Nothing came. For minutes, Lev remained tense, putting one foot in front of the other. No auras could be felt anywhere near him.

Eyes wide and dry from not blinking, Lev instantly halted when he noticed the first sign of movement. There was barely any indication. Just a slight shift in the mist to his left.

Seeing that it had been noticed, the crawler threw itself at him with a high-pitched cry. Lev was prepared for a sound attack, but there was none.

[Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 187]

The monster looked like a blurry stickman that blended with the mist almost seamlessly. It was two heads taller than Lev, but far thinner. With two arms that almost touched the ground due to their length and ended in serrated bones, it dashed in a straight line and tried to skewer him.

Lev didn't take any chances and darted to the right. The movement was slow without his enhancement formation but fast enough to avoid the bone entirely.

He retaliated by swinging Stargazer down on the outstretched limb. Fire mana seared the limb as the blade cut halfway, almost severing the arm. The monster screeched and threw its other arm at his face. Leaning back under the attack, Lev pulled Stargazer out and swung it in a point-blank fire slash.

The crescent attack hit the monster in an instant, sending both of them flying due to the proximity of the blast.

Lev instantly righted himself and rushed to the downed monster. It took him several seconds to find the camouflaged monster writhing on the ground. Much of its lithe body was burnt and torn. Without wasting a moment, Lev thrust Stargazer into its head.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 187]

]

Lev didn't stall. He backtracked to the portal and mentally went over the fight in a safe area. Nothing had indicated the monster being too strong for its level, and the level also seemed reasonable for the most difficult Gold dungeon.

I think it is safe to progress deeper, he eventually concluded. Fire mana seemed to work well enough for now, and the monster was physically weak. It was pretty fast, but Lev had the Perception to deal with the speed.

Slowly, he advanced. When he reached the corpse, he harvested the core through its condensed, corded muscles. Even dead, it remained a pale color that mixed with the mist to a surprising degree.

[

Mistcrawler Fiend Core

The core possesses decent mana conductivity. Useful in crafting.

]

No exhibition of properties, Lev noted. The detail soothed his nerves even further. Steeling his resolve to completely clear the dungeon, he stepped deeper into the all-encompassing mist.
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How big is this goddamn dungeon? Lev tensely thought, ambling forward. Nothing had attacked him for the past ten minutes, and the fear of monsters watching him from afar had firmly taken root in his mind.

It came as a great relief when he deftly dove down to avoid a long, curved, and bladed limb. Overloading his armor, Lev quickly backtracked as four huge arms tried to skewer him from above. They hit the ground with enough force to create small craters.

Two fire slashes raced to where Lev expected the monster's body to be. Both of them impacted something colossal, clearing the mist for a few meters around the large creature.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 202]

The only reason Lev wasn't panicking was because the monster was pretty slow. Nearly seven meters in height, it trotted forward on six legs like a crab with almost no sound. With four scythe arms and a humanoid torso, the pale, elusive monster looked intimidating enough to send rivulets of sweat rolling down Lev's back.

Yet he was determined to take it down. Scores of arrows formed above him, and four shields in front of him. Fire mana streamed into the former. Earth mana imbuement increased the durability of his shields considerably.

Before Lev could even charge forward, the juggernaut swung its arms at the shields, its reach longer than he expected.

To evaluate the threat of the scythe arms, all of his shields, enchanted with durability, blocked the four arms. Contrary to his expectations, two of them were pierced through the pointy ends, and the other two were almost cut in twain.

Yeah, melee is a big no-no for now, Lev thought from afar and fired all the conjured arrows. Filled with flames, they exploded on impact, blowing away the mist with their small shockwave and leaving flesh wounds on the juggernaut.

Seeing they weren't working, Lev formed two large lances. He enchanted their tips with sharpness runes before topping them off with fire. Six shields formed alongside them and threw themselves at the now-wary monster. It only used two of its arms to bat them aside until Lev himself charged in with Stargazer.

Two fire slashes flew at it in quick succession, forcing it to block with its remaining arms. Half of his shields were already behind the monster and in contact with its body, giving him the juggernaut's accurate location.

The lances both hit it squarely on the torso before exploding in unison. With its chest torn open and core blown to bits, it was dead before its body hit the ground.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 202]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 163

]

…Rest in pieces, core.

Lev floated back down and turned around, having barely felt two presences approaching behind him. The mistcrawler fiends charged at once after they were detected, closing in from both sides.

Stargazer ready in his hands, Lev focused on the one on his right. Mana overloaded his arm as he reached the fiend in a giant leap. From outside its range, he swung while holding the edge of the glaive's pole. The monster darted back in a successful dodge. Then it raced forward to coordinate an attack with the other fiend, only for the mist to work against them.

Lev leaned to the right, letting its bone arm scrape against his armored cheek and fly past. Two heavy, hidden chains descended from above on the other monster, piercing its sides with their bladed ends.

He gave no quarter and darted in, thrusting Stargazer into the shoulder of the fiend in front of him and releasing a large burst of fire mana. Before it could gather its bearings, Lev beheaded it. Ten fire arrows flew at the second immobilized fiend, held in place by his chains that were straining to keep it still. The bombardment put it down as well.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 180]

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 181]

]

While he harvested the cores, Lev's thoughts kept circling back in a dreadful direction. The crawlers were not nearly as threatening as he had expected, and even if their numbers remained to be seen, the juggernaut was the perfect target for practice.

For some time now, he could feel his Arcane Brawling skill slowly becoming softer and more malleable. Lev now knew it was close to a breakthrough, and that the skill would evolve into something immensely useful.

To that end, he needed to dance around the juggernaut's arms. Even better if there were two of those monsters forcing him to avoid being skewered like the annoying fly he planned to be.

Joy. The skill better be something amazing, or I'm gonna be a sad little barrier mage.

The hesitation was slowly vanishing. Knowing what to expect, he was a little more at peace with the whole situation. He just had to dance with death—nothing he couldn't handle.

Hopefully.

**

Seven more mistcrawlers perished before Lev found something beyond his capabilities. Not the magical kind.

Three juggernauts ganged up on him as he was slowly advancing deeper in a straight line. They appeared without warning, somehow hiding all sounds and vibrations produced by their huge bodies.

Lev desperately backpedaled as scythe arms rained down from above. Weaving between the attacks that would most likely pass through both him and his armors, he barely avoided death as the monsters got better at predicting his moves.

Seeing the situation taking a turn for the worse, Lev launched an overloaded fire slash at the two monsters on his right. The attack was blocked before it could land, but the sheer explosive power of the slash sent them skidding back for several meters.

The final juggernaut’s arms were dodged. Lev flew up and took a good look at the monsters.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 205]

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208]

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208]

Gold-ranked dungeon, my ass.

Five large shields formed around him as earth mana streamed out of the converter, channeled to the thick, round creations. The Durability runes were carved next, receiving a large amount of mana to increase the resilience of the shields.

With a deep breath, Lev exhaled his fears and readied Stargazer. The shields took the lead, and he followed behind them. The closest juggernaut rushed him without missing a beat. Two arms were thrust forward to impale him, and the other two were swung in a wide arc to block his retreat.

Lev had no plans to retreat. Earth mana imbued the shields at the last moment, blocking the scythe arms with only deep gouges on their surface. That opened up the juggernaut's insectoid face for Stargazer.

Lev refrained from using Mana Slash and avoided ending the fight too quickly, cutting several inches into its neck with a mighty hack. Without the sharpness formation active, there was no blood geyser to show for the attack, but that was fine.

The other juggernauts reached him. Lev blocked more and more scythe arms while hacking its torso, forcing him to abandon his practice swings and weave between the descending bladed arms.

His shields always stayed in front of him as Lev flew in circles around them. Letting them surround him would be the worst possible scenario, and he always kept the juggernauts in his peripheral to avoid any surprises.

Lev slapped away a limb with Stargazer and repaired the nicked blade as his shields blocked another two to his left before he decided to press the attack. The General Skill wouldn't show up if he simply kept dodging and blocking.

Shields primed, Lev dashed towards the monster farthest from the others. Three of its arms were deflected by his shields. Stargazer met the last. With the sharpness formation active and supporting the Fire Coalesce Rune, barrier met bone. Bone lost, and the severed limb fell to the ground.

Ignoring the pained roar from the giant mistcrawler, Lev spun midair and swung Stargazer at its neck with all his might. The blade cut deep into its flesh and stopped dead on the bone, but a fire slash was already flowing out.

For a brief instant, Lev could observe the juggernaut's head fly off into the distance before he was thrown back by the blinding explosion. Quickly taking control over his flight, Lev blocked the incoming attacks from the remaining juggernauts to the best of his ability.

Two shields blocked scythe arms in time to prevent his heart and head from being pierced. Lev veered to the right and leaned back to avoid another two, but one last arm dug into his left leg.

A scream tore out of his throat as the scythe shattered the barrier armor and pierced the illusion armor. It effortlessly cut through flesh and bone before jutting out of the other side.

The scythe arm moved, and he was moved along with it and thrown high into the air. Overwhelmed by pain and anger as he was, Lev didn't even realize the monster had almost severed his leg. He simply formed a thick barrier thread and tied the damaged leg tightly above the injury to prevent blood loss.

Tears of agony and hatred flowed down his cheeks as the Durability rune on his armor was replaced by the enhancement formation. Stargazer vanished in his ring. A large, spiked mace formed in his hands. Earth mana flooded into it like a river as Lev descended.

He swung his mace against the first approaching scythe arm, deflecting it and breaking it in the process. The monster roared, but Lev didn't even register the sound.

Weaving between the arms of the remaining two monsters, his enhancement came alive as Lev kicked the juggernaut's face with his intact leg. Its head and torso rocked back as it stumbled for several steps. Before it could stabilize itself, his mace landed on its torso with the force of a cannonball.

The juggernaut doubled over, spewing a large stream of blood from its mouth. Lev didn't get a chance to do anything further as he danced around the other monster's long limbs.

Annoyance fueled his next actions while earth mana imbued Lev's arm. Getting closer, he grabbed a scythe limb and yanked the monster forward. Unprepared, it stumbled forward a step and received a gauntlet on its ghastly face. Several things happened in that instant, and Lev even felt his flight change, but he didn't have the time to confirm anything.

The other monster had found its bearings already and was on him. Twisting out of the way of its lunge, he deftly broke another one of its limbs with his mace. The move felt natural, as if it was suddenly a part of something greater.

Like a leaf in the wind, he dodged their combined assault with only his own improved movements, waiting for the right moment. Twirling to avoid three scythes heading for him at once, he grabbed one of them again and pulled the monster closer while precisely redirecting its scythe arm.

Unable to stop itself in time, the scythe arm of the monster passed through the opposite juggernaut's head. The flesh and bone of the sturdy monster did nothing against the sharpness of the bladed appendage and the weight of the juggernaut backing it.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208]

]

The other notifications and a skill evolution were ignored as Lev approached the last juggernaut with a mace in hand. It screeched, indignant. He effortlessly dodged its flailing limbs and flew closer, significantly faster than before, and caved its head in.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 164

Arcane Brawling has evolved into Aerial Maneuvers

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 1:

Practice makes perfect. This skill vastly increases your speed above ground. Flight speed is increased by 55%.

2nd Rank: Weapon handling is significantly enhanced. Chaining attacks by utilizing momentum is aided greatly.

]

Lev didn't stop to celebrate. The illusion armor vanished, and he summoned a thick barrier stick between his teeth. Gritting them as hard as he could, Lev pushed the chunk of flesh and bone hanging loosely on his leg back into its original place.

He closed his eyes, constantly streaming tears, not looking at the wound directly to avoid hyperventilating, and took out a healing potion. Unscrewing the cap and feeding himself a few seconds, and all the while, he had kept his left leg tightly tied with a barrier thread.

Liquid fire coursed through the limb as the healing took effect, yet Lev didn't let himself falter. It was incredibly important to keep the bone in place so it wouldn't heal incorrectly.

For minutes, whimpers escaped his lips as the bone reconnected before the flesh was finally restored. He just sat there, head on his knees as he tried to get over the agony. When the phantom pain in his body finally stopped, he stood up and checked the integrity of his leg.

The bone hadn't healed completely. Lev could feel it scraping against flesh from inside without impeding his movement. The error seemed to be slight, but it still necessitated a visit to a healer.

With a sigh, he sat back down and waited for his mana to regenerate. The fight had brought it lower than 60%, and it would take some time to top off.

He didn't enter a meditative state. Mistcrawlers could show up at any moment, and Lev wanted to be prepared for all times. Stargazer in hand, he didn't use any mana to avoid detection and waited.

Hours passed quickly. Nothing attacked him, and for once, he was disappointed. Once the anger and pain had passed, he was itching to try out the upgraded General Skill. Just the new flight speed boost was enough to raise his excitement.

Combined with the boost from Heavier Lifting and the skill's 3rd rank effect, he could truly fly like an arrow now.

Drinking a bit of water out of his refillable bottle, Lev decided to check it outside of combat first.

Flying a few meters above ground, he overloaded his armor naturally, and then his flight skill. The enhancement formation joined in, ready to simply empower his forward movement.

With a small mental nudge, he was off in a blur. Lev accelerated past his previous maximum speed in a blink, shooting forward in a straight line fast enough to cause a small shockwave from his acceleration. What would've taken him five minutes to cover before now only took three, telling him in no uncertain terms he was incredibly fast—even compared to classes specialized in flight.

Hell yeah! It won't be long before I can travel between cities however I see fit.

That was a goal he wanted to achieve before becoming a Master. While Lev wasn't particularly competitive, even he wanted to know how he compared to others. Sure, he had some data to reference about other mages of his level, but they were not the best Monarch had to offer. Some of the strongest would be found in The Haven, with whatever games and tournaments were going on in there.

But he didn't want to travel by carts ever again. Just being carried by Drakys twice was enough to decide that. In a few dozen levels, his Wisdom would be high enough to travel without having to worry about mana cost, and then he could fly anywhere he wanted in a few days or less.

That was still a ways off, though. There were only two Platinum dungeons, and he could only delve them so often. Having faced the core guardian, Lev no longer had any desire to hunt in The Dreadwoods before evolving. Monarch knew what kind of abominations would be attracted by his presence there.
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Two healing potions left. No more stupid risks from now on, Lev thought, flying deeper in a straight line again. Since the only upgradeable skill had evolved, he no longer had any qualms about fighting like a mage.

His archery skill was stubbornly refusing to show any signs of mellowing, so he just had to bear with it for now. If nothing worked out, adding intricately enchanted arrows and lances into the mix would turn the skill into something entirely new. That was acceptable, too.

With all his senses peeled to track any sort of movement, it didn't take long to notice some. Mistcrawlers walked out of the mist—first only a few, then five, then eight.

Lev was slowly backtracking at first, but his speed increased abruptly when the numbers became obvious. Four juggernauts and nearly two dozen fiends were hot on his trail, yet Lev wasn't worried.

In fact, he was excited. Much of his class focused on explosive destruction, but he never had the opportunity to really test its upper limits. The dungeon decided to change that for whatever reason.

If only I could actually let loose, he observed solemnly. He was willing to bet gold that the boss was somewhere out there and was the actual reason behind the horde.

Either way, Lev didn't hold back much. Up above, arrows started to form by the tens as a large stream of fire mana was equally channeled into them. He focused on creating projectiles for a few seconds, keeping them out of range for the monsters while holding Stargazer in case of an emergency.

The first arrow fell, entirely soundless. Many more followed, forming crater after crater in the ground from their explosive impacts. Bits and pieces of mistcrawlers rained down as cores were shattered, only fueling the destruction even further.

For the juggernauts, Lev simply fired two lances for each. The projectiles were too fast for them to block or dodge and blew their heads off their shoulders.

All the while, he kept circling around, never letting any corner remain unnoticed. The boss was definitely out there. He could feel its aura now. The monster felt weaker than the core guardian, thank Monarch, but the mist shrouded its presence to an incredible degree.

Lev couldn't hope to get even a whiff of its position as the barrage continued. His guard was starting to lower with only two juggernauts remaining when a face parted the mist.

Two human eyes stared at him, each the size of a dinner plate and rapidly becoming larger in his vision. His brain froze at the sight, utterly incapable of moving a muscle, before battle-hardened instincts took over. Lev flew away as fast as he could, transfixed and still unable to look away from the harrowing abomination closing in.

Slowly, willpower asserted itself, only to utterly fail in the face of the ghastly monster. A scream tore out of Lev’s throat, the sound overflowing with dread and panic, distorting into something unrecognizable as his Perception slowed down to the extreme. The surrounding mist rushed into the monster's fang-filled jaws, still so unbearably human with its dark gray lips.

Five towering shields formed in front of Lev, each tall and wide enough to completely cover him, before the Durability runes were carved. Mana roared out of his limbs, bursting blood vessels and warping flesh. Terror fueled his actions as lance upon lance formed midair. Each was swiftly infused with fire mana. Not a single heed was paid to the extreme headache born of such gross over-manipulation. Just before the final lance was infused, his last gauntlet turned to dust.

The monster slowed down a little while charging its attack. Lev clearly saw the human torso and four "normal" arms in all their unsettling glory, and also the dark gray tail slithering behind the abomination, further deteriorating his mental state.

Bones turned to mush in his arms and legs as almost all of his remaining mana rushed out at once through his body. Every aspect of his class and General Skills was overloaded before hell itself rained down the monster.

He would never know what the monster's attack was supposed to do. In that single, slowed instant, Lev watched as all his projectiles descended with vengeance, barely managing to pierce its body, but there were dozens of lances.

The colossal amounts of fire mana demanded release, given to it freely with every impact. The world slowly turned brighter as the mists rushing into the monster's mouth were dispersed. Flames slowly expanded from each lance, beautiful in their own eerie way, finally pulling Lev out of his addled state.

Just before the titanic explosion could go off, he pulled all his shields closer and huddled behind them, putting whatever little mana he had left into his armor's durability.

Time returned to a normal state as a vast amount of mana combusted at once. In an instant, the mists ceased to exist. His world became a crucible of searing heat without a shred of breathable air.

Every single inhale sent a jolt of fire coursing down his lungs, yet he couldn't stop. Lev was hyperventilating, unable to control himself as the creature's face refused to leave his vision. Blinking didn't help; it was there, always staring back at him with hollow eyes. No rage, no insanity, no emotions. Just a dead, vacant gaze that wanted him dead.

Shudders racked his body, far worse than the heat burning his skin and lungs. His body continued to shake like a leaf in a storm, constantly assaulted by the creature's visage.

Seconds passed agonizingly slowly before the fires eventually cleared, revealing a scene straight out of apocalyptic fiction. Craters the size of small ponds were everywhere, their real sizes shrouded by the dirt and smoke concealing the environment. In the middle of it all was a gigantic corpse.

Even in death, the monster looked horrible enough for Lev to dismiss and store his armors before vomiting on the side. His breathing picked up again, and the pains in his body started registering, too.

Within a few seconds, the agony from all his shattered and bloated limbs overtook the dread by a large margin. Lev tried to get up, only to flop on the ground with a tired, suffering groan. One of the last two potions was summoned out of his ring, unscrewed, and poured into his mouth.

His vision constantly blurred as the healing took effect, yet he knew he wouldn't be healed completely. The potion was far too basic for that. Blood vessels were treated first before bones were brought back to a half-intact state.

The headache from over-manipulation, excruciating aches and soul damage from mana overuse, and pain from half-broken bones and utterly shredded flesh… they all remained.

And so did a single thought.

The core… I need the core.

Monsters never had human faces. It was a fact that had never been challenged before. The existence of the monster in front of him was completely impossible, and he, in his right mind, would never give up any possible lead to an answer.

The agony in his entire being was ignored. Lev summoned both his armors again, wobbling when his soul reminded him of its damaged state and low mana with a jolt of pain. He slowly flew towards the monster.

Its eyes had been disintegrated, which Lev was infinitely grateful for, and he passed its face while pointedly ignoring it. Landing on top of its torn-open chest, a little bit of the huge core was visible.

Lev pried it out with a barrier and Identified it.

[

Chaos-infected Core

Corruptive. Dispose of immediately.

]

Lev instantly threw it as far as he could with the same barrier. He himself flew in the opposite direction, uncaring of the acid rushing through his soul at the mana usage. Just a single glimpse of the full thing was enough to shake Lev to the very core.

He flew away without looking back. Even when the mist returned like a tide, he was still flying away. His mana slowly regenerated, but his mind was still in shock. That core shouldn't have existed. Lev's very being recoiled at the sight of it, and some part of him knew for certain that the core should've never found its way to the dungeon.

But he had seen it with his own two eyes. The core was an anomaly that had been attracted to him. There were too many things to consider, and that was only worsening his mental state.

Ten minutes later, he was teleported outside. Lev didn't even notice that the illusion enchantment of his armor had been ruined. It was still invisible to him, but not to the outside world. The seemingly half-finished mythril armor was easily noticeable even under the blue barrier armor.

Without sparing anyone a glance, Lev flew up and away. He could feel his vision darkening slowly. The healing potion had done its job, but consuming another would just be a death sentence. Even a single one took a lot out of the body. The effects were negligible unless one had to go into battle immediately after healing. Lethargy and drowsiness were the most common.

Luckily, his mana regeneration outpaced his controlled flight—albeit barely. Entry at the gates was allowed quickly after the guards noticed his state, though Lev was in no condition to notice their reaction.

Quickly, he flew over the foot traffic and entered the Hunter's Guild. Gliding over the stairs, Lev knocked on the guildmaster's office. Even compromised as he was by the extreme pains and shock, he still remembered not to piss the man off.

The doors opened just as Lev felt his strength flagging.

"H-Healer…" was all he could croak out before darkness claimed him.

Sort of.

**

Diana kept her eyes closed, knowing the consequences of opening them pretty well. She was currently being transported in Sherron's version of the bubble, one that kept zapping her due to the sheer volume of lightning being consumed.

She didn't mind that. Diana just healed the damage as her mind kept circling back to what Sherron had told her. The wonderboy from before had returned from a delve, leaking all his mana regeneration—a side effect of severe soul damage. She had only seen it happen a handful of times, and nobody had survived that.

How Lev continued to live, she had no clue.

Diana just hoped they would make it in time. There was no such thing as natural soul healing beyond a certain point, for almost all human healing was limited to the body. That meant Lev's condition was only getting worse as time passed.

Sherron stopped a few dozen kilometers away from Windkeep. The bubble came to a halt with a shockwave loud enough to kill any classless human around them. They picked up speed again, not loud enough to spook the entire city this time with their passing.

Nobody stopped the Exalted as she passed over the walls and bypassed all procedures, and neither could they. The duo landed in front of the White Health, a branch of her own hospital. Diana followed Sherron inside, who wasted no time in rushing to the isolated unit for troublesome patients.

"Everyone, OUT!" Diana barked the words sharply. The healers looked up in surprise before following her command. Nobody dared go against the founder's orders.

Just one look at the boy was enough to raise her hackles. His entire body was dark blue and black from Monarch knew how many things, and all his limbs looked boneless as they sank into themselves with their own little weight. Without wasting a moment, she scanned the extent of the damage.

Dissolved flesh, lethal levels of mana overuse, minor brain damage, extreme soul trauma, poorly healed bones that were reduced to bits, half-infused blood, burnt respiratory system, overloaded nerves, and pain receptors… Goddess help me, how do I even begin healing this one?

Diana let her class skills and the power afforded by her titles take over. Her mana gently sank into Lev's skin and began everything it could get its hands on, starting with his soul. She had to instantly reduce her output to almost nothing as the body teetered on the verge of backlash. The damage was too fresh, still refusing any healing.

The boy stirred as the healing took place. Diana's eyes widened in disbelief. Lev was still awake.

"Lev?" Sherron gently called out, no longer able to hold back tears at his condition.

"Sherron?" came the slurred reply. He was not fully present. Just conscious enough to recognize the voice with his eyes closed.

"I'm right here." She reached for Lev's hand, then thought better of it.

"Say…" Lev began as his breathing quickened. "Monsters never look explicitly like humans, yeah?"

Sherron stilled as sweat rolled down her forehead. Diana, too, was frozen. Pulling herself together, she continued slowly healing the boy's damaged soul.

"…Yeah."

"Hehe," Lev giggled. "So it's just another world-shattering thing related to me. Human face…" He trailed off, breaking out in a wide smile.

Sherron recoiled as Lev's teeth came into view. Some had been elongated, as if stretched from a ductile clay, while others were missing entirely.

"Monsters are supposed to look like monsters…"

The boy kept giggling, making even Diana extremely nervous. But her hands were tied. Even a little more healing mana would kill him. The current trickle must’ve been unimaginably painful.

"Can you ruffle my hair?"

Sherron nodded, barely holding back sobs. Doing as she was told only made Lev's smile wider.

"It hurts, you know?" Lev whispered. Diana was about to reassure him that everything would be alright when he continued speaking. "The weakness. Just one strong monster and I'm half dead… I think. Probably. Where's my teacher, anyway? Or Orianna?"

"They're coming," Diana replied in a soothing voice. She was faring much better than the Exalted, but much worse than she wanted to.

"Oh, you're here, too?" Lev giggled again. "Let's call Hakim, while we're at it."

Minutes passed in silence. Sherron pulled herself together, reassuringly running her hand through Lev's hair. The door suddenly opened as Alec entered, only to freeze in the doorway.

"What…" he began, but trailed off, eyes becoming moist.

"He'll live," Diana spoke before his mind could jump to the worst-case scenario. "Just."

Alec nodded slowly once, and then more resolutely before summoning a bench and sitting down.

"You're late." Lev turned to look at his teacher, accurately finding him even with eyes closed. Then he smiled. "Just kidding. I'm going to sleep now. You guys better have answers when I wake up."

After that, Lev truly passed out.
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Interesting situations I find myself in.

The thought was completely coherent, unaffected by all the terror and panic he remembered experiencing before passing out. Lev felt around with his senses. There was only one person near him currently, and he already knew who the sweetheart was.

Keeping his eyes shut, he slowly broached the memories of prior events. They were… not as bad as he had expected. The half-human monster, whose name he still didn't know, looked just as utterly terrifying. But from memory alone, it felt incomplete. The answer stood out immediately.

The monster had an aura strong enough to effortlessly bypass his mental defenses.

Lev shuddered and thanked Monarch for still keeping him alive. He also thanked whichever deity could hear him. It felt right.

"Lev?" Orianna's calming voice reached him.

"I'm up." Lev opened his eyes. Her kind gaze met them, telling him he was lying on her thighs. It made him feel special. Checking around, he was in a large bedroom with several sofas arranged around the bed.

"Do you want me to call everyone else?"

"Not yet," Lev replied, getting up before giving her a tight hug. "I have a wall of notifications waiting for me."

"I'll wait," she said with her same kind smile that Lev would happily die for.

Giving her a thankful nod, Lev brought up his notifications.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 200]

…

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 209]

…

You have vanquished [Corrupted - Weakened - Chaoswalker - Level 373]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 165

Mana Tempest has reached Level 166

…

Mana Tempest has reached Level 178

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 3

Unerring Volley has reached 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses has reached 3rd Level 4

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 3

Mage Conduit has reached 3rd Level 4

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 2

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 3

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 4

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 5

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 6

-

You have qualified for a title: Seen

Seen:

You have been noticed by both Mana and Chaos.

Similar events are extremely unlikely to occur around you again.

Title granted for compensation.

-

You have qualified for a title: Survivor I

Survivor I:

You have survived events utterly beyond your comprehension despite being at the center of them. The System recognizes your luck and efforts.

+25 to all attributes.

-

Your title has evolved.

]

The gains were absurd. Even Daunting Steps had evolved again and given +5 attributes more. He would’ve been ecstatic—if only there hadn't been another notification waiting for him.

[

// WARNING

// YOU ARE IN THE PRESENCE OF A CREATURE OF CHAOS

// NOTIFY CAPABLE PEOPLE OF YOUR RACE IMMEDIATELY

// MAXIMUM ESSENCE GAINS APPLIED FOR THE VANQUISHERS

]

"Is something wrong?" Orianna broke him out of his spiraling thoughts.

"…Too many questions. You should call everyone else."

Over an hour, people slowly streamed into the large bedroom. Sherron hugged him tightly, called him an idiot, and told him he had been out for over a week. Lev just blinked at the information and moved on.

Alec's reaction was unexpected. Lev suddenly felt embarrassed for making him worry so much, only for strong arms to envelop him. His mentor checked Lev up and down, searching for any lingering injuries. When he was done, he looked at Lev's eyes.

"Was it your fault?" Alec simply questioned.

Lev shook his head. Very few things could ever force him to face that abomination. There was no way he would willingly go against it.

"Good, then you probably made out like a bandit. Make sure to be strong enough not to let this happen again."

Lev barked out a short laugh before he could stop himself. Grinning, he hugged his mentor.

"You best bet I'm gonna turn The Plains upside down. Whatever that thing was, it was just a side effect of something much greater. Better start preparing quickly."

Alec's face hardened before taking a spot and waiting for Hakim to arrive. To Lev's surprise, Drakys entered the room, and to none of Lev's surprise, the princesses followed. He had always considered them the curious type, and this proved so.

"Oh, it's you," Lev called out when Katarina entered. Just to be safe, he also shuffled closer behind Orianna before saying that.

Katarina stopped and gave him a flat stare. Lara just passed her by with a grin.

"Where did Diana go?" Lev asked, suddenly remembering he had almost died.

"The Ravine. Her presence is one of the few lifelines there," Sherron replied. The answer made him even more grateful that she’d healed him.

"That's just unfair. Why me?" Katarina kept her stare on him as she took a seat. She pointed at Lara. "Why not her, too?"

"You held me in place, remember?" Lev grinned.

Katarina snorted in an unladylike manner, but didn't deny Lev's claim. Drakys was looking at Lev intently, surely knowing something he didn't. Lev was determined to get some answers today.

"How did you two find me, anyway?" Lev asked Lara.

"Drakys told us. We were also free these days."

"'These days'? You two have duties?"

"Excuse me," Katarina interjected. "I will have you know that we are both part of a radiant Mythril adventurer team. You may be absurd in your growth, but we are no slouches, either."

That… is genuinely impressive.

Lev slowly nodded. "I take back what I said. That is pretty damn cool."

Katarina leaned back, triumphant. Lev didn't mind. He knew the princesses had to be absurdly strong, or they wouldn't have survived the trip to Monarch.

Hakim entered at last, making Lev gulp because of his sheer presence. The room felt suffocating when he entered, though the effect vanished after a few seconds.

"You sure know how to scare the soul out of someone, boy," Hakim voiced while glancing at Sherron. "The entirety of Windkeep now knows you are related to two Exalted. Not like it matters."

"It doesn't," Lev agreed. "Should I keep it brief?"

Hakim nodded. "That would be appreciated."

"What is Chaos?" Lev asked bluntly. Hakim's gaze hardened while Drakys let out a sigh. Only they seemed to know something, whereas the rest were just sad.

Perhaps I should've been more tactful… ah, fuck it, I want answers.

"Do either of you have the Survivor title?"

"Both of us do," Hakim eventually answered. "What did you find in that dungeon?"

"Chaoswalker."

Hakim went silent, and Drakys rubbed his face with his hands. Lev didn't know what he was expecting, but rendering two Exalted silent was not it.

Nobody else spoke, giving the two the reins. Lev waited.

"Chaoswalker… is a being corrupted by chaos," Drakys slowly began. "The results are usually lethal."

Lev's mind, however, was stuck on one detail. "Can humans be corrupted?"

Drakys nodded in assent, eyes glazed over and lost in thought.

"I'm assuming you both also got a warning about the creature of chaos?"

"We did," Hakim replied, exhaling a deep, suffering breath. "That was a nightmare no one will ever forget."

They're hiding something, and there's only one possible question.

"Who was it?"

"Lev, I don't think—" Sherron began, but Drakys cut her off.

"Martha. The woman I raised like my own daughter. The Empyrean Queen and the love of our people. She was corrupted," Drakys replied with eyes that wished they could still shed tears. They had dried long ago, yet the intense glare leveled at Lev was no less frightening.

It didn't have the desired effect. Queen Martha and Emperor Blaine were two of Lev's greatest role models, the martyrs who’d made survival possible for all the remaining humans. Perhaps there were more survivors out there, waiting for the humans of Monarch to return. All because of them.

Now, he was learning that someone he respected so much had been… defiled by chaos. It evoked an incredible mix of feelings inside him—predominantly hate and anger.

"I will look for her," Lev declared firmly, arguments be damned. This could not stand.

Drakys gave him a nod of recognition. Both of them shared a common goal now, and one was more prepared to carry it out than the other. It didn't matter who brought it to fruition first, as long as someone found the queen and put her to rest.

Lev's declaration was otherwise met with silence. He paid close attention to the reactions of the two princesses. They were both holding each other's hands, barely blinking back tears. Just one more reason for Lev to go out there.

Seeing nothing else was forthcoming, Lev debated what more to tell them. The Seen title was his own baggage, and disclosing it benefited no one. He would’ve much rather bore that burden alone.

"There is not much to report this time. Everything went normally until the last fight. The dungeon monsters all started chasing me, so I circled them and killed them with arrows until the chaoswalker randomly ambushed me through the mist.

"It was huge, much larger than any of the other monsters. Had a human face, too, with four human arms. Half its body ended in a tail. The aura coming from it was incredibly invasive, and I used all my mana at once in a panic attack.

"Well, it perished. I was barely staying awake at that point, and took out its core with a barrier from afar. The System warned me to dispose of it immediately, so I threw it away and ran as fast as I could without holding back any mana. Pretty sure that was the main reason I was so close to dying.

"The reward was 14 levels and 30 points for each attribute. That's about it."

Sherron sat down next to him on the bed and ran her hand through his hair.

I mean, thanks? That feels nice.

Lev wisely didn't question it and went with the flow.

"You do realize the significance of what you just claimed, don't you?" Hakim addressed him.

"Of course," Lev looked at him flatly. "I need to evolve beyond Exalted first to stand a chance. That much is obvious."

"That's not all. How far away do you think the Empyrean lands are?"

"…Very? How would I know?"

"We don't know, either."

Lev took a few seconds to process that. "What?"

"We don't know where our lands are."

"Again, what?"

"We were teleported to Monarch," Hakim answered properly this time. "That's literally all we know."

"Teleported?" Lev echoed. "Just like that?"

"Just like that," Hakim confirmed.

What on Monarch? So it's not just me who has to face these random events?

"But… what?" Lev repeated himself again. "This makes no sense. How did this even happen?"

"One day, the ship was swallowed in some sort of dark dimension. There was literally nothing beyond the ship, just a darkness that ate even light. Yet humans were completely safe inside it. The situation lasted for over a week before we suddenly appeared above our continent," Drakys filled him in.

"I now have even more questions," Lev let out an annoyed huff. "Things can never be simple, can they? I'm assuming Mara had a role in all of this?"

"She evolved during the darkness."

Oh… poor soul. No wonder she was muttering about slitted eyes.

Lev didn't even want to imagine what she saw by divining the darkness. He could suddenly sympathize with her a lot more. Maybe he would've also become an airhead after such an encounter.

"I… see. She sure has it tough, huh."

Sherron snorted by his side. "Other than blaming herself, she's still the same."

Blame? Was she the one to rile the volunteers to come here? Or did she just play a major role?

Lev didn't ask any questions. It was not his place to inquire about her past that wasn't related to him in any way.

"Ugh, fine. I have to explore a lot and hope to locate the lost lands? Doable. With enough mana, I will find a way eventually. Is that all? Or are there some other world-shattering truths remaining?"

Glances were shared. Lev's excitement surged a little, but nobody said anything.

… I think it is safe to call them all rude just this once.

"How rude," Lev muttered, knowing everyone present would hear him. "Keeping mysteries from me. I will pry them out of your hands one day."

**

When Lev had finished his report to Hakim, his dungeoneer title had upgraded, too. Perhaps because he was given a quest of sorts directly by the guildmaster, it hadn't changed before that.

[

Solo Dungeoneer has evolved into Daring Delver

Daring Delver:

You have repeatedly challenged dungeons beyond your level alone and come out on top. The title is rewarded for your accomplishments and drive to make life better for your kind.

+10 to any attribute of your choice (Wisdom)

+15 to any attribute of your choice (Wisdom)

]

The points obviously went into Wisdom. Lev was really loving having so much mana to play with so far, and he had just received nearly a hundred Wisdom. His next delve was going to be a cakewalk.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 178

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps IV, Daring Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I

Attributes:

Strength: 130

Dexterity: 130

Constitution: 340

Intelligence: 405

Wisdom: 500

Perception: 340

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 2

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 3

Colorful Destruction - 3rd Level 3

Barrier Armor - 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses - 3rd Level 4

Rapid Infusion - 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 3

Mage Conduit - 3rd Level 4

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 6

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 6

Wanderer's Repository - Level 2

Mana Slash - 2nd Level 10

]

Lev waited for a moment, unable to hold back a smile at the amount of Wisdom he had, but nothing congratulated him for hitting that milestone.

Oh, well. I am more than happy with the current rewards, anyway.

He was currently walking with Sherron to the Merchant's Guild. Both of his gauntlets were gone now, and he needed something that would last him till he evolved.

Only, Lev was no longer inside the illusion armor. He still had the blocking stone stopping all attempts at Identification, but the armor had been damaged too much. Lev had simply given up on it. He looked old enough to have had a class for two years at most, and that was good enough.

While they slowly walked, Lev's mind went back to the events after the brief report. Unexpectedly, it was Lara who broke down.

Lev was looking at his new title when she suddenly grabbed him in a hug, with tears streaming down her face. Her aura was laid bare for him, and he could see so much gratitude in there that it brought Lev to tears as well.

Amongst gratitude was a deep well of frustration at her inability to do anything, a roaring rage at the unfairness of it all, and a crushing sadness for the past that could not be changed.

Needless to say, Lev's goal of space exploration had warped into something else entirely. His plans of meandering now had a concrete destination, which had lit a fire under all his resolve.

Feels good to have ambitions with such a worthy cause, Lev thought, smiling to himself. It felt like another piece of the puzzle had clicked into place. Where he had only had some general goals before, now he had a straight, thorny path to traverse.

Lev was more than prepared to give it his all… after a few days of rest.
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The Merchants Guild hall was lavish, to say the least. It was humungous, big enough that Lev had to question why it was so big as he walked down the main hall.

Since the illusion armor had been discarded, he got more than a few stares. Walking by Sherron's side attracted a lot of attention for obvious reasons.

Nobody blocked their path or even tried to talk to them. Lev was expecting such treatment to feel cold or distant, only to end up liking the lack of social interaction.

The receptionists bowed in unison. "We greet the Exalted."

Sherron just nodded. "Is Dennis in?"

"I will call him immediately," said one of the women, who left with barely controlled steps. Lev tried not to smile at her wobbly legs.

He followed Sherron to the side and sat around one of the tables in the waiting area. He looked around, finding half the hall fashioned into a lounge, whereas the other half was empty to allow for the huge crowds to move without obstructions.

The backside had two hallways going deeper, and three large rooms with their doors closed.

"Where are all the stores and the like?"

Sherron glanced at him. "Underground."

"How do I get access?"

She smiled. "Take a guess?"

Lev let out a mock sigh. "So hungry for resources. People these days…"

Further interaction was cut off when a strong aura approached them. Lev beheld a man with shoulder-length black hair. Standing taller than Sherron, he looked like the spitting image of a businessman in his black suit.

His eyes, though, were smiling with an almost childlike joy.

[Merchant - ???]

"Welcome to our guild," Dennis proclaimed and bowed, the motion considerably less deep than everyone else. "How may I be of assistance today, Exalted Sherron?"

"I'd like to browse your personal collection. Would you be up for it?"

"Of course," Dennis said, glancing once at Lev. "Follow me."

Lev followed them both upstairs, curious about the history between the two. They seemed sort of friendly, or at least Dennis looked to be genuinely happy to see Sherron.

Going up three floors, Dennis eventually led them to a spacious storeroom. It was filled with everything Lev could imagine could be sold. There were weapons, armors, paints, paintings, trinkets, equipment, cores, threads, metals, materials, crystals, and more.

Lev was impressed. Whoever this fellow was, he seemed pretty wealthy.

"How is it?" Dennis leaned in and asked Lev, no doubt looking for praise.

"The collection is awe-inspiring," Lev replied, overplaying it a bit. "Must have taken a while to gather all of this."

Dennis seemed satisfied with his reaction as he replied. "Indeed, young man. I have been collecting unique resources for centuries. The most valuable ones aren't even present here."

Thought so, Lev mused while playing his part of an excited young man. The reaction was not entirely fake.

When the doors finally closed, and all the privacy wards came alive, Dennis' bearing changed. His shoulders relaxed as his smile became more genuine.

Dennis looked at Sherron with a smirk. "Is there a need for congratulations?"

"Of course not," she replied, exasperated. "Lev is Alec's disciple. You can deduce the rest."

"No way, that old coot? Thought he only ever drooled over barriers," Dennis voiced, lost in thought. Lev couldn't stay quiet after that.

"You clearly don't know him well enough, then."

Dennis instantly looked at him, a smirk back on his face. "Oho? What makes you think that?"

"I never found him to be a crafting addict. You can deduce the rest," Lev cheekily replied, easily ignoring the aura intentionally leaking from the merchant. It didn't hold a candle to Orianna's, let alone Sherron's.

"Definitely his disciple," Dennis chuckled. Lev was confused but didn't ask further.

"Enough of that. What kind of equipment were you looking for, Lev?" Sherron interjected.

"First to sell the cores, but you brought me here directly," Lev said. "I need a lightning converter and a fire converter. Both of them should be able to handle large amounts of channeling."

"Instant or continuous?" Dennis questioned.

"Both."

His eyebrows rose at the request. "That will be a custom order. What is your budget range?"

"Depends on the cores I plan to sell. Can you give me an estimate of their value?"

"Sure, follow me."

They arrived at a large, empty table in the corner of the room. Dennis summoned a soft and enchanted sheet of paper, draping it over the table before motioning for Lev to summon the cores.

Lev started with each of the normal golem cores from his second and third delve.

"Golem cores," Dennis noted. "These are useful because of their long lifespan and decent conductivity. How many do you have?"

Cores appeared by the dozens. Dennis had to blink a few times before giving an estimate.

"Forty-five gold for the bunch. Most of the value comes from the boss's core."

Pretty good. Too good, really. Why is the monster market deliberately inflated so much?

The only reason he knew of was to make basic necessities cheap and easily accessible. It made enough sense for him not to question it. Much.

"Who would be buying these?"

"Hmm? Oh, that's my price."

Lev nodded. "Go ahead, then."

While the previous cores vanished, Lev summoned the cores from his first golem dungeon delve. Dennis perked up quite a bit when he noticed the cores exhibited minor properties.

"No questions," Sherron shot him down before he opened his mouth.

The merchant looked like he had swallowed a lemon, but went with the order. Before Lev summoned the boss’s core, he looked at Sherron for permission. Getting a small nod, he put it on the table.

"I… am incredibly curious," Dennis voiced, rubbing his forehead. "Lesser properties on a golem core are so extremely rare. Nobody has ever found golems outside of dungeons, so this core might be one of a kind."

"Must be incredibly valuable, then," Lev quipped with a smile.

"It is," Dennis replied, missing the joke—or perhaps not willing to take it lightly. "I don't know how to price it. In all fairness, you shouldn't be selling this for coin in the first place. I am down to trade it for some equipment of value that you consider fair."

…Something so good came out of that shit delve? Damn.

"That sounds feasible. I need converters and something to wear under my barrier armor. What is the best you can offer in that regard?"

Dennis thought for a moment. "Nothing that would match the core's value."

"Runes," Lev added without hesitation. "I am willing to trade for useful runes as well."

Sherron nodded by his side, approving. Lev took that as a sign to press on.

"Of course, they need to be suitable for my class. Specifically, I want obscurement and stealth runes and scalable formations for different items."

"The latter is simple. The former, however, will be a pain to acquire."

Lev spoke before he could continue further. "You can add the previous cores and these into the mix as well." He summoned all the cores he had harvested from the mistcrawler dungeon before things had gone to shit.

"Mistcrawler cores," Dennis observed, not pointing out the missing boss core. "The normal cores combined are worth a sizable amount of wealth. I will look into rogue runes in the upcoming days, so let us decide what equipment you want."

"Fire and lightning converters. Something to filter air and keep extreme temperatures at bay."

Dennis blinked. "That is pretty simple. What kind of enchantments do you want on the equipment? The material will be decided by that."

"Wait, I almost forgot. How much is a healing mana converter worth?"

"Quite a bit. It will take a chunk out of the runes you can acquire."

Lev hesitated. The healing converter was a must-have, but runes would stay with him forever.

"Replace the formations with the converter. Does it come in a fixed shape, or can I have one built?" he eventually replied.

"We can have one built," Dennis waved off his worries. "So, three converters, something to wear under armor with the enchantments you mentioned, and stealth runes. Do you consider that a fair price?"

Lev looked at Sherron, who just looked back. It seemed she wanted him to take the lead on this one.

"What do you think?" he asked Dennis, who smirked.

"It is not fair yet," Dennis simply replied.

"What if we add in the formations again?"

"It is somewhat fair now."

Haggling. Exactly what I wanted to avoid.

Lev rubbed his chin. "The core, you see, is one of a kind. Not only was the monster obscenely strong, but it was also one hell of a mage. Regardless of what you use the core for, very few things could ever match it, especially because of its dual properties. I'd say there is still a lot of room for exchange."

Monarch help me, I feel slimy.

Dennis looked on with a smile. "You bring up good points. What more do you think can be added to the exchange?"

Just like that, he was stumped again. There was nothing that would help with mana overuse and mana poisoning, and neither could he buy any weapon stronger than his class skills.

Relying on such methods would not only reduce the quality of his evolutions, but also go against Lev's goals. Converters were a necessity, so he couldn't forgo those, yet he refused to rely on other external tools to grow stronger.

The healing converter was an exception. There would be no point to all his efforts if he just perished, unable to heal himself.

I mean, it won't be long till I run into something similar. With my recent rewards, the fight should go very differently.

"How far does your reach extend?" Lev bluntly asked.

"…Everywhere? Why does that matter?"

"I will return with more things to sell later. You can put the remaining value on my tab or something."

Dennis looked at him incredulously before laughing. Even Sherron was shaking her head with a smile.

"Damn, kid. It has been a while since someone has subverted my expectations so thoroughly." Dennis smiled at him. "Deal. I'll be waiting for new, exciting things."

Lev tilted his head a little. "What were you expecting me to ask for?"

"Coins or a storage ring."

"But I summoned all those cores in front of you?"

Dennis shrugged. "I just had a hunch that if the ring was borrowed, you wouldn't have hesitated to get your own."

…True enough, I guess.

**

"Do you think I was lowballed in the deal?" Lev asked after they returned to the bedroom. The location was a large mansion in a corner of Windkeep's residential area, and it looked phenomenal with its blue and white coloring. It was Sherron's.

"Dennis is smart," Sherron replied, getting ready to leave. "He knows you fought that boss and brought it down. It will not take him long to realize you are also a solo hunter. Try making unreasonable demands next time, and you will see. He will fold quite a bit."

"Makes sense," Lev answered, hugging her. "I'll be here for the next few days if you want to visit."

"I will. There is a practice room in the basement. The controls should be simple, so you won't be bored."

Lev smiled. "I already planned to make use of that."

**

Several minutes later, Lev was alone in the mansion and preparing to test his much-improved attributes. Stargazer in hand, slashes rained down on the metal pole dummy.

His physical strength had shot up considerably. Despite the minor increase, every little bit helped his armor manipulation. Lev had always used his body in tandem with his mind to get more physical attributes, but his hopes had been dashed by all the titles he had obtained.

Training for attributes after attaining a class was a matter of years. Years that he was not willing to wait. While he hadn't benefited from the exercise in terms of attributes, he made it a habit to push his body regardless.

Ringing impacts echoed in the underground room. Stargazer smacked into the metal pole without a single scratch on either.

Lev simply pushed his body and mind to the limit in terms of speed before adding flight into the mix. Unlike before, his movements only got better.

Hehe, this is fun, Lev thought. Spinning in a full circle, he swung Stargazer at the pole before his right leg followed with a whoosh. It crashed into the pole with a metallic thud. The force of his kick alone was enough to break through concrete walls on Earth.

…Ouch. Impacts still hurt a lot.

He didn't have any plans to fight using his limbs, so that was fine. Stargazer and barriers would be the way to go from now on.

The enhancement formation formed on his armor after a few minutes. Lev had to fully focus now to learn the ins and outs of it. The formation remained hard to master, still. He could use it reliably, but the actual enhancement was incredibly basic.

The intensity of his attacks turned a notch higher. Stargazer's blade started to show signs of strain and small damage with every hit. Lev repaired the damage, not stopping his single-minded assault for even a second.

The 3rd rank of Heavier Lifting joined in. Lev was spending enough mana to bottom out in less than half an hour, yet he was ecstatic. The sheer power packed in his physical attacks was astounding, and it wasn't even the focus of the class.

Ten minutes later, his arms felt like jelly when he stopped. His mana was already below half, most of it hogged by the enhancement formation as Lev regulated more and more mana into it.

The result was the barrier blade on Stargazer shattering. He had stopped in shock when his repairing speed had been outpaced by his strikes. Only then did he realize the painful state of his body.

Taking the refillable water bottle out of his ring, Lev drank his fill and settled down in a corner for his mana to regenerate.

Entering a meditative state, Lev thought about his next steps. He’d had enough practice not to lose sight of his regenerating pool while thinking about other things.

The last wave was over two months ago. That worries me. I would've left already if it weren’t for Sherron or Hakim's presence.

Waves in Windkeep were frequent. Normally, there was a wave every three weeks or so as monsters rushed in from all sides. Most of them were easy to put down, but things got dicey to the west.

The Dreadwoods were unpredictable at best. New types of monsters were discovered in there even today, and the waves coming from that region only got more difficult to handle because of that.

That was exactly what worried Lev the most, too. He was already attracting things beyond comprehension. The Dreadwoods had been mostly left alone by humans because the monsters in there were especially harrowing, but now they could be on the move.

His limbs itched to move and get stronger when the sight of the chaos core came to the forefront of his mind again, immobilizing him. Lev forgot to breathe for a while before he shook himself out of the frozen terror. Shudders ran through his body as he took shaky breaths to calm himself.

While the chaoswalker had gradually become less scary in his mind, the dread from the chaos core remained just as strong. Lev was able to feel a single hint of an aura from it before he threw it away, and yet it was enough to lock him in place every time he remembered. The aura was undeniably hostile, and that terrified him. He had taken great care not to let anyone notice his state.

Supportive as they were, Lev refused to let them see him at his lowest, randomly paralyzed by some stupid memory.

He was stronger than that. Had to be.

The pit still called to him. He was sure to find answers in those depths. To that end, he had to be stronger. The strongest to ever exist.

Lev didn't even know why he believed that fact. It was simply true.
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For the next few days, Lev only practiced fighting moves with Stargazer, tested the limits of his barrier movements and the enhancement formation, and watched his mana regenerate in all its tranquil glory.

He had a truly absurd pool now, and Master rank was still way off.

Sherron came to visit him twice during that time. She brought sweets with her, which Lev appreciated. The foods in his ring were mostly soups and different types of meats.

Currently, he was waiting for Dennis to arrive. The merchant had acquired all his requested items and runes and was on his way. Sherron had left some time ago in a hurry, though not before reassuring Lev that everything was fine.

"There you are," Dennis' voice reached him. The merchant was standing in the door of the practice room, observing Lev meditate. "Poolgazing?"

"There's a term for this?" Lev remarked, motioning for the man to follow him.

"Of course?" Dennis raised a brow.

"I see. I discovered it by myself."

"Right," Dennis said as he sat down on one of the sofas in the bedroom. "The runes you wanted turned out to be easier to obtain than expected, so there are a lot of formations. For the underarmor, a skinsuit fit your request perfectly. It is an excellent piece, made for Masters in mind."

Dennis finished by bringing out the said piece, and it was a sight to behold. Weaved out of sea-blue threads, a single glance told Lev that the skinsuit was utterly drenched in enchantments. Yet those did nothing to diminish its simplistic grace.

[

Last Line of Defense - Rare

The skinsuit is extremely resistant to slashing and cutting. It possesses high resistance to all temperature-based attacks and phenomena.

Enchantments: Air Moderation, Passive Durability, Mana Conductivity, Self-cleaning, Size Adjustment, Lightning Converter, Fire Converter, Minor Restoration Converter

]

Woah… That is a lot of enchantments.

"Pretty good, right?" Dennis grinned. "You just happened to make me look for it at the right time. The enchantments should be self-explanatory. The air moderation enchantment also filters out all harmful gases to the best of its ability. Mana conductivity for it to not interfere with the usage of your converters."

"Pretty good, indeed," Lev agreed. "How does the size adjustment work?"

"By itself. You just need to wear it."

Lev did just that. Taking it with him, he entered the restroom and quickly donned the skinsuit. It had a zip in the back to open it, and Lev was wearing it in seconds. The moment he donned it, the suit morphed.

Threads shrunk into themselves as the skinsuit became smaller, fitting Lev's still-growing frame snugly. It hugged him like a second skin and was comfortable enough that he didn't even notice it when moving around in the restroom.

The enchantments were unnoticeable except for the converters. The restoration mana was present just above his heart. Lightning was in his right hand and fire in his left.

Marvelous. When can I start creating things like this?

The answer was not anytime soon. Lev quickly put on his normal black shirt and pants before returning.

Dennis took in how the skinsuit looked to fit him perfectly and nodded in satisfaction. "There is another piece that I commissioned at Sherron's request."

He summoned a face mask that covered the entire head. There were no holes for eyes to see through, and it also matched the skinsuit in color.

"This balaclava is an extension of the skinsuit. It will be invisible once worn and share all the enchantments. The main purpose of this piece is to vastly increase the air moderation around your head."

"I was worried about that, too," Lev commented as he put it on. It became invisible as advertised and was just as comfortable as the skinsuit. "Harmful gases need to be filtered out completely, or one may slowly lose consciousness. This will ensure that."

"Correct. Now, for runes, I have four stealth formations. They are compatible with each other, but are also incredibly complex for your level."

Dennis handed Lev a small notebook, which had all the aforementioned formations.

Mana Concealing

Sound Dampening

Camouflage

Illusionist's Invisibility

"The camouflage is most useful when you need to remain stationary," Dennis explained. "The last one is similar, except it allows slow movement. Too fast, and you will stand out immediately. The first two should be obvious."

I mostly needed mana concealing and invisibility, Lev thought, grateful for the other options. Since they were compatible, he could put them all on his armor. He doubted they would mess with his enhancement formation because of the different aspects they targeted.

Using them together, however, would likely be impossible. The enhancement formation would defeat the purpose of slow movements and might disrupt the stealth formations.

"Good enough."

Dennis took that as his prompt to go on. "The other formations, there are twenty-seven of them. You can check these out in your free time. Because of your need for converters, I added a basic fire and lightning conversion formation in there."

Lev gave the merchant a searching look. Conversion formations were expensive, mostly because of their sheer usefulness. Dennis was just handing him not one, but two of them out of the "goodness of his heart." Sherron had already predicted this.

Lev thanked him regardless. "I appreciate it. What is the efficiency like?"

"Should be above 60% for starters. With practice, carving improvements, and familiarity, it will settle at nearly 85%."

This is definitely an investment on his part.

"Thank you." This time, Lev said that genuinely. That was an expensive gift if he had ever seen one.

"It's of no consequence." Dennis leaned back with a smile. "Will there be anything else?"

Lev just shook his head.

**

Hours passed as Lev studied the formations in the notebook Dennis had given to him. Most of them were not immediately useful, but they still gave him plenty of ideas about how to utilize them in the future.

No closer to firing lasers, though.

Lev was a little sad about the lack of runes that allowed him to fire beams at monsters. His childish goal was to come true one day, surely.

Let's see. The most useful ones are similar to coalesce runes. Formations to fire basic fireballs or lightning bolts. That's four of them already. The second-most useful is a durability formation that incorporates earth mana. The rest are nice, especially the wind formation to improve projectile speed, but my projectiles are not strong enough to enhance to such a degree right now. The supportive runes, such as acceleration and enhance, will do nicely as well.

One could debate that the durability formation was the most useful, but the firing formations would allow him to build a foundation for his future constructs and equipment. Lev already had a bunch of rifles and grenades planned that he couldn't hope to create before Master.

The remaining formations were also far from useless. Once he evolved, he would be able to create equipment for his future team. The formations would be helpful in that.

**

[

Barrier Carving has reached Level 7

Barrier Carving has reached Level 8

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 3

]

Lev squinted at the overloaded shield floating in front of his face. It thrummed with a large amount of mana packed inside it. The magical fuel was slowly being consumed by the mana concealment formation carved on its surface.

The effects were… odd. Lev was used to feeling the condition of his barriers through his mental feedback, visual feedback, and mana perception. The sudden removal of the last was doing weird things to his brain.

It is working, I think, he thought, frowning slightly. The amount of mana I can feel is definitely lower, but this combined feedback is distracting.

Closing his eyes, he tried his best to separate them. He didn't make much progress, but the results were there. The amount of mana he could feel through Mana Perception was vastly reduced.

Whether it works against dungeon monsters or not remains to be seen.

That was the main reason he wanted stealth runes. That, and his plans to eventually explore the pit. From what little he knew, that place had the strongest monsters, but they rarely came out.

Lev had no doubts that his presence would change that.

Dismissing the shield, he sat down and spent the next five minutes patiently carving the invisibility formation on his armor. With his Perception stretched to the limit, those were some long five minutes.

Finishing the last stroke, Lev estimated the formation to have an efficiency of 65%. Moving to the bedroom, he stood in front of the large mirror of a dressing table and channeled mana into the formation.

The fuel was greedily absorbed as Lev's armor shimmered and then vanished. He watched in fascination as both he and his armor had become almost completely invisible in a single second. Slowly moving around, he could just barely notice the edges of his invisibility, and only because of the movement.

He could also feel the functions of the formation better. It had something to do with light, bending it to create an illusion of invisibility. Sound and mana were completely unaffected, though, which made him realize why Dennis had given him the four matching formations.

Very nice. Lev smiled to himself. But right now, I'm way more curious about how much deadlier I have become with all my increased Wisdom.

There was still no wave in Windkeep, which was making him increasingly worried. He knew it would come soon, but the extent of the wave remained unknown. He sincerely hoped it wouldn't be a nine or ten-rated wave.

With a deep breath, he prepared himself to go out again and left the mansion to make his way to the Hunter's Guild. Walking without the illusion armor was liberating, letting him feel the constant breeze of Windkeep on his face, flowing through his hair with a gentle touch.

The voices of people around him were also louder, but he didn't mind. With the amount of monstrous screeches and cries he had dealt with so far, the sounds of a crowd were downright pleasant to the ears.

Now comes the hard part. I look like a kid still—one who might've just gotten his class.

Lev's high Perception easily let him see the frown that flickered on the receptionist's face. Before she could say anything, he thrust his gold badge in front of her.

"I want to inquire about all Gold dungeons," Lev said. He barely stopped himself from cringing due to how young his voice sounded all of a sudden. He only ever talked to officials with his armor on.

"I would need you to verify your capabilities first, please."

Lev refrained from sighing. Despite the needless complication, she was only professionally skeptical. Things might've gotten… heated if she looked down on him.

"Sure, let's move to one of the training rooms?"

"Please give me a second," she said, vanishing somewhere behind the counter through a door. Lev got out of line and waited for her to return. Most of him hoped that nobody would bother him, though a small part of him wished they would.

"Hey, kid."

Lev's armor appeared in a blink. The enhancement formation was carved in a single second as he turned around.

"Yes?" he replied in a sweet, innocent tone. Stargazer's appearance might've undermined the act a little, but he didn't care. Lev was content with holding her in his hands as mana streamed into her enchantments.

"Nice equipment," replied the same dipshit who had called out to him earlier. The boy couldn't even feel the amount of mana in Stargazer. Or maybe he could, and thought it came from cores or crystals. Because of the blocking stone on Lev's person, his level could not be deciphered.

Lev tilted his head a little, unable to truly comprehend the situation. He had to hold back a smile when he Identified the boy. He was much stronger than expected for someone eighteen or nineteen years old.

[Warrior - Level 151]

"Thank you?" Lev said. "Did you need something?"

"Being a hunter is not a joke. Don't risk your neck like that for bits of fame or whatever it is you're after."

Oh, hell, he's serious. I would've happily escalated the situation if he wasn't actually concerned.

Stargazer vanished in Lev's ring as he thought for a moment before a brilliant idea flashed into his mind.

"Since you seemed to be worried about my safety, how about I prove myself?"

"I can settle for that," the boy grinned. "The name's Ryan, by the way."

"Lev. Since you're a warrior, will you be up for a match of arm wrestling?"

The whole guild was spectating by now, and the challenge was met with whispers and cheers of approval. Ryan couldn't ignore such a blatant provocation, either.

Ryan's grin turned predatory as he responded. "You feel like a mage, but I doubt you would suggest arm wrestling without a plan. I accept. Let's see if you can put your money where your mouth is."

**

Five minutes later, both of them were sitting opposite each other. In front of them was a relatively professional-looking stone arm wrestling table with a hand peg on each side. The table was formed by a Master earth mage who’d happened to be present near the confrontation.

"Clasp your hands," said the guild receptionist, who had returned after some time. She looked exasperated, yet didn't stop such a harmless competition.

Lev adjusted his right arm, covered in barrier armor, and clasped his opponent's right hand. Neither planned to use any techniques or moves. They just wanted to judge each other's might without tricks and decide if the other was strong or not.

Lev had no plans to lose, either.

"Three."

"Two."

“One.”

They both tightly grabbed the hand pegs.

"Go."

Neither did anything. Ryan observed him with an easy grin, letting him take the lead. Lev obliged, starting with his physical strength alone.

It was countered easily. Lev was met with a single raised brow, but he, too, was only getting started.

Mental manipulation joined in, slowly increasing in strength. Ryan's expression went from relaxed to mildly surprised before his brows shot up. He had to visibly put some effort into keeping Lev's arm in place now.

Lev grinned, then opened the floodgates. Mana rushed into the enhancement formation, almost scoring him the victory immediately, but Ryan reasserted himself in the nick of time.

To Lev's surprise, he was starting to be pushed back. Slowly, ever so slowly, it was his hand that inched closer to the table, not Ryan's.

Heavier Lifting's 3rd Rank joined in, at which point both of them were locked in place. Veins bulged in their necks as they both gave it their all, yet their clasped arms refused to move to either side.

In the end, it was the property of Lev's class that allowed him to win. He basically cheated with his prodigious pool as mana rushed into all of his skills, overloading them to the limit.

Time seemed to pass in agonizing slowness as Ryan's arm moved a single centimeter. Then his strength started to flag, and his side of the hand hit the stone table with a loud smack as cheers erupted around them.

"FUCK!" Ryan yelled, smiling from ear to ear. Lev was the same, unable to suppress the grin on his face.

"Hah! How does it feel to lose to a kid?"

"I didn't lose to a kid, I lost to a ton of mana."

"My mana," Lev corrected him. Ryan clicked his tongue but didn't argue further.

"What level are you? I was convinced that you were hiding your level because it was lower than your badge suggested," Ryan asked, massaging his arm.

Right, I should return the blocking stone, Lev thought, storing the blocking stone in his ring. He would return it to his mentor whenever they met next. The stone had served its purpose admirably.

"Identify me now."

Ryan blinked, impressed. "Damn, no wonder. Still, that was a lot of mana for your level. Must be a pretty strong class."

…I didn't even use 5% of my total.

Lev wouldn't ever voice that, though. He looked at the receptionist instead. "Do I still need to prove myself?"

She nodded, though a little hesitantly. "Your prowess as a mage has yet to be seen."

Lev got up and motioned for her to take the lead. "Let's get this over with quickly, then."

"Can we come?" Ryan asked out of nowhere.

"Hmm? Sure, why not?"

His team also followed them to the basement, where they descended several floors, each larger than the last. For nearly a minute, the group went down a stairway before arriving in an extremely large hall.

Without a word, the receptionist led them to a corner with a small pedestal brimming with mana. Some tinkering later, a large, circular, floating red target popped into existence a hundred meters away.

"Feel free to attack it however you see fit."

Lev thought about holding back, but there was no point anymore. "Okay."

Dozens of arrows formed in an instant before each of them was filled with a mix of lightning and fire mana. Lev took a moment to appreciate his new converters with 91% efficiency as mana rushed into the projectiles.

With a mental nudge, they launched themselves at the target one by one. Explosion after explosion rocked the large hall as four lances formed around him. Each was filled with a large amount of lightning mana, and they, too, impacted the large target just when the arrows had been fired.

The shockwave from the final explosions forced Lev to counteract it so as not to be sent stumbling back. The wind mage from Ryan's team covered the receptionist and the rest of the team.

Lev waited for the smoke and dust to clear. It did so after a few seconds, revealing a target that was… utterly unharmed. He frowned.

Who the hell made that thing?

His indignation lasted all of a few seconds before he realized the mana in the pedestal behind him was almost completely drained.

…Whoops.

Turning back, he looked at the terrified receptionist. "Good enough?"

She repeatedly nodded, too scared to talk. Lev Identified her.

[Worker - Level 98]

Realizing why she was so scared, he just innocently looked at her to move on in hopes of making her relax, ignoring the awed and nervous looks from Ryan's team.

Plebians. That was barely a tenth of my mana, Lev mused, holding back an evil grin.
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Lev flew over the endless grassland, taking his sweet time to reach the mistcrawler dungeon. The arm wrestling match and the subsequent test had used nearly 15% of his total mana. It would take a few hours for his pool to regenerate to full.

The last time he had entered that dungeon, it had been a traumatizing experience. That would've been enough reason to never enter it again, and even Lev would've refrained despite his stubborn nature.

But now he had The System's reassurance. His Seen title explicitly stated that such events were highly improbable to occur around him again.

Swallowing his fears, Lev spent his time gazing at the vast, clear skies for hours. The suns were past their zenith by the time he landed in front of the dungeon entrance.

The same Master organizer from before recognized him immediately. With a nod, Lev moved to the edge of the camp and waited. There were fewer people compared to his last disastrous attempt, and he entered after just an hour.

Mist met him. The familiar sight quickened his heartbeat, but Lev didn't allow it to last for long. With deep, steadying breaths, he sent mana into his armor and Stargazer and made his way deeper into the dungeon.

Mana concealment kept his position obscured to distant enemies, and his recently improved Perception let him see a bit farther into the mist. Most of the improvement came from the very slightly slowed sense of time, which let him observe things easier.

Despite that, mistcrawlers found him well before he noticed them. Lev only saw the monsters when he was within ten meters of them, at which point he didn't hesitate to launch two fire slashes.

The attacks stunned them with their large explosions, allowing Lev to reach them in a burst of speed and behead them.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 179]

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 180]

]

Harvesting the cores, he moved on while thinking about the interaction between the two formations on his armor. Mana concealment wasn't interrupted by his enhancement formation, which was a good thing. It meant he could hide the mana powering the enhancement along with his armor.

Several mistcrawlers fell much the same before a juggernaut showed up.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 188]

To test his newly improved skill, Lev flew forward. Three scythe arms raced towards him, and each was dodged with the grace of an eagle. Lev easily flew through the small gaps between them, stopped just in front of the monster's lunging bite, and thrust Stargazer into its skull, releasing a fire slash inside.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 188]

]

The core was harvested in moments. More and more of the same monsters tried to kill him, which only served to expand his core collection even further. He barely even had to focus on the fight. He simply rained death on the monsters from above, not giving them a chance to get close—let alone endanger his life.

The boss is still a big question mark, Lev thought to himself, harvesting cores from the four mistcrawler fiends and two juggernaut corpses around him. I can probably kill it much the same, but it's best not to risk it. Time to prepare a few traps, just in case.

Dismissing his armor, Lev summoned his earth mana bracer from his ring and put it on his arm. Barrier armor blinked into being again, and several minutes later, Lev was off.

Forty-nine mistcrawlers fell before Lev felt like he was approaching the boss. Just like before, there was not even a whiff of the monster's aura. Lev was starting to get worried again as history seemed to repeat itself.

A faint, nearly inaudible scraping sound was all the warning he got. Eyes wide and heart thundering in his chest, Lev whirled with Stargazer in hand, ready to unleash his entire pool if need be.

He was instead greeted by a monstrous feline preparing to pounce on him. The closest thing Lev could compare its visage to was a collection of wispy clouds with milky white eyes.

The cloudy body blended flawlessly with the mist as it aborted the lunge, disappearing into the magical fog. Lev was barely able to Identify it in time.

[Miststalker - Level 233]

Quite the jump in levels, just like the spider matriarch. This will be fun.

No longer on the brink of a breakdown, Lev rolled his shoulders and flew higher. Tens of fire arrows landed on the wet ground, clearing the fog around him in a large area.

Only one landed close to the stalker as it dodged them with graceful finesse, revealing its position. Lev immediately capitalized with an overloaded fire slash, which showed him an entirely new side of monsters.

Like water, the stalker bent around the incoming attack and blurred forward to avoid the explosion easily. Lev had to do a double-take when the boss started running on solidified platforms of mist, appearing in front of him in an instant.

He wasn't caught unprepared. Stargazer flashed to meet its oversized claws, sporting several nicks as a result but deflecting the attack. The wielder, however, was sent flying from the sheer strength of the monster.

Stargazer's blade was repaired in a blink as Lev kept his eyes peeled. Just before the impact, five fire arrows landed on the stalker's body. Lev let out a relieved breath when they hit a solid body underneath that misty exterior. Otherwise, he would've been in trouble. He needed something tangible to target to kill the monster.

The damage from his fire arrows was negligible. Flames from their explosions were doused by the mist coating the monster immediately, reducing their effectiveness to almost nothing.

They are sharp and swift. I cannot ignore the damage done to its body due to that.

There was no way to confirm, so Lev didn't put any hopes into them, either.

Now, where is it? There's no way to track it at all, Lev wondered, amazed. Shields formed around him and were enchanted with durability when he felt mana to his right.

Quickly turning to the source, two shields moved in front of him and blocked concentrated blasts of mists. The shields cracked and were repaired in a blink. The blasts released a large volume of mists around Lev, obscuring his vision to the extreme.

Change of plans, Lev thought warily. He was confident about taking on the boss in a melee, but the element of surprise thoroughly tipped the confrontation in the stalker's favor.

Fire mana rushed out of him, filling up dozens of arrows. Lev descended and fired them all on the ground surrounding him. Sweat rolled down his neck when the boss turned out to be mere meters away from his back.

It quickly fled as the mist cleared. Not wasting any time, Lev quickly started making his way to the portal.

The mists came alive near as an ear-splitting roar washed over him, making him wobble midair. There was no mana in the attack, just raw loudness. Lev increased his speed to the maximum as the mist surrounded him, covering him like a blanket.

The aura of the stalker became obvious. The monster stopped holding back as well, empowering its own movements to an incredible degree. Despite all of Lev's bonuses to flight, he was quickly losing ground.

Thickening mist increasingly hindered his Perception, and Lev had to act before he reached his destination. Lances formed one after another as he overloaded Stargazer with lightning, ignoring the arcs of electricity landing on his wet armor.

The first two fire lances flew as a blur, landing at the boss's position, only to reveal an empty patch of dirt as the mist cleared in the area.

Understanding what was happening, Lev descended without missing a beat. The monster's aura suddenly appeared behind him, and it passed through where he’d been a moment before. Lev couldn't even see it in the near-solid dome of mist following him.

He didn't let the chance go, either. Overloading his armor, Lev quickly headed in the direction of the portal again. When the monster's aura became obvious to his left, he fired a barrage of fire arrows at it.

Small explosions revealed an empty patch of dirt as Lev slowed down to a stop. Contrary to his expectations, the boss didn't immediately charge.

The fucker is smart, Lev grinned. He would have to improvise.

Two dozen fire lances formed above, eating nearly a tenth of his mana. They descended with vengeance on the surrounding area. Explosion after explosion forced Lev to keep himself stationary on the ground and not be sent flying while six shields hovered around him.

Blasts of concentrated mist hit his shields, once again shrouding him, but Lev was prepared as the monster appeared immediately after.

Two huge spiked chains burst out of the ground, wrapping themselves around the monster's hind legs. With sickening squelches, they tightened as the spikes enchanted with sharpness runes dug into the limbs.

The chains enchanted with mana concealment grew taut, stopping the monster a meter away from him. Lev's triumphant smirk died before it could even form when mist started to rush into the monster's open mouth.

A jolt of fear ran down his spine as the memory of the chaoswalker resurfaced. Lev loosed all the lightning in Stargazer from point-blank. With more mana than he had ever used for a slash, he didn't even have time to snap out of his fear-induced actions before the world morphed.

Mana rushed to overload the armor's durability as reality itself seemed to have been charged. Large, crackling tongs of lightning landed on his wet armor, scorching and blackening it wherever they made contact and jolting the muscles underneath.

Lev repaired the armor as quickly as he could and darted back, only managing to escape the electric storm after several seconds of struggle. For the first time, a stream of mana entered his restoration converter.

Mana Manipulation grabbed the output healing mana with great effort, barely controlled to dissolve into his body.

Before evolving Mana Manipulation once more, there was no way to make accurate use of the healing mana beyond that. Lev let it suffuse his body as it saw fit. With keen interest, he watched it travel through his shocked limbs, easing the tense muscles and restoring the damage. The minor healing used up all of the converted mana for that.

Just that little bit of healing alone had taken nearly 2% of his total mana, mainly because of the converter's low 52% efficiency. A single use was enough for Lev to decide to upgrade the converter soon.

He didn't even need to check the state of the boss. The huge amount of lightning clung to it like a wet shirt, frying it to death.

[

You have slain [Miststalker - Level 233]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 179

]

I hope the core survived, Lev thought, observing the dispersing lightning storm with pursed lips. It would sting to lose out on free money.

When the lightning finally dispersed after nearly a full minute, he thanked Monarch for the skinsuit that kept the smell at bay and pried open the boss’s body.

The beast underneath the cloudy exterior was small, barely the size of Lev. Stargazer struggled to cut into the dense muscles. He had to use his empowerment formation and the sharpness formation on the weapon to avoid accidentally damaging the core—which turned out to be whole, if somewhat burned.

[

Miststalker Core

Exhibits minor properties of obscurement. Useful in crafting.

]

Doesn't seem to be damaged, Lev observed, scanning the core the size of a tennis ball from different angles. He stored it in his ring and waited to be teleported outside. Lev also mentally prepared himself to be questioned about clearing the dungeon so quickly at his level. With his slowed perception of time, the dungeon had been cleared before the instance could even cycle.

Lev appeared in front of a surprised Master. They both stared at each other.

"No questions?" Lev quirked a brow.

"I'll hear about you in the future anyway," the Master woman said with a smirk. "You're free to leave."

He didn't waste time and shot off, ignoring the two teams coming closer to him.

Such ominous parting words, Lev smiled. You will hear more than just a little about me in the future.

Returning to Sherron's manor, he thought about the dungeon and his next steps.

The whole thing took only 25% of my total mana, and I was very wasteful as well. This huge mana pool is already so amazing.

Windkeep's next wave is… still not here. Once it's done, I will go visit The Haven and see if there are any competitions or tournaments to join without having to wait too long. This will be the last chance to see how I compare to my peers.

The next evolution was, to Lev's knowledge, a huge step-up in power. Master rank signified fully embracing one's chosen path and improved every aspect of the class.

Lev's barriers would become permanent, his manipulation would see huge improvements, his mana pool would increase by a ridiculous margin, and even enchanting would see some form of inclusion in the class, be it directly or indirectly.

Consequently, he would most likely be way too strong for tournaments. Reality could be different, of course. Either way, Lev wasn't interested in sparring after evolving.

**

For two days, Lev cleared the mistcrawler dungeon whenever he could. That netted him seven total stalker cores. He didn't dare enter the portal without a full pool and equipment triple-checked. The lesson taught by the chaoswalker would stay with him for the rest of his life.

Perhaps because of familiarity with the dungeon, or maybe because of the ease with which he could clear it, he only got one level during all those delves.

Lev was practicing sweeping attacks, along with thrusts, and keeping the haft of Stargazer in position to block attacks in the basement of the manor when a tinkling sound passed through the city.

The monster bell…

Ten seconds passed before another chime sounded. Again and again, the monster bell was struck.

When the seventh chime reached his ears, Lev sat down. Seven was the threshold for disasters. Nobody ever wanted to hear more than seven chimes.

Time passed with torturous slowness. Twenty seconds later, Lev let out the breath he had been holding. It seemed Windkeep would remain standing for now.

Seven-rated wave. Good. I will maybe qualify for a title if I give it my all.

He was more than ready to do so.


    
        Chapter 28

    
    
    
    
Ten minutes later, Lev was on the west wall of Windkeep. People weren't usually allowed on the walls, but Hakim and Sherron's presence bypassed that.

"What can I expect?" Lev asked the two Exalted.

"Monsters," Sherron answered smugly. "Their attacks, too."

Hakim didn't even bother to reply. Lev sighed.

He could reliably kill monsters from so far if he had a bow. That wasn't an option any longer. He wanted to evolve his General Skill to encapsulate long-range aiming instead of empowering a bow.

Which meant he had to aim from afar without a tool. He could settle for that. Currently, he had no economic formations or skills to empower the arrows shot directly by his mind, thus the regret of being unable to use a bow.

"Should I go close to the woods?"

"Depends," Sherron answered seriously this time. "Do you think you can survive a horde of second-threshold monsters?"

Lev wanted to say that he could reliably run away. That would be a lie. Even now, if he faced two core guardians at once, there would be no surviving that. Facing dozens of weaker second-threshold monsters would see him dying even quicker.

"Fair point. Guess I will just throw mana at problems," Lev remarked, a bit surly. He couldn't wait to create permanent constructs. Barrages coming from those would feel much more rewarding.

"Most would do anything to have that problem," she smiled and ruffled his hair. "Even I want a Wisdom Boost so badly."

Lev rolled his eyes. "You're already so strong without it. I doubt it would've made that much of a difference. No doubt much of your overall power would've been sacrificed to accommodate it."

"False," Hakim spoke up. "Martha had no equal when it came to manipulation. Mana capacity or regeneration is irrelevant to that. Her class afforded her all that power without demanding more mana for every skill as well. The Wisdom Boost only emboldened it all to the greatest heights."

"…Huh. I thought The System kept things balanced?"

"We wouldn't be on Monarch if it did. If anything, The System empowers everything too equally. You know what that means."

Like the rich getting richer, Lev thought, rendered silent.

"That turned morbid quickly," Sherron filled in the silence. "Look."

Far into the distance, shapes were slowly streaming out of The Dreadwoods. Lev could observe them somewhat clearly despite the tens of kilometers between them.

Panthers, treants, bears, thornlings, orcs, trolls, hawks, harpies, crystalboars, and so many more. Goodness, there really is no shortage of variety.

Hakim glanced at him once. Lev immediately understood and looked for the closest person arranging defenders down below. Spotting one, he jumped off the wall.

"Done gazing?" the Master warrior asked once Lev landed.

"Yes, sir," Lev replied, unsure what else to say.

The warrior rolled his eyes. "Class?"

"Barrier mage. Long-range attacks and acceptable melee."

"Useful," the man commented. "See that warrior with golden armor? Go to him and tell him to switch with the middle team. Support the entire section from there."

Lev nodded and flew to the warrior while jogging his memory.

Sections are… the arrangement of hunters. Each section is a battle formation that is beneficial for all the squads present in it. Me being sent to the middle means I need to support everyone equally. Huh, the dude figured out my use instantly.

The golden warrior turned out to be someone Lev knew. Elias looked different from when they had last met. He carried himself much more seriously.

"Elias," Lev called out.

Elias turned to look at Lev. "Yes?"

"The Master near the wall wants you to switch with the middle team."

"Why would he say that?" Elias countered with a frown.

Lev smiled. "Because I will be joining you."

Narrowed eyes met his claim before they widened slightly. "You… Lev, right?"

"That will be me."

"Holy crap, you're young," Elias shook his head.

Lisa, Viktor, and Rena joined them as well. The radiant team looked and felt even stronger than before as they stood around him.

"Oh my gosh, you are so adorable," came the comment from Lisa. She looked like she wanted to pinch his cheeks. Lev kept his skills ready to bolt at a moment's notice.

"Uh… thank you? I would honestly prefer to be imposing or something."

"Ignore her. She has a huge soft spot for kids." Viktor extended his hand. "It's good to see you out and about."

"Likewise." Lev clasped the proffered hand. "When did you guys move here?"

"Two days ago," Rena, the mage, answered with a smile. "Thankfully, there was no wave during the journey."

Lev identified them while they talked.

[Warrior - Level 184]

[Warrior - Level 186]

[Mage - Level 185]

[Healer - Level 184]

Elias was a tall man with golden hair who carried two long swords on his back. Rena and Lisa were both brunettes, while Viktor was the second warrior with a shield and an axe.

"Everyone in Runespires was talking about you before we left," Rena spoke. "The Runic Warlord abducted you, or so they said."

Lev laughed. "No, I was just approached for training."

Viktor shook his head. "'For training,' he says. Like it's normal to be approached by an Exalted."

"But… why you? I don't want to sound mean. You are not even a physical fighter," Elias said.

Further interaction was cut off as they approached the middle squad. Elias relayed the Master's order, and they were given the spot without a word. Four teams were surrounding them—two on each side, and none in front.

"You will see," Lev simply answered the earlier question. He turned to look at the wall, where Hakim and Sherron were both observing him while talking to each other. Sherron raised a brow, the move visible despite the large distance.

Lev just gave her a smile before focusing back on the radiant team.

"Have you guys faced waves in Windkeep before?"

"Yep, seven of them," Elias replied. "What about you?"

"First time. What can we expect?"

"Treants are the most dangerous because of their wood manipulation. Quite sharp and accurate. Panthers are in the same league. Treants pretty much recreate their home turf with their roots, giving the felines an advantage. Watch out for their leaps.

"Bears, orcs, trolls, spiders, thornlings, hornstrikers, and some more. Harpies rarely show up, but they are a pain in the ass. We had to fight them twice and returned injured both times."

"I saw harpies before coming down."

Elias sighed. "Your barriers will be handy against their dives, at least."

"Take your positions."

The order came from the Master warrior managing this part of the wall. Lev intently scanned his surroundings, noting the teams around him. Most of the hunters were mages, which made sense. Not everyone could get close and personal with monsters.

Lev formed a barrier platform ten meters above his team and landed on top of it. The height advantage would let him throw arrows anywhere in the sections.

"Say, Elias," Lev began, knowing the warrior would hear him easily. "Why do we not use structures to fight off waves?"

"Too costly," came the reply. "High chance of breaking during the battle. Not enough resources to use them every time. There are also several diviners and strategists ensuring that no section is overwhelmed from up ahead, where the Masters are fighting, and that further removes the need for structures."

A loud horn blared in the city, announcing the start of the wave. Lev refrained from making a move for now.

For minutes, he observed as the quantity of monsters far into the distance steadily increased. Fire salamanders immediately stood out. The second-threshold monsters were famous for their regeneration, which outshone even trolls, but they had to actively use fire mana for it. They were also huge and easy to observe with their black bodies and yellow stripes.

The first monsters to reach them were orcs, which were swiftly put down by mages. While more ground monsters reached them, Lev was starting to get a little worried about the darkening skies.

What… are those? Locusts?

They were butterflies. Pretty low-level, too. He hoped they didn't get stronger with higher numbers, because there were a lot of them. Before he could think of ways to deal with critters, huge waves of fire immediately disintegrated most of the tide.

Treants showed up five minutes later. They did not have arms or legs like Lev expected. Instead, they extended roots and glided forward atop them.

[Treant - Level 210]

[Treant - Level 211]

[Treant - Level 209]

[Treant - Level 210]

Their levels were similar to the previous waves, which was a great relief. It boded well for the rest of the wave.

Treants had sap instead of blood flowing through their bodies, which was susceptible to lightning. Lev hoped his arrows could penetrate deep enough to make use of that.

Two dozen arrows formed above him, each filled with a moderate amount of lightning to experiment. Elias and his team were waiting for him. Their curiosity seemed to be burning bright.

Lev hid a smirk and fired, the distance of a few hundred meters no hindrance. The whole barrage barely put a dent in his mana pool, which was already regenerating at an amazing rate.

Branches and roots extended from the monsters, slithering as if possessing a mind of their own. Many of the arrows were blocked with small explosions. The lightning in them seemed to affect the wood, at least visually.

More arrows formed. Lightning was channeled, and they were launched again. The larger barrage saw many arrows hitting their main bodies. They did more damage, too, if the sap leaking from their bodies was any indication.

Lev was happy with the result when the bleeding sap solidified in a blink, effectively reducing the damage dealt to none. He stared for a moment, then shrugged.

Two dozen more arrows formed. Lightning streamed into them, filling them to the brim this time. With their vastly increased speed, Lev only targeted two of the treants. Impact after impact jolted their bodies, which were gravely damaged by the following explosions.

To his surprise, they died in that single round of arrows.

[

You have slain [Treant - Level 210]

You have slain [Treant - Level 209]

]

What on Monarch? Do I just counter them too well, or are they physically weak?

"Was that supposed to happen?"

Rena nodded. "The sap is very vulnerable to all forms of heat. Lightning works well against their bark armor and burns the sap quickly."

"What about the cores?" Lev questioned, which caused Elias to laugh.

"Kids these days," he muttered loudly in jest, shaking his head.

"Be careful, old man. Several Exalted accompany this kid for a reason."

Neither was truly serious, but the invitation for a spar had been delivered.

"Old man, huh? Just you wait, young'un. I will teach you the classic Empyrean Manners."

Lev chortled. Fucking Empyrean Manners. That sounds so stuck-up.

Stargazer had just appeared in his hands, charged with lightning, when a screech reached them from above. A group of more than twenty harpies was descending towards the squad to his left.

Lev's manipulation range, which had slowly increased with his Intelligence, was hovering around 120 meters. The hunter team was only around fifty meters away—close enough for Lev to form four enchanted shields amidst them with a bit of effort.

Keeping half an eye on the area in front of him, Lev supported the hunter team from afar.

More than a dozen harpies dove down at once. Stone bullets shot out of the ground, formed by the only mage in the team. Three harpies were too damaged to continue their flight, falling some distance away, while the rest continued their charge.

The three remaining melee fighters looked grim yet ready. Lev could feel Rena preparing a spell, but he was a step ahead of her.

Ten lightning arrows landed accurately on the flying monsters, stunning them and causing them to descend uncontrollably. The warriors didn't miss a beat, rushing them with a sword, a spear, and a shield raised.

Lev only had to interfere once more. With his shield, he blocked a last harpy from attacking the mage.

[

Your group has slain [Forest Harpy - Level 176]

Your group has slain [Forest Harpy - Level 175]

…

]

Lev remembered hearing about harpies on the internet, so he took a good look at the corpses. There were no female faces or bodies. The birds looked monstrous with their white feathers and barely humanoid torsos. Large, sharp beaks adorned their face, not allowing him to harbor any illusions about their lethality. Giant claws were present on the ends of all limbs, even the wings.

After his recent experience with the chaoswalker, Lev much, much preferred them to be monstrous instead of human.

"Don't use too much mana," Rena lazily reminded him.

Lev blinked. He hadn't even used 1% of his total on that whole harpy group. It had already regenerated.

"Okay," he nodded, just to show she wasn't ignored. Her advice, however, was.

Minutes passed slowly. Monsters continued to run out of The Dreadwoods and were torn apart by the waiting Master teams far ahead.

Half an hour later, the wave began in earnest. Panthers rushed the hunters near him, at which point Lev stopped holding back as well.

Ten lances formed behind him. Keeping them ready, he observed the approaching monsters.

Fast but not overly so. I don't think landing lances is going to be possible with these opponents.

The lances were dismissed. Since no mana had been infused in them, the loss was negligible. Arrows took their place, each infused with lightning to empower their speed.

"How many should I target?" Lev asked the team below him before making a move.

"Five or so. The other teams can handle three each," Elias replied, swords in hands. The team was ready to act at any instant.

All the panthers targeted his team, and Lev didn't need to guess why.

With a sigh, he flew down and took a spot next to the warriors. Elias and Viktor both looked at him for an explanation.

"I already said you will see," Lev deadpanned. "Stop staring."

"We need to plan around your capabilities, Lev." Elias' words were serious. "If there are even more surprises, it’s best to make us aware beforehand."

…I suppose that makes sense.

"My melee capabilities are comparable to a Silver warrior. I can also fire some overcharged attacks at anything too strong if you guys find me an opening. Rest is just long-range attacks and barriers."

Elias simply nodded and adopted a stance. Lev wouldn't say it out loud, but the man looked badass as sunlight reflected off his armor and swords. He remained ready to face anything the wave would throw at them.

The panthers interrupted any further musings as they tried to circle the team. Spells rained down on them from the other teams in their section, and Lev’s arrows joined in.

Blue blurs were the only hints of their passing, yet most of them missed or were dodged. Two landed, and the weakness of the panthers became apparent as they tumbled to the ground.

Elias moved, faster than Lev's maximum output, and crashed into one of the panthers. Viktor was only a step behind, and they both squared off against all the surviving monsters.

Lev kept an eye on the panthers now aiming for the other teams, but it didn't seem like he needed to interfere. He instead observed Elias and Viktor.

Both of them were somehow tense and relaxed at once. Elias let the first panther lunge at him, taking a calculated step back and thrusting his sword into its skull.

Viktor stared down the three monsters charging him and advanced. Shield in one hand and axe in the other, the first panther was met with a shield bash that thoroughly stunned it.

The other two monsters dove as one, but Viktor seemed to be expecting it. His axe crashed into the side of a panther, sending it flying in a shower of blood. In the same motion, he spun around and kicked the wide-open jaw of the second panther, flooring it as well.

While he finished off those disoriented monsters, one of the panthers fixed its eyes on Lev. Stargazer moved down in a lazy motion, shooting a lightning slash at the leaping monster.

The attack landed on its head in a crackling explosion, frying its brain and bones.

[

You have slain [Forest Panther - Level 177]

]

Rena looked at him with a frown. "Why are you using so much mana?"

"Because I have more than enough to use so much for casual attacks."

"I can see that. Still, waves last for hours or even days. You shouldn't risk bottoming out too quickly."

Lev smiled. "I have the regeneration to match."

She exhaled. "Fine. Do whatever you wish."


    
        Chapter 29

    
    
    
    
"HARPIES," Lev half-shouted for all the teams. His young voice was rather embarrassing to hear on a battlefield, but thankfully, nobody seemed to mind except Lev himself.

Can't wait to not be a kid again, he sighed.

Six shields formed around him as the monsters closed in. There were more than fifty of those, so Lev opened fire with arrows without hesitation.

Lightning rained down on the small flying horde through his arrows. Most of the harpies powered through and dove, while some unfortunate ones were killed due to pierced or burnt vitals.

Stargazer flashed thrice, releasing an overloaded lightning slash each time. The large crescent attacks were too fast for the monsters to dodge, and all of them landed amidst several clumped-up harpies.

[

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 169]

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 170]

…

]

Lev prepared himself for a clash when they got too close. Half his focus was on the surrounding teams, and the other half was on both the glaive in his hand and the approaching monsters.

The radiant team below him didn't need his help. Rena's fire magic lashed out as a whip, swatting away several of the diving monsters.

Lev didn't have the time to observe more. Four of his shields shot forward, hitting two of the descending harpies and deflecting their flight. Stargazer was thrust in a straight line, piercing the body of another.

Lightning seared the insides of the harpy as Lev stabilized himself midair. The force of the impact had pushed him back for several meters.

The first two harpies circled behind him. Shields blocked their path again as he fired lightning arrows in the direction of a team with four mages. They were close to getting overwhelmed.

The enhancement formation came alive as Lev met the harpies surrounding him in melee. Claws met barrier blade and were lopped clean off before the monster was cut in twain by the same blade. The second harpy didn't fare any better.

Several arrows found their marks close to the first team he had helped with his shields, which announced the end of the harpy horde.

2% or so of my mana in that fight. Guess I should listen to Rena. Got another level, too.

Perhaps it was because he’d killed so many by himself, but the level came much faster than expected. That was nice. The last 25 levels were going to take months or years to cross, so it would be better to get there quickly.

The Masters fighting up ahead were killing most of the monsters, which meant the hunters close to the wall had to face mini-waves during the wave.

"How many second-threshold monsters did you guys usually deal with before?" Lev asked, keeping a close eye on the huge bears closing in. They were pretty slow, yet still too fast for their size. He was rightfully nervous.

"No more than twenty, ever," Rena replied, also gazing at the bears.

"Don't join in melee," Elias ordered. "I will distract them."

Lev nodded. Elias was the fastest member of their team by a large margin. Instead, Lev shot several lightning lances at the bear targeting the two teams to his left.

Focused as it was on the mages, the bear didn't even see the projectiles approach. Each thudded into its hind legs, stunning it without doing much damage.

Not letting that one out of his sight, Lev focused on the two charging his team. He got to witness why the team he was stationed with was radiant.

Mana streamed out of Lisa and into Elias, buffing his Dexterity and Strength to much greater heights. Rolling his shoulders, Elias moved.

One moment, he was scanning the bears, and the next, his sword was cutting a long gash along a bear's side. The bear didn't take it lying down. Roaring, it reacted instantly and raised a paw to knock Elias away, forcing him to abort the cut.

The warrior deftly dodged the giant paw. He kept the second-threshold monster occupied for the mages to target.

Viktor rushed ahead, too, similarly buffed by Lisa. He still didn't meet the bear head-on and instead baited it into a bite. Craters formed on the ground from where the bear accelerated in a blink. Its large jaw closed on empty air as Viktor dodged with a similar burst of speed.

Plumes of dust rose from their movement—in stark contrast to Elias, who sprinted like the wind.

Rena finished preparing her spell just as the warriors engaged the monsters. Ten whips of solidified fire slithered forward like jagged vines, accurately wrapping themselves around the necks of the bears.

The damage dealt was minimal, and she wasn't aiming for that, either. Both of the bears immediately focused on the threat to their vulnerable throats. Elias and Viktor capitalized on their distractions and hacked apart their hind legs to cripple their mobility.

Lev thought they were underestimating him quite severely if they thought there was still a need to take precautions. Two overloaded lightning lances embedded themselves into the bears' chests with a flash, not exploding immediately.

Seeing the dangerous projectiles, both Elias and Viktor quickly made distance. Lev commanded the lances to explode after that, lethally wounding the bears with their huge, charged explosions.

"They're not dead yet," Lev called out the obvious. He focused on the third monster currently being slashed apart by the other teams.

Three warriors kept its attention while seven mages attacked it without hesitation. Predictably, it died soon after Lev received the notifications from their kills.

[

Your Group has slain [Direbear - Level 252]

Your Group has slain [Direbear - Level 251]

Your Group has slain [Direbear - Level 250]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 182

]

No wonder they're known as the weakest second-threshold monsters, Lev thought, happy to see another level. It felt unearned, but he would take it regardless.

Now, to explain why I'm wasting mana left and right.

"No, I'm not low on mana. No, that was not a significant portion of my pool, either. I haven't even used a twentieth of my pool yet."

The last bit was a half-lie, as he had regenerated the mana used by previous attacks in the past hour. Regardless, he was comfortably sitting at 96% or so. It was hard to measure such a large pool accurately.

Elias’s hard expression eased a little before freezing in place. "What?"

"Exactly what you heard."

"You can't be serious…oh. That makes more sense."

Lev gave him a stern look. "Keep it to yourself, please."

"Naturally," Lisa smiled and walked close to him. "You just keep getting more and more adorable."

Lev looked at Sherron standing on the distant wall and conveyed a silent message to send help. Somehow, she knew exactly what was going on and just returned a toothy smirk.

He sighed and surrendered to his fate. Soft, warm hands pinched his cheeks as the barrier armor vanished. Whatever annoyance he may have felt was washed away by the pure joy wafting off Lisa.

"Alright, that's enough."

Lisa didn't push it, either, more than happy with that little experience. Lev didn't really mind the treatment. Of course, no soul would ever hear him admit that.

"Are those harvesters?"

The question came from Lev, who was new to fighting against waves. Several mages landed in front of him after a few seconds.

[Mage - Level 202]

[Mage - Level 114]

[Mage - Level 120]

The higher-leveled mage was a carrier—a wind mage who specialized in ferrying people to and fro. The other two were a construct and a water mage.

Sharp arcane swords cut open the bear with great difficulty. The water mage skillfully kept the blood and gore flowing away from the corpse with a large stream of their element.

The core was pried out within seconds. The group was off to the wall again, half a minute after harvesting all three bear cores.

"Definitely harvesters," Lev answered himself. That was efficient work if he had ever seen any.

Summoning back his armor, he formed a platform fifteen meters above them and observed from atop it.

Hours passed as Lev launched arrows without holding back. Lances were reserved for when too many monsters showed up at once.

With a chunk of fire infused into each, he could easily clear scores of panthers and treants. Orcs, trolls, and thornlings were dealt with even more easily. The one time a level 165 commander had shown up, Rena had torn it apart with her whips. Her face had been colder than a glacier during the whole encounter, and nobody dared interfere.

There really isn't much to do in smaller waves, is there?

Windkeep was special in terms of how much manpower was stationed there at all times. It had dungeons, caves, mines, The Dreadwoods, and several other options to grow in strength, which meant a large portion of all of humanity's hunters stayed there.

Consequently, there were more than enough Masters to stop a seven-rated wave entirely by themselves.

Wave ratings were fixed. Regardless of the city, a seven-rated would have the same level of danger and number of monsters everywhere. Windkeep naturally excelled at easily dealing with six and seven-rated waves. Eight-rated waves could still get dicey.

When the suns were close to setting, the wave gave one final push. The Dreadwoods came alive as thousands of monsters rushed out at once, each hellbent on destroying the humans arrayed against them.

90% mana left. This is gonna be fun.

Lev grinned. The wave was almost nearing its end with how the squads were being cycled. While no one had told them to switch, the four teams near him had already been rotated out twice.

"The wave is ending, right?" Lev asked Elias, just in case.

"It is—or at least, it should be. You never know."

"Finally!" Lev exclaimed. He opened the floodgates. The Master hunters had lured all the stronger monsters away, which meant a large, weaker horde was coming straight at the remaining defenders.

Arrows formed above him by the dozens. Mana rushed through his skinsuit, cycled till all of it was converted into fire or lightning mana. 65% of it was changed into the latter and 35% into the former. Lev had found that to be a good ratio for explosive attacks.

Go.

Not a single projectile was left behind as they shot forward in waves, landing randomly amidst the large horde. Notifications started rolling in as more arrows formed, quickly filled with large amounts of mana.

Wave after wave followed when loud cries washed over the hunters. Dozens of second-threshold harpies exited the treetops of The Dreadwoods, diving at the Master teams with reckless abandon.

Four of them aimed for the weaker defenders closer to the walls. In a blink, three were pierced by Sherron's lightning lances and killed on the spot. Only one was left alive.

That last harpy happened to be the one heading towards Lev. He just smiled in exasperation and prepared himself.

[Mature Forest Harpy - ???]

There was something to note about the previous harpies being young, but such considerations didn't exist in a kill-or-be-killed situation.

Overloading his armor, Lev charged away from the monster while sending a lightning slash its way. The attack was dodged, albeit barely, and captured the harpy's full attention.

The monster was too strong to fight amongst other teams. Lev was wary of hitting humans with stray attacks; he was guiding it away from the arrayed defenders. He was going away from the wall, too, so he hoped it wouldn't be very dangerous. Sherron's attention may have been occupied by something else, which could’ve rendered a single misstep lethal for him.

With his maximum flight speed, he was away from humans in seconds and quickly losing ground to the following harpy.

Whirling around, Lev made the first move with a lightning slash and took in the visage of the monster.

White feathers gleamed like scales, covering its entire body akin to an armor. It was considerably larger than the rest, nearly twice his height. The wingspan was similarly massive.

Claws the size of his arms met the slash. They took only minor damage from the raw amount of lightning condensed into the attack. It still jolted the monster for a split second.

Hateful screeches washed over Lev as the harpy charged, covering half the distance between them in a blink. Fire arrows were barreled through, doing negligible surface-level damage, so he changed his approach as he flew back.

Lightning arrows rained down on the monster instead as it got close. The enhancement formation powered up as Lev also advanced with Stargazer primed, thrusting it at the monster's chest.

With all the force behind the attack and the sharpness formation on the blade, Lev was at least expecting it to pierce. He had to hastily control himself as Stargazer only slid off, leaving a shallow cut in its wake.

Lightning followed, stunning the monster for an instant, which Lev used to try to make distance. Before he could accelerate, a wing several times his size slapped him down.

Dozens of projectiles were fired at the monster before Lev hit the ground. He intentionally launched a fire slash at the ground before he landed, creating a large cloud of dust and hindering the harpy's line of sight.

The monster's Perception couldn't be overwhelmed so easily, though. It knew exactly where Lev was and dove down, beak primed to skewer him.

Lev waited till the last moment before swinging Stargazer, letting out an overloaded lightning slash. The booming impact cleared all the dust around him for a second before the harpy crashed to the ground, but that was enough for Lev as another dust cloud rose.

Two more slashes and dozens of arrows impacted the downed monster, doing little damage. Large wings flapped once, pushing away all the dirt and smoke. They revealed Lev only a few meters away from the monster, rushing in with Stargazer crackling with electricity.

By now, it was obvious he didn't stand a chance in a direct confrontation. He wasn't aiming to damage it with his weapon—only to stun it by using lightning for his projectiles to find purchase.

**

"Who's dealing with the third-threshold monsters?" Sherron questioned, eyes on the horizon for any nasty surprises.

"Dawnbringers."

Since when was that team strong enough to do so?

Sherron didn't question it if Hakim wasn't doubtful. He knew better than anyone else how to manage different teams.

She instead observed Lev, who had lured the harpy away from everyone else. For the past nearly three minutes, they’d been playing a game of cat and mouse. Every time, he baited the monster close, temporarily immobilized it with lightning, and then shot many arrows at it.

The amount of mana Lev had used already would've seen several mages bottom out, but he was still going strong. Sherron knew that he still had at least half his pool remaining, ridiculous as it was.

In a blink, two people landed beside her. The psychokinetic sibling duo was supposed to be stationed at The Ravine, but it took mere hours for Exalted like them to cross the distance.

"Sheeerry," came a sing-song voice.

Instead of replying, Sherron smiled widely and hugged the blonde woman with great enthusiasm.

"It's good to see you, Stella."

By her side, Stella's brother, Stephan, gave a respectful nod to Hakim and took a place next to The Guildmaster.

"Why are you two standing here like statues? Especially in front of that dreadful place?" Stella questioned, gazing at The Dreadwoods.

Instead of answering, Sherron pointed to Lev's ongoing fight. Thrice, he had tried to pierce the harpy with his glaive, failing each time.

"Level 183? Why is that guy fighting the harpy alone?"

"Because he can," Sherron replied.

"Crude form," Stephan remarked.

"Self-taught," Hakim filled him in.

"That the crafter's creation?"

"Upgrades."

Stephan nodded and went silent. Both Sherron and Stella looked on with exasperation as the two men evaluated Lev like near-lifeless piles of meat.

Shaking her head, she instead turned to Stella. "So, what's the occasion?"

"Oh, you know, wave finished not long ago, so we have some downtime. Thought I'd come to see you."

Sherron grinned and gave her a side-hug. "Good timing. Let's see if Lev wins or not."

"He's wasting a lot of mana, though… Why?" Stella leaned into the hug, almost purring.

"Not even half a year has passed since he got his class. You can imagine the rest."

Stella scrunched up her nose. "I don't like people who rush things. Why didn't you stop him?"

"See for yourself."

"He will run out of mana soon. What's even the point?"

"Nope. The fight has been ongoing for nearly five minutes now."

Stella paused before observing the clash more intently. By now, the harpy had several long, charred gashes on its chest. The torso had been deliberately targeted, preparing it for what could only be a final attack.

**

40% mana left. Damn monster is tougher than a nuclear bunker.

Lev had been bombarding it for long enough that his entire body hurt from minor mana poisoning. Pulses of healing mana dealt with that issue admirably, but the damage was mounting.

Seeing no other choice, Lev reverted to his tried and tested method of overloaded lances. Enhancing his movements as much as he could, he rushed the harpy as lightning flowed into Stargazer.

Up close, he traded a slash for a wing slap. Stunned, the monster crashed to the ground as Lev was sent flying. He was bleeding internally from several small wounds. Healing mana took care of those as the first lance landed on the harpy struggling to find its bearings.

Large amounts of fire mana combusted at once. Going by the mental feedback, Lev knew the lance had found its mark.

Four more followed, each hitting the floored monster accurately through the large cloud of flames.

Much of his remaining mana surged into a final huge lance. Half-fire and half-lightning, it was supposed to serve as the finisher for the extremely durable monster.

With a loud shockwave, it descended like a bright comet. Lev had to form a large shield in front of him to counteract the gigantic explosion.

Several seconds passed as flames raged on, yet Lev's lips were pursed into a straight line.

No notification.

Before the blast zone could clear, he was already flying straight to the harpy in the middle. The monster was on its knees, wobbling and failing to stand straight.

It looked up just in time to see Stargazer pierce its burned and damaged neck, which finally reaped its life.

[

You have slain [Mature Forest Harpy - Level 298]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 184

Mana Tempest has reached Level 185

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 7

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 8

]

Getting out of the searing hot blast radius, Lev took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. For the first time, he had fought a strong monster that wouldn't have killed him for a small mistake. The fight was considerably easier than the core guardian had been because of the harpy's simple nature. Lev would dare say it was… fun.

Still not a single level in 3rd-rank skills.

The leveling speed was starting to worry him a little, but at the same time, his lifespan was in the centuries already. They both matched.

Gazing at the wall, Lev had to do a double-take. The number of spectators had doubled on the west wall, and the wave had finished as well.

Which meant almost literally every hunter in Windkeep had seen him kill a monster more than a hundred levels above him solo, and in quite the spectacle.

It was a good thing he was going to return to the Exalted observers.

Totally not to escape any questions or social interactions.
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Twice, Lev debated not going to the wall. There were two new Exalted atop it, and that was understandably scary.

Mustering his resolve, he accelerated before landing close to Sherron. With a cursory glance, Lev could tell the new duo was somehow related to each other. Both had light blonde hair and heroic visages to match. They looked like white knights from movies, except in casual clothing.

Two pairs of brown eyes stared at him, and Lev gave them an awkward bow.

"I greet the Exalted."

Sherron blinked. "You've never done that for me."

Don't make this more difficult for me, please.

Lev gave her a nervous glance, which only seemed to amuse her even further.

"This gal here," Sherron said, swinging an arm over the female Exalted's shoulder, "is Stella. She's a great friend of mine, so you better treat her well. That's her brother, Stephan."

…In what world would I dare treat her badly?

Lev just mentally sighed and introduced himself. "I'm Lev, a Gold hunter. It is a pleasure to meet you."

Man, that sounded so mechanical, he thought, cringing internally.

"Why did you rush your skills?"

Lev blinked. Then he blinked a few more times. "What do you mean? I made sure to level them to end of 2nd rank before evolving."

Stella looked disappointed. "That just means you didn't explore them as much as you could've and forced the levels quicker. Your evolution also suffered because of that."

I could've gotten an even stronger class?

Nobody had told him that. If he knew taking longer would've improved his choice even further—

"Not necessarily," Sherron interrupted his musings. "Not in his case, at least. Lev here used the skills more than enough to test their limits."

Lev tilted his head. What did she mean?

"You already saw the amount of mana he has. It was the same before evolving."

Oh. She means I practiced way more than other people do because of my high Wisdom as a Classer. That makes sense.

Stella looked at him. "How many months?"

"…Three?"

She went silent for a few seconds, then looked at Sherron, who seemed to understand what was going on in the other's head.

"Yep. Wisdom Boost as a Classer and a strong barrier class. He's living the dream."

Stephan addressed him next. "Why did you get it?"

"Because my soul was strong enough to handle it," Lev carefully explained.

"Why?"

"I don't know. It just was."

Lev was surprised to see that Stephan easily accepted that. It wasn't a lie, either, because The System censored everything about the soul. Lev knowing anything would be much more alarming.

Stephan didn't need to know the related events, though.

"Was the wave supposed to be this easy?" Lev changed the subject.

"Your section was the only one that had no troubles at all. With a radiant team and your presence, there were minimal casualties overall," Sherron answered.

Lev was aghast. "People died today?"

"Only two Silver hunters, and because a group of orc shamans snuck up on them using illusions."

That does not make it any better, Lev frowned. He had been ignoring his emotions on the matter for a while now. Ever since he had met the threader, he knew that death was going to be a constant companion. People would die wherever he went.

Yet the lack of anger because of that left him befuddled. His greatest motivation to grow stronger was to save lives, but he also seemed not to care that much? It was easier to just ignore the matter entirely.

Now, however, he felt angry again. Lev didn't let the feeling go, but instead dove deeper. He wanted to know what caused that reaction and what didn't.

It became obvious almost immediately. He was bitter that mindless beasts dared kill humans like cattle. That their warped instincts kept reaping lives everywhere with nothing to show for all the loss.

Then there were the embers of rage. Not because of deaths, but fanned by the world itself.

Humanity was just trying to live, yet the task had been made impossible—and not in some metaphorical way, either. The Exalted and most everyone in power knew that survival was literally impossible. Lev had asked The System himself.

It pissed him off.

He had been given a second chance in this miraculous world. Lev wanted to see all of it, meet new people, and carve out a piece of life for himself. If the circumstances allowed, he would not be averse to settling down and starting a family, either.

None of that was possible. Lands would be overrun by monsters, loved ones would be slaughtered, and all the wonders were deadlier than the last.

Simply because that was how everything worked in this world. Nobody had the power to change it, and neither did they have the tools to scout for safer lands.

The center of The Plains was supposedly more secure. Even if humanity migrated to those distant lands, they would still be on the same continent. Not even that, they would be in the same region of the continent.

Threats like The Crimson Ravine, The Grand Forest, and the oceans would continue to exist. With more distance between them, humanity would have the advantage of better preparation, but the monsters would come for them all the same.

What do I want to do about it?

Nobody interrupted him as Lev searched his being for answers. With great relief, he noted that he wasn't some selfless saint willing to die for this cause. If he died, all his advantages would cease to exist with him. That would be a great blow to humanity as well.

Of course, that belief was far from absolute. Maya's face came to mind. If there was ever a situation where he had to save her in a hopeless scenario, he didn't think it would be possible to turn away. Neither did he want to.

Scratch that, I would happily give everything for a chance to protect that adorable face.

That was just how he was, and so were most people deep down.

Lev took a deep breath and let it out slowly. So, where does this leave me?

Saving lives was still a must. What would the point of life be if there were not a thriving world around him?

Yet the motivations had shifted again. He wasn't doing it for the people anymore. Lev just didn't want to give up on lives, as the alternative was monsters killing even more people.

Fuck that.

The thought alone made his blood pressure increase a little. These abominations were, at the end of the day, everything that was wrong in this world.

His desire to explore and become stronger was still the same, except even more unburdened now.

Grow stronger…

There were still no answers on that front. Sure, Lev enjoyed the feeling of improving his skills and increasing his strength through levels, but there had been a completely different fire lit under his resolve since the start. It remained just as elusive as ever, only urging him to amass power and delve into the pit.

Lev scowled. All the answers had clarified some things, but they had also given rise to a new issue.

Now that he knew what exactly he was fighting for… he was still no closer to having a hobby.

Sherron gripping Lev's shoulder interrupted his thoughts. He gave her a small smile and answered the silent question.

"Just doing some soul-searching. What do you do in your free time?"

"Hmm, let's see. Most of the time, I just relax. Bring my Perception to normal and just look at the sky. Why'd you ask?"

"If I'm not wrong, the last 50 levels will take years to cross. I don't know how to spend the time," Lev answered truthfully. "Crafting definitely interests me, but I can't really start working on that before evolving."

"Clubbing? Partying?"

Lev didn't have to think for long. "Neither."

Stella smirked at him. "We can play cards in The Ravine."

Cards… in The Ravine? Is she right in the head?

"…I'll pass. Thank you for the offer, though."

Sherron snickered and lightly elbowed Stella before looking at the two men who were content staying silent.

"Suggestions?"

Lev gulped. He had a bad feeling about this.

"You can form a small group of delvers," Stephan said without any hint of levity. "I always found gathering metals, minerals, and materials underground to be a rewarding activity."

That… is not a bad idea whatsoever. Huh.

"That does sound fun. Money and exploration in one," Lev respectfully praised, though the task was likely much harder for him.

He happened to be a trouble magnet. Going deep underground for metals was just asking for complications.

"Training," came the predictable reply from Hakim. "Or reading."

"What library would you recommend?"

"There are many in The Haven and Windkeep. Whichever you can access."

They all looked at Stella, who was deep in thought. It took twenty seconds for her to reply.

She shrugged. "I just spend that time with Sherron or Orianna."

Lev chuckled. He would also have loved to spend all his time like that. Unfortunately, he was his own person and needed to have his own hobbies.

"Say…" Lev started, not sure if it was the right time to ask. "Where can I get some cores for myself from the wave monsters?"

**

One mature harpy core and dozens of others. No more second-threshold cores, which is fine. I only really fought one to feel like I earned it.

The entire process had taken him a grand total of ten seconds. Lev had just walked up to the receptionist to ask for his reward. After proving his identity, he quickly stored the cores and practically ran away.

Several people had looked like they wanted to talk to him, and Lev had no idea what to say to them. He couldn't just tell them the reasons for his strength, which left the only option of lying. Deflection was an art he sucked at, and lying was not something he wanted to resort to.

He fled.

Back at Sherron's empty mansion, he jumped into a warm shower and thought back to the wave.

This is pretty much the only free wave I will participate in. Lev leaned back into the bathtub and let out a content sigh. There's no way a wave after two months didn't have any calamities. Four Exalted spectating from the wall also proves there was something more going on.

Lev didn't even consider that they were just relaxing and minimizing casualties. Despite their presence, two hunters died at the hands of second-threshold illusion monsters that struck from underground.

With that out of the way, there is really only one more thing on my agenda. I want to compete against others once before rushing to Master without stopping. By the time I'm done, my team will be ready, too, probably.

The exact plans for that still remained to be seen. Dungeon delving could only be done so often, as high-level dungeons were rare. Rare enough that there were only four Platinum dungeons near Windkeep, and half of them were only doable with several teams. For reference, there were more than eighty lower-level dungeons.

Nobody knew how or why dungeons formed. New ones were found sometimes, but that was all.

From what he had heard, the main issue with delving Platinum dungeons was the resting period after delvers gave their all in each dive. Hunter teams took a week or two to decompress after those intense dungeons. He wasn't willing to wait that long, and he also had another idea.

Lev wanted to attempt them solo. It was the height of stupidity, but if he couldn't, then who could?

Though he would still ask for permission. If someone like Hakim or Sherron refused to let him go, he wouldn't dare go in anyway. They knew better.

But first, I want to see The Haven.

The Haven was the largest city, housing nearly 50 percent of humanity. It was absolutely gigantic, and Lev was more than a little excited to see it.

Several minutes later, he was back in his usual spot at the park. Watching his mana pool slowly regenerate would never not be interesting, and time passed quickly as he sat under a tree.

Night was in full swing when footsteps reached his ears again. Lev didn't need to open his eyes to know who it was.

"Do you ever sleep?"

"Nope," Sherron's voice reached him. "Only sometimes, for fun."

"Sleep is nice," Lev distractedly commented, absorbed in the peaceful meditation.

Sherron sat down next to him, nodding. "That it is. Why are you out here again?"

"Why not? There are no insects or mosquitoes for whatever reason, so I might as well enjoy that."

"Mosquitoes?"

Lev peered at her with one eye. "Don't tell me there were no mosquitoes in the Empire?"

She shrugged. "Never heard of them. What are they?"

"Small flies that sucked the blood out of you. Generally annoying, and oftentimes they spread diseases. Some more dangerous variants killed many."

"Really? How did you guys deal with them, then?"

"Sprays and lotions that repelled them, or just by killing them. There was no end to their numbers."

"Must have bloody sucked," Sherron smirked.

Lev gave her a flat look with his eyes still closed, causing her to burst out laughing. That was not a good pun.

"Do you think it is fine for me to go to The Haven?"

"Of course? Didn't think you would want to be amongst so many people."

Lev coughed. "I, uh, wanted to participate in whatever competition is taking place there. Just to see how I compare against strong individuals of a similar level."

Sherron wasn't amused. "Even if you will win every time without question?"

"Surely there are people who can match me?"

"For a minute or two, sure. Then what?"

"Then I win," Lev shrugged. The point was to see how his skills held up against theirs and if he was really pushing himself as much as they were.

The latter was highly unlikely to be untrue. If anything, the only reason he would lose would be his lack of experience. The combatants would have years or decades on him, and the fights would be much less set in stone than expected.

Lev explained that to her.

"Fair, but what about all the questions that will follow?"

"I was hoping someone could shield me. It would be my last chance to compete in an event,” he replied.

"What do you mean by 'last chance?'"

"Because, once I am joined by my team, we're not gonna sit still. If what I've been told is true, they probably won’t mind the chance to become stronger, either, especially under my watch."

Sherron raised a brow. "That still doesn't make it impossible to compete. Did you think all Masters were perpetually busy?"

"…Yes?"

She let out a short laugh. "You know how burnout works. Can you imagine if someone were forced to fight monsters all day, all week? Even Masters don't have the mental fortitude to survive that."

Monsters also become stronger during that rank, Lev remembered, giving him a lot to think about.

"I've never questioned this before, but when everyone says monsters become stronger during the second threshold, what kind of teams are they being compared to?"

Sherron took a deep breath and answered as a long, suffering sigh escaped her lips. "The elite, Lev. The strongest we have. You've already seen how big a difference a good class makes. We can evolve and bridge the gap when compared to other humans, but monsters benefit even more from the process. If you ever see a troll or orc at the third threshold, just run. There is no winning that fight."

"So, monsters born at that threshold are weaker than those that evolve several times to reach the same point?"

"Much weaker," she nodded. "Relatively."

Lev exhaled. "Which means it comes down to luck again. Just one unfortunate encounter would be the last."

Silence met his deduction. Glancing to his side, Sherron looked deep in thought, eyes dull. The two moons reflected in her eyes gleamed like silver, gentle in their glow.

She turned to him when Lev grabbed her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze and a matching smile.

They just had to do their best.


    
        Chapter 31

    
    
    
    
On Lev's request, Sherron had flown to The Haven and found out when the next tournament would be.

Luckily, a big event that allowed Gold and Platinum hunters to compete was scheduled in a month. Drakys was the main organizer, which didn't surprise Lev much. The man had talked about future events in front of many people before.

Since he had a month to burn, Lev was already lost about what to do. Windkeep was huge, which meant that there were bound to be libraries. That covered most of his free time.

I can grind out dungeons, maybe? Finding a much better healing converter will take at least two dozen platinum. Monarch knows how this currency still operates if I can make so much money on a whim.

There were plenty of explanations, still. Items became too valuable to be traded for coins, so different things were offered in exchange.

That included other items, favors, cores, materials, potions, and more. Lev didn't really care much.

While he had the time, Lev also wanted to feel like his hunter's badge was better earned by killing two birds with one stone. He had always wanted to see how metals were mined.

By doing escort quests, he could both make up for the skipped merit points and also explore different caves without going too far underground. Even if his presence attracted monsters in iron or copper mines, he alone would be enough to let the miners escape at least.

Hopefully, that is.

Either way, escorting miners sounded like a great adventure. Lev also wanted to eventually acquire metals by himself. Observing miners at work would probably help.

The day after the wave, Lev was topped on mana and made his way to the Hunters Guild. It was busier than usual because of the wave. Nobody recognized him without the barrier armor, too, which was nice.

The receptionist who had given him the cores yesterday smiled at him. "Welcome back, Hunter."

"Hey." Lev gave her a little wave. "How many miner escort quests are active right now?"

"Only two currently. Both of them are always active. The miners operate on a fixed rotation. Would you like to take one?"

Lev nodded. "What are the requirements?"

"You just have to accompany them to the mine and ensure their safety. Usually, we hire a team of Classers or a solo Silver hunter. You are more than enough to satisfy the requirement."

Turned out, the quests had no set time to depart. The miners were always on standby and ready to move whenever someone accepted them.

Lev had inquired further, which expanded his horizons quite a bit. These quests were "extra" in a sense, as specialized squads were always mining metals. The quests could only work because of how much metal could be compressed at higher levels of smithing, which meant there was never enough metal to go around. Not in case of rarer metals, at least.

Stuff like iron and copper, there was plenty of.

The quest he had accepted was to mine a rather pure vein of iron. Lev wasn't aiming for the highest profits or merit, so he had no qualms about escorting miners on the long task for little rewards. The purpose was to observe the process.

Two hours till departure. Time to imitate a tree again.

Lev was back in the park, sitting cross-legged and just looking at the sky. It was becoming a pastime to just sit there and watch the suns drift by.

Noon had passed when he exited the gates after proving his identity. Two carts were waiting on the left side of the stone road. Four miners were present atop them, lost in conversation.

[Miner - Level 95]

[Miner - Level 95]

[Miner - Level 95]

[Miner - Level 95]

"Sup," Lev called out in advance before approaching them. "You guys waiting for a hunter?"

They all turned at once. Their reactions were expected, ranging from curiosity to confusion—though they eventually settled on seriousness. Lev assumed that was after they had Identified him.

"Yes, sir. Will you be the one escorting us?" one of them asked, taking the lead.

Lev gazed at him flatly. "Drop the sir, and yes. I'm Lev."

"Um, alright. I'm Lee. These guys are Ulric, Cain, and Olin. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

The miners all had extra pale skin, like vampires. With dark brown eyes, however, they looked healthy and ready to move out.

"Which one's mine?" Lev asked, looking at the standard wooden carts.

"Up to you," Lee shrugged. "Usually, one is taken by the team accompanying us."

Lev didn't hesitate and jumped on the left cart. The horses were both level 50, a decently high level.

"So, how does this work beyond what I've been told?"

Lee was sitting comfortably with him in the cart while he answered. "That's literally it. We mine, you scout and kill. While we can deal with low-level monsters because of our attributes and passive enhancement, killing is generally difficult. Pickaxes don't exactly help on that front, either."

Lev nodded along. "How far are the caverns?"

"If nothing goes wrong, we should reach them by tomorrow evening."

**

Nothing went wrong.

When the suns were dipping on the horizon the next day, Lev and company were standing on guard on the carts.

In front of them was a chasm. The opening in the ground was huge, easily wide enough to swallow a skyscraper. Stone had been molded in the shape of a downward slope to allow for the easier entrance they were currently descending.

The horses seem pretty used to this, Lev noted, a little surprised.

Torches were lit just before they entered, giving shadows fleeting forms in their passing. From deeper inside, Lev could hear a very faint cacophony, undecipherable in its meaning. Likely just the wind.

"How deep do we need to go?"

Olin answered while double-checking all their pickaxes and leather armor, "Two kilometers."

That little? Lev rubbed his chin. I don't know at what depths iron was found on Earth, but it was most likely not so close to the surface.

The slope they were on continued for a while. Lev kept his senses pushed to the limits, taking in every tiny detail. His inner explorer was also doing a happy little jig.

Much of this is too smooth to be natural, he observed, gazing at the plain ceiling. There were no stalactites or stalagmites to be seen, either.

Slow-paced, they progressed deeper and deeper before the slope eventually straightened. The ambiance also became more rugged and natural as they continued their march.

"Monsters will start attacking us beyond this point," Lee broke the silence abruptly. Lev might've been startled by that if he hadn't felt the man move before speaking.

"Anything I should be on the lookout for specifically?"

"Cave trolls and stone snakes are the worst I've heard of at this depth," Lee answered thoughtfully. "Some kobold variants, too."

Lev summoned his barrier armor regardless. There was no point in taking stupid risks.

Several minutes passed as the horses trotted forward on a marginally downward slope, moving ever deeper. The sound of hooves hitting the ground eventually attracted monsters.

Four kobolds passed a small bend and immediately dropped to the ground, dead. Barrier arrows were sticking out of their skulls, having reached them nearly soundlessly.

[

You have slain [Kobold - Level 44]

You have slain [Kobold - Level 39]

…

]

"Lower than expected," Lev commented out loud.

"Most of them are pretty weak," Lee added, preparing to hop off.

Ten minutes later, the path opened up to a large cavern littered with stalagmites. They were all silvery-gray and several meters tall. Lev could see chunks of metal poking out of them.

"We will mine in shifts," Ulric helpfully supplied. "Four hours per shift while the other rests."

Lev tilted his head. "Just four hours?"

Understanding dawned on Ulric's face. "Oh, our skills require stamina."

"Huh." Lev leaned forward, more than a little interested. "How does it feel to use stamina?"

To his side, Lee motioned Olin and Cain to start their shifts while he explained.

"It's like a lethargy that affects the entire body. Small uses can barely be felt, and stamina also regenerates quickly because of our class. When used long-term in shifts, it's like constantly running while using all your muscles instead of just your legs and arms. Overusing it can even put one in a coma.

"Usually, every shift ends with us feeling like our limbs have turned into liquid, which is why we sleep afterwards. Constantly using our skills also puts high strain on the mind, and sleep deals with both physical and mental tiredness well."

While Lev heard and processed that new information, his eyes were fixed on the miners currently working.

Cain and Olin's pickaxes glowed to his Perception in an alien way. There was mana infusing the pickaxes, that much Lev could tell easily, but there was also something more.

Only because of the conversation, he now knew that it was stamina. Otherwise, he would not have been able to decipher the nature of the force empowering the pickaxe.

Olin swung his pickaxe horizontally, the tool impacting the protruding iron chunk with a ringing sound and cleanly pulling it out. With his Perception stretched to the limit, Lev could tell the mana and stamina had affected the stalagmite instead of the metal, making it easier to harvest the iron.

"Neat," Lev smiled. "How many shifts are we looking at?"

Lee's expression turned a little strained. "That depends. How many are you fine with?"

He's scared, Lev noted, mind whirring. He's also letting me take the lead instead of being the job leader, as he should be.

"Does the guild know?"

"Know what?" Lee blinked, trying and failing to feign ignorance.

"We both know the rules pretty well, Lee. I know several extremely strong people personally. If someone dared to harm you, just give me a name."

He faltered under Lev's emotionless face and icy stare. With a sigh, Lee explained. "The guild knows, yes. I would very much like to avoid a repeat, though."

Even Olin and Cain were listening in. Lev shook his head. "I'm sorry you had to deal with whoever it was, but don't worry, I don't mind however long it takes. You have free rein as long as it doesn't take more than ten days."

Ulric let out a surprised cough. "Not even close. It will take at most two days to fill our packs."

Lev nodded, ending the conversation. He didn't think for long about whoever Lee had encountered. Even if most people were generally formal on quests, if not kind, there were always bad apples.

Just a single combatant at the miners' level would be able to take them all on easily. It didn't need a genius to realize that they could be lorded over so far away from the walls.

Just the thought of someone treating them badly made Lev's blood boil. The miners were here to simply do their job, and it cost nothing to leave them to it. But people were people, and assholes were aplenty. Even then, most of them wouldn't interfere with the miners. It took a special type of detestable mindset to hurt them.

Hours passed in rhythmic clinking, the sound more relaxing than Lev would've expected. The miners were holding back considerably with each swing, too, which helped. Most of the work was done by the skills, not the physical strength.

The second shift had started. A third of the cavern had been cleared when Lev spotted monsters entering the space from the other end.

Centipedes and kobolds… that are also fighting each other.

The miners had yet to notice them because the monsters were several hundred meters away. Without a warning, Lev formed arrows and infused them with a bit of lightning before launching them.

Four kobolds fell in an instant. Small explosions from the rest of the arrows finished off all the centipedes, too.

[

You have slain [Kobold - Level 67]

…

You have slain [Cave Centipede - Level 59]

]

Lee gave him a questioning glance.

"Just some monsters," Lev grinned from atop his cart. "Nothing to worry about."

Cain and Olin were sleeping in the other cart under a sound ward to not disturb their rest. Lev was starting to realize how difficult their job was, with how those two barely had any energy left to make it to the cart.

Much more time passed, with only a few stray monsters coming out of the other end of the cavern. When Lev estimated a full day had gone by, the stalagmites were all devoid of iron.

Before moving further, Lev slept for three hours, too. It was more than enough with his Constitution.

"The number of monsters will be much higher now," Lee warned in advance. "Since you are alone, I would advise you to conserve your mana."

Lev just barely managed not to smile and nodded seriously. Their slow march continued again, this time on a much narrower path. The cave they were traversing was only wide enough to let two of their carts pass side by side.

Small deposits of murky, impure iron were visible in the cave walls. It didn't take long to realize why they were left untouched.

Loud screeches made the miners tense up. Lev raised a brow, curious. Moments later, several bulky kobolds entered the area, illuminated by their torches.

[Kobold - Level 90]

[Kobold - Level 91]

[Kobold - Level 90]

Three thuds and penetrated skulls later, they passed the corpses without ever stopping. Lev just had to actively ignore the impressed glances from the miners. What was so surprising about what he had done, anyway? He was nearly a hundred levels higher.

Two hours later, they beheld another large cavern. Unlike the previous one, this cavern was much wilder. With uneven ground abruptly rising or falling, jagged stalactites on the ceiling, and several dozen monsters rushing them, the miners were understandably terrified.

At least I can stretch my legs a little, Lev thought as his Stargazer appeared in his hand. Lightning streamed into its barrier blade, illuminating the surroundings with its crackling blue glory.

"Stay on the carts and be prepared to run," Lev called out. He then flew ahead and dropped amidst the small horde of monsters.

Small lightning slashes dealt with the cave trolls in the front as a wide sweep bisected several kobolds. Lev allowed a centipede to wrap itself around his armored limb to test its capabilities.

Mandibles scraped against the armor without even a visible scratch. At that point, Lev infused a bit of lightning in his armor and fried the monster.

More kobolds rushed him, dying just as quickly as they came. Stargazer pierced their hearts and necks with swift thrusts.

Less than a minute later, there were only corpses surrounding Lev.

Not much different from goblins, I suppose.

Lee and Ulric brought the carts forward, expertly avoiding pitfalls and uneven terrain as they progressed deeper. Stalagmites started showing up after a few hundred meters.

These protrusions were much larger and jagged in comparison to the previous ones. All four of the miners got to work at once.

Their proficiency showed as the stalagmite was reduced to rubble and neatly separated into chunks of iron within a few minutes. Lev helped them along by making barrier platforms for them to access the higher points more easily.

A loud roar interrupted their mining. Six enchanted shields came into existence the moment the sound reached Lev's ears. One of them deflected the large boulder coming their way. Meaty thuds announced the approaching adversary.

[Cave Troll - Level 171]

The first sign of my presence, Lev sighed in his head. With a thought, two lances shot forward. The small amount of lightning infused into them was just enough to empower their speed, but not enough to release explosively.

The troll dodged one in time to take the other on its thigh. The infusion was less effective than he would've liked, but that was fine. Glancing back, the miners had already turned the carts around and looked ready to bolt at a moment's notice.

Lev couldn't help but snort at seeing that. Amused, he turned to the troll and prepared to fight it in melee. The enhancement formation was carved on his armor in a few seconds.

Defeating the monster from afar was easy. Lev would've decimated it if he hadn't been wary of how far the sound of explosions would've gone. Fighting up close was a much safer option.

Lightning infused Stargazer as Lev shot towards it like a bullet. Stone rose from the ground, slowly giving shape to another boulder, but he was having none of that.

Stargazer pierced the monster's gut, making it abort the stone manipulation. Roaring, it swung its thick arms. With his movements enhanced to the limit, Lev blocked with the haft of his glaive, thrown back several meters for his attempt.

Rolling his shoulders, he charged in again before the troll could right itself. Stargazer flashed thrice in quick succession, opening wounds with enough infused lightning to stun it each time.

The slashes provided enough opportunity to kill the monster in a single thrust. That would've gone against the spirit of training his grasp over the glaive. Lev could feel he was close to getting a General Skill for glaive mastery, but there was still something missing.

The troll leaped forward, both arms outstretched to smash him to a pulp. Lev casually stepped to the side, avoiding the attack completely, and smashed the haft of his glaive into the monster's teeth just because he could.

Lev paused as something stood out in his mind before launching a small lightning slash at the monster. Stunned, it fell quickly when Stargazer pierced its brain.

I am so stupid. Lev turned around after harvesting the core. The only reason he didn't facepalm and groan loudly into his hands was that the miners were watching. How can I get the mastery skill when I'm not even using the entire weapon?

It was so simple. He just had to gain an adequate level of proficiency with all aspects of the weapon, which included the pole of Stargazer. It was more than just an improvised shield, which he needed to rectify in his mindset.

Pole or haft? Lev wondered. He decided to call it "haft" anyway.
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"That was, uhm, impressive," Lee commented during rest. His miner pack was slung on his shoulders. It was a spatially expanded container that still retained the weight of mined materials to some extent

"Thanks." Lev waved off the compliment. "How quickly do you think we will progress at this rate?"

"Should be done in six or so hours. Usually, we only fill half of our packs, though with you here, we can work quickly and fill them up to 70 percent. It becomes too heavy after that."

"Can the packs be stored in storage rings?"

Lee scratched his cheek. "I don't know? You can test it if you wish."

It didn't work, which made sense. Life might turn into a huge glitch if expanded space could be packed inside expanded space. Lev didn't even know how storage items worked in the first place.

The rest of the mining session passed without interruptions. Lev was so surprised that he decided to wait another fifteen minutes for something to go wrong. Nothing ambushed them, which was both concerning and relieving.

The title did say that "similar events are extremely unlikely to occur around you again." Does my presence attracting things count towards that?

Lev didn't know what to feel about that if that was the case. On one hand, it felt great not to constantly be under pressure. On the other hand, the effects of his presence made him as strong as he was currently. The System awarded him plenty of titles because of the encounters.

Overall, he was happy with the change. He would be extremely strong no matter what, so the lack of stress was much appreciated.

The entire time they moved back to the surface, Lev remained tense. The miners didn't understand why, but they knew something was up. It was only after they were returning to Windkeep under the setting suns that Lev relaxed.

"That went well. How much of your packs did you fill?"

"Just over 70 percent, all thanks to you," Lee replied.

"Bah, you lot did all the work."

Lev received a respectful nod, which made him laugh and change the topic. "Where will this metal go after we return?"

"For purification first. Right now, there are many impurities in it. I can tell that even with my basic class. Then it may be infused or compressed—or first infused, then compressed, or sacrificed for exotic class skills to create something new."

Transmutating iron? I suppose it makes sense with how common the metal is.

They rested for a night and set off again at dawn, reaching Windkeep at noon. Lev and Lee made their way to the Hunters Guild while Cain, Olin, and Ulric submitted their haul to the Merchants Guild.

"That marks your quest as complete," the man behind the counter said. "Thank you for the work."

Lev nodded and tossed the twenty silver reward into his ring. Such an amount didn't matter to him anymore.

Free again, he mused. It didn't take long to find a library, where he was prepared to spend the next few days before he left for The Haven.
 

**
 

"Well, well, well. Look who decided to grace us with his presence."

"Heh," Lev scoffed, grinning at Elias. "I'm a terribly busy hunter, you know?"

"Yeah, I saw you engrossed in those pages. Truly a miracle worker."

Lev coughed. "Right… You guys are going to The Haven, too?"

Lisa answered while pinching his cheek. "Yep. Will you also compete in the tournament?"

"That was the plan," Lev agreed, gently pushing away her hand. "I might have to face you guys, then."

"Scared?" Viktor called out with a mock-haughty smirk.

"Obviously." Lev grinned. "Well, not in a one-on-one. Can someone register for solo versus teams?"

"Don't know," Viktor shrugged. Nobody else seemed to know, either.

"Time will tell, I guess. Which caravan is ours?"

Several different caravans were preparing to leave for The Haven. Due to the significance of the upcoming events, people were flocking to that city from far and wide. Lev hadn’t even been aware of the scale before everyone in Windkeep started talking about it.

"The small one to the right." Elias pointed to the group of five… huge carts.

"What on Monarch is inside those?" Lev remarked, stunned.

"Don't know," Elias shrugged. "Either way, we will leave in an hour."

They chatted about random things until the time for departure came. Lev admired the huge armored carts from several angles before getting in. Nearly all of the interior space was taken by cargo enchanted with concealment formations. Lev didn't need to peer inside to deduce that there were a lot of cores and natural resources present next to him.

The radiant team stayed in a different cart that was half empty. Remembering something, Lev identified the horses.

[Horse - Level 98]

[Horse - Level 97]

Official quest, huh.

The people Lev was accompanying were also a Gold-ranked hunter team. The goods being carried belonged to the guild preparing for large-scale maneuvers.

I sincerely doubt that this journey will be peaceful, even with my new title.

Something was bound to be attracted to all the resources, which was why three Gold teams were currently present. Three, if they considered Lev a team instead of simply solo.

In just an hour of traveling at their extreme speed, the walls of Windkeep were no longer visible on the horizon.

**

"So, who wants to bet?" Lev spoke up. The hunters were all resting for a night after two days of traveling. The Haven was still weeks away.

"On what?" the lead hunter for the quest asked.

"That we will face something we aren't supposed to." Lev grinned, the expression ominous under the moonlit night.

Rena looked at him in disapproval. "That's not funny."

Lev chortled but dropped the topic. It was a common occurrence for him, though he couldn't tell them that.

"Does anyone know what kind of events happen during the tournament?" Lev changed the subject.

"You're competing without even knowing?" Viktor deadpanned.

"Yep," Lev replied. "Should I be preparing something specific?"

"Only three items are allowed inside the tournament, so you need to prepare those," Elias supplied.

Skinsuit, Stargazer, and the ring. Funny, that.

"Done. What else?"

Lisa scratched her chin. "That's about it, now that I think about it. We just need to be adaptable. There are several different niche events, too, if you want to compete in those."

Lev leaned forward. "Such as?"

"Things like archery, racing, and similar specializations."

"Oh." Lev's face fell. "What are the rewards like?"

Sangah, a mage from the other Gold team, interjected. "The Runic Warlord is personally organizing them this time. If the rumors are to be believed, they will be tailored to the winners."

Several of them whistled in appreciation. Lev was reconsidering his motivations, too. If Drakys was personally handing out good stuff, he needed to win now instead of just messing around. It was a good chance to earn himself some neat formations.

"Nobody told me that before," Lev whined, the reaction not entirely fake. "Who doesn't want some fantastic rewards? I would've prepared more."

Silence suddenly overtook the present company as the atmosphere became awkward. Lev was flustered at the sudden change in the air.

Sangah cleared her throat. "…You still need to prepare?"

"Yeah?" Lev replied, confused. "I very much doubt I'm the strongest competitor."

She gave him a smile that was quite literally falling apart at the seams. Sherron had warned him that there would be few who could match him, but this reaction went beyond that.

"Out with it." Lev stared at her as he spoke.

"You will most likely win. Nobody can fight a second-threshold harpy solo as a Gold hunter," she blurted out.

"If there are several events, surely there are other ways to win than sheer combat prowess."

Viktor shook his head. "The main events are all related to fighting. You have a huge advantage in that regard. Not to mention you will be fighting in the Gold bracket."

Lev scratched the back of his head. Even the radiant team seemed to agree with Sangah's assessment.

"We will see." He ended the discussion with that.
 

**
 

Lev was lazily gazing at the sky while sitting at the edge of his cart. The horizon was dotted with a few white spots here and there.

Clouds… Is this the first time I'm seeing any clouds?

He couldn't remember when he had before. The weather on Monarch jumped between sunny summers and tame winters without any snow. Storms were the only natural phenomena that ever blocked the sunlight from reaching the ground.

Is the storm related to these clouds in any way?

That was the real reason Lev was somewhat worried. The storm was a big mystery in every aspect. All he knew was that even the Exalted took shelter deep underground.

His musings were cut short when the air morphed.

Erm… Lev nervously looked around. He found the grassland empty, yet the world seemed to press down on his shoulders. Why the hell is a wave randomly forming on top of us?

"LEV!" Viktor shouted from his cart. Not missing a beat, Lev flew out of his ride and ascended.

He flew up for several hundred meters before scanning The Plains. If The Haven was in the center of the square that was formed by the outer walls, the monsters were coming from the huge stretch of empty land between Runespires and Windkeep, which were on the top two corners of the square.

Did no one scout this wave? It also seems to be fairly low in rating.

Descending, Lev explained the situation. "There are a bunch of dormant and first-threshold monsters, but nothing beyond that. We will be fine."

"What were the strongest you could sense?" the lead hunter inquired, tense.

"Shamans. There could be more hidden under illusions. Let me open fire first to unearth any potential surprises."

The carts slowed down to let the monsters catch up. Lev's nerves eased significantly when he failed to find anything stronger than a troll shaman below level 200.

Still… waves like this don't form inside the walls.

There were no answers as to why this one had, so Lev put the question to the back of his mind. Maybe someone else would explain it to him later.

I don't need to hold back, do I?

Dozens of arrows formed behind him as Lev channeled fire mana into each of them equally. When the barrage was ready, he loosed the projectiles in five waves of ten.

Each wave downed monsters by the dozens in the huge horde. Thousands still charged forward, their roars audible from kilometers away.

More arrows followed before Lev formed ten lances. Lightning and fire infused them till they shone in brilliant hues of red, blue, and orange, at which point he launched them without hesitation.

Daylight turned brighter as they impacted as one. Each explosion covered dozens of meters in its radius, wiping out a large part of the wave in seconds.

Tenth of my pool. Not bad.

Despite the easy fight, Lev kept his Perception strained. There was no telling what might jump at them.

When there were only a few hundred monsters left alive, he let the other teams deal with them. Spinning in circles, he tried to perceive even the smallest irregularities.

I don't see anything, he noted, unconvinced that the wave would pass so easily.

Seconds turned into minutes. He slowly lowered himself, refusing even to blink.

"Do you see anything?" Elias shouted when Lev was less than a hundred meters high. The wave had completely perished, and none of them felt like harvesting the cores.

"Nothing as of yet," Lev eventually replied. "Let's keep moving."

The whole ordeal hadn't even granted him a single level.
 

**
 

Unbelievably, nothing went wrong during the rest of the journey. Lev was constantly surprised that the Seen title actually worked pretty well. His days passed in peace, filled with solitude, chatter with the two Gold teams, or simple sparring for training the basics with Elias. With new knowledge about footwork, he could see just how flawed his style was.

Far into the distance, Lev noticed the behemoths that were The Haven's walls. Standing one hundred meters high, they dwarfed even the walls of Runespires.

The impact would've been much greater if he were seeing such walls for the first time. He ogled them for a good while before focusing on the squad approaching to intercept them. The carts slowed down once they neared.

"State your business," the Master calmly asked, scanning the carts leisurely. The lead Gold hunter handed a paper to him, probably bearing some official stamp.

No more words were exchanged as the squad retreated and motioned for the newcomers to pass.

The closer they got, the more excitement bubbled up inside Lev. This was the Great City housing most of humanity, and it was actually thriving. There was a huge line of people going in and out of the giant black gates.

Thankfully, he was spared from all the smells that came with such a crowd. His skinsuit was working flawlessly. While he observed the crowds, a question that had been plaguing his mind resurfaced.

Lev made a decision and resummoned his blocking stone. He was incredibly curious about how people would react if a "kid" was loitering in places where only scary men and women were supposed to be.

"Is it usually so busy, or is it because of the event?" Lev asked as Elias and his team got off the carts. The other hunters went ahead, allowed passage quickly due to their quest.

"Last time we came here, the lines were almost as big as they are right now," Elias answered as he stretched. "Damn, it feels good to be on the ground again."

Viktor yawned. Lev was tired, too. The carts had last stopped three days ago, and everyone was starting to feel the fatigue.

"Is it important to register quickly, or can we take our time?"

"Doesn't really matter," Rena replied. "We came a week early, so the registration will remain open for another few days."

"Good, because I'm beat."

"Same," Viktor drawled, rubbing his eyes. "I don't know how you guys can sleep in moving carts."

It only took a surprising ten minutes for their turn to enter. Lev had to do a double-take. The line had actually moved so fast.

"Hunters?" one of the guards interrogating everyone asked.

Elias showed them his badge. It was quite literally shining. That alone was enough to earn them entry with a nod of recognition.

"Fancy badge," Lev commented.

"It helps."
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The quest was turned in swiftly before Elias's team, and Lev decided to book somewhere fancy to rest.

Kamala's Resort turned out to be one of the best reasonably expensive options. The resort cost them fifty silvers per night—a price they could afford rather easily, and it was well worth the money.

There was a large swimming pool, a park, several different luxury avenues like spas or theaters, and many other things Lev had no intention of using. The hunters all went to sleep in their rooms after a brief tour.

Everyone woke up refreshed the next day and gathered in the beautifully trimmed and maintained park at noon.

"I'll be going my way now," Lev announced when they had gathered.

The radiant team had expected that. Elias held out his hand and smirked.

"We'll be busy training for the rest of the time here." He gave Lev a look. "Don't chicken out, now. I'll see you in the arena."

Lev smirked back. "For sure. Take care."

Saying his goodbyes, Lev found himself properly gazing at The Haven after coming straight to the resort yesterday. The first thing that stood out was a huge mountain in the distance.

The Great City bordered the base of Mount Tamara. Most of the buildings were situated on the ground, and Lev could see several different marks of human presence on the mountain, too. It was quite far away, which only served to show how huge the city was.

Only about a tenth of the mountain's height was inside the Haven's walls. Not only that, the wall atop the mountain was way taller than the ones on the ground. It wasn't hard to guess it was meant to prevent monsters from abusing the height advantage.

Lev didn't think it was necessary, but he approved of the precaution regardless. Given the number of hunters and adventurers present in the city, he doubted there were many dangerous monsters on the mountain.

Since he wanted to spend the day exploring, Lev made his way to the gates of the city. During that, he kept his senses limited and his mind occupied.

Only once he reached it did he start to examine everything in detail. Like Runespires, the main road connected to the gate was gigantic. Despite the huge population, there was easily enough space for several carts to pass side by side amidst the people.

Surprisingly, the colors were extremely varied. White and gold were still the majority, but now they were mixed with a myriad of different shades. Blue was the next most prevalent color. Red, orange, gray, and black were also visible in places.

Another difference became obvious as Lev frowned. The quality of the buildings near the gates was significantly worse than the structures near the gates of Runespires.

While he walked farther inward without any particular destination, he could also feel several gazes scanning him. Nothing hostile, but that could change. He was confident in handling himself, since most people were below level 150.

No pickpockets, Lev thought to himself, smiling. He had dealt with more than a few of those on Earth, once by throwing change at the poor runt who ran away faster than the wind. They were the last bit of wealth in his possession.

The crowds were rejuvenated. Lev could easily guess why everyone seemed lively. Tournaments of this scale were rare, enough so to be called a once-a-decade event. He was lucky to join one before ascending to Master rank, given his rate of advancement.

Eavesdropping on some conversations and whispers, the task made trivial by his insane Perception, Lev easily found the directions to the tournament registration. Unsurprisingly, it was the Hunters Guild main branch.

He wasn't in a hurry to go there, so he took a detour. Hours passed as Lev wandered through the merchants district before he briefly explored the crafters district. Both of them were mind-bogglingly large, filled to the brim with stalls and markets. Yet there were just as many customers buying equipment, materials, and other odds and ends.

When the suns were close to setting, Lev arrived at the largest of the five Hunters Guild branches in The Haven. Immediately, he was noticed by a certain Exalted.

Since Drakys didn't come to see him, Lev went about the registration. The process was simple for those who knew what to do. He didn't, so he waited in the long lines for half an hour.

"I'm sorry for taking up your time, but can you summarize the process for me?" he questioned the receptionist behind the counter. The girl gave him a tired, professional smile before speaking.

"You simply need to take this form and fill it out. Follow the instructions."

Lev thanked her and grabbed the large piece of paper before making his way to a secluded corner. Nobody disturbed him as he read the rules and information.

I actually have to mark the rules after reading them, Lev noted in amusement. That was one way to ensure everyone read the rules.

There were five events. Monster Hunt, Solo Combat, Team Combat, Crafting Spree, and Way of the Wind.

The last one was a mesh of several different smaller events that decided a winner based on the accumulated points throughout all of them.

Lev looked at the fourth option with slight regret before marking the first three. Information about the first was limited. Most of it boiled down to "you and your team will hunt monsters in a specific region for points."

The other two were self-explanatory. Lev marked everything required with his mana before handing the form to the same girl behind the counter. She had to do a double-take when she saw his selections in the Gold category—he chose both Solo and Team Combat while being a solo hunter.

Before she could say anything, Lev summoned his badge and showed it to her. That was apparently enough. She confirmed his level after he briefly stored the blocking stone and marked the form as approved.

Now… do I want to go see him?

It wouldn't hurt to do so. Lev made his way to the guildmaster's office, but stopped when he felt several auras inside. He was about to turn back when the doors opened by themselves.

…Goddamnit.

Drakys was lounging in a chair opposite the guildmaster of The Haven. There was another person inside sitting next to Drakys. With dark brown hair and an average build, he looked pretty unassuming, and Lev's mouth went dry when he realized the person was also an Exalted.

Lev bowed at the waist. "I greet the Exalted."

Drakys grinned while the other Exalted scrutinized him. Lev felt several skills bear down on him, but he didn't dare show any signs of displeasure.

"Wild, as you said," the Exalted remarked before addressing Lev. "How has my creation been treating you, hunter?"

"She has treated me well," Lev nervously replied, not sure which honorific to use.

"No need," the person shot down his worries. "Show me the glaive."

Lev summoned Stargazer and entered the room. He had to awkwardly stand on the side after handing the glaive to the Exalted. Seconds passed in silence as Lev identified everyone present.

[Crafter - ??]

[Mage - ???]

[Warrior - ??]

This was, by far, the most intimidating company he had ever found himself in after Hakim. Drakys was fine, but from the rumors he had heard, the guildmaster was extremely strong. The other person was an Exalted, so he was a force of nature, too.

"You are barely making use of the glaive except a mana-based skill. Why?"

"I'm still learning how to wield a glaive." Lev gulped before continuing. "Half the purpose of coming here was to acquire a skill for glaives."

"Self-taught Mastery," the crafter nodded. "It is definitely worth the investment."

Lev was handed back Stargazer before he looked around. Nobody addressed him, and he seemed to have interrupted some meeting, so he left as calmly as he could.

Only when he exited the guild did Lev breathe a sigh of relief. Then he frowned.

The fuck you mean "wild"? This is the second time someone has called me that.

He was starting to suspect that it was more than just his desire to remain independent. Was it related to his aura in some way? Lev hadn't shown any signs of defiance or aggression in the guildmaster's chambers.

He dismissed the concerns with a shrug before looking around.

Now what?

Since there was nothing else to do except train, Lev recalled the map he had seen in the resort and found the nearest park. Unfortunately, it was filled to the brim, so instead, he set his sights on the mountain behind the city.

By the time Lev reached the base of the huge natural structure, sunlight had vanished beneath the horizon. He belatedly realized that the mountain was far, far larger than he had expected.

Like, seriously, Lev mused, still amazed. How do K2 and Everest compare to this lone mountain? It will take me hours to simply fly to the peak, and I ascend pretty fast.

There were several quests to be done in the region, but he didn't care about those. From what he had heard, there was a giant lake somewhere up there. The surrounding monsters were also close to his level, so earning more levels in the Gold bracket wouldn't hurt.

Minutes passed as he flew close to the ground, slowly moving higher and higher. Lev got to see several new monsters like goats, monkeys, some form of flying eels, mountain harpies, and more.

Those that attacked him were dealt with by simple arrows. He didn't even need to infuse them to put down the weak first-threshold creatures.

More time passed as three moons became fully visible on the horizon. The occurrence was pretty rare, so Lev took his time to admire the scenery. Everything was bathed in an ethereal silvery glow, turning the greenery into something scenic.

Trees became far more common as he ascended. Half an hour later, he was flying through a small forest on the mountain. Mana in the atmosphere rose considerably as he slowed down. Skills ready, he was prepared to face whatever may jump at him.

Several sources had spoken about how there was nothing above level 230 on the mountain, and how it was constantly scouted for anything that may have spawned.

Two panthers stalked him from behind, trying to stay stealthy and silent. Lev had noticed them the moment they started moving, courtesy of the bright moonlight, but didn't react.

Stargazer appeared in his hands, and a blade formed the moment the monsters made their move. Crescent lightning cut the first in twain before Lev rushed the second, utilizing his empowerment formation in a controlled manner.

Sidestepping its pounce, he enhanced his downward strike at the last moment, lopping off one of the panther's legs. It roared in pain and whirled around, just in time for a straight thrust to pierce its brain.

[

You have slain [Striped Black Panther - Level 165]

You have slain [Striped Black Panther - Level 164]

]

The cores and corpses were ignored. Lev continued farther, keeping track of the landmarks visible on the mountain's surface in the distance. He was getting close to the lake.

Dozens of similar fights later, he beheld a large, flat region of the mountain in front of him. The huge lake was visible in the distance. Most of the natural landscape was centered here, with only a small part of the mountain extending even higher.

Storing his skinsuit, Lev took a deep breath. The thin air, which was also cold enough to make him shiver, was an entirely new experience for him. Eyes closed, he savored the clean and cool atmosphere for a while before resummoning the skinsuit.

He had waited all this time for the perfect view. Now that he was so high up, Lev turned around and gazed at the breathtaking sight of The Haven sprawled far underneath.

For the first time, he wished there was someone next to him to share the view with.

Such was not meant to be, so he turned back with a sigh. The lake rapidly closed in as he flew at full speed, but he still stopped over a hundred meters away.

Even in the bright night, he couldn't see anything underneath the water. It was all utterly dark, devoid of life and flora.

It was as horrifying as it was mesmerizing, and he maintained a safe distance at all times. Getting an idea, Lev looked for a high spot from where he could see the lake and The Haven.

It didn't take long to find one. Uneven terrain provided more than a few high points, and Lev settled down to spend the night doing some peaceful stargazing.

The peace was shattered abruptly when a giant beam of moonlight descended in the center of the lake. Lev was already up and fleeing at full speed when a person stepped out of the light.

That made Lev slow down before he came to a halt as the person's gaze settled on him. The man's presence was still as intense as ever, and for the first time, Lev was able to glimpse the true depths of the aura.

It was glorious.

Lev hadn’t even known it was possible for a human to be so unfathomably powerful. Sherron and Drakys's auras were vast, no doubt, but neither of them held a candle to Hakim.

The question about the silver light was now answered as well. Frankly, Lev would’ve been embarrassed for taking so long to figure it out if he weren’t locked in a staring contest with Hakim.

Disbelief and fascination were slowly washed away as Lev realized the gravity of the situation. At that point, he could only chuckle nervously.

I wasn't supposed to see that, was I?


    
        Chapter 34

    
    
    
    
The Silver beam vanished after a blink. Hakim stood on water for a few moments. The surroundings returned to normal light levels, and he calmly looked at Lev.

Lev was about to bow and greet him when Hakim spoke loud enough for him to hear.

"What are you doing here?"

"I was just, uh… exploring the mountain? Wanted to see the lake."

"Happened to be here, hmm?" Hakim said with a slight smile. "I suppose you wouldn't have seen this if you weren't allowed to."

Lev gulped. That sounded more than a little scary. He was also not dumb enough to question who’d made that decision. Such things were better left unsaid for now.

He was still incredibly curious, though.

"Was that teleportation?" Lev asked, unable to keep the question at bay.

"It was," Hakim nodded as he walked on water towards Lev. "Only works at night."

Lev looked up at the three moons in the sky with narrowed eyes. It only took a single second of consideration to discard any related questions. He doubted Hakim would answer them, anyway.

"Will you be judging the participants?" He changed the subject to something more relevant.

They were both standing on the ground a few meters apart when Hakim summoned two large padded chairs and sat down on one. Lev thanked him and sat down as well and summoned a bowl of hot soup. Drinking that had been the original plan.

"Want one?"

Hakim looked over with a raised brow. "Sure."

Lev summoned another one for him. They both drank the soup in silence for a few minutes, gazing at the lake and The Haven.

"I'll be one of the judges," Hakim confirmed. "There were other reasons, such as ensuring no one tried to pressure you into some contract, and to make sure nothing goes wrong during the hunt."

Lev tilted his head a little. "So, it's taking place in a region where your strength would be required if something goes wrong? Is it the patch of The Grand Forest inside the outer wall?"

He ignored the first reason. It was only natural for that to happen once he showcased his might. Everyone would be scrambling to recruit a hunter so strong.

From what little he knew about nobility, one of the dukes and several lower-ranked nobles had come with the refugee ships. They still maintained a large degree of control over the ruling structure. Events like the tournament were a good avenue to scout talents.

Bleh, politics.

"Perhaps. Do you think you'll win?"

"I don't know," Lev honestly replied. "Sherron and everyone else seem to think it will be a cakewalk. Hard to believe it can be that easy. I'm no talented prodigy, either."

"Normally, it would be that easy," Hakim said as he returned the empty bowl. "This time, there are some promising hunters taking part. You've already met the shadow boy and the radiant team. There are a few more."

Lev smiled. From what Elias had shown him during the wave, Lev knew the hunter was holding back considerably. He had also felt the use of a body enhancement during the fight with the bear, which signified a class that also used mana to some degree.

"I'm looking forward to it."

Silence reigned as the conversation ended. Lev didn't mind the atmosphere at all. They both gazed at the clear moons in the sky.

Hakim got up after a few minutes. Lev got up, too. He nodded to the Exalted before flying away, back to The Haven. There was a whoosh of air displacement as both the chairs and Hakim vanished.
 

**
 

Lev woke up with a huge yawn the next day. Stretching to push away the vestiges of sleep, he took care of his morning routine before ordering a simple breakfast.

While eating, he thought about his next steps.

There isn't much to train for except Glaive Mastery. Finding a teacher at this point would negate all my efforts, so that is a no-go, which means that will also need to be dealt with during the tournament itself. If I don't get the skill during that… well, I'll cross that bridge when I get to it.

Lev pointedly ignored a group of hunters stealing glances his way. Before they could come up to him and cause trouble, he simply paid the expenses and left. Thankfully, they didn't follow, or he would've been held accountable for a full team writhing on the ground.

Hakim's and Sherron's words kept coming back to mind. Even the former had confirmed that Lev could've easily won most previous tournaments. By now, it would’ve been stupid to believe otherwise.

Nobody at my level can survive a few of my lances exploding at once. Even if it isn't lethal, they would still be put out of commission instantly.

Fun aside, he wanted to see maximum gains from the rare chance to face off against other humans. Slinging lances, arrows, or even his shields at them would grant him no benefit. Each tool in his arsenal was strong for his level—all except one.

The mountain loomed closer and closer as Lev prepared strategies in his mind.

I mean, "strategies" is stretching it. The plan is to push the limits of the enhancement formation, practice utilizing the pole of Stargazer during fighting, and actively refuse to acquire the skill. Because, as usual, the greatest potential lies in the heart of danger, which will be whoever I face off against in the tourney.

He could've easily found a second-threshold monster in some well-known dangerous spot and trained against it. Between the tournament and that option, Lev suspected that earning a skill during the former would feel much more satisfying.

Rolling his shoulders, he inhaled deeply before letting out a slow breath and flying higher.

**

Days passed quickly as he hunted monsters around the lake. His core supply had swelled severalfold, and he was debating if returning earlier to sell them all would be worth it.

In the end, the cool atmosphere near the peak won out. No matter how long he spent gazing up at the moons or down at The Haven, Lev never got tired.

Tonight's the last day, he thought to himself, looking at a particularly bright star to the west. It seemed to twinkle once every few hours, which made him curious.

Shoving the celestial body out of his mind, Lev quickly descended while checking the notifications from his recent monster excursion.

[

Mana Tempest has reached Level 186

Mana Tempest has reached Level 187

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 9

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 10

]

The points went into Wisdom, just in case he needed that extra mana. Despite being only two levels' worth, the points still gave enough mana to be considered significant for a normal mage.

Dawn was still five hours away, so Lev quickly rented a room to get some sleep before that. With his Constitution, two hours of rest were plenty.

"There you are," someone called out to him as all other sounds vanished. Lev turned around, his face expressionless. He already knew that they were invisible and cut off from the rest of the world.

"It is impossible for you to have problems finding me."

Drakys raised a brow. "You sound pretty confident."

Lev didn't stop moving towards the gates as he replied. "Because I definitely wouldn't have had any trouble doing so at your level."

"Very humble," Drakys chuckled. "Correct, too. There was a lot to take care of before I could come see you leisurely."

"I don't mind," Lev said. "So, what brings you here?"

"Just checking in. Did you need something the other day?"

"Nope," Lev laughed. "Most certainly didn't need to be awed like that, but it was a unique experience for sure."

Drakys simply nodded and vanished as sounds returned to normal around Lev.

Busy man.

The huge gates of The Haven loomed ever closer. Dozens of hunters walked alongside Lev, each and every one of them a participant. Simply trotting forward amidst that crowd was a memorable experience.

Everyone looked ready. Eyes sharp, shoulders tense yet relaxed, and postures straight. Nobody who had registered was willing to show anything but their best.

…I can take them all out in seconds.

Lev decided to ignore that particular thought. It was both unhealthy and worrying. Instead, he focused on the names being called. Carts were prepared to carry all the hunters to the Monster Hunt arena.

"Gold Hunter Lev," one of the Master's organizers called out his name. Lev got a thorough once-over as all his items were scanned.

"You can only keep the blocking stone or the storage ring. Remember, it can only be used to store corpses or cores. Summoning anything from it is grounds for immediate disqualification."

Oh, well. Lev handed over the blocking stone. Hopefully, it would be returned later.

"Cart number three."

Lev's cart turned out to be one of the huge ones he had traveled in to reach The Haven. Thirteen people were seated inside. He wanted to punch a few of them already, with how they were looking at him.

"Did you get lost, kid?" a girl snickered.

Lev just ignored her. He looked at her face and felt her aura to note for later. Actions spoke louder than words, after all. If fate was a real thing, they would meet in an arena.

"Good to know there will be some easy rounds ahead of us if even you're allowed to compete," one of the boys in her team jeered. Lev identified them all.

[Mage - Level 121]

[Warrior - Level 120]

[Mage - Level 120]

[Healer - Level 120]

Oh. They are in the Silver bracket.

Only a short internal debate was enough to dissuade him from engaging in a pointless argument. Seeing they couldn't get a rise out of him, the team took that as a sign of victory and backed down.

Two more people entered the cart before they were off. Lev took a good look at the combatants around him. There were four teams, from how they were seated together, and two solo participants. He was one of them.

The other was a pale boy who looked almost malnourished. His aura, the little Lev could feel, felt wispy and elusive, reminding him of the shadow user he had seen in the final cavern. It remained to be seen if this was the same person.

Scanning the chatting teams to the best of his ability, Lev only found one of them worthy of note. Surprisingly, it was the team that had tried to provoke him. None of them compared to him, of course, but they seemed capable for their level.

Leaning back, he closed his eyes and only paid half a mind to the teams talking around him. Only a few of the things they were talking about were worth noting.

"Do you think we can land ourselves any rewards?" one of the Gold team's warriors asked.

"Don't know," a girl answered. "Even the flame princess is participating this time around. Nobody knows what other surprises are waiting for us."

"I think we still have a chance," another girl added. "From what I've heard, The Runic Warlord is organizing it all. It wouldn't be surprising if the top fifteen or twenty all earned something."

Does nobody know what the actual rewards are? Lev thought to himself, disappointed. No matter who he heard talking about them, there were no concrete names, descriptions, or categories. Just "great" rewards.

I'm gonna be so pissed if they turn out to be fifty gold coins or something.

One of the warriors was flirting with a warrior from a different team. Lev ignored those and was about to enter meditation when he detected something odd.

Is that shadow mana?

The pale boy, who looked to be eighteen, was cycling a peculiar type of mana around his fingers. It flowed smoothly, as if traveling through a predetermined pathway, and seemed to be following the rogue's orders without question.

When Lev opened his eyes, the rogue was already looking at him.

[Rogue - Level 195]

"Like what you see?" the boy spat. His tone couldn't have been more derisive. Lev tried not to jump to conclusions, except the needless hostility easily got under his skin.

"Is that crutch supposed to be impressive?" Lev replied flatly. The next reaction would determine what he thought of the boy.

"Crutch?" The boy barked out a short laugh. "Ignorant ruffian thinks it's a crutch."

Lev smiled, pretending to be clueless. "Oh, really? What is supposed to be so good about it?"

His words had the desired effect. The boy straightened up, his arrogance fully on display. The exchange had also gone silent to observe the two.

With a smirk, the boy raised his hand shrouded with shadow mana. "This, you numbskull, is shadow mana. Do you understand? Shadow mana, the type that is impossible to acquire before Master rank."

Lev nodded along. "Uh-huh, that does sound somewhat impressive."

"Because it is, you basta—"

"Then you shouldn't have any excuses if you lose, right?" Lev stared directly into his eyes. "It should be impossible for anyone else to beat you."

The boy sputtered, taken aback by Lev's audacity for a second before he replied. "That's right—"

"Wanna make a bet?"

"What?"

"Exactly what I said." Lev grinned, the expression far from friendly. "Or are you too insecure to agree?"

Lev's provocation was met with a scoff. "Why on Monarch would I make a bet with you?"

"Why not?" Lev shrugged. "Or are you doubting your shadow mana all of a sudden? Wasn't it supposed to be the ticket to an automatic victory?"

Everyone in the cart was simply watching, content to enjoy the show. Put on the spot, the boy gritted his teeth.

"Fine," he hissed. "Do you even have anything worth betting?"

"One hundred gold coins," Lev put forth his offer. "The loser has to properly bow and apologize on the stage."

Clear indecision was visible on the rogue's face. He seemed to be realizing that Lev was too calm despite the whole ordeal. Nobody had that kind of confidence without reasons backing it.

"Deal. But if I win, you have to complete five Platinum quests for me," the boy added, expecting Lev to decline.

"Sure."

The boy blinked. "You cannot back out of this—"

"I know, dumbass," Lev cut him off. "I'll see you in the duels."

The girl who had poked fun at him earlier whistled. "Hot damn, I thought you only had a pretty face going for you. Good to see you're not as spineless as you looked," she finished with a wink.

Lev just stared at her, silenced for an unexpected reason.

…Pretty face?

It took some effort not to scratch his cheek and smile. This is the first time someone has complimented my looks… feels nice.

The other teams had already started ignoring the two after the heated conversation ended. Lev had no doubts that the rumors of their bet would spread in no time.
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"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WELCOME TO THE TWENTY-FIFTH TRIALS OF THE EXALTED!"

Sherron paid half a mind to the incredibly loud yet oddly bearable commentary as she surveyed the stage for the Monster Hunt. Her scouting came to a halt as the commentator continued in a low voice.

"Exactly seven hundred years ago, the first of us set foot on Monarch. The handful of survivors who paid with blood, sweat, and tears to pave the way for us. For the future generations to carve a name out for themselves in these unforgiving lands.

"It is all because of their sacrifice that we stand where we are. But today is not a day to grieve, for they did not want us to grieve. They wanted us to move forward, to lead a better life. TO KEEP OUR HEADS HIGH, AND TO MARCH TOWARDS A BRIGHTER FUTURE.

"TODAY, WE CELEBRATE! THESE TRIALS HAVE BEEN PERSONALLY ORGANIZED BY OUR ESTEEMED RUNIC WARLORD. PLEASE GIVE HIM A BIG HAND."

The crowds went crazy from their high stands as Drakys was displayed on the nearby illusion screens. Thundering applause and cheers echoed above The Grand Forest’s border. The arena was situated near Timberhold, a Great City bordering the forest like Whitefall. In Timberhold, a small portion of the forest extended much further into The Plains than anywhere else. That region was also enclosed inside the outer wall, making for a great region to train and harvest resources.

Thousands upon thousands of people had come to the event in person, yet there was enough space for all of them. Gigantic stands with seats similar to stadium seating were arranged in a huge circle. Below was the stage for the Monster Hunt—a relatively tame region of the forest.

Large illusion screens were floating near all the stands, displaying the currently peaceful trees and clearings. Monsters could be seen prowling aimlessly, purposefully kept away from each other.

Sherron had to do a double-take when she saw several shade prowlers above level 200 in there as well. Those would be dangerous.

"As you all know, the first event is Monster Hunt. Unlike previous years, there is a small twist. Now that all participants have reached their starting point, I will explain the rules.

"The monster pool this time is slightly above average. 120 is the lowest level that can be found in the arena, and the highest remains to be seen.

"Every monster below level 150 awards one point when killed. Two points for anything below level 200, and five for monsters below level 250.

"The twist comes after that. There will be second-threshold monsters. That's right, our Gold and Platinum hunters will need to team up to take down these behemoths and will be rewarded based on contribution. Each such takedown will grant fifty points, which will be distributed fairly.

"I should not need to say this, but anyone who tries to sabotage or intentionally disrupt other teams will be disqualified. Accidents happen, but make sure they remain accidents. We will be watching.

"NOW, WITHOUT FURTHER ADO, LET THE TRIALS BEGIN!"

The declaration was paired with an incredibly loud gong that reverberated throughout the arena. Contestants immediately became the focus of the illusion screens, though Sherron didn't need those. Within a split second, she found Lev and everyone else that seemed promising underneath.

"Well done," Drakys praised the commentator a few stands away, who lit up at the unexpected approval. The man bowed with a bright smile before returning to his job.

"Brutes," Sherron voiced. "Really?"

"They are a perfect mix of raw strength and durability. It will be a good challenge," Drakys explained, eyes on the proceedings and mind on all the formations surrounding the arena. "We also need to see who overcomes their fears."

He got up after that. The job of the Exalted was to rescue those who would be about to die. With his extreme Perception, it was a trivial task. Not a single monster within thousands of kilometers could challenge him, either. Except a select few that couldn't be categorized as monsters to begin with.

Sherron was left alone on the luxurious red and white seats. Given the sheer size of the stage, only those who’d put a lot of points into Perception would be able to see all the fights from their vantage point. That was fine, as there were always the flashy ones that could be seen from afar—especially this time around.

Several people landed around her after a few seconds. Orianna, Alec, and three kids gingerly stepped onto the seats hundreds of meters above ground. They looked slightly pale, but nothing could hide the excitement underneath the nervousness.

"Did it start?" Orianna asked while taking a seat.

"Only a few minutes ago," Sherron replied. The kids had already taken their seats surrounding Orianna. Next to her, a girl with silver hair and golden eyes was looking intently at the illusion screens.

Her calm facade was adorable, given how sweat rolled down her neck.

Sherron just smiled to herself. The three children were the only ones in the orphanage who had voiced their desire to be combatants. Orianna had deemed it necessary to show them what the future would hold in store.

"Did Hakim come?" Alec asked.

Sherron almost looked over when the girl next to her tensed. It was an odd reaction.

"Yeah, he's patrolling the perimeter."

Lev's mentor nodded before focusing on the combatants below. Only a few minutes had passed, and monsters were slowly being released into the arena. The show hadn't even started yet.
 

**
 

Lev winced at the incredibly loud gong that came after the commencement. For a few seconds, he simply took stock of the situation.

Sadly, the earth converter was taken away. Now I'm left with my skinsuit, Stargazer, and the ring. Thankfully, I can store and summon Stargazer freely.

The checkers had been fairly confused when Lev had asked to keep the storage ring. Normally, people scrambled to fit in the strongest item they could get their hands on. He was instead looking to store cores and corpses. They were naturally astonished.

Summoning his barrier armor, Lev ascended for dozens of meters and scanned the surroundings.

Nearly a third of the arena is clearings, he thought to himself, impressed. The arena itself was dozens of kilometers long and wide, and the seats high above were similarly awe-inspiring. How long it took to create something like that, Lev didn't even want to imagine.

Stargazer appeared in his hands, and a blade filled her top before he set out. Given the time limit of six hours, he expected the first few to be pretty uneventful.

The first monsters he encountered were trolls. Pretty weak trolls, too. Lev held back the desire to eviscerate them and started with five small lightning lances, holding barely any mana compared to his normal attacks.

He paused for an instant when several gazes focused on him. Lev had already been informed about the drones capturing and sending footage to the illusion screens, so he proceeded as if they didn't exist. He just had to put on a good show.

The enhancement formation came alive as Lev rushed ahead of his lances. The trolls all charged him as one, their roars washing over him without any effect. Stargazer flashed and took off the arm of the leading troll before Lev jumped back, throwing a fire slash amidst the monsters.

Covered by the flames, he boosted his movements to half his maximum and beheaded one of the monsters. He could have easily killed all of them, but conserving mana was of great importance in the long run.

Two of the lances embedded themselves into the back of another unsuspecting troll, downing it as its heart burst from the discharge.

The remaining three trolls also fell quickly after that. The lances staggered them, letting Stargazer behead them without obstruction.

"DID YOU ALL SEE THAT? WE HAVE A PROMISING PARTICIPANT HERE, LADIES AND GENTS. WILL HE BE ABLE TO KEEP UP THE PERFORMANCE? OR WILL THE CRUEL COST OF SPELLS BE HIS UNDOING?"

Without looking at who the illusion screens were focusing on, Lev couldn't be certain if the commentator was talking about him. Nevertheless, he ignored it all the same.

Besides, the mana I used has already regenerated almost entirely.

"AS EXPECTED, ARYAN IS IN THE LEAD WITH HIS INCREDIBLE CLASS AND SHADOW MANA AT 12 POINTS. CAN ANYONE TAKE THE THRONE FROM THIS YOUNG MAN?"

That shifted Lev's plan of taking it slow in the beginning more than a little.
 

**
 

Kayla glanced at Orianna several times, hoping the older woman would say something.

Orianna just smiled at her silently. The cat was out of the bag when Lev summoned a barrier armor, signifying him as their future teammate.

Jack also realized that quickly, though he was more interested in Lev himself than anything. Amelia didn't react at all. Her gaze had transformed from nervous to fixated as she looked at the illusion screens.

Sherron and Orianna shared a glance before the latter addressed the kids.

"Do you three still want to continue down the same path?"

Jack looked unbothered as he nodded, and Kayla was much the same. Both of them were thirteen years old now, just shy of starting their apprenticeship. The last girl frowned a little.

"What level is he?" Amelia asked.

"187," Orianna replied, curious about where this was going.

"Why is he already at that level? Isn't he barely older than us? You even said barriers were difficult to manage."

"Because he's talented," Orianna replied, not about to disclose the real reason. That decision was up to Lev. "He's also very hard-working, as you can imagine. Lev has been fighting monsters from the very day he got a class."

That was a half-truth. Lev had indeed been fighting more than anyone did at his level, but he had also spent months traveling.

On the screen, he was plowing through dozens of monsters below level 150 as he slowly advanced deeper. Trolls, orcs, panthers, treants, and several thornlings fell against him when he abruptly flew high up, narrowly avoiding a leaping prowler. He had already noticed the monster, of course.
 

**
 

Nice to see one of you guys here.

Lev stored Stargazer and prepared himself. For his own psyche—and pride, to some degree—he had a point to prove.

[Shade Prowler - Level 212]

The prowler was large. Its broad shoulders, covered in sleek dark gray fur, stood slightly taller than Lev. Seeing that its attack had failed, the monster immediately pounced again.

With the enhancement formation on his armor and all the Perception affecting his mind, avoiding the tackle was trivial, but the monster wasn't done.

The prowler came to a halt in a split second and turned to Lev. Fangs bared and body tense to tear his face off, the prowler was instead met by a kick loaded with a fuck ton of lightning mana.

The explosive release of mana and the sheer impact of the kick thoroughly overwhelmed the monster's weak body. Its head was torn off and sent flying through the crackling blast.

When the flames cleared, only a charred, headless corpse remained.

[

You have slain [Shade Prowler - Level 212]

]

Point proven, Lev smiled to himself. It felt good to be so strong.
 

**
 

"INCREDIBLE. THE PROWLER DID NOT STAND A CHANCE. WITH THAT CONFRONTATION, LEV HAS OVERTAKEN ARYAN AND SENT A CLEAR MESSAGE."

Sherron glanced at the small illusion screen and resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The hunt was progressing exactly how she’d expected it to. While everyone was conserving mana and scrambling to earn the easier early points, Lev casually attained the lead. She didn't doubt for a second that he hadn't even used a twentieth of his mana yet. The screen read:

Leaderboards:

1) Lev - 69 points

2) Aryan - 65 points

3) Isabella - 59 points

4) Elias - 58 points

5) Viktor - 58 points

…

The kids looked impressed, at least, especially after that last fight. The illusion screen showed the monster's level to increase the immersion, so they knew the prowler was considerably higher in level than Lev.

Sherron ignored the pang of sadness in her heart that told her kids their age had no business being impressed by monster battles. The small burst of emotion was a constant companion at this point, occasionally rearing its head. Reality had not been kind to them, so they had to do the best with what they were given.

"What exactly does his class do?" Kayla questioned with a blink, making sure to keep her tone childish and innocent.

Sherron tried not to laugh, but a chuckle still escaped her at the adorable tactic. The boy next to Kayla also chuckled under his breath, receiving an elbow from the girl.

"He's a barrier mage," Alec replied in his usual half-serious, half-calm tone. "Creates barriers and fills them with different mana types."

"What about the armor?" asked the silver-haired girl.

"What about it?"

"Why is he so strong and fast as a mage? Is it because of the armor?"

"Nope," Alec smiled faintly. "The armor is simply an armor. It's Lev himself who has learned to control it to such a degree. All his strength comes from the mind."
 

**
 

202 points in one hour. That sounds pretty decent.

Lev was dealing with another group of three spiders when the commentator's voice boomed through the arena.

"Now that an hour has passed, several second-threshold monsters have been released in the middle of ten clearings randomly. Bear in mind, these monsters are not meant to be taken as a lone team. You will only get one chance to prove yourself."

The advice went in through one ear and out the other. Lev mentally prepared himself to go all out and ascended quickly. With his eyesight, he could see three of the monsters around him.

Before someone else could go gather a team to deal with them, lightning filled his armor. He shot off, boosted to an insane degree by the 3rd rank of Heavier Lifting and the enhancement formation.

The first monster was a large spider the size of a house. Lev paused at the intimidating sight and took a deep breath. The creature was oddly stationary, and the reason became obvious the moment a large net of web flew at him.

Not taking any chances, an overloaded fire slash collided with the net midair, neutralizing it in an orange blast. Lev rushed forward just as a grating screech reverberated through his bones, disrupting his flight as he fell.

The spider didn't miss a beat in darting in, which was exactly what he wanted. With a burst of speed, he dashed back to avoid its lunge and launched a lightning slash at its face.

Pained cries reached Lev as he quickly ascended and landed atop the spider. Stargazer plunged downward in the brief moment allowed by the stunned monster, biting deep and releasing another load of lightning inside.

Flying up, he clicked his tongue when the monster gathered itself quickly and fired a web directly at him. Dodging to the side, he formed two large lances high above.

Fire and lightning streamed into them. He descended and fired another lightning slash at the monster to occupy its attention and slow its charge.

Shields formed and blocked its sharp limbs, cracking and shattering in the process as others took their place in an effort to hold it back. When the monster had moved past the lances, Lev shot them downward from an unnoticeable angle.

Monstrous instincts saved the spider from the first as it missed and landed on the ground next to it. Lightning from the blast seared into its body, jolting its long legs and burning a large portion of its back.

That was enough to render it immobile for a small instant, in which the other lance landed directly on its torso.

The second explosion was larger. Lev had rapidly infused more mana into the lance as it descended. He had to make distance, as even the skinsuit was starting to get overwhelmed by the sheer heat.

No notification, Lev noted, eyes peeled for any surprises. Seconds passed before a bundle of fire rushed at him. He froze for a split second as a huge aflame monster approached, intent on tearing his face off, but the shock died down quickly. He had faced much worse before.

Two slashes of lightning later, the monster was dead.

[

You have slain [Black Forest Spider - Level 255]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 188

]

Just barely above the second threshold, yet it still took that much effort.

The phenomenon of monsters slowly becoming stronger than humans was showing itself. Lev would be far mightier than the spider at the same level, but that would not be true for the average hunter.

Pushing those thoughts away with a small sigh, he harvested the core and stored the corpse before moving on.
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"UNBELIEVABLE! Not only has a second-threshold monster been slain by a single hunter, but it was taken down in mere MINUTES. Just what is this unknown hunter capable of if this is how the first fight goes down?!"
 

Lev simply exhaled at the commentary. There was no longer any doubt about how popular he was going to be. Thank Monarch for Hakim's presence, or he could only imagine what kind of a shitshow would follow to try and win the unaffiliated hunter over.
 

Not wasting any time, he flew to the next monster. The brown bear was of a similar level to the spider and used earth mana to a great extent. Unfortunately, it had met someone who could easily kill it from range.
 

Fifteen percent of my mana for two monsters, Lev thought, annoyed. Granted, he had earned a hundred points in less than half an hour, and the announcer was losing his marbles, but the event was still young.
 

Gotta tone it down a little, I guess.
 

Minutes passed before he ran into one of the other combatants. It was a girl with long sky-blue hair, and she seemed to be in her early twenties. Just from a single glance, Lev could tell she was pretty strong.
 

He simply nodded her way before changing directions. The girl had only looked at him with curiosity, which bode well. Lev didn't want everyone to become his enemy in the tournament simply because he was winning.
 

How fucking huge is this arena? He frowned a little. Immediately after, he found a cave opening in the ground. It was dark and damp, sporting nothing out of the ordinary.
 

Erm… Is this supposed to be here?
 

He doubted the Exalted would miss something like this, so he went inside. The cave was spacious. He could easily swing Stargazer in its confines, and there was still plenty of space for other maneuvers.
 

Gliding forward to not produce any sounds, he paused as a hiss resounded from deeper inside. A silent drone was also following behind him, and Lev glanced at it.
 

Whoever was controlling it took the hint and halted the drone in place. With a small nod, he held up Stargazer in a crude stance and advanced slowly.
 

Vibrations from the stone around him announced the adversary a split second before it showed itself. Lev whirled around, releasing a lightning slash as a… giant fish swam out of the stone.
 

The attack landed on the stingray's left wing, doing little in terms of damage. Lev Identified it just before it dove into the floor.
 

[Earthen Glider - Level ???]
 

Tricky. I don't have earth mana to make use of a mace for this type of monster.
 

Stargazer would have to do. Imbuing lightning into her, Lev kept his skills ready to overload the barrier armor at a moment's notice.
 

The moment came abruptly as the glider dove down from the ceiling, showing no signs of its movements as opposed to the first time. Two blades of wind shot forward from its wings, aiming to bisect him.
 

Taking a single overcharged step, Lev crashed into the cave wall in a blink. The blades missed, and he shrugged off the impact and rushed back in. Swinging Stargazer from above, the glider crashed onto the ground from the direct hit. Before it could merge with the stone, Lev thrust Stargazer downward with all his might.
 

Cracks formed on one of the wings before lightning followed, shearing off a large portion of it. There was no roar or cry from the monster as it quickly swam into the ground.
 

When the cave itself started to vibrate, Lev didn't hesitate to bolt. Thunderous crashes behind him announced just how close he was to being turned to paste as he exited in the nick of time.
 

…Lesson learnt.
 

Not every early second-threshold monster could be faced with his class. The glider was a good reminder not to become overconfident.
 

**
 

Leaderboards:
 

1) Lev - 402 points
 

2) Isabella - 277 points
 

3) Aryan - 275 points
 

4) Elias - 267 points
 

5) Daniel - 255 points
 

6) Viktor - 253 points
 

7) Sabrina - 245 points
 

…
 

The shock had worn off quickly after the fight against the spider. By now, the kids and everyone else near Sherron were just idly observing Lev meandering in the arena.
 

Other screens showed hunters fighting tooth and nail for every point, conserving mana and plotting schemes against groups of monsters. Then there was the lone hunter casually outdoing them all.
 

That wasn't to say others weren't impressive. The top fifteen hunters were all exceptional in their own right, given how they’d earned their place amongst nearly three hundred strong combatants. Only those vetted by several teams to possess a minimum level of strength were allowed to compete—a requirement Sherron doubted Lev was even aware of. He didn't need to be, either.
 

Most of them were bogged down by points being divided based on contribution in case of being backed by a team. Lev's status as a solo hunter was a massive advantage in the ongoing event.
 

"Three hours have passed. You know what that means, that's right. BOSSES WORTH 100 POINTS HAVE BEEN RELEASED INTO THE ARENA. All hunters are advised to find teammates as soon as possible. Each of the field bosses is over level 300—a foe that simply cannot be taken down by a single team. Three of them now roam freely. Be wary."
 

The commentator's voice made all the participants not engaged in combat pause. Most of them immediately started looking for other people, while some of them opted out. They had seen what they were capable of and knew the bosses were beyond them.
 

Lev hovered midair, silently gazing at the nearest field boss. Despite being kilometers away, he could most likely see it clearly, evident by his stony face.
 

The brute was huge—much larger than the one he had fought by himself before, and it returned the stare. If Lev was unnerved by the calculating yet insane gaze of a monster, he didn't show it.

Standing nearly five meters tall, the brute simply couldn't be compared to its first-threshold counterparts. Where they were inflated and unsightly, this monster had shapely corded muscles and bulky limbs designed for carnage. No part of it looked or felt out of place, which only made it all the more intimidating.
 

"He's not going to face that alone, is he?" Jack chuckled, slightly unsure.
 

He most certainly will. Knowing how his mind worked, Sherron was about to shake her head when Lev moved away instead, deciding to find another team.
 

**
 

[Shade Brute - ???]
 

The notification boomed in his mind, demanding Lev to take action. Through an effort of will, he turned around to look for Elias and his team instead. No matter how much he wanted to bombard that brute out of existence, it simply was not feasible.
 

Defeating it was nowhere near impossible; that much was certain. Yet there were still three hours left in the event, and killing it without emptying his pool was definitely not possible.
 

Still leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, Lev sighed. Some part of him questioned if that was all his desire and advantages amounted to, but the reasonable side mercilessly crushed that line of thought. He was already exceptional as he was—no need to risk death every encounter.
 

He was not going to leave it alone, though. With the first team he could find, it would die. Nothing would change that.
 

Lev ascended for a few hundred meters, making full use of his enhanced eyesight. Elias and his team were nowhere to be seen, which sent him on a small tour. Before he could find them, he instead found a small gathering of hunters getting ready to take on the brute.
 

I suppose it wouldn't hurt to give them a hand. There are three of these things, after all, and each is more than 100 levels higher than me.
 

**
 

"Oy," Luke's voice reached Daniel, prompting him to turn to look at the mage. Instead of speaking, Luke simply nodded upwards, making his gaze follow the gesture.
 

Who is that? Daniel gazed at the sky with narrowed eyes, finding an armored hunter hovering a few hundred meters away.

"That the guy the commentator keeps talking about?" Daniel questioned, ignoring the floating guy for now. Creating trouble for fellow participants was not allowed during the hunt, which left little reason to worry.
 

"Yep. Guess there aren’t many points to be had any longer," Luke grinned, not nearly as bothered as his words suggested. "Besides, the fire princess and the rogue are already here. This should be a breeze."
 

"What about the radiant team?" Daniel asked, taking stock of the situation.
 

"Out there, somewhere," Elana answered, double-checking their potions and equipment. The cores were in place, and enchantments were charged.
 

Daniel nodded at her before clapping once. Something about that crisp sound never failed to capture everyone's attention. "Is anyone here against our team taking the lead?"
 

He specifically gazed at Isabella, who looked unconcerned, and the shadow mage. Neither had any problems, so Daniel proceeded with the planning.
 

"I'll be blunt, fighting that thing in melee range is purely suicidal. Our only real chance is to reduce its mobility as much as possible and kill it from range."
 

No complaints were forthcoming, making him nod internally. Variables were the last thing he wanted.
 

"Wykes, your team should circle and prepare a concentrated lightning spell…"
 

Ten minutes later, the hunters were all in position. Seven warriors, all equipped with large shields and buffed by two support mages, took the lead.
 

"REMEMBER, NO BLOCKING! ONLY DODGE AND DEFLECT IF YOU'RE OUT OF OPTIONS!" Daniel roared one last time before charging.
 

The brute's gaze instantly zeroed in on him. It shrugged off the lingering effects of whatever drug it had been affected by to keep it stationary. The monster roared, making the warriors grit their teeth.
 

They all pressed on, holding back their fears as it moved. It was slow for its level—meaning it was still extremely fast.
 

"NOW!"
 

Two thick bolts of lightning impacted the brute's rear, making its hind legs lock up for an instant. Not missing the chance, a whip of blue fire wrapped around the jolted limbs. Fire mana rushed through them, engulfing the monster’s back in a searing explosion.
 

Unlike normal fire, the blue fire was hot enough to inflict deep burns on a monster nearly a hundred levels higher than the mage. It was also prohibitively expensive, and nobody was willing to let the costly opportunity go.
 

Before the warriors could reach the temporarily stunned monster, a bright projectile became visible for a brief instant. Packing the force of a meteor, it descended in a blink.
 

Daniel shielded his eyes, unwilling to close them against such a strong monster. Lightning singed the very air, forking out of the explosion to find another victim. The warriors all stumbled back, not about to test their toughness against an obviously overcharged attack.
 

The monster stumbled out of the explosion, injured but far from dead. If anything, it felt more alive than before with how its murderous gaze roamed the warriors arrayed in front of it.
 

Wherever its eyes landed, the air seemed to press on the humans' shoulders more than before. It was the aura of a pit monster on full display, and even aware, Daniel struggled to break out of it.
 

Before the brute could reach the frozen hunters, a shadowy blur darted in, deftly landing another devastating blow on a back leg joint. Three whips of blue fire wrapped around its legs and torso again, and just as the rogue scrambled away, dozens of arrows wreathed in lightning rained down on the monster's wide back.Each explosive impact fueled the last, cascading into a bright, crackling shroom of fire.
 

Daniel didn't get a chance to give any further orders. Something massive moved fast enough to clear all the flames, scattering them into nothingness. The brute tensed, uprooting a large patch of ground and hurtling it at the distant barrier mage before rushing the fire mage to its side.
 

Bulky roots tore out of the ground, slithering higher on the monster's burned and damaged legs. It roared, this time in pain. Then it fell face-first as the shadow rogue severed half its leg in a blur before rushing away.
 

More whips wrapped around the other leg, weaker in their making. The fire mage was swiftly running out of mana, and they needed to act quickly.

Words weren't needed as all the warriors charged. The weakened monster would be much more manageable with its greatly impeded mobility—
 

The world suddenly turned white as Daniel was thrown back from the sheer power of the explosion. From the few dozen meters between them and the point of impact, they were spared from any burns and only pushed away. The warriors recovered quickly.
 

Seconds passed in silence, accompanied by the backdrop of roaring flames and lightning, before Sabrina chuckled next to him.
 

"This is the second time he has done this," she said with an exhale, smiling.


"Why were we here, anyway? Those three easily manhandled the brute."
  

Daniel shook his head, unable to hold back a grin. "Moral support?"
 

[

Your Group has slain [Shade Brute - Level 302]

]
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That was easy. Lev blinked slowly, taking in the brute's charred and shredded legs. Those whips are insane, and the rogue's capabilities were never in doubt to begin with.

"ONE DOWN, LADIES AND GENTS. NOT EVEN TEN MINUTES HAVE PASSED SINCE HALFTIME, AND OUR HUNTERS ARE ALREADY ON TRACK TO END THE EVENT BEFORE THE TIME LIMIT."

A laugh escaped Lev's lips as the commentator's words registered. He wasn't delusional enough to believe that he alone was the cause, yet the fact remained.

If anything, it is a good sign for the future. I need to contact the fire girl and see if she's up for dangerous quests later on. Can't hurt to try and form a connection with someone with such obvious strength.

He wasn't going to bother with the rogue. Shadow mana might as well have had a side effect of inflating heads with how the boy acted. He would know.

"The contributions have been decided. Seven participants have qualified for points. 25 for Isabella, 20 for Aryan, 18 for Lev…"

The remaining points were given to those who had cast spells to help. Lev wasn't particularly surprised at the low points. His contribution was flashy but not that impactful. Much of the work was done by the fire mage alone.

45% or so mana left. Welp, time to wait.

Summoning Stargazer, he left the makeshift camp and looked for any weaker monsters to slice apart. The enhancement formation ran on a small, controlled flow, utilizing less mana than he regenerated naturally.

Staying on the move, he kept his eyes peeled for Elias and his team. Occasionally, he flew up and checked the first brute's location, finding it empty and the monster unbothered.

Lev entered a particularly dense patch of trees after half an hour of casual monster slaying, keeping his eyes peeled for any signs of movement.

It didn't take long to find one, and it froze him in his tracks. Pale white mist covered the trees to his left, trying to flow towards him as if carried by a gentle breeze.

Memories rushed in, making him lose control over his mana. Before he could overload everything and let loose, Lev reined in his rattled mind. He took stock of the situation with a deep, calming breath. Nothing came out of the mist to attack him, and he could faintly feel enchantments in the ground right where the mist ended.

Curiously enough, the enchantments were impossible to decipher beyond their little yet purposefully obvious presence. Lev belatedly realized that they were there to serve as a warning and keep the mist at bay. The commentator's words further cemented his guess.

"Here we have the first person to find the small, cloaked region of mistcrawlers. Will our top contender dare enter? Or will he look for safer avenues instead?"

There isn't gonna be a Chaoswalker inside, right? Lev chuckled to himself, unable to hold the nervousness at bay. Oh, fuck it. Can't be a fucking pussy forever.

Steeling his nerves, Lev held up Stargazer in front of him and slowly stepped inside. The whole mist-infested region was eerily similar to the dungeon except for the addition of trees. Not even ten seconds had passed when he dove back, letting a long bone scythe cleave in front of him harmlessly.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 203]

The monster was just as giant and scary as he remembered, yet he had killed many of them. One more was nothing.

The enhancement formation was pushed to the limit. Lev rushed in, effortlessly dodging its four arms midair before swinging Stargazer in a wide arc. Barely any resistance registered in his mind as the juggernaut's head tumbled to the ground.

[

Your Group has slain [Shade Brute - Level 302]

You have slain [Troll Warrior - Level 102]

…

You have slain [Black Forest Spider - Level 135]

…

You have slain [Thornling - Level 124]

…

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 111]

…

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 203]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 189

Mana Tempest has reached Level 190

]

The recently gained attribute points were invested into Wisdom, bringing it up to a sweet 525. Lev grinned as the delightful increase of mana and regeneration settled into his soul, renewing his desire to delve deeper into the region.
 

**
 

"He's hesitating," Alec remarked as his eyes softened. Orianna nodded by Sherron's side, almost heartbroken at seeing Lev freeze like that. Out of all of them, Lev relied on Orianna's presence the most. Nobody ever got him to relax as she did.

Sherron stayed quiet. Back at the mansion, Lev had tried to hide how badly he was affected, but how could he possibly fool an Exalted's senses? An Exalted sniper's, no less.

The kids by her side were all looking at them, silently observing the exchange. Orianna took the lead and explained.

"Lev had an… incident in the mistcrawler dungeon," Orianna smiled sadly. "No lives were lost, but it will take him some time to get over the experience."

That was enough for them to turn back to the screen, mostly because they weren't going to find out more.

"He seems happy, though."

Sherron turned to look at the silver-haired girl, who returned the look. The unease and tension from before had mostly vanished, as tended to be the case when being exposed to strong auras for the first time.

"Lev enjoys improving," Sherron agreed. "Getting over your fears is a huge leap for anyone."

"Does he also like to fight monsters?"

Sherron was about to agree before she paused. Only Alec had accompanied him to the pit and observed Lev fight monsters for extended periods of time. And yet, he had never mentioned what Lev thought of the combat itself.

For all of Lev's accomplishments and retellings, she had never been able to figure out if he actually longed for the thrill or not. Recalling all his performances in the hunt, nothing in particular stood out except what was being shown on the screen at that moment.

Fiends and juggernauts fell left and right, each effortlessly reduced to two or three pieces. All the while, Lev's grinning face was visible inside the barrier armor.

"Maybe he does."
 

**
 

Kiiitty…

Lev smiled when he felt the miststalker boss take notice of him. Immediately, its aura vanished almost completely, dashing any hopes of tracking its location.

With relaxed steps, Lev backtracked. The last fight had ended abruptly due to the use of lightning, and this time would be no different. The Durability rune replaced the enhancement formation on his armor in a split second as the stalker pounced from behind.

Waiting till the last moment, Lev whirled around. Narrowly dodging its swipe by ducking low, he grabbed it in a bear hug as they both were sent tumbling from the monster's momentum.

Lightning mana rushed into his armor before they could untangle, locking up the monster. Imbued as it was, the constant contact with the barrier armor allowed Lev to easily wrestle the jolted monster to the ground.

More lightning infused his fists as Lev struck. Slowly at first, before each strike picked up in speed and power. The amount of infused mana also increased sharply, along with Lev's breathing.

Each impact released a small, sizzling explosion of fire and lightning. Cracks split the ground underneath as the stunned monster's head sank deeper, unable to free itself with the amount of lightning searing its brain and insides.

Lev's output increased yet again as he channeled a large amount into the Durability rune. Every punch descended with the force of a rolling boulder. Teeth and blood flew away as the wet air itself was charged with the abundant lightning, only serving to damage the stalker and his armor more.

A notification had announced the monster's demise a few moments ago, but he didn't stop. Only when the monster's upper half had turned into something unrecognizable did he get up and move away from the small maelstrom of lightning caused by his actions.

You were supposed to be the boss that day. Lev steadied his erratic breathing and gave the corpse one last glance. Not some unholy creatures straight out of the depths of hell.

With a long, tired breath, he harvested the core and flew out of the mist zone. The arena became smaller and smaller underneath as Lev ascended, not letting the distant brute out of his sight.

His fun and excitement had been thoroughly ruined by the last encounter. Even now, the dread from the chaos core easily overwhelmed his mind. Lev was getting sick and tired of it.

When he was, by his estimates, half a kilometer above ground, he stopped and formed a long, sleek lance.
 

**
 

"Unsightly performance," Duke Fabian commented, intently observing the screen in front of him. It showed Lev pummeling a miststalker mercilessly until only scorched bits of flesh and bone remained for half its body.

Katarina resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The same boy would never willingly sit at the same table as the duke. Black hair adorned the man's lithe, light brown stature, complementing his similarly colored eyes that took in every little detail.

While the duke was pleasant company in private, that changed completely whenever he was in public. To him, there was no greater sin than a bad showing in front of the people.

Perhaps that was exaggerating it a bit, but it sure felt that way to Katarina. Nobody blamed the noble, however. Anyone who had seen the depths of The Ravine or The Whispering Caverns—or even worse, The Dreadwoods—knew just how important it was to keep up appearances.

"He's still young," Fabian continued. "With proper education, he can become a great figure to look up to."

Fabian watched on from atop their high stand, taller than all the surrounding ones to establish a clear order. Even then, Katarina and Lara's positions were a smidge higher.

"Perhaps," Lara dismissed. "The boy didn't seem interested in any form of political power."

Katarina had to resist smiling as Fabian's lips curled upwards ever so slightly every time his daughter's points increased. Isabella was a prodigy in every sense of the word, outclassing all of her peers with sheer talent. That didn't even account for her discipline and hard work. Those set her ways higher than anyone else in her threshold despite only being a Gold hunter.

The tournament was supposed to be her stage to shine. It would’ve been, if Lev and the shadow boy hadn't shown up all of a sudden. While the latter's accomplishments were somewhat well-known, Lev was a complete mystery.

The duke turned to look at Lara, the move precisely calculated to radiate polite disinterest. It was a facade, of course. Curiosity was running rampant amongst all the few nobles.

"Have you met him, Your Highness?"

"Briefly," Lara allowed, eyes sharp and expression not betraying a single thought. "Orianna and Sherron are pleasant company, and they like the boy."

The reply indirectly established that Lev was already under the protection of two of humanity's strongest. Everyone surrounding her heard the message loud and clear.

Further conversation paused as Lev flicked some blood off his armor-covered hands and flew up. From far above, he gazed at the level 305 brute like a hawk tracking its prey.

Katarina watched him with a raised brow, not needing a screen to look at him hovering above the arena. In a blink, a large lance formed above him. Lightning and fire mana gathered in the projectile, instantly eclipsing most expectations the people around her had for the attack.

More than a few spectators leaned forward, intrigued by the sheer amount of mana streaming out of a Gold hunter. Yet their surprise only increased as the lance turned bright red, orange, and blue, at which point even the brute was wary.

The monster roared, and the sound may not even have reached Lev before the lance landed. The surrounding drones were all hurled away as the huge blast rose into the sky, reaching several dozen meters.

Lightning turned the already impressive explosion into something much more intimidating. Forks of crackling blue danced in a chaotic storm around it, trying and failing to find any victims to scorch and sear.

Silence reigned in Katarina's stall for a full minute as the flames and lightning gradually dispersed. No movement was visible underneath the blast, signifying the end of the brute that hadn't even survived a single attack from a Gold hunter.

Whispers broke out around her, but Katarina kept half an eye on Fabian. The man betrayed almost nothing in his expression or posture, yet the silence was loud enough.

Poor Lev, she thought with a mental sigh. He's gonna have to learn just how persistent nobles can be.

It wasn't all bad, though. Fabian was both kind and just, and he wouldn't make life harder for Lev for no reason. Sure, there was a chance he would push it a little more than necessary to try and recruit him for his daughter's team, but nothing beyond that.
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"JUST WHERE DID THIS LONE HUNTER COME FROM?! FOR THE FIRST TIME IN HISTORY, A FIELD BOSS HAS BEEN TAKEN DOWN SOLO. Unfortunately, that seems to be the end of their glorious showing, worth a grand total of 831 points!"

Lev lent half an ear to the commentary as he trickled mana into the healing converter. His entire body was sore from the last attack. The restoration mana eased all the itch and pain like a soothing balm wherever it went.

He had tracked the points for the leaderboards for the last half an hour, and the list must have looked ridiculous. The closest second was Isabella with her 540 points—nearly 300 points below Lev.

Whatever doubts he had about not being as strong as others had been thoroughly diminished by now.

Half an hour left. Elias can still take the third spot if his team puts down the last brute.

Lev knew they were planning to do that. It didn't come as a surprise when the commentator started talking about them.

"We're finally getting to the event all of you have been waiting for, ladies and gents. Our radiant team is squaring off against the last field boss, and they look ready to surgically rip it to shreds."

This guy doesn't hold back, does he?

The next few minutes were unexpectedly tense. Even knowing that there was no chance of lethal injuries in the event, Lev couldn't help but be anxious. The brute was no easy foe to face up close, precisely where Elias and Viktor were fighting.

"Look at them go! Elias and Viktor have the brute dancing in the palm of their hands, not given a single chance to reach the backline. By all metrics, they have this fight in the bag."

The words changed after a few seconds.

"What is this? HIS TEAM HAS ELECTED TO BACK OFF, LETTING THE SPEEDSTER TAKE ON THE BOSS ALONE. EVEN WEAKENED AS IT IS, DOES ELIAS HAVE WHAT IT TAKES TO PUT DOWN THE BRUTE?!"

Lev held his breath, forgetting to keep healing himself. Even for him, facing the brute in melee alone was impossible. He would've been pulped in seconds.

"HE HAS DONE IT! BY MONARCH, A LONE LEVEL 190 HUNTER HAS TAKEN DOWN A SECOND-THRESHOLD BRUTE MOSTLY BY HIMSELF WITH MERE SWORDS."

Yo, don't undermine my achievement like that, Lev thought. He breathed out, not really caring. What Elias had just accomplished was far more impressive than him tossing mana at a monster.

Lev couldn't wait to see him in the finals.
 

**
 

"Do you guys want to meet him?" Orianna asked with a smile, already knowing the answer.

"No," Kayla instantly refused. The other two didn't seem inclined to disagree with her, either.

"When's the next event?" Alec got up to leave.

The kids tensed a little. They still weren't completely comfortable around him or Sherron, who replied while looking at the leaderboards.

"Duels start in two days. Two hours before noon."

Leaderboards:

1) Lev - 831 points

2) Elias - 552 points

3) Isabella - 544 points

4) Aryan - 524 points

5) Viktor - 521 points

6) Daniel - 509 points

7) Lillia - 506 points

8) Sabrina - 502 points

9) Rena - 499 points

10) Nawaz - 497 points

11) Lisa - 496 points

12) Maro - 494 points

13) Luke - 493 points

14) Baram - 478 points

15) Nina - 470 points

Only the top fifteen qualified for rewards. Doing some mental maths, Sherron calculated that the points earned by the top five, excluding Lev, were 13 percent higher than the last tournament. It was a joyous result.

"Will you guys return to Whitefall?" Sherron glanced at Orianna, who looked at the kids.

"Can we stay?" Amelia pleaded. Sherron rolled her eyes when her friend folded in front of the request like ice melting over a fire.

"Sure," Orianna smiled widely. "Do you three want to explore Mount Tamara?"

Enthusiastic nods met her question. Predictable, but Orianna enjoyed every little bit of the reaction as if it wouldn't ever come to be again.
 

**

Elias lightly clapped Lev's back, all smiles after the last-minute second place. Lev and the radiant team were currently waiting for the carts to be organized.

"You missed out on a great show—for a similarly great reason, but still," Elias said as he hooked an arm over Lev's shoulders. "It couldn't hope to touch even a hair on me."

Lev shook his head, not disrupting the flow even if he wasn't a fan of random physical contact. "I can imagine."

"You better do. Where the hell were you, anyway?"

"Killing the other two brutes? Or perhaps beating up mistcrawlers?"

"Oh, that reminds me, where did you find those creatures?" Lisa piped up. "We took our time scouting but still didn't locate anything."

"West corner," Lev chuckled. "I stumbled upon the enchanted patch of trees entirely by chance. I even found a second-threshold monster in a cave."

Viktor snorted. "Points just handing themselves to you."

Lev's chuckle became strained. "I had to flee to not get eliminated early. That thing was vicious."

"Really?" Viktor looked at him in surprise. "How did you gather so many points, then?"

"Killed three second-threshold monsters and a field boss by myself. Did you guys not listen to the commentary? Dude was losing his mind over every other fight."

Elias scratched his cheek. "I started ignoring him after the first few minutes. Kept talking about the fire mage or the rogue."

"Huh," Lev mused. "The commentary was quite flamboyant. I paid half a mind to it because of how entertaining the guy was."

Rena was quietly gazing at the horizon. Lev wanted to ask if she was alright, but refrained since nobody on her team seemed to be worried.

"What now?" Lev asked Elias as they made their way to the arranged carts.

"We celebrate, of course."

Oh, boy.

"I… see."

"You're not going anywhere," Viktor grinned, draping an arm around Lev's shoulders opposite Elias.

"I mean, the celebration can happen without me, can't it?" Lev suggested, not liking where this was going.

"Oh, please," Rena's voice reached him. "You've casually broken all previous records for solo points. Do you really think you can get away now?"

"Getting away is not an issue," Lev smirked. It didn't take long to just surrender to his fate. "Some bar?" he inquired.

"Yeah. Golden Basilisk, most likely."

I can sneak into one of the rooms with my card, Lev considered, though not for long. It wouldn't hurt to see what it felt like to have one's achievements celebrated.

**

Twenty minutes later, the two dozen carts were off to The Haven again. His mind kept returning to the anger he had felt at seeing the stalker. The emotion had caught him entirely off guard.

There was nothing special about that stalker, either. I've killed plenty of them by now, Lev sighed. Is this what they call PTSD?

"You alright?" Lisa sat down next to him, legs dangling off the cart like him. Lev and the radiant team were the only ones in the cart.

"Mhm," Lev nodded. "Just lost in thought."

"It is some gloomy pondering if that's how thinking looks for you," she said with a smile. "Do you want to talk about it?"

Lev gave her an amused glance. "I'm fine, really. But if you want to talk, what do you do in your free time?"

She tilted her head at the odd question. "Free time? I spend it with my boyfriend, I guess?"

Way to go, Lev thought to himself, unsurprised. Half the time, he refrained from asking people that question because the answer would be similar to Lisa's. It wasn't an option for him. Monarch knew which fight would be his last.

They both lapsed into silence after that. Lisa looked like she wanted to say more, but hesitated.

"Out with it," Lev voiced, eyes still on the grassland stretching in front of him. "You know I won't mind."

"What brought this on?"

"Hmm. Boredom, I suppose? Before I evolve, there is little in terms of a meaningful job or permanent hobby for me. That leaves me with a lot of time to spare as I wait for mana to regenerate."

"Have you looked for a part-time, low-stress job?"

Lev gave her a flat look. "I have two platinum coins in my ring."

Lisa coughed, taken aback. "What? Why do you have so much money on you?"

"Take a guess."

"…Right. You're rich, huh?" She cupped her chin. "Join an academy for skillless arts? Or take on a disciple in a few years? What about forming an official group for tasks you specialize in?"

Lev's attention was grabbed by the last suggestion. He would always be on the move, and wherever he went, there would be profits to reap. Except perhaps The Ravine. He doubted something good would ever come out of that place.

"What does that entail?"

Lisa just looked at him, prompting Lev to explain. "The official group, I mean. Is there a requirement I don't meet to create one?"

"I don't know much about these procedures. From what I've heard, you need to be vetted by a few people and have enough accumulated merit through different fields. Moreover, you need the right connections to not be suppressed by other businesses."

"Competition doesn't matter," Lev waved off her concern. "If I'm going to create something, it will be focused primarily on me. The extra harvested resources alone will be enough to keep it afloat."

"The fact that the plan is completely feasible for you is… scary. Fascinating, too, but mostly scary. Exceptional as you are right now, it's hard to imagine what you will become after evolving."

"Stop inflating his ego," Elias remarked from the other corner of the cart. "He's confident enough as it is."

"More confidence never hurt anyone," Lev jested, knowing Elias was right.

"Overconfidence is a thing, mister. Better safe than sorry."

Lev exhaled through his nose once. "I know."

The return trip was peaceful. Several different Masters were accompanying the participants, which meant the monsters were dealt with before they could even come close.

Surprisingly, Lev was not bored. The more he got used to his high Perception, the quicker time passed when it was restrained. What used to be a normal flow of time now felt extremely quick.

The hunters were all dropped off just beyond the gate. Nobody left, however. They all stood in the large, empty space between the walls and The Haven itself, waiting for the victors to speak up.

"Fineeeee," Lev exclaimed loudly under the amused gazes of all the participants. "You guys can choose the place."

"Alright! Nobody against GB?" Sabrina spoke from somewhere behind him. Lev turned to look at her, getting a toothy smile in return.

"Stay here for now," Daniel, one of the early Platinum hunters, voiced before things could progress. "I'll first go and book ourselves one of the halls. Sabrina, if you will?"

Sabrina nodded before following the man. Lev didn't miss them holding hands as they went, nor the meaningful glance from Lisa. It was nearly impossible to do so with his Perception.

This is going to start becoming a norm from now on, right?

The thought evoked mostly resignation. Perhaps the stars would align for him one day, and he would find a relationship he wouldn't come to regret. Odds were low, however, and he wasn't inclined to put his hopes in them.

In the meantime, Lev had to deal with a torrent of questions from everyone else present. Elias and his team were subjected to the same treatment.

"How'd you get your hands on so much mana?" one of the Gold hunters questioned. He had emerald-colored hair, something unique even amongst the varied hair colors found on Monarch.

"My class," Lev replied, trying his best to remain casual. "The benefits gave me a lot of capacity and regeneration. I used that advantage and got myself as many early titles as I could from the pit dungeon."

"The pit?" echoed a short girl from his left. "You opted to stay there as a Classer?"

Lev smiled. "Of course. It makes for a great training ground."

"No it fucking doesn't," the girl scoffed, though good-naturedly. "The few times I've faced pit monsters were more than enough to learn to stay the fuck away from them."

"It was difficult for sure."

"Hey, are you the same Lev from Runespires?"

Huh? Who—oh.

Lev let out a long and tired sigh, pretending to be pained by the memory. "That would be me."

"…Did they do something to you?"

Who the hell is "they"?

It took an effort of will to not laugh. "Depends on what 'something' means."

"I don't know," the young man frowned. "Most people thought you had been disposed of."

Lev sputtered as he heard that.

Better off clearing this misconception early.

"No, nothing of the sort," Lev spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear. "When I was traveling from The Pit to Runespires, I, a Silver team, and a merchant-warrior hybrid met a horde of orcs and an orc general. We were just barely able to defeat them without any casualties.

"The news must have reached The Runic Warlord, and he came to visit. Once he found out about my class and its workings, the Exalted offered to teach me for a few weeks. I naturally accepted."

It was a mix of half-truths. Explaining that he had a Wisdom Boost and two ridiculous titles since birth simply wouldn't end well.

"That's not what I've heard, though," one of the few Platinum hunters, Nina, remarked. She was tall and unbelievably beautiful, with her flowing long black hair and full red lips. Lev had to consciously think of distractions to keep his mind clean.

"Hmm? What did the rumors say?"

"Some merchants were arrested and imprisoned for targeting you. Is that false?"

Right. Edward did get caught up in someone else's schemes.

"I'm gonna be honest, I wasn't told anything about that," Lev grinned. "There was something about merchants messing with me in the background, but that was all."

Not a single soul has mentioned the blighted threader finding its way to Runespires, which means it was swept under the rug. I'm not gonna let the conversation steer in that direction.

His explanation was good enough for her. Lev had to answer several such questions before something unexpected came up.

"Can I take a moment of your time?" Isabella, the blue-haired girl Lev had seen, addressed him. Lev took in her serious expression and grave eyes.

"Sure."

Getting out of the large crowd, a dome of silence covered them. Isabella looked at him without a hint of joviality.

"You should leave."

…What?

"What?"

"I said you should leave before my father finds you," she explained. "He is a stubborn man and will annoy you into doing whatever he wants."

"Uh-huh… Who is your father again?"

She looked at Lev as if he was stupid. "You… don't know?"

He shook his head.

"Duke Fabian."

Oh, heck. That name is far more influential than I was expecting.

"…The duke will force me into working for him?" Lev deliberately asked as understanding dawned on him.

"Not force." Isabella's confident facade started to crack. "He will try to talk you into corners where you can't refuse. You know how dangerous words can be."

"And how badly will it be received if I refuse?"

"Not well," she instantly replied. "It would do you good to be as polite as you can possibly be. My father prioritizes public image over most everything else."

"Right…" Lev mused, then grinned. "Will him contacting me be embarrassing for you?"

The shock on her face was so delightful to observe. From the start, Lev knew Hakim wouldn't allow anyone to force him to do their bidding. If Isabella was worried to this degree, then there had to be some other reason behind it.

"I—what makes you think that?" she countered, trying to maintain a semblance of control in the conversation.

"No particular reason," Lev mused. "It just seemed likely."

Isabella exhaled a sigh. "He might be waiting for you at the Golden Basilisk already, so yes." Then she pouted. "I would rather not be present for that conversation."

"I'll be fine," Lev reassured her with more confidence than he felt. Even if he wasn't familiar with nobles, a few days of staying in The Haven was enough to know just how respected they were. Duke Fabian might as well have been a king with how far his reach extended.

He sincerely hoped Hakim would keep his word, because politeness was not Lev's strong suit.

Isabella stomped away after that as the sound ward surrounding them vanished. Lev just shook his head at her tantrum. The girl's bearing screamed "sheltered." It was quite cute.

That's a princess, alright.
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It took a suspiciously long time for Daniel and Sabrina to return. Lev had been left alone after a few minutes of conversation when he started to reply with nods or two-word answers.

He only had so much social energy.

Many of the participants started to leave despite the planned party. By the time Daniel and Sabrina returned after nearly an hour, only about half the hunters were left waiting.

"Follow me," Daniel said. Lev acquiesced, wondering why he was called before everyone else.

"Is something wrong?"

"Nope, just need you to settle the expenses first to finish the booking."

Ah, yes, of course. Money.

Their brisk march continued until they reached the main branch of GB. Lev immediately became a little self-conscious about his simple attire, but nobody seemed to care. He was clean, and that was all that apparently mattered.

Entering the grand establishment, Daniel led him straight past the receptionist into one of the offices in the corner.

"Mr. Daniel," the official woman behind a large, dark brown desk greeted. She seemed to be in her thirties and gazed at them with relaxed eyes and an easygoing expression. "Please, have a seat."

"Thank you." Lev took the chair on the right and looked around. The office was modest yet richly decorated. To his right, several paintings depicted the previous managers of Golden Basilisk. Other than the one before the current manager, all of them had lived in the era of the Empyrean Empire.

"That was an impressive showing, Hunter Lev," the woman smiled. "My name's Coco Osaka. I only returned from the arena two days ago."

Why do none of my titles prepare me for this? Lev lamented and prepared himself.

"It was quite enjoyable for me as well."

I think that sounds normal?

Coco giggled lightly with a hand covering her mouth. "I'd imagine so. Let's get down to business, shall we? What kind of meals and services are you looking for?"

"I'll have to be blunt for this one," Lev interjected before she could start a sales pitch. "How much would it cost me for your best meals and beverages?"

"The best?" Coco echoed, looking for confirmation.

"Nothing kingly, of course."

"For the best of our normal menu, it depends on how many people are attending."

Lev looked at Daniel, who was lost in thought. "Over half have left already, so we can safely say 165 of them will attend at most, even if some return."

Coco tapped the table with her fingers and slowly spoke. "For a full-course meal and beverages, the expenses can reach up to ten gold coins."

Huh, that is pretty cheap.

"How many main dishes will be included in the course?"

"One, like usual."

Lev tilted his head a little. "Is it possible to make that two?"

She narrowed her eyes. "That is not standard."

"I am willing to pay extra."

Silence met the casual comment before Coco spoke again. "What would be the second dish?"

"I'll leave that up to you," Lev grinned. "What will the cost come up to now?"

"Fifteen gold is the safe estimate, though it will likely cost considerably less. Organization and beverages are the main expenses, you see."

Lev nodded and summoned fifteen gold coins. They clattered onto the table under Coco's pleased eyes.

"That makes things easier. Since one of our halls was free today because of the busy upcoming days, the timing will be from sunset to midnight. Is that alright with you?"

"Yep," Lev replied cheerily, happy that things went so smoothly. "Even if there's still an hour left, is it fine if everyone arrives right now?"

"It will not be an issue."

"Then I'll be off." Lev got up and dipped his head slightly. Coco watched him with a slight smile, perhaps understanding that he was not a fan of the admiration she was holding back.

"Good luck in the upcoming matches, Hunter Lev."

Lev graced her with his own smile before leaving.
 

**
 

Nina whistled as she took in the hall Lev had booked. It was huge—much larger than Lev himself was expecting.

Four long tables had been arranged in the middle, and the staff was already done with decorations. Comfortable dark brown chairs, matching the table's colors, were quickly being filled as the hunters streamed in.

"Didn't think I'd be attending something this big," Nina commented, impressed. "You sure you can afford this?"

Lev nodded silently, distracted by the grandiose hall and the majestic chandelier hanging above them.

Ten minutes later, everyone was merrily chatting away when the food arrived. More than a few eyes bulged when they noticed the sheer amounts of carts being pulled along by the staff.

Elias stood upright before they started eating, holding back a shit-eating grin.

"I don't think there's a need to remind everyone just how unique the Monster Hunt was," he began, gaze roaming over everyone present. "Not only have we scored the most points in any of the tournaments so far, but our top contender has completely blown all previous records out of the park!"

I don't like where this is going, Lev thought, eyes narrowed.

"It's only fair to give him a chance to speak his mind," Elias's voice boomed throughout the hall. "Please give Lev a warm round of applause."

It's okay. Lev took a deep breath. I faced the core guardian and the chaoswalker. How hard can this be?

Not forgetting to level a scathing glare at Elias, who just shrugged it off with a big grin, Lev faced the present company.

Over a hundred pairs of eyes tracked his movements as he stood up. Lev's breath was caught in his throat as his knees wobbled for an instant, but he didn't allow himself to falter.

Stage fright had always been one of Lev's greatest fears. He could go clear Platinum dungeons by himself with a grin on his face, yet facing all these hunters felt far more challenging.

"Before I say anything," Lev began, turning to Elias, "we will meet in the arena, and you best bet I'll remember this."

Chuckles and cheers resounded in the hall as Elias shook his head. He knew perfectly well what he had done, and it wasn't entirely for the sake of fun. Lev's solitary nature was obvious to Elias and his team. Lev wouldn't put it past them to give him opportunities to get more comfortable with crowds.

With a deep breath, Lev slowly spoke. "I am not sure what I'm even supposed to say here, so bear with me. Young as I am, this is the first time I have needed to give an impromptu speech.

"Well, 'speech' is perhaps stretching it." Lev grinned, regaining some confidence. "Elias wanted me to speak my mind, so that is what I will do. Just like the Monster Hunt, I plan on winning Solo Combat, and I’ll do my best in Team Combat as a solo hunter, too.

"That's about it… I guess I should throw out some cocky words too, huh? If The Galvanic Sniper is to be believed, the tournament is as good as won for me. Hopefully, one of you will be able to change that."

Silence met his proclamation and, more importantly, the name-drop, before someone giggled. It was Nina, and seeing her laugh like that almost destroyed Lev's self-esteem all over again.

"…Regardless, there are many things I want to say, but only so many that can be put into words. It wouldn't be wrong to say that some of humanity's finest hunters are present in this hall in front of me. Being here, and celebrating with you all, it is like taking the first crucial step on the long road of my goals and dreams.

"I hope that, as I traverse this difficult path even further, you guys will be there. Whether to support me, fight side by side with me, or just cheer for me from afar, I would love to have you all with me as we conquer the nightmares of Monarch, one step at a time."

Lev raised his glass of juice, one specifically ordered to not contain any alcoholic substances.

"Towards a brighter future."

For a long, nerve-racking instant, he expected to be left by himself. That moment passed quickly, and more than a hundred glasses of wine rose into the air.

"Towards a brighter future!"
 

**
 

The "speech" had taken an odd turn by the end. Lev wasn't the type to look for support or shoulders to lean on. That burst of motivation had come from nowhere, making him say things that he normally never would’ve.

All in all, it was a good outcome. Lev wouldn't ever let himself become complacent and overly rely on others, but more connections wouldn't hurt. Even if they were fleeting at the moment, he didn't doubt that many of the participants would be interested in working with him after he proved himself in the Solo Combat.

Two days passed in peace. Lev didn't grind out levels or work on his skills. He simply stayed in Kamala's Resort and meditated.

Much of his worldview was shifting rather rapidly. Time was passing abhorrently quickly, and his extreme strength was starting to become obvious when compared to so many others.

It took some time to come to terms with those facts. The weight of his ambitions and indirect responsibilities continued to settle firmly on his shoulders. It might have been too much if they had been tossed on his head abruptly, but Lev had been preparing his mental state for a long time now.

As it stood, these burdens were only on his shoulders because he wanted them to be. Nobody was going to change who he was at the core, and that unwavering personality demanded that monsters be eradicated. Lev was more than happy to comply.

The arena this time was naturally inside The Haven. Lev had already scouted it once and knew the directions.

Walking through the busy streets, more than a few people recognized him. Nobody stopped him, knowing the next event was drawing closer.

Bright morning light illuminated the huge mountain on the other side of the city as he casually trotted to the arena. Some other participants nodded his way, which he returned.

Half an hour later, Lev reached the west side of the colosseum. "Proving Grounds" was the official name of the arena. He didn't know why that name reminded him of an execution site more than anything, so he ignored it.

There was a long queue of hunters waiting to enter through a small backdoor. It was a direct path to the waiting rooms—Lev's destination.

"Name?"

"Lev," Lev replied. He summoned his badge and the identification papers given to the participants. The clerk gave them a critical once-over before nodding and returning the papers.

Lev went inside. The simple hallway was easy enough to navigate due to the signs on the walls. Gold rooms were situated on the second floor. Entering those, Lev paused as he registered the sight in front of him.

Calling the waiting room a viewing booth would be more accurate. Several dozen people were already present, and Lev didn't hesitate to take one of the corners. His back sank into the huge padded sofa as he sat down with a content sigh. It really was like a cloud.

I don't see many familiar faces, Lev mused, unsurprised. Unlike the hunt, there were nearly a thousand participants this time around. The first few rounds would be a free-for-all to filter out the best. When only thirty-two would remain, the duels would start.

"Do you mind if I sit here?" someone behind Lev said. Turning around, Lev beheld a boy sixteen or seventeen years of age.

[Mage - Level 171]

Not bad.

"Go ahead." Lev motioned to the empty space next to him. The sofa he was on could easily seat five people. Currently, he was the only one occupying it.

"You solo?"

Lev nodded.

"Me, too," the boy smiled. "The name's Ron."

"Lev."

Ron's smile froze. "…Lev, as in the winner of the last event?"

Lev gave him a smile of his own. "Who knows?"

Ron visibly shuddered, then ignored the matter with some effort. "Just my luck," he muttered. "Did we come here too early?"

Looking down at the huge empty arena, Lev was wondering the same. The sand-covered floor was currently being scanned by several earth mages, trying to sniff out any hints of foul play.

Around the circular arena, seats were slowly being filled. Only about a tenth were currently occupied, yet even that was housing thousands of people. The scale was quite humbling.

"Two hours remain still," Lev eventually replied.

Ron nodded then leaned back. "Then we wait."

Half an hour of silent observations later, a squad of aura mages entered the waiting room alongside a Master warrior.

"LISTEN UP!" the warrior boomed. "If any of you interrupt or interfere in any way, I will personally throw you out." His eyes roamed the hunters, daring anyone to refute him. Satisfied when nobody did, he continued. "Whoever is currently not topped on mana, stand up in your place without a word."

Seventeen of the eighty or so people in the room got up—including Ron. Lev looked at him with a raised brow, which netted him a sheepish smile.

Four at a time, the aura mages used their mana regeneration skills on the participants until their pools were above 90%. Lev wasn't aware of the service, but it made sense in hindsight. No point in letting people go in with low mana. Only ten minutes later, the support squad left just as silently as they had come.

"Professional," Lev remarked out loud. Ron nodded by his side, awed by the amount of mana that had just been channeled and regenerated. Lev was thankful he didn't need their service, or his regeneration might have been exposed to the world.

No amount of bonus from the class benefit would've explained his Wisdom Boost.

"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WELCOME TO THE TWENTY-FIFTH TRAILS OF THE EXALTED!"

Oh, it's the same guy.

Four huge illusion screens appeared high above the arena. Hidden under invisibility before, Lev was pretty surprised by their random materialization.

They remained black for a few instants before an image was displayed. It showed the highest stand in the colosseum, housing humanity's most influential figures.

Several nobles, including Duke Fabian, looked at the drones with neutral expressions. Princess Katarina and Princess Lara sat atop the most prominent seats, their bearing regal and relaxed. Drakys and Sherron sat on their sides, making Lev do a double-take, especially because of Sherron's faint smile.

Lev hadn’t even known she was in The Haven. Had she seen his performance in the hunt, too?

"Let us all pay respects to Her Majesties and their trusty aides," the commentator announced.

As one, everyone in the arena and the rooms turned towards their princesses' booth and bowed at the waist. Lev followed them in a daze, mind reeling from this new revelation.

What the fuck? Those two princesses let me talk shit to their faces when the rest of the world treats them like this? Something is very wrong with them.

Lev didn't know what to do with the warm feeling that knowledge evoked. They had treated him, a random orphan they barely knew, casually and with kindness. It only made him like the royal siblings even more.
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"The total number of participants for Solo Combat is 932! One of the highest we've ever seen in a tournament, ladies and gents. Only 64 of them will face each other in an arena as we start things off with a selection phase!"

Ron glanced at Lev. "What are the chances of me facing you in the first phase?"

"Low," Lev instantly replied as the commentator continued speaking.

"Eight participants will face each other in the arena in the selection phase to decide a victor. The phase has two major rules. First, if a winner has not emerged in five minutes, all the participants will be disqualified. Make sure to be hasty.

"Second, combatants are not allowed to team up against a singular participant. Allying is allowed in unique circumstances, but deliberately targeting someone from the get-go will be grounds for immediate disqualification. We will be watching."

That is unexpected, Lev mused, liking the rule. Even if eight of them wouldn't quite be enough to take me out instantly, it wouldn't hurt to keep some cards close to myself. Only Elias and his team know what I can truly do when not holding back.

He wasn't sure if anyone would be blatant enough to resort to such tactics, but an official rule banning them was a plus.

"Please find your seats and enjoy these free snacks. The first round will start in thirty minutes."
 

**
 

"Lev, Ron, Khalik, Monica, and Yuna. You guys are up."

First round? Lev wondered as he got up and followed the clerk.

"Do you want me to explain the positions?" the clerk asked, getting a collective negative response. "Lev, you're in fourth spot. Monica in fifth, Khalik in sixth, Ron in seventh, and Yuna in eighth. Wait for the starting bell. Remember, no teaming."

"Called it," Ron muttered, almost causing Lev to burst out laughing.

"The losers will have their own bracket," the clerk continued after Ron's reaction. "Sixteen slots will be reserved for whoever wins in those, so you can still compete in the duels. Do your best to qualify for a spot if you can't win. The bracket's participants will be decided based on their showing."

Ron already knew that and simply nodded. Lev looked at his competition, finding Yuna looking back. Her expression was resigned, though far from dejected. Lev was not going to face anything but her best. Ron was Ron, looking pained and depressed, whereas the other two didn't seem to recognize Lev.

Their reactions will be interesting, at least.

Not long after, Lev was standing amidst all the people who would face him. He wondered what the holdup was before a Master crafter suddenly blurred in front of them.

"I don't have much time to explain. Put these on."

The man handed them all a bracelet. Throwing it on his right arm, Lev peered at it curiously. If his senses weren't deceiving him, the enchantments were incredibly potent despite being cloaked. Gazing at them might’ve just done more harm than good because of how intimidating their scale probably was.

"It's a simple tool to ensure you will not be lethally wounded. Good luck," he said before vanishing.

The fighters took a few seconds to digest what had just happened. Lev could visibly observe them shrug and move on. Masters were weird like that.

For the final check, Lev handed over his ring after summoning Stargazer and the earth mana converter. Since there were no cores to be reaped, there was no point in keeping the storage ring.

Stepping out of the hallway and into the arena was an experience Lev would never forget. Be it the sheer grand scale of the structure, the excited roaring crowds, or the gazes of several Exalted and extremely strong Masters landing on him, Lev had to stop in place and take a deep breath.

The other participants didn't seem to be as affected, which meant his increased perception of auras was to blame.

"WE'RE STARTING THINGS OFF WITH A BANG, PEOPLE!"

Oh, boy.

"ON THE FOURTH, WE HAVE LEV, A MYSTERIOUS HUNTER WHO UTTERLY DEMOLISHED ALL PREVIOUS RECORDS IN THE MONSTER HUNT."

Lev tuned out the rest. He didn't know if long periods of exposure to such commentary could cause mind damage, and he wasn't willing to risk it.

Scanning the arena, each of the competitors was standing several hundred meters away from one another. Beyond the direct distance, he estimated the space between opposite hunters to be half a kilometer. The sheer size of the arena truly boggled his mind.

"WITHOUT FURTHER ADO, LET THE FIRST ROUND BEGIN!"

Lev sprang into action the moment a booming gong rolled through the arena, signifying the beginning of the five-minute timer.

From his left, a warrior woman he hadn't seen before charged at him, whereas ice spells were forming to his right.

Lev smirked as his barrier armor appeared. The enhancement formation was carved and fueled before a small stream of lightning imbued the armor.

Sand parted in his wake as he launched himself at the ice mage. Not needing to stop on the ground, a constant cloud rose around him as he covered the distance in a blink. He swung Stargazer from a dozen meters away.

The slash was blocked by a risen ice wall, and several icicles sought to impale him. Lev weaved between them, the projectiles not fast enough to reliably hit him, and formed a few fire arrows.

The mage hadn't wasted a moment, running away the instant Lev started moving. Perhaps he was waiting for the warrior woman to catch up, but Lev didn't give him the chance to even consider anything further.

Overloaded arrows flew at him, some blocked by his creations before two exploded on either side of the mage. Before he could reorient himself, Lev was already slashing down.

The mage's eyes widened as lightning aimed to cook him alive, but the bracelet on his arm came alive in an instant. Barriers appeared around the mage, the constructs forming out of the bracelet, and effortlessly stopped Lev's attack.

Before Lev could blink, the mage had vanished, taken out of the arena.

Whirling around, Stargazer's blade met a hulking greatsword. The former's blade cracked and was hastily repaired as he backtracked.

Slow, Lev noted, not letting his guard down. The other five were duking it out in the back, which let him deal with the warrior by himself.

Earth mana entered Stargazer, increasing the weight of the blade considerably while improving its durability. Running the enhancement formation at half its capacity, he met the warrior's charge with one of his own.

The first few probing swings passed quickly before the warrior grunted, getting ready to go all out. Lev prepared himself, running enhancement at its maximum, and tried to deflect an overhead swing.

That turned out to be a mistake. Stargazer was wrestled out of his hand, thudding into the sand-covered ground. Lev blinked at the unexpected outcome and darted to the right, dodging the follow-up without much trouble.

Mentally nudging Stargazer, the blade flew out of the ground before the glaive landed in his waiting palm.

Both of them paused, reassessing. Lev now knew he was no match in strength, which should've been obvious from the very start. Sure, he was considerably faster, yet he still couldn't hope to run circles around the obviously strength-focused warrior.

Giving her a nod of recognition and realizing his own limits, Lev formed four thick shields around him. Each was infused with earth mana, not yet imbued, before he charged again.

His straight thrust was blocked with the flat of the blade. The warrior showed impressive skill as she twirled the greatsword. Lev had to waste another instant on righting Stargazer, during which she swung in a wide arc.

Two shields blocked the attack. They sported large cracks at the point of impact but nothing beyond them. The earth mana imbued at the last second and the Durability rune made them far too resilient to break easily.

Undeterred, she easily transitioned the move into further attacks. Lev found himself constantly backtracking.

Damned mastery skills. I swear her sword has a mind of its own.

It didn't, but it sure felt that way. His arms ached from the repeated impacts before he decided to change his approach a little.

Lightning replaced earth mana in Stargazer in a blink before being channeled into a slash. Caught unprepared, the warrior raised an arm to block it as best as she could, covering her face.

Lev was about to rush in after the slash landed in an explosion, only to find that the warrior had vanished. Some stunned seconds passed before he realized she had been taken out in a single attack.

…Whoops? How the fuck did that happen?

He didn't have to ponder for long. With the amount of mana he had, even his "usual" slashes outclassed what anyone else used. No wonder the warrior was about to be fried.

Several hundred meters away, a grand brawl was taking place. Two mages and three warriors were locked in a free-for-all, and the temptation to take them out at once was strong.

Lev resisted the urge and observed. Less than a minute had passed, meaning there was some time to spare.

Ron's balls of acid came as a surprise. When a warrior was about to skewer him with his frankly oversized spear, three of them splashed onto the unlucky opponent.

Lev sincerely hoped the bracelet stopped the acid from reaching the downed man, because he vanished in moments.

Two more were disqualified in the next minute, leaving Lev, Ron, and a dual-sword warrior in the arena.

Indecision played on both their faces before they reached a silent agreement. Just as they were about to turn towards Lev, two overloaded lightning lances landed near them, carefully aimed to not hit them directly or impact too close. They were both taken out instantly.

Feel free to team up in the losers' bracket.

Rolling his eyes, Lev ignored the boisterous commentary and returned to the entrance of the arena. Taking off the bracelet, he handed it to the waiting Master. The participants were all also present there, giving him mixed looks.

"Good showing," the Master crafter nodded his way before they were all made to leave.
 

**
 

Ron didn't come to sit next to Lev when he returned to the waiting room. Given his recent victory, he didn't need to be present in the arena anymore. His performance in the hunt ensured that Lev didn't need to participate in a secondary selection phase to thin the numbers. Only sixty-four were going to be selected, after all.

He only got to sit there for a few minutes before an attendant entered the room. The woman looked around, then her eyes settled on Lev.

"Hunter Lev?" she confirmed after coming close, continuing after Lev's nod. "You have been summoned by Princess Katarina. Please follow me posthaste."

Just what I needed. Lev mentally sighed and psyched himself up for whatever was waiting for him. Hopefully, no one would try to pressure him into any jobs or contracts.

While he followed the woman, his mind went over all the things he should and shouldn't do in the presence of nobility. There were mercifully few things to note.

Bow at the waist to greet them and stay quiet unless addressed. Foolproof plan. Lev chuckled to himself, getting an odd look from the woman he was following.

Two minutes later, he walked through a grand hallway. Different strong auras were present near him, no doubt from the other rooms for different nobles.

Unfortunately, two auras eclipsed all others combined, and they just happened to be at his destination. Lev was mildly surprised when he felt Hakim's presence instead of The Runic Warlord's.

Whatever little he had prepared himself was rendered useless when he entered the room with five suffocating auras. The princesses were strong; he’d known that already, and both Hakim and Sherron were Exalted. They were all seated on their luxurious sofas facing the arena.

It was Duke Fabian who made him freeze in his steps. Being exposed to strong auras for the first time was always rough, and the warrior in front of him was far stronger than Lev was expecting—even more so than Orianna.

Lev was rightfully afraid. He shakily took a few steps forward and bowed at the waist, electing to stay quiet. His voice could not be trusted at the moment.

"Rise," Katarina's order reached him. Lev stood back up straight and scanned the reactions of everyone present.

Hakim was Hakim; no reaction there. Sherron was smiling lightly like usual, and the princesses looked serious for once. Duke Fabian was expressionless, content with observing him as Lev observed him back.

Since nobody spoke, Lev addressed Katarina first. "How may I be of assistance, Your Highness?"

What an unpleasant new flavor of speech.

"What do you think, Hunter Lev?"

Oh, great. They're enjoying this.

Lev took his time to answer, pretending to be deep in thought. It wasn’t like he actually knew the reason.

"I don't know," he eventually answered.

The moment he replied, the air in the room shifted. No outward changes were visible, but Lev knew something had just happened.

"Illusion's in place now," Sherron piped up.

That seemed to be the cue to drop the regal act for both the princesses. Katarina stretched, producing sounds that made Lev want to run away, before fully turning to look at him with a relaxed smile. Even the duke seemed to be used to her antics.

"Did you have to win so easily?"

Since she was being casual, Lev also risked talking normally.

"The last two were going to team up. I wanted to face the winner of the brawl, so I just bombed them out of disappointment, I guess."

All the while, Lev was becoming increasingly creeped out by the duke silently watching his every move like a hawk.

"You're not fit to be a noble," Duke Fabian spoke for the first time, causing Lev's gaze to turn flat. It took some effort not to open his mouth as the duke continued.

"That is not a big deal. Tell me, Hunter Lev, are you a part of a team?"

"Not yet, sir. There is one waiting for me."

Duke Fabian nodded as if he already knew. "What did my daughter say to you?"

He knew about that, too?

Lev took a few moments to gather his scattered thoughts. It wasn't that surprising for a duke to take his daughter's safety seriously.

"She told me to be respectful regardless of what you ask of me," Lev replied, not giving him the full truth.

"So it was about our meeting. I can deduce the rest," the duke casually reasoned, making Lev wonder why he was here in the first place.

"Are you done?" Sherron's rather icy voice cut through Lev's thoughts. He blinked, taken aback.

"It's just like you to interfere for no reason," Duke Fabian remarked, his tone exasperated despite being clipped and formal. "And yes, I can tell the boy has already made up his mind."

"And it's just like you to waste time despite knowing the outcome," Sherron quipped, equally unamused. "Was my word not enough?"

Duke Fabian had nothing to say to that.

"Isabella's a good girl, you know?" Lara said while looking at Lev. "She will not shy away from grand goals like yours."

Lev took a seat beside Sherron before replying. "While that may be true, do you know what my plans are after this?"

"Rushing to Master?" she guessed.

"Yeah, but how exactly?"

Lara looked at him with narrowed eyes and considered in silence. "Will you return to the pit?"

"Nope. I'm gonna solo clear Platinum dungeons."

"That is a horrible idea," Duke Fabian couldn't help but comment.

"That is a fantastic idea," Lev countered before addressing Sherron. "How many clears do I need for the title upgrade?"

"Dungeoneer?" Lev nodded. "Ten, twenty-five, fifty, one hundred, and so on."

"Do any of you know what kind of title one can get by solo clearing Platinum dungeons before Master?"

There was no answer. Lev was waiting for Hakim to tell him off, but that didn't happen. He would've happily listened to the old man's advice. If he thought Lev could do it, though…

"Is it possible?" Lev asked Hakim directly.

"Sure is," Hakim answered without hesitation. "What's more important is how you clear them."

Lev waved a hand. "Nothing to be worried about on that front. Since dungeons last forever, I'm gonna take whatever rewards Drakys has prepared and practice my skills as much as I can. Surely that counts for something."

"I do not approve of this," Sherron spoke up, getting nods from Katarina and Lara both. Lev frowned. His decision would be based on their agreement, but the opinions were split.

"Why?"

"It's too dangerous," she replied. Lev stared at her without an expression, which actually made the Exalted squirm a little. With a sigh, she first looked at Fabian.

"What we're about to discuss is classified information. Red-black category, if you care."

Fabian's eyebrows rose, visibly reacting for the first time. He nodded slowly, tacitly agreeing to a vow of silence.

Sherron turned to Lev, "You nearly died twice in Gold dungeons. There would be a much higher chance of things going wrong in way larger Platinum dungeons. What if another chaoswalker finds you?"

Lev hesitated. "It will not."

Her gaze sharpened, waiting for an explanation. None came for a few seconds as she gradually grew disappointed—and a little hurt.

That broke the straw. "ALRIGHT, FINE! Don't look at me like that," Lev rubbed his neck. "I still can't tell you all of it, but I got a title saying 'Similar events are extremely unlikely to happen around you again.'"

"When…" Duke Fabian's voice interrupted further explanation. "When exactly did this happen?"

"Like, two months ago? I haven't been keeping track of time."

"Two months ago," the duke echoed, struggling to believe. "How come I was not made aware of this?"

Hakim glanced at Lev, telling him to take the reins.

"It's related to me," Lev settled on half-truths again. "Waves form faster wherever I go, and this also happened when I was solo clearing a dungeon.

"…It's also why I refuse to join a team right now. My mentor assured me that the team waiting for me would be able to keep up, which is the only reason I agreed. If they fail to, I'll still be doing the most dangerous missions solo."

Despite being unable to read anything on Duke Fabian's face, Lev could still feel the moment he changed his mind about recruiting Lev for his daughter's team.
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"That explains some things," Duke Fabian began.

Lev blinked. It does?

"Alec is notorious for rejecting all student applications and refusing to impart his knowledge to anyone. He still hasn't, from what I can see, but the prospect of a Wisdom Boost and whatever other secrets you have must have changed his mind about taking in a disciple," he said, pausing for a moment.

If the duke was hoping for more information, he was destined to remain disappointed. Lev himself didn't know why he had been accepted that day, though he didn't care, either. Alec had given him more than anything he had hoped for, and that was enough for Lev's eternal gratitude.

"Moreover, Sherron and Orianna's extended stay in an outpost didn't go unnoticed. They often went there to meet your mentor, but never for weeks, let alone the month they spent with you."

Duke Fabian went quiet after that, no doubt because of the same reason that had Lev rooted on the spot. Sherron's aura had surged out for a single, almost unnoticeable instant, yet that was more than enough to warn even the duke to never do that again.

Though the man didn't seem to care much.

"As I was saying before, a delinquent decided to throw a tantrum"—Sherron got a pointed look—"and Drakys took a leave for the first time of his own accord from The Ravine. It is my duty to note these occurrences to better optimize rotations"—another look at the lightning Exalted—"which let me connect the dots."

The words barely registered in the astonished Lev's head. Had Sherron just been chided like a kid?

"You're awfully confident for someone within striking distance," Sherron drawled with a hint of mirth.

"And you're awfully confident for someone bluffing so hard. What happened to the days where you called me uncle?" Fabian rolled his eyes, surprising Lev.

"I fucking grew up," Sherron snorted.

The conversation petered off after that. Hakim, Katarina, and Lara were already absorbed in watching the proceeding selection phase. Since nobody had kicked him out, Lev also got comfortable and started paying attention.

Three rounds had passed already. Given the small five-minute timeframe and competent organization, each round was progressing quickly.

Most of the participants were Gold hunters, numbering nearly eight hundred. The rest were all Platinum hunters. Even then, the higher-level limit was 215, which greatly limited the advantage Platinum hunters could've had.

Silver hunters weren't allowed beyond the Monster Hunt.

The current round had three warriors and five mages. It had only just begun when a water mage sniped another fire mage. One of the warriors threw his shield at the distracted water mage, the projectile impacting with enough force to take him out.

One by one, they all fell before the shield warrior won. With a tower shield in hand, the hunter was a menace. He swung it around with more than enough force to compensate for a weapon, easily taking down both warriors while effortlessly blocking all magical attacks.

Lev was taking mental notes. One of his future teammates would be a shield user. Crafting a good piece of equipment for him would be vital.

The commentator's voice boomed as the next round was about to begin.

"On the first, we have Aryan, who scored fourth in the Monster Hunt. Not only is his shadow mana one of a kind, but he is also an excellent rogue that is rarely seen in a generation."

Let's see how that "excellent rogue" fares against a budget orbital bombardment.

Lev tried to keep his expression in check, but some of his arrogance still shone through.

"Do you know him?" Lara questioned with a grin, knowing damn well what she was doing.

"You can say that," Lev answered, expressionless. "We made a bet."

…

"Don't you dare leave it at that."

Lev chuckled. "Well, he has a big mouth and an even bigger head. Someone assigned us both the same cart when we were being carried to the hunt arena. To summarize, I was tempted to just blow off a limb or two to show him his place, but settled for a bet instead. Whoever loses has to publicly apologize and pay one hundred gold coins. I also have to do five Platinum quests for him if I lose."

"That's definitely an unorthodox way to make a name for yourself, but I approve," Sherron remarked.

"It was not my intention," Lev huffed. "Just because I'm young doesn't mean I will let anyone off the hook. The rogue had it coming. Better it be from me than someone who may hold a grudge or even target his life."

Nobody refuted him, which, oddly enough, improved his mood. All this time, Lev had only seen the good side of humanity, especially with how lucky he’d been to find his mentor early on. Knowing that it was not all rainbows and sunshine was a considerable weight off his shoulders.

It was more like the humanity he knew.

Down below, the round had just begun. Aryan instantly cloaked himself, vanishing almost completely from sight and Mana Perception. Lev doubted most people at his level were able to track the rogue. He glided across the sand-covered ground without leaving a trail.

One moment, the starting bell was rung, and the next, one of the mages was launching fireballs in a circle around him. None of them helped her. A dagger scraped against barriers that appeared just before her throat could be slit.

A small, dark blur was all the indication of a skill usage as the dagger became invisible again. Lev observed that in silence, noting the potential surprises.

I still don't know if shadow mana can be used to attack directly. If that is possible, then it will definitely be the nastiest surprise. The daggers can also be thrown for a devastating ranged attack, which is the second most dangerous threat.

The fight ended in less than two minutes as Lev's second prediction came true. When only three hunters were left, two thrown daggers coated in shadow mana quickly put an end to them. Lev's eyes darkened as he registered the speed and lethality of those projectiles.

His armor was not going to stop those.

"I have to ask," Lev spoke up, garnering everyone's attention. "How likely is the bracelet folding under my maximum output?"

"Don't risk the spectators," Hakim spoke for the first time. "Keep it contained."

"Aren't there barriers in place?"

"Your maximum output is comparable to a Master's spellcasting. Better off not taking any chances."

Lev nodded, for that made sense. His full pool could detonate into something truly extreme as well.

Hours passed as participants were quickly disqualified, letting only one progress further. Elias won his round with ease, and so did Viktor. Out of the top fifteen rankers in the Monster Hunt, only four were disqualified, and solely because they had to face a teammate or another ranker.

Duke Fabian didn't show any reaction when Isabella stepped into the arena. The commentator sang plenty of her praises, not forgetting to mention her status and background before the round began.

Thick, slithering ropes of compressed fire formed around her, shooting towards the nearest water mage. Large blobs of water were hastily created to block them, only to end up turned to steam as the ropes made contact.

A chunk of fire mana was infused into the fiery constructs. It erupted in a bright explosion and took out the opposing mage.

She has a lot of mana for her class, Lev noted. It wouldn't surprise me if she has class benefits like my own.

Two more competitors fell in the meantime. Isabella didn't interrupt any of the ongoing duels and observed. In less than three minutes, only four people remained standing in the arena.

The hunters glared at one another, unwilling to make the first move. Isabella broke the stalemate, launching three blue fireballs at the competition.

Warriors dodged out of the way of the predictable attacks, but the final mage had to hastily erect earth walls. The fireball shattered two of them, obscuring the earth mage's vision in a burst of flames.

One of the warriors charged Isabella and was stopped in his tracks as weighty whips sought to blow him away. The other rushed the earth mage, quickly taking him out before targeting Isabella.

Now this is getting interesting. Lev unconsciously leaned forward a little.

The fire mage didn't panic as both the warriors circled her. They rushed her at the same time, dodging and weaving between eight fire whips. Divided as those fire constructs were, Isabella barely had any time to create distance before the first warrior reached her.

She seemed to be waiting for that. A small pebble of compressed fire hidden in her sleeve shot forward, impacting a mana slash fired by the warrior at the last moment.

Using that explosive momentary pause on one front, all eight whips rose into the air and concentrated on the other warrior. They flew downwards like sentient tentacles, each landing with a fiery blast. The warrior tried his best to block with his shield and cut them apart with his battle axe, yet all it did was allow more blasts per contact.

Within seconds, only two people were facing each other in the arena. Consequently, Isabella had no more reason to hold back.

Four overloaded fireballs landed around the remaining warrior's position, signifying the end of the round as a small portion of the arena's floor turned into glass. There was simply no room to dodge.
 

**
 

"Why will it be 250%?" Lev questioned. He sipped the soup he took out of his ring, which had been returned to him after the selection round.

"Because it simply will be," Lara replied.

"That is not what I asked."

"But that is all you will get."

Lev looked at Sherron instead. Both Duke Fabian and Hakim didn't seem to want to participate, letting them squabble like children.

"Class benefits always like to follow evolution thresholds. 250% is simply more likely than anything else."

"So my regeneration will probably increase to 100%. Not bad, I suppose."

Katarina gave him the most unamused stare she could manage, which was more unnerving than Lev would have expected.

"What? It is rather tame compared to my Wisdom Boost."

The comment did not help. She took a deep breath, and then another, before ignoring Lev entirely. He tried not to snicker.

Duke Fabian turned towards the door before Lev could speak again. It opened after a few seconds, revealing a somewhat haggard Isabella.

She entered gracefully, then froze mid-step as her eyes found Lev. Lev himself didn't know the exact reason. Perhaps she was surprised at seeing him in the booth in the first place. Or because he was sitting next to Sherron, who also happened to be messing up his hair.

"Great fight, Bell," Katarina smiled at the newcomer. Isabella nodded at her, hugged Hakim, and then sat down next to Duke Fabian. All the while, her gaze rarely left Lev.

"What?"

"Why're you here?"

"I was summoned as per the orders of Princess Katarina."

"Get out," Katarina quipped, grinning.

"Oh, please. Your authority was severely diminished the moment you decided to stretch and moan when the illusion went up. As such—"

Lev yelped like a schoolgirl when two bright emerald vines formed midair inches from his face. Shamelessly, he tried to hide behind Sherron, but the furniture didn't allow it.

"I would like to deeply apologize—"

One of the vines just bonked him on the head before they both disappeared.

"…I'll keep the questions for later. Do you have a Wisdom Boost?" Isabella asked, more than a little surprised at how Lev was interacting with the princess.

"So much for keeping it a secret," Lev mused out loud. "Yes, but please don't let the information become public."

Isabella's expression screamed enlightenment. It was fleeting, though, and her face eased when she remembered Lev was a stranger.

"Do you also have a mana capacity benefit?" Lev asked, knowing he would get an answer because of the earlier question.

"I do," she nodded. "It gives me 50%, which is pretty good for a fire class."

Katarina's gaze bore into the back of Lev's head. He ignored her and nodded as well.

"Yeah, that is pretty good. No matching benefit for regeneration?"

"Those are rare. Do you have one?"

"Yep."

"No wonder you used so much of it in the hunt. A Wisdom Boost and a capacity bonus didn't explain how you never ran out."

Lev tilted his head a little. "I did run out, though? By the end."

"Oh, right." She smirked slightly. "You finally bottomed out after firing an attack powered by enough mana to fill my pool twice over. Makes a lot of sense."

"Well, if you put it that way…" Lev coughed into his hand. "What level were those last two warriors, by the way?"

"Platinum-ranked," she replied, tone still formal.

The conversation ended after that. Lev kept his eyes on the arena, trying to ignore the growing awkwardness.

How the hell do people keep interactions going? I remember social butterflies never shutting up.

Thankfully, Sherron came to the rescue and addressed him.

"Do you think you can beat her?"

…Why must you put me through this?

Lev gazed at her for a long few seconds, taking in her faint smirk and mischievous eyes.

"Easily," Lev eventually replied, eliciting a scoff from Isabella.

"Big words from someone who can barely hold a glaive."

"How about we skip the talking instead—"

Lev and Isabella both stood up at the same time as the former spoke but were interrupted. Sherron yanked Lev back by the collar, whereas Duke Fabian gently pulled on the girl's hand and made her sit down.

"Kids," Sherron shook her head. "You can measure it in the arena after a few days. Keep the energy within."

"At least use the right phrase," Lev muttered.

Isabella looked like she wanted to say more as well, but a stern glance from the duke shut her up.

"Your fault, by the way." Lev glanced at Sherron. "Why did you have to ask that in the first place?"

Now, answer for your crimes.

"Because I can."

…Oh, well.
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The selection phase for the loser's bracket concluded after a few hours. Lev had already left the rather awkward royal room after that small argument.

He couldn't even blame Sherron for instigating that. Lev had expected not to be taken seriously when he first replied to her question. Instead, Isabella had immediately risen to the challenge, and Lev wasn't one to back down.

Safe to say, it was a good lesson going forward. He wasn't going to poke anyone without a damn good reason again.

Should I do some background research about my opponents?

The prospect sounded more boring than anything. Sure, finding out about any potential surprises would reduce the already low chances of losing even further, but it also sounded useless.

If Lev couldn't deal with something despite his sizable range and Perception, knowing about it wouldn't have changed much.

"There you are," Elias called out to him when Lev was leaving the arena. He and Viktor were waiting on the side.

"Here I am, indeed. Nice showing," Lev said, shaking hands with both of them in greeting.

Elias smirked a little. "Barely. If anything, all other rounds paled in comparison to the fire princess."

Oh, great. He's starstruck.

"…Yeah." Lev smiled, just barely.

"Do you know her?" Viktor questioned, observing his reaction.

"No? How would I?"

He shrugged. "I remember she took you to the side to talk."

"Oh, right. Nah, that was something different, and it has been dealt with."

Elias and Viktor shared a glance, causing Lev to narrow his eyes. They didn't explain, and he didn't care enough to ask further.

"So, what are you two doing here?"

"Well…" Elias scratched his head. "Lisa and Rena didn't participate and are probably having some quality girls' time. Thought we should do the same."

"I'm down, as long as you two don't plan to chase skirts. Keep me away from that."

Viktor chuckled, not confirming or denying anything. Elias looked deep in thought.

"You're pretty rich, right?"

Lev tilted his head a little. "Sure?"

"Have you tried gambling?"

Oh, boy.
 

**
 

"Why are we in the merchant district again?" Viktor questioned. The trio was currently walking a large road littered with stalls.

"Shopping?" Lev answered, amused. "I also needed to sell my stuff. Here we are."

Without stopping, Lev entered the largest Bronze Bids branch in The Haven. It was similar in scale to the Runespires branch, which meant it was utterly gigantic.

"Welcome," a woman greeted them as they entered, swiftly taking in their appearance. "How can I help the star of the Monster Hunt?"

Lev ignored her words and summoned his tier three card. The woman scrutinized it for a moment before nodding.

"Tier three membership from Runespires. What do you wish to sell?"

"Cores," Lev replied, looking around. "There are quite a few. Where can I summon them?"

"Please give me a moment."

The woman summoned a table and set it in the middle of the large room. An enchanted piece of clothing appeared on it. Lev was waved to summon them after that.

For ten minutes, he kept summoning different types of cores. The receptionist was surprised at first, but professionalism took over, and she deftly scanned and valued all cores. Both Elias and Viktor also watched on, silently impressed.

"The total for this bunch comes out to seventy gold coins," she explained, thoughtful. "Many of these will fetch a better price if you sell to different buyers. Do you still want to sell them all here?"

"That's fine," Lev waved her off. He couldn't have cared less about money. There were a few second-threshold cores still waiting in his ring. The ones he had just sold belonged to the monsters from the hunt and dungeons near Windkeep.

Much richer, they left the establishment to find somewhere to waste the money. It was bound to be a memorable experience.

"Why gambling, anyway?"

"Hmm?" Elias looked at Lev before realization dawned on him. "Oh, we're not going to a casino or anything like that. There is a system in place to bet on the tournament participants. We will simply risk most everything on your win."

Is that even allowed? Doesn't make sense for it not to be, but still.

"Will that not cause trouble?"

"On what grounds?" Viktor grinned. "We are just going to bet on our friend."

Lev grinned back. If the system really allowed one to get rich like that, he had no qualms about making full use of it.

"Where do we place our bets?"

"Guess?"

And so they reached the Hunters Guild after half an hour of leisurely walking. The scale of the Great City became more and more apparent during that. Despite being straightforward, the distance still took a while to cover.

Lev weaved between the crowds, slightly peeved at his little height. He was still growing, standing at nearly five and a half feet, but hitting the maximum would still take a few years. If anything, he was going to be fairly tall, above six feet.

The receptionists naturally had huge lines in front of them. Lev was going to join one to wait, but Elias tapped him on the shoulder. Turning around, the radiant hunter didn't say anything and simply guided him to the second floor.

Giving the guildmaster's room a wide berth, Lev followed quietly. Elias seemed to know what he was doing.

The third room to the left in the large hallway had a room nameplate stating Official Bets.

Elias entered as if he owned the place. Lev was a step behind, faltering when he registered the mountain of a man in the rather empty room. A large dark brown desk with four padded chairs for visitors adorned the betting office, rendering it strangely intimidating.

The hunters all took their places, waiting for the official to finish reading whatever documents he was holding.

[Warrior - ???]

"What will it be?" a deep voice echoed in the room.

Elias looked at Lev, urging him to take the lead. Understanding, Lev cleared his throat and straightened up.

"I want to bet on myself that I'll win the duels."

The Master simply nodded once. "How much?"

Hmm, I don't think throwing everything at this is a good idea. Better keep some change.

"One platinum."

Lev was observed intently for a moment. Whatever the person behind the desk saw in him, it was enough to let him bet.

One hundred gold coins appeared on the desk and were stored just as quickly.

"Anything else?"

"Can I bet on someone reaching the top five?"

"Depends on the competitor you're betting on," the man curtly replied.

Lev motioned to his sides. "These two."

"Names?"

Elias spoke up. "Elias and Viktor. Members of a radiant team."

More documents were summoned and scanned. The Master stayed quiet for a few minutes, shuffling through different stacks of pages before addressing them.

"There are no opposing bets."

Viktor snorted, getting a look from the Master. That set him straight faster than being held at gunpoint.

Lev resisted the urge to laugh and continued. "What are the most popular bets right now?"

"Isabella's victory and Aryan placing second."

Was my showing in the hunt not enough?

"I see," Lev replied, turning to the other two. "Did you guys want to bet something?"

Elias nodded. "Waiting for you to be done."

"Last questions, then," Lev addressed the Master. "How long will the bets for Solo Combat remain open for? Are the bets for Team Combat open?"

"Solo bets will remain open for one more day. Team bets will be available after Solo Combat is done."

Lev thanked the man and went quiet, letting Elias and Viktor place their bets.

"I will bet twenty gold on Lev scoring first place," Elias voiced, summoning the gold coins. Viktor followed suit after a moment.

"I'll also bet another twenty gold on the shadow rogue not placing in the top two," Elias continued. Lev wasn’t surprised. If he’d had to guess who would win between Elias and Aryan, Lev would’ve also bet on the former.

Viktor didn't have any such bets to make. His class was focused on a mix of offense and defense. It disadvantaged him against competitors like Isabella, who had a specialized class.

"Out of curiosity, what would the payout be if I win?" Lev asked.

"Twelve times the placed bet as it stands."

…I can see why people lose their lives to gambling.

Thanking the rather scary Master, they quickly exited the room and walked downstairs.

"Now what?" Lev questioned once they were outside the guild.

"What do you mean 'now what'? You didn't put everything on the bets, right?"

Lev shook his head. He still had more than a platinum in gold in his storage ring. Most of the money had come from selling mistcrawler cores back in Windkeep.

Elias grinned. "The day is still young. Come on."
 

**
 

The Haven, as it turned out, had a massive amusement park. Called Joyland, Lev, Elias, and Viktor were waiting in its long lines amongst a bunch of other people. Most of them were entering with children, but there were more than a few attractions for adults present inside.

Lev's attention was occupied by one such ride. On the opposite end of the park, a towering sky wheel was spinning relatively slowly—still fast enough to produce a few howls and screams.

How did I even miss this thing before? It should be visible from anywhere in the city.

Somehow, he hadn’t noticed it anyway. Shaking off his wonder, Lev looked at the attendant at the park's gate.

"Two silvers for entry," the bored girl remarked. Her face lit up when she saw Lev. Elias paid the silvers without batting an eye, and they were let inside without being bothered further. Lev was prepared to deal with the girl's enthusiasm, but it seemed she was fine with just recognizing him.

Inside, the trio just stopped a bit farther away from the gate and took it all in. The park was immaculately decorated, looking pristine and orderly. Rides were all present at the other end, whereas the rest was for idling and wandering. There was even a large pond to the left for boating. Restaurants and similar services were situated on the right.

"Skywheel?" Lev asked.

"Skywheel," Elias confirmed.

Two minutes later, the boys were holding tickets for a single car for the next cycle.

"How much did the tickets cost?" Lev questioned once Viktor returned with them. He and Elias were waiting at a distance for the ride to stop.

"Fifty bronze per."

"…Isn't that pretty cheap?"

Viktor shrugged. "For us, yes."

I suppose that answers enough.

There was always a lot of money to be had in monster hunting. Lev and the present company were exceptions among exceptions, however. He was likely going to be the strongest Adept to ever exist, whereas the other two belonged to one of the best Gold teams. Money was probably never going to be an issue for them.

Less than five minutes later, Lev was handing his ticket to another attendant before boarding the cabin in front of them. It was spacious, designed to fit six people comfortably. Lev sat on one side, and the other two took their seats opposing him.

"Fancy," he remarked, liking the off-white interior and padding on the seats.

"It is one of the largest attractions of the park. Has to be at least this good."

Lev nodded and looked out. The wheel had yet to start spinning properly. Occasionally, they were pushed higher to allow other cars to reach the ground for people to board them.

The entirety of the park and much of The Haven were already visible. People went about their days beyond the park. After a certain point, they looked like ants, even to his much-improved eyesight.

Even farther, the walls stood tall like stone titans, protecting more than a million people without faltering even once.

A silent sigh escaped Lev. His brain, being the dumb thought-producing organ it was, couldn't help but think about what could bring those walls down. Even worse, his mind kept going to when his presence would attract one such monster. There were more than a few that had been historically defeated. It wouldn't be something new.

"What ails you, my stupidly strong friend?" Viktor commented, making Lev smile.

"The future, I guess? Just letting my mind wander."

He clicked his tongue. "You can do that any other day. It's not like the world is gonna end tomorrow. Why bother making the present harder for yourself?"

Lev took a deep breath. He doesn't know. It's fine. The world will not end because of a jinx. Surely.

"You're not wrong," Lev mused. "I'll just stop thinking, then."

The skywheel started spinning in earnest after that. It accelerated gradually, eventually reaching a point where Lev could hear the passage of air.

Even if the speed was nothing comparable to his flight, any disappointment he may have felt vanished when the wheel reached its peak. Their cabin was just below the walls in height, letting Lev see the bustling Haven in its glorious entirety.

For once, he completely shut down all lines of thought in his head and enjoyed the view.
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The next two days passed in peaceful meandering. Lev and the radiant team's warriors separated after the first day, leaving him to find new things to spend time on.

Bypassing that issue entirely, Lev entered one of the libraries and read up on the history of the Empyrean Empire. Regardless of how much he searched, there were no signs or mentions of Earth, but that was fine. Reading was fun on its own.

With his Perception held back, time passed in a blink, and he found himself spectating the duels.

Below him, the first round of the day was about to start. Out of sixty-four competitors, half would progress to the next stage.

"HERE WE HAVE TWO PARTICIPANTS WHO RANKED IN THE TOP TWENTY-FIVE IN THE MONSTER HUNT. PRISCILLA, A WELL-KNOWN PLATINUM HUNTER AND A DEADLY EARTH MAGE.

"OPPOSING HER, WE HAVE MARO, WHO RANKED TWELFTH. HIS LONGSWORD IS JUST AS LETHAL AS IT LOOKS."

Lev chuckled at Maro's flat face. The last comment could be twisted in quite a few ways.

"I would like to remind everyone here that a small pond and a patch of boulders have been added to the arena as usual. The request was made by both the competitors and the spectators a century ago. Water and earth are the most demanding elements, so those should help the mages shine instead of being bogged down by their class choice."

That's nice. Fire and lightning have an inherent advantage due to their potential, so this should even the odds a little.

"LET'S GET RIGHT INTO IT. JUST LIKE THE SELECTION PHASE, ANY PREPARATION IS NOT ALLOWED BEFORE THE MATCH STARTS. THAT BEING SAID, GOOD LUCK TO BOTH OF YOU, AND GIVE IT YOUR ALL."

"THREE…"

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Priscilla immediately dashed to the pond behind her. Maro didn't rush in, giving her time to prepare in a show of good sportsmanship. They both shared a nod before the round truly began.

Lev leaned forward, taking it all in while straining his Perception to the limit. Water rose from the pond, shaped into sharp bullets and launched forward with impressive speed.

Maro darted to the side, sprinting as fast as he could while dodging the barrage. His sword flashed, deftly blocking some of the projectiles that were too tedious to avoid.

Within seconds, he was close enough to the water mage to launch a mana slash. Colorless in nature, the attack impacted a water shield in a blink, cleaving through but losing most of its substance in the process.

The two halves of the shield joined back together seamlessly as if they hadn't been cut in the first place. Priscilla constantly remained on the move, not wasting the small lapse in Maro's sprint to create more distance between them.

As more water streamed out of the pond and into Priscilla's bullets, or simply hovering around her, Maro used body enhancement for the first time. His movements immediately became much faster, and within moments, he was in Priscilla's face.

She was expecting the sudden burst, perhaps not to such a degree, and managed to launch a wave of compressed water at the warrior. Maro ducked, sliding underneath, and had to quickly jump away as a water beam almost pierced him.

Lev could see Maro's eyes darken. The ground behind him exploded into sand and stone from the beam's power.

Two floating barriers immediately took form in front of him, blocking three bullets each before shattering. Not caring about mana costs, Maro flared his body enhancement at full power while reforming the barriers.

More and more beams were hastily dodged or blocked by both barriers at once. The water mage's reserves swiftly dwindled despite constantly creating more water above her.

No longer moving, Priscilla tried her best to catch Maro with one of her projectiles. Unfortunately for her, while she could keep the warrior at bay with several different variations of water projectiles, Maro was too fast to be hit by even a single attack.

Mana Barrier and Mana Slash. Good thing I don't need the former.

Both of them were staple skills for warriors. Seeing them put into action further proved their usefulness.

Less than a minute later, Priscilla held up her right hand with an open palm and fingers held apart—the sign to surrender.

The first round ended up being slow but far from boring. Seeing a water mage in action, smoothly manipulating that taxing element and almost winning, was an enjoyable show. Maro was just a bad matchup for her.

"Marvelous showing from both of our participants. Please give them a big hand!"

Cheers and applause rang out with more intensity than Lev expected. The spectators could tell just how hard it was to operate at such a pace while the combatants gave it their all.

Right, my Perception also skews things a bit. To them, the match happened a fair bit quicker than it happened for me.

With that last piece of the puzzle in place, the thunderous applause made more sense. Lev clapped, too, having enjoyed the display and learnt a few things.

Two more duels passed before Elias's name was called.

"ON ONE SIDE, WE HAVE A HUNTER WHO ALMOST KILLED A FIELD BOSS ON HIS OWN. MEMBER OF A RADIANT TEAM, WILL ANYONE BE ABLE TO TAKE THIS WARRIOR DOWN?!

"OPPOSING HIM, WE HAVE BARAM, AN ABSOLUTE DEMON WITH HIS TOWER SHIELD AND SHEER PHYSICAL STRENGTH! BOTH OF THEM ARE FAN FAVORITES, YET VICTORY REMAINS UNDECIDED. WHO WILL WIN!? LET US FIND OUT!"

Damn, I wanted to face that guy. His shield is impressively enchanted, and I need to practice with my mace, too.

It was not meant to be, and Lev didn't really mind. It remained to be seen who he would face.

Elias and Baram squared off in the arena. Elias held his long swords ready—both on the shorter side in that category of such swords—and stayed put without using his enhancement for now.

Baram, on the other hand, simply held his large dark blue shield in the air. Strapped to his right hand, Lev could see just how much it weighed given the way Baram's feet sank into the sandy ground. His thick armor also added to that.

"THREE…"

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Baram roared the instant the countdown was up, slamming his shield into the ground. A stamina-powered skill rushed out, uprooting a large part of the ground in front of him in a localized earthquake.

Elias quickly darted sideways as a cloud of stone and sand flew at him. Baram didn't waste the opportunity, leaping forward with the grace of a bulldozer. Each of his steps left a small crater in the sand, propelling him forward in mighty jumps.

Not caught unprepared, Elias easily dodged the first shield bash and thrust his sword at Baram's armored back. With surprising agility, Baram turned his shield in time to block the weapon, throwing Elias back from the rebound.

Both of them paused and reassessed each other. As one, body enhancements came alive before they moved again.

The next few minutes passed in a strange dance of offense and defense. Lev kept his eyes peeled for all their movements. Baram twirled his shield around as if it weighed nothing, and Elias evaded all his opponent's advances like water bending around a curve.

Neither seemed to be going truly all out, and it made sense. They had little chance to defeat their opponent in a single rush. As it stood, they were waiting for the other to run out of resources first.

Lev expected Baram to be at a disadvantage due to his stamina-powered enhancement, but that belief was being challenged. The man looked just as ready to go as he had at the start.

Come on, now. Lev gazed at Elias still standing tall and ready. Don't you dare lose so early. I need to get a skill out of you.

The match reached a boiling point after another minute of nothing meaningful happening. Baram grunted and deflected with more strength than before, almost knocking the swords out of Elias's hands.

Seeing that their tactics were getting nowhere, Baram caved under the mounting pressure first and used the active skill again. Shield raised high above, it crashed down into the ground too fast for the longsword warrior to take advantage.

Unlike the previous use of the active skill, the effect was much more dreadful this time. Raw power spread out from the point of impact in waves, tearing the stone ground underneath a layer of sand farther with each wave.

Stones the size of boulders were launched into the air as Elias hastily backtracked from the violently shaking zone. With such treacherous footing, he could only step back a few meters before a loud gong echoed throughout the arena.

Ducking just in time, Elias barely saved himself from getting splattered against a boulder flying at him. Undeterred, Baram swung his shield in a wide arc, launching another small boulder at him.

Elias rushed forward, sidestepping the large stone with ease, and reached Baram in a blink. The latter was waiting for that. He utilized another burst of stamina before slamming his foot down on the already ravaged arena.

The skill visibly drained him. Baram staggered for a moment before righting himself. As if defying gravity, sand and stone rose into the air from around where his foot landed.

Elias, being up close, was also launched upwards. Unlike Baram, he seemed to be prepared and quickly made his move. He rushed—not at his opponent, but to a midair boulder to the side.

The shield bearer struggled to follow the movement, just barely turning to face the speedster. Yet Elias had jumped away already, now behind him.

Baram turned around as fast as he could, bringing up his shield in time to block the incoming strike. He would've succeeded if Elias was executing a simple move. Instead, the man somersaulted above Baram.

Lev watched with his mouth ajar as his friend's swords moved in from the sides, completely bypassing the tower shield. They slid fluidly through the narrow gap between Baram's armor and helmet.

Barriers sprang up to prevent the lethal injury before Baram was swiftly taken out of the arena.

"WHAT A PERFORMANCE! THINGS WERE LOOKING A BIT DICEY FOR ELIAS AT THE END, BUT HE PULLED THROUGH SPECTACULARLY!"

I'm not sure if I can even face him in melee, let alone long enough to get a skill… Lev thought to himself, impressed as hell. To begin with, he could just barely match the swordsman's speed when going all out while imbuing his armor with lightning.

Negating that one advantage did absolutely nothing, though. Elias had two weapons compared to Lev's one, knew his way around the longsword like the back of his hand, had a wealth of experience fighting with them, and was taller with a greater reach.

The latter might not have been strictly true, but with Lev's smaller stature and lack of both raw skill and General Skill, it wasn't false, either.

He also pointedly ignored the nagging feeling of a pending skill. At any moment, he could stop denying The System's assistance and accept the self-taught mastery skill. Lev just wanted to reap the maximum benefits by accepting it after having pushed himself to the limits. If the theories were to be believed, it actually improved the gains per level, similar to the enchanting skills.

Well, it's not like I'll be able to go all out for long. Lev smiled, watching the contestants leave the arena. A single lapse in concentration, and those swords will tear me in two. That is assuming we both meet in the arena in the first place.

His musings were interrupted when an attendant entered the waiting room for contestants. Lev was currently alone in the small room, and he stood up to follow the attendant without being questioned.

"When's my turn?" Lev asked as they made their way to the arena's entrance.

"The round after this one, sir."

Rolling his eyes, Lev refrained from asking further questions. Primarily to avoid being called "sir" again. He checked his equipment, finding it all in top shape. The skinsuit had yet to take even a little bit of damage.

Summoning Stargazer from his ring, he handed the storage artifact to the waiting Master. The crafter checked all his equipment once before scanning him from head to toe thoroughly. Not finding anything that shouldn't have been there, he nodded at the attendant, declaring Lev ready to proceed.

Peering out of the entrance, the current round was between two hunters he didn't know about. One was a wind mage specializing in high-speed flight and precise attacks, whereas the other was an earth mage. Predictably, the round had devolved into both of them trying to snipe each other while defending against the counterattacks.

Lev paid half a mind to the fight while thinking about his next steps. Once the tournament was dealt with, there was a lot of work to be done on his skills and whatever rewards Drakys handed to him.

Like he had told the duke and Sherron, his main reasoning for solo delving Platinum dungeons was to take his time before evolving. Rushing it wouldn't need more than six months by his estimates, but his team still wouldn't be ready to join him for a year or two.

Beyond that, his more immediate goals were learning the basics of how to utilize cores to power his barrier enchantments. Acquiring more runes would be a priority for spellcasting formations, whereas practicing crafting equipment would be the second task.

Crafting a bubble of his own for moving around wouldn't hurt, either. Reducing travel times to hours instead of weeks would be a great boon.

But before all of that, he had some rewards to seize.
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"THERE THEY ARE, LADIES AND GENTS. THE SECOND MOST ANTICIPATED ROUND OF THE DAY ABOUT TO START. PLEASE GIVE OUR COMPETITORS A BIG HAND!"

Lev took in the cheers and the pumped-up crowds, lost about whether he was supposed to do something to further excite them. He wasn't some superstar used to such attention, however. The thought of putting up a good show mattered little as he reached his intended position.

"ON THE RIGHT SIDE, WE HAVE LILLIA, A MAGNIFICENT SOLO HUNTER AND A SUPERB WATER ENHANCER. USING HER GREATSWORD AND ELEMENT, SHE HAS CARVED HER WAY TO THE PEAK OF GOLD RANK IN JUST FIVE YEARS!

"FACING HER, WE HAVE THE VICTOR OF THE MONSTER HUNT, THE BOY WHO TOOK THE EVENT LIKE A STORM—"

Lev naturally blocked out the rest. It was never going to get any easier to hear someone sing his praises.

Instead, he took in his opponent. Lillia was a short girl, only a few inches taller than Lev. With dark blue hair and perpetually mischievous eyes, she looked bubbly and ready to crack an untimely joke at any moment.

Unable to hold back a smile, Lev did a cursory scan of her gray metal armor and greatsword. Both of them were masterfully enchanted yet simple in design, allowing her maximum range of movement while protecting all vitals. None of them weighed her down.

It was quite the sight.

Lillia's smirk indicated that she knew exactly where Lev's gaze wanted to roam. It took considerable effort to simply stare at her face and keep his eyes there.

She shook her head a little and adopted a stance. Lev did the same with Stargazer, waiting for the round to start. Using skills was not allowed before that.

"THREE…"

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Armor appeared around Lev as he quickly jumped back, barely dodging a thin water slash. With narrowed eyes, he spared a moment to notice how the attack cleanly cut through the sand behind him instead of landing explosively.

Dangerous. Can't allow a direct hit, or I'm gonna lose a limb.

There was no more time to plan. Lillia was upon him in a flash, swinging her sword in a controlled arc to bisect him. Stargazer met greatsword, just barely deflecting the attack enough for Lev to make more distance.

The enhancement formation was carved on his armor in the meantime. The moment it was finished, Lev channeled as much mana as he could into it while imbuing his armor with a large amount of lightning.

Instantly, his speed multiplied as the weak body underneath started taking small amounts of damage from the destructive mana. Small pulses of restoration mana dealt with most of it as Lev advanced.

Covering the distance in a blink, Lillia was taken by surprise as a straight thrust almost pierced her abdomen. Her sword blocked it in the nick of time, yet she didn't stagger as Lev had hoped.

The weight of her body, armor, and sword combined was enough to weather his light weapon's force. Lips pursed, Lev didn't let up. He brought back Stargazer before thrusting again, all in a blink.

Again and again, Stargazer sought to impale the swordswoman. Her water enhancement easily withstood the onslaught, fluidly deflecting and blocking each strike.

Lev almost lost an arm when she sped up abruptly and counterattacked with a thrust of her own. Sidestepping in the nick of time, her greatsword cut through his armor with some struggle, scoring a thin red line on his left bicep.

The fighters disengaged after that. Lillia still had a small smile playing on her lips, whereas Lev's eyes were resigned. Just that short exchange was enough to realize something.

If even she can play with me like this, I could've never pushed Elias enough to force a skill unlock.

His lack of talent in melee combat was showing itself again. For days straight, he had practiced against both monsters and dummies, yet Lillia didn't even need to break a sweat to keep him at bay.

Granted, that entire time he had learned without guidance, but that should've been compensated by his sheer speed and mana. Without a doubt, he outdid Lillia in the speed department.

Or maybe she's still greatly holding back.

The suspicion took root like fangs sinking into a rabbit's neck. Within seconds, all previous hopes about being able to match the swordswoman vanished the more he thought about it.

Lev sighed and rolled his shoulders. With a small smile, not unlike Lillia's, he shook his head as she had earlier.

System, I accept the skill.

[

You have learned the General Skill: Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - Level 1:

Through patience and hard work, you have stayed firm on your chosen path and qualified for this skill. The System acknowledges your dedication and drive.

Control over movements when wielding a glaive is vastly improved. The skill will guide your steps, aiding your armor and physical capabilities to come together in a deadly dance while different mana types swirl to obey your whims.

]

With a deep breath to keep the excitement contained, Lev felt inwards for the skill. It immediately rose to the task, guiding him to an actual, proper stance.

Crouching, Stargazer’s pole was brought slightly above his right shoulder with its tip hovering just above ground. Then Lev pulled his arms back. The muscles compressed, coiled like a cobra ready to strike, and mana rushed into the glaive, setting it alight in a burst of flames.

Lillia's eyebrows rose, acutely feeling the change in Lev's confidence. Consequently, the small smile on her face transitioned into a full-blown grin, relaxed and self-assured.

The enhancement formation came alive, and lightning was once again imbued, but the difference couldn't have been more apparent. Taking a single step, Lev flew forward, almost lopping off his opponent's head.

Lillia jerked back in shock, putting her greatsword in the way of Stargazer at the last possible moment. She recovered extremely quickly and struck back immediately.

The next clash went far differently than it would've a minute before. Calm and collected, Lev overloaded all his relevant skills and met her charge. Legs tensed and arms poised to the best of his ability, the deflected greatsword slid against the haft of Stargazer.

Just before it could reach his fingers, he took a step back and brought the butt of Stargazer forward. Lillia's hand rose to catch it, but Lev didn't give her the chance, hurling it forward with the speed of a lightning bolt.

A metallic ping echoed throughout the arena as the stomach shot made the swordswoman keel over. Despite that, she righted herself in less than a second. Lev noticed a large amount of mana enhancing her body after that, making him tense in preparation.

She's going all out now.

Lillia was on him in a blink, swinging her large sword around like a whirlwind of metal and sharpness. Each strike was a precursor for the next, constantly keeping Lev on his toes without giving him a chance to fight back.

Yet she couldn't land an attack on him, either. Whenever she tried to aim lower, the haft of Stargazer blocked all attacks while giving Lev enough time to reposition. Swings were blocked and deflected much the same. The new skill let Lev bring out more of his physical and mental strength, both combining into far higher total strength.

Half a minute later, the fighters disengaged again. Lillia looked slightly winded after that lengthy rush, but Lev was on the brink of collapse. Sweat rolled down his brow as he heaved for breath, doing his best to ignore the growing aches.

Healing mana constantly entered his body to heal the overtaxed muscles and shaken bones, yet the damage continued to mount. Where his armor was formless and easy to manipulate, his body was rigid and suffered from every clash of their weapons.

Not only that, his physical attributes were greatly lagging behind his mental and magical ones. The skill greatly enhanced his armor manipulation, causing the weaker flesh and bone beneath to suffer as it moved beyond its intended speeds. It was like forcing a child to run faster than an adult. Their bodies could only handle so much.

Giving his head a firm shake, Lev straightened up before raising Stargazer. The fight was still ongoing, and he had no intention of losing. More than 80% of his mana remained despite the extensive use, and he planned to use every last drop of it if need be.

As the internal damage was slowly patched up by the healing mana, both competitors met in the middle of the arena again. Stargazer shone bright, launching an overloaded lightning slash at an unsurprised Lillia.

Within moments, a transparent barrier formed in front of her to block the slash. If she thought such a flimsy construct could keep her safe, however, then she was sorely mistaken.

The slash cleaved through it with contemptuous ease, almost frying the swordswoman on the spot. She pressed herself flat on the ground, letting the slash fly overhead, and quickly rolled to the right.

Stargazer landed where she’d been a moment before in a large explosion of fire and lightning, turning the sand around it into glass. With a gulp, she quickly stood up and charged.

Lev didn't allow her to gather momentum this time. With each clash of their weapons, a small chunk of fire mana detonated to disrupt her rhythm. It forced her to expend more mana on her enhancement.

A thin slash of water cut through another overloaded lightning slash, causing the latter to explode immediately and disrupt the former. Seeing her ranged attack so easily neutralized, she flared her enhancement more than she had ever before and prepared for one last assault.

With another large burst of lightning imbued into his armor, Lev made the first move. As he had done earlier, Lev thrust Stargazer forward, targeting Lillia's torso. She deflected it easily enough before more and more thrusts aimed to skewer reached her.

Lillia broke out of the patterned strikes quickly and swung her sword wide. Lev leaned far back in a hasty dodge, opening himself for retaliation. The swordswoman fell for the bait. She triumphantly transitioned the swing into an overhead chop aiming to split the out-of-position Lev in two.

Belatedly, she noticed Lev's calm gaze and the glaive circling in from the right of its own accord. Guided by Lev's mind, it was primed to pierce her neck before the greatsword could land on him.

Making a split-second decision, Lillia aborted her attack and changed the chop into a block. Stargazer clinked harmlessly against the large sword, letting Lev's fist—overloaded with lightning—directly impact her pretty face.

Before even a quarter of the destructive mana could be released, thick, durable barriers formed and pushed his fist away. Lillia vanished immediately after.

"AND WE HAVE OUR WINNER! HE HAS DONE IT AGAIN! LEV, THE BARRIER MAGE, HAS DEFEATED THE MIGHTY WATER ENHANCER LILLIA IN A BRAWL! JUST WHAT ELSE IS THIS HUNTER CAPABLE OF!?"

Now alone, Lev silently observed the empty sand in front of him. His brain took a while to process that he had actually won without resorting to his ranged attacks.

His armor vanished as a large amount of healing mana was channeled into his body, jolting Lev and causing him to let out a short laugh. The sound turned into a chuckle when he wiped his nose. His hand came back bloody—a sign of severe overuse of mental faculties.

Shaking his throbbing head, he kept the stream of healing mana suffusing his body and made his way back to the arena's entrance. The Master crafter nodded at him, and Lev returned it and handed him the bracelet.

The attendant who had summoned him to the royal booth before was already waiting for him. Lev nodded at her to take the lead while swallowing. Only now was he realizing just how badly his body was bruised and damaged inside as the coppery taste of blood registered.

I would take a healing potion if the restoration mana didn't require practice, Lev noted tiredly. A little more suffering for progressing my Mana Manipulation is also probably worth it.

Even if the skill had hit the level cap already, each bit of progress inched it closer to evolving. Lev was not going to miss out on some free advancement. There were also two notifications waiting for him.

[

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 2

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 3

]

Not bad at all.

Several minutes of healing and increasingly encompassing lethargy later, Lev reached the royal booth. Hakim and Drakys weren't present, which meant the room was occupied by Sherron, Duke Fabian, the princesses, and Isabella.

Lev bowed at the waist without speaking. He was quite sleepy all of a sudden.

"Rise," Katarina's voice reached him. Lev straightened and entered just as the illusion went up. His shoulders instantly slumped before he took his spot next to Sherron.

Lev groaned while rubbing his face. "Why the hell am I so tired?"

"You're still healing yourself," Lara replied, serious.

Oh, right. Healing requires nutrients and all that.

The stream of healing mana was instantly cut off, renewing the wave of tiredness. Not giving in to the temptation, Lev summoned bread and a bowl of soup to quickly slurp down.

"So, how'd I do?" he asked Sherron with a full mouth. Swallowing, he continued. "Fighting in that moment felt pretty badass, but did it look as good?"

Sherron nodded with a slightly exasperated smile. "You did, especially with how your armor shone with my favorite element. Well done, and you're also an idiot. Don't overdo it like this again."

"Yeah, sure," Lev snorted. "Let me just ask life not to push me like that again. It will definitely listen."

He looked at his still-bloody right hand from the earlier nosebleed. It was the first time his body had been pushed to such a degree, yet the pain and effort came with equal parts satisfaction. Fighting in melee was fun. It was just supremely difficult.

Or at least, it used to be. Lev and his new skill were going to go places.

"There was no life-threatening monster chasing you in the arena, was there?"

Lev shrugged. "Felt like it."

"You were fighting without a glaive skill all this time?" Isabella questioned, slowly coming to terms with what she had seen.

"Of course?" Lev gave her a funny look. "Did you think I had some terrible skill before?"

"Maybe," she replied, entirely unapologetic. "You wielded the glaive with the confidence of a skill bearer."

"I did have Mana Slash," Lev remarked, causing her to chuckle.

"Fair enough."

Nobody disturbed him as he finished his meal. Feeling slightly better, Lev cleared his throat and looked at Katarina.

"Your Highness," Lev began as a grin refused to be held back. "This humble—"

"Out with it, goldie."

Lev blinked. "'Goldie'?"

"Gold hunter," Katarina explained with a smug smile. "Not even a Master, hmph."

"The princess herself is discriminating against the hunters. We are so doomed."

She laughed. "Nothing so dramatic. It used to be quite common to form rivalries between teams early on so they could race with each other. All in good nature. Both the guilds and the people benefited from the quickly cleared quests."

"…As I was saying, is there a trusted aura mage who can help me regenerate?"

"Way ahead of you," Sherron answered, waving her hand. The door opened to reveal a stern bald man. Muscular as he was, Lev was more impressed by his aura and large reserves of mana.

The man bowed to everyone present in the room one by one. "What service do you require of me, Exalted Sherron?"

Sherron replied in that official tone of hers. "Just your aura skill. Can you use it on this hunter here?" She motioned towards Lev.

Without warning, an incredibly potent skill enveloped Lev's soul. His mana regeneration skyrocketed in an instant, going from a small, tame stream to a wilder, roaring stream. By his estimates, his total regeneration time had been cut down to a fifth.

"Woah," Lev breathed out, equal parts uncomfortable and fascinated. "How huge is that bonus?"

The man looked at Sherron, who nodded. "It gives a maximum of 272% bonus to regeneration, depending on how much the receiver can handle."

"How much can I handle?"

"All of it."

Heh. Extraordinary Soul for the win.
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"Marvelous skill," Lev remarked once the bald man left. "One of my future teammates is an aura mage, right?"

Sherron nodded, watching the arena being restored to its original state. "Was your Wisdom supposed to be that high?"

"Yes?" Lev replied, confused. "It's at 525 currently."

That caused her to frown and look at him. Lev overrode her.

"No, I am not neglecting my other attributes. It's just that I put all my points from the dungeoneer title into it."

"You still are, but you do you. Just make sure to keep the future in mind."

Lev nodded slowly. "A lot of pain in store for me, but at least I am not intentionally crippling myself."

"How is sacrificing your body not crippling yourself?" Sherron asked. She had an inkling about his thought process already, if her resigned eyes were any indication.

"Can't heal death, because that's what lack of big mana reserves will cause."

The next two rounds passed in silence before Lev remembered something.

"Hey, I wanted to ask," he began, looking at Sherron. "How often do waves form randomly inside the outer wall?"

"Away from the population centers?" Sherron questioned, to which Lev nodded. "Pretty much never."

She had understood the deeper meaning the moment Lev asked the question. Everyone else except Isabella had, who just looked confused.

"Just my luck, then," Lev muttered, eyes on the round ongoing below. Aryan was currently battling a lightning mage.

The rogue ran circles around her without a problem. Two deep cuts were already visible on her arms from where Aryan had snuck in two ranged attacks, but the round was already set in stone.

Before landing even a single attack, the mage ran out of mana.

A few hours later, the first thirty-two matches came to an end.
 

**
 

I can face Viktor, Sabrina, Nina, Elias, Isabella, Aryan, and a few of the strongest in the next round, Lev thought to himself, getting out of bed. The suns had risen a few hours ago, and the matches were going to start soon.

Soon enough, Lev was back in the Gold waiting room. Thirty-two participants remained, and only time would tell who he would face.

He didn't have to wait for long before an attendant entered the waiting room.

"Hunter Lev," she called out. Without a word, Lev got up and followed. Waiting for him at the arena entrance was… Viktor.

Viktor sighed and shook his head. “I had a hunch.”

Lev raised a brow. "Giving up already?"

"Not really, but let's be realistic. You could easily take me out with a few of your lances, which you could also fire several of at once. Not the brightest prospects waiting for me in the arena."

"Don't worry," Lev waved him off. "I'm going to focus on melee."

Viktor laughed. "I'm not sure if that is how I prefer to be defeated by a barrier mage, but alright. Let's go."

While they both took their positions after being handed a bracelet, the commentator was managing the still-arriving crowds.

"Please check your seat numbers before sitting on any of them. Those who refuse to vacate someone else's seat will be thrown out without question."

Lev smiled to himself. Managing crowds seemed like a pain, regardless of what planet he was on. As he watched, a small argument broke out near the top rows. It lasted all of five seconds before two scary Master folks dragged everyone involved outside.

"NOW, THEN! PLEASE GIVE A WARM WELCOME TO OUR FIRST COMPETITORS OF THE DAY, VIKTOR LAMPART AND LEV!"

The roar of approval from the crowd was a touch higher than the first day, and it made sense. Regardless of how easy things were for Lev, the tournament was both unique and monumental for everyone else.

"THIRTY-TWO COMPETITORS REMAIN, LADIES AND GENTS. THRICE, THEY WILL FACE EACH OTHER TODAY, LEAVING US WITH THE SEMIFINAL AND FINAL TOMORROW!"

Excuse me, what? Lev looked at the commentator visible high above, then at the royal booth. The remaining matches were to be spread over a week, no?

Judging by the confused whispers and turning heads, the people were just as puzzled as he was. The commentator tried to clear some of the perplexity.

"Changes were made to the schedule yesterday due to technical difficulties. Rest assured, the tournament will go on unimpeded."

That does not explain anything. Lev squinted at the commentator's booth before shrugging. Management knew what they were doing, and if they needed to end this quickly, he was inclined to believe that they had some good reason.

He had an inkling about the cause, anyway. It would be prudent to win now. Whatever rewards Drakys had promised, Lev would possibly get a chance to practice them soon.

Two more minutes passed before everyone was seated and the arena was quiet. The commentator dragged the silence for a bit longer before starting.

"NOW THAT EVERYTHING IS IN PLACE, LET US FOCUS ON THE MATCH AT HAND. ON THE LEFT, WE HAVE LEV, ONE OF THE MOST PROMISING MAGES OF THE GENERATION!

"OPPOSING HIM, WE HAVE VIKTOR, A STALWART WARRIOR WHO NOT ONLY SHOWED AN IMPRESSIVE PERFORMANCE DURING THE HUNT, BUT IS ALSO THE VANGUARD OF A RADIANT TEAM!"

The praises went on for a bit longer before the match started. Both of them stared each other down, one holding Stargazer in a crouched stance and the other in a forward shield and axe stance.

"THREE…"

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Lev jumped back. He easily covered an impressive three meters in that leap as the armor formed around him. Viktor didn't spare an instant and threw his axe at him.

Barrier armor finished covering him in the nick of time, letting Lev just barely fly out of the way. The thrown weapon crashed behind him in an explosion of sand and stone. A second later, it glowed with power before it flew back into Viktor's waiting hand.

That is such a cool enchantment, Lev thought with his mouth slightly ajar. Meanwhile, the enhancement formation finished carving on the armor.

He could've interfered with the weapon recall, but what would've been the fun in that?

Earth mana imbued Stargazer in large amounts, instantly increasing its weight severalfold while decreasing its sharpness. Lev didn't need that for the fight.

The competitors rushed forward at the same time. Stargazer rose to block the descending axe and was thrown back from the sheer impact. Viktor's shield followed, and Lev's earth mana-imbued punch met its charge.

Perhaps testing his limits was not wise during a tournament. Lev was learning that as his arm almost cracked from the stupid move. It required him to waste a lot of mana on healing the damaged limb.

It was bad enough that Viktor just stopped and stared at him, dumbfounded. He shook his head before crouching slightly, ready to clash again whenever Lev was.

Lesson learnt. Lev grinned and rolled his shoulders. If one avenue of testing the limits failed, he just had to change his approach.

Lightning imbued his armor as Lev sprinted directly at his opponent, Stargazer primed to skewer. Viktor didn't take any chances, flaring his own body enhancement at full strength and stepping forward.

The shield was swung to bash away the glaive. Viktor had to immediately change his focus when earth mana solidified into a crescent attack. Both swift and extremely heavy, the slash reached the shield in a blink with a reverberating gong, launching the unprepared Viktor across the arena.

Keeping a tight grip on his weapons, the nimble warrior immediately rolled away after landing. Several lightning arrows impacted where he’d been a second before, and Lev could see the moment he got truly serious.

His eyes widened when the axe was thrown again, this time with far more speed and strength. Quickly darting out of the way, he had just turned to his opponent when a thick, black shield hit him head-on.

Stargazer flew out of his hands as he saw stars. Disoriented, Lev controlled his flight and flew up to create distance.

Four barrier shields formed where he could feel Viktor's mana through his Mana Perception, just in time to block another throw. Two of them shattered to block that weapon, and Lev couldn't do anything before it flew back into a waiting hand.

Damn, I wasn't expecting him to be that strong. Can't take this lightly anymore.

Both of the hunters stared at each other for a few seconds before Lev flew down. The healing mana and its associated costs kept coming back to his mind. The fight with Lillia had shown him just how taxing utilizing his armor at full strength was on his body, but he couldn't see another way.

Lev stopped holding back. He channeled a large, continuous stream of lightning mana into his armor and a similar amount of earth mana into Stargazer. Viktor was on him the moment he took a stance, swinging his axe in a predictable swing to test Lev's new strength.

Stargazer clashed with the axe far faster than even Lev expected, releasing a small cloud of lightning on impact. Viktor jerked back, slightly stunned, and Lev didn't miss the opening.

Kicking the shield slightly farther away, Lev sent another small chunk of lightning into the metal shield before bringing Stargazer in for an overhead swing. Viktor sidestepped and tried to retaliate, only for a barrier shield to block the path of his axe before he could even move it.

Not giving up the opportunity, Lev launched an earth slash point-blank, almost taking his opponent out of the fight. Viktor's shield moved to block it in the nick of time, opening him up to a straight thrust from Stargazer.

Metal creaked under the glaive's force, amplified further by its vastly increased weight. Viktor staggered from the loud impact, still holding tightly onto his tools, and struck back like lightning.

A kick with the might of a landslide landed on Lev's midsection, making him double over despite wearing two pieces for protection. Shields formed, arrayed in front of him. The approaching shield bash shattered them with laughable ease anyway before hitting Lev straight-on.

Barrier armor shattered before it impacted Lev's arms, crossed at the last moment. The shield broke the bones in both of them and catapulted him. Grunting in pain, Lev hastily reformed his armor and flew up, dodging the thrown axe and reassessing the situation.

Both arms broken and four ribs cracked…. dude hits like a fucking truck.

"Fine, you win on this front." Lev snorted before letting loose for the first time.

Above him, arrows came into being. First a few, then a dozen. Before long, nearly a hundred projectiles were flying over the arena, suspended by a single hunter's will.

Fire mana constantly filled them up, infusing them until they each could kill a level 150 monster. The casual display of might silenced all the spectators before they erupted in a cacophony of approval and excitement.

"Do you surrender?"

Viktor didn't reply and instantly backtracked, creating distance between them. Maybe he’d hoped a larger time to react to the arrows would help him, but he was sorely mistaken.

The first wave blanketed the arena in a wave of fire, searing a large portion of the sand into glass. Viktor remained standing despite that, hiding behind his shield and minimizing the damage. Both the extremities of his armor and much of his shield were charred black, but the man remained defiant.

Could've at least made this easier for me. Lev sighed and formed lances instead, filling them with a fifth of his mana. Like comets, each of them descended in a huge blast. Viktor was taken out after just the second attack.

All the while, the crowd cheered at the top of their lungs.

Ignoring the boisterous commentary, Lev quickly made his way out of the arena. Viktor was in the entrance hallway, being healed by someone Lev didn't know, out of sight of the spectators.

"You alright?" Lev asked once Viktor noticed him.

"Yeah…" the injured man breathed out. "The physical damage will heal quickly, but the bruised pride will take a while."

Lev slowed his walk, trying not to show any negative reaction at that. He didn't succeed.

"Don't give me that look," Viktor said with a somewhat forced smirk before it eased into a genuine smile. "Believe it or not, I'm more than happy that you're so strong. The loss was guaranteed when we decided to register knowing you were participating."

Lev tilted his head a little. "I'm getting mixed signals."

"What I'm saying is…" Viktor took a deep breath to center his thoughts. "I don't particularly mind being humbled like this. Elias, however, will be different. His head has been getting bigger and bigger since the Monster Hunt, so make sure to knock him down a peg or three. Can't have an overconfident leader, even if it will hurt his pride far more than mine."

Several times, Lev opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. Eventually, he decided on a single question.

"Should I make it quick?"

"Opposite," Viktor replied. "I know you could've done far more in melee if it wasn't so demanding on your body. This is an extremely selfish request, but if you can, bear the pain and defeat him up close."

The meaning of the task wasn't lost on Lev. If he, a barrier mage, defeated that talented and capable swordsman in close range, it would be an unheard-of achievement. Not only that, but Elias would also hopefully take it for the better.

He really needed to; otherwise, Lev risked ruining the relationship between Elias and Viktor.

"…I don't think this is a good idea," Lev eventually voiced, not liking the sound of the request even a little bit. Yet, he was willing to do it if it meant indirectly keeping his friends alive for longer. Elias's decisions would affect his entire team, and the results of overconfidence didn't need to be mentioned.

Friends, huh?

"Let me deal with the fallout if it doesn't go well." Viktor somberly glanced at him. "We both know it's for the best."

Lev was about to reply when an attendant entered the hallway. Knowing what she was here for, Lev and Viktor shared a meaningful nod before the former made his way to the royal booth.
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The royal booth was almost empty. Only Katarina was lazily lounging on her throne. Hakim, Sherron, and Duke Fabian were nowhere to be seen.

"Is it that bad?" Lev asked, massaging his arms. They had been healed in a long, agonizing minute, yet the phantom pain still persisted.

"That depends on what you consider 'bad,'" the princess answered. "How are your arms? Make sure to eat something."

"I mean, literally nobody is here. Hell, even the aura mage is absent. Don't I have another match in a few hours? They're fine, just itchy."

"He's waiting in another room, don't worry. Sherron is currently doing rounds around the outer walls, whereas Hakim is manning The Ravine. Fabian is doing his own thing somewhere."

"That does sound bad. What about Drakys?"

"He's the one taking competitors out of the arena after every match."

“Ahh, it's him? I thought the bracelets had something to do with the losers vanishing."

Katarina nodded before continuing. "What do you know about the storm?"

"Lethal for everyone without exception."

"Yes, but with the storm comes a different type of calamity. Mana levels rise quite a bit, and strong monsters start spawning way more consistently."

"That's news to me." Lev scratched his chin. "How long till the storm approaches?"

Katarina shrugged. "No clue."

"Don't we have diviners for this sort of thing?"

"Yet we still have no idea what the storm actually is," she countered. "It's not even close to natural and completely nullifies any attempts at divining its origins. If anything, doing so only makes it circle back quicker."

Only makes it circle back quicker… The words echoed in Lev's head, raising his hackles. The storm is actually alive?

Katarina was able to guess Lev's thoughts from his paling face. "Rumors always have a grain of truth hidden inside. We let the ones about the storm behaving like a living being spread so nobody in their right mind would ever take it lightly."

"But… why can't we predict the timing?" Lev asked incredulously. "Surely Mara can."

"Diviners are not all-powerful, Lev. By all metrics, Mara should have died instantly in the ship. But she didn't," she answered. She stared directly into his eyes, letting him see how grave and resigned they were.

"Our most powerful diviner only saw what she was allowed to see, and that alone pushed her to Exalted."
 

**
 

Having only used a quarter of his mana against Viktor, Lev's mana pool reached 90% in a short time with the aura mage's skill. Down below, rounds passed one after another.

Predictably, Elias, Isabella, Aryan, and several other fan-favorites won without too much trouble. Daniel, Luke, and Nina were amongst them.

Nearly three hours later, Lev was once again making his way to the arena with a full pool. For whatever reason, he was the first to face someone in the ring again.

At the entrance, a familiar face was currently waiting for him. Ron's lips were pursed, and his eyes were resigned.

"Do you think fate is a thing?" the sad acid mage questioned.

Lev tilted his head, not expecting the random question. "I think so. Too many possibilities in the universe for something not to keep track of them."

"That was more thoughtful than I was expecting," Ron mused with a slow blink. "What happened to all these 'possibilities' when it came to choosing my opponent?"

"Don't know," Lev chuckled. "Luck is weird like that. Come on, the round is about to start."

Putting on their bracelets, the competitors were subjected to the commentator's boisterous voice. Just like before, he was hyping up the crowds like there would be no tomorrow.

"THESE CONTESTANTS NEED NO INTRODUCTION, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN. IN THE FIRST POSITION, WE HAVE RON! A MASTERFUL ACID CONJURER AND MANIPULATOR! NOT ONLY HAS HE CLAWED HIS WAY OUT OF THE LOSER'S BRACKET, HE NOW STANDS IN THE ARENA AS ONE OF THE BEST HUNTERS OF HIS GENERATION!"

Lev observed Ron's reaction, noting how calm the hunter seemed. None of the previous downer attitude or uneasiness was present on his face. Lev didn't say anything, either, not intending to disrespect that resolve.

"FACING HIM IS LEV, THE BARRIER MAGE! THE BOY WHO HAS SURPRISED US AGAIN AND AGAIN WITH HIS DIVERSE SET OF ABILITIES AND SHEER MAGICAL PROWESS. PLEASE GIVE THEM BOTH A WARM HAND!"

I do have quite a few abilities compared to the average Adept, hmm?

That would change with the next evolution. Most classes saw a stark increase in the aspects they focused on, letting warriors and mages do more with the same number of skills.

Lev's evolution was probably going to be tame in comparison. If his class followed the usual barrier mage patterns, he would see bonuses to aspects like sharpness—which he had lost previously—and more resilience for his barriers. Even if it didn't sound like much, the results would be amazing when paired with his improved Class Benefits.

"THREE…"

Lev raised Stargazer in a defensive stance.

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Immediately, barrier armor covered him, carrying him backward as fast as it could. Shields formed in front of him, poised to block the approaching dark green acid bolts.

Lev had to abort carving the enhancement formation temporarily. His shields were pierced as if they were made of paper, forcing him to desperately weave between the projectiles.

More shields formed and were hastily enchanted, blocking attacks at the cost of shattering. The enhancement formation finished and came alive just as a veritable tide of acid rose in front of Ron, launching at Lev instantly.

That thing will fucking disintegrate me, Lev noted when time slowed down, surprising him immensely. His head snapped up, noticing too late the ball of acid about to splash on him, hidden expertly behind the barrage.

Lev stopped holding back. A huge chunk of his mana vanished, crippling both of his arms to channel it. Lightning roared out of the skinsuit, stressing its enchantments for the first time, and streamed into both his armor and Stargazer.

A huge chunk was immediately injected and imbued into his armor as Lev ran his enhancement at full power. Using all his mental might, he dragged himself to the right, just barely escaping the ball of acid that tried to follow him.

Lightning continued to infuse Stargazer all the while. When Lev determined he was safe, he transitioned the dash into an attack. Spinning midair to bring Stargazer around in a wide arc, his mind strained to shape all the destructive mana in its blade into a slash.

Lev's will and lightning battled for supremacy, and he was able to subjugate most of it in a blink. Just as the extremely slowed moment came to an end, more than a tenth of his pool was released in the strongest mana slash he had ever launched.

The approaching tide of acid was cleaved apart by the mere passing of the attack. Behind the wall of disintegrating fluid, Ron's eyes slowly widened in dreadful surprise as the overloaded attack flew directly at him.

Drakys didn't take any chances and pulled Ron out long before the attack could land. That signified the end of the round as the tide of acid collapsed immediately.

Holy shit. Lev took some steadying breaths to calm his wildly beating heart. I could have potentially died if I didn't have Superior Senses.

The Perception of an Exalted likely matched or outclassed his slowed state, but thoughts tended to be irrational. His barrier armor would've disintegrated in a blink, and the acid would've melted through his skull.

The commentary went in one ear and out the other. Lev was quite rattled by the sudden triggering of his passive skill. The whole experience cut through his inflating ego like a bolt of lightning shearing paper.

Ron was nowhere to be seen once he returned the bracelet and made his way to the Gold waiting area. No attendant had asked Lev to go to the royal booth, so he took a spot in the corner of one of the rooms.

Notifications were waiting for him.

[

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 4

]

That one was from his duel with Viktor.

[

[

Mana Slash has evolved into Crescent Decimation.

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 1:

Channel destructive mana types into a devastating slash, capable of splitting apart both lakes and hills alike with its sturdy form and unrelenting sharpness.

2nd Rank: The speed of the projectile is further augmented, increasing its penetration power by 20%.

]

Crescent Decimation has reached 2nd Level 2

]

I wasn't even aiming for that. Lev chuckled and brought up his status.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 190

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps IV, Daring Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I

Attributes:

Strength: 130

Dexterity: 130

Constitution: 350

Intelligence: 420

Wisdom: 525

Perception: 350

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 2

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 3

Colorful Destruction - 3rd Level 3

Barrier Armor - 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses - 3rd Level 4

Rapid Infusion - 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 3

Mage Conduit - 3rd Level 4

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 8

Wanderer's Repository - Level 3

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 2

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - Level 4

]

Befitting a combat class, the 3rd-rank skills hadn't budged at all. The more one advanced on the path of combat, the harder it became for the skills to level outside of life or death situations.

His glaive mastery skill was also progressing nicely. Similar to Mana Manipulation and Mana Perception, it was meant to be evolved several times. However, unlike those, the effort required was exponentially greater. Lev estimated that he wouldn't see any evolutions for at least a decade.

Less, if life forced him to improve quickly. The possibility was real.

Four other General Skills had hit the cap, which he couldn't do anything about. Mana Manipulation was going to need some intense practice sessions he simply couldn't partake in before Master. Arcane Archery was just there; Lev had no clue what to do with it except force an evolution in a certain direction.

Aerial Maneuvers and Mana Perception were going to evolve naturally on their own as Lev accumulated combat experience and increased his familiarity.

The same attendant entered after an hour. "Hunter Lev," she called out. Seeing him get up, she briskly marched to the royal booth before excusing herself.

Sherron was back inside, looking no different than before. Only she and Katarina were present.

"How'd it feel?" Sherron instantly decided to poke fun at him.

Lev sighed and sat down next to her. "If it were a real fight, I would've blown him into orbit from two kilometers away."

"But it wasn't," she countered. "You almost got knocked out in what should've been the easiest matchup."

"Yeah." Lev looked at her with narrowed eyes. "So what?"

"Oh, come on. You're supposed to be all hissy like a kitten."

"Since when have I acted like that?" Lev questioned incredulously. "I even consider myself a level-headed person."

"Usually, yes. But you looked pretty pissed off down there," Sherron pointed out.

"Pissed off?" Lev thought out loud. "I wasn't angry, though? More surprised and actually excited about the turn of events."

Katarina hummed thoughtfully. "Excited? I would call that expression 'extremely focused.'"

…How am I supposed to know what kind of face I was making?

"Surely I wasn't stone-faced like both of you are implying."

Their silence was answer enough. Lev scratched the back of his head, resolving to keep track of his expression the next time. He would likely not remember about it, anyway.

"Forget that; who remains?"

"Only seven that can also give you a challenge," Sherron spoke. "Isabella, Elias, Maro, Aryan, Nina, Daniel, and Luke. Were you not watching?"

"I might've gotten lost in planning my future steps, which also involved whatever the hell is going on. How's the situation looking outside?"

He wasn't expecting her to chuckle. "Worried about returning to Windkeep?"

Lev nodded.

"Don't worry, Drakys or I will drop you off."

Lev frowned. "That doesn't answer my question."

"What is there to answer?" Sherron questioned back. "There will be an increase in monster activity before we all retreat deep underground."

Lev had to settle for that, even if it rankled his spirit a little. That was a new level of helplessness if an entire race had to flee and hope for the best.

"Shouldn't you be empowered by the storm or something?" he changed the subject. "Your class feels like it would fit such criteria."

"I actually am." Lev perked up at the reply. "Too bad fleeing for my life was the only time I could test it."

They both fell silent after that.

"Sorry," Lev spoke in a low voice. Sherron didn't reply with words, only ruffling his hair to show that she didn't mind.
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"THESE COMPETITORS NEED NOT ANY INTRODUCTIONS! ON THE LEFT, WE HAVE LEV, THE BARRIER MAGE. VERSUS HIM, WE HAVE DANIEL, A WARRIOR WHO HAS STEADILY CARVED HIS WAY TO THE QUARTERFINALS!"

Lev readied Stargazer as Daniel held up his single longsword. The man was focused on pure speed and aggression, not unlike Elias. The main difference was that instead of completely specializing in speed, Daniel was every bit as strong as he was deft.

"THREE…"

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Barrier armor formed around Lev leisurely. Daniel didn't move, giving him the time to prepare. Lev appreciated the gesture, even if it only put the opponent at a greater disadvantage.

The enhancement formation was carved, and the moment Lev sent mana into it, Daniel blasted forward. Faster than the wind, his longsword was aimed to stab Lev's midsection, and he barely brought Stargazer in the way to deflect it.

It was an obvious move—one Daniel was fully expecting. His knee followed, almost breaking Lev's armor and sending him flying back. Not wasting a moment, Daniel was on him before Lev could even hit the ground, forced to dodge as Lev released a slash point-blank.

Lightning seared and exploded the sand in a straight line as the attack missed. Both the fighters paused, reassessing.

Surprisingly weaker than Viktor, Lev summarized after the brief exchange. The same knee attack from Viktor would've shattered his armor, especially because Lev wasn't using the Durability rune.

Rolling his shoulders, Lev imbued a metric ton of lightning into his armor before making the first move. Daniel countered the first thrust easily and closed the distance further, denying Lev the advantage of range.

His longsword blurred forward like a snake, aimed to pierce his neck. Turning at the last moment, it scored a thin line across Lev's shoulder, letting him throw a kick at Daniel's stomach.

A right hand grabbed his leg before it could do any harm while locking him in an awkward position. Lev tried to pry it out, but the warrior's strength was too much for him to wrestle away from.

Daniel headbutted him before he could do anything else, causing him to see stars. In the meantime, a chunk of lightning leapt out of his armor, jolting Daniel enough to make him loosen his grip.

Lev darted back and formed four arrows. They were filled in a blink before flying at the prepared warrior. Two of them were taken out by a well-aimed mana slash, whereas the rest were dodged just as Lev reached him.

Daniel had to immediately defend himself against Stargazer. Unlike before, Lev didn't let the opponent come closer even as he lost every exchange in a few moves. More lightning streamed into the glaive, releasing concentrated clouds of lightning. They forced Daniel to backtrack despite being the superior melee fighter.

The clash continued for a full minute. Lev didn't give the fighter any opportunities. He was waiting for both Daniel's General Skills and active class skills, but the man was strangely reluctant to bring them out.

Firing a large crescent slash, Lev dashed back to reconsider the whole fight.

He has an active enhancement for both sword and body, which accounts for two actives. The Mana Slash was a General Skill, so where are the rest?

Daniel wasn't deterred by the random pause. He rushed in and had to immediately sidestep a long lance that landed in front of him.

Up above, the air was slowly filled with dozens of unfilled lances. Like Lev's opponents before, Daniel immediately created distance to have a better chance at dodging the fast projectiles.

With a single nudge, tens of lances were fired over a few seconds. Daniel bobbed and weaved, expertly avoiding most of them while deflecting those he couldn't. All the while, Lev was starting to realize that maybe the man had active skills similar to his own, without any actual active parts.

So… he's just that much weaker than Viktor? Lev concluded, slightly disappointed. His friend had at least immediately overwhelmed him.

Mana Barrier was pulled out, too. The skill was decently leveled—maybe at the end of 2nd rank, or perhaps at the beginning of a new evolution. Each barrier blocked at least two lances before shattering, yet the barrage continued the same.

Lev's mana dwindled at a snail's pace. Without infusion, he could keep throwing lances at the enemy for an hour straight.

Shaking his head, the remaining lances were dismissed. Lev took a deep breath and pulled out all the stops. His body was going to suffer greatly, but he needed to test the limits before facing Elias.

Lightning rushed into his armor in great quantities. Lev's speed rose exponentially, and his mind strained to just keep the imbued mana at bay. Walking itself became a much harder task, especially with the enhancement formation running at full throttle.

If Daniel hadn’t been holding back before, then Lev now completely outclassed him in speed.

Lev moved, appearing in front of his opponent in a blink as a large swath of sand was raised from his passing. Stargazer was swung from maximum range, and Daniel's longsword was primed just in time to block the attack.

This time, however, he was launched sideways from the sheer force of the swing. Speed was a type of power in itself, and Lev was not holding back.

Joints creaking and muscles tearing under the tremendous duress, Lev rushed his opponent. Every strike caused a small shockwave from the collision, throwing Daniel back each time.

Still, Lev couldn't find an opportunity to put an end to the fight. As more healing mana entered his body to counteract the mounting damage, Lev's mind felt as if it was on fire. He still channeled earth mana into Stargazer during the constant assault.

Once a large amount had infused her, Lev tested his new skill with a lot of mana for the first time. Light brown mana solidified in a half-moon shape as Stargazer was swung vertically. In an instant, the slash formed. It was launched at the longsword that moved with surprising agility to block the attack.

Barriers formed to slow down the crescent slash, but they weren't worth a mention with how easily they were cleaved in two.

For a brief instant, Lev got to see Daniel's longsword bend under the earth slash. Then Drakys pulled both the weapon and the wielder out of the arena, announcing Lev's victory.

The crowd roared in approval as Lev took deep breaths. Pain coursed through his entire body from the overexertion and shocks due to erratic lightning imbuement. Controlling all that blue mana was too much for him right now, yet he had only made it worse for himself by adding earth mana into the mix. In the end, everything had worked out in a spectacular fashion that left no room for doubts about just how deadly Crescent Decimation was.

All in all, Lev was more than happy with the new skill as he dragged his feet to the waiting room.
 

**
 

"There you are," Viktor's voice reached Lev when he exited the arena building. "What took so long?"

"Healing," Lev curtly replied, not wanting to reveal too much in front of all the people present. Elias, Isabella, and Aryan were the semifinal participants and were standing on the side. Unsurprisingly, the silence between them was somewhat tense.

Nina, Sabrina, Daniel, Luke, and—unexpectedly—Ron were also present, as was the rest of Elias's team.

"What's the occasion?" Lev asked after taking in everyone's casual clothing.

"Hmm." Elias peered around. "Well, we were here to go shopping, but more people were waiting for you."

"I suppose we can all go shopping together while we're at it," Lev said with a smile.

"You guys can go; I have somewhere to be." Aryan waved them off before vanishing in a puff of shadow mana.

"…That's that," Lev chuckled. He summoned two barrier dinner plates in front of him. A bowl of soup and a small loaf of bread appeared atop them.

Under the surprised gazes of everyone present, Lev dipped the soft bread in the soup before leisurely taking a bite.

"What?" he questioned after swallowing. "I'm ravenous after all that healing."

"Weren't we supposed to go shopping?" Isabella questioned. To answer her, Lev simply started moving towards the merchant's district. The food plates followed, which answered that question as everyone fell in line with him.

Ron ended up being the closest. The acid mage was hesitating to speak, so Lev initiated the conversation.

"Out of everyone, you gave me the toughest fight." Lev glanced at him. "You're one hell of a mage."

"Thank you," Ron replied, finding his bearings. "I just wanted to apologize about running off like that. Don't want to send the wrong message, you know?"

Now Lev was the one struggling to find words. "I… understand how it could be disheartening to face me."

Ron nodded, though he was grinning. "Feels hopeless, especially when standing in front of such a strong attack you casually sent my way. For a moment, death seemed nothing but certain."

Lev winced. "Same, but with that blob of acid. If I didn't have my Perception passive, you would've won."

"I was certain that I had you," Ron said, shaking his head. "It was a good fight, regardless."

They both lapsed into silence as they walked. Everyone else was walking in front of them, far enough to not eavesdrop.

"Got to go now," Ron looked at Lev. "Sorry. I just wanted to get that off my shoulders before leaving. The caravan departs in an hour."

"Oh, where to?"

"Timberhold to take some time off. Good luck with the finals!" Ron called out as he left.

Lev almost said you, too, but shut up in time, settling for nodding at the acid mage. Ten seconds later, Lev was walking along with the rest of the company.

"Sent off your lov—" Isabella started, shutting up as a barrier hand formed and flicked her forehead. "What was that about?"

"Nothing that concerns you," Lev simply answered. "So, why're you here?"

"No particular reason," she shrugged. "I had free time and thought I'd get to know you better. That room felt somewhat suffocating to talk freely in."

Or maybe you just didn't want to talk to me in front of your father, Lev filled in the gaps. Thus enlightened, he looked at Daniel, Luke, and Nina. The question was asked through a single raised eyebrow.

"…Are you alright?" Daniel asked, genuine concern in his voice.

Everyone had stopped in their tracks in the middle of the road. Isabella had even summoned a sound ward.

"What do you mean?" Lev questioned back, hoping his fears wouldn't turn out to be true.

"We will not push it if you don't want us to, but you were bleeding from your eyes, nose, and ears. You didn't seem entirely… present by the end, either," Nina explained, staring into his eyes.

Lev wanted to deny it immediately. Him? Suffering? It sounded outlandish.

Yet the words got stuck in his throat. The truth was that fighting with such intensity hurt more than a little bit. His body was significantly damaged every time he used a large amount of mana. And his mind also struggled to keep up with the physical movements and manipulation. From the very start, there were no muscles or joints to guide Lev's armor. All the burden was placed on his mental faculties.

"It's good training." Lev eventually looked away. It was embarrassing how quickly he had been seen through.

He wasn't lying, either. Lev was more worried about his mental state than anyone else. Every time he had felt pressured or down, he hadn't hesitated to talk to someone.

The pain brought about by combat was not leaving any noticeable lasting impacts on his mind. Sure, the torment was all-encompassing by the end of the fight, but it healed swiftly and served as a reminder of how much he had progressed in a short time. He would still take a break after this, though.

Like a normal, mundane human, Lev could feel his body becoming ever so slightly more flexible after each such exertion. The pain was not going to waste.

"If you say so," Luke conceded, though still somewhat suspicious.

Lev grinned. "Worry not, I can just go hug The Galvanic Sniper whenever I want."

More shock and awe followed as Lev finished his meal in silence. It felt good to throw around the name of the Exalted for such silly reasons.

Isabella sighed. "Done flexing?"

"Let's go," Lev replied while nodding happily. "You can do the same, no?"

"Me and Lady Sherron aren't that close," Isabella shook her head. "It still amazes me how casually you tread around her."

Lev wasn't sure what exactly to say to that. He was not willing to risk calling Sherron soft and kind in public when her reputation was that of an angry storm.

"…Comes with time," Lev sagely nodded. He was better off not taking any chances.

Surprisingly, nobody questioned that. It seemed they weren't comfortable with discussing one of the strongest humans to ever exist, which was fair.

They chatted about mundane things while walking to the merchants district. Lev got to learn why Daniel and Luke both had so few skills.

Their active skills, just like Lev's, were focused on single aspects. Consequently, they provided fantastic boosts despite the limited scope.

Luke and Daniel were a blacksmith and woodworker, respectively, and both of those professions used up all of their General Skill slots. Several extension skills were required to form a good base, and they were fine with the trade. Their team covered the weaknesses expertly.

"What exactly are we looking for?" Lev asked as the girls decided to enter a clothing shop. The store was clearly meant for women, leaving everyone else to wait.

"They'll be back soon," Viktor answered. "There's an exhibition of Epic items in the Dawn Emporium. Surely you're interested?"

Lev was far more than just interested. Epic items were the next rank above Rare, yet the difference was like night and day. It wouldn't have been false to say that only the strongest of Masters and the Exalted had full sets of Epic items.

Judging by everyone else's expressions, they weren't happy with the small delay, but nobody really minded, either. They had an entire free night to spend.
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The girls returned after ten minutes, during which Lev was almost vibrating. He had deliberately ignored all things crafting thus far so as not to get sidetracked in his quest to reach Master. Even so, this opportunity was too good to pass up.

They had to slow down as the crowds grew dense near the emporium. No doubt everyone wanted to see those items, which was only a little annoying. Lev calmed his excited mind and fell in line with everyone else.

Half an hour later, Lev and company reached the gates of the exhibition building. Unlike what he was expecting, Lev was met with a porcelain floor and matching ivory lights, painting the interior in magnificent hues.

"I'll be damned," Lisa breathed out. "Didn't think it would be this big."

The guards at the large doors had made sure that no more than fifty people were inside the large building at once, which meant that they could comfortably browse all the collection in the allotted hour.

With a silent agreement, they all instantly made their way to the Epic items.

At the end of the large hall was a simple yet tall glass case. No signs of enchantments or any other protections were visible or detectable, which was genuinely terrifying for Lev. The sheer expertise required to manage that was bound to be mind-boggling.

Five items were neatly arranged on cushions, arrayed in an obvious hierarchy based on their height.

Tuning out the rest of the world, Lev focused his all on the lowest item, saving the best for the last.

Identify was cast, which returned… nothing. The item was apparently enchanted to ward off such skills. It would’ve been irksome if the skill wasn't unnecessary to begin with. Lev just wanted to know if it had some grand description.

Finding out about the qualities of the amazing pair of shortswords was trivial. The enchantments practically jumped out to him, announcing their purpose in all their sublime and intimidating grace.

Both of the swords were enchanted to act as a single unit, meaning the enchantments were shared throughout their blades. The first and most obvious was the channeling of wind mana. It not only formed an extremely sharp blade along the edges, but also aided with all wind spells.

The second enchantment that stood out was the utter lethality of the metal swords. Just by looking at their edges, Lev's mind couldn't help but conjure the image of the swords passing through his armor as if it didn't exist. Whoever had made the blades had outdone themselves.

Lastly, the third noticeable enchantment was focused on both weapon durability and speed. Wind mana not only made them faster, but it also made them tougher. How that was possible, Lev had no idea. His own glaive was a masterpiece like that, too.

This was the fifth item… Lev took a deep, shuddering breath and moved on to the item placed in the other corner, slightly above the short swords.

On the fourth spot was a tower shield. It was made of some metal entirely white in color—or perhaps that wasn't even metal. Identify didn't return anything for it, either.

The first enchantment was something Lev had never seen before. It was an incredibly potent durability enchantment, but what truly made it superior was that it operated on stamina.

As far as Lev knew, stamina was only usable for skills granted by The System, yet this crafter had managed to do exactly that. It was an admirable piece of equipment, even if all the enchantments were cloaked enough that nothing beyond a glimpse of their purpose could be seen.

There were only two enchantments, with the second being an incredibly intricate weight adjustment. The shield could be configured to weigh more than a large boulder instantly, which raised the value of the previous enchantment severalfold, too. Combined, the enchantments turned the shield into a perfect weapon as well. It had already been lethal before, but they morphed it into something truly insidious.

For the third, Lev beheld a gauntlet. His excitement spiked when he realized the item was not meant for combat, but for crafting.

Seven gems were embedded on the gauntlet, reminding him of an item from Earth. Each shone with a different type of mana, making Lev squint when he couldn't place them under the glass case. Identify actually revealed something.

[

Shaper of Destiny - Epic - Arcane:

Enchantments: Minor Shadow Control, Minor Light Control, Lightning Control, Pure Mana Control, Greater Fire Manipulation, Greater Water Manipulation, Arcane Focus.

]

Light and shadow mana… with Arcane Focus…. on a fucking item?! Lev blinked slowly, utterly gobsmacked. Weren't those two supposed to be super high-level mana types?

Arcane Focus was a well-known passive skill found in arcane classes. For someone to convert that into an enchantment and put it on such a potent item was… amazing. Lev was a fan. Furthermore, the Arcane modifier was also a mark of excellence. It only appeared for items that focused on magical abilities and possessed a high level of strength for their rarity.

Several minutes of ogling later, he moved on to the second-to-last item. Due to its nature, the item was actually displayed on an armor stand, with the base slightly below ground to keep the height low enough for it to only be in second place.

The powered armor looked straight out of a sci-fi movie. Lev had only seen online clips, yet the bulky but sleek and tall black armor fit the criteria perfectly. Veins of white streaked through its exterior, and he could tell they existed as a design. A decoration that would be on full display once the suit was powered.

As for the enchantments, Lev had to take a steadying breath before diving into them. He had to consciously close his hanging jaw when the first of them registered.

Fire enhancement, it was called, and the enchantment eclipsed his own by several orders of magnitude. Not only was it meant to be explosive in every possible way, but it was also chained to two different enchantments.

Said enchantments were shock absorption and thermal charge. The use of the latter was obvious due to the very large hand cannon built into the left arm, with the barrel ending in the middle of the palm. Taking hits only served to make the wearer stronger with the combination, converting kinetic energy into fire mana.

Half a dozen smaller enchantments were also present, but they were all supportive in nature, meant to empower the three large ones.

Frankly, Lev was thoroughly engrossed in just viewing the armor. It was utterly astonishing to imagine that there was an item that stood above even the powered armor.

Finally, he tore his gaze away and peered at the last item. It was majestic.

Matte black with light blue patterns faithfully depicted both the lightning it was meant to be powered by and the inspiration for its creation. It was an actual sniper rifle, yet the form was far different from the weapons he remembered from his past life.

Firstly, the weapon was bulky enough for a Classer to struggle with just picking it up. It was more a railgun and less a sniper, but still served the purpose more than adequately. The long, round barrel made sure of that.

Instead of a trigger, it had a much more intricate mechanism to bind it to one's shoulder and take aim. Since the enchantment could be powered mentally from a long range, a large, portable stand was also visible behind the weapon.

[Nemesis's Gaze - Epic - Arcane]

Even the name references Sherron's title. Lev chuckled, still in disbelief. Whatever he was expecting from the Epic item, the firearm easily surpassed it. The cherry on top was the small, almost inconspicuous note under the stand above which it rested.

Intended Level Range: 400-600.

A sniper rifle not just for second-threshold monsters, but also early third-threshold ones… Wow.

For nearly ten minutes, everyone besides him just stood there. They made space for others after a bit, yet the ogling continued all the same. The sniper rifle was… intense. Not only were its enchantments blazing like a sun as opposed to the forest fires of the other equipment, but the sheer lethality of the item was also unfathomable.

Just when would he be able to craft something like that? Lev couldn't wait to evolve.

"Hunters, your hour is up," the voice of a guard reached them. Time had passed in a blink. They didn't try to create any trouble and left instantly.

"Wooh," Elias breathed out. "Those swords, man. If only they weren't designed for hybrid warriors."

"Yeah," Viktor absent-mindedly agreed. "Same for that armor."

Lev remained quiet as everyone voiced their woes one after another. To begin with, the items weren't for sale, so getting their hands on Epic equipment remained a dream still.

It also told Lev just how valuable the blocking stone given to him by Alec was. Good Rare items were not cheap.

"Do you think you could've utilized the armor?" Lev asked Isabella.

She didn't reply instantly and fell into thought. "Not as I am right now. If I continue on the same path and evolve, then I will be a full mage. But at the same time, transitioning into a warrior hybrid is not ideal, so no. I can't."

"I see," Lev simply replied.

"What about you?"

"Yeah, I can," he replied after a little bit of thought. "My Barrier Armor works much the same, and fire mana is not an issue. Properly using that armor before Master, however, is impossible."

"Naturally," Isabella agreed. She did give him a sidelong glance, though. Lev realized he might've made a mistake by bringing up something so obvious.

"Hey, are there any other exhibitions currently taking place?" Nina addressed all of them. "Maybe we can find more Epic items."

So started the hunt for all publicly displayed Epic equipment. It was the highest known rarity, although Lev doubted it was actually the peak.

What would the next rarity even be, I wonder? Legendary? Mythical? Or something more mundane like Fabulous?

There were no answers, however. Lev would have to craft something of that caliber on his own, which was a goal more than worthy of pursuing.

Wandering for nearly half an hour led them to the heart of the merchants district. Only the wealthiest of organizations were present there, and their only lead to more Epic items unsurprisingly pointed in that direction.

"Do we wanna go in?" Lev asked, just to make sure.

"Yeah?" Isabella looked at him oddly. "Something wrong?"

Lev gave her a strained smile. "Well, we are all just waltzing in there with such casual clothing. Everyone else either looks extremely rich or prepared for war."

She laughed in his face. "And I am Isabella Bladeheart, the heir apparent of my family. Let me see who dares disrespect us."

Girl, you really are missing out by not becoming close friends with Sherron, Lev chuckled in his mind. Sherron had said almost the exact same words to him before.

"Let's go, then." Nina didn't give them a chance to dawdle. Ten minutes of asking around later, instead of getting dirty looks and haughty refusals, every clerk and attendant scrambled to give them answers.

It was just a perk of accompanying an almost-princess.

Another few minutes of that entertaining treatment later, Lev found himself in the Celestial Complex. Normally, he would’ve been critical of such an ostentatious name, but entering their main branch washed away all those notions.

So much glass had been used in the construction of the superstore that it begged the question of where it all had come from. White marble matched it, painting a vista that would be more fitting on Modern Earth than Monarch.

"Greetings, hunters," someone spoke from behind them, spooking them all except Lev. He had seen a dark blur tiptoe from the corner of his eyes.

"Hey," Lev casually greeted back—whereas everyone else had drawn their weapons. He gave them all a smug grin.

"This is not funny, Sir Kaiser," Isabella muttered. She stored all the various armors and rings back in her storage artifact.

"I have to have my fun someway," the man named Kaiser grinned back. He was an average man with black hair. "And this also lets me introduce myself. I am a senior manager of Celestial Complex, and have been a worker for four hundred years."

Isabella stepped forward and took the lead before anyone could open their mouths. "While I would introduce my friends, I'm sure they don't require it. What brings you here, Sir Kaiser?"

"My, so direct." Kaiser put a hand over his heart. "I am simply here to make sure you find what you need today."

New objective: Do not let this guy within two meters of me.

"Is that so?" Isabella replied, just as skeptical as Lev. "Will you show us where the Epic items are currently put on view?"

"Of course." Kaiser turned around and started marching. It tickled Lev the wrong way with how the man expected them all to follow. They still did without any grumbling, but Isabella's expression had become scarily neutral. Lev was certain there was going to be some noble drama after this.

They were led up the stairs, completely ignoring the elevators they could've taken for convenience, and eventually reached the fourth floor.

Immediately, the crowd became denser. Many people were flitting about, scanning the myriad of items on display with either polite disinterest or mild curiosity. It was frankly unnerving, and Lev regretted going there.

What exactly these people were trying to prove with such masks, he didn't know.

"There are a total of fifteen Epic items currently given to us for advertisement. Please, enjoy yourselves."

And just like that, their guide was about to leave after whatever weird power play had just transpired. Before the man could vanish, Lev identified Kaiser.

[Mage - ???]

At least he's not all words, Lev thought, putting the manager out of his mind. People were always looking for reasons to prove themselves superior. It would do no benefit to dwell on such behavior when no harm was done.

That was only true for now, though. Once he evolved and actually stepped into the field of crafting, he, too, would see who dared to disrespect him.
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The rest of the day passed in a whirlwind of Rare and Epic items. From a spear enchanted to cause nearly unstoppable bleeding to a shear that could harvest natural treasures with minimal losses, it was all awe-inspiring and very distracting.

Lev had to force his mind clean of all the different ways he could craft similar, less potent items. For creating equipment of similar quality, he doubted he even knew about half the requirements.

"Are you ready?" Isabella asked without looking at him. They were both waiting in one of the gold rooms the next day, away from the royal booth.

High above, illusion screens showed the scheduled matches for the day. Lev was going to face Aryan, and Elias was going to face Isabella.

"Naturally," Lev replied, in a strangely off mood. He was going to put an arrogant rogue in his place, yet Lev couldn't bring himself to care about it.

After seeing Aryan leave immediately the day before, Lev was re-evaluating his bet with the shadow mana user. Not only was it utterly worthless except for gaining some face, but it had also been made in haste.

He didn't feel haughty like he usually did. The memory came to him from yesterday. Too bad I cannot take any risks against him. My barriers are more geared towards offense than defense. Shadow mana will tear them to shreds.

The match's result was already set in stone. Lev was there to win, and he wasn't going to go any easier now.

"Good luck," Lev nodded at Isabella, who nodded back. Getting up, he made his way to the arena's entrance five minutes before the match.

He had a hunch, and it was proven when he found his opponent waiting there already.

"You seem to be doing better," Lev broke the silence. "Not all hissy and feral like a kitten given a firearm."

In the background, the commentator was hyping up the people. No matter how casually Lev treated the competition, such bright hunters participating was a monumental event.

"You're one to talk." Aryan gave him a sidelong glance. "Do you think nobody notices how you look at them?"

Lev recalled how easily Ron had almost eliminated him. He had been shaken quite thoroughly from that single experience. The expanding state of his head was no longer a mystery.

"Life always finds a way to teach, I suppose," Lev eventually replied. "Do you still want to go through with the bet?"

They both stared into each other's eyes, trying to gauge what was going on in their opponent's head. Neither gave away anything.

"Some of it," Aryan conceded. "Gold is easy to come by. No need to cancel that part."

Lev couldn't help but smirk, showing the aforementioned arrogance clearly. Some of it was healthy, or so he believed.

"Right, easy platinum for me." Lev nodded leisurely, eliciting a snort from the rogue.

"Sure, sure."

"HUNTERS, TAKE YOUR POSITIONS!" the commentator's voice reached them.

Lev and Aryan entered the arena side by side, their gaits confident and assured of victory. There would be no holding back in the arena today. Both were ready to give it their all and had complete faith in their abilities.

He really is different now, Lev observed without making it obvious. Back when they were leaving for the hunt, the shadow user had snapped at him instantly. The whole thing reminded him of how a cornered… animal…

Lev's face darkened. I'll talk to him about this later.

"WELCOME TO THE SEMIFINALS, MY DEAR SPECTATORS! ALL FOUR OF THE REMAINING PARTICIPANTS HAVE QUALIFIED FOR REWARDS, BUT TODAY, WE WILL SEE WHICH TWO HAVE WHAT IT TAKES TO FIGHT FOR THE GRAND PRIZES!"

The commentator went on about how impressive both of them were. Lev had to constantly resist the urge to roll his eyes and glare at the commentator's box.

"THREE…"

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Lev forewent all manner of enchantments and constructs, activating his barrier armor and flying away instantly. Where he’d been a moment before, a dagger wreathed in shadow mana tore through the air. From a single glance, Lev knew he would've easily been killed by that.

The enhancement formation appeared on his armor over three seconds as he dodged another four daggers one by one. Each of them vanished in a puff of smoke, never landing anywhere.

Is that fucking teleportation? Lev observed, unable to hold back a grin. Just as his movements were enhanced, a truckload of lightning imbued his armor, further amplifying them.

Aryan himself was nowhere to be seen, but that was fine. Lev was just now realizing that the rogue had been holding back in previous matches. Ten lances formed above Lev, each filled with a large amount of lightning and fire mana as quickly as possible. They descended as one, illuminating the arena in a bright explosion.

No hopes were put in those projectiles, however. Two daggers exited the flames, aimed to pierce his heart and head. Eight enchanted shields rushed to block them just in time. Six shattered. The remaining two almost did as well. They finally stopped the daggers in their tracks.

Lev's attention was never on them. Behind him, several different blobs of shadow mana approached, each indistinguishable from the last. The rogue was somewhere in there, he knew, yet they were all going to reach him at the same time.

No time for bombardment, he thought, constantly trying to come up with solutions.

Not taking any chances, a huge slash of lightning was fired at the leftmost source, and four newly formed shields stood in front of the middle one. Lev himself squared off against the last approaching blur.

Through sheer luck, the one he was facing turned out to be the shadow rogue. Aryan swung his empty palm, and Lev scrambled to bring Stargazer into the path of where he’d predicted the dagger would be.

In a blink, the rogue twisted his palm, and a dagger dripping with shadow mana appeared in it. It bypassed Lev's deflect easily, only to stop dead at the haft of Stargazer.

Where Lev only had one weapon, though, the rogue was wielding two daggers. Lev darted back, doing his best to get out of the way. Agony still bloomed on his chest, going from left to right above his ribs as flesh and armor parted without any resistance.

Stifling a scream of pain, Lev commanded all the hastily formed arrows to launch themselves at the rogue. Before the first of them even got close, Aryan had already vanished.

The cut is too large, Lev noted in a painful haze. I'll bleed out in minutes.

He was now on a timer. Lightning surged out of him as dozens of arrows formed above. Each was rapidly infused and fired haphazardly throughout the arena, not sparing a single corner.

Huge barriers became visible underneath the onslaught, protecting the spectators from the dreadful volley.

A quiet grunt of pain revealed the rogue's position. For a brief instant, Lev noticed Aryan running on barriers, each solidified midair to provide a platform. The skill was seamlessly aiding his movements, no doubt a result of at least one evolution of Mana Barrier.

90% mana left.

Eight shields surrounded him again, enchanted and infused with earth mana, ready to be imbued. For several moments, there was silence in the charred and glassy arena.

The rogue was constantly on the run. Lev's Perception showed its worth after a couple of seconds, revealing Aryan only a few meters behind him.

Lev was about to launch a slash with a barrage of arrows when the world went dark. Dense, impenetrable shadow mana surrounded him like a cloud of death, utterly neutralizing his vision and all forms of Perception.

Panic was now rearing its ugly head. The previous confidence had taken a backseat. Unwavering desire to win took its place, overshadowing the panic as it settled.

All of Lev's shields circled him, each placed to detect any hints of the rogue's location. Time slowed down to a crawl, signifying the activation of his Perception skill. From anywhere, a dagger was about to end the match.

That was unacceptable.

Lightning roared into his armor. Lev's Constitution was immediately overwhelmed by the mana channeling. His arms and legs started to disintegrate slowly as even more of the destructive mana was created and thrown inside his armor.

With an iron will, Lev took control of it all. It struggled to break free, unwilling to bend to such a weak mind and manipulation skill, but he didn't allow it. It was his mana, and it would obey.

When something scraped against the barrier armor on the back of his neck, Lev immediately released all of the lightning mana in an uncontrolled blast around him.

Shadow mana was blown away like a candle flame in a storm, yet the rogue was somehow able to react in time. Like a butterfly, he deftly hopped back on a barrier and evaded the worst of the attack.

Just before the slowed Perception ended, Lev was able to see a bright blue and white cloud of power form around him. Mana was dumped into his armor to increase its durability as much as he could. He imbued earth mana in its entirety before Lev's countermeasure exploded.

Heat, an electric current, and pain. Those things became Lev's world as restoration mana sought to heal the mounting damage. The wild storm of lightning subsided after a few moments, revealing Lev, who was mostly unharmed, and a charred and ruined arena.

Still in here, Lev inhaled deeply, spitting out blood inside his armor. A concussion was severely hampering his mind, but he didn't need to move right now.

Down below, away from the rampant destruction, was Aryan. He was breathing heavily just like Lev, and the undersides of his arms were blackened and bleeding. No doubt, he had sacrificed those to save his head.

Neither of them had come out unscathed from the exchange, yet it was Lev who smiled. Just from looking at the rogue, Lev knew he couldn't use that ace again.

The staredown continued for another ten seconds, during which the participants found their bearings. They both benefited from it, as Lev healed all his injuries and Aryan hastily formed new plans. The latter's arms seemed to be functioning just fine despite the crippling damage.

Both of them made their move at the same time. Lances formed above Lev when his body was healed enough to handle the strain. Aryan vanished in a puff of shadowy smoke.

Four dark blurs originated from his spot. They moved at the same speed and betrayed no hints about where the rogue was.

Lev overloaded his lances this time and aimed at each of them. Feeling the sheer amount of mana inside them, Aryan immediately ditched his stealth from inside one of the decoys and threw his daggers at the two incoming lances.

The projectiles were pierced with pinpoint accuracy, causing them to explode on the spot. Vision impaired, Lev didn't miss the chance and formed another huge volley of arrows and filled them with fire.

Within a moment, arrows were impacting every inch of the arena yet again. Aryan stumbled out of the blast from the pierced lances, having cleverly taken the route with the least projectiles.

The rogue split into four again. Lev tapered down the bubbling annoyance at the sneaky tactics and prepared himself. He swung Stargazer in a wide arc for maximum coverage. The attack hadn't even begun when a ball of shadow formed in front of him.

Shit—

Before the thought could even finish forming, it shot forward and wrapped around his head. There was no other choice but to continue with his attack regardless and hope for the best.

His glaive moved on, searing the very air in her passing due to the amount of lightning held inside. Instead of finding flesh, Lev's heart sank when he felt the metallic edge of a dagger. The exchange was his loss. The point was driven home as Lev's right arm went flying, along with Stargazer and his earth bracer.

Separated cleanly above the elbow, Lev hadn't even felt it being cut.

Excruciating pain slammed into his mind, overwhelming his brain instantly. Lev screamed as he suffered torment rivaling that of when he had faced the chaoswalker.

His armor and shields disintegrated, and he accidentally bit his tongue while trying to focus back on the match. Aryan hadn't pushed his advantage, which meant there was still a chance.

It can be reattached, Lev repeatedly voiced in his head, breathing heavily. I need to win.

Lev immediately locked onto the rogue's position, channeling all that pain into weary resolve. One of Aryan's arms had been nearly torn off—presumably the one that had met a full-powered swing from Lev.

A thin, long barrier thread formed. It carried Lev's dismembered arm and Stargazer back to him. Two more threads formed and tightly tied themselves around the stump of his arm, shutting off the bleeding.

Putting back the amputated limb in its place to the best of his ability, Lev reformed his barrier armor around it. The skill enveloped the improvised solution well enough, letting him grip Stargazer with just his mind again.

He didn't bother with healing the damage. Without the proper knowledge, Lev was only going to make it worse.

"You're one tough nut to crack," Aryan shouted with a strained, pained chuckle.

Lev laughed back, the sound a little unhinged. "Go look in a mirror."

Aryan vanished again. Blinking back tears from the agony coursing through his arm, Lev reformed his shields and gripped Stargazer tightly. Like the previous times, dozens of arrows formed above the arena. Fire mana infused them all, finally dragging Lev's mana pool below half.

Only two decoys formed this time as Aryan sprinted directly at him. Barriers formed strategically around the rogue , letting the rogue jump between the descending projectiles like a leaf in the wind.

A large lightning slash forced him to veer sideways, allowing Lev to create more distance between them. Aryan visibly struggled to keep up stealth that was unraveling at the seams.

More arrows joined the fray, keeping the rogue at both a distance and on his toes. For nearly half a minute, Lev's mana gradually dwindled, but he was winning. It was obvious at a glance.

Finally, one of the barrier platforms underneath Aryan's feet formed only halfway before disintegrating. His mana had run out, dropping into a territory where any further usage would risk soul damage.

Before the rogue could fall, a bright blue barrier platform formed by his opponent appeared under his feet, arresting his descent.

Lev looked at the hunter struggling to stand upright. Aryan stared back and shook his head. A palm was raised, declaring his surrender.

"AND THERE IT IS! JUST WHAT HAVE I WITNESSED TODAY?! I HAVE TO REMIND YOU ALL, THESE TWO ARE GOLD HUNTERS. GOLD! AT NO POINT IN OUR HISTORY HAVE THERE BEEN SUCH INCREDIBLY MIGHTY ADEPTS, AND YET, THESE ARE ONLY TWO OF OUR FINALISTS!"

"You alright?" Lev just barely walked on solidified platforms of his own. Getting closer, he realized why Aryan had his head lowered, if the pooling tears were any indication.

Exhaling deeply, Lev sat down, too. His entire body hurt like hell, but the dumpster fire that was his mind was far worse. Most of his pool had been utilized in a scant few minutes, and the consequences were making themselves known.

Why hasn't Drakys brought us out yet? The hazy thought appeared in Lev's drowsy mind just as his vision darkened around the edges.

Unconsciousness claimed him in a blink.
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Lev woke up to a world of aches and discomfort.

…Interesting situations I find myself in.

Opening his eyes, he did a cursory scan of his surroundings. Aryan was standing to his left, and Lev himself was lying on some sort of bed in the arena entrance.

To the right, a healer was reattaching his arm, and an aura mage was boosting both his and the rogue's regeneration.

Lev cracked a strained smile. "That was fun. You now owe me money."

He got an eyeroll in response. While moving all his limbs and digits to check the extent of the damage, Lev had found his ring already adorning the middle finger of his left hand. The platinum coin flying his way was swiftly stored in it.

All the while, he tried his best to ignore the deeply unsettling feeling of wriggling and regenerating flesh.

I absolutely wouldn't have minded staying unconscious for a bit longer.

"Are you alright?" Lev questioned the shadow mana user. He  also enjoyed the soothing feeling of the vastly increased mana regeneration.

"My injuries weren't that severe. They just looked pretty bad," Aryan waved him off. Both of them knew that wasn't what Lev was asking about.

"I see."

Drakys appeared in front of Lev after a few seconds of silence. He looked Lev up and down once, finding nothing that needed his attention, before vanishing.

So he is here, Lev thought to himself. Perhaps his condition was not as bad as he’d thought if the Exalted hadn't bothered to take him out of the arena immediately. Already, his arm was back in usable shape, and there were no pains from mana poisoning left in his body.

His mind, however, was an entirely different mess. Where mana poisoning could be healed by even the weakest of healers by simply dumping mana into the patient's body, mana overuse was not so easily dealt with.

To begin with, healing the mind was a grand feat that only a few had ever managed. Diana was one of those people, and the healer in front of him most certainly was not.

Lev tried his best to ignore the headache that threatened to render him unconscious again.

He repeated what he had told Nina in his head. It's good training. The faster I get used to manipulating so much mana, the better. Maybe I'll even qualify for a skill that helps later down the line.

That was exceedingly unlikely. Skills that helped with mental faculties were impossible to acquire before Master. Even after that, the best ones were simple skills like Blueprint. It just let someone create certain constructs faster and with better accuracy.

"You should rest for at least two hours and eat a full meal," the healer instructed just as Lev was completely patched up. "The next round does not start for another five hours, so make sure to rest."

"Thank you, and I will."

75% or so mana in my pool. Should be full by the time I need it.

The aura mage didn't say a word and motioned for Lev to get off the bed. When he did so, the bed vanished, and the mages left immediately after.

"How long was I out?"

Aryan, who was about to leave, stopped. "Around an hour."

"Who won?"

"Elias did," the rogue answered. "Rather easily."

Lev sighed. That was the one round he hadn’t wanted to miss.

"Will you be here for the rewards?"

"Of course," Aryan replied, a little confused before understanding dawned on him. "I'll wait outside."

"See you then." Lev nodded before they both went their own way. The rogue left the arena, whereas Lev walked to the royal booth. Two minutes later, he knocked at the booth's door.

"Enter," Katarina's voice reached him, all prim and proper. Lev straightened his clothes and shoulders, ready to bow after stepping inside.

Stepping inside, the room was… already covered in an illusion. Katarina's stupid grin confirmed what had just happened.

"I'm too tired for this," Lev exhaled deeply. "Does that restroom in the corner have a shower?"

"It does," Katarina replied seriously after taking in his sunken eyes and wobbling gait. "Shower quickly and eat something."

Right… I should eat something, the weary thought appeared in his head. Don't I need sugar to keep my mind in top shape or something?

Showering took all of two minutes, in which Lev washed away all the blood and grime on his body. He hadn't even realized just how much of it there was.

"Where is everyone? And why are you still here?" Lev questioned after sitting on a corner couch. Roasted chicken appeared out of his ring, and he started eating it with cold water as quickly as his fatigued body allowed.

"Drakys and I are here to make sure nobody tries anything untoward," she replied. "As for everyone else, they're managing their respective fields."

"Even Sherron?" Lev voiced. To his knowledge, she usually operated solo.

Katarina nodded. "Her flight speed is the fastest."

Fair enough. "How are things looking overall?"

"Can't tell. The increase in monster density and the duration of the storm can never be predicted in advance."

Monster density… Lev tossed around the term in his head, understanding slower than usual. Even if it sounded morbid, using monster density as a unit made sense. There were just too many of those creatures.

Done with his meal after a healthy serving of fruit salad, Lev yawned and lay down on the luxurious couch.

"Wake me up after three hours…"

He was out before even finishing the sentence.
 

**
 

"Lev."

Rousing lazily, Lev yawned and stretched, unable to hold back a smile at the lack of pain and lethargy.

"It's been three hours," Katarina informed him. "You missed out on a lot of performances. Come, the finale is starting."

Lev was awake in an instant. Quickly washing his face and fixing his hair, he returned to one of the couches closest to the viewing glass. He made sure not to occupy any reserved for the nobles.

"Is the illusion functioning?"

"It is, but not for long."

Shaking his head, Lev retreated to a couch farther behind and stayed low, only watching with his head poking out.

"Thank you, Nimue, for that glorious display!" the commentator's voice boomed, igniting a new wave of fervor from the crowds. For an entire minute, the arena shook with roaring approval and cheers.

The illusion covering the room vanished when he was about to open his mouth. Katarina was already prepared, raising her hands and clapping with a smile. Just that alone sent the spectators into a frenzy.

She is dazzlingly gorgeous, after all, Lev mused, hidden behind the furniture. He was eternally grateful for not seeing her in any sort of romantic light, or life would've been exponentially harder.

Harder, he snickered to himself. The effects of his age were showing.

A little while later, the illusion snapped back into place.

"Is something the matter, Hunter Lev?" a terrifyingly sweet voice reached him.

"No, Your Majesty," he squeaked out.

Lev could feel the princess's smile. "Ah, but I'm sure I heard you laughing back there. It pains me that you need to hide such joyful thoughts."

"It was absolutely nothing, I assure you," he nodded sagely, getting up from behind the couch. "You need not concern yourself with this lowly one."

She humphed and flipped her hair back with all the grace of an Empyrean princess. Which was to say, even Lev stared for a moment with his mouth slightly ajar.

"Wow." Lev dumbly blinked twice before focusing on the arena, ignoring her raised eyebrow.

"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, PLEASE WELCOME THE ILLUSIONIST YOU HAVE ALL BEEN WAITING FOR—RYOKO DINA!"

If the people had been excited before, they were now maddened with anticipation. Lev had to cover his ears with how loud the crowd was; he himself was no less excited than they.

He debated asking the princess about who the performer was. She entered the arena before he could. From the way the spectators had all been hushed, Lev knew everyone was in for a treat.

Half a dozen streams of mana were channeled into the sandy ground, almost imperceptible even for Lev. Within seconds, the brightly lit arena was covered in a dark haze.

Pitch-black clouds formed in the middle, writhing and expanding into a shape. In the background, the barriers dividing the arena and the spectators were slowly morphing.

A huge illusion was taking shape—one depicting a familiar expanse. Grass stretched on for as far as one could see as the illusion spread into the arena.

In the distance, the ground gradually rose into a towering mound, not unlike an ant hill. The pit looked just as immense as Lev remembered, menacing despite merely existing.

The writhing black mass flew back and "dove" into the pit. Everything surrounding the landmass became even darker before a deafening roar rocked the arena. Lev had to do a double-take when the couches and the window shook rather intensely.

They're really going all out for this, huh? Lev thought, positively giddy.

A huge, clawed hand rose out of the pit, much larger than Lev himself. Four thick, grotesque fingers with too many joints grabbed the edge in a vice, pulling along a beast that would haunt any hunter's nightmares.

Standing over thirty meters tall, the dark gray and black monstrosity left deep craters with every step it took. Bloated muscles propelled it forward at immense speeds while merely walking, its weight not even close to a hindrance.

Lev had immediately noted the similarities between the monster and shade brutes. The identification hovering above the creature confirmed his suspicions.

[Shade Giant - ??]

He swallowed, suddenly finding his throat dry. Knowing that he was witnessing an illusion did not help whatsoever. The monster's gaze roamed the spectators, making everyone cover without exception. Only Katarina stared back without an ounce of fear.

The whole illusion slowed down, and suddenly, the meaning of unsaid words flowed into Lev's mind. There was no voice, no text, no gestures—only a raw, conceptual message. It was both incredibly clear and more than a little unnerving. Lev had read about a similar manner of communication in the diary mentioning the Dreadhawk.

When the skies threatened to split apart. When humanity was pushed to the brink. When the storm ravaged these lands without pause, its might unquestioned. When the Exalted were nearly lost to The Ravine, all in one fell swoop.

Survivors emerged, each having lived through multiple calamities. Faint, quivering hope remained, guiding their faltering steps, taking them ever closer to the salvation behind walls.

It was then that the very earth parted, and the first of many abominations stepped through, destroying all of their longing with it. Dreams shattered, desires vanished, and it seemed that all hope was lost.

All except a single torch that refused to be extinguished, for there was adolescent, innocent life relying on Orianna Ethen, Guardian of the Young.

Retreat was not an option.

Not for her.

It took the popping of joints for Lev to realize how strongly he was gripping the couch's armrest. Abruptly, he took a long, deep breath, having unknowingly held it all the while.

She lived through this. He calmed himself. It's just an illusion.

Down below, an illusion of Orianna, bearing many similarities but starkly different in appearance, stepped into the arena. She gazed at the giant's eyes, unflinching. Contrary to expectations, the monster also stopped and observed her tiny visage, sizing her up.

It took only a second to dismiss Orianna as a threat. In that same second, two more people joined her, both so familiar to Lev.

Sherron is still a Master, Lev noted from the Identification hovering above the humans. Now thinking clearly, he leaned forward to take it all in better. Alec is also standing there without his armor or any of his creations.

Slightly bizarre, he supposed. His teacher was never unprepared. There was a small chance that the encounter playing out in front of him was the cause of his mentor's future paranoia, given his personality. Alec preferred to be in charge.

The combined threat of the three people in front of the giant must have been enough to deem them all an annoyance as its muscles swelled. One moment, it was still. The next, the ground behind it exploded as the beast lunged.

Lev's eyes widened when it covered the distance in a blink, appearing in front of Orianna instantly. The humans were prepared, though, immediately scattering in different directions.

Just barely avoiding the opening stomp, Orianna released a large jet of flames from her hand at the giant's face, blocking its vision. Fire soldiers formed around her: three warriors and an archer. Standing several heads taller than Orianna herself, each soldier was mighty enough to contend with strong second-threshold monsters.

Barrier platforms came into existence next to them. The archer stepped onto the farthest one, and Alec commanded the platform to float high up. One fire warrior dual-wielding axes was dropped onto the distracted giant's shoulder, whereas the other two sword-wielding soldiers were carried to its ankles.

All of that happened in a split second—the result of impeccable teamwork. Swords bit into the back of the giant's feet, eliciting a roar filled with little pain and mostly indignation. That changed swiftly when two axes slammed into the side of its neck, digging several inches deep.

The axe wielder didn't even get a chance to back off, and a huge, meaty palm squashed it like a bug. In the other hand of the monster, a highly compressed boulder was taking shape. Sherron quickly put an end to its attempt to form a projectile, and Alec's artillery shell flew into the wound caused by the axe soldier.

Staggering for a brief instant, a red hue shone from the giant, signifying the start of a skill. Two overloaded lightning lances hit the monster's face before it could even take a step, opening it up for another salvo from Alec.

Now truly pissed off, the brute raised both its massive arms high up in the sky. Orianna was already creating distance before they descended like a comet, uprooting and utterly decimating the ground for hundreds of meters around.

The first soldiers relentlessly trying to damage its feet were immediately disintegrated by the large attack. With loud cracks, the giant rolled its shoulders and straightened amidst the calamitous aftermath, glaring at the puny humans who had dared oppose its mighty self.

This has to be a highly embellished version of the fight. Lev kept his eyes peeled, taking in every little detail. To begin with, there is no way Orianna can damage a fourth-threshold monster so easily.

The same was true for her teammates, but Lev could see how winning was possible for the three. It was all a matter of time. Where things were happening in the span of minutes down below, the actual fight must have taken hours.

He was very interested in seeing how they pulled it off.
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The clash between the giant and the trio continued in a cacophony of fire, lightning, and shells.

Fire soldiers were continuously summoned and destroyed, marginally damaging the neck and feet with every cycle. It didn't help the humans that the immense Constitution of the giant ensured it was slowly healing. Even if the rate was abysmal, the soldiers struggled to damage it much the same.

Minutes passed in tense observation. If Lev had ever expected such a strange cycle of hit and run tactics to ever get boring, he would've been disappointed.

The anticipation continued to mount. When the first drops of blood were spilled, the crowd went wild. The cheers didn't last long, for the fight didn't stop, only escalating the violence further.

Nearly ten minutes into the fight, Orianna visibly flagged under the constant assault for the first time. The brute didn't miss it, immediately bombarding her with a rain of pebbles that formed in its palm.

Barrier after barrier took shape in front of her, just barely stopping the projectiles, with only two of them left standing. The other thirty-three all shattered under the onslaught.

Seeing that things were taking a turn for the worse, Orianna's bearing changed. Once again, she opened with a huge jet of fire—this one concentrated enough to force the brute a step back.

All three warriors—both the sword wielders and the axe bearer—were deposited on the brute's shoulder. One by one, they consumed their own bodies to deliver one overloaded attack in quick succession.

Down below, just as the giant staggered with a roar of pain, a huge arcane sword appeared in Orianna's hand. Lightning from Sherron and fire from herself flooded into it, filling it up in seconds.

From a single glance, Lev knew the blade was one of the strongest weapons that had ever been made by humans. Gradually, the lightning mana gathered at the edges, and the fire mana stabilized.

Lances the size of large tree trunks pierced the giant's thighs the moment it gathered its wits, momentarily robbing its mobility. In the distance, an unconscious Sherron could be seen plummeting from the skies. Alec reached her after a few seconds, catching her before she could hit the ground.

All the while, Orianna's preparations were swiftly coming to an end. When the storm of lightning from the overloaded lances abated enough, she lunged forward. Arcane platforms appeared under her feet at the perfect moments, letting her reach the monster's neck in one single sprint.

The giant realized too late that she was so close. With a scream bearing the hopes of all the survivors, Orianna swung.

Lev was at the edge of his seat when the whole illusion slowed down. Orianna, mid-swing. The giant raising its arm to block the final, desperate attack. Alec, watching from afar and praying for success to whoever might listen.

The last vestiges of mana left Orianna as the blade came alive. Fire and lightning solidified further, extending the blade by nearly a dozen meters. Where the sword was poised to slash halfway through the neck, it was now on track to go through all of it.

In slow motion, the sword continued unimpeded, reaching the giant's neck faster than its rising arm by a hair's breadth. Fire and lightning clashed with unfathomably durable yet damaged flesh and bone. They produced a shockwave that eviscerated the very ground the monster stood on.

All of Orianna's previous efforts bore fruit as ruined skin was slashed through, allowing the blade to continue deeper. For a brief instant, the weapon and bone were locked in a calamitous struggle. Both refused to give in, stubbornly resisting the other.

Then, like a light showing itself at the end of the tunnel, a crack appeared in the giant's neck bones. The illusion sped up. In a majestic display of domineering might and undying resolve, Orianna's weapon tore out the other side as the giant's head flew from its shoulders.

Triumphant, the sword carried on, completing the massive mana slash that it was originally swung for. The sheer power packed into the attack was released upwards. The entire world was painted in shades of orange, red, and white as the skies were set alight.

As one, the people stood up from their seats and roared at the top of their lungs. Lev was a step ahead of them, screaming as loudly as he could from the royal booth with both his hands in the air. A dull ache in the right arm reminded him of the recent injury, but the pain didn't even register beyond that.

"WOOOOH! Oi," Lev glanced at Katarina. "You cheer, too."

She rolled her eyes. "This is one of the most common plays in any theatre. Granted, it has never been performed on such a scale, but I've watched it fifty times before."

Oh.

Putting the princess out of his mind, Lev sat back down and steadied his breathing. The performance went above and beyond, thoroughly smashing all his expectations in the best way.

"ABSOLUTELY PHENOMENAL! TRULY, WE ARE BLESSED TO HAVE WITNESSED SUCH AN IMPACTFUL AND MEMORABLE PERFORMANCE. MIND-BLOWING!"

True, Lev agreed in his head, drinking some cold water to combat all that hoarse cheering. Messing around with illusions is gonna be fun when I get my hands on them.

"So," Lev voiced to get Katarina's attention. "How much of that was realistic?"

"None of it," she replied without hesitation. "Orianna is way stronger than she was portrayed as. She was close to Exalted even back then. Same for the other two."

There was a message hidden in that. Lev didn't know much about Orianna's motivations, but knowing she was refusing to rush to the next step let him form some guesses.

"It is even worse for the giant. No fourth-threshold monster is that slow. Ever. The threat to the team's lives was far greater," she continued. "They were all constantly on the run, leading the monster away from the survivors."

"That's more like them," Lev nodded, trying not to imagine the harrowing scene. He was infinitely glad that all three of them had survived. "What's next?"

"Finale."

He breathed in deeply. Elias was monstrously strong, and if he had beaten that wrecking ball of fire, he could most certainly deal with Lev's barrages, too.

Tricky. I can probably face him at close range by pulling out all the stops, but the damage to my body will render me unconscious in less than a minute. Elias can go on for hours.

Lev was going to have to mix both melee and ranged capabilities, which was bound to be abhorrently painful. With a sigh, he leaned back and closed his eyes. Strategies flashed through his mind, and he lost himself in oddly calming planning for the next few hours.
 

**
 

"WELCOOOME TO THE GRAAAND FINALE! THIS IS WHAT YOU HAVE ALL BEEN WAITING FOR! SETTLE DOWN, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, FOR WE ARE ABOUT TO WITNESS THE GREATEST GOLD-RANK DUEL IN HISTORY!"

Yes, yes. Lev paid half a mind to the commentary. And I'm about to get my ass kicked. Damn you, Viktor. You just had to go and pit me against the strongest warrior of our generation in a melee.

"BOTH THESE CONTESTANTS NEED NO INTRODUCTION. A BARRIER MAGE OF ADAPTABLE YET SUPREME CAPABILITIES, AND A WARRIOR WITH NO EQUAL IN SPEED AND SKILL."

Lev took a deep breath and settled his roaming thoughts. Crouching, Stargazer was gripped tightly and pulled back, haft above his right shoulder and empty blade near the ground.

Elias adopted a simpler stance, both swords pointing forward with his legs bent slightly. A staredown ensued, almost crackling with tension. Lev was slowly realizing that they both had something to prove.

If he won, Elias would hopefully learn that he was growing overconfident and needed to step up his game further. If Elias won, the speedster would show the world that ridiculous advantages weren't required to succeed. Consequently, his ego would grow just as much.

It wouldn't be a bad thing if the warrior won. More than a few would be inspired to follow in his steps and do their best, which was bound to produce good results. Only, Lev wasn't planning to lose to his friend.

He grinned. That one word felt weird to think, but it didn't sound bad. Friends were something he was lacking badly in this world, and the radiant team were good folks. It would’ve been foolish not to deepen the connection, albeit with the questionable method of duking it out in an arena.

"THREE…"

The hunters tensed.

"TWO…"

"ONE…"

"BEGIN!"

Lev's armor had just finished forming when he leaned back, dodging a sword about to pierce his head by a mere inch. A gasp escaped him at the sheer speed of the attack, but he didn't let himself be disheartened. Grabbing his entire armor, Lev threw himself backwards, barely avoiding the second weapon.

The barrier blade finished forming in Stargazer, and Lev immediately deflected the next swing. From the clash, he could tell that Elias had him beat in base physical strength.

Fortunately for Lev, raw strength wasn't his forte. Unfortunately for him as well, Elias outclassed him in speed, too.

Lightning flooded Stargazer and his armor, letting him react much faster. Elias also turned on his body enhancement, constantly keeping Lev on his toes with probing attacks.

Simply keeping up with the onslaught was difficult. When Elias started to actually use feints and proper skill, cut after cut appeared on Lev's barrier armor. Each time, he just barely moved out of the way in time to avoid more injuries.

Lightning arrows took form, straining Lev's mind even further. Contending with the physical assault was already nearly impossible, which made conjuring the ten projectiles much harder.

The barrage forced Elias away from Lev. Two of the arrows were deflected with the flat of the swords, whereas the rest were deftly dodged, rendering the whole attack useless. That was fine, as Lev wasn't aiming to damage him, only buying himself time to reconsider and plan.

Elias rolled his shoulders and ramped up his body enhancement to the maximum. Lev gulped, unable to hold back a nervous smile as his friend advanced. If he was fast before, then his swords were now blurring even to Lev’s Perception. Stargazer was forcibly swung wide, pressuring Elias to leap backward with a lightning slash.

A straight thrust was deflected, the haft was blocked, and the next punch was about to be blocked when a lance forced Elias to duck. Not wasting the chance, Lev launched a kick at his face, hoping to disorient the man.

Raising the durability of his armor was the last thing that saved Lev. He almost lost a leg as the opponent righted himself far too quickly and retaliated. Given the awkward positioning and little space to swing, Elias couldn't put much force behind the attack. He managed only a long groove on Lev's barrier armor.

Creating distance to not let the warrior get an upper hand, Lev hastily brought up Stargazer. She blocked a surprisingly strong mana slash, and he skidded back a few steps from the impact. Elias was on him in a split second, barely disturbing the sand on the floor with his passing.

For minutes, Lev was tossed around the arena. Shields formed to buy him some time, only for the swordsman to cut through them as if they were made of butter. Not given a chance to fly up or strike back, Lev's annoyance about his inability to do anything related to Viktor's request was mounting.

Elias never tired. Just like him, the warrior had a class that thrived in prolonged combat. It was the man's skill and talent that were too overwhelming. The swords moved as if curving around any intended blocks or deflects, finding even the smallest of gaps.

Lev was feeling quite humbled.

Seven long cuts appeared under his barrier armor. The skinsuit was thankfully still functioning, as most of the damage was dealt to Lev's arms. The enchantments present on his chest and back.

Man, Lev sighed, already dreading what was to come. This is going to hurt so much.

When his armor changed color and shone like a bright blue star, Elias didn't dally and sought to end the match immediately. Both the amount of mana and lightning being channeled were ridiculous for any Adept, hushing the entire arena.

Stargazer blurred in a blue streak of sizzling lightning, deflecting the incoming strike far faster than before. Underneath, Lev's muscles threatened to unravel, and he knew time was firmly against him.

Sand exploded under his feet as he took a long step, appearing in front of a slightly jolted Elias. Lev swung at his neck, forcing the swordsman to block the attack. The swords were pushed away by the force behind the glaive, leaving him open for a thrust.

With both surprising and alarming agility, the swords reoriented themselves and clashed with Stargazer, expertly deflecting her to the side. Lev immediately darted back, barely dodging the counterattack, and rushed in again.

Miniature blasts of lightning readily charged the longswords—slightly damaging Elias's hands, if the sizzling was any indication. The very air was seared in Stargazer's passing from the amount of mana infusing her. Despite that, the hunter struck back like an unrelenting whirlwind of blades, never once giving Lev a chance to use any other skills.

He's improving. Lev couldn't help but smile in panic. Nearly ten seconds had passed, and his arms were bleeding profusely. His legs, too, were in a miserable shape. Yet, the warrior in front of him was slowly pushing him back.

None of the previous confidence or faint amusement was present on his friend's face. Elias was giving it his all, and what an assault it was.

Twenty seconds passed like that. Lev weaved a lightning slash between the melee, failing to take the swordsman by surprise. He got a kick to his chest for the trouble, sending him bouncing on the sandy ground.

Stargazer, which had flown out of his grip, rushed back the moment Lev got a hold of his bearings. A barrage of arrows landed in a circle around him, blocking off the swordsman's advance and giving him some room to breathe.

Healing mana suffused his body as he quickly planned the next steps.

This is so doomed, Lev chuckled. He was utterly outclassed in terms of skill, and his speed was barely any higher, despite going all out.

A transparent slash flew at him, making him abort any further thoughts. Elias was on him in a moment, swords snaking towards him in their graceful yet demonic lethality. Tired and battered, it took all of two seconds before Stargazer was wrenched away from Lev's hands.

Before he could mentally recall her, a roundhouse kick to the face shattered his armor and sent him spinning through the air. Mercifully, the armor had sapped most of the force behind the strike, or else Lev would've been immediately eliminated.

Quickly righting himself midair, Stargazer appeared back in his hands, but the dizziness caused him to stumble and fall on his butt. The incoming slash was blocked by four hastily formed shields, all of them shattering in the process, but the swordsman didn't rush in to end it.

Elias stood where he was, slowly putting down the leg he had raised to kick Lev while staring him in the eyes. A longsword was raised and pointed at the downed barrier mage.

"Do you surrender?" he voiced. The man’s breathing was uneven, but he was still far from exhausted.

Lev stared. For a long few seconds, he simply tried to digest the audacity. He knew most of it was done for the show, if the reaction of the roaring spectators was any indication, but it still mildly pissed him off.

"Did you forget?" Lev questioned back, not answering. Using Stargazer as a cane, he shakily stood up, ignoring the blood dripping on the ground. "You were there, weren't you? In front of Windkeep."

The swordsman sprinted forward, covering half the distance in an instant when Lev didn't show any signs of surrendering. A wave of arrows stopped him in his tracks. More followed, forcing him to backtrack rapidly and avoid the crackling explosions.

Armor covered his form again as Lev rose into the air, healing his injuries all the while. Staring down at his friend, he grinned in anticipation of the dramatic display he was about to cause.

"I'm a Monarch damned mage, Elias."

Lances joined the mix, searing huge swaths of sand into glass. Elias was now panicking, weaving and dodging to the best of his ability while firing back slashes. All of them were casually consumed by shields.

Perhaps Elias was expecting Lev not to resort to going all out. Or maybe he genuinely didn't know what Lev could really do in that state. Back when they’d faced the wave together, monsters had still been streaming out of the forest when he’d faced the mature harpy. It wouldn't have been that surprising if the radiant team had missed his capabilities.

Dozens of arrows formed in a few seconds, each imbued with a bit of lightning. Like flies trying to land on the swordsman in a suicidal charge, a stream of arrows never let him stay still.

For a few seconds, the onslaught paused. Elias stared at him, trying to catch his breath and waiting for whatever was to come. Instead of an attack, Lev pointed Stargazer at him in a repeat of what the swordsman had done before.

"Do you surrender?"

Predictably, he didn't.

Half a minute of constant attacks later, Lev and Elias were standing on opposite ends of the arena. The latter had realized just how badly he had messed up by not finishing the match. His eyes were resigned, slightly bitter.

Lev's, in comparison, were bloodshot due to mana overuse and poisoning.

Feeling like he had done all he could to prove his point, Lev formed five long, deadly lances above him. Fire and lightning left his body in a torrent, infusing the projectiles until they shone like tiny suns above the arena. No more words were exchanged as Lev commanded them to end the match.

As one, the lances descended. Elias vanished the moment Lev gave them the order to move. Where the swordsman had been a moment before, each lance landed like a miniature nuke, blinding the spectators with a giant explosion.

The barriers surrounding the arena were already fully powered, resisting the raw might that stressed their incredible durability. For half a minute, crackling flames dominated that side of the arena. Lev stayed rooted on the spot, now disappointed in himself.

Way to go. He slowly walked out of the arena while healing the last of the rather moderate mana poisoning, ignoring the commentator. I definitely went overboard with that last attack.

Let's see how badly I damaged my relationship with the team by doing that, he sighed, handing the bracelet back to the waiting master. Lev received a respectful nod for winning, which he simply acknowledged and moved on.

A small part of him whispered that he had messed up too badly, and that they would never want to see him again. Lev squashed the line of thought, but some of the uneasiness remained. His shoulders slumped slightly in relief when he found the radiant team a bit farther away from the entrance, "arguing" with each other.

Rena, the one doing all the talking, noticed him first. With an unnervingly neutral expression, she brusquely marched up to him.
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Rena deemed it unnecessary to speak, stepping into Lev's personal space with her arms crossed. Lev was only a little taller than her, yet at that moment, Rena towered over him like a brute had back in the pit.

Lev gulped. "What?"

"'What'?" she echoed, tone flat. "Don't you think I should be the one asking that?"

"…About us taunting each other?" Lev stated the obvious.

"Yes," she drawled. "I saw that idiot being extra idiotic today," she finished while looking at the other three. They were observing the conversation in silence. Then she turned back to Lev, causing him to squirm a little. "I thought you were more mature than that."

"And you." She whirled over to Elias, now most definitely angry. "Are you daft? The first time we try to form a long-term bond with another hunter, and this is how you treat him?"

Elias opened his mouth to reply, but Rena thrust a finger into his face. "We talked about this! No second thoughts, no envy, and absolutely no pointless dick-measuring. Forget that; what the fuck were you doing in that round against Isabella?"

He didn't try to answer this time, though that did nothing to soothe the short girl's anger. "You were grinning like a loon when her element, in no way known for its speed, struggled to catch you. Really? Just what was so special about you running around the arena? Did you land a date with The Galvanic Sniper by doing that? Or was the opponent some third-threshold monster you bested?"

Elias remained silent, not daring to look at Rena directly. Glancing at Lisa, his shoulders stiffened even further when he found her to be disappointed as well. If he’d had any plans to talk back before, now all of them revolved around not letting both of them group up on him.

Utterly gobsmacked at the happenings, Lev and Viktor shared a look. It seemed they had both severely misjudged the need for them to do something.

"I'm not blind," Rena's fiery voice reached them. "To begin with, Viktor, why didn't you come to me first? I swear to Monarch…"

For nearly ten minutes, Rena chewed their ears off. Lev, Elias, and Viktor remained tight-lipped, not willing to let out a single peep of sound. Lisa's usually bubbly face, glancing between them with quiet displeasure, made things much worse.

"Let's meet up the day after the ceremony," Lisa declared, silencing Rena for the first time. "Better off talking later."

Lev nodded, though he suspected the break was for herself more than anything. Elias and Viktor were practically dragged along with the girls. Shaking his head, Lev let one all-encompassing shudder run through his body and made his way to the Royal Booth.

Women are scary… Also, wasn't the reward ceremony supposed to be after Team Combat?
 

**
 

Lev knocked twice at the booth's door. Duke Fabian, Hakim, and Sherron were in there, and he wouldn't dare just barge into a room with such important people.

The door opened after a second, letting him observe everyone present inside. Isabella and the princesses were also there. While the aura of the former was too difficult to notice, the latter were masters at controlling theirs.

"Should I leave?" Lev questioned before entering.

Sherron waved him inside. "Just hide behind the couch again."

Discussing me, were we? Lev gave Katarina a disappointed look, which slid right off that regal bearing. He took his place next to Sherron, as usual.

"Have you finished healing yourself?" Isabella asked, slightly concerned.

Lev nodded. "It wasn't anything major this time. Only flesh wounds and mana poisoning."

"Only," she muttered. "That is not 'only.'"

"It's far from the worst I've had to deal with," Lev smiled gently. "But don't worry, I am always looking for ways to counteract the mental impact."

To demonstrate his point, he leaned back, mirroring Sherron's casual posture. Sherron just rolled her eyes over his poor attempt at seeming important. Isabella's right eye twitched at the casualness. Lev was slowly coming to realize that Sherron's reputation was… not the best when it came to her temper. The fire princess, on the other hand, probably grew up learning never to offend the Exalted.

"I heard the rewards were pulled ahead of schedule?" Lev changed the topic. "Wasn't the tournament supposed to be four major events?"

"The storm." Hakim's deep voice put that line of questioning to rest.

"…I see. So, what's next for me? Maybe I'll throw another party," Lev mused, rubbing his chin. His agenda included reaping the harvest from betting on himself and getting a good night's sleep after the intense day. Tiredness was slowly setting in—though with his Constitution, Lev could stay awake for another day or two.

"Sleep," Lara chimed in.

"I know."

"Then you should leave before the broadcast," Hakim looked at him. "I have to break the news about the approaching storm."

Is it that bad? Lev nodded and did as he was told. Everyone hides underground. Shouldn't that deal with any losses of life? Storage rings safeguard material belongings, so the damage to buildings and houses is the major point of distress… I should rectify my worldview. Not everyone can just go and buy another house.

That mystery solved, Lev left the arena. Platinum was on his mind as he made his way to the Hunters Guild while keeping an eye out for anyone suspicious. His mana was hovering above 60%, but he was still wary. Given how far his name was going to spread, it wouldn't hurt to be cautious.

Entering the nearly empty guild, Lev quickly made his way to the betting room. The big, scary Master was already back, and he looked quite pleased for whatever reason.

"You did well," the man rumbled. "Both in the matches and against the swordsman. He's pretty good and all, but such an attitude would've made his time in The Ravine hell. Those folks can easily sniff out any unnecessary confidence and don't shy away from teaching anyone a lesson in humility."

"Thank you," Lev replied calmly. Internally, however, he was fearing for his own future. After all, where Elias was only recently starting to get a big head, Lev had been overconfident from the very beginning because of his titles, class, and the company he had found early on. Maybe the warrior's words were intended to serve as a warning for him as well.

The Master nodded. "Your bet ballooned a lot. No one has been allowed to bet on the winners since yesterday; otherwise, everyone would've put their money on you after the round with the shadow rogue. As it stands, the total comes out to eighteen platinum."

Eighteen… Damn, I can live comfortably for my entire long life if I stop fighting now.

The thought passed quickly. Remaining weak was simply not an option—not for him. Too much could be done with all that was present on his Status, and the thought of lying still with those advantages made him physically recoil at times. He didn't let out any reaction in front of the warrior, though.

"That is quite a lot," Lev agreed with a smile. "Where can I take the cashout?"

Instead of replying, the coins were summoned onto the table. Lev promptly made them vanish, too.

"Pleasure doing business." He dipped his head and left the room. Exiting the guild, Lev was thinking of his next steps when his eyes found the distant mountain.

Hmm. Sure, why not?

Half an hour of shopping for tasty food later, he was flying up the mountain at full speed. Stargazing was one thing Lev doubted he would ever get tired of.

The suns were an hour away from setting. Stargazer appeared in his hands as he slowed down his ascent, letting a warg sense him again. It was a monstrous thing, nearly four meters tall and incredibly wide for a wolf-like creature. From a cursory glance, Lev could tell it traded its Perception for more physical strength. That, combined with its level, made the monster the perfect target for testing.

[Flame Warg - Level 233]

Befitting its name, a wildly pulsating wave of fire tried to envelop Lev. Shields materialized in front of him and were enchanted in a blink, stopping the attack in its tracks with minor structural damage.

Not at all understanding how outmatched it was, the monster charged. Lev shot his shields towards it, each hitting it in the face. By the fifth, the warg roared and switched targets.

Long, serrated claws were set alight with a small shockwave. They landed on the overloaded shields with the force of a runaway train, shattering one with each swipe. Only, Lev was smiling at the result.

They were the same shields that had shattered instantly in front of other humans. And now, they easily held back a monster nearly forty levels higher by neatly absorbing its blows. Each shattered shield stopped the warg for a brief instant, requiring all its power to break them. He simply created more of them to keep it occupied.

This tournament really was special, huh? Lev inhaled deeply and swung Stargazer downward. Large amounts of earth mana followed behind, forming a half-moon slash before it was launched at the distracted warg.

The attack was eerily silent by itself, only producing sound by displacing air with its weight and speed. In a split second, the warg turned to face the attack. With its high sensitivity to mana, detecting the slash was expected.

Insane eyes tracked the slash flying towards them. An arm was raised, and claws met it. Lev strained his Perception to the maximum to observe the result.

Like burnt paper slowly disintegrating into ash, the slash destroyed the claws without slowing down, shearing off all of them before taking the very arm they were attached to.

A pained wail cut through the trees and was silenced abruptly by a lightning slash.

[

You have slain [Flame Warg - Level 233]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 191

5 free Attribute Points

]

The test was a major success, at least by Lev's standards. He was bound to meet monsters with extreme resistance to fire and lightning—his favored elements—and needed heavier options.

Earth mana was the answer. Where destructive potential failed, the power of physics would pick up the slack. The addition of the earth slash continued to prove a marvelous new option. Mana cost was not an issue for him, either, though he was not blind to the fact that copious amounts of mana were the main reason for the attack's lethality.

Feels good to have a Wisdom Boost. Lev grinned and harvested the core.

[

Flame Warg Core

Possesses decent mana conductivity and capacity. Shows minor properties of fire.

]

The core was stored in his ring, waiting to be enchanted once he evolved. Crafting would have to wait for now, as Lev was determined to get a pure combat class.

Continuing upward, a few more panthers met their demise. Lev didn't even bother harvesting their cores. He was pretty damn rich, if he said so himself.

An hour of fast travel later, the lake was visible in the distance. Night had also dominated the endless skies some time ago, meaning the moons were slowly rising. It made for a fantastic sight, seeing all three of them gradually become visible from underneath the horizon. Lev narrowed his eyes.

All three happen to appear on the day Hakim is likely going to leave. Funny, that.

Usually, only two moons were visible in the sky. The third one rarely showed up, but now Lev had different suspicions. Regardless, he was going to gaze at it for as long as he could. It was entirely white in color and looked like a royal celestial being, if that even made sense. Be it the color or the perfect round shape, it just oozed majesty. Not only that, but it was also likely the source of Hakim's power.

That line of thought quickly devolved into something terrifying. Was the moon alive? Or was someone using it as a home? Or perhaps the suns and moons were an expression of Monarch's powers? Maybe the three moons combined were a single being.

Similar questions plagued his mind for a while. Lev slapped his cheeks when his thoughts turned particularly morbid, forcing himself to focus on something else. Giving his head a firm shake, Lev was about to consider leaving when the world paused.

A presence blanketed the area, so unfathomably vast and alien that his mind went blank. Forming thoughts became impossible, and terror took over when Lev felt that his mind was no longer under his control.

Slowly, his head rose by itself until it stared at the same white moon, now much brighter in his vision. It was also much closer, dominating the very skies. Seconds passed as the hold on his mind loosened, and it took several long, shaky breaths to reassert control over himself.

Before he could even question anything, everything stopped once more. In the distance, a tide of silver slowly rushed down the mountain's peak, rumbling and morphing into a smaller shape as it went.

Lev held his breath all the time, utterly incapable of moving beyond blinking. It was on track to collide with him directly, yet his instincts screamed no warning.

The moonlight folded upon itself until it was no larger than his arm. A silver feather floated gently on the wind, swaying with its rhythm before soundlessly tapping his forehead and dissolving into it.

He could feel his control over his body return at that moment, but Lev could only flop to the ground as raw power coursed through his veins. Trying to get up resulted in a small crater forming below his palm. That further disoriented him as he failed to stand again and again.

The body enhancement was far too potent. It weighed down on his mind, slowing his thoughts as his strength rose exponentially. Wherever the moonlight went, it empowered his flesh, blood, and bones to extreme heights, while also multiplying his mana regeneration. Lev couldn't even begin to decipher its depths before the fuel ran out, returning his body to normal.

Still… Lev was Lev. Like an idiot, he tried to feel around, to understand just what kind of being was currently looking at him. Every time, his budding aura and senses were smoothly blocked, not hurting him at all in the process. No matter what he did, Lev couldn't glean anything, and he had to stop his attempts when the moon pulsed once.

A giant wave of moonlight rushed out of it in every direction. It gave rise to a breeze that brought with it impressions and change, altering the very reality around him. One moment, it was normal, and the next…

At peace.

That was the best way Lev could describe it. The breeze was far too gentle, once again bringing with it a soothing touch and increased mana regeneration. It lasted for more than a dozen seconds before the world returned to normal once again. The moon blinked back to its original position—in the middle of the two others.

There were a lot of things to note from that incident, but Lev's mind was occupied by something else. The moonlight didn't come without small tidbits of decipherable information.

Peace and harmony. Those two concepts were what Lev could best translate from the impression he got from the moonlight. The peace wasn't entirely peaceful, however. From Hakim's class and the fresh experience, Lev now knew that the moonlight was flawless at decimating monsters.

That was good and all, but his body was on the verge of shivering and curling up from something else entirely. He had a small collection of incomprehensible words in his memory—something he didn't dare recall lightly.

The first word was "Challenger," a word he couldn't make heads or tails of. Secondly, the name that Lev wasn't comfortable even thinking of took another spot in that list.

But now, there was a third word. Its meaning simply couldn't be mistaken. The impression was absolute, echoing in his mind with increasing intensity. He was only now understanding that the whole experience was nothing but a formal introduction.

The Goddess had sent her regards.
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So… that just happened, Lev giggled to himself while staring at the white moon unblinkingly. He was lying on the rough stone ground surrounding the lake, still in disbelief.

A Goddess. An actual fucking Goddess. Why is this not common knowledge?

There were bound to be a million reasons, but still… Lev couldn't imagine the harm in following a being that seemed so kind. The impressions he got were of peace and harmony, though he doubted they would be upheld entirely.

Actually, Lev continued in his head, remembering all the wars and genocides from his past life. Let us not risk a Goddess's wrath like that.

In hindsight, the reasoning was obvious. Humanity was probably going to erupt in an uproar after learning of Her existence, so it was better off keeping them in the dark.

Quite funny, given how Her element was supposed to be the light during the darkness.

"What are you doing?" a familiar voice reached him.

Lev didn't get up, only tilting his head as far back as he could. Hakim stood there, confusion evident in his rigid posture.

"Are you a believer?" Lev questioned back with a grin.

A sigh sounded through the empty area. Hakim looked up, eyes visibly pained. Lev's gaze turned flat.

"Hey, I'm not that bad."

"Tell me, then," Hakim began, now smiling slightly. "Back when you faced that core guardian, why didn't you ask someone to accompany you into the mistcrawler dungeon?"

"I…" Lev started, then paused. Drakys had once accompanied him to a dungeon and Hakim had later dismissed his doubts about that affecting the dungeoneer title. Lev's first move should've been to ask for help in the next delve.

The risks were too great, and having someone capable at his back would've negated the risk almost completely. Not receiving any assistance would've ensured that his title progressed much the same. Yet Lev had simply rushed into it again after healing and resting.

"Point taken," Lev pouted. He had just been lectured in front of a Goddess. She could most probably observe him anywhere on Monarch, but still.

"Rest," Hakim simply advised, stepping forward. Faster than Lev could blink or turn his head, The Guildmaster was standing amidst a pillar of silver in the middle of the lake before instantly vanishing.
 

**
 

Lev woke up and stretched with a grin, excited to finally receive the rewards from both the Monster Hunt and the Solo Combat events.

Showering and the rest only took ten minutes before he was off. The streets were crowded with thousands of people making their way to the arena. Lev did not go unnoticed this time.

Project confidence and indifference, he repeated to himself for the fifth time. Nobody will block my way if I seem too distant to be interested in any form of conversation.

Surprisingly, that worked. Lev wasn't stopped even once. When he reached the arena, the attendant at the back gate immediately took notice of him.

"Hunter Lev? Can you please show your identification papers?" 
Lev handed the woman his hunter badge and the tournament identification. She scanned them for a long time before nodding, motioning for Lev to follow her.

Inside, they walked through the hallways leading up to the royal booth. Two-thirds of the way through, they took a different turn, arriving at a small hall. It was already occupied by quite a few familiar figures.

Isabella sat in a corner, lazily sipping some red juice. Elias and his team were also present, merrily talking away. Daniel and his team, along with Maro, Lillia, Aryan, and a few others, were also there, actually conversing instead of making the room feel stuffed.

Lev scanned the hall once before finding an unoccupied corner, summoning a bowl of soup and a fresh loaf of bread.

"Is that all you have in that ring of yours?" Isabella called out from across the hall, unimpressed. In response, Lev waved around a roasted chicken leg, getting a bout of laughter in return.

Breakfast continued without interruption before the first person walked up to him. All previous casualness vanished when Elias stopped a few meters away from him. Getting the hint, Lev stood up and slowly sauntered to Isabella, with Elias following him.

"Can I get that sound ward of yours?" Lev politely asked.

She rolled her eyes and summoned it, though her insistence on staying inside by not leaving made Lev give her a look. She still didn't budge.

"So…" Lev grabbed a chair and slid it over to the swordsman. Taking another for himself, he sat down. "What's up?"

Elias just stared. "'What's up'? That's what you're gonna initiate the conversation with?"

"It worked, didn't it?" Lev grinned, liking the more exasperated Elias as opposed to the serious one. Then his eyes turned mischievous. "Did you get any time to reflect, or did Rena—"

"Stop." Elias held up a hand. "There aren't any such relationships in the team."

"Alright."

"Self-reflection… I did think a lot."

"Couldn't be me," Lev muttered.

"Be serious."

"Sorry."

Isabella just quietly watched them go back and forth.

"You know who I was influenced by, right?"

Lev exhaled and straightened up, staring directly into the swordsman's eyes. "Do you have what I have?"

"I don't, but—"

"Then do you have even greater advantages?"

That caused both Elias and Isabella to pause in muted shock. Lev hadn't just admitted to having something greater than a Wisdom Boost, but he had also confirmed having two or more of them.

Neither of them spoke for quite some time. Eventually, Elias broke the silence.

"Will I ever be able to catch up to you?"

Lev should have hesitated to answer, but he didn't. "No. Nobody ever will."

"This is what I'm talking about," Elias sighed. "You said that with so much confidence; how can I not try to be the same?"

"Elias," Lev smiled, though his eyes told a very different story as he let the swordsman see a glimpse of his fears. "Please, cherish the choice you have. All you have managed so far is because of your own efforts and talent.

"But me? I literally can't stop. Not with this monstrous Status always shadowing me, never letting me forget just what I am and will be capable of. The mere thought of slowing down makes my very bones itch and robs me of my sleep."

Lev stood up, giving Elias a stern glance. "Be reasonable and don't throw away your life. Many await your success, just like they do for me. Let's make sure we both return alive every time, yeah?"

Elias stared at the hand with tired eyes and a resigned expression, waiting for him to clasp it. In the end, he vigorously shook his head. The swordsman firmly grabbed Lev's palm with his hand while standing up.

"Yeah. Let's make sure to do that."
 

**
 

Elias left quietly after that. Lev had given him a lot to ponder, and frankly, he also didn't want to talk more about that topic. It reminded him of things that he always kept bottled up.

"You alright?" Isabella asked, concerned.

Lev snorted. "Trust me, I would've never made it this far if I didn't want all of this. So, yeah, I'm quite fine."

"If you say so," she replied, believing him for this once. "Look for me if you need something, alright?"

Lev gave her a genuine smile. "Coming from the daughter of the duke, that's one hell of an offer. I appreciate it. We might be working together in the future soon enough, so I will. The same goes for you as well. If anything needs killing, call for me."

Further conversation was cut off. Lillia made her way to them and entered the sound ward. Lev knew she was up to no good just by looking at her eyes.

Without hesitation, she marched up to Lev and stopped just in front of him.

"You." She jabbed a finger to his face, expression as serious as she could seemingly manage.

"Me?" Lev questioned back, confused and slightly intimidated.

"Let me just get this off my chest. Your very existence is unfair, and I am extremely envious of those blue eyes that match my element perfectly."

Then she smiled widely. "I was pretty mad about losing to you at first, but after seeing you fight later on? You best put those rewards to good use, mister. I'll be waiting to hear about your exploits."

Lev secretly let out a relieved breath and sent her a playful smirk. "I don't need anyone to tell me what to do. My exploits will reach you whether you like it or not, and you will listen to them until your ears bleed."

"I'll hold you to that," she voiced before moving back to her spot, done with the conversation.

"…That just happened," Lev chuckled when she left the sound ward. "Good to know I somehow keep avoiding the assholes."

"Most are like her," Isabella chimed in. "Many aren't allowed to be assholes simply because of the damage their egos could end up causing. I'm sure either of us would take great offense to anyone endangering lives by throwing their weight around."

Lev simply nodded, for there was no need for anything else. He would raze all the offenders before letting their pointless pride get in the way of saving innocent lives.

When the suns were near their zenith, an attendant came to fetch them. All of them were made to form an ordered line with Lev at the end. Elias was next to him, and Aryan was judged to be third based on his performance. Isabella was the fourth, though it was still an impressive position considering the three behind her.

Several minutes of walking later, they were brought to a new arena entrance. That one led to a huge stage present right under the royal booth. The arena itself had been repurposed a little to only seating in front of the stage.

"Listen to me." The attendant clapped once loudly, shushing all conversation. "There are numbers placed on the stage that are only visible to you. Going by that order, go stand on them. The first on the first spot, and last on the fifteenth. Wait for your name to be called."

That's convenient, Lev thought. He focused on the commentator, who got a signal from the attendant.

"PLEASE WELCOME THE WINNERS OF THE MONSTER HUNT ONSTAGE!"

Under the warm cheers and applause of the huge populace spectating them, they slowly walked onto the massive stage. Lev was suddenly very conscious of the number of eyes on him. His legs threatened to wobble, which could not be allowed.

Don't look at them, Lev reminded himself, looking for his spot. Unfortunately, it was at the very forefront of them all, requiring him to stand slightly ahead of everyone and face the crowd.

With a mental sigh, he took a deep breath, quickly made his way to the fifteenth marker, and looked straight ahead. Tens of thousands stared back, rendering his throat dry.

His hands shook, so he clasped them behind his back. His knees wobbled, so he formed a barrier under his clothes to keep them steady and straight. Wide eyes were still not something he should’ve been displaying in public, so he tuned out the latter.

Focusing entirely on his expression, it took a few seconds to bring it to a good enough state. When he refocused on the crowd, it was with a neutral face reminiscent of what Drakys and Sherron had in public.

Much better, Lev mused, satisfied. Even if the stage fright hadn't just melted away, it somehow felt considerably less daunting.

"For the fifteenth spot, we have Nina. She and her team performed admirably by also securing the fifth and thirteenth spots, raking in enough points to rank in the top five of the previous tournament. Give them a big hand!"

With the crowd's approval, they gathered around the commentator, who proudly handed them a storage ring.

"As was promised, the reward is made to suit the participants! Go on, show the waiting crowds what you got."

The next few minutes passed with people proudly displaying their rewards. Most interestingly for Lev, Isabella got a large bracer that passively produced fire mana for her to utilize with her class skills. Aryan also got a unique reward of two daggers that were difficult to focus on. If the hunter's expression was any indication, it was all he’d ever wanted and more.

One by one, the rewards were patiently distributed before it was Lev's turn.

"For the winner of the hunt…. there are no rewards."

Lev just stared ahead, face and mind both entirely blank. The commentator continued heedless of the silenced crowds and their confusion.

"That is to say, there are no rewards YET! For those who are unaware, let me enlighten you with a little bit of history. A few months ago, The Runic Warlord heard of the exploits of a young Silver hunter in Runespires. Interested, he approached Lev and offered to train him for a month. Based on that, hunter Lev's rewards have been combined into a single one that is best suited for a combat crafter!

"He's neither a part of a team that would benefit greatly from an assortment of equipment pieces, nor does he desire any such rewards. To that end, let us get to his actual prize by beginning the next phase!"

Everyone except the top four participants of the solo rounds was quickly guided off stage, leaving Lev at the front of an even more impressive lineup. To make matters worse, four spotlights illuminated the winners, further amplifying his nervousness.

I am never participating in any official events again, he lamented, most of his mind focused on steadying his breathing.

"In fourth place, we have Isabella Bladeheart! I'm sure you all have heard enough about her from me already, so I will spare you the introductions." Some of the people chuckled. "Her reward is quite extraordinary. Lord Drakys believed that any more equipment would be detrimental for her, so instead, he proposed something that would benefit her for as long as she used fire."

The commentator went silent after that, letting the anticipation build up for a few long seconds.

"Isabella Bladeheart, after careful consideration of your element and its usage, you have been granted six months of training under the supervision of Orianna Ethen, The Flame Legion!"

Lev turned his head, not wanting to miss the fire princess's reaction. Her face lit up like she had been given the greatest gift of all time. Tears threatened to fall from eyes that smiled as widely as her lips. The roaring approval from the crowds showed that they were just as happy for her.

I'll be damned, Lev exhaled deeply with a smile. That is one way to start a reward ceremony.

It wasn't hard to guess why she had been granted the training opportunity. From what Lev knew, Orianna's class abilities were geared towards supporting her soldiers, which included whips like the ones Isabella used. The dots of inspiration weren't hard to connect.

"For third place, Aryan shocked the world with his incredible prowess in—chosen by the very people in front of me—the most exciting round of the tournament!"

The same round in which I lost a limb for the first time. How exciting.

"To further enhance your speed and stealth, your reward is an Epic rarity body armor!"

As if summoned by the words, an armor stand appeared beside Aryan. Slowly, a black armor came into being, stepping out of invisibility in a dramatic yet graceful display. With wide eyes and a dropped jaw, the rogue carefully stepped in front of it, taking in the sleek yet durable design.

The body armor was similar to Lev's skinsuit, except it covered the entire body from head to toe. Mainly, it was far, far more intricately enchanted in comparison. It was also built like armor instead of something to be worn underneath clothes. With how the arms and legs of the armor looked nearly solid, it reminded him of professional military people from Earth. The raid teams and the like, but far less bulky.

Identify failed to discern anything about it. Lev would've been rather disappointed if they’d missed such a basic scanning skill counter on an Epic rarity armor. No explanations were offered by the commentator, either, which made sense. Nobody wanted their abilities to be shouted about in public.

"I hope the armor serves you well, Hunter Aryan. We will be counting on your strength in the upcoming days."

Aryan gave the crowd a serious nod and stored the armor before returning to his spot.

"In second place, we have Elias! Being a part of a radiant team and a dual-wielder, his capabilities were never in doubt to begin with. Yet, time and time again, he has proven that he's more than just his team, rising all the way to the second spot in one relentless charge!

"Lord Drakys commends your drive and efforts. He has personally enchanted your reward, so make sure to put the powered armor to good use!"

Elias went stock-still, as did Lev. The spectators, too, went silent for a brief instant before erupting in cheers again. Powered armors were reserved for Masters with a high degree of control over their willpower. If Elias was being awarded one as a Gold hunter, it meant that the armor would be usable both before and after the evolution.

In short, the reward was a masterpiece personally crafted by an Exalted.

Unlike Aryan's reward, Elias's armor appeared in a grand burst of mist, shrouding most of the stage in white. Next to Elias, a shimmering armor was gradually revealed as the mist fell away. The powered armor was continuously changing color. It cycled through a broad range of them before settling on a bright golden, matching the swordsman's hair.

Curiously, Elias's eyes were unfocused and glazed over—something that usually happened when looking at the Status. In this case, Lev could recognize that Drakys was probably addressing him through a telepathic link.

The commentator gave them time. Only when Elias nodded and straightened up back into his spot did he speak again.

"Finally, for the winner of both the Monster Hunt and the Solo Combat events, Lord Drakys himself will present the hunter with the rewards!"

Without any pomp or showy movements, Drakys simply appeared on stage next to Lev. As one, everyone on the stage and in the arena seats bowed to the Exalted.

"We greet the Exalted!"

"Rise," Drakys commanded after a second of silence. The commentator took over immediately after that.

"For the combat crafter who utterly demolished all previous records in the Monster Hunt and triumphed over the greatest of his generation, Lord Drakys has proclaimed him worthy of being rewarded by a personal collection of runes and formations, all of them best suited for the barrier mage!"

Lev's mind went utterly blank when the words registered. By his side, a huge, thick leather tome appeared in the hands of the Exalted.

Mechanically, Lev turned with the help of barriers underneath his clothes to guide him. Taking a few careful steps, he stopped in front of Drakys and grabbed the tome with shaking hands, oblivious to the deafening crowd.

Don't blink.

With a deep breath, Lev looked up only to be met with a gentle smile. Drakys eventually let go of the tome. Lev almost dropped it, not expecting it to be so heavy. Then again, there were hundreds of pages, if not more than a thousand.

Do not blink.

Taking another deep breath, Lev straightened up. The commentator was still saying something, but the words couldn't be heard over Lev’s wildly beating heart. His mind, too, was clouded with many thoughts and considerations. A mental message cut through them all.

"Lev."

Lev looked at Drakys with wide eyes on the brink of crying.

"Well done."

A chuckle burst out before Lev could stop it. With tears now falling freely, he clutched the tome close to his heart and bowed again, more grateful than ever at finding such amazing people in this terrible new world.

He wasn't blind to what had just transpired. Getting mentored by an Exalted was one thing, but receiving a portion of his vast accumulated power in front of so many people? By all metrics, that was just shy of being chosen as the successor of the Exalted.

Lev was going to make him proud, no matter what it took. He was going to become strong enough to share his hopes and burdens. Then he would eventually find the lost queen and reclaim their lands. That he promised to all who had helped him along.

It was the least he could do.
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Lev didn't stay for any post-ceremony speeches—even if he wanted to hear Katarina from the crowd's perspective. Instead, he quietly made his way to the Gold waiting room from the previous day.

Still holding the tome to his chest, he sat down in the back corner and digested all that had just happened.

Drakys had pretty much indirectly declared him a disciple at the very least. The tome in his hands was undeniable proof. The point was further hammered in by knowing that nobody other than Lev could possibly open it.

More enchantments than he could count were visible on just the leather cover, and they were all only slightly blurred. He could focus on seeing them one by one clearly, meaning they were also a part of the rewards.

A ridiculous start for someone who couldn't possibly craft something like that anytime soon.

With a deep breath, Lev tried to open it for the first time. The tome demanded a small trickle of mana, and he gave it freely. In a blink, the collection was unlocked and ready for him to dive into.

Immediately, a curious detail stood out. The second half of the tome was bound together by a simple leather strip. A note was waiting for him to explain on the last unlocked page.

I know you're very curious, boy. Nothing will stop you from looking at those runes, but trust me, you're better off not messing with them before evolving. All the formations are incredibly taxing on the mind and soul. Stay away from them as you are right now.

More importantly, this reward—and gift—does not come with expectations. It doesn't take a genius to realize what was going on in your mind, so banish those thoughts. You earned these in more than one way. Nobody will demand anything in return from you. If someone dares, just send me the word.

Have fun with all the fancy new toys, Lev.

Good luck.

—Drakys

Eyes moist again, Lev returned the note in its place and closed the tome. He leaned back and took deep breaths, letting the mix of emotions plaguing his mind out with them.

Shaking his head, he deciphered the message thoroughly. The first half was straightforward, but could still be interpreted in two ways. First, the runes were simply too demanding for an Adept. Or secondly, just knowing about them was harmful in some way.

He doubted Drakys was going to give him such runes as a gift, but the possibility remained. Lev was simply not going to touch the locked section before evolving.

The latter half of the message was… self-explanatory, even if it ticked him off a little. Rather than sending word to the Exalted, Lev himself planned to be strong enough that no one would dare try anything like that.

With a deep breath to clear his muddy mind, Lev opened the first page of the tome. It had another small message.

The first chapter of formations contains all the vital ones that you will need eventually. Practice them enough times to form them in a blink even when all your senses are blinded.

True to the note, the very first formation Lev beheld was his current enhancement. Each rune was dissected and explained in detail in small handwriting. For his Perception, the words might as well have been written on a large whiteboard.

After a few pages, there was another advanced enhancement formation with an accompanying note.

When you hit level 225, start practicing with this one. Do not rush the second gap, and learn the ins and outs of the formation as deeply as you can. It requires some mental gymnastics to bring out the enhancement's full potential. The training will serve you well.

Instead of scanning the new formation, Lev skipped to the next chapter. Everything was going to be explored in time, but he wanted to see all his options to start planning.

The second chapter came with another message.

Sherron mentioned you were looking for stealth runes. I would be curious if Alec hadn't once scoured the entire Plains for them a while ago. He still uses them for his crafting.

The first formation was intricate mana concealment. It required the entire enchanted piece to be covered, depending on the shape, and was much better than the runes he himself had for such a task.

Lev lost track of time. He looked at all the currently available formations with a smile that just refused to leave. The sound of pages turning kept him company in the dim, empty room.
 

**
 

"Done hiding?" Katarina peeked out from behind the door.

"It is impossible to hide from you guys. Not like I have any degree of control over my aura," Lev plainly answered, closing the tome.

The previous hours had passed in peaceful silence, especially because he had refrained from learning or deciphering any of the formations. Mostly, he had just made mental notes about the seemingly endless options and how to best make use of them.

"Be that as it may, Sherron is too much of a wuss to come see you first. Go hug her."

Having said her piece, the princess vanished. Lev considered her words for a few seconds and found no harm in acting on them.

Time to go hug an Exalted for free, Lev mused, smiling. He would never get tired of hugs from Sherron and her friends.

Leisurely, he made his way to the royal room. Many auras were present inside, and the reason became apparent when he entered the booth. The windows were closed, and the entire place was covered in an illusion, hiding and obscuring all details of the interior.

Without stopping, he sat down next to Sherron and leaned close. She swung an arm over his shoulders, pulling him in for a side-hug. Both of them stayed silent, as did the rest of the room.

The princesses both respected the mood, and Duke Fabian and his daughter were too mature to interrupt.

"This was a low blow," Lev muttered. "I was wholly unprepared."

"Nobody could've predicted it." Sherron smiled and squeezed his shoulder. "Guess your declaration moved him more than anyone expected."

"And now I'm gonna be grateful for as long as I live," he replied, already mentally preparing himself for even grander undertakings. Staying away from the populace and doing his own thing was becoming less and less of an option.

"Knew you'd come around eventually," Sherron grinned at him, accurately reading his mind. "Did you check them out?"

Lev nodded. "Not even halfway done with the Adept section yet. Really makes me wonder if he just gathered the best stuff he had and handed it all to me."

"Who knows."

"…By the way, I was on the mountain last night," Lev slowly voiced, already smiling from ear to ear. He couldn't just say it outright with Isabella present, not knowing if she was aware of the Goddess or not.

"The third moon looked especially beautiful," he finished, observing everyone's reaction. Katarina had a knowing smirk on her face, whereas Lara looked at him curiously, having an idea as well. Duke Fabian's stoic expression was the same, and Isabella seemed nervous. It seemed she knew what was up.

"Did… did you talk to Her?" Isabella timidly asked.

"She…" Lev scratched his head. "She enhanced my body with moonlight, I think?" He looked at Sherron. "I swear it even increased my mana regeneration."

Pin-drop silence met his proclamation. Nobody uttered a word for a while before Sherron laughed.

"Well, that answers if She is aware of your circumstances," she mused, shaking her head slightly. Then she continued in a low voice. "Maybe even our Statuses aren't hidden from Her."

"Hmm. It doesn't really matter now, does it?" Lev grinned. "We're here, mere mortals on the ground. She's up there, beyond our imagination. No point in fussing over things so far out of our control. Besides, I for one don't mind Her having access to my Status."

"I take back what I said earlier," Sherron scoffed, lightly punching his shoulder. "You're gonna be Lev, no matter what."

"Precisely as it should be." Lev gave her a toothy smirk.

"Lev," Duke Fabian addressed him, no signs of mirth on his face. Lev sat up straight as well. "As someone in charge of the protection of humanity, I need to know what you plan to do with this information."

"Nothing," Lev immediately replied. "I absolutely will not let anyone know of it, either."

"Why's that?"

"Erm… you guys have kept it from everyone for the same reason. I would much rather humanity remain in the dark than risk a Goddess's wrath."

Duke Fabian nodded, satisfied for now. "Still, I would ask you to consult one of us before doing anything with that information. Do not interpret it negatively, but we also cannot take any chances by letting you utilize it freely."

"Naturally," Lev agreed without hesitation. If anything, he wouldn't have minded a safeguard measure that stopped him from doing anything about the knowledge of Her existence. It would prevent any accidents or leaks.

"Thank you." The duke gave him a grateful look before going silent again. Nobody commented on him pulling his daughter in for a side-hug like Sherron, nor about the surprise that Isabella failed to hide completely.

The positive side of my casualness is finally affecting others. At least, it is in this enclosed space, Lev thought, oddly proud of himself.

"Is there a reason you are all still here?" Lev broke the ensuing silence.

"The defenses are being finalized right now, even as mana levels have visibly started rising," the duke answered. "We will relocate to our stations soon enough."

"I'm assuming that includes me."

"Correct. Runespires has always been the second most attacked city because of all the final caverns and their increased activity during the storm. You will be dropped off at the central spire and remain at the top. Am I correct in assuming that your lances can reach beyond the city?"

Beyond the walls, huh? Lev didn't reply instantly, giving it some serious thought. He didn't have to ponder for long.

"Not with any reliable precision, no. I will need to practice aiming for a good while to manage that well enough."

"That is not an issue." The duke waved away his concern. "An aura mage will accompany you at all times—one specializing in buffing mages. Start practicing as soon as you get there."

"How will I get there, anyway?"

Sherron chimed in. "I'll drop you off."

Lev got up to leave after that. He and Isabella shared a happy look before he left the room.
 

**
 

Aryan was waiting for him outside. Lev gave him a sheepish smile, having forgotten someone was expecting him.

"Sorry," Lev said in the way of greeting. "I was somewhat busy."

The rogue just rolled his eyes and started walking. Lev fell in line, wondering what the destination was. Neither spoke as they silently made their way to the residential region.

"Are we being followed?" Lev broke the silence. He asked the question casually, as if inquiring about the weather. Then again, the weather was also taking a harrowing turn.

Aryan merely nodded, the action nearly imperceptible. Seeing him do so, Lev didn't react, either. With unhurried steps, the duo continued their walk.

Nearly twenty minutes later, an inn came into view. It was a modest thing. Two floors and a light brown exterior painted it in a homely light, and the rogue entered without missing a beat.

"Secure the girl," Aryan ordered, tone frigid, pointing to a woman cleaning a table. She looked like a deer caught in headlights. Her hands paused in midair, still holding a cleaning rag. Lev acquiesced, immediately forming dome after dome of barrier around her. The barriers came into being just as a Platinum warrior rushed towards the woman, but it was already too late.

By the time his sword impacted the domes, they were enchanted with durability and brimming with mana, overloading both the enchantments and the barriers themselves. The sword slid off, not leaving even a scratch.

"Don't kill them," Lev coldly reminded the rogue just as Aryan's Epic armor appeared on his body. Barrier armor covered Lev and was swiftly enchanted with durability.

"Of course."

All the while, Lev didn't forget to keep an eye on their follower. The illusion covering the Platinum rogue was quite good. He doubted he would've noticed it if not for his heightened mental state and constant scanning of the surroundings.

Just as the rogue lunged, multiple shields blocked their path, and chains wrapped around their limbs. Tripping, the rogue fell face-first as the illusion shattered.

The woman on the ground was seething. She looked up, furious, but faltered when her gaze met Lev's emotionless one.

Behind him, the barmaid was sobbing on the ground, tears of relief flowing down her face. It wasn't hard to guess who was responsible for her misery.

More chains formed and completely immobilized the rogue woman. Lev turned around and ignored her completely, further fanning the flames of her rage. He wished she would do something and give him a reason to strike back. Fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—she didn't.

Aryan was almost completely unnoticeable with his new armor for Lev. He moved way faster as well, dismantling the Platinum team with laughable ease. In less than a minute, they were all on the ground, riddled with nonlethal but crippling injuries.

Like a silent phantom, Aryan appeared next to him. "Can you lower the barrier now?"

"Go closer," Lev nodded.

When Aryan went near the dome, Lev formed a larger one. It covered both the rogue and the woman from above before he dismissed the previous barrier domes. It was likely overkill, but he wasn't keen on being taken by surprise. Seeing the bitter and hateful team on the ground, he knew they wouldn't have missed the opportunity.

Lev turned away from the emotional reunion happening behind him. Instead, he kept an eye on the team while looking out for any quick movements.

A girl who was instantly going to be attacked by that warrior when Aryan showed up. The same girl who cried tears of joy when I saved her. Now they are both hugging and sobbing. She was likely kept hostage, and I'm 99 percent sure the reason was jealousy. This upstart Platinum rogue can't hold a candle to Aryan's abilities or the barmaid's beauty.

Lev belatedly remembered to Identify them.

[Warrior - Level 245]

[Warrior - Level 244]

[Rogue - Level 244]

[Mage - Level 245]

The mage had thankfully surrendered instantly, not releasing any spells. She seemed the least likely to be involved in the whole mess. Broken tables and chairs were indication enough for what the warriors had chosen.

A team of guards barged into the inn not long after, likely called by one of the patrons. The Master in charge took in the scene within moments and leveled a stern glare at Lev.

"Know that your status will not save you from punishment, Hunter Lev," he remarked threateningly, perhaps hoping to cow Lev for whatever reason.

Lev just stared back and released the dome around the barmaid and Aryan. He pointed at her. "Hostage."

"Wait." The girl ran up to them, standing between Lev and the Master guard. "He didn't do anything wrong, please. I have been locked in here for months…"

She explained her story amidst hiccups and sobs. Less than a minute later, the Platinum team was cuffed and dragged away as the girl, Seris, continued speaking.

The story wasn't far off from what Lev had guessed. Aryan, a man of humble upbringing, had hit it off with Seris. They’d spent time with each other regularly, and gradually, she became more reserved when interacting with customers.

Most didn't mind, but one of the Platinum warriors didn't take it well at all. Like the asshole he was, the warrior immediately threatened the barmaid. When the Platinum rogue found out, she also joined in. Her jealousy of Aryan's class was immense.

Aryan, being Aryan, was ready to tear off limbs. All of his bravado came crashing down when he found a dagger scraping against Seris's neck, covered in a thin line of blood.

Long story short, he was always followed and never allowed to ask for help. Aryan didn't risk it, either, never forgetting how he had found Seris that night.

Luckily, the Platinum hunters weren't bad enough to stoop to any form of abuse; otherwise, Lev didn't know what he would've done.

Finished hearing her side of the story and verifying it from several patrons, the Master allowed Seris and Aryan to leave. They were both escorted to the guardhouse, as was protocol in such cases. Lev and the guard were by themselves now.

"You did well by immediately protecting her," the Master guard said. "Still, try to inform us next time instead. Our men are trained to best deal with hostage situations. It is quite unfortunate that these are the most common ones, given the power disparity between a combatant and a mundane worker."

"I considered that," Lev replied, staring at the spot where he had covered Seris with his barriers. "But it didn't take long to realize that I couldn't risk it. Even someone like Aryan needed help to ensure her safety. We had to take the offenders by surprise. The rogue following us had realized that we knew she was there and couldn't run ahead to warn her team. It was the best shot we had."

The Master nodded. "Thank you for the good work."
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Lev was allowed entry into Kamala's Resort without a problem, and he received more than a few looks of admiration. He had several reasons for his visit—chief among them saying goodbye to the radiant team. He also wanted to cancel his remaining days for the booked room.

He knocked twice on the door to the team's suite and waited. Nobody answered for a while, so he knocked again. Finally, there was movement from within before the door opened slowly.

Rena's bleary eyes stared at him, practically shouting a tale of intense tiredness and lethargy.

"You alright?" Lev asked with a grin.

She rubbed her eyes, taking a few seconds to process the simple question. "No, I fucking ain't. Drank too much after returning, and now we're all half-dead. Some fuck said the wine isn't that strong, and I believed that idiot of a waiter."

"Want me to try healing you guys?" Lev chuckled. "Or is the room not safe to enter right now?"

Rena turned back, taking in the messy room that wasn't currently visible to Lev. "Surprisingly, it's safe. A miracle that I didn't tie up that dumbass sword licker and take out all my anger on him."

I did not need to know that…

Lev just went with the safest option and didn't react at all. Shaking her head, Rena winced at the movement and waved him inside. Following her, Lev witnessed subdued chaos.

The sheets, blankets, and furniture were a mess, haphazardly thrown everywhere in the large room. Lisa was tucked in a bed, hidden under a bundle of blankets. Elias was sleeping on the ground, probably in punishment. Viktor was leaning against a couch, his head resting on the armrest while sitting on the floor.

Rena first took Lev to Lisa and gently pulled the blankets back, exposing her face. Taking the hint, Lev sent mana into his healing converter and guided it to Lisa's head.

No effects were visible for a few moments before Lisa stirred. Rena thrust a glass of water into her face before she could say anything.

Fixing her messed-up clothes underneath the blankets first, she moved out of the covers and gulped down the water. Rena refilled it for her. Lev kept up the healing.

"That feels nice," Lisa mumbled, on the verge of falling asleep again. Five minutes of healing later, the hangover was completely gone. He repeated the process for everyone, curing Rena last. One by one, they bathed and cleaned themselves up in the meantime.

"Never buying alcohol from a fancy place again," Elias muttered, avoiding looking at the girls.

"It wasn't that bad," Viktor grinned at him. "You just need more points in Constitution."

Rena cut through the bickering before it could begin. "We weren't expecting you today, Lev. Is everything alright?"

"Yeah, I am going to leave soon," he answered.

"That's awfully quick," Lisa frowned.

"Probably because of the storm," Elias guessed, to which Lev nodded.

"Runespires is where they want me to be stationed. Something about supporting the entire city from the central spire." Lev voiced smugly, enjoying their reactions.

Viktor shook his head, eyebrows raised. "Well, damn. Can you even do that?"

Lev tilted his head slightly. "I have the range but not the training. With a bit of enchanting and practice, it is possible for sure."

The goodbyes happened quickly after that. Lev shared a hug with all of them, grateful that nobody brought up his embarrassing act of crying on stage during the ceremony. It had been a big moment for him, and they understood that.

Outside, Lev took a deep breath and centered his thoughts.

The Aryan issue has been solved, and I've said my goodbyes to the radiant team. Was there anything else I needed to do?

While walking back to the royal booth, he considered everything he may have missed. As much as he would have loved to stay on the mountain for a few days and simply laze around, it wasn't a priority and could be done in the future.

In the same vein, there were probably a lot of sightseeing spots that he was going to ignore. Those could be explored later as well.

That's about it, I guess. I do like the ability to just jump cities without having to worry about lodging. Gives me a sense of freedom like no other.

Lev smiled to himself. Not that long ago, he was questioning why Sherron followed orders without even batting an eye. Yet here he was, more ready than ever to go and defend Runespires from what was shaping up to be a constant low-rated wave.

Granted, it was the first time he was about to be stationed somewhere. Not only that, but he also had to be there to make up for the lacking manpower in that huge city. Still, Lev couldn't find it in himself to care that someone else had put him up to it. He was going to defend Runespires of his own accord as well.

When did I change my mind about this?

Lev dove deeper, examining his thoughts on the matter. The greatest reason turned out to be the company he had found himself in.

In the royal booth, it became increasingly obvious that even the Exalted were never allowed much free time. They were constantly on the move, managing one thing or another. It opened his eyes to just how daunting their roles were. Even Sherron was more absent than not, which told Lev a lot.

Interestingly enough, the second greatest reason was Duke Fabian. From what Lev had learned about the strong noble, he was both the owner of a lot of business firms and also managed several groups that operated solely outside the outer walls.

On top of all of that, the duke was also a key figure in planning and distributing humanity's strongest forces: the Masters. Safe to say, Lev was more than a little inspired.

The princesses, despite their easygoing nature, were also always present with purpose. Whenever Lara was needed, she left without hesitation. Katarina remained present as a face to be shown to the public.

Lev didn't doubt that she would also leave if the need arose. Both sisters were part of a radiant Master team, and those were the most impressive of them all.

Reaching the royal booth, he entered to find it almost empty. Only Katarina was there, apparently waiting for him.

"Ready to leave?" she questioned, getting up. Lev nodded, so they both left the arena together. The princess led him to the Hunters Guild, where Sherron was already present in the guildmaster's office.

Many had stared at the princess casually walking down the road. Lev, by extension, was also given far too many looks, but neither of them cared.

"Hunter Lev." The guildmaster of that branch—the same imposing man Lev had met when he’d first arrived at The Haven—looked at him. "That was an unmatched showing. Congratulations on first place."

Lev dipped his head a little. "Thank you."

The guildmaster nodded with a grunt. "While I would've asked for you to stay near our dungeons, Runespires is strategically a better decision—even if only marginally. Good luck."

Sherron, seeing that he was done, spoke up. "Anything that needs doing, Jerry?"

"Nothing that requires your might, Lady Sherron," Jerry curtly replied.

"Let's go," Sherron addressed Lev, turning to leave. Before following after her, Lev looked at Katarina instead, not sure how to say goodbye while being respectful.

Katarina, being the teasing woman she was, immediately pulled him in for a hug.

"Why was I even worried?" Lev sighed, immediately moving out of her embrace. "See you."

"Go make a name for yourself there as well, goldie."
 

**
 

"Do you also have a bubble like Alec?" Lev questioned once they were near the gates of The Haven.

"Something like that," the Exalted replied. Once they were outside the city, she gave Lev a ring. "Put mana into the input rune and keep providing it the required upkeep no matter what, okay?"

Lev nodded seriously and did as he was told without hesitation. Immediately, a sphere of mana formed and solidified around him, leaving him trapped in tight, dark confines.

The sphere was opaque and didn’t let him see anything outside—including even mana. With all his senses cut off, Lev sat down in the small space he was afforded and reduced the mana he was sending into the ring. It was starting to show signs of strain.

A single jerk was the only indication that they had started moving. If Sherron required him to be blind to such a degree, then he guessed that they were moving even faster than Drakys had once carried him.
 

**
 

Less than an hour later, Sherron casually shattered the sphere construct with a flick of her finger—a finger wreathed in dense lightning.

"This is as far as I'll go," she looked at him with a gentle smile. Lev blinked repeatedly to get used to the light and glanced around. They were way off from the wall, which meant that she didn't have to worry about anyone seeing them.

"I see." Lev silently embraced her, forgetting about all his worries for a moment. She hugged him back before they separated.

"Don't try to be a hero," she advised. "Don't try to deny that, either."

Lev clicked his mouth shut and pouted. "No promises except I'll give it my all."

She giggled—a rare occurrence. "You better do. The position you've been assigned is not dissimilar to my own, only on a smaller scale."

"Hoh, that's something. Me, a nobody for now, being assigned important jobs. Swiftly moving up in the world."

"Nobody, my ass." She rolled her eyes. "Watch everyone try to lick your feet now that your name is going to spread uncontrollably."

Lev grimaced. "Right…"

"Good luck." She smiled at him and slowly floated away. "Run if you can't win. I'll come find you."

Sherron vanished with a loud boom, leaving Lev and his slowly fading smile. Her words were reassuring, but his mind couldn't help but imagine how many times she had to run. How many times she had met unbeatable foes that forced her to abandon everyone left behind.

Happy thoughts, brain. We are going to defend one of the greatest human bastions. Happy thoughts.

Forming his armor, Lev ascended high up and started flying towards the distant walls. They were still hours away, which let him observe how quickly the situation was deteriorating.

Barrier arrows formed above him by the dozens before Lev launched them downward. Several groups of monsters, each a few hundred meters away, were pierced accurately through their heads.

[

You have slain [Goblin - Level 33]

…

You have slain [Gray Wolf - Level 24]

…

You have slain [Troll - Level 66]

]

So many monsters close to the city were never a good omen. Lev continued making his way to the walls, using normal, non-infused arrows on the way to kill all the weak monsters.

While the duke's request to shoot beyond the walls had been odd at first, Lev was now starting to understand. His elevated position and vastly improved eyesight would allow him to notice any abnormal monsters long before they reached the wall. Only, he had to constantly scan the horizons while defending the base of the spires.

Nearly two hours later, Lev had circled around and reached the gates of Runespires. The two towering gates were closed, and he landed in front of them. Archers and mages on the wall quickly took note of him, and a guard reached him not long after.

"Who are you?" the Master mage—a woman with short white hair—questioned.

Lev summoned his gold badge and handed it to her. "Hunter Lev. The winner of the recent tournament, if the news has reached you yet."

She gave the badge a small glance and scanned Lev from head to toe. "Can you show us your barrier armor and black glaive?"

Barrier armor appeared around him as Stargazer was summoned from the ring. A critical eye scanned both of them before the Master nodded.

"Follow me."

Guess they were expecting me, Lev thought, storing Stargazer again. First time I've had to prove who I was and not be flagged as an imposter.

It was a good thing, Lev decided. Confirming his identity would only become easier with time as he gained more levels. The safety measure to stop someone from misusing his name was only a positive.

The Master didn't pass through the gates. Instead, she put mana into a hidden formation under their hinges. A slab of stone soundlessly slid back to reveal a set of stairs. Both of them started ascending without pause.

"Strategist Noah instructed us to take you to the wall immediately, where you will be ferried to the central spire," the guard broke the silence. "While we walk, can I ask questions about the tournament?"

"Sure thing."

"What was the leaderboard like for the Monster Hunt?"

"That's more detailed than expected. Was there no way to see the results from here?"

She shook her head. "It will take some time for the batch of viewing crystals to arrive still. Before that, news about the event will remain scarce. We just know that it was sped up."

"Huh, I see. I secured first place with 831 points…"

For several minutes, Lev informed her about the happenings of the Monster Hunt. He didn't comment on her slowing down their ascent, rather enjoying the retelling as well.

It also reminded him about the existence of viewing crystals. Similar to TV screens, those prohibitively expensive crystals could store visual input and record it for later. Their existence was made possible with the help of class runes—runes that only worked with a specific class.

Engrossed in the rather entertaining retelling of his adventures, Lev also mentally prepared himself. All his life, he had heard about the dangers of the storm. Humanity fled underground to ensure survival, and even the Exalted never boasted about fighting that particular natural disaster. It was equally lethal for everyone.

And now, he was finally strong enough to make a small difference. Granted, there was no facing the storm itself, but Lev was more than ready to tackle the death and destruction rapidly brewing on The Plains due to the approaching calamity.
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        Chapter 56

    
    
    
    
"You really had me worried there," Edward breathed out, visibly relieved. "Glad to know there was no permanent damage. Not sure how you have so much mana at your level but you better start preparing for full body channeling."

Lev sighed. Tormenting his entire body instead of sacrificing limbs seemed like a reasonable course of action, regardless of how much it would suck. He would at least heal naturally from that reduced damage.

"I know," Lev looked around, noticing the empty wall except for mages and archers picking off monsters down below. "Where's everyone else?"

"They left to report our findings to the guild. I have to apologize in advance, but I don't think they will hide the fact that you took it down by yourself."

"That's fine," Lev shrugged. "The Silver Night already knows about my capabilities."

Edward sputtered. "The… The Guildmaster?"

"That's him."

"You just happen to know him?"

"I even trained with him for a short period," Lev casually replied. "His aura is quite scary."

Granted, the training wasn't exactly by choice, but it was fun to observe Edward's reaction.

"I… see. Didn't think you're so well known among the higher circles." Lev was trying very hard not to laugh at his face. "Is Alec still in the room?"

"He left a few minutes ago. I was waiting for the potion to do its job before coming out."

"I'm sorry about trying to open your armor," Edward apologized after a few seconds of silence. "Your condition seemed especially painful at the time."

Lev brushed it off. "No worries, I'm sort of used to it."

"Can't believe a silver hunter is used to mana poisoning," Edward muttered to himself, knowing damn well Lev would hear.

"How many died?"

"Only two, fortunately. It would’ve been all 14 of us if not for you. The threader was never going to run out of mana with those simple attacks."

Lev sighed. "Only two… huh. Not the worst, I guess."

Edward was staring at him like he was an idiot. Lev looked back, not really understanding the look.

"What?" he eventually asked.

"Just wondering if you're dumb," Edward replied, shaking his head.

"Excuse me?"

"What is your hunter rank?"

"Silver, but-"

"You're a silver rank, who saved the lives of several gold rank teams." Edward took a deep breath. "Just… give yourself some credit. You've done well."

"Doesn't mean I have to like it," Lev commented sourly, though he put the matter out of his mind. He supposed risking permanent damage was the best he could've done, which was all that mattered.

"That you don't," Edward conceded, "but you don't have to beat yourself up over it either."

"Fine, fine. What now?"

"Now we return to the surface. There are only a few hours left before my lecture starts."

"Give me a few minutes, then we can rush back," Lev replied before taking off.

Landing on the top of the wall, he observed the destruction far into the distance. Despite the low light, it took no time to notice the large crater. Even if he could not estimate the size from that far away, it was easily a dozen meters wide.

I did that, Lev voiced in his head, trying to come to terms with the fact. In a single attack, to boot.

It was easier to accept than he wanted it to be. Regardless of how modestly he thought of himself, his strength was shaping up to be ridiculous. Nobody in his group had a chance to get close and kill the threader, yet Lev had accomplished just that from afar. It didn't even cost him much, just mana and pain.

The feat made him ponder the swiftly approaching future. He had his goals outlined, a team preparing to join him, many inevitable waves to demolish, and far too many possible places to explore.

Lev couldn't wait.

**

"Man, I thought we were all going to die," Elias breathed out. Lev and Edward had returned to the surface. The survivors were currently occupying a large table in the corner of the guild hall, their conversation protected by several wards.

"The threader's aura… do pit monsters have auras that strong?" Lev slowly voiced.

"No," Edward replied without much hesitation. "The crimson ravine is the most dangerous region for a reason. The Pit doesn't compare unless you go very deep, at which point you will probably become food for a stray fourth-threshold monster."

"Why?" a warrior, Sabrina, raised a brow. "Do you plan on going down the pit?"

"Eventually," Lev answered honestly. "Will push for Master down there."

"Damn," Bernard muttered. "You've got guts, boy. That place is no less terrifying than the ravine."

"I just want to explore the place further," Lev murmured thoughtfully, realizing something.

From the start, he had wanted to be stationed at the pit. Most of it was his curiosity, to see a massive underground dungeon-like place with his own two eyes. But there was also another reason, something Lev had always attributed to the same curiosity.

He wanted to explore the depths of The Pit.

Odd. When did I become suicidal?

The idea was still somewhat his own, so he pushed it to the back of his mind. From his recent first visit to underground places, the exploration could be quite pretty. He just had to be careful of whose toes he stepped on.

"Is the quest resolved for now?" Lev looked at Edward.

He nodded. "The guild will compensate everyone for the losses and send strong Master teams down there."

That dampened the mood somewhat. Two people had perished despite their best efforts to keep the threads at bay. It was a good reminder about how quickly things could go wrong, and they almost had for everyone else, too.

"Who do you think will go down there?" Lisa asked.

"Maybe the Earthen Wardens?"

"I doubt it," Edward shot the idea down. "Did your teacher say something?"

"Nothing concrete," Lev deflected. "Just that it depends on how bad things are down there."

"Maybe they'll send an Exalted," Bernard mused.

"Like they have enough time for that," Lisa remarked.

Lev remained silent. One of those Exalted had spent a month with him when he was trying for his class. They probably had time.

"The Bruisers, then? Or the Dawn Knights?"

"No point in pointless speculation, is there?" Sabrina said, putting an end to that.

"When's the lecture starting?" Lev broke the ensuing silence.

"Three more hours. You will be attending?"

"Passing out is apparently not much different than sleeping, so yeah."

His casual comment was met with a few scoffs and smiles, but there was something else on everyone else’s mind.

"You're not gonna discuss the compensation?" The scout, Octavia, eventually asked.

"What do you mean? Just send them to the families of the fallen," Lev replied. It seemed like the logical and kind course of action.

"That's a different sort of compensation, Lev."

Lev looked at Edward, who was explaining. "The families will get a separate gratuity. This compensation is for almost sending us to our death."

"Oh. Then I'm fine with whatever my share is."

He was met with disappointed looks for the lack of enthusiasm. If only they knew he was going to fuck up a spider dungeon as frequently as he could to earn himself a lot of gold.

There was also the matter of his current state of feelings, which he couldn't bring up with anyone present. From the start, saving lives was one of his main motivations. To be strong enough to not let anyone die on his watch while giving humanity a safer place to live.

Lev was starting to doubt those goals of his.

Sure, the loss of hunters weighed on him. They had perished to the hands of a monster that was most likely lured by his presence. He was also sad that mindless monsters reaped young lives before they could truly make a difference, and the loss of capable combatants also stung quite a bit.

But the emotions lacked the intensity Lev was expecting. He wasn't bitter and ready to avenge them, nor was he depressed. It clashed with so many of his views that his mind just ignored the matter entirely. There was only one plausible answer to this inexplicable mess of emotions, something to do with his soul, but with The System shrouding everything about it, Lev would remain in the dark for the near future.

He still wanted to prevent unnecessary loss of life wherever he could, just now it was without any concrete conviction except not wanting to let lives be snuffed out by the hands of monsters. That was utterly unacceptable.

**

A day later, Alec, Orianna, and Sherron exited the bubble and entered through the towering main gates of Haven. With a thriving population of more than 3 million, it was the grandest city in the plains.

"Where is the meeting this time?" Sherron asked, ready to be done with it. She and Lev shared the same opinion of official stuff, but Sherron knew the consequences of not taking these things seriously too well.

"The White Palace, surprisingly," Orianna replied, gazing at the bustling crowds with a smile.

People parted to make way for them, staring and whispering in excited murmurs. The three didn't mind the treatment, knowing how important it was to keep morale up.

The walk to the palace continued uninterrupted. When they were only a few meters away, Sherron's head turned slightly to the left.

"Take the lead," she commanded the empty air, which only shimmered for a moment to bow.

"I still can't sense the butlers," Orianna mused.

"Because you don't have good perception skills. Heat sense is super easy to block out," Sherron deadpanned, like she had the past hundred times for the same argument.

"But that's fine," Orianna continued her train of thought, unbothered.

"So, why are we here?" Sherron asked. She knew several eyes and ears were observing them, but everyone present was trustworthy.

"Because of Lev," Alec began. "He went to a final cavern with a bunch of gold hunters to check out an unusual surge in monsters. They got jumped by a threader."

"WHAT!?" Sherron stopped in her tracks, as did Orianna. "How in Monarch's name did a threader make its way to Runespires?"

"We don't know," Alec calmly replied without stopping. "The reason I brought you here is so you can be transferred to that city. Stay close to him, just in case."

"But…" Orianna remarked in confusion, "How can a threader even detect him from so far away? And if it could, why haven't we seen any of the stationary creatures take an interest in him first?"

"Still no clue," Alec couldn't help but sigh. "Far too many questions whenever it comes to him."

The meeting 'room' turned out to be the third garden inside the place. It was relatively modest in size, comparable to a mansion, and was littered with protective enchantments.

"You sure took your time," Katarina, the first daughter of Emperor Blaine and Queen Martha, drawled. She was an exceptionally attractive woman with short black hair and piercing green eyes. Despite the way she was lazily lounging in a chair with her legs on the table, no one would say otherwise.

"Apologies -" Alec began.

"I swear if you call me princess again, I'll throw you in the pit with my own two hands."

"- … Miss Katarina."

"THAT'S EVEN WORSE," Katarina yelled at him while the present company laughed at her expense.

"Oh, you poor baby," Lara, the younger princess, caressed Katarina's thighs gently. "Do you-"

"Shut it," Kate snapped without any actual heat. She then looked at Sherron. "Tell me about the boy."

"No," Sherron instantly refused.

"Please?"

"No."

"I'll owe you a favor if you do."

"You owe me plenty of such 'favors'. No."

"Damn, you dote on him a lot. If I didn't know better, I would ask if you took him in as a brother or something," Lara remarked, amused.

"Sometimes I wonder if that is the case," Sherron sighed, taking a seat next to her.

"Hmmm… I hope-"

"Please," Sherron scoffed. "He's a child."

"That's the first lead," Katarina muttered. "I'll start searching for promising young hunters. Surely he will show up in no time."

"Why are you obsessed anyway?" Orianna smiled.

"Obsessed? No, I just really want to know what exactly is special about him."

"That's obsession," Lara quipped.

"Nooo, I just want to know why he's so strong. That's all."

Lara nodded slowly, accurately showing how much she believed the older princess.

"Be as it may, it's by his own desire that his identity is kept secret," Sherron interjected. "Don't bother him too much if you find him."

"I agree," Hakim's voice reached everyone from the entrance of the garden. "The boy will be, at best, constantly nervous around you."

Katarina didn't care about his comment and moved in to give him a tight hug. Lara did the same before they hugged the second person coming with Hakim.

"Drakys," Sherron greeted flatly. Her fellow Exalted took in everyone present with his heavily modified visage, his body downright submerged in incredibly intricate runes.

"Sherron," he greeted back. "It's good to see you alive and well,"

"Same, but why are you here?"

"Do you not want me to be here?" Drakys raised a brow.

"That honestly depends on how the stick up your ass lets you act today," Sherron shot back, grinning.

They all took their seats around a pristine white table depicting a long, velvety rose in the middle.

"I understand why those two nosy girls," Sherron waved towards the princesses, "are here, but not you. Why are you here?"

"He's here on my request," Hakim interjected, earning an exasperated glance from Alec.

"Why do you insist on not leaving him alone?" Alec complained.

"There's far too much potential in him to be left unpolished," Hakim countered. "Just a single melee skill would increase his capabilities significantly. You said he has more slots, too."

"I don't know what's going on exactly," Katarina piped up, "but I refuse to be left in the dark."

"Same here," Lara raised her hand, laid back like usual.

Orianna, meanwhile, just observed it all happen with a relaxed smile. Sherron glanced at her before leaning back too.

"Ugh, fine," Sherron stated. "I'm gonna hound him after you all when he surpasses us."

"Us?" Lara repeated. "You mean the three Exalted present here?"

"Yep."

"Woah," she breathed out. "This is getting spicy. Go on."

Sherron sighed. "Lev, you see, has your mother's title," both princesses went stock still at the mention, "and a Wisdom boost as a Classer."

"What the hell?" Katarina whispered, summing up Lara's thoughts too. "How the fuck is that possible?"

"Don't know," Sherron replied cheerily. "I just know that he will be a beast in human skin, and I'm all for it. He's probably the best possible human to get those two things."

"Bold claim," Drakys interrupted. "Who is to say someone like me or Hakim isn't more suited?"

Orianna replied this time. "Drakys, have you ever wondered why The System exists?"

"… Not really. It just does."

"Then, would you ever want to be strong enough to learn of its origins?"

"Why does that matter? Just because the boy wants to know impossible knowledge doesn't mean anything."

"You would think so, but his mind doesn't work like our own. We are all stuck in our present, just trying to survive. But he has his sights set on a much better future. Everything he's doing is to become stronger to explore more of Monarch while saving as many lives as he can. To see different continents, to explore the uncharted depths of the pit, and to one day explore space itself.

"The best part is, Mana agrees with him, and The System gave him all the tools to do so. Where he was supposed to get a mana capacity boost, he got double the normal bonus. Where he had a low chance of gaining a Wisdom Boost, his class guaranteed it. Where it normally takes a year or two to evolve, he did so in just three months. Just so he can go out and explore without giving up on humanity."

"If there is still any doubt, then he recently accomplished something that has the guild managers in uproar," Alec voiced, massaging his forehead. "Nobody is allowed to confront him about it, but the news has spread regardless. Three Gold teams and a Master enchanter invited him to scout an anomaly in a small final cavern. They unexpectedly ran into a threader down there."

Alec considered his next words before just letting out a short laugh. "He, a level 120 mage, killed the threader in one attack. To make it even worse, The System gave him 90 attribute points from titles and 11 levels to further encourage his behavior. If that isn't a good sign, I don't know what is."

Drakys took that in silence, his opinion of the mysterious boy shifting rapidly. In the end, he and Hakim shared a meaningful glance.

"I'll train him with your conditions instead of mine,"

Sherron frowned. "What conditions?"

"Hakim thinks the boy would not take my constant presence well, so I will only teach him when he asks me to, and leave him alone for the most part. I'll take him with me to scout the caverns while also teaching him about physical enhancement formations for his armor, which will also let him accrue more combat experience."

"Really?" Sherron looked at Hakim, who just stared back in a silent question. "You're fine with sending him to the caves potentially infested with blighted monsters?"

"The ravine is where his presence will be needed sorely," Hakim grimaced, unhappy with the decision, too. "Lev better get used to it early if his presence is that tasty for those abominations."

* * *
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  "I can't say I've heard anyone have that issue before," Drakys commented, both of them now back in runespires. "There are some explorers that border on suicidal, but no one that felt a calling."

"It's weird," Lev agreed, observing the upgraded Stargazer in his hands. She was just as beautiful if not even more so, with the same blue streaks running through her length. Only now, her entire being was brimming with enchantments.

[

Stargazer - Rare

Enchantments: Durability, Blade Sharpening, Mana Channeling

]

"No description?"

"Descriptions are up to the creator of the item to keep. The one who upgraded it didn't feel like it."

Huh, that's news to me. The more you know.

"What do the enchantments do? I don't think I've seen them anywhere," Lev questioned, curious.

"Little wonder you haven't," Drakys commented, lost in thought. "I had to go see someone who only crafts gear to counter the influence of blight. Much of the durability enchantment is focused on keeping foreign influences at bay. It also has an active portion to increase the durability further."

Lev was suitably impressed. "The other two?"

"Blade sharpening will scan your barrier blade and encompass it into a large sharpness formation. Mana Channeling simply lets you channel different mana types through the entire thing. We will get Mana Slash to make full use of that aspect."

"I was going to get that skill anyway," Lev nodded. "How does the skill work with different mana types normally?"

"Like any other skill," Drakys answered, dismissive. "You force different mana types into it, and they become a part of it in 2nd rank. Let's go."

Lev followed without question, knowing he no longer needed merit points to advance. Hakim hadn't even batted an eye at Drakys' request to let Lev advance freely, which Lev had mixed feelings about.

It was nice to not care about merit points but taking handouts sucked. Only the first ever ring and the hundred gold coins were acceptable to him because he had nothing to his name back then.

"Since I only need to grow in levels now, do we need to do quests?"

"Not anymore."

Proving his words, Drakys led him straight to the central spire, where they took an elevator to the lowest floor.

Lev was expecting stone or perhaps a small outpost to defend against monster attacks. He was instead greeted by a small town next to the base of the spire, housing many of the hunters of runespires.

"Well, this answers some questions," Lev remarked, head on a swivel like a country bumpkin. "There were too few hunters above the surface to account for all of them."

"This is still nothing compared to the total number," Drakys added. "The final cavern you visited was far from the largest. Many of them stay there for weeks or months."

Not stopping at any of the stores or inns, they left the perimeter without any obstructions. Lev wondered how many people recognized the Exalted from a glance. Drakys' aura was hidden to an unbelievable degree, to the point that Lev needed to keep him in his vision so as not to lose track of him. The man moved as silently as a ghost.

"Where are we going?" Lev finally asked. Curiosity could be surprisingly painful to hold back.

"To the largest final cavern. Being the deepest and furthest from runespires, it has a high chance of attracting something too strong to handle. We will train there."

Surprisingly considerate for a man on a break.

Not voicing the thought, Lev followed him through the caves without any more questions. It took a few hours of too many twists and turns, and hundreds of dormant monsters, before they walked into an open cavern, not unlike the one where he had met the threader.

The only major difference was the size. Where Lev could see the ceiling of the previous final cavern far above, this one was far too high for him to see. The same was true for the other end of the cavern, shrouded in darkness somewhere far away.

Before Lev could ask about their next steps, a bubble of mana enveloped him and Drakys, masking their presence.

"Letting them know of my presence will reduce all essence gains and skill improvements," Drakys explained without prompting. "Since most of the monsters come from the cave system at the other end, we will stay near that."

Despite being in the presence of one of the strongest of his kind, a seed of fear had rooted itself in Lev's heart. His presence always caused mishaps, and now, he was far below runespires and right in front of caves endlessly spewing out monsters.

They both walked at the edge of the cavern floor, Lev noting the high number of defenders atop the wall. Spell after spell rained down, painting a surprisingly beautiful scene.

There were several new elements present too. Balls of acid splashed onto groups of unlucky kobolds, and a streak of black blurred from monster to monster, beheading them in a single strike.

"It's pretty surprising you can even notice that," Drakys broke him out of the observation. "That young hunter is a radiant hunter, one of the rare few humans to ever get shadow mana before Master. Quite special, that lad."

"Shadow, huh…" Lev mused. "Do shadow mana converters exist?"

Drakys nodded, slowly. "Less than ten, and I have one of them now that I think about it."

"Will they even do anything to my barriers?" Lev questioned, not particularly interested in a hidey mana type.

Drakys just laughed at his face. "You will need to evolve your Mana Manipulation twice to even move it."

"…What?"

"Shadow mana, boy, is incredibly difficult to bend to your will, even for me. This is why the hunter is so special. He can use skills with shadow mana because of that absurd class."

That dimmed Lev's view of his own accomplishments somewhat. Despite the raw power in him, he couldn't manage anything as impressive as that rogue.

"I can feel your thoughts through your aura quite clearly," Drakys glanced at him. "The rogue will not hold a candle to you. Have faith in your abilities."

I seriously need to learn something to hide my aura. Why is it even necessary to be a Master to do that?

"I see," Lev remarked. "Just thinking how my class will only use basic things to do everything."

"For now," Drakys added without hesitation. "Your barriers specialize in absorbing mana types, do they not?"

"Hmm," Lev tried to play it off casually, failing miserably. "Fair enough."

Drakys didn't comment on how his steps had suddenly become lighter, or how his aura was happy all of a sudden.

Getting to the end of the cavern took over an hour despite running at low speeds. Covered by Drakys' bubble, no monster or human noticed their passing.

The small trip was enlightening. Lev could see craters and huge cracks in the ground from previous battles, along with other burns and marks telling their own story. The monsters too, were pretty strong.

[Cave Troll - Level 150]

[Cave Spider - Level 122]

[Kobold Shaman - Level 174]

[Illusionist Trapper]

What on Monarch is that?

"Hey, are you seeing that?"

"The trapper? It's pretty easy to spot. That one is also just dormant," Drakys commented off-handedly, scanning the distant ceiling still too far for Lev to see.

My Identify skill was defeated by a dormant monster, Lev thought with a sigh.

Putting the weak skill to the back of his mind, Lev observed their destination. They had stopped near the corner of the spacious cavern, with all the huge cave entrances visible to their left.

Drakys was already preparing the area to train him, his preparations entirely undecipherable to Lev. He could tell the air and ground were changing in some way, but nothing beyond that.

"What are you doing?"

"Blocking out all tremors and sounds. What happens in the sphere, stays in the sphere."

So he wants to train me under the nose of all these monsters. I can't rule out having to face monsters randomly either. In fact, that seems to be the main purpose of this spot.

It was completely fine by him, though. Their greatest enemies were monsters, and Lev was more than happy to train against them.

The sphere surrounding them kept growing in size, eventually reaching dozens of meters in each direction. However, it was still only a small part of the corner they were occupying.

"Before we begin," Drakys straightened, leveling a stern stare at Lev. "From now on, you will not question my orders unless strictly necessary. You can ask questions, but only a few of them, and nothing that will defeat the purpose of our exercises. Understood?"

No hint of casualness or joviality remained in Drakys, the man now a teacher instead of an observer. Lev straightened too, knowing there was no more time to mess around. He had been throwing spells from afar for long enough. That had to change.

"Yes, sir."

Drakys nodded. "Good. Send your mana underground."

Lev did as he was told without missing a beat. Normally, he would be sour about someone expecting unquestioned effort from him, but this was an Exalted teaching him during a personal break. He was not nearly dense enough to not see how extraordinary the whole opportunity was.

Lev was prepared to do his best, for there was no other option. There was a lot of responsibility waiting to land on his shoulders. He had to be prepared.

His mana went underground without obstruction, easily passing through the solid stone due to its incorporeal nature.

"Do you see the pathways?"

"I do."

"They are enchanted to absorb mana. Your task is to find the finishing points while keeping control over your mana. Go sit on that chair, I will stay here and make sure nothing attacks you."

Lev did not question what finishing points were, why he was doing this, or how long he had to accomplish the task. He walked up to the single stone chair in the center of the sphere and sat down.

Opening his senses fully to the world, Lev sent a small stream of pure mana, small enough to be covered by his regeneration alone, into the carved pathway and started moving it. The stream moved for all of an instant before the pathway absorbed it without even coming into contact with the mana.

What just happened?

Lev tried again, sending a small stream of mana down again. It dissipated without telling him anything, so he tried again.

On the seventh attempt, he finally noticed the mana getting instantly absorbed into the enchanted pathway the moment it came within a fixed distance. The process was so fast, he couldn't tell how his mana had even vanished before.

So I have a narrow circular path, much smaller than the pathway itself, to move my mana through. If my mana comes within like two inches of the enchantments, it vanishes.

[

Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 2

]

Lev tried again, carefully keeping the stream moving in a straight line and in the center of the pathway. For several meters, he could keep a somewhat stable stream of mana going before he ran into another issue.

Lack of familiarity.

So far, Lev had been converting his mana and teleporting it from barrier to barrier. Only now was he realizing how little he had trained with mana without his class. It also revealed the purpose of the exercise, which was to evolve his general skills.

Gently, at the cost of a mild headache, Lev slowly coaxed the stream to move forward. It kept elongating, wobbling a little but staying out of reach of the enchantments.

Lev couldn't stop smiling as the stream improved almost negligibly with each passing minute. The obvious signs of progress kept pushing him on, still requiring great care to not let it be absorbed.

Minutes passed, which turned into hours. Lev was oblivious to the passage of time, his entire being focused on the stream slowly inching forward.

The first hurdle made itself known when the first passage turned into two, requiring him to make a choice.

Lev didn't think it would be an issue, so he chose the left. The stream curved a little… and then dissipated entirely.

… Why did that just happen?

Disgruntled, Lev replayed the whole thing in his mind. His stream hadn't come into contact with the enchantment, which meant it was his fault.

To test it, Lev formed another stream of pure mana above ground. Elongating in a long yet straight line, Lev tried to curve it. Just like before, it dissipated.

Oh, I see. This will take a lot of practice to deal with.

The moment Lev's mental input to curve the stream went through, his unfamiliarity with intricate manipulation caused the order to clash with all the previous mental input, which was to keep the stream in a straight line.

Predictably, it caused the whole thing to come tumbling down. Lev had barely even started, and another challenge had presented itself.

[

Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 3

]

Still, he refused to take the easy way out. Instead of learning to curve the stream from scratch, his next step was curving the stream without letting the previous straight line dissolve. It was bound to be intense and tiring, but Lev had the time and mana to spare.

Mana rewarded honest effort above all, and Lev was loving the process of giving just that so far.

  

    
        Chapter 58

    
    
    
    
  Lev couldn't track the passage of time. Hours had passed, but more than a day might have, too. He wouldn't know.

His entire being was weighing down on the stream of mana moving through the underground channels, progressing at a glacial pace but progressing nonetheless.

Two turns seems like the limit for now, Lev observed, his breathing a little ragged. Where he couldn't manage even a single turn with his mind before, he had managed two of them now.

His mind strained to keep the barely twenty meter long stream in shape, but that was fine. Lev had visibly improved a lot since the start, and his notifications kept him updated about one of the factors of improvement.

[

Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 10

]

Finally leveled to the end, eh?

The skill rarely leveled during combat as he didn't get to track spells or mana. It was good to see it finally improve rapidly. Just like Mana Manipulation, it was also meant to be evolved before being truly useful.

The illusion armor had vanished some time ago after Lev realized he was invisible to all outsiders. He rubbed his forehead, trying to soothe his overtaxed psyche but the headache was persistent.

With a quiet sigh, Lev ignored it and started working on the stream again.

I'm pretty sure Drakys said finishing points, not a point…

Like a reasonable person, Lev ignored the thought. Only the current singular stream of mana mattered.

With a deep, steadying breath, he formed the stream from scratch again. It smoothly slid through the first pathway, extending in a straight line till the first turn. Without stopping, it curved to the left and extended in a straight line again. The second curve passed much the same as Lev's focus started to waver.

Clamping down on the stream with all his willpower, Lev commanded it to grow. The stream slowly did, trying to dissipate like an unruly child trying its best to run away, but he did not allow it to.

Over the course of several minutes, Lev gave it his all. Inch after inch, it grew until the third turn reached him, at which point his mind gave out.

Ugh, my head is gonna blow up. Lev thought, pulling back all his senses to avoid throwing up. His heavy breathing was the only sound within the sphere for several long minutes, the headache showing no signs of abating.

With his eyes closed, Lev was dead to the world. Only his hearing, which he couldn't pull back much, warned him in time.

Barrier armor covered him in the blink of an eye as meaty thuds announced the presence of a charging troll. Two large shields formed in front of Lev, blocking its stone club at the cost of one shattering.

It gave him enough time to fly up and observe the situation. The sphere was empty, save for Lev, Drakys, and the monster.

[Cave Troll - Level 165]

Relatively high level, Lev observed. The situation was not too bad. It was even expected. Life outside the outer wall was unpredictable at best, and this was a great way to train for it.

It was still annoying as hell, though.

Lev veered to the right, letting the second thrown club fly by harmlessly. Four thick chains, each link wider than his arm, slowly formed midair as Lev occupied the troll with his shields.

The monster charged the same madness-ridden charge, guiding it to Lev's whims not even close to an issue. He flew in circles, keeping track of the boundary of the sphere to not go out of it. The troll followed, occasionally leaping at Lev, the movement easily dodged.

Two of the chains curved down in an arc from both sides, intent on skewering the monsters with their bladed ends. Noticing them, the troll pounced on one, shattering it with ease.

Lev grimaced. The monster hadn't even needed to grab it with both hands. Just the grip alone shattered the construct to pieces, and Lev had even made it extra thick.

No matter. It can only block so many at once.

Four more chains formed, their blades enchanted with a sharpness rune. They all descended at once, the troll unable to block them all.

Punching one away, it roared in pain when two dug into its back, going several inches deep. Hatred fueled its movement as it tried to get the entangling chains off itself, shattering two more into bits. Lev pulled the chains back to try and slow the troll, but his mental strength was negligible compared to the physical might of the monster.

Durability remains pretty low. Even slowing down the monster is too much for now, let alone completely immobilizing it.

Summoning his bow, Lev sent mana into his lightning converter and transferred the output to one of the chains still embedded inside the troll.

Lightning mana coursed through the monster's body, stunning it in place as an arrow swiftly ended its life.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 165]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 139

]

The idea had only come to him recently, to release lightning through his chains. Lev couldn't directly transfer mana to constructs inside a monster, for their own natural defenses prevented that. But for a dangling bladed chain? He could transfer mana to any of its links not touching the monster, which let him pull the mana close enough to release it inside.

"Is enchanting the answer?"

"Half of it," Drakys replied, understanding what he was getting at. "Practice and leveling your skill is the other half. That chain, while viable, is too structurally weak. Your mind should be trained enough to not rely on the flexibility afforded by the design."

Lev could not deny that his design was intentionally weakened to be easier to move. Back in the spider dungeon, it had felt like a good idea. But now, it was becoming obvious that he needed the maximum durability without sacrificing a full range of motion for the chain. Even if it was harder to manipulate as a result, he just had to get used to it.

"Wasn't I supposed to not kill monsters?"

"You just need to stay below 200. Your Daunting Steps title might be upgraded if you kill a few second-threshold monsters before that."

"… I'll be looking forward to it," Lev replied, trying to inject some cheer into his voice. He failed. His mind was already hurting like crazy from all the practice, and fighting the troll had done it no favors.

Sitting back down on the chair, he formed another stream of mana to train.

**

Hours gradually passed as Lev pushed his general skill beyond its limits, clueless about the requirement to evolve it.

He just had to give a single large push, and it would evolve.

Or perhaps the boy was aware and simply not willing to do so. Either way, Drakys was content with the effort Lev was putting in currently.

The stream of mana flickered in a few spots, held tightly together by the boy's crumbling willpower. Before evolving to the Master rank, it could only be pushed so far.

Not bad at all for a newbie, though. Must be the work of the second title. Monarch knows how much I would love to have it.

Such was not meant to be, so he tossed the fantasy out of his mug. The boy and his class were perfect for it so far, and Drakys would make sure the title would be fully utilized.

Lev's stream of mana sputtered, trying to get back into shape one last time before crumbling entirely.

The boy let out a low groan, fully audible to Drakys' senses, and leaned back in the purposefully uncomfortable chair. He didn't seem to notice that though, his mind dominated by the intense headache he was no doubt feeling.

I would ask why you're pushing yourself so much, but I've already seen how you look at the walls, boy. The same gaze as Orianna's, dreading the day they will come tumbling down. Except your very existence will cause that.

"That's enough Mana Manipulation for today," Drakys spoke up, giving Lev a meaningful glance. "Do you wish to keep going like this?"

"… Yes, sir."

Drakys nodded. The decision was the boy's own, and he approved too. It would be easier to unlock specialized evolutions of the skill if it was pushed to the limit instead of relying on The System to hold your hand.

"Rest for half an hour. We will work on melee fighting basics soon."

That was all he seemed to be waiting for. Within seconds, the boy was out like a log.

**

Thank Monarch sleep is so effective against that headache.

Lev yawned, noting that Drakys was nowhere to be seen. That was fine, Lev realized he hadn't eaten anything in a while. More than that, there was no excrement. That was a thing apparently, but Lev kept forgetting.

The first evolution removed the need for excrement if one didn't overeat or drink. Mana suffused the body a bit more thoroughly, turning the remains of digested food into ambient mana.

He brought out some roasted chicken, the best food on Monarch he might add, and ate breakfast while waiting for the Exalted. He saluted the foresight of whoever had brought a large number of animals with them on the refugee ship. Some of them had somehow survived the crash landing.

Far into the distance, Lev could see flashes of battle from the dormant and first-threshold monsters constantly assaulting the wall. Perhaps the Exalted was keeping an eye on the defenders, or maybe he was battling some especially dangerous monster in one of the caves.

Either way, Lev settled in to train while he returned. Forming a stream of mana, he could feel how close he was to a breakthrough. Sending the stream in the pathway below, it extended in a straight line, passed through three turns, and stopped.

Lev was stuck at this new obstacle, which was the pathway going deeper in a spring shape. It curved in loops, ten of them, and Lev had to bend the stream accordingly.

Fresh and ready to go, Lev tuned out the world and sharpened his attention on the stream. Gently, he extended it while keeping a tight leash on the rest of the structure. It obliged, elongating in the curved path at a glacial pace.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the stream made it to the fifth loop before the total length became too much. The whole stream collapsed, but Lev had a smile on his face.

[

Your General Skill has evolved.

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 1:

Bend mana to your will with improved precision. Different mana types are easier to manipulate.

2nd Rank: Channeling mana requires less focus. Manipulation is further improved by 35%

]

The evolution was… majestic. Not only could Lev level the skill further now, but the small line of text about less focus was going to be a game-changer. The bonus to manipulation was a nice cherry on top, but it wasn't much, considering he had 82% of it from his Mage Conduit skill already. The bonus was just added to that.

Sure took its time too, Lev thought, content. The skill would be immensely helpful when he eventually delved deeper into enchanting. Different mana types being handled by the first rank meant that aspect was also improved quite a bit already and would improve even further with every new level.

Drakys was still absent, and no monsters were heading his way, so Lev formed a new stream of mana.

The first three turns were handled almost effortlessly before he reached the same curvy decline. Bringing his entire will to bear, the stream started extending in the curves at a steady pace. It required great care to keep it away from the evil enchantments that kept ruining his practice.

Mana bent to his wishes, gently traveling down the circular path. The effects of his new skill were showing itself when Lev's mind only showed signs of strain after the 4th loop.

Pushing through, the stream went down all ten of the loops before the pathway opened up to… hell.

… Drakys is a sadist?

The next task was to split the stream into three and take each part through a relatively tiny pathway before they would join again.

Lev didn't even know it was possible to split the stream before that.

**

Much deeper, a cave of extremely compressed stone, reinforced from constant exposure to mana, quaked as two beings battled.

Running on small solidified air platforms, Drakys weaved between the large earth spikes heading his way with graceful ease. The monster itself was far too slow to catch him, relying on the pathetic ranged attacks to catch him off guard.

Kinetic energy steadily streamed into his right leg, the amount low but enough for his purposes.

Mental shaping took over, enchanting the nascent spell in its creation as the formations carved under his skin came alive, amplifying his physical strength severalfold for a single attack.

With contemptuous dexterity, Drakys hopped over another huge spike before performing an aerial kick in the direction of the stone snake. Invisible to the naked eye, a blade of kinetic energy and mana cut through an approaching highly compressed boulder like a hot knife through butter before bisecting the monster much the same. No amount of durability, which the monster specialized in, would be useful against such a compressed attack.

Yet it wasn't dead. Far from it. The beheaded head thrashed and hissed, intent on giving its all till the end before Drakys landed on it with the force of a meteor. The cave shook for a long second, a lengthy instant at his level of Perception, signifying the end of the fight as stone and brain bits coated the surroundings. The eleventh such fight, both beginning and ending in the same manner.

[

You have slain [StoneFang - Level 561]

]

Where the hell are these things even coming from?

Drakys was forced to face second and third threshold monsters left and right, every one of them slowly ascending. They weren't rushing in like monsters usually did, which meant they had yet to detect Lev's presence. That only left one other option.

Something else was guiding them to Lev, and Drakys could not detect even a hint of it.

No matter how hard he looked, how much he pushed his senses to the limit, or how he strained his brain to come up with any plausible explanation, there was no answer. It was as if the world had simply declared the boy an enemy, coating reality in some invisible will that only the monsters could see.

But that couldn't be true. The System rewarded him at every turn, which told a story quite the opposite. It was a conundrum without an answer, and Drakys wanted answers.

Guess that answers why Orianna cares for him so much, Drakys thought, smiling. She has been borderline frantic ever since she found the effects of Lev's presence on monsters. So far, she has hidden her worries well but now at least I can understand her better.

The boy was training upstairs, every single inch of the enchanted sphere visible to Drakys' senses. Apart from breakfast, he had simply started working on the mana shaping exercise again after waking up.

There he simply was, working on his basic general skills, unaware of the world throwing monster after monster toward him. Not only were they all an evolution or two above him, but they also never stopped coming.

This break hasn't been relaxing at all, Drakys thought with a sigh, preparing to face another third-threshold monster.
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  Slowly, gently, holding back a dam's worth of annoyance, Lev split his stream of mana into three. The whole thing threatened to destabilize, requiring him to focus on the structure and give up on moving further with the exercise.

Minutes passed as Lev got used to the mental sensation of a stream being split into three, slowly fixing his hollowing confidence.

Lev was almost certain that he was talented in the ways of mana. That he had what it took to utilize the power that his title would afford him completely. But now, this satanic exercise was slowly eroding that resolve.

"I didn't think you were this gifted in mana manipulation. Alec only ever mentioned you being above average. Normally, a mage would take several weeks, if not months, to get to this part from scratch."

Just like that, Lev's confidence had been bolstered beyond the original level.

"How do I compare to Alec?" Lev instantly questioned back, causing Drakys to snort a laugh.

"Nobody has ever gotten the variation of Mana Manipulation that he has. Comparing yourself to him is an exercise in futility."

Lev's new confidence took a small hit, but he was mostly proud of being trained by someone so talented in the ways of mana.

Also, he refused to believe he couldn't overtake his mentor. It was just a matter of time and effort, or so he told himself at night.

"This is enough for now. Too much focus on one thing will cause you to burn out. Ready your armor."

Lev summoned his illusion armor, triggering the barrier armor skill that seamlessly covered it. The illusion armor had grown slightly tight after his random growth from the evolution and the phase he was going through, but it adjusted itself to be snug regardless.

"How much experience do you have fighting in close range?"

"In melee range? Not much. I just fought some orcs and the spiders barehanded, long enough to get my brawling skill to the end of second rank."

"Yet you barely use it even when your gauntlets are designed to incorporate different mana types into fistfighting?"

"I was going to get to it eventually," Lev muttered. "Learning takes time. You found me soon after I started working on my class."

"You're not wrong, but you definitely rushed the levels as well. I don't need to ask why so we simply have to build a better foundation. How did your mentor train you?"

"He let me learn on my own. See what I had talent in while fighting dormant monsters."

"The ideal method for an uncertain class," Drakys nodded. "We will take the same approach. I will fashion different obstacle courses for you to familiarize yourself with precise aerial movement. The whole idea will be to let The System create a general skill befitting your style but before that, let's get you Mana Slash."

Lev summoned Stargazer, knowing what was to come. Forming a proper barrier blade in the hollow metal blade, he watched with mouth slightly ajar as the enchantments on the weapon came alive.

They demanded mana, which Lev provided without hesitation. Several scans inspected the barrier blade now present in the hollow interior, encompassing it as a part of the formation while letting Lev physically sharpen the blade further by providing feedback about how to improve the blade.

"… Wow."

"Extremely talented," Drakys remarked, no doubt praising the crafter, not him. "The blade should easily qualify for the skill. Inject some mana into it and wait."

Lev did as he was told, holding the mana inside the blade while waiting for instructions.

"Bring the mana to the edge."

The task was easy enough, and Lev had all the mana stored inside the sharp edge in the next few seconds.

"Focus on maintaining the shape and sharpness while releasing it in an attack."

Is the skill supposed to be so simple to acquire?

Some distant part of his mind wondered the question but most of it was absorbed in the task. Inhaling deeply, Lev swung the weapon in a slow, clean downward slash while releasing the mana in a crescent shape. Out came a puff of mana, crumbling and dissolving into ambient mana quickly, the attack nowhere to be found.

… Guess it was not that simple.

"Again."

**

[

You have learned the General Skill: Mana Slash

Release mana in a sharp attack from a bladed weapon.

]

"Got it," Lev announced. "That was pretty easy."

"The skill is not much different from Mana Manipulation or Perception in how much it can be evolved. Make sure to keep forcing it to improve as you go," Drakys replied. "Now, start using it as much as you can."

That was what Lev wanted to hear, and he instantly fed mana into the blade again. Unlike class skills, the general skill guided his actions, letting him distribute the mana more thoroughly while keeping the slash more cohesive.

Lev swung Stargazer downward, releasing the slash in front of him. The large crescent attack traveled for over a dozen meters before dissipating, colorless yet robust to his senses.

The amount of mana used in the attack made it correspondingly stronger, but Lev could also feel how his mana manipulation expertise also helped quite a bit. Due to his practice with the stream, the slash was better put together and was also sharper.

Happy with the result, Lev swung his glaive again and again. Each ranged attack only took a small amount of mana, less than his moderately charged lightning arrows. The result was also weak for now, enough for any dormant monster but lacking compared to even weak first-threshold monsters.

That would fix itself in time. Lev just had to level his skill and get it to second rank, where he could use different mana types to power it.

"Does using the skill on monsters increase its leveling speed?"

"It does," Drakys nodded. "Would you rather test against a troll?"

"If that isn't an issue, yes."

Not even three seconds later, a troll landed face-first in front of Lev, roaring in indignation and insanity.

Lev jumped back and launched a mana slash at it. Tearing through the air, the slash cut a few inches deep into the troll's arm, the limb swung with the intention of slapping away the attack.

So it cannot be deflected easily, noted.

More roars washed over the flying Lev, keeping the troll on his toes while swinging Stargazer almost lazily. While the monster kept regenerating its wounds, he observed the results of different amounts of mana infused into the skill and how different shapes affected the slash.

The amount of mana used in the skill was the most obvious factor in the attack's lethality. The more mana he used, the bigger and deadlier it was. Dumping 2% of his total into a single overloaded attack, the slash almost lopped off the troll's arm.

Costly but still good in an emergency.

There was little more to test without using different mana types, so Lev decided to end the fight. Lightning and fire mana could be used after he got comfortable with the skill.

Descending, Lev leaned back to avoid a grab and swung Stargazing upwards, the slash cutting deep into the troll's chest. Not giving it a chance to recover from the pain, two bulky chains formed and bit into its arms, locking it in place for a split second.

The troll thrashed and broke one chain before Lev took off its right leg with an overcharged mana slash, reducing its speed greatly. He still kept up his guard, the experience from his first troll fight never forgotten.

Having lost any semblance of control, the monster leaped with reckless abandon. Calmly, Lev ducked under its over-extended arms and thrust Stargazer at its face.

The glaive pierced through skin and bone after a bit of struggle, cutting the monster's brain in two.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 141]

Mana Slash has reached Level 2

Mana Slash has reached Level 3

Mana Slash has reached Level 4

]

"Sloppy," came the infuriatingly calm comment, ruining Lev's satisfaction from obtaining a good skill.

"Cut me some slack. It is my first time using the skill," Lev said, returning to testing the skill.

"I meant everything else," Drakys smirked. "Two moves would've been more than enough to kill the monster after you were done testing."

"You're supposed to teach me those moves, no?"

"Not yet. Your armor manipulation is lacking. Your flight also has too much wasted movement. You can also be much faster if you really put your mind to it."

"Teach me that too, then," Lev shrugged. "Isn't that why we're here?"

"I can't teach you to fly when you aren't even walking properly. The first order of business will be familiarizing you with the limits of your armor manipulation. Stand aside while I prepare a stage."

**

Two weeks passed without any major incident. Lev spent several hours daily practicing with his mana manipulation, while Drakys culled the never-ending stream of monsters heading Lev's way.

He himself had no clue at first, but after a few days, he could deduce what was happening. It irked him a little that Drakys alone was dealing with the consequences of his presence, but not much could be done about it. That far below ground, Lev was outmatched against most of the monsters.

When Drakys returned, Lev then fought trolls while doing minimum damage. The revulsion from testing skills on monsters vanished after a few hours of being chased by mindless monsters, letting him reach several breaking points in his training.

The first was his new chains. Before, Lev used a sickle attached to one end to make a grip, but now he simply used a small drill. If the chains dug deeper than a few inches into the flesh, they had enough traction not to come out loose easily.

The second was his Mana Slash. Just like Drakys had told him, the second rank simply allowed him to use different mana types. Contrary to their expectations however, the skill became monstrous when Lev used a 'normal' amount of mana to power it. With all his bonuses to mana capacity, a lightning slash with a small chunk of his pool could easily kill a troll two dozen levels above him.

[

Mana Slash - 2nd Level 10:

Release mana in a sharp attack from a bladed weapon.

2nd Rank: Different mana types can be used to power the skill, producing different effects.

]

The effects were as obvious as Lev expected. Lightning seared into the monsters, and fire exploded on contact. They were a nice addition, especially the latter. The explosion from a fire slash let him create distance easily.

The third and fourth were his movement and glaive practice, something he was currently taking part in.

Lev dashed to the right, jumping on the next platform two dozen meters above ground. Three boulders flew at him, each from a different angle to hinder his path.

The second is enchanted, Lev noted, charging up a fire slash. As predicted, two of the boulders shattered to bits while the last weathered the attack without even a scratch.

He was prepared for that. Mana flooded his barrier armor's legs, and he shot forward to meet the boulder head-on. Just before he collided, a barrier platform formed underneath his feet. Jumping away with a kick, Lev tried to go over the boulder but the enchantments within the boulder came to life.

Tracking him, the boulder changed directions. When it was less than a meter away, Lev twisted midair as another barrier platform formed above him. Upside down, Lev used all the mana stored in his armor and stepped on it to propel himself straight down, bypassing the boulder entirely.

He was off like a bullet before the chunk of stone could reach him again. The next part of the obstacle course tested his reaction time, the hardest part in his opinion.

Two stone bullets fired from an invisible mechanism aimed to give him minimum room to dodge. Lev veered to the left, slowing down considerably to avoid being hit. From experience, he knew the impact would rattle his bones.

Seven more bullets followed. Three of them were blocked by hastily formed and enchanted shields, the constructs shattering in the process. Lev flew up to avoid three projectiles packed too closely together, forced to go up or lay on the ground. He chose the former. Drakys seemed to be expecting that, as the final bullet was aimed precisely where his head would be.

Lev was prepared for it too. Twisting the armor at the last moment, the bullet passed mere millimeters from his face. He could see the smooth stone surface with extreme clarity for that short moment as it flew parallel to his nose.

More bullets followed, and Lev was barely able to keep track of them. The course continued the same, requiring Lev to push the limits of his mental muscles. Every time he grew into his attributes and learned to utilize his skills better, Drakys further increased the intensity of his training.

Finally landing on the last platform, Drakys gave him a simple nod of acknowledgement. No words needed to be exchanged. Lev prepared himself for a duel.

Drakys made the first move, reaching him in a single step with his arm stretched out. Lev took a moment too long to react, barely catching the punch with the haft.

The sheer force threw him back for several feet but Lev adjusted himself in time, slashing prematurely in front of him where he expected Drakys to be. The weapon parted nothing but air, earning him an explosive kick to the ribs from the side.

Both the second rank of the armor and the durability rune carved in it saved the armor from shattering. Pulling himself together midair, Lev tried to scan his surroundings this time, barely veering sharply to the side to dodge a mana slash. Drakys didn't let the opening go and rushed in. Two punches were deflected with Stargazer before Lev counterattacked, earning him another thunderous kick to the chest before his attack could land.

"How am I even supposed to do anything like this?" Lev asked. He readied himself regardless.

"You aren't," Drakys allowed. "This session is solely to improve your reaction time."

"Oh. Should've said so."

Lev was then thrown around for another thirty minutes before his mana was drained almost completely by empowering the armor's durability. Despite all his bonuses, enchantments still ate through his pool with ease.

Taking a sip from his glass of water, Lev glanced at Drakys. In the past nearly twenty days, the Exalted had started to ease up around him. Where his words usually had a probing undercurrent, Drakys now preferred to be blunt.

"So? Is this training proving effective?"

"What do you think?" Drakys countered, his mind lost in thought.

"I am definitely improving, and quite a bit. But that is all. I have no idea how I compare to an average combatant."

Drakys thought for a moment before replying. "In mana manipulation, you're head and shoulders above an average mage. For the physical fighting aspect, you have done well."

What a nice way to say I'm nothing special in melee fighting, Lev thought, not really caring. He was already pretty good at one thing, which was one more than he expected.

"I'm gonna check my notifications now," Lev announced. For the past two weeks, he had ignored them in favor of checking all the progress at once. It was bound to be satisfying.

[

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 2

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 3

…

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 8

Mana Slash has reached Level 5

Mana Slash has reached Level 6

…

Mana Slash has reached 2nd Level 10

Superior Senses has reached 3rd Level 2

Barrier Armor has reached 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 1

Barrier Carving has reached Level 2

]

With Lev's agreement, Drakys killed all trolls to prevent him from gaining any levels. Rereading the notifications, Lev concluded that keeping them for later was definitely satisfying.

Heavier lifting provided an interesting effect from reaching the third tier, something Lev was utilizing constantly during practice.

[

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 1:

The burden of levitation on your mind is significantly reduced.

2nd Rank: The burden of flight is further reduced. Flight speed is increased by 76%.

3rd rank: Expend mana by overloading your armor to minorly increase flight speed.

]
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  "How are things below?" Lev asked during his resting period. His mana was low, and his mind was also fried from the manipulation practice earlier that day.

"Do you really want to know?"

"Of course?" Lev gave him a confused glance. "If I'm causing it, then it is also my responsibility."

"Is it really?" Drakys questioned back, looking at him intently.

Lev thought for a few seconds before replying. "I get where you're coming from. I'm just a newly evolved mage while the world is sending monsters my way that need an Exalted to deal with. It is beyond unfair but at the same time, the alternative is not caring. Even if I get nothing out of risking my life for others, becoming indifferent to the value of life is something I will prevent at all costs."

Drakys exhaled, regretful about the answer he was going to give. "They're horrible. In the past 15 days, I have killed 233 third-threshold monsters, along with many, many more weaker ones."

Nobody spoke for a while. Both now knew something had to change. Lev was already contemplating where he would stay after Drakys left to put nobody in danger, while Drakys was thinking of how to give Lev a safe environment to practice in.

"What are you thinking?"

"Considering where I can best train with my team. Once I am done here, I will go to Windkeep and request Sherron to be stationed there if possible. That way, I can deal with the constant waves, observe new hunters and how teams cooperate, and also eventually reach Master by hunting at the edges of the dreadwoods."

"The plan is sound, except these underground monsters don't hold a candle to the creaturess roaming the dreadwoods. How do you plan to deal with them?"

"I was only planning to go if Sherron was also present."

"The range would indeed allow some freedom of movement, but you can't expect her to accompany you at all times, can you?"

"I wasn't going to ask her to in the first place. As long as she's present on the wall, I can safely hunt at the edges of the woods."

Drakys chuckled. "Fair enough. Though I doubt she would say no to staying by your side."

"… I think I will let her decide," Lev grinned back. "Either way, it will work out in my favor. What's next on the agenda?"

"Your armor. I will teach you several formations, ranging from incredibly basic to something I am still working on. Rest for today."

Lev did just that. For a long while, he did some light practice with mana streams. It barely cost him anything but at least he didn't have to sit idly the entire time.

After just an hour, it got boring. Without giving it his all, time passed very slowly, especially because he was not holding back his perception. Every second was longer.

Getting up, Lev moved to the edge of the sphere closest to the wall in the distance. The spells being launched at the monsters were visible even at such a great distance, courtesy of explosive elements producing so much light.

Drakys had vanished, so he let his thoughts wander while keeping an eye on his surroundings. The people at the wall could test the limits of their skills freely but Lev didn't regret going to the pit. Where it had taken three months for his skill to reach the end of the second rank, they would've taken a year or more down here.

Despite that, Lev wondered what a normal life would've been like. If he wasn't connected to a past life, and also didn't have the titles and advantages he did.

He wouldn't have met his mentor or his friends. He would still be goofing around somewhere with kids his age, living a normal life. Not becoming a hunter was out of the equation. If something drastic didn't change his nature, Lev couldn't imagine his alternate self shying away from jumping amidst the hordes.

What would he have chosen, then? Lev only chose barriers because he was going to ask a famous barrier mage to teach him. Without that influence, he would've definitely picked a warrior class. Who would've taught him, or what his preferences would've been, Lev didn't know.

That brought his thoughts to his future team. What were they doing right now, and why was the answer training? A chuckle escaped his lips. If Orianna had chosen them because they could match Lev's ambitions, then they were definitely pushing themselves right now.

Healer, Warrior, and Defender. Shield is the official term for a tank, and Defender is the most generally used term. I can't imagine someone without a matching personality ever picking that road, so I'm definitely curious about what kind of gentleman he is going to be.

The girls… what am I supposed to even think about them? The Healer will most definitely be someone kind or the complete opposite, though I'm more inclined to believe it will be the former. The warrior on the other hand, will be fierce. Fire and Sword, a combo that would require a matching will. If someone will be my rival, it will likely be her.

The prospect did not sound negative in the least. If he could push his teammates further with a friendly rivalry, all the better. The other two would surely follow. Lev doubted they weren't great friends if they were already a team.

Several scenarios of how he could create obstacles similar to the ones Drakys made for him flashed through Lev's mind. He kept note of all of them, always coming up with new things to help his team improve. He wondered if they knew how strong he would be compared to them.

Perhaps it is better if they don't. Without knowing the exact difference, they wouldn't get dependent on my presence if I don't reveal too much. Or maybe they already know.

Only time would tell. Sighing, Lev got ready to practice mana manipulation again. The spells shot from atop the walls never stopped as he pushed the stream of mana through increasingly complex pathways.

The current obstacle was separating the stream into five and then sending them down a maze of thin pathways. It was hellish, and Lev wasn't taking it seriously either. He needed to remain fresh for when Drakys returned.

**

"What level is your repository?"

"One," Lev replied, looking at the list of runes blankly. "These are the most basic runes?"

"They are. Runes that use willpower are much more complex than normal runes, but they are similarly versatile. To be a proper enchantment instead of a hindrance, this is the minimum level of complexity you can get away with. Believe me, these are incredibly simple in nature."

"I … see. Do skills make such a big difference to create such formations on the fly?"

"Skills help," Drakys agreed, "but they are not the greatest factor. When you have proper control over your aura and willpower after becoming a Master, a part of your mind can work automatically without requiring input as long as you practice enough. Your subconsciousness knows what to do and takes over, letting you enchant without requiring much focus."

"Willpower again," Lev moved to the next page of runes. "I hope my title makes a noticeable difference."

Drakys shook his head, smiling. "Each of us Exalted would do anything to have that title. You are lucky to have it, especially with your chosen class."

"Time will tell if it really is that good," Lev shrugged. He had yet to notice any benefit from the title, and his attributes had increased quite a bit already.

[

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 2

]

"What parts do the levels improve the most in the repository?"

"Capacity, mostly. The rest see little improvements. Our version does not make it any easier to learn runes. If the event is not significant enough for you, there's little chance of finding runes. Or at least, that is what I have observed. Despite fighting monsters that could kill thousands of humans in seconds, I rarely stumble upon new runes."

Lev took in that information. "Mine just leveled."

Drakys nodded before explaining the real purpose of the runes. "The large ones you see are the ones that use willpower. I've increased their size for your convenience and because your armor is devoid of any formations, so you aren't pressed for space. The first is a directed empowerment rune. It will be the main bridge between your mind and the enchantment. If you want to throw a kick, it will take some mental gymnastics for the rune to empower the kick in the right direction.

"The second rune is a simple funnel. It will allow precise control over the flow of mana, which will let you throttle the empowerment at will. The third rune is a higher-quality connector. It has no actual uses beyond letting you exert willpower easier and allowing your armor to handle the strain of the formation better. The rest are supportive runes, things like controlling direction, setting boundaries for limbs, clear mana flow, overflow runes, and the like. Start by practicing the three largest runes on your barriers."

Having no questions, Lev formed a round shield and started carving. His first few attempts were unsurprisingly horrendous. It took half a minute to gradually hollow out the barrier in the shape of the largest rune, yet it was still wobbly.

The upside was that the practice took practically no mana. It was covered entirely by his regeneration with a lot to spare.

The next hour passed in silence. Carving in his barriers produced no sounds and Drakys also vanished again.

[

Barrier Carving has reached Level 2

]

By the 200th attempt, Lev considered the rune adequate. Its efficiency would still be average, around 70%, but that would increase with practice and familiarity.

He started working on the second rune after that. It was considerably easier, though he suspected he wouldn't have felt that before the last hour of practice.

Drakys returned after a few hours when Lev was cycling through every single rune needed for the formation. The largest of the rune he could form within a few seconds, rarely more than ten. The small runes took three seconds each at most. By constantly carving runes and then filling up his barrier again to erase them, the practice progressed smoothly.

"You don't need to practice specific runes so much," Drakys off-handedly commented after returning, more a reminder just in case Lev had forgotten.

"I know," Lev replied, still focused on the carving. "Focusing on speed right now and how little mistakes affect the overall efficiency. It is hard to guess exactly right now but after so much repetition, I can gauge how much every little error is affecting the whole thing."

"Shelve that for now. Finishing a formation for the first time is a valuable experience. Let's work towards that first."

"What do I need to do?"

Drakys focused on the air in front of them, forming a transparent barrier before a complete formation appeared on it. The whole process took only a second, leaving Lev stupidly blinking at the display.

"You simply have to carve this on your armor's chest. Even though it doesn't really matter, keep it centered."

"Very simple," Lev muttered before sitting on the stone chair in the center of the sphere. The chair was quickly becoming a comfort spot.

His barrier armor covered him in an instant, smaller now because Lev now remained outside of the illusion armor.

The three middle runes are the most troublesome, so I will start with them first. The smaller runes can be done between finishing the larger ones.

Cracking his neck, Lev got to work. The first rune he carved was directed empowerment, the most complex of the three. It was as large as the size of his palm, riddled with twists and turns.

He took his time. Several minutes passed before it was finished. Comparing it to the formation drawn by Drakys, Lev deemed it passable. Runes connected only to the first rune formed afterwards before he carved the second large rune.

Ten minutes later, Lev finished the last stroke of the rune to complete the formation. Without prompting, he sent a small amount of mana into it. It took a moment for the mana to cycle through the entire formation before a connection snapped into place.

Lev blinked, tilting his head at the new sensation. Not unlike his barriers, he could now feel a bridge between his mind and the formation on his armor. He silently probed the cool new addition without powering the enchantment. It was impressively stable, and Lev knew he could dump a lot of mana inside the formation without a problem. The amount would only be hindered by his Constitution as mana still needed to enter the armor through his body.

"How does the connection feel?"

"Straightforward for now. I can tell it will be difficult to get used to giving manual input to the enchantments," Lev replied. "How do I do that?"

Drakys didn't reply straight away. "What do you mean straightforward?"

"Hmm? I can sort of feel the entire formation through the connection. The feedback will likely become clearer once I cycle mana through it."

"And you were worrying about the title not paying off," Drakys mused with a smile. "This formation is simple by my standards. You were supposed to have problems connecting with all of it, let alone utilize it properly."

"Is this not normal?" Lev questioned, not feeling any mental strain from the connection.

"Not really. Using a formation like this is trivial for the average Master. Willpower can also be improved through practice and specific training, like a muscle, so even Adepts can utilize such enchantments to an impressive degree. You however, have no prior experience in utilizing willpower. Forming and maintaining a connection should not have been so easy."

"Does blocking attacks with barriers not count as willpower training?"

"No, that is a more direct use of your mental faculties. Willpower requires intent, and keeping barriers in place is a very basic application of that."

I would like to apologize, my dear title. You are absolutely gorgeous just the way you are.

"What are we waiting for then? How do I use this enchantment, and what is it even called?"

"Controlled Enhancement is the name but yours is a simplified version of it. Take a few moments to move around and see if that affects the formation in any way."
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  Lev tuned out the rest of the world and focused on the formation on his armor. Mana seeped into it in a slow stream, gradually powering up the entire thing.

"Try to empower your armor now."

He did as Drakys suggested, taking a step forward with his armor and willing the enchantment to empower the movement.

Lev was not prepared for the world to lurch forward. His gait accelerated instantly, throwing him forward for several meters while a chunk of his mana vanished. That would've been fine if it wasn't for the massive mental strain. His brain felt like it had been violently jerked out of its stationary position, giving him a horrifying headache as well.

Lev collapsed into a heap, vision swimming. Breathing steadily became a herculean effort but a chuckle still escaped his lips.

This whole experience reminds me of something.

"Let me guess, it's much harder to forget if I experience it firsthand?"

Drakys grinned. "Precisely."

Perhaps it was because his mind felt like mush, but Lev laughed. Alec had let him experience mana overuse to teach the same lesson a long time ago, which was funny.

When he tried to get up, his world started distorting violently, so Lev remained on the ground for several long minutes. The headache gradually lessened, and he forced himself to sit upright.

"The enchantment used way too much willpower. Either I did something wrong, or I wasn't supposed to use all of the formation at once."

"The latter," Drakys confirmed. "The formation is simplified to a large degree so you can only empower parts of a motion. Using it for the entire armor is something you can only do after years of honing your willpower at the minimum. That is after taking your title into account. Or you can become a Master to avoid the problem entirely."

Lev hummed. "Surely there are downsides of bypassing willpower training like that."

"There aren't, at least none we have observed. Before Master, willpower does not grow, it only becomes more precise and efficient. Training it before or after evolving will let you eventually reach the same heights with it."

"Why is that?"

"Guess," Drakys said.

"The information is censored by The System?"

"Yep. We just know things change at Master rank, nothing more."

Lev laid back down with a sigh. It seemed like everything useful was hidden, but there could be endless reasons for hiding information about the soul. Irritating as it was, he could at least understand why the censorship existed in the first place.

The worst of humanity always boggled the imagination.

"Should I try again? Or does that risk some form of mind damage?"

Drakys got up to leave while replying. "Focus on empowering the movement of a finger to get a feel for it. Don't overdo it, I'll be back soon."

Lev tried not to think about whatever abomination had come for him this time around. Drakys kept the details to himself, so Lev was left curious about the type of monsters below.

Pushing the matter out of his head, he focused on the enchantment on his armor. Going by Drakys' advice, Lev only powered it with a small amount of mana and focused on empowering his flick.

His finger hit the air with a loud whoosh, the movement grabbed by the enchantment and empowered in a straight line. Lev was already starting to see a lot of overlap in willpower and mana manipulation. Without a doubt, his training with intricate mana manipulation would be a great boon in utilizing willpower because of all the mental gymnastics involved.

In just that small enhancement, several things had stood out to him. The direction, the overall force, the spread of the force through his finger, and the amount of mana stored in the enchantment to be utilized for that particular use, all of them had to be adjusted manually.

The same enhancement also showed how willpower affected the formation. Instead of all those things being truly manual, Lev instructed, "my finger will move in a straight line, empower it" to the formation. Just from that, it knew what to do.

It's not hard to guess why this becomes so important after Master. With the amount of things possible with an average class and general skills, the delegation of tasks is the only thing that will allow a Master to utilize everything at once.

For several minutes, Lev flicked the air. Such a small-scale use of the formation took a little mana, yet the usage still outpaced his regeneration by a little.

His mind gradually got used to the feedback from the formation as well, but he couldn't feel any immediate improvements in his handling of willpower. Lev would have to ask Drakys about the methods for efficient training.

Deciding that was enough practice, he raised the bar a little. Standing up, he balled his right hand into a fist before throwing a punch. The formation came alive with only a small amount of mana channeled into it, increasing the speed and force of the punch more than Lev expected.

The attacking limb flew fast enough to drag Lev a step forward, pain blossoming in his arm due to the jerky motion.

… Ouch, but also, what the hell? I only used a small puff of mana. That punch was much stronger than it should've been.

Lev tried again, finding the result to be the same. His fist almost blurred forward, the force potent enough that he struggled to stop his punch in time.

This is pretty damn good, Lev thought, pleasantly surprised. For such a complex formation, he was expecting to use a lot of mana for 'decent' empowerment. Instead, he was getting a vast boost in physical capabilities with only small chunks of mana.

It took a lot of patience and self-restraint on his part not to jump to full body enhancement. That would surely see him tearing off a limb or two, and he didn't know when Drakys would return to fix him up.

Instead, he formed a thick, large barrier shield in front of him. Carving a durability rune in it and powering the rune, Lev threw a punch while holding back considerably. His right arm whooshed forward and impacted with a loud thud. Going by the mental feedback, Lev estimated it was strong enough to shatter his Classer shields, ones without any runes.

Since he was not nearly stupid enough to go beyond simple practice by himself, Lev empowered slow punches and kicks to get a feel for the empowered motions before stopping to regenerate his mana. Several hours passed before Drakys returned, this time visibly injured as compared to the proper state he always returned in.

"Should I start running?" Lev questioned when Drakys suddenly appeared in front of him.

"Maybe," Drakys commented. "Stay here for now. I need to see if your presence continues to attract such strong monsters or if it was just a lone wanderer."

"Should I at least call a healer for you?"

"Oh, I'm already healed. Don't worry, just forgot to clean myself."

"… I see," Lev looked at the distant wall, spells still falling down constantly. "Should I start killing for levels now?"

"You aren't even close to mastering the formation."

"I know," Lev looked at Drakys. "But it should be easier to evolve my brawling skill like this, no? Mana always rewards honest effort above all."

"Go ahead, just don't cross 170 too quickly. Find the rogue in charge and talk to her."

Rogue?

Lev quickly ascended as he felt the sphere powering off around him when Drakys vanished. The monsters charging the wall would've noticed him if he wasn't already a hundred meters in the air.

Forming a platform, Lev first took a good look at his armor to memorize the formation before dismissing it. Then, he summoned the illusion armor and went inside before summoning the barrier armor again. It took a few minutes to carve the formation again. Just as the connection snapped into place, Lev flew towards the wall.

Stopping a few dozen meters away midair, he waved to the mages on the wall to show he was not a monster. The shadow mana boy on the ground looked ready to attack.

Should be safe to drop Drakys' name now that everyone saw me accompanying him above ground.

Lev slowly glided forward and landed on the wall, getting varying looks left and right. He looked back, Identifying the defenders.

[Mage - Level 110]

[Mage - Level 71]

[Mage - Level 89]

[Archer - Level 91]

[Mage - Level 102]

Lev calmly stood there and observed the hunters who had returned to killing the monsters rushing down below. Their numbers truly never dwindled. In a few minutes of observation, nearly a hundred fell.

"You, state your name and business."

[Huntress - ???]

"I'm Lev, a solo silver hunter. For the past two weeks, I was staying near the opposite wall with the Runic Warlord."

The Master stared at him for a few seconds, trying to discern if he was joking or not. Not seeing any signs of levity, she gave him a slow nod, not believing him at all yet.

"Why were you two there?"

"He was training me. Coming here is also a part of that. Is there a rotation set up here, or can I claim a corner for myself down below?"

"Not so quickly. Show me your badge," The huntress asked with a frown. "There is no rotation set up here but there are a few rules."

Lev summoned his silver badge and handed it to her. "What do I need to do?"

"It's simple. Just return to the wall if you hear a horn, and never willingly let another team be overwhelmed," she gravely answered, giving him a menacing stare. "Your status as a hunter will be revoked with a ten-year prison sentence. I will be watching."

"Naturally," Lev replied, tone emotionless. "Can I get your name?"

"Kana," she said, still distrustful. "If your claim turns out to be incorrect, the punishment will not be light."

Lev just sighed at the chance to let him come clean. "Please, you can just send a runner to the guild. The entirety of runespires saw him escorting me to dungeons."

He didn't stop to hear her reply and jumped down the wall, slowing down a few meters above the ground. Lev saw the shadow user to his right, a few hundred meters away. Steering clear of that guy, he moved to the left.

Sufficiently far away from the wall, Lev summoned Stargazer and filled her blade. Cracking his neck, he settled to wait for the first monsters to notice him.

Or at least, he would've if half the cavern wasn't suddenly interested in him.

Works for me, Lev grinned, letting a small and controlled stream of mana seep into the empowerment formation.

Charging Stargazer with lightning mana, Lev burst forward, slashing at the kobold rushing him. Only the act of swinging was empowered. The glaive sliced through the kobold's torso cleanly while lightning mana cauterized it.

Lev controlled the flow of lightning mana, only testing to see how it affected a cut. Now, he knew there was no explosive reaction if he released a tiny yet consistent flow.

[

You have slain [Kobold - Level 78]

]

Halting the momentum of his swing was another new factor he had to account for. The formation was straightforward in its usage, leaving him to deal with the consequences. It was a tradeoff more than worth it.

Two spiders and a troll reached him next. Lev shot a fire slash at the troll and followed it with empowered flight. Just as the explosion stunned the troll, he was already swinging Stargazer at its neck through the fire. Bones and flesh parted with only a hint of resistance, too weak to stand against his newly enhanced strength.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 120]

]

The spiders were almost on him but two lances of lightning put them down in an instant.

[

You have slain [Cave Spider - Level 101]

You have slain [Cave Spider - Level 103]

]

Several more trolls reached him. An overcharged fire slash landed amongst them, Lev already high in the air. Choosing one at random, he flew down and landed in front of the troll to test his physical strength.

Dashing back to avoid a kick, Lev ducked another punch before retaliating with one of his own to its gut. This time, he had used a small chunk of mana to empower the motion.

The monster doubled over as blood gushed out its mouth but it straightened itself quickly. Regeneration was their strong suit, which Lev had accounted for.

Jumping up, he spun in a full circle with his right leg stretched out. His foot crashed into its face with a thunderous crack as the monster passed out. Lev beheaded it with Stargazer, keeping an eye on the other monsters while shaking off the painful impact.

They were outwardly charred but none of them were impeded by the light injuries. Skin and muscle grew at a rate visible to the naked eye as they charged. Lev happily met them in melee, giddy at his newfound physical might.

Just like the trolls could do this all day, so could Lev.

His mana was slowly diminishing because of the costly formation but it was so incredibly efficient. The haft of Stargazer blocked any backhands that Lev couldn't avoid, the weapon holding up admirably.

One after another, monsters fell around him. Some part of his mind lamented that he couldn't harvest the cores but most of him was too invested in the constant and demanding combat.

For the second time, he was enjoying battle again to this degree. Only the fight with the spider matriarch came close.

Ten minutes passed as Lev hacked and slashed without abandon. When his mana dropped below 60%, he started to hold back. Turns out, that was enough as well. Most of his lethality originated from the absurd enchantments on Stargazer, the blade sharp enough to cut through bones without struggling.

Then, all of a sudden, there were no monsters rushing at him. Lev blinked and looked around, noting the cavern was suspiciously empty. Gazing at the wall, Drakys was keenly observing him and his battle. His aura was now unveiled, and Lev flew up to confirm a suspicion.

No way…

Out in the distance, there were rows of monsters too scared to come any closer. Just Drakys' presence alone had halted their endless mad tide.

  

    
        Chapter 62

    
    
    
    
  "Why did you have to interrupt my fun like that?" Lev grinned under his armor. "I was just starting to get used to the mental inputs."

Drakys and Kana stood atop the wall, both silently watching him fly up and land next to them.

"You will have more than enough time later," Drakys replied, unusually serious. "Kana here says you reacted with enough disrespect to be charged with insubordination."

"I pretty much got called a liar to my face twice-"

Drakys overrode him. "That's her duty. Impersonation of this degree is not unheard of, so do not disrespect her again like that. She's here to oversee the progress of young hunters of her own volition. The way you reacted is not excusable. Apologize to her."

Lev looked at Drakys in silence for a long moment before turning to Kana. "I apologize for my earlier behavior. It will not happen again."

Kana nodded, her acceptance just as cold as his apology. "Make sure it doesn't."

While she left, Lev looked at Drakys with a silent question. He only spoke when a silencing ward surrounded them.

"Do you think I was disrespectful?"

"Yes," Drakys answered in a heartbeat. "She's no officer, Lev. Her being down here is a sign of her kindness, and you stepped on her efforts as if you owned the place. Just a single moment of patience to answer her questions calmly would've gone a long way to prevent this situation."

"But I did answer them."

"You practically hurled the answers at her. If this was the ravine, you would've been kicked out before you were even allowed entry."

"I can just, not go there," Lev snapped back. "With the large operations underway, surely there are many places for me to go and help."

"Why are you being so difficult? Why is it so hard to just treat her with the respect that her position here demands?"

"Why did she have to start with calling me a liar?" Lev questioned back. "Why is it so hard to be like my mentor or his friends?"

Drakys sighed. "That explains more. You have been incredibly lucky in finding kind and caring high level people so far. I don't need to explain why most of them are cold or distant, especially to people below the Master rank."

"It's annoying," Lev muttered unhappily. "Before I become a Master, everyone will expect me to act with obedience. It's part of the reason why I want to be stronger than others. Working under a commanding environment is just too much for me."

"I can't bring myself to relate, but I understand. All I ask of you is to treat Masters with deference from now on. Most of them have risked their lives again and again to reach their position, so it's only fair to do that. Don't abuse your importance to come save you again."

"I didn't need saving," Lev interjected without any heat in his voice.

"Not this time. Though, knowing you, you might just not interact with a Master again till you become one yourself."

Lev exhaled, his annoyance vanishing completely. "I think I was just more pissed at the fact that she completely ignored your namedrop. Like, surely there is no idiot out there that abuses the name of an Exalted, is there?"

"Only a few recorded cases in the past centuries," Drakys allowed. "It's just so out of the norm that suspicion won over any chance to accept it at face value."

"Fine, fine. Can you pull back your aura? I want to evolve my general skill sooner than later."

Drakys just looked at him for a few seconds before concealing his aura. Lev thanked him before jumping down. He planned to practice melee fighting till his mana dipped below 20%.

While he fought, the earlier conversation kept replaying in his mind. Drakys wasn't exactly wrong. Eventually, he just turned back with a sigh after a few minutes.

**

The overseeing Master for the final cavern had a stone office on the corner of the wall. Lev tapped on the wooden doors of the somewhat large building.

The practice with Stargazer and his new formation was going well but any new skills or evolutions would have to wait for now. It was made even more difficult by the fact that his current brawling skill was a strong extension skill, something that required extra effort to improve fundamentally.

"Enter," Kana's voice reached him.

Opening the door, Lev entered and stood inside till she motioned for him to take a seat. Seeing that she was not going to speak first, Lev gathered his thoughts before speaking.

"I am sorry about how I reacted earlier," Lev began. "Spending time with several Exalted and my mentor has gotten to my head. It will not happen again."

Kana peered at him intently for a few seconds. "At least you're being honest this time. Your apology is accepted." Then, she simply ignored him as if he didn't exist.

You're not going to admit that anything you did was wrong, are you? Lev thought with a mental sigh. He had come here expecting Monarch knows what, but now he was leaving even more pissed off than before. Times like this reminded him why he preferred to stay by himself.

"I'm not letting myself be talked into something like this ever again," Lev told Drakys, who was gazing down the wall and jumped down, spotting a few strong trolls in the distance.

Mana flooded Stargazer as he reached them. Lev opened with a huge lighting slash, stunning three of them while the remaining troll charged at him. Empowering the armor to the best of his capabilities, he met its charge.

Stargazer trembled in his hands, the shaft stopping the monster's fist in its tracks. Lev grinned. Even if it was painful to block, the punch had been stopped entirely. Not giving the troll a chance to recover, Lev fired a lightning slash from up close before beheading the monster.

The stunned monsters were already on their feet, and Lev engaged them all. His thoughts kept circling back to the earlier interaction with the Master. As Drakys had earlier said, a few calm words would've gone a long way in changing the tone of the interaction. But she didn't feel like it, and that irked him far too much to just forget and move on.

His anger was all released on the monsters facing him. They were burnt, electrocuted, and slashed without pause until the damage overwhelmed their regeneration.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 187]

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 171]

…

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 182]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 140

Mana Tempest has reached Level 141

]

The points went into Wisdom. With the empowerment formation, he now needed more mana than ever before. Improved regeneration would be just as useful.

Without stopping, Lev slowly traveled closer to the left wall of the cavern. Staying close to the middle was just asking for a stray spell to hit him. The chances of getting overwhelmed were also high.

Slowly, the focus of all the monsters present shifted. Only a few trolls and kobolds targeted him first but as time went on, Lev found himself clashing with several monsters at all times.

Stargazer flashed, not infused with any mana type. The formation was powered at a minimum level. He tried to keep the expenditure down to a minimum. For nearly an hour, Lev cut and pierced while slowly backing off.

The first challenge presented itself in the form of a second-threshold monster. Lev kicked away another cave spider when his vision was filled with fangs the size of his arms.

All thoughts of holding back vanished as Lev dashed away, the stone mouth closing with a loud snap where he was a moment before. The assailant was a bulky snake, its body made entirely of stone and over 20 meters in length.

[Stone Snake - ???]

Gazing back, Drakys was simply observing from atop the wall.

Does he think I can take on this? Or is this a teaching moment?

Either way, Lev charged Stargazer with lightning mana and prepared himself. The monster flashed forward, intent on gobbling him up alive. Veering to the right, Lev brought down his glaive without holding back. The formation on his armor flared brightly, and Stargazer shot down with the speed of a bullet.

With a loud thud, it only cut an inch into the incredibly durable stone body of the monster. Following the cut, lightning mana tried to sear its way into the monster but only managed to blacken the shallow wound without any noticeable damage.

Oh boy-

Lev hastily increased the durability of his armor to the maximum as the snake's tail rocked his world. Stabilizing himself after a few dozen meters of flight, he shot to the left to avoid the snake shooting toward him.

He wasn't fast enough. The extremely heavy and large monster scraped against his side. The barrier armor strained against the impact but held, letting him arrest his fall in time to not slam on the ground.

Since physical confrontation seemed impossible, Lev formed four lightning lances above him, not holding back on infusing them. His chains would also shatter the moment he came in contact with the snake, so he didn't waste mana with them.

The first hit the coiled snake on its face, making it abort its lunge. Two more landed near the first, but Lev couldn't see their effects through the explosion.

A loud hiss washed over him as the monster revealed itself, flying toward him fast enough to clear the explosion with a shockwave. Lev was prepared this time.

Just as his perception spiked to the extreme and all movements around him slowed down, he primed his right gauntlet filled to the brim with mana, and flew under the approaching monster.

While it was about to pass over him in slow motion, Lev threw an uppercut with all his might. His physical and mental strength, combined with the full power of the formation acting on his arm, rewarded him with a satisfying crack as the attack connected.

A luminous blue, orange, and red explosion followed, enhancing the damage and creating distance between them.

Time sped up again as the effect of the 2nd rank of his passive ended, and Lev gazed at the monster shaking its head to find its bearings, still intact and kicking.

You've got to be kidding me. That was over 40% of my mana point-blank.

Even worse, it was healing. The process was slow but it was undeniably there. With only 20% of his mana remaining, he had to end it quickly, or there was no winning.

Storing Stargazer, Lev increased the weight of his gauntlets and rushed forward. Lightning entered his armor in a stream from the converter as he faced off against the monster.

Several stone bullets shot toward him, stopping him in his tracks as he hastily formed four shields. Each of them shattered with a loud boom from the impacts, stopping all but two of the projectiles.

Lev was thrown backward from the force of the remaining bullets, piercing his barrier armor before they stopped on the illusion armor. Despite that, pain wracked his abdomen from the strong impacts.

His eyes never left the lunging monster, however. Feigning vulnerability while slowly charging his right gauntlet, Lev dodged the approaching fangs at the last moment and punched the already damaged side of the snout.

The cracks on its stone face widened further but it was still far less than he was hoping for. Not giving up, Lev backtracked to keep the snake's attention on him while a thin, sharp lance with a sharpness rune formed below them.

Stone bullets barely missed Lev as lightning and fire slowly streamed into the lance, carefully pushed to the pointed edge of the projectile and kept there. The monster's mouth closed inches in front of him with enough force to disrupt his flight as Lev dashed back but the final attack was prepared.

Standing still, he baited the monster to rush him again. Lev flew up at the last moment. The monster prepared to lunge again, exposing its damaged and weakened underside. Out of sight, the lightning lance flew forward like a blue blur, piercing deep into its body.

Not deep enough, Lev tsked. Without giving the thrashing monster a chance to pull it out, he shot downward. Spinning midair, he kicked the projectile inside with all his strength. It dug in deeper, the sharpness rune, the force from the kick, and the mental push slowly overpowering the monster's tough body.

Lightning and fire mana continued to stream into the projectile regardless. When his mana was almost low enough to risk soul damage, Lev commanded the lance to explode.

Bright rays of light shone through the cracks on the stone's face for a brief instant before the explosion blinded Lev, the shockwave sending him tumbling on the ground for several seconds.

In the distance, a small cloud of fire and cackling bolts of electricity announced the end of the painfully durable monster.

[

You have slain [Stone Snake - Level 256]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 142

Mana Tempest has reached Level 143

Mana Tempest has reached Level 144

Barrier Armor has reached 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses has reached 3rd Level 3

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 7

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 8

Colorful Destruction has reached 2nd Level 8

Colorful Destruction has reached 2nd Level 9

]

That was just a low second-threshold monster? Lev chuckled. Oh well. At least the fight was fun.

Lev just stayed lying on the ground, waiting for his mana to regenerate and the headache from mana overuse to pass. His arms both felt sore but since he had avoided using too much mana at once, they were just bruised and in pain.

No monster or human disturbed him for the next few minutes. Lev thought back to the intense yet brief fight. Mana Slash was rendered useless from the moment he set his eyes on the monster. Fire slash would've singed the outer body at best, and lightning would've just splashed harmlessly on its skin. Constitution-enhanced stone was a good insulator of electricity after all.

With a sigh, Lev got up and slowly flew back to the wall. Now that the adrenaline had faded, the impacts from the stone bullets were pretty painful instead of just stinging. His high constitution would heal the bruises in a few hours but moving was still somewhat agonizing.

Drakys was surrounded by Kana and several other hunters. It took a moment for Lev to realize Drakys was holding back the monsters with his aura for Lev's convenience.

"Thanks," Lev said as he landed. "That was pretty fun. Did you know I would struggle so much to pierce its skin?"

"I did, of course," Drakys smiled. "I also didn't expect you to kill it. Well done."

Lev blinked a few times. "Thank you? I didn't even have to struggle that much. It was a low second-threshold monster."

"What was its level?" a man found the courage to ask. Lev didn't see any harm in answering.

"256. But it was definitely weak for its level."

"Why are you so sure?" Kana questioned, seemingly impressed.

"I had to face an orc general once when I had just evolved. That monster could've taken on this snake alone despite being nearly 80 levels and a threshold lower."

"Generals are always held to a different standard," she said. "Troll generals can face third-threshold monsters while being second-threshold monsters. That does not make the former weak. It's just that their foe is far too strong. The snake you faced was not that weak."

Unexpected praises left and right. Was it really that impressive?

Lev gracefully accepted the indirect compliment and moved on. "What now?" he asked Drakys.

"Depends. If you want to practice by fighting monsters, we can leave already. Your Mana Manipulation skill will not evolve any further before you can truly get started on enchanting."

Lev gazed at the distant end of the cavern. The longer he stayed here, the stronger the monsters that would attack the wall.

He gave Drakys a meaningful glance. "I should leave."

Drakys nodded and turned to Kana. "Do not hesitate to report to the guild if you see any unusual movements."

She looked between Lev and Drakys while agreeing with a slow nod. Lev belatedly realized he had said 'I' and not 'we.'

Damn you perceptive Masters. Just forget about it and move on, Lev thought with a mental sigh but the cat was sort of out of the bag. He ought to be more careful with his words in the future.

  

    
        Chapter 63

    
    
    
    
  "Um, whoops? Do you think she will cause any trouble?"

"Hmm?" Drakys glanced at him. "Why will she?"

"I mean, Monarch knows what she deduced from our last interaction," Lev thought out loud. "Hopefully nothing that points to the effects of my presence on monsters."

"Even if it did, she will not do anything. I'm already following you around while training you, and that is already enough to counteract your presence. Don't worry."

"If you say so," Lev shrugged. "Where to now? Given how many third-threshold monsters came up because of me, the pit should be out of the question now."

"Not necessarily," Drakys said, moving calmly through the caves. They were now returning to the surface, done with the short training period. It was obvious that staying so close to strong monsters was not viable in the long run. Several monsters that could challenge even Drakys had shown themselves. It was only a matter of time before Lev's presence attracted something too strong.

That was a risk neither wanted to take.

"That means I won't be alone," Lev mused. "Windkeep sounds like the more promising option still. You will also be enjoy your vacation that way."

Drakys chuckled. "It's surprising you care about that instead of being trained by an Exalted for longer."

"I definitely care about that as well," Lev answered with a smile. "But figuring things out by myself is just as rewarding. Haven't gone wrong with that approach so far."

Interactions died down as both of them made their way to the surface. Lev only flew fast enough that his mana could slowly regenerate despite the expenditure.

The small town at the base of the central spire was just as crowded as before. Monster parts and cores were abundant and sold left and right. Lev's attention was peaked by a jar of infused treant sap. It felt potent to his much improved mana senses but the sap itself was of little use to him.

Several minutes later, Lev was back in his previous inn. Since his room booking had run out, he paid ten bronze for a room for the day.

The first order of business he took care of was thoroughly scrubbing the illusion armor. The enchantments and the armor itself were too well-made to be damaged by water, allowing him to clean out all the little bits of dried blood and gore on it with ease.

He took a bath himself after that. Now feeling clean and renewed, Lev waited for Drakys to return with whatever business he needed to take care of in his room.

I have all the necessary skills now, Lev thought, considering his next steps. There are still three more empty general skill slots, but they will remain empty. Everyone says to keep aiming for a general skill that 'works on any aspect of your class' so that you may get it instantly when you qualify for it. Getting general skills after Master also becomes way harder, so it makes sense. Better off filling the slots with something that makes you stronger instead of improving your chosen profession.

The System only presented general skills that one was aiming for. Just like Lev's class. He could've gotten several options earlier if he simply stopped aiming for the class he wanted. But he was offered none before one that fit his requirements was unlocked.

Drakys returned after half an hour and tossed him a gold badge. It looked the same as the silver badge without the color. Lev stored it after a few seconds of observing it.

"So?"

"Windkeep is fine. The amount of hunters and adventurers present there is enough to make up for my absence. Besides, as long as you don't go beyond the edges of the dreadwoods, nothing too strong should show up. That forest is gigantic."

"I see."

They both lapsed into silence. Lev patiently waited for Drakys to speak again, knowing he wasn't done.

"About your mana channeling issue… I'm afraid there is no permanent solution before Exalted. No matter how much I tried to permanently alter my body to accept enchantments before that, nothing ever showed up. It got to the point that I had to make formations to constantly cut regenerating skin to not mess with the carved formations."

Lev was not expecting that. It took a long few seconds to move past the gruesome picture painted by the Exalted's words.

"… What changed after evolving?"

"I got a new physique. It is a part of the class I got after evolving. My title is also the name of the class and physique."

"But what even is a physique?" Lev asked, confused.

Drakys hummed. "To simplify it, a physique is a permanent change to the physical body. Mine, for example, allows me to retain enchantments carved on my body without any trouble now. Before, my regeneration kept messing with them."

"Oh, so you're saying that if I … torture myself enough, my body will adapt permanently after evolving to Exalted?"

Drakys didn't refute his claim of self-mutilation. "Frankly, I will advise you against it. Looking back now, the pain was a means to ignore everything else in front of me. Nobody should have to go through something like that. Out of all the Exalted, only I ended with a special physique."

"Not even Hakim?" Lev asked, brows raised. The silver light he had felt from the man's aura was incredibly potent, and he had yet to see anything nearly as dangerous.

Drakys blinked. "Why would he have one?"

"The silver light… was scary," Lev gulped. "Surely something so extraordinary would force a matching physique?"

Drakys smiled. "It is definitely extraordinary but at the same time, that property held him back from getting a physique."

Lev would be lying if he said he understood because he didn't. Regardless, he wouldn't question it further if Drakys didn't explain.

"I have a final request," Lev began, feeling nervous for whatever reason. Drakys just waited for him to go on. "Can you carry me to windkeep like you took me to the pit?"

**

Several hours and many thousands of kilometers later, Lev was lying face-first on the ground, heaving great breaths.

Why couldn't you wait for a few more minutes? Lev thought with a chuckle. Drakys had just dumped him an hour away from windkeep and vanished without a trace. Lev hoped entry would go smoothly.

His mana had regenerated enough that Lev could fly to the walls in a few minutes at full speed, which was what he did.

"HALT!"

Lev landed a few kilometers away from the gate as a Master hunter approached to intercept him. He was an imposing man, built like a mountain with even thicker armor covering everything. Only the lack of a helmet told Lev that the person was indeed human and not some giant creature.

[Warrior - ???]

"Who are you, and why are you here?"

Remembering his brush with Kana, Lev put on a subdued persona. "Greetings, sir. I'm a solo gold hunter, and I came here alone from runespires."

Lev summoned the gold badge and handed it to the man who inspected it briefly.

"Are you stupid? What if you met something like a commander or a general out there?"

"I can fly pretty fast, sir, so it wasn't an issue to outrun anything too dangerous. My class provides a lot of mana and regeneration too, you see."

The man was shaking his head before Lev even finished speaking. "Still, that is an extremely dumb move on your part. We will keep an eye on you in the future. You will not be allowed to leave alone again."

… Thank you? What am I supposed to feel about that?

Lev decided the interaction was positive. The man was looking out for him, and his approach was also easy to understand. Nobody wanted to see suicidal hunters leave on their own.

"It will not happen again," Lev bowed his head slightly, keeping his tone respectful.

"Make sure it doesn't," the man nodded. "Welcome to windkeep."

He was allowed entry easily after that interaction. Lev passed through the gates to gaze upon a city that was far more organized than runespires.

White, golden, blue, and other generally bright colors dominated the buildings that stood in neat rows. Quickly flying through the empty space between the walls and the populated area, Lev noted that all the buildings were packed closely together as well. Wide roads allowed easy travel similar to runespires but the houses and shops had minimum empty land surrounding them.

The reason for that was constantly flowing through the city. Windkeep got its name from a refreshing breeze that never stopped, which was also the reason for closely built construction.

Lev slowly trotted forward on the main road, attracting gazes left and right because of the illusion armor. He ignored them just like before till he realized there were a lot more kids than before. Somehow, that made him more self-conscious.

Kids can be downright demonic in their comments, Lev tried to justify himself. It is only normal to be scared of them.

Nobody approached him, though. The kids were too intimidated to come close, and Lev was pretty sure most people were starting to feel his aura now too. Most of the time, auras only became obvious after evolving to Master but it existed before that too.

It was common knowledge that stronger auras became noticeable earlier. With the amount of mana he had, it wouldn't be surprising if his aura was already showing.

Several factors contributed to the potency of one's aura. The size of a manapool was one of the major factors. Lev however, couldn't be too sure without asking anyone, something he had no plans to do. There were no downsides to his aura showing if nobody could check his level.

For an hour, Lev just wandered aimlessly. While keeping his Perception low, time passed in the blink of an eye. He didn't even realize that the sun had moved quite a bit before he took a moment to check how much time had passed.

The mental effects of evolution are becoming more and more prominent. How did hours pass while feeling like only one had passed?

It was not a bad thing either. Lev was just having trouble believing his lifespan was already in centuries. With the amount of points he was putting into Constitution, it was only increasing further. The quick passage of time was only reflecting his slowly growing acceptance of the facts.

He took a moment to observe his mental state. In terms of worries, there were little. Lev always knew that evolving would make him outlast most people who only ever naturally progressed to Adept from leveling their skills. That is, if he lived long enough to do so.

Excitement over all the potential achievements afforded by his lifespan on the other hand, was more obvious. He had always dreamed of going to space. Every child did before reality caused those delusions to come crashing down. But not for him. He had all the tools and time to accomplish that.

Now, if only the skies of Monarch were not utterly inhospitable…

Lev shrugged off that line of thought quickly. The only rumors of beings of the sky were stormriders. The storm itself was an event that lasted for weeks or months, and everyone without exception took shelter deep underground.

Because, if some drunkards were to be believed, the storm itself could change directions to hunt you down.

Lev didn't know how that was even possible, or if it was even supposed to make sense given the origin of the rumors, but he was happy not thinking about it any further.

The hunters guild of windkeep was surprisingly smaller in size compared to the hall in runespires. Similarly, it was far busier too. Windkeep was, after all, known as the City of Hunters.

**

The rest of the day passed in peaceful silence as Lev sat by himself in a park to meditate. He chose a corner devoid of people and leaned against a tree trunk.

Remembering his experience from the previous meditation session, it was easier to replicate this time. His thoughts cleared completely in a few minutes. His mana pool now stood out in stark clarity, only a few facets of it observable.

Lev didn't mind. He stayed in that state for hours, just silently observing his mana pool slowly fill up. It still boggled his mind how mana wasn't like a liquid or a gas. Instead of increasing in volume, it became denser as time went on. Lev could still tell how much mana that translated to, but the way it was stored was fascinating.

He was jerked out of his trance when someone tapped him on the shoulder. Lev opened his eyes to see Sherron looking at him with a smile.

"Did you change your ways?" she quipped and sat beside him. "Wouldn't be the first time people decided to forgo killing entirely."

Lev was having none of that and held his arms out. "I demand a hug."

"What are you, a kid?" she mockingly jabbed but hugged him nonetheless. Lev couldn't care less about being perceived as childish. Hugs were hugs, and they saved lives.

"Glad to see you too," Lev replied with an audible smile. "Did Drakys tell you about me coming here?"

"He only said you were going to, most probably, hunt at the edges of the dreadwoods. Are you stupid?"

Lev sighed. "This is the second time someone has asked me that today," Sherron nodded along as if it made sense. "Stop agreeing. No, I was not going there right away. Most monsters there are above level 200. Even I'm not that overconfident. It takes most of my pool to kill a single second-threshold monster."

Sherron gave him a flat look. "Explain."

"There's not much to explain. Drakys let me fight against a level 256 stone snake. Barely managed to put it down."

"What was your level during that?"

"141."

"It's just like him to do that. Why did you ask to be separated early, though?"

"He didn't tell you?" Lev saw Sherron shake her head, so he gave her a meaningful glance. "Being down there was just too dangerous."

She instantly understood. There was no silencing ward blocking off their conversation. Revealing his feat was not risky anymore since many people knew that he was pretty strong. The effects of his presence on monsters however, could not be revealed.

"We should move somewhere else," Lev suggested. Even if nobody came close to them, many had noticed an Exalted sitting down with a random hunter.

"Didn't think you would be scared of public attention."

"I just don't want anyone to start rumors about you," Lev explained.

"Relax," Sherron chuckled. "People are better than that. Besides, let them try. I want to see who dares."

"If you say so," he shrugged. "What are your plans here?"

Sherron laid back on the grass, letting out an entirely theatrical sigh of suffering. "To pry classified information out of a defenseless Exalted, how utterly ruthless."

"… Someone's definitely gonna start rumors."

She giggled. "Let me mess around for once. Everyone expects me to be prim and straight. Free time to myself is rare these days."

"These days? Is something wrong?"

"No, just the guild being busier than normal. Someone should've informed you by now."

"Oh, right. Orianna explained it to me."

"By the way," Sherron interrupted. "Did you get any new runes so far?"

Lev jolted on the spot as if electrocuted. How the heck did I forget about that?

Hastily, he checked his general skill and found two new runes in there.

Stone enhancement and a basic lightning rune. The latter probably came from utilizing my converter.

"Stone enhancement. What is that?"

"Pretty much just durability with a larger focus on weathering impacts. It divides the force of the attack throughout the surface equally given enough mana," Sherron explained. "Highly compatible with your barriers. It is a good drop as opposed to the components of the snake's body enhancement."

"It had a body enhancement?" Lev questioned. He hadn't felt any mana cycling through its body.

"Passive."

Right. It was quite tough, even compared to the threader. Just stone enough wouldn't be enough for that.
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  "So you're going to stay in the city?"

Sherron nodded. "Hakim is already here, which gives me some leeway but I have to first inform him before going anywhere."

"He's here? The monsters deeper in must be worse than I expected," Lev mused.

Sherron's strained smile told him more than enough. It also affirmed his decision not to go to the dreadwoods directly and stupidly get himself killed. If he attracted the attention of a third-threshold monster, not even an Exalted would be fast enough to save him.

"I'll go to the level 150 dungeons to practice for now. You can find me there if anything comes up."

"Have fun," Sherron said with a smile before blurring out of sight high into the air.

The flight to the closest dungeon suitable for him took over an hour at low speed. Lev wanted to let his mana regenerate, and his wisdom was high enough to do that even during flight.

The camp in front of the dungeon was even larger than the troll dungeon. Nearly three dozen hunters were present and waiting for their turn. He landed near the edge of the camp and walked up to the guard/hunter assigned to monitor the dungeon.

[Warrior - Level 203]

"How long 'til my turn?" Lev asked, handing the woman his gold badge to check.

She returned it after a moment. "Two hours unless someone drops out. This is a weak silver dungeon, by the way."

"I know. Wanted to practice my skills."

"I see. I will call for you when it's time."

Lev thanked her and moved away from the waiting teams. When he was far enough not to hear anything from the camp, he formed a barrier chair and sat down.

Two thick shields formed in front of him. On one of them, he carved the durability rune. On the other hand, Lev focused on his general skill and slowly formed the stone enhancement rune. The product turned out to be pretty smooth because of his previous practice.

The rune could be improved further but the first try was enough for his purposes. Lev moved them both fifty meters away from him and kept them hovering above ground. Summoning his bow, he held back from infusing the arrows and nocked one.

Both of the shields were well within his manipulation range. He sent a stream of mana to power the durability rune and loosed. The arrow impacted after a split second. Enhanced to its limits, the shield couldn't quite hold it back completely. Embedded an inch deep, the arrow had successfully pierced it, albeit barely.

Next, he powered the stone enhancement rune on the second shield. Without a formation, it was not nearly as potent as it could be, but that was fine for testing purposes.

The first issue stood out instantly.

The rune didn't cover the entire surface of the shield, only just over half of it around the rune itself. Lev simply compensated by aiming for the affected area. Taking a deep breath to focus, he loosed while keeping the amount of mana powering the rune the same as the previous test.

This time, the arrow failed to pierce. Hair-thin cracks spread onto a large portion of the shield, sacrificing overall durability to stop the projectile completely.

I wish I knew what worked better in different circumstances, Lev lamented, bringing the shields close to him. Due to his lack of experience, more durability was better but which durability was better remained to be seen. He decided to test their effectiveness against blunt damage.

Stargazer appeared in his hands. Enhancement formation came alive at low intensity, nearly doubling his physical strength as the glaive struck the durability shield.

It held with minor damage that was repaired with a little bit of mana. Lev turned up his enhancement even further and slashed again. The shield cracked, bits and pieces of barrier flying off from the impact.

With the same exact strength, he tested the stone enhancement shield. The rune proved to be much better at handling broad impacts, resisting the attack without any visible damage. Lev was only able to observe weakening structural integrity through mental feedback, something he fixed with a small puff of mana.

So, the stone enhancement works better against impacts covering a large surface area.

For the last bit of testing, Lev sent the shields away again and hit them both with lightning infused arrows. Both of them were pierced, but unlike the previous test, a significant portion of the stone enhancement shield shattered while stopping the arrow's momentum completely.

The durability shield on the other hand, only had an arrowhead poking out of the other side without any other damage.

Lev decided that the durability rune was simply better unless he had to block large weapons or attacks. The winning factor turned out to be the nature of the rune. While the stone enhancement rune needed a formation to be fully effective, the durability rune could be pushed to far greater heights by itself. The efficiency was also way better.

Since there was nothing else to do, he closed his eyes and waited for his turn. The downtime also let him regenerate his mana for the upcoming testing.

When the dungeon portal flashed for the fourth time, Lev was already standing in front of it. Getting a nod from the guard, he stepped foot into an empty grassland. There was not a single tree in sight, letting him see the denizens of the dungeon clear as day.

Slimes were notorious for being incredibly hard to put down. Physical attacks passed through their slimy body most of the time, and all magic attacks had their effects significantly reduced.

Which was perfect. Lev was here to practice fighting with Stargazer while infusing it with a small yet constant amount of mana.

The first threshold slimes in the dungeon were larger than Lev. Standing at nearly seven feet tall, he had to keep an eye out to not let them jump on him. He doubted that would be lethal for him but the situation would require a lot of mana to get out of.

Lev didn't activate the sharpness enchantment of his glaive. The weapon would slice through slimes just fine without that extra expenditure. Infusing it with a stream of lightning mana, he flew forward and landed in front of the slime.

[Green Slime - Level 112]

Nothing new so far. No crystal to be seen either.

Instead of cores, slimes had mana crystals serving as a central point. Lev didn't know what the requirement was for a slime to form a crystal, but the one in front of him was too weak for it.

From what he knew, while the crystal presented an obvious target, the slime also received a big boost in power to compensate. It didn't make it any easier for hunters to deal with the stronger slimes but Lev expected not to struggle. Most of his skills were focused on speed and piercing power, after all.

The real menaces were slime monsters that didn't form a crystal. Their formless nature allowed them to become something truly insidious without that glaring weakness. Fortunately, such slimes didn't show up before level 250.

Several bolts of slime flew at him, their speed easy to track with his high Perception. Two shields would have made the fight a walk in the park but that would defeat the point. Lev charged forward.

Weaving between the projectiles, he held up Stargazer in anticipation of the monster rearing back to launch itself. The slime flew forward fast enough to surprise Lev, who dashed to the side and swung his glaive in a wide arc just before it reached him.

Stargazer passed through the slime's body without slowing down, lopping off small bits of burnt slime in its passing. The wound closed quickly after, as if it had never happened in the first place.

Fire mana streamed into the glaive as Lev charged the slime. The slime bolts were dodged with ease as Stargazer pierced it again. The infused mana type proved to be more effective at damaging the slime, searing and charring larger chunks of it, but Lev had a different plan in mind.

When Stargazer was entirely inside the large slime, he released the fire mana in a Mana Slash with great difficulty, courtesy of the monster's body's natural defenses against intrusion. The slime bubbled and bloated before the force of the explosion found violent release, blowing it to shreds and showering the area with slime.

[

You have slain [Green Slime - 112]

]

Huh. That was easier than expected. Not even 1% of my total mana was used throughout.

Without using the enhancement formation or any of his projectiles, the mana expenditure rarely eclipsed his potent regeneration. The only costly action was the mana slash, yet even a weak one killed slime without trouble.

Flicking Stargazer a few times, Lev flew toward the next slime in the distance when she felt clean enough. The formation on his armor came alive with a small amount of mana as he dashed directly at the slime. The slime bolts were entirely too predictable and slow to hit him now, and he was hacking at the slime before it could even prepare to launch itself.

Chunks and bits of slime fell to the sides as Stargazer flashed again and again. The lightning mana in it continued to momentarily stun the monster, not letting it execute any large moves. The bolts were dodged with ease, letting Lev fulfill the main reason for coming here.

Keeping half a mind on the slime to dodge anything unpredictable and the slime bolts, the other half of his mind observed the effects of empowerment formation.

Stargazer cut through the slime without a hint of resistance, which made him adjust the mana channeled into the formation several times. If he used too much, he had to use even more to stay in a proper stance and not overdo his attacks.

If Lev used too little, the downside was something long-term. The slime was easy to cut through without the sharpness enchantment, but that wouldn't always be the case. He needed to get used to a baseline.

For several minutes, he danced around the helpless slime while testing varying levels of mana usage. It eventually became too much for the now smaller monster and it collapsed into a puddle.

[

You have slain [Green Slime - Level 110]

]

Several hours passed while Lev slowly hacked apart the slimes. Each time, he tested something new. By far the most interesting discovery was the effects of a large amount of lightning channeled into Stargazer.

Just from the amount released from slicing it normally, the monster collapsed after only three attacks. The piercing property of lightning made itself known as it seared its way deep into the monster, killing it quickly.

It hadn't even cost him much mana, barely more than the initial fire slash, but it let him know that the interior of the slimes was more vulnerable to all damage.

Steadily making his way deeper, or forward, into the dungeon, Lev encountered the first red slime with a crystal visible in the body.

Immediately, a spike of solidified slime aimed to skewer him. Lev ducked, increasing the stream of lightning into Stargazer, and dashed forward. Several more spikes made him dodge rapidly before slime bullets joined in. The spikes retreated into the body after they missed, letting the slime cast them endlessly without losing any mass.

This is tricky, Lev thought, now backtracking to avoid the ceaseless barrage of slimy attacks. His armor would've held but Lev wanted to complete the dungeon without letting a single attack land on him.

Seeing no other option, he fired a lightning slash through an opening. It hit the monster square on, stunning it in place. Lev didn't waste the chance and dashed in, Stargazer filled with lightning again.

The slime found its bearing before he could reach it. Four spikes shot forward again but Lev was prepared for them this time. Dodging, he cut through them instead of letting them return afterward. The spikes fell to the ground and lost their shape, no longer under the control of the monster.

Two more spikes splashed on the ground before Lev reached the slime. It was preparing a large attack but Lev didn't give it the chance. Mana coalesced into the weapon's sharp edge before it was released in a bright blue lightning slash.

Slime parted for several inches before the slash couldn't cut any further and released the lightning inside the monster's body. Tongs of the destructive element hit the mana crystal deep inside, cracking it in two.

The slime instantly came apart in a formless puddle, with a notification announcing its death.

[

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 135]

]

135… is that the lowest level required to form a crystal, or are there other factors at play?

He didn't know, and he frankly didn't care beyond the temporary curiosity. What did matter to him were the two pieces of mana crystal in the slime's corpse.

Two barrier disks picked them up and brought them to him. Lev summoned the refillable water canteen and rinsed them thoroughly before Identifying them.

[

Impure Mana Crystal - Shattered

Piece of a slime core, which is now in two halves but remains useable. Can be refined and used in crafting.

]

Seems like they will at least sell, Lev thought with a chuckle. Everything was worth more than the prowler core in his ring.

He stored the two halves in the ring and progressed deeper into the dungeon. Curiously enough, Lev didn't find any pairs or trios during his slow delve. In the end, he found the boss after only lone monsters.

The huge red slime was surrounded by four smaller versions of itself. Even from the distance Lev could feel the sheer heat radiating from the boss monster. Slime colors represented their type of attack but the previous monsters were too weak to make use of their element.

Fire beams and wide area of effect attacks were expected. Lev just didn't know how his armors held up against heat. It would be no fun if they held but the human inside was cooked alive.

It's time for more testing, then. No time like the present. I hope I don't die by suffocation or immolation, Lev chuckled to himself, well aware that those possibilities were very much real. It didn't matter much at this point, monsters would eventually become too strong to take lightly. Better get used to it early on.

Getting closer, Lev identified the boss, the result making him pause in his tracks.

[Red Slime Commander - Level 178]

This is definitely not normal… but I'm gonna go for it anyway. Over 60% mana. Should be enough to just bombard it out of existence if things go wrong.

Gripping Stargazer tightly, Lev channeled a large stream of lightning into it and advanced.
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  To test the waters, Lev formed a small lance and launched it at the boss monster. The projectile dissolved in the monster's body just as an opening formed in the slime, not unlike a barrel, and launched a beam of fire.

Lev darted to the right, just barely dodging the extremely fast attack. It landed on the ground behind him, carving out a long, charred tear amidst an explosion. He gulped at the close call and turned around only to find the boss missing.

Instincts kicked into overdrive as Lev overloaded everything in his arsenal and flew to the left, not a moment too soon. The slime boss landed where he used to be with a thunderous crash, telling him in no uncertain terms that he would've perished underneath.

Before he could even turn around, a wave of fire sent him spinning through the air. The temperature inside the armors increased sharply, making Lev feel like he was being fried inside an oven. The other four slimes also reached him before he could balance himself, each of them nearly three meters in height.

From over two dozen meters away, they launched thin and sharp spikes that reached him in an instant. Lev barely controlled his flight in time and dodged them all by overloading his empowering formation.

His flight was wobbly at best, but he improved with every passing second. The threats to his life turned out to be a great reason to push himself.

While Lev made some distance between them, the boss slime was already charging another attack. Four shields enchanted with durability formed in a second and were positioned in front of him to block the next beam.

It came after a few instants, shattering the first enchanted shield after a few moments before stopping on the second. Lev channeled even more mana into the durability rune without holding back.

Shield won against beam as the fire attack failed to shatter the barrier construct constantly repaired by the creator. Before the beam could even finish scattering in a last explosion, Lev had already summoned his bow and nocked a fully infused lightning arrow.

Flames parted from the passing of the arrow as it reached one of the smaller slimes in a blink. The small explosion from the arrow scattered a large portion of its body into the air, but the monster lived yet.

A barrage of slime bolts forced him to abort any further attacks and block them with his shields. None of the projectiles were strong enough to damage them beyond small surface cracks. Lev repaired the damage in an instant and tracked the boss monster that was aiming to crush him again.

With visual on the airborne monster, its fall was easier to dodge. Stargazer appeared in his hands, its enchantments fully charged with mana and blade infused with lightning, cutting through scores of spikes that sought to impale him.

Lev flew back in the moment the boss landed and fired an overloaded slash its way. Lightning dug nearly a meter deep before exploding, blowing apart a tenth of its body.

Two more shields formed behind him as they blocked the wave of fire originating from the monster. Lev decided to keep the boss alive for last.

The smaller slimes all coordinated their attacks, but with four shields hovering in front of him and Stargazer constantly flashing, none of the spikes or bolts reached him. Two of the slimes glowed like the boss and released a concentrated jet of fire.

Lev simply powered through after enhancing the resilience of his armor, ignoring the searing heat. It was bearable and only resulted in first-degree burns. Those would heal.

Lighting split the first slime in two, disintegrating its crystal. Not paying the collapsing slime another glance, Lev focused on the remaining three.

Two more jets of fire sought to cook him alive. Both of them were blocked by his hovering shields as Lev himself dashed directly at the monsters. Finding the right angle, an overloaded slash cut through another slime crystal before landing on the slime behind it.

Two more notifications rang in his mind as Lev hastily dashed backward. The boss landed in front of him with a loud boom. Before he could press the attack, a tendril of slime extended from the boss and stabbed into the last slime.

In a blink, the other slime vanished into the boss. Lev let out an annoyed breath as the boss healed to its prime, but that also meant he could use his lances freely now to end the fight.

His shields blocked another beam as Lev flew in melee range, Stargazer raised to hack it to bits. The slime morphed as a thick tentacle emerged from its body. The appendage produced a small shockwave from its speed and weight as the slime sought to pulp him.

It collided with the haft of Stargazer, the weapon's durability enhancement flooded with mana, and sent him flying. His empowerment formation running at full power let him dodge as another tentacle appeared. Two of the shields shattered to block their assault as Lev powered through another wave of fire and got into close range again.

His glaive cut deep into the slimy body before he released an overcharged lightning slash inside. Unlike what he had hoped for, the monster reduced the density of its body to let the lightning slash exit from the other side, losing a bunch of body mass in the process but stopping the attack from exploding.

Lev tsked and veered to the right to dodge a fire beam and charged again. The boss slime was halfway to leaping in the air again, which forced Lev to release the charging fire slash earlier than expected.

It collided with the midair monster, blowing up another tenth of its body and disrupting its flight. Seeing the monster struggling to stay upright, Lev formed three lances and filled them with a combination of fire and lightning.

With a steadying breath to focus, he launched them at the reforming slime, carefully keeping them away from the thick crystal in the middle of its body.

Three bright explosions rang out in unison, blocking Lev's vision of the monster but the notifications told him they had done their job.

[

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 152]

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 150]

You have slain [Red Slime - Level 152]

You have slain [Red Slime Commander - Level 182]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 145

Mana Tempest has reached Level 146

Mana Tempest has reached Level 147

Colorful Destruction has reached 2nd Level 10

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 9

Rapid Infusion has reached 2nd Level 10

]

Lev couldn't hold back a snort after reading that. Did it really absorb the poor slime to increase its own level? Also damn, not a single level in the 3rd tier skills.

He quickly collected all the remaining crystals. Turns out the boss had left the last slime's crystal on the ground and only absorbed its body mass. The boss slime's crystal was big, nearly as large as his palm.

[

Mana Crystal - Condensed

Whole and undamaged. This crystal can be refined greatly and can be used in crafting.

]

With a shrug, he tossed it into his storage ring. The crystal seemed pretty valuable. Lev appeared outside the dungeon after a minute of waiting, getting a nod from the guard for solo clearing.

He was in no hurry to leave, though. Lev leaned in and asked in a low voice, "Hey, how often do red commanders show up in the dungeon?"

The guard's head snapped in his direction as she answered in a low tone, too. "Did you encounter one?"

Why is it always me?

Lev slowly nodded and summoned the crystal drop. "It dropped this. The boss was level 178."

She Identified the crystal, her face hardening in the process. Lev overrode her. "I can go report it for you. I was going to the guild anyway."

"That would be really helpful, thank you," she said and dipped her head.

"Can I get your name?"

"Shana."

Lev returned to windkeep in half an hour, not caring about saving mana any longer. Flight only cost a tiny bit more than his regeneration, anyway. He still had around 20% of his total remaining despite the intense fight.

On second thought, I should go look for Sherron. Why did I have to offer to help? Lev sighed. If I go report it in front of everyone, they will know it was related to me.

Showing the guards his hunter badge, Lev was allowed entry without any questions.

Where do I even begin looking for her?

Hunters Guild sounded promising, so that was where he began. Lev kept his mind peeled for any auras that stood out. Luckily, Sherron seemed to be present in the guild.

Lev passed through the hall and went upstairs to where Sherron seemed to be. His tracking led him to the guildmaster's room, which he was rightfully nervous to knock on.

Mustering his courage, he did anyway. It took several seconds before the doors opened by themselves, revealing Sherron talking to Hakim.

Right, I forgot he was here, too.

"Come on in," Hakim stared at him intently. "What is it this time?"

"It doesn't have to be something bad," Lev muttered, unhappy with how they both seemed to be expecting something negative.

Sherron didn't say anything and just gently patted him on the shoulder as he took a seat in front of Hakim. Lev played along, sniffling like a tormented housewife.

"That's enough," Hakim snapped. "You ought to be more serious during reports."

"Yes, sir," Lev said, summoning the crystal that dropped from a commander slime. "The guard in front of the dungeon seemed to be losing her marbles that a commander spawned in the slime dungeon. I offered to report in her stead."

"The silver dungeon to the west?"

"Yes."

Hakim went silent for a few seconds, his expression contemplative. "She's correct about commanders not showing up. Why did you tell her about this?"

"I didn't know if this was normal," Lev explained. "Before entering, she reminded me that the dungeon is meant to be easy for silver teams. That commander would easily kill most teams, so I had to ask."

"Did anyone else hear you?"

"I don't think so, no. We talked in a low voice, and she didn't seem like she would tell anyone."

"Good," Hakim nodded. "Is that all?"

"Yes sir," Lev replied and got up to leave. It took some self-control not to run out of the room and quickly get away from the imposing man.

**

Watching Lev almost stumble out of the office would never not be amusing, Sherron decided. He tried to mask it, but the sheer discomfort radiating off of him was obvious without even reading his aura.

"That's new," Hakim broke the silence. "We haven't had any instances of dungeon monsters becoming stronger just because of one person."

Sherron nodded. "If only his entering an instance makes them stronger, then it's not an issue. Or maybe he was just teleported to an instance with a commander already present, in which case it could be a boon. Less strong monsters during a break if he clears them."

Hakim let out a slow breath. "I see why my student is always worried about this boy. Merely eleven years of age, yet he's changing how we view the world already."

"I feel like you have gotten your worries mixed up," Sherron remarked. "One worries for Lev, and the other worries about the troubles he will cause."

"I worry for the boy too, of course."

"But can't ever treat him nicer," she tsked. "How hard can it be?"

"… I've forgotten how."

**

Next stop, whichever rich crafter's shop I can find. Never got to sell the spider cores either.

Getting directions from several people all pointed him in a single direction. Windkeep's market square was separated because of the sheer number of hunters present.

Lev passed hundreds of shops focusing on everything imaginable before getting to a store that looked high-end but was not a place that would require a membership.

He passed through the large door to see a kid manning the counter. Their eyes met, and the little boy ran off screaming before Lev could say anything.

… Is my mask that scary? I even washed my armor before returning to windkeep, so it can't be the smell.

"WHO GOES TH- oh, hello there."

The voice belonged to an old woman, one of the select few Lev had ever seen. Streaks of grey were visible on her head, a rare sight.

[Crafter - Level 212]

"Greetings," Lev dipped his head. "I am looking to commission a converter built into something to wear under armor."

"Sure, sure, the order can be dealt with later. Come, sit," she waved Lev to a padded bench present on the right. Lev gingerly sat down, not wanting to damage it because of his armor's weight.

"My, that is a piece of work. Which talented young man created something so beautiful?" she inquired about his armor.

"Alec," Lev replied, trying to keep the amusement out of his voice.

"Oh, that sweetheart?" Now, he was trying really hard not to cough. "I received some lessons from him a few centuries ago. How is he doing these days?"

"Busy, but well."

Lev didn't know why she expected him to know about Alec's condition, but he didn't see any harm in answering.

"That is good to hear," she smiled. "I'm sorry about little Kai. KAI! Come apologize to the lad."

The kid peeked from behind the door at the back. "Don't wanna."

"Don't be like that. Come."

Kai slowly shuffled forward, little fists clenched at his sides but eyes fixed on Lev's mask. Slowly, he mustered the courage to speak again.

"I… I'm sorry…"

The urge to hug the kid was strong, but that might've given him a heart attack.

"It's fine. I didn't mind."

"Good boy," the woman ruffled Kai's hair. "Now, hush. The adults are talking."

"So, what are you thinking of?"

"Your name," Lev sheepishly voiced.

She giggled. "I'm Dory, dear."

"I'm Lev. I was thinking of anything close to my skin so it can be worn under barrier armor. Gauntles over the armor have worked pretty well so far."

"Hmm," Dory rubbed her chin. "How do bracers sound? They will not be very durable, though the converter will be pretty good."

Lev thought about it. They would cover his wrist and arms and he couldn't see them disrupting his archery or fighting.

"If you can show me how they will look like beforehand, sure. I want to try a normal version on first."
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  Lev walked out of the store with a single bracer for his right arm. It snugly hugged his wrist and arm halfway to the elbow with an earth mana converter built into it. The leathery material was not meant to handle attacks and was useful for enchanting but that didn't matter. It was going to be under two armors and if something got through those, Lev would happily sacrifice the bracer for a chance to save his limb. He also bought five healing potions for one gold each, just in case.

Next stop was the merchants guild. It was situated close to the main gates and took nearly half an hour to get to. With his Perception pulled back to normal levels, that time passed in a blink.

Inside, Lev was greeted by a hall less crowded than he expected. He walked up to the receptionist near the entrance. He belatedly realized something, making him change his question.

"Hey, is there a bronze bids branch in windkeep?"

The bored man gave him a single nod, "Go straight and then left from the fountain square."

Lev thanked him and followed the directions. The bronze bids building was much the same, a small office building next to a large auction house. Entering, he was noticed by the woman manning the counter.

[Worker - Level 147]

"Welcome to bronze bids. I'm Skylar, How can I help you?" she greeted, eyeing his illusion armor.

Lev summoned his membership card and handed it to her.

"I see you're a regular member. Can I ask which branch you usually make use of?"

"Runespires. I've got a bunch of cores that I wish to sell."

She waved to the table. "Sure, let me see."

Lev started summoning the cores slowly. More than a hundred spider cores came out before he took out the three matriarch cores. Skylar was already doing mental calculations when she paused.

"That one is… rare. Can I inquire about the source?" she asked after seeing the condensed crystal.

"I would like to keep that to myself," Lev politely refused.

She nodded curtly. "These spider cores come out to one gold and fifty silver. The value is increased significantly because of your membership reducing our cut to almost nothing. The matriarch cores I can do for five golds. Troll commanders are rare, which increases their value quite a bit.

"The cores themselves are decent but nowhere near as good as what the price suggests. I can do three golds for that one. These impure crystals are valued at only slightly more than the spider cores individually. One gold for the entire lot. Lastly, the condensed crystal. The rarity alone pushes its value very high. If you're a crafter, I will recommend keeping it."

Hmm… Lev considered her words. I can just go and kill more commanders in the future, so selling it is whatever.

"I would like to sell it. What would it be priced at?"

"Nine golds is as high as I can go," Skylar mused. She looked at him as if expecting some haggling but Lev didn't care enough for another gold or two. His days of hunting for money were just starting.

"Sure," he casually agreed, causing her eyes to show a hint of exasperation. Skylar slowly summoned gold coins from her ring. Twenty gold coins slowly clattered onto the table, fifty silver higher than the agreed price.

Neither said a word about it as Lev stored the coins. He thanked her before taking his leave.

Valuables now sold, I can commission a really strong bow. But at the same time, I want to evolve the general skill into something that isn't reliant on my bow. Definitely gonna hold back on getting a new bow unless the skill refuses to evolve after even my best efforts.

He needed to regenerate his mana first, which would take nearly a full day. Seeing he had nothing to do, Lev headed to the park he had first sat down in.

It was noticeably emptier. The suns were close to setting already, and people were leaving as he entered.

Sitting down in the same corner as before, Lev settled in to watch his mana regenerate and loosed the hold on his Perception. The world instantly became noticeably slower, and so did his mana regeneration.

That was fine by him. He could observe the soothing process for longer that way.

**

Lev's meditation was interrupted after a few hours when he heard footsteps. The sound indicated that someone was heading his way.

Opening his eyes, he saw several kids observing from the distance while a girl was nervously making her way toward him. She was no older than six or seven years old and froze in place when Lev looked directly at her.

He wouldn't admit it out loud but seeing her so scared of him kind of hurt. Casually, Lev waved a hand and motioned for her to come sit next to him.

She walked up to him timidly and just stood there, unsure of what to do. Lev took the lead to try and ease her nerves.

"What's your name?"

"L-Lily."

"That's a sweet name," Lev replied with a smile audible in his words. "Are those your friends?" he nodded to the kids watching with bated breaths.

Lily quietly nodded, clutching her shirt tightly.

This isn't working, Lev thought with a mental sigh. Maybe giving her a reason to talk will let her ease up?

"Why don't you sit down?"

She sat down on the spot.

"Is my mask scary?"

"It is…" she said in a low voice.

"Hmm, is it really? I thought it looked cool," Lev mused, scratching his armored cheek.

"Cool?" she questioningly tilted her head.

"Cool as in good or fashionable, you know? Something to scare monsters and people without actually looking bad."

Her shoulders slumped a little as she giggled. "Why would you want to scare people? That's silly."

"But silly is fun," Lev pointed out and leaned in conspiratorially. "Don't tell that to my teachers."

She nodded seriously too, as if it was some great secret to be protected. "Why are you here alone? It has been so long since you last moved. We wanted to tell you that night has already come but…"

"Don't worry about that. I could tell."

"How can you know through the armor?" she questioned, confusion evident on her face.

Lev held up a finger and answered in a serious voice. "That's a secret. You should head home now, it is getting quite late."

"It was nice to meet you," Lily said with a wave as she got up to leave. She was instantly bombarded by questions from her friends. Lev tuned them out and returned to his silent meditation.

**

The first rays of sunshine woke him up from his trance. Lev found himself thoroughly refreshed, and he might've even fallen asleep once or twice. He marveled at he lack of any soreness or discomfort from sitting cross-legged for the entire night before thinking of his next steps.

There isn't much to do except practice with Stargazer and slowly increase my class and skill levels. Windkeep is supposed to have a lot of waves too, which is what I wanted to participate in. No doubt the next ones will be worse because of me.

Whatever plans the guild had to conquer the center of the plains, they were still years away at the minimum. Lev's crafting plans were all also locked behind the Master rank when his barriers would become permanent. So far, he hadn't needed to keep any constructs for long enough to hit the six hour time limit but that would probably change.

Getting up, he dusted his armor before making his way to the hunters guild. Since the guild was planning a large-scale operation, it would not hurt to participate. Dungeon clearing was already going to be his focus for the next few months if things didn't go wrong.

The hunters guild was as busy as ever as he entered. Lev hoped Hakim wouldn't show up behind him randomly. High level people were really good at that.

There were four large counters for different ranks, and Lev approached one of the two for Adepts. He was quite far behind in the line, so he observed the hunters present to pass the time.

Two teams stood out. One was really high level, with all five people over level 200. The second had four mages and a shield. The latter was fully dedicated to taunting and blocking attacks, which made sense with that composition. Lev just hoped at least one of them was an aura mage like the one from Alec's support squad. The team's prowess would shoot up severalfold with that addition.

The man behind the counter looked pretty impatient, so Lev made it quick. "How can I properly participate in the whole dungeon clearing efforts?"

"That depends on a lot of factors," came the quick reply.

Lev handed him his gold badge. "I'm solo."

"What type of dungeons are you willing to take on?"

"Whichever is available below level 175," Lev felt several people perk up after hearing that. "Is there a list?"

The man nodded. "There is. Give me a moment. Someone else will help you with this."

Half a minute later, the man returned with a clerk who looked at Lev curiously. "Follow me."

She led him to an office deeper inside the building, and Lev took a seat opposite to her.

"Ruman tells me you are a solo dungeoneer?" Lev nodded. "There are several dangerous silver dungeons that require gold or platinum teams to clear reliably. Do you think you can clear the less dangerous of those?"

Lev opened his mouth to reply when there was a knock on their door.

Here we go again…

Hakim entered shortly after, making the woman in front of him scramble to greet him. She stood up and bowed at the waist.

"We greet the Exalted."

Lev mimicked her. Hakim nodded once in acknowledgment and put a hand on Lev's shoulder, pushing him back down gently. The touch couldn't have been more awkward but Lev could tell what was going on.

"How many dungeons have you cleared so far?" Hakim glanced at him.

"Six, sir."

"All solo?"

"No sir, only 5. Four if the Runic Warlord's presence alone counts for a group."

"Good enough," Hakim remarked and looked at the tense woman behind the table. "Give him directions to the mistcrawler dungeon as well as the underground golem dungeon."

The woman gulped and hastily nodded. Satisfied, Hakim turned to Lev again. "Clear the golem dungeon three times. Do not hold back, they can kill even you easily. On your 10th dungeon, clear the mistcrawler dungeon as slowly as possible. That illusion armor will not hold a candle to their bladed arms, and your barrier armor will not do much better. Use your entire pool on every encounter if you have to. Dungeon instances last forever."

This is definitely for my dungeoneer title, Lev realized, enlightened. He nodded to show that he understood both his task and the gravity of the situation.

"I understand, sir."

Hakim nodded again, the epitome of seriousness. "Come see me if any complications arise."

With that, he marched out of the room with his ramrod gait and tense shoulders. Lev wondered if the man ever relaxed but it didn't seem like he did. Hakim's attempts at trying to be 'nicer' were also adorable. Lev would be caught dead before ever voicing that, though.

"Uhm," the woman coughed to get his attention. "Please take a look at this map."

Several minutes later, Lev was flying to the golem dungeon. It was a level 180 dungeon, meaning the boss would be level 200 or above. Dangerous as heck and perfect to tackle.

The golems were incredibly durable, with only a slight vulnerability to blunt damage. Lev was going to take his sweet time wearing them down with his arrows, lances, Stargazer, and gauntlets. With his new earth mana converters, he could also increase the weight of his armor at a small cost.

It was shaping up to be an interesting challenge. The directions took him to a clearly marked entrance to a cavern. Lev descended straight down and landed in front of the camp surrounding the portal.

It was empty.

I suppose that makes sense, Lev thought. The dungeon is cleared by a higher level team most of the time.

Lev walked up to the lone guard observing his approach. Just from his aura alone, he could deduce that the guard was a Master and incredibly bored.

[Warrior - ???]

"Can I enter?" Lev politely asked. The man just waved a hand. Lev went in.

The first thing that stood out was that there was no open sky above him. Lev found himself inside a cave that extended for hundreds of meters in front of him. The dark gray stone gave off an old aura of stability telling him that he was far underground. Everything was dimly illuminated by Monarch knows what. He wasn't going to complain.

No golems in sight.

Hakim had specifically warned him to take it slow. It would be stupid not to take his warning to heart. After making sure that the area surrounding the portal was truly safe, Lev made a chair and sat down.

His most used durability rune only worked when there was no other rune present on the enchanted object. That was great for now since the rune was highly efficient and scalable, but it simply could not be put on the chains because of the surface area coverage requirement.

To that end, Lev wanted to try something new and costly. Forming a long, thick linked chain, he started carving. Stone enhancement runes formed slowly on each link before a string of small connector runes joined them all in a large formation. Putting mana into it, Lev was prepared to wince but the formation turned out to be pretty efficient.

Connector runes were ideal for mana transfer because of their jobless nature. They just existed to join different runes with varying levels of length and effects. The effects were minimal at best, usually used for general things like whether willpower was included or not.

The enhancement ran through the entire length of the five meter long chain, covering every nook and cranny. Sherron had told him that the runes were not focused on raw durability but that wasn't what Lev was aiming for, to begin with. His shields, enchanted with the durability rune, were perfect for blocking attacks.

What he wanted was to use the chains for attacking. To do that, a large barrier ball formed at one end of the chain. Light as it was, it wouldn't truly be useful in combat without earth mana imbuing it.

The difference between Infusion and Imbuement was the utilization of different mana types. Infusion only stored the different mana types to be released later. The storage object received some passive effects from their presence, which Lev paired with all his projectiles.

Imbuement meant to expend mana and affect the storage container instead of simply storing mana. Like running an enchantment, materials could be directly imbued with different mana types.

The difference was like active and passive skills. One had to be actively applied.

Till now, Lev had no use for imbuement. Sure, fire imbuement would make his barriers very hot to the touch but an explosion from infusion was much more useful. Same for lightning mana. Instead of electrocuting everything his barriers touched, directly attacking with a large amount of lightning mana was much more effective.

Things changed with earth mana in the equation. Imbuing it increased both the durability and weight of his barriers with some negative effects. Edges became a little duller, and manipulating barriers also became much harder.

The latter was the main reason he had held off for so long. With his mana manipulation evolving and his class giving a direct boost to that aspect as well, Lev expected adding two heavy chains to his usual arsenal to be manageable.

Difficult, but manageable.

  

    
        Chapter 67

    
    
    
    
  With four shields and two enchanted chains floating behind him, Lev slowly glided forward. The last thing he wanted was to attract the attention of more than one golem before he even knew how they behaved.

Several hundred meters of flight later, Lev reached a bend. He could feel a presence behind the turn and only one of it.

Double-checking his armor formation, Lev continued forward with the four shields taking the lead. Heavy thuds announced the approach of the monster, and Lev's breath caught in his throat as its size registered.

A behemoth of stone rounded the corner, revealing an unholy combination of a horse and a centipede. It walked on eight legs, its head constantly scanning the caverns with its grotesquely long neck. Nearly four meters tall, Lev was having doubts about his ability to kill it.

[Centiquus Golem - Level 191]

Four monstrous slits for eyes trained on him, and Lev was suddenly scrambling back as fast as he could. All remaining thoughts of testing vanished then and there as a large stream of mana entered his earth converter bracers.

The enchantment on his chain was running on full power as Lev launched them forward. Earth mana constantly streamed into them, making them heavier while increasing their durability significantly.

Much of the earth mana coalesced into the large ball at the end of each chain, increasing the weight enough for him to struggle to manipulate them. The balls impacted the golem head-on, barely impeding its mad charge. A warbled cry washed over him.

Lev was instantly far warier as an aura of fear tried to pierce his mental defenses. Infusing his armor with earth mana, he dashed straight towards the mouth full of fangs ready to chomp him in two.

Stopping just ahead of the closing jaws, Lev empowered his armor to the limit and increased the weight of his gauntlets before punching its temple.

The golem's head rocked back as a loud boom reverberated through the cave. Both chains wrapped around its neck in an attempt to stop its movements. Lev's mind failed before the chains could even take hold as the monster charged forward without any visible difficulty.

Seeing that his manipulation was too weak to contend with the golem's physical strength, he changed his approach. Lev let the monster come in close range again. Its four back legs tensed, letting him dodge the golem's lunge and land another punch on the previous spot.

His efforts were rewarded with a cracking sound. Small fractures were now visible on its ugly head, meaning Lev could damage it with his current arsenal. Before the monster could turn around, both chains slammed into it at once. The golem stumbled back a step, then several more as Lev's fist cracked its head even further.

Bits of stone rained on the ground below. Lev flew forward to press his advantage when the stunned monster, only for it to let out an unholy screech that rattled his teeth even inside two armors.

His high Perception was the only thing that let him avoid the approaching rows of fangs and hastily make distance. Several precious seconds passed before Lev's vision stopped swimming. With an annoyed inhale, he charged forward again.

All four of his shields shot forward as the monster tried to bite him again. One by one, they lodged themselves between the golem's jaws. The monster thrashed to get rid of them but Lev kept them firmly in place and overloaded their durability runes to the limit.

The golem bit down, puncturing the shields with its teeth. That turned out to be the wrong move as Lev repaired the holes as best as he could so close to the monster's aura. Not wasting the chance afforded by its teeth getting stuck in the shields, Lev rained punches on its cracked head.

The damage slowly spread further. Both his chains struck the golem from the opposite side, pushing it back for Lev's fist to hit even faster. Overwhelmed by the pain, the monster veered to the side to try and crush Lev against the wall.

Dashing away just in time, only the golem's skull hit the cave wall with a resounding crash. Chunks of its face were blown off from the collision, thoroughly stunning the monster.

Lev darted back in, gauntlet charged with fire mana. The world turned bright in tune with his next attack, shattering the golem's head to bits.

[

You have slain [Centiquus Golem - Level 191]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 148

]

The golem's core was nestled deep inside its large head. Unharmed by the previous violence, it rolled to the ground. It was clean except for some dust and stone bits. The golem didn't seem to have a fleshy brain or anything similar to blood.

[

Centiquus Golem Core:

Exhibits minor properties of stone. Useful in crafting.

]

Oho? What do we have here?

Cores that exhibited certain properties were pretty rare before second-threshold monsters. Paints created by such cores improved the effectiveness of matching enchantments slightly, and directly channeling mana through them did the same.

If Lev were to use his current core to power his stone enhancement on the chains, they would receive a tiny boost in potency. The difference was nothing amazing, but at higher levels where every little bit mattered, such cores were compulsory.

He stored the core and thought back on the events of the fight. Getting hit with the screech was unexpected but the golem hadn't shown anything beyond its annoyingly high durability.

With his armor imbued with earth mana and the weight of his gauntlets raised to the maximum, Lev could easily beat trolls to a pulp. Yet the golem had easily taken several of his punches to the same spot, and Lev doubted the fight would've ended so quickly if it hadn't missed the last crushing lunge.

He certainly could've killed it much easier with his class skills, but there were two issues with that. Lev wasn't sure if the cave was sturdy enough to withstand explosions, though now he knew it was. The wall barely cracking from the golem's last attack was proof of that.

Secondly, he wanted to acquire a movement general skill. The best way to get one befitting his class and combat style was simply to practice against monsters. He wouldn't hesitate to go all out if things got too dangerous in the meantime, however.

His use of chains was also… shameful. There was no finesse involved. Lev had simply grabbed them and thrown them at the golem. To remedy that, he was going to take his time practicing. Even if throwing the heavy chains somehow worked, it was far from acceptable. Lev needed to make use of the ball's weight.

Quickly flying back to the portal, he grabbed the chain from its halfway point and tried the only method he knew of to use the balls.

Slowly, the chain started spinning in mid-air. Keeping the central point stationary was an entirely new exercise. The centripetal force generated by the heavy sphere was immense, to the point that Lev had to sit down and focus his all on the maneuver.

The chain sped up, and by now, the ball produced a horrible whirring sound in its passing as air parted violently from the sheer power packed into it. Lev was only now realizing how badly he had underutilized the chains before.

Minutes passed as Lev continued to spin the chain in a circle. He kept the earth mana imbued to a low level, otherwise his mind would surely be damaged from overreaching because of the weight. Keeping the chain in place was already using all his focus.

Hmm… While the ball will hit like a truck, it uses too much brainpower to manipulate properly.

He decided to change his approach. Instead of keeping it afloat, Lev grabbed the chain from the bottom half with his gauntlets. Tightening his grip, empowerment formation came alive as he spun the ball in a wide arc.

Physical strength and mental strength joined hands as the ball accelerated far beyond what he could manage with his mind alone. It hit the cave wall with a boom, sending shards of stone flying in every direction.

Whoops… ok, no cave-in, thankfully. Lev thought with a sigh of relief. This move is a double-edged sword if I've ever seen one. If I miss, I'll also be sent spinning while trying to get the stray chains under control.

Lev could adjust and correct the trajectory of the ball to a great extent, but things had a high chance to go wrong when monsters could dodge.

Wait, this could work.

Getting an idea, Lev dismissed all but an armlength of the chain and made a long barrier haft. That done, he attached the end of the chain to the haft.

Lev observed the improvised mace in his hands. It was missing spikes on the head, which could be remedied. The point was to make it heavy for maximum bludgeoning. With earth mana, Lev could reliably do that.

He also had a small rune for weight increase, though it was incredibly inefficient without a proper formation backing it up. The effects weren't anything to write home about either, so Lev ignored it for now.

The mace, which Lev was going to call Heavy Burden once he could permanently form it, was easily movable. The heavy head hanging by the chain followed without needing to mentally move it, which made things a lot easier.

Even better, he could increase its speed or stop it at will with a bit of mental gymnastics.

Satisfied with his new means of attack, Lev set out again. Since he knew how the golems operated somewhat well now, the plan was to include his other tools during melee fighting.

His slow advance proved to be fruitful when he noticed another golem rounding the same bend as before. The aura of the monster made him pause. It was noticeably stronger but not by too much.

[Centiquus Golem - Level 199]

Still doable without bombing it.

Eight arrows formed midair behind him as four of his shields floated by his side to meet the charging monster. Fire mana slowly streamed into the arrows, and four of them shot forward when the golem was only a few meters away.

The arrows impacted with a small delay between each shot, letting him know how quickly the monster was advancing and where its last position was. Going by that mental feedback, Lev's mace smashed into the side of its face like a descending meteor.

The sound of cracking was audible even through the flame. He didn't let up, firing another two arrows at its damaged face. Lev stopped at the last moment as fangs snapped shut inches away from him, barely avoiding being eaten alive.

He had only gotten one more hit in when a screech laced with mana blew him back, the sound somehow physically damaging his armor. Lev hastily repaired the damage and dodged the golem's lunge.

It smashed into the cavern wall, but unlike the previous golem, there was no visible damage on its skull.

Eight more arrows formed behind him, and a mix of lightning and fire infused them. Lev patiently waited for the golem to make the next move, shrugging off an aura of fear stemming from the monster. It was a nuisance at best with his calm mental state.

He didn't have to wait long. The monster turned around and screeched again but the distance prevented any physical damage. Arrows too fast to dodge hit the damaged part of its face in pairs, slightly widening the cracks with their electric explosions.

Undeterred, the golem continued to charge the flying human. Insanity dominated its thought as it lunged to bite Lev again, who dashed to the right at the last second.

Earth mana imbued his mace and armor as the weight of his gauntlet increased to its limit. Spinning a full circle, Lev's mace flew in an arc as a blur and impacted the monster's chin with a deafening crash.

Wide cracks spread on the golem's head as it rocked upward, while similar cracks appeared on his mace from the sheer rebound. Lev slowly repaired the weapon as an overloaded arrow lodged itself between the cracks on the monster's head.

The resulting explosion blew up a large portion of it, signifying the end of the fight.

[

You have slain [Centiquus Golem - Level 199]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 149

]

There were no more notifications. Lev was prepared to be disappointed for a long while. Turning his archery skill into something that didn't require a bow was bound to take a long time, even before Master, where obtaining and changing general skills was much easier.

The core was amongst the rubble of its half-destroyed, half-cracked head. It was still whole, which was a positive. Lev stored it in his ring and replayed the fight in his head.

His mana usage was low. Just over 5% had been used on that arrow spam, and imbuing his armor and mace was mostly covered by his regeneration. Overall, it had used less than a tenth of his total.

The monster's movements were also simple enough to track. The effects of his superior senses skill were showing itself. Lev could, to some extent, track the monster even while it was hidden by explosions. It was a mix of all his senses giving more accurate feedback.

Other than that, the encounter required even less mana than the previous one. His arrows were extremely efficient by now. Boosted by Colorful Destruction, even a small amount of mana did a lot of damage. Still, he didn't feel any clues about how to evolve the nature of his general skill. That would hopefully change in time.

His arcane brawling skill, though, was slowly mellowing out. That made Lev pretty excited. Just a single evolution would greatly improve his fighting capabilities.

Which means I have to keep smacking these golems for the next week. Or perhaps even weeks. Hakim wouldn't have sent me here if I didn't need to give it my all.

Lev settled down to wait for his mana to regenerate. It would take a while for his pool to be topped off, which also let him consider his next steps in silence.

  

    
        Chapter 68

    
    
    
    
  When his mana tipped over 95%, Lev was already looking for the next golem. Only centiquus golems had shown themselves so far but Lev was expecting several more variants.

Head on a swivel and Perception stretched to the limit, he slowly glided forward. Crossing the bend had just revealed another long cave without an end in sight.

For half an hour, Lev just kept moving forward. The cave looked natural, and there were no signs or scars of battle to warn him. Only a very slight rumbling saved his hide as he yanked himself back as hard as he could.

Something exited the ceiling just above where he was a second before. Lev was able to observe a large maw filled with several rows of serrated teeth for a split second. There was no time to attack as it burrowed into the stone ground, the dozen-meter-long thick body following behind, leaving a gaping hole in the wall.

[Burrower Golem - Level 200]

Lev didn't have to think of his strategy for long. A ball the size of his head formed in front of him as he dumped a large stream of mana into the fire converter gauntlet.

The ball slowly turned red and orange as the fire mana infused it. It became brighter and brighter as Lev waited patiently for the golem to attack again. The signs were more obvious this time, starting with a nearly imperceptible rumbling. Knowing it was coming, he overloaded his armor and empowerment formation for one decisive movement.

The moment the burrower broke through the wall to his left, Lev darted back and threw the vibrating ball into its maw. Due to the innate durability of his barriers, the ball didn't instantly explode after falling out of his control inside the monster's mouth. The burrower dug into the right wall due to all its momentum and vanished out of sight.

Several seconds passed before the cave shook. The tremors were distinctly different, more all-encompassing, and intense.

[

You have slain [Burrower Golem - Level 200]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 150

You have earned the title: Hunter

Hunter:

Through unique circumstances, you have become a gold hunter of the guild. It is proof of your dedication and drive to advance even further.

+5 to all attributes.

]

Why, thank you. I was wondering why I haven't gotten the title yet.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 150

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps II, Solo Dungeoneer, Hunter

Attributes:

Strength: 95

Dexterity: 95

Constitution: 275

Intelligence: 340

Wisdom: 400

Perception: 275

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 1

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 2

Colorful Destruction - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Armor - 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses - 3rd Level 3

Rapid Infusion - 2nd Level 10

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 1

Mage Conduit - 3rd Level 2

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 8

Identify

Arcane Brawling - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 2

Wanderer's Repository - Level 2

Mana Slash - 2nd Level 10

]

Sweet, sweet Wisdom, Lev smiled. He could do almost double what he had done against that orc general on his way to runespires with the amount of mana he had now. That was before even his improved skills came into play.

The core from the burrower was mostly likely reduced to bits, so he backtracked and waited for his mana to regenerate again. 15% of it had been infused into the ball, and the final amount was reduced significantly because of the converter's efficiency.

With the burrower added into the mix, I need to keep an eye on even more things now, Lev thought, ready to move again. With his Perception held back, time passed way too quickly. It was slightly unnerving but Lev was trying his best to get used to it. It was the new norm.

Lev advanced much the same, killing two more Centiquus golems without much trouble, netting him another level, before something new showed up.

[Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

[Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

Lev paused. Seeing two flying humanoids would do that to most people, but he was more taken aback by their faces. Four horizontal eyes adorned their monstrous skulls, their red color matching the two horns atop their heads. Both those features stood out on its winged, light brown body, giving it a menacing look that made Lev hesitate to tackle two at once.

Still, there was little chance of separating them. Lev summoned Stargazer and filled her blade with lightning mana. The gargoyles noticed the mana usage instantly, and Lev opened fire with a barrage of ten fire arrows.

Most of them were dodged, only three finding their mark. One of the stone beings was halted by two explosions from overcharged arrows, while Lev met the other in melee.

Claws met barrier blade, neither giving way. The clash produced a loud shockwave as Lev battled for physical supremacy. He might as well be pushing against a wall with how much it budged.

Same for the gargoyle, Lev noted and grinned, ignoring the large stream of mana overloading his armor, powering the formation, mentally manipulating the barrier blade to make it faster, and the physical strength added on top.

He had to back off when the second gargoyle reached him. Lev had ignored it in favor of testing his physical strength against both of the monster's claws at once. Darting back, more arrows formed behind him as the monsters charged as one.

Lev prioritized dealing with one of them, launching all his arrows rapidly at the left monster. A series of explosions and impacts held it back while Lev advanced on the lone monster in front of him. Leaning back to avoid its slashing claws, Stargazer sought to pierce its body. One of the wings blocked it as the monster sacrificed its flight to prevent a fatal wound.

Lev didn't let the chance go, firing an overloaded lightning slash at the wobbling monster. The effects were disappointingly weak but the element still locked up the monster for a precious second. Lev aimed at the long, charred scar from the lightning slash as Stargazer flew down in an arc.

With mana flooding all its enchantment, stone eventually gave way. The blade bit several inches deep, eliciting a roar of pain from the monster. The sound, just like the centiquus golems, tried to damage his armor but it was noticeably weaker.

While Lev trained his budding melee skills against the gargoyle, he kept half an eye on the second bombarded monster. It was cracked in several places, meaning blunt explosive damage was quite effective, and was struggling to stay afloat with pieces of clay or stone flaking off.

For over a minute, the monster mindlessly met Stargazer after every exchange. With his high Perception, Lev was starting to notice how the monster's body twitched before making a move. It was supremely difficult to focus on those details mid-fight, but he had his enhanced senses to manage it.

When it charged again, Stargazer was already infused with fire mana and imbued with earth mana. Lev swung the glaive with all his might, hitting the gargoyle's neck with a deafening crack, before the fire mana was released in a point-blank slash.

Ignoring the notification, he charged Stargazer in the same way again before ending the barely surviving second monster. Poor thing had been constantly hit with arrow after arrow.

Lev had even reduced the amount of fire mana in his barrage to keep it alive for later.

[

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 152

]

Only 25% mana used in one fight despite the wasteful training. Not bad, Lev nodded to himself, noting the increased requirement for leveling. Granted, the fight was easy and straightforward, but the monsters were both nearly 50 levels higher than him.

Guess getting to Master will take a long time.

That didn't bother him, though. Even if increasing his skill levels was not as important as evolving, it would still improve his evolution slightly.

The cores of the monsters were in their chests, which he was grateful for. Their heads had been decimated in the last explosive attacks. Lev identified them after digging them out of the corpses.

[

Clay Gargoyle Core - Weakened

Exhibits minor properties of body enhancement. Useful in crafting

]

Weakened? Like the spider matriarch? This kind of confirms that it was the monster that was weakened and not the cores.

However mighty the monsters were in their prime state, Lev didn't want to know. That was a task for future Lev, who was also strong enough to deal with them.

He sat down to wait again. Since he now knew that they were weak to blunt damage, he would fight them with a mace instead. The only reason he had started with Stargazer was to have the option of Mana Slash in case the gargoyles ended up too strong.

Several hours passed before his mana was topped off. Lev recreated his mace and enchanted it with stone enhancement before advancing.

His caution was once again rewarded when he felt three different auras up ahead. Lev was still over a kilometer away, unable to pierce through the darkness in the distance. The best he could deduce from so far away was that there were two gargoyles and another centiquus golem.

Tricky, especially with the sound attack added into the mix. Seems like fighting only in melee is not an option anymore.

With a full pool, he stalked forward to confirm his earlier guesses. In the distance were two gargoyles standing on two stone pillars with a centiquus golem in between.

The latter was noticeably larger than the previous such golems he had fought before, but he couldn't Identify it from so far away.

Welp, no choice but to use my class skills for this one.

Four lances formed behind him, instantly drawing the attention of the monsters with high sensitivity to mana. Fire mana streamed into the projectiles as they shot forward one by one. The Centiquus golem was enveloped by flames and momentarily stunned as the gargoyles shot forward, ready to pulp him to paste.

Lev met them head-on. His mace smashed away the first gargoyle's outstretched arm while two arrows exploded in the second's face. Not giving them any quarter, Lev dashed in and swung his mace sideways, striking it into the cave wall hard enough for large cracks to spread on it.

He glanced at the Centiquus golem to note its position only to find it mere meters away from him.

Fast-

Only yanking himself away with all his might saved him from a sure death. Now that the golem was closer, Lev could feel just how much stronger it was compared to the previous one.

No thoughts of saving mana remained in his head. Stargazer appeared in his hand as four fire lances formed around him. Two of them hit the turning Centiquus' face as Lev himself advanced on the gargoyle he had engaged first.

The remaining two lances impacted the second gargoyle, blowing it apart.

The first met the same fate after a few seconds as a fire slash shattered its damaged neck.

Lev squared off against the final adversary charging him again. Despite landing four lances on its head, he only had surface level cracks to show for his efforts.

[Centiquus Guard - Level 222]

No wonder, Lev thought, eyes grave. Just throwing mana at it might not be enough. Let's see what I can do.

Flying backward in a straight line, Lev waited till the charging golem was close enough before launching an overloaded fire slash at its face. The golem barreled through, ignoring the flames and additional damage to its head.

Lev's heavy gauntlet was waiting for it. The fist landed with a thunderous crack before a large amount of lightning mana was released at point blank, stunning the monster for a precious second.

He didn't press his advantage and backed off. The monster instantly tried to eat him alive after finding its bearings. Instead of Lev, it found a ball filled to the brim with fire mana.

Lev commanded it to explode just when the monster was about to close its mouth around the ball, maximizing the damage without losing control over it and risking the ball being spat out. The cavern shone bright as bits and chunks of stone flew in every direction, yet there was no notification.

Lev wasn't betting on that attack to kill it either. With earth mana imbuing Stargazer, he dashed in before the fire cleared. The golem was thrashing around in pain and anger, the former from the rows of fangs missing in its half-intact mouth.

He couldn't find it in himself to feel bad about it. Flying up close, Lev swung Stargazer in an overhead chop. More bits and pieces of stone flew into the air but the fire slash coming out from the same attack finally put the golem down for good.

[

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 199]

You have slain [Clay Gargoyle - Level 198]

You have slain [Centiquus Guard - Level 222]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 153

Mana Tempest has reached Level 154

]

Still no levels in the third rank? Lev thought with a frown. His current fighting style used all of his passive skills constantly. It made him wonder how people could ever reach the fifth rank with such slow leveling.

He harvested the cores while his mind wandered. The last golem had not used its sound attack for some reason. Either guards didn't have one, or Lev hadn't given it the chance to use it.

Whichever the case, he put it out of his mind and backtracked. When he felt he was far enough, Lev settled down to meditate and regenerate his half depleted mana pool.
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  Much of the dungeon passed with Lev smashing golems with growing ease. Things got a little dicey when he had to deal with two guards and two gargoyles at once, but he pulled out all the stops at that point.

Dozens of arrows put down the gargoles well before they could reach him. For the guards, Lev decided to dual wield Stargazer and his mace. Whenever both of them got close, he launched mana slashes to keep one occupied while smashing in the head of the other. His movements were awkward and inefficient but the amount of mana he used made up for it.

Lev was currently waiting for his mana to regenerate again a large distance away from the recent corpses. Counting his cores, he had killed a total of 23 golems so far.

How long has it been since I started? Lev wondered. There was no way to track time under the countless tones of stone. Doing some mental calculations, he realized it had at least been three days.

The boss monster has to be coming up soon.

Slowly advancing, the cave opened up into a large cavern. It was only a quarter the size of the final cavern he had trained with Drakys in. The other end and ceiling were visible far into the distance, and so were all the monsters occupying the cavern.

These monsters were similar to gargoyles except their skin looked more like kobolds with cracks running through it. Their color too, was much darker, a dark grey with hints of blue.

Lev's attention however, was occupied by only one of them. With four large and sharp wings, it constantly surveyed the cavern several dozen meters above ground. The other two dozen monsters in comparison, were simply loitering around with hollow eyes.

Of course I have to meet a commander of a monster that I've never heard of. Marvelous, Lev exhaled in exasperation while backtracking. Sniping them from afar seems like the safest option if things go wrong. If they're not that dangerous, I can leave some alive to practice against.

With a rudimentary plan ready, he spent a few more minutes considering his next actions. Since dungeon monsters were sensitive to mana usage, Lev would only have a little time to prepare everything.

Four enchanted shields to block their attacks. I'll use my bow for the commander if needs be.

In a single second, four shields enchanted with durability formed in front of him as Lev flew out into the cavern. Contrary to his expectations, they all screeched but none of them charged him.

Wary, Lev slowly trickled mana into all his movement related abilities and ascended higher and away while he Identified them.

[Imp Commander - Level 189]

[Imp - Level 161]

[Imp - Level 162]

…

Mana suddenly coalesced in the palms of each imp, and Lev found himself bracing against more than two dozen fireballs.

He darted to the side to avoid as many as he could. The shields followed, their movement crisp due to the mana flooding them. Over 10 fireballs landed on the floating shields at once, blowing them away yet the fireballs all failed to even crack their surface.

Lev had no time to rejoice. Stargazer in hand and charged to the brim, he tensed all his muscles and swung in a horizontal arc. The explosion from the previous attacks had yet to clear when his glaive met the commander's claws in the dispersing flames.

The clash blew the fires away, revealing a large wing aiming to amputate his right arm. Mana reinforced his armor to the limit yet the wing still cut through the barrier armor, before stopping dead on the illusion armor.

Holy shit, the thought echoed in Lev's head as he disengaged, surprised at the near-loss of his arm. The rest of the monsters were about to reach him too, which was not ideal.

Dozens of arrows formed behind him as he made distance, each filled with a combination of lightning and fire mana. Gradually yet as fast as he could, he launched them at the chasing monsters.

Some of them were dodged but most of them found their mark because of the sheer speed of his projectiles. Seven imps dropped to the ground from the explosions and lightning electrocuting them, yet Lev only received two notifications.

More arrows found their mark on the slow monsters without any further kills before the commander was on him again. Lev was wary of the monster's glowing claws, and his hunch was proven right when three incredibly sharp slashes of fire mana flew at him from up close.

Two shields were cut in twain by them as before Lev blocked them completely with the haft of Stargazer. The glaive held up admirably without even a single scratch.

Lev went on the offensive this time, firing an overloaded lightning slash at the monster lunging at him. The attack landed with a loud crackling explosion, and Lev descended on the falling stunned monster before any of the other imps reached him.

Stargazer bit into the commander's neck, digging several inches deep into its stone-like body. Lev released another slash inside its neck with great difficulty, losing visual on the monster in the explosive process.

Any further attempts to capitalize halted when three fireballs landed on his reinforced armor. Lev didn't have time to stabilize himself when several imps grabbed him with their clawed hands.

One of them tried to bite his arm but Lev imbued his armor with lightning, stunning all of them in the process as his mana manipulation guided all the lightning mana towards their hands.

Stargazer flashed, and three heads flew from shoulders. Arrows and two new enchanted shields formed behind him as Lev flew close to the cavern's wall. Fireballs flew at him, all of them blocked by his shields, before more imps came close.

Since the commander was still far below and slowly getting up, Lev focused his all on the ensuing melee. Aerial combat against so many enemies was an entirely new experience for him.

With the extreme freedom of movement, Lev danced around the monsters with his vastly superior speed. When they got close enough to grab him, he simply imbued lightning in his armor and disposed of the stunned monster.

Their durability was considerably higher than most monsters of their level but that was not an issue when he could simply smack them in the path of his arrows. Where Stargazer failed to cut deep, his arrows were much more effective at shattering their damaged bodies.

Most of the imps had fallen when the commander reached him much earlier than expected. Lev failed to notice the fire mana imbuing the monster's wings in time, only barely avoiding a collision at the last moment.

Preoccupied with dodging, a large overcharged fireball flew up from underneath and hit him head-on.

Lev's world turned into a world of pain and heat as the explosion engulfed him, searing his skin and hair but not much beyond that. His armors both strained but held against the blast, the only things that saved his life.

A fierce kick from behind launched him toward the ground. Lev was prepared for that, and several arrows hidden by the flames of the explosion launched themselves at the commander before it had any time to react.

[

You have slain [Imp Commander - Level 189

]

Hehe, idiot.

Pain was easy to deal with, at least for him. The rest of the imps faltered, giving up on any ranged attacks as they all charged at him, frothing at the mouth from unbridled rage and insanity. Lev righted himself mid-air and turned to face the monsters. Three large lighting slashes put an end to them all.

Breathing heavily, Lev inspected his body. The burns would heal easily, but the pain in his flesh and bones from mana overuse would remain for a while. It didn't help that Lev could feel that the next encounter was against something much stronger.

Storing the illusion armor into his ring, Lev pulled out a healing potion and drank it. The effects showed themselves after a few seconds, and they were just as intense as the first time. He didn't even know how many places his body was bruised or damaged in before the potion started healing them all.

Minutes passed in silent torture before he felt hale and whole again.

That sucked, Lev concluded. But at least the burning from mana overuse is gone.

Just one gold for such a potent potion was definitely a wise decision, Lev thought. No doubt the mistcrawler dungeon was going to be much scarier than the current dungeon. The potions would be monumental there.

Checking his mana, it was surprisingly still over 60%. The constant increase in his Wisdom attribute was doing wonders for his fighting capabilities.

[

You have slain [Imp - Level 155]

You have slain [Imp - Level 156]

…

You have slain [Imp Commander - Level 189]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 155

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 9

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 1

]

The new 3rd rank provided no new bonuses. Disappointing, but expected.

Imp cores turned out to be mundane monster cores. Decent for practice and Classer equipment, but nothing anyone would use in creation for equipment lives depended on.

Lev harvested them all nonetheless. The market for cores was extremely large, and he had only scratched the surface so far.

Hours passed as Lev meditated in the cave several minutes away from the imp cavern. His mind replayed all the fights he had won in the dungeon so far, finding all his flaws and shortcomings to focus on.

None of that would be helpful in the boss fight, though. Lev planned to go in guns blazing and end it as quickly as possible. If the difficulty of the dungeon so far was any indication, Lev simply could not win without cheating with his insane mana pool.

Strangely enough, he could only sense an aura up ahead without being able to measure its strength. It was stronger than him for sure, but nothing beyond that was decipherable.

With four shields, heavy mace filled with earth mana to be imbued at any moment, Stargazer, and all enchantments double-checked, Lev slowly glided deeper into the dungeon.

Nothing attacked him for a long while. He remained tense and prepared for anything unexpected but he only had frayed nerves to show for it. The boss monster's aura was still the same, somewhere far ahead and stationary.

I think I should turn back… The thought wormed its way to the surface of his mind. Lev stopped and gave it some serious consideration.

Monster auras, at a level similar to his, were nowhere near strong enough to be felt from so far away. Lev could only come up with a singular explanation for it, and that was the aura being spread through the stone surrounding him. That was rare, enough so that Lev had never heard of it, but there was no other explanation in a level 180 dungeon.

That already told him about how difficult the fight was going to be. Only, Lev refused to head back.

From the very start, he had an incessant desire to become stronger. There was no rhyme or reason to it, only an itch that could never be fully scratched.

That same itch was acting up again. Just from that alone, Lev now knew something was very wrong with the instance from the start. Being level 180, most monsters would be at most 10 to 15 levels higher.

That was common knowledge that would've applied here too if Hakim hadn't specifically told him to clear the dungeon. Lev had concluded that levels were simply higher because the golem dungeon always acted oddly.

That belief was currently being challenged. Hakim would never send Lev to his death, and the monster up ahead felt like it could very much kill him.

If worst comes to worst, I'll fly all the way back to the portal.

To prepare for that possibility, Lev backtracked all the way quickly and formed over four dozen enchanted shields and chains at different intervals. No point in taking any chances if it came down to fleeing.

There was nothing else he could do. Leaving infused mana behind would just damage the container and eventually break free or dissolve into ambient mana.

Steeling his resolve, Lev flew forward to challenge the boss. The cave changed slowly, going from dark gray stone to bright ivory over time. By the time he reached an opening, everything was illuminated by dimly shining ivory walls.

Lev was observing the large cavern, smaller than the imp cavern, when the boss's aura spiked. All thoughts of fighting evaporated but before he could even turn around, the cave entrance was filled in with ivory stone, blocking his only chance to escape death.

Slowly, limbs shaking from fear and panic, Lev gazed at the humanoid face that had emerged from the cavern wall opposite him. It had appeared soundlessly without a single trace of mana. The only indication was the sudden increase in intensity of its aura, something Lev's mind was still struggling to comprehend.

This is a level 180 dungeon… The thought was shaky in his head, yet the situation was begged to differ. The boss monster, at most, should've been level 225. That was how dungeons worked, and how they should've worked for him too. And yet…

[?? - ???]

… I suppose running into something too strong was inevitable with all my overconfidence, Lev thought with a nervous, shaky grin. There was no turning back now.
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  Stargazer and Lev's armor were overloaded to the limit as both he and the monster stared each other down.

There was no intelligence in its gaze, only a deep well of insanity hidden behind a calm facade that sent shivers down Lev's spine.

The monster opened its mouth, the movement faster than Lev could react, and screamed. He didn't even get a chance to defend himself with his shields as the sound overwhelmed all his senses.

Lev didn't realize when he hit the ground. Telling up from down became an impossible task, yet his mind stubbornly continued to power his armor. That was the only thing that saved his skin as a boulder crashed into his left arm.

A wail of agony escaped Lev's lips as he felt the bones in his arm crack, but the pain brought him out of the dazed state.

When he looked up, several more boulders were rushing at him. His shields sacrificed themselves to stop the nearest one as Lev darted away, barely avoiding the ivory blurs of death. The speed of the attacks was barely trackable for even his high Perception.

Where is it… Lev's gaze darted everywhere. The monster was nowhere to be seen, even above or below him.

Senses strained to the limit; Lev still couldn't sense the moment a pillar of stone erupted from right behind him. It hit him with the force of a train, shattering his barrier armor and sending him hurtling through the air.

The illusion armor held, but several of Lev's bones almost didn't. Cracks spread through his ribcage as he righted himself in the middle of the cavern. Ignoring the pain wracking his body and the cold sweat flowing down his back from the class call, Lev floated in the center of the cavern with his eyes peeled as his armor and shields reformed.

There-

An echoing screech washed over him again from a small opening in the cavern's ceiling, rattling his teeth and organs. Knowing what to expect, Lev was able to brace himself better against the sonic attack.

That did nothing to save him from the next barrage of boulders though. They came from all sides, intending to turn him into a bloody smear. Lev dashed to what he perceived as the only opening, only to run into the monster standing there in all its sculpted glory.

With ivory skin, two horns, and four red, slitted vertical eyes, it was nearly two meters in height, considerably taller than Lev in his illusion armor, and ready to launch another sound attack at him.

He didn't slow down. Stargazer raised and overloaded with lightning mana, Lev swung it down and released the strongest mana slash he ever had.

It reached the monster in a blink, but a boulder reached him much the same. He only had a single instant to empower his armor to the limit as the boulder collided with him head-on. Lev felt the air being pushed out of his lungs as the barrier armor shattered and the illusion armor caved in, further damaging his chest and ribs.

Pain and lack of air were all Lev could perceive as he rolled on the ground for dozens of meters. He didn't even get a chance to get up as the boss descended on him.

Lev dodged at the last second, barely avoiding getting skewered by a jagged stone spike for an arm. It hit his cracked left arm still, breaking it in the process. He couldn't have cared less and abruptly charged the unsuspecting monster.

His right fist connected with its face as a huge amount of lightning mana was released from his gauntlet. The cavern was shrouded in bright flames but Lev was already charging forward, knowing this was his only chance.

The boss was nowhere to be found, however. When the flames cleared, there was only blackened stone in its wake. Not a single indent in the floor marked where it may have entered the stone from.

More than a fourth of my mana gone, Lev thought while ascending, constantly spinning around to detect the monster. The extent of damage remained to be seen but he was confident that even the boss wouldn't remain unscathed from such an attack.

His theory was proven correct when the boss emerged from the ceiling. Half of its face was slightly cracked and burnt, and a long gash ran down its body from the previous slash. The previous calm persona was nowhere to be seen as it stared at Lev with open hatred, no longer playing with its prey.

Lev gulped. The monster's aura was much stronger all of a sudden, and he knew the time to make or break it was near, but at least the downtime let him recreate the empowerment formation on his newly summoned armor.

Dozens of arrows formed around Lev just as several-meter-long stone pillars emerged from the ivory cavern's ceiling and hurled themselves at him.

He weaved between them to the best of his ability, blowing up any he couldn't dodge with fire arrows. His mana steadily dwindled as the stone boulders joined into the mix while the boss seamlessly sunk into the ground without any sound, mana, or visual indication.

This can't go on, Lev concluded, eyes desperately darting around to find the boss again. It has more mana than me, for sure.

Since it was not willing to show itself, Lev fired arrows randomly in every direction in an attempt to lure it out. Several boulders flew at him from below, but before he could dodge, another screech stunned him in place.

With not enough time to move out of the way, Lev crossed his arms in front of him. Sacrificing his arms was the only option when the alternative was death.

Boulder after boulder slammed into him, yet Lev continued to imbue earth mana into his armor. It cracked with every impact but he repaired it before the next.

He eventually crashed into the cavern ceiling and formed two shields in front of him to block the last boulder. It barreled through both of them before hitting Lev's mangled and broken arms, eliciting a groan of pain and pushing him deeper into the ceiling, where he remained stuck.

Where… where is it…

Blinking through the tears and pushing the excruciating pain to the back of his mind, Lev kept his eyes open for the boss that would no doubt rush in. Lightning streamed into his gauntlet, the weapon now holding more than 15% of his total pool, while he waited patiently.

The boss didn't disappoint as it emerged from his right, fangs bared to bite his face off. Lev thrust his broken right arm forward into its mouth with a scream of agony, grabbed its long, stone tongue, and released all the stored mana down its throat.

A howling screech crashed into him with enough intensity to blow the surrounding stone to dust, dislodging him from the ceiling. Lev's consciousness flickered as the monster vanished again but he knew it was far from dead.

The same couldn't be said about him. Ribs cracked, arms shattered, body and mind in a world of pain, Lev could barely even move after crashing on the floor. Adrenaline kept the liquid fire coursing through his nerves at bay as he looked for Stargazer.

She was resting on the ground ways off, and he darted toward her before the monster could bury the glaive underground. A concentrated jet of sound slammed into him the moment his hands gripped Stargazer's haft, sending him flying into the distant wall again.

Several stone pillars followed, and Lev barely avoided them by flying out of the way to his right. The boss was waiting for him there. Its clawed fist crashed into Lev's face with a crack as the barrier armor almost shattered again.

The monster tried to pull back but Lev was gripping the arm as tightly as he could with his right hand. Grinning a bloody smile, he released another huge chunk of lightning mana through the gauntlet.

Lev didn't let up this time. Every single movement sent ripples of agony reverberating through his entire body but he still charged the momentarily stunned monster with Stargazer.

The glaive crashed into the boss' raised arms, effectively blocking most of the next lightning slash. Lev pressed the attack, forming and firing tens of fire arrows while it tried to make distance.

With a burst of mana, he swung his glave to cleave its neck but the monster vanished into the ground in the nick of time.

He screamed in frustration at his inability to kill the monster. The boss screamed back, not in an attack but to convey its bloodlust and insanity.

"COME THEN," Lev shouted, a manic giggle escaping his lips. "WHY IS IT SO HARD TO PUT DOWN A HUMAN 100 LEVELS BELOW YOU?"

Mana noticeably coalesced in the ceiling for the first time throughout the entire fight. Lev instinctively swallowed. Death was taking form up above, yet he was no closer to finding a way to kill the boss.

Waves of boulders, pillars, and spikes came through the ceiling in a final large attack to end him. Lev removed the enhancement formation from his armor in the meantime and enchanted it with a durability rune.

When his Perception slowed down to a crawl, Lev knew this was the last chance to make a difference. Three huge boulders were falling down above him side by side in slow motion, blocking his view of the ceiling.

The whereabouts of the boss were unknown. Lev hastily scanned his surroundings, yet it was still nowhere to be seen. He had to give up as the massively slowed second was coming to an end.

Out of options, he let out a sigh of resignation and prepared to launch a massive fire slash above him. There was nothing else he could do except try to prevent being turned to paste.

Halfway through the motion, a face emerged from the centermost boulder, lips parted to let out a sonic attack.

The fire slash and concentrated sound attack clashed in that slowed instant, neither giving way at first before fire mana overwhelmed the opposition. Weakened, it powered on and smashed directly into the monster's head.

Lev couldn't observe the aftermath as the explosion sent him flying in the path of the descending stone barrage. Without the empowerment formation, Lev tried his best to dodge and weave but a pillar of stone grazed his left leg.

The speed from the falling projectile alone shattered his thigh and ruined all attempts at dodging further.

Dome after dome of barrier formed in layers over him as Lev gave up on flying through the descending attacks. He finished the construct with a large durability rune on its surface and sent a large stream of mana into it.

Two boulders crashed and shattered on the dome before a pillar pierced through. Time seemed to slow down as Lev watched it slowly move forward before he closed his eyes and accepted his fate.

…

Taking a peek, the pillar had stopped mere inches from his face. Lev didn't waste a moment and dismissed the dome and flew up and out, and not a moment too soon.

Cracked claws swam through the surface, missing his side by a hair's breadth. The monster let out an unholy screech overloaded with mana, but Lev was beyond caring as he descended.

Blood streamed down the sides of his face as his ears ruptured, doing nothing to stop his mad scramble on the ground. The boss was faring no better, meeting his charge without any semblance of strategy.

Stargazer in hand, Lev slapped away its first swing before a stone pillar slammed into him from behind and pushed him into the waiting punch of the boss.

The barrier armor survived its much weaker physical assault but the monster paused as the lightning mana imbued in the armor jolted it.

Lev's gauntlet found its face without wasting a moment, sending shards of stone flying as the monster's head deformed further. Fire followed, blowing it back in an explosion.

Stargazer flashed in an arc as a lightning slash flew out of its blade. A stone wall rose from the ground and blocked it, and stone pillars collided with the lightning lances flying at the monster from behind it.

20% mana left. Lev quickly swapped out the durability rune for his empowerment formation before the monster charged again. Lightning continuously streamed into his armor and Stargazer while they clashed in melee.

Eight arrows formed above him. The boss instantly took notice and sought to destroy them with small, precise stone spikes. Lev took advantage of that and divided its attention by moving the arrows out of the way, making the spikes miss before launching all of them downwards.

Pillars rose out of the ground again to block them, leaving the front of the monster momentarily open to attack. Lev threw an overloaded lightning slash its way but the monster reacted in an instant, raising a wall to defend against the extremely fast attack.

The defense cracked but held for a moment before Lev himself smashed through it and grabbed the monster in a bear hug. It screeched in his face, only succeeding in making Lev give it a last bloody smirk before all but a few puffs of his mana streamed through the lightning converter and was imbued into his armor.

Unexpectedly, the gauntlet disintegrated after that last push of mana. Lev wasn't even aware it was strained to such a degree. The attempt did its job, though.

The monster was stunned much more thoroughly this time. Pushing it on the ground, Lev sat down on top of it and punched it with his shattered right hand. There was no mana or empowerment taking place, only his mental strength and the natural weight of the gauntlet were responsible for the force.

Screaming in pain, Lev punched again, cracking the boss' face even further. A second punch flaked off a large chunk of its jaw. The third and fourth broke several fangs before the monster weakly tried to get up.

Lev was having none of that and punched it down again, this time putting a bit of mana into the enhancement formation.

Its head rocked back and hit the floor hard enough to send cracks running through the ground.

Again and again, Lev punched its oddly majestic face until it was barely held together. With a loud, triumphant howl, he shattered its skull with one last strike.

Strength left his limbs and mind the moment notifications announced the monster's demise. The desire to curl up and fall asleep was extremely inciting but Lev wasn't done.

With an effort of will, he pushed himself to his knees and punched the monster's chest.

I…

Two more followed, cracking it open.

Will be damned if…

With one last punch, the core was revealed, and Lev pried it out with his right hand.

I don't get loot out of you before the dungeon teleports me outside, he finished the thought with a pained grin and stored the core. It could be identified later. Storing the illusion armor, Lev summoned a healing potion. He opened the tube with a barrier hand that formed in a split second before holding it to his lips and gulping it down.

The illusion armor appeared around him again. It was extremely uncomfortable with the dented chest and made healing even more painful, but he didn't know when he would be teleported outside.

Unlike the previous times, he was prepared for the pain to hit. The burning ache from mana poisoning was targeted first, for it was affecting his entire body.

Lev was making an active effort not to use mana through only his arms, which meant his entire body was in pain.

The broken ribs and arms were mended next. Lev couldn't quite hold back a scream as bones readjusted themselves, and flesh was repaired. The potion kept going still, surprising him with its quality.

Or perhaps just constitution alone did little in terms of making him tougher; he didn't know.

Slowly, all the different aches and bruises on his body vanished over the next ten minutes. Nothing could be done about the headache from mana overuse, though. He wasn't teleported outside the entire time, so Lev just kept waiting while checking his notifications.

[

You have slain [Core Guardian - Level 271]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 156

Mana Tempest has reached Level 157

…

Mana Tempest has reached Level 161

Barrier Carving has reached Level 3

Barrier Carving has reached Level 4

Barrier Carving has reached Level 5

Barrier Carving has reached Level 6

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has reached 3rd Level 2

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 1

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 2

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 2

Mage Conduit has reached 3rd Level 3

Advanced Mana Manipulation has reached 2nd Level 10

30 Free attribute points

Your title has evolved

]

Daunting steps had evolved once again, going from +10 to +15 for each attribute. Many of his 3rd rank skills had leveled as well. Lev wasn't sure if he wanted to level them anymore if he had to risk his life every time.

Fuck that, I will keep doing that till I don't have to anymore, one way or another.

Finally, he Identified the core.

[

Core of the Guardian

Exhibits lesser properties of stone and sound. Excellent conductivity and mana capacity. Useful in crafting.

]

… Wow. This might just sell for multiple platinum, Lev thought, mouth slightly ajar. Lesser was the next step of progression in qualities, just under 'ordinary.'

Rarities above that didn't matter to someone like him. It would take some obscenely strong second-threshold monster to drop something with a higher rarity, and only a few humans could ever manage that.

Right after the fifteen-minute mark, Lev was teleported outside.
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  Lev appeared in front of the Master guard, lying on the ground. The man scanned him up and down and gave him a respectful nod. Lev guessed that the man could sense how much his aura had grown after clearing that dungeon.

"How long has it been?" Lev voiced and sat up.

"Three days since you entered. Thought you were a goner. Well done."

"Thank you," Lev replied with a curt nod before he started walking back to the surface. His mana was still below 5%, as the constant, abominable headache kept reminding him, so he decided to walk till it was high enough to fly again.

With how high his Wisdom was now, the flight would take less mana than he regenerated except when he flew at full speed. Lev just didn't want to spend any mana while it was so low, as that would only worsen the pain.

For half an hour, he slowly trotted back to Windkeep before his mana was high enough to fly. Fifteen minutes was all it took to cover the rest of the distance.

The questioning at the gates went easier this time as Lev showed his gold badge and told them he was returning from a delve. Walking through the city, he wondered how to broach the topic to Hakim.

I mean, he probably would appreciate me being blunt. Perhaps I can turn it into a bonding moment? He probably hasn't had any casual interactions with young folk for a long time.

Getting into the hunters guild, Sherron was also present in the guildmaster's room. Her aura eclipsed all others combined because Hakim kept his own contained to the office. Lev would've held it against the man if he hadn't.

Hakim's silver light was the scariest thing he had ever laid his eyes upon. Nothing else ever came close.

With a steadying breath, Lev knocked on the door. They opened to reveal a Sherron, who failed to hide her relief at seeing him again, and Hakim, who looked just as rigid as before.

Lev took his seat without being prompted. "Permission to be blunt?"

While he said that, the illusion armor vanished. His bloody and burnt clothes, the damaged skin flaking off, the obvious stream of tears cutting through the bloodstains on his face, and many more such details were revealed. He continued at Hakim's nod.

"You didn't have to choose such a convoluted method to get rid of me," Lev said with a casual smirk. Both Sherron and Hakim went completely still as his smirk turned into a smile.

That slowly devolved into a laugh, and Lev laughed even harder at Hakim's confused face. It took him several seconds to bring himself under control and summon the guardian's core.

"I was so close to dying," Lev spoke up between breaths. "Just a few more seconds, and everything would've been for nada."

He leaned back and let out a content sigh. "Good thing I'm strong as hell for my level."

Sherron shook her head lightly, eyes scanning the core as if it may turn out to be fake, before looking at him. "What level was it?"

"271," Lev replied, his smile growing wider. "For comparison, I was level 155."

"Boy," Hakim's voice echoed in the room. "Do you resent me for this?"

Lev just stared. Then he stared some more. "Surely it's not that hard to spot a joke."

Sherron slapped the back of his head, prompting him to answer properly. "No, of course not. Why would I resent you for telling me a good way to upgrade my title? It's my own existence that caused me so much trouble."

"I see," Hakim sat up straighter, and Lev was flabbergasted to see some genuine relief on his face. "Would you mind giving the report?"

Lev straightened too and launched into an explanation of everything that had transpired.

"There was no indication that something would be out of place from looking at the portal or passing through it. The first monster I saw was a level 189 centiquus golem. It was basically double my height and very tough. It also had an aura of fear but nothing else going for it. Their cores all exhibit minor properties of stone.

"The second monster I found was a level 200 burrower. I dealt with it by forming a ball of fire and chucking it into its wide maw. The easiest level I have ever gotten. The third monsters were clay gargoyles at level 189. Dealing with them was also simple but their cores were weakened. They also exhibit the properties of body enhancement.

"The fourth monster I found were imps. There was a commander at level 189 and 29 other imps at levels 155-170. That was a hectic fight but beyond being cooked inside my armors, it wasn't life-threatening either.

"Lastly, I prepared a lot of equipment to facilitate my escape before fighting the boss. The cave closed off before I could think about turning around after entering the final area," Lev recalled with a chortle. "Never felt so close to pissing my pants before.

"The boss had sound and stone abilities and was very strong. Even if I was nearly 120 levels lower, I just know for sure it would've completely dunked on any monster of its level. Except maybe generals. Long story short, since it could easily block all my levels, I had to get close and attack by either directly injecting mana into it or with a mana slash. The core, as you can see, exhibits lessor properties of two things and will sell for quite a bit."

Both Sherron and Hakim looked at him silently as he filled them in about all the smaller details. Lev was expecting them to at least compliment him for a job well done but there was no reaction.

Until Sherron grabbed him in a tight hug from the side.

"Erm…" Lev let the silent question hang in the air. He wasn't used to such a response.

"Let me guess," Sherron began, smiling. "You think any of us could have done the same?"

"… Maybe? Probably."

Even Hakim chuckled at his reply. Lev looked between the two of them, realizing something.

"You couldn't have? Neither of you?"

"No, boy. I most certainly couldn't have. Just the first golem alone would've been my end. Even if Sherron's class back then was stronger than mine, she couldn't have ever landed a hit on the boss. You haven't explained how you won, and I'm incredibly curious about how."

Lev blinked, some gears shifting in his mind. Maybe he really was as strong as his monstrous status suggested, yet it was only beginning. He launched into a retelling while Sherron was still holding him.

"I, uh, was almost taken out of the fight instantly. It used a scream attack that floored me and crushed my left arm with a boulder. The pain made me gather myself and dodge the rest but it had merged back with the stone cave already. I dodged its projectile while looking for a way to attack it, which it gave me by luring me in an obvious pattern and physically attacking me.

"The first attack I landed was an overloaded lightning slash but that also opened me up for a boulder. Some of my ribs cracked from that. It tried to skewer me with a spike, so I let it mangle my left arm even further and punched it with a lot of lightning. That was satisfying. Much of the fight played out the same way. I let it attack me and traded hits in exchange.

"I taunted it when it both failed to finish me off and got another face full of lightning. Dozens of spikes, pillars, and boulders dropped from above, and I was already running low on mana. I didn't know the boss was hiding in one of the large boulders, so I launched an overloaded fire slash upwards to avoid being crushed.

"It hit the boss, who emerged at the last moment. I barely survived the barrage by hiding under a lot of enchanted domes and clashed in close range at last. When all my projectiles failed to land, I made it raise a wall to block a lightning slash. Its vision was impaired, and the wall was damaged, so I crashed through and grabbed it in a hug and dumped all of my remaining lightning mana into it.

"Then I pretty much just punched it to death," Lev finished, awed about his own achievement. In the moment, it had felt right to do all that but only now was he realizing how extraordinary the whole encounter was. Someone killing not just a monster an evolution higher, but while also being a hundred levels lower in the previous threshold. That was nothing short of mythical.

"You're an idiot," the comment obviously came from Sherron. "The whole dungeon was clearly fucked up from the start. What form of stupidity made you keep going?"

"Uh, levels? How the hell was I supposed to know the boss would be a second-threshold monster?"

"Surely you felt it well before going to the final area?"

Lev opened his mouth to reply, then clicked it shut. "I could feel its aura from an hour of slow travel away…"

She cupped his face and turned it to make Lev look into her eyes. The very dangerous 'smiling' eyes.

"You could feel the aura from kilometers away, yet you kept going?" She spoke every word deliberately, looking for confirmation.

"Yep," Lev cheerily answered. "Can't explore space as a weakling."

Sherron's anger faltered at the reply as concern took over. "You shouldn't-"

"Stop. Just stop. If no one has ever done it before, then I will simply be the first to do so. None of you can change my mind about this."

"That's not what I was going to say," she chided him, the words lacking any heat. "Space can be explored rather easily, but getting away from Monarch is impossible. Its skies are far worse than the underground. Be very, very careful about when you want to go to space."

"If you will even want to. There is much you haven't seen yet," Hakim added. "We haven't even explored the plains fully, let alone the forest or the maze beyond that."

Maze? Lev noted the name for later.

"Only time will tell," Lev agreed. "In the meantime, I will continue to prepare. Besides, who knows how far I can push my crafting with all my advantages. I even got four more runes from the dungeon."

Lev checked again to make sure they were new.

Minor Body Enhancement Rune

Basic Sound Rune

Fire Coalesce Rune

Minor Stone Control

"They seem pretty useful. How badly would it be received if I share them freely?"

"Poorly," Sherron didn't miss a beat. "Crafters need to earn a living, and this would go directly against that."

"I see. Can you let go of me now? You can continue when I'm cleaner."

Sherron ruffled his hair, and it took all of Lev's willpower not to show that he liked it. She noticed nothing thankfully, and he was free to leave and clean himself. Just before he left, Hakim addressed him again.

"Good job."

Lev left with a spring in his steps.

**

Cleaning and food took only a little time before Lev was back in the park again. He sat down in the same spot and started testing with the new runes.

The minor body enhancement rune formed slowly on his armor over ten seconds before Lev tried to activate it. The mana slowly cycled through the pathway… and fizzled out.

Expected, I guess, Lev thought with a sigh. Body enhancement required bodies with mana running through them and a structure to enhance intricately. His armor was just a barrier.

Lev ignored the sound rune. Without an incredibly detailed formation to control the sound, there was no point in testing with it. It would just produce random noises that might not even be audible to human ears.

Minor stone control was unique. The single rune was almost as complex as the enhancement formation on Lev's armor, which told him it needed willpower to operate. It also needed to be carved on stone to manipulate it, and Lev didn't have any, so the rune was ignored.

The fire rune was… intriguing. It was a long rune, meant to be placed along the edges of a surface, so Lev put it on Stargazer's blade. It was relatively simple to carve because no willpower was required, and it only took five seconds.

From his only intact gauntlet, Lev sent a tiny stream of fire mana into Stargazer's blade. With his Perception stretched to the limit, he could observe the fire mana react the moment Lev put mana into the fire coalesce rune.

The fire mana was attracted to the rune, and within a few seconds, Lev was looking at a blade that had fire mana tightly held together at the edge of the blade along the length of the rune.

This is bloody great, Lev thought, pleasantly surprised. Now, where can I learn a similar lightning rune?

Just by holding Stargazer, he knew its edge was extremely hot and also considerably sharper, and that was excluding the sharpness formation on the glaive. To see if they were compatible, Lev sent mana into that too.

The formation scanned the enchanted blade and gave him a mental nudge to move the fire rune slightly further behind. Lev blinked.

What on Monarch? How can a formation scan other enchantments and tell me how to move them while serving an entirely different primary function?

His curiosity about the enchanter was thoroughly peaked but he had no idea where Drakys was or if he would even answer Lev's questions.

Shrugging off his fascination, he filled up the fire rune to remove it before carving it slightly further away from the edge. This time, the sharpness formation enveloped the blade smoothly, and Lev could still make use of the fire rune.

Just this one addition enhances both my Mana Slash and sharpness of Stargazer.

The haul was pretty good for almost dying. Lev didn't know if that trade could be considered worth it, but he also knew that life would keep putting him in such situations.

Sherron appeared by his side in a flash after a few minutes. Lev just glanced at her before going back to messing with the fire rune.

"Why are you usually in the office, anyway?" Lev broke the silence.

"Hmm, what do you know about long-range communication?"

"That's a thing?" Lev replied, confused. "I thought we had specialized runners and carriers for such jobs."

"We do, but direct communication is also possible… sort of. The other reason for the guild's current operation is a breakthrough in that field. Regardless, if there is an emergency, the first message comes to Hakim through a communication crystal. Me being present in the room saves any time it might've taken to find me."

"Yeah, that sounds reasonable. What kind of emergencies?"

Sherron laid back down as a sound ward covered them. "The kind that we cannot let the people know of. If 50% of all the Masters are always stationed at the ravine, then another 25% of them are always scouting the plains and the edges of the grand forest. There is always something new to deal with."

"When will I be asked to scout like them?"

"Whenever you want," Sherron plucked a few blades of grass. "Tell the guild you can fly indefinitely and have great eyesight and Perception. Someone will reach out to give you a schedule. Though I doubt you want that."

"Not if it's something long-term. Volunteer work is perfectly fine by me."

"Then you're better off preparing. Get all the well-known titles and level your skills. Scouting is intense work. Just a small mishap can result in a catastrophe, especially when the forest is involved. Nobody knows when some calamity may decide to walk out unnoticed."
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  Lev decompressed for the next day. Even he wasn't callous enough to just pretend like nothing had happened after almost dying. By the hands of a monster, no less.

That thought irked him to no end. Sure, he was most likely going to perish against a monster one day, but it still angered him. Just the thought of a mindless beast reaping his life felt like seeing all his hard work and beliefs come tumbling down despite sitting in a park.

The day after that, he was topped on mana and ready to tackle the dungeon again for his eighth dungeon clear. It was bound to be difficult, and he sincerely hoped the dungeon would be normal this time.

The Master guard nodded at him, wordlessly permitting him to enter. Lev returned the nod and stepped inside.

Everything was the same. Four shields floated in front of him as Lev went deeper with a mace in hand, earth mana flooding the weapon.

The first monster was just around the bend. He waited for it to notice him, but the monster remained still. Lev took charge and rounded the bend to see a centiquus golem that was… much smaller than he was expecting.

He had to lower his head a little to look at the golem that was charging him. It was only 2/3rd the size of the previous centiquus golems. Lev casually darted back because of course, it was much slower too.

A laugh slipped out of his lips. With his enhancement formation active, Lev dashed in and blew half its head to bits in a single swing. He kept going, not stopping when the notification ran through his mind.

For half a minute, he ground the corpse into dust with his mace. Feeling better, he stored the core and simply continued on.

[

You have slain [Centiquus Golem - Level 177]

]

The core didn't exhibit any properties. He wasn't expecting them to drop so much in quality, but with how weak the monsters were normally, it was no surprise.

The borrower golem's charge this time was much more noticeable. Lev felt the mana it used to swim through stone getting closer and simply stepped out of the way as it flew past, burrowing into the ground.

Four seconds passed before an explosion announced its demise.

[

You have slain [Burrower Golem - Level 180]

]

The delve continued much the same as Lev smashed apart centiquus and borrower golems. When he reached the first gargoyles, he paused. There were three of them, yet the numbers were of no consequence.

These monsters were lanky compared to the gargoyles he had faced before. Ten arrows formed behind him before they could even reach him, and they ceased to exist.

Gathering the cores, Lev kept advancing. More golems fell, their numbers much higher than before. Nearly seventy of them fell to his mace and arrows before he arrived at the Imp cavern.

There was, surprisingly, a commander amidst them, though with only nine other imps. Lev prepared himself for a fight until he identified them.

[Imp Commander - Level 159]

[Imp - Level 145]

[Imp - Level 147]

…

With a sigh, he finished them off with a large barrage of arrows without wasting time.

The final area took just as long to reach as before. He didn't stop to prepare for a retreat. Lev was ready, even if he had to face the same monster as before. The fight would go down much differently compared to before.

Entering the cavern, the boss was waiting for him in the middle. It was similar to the gargoyles with two wings and clawed hands. Mostly, though, it looked just as weak as them.

[Guard Captain - Level 208]

Ten lances filled with fire formed behind Lev as the boss moved. The first lance flew forward with a loud boom, producing a shockwave from its passing.

Two stone walls rose from the ground in time, shattering as the projectile exploded. A pair of lances reached the boss just after a moment, who fired multiple boulders and pillars to stop their approach.

The lances pierced through multiple of them each before they broke, releasing their payload well off from the boss.

Four more lances followed immediately after.

A screech echoed in the cavern, disrupting one of the lances as pillars and walls rose to meet the rest. Two more lances were stopped, but the final one landed a meter away from the boss.

While the blast sent it flying, two more lances hit the boss in mid-air, destroying its body entirely. Lev fired the last lance at its remains anyway.

The core was shattered too. Lev couldn't have cared less. Disappointment was all he could feel during the delve. He had come here after hyping himself up for another long and difficult delve, yet it had been finished in half an hour and less than a fifth of his total mana.

How fucking stupid is this, Lev thought, unhappy with both the delve and himself. I got to farm money like it grew on trees and even got a level from the delve. Why am I so disappointed?

[

You have slain [Guard Captain - Level 208]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 162

]

Still, the letdown stung. The expectations of another bloody victory remained a dream, and he was teleported outside after a few minutes.

"Do I want to ask?" The guard asked as Lev appeared so quickly. Being teleported outside meant he had cleared the dungeon, and the guard now knew he cleared the same dungeon in a fraction of the time as before.

"Probably not," Lev replied. "Did the instance cycle?"

The guard waved him in, and Lev was flying to the mistcrawler dungeon after another half an hour. There were no changes in the next delve, and the 'fights' were just as sad as the previous ones.

He had something to look forward to, at least. The mistcrawler dungeon was supposed to be something even Hakim believed would challenge him greatly. Lev sincerely doubted that, but he was still mentally prepared.

If the instance warped like it had done for his first golem dungeon delve, survival would be impossible. Depending on what he saw, Lev was going to simply leave this time. Golems he could deal with, mistcrawlers he could not. They were elusive creatures that would tear him to pieces without giving him a chance to fight back.

If the instance was as messed up as the golem delve, that is.

The flight was slow to let his mana regenerate. Lev simply glided forward several hundred meters above ground, enjoying the scenic view. Far to his right, the walls of windkeep were visible. Even from such a distance, they seemed titanic and robust.

Other than that, there was only grass. The sheer scope of the plains was mind-boggling in how there was nothing but grassland for so much land. No mountains, no forests, and no other biomes. Just grass.

For hours, he just stayed there with his Perception held back. Time passed quickly as the suns slowly dipped into the distant horizons, bathing the world in a few ephemeral rays of sunlight before vanishing entirely.

Some time later, Lev landed near the large camp in front of the dungeon portal. That was surprising, as he thought the mistcrawler dungeon was too difficult for most teams.

Looking around, Lev eventually decided to ask a Master team that was currently waiting for their turn.

"Hey there," Lev called out as he approached. Most of them ignored him, but a mage answered him.

"What?"

Sometimes, I wonder where all the inflated sense of self comes from in these people.

"Just wanted to ask why there are so many people here. Isn't the dungeon supposed to be pretty difficult?"

"It is," the mage answered dismissively. "But it is also a great place to train all sorts of Perception skills."

Lev was completely ignored after that, so he approached the Master guard managing everyone's turns near the portal.

"There's still four more hours before you can enter," she said before Lev could even open his mouth. "Wait wherever, I will call for you when it's time."

Lev simply nodded and flew a bit further from the camp. Forming a barrier chair, he sat down to meditate.

The solitude lasted all of five minutes before he felt someone approaching him. Lev opened his eyes and saw a group of four moving his way.

[Warrior - Level 189]

[Mage - Level 190]

[Warrior - Level 188]

[Warrior - Level 189]

"Hey, you," the mage woman called out to him, fully expecting an answer. Given Lev's terrible mood, he just tilted his head a little and waited.

Several seconds passed before the mage's calm facade started to slip. "Did no one teach you to respect your betters?"

"I don't see any 'betters.'"

The pretense of civility was dropped immediately after that reply. The moment they took a step forward, Stargazer appeared in Lev's hand. Fire mana rushed out of his gauntlet like a raging river into the glaive's blade, which was set alight with a shockwave.

"I dare you," Lev taunted, not moving a muscle as the air heated up from his weapon's presence. "Test me."

Nervous glances were exchanged, and it seemed like the team was too prideful to back out before the Master mage from before arrived at the scene.

"That's enough, kids," the mage stopped in between Lev and the opposite team. The Master's team was also observing the scene. "You can go face off each other in a tournament if you can't keep it courteous."

"Someone should know to answer when a stronger person addresses them," the girl spat.

"In what world are you stronger, girl?" Just to prove his point, Lev swung his glaive away from the camp. A gigantic fire slash originated from the attack, racing forward as a blur for more than a hundred meters before illuminating the camp with a large explosion. "Just fuck off already."

The Master mage looked at the other team in a silent question. With some hesitation, they backed off to wait for their turn to delve.

"I was watching," the mage addressed him. "Even if they seem arrogant, there was no need to escalate it to this point. They wouldn't have done anything amongst so many people."

Lev nodded to show that he understood, mostly to not ignore the Master, and sat down on his chair again.

Hours passed in silence. There was some bustle in the camp and sounds of sparring, but Lev ignored those. He just wanted to know if the dungeon was going to be normal and be done with it. Without a lightning converter, it was going to be hard, but fire would be more effective anyway.

In such a humid dungeon, lightning would hurt him just as much as the enemy. Heat and fire would be slightly subdued but much safer.

Lev entered the portal when his turn came. Stepping inside, the first thing he noticed was the brightness.

Swirling mist obscured any details that may have told him about the layout of the land. His surroundings were illuminated by some bright white light, not helping with the mist in the slightest. It was like a distant street light was shining down on him during extreme fog.

With the durability rune instead of enhancement formation on his armor flooded with mana, and the armor's resilience enhanced to the maximum through the class skill, Lev took slow, measured steps forward on the wet grassland.

His heart beat wildly in his chest, expecting some horribly overleveled abomination to leap out of the mist at any moment. Nothing came. For minutes, Lev remained tense, putting one foot in front of the other. No auras could be felt anywhere near him.

Eyes wide and dry from not blinking, Lev instantly halted when he noticed the first sign of movement. There was barely any indication. Just a slight shift in the mist to his left.

Seeing that it had been noticed, the crawler threw itself at him with a high-pitched cry. Lev was prepared for a sound attack but there was none.

[Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 187]

The monster looked like a blurry stickman that blended with the mist almost seamlessly. It was two heads taller than Lev but far thinner. With two arms that almost touched the ground with their length and ended in serrated bones, it dashed in a straight line and tried to skewer him.

Lev didn't take any chances and darted to the right, the movement slow without his enhancement formation but fast enough to avoid the bone entirely.

He retaliated by swinging Stargazer down on the outstretched limb. Fire mana seared the limb as the blade cut halfway, almost severing the arm. The monster screeched and threw its other arm at his face. Leaning back under the attack, Lev pulled Stargazer out and swung it in a point blank fire slash.

The crescent attack hit the monster in an instant, sending both of them flying due to the proximity of the blast.

Lev instantly righted himself and rushed to the downed monster. It took him several seconds to find the camouflaged monster writhing on the ground. Much of its lithe body was burnt and torn. Without wasting a moment, Lev thrust Stargazer into its head.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 187]

]

Lev didn't stall and backtracked to the portal and thought back to the fight in a safe area. Nothing had indicated the monster being too strong for its level, and the level seemed reasonable for the most difficult gold dungeon.

I think it is safe to progress deeper, He eventually concluded. Fire mana seemed to work well enough for now, and the monster was physically weak. It was pretty fast but Lev had the Perception to deal with the speed.

Slowly, he advanced ahead. When he reached the corpse, he harvested the core through its condensed, corded muscles. Even dead, it remained a pale color that mixed with the mist to a surprising degree.

[

Mistcrawler Fiend Core

The core possesses decent mana conductivity. Useful in crafting.

]

No exhibition of properties, Lev noted. The detail soothed his nerves even further. Steeling his resolve to completely clear the dungeon, he stepped deeper into the all-encompassing mist.
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  How big is this goddamn dungeon, Lev tensely thought, ambling forward. Nothing had attacked him for the past ten minutes, and the fear of monsters watching him from afar had firmly taken root in his mind.

It came as a great relief when he deftly dove down to avoid a long, curved, and bladed arm. Overloading his armor, Lev quickly backtracked as four huge arms tried to skewer him from above, hitting the dirt ground with enough force to create small craters.

Two fire slashes raced to where Lev expected the monster's body to be. Both of them impacted something colossal, clearing the mist for a few meters around the large creature.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 202]

The only reason Lev wasn't panicking was that the monster was pretty slow. Nearly seven meters in height, it trotted forward on six legs like a crab with almost no sound. With four scythe arms and a humanoid torso, the pale, elusive monster looked intimidating enough to send rivulets of sweat rolling down Lev's back.

Yet he was determined to take it down. Scores of arrows formed above him and four shields in front of him. Fire mana streamed into the former as earth mana imbuement increased the durability of his shields considerably.

Before Lev could even charge forward, the juggernaut swung its arms at the shields, its reach longer than he expected.

To evaluate the threat of the scythe arms, all of his shields enchanted with durability blocked the four arms. Contrary to his expectations, two of them were pierced through the pointy ends, and the other two were almost cut in twain.

Yeah, melee is a big nono for now, Lev thought from afar and fired all the conjured arrows. Filled with fire, they exploded on impact, blowing away the mist with their small shockwave and leaving flesh wounds on the juggernaut.

Seeing they weren't working, Lev formed two large lances and enchanted their tips with sharpness runes before topping them off with fire. Six shields formed alongside them and threw themselves at the now-wary monster. It only used two of its arms to bat them aside until Lev himself charged in with Stargazer.

Two fire slashes flew at it in quick succession, forcing it to block with its remaining arms. Half of his shields were already behind the monster and in contact with its body, giving him the juggernaut's accurate location.

The lances both hit it squarely in the chest before exploding in unison. With its chest torn open and core blown to bits, it was dead before its body hit the ground.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler - Level 202]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 163

]

… Rest in pieces, core.

Lev floated back down and turned around, having barely felt two presences approaching behind him. The mistcralwer fiends charged at once after they were detected, closing in from both sides.

Stargazer ready in his hands, Lev focused on the one on his right. Mana overloaded his arm as he reached the fiend in a giant leap and swung from outside its range while holding the edge of the glaive's pole. The monster darted back in a successful dodge and raced forward to coordinate an attack with the other fiend, only for the mist to work against them.

Lev leaned to the right, letting its bone arm scrape against his armored cheek and fly past while two heavy, hidden chains descended from above on the other monster, piercing its sides with their bladed end.

He didn't spare any quarter and darted in, thrusting Stargazer in the shoulder of the fiend in front of him and releasing a large burst of fire mana. Before it could gather its bearings, Lev beheaded it. Ten fire arrows flew at the second immobilized fiend, held in place by his chains that were straining to keep it still, and put it down as well.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 180]

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 181]

]

While he harvested the cores, Lev's thoughts kept circling back to a dreadful direction. The crawlers were not nearly as threating as he was expecting, and even if their numbers remained to be seen, the juggernaut was the perfect target for practice.

For some time now, he could feel his arcane brawling skill slowly becoming softer and more malleable. Lev now knew it was close to a breakthrough, and that the skill would evolve into something immensely useful.

To that end, he needed to dance around the juggernaut's arms. Even better if there were two of those monsters forcing him to avoid being skewered like the annoying fly he planned to be.

Joy. The skill better be something amazing, or I'm gonna be a sad little barrier mage.

The hesitation was slowly vanishing. Knowing what to expect, he was a little more at peace with the whole situation. He just had to dance with death- nothing he couldn't handle.

Hopefully.

**

Seven more mistcrawlers perished before Lev found something beyond his capabilities. Not the magical kind.

Three juggernauts ganged up on him as Lev was slowly advancing further in a straight line. They appeared without warning, somehow hiding all sounds and vibrations produced by their huge bodies.

Lev desperately backpedaled as scythe arms rained down from above. Weaving between the attacks that would most likely pass through both him and his armors, he barely avoided death as the monsters got better at predicting his attacks.

Seeing the situation taking a turn for the worse, Lev launched an overloaded fire slash at the two monsters on his right. The attack was blocked before it could land but the sheer explosive power of the slash sent them skidding back for several meters.

Dodging the arms of the last juggernaut, Lev flew up and took a good look at the monsters.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 205]

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208]

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208]

Gold ranked dungeon my ass.

Five large shields formed around him as earth mana streamed out of the converter, channeled to the thick, round creations. Durability runes were carved next, and received a large amount of mana to increase the resilience of the shields.

With a deep breath, Lev exhaled his fears and readied Stargazer. The shields took the lead, and he followed behind them. The closest juggernaut rushed him without missing a beat, two arms thrust forward to impale him, and the other two swung in a wide arc to block his retreat.

Lev had no plans to retreat. Earth mana imbued the shields at the last moment, blocking the scythe arms with only deep gouges on their surface, opening up the juggernaut's insectoid face for Stargazer.

Lev refrained from using mana slash and avoided ending the fight too quickly, cutting several inches into its neck with a mighty hack. Without the sharpness formation active, there was no blood geyser to show for the attack but that was fine.

The other juggernauts reached him while Lev blocked more and more scythe arms while hacking its torso, forcing him to abandon his practice swings and weave between the descending bladed arms.

His shields always stayed in front of him as Lev flew in circles around them. Letting them circle around him would be the worst possible scenario, and he always kept the juggernauts in his peripheral to avoid any surprises.

Lev slapped away a limb with Stargazer and repaired the nicked blade as his shields blocked another two to his left before he decided to press the attack. The general skill wouldn't show up if he simply kept dodging and blocking.

Shields primed, Lev dashed toward the monster furthest from the others. Three of its arms were deflected by his shields. Stargazer met the last. With sharpness formation active and supporting the fire coalesce rune, barrier met bone. Bone lost, and the severed limb fell to the ground.

Ignoring the pained roar from the giant mistcrawler, Lev spun mid-air and swung Stargazer at its neck with all his might. The blade cut deep into its flesh and stopped dead on the bone but a fire slash was already flowing out of the blade.

For a brief instant, Lev could observe the juggernaut's head fly off into the distance before he was thrown back by the blinding explosion. Quickly taking control over his flight, Lev blocked the incoming attacks from the remaining juggernauts to the best of his ability.

Two shields blocked scythe arms in time to prevent his heart and head from being pierced. Lev veered to the right and leaned back to two avoid another two but one last arm dug into his left leg.

A scream tore out of his throat as the scythe shattered the barrier armor and pierced the illusion armor before effortlessly cutting through flesh and bone and jutting out of the other side.

The scythe arm moved, and he was moved along with it and thrown high into the air. Overwhelmed by pain and anger as he was, Lev didn't even realize the monster had almost severed his leg. He simply formed a thick barrier thread and tied the damaged leg tightly above the injury to prevent blood loss.

Tears of agony and hatred flowed down his cheeks as the durability rune on his armor was replaced by the enhancement formation. Stargazer vanished in his ring as a large, spiked mace formed in his hands. Earth mana flooded into it like a river as Lev descended.

He swung his mace against the first apporaching scythe arm, deflecting it and breaking it in the proecess. The monster roared but Lev didn't even register the sound.

Weaving between the arms of the remaining two monsters, his enhancement came alive as Lev kicked the juggernaut's face with his intact leg. Its head and torso rocked back as it stumbled for several steps. Before it could stabilize itself, his mace landed on its torso with the force of a cannonball.

The juggernaut doubled over, spewing a large stream of blood from its mouth. Lev didn't get a chance to do anything further as he danced around the other monster's long limbs.

Annoyance fueled his next actions as earth mana imbued Lev's arm. Getting closer, he grabbed a scythe arm and yanked the monster forward. Unprepared, it stumbled forward a step and received a gauntlet on its ghastly face. Several things happened in that instant, and Lev even felt his flight change, but he didn't have the time to confirm anything.

The other monster had found its bearings already and was on him. Twisting out of the way of its lunge, he deftly broke another one of its limbs with his mace. The move felt natural, as if it was suddenly a part of something greater.

Like a leaf in the wind, he dodged their combined assault with only his own improved movements, waiting for the right moment. Twirling to avoid three scythes heading for him at once, he grabbed one of them again and pulled the monster closer while precisely redirecting its scythe arm in the meantime.

Unable to stop itself in time, the scythe arm of the monster passed through the opposite juggernaut's head. The flesh and bone of the sturdy monster did nothing against the sharpness of the bladed appendage and the weight of the juggernaut backing it.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208]

]

The other notifications and a skill evolution were ignored as Lev approached the last juggernaut with a mace in hand. It screeched, indignant. He effortlessly dodged its flailing limbs and flew closer, significantly faster than before, and caved its head in.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 208

Mana Tempest has reached Level 164

Arcane Brawling has evolved into Aerial Maneuvers

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 1:

Practice makes perfect. The skill vastly increases your speed above ground. Flight speed is increased by 55%.

2nd Rank: Weapon handling is significantly enhanced. Chaining attacks by utilizing momentum is aided greatly.

]

Lev didn't stop to celebrate. The illusion armor vanished, and he summoned a thick barrier stick between his teeth. Gritting them as hard as he could, Lev pushed the chunk of flesh and bone hanging loosely on his leg back into its original place.

He closed his eyes, constantly streaming tears, not looking at the wound directly to avoid hyperventilating, and took out a healing potion. Unscrewing the cap and feeding himself took all of a few seconds, and all the while, he had kept his left leg tightly tied with a barrier thread.

Liquid fire coursed through the limb as the healing took effect, yet Lev didn't let himself falter. It was incredibly important to keep the bone in place so it wouldn't heal incorrectly.

For minutes, whimpers escaped his lips as the bone reconnected before the flesh was finally restored. Lev just sat there, head on his knees as he tried to get over the pain. When the phantom pain in his body finally stopped, he stood up and checked the integrity of his leg.

The bone hadn't healed completely. Lev could feel it scraping against flesh from inside without impeding his movement. The error seemed to be slight, but it still necessitated a visit to a healer.

With a sigh, he sat back down and waited for his mana to regenerate. The fight had brought it lower than 60%, and it would take some time to top off.

He didn't enter a meditative state. Mistcrawlers could show up at any moment, and Lev wanted to be prepared for all times. Stargazer in hand, he didn't use any mana to avoid detection and waited.

Hours passed quickly. Nothing attacked him, and for once, he was disappointed. Once the anger and pain had passed, he was itching to try out the new general skill. Just the new flight speed boost was enough to raise his excitement.

Combined with the boost from Heavier Lifting and the skill's 3rd rank effect, he could truly fly like an arrow now.

Drinking a bit of water out of his refillable bottle, Lev decided to check it outside of combat first.

Flying a few meters above ground, he overloaded his armor naturally and then his flight skill. Enhancement formation joined in, ready to simply empower his forward movement.

With a small mental nudge, he was off in a blur. Lev accelerated past his previous speed in a blink, shooting forward in a straight line fast enough to cause a small shockwave from his acceleration. What would've taken him five minutes to cover before only took just three, telling him in no uncertain terms that he was incredibly fast now, even compared to classes specialized in flight.

Hell yeah! It won't be long before I can travel between cities however I see fit.

That was a goal he wanted to achieve before becoming a Master. While Lev wasn't particularly competitive, even he wanted to know how he compared to others of his level. Sure, he had some data to reference about other mages of his level, but they were not the best Monarch had to offer. Some of the best would be found in the Haven, with whatever games and tournaments were going on in there.

But he didn't want to travel by carts ever again. Just being carried by Drakys twice was enough to decide that. In a few dozen levels, his Wisdom would be high enough to travel without having to worry about mana cost, and then he could fly to anywhere he wanted in a few days or less.

That was still a ways off, though. There were only two platinum dungeons, and he could only delve them so often. Having faced the core guardian, Lev no longer had any desire to hunt in the dreadwoods before evolving. Monarch knew what kind of abominations would be attracted by his presence there.
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  Two healing potions left. No more stupid risks from now on, Lev thought, flying deeper in a straight line again. Since the only evolvable skill had evolved, he no longer had any qualms about fighting like a mage.

His archery skill was stubbornly refusing to show any signs of mellowing out, so Lev just had to bear with it for now. If nothing worked out, adding intricately enchanted arrows and lances into the mix would turn the skill into something entirely new. That was acceptable too.

With all his senses peeled to track any sort of movement, it didn't take long to notice some. Mistcrawlers walked out of the mist, first only a few, then five, then eight.

Lev was slowly backtracking at first but his speed increased abruptly when the numbers became obvious. Four juggernauts and nearly two dozen fiends were hot on his trail, yet Lev wasn't worried.

In fact, he was excited. Much of his class focused on explosive destruction but he never had the opportunity to really test its upper limits. The dungeon decided to change that for whatever reason.

If only I could actually let loose, Lev observed with a sigh. He was willing to bet gold that the boss was somewhere out there, and was the actual reason behind this.

Either way, Lev didn't hold back much. Up above, arrows started to form by the tens as a large stream of fire mana was equally channeled into them. He focused on creating projectiles for a few seconds, keeping them out of range for the monsters while holding Stargazer in case of an emergency.

The first arrow fell, entirely soundless. Many more followed, forming crater after crater in the dirt ground from their explosive impacts. Bits and pieces of mistcrawlers rained down on the ground as cores were shattered, only fueling the destruction even further.

For the juggernauts, Lev simply fired two lances for each. The projectiles were too fast for them to block or dodge and blew their heads off their shoulders.

All the while, he kept spinning around, never letting any corner remain unnoticed. The boss was definitely out there. He could feel its aura now. The monster felt weaker than the core guardian, thank Monarch, but the mist shrouded its presence to an incredible degree.

Lev couldn't hope to get even a whiff of its position. The barrage continued as Lev flew around in circles. His guard was starting to lower with only two juggernauts remaining when a face parted the mist.

Two human eyes stared at him, each the size of a dinner plate and rapidly becoming larger in his vision. His brain froze at the sight, utterly incapable of moving a muscle, before battle-hardened instincts took over. Lev flew away as fast as he could, transfixed and still unable to look away from the harrowing abomination closing in.

Slowly, willpower asserted itself, only to utterly fail in the face of the ghastly monster. A scream tore itself out of his throat, the sound overflowing with dread and panic, distorting into something unrecognizable as his Perception slowed down to the extreme. The surrounding mist rushed into the monster's fang-filled jaws, still so unbearably human with its dark gray lips.

Five towering shields formed in front of Lev, each tall and wide enough to completely cover him, before durability runes were carved. Mana roared out of his limbs, bursting blood vessels and warping flesh. Terror fueled his actions as lance upon lance formed mid-air before each was swiftly infused with fire mana. Not a single heed was paid to the extreme headache born of such gross over-manipulation. Just before the last lance was infused, his last gauntlet turned to dust.

The monster slowed down a little while charging its attack, letting Lev see the human torso and four 'normal' arms in all their unsettling glory, and also the slithering dark gray tail slithering behind the abomination, further deteriorating his mental state.

Bones turned to mush in his arms and legs as almost all of his remaining mana rushed out at once through his body, overloading every aspect of his class and general skills, before hell itself rained down the monster.

He would never know what the monster's attack was supposed to do. In that single slowed instant, Lev watched as all his projectiles descended with vengeance, barely managing to pierce its body, but there were dozens.

The colossal amounts of fire mana demanded release, given to it freely with every impact. The world slowly turned brighter as the mists rushing into the monster's mouth were dispersed. Flames slowly expanded from each lance, beautiful in their own eerie way, finally pulling Lev out of his addled state.

Just before the titanic explosion could go off, he pulled all his shields closer and huddled behind them, putting whatever little mana he had left into his armor's durability.

Time returned to a normal state as a vast amount of mana combusted at once. In an instant, the mists ceased to exist as existence became a crucible of searing heat without a shred of breathable air.

Every single breath sent a lance of fire coursing down his lungs, yet he couldn't stop. Lev was hyperventilating, unable to control himself as the creature's face refused to leave his vision. Blinking didn't help; it was there, always staring back at him with hollow eyes. No rage, no insanity, no emotions. Just dead eyes, vacant eyes that wanted him dead.

Shudders wracked his body, far worse than the heat burning his skin and lungs. His body continued to shake like a leaf in a storm, constantly assulted by the creature's visage.

Seconds passed agonizingly slowly before the fires eventually cleared, revealing a scene straight out of apocalyptic fiction. Craters the size of small ponds were everywhere, their real sizes shrouded by the dirt and smoke concealing the environment. In the middle of it all was a gigantic corpse.

Even in death, the monster looked horrible enough for Lev to dismiss and store his armors before vomiting on the side. His breathing picked up again, and the pains in his body started registering too.

Within a few seconds, the pain from all his shattered and bloated limbs overtook the dread by a large margin. Lev tried to get up, only to flop on the ground with a tired, suffering groan. One of the last two potions was summoned out of his ring, unscrewed, and poured into his mouth.

Lev's vision constantly blurred as the healing took effect, yet he knew he wouldn't be healed completely. The potion was far too basic for that. Blood vessels were treated first, before bones were brought back to a half-intact state.

The headache from over-manipulation, soul pain from mana overuse, excruciating aching in his entire body due to the mana overuse as well, and pain from half broken bones and utterly shredded flesh, they all remained.

And so did a single thought.

The core… I need the core.

Monsters never had human faces. It was a fact that had never been challenged before. The existence of the monster in front of him was completely impossible, and he, in his right mind, would never give up any possible lead to an answer.

The agony in his entire being was ignored as Lev summoned both his armors again, wobbling when his soul reminded him of its damaged state and low mana with a jolt of pain, and slowly flew toward the monster.

Its eyes had been disintegrated, which Lev was infinitely grateful for, and he passed its face while pointedly ignoring it. Landing on top of its torn open chest, a little bit of the huge core was visible inside its chest.

Lev pried it out with a barrier and Identified it.

[

Chaos Infected Core.

Corruptive. Dispose Immediately.

]

Lev immediately threw it as far as he could with the same barrier. He himself flew in the opposite direction, uncaring of the acid rushing through his soul at the mana usage. Just a single glimpse of the full thing was enough to shake Lev to the very core.

He flew away without looking back. Even when the mist came rushing back, he was still flying away. His mana slowly regenerated but his mind was still in shock. That core shouldn't have existed. Lev's very being recoiled at the sight of it, and some part of him knew for certain that the core should've never found its way to the dungeon.

But he had seen it with his own two eyes. The core was an anomaly that had been attracted to him. There were too many things to consider, and that was only worsening his mental state.

Ten minutes later, he was teleported outside. Lev didn't even notice that the illusion enchantment of his armor had been ruined. It was still invisible to him, but not to the outside world. The half-finished mythril armor was easily noticeable even under the blue barrier armor.

Without sparing anyone a glance, Lev flew up and away. He could feel his vision darkening slowly. The healing potion had done its job but consuming another would just be a death sentence. Even a single one took a lot out of the body. The effects were negligible unless one had to go into battle immediately after healing. Lethargy and drowsiness were the most common ones.

Luckily, his mana regeneration outpaced his controlled flight, albeit barely. Entry at the gates was allowed quickly after the guards noticed his state, though Lev was in no condition to notice their reaction.

Quickly, he flew over the foot traffic and entered the Hunter's guild. Gliding over the stairs, Lev knocked on the guildmaster's office. Even compromised as he was by the extreme pains and shock, he still remembered to not piss the man off.

The doors opened just as Lev felt his strength flagging.

"H-healer…" was all he could croak out before darkness claimed him.

Sort of.

**

Diana kept her eyes closed, knowing the consequences of opening them pretty well. She was currently being transported in Sherron's version of the bubble, one that kept zapping her due to the sheer volume of lightning being consumed.

She didn't mind that. Diana just healed the damage as her mind kept circling back to what Sherron had told her. The wonderboy from before had returned from a delve, leaking all his mana regeneration, a side-effect of severe soul damage. She had only seen it happen a handful of times, and nobody had survived that.

How Lev continued to live, she had no clue.

Diana just hoped they would make it in time. There was no such thing as natural soul healing, for natural human healing was limited to the body. That meant Lev's condition was only getting worse as time passed.

Sherron stopped a few dozen kilometers away from Windkeep. The bubble came to a halt with a shockwave loud enough to kill any classless human around them. They picked up speed again, not loud enough to spook the entire city this time with their passing.

Nobody stopped the Exalted as she passed over the walls and bypassed all procedures, and neither could they. The duo landed in front of the White Health, a branch of her own hospital. Diana followed Sherron inside, who wasted no time in rushing to the isolated unit for troublesome patients.

"Everyone, OUT!" Diana barked the order. The healers looked up in surprise before following her command. Nobody dared go against the founder's orders.

Just one look at the boy was enough to raise her hackles. His entire body was dark blue and black from Monarch knows how many things, and all his limbs looked boneless with how they sunk into themselves with their own little weight. Without wasting a moment, she scanned the extent of the damage.

Dissolved flesh, lethal levels of mana overuse, minor brain damage, extreme soul trauma, poorly healed bones that were reduced to bits, half-infused blood, burnt respiratory system, overloaded nerves and pain receptors… Goddess help me, how do I even begin healing this one?

Diana let her class skills and the power afforded by her titles take over. Her mana gently sank into Lev's skin and started everything it could get its hands on, starting with his soul. She had to instantly reduce her output to almost nothing as the body teetered on the verge of backlash. The damage was too fresh, still refusing any healing.

The boy stirred as the healing took place. Diana's eyes widened in disbelief. Lev was still awake.

"Lev?" Sherron gently called out, no longer able to hold back tears at his condition.

"Sherron?" came the slurred reply. He was not fully present. Just conscious enough to recognize the voice with his eyes closed.

"I'm right here," she reached for Lev's hand, then thought better of it.

"Say…" Lev began as his breathing quickened. "Monsters never look explicitly like humans, yeah?"

Sherron stilled as sweat rolled down her forehead. Diana, too, was frozen. Pulling herself together, she continued slowly healing the boy's damaged soul.

"… Yeah."

"Hehe," Lev giggled. "So it's just another world-shattering thing related to me. Human face…" he trailed off, breaking out in a wide smile.

Sherron recoiled as Lev's teeth came into view. Some had been elongated, as if stretched from a ductile clay, while others were missing entirely.

"Monsters are supposed to look like monsters…"

The boy kept giggling, making even Diana extremely nervous. But her hands were tied. Even a little more healing mana would kill him. The current trickle must be unimaginably painful.

"Can you ruffle my hair?"

Sherron nodded repeatedly, barely holding back sobs. Doing as she was told only made Lev's smile wider.

"It hurts, you know?" Lev slowly began. Diana was about to reassure him that everything would be alright when he continued speaking. "The weakness. Just one strong monster and I'm half dead… I think. Probably. Where's my teacher, anyway? Or Orianna?"

"They're coming," Diana replied in a soothing voice. She was faring much better than the Exalted but much worse than she wanted to.

"Oh, you're here too?" Lev giggled again. "Let's call Hakim too while we're at it."

Minutes passed in silence. Sherron pulled herself together, reassuringly running her hand through Lev's hair. The door suddenly opened as Alec entered, only to freeze in the doorway.

"What…" he began but trailed off, eyes becoming moist.

"He'll live," Diana spoke before his mind could jump to the worst-case scenario. "Just."

Alec nodded slowly once, and then more resolutely before summoning a bench and sitting down.

"You're late," Lev turned to look at his teacher, accurately finding him even with eyes closed. Then he smiled. "Just kidding. I'm going to sleep now. You guys better have answers when I wake up."

Then Lev truly passed out.
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  Interesting situations I find myself in.

The thought was completely coherent, unaffected by all the terror and panic he remembered feeling before passing out. Lev felt around with his senses. There was only one person near him currently, and he already knew who the sweetheart was.

Keeping his eyes shut, he slowly broached the memories of prior events. They were… not as bad as he had expected. The half-human monster, whose name he still didn't know, looked just as utterly terrifying, but from memory alone, it felt incomplete. The answer stood out immediately.

The monster had an aura strong enough to effortlessly bypass his mental defenses.

Lev shuddered and thanked Monarch for still keeping him alive. He also thanked whichever deity could hear him. It felt right.

"Lev?" Orianna's calming voice reached him.

"I'm up," Lev opened his eyes. Her kind gaze met them, telling him he was lying on her thighs. It made him feel special. Checking around, he was in a large bedroom with several large sofas arranged around the bed.

"Do you want me to call everyone else?"

"Not yet," Lev replied and got up before giving her a tight hug. "I have a wall of notifications waiting for me."

"I'll wait," she said with her same kind smile that Lev would happily die for.

Giving her a thankful nod, Lev brought up his notifications.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 200]

…

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggenaut - Level 209]

…

You have vanquished [Corrupted - Weakened - Chaoswalker - Level 373]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 165

Mana Tempest has reached Level 166

…

Mana Tempest has reached Level 178

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 3

Unerring Volley has reached 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses has reached 3rd Level 4

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 3

Mage Conduit has reached 3rd Level 4

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 2

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 3

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 4

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 5

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 6

-

You have qualified for a title: Seen

Seen:

You have been noticed by both Mana and Chaos.

Similar events are extremely unlikely to occur around you again.

Title granted for compensation.

-

You have qualified for a title: Survivor I

Survivor I:

You have survived events utterly beyond your comprehension despite being at the center of them. The System recognizes your luck and efforts.

+25 to all attributes.

-

Your title has evolved.

]

The gains were absurd. Even Daunting Steps had evolved once more and gave +5 attributes more. He should have been ecstatic—if only there hadn't been another notification waiting for him.

[

// WARNING

// YOU ARE IN THE PRESENCE OF A CREATURE OF CHAOS

// NOTIFY CAPABLE PEOPLE OF YOUR RACE IMMEDIATELY

// MAXIMUM ESSENCE GAINS APPLIED FOR THE VANQUISHERS

]

"Is something wrong?" Orianna broke him out of his spiraling thoughts.

"… Too many questions. You should call everyone else."

Over an hour, people slowly streamed into the large bedroom. Sherron hugged him tightly, called him an idiot, and told him he had been out for over a week. Lev just blinked at the information and moved on.

Alec's reaction was unexpected. Lev suddenly felt embarrassed for making him worry so much, only for strong arms to envelop him. His mentor checked Lev up and down, looking for any lingering injuries. When he was done, he looked at Lev's eyes.

"Was it your fault?" Alec simply questioned. Lev shook his head. Very few things could ever force him to face that abomination. There was no way he would willingly go against it.

"Good, then you probably made it out like a bandit. Make sure to be strong enough not to let this happen again."

Lev barked out a short laugh before he could stop himself. Grinning, he hugged his mentor.

"You best bet I'm gonna turn the plains upside down. Whatever that thing was, it was just a side-effect of something much greater. Better start preparing quickly."

Alec's face hardened before taking a spot and waiting for Hakim to arrive. To Lev's surprise, Drakys entered the room, and to none of Lev's surprise, the princesses followed. He had always considered them the curious type, and this proved so.

"Oh, it's you," Lev called out when Katarina entered. Just to be safe, he also shuffled closer behind Orianna before saying that.

Katarina stopped and gave him a flat stare. Lara just passed her by with a grin.

"Where did Diana go?" Lev asked, suddenly remembering he had almost died.

"The ravine. Her presence is one of the few lifelines there," Sherron replied. The answer made him even more grateful for her healing him.

"That's just unfair. Why me?" Katarina kept her stare on him as she took a seat. "Why not her too?" she pointed at Lara.

"You held me in place, remember?" Lev grinned.

Katarina snorted in an unladylike manner but didn't deny Lev's claim. Drakys was looking at Lev intently, surely knowing something he didn't. Lev was determined to get some answers today.

"How did you two find me, anyway?" Lev asked Lara.

"Drakys told us. We were also free these days."

"These days? You two have duties?"

"Excuse me," Katarina interjected. "I will have you know that we are both part of a radiant mythril adventurer team. You may be absurd in your growth but we are no slouches either."

That… is genuinely impressive.

Lev slowly nodded. "I take back what I said. That is pretty damn cool."

Katarina leaned back, triumphant. Lev didn't mind. He knew the princesses had to be absurdly strong, or they wouldn't have survived the trip to Monarch.

Hakim entered at last, making Lev gulp because of his sheer presence. The room felt suffocating when he entered, though the effect vanished after a few seconds.

"You sure know how to scare the soul out of someone, boy," Hakim voiced while glancing at Sherron. "The entirety of Windkeep now knows you are related to two Exalted. Not like it matters."

"It doesn't," Lev agreed. "Should I keep it brief?"

"That would be appreciated," Hakim nodded.

"What is Chaos?" Lev asked bluntly. Hakim's gaze hardened, while Drakys let out a sigh. Only they seemed to know something, whereas the rest were just sad.

Perhaps I should've been more tactful… ah fuck it, I want answers.

"Do either of you have the Survivor title?"

"Both of us do," Hakim eventually answered. "What did you find in that dungeon?"

"Chaoswalker."

Hakim went silent, and Drakys rubbed his face with his hands. Lev didn't know what he was expecting, but rendering two Exalted silent was not it.

Nobody else spoke, giving the two the reins. Lev waited.

"Chaoswalker… is a being corrupted by chaos," Drakys slowly began. "The results are usually lethal."

Lev's mind however, was stuck on one detail. "Can humans be corrupted?"

Drakys nodded in assent, eyes glazed over and lost in thought.

"I'm assuming you both also got a warning about the creature of chaos?"

"We did," Hakim replied, exhaling a deep, suffering breath. "That was a nightmare no one will ever forget."

They're hiding something, and there's only one possible question.

"Who was it?"

"Lev, I don't think-" Sherron began but Drakys cut her off.

"Martha. The woman I raised like my own daughter. The Empyrean Queen and the love of our people. She was corrupted," Drakys replied with eyes that wished they could still shed tears. They had dried long ago, yet the intense glare leveled at Lev was no less frightening.

It didn't have the desired effect. Queen Martha and Emperor Blaine were two of Lev's greatest role models, the martyrs who made survival possible for all the remaining humans. Perhaps there were more survivors out there, waiting for the humans of Monarch to return. All because of them.

Now, he was learning that someone he respected so much had been… defiled by chaos. It evoked an incredible mix of feelings inside him, predominantly hate and anger.

"I will look for her," Lev declared firmly, arguements be damned. This could not stand.

Drakys gave him a nod of recognition. Both of them shared a common goal now, and one was more prepared to carry it out than the other. It didn't matter who brought it to fruition first, as long as someone found the queen and put her to rest.

Lev's declaration was otherwise met with silence. He paid close attention to the reactions of the two princesses. They were both holding each other's hand, barely blinking back tears. Just one more reason for Lev to go out there.

Seeing nothing else was forthcoming, Lev debated what else to tell them. The seen title was his own baggage, and disclosing it benefited no one. He would much rather bear that burden alone.

"There is not much to report this time. Everything went normally until the last fight. The dungeon monsters all started chasing me, so I circled them and killed them with arrows until the chaoswalker randomly ambushed me through the mist.

"It was huge, much larger than any of the other monsters. Had a human face too, with four human arms. Half of its body ended in a tail. The aura coming from it was incredibly invasive, and I used all my mana at once in a panic attack.

"Well, it perished. I was barely staying awake at that point and took out its core with a barrier from afar. The System warned me to dispose of it immediately, so I threw it away and ran as fast as I could without holding back any mana. Pretty sure that's the main reason I was so close to dying.

"The reward is 14 levels and 30 points for each attribute. That's about it."

Sherron sat down next to him on the bed and ran her hand through his hair.

I mean, thanks? That feels nice.

Lev wisely didn't question it and went with the flow.

"You do realize the significance of what you just claimed, don't you?" Hakim addressed him.

"Of course," Lev looked at him flatly. "I need to evolve beyond Exalted first to stand a chance. That much is obvious."

"That's not all. How far away do you think the Empyrean lands are?"

"… Very? How would I know?"

"We don't know either."

Lev took a few seconds to process that. "What?"

"We don't know where our lands are."

"Again, what?"

"We were teleported to Monarch," Hakim answered properly this time. "That's literally all we know."

"Teleported?" Lev echoed. "Just like that?"

"Just like that," Hakim confirmed.

What on Monarch? So it's not just me who has to face these random events?

"But… what?" Lev repeated himself again. "This makes no sense. How did this even happen?"

"One day, the ship was swallowed in some sort of dark dimension. There was literally nothing beyond the ship, just a darkness that ate even light. Yet humans were completely safe inside it. The situation lasted for over a week before we suddenly appeared above our continent," Drakys filled him in.

"I now have even more questions," Lev let out an annoyed huff. "Things can never be simple, can they? I'm assuming Mara had a role in all of this?"

"She evolved during the darkness."

Oh… poor soul. No wonder she was muttering about slitted eyes.

Lev didn't even want to imagine what she saw by divining the darkness. He could suddenly sympathize with her a lot more. Maybe he would've also become an airhead after such an encounter.

"I… see. She sure has it tough, huh."

Sherron snorted by his side. "Other than blaming herself, she's still the same."

Blame? Was she the one to rile the volunteers to come here? Or did she just play a major role?

Lev didn't ask any questions. It was not his place to inquire about her past that wasn't related to him in any way.

"Ugh, fine. I have to explore a lot and hope to find the lost lands? Doable. With enough mana, I will find a way eventually. Is that all? Or are there some other world-shattering truths remaining?"

Glances were shared. Lev's excitement surged a little but nobody said anything.

… I think it is safe to call them all rude just this once.

"How rude," Lev muttered, knowing everyone present would hear him. "Keeping mysteries from me. I will pry them out of your hands one day."

**

When Lev had finished his report to Hakim, his dungeoneer title had upgraded too. Perhaps because he was given a quest of sorts directly by the guildmaster, it hadn't changed before that.

[

Solo Dungeoneer has evolved into Daring Delver

Daring Delver:

You have repeatedly challenged dungeons beyond your level alone and come out on top. The title is rewarded for your accomplishments and drive to make life better for your kind.

+10 to any attribute of your choice (Wisdom)

+15 to any attribute of your choice (Wisdom)

]

The points obviously went into Wisdom. Lev was really loving having so much mana to play with so far, and he had just received nearly a hundred Wisdom. His next delve was going to be a cakewalk.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 178

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps IV, Daring Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I

Attributes:

Strength: 125

Dexterity: 125

Constitution: 340

Intelligence: 415

Wisdom: 500

Perception: 340

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 2

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 3

Colorful Destruction - 3rd Level 3

Barrier Armor - 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses - 3rd Level 4

Rapid Infusion - 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 3

Mage Conduit - 3rd Level 4

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 6

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 6

Wanderer's Repository - Level 2

Mana Slash - 2nd Level 10

]

Lev waited for a moment, unable to hold back a smile at the amount of Wisdom he had, but nothing congratulated him for hitting that milestone.

Oh well. I am more than happy with the current rewards anyway.

He was currently walking with Sherron to the merchant's guild. Both of his gauntlets were gone now, and he needed something that would last him till he evolved.

Only, Lev was no longer inside the illusion armor. He still had the blocking stone stopping all attempts at Identification, but the armor had been damaged too much. Lev had simply given up on it. He looked old enough to have had a class for two years at most, and that was good enough.

While they slowly walked, Lev's mind went back to the events after the brief report. Unexpectedly, it was Lara who broke down.

Lev was looking at his new title when she suddenly grabbed him in a hug, with tears streaming down her face. Her aura was laid bare for him to see as well, and he could see so much gratitude in there that it brought Lev to tears as well.

Amongst gratitude was a deep well of frustration at her inability to do anything, a roaring rage at the unfairness of it all, and a crushing sadness for the past that could not be changed.

Needless to say, Lev's goal of space exploration had warped into something else entirely. His plans of meandering now had a concrete destination, which had lit a fire under all his resolve.

Feels good to have ambitions with such a worthy cause, Lev thought and smiled to himself. It felt like another piece of the puzzle had clicked into place. Where he only had some general goals before, now he had a straight thorny path to traverse.

Lev was more than prepared to give it his all… after a few days of rest.
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The merchant guild hall was lavish to say the least. It was humungous, big enough that Lev had to question why it was so big as he walked down the main hall.

Since the illusion armor had been discarded, he got more than a few stares. Walking by Sherron's side attracted a lot of attention for obvious reasons.

Nobody blocked their path, or even tried to talk to them. Lev was expecting such treatment to feel cold or distant, only to end up liking the lack of social interaction.

"We greet the Exalted," the receptionists bowed in unison.

Sherron just nodded. "Is Dennis in?"

"I will call him immediately," said one of them women, and left with barely controlled steps. Lev tried not to smile at her wobbly legs.

He followed Sherron to the side and sat around one of the tables in the waiting area. He looked around, finding half the hall fashioned into a lounge, whereas the other half was empty to allow for the huge crowds to move without obstructions.

The backside had two hallways going deeper and three large rooms with their doors closed.

"Where are all the stores and the like?"

Sherron glanced at him. "Underground."

"How do I get access?"

She smiled. "Take a guess?"

Lev let out a mock sigh. "So hungry for resources. People these days…"

Further interaction was cut off when a strong aura approached them. Lev beheld a man with shoulder-length black hair. Standing taller than Sherron, he looked like the spitting image of a businessman in his black suit.

His eyes though, were smiling with an almost childlike joy.

[Merchant - ???]

"Welcome to our guild," Dennis proclaimed and bowed, the motion considerably less deep than everyone else. "How may I be of assistance today, Exalted Sherron?"

"I'd like to browse your personal collection. Would you be up for it?"

"Of course," Dennis said, glancing once at Lev. "Follow me."

Lev followed them both upstairs, curious about the history between the two. They seemed sort of friendly, or at least Dennis seemed to be genuinely happy to see Sherron.

Going up three floors, Dennis eventually led them to a spacious storeroom. It was filled with everything Lev could imagine could be sold.

Weapons, armors, paints, paintings, trinkets, equipment, cores, threads, metals, materials, crystals, etc.

Lev was impressed. Whoever this fellow was, he seemed pretty wealthy.

"How is it?" Dennis leaned in and asked Lev, no doubt looking for praise.

"The collection is awe-inspiring," Lev replied, overplaying it a bit. "Must have taken a while to gather all of this."

Dennis seemed satisfied with his reaction as he replied. "Indeed, young man. I have been collecting unique resources for centuries. The most valuable ones aren't even present here."

Thought so, Lev thought while playing his part of an excited young man. The reaction was not entirely fake.

When the doors finally closed and all the privacy wards came alive, Dennis' bearing changed. His shoulders relaxed as his smile became more genuine.

Dennis looked at Sherron with a smirk. "Is there a need for congratulations?"

"Of course not," she replied, exasperated. "Lev is Alec's disciple. You can deduce the rest."

"No way, that old coot? Thought he only ever drooled over barriers," Dennis voiced, lost in thought. Lev couldn't stay quiet after that.

"You clearly don't know him well enough, then."

Dennis instantly looked at him, a smirk back on his face. "Oho? What makes you think that?"

"I never found him to be a crafting addict. You can deduce the rest," Lev cheekily replied, easily ignoring the aura intentionally leaking from the merchant. It didn't hold a candle to Orianna's, let alone Sherron's.

"Definitely his disciple," Dennis chuckled. Lev was confused but didn't ask further.

"Enough of that. What kind of equipment were you looking for, Lev?" Sherron interjected

"First to sell the cores, but you brought me here directly," Lev replied. "I need a lightning converter and a fire converter. Both of them need to be able to handle large amounts of channeling."

"Instant or continuous?" Dennis questioned.

"Both."

His eyebrows rose at the request. "That will be a custom order. What is your budget range?"

"Depends on the cores I plan to sell. Can you give me an estimate of their value?"

"Sure, follow me."

They arrived at a large empty table in the corner of the room. Dennis summoned a soft and enchanted sheet of paper and draped it over the table before motioning Lev to summon the cores.

Lev started with each of the normal golem cores from his second and third delve.

"Golem cores," Dennis noted. "These are useful because of their long lifespan and decent conductivity. How many do you have?"

Cores appeared by the dozens. Dennis had to blink a few times before giving an estimate.

"Forty-five gold for the bunch. Most of the value comes from the boss' core."

Pretty good. Too good, really. Why is the monster market deliberately inflated so much?

The only reason he knew of was to make basic necessities cheap and easily accessible. It made enough sense for him not to question it. Much.

"Who would be buying these?"

"Hmm? Oh, that's my price."

Lev nodded. "Go ahead, then."

While the previous cores vanished, Lev summoned the cores from his first golem dungeon delve. Dennis perked up quite a bit when he noticed the cores exhibited minor properties.

"No questions," Sherron shot him down before he opened his mouth.

The merchant looked like he had swallowed a lemon but went with the order. Before Lev summoned the boss' core, he looked at Sherron for permission. Getting a small nod, he put it on the table.

"I… have so many questions," Dennis voiced, rubbing his forehead. "Lesser properties on a golem core are so extremely rare. Nobody has ever found golems outside of dungeons, so this core might be one of a kind."

"Must be incredibly valuable, then," Lev quipped with a smile.

"It is," Dennis replied, missing the joke or perhaps not willing to take it lightly. "I don't know how to price it. In all fairness, you shouldn't be selling this for coin in the first place. I am down to trade it for some equipment of value that you consider fair."

… Something so good came out of that shit delve? Damn.

"That sounds feasible. I need converters and something to wear under my barrier armor. What is the best you can offer in that regard?"

Dennis thought for a moment. "Nothing that would match the core's value."

"Runes," Lev added without hesitation. "I am willing to trade for useful runes as well."

Sherron nodded by his side, approving. Lev took that as a sign to press on.

"Of course, they need to be suitable for my class. Specifically, I want obscurement and stealth runes and scalable formations for different items."

"The latter is simple. The former however, will be a pain to acquire."

Lev spoke before he could continue further. "You can add the previous cores and these into the mix as well." He summoned all the cores he had harvested from the mistcrawler dungeon before things had went to shit.

"Mistcrawler cores," Dennis observed, not pointing out the missing boss core. "The normal cores combined are worth a sizable amount of wealth. I will look into rogue runes in the upcoming days, so let us decide what equipment you want."

"Fire and Lightning converters. Something to filter air and keep extreme temperatures at bay."

Dennis blinked. "That is pretty simple. What kind of enchantments do you want on the equipment? The material will be decided by that."

"Wait, I almost forgot. How much is a healing mana converter worth?"

"Quite a bit. It will take a chunk out of the runes you can acquire."

Lev hesitated. The healing converter was a must-have, but runes would stay with him forever.

"Replace the formations with the converter. Does it come in a fixed shape, or can I have one built?" He eventually replied.

"We can have one built," Dennis waved off his worries. "So, three converters, something to wear under armor with the enchantments you mentioned, and stealth runes. Do you consider that a fair price?"

Lev looked at Sherron, who just looked back. It seemed she wanted him to take the lead on this one.

"What do you think?" he asked Dennis, who smirked.

"It is not fair yet," Dennis simply replied.

"What if we add in the formations again?"

"It is somewhat fair, now."

Haggling. Exactly what I wanted to avoid.

Lev rubbed his chin. "The core you see, is one of a kind. Not only was the monster obscenely strong, but it was also one hell of a mage. Regardless of what you use the core in, very few things could ever match it, especially because of its dual properties. I'd say there is still a lot of room for exchange."

Monarch help me, I feel slimy.

Dennis looked on with a smile. "You bring up good points. What more do you think can be added to the exchange?"

Just like that, he was stumped again. There was nothing that would help with mana overuse and mana poisoning, and neither could he buy any weapon stronger than his class skills.

Relying on such methods would not only reduce the quality of his evolutions, it also went against Lev's goals. Converters were a necessity, so he couldn't forgo those, but he refused to rely on other external tools to grow stronger.

The healing converter was an exception. There would be no point to all his efforts if he just perished, unable to heal himself.

I mean, it won't be long till I run into something similar. With my recent rewards, the fight should go very differently.

"How far does your reach extend?" Lev bluntly asked.

"… Everywhere? Why does that matter?"

"I will return with more things to sell later. You can put the remaining value in my tab or something."

Dennis looked at him incredulously before laughing heartily. Even Sherron was shaking her head with a smile.

"Damn, kid. It has been a while since someone has subverted my expectations so thoroughly." Dennis smiled at him. "Deal. I'll be waiting for new, exciting things."

Lev tilted his head a little. "What were you expecting me to ask for?"

"Coins or a storage ring."

"But I summoned all those cores in front of you?"

Dennis shrugged. "I just have a hunch that if the ring was borrowed, you wouldn't hesitate to get your own."

… True enough, I guess.

**

"Do you think I was lowballed in the deal?" Lev asked after they returned to the bedroom. The location was a large mansion in a corner of Windkeep's residential area, and it looked phenomenal with its blue and white coloring. It was Sherron's.

"Dennis is smart," Sherron replied, getting ready to leave. "He knows you fought that boss and brought it down. It will not take him long to realize you are also a solo hunter. Try making unreasonable demands next time, and you will see. He will fold quite a bit."

"Makes sense," Lev answered and hugged her. "I'll be here for the next few days if you want to visit."

"I will. There is a practice room in the basement. The controls should be simple so you won't be bored."

Lev smiled. "I already planned to make use of that."

Several minutes later, Lev was alone in the mansion and preparing to test his much-improved attributes. Stargazer in hand, slashes rained down on the metal pole dummy.

His physical strength had shot up considerably. Despite the minor increase, every little bit helped his armor manipulation. Lev had always used his body in tandem with his mind to get more physical attributes, but his hopes had been dashed by all the titles he had obtained.

Training for attributes after attaining a class was a matter of years. Years that he was not willing to wait. While Lev hadn't benefited from the exercise in terms of attributes, he made it a habit to push his body regardless.

Ringing impacts echoed in the underground room as Stargazer smacked into the metal pole without a single scratch on either.

Lev simply pushed his body and mind to the limit in terms of speed before adding flight into the mix. Unlike before, his movements only got better.

Hehe, this is fun, Lev thought as he spun in a full circle and swung Stargazer at the pole before his right leg followed with a whoosh. It crashed into the pole with a metallic thud. The force of his kick alone was enough to break through concrete walls on Earth.

… Ouch. Impacts still hurt a lot.

He didn't have any plans to fight using his limbs, so that was fine. Stargazer and barriers would be the way to go from now on.

Enhancement formation formed on his armor after a few minutes. Lev had to fully focus now to learn the ins and outs of it. The formation remained hard to master, still. He could use it reliably but the actual enhancement was incredibly basic.

The intensity of his attacks turned a notch higher. Stargazer's blade started to show signs of strain and small damage with every hit. Lev repaired the damage, not stopping his single-minded assault for even a single second.

The third rank of Heavier Lifting joined in. Lev was spending enough mana to bottom out in less than half an hour, yet he was ecstatic. The sheer power packed in his physical attacks was astounding, and it wasn't even the focus of the class.

Ten minutes later, his arms felt like jelly when he stopped. His mana was already below half, most of it hogged by the enhancement formation as Lev regulated more and more mana into it.

The result was the barrier blade on Stargazer shattering. He had stopped in shock when his repairing speed had been outpaced by his strikes. Only then did he realize the painful state of his body.

Taking the refillable water bottle out of his ring, Lev drank his fill and settled down in a corner for his mana to regenerate.

Entering in meditative state, Lev thought to his next steps. He had enough practice to not lose sight of his regenerating pool while thinking about other things.

The last wave was over two months ago. That worries me. I would've left already if it wasn't for Sherron or Hakim's presence.

Waves in windkeep were frequent. Normally, there was a wave every three weeks or so as monsters rushed in from all sides. Most of them were easy to put down but things got dicey to the west.

Dreadwoods were unpredictable at best. New types of monsters were discovered in there even today, and the waves coming from that region only got more difficult because of that.

That was exactly what worried Lev the most, too. He was already attracting things beyond comprehension. Dreadwoods had been mostly left alone by humans because the monsters in there were especially harrowing, but now they could be on the move.

His limbs itched to move again and get stronger when the sight of the chaos core came to the forefront of his mind again, immobilizing him. Lev forgot to breath for a while before he shook himself out of the frozen terror. Shudders ran through his body as he took shaky breaths to calm himself.

While the chaoswalker had gradually become less scary in his mind, the dread from the chaos core remained just as strong. Lev was able to feel a single hint of an aura from it before he threw it away, and that was enough to lock him in place every time he remembered. The aura was undeniably hostile, and that terrified him. He had taken great care to not let anyone notice his state.

Supportive as they were, Lev refused to let them see him at his lowest, getting paralyzed randomly because of some stupid memory.

He was stronger than that. Had to be.

The pit still called to him. He was sure to find answers in those depths. To that end, he had to be stronger. The strongest to ever exist.

Lev didn't even know why he believed that fact. It was simply true.
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For the next few days, Lev only practiced fighting moves with Stargazer, tested the limits of his barrier movements and enhancement formation, and watched his mana regenerate in all its tranquil glory.

He had a truly absurd pool now, and Master rank was still way off.

Sherron came to visit him twice during that time. She brought sweets with her, which Lev appreciated. The foods in his ring were mostly soups and different types of meats.

Currently, he was waiting for Dennis to arrive. The merchant had acquired all his requested items and runes and was on his way. Sherron had left some time ago in a hurry, though not before reassuring Lev that everything was fine.

"There you are," Dennis' voice reached him. The merchant was standing in the door of the practice room, observing Lev meditate. "Pool gazing?"

"There's a term for this?" Lev remarked and motioned for the man to follow him.

"Of course?" Dennis raised a brow.

"I see. I discovered it by myself."

"Right," Dennis said as he sat down on one of the sofas in the bedroom. "The runes you wanted turned out to be easier to obtain than expected, so there are a lot of formations. For the under-armor, a skinsuit fits your request perfectly. It is an excellent piece, made for Masters in mind."

Dennis finished by bringing out the said piece, and it was a sight to behold. Weaved out of sea blue threads, a single glance told Lev that the skinsuit was utterly drenched in enchantments. Yet those did nothing to diminish its simplistic grace.

[

Last Line of Defense - Rare

The skinsuit is extremely resistant to slashing and cutting and possesses high resistance to all temperature-based attacks and phenomena.

Enchantments: Air Moderation, Passive Durability, Mana Conductivity, Self-cleaning, Size Adjustment, Lightning Converter, Fire Converter, Minor Restoration Converter.

]

Woah… That is a lot of enchantments.

"Pretty good, right?" Dennis grinned. "You just happened to make me look for it at the right time. The enchantments should be self-explanatory. The air moderation enchantment also filters out all harmful gases to the best of its ability. Mana conductivity for it not to interfere with the usage of your converters."

"Pretty good, indeed," Lev agreed. "How does the size adjustment work?"

"By itself. You just need to wear it."

Lev did just that. Taking it with him, he entered the restroom and quickly donned the skinsuit. It had a zip in the back to open it, and Lev was wearing it in seconds. The moment he zipped it, the suit morphed.

Threads shrunk into themselves as the skinsuit became smaller, fitting Lev's still-growing frame snugly. It hugged him like a second skin and was comfortable enough that he didn't even notice it when moving around in the restroom.

The enchantments were unnoticeable except for the converters. The restoration mana was present just above his heart. Lightning and fire were on his torso.

Marvelous. When can I start creating things like this?

The answer was not anytime soon. Lev quickly put on his normal black shirt and pants before returning.

Dennis took in how the skinsuit looked to fit him perfectly and nodded in satisfaction. "There is another piece that I commissioned at Sherron's request."

He summoned a face mask that covered the entire head. There were no holes for eyes to see through, and it also matched the skinsuit in color.

"This balaclava is an extension of the skinsuit. It will be invisible once worn and share all the enchantments. The main purpose of this piece is to vastly increase the air moderation around your head."

"I was worried about that too," Lev commented as he put it on. It became invisible as advertised and was just as comfortable as the skinsuit. "Harmful gases need to be filtered out completely, or one may slowly lose consciousness. This will ensure that."

"Correct. Now, for runes, I have four stealth formations. They are compatible with each other but are also incredibly complex for your level."

Dennis handed Lev a small notebook, which had all the aforementioned formations.

Mana Concealing

Sound Dampening

Camouflage

Illusionist's Invisibility

"The camouflage is most useful when you need to remain stationary," Dennis explained. "The last one is similar, except it allows slow movement. Too fast, and you will stand out immediately. The first two should be obvious."

I mostly needed mana concealing and invisibility, Lev thought, grateful for the other options. Since they were compatible, he could put them all on his armor. He doubted they would mess with his enhancement formation because of the different aspects they targeted.

Using them together however, would likely be impossible. The enhancement formation would defeat the purpose of slow movements and might disrupt the stealth formations.

"Good enough."

Dennis took that as his prompt to go on. "The other formations, there are 27 of them. You can check these out in your free time. Because of your need for converters, I added a basic fire and lightning conversion formation in there."

Lev gave the merchant a searching look. Conversion formations were expensive, mostly because of their sheer usefulness. Dennis was just handing him not one, but two of them out of the 'goodness of his heart.' Sherron had already predicted this.

Lev thanked him regardless. "I appreciate it. What is the efficiency like?"

"Should be above 60% for starters. With practice, carving improvements, and familiarity, it will settle at nearly 85%."

This is definitely an investment on his part.

"Thank you," this time Lev said that genuinely. That was an expensive gift if he had ever seen one.

"It's of no consequence," Dennis leaned back with a smile. "Will there be anything else?"

Lev just shook his head.

**

Hours passed as Lev studied the formations in the notebook given to him by Dennis. Most of them were not immediately useful, but they still gave him plenty of ideas about how to utilize them in the future.

No closer to firing lasers, though.

Lev was a little sad about the lack of runes that allowed him to fire beams at monsters. His childish goal was to come true one day, surely.

Let's see. The most useful ones are similar to coalesce runes. Formations to fire basic fireballs or lightning bolts. That's four of them already. The second most useful is a durability formation that incorporates earth mana. The rest are nice, especially the wind formation to improve projectile speed, but my projectiles are not strong enough to enhance to such a degree right now. The supportive runes, such as acceleration and enhance, will do nicely as well.

One could debate that the durability formation was the most useful, but the firing formations would allow him to build a foundation for his future constructs and equipment. Lev already had a bunch of rifles and grenades planned that he couldn't hope to create before Master.

The remaining formations were also far from useless. Once he evolved, he would be able to create equipment for his future team. The formations would be helpful in that.

**

[

Barrier Carving has reached Level 7

Barrier Carving has reached Level 8

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 3

]

Lev squinted at the overloaded shield floating in front of his face. It thrummed with a large amount of mana packed inside it, the magical fuel slowly being consumed by the mana concealment formation carved on its surface.

The effects were… odd. Lev was used to feeling the condition of his barriers through his mental feedback, visual feedback, and mana perception. The sudden removal of the last was doing weird things to his brain.

It is working, I think, Lev thought, frowning slightly. The amount of mana I can feel is definitely lower, but this combined feedback is distracting.

Closing his eyes, he tried his best to separate them. He didn't make much progress, but the results were there. The amount of mana he could feel through mana perception was vastly reduced.

Whether it works against dungeon monsters or not remains to be seen.

That was the main reason he wanted stealth runes. That, and his plans to eventually explore the pit. From what little he knew, that place had the strongest monsters, but they rarely came out.

Lev had no doubts that his presence would change that.

Dismissing the shield, he sat down and spent the next five minutes patiently carving the invisibility formation on his armor. With his Perception stretched to the limit, those were some long five minutes.

Finishing the last stroke, Lev estimated the formation to have an efficiency of 65%. Moving to the bedroom, he stood in front of the large mirror of a dressing table and channeled mana into the formation.

The fuel was greedily absorbed as Lev's armor shimmered and then vanished. He watched in fascination as both he and his armor had become almost completely invisible in a single second. Slowly moving around, he could just barely notice the edges of his invisibility, and only because of the movement.

He could also feel the functions of the formation better. It had something to do with light, bending it to create an illusion of invisibility. Sound and mana were completely unaffected, though, which made him realize why Dennis had given him the four matching formations.

Very nice, Lev smiled to himself. But right now, I'm way more curious about how much deadlier I have become with all my increased Wisdom.

There was still no wave in Windkeep, which was making him increasingly worried. He knew it would come soon, but the extent of the wave remained unknown. He sincerely hoped it wouldn't be a nine or ten-rated wave.

With a deep breath, he prepared himself to go out again and left the mansion to make his way to the hunter's guild. Walking without the illusion armor was liberating, letting him feel the constant breeze of windkeep on his face, flowing through his hair with a gentle touch.

The voices of people around him were also louder, but he didn't mind. With the amount of monstrous screeches and cries he had dealt with so far, the sounds of a crowd were downright pleasant to the ears.

Now comes the hard part. I look like a kid still, one who might've just gotten his class.

Lev's high Perception easily let him see the frown that flickered on the receptionist's face. Before she could say anything, he thrust his gold badge into her face.

"I want to inquire about all gold dungeons," Lev said, barely stopping himself from cringing because of how young his voice sounded all of a sudden. He only ever talked to officials with his armor on.

"I would need you to verify your capabilities first, please."

Lev refrained from sighing. Despite the needless complication, she was only professionally skeptical. Things might've gotten… heated if she looked down on him.

"Sure, let's move to one of the training rooms?"

"Please give me a second," she said and vanished somewhere behind the counter through a door. Lev got out of line and waited for her to return. Most of him hoped that nobody would bother him, though a small part of him wished they would.

"Hey, kid."

Lev's armor appeared in a blink. The enhancement formation was carved in a single second as he turned around.

"Yes?" he replied in a sweet, innocent tone. Stargazer's appearence might've undermined the act a little but he didn't care. Lev was content with holding her in his hands as mana streamed into her enchantments.

"Nice toys," replied the same dipshit who had called out to him earlier. The boy couldn't even feel the amount of mana in Stargazer. Or maybe he could, and thought it came from cores or crystals. Because of the blocking stone on Lev's person, his level could not be deciphered.

Lev tilted his head a little, unable to truly comprehend the situation. He had to hold back a smile when he Identified the boy. He was much stronger than expected for someone eighteen or nineteen years old.

[Warrior - Level 151]

"Thank you?" Lev replied. "Did you need something?"

"Being a hunter is not a joke. Don't risk your neck like that for bits of fame or whatever it is you're after."

Oh hell, he's serious. I would've happily escalated the situation if he wasn't actually concerned.

Stargazer vanished in Lev's ring as he thought for a moment before a brilliant idea flashed into his mind.

"Since you seemed to be worried about my safety, how about I prove myself?"

"I can settle for that," the boy grinned. "The name's Ryan, by the way."

"Lev. Since you're a warrior, will you be up for a match of arm wrestling?"

The whole guild was spectating by now, and the challenge was met with whispers and cheers of approval. Ryan couldn't ignore such a blatant provocation either.

Ryan's grin turned predatory as he responded. "You feel like a mage but I doubt you would put forth arm wrestling without a plan. I accept. Let's see if you can put your money where your mouth is."

Five minutes later, both of them were sitting opposite each other. In front of them was a relatively professional-looking stone arm wrestling table with a hand peg on each side. The table was formed by a Master earth mage who happened to be present near the confrontation.

"Clasp your hands," said the guild receptionist, who had returned after some time. She looked exasperated but didn't stop such a harmless competition.

Lev adjusted his right arm, covered in barrier armor, and clasped his opponent's right hand. Neither planned to use any techniques or moves. They just wanted to judge each other's strength without tricks and decide if the other was strong or not.

Lev had no plans to lose either.

"3."

"2."

They both tightly grabbed the hand pegs.

"Go."

Neither did anything. Ryan observed him with an easy grin, letting him take the lead. Lev obliged, starting with his physical strength alone.

It was countered easily. Lev was met with a single raised brow, but he too was only getting started.

Mental manipulation joined in, slowly increasing in strength. Ryan's expression went from relaxed to mildly surprised before his brows shot up. He had to visibly put some effort into keeping Lev's arm in place now.

Lev grinned, then opened the floodgates. Mana rushed into the enhancement formation, almost scoring him the victory immediately, but Ryan reasserted himself in the nick of time.

To Lev's surprise, he was starting to get pushed back. Slowly, ever so slowly, it was his hand that inched closer to the table, not Ryan's.

Heavier lifting's third tier joined in, at which point both of them were locked in place. Veins bulged in their necks as they both gave it their all, yet the clasped arms refused to move to either side.

In the end, it was the property of Lev's class that allowed him to win. He basically cheated with his prodigious pool as mana rushed into all of his skills, overloading them to the limit.

Time seemed to pass in agonizing slowness as Ryan's arm moved a single centimeter. Then his strength started to flag, and his side of the hand hit the stone table with a loud smack as cheers erupted around them.

"FUCK!" Ryan yelled, smiling from ear to ear. Lev was the same, unable to suppress the grin on his face.

"Hah! How does it feel to lose to a kid?"

"I didn't lose to a kid, I lost to a ton of mana."

"My mana," Lev corrected him. Ryan tsked but didn't argue further.

"What level are you even? I was convinced that you were hiding your level because it was lower than your badge suggested," Ryan asked, massaging his arm.

Right, I should return the blocking stone, Lev thought and stored the blocking stone in his ring. He would return it to his mentor whenever they met next. The stone had served its purpose admirably.

"Identify me now."

Ryan blinked, impressed. "Damn, no wonder. Still, that was a lot of mana for your level. Must be a pretty strong class."

… I didn't even use 5% of my total.

Lev wouldn't ever voice that, though. He looked at the receptionist instead. "Do I still need to prove myself?"

She nodded, though a little hesitantly. "Your prowess as a mage has yet to be seen."

Lev got up and motioned for her to take the lead. "Let's get this over with quickly, then."

"Can we come?" Ryan asked out of nowhere.

"Hmm? Sure, why not?"

His team also followed them to the basement, where they descended several floors, each larger than the last. For nearly a minute, the group went down a large circular stairway before arriving in an extremely large hall.

Without a word, the receptionist led them to a corner with a small pedestal brimming with mana. Some tinkering later, a large, circular floating red target popped into existence a hundred meters away.

"Feel free to attack it however you see fit."

Lev thought about holding back, but there was no point anymore. "Okay."

Dozens of arrows formed in an instant before each of them was filled with a mix of lightning and fire mana. Lev took a moment to appreciate his new converters with 91% efficiency as mana rushed into the projectiles.

With a mental nudge, they launched themselves at the target one by one. Explosion after explosion rocked the large hall as four lances formed around him. Each was filled with a large amount of lightning mana, and they too, impacted the large target just when the arrows had been fired.

The shockwave from the final explosions forced Lev to counteract it not to be sent stumbling back. The wind mage from Ryan's team covered the receptionist and the rest of the team.

Lev waited for the smoke and dust to clear. It did so after a few seconds, revealing a target that was… utterly unharmed. He frowned.

Who the hell made that thing?

His indignation lasted all of a few seconds before he realized the mana in the pedestal behind him was almost completely drained.

… Woops.

Turning back, he looked at the terrified receptionist. "Good enough?"

She repeatedly nodded, too scared to talk. Lev identified her.

[Worker - Level 98]

Realizing why she was so scared, he just innocently looked at her to move on in hopes of making her relax, and ignored the awed and nervous looks from Ryan's team.

Plebians. That was barely a tenth of my mana, Lev mused, holding back an evil grin.























  

    
        Chapter 78

    
    
    
    
  Lev flew over the endless grassland, taking his sweet time to reach the mistcrawler dungeon. The armwrestling match and the subsequent test had used nearly 15% of his total mana. It would take a few hours for his pool to regenerate to full.

The last time he had entered that dungeon, it had been a traumatizing experience. That would've been enough reason to never enter it again, and even Lev would've refrained despite his stubborn nature.

But now he had The System's reassurance. His Seen title explicitly stated that such events were highly improbable to occur around him again.

Swallowing his fears, Lev spent his time gazing at the vast, clear skies for hours. The suns were past their zenith by the time he landed in front of the dungeon entrance.

The same Master organizer from before recognized him immediately. With a nod, Lev moved to the edge of the camp and waited. There were fewer people compared to his last disastrous attempt, and he entered after just an hour.

Mist met him. The familiar sight quickened his heartbeat but Lev didn't allow it to last for long. With deep, steadying breaths, he sent mana into his armor and Stargazer and made his way deeper into the dungeon.

Mana concealment kept his position obscured to distant enemies, and his recently improved Perception let him slightly further in the mist. Most of the improvement came from the very slightly slowed perception of time, which let him observe things easier and further.

Despite that, mistcrawlers found him well before he noticed them. Lev only saw the monsters when he was within ten meters of them, at which point he didn't hesitate to launch two fire slashes at them.

The attacks stunned them with their large explosions, allowing Lev to reach them in a burst of speed and behead them.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 179]

You have slain [Mistcrawler Fiend - Level 180]

]

Harvesting the cores, he moved on while thinking about the interaction between the two formations on his armor. Mana concealment wasn't interrupted by his enhancement formation, which was a good thing. It meant he could hide the mana powering the enhancement along with his armor.

Several mistcrawlers fell much the same before a juggernaut showed up.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 188]

To test his newly improved skill, Lev flew forward. Three scythe arms raced towards him, and each was dodged with the grace of an eagle. Lev easily flew through the small gaps between them, stopped just in front of the monster's lunging bite, and thrust Stargazer into its skull, releasing a fire slash inside.

[

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 188]

]

The core was harvested in moments. More and more of the same monsters tried to kill him, which only served to expand his core collection even further. He barely even had to focus on the fight as he simply rained death on the monsters from above, not giving them a chance to get close, let alone endanger his life.

The boss is still a big question mark, Lev thought to himself, harvesting cores from the four mistcrawler fiends and two juggernaut corpses around him. I can probably kill it much the same, but it's best not to risk it. Time to prepare a few traps, just in case.

Dismissing his armor, Lev summoned his earth mana bracer from his ring and put it on his arm. Barrier armor blinked into being again, and several minutes later, Lev was off.

Forty-nine mistwalkers fell before Lev felt like he was approaching the boss. Just like before, there was not even a whiff of the monster's aura. Lev was starting to get worried again as history seemed to repeat itself.

A faint, nearly inaudible scraping sound was all the warning he got. Eyes wide and heart thundering in his chest, Lev whirled with Stargazer in hand, ready to unleash his entire pool if need be.

He was instead greeted by a monstrous feline preparing to pounce on him. The closest thing Lev could compare its visage to was a collection of wispy clouds with milky white eyes.

The cloudy body blended flawlessly with the mist as it aborted the lunge, disappearing into the magical fog. Lev was barely able to Identify it in time.

[Mist Stalker - Level 233]

Quite the jump in levels, just like the spider matriarch. This will be fun.

No longer on the brink of a breakdown, Lev rolled his shoulders and flew higher. Tens of fire arrows landed on the wet ground, clearing the fog around him in a large area.

Only one landed close to the stalker as it dodged them with graceful finesse, revealing its position. Lev immediately capitalized with an overloaded fire slash, which showed him an entirely new side of monsters.

Like water, the stalker bent around the incoming attack and blurred forward to avoid the explosion easily. Lev had to do a double-take when the boss started running on solidified platforms of mist, appearing in front of him in an instant.

He wasn't caught unprepared. Stargazer flashed to meet its oversized claws, sporting several nicks as a result but deflecting the attack. The wielder however, was sent flying from the sheer strength of the monster.

Stargazer's blade was repaired in a blink as Lev kept his eyes peeled. Just before the impact, five fire arrows landed on the stalker's body. Lev let out a relieved breath when they hit a solid body underneath that misty exterior, otherwise he would've been in trouble. He needed something tangible to target to kill the monster.

The damage from his fire arrows was negligible. Flames from their explosions were doused by the mist coating the monster immediately, reducing their effectiveness to almost nothing.

They are sharp and swift. I cannot ignore the damage done to its body due to that.

There was no way to confirm, so Lev didn't put any hopes into them either.

Now, where is it? There's no way to track it at all, Lev thought, amazed. Shields formed around him and were enchanted with durability when he felt mana to his right.

Quickly turning to the source, two shields moved in front of him and blocked concentrated blasts of mists. His shields cracked and were repaired in a blink, but the blasts released a large volume of mists around Lev, obscuring his vision to the extreme.

Change of plans, Lev thought, wary. He was confident in taking on the boss in a melee, but the element of surprise thoroughly tipped the confrontation in the stalker's favor.

Fire mana rushed out of him, filling up dozens of arrows. Lev descended and fired them all on the ground surrounding him. Sweat rolled down his neck when the boss turned out to be mere meters away from his back.

It quickly fled as the mist cleared. Not wasting any time, Lev quickly started making his way to the portal.

The mists came alive near as an ear-splitting roar washed over him, making him stumble. There was no mana in the attack, just raw loudness. Lev increased his speed to the maximum as the mist surrounded him, covering him like a blanket.

The aura of the stalker became obvious as the monster stopped holding back as well, empowering its own movements to an incredible degree. Despite all of Lev's bonuses to flight, he was quickly losing ground.

Thickening mist increasingly hindered his Perception, and Lev had to act before he reached his destination. Lances formed one after another as he overloaded Stargazer with lightning, ignoring the arcs of electricity landing on his wet armor.

The first two fire lances flew as a blur, landing at the boss' position, only to reveal an empty patch of dirt as the mist cleared in the area.

Understanding what was happening, Lev descended without missing a beat. The monster's aura suddenly appeared behind him, and it passed through where he was a moment before. Lev couldn't even see it in the near-solid dome of mist following him.

He didn't let the chance go, either. Overloading his armor, Lev quickly headed in the direction of the portal again. When the monster's aura became obvious again to his left, he fired a barrage of fire arrows at it.

Small explosions once again revealed an empty patch of dirt ground as Lev slowed down to a stop. Contrary to his expectations, the boss didn't immediately charge.

The fucker is smart, Lev grinned. He would have to improvise.

Two dozen fire lances formed above, eating nearly a tenth of his mana. They descended with vengeance on the surrounding area. Explosion after explosion forced Lev to keep himself stationary on the ground and not be sent flying while six shields hovered around him.

Blasts of concentrated mist hit his shields, once again shrouding him, but Lev was prepared as the monster appeared immediately after.

Two huge spiked chains burst out of the ground, wrapping themselves around the monster's hind legs. With sickening squelches, they tightened as the spikes enchanted with sharpness runes dug into the limbs.

The chains enchanted with mana concealment grew taut, stopping the monster a meter away from him. Lev's triumphant smirk died before it could even form as mist started to rush into the monster's open mouth.

A jolt of fear ran down his spine as the memory of the chaoswalker resurfaced, and Lev loosed all the lightning in Stargazer from point-blank. With more mana than he had ever used for a slash, he didn't even have time to snap out of his fear-induced actions before the world morphed.

Mana rushed to overload the armor's durability as reality itself seemed to have been charged. Large, crackling tongs of lightning landed on his wet armor, scorching and blackening it wherever they made contact and jolting the muscles underneath.

Lev repaired the armor as quickly as he could and darted back, only managing to escape the electric storm after several seconds of struggle. For the first time, a stream of mana entered his restoration converter.

The healing mana that came out of the output was grabbed by his mana manipulation with great effort, barely controlled to dissolve into his body.

Before evolving Mana Manipulation once more, there was no way to make accurate use of the healing mana beyond that. Lev let it suffuse his body as it saw fit. With keen interest, he watched it travel through his shocked limbs, easing the tense muscles and restoring the minor damage. The minor healing used up all of the converted mana for that.

Just that little bit of healing alone had taken nearly 2% of his total mana, mainly because of the converter's low 52% efficiency. A single use was enough for Lev to decide to upgrade the converter soon.

He didn't even need to check the state of the boss. The huge amount of lightning clung to it like a wet shirt, frying it to death.

[

You have slain [Mist Stalker - Level 233]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 179

]

I hope the core survived, Lev thought, observing the dispersing lightning storm with pursed lips. It would sting to lose out on free money.

When the lightning finally dispersed after nearly a full minute, he thanked Monarch for the skinsuit that kept the smell at bay and pried open the boss' body.

The beast underneath the cloudy exterior was small, barely the size of Lev. Stargazer struggled to cut into the dense muscles, and Lev had to use his empowerment formation and the sharpness formation on the weapon to avoid accidentally damaging the core, which turned out to be whole, if somewhat burned.

[

Mist Stalker Core

Exhibits minor properties of obscurement. Useful in crafting.

]

Doesn't seem to be damaged, Lev observed, scanning the core the size of a tennis ball from different angles. He stored it in his ring and waited to be teleported outside. Lev also mentally prepared himself to be questioned about clearing the dungeon so quickly at his level. With his slowed perception of time, the dungeon had been cleared before the instance could even cycle.

Lev appeared in front of a surprised Master. They both stared at each other.

"No questions?" Lev quirked a brow.

"I'll hear about you in the future anyway," the Master woman said with a smirk. "You're free to leave."

He didn't waste time and shot off, ignoring the two teams coming closer to him.

Such ominous parting words, Lev smiled. You will hear more than just a little about me in the future.

Returning to Sherron's manor, he thought about the dungeon and his next steps.

The whole thing took only 25% of my total mana, and I was very wasteful as well. This huge mana pool is already so amazing.

Windkeep's next wave is… still not here. Once it's done, I will go visit Haven and see if there are any competitions or tournaments to join without having to wait too long. This will be the last chance to see how I compare to my peers.

The next evolution was, to Lev's knowledge, a huge step-up in power. Master rank signified fully embracing one's chosen path and improved every aspect of the class.

Lev's barriers would become permanent, his manipulation would see huge improvements, his mana pool would increase by a ridiculous margin, and even enchanting would see some form of inclusion in the class, be it directly or indirectly.

Consequently, he would most likely be way too strong for tournaments. Reality could be different, of course. Either way, Lev wasn't interested in sparring after evolving.

For two days, Lev cleared the mistcrawler dungeon whenever he could. That netted him seven total stalker cores. He didn't dare enter the portal without a full pool and equipment triple-checked. The lesson taught by the chaoswalker would stay with him for the rest of his life.

Perhaps because of familiarity with the dungeon, or maybe because of the ease with which he could clear it, he only got one level during all those delves.

Lev was practicing sweeping attacks, along with thrusts, and keeping the haft of Stargazer in position to block attacks in the basement of the manor when a tinkling sound passed through the city.

The monster bell…

Ten seconds passed before another chime was sounded. Again and again, the monster bell was struck.

When the seventh chime reached his ears, Lev sat down. Seven was the threshold for disasters. Nobody ever wanted to hear more than seven chimes.

Seconds passed with torturous slowness. Twenty seconds later, Lev let out the breath he had been holding. It seemed windkeep would remain standing for now.

Seven-rated wave. Good. I will qualify for a title if I give it my all.

He was more than ready to do so.

  

    
        Chapter 79

    
    
    
    
  Ten minutes later, Lev was on the west wall of windkeep. People weren't usually allowed on the walls, but Hakim and Sherron's presence bypassed that.

"What can I expect?" Lev asked the two Exalted.

"Monsters," Sherron answered smugly. "Their attacks, too."

Hakim didn't even bother to reply. Lev sighed.

He could reliably kill monsters from so far if he had a bow. That wasn't an option any longer. He wanted to evolve his general skill to encapsulate long-range aiming instead of empowering a bow.

Which meant he had to aim from afar without a tool. He could settle for that. Currently, he had no economic formations or skills to empower the arrows shot directly by his mind, thus the regret of being unable to use a bow.

"Should I go close to the woods?"

"Depends," Sherron answered seriously this time. "Do you think you can survive a horde of second-threshold monsters?"

Lev wanted to say that he could reliably run away. That would be a lie. Even now, if he faced two core guardians at once, there would be no surviving that. Facing dozens of weaker second-threshold monsters would see him dying even quicker.

"Fair point. Guess I will just throw mana at problems," Lev remarked, a bit surly. He couldn't wait to create permanent constructs. Barrages coming from those would feel much more rewarding.

"Most would do anything to have that problem," she smiled and ruffled his hair. "Even I want a wisdom boost so badly."

Lev rolled his eyes. "You're already so strong without it. I doubt it would've made that much of a difference. No doubt much of your overall power would've been sacrificed to accommodate it."

"False," Hakim spoke up. "Martha had no equal when it came to manipulation. Mana capacity or regeneration is irrelevant to that. Her class afforded her all that power without demanding more mana for every skill as well. The Wisdom boost only emboldened it all to the greatest heights."

"… Huh. I thought The System kept things balanced?"

"We wouldn't be on Monarch if it did. If anything, The System empowers everything too equally. You know what that means."

Like the rich getting richer, Lev thought, rendered silent.

"That turned morbid quickly," Sherron filled in the silence. "Look."

Far into the distance, shapes were slowly streaming out of the dreadwoods. Lev could observe them somewhat clearly despite the tens of kilometers between them.

Panthers, treants, bears, thornlings, orcs, trolls, hawks, harpies, crystalboars, and so many more. Goodness, there really is no shortage of variety.

Hakim glanced at him once. Lev immediately understood and looked for the closest person arranging defenders down below. Spotting one, he jumped off the wall.

"Done gazing?" the Master warrior asked once Lev landed.

"Yes, sir," Lev replied, unsure what else to say.

The warrior rolled his eyes. "Class?"

"Barrier mage, long-range attacks, and acceptable melee."

"Useful," the man commented. "See that warrior with golden armor? Go to him and tell him to switch with the middle team. Support the entire section from there."

Lev nodded and flew to the warrior while jogging his memory.

Sections are… the arrangement of hunters. Each section is a battle formation that is beneficial for all the squads present in it. Me being sent to the middle means I need to support everyone equally. Huh, the dude figured out my use instantly.

The golden warrior turned out to be someone Lev knew. Elias looked different from when they had last met. He carried himself much more seriously.

"Elias," he called out.

Elias turned to look at Lev. "Yes?"

"The Master near the wall wants you to switch with the middle team."

"Why would he say that?" Elias countered with a frown.

Lev smiled. "Because I will be joining you."

Narrowed eyes met his claim before they widened. "You… Lev, right?"

"That will be me."

"Holy crap you're young," Elias shook his hand.

Lisa, Viktor, and Rena joined them as well. The Radiant team looked and felt even stronger than before as they stood around him.

"Oh my gosh, you are so adorable," came the comment from Lisa. She looked like she wanted to pinch his cheeks. Lev kept his skills ready to bolt at a moment's notice.

"Uh… thank you? I would honestly prefer to be imposing or something."

"Ignore her. She has a huge soft spot for kids," Viktor extended his hand. "It's good to see you out and about."

"Likewise," Lev clasped the proffered hand. "When did you guys move here?"

"Two days ago," Rena, the mage, answered with a smile. "Thankfully, there was no wave during the journey."

Lev identified them while they talked.

[Warrior - Level 184]

[Warrior - Level 186]

[Mage - Level 185]

[Healer - Level 184]

Elias was a tall man with golden hair and carried two long swords on his back. Rena and Lisa both had dark brown hair and matching eyes, while Viktor was the second warrior with a shield and an axe.

"Everyone in runespires was talking about you before we left," Rena voiced. "The Runic Warlord abducted you, or so they said."

Lev laughed. "No, I was just approached for training."

Viktor shook his head. "For training, he says. Like it's something normal to be approached by an Exalted."

"But… why you? I don't want to sound mean. You are not even a physical fighter," Elias said.

Further interaction was cut off as they approached the middle squad. Elias relayed the Master's order, and they were given the spot without a word. Four teams were surrounding them, two on each side and none in front.

"You will see," Lev simply answered the earlier question. He turned to look at the wall, where Hakim and Sherron were both observing him while talking to each other. Sherron raised a brow, the move visible despite the large distance.

Lev just gave her a smile before focusing back on the radiant team.

"Have you guys faced waves in Windkeep before?"

"Yep, seven of them," Elias replied. "What about you?"

"First time. What can we expect?"

"Treants are the most dangerous because of their wood manipulation. Quite sharp and accurate. Panthers are in the same league. Treants pretty much recreate their home turf with their roots, giving the felines an advantage. Watch out for their leaps.

"Bears, orcs, trolls, spiders, thornlings, hornstrikers, and some more. Harpies rarely show up but they are a pain in the ass. We had to fight them twice and had to return injured both times."

"I saw harpies before coming down."

Eliash sighed. "Your barriers will be handy against their dives, at least."

"Take your positions."

The order came from the Master warrior managing this part of the wall. Lev intently scanned his surroundings, noting the teams around him. Most of the hunters were mages, which made sense. Not everyone could get close and personal with monsters.

Lev formed a barrier platform ten meters above his team and landed on top of it. The height advantage would let him throw arrows anywhere in the sections.

"Say, Elias," Lev began, knowing the warrior would hear him easily. "Why do we not use structures to fight off waves?"

"Too costly," came the reply. "High chance of breaking during the battle. Not enough resources to use them every time. There are also several diviners and strategists ensuring that no section is overwhelmed from up ahead, where the Masters are fighting, and that further removes the need for structures."

A loud horn blared in the city, announcing the start of the wave. Lev refrained from making a move for now.

For minutes, he observed as the quantity of monsters far into the distance steadily increased. Fire salamanders immediately stood out. The second threshold monsters were famous for their regeneration that outshone even trolls, but they had to actively use fire mana for it. They were also huge and easy to observe with their black bodies and yellow stripes.

The first monsters to reach them were orcs, which were swiftly put down by mages. While more ground monsters reached them, Lev was starting to get a little worried about the darkening skies.

What… are those? Locusts?

They were butterflies. Pretty low-level too. He hoped they didn't get stronger with higher numbers because there were a lot of them. Before he could think of ways to deal with them, huge waves of fire immediately disintegrated most of them.

Treants showed up five minutes later. They did not have arms or legs like Lev expected. Instead, they extended roots and glided forward atop them.

[Treant - Level 210]

[Treant - Level 211]

[Treant - Level 209]

[Treant - Level 210]

Their levels were similar to the previous waves, which was a great relief. It boded well for the rest of the wave.

Treants had sap instead of blood flowing through their bodies, which was susceptible to lightning. Lev hoped his arrows could penetrate deep enough to make use of that.

Two dozen arrows formed above him, each filled with a moderate amount of lightning to experiment with. Elias and his team were waiting for him. Their curiosity seemed to be burning bright.

Lev hid a smirk and fired, the distance of four hundred meters no hindrance. The whole barrage barely put a dent in his mana pool, which was already regenerating at an amazing rate.

Branches and roots extended from the monsters, slithering as if possessing a mind of their own. Many of the arrows were blocked with small explosions. The lightning in them seemed to affect the wood, at least visually.

More arrows formed. Lightning was channeled, and they were launched again. The larger barrage saw many arrows hitting their main bodies. They did more damage too, if the sap leaking from their bodies was any indication.

Lev was happy with the result when the bleeding sap solidified in a blink, effectively reducing the damage dealt to none. He stared for a moment, then shrugged.

Two dozen more arrows formed. Lightning streamed into them, filling them to the brim this time. With their vastly increased speed, Lev only targeted two of the treants. Impact after impact jolted their bodies, which were gravely damaged by the following explosions.

To his surprise, they died in that single round of arrows.

[

You have slain [Treant - Level 210]

You have slain [Treant - Level 209]

]

What on Monarch? Do I just counter them too well, or are they physically weak?

"Was that supposed to happen?"

Rena nodded. "The sap is very vulnerable to all forms of heat. Lightning works well against their bark armor and burns the sap quickly."

"What about the cores?" Lev questioned, which caused Elias to laugh.

"Kids these days," he muttered loudly, shaking his head.

"Be careful, old man. Several Exalted accompany this kid for a reason."

Neither was truly serious, but the invitation for a spar had been delivered.

"Old man, huh? Just you wait, young'un. I will teach you the classic Empyrean Manners."

Lev chortled. Fucking Empyrean Manners. That sounds so stuck-up.

Stargazer appeared in his hands, charged with lightning, when a screech reached them from above. A group of more than twenty harpies was descending toward the squad to his left.

Lev's manipulation range, which had slowly increased with his Intelligence, was hovering around 120 meters. The hunter team was only around fifty meters away, close enough for Lev to form four enchanted shields amidst them with a bit of effort.

Keeping half an eye on the area in front of him, Lev supported the hunter team from afar.

More than a dozen harpies dove down at once. Stone bullets shot out of the ground, formed by the only mage in the team. Three harpies were too damaged to continue their flight, falling some distance away, while the rest continued their charge.

The three remaining melee fighters were grim but looked ready. Lev could feel Rena preparing a spell, but he was a step ahead of her.

Ten lightning arrows landed accurately on the flying monsters, stunning them and causing them to descend uncontrollably. The warriors didn't miss a beat, rushing them with a sword, a spear, and a shield raised.

Lev only had to interfere once more to block a last harpy from attacking the mage with his shield.

[

Your group has slain [Forest Harpy - Level 176]

Your group has slain [Forest Harpy - Level 175]

…

]

Lev remembered hearing about harpies on the internet, so he took a good look at the corpses. There were no female faces or bodies. The birds looked monstrous with their white feathers and a barely humanoid torso. Large, sharp beaks adorned their face, not allowing him to harbor any illusions about their lethality. Giant claws were present on the ends of all limbs, even the wings.

After his recent experience with the chaoswalker, Lev much, much preferred them to be monstrous instead of human.

"Don't use too much mana," Rena lazily reminded him.

Lev blinked. He hadn't even used 1% of his total on that whole harpy group. It had already regenerated.

"Okay," he nodded, just to show she wasn't ignored. Her advice however, was.

Minutes passed slowly. Monsters continued to run out of the dreadwoods and were torn apart by the waiting Master teams far ahead.

Half an hour later, the wave began in earnest. Panthers rushed the hunters near him, at which point Lev stopped holding back as well.

Ten lances formed behind him. Keeping them ready, he observed the approaching monsters.

Fast but not overly so. I don't think landing lances is going to be possible with these opponents.

The lances were dismissed. Since no mana had been infused in them, the loss was negligible. Arrows took their place, each infused with lightning to empower their speed.

"How many should I target?" Lev asked the team below him before making a move.

"Five or so. The other teams can handle three each," Elias replied, swords in hands. The team was ready to act at any instant.

All the panthers targeted his team, and Lev didn't need to guess why.

With a sigh, he flew down and took a spot next to the warriors. Elias and Viktor both looked at him for an explanation.

"I already said you will see," Lev deadpanned. "Stop staring."

"We need to plan around your capabilities, Lev," Elias' words were serious. "If there are even more surprises, its best to make us aware beforehand."

… I suppose that makes sense.

"My melee capabilities are comparable to a silver warrior, and I can also fire some overcharged attacks at anything too strong if you guys find me an opening. Rest is just long-range attacks and barriers."

Elias simply nodded and adopted a stance. Lev wouldn't say it out loud, but the man looked badass as sunlight reflected off his armor and swords. He looked ready to face anything the wave would throw at them.

The panthers interrupted any further musings as they tried to circle the team. Spells rained down on them from the other teams in their section, and his arrows joined in.

Blue blurs were the only hints of their passing, yet most of them missed or were dodged. Two landed, and the weakness of the panthers became apparent as the tumbled to the ground.

Elias moved, faster than Lev's maximum output, and crashed into one of the panthers. Viktor was only a step behind, and they both squared off against all the surviving monsters.

Lev kept an eye on the panthers now aiming for the other teams but it didn't seem like he needed to interfere, so he observed Elias and Viktor.

Both of them were somehow tense and relaxed at once. Elias let the first panther lunge at him, taking a calculated step back and thrusting his sword into its skull.

Viktor stared down the three monsters charging him and advanced. Shield in one hand and axe in the other, the first panther was met with a shield bash that thoroughly stunned it.

The other two monsters dove as one, but Viktor seemed to be expecting it. His axe crashed into the side of a panther, sending it flying in a shower of blood. In the same motion, he spun around and kicked the wide-open jaw of the second panther, flooring it as well.

While he finished off them disoriented monsters, one of the panthers had its eyes fixed on Lev. Stargazer moved down in a lazy motion, shooting a lightning slash at the leaping monster.

The attack landed on its head in a cackling explosion, frying its brain and bones.

[

You have slain [Forest Panther - Level 177]

]

"Why are you using so much mana?" Rena looked at him with a frown.

"Because I have more than enough to use so much for casual attacks."

"I can see that. Still, waves last for hours or even days. You shouldn't risk bottoming out too quickly."

Lev smiled. "I have the regeneration to match."

She exhaled. "Fine. Do whatever you wish."
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  "HARPIES," Lev half-shouted for all the teams to hear. His young voice was rather embarrassing to hear on a battlefield but thankfully, nobody seemed to mind except Lev himself.

Can't wait to not be a kid again, he sighed.

Six shields formed around him as the monsters closed in. There were more than fifty of those, so Lev open-fired with arrows without hesitation.

Lightning rained down on the small flying horde through his arrows. Most of the harpies powered through and dove, while some unfortunate ones were killed due to pierced or burnt vitals.

Stargazer flashed thrice, releasing an overloaded lightning slash each time. The large crescent attacks were too fast for the monsters to dodge, and all of them landed amidst several clumped-up harpies.

[

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 169]

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 170]

…

]

Lev prepared himself for a clash when they got too close. Half his focus was on the surrounding teams, and the other half was on the glaive in his hand and the approaching monsters.

The radiant team below him didn't need his help. Rena's fire magic lashed out as a whip, swatting away several of the diving monsters.

Lev didn't have the time to observe more. Four of his shields shot forward, hitting two of the descending harpies and deflecting their flight. Stargazer was thrust forward, piercing the body of another.

Lightning seared the insides of the harpy as Lev stabilized himself midair. The force of the impact had pushed him back for several meters.

The first two harpies circled behind him. Shields blocked their path again as he fired lightning arrows in the direction of a team with four mages. They were close to getting overwhelmed.

Enhancement formation came alive as Lev met the harpies circling him in melee. Claws met barrier blade and were lopped clean off before the monster was cut in twain by the same blade. The second harpy didn't fare any better.

Several arrows found their marks close to the first team he had helped with his shields, which announced the end of the harpy horde.

2% or so of my mana in that fight. Guess I should listen to Rena. Got another level too.

Perhaps it was because he killed so many by himself, but the level came much faster than expected. That was nice. The last 25 levels were going to take months or years to cross, so it would be better to get there quickly.

The Masters fighting up ahead were killing most of the monsters, which meant the hunters close to the wall had to face mini-waves during the wave.

"How many second-threshold monsters did you guys face usually before?" Lev asked, keeping a close eye on the huge bears closing in. They were pretty slow yet still too fast for their size. He was rightfully nervous.

"No more than twenty, ever," Rena replied, also gazing at the bears.

"Don't join in melee," Elias ordered. "I will distract them."

Lev nodded. Elias was the fastest member of their team by a large margin. Instead, Lev shot several lightning lances on the bear targeting the two teams to his left.

Focused as it was on the mages, the bear didn't even see the projectiles approach. Each thudded into its hind legs, stunning it without doing much damage.

Not letting that one out of his sight, Lev focused on the two charging his team. He got to witness why the team he was stationed with was a radiant team.

Mana streamed out of Lisa and into Elias, buffing his dexterity and strength to much greater heights. Rolling his shoulders, Elias moved.

One moment, he was scanning the bears, and the next, his sword was cutting a long gash along a bear's side. The bear didn't take it standing down. Roaring, it reacted instantly and raised a paw to knock Elias away, making him abort the cut.

The warrior deftly dodged the giant paw and kept the second-threshold monster occupied for the mages to target.

Viktor rushed ahead too, similarly buffed by Lisa. He still didn't meet the bear head-on and instead baited it into a bite. Craters formed on the ground from where the bear accelerated in a blink. Its large jaw closed on empty air as Viktor dodged with a similar burst of speed.

Plumes of dust rose from their movement, in stark contrast to Elias, who moved like the wind.

Rena finished preparing her spell just as the warriors engaged the bears. Ten whips of solidified fire slithered forward like jagged vines, accurately wrapping themselves around the necks of the bears.

The damage dealt was minimal, and she wasn't aiming for that either. Both of the bears immediately focused on the threat to their vulnerable throats. Elias and Viktor capitalized on their distractions and hacked apart their hind legs to cripple their mobility.

Lev thought they were underestimating him quite severely if they thought there was still a need to take precautions. Two overloaded lightning lances embedded themselves into bears' chests with a flash, not exploding immediately.

Seeing the dangerous projectiles, both Elias and Viktor quickly made distance. Lev commanded the lances to explode after that, lethally wounding the bears with their huge, charged explosions.

"They're not dead yet," Lev called out the obvious. He focused on the third monster currently being slashed apart by the other teams.

Three warriors kept its attention while seven mages attacked it without hesitation. Predictably, it died soon after Lev received the notifications from their kills.

[

Your Group has slain [Direbear - Level 252]

Your Group has slain [Direbear - Level 251]

Your Group has slain [Direbear - Level 250]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 182

]

No wonder they're known as the weakest second-threshold monsters, Lev thought, happy to see another level. It felt unearned, but he would take it regardless.

Now, to explain why I'm wasting mana left and right.

"No, I'm not low on mana. No, that was not a significant portion of my pool either. I haven't even used a twentieth of my pool yet."

The last bit was a half lie, as he had regenerated the mana used by previous attacks in the past hour. Regardless, he was comfortably sitting at 96% or so. It was hard to measure such a large pool accurately.

Elias' hard expression eased a little before freezing in place. "What?"

"Exactly what you heard."

"You can't be serious- … oh. That makes more sense."

Lev gave him a stern look. "Keep it to yourself, please."

"Naturally," Lisa smiled and walked close to him. "You just keep getting more and more adorable."

Lev looked at Sherron standing on the distant wall and sent a silent message to send help. Somehow, she knew exactly what was going on, and just returned a toothy smirk.

He sighed and surrendered to his fate. Soft, warm hands pinched his cheeks as the barrier armor vanished. Whatever annoyance he may have felt was washed away by the pure joy wafting off Lisa.

"Alright, that's enough."

Lisa didn't push it either, more than happy with that little experience. Lev didn't really mind the treatment. Of course, no soul would ever hear him admit that.

"Are those harvesters?"

The question came from Lev, who was new to fighting against waves. Several mages landed in front of him after a few seconds.

[Mage - Level 202]

[Mage - Level 114]

[Mage - Level 120]

The higher leveled mage was a carrier, a wind mage who specialized in ferrying people to and fro. The other two were a construct and a water mage.

Sharp arcane swords cut open the bear with great difficulty as the water mage skillfully kept the blood and gore flowing away from the corpse with a large stream of water.

The core was pried out within seconds. The group was off to the wall again half a minute after harvesting all three bear cores.

"Definitely harvesters," Lev answered himself. That was efficient work if he had ever seen any.

Summoning back his armor, he formed a platform fifteen meters above them and observed from atop it.

Hours passed as Lev launched arrows without holding back. Lances were reserved for when too many monsters showed up at once.

With a chunk of fire infused into each, he could easily clear scores of panthers and treants. Orcs, trolls, and thornlings were dealt with even more easily. The one time a level 165 commander had shown up, Rena had torn it apart with her whips. Her face had been colder than a glacier during the whole encounter, and nobody dared interfere.

There really isn't much to do in smaller waves, is there?

Windkeep was special in terms of how much manpower was stationed there at all times. It had dungeons, caves, mines, dreadwoods, and several other options to grow in strength, which meant a large portion of all of humanity's hunters stayed there.

Consequently, there were more than enough Masters to stop a seven-rated wave entirely by themselves.

Wave ratings were fixed. Regardless of city, a seven-rated would have the same level of danger and number of monsters everywhere. Windkeep naturally excelled at easily dealing six and seven-rated waves. Eight-rated waves could still get dicey.

When the suns were close to setting, the wave gave one final push. The dreadwoods came alive as thousands of monsters rushed out at once, each hellbent on destroying the humans arrayed them.

90% mana left. This is gonna be fun.

Lev grinned. The wave was almost nearing its end with how the squads were being cycled. While no one had told them to switch, the four teams near him had already been rotated out twice.

"The wave is ending, right?" Lev asked Elias, just in case.

"It is, or at least, that's how it should be. You never know."

"Finally," Lev exclaimed and opened the floodgates. The Master hunters had lured all the stronger monsters away, which meant a large, weaker horde was coming straight at the remaining defenders.

Arrows formed above him by the dozens. Mana rushed through his skinsuit, cycled till all of it was converted into fire or lightning mana. 65% of it was converted into the latter and 35% into the former. Lev had found that to be a good ratio for explosive attacks.

Go.

Not a single projectile was left behind as they shot forward in waves, landing randomly amidst the large horde. Notifications started rolling in as more arrows formed, quickly filled with large amounts of mana.

Wave after wave followed when loud cries washed over the hunters. Dozens of second-threshold harpies exited the treetops of the dreadwoods, diving at the Master teams with reckless abandon.

Four of them aimed for the weaker defenders closer to the walls. In a blink, three of them were pierced by Sherron's lightning lances and killed on the spot. Only one was left alive.

That last harpy happened to be the one heading towards Lev. He just smiled in exasperation and prepared himself.

[Mature Forest Harpy - ???]

There was something to note about the previous harpies being young, but such considerations didn't exist in a kill or be killed situation.

Overloading his armor, Lev charged away from the monster while sending a lightning slash its way. The attack was dodged, albeit barely, and captured the harpy's full attention.

The monster was too strong to fight amongst other teams. Lev was wary of hitting other humans with stray attacks, thus he was guiding it away from the arrayed defenders. He was going away from the wall too, so he hoped it wouldn't be too dangerous. Sherron's attention may be occupied be something else, which could render a single misstep lethal for him.

With his maximum flight speed, he was away from humans in seconds and quickly losing ground to the following harpy.

Whirling around, Lev made the first move with a lightning slash and took in the visage of the monster.

White feathers gleamed like scales, covering its entire body like armor. It was considerably larger than the rest, nearly twice his height. The wingspan was similarly massive.

Claws the size of his arms met the slash, taking only minor damage from the raw amount of lightning condensed into the attack. The monster was still jolted for a split second.

Hateful screeches washed over Lev as the harpy charged, covering half the distance between them in a blink. Fire arrows were barreled through, doing negligible surface-level damage, so he changed his approach as he flew back.

Lightning arrows rained down on the monster instead as it got close. Enhancement formation powered up as Lev also advanced with Stargazer primed, thrusting it at the monster's chest.

With all the force behind the attack and the sharpness formation on the blade, Lev was at least expecting it to pierce. He had to hastily control himself as Stargazer only slid off, leaving a shallow cut in its wake.

Lightning followed, stunning the monster for an instant, which Lev used to try and make distance. Before he could accelerate, a wing several times his size slapped him down.

Dozens of projectiles were fired at the monster before Lev hit the ground. He intentionally launched a fire slash at the ground before he landed, creating a large cloud of dust and hindering the harpy's line of sight.

The monster's Perception couldn't be overwhelmed so easily, though. It knew exactly where Lev was and dove down, beak primed to skewer him.

Lev waited till the last moment before swinging Stargazer, letting out an overloaded lightning slash. The booming impact cleared all the dust around him for a second before the harpy crashed to the ground, but that was enough for Lev as another dust cloud rose.

Two more slashes and dozens of arrows impacted the downed monster, doing little damage. Large wings flapped once, pushing away all the dirt and smoke, revealing Lev only a few meters away from the monsters, rushing in with Stargazer cackling with electricity.

By now, it was obvious he didn't stand a chance in a direct confrontation. He wasn't aiming to damage it with his weapon, only to stun it by using lightning for his projectiles to find purchase.

**

"Who's dealing with the third-threshold monsters?" Sherron questioned, eyes on the horizon for any nasty surprises.

"Dawnbringers."

Since when was that team strong enough to do so?

Sherron didn't question it if Hakim wasn't doubtful. He knew better than anyone else how to manage different teams.

She instead observed Lev, who had lured the harpy away from everyone else. For the past nearly three minutes, they were playing a game of cat and mouse. Every time, he baited the monster close, temporarily immobilized it with lightning, and then shot many arrows at it.

The amount of mana Lev had used already would've seen several mages bottom out, but he was still going strong. Sherron knew that he still had at least half his pool remaining, ridiculous as it was.

In a blink, two people landed beside her. The psychokinetic sibling duo was supposed to be stationed at the ravine, but it took mere hours for Exalted like them to cross the distance.

"Sherry~" came a singsong voice.

Instead of replying, Sherron smiled widely and hugged the blonde woman with great enthusiasm.

"It's good to see you, Stella."

By her side, Stella's brother, Stephan, gave a respectful nod to Hakim and took a place next to the guildmaster.

"Why are you two standing here like statues? Especially in front of that dreadful place?" Stella questioned, gazing at the dreadwoods.

Instead of answering, Sherron pointed to Lev's ongoing fight. Thrice, he had tried to pierce the harpy with his glaive, failing each time.

"Level 183? Why is that guy fighting the harpy alone?"

"Because he can," Sherron replied.

"Crude form," Stephan remarked.

"Self-taught," Hakim filled him in.

"That the crafter's creation?"

"Upgrades."

Stephan nodded and went silent. Both Sherron and Stella looked on with exasperation as the two men evaluated Lev like near-lifeless piles of meat.

Shaking her head, she instead looked at Stella. "So, what's the occasion?"

"Oh, you know, wave finished not long ago, so we have some downtime. Thought I'd come to see you."

Sherron grinned and gave her a side-hug. "Good timing. Let's see if Lev wins or not."

"He's wasting a lot of mana though… why?" Stella leaned into the hug, almost purring.

"Not even half a year has passed since he got his class. You can imagine the rest."

Stella scrunched up her nose. "I don't like people who rush things. Why didn't you stop him?"

"See for yourself."

"He will run out of mana soon. What's even the point?"

"Nope. The fight has been ongoing for nearly five minutes now."

Stella paused before observing the fight more intently. By now, the harpy had several long, charred gashes on its chest. The torso had been deliberately targeted, preparing it for what could only be a final attack.

**

40% mana left. Damn monster is tougher than a nuclear bunker.

Lev had been bombarding it for long enough that his entire body hurt from minor mana poisoning. Pulses of healing mana dealt with that issue admirably, but the damage was mounting.

Seeing no other choice, Lev reverted to his tried and tested method of overloaded lances. Enhancing his movements as much as he could, he rushed the harpy as lightning flowed into Stargazer.

Up close, he traded a slash for a wing slap. Stunned, the monster crashed to the ground as Lev was sent flying. He was bleeding internally from several small wounds. Healing mana took care of those as the first lance landed on the harpy struggling to find its bearing.

Large amounts of fire mana combusted at once. Going by the mental feedback, Lev knew the lance had found its mark.

Four more followed, each hitting the floored monster accurately through the large cloud of flames.

Much of his remaining mana surged into a final huge lance. Half fire and half lightning, it was supposed to serve as the finisher for the extremely durable monster.

With a loud shockwave, it descended like a bright comet. Lev had to form a large shield in front of him to counteract the gigantic explosion.

Several seconds passed as flames raged on, yet Lev's lips were pursed into a straight line.

No notification.

Before the blast zone could clear, he was already flying straight to the harpy in the middle. The monster was on its knees, wobbling and failing to stand straight.

It looked up just in time to see Stargazer pierce its burned and damaged neck, which finally reaped its life.

[

You have slain [Mature Forest Harpy - Level 298]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 184

Mana Tempest has reached Level 185

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 7

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 8

]

Getting out of the searing hot blast radius, Lev took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. For the first time, he had fought a strong monster that wouldn't have killed him for a small mistake. The fight was considerably easier than the core guardian because of the harpy's simple nature, and Lev would dare say it was… fun.

Still not a single level in third-rank skills.

The leveling speed was starting to worry him a little, but at the same time, his lifespan was in the centuries already. They both matched.

Gazing at the wall, Lev had to do a double-take. The number of spectators had doubled on the west wall, and the wave had finished as well.

Which meant almost literally every hunter in Windkeep had seen him kill a monster more than a hundred levels above him solo, and in quite the spectacle.

Good thing he was going to return to the Exalted observers.

Totally not to escape any questions or social interactions.

  

    
        Chapter 81

    
    
    
    
  Twice, Lev debated not going to the wall. There were two new Exalted atop it, and that was understandably scary.

Mustering his resolve, he accelerated before landing close to Sherron. With a cursory glance, Lev could tell the new duo was somehow related to each other. Both had light blonde hair and heroic visages to match. They looked like white knights from movies, except in casual clothing.

Two pairs of brown eyes stared at him, and Lev gave them an awkward bow.

"I greet the Exalted."

Sherron blinked. "You've never done that for me."

Don't make this more difficult for me, please.

Lev gave her a nervous glance, which only seemed to amuse her even further.

"This gal here," Sherron said, swinging an arm over the female Exalted's shoulder, "is Stella. She's a great friend of mine, so you better treat her well. That's her brother, Stephan."

… In what world would I dare treat her badly?

Lev just mentally sighed and introduced himself. "I'm Lev, a gold hunter. It is a pleasure to meet you."

Man, that sounded so mechanical, he thought, cringing internally.

"Why did you rush your skills?"

Lev blinked. Then blinked a few more times. "What do you mean? I made sure to get them to end of second rank before evolving."

Stella looked disappointed. "That just means you didn't explore them as much as you could've and forced the levels quicker. Your evolution also suffered because of that."

I could've gotten an even stronger class?

Nobody had told him that. If he knew taking longer would've improved his choice even further-

"Not necessarily," Sherron interrupted his musings. "Not in his case, at least. Lev here used the skills more than enough to test their limits."

Lev tilted his head. What did she mean?

"You already saw the amount of mana he has. It was the same before evolving."

Oh. She means I practiced way more than other people do because of my high Wisdom as a Classer. That makes sense.

Stella looked at him. "How many months?"

"… Three?"

She went silent for a few seconds, then looked at Sherron, who seemed to understand what was going on in the other's head.

"Yep. Wisdom Boost as a Classer and a strong barrier class. He's living the dream."

Stephan addressed him next. "Why did you get it?"

"Because my soul was strong enough to handle it," Lev carefully explained.

"Why?"

"I don't know. It just was."

Lev was surprised to see that Stephan easily accepted that. It wasn't a lie either, because The System censored everything about the soul. Lev knowing anything would be much more alarming.

Stephan didn't need to know the related events, though.

"Was the wave supposed to be this easy?" Lev changed the subject.

"Your section was the only one who had no troubles at all. With a radiant team and your presence, there were minimal casualties overall," Sherron answered.

Lev was aghast. "People died today?"

"Only two silver hunters, and because a group of orc shamans snuck up on them using illusions."

That does not make it any better, Lev frowned. He had been ignoring his emotions on the matter for a while now. Ever since he had met the threader, it became obvious that death was going to be a constant companion. People would die wherever he went.

Yet the lack of anger because of that left him befuddled. His greatest motivation to grow stronger was to save lives, but he also seemed to not care that much? It was easier to just ignore the matter entirely.

Now however, he felt angry again. Lev didn't let the feeling go but instead dove deeper. He wanted to know what caused that reaction and what didn't.

It became obvious almost immediately. He was bitter that mindless beasts dared kill humans like cattle. That their warped instincts kept reaping lives everywhere with nothing to show for all the loss.

Then there were the embers of rage. Not because of deaths but fanned by the world itself.

Humanity was just trying to live, yet the task had been made impossible, and not in some metaphorical way either. The Exalted and most everyone in power knew that survival was literally impossible. Lev had asked The System himself.

It pissed him off.

He had been given a second chance in this miraculous world. Lev wanted to see all of it, meet new people, and carve out a piece of life for himself. If the circumstances allowed, he would not be averse to settling down and starting a family either.

None of that was possible. Lands would be overrun by monsters, loved ones would be slaughtered, and all the wonders were deadlier than the last.

Simply because that was how everything worked in this world. Nobody had the power to change it, and neither did they have the tools to scout for safer lands.

The center of the plains was supposedly more secure. Even if humanity migrated to those distant lands, they would still be on the same continent. Not even that, they would be in the same region of the continent.

Threats like the ravine, the grand forest, and the oceans would continue to exist. With more distance between them, humanity would have the advantage of better preparation, but the monsters would come for them all the same.

What do I want to do about it?

Nobody interrupted him as Lev searched his being for answers. With great relief, he noted that he wasn't some selfless saint willing to die for this cause. If he died, all his advantages would cease to exist with him. That would be a great blow to humanity as well.

Of course, that belief was far from absolute. Maya's face came to mind. If there was ever a situation where he had to save her in a hopeless scenario, he didn't think it would be possible to turn away. Neither did he want to.

Scratch that, I would happily give everything for a chance to protect that adorable face.

That was just how he was, and so were most people deep down.

Lev took a deep breath and let it out slowly. So, where does this leave me?

Saving lives was still a must. What would the point of life be if there was not a thriving world around him?

Yet the motivations had shifted again. He wasn't doing it for the people anymore. Lev just didn't want to give up on lives, as the alternative was monsters killing even more people.

Fuck that.

The thought alone made his blood pressure increase a little. These abominations were, at the end of the day, everything that was wrong in this world.

His desire to explore and become stronger was still the same, except even more unburdened now.

Grow stronger…

There were still no answers on that front. Sure, Lev enjoyed the feeling of improving his skills and increasing his strength through levels, but there was a completely different fire lit under his resolve since the start. It remained just as elusive as ever, only urging him to amass power and delve into the pit.

Lev scowled. All the answers had clarified some things, but they had also given rise to a new issue.

Now that he knew what exactly he was fighting for… he was still no closer to having a hobby.

Sherron gripping Lev's shoulder interrupted his thoughts. He gave her a small smile and answered the silent question.

"Just doing some soul-searching. What do you do in your free time?"

"Hmm, let's see. Most of the time, I just relax. Bring my Perception to normal and just look at the sky. Why'd you ask?"

"If I'm not wrong, the last 50 levels will take years to cross. I don't know how to spend the time," Lev answered truthfully. "Crafting definitely interests me, but I can't really start working on that before evolving."

"Clubbing? Partying?"

Lev didn't have to think for long. "Neither."

Stella smirked at him. "We can play cards in the ravine."

Cards… in the ravine? Is she right in the head?

"… I'll pass. Thank you for the offer, though."

Sherron snickered and lightly elbowed Stella before looking at the two men who were content staying silent.

"Suggestions?"

Lev gulped. He had a bad feeling about this.

"You can form a small group of delvers," Stephan said without any hint of levity. "I always found gathering metals, minerals, and materials underground to be a rewarding activity."

That… is not a bad idea whatsoever. Huh.

"That does sound fun. Money and exploration in one," Lev respectfully praised, though the task was likely much harder for him.

He happened to be a trouble magnet. Going deep underground for metals was just asking for complications.

"Training," came the predictable reply from Hakim. "Or reading."

"What library would you recommend?"

"There are many in the Haven and Windkeep. Whichever you can access."

They all looked at Stella, who was deep in thought. It took twenty seconds for her to reply.

She shrugged. "I just spend that time with Sherron or Orianna."

Lev chuckled. He would also love to spend all his time like that. Unfortunately, he was his own person and needed to have his own hobbies.

"Say…" Lev started, not sure if it was the right time to ask. "Where can I get some cores for myself from the wave monsters?"

**

One mature harpy core and dozens of others. No more second-threshold cores, which is fine. I only really fought one to feel like I earned it.

The entire process had taken him a grand total of ten seconds. Lev had just walked up to the receptionist to ask for his reward. After proving his identity, he quickly stored the cores and practically ran away.

Several people had looked like they wanted to talk to him, and Lev had no idea what to say to them. He couldn't just tell them the reasons for his strength, which left the only option of lying. Deflection was an art he sucked at, and lying was not something he wanted to resort to.

He fled.

Back at Sherron's empty mansion, he jumped into a warm shower and thought back to the wave.

This is pretty much the only free wave I will participate in, Lev leaned back into the bathtub and let out a content sigh. There's no way a wave after two months didn't have any calamities. Four Exalted spectating from the wall also proves there was something more going on.

Lev didn't even consider that they were just relaxing and minimizing casualties. Despite their presence, two hunters died at the hands of second-threshold illusion monsters that struck from underground.

With that out of the way, there is really only one more thing on my agenda. I want to compete against others once before rushing to Master without stopping. By the time I'm done, my team will be ready too.

The exact plans for that still remained to be seen. Dungeon delving could only be done so often as high-level dungeons were rare. Rare enough that there were only four platinum dungeons near Windkeep, and half of them were only doable with several teams. For reference, there were more than eighty lower-leveled dungeons.

Nobody knew how or why dungeons formed. New ones were found sometimes, but that was all.

From what he had heard, the main issue with diving platinum hunters was the resting period after giving it your all in each dive. Hunter teams took a week or two to decompress after those intense dungeons. He wasn't willing to wait that long, and he also had another idea.

Lev wanted to attempt them solo. It was the height of stupidity, but if he couldn't, then who could?

Though he would still ask for permission. If someone like Hakim or Sherron refused to let him go, he wouldn't dare go in anyway. They knew better.

But first, I want to see the haven.

The Haven was the largest city, housing nearly 50% of humanity. It was absolutely gigantic, and Lev was more than a little excited to see it.

Several minutes later, Lev was back in his usual spot at the park. Watching his mana pool slowly regenerate would never not be interesting, and time passed quickly as he sat under a tree.

Night was in full swing when footsteps reached his ears again. Lev didn't need to open his eyes to know who it was.

"Do you ever sleep?"

"Nope," Sherron's voice reached him. "Only sometimes, for fun."

"Sleep is nice," Lev distractedly commented, absorbed in the peaceful meditation.

Sherron sat down next to him, nodding her head. "That it is. Why are you out here again?"

"Why not? There are no insects or mosquitoes for whatever reason, so I might as well enjoy that."

"Mosquitoes?"

Lev peered at her with one eye. "Don't tell me there were no mosquitoes in the Empire?"

She shrugged. "Never heard of them. What are they?"

"Small flies that sucked the blood out of you. Generally annoying, and sometimes they spread diseases. Some more dangerous variants killed many."

"Really? How did you guys deal with them, then?"

"Sprays and lotions that repelled them, or just by killing them. There was no end to their numbers."

"Must have bloody sucked," Sherron smirked.

Lev gave her a flat look with his eyes still closed, causing her to burst out laughing. That was not a good pun.

"Do you think it is fine for me to go the Haven?"

"Of course? Didn't think you would want to be amongst so many people."

Lev coughed. "I, uh, wanted to participate in whatever competition was taking place there. Just to see how I compare against strong individuals of a similar level."

Sherron wasn't amused. "Even if you will win every time without question?"

"Surely there are people who can match me?"

"For a minute or two, sure. Then what?"

"Then I win," Lev shrugged. The point was to see how his skills held up against theirs and if he was really pushing himself as much as them.

The latter was highly unlikely to be untrue. If anything, the only reason he would lose would be his lack of experience. The combatants would have years or decades of experience on him, and the fights would be much less set in stone than expected.

Lev explained that to her.

"Fair, but what about all the questions that will follow?"

He shrugged. "I was hoping someone could shield me. It would be my last chance to compete in an event."

"What do you mean last chance?"

"Because, once I am joined by my team, we're not gonna sit still. If what I've been told, they shouldn't mind the chance to become stronger either, especially under my watch."

"That still doesn't make it impossible to compete," Sherron raised a brow. "Did you think all Masters were perpetually busy?"

"… Yes?"

She let out a short laugh. "You know how burnout works. Can you imagine if someone was forced to fight monsters all day all week? Even Master's don't have the mental fortitude to survive that."

Monsters also become stronger during that rank, Lev remembered, giving him a lot to think about.

"I've never questioned this before, but when everyone says monsters become stronger during the second-threshold, what kind of teams are they being compared to?"

Sherron took a deep breath, and answered as a deep, suffering sigh escaped her lips. "The elite, Lev. The strongest we have. You've already seen how big of a difference a good class makes. We can evolve and bridge the gap when compared to other humans, but monsters benefit even more from the process. If you ever see a troll or orc at the third threshold, just run. There is no winning that fight."

"So, monsters born at that threshold are weaker?"

"Much weaker," she nodded. "Relatively."

Lev exhaled. "Which means it comes down to luck again. Just one unfortunate encounter would be the last."

Silence met his deduction. Glancing to his side, Sherron looked deep in thought, eyes dull. The two moons reflected in her eyes gleamed like silver, gentle in their glow.

She turned to him when Lev grabbed her hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze and a matching smile.

They just had to do their best.
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  On Lev's request, Sherron had flown to Haven and found out when the next tournament would be.

Luckily, a big event that allowed gold and platinum hunters to compete was scheduled in a month. Drakys was the main organizer, which didn't surprise Lev much. The man had talked about future events in front of many people before.

Since he had a month to burn, Lev was already lost about what to do. Windkeep was huge, which meant that there were bound to be libraries. That covered most of his free time.

I can grind out dungeons, maybe? Finding a much better healing converter will take at least two dozen platinum. Monarch knows how this currency still operates if I can make so much money on a whim.

There were plenty of explanations, still. Items became too valuable to be traded for coins, so different things were offered in exchange.

Such as other items, favors, cores, materials, potions, and many more. Lev didn't really care much.

While he had the time, Lev also wanted to feel like his hunter's badge was better earned by killing two birds with one stone. He had always wanted to see how metals were mined.

By doing escort quests, he could both make up for the skipped merit points and also explore different caves without going too far underground. Even if his presence attracted monsters in iron or copper mines, he alone would be enough to let the miners escape at least.

Hopefully, that is.

Either way, escorting miners sounded like a great adventure. Lev also wanted to eventually do that by himself. Observing miners at work would probably help.

The day after the wave, Lev was topped on mana and made his way to the hunters guild. It was busier than usual because of the wave. Nobody recognized him without the barrier armor too, which was nice.

"Welcome back, Hunter," the receptionist who had given him the cores yesterday smiled at him.

"Hey," Lev gave her a little wave. "How many miner escort quests are active right now?"

"Only two currently. Both of them are always active. The miners operate on a fixed rotation. Would you like to take one?"

Lev nodded. "What are the requirements?"

"You just have to accompany them to the mine and ensure their safety. Usually, we hire a team of Classers or a solo silver hunter. You are more than enough to satisfy the requirement."

Turns out, the quests had no set time to depart. The miners were always on standby and ready to move whenever someone accepted the quest.

Lev had inquired further, which expanded his horizons quite a bit. These quests were 'extra' in a sense, as specialized squads were always mining metals. The quests could only work because of how much metal could be compressed at higher levels of smithing, which meant there was never enough metal to go around. Not in case of rarer metals, at least.

Stuff like iron and copper, there was plenty of.

The quest he had accepted was to mine a rather pure vein of iron. Lev wasn't aiming for the highest profits or merit, so he had no qualms about escorting miners on the long quest for little rewards. The purpose was to observe the process.

Two hours till departure. Time to imitate a tree again.

Lev was back in the park again, sitting cross-legged and just looking at the sky. It was becoming a pastime to just sit there and watch the suns drift by.

Noon had passed when Lev exited the gates after proving his identity. Two carts were waiting on the left side of the stone road. Four miners were present atop them, lost in conversation.

[Miner - Level 95]

[Miner - Level 95]

[Miner - Level 95]

[Miner - Level 95]

"Sup," Lev called out in advance before approaching them. "You guys waiting for a hunter?"

They all turned at once. Their reactions were expected, ranging from curiosity to confusion, though it eventually settled on seriousness. Lev assumed that was after they had identified him.

"Yes, sir. Will you be the one escorting us?" one of them asked, taking the lead.

Lev gazed at him flatly. "Drop the sir, and yes. I'm Lev."

"Um, alright. I'm Lee. These guys are Ulric, Cain, and Olin. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

The miners all had extra pale skin, like vampires. With dark brown eyes however, they looked healthy and ready to move out.

"Which one's mine?" Lev asked, looking at the standard wooden carts.

"Upto you," Lee shrugged. "Usually, one is taken by the team accompanying us."

Lev didn't hesitate and jumped on the left cart. The horses were both level 50, a decently high level.

"So, how does this work beyond what I've been told?"

Lee was sitting comfortably with him in the cart while he answered. "That's literally it. We mine, you scout and kill. While we can deal with low-level monsters because of our attributes and passive enhancement, killing is generally difficult. Pickaxes don't exactly help on that front, either."

Lev nodded along. "How far are the caverns?"

"If nothing goes wrong, we should reach them by tomorrow evening."

Nothing went wrong.

When the suns were dipping on the horizon the next day, Lev and company were standing on guard on the carts.

In front of them was a chasm. The opening in the ground was huge, easily wide enough to swallow a skyscraper. Stone had been molded in the shape of a downward slope to allow for the easier entrance they were currently descending.

The horses seem pretty used to this, Lev noted, a little surprised.

Torches were lit just before they entered, giving shadows fleeting forms in their passing. From deeper inside, Lev could hear a very faint cacophony, undecipherable in its meaning. Likely just the wind.

"How deep do we need to go?"

Olin answered while double-checking all their pickaxes and leather armor, "Two Kilometers."

That little? Lev rubbed his chin. I don't know at what depths iron was found on Earth, but it was most certainly not so close to the surface.

The slope they were on continued for a while. Lev kept his senses pushed to the limits, taking in every little detail. His inner explorer was also doing a happy little jig.

Much of this is too smooth to be natural, Lev observed, gazing at the plain ceiling. There were no stalactites or stalagmites to be seen, either.

Slow paced, they progressed deeper and deeper before the slope eventually straightened. The ambiance also became more rugged and natural as they continued their march.

"Monsters will start attacking us beyond this point," Lee broke the silence. Lev might've been scared by that if he hadn't felt the man move before speaking.

"Anything I should be on the lookout for specifically?"

"Cave trolls and stone snakes are the worst I've heard of at this depth," Lee answered thoughtfully. "Some kobold variants too."

Lev summoned his barrier armor regardless. There was no point in taking stupid risks.

Several minutes passed as the horses trotted forward on a marginally downward slope, moving ever deeper. The sound of hooves hitting the ground eventually attracted monsters.

Four kobolds passed a small bend and immediately dropped to the ground, dead. Barriers arrows were sticking out of their skulls, having reached them nearly soundlessly.

[

You have slain [Kobold - Level 44]

You have slain [Kobold - Level 39]

…

]

"Lower than expected," Lev commented out loud.

"Most of them are pretty weak," Lee added, preparing to hop off.

Ten minutes later, the path opened up to a large cavern littered with stalagmites. They were all silvery-gray and several meters tall. Lev could see chunks of metal poking out of them.

"We will mine in shifts," Ulric helpfully supplied. "Four hours per shift while the other rests."

Lev tilted his head. "Just four hours?"

Understanding dawned on Ulric's face. "Oh, our skills require stamina."

"Huh," Lev leaned forward, more than a little interested. "How does it feel to use stamina?"

To his side, Lee motioned Olin and Cain to start their shifts while he explained.

"It's like a lethargy that affects the entire body. Small uses can barely be felt, and stamina also regenerates quickly because of our class. When used long-term, like shifts, it's like constantly running while using all your muscles instead of just your legs and arms. Overusing it can even put one in a coma.

"Usually, every shift ends with us feeling like our limbs have turned into liquid, which is why we sleep afterwards. Constantly using our skills also puts high strain on the mind, and sleep deals with both physical and mental tiredness well."

While Lev heard and processed that new information, his eyes were fixed on the miners currently working.

Cain and Olin's pickaxe glowed to his Perception in an alien way. There was mana infusing the pickaxe, that much Lev could tell easily, but there was also something more.

Only because of the conversation, he now knew that it was stamina, otherwise he would not have been able to decipher the nature of the force empowering the pickaxe.

Olin swung his pickaxe horizontally, the tool impacting the protruding iron chunk with a ringing sound and cleanly pulling it out. With his Perception stretched to the limit, Lev could tell the mana and stamina had affected the stalagmite instead of the metal, making it easier to harvest the iron.

"Neat," Lev smiled. "How many shifts are we looking at?"

Lee's smile turned a little strained. "That depends. How many are you fine with?"

He's scared, Lev noted, mind whirring. He's also letting me take the lead instead of being the job leader like he should be.

"Does the guild know?"

"Know what?" Lee blinked, trying and failing to feign ignorance.

"We both know the rules pretty well, Lee. I know several extremely strong people personally. If someone dared to harm you, just give me a name."

He faltered under Lev's emotionless face and icy stare. With a sigh, Lee explained. "The guild knows, yes. I would very much like to avoid a repeat, though."

Even Olin and Cain were listening in. Lev shook his head. "I'm sorry you had to deal with whoever it was, but don't worry, I don't mind however long it takes. You have free rein as long as it doesn't take more than ten days."

Ulric let out a surprised cough. "Not even close. It will take at most two days to fill our packs."

Lev nodded, ending the conversation. He didn't think for long about whoever Lee had encountered. Even if most people were generally formal on quests, if not kind, there were always bad apples.

Just a single combatant at the miners' level would be able to take them all on easily. It didn't take a genius to realize that they could be lorded over so far away from the walls.

Just the thought of someone treating them badly made Lev's blood boil. The miners were here to simply do their job, and it cost nothing to leave them to it. But people were people, and assholes were aplenty. Even then, most of them wouldn't interfere with the miners. It took a special type of detestable mindset to hurt them.

Hours passed in rhythmic clinking, the sound more relaxing than Lev would've expected. The miners were holding back considerably with each swing too, which helped. Most of the work was done by the skills, not the physical strength.

The second shift had started, and 30% of the cavern had been cleared when Lev spotted monsters entering the cavern from the other end.

Centipedes and Kobolds… that are also fighting each other.

The miners had yet to notice them because the monsters were several hundred meters away. Without a warning, Lev formed arrows and infused them with a bit of lightning before launching them

Four kobolds fell in an instant, and small explosions from the rest of the arrows finished off all the centipedes, too.

[

You have slain [Kobold - Level 67]

…

You have slain [Cave Centipede - Level 59]

]

Lee gave him a questioning glance.

"Just some monsters," Lev grinned from atop his cart. "Nothing to worry about."

Cain and Olin were sleeping in the other cart under a sound ward to not disturb their rest. Lev was starting to realize how difficult their job was, with how those two barely had any energy left to make it to the cart.

Much more time passed, with only a few stray monsters coming out of the other end of the cavern. When Lev estimated a full day had passed, the stalagmites were all devoid of iron.

Before moving further, Lev slept for three hours too. It was more than enough with his high Constitution.

"The number of monsters will be much higher now," Lee warned in advance. "Since you are alone, I would advise you to conserve your mana."

Lev just barely managed not to smile and nodded seriously. Their slow march continued again, this time on a much narrower path. The cave they were traversing was only wide enough to let two of their carts pass side by side.

Small deposits of murky, impure iron were visible in the cave walls. It didn't take long to realize why they were left untouched.

Loud screeches made the miners tense up. Lev raised a brow, curious. Moments later, several bulky kobolds entered the area illuminated by their torches.

[Kobold - Level 90]

[Kobold - Level 91]

[Kobold - Level 90]

Three thuds and penetrated skulls later, they passed the corpses without ever stopping. Lev just had to actively ignore the impressed glances from the miners. What was so surprising about what he had done, anyway? He was nearly a hundred levels higher.

Two hours later, they beheld another large cavern. Unlike the previous one, this cavern was much wilder. With uneven ground abruptly rising or falling, jagged stalactites on the ceiling, and several dozen monsters rushing them, the miners were understandably terrified.

At least I can stretch my legs a little, Lev thought as his Stargazer appeared in his hand. Lightning streamed into its barrier blade, illuminating the surroundings with its cackling blue glory.

"Stay on the carts and be prepared to run," Lev called out before flying ahead and dropping amidst the small horde of monsters.

Small lightning slashes dealt with the cave trolls in the front as a wide sweep bisected several kobolds. Lev allowed a centipede to wrap itself around his armored arm to test its capabilities.

Mandibles scraped against the armor without even a visible scratch, at which point Lev infused a bit of lightning in his armor and fried the monster.

More kobolds rushed him, falling like puppets with their strings cut as Stargazer pierced their hearts and necks with swift thrusts.

Less than a minute later, there were only corpses surrounding Lev.

Not much different from goblins, I suppose.

Lee and Ulric brought the carts forward, expertly avoiding pitfalls and uneven terrain as they progressed deeper. Stalagmites started showing up after a few hundred meters.

These protrusions were much larger and jagged in comparison to the previous ones, and it showed when all four of the miners got to work at once.

Their proficiency showed as the stalagmite was reduced to rubble and neatly separated chunks of iron within a few minutes. Lev helped them along by making barrier platforms for them to access the higher points more easily.

A loud roar interrupted their mining. Six enchanted shields came into existence the moment the sound reached Lev's ears, and one of them deflected the large boulder coming their way. Meaty thuds announced the presence of the approaching adversary.

[Cave Troll - Level 171]

The first sign of my presence, Lev sighed in his head. With a thought, two lances shot forward. The small amount of lightning infused into them was just enough to empower their speed, but not enough to release explosively.

The troll dodged one in time to take the other on its thigh. The infusion was less effective than he would've liked but that was fine. Glancing back, the miners had already turned the carts around and looked ready to bolt at a moment's notice.

Lev couldn't help but snort at seeing that. Amused, he turned to the troll and prepared to fight it in melee as the enhancement formation was carved on his armor in a few seconds.

Defeating the monster from afar was easy. Lev would've decimated it if he hadn't been wary of how far the sound of explosions would've gone. Fighting it in melee was a much safer option.

Lightning infused Stargazer as Lev shot towards it like a bullet. Stone rose from the ground, slowly giving shape to another boulder, but he was having none of that.

Stargazer pierced the monster's gut, making it abort the stone manipulation. Roaring, it swung its thick arms. With his movements enhanced to the limit, Lev blocked with the haft of his glaive, thrown back several meters for his attempt.

Rolling his shoulders, Lev charged in again before the troll could right itself. Stargazer flashed thrice in quick succession, opening wounds with enough infused lightning to stun it each time.

The slashes provided enough opportunity to kill the monster in a single thrust. That would've gone against the spirit of training his grasp over the glaive. Lev could feel he was close to getting a general skill for glaive mastery but there was still something missing.

The troll leaped forward, both arms outstretched to smash him to a pulp. Lev casually stepped to the side, avoiding the attack completely, and smashed the haft of his glaive into the monster's teeth just because he could.

Lev paused as something stood out to his mind, before launching a small lightning slash at the monster. Stunned, it fell quickly when Stargazer pierced its brain.

I am so stupid, Lev turned around after harvesting the core. The only reason he didn't facepalm and groan loudly into his hands was that the miners were watching. How can I get the mastery skill when I'm not even using the entire weapon?

It was so simple. He just had to gain an adequate level of proficiency with all aspects of the weapon, which included the pole of Stargazer. It was more than just an improvised shield, which he needed to rectify in his mindset.

Pole or haft? Lev wondered. He decided to call it haft anyway.
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  "That was, uhm, impressive," Lee commented during rest. His miner pack, a spatially expanded container that still retained the weight of mined materials to some extent, was slung on his shoulders.

"Thanks," Lev waved off the compliment. "How quickly do you think we will progress at this rate?"

"Should be done in six or so hours. Usually, we only fill half of our packs but with you here, we can work quickly and fill it up to 70%. It becomes too heavy after that."

"Can the packs be stored in storage rings?"

Lee scratched his cheek. "I don't know? You can test it if you wish."

It didn't work, which made sense. Life might turn into a huge glitch if expanded space could be packed inside expanded space. Lev didn't even know how storage items worked in the first place.

The rest of the mining session passed without interruptions. Lev was so surprised that he decided to wait another fifteen minutes for something to go wrong. Nothing ambushed them, which was both concerning and relieving.

The title did say that such events are unlikely to occur around you again. Does my presence attracting things count towards that?

Lev didn't know what to feel about that if that was the case. On one hand, it felt great not to be constantly under pressure. On the other hand, the effects of his presence made him as strong as he was currently. The System awarded him plenty of titles because of the encounters.

Overall, Lev was more than happy with the change. He would be extremely strong no matter what, so the lack of stress was much appreciated.

The entire time they moved back to the surface, Lev remained tense. The miners didn't understand why but they knew something was up. It was only after they were returning to windkeep under the setting suns that Lev relaxed.

"That went well. How much of your packs did you fill?"

"Just over 70%, all thanks to you," Lee replied.

"Bah, you lot did all the work."

Lev received a respectful nod, which made him laugh and change the topic. "Where will this metal go after we return?"

"For purification first. Right now, there are many impurities in it. I can tell that even with my basic class. Then it may be infused or compressed, or first infused then compressed, or sacrificed for exotic class skills to create something new."

Transmutating iron? I suppose it makes sense with how common the metal is.

They rested for a night and set off again at dawn, reaching windkeep at noon. Lev and Lee made their way to the hunters guild while Cain, Olin, and Ulric submitted their haul to the merchant's guild.

"That marks your quest as complete," the man behind the counter said. "Thank you for the work."

Lev nodded and tossed the twenty silver reward into his ring. Such an amount didn't matter to him anymore.

Free again, Lev mused. It didn't take long to find a library, where he was prepared to spend the next few days before he left for the haven.

**

"Well, well, well. Look who decided to grace us with his presence."

"Heh," Lev scoffed, grinning at Elias. "I'm a terribly busy hunter, you know?"

"Yeah, I saw you engrossed in those pages. Truly a miracle worker."

Lev coughed. "Right… You guys are going to the Haven too?"

Lisa answered while pinching his cheek. "Yep. Will you also compete in the tournament?"

"That was the plan," Lev agreed, gently pushing away her hand. "I might have to face you guys then."

"Scared?" Viktor called out with a mock-haughty smirk.

"Obviously." Lev grinned. "Well, not in a one-on-one. Can someone register for solo versus teams?"

"Don't know," Viktor shrugged. Nobody else seemed to know either.

"Time will tell, I guess. Which caravan is ours?"

Several different caravans were preparing to leave for the haven. Due to the scale of the upcoming events, people were flocking to the haven from far and wide. Lev wasn't even aware of the scale before everyone in windkeep started talking about it.

"The small one to the right," Elias pointed to the group of five… huge carts.

"What on Monarch is inside those?" Lev remarked, stunned.

"Don't know," Elias shrugged. "Either way, we will depart in an hour."

They chatted about random things until the time for departure came. Lev admired the huge armored carts from several angles before getting in. Nearly all of the interior space was taken by cargo enchanted with concealment. Lev didn't need to peer inside to deduce there were a lot of cores and natural resources present next to him.

The radiant team stayed in a different cart that was half empty. Remembering something, Lev identified the horses.

[Horse - Level 98]

[Horse - Level 97]

Official quest, huh.

The people Lev was accompanying were also a gold-ranked hunter team. The goods being carried also belonged to the guild preparing for large-scale maneuvers.

I sincerely doubt that this journey will be peaceful, even with my new title.

Something was bound to be attracted to all the resources, which was there were three gold teams currently present. Three if they considered Lev a team instead of simply solo.

In just an hour of traveling at their extreme speed, the walls of windkeep were no longer visible on the horizon.

**

"So, who wants to bet?" Lev spoke up. The hunters were all resting for a night after two days of traveling. Haven was still weeks away.

"On what?" the lead hunter for the quest asked.

"That we will face something we aren't supposed to." Lev grinned, the expression ominous under the moonlit night.

Rena looked at him in disapproval. "That's not funny."

Lev chortled but dropped the topic. It was a common occurrence for him, though he couldn't tell them that.

"Does anyone know what kind of events happen during the tournament?" Lev changed the subject.

"You're competing without even knowing?" Viktor deadpanned.

"Yep," Lev replied. "Should I be preparing something specific?"

"Only three items are allowed inside the tournament, so you need to prepare those," Elias supplied.

Skinsuit, Stargazer, and the ring. Funny, that.

"Done. What else?"

Lisa scratched her chin. "That's about it now that I think about it. We just need to be adaptable. There are several different niche events too if you want to compete in those."

Lev leaned forward. "Such as?"

"Things like archery, racing, and similar specializations."

"Oh," Lev's face fell. "What are the rewards like?"

Sangah, a mage from the other gold team, interjected. "The Runic Warlord is personally organizing them this time. If the rumors are to be believed, they will be tailored to the winners."

Several of them whistled in appreciation. Lev was reconsidering his motivations too. If Drakys was personally handing out good stuff, he needed to win now instead of just messing around. It was a good chance to earn himself some neat formations.

"Nobody told me that before," Lev whined, the reaction not entirely fake. "Who doesn't want some fantastic rewards? I would've prepared more."

Silence suddenly overtook the present company as the atmosphere became awkward. Lev was flustered at the sudden change in the air.

Sangah cleared her throat. "… You still need to prepare?"

"Yeah?" Lev replied, confused. "I very much doubt I'm the strongest competitor."

She gave him a smile that was quite literally falling apart at the seams. Sherron had warned him that there would be few who could match him but this reaction went beyond that.

"Out with it." Lev stared at her as he spoke.

"You will most likely win. Nobody can fight a second-threshold harpy solo as a gold hunter," she blurted out.

"If there are several events, surely there are other ways to win than sheer combat prowess."

Viktor shook his head. "The main events are all related to fighting. You have a huge advantage in that regard. Not to mention you will be fighting in the gold bracket."

Lev scratched the back of his head. Even the radiant team seemed to agree with Sangah's assessment.

"We will see," he ended the discussion with that.

**

Lev was lazily gazing at the sky while sitting at the edge of his cart. The horizon was dotted with a few white spots here and there.

Clouds… is this the first time I'm seeing any clouds?

He couldn't remember when he had before. The weather on Monarch jumped between sunny summers and tame winters without any snow. Storms were the only natural phenomena that ever blocked the sunlight from reaching the ground.

Is the storm related to these clouds in any way?

That was the real reason Lev was somewhat worried. The storm was a big mystery in every aspect. All he knew was that even the Exalted took shelter deep underground.

His musings were cut short when the air morphed.

Erm… Lev nervously looked around, finding the grassland empty yet the world seemed to press down on his shoulders. Why the hell is a wave randomly forming on top of us?

"LEV," Viktor shouted from his cart. Not missing a beat, Lev flew out of his cart and ascended.

He flew up for several hundred meters before scanning the plains. If the haven was in the center of the square that was formed by the outer walls, the monsters were coming from the huge stretch of empty land between runespires and windkeep that were on the top two corners of the square.

Did no one scout this wave? It also seems to be fairly low in rating.

Descending, Lev explained the situation. "There are a bunch of dormant and first-threshold monsters but nothing beyond that. We will be fine."

"What were the strongest you could sense?" The lead hunter inquired, tense.

"Shamans. There could be more hidden under illusions. Let me open fire first to unearth any potential surprises."

The carts slowed down to let the monsters catch up. Lev's nerves eased significantly when he failed to find anything stronger than a troll shaman below level 200.

Still… waves like this don't form inside the walls.

There were no answers as to why this one had, so Lev put the question to the back of his mind. Maybe someone else would explain it to him later.

I don't need to hold back, do I?

Dozens of arrows formed behind him as Lev channeled fire mana into each of them equally. When the barrage was ready, he loosed the projectiles in five waves of ten.

Each wave downed monsters by the dozens in the huge horde. Thousands still charged forward, their roars audible from kilometers away.

More arrows followed before Lev formed ten lances. Lightning and fire infused them till they shone in brilliant hues of red, blue, and orange, at which point Lev launched them without hesitation.

Daylight turned brighter as they impacted as one. Each explosion covered dozens of meters in its radius, wiping out a large part of the wave in seconds.

Tenth of my pool. Not bad.

Despite the easy fight, Lev kept his Perception strained. There was no telling what may jump at them.

When there were only a few hundred monsters left alive, Lev let the other teams deal with them while he spun in circles to try and perceive even the smallest irregularities.

I don't see anything, Lev noted, unconvinced that the wave would pass so easily.

Seconds turned into minutes. He slowly lowered himself, refusing to even blink.

"Do you see anything?" Elias shouted when Lev was less than a hundred meters high. The wave had completely perished, and none of them felt like harvesting the cores.

"Nothing as of yet," Lev eventually replied. "Let's keep moving."

The whole ordeal hadn't even granted him a single level.

**

Unbelievably, nothing went wrong during the rest of the journey. Lev was constantly surprised that the Seen title actually worked pretty well.

Far into the distance, Lev could see the behemoths that were the Haven's walls. Standing 100 meters high, they dwarfed even the walls of runespires.

The impact would've been much greater if Lev were seeing such walls for the first time. He oggled them for a good while before focusing on the squad approaching to intercept them. The carts slowed down once they neared.

"State your business," the Master calmly asked, scanning the carts leisurely. The lead gold hunter handed a paper to him, probably bearing some official stamp.

No more words were exchanged as the squad retreated and motioned for the newcomers to pass.

The closer they got, the more excitement bubbled up inside Lev. This was the great city housing most of humanity, and it was actually thriving. There was a huge line of people going in and out of the giant black gates.

Thankfully, he was spared from all the smells that came with such a crowd. His skinsuit was working flawlessly. While he observed the crowds, a question that had been plaguing his mind resurfaced.

Lev made a decision and resummoned his blocking stone. He was incredibly curious about how people would react if a 'kid' was loitering in places where only scary men and women were supposed to be.

"Is it usually so busy or is it because of the event?" Lev asked as Elias and his team got off the carts. The other hunters went up ahead, allowed passage quickly due to their quest.

"Last time we came here, the lines were almost as big as they are right now," Elias stretched while answering. "Damn it feels good to be on ground again."

Viktor yawned. Lev was tired too. The carts had last stopped three days ago, and everyone was starting to feel the fatigue.

"Is it important to register quickly, or can we take our time?"

"Doesn't really matter," Rena replied. "We came a week early, so the registration will remain open for another few days."

"Good, because I'm tired as hell."

"Same," Viktor drawled, rubbing his eyes. "I don't know how you guys can sleep in moving carts."

It only took a surprising ten minutes for their turn to enter. Lev had to do a double take. The line had actually moved so fast.

"Hunters?" One of the guards interrogating everyone asked.

Elias showed them his badge. It was quite literally shining. That alone was enough to get them entry with a nod of recognition.

"Fancy badge," Lev commented.

"It helps."
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  The quest was turned in swiftly before Elias' team and Lev decided to book somewhere fancy to rest.

Kamala's Spring turned out to be one of the best reasonably expensive options. The resort cost them fifty silvers per night, a price they could afford rather easily, and it was well worth the money.

There was a large swimming pool, a park, several different luxury avenues like spas or theaters, and many other things Lev had no intention of using. The hunters all went to sleep in their rooms after a brief tour.

Everyone woke up refreshed the next day and gathered in the beautifully trimmed and maintained park at midday.

"I'll be going my way now," Lev announced when they had gathered.

The radiant team had expected that. Elias held out his hand and smirked.

"We'll be busy training for the rest of the time here," he gave Lev a look. "Don't chicken out now. I'll see you in the arena."

Lev smirked back. "For sure. Take care."

Saying his goodbyes, Lev found himself properly gazing at the Haven after coming straight to the resort yesterday. The first thing that stood out was a huge mountain in the distance.

The great city bordered the base of Mount Tamara. Most of the buildings were present on the ground, and Lev could see several different marks of human presence on the mountain too. It was quite far away, which only served to show how huge the city was.

Only about a tenth of the mountain's height was inside the haven's walls. Not only that, the wall atop the mountain was way taller than the ones on the ground. It wasn't hard to guess it was meant to prevent monsters from abusing the height advantage.

Lev didn't think it was necessary but he approved the precaution regardless. Given the number of hunters and adventurers present in the city, he doubted there were many dangerous monsters on the mountain.

Since he wanted to spend the day exploring, Lev made his way to the gates of the city while keeping his senses limited and his mind occupied.

Only once he reached it did he start to examine everything in detail. Like runespires, the main road connected to the gate was gigantic. Despite the huge population, there was easily enough space for several carts to pass side-by-side amidst the people.

Surprisingly, the colors were extremely varied. White and gold were still the majority, but now they were mixed with a myriad of different shades.

Blue was the next most prevalent color. Red, orange, gray, and black were also visible in places.

Another difference became obvious as Lev frowned. The quality of the buildings near the gates was significantly lower than the structures near the gates of runespires.

While he walked further inward without any particular destination, he could also feel several gazes scanning him. Nothing hostile, but that could change. He was confident in handling himself since most people were below level 150.

No pickpockets, Lev thought to himself, smiling. He had dealt with more than a few of those on Earth, once by throwing change at the poor runt who ran away faster than the wind. They were the last bit of wealth in his possession.

The crowds were rejuvenated. Lev could easily guess why everyone seemed lively. Tournaments of this scale were rare, enough so to be called a once-a-decade event. Lev was lucky to join one before ascending to Master rank given his rate of advancement.

Eavesdropping on some conversations and whispers, the task made trivial by his insane Perception, Lev easily found the directions to the tournament registration. Unsurprisingly, it was the hunters guild main branch.

He wasn't in a hurry to go there, so he took a detour. Hours passed as Lev wandered through the merchants district before he briefly explored the crafters district. Both of them were mind-bogglingly large, filled to the brim with stalls and markets, yet there were just as many customers buying equipment and materials.

When the suns were close to setting, Lev arrived at the largest of the five hunters guild branches in the haven. Immediately, he was noticed by a certain Exalted.

Since Drakys didn't come to see him, Lev went about the registration. The process was simple for those who knew what to do. Lev didn't, so he waited in the long lines for half an hour.

"I'm sorry for taking up your time, but can you summarize the process for me?" He questioned the receptionist behind the counter. The girl gave him a tired smile before speaking.

"You simply need to take this form and fill it. Follow the instructions."

Lev thanked her and grabbed the large piece of paper before making his way to a secluded corner. Nobody disturbed him as he read the rules and information.

I actually have to mark the rules after reading them, Lev noted in amusement. That was one way to ensure everyone read the rules.

There were five events. Monster Hunt, Solo Combat, Team Combat, Crafting Spree, and Way of the Wind.

The last one was a mesh of several different smaller events that decided a winner based on the accumulated points throughout all of them.

Lev looked at the fourth option with slight regret before marking the first three. Information about them was limited. Most of it boiled down to 'You/your team will hunt monsters in a specific region for points.'

The other two were self-explanatory. Lev marked everything required with his mana before handing the form to the same girl behind the counter. She had to do a double-take at seeing him selecting the gold category and choosing both solo and team combat while being solo.

Before she could say anything, Lev summoned his badge and showed it to her. That was apparently enough, as she marked the form as approved after confirming his level after he briefly stored the blocking stone.

Now… do I want to go see him?

It wouldn't hurt to do so. Lev made his way to the guildmaster's office but stopped when he felt several auras inside. He was about to turn back when the doors opened by themselves.

… Goddamit.

Drakys was lounging in a chair opposite the guildmaster of the haven. There was another person inside sitting next to Drakys. With dark brown hair and an average build, he looked pretty unassuming, and Lev's mouth went dry when he realized the person was also an Exalted.

Lev bowed at the waist. "I greet the Exalted."

Drakys grinned at him while the other Exalted scrutinized him. Lev felt several skills scan him, but he didn't dare show any sign of displeasure.

"Wild, as you said," the Exalted remarked before addressing Lev. "How has my creation been treating you, hunter?"

"She has treated me well," Lev nervously replied, not sure which honorific to use.

"No need," the person shot down his worries. "Show me the glaive."

Lev summoned Stargazer and entered the room. He had to awkwardly stand on the side after handing the glaive to the Exalted. Seconds passed in silence as Lev identified everyone present.

[Crafter - ??]

[Mage - ???]

[Warrior - ??]

This was, by far, the most intimidating company he had ever found himself in after Hakim. Drakys was fine but from the rumors he had heard, the guildmaster was extremely strong. The other person was an Exalted, so he was naturally a force of nature too.

"You are barely making use of it except for some mana skill. Why?"

"I'm still learning how to wield a glaive," Lev gulped before continuing. "Half the purpose of coming here was to acquire a skill for glaives."

"Self-taught Mastery," the crafter nodded. "It is definitely worth the investment."

Lev was handed back Stargazer before he looked around. Nobody addressed him, and he seemed to have interrupted some meeting, so he left as calmly as he could.

Only when he exited the guild did Lev breathe a sigh of relief. Then he frowned.

The fuck you mean wild? This is the second time someone has called me that.

He was starting to suspect that it was more than just his desire to remain independent. Was it related to his aura in some way? Lev hadn't shown any signs of defiance or aggression in the guildmaster's chambers.

He dismissed the concerns with a shrug before looking around.

Now what?

Since there was nothing else to do except train, Lev recalled the map he had seen in the resort and found the nearest park. Unfortunately, it was filled to the brim, so instead he set his sights on the mountain behind the city.

By the time Lev reached the base of the huge natural structure, sunlight had vanished beneath the horizon. He belatedly realized that the mountain was far, far larger than he had expected.

Like, seriously, Lev mused, still amazed. How do K2 and Everest compare to this lone mountain? It will take me hours to simply fly to the peak, and I ascend pretty fast.

There were several quests to be done in the region, but Lev didn't care about those. From what he had heard, there was a huge lake somewhere up there. The surrounding monsters were also close to his level, so earning more levels in the gold bracket wouldn't hurt.

Minutes passed as he flew close to the ground, slowly moving higher and higher. Lev got to see several new monsters like goats, monkeys, some form of flying eels, mountain harpies, and more.

Those that attacked him were dealt with by simple arrows. He didn't even need to infuse them to put down the weak first-threshold creatures.

More time passed as three moons became fully visible on the horizon. The occurrence was pretty rare, so Lev took his time to admire the scenery. Everything was bathed in an ethereal silvery glow, turning the greenery into something far more scenic.

Trees became far more common as Lev ascended. Half an hour later, he was flying through a small forest on the mountain. Mana in the atmosphere rose considerably as he slowed down. Skills ready, he was prepared to face whatever might jump at him.

Several sources had spoken about how there was nothing above level 230 on the mountain, and how it was constantly scouted for anything that may have spawned.

Two panthers stalked him from behind, trying to stay stealthy and silent. Lev had noticed them the moment they started moving, courtesy of the bright moonlight, but didn't react.

Stargazer appeared in his hands, and a blade formed the moment the monsters made the move. Crescent lightning cut the first in twain before Lev rushed the second, utilizing his empowerment formation in a controlled manner.

Sidestepping its pounce, he empowered his downward strike at the last moment, lopping off one of the panther's legs. It roared in pain and whirled around, just in time for an empowered straight thrust to pierce its brain.

[

You have slain [Striped Black Panther - Level 165]

You have slain [Striped Black Panther - Level 164]

]

The cores and corpses were ignored as Lev continued further, keeping track of the landmarks visible on the mountain's surface in the distance. He was getting close to the lake.

Dozens of similar fights later, Lev beheld a large flat region of the mountain in front of him. The huge lake was visible in the distance. Most of the natural landscape was centered here, with only a small part of the mountain extending even higher.

Storing his skinsuit, Lev took a deep breath. The thin air, which was also cold enough to make him shiver, was an entirely new experience for him. Eyes closed, Lev savored the clean and cool air for a while before summoning the skinsuit.

He had waited all this time for the perfect view. Now that he was so high up, Lev turned around and gazed at the breathtaking sight of the haven sprawled far underneath.

For the first time, he wished there was someone next to him to share the view with.

Such was not meant to be, so he turned around with a sigh. The lake rapidly closed in as he flew at full speed, but he still stopped over a hundred meters away from it.

Even in the bright night, he couldn't see anything underneath the water. It was all utterly dark, devoid of life and flora.

It was as horrifying as it was mesmerizing, and he maintained a safe distance at all times. Getting an idea, Lev looked for a high spot from where he could look at both the lake and the haven.

It didn't take long to find one. Uneven terrain provided more than a few high points, and Lev settled down to spend the night doing some peaceful stargazing.

The peace was shattered abruptly when a giant beam of moonlight descended in the center of the lake. Lev was already up and fleeing at full speed when a person stepped out of the light.

That made Lev slow down before he came to a halt as the person's gaze settled on him. The man's aura was still as intense as ever, and for the first time, he was able to glimpse the true depths of the aura.

It was glorious.

Lev didn't even know it was possible for a human to be so unfathomably powerful. Sherron's and Drakys' auras were vast, no doubt, but neither of them held a candle to Hakim's.

The question about the silver light was now also answered. Frankly, Lev would be embarrassed for taking so long to figure it out if he wasn't locked in a staring contest with Hakim.

Disbelief and fascination were slowly washed away as Lev realized the gravity of the situation, at which point he could only chuckle nervously.

I wasn't supposed to see that, was I?
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  The silver beam vanished after a few seconds. Hakim tacitly stood on water for a few moments. The surroundings returned to normal light levels, and he calmly looked at Lev.

Lev was about to bow and greet him when Hakim spoke loud enough for him to hear.

"What are you doing here?"

"I was just uh… exploring the mountain? Wanted to see the lake."

"Happened to be here, hmm?" Hakim said with a slight smile. "I suppose you wouldn't have seen this if you weren't allowed to."

Lev gulped. That sounded more than a little scary. He was also not dumb enough to question who made that decision. Such things were better left unsaid for now.

He was still incredibly curious, though.

"Was that teleportation?" Lev asked, unable to keep the question at bay.

"It was," Hakim nodded as he walked on water towards Lev. "Only works at night."

Lev looked up at the three moons in the sky with narrowed eyes. It only took a single second of consideration to discard any related questions. He doubted Hakim would answer them, anyway.

"Will you be judging the participants?" Lev changed the subject to something more relevant.

They were both standing on the ground a few meters apart when Hakim summoned two large padded chairs and sat down on one. Lev thanked him and sat down as well and summoned a bowl of hot soup. Drinking that was the original plan.

"Want one?"

Hakim looked over with a raised brow. "Sure."

Lev summoned another one for him. They both drank the soup in silence for a few minutes, gazing at the lake and the haven.

"I'll be one of the judges," Hakim confirmed. "There were other reasons, such as ensuring no one tried to pressure you into some contract and to make sure nothing goes wrong during the hunt."

Lev tilted his head a little. "So it's taking place in a region where your strength would be required if something goes wrong? Is it the patch of the grand forest inside the outer wall?"

He ignored the first reason. It was only natural for that to happen once he showcased his strength. Everyone would be scrambling to recruit someone so strong.

From what little he knew about nobility, one of the Dukes and several lower-ranked nobles came with the refugee ships. They still maintained a large degree of control over the ruling structure. Events like the tournament were a good avenue to scout talent.

Bleh, politics.

"Perhaps. Do you think you'll win?"

"I don't know," Lev honestly replied. "Sherron and everyone else seem to think it will be a cakewalk. Hard to believe it can be that easy. I'm no talented prodigy either."

"Normally, it would be that easy," Hakim said as he returned the empty bowl. "This time, there are some promising hunters taking part. You've already met the shadow boy and the radiant team. There are a few more."

Lev smiled. From what Elias had shown him during the wave, Lev knew the hunter was holding back considerably. He had also felt the use of a body enhancement during the fight with the bear, which signified a class that also used mana to some degree.

"I'm looking forward to it."

Silence reigned as the conversation ended. Lev didn't mind the atmosphere at all as they both gazed at the clear moons in the sky.

Hakim got up after a few minutes. Lev got up too and nodded to him before flying away, back to the haven. There was a woosh of air displacement as both the chairs and Hakim vanished.

**

Lev woke up with a huge yawn the next day. Stretching to push away the vestiges of sleep, he took care of his morning routine before ordering a simple breakfast.

While eating, he thought about his next steps.

There isn't much to train for except glaive mastery. Finding a teacher at this point would negate all my efforts, so that is a no-go, which means that will also need to be dealt with during the tournament itself. If I don't get the skill during that… well, I'll cross that bridge when I get to it.

Lev pointedly ignored a group of hunters stealing glances his way. Before they could come up to him and cause trouble, he simply paid the expenses and left. Thankfully, they didn't follow, or Lev would've been held accountable for a full team writhing on the ground.

Hakim's and Sherron's words kept coming back to mind. Even the former had confirmed that Lev could've easily won most previous tournaments. By now, it would be stupid to believe otherwise.

Nobody at my level can survive a few of my lances exploding at once. Even if it isn't lethal, they would still be put out of commission instantly.

Lev sighed. Fun aside, he wanted to see maximum gains from the rare chance to face off against other humans. Slinging lances, arrows, or even his shields at them would do him no benefit. Each tool in his arsenal was strong for his level, all except one.

The mountain loomed closer and closer as Lev prepared strategies in his mind.

I mean, strategies is stretching it. The plan is to push the limits of enhancement formation and practice utilizing the pole of Stargazer during fighting and actively refusing to acquire the skill. Because, as usual, the greatest potential lies in the heart of danger, which will be whoever I face off in the tourney.

He could've easily found a second-threshold monster in some well-known dangerous spot and trained against that. Between the tournament and that option, Lev felt like earning a skill during the former would feel much more satisfying.

Rolling his shoulders, Lev inhaled deeply before letting out a slow breath and flying higher.

**

Days passed quickly as he hunted monsters around the lake. His core supply had swelled severalfold, and he was debating if returning earlier to sell them all would be worth it.

In the end, the cool atmosphere near the peak won out. No matter how long he spent gazing up at the moons or down at the Haven, Lev never got tired.

Tonight's the last day, Lev thought to himself, looking at a particularly bright star to the west. It seemed to twinkle once every few hours, which made him curious.

Shoving the celestial body out of his mind, Lev quickly descended while checking the notifications from his recent monster excursion.

[

Mana Tempest has reached Level 186

Mana Tempest has reached Level 187

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 9

Aerial Maneuvers has reached 2nd Level 10

]

The points went into Wisdom, just in case he needed that extra mana. Despite being only two levels' worth, the points still gave enough mana to be considered significant for a normal mage.

Dawn was still five hours away, so Lev quickly rented a room to get some sleep before that. With his Constitution, two hours of rest were plenty.

"There you are," someone called out to him as all other sounds vanished. Lev turned around, his face expressionless. He already knew that they were invisible and cut off from the rest of the world.

"It is impossible for you to have problems finding me."

Drakys raised a brow. "You sound pretty confident."

Lev didn't stop moving toward the gates as he replied. "Because I definitely wouldn't have had any trouble doing so at your level."

"Very humble," Drakys chuckled. "Correct, too. There was too much to take care of before I could come see you leisurely."

"I don't mind," Lev said. "So, what brings you here?"

"Just checking in. Did you need something the other day?"

"Nope," Lev laughed. "Most certainly didn't need to be awed like that but it was a unique experience for sure."

Drakys simply nodded and vanished as sounds returned to normal around Lev.

Busy man.

The huge gates of the haven loomed ever closer. Dozens of hunters walked alongside Lev, each and every one of them a participant. Simply trotting forward amidst that crowd was a memorable experience.

Everyone looked ready. Eyes sharp, shoulders tense yet relaxed, and postures straight. Nobody who had registered was willing to show anything but their best.

… I can take them all out in seconds.

Lev decided to ignore that particular thought. It was both unhealthy and worrying. Instead, he focused on the names being called. Carts were prepared to carry all the hunters to the monster hunt arena.

"Gold hunter Lev," one of the Master's organizers called out his name. Lev got a thorough once-over as all his items were scanned.

"You can only keep the blocking stone or the storage ring. Remember, it can only be used to store corpses or cores. Summoning anything from it is grounds for immediate disqualification."

Oh well, Lev handed over the blocking stone. Hopefully, it would be returned later.

"Cart #3."

Lev's cart turned out to be one of the huge ones he had traveled in to reach the haven. Thirteen people were already sitting inside, and Lev wanted to punch a few of them already with how they were looking at him.

"Did you get lost, kid?" a girl snickered.

Lev just ignored her. He looked at her face and felt her aura to note for later. Actions spoke louder than words, after all. If fate was a real thing, they would meet in an arena.

"Good to know there will be some easy rounds ahead of us if even you're allowed to compete," one of the boys in her team jeered. Lev identified them all.

[Mage - Level 121]

[Warrior - Level 120]

[Mage - Level 120]

[Healer - Level 120]

Oh. They are in the silver bracket.

Only a short internal debate was enough to dissuade him from engaging in a pointless argument. Seeing they couldn't get a rise out of him, the team took that as a sign of victory and backed down.

Two more people entered the cart before they were off. Lev took a good look at the people around him. There were four teams, from how they were seated together, and two solo participants. Lev was one of them.

The other was a pale boy who looked almost malnourished. His aura, the little Lev could feel, felt wispy and elusive, reminding him of the shadow user he had seen in the final cavern. It remained to be seen if this was the same person.

Scanning the chatting teams to the best of his ability, Lev only found one of them worthy of note. Surprisingly, it was the team that had tried to provoke him. None of them compared to him, of course, but they seemed capable for their level.

Leaning back, Lev closed his eyes and only paid half a mind to the teams talking around him. Only a few of the things they were talking about were worth noting.

"Do you think we can land ourselves any rewards?" one of the gold team's warriors asked.

"Don't know," a girl answered. "Even the flame princess is participating this time around. Nobody knows what other surprises are waiting for us."

"I think we still have a chance," another girl added. "From what I've heard, the runic warlord is organizing it all. It wouldn't be surprising if the top fifteen or twenty all earned something."

Does nobody know what the actual rewards are? Lev thought to himself, disappointed. No matter who he heard taking about them, there were no concrete names, descriptions, or categories. Just 'great' rewards.

I'm gonna be so pissed if the rewards turn out to be fifty gold coins or something.

One of the warriors was flirting with a warrior from a different team. Lev ignored those and was about to enter meditation when he detected something odd.

Is that shadow mana?

The pale boy, who looked to be eighteen, was cycling a peculiar type of mana around his fingers. It flowed smoothly like traveling through a predetermined pathway and seemed to be following the rogue's orders without question.

When Lev opened his eyes, the rogue was already looking at him.

[Rogue - Level 195]

"Like what you see?" the boy spat, his tone extremely derisive.

Hah? What?

Trying not to jump to conclusions, Lev instead tested out the waters, even if the comment had already pissed him.

"Is that crutch supposed to be impressive?" He replied flatly. The next reaction would decide what Lev would think of the boy.

"Crutch?" the boy barked out a short laugh. "Ignorant ruffian thinks it's a crutch."

Lev smiled, pretending to be clueless. "Oh really? What is supposed to be so good about it?"

His words had the desired effect as the boy straightened, his confidence fully displayed. The rest of the cart had also gone silent to observe the two.

With a smirk, the boy raised his hand shrouded with shadow mana. "This, you numbskull, is shadow mana. Do you understand? Shadow mana, the type that is impossible to acquire before Master rank."

Lev nodded along. "Uh-huh, that does sound somewhat impressive."

"Because it is, you reta-"

"Then you shouldn't have any excuses if you lose, right?" Lev stared directly into his eyes. "It should be impossible for anyone else to beat you."

The boy sputtered, taken aback by Lev's audacity for a second before he replied. "That's right-"

"Wanna make a bet?"

"What?"

"Exactly what I said." Lev grinned, the expression far from friendly. "Or are you too insecure to agree?"

Lev's provocation was met with a scoff. "Why on Monarch would I make a bet with you?"

"Why not?" Lev shrugged. "Or are you doubting your shadow mana all of a sudden? Wasn't it supposed to be the ticket to an automatic victory?"

Everyone in the cart was simply watching, content to enjoy the show. Put on the spot, the boy gritted his teeth.

"Fine," he hissed. "Do you even have anything worth betting?"

"One hundred gold coins," Lev put forth his offer. "The loser has to properly bow and apologize on the stage."

Clear indecision was visible on the rogue's face. He seemed to be realizing that Lev was too calm despite the whole ordeal. Nobody had that kind of confidence without reasons backing it.

"Deal, but if I win, you have to complete five platinum quests for me," the boy added, expecting Lev to decline.

"Sure."

The boy blinked. "You cannot back out of this-"

"I know, dumbass," Lev cut him off. "I'll see you in the duels."

The girl who had poked fun at him earlier whistled. "Hot damn, I thought you only had a pretty face going for you. Good to see you're not as spineless as you looked," she finished with a wink.

Lev just stared at her, silenced for an unexpected reason.

… Pretty face?

It took some effort not to scratch his cheek and smile. This is the first time someone has complimented my looks… feels nice.

The other teams had already started ignoring the two after the heated conversation ended. Lev had no doubts that the rumors of their bet would spread in no time.
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  "LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WELCOME TO THE 25th TRIALS OF THE EXALTED!"

Sherron paid half a mind to the incredibly loud yet oddly bearable commentary as she surveyed the stage for the monster hunt. Her scouting came to a halt as the commentator continued in a low voice.

"Exactly seven hundred years ago, the first of us set foot on Monarch. The handful of survivors who paid with blood, sweat, and tears to pave the way for us. For the future generations to carve a name out for themselves in these unforgiving lands.

"It is all because of their sacrifice that we stand where we are. But today is not a day to grieve, for they did not want us to grieve. They wanted us to move forward, to a better life. TO KEEP OUR HEADS HIGH, AND TO MARCH TOWARDS A BETTER FUTURE.

"TODAY, WE CELEBRATE! THESE TRIALS HAVE BEEN PERSONALLY ORGANIZED BY OUR ESTEEMED RUNIC WARLORD. PLEASE GIVE HIM A BIG HAND."

The crowds went crazy from their high stands as Drakys was displayed on the surrounding illusion screens. Thundering applause and cheers echoed above the grand forest's border. The arena was situated near timberhold, a great city bordering the forest like whitefall, where a small portion of the forest extended much further into the plains than anywhere else. That region was also enclosed inside the outer wall, making for a great region to train and harvest resources.

Thousands upon thousands of people had come to the event in person, yet there was enough space for all of them.

Gigantic stands with seats similar to stadium seating were arranged in a huge circle. Below was the stage for the monster hunt, a relatively tame region of the forest.

Large illusion screens were floating near all the stands, displaying the currently peaceful trees and clearings. Monsters could be seen prowling aimlessly, purposefully kept away from each other.

Sherron had to do a double take when she saw several shade prowlers above level 200 in there as well. Those would be dangerous.

"As you all know, the first event is Monster Hunt. Unlike previous years, there is a small twist. Now that all participants have reached their starting point, I will explain the rules.

"The monster pool this time is slightly above average. One hundred and twenty is the lowest level that can be found in the arena, and the highest remains to be seen.

"Every monster below level 150 awards one point when killed. Two points for anything below level 200, and five for monsters below level 250.

"The twist comes after that. There will be second-threshold monsters. That's right, our gold and platinum hunters will need to team up to take down these behemoths and will be rewarded based on contribution. Each such takedown will grant fifty points, which will be distributed fairly.

"I should not need to say this, but anyone who tries to sabotage or intentionally disrupt other teams will be disqualified. Accidents happen, but make sure they remain accidents. We will be watching.

"NOW, WITHOUT FURTHER ADO, LET THE TRIALS BEGIN!"

The declaration was paired with an incredibly loud gong that reverberated throughout the arena. Contestants immediately became the focus of the illusion screens, though Sherron didn't need those. Within a split second, she found Lev and everyone else that seemed promising underneath.

"Well done," Drakys praised the commentator a few stands away, who lit up at the unexpected approval. The man bowed with a bright smile before returning to his job.

"Brutes," Sherron voiced. "Really?"

"They are a perfect mix of raw strength and durability. It will be a good challenge," Drakys explained, eyes on the proceedings and mind on all the formations surrounding the arena. "We also need to see who overcomes their fears."

He got up after that. The job of the Exalted was to rescue those who would be about to die. With his extreme Perception, it was a trivial task. Not a single monster within thousands of kilometers could challenge him, either. Except a select few that couldn't be categorized as monsters to begin with.

Sherron was left alone on the luxurious red and white seats. Given the sheer size of the stage, only those who put a lot of points into Perception would be able to see all the fights from their seats. That was fine, as there were always the flashy ones that could be seen from afar, especially this time around.

Several people landed around her after a few seconds. Orianna, Alec, and three kids gingerly stepped onto the seats hundreds of meters above ground. They looked slightly pale, but nothing could hide the excitement hidden underneath the nervousness.

"Did it start?" Orianna asked while taking a seat.

"Only a few minutes ago," Sherron replied. The kids had already taken their seats surrounding Orianna. Next to her, a girl with silver hair and golden eyes was looking intently at the illusion screens.

Her calm facade was adorable, given how sweat rolled down her neck.

Sherron just smiled to herself. The three children were the only ones in the orphanage who had voiced their desire to be combatants. Orianna had deemed it necessary to show them what the future would hold in store.

"Did Hakim come?" Alec asked.

Sherron almost reacted when the girl next to her tensed. It was an odd reaction.

"Yeah, he's doing rounds around the perimeter."

Lev's mentor nodded before focusing on the combatants below. Only a few minutes had passed and monsters were slowly being released into the arena. The show hadn't even started yet.

**

Lev winced at the incredibly loud gong that came after the commencement. For a few seconds, he simply took stock of the situation.

Sadly, the earth converter was taken away. Now I'm left with my skinsuit, Stargazer, and the ring. Thankfully, I can store and summon Stargazer freely.

The checkers were fairly confused when Lev asked to keep the storage ring. Normally, people scrambled to fit in the strongest item they could get their hands on. Lev was instead looking to store cores and corpses. They were naturally astonished.

Summoning his barrier armor, Lev ascended for dozens of meters and scanned the surroundings.

Nearly a third of the arena is clearings, Lev thought to himself, impressed. The arena itself was dozens of kilometers long and wide, and the seats high above were similarly awe-inspiring. How long it took to create something like that, Lev didn't even want to imagine.

Stargazer appeared in his hands, and a blade filled her top before Lev set out. Given the time limit of six hours, he expected the first few hours to be pretty uneventful.

The first monsters he encountered were trolls. Pretty weak trolls, too. Lev held back the desire to eviscerate them and started with five small lightning lances, holding barely any mana compared to his normal attacks.

He paused for an instant when several gazes focused on him. Lev had already been informed about the drones capturing and sending footage to the illusion screens, so he proceeded as if they didn't exist. He just had to put on a good show.

Enhancement formation came alive as Lev rushed ahead of his lances. The trolls all charged him as one, their roars washing over him without any effect. Stargazer flashed and took off the arm of the leading troll before Lev jumped back, firing a fire slash amidst the monsters.

Covered by the flames, Lev boosted his movements to half his maximum and beheaded one of the monsters. He could have easily killed all of them but conserving mana was of great importance in the long run.

Two of the lances embedded themselves into the back of another unsuspecting troll, downing it as its heart burst from the discharge.

The remaining three trolls also fell quickly after that as the lances staggered them, letting Stargazer behead them without obstruction.

"DID YOU ALL SEE THAT? WE HAVE A PROMISING PARTICIPANT HERE, LADIES AND GENTS. WILL HE BE ABLE TO KEEP UP THE PERFORMANCE? OR WILL THE CRUEL COST OF SPELLS BE HIS UNDOING?"

Without looking at who the illusion screens were focusing on, Lev couldn't be certain if the commentator was talking about him. Nevertheless, he ignored it all the same.

Besides, the mana I used has almost already regenerated.

"AS EXPECTED, ARYAN IS IN THE LEAD WITH HIS INCREDIBLE CLASS AND SHADOW MANA WITH 12 POINTS. CAN ANYONE TAKE THE THRONE FROM THIS YOUNG MAN??"

That shifted Lev's plan of taking it slow in the beginning more than a little.

**

Kayla glanced at Orianna several times, hoping the older woman would say something.

Orianna just smiled at her silently. The cat was out of the bag when Lev summoned a barrier armor, signifying him as their future teammate.

Jack also realized that quickly, though he was more interested in Lev himself than anything. Amelia didn't react at all. Her gaze had transformed from nervous to fixated as she looked at the illusion screens.

Sherron and Orianna shared a quick glance before the latter addressed the kids.

"Do you three still want to continue down the same path?"

Jack looked unbothered as he nodded, and Kayla was much the same. Both of them were thirteen years old now, just shy of starting their apprenticeship. The last girl frowned a little.

"What level is he?" Amelia asked.

"187," Orianna replied, curious about where this was going.

"Why is he already at that level? Isn't he barely older than us? You even said barriers were difficult to manage."

"Because he's talented," Orianna replied, not about to disclose the real reason. That decision was up to Lev. "He's also very hard-working, as you can imagine. Lev has been fighting monsters from the very day he got a class."

That was a half-truth. Lev had indeed been fighting more than anyone did at his level, but he had also spent months traveling.

On the screen, he was plowing through dozens of monsters below level 150 as he slowly advanced deeper. Trolls, orcs, panthers, treants, and several thornlings fell against him when he abruptly flew high up, narrowly avoiding a leaping prowler. He had already noticed the monster, of course.

**

Nice to see one of you guys here.

Lev stored Stargazer and prepared himself. For his own psyche, and pride to some degree, he had a point to prove.

[Shade Prowler - Level 212]

The prowler was large. Its broad shoulders, covered in sleek dark gray fur, stood slightly taller than Lev. Seeing that its attack had failed, the monster immediately pounced again.

With the enhancement formation on his armor and all the Perception affecting his mind, avoiding the tackle was trivial but the monster wasn't done.

The prowler came to a halt in a split-second and turned to Lev. Fangs bared and body tense to tear his face off, the prowler was instead met by a kick loaded with a fuck ton of lightning mana.

The explosive release of mana and the sheer impact of the kick thoroughly overwhelmed the monster's weak body, tearing off its head and sending it flying through the crackling blast.

When the flames cleared, only a charred, headless corpse remained.

[

You have slain [Shade Prowler - Level 212]

]

Point proven, Lev smiled to himself. It felt good to be so strong.

**

"INCREDIBLE. THE PROWLER DID NOT STAND A CHANCE. WITH THAT CONFRONTATION, LEV HAS OVERTAKEN ARYAN AND SENT A CLEAR MESSAGE."

Sherron glanced at the small illusion screen and resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The hunt was progressing exactly how she expected it to. While everyone was conserving mana and scrambling to earn the easier early points, Lev casually attained the lead. She didn't doubt for a second that he hadn't even used a twentieth of his mana yet. The screen read:

Leaderboard:

1) Lev - 69 points

2) Aryan - 65 points

3) Isabella - 59 points

4) Elias - 58 points

5) Viktor - 58 points

…

The kids looked impressed, at least, especially after that last fight. The illusion screen showed the monster's level to increase the immersion, so they knew the prowler was considerably higher in level than Lev.

Sherron ignored the pang of sadness in her heart that told her kids their age had no business being impressed by monster battles. The small burst of emotion was a constant companion at this point, occasionally rearing its head. Reality had not been kind to them, so they had to do the best with what they were given.

"What, exactly, does his class do?" Kayla questioned with a blink, making sure to keep her tone childish and innocent.

Sherron tried not to laugh but a chuckle still escaped her at the adorable tactic. The boy next to Kayla also chuckled under his breath, receiving an elbow from the girl.

"He's a barrier mage," Alec replied in his usual half-serious half-calm tone. "Creates barriers and fills them with different mana types."

"What about the armor?" asked the silver-haired girl.

"What about it?"

"Why is he so strong and fast as a mage? Is it because of the armor?"

"Nope," Alec smiled faintly. "The armor is simply an armor. It's Lev himself who has learned to control it to such a degree. All his strength comes from the mind."

**

202 points in one hour. That sounds pretty decent.

Lev was dealing with another group of three spiders when the commentator's voice boomed through the arena.

"Now that an hour has passed, several second-threshold monsters have been released in the middle of ten clearings randomly. Bear in mind, these monsters are not meant to be taken as a lone team. You will only get one chance to prove yourself."

The advice went in through one ear and out the other. Lev mentally prepared himself to go all out and ascended quickly. With his eyesight, he could see three of the monsters around him.

Before someone else could go gather a team deal with them, lightning filled his armor, and he was off, boosted to an insane degree by the third tier of Heavier Lifting and the enhancement formation.

The first monster was a large spider the size of a house. Lev paused at the intimidating sight and took a deep breath. The spider was oddly stationary, and the reason became obvious the moment a large net of web flew at him.

Not taking any chances, an overloaded fire slash collided with the net mid-air, neutralizing it in a fiery blast. Lev rushed forward just as a grating screech reverberated through his bones, disrupting his flight as he fell.

The spider didn't miss a beat in rushing forward, which was exactly what Lev wanted. With a burst of speed, he darted back to avoid its lunge and launched a lightning slash at its face.

Pained cries reached Lev as he quickly ascended and landed atop the spider. Stargazer plunged downward in the brief moment allowed by the stunned monster, biting deep and releasing another load of lightning inside.

Flying up, Lev tsked when the monster gathered itself quickly and fired a web directly at him. Dodging to the side, he formed two large lances high above.

Fire and lightning streamed into them as he descended and fired another lightning slash at the monster to occupy its attention and slow its charge.

Shields formed and blocked its sharp limbs, cracking and shattering in the process as others took their place in an effort to hold it back. When the monster had moved past the lances, Lev shot them downward from an unnoticeable angle.

Monstrous instincts saved the spider from the first as it missed and landed on the ground next to it. Lightning from the blast seared into its body, jolting its long legs and burning a large portion of its back.

That was enough to render it immobile for a small instant, in which the other lance landed directly on its torso.

The second explosion was larger as Lev rapidly infused more mana into the lance as it descended. He had to make distance as even the skinsuit was starting to get overwhelmed by the sheer heat.

No notification, Lev noted, eyes peeled for any surprises. Seconds passed before a bundle of fire rushed at him. Lev froze for a split-second as a huge aflame monster charged at him, intent on tearing his face off, but the shock wore off quickly. He had faced much worse before.

Two slashes of lightning later, the monster was dead.

[

You have slain [Black Forest Spider - Level 255]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 188

]

Just barely above the second threshold yet it still took that much effort.

The phenomenon of monsters slowly becoming stronger than humans was showing itself. Lev would be far stronger than the spider at the same level, but that would not be true for the average hunter.

Pushing those thoughts away with a small sigh, Lev harvested the core before moving on.
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  "UNBELIEVABLE! Not only has a second-threshold monster been downed by a single hunter, but it was taken down in mere MINUTES. Just what is this unknown hunter capable of if this is how the first fight goes down!?"

Lev simply exhaled at the commentary. There was no longer any doubt about how popular he was going to be. Thank Monarch for Hakim's presence, or he could only imagine what kind of a shitshow would follow to try and win the unaffiliated hunter over.

Not wasting any time, Lev flew to the next monster. The brown bear was of a similar level to the spider and used earth mana to great extents. Unfortunately, it had met someone who could easily kill it from range.

Fifteen percent of my mana for two monsters, Lev thought, annoyed. Granted, he had earned a hundred points in less than half an hour, and the announcer was losing his marbles, but the event was still young.

Gotta tone it down a little, I guess.

Minutes passed before Lev ran into one of the other combatants. It was a girl with long sky blue hair, and she seemed to be in her early twenties. Just from a single glance, Lev could tell she was pretty strong.

He simply nodded her way before changing directions. The girl had only looked at him with curiosity, which boded well. Lev didn't want everyone to become his enemy in the tournament simply because he was winning.

How fucking huge is this arena? He frowned a little. Immediately after, Lev found a cave opening in the ground. It was dark and damp, sporting nothing out of the ordinary.

Erm… Is this supposed to be here?

He doubted the Exalted would miss something like this, so he went inside. The cave was spacious. He could easily swing Stargazer in its confines, and there was still plenty of space for other maneuvers.

Gliding forward to not produce any sounds, Lev paused as a hiss resounded from deeper inside. A silent drone was also following behind him, and Lev glanced at it.

Whoever was controlling it took the hint and halted the drone in place. With a small nod, Lev held up Stargazer in a crude stance and advanced slowly.

Vibrations from the stone around him announced the adversary a split second before it showed itself. Lev whirled around, releasing a lightning slash as a… giant fish swam out of the stone.

The attack landed on the stingray's left wing, doing little in terms of damage. Lev identified it just before it dove into the floor.

[Earthen Glider - Level ???]

Tricky. I don't have earth mana to make use of a mace for this type of monster.

Stargazer would have to do. Imbuing lightning into her, Lev kept his skills ready to overload the barrier armor at a moment's notice.

The moment came abruptly as the glider dove down from the ceiling, showing no signs of its movements as opposed to the first time. Two blades of wind shot forward from its wings, aiming to bisect him.

Taking a single overcharged step, Lev crashed into the cave wall in a blink. The blades missed, and Lev shrugged off the impact and rushed back in.

Swinging Stargazer from above, the glider crashed onto the ground from the direct hit. Before it could merge with the stone, Lev thrust Stargazer downward with all his might.

Cracks formed on one of the wings before lightning followed, shearing off a large portion of it. There was no roar or cry from the monster as it quickly swam into the ground.

When the cave itself started to vibrate, Lev didn't hesitate to bolt. Thunderous crashes behind him announced just how close he was to getting turned to paste as he exited in the nick of time.

… Lesson learnt.

Not every early second-threshold monster could be faced with his class. The glider was a good reminder to not become overconfident.

**

Leaderboards:

1) Lev - 402 points

2) Isabella - 277 points

3) Aryan - 275 points

4) Elias - 267 points

5) Daniel - 255 points

6) Viktor - 253 points

7) Sabrina - 245 points

…

The shock had worn off quickly after the fight against the spider. By now, the kids and everyone else near Sherron were just idly observing Lev meandering in the arena.

Other screens showed hunters fighting tooth and nail for every point, conserving mana and plotting schemes against groups of monsters. Then there was the lone hunter casually outdoing them all.

That wasn't to say others weren't impressive. The top fifteen hunters were all exceptional in their own right, given how they earned their place amongst nearly three hundred strong combatants. Only those vetted by several teams to possess a minimum level of strength were allowed to compete, a requirement she doubted Lev was even aware of. He didn't need to be, either.

Most of them were bogged down by points being divided based on contribution in case of being backed by a team. Lev's status as a solo hunter was a massive advantage in the ongoing event.

"Three hours have passed. You know what that means, that's right. BOSSES WORTH 100 POINTS HAVE BEEN RELEASED INTO THE ARENA. All hunters are advised to find teammates as soon as possible. Each of the field bosses is over level 300, a foe that simply cannot be taken down by a single team. Three of them now roam freely. Be wary."

The commentator's voice made all the participants not engaged in combat pause. Most of them immediately started looking for other people, while some of them opted out. They had seen what they were capable of and knew the bosses were beyond them.

Lev hovered mid-air, silently gazing at the nearest field boss. Despite being kilometers away, he could most likely see it clearly, evident by his stony face.

The brute was huge, much larger than the one he had fought by himself before, and it returned the stare. If Lev was unnerved by the calculating yet insane gaze of a monster, he didn't show it.

Standing nearly five meters tall, the brute simply couldn't be compared to its first-threshold counterparts. Where they were inflated and unsightly, this monster had dense, corded muscles and bulky limbs designed for carnage. No part of it looked or felt out of place, which only made it all the more intimidating.

"He's not going to face that alone, is he?" Jack chuckled, slightly unsure.

He most certainly will, knowing how his mind worked, Sherron was about to shake her head when Lev moved away instead, deciding to find another team.

**

[Shade Brute - ???]

The notification boomed in his mind, demanding that Lev take action. Through an effort of will, he turned around to look for Elias and his team instead. No matter how much he wanted to bombard that brute out of existence, it simply was not feasible.

Defeating it was nowhere near impossible— that much was certain. Yet there were still three hours left in the event, and killing it without emptying his pool was definitely not possible.

Still leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, Lev sighed. Some part of him questioned if that was all his desire and advantages amounted to, but the reasonable side mercilessly crushed that line of thought. He was already exceptional as he was— no need to risk death every encounter.

He was not going to leave it alone, though. With the first team he could find, it would die. Nothing would change that.

Lev ascended for a few hundred meters, making full use of his enhanced eyesight. Elias and his team were nowhere to be seen, which sent him on a small tour. Before he could find them, Lev instead found a small gathering of hunters getting ready to take on the brute.

I suppose it wouldn't hurt to give them a hand. There are three of these things, after all, and each is more than 100 levels higher than me.

**

"Oy," Luke's voice reached Daniel, making him turn to look at the mage. Instead of speaking, Luke simply nodded upwards, making his gaze follow the gesture.

Who is that? Daniel gazed at the sky with narrowed eyes, finding an armored hunter hovering a few hundred meters away.

"That the guy the commentator keeps talking about?" Daniel questioned, ignoring the floating guy for now. Creating trouble for fellow participants was not allowed during the hunt, which left little reason to worry.

"Yep. Guess there's not many points to be had any longer," Luke grinned, not nearly as bothered as his words suggested. "Besides, the fire princess and the rogue are already here. This should be a breeze."

"What about the radiant team?" Daniel asked, taking stock of the situation.

"Out there, somewhere," Elana answered, double-checking their potions and equipment. The cores were in place, and enchantments were charged.

Daniel nodded at her before clapping once. Something about that crisp sound never failed to capture everyone's attention.

"Is anyone here against our team taking the lead?"

He specifically gazed at Isabella, who looked unconcerned, and the shadow mage. Neither had any problems, so Daniel proceeded with the planning.

"I'll be blunt, fighting that thing in melee range is purely suicidal. Our only real chance is to reduce its mobility as much as possible and kill it from range."

No complaints were forthcoming, making him nod internally. Variables were the last thing he wanted.

"Wykes, your team should circle around and prepare a concentrated lightning spell…"

Ten minutes later, the hunters were all in position. Seven warriors, all equipped with large shields and buffed by two support mages, took the lead.

"REMEMBER, NO BLOCKING! ONLY DODGE AND DEFLECT IF YOU'RE OUT OF OPTIONS!" Daniel roared one last time before charging.

The brute's gaze instantly zeroed in on him as it shrugged off the lingering effects of whatever drug it had been affected by to keep it stationary. It roared, making the warriors grit their teeth.

They all pressed on, holding back their fears as the monster moved. It was slow for its level, meaning it was still extremely fast.

"NOW!"

Two thick bolts of lightning impacted the brute's rear, making its hind legs lock up for an instant. Not missing the chance, a whip of blue fire wrapped around the jolted limbs. Fire mana rushed through them, engulfing the monsters back in a searing explosion.

Unlike normal fire, the blue fire was hot enough to inflict deep burns on a monster nearly a hundred levels higher than the mage. It was also prohibitively expensive, and nobody was willing to let the costly opportunity go.

Before the warriors could reach the temporarily stunned monster, a bright projectile became visible for a brief instant. Packing the force of a meteor, it descended in a blink.

Daniel shielded his eyes, unwilling to close them against such a strong monster. Lightning singed the very air, forking out of the explosion to find another victim. The warriors all stumbled back, not about to test their toughness against an obviously overcharged attack.

The monster stumbled out of the explosion, injured but far from dead. If anything, it felt more alive than before with how its murderous gaze roamed the warriors arrayed in front of it.

Wherever its eyes landed, the air seemed to press on the humans' shoulders more than before. It was the aura of a pit monster on full display, and even aware, Daniel struggled to break out of it.

Before the brute could reach the frozen hunters, a shadowy blur darted in, deftly landing another devastating on a back leg joint. Three whips of blue fire wrapped around its legs and torso again, and just as the rogue scrambled away, dozens of arrows wreathed in lightning rained down on the monster's wide back.

Each explosive impact fueled the last, cascading into a bright, crackling shroom of fire.

Daniel didn't get a chance to give any further orders when something massive moved fast enough to clear all the flames, scattering them into nothingness. The brute moved, uprooting a large patch of ground and hurtling at the distant barrier mage before rushing the fire mage to its side.

Bulky roots tore out of the ground, slithering higher on the monster's burned and damaged legs. It roared, this time in pain, before falling face-first as the shadow mage severed half its leg in a blur before rushing away.

More whips wrapped around the other leg, weaker in their making. The fire mage was swiftly running out of mana, and they needed to act quickly.

Words weren't needed as all the warriors charged. The weakened monster would be much more manageable with its greatly impeded mobility-

The world suddenly turned white as Daniel was thrown back from the sheer power of the explosion. From the few dozen meters between them and the point of impact, they were spared from any burns and only pushed back, letting the warriors recover quickly.

Seconds passed in silence, accompanied by the backdrop of roaring flames and lightning, before Sabrina chuckled next to him.

"This is the second time he has done this," she sighed, smiling. "Why were we here, anyway? Those three easily manhandled the brute."

Daniel shook his head, unable to hold back a grin. "Moral support?"

[

Your Group has slain [Shade Brute - Level 302]

]

  

    
        Chapter 88

    
    
    
    
  That was easy. Lev blinked slowly, taking in the brute's charred and shredded legs. Those whips are insane, and the rogue's capabilities were never in doubt to begin with.

"ONE DOWN, LADIES AND GENTS. NOT EVEN TEN MINUTES HAVE PASSED SINCE HALF-TIME, AND OUR HUNTERS ARE ALREADY ON TRACK TO END THE EVENT BEFORE THE TIME LIMIT."

A laugh escaped Lev's lips as the commentator's words registered. He wasn't delusional enough to believe that he alone was the cause, yet the fact remained.

If anything, it is a good sign for the future. I need to contact the fire girl and see if she's up for dangerous quests later on. Can't hurt to try and form a connection with someone with such obvious strength.

He wasn't going to bother with the rogue. Shadow mana might as well have a side effect of inflating heads with how the boy acted.

"The contributions have been decided. Seven participants have qualified for points. 25 for Isabella, 20 for Aryan, 18 for Lev…"

The remaining points were given to those who had cast spells to help. Lev wasn't particularly surprised at the low points. His contribution was flashy but not that impactful. Much of the work was done by the fire mage alone.

45% or so mana left. Welp, time to wait.

Summoning Stargazer, Lev left the makeshift camp and looked for any weaker monsters to slice apart. Enhancement formation ran on a small, controlled flow, utilizing less mana than he regenerated naturally.

Staying on the move, he kept his eyes peeled for Elias and his team. Occasionally, he flew up and checked the first brute's location, finding it empty and the monster unbothered.

Lev entered a particularly dense patch of trees after half an hour of casual monster slaying, keeping his eyes peeled for any signs of movement.

It didn't take long to find one, and it froze him in his tracks. Pale white mist covered the trees to his left, trying to flow towards him as if carried by a gentle breeze.

Memories rushed in, making him lose control over his mana. Before he could overload everything and let loose, Lev reined in his rattled mind and took stock of the situation with a deep, calming breath. Nothing came out of the mist to attack him, and he could faintly feel enchantments in the ground right where the mist ended.

Curiously enough, the enchantments were impossible to decipher beyond their little yet purposefully obvious presence. Lev belatedly realized that they were there to serve as a warning and keep the mist at bay. The commentator's words further cemented his guess.

"Here we have the first person to find the small, cloaked region of mistcrawlers. Will our top contender dare enter? Or will he look for safer avenues instead?"

There isn't gonna be a Chaoswalker inside, right? Lev chuckled to himself, unable to hold the nervousness at bay. Oh, fuck it. Can't be a fucking pussy forever.

Steeling his nerves, Lev held up Stargazer in front of him and slowly stepped inside. The whole mist-infested region was eerily similar to the dungeon except for the addition of trees. Not even ten seconds had passed when Lev dove back, letting a long bone scythe cleave in front of him harmlessly.

[Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 203]

The monster was just as giant and scary as he remembered, yet he had killed many of them. One more was nothing.

Enhancement formation was pushed to the limit as Lev rushed in, effortlessly dodging its four arms mid-air before swinging Stargazer in a wide arc. Barely any resistance registered in his mind as the juggernaut's head tumbled to the ground.

[

Your Group has slain [Shade Brute - Level 302]

You have slain [Troll Warrior - Level 102]

…

You have slain [Black Forest Spider - Level 135]

…

You have slain [Thornling - Level 124]

…

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 111]

…

You have slain [Mistcrawler Juggernaut - Level 203]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 189

Mana Tempest has reached Level 190

]

The recently gained attribute points were invested into Wisdom, bringing it up to a sweet 525. Lev grinned as the sweet increase of mana and regeneration settled into his soul, renewing his desire to delve deeper into the region.

**

"He's hesitating," Alec remarked as his eyes softened. Orianna nodded by Sherron's side, almost heartbroken at seeing Lev freeze like that. Out of all of them, Lev relied on Orianna's presence the most. Nobody ever got him to relax like she did.

Sherron stayed quiet. Back at the mansion, Lev had tried to hide how badly he was affected, but how could he possibly fool an Exalted's senses? An Exalted sniper's, no less.

The kids by her side were all looking at them, silently observing the exchange. Orianna took the lead and explained.

"Lev had an… incident in the mistcrawler dungeon," Orianna smiled sadly. "No lives were lost but it would him take some time to get over the experience."

That was enough for them to turn back to the screen, mostly because they weren't going to find out more.

"He seems happy, though."

Sherron turned to look at the silver-haired girl, who looked back. The unease and tension from before had mostly vanished, as it tended to be the case when being exposed to strong auras for the first time.

"Lev enjoys improving," Sherron agreed. "Getting over your fears is a huge leap for anyone."

"Does he also like to fight monsters?"

Sherron was about to agree before she paused. Only Alec had accompanied him to the pit and observed Lev fight monsters for extended periods of time, yet he had never mentioned what Lev thought of the combat itself.

For all of Lev's accomplishments and retellings, she had never been able to figure out if Lev actually longed for the thrill or not. Recalling all his performances in the hunt, nothing in particular stood out except what was being shown on the screen at that moment.

Fiends and juggernauts fell left and right, each effortlessly reduced to two or three pieces. All the while, Lev's grinning face was visible inside the barrier armor.

"Maybe he does."

**

Kitty~

Lev smiled when he felt the miststalker boss take notice of him. Immediately, its aura vanished almost completely, dashing any hopes of tracking its location.

With relaxed steps, Lev backtracked. The last fight had ended abruptly due to the use of lightning, and this time would be no different. Durability rune replaced the enhancement formation on his armor in a split second as the stalker pounced from behind.

Waiting till the last moment, Lev whirled around. Narrowly dodging its swipe by ducking low, he grabbed it in a bear hug as they both were sent tumbling from the monster's momentum.

Lightning mana rushed into his armor before they could untangle, locking up the monster. Imbued as it was, the constant contact with the barrier armor allowed Lev to easily wrestle the jolted monster to the ground.

More lightning infused his fists as Lev struck. Slowly at first, before each strike picked up in speed and power. The amount of infused mana also increased sharply, along with Lev's breathing.

Each impact released a small, crackling explosion of fire and lightning. Cracks split the ground underneath as the stunned monster's head sank deeper, unable to free itself with the amount of lightning searing its brain and insides.

Lev's output increased yet again as he channeled a large amount into the durability rune. Every punch descended with the force of a rolling boulder. Teeth and blood flew away as the wet air itself was charged with the abundant lightning, only serving to damage the stalker and Lev's armor more.

A notification had announced the monster's demise a few moments ago but he didn't stop. Only when the monster's upper half had turned into something unrecognizable did he get up and move away from the small maelstrom of lightning caused by his actions.

You were supposed to be the boss that day, Lev steadied his erratic breathing and gave the corpse one last glance. Not some unholy creatures straight out of the depths of hell.

With a long, tired sigh, he harvested the core and flew out of the mist zone. The arena became smaller and smaller underneath as Lev ascended, not letting the distant brute out of his sight.

His fun and excitement had been thoroughly ruined by the last encounter. Even now, the dread from the chaos core easily overwhelmed his mind. Lev was getting sick and tired of it.

When Lev was, by his estimates, half a kilometer above ground, he stopped and formed a long, sleek lance.

**

"Unsightly performance," Duke Fabian commented, intently observing the screen in front of him. It showed Lev pummeling a miststalker mercilessly until only scorched bits of flesh and bone remained for half its body.

Katarina resisted the urge to roll her eyes. The same boy would never willingly sit at the same table as the duke. Black hair adorned the man's lithe, light brown stature, complementing his similarly colored eyes that took in every little detail.

While the Duke was pleasant company in private, that changed completely whenever he was in public. To him, there was no greater sin than a bad showing in front of the people.

Perhaps that was exaggerating it a bit, but it sure felt that way to Katarina. Nobody blamed the noble, however. Anyone who had seen the depths of the ravine or the caverns, or even worse, the dreadwoods, knew just how important it was to keep up appearances.

"He's still young," Fabian continued. "With proper education, he can become a great figure to look up to."

Fabian watched on from atop their high stand, taller than all the surrounding ones, to establish a clear order. Even then, Katarina and Lara's positions were a smidge higher.

"Perhaps," Lara dismissed. "The boy didn't seem interested in any form of political power."

Katarina had to resist smiling as Fabian's lips curled upwards ever so slightly every time his daughter's points increased. Isabella was a prodigy in every sense of the word, outclassing all of her peers with sheer talent.

That didn't even account for her discipline and hard work which set her ways higher than anyone else in her threshold despite being a gold hunter.

The tournament was supposed to be her stage to shine if Lev and the shadow boy hadn't shown up all of a sudden. While the latter's accomplishments were somewhat well-known, Lev was a complete unknown.

The duke turned to look at Lara, the move precisely calculated to radiate polite disinterest. It was a facade, of course. Curiosity was running rampant amongst the few nobles.

"Have you met him, your highness?"

"Briefly," Lara allowed, eyes sharp and expression not betraying a single thought. "Orianna and Sherron are pleasant company, and they like the boy."

The reply indirectly established that Lev was already under the protection of two of humanity's strongest. Everyone surrounding her heard the message loud and clear.

Further conversation paused as Lev flicked some blood off his armor-covered hands and flew up. From far above, he gazed at the level 305 brute like a hawk tracking its prey.

Katarina watched him with a raised brow, not needing a screen to look at him hovering above the arena. In a blink, a large lance formed above him. Lightning and fire mana gathered in the projectile, instantly eclipsing most expectations the people around her had for the attack.

More than a few spectators leaned forward, intrigued by the sheer amount of mana streaming out of a gold hunter. Yet their surprise only increased as the lance turned bright red, orange, and blue, at which point even the brute was wary.

The monster roared, and the sound may not even have reached Lev before the lance landed. The surrounding drones were all hurled away as the huge blast rose into the sky, reaching several dozen meters.

Lightning turned the already impressive explosion into something much more intimidating. Forks of crackling blue danced in a chaotic storm around it, trying and failing to find any victims to scorch and sear.

Silence reigned in Katarina's stall for a full minute as the flames and lightning gradually dispersed. No movement was visible underneath the blast, signifying the end of the brute that hadn't even survived a single attack from a gold hunter.

Whispers broke out around her but Katarina kept half an eye on Fabian. The man betrayed almost nothing in his expression or posture, yet the silence was loud enough.

Poor Lev, she thought with a mental sigh. He's gonna have to learn just how persistent nobles can be.

It wasn't all bad, though. Fabian was both kind and just, and he wouldn't make life harder for Lev for no reason. Sure, he might push it a little more than necessary to try and recruit him for his daughter's team, but nothing beyond that.
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  "JUST WHERE DID THIS LONE HUNTER COME FROM!? FOR THE FIRST TIME IN HISTORY, A FIELD BOSS HAS BEEN TAKEN DOWN SOLO. Unfortunately, that seems to be the end of their glorious showing, worth a grand total of 831 points!"

Lev lent half an ear to the commentary as he trickled mana into the healing converter. His entire body was sore from the last attack, and the restoration mana eased all the itch and pain like a soothing balm wherever it went.

He had tracked the points for the leaderboards for the last half an hour, and the list must have looked ridiculous. The closest second was Isabella with her 540 points, nearly 300 points below Lev.

Whatever doubts he had about not being as strong as others had been thoroughly diminished by now.

Half an hour left. Elias can still take the third spot if his team puts down the last brute.

Lev knew they were planning to do that. It didn't come as a surprise when the commentator started talking about them.

"We're finally getting to the event all of you have been waiting for, ladies and gents. Our radiant team is squaring off against the last field boss, and they look ready to surgically rip it to shreds."

This guy doesn't hold back, does he?

The next few minutes were unexpectedly tense. Even knowing that there was no chance of lethal injuries in the event, Lev couldn't help but be anxious. The brute was no easy foe to face up close, precisely where Elias and Viktor were fighting.

"Look at them go! Elias and Viktor have the brute dancing on the palm of their hands, not given a single chance to reach the backline. By all metrics, they have this fight in the bag."

The words changed after a few seconds.

"What is this? HIS TEAM HAS ELECTED TO BACK OFF, LETTING THE SPEEDSTER TAKE ON THE BOSS ALONE. EVEN WEAKENED AS IT IS, DOES ELIAS HAVE WHAT IT TAKES TO PUT DOWN THE BRUTE!?"

Lev held his breath, forgetting to keep healing himself. Even for him, facing the brute in melee alone was impossible. He would be pulped in seconds.

"HE HAS DONE IT! BY MONARCH, A LONE LEVEL 190 HUNTER HAS TAKEN DOWN A SECOND-THRESHOLD BRUTE MOSTLY BY HIMSELF WITH MERE SWORDS."

Yo, don't undermine my achievement like that, Lev thought and breathed out, not really caring. What Elias had just accomplished was far more impressive than him tossing mana at a monster.

Lev couldn't wait to see him in the finals.

**

"Do you guys want to meet him?" Orianna asked with a smile, already knowing the answer.

"No," Kayla instantly refused. The other two didn't seem inclined to disagree with her, either.

"When's the next event?" Alec got up to leave.

The kids tensed a little. They still weren't completely comfortable around him or Sherron, who replied while looking at the leaderboards.

"Duels start in two days. Two hours before noon."

Leaderboards:

1) Lev - 831 points

2) Elias - 552 points

3) Isabella - 544 points

4) Aryan - 524 points

5) Viktor - 521 points

6) Daniel - 509 points

7) Lillia - 506 points

8) Sabrina - 502 points

9) Rena - 499 points

10) Nawaz - 497 points

11) Lisa - 496 points

12) Maro - 494 points

13) Luke - 493 points

14) Baram - 478 points

15) Nina - 470 points

Only the top 15 qualified for rewards. Doing some mental maths, Sherron calculated that the points earned by the top 5, excluding Lev, were 13% higher than the last tournament. It was a joyous result.

"Will you guys return to whitefall?" Sherron glanced at Orianna, who looked at the kids.

"Can we stay?" Amelia pleaded. Sherron rolled her eyes when her friend folded in front of the request like ice melting over a fire.

"Sure," Orianna smiled widely. "Do you three want to explore Mount Tamara?"

Enthusiastic nods met her question. Predictable, but Orianna enjoyed every little bit of the reaction as if it wouldn't ever come to be again.

**

Elias lightly clapped Lev's back, all smiles after the last-minute 2nd place. Lev and the radiant team were currently waiting for the carts to be organized.

"You missed out on a great show, for a similarly great reason but still," Elias said as he hooked an arm over Lev's shoulders. "It couldn't hope to touch even a hair on me."

Lev shook his head, not disrupting the flow even if he wasn't a fan of random physical contact. "I can imagine."

"You better do. Where the hell were you anyway?"

"Killing the other two brutes? Or perhaps beating up mistcrawlers?"

"Oh, that reminds me, where the hell did you find those creatures?" Lisa piped up. "We took our time scouting but still didn't find anything."

"West corner," Lev chuckled. "I stumbled upon the enchanted patch of trees entirely by chance. I even found a second-threshold monster in a cave."

Viktor snorted. "Points just handing themselves to you."

Lev's chuckle became strained. "I had to flee to not get eliminated early. That thing was vicious."

"Really?" Viktor looked at him in surprise. "How did you gather so many points then?"

"Killed three second-threshold monsters and a field boss by myself. Did you guys not listen to the commentary? Dude was losing his mind over every other fight."

Elias scratched his cheek. "I started ignoring him after the first few minutes. Kept talking about the fire mage or the rogue."

"Huh," Lev mused. "The commentary was quite flamboyant. I paid half a mind to it because of how entertaining the guy was."

Rena was quietly gazing at the horizon. Lev wanted to ask if she was alright but refrained since nobody on her team seemed to be worried.

"What now?" Lev asked Elias as they made their way to the arranged carts.

"We celebrate, of course."

Oh boy.

"I… see."

"You're not going anywhere," Viktor grinned, draping an arm on Lev's shoulder opposite Elias.

"I mean, the celebration can happen without me, can't it?" Lev suggested, not liking where this was going.

"Oh please," Rena's voice reached him. "You've casually broken all previous records for solo points. Do you really think you can get away now?"

"Getting away is not an issue," Lev smirked. It didn't take long to just surrender to his fate. "Some bar?" he inquired.

"Yeah, Golden Basilisk, most likely."

I can sneak into one of the rooms with my card, Lev considered, though not for long. It wouldn't hurt to see what it felt like to have one's achievement celebrated.

Twenty minutes later, the two dozen carts were off to Haven again. His mind kept returning to the anger he had felt at seeing the stalker. The emotion had caught him entirely off-guard.

There was nothing special about that stalker either. I've killed plenty of them by now, Lev sighed. Is this what they call PTSD?

"You alright?" Lisa sat down next to him, legs dangling off the cart like him. Lev and the radiant team were the only ones in the cart.

"Mhm," Lev nodded. "Just lost in thought."

"It is some gloomy pondering if that's how thinking looks for you," she smiled. "Do you want to talk about it?"

Lev gave her an amused glance. "I'm fine, really. But if you want to talk, what do you do in your free time?"

She tilted her head at the odd question. "Free time? I spend it with my boyfriend, I guess?"

Way to go, Lev thought to himself, unsurprised. Half the time, he refrained from asking people that question because the answer would be similar to Lisa's. It wasn't an option for him. Monarch knows which fight would be his last.

They both lapsed into silence after that. Lisa looked like she wanted to say more but hesitated.

"Out with it," Lev said, eyes still on the grassland stretching in front of him. "You know I won't mind."

"What brought this on?"

"Hmm, boredom, I suppose? Before I evolve, there is little in terms of a meaningful job or permanent hobby for me. That leaves me with a lot of time to spare as I wait for mana to regenerate."

"Have you looked for a part-time, low-stress job to kill time?"

Lev gave her a flat look. "I have two platinum coins in my ring."

Lisa coughed, taken back. "What? Why do you have so much money on you?"

"Take a guess."

"… Right. You're rich, huh?" she cupped her chin. "Join an academy for skillless arts? Or take on a disciple in a few years? What about forming an official group for tasks you specialize in?"

Lev's attention was grabbed by the last suggestion. He would always be on the move, and wherever he went, there would be profits to reap. Except perhaps the ravine. He doubted something good would ever come out of that place.

"What does that entail?"

Lisa just looked at him, prompting Lev to explain. "The official group, I mean. Is there a requirement I don't meet to create one?"

"I don't know much about these procedures. From what I've heard, you need to be vetted by a few people and have enough accumulated merit through different fields. Moreover, you need the right connections to not be suppressed by other businesses."

"Competition doesn't matter," Lev waved off her concern. "If I'm going to create something, it will be focused primarily on me. The extra harvested resources alone will be enough to keep it afloat."

"The fact that the plan is completely feasible for you is… scary. Fascinating too, but mostly scary. Exceptional as you are right now, it's hard to imagine what you will become after evolving."

"Stop inflating his ego," Elias remarked from the other corner of the cart. "He's confident enough as it is."

"More confidence never hurt anyone," Lev jested, knowing Elias was right.

"Overconfidence is a thing, mister. Better safe than sorry."

Lev exhaled through his nose once. "I know."

The return trip was peaceful. Several different Masters were accompanying the participants, which meant the monsters were dealt with before they could even come close.

Surprisingly, Lev was not bored. The more he got used to his high Perception, the quicker time passed when it was restrained. What used to be a normal flow of time now felt extremely quick.

The hunters were all dropped off just beyond the gate. Nobody left, however. They all stood in the large, empty space between the walls and the haven itself, waiting for the victors to speak up.

"Fineeeee," Lev exclaimed loudly under the amused gazes of all the participants. "You guys can choose the place."

"Alright! Nobody against GB?" Sabrina spoke from somewhere behind him. Lev turned to look at her, getting a toothy smile in return.

"Stay here for now," Daniel, one of the early platinum hunters voiced before things could progress. "I'll first go and book ourselves one of the halls. Sabrina, if you will?"

Sabrina nodded before following the man. Lev didn't miss them holding hands as they went, nor the meaningful glance from Lisa. It was nearly impossible to with his Perception.

This is going to start becoming a norm from now on, right?

The thought evoked mostly resignation. Perhaps the stars would align for him one day and he would find a relationship he wouldn't come to regret. Odds were low however, and he wasn't inclined to put his hopes in them.

In the meantime, Lev had to deal with a torrent of questions from everyone else present. Elias and his team were subjected to the same treatment.

"How'd you get your hands on so much mana," one of the gold hunters questioned. He had emerald-colored hair, something unique even amongst the varied hair colors found on Monarch.

"My class," Lev replied, trying his best to remain casual. "The benefits gave me a lot of capacity and regeneration. I used that advantage and got myself as many early titles as I could from the pit."

"The pit?" echoed a short girl from his left. "You opted to stay there as a Classer?"

Lev smiled. "Of course. It makes for a great training ground."

"No it fucking doesn't," the girl scoffed, though good-naturedly. "The few times I've faced pit monsters is more than enough to stay the fuck away from them."

"It was difficult for sure."

"Hey, are you the same Lev from runespires?"

Huh? Who- oh.

Lev let out a long and tired sigh, pretending to be pained by the memory. "That would be me."

"… Did they do something to you?"

Who the hell is they?

It took an effort of will to not laugh. "Depends on what 'something' means."

"I don't know," the young man frowned. "Most people thought you had been disposed of."

Lev sputtered as he heard that.

Better off clearing this misconception early.

"No, nothing of the sort," Lev spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear. "When I was traveling from the pit to the runespires, I, a silver team, and a merchant-warrior hybrid met a horde of orcs and an orc general. We were just barely able to defeat them without any casualties.

"The news must have reached The Runic Warlord and he came to visit. Once he found out about my class and its working, the Exalted offered to teach me for a few weeks. I naturally accepted."

It was a mix of half-truths. Explaining that he had a Wisdom Boost and two ridiculous titles since birth simply wouldn't end well.

"That's not what I've heard, though," one of the few platinum hunters, Nina, remarked. She was tall and unbelievably beautiful, with her flowing long black hair and full red lips. Lev had to consciously think of distractions to keep his mind clean.

"Hmm? What did the rumors say?"

"Some merchants were arrested and imprisoned for targeting you. Is that false?"

Right. Edward did get caught up in someone else's schemes.

"I'm gonna be honest, I wasn't told anything about that," Lev grinned. "There was something about merchants messing with me in the background but that was all."

Not a single soul has mentioned the blighted threader finding its way to runespires, which means it was swept under the rug. I'm not gonna let the conversation steer in that direction.

His explanation was good enough for her. Lev had to answer several such questions before something unexpected came up.

"Can I take a moment of your time?" Isabella, the blue-haired girl Lev had seen, addressed him. Lev took in her serious expression and grave eyes.

"Sure."

Getting out of the large crowd, a dome of silence covered them before Isabella looked at him without a hint of joviality.

"You should leave."

… What?

"What?"

"I said, you should leave before my father finds you," she explained. "He is a stubborn man and will annoy you into doing whatever he wants."

"Uhuh… who is your father, again?"

Lev was looked at as if he was stupid. "You… don't know?" he shook his head. "Duke Fabian."

Oh heck. That name is far more influential than I was expecting.

"… The Duke will force me into working for him?" Lev deliberately asked as understanding dawned on him.

"Not force," Isabella's confident facade started to crack. "He will try to talk you into corners where you can't refuse. You know how dangerous words can be."

"And how badly will it be received if I refuse?"

"Not well," she instantly replied. "It would do you well to be as polite as you can possibly be. My father prioritizes public image over most everything else."

"Right…" Lev mused, then grinned. "Will him contacting me be embarrassing for you?"

The shock on her face was so delightful to observe. From the start, Lev knew Hakim wouldn't allow anyone to force him to do their bidding. If Isabella was worried to this degree, then there had to be some other reason behind it.

"I- what makes you think that?" she countered, trying to maintain a semblance of control in the conversation.

"No particular reason," Lev shrugged. "It just seemed likely."

Isabella exhaled a sigh. "He might be waiting for you at the Golden Basilisk already, so yes." Then, she pouted. "I would rather not be present for that conversation."

"I'll be fine," Lev reassured her with more confidence than he felt. Even if he wasn't familiar with nobles, a few days of staying in haven was enough to know just how respected they were. Duke Fabian might as well be a king with how far his reach extended.

He sincerely hoped Hakim would keep his word because politeness was not Lev's strong suit.

Isabella stomped away after that as the sound ward surrounding them vanished. Lev just shook his head at her tantrum. The girl's bearing screamed 'sheltered.' It was quite cute.

That's a princess, alright.
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  It took a suspiciously long time for Daniel and Sabrina to return. Lev had been left alone after a few minutes of conversation when he started to reply with nods or two-word answers.

He only had so much social energy.

Many of the participants started to leave despite the planned party. By the time Daniel and Sabrina returned after nearly an hour, only about half the hunters were left waiting.

"Follow me," Daniel said. Lev acquiesced, wondering why he was called before everyone else.

"Is something wrong?"

"Nope, just need you to settle the expenses first to finish the booking."

Ah yes, of course. Money.

Their brisk march continued until they reached the main branch of GB. Lev immediately became a little self-conscious about his simple attire but nobody seemed to care. He was clean, and that was all that apparently mattered.

Entering the grand establishment, Daniel led him straight past the receptionist into one of the offices in the corner.

"Mr. Daniel," the official woman behind a large, dark brown desk greeted. She seemed to be in her thirties and gazed at them with relaxed eyes and an easygoing expression. "Please, have a seat."

"Thank you," Lev took the chair on the right and looked around. The office was modest yet richly decorated. To his right, several paintings depicted the previous managers of golden basilisk. Other than the one before the current manager, all of them had lived in the era of the Empyrean Empire.

"That was an impressive showing, hunter Lev," the woman smiled. "My name's Coco Osaka. I only returned from the arena two days ago."

Why do none of my titles prepare me for this, Lev lamented and prepared himself.

"It was quite enjoyable for me as well."

I think that sounds normal?

Coco giggled lightly with a hand covering her mouth. "I'd imagine so. Let's get down to business, shall we? What kind of meals and services are you looking for?"

"I'll have to be blunt for this one," Lev interjected before she could start a sales pitch. "How much would it cost me for your best meals and beverages?"

"The best?" Coco echoed, looking for confirmation.

"Nothing kingly, of course."

"For the best of our normal menu, it depends on how many people are attending."

Lev looked at Daniel, who was lost in thought. "Over half have left already, so we can safely say 165 of them will attend at most even if some return."

Coco tapped the table with her fingers and slowly spoke. "For a full course meal and beverages, the expenses can reach up to ten gold coins."

Huh, that is pretty cheap.

"How many main dishes will be included in the course?"

"One, like usual."

Lev tilted his head a little. "Is it possible to make that two?"

She narrowed her eyes. "That is not standard."

"I am willing to pay extra."

Silence met the casual comment before Coco spoke again. "What would be the second dish?"

"I'll leave that up to you," Lev grinned. "What will the cost come up to now?"

"Fifteen gold is the safe estimate, though it will likely cost considerably less. Organization and beverages are the main expenses, you see."

Lev nodded and summoned fifteen gold coins. They clattered onto the table under Coco's pleased eyes.

"That makes things easier. Since one of our halls was free today because of the busy upcoming days, the timing will be from sunset to midnight. Is that alright by you?"

"Yep," Lev replied cheerily, happy that things went so smoothly. "Even if there's still an hour left, is it fine if everyone arrives right now?"

"It will not be an issue."

"Then I'll be off now," Lev got up and dipped his head slightly. Coco watched him with a slight smile, perhaps understanding that he was not a fan of the admiration she was holding back.

"Good luck in the upcoming matches, hunter Lev."

Lev graced her with a smile before leaving.

**

Nina whistled as she took in the hall Lev had booked. It was huge, much larger than Lev himself was expecting.

Four long tables had been arranged in the middle, and the staff was already done with decorations. Comfortable dark brown chairs, matching the table's colors, were quickly being filled as the hunters streamed in.

"Didn't think I'd be attending something this big," Nina commented, impressed. "You sure you can afford this?"

Lev nodded, distracted by the grandiose hall and the majestic chandelier hanging above them.

Ten minutes later, everyone was merrily chatting away when the food arrived. More than a few eyes bulged when they noticed the sheer amounts of carts being pulled along by the staff.

Elias stood up right before they started eating, holding back a shit-eating grin.

"I don't think there's a need to remind everyone just how unique the monster hunt was," he began, gaze roaming everyone present. "Not only have we scored the most points in any of the tournaments so far, but our top contender has completely blown all previous records out of the park!"

I don't like where this is going, Lev thought, eyes narrowed.

"It's only fair to give him a chance to speak his mind," Elias' voice boomed throughout the hall. "Please give Lev a warm round of applause."

It's okay, Lev took a deep breath. I faced the core guardian and the chaoswalker. How hard can this be?

Not forgetting to level a scathing glare at Elias, who just shrugged it off with a big grin, Lev faced the present company.

Over a hundred pairs of eyes tracked his movements as he stood up. Lev's breath was caught in his throat as his knees wobbled for an instant, but he didn't allow himself to falter.

Stage fright had always been one of Lev's greatest fears. He could go clear platinum dungeons by himself with a big smile on his face, yet facing all these hunters felt far more challenging.

"Before I say anything," Lev turned to Elias. "We will meet in the arena, and you best bet I'll remember this."

Chuckles and cheers resounded in the hall as Elias shook his head. He knew perfectly well what he had done, and it wasn't entirely for the sake of fun. Lev's solitary nature was obvious to Elias and his team. Lev wouldn't put it past them to give him opportunities to get more comfortable with crowds.

With a deep breath, Lev slowly spoke. "I am not sure what I'm even supposed to say here, so bear with me. Young as I am, this is the first time I have needed to give an impromptu speech.

"Well, speech is perhaps stretching it," Lev grinned, regaining some confidence. "Elias wanted me to speak my mind, so that is what I will do. Just like the Monster Hunt, I plan on winning the Solo Combat, and do my best in Team Combat as a solo hunter as well.

"That's about it… I guess I should throw out some cocky words too, huh? If the Galvanic Sniper is to be believed, the tournament is as good as won for me. Hopefully, one of you will be able to change that."

Silence met his proclamation and more importantly, the name drop, before someone giggled. It was Nina, and seeing her laugh like that almost destroyed Lev's self-esteem all over again.

"… Regardless, there are many things I want to say, but only so many that can be put into words. It wouldn't be wrong to say that some of humanity's finest hunters are present in this hall in front of me. Being here, and celebrating with you all, it is like taking the first crucial step on the long road of my goals and dreams.

"It is my hope that, as I traverse on this difficult path even further, you guys will be there. Whether to support me, fight side by side with me, or just cheering for me from afar, I would love to have you all with me as we conquer the nightmares of Monarch, one step at a time."

Lev raised his glass of juice, one specifically ordered to not contain any alcoholic substances.

"Towards a brighter future."

For a long, nerve-wracking instant, he expected to be left by himself. That moment passed quickly, and more than a hundred glasses of wine rose into the air.

"Towards a brighter future!"

**

The 'speech' had taken an odd turn by the end. Lev wasn't the type to look for support or shoulders to lean on. That burst of motivation had come from nowhere, making him say things that he normally never would.

All in all, it was a good outcome. Lev wouldn't ever let himself become complacent and overly rely on others, but more connections wouldn't hurt. Even if they were fleeting at the moment, he didn't doubt that many of the participants would be interested in working with him after he proved himself in the solos.

Two days passed in peace. Lev didn't grind out levels or work on his skills. He simply stayed in Kamala's Resort and meditated.

Much of his worldview was shifting rather rapidly. Time was passing abhorrently quickly, and his extreme strength was starting to become obvious when compared to so many others.

It took some time to come to terms with those facts. The weight of his ambitions and indirect responsibilities continued to settle firmly on his shoulders. It might have been too much if they had been tossed on his head abruptly, but Lev had been preparing his mental state for a long time now.

As it stood, these burdens were only on his shoulders because he wanted them to be. Nobody was going to change who he was at the core, and that unwavering personality demanded that monsters be eradicated. Lev was more than happy to comply.

The arena this time was naturally inside the haven. Lev had already scouted it once and knew the directions.

Walking through the busy streets, more than a few people recognized him. Nobody stopped him, knowing the next event was drawing closer.

Bright morning light illuminated the huge mountain on the other side of the city as he casually trotted to the arena. Some other participants nodded his way, which he returned.

Half an hour later, Lev reached the west side of the colosseum. 'Proving Grounds' was the official name of the arena. He didn't know why that name reminded him of an execution site more than anything, so he ignored it.

There was a long queue of hunters waiting to enter through a small backdoor at his destination. It was a direct path to the waiting rooms, Lev's destination.

"Name?"

"Lev," Lev replied and summoned his badge and identification papers given to the participants. The clerk gave them a critical once-over before nodding and returning the papers.

Lev went inside. The simple hallway was easy enough to navigate due to the signs on the walls. Gold rooms were situated on the second floor. Entering those, Lev paused as the sight in front of him registered.

Calling the waiting room a viewing booth would be more accurate. Several dozen people were already present, and Lev didn't hesitate to take one of the corners. His back into the huge, padded sofa as he sat down with a content sigh. It really was like a cloud.

I don't see many familiar faces, Lev mused, not surprised. Unlike the hunt, there were nearly a thousand participants this time around. The first few rounds would be a free-for-all to filter out the best. When only thirty-two would remain, the duels would start.

"Do you mind if I sit here?" someone behind Lev said. Turning around, Lev beheld a boy sixteen or seventeen years of age.

[Mage - Level 171]

Not bad.

"Go ahead," Lev motioned to the empty space next to him. The sofa he was on could easily seat five people. Currently, he was the only one occupying it.

"You solo?"

Lev nodded.

"Me too," the boy smiled. "The name's Ron."

"Lev."

Ron's smile froze. "… Lev, as in the winner of the last event?"

Lev gave him a smile of his own. "Who knows?"

Ron visibly shuddered, then ignored the matter with some effort. "Just my luck," he muttered. "Did we come here too early?"

Looking down at the huge empty arena, Lev was wondering the same. The sand-covered floor was currently being scanned by several earth mages, trying to sniff out any hints of foul play.

Around the circular arena, seats were slowly being filled. Only about a tenth were currently occupied, yet even that was housing thousands of people. The scale was quite humbling.

"Two hours remain still," Lev eventually replied.

Ron nodded then leaned back. "Then we wait."

Half an hour of silent observations later, a squad of aura mages entered the waiting room along with a Master warrior.

"LISTEN UP!" the warrior boomed. "If any of you interrupt or interfere in any way, I will personally throw you out," his eyes roamed the hunters, daring anyone to refute him. Satisfied when nobody did, he continued. "Whoever is currently not topped on mana, stand up in your place without a word."

Seventeen of the eighty or so people in the room got up, including Ron. Lev looked at him with a raised brow, which netted him a sheepish smile.

Four at a time, the aura mages used their mana regeneration skills on the participants until their pool were above 90%. Lev wasn't aware of the service but it made sense in hindsight. No point in letting people go in with low mana.

Only ten minutes later, the support squad left just as silently as they had come.

"Professional," Lev remarked out loud. Ron nodded by his side, awed by the amount of mana that had just been channeled and regenerated. Lev was thankful he didn't need their service, or his regeneration might have been exposed to the world.

No amount of bonus from the class benefit would've explained his Wisdom boost.

"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WELCOME TO THE 25TH TRIALS OF THE EXALTED!"

Oh it's the same guy.

Four huge illusion screens appeared high above the arena. Hidden under invisibility before, Lev was pretty surprised by their random materialization.

They remained black for a few instants before an image was displayed. It showed the highest stand in the colosseum, housing humanity's most influential figures.

Several nobles, including Duke Fabian, looked at the drones with neutral expressions. Princess Katarina and Princess Lara sat atop the most prominent seats, their bearings regal and relaxed. Drakys and Sherron sat on their sides, making Lev do a double-take, especially because of Sherron's faint smile.

Lev didn't even know she was in the haven. Had she seen his performance in the hunt too?

"Let us all pay respects to Her Majesties and her trusty aides," the commentator announced.

As one, everyone in the arena and the rooms turned towards their princess' booth and bowed at the waist. Lev followed them in a daze, mind reeling from this new revelation.

What the fuck? Those two princesses let me talk shit to their faces when the rest of the world treats them like this? Something is very wrong with them.

Lev didn't know what to do with the warm feeling that knowledge evoked. They had treated him, a random orphan they barely knew, casually and with kindness. It only made him like the royal siblings even more.
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  "The total number of participants for Solo Combat is 932! One of the highest we've ever seen in a tournament, ladies and gents. Only 64 of them will face each other in an arena as we start things off with a selection phase!"

Ron glanced at Lev. "What are the chances of me facing you in the first phase?"

"Low," Lev instantly replied as the commentator continued speaking.

"Eight participants will face each other in the arena in the selection phase to decide a victor. The phase has two major rules. First, if a winner has not emerged in five minutes, all the participants will be disqualified. Make sure to be hasty.

"Second, combatants are not allowed to team up against a singular participant. Allying is allowed in unique circumstances, but deliberately targeting someone from the get-go will be grounds for immediate disqualification. We will be watching."

That is unexpected, Lev mused, liking the rule. Even if eight of them wouldn't quite be enough to take me out instantly, it wouldn't hurt to keep some cards close to myself. Only Elias and his team know what I can truly do when not holding back.

He wasn't sure if anyone would be blatant enough to resort to such tactics, but an official rule banning them was a plus.

"Please find your seats and enjoy these free snacks. The first round will start in thirty minutes."

**

"Lev, Ron, Khalik, Monica, and Yuna. You guys are up."

First round? Lev wondered as he got up and followed the clerk.

"Do you want me to explain the positions?" the clerk asked, getting a collective negative response. "Lev, you're in fourth spot. Monica in 5th, Khalik in 6th, Ron in 7th, and Yuna in 8th. Wait for the starting bell. Remember, no teaming."

"Called it," Ron muttered, almost causing Lev to burst out laughing.

"The losers will have their own bracket," the clerk continued after Ron's reaction. "16 slots will be reserved for whoever wins in those, so you can still compete in the duels. Do your best to qualify for a spot if you can't win. The bracket's participants will be decided based on their showing."

Ron already knew that and simply nodded. Lev looked at his competition, finding Yuna looking back. Her expression was resigned, though far from dejected. Lev was not going to face anything but her best. Ron was Ron, looking pained and depressed, whereas the other two didn't seem to recognize Lev.

Their reactions will be interesting, at least.

Not long after, Lev was standing amidst all the people who would face him. He wondered what the holdup was before a Master crafter suddenly blurred in front of them.

"I don't have much time to explain. Put these on."

The man handed them all a bracelet. Throwing it on his right arm, Lev peered at it curiously. If his senses weren't deceiving him, the enchantments were incredibly potent despite being cloaked. Gazing at them might just do more harm than good because of how intimidating their scale probably was.

"It's a simple tool to ensure you will not be lethally wounded. Good luck," he said before vanishing.

The fighters took a few seconds to digest what had just happened. Lev could visibly observe them shrug and move on. Masters were weird like that.

For the final check, Lev handed over his ring after summoning Stargazer and the earth mana converter. Since there were no cores to be reaped, there was no point in keeping the storage ring.

Stepping out of the hallway and into the arena was an experience Lev would never forget. Be it the sheer grand scale of the structure, the excited roaring crowds, or the gaze of several Exalted and extremely strong Masters landing on him, Lev had to stop in place and take a deep breath.

The other participants didn't seem to be as affected, which meant his increased perception of auras was to blame.

"WE'RE STARTING THINGS OFF WITH A BANG, PEOPLE!"

Oh boy.

"ON THE FOURTH, WE HAVE LEV, A MYSTERIOUS HUNTER WHO UTTERLY DEMOLISHED ALL PREVIOUS RECORDS IN THE MONSTER HUNT."

Lev tuned out the rest. He didn't know if long periods of exposure to such commentary could cause mind damage, and he wasn't willing to risk it.

Scanning the arena, each of the competitors was standing several hundred meters away from each other. Beyond the direct distance, Lev estimated the space between opposite hunters to be half a kilometer. The sheer size of the arena truly boggled his mind.

"WITHOUT FURTHER ADO, LET THE FIRST ROUND BEGIN!"

Lev sprung into action the moment a booming gong rolled through the arena, signifying the beginning of the five-minute timer.

From his left, a warrior woman he hadn't seen before charged at him, whereas ice spells were forming to his right.

Lev smirked as his barrier armor appeared. Enhancement formation was carved and fueled before a small stream of lightning imbued the armor.

Sand parted in his wake as Lev launched himself at the ice mage. Not needing to stop on the ground, a constant cloud rose around him as he covered the distance in a blink and swung Stargazer from a dozen meters away.

The slash was blocked by a risen ice wall, and several icicles sought to impale him. Lev weaved between them, the projectiles not fast enough to reliably hit him, and formed a few fire arrows.

The mage hadn't wasted a moment, running away the moment Lev started moving. Perhaps he was waiting for the warrior woman to catch up, but Lev didn't give him the chance to even consider anything further.

Overloaded arrows flew at him, some blocked by his creations before two exploded on either side of the mage. Before he could reorient himself, Lev was already slashing down.

The mage's eyes widened as lightning aimed to cook him alive, but the bracelet on his arm came alive in an instant. Barriers sprung up around the mage, the constructs forming out of the bracelet, and effortlessly stopped Lev's attack.

Before Lev could blink, the mage had vanished, taken out of the arena.

Whirling around, Stargazer's blade met a hulking greatsword. The former's blade cracked and was hastily repaired as Lev backtracked.

Slow, Lev noted, not letting his guard down. The other five were duking it out in the back, which let him deal with the warrior by himself.

Earth mana entered Stargazer, increasing the weight of the blade considerably while enhancing its durability. Running the enhancement formation at half its capacity, Lev met the warrior's charge with one of his own.

The first few probing swings passed quickly before the warrior grunted, getting ready to go all out. Lev prepared himself, running enhancement at its maximum, and tried to deflect an overhead swing.

That turned out to be a mistake as Stargazer was wrestled out of his hand, thudding into the sand-covered ground. Lev blinked at the unexpected outcome and darted to the right, dodging the follow-up without much trouble.

Mentally nudging Stargazer, the blade flew out of the ground before the glaive landed in his waiting palm.

Both of them paused, reassessing. Lev now knew he was no match in strength, which should've been obvious from the very start.

Sure, he was considerably faster, yet he still couldn't hope to run circles around the obviously strength-focused warrior.

Giving her a nod of recognition and realizing his own limits, Lev formed four thick shields around him. Each was infused with earth mana, not yet imbued, before he charged again.

His straight thrust was blocked with the flat of the blade. The warrior showed impressive skill as she twirled the greatsword, causing Lev to waste another instant on righting Stargazer, and swung in a wide arc.

Two shields blocked the attack, sporting large cracks at the point of impact but nothing beyond them. The earth mana imbued at the last second and the durability rune being powered made them far too resilient to break easily.

Undeterred, she easily transitioned the move into further attacks. Lev found himself constantly backtracking.

Damned mastery skills. I swear her sword has a mind of its own.

It didn't, but it sure felt that way. His arms ached from the repeated impacts before he decided to change his approach a little.

Lightning replaced earth mana in Stargazer in a blink before being channeled into a slash. Caught unprepared, the warrior raised an arm to block it as best as she could and covered her face.

Lev was about to rush in after the slash landed in an explosion, only to find that the warrior had vanished. Some stunned seconds passed before he realized she had been taken out in a single attack.

… Whoops? How the fuck did that happen?

He didn't have to ponder for long. With the amount of mana he had, even his 'usual' slashes outclassed what anyone else used. No wonder the warrior was about to be fried.

Several hundred meters away, a grand brawl was taking place. Two mages and three warriors were locked in a free-for-all, and the temptation to take them out at once was strong.

Lev resisted the urge and observed. Less than a minute had passed, meaning there was some time to spare.

Ron's balls of acid came as a surprise. When a warrior was about to skewer him with his frankly oversized spear, three of them splashed onto the unlucky opponent.

Lev sincerely hoped the bracelet stopped the acid from reaching the downed man because he vanished in moments.

Two more were disqualified in the next minute, leaving Lev, Ron, and a dual-sword warrior in the arena.

Indecision played on both their faces before they reached a silent agreement. Just as they were about to turn towards Lev, two overloaded lightning lances landed near them, carefully aimed to not hit them directly or impact too close. They were both taken out instantly.

Feel free to team up in the losers' bracket.

Rolling his eyes, Lev ignored the boisterous commentary and returned to the entrance of the arena. Taking off the bracelet, he handed it to the waiting Master. The participants were all also present there, netting him mixed looks.

"Good showing," the Master crafter nodded his way before they were all made to leave.

**

Ron didn't come to sit next to Lev when he returned to the waiting room. Given his recent victory, he didn't need to be present in the arena anymore. His performance in the hunt ensured that Lev didn't need to participate in a secondary selection phase to thin the numbers. Only 64 were going to be selected, after all.

He only got to sit there for a few minutes before an attendant entered the room. The woman looked around before her eyes settled on Lev.

"Hunter Lev?" she confirmed after coming close, continuing after Lev's nod. "You have been summoned by Princess Katarina. Please follow me post-haste."

Just what I needed, Lev mentally sighed and psyched himself up for whatever was waiting for him. Hopefully, no one would try to pressure him into any jobs or contracts.

While he followed the woman, his mind went over all the things he should and shouldn't do in the presence of nobility. There were mercifully few things to note.

Bow at the waist to greet them and stay quiet unless addressed. Foolproof plan, Lev chuckled to himself, getting an odd look from the woman he was following.

Two minutes later, he walked through a grand hallway. Different strong auras were present near him, no doubt from the other rooms for different nobles.

Unfortunately, two auras eclipsed all others combined, and they just happened to be at his destination. Lev was mildly surprised when he felt Hakim's aura instead of the Runic Warlord's.

Whatever little he had prepared himself was rendered useless when he entered the room with five suffocating auras. The princesses were strong, he knew that already, and both Hakim and Sherron were Exalted. They were all seated on their luxurious sofas facing the arena.

It was Duke Fabian who made him freeze in his steps. Being exposed to strong auras for the first time was always rough, and the warrior in front of him was far stronger than Lev was expecting, even more so than Orianna.

Lev was rightfully afraid. He shakily took a few steps forward and bowed at the waist, electing to stay quiet. His voice could not be trusted at the moment.

"Rise," Katarina's order reached him. Lev stood back up straight and scanned the reactions of everyone present.

Hakim was Hakim, no reaction there. Sherron was smiling lightly like usual, and the princesses looked serious for once. Duke Fabian was expressionless, content with observing him as Lev observed him back.

Since nobody spoke, Lev addressed Katarina first, "How may I be of assistance, Your Highness?"

What an unpleasant new flavor of speech.

"What do you think, hunter Lev?"

Oh great. They're enjoying this.

Lev took his time to answer, pretending to be deep in thought. Not like he actually knew the reason.

"I don't know," he eventually answered.

The moment he answered, the air in the room shifted. No outward changes were visible, but Lev knew something had just happened.

"Illusion's in place now," Sherron piped up.

That seemed to be the cue to drop the regal act for both the princesses. Katarina stretched, producing sounds that made Lev want to run away, before fully turning to look at him with a relaxed smile. Even the duke seemed to be used to her antics.

"Did you have to win so easily?"

Since she was being casual, Lev also risked talking normally.

"The last two were going to team up. I wanted to face the winner of the brawl, so I just bombed them out of disappointment, I guess."

All the while, Lev was becoming increasingly creeped out by the duke silently watching his every move like a hawk.

"You're not fit to be a noble," Duke Fabian spoke for the first time, causing Lev's gaze to turn flat. It took some effort not to open his mouth as the duke continued.

"That is not a big deal. Tell me, Hunter Lev, are you a part of a team?"

"Not yet, sir. There is one waiting for me."

Duke Fabian nodded as if he already knew. "What did my daughter say to you?"

He knew about that too?

Lev took a few moments to gather his scattered thoughts. It wasn't that surprising for a Duke to take his daughter's safety seriously.

"She told me to be respectful regardless of what you ask of me," Lev replied, not giving him the full truth.

"So it was about our meeting. I can deduce the rest," the duke casually reasoned, making Lev wonder why he was here in the first place.

"Are you done?" Sherron's rather icy voice cut through Lev's thoughts. He blinked, taken aback.

"It's just like you to interfere for no reason," Duke Fabian remarked, his tone exasperated despite being clipped and formal. "And yes, I can tell the boy has already made up his mind."

"And it's just like you to waste time despite knowing the outcome," Sherron quipped, equally unamused. "Was my word not enough?"

Duke Fabian had nothing to say to that.

"Isabella's a good girl, you know?" Lara said while looking at Lev. "She will not shy away from grand goals like yours."

Lev took a seat beside Sherron before replying. "While that may be true, do you know what my plans are after this?"

"Rushing to Master?" she guessed.

"Yeah, but how exactly?"

Lara looked at him with narrowed eyes and considered in silence. "Will you return to the pit?"

"Nope. I'm gonna solo clear platinum dungeons."

"That is a horrible idea," Duke Fabian couldn't help but comment.

"That is a fantastic idea," Lev countered before addressing Sherron. "How many clears do I need for the title upgrade?"

"Dungoneer?" Lev nodded. "10, 25, 50, 100, and so on."

"Do any of you know what kind of title one can get by solo clearing platinum dungeons before Master?"

There was no answer. Lev was waiting for Hakim to tell him off but that didn't happen. He would've happily listened to the old man's advice. If he thought Lev could do it, though…

"Is it possible?" Lev asked Hakim directly.

"Sure is," Hakim answered without hesitation. "What's more important is how you clear them."

Lev waved a hand. "Nothing to be worried about on that front. Since dungeons last forever, I'm gonna take whatever rewards Drakys has prepared and practice my skills as much as I can. Surely that counts for something."

"I do not approve of this," Sherron spoke up, getting nods from Katarina and Lara both. Lev frowned. His decision would be based on their agreement, but the opinions were split.

"Why?"

"It's too dangerous," she replied. Lev stared at her without an expression, which actually made the Exalted squirm a little. With a sigh, she first looked at Fabian.

"What we're about to discuss is classified information. Red-black category, if you care."

Fabian's eyebrows rose, visibly reacting for the first time. He nodded slowly, tacitly agreeing to a vow of silence.

Sherron turned to Lev, "You nearly died twice in gold dungeons. There would be a much higher chance of things going wrong in way larger platinum dungeons. What if another chaoswalker finds you?"

Lev hesitated. "It will not."

Her gaze sharpened, waiting for an explanation. None came for a few seconds as she gradually became disappointed, and a little hurt.

That broke the straw. "ALRIGHT FINE! Don't look at me like that," Lev rubbed his neck. "I still can't tell you all of it, but I got a title saying 'Such events are extremely unlikely to happen around you again.'"

"When…" Duke Fabian's voice interrupted further explanation. "When, exactly, did this happen?"

"Like, two months ago? I haven't been keeping track of time."

"Two months ago," the duke echoed, struggling to believe. "How come I was not made aware of this?"

Hakim glanced at Lev, telling him to take the reins.

"It's related to me," Lev settled on half-truths again. "Waves form faster wherever I go, and this also happened when I was solo clearing a dungeon

"… It's also why I refuse to join a team right now. My mentor assured me that the team waiting for me would be able to keep up, which is the only reason I agreed. If they fail to, I'll still be doing the most dangerous missions solo."

Despite being unable to read anything on Duke Fabian's face, Lev could still feel the moment he changed his mind about recruiting Lev for his daughter's team.

  

    
        Chapter 92

    
    
    
    
  "That explains some things," Duke Fabian began.

Lev blinked. It does?

"Alec is notorious for rejecting all student applications and refusing to impart his knowledge to anyone. He still hasn't from what I can see, but the prospect of a Wisdom Boost and whatever other secrets you have must have changed his mind about taking in a disciple," he said and paused for a moment.

If the duke was hoping for more information, he was destined to remain disappointed. Lev himself didn't know why he had been accepted that day, though he didn't care either. Alec had given him more than anything he had hoped for, and that was enough for Lev's eternal gratitude.

"Moreover, Sherron and Orianna's extended stay in an outpost didn't go unnoticed. They often went there to meet your mentor but never for weeks, let alone the month they spent with you."

Duke Fabian went quiet after that, no doubt because of the same reason that had Lev rooted on the spot. Sherron's aura had surged out for a single, almost unnoticeable instant, yet that was more than enough to warn even the duke to never do that again.

Though the man didn't seem to care much.

"As I was saying before a delinquent decided to throw a tantrum," Sherron got a pointed look, "Drakys took a leave for the first time on his own accord from the ravine. It is my duty to note these occurrences to better optimize rotations," another look at the lightning Exalted, "which let me connect the dots."

The words barely registered in the astonished Lev's head. Had Sherron just been chided like a kid?

"You're awfully confident for someone within striking distance," Sherron drawled with a hint of mirth.

"And you're awfully confident for someone bluffing so hard. What happened to the days you called me uncle?" Fabian rolled his eyes, surprising Lev.

"I fucking grew up," Sherron snorted.

The conversation petered off after that. Hakim, Katarina, and Lara were already absorbed in watching the proceeding selection phase. Since nobody had kicked him out, Lev also got comfortable and started paying attention.

Three rounds had passed already. Given the small five-minute timeframe and competent organization, each round was passing quickly.

Most of the participants were gold hunters, numbering nearly 800. The rest were all platinum hunters. Even then, the higher level limit was 215, which greatly limited the advantage platinum hunters could've had.

Silver hunters weren't allowed beyond the monster hunt.

The current round had three warriors and five mages. It had only just begun when a water mage sniped another fire mage. One of the warriors threw his shield at the distracted water mage, the projectile impacting with enough force to take him out.

One by one, they all fell before the shield warrior won. With a tower shield in hand, the hunter was a menace. He swung it around with more than enough force to compensate for a weapon, easily taking down both warriors while effortlessly blocking all magical attacks.

Lev was taking mental notes. One of his future teammates would be a shield user. Crafting a good piece of equipment for him would be vital.

The commentator's voice boomed as the next round was about to begin.

"On the first, we have Aryan who scored fourth in the monster hunt. Not only is his shadow mana one of a kind, he is also an excellent rogue that is rarely seen in a generation."

Let's see how that excellent rogue fares against a budget orbital bombardment.

Lev tried to keep his expression in check but some of his arrogance still shone through.

"Do you know him?" Lara questioned with a grin, knowing damn well what she was doing.

"You can say that," Lev answered, expressionless. "We made a bet."

…

"Don't you dare leave it at that."

Lev chuckled. "Well, he has a big mouth and an even bigger head. Someone assigned us both the same cart when we were being carried to the hunt arena. To summarize, I was tempted to just blow off a limb or two to show him his place but settled for a bet instead. Whoever loses has to publicly apologize and pay one hundred gold coins. I also have to do five platinum quests for him if I lose."

"That's definitely an unorthodox way to make a name for yourself but I approve," Sherron remarked.

"It was not my intention," Lev huffed. "Just because I'm young doesn't mean I will let anyone off the hook. The rogue had it coming. Better be from me than someone who may hold a grudge or even target his life."

Nobody refuted him, which, oddly enough, improved his mood. All this time, Lev had only seen the good side of humanity, especially with how lucky he was to find his mentor early on. Knowing that it was not all rainbows and sunshine was a considerable weight off his shoulders.

It was more like the humanity he knew.

Down below, the round had just begun. Aryan instantly cloaked himself, vanishing almost completely from sight and mana perception. Lev doubted most people at his level were able to track the rogue as he glided across the sand-covered ground without leaving a trail.

One moment, the starting bell was rung, and the next, one of the mages was firing fireballs in a circle around him. None of them helped her as a dagger scrapped against barriers that appeared just before her throat could be slit.

A small, dark blur was all the indication as the dagger became invisible again. Lev observed it all in silence, noting all the potential surprises.

I still don't know if shadow mana can be used to attack directly. If that is possible, then it will definitely be the nastiest surprise. The daggers can also be thrown for a devastating ranged attack, which is the second most dangerous surprise.

The fight ended in less than two minutes as Lev's second prediction came true. When only three hunters were left, two thrown daggers coated in shadow mana quickly put an end to them. Lev's eyes darkened as he registered the speed and lethality of those projectiles.

His armor was not going to stop those.

"I have to ask," Lev spoke up, garnering everyone's attention. "How likely is the bracelet folding under my maximum output?"

"Don't risk the spectators," Hakim spoke for the first time. "Keep it contained."

"Aren't there barriers in place?"

"Your maximum output is comparable to a Master's spellcasting. Better off not taking any chances."

Lev nodded, for that made sense. His full pool could detonate into something truly extreme as well.

Hours passed as participants were quickly disqualified, letting only one progress further. Elias won his round with ease, and so did Viktor. Out of the top 15 rankers in the Monster Hunt, only four were disqualified, and solely because they had to face a teammate or another ranker.

Duke Fabian didn't show any reaction when Isabella stepped into the arena. The commentator sang plenty of her praises, not forgetting to mention her status and background before the round began.

Thick, slithering ropes of compressed fire formed around her, shooting towards the nearest water mage. Large blobs of water were hastily created to block them, only to end up being turned to steam as the ropes made contact.

A chunk of fire mana was infused into the fiery constructs, released into a bright explosion, and took out the opposing mage.

She has a lot of mana for her class, Lev noted. It wouldn't surprise me if she has class benefits like my own.

Two more competitors fell in the meantime. Isabella didn't interrupt any of the ongoing duels and observed. In less than three minutes, only four people remained standing in the arena.

The hunters stared down each other, unwilling to make the first move. Isabella broke the stalemate, launching three blue fireballs at the competition.

Warriors dodged out of the way of the predictable attacks, but the final mage had to hastily erect earth walls. The fireball shattered two of them, obscuring the earth mage's vision in a burst of flames.

One of the warriors charged Isabella and was stopped in his tracks as weighty whips sought to blow him away. The other rushed the earth mage, quickly taking him out before targeting Isabella.

Now this is getting interesting, Lev unconsciously leaned forward a little.

The fire mage didn't panic as both the warriors circled her. They rushed her at the same time, dodging and weaving between eight fire whips. Divided as those fire constructs were, Isabella barely had any time to create distance before the first warrior reached her.

She seemed to be waiting for that. A small pebble of compressed fire hidden in her sleeve shot forward, impacting a mana slash fired by the warrior at the last moment.

Using that explosive momentary pause on one front, all eight whips rose into the air and concentrated on the other warrior. They flew downwards like sentient tentacles, each landing with a fiery blast. The warrior tried his best to block with his shield and cut them apart with his battle axe, yet all it did was allow more blasts per contact.

Within seconds, only two people were facing down each other in the arena. Consequently, Isabella had no more reason to hold back.

Four overloaded fireballs landed around the remaining warrior's position, signifying the end of the round as a small portion of the arena's floor turned into glass. There was simply no room to dodge.

**

"Why will it be 250%?" Lev questioned, sipping soup he took out of his ring, which had been returned to him after the selection round.

"Because it simply will be," Lara replied.

"That is not what I asked."

"But that is all you will get."

Lev looked at Sherron instead. Both Duke Fabian and Hakim didn't seem to want to participate, letting them squabble like children.

"Class benefits always like to follow evolution thresholds. 250% is simply more likely than anything else."

"So my regeneration will probably increase to 100%. Not bad, I suppose."

Katarina gave him the most unamused stare she could manage, which was more unnerving than Lev would have expected.

"What? It is rather tame compared to my Wisdom Boost."

The comment did not help. She took a deep breath, and then another, before ignoring Lev entirely. He tried not to snicker.

Duke Fabian turned towards the door before Lev could speak again. It opened after a few seconds, revealing a somewhat haggard Isabella.

She entered gracefully, then froze mid-step as her eyes found Lev. Lev himself didn't know the exact reason. Perhaps she was surprised at seeing him in the booth in the first place, or because he was sitting next to Sherron, who also happened to be messing up his hair.

"Great fight, Bell," Katarina smiled at the newcomer. Isabella nodded at her, hugged Hakim, and then sat down next to Duke Fabian. All the while, her gaze rarely left Lev.

"What?"

"Why're you here?"

"I was summoned as per the orders of Princess Katarina."

"Get out," Katarina quipped, grinning.

"Oh, please. Your authority was severely diminished the moment you decided to stretch and moan when the illusion went up. As such-"

Lev yelped like a schoolgirl when two bright emerald vines formed mid-air inches from his face. Shamelessly, he tried to hide behind Sherron, but the furniture didn't allow so.

"I would like to deeply apologize-"

One of the vines just bonked him on the head before they both disappeared.

"… I'll keep the questions for later. Do you have a Wisdom Boost?" Isabella asked, more than a little surprised at how Lev was interacting with the princess.

"So much for keeping it a secret," Lev mused out loud. "Yes, but please don't let the information become public."

Isabella's expression screamed enlightenment. It was fleeting though, and her face eased when she remembered Lev was a stranger.

"Do you also have a mana capacity benefit?" Lev asked, knowing he would get an answer because of the earlier question.

"I do," she nodded. "It gives me 50%, which is pretty good for a fire class."

Katarina's gaze bore into the back of Lev's head. He ignored her and nodded as well.

"Yeah, that is pretty good. No matching benefit for regeneration?"

"Those are rare. Do you have one?"

"Yep."

"No wonder you used so much of it in the hunt. A Wisdom Boost and a capacity bonus didn't explain how you never ran out."

Lev tilted his head a little. "I did run out, though? By the end."

"Oh right," she smirked slightly. "You finally bottomed out after firing an attack powered by enough mana to fill my pool twice over. Makes a lot of sense."

"Well, if you put it that way…" Lev coughed into his hand. "What level were those last two warriors, by the way?"

"Platinum-ranked," she replied, tone still formal.

Conversation ended after that. Lev kept his eyes on the arena, trying to ignore the growing awkwardness.

How the hell do people keep interactions going? I remember social butterflies never shutting up.

Thankfully, Sherron came to the rescue and addressed him.

"Do you think you can beat her?"

… Why must you put me through this?

Lev gazed at her for a long few seconds, taking in her faint smirk and mischievous eyes.

"Easily," Lev eventually replied, eliciting a scoff from Isabella.

"Big words from someone who can barely hold a glaive."

"How about we skip the talking instead-"

Lev and Isabella both stood up at the same time as the former spoke but were interrupted. Sherron yanked Lev back down by the collar, whereas Duke Fabian gently pulled on the girl's hand and made her sit down.

"Kids," Sherron shook her head. "You can measure it in the arena after a few days. Keep the energy within."

"At least use the right phrase," Lev muttered.

Isabella looked like she wanted to say more as well but a stern glance from the duke shut her up.

"Your fault, by the way," Lev glanced at Sherron. "Why did you have to ask that in the first place?"

Now, answer for your crimes.

"Because I can."

… Oh well.
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  The selection phase for the loser's bracket came to an end after a few hours. Lev had already left the rather awkward royal room after that small argument.

He couldn't even blame Sherron for instigating that. Lev was expecting to not be taken seriously when he first replied to her question. Instead, Isabella had immediately risen to the challenge, and Lev wasn't one to back down.

Safe to say, it was a good lesson going forward. He wasn't going to poke anyone without a damn good reason again.

Should I do some background research about my opponents?

The prospect sounded more boring than anything. Sure, finding out about any potential surprises would reduce the already low chances of losing even further, but it also sounded useless.

If Lev couldn't deal with something despite his sizable range and Perception, knowing about it wouldn't have changed much.

"There you are," Elias called out to him when Lev was leaving the arena. He and Viktor were waiting on the side.

"Here I am, indeed. Nice showing," Lev said, shaking hands with both of them in greeting.

Elias smirked a little. "Barely. If anything, all other rounds paled in comparison to the fire princess."

Oh great. He's starstruck.

"… Yeah," Lev smiled, just barely.

"Do you know her?" Viktor questioned, observing his reaction.

"No? How would I?"

He shrugged. "I remember she took you to the side to talk."

"Oh, right. Nah, that was something different and it has been dealt with."

Elias and Viktor shared a glance, causing Lev to narrow his eyes. They didn't explain, and he didn't care enough to ask further.

"So, what are you two doing here?"

"Well," Elias scratched his head. "Lisa and Rena didn't participate and are probably having some quality girls' time. Thought we should do the same."

"I'm down, as long as you two don't plan to chase skirts. Keep me away from that."

Viktor chuckled, not confirming or denying anything. Elias looked deep in thought.

"You're pretty rich, right?"

Lev tilted his head a little. "Sure?"

"Have you tried gambling?"

Oh boy.

**

"Why are we in the merchant district again?" Viktor questioned. The trio was currently walking a large road littered with stalls.

"Shopping?" Lev answered, amused. "I also needed to sell my stuff. Here we are."

Without stopping, Lev entered the largest Bronze Bids branch in the haven. It was similar in scale to the runespires branch, which meant it was utterly gigantic.

"Welcome," a woman greeted them as they entered, swiftly taking in their appearance. "How can I help the star of the Monster Hunt?"

Lev ignored her words and summoned his tier three card. The woman scrutinized it for a moment before nodding.

"Tier three membership from runespires. What do you wish to sell?"

"Cores," Lev replied, looking around. "There are quite a few. Where can I summon them?"

"Please give me a moment."

The woman summoned a table and set it in the middle of the large room. An enchanted piece of clothing appeared on it. Lev was waved to summon them after that.

For ten minutes, he kept summoning different types of cores. The receptionist was surprised at first, but professionalism took over, and she deftly scanned and valued all cores. Both Elias and Viktor also watched on, silently impressed.

"The total for this bunch comes out to seventy gold coins," she explained, thoughtful. "Many of these will fetch a better price if you sell to different buyers. Do you still want to sell them all here?"

"That's fine," Lev waved her off. He couldn't have cared less about money. There were a few second-threshold cores still waiting in his ring. The ones he had just sold belonged to the monsters from the hunt and dungeons near windkeep.

Much richer, they left the establishment to find somewhere to waste the money. It was bound to be a memorable experience.

"Why gambling, anyway?"

"Hmm?" Elias looked at Lev before realization dawned on him. "Oh, we're not going to a casino or anything like that. There is a system in place to bet on the tournament participants. We will simply risk most everything on your win."

Is that even allowed? Doesn't make sense for it not to be, but still.

"Will that not cause trouble?"

"On what grounds?" Viktor grinned. "We are just going to bet on our friend."

Lev grinned back. If the system really allowed one to get rich like that, he had no qualms about making full use of it.

"Where do we place our bets?"

"Guess?"

And so they reached the hunters guild after half an hour of leisurely walking. The scale of the great city became more and more apparent during that. Despite being straightforward, the distance still took a while to cover.

Lev weaved between the crowds, slightly peeved at his little height. He was still growing, standing at nearly five and a half feet, but hitting the maximum would still take a few years. If anything, he was going to be fairly tall, above six feet.

The receptionists naturally had huge lines in front of them. Lev was going to join one to wait but Elias tapped him on the shoulder. Turning around, the radiant hunter didn't say anything and simply guided him to the second floor.

Giving the guildmaster's room a wide berth, Lev followed quietly. Elias seemed to know what he was doing.

The third room to the left in the large hallway had a room name plate stating 'Official Bets.'

Elias entered as if he owned the place. Lev was a step behind, faltering when he registered the mountain of a man in the rather empty room. A large dark brown desk with four padded chairs for visitors adorned the betting office, rendering it strangely intimidating.

The hunters all took their place, waiting for the official to finish reading whatever documents he was holding.

[Warrior - ???]

"What will it be?" a deep voice echoed in the room.

Elias looked at Lev, urging him to take the lead. Understanding, Lev cleared his throat and straightened up.

"I want to bet on myself that I'll win the duels."

The Master simply nodded once. "How much?"

Hmm, I don't think throwing everything at this is a good idea. Better keep some change.

"One platinum."

Lev was observed intently for a moment. Whatever the person behind the desk saw in him, it was enough to let him bet.

One hundred gold coins appeared on the desk and were stored just as quickly.

"Anything else?"

"Can I bet on someone reaching the top five?"

"Depends on the competitor you're betting on," the man curtly replied.

Lev motioned to his sides. "These two."

"Names?"

Elias spoke up. "Elias and Viktor. Members of a radiant team."

More documents were summoned and scanned. The Master stayed quiet for a few minutes, shuffling through different stacks of pages before addressing them.

"There are no opposing bets."

Viktor snorted, getting a look from the Master. That set him straight faster than being held at gunpoint.

Lev resisted the urge to laugh and continued. "What are the most popular bets right now?"

"Isabella's victory and Aryan placing second."

Was my showing in the hunt not enough?

"I see," Lev replied and turned to the other two. "Did you guys want to bet something?"

Elias nodded. "Waiting for you to be done."

"Last questions, then," Lev addressed the Master. "How long will the bets for solo combat remain open for? Are the bets for team combat open?"

"Solo bets will remain open for one more day. Team bets will be available after the solo combat is done."

Lev thanked the man and went quiet, letting Elias and Viktor place their bets.

"I will bet twenty gold on Lev scoring first place," Elias voiced, summoning the gold coins. Viktor followed suit after a moment.

"I'll also bet another twenty gold on the shadow rogue not placing in the top two," Elias continued, unsurprisingly for Lev. If he had to guess who would win between Elias and Aryan, Lev would also bet on the former.

Viktor didn't have any such bets to make. His class was focused on a mix of offense and defense. It disadvantaged him against competitors like Isabella who had a specialized class.

"Out of curiosity, what would the payout be if I win?" Lev asked.

"Twelve times the placed bet as it stands."

… I can see why people lose their lives to gambling.

Thanking the rather scary Master, they quickly exited the room and walked downstairs.

"Now what?" Lev questioned once they were outside the guild.

"What do you mean now what? You didn't put everything on the bets, right?"

Lev shook his head. He still had more than a platinum in gold in his storage ring. Most of the money came from selling mistcrawler cores back in windkeep.

Elias grinned. "The day is still young. Come on."

**

Haven, as it turned out, had a massive amusement park. Called Joyland, Lev, Elias, and Viktor were waiting in its long lines amongst a bunch of other people. Most of them were entering with children, but there were more than a few attractions for adults present inside.

Lev's attention was occupied by one such ride. On the opposite end of the park, a towering sky wheel was currently spinning relatively slowly, still fast enough to produce a few howls and screams.

How did I even miss this thing before? It should be visible from anywhere in the city.

Somehow, he had missed it anyway. Shaking off his wonder, Lev looked at the attendant at the park's gate.

"Two silvers for entry," the bored girl remarked. Her eyes lit up when they found Lev. Elias paid the silvers without batting an eye, and they were let inside without being bothered further. Lev was prepared to deal with the girl's enthusiasm but it seemed she was fine with just recognizing him.

Inside, the trio just stopped a bit further away from the gate and took it all in. The park was imacculately decorated, looking pristine and orderly. Rides were all present at the other end, whereas the rest was for idling and wandering. There was even a large pond to the left for boating. Restaurent and similar services were situated on the right.

"Skywheel?" Lev asked.

"Skywheel," Elias confirmed.

Two minutes later, they were holding tickets for a single car for the next cycle.

"How much did the tickets cost?" Lev questioned once Viktor returned with them. He and Elias were waiting at a distance for the ride to stop.

"Fifty bronze per."

"… Isn't that pretty cheap?"

Viktor shrugged. "For us, yes."

I suppose that answers enough.

There was always a lot of money to be had in monster hunting. Lev and the present company were exceptions among exceptions, however. He was likely going to be the strongest Adept to ever exist, whereas the other two belonged to one of the best gold teams. Money was probably never going to be an issue for them.

Less than five minutes later, Lev was handing his ticket to another attendant before boarding the cabin in front of them. It was spacious, designed to fit six people comfortably. Lev sat on one side, and the other two took their seats opposing him.

"Fancy," Lev remarked, liking the off-white interior and padding on the seats.

"It is one the largest attractions of the park. Has to be at least this good."

Lev nodded and looked out. The wheel had yet to start spinning properly. Occasionally, they were pushed higher to allow other cars to reach the ground for people to board them.

The entirety of the park and much of the haven were already visible. People scurried about their days like ants beyond the park, looking like ants after a certain distance, even to his much-improved eyesight.

Even further, the walls stood tall like stone titans, protecting more than a million without faltering even once.

A silent sigh escaped Lev. His brain, being the dumb thought-producing organ it was, couldn't help but think about what could bring those walls down. Even worse, his mind kept going to when his presence would attract one such monster. There were more than a few that had been historically defeated. It wouldn't be something new.

"What ails you, my stupidly strong friend?" Viktor commented, making Lev smile.

"The future, I guess? Just letting my mind wander."

He tsked. "You can do that any other day. It's not like the world is gonna end tomorrow. Why bother making the present harder for yourself?"

Lev took a deep breath. He doesn't know. It's fine, the world will not end because of a jinx. Surely.

"You're not wrong," Lev mused. "I'll just stop thinking then."

The skywheel started spinning in earnest after that. It accelerated gradually, eventually reaching a point where Lev could hear the passage of air.

Even if the speed was nothing comparable to his flight, any disappointment he may have felt vanished when the wheel reached its peak. Their cabin was just below the walls in height, letting Lev see the bustling haven in its glorious entirety.

For once, he completely shut down all lines of thoughts in his head and enjoyed the view.
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  The next two days passed in peaceful meandering. Lev and the radiant team's warriors separated after the first day, leaving him to find new things to spend time on.

Bypassing that issue entirely, Lev entered one of the libraries and read up the history of the Empyrean Empire. Regardless of how much he searched, there were no signs or mentions of Earth, but that was fine. Reading was fun on its own.

With his perception held back, time passed in a blink, and he found himself spectating the duels.

Below him, the first round of the day was about to start. Out of sixty-four competitors, half would progress to the next stage.

"HERE WE HAVE TWO PARTICIPANTS WHO RANKED IN THE TOP 25 IN THE MONSTER HUNT. PRISCILLA, A WELL-KNOWN PLATINUM HUNTER AND A DEADLY EARTH MAGE.

"OPPOSING HER, WE HAVE MARO, WHO RANKED 12TH. HIS LONGSWORD IS JUST AS LETHAL AS IT LOOKS."

Lev chuckled at Maro's flat face. The last comment could be twisted in quite a few ways.

"I would like to remind everyone here that a small pond and a patch of boulders have been added to the arena as usual. The request was made by both the competitors and the spectators a century ago. Water and Earth are the most demanding elements, so those should help the mages shine instead of being bogged down by their class choice."

That's nice. Fire and Lightning have an inherent advantage due to their potential, so this should even the odds a little.

"LET'S GET RIGHT INTO IT. JUST LIKE THE SELECTION PHASE, ANY PREPARATION IS NOT ALLOWED BEFORE THE MATCH STARTS. THAT BEING SAID, GOOD LUCK TO BOTH OF YOU, AND GIVE IT YOUR ALL."

"3"

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Priscilla immediately dashed to the pond behind her. Maro didn't rush in, giving her time to prepare in a show of good sportsmanship. They both shared a nod before the round truly began.

Lev leaned forward, taking it all in while straining his Perception to the limit. Water rose from the pond, shaped into sharp bullets and launched forward with impressive speed.

Maro darted to the side, sprinting as fast as he could while dodging the barrage. His sword flashed, deftly blocking some of the projectiles that were too tedious to avoid.

Within seconds, he was close enough to the water mage to launch a mana slash. Colorless in nature, the attack impacted a water shield in a blink, cleaving through but losing most of its substance in the process.

The two halves of the shield joined back together seamlessly as if they hadn't been cut in the first place. Priscilla constantly remained on the move, not wasting the small lapse in Maro's sprint to create more distance between them.

As more water streamed out of the pond and into Priscilla's bullets, or simply hovering around her, Maro used body enhancement for the first time. His movements immediately became much faster, and within moments, he was in Priscilla's face.

She was expecting the sudden burst, perhaps not to such a degree, and managed to launch a wave of compressed water at the warrior. Maro ducked, sliding underneath, and had to quickly jump away as a water beam almost pierced him.

Lev could see Maro's eye darken as the ground behind him exploded into sand and stone from the beam's power.

Two floating barriers immediately took form in front of him, blocking three bullets each before shattering. Not caring about mana costs, Maro flared his body enhancement at full power while reforming the barriers.

More and more beams were hastily dodged or blocked by both barriers at once. The water mage's reserves swiftly dwindled despite constantly creating more water above her.

No longer moving, Priscilla tried her best to catch Maro with one of her projectiles. Unfortunately for her, while she could keep the warrior at bay with several different variations of water projectiles, Maro was too fast to be hit by even a single attack.

Mana Barrier and Mana Slash. Good thing I don't need the former.

Both of them were staple skills for warriors. Seeing them put into use further proved their usefulness.

Less than a minute later, Priscilla held up her right hand with an open palm and fingers held apart, the sign to surrender.

The first round ended up being slow but far from boring. Seeing a water mage in action, smoothly manipulating that taxing element and almost winning, was an enjoyable show. Maro was just a bad matchup for her.

"Marvelous showing from both of our participants, please give them a big hand!"

Cheers and applause were sounded with more intensity than Lev expected. The spectators could tell just how hard it was to operate at such a pace while giving it your all.

Right, my Perception also skews things a bit. To them, the match happened a fair bit quicker than it happened for me.

With that last piece of the puzzle in place, the thunderous applause made more sense. Lev clapped too, having enjoyed the showing and learnt a few things.

Two more duels passed before Elias' name was called.

"ON ONE SIDE, WE HAVE A HUNTER WHO ALMOST KILLED A FIELD BOSS ON HIS OWN. MEMBER OF A RADIANT TEAM, WILL ANYONE BE ABLE TO TAKE THIS WARRIOR DOWN!?

"OPPOSING HIM, WE HAVE BARAM, AN ABSOLUTE DEMON WITH HIS TOWER SHIELD AND SHEER PHYSICAL STRENGTH! BOTH OF THEM ARE FAN FAVORITES, YET VICTORY REMAINS UNDECIDED. WHO WILL WIN!? LET US FIND OUT!"

Damn, I wanted to face that guy. His shield is impressively enchanted, and I need to practice with my mace too.

It was not meant to be, and Lev didn't really mind. It remained to be seen who he would face.

Elias and Baram squared off in the arena. Elias held his long swords ready, both on the shorter side in that category of such swords, and stayed put without using his enhancement for now.

Baram on the other hand, simply held his large, dark blue shield in the air. Held by his right hand, Lev could see just how much it weighed given how Baram's feet sank in the sandy ground. His thick armor also added onto that.

"3"

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Baram roared the instant the countdown was up, slamming his shield into the ground. A stamina-powered skill rushed out, uprooting a large part of the ground in front of him in a localized earthquake.

Elias quickly darted sideways as a cloud of stone and sand flew at him. Baram didn't waste the opportunity, leaping forward with he grace of a bulldozer. Each of his steps left a small crater in the sandy ground, propelling him forward in mighty jumps.

Not caught unprepared, Elias easily dodged the first shield bash and thrust his sword at Baram's armored back. With surprising agility, Baram turned his shield in time to block the weapon, throwing Elias back from the rebound.

Both of them paused and reassessed each other. As one, body enhancements came alive before they moved again.

The next few minutes passed in a strange dance of offense and defense. Lev kept his eyes peeled for all their movements, observing how Baram twirled his shield around as if it weighed nothing, and how Elias evaded all his opponent's advances like water bending around a curve.

Neither seemed to be going truly all out, and it made sense. They had little chance to take out their opponent in a single rush. As it stood, they were waiting for the other to run out of resources first.

Lev expected Baram to be at a disadvantage due to his stamina-powered enhancement, but that belief was being challenged. The man looked just as ready to go as he had at the start.

Come on now, Lev gazed at Elias still standing tall and ready. Don't you dare lose so early. I need to get a skill out of you.

The match reached a boiling point after another minute of nothing meaningful happening. Baram grunted and deflected with more strength than before, almost knocking the swords out of Elias' hands.

Seeing that their tactics were getting nowhere, Baram caved under the mounting pressure first and used the active skill again. Shield raised high above, it crashed down into the ground faster than the longsword warrior could take advantage.

Unlike the previous use of the active skill, the effect was much more dreadful this time. Raw power spread out from the point of impact in waves, tearing the stone ground underneath a layer of sand further with each wave.

Stones the size of boulders were launched into the air as Elias hastily backtracked from the violently shaking zone. With such treacherous footing, he could only step back a few meters before a loud gong echoed throughout the arena.

Ducking just in time, Elias barely saved himself from getting splattered against a boulder flying at him. Undeterred, Baram swung his shield in a wide arc, launching another small boulder at him.

Elias rushed forward, side-stepping the large stone with ease, and reached Baram in a blink. The latter was waiting for that and utilized another burst of stamina before slamming his foot down on the already ravaged arena.

The skill visibly drained him as Baram staggered for a moment before righting himself. As if defying gravity, sand and stone rose into the air from around where his foot landed.

Elias, being up close, was also launched upwards. Unlike Baram, he seemed to be prepared and quickly made his move. He rushed, not at his opponent, but to a mid-air boulder to the side.

The shield bearer struggled to follow the movement, just barely moving to face the speedster, yet Elias had jumped away already, now behind him.

Baram turned around as fast as he could, bringing up his shield in time to block the incoming strike. He would've succeeded if Elias was executing a simple move. Instead, the man sommersaulted above Baram.

Lev watched with his mouth ajar as his friend's swords moved in from the sides, completely bypassing the tower shield, and slid fluidly through the narrow gap between the Baram's armor and helmet.

Barriers sprang up to prevent the lethal injury before Baram was swiftly taken out of the arena.

"WHAT A PERFORMANCE! THINGS WERE LOOKING A BIT DICEY FOR ELIAS AT THE END BUT HE PULLED THROUGH SPECTACULARLY!"

I'm not sure if I can even face him in melee, let alone long enough to get a skill… Lev thought to himself, impressed as hell. To begin with, he could just barely match the swordsman's speed when going all out while imbuing his armor with lightning.

Negating that one advantage did absolutely nothing, though. Elias had two weapons compared to Lev's one, knew his way around the longsword like the back of his hand, had a wealth of experience fighting with them, and was taller with a greater reach.

The latter might not be strictly true, but with Lev's smaller stature and lack of skill and Skill, it wasn't false either.

He also pointedly ignored the nagging feeling of a pending skill. At any moment, he could stop denying The System's assistance and accept the self-taught mastery skill. Lev just wanted to reap the maximum benefits by accepting it after having pushed himself to the limit. If the theories were to be believed, it actually improved the gains per level, similar to the enchanting skills.

Well, it's not like I'll be able to go all out for long, Lev smiled, watching the contestants leave the arena. A single lapse in concentration, and those swords will tear me in two. That is assuming we both meet in the arena in the first place.

His musings were interrupted when an attendant entered the waiting room for contestants. Lev was currently alone in the small room, and he stood up to follow the attendant without being questioned.

"When's my turn?" Lev asked as they made their way to the arena's entrance.

"The round after this one, sir."

Rolling his eyes, Lev refrained from asking further questions not to be called sir again. He checked his equipment, finding it all in top shape. The skinsuit had yet to take even a little bit of damage.

Summoning Stargazer from his ring, he handed the storage artifact to the waiting Master. The crafter checked all his equipment once before scanning him from head to toe thoroughly. Not finding anything that shouldn't be there, he nodded at the attendant, declaring Lev ready to proceed.

Peering out of the entrance, the current round was between two hunters he didn't know about. One was a wind mage specializing in high-speed flight and precise attacks, whereas the other was an earth mage. Predictably, the round had devolved into both of them trying to snipe each other while defending against the counterattacks.

Lev paid half a mind to the round while thinking about his next steps. Once the tournament was done, there was a lot of work to be done on his skills and whatever rewards Drakys handed to him.

Like he had told the duke and Sherron, his main reasoning to solo delve platinum dungeons was to take his time before evolving. Rushing it wouldn't need more than six months by his estimates, but his team still wouldn't be ready to join him for a year or two.

Beyond that, his more immediate goals were learning the basics of how to utilize cores to power his barrier enchantments. Acquiring more runes would be a priority for spellcasting formations, whereas practicing crafting equipment would be the second task.

Crafting a bubble of his own for moving around wouldn't hurt either. Reducing travel times to hours instead of weeks would be a great boon.

But before all of that, he had some rewards to seize.
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  "THERE THEY ARE, LADIES AND GENTS. THE SECOND MOST ANTICIPATED ROUND OF THE DAY ABOUT IT START, PLEASE GIVE OUR COMPETITORS A BIG HAND!"

Lev took in the cheers and the pumped-up crowds, lost about if he was supposed to do something to further excite them. He wasn't some superstar used to such attention, however. The thought of putting up a good show mattered little as he reached his intended position.

"ON THE RIGHT SIDE, WE HAVE LILLIA, A MAGNIFICIENT SOLO HUNTER AND A SUPERB WATER ENHANCER. USING HER GREATSWORD AND ELEMENT, SHE HAS CARVED HER WAY TO THE PEAK OF GOLD RANK IN JUST FIVE YEARS!

"FACING HER, WE HAVE THE VICTOR OF THE MONSTER HUNT, THE BOY WHO TOOK THE HUNT LIKE A STORM-"

Lev naturally blocked out the rest. It was never going to get any easier to hear someone sing your praises.

Instead, he took in his opponent. Lillia was a short girl, only a few inches taller than Lev. With dark blue hair and perpetually mischievous eyes, she looked bubbly and ready to crack an untimely joke at any moment.

Unable to hold back a smile, Lev did a cursory scan of her gray metal armor and greatsword. Both of them were masterfully enchanted yet simple in design, allowing her maximum range of movement while protecting all vitals and not weighing her down.

It was quite the sight.

Lillia's smirk indicated that she knew exactly where Lev's gaze wanted to roam. It took considerable effort to simply stare at her face and keep his eyes there.

She shook her head a little and adopted a stance. Lev did the same with Stargazer, waiting for the round to start. Using skills was not allowed before that.

"3"

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Armor appeared around Lev as he quickly jumped back, narrowly dodging a thin water slash. With narrowed eyes, he spared a moment to notice how the attack cleanly cut through the sand behind him instead of landing explosively.

Dangerous. Can't allow a direct hit, or I'm gonna lose a limb.

There was no more time to plan. Lillia was upon him in a flash, swinging her sword in a controlled arc to bisect him. Stargazer met greatsword, just barely deflecting the attack enough for Lev to make more distance.

Enhancement formation was carved on his armor in the meantime. The moment it was finished, Lev channeled as much mana as he could into it while imbuing his armor with a large amount of lightning.

Instantly, his speed multiplied as the weak body underneath started taking small amounts of damage from the destructive mana. Small pulses of restoration mana dealt with most of it as Lev advanced.

Covering the distance in a blink, Lillia was taken by surprise as a straight thrust almost pierced her abdomen. Her sword blocked it in the nick of time, yet she didn't stagger like Lev had hoped.

The weight of her body, armor, and sword combined was enough to weather his light weapon's force. Lips pursed, Lev didn't let up and brought back Stargazer before thrusting again, all in a blink.

Again and again, Stargazer sought to impale the swordswoman. Her water enhancement easily withstood the onslaught, fluidly deflecting and blocking each strike.

Lev almost lost an arm when she sped up abruptly and counterattacked with a thrust of her own. Side-stepping in the nick of time, her greatsword cut through his armor with some struggle, scoring a thin red line on his left bicep.

The fighters disengaged after that. Lillia still had a small smile playing on her lips, whereas Lev's eyes were resigned. Just that short exchange was enough to realize something.

If even she can play with me like this, I could've never pushed Elias enough to force a skill unlock.

His lack of talent in melee combat was showing itself again. For days straight, he had practiced against both monsters and dummies, yet Lillia didn't even need to break a sweat to keep him at bay.

Granted, that entire time he had learned without guidance, but that should've been compensated by his sheer speed and mana. Without a doubt, he outdid Lillia in the speed department.

Or maybe she's still greatly holding back.

The suspicion took root like fangs sinking into a rabbit's neck. Within seconds, all previous delusions about being able to match the swordswoman vanished the more he thought about it.

Lev sighed and rolled his shoulders. With a small smile, not unlike Lillia's, he shook his head like she had earlier.

System, I accept the skill.

[

You have learned the General Skill: Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - Level 1:

Through patience and hard work, you have stayed firm on your chosen path and qualified for this skill. The System acknowledges your dedication and drive.

Control over movements when wielding a glaive is vastly improved. The skill will guide your steps, aiding your armor and physical capabilities to come together in a deadly dance while different mana types swirl to obey your whims.

]

With a deep breath to keep the excitement contained, Lev felt inwards for the skill. It immediately rose to the task, guiding him to an actual, proper stance.

Crouching, Stargazer was brought slightly above his right shoulder with its tip hovering just above ground before Lev pulled his arms back. The muscles compressed, coiled like a cobra ready to strike, and mana rushed into the glaive, setting it alight in a burst of flames.

Lillia's eyebrows rose, acutely feeling the change in Lev's confidence. Consequently, the small smile on her face transitioned into a full-blown grin, relaxed and self-assured.

Enhancement formation came alive again, and lightning was once again imbued, but the difference couldn't have been more apparent. Taking a single step, Lev flew forward, almost lopping off his opponent's head.

Lillia jerked back in shock, putting her greatsword in the way of Stargazer at the last possible moment. She recovered extremely quickly and immediately struck back.

The next clash went far differently than it would've a minute before. Calm and collected, Lev overloaded all his relevant skills and met her charge. Legs tensed and arms poised to the best of his ability, the deflected greatsword slid against the haft of Stargazer.

Just before it could reach his fingers, he took a step back and brought the butt of Stargazer forward. Lillia's hand rose to catch it but Lev didn't give her the chance, hurling it forward with the speed of a lightning bolt.

A metallic ping echoed throughout the arena as the stomach shot made the swordswoman keel over. Despite that, she righted herself in a less than a second. Lev noticed a large amount of mana enhancing her body after that, making him tense in preparation.

She's going all out now.

Lillia was on him in a blink, swinging her large sword around like a whirlwind of metal and sharpness. Each strike was a precursor for the next, constantly keeping Lev on his toes without giving him a chance to fight back.

Yet she couldn't land an attack on him either. Whenever she tried to aim lower, the haft of Stargazer blocked all attacks while giving Lev enough time to reposition. Swings were blocked and deflected much the same as the new skill let Lev bring out more of his physical and mental strength, both combining into far more total strength.

Half a minute later, the fighters disengaged again. Lillia looked slightly winded after that lengthy rush, but Lev looked to be on the brink of collapse. Sweat rolled down his brow as he heaved for breaths, doing his best to ignore the growing aches.

Healing mana constantly entered his body to heal the overtaxed muscles and shaken bones, yet the damage continued to mount. Where his armor was formless and easy to manipulate, his body was rigid and suffered from every clash of their weapons.

Not only that, his physical attributes were greatly lagging behind his mental and magical ones. The skill empowered his armor manipulation to an enormous degree, which made the weaker flesh and bone underneath suffer as it moved beyond intended speeds. It was like forcing a child to run faster than an adult. Their bodies could only handle so much.

Giving his head a firm shake, Lev straightened before holding Stargazer up. The fight was still ongoing, and he had no intention of losing. More than 80% of his mana still remained despite the extensive use, and he planned to use every last drop of it if need be.

As the internal damage was slowly patched up by the healing mana, both competitors met in the middle of the arena again. Stargazer shone bright, launching an overloaded lightning slash at an unsurprised Lillia.

Within moments, a transparent barrier formed in front of her to block the slash. If she thought such a flimsy construct could keep her safe however, then she was sorely mistaken.

The slash cleaved through it with contemptuous ease, almost frying the swordswoman on the spot. She pressed herself flat on the ground, letting the slash fly overhead, and quickly rolled to the right.

Stargazer landed where she was a moment before in a large explosion of fire and lightning, turning the sand around it into glass. With a gulp, she quickly stood up and charged.

Lev didn't allow her to gather momentum this time. With each contact of their weapons, a small chunk of fire mana detonated to disrupt her rhythm, forcing her to expend more mana on her enhancement.

A thin slash of water cut through another overloaded lightning slash, causing the latter to explode immediately and disrupt the former. Seeing her ranged attack so easily neutralized, she flared her enhancement more than she had ever before and prepared for one last assault.

With another large burst of lightning imbued into his armor, Lev made the first move. Like he had done earlier, Lev thrust Stargazer forward, targeting Lillia's torso. She deflected it easily enough before more and more thrusts aimed to skewer reached her

Lillia broke out of the patterned strikes quickly and swung her sword wide. Lev leaned far back in a hasty dodge, opening himself for retaliation. The swordswoman fell for the bait, triumphantly transitioning the swing into an overhead chop aiming to split the out-of-position Lev into two.

Belatedly, she realized Lev's calm gaze and the glaive circling in from the right on its own accord. Guided by Lev's mind, it was primed to pierce her neck before the greatsword could land on him.

Making a split-second decision, Lillia aborted her attack and changed the chop into a block. Stargazer clinked harmlessly against the large sword, letting Lev's fist, overloaded with lightning, directly impact her pretty face.

Before even a quarter of the destructive mana could be released, thick, durable barriers formed and pushed his fist away. Lillia vanished immediately after.

"AND WE HAVE OUR WINNER! HE HAS DONE IT AGAIN! LEV, THE BARRIER MAGE, HAS DEFEATED THE MIGHTY WATER ENHANCER LILLIA IN A BRAWL! JUST WHAT ELSE IS THIS HUNTER CAPABLE OF!?"

Now alone, Lev silently observed the empty sand in front of him. His brain took a while to process that he had actually won without resorting to his ranged attacks.

His armor vanished as a large amount of healing mana was channeled into his body, jolting Lev and causing him to let out a short laugh. The sound turned into a chuckle when he wiped his nose. His hand came back bloody, a sign of severe overuse of mental faculties.

Shaking his throbbing head, he kept the stream of healing mana suffusing his body and made his way back to the arena's entrance. The Master crafter nodded at him, and Lev returned it and handed him the bracelet.

The attendant who had summoned him to the royal booth before was already waiting for him. Lev nodded at her to take the lead while swallowing. Only now was he realizing just how badly his body was bruised and damaged inside as the coppery taste of blood registered.

I would take a healing potion if the restoration mana didn't require practice, Lev noted tiredly. A little more suffering for progressing my Mana Manipulation is also probably worth it.

Even if the skill had hit the level cap already, each bit of progress inched it closer to evolving. Lev was not going to miss out on some free advancement. There were also two notifications waiting for him.

[

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 2

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 3

]

Not bad at all.

Several minutes of healing and increasingly encompassing lethargy later, Lev reached the royal booth. Hakim and Drakys weren't present, which meant the room was occupied by Sherron, Duke Fabian, the princesses, and Isabella.

Lev bowed at the waist without speaking. He was quite sleepy all of a sudden.

"Rise," Katarina's voice reached him. Lev straightened and entered just as the illusion went up. His shoulders instantly slumped before he took his spot next to Sherron.

Lev groaned while rubbing his face. "Why the hell am I so tired?"

"You're still healing yourself," Lara replied, serious.

Oh right. Healing requires nutrients and all that.

The stream of healing mana was instantly cut off, renewing the wave of tiredness. Not giving into the temptation, Lev summoned bread and a bowl of soup to quickly slurp down.

"So, how'd I do?" He asked Sherron with a full mouth. Swallowing, he continued. "Fighting in that moment felt pretty badass but did it look as good?"

Sherron nodded with a slightly exasperated smile. "You did, especially with how your armor shone with my favorite element. Well done, and you're also an idiot. Don't overdo it like this again."

"Yeah, sure," Lev snorted. "Let me just ask life not to push me like that again. It will definitely listen."

He looked at his still bloody right hand from the earlier nosebleed. It was the first time his body had been pushed to such a degree, yet the pain and effort came with equal parts satisfaction. Fighting in melee was fun. It was just supremely difficult.

Or at least, it used to be. Lev and his new skill were going to go places.

"There was no life-threatening monster chasing you in the arena, was there?"

Lev shrugged. "Felt like it."

"You were fighting without a glaive skill all this time?" Isabella questioned, slowly coming to terms with what she had seen.

"Of course?" Lev gave her a funny look. "Did you think I had some terrible skill before?"

"Maybe," she replied, entirely unapologetic. "You wielded the glaive with the confidence of a skill bearer."

"I did have Mana Slash," Lev remarked, causing her to chuckle.

"Fair enough."

Nobody disturbed him as he finished his meal. Feeling slightly better, Lev cleared his throat and looked at Katarina.

"Your Highness," Lev began as a grin refused to be held back. "This humble-"

"Out with it, goldie."

Lev blinked. "Goldie?"

"Gold hunter," Katarina explained with a smug smile. "Not even a Master, tsk."

"The princess herself is discriminating against the hunters. We are so doomed."

She laughed. "Nothing so dramatic. It used to be quite common to form rivalries between teams early on so they could race with each other. All in good nature. Both the guilds and the people benefitted from the quickly cleared quests."

"…As I was saying, is there a trusted aura mage who can help me regenerate?"

"Way ahead of you," Sherron answered and waved her hand. The door opened to reveal a stern bald man. Muscular as he was, Lev was more impressed by his aura and large reserves of mana.

The man bowed to everyone present in the room one by one. "What service do you require of me, Exalted Sherron?"

Sherron replied in that official tone of hers. "Just your aura skill. Can you use it on this hunter here?" she motioned towards Lev.

Without warning, an incredibly potent skill enveloped Lev's soul. His mana regeneration skyrocketed in an instant, going from a small, tame stream to a wilder, roaring stream. By his estimates, his total regeneration time had been cut down to a third.

"Woah," Lev breathed out, equal parts uncomfortable and fascinated. "How huge is that bonus?"

The man looked at Sherron, who nodded. "It gives a maximum of 272% bonus to regeneration, depending on how much the receiver can handle."

"How much can I handle?"

"All of it."

Heh, Extraordinary Soul for the win.
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  "Marvelous skill," Lev remarked once the bald man left. "One of my future teammates is an aura mage, right?"

Sherron nodded, looking at the arena being restored to its original state. "Was your Wisdom supposed to be that high?"

"Yes?" Lev replied, confused. "It's at 525 currently."

That caused her to frown and look at him. Lev overrode her.

"No, I am not neglecting my other attributes. It's just that I put all my points from the dungeoneer title into it."

"You still are, but you do you. Just make sure to keep the future in mind."

Lev nodded slowly. "A lot of pain in store for me but at least I am not intentionally crippling myself."

"How is sacrificing your body not crippling yourself?" Sherron asked, having an inkling about his thought process already if her resigned eyes were any indication.

"Can't heal death because that's what lack of big mana reserves will cause."

The next two rounds passed in silence before Lev remembered something.

"Hey, I wanted to ask," he looked at Sherron. "How often do waves form randomly inside the outer wall?"

"Away from the population centers?" Sherron questioned, to which Lev nodded. "Pretty much never."

She had understood the deeper meaning the moment Lev asked the question. Everyone else except Isabella had, who just looked confused.

"Just my luck, then," Lev muttered, eyes on the round ongoing below. Aryan was currently battling a lightning mage.

The rogue ran circles around her without a problem. Two deep cuts were already visible on her arms from where Aryan had snuck in two ranged attacks, but the round was already set in stone.

Before landing even a single attack, the mage ran out of mana.

A few hours later, the first thirty-two matches came to an end.

**

I can face Viktor, Sabrina, Nina, Elias, Isabella, Aryan, and a few of the strongest in the next round, Lev thought to himself and got out of bed. The suns had risen a few hours ago, and the matches were going to start soon.

Soon enough, Lev was back in the gold waiting room. Thirty-two participants remained, and only time would tell who he would face.

He didn't have to wait for long before an attendant entered the waiting room.

"Hunter Lev," she called out. Without a word, Lev got up and followed. Waiting for him at the arena entrance was… Viktor.

"I had a hunch," Viktor sighed and shook his head.

Lev gave him a raised brow. "Giving up already?"

"Not really, but let's be realistic. You can easily take me out in a few of your lances, which you can also fire multiple at once. Not the brightest prospects waiting for me in the arena."

"Don't worry," Lev waved him off. "I'm going to focus on melee."

Viktor laughed. "I'm not sure if that is how I prefer to be defeated by a barrier mage but alright. Let's go."

While they both took their positions after being handed a bracelet, the commentator was managing the still-arriving crowds.

"Please check your seat numbers before sitting on any of them. Those who refuse to vacate someone else's seat will be thrown out without question."

Lev smiled to himself. Managing crowds seemed like a pain, regardless of what planet he was on. As he watched, a small argument broke out near the top rows. It lasted all of five seconds before two scary Master folks dragged everyone involved outside.

"NOW THEN! PLEASE GIVE A WARM WELCOME TO OUR FIRST COMPETITORS OF THE DAY, LEV AND VIKTOR LAMPART!"

The roar of approval from the crowd was a touch higher than the first day, and it made sense. Regardless of how easy things were for Lev, the tournament was both unique and monumental for everyone else.

"THIRTY-TWO COMPETITORS REMAIN, LADIES AND GENTS. THRICE, THEY WILL FACE EACH OTHER TODAY, LEAVING US WITH THE SEMIFINALE AND FINALE TOMORROW!"

Excuse me, what? Lev looked at the commentator visible high above, then at the royal booth. The remaining matches were to be spread over a week, no?

Judging by the confused whispers and turning heads, the people were just as confused as he was. The commentator tried to clear some of the confusion.

"Changes were made to the schedule yesterday due to technical difficulties. Rest assured, the tournament will go on unimpeded."

That does not explain anything, Lev squinted at the commentator's booth before shrugging. Management knew what they were doing, and if they needed to end this quickly, Lev was inclined to believe that they had some good reason.

He had an inkling about the cause anyway. It would be prudent to win now. Whatever rewards Drakys had promised, Lev might get a chance to practice them soon.

Two more minutes passed before everyone was seated, and the arena was quiet. The commentator dragged the silence for a bit longer before starting.

"NOW THAT EVERYTHING IS IN PLACE, LET US FOCUS ON THE MATCH AT HAND. ON THE LEFT, WE HAVE LEV, ONE OF THE MOST PROMISING MAGES OF THE GENERATION!

OPPOSING HIM, WE HAVE VIKTOR, A STALWART WARRIOR WHO NOT ONLY SHOWED AN IMPRESSIVE PERFORMANCE DURING THE HUNT, BUT IS ALSO THE VANGUARD OF A RADIANT TEAM!"

The praises went on for a bit longer before the match started. Both of them stared each other down, one holding Stargazer in a crouched stance and the other in a forward shield and axe stance.

"3"

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Lev jumped back, easily covering an impressive three meters in that leap as the armor formed around him. Viktor didn't spare an instant and threw his axe at him.

Barrier armor finished covering him in the nick of time, letting Lev just barely fly out of the way. The thrown weapon crashed behind him in an explosion of sand and stone. A second later, it glowed with power before it flew back into Viktor's waiting hand.

That is such a cool enchantment, Lev thought with his mouth slightly ajar as the enhancement formation finished carving on the armor.

He could've interfered with the weapon recall but what would've been the fun in that?

Earth mana imbued Stargazer in large amounts, instantly increasing its weight severalfold while decreasing its sharpness. Lev didn't need that for the fight.

The competitors rushed forward at the same time. Stargazer rose to block the descending axe and was thrown back from the sheer impact. Viktor's shield followed, and Lev's earth mana imbued punch met its charge.

Perhaps testing his limits was not wise during a tournament. Lev was learning that as his arm almost cracked from the dumb move, requiring him to waste a lot of mana on healing the damaged limb.

It was bad enough that Viktor just stopped and stared at him, dumbfounded. He shook his head before crouching slightly, ready to clash again whenever Lev was.

Lesson learnt, Lev grinned and rolled his shoulders. If one avenue of testing the limits failed, he just had to change his approach.

Lightning imbued his armor as Lev sprinted directly at his opponent, Stargazer primed to skewer. Viktor didn't take any chances, flaring his own body enhancement at full strength and stepping forward.

Shield was swung to bash away the glaive, and Viktor had to immediately change his focus when earth mana solidified into a crescent attack. Both swift and extremely heavy, the slash reached the shield in a blink with a revebrating gong, launching the unprepared Viktor across the arena.

Keeping a tight grip on his weapons, the nimble warrior immediately rolled away after landing. Several lightning arrows impacted where he was a moment before, and Lev could see the moment he got truly serious.

His eyes widened when the axe was thrown again, this time with far more speed and strength. Quickly darting out of the way, he had just turned to his opponent when a thick, black shield hit him head-on.

Stargazer flew out of his hands as he saw stars. Disoriented, Lev controlled his flight and flew up to create distance.

Four barrier shields formed where he could feel Viktor's mana through his mana perception, just in time to block another throw. Two of them shattered to block that weapon, and Lev couldn't do anything before it flew back into a waiting hand.

Damn, I wasn't expecting him to be that strong. Can't take this lightly anymore.

Both of the hunters stared at each other for a few seconds before Lev flew down. The healing mana and its associated costs kept coming back to his mind. The fight with Lillia had shown him just how taxing utilizing his armor at full strength was on his body, but he couldn't see another way.

Lev stopped holding back, channeling a large, continuous stream of lightning mana into his armor and a similar amount of earth mana into Stargazer. Viktor was on him the moment he took a stance, swinging his axe in a predictable swing to test Lev's new strength.

Stargazer clashed with the axe far faster than even Lev expected, releasing a small cloud of lightning on impact. Viktor jerked back, slightly stunned, and Lev didn't miss the opening.

Kicking the shield slightly farther away, Lev sent another small chunk of lightning into the metal shield before bringing Stargazer in for an overhead swing. Viktor side-stepped and tried to retaliate, only for a barrier shield to block the path of his axe before he could even move it.

Not giving up the opportunity, Lev launched an earth slash point blank, almost taking his opponent out of the fight. Viktor's shield moved to block it in the nick of time, opening him up to a straight thrust from Stargazer.

Metal creaked under the glaive's force, amplified further by its vastly increased weight. Viktor staggered from the loud impact, still holding tightly onto his tools, and struck back like lightning.

A kick with the might of a landslide landed on Lev's midsection, making him double over despite wearing two pieces for protection. Shields formed, arrayed in front of him, yet the approaching shield bash shattered them with laughable ease before hitting Lev straight-on.

Barrier armor shattered before it impacted Lev's arms, crossed at the last moment, breaking the bones in both of them and catapulting him. Grunting in pain, Lev hastily reformed his armor and flew up, dodging the thrown axe and reassessing the situation.

Both arms broken and four ribs cracked…. dude hits like a fucking truck.

"Fine, you win on this front." Lev snorted before letting loose for the first time.

Above him, arrows came into being. First a few, then a dozen. Before long, nearly a hundred projectiles were flying over the arena, suspended by a single hunter's will.

Fire mana constantly filled them up, infusing them until they each could kill a level 150 monster. The casual display of might silenced all the spectators, before they all erupted in a cacophony of approval and excitement.

"Do you surrender?"

Viktor didn't reply and instantly backtracked, creating distance between them. Maybe he hoped a larger time to react to the arrows would help him, but he was sorely mistaken.

The first wave blanketed the arena in a blanket of fire, searing a large portion of the sand into glass. Viktor remained standing despite that, hiding behind his shield and minimizing the damage. Both the extremities of his armor and much of his shield was charred black, but the man continued to stand defiant.

Could've at least made this easier for me, Lev sighed and formed lances instead, filling them with a fifth of his mana. Like comets, each of them descended in a huge blast. Viktor was taken out after just the second attack.

All the while, the crowd cheered at the top of their lungs.

Ignoring the boisterous commentary, Lev quickly made his way out of the arena. Viktor was in the entrance hallway, being healed by someone he didn't know, out of sight of the spectators.

"You alright?" Lev asked when Viktor noticed him.

"Yeah…" the injured man breathed out. "The physical damage will heal quickly, but the bruised pride will take a while."

Lev slowed his walk, trying not to show any negative reaction at that. He didn't succeed.

"Don't give me that look," Viktor said with a somewhat forced smirk before it eased into a genuine smile. "Believe it or not, I'm more happy than anything that you're so strong. The loss was guaranteed when we decided to register knowing you were participating."

Lev tilted his head a little. "I'm getting mixed signals."

"What I'm saying is..." Viktor took a deep breath to center his thoughts. "I don't particularly mind being humbled like this. Elias, however, will be different. His head has been getting bigger and bigger since the Monster Hunt, so make sure to knock him down a peg or three. Can't have an overconfident leader, even if it will hurt his pride far more than mine."

Several times, Lev opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. Eventually, he decided on a single question.

"Should I make it quick?"

"Opposite," Viktor replied. "I know you could've done far more in melee if it wasn't so demanding on your body. This is an extremely selfish request, but if you can, bear the pain and defeat him up close."

The meaning of the request wasn't lost on Lev. If he, a barrier mage, defeated that talented and capable swordsman in close range, it would be an unheard of achievement. Not only that, Elias would also hopefully take it for the better.

He really ought to, otherwise, Lev might end up ruining the relationship between Elias and Viktor.

"… I don't think this is a good idea," Lev eventually voiced, not liking the sound of the request even a little bit. Yet, he was willing to do it if it meant indirectly keeping his friends alive for longer. Elias' decisions would affect his entire team, and the results of overconfidence didn't need to be mentioned.

Friends, huh?

"Let me deal with the fallout if it doesn't go well." Viktor somberly glanced at him. "We both know it's for the best."

Lev was about to reply when an attendant entered the hallway. Knowing what she was here for, Lev and Viktor shared a meaningful nod before the former made his way to the royal booth.

  

    
        Chapter 97

    
    
    
    
  The royal booth was almost empty. Only Katarina was lazily lounging on her throne. Hakim, Sherron, and Duke Fabian were nowhere to be seen.

"Is it that bad?" Lev asked, massaging his arms. They had been healed in a long, painful minute, yet the phantom pain still persisted.

"That depends on what you consider bad," the princess answered. "How are your arms? Make sure to eat something."

"I mean, literally nobody is here. Hell, even the aura mage is absent. Don't I have another match in a few hours? They're fine, just itchy."

"He's waiting in another room, don't worry. Sherron is currently doing rounds around the outer walls, whereas Hakim is manning the ravine. Fabian is doing his own thing somewhere."

"That does sound bad. What about Drakys?"

"He's the one taking competitors out of the arena after every match."

Lev ahh'd. "Oh, it's him? I thought the bracelets had something to do with the losers vanishing."

Katarina nodded before continuing. "What do you know about the storm?"

"Lethal for everyone without exception."

"Yes, but with the storm comes a different type of calamity. Mana levels rise quite a bit, and strong monsters start spawning way more consistently."

"That's news to me," Lev scratched his chin. "How long till the storm approaches?"

"No clue," Katarina shrugged.

"Don't we have diviners for this sort of thing?"

"Yet, we still have no idea what the storm actually is," she countered. "It's not even close to natural and completely nullifies any attempts at divining its origins. If anything, doing so only makes it circle back quicker."

Only makes it circle back quicker… the words echoed in Lev's head, raising his hackles. The storm is actually alive?

Katarina was able to guess Lev's thoughts from his paling face. "Rumors always have a grain of truth hidden inside. We let the ones about the storm behaving like a living being spread so nobody in their right mind would ever take it lightly."

"But… why can't we predict the timing?" Lev asked incredulously. "Surely Mara can."

"Diviners are not all-powerful, Lev. By all metrics, Mara should have died instantly in the ship. But she didn't," she answered and stared directly into his eyes, letting him see how grave and resigned they were.

"Our most powerful diviner only saw what she was allowed to see, and that alone pushed her to Exalted."

**

Having only used a quarter of his mana against Viktor, Lev's mana pool reached 90% in a short time with the aura mage's skill. Down below, rounds passed one after another.

Predictably, Elias, Isabella, Aryan, and several other fan-favorites won without too much trouble. Daniel, Luke, and Nina were amongst them.

Nearly three hours later, Lev was once again making his way to the arena with a full pool. For whatever reason, he was the first to face someone in the ring again.

At the entrance, a familiar face was currently waiting for him. Ron's lips were pursed, and his eyes were resigned.

"Do you think fate is a thing?" the sad acid mage questioned.

Lev tilted his head, not expecting the random question. "I think so. Too many possibilities in the universe for something not to keep track of them."

"That was more thoughtful than I was expecting," Ron mused with a slow blink. "What happened to all these 'possibilities' when it came to choosing my opponent?"

"Don't know," Lev chuckled. "Luck is weird like that. Come on, the round is about to start."

Putting on their bracelets, the competitors were subjected to the commentator's boisterous voice. Just like before, he was hyping up the crowds like there would be no tomorrow.

"THESE CONTESTANTS NEED NO INTRODUCTION, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN. IN THE FIRST POSITION, WE HAVE RON! A MASTERFUL ACID CONJURER AND MANIPULATOR! NOT ONLY HAS HE CLAWED HIS WAY OUT OF THE LOSER'S BRACKET, HE NOW STANDS IN THE ARENA AS ONE OF THE BEST HUNTERS OF HIS GENERATION!"

Lev observed Ron's reaction, noting how calm the hunter seemed. None of the previous downer attitude or uneasiness was present on his face. Lev didn't say anything either, not intending to disrespect that resolve.

"FACING HIM IS LEV, THE BARRIER MAGE! THE BOY WHO HAS SURPRISED US AGAIN AND AGAIN WITH HIS DIVERSE SET OF ABILITIES AND SHEER MAGICAL PROWESS. PLEASE GIVE THEM BOTH A WARM HAND!"

I do have quite a few abilities compared to the average Adept, hmm.

That would change with the next evolution. Most classes saw a stark increase in the aspects they focused on, letting warriors and mages do more with the same number of skills.

Lev's evolution was probably going to be tame in comparison. If his class followed the usual barrier mage patterns, he would see bonuses to aspects like sharpness, which he had lost previously, and more resilience for his barriers. Even if it didn't sound like much, the results would be amazing when paired with his improved Class Benefits.

"3"

Lev raised Stargazer in a defensive stance.

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Immediately, barrier armor covered him, carrying him backward as fast as it could. Shields formed in front of him, poised to block the approaching dark green acid bolts.

Lev had to abort carving the enhancement formation temporarily when his shields were pierced as if they were made of paper, forcing him to desperately weave between the projectiles.

More shields formed and were hastily enchanted, blocking attacks at the cost of shattering. Enhancement formation finished and came alive just as a veritable tide of acid rose in front of Ron, launched at Lev instantly.

That thing will fucking disintegrate me, Lev noted just as time slowed down, surprising him immensely. His head snapped up, noticing too late the ball of acid about to splash on him, hidden expertly behind the barrage.

Lev stopped holding back as a huge chunk of his mana vanished at once, crippling both of his arms to channel it. Lightning roared out of the skinsuit, stressing its enchantments for the first time, and streamed into both his armor and Stargazer.

A huge chunk was immediately injected and imbued into his armor as Lev ran his enhancement at full power. Using all his mental might, he dragged himself to the right, just barely escaping the ball of acid that tried to follow him.

Lightning continued to infuse Stargazer all the while. When Lev determined he was safe, he transitioned the dash into an attack. Spinning mid-air to bring Stargazer around in a wide arc, his mind strained to shape all the destructive mana in its blade into a slash.

Lev's will and lightning battled for supremacy, and he was able to subjugate most of it in a blink. Just as the extremely slowed moment came to an end, more than a tenth of his pool was released in the strongest mana slash he had ever launched.

The approaching tide of acid was cleaved apart by the mere passing of the attack. Behind the wall of disintegrating fluid, Ron's eyes slowly widened in dreadful surprise as the overloaded attack flew directly at him.

Drakys didn't take any chances and pulled Ron out long before the attack could land, signifying the end of the round as the tide of acid collapsed immediately. The lightning slash landed on the ground with a giant shockwave as it sent tremors throughout the whole arena, exploding in brilliant red and orange with hints of blue deep inside.

Holy shit, Lev took some steadying breaths to calm his wildly beating heart. I could have potentially died if I didn't have Superior Senses.

The Perception of an Exalted likely matched or outclassed his slowed state, but thoughts tended to be irrational. His barrier armor would've been eaten through in a blink, and the acid would've melted through his skull.

The commentary went in one ear and out the other. Lev was quite rattled by the sudden triggering of his passive skill. The whole experience cut through his inflating ego like a bolt of lightning shearing through paper.

Ron was nowhere to be seen once he returned the bracelet and made his way to the gold waiting area. No attendant had asked him to go to the royal booth, so he took a spot in the corner of one of the rooms.

Notifications were waiting for him.

[

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 4

]

That one was from his duel with Viktor.

[

[

Mana Slash has evolved into Crescent Decimation.

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 1:

Channel destructive mana types into a devastating slash, capable of splitting apart both lakes and hills alike with its sturdy form and unrelenting sharpness.

2nd Rank: The speed of the projectile is further augmented, increasing its penetration power by 20%.

]

Crescent Decimation has reached 2nd Level 2

]

I wasn't even aiming for that, Lev chuckled and brought up his status.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 190

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps IV, Daring Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I

Attributes:

Strength: 125

Dexterity: 125

Constitution: 350

Intelligence: 430

Wisdom: 525

Perception: 350

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 2

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 3

Colorful Destruction - 3rd Level 3

Barrier Armor - 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses - 3rd Level 4

Rapid Infusion - 3rd Level 2

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 3

Mage Conduit - 3rd Level 4

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 8

Wanderer's Repository - Level 3

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 2

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - Level 4

]

Befitting a combat class, the third-rank skills hadn't budged at all. The more one advanced on the path of combat, the harder it became for the skills to level outside of life or death situations.

His glaive mastery skill was also progressing nicely. Like Mana Manipulation and Mana Perception, it was meant to be evolved several times. However, unlike those, the effort required was exponentially greater. Lev estimated that he wouldn't see any evolutions for at least a decade.

Less if life forced him to improve quickly. The possibility was real.

Four other general skills had hit the cap, which he couldn't do anything about. Mana Manipulation was going to need some intense practice sessions he simply couldn't partake in before Master. Arcane Archery was just there; Lev had no clue what to do with it except force an evolution in a certain direction.

Aerial Maneuvers and Mana Perception were going to evolve naturally on their own as Lev accumulated combat experience and increased his familiarity.

"Hunter Lev," the same attendant entered after an hour and called out. Seeing him get up, she briskly marched to the royal booth before excusing herself.

Sherron was back inside, looking no different than before. Only she and Katarina were present.

"How'd it feel?" Sherron instantly decided to poke fun at him.

Lev sighed and sat down next to her. "If it were a real fight, I would've blown him to orbit from two kilometers away."

"But it wasn't," she countered. "You almost got knocked out by in should've been the easiest matchup."

"Yeah." Lev looked at her with narrowed eyes. "So what?"

"Oh, come on. You're supposed to be all hissy like a kitten."

"Since when have I acted like that?" Lev questioned incredulously. "I even consider myself a level-headed person."

"Usually, yes. But you looked pretty pissed off down there," Sherron pointed out.

"Pissed off?" Lev thought out loud. "I wasn't angry, though? More surprised and actually excited about the turn of events."

Katarina hmm'd. "Excited? I would call that expression extremely focused."

… How am I supposed to know what kind of face I was making?

"Surely I wasn't stone-faced like you both are implying."

Their silence was answer enough. Lev scratched the back of his head, resolving to keep track of his expression the next time. He would likely forget about it, anyway.

"Forget that; who remains?"

"Only seven that can also give you a challenge," Sherron replied. "Isabella, Elias, Maro, Aryan, Nina, Daniel, and Luke. Were you not watching?"

"I might've gotten lost in planning my future steps, which also involved whatever the hell is going on. How's the situation looking outside?"

He wasn't expecting her to chuckle. "Worried about returning to Windkeep?" Lev nodded at her question. "Don't worry, Drakys or I will drop you off."

"That doesn't answer my question," Lev frowned.

"What is there to answer?" Sherron questioned back. "There will be an increase in monster activity before we all retreat deep underground."

Lev had to settle for that, even if it rankled his spirit a little. That was a new level of helplessness if an entire race had to flee and hope for the best.

"Shouldn't you be empowered by the storm or something?" he changed the subject. "Your class feels like it would fit such criteria."

"I actually am," Lev perked up at the reply. "Too bad fleeing for my life was the only time I could test it."

They both fell silent after that.

"Sorry," Lev spoke in a low voice. Sherron didn't reply with words, only ruffling his hair to show that she didn't mind.
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  "THESE COMPETITORS NEED NOT ANY INTRODUCTIONS! ON THE LEFT, WE HAVE LEV, THE BARRIER MAGE. VERSUS HIM, WE HAVE DANIEL, A WARRIOR WHO HAS STEADILY CARVED THEIR WAY TO THE QUARTERFINALS!"

Lev readied Stargazer as Daniel held up his single longsword. The man was focused on pure speed and aggression, not unlike Elias. The main difference was that instead of completely specializing in speed, Daniel hit just as hard as he was deft.

"3"

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Barrier armor formed around Lev leisurely as Daniel didn't move, giving him the time to prepare. Lev appreciated the gesture even if it only put the opponent at a greater disadvantage.

Enhancement formation was carved, and the moment Lev sent mana into it, Daniel blasted forward. Faster than the wind, his longsword was aimed to stab Lev's midsection, and he barely brought Stargazer in the way to deflect it.

It was an obvious move, one Daniel was fully expecting. His knee followed, almost breaking Lev's armor and sending him flying back. Not wasting a moment, Daniel was on him before Lev could even hit the ground, forced to dodge as Lev released a slash point-blank.

Lightning seared and exploded the sand in a straight line as the attack missed. Both the fighters paused, reassessing.

Surprisingly weaker than Viktor, Lev summarized after the brief exchange. The same knee attack from Viktor would've shattered his armor, especially because Lev wasn't using the durability rune.

Rolling his shoulders, Lev imbued a metric ton of lightning into his armor before making the first move. Daniel countered the first thrust easily and closed the distance further, denying Lev the advantage of range.

His longsword blurred forward like a snake, aimed to pierce his neck. Turning at the last moment, it scored a thin line across Lev's shoulder, letting him throw a kick at Daniel's stomach.

A right hand grabbed his leg before it could do any harm while locking him in an awkward position. Lev tried to pry it out, but the warrior's strength was too much for him to wrestle out of.

Daniel headbutted him before he could do anything else, causing him to see stars. In the meantime, a chunk of lightning leapt out of his armor, jolting Daniel enough to make him loosen his grip.

Lev darted back and formed four arrows. They were filled in a blink before flying at the prepared warrior. Two of them were taken out by a well-aimed mana slash, whereas the rest were dodged just as Lev reached him.

Daniel had to immediately defend himself against Stargazer. Unlike before, Lev didn't let the opponent come closer even as he lost every exchange in a few moves. More lightning streamed into the glaive, releasing a concentrated cloud of lightning that forced Daniel to backtrack despite being the superior melee fighter

The clash continued for a full minute as Lev didn't give the fighter any opportunities. He was waiting for both Daniel's general skills and active class skills, but the man was strangely reluctant to bring them out.

Firing a large crescent slash, Lev dashed back to reconsider the whole fight.

He has an active enhancement for both sword and body, which accounts for two actives. The Mana Slash was a general skill, so where are the rest?

Daniel wasn't deterred by the random pause. He rushed in and had to immediately sidestep a long lance that landed in front of him.

Up above, the air was slowly filled with dozens of unfilled lances. Like Lev's opponents before, Daniel immediately created distance to have a better chance at dodging the fast projectiles.

With a single nudge, tens of lances were fired over a few seconds. Daniel bobbed and weaved, expertly avoiding most of them while deflecting all those he couldn't. All the while, Lev was starting to realize that maybe the man had active skills similar to his own, without any actual active parts.

So… he's just that much weaker than Viktor? Lev concluded, slightly disappointed. His friend had at least immediately overwhelmed him.

Mana Barrier was pulled out, too. The skill was decently leveled, maybe at the end of 2nd rank or perhaps at the beginning of a new evolution. Each barrier blocked at least two lances before shattering, yet the barrage continued the same.

Lev's mana dwindled at a snail's pace. Without infusion, he could keep throwing lances at the enemy for an hour straight.

Shaking his head, all the remaining lances were dismissed. Lev took a deep breath and pulled out all the stops. His body was going to suffer greatly, but he needed to test the limits before facing Elias.

Lightning rushed into his armor in far greater quantities than before. Lev's speed rose exponentially, and his mind strained to just keep the imbued mana at bay. Walking itself became a much harder task, especially with the enhancement formation running at full throttle.

If Daniel was not holding back before, Lev now completely outclassed him in speed.

Lev moved, appearing in front of his opponent in a blink as a large swath of sand was raised from his passing. Stargazer was swung from maximum range, and Daniel's longsword was primed just in time to block the attack.

This time however, he was launched sideways from the sheer force of the swing. Speed was a type of power in itself, and Lev was not holding back.

Joints creaking and muscles tearing under the tremendous duress, Lev rushed his opponent. Every strike caused a small shockwave from the collision, throwing Daniel back each time.

Still, Lev couldn't find an opportunity to put an end to the fight. As more healing mana entered his body to counteract the mounting damage, Lev's mind felt as if it was on fire while he channeled earth mana into Stargazer during the constant assault.

Once a large amount had infused her, Lev tested his new skill with a lot of mana for the first time. Light brown mana solidified in a half-moon shape as Stargazer was swung vertically. In an instant, the slash formed and was launched at the longsword that moved with surprising agility to block the attack.

Barriers formed to slow down the crescent slash, but they weren't worth a mention with how easily they were cleaved in two.

For a brief instant, Lev got to see Daniel's longsword bend under the earth slash before Drakys pulled both the weapon and the wielder out of the arena, announcing Lev's victory.

The crowd roared in approval as Lev took deep breaths. Pain coursed through his entire body from the overexertion and shocks from erratic lightning imbuement. Controlling all that amount was too much for him right now, yet he had only made it worse for himself by adding earth mana into the mix. In the end, it all worked out in a spectacular fashion that left no room for doubts about just how deadly Crescent Decimation was.

All in all, Lev was more than happy with the new skill as he dragged his feet to the waiting room.

**

"There you are," Viktor's voice reached Lev when he exited the arena building. "What took so long?"

"Healing," Lev curtly replied, not wanting to reveal too much in front of all the people present. Elias, Isabella, and Aryan were the semi-final participants and were standing on the side. Unsurprisingly, the silence between them was somewhat tense.

Nina, Sabrina, Daniel, Luke, and unexpectedly, Ron were also present, as was the rest of Elias' team.

"What's the occasion?" Lev asked after taking in everyone's casual clothing.

"Hmm," Elias peered around. "Well, we wanted to take you to an exhibition, but there were more people waiting for you."

"I suppose we can all go shopping together while we're at it," Lev said with a smile.

"You guys can go; I have somewhere to be." Aryan waved them off before vanishing in a puff of shadow mana.

"… That's that," Lev chuckled. He summoned two barrier dinner plates in front of him, before a bowl of soup and a small loaf of bread appeared atop them.

Under the surprised gazes of everyone present, Lev dipped the soft bread in the soup before leisurely taking a bite.

"What?" he questioned after swallowing. "I'm ravenous after all that healing."

"Weren't we supposed to go shopping?" Isabella questioned. To answer her, Lev simply started moving towards the merchant's district. The food plates followed, which answered that question as everyone fell in line with him.

Ron ended up being the closest. The acid mage was hesitating to speak, so Lev initiated the conversation.

"Out of everyone, you gave me the toughest fight," Lev glanced at him. "You're one hell of a mage."

"Thank you," Ron replied, finding his bearings. "I just wanted to apologize about running off like that. Don't want to send the wrong message, you know?"

Now Lev was the one struggling to find words. "I… understand how it could be disheartening to face me."

Ron nodded, though he was grinning. "Feels hopeless, especially when standing in front of such a strong attack you casually sent my way. For a moment, death seemed nothing but certain."

Lev winced. "Same, but with that blob of acid. If I didn't have my Perception passive, you would've won."

"I was certain that I had you," Ron said, shaking his head. "It was a good fight, regardless."

They both lapsed into silence as they walked. Everyone else was walking in front of them, far enough to not eavesdrop.

"Got to go now," Ron looked at Lev. "Sorry. I just wanted to get that off my shoulders before leaving. The caravan leaves in an hour."

"Oh, where to?"

"Timberhold to take some time off. Good luck with the finals!" Ron called out as he left.

Lev almost said 'you too' but shut up in time, settling for nodding at the acid mage. Ten seconds later, Lev was walking along with the rest of the company.

"Sent off your lov-" Isabella started, shutting up as a barrier hand formed and flicked her forehead. "What was that about?"

"Nothing that concerns you," Lev simply answered. "So, why're you here?"

"No particular reason," she shrugged. "I had free time and thought I'd get to know you better. That room felt somewhat suffocating to talk freely in."

Or maybe you just didn't want to talk to me in front of your father, Lev filled in the gaps. Thus enlightened, he looked at Daniel, Luke, and Nina. The question was asked through a single raised eyebrow.

"… Are you alright?" Daniel asked, genuine concern in his voice.

Everyone had stopped in their tracks in the middle of the road. Isabella had even summoned a sound ward.

"What do you mean?" Lev questioned back, hoping his fears wouldn't turn out to be true.

"We will not push it if you don't want us to, but you were bleeding from your eyes, nose, and ears. You didn't seem entirely… present by the end, either," Nina explained, staring into his eyes.

Lev wanted to deny it immediately. He? Suffering? It sounded outlandish.

Yet the words got stuck in his throat. The truth was that fighting at such intensity hurt more than a little bit. His body was significantly damaged every time he used a large amount of mana, and his mind struggled to keep up with the physical movements and manipulation. From the very start, there were no muscles or joints to guide Lev's armor. All the burden was placed on his mental faculties.

"It's good training." Lev eventually looked away. It was embarrassing how quickly he had been seen through.

He wasn't lying either. Lev was more worried about his mental state than anyone else. Every time he had felt pressured or down, he hadn't hesitated to talk to someone.

The pain brought about by combat was not leaving any noticeable lasting impacts on his mind. Sure, the torment was all-encompassing by the end of the fight, but it healed swiftly and served as a reminder of how much he had progressed in a short time. He would still take a break after this, though.

Like a normal, mundane human, Lev could feel his body becoming ever so slightly more flexible after each such exertion. The pain was not going to waste.

"If you say so," Luke conceded, though still somewhat suspicious.

Lev grinned. "Worry not, I can just go hug The Galvanic Sniper whenever I want."

More shock and awe followed as Lev finished his meal in silence. It felt good to throw around the name of the Exalted for such silly reasons.

Isabella sighed. "Done flexing?"

"Let's go," Lev replied while nodding happily. "You can do the same, no?"

"Me and Lady Sherron aren't that close," Isabella shook her head. "It still amazes me how casually you tread around her."

Lev wasn't sure what exactly to say to that. He was not willing to risk calling Sherron soft and kind in public when her reputation was that of an angry storm.

"… Comes with time," Lev sagely nodded. Better off not taking any chances.

Surprisingly, nobody questioned that. It seemed they weren't comfortable with discussing one of the strongest humans to ever exist, which was fair.

They chatted about mundane things while walking to the merchants district. Lev got to learn why Daniel and Luke both had so few skills.

Their active skills, just like Lev's, were focused on single aspects. Consequently, they provided fantastic boosts despite the limited scope.

Luke and Daniel were a blacksmith and woodworker, respectively, and both of those professions used up all of their general skill slots. Several extension skills were required to form a good base, and they were fine with the trade. Their team covered the weaknesses expertly.

"What exactly are we looking for?" Lev asked as the girls decided to enter a clothing shop. The store was clearly meant for females, leaving everyone else to wait.

"They'll be back soon," Viktor answered. "There's an exhibition of epic items in the Dawn Emporium. Surely you're interested?"

Lev was far more than just interested. Epic items were the next rank above Rare, yet the difference was like night and day. It wouldn't be false to say that only the strongest of Masters and the Exalted had full sets of epic items.

Judging by everyone else's expressions, they weren't happy with the small delay but nobody really minded either. They had an entire free night to spend.
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  The girls returned after ten minutes, during which Lev was almost vibrating. He had deliberately ignored all things crafting so far as to not get sidetracked in his quest to reach Master, but this opportunity was too good to pass up.

They had to slow down as the crowds grew dense near the emporium. No doubt everyone wanted to see those items, which was only a little annoying. Lev calmed his excited mind and fell in line with everyone else.

Half an hour later, Lev and company reached the gates of the exhibition building. Unlike what he was expecting, Lev was met with porcelain floor and matching ivory lights, painting the interior in magnificent hues.

"I'll be damned," Lisa breathed out. "Didn't think it would be this big."

The guards at the large doors had made sure that no more than fifty people were inside the large building at once, which meant that they could comfortably browse all the collection in the allotted hour.

With a silent agreement, they all instantly made their way to the epic items.

At the end of the large hall was a simple yet tallglass case. No signs of enchantments or any other protections were visible or detectable, which was genuinely terrifying for Lev. The sheer expertise required to manage that was bound to be mind-boggling.

Five items were neatly arranged on cushions, arrayed in an obvious hierarchy based on their height.

Tuning out the rest of the world, Lev focused his all on the lowest item, saving the best for the last.

Identify was cast, which returned… nothing. The item was apparently enchanted to ward off such skills. It would be irksome if the skill wasn't unnecessary to begin with. Lev just wanted to know if it had some grand description.

Finding out about the qualities of the magnificent pair of shortswords was trivial. The enchantments practically jumped out to him, announcing their purpose in all their sublime and terrifying grace.

Both of the swords were enchanted to act as a single unit, meaning the enchantments were shared throughout their blades. The first and most obvious was the channeling of wind mana, one that not only formed an extremely sharp blade along the edges, but also aided with any and all wind spells.

The second enchantment that stood out was the utter lethality of the metal swords. Just by looking at their edges, Lev's mind couldn't help but conjure the image of the swords passing through his armor as if it didn't exist. Whoever had made the blades had outdone themselves.

Lastly, the third noticeable enchantment was focused on both weapon durability and speed. Wind mana not only made them faster, it also made them tougher. How that was possible, Lev had no idea. His own glaive was a masterpiece like that, too.

This was the fifth item… Lev took a deep, shuddering breath, and moved on to the item placed on the other corner, slightly above the short swords.

On the fourth spot was a tower shield. It was made of some metal entirely white in color, or perhaps that wasn't even metal. Identify didn't return anything for it either.

The first enchantment that stood out was something Lev had never seen before. It was an incredibly potent durability enchantment, but what truly made it stand out was that it operated on stamina.

As far as Lev knew, stamina was only usable for skills granted by The System. Yet this crafter had managed to do exactly that. It was an admirable piece of equipment, even if all the enchantments were cloaked enough to not see anything beyond the glimpse of their purpose.

There were only two enchantments, with the second being an incredibly intricate weight adjustment. The shield could be configured to weigh more than a large boulder instantly, which instantly raised the value of the previous enchantment severalfold too. Combined, the enchantments turned the shield into a perfect weapon, as well. It was already lethal before, but they turned it into something truly insidious.

For the third, Lev beheld a gauntlet. His excitement spiked when he realized the item was not meant for combat, but for crafting.

Seven gems were embedded on the gauntlet, reminding him of an item from Earth. Each shone with a different type of mana, making Lev squint when he couldn't identify them under the glass case. Identify actually revealed something.

[

Shaper of Destiny - Epic - Arcane:

Enchantments: Minor Shadow Control, Minor Light Control, Lightning Control, Pure Mana Control, Greater Fire Manipulation, Greater Water Manipulation, Arcane Focus.

]

Light and Shadow mana… with an arcane focus…. on a fucking item!? Lev blinked slowly, utterly gobsmacked. Weren't those two supposed to be some super high level mana types?

Arcane focus was a well known passive skill found in arcane classes. For someone to convert that into an enchantment and put it on such a potent item was… amazing. Lev was a fan. Furthermore, the Arcane modifier was also a mark of excellence. It only appeared for items that focused on magical abilities and possessed a decent level of strength for their rarity.

Several minutes of ogling later, he moved on to the second last item. Due to its nature, the item was actually displayed on an armor stand, with the base slightly below ground to keep the height low enough for it to only be at second place.

The powered armor looked straight out of a sci-fi movie. Lev had only seen clips, yet the bulky but sleek and tall black armor fit the criteria perfectly. Veins of white streaked through its exterior, and he could tell they existed as a design. A decoration that would be on full display once the suit was powered.

As for the enchantments, Lev had to take a steadying breath before diving into them. He had to concisouly close his hanging jaw when the first of them registered.

Fire enhancement it was called, and the enchantment eclipsed his own by several orders of magnitudes. Not only was it meant to be explosive in every possible way, it was also chained to two different enchantments.

Said enchantments were shock absorption and thermal charge. The use of the latter was obvious due to the very large hand cannon built into the left arm, with the barrel ending in the middle of the palm. Taking hits only served to make the wearer stronger with the combination, converting kinetic energy into fire mana.

Half a dozen smaller enchantments were also present, but they were all supportive in nature, meant to empower the three large ones.

Frankly, Lev was thoroughly engrossed in just viewing the item. It was utterly astonishing to imagine that there was an item that stood above even the powered armor.

Finally, he tore his gaze away and gazed at the last item. It was majestic.

Matte black with light blue patterns faithfully depicted both the lightning it was meant to be powered by and the inspiration for its creation. It was an actual sniper rifle, yet the form was far different from the weapons he remembered from his past life.

Firstly, the weapon was bulky enough for a Classer to struggle with just picking it up. It was more a railgun and less a sniper rifle, but still served the purpose more than adequately. The long, round barrel made sure of that.

Instead of a trigger, it had a much more intricate mechanism to bind it to one's shoulder and take aim. Since the enchantment could be powered mentally from a long range, a large, portable stand was also visible behind the weapon.

[Nemesis' Gaze - Epic - Arcane]

Even the name references Sherron's title, Lev chuckled, still in disbelief. Whatever he was expecting from the Epic item, the firearm easily topped it. The cherry on top was the small, almost inconspicuous note under the stand atop which it rested.

'Intended Level Range: 400 - 600.'

A sniper not just for second-threshold monsters but also early third-threshold ones… Wow.

For nearly ten minutes, everyone besides him just stood there. They made space for others after a bit, yet the ogling continued all the same. The sniper was… intense. Not only were its enchantments blazing like a sun as opposed to the forest fires of the other equipment, but the sheer lethality of the item was also unfathomable.

Just when would he be able to craft something like that? Lev couldn't wait to evolve.

"Hunters, your hour is up," the voice of a guard reached them. Time had passed in a blink, and they didn't try to create any trouble and left instantly.

"Wooh," Elias breathed out. "Those swords man. If only they weren't designed for hybrid warriors."

"Yeah," Viktor absent-mindedly agreed. "Same for that armor."

Lev remained quiet as everyone voiced their woes one after another. To begin with, the items weren't for sale, so getting their hands on epic items remained a dream still.

It also told Lev about just how valuable the blocking stone given to him by Alec was. Rare items were not cheap.

"Do you think you could've utilized the armor?" Lev asked Isabella.

She didn't reply instantly and fell in thought. "Not as I am right now. If I continue on the same path and evolve, then I will be a full mage. But at the same time, transitioning into a warrior hybrid is not ideal, so no. I can't."

"I see," Lev simply replied.

"What about you?"

"Yeah, I can," he replied after a little bit of thought. "My Barrier Armor works much the same, and fire mana is not an issue. Using that armor before Master however, is impossible."

"Naturally," Isabella agreed. She did give him a sidelong glance, though. Lev realized he might've made a mistake by bringing up something so obvious.

"Hey, are there any other exhibitions currently taking place?" Nina addressed all of them. "Maybe we can find more epic items."

So started the hunt for all publicly displayed epic equipment. It was the highest known rarity, something Lev doubted was actually the peak.

What would the next rarity even be, I wonder. Legendary? Mythical? Or something more mundane like Fabulous?

There were no answers, however. Lev would have to craft something of that caliber on his own, which was a goal more than worthy of pursuing.

Wandering for nearly half an hour led them to the heart of the merchants district. Only the wealthiest of organizations were present there, and their only lead to more epic items unsurprisingly pointed in that direction.

"Do we wanna go in?" Lev asked, just to make sure.

"Yeah?" Isabella gave him an odd look. "Something wrong?"

Lev gave her a strained smile. "Well, we are all just waltzing in there with such casual clothing. Everyone else either looks extremely wealthy or prepared for war."

He got laughed at his face. "And I am Isabella Bladeheart, the heir apparent of my family. Let me see who dares disrespect us."

Girl, you really are missing out by not becoming close friends with Sherron, Lev chuckled in his mind. Sherron had said almost the exact same words to him before.

"Let's go then," Nina didn't give them a chance to dawdle. Ten minutes of asking around later, where instead of getting dirty looks and haughty refusals, every clerk and attendant scrambled to give them answers.

Just the perks of accompanying an almost-princess.

Another few minutes of that entertaining treatment later, Lev found himself in the Celestial Complex. Normally, he would be critical of such an ostentatious name, but entering their main branch washed away all those notions.

So much glass was used in the construction of the superstore that it begged the question of where it all came from. White marble matched it all, painting a vista that would be more fitting in Modern Earth than Monarch.

"Greetings hunters," someone spoke from behind them, spooking them all except Lev. He had seen a dark blur tiptoe from the corner of his eyes.

"Hey," Lev casually greeted back whereas everyone else had their weapons drawn. He gave them all a smug grin.

"This is not funny, Sir Kaiser," Isabella muttered and stored all the various armors and rings back in her storage artifact.

"I have to have my fun someway," the man named Kaiser grinned back. He was an average man with black hair and fair skin color. "And this also lets me introduce myself. I am a senior manager of celestial complex, and have been a worker for four hundred years."

Isabella stepped forward and took the lead before anyone could open their mouths. "While I would introduce my friends here, I'm sure they don't require one. What brings you here, Sir Kaiser?"

"My, so direct," Kaiser put a hand over his heart. "I am simply here to make sure you find what you need today."

New objective: Do not let this guy within two meters of me.

"Is that so?" Isabella replied, just as skeptical as Lev. "Will you show us where the epic items are currently put on view?"

"Of course," Kaiser turned around and started marching. It tickled Lev the wrong way with how the man expected them all to follow. They still did without any grumbling, but Isabella's expression had become scarily neutral. Lev was certain there was going to be some noble drama after this.

They were led up the stairs, completely ignoring the elevators they could've taken for convenience, and eventually reached the fourth floor.

Immediately, the crowd became denser. Many people were flitting about, scanning the myriad of items on display with either polite disinterest or mild curiosity. It was frankly unnerving, and Lev was regretting coming here.

What exactly these people were trying to prove with such fake-ass masks, he didn't know.

"There are a total of fifteen epic items currently given to us for the purpose of advertisement. Please, enjoy yourselves."

And just like that, their guide was about to leave after whatever weird powerplay had just transpired. Just before the man could vanish, Lev identified Kaiser.

[Mage - ???]

At least he's not all words, Lev thought and put the manager out of his mind. People were always looking for reasons to prove themselves superior. It would do no benefits to dwell on such behavior when no harm was done.

That was only true for now, though. Once he evolved and actually stepped into the field of crafting, he too would see who dared to disrespect him.

  

    
        Chapter 100

    
    
    
    
  The rest of the day passed in a whirlwind of rare and epic items. From a spear enchanted to cause nearly unstoppable bleeding to a shear that could harvest natural treasures with minimal losses, it was all awe-inspiring and very distracting.

Lev had to force his mind clean of all the different ways he could craft similar, less potent items. For creating equipment of similar quality, he doubted he even knew about half the requirements.

"Are you ready?" Isabella asked without looking at him. They were both waiting in one of the gold rooms, away from the royal booth.

High above, illusion screens showed the scheduled matches for the day. Lev was going to face Aryan, and Elias was going to face Isabella.

"Naturally," Lev replied, in a strangely off mood. He was going to put an arrogant rogue in his place, yet Lev couldn't bring himself to care about it.

After seeing Aryan immediately leave the day before, Lev was re-evaluating his bet with the shadow mana user. Not only was it utterly worthless except gaining some face, it was also made in haste.

He didn't feel haughty like he usually did, the memory came to him from yesterday. Too bad I cannot take any risks against him. My barriers are more geared toward offense than defense. Shadow mana will tear them to shreds.

The result of the match was already set in stone. Lev was there to win, and he was going to end it quickly.

"Good luck," Lev nodded at Isabella, who nodded back. Getting up, he made his way to the arena's entrance five minutes before the match.

He had a hunch, and it was proven when he found his opponent waiting there already.

"You seem to be doing better," Lev broke the silence. "Not all hissy and feral like a kitten given a firearm."

In the background, the commentator was hyping up the people. No matter how casually Lev treated the competition, such bright hunters participating was a monumental event.

"You're one to talk," Aryan gave him a sidelong glance. "Do you think everyone else blind to your arrogance?"

Lev recalled how easily Ron had almost eliminated him. He had been shaken quite thoroughly from that single experience. The expanding state of his head was no longer a mystery.

"Life always finds a way to teach, I suppose," Lev eventually replied. "Do you still want to go through with the bet?"

They both stared into each other's eyes, trying to gauge what was going on in their opponent's head. Neither gave away anything.

"Some of it," Aryan conceded. "Gold is easy to come by. No need to cancel that part."

Lev couldn't help but smirk, showing the aforementioned arrogance clearly. Some of it was healthy, or so he believed.

"Right, easy platinum for me." Lev nodded leisurely, eliciting a snort from the rogue.

"Sure, sure."

"HUNTERS, TAKE YOUR POSITIONS!" the commentator's voice reached them.

Lev and Aryan entered the arena side by side, their gait confident and assured of victory. There would be no holding back in the arena today. Both were ready to give it their all and had complete faith in their abilities.

He really is different now, Lev observed without making it obvious. Back when they were leaving for the hunt, the shadow user snapped at him instantly. The whole thing reminded him of how a cornered… animal…

Lev's face darkened. I'll talk to him about this later.

"WELCOME TO THE SEMIFINALS, MY DEAR SPECTATORS! ALL FOUR OF THE REMAINING PARTICIPANTS HAVE QUALIFIED FOR REWARDS, BUT TODAY, WE WILL SEE WHICH TWO HAVE WHAT IT TAKES TO FIGHT FOR THE GRAND PRIZES!"

The commentator went on about how impressive both of them were. Lev had to constantly resist the urge to roll his eyes and glare at the commentator's box.

"3"

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Lev forewent all manner of enchantments and constructs, activating his barrier armor and flying away instantly. Where he was a moment before, a dagger wreathed in shadow mana tore through the air. From a single glance, Lev knew he would've easily been killed by that.

Enhancement formation appeared on his armor over three seconds as he dodged another four daggers one by one. Each of them vanished in a puff of smoke, never landing anywhere.

Is that fucking teleportation? Lev observed, unable to hold back a grin. Just as his movements were empowered, a truckload of lightning imbued his armor, further amplifying them.

Aryan himself was nowhere to be seen but that was fine, even if Lev was just now realizing that the rogue was holding back in previous matches. Ten lances formed above Lev, each filled with a large amount of lightning and fire mana. They descended as one, illuminating the arena in one bright explosion.

No hopes were put in those projectiles, however. Two daggers exited the flames, aimed to pierce his heart and head. Eight enchanted shields rushed to block them just in time. Six shattered, and the last two almost did as well as they finally stopped the daggers in their tracks.

Lev's attention was never on them. Behind him, several different blobs of shadow mana approached, each indistinguishable from the last. The rogue was somewhere in there, he knew, yet they were all going to reach him at the same time.

Not taking any chances, a huge slash of lightning was fired at the leftmost source, and four newly formed shields stood in front of the middle one. Lev himself squared off against the last approaching blur.

Through sheer luck, the one he was facing turned out to be the shadow rogue. Aryan swung his empty palm, and Lev scrambled to bring Stargazer in the path of where he predicted the dagger would be.

In a blink, the palm was twisted, and a dagger dripping with shadow mana appeared in it. It bypassed Lev's deflect easily, only to stop dead at the haft of Stargazer.

Where Lev only had one weapon though, the rogue was wielding two daggers. Lev darted back, doing his best to get out of the way, but agony bloomed on his chest, going from left to right above his ribs as flesh and armor parted without any resistance.

Stifling a scream of pain, Lev commanded all the hastily formed arrows to launch themselves at the rogue. Before the first of them even got close, Aryan had already vanished.

The cut is too large, Lev noted in a painful haze. I'll bleed out in minutes.

He was now on a timer. Lightning surged out of him as dozens of arrows formed above. Each was rapidly infused and fired haphazardly throughout the arena, not sparing a single corner.

Huge barriers became visible underneath the onslaught, protecting the spectators from the dreadful volley.

A quiet grunt of pain revealed the rogue's position. For a brief instant, Lev noticed Aryan running on barriers, each solidified mid-air to provide a platform. The skill was seamlessly aiding his movements, no doubt a result of at least one evolution of the Mana Barrier skill.

Ninety percent mana left.

Eight shields surrounded him again, enchanted and infused with earth mana, ready to be imbued. For several moments, there was silence in the charred and glassy arena.

The rogue was constantly on the run. Lev's Perception showed its worth after a few seconds, revealing Aryan only a few meters behind him.

Lev was about to launch a slash when the world went dark. Dense, impenetrable shadow mana surrounded him like a cloud of death, utterly neutralizing his vision and all forms of Perception.

Panic was now rearing its ugly head. The previous confidence had taken a backseat, and unwavering desire to win took its place, overshadowing panic as it settled.

All of Lev's shields circled him, each placed to detect any hints of the rogue's location. Time slowed down to a crawl, signifying the activation of his Perception skill. From anywhere, a dagger was about to end the match.

That was unacceptable.

Lightning roared into his armor as Lev's constitution was immediately overwhelmed by the mana channeling. His arms and legs started to disintegrate slowly as even more of the destructive mana was created and thrown inside his armor.

With an iron will, Lev took control of it all. It struggled to break free, unwilling to bend to such a weak will and manipulation skill, but he didn't allow it. It was his mana, and it would obey.

When something scraped against the barrier armor on the back of his neck, Lev immediately released all of the lightning mana in an uncontrolled blast around him.

Shadow mana was blown away like a candle flame in a storm, yet the rogue was somehow able to react in time. Like a butterfly, he deftly hopped away on a barrier and evaded the worst of the attack.

Just before the slowed Perception ended, Lev was able to see a bright blue and white cloud of power form around him. Mana was dumped into his armor to increase its durability as much as he could, and earth mana imbued its entirety before Lev's countermeasure exploded.

Heat, electric current, and pain. Those things became Lev's world as restoration mana sought to heal the mounting damage. The wild storm of lightning subsided after a few moments, revealing Lev who was mostly unharmed, and a charred and ruined arena.

Still in here, Lev breathed heavily, spitting out blood inside his armor. A concussion was severely hampering his mind, but he didn't need to move right now.

Down below, away from the rampant destruction, was Aryan. He was breathing heavily just like Lev, and the underside of his arms were blackened and bleeding. No doubt, he had sacrificed those to save his head.

Neither of them had come out unscathed from the exchange, yet it was Lev who smiled. Just from looking at the rogue, Lev knew he couldn't use that ace again.

The staredown continued for another ten seconds, where both the participants found their bearings. They both benefited from it, as Lev healed all his injuries and Aryan hastily formed new plans. The latter's arms seemed to be functioning just fine despite the crippling damage.

Both of them made their move at the same time. Lances formed above Lev when his body was healed enough to handle the strain, and Aryan vanished in a puff of shadowy smoke.

Four dark blurs originated from the same spot. They moved at the same speed and betrayed no hints about where the rogue was.

Lev overloaded his lances this time and aimed at each of them. Feeling the sheer amount of mana inside them, Aryan immediately ditched his stealth from inside one of the decoys and threw his daggers at the two incoming lances.

The projectiles were pierced with pinpoint accuracy, causing them to explode on the spot. Vision impaired, Lev didn't miss the chance and formed another huge volley of arrows and filled them with fire.

Within a moment, arrows were impacting every inch of the arena yet again. Aryan stumbled out of the blast from the pierced lances, having cleverly taken the route with the least arrows.

The rogue split into four again. Lev tapered down the bubbling annoyance at the sneaky tactics and prepared himself. Swinging Stargazer in a wide arc for maximum coverage, the attack hadn't even begun when a ball of shadow formed in front of him.

Shit-

Before the thought could even finish forming, it shot forward and wrapped around his head. There was no other choice but to continue with his attack regardless and hope for the best.

His glaive moved on, searing the very air in her passing due to the amount of lightning held inside. Instead of finding flesh, Lev's heart sank when he felt the metallic edge of a dagger. The exchange was his loss, and the point was driven home as Lev's right arm went flying, along with Stargazer and his earth bracer.

Separated cleanly above the elbow, Lev hadn't even felt it being cut.

Excruciating pain slammed into his mind, overwhelming his brain instantly. Lev screamed as he suffered torment rivaling that of when he had faced the Chaoswalker.

His armor and shields disintegrated, and he accidentally bit his tongue while trying to focus back on the match. Aryan hadn't pushed his advantage, which meant there was still a chance.

It can be reattached, Lev repeatedly voiced in his head, breathing heavily. I need to win.

Lev immediately locked onto the rogue's position, channeling all that pain into weary resolve. One of Aryan's arms had been nearly torn off, presumably the one that had met a full-powered swing from Lev.

A thin, long barrier thread formed and carried Lev's dismembered arm and Stargazer back to him. Two more threads formed and tightly tied themselves around the stump of his arm, shutting off the bleeding.

Putting back the amputated limb in its place to the best of his ability, Lev reformed his barrier armor around it. The skill enveloped the improvised solution well enough, letting him grip Stargazer with just his mind again.

He didn't bother with healing the damage. Without the proper knowledge, Lev was only going to make it worse.

"You're one tough nut to crack," Aryan shouted with a strained, pained chuckle.

Lev laughed back. "Go look in a mirror."

Aryan vanished again. Blinking back tears from the fire coursing in his arm, Lev reformed his shields and gripped Stargazer tightly. Like the previous times, dozens of arrows formed above the arena. Fire mana infused them all, finally dragging Lev's mana pool below half.

Only two decoys formed this time as Aryan sprinted directly at him. Barriers formed strategically around him, letting the rogue jump between the descending projectiles like a butterfly.

A large lightning slash forced him to veer sideways, allowing Lev to create more distance between them. Aryan visibly struggled to keep up his stealth that was unraveling at the seams.

More arrows joined the fray, keeping the rogue at both a distance and on his toes. For nearly half a minute, Lev's mana gradually dwindled but he was winning. It was obvious at a glance.

Finally, one of the barrier platforms underneath Aryan's feet formed only halfway before disintegrating. His mana had run out, dropping into a territory where any further usage would risk soul damage.

Before the rogue could fall, a bright blue barrier platform formed by his opponent appeared under his feet, arresting his descent.

Lev looked at the hunter struggling to stand upright. Aryan stared back and shook his head. A palm was raised, declaring his surrender.

"AND THERE IT IS! JUST WHAT HAVE I WITNESSED TODAY!? I HAVE TO REMIND YOU ALL, THESE TWO ARE GOLD HUNTERS. GOLD! AT NO POINT IN OUR HISTORY HAVE THERE BEEN SUCH INCREDIBLY MIGHTY ADEPTS, AND YET, THESE ARE ONLY TWO OF OUR FINALISTS!"

"You alright?" Lev just barely walked on solidified platforms of his own. Getting closer, he realized why Aryan had his face held down if the pooling tears were any indication.

Exhaling deeply, Lev sat down too. His entire body hurt like hell, but the dumpster fire that was his mind was far worse. Most of his pool had been utilized in a scant few minutes, and the consequences were making themselves known.

Why hasn't Drakys brought us out yet? the hazy thought appeared in Lev's drowsy mind just as his vision darkened around the edges.

Unconsciousness claimed him in a blink.
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  Lev woke up to a world of aches and discomfort.

… Interesting situations I find myself in.

Opening his eyes, he did a cursory scan of his surroundings. Aryan was standing to his left, and Lev himself was laying on some sort of bed in the arena entrance.

To the right, a healer was reattaching his arm, and an aura mage was boosting both his and the rogue's regeneration.

Lev cracked a smile. "That was fun. You now owe me money."

He got an eyeroll in response. While moving all his limbs and digits for the extent of the damage, Lev had found his ring already adorning the middle finger of his left hand. The platinum coin flying his way was swiftly stored in it.

All the while, he tried his best to ignore the deeply unsettling feeling of wriggling and regenerating flesh.

I absolutely wouldn't have minded staying unconscious for a bit longer.

"Are you alright?" Lev questioned the shadow mana user while focusing on the soothing feeling of the vastly increased mana regeneration.

"My injuries weren't that severe. They just looked pretty bad," Aryan waved him off. Both of them knew that wasn't what Lev was asking about.

"I see."

Drakys appeared in front of Lev after a few seconds of silence. He looked Lev up and down once, finding nothing that needed his attention, before vanishing.

So he is here, Lev thought to himself. Perhaps his condition was not as bad as he thought if the Exalted hadn't bothered to take him out of the arena immediately. Already, his arm was back in usable shape, and there were no pains from mana poisoning left in his body.

His mind however, was an entirely different mess. Where mana poisoning could be healed by even the weakest of healers by simply dumping mana into the patient's body, mana overuse was not so easily dealt with.

To begin with, healing the mind was a grand feat that only a few had ever managed. Diana was one of those people, and the healer in front of him most certainly was not.

Lev tried his best to ignore the headache that threatened to render him unconscious again.

It's good training, he repeated what he had told Nina in his head. The faster I get used to manipulating so much mana, the better. Maybe I'll even qualify for a skill that helps later down the line.

That was exceedingly unlikely. Skills that helped with mental faculties were impossible to acquire before Master, and even after that, the best ones were simple skills like Blueprint. It just let someone create certain constructs faster and with better accuracy.

"You should rest for at least two hours and eat a full meal," the healer instructed just as Lev was completely healed. "The next round does not start for another five hours, so make sure to rest."

"Thank you, and I will."

75% or so mana in my pool. Should be full by the time I need it.

The aura mage didn't say a word and motioned for Lev to get off the bed. Doing so, the bed vanished, and the mages left immediately after.

"How long was I out?"

Aryan, who was about to leave, stopped. "Around an hour."

"Who won?"

"Elias did," the rogue answered. "Rather easily."

Lev sighed. That was the one round he didn't want to miss.

'Will you be here for the rewards?"

"Of course," Aryan replied, a little confused, before understanding dawned on him. "I'll wait outside."

"See you then," Lev nodded before they both went their own way. The rogue left the arena, whereas Lev walked to the royal booth. Two minutes later, he knocked at the booth's door.

"Enter." Katarina's voice reached him, all prim and proper. Lev straightened his clothes and shoulders, ready to bow after entering.

Stepping inside, the room was… already covered in an illusion. Katarina's stupid grin confirmed what had just happened.

"I'm too tired for this," Lev exhaled deeply. "Does that restroom in the corner have a shower?"

"It does," Katarina replied seriously after taking in his sunken eyes and wobbling gait. "Shower quickly and eat something."

Right… I should eat something, the weary thought appeared in his head. Don't I need sugar to keep my mind in top shape or something?

Showering took all of two minutes in which Lev washed away all the blood and grime on his body. He hadn't even realized just how much of it there was.

"Where is everyone? And why are you still here?" Lev questioned after sitting on a corner couch. Roasted chicken appeared out of his ring, and he started eating it with cold water as quickly as his fatigued body allowed.

"I and Drakys are here to make sure nobody tries anything untoward," she replied. "As for everyone else, they're managing their respective fields."

"Even Sherron?" Lev voiced. To his knowledge, she usually operated solo.

Katarina nodded. "Her flight speed is the fastest."

Fair enough. "How are things looking overall?"

"Can't tell. The increase in monster density and the duration of the storm can never be predicted in advance."

Monster density… Lev tossed around the term in his head, understanding slower than usual. Even if it sounded morbid, using monster density as a unit made sense. There were just too many of those creatures.

Done with his meal after a healthy serving of fruit salad, Lev yawned and laid down on the luxurious couch.

"Wake me up after three hours…"

He was out before even finishing the sentence.

**

"Lev."

Rousing lazily, Lev yawned and stretched, unable to hold back a smile at the lack of all pain and lethargy.

"It's been three hours," Katarina informed him. "You missed out on a lot of performances. Come, the finale is starting."

Lev was awake in an instant. Quickly washing his face and fixing his hair, he returned to one of the couches closest to the viewing glass. He made sure not to occupy any reserved for the nobles.

"Is the illusion functioning?"

"It is, but not for long."

Shaking his head, Lev retreated to a couch further behind and stayed low, only watching with his head poking out.

"Thank you, Nimue, for that glorious display!" the commentator's voice boomed, igniting a new wave of fervor from the crowds. For an entire minute, the arena shook with roaring approval and cheers.

The illusion covering the room vanished when he was about to open his mouth. Katarina was already prepared, raising her hands and clapping with a smile. Just that alone sent the spectators into a frenzy.

She is dazzlingly gorgeous after all, Lev mused, hidden behind the furniture. He was eternally grateful for not seeing her in any sort of romantic light, or life would've been exponentially harder.

Harder, he snickered to himself. The effects of his age were showing.

A little while later, the illusion snapped back into place.

"Is something the matter, Hunter Lev?" a sickly sweet voice reached him.

"No ma'am," he squeaked out.

Lev could feel the princess' smile. "Ah, but I'm sure I heard you laughing back there. It pains me that you need to hide such joyful thoughts."

"It was absolutely nothing, I assure you," he nodded sagely, getting up from behind the couch. "You need not to concern yourself with this lowly one."

She hmph'd and flipped her hair back with all the grace of an empyrean princess. Which was to say, even Lev stared for a moment with his mouth slightly ajar.

"Wow." Lev dumbly blinked twice before focusing on the arena, ignoring her raised eyebrow.

"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, PLEASE WELCOME THE ILLUSIONIST YOU HAVE ALL BEEN WAITING FOR, RYOKO DINA!"

If the people were excited before, they were now maddened with anticipation. Lev had to cover his ears with how loud the crowd was, no less excited than them.

He debated asking the princess about who the performer was. She entered the arena before he could. From the way the spectators had all been hushed, Lev knew everyone was in for a treat.

Half a dozen streams of mana were channeled into the sandy arena, almost imperceptible even for Lev. Within seconds, the brightly lit arena was covered in a dark haze.

Pitch black clouds formed in the middle, writhing and expanding into a shape. In the background, the barriers dividing the arena and the spectators were slowly morphing.

A huge illusion was taking shape, one depicting a familiar expanse. Grass stretched on for as far as one could see as the illusion spread into even the arena itself.

In the distance, the ground gradually rose into a towering mound, not unlike an ant hill. The pit looked just as immense as Lev remembered, menacing despite merely existing.

The writhing black mass flew back and 'dove' into the pit. Everything surrounding the landmass became even darker before a deafening roar rocked the arena. Lev had to do a double take when the couches and the window shook rather intensely.

They're really going all out for this, huh? Lev thought, positively giddy.

A huge, clawed hand rose out of the pit, much larger than Lev himself. Four thick, grotesque fingers with too many joints grabbed the edge in a vice, pulling along a beast that would haunt any hunter's nightmares.

Standing over thirty meters tall, the dark gray and black monstrosity left deep craters with every step it took. Bloated muscles propelled it forward at immense speeds while merely walking, its weight not even close to a hindrance.

Lev had immediately noted the similarities between the monster and shade brutes. The identification hovering above the creature confirmed his suspicions.

[Shade Giant - ??]

He swallowed, suddenly finding his throat dry. Knowing that he was witnessing an illusion did not help whatsoever. The monster's gaze roamed the spectators, making everyone cower without exception. Only, Katarina stared back without an ounce of fear.

The whole illusion slowed down, and suddenly, the meaning of unsaid words flowed into Lev's mind. There was no voice, no text, no gestures, only a raw, conceptual message. It was both incredibly clear and more than a little unnerving. Lev had only read about a similar manner of communication in the diary mentioning the Dreadhawk.

When the skies threatened to split apart. When humanity was pushed to the brink. When the storm ravaged these lands without pause, its might unquestioned. When the Exalted were nearly lost to the ravine, all in one fell swoop.

Survivors emerged, each having lived through multiple calamities. Faint, quivering hope remained, guiding their faltering steps, taking them ever closer to the salvation behind walls.

It was then that the very earth parted, and the first of many abominations stepped through, destroying all of their longing with it. Dreams shattered, desires vanished, and it seemed that all hope was lost.

All except a single torch that refused to be extinguished, for there was adolescent, innocent life relying on Orianna Ethen, Guardian of the Young.

Retreat was not an option.

Not for her.

It took the popping of joints for Lev to realize how strongly he was gripping the couch's armrest. Abruptly, he took a long, deep breath, having unknowingly held it all the while.

She lived through this, he calmed himself. It's just an illusion.

Down below, an illusion of Orianna, bearing many similarities but starkly different in appearance, stepped into the arena. She gazed at the giant's eyes, unflinching. Contrary to expectations, the monster also stopped and took in her tiny visage, sizing her up.

It took only a second to dismiss Orianna as a threat. In that same second, two more people joined her, both so familiar to Lev.

Sherron is still a Master, Lev noted from the identification hovering above the humans. Now thinking clearly, he leaned forward to take it all in better. Alec is also standing there without his armor or any of his creations.

Slightly bizarre, he surmised. His teacher was never unprepared. Small chance that the encounter playing in front of him was the cause for his mentor's paranoia given his personality. Alec preferred to be in-charge.

The combined threat of the three people in front of the giant must have been enough to deem them all an annoyance as its muscles swelled. One moment, it was still, and the next, the ground behind it exploded as the beast lunged.

Lev's eyes widened when it covered the distance in a blink, appearing in front of Orianna instantly. The humans were prepared, though, immediately scattering in different directions.

Just barely avoiding the opening stomp, Orianna released a large jet of flames from her hand at the giant's face, blocking its vision. Fire soldiers formed around her, three warriors and an archer. Standing several heads taller than Orianna herself, each soldier was mighty enough to contend with strong second-threshold monsters.

Barrier platforms came into existence next to them. The archer stepped onto the furthest one, and Alec commanded the platform to float high up. One fire warrior dual-wielding axes was dropped onto the distracted giant's shoulder, whereas the other two sword-wielding soldiers were carried to its ankles.

All of that happened in a split-second, the result of impeccable teamwork. Swords bit into the back of the giant's feet, eliciting a roar filled with little pain and mostly annoyance. That changed swiftly when two axes slammed into the side of its neck, digging several inches deep.

The axe wielder didn't even get a chance to back off when a huge, meaty palm squashed it like a bug. In the other hand of the monster, a highly compressed boulder was taking shape. Sherron quickly put an end to its attempt of forming a projectile, and Alec's artillery shell flew into the wound caused by the axe soldier.

Staggering for a brief instant, a red hue shone from the giant, signifying the start of a skill. Two overloaded lightning lances hit the monster's face before it could even take a step, opening it up for another salvo from Alec.

Now truly pissed off, the brute raised both its massive arms high up in the sky. Orianna was already creating distance before they descended like a comet, uprooting and utterly decimating the ground for hundreds of meters around.

The first soldiers relentlessly trying to damage its feet were immediately disintegrated from the large attack. With loud cracks, the giant rolled its shoulders and straightened amidst the calamitous aftermath, glaring at the puny humans who had dared oppose its mighty self.

This has to be a highly-embellished version of the fight, Lev kept his eyes peeled, taking in every little detail. To begin with, there is no way Orianna can damage a fourth-threshold monster so easily.

The same was true for her teammates, but Lev could see how winning was possible for the three. It was all a matter of time. Where things were happening in the span of minutes down below, the actual fight must have taken hours.

He was very interested in seeing how they pulled it off.
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  The clash between the giant and the trio continued in a cacophony of fire, lightning, and shells.

Fire soldiers were continuously summoned and destroyed, marginally damaging the neck and feet with every cycle. It didn't help the humans that the immense Constitution of the giant ensured it was slowly healing. Even if the rate was abysmal, the soldiers struggled to damage it much the same.

Minutes passed in tense observation. If Lev had ever expected such a strange cycle of hit and run tactics to ever get boring, he would've been disappointed.

The anticipation continued to mount. When the first drops of blood were spilled, the crowd went wild. The cheers didn't last long when the fight didn't stop, only escalating the violence further.

Nearly ten minutes into the fight, Orianna visibly flagged under the constant assault for the first time. The brute didn't miss it, immediately bombarding her with a rain of pebbles that formed in its palm.

Barrier after barrier took shape in front of her, just barely stopping the projectiles with only two of them left standing. The other thirty-three all shattered under the onslaught.

Seeing that things were taking a turn for the worse, Orianna's bearing changed. Once again, she opened with a huge jet of fire, this one concentrated enough to force the brute a step back.

All three warriors, both the sword wielders and the axe bearer, were deposited on the brute's shoulder. One by one, they consumed their own bodies to deliver one overloaded attack in quick succession.

Down below, just as the giant staggered with a roar of pain, a huge arcane sword appeared in Orianna's hand. Lightning from Sherron and fire from her flooded into it, filling it up in seconds.

From a single glance, Lev knew the blade was one of the strongest weapons that had ever been made by humans. Gradually, the lightning mana gathered at the edges, and the fire mana stabilized.

Lances the size of large tree trunks pierced the giant's thighs the moment it gathered its wits, momentarily robbing its mobility. In the distance, an unconscious Sherron could be seen plummeting from the skies. Alec reached her after a few seconds, arresting her descent.

All the while, Orianna's preparations were swiftly coming to an end. When the storm of lightning from the overloaded lances abated enough, she lunged forward. Arcane platforms appeared under her feet at the perfect moment, letting her reach the monster's neck in one single sprint.

The giant realized too late that she was so close. With a scream bearing the hopes of all the survivors, Orianna swung.

Lev was at the edge of his seat when the whole Illusion slowed down. Orianna, mid-swing. The giant raising its arm to block the final, desperate attack. Alec, watching from afar and praying for success to whoever may listen.

The last vestiges of mana left Orianna as the blade came alive. Fire and lightning solidified further, extending the blade by nearly a dozen meters. Where the sword was poised to slash halfway through the neck, it was now on track to go through all of it.

In slow-motion, the sword continued unimpeded, reaching the giant's neck faster than its rising arm by a hair's breadth. Fire and lightning clashed with unfathomably durable yet damaged flesh and bone, producing a shockwave that eviscerated the very ground the monster stood on.

All of Orianna's previous work bore fruit as ruined skin was slashed through, allowing the blade to continue deeper. For a brief instant, the weapon and bone were locked in a calamitous struggle. Both refused to give in, stubbornly resisting the other.

Then, like a light showing itself at the end of the tunnel, a crack appeared in the giant's neck bones. The illusion sped up, and in a majestic display of domineering might and undying resolve, Orianna's weapon tore out of the other side as the giant's head flew from its shoulders.

Triumphant, the sword carried on, completing the massive mana slash that it was originally swung for. The sheer power packed into the attack was released upwards, painting the entire world in shades of orange, red, and white as the skies were set alight.

Like one, the people stood up from their seats and roared at the top of their lungs. Lev was a step ahead of them, screaming as loudly as he could from the royal booth with both his hands in the air. A dull ache in the right arm reminded him of the recent injury, but the pain didn't even register beyond that.

"WOOOOH! Oi," Lev glanced at Katarina. "You cheer too."

She rolled her eyes. "This is one of the most common plays in any theatre. Granted, it has never been performed on such a scale, but I've watched it fifty times before."

Oh.

Putting the princess out of his mind, Lev sat back down and steadied his breathing. The performance went above and beyond, thoroughly smashing all his expectations in the best ways.

"ABSOLUTELY PHENOMENAL! TRULY, WE ARE BLESSED TO HAVE WITNESSED SUCH AN IMPACTFUL AND MEMORABLE PERFORMANCE. MINDBLOWING!"

True, Lev agreed in his head, drinking some cold water to combat all that hoarse cheering. Messing around with illusions is gonna be fun when I get my hands on them.

"So," Lev voiced to get Katarina's attention. "How much of that was realistic?"

"None of it," she replied without hesitation. "Orianna is way stronger than she was portrayed as. She was close to Exalted even back then. Same for the other two."

There was a message hidden in that. Lev didn't know much about Orianna's motivations, but knowing she was refusing to rush to the next step let him form some guesses.

"It is even worse for the giant. No fourth-threshold monster is that slow. Ever. The threat to the team's lives was far greater," she continued. "They were all constantly on the run, leading the monster away from the survivors."

"That's more like them," Lev nodded, trying not to imagine the harrowing scene. He was infinitely glad that all three of them had survived. "What's next?"

"Finale."

He breathed in deeply. Elias was monstrously strong, and if he had beaten that wrecking ball of fire, he could most certainly deal with Lev's barrages, too.

Tricky. I can probably face him in close range by pulling out all stops, but the damage to my body will render me unconscious in less than a minute. Elias can go on for hours.

Lev was going to have to mix both melee and ranged capabilities, which was bound to be abhorrently painful. With a sigh, he leaned back and closed his eyes. Strategies flashed through his mind, and he lost himself in the oddly calming planning for the next few hours.

**

"WELCOMEEEE TO THE GRAAANND FINAL! THIS IS WHAT YOU ALL HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR! SETTLE DOWN, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, FOR WE ARE ABOUT TO WITNESS THE GREATEST GOLD RANK DUEL IN HISTORY!"

Yes, yes, Lev paid half a mind to the commentary. And I'm about to get my ass kicked. Damn you, Viktor. You just had to go and pit me against the strongest warrior of our generation in a melee.

"BOTH THESE CONTESTANTS NEED NO INTRODUCTION. A BARRIER MAGE OF ADAPTABLE YET SUPREME CAPABILITIES, AND A WARRIOR WITH NO EQUAL IN SPEED AND SKILL."

Lev took a deep breath and settled his roaming thoughts. Crouching, Stargazer was gripped tightly and pulled back, haft above his right shoulder and empty blade near the ground.

Elias adopted a simpler stance, both swords pointing forward with his legs bent slightly. A staredown ensued, almost crackling with tension. Lev was slowly realizing that they both had something to prove.

If he won, Elias would hopefully learn that he was growing overconfident and needed to step up his game further. If Elias won, the speedster would show the world that ridiculous advantages weren't required to succeed. Consequently, his ego would grow just as much.

It wouldn't be a bad thing if the warrior won. More than a few would be inspired to follow in his steps and do their best, which was bound to produce good results. Only, Lev wasn't planning to lose. Everyone needed to know what the best were capable of, even if the knowledge of his Wisdom Boost wasn't public. His friend would be the first to learn that lesson.

Lev grinned. That one word felt weird to think, but it didn't sound bad. Friends were something he was lacking badly in this world, and the radiant team were good folk. It would be foolish not to deepen the connection, albeit with questionable methods of duking it out in an arena.

"3"

The hunters tensed.

"2"

"1"

"BEGIN!"

Lev's armor had just finished forming when he leaned back, dodging a sword about to pierce his head by a mere inch. A gasp escaped him at the sheer speed of the attack, but he didn't let himself be disheartened. Grabbing his entire armor, Lev threw himself back, barely avoiding the second weapon.

The barrier blade finished forming in Stargazer, and Lev immediately deflected the next swing. From the clash, he could tell that Elias had him beat in base physical strength.

Fortunately for Lev, raw strength wasn't his forte. Unfortunately for him as well, Elias outclassed him in speed too.

Lightning flooded Stargazer and his armor, letting him react much faster. Elias also turned on his body enhancement, constantly keeping Lev on his toes with probing attacks.

Simply keeping up with the onslaught was difficult. When Elias started to actually use feints and proper skill, cut after cut appeared on Lev's barrier armor. Each time, he just barely moved out of the way in time to avoid further injury.

Lightning arrows took form, straining Lev's mind even further. Contending with the physical assault was already nearly impossible, which made conjuring the ten projectiles much harder.

The barrage forced Elias away from Lev. Two of the arrows were deflected with the flat of the swords, whereas the rest were deftly dodged, rendering the whole attack useless. That was fine, as Lev wasn't aiming to damage him, only buying himself time to reconsider and plan.

Elias rolled his shoulders and ramped up his body enhancement to the maximum. Lev gulped, unable to hold back a nervous smile as his friend advanced. If he was fast before, then his swords were now blurring even to his Perception. Stargazer was forcibly swung wide, pressuring Elias to leap backward with a lightning slash.

A straight thrust was deflected, the haft was blocked, and the next punch was about to be blocked when a lance forced Elias to duck. Not wasting the chance, Lev launched a kick at his face, hoping to disorient the man.

Raising the durability of his armor was the last thing that saved Lev from losing a leg as the opponent righted himself far too quickly and retaliated. Given the awkward positioning and little space to swing, Elias couldn't put much force behind the attack, only managing a long groove on Lev's barrier armor.

Creating distance to not let the warrior get an upper hand, Lev hastily brought up Stargazer to block a surprisingly strong mana slash, skidding back a few steps from the impact. Elias was on him in a split second, barely disturbing the sand on the floor with his passing.

For minutes, Lev was tossed around the arena. Shields formed to buy him some time, only for the swordsman to cut through them like butter. Not given a chance to fly up or strike back, Lev's annoyance about his inability to do anything about Viktor's request was mounting.

Elias never tired. Just like him, the warrior had a class that thrived in prolonged combat. It was the man's skill and talent that was too overwhelming. The swords moved as if curving around any intended blocks and deflects, finding even the smallest of gaps.

Lev was feeling quite humbled.

Seven long cuts appeared under his barrier armor. The skinsuit was thankfully still functioning as most of the damage was dealt to Lev's arms, away from the enchantments present on his chest and back.

Man, Lev sighed, already dreading what was to come. This is going to hurt so much.

When his armor changed color and shone like a bright blue star, Elias didn't dally and sought to end the match immediately. Both the amount of mana and lightning being channeled was ridiculous for any Adept, hushing the entire arena.

Stargazer blurred in a blue streak of sizzling lightning, deflecting the incoming strike far faster than before. Underneath, Lev's muscles threatened to unravel, and he knew time was firmly against him.

Sand exploded under his feet as he took a long step, appearing in front of a slightly jolted Elias. Lev swung at his neck, forcing the swordsman to block the attack. The swords were pushed away from the force behind the glaive, leaving him open for a thrust.

With both surprising and alarming agility, the swords reoriented themselves and clashed with Stargazer, expertly deflecting her to the side. Lev immediately darted back, barely dodging the counterattack, and rushed in again.

Miniature blasts of lightning readily charged the longswords, slightly damaging Elias' hands if the sizzling was any indication. The very air was seared in Stargazer's passing from the amount of mana infusing her. Despite that, the hunter struck back like an unrelenting whirlwind of blades, never once giving Lev a chance to use any other skills.

He's improving, Lev couldn't help but smile in panic. Nearly ten seconds had passed, and his arms were bleeding profusely. His legs too, were in a miserable shape. Yet, the warrior in front of him was slowly pushing him back.

None of the previous confidence or faint amusement was present on his friend's face. Elias was giving it his all, and what an assault it was.

Twenty seconds passed as Lev weaved a lightning slash between the melee, failing to take the swordsman by surprise. He got a kick to his chest for the trouble, sending him bouncing on the sandy ground.

Stargazer, that had flown out of his grip, rushed back the moment Lev got a hold of his bearings. A barrage of arrows landed in a circle around him, blocking off the swordsman's advance and giving him some room to breathe.

Healing mana suffused his body as he quickly planned the next steps.

This is so doomed, Lev chuckled. He was utterly outclassed in terms of skill, and his speed was barely any higher, despite going all out.

A transparent slash flew at him, making him abort any further thoughts. Elias was on him in a moment, swords snaking towards him in their graceful yet demonic lethality. Tired and battered, it took all of two seconds before Stargazer was wrenched away from Lev's hands.

Before he could mentally recall her, a roundhouse kick to the face shattered his armor and sent him spinning through the air. Mercifully, the armor had sapped most of the force behind the strike, or else Lev would've been immediately eliminated.

Quickly righting himself mid-air, Stargazer appeared back in his hands, but the dizziness caused him to stumble and fall on his butt. The incoming slash was blocked by four hastily formed shields, all of them shattering in the process, but the swordsman didn't rush in to end it.

Elias stood where he was, slowly putting down the leg he had raised to kick Lev while staring at him in the eyes. A longsword was raised and pointed at the downed barrier mage.

"Do you surrender?" he voiced, breathing uneven but still far from exhausted.

Lev stared. For a long few seconds, he simply tried to digest the audacity. He knew most of it was done for the show, if the reaction of the roaring spectators was any indication, but it still mildly pissed him off.

"Did you forget?" Lev questioned back, not answering. Using Stargazer as a cane, he shakily stood up, ignoring the blood dripping on the ground. "You were there, weren't you? In front of windkeep."

The swordsman sprinted forward, covering half the distance in an instant when Lev didn't give up. A wave of arrows stopped him in his tracks. More followed, forcing him to backtrack rapidly and avoid the crackling explosions.

Armor covered his form again as Lev rose into the air, healing his injuries all the while. Staring down at his friend, he grinned because of the dramatic display he was about to cause.

"I'm a Monarch damned Mage."

Lances joined the mix, searing huge swaths of sand into glass. Elias was now panicking, weaving and dodging to the best of his ability while firing back slashes. All of them were casually consumed by shields.

Perhaps Elias was expecting Lev not to resort to going all out. Or maybe he genuinely didn't know what Lev could really do in that state. Back when they had faced the wave together, monsters were still streaming out of the forest when he had faced the mature harpy. It wouldn't be that surprising if the radiant team had missed his capabilities.

Dozens of arrows formed in a few seconds, each imbued with a bit of lightning. Like flies trying to land on the swordsman in a suicidal charge, a stream of arrows never let him stay still.

For a few seconds, the onslaught paused. Elias stared at him, trying to catch his breath and waiting for whatever was to come. Instead of an attack, Lev pointed Stargazer at him in a repeat of what the swordsman had done before.

"Do you surrender?"

Predictably, he didn't.

Half a minute of constant attacks later, Lev and Elias were standing on the opposite ends of the arena. The latter had realized just how badly he had messed up by not finishing the match. His eyes were both resigned and slightly bitter.

Lev's, in comparison, were bloodshot because of mana overuse and poisoning.

Feeling like he had done all he could to prove his point, Lev formed five long, deadly lances above him. Fire and lightning left his body in a torrent, infusing them until they shone like tiny suns above the arena. No more words were exchanged as Lev commanded them to end the match.

As one, the lances descended. Elias vanished the moment Lev gave them the order to move. Where the swordsman was a moment before, each lance landed like a small nuke, blinding the spectators with a giant explosion.

The barriers surrounding the arena were already fully powered, resisting the raw might that stressed their incredible durability. For half a minute, crackling flames dominated that side of the arena as Lev stayed rooted on the spot, now disappointed in himself.

Way to go, he slowly walked out of the arena while healing the last of the rather moderate mana poisoning, ignoring the commentator. I definitely went overboard with that last attack.

Let's see how badly I damaged my relationship with the team by doing that, he sighed and handed the bracelet back to the waiting master. Lev received a respectful nod for winning, which he simply acknowledged and moved on.

A small part of him whispered that he had messed up too badly, and that they would never want to see him again. Lev squashed the line of thought, but some of the uneasiness remained. His shoulders slumped slightly in relief when he found the radiant team a bit further away from the entrance, 'arguing' with each other.

Rena, the one doing all the talking noticed him first. With an unnervingly neutral expression, she brusquely marched up to him.
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  Rena deemed it unnecessary to speak, stepping into Lev's personal space with her arms crossed. Lev was only a little taller than her, yet at that moment, Rena towered over him like a brute did back in the pit.

Lev gulped. "What?"

"'What?'" she echoed, tone flat. "Don't you think I should be the one asking that?"

"… About us taunting each other?" Lev stated the obvious.

"Yes," she drawled. "I saw that idiot being extra idiotic today," she finished while looking at the other three observing the conversation in silence. Then she turned back to Lev, causing him to squirm a little. "I thought you were more mature than that."

"And you," she whirled over to Elias, now most definitely angry. "Are you daft? The first time we try to form a long-term bond with another hunter, and this is how you treat him?"

Elias opened his mouth to reply but Rena thrust a finger into his face. "We talked about this! No second thoughts, no envy, and absolutely no pointless dick-measuring. Forget that, what the fuck were you doing in that round against Isabella?"

He didn't try to answer this time, though that did nothing to soothe the short girl's anger. "You were grinning like a loon when her element, in no way known for its speed, struggled to catch you. Really? Just what was so special about you running around the arena? Did you land a date with the Galvanic Sniper by doing that? Or was the opponent some third-threshold monster you bested?"

Elias remained silent, not daring to look at Rena directly. Glancing at Lisa, his shoulders stiffened even further when he found her to be disappointed as well. If he had any plans to talk back before, now all of them revolved around not letting both of them group up on him.

Utterly gobsmacked at the happenings, Lev and Viktor shared a look. It seemed they had both severely misjudged the need for them to do something.

"I'm not blind," Rena's fiery voice reached them. "To begin with, Viktor, why didn't you come to me first? I swear to Monarch…"

For nearly ten minutes, Rena chewed their ears off. Lev, Elias, and Viktor remained tight-lipped, not willing to let out a single peep of sound. Lisa's usually bubbly face glancing between them with quiet displeasure made things much worse.

"Let's meet up the day after the ceremony," Lisa declared, silencing Rena for the first time. "Better off talking after some time off."

Lev nodded, though he suspected the break was for herself more than anything. Elias and Viktor were practically dragged along with the girls. Shaking his head, Lev let one all-encompassing shudder run through his body and made his way to the Royal Booth.

Women are scary… Also, wasn't the reward ceremony supposed to be after Team Combat?

**

Lev knocked twice at the booth's door. Duke Fabian, Hakim, and Sherron were inside, and he wouldn't dare just barge into a room with such important people.

The door opened after a second, letting him observe everyone present inside. Isabella and the Princesses were also there. While the aura of the former was too difficult to notice, the latter were masters at controlling theirs.

"Should I leave?" Lev questioned before entering.

Sherron waved him inside. "Just hide behind the couch again."

Discussing me, were we? Lev gave Katarina a disappointed look, which slid right off that regal bearing. He took his place next to Sherron, as usual.

"Have you finished healing yourself?" Isabella asked, slightly concerned.

Lev nodded. "It wasn't anything major this time. Only flesh wounds and mana poisoning."

"Only," she muttered. "That is not 'only.'"

"It's far from the worst I've had to deal with," Lev smiled gently. "But don't worry, I am always looking for ways to counteract the mental impact."

To demonstrate his point, he leaned back, mirroring Sherron's casual posture, who just rolled her eyes at the poor attempt at seeming important. Isabella's right eye twitched at the casualness. Lev was slowly coming to realize that Sherron's reputation was… not the best when it came to her temper. The fire princess on the other hand, probably grew up learning never to offend the Exalted.

"I heard the rewards were pulled ahead of schedule?" Lev changed the topic. "Wasn't the tournament supposed to be four major events?"

"The storm," Hakim's deep voice put that line of questioning to rest.

"… I see. So, what's next for me? Maybe I'll throw another party," Lev mused, rubbing his chin. His agenda included reaping the harvest from betting on himself and getting a good night's sleep after the intense day. Tiredness was slowly setting in, though with his constitution, Lev could stay awake for another day or two.

"Sleep," Lara chimed in.

"I know."

"Then you should leave before the broadcast," Hakim looked at him. "I have to break the news about the approaching storm."

Is it that bad? Lev nodded and did as he was told. Everyone hides underground. Shouldn't that deal with any losses of life? Storage rings safeguard material belongings, so the damage to buildings and houses is the major point of distress… I should rectify my worldview. Not everyone can just go and buy another house.

That mystery solved, Lev left the arena. Platinum was on his mind as he made his way to the hunters guild while keeping an eye out for anyone suspicious. His mana was hovering above 60%, but he was still wary. Given how far his name was going to spread, it wouldn't hurt to be cautious.

Entering the nearly empty guild, Lev quickly made his way to the betting room. The big, scary Master was already back, and he looked quite pleased for whatever reason.

"You did good," the man rumbled. "Both in the matches and against the swordsman. He's pretty good and all, but such an attitude would've made his time in the ravine hell. Those folks can sniff out any unnecessary confidence from a mile away and don't shy away from teaching anyone a lesson in humility."

"Thank you," Lev replied calmly. Internally, however, he was fearing for his own future. After all, where Elias was only recently starting to get a big head, Lev was overconfident from the very beginning because of his titles, class, and the company he had found early on. Maybe the warrior's words were intended to serve as a warning for him, as well.

The Master nodded. "Your bet ballooned a lot. No one was allowed to bet on the winners since yesterday, otherwise, everyone would've put their money on you after the round with the shadow rogue. As it stands, the total comes out to eighteen platinum."

Eighteen… damn, I can live comfortably for my entire long life if I stop fighting now.

The thought passed quickly. Remaining weak was simply not an option, not for him. Too much could be done with all that was present on his Status, and the thought of lying still with those advantages made him physically recoil at times. He didn't let out any reaction in front of the warrior, though.

"That is quite a lot," Lev agreed with a smile. "Where can I take the cashout?"

Instead of replying, the coins were summoned onto the table. Lev promptly made them vanish too.

"Pleasure doing business," he dipped his head and left the room. Exiting the guild, Lev was thinking of his next steps when his eyes found the distant mountain.

Hmm, sure, why not?

Half an hour of shopping for tasty food later, he was flying up the mountain at full speed. Stargazing was one thing Lev doubted he would ever get tired of.

The suns were an hour away from setting. Stargazer appeared in his hands as he slowed down his ascent, letting a warg sense him again. It was a monstrous thing, nearly four meters tall and incredibly wide for a wolf-like creature. From a cursory glance, Lev could tell it traded its Perception for more physical strength. That, combined with its level, made the monster the perfect target for testing.

[Flame Warg - Level 233]

Befitting its name, a wildly pulsating wave of fire tried to envelop Lev. Shields materialized in front of him and were enchanted in a blink, stopping the attack in its tracks with minor structural damage.

Not at all understanding how outmatched it was, the monster charged. Lev shot his shields toward it, each hitting it in the face. By the fifth, the warg roared and switched targets.

Long, serrated claws were set alight with a small shockwave. They landed on the overloaded shields with the force of a runaway train, shattering one with each swipe. Only, Lev was smiling at the result.

The same shields that had shattered instantly in front of other humans were now easily holding back a monster nearly forty levels higher by neatly absorbing its blows. Each shattered shield stopped the warg for a brief instant, requiring all its power to break them. He simply created more of them to keep it occupied.

This tournament really was special, huh? Lev inhaled deeply and swung Stargazer downward. Large amounts of earth mana followed behind, forming a half-moon slash before it was launched at the distracted warg.

The attack was eerily silent by itself, only producing sound by displacing air with its weight and speed. In a split second, the warg turned to face the attack. With its high sensitivity to mana, detecting the slash was expected.

Insane eyes tracked the slash flying toward them. An arm was raised, and claws met it. Lev strained his Perception to the maximum to observe the result.

Like burnt paper slowly disintegrating into ash, the slash destroyed the claws without slowing down, shearing off all of them before taking the very arm they were attached to.

A pained wail cut through the trees and was silenced abruptly by a lightning slash.

[

You have slain [Flame Warg - Level 233]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 191

5 Free Attribute Points

]

The test was a major success, at least by Lev's standards. He was bound to meet monsters with extreme resistance to fire and lightning, his favored elements, and need heavier options.

Earth mana was the answer. Where destructive potential failed, the power of physics would pick up the slack. The addition of the earth slash continued to prove a marvelous new option. Mana requirement was not an issue for him either, though he was not blind to the fact that copious amounts of mana was the main reason for the attack's lethality.

Feels good to have a Wisdom Boost. Lev grinned and harvested the core.

[

Flame Warg Core

Possesses decent mana conductivity and capacity. Shows minor properties of fire.

]

The core was stored in his ring, waiting to be enchanted once he evolved. Crafting would have to wait for now as Lev was determined to get a pure combat class.

Continuing upward, a few more panthers met their demise. Lev didn't even bother harvesting their cores, for he was pretty damn rich if he said so himself.

An hour of fast travel later, the lake was visible in the distance. Night had also dominated the endless skies some time ago, meaning the moons were slowly rising. It made for a fantastic sight, seeing all three of them gradually become visible from underneath the horizon. Lev narrowed his eyes.

All three happen to appear on the day Hakim is likely going to leave. Funny, that.

Usually, only two moons were visible in the sky. The third one rarely showed up, but now Lev had different suspicions. Regardless, he was going to gaze at it for as long as he could. It was entirely white in color and looked like a royal celestial being, if that even made sense.

Be it the color or the perfect round shape, it just oozed majesty. Not only that, it was also likely the source of Hakim's power.

That line of thought quickly devolved into something terrifying. Was the moon alive? Or was someone using it as a home? Or perhaps the suns and moons were an expression of Monarch's powers? Maybe the three moons combined were a single being.

Similar questions plagued his mind for a while. Lev slapped his cheeks when his thoughts turned particularly morbid, forcing himself to focus on something else. Giving his head a firm shake, Lev was about to consider leaving when the world paused.

A presence blanketed the area, so unfathomably vast and alien that his mind went blank. Forming thoughts became impossible, and terror took over when Lev felt that his mind was no longer under his control.

Slowly, his head rose up by itself until it stared at the same white moon, now much brighter in his vision. It was also much closer, dominating the very skies. Seconds passed as the hold on his mind loosened, and it took several long, shaky breaths to bring himself under control.

Before he could even question anything, everything stopped once more. In the distance, a tide of silver slowly rushed down the mountain's peak, rumbling and morphing into a smaller shape as it went.

Lev held his breath all the time, utterly incapable of moving beyond blinking and breathing. It was on track to collide with him directly, yet his instincts screamed no warning.

The moonlight folded upon itself until it was no larger than his arm. A silver feather floated gently on the wind, swaying with its rhythm before soundlessly tapping his forehead and dissolving into it.

He could feel his control over his body return at that moment, but Lev could only flop to the ground with a gasp as raw power coursed through his veins. Trying to get up only resulted in a small crater forming below his palm, further disorienting him as he failed to stand again and again.

The body enhancement was far too potent. It weighed down on his mind, slowing down his thoughts as his strength rose exponentially. Wherever the moonlight went, it empowered his flesh, blood, and bones to extreme heights, while also multiplying his mana regeneration. Lev couldn't even begin to decipher its depths before the fuel ran out, returning his body to normal.

Still... Lev was Lev. Like an idiot, he tried to feel around, to understand just what kind of being was currently looking at him. Every time, his budding aura and senses were smoothly blocked, not hurting him at all in the process. No matter what he did, Lev couldn't glean anything, and he had to stop his attempts when the moon pulsed once.

A giant wave of moonlight rushed out of it in every direction, giving rise to a breeze that brought with it impressions and change, altering the very reality around him. One moment, it was normal, and the next...

At peace.

That was the best Lev could describe it. The breeze was far too gentle, once again bringing with it a soothing touch and increased mana regeneration. It lasted for more than a dozen seconds before the world returned to normal once again, and the moon blinked back to its original position, in the middle of the two others.

There were a lot of things to note from that incident, but Lev's mind was occupied by something else. The moonlight didn't come without small tidbits of decipherable information.

Peace and harmony. Those two concepts were what Lev could best translate from the impression he got from the moonlight. The peace wasn't entirely peaceful, however. From Hakim's class and the fresh experience, Lev now knew that the moonlight was flawless at decimating monsters.

That was good and all, but his body was on the verge of shivering and curling up from something else entirely. He had a small collection of incomprehensible words in his memory, something he didn't dare recall lightly.

The first word was 'Challenger,' a word he couldn't make heads or tails of. Secondly, the name that Lev wasn't comfortable even thinking of took another spot in that list.

But now, there was a third word. Its meaning simply couldn't be mistaken, for the impression was absolute, echoing in his mind was increasing intensity. He was only now understanding that the whole experience was nothing but a formal introduction.

The Goddess had sent her regards.
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  So… that just happened, Lev giggled to himself while staring at the white moon unblinkingly. He was lying on the rough stone ground surrounding the lake, still in disbelief.

A Goddess. An actual fucking Goddess. Why is this not common knowledge?

There were bound to be a million reasons, but still… Lev couldn't imagine the harm in following a being that seemed so kind and benevolent. The impressions he got were of peace and harmony, though he doubted they would be upheld entirely.

Actually, Lev continued in his head, remembering all the wars and genocides from his past life. Let us not risk a Goddess' wrath like that.

In hindsight, the reasoning was obvious. Humanity was probably going to erupt in an uproar after learning of Her existence, so it was better off keeping them in the dark.

Quite funny, given how Her element was supposed to be the light during the darkness.

"What are you doing?" a familiar voice reached him.

Lev didn't get up, only tilting his head as far back as he could. Hakim stood there, confusion evident in his rigid posture.

"Are you a believer?" Lev questioned back with a grin.

A sigh sounded through the empty area. Hakim looked up, eyes visibly pained. Lev's gaze turned flat.

"Hey, I'm not that bad."

"Tell me, then," Hakim began, now smiling slightly. "Back when you faced that core guardian, why didn't you ask someone to accompany you into the mistcrawler dungeon?"

"I…" Lev started but paused. Because Drakys had once accompanied him to a dungeon and Hakim had later dismissed his doubts about that affecting the dungeoneer title, Lev's first move should've been to ask for help in the next delve.

The risks were too great, and having someone capable at his back would've negated the risk almost completely. Not receiving any assistance would've ensured that his title progressed much the same. Yet Lev had simply rushed into it again after healing and resting.

"Point taken," Lev pouted. He had just been lectured in front of a Goddess. She could most probably observe him anywhere on Monarch, but still.

"Rest," Hakim simply advised and stepped forward. Faster than Lev could blink or turn his head, the guildmaster was standing amidst a pillar of silver in the middle of the lake before instantly vanishing.

**

Lev woke up and stretched with a grin, excited to finally receive the rewards from both the Monster Hunt and the Solo Combat events.

Showering and the rest only took ten minutes before he was off. The streets were crowded with thousands of people making their way to the arena. Lev was did not go unnoticed this time.

Project confidence and indifference, he repeated to himself for the fifth time. Nobody will block my way if I seem too distant to be interested in any form of conversation.

Surprisingly, that worked. Lev wasn't stopped even once when he reached the arena, and the attendant at the back gate immediately took notice of him.

"Hunter Lev? Can you please show your identification papers?" Lev handed the woman his hunters badge and the tournament identification. She scanned them for a long time before nodding, motioning for Lev to follow her.

Inside, they walked through the hallways leading up to the royal booth. Two-thirds of the way through, they took a different turn, arriving at a small hall. It was already occupied by quite a few familiar figures.

Isabella sat in a corner, lazily sipping some red juice. Elias and his team were also present, merrily talking away. Daniel and his team, along with Maro, Lillia, Aryan, and a few others, were also there, actually conversing instead of making the room feel stuffed.

Lev scanned the hall once before finding an unoccupied corner, summoning a bowl of soup and a fresh loaf of bread.

"Is that all you have in that ring of yours?" Isabella called out from across the hall, unimpressed. In response, Lev waved around a roasted chicken leg, getting a bout of laughter in return.

Breakfast continued without interruption before the first person walked up to him. All previous casualness vanished when Elias stopped a few meters away from him. Getting the hint, Lev stood up and slowly sauntered to Isabella, with Elias following him.

"Can I get that sound ward of yours?" Lev politely asked.

She rolled her eyes and summoned it, though her insistence on staying inside by not leaving made Lev give her a look. She still didn't budge.

"So," Lev grabbed a chair and slid it over to the swordsman. Taking another for himself, he sat down. "What's up?"

Elias just stared. "What's up? That's what you're gonna initiate the conversation with?"

"It worked, didn't it?" Lev grinned, liking the more exasperated Elias as opposed to the serious one. Then his eyes turned mischievous. "Did you get any time to reflect, or did Rena-"

"Stop," Elias held up a hand. "There aren't any such relationships in the team."

"Alright."

"Self-reflection… I did think a lot."

"Couldn't be me," Lev muttered.

"Be serious."

"Sorry."

Isabella just quietly watched them go back and forth.

"You know who I was influenced by, right?"

Lev exhaled and straightened, staring directly into the swordsman's eyes. "Do you have what I have?"

"I don't but-"

"Then, do you have even greater advantages?"

That caused both Elias and Isabella to pause in muted shock. Lev hadn't just admitted to having something greater than a Wisdom Boost, but he had also confirmed having two or more of them.

Neither of them spoke for quite some time. Eventually, Elias broke the silence.

"Will I ever be able to catch up to you?"

Lev should have hesitated to answer, but he didn't. "No. Nobody ever will."

"This is what I'm talking about," Elias sighed. "You said that with so much confidence; how can I not try to be the same?"

"Elias," Lev smiled, though his eyes told a very different story as he let the swordsman see a glimpse of his fears. "Please, cherish the choice you have. All you have managed so far is because of your own efforts and talent.

"But me? I literally can't stop. Not with this monstrous Status always shadowing me, never letting me forget just what I am and will be capable of. The mere thought of slowing down makes my very bones itch and robs me of my sleep."

Lev stood up, giving Elias a stern glance. "Be reasonable and don't throw away your life. Many await your success, just like they do for me. Let's make sure we both return alive every time, yeah?"

Elias stared at the hand, waiting for him to clasp it, with tired eyes and a resigned expression. In the end, he vigorously shook his head and firmly grabbed Lev's palm while standing up.

"Yeah. Let's make sure to do that."

**

Elias left quietly after that. Lev had given him a lot to think about, and frankly, he also didn't want to talk more about that topic. It reminded him of things that he always kept bottled up.

"You alright?" Isabella asked, concerned.

Lev snorted. "Trust me, I would've never made it this far if I didn't want all of this. So yeah, I'm quite fine."

"If you say so," she replied, believing him for this once. "Look for me if you need something, alright?"

Lev gave her a genuine smile. "Coming from the daughter of the duke, that's one hell of an offer. I appreciate it. We might be working together in the future soon enough, so I will. The same goes for you as well. If something needs killing, call for me."

Further conversation was cut off when Lillia made her way to them and entered the sound ward. Lev knew she was up to no good just by looking at her eyes.

Without hesitation, she marched up to Lev and stopped just in front of him.

"You," she jabbed a finger to his face, expression as serious as she could seemingly manage.

"Me?" Lev questioned back, confused and slightly intimidated.

"Let me just get this off my chest. Your very existence is unfair, and I am extremely envious of those blue eyes that match my element perfectly."

Then she smiled widely. "I was pretty mad about losing to you at first, but after seeing you fight later on? You best put those rewards to good use, mister. I'll be waiting to hear about your exploits."

Lev secretly let out a relieved breath and sent her a playful smirk. "I don't need anyone to tell me what to do. My exploits will reach you whether you like it or not, and you will listen to them until your ears bleed."

"I'll hold you to that," she voiced before moving back to her spot, done with the conversation.

"… That just happened," Lev chuckled when she left the sound ward. "Good to know I somehow keep avoiding the assholes."

"Most are like her," Isabella chimed in. "Many aren't allowed to be an asshole simply because of the damage their ego can end up causing. I'm sure either of us would take great offense to anyone endangering lives by throwing their weight around."

Lev simply nodded, for there was no need for anything else. He would raze all the offenders before letting their pointless ego or pride come in the way of saving innocent lives.

When the suns were near their zenith, an attendant came to fetch them. All of them were made to form an ordered line with Lev at the last. Elias was next to him, and Aryan was judged to be third based on his performance. Isabella was the fourth, though it was still an impressive position considering the three behind her.

Several minutes of walking later, they were brought to a new arena entrance, this one leading to a huge stage present right under the royal booth. The arena itself had been repurposed a little to only seating in front of the stage.

"Listen to me," The attendant clapped once loudly, shushing all conversation. "There are numbers placed on the stage that are only visible to you. Going by that order, go stand on them. The first on the 1st spot, and last on the 15th. Wait for your name to be called."

That's convenient, Lev thought and focused on the commentator who got a signal from the attendant.

"PLEASE WELCOME THE WINNERS OF THE MONSTER HUNT ON THE STAGE!"

Under the warm cheers and applause of the huge populace spectating them, they slowly walked onto the massive stage. Lev was suddenly very conscious of the number of eyes on him. His legs threatened to wobble, which could not be allowed.

Don't look at them, Lev reminded himself, looking for his spot. Unfortunately, it was at the very forefront of them all, requiring him to stand slightly ahead of everyone and face the crowd.

With a mental sigh, he took a deep breath, quickly made his way to the 15th marker, and looked straight ahead. Tens of thousands stared back, rendering his throat dry.

His hands shook, so he clasped them behind his back. His knees wobbled, so he formed a barrier under his clothes to keep them steady and straight. Wide eyes still were not something he should be displaying in public, so he tuned out the latter.

Focusing entirely on his expression, it took a few seconds to bring it to a good enough state. When he refocused on the crowd, it was with a neutral face reminiscent of what Drakys and Sherron had in public.

Much better, Lev mused, satisfied. Even if the stage fright hadn't just melted away, it somehow felt considerably less daunting.

"For the 15th spot, we have Nina. She and her team performed admirably by also securing the 5th and 13th spots, raking in enough points to rank in the top 5 of the previous tournament. Give them a big hand!"

With the crowd's approval, they gathered around the commentator, who proudly handed them a storage ring.

"As was promised, the reward is made to suit the participants! Go on, show the waiting crowds what you got."

The next few minutes passed with people proudly showing off their rewards. Most interestingly for Lev, Isabella got a large bracer that passively produced fire mana for her to utilize with her class skills. Aryan also got a unique reward of two daggers that were difficult to focus on. If the hunter's expression was any indication, it was all he ever wanted and more.

One by one, the rewards were patiently distributed before it was Lev's turn.

"For the winner of the hunt…. there are no rewards."

Lev just stared ahead, face and mind both entirely blank. The commentator continued heedless of the silenced crowds and their confusion.

"That is to say, there are no rewards YET! For those who are unaware, let me enlighten you with a little bit of history. A few months ago, the Runic Warlord heard of the exploits of a young silver hunter in Runespires. Interested, he approached Lev and offered to train him for a month. Based on that, Hunter Lev's rewards have been combined into a single one that is best suited for a combat crafter!

"He's neither a part of a team that would benefit greatly from an assortment of equipment pieces, nor does he desire any such rewards. To that end, let us get to his actual prize by beginning the next phase!"

Everyone except the top four participants of the solo rounds was quickly guided off stage, leaving Lev at the front of an even more impressive lineup. To make matters worse, four spotlights illuminated the winners, further amplifying his nervousness.

I am never participating in any official events again, Lev lamented, most of his mind focused on steadying his breathing.

"In the fourth place, we have Isabella Bladeheart! I'm sure you all have heard enough about her from me already, so I will spare you the introductions," some of the people chuckled. "Her reward is quite extraordinary. Lord Drakys believed that any more equipment would be detrimental for her, so instead, he proposed something that would benefit her for as long as she used fire."

The commentator went silent after that, letting the anticipation build up for a few long seconds.

"Isabella Bladeheart, after careful consideration of your element and its usage, you have been granted six months of training under the supervision of Orianna Ethen, The Flame Legion!"

Lev turned his head, not wanting to miss the fire princess' reaction. Her face lit up like she had been given the greatest gift of all time. Tears threatened to fall from her eyes that smiled just as widely as her lips, and the roaring approval from the crowds showed that they were just as happy for her.

I'll be damned, Lev exhaled deeply with a smile. That is one way to start a reward ceremony.

It wasn't hard to guess why she had been granted the training opportunity. From what Lev knew, Orianna's class abilities were geared toward supporting her soldiers, which included whips like the ones Isabella used. The dots of inspiration weren't hard to connect.

"For the third place, Aryan shocked the world with his incredible prowess in, chosen by the very people in front of me, the most exciting round of the tournament!"

The same round in which I lost a limb for the first time. How exciting.

"To further enhance your speed and stealth, your reward is an Epic rarity body armor!"

As if summoned by the words, an armor stand appeared beside Aryan. Slowly, a black armor came into being, stepping out of invisibility in a dramatic yet graceful display. With wide eyes and a dropped jaw, the rogue carefully stepped in front of it, taking in the sleek yet durable design.

The body armor was similar to Lev's skinsuit, except it covered the entire body from head to toe. Mainly, it was far, far, more intricately enchanted in comparison and was built like an armor instead of something to be worn underneath clothes. With how the arms and legs of the armor looked nearly solid, it reminded him of professional military people from Earth. The raid teams and the like, but far less bulky.

Identify failed to discern anything about it. Lev would've been rather disappointed if they missed such a basic scanning skill in an Epic rarity armor. No explanations were offered by the commentator either, which made sense. Nobody wanted their abilities to be shouted about in public.

"I hope the armor serves you well, Hunter Aryan. We will be counting on your strength in the upcoming days."

Aryan gave the crowd a serious nod and stored the armor before returning to his spot.

"In the second place, we have Elias! Being a part of a radiant team and a dual wielder, his capabilities were never in doubt to begin with. Yet, time and time again, he has proven that he's more than just his team and rose all the way to the second spot in one relentless charge!

"Lord Drakys commends your drive and efforts. Your reward has been personally enchanted by him, so make sure to put the powered armor to good use!"

Elias went stock still, as did Lev. The spectators too, went silent for a brief instant, before erputing in a cheers again. Powered armors were reserved for Masters with a high degree of control over their willpower. If Elias was being awarded one as a gold hunter, it meant that the armor would be useable both before and after the evolution.

In short, the reward was a masterpiece personally crafted by an Exalted.

Unlike Aryan's reward, Elias' armor appeared in a grand burst of mist, shrouding most of the stage in white. Next to Elias, a shimmering armor was gradually revealed as the mist fell away. The powered armor was continuously changing color, cycling through a broad range of them before settling on a bright golden, matching the swordsman's hair.

Curiously, Elias's eyes were unfocused and glazed over, something that only happened when looking at the Status. In this case, Lev could recognize that Drakys was probably addressing him through a telepathic link.

The commentator gave them time. Only when Elias nodded and straightened back into his spot did he speak again.

"Finally, for the winner of both the Monster Hunt and the Solo Combat events, Lord Drakys himself will present the hunter with the rewards!"

Without any pomp or showy movements, Drakys simply appeared on stage next to Lev. As one, everyone on the stage and in the arena seats bowed to the Exalted.

"We greet the Exalted!"

"Rise," Drakys commanded after a second of silence. The commentator took over immediately after that.

"For the combat crafter who utterly demolished all previous records in the Monster Hunt and Triumphed over the greatest of his generation, Lord Drakys has proclaimed him worthy of being rewarded by a personal collection of runes and formations, all of them best suited for the barrier mage!"

Lev's mind went utterly blank when the words registered. By his side, a thick, huge leather tome appeared in the hands of the Exalted.

Mechanically, Lev turned with the help of barriers underneath his clothes to guide him. With a few careful steps, he stopped in front of Drakys and grabbed the tome with shaking hands, oblivious to the deafening crowd.

Don't blink.

With a deep breath, Lev looked up only to be met with a gentle smile. Drakys eventually let go of the tome, and Lev almost dropped it, not expecting it to be so heavy. Then again, there were hundreds of pages, if not more than a thousand.

Do not blink.

Taking another deep breath, Lev straightened. The commentator was still saying something, but the words couldn't be heard over his wildly beating heart. His mind too, was clouded with too many thoughts and considerations, before a mental message cut through them all.

"Lev."

Lev looked at Drakys with wide eyes on the brink of crying.

"Well done."

A chuckle burst out before Lev could stop it. With tears now falling freely, he clutched the tome close to his heart and bowed again, more grateful than ever at finding such amazing people in this terrible new world.

He wasn't blind to what had just transpired. Getting mentored by an Exalted was one thing, but receiving a portion of his vast accumulated power in front of so many people? By all metrics, that was just shy of being chosen as the successor of the Exalted.

Lev was going to make him proud, no matter what it took. He was going to become strong enough to share his hopes and burdens and eventually find the lost queen and reclaim their lands. That, he promised to all who had helped him along.

It was the least he could do.

  

    
        Chapter 105

    
    
    
    
  Lev didn't stay for any post-ceremony speeches, even if he wanted to hear Katarina from the crowd's perspective. Instead, he quietly made his way to the gold waiting room from the previous day.

Still holding the tome to his chest, he sat down in the back corner and digested all that had just happened.

Drakys had pretty much indirectly declared him a disciple at the very least. The tome in his hands was undeniable proof, and the point was further hammered in by knowing that nobody other than Lev could possibly open it.

More enchantments than he could count were visible on just the leather cover, and they were all only slightly blurred. Lev could focus on seeing them one by one clearly, meaning they were also a part of the rewards.

A ridiculous start for someone who couldn't possibly craft something like that anytime soon.

With a deep breath, Lev tried to open it for the first time. The tome demanded a small trickle of mana, and he gave it freely. In a blink, the collection was unlocked and ready for him to dive into.

Immediately, a curious detail stood out. The second half of the tome was bound together by a simple leather strip. A note was waiting for him to explain on the page before.

'I know you're very curious, boy. Nothing will stop you from looking at those runes but trust me, you're better off not messing with them before evolving. All the formations are incredibly taxing on the mind and soul. Stay away from them as you are right now.

More importantly, this reward/gift does not come with expectations. It doesn't take a genius to realize what was going on in your mind, so banish those thoughts. You earned these in more than one way. Nobody will demand anything in return from you. If someone dares, just send me the word.

Have fun with all the fancy new toys, Lev.

Good luck.

- Drakys'

Eyes moist again, Lev put down the note back in its place and closed the tome. He leaned back and took deep breaths, letting the mix of emotions plaguing his mind out with them.

Shaking his head, he deciphered the message thoroughly. The first half was straightforward but could still be interpreted in two ways. First, the runes were simply too demanding for an Adept. Or secondly, just knowing about them was harmful in some way.

He doubted Drakys was going to give him such runes as a gift but the possibility remained. Lev was simply not going to touch the locked section before evolving.

The latter half of the message was… self-explanatory, even if it ticked him off a little. Rather than sending word to the Exalted, Lev himself planned to be strong enough that no one would dare try anything like that.

With a deep sigh to clear his muddy head, Lev opened the first page of the time. It had another small message.

'The first chapter of formations contains all the vital ones that you will need eventually. Practice them enough times to form them in a blink even when all your senses are blinded.'

True to the note, the very first formation Lev beheld was his current Enhancement. Each rune was dissected and explained in detail in small handwriting. For his Perception, the words might as well be written on a large whiteboard.

After a few pages, there was another advanced enhancement formation with an accompanying note.

'When you hit level 225, start practicing with this one. Do not rush the second gap, and learn the ins and outs of the formation as deeply as you can. It requires some mental gymnastics to bring out the enhancement's full potential. The training will serve you well.'

Instead of scanning the new formation, Lev skipped to the next chapter. Everything was going to be explored in time, but he wanted to see all his options to start planning.

The second chapter came with another message.

'Sherron mentioned you looking for stealth runes. I would be curious if Alec hadn't once scoured the entire plains for them a while ago. He still uses them for his crafting.'

The first formation was intricate mana concealment. It required the entire enchanted piece to be covered, depending on the shape and was much better than the runes he himself had for such a task.

Lev lost track of time as he looked at all the currently available formations with a smile that just refused to leave. The sound of pages turning kept him company in the dim, empty room.

**

"Done hiding?" Katarina peeked from behind the door.

"It is impossible to hide from you guys. Not like I have any degree of control over my aura," Lev plainly answered and closed the tome.

The previous hours had passed in peaceful silence, especially because he had refrained from learning or deciphering any of the formations. Mostly, he had just made mental notes about the seemingly endless options and how to best make use of them.

"Be as it may, Sherron is too much of a wuss to come see you first. Go give her a hug."

Having said her piece, the princess vanished. Lev considered her words for a few seconds and found no harm in acting on them.

Time to go hug an Exalted for free, Lev mused, smiling. He would never get tired of hugs from Sherron and her friends.

Leisurely, he made his way to the royal room. Many auras were present inside, and the reason became apparent when he entered the booth. The windows were closed and the entire place was covered in an illusion, hiding and obscuring all details of the interior.

Without stopping, he sat down next to Sherron and leaned close. She swung an arm over his shoulders, pulling him in for a side-hug. Both of them stayed silent, as did the rest of the room.

The princesses both respected the mood, and Duke Fabian and his daughter were too mature to interrupt.

"This was a low blow," Lev muttered. "I was wholly unprepared."

"Nobody could've predicted it." Sherron smiled and squeezed his shoulder. "Guess your declaration moved him more than anyone expected."

"And now I'm gonna be grateful for as long as I live," he replied, already mentally preparing himself for even grander undertakings. Staying away from the populace and doing his own thing was becoming less and less of an option.

"Knew you'd come around eventually," Sherron grinned at him, accurately reading his mind. "Did you check them out?"

Lev nodded, "Not even halfway done with the Adept stuff yet. Really makes me wonder if he just gathered the best stuff he had and handed it all to me."

"Who knows?"

"… By the way, I was on the mountain last night," Lev slowly voiced, already smiling from ear to ear. He couldn't just say it outright with Isabella present, not knowing if she was aware of the Goddess or not.

"The third moon looked especially beautiful," he finished and observed everyone's reaction. Katarina had a knowing smirk on her face, whereas Lara looked at him curiously, having an idea as well. Duke Fabian's stoic face was the same, and Isabella looked nervous. It seemed she knew what was up.

"Did… did you talk to Her?" Isabella timidly asked.

"She…" Lev scratched his head. "She enhanced my body with moonlight, I think?" he looked at Sherron. "I swear it even increased my mana regeneration?"

Pin-drop silence met his proclamation. Nobody uttered a word for a while before Sherron laughed.

"Well, that answers if She is aware of your circumstances," she mused, shaking her head slightly, then continued in a low voice. "Maybe even our Statuses aren't hidden from Her."

"Hmm, it doesn't really matter now, does it?" Lev grinned. "We're here, mere mortals on the ground. She's up there, beyond our imagination. No point in fussing over things so far out of our control. Besides, I for one don't mind Her having access to my Status."

"I take back what I said earlier," Sherron scoffed and lightly punched his shoulder. "You're gonna be Lev, no matter what."

"Precisely as it should be," Lev gave her a toothy smirk.

"Lev," Duke Fabian addressed him, no signs of mirth on his face. Lev sat up straight as well. "As someone in charge of the protection of humanity, I need to know what you plan to do with this information."

"Nothing," Lev immediately replied. "I absolutely will not let anyone know of it, either."

"Why's that?"

"Erm… you guys have kept it from everyone for the same reason. I would much rather humanity remains in the dark than risk a Goddess' wrath."

Duke Fabian nodded, satisfied for now. "Still, I would ask you to consult one of us before doing anything with that information. Do not take it negatively but we also cannot take any chances by letting you utilize it freely."

"Naturally," Lev agreed without hesitation. If anything, he wouldn't mind a safeguard measure that stopped him from doing anything about the knowledge of Her existence. It would prevent any accidents or leaks.

"Thank you," the duke gave him a grateful look before going silent again. Nobody commented on him pulling his daughter in for a side-hug like Sherron, nor about the surprise that Isabella failed to hide completely.

The positive side of my casualness is finally affecting others, at least in this enclosed space, Lev thought, oddly proud of himself.

"Is there a reason you are all still here?" Lev broke the ensuing silence.

"The defenses are being finalized right now, even as mana levels have visibly started rising," the duke answered. "We will relocate to our stations soon enough."

"I'm assuming that includes me."

"Correct. Runespires has always been the second most attacked city because of all the final caverns and their increased activity during the storm. You will be dropped off at the central spire and remain at the top. Am I correct in assuming that your lances can reach beyond the city?"

Beyond the walls, huh? Lev didn't reply instantly, giving it some serious thought. He didn't have to ponder for long.

"Not with any reliable precision, no. I will need to practice aiming for a good while to manage that well enough."

"That is not an issue," the duke waved away his concern. "An aura mage will accompany you at all times, one specializing in buffing mages. Start practicing as soon as you get there."

"How will I get there, anyway?"

Sherron chimed in. "I'll get you there."

Lev got up to leave after that. He and Isabella shared a happy look before he left the room.

**

Aryan was waiting for him outside. Lev gave him a sheepish smile, having forgotten someone was expecting him outside.

"Sorry," Lev said in the way of greeting. "I was somewhat busy."

The rogue just rolled his eyes and started walking. Lev fell in line, wondering what the destination was. Neither spoke as they silently made their way to the residential region.

"Are we being followed?" Lev broke the silence, asking the question casually, as if inquiring about the weather. Then again, the weather was also taking a harrowing turn.

Aryan merely nodded, the action nearly imperceptible. Seeing him do so, Lev didn't react either. With unhurried steps, the duo continued their walk.

Nearly twenty minutes later, an inn came into view. It was a modest thing. Two floors and a light brown exterior painted it in a homely light, and the rogue entered without missing a beat.

"Secure the girl," Aryan ordered, tone frigid, pointing to a woman cleaning a table. She looked like a deer caught in a headlight, hands paused mid-air, holding a cleaning rag. Lev acquiesced, immediately forming dome after dome of barrier around her. The barriers came into being just as a platinum warrior rushed toward the woman, but it was already too late.

By the time his sword impacted the domes, they were enchanted with durability and brimming with mana, overloading both the enchantments and the barriers themselves. The sword slid off, not leaving even a scratch.

"Don't kill them," Lev coldly reminded the rogue just as Aryan's epic armor appeared on his body. Barrier armor covered Lev's body and was swiftly enchanted with durability.

"Of course."

All the while, Lev didn't forget to keep an eye on their follower. The illusion covering the platinum rogue was quite good. Lev doubted he would've noticed it if not for his heightened mental state and constant scanning of the surroundings.

Just as the rogue lunged, multiple shields blocked their path, and chains wrapped around their limbs. Tripping, the rogue fell face-first as the illusion shattered.

The woman on the ground was seething. She looked up, furious, but faultered when her gaze met Lev's emotionless one.

Behind him, the barmaid was sobbing on the ground, tears of relief flowing down her face. It wasn't hard to guess who was responsible for her misery.

More chains formed and completely immobilized the rogue woman. Lev turned around and ignored her completely, further fanning the flames of her rage. He wished she would do something and give him a reason to strike back. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, she didn't.

Aryan was almost completely unnoticeable with his new armor for Lev. He moved way faster as well, dismantling the platinum team with laughable ease. In less than a minute, they were all on the ground, riddled with non-lethal but crippling injuries.

Like a silent phantom, Aryan appeared next to him. "Can you lower the barrier now?"

"Go closer," Lev nodded.

When Aryan went near the dome, Lev formed a larger one covering both him and the woman from above and dismissed the previous barrier domes. It was likely overkill, but the wasn't keen on being taken with surprise. Seeing the bitter and hateful team on the ground, he knew they wouldn't have missed the opportunity.

Lev turned away from the emotional reunion happening behind him. Instead, he kept an eye on the team while looking out for any quick movements.

A girl that was instantly going to be attacked by that warrior when Aryan showed up. The same girl who cried tears of joy when I saved her. Now they are both hugging and sobbing. She was likely kept hostage, and I'm 99% sure the reason was jealousy. This upstart platinum rogue can't hold a candle to Aryan's abilities or the barmaid's beauty.

Lev belatedly remembered to Identify them.

[Warrior - Level 245]

[Warrior - Level 244]

[Rogue - Level 244]

[Mage - Level 245]

The mage had thankfully surrendered instantly, not releasing any spells. She seemed the least likely to be involved in the whole mess. Broken tables and chairs were indication enough for what the warriors had chosen.

A team of guards barged into the inn not long after, likely called by one of the patrons. The Master in charge took in the scene within moments and leveled a stern glare at Lev.

"Know that your status will not save you from punishment, Hunter Lev," he remarked threateningly, perhaps hoping to cower Lev for whatever reason.

Lev just stared back and released the dome around the barmaid and Aryan. He pointed at her. "Hostage."

"Wait," the girl ran up to them, standing between Lev and the Master guard. "He didn't do anything wrong, please. I have been locked in here for months…"

She explained her story amidst hiccups and sobs. Less than a minute later, the platinum team was cuffed and dragged away as the girl, Seris, continued speaking.

The story wasn't far off from what Lev had guessed. Aryan, a man of humble upbringing, had hit it off with Seris. They spent time with each other regularly, and gradually, she became more reserved when interacting with customers.

Most didn't mind, but one of the platinum warriors didn't take it well at all. Like the asshole he was, the warrior immediately threatened the barmaid. When the platinum rogue found out, she also joined in. Her jealousy of Aryan's class was immense.

Aryan, being Aryan, was ready to tear off limbs. All of his bravado came crashing down when he found a dagger scraping against Seris' neck, covered in a thin line of blood.

Long story short, he was always followed and never allowed to ask for help. Aryan didn't risk it either, never forgetting how he had found Seris that night.

Both sides had something to prove. The platinum team had dug themselves in a hole with no easy way to walk out of it and were too prideful to do so, and Aryan wasn't about to let them run away either. He had chanced it all by bringing Lev with him, and the risk had paid off.

The situation was very close to a boiling point otherwise. Their timing was fortunate, preventing any unnecessary bloodshed.

Done hearing her side of the story and verifying it from several patrons, the Master allowed Seris and Aryan to leave. They were both escorted to the guardhouse, as was protocol in such cases.

"You did well by immediately protecting her," the Master guard said. He and Lev were alone in the inn now. "Still, try to inform us next time instead. Our men are trained to best deal with hostage situations. It is quite unfortunate that these are the most common ones, given the power disparity between a combatant and a mundane worker."

"I considered that," Lev replied, staring at the spot where he had covered Seris with his barriers. "But it didn't take long to realize that I couldn't risk it. Even someone like Aryan needed help to ensure her safety. We had to take the offenders by surprise. The rogue following us had realized that we knew she was there and couldn't run ahead to warn her team. It was the best shot we had."

The Master nodded. "Thank you for the good work."
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  Lev was allowed entry into Kamala's resort without a problem, and he received more than a few looks of admiration. He had several reasons for his visit, chief among them saying goodbye to the radiant team. He also wanted to cancel his remaining days for the booked room.

He knocked twice on the door to the team's suite and waited. Nobody answered for a while, so he knocked again. Finally, there was movement from within, before the door opened slowly.

Rena's bleary eyes stared at him, practically shouting a tale of intense tiredness and lethargy.

"You alright?" Lev asked with a grin.

She rubbed her eyes, taking a few seconds to process the simple question. "No I fucking ain't. Drank too much after returning, and now we're all half-dead. Some fuck said the wine isn't that strong, and I believed that idiot of a waiter."

"Want me to try healing you guys?" Lev chuckled. "Or is the room not safe to enter right now?"

Rena turned back, taking in the messy room that wasn't currently visible to Lev. "Surprisingly, it's safe. A miracle that I didn't tie up that dumbass sword licker and take out all my anger on him."

I did not need to know that…

Lev just went with the safest option and didn't react at all. Shaking her head, Rena winced at the movement and waved him inside. Following her, Lev witnessed subdued chaos.

The sheets, blankets, and furniture were a mess, haphazardly thrown everywhere in the large room. Lisa was tucked in a bed, hidden under a bundle of blankets. Elias was sleeping on the ground, probably in punishment. Viktor was leaning against a couch, his head resting on the armrest while sitting on the floor.

Rena first took Lev to Lisa and gently pulled the blankets back, exposing her face. Taking the hint, Lev sent mana into his healing converter and guided it to Lisa's head.

No effects were visible for a few moments before Lisa stirred. Rena thrust a glass of water into her face before she could say anything.

Fixing her messed up clothes underneath the blankets first, she moved out of the cover and gulped down the water. Rena refilled it for her. Lev kept up the healing.

"That feels nice," Lisa mumbled, on the verge of falling asleep again. Five minutes of healing later, the hangover was completely gone. He repeated the process for everyone, curing Rena last. One by one, they bathed and cleaned themselves up in the meantime.

"Never buying alcohol from a fancy place again," Elias muttered, avoiding looking at the girls.

"It wasn't that bad," Viktor grinned at him. "You just need more points in Constitution."

Rena cut through the bickering before it could begin. "We weren't expecting you today, Lev. Is everything alright?"

"Yeah, I am going to leave soon," he answered.

"That's awfully quick," Lisa frowned.

"Probably because of the storm," Elias guessed, to which Lev nodded.

"Runespires is where they want me to be stationed. Something about supporting the entire city from the central spire," Lev grinned, enjoying their reactions.

Viktor shook his head, eyebrows raised. "Well, damn. Can you even do that?"

Lev tilted his head slightly. "I have the range but not the training. With a bit of enchanting and practice, it is possible for sure."

The goodbyes happened quickly after that. Lev shared a hug with all of them, grateful that nobody brought up his embarrassing act of crying on stage during the ceremony. It was a big moment for him, and they understood that.

Outside, Lev took a deep breath and centered his thoughts.

The Aryan issue has been solved, and I've said my goodbyes to the radiant team. Was there anything else I needed to do?

While walking back to the royal booth, he considered everything he may have missed. As much as he would have loved to stay on the mountain for a few days and simply laze around, it wasn't a priority and could be done in the future.

In the same vein, there were probably a lot of sightseeing spots that he was going to ignore. Those could be explored later as well.

That's about it, I guess. I do like the ability to just jump cities without having to worry about lodging. Gives me a sense of freedom like no other.

Lev smiled to himself. Not that long ago, he was questioning why Sherron followed orders without even batting an eye. Yet here he was, more ready than ever to go and defend runespires from what was shaping up to be a constant low-rated wave.

Granted, it was the first time he was about to be stationed somewhere. Not only that, he also had to be there to make up for the lacking manpower in that huge city. Still, Lev couldn't find it in himself to care that someone else had put him up to it and that he was not going to defend runespires of his own accord.

When did I change my mind about this?

Lev dove deeper, examining his thoughts on the matter. The greatest reason turned out to be the company he had found himself in.

In the royal booth, it became increasingly obvious that even the Exalted were never allowed much free time. They were constantly on the move, managing one thing or another. It opened his eyes to just how daunting their roles were. Even Sherron was more absent than not, which told Lev a lot.

Interestingly enough, the second greatest reason was Duke Fabian. From what Lev had learned about the strong noble, he was both the owner of a lot of business firms and also managed several groups that operated solely outside the outer walls.

On top of all of that, the Duke was also a key figure in planning and distributing humanity's strongest forces; the Masters. Safe to say, Lev was more than a little inspired.

The princesses, despite their easygoing nature, were also always present with purpose. Whenever Lara was needed, she left without hesitation, leaving Katarina to remain present as a face to be shown to the public.

Lev didn't doubt that she would also leave if the need arose. Both the sisters were part of a radiant Master team, and those were the most impressive of them all.

Reaching the royal booth, he entered to find it almost empty. Only Katarina was there, apparently waiting for him.

"Ready to leave?" she questioned, getting up. Lev nodded, so they both left the arena together. The princess led him to the Hunters Guild, where Sherron was already present in the guildmaster's office.

Many had stared at the princess casually walking down the road. Lev, by extension, was also given far too many looks, but neither of them cared.

"Hunter Lev," the guildmaster of that branch, the same imposing man Lev had met when he first arrived at the haven, looked at him. "That was an unmatched showing. Congratulations on the first place."

"Thank you," Lev dipped his head a little.

The guildmaster nodded with a grunt. "While I would've asked for you to stay near our dungeons, runespires is strategically a better decision, even if only marginally. Good luck."

Sherron, seeing that he was done, spoke up. "Anything that needs doing, Jerry?"

"Nothing that requires your might, Lady Sherron," Jerry curtly replied.

"Let's go," Sherron addressed Lev and turned to leave. Before following after her, Lev looked at Katarina instead, not sure how to say goodbye while being respectful.

Katarina, being the teasing woman she was, immediately pulled him in for a hug.

"Why was I even worried?" Lev sighed and immediately moved out of her embrace. "See you."

"Go make a name for yourself there as well, goldie."

**

"Do you also have a bubble like Alec?" Lev questioned once they were near the gates of the haven.

"Something like that," the Exalted replied. Once they were outside the city, she gave Lev a ring. "Put mana into the input rune and keep providing it the required upkeep no matter what, okay?"

Lev nodded seriously and did as he was told without hesitation. Immediately, a sphere of mana formed and solidified around him, leaving him trapped in tight, dark confines.

The sphere was opaque, not letting him see anything outside, not even mana. With all his senses cut off, Lev sat down in the small space he was afforded and reduced the mana he was sending into the ring. It was starting to show signs of strain.

A single jerk was the only indication that they had started moving. If Sherron required him to close off all his senses to such a degree, then he guessed that they were moving even faster than Drakys had once carried him.

**

Less than an hour later, Sherron casually shattered the sphere construct with a flick of her finger. A finger wreathed in dense lightning.

"This is as far as I'll go," she looked at him with a gentle smile. Lev blinked repeatedly to get used to the light and looked around. They were way off from the wall, which meant that she didn't have to worry about anyone seeing them.

"I see." Lev silently embraced her, forgetting about all his worries for a moment. She hugged him back before they separated.

"Don't try to be a hero," she advised. "Don't try to deny that either."

Lev clicked his mouth shut and pouted. "No promises except I'll give it my all."

She giggled, a rare occurrence. "You better do. The position you've been assigned is not dissimilar to my own, only on a smaller scale."

"Hoh, that's something. Me, a nobody for now, being assigned important jobs. Swiftly moving up in the world."

"Nobody my ass," she rolled her eyes. "Watch everyone try to lick your feet now that your name is going to spread uncontrollably."

Lev grimaced. "Right…"

"Good luck," she smiled at him and slowly floated away. "Run if you can't win. I'll come find you."

Sherron vanished with a loud boom, leaving Lev and his slowly fading smile. Her words were reassuring, but his mind couldn't help but imagine how many times she had to run. How many times she had met unbeatable foes that forced her to abandon everyone left behind.

Happy thoughts, brain. We are going to defend one of the greatest human bastions. Happy thoughts.

Forming his armor, Lev ascended high up and started flying towards the distant walls. They were still hours away, which let him observe how quickly the situation was deteriorating.

Barrier arrows formed above him by the dozens before Lev launched them downward. Several groups of monsters, each a few hundred meters away, were pierced accurately through their heads.

[

You have slain [Goblin - Level 33]

…

You have slain [Gray Wolf - Level 24]

…

You have slain [Troll - Level 66]

]

So many monsters close to the city was never a good omen. Lev continued making his way to the walls, using normal, non-infused arrows on the way to kill all the weak monsters.

While the Duke's request to shoot beyond the walls was odd at first, Lev was now starting to understand. His elevated position and vastly improved eyesight would allow him to notice any abnormal monsters long before it reached the wall. Only, he had to constantly scan the horizons while defending the base of the spires.

Nearly two hours later, Lev had circled around and reached the gates of runespires. The two towering gates were closed, and he landed in front of them. Archers and mages on the wall quickly took note of him, and a guard reached him not long after.

"Who are you?" the Master mage, a woman with short white hair questioned.

Lev summoned his gold badge and handed it to her. "Hunter Lev, the winner of the recent tournament if the news has reached you yet."

She gave the badge a small glance and scanned Lev from head to toe. "Can you show us your barrier armor and black glaive?"

Barrier armor appeared around him as Stargazer was summoned from the ring. Both of them were scanned with a critical eye before the Master nodded.

"Follow me."

Guess they were expecting me, Lev thought, storing Stargazer again. First time I've had to prove my identity and not be flagged as an imposter.

It was a good thing, Lev decided. Proving his identity would only become easier with time as he gained more levels. The safety measure to stop someone from misusing his name was only a positive.

The Master didn't pass through the gates. Instead, she put mana into a hidden formation under their hinges. A slab of stone soundlessly slid back to reveal a set of stairs. Both of them started ascending without pause.

"Strategist Noah instructed us to take you to the wall immediately, where you will be ferried to the central spire," the guard broke the silence. "While we walk, can I ask questions about the tournament?"

"Sure thing."

"What was the leaderboard like for the Monster Hunt?"

"That's more detailed than expected. Was there no way to see the results from here?"

She shook her head. "It will take some time for the batch of viewing crystals to arrive still. Before that, news about the event will remain scarce. We just know that it was sped up."

"Huh, I see. I secured the first place with 831 points…"

For several minutes, Lev informed her about the happenings of the Monster Hunt. He didn't comment on her slowing down their ascent, rather enjoying the retelling as well.

It also reminded him about the existence of viewing crystals. Similar to TV screens, those prohibitively expensive crystals could store visual input and record it for later. Their existence was made possible with the help of class runes— runes that only worked with a specific class.
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  Lev and the woman found themselves in a small room built inside the wall. It was only a few meters underneath the top, serving as a shelter for both usual and emergency use.

"Thank you," she smiled. "I wanted to go to the Haven and see it for myself but the threat of the storm was too much to ignore. Sucks that I missed what was probably the greatest tournament to date."

Lev returned an understanding smile. "Your duty is a noble one."

"Precisely," she grinned at him. "I'm Opal, by the way. A carrier is waiting for you above."

With a nod, Lev ascended the small stairs present in the corner of the room, leading him to the top of the wall. Runespires extended below him as far as he could see, all the way to the distant opposite end of the wall.

"Hunter Lev," a tall, slim man with brown hair and matching eyes called out to him. "Do you still have any business to attend to on the wall?"

[Wind Mage - Level 171]

"No, let's go."

"Very well," the man replied. Wind mana streamed out of his palms, enveloping them both in tranquil gales. The spell easily lifted them into the air before they shot off to the huge central spire.

More than half my top speed, Lev observed, slightly impressed. Their passing was entirely soundless and exceptionally smooth, something made trivial by possessing a proper wind flight skill. He could've just flown there by himself in less time, but going through the official channel would save him any potential headache that might've arisen otherwise.

Landing on top of the spire, several hunters scanned the newcomers before ignoring them. None of them were aware of who Lev was, beyond the few who remembered him being approached by Drakys in the lecture.

Without pause, the wind mage continued to a lower floor. Lev quietly followed, taking note of the high number of defenders present in the spire. Most of them were high Adept, ranging from levels 180 to 225. A formidable force.

None of them loitered close to a single room, however. The carrier knocked on its doors twice… and then left. Lev was left alone, surprised, and fairly amused.

"Enter," a rather young voice commanded from inside. A young-looking man, someone Lev would expect to be in their mid-twenties, looked at him with a frown. "Yes? Do you need something?"

The Master strategist's aura also tried to scare him off but Lev resisted it with laughable ease. "I'm Lev, a gold hunter. I was dropped off here like a bad habit by one of your carriers. It should be me asking that."

"I have been expecting you. Come, take a seat."

Lev quickly did so, trying his best to not show his excitement at the beautiful table the strategist was sitting at. On top of it, a wide map of the human settlements was visible. It was updated in semi-realtime, a marvel that Lev had yet to see anywhere.

"Is it your first time seeing a war table?" the strategist questioned. His grin showed exactly what he was doing.

"Yep," Lev replied, eyes fixed on all the different landmarks surrounding the outer wall.

The Haven was in the middle of the squarish outer wall. Using it as a reference point, Windkeep was to the northwest corner, bordering the dreadwoods. The woods themselves were far larger than his initial estimates. Just the visible region was more than half the size of the human lands claimed by the outer wall.

Runespires, Lev's current location, was to the Northeast. Bordering it was only grassland for a long while before the signs of a distant mountain range became visible. The table only covered that much.

The pit was present to the West of the Haven, halfway between the great city and the outer wall. It was represented as a huge skull on the map, along with a question mark. Curious, but nothing that concerned him at the moment.

Downwards, to the Southwest, was Whitefall. It was present at the edge of a huge green boundary, the treeline of The Great Forest. Whitegrove, the big forest near it inside the wall, was also visible. While it wasn't comparable to the dreadwoods, it was still fairly large.

Finally, Timberhold was present in the Southeast. It was the largest city in scale, and around it was only grassland for as far as the map covered. Not only that, from what Lev knew, that part of the plains was also much safer than anywhere else. Mana density was way lower in general, giving birth to weak monsters like goblins and orcs, allowing the humans to relax while only contending with small waves.

Most of humanity's food production was also located there. With the second-highest population, its safety was of paramount importance.

Lev's gaze remained on the pit's skull for a long while before he looked up. The Master didn't interrupt, only observing him silently.

The man extended a hand. "Senior Strategist Noah, Hunter Commander and Resource Manager for over 200 years."

… Wow, okay. Definitely not young.

"Gold Hunter Lev," Lev flatly introduced himself and shook the proffered hand. "Hunter for less than a year."

The Master paused, still holding Lev's hand. "Less than a year?"

"Yep."

"Color me surprised," the man leaned back. "From what I have heard, you can match even Isabella in output and magery. Very impressive for such little experience."

Lev didn't take offense to the last bit. He knew he was still wet behind the ears when it came to being a hunter. Seeing him not reply, Noah straightened and waved to the map.

"I have not received any clear orders. Were you sent here with any messages to deliver?"

"No, but I was told where to be stationed."

"By whom?" Noah immediately questioned.

"Duke Fabian."

The strategist blinked. "The Grand Strategist? Didn't know you were acquainted. What were the orders?"

"Stay on top of the central spire and shoot outside the walls and below."

…

"… I see. No wonder they sent you to me directly. Look here," Noah pointed at the position of the central spire on the huge table. "Can you point out the limits of your range?"

Lev stared blankly at the map for a few seconds before looking up. "Honestly, I have no idea. One of the reasons I was dropped off here so quickly was to practice and identify the limits of my class with an aura mage."

"Elaborate?"

Elaborate what?

Having no other hint, he simply explained what he meant by the last sentence. "The reward ceremony finished a few hours ago. Since I had to partake in that, I was there a few hours ago, and now I'm here."

"Oh," Noah smiled. "You qualified for some of the rewards?"

Lev nodded. "I won both the Monster Hunt and the Solo Combat events."

The strategist went silent again, contemplating something seriously. With a small nod to himself, Noah made up his mind and gave Lev an intense look.

"How many points were you able to score?" the Master grinned.

With a short laugh, Lev prepared himself to answer another set of questions about the whole event.

**

"I am Beatrice. Pleased to meet you," said the aura mage, tone as frigid as a glacier. Lev, currently sitting on the edge of the central spire's roof, gave her an incredulous glance.

[Mage - Level 204]

"… Pleased to meet you as well. Will you be the one accompanying me?"

"That is correct, Hunter Lev."

"Can I ask about your skills?"

"You may, though they are all listed in my file."

Lev hmm'd. "Not happy about that?"

"That doesn't concern you," she curtly replied. With her rich black hair and pale skin, the reply sounded extra cold.

"Oh okay," Lev laughed. "I would just evolve and refuse to disclose them next time."

"One cannot just go and evolve."

"Not with that attitude."

Her already neutral face became even more reserved. Lev sighed in his head. He had pressed a bit too many of her buttons perhaps, even if it was fun.

"What abilities do I need to know about?" Lev asked seriously, no longer messing around.

"A direct increase to mana regeneration, a similar passive effect, and an enhancement for Intelligence and Perception."

"How long can you keep up the active ones?"

"The regeneration for four hours and the enhancement for six hours. Two hours for both of them, though I will need to rest in between constant use."

"That's pretty damn good," Lev remarked, eyes on the horizon. Strategist Noah had arranged a target practice course for him, though it was going to take some time to set up. The effectiveness of it remained to be seen.

To test the aura mage's skills, Lev first needed to waste mana. Barrier armor appeared around him before he aimed a hand upwards. Fire mana rushed out of his hands, released above the palm in a wild, uncontrolled jet of flames. It was a massive thing, much bigger than Lev was expecting, and he quickly cut off the input.

"Use the regeneration skill on me now."

Beatrice acquiesced, letting the skill empower him. Lev inhaled once the potent effect became obvious, taking a deep breath to get used to it.

Nearly half as powerful as the bald man's skill. Not bad. The total regeneration period is cut to five or six hours with this, instead of the normal eighteen.

From where Lev was currently standing, the walls of Runespires were nearly forty meters lower, allowing him to observe the plains clearly. Far in the distance, a column of black smoke was rising, easily noticeable for his Perception.

"Now use the enhancement."

Immediately, his vision became sharper, amplifying the clarity with which he could see the smoke. The effects of increased Intelligence, however, were more subdued. He could feel that it was enhanced, but no benefit stood out immediately.

A grin found its way to his face. Mana left his arms in a small stream, forming a long, sharp lance above them. It was nearly three meters long, firm, and ready to his senses.

For the first time, Lev used a formation from Drakys' collection. It was simply called "Acceleration Formation," the simplest of its kind. Despite that, it was extremely efficient, perfect for his purposes.

The main purpose of the formation was to enhance a projectile to the point of stressing its structure. Lev's barriers were robust enough to handle the strain, which left only the other downside.

Once accelerated, any attempts at guiding the projectiles would be severely hampered. He made use of that tactic quite frequently, always adjusting his arrows and lances to enhance his accuracy against moving targets. The formation took away that option.

It wasn't all bad, though. By virtue of being much faster, Lev would be able to hit moving targets with reliability similar to before. The speed would ensure that the lances became much harder to dodge in the first place.

The formation itself was laughably uncomplicated. Most of its efficiency came from the runes used in its building, as new and more suitable versions were always waiting to be found out there.

To enchant the lance, Lev simply carved the accelerate rune near the tip. Then, with connector runes and a few others to scan the whole shape of the projectile, the formation was carved in a small area within seconds. Because of the easiness, Lev also managed over 95% efficiency on the first try.

Truly, Drakys had gifted him an entire treasury of top-tier runes.

Beyond the wall, the black smoke was only getting thicker. Lev's task was to pierce the smoke with his arrows and lances, which was quite daunting considering the kilometers of distance.

With a deep breath, and a bit of lightning infused into the lance for even more speed, Lev channeled a puff of mana into the acceleration formation. It filled up to the point of overloading almost instantly. Shaking his head slightly at the ridiculous formation, he loosed.

The lance accelerated beyond the speed of sound immediately, going past the walls in a blink with a loud shockwave. Beatrice took a step back to fix her tousled hair. Lev's increased Perception let him observe the lance, albeit for only an instant, as it missed the mark and landed a few dozen meters away from the smoke.

Several hundred meters in the air, a carrier shone a bright red light, proving that the lance had indeed missed. Not that Lev needed to be told.

Four more lances took shape and were enchanted in less than ten seconds. One by one, they each announced their launch with deafening booms, proudly missing the smoke point.

Undeterred, Lev asked Beatrice to use the regeneration skill on him and formed another ten lances, starting his practice in earnest.

He also summoned a cushioned chair for Beatrice to sit down on and enjoy the show.

On his twenty-third lance, Lev finally got the hang of it. There was little need to account for gravity for the speed at which his projectiles could fly, meaning it was entirely up to his aim to guide the lances.

The trick, or lack of it, was simply getting used to it. Firing from so far away was an entirely new experience. Lev had yet to develop a gut feeling for if the projectiles were going to miss or not, which was what he aimed for once he understood how to aim.

Minutes passed in peaceful shooting before Beatrice finally couldn't take it anymore.

"How do you have so much mana? I put most of my points into Wisdom as well, but you still have way more."

Lev settled on half-truths, like he usually did for this topic. "My class has a really high mana capacity benefit, and I also have a ton of titles. The points from dungeoneer title also went into Wisdom only."

"Still," she continued in a low voice. "That much of a difference? Even your regeneration is magnitudes higher than mine."

He stayed quiet, letting the aura mage form her own conjectures. The knowledge about his Wisdom Boost was going to come out eventually, but he would rather not speak of it before reaching the Master rank. Whatever trouble it would cause, Lev wanted to be able to face it on his own.

  

    
        Chapter 108

    
    
    
    
  Several hours later, when the suns had set, Lev and Beatrice were lounging on top of the spire. The former didn't have anything else to do, and the latter was assigned to accompany him at all times.

Beatrice sat on her chair, bearing polite and silent. Consequently, Lev was left to read the runes collection on his own. Minutes passed in awkward silence where neither tried to initiate any conversation, though one of them was getting tired of the atmosphere.

How do I even begin talking to this icy person, Lev thought, turning over a page to read more descriptions and potential uses of acceleration formations. She has been deathly quiet since our talk about mana capacity. Did I say something wrong?

Mentally going over the conversation, Lev couldn't find anything he said that might've offended her. Guess she's just the silent type.

"Do you want to leave?" Lev broke the silence. "You don't have to tail me when I'm not fighting."

"That goes against my orders," came the neutral reply.

He almost rolled his eyes. "Just stay close to the spire in case there is an emergency. From what I've heard, things are not going to escalate for at least a week. There's nothing for you to do that in all that time except occasionally use your skills on me."

That at least got her to consider his words. She stared at the ground, lost in thought. Lev continued his reading and gave her space.

Some of these are surprisingly complex despite being two-dimensional, Lev chuckled in his head, entirely self-deprecating. So much fun and joy in store for me.

For a combat crafter like him, enchanting on the fly was going to be the norm. He had no idea how he was supposed to manage three-dimensional enchanting reliably and swiftly during life and death battles. Evolving the related skills was going to help but that was about all he could guess.

"What will you do during the downtime?" Beatrice eventually answered with a question of her own.

Lev just pointed up. "Stargaze."

"For a week or more? You can't be serious."

"Why can't I?" Lev smiled. "There is so much to practice, and I have sustenance on me. Beyond that, I have all the time in the world to do anything else once the storm passes. Nothing wrong with relaxing when I can without a problem."

**

A few hours later, Beatrice was asleep on a large couch Lev had provided for her. No sounds reached her, courtesy of the small sphere on her blocking them.

Lev was lounging some distance away, casually sipping on hot chocolate milk and considering what to work on next. High in the sky, only two of the moons were visible, illuminating the spires in a gentle glow.

No point in practicing anything that will take hours to tinker and create. Can't use them right now, or at least, not anytime soon. Might change once I go clear those platinum dungeons.

That left the more immediate options, but his practice was limited to not wake up Beatrice behind him.

Actually, I think I'll sleep first.

Two hours of peaceful rest later, the moons were still rather far from setting. Washing his face with his trusty refillable canteen, he set about the first test, which was the acceleration formation he had already used.

To start things off, he created four different lances and enchanted them with the formation at different points. The first was enchanted close to the tip, whereas the last was enchanted near the wider top.

One by one, he raised them high in the air and tested the differences. No new mental or visual feedback was registered, meaning the enchantment affected the whole projectile without any changes regardless of its location.

Going by Edward's lectures, willpower and the size of lances will be the major factors that can change that. Each formation has a limit to how much it can affect, and willpower is just wonky with small formations. No wonder the enhancement formation is so complex despite being incredibly watered down.

Time passed slowly but surely. Lev practiced carving the advanced enhancement formation runes on his barriers to practice, finally earning another level in the associated skill.

[

Barrier Carving has reached Level 9

]

Noah coming to the top of the spire interrupted further practice. He took one look at the contently sleeping Beatrice inside a sound ward and made his way over to Lev.

"I hope she didn't create any trouble?" Noah asked with a polite smile.

"Nope," Lev glanced at her sleeping form. "Told her she was free to do whatever but she decided to stay here."

Noah nodded. "Thought so. Tough to get that one to just relax and take some time off."

"So," Lev changed the topic. "What brings you here?"

"To enjoy the show, of course. Come on."

He followed the strategist, bottling up his questions. They merely moved to the edge of the spire, one facing the gates of the city.

"How do you guys allow people in if the gates are closed? They looked pretty difficult to move repeatedly."

"That is exactly what we do," Noah chuckled. "Enchantments responsible for movement shoulder the burden. We only need to supply the mana."

A low thrumming sound cut through the conversation. Lev looked down, observing the mana rushing through the edges of the vacant space around the spires. Like a sun opening its eyes, bright warm white lights came alive in a row around the entire cavity in the ground, embedded in the stone.

More lights were turned on row by row, like a wave rushing downwards. Silently, Lev took it all in, now able to scan the spires and the ground below with far more clarity because of them.

"Neat," Lev remarked after a minute. "I'm assuming monsters are coming?"

"Only a small, consistent horde for now. All entrances to the final caverns have been barricaded, which leaves the base town as the only destination for all the monsters spawning in the caves. They should be here in a few hours.

"This also makes me think that your main role was to deal with the monsters coming from below. Duke Fabian acknowledged that you can keep up low-intensity offense for a long time and also fire long-range explosive barrages at will. Two birds in one stone, pretty much."

"It seems so," Lev agreed. "Do you have a way to contact me when the first of them show up?"

"I'll send a runner."

Noah left after that, leaving Lev to his own devices. Some time later, Beatrice stirred, taking in the still dark skies and the barrier mage leisurely tinkering with runes and formations.

"There's still a few hours left before I get to see any action," Lev waved her off. "Go do whatever you want in the meantime."

"What do you mean?" she spoke, suppressing a yawn.

"Take a look around."

She did so, pausing when the bright expanse came into view. All of the towers were visible down to their base, along with the hunters on the ground, preparing who knows what.

"When did this happen?" she questioned without turning back.

"Eeh, like half an hour ago?"

"I see… will you remain here?"

"Yep."

That got her to leave for once. Lev continued his exercise, individually carving the runes required for the advanced enhancement for practice. His general skill was also close to leveling, though he knew the next rank of the skill wasn't going to be anything to write home about.

"Mister Lev!" came a familiar voice after the suns started peeking from the horizon. Lev turned around, smiling from ear to ear, especially because he had been recognized without the illusion armor.

"Hey Maya. Wasn't expecting to see you here."

She stopped a few meters away to catch her breath. "We… all runners are required in the spire to carry orders."

"I see," Lev nodded. "What are the orders for me?"

She made a face, both confused and tired. "There were no orders. Mister Noah just wanted you to know that the monsters are coming."

"Is that all?"

"Yes" she answered while leaving, one hand in the air and waving at him. "Good luck, mister!"

Beatrice arrived up the stairs just as Maya was leaving. They both shared a smile in passing before the aura mage addressed him.

"Do you wish for me to fetch or prepare something before the monsters arrive?" Beatrice questioned, her face not betraying a single emotion.

Lev formed a barrier platform near his feet, extending it enough for both of them to stand on comfortably and keep their personal space.

"Step on this," he waved her over, doing the same himself. Beatrice hesitated for a moment before doing so, at which point Lev completed the bubble around them, leaving small holes for air.

The aura mage kept quiet, not voicing her questions while Lev carved the illusionist's invisibility formation and the mana concealment formation on the entire thing. Dennis had made sure both of the formations were compatible, which made things easier.

While the runes were simple, same as the formations were meant to be, making them cover the whole bubble was something he didn't have any experience in.

To start things off, he enlarged the invisibility formation until it would theoretically cover a third of the bubble. For the most part, increasing the size of the runes did nothing more than cost more mana, but Lev had much of that to spare. The whole thing was barely going to put a dent in his regeneration due to its uncomplex nature.

After testing the finished formation by letting Beatrice leave through a freshly carved hole, carved away from the enchantment, and observing the result, Lev proceeded with the mana concealment formation. That one took way less time, for it was designed to block mana perception for large spaces. Simply putting the formation on the bubble without changing anything was enough. Beatrice joined him once he was done.

"There," Lev remarked in satisfaction, feeling his mana steadily stream into the functioning enchantments. With a thought, the bubble rose into the air, ascending for nearly a hundred meters before it came to a stop. "This is more like it."

"W-wait…" Beatrice shakily voiced while crouching, scared out of her mind. "Do we need to be this high?"

Lev looked down. Other than the roof of the central spire, there was a massive drop all around, nearly a kilometer in depth. He could see why she was scared, though the ability to fly had erased any such fears for him.

"Worry not," he assured her. "I will prioritize your safety above anything else. With your passive boosting my regeneration, I can easily keep floating up here forever."

"That… that does sound better," she gulped. "Just make sure to catch me, please."

Lev chuckled. "I will."

Far below them, on the stone ground near the base of the spires, small shapes were finally streaming out of different caves and holes. Monsters swarmed the hunters present at the bottom of the spires.

Scanning the defenders thoroughly, Lev realized the whole place was littered with traps. Arrowslits in the walls of the spires allowed archers to rain hell from above, and dozens of pitfalls were prepared to make the monsters fall to their demise, dissolved in acid or impaled on metal spikes.

Minute traces of auras below the ground let him know that earth mages were present underneath, ready to bury the corpses and filter out the most valuable ones.

Even better, the hunters stayed close to spire, meaning Lev could utterly eviscerate any troublesome monsters from above without worrying about humans being caught in the crossfire.

As for supporting hunters beyond the wall, the new height advantage was obvious. Lev could see somewhat further and also observe everything much better.

"Good enough," he mused out loud and formed a few dozen arrows around him. "Can you use the Perception active on me?"

Feeling both his Intelligence and Perception improve, Lev squinted and looked beyond the walls, noticing a small horde of monsters. They seemed to be normal goblins, so he went ahead with the first test.

Ten arrows were swiftly enchanted with acceleration and filled with minor amounts of fire mana, enough to take out five goblins with each impact. Taking a deep breath, he focused on the projectiles and loosed the first.

It flew like, well, an arrow on steroids, landing a few meters away from the horde after a few seconds. By his side, Beatrice watched with squinted eyes, barely able to see the distant blast.

Two more arrows followed, both of them landing amidst the goblins this time.

[

You have slain [Goblin - Level 22]

You have slain [Goblin - Level 31]

…

You have slain [Goblin - Level 20]

]

"Did it hit?" Beatrice asked, showing emotion for the first time. Lev grinned at the excited girl who reminded him of how he had asked Alec the same question in the pit.

"Yep. Killed ten goblins."

Minutes passed with occasional barrages like that. With the aura mage's presence, Lev's mana remained full. It was honestly incredibly convenient, even if the passive wasn't comparable to the main active skill.

"Hey," she drew his attention. "Look below."

"Hmm?" Lev glanced down. "Oh, I see."

All the arrows hovering around him turned towards the ground as one. Lightning streamed into them in equal measure, amplifying their speed and lethality. With a mental command, half of them descended on the group of trolls.

They were all first-threshold monsters, yet the levels did nothing to save them. Each arrow flew like a bullet, shearing through muscle and bone while electrocuting the monsters. To top it all off, the remaining mana at the point of impact with the ground combusted at once in small blasts, further destroying their bodies.

[

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 102]

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 111]

…

You have slain [Cave Troll - Level 110]

]

A dozen lances came into existence around them when his gaze roamed beyond the city, each filled with a large amount of fire and lightning mana. Time seemed to slow down even further as Lev focused his all on the projectiles, enchanting them with acceleration before letting them loose.

Several kilometers away from the wall, a group of direbears was suddenly engulfed in a wave of electric flames. Some of them were immediately lethally injured from colliding with the lances, whereas the rest found themselves amidst a localized storm of charged fire.

The result was a small mushroom cloud, clearly visible from where they were standing. One of them was grinning like a loon, whereas the other was having trouble pulling up her dropped jaw.

"And that's six second-threshold monsters down."

[

You have slain [Direbear - Level 255]

You have slain [Direbear - Level 251]

…

You have slain [Direbear - Level 251]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 192

Unerring Volley has reached 3rd Level 4

]
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  "Stop the skills," Lev spoke after a few minutes, not seeing anything that needed his attention immediately, neither beyond the walls nor below.

Beatrice ceased buffing him, still contemplating what she had just seen. Lev had casually demolished a small group of second-threshold monsters, after all. For a gold hunter, that was an impossible achievement, even if direbears were weak. Their durability still matched their levels.

"It doesn't make sense," she eventually said, expression downtrodden. "Why is the difference so huge? I've never slacked off either."

"Luck," Lev replied, trying to keep his tone neutral so she might not think the words derisive. "I don't think anyone wants the downside of the power I have, nor the past I had to go through. So, it's mainly luck and secondarily persistence."

"Downsides?" she scoffed but controlled her expression quickly. "Such as?"

"There is much I can't reveal, but can you imagine the responsibility that comes with 'so much mana?'"

She couldn't, not immediately at least, if her lost expression was any indication.

"Just to give you a hint, I've already personally met most of humanity's Exalted as an Adept. Not just anybody can say that."

Some of the scope of Lev's future started to dawn on her. Perhaps because she had faced monsters on her own, or maybe she had heard enough tales, but Beatrice dipped her head in an apologetic nod, understanding that she was speaking out of line.

Not much thinking was required to deduce that, if things went well, Lev would have no choice but to be at the forefront. Be it battling monsters or explorations, his class was suitable for everything.

Sure, he would have teammates and other allies supporting him, but the expectations were mostly going to land on his shoulders. Many would fold under them, and Lev might too, but he would be damned if he didn't give it his all.

The option to just refuse was there, but his mind immediately recoiled from the notion. What else was he supposed to do? Let the world burn around him when he had the tools for change and safety? The ridiculous thought could never get a hold on him, let alone sink in its claws. That, Lev could claim confidently.

"Again with all the downer talk," Lev clicked his tongue. "Direct combatants are always rewarded more too, so that's that. Doesn't mean your class or presence are any less significant. With you here by my side, I can do far more than I could normally, and that is something you should never discard."

"Thank you," she smiled faintly, "but I am quite confident in my class already. It's the sheer gap between us that makes me forget that I'm one of the best aura mages out there."

"That's more like it," Lev laughed. "And hell yeah you are. Those skills are quite nuts, and don't let anyone tell you otherwise."

"I know," she replied casually, eyes visibly smug.

Hey, I'm progressing in the social department as well.

Smiling to himself, he fired arrows down below, skewering unsuspecting spiders, trolls, snakes, centipedes, thornlings, and many more.

Different variations of slimes were also showing up. Most of them straight up died after falling into the pitfalls, but others were quite deadly with their ranged attacks. Lev didn't take any chances and put them down quickly with lightning arrows.

Bats, salamanders, and lizards were dealt with in a similar fashion. Rarely were any of the monsters above level 100, meaning they died from a single arrow.

That changed when a huge, light-brown stingray floated out of one of the caves. The hunters all immediately retreated inside the spires and closed the gates, letting the ranged attackers deal with the earthen glider.

[Earthen Glider - ???]

Well above level 300, Lev observed from the creature's vast aura, preparing lances and arrows. I should stick to lightning for speed and penetration.

Others had the same idea. Four lightning bolts were fired at the monster, all blocked by walls that rose out of the ground. Lances rained down, three of them stopped by large flying boulders, whereas the last was dodged.

It landed on the ground, exploding in a crackling blast that did minimal damage. Lev had to adjust his strategy based on that and glanced at Beatrice.

"Use both of the skills."

Arrows formed by the dozens as her buffs enveloped him. Lightning and fire streamed into all of them, filling them to the brink. Someone down below must have felt all his mana and decided to go all out as well.

Thick, slithering roots tore out of the ground, most of them failing to pierce the monster but a few found their mark. They dug in deep, slowing down the glider for the briefest of moments.

A warrior took advantage, throwing their spear with admirable accuracy. It carved a long, wide gouge along the monster's length, eliciting a screech of pain. More skills joined in before Lev's volley reached the half-erected defenses of the glider.

Walls were shattered, pillars were destroyed, and wind blades were neutralized, but despite all of the power packed into Lev's barrage, it was the monster that won out.

Shields came into being right in front of him, blocking the remnants of the glider's attacks. Enchanted as they were, only three of them shattered and were reformed quickly.

Well, shit, Lev gulped and immediately stepped out of the bubble, depositing Beatrice on the ground while flying away. The glider didn't even acknowledge her and charged Lev, its speed multiplied by the wind mana surrounding its form.

An earth slash was fired, allowing him to dodge the momentarily slowed down monster by imbuing his armor with lightning. Enhancement formation was already running on full throttle, giving him ample time to note that the slash had done absolutely nothing.

This is bad, Lev looked around, calm and thinking clearly. Evacuation wasn't supposed to happen that day, but seeing the huge monster above the spire changed that. Time to act like a barrier mage for once.

Ten shields appeared in front of him, each enchanted with the standard durability rune. The monster charged heedless, creating and firing shards of stone at the constructs. Each shattered one of them, but the shields reformed faster than the monster could create stone out of thin air.

Lev kept it circling close to the central spire, remaining in range of his bubble to keep Beatrice cloaked and avoiding any people rushing to the evacuation shelters. Bereft of intelligence as it was, the glider never stopped giving chase, wasting wind mana to empower its flight and create sharp blades along its body, and throwing away earth mana in the form of conjured projectiles.

In comparison, the barrier mage could keep up the game of cat and mouse for hours, especially when he lowered himself further to stay in range of Beatrice's buffs. Even with that working out in his favor, there was one issue.

I don't think I can kill it quickly, Lev allowed himself an amused smile, never letting his guard down against the monster that shattered all his defenses casually. Only the number of shields and the insane amounts of mana in his pool allowed him to go toe to toe like that. A normal barrier mage would've lost quickly, even if their class would've afforded them more robust constructs.

As it stood, Lev simply glided around, keeping his mana usage to a minimum and waited for backup. If that didn't arrive, he wanted the streets to be empty before going on the offensive to avoid any accidents.

Less than a minute into the 'fight,' a small group of mages arrived on top of the central spire, presumably to support him. All three of them radiated a faint aura of lightning, letting him know they were probably at the base of the spire not long ago.

"LET THEM EVACUATE," Lev shouted and pointed at the swiftly emptying buildings and roads. The lead mage nodded and stood on alert, spells primed to be launched instantly.

Their presence was reassuring, mainly because they knew Beatrice was there and they could protect her. That was Lev's main worry, as he could go nuclear the moment something threatened his life. Her life needed to be protected more delicately.

More minutes passed in the chase that was quickly losing its novelty. Lev remained on high alert for the entire duration, but he was getting quite good at reading the monster's movements and its mana.

Before earth shards could start forming, his shields were already poised to block them. The mana leaving the glider was substantial enough that Lev's mana perception could notice it, which told him just how strong the monster was.

Barely any gold or platinum hunters would have the firepower to put this thing down, and even if they did, it was going to cost them every last bit of mana or stamina. That was quite the feat for an early second-threshold monster, for they tended to die quickly despite being strong.

Lev, however, was determined to take it down by himself. He had seen most of what the gilder had to offer, and now that they were fighting mid-air instead of underground, away from its home territory, he actually had a chance to win.

An overloaded lightning slash cut its flight path, impacting before the monster could dodge out of the way. It stumbled out of the searing and jolting explosion before righting itself, damaged but far from deterred. Lev wasn't banking on the slash either, though the huge yet shallow charred wound was a good start.

Arrows followed next, each filled with lightning. Each did negligible damage, and half of them were immediately destroyed by boulders smashing into them, but they were all aimed at the injured side of its body. The ones that found their mark blackened its right side even further, increasing the damage ever so slightly.

The monster didn't take it lying down. Huge stone pillars formed above them, and Lev created lances of his own to counter them. As he dodged another one of its dives, the projectiles were launched simultaneously. Lances slammed into the pillars, failing to damage them with any reliability, but all of them did their job without fail. The pillars were pushed aside, each positioned to fall on empty ground below or impact the sides of the spires.

Time to go all out again, Lev grinned as a large amount of mana rushed out of him. He barely restrained himself in time, only forming ten lances far above instead of the dozens he had planned because people were watching him. The current amount of mana could be explained with an arcane class.

Lightning and fire filled them up in a blink, and Lev prepared himself to rush in melee. Just as the glider lunged at him, he advanced too, streaming earth mana into Stargazer. Halfway into the mad dash, he released it all in an overloaded earth slash.

Perhaps not expecting the sheer power packed into the attack, the glider rammed straight into it and was stopped dead in its tracks with a squeal. Its wind blades shattered without any meaningful accomplishment, but despite that, there was little damage visible on its body except some surface-level cracks.

Lev remedied that quickly by launching two lances along with the earth slash, both of them landing on its already-damaged side. The monster fell, immobilized by the sheer amount of lightning coursing through it.

From the top of the spire, the lightning mages were about to open fire. Lev debated stopping them but there was no point. They had already shot spells at it, which meant that the essence was going to be shared anyway.

Two more thick bolts of lightning slammed into it, at which point Lev just commanded all but one of his lances to join in. One by one, they pierced through hastily created walls and boulders and hit the monster head-on, enlarging the huge web of cracks on its body.

Amidst a shower of stone splinters, it fell, unable to control its flight as the lightning mages continued attacking without pause. By the time it hit the ground, an overloaded lance was already on its way, disintegrating half of its body in one final explosion.

[

Your Group has slain [Earthen Glider - Level 321]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 193

Mage Conduit has reached 3rd Level 5

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 4

Crescent Decimation has reached 2nd Level 3

]

Finally some skill levels again.

While he descended to the top of the spire, barrier arrows blinked into existence and flew downwards, percing one monster after another. Lev had never stopped scanning the situation below, after all. The perks of his Perception made the task manageable.

"Hunter Lev?" the lead lightning mage questioned. Lev identified them all.

[Mage - Level 202]

[Mage - Level 200]

[Mage - Level 200]

"That would be me," Lev replied, creating an opening in the bubble for Beatrice to walk out of.

"Do you need some time to rest and recuperate?" the man asked bluntly, opting for quick conversation.

Lev pretended to think for a bit. "No, but if something like that comes up again, I will need help."

The man nodded. "Of course. Just give us a signal if you ever need to switch out. Having an aura mage by your side doesn't solve the strain of fighting for so long."

"Will do," Lev nodded and watched them leave. He then turned back to Beatrice trying to put on a calm face, failing to hide her faintly trembling hands.

"Once again, you're free to leave," Lev kept his voice natural, neither patronizing nor judgemental so she wouldn't get the wrong message. "As long as you're up here, monsters like that are going to continue showing up for me."

"I…" Beatrice took a deep breath with closed eyes. "I think… I'll stay. That fight alone gave me two levels. The opportunity is too good to pass up."

Lev gave her a respectful nod. "Buckle up, then. Things are only going to escalate from here."

She gave him a confused glance. "Buckle up?"

"Uh… I mean, steel yourself," Lev coughed into his hand. "You know what I mean."
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  Four days passed in a constant thrum of battle. Sometimes, monsters rushed in like a low-rated wave, putting all the hunters on high alert. Most of the time however, they streamed in slowly.

Lev and Beatrice floated in their bubble, seated in two cushioned sofas summoned from his ring. One was keeping an eye on the skies, and the other was firing barrier arrows at unsuspecting monsters below. The horizons were still clear except the near-imperceptible darkness towards the north, above the endless oceans.

Arrows enchanted with acceleration were neatly piled up next to Lev. They left the bubble and flew up when he noticed a horde of trolls marching towards the city gates. All of his projectiles were gradually filled with lightning as Beatrice started buffing him. They had developed enough of an understanding for her to do so without needing Lev to ask for it.

Like a miniature meteor-shower, each blue arrow streaked forward at once, illuminating the empty streets and roads underneath with their passing. The barrage impacted the monsters in a ruinous chain of blasts, each explosion empowering the next.

Fire and lightning did their thing, greedily absorbing the power from every projectile and finally blowing up in a charged wave of decimation, eviscerating most of the horde instantly. Even if stragglers remained, Lev had done his job.

[

You have slain [Troll Warrior - Level 190]

…

You have slain [Troll Commander - Level 205]

…

You have slain [Troll Shaman - Level 198]

]

"See anything?" Lev asked, not expecting a positive answer.

"Nope," Beatrice replied. She was much more relaxed around him than she was on the first day. Observing him fight for days straight, albeit with a bit of rest in between, had also numbed her to his insane advantages. She had long accepted that he was monstrously strong for his level and moved on.

"Alright," Lev stifled a yawn, blinking back the drowsiness as they landed on top of the spire. The sofas vanished as he spoke, "I'll ask Noah to let us relax-"

He paused when Beatrice's eyes widened in alarm and fear, still looking at the sky. Lev's bleary mind took a second too long to react, at which point time had already slowed down to a crawl.

White was slowly overtaking his vision as he formed domes around them, enchanting them with durability as quickly as he could. He couldn't even turn his head before the first of them shattered.

The unbelievably fast attack shredded through all his domes one after another, on track to land on his armored back. Or at least, it would've if Beatrice hadn't reacted without hesitation, throwing herself forward to push Lev to the ground.

Her face was frozen in panic and terror, yet she continued all the same, intent on tackling Lev out of harm's way. Only…

No…

The bolt of lightning was close enough to blind him almost entirely. Beatrice had pushed Lev away enough for the attack to miss him but not her. It was going to hit her squarely in the torso.

You… Barrier threads formed, wrapping around her and yanking her forward. In the slowed moment, she just barely jerked ahead from the pull. It seemed like she was going to dodge by a hair's breadth.

Then the last barrier dome, the final hurdle slowing down the bolt shattered as the slowed Perception came to an end. The lightning bolt landed a few meters away in a large blast just as Lev was tackled to the ground, tightly holding a sizzling and burning Beatrice in his arms.

"No, no, no, no," Lev gently put her on the ground with trembling limbs as the fires around them faded, completely forgetting that there was a monster somewhere above them. Mana rushed into the healing converter as a wild torrent, stressing the skinsuit's enchantment more than ever before but he couldn't have cared less. Items were temporary.

The aura mage coughed out blood as Lev started healing her. It first rushed to the huge hole in the right side of her torso, stemming the bleeding as best it could while regrowing the flesh and missing lung in excruciating slowness.

"Run…" Beatrice croaked out weakly, eyes looking at something behind him. Reality caught up to him at that moment, and he bolted with Beatrice in his arms without looking back.

The stairs to the lower floor were small and only covered with bulk doors that were currently open, barely large enough for three people to ascend side-by-side. Lightning mana built up somewhere behind him before he could rush down them.

Lev lunged, the fastest he could manage in his dizzy, shaken state, but luck was not on his side. Midair, he turned his head slightly, seeing huge wings covered in black feathers as lightning flowed through them like snakes. Despite the hundreds of meters of distance between him and the monster, they seemed utterly gigantic.

Another lightning bolt tore through the air, setting the oxygen alight in its passing. Lev closed his eyes just as he started to fall through the ground and down the stairs, knowing he wouldn't make it, especially after Identifying the monster.

[Stormrider Vulture - ??]

A huge, black round shield landed on top of the spire and blocked the lightning bolt, thrown over the edge as a result. The last thing Lev saw before hitting the ground of the lower floor was the wide back of a powered armor and a massive, silver greatsword.

Beatrice groaned from the impact, jolting Lev back to the present. He redoubled the amount of restoration mana being channeled into her and looked for any healers nearby.

Frantically asking for directions told him that they were at the lowest floors. Lev flared his enhancement at the maximum and jumped out of one of the windows, staying close to the spire and flying to the ground.

Someone quickly noticed him at the gates in the base of the spire. From there, Beatrice was taken out of his hands and taken to the healers in an area sectioned off with white clothes, blocking off all manners of Perception.

She's alive, Lev dismissed his armor and sat down on one of the benches for waiting, wiping away tears. Just why…

With a deep sigh, he leaned back on the uncomfortable metal bench and closed his eyes. Hunters were gradually returning to the spires and closing off all the gates. Complete evacuation of all forces was going to happen earlier than planned, and Lev knew exactly why.

Simply because I was out in the open, high above… Lev blinked tiredly as the fact that he was safe started setting in. No part of the Seen title ever mentioned reducing the effects of my presence, only that I will not see another chaoswalker anytime soon.

Somehow, the fact had slipped his mind. That wherever he went, trouble would follow, sometimes in the form of third-threshold monsters that could evsicerate him from afar.

Beatrice had almost paid with her life because of it. She… Lev's fists clenched at his sides. The idiot had prioritized his life, someone she barely even knew, and almost perished because of that split-second decision.

It didn't help that he would've done the same for her. He didn't want anyone to die for him, ever. The mere idea felt so wrong and revolting that it made him nauseous. But there he was, blankly staring at the white curtains Beatrice was currently being treated behind.

Life had taught him a cruel lesson that day and saved him from one far worse, or perhaps even the last.

**

"She's up, hunter," an attendant called out to him. Lev rubbed his eyes and looked around, having fallen asleep at some point. "The healers wanted to inform you to never use so much healing mana at once. It took a great deal of effort to control all the undirected saturation of restoration mana and prevent cancerous growth. Be careful in the future."

"I will," Lev replied seriously, immediately wide awake. "Please show me where she is."

"Follow me."

They crossed many closed off white rooms before the attendant entered a random one. Beatrice was lying on a white hospital bed, eyes glazed over. They refocused when Lev entered.

The attendant left quickly, and a basic sound ward was activated around them, muffling the conversation at best with its minimal functions.

Lev stood there, unable to utter a word as the memory of her torn and charred torso kept surfacing in his mind. He gave his head a firm shake to banish those thoughts and looked at her.

Hollow eyes stared back. The words died in his throat as he summoned a chair and sat down. Both of them stayed silent, lost in their own miserable thoughts.

"I'm so sorry," Lev quietly broke the silence while staring at the ground. He didn't have the guts to look at her while saying that. "I was supposed to protect you."

She didn't reply or even turn to look at him, only shedding silent tears while replaying the earlier events in her head. Lev wanted to comfort her, to say something that would make her stop crying.

But what could he even say? Not only was he next to her back then, but it was also him that was supposed to be the target of the attack. That was already bad enough as it was, but she wasn't even aware that it was all his fault in the first place.

Anyone could attribute the event to bad luck and a side effect of his huge mana pool. Monsters were sensitive to mana, after all. Beatrice however, had jumped in front of the attack that was lured by Lev's presence to begin with and almost died on the spot, yet he still couldn't tell her. The information was too sensitive to share.

And just when I was finally starting to open up to others, Lev wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. Life is going to be extremely lonely, isn't it?

Going further down that line of thought was naught but a spiral of depression, so he pulled himself together. Lamenting could wait; there was something he had to say before anything else.

"Thank you," Lev looked into her eyes, letting her see all his gratitude. "Most likely, both of us would have died if you hadn't moved. Thank you."

Whatever little control she had over herself was shattered by those words. Her face changed into one of intense fear and sorrow, cutting through Lev's eroding reservations. Gently, he put a hand on her shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze.

Gut-wrenching sobs went through her body, far from her usual prim and proper self. Both ugly and jarring, each of them cruely reminded him never to be so careless again while sending shivers down his spine.

**

The storm was still more than a week away when the order for moving to shelters came through. Underground passages leading to them were opened for everyone to step through. Too many second and third-threshold monsters had attacked the spires ahead of the calamity, which forced the defenders to retreat.

Over seventy dead, Lev repeated in his head, eyes blank and face neutral. The Master team was wholly inadequate to deal with the massive vulture. So, in a way, their deaths were caused by me, just like they had been when facing the threader.

This time, the fact hit him much harder. Where the threader was dealt with rather quickly, a third-threshold monster was a much, much bigger threat. If there hadn't been a Master team present on the site, Lev didn't know just how massive the death toll would've been.

Nobody was expecting stormriders so early. Most certainly not ones above level 500. It left them all scratching their heads, except for the hunter currently making his way down to the shelters. Due to direct orders from someone, Lev was being guided to the most isolated one. Beatrice had been recalled after their short, emotional moment. He resolved to find her later, for he owed her a great debt.

Two attendants accompanied him, both of them warriors above his level. While he walked in the middle of them, Lev checked all his previous notifications.

[

Mana Tempest has reached Level 194

Mana Tempest has reached Level 195

Mana Tempest has reached Level 196

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 3

]

Acceptable for four days of low-intensity combat, Lev mused tiredly. Their silent march continued for hours in a smooth, spiraling tunnel before something changed. When they reached a dead end, one of the warriors pressed a medallion against the stone wall.

With a loud rumbling, the stone slid away to reveal a much smaller and darker pathway. Lev was waved in, and he silently followed their instructions. No point in asking questions from people who probably didn't know anything.

Minutes passed in a leisurely yet interesting walk. Some life returned to Lev's eyes when he noticed the incredibly detailed but cloaked enchantments on the walls, obscuring any and all hints of mana and auras to the outside world.

The double gates at the end further amplified his suspicion about something being wrong but he couldn't bring himself to care much. He simply strode inside when they swung open noiselessly, revealing a large hall that was just as heavily enchanted as the path leading up to it.

Inside, there were only a few people, most of them Masters. Strategist Noah was also present, glaring at him with quiet anger.

His path was blocked by a mountain of a man suddenly appearing in front of him. Built like a tank with long brown hair tied in a ponytail, he had thick arms crossed over his chest and looked down at Lev with a scowl.

[Diviner - ???]

"The hell did you do?"

Lev blinked slowly and took in the diviner's towering visage. It really didn't match the class.

"Nothing."

"Don't try to lie to me, brat!" The man roared and grabbed Lev by the throat. His hands tightened enough to be threatening but not enough to hinder Lev's speech.

I see how it is, Lev thought, bemused.

"The vulture ignored all the forces outside the walls or roaming the streets to attack you directly. Do you think we are retarded? All of my skills only point to you being the cause as well. Answer, or I will make you," he finished while leaning closer and staring directly into Lev's eyes, trying to cower him into giving up his secrets.

"Do try," Lev blankly remarked. "See how some of the strongest of our kind will tear you apart, limb by limb."

"And you believe they will save you down here?" the man smirked.

"And you believe I need them to deal with you?" Lev countered, having noted that nobody in the shelter was a combatant.

Palpable tension was present in their staredown. Lev's mind was already on a short fuse from the earlier happenings, and his twitchy fingers reflected that. If the Master made one wrong move, he was ready to fry the diviner to ashes in a single burst.

"Hmph, you've got guts, at least. Still, watch where you run your mouth. Not everyone will be as forgiving as I," the diviner said and let go of his neck.

The man was sorely mistaken if he thought Lev would've taken it lying down. More than half of his pool remained, and he wasn't averse to making a point.
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  Lev wasn't bothered by anyone else, only getting judgmental and resentful glances. Too many had died in such a short period of time, and the diviner had already outed him as the source. That left only one thing to direct their anger to, and that person happened to be in the same shelter as them.

This is a new brand of uncomfortable, Lev thought to himself while sitting on the ground in a corner. Do they think I can't feel their glances with my eyes closed, or do they want me to know they're pissed?

He sighed in his head. The storm was not going to abate for a while, which meant he had to stay in that hall for just as long. Going by the treatment he had received so far, the chances of a fight breaking out were pretty damn high.

Still… I really want to know what Noah is doing. Those crystals are so damn interesting.

Mana was transferred to and from the crystal on the strategist's desk. Each packet of mana was densely enchanted, both for it to remain in shape and to safely carry the entire message. Lev's Mana Perception just barely let him see them and their small range, which made sense. Sherron had said that long-range communication was barely a thing, and these crystals seemed much too advanced for that.

But Noah was very pissed off, likely because of the state Beatrice had returned in.

Lev got up and made his way to the strategist's desk and took a seat in front of the man. Noah glanced up from the crystals and looked at him, expertly concealing his anger.

"I don't think your reaction is the same as everyone else's," Lev began, eyes roaming all the communication crystals on the table before settling on Noah's own. "If you have something to say, please do so. Living down here for however long we need to will become hell if you keep glancing at me like that."

The Master didn't reply for a while and just stared at him silently, perhaps because of Lev's directness. Eventually, his eyes became even more unreadable as he spoke.

"You had a job, Hunter Lev," he stated in a calm tone that hid a storm entirely different than the one raging above ground. "Aura mages are rare, even more so than healers. Their safety is the highest priority, and you let one of our most promising ones almost die on your first assignment."

Yeah, Beatrice is definitely more to him than just an 'aura mage.'

Lev leaned forward. "Tell me, Strategist Noah, do you think I could've predicted a third-threshold stormrider appearing a week before the storm? Let me finish," he barked rather harshly when Noah was about to open his mouth. "We may have still had a chance to run if any of your guys had noticed it approaching, but Beatrice jumped in front of a lightning bolt that was aimed at me while tackling us to the ground.

"It is only because the stars aligned and I had a passive that activates in such moments that I was able to mostly pull her out of the bolt's way and save her from instant death. Even then, it was only because of my strength that I was able to heal her enough to not let her die on the spot and carry her to the healers while running from a third-threshold monster. That doesn't even take into account that we had been fighting for four days straight now and were bone-tired. Both of us coming out of that alive is nothing short of a miracle."

"Do not forget whose fault it was," Noah said in an infuriatingly calm tone. Lev gritted his teeth, biting back scathing remarks, and stayed quiet. "I have been briefed about your capabilities and performance in the tournament even if some of it is suspiciously underplayed. Perception and eyesight are your strong suit, so don't try to blame someone else for your negligence."

I can only do so much, Lev surly thought to himself, unable to find a flaw in the argument. Beatrice had taken the role of keeping an eye on the skies so Lev could focus on the plains and the ground below and deal with the monsters. Her eyesight was understandably not as good as his own.

"And… you say Beatrice intervened at the risk of her own life?" Noah continued, tone flat.

"Yes," Lev replied, voice similarly neutral. "The same Beatrice who doesn't speak unless necessary or ever tries to skirt orders."

Noah's brows furrowed in concern and confusion as he replied. "Be as it may, I'd appreciate it if you would let me work undisturbed."

Lev left without a word, finding the dismissal better than Noah's earlier behavior. Their conversation had been heard by everyone present, but he didn't care about them. The top priority was to make his stay down below bearable and make sure not to let anything escalate. No matter what, Lev couldn't allow anyone to brand him as the enemy of humanity simply for existing.

**

A few hours later, Beatrice entered the shelter. She almost seemed to be back to her usual state, masking everything behind an expressionless face. The effects of the recent traumatizing experience could be observed by her slightly twitchy fingers and sunken eyes.

Lev, who was meditating in a corner, opened his eyes to glance at her once and confirm her well-being. Then he closed them again and waited to see if she would even approach him.

Beatrice first made her way to Noah. A sound ward blocked their conversation, which went on for a while. There was some anger in Noah's aura, but it was contained to seem mild.

Hearing footsteps, Lev opened his eyes, already knowing who they belonged to. Beatrice stood in front of him, neither angry nor resentful. Lev's shoulders involuntarily slumped after seeing that, and he summoned a couch for her to sit on.

That was what she seemed to be waiting for and she sat down. Standing up, he summoned another one and made himself comfortable. A cube appeared in Beatrice's hand, not letting any sounds escape from a sphere around them.

She stared at her hands and stayed quiet. Lev gave her time and space, knowing whatever she was about to say was important.

"You're not a good hunter," Beatrice voiced in a neutral tone, still staring at her hands.

"…"

"So confidently reaching above your station when you're obviously inexperienced. That almost got us both killed."

"I'm sorry."

She continued, heedless. "Both of us would've definitely died if I hadn't foolishly moved without thinking. Somehow, we survived because you pulled me closer, then saved my life again by healing me out of nowhere. I didn't even know you could do that."

"Thank you," Lev bowed his head once she didn't say anything else, "for protecting me. I will never forget how much I owe you."

She fixed him with an unnervingly intense stare. Lev looked back, unsure what brought that on. Seconds passed in tense silence before her eyes started to turn almost… nervous?

"But you're strong. Far too strong for your level," she began again, not breaking eye contact. "I kept track. We killed seventy-two second-threshold monsters in four days, and only forty of them were with assistance from others. That is not normal."

Lev stayed silent and let her speak. Beatrice was visibly tense now. "When we first met, you said you would just evolve and refuse to tell them more about your class again. Are you really going to push for Master after this?"

"I am," he agreed, understanding where this was going. Perhaps she wanted something else, so he still didn't say anything else.

"Then…" her hands clenched into fists. She gulped, struggling to say the next words. Just when her resolve was starting to crumble, Lev finally opened his mouth.

"Windkeep is the best place for that. The pit has more opportunities for hunting and gathering resources but well, you know what happened above first-hand," Lev casually voiced his opinion.

The request was more than reasonable. Honestly, it was negligible compared to his life's worth, and Lev had no qualms helping her along to begin with. One might argue that it would hurt his evolution's potential, but he had plans to counter that.

A relieved breath escaped her lips as she smiled faintly. "I know it's not a small ask-"

"It is," Lev interjected. "When do you wish to go through with it?"

"… Give me some time to think."

**

Life, young man, is boredom.

Lev rolled around on his huge, luxurious couch. The days were passing with excruciating slowness, and nobody tried to stir any trouble after the first day, either. Beatrice's words came to mind.

"He wanted to know about your skills and strengths. All I said was that if you can't make it to Exalted, then nobody can, not anymore."

Turns out, Noah took that more seriously than she intended. He warned off everyone not to make an enemy out of Lev, because no matter what, he was not going to be punished or even blamed for the vulture's presence. It was an accident, no matter what a diviner's skills said. Lev himself had played no part in it.

That was news to Lev. He was worried that someone might see it as a bad omen and try to advocate kicking him away from population centers. Noah also informed them about his tournament wins and relation to several Exalted and other key figures. Many had seen him frequently enter the royal booth, giving rise to many manners of rumors.

The worst of them, at least, had been silenced without mercy. Or so Noah's spooky tales said. Lev knew the strategist was both trying to defuse any budding animosity and also score some points in his good graces.

He didn't mind, but Beatrice found the whole situation endlessly amusing for some reason. Noah was usually a polite man who never slacked off. That agreeable and polite personality vanished into thin air whenever someone stepped on his toes.

To see such a competent and stern man scramble not to make an enemy out of him was top-tier entertainment, according to her. Lev supposed the reasoning made sense. It made him curious about what kind of feedback the strategist got from his skills and intuition.

Other than that, nothing of note happened. Lev meditated, practiced some basic runes and formations so others couldn't steal the ones he got from Drakys, and generally just wasted mana to watch it regenerate. The cycle repeated again and again for three weeks, which meant he was bored out of his mind.

There were very few people left in the hall they were in. Nearly two dozen more had arrived after Lev, bringing the total occupants to forty. Now, there were only seven, including him and the aura mage.

She really has mastered the art of napping, Lev flatly stared at Beatrice's sleeping form for a moment before looking away. How is this girl sleeping ten hours daily with her level and constitution even?

There was bound to be a profound technique behind it, something far too precious to be shared with the likes of him.

Shoving her out of his mind, Lev returned to his silent poolgazing and let his mind wander. Nothing had attacked them in the shelter, something he was infinitely grateful for. If a monster could see past all the enchantments and find them, they stood absolutely no chance against such a creature.

Several attendants had brought equipment with them to the shelter. Rings and other accessories that masked auras and mana were distributed freely once the storm started in earnest, bringing with it an endless torrent of rain and lightning.

Lev and Beatrice both refused the equipment and elected to stay. They sorely needed the downtime to digest the near-death experience and prepare themselves for the future.

"Still nothing?" Beatrice questioned with a yawn, a routine they had developed.

"Still nothing," Lev agreed without opening his eyes.

"How long has it been now?"

"About thirty-four naps long."

She gave him a bemused glare that he could feel without looking. "Not funny."

"I find it pretty funny," Lev countered.

"Oh really? How many times have you meditated so far?"

"Total sessions? Nearly sixty. I'm more bored than you are."

She snorted lightly and ignored him as she walked to Noah. They often chatted, though Lev didn't know about what, nor did he want to.

Rain, rain, go away… go rain death somewhere else. Not sure if the original poem was so morbid.

"Let's go. It has passed. The cleanup finished a few hours ago."

Lev opened his eyes and stared at Beatrice, looking for any hints of a prank. There weren't any.

With a sigh, he got up and followed the Master strategist and his helpers.

"Fucking finally."
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  Hours of slow walking later, Lev finally exited the spire region and stepped into the open, beholding glorious sunlight. He closed his eyes and basked in the warm glow and thanked Monarch and everyone else who was watching him. They were out there, he knew, especially now that one such existence had contacted him, so it felt right.

Lev also ignored the weird glances from everyone else who had just left the shelter. They couldn't possibly understand.

"So," he looked at Beatrice, who was silently observing him. She, at least, could relate to some extent, and the lack of an odd reaction attested to that. "What's the plan?"

"I'll be taken in for questioning," Lev's eyes turned angry, "- polite questioning to ask why I'm resigning and if someone pressured me into it. You know how seriously they take aura mages."

"Hmm, and how long will that take?"

"Just today, if nothing goes wrong," she curtly replied. "What will you do now?"

"Book a room for a few days and wait for you. Once you're done here, we will leave immediately."

She nodded resolutely, mostly for herself. "Which place?"

Lev gave her directions to the inn before they parted. Without any worries or immediate plans, he simply wandered the streets and took in the extent of the damage.

Here and there, some of the huge stores were blackened or damaged, but the overall extent remained much lower than expected. Lev was expecting the city to be in a state of urgent repairs, but life was swiftly returning it to its usual flow. It spoke to the competence of the management that the day-to-day life went on so smoothly despite the threat of the dreadful storm.

It was just another one of Monarch's trials, one that people were used to at this point.

His meandering eventually led him to the inn he stayed at. Entering, the owner was already inside and dusting the furniture in the common room.

"Good to see yer alive, kid," the man rumbled in his usual throaty gurgle. "Same room?"

Lev smiled. Somehow, the inkeeper had recognized him even without the illusion armor.

"Same room," he nodded.

A key was tossed and caught. Lev ascended the stairs and opened the door to his usual room, finding it just as dirty as the rest of the inn. The storm had only lasted a little more than three weeks, which meant there was plenty of time for dust to find its way to every nook and cranny in everyone's absence.

Taking a rag out of his ring, Lev started cleaning his room with all his focus. A drunk warrior had once told stories of a cleaning maniac who fought with a broom, but few had ever believed him. Lev, on the other hand, could see it happening quite clearly. With the blessing of mana empowering everyone, the sky had stopped being the limit a long time ago.

The room didn't quite sparkle once he was done but it was close. With his high Perception and other attributes, cleaning took only fifteen minutes and left everything looking almost new.

Lev plopped down on the modest bed with a sigh. Even if it wasn't as comfortable as the sofas he and Beatrice used in the shelter, it felt way better simply because he was no longer trapped in that small hall.

Next up… Find a caravan and push to Master because weakness is a sin, especially for me.

That was perhaps a bit overdramatic, but Lev was not going to take any chances from now on. Evolving would give him more tools to survive, especially when third-threshold monsters randomly started showing up to eat him alive. Going to the ravine was also becoming less and less of an option. Monarch knew what Lev's presence might lure out of that hellhole if being in the open in front of a distant storm had nearly killed him.

Which leaves the grand quest of securing the center of the plains and relocating there. Sounds pretty damn daunting if I'm being honest with myself. Just the sheer size involved will take decades to fully explore and clear but monsters will continue spawning anyway. Props to all the people who are willing to tackle that colossal headache.

Lev buried his face into the recently washed pillow that still smelled of a flowery soap. Everything was pointing towards a future more bleak than anything he was expecting. The spiral of thoughts forced him to get up and banish them, and he made his way to the Hunters Guild that was hopefully operational again.

Here and there, more signs of damage he had initially missed became obvious. Gouges in the roads, burn marks on the buildings, piles of pebbles and stacks of dirt where they shouldn't be, and the lingering scent of burnt flesh and wood constantly reminded everyone of what they had fled from.

Despite that, there was no despair. Repairs were underway and people smiled all the while. Few kids were allowed on the road during such a turbulent period but they were there all the same, creating chaos in one way or another. Lev gently grabbed one that was about to fall face-first with a barrier thread and deposited her on the ground, not even turning to look at the confused little girl.

The hunters guild was already back in business, dealing with and sending all manner of people on their way. Lev strode up to the bulletin board with all the quests and other notices. There were a few noteworthy options.

Gathering quests.

Cave Exploration.

Escort quests.

Those three sections interested him the most despite the bait they were. Lev knew going anywhere underground without protection would be his last mistake, so he swiftly put the first two options out of his mind.

Only one to Windkeep directly, and it's in two days. Guess I can do some shopping with all the platinum just lying around in my ring.

Lev paused in surprise when guards waved him off at the main entrance of the merchants district. It had been hit particularly badly because the enchantments of some underground vault had failed. As a result, more than a few stormriders had tried to dig out all the cores and items.

That left one more avenue for Lev to try. Bronze Bids had several stores in the closed district, but their auction house was present in the more prominent section of the city. It was situated on the side of the main road connecting the gates and the spires, which was likely the most expensive land in Runespires.

It was open already. Lev entered to find a man he hadn't seen in some time.

"Director Welsh," he voiced to get the man's attention. The director looked up from the pile of papers he was reading, scrutinizing the boy who had entered so soon after returning from underground.

"Yes?"

"I'm Lev, by the way, if you couldn't tell."

Welsh's eyes widened first in surprise, then they became cautious. Some wariness was observable in his posture before even that passed. Lev just took in the rapidly shifting emotions in silence.

"It's good to see that you're alive and well, Hunter Lev," the director eventually spoke, tone polite. He faltered again when Lev continued staring without a word.

"You should work towards improving the privacy of your customers," Lev spoke after properly thinking things over. The man in front of him could be held accountable to some extent, but it was mostly the merchant who had overheard and leaked the conversation that was to blame.

"It was a blunder on my part. We have secure rooms available for making deals and handling delicate requests already, but I didn't think making a casual verbal deal would require one. For what it's worth, I apologize for all the trouble I have caused you."

You somehow netted me a month of training under Drakys but sure, apology accepted.

Lev nodded, satisfied. "Make sure it doesn't happen again."

"Of course."

"I'm actually here because the merchant district is still closed," Lev said while counting the platinum coins in his ring, along with all the materials he could sell. That was to say, other than the few cores he was given during the four days of defending the spires, there was nothing of note in his ring except food and furniture.

Welsh understood the rest immediately. "I can take you to one of our warehouses. How much are you looking to spend on what?"

"Hmm," Lev scratched his chin. "Basic crafting materials are what I require, the ones I can buy in bulk. As for budget, I can spend upwards of five platinum based on how useful it is and how much of it you have."

"Basic crafting materials, huh?" Welsh took it all in stride, showing no reaction to the amount of money Lev had just mentioned. "That is still quite broad but I can leave the browsing to you. Do you have anything particular in mind?"

"Anything that works on barriers."

The man nodded. "Follow me."

Instead of going deeper, they left the auction house and made their way to the merchants district. Lev was curious about how the director planned to get in, and stared blankly when nobody batted an eye at their entrance.

Neither spoke for the next several minutes before they reached the edge of the district. Huge metal warehouses were present on a seemingly endless road, holding wealth that Lev couldn't even begin to fathom.

"These storage depots are used to store the most abundant resources, such as wood, food, stone, and the like. While protection is not taken lightly for any of them, the sheer size makes it difficult to enchant them entirely, and mana is always in short supply."

Lev nodded along, eyes roaming the metal behemoths. I can imagine how most cores will run dry quickly with how huge the enchantments are going to be. How do you power the smaller but far stronger wards, then?

He didn't voice the question, which was undoubtedly a trade secret. Instead, he listened to the basic explanations before the rows of storehouses came to an end. They entered one of the last ones.

High stacks of labeled bags containing different types of crops were placed in enchanted circles, keeping them fresh and at the ideal temperature. Neither of the enchantments was cloaked but Lev already had those runes. He just needed to learn how to make an efficient formation for them, which the circles told him clearly.

Director Welsh led him straight to the other end of the warehouse where an elevator was present. It took them straight down for several hundred meters, where they had to go through a lot of locked doors and various turns and twists before they reached another large storehouse.

Bright white lights fitted in the ceiling illuminated the place, shedding light on the various resources present in the room. Welsh led him to the left corner, where large containers of fluid were visible.

"Since you are looking into the basics of enchanting," he glanced at Lev to see if he would deny before continuing, "mana conductivity will be the first hurdle. There are too many methods to improve that aspect of any material, but I will start with the most universal one."

He pointed to the large container of a light orange gooey substance labeled 'Infused Sap.'

"Treant Sap?" Lev asked.

"Correct. It is a mana-rich fluid even in its base form. Infusing it not only makes it quite potent but also turns it into one of the simplest conductivity treatment materials. Just cycle it through your barriers with a small channel of mana, and they will see a significant increase in their conductivity."

"I'll take it," Lev looked at him. "How much?"

Welsh waved him off. "We can deal with that once we're done browsing. Come on."

One by one, Lev was shown more resources than he knew what to do with. The only permanent barrier he could form right now was his armor, and he mainly wanted to test if it could somehow be made to handle his mana output.

Alec had only once mentioned that barrier armor was horrible at actually transferring mana. It could hold a lot of it, but moving the mana around was not ideal in such a rigid construct. The armor was structurally different from the barriers Lev could normally form because it was focused on maximum durability.

Evolving to Master rank usually solved that issue for barrier users, but the problem was only going to become more relevant for Lev. Where he had a lot of mana now and already struggled to use it, he was going to have far more then. Finding a good solution was going to be a tall hurdle, so he wanted to get started right now.

Lev could also ask Alec for help, which was what he should've done. Only, since the class belonged to him, if he found a solution by himself and integrated it into his style enough to merge it into the class, it would end up being a huge boon. Mana always rewarded such methods more, and Lev was not willing to give up on any potential power.

Two hours later, he was in possession of some huge containers of various fluids, as well as many different flowers, petals, beads, roots, and other infused materials. The point was to test how each of them reacted to his armor, and if any surprises were waiting for him.

"This whole lot comes out to thirty gold," Welsh gave him the estimate once they had roamed the storehouse. "None of it is anything that would be considered a step beyond basic or cheap, but it should be more than enough to get a feel for enchanting. Will there be anything else?"

Lev paid him up front. "No, thank you."

  

    
        Returning to normal schedule soon.

    
    
    
    
  I've been writing, editing, revisiting, and rereading for potential improvements daily and it unsurprisingly ended up with me needing a break. So, I did just that. Will return to 7/week schedule on Monday (hopefully).

As always, thanks for reading. The support means a bunch.

If you have any questions, feel free to ask them in the comments.

A lot of comments in the early chapters keep pointing out flaws and other mistakes. I'll try to rewrite them some time in the future, as well as add another ten or so chapters before the first to flesh out the start a bit more.
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  Someone knocked at the door, rousing Lev from his brief nap. Rubbing the sleep out of his eyes, he got up and opened it. Beatrice stood there empty-handed, observing his messed up hair with amusement.

"You should get a haircut," she said.

Lev lazily made a noise of agreement and stepped aside. While she made herself comfortable, he washed his face and fixed his hair in the restroom.

"Did everything go well on your end?" he asked after he was done. Beatrice was sitting on a wooden chair, so Lev made himself comfortable on the bed.

"Yep," she replied, more casual than ever. It seemed that getting out of there had taken a burden off her shoulders. "Noah knew there was no reliable way for me to advance quickly, and getting to Master would've taken decades. I am already very high-level for an aura mage."

"Hmm, one would think that they would prioritize someone so useful."

"They do," she snorted. "If you have the background or money."

Lev chuckled at that. Even if he had found great company in this life, his past was something he would never forget. Her words were relatable.

"Are you going to stay in this inn?" Lev asked and summoned some light snacks. Beatrice's gaze instantly locked onto them. "We still have today and tomorrow before the earliest escort quest to Windkeep."

"Yes," she replied, smiling when Lev threw the bag of fries at her. "Next room."

Lev nodded and summoned another bag for himself. He was going to enjoy the final bit of free time by lazing around before they were on their own again, far away from the safety of the walls.

**

Seven of them.

They weren't hard to count. Lev leaned against a tree just outside the gates of Runespires, taking in the people they were supposed to escort. Two families were relocating to Windkeep, where their relatives were already hunters, making a name for themselves. Or so those families said.

The problem was, Lev had never been directly responsible for the safety of kids before. Both classless and defenseless, even the smallest of mistakes would prove the last for them, and that worried him. A lot.

To an outsider, he was probably just waiting away from the caravan for everyone to arrive, but Beatrice could clearly see his hair standing on end. She had recently been a victim of his unfortunate presence, and now children were traveling with him.

Huge wings covered in black feathers kept resurfacing in his mind. It was a weak monster, as far as third-threshold ones went, but that wouldn't have saved Lev. It almost cost the aura mage next to him her life.

Now, not that long after, he was escorting children and humble non-combatants on a journey that was going to take months. Months of time where anything could go wrong at any moment, and he was going to be the one responsible. It didn't help that the routes were mapped and monsters were cleared regularly by patrolling Masters; Lev attracted bad luck all the same.

"Hey, you okay?" Beatrice put a hand on his shoulder, concern evident. "You're pale."

Lev took a deep breath. "Who else is joining us?"

"A silver team and a group of researchers."

"Any scouts?"

She nodded. "The researchers have skills that can detect life, and the silver team also has an identifier."

An identifier… Lev jogged his memory, recalling all he knew about that class. It focused on Perception, more so than any other. The entire job of the class was to empower all the senses to the maximum, letting the user identify all resources in as much detail as they could.

Consequently, they were probably pretty good at scanning their surroundings with the improved eyesight. Lev just had to convince them to do so as often as they could.

"That's good," he breathed out. "Make sure to keep an eye out at all times."

Beatrice grimaced. "That bad?"

"No," Lev shook his head a little. "Just tense. Never had to escort kids before."

She nodded slowly, able to sympathize. "I'll do my best."

Half an hour later, everyone had arrived and the carts were prepared to move. Lev and Beatrice joined them after that.

"Thank you for joining us today," a man that looked to be in his mid-thirties held out his hand for Lev to shake. "Usually, gold or platinum hunters don't take jobs with such a low reward."

The reward was fifty silver, fairly low for an escort quest. Fortunately for them, Lev couldn't have cared less about money.

He shook the proffered hand. "It didn't sit right with me to send you all off with just silver teams. Besides, I happened to have the same destination in mind."

The man nodded along, all smiles. "Come on, then. Let me introduce everyone."

Lev was dragged along to meet all the kids and the other family. Somewhat unsurprisingly, they were closely related, and he now had many new names and faces to remember for the duration of the trip.

He briefly introduced himself and Beatrice to the silver team. They wanted to keep their distance, which suited Lev just fine. He only repeatedly told them to always keep an eye out. Using warnings about remnant monsters from the storm turned out to be a good way to spook the identifier into doing so, but it also revealed another reason for Lev himself to worry. He had no idea if those existed.

Beatrice, who had skipped all the talking, was sitting at the edge of the cart, legs dangling and a smile on her face.

"You seem beat," she grinned. "Too many people?"

"Why don't you go see for yourself?" Lev rolled his eyes. Beatrice was even less of a social person than him.

"Absolutely not."

"Thought so," he commented and boarded the huge and spacious cart. The two of them were given one whole, which left far too much unutilized space. Beatrice also hopped inside and laid claim to one of the corners. Lev sat at the furthest one from hers.

"Well," Lev made himself comfortable. "Time to wait again?"

Beatrice shuffled closer to the front of the cart, whereas Lev moved closer to the back.

"Yep," she replied, already scanning the road for any potential surprises. "Love me some traveling."

If only Lev could relate. His travels usually ended up being disastrous.

**

The first few days predictably passed in peace. No monsters spawned so close to the city, and any that did were swiftly taken out by constant patrols.

"Trolls," Beatrice warned him. Lev merely nodded, having seen them a while ago.

He instead kept up tracing the runes of the advanced enhancement formation on his barriers. Level 225 was where Drakys had advised Lev to start using it, but he was going to do so sooner. Powering and controlling his current formation had taught him a lot, and he also suspected that the Reinforced Mind title was doing far more than anyone expected. It wouldn't hurt to try to see if he could manage utilizing the advanced formation or not.

"Alright," he spoke after finishing cycling through every single rune. "How far are they?"

"Still a few kilometers away."

Good enough.

Barrier armor covered him in a blink before he flew out. Out in the distance, a troll commander was approaching them at speeds outstripping the horses. Lev welcomed it with five overloaded lances.

Half a minute later, the horde was mere splatterings and ashes. He caught up to the cart with a bit of effort and flew inside. The horse was level 89, and pretty fast because of that. Companies often rented such animals and a driver to oversee the travels. The driver was in the first cart.

"Did you have to waste that much mana?" Beatrice asked, more curious than anything.

Lev checked his pool, finding it above 90%. "Hmm, not really. I just happen to have an aura mage sharing a cart with me."

She rolled her eyes and practically threw her buff at him.

**

An aura of bloodlust suddenly spiked in intensity, to a degree that even Lev felt it from nearly a dozen kilometers away. He stored the collection of runes with a sigh and flew out of the cart in his armor.

I remember this, Lev looked at the tiny dots far into the distance. Each was a monster strong enough to challenge a silver team, but they all paled in comparison to the general leading them.

Times, however, had changed, and far too much.

Beatrice peeked out of the cart, looking at him for confirmation of what she was feeling.

"Don't worry," Lev grinned at her. "You have never seen what my class is truly capable of, have you?"

She slowly shook her head, wondering if she actually knew the answer. Seeing his confidence, she decided she didn't. Lev laughed at the reaction and flew to the carts ahead of theirs.

"Hey," Lev called out to one of the dads in the cart with the kids. "Can you put up a cover or something? Don't think these guys should be seeing this."

Instead of cowering or showing any signs of fear, the man got up with a resolute expression.

"Do you need help, hunter?"

The power of a father, Lev mused in his head, his respect for the man rising a few notches.

"Nothing of the sort," he reassured the worker. "I just think it will be quite destructive. My class is focused on being showy."

"Oh," the dad scratched his head. "Is it really an issue?"

Lev did a double-take. Most of the kids were close to awakening a class, and the youngest of them was seven. If anything, some of them were the same age as him. They were practically begging him to let them see with their eyes, though none of them spoke to the scary hunter who looked suspiciously young.

"Well… If you don't think it is, then I don't mind if you watch. It will be really bright though."

The children were vibrating at that point. Seeing their suppressed reaction, the man just gave him a shrug. "It will be fine. My wife can heal if needs be."

Lev simply nodded at him and informed the rest of the carts. Due to his title, or at least he believed it was the cause, his sensitivity to auras was far higher than anyone present. Everyone else except Beatrice had yet to take notice of the general approaching them. Aura mages were sensitive to their specialty, after all.

Okay then, he ascended at full speed, unable to hold back an excited grin. Let me prove a point once again.

Like all previous nuclear attacks, a long, thick, durable, and oddly beautiful lance took form next to him. Lightning and fire mana leisurely infused it, for the general was still over five minutes of sprinting away.

A tenth of his mana was channeled in a full minute, which necessitated healing to counter the mana poisoning spreading in his body. When everyone had noticed a dreadful aura approaching them a few kilometers away, Lev loosed an attack holding a fourth of his vast pool.

Light was oddly bent in the passing of the extremely bright lance, the sheer amount of mana in it distorting it slightly. It descended like a comet, making all the monsters pause in shock and fear. Nobody in the caravan was supposed to be higher leveled than the general, yet death reached them in the blink of an eye.

The projectile landed directly on top of the terrified general, reducing it to particles before a reaction could come through. Fire rushed out of the broken lance like a tsunami, immediately creating a blast dozens of meters wide and sending a huge shockwave bellowing outwards. Lightning followed, turning the already calamitous explosion into something far more lethal.

Oh boy, Lev immediately descended and formed large barrier walls in front of every cart's opening, blocking the drastically weakened shockwave due to the distance. Regardless, everyone had huddled together because of the wave of dust that went around his walls.

Once the side-effect of his attack passed, he quickly made his way to the cart with the kids. They were utterly gobsmacked, staring at him with wide-eyes that were blessedly devoid of fear.

"Everyone alright?" Lev called out, eyes peeled for any signs of injury.

The dad dumbly nodded his head, "Yeah…"

Lev nodded back and made rounds to all the remaining carts. Nobody was injured or even feeling uncomfortable. The reaction was largely the same, which meant he got simple nods in return. It also hurt to see the silver team be genuinely afraid of him, but that reaction wasn't unexpected. They were still new to being hunters, and displays like the one Lev had just shown were beyond extraordinary for them.

After confirming the safety of the people he was escorting, he landed in his own cart. Beatrice remained quiet, staring at him as he dismissed his armor and leaned back into the cushioned cart.

"What?" Lev asked with a smug grin.

She continued staring for a bit, then silently buffed his mana regeneration.

"Can I rephrase some of my request?" she eventually questioned.

Lev tilted his head a little. "In what way?"

"Instead of Master, how about Exa-"

"No."
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  Unbelievably, nothing out of the ordinary happened. They were attacked by monsters rather frequently, but the intensity was nowhere near enough to be called abnormal. If anything, it was surprisingly tame.

Lev was not convinced. His bloodshot eyes scanned the horizon every waking moment, never letting his guard down. Lethargy and frayed nerves stacked up to a point that Beatrice even forced him to sleep at times.

When the walls of Windkeep became visible in the distance, Lev passed out from relief.

He was jolted out of his long sleep when the carts stopped and voices reached him. A Master took in his sleepy face and Beatrice's relaxed posture for a moment before moving on. They were waved in without much fanfare after that.

A small argument of Lev trying not take the money from the families ensued, but he was no match for the combined request from the two couples. He stored in the silver in his ring and just followed Beatrice as they went deeper into the city.

"Should I ask?" she glanced at him after a few minutes of wandering.

"Better off not knowing."

She nodded and went silent. They made their way to the hunters guild, where the quest was easily cleared before Lev inquired about the platinum dungeons.

"I'm sorry, hunter, but they are exclusively for platinum hunters. I cannot share any more about it."

Beatrice stifled her chuckles behind him as Lev scratched the back of his head. "Listen, I don't think you realize that I am the winner of last tournament's solo combat and monster hunt. Whoever these platinum hunters are, I can clear the dungeon better than all of them."

She didn't bat an eye. "I did recognize you actually since I watched it all live. Regardless, rules are rules."

Defeated and humiliated, Lev dragged his feet to the sitting area in the hall. Beatrice followed quietly, trying not to rub it in.

"I'm gonna sneak in," Lev declared.

"No you're not," Beatrice immediately refuted.

"Oh, okay. Let's go try our luck somewhere else, then. Life would've been so much easier if Hakim was here."

Her eyebrows rose at the casual mention. With a theatrical sigh, she just got up and tailed him when Lev started marching with purpose. They ascended to the next floor. Knocking twice on the guildmaster's office door, he waited.

Less than five seconds later, the doors opened, revealing… Hakim.

"I GREET THE EXALTED!" Beatrice quickly bowed, her voice an octave higher than usual. Lev did the same after his mind caught up.

"Rise," Hakim said after a second. "Come on in."

They entered, one casually and the other quaking in her boots. Lev debated asking her to wait outside, but she was already inside. How was he supposed to know that Hakim was actually present? Lev was expecting a replacement.

"Permission to sit?" Lev took the lead since Beatrice was too timid to converse with the guildmaster.

Hakim merely waved him to take a seat. "What brings you here, hunter Lev?"

"Access to platinum dungeons."

A platinum badge suddenly appeared on the table. Lev replaced it with his gold one, storing the new version in his ring. The gold badge vanished.

Beatrice's eyes were the size of apples at the casual exchange. With her jaw dropped, she looked comically frozen in shock, contemplating the meaning of life and why her choices had led her to an Exalted's office.

"Is that all?" Hakim questioned in his gravely voice.

Lev straightened. "There is one more thing," he glanced at Beatrice. "I want to take her into the dungeons as well."

Hakim leaned back in his chair and scanned Beatrice, who didn't dare glance up at him.

"The aura mage from Grand Strategist Wayne's side. Reports spoke of her resigning after a near-lethal incident and leaving with a barrier mage to Windkeep."

Lev stayed quiet, knowing it wasn't his place to speak before Hakim asked him to.

"What happened?"

And so he explained it all in detail. How he owed her a great debt and wanted to see her evolve in a few years while carving out a piece of life for herself in these lands. Beatrice slowly found her bearings in the meantime, still not speaking but breathing easier. Being exposed to strong auras for the first time was always rough.

Hakim nodded once Lev finished speaking. "I approve of you helping her along like this, but the downsides don't need to be mentioned to someone like you who cares about acquiring all the possible strength. So tell me, what do you have planned?"

"I have two questions before that."

"Go on."

"How long do raids last, and how often do they happen?"

Hakim didn't have to pause to think. "For casual delvers who aren't aiming for excellence but only to evolve, they happen once every 35-50 days. Those who are striving for the best delve once every two weeks or so. Try not to bother the latter. Their team compositions are best designed to delve platinum dungeons. Raids last for three to seven days, depending on the strength of those delving."

"Thirty-five to fifty days…" Lev wondered out loud. "If I accompany one group with Beatrice, it leaves me ample time to solo clear it again. Is this instance time the same?"

"No, it cycles once every six hours, but that shouldn't matter," Hakim supplied.

"It doesn't," Lev agreed. He glanced at Beatrice, who was looking at Lev as if he hadn't grown not just one but three heads.

"Oh, and how many teams participate in each?"

"Usually five, four if they are elites."

"… That's the plan, then."

"It is sound," Hakim said after a few seconds of silence. "But your new friend here seems to disagree."

"I'll talk to her," Lev chuckled. "How can I convince the person guarding the dungeon to let me in solo and her with me when going in with teams? She doesn't have a badge."

Hakim snapped his fingers once, almost scaring the soul out of Beatrice. Not even ten seconds later, a carrier entered the room and bowed.

"Inform the caretakers of the platinum dungeons that these two are allowed to enter whenever," the guildmaster commanded in a voice that reverberated through the room. A visible shiver ran through the poor wind mage's body who scrambled to fulfill the order.

Wow, Lev blinked twice, still hearing the order echoing in his mind. I would've never wanted to see Hakim again if he had talked to me like that during our first meeting.

"Is there anything else?"

Lev nodded. "One last thing. Where's Sherron?"

"Clearing the dreadwoods."

Left unsaid was that his arrival had roused that hell.

Goddamit.

Lev got up and bowed his head. With Beatrice in tow, he left the guild and made his way to his favorite spot, the park. It was rather empty that day, which meant his usual spot under a particular tree was devoid of any other humans.

Without a care in the world, he sat down and leaned against the trunk. Beatrice hesitated for a moment before doing the same. A sound ward covered them soon after.

"I don't think I can keep quiet any longer, Lev," she began, genuinely distressed. "Do you have a death wish? Why on Monarch were you addressing him so casually!?"

Lev held up his hands. "Now, now. I'm not suicidal. Trust me, he intimidates me more than anyone else, but he has developed a… tolerance for my behavior. You should see how I treat other Exalted and similarly strong people."

"… Huh? Who?"

"Oh, you know, the scary Galvanic Sniper and the Flame Legion. I know them quite well."

He finally decided to be serious when Beatrice started to become twitchy due to confusion and concern. Lev had no idea she was that worried.

**

"Let me get this straight," she asked, now much better after some proper backstory. "Those three not only raised you, but they also oversaw your class selection?"

"Yep."

"And, YOU HAVE A WISDOM BOOST!?"

Lev winced and looked around. Nobody was within earshot or anywhere close.

"Can you not say it out loud?" he spoke, slightly irritated. "The ward isn't all-powerful."

"Sorry," she sheepishly grinned. "Can't blame me, though. How the fuck did you get your hands on that? And why tell me when nobody else knows?"

"Hakim knows, and so do all the important humans. It's just that the information is not public, so please keep it to yourself."

She nodded seriously, though Lev wasn't worried in the first place. "That doesn't answer my question."

"Because you already knew," he rolled his eyes. "I'm not dumb."

Beatrice coughed, suddenly embarrassed. "I, uh, had a hunch."

"You had far more than a 'hunch' with the number of people you've buffed over the years."

"Okay, FINE," she huffed. "I knew immediately. There. Happy now?"

Lev laughed. "It was you who refused to admit it, not me."

She hmphed and looked away. The urge to poke her puffed-up cheek was strong, but they weren't that close, and neither did Lev wish to be.

"Are you certain you can clear them solo?" she eventually asked. Her soft eyes betrayed the concern for his safety.

"Nope," Lev bluntly replied. "Which is why I will accompany you with other teams first to scout the dungeon."

"… You made that deal without even knowing?"

"It was less a deal and more an official endorsement. Hakim was already aware of my plans, but they needed his stamp of approval for me to be allowed anywhere near the dungeons."

"No wonder it went so smoothly," she muttered, enlightened. "No sane person would let you go through with that otherwise."

"Hmm," Lev grinned. "Hey, what do you think my class can do?"

"Is that supposed to be a trick question? Besides that armor of yours, you can use mana slash and explosive projectiles."

His grin widened.

"What?" she asked, confused.

"You will see."

It could do so much more than that.

**

"Listen up!" the Master rogue, Umbrina, clapped loudly once, garnering the attention of everyone present.

Five teams, plus Lev and Beatrice, had gathered to tackle one of the two dungeons. It was necessary to be accompanied by a Master guardian, as losing platinum hunters simply couldn't be allowed.

"Since there are six new faces here today," the woman's gaze roamed over Lev and Beatrice, along with another team of four. "Let me give you a rundown of how we will proceed."

She stood up straighter, her impressive aura rolling out to show just how serious she was. "If you need help with something, you come to me. If you find anything out of the ordinary, you inform me first. If you see any harvestable resources, stay away and let me know before you stupidly get yourself poisoned. If you need healing, I have high-quality potions on me to deal with anything the dungeon can cause. We will decide if you should be healed by one of our two healers or if we need to use a potion on the spot."

"The formation in which we advance will be decided by the roles of the newcomers. Introduce yourselves one by one."

Lev waited for his turn while paying attention to the other new team. Two warriors and two mages was their composition, pretty balanced overall.

"Aura mage with an advanced barrier skill," Beatrice introduced herself. She had evolved Mana Barrier twice but hadn't had a chance to utilize the skill with Lev so far. The only time she had used it was to show Lev and to conduct some testing, where he found the skill to be only marginally weaker than his own enchanted barriers.

The Master rogue looked at him. "Barrier mage with long-range attacks and other basic things barriers can do."

"It's not about what barrier mages can do but what you are best at."

Lev answered directly then. "My class focuses entirely on long-range attacks. I can help you in a bind with enchanted walls or floating shields, but they are not my specialty."

"That's better," the rogue nodded. "We enter in fifteen minutes, prepare whatever you need to."

Saying that, she waved him and Beatrice to the side. Taking the hint, they separated from the rest of the gathering and waited for her to approach.

"I don't know why you're underplaying your abilities to this degree," the rogue spoke once a sound ward covered them. "Even if I didn't know you were the two-time winner of the recent tournament, a single look at your untamed aura would tell me that you're just shy of being as strong as a newly evolved Master."

He and Beatrice shared a glance as the Master continued. "Don't take it in a bad way. Everyone has their reasons, but I don't want to take any unnecessary risks."

"You don't have to worry about that," Lev interjected. "If things get serious, I will not hold back. Nobody will be dying under my watch."

The rogue smirked lightly. "That's my job, boy, but I suppose it wouldn't hurt to have a helping hand."

Ten minutes later, they were all gathered around the dungeon portal that pulsed with power. It felt close to overflowing, which made him curious just how high that bar was for the dungeon in front of him as opposed to gold dungeons.

Since neither their rogue guardian nor the Master warrior caretaker of the dungeon was worried, he put the thought out of his mind. The dungeon was probably far from full of mana still, since he was used to seeing only lower ranked portals.

"Remember," the rogue looked at all of them. "The sturdiest enter first. Do not rush."

She then turned around and entered the portal ahead of everyone else, starting Lev's first platinum dungeon delve.
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  Lev and Beatrice entered third, after the guardian and two other teams. Stepping into the portal was quite different than expected, as the vista in front of them did not match the clearing they were in a moment before.

The rogue and the other two teams were all spread out, keeping an eye out on every corner of the giant cave. It was scarily smooth, almost like it was carved by the passing of a massive worm.

"Don't dally," the guardian spoke. "Take your position."

Lev nodded and flew up, already covered by barrier armor. His role in the delve was similar to the guardian's. By floating above the rest, he had both the height advantage and free rein to shoot at anything problematic from afar.

A bubble formed, scooping up both him and Beatrice. She had enough range to buff anyone from that spot as well.

One by one, all the parties entered the dungeon and neatly slid into formation. Umbrina, the Master rogue, was exempt, preferring to observe and assist from the shadows. Lev and Beatrice were above the middle, and below them were the two healers and two accompanying mages.

Warriors surrounded them in a circle, with only two of them guarding the rear from any surprises. Mages were stationed to the sides, closer to the vanguard depending on how many physically useful skills they had, such as Mana Barrier or earth magic. The greater their utility, the more they were surrounded by warriors.

Quite the lineup, Lev mused, liking the seriousness so far. Most challenging fights usually ended with him going ballistic, so the raid was a nice change of pace. With Beatrice by his side, he didn't have to make excuses about why he was using so much mana either. Her passive skill empowered everyone participating, significantly enhancing their mana regeneration.

His class being arcane in nature would suffice as a nice excuse for the rest. Everyone here knew he was someone special, but not in what way. Umbrina rarely went out of her way to talk to people, and the two hunters that hadn't yet qualified for platinum badges were certainly noteworthy.

"Ronald," Umbrina's voice reached the group somewhere from their right. "Take the lead."

[Warrior - Level 240]

The bulky warrior encased in heavy armor nodded once and put on his helmet. A sword and shield appeared in his hands before he advanced, walking at a pace that would be considered a jog for an average classless human.

His entire team was well into the second gap, signifying that they had been doing this for a long time. With calm yet vigilant steps, the platinum team advanced deeper for a few minutes before the first monster showed itself.

"Zyliths on the ceiling," Lev called out quietly. The silhouette of the monster was barely visible, and only because of the ever-so-slightly blurry edges not completely blending in with the stone. Despite being several dozen meters higher, the illusion wasn't good enough to avoid detection completely.

[Zylith - ???]

"Gale," Ronald commanded in a whisper. Two wind mages immediately sprang into action, combining powerful spells in a burst of wind that shook the monsters off the ceiling.

With a deafening hiss, three of them landed on the cave ground and charged immediately. Ronald was ready with his shield poised to block the assault directly. That turned out to be a good way to taunt the mindless monster. It stumbled when the earth suddenly opened up under it, and several lightning bolts fell on its head.

Above the vanguard, six enchanted shields hovered close to their heads. Lev kept his eyes peeled, not letting the injured monster out of sight but mostly focusing on the other two.

Lightning streamed out of him into two lances that he first enchanted with acceleration and sharpness. Both of the formations took up little in terms of space and worked together without problem.

Not unlike the lightning bolts, the primed lances landed on the wide backs of the huge lizard-like monsters, digging nearly a meter deep. Lev didn't allow them to explode while keeping them inside his manipulation range, only channeling the raw lightning mana into the two monsters rushing in.

Blue crackling on their hides signified the success of the tactic, albiet to a limited degree, and the warriors didn't waste a chance. A battle axe slammed into its eyes, blinding it and putting an end to its seizures. Loud, baleful cries reverberated in the cave as it spun around in a circle.

Lev's shields swiftly moved in. Combined with two defenders, they weathered the direct impact from the tail without much trouble and opened up the monster for retaliation.

Greatsword severed its long tail devoid of any spikes or armor, cleanly separated in an enhanced swing. Barrier chains with drills attached to one end formed near the top of the cave. Imbued with earth mana, they shot downward and pierced its tough hide.

Oh boy, Lev grinned and yanked with all his mental might. The zylith paused for a mere moment as the chains grew taut and tried to drag it backwards, stopping it long enough for the warrior to swing his greatsword with a roar of exertion, almost cleanly lopping off its head. The monster dropped to the ground after that, dead.

[

Your Group has slain [Zylith - Level 265]

Your Group has slain [Zylith - Level 265]

]

No levels? Lev read the notifications with a raised brow. He hadn't needed to help with the third monster and consequently, didn't count as a part of the slayers.

"Good work," Umbrina voiced from somewhere unknown. "Zyliths are rather durable, but as you saw, they don't do much once detected and on the ground. Make sure to keep your head moving and eyes peeled."

Cores were harvested, and for the first time, the hide was also neatly skinned off before being stored in a container prepared for it. It was filled with some fluid glowing with mana, probably to keep the material in top shape.

Guess these delves are going to be quite profitable, Lev took it all in and smoothly glided forward in his bubble. Beatrice hadn't had to act yet, though she still asked him if he needed any buffs. He refused, for her passive was doing wonders already.

The raid team advanced steadily, never letting their guard down. Eleven more Zyliths fell, but Lev still didn't get a level despite scoring a hit against all of them for participation. Little wonder he had advanced so quickly as a Classer.

Nearly an hour later, they made it to the first real challenge of the dungeon. The cave opened up to reveal a gigantic circular pit in the ground, reminding Lev of the pictures he had seen of excavation sites. Far below, at the center, a huge wrym skeleton could be seen, circling the area with its sheer length even in death.

"Heads up," Umbrina warned them, though she hadn't needed to. After a cursory glance scan of the site, Lev set his eyes on the monsters flying above them like vultures.

[Mature Harpy - ???]

[Mature Harpy - ???]

[Mature Harpy - ???]

…

There were over two dozen of them. Normally, it would be nearly impossible to deal with them all at once, but they had the terrain advantage to leverage. When the hunters were noticed, the harpies dove en masse.

Without needing to be told, the humans retreated into the cave, luring the harpies into the enclosed space. The first monster landed with a warbling screech, only for two overloaded lances to pierce its chest.

Two barrier walls were formed and enchanted in a blink to block the blast, stopping the storm of lightning and fire in its tracks. Another harpy behind the first had been significantly burned because of the attack, and by the time the fires cleared, none of the monsters were close to the cave entrance anymore.

The lull lasted for all of two seconds before three harpies flew into the cave. Wind and lightning obstructed their dash, grounding them for Ronald's team to surgically tear them apart.

Things got dicey when ten of them attacked the hunters at once. Beatrice started buffing him without prompting, and Lev created eight shields above each melee warrior at the front.

Waves of lightning arrows formed around him as he blocked the monsters to the best of his ability. Umbrina had warned him not to make it too easy for them, so he held back.

"Focus on the mages for now," he told Beatrice, who changed focus. Lev's own attacks were moderately infused, except the first two, which meant he was still hovering above 95% of his pool.

Ronald's team is handling themselves easily, as expected. The left three warriors seem to be struggling, whereas the right ones are about to be overwhelmed. One wrong step aaaand…

A barrage of lightning arrows stopped the harpy from taking advantage of the downed female warrior who tripped over a random stone. The harpy wasn't hampered for long by the static shocks, but it gave the other two enough time to get some damage in.

They were just as durable as Lev remembered. White feathers adorned their entire body, covering them in a protective layer that easily resisted even his arrows without much trouble. His hands itched to summon Stargazer and rush in but that wasn't his role today.

Within five minutes, thirteen harpies were dead on the ground, and the remaining monsters were not far off. Once Ronald's team finished with the largest group of five, the whole dynamic of the battle changed. One by one, they eliminated the harpies with practiced ease, winning them the brawl after another few minutes.

[

You have slain [Mature Harpy - Level 265]

You have slain [Mature Harpy - Level 261]

…

Your Group has slain [Mature Harpy - Level 264]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 197

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has reached 3rd Level 3

]

Thank fuck that skill leveled for once, Lev thought as he put the attribute points into Wisdom again. The past few levels had all gone to other attributes, which made him miss the feeling of improving his pool quite a bit.

Sweet, sweet mana, all for my lonesome. Gods, if I don't love this stupid class of mine.

They probably knew now that he thought about it. Lev didn't have any concrete reason for thinking there were multiple divine beings, but he knew a certain name that scared Mara shitless. The dots weren't that hard to connect.

"Hey, how does the distribution work?" Lev couldn't help but ask. Beatrice gave him a disapproving look.

"You don't know?" Umbrina's incredulous voice reached him, echoing all around.

"Uh… no? I just wanted to level."

She sighed and explained. "A fifth will be given to each team, which you two count for."

"None for you?" Lev blurted out.

"Don't worry about me, boy," she chuckled. "I've no desire to snatch shares from children."

Alright, then. That's one way to tell someone you're probably as old as my mentors.

He didn't dare voice the thought lest the rogue take offense. Giving Beatrice a look, she focused back on him. Their silent communication was reserved for casual buffing, which lasted for thirty minutes.

"Anyone needs healing?" Ronald questioned, his voice less deep than Lev expected. Nobody was injured in that skirmish, so the raid proceeded normally.

So far, so well, Lev nodded minutely to himself and let his mind wander. Given the force arrayed to conquer the dungeon, he wondered how easily they could've taken down the chaoswalker. Then his mind reminded him of Drakys' words and how the queen had been corrupted by Chaos.

When they exited the cave again, he refocused on the monsters visible far away. Both opposite them and down below, zyliths and watershade ravagers were visible roaming the stone pit.

The latter were huge insects that released boiling hot water vapors that specialized in corroding defenses. A single one wasn't that big of an issue, but they never traveled by themselves. If a single one was found, then a swarm was almost certainly waiting nearby.

As he watched, a gigantic maw parted the ground beneath a small group of ravagers. It was nearly a dozen meters wide, swallowing both the monsters and the earth in its path without slowing down. A crunch reached his ears when the monster closed its mouth, putting an end to all the unfortunate ravagers.

Wings tore through the ground as well, spreading out in all their harrowing glory while showering the surroundings with a rain of dirt and pebbles. The maw slowly finished its meal, which only took a scant few seconds with its size, then turned to the hunters staring at its repulsing visage.

[Earthen Burrower - ???]

That was their next foe, mighty and intimidating, one still far weaker than the dungeon boss waiting for them after days of constantly descending and battling.

Don't think I need to keep myself completely limited now, do I? Lev grinned to himself and rolled his shoulders. Such a massive monster was practically begging for him to test the lethality of his arrows.

The burrower didn't have to wait for long as a torrent of mana left Lev, telling everyone around him in no uncertain terms that the first kill belonged to him and Beatrice. Surprisingly, nobody complained or even minded, letting him go ahead.

  

    
        Chapter 116

    
    
    
    
  Lev decided to first test the waters with a few dozen weak arrows. Each was infused with a puff of lightning and fire, barely enough to down weaker first-threshold monsters.

They shot forward like a bright meteor shower, landing on the slow burrower's hide with negligible damage. Other than digging in an inch or two from the speed, the infused mana types failed to do any noteworthy harm.

A few grumbles sounded from the rest of the hunters but Lev was just getting started. The next volley was infused to the limits, almost bursting at the seams because of the sheer power packed into the arrows.

This time, the outcome was very different. If the previous wave looked dull and bleak, the arrows flying at the borrowers were far brighter and deadlier, almost burning the very air in their passing.

Each hit landed in a large blast, gouging holes in the borrower that paused in its tracks and let out a wail so grating on the ears that Lev almost launched a few lances at it to put an end to the sound.

Despite only lasting a few seconds, Lev was already setting up an attack to finish it off at once. Much of its side facing them was already ruined with dark red blood rushing out like a river. He aimed at the damaged part again, launching nearly a tenth of his pool in two lances.

They were the next phase of his testing. Lev had always packed fire and lightning together to benefit from his passive skill, but it had somehow slipped his mind to check if different projectiles holding destructive mana types exploding nearby counted for the skill.

In an instant, both of them were embedded deep into the burrower's recent wounds. Lev formed a barrier wall in front of all the humans when his projectiles exploded, blinding everyone in a towering explosion of lightning and fire. The back half of the monster, still inside the hole of the pit it had burst out of, stayed there, whereas the other half rolled down to the bottom. Ablaze, it reminded them of a giant torch as it fell lower and lower, eventually reaching the far larger wrym carcass and thudding against its skeleton.

[

Your Group has slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 298]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 198

]

Chunks of charred meat landed on the wall Lev had prematurely erected, blocking the blood and gore from drenching them. It was surprising how potent the monster's blood was, given how it refused to evaporate even in the middle of that explosion.

"Well, this sets an interesting trend," Umbrina's contemplative words echoed around them. "Any other team willing to try and take on a burrower by themselves?"

"We will," one of the two wind mages from Ronald's team immediately said, tone loud and confident. Seconds passed in silence, where the other three didn't say anything, opting not to risk it like that.

"Good enough," Umbrina said. "You guys will only get one shot at this. Prepare yourselves."

Exactly five minutes later, the ground a kilometer away exploded in a shower of dirt and stone, revealing another burrower that was probably lured by the Master rogue.

No words were exchanged in Ronald's team as a gale swept them up, carrying them to the monster. Once they were within range of attacks, wind visibly coalesced in round, solid platforms, giving the warriors a straight path to the burrower.

Blades of wind were launched by one mage, targeting a specific area like Lev had. The other fired wind bullets, puncturing the creature's hide with overloaded attacks.

Ronald and his fellow warrior reached the monster one by one, each using one or multiple skills for a singular attack. Large gashes appeared as a result, accompanied by a shower of putrid blood.

The borrower roared in pain and pulled back its wing. Lev didn't know what to expect but the platinum team up ahead did. Both the wind mages immediately scooped up the warriors and brought them back mid-air.

Abruptly, just when the warriors got out of range, the monster slammed its prodigious bulk against the ground, decimating it for dozens of meters around. Then it rolled like a barrel on the loose, passing over the last position of the humans and flattening everything in its path.

Judging by the waiting hunters, it wasn't the first time they had to deal with the move. The moment the burrower finished its large-scale attack, it was beset by axe and sword again, not given even a moment to rest.

Minutes passed in offense and retreat tactics. Where Lev had finished the fight in half a minute, the platinum team was taking it slow and steady, preferring to conserve mana and take their time. Their weapons were also the size of toothpicks compared to the massive monster. It also seemed to be considerably higher in level than the one Lev had killed.

Blood loss and cuts gradually piled up and eventually overwhelmed the monster. Its last few moments were truly pitiful, unable to even move, let alone defend itself. Ronald used an overloaded swing to cut open most of its maw, ending its life in a decisive strike.

"Adequate," Umbrina praised. Probably. "Could've been done far earlier without needing to hold back. None of you use stamina, and we have a competent aura mage amongst us. Don't worry about saving your resources and test your limits."

The platinum team shared glances, then nodded, facing forward, not knowing where the rogue was. Beatrice buffed them all once they neared, opting to waste a bit of her own by empowering several people at once. It was a side-effect of her skills to keep them from being too strong.

Only ten minutes later, Ronald thanked her and asked her to stop. They had truly saved as much mana as they could, and for good reason. The possibility of being attacked by multiple of the monsters up next was very real, and they wanted to be prepared.

Think I'm gonna have to summon Stargazer for this one, Lev did as he was thinking and filled in the blade of his glaive. She thrummed with power as enchantments came alive one by one, but they would see little use today.

His job was still the same. Only, he wanted to get used to slinging earth slashes. That attack was much more stable than his other slashes because of the nature of the element, and consequently had the highest range. The burrowers presented a good target to practice on.

Ronald took the lead, slowly guiding them away from the safety of the cave. An earth mage shaped the pit to create a path for them to traverse, saving the raiders from having to walk on the steep incline. Three zyliths were downed, detected long before the ambush, and swiftly dispatched before the earth rumbled beneath them.

The wind mages immediately reacted and scooped up everyone incapable of flight. Lev simply ascended higher in his bubble, pulling Beatrice out of harm's way. For a small instant, he noticed Umbrina casually seated on the pit's edge above them, watching it all with a hawk's eye.

Their eyes met for a second, during which Lev could see her approval before she vanished again. A burrower burst through the ground at the same moment, a few dozen meters away from them.

It tracks mana usage, hmm? Lev thought and readied Stargazer, sending a large amount of earth mana into it. Good thinking on the mage's part to shape the ground at the edge of his manipulation range.

The mage in question was part of the team that delved regularly, and his experience showed. Lev was already swinging Stargazer in a chop before the monster could turn to look at them.

A thick, large crescent attack formed along the edge of his swing, dark brown in color and giving off a weighty impression to everyone's mana perception. It shot forward with impressive speed, not as fast as his lightning slashes but not that far off either.

The slash impacted in a blink, leaving no room for the monster to dodge or even try to position itself better. Like a plastic bottle bending in two, the burrower folded, roaring in agony as the attack tore through its hide. Without stopping, it ripped through all the innards in its path and blasted out of the other side, leaving two large holes in the body of the monster.

I'll be damned, Lev grinned, even though the actual damage wasn't anything to write home about because of the monster's size. Imagine if that attack were against a smaller monster. No chance of survival for the magic-focused ones.

Ronald and his team waited to see if Lev's attack was going to do anything else. When it simply flew off into the pit, they advanced, leading the charge for the remaining teams as well.

"Buff?" Beatrice asked.

Lev nodded. "Ten minutes. Conserve mana for yourself too."

Since she was going to buff him, Lev enchanted his bubble with mana concealment to hide his regeneration further. It was likely overkill, and Umbrina probably already knew, but being cautious never hurt anyone.

The next fight didn't require his input. Ronald's team was competent, able to easily guide the hunters. When the burrower attacked back with its bulk, the experienced wind mages simply brought everyone away. Nobody tried to stupidly resist their spells either, letting themselves be abruptly dragged to the sky.

Only a minute later, the monster was dead with its core harvested.

That set the tone for the subsequent fights. The large monsters attacked them, sometimes in groups of two. Lev made the fights easier by using solely lightning after the initial earth slash test, considerably slowing down the huge creatures with the sheer amount of mana he channeled normally.

"Well done," Umbrina commended after their 14th kill. "One of the better delves so far, but this is where the true challenge starts. Rest, and regenerate your mana. These swarms aren't something you should ever take lightly."

"How long?" one of the new mages asked.

"Three hours."

"Alright, then," Lev muttered and stretched. Beatrice gave him a look, so he summoned his best sofas for them in the bubble. With the negligible cost of maintaining it and keeping it afloat, the mental weight made for good training by staying mid-air.

"You're gonna have to start using that skill of yours from now on," Lev mused, less reminding her and more himself. "Try not to stick to one location. I'll be creating walls and shields wherever I can, so pick up the slack for me."

"Will do," she agreed. "How's your mana looking?"

Lev looked inward and paused. He was constantly benefiting from her passive bonus and was also given the active portion on occasion. More importantly, he hadn't used much beyond a few overcharged lighting attacks, meaning his pool was still hovering above 80%.

"… Good enough," Lev replied, smiling slightly.

She merely shook her head at the ridiculousness of his class.

Hours passed quickly as they both refused to stop scanning their surroundings. With Umbrina's presence, there was likely no need, but he and Beatrice had been burned almost to death by such negligence once. There wouldn't be a second time.

Ronald stood up after the resting period was up. Everyone else followed, summoning and hoisting up their equipment, ready to face the next challenge. They had barely even started moving when screeches became audible, coming from high above.

Ten… twenty… thirty-two. That's more than expected.

Umbrina was nowhere to be seen, which probably meant the harpy horde wasn't abnormal. Lev prepared eight shields and swiftly enchanted them as the first of them dove. Now that they were out in the open, there was going to be no holding back.

"DO NOT HOLD BACK," Ronald roared, mirroring Lev's thoughts. Enhancements were flared higher, and spells were charged even more before three monsters landed in front of them.

Two arrows enchanted with sharpness rushed towards one of them, thudding deep into the harpy's chest and releasing a cloud of lightning inside. Ronald took it upon himself to down that one, beheading it with a single swing.

The other two monsters didn't fall as quickly. Heavily injured, the descent of more of their kind saved them, slowly changing the tide of the battle.

Lev took a backseat, preferring to let everyone else gather experience in melee fighting. He would focus on that in his next delve, though it was shaping up to be way harder than expected. Some training was in order.

Shields blocked wild wings, some of the former shattering in the process, but giving ample opportunities to the adept hunters. Spells flew around, predominantly wind and lightning, targeting the most uninjured monsters.

Beatrice used her barrier skill for the first time. It was a squarish wall nearly two meters in height and length, zipping around the battlefield from monster to monster. She could only control two of them, but only needed one right now.

When one of the regular delver team's warriors was outmuscled and stabbed by the talons, Lev formed multiple shields to get him out with barrier threads, but then the harpy paused. It stared ahead, face frozen in rage and bloodlust synonymous with monsters, before its head slid clean off and tumbled to the ground.

Despite focusing on the fight, Lev had felt absolutely no hint of Umbrina or her skills. It only reinforced his suspicions that she was someone extremely strong who preferred to remain in the shadows.

Beatrice, who had never stopped scouting, addressed him once ten harpies had fallen.

"Lev."

He turned to look, never letting the harpies out of sight. A few dozen meters behind them, a hint of blue was poking through the ground. Cursing under his breath, he commanded the bubble to ascend higher and give him a better view of the whole battlefield.

Below him, the hunters were locked in a brutal brawl with the durable harpies. Behind them however, a watershade ravager burst out of the ground. It unfurled its wings and charged up a superheated steam attack, but a lightning arrow swiftly put an end to that.

[

Your Group has slain [Watershade Ravager - Level 220]

]

Beatrice used both her buffs on him when dozens of the monsters slowly rose out of the ground, each immediately charging their attacks. Panic erupted in the hunters fighting the harpies before Umbrina's words cut through it.

"Keep going and don't look back."

Lev mentally thanked her for saving him the trouble of giving out the warning. Dozens of arrows were hovering around him as fire and lightning infused them all in equal measure. When he had dumped over a tenth of his mana into the volley, he gave them the order to descend.

No steam attacks had finished charging when the first arrow landed, accurately piercing the head of a ravager and eviscerating most of its body in the subsequent explosion. One by one, heads were popped or stomachs were pierced, decimating more than half of the swarm before the fight could even begin.

Up ahead, the harpies were falling quicker and quicker as more hunters were allowed to gang up on them. Seeing they still weren't done, Lev lowered his usage and formed another wave of projectiles.

Considerably less destructive mana was thrown at the ravagers, though not before three of them launched their attacks. Letting the arrows fly down by their own, Lev relocated all his shields to block those attacks while dumping as much mana into them as they allowed.

Durability enhanced to the limits, his shields blocked the three jets of steam. The impact rattled Lev's mind as six of the ten shattered immediately, but the beam attacks petered out on the last shields arrayed against them.

That was close. Lev let out a breath, curiously observing the secondary effects of the steam. It was infused with mana and steadily ate through his remaining shields, slowly corroding their very structure by expending itself.

There was a reason why Umbrina repeatedly warned them against these monsters. Dealing with a swarm was hard enough, but the ravagers used attacks that consumed all manner of armors and defensive constructs with alarming haste.

Safe to say, human flesh didn't stand a chance. Being caught by that steam usually led to one of the most gruesome deaths on Monarch.

  

    
        Chapter 117

    
    
    
    
  "This is the first lesson for anyone who wishes to venture beyond the outer walls," Umbrina spoke to them all more seriously than she had so far. "No place is ever safe. Ever. Just like those ravagers snuck up on you? I have had entire waves reach me during short rests. One moment, we were trying to get some shuteye, and the next, there were hordes of monsters above our level breathing down our necks."

Thank Monarch that Drakys gave me some basic detection arrays, Lev thought to himself, taking her words seriously.

"Some of you have no plans to venture outside. Too bad the inside is much the same. Only the patrols close to the city ensure that accidents almost never happen, but that is not a guarantee. Not that long ago, a blighted monster was found far from its natural habitat, the Crimson Ravine. It was a stray monster, and the cause for its traveling so far away never quite became obvious. Regardless, it serves as a good lesson and an eye-opener for all those responsible for our safety."

Her voice turned even graver than before. "Never let your guard down, kids. Even if you have to find another member, make sure to always have scouting skills scanning your surroundings. It will save your lives more times than any of you can imagine."

Scouting, huh? Lev let his mind wander while they rested to recover their mana and heal any minor injuries. Also interesting to note that she knows of my brush with the threader. Guess she's more important than anyone realizes.

While he opted to regenerate mana naturally with Beatrice's passive aura in the downtime, notifications were waiting for him.

[

Your Group has slain [Watershade Ravager - Level 223

…

Your Group has slain [Watershade Ravager - Level 219]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 199

]

Neat. More mana for meee.

Lev was glad nobody could tap into his mind.

Ignoring his addiction to increasing the size of his mana pool, he summoned sofas for himself and the aura mage. She sat down, slightly tired from the enhancement, and immediately lay down to catch some sleep. Lev followed her example and looked around.

Umbrina became visible on the ground for a short moment and motioned for him to rest. Giving her a nod, Lev made the bubble land on the ground and went to sleep.

Ronald shook him awake some time later. One of the female wind mages of his team roused Beatrice, who woke up with a start.

Not quite over the spire experience, Lev made a mental note to do something good for her when they returned to Windkeep.

"How long has it been?" Lev asked, stifling a yawn.

"Three hours," Ronald curtly replied. "We're moving soon."

Lev nodded at him and summoned his refillable canteen. He washed his face and drank some of the cool water and filled a bowl for Beatrice.

She frowned slightly. "Go out and make the bubble invisible."

… Yes ma'am.

He did as he was told, only shaking his head slightly at the odd request. Lev might've quipped something if she hadn't woken up like that. He suspected she just needed a moment to reorient herself.

Knocking from inside his bubble after a few minutes let him know she was done. He turned off the invisibility enchantment and entered, finding a few splashes of water here and there. Those were removed easy by deleting that part of the bubble to let the water fall down, then resummon the barrier floor.

"We're ready," Lev informed Ronald, who was waiting with everyone else. The man didn't react and simply started marching again, leading everyone deeper into the steep pit as they moved in circles.

That thing keeps getting bigger and bigger, Lev noted, impressed and more than a little intimidated. Whatever the huge skeleton was in life, he doubted it belonged to a creature below the fourth threshold. What else could be so massive?

"Ravagers below us to our left," Lev called out, having felt the barest hint of auras hidden several meters below ground. His voice wasn't loud enough to be heard from that far, but the abrupt halt of all the movement tipped the monsters off.

"Warriors, stay behind me!" Ronald called out. "Mages, summon all your shields."

Lev was way ahead of everyone else with ten enchanted shields. Dealing with the swarm was not that hard for him, so the next step was to observe how they operated individually.

No mana or anything visible could be felt from their location that may have indicated communication in the swarm, but they all readied their steam attacks in unison. Lev noted the position of each and the exact direction they were facing, bringing his shields closer to where he predicted the beams would pass through.

The first move was made by the humans as wind mana gathered in huge amounts. Beatrice immediately buffed the two responsible after seeing the intense usage, further amplifying the grand spells.

Transparent yet blinding in his Mana Perception, Lev beheld two tall walls of condensed wind, pulling everything in contact upwards and launching them in the air.

When the spell was ready, Ronald slowly stalked forward, others following. The first vaporous attack was launched at the walls, noticeably dimming its strength but failing to do any damage. More wind mana was channeled into the defensive walls, and all the substance from the monster's attack was launched into the sky, turning the whole area damp.

Lev took it all in, impressed by the sheer control. The edges of the wall were stable enough to leak only mere particles of mana. It signified a high level of manipulation attained by relentless practice.

His barriers in comparison, only leaked a small amount of infused or imbued mana. It was another hurdle that his mana manipulation had to deal with, which made the skill the most attractive for any mage.

Up ahead, Ronald was close to the first monster, who dropped the casting in favor of rushing in. An axe splattered its head and brain matter on the ground as steam attacks were launched.

The swarm was huge, comprised of nearly a hundred ravagers. Some of the attacks were bound to get through, as it happened when five of them landed near the same spot on the wind wall.

Two of them pierced through, only to be blocked by Lev's shields. He was waiting for that.

Whenever a monster refused to come closer, the wall opened slightly like a door, allowing a warrior to rush in while defending it from the sides. As quickly as the person could, they killed the monster and retreated, letting the wall return to its original state.

Ingenious, Lev thought to himself in approval. The attack isn't dense enough to puncture the wall with ease, which lets the wind do its job and easily redirect the steam. Is this how people usually clear dungeons? I've been skipping the basics.

And by doing so, he was only getting stronger and stronger. Lev was more than happy doing things his own way.

Ravagers steadily fell to different blades and occasional spells, reducing the monsters to half their original number in a few minutes. Things were going well before a burrower decided to interrupt the extermination, launching out of the ground two dozen meters away where the earth mage was using mana as a bait to lure it out.

Without needing to be told, all the mages immediately focused on its huge mug, unloading lightning and earth attacks without giving it a moment to take note of the humans' numbers.

A loud, grating wail made Lev wince, and he decided to lend a hand. Stargazer appeared in his hands, an overloaded earth slash landed on the side of the burrower's maw. It crunched teeth in its way as it punctured through the hide, immobilizing it for a split second with agony.

Stronger spells immediately took advantage, frying its brain quickly.

[

Your Group has slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 311]

]

The wind mages didn't partake, only keeping the wall moving along with the warriors and swiftly eradicating the rest of the swarm. Everyone remained tense, prepared for anything to ambush them at the opportune moment.

Harpies validated their cautiousness by announcing their presence with loud screeches, having felt and seen the large battle from far away. Thus began their long journey of killing the three types of monsters and eventually reaching the boss.

**

Five days later, they were resting for the last push. Down below, the giant skeleton loomed far closer than before. Reaching it wouldn't have taken so long if they hadn't circled the entire pit while descending, killing everything that moved besides the humans.

Lev could see the oddly pristine bones near the tail end in great detail, understanding absolutely nothing about them because of his lacking knowledge. They were very durable no doubt, but that was all he could gather.

"Hey, Umbrina," he called out to their invisible guardian. "Will we harvest the bones?"

"No, they have been used plenty already. Due to their extremely old age, much of their magical properties are lost, and the bone structure is also far weaker than it was once theorized to be. Better metals have been found to completely replace these. They have no special properties, after all."

"I see, thank you."

Their four-hour rest came to an end not long after, seeing them all topped on mana and in best shape. All notions of holding back had been discarded, and even Umrbina ditched her invisible role to assist whenever necessary.

Platinum bosses were notorious for being extremely difficult to kill. Solo teams simply had no chance at besting them. In the same vein, those monsters could also kill platinum hunters in a blink, which left no choice but for the rogue to show herself and forcefully attract its aggression if lives were at risk.

Stepping out of the bubble, Lev summoned Stargazer as well. There was no point in hiding his abilities anymore, though he would still try to keep his Wisdom Boost a secret.

Several burrowers, courtesy of Umbrina, were steadily making their way to the ready hunters. Those monsters announced the start of their final charge, where they wouldn't find any rest until they killed the boss.

Entering the skeleton from the tail, they started their slow march. Ronald and his team flew slightly ahead, taking the lead as usual. Lev went ahead and attracted the attention of another two with his arrows and readied his glaive. Enchantments came alive as the giant monster neared, winds flapping slightly with its gait.

When its maw was about to devour him, he overloaded his enhancement and armor and pulled himself back, launching an overloaded fire slash in its mouth while flying away. The extent of the damage was immediately noticeable from its pained cry, but Lev didn't have the chance to pursue the opening.

Lightning streamed into his armor and Stargazer, imbuing the former and infusing the latter. Dodging the second burrower's lunge was tricky with its huge size, but Lev managed it easily enough with his high speed. Like a fly, he darted out of its path and landed on its side.

Stargazer flashed multiple times, each swing enlargening the cut from the previous. Lightning was released with them all, jolting its massive body slightly and amplifying the damage.

Lev disengaged when the first monster found its bearing and sought to crush him on top of the other's body. He saw it coming from a mile away and flew up, never letting his fellow hunters out of sight.

Umbrina stalked the battlefield like a cat, ready to pounce whenever. Seeing the humans were in minimal danger, Lev focused back on the two giant creatures below him preparing to jump in the air to eat him.

Before they could do so, Lev launched a volley of lightning arrows at them and descended. Injured but still alive, the monsters never gave up on trying to kill him. Wild but predictable attack patterns netted them two massive lightning slashes, putting an end to the two versus one.

Behind him, the others had also downed the remaining three burrowers and were preparing for the ravages exiting the holes in the huge bone structure. Each opening was hard to see due to the uniform white color and relatively small size, but the hunters weren't unprepared. Umbrina had warned them several times about that exact scenario.

Lev took it upon himself to kill all the ones on the right as the wind mages covered all the hunters. Towering but stationary wind walls covered the humans, occasionally opening up holes for the mages to fire through. The warriors remained put for that one and simply watched.

The bubble ascended higher than the wind walls, immediately attracting the attention of a dozen ravagers, all of whom attacked as one. Barrier walls blocked the beams, each roiling with the excess mana sent into the durability rune enchanting them.

Four walls shattered, leaving three more intact ones that were dismissed. Shields took their place to block any surprise attacks as Lev retaliated. Lightning arrows sheared through the large insect monsters, putting down half their numbers in a single volley.

Lev had to give up the offense to defend himself again, this time barely stopping all the attacks in their tracks as more and more of the monsters focused on him. It allowed the mages to kill them easier but put him in a tight spot. The bubble was also enchanted with durability, but Lev wasn't going to put much hope in it when it came to defense.

It didn't take long for the swarm to perish. Cores were harvested before they rested during the few minutes of downtime. Already, burrowers could be seen travelling up the skeleton, having felt the tremors and mana usage for the hunters.

All was going to plan until Umbrina's head snapped towards the skull of the giant bone structure. Lev, who was keeping half an eye on her to see how she scouted, couldn't even see the head movement. She was far faster than anything his Perception could track.

"Lev's and Ronald's team. Prepare yourselves. Aura mage, use the maximum regeneration buff on all of them. The boss is coming."
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  Down below, a massive form was unfurling its wings. Half of the dungeon boss was nestled into the bone skull, and the other half was currently pushing off all the dirt and stones layered over it, obscuring its form beneath the ground.

A maw similar yet starkly different from all the giant burrowers rose out of the bottom of the pit, staring at the group of hunters with hunger. The boss was considerably smaller in size, only two dozen meters long. It's maw too, was only half as wide as the rest of its kind, yet Lev would never willingly near it. The teeth on the boss were both larger and much, much more lethal.

"Is this normal?" Lev asked Umbrina, who calmly stared back at the monster.

"Somewhat," she replied, unconcerned. "In some unlucky delves, things can snowball enough to attract the monster in the first few hours. Not sure what caused it to look over this time, though."

Hmm, yes. Very big mystery, Lev almost rolled his eyes and glanced at Beatrice. She blinked, not understanding what he meant.

"How do you plan to get a sizable chunk of essence for yourself?"

Beatrice looked at the massive monster, then back at him. "What can I even do?"

"Not much this time," Lev allowed, keeping half an eye on the harpies and burrowers facing the hunters, and the other half on the ascending boss. "But you will need to in the future. Watch and note all the ways you can make your Mana Barrier useful, otherwise evolving will take decades."

Wide wings unfurled, far more uniform and sturdy in their making compared to the average burrower. The boss coiled on itself before shooting forward with a flap of its wings, eating the distance between them in a blink.

"Remember," Umbrina spoke just as she vanished. "It prefers to swim underground. Make use of that habit."

Ronald glanced at him, ready to go. Seeing his mana was also over 90%, regenerating rapidly under his concealed bubble, Lev nodded back to signify he was prepared.

Like a well-oiled machine, the wind mages in his team immediately cast flight spells on everyone, pulling them along with a gentle yet strong gale. Lev followed in his bubble, not willing to step out of his ranged role unless necessary. Even more so because all the remaining monsters of the dungeon were rushing at the three teams that were left behind.

Umbrina had made the right call to do so, in Lev's opinion. Just by looking at the boss, Lev knew that they had no chance of facing it. Not only were their lives going to be at risk, but they were probably going to get in the way of Lev and Ronald's team, who were going to go all out from the very start.

"Beatrice," Lev addressed her the last time before the boss reached them. "Try to use three of them at once."

"Here!?"

He grinned. "Of course! Where better to test than in the face of a platinum boss?"

Then he jumped out of the bubble, leaving her alone in there to buff everyone by keeping the bubble in range. Down below, the monster was close enough for Lev to inspect all of it closely.

[Earthen Diver - ???]

Scales adorned the length of its body, each the same brown color as the rest of the monster. Most importantly, the boss's body looked tough. Condensed. Cursory scans were enough to deduce that Lev was going to have to use a large portion of his pool to bring it down.

Though, Lev thought as they lured the boss away from the rest of the hunters. That also depends on how Ronald's team performs. If they were in the tournament, I doubt any team could've beaten them in Team Combat. Let's see how they do.

Two large bolts of wind mana clinked against the boss's scale, leaving significant gouges but not even drawing blood. Another ten bolts landed on the same area, eroding its defenses even further.

Roaring, the diver sped up before turning abruptly, rushing into the stone slope of the pit surrounding them. Lev paused when its aura and mana signatures vanished completely, leaving them blind to its location.

As a precaution, he ascended higher and away and took the bubble with him. The other team followed, eyes peeled for the next attack. From their left, right, and below, several barrages of massive boulders flew at the floating humans. Each was large enough to pulp them with a direct hit.

Lev glanced at the cloaked Beatrice once, letting her know it was her time to shine. Wind walls formed around Ronald's team, along with several other projectiles. Large barrier shields protected Lev, all enchanted in less than a second.

Amidst his barriers, a pale white barrier took form. The square barrier felt robust to his senses, nearly as durable as his overloaded shields, and quickly moved in front of the duo. Then another one formed, and the hint of a third started to take shape. Beatrice's mana struggled to create it, and the boulders reached them long before she could finish the last construct.

Lev zipped between the boulders, dodging all he could while blocking the rest with his shields. All of them shattered one by one and were resummoned, protecting both him and the bubble from any direct hits.

He never forgot to keep an eye on his fellow hunters, either. Ronald hacked apart the stone with strong, neutral mana slashes, whereas the rest were cleanly cut in two by sharp wind slashes.

While they were busy dodging and deflecting, the boss hadn't been idle. It was already close to reaching them, having timed its charge to match the barrage. Lev supposed the move would be considered smart if one only had the barest hint of intelligence, like the monster did.

Lightning lances welcomed it, landing on the side of its maw as it dodged at the last moment. Each blew up in a small storm, charring its scales and jolting the flesh underneath. Despite that, it came out mostly unharmed and dove back into the ground with a cry of pain.

… Not very dangerous for a boss.

Perhaps it still had some tricks up its sleeve, but that was unlikely. It could already fly and use earth magic, which was way more than the other burrowers could do. Still, Lev didn't let his guard down.

More stone projectiles followed, trying and failing to distract the hunters who attacked it relentlessly without moving closer to the ground, eliminating any chances of a surprise attack.

Within a few minutes, several large wounds were present on its body, giving the hunters just as many openings to injure it even further. The boss realized that as well and changed its strategy.

Instead of them attacking from the sides, it launched out of the ground with a huge wave of boulders leading the charge. Lev cursed and flew out of the way as fast as he could, just as Ronald's team fled in the opposite direction.

Watching them escape with narrowed, maddened eyes, the boss curled on itself and twirled, spinning its lengthy body in a full circle. Lev watched on with wide eyes as its tail curved in an arc to slap him to oblivion, just barely managing to duck underneath as the bubble escaped by ascending higher.

On the other side, the hunters only marginally dodged the huge maw coming to gobble them up, and even launched several attacks in retaliation. Lev was too surprised to make use of the opening as the monster was momentarily left defenseless.

He noted to make use of it the next time as he kept his eyes on the boss, that kept flying higher. After nearly a kilometer, it turned around, using its massive bulk as a dive bomb.

Fucking hell, Lev hurriedly ran out of the way, unable to believe the strategy unfolding in front of him. That thing is going to land like an atomic bomb.

Ronald's team was also putting up as many defenses as they could while backtracking, never letting the diver leave their sight. It was on track to miss all of them, which was still horrible news. Just the dust cloud from its fall was going to make things much harder for them.

His ears threatened to pop as it displaced massive amounts of air with its descent, producing an extremely loud sound. With a gigantic shockwave, it landed maw-first on the pit's slope, immediately burrowing inside to prevent the worst of the damage.

Lev braced himself, creating a second bubble around him and enchanting it. A wall of dirt and stone launched both bubbles even further away from the site of impact, rendering their sight useless in the aftermath.

Air around him rushed somewhere below Lev, and he immediately fired several lightning lances where he expected the diver to be. It powered through them, maw wide open to swallow him.

Stargazer was waiting for that moment. It was vibrating with the sheer amount of fire and lightning mana stored in its form, eager to let it all out in a calamitous slash. Lev obliged, releasing it all with a deceptively slow overhead swing.

Like an image being visualized by a painter, blue and fiery mana first coalesced in a half-moon shape before flying at the monster with a loud boom. Leaving a trail of flames in its passing, the diver wasn't given a chance to react as the slash entered its gaping maw, landing somewhere deep inside.

Lev was already rushing away from the monster's trajectory. A flood of fire and lightning escaped the monster's mouth, utterly annihilating the softer interior. He was already at a considerable distance, waiting for the notifications to roll in.

The boss died before it could even hit the ground, beyond eviscerated inside the still-intact scaled body. Lev's slash had done a thorough job if the flames rushing out of the deep wounds on its scale were any indication.

Target me more, you fuck, Lev thought, slightly miffed. It was a good thing because it opened up the boss to a big counterattack, but still. Every monster wanted him, whereas he didn't want any of them. Except for the levels they offered. Those were nice.

[

Your Group has slain [Earthen Diver - Level 325]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 200

Mana Tempest has reached Level 201

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 4

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 4

Crescent Decimation has reached 2nd Level 4

Crescent Decimation has reached 2nd Level 5

]

Around the humans, many more monsters and swarms came alive from the death of the boss. Suddenly, hundreds were rushing down the steep pit, hellbent on tearing the hunters apart.

Lev and Beatrice immediately returned to the remaining teams, only a step behind Ronald's.

"Good job, even if it would've been better if you guys took longer," Umbrina praised, pointing all around them with her dual shortswords. Lev's eyes were glued to the weapons instead. He could confidently say that they were a pair of epic items or higher rarity just by glancing at them. Their cloaked enchantments were just that potent.

"You like them?" Umbrina asked, apparently not beyond showing off when it came to the swords, as she turned them around in her hand for Lev to observe.

"They're a masterpiece, as far as I can tell," Lev genuinely praised, very impressed.

"That they are," she agreed and then vanished. Everyone paused and looked around, only finding her when monsters started tumbling down the pit, their heads rolling next to them.

One by one, all of the hundreds fell to an entirely unnoticeable Umbrina in less than a minute, bringing an anticlimactic end to the delve. Five minutes later, they were all teleported outside.

The Master warrior guarding the dungeon scanned them all thoroughly and nodded when he saw none missing. Umbrina appeared next to him without any fanfare and gave a precise report.

"The Boss took notice early and had to clear all the stragglers," she calmly explained, eyeing all the hunters checking up on their equipment and generally relaxing. "Saw more monsters than usual but nothing out of the ordinary."

"Good work," the warrior nodded and looked at Lev. He didn't need to say more as Lev pulled Beatrice to the side with him where a sound ward covered them. Umbrina was also present inside it.

"The Silver Night has requested your presence immediately after the delve ends. Do not dally and go see him in the guildmaster's office on the first floor."

Lev nodded and glanced at Beatrice, who was quickly giving herself a once-over. Finding no blood or anything dirty, she straightened and followed him. Umbrina just watched on with a small smile, proving Lev's theory that she knew more than she let on.

"That went well," Lev remarked once the bubble scooped them up. "Took only four days as well."

"It did feel easy," Beatrice agreed. "But then again, if you weren't there, things would've been quite a bit more difficult. It's surprising how well you keep track of everything happening at once. More than once, I failed to move my barriers in time, but your shields were already there."

"We also had competent teams who followed Umbrina's orders down to the letter," Lev added. "Overall, the dungeon was both easier than expected and much harder than I was hoping for. Didn't know platinum dungeons mostly have second-threshold monsters."

"Right… your solo delve. Still up for it?"

He shrugged. "That'll depend on whatever Hakim wants to say."

Conversation cut off after that as they flew back to the city. Both of the platinum dungeons were way off, requiring hours of travel to reach them. Lev didn't rush and took a bit more time than necessary for the flight. It proved good to just decompress and prepare themselves for the repeating future.

Five hours later, he knocked on the guildmaster's office door with Beatrice standing behind him.

"Come in," Hakim's order came through as the doors opened.

Lev sauntered inside, all smiles when he noticed Sherron seated there. Poor Beatrice was frozen in the door, unable to do anything but close her eyes and take deep, steadying breaths to calm herself.

He took a seat. "First time's always horrible, huh?"

Sherron nodded, taking in the girl's visage and aura. "Quite so, especially for an aura mage. Are you alright, girl?"

"Y-yes, Lady Exalted," Beatrice stammered out and bowed at her waist. "I greet the Exalted."

… Woops, I forgot to do that, Lev acted casual, hoping nobody would point that out. They were closer than that, right?

"How was your first brush with platinum dungeons?" Sherron asked once Beatrice took her seat next to Lev, the furthest she could sit from the Exalted woman.

"Boring," Lev replied immediately. "So few levels and risk. Couldn't do anything with so many people watching. Also, who's Umbrina?"

"Caught your eye, did she?" Hakim answered instead, more relaxed than usual. "All I can tell you is that she trained me when I was a kid."

Lev's mind went blank trying to comprehend the ages involved. Hakim was somewhere around a thousand years old, and Umbrina was even older. Just what was the lifespan of a Master?

"… Alright. She reminded me of Orianna but things are probably the other way around."

"They are," Sherron agreed and changed the topic. "Do you still want to clear it solo?"

"Yes," he immediately replied.

"You really shouldn't," Beatrice found the courage to speak. Lev looked at her, not knowing why she was insisting all of a sudden. "There were thousands of monsters, and hundreds were in the second threshold."

"But that just means more levels and training," Lev retorted, confused. "It's not like I'm gonna rush in and attract all of them at once. I've prepared several illusion and concealment formations to make sure of that."

"That didn't help on the spire," she mumbled.

Lev sighed in his head, finally understanding where her concern came from. "There are no monsters in the dungeon that are beyond my ability to handle. I made sure of that by holding back all the while. Trust me, things usually end up going my way when there aren't third-threshold stormriders breathing down my neck."

Seeing that Beatrice was done, Sherron spoke after a few seconds. "… I still don't know what went down in Runespires."

"What else? I am the same snack that is becoming ever-tastier."
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  Two days later, Lev landed in front of the dungeon's entrance again. It was situated above ground in a random patch of grassland, which made the warrior guard on rotation look quite out of place. No words were exchanged as Lev was waved inside.

Immediately, he activated the mana concealment and illusion enchantments on his armor, vanishing from both sight and mana perception. The first order of business was to create a fully invisible and unnoticeable bubble, which took less than a minute.

Once inside, Lev waited. His eyes constantly scanned the ceiling and walls near the dungeon portal, hoping no monsters had detected him. When ten minutes passed without any signs of movement, he nodded to himself and went to work.

Firstly, stock check.

His ring had a few new additions. Primarily, the huge spiked ball of iron stood out in his mind, but there were ten high-quality healing potions as well. They were beyond expensive, each costing five golds.

Thirdly, there were all the materials he had brought from Runespires. The goal was to improve the mana capacity and transfer of his armor as best as he could to avoid channeling much mana with his body.

More time passed in silent contemplation without any monster attacking or even wandering close to the bubble. Feeling he was in the clear, Lev summoned one of the huge containers of sap and started on the container he had been mentally developing.

Barrier armor as a skill was extremely impressive, possessing both insane durability and endless potential for advancement. It sometimes made him wonder just how badly he was underutilizing his class. The human mind could only do so much at once, and he wasn't some heaven-defying talent either.

Around his armor, a thin film of barrier was tracing its form. There was little space between the armor-shaped container surrounding him and the actual armor. Infused sap was supposed to improve the conductivity of any barriers that were rinsed with it, along with a bit of mana to spread the positive effects, and Lev wanted to know just how effective the treatment was.

To set a baseline, he first tried channeling mana through the armor. It streamed into his skinsuit first to be converted into lightning mana, which Lev dumped into his armor.

Usually, he either teleported the lightning mana into Stargazer or his projectiles using his class skill, or imbued the armor itself to further improve its speed and reactions.

This time however, he kept adding more. When it was holding nearly 5% of his total mana, the armor started to show signs of destabilizing. That was fine and all, as Lev never needed to store that much into the armor, but the problem remained. His body suffered even with that small portion, even if the damage was limited to aches in his arms from where he channeled the mana.

The much more glaring issue was that the damage to his body mounted quickly. It didn't help that every bit of reduced bodily integrity sped up how much damage he took, making going all-out even harder.

To combat that, Lev needed the armor to store his mana to readily access it without needing to move it through his body in large amounts. He could simply slowly refill the armor instead, and since it was his mana, he could use it for all of his skills without problem. No ambient mana was involved to take it away from his control.

Alright, let's see how bad the transfer capacity actually is, Lev thought, and proceeded with the test. All the stored lightning mana slowly gathered in his right hand, which threatened to explode long before that. Even worse, all the mana kept weakening the armor in its wake, yet the amount was far from the amounts he used in serious battles.

That was not a good sign.

If things went according to plan, Lev's armor was only going to become more durable after the next evolution. It was a defensive skill, which meant he needed to force secondary measures to increase its reception of large amounts of mana. Enchantments were going to be a staple, and further semi-automated moves were going to be the norm. Lev needed his armor to be able to handle all of that.

Even ignoring the evolution, his mana pool was going to grow considerably before that as he gained more Wisdom and leveled his Wisdom Boost. His armor was not going to keep up with the increasingly intense channeling.

Lev sighed. Let's focus on the now and try to use the sap.

When the barrier mold was ready, Lev created a tube connected to the small opening at the bottom to not let any of the fluid go to waste. It ended in a closed container that he planned to recycle the sap with.

From above, he created a bowl and filled it with the infused sap to drop on his head. It was thicker than water and non-sticky, and flowed down his armor rather quickly. Remembering Welsh's instructions, Lev streamed pure mana into his armor and expelled tiny puffs of it into the sap, giving it the mana necessary for the treatment to take place.

The change was immediate but negligible. As the sap got its mana, it became more potent and sent a portion of the mana back into the armor. A profound change took place on an unnoticeable scale, where his armor's structure improved ever so slightly.

Seeing that it worked, Lev poured even more over the armor while it collected in the container from the bottom. When that filled up, he shut off the exit and created a new container to store it. The previous one was dumped back on his head, and the process was repeated again and again.

Minutes passed in the gradual cycle as Lev tried his best to observe the effects. More than his understanding, it was the treatment's effects being undecipherable that stopped him from learning anything, turning the process into one of waiting.

Fifteen minutes later, the sap's increasingly lowering benefits came to a halt. Lev had reached the maximum mana conductivity improvements he could get, and they would even remain as long as the armor remained intact and wasn't dismissed.

Only, he could feel that it was not a success. The test hadn't failed, of course. Infused sap worked as advertised, meaning his armor was considerably better at handling mana, yet that didn't solve the main reason Lev was going through the trouble.

Pure mana.

His colorful destruction skill only worked on different mana types, but he didn't use those for enchantments. Enchantments were the second most mana-hungry part of his arsenal, and they might even overtake infusion after evolving. He had a ton of formations at his disposal, after all.

Mana left his pool in a steady but large stream and was stored in his armor. By the time he reached 10% of his total, it was already stressed to the limit. The amount was not small, but he still shook his head.

A sound similar to the shattering of glass echoed in the bubble when he began the next test. Lev had merely gathered all the mana in the upper half of the armor and moved it to the lower half quickly. The result was his armor unable to keep up and being reduced to bits.

Titles, class levels, and skill levels. Three sources of increased mana, but only one armor to handle them all.

He took a deep breath. Since the armor was also one whole barrier, Lev couldn't teleport the mana inside it from one place to another. It needed to cycle through the entire enchantments, which was the next test after the first failure.

Opening Draky's collection of runes, Lev started carving the advanced enhancement on his armor after resummoning it and treating it with sap. Due to all the previous practice, it took less than a minute to finish carving all the runes, covering nearly half of the armor's front.

Here goes nothing, Lev breathed out and cycled a small amount of mana through the entire formation. Like the previous one, a connection snapped into place, putting a significant load on his brain.

The formation started from his left shoulder, where the input runes were located. It snaked diagonally to his right thigh, empowering all in its path. Remembering the previous experience, Lev started small and empowered a flick of his finger.

Immediately, the difference became obvious. Where the previous enhancement formation was a general improvement, the current one asked for more detailed input, requiring instructions for each joint present on his armor. Most of it was seamless, but major joints were still present, such as fingers, elbows, knees etc.

Unable to do anything in time, the empowerment failed due to a lack of orders from Lev.

… I see why he wanted me to wait. In hindsight, I am nowhere near as smart as the Exalted, so I should've listened.

But he had the opportunity to start quicker and learn more. Lev wasn't averse to such risks, especially ones with great rewards.

Round two, Lev focused his all on the index finger on his right hand, and flicked the empty air again. His Perception was stretched to the limit as it slowly moved forward, intentionally not flicked at maximum speed, before the enchantment took over.

Separately, he had to empower each joint in the finger. The first one needed the least power, and the last one needed the most, as it went through the longest movement and was also going to impact whatever surface Lev flicked.

A small woosh of displaced air announced the success of his first enhancement. It was not that big of an upgrade in raw power compared to the previous formation, but Lev could now see that wasn't the point of the whole enchantment.

Where he had only enhanced every movement entirely before, Lev now had to consciously empower each part of his armor in much greater detail. Granted, his armor was far more basic than a human body, but it also lacked any sort of muscle memory or instincts.

If he wanted to empower a kick with the advanced enhancement formation, it required him to enhance each part of the armor leg one by one, all by his own mental efforts. That was like learning to walk all over again, except as an Adept.

With a sigh, Lev summoned Stargazer and adopted a stance. If he wanted to learn to manipulate his armor better, he needed an example to follow, and his fleshy body served as an excellent one. Filling up his glaive's blade with a dull, heavy edge, he started with the next improvised test.

An illusionary humanoid monster took form in his mind, the chosen foe for that training session. Every evolution brought with it a remarkable increase in brainpower, and he had been preparing for such an exercise for a while now, letting the monster form and move fluidly.

It charged forward, claws leading, and swiped at Lev's head. Stargazer rose up as Lev took half a step back, deflecting the attack and letting him retaliate. But the monster was strong, deftly evading the thrust and immediately attacking again, straining Lev's mind to simply keep up with the assault.

Of course, most of the strain came from observing how he moved. Shadowboxing was something he heard of on the internet and the concept encouraged him to try the same. There were no downsides, only more training for both his mind and body.

Minutes passed as Lev and the imaginary monster danced around each other, never able to land a hit despite giving it their all. He had to admit, it was quite fun. Improving had always been addicting, but doing so without a risk to his life could serve as a decent pastime.

If the others don't chew my ears off for wasting all my free time on even more training, that is.

He smiled. Just the thought of spending more time with Sherron or Orianna lifted his spirits. Alec would also be a part of the list if his mentor wasn't mysteriously cooped up in some lab.

The echoing yet quiet sounds of quick movements flowed in the concealed bubble for a while after that. Lev kept up his observations, half an eye on the conjured monster and another half on his body. From how his feet were positioned to how tightly his fingers gripped Stargazer without sacrificing flexibility, a picture was slowly taking shape in his mind.

Several seconds later, Lev found an opening to attack the blob-like monster. It lunged, leaning forward to minimize the area it could target while utilizing the full range of its long arms. Instead of defending himself, Lev brought Stargazer forward, aiming to skewer it.

With narrowed eyes, the monster dodged to the right, abandoning its attack to capitalize on the dumb move. Mid-thrust, Lev's enhancement flared, empowering his entire arm at once. Defying normal conventions, his attack morphed, and the glaive's direction changed, now moving slightly sideways and tracking the illusionary foe's evasion. The monster didn't stand a chance as the much faster and stronger attack passed through its head, dispersing it into black particles.

Lev wasn't faring much better either. His arm hurt from the abrupt move, and the muscles were stretched in ways they weren't supposed to be, but a grin still remained on his lips. The move was supposed to be a failure, as he had mistimed the enhancement and caused it to activate an instant too late.

Instead of messing up however, it had taught him something entirely new. The enhancement formation was supposed to be straightforward, but the advanced version had more control over its function. Which meant that it could now, to a small degree, adjust the course of his physical actions quickly.

That opened up so many new doors.

Even if the new tactic was wildly dangerous in how it would create bad habits due to overreliance, keeping it as a backup was going to be awesome. Lev needed his moves to be perfect first and foremost. The correction or alteration tactic was only going to be useful in a bind when everything else failed and he needed to sacrifice willpower to save himself.

After all, he was almost knocked to the ground because of the headache caused by the misinput. His body was performing something different than what his mind intended to empower, putting the two at odds. The latter, willpower, didn't even grow before Master and folded without providing any resistance, only altering his attack marginally for all its worth.

Regardless, it provided him with a promising new option. The testing and practice were a major success.
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Barrier Carving - 2nd Level 1

Time and Practice. You have utilized both and earned this skill. Extension of the class skill Arcane Barrier Manipulation, this skill utilizes two general skill slots.

Mana conductivity of enchanted barriers is amplified, increasing the efficiency of runes and formations.

2nd Rank: The skill assists in carving barriers even further, improving speed by up to 25%, depending on familiarity with the runes and overall practice.

]

Yep, exactly as expected, Lev read the description with a satisfied nod. The reason he practiced so much with runes was to force the skill in a speedier direction, and The System had recognized his efforts. That always felt good.

Since the first delve was always the most impactful, he summoned his status to check where his skills stood to track his progress. He had once done the same when entering the pit.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 201

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps IV, Daring Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I

Attributes:

Strength: 125

Dexterity: 125

Constitution: 360

Intelligence: 440

Wisdom: 550

Perception: 360

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 3

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 4

Colorful Destruction - 3rd Level 4

Barrier Armor - 3rd Level 3

Superior Senses - 3rd Level 4

Rapid Infusion - 3rd Level 4

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 4

Mage Conduit - 3rd Level 5

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - 2nd Level 1

Wanderer's Repository - Level 3

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 5

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - Level 4

]

Glaive Mastery was likely the one that would see the most improvements. Lev planned to get close and personal with zyliths and harpies and train against them, albeit with only one or two of them at once.

Everything else… will come along, I guess? Just gotta use all my tools at once, and bring in chains again.

With a deep inhale, Lev settled in to practice his new formation for a few days and mentally prepared himself for the upcoming exertions. It was going to be a difficult delve, one made much harder by the sheer number of enemies he was going to have to face.

**

Four days later, Lev woke up with a fresh mind and relaxed body, very different from their usual state in the past few days. His muscles weren't sore from all the shadow fighting, nor was his mind on the verge of breaking apart from enhancing all his movements.

Improvements had made themselves known despite the short time he spent on training, but mainly, Lev had successfully identified his limits. No longer was he at the risk of falling unconscious because of a random mistake during his practice sessions, which was the primary hurdle in utilizing the enhancement formation. If that happened in front of a second-threshold monster, there was going to be no saving him.

In a blink, the bubble around him vanished, leaving an exposed Lev that started advancing deeper into the dungeon. Advanced Enhancement formation and Mana Concealment given by Drakys were present on his armor, both compatible in their usage. By running both of them together, he could mask his presence to a large degree despite not holding back. Monsters were always too sensitive to mana, as the boss had demonstrated.

Gliding forward to make no sound, he spotted two zyliths on the ceiling. They had already spotted him and jumped the moment their cover was up. Lightning infused his armor as Lev backtracked, easily avoiding their drop. Stargazer was already infused with a large amount of the crackling mana when he attacked.

Testing the extent of his capabilities was the first priority. Lev swung wide, a basic attack meant to be enhanced easily. Stargazer blurred forward, biting deep into the lizard-like monster's front limb, raised to swat him away. A threatening hiss turned into a roar of pain when lightning seared its way deep into the arm, blackening the flesh as it snaked inside.

Alright, these things are tough. Lev observed as he evaded the second zylith's charge, forcing him to reposition to target only one of them. Never saw Stargazer's enchanted blade only dig a few inches into flesh before.

He did a scan of his mind while moving, finding it unburdened by the current movement, even if he was always utilizing the enhancement in small bursts.

So far so good.

A moderately charged lightning slash stunned one of the zyliths, giving Lev a bit of time to fight the other one and ramp up the enhancement slightly. Armor shining blue from the imbued lightning, Lev zipped forward, ducking underneath its swipe and scoring a large gash on its side. A tail sought to strike his legs and was dodged at the last moment as Lev jumped, his reactions quick like a cat's due to the heightened armor manipulation.

Stargazer didn't remain idle and punished the monster by lopping off the offending tail during the evasion. Ignoring its cry of agony, Lev lunged for the zylith's throat, slicing cleanly through it faster than the monster could dodge or deflect.

That didn't quite put down the resilient monster as it chased him around still, but another thrust to its head finally ended its life. Lev darted back, pulling the remaining monster away from the corpse and the blood pooling underneath.

[

You have slain [Zylith - Level 255]

]

One down.

Then began the hard part. Lev flew in circles around the slow monster, taking in its huge, meaty limbs. Each was audibly heavy as they thumped on the ground, and he was planning to pit his mind against that. It was bound to be painful and uncomfortable, but he needed to experience the strain.

A few seconds later, he landed on the stone ground, letting the monster rush him head-on. Lev forced himself to stay in place and tracked its every movement, especially the tail, as the monster lunged.

Both of its front limbs were coming in from the sides, intent on grabbing him and pinning him to the ground. The motion was entirely too slow, though, and he just backstepped while preparing Stargazer.

Knees bent and back straightened, Lev brought down Stargazer in a chop against the closest arm. Both of them collided with a big shockwave, the blade biting deep as a result, as Lev staggered in place from the mental jolt. Blood dripped down his nose from the gross overuse to counteract the impact, but it wasn't as bad as he expected.

The zylith's momentum didn't allow it to back off, only pushing its arm further towards Stargazer. A struggle ensued as the barrier blade met bone, causing Lev to slide back from the sheer force of the monster's dash. All the while, he also gave it his all, empowering his chop in its straightforward entirety.

Bone lost after a long yet brief instant, and the monster's limb went flying off. It sailed past, crying in agony. Lev swiftly put an end to its misery with two lightning lances as he himself flopped to the ground, breathing heavily with bloodshot eyes.

Be it the positioning of his feet, or the angle of his arms, or the half-bent knees and taut shoulders, every single part of his stance had been manually enhanced and pushed beyond its intended limits. It was a herculean task, one only made possible because his move was so simple and uncomplicated.

That… he took a deep breath, then sighed. That went well, I think. My mind's still intact, and there's a notification waiting for me.

[

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 5

]

That was the beauty of Self-Taught Mastery skills. Not only did they improve one's basics, but they also encapsulated all the odd external additions that aided the skill's concept.

Most of the time, people used that to include their elements, such as fire to blast a weapon forward, or gravity to empower all their movements. The latter was extremely rare, though.

Things became absurd in Lev's case. His class was a wild card from the get-go. Not even Alec, the man who had theorized it, knew what direction it would take. They knew the class was going to be strong, but not much else.

A clear shape was taking form in Lev's mind now. Mana Slash and Arcane Archery were the obvious general skills that synergized extremely well with all his class skills. That was true until Arcane Archery fell behind because, at one point or another, Lev could do far more with the projectiles he launched en masse. His class's current state was proof of that.

Then the Exalted crafter once remarked that Self-Taught skills were always worth the investment. It opened his mind to new possibilities that Lev hadn't considered before. Originally, he simply wanted a skill that let him utilize a glaive with sufficient skill.

Delving deeper into the potential of the skill had revealed much more, which was the main reason he refrained from accepting the skill for as long as he could. Unfortunately, Lillia forced him to accept the base skill, but that didn't close the door Lev had envisioned, not entirely.

Now, he could force the second-rank to accept his armor manipulation as a part of glaive mastery. Self-taught skills just worked like that.

The benefits didn't need mention. Having strong class skills was one thing, but a general skill that could be evolved several times while empowering several of his class skills was going to be a game-changer.

Yeah… that's amazing and all, but man, there's so much work to be done. Monarch knows just how much more potential evolving will unlock in this bonkers class.

No other way but forward, Lev supposed.

Soundlessly, he slowly healed himself under the concealed armor and advanced into the dungeon. Lev moved at low speeds, not wishing to engage any of the monsters without a nearly full pool and a relaxed mind. Willpower overuse taxed it quite a bit, but the damage also reset quickly if one stopped and rested.

Two more zyliths dropped from the ceiling, failing to even come close to Lev. He readied Stargazer and began with the next test. Attacking was manageable, but top speed still remained to be seen.

Air parted with a woosh as Lev darted into the zylith's face. It predictably tried to smash him into the ground, only for the attack to be dodged with a single sidestep. The movement was crisp, in tune with his enhancement that made evasion trivial.

Immediately, a tail rushed at his midsection. Lev jumped back as the tail collided with his armor, absorbing most of the force as he was launched back. The moment his feet touched the ground, he rushed in again, dodging and testing the limits of his enhancement further.

Ten minutes later, two corpses announced the end of that practice session.

Decently improved speed. Around 10%, if I had to guesstimate. Reaction time is slightly enhanced because of reduced input delay, and control is obviously more intricate. Overall, the enhancement will only be worth it once I get to the same level of proficiency as the previous one.

That was already the plan, so Lev continued onwards and dealt with all the zyliths in his path. Hours passed as he encountered more and more of them, sometimes in groups of four. Just to be safe, he never challenged more than three at once, opting to kill the rest quickly.

Curiously, he got no levels despite killing second-threshold monsters all by himself. Were they too weak, or was Lev too strong? Either way, he wasn't disappointed by the expected result.

Half a day later, he peeked out of the cave's exit, gazing at the many harpies flying above. Nothing about them screamed out of the ordinary, so he scanned them through a very small slit in the stone of the cave's edge. Bird monsters usually had excellent eyesight, so he had to be careful.

Twenty-seven of them, all averaging level 280. Quite the task for a little old me.

Lev was going to have to adapt. It was impossible to attract only one or two of them, which left dealing with the whole flock at once. Backtracking, he finalized the way he wanted to enchant his arrows and how to use them.

The bubble appeared around him and was deftly enchanted with concealement and invisibility, letting him plan without risking detection. Firstly, he wanted to try out the combinations of different formations for his arrows in the collection. Drakys had singled out two of them, both similar in their function but intended for different sizes.

For his arrows, the formation was a direct upgrade to what he already used. A barrier cart without a roof formed next to him inside the bubble. It was small, only the size of four large food trays put together— perfect to hold his arrows.

The rune collection in his hands, Lev formed a small arrow. It was a curious little thing, barely as long as his arm and wide as his finger. Yet, the unassuming projectile could kill monsters near his own level.

Let's see. The arrow formation is called 'Lethality Formation,' and the lance formation is called 'Armorbreaker.' My business is with the first.

Lethality consisted of three simple functions. The tip of his arrows would be enhanced by a more potent sharpness rune, their speed would be empowered by a less potent but controllable acceleration rune, and his ability to adjust their trajectory was going to be enhanced. With enough practice and brute force, Lev could quite literally make his arrows stop and turn around if he refrained from launching them at full speed.

Unlikely that I'll need to resort to that. If I need them to change directions, I'd much rather just create more of the arrows.

With his improved carving skill, the formation took less than five seconds despite it being his first attempt. It also boasted an efficiency above 90%, which was quite good. Lev was never going to get tired of just how strong the formations gifted to him were.

To test the difference, a normal arrow formed next to him. Creating small holes in the bubble, Lev fired both the enchanted and unenchanted versions at once deeper into the cave. The result was obviously in the former's favor as it vanished into the darkness far faster.

Seeing nothing unexpected, he moved on to the next test. Acceleration formation was quite potent but it remained to be seen just how it compared to the new enchantments.

Two enchanted arrows were created again, bearing those formations. Lev focused deeper, bringing all his mental power to bear as he launched the arrows together.

In a blink, they were flying at full speed. Acceleration arrow was entirely beyond his control, but the lethality arrow could still be adjusted to a surprising degree. Except… they were both evenly matched. The supposedly more potent formation had failed to excel in its only purpose, simply because the lethality runes were better overall.

Lev was more than fine with that. Since the arrows were also much sharper, his usual attacks were going to see a huge upgrade in their sheer deadliness.
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  For the last part, Lev wanted to bring back chains in his arsenal to hinder the mobility of monsters without using as much mana as he usually did. More importantly, he had found a hopefully better way to utilize them.

While he still referred to them as chains in his mind, the current form was of a rope. Barrier threads came into existence in front of him, each nearly as thick as two fingers combined. With a focusing breath, Lev started weaving them together. He formed four pairs of six, each weaving their own bigger threads.

The resulting four were woven into one whole, giving birth to a thick and durable rope. To top it off, a large spearhead slowly formed on one end, completing the tool of impairment. His best sharpness formation appeared on the pointy end, amplifying its potential.

Now, for the moment of truth…

Grabbing the non-pointy end of the rope with his hand, Lev pulled. His mind resisted his efforts from the other side, putting it against his base physical strength. It let him test both the durability of the rope and his mental strength.

He started with a minor push to assess just how strong his mind was. Lev's body jerked forward for a moment but he controlled himself in time. Still, the sheer power left him surprised.

So far so good.

Slowly, the strength from both sides ramped up. Digging the soles of his feet into the stone ground, Lev gave it his all, except his mind barely even felt the effort. With a single yank, he tumbled to the ground, his body utterly outclassed by his brain.

The rope meanwhile, was completely unharmed, as it ought to be. Lev would've discarded them altogether if they showed signs of strain from so little.

For testing the rope's limits, Lev formed a simple sound ward in his bubble and created a barrier drill. It started spinning easily enough and dug into the ground without trouble, creating a hole two meters deep. As the drill vanished, Lev formed a huge pole into the ground and enchanted it with the durability rune. His rope coiled around it and tied itself, prepared to be tried.

Here goes nothing, Lev grinned and pulled with all his might. The rope grew dangerously taut but still wasn't close to breaking, and neither was the pole. Stone held too, which let him exert more and more mental strength, pushing past his limits.

Cracks spread through the dark gray ground before either of his constructs, but that changed after a few seconds. Hair-thin lines of damage started forming on the pole, proving that using threads as a base was much better than one whole chain. With a relieved sigh, Lev stopped pulling the rope and let it clink to the ground.

The test was a resounding success, which left the final hurdle of overpowering a monster's physical strength. Most of the time, he didn't need to, but exceptions were bound to show themselves, especially when he needed to conserve mana.

Beyond that, the sharp head's lethality was not in question. It was without a doubt enough to dig into a large monster's skin, allowing him to pull them with his ropes. Lev would have to be careful of what angles he exerted his strength from for the spearhead to remain lodged inside and not be dragged out.

Upgraded enhancement, vastly improved arrows, and a reliable method of restraining monsters in case of emergency, Lev took stock of his current progress, eyes closed to meditate on anything he may have missed. One last round of practice, then the delve begins in earnest.

**

Forty-eight or so hours later, the bubble surrounding him vanished as a relaxed and refreshed Lev walked out of it. The past seven hours had been spent on sleeping, which meant he was raring to go now.

A cart formed behind him, light and large enough to hold multiple stacks of his arrows that appeared one by one. Each was enchanted with lethality formation, preparing an arsenal worthy of being launched at second-threshold monsters.

Pillars were embedded in the ground several hundred meters away from the cave's exit. Long, heavy ropes were tied around them as Lev walked out of the underground and into the open, attracting all the harpies at once.

Dozens of screeches announced their captivated attention, the monsters higher in number than before. Instead of being worried however, Lev couldn't keep a huge grin off his face.

A lot of levels were in store for him.

Come get this tasty bite, you ugly fuckers.

With a loud crash, the first harpy landed on the ground at the cave's entrance, several hundred meters away from Lev. Wings spread wide, it roared to do… something, only for an overloaded yet uninfused arrow to hit it in the neck. A wet squelch could be heard from afar as the arrow tore deep into the throat, almost poking out of the other side.

Another arrow with its overloaded enchantment thunked into its chest, not killing it but downing it for good. The shower of blood from the impact ensured that it would not last for long.

Seven more landed in the next few seconds, and Lev prepared himself for some supremely taxing mental exertions. Each of his ropes, twelve in total, was over fifty meters long.

Bending barriers was easy, but only up to a certain point. He had to consciously change the shape of each bending point of the ropes, which required far more brain power than he ever had in his past life. Willpower helped here and there, but Lev held back from straining that particular resource too much.

When the first monsters entered the range of the ropes, four of them snaked forward, moving in zigzag and circular patterns to try and throw off their predictions. The tactic worked somewhat, as one of them was slapped away whereas the other three ropes successfully wrapped around their wings or bird legs.

Immediately, Lev gave up control over them, and not a moment too soon. With a single flex of their wings, the impeded harpies pulled with all their might, straining the ropes enough that they started cracking like glass.

But they didn't shatter.

Just one moment of restraint was enough for lethal arrows to pierce their heads and chests, putting them down one by one. Some part of Lev whispered that he could further enhance his power with a bow to match the newly upgraded arrows, but he ignored that. Getting a skill covering all of his projectiles was going to be much more useful.

The remaining harpies entered not long after, and Lev finally turned serious as Stargazer appeared in his hands. All twelve of the ropes moved at once, and arrows gradually put down the untargeted monsters. They weren't weak though, and he started streaming mana into his glaive as the harpies neared.

Four of them were rushing him from the sides, and eleven of them were charging him straight-on.

Doable.

In a single, clean vertical swing, lightning left Stargazer in a crescent arc, aimed at the monsters to his left. The cave shook ominously as the crackling blast engulfed them all, leaving the front and the right to deal with.

More of them split up, and Lev lunged backwards. A barrage of arrows sheared through the two right in front of him, and a wide swing of his glaive collided with another monster's large wing. Lightning seared into it, jolting the monster enough to floor it.

Darting to the side again, another wide lightning slash got three of them, and arrows pincushioned two more, leaving only five to brawl with as his ropes were shattered one by one.

Tricky, Lev's eyes darted around, looking for solutions to end the melee quickly as more made their way to him. Enhancement formation came alive as he advanced, opting to not hold back.

Stargazer leading the charge, Lev thrusted at a harpy's face while ducking, dodging a horizontally swung wing, and spinning around. His glaive followed in a wide arc, releasing a lightning slash at another two monsters and colliding with the claws aiming to gouge out his neck, stopping them in their tracks.

Lev disengaged with a yank to the side and launched another wave of enchanted arrows, putting down both the stragglers and the now-freed monsters coming in. Four more fell with the attack, leaving just enough for him to dance with and train his enhancement.

**

Half an hour later, Lev was wheezing on the ground, both his hands cupping his head. An extreme headache wracked his reality, somehow pulsing with his heartbeat and sending waves of agony down his battered body. No wounds were visible on his being but the overtaxed bones and muscles were hurting all the same.

Note to self… Lev emptied his refillable canteen on his head, relishing in the splash of cold water that he also drank greedily. Do NOT push my willpower to that degree ever again.

He couldn't quite tell during the fight, but his mind was borderline mush. Every thought brought with it a new wave of pain, keeping him sprawled on the cold stone ground. Though, headache or not, small barrier walls kept all the blood dripping out of the dozens of corpses away from him.

[

You have slain [Mature Harpy - Level 267]

You have slain [Mature Harpy - Level 280]

…

You have slain [Mature Harpy - Level 276]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 202

Mana Tempest has reached Level 203

Mana Tempest has reached Level 204

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 6

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 5

Barrier Armor has reached 3rd Level 4

]

Quite the haul, Lev noted with a sigh. Healing mana was doing its job, slowly dispersing the headache. Too bad everything will slow down to a crawl again at 225.

All of the points were invested into Wisdom, bringing it up by another 15 and giving him a sizable increase in mana and regeneration. Going by his usual distribution, that counted for the four levels out of the current ten, and any new points were going to be invested in his other three attributes.

Several minutes later, his mind was back to being usable. Lev was far from competent enough to heal the mind directly, but restoration mana minorly healed it. He made up for the little healing by dumping bucketloads of mana into his body, careful not to overdo it by spreading it out. Even then, there was no indication of how the healing effects reached his mind. Strong mana types just worked like that.

Next up… Burrowers, Lev rubbed his armored chin as he walked out into the open, not seeing any harpies nearby. Guess I just practice aiming on them?

He couldn't see any other viable way to train against them. Stargazer was the size of a toothpick compared to their bulk, and explosives were frankly overkill. His new arrows were more than enough to deal with the tough but squishy hides.

Preparations were done swiftly. The bubble formed around him and was quickly enchanted with invisibility and mana concealment. Inside, Lev created arrows and enchanted them with lethality, whereas a singular lance appeared outside.

Lightning left his skinsuit and entered his armor, from where it was teleported to the waiting projectile. Once sufficiently infused, Lev launched it where he suspected a burrower to be. There was little indication, except a few patches of the ground being more barren, but he wasn't relying on tracks. The goal was to lure one out with the resulting explosion.

His bubble ascended, rising hundreds of meters above the cave's entrance, and nearly five hundred meters higher than the lance's impact. The bait was thrown, and Lev settled into waiting for something to bite.

Less than ten seconds later, three burrowers dove out of the ground, gazing around with their hungry eyes.

Three's a bit much, Lev thought as he started firing arrows anyway. Each of them shot downward faster than a bullet, reaching the Earthen Burrowers in less than a second. Lethality formation boosted their speeds to unparalleled heights, firmly making them the deadliest tool in his kit again.

They penetrated the thick hide with a faint ripple, shredding through the skin and flesh with minimum resistance. Even if their sharpness wasn't the greatest, the sheer speed backing them turned them into something entirely unstoppable for the slow monsters.

Wave after wave put more holes into the large monsters as they failed to find Lev, only knowing he was somewhere high above. The horrible matchup saw them dying pitifully in less than a minute.

[

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 309]

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 315]

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 313]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 205

Mana Tempest has reached Level 206

]

Lev chuckled to himself and invested the points. More likely than not, he was going to be close to the second gap before exiting the dungeon, and he promptly summoned the blocking stone from Alec. Better off not giving away his rate of progress and attracting unfavorable attention.

Killing the three monsters had taken… far too little in terms of mana. It was the ridiculous enchantments that made the arrows too strong for his level. That wasn't entirely a good thing, and he was going to hold off improving more of his arsenal lest it degrade the quality of his evolution.

Which meant there was no more reason to wait. Another lance took shape outside his bubble, and Lev set about reaping more easy levels.
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  And that's twelve down. Can't say I've ever had such easy levels.

[

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 300]

…

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 311]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 207

Mana Tempest has reached Level 208

]

Dealing with the monsters was as easy as throwing puffs of mana at them. Said puffs being his enchanted arrows that had a negligible cost to create and fire. Lev was starting to feel slightly bad for the spirit of the dungeon, a place meant to challenge the humans and reward them based on how close they came to dying.

Then there was Lev.

With a snort, he abandoned that line of thought as he spotted hints of blue in the ground. Ravagers creeped him out, and he knew exactly how to deal with them.

A pitifully weak lance landed on top of their hiding spot, luring them all out with ease. Things were suspiciously quiet for a few seconds before a storm of fire and lightning descended, brought with a huge wave of normal, infused arrows.

More than half of the swarm was instantly decimated, reduced to ash and gore. Stagglers remained, some injured, some bleeding to death, when Lev stepped out of his bubble a few dozen meters above.

Monsters that they were, the ravagers immediately lined up and started charging their attacks. Shields formed in front of him, swiftly enchanted with durability, before several walls appeared between them and Lev.

The steam attacks were not going to reach him, no matter what.

Mana rushed out of him in a large stream, overpowering his regeneration but he couldn't have cared less as beams of superheated water landed on his shields.

Durability fought against the acidic substance devouring his barriers. The latter won out but only marginally. Seconds passed as Lev countered the mounting damage, the steam potent enough to eat through his reconstruction of the shields.

At least the useless test is turning out to be not so useless, Lev mused and noted how the steam reacted with his constructs. Observing the clash at a microscopic level was obviously impossible, so he settled for the next best thing.

Mental feedback.

Watching the ravager's attack eat through his barriers was a rather fascinating experience. Both of them were formed of mana, and the clash between their properties let him see them in more detail.

The steam was digging deeper into his shields with an obvious pattern, one only noticeable because of his high Perception. Instead of trying to overpower his barriers, which would've been far less effective, it instead first drilled small points.

Once it got a serviceable hole to leverage, the steam separated small chunks of his shields with several different holes, and overpowered that tiny part in a burst. Barriers were great against spread out attacks, but they folded in front of that specialized targeting.

All in all, it was both enlightening and ultimately useless. Arcane barriers could only be modified so much, and there were bound to be counters out there that he had to be wary of.

Luckily for Lev, he used far more than just shields, and he proved a point by throwing a small atomic bomb at the remaining ravagers. From inside his bubble, he easily avoided the large shockwave and moved on, his dislike for the gross monsters only rising.

He supposed such a strong counter to his element would do that.

Hours passed in the same old combat as Lev progressed downwards, avoiding the attention of the boss because of the concealment formation always running on his armor. It somehow affected his aura enough to let him kill all the dungeon monsters without interruptions.

Unlike the party he had entered with, Lev took his time. Despite the sheer scale of the location, he could easily retreat to the cave holding the portal and sleep, which he did so every twelve hours. Improvements always showed up sooner when fighting attentively and inspecting all his own moves and the monsters themselves while doing so.

Four days later, Lev was certain there were no more monsters to be killed above the giant wrym skeleton. Only the boss and the bone structure's inhabitants remained, and so did a barrier mage ready to tear it all to shreds.

Still no signs of harpies, he noted, having never stopped periodically scanning the skies. They were bright blue and abundantly clear, letting him see all the horizons and their edges.

Cracking his neck and rolling his shoulders, Lev prepared to go all out. There was no Umbrina to save his ass this time, and he wasn't keen on tackling so many monsters at once. There were still hundreds, if not thousands, still present in the skeleton. Knowing his luck, he was likely going to be targeted by the entire horde at once. He wasn't nearly strong enough to waltz down there and deal with them all with only Stargazer and his various constructs.

Better safe than sorry.

Lances leisurely formed by the dozens around his bubble, a few kilometers above the skeleton. Lev could see all of it from head to tail, but he knew most of the monsters were concentrated near the skull.

Mana gradually left his body, spread out to exit from all of it to avoid mana poisoning, causing only slight aches and discomfort. It entered his skinsuit's potent enchantments, converted into lightning and fire that entered his armor and was teleported to his lances.

The process continued for minutes before the most sensitive monsters, the burrowers, took notice. Several gigantic maws popped out from underneath the skeleton, initiating the chaotic bombardment.

Two lances landed on each burrower, eviscerating hide and flesh in their explosions.

[

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 320]

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 325]

]

Hell was unleashed with those massive blasts as more burrowers, ravager swarms, harpies, and most importantly, the boss itself, rushed him.

Lances met their charge. Each flew with the might of a falling boulder, crushing any of the smaller monsters that got hit directly. Burrowers were pierced through without resistance before his attacks exploded, turning them to bloody mist from the inside.

All the while, more lances slowly continued to take shape.

Seconds passed in high-intensity bombardment before the boss got close enough to target. Unfortunately, it was far from smart enough to understand how outmatched it was in sheer manipulation.

Huge boulders and spikes of stone followed the diver, tearing through the air to skewer the human possessing such a delicious aura. The maelstrom of earth seemed chaotic and intimidating until a single lance shot forward as a counterattack.

It would've been laughable, had Lev not been the opponent. As it stood, the single projectile landed amidst dozens, blowing up in a violent shredder of fire and lightning that washed away all of the stone conjurations as if sand in front of water.

Blinded and gravely injured, the boss had no chance to react to the remaining four lances that followed, each aimed at a different extremity to preserve the core.

[

You have slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 330]

…

You have slain [Watershade Ravager - Level 238]

…

You have slain [Mature Harpy - Level 302]

…

You have slain [Earthen Diver - Level 341]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 209

Mana Tempest has reached Level 210

Mana Tempest has reached Level 211

Mana Tempest has reached Level 212

Unerring Volley has reached 3rd Level 5

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 5

Mage Conduit has reached 3rd Level 6

]

Long seconds passed as the overwhelming sounds of the roaring flames and the mixed in lightning echoed in his head. His blasts were empowered to obscene heights by his passive skills. The calamity unfolding below could attest to that.

Minutes slowly went by as much of the flames remained even after the lightning. Once it all died down to reveal a charred and blackened skeleton, as well as an utterly ruined platinum dungeon.

With a deep breath, Lev tried not to smile and risked a random glance upwards where he had once found Umbrina observing the delvers. Gazing up, he looked at the edge of the stone pit.

Lo and behold, the rogue sat there with her legs dangling, observing it all with an impressed and smug smile.

Damn you nosy elders, Lev smiled back and ascended after harvesting all the intact cores down below. Despite being much higher than the skeleton during the assault, there were still several kilometers between him and the pit's top.

"I'm gonna complain to Orianna," Lev began once she was within earshot.

"And, pray tell, what exactly is that child going to do?" Umbrina remarked in her same gentle yet firm tone.

Lev scratched his armored head. "I'm gonna be honest, I didn't think that far. She's smart and strong, so she'll figure it out."

Umbrina watched on with a smile. "She talked about you."

"She did?" Lev perked up.

"Something about a kid with limitless potential and a good heart," Umbrina nodded along with her words. "I didn't pay much attention back then. Saw plenty such geniuses rise and perish, some even more impressive than you… In terms of control, at least."

Lev stayed quiet.

"But she insisted that you were special, even amongst them. It didn't take long to deduce you had a Manawell. That is the term The System uses for Wisdom Boosts. Martha had one, and we all know how great a boon it turned out to be."

She stopped and stared at Lev's hands, which he belatedly realized were clenched tightly.

"They told you?"

Lev nodded. "I will find her."

Umbrina's already gentle eyes softened even further. "And you mean it too. Child, know that no one will ever blame you for backing out. Drakys, Hakim, and I were all present on the last battlefield, and nobody wants you to go near that vile… thing."

Indecision warred inside Lev. On one hand, the information was too sensitive, but on the other hand, Umbrina was like the silent guardian of humanity, and from her words, Lev now knew that she was aware of everything.

"So much hate and anger for someone so young," Umbrina's voice cut through his spiraling thoughts. "I asked them, you know? Why had no one taken you in as a disciple and trained you to perfection? Most of the Exalted were present in that meeting."

Her smiled turned amused. "It was Hakim who shut everyone up with only a few words. Ever the hardass," Lev couldn't hold back a surprised laugh at those words. "It is no secret to you, is it?" Umbrina grinned.

Lev coughed. "I wouldn't go that far. He's uh… improving," he sagely nodded.

"Because Sherron, that fiesty child, keeps zapping his toes. But I digress, Hakim silenced everyone by saying that you're strong. Strong enough that you will prevail, and already have against creatures even we might have fallen to."

Seeing Lev gulp, she continued. "Worry not, I do not wish to question you or ask anything of you. I merely followed you to ensure your protection. It isn't every day that one sees a level 200 hunter so confidently enter a platinum dungeon by themselves, followed by a whole four days of absolutely nothing," she finished with a slight shake of her head.

"I…" Lev trailed off. It would be so nice to finally tell someone what he kept bottled up. Surely, Umbrina hearing him out would make him feel better, wouldn't it? Who better than her or Orianna?

Lev sighed and changed the topic. "So, do I get your seal of approval?"

"You do, young'un," she answered tenderly, not batting an eye at the obvious change but understanding regardless. "Dare I say, no one I knew could've done that to a weak diver at your level."

"Weak?" Lev questioned and summoned the core he had harvested from it.

"Mhm. Burrowers usually roam in large groups that range from levels 400 to 470. They are rarely found in the grasslands we are surrounded by, though."

[

Earthen Diver's Core

An excellent core for armor pieces. Displays lesser properties of durability.

]

Oh, come on. The boss perished without putting up a fight. How on Monarch does it display lesser properties of durability out of all things?

"Surprised?"

Lev nodded and stored the core.

"This is what I mean by weakened," she explained. "Monarch knows if the dungeon monsters are just younger or if The System causes them to weaken, but it works out in our favor."

"Especially in my favor," Lev remarked and glanced around. He had cleared the pit so thoroughly that nothing moved in it any longer. There was still a bit of time left before they were teleported out, so he decided to ask a few questions.

"Any advice?"

Umbrina blinked. "About what, child?"

"I don't know. Anything?"

She didn't reply instantly. "Do not neglect your other needs. Be it something extreme like fighting to death on a daily basis or something simple like wanting chocolate milk, feeling whole will do wonders for your psyche that few other things can."

… I was not expecting something so profound, Lev nodded to show he understood the concept, at least. The end result sounded amazing, but he wasn't even aware of what he craved. Crafting was shaping up to both be fun and an endless timesink but what else?

"Thank you," Lev smiled. "I already have plenty to think about."

"Take care, boy. It is of no consequence if you take however long you need to. The likes of us will ensure that humanity persists in the meantime."

Teleportation dropped them outside the dungeon after a few seconds. Lev looked around, nodding at the Master guard. Umbrina was nowhere to be seen but that was fine. He flew up and made his way to windkeep while noting something interesting.

Umbrina had called him fighting in the dungeon and getting stronger a need, which sounded somewhat strange. Could she really know so much about him from such a short meeting?

Either way, he didn't mind. She seemed nice.

  

    
        Chapter 123

    
    
    
    
  Windkeep was still standing by the time Lev returned, which was a positive. Considering how his presence kept luring calamities one after another, returning to ruins was one of Lev's greatest nightmares.

The sigh of relief that escaped him after seeing intact walls and a lack of destruction could attest to that.

Showing his fancy new platinum badge at the gate, he was allowed entry without any trouble. If anything, the guards immediately stood straighter because they knew Lev was solo. None of them had seen him come and go with anyone else.

News about his victories in the tournament had also spread, which explained the more than usual glances from people. Or maybe they just noticed something he didn't, which was slightly worrisome.

Putting the weird looks out of his mind, Lev contemplated what to do next. Delving again was off-limits as a wave could form at any moment. The previous one was three weeks ago, and they usually happened monthly.

In the same vein, he didn't want to just rush into the dungeon by himself again. Fighting alongside the defenders in front of the wall was the primary goal of growing stronger, and his arsenal was also shaping up to be supremely useful against large hordes, especially with the recent upgrades.

Do I go look for Beatrice, though?

That question bothered him. They were close, but not nearly enough for Lev to seek her out whenever he wanted. Circumstances had pushed them on the same path abruptly, and he supposed some time apart would do them good.

His wandering took him through the empty streets, where he refrained from letting his mind wander. Instead, Lev observed all the little details he usually missed.

In front of him, a worker was carrying a little girl who was staring at him. Lev just smiled at her and looked around. People were going about their day on the large road, some carrying hundreds of pounds on their backs without breaking a sweat. One large man was even dragging a cart filled with barrels with a single hand while ogling a group of women down the street.

Some things never change, Lev mused, also ignoring any such enticing sights. The people of Monarch were modest, but they were also so goddamned beautiful because of healthier physiques. He was infinitely grateful for growing up in the occasional presence of Orianna, who made everyone else's looks feel tame.

Minutes turned into hours as he simply walked with his Perception pulled back. Time passed far too quickly but he was getting used to it. When he was done exploring the residential district, he instead made his way closer to the base of the wall.

Nobody was going in that direction, though. Curious, Lev continued towards the wall as the crowds around him thinned, replaced by the more subdued or thuggish kind of folks. He got plenty of greedy glances but anyone who could feel his aura knew that he wasn't someone to be messed with. Not like anyone was above level 150 in that place, to begin with, even if they were all combatants.

Shady area, hmm? Lev debated turning around but he couldn't see why passing through would be an issue. Not like he was disturbing anyone's peace, given how the place became even emptier as the wall loomed closer.

Several auras were still present here and there, which he ignored until a certain point. Lev stopped in the middle of the road and turned around, finding a pale bald man staring back from atop a triple-story building.

[Rogue - Level 208]

No weapons were drawn but the man's hand hovered near the sheathed daggers on his waist. Lev didn't make a move except summoning his barrier armor, just in case.

"Turn back, kid," the rogue spoke in a deep, echoing voice. It lacked any weight that usually accompanied such a deep accent however.

"Don't wanna," Lev replied, constantly scanning his surroundings. They were alone. "I just want to see the base of the wall."

"There are plenty of ways to do that away from here. Don't make me repeat myself."

Ignoring him, Lev instead flew up and started jumping from roof to roof, closing the distance between him and the wall. With a small sigh, he stopped and grabbed the hand reaching for his neck from behind. It wasn't an attack or anything dangerous but it annoyed him much the same.

Bones creaked in between his armored hand as the rogue's eyes narrowed, surprised at the sheer strength from a mage. At least, that was probably what he deduced from Lev's aura.

"What, exactly, is your problem?" Lev asked slowly, not hiding his irritation.

"It's you, brat," the rogue spat back, visibly angry. "Why do you insist on making life much harder for yourself?"

"Explain."

His eyes narrowed even further. "Do you even know where we are?"

Lev's anger slowly dispersed, giving rise to confusion. "Seems like some shady area but I doubt I was gonna run into trouble."

The rogue actually facepalmed as Lev let go of his hand. "Kid, the Masters up ahead are the ones you don't ever want nearing anyone. You want to see the base of the wall? Follow me."

"… You better tell me what that means."

"Sure, get away from here first," the rogue replied as he jumped away, his trajectory on track to meet the wall several kilometers away.

Curiosity was running rampant in Lev as he followed. The man's words were enough to convince him not to go deeper into that part yet.

He followed behind, leaping over buildings without talking. In terms of speed, Lev could easily overtake the rogue but the man didn't seem to be in a hurry.

"Is asking for names offensive around these parts?"

"Depends," came the answer. "Mainly on who you're asking. I go by Stalker."

Lev stayed quiet, not sure how to answer. "I don't have such a nickname to give."

"You don't need to introduce yourself," the rogue said, some amusement finding its way into his gravely voice. "People here don't give a fuck."

Safe to say, Lev was very interested in said people by the time they reached an open square. Nearly two dozen hunters milled about, their classes as varied as their appearances.

True to Stalker's words, no one cared beyond some cursory scans but some eyes lingered still. It was not a neighbourhood Lev could take lightly, and the levels reflected that.

[Warrior - Level 220]

[Warrior - Level 199]

[Mage - Level 233]

…

[Rogue - Level 240]

Quite the force gathered in the middle of nowhere, Lev noted, somewhat wary, though nobody seemed to have negative intentions, given how everyone simply ignored him. Stalker glanced at him, silently telling him to follow.

Lev was led to a… small restaurant of sorts. It was an open-air location, with a large wooden dome for a ceiling, held up by eight thick pillars at the edges.

"Welcome," a warrior greeted with a polite smile. Without any armor or weapons, the man looked quite out of place. There wasn't any ring on his person either. "The Stalker stalked another one, eh? Who are you introducing to our lovely plaza this time?"

"Kid doesn't have a name," the rogue casually remarked and took a seat. "You got one of those steaks still?"

"I'll be back in a jiffy," the warrior nodded and made his way to one of the abandoned buildings next to the small place. Lev took it all in for a few seconds and looked at Stalker.

"What is this place?"

The man just shook his head. "Let the cook do the talking. He's better at that stuff."

Lev snorted. Fair enough, the cook does seem to know what's going on around here.

Less than a minute later, there were a few pieces of beef being grilled while the cook took a seat on a random table. Lev and Stalker were waved to the empty chairs, which they occupied.

"Name's Foodie," the cook introduced himself. "It's completely fine if you don't wish to share your name, but I don't see why you wouldn't. Not like we're some criminals in hiding."

"Why this… quiet place, then?" Lev asked, still in his armor.

Foodie smiled. "You answered your own question. It's quiet and free. Tell me, who do you think we are?"

"Hunters," Lev replied confidently and gazed at everyone else lounging in the square. "Guess that just means you're the more experienced ones."

"Spot on," Foodie nodded. "But that doesn't mean we're upto something nefarious. The silence, at least for us, is peaceful. Many who aren't looking for a companion come here to decompress instead. Today's one of the more active days, since a wave is nearing."

That shattered all the previous thoughts Lev had about the hidden gathering. The more he looked around, the more he saw the truth in Foodie's words. Be it the mage sewing clothes in a corner without the use of skills or her high attributes, or the warriors exercising in the middle of the road with massive weights. It really was just a gathering of those who wanted peace and quiet.

Foodie got up and tended to the steak before returning. "So, how'd you end up on our Stalker's scanner, which is admittedly quite easy."

"Kid was about to enter the territory of the crazy lot," Stalker said with a grimace. "Listen, where we just want to be left alone, they have been borderline imprisoned there. Never make the mistake of going near them."

"He's right," Foodie chimed in, none of the previous amiable expression remaining on his face. "I wouldn't say imprisoned, but anyone who has to face third-threshold monsters can break very easily. Those guys are just close to the breaking point and are given time to get a hold of themselves or quit being a hunter. Once again, that doesn't make them bad, just… severely traumatized."

Like war veterans on Earth, Lev summarized in his head, forming a clearer picture. It also revealed that Stalker's words were exaggerated, but there was enough truth in them for Lev to take them seriously. Lack of control in such strong people could be disastrous.

"Appreciate the warning," Lev dipped his head and smiled. "What does that make you, then?"

"I'm the Foodie," Foodie smiled broadly. "Which is to say, I make tasty food for these people who don't mind splurging. Except Stalker."

"Hey, I always pay in full," Stalker interjected.

"Precisely," Foodie sighed, unable to mask his amusement completely. "You count every single silver, whereas everyone else just throws me a gold."

Stalker grumbled under his breath but didn't refute. Lev liked the duo so far, but he was also looking to return to his usual rented room soon.

"It was nice to meet you both, but can you show me the way now, Stalker?" Lev said as he got up. Stalker glanced at the steak still far from ready and nodded, his priorities obvious.

"Let's go."

Ten minutes later, they were gazing at the tall wall from the ground, craning their necks to even see the top.

"Why'd you even want to see this in the first place, kid?"

Lev shrugged. "No particular reason. Never saw it from this angle before."

No detectable enchantments, if there even are any, Lev thought to himself and walked along the edge of Windkeep. Despite being so mundane, it was a novel experience, made surreal by knowing just how much stone towered next to him.

"Well, there you have it," Stalker broke the ensuing silence. "I'll be off, make sure to stay the fuck away from that place."

"Will do," Lev replied, keeping his tone as neutral as he could while sweat suddenly streamed down his neck. Stalker nodded and vanished, leaving him alone with a much more dangerous stalker.

Stargazer appeared in his hands and was infused with enough lightning to raze a diver to ashes.

"Kids like to exaggerate, don't they?"

"Come out," he growled, eyes darting to find the hidden Master.

A hand landed on his shoulder just as the person's aura became noticeable. Lev immediately stiffened, all thoughts of fighting going out the window the moment he felt the aura brush against his own.

S-strong, he Identified the pale, smooth hand on his barrier armor, which he dismissed after seeing the result. The armor wasn't going to help him at all, and the last thing he wanted was for the warrior to take offense at him keeping it on.

[Warrior - ???]

"One of the Crafter's weapons," she commented, her voice cold but not without an undercurrent of … warmth as her hand caressed his cheek. That was already nerve-wracking enough, but the way her aura 'felt' out his own was doing weird things to his brain. The excellent mastery aside, her obvious intentions and probes left him gulping involuntarily, despite them not being intrusive.

She appeared in front of him, momentarily making him forget his wariness with her gorgeous appearance. Hair as dark as the starless night sky fell down her back, accentuating her pink lips and piercing brown eyes as she stared into his own.

"Not interested?" she tilted her head a little, disappointment obvious in her tone. Lev slowly shook his head, trying not to tremble as a storm of emotions swirled in him. He had to constantly remind himself that, while he looked legal, his actual age was just shy of thirteen. No matter how beautiful the thrill-seeker in front of him was, he had to refrain.

"S-sorry," Lev stuttered out with a great effort of will.

"That's alright," she answered in a sweet yet firm voice, suddenly right next to him. Pulling his chin up with her right hand, she gazed into his eyes, further increasing his heartbeat. If her slight smirk was was any indication, she could feel it too. "People like us know when we see an Exalted in the making. It won't be long till you're strong enough to join our ranks."

She leaned forward until her lips were nearly touching his left ear, her hot breath softly brushing past his neck.

"Come see me, then. I'll introduce you to the rest. We don't bite… except me."

Lev stayed rooted on the spot even when she vanished after those words. His body was going to take a while to calm down, but his mind was in an entirely different state of confusion. There were so many questions and different flavors of emotions reverberating in his mind as he mechanically walked back to the inn once he could move again.

Half an hour later, Lev was back in his usual inn's room and staring at the ceiling devoid of any designs or decorations. Both his mind and body were past the experience, though his thoughts still kept circling back to it.

Older women flocking to young men was nothing new. Lev had seen that happen far too many times in his past life, whether it was in his job or in bars that he only went to because of parties that he couldn't afford to skip and risk seeming rude, and he had been subjected to alluring glances and cleavages a few times too.

The recent experience however…. It was something he hadn't ever expected to happen. Not only was the warrior woman obscenely strong…

Now that I think about it, Lev frowned at the ceiling, She was unbelievably strong. A random attempt at seduction shouldn't have been that scary when there was no hostility, but I barely kept myself from shaking. My words were still stuttered.

Someone knocked at the door, scaring the crap out of him. Slowly, he walked up to the door and opened it inwards slightly, revealing… Drakys. With a sigh, Lev opened it further to allow the grinning Exalted to step inside.

Lev sat back down on his bed and Drakys summoned a chair for himself, letting the young human break the silence.

"That was… unexpectedly unexpected. Seriously, what the hell just happened?"

"You resisted an admittedly difficult-to-resist attempt at charming. Well done on that front, at least."

"No shit," Lev remarked impassively. "And why, exactly, did I have to go through that in the first place?"

"Mel is… peculiar," Drakys remarked with a full-blown smirk, supremely amused at Lev's misfortune. "She's still no predator. Had you told her your real age, she might've recoiled hard enough to snap her spine."

Lev leaned back on the bed with a sigh. "I would rather stand against two stormrider vultures than go through that another time, because Monarch knows I won't be able to say no again."

Drakys actually cackled, making Lev raise a brow to demand answers.

"You know," he controlled himself with deep breaths. "Most men would happily line up for a chance to date her. Yet, of all people, she decided to pursue you, probably because she could smell your virginity and innocence."

"Innocence?" Lev questioned, bemused.

"Hmm," Drakys's amusement mellowed out as he genuinely questioned. "What do you think would've happened if you had agreed?"

"Well, assuming I'm not used as some organ harvesting slave…" Lev began before falling into thought.

That began the rabbit hole of imagining a whole life ahead of himself with a random ass woman he had just met briefly. The usual manly thing. Lev stupidly imagined himself slipping, because he knew himself best, and Monarch knew he was easy to win over. Even worse, Mel was undoubtedly extremely strong, which he was learning that his brain considered it a positive. Weird how that worked.

In less than a minute, his ears were burning hot enough that one may suspect his head was on fire. He didn't say a word and hugged his knees before burying his head in them.

"You're cruel," he threw out to the Exalted, just so he knew. "How strong is she, anyway?"

"As long as you promise to keep it to yourself. Mel doesn't care," Drakys said, finally moving past his embarrassing state, to which Lev nodded. "She's well above level 400."

The barrier mage exhaled as the pieces clicked into place. Seduction aside, Lev had reacted more intensely than even he expected. Knowing of her cloaked yet great strength explained more.

"You alright?" Drakys eventually asked. Lev nodded slowly, lost in thought.

"She wasn't a bad person at all, was she?" he questioned after a period of silence, his voice muffled due to his face hugging his knees.

"Far from it," Drakys immediately replied. "You had a law-enforcing force in your past life, right? Mel single-handedly does that for the entirety of Windkeep. You didn't notice, but she was probably following you since the start. She also does so of her own volition."

Lev couldn't quite hold back a wince at that. PTSD from fighting monsters was one thing, but if that behavior and cold tone of hers were caused by other humans… He shook his head to clear those depressing thoughts. Mel was strong enough to take revenge on whoever she desired. It would do him no benefits to rile up his mind for something he couldn't do anything about.

"Right…" Lev exhaled, getting rid of all his non-positive opinions about the woman with it. Supressing a smirk, he looked at Drakys.

"How common is that, by the way?" He blinked innocently. "Are there many who go around seducing anyone who seems remotely gullible?"

"No," Drakys answered after a bit, not even close to bothered by the sensitive question. "Mel's position is unique. She's still very young according to most standards, and her past…" he trailed off, hoping Lev would understand.

Lev couldn't say he did, but the idea was clear. She was a survivor of circumstances potentially far more dreadful than facing down terrifying monsters, yet she still chose to stand up for justice. His opinion of her changed rapidly, as did some worldviews about humanity.

Humans were, at the end of the day, still humans.

"What are you doing here, anyway?" Lev changed the topic. "And how did you learn of this?"

"Hakim called a meeting earlier today," Drakys explained, mulling over what to reveal. "He and I will be leading the most dangerous of the exploration and monster culling ventures. As for learning about your encounter, I heard it from the girl herself. She was doing her usual rounds and asked me if I knew about you, since you happen to be an unknown talent just roaming around."

"Unknown? Wasn't winning the tournament big enough?"

"That's assuming those guys care about such a 'playful competition.'"

Lev snorted, unimpressed. "I would've liked to see any of them try to face me, Aryan, or Elias."

Drakys didn't seem to share the same opinion. "Don't ever say that in front of them, please. Mel and a few others were definitely stronger than the finalists. Not you perhaps, but certainly more than the other three."

Lev blinked. Slowly. "… I see. Thanks for the early warning."
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  The next day saw Lev waking up as usual. There was nothing that demanded his immediate attention, nor was there any calamity in sight. Windkeep was going to face another wave in the near future, at which point Lev could help Beatrice level further and delve once it was dealt with.

Nothing stopped him from just rushing to the platinum dungeon again, but he didn't want to leave the city's defense up to chance. No longer was he a new Adept still growing into his class. Small disasters could be prevented by just him being there, and Lev wanted to ensure he was as often as he could be.

One could argue that the Exalted could do far more than he with their eyes closed, but a single emergency could easily require all of them to abandon their positions to deal with some unholy calamity. It would be his duty in their absence to protect humanity, especially once he grew into a strong Master.

Which means I'm free to do whatever till then. Going by Umbrina's advice, I should treat myself to some chocolate milk.

She had probably suggested that as an example, but it did sound pretty delicious. Dealing with his morning routine, Lev checked himself in the mirror one last time before leaving.

Blue eyes stared back at him, accentuated by long black hair that nearly reached his shoulders. He had grown taller yet again, now standing only a few inches shorter than six feet. Luckily, he wasn't anywhere close to fully grown, which mean't he was going to be pretty damn tall. That was a positive in his book, especially because of the longer reach.

Putting on casual matching dark blue shirts and pants, he left the inn and bought himself a few cups of cold chocolate milk before making his way to the usual spot— the park. Plopping down under the trusty tree, he let his mind wander.

The lethality formation… is far too strong. Damn you, Drakys. I want all of the formations in the collection now.

Such was not meant to be, because Lev wanted his evolution with maximum potential. That forced him to minimize any external aids, be it in terms of monster assists, items, or runes.

That and more practice aside, I can read up more books on Empyrean history to pass the time or simply float high up in my bubble and enjoy a thoughtless night.

The latter sounded promising, so he thought about what to do during the day. Belatedly, he remembered that the collection had more than just combat formations, which swiftly occupied all his remaining free time.

Around him, a barrier dome blinked into being. It was quickly enchanted with mana concealment and invisiblity, giving him all the required privacy to test out new runes for however long he wanted.

Opening the collection, he gazed at the simplest one. Color formation merely changed the color of his barriers and was made of two decently complex runes. That was it.

Lev traced it on a small barrier plate and activated the main rune, finding it asking for a color. Thinking of pitch black, the plate hovering in front of him changed abruptly, now of the same color he had envisioned.

Turning it around, he observed it from different angles. There were no flaws in the formation's functions. The plate was both pitch black and uniform in the new color.

Neat, Lev remarked and read the rest of the page. Several different connectors and matching runes were present to cover large surfaces, and he moved onto the next one.

Next up was a formation for spellcasting. Since he was no longer going to add new tools into his already bloated kit, nothing stopped him from testing the shiny formation.

Lev's excitement surged like a kid given a toy as he gazed at the simple yet taxing formation. Every single rune used willpower, but there were only five of them. The main runes merely gathered and shaped the fire mana infused in his barriers, which gave form to a fireball for him to launch freely with precision.

Fire mages could do so with a single thought, but Lev didn't have that luxury. Shaping fire mana with his Mana Manipulation was also possible, but it would be foolish to ignore the tool that could allow him to fire dozens of them at once.

Once again, Lev formed a new plate and summoned the container of sap from his ring. Opening its lid, he chucked the plate inside and waited for fifteen minutes while practicing the Fire Shaping formation runes on barrier shields. It was basic as far as such formations were concerned, which only served to make Lev even more excited. He couldn't wait to try out all of them.

Once the plate was thoroughly enhanced by the sap, he stored the container and started carving. The process was slow and smooth. Lev opted to carve it as perfectly as he could as he paid half a mind to the collection displaying the full formation while carving.

Two minutes later, he closed his eyes with a soft exhale and felt the enchantment with his mind. Cycling a little bit of mana into it, the connection snapped into place. Lev smiled after seeing that the efficiency was nearly 95%, a major success for a first try despite the simplicity. He supposed the high-quality runes were also responsible.

Streaming pure mana into it accomplished nothing, however, for it was meant to manipulate fire mana. When Lev channeled fire into it, the runes reacted. Every bit of his input was scanned and prepared to be manipulated as the creator of the enchantment watched on in fasincation.

He refrained from putting too much into the plate and focused on shaping the fireball itself. Another downside of using formations made itself known when he needed both willpower and mana manipulation to form the attack, but the task was still trivial with his extensive practice.

The dome around him ascended and grew into a full bubble. Gradually, Lev expanded its size until there was several meters of horizontal space inside, adequate for the first test.

Barrier armor appeared around his form as a shield took shape at the other end of the bubble. Lev brought the fire shaping plate next to him and starting scultping the fireball.

Fire mana was volatile by nature but it bent easily enough. In a few seconds, it was forced into a round ball primed to be launched. The rune responsible for that let him know that the speed was adjustable, and that the fireball could be further expanded or compressed based on what he needed. The former let him cover a larger area and the latter allowed him more range and stability.

He chose the former because he didn't want a concentrated blast in his bubble. With a deep breath, Lev expanded the fireball until it was larger than his head, and hurled it at the shield.

Fire mana left the plate in a speedy sphere, held together by both his willpower and the effects of the enchantment. It reached the target in a blink, considerably faster than Lev expected, and exploded.

The blast washed over him while doing only minor damage to the armor, which was fitting. Lev's hunch was proven true that his active skill, Colorful Destruction, also affected spellcasting formations. That raised their usefulness a few notches.

Descending to the ground, he skipped forward to see how many similar formations there were. Before the locked section, there were only two more of them. One for lightning and the other for, surprisingly, wind. It was more focused on sharp blades, and Lev immediately liked the sound of that.

**

Two days passed in with Lev lazing around and tinkering with different basic enchantments. Each was unique in its purpose and what it taught him, giving him a timepass that never stopped being interesting.

He was playing with basic wind blades when Beatrice entered the park, casually strolling to the tree Lev was floating above in his bubble.

She looked around, probably looking for him. Not finding anything pointing to his location, Beatrice put her back against the tree and sat down.

"Looking for me," Lev voiced from right near her ears through a hole in his bubble. It was completely invisible from the outside and entirely soundless in its travels.

Beatrice yelped, abruptly standing up and summoning three barriers to defend herself. Her gaze darted around to find the assailant when her eyes narrowed, finally recognizing the voice.

"Lev," she called out, unamused.

Lev turned off the invisiblity enchantment, revealing the bubble and him inside.

"Sup," he grinned and waved. "Three barriers. Well done."

"Thank you," she exhaled and sat down again. Lev dismissed the bubble and leaned against the tree as well while keeping a respectful distance from her. "How long have you been there?"

"Like… two and a half days?"

"Really?" she exclaimed, surprised. "What'd you do for that long."

Lev shrugged. "My Perception is very high for my level, so time passed quickly while holding it back. I also slept twice."

While saying that, Lev summoned one of the few spare cups of chocolate milk he had bought and handed it to Beatrice. She accepted it with a slightly embaressed smile, knowing there was no chance she was going to refuse something like that. Lev was slowly discovering the extent of her sweet tooth.

"What about you?" Lev asked after a few seconds. "Were you looking for me?"

She nodded after a long sip. "Yeah. I heard there's a wave happening soon. Nobody told me they happened as often as once per month."

"That should've been obvious. Everyone knows Windkeep faces the most monsters out of any city."

"And I have to participate in all of them," she voiced, not liking the sound of those words. "Doesn't sound very safe."

"Didn't you come here to evolve?" Lev quipped. "Besides, I'll be here too."

She gave him a seriously flat stare. He coughed into his hands.

"Right, but things have changed a little. With Hakim and Sherron's presence, the risks are minimal, and I also got a few shiny new upgrades for my projectiles."

"Do they actually shine?"

"No."

**

Another four days of simply waiting for the wave and doing nothing particularly of note later, a loud chime echoed throughout the city.

Lev and Beatrice, who had just sat down under the tree for the day, stilled and held their breath.

Another chime came after exactly ten seconds as everyone in Windkeep waited. Any random wave could be the last for the great bastion, and the Monster Bell was going to decide their fate.

Third Chime.

Fourth Chime.

Fifth Chime.

Sixth Chime.

Now, let's see if its going to be an easy title for me to obtain or another calamity out for blood.

The seventh chime came and went, and Lev was acutely aware of the sweat rolling down the side of Beatrice's head. He was nervous as well. No matter how long he lived, forgetting that day on top of the central spire was probably never going to happen.

Fists were clenched at when the eighth chime went rolled through the city. Beatrice was visibly shaking, and his eyes were also becoming graver by the second. Tense silence followed for nearly a minute before Beatrice and Lev exhaled in relief, glad that there wasn't a calamity coming for them.

"Eight…" Beatrice began with a gulp. "Are you sure you want to stand against that?"

"It's not as bad as it seems," Lev dusted his pants and stood up. Stretching, he glanced at the aura mage waiting for his next words. "Windkeep has more hunters than any other city, but the wave ratings still operate on the same scale. What would be disastrous anywhere else is just a big challenge here. Come on, we've got levels to gain."

She followed without complaints, admirably overcoming her hesitation in a single moment of indecision. "Surely it's not that simple. I mean, we're talking about the Dreadwoods here. Isn't that place just as bad as the ravine?"

"It is," Lev agreed, nonchalant. "Deeper inside, that is. The region is absolutely massive, and we're quite some distance away from even its edges."

He was returned a pointed look.

"Sherron's keeping tabs," he snorted. "If something was wrong, we wouldn't be here still."

Casually mentioning the Exalted by name eased her worries considerably. It also helped soothe Lev's nerves because he planned to not be held back to a single section this time around. With Beatrice's active buffs, and due to all the recent levels she had gained, he wanted to stop holding back. Evolving quicker was a priority now.

By staying in Windkeep, and in the range of several Exalted by extension, there was little reason to be overly paranoid. So far, everyone had been pretty receptive to his extreme strength, and the chances of that suddenly changing were nil. Lev also didn't want to remain an Adept for long, for the upcoming years were shaping up to be some of the most important ones for humanity.

What several days of free time does to a man, Lev grinned to himself. While it was nice to spend so many days doing nothing, he was also starting to get tired of remaining idle. Like all the times he didn't move for too long, something urged him to progress further without pause, wanting to lead him to heights only Monarch knew. Or maybe, no one did.

"Ready?" Lev questioned, knowing damn well she wasn't.

Beatrice merely sighed and kept moving to the wall, where thousands upon thousands of monsters were getting ready to tear them apart.

  

    
        Chapter 125

    
    
    
    
  The bubble scooped them up once they exited the park. Lev could feel a presence on the west wall that eclipsed all others in the city. Sherron stood there alone, eyes scanning the dreadwoods and everything moving in them.

"Should I run?" Lev bluntly asked once they landed. Sherron raised a brow at seeing him travel with Beatrice.

He rolled his eyes. "I'm helping her to Master. This wave will probably push us both to the second gap."

Beatrice blinked twice, more than a little surprised at the estimate. She didn't say anything, still.

"Nothing that seems concerning for me or Hakim so far," Sherron replied and turned back to her observations. "I'm assuming you want an elevated position for this one?"

"If possible," Lev nodded.

"Alright," Sherron walked to his bubble, and Lev created an entrance for her to get into. "Go North."

He did as he was told without question. Mana concealment and invisibility enchantments were working at full power, masking their travel to everyone.

"Now, I need a promise to not speak of the locations involved to anyone," Sherron looked at both of them, dead serious.

Lev and Beatrice nodded in unison. They knew well how important it was to keep such things secret.

"Beyond the Dreadwoods are mundane ravines, which we know were caused by some great battles. Your task is to stay at the edge of both regions and catch any stragglers that escape the Master teams. Make no mistake, there will be a lot of monsters that will run at the walls."

"Anything to look out for?"

"Stay inside the concealed bubble at all times, just to be safe. There are only a few flying monsters that can challenge you, but keep an eye out regardless."

Beatrice timidly raised a hand. "Should I, um, try to support the Masters?"

"No," Sherron immediately answered. "Lev can do better and for much longer. Stay with him. He has no reason to hold back here."

"Hold back?" the aura mage echoed.

"You'll see. Good luck, both of you."

Walking out of the hole in the bubble Lev created for her, Sherron vanished with a loud shockwave. He still couldn't track her flight, or even see a blur.

"What did she mean by that?" Beatrice questioned with a light frown, her nervousness vanishing with the Exalted's departure.

"Exactly what she said," Lev replied and expanded the bubble. Several large trays took shape by their sides, on which arrows started appearing in neat stacks. One by one, all of them were enchanted as Lev answered. "My role on the central spire was always one of being in the spotlight, so I couldn't quite go all-out. Same for the dungeon. Since you know of my Wisdom Boost, though, I can do whatever I want."

"And it's a good idea for us to be in the middle of nowhere like this?"

Lev gave her an amused glance. "Say, how far do you think we are from windkeep?"

She took a few seconds to reply. "… I don't know? Like two dozen kilometers?"

"Something like that," Lev nodded while looking at the distant wall. "Which means we're still well in range for her projectiles."

Her mouth formed a comical 'O' shape as realization dawned on her. Lev thought the explanation better than the other option of saying 'She wouldn't endanger me like that.'

Wordlessly, they both started looking out for any monsters, both on the ground and in the sky. Since their task was simple in nature, it was up to them to keep it that way by being vigilant.

"Three hundred arrows," Lev voiced to get her attention. "I'll probably lose track of the count when things get heated, so buff my regeneration to remind me when there's less than a hundred."

"Will do."

"Now, we wait."

Hours passed as he lazily sniped regular monsters. Notifications kept piling up, bringing with them not a single level-up of any kind.

[

Your Group has slain [Goblin - Level 41]

…

Your Group has slain [Harpy - Level 188]

…

]

Dozens of different monsters had fallen to his arrows. Most notably, thornlings and galeworms were the ones he hadn't seen before. The former were like an unholy mix between monkeys and spiders, with four spindly limbs sprouting out of their backs.

Galeworms were centipede-like monsters that flew like snakes moved on the ground, eating distance in zigzag maneuvers. That also made it considerably difficult to hit them mid-air, which Lev solved by throwing barrages of twenty lethal arrows at each of them. He had more than enough mana for that.

"Lev," Beatrice brought his attention to their left, where a new kind of monster was exiting the treeline of the dreadwoods. It looked like an elephant, except none of the bulk associated with the animal was present on its tall body.

Nearly four meters in height, the group of monsters moved eerily fast with their long steps, rushing the wall of windkeep with single-minded focus.

[Scaled Kombas - ???]

[Scaled Kombas - ???]

Dozens of overloaded arrows landed on the small herd. Lev swallowed unconsciously when they all turned to him as one, somehow finding his location despite the two layers of concealment constantly running on his bubble.

Oh boy.

Beatrice used both her buffs at maximum on him without prompting, and he got to work. Lightning left his skinsuit in a large stream, which was equally infused inside his stock of enchanted arrows.

They exited the bubble and hovered around it, waiting to be fully prepared. Before the first could fly, the leading Kombas raised its trunk and aimed at the bubble.

Three of Beatrice's barriers formed in the nick of time, blocking the concentrated sound blast. The impacts painfully echoed in his ears and elicited a wince. Lev didn't dally any longer and shot the arrows downward at the ten charging monsters.

A trail of lightning left in their wake as arrows clinked against the dark scales, doing minimal damage for the most part. Some of them found softer flesh through the gaps, injuring two of the monsters without even slowing them down.

Lances took form next and were infused with massive amounts of lightning and fire. They started glowing ominously almost immediately, but Lev continued pumping more mana into them. His own barriers joined Beatrice's as the sound attacks became coordinated to target their defenses.

When the Kombas' were only a few hundred meters away, all four of the lances were launched in unison. Like descending stars, they crashed amidst the monsters in all their harrowing glory. A gigantic cloud of charged flames rose into the air, tossing their bubble far away with its sheer might. More than a third of his mana had combusted at once, and all of windkeep could see the result.

Lev's eyes were still grave. His arrows were supposed to be potent and useful against armored foes because of their raw speed and extreme sharpness. Yet they had been neutralized so easily by the first monster that left the dreadwoods.

The disappointment only lasted until he checked the notifications.

[

Your Group has slain [Scaled Kombas - Level 354]

Your Group has slain [Scaled Kombas - Level 349]

…

Your Group has slain [Scaled Kombas - Level 345]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 213

Mana Tempest has reached Level 214

Mana Tempest has reached Level 215

]

Ummm… What the fuck? I killed a group of level 350 monsters just like that?

He glanced at Beatrice, who was also frozen in shock. Identify revealed why.

[Mage - Level 220]

She also gained three levels from the small battle, if it could even be called that. The entire event could be summarized as Lev trying out the second approach when the first failed.

"How… how much mana did you use?"

Lev smiled nervously, a little shaken himself. "A third or so?"

"Right… three levels?" he nodded. "Okay… let's just… keep going. Yeah."

"Perfectly fine by me," Lev shook his head and brought himself together. Sherron was probably watching them right now, which made his smile even wider.

The flames raged on as wild lightning charred the surroundings, killing several weaker monsters in the vicinity. By the time they finally died down, Lev and Beatrice gawked with terrified eyes as the Kombas herd was revealed, along with their… alarmingly intact bodies.

In fact, they were so whole that Lev was starting to doubt the notifications. Not only were the scales barely blackened, but their limbs were completely fine as well. They were both prepared to run at full speed if the corpses even as much as twitched.

Fortunately, that didn't happen. Closer inspection revealed the cause of their deaths, which was lightning. Since Lev had used a fifty-fifty distribution for fire and lightning, both of them were enhanced to great heights by his class skills.

Yet, fire had done almost nothing against them. If he hadn't used so much lightning, or if the monsters had actually tried to dodge, all of that mana would've been largely wasted.

Lev acknowledged the bead of sweat rolling down his neck and closed his eyes with a deep breath. Life was very close to teaching him another harsh lesson, but he avoided it by a hair's breadth.

… Duly noted.

**

Hours passed as Lev and Beatrice dealt with any monsters that exited the dreadwoods near them. Most of them perished at the waves of his arrows, but several tough beasts made themselves known.

One such large horde was currently throwing rocks at them. Each was the size of a small boulder and didn't pack much of a punch, but the quantity was a quality of its own.

Hundreds of them assaulted his bubble at once, but neither he nor Beatrice were worried. The encounter served as an excellent training opportunity, which they were making full use of.

Twelve enchanted shields hovered between them and the group of stone hounds down below, blocking their attacks to the best of his ability. Four of Beatrice's barriers were also participating, but their accuracy and speed left plenty to be desired.

Regardless, Lev was proud of her for testing her limits out there, in front of humanity's greatest nightmare. Even in platinum hunters, not many could boast to be so composed to test and try to evolve their skills while holding a portion of the dreadwood's treeline.

The hounds were giant compared to the normal animal. Each was more than three meters tall at the shoulders, and their skin was made of light brown stone that resisted his arrows without much trouble.

[Stone Hound - ???]

[Stone Hound - ???]

Lev tried not to waste mana anymore after the earlier experience. His pool was hovering near full from the low exertion and Beatrice's buffs, but the lances that formed were only infused with a moderate amount of destructive mana. Most of it was lightning to increase their speed, but some fire was sprinkled in to enhance the explosions.

They shot forward like blurs, piercing stone bodies and blowing up to finish the job. Every projectile brought with it a notification, and one of them pushed him to level 218.

[

Your Group has slain [Orc Commander - Level 158]

…

Your Group has slain [Thornling - Level 110]

…

Your Group has slain [Forest Panther - Level 202]

…

…

…

Mana Tempest has reached Level 216

Mana Tempest has reached Level 217

Mana Tempest has reached Level 218

]

Levels slowed down to a crawl after the initial bombardment. The Kombas were also much higher in level than him, and gave an appropriate amount of essence per kill.

"Is the wave ending?" Beatrice asked during a lull in battle.

"Nope," Lev replied, going off a hunch more than anything. "Seems like there's still much of it left."

As if summoned by his words, a voice reached them. It belonged to Hakim, who didn't waste words.

"Return to the wall. You should see this."

They shared a glance as Lev carried his bubble to the specified destination. His curiosity about the random 'voice mail' aside, it was the first time Hakim had ever contacted him. Lev was immediately wary.

Atop the west wall, both Sherron and Hakim were gazing south, towards the grand forest. Confused, Lev followed their eyes. It took several seconds for him to notice small… dots, really.

"The hell are those?" Lev asked, stepping out of the bubble. Beatrice followed.

"Averosts," Sherron replied without looking back. "A pain in the ass, to be precise."

He stared, surprised that Sherron actually sounded angry for once. Lev redoubled his efforts to try to make out the monsters, but nothing could be deduced from so far away.

Hakim didn't even bother to reply as a massive concealment formation covered them. Only Lev, Sherron, and Hakim were inside it. Beatrice took the hint, walking nearly a hundred meters away.

I don't like where this is going, Lev thought to himself, eyes darting around. If the two Exalted were about to make a move, he wanted to be anywhere but next to them.

"Don't take this personally, boy," Hakim voiced in his usual rigid voice. "You took down those Kombas' way too easily, which is not ideal. You need to know what awaits you out there. So, gaze upon what you're aiming to surpass, because I'm far from the strongest on this continent."

No time was given for him to question anything when the world paused. Lev's knees went weak, and he suddenly found himself flopping to the ground like a puppet with its strings cut and gasping for air. Sherron turned to eye his prone form, sympathy in her gaze, but she still didn't help him.

Another formation came to life around them, covering the three in impenetrable invisibility. Preparations complete, Hakim's aura rolled out in earnest, proudly announcing its presence in the tightly concealed sphere.

If Lev was struggling to stand up before, he was now utterly paralysed. Breathing became a herculean task as his mind threatened to unravel under Hakim's aura, unquestionably the strongest human to have ever set foot on Monarch. It was filled to the brim with silver moonlight, one so serene yet hauntingly potent.

The next moment, the silver manifested in the real world. A greatsword appeared, defying all conventions of the weapon. From the hilt to the blade's end, it was twice Hakim's size. Its mere existence caused the world around it to cower as ambient mana was absorbed into the silver metal, slowly rousing depthless enchantments.

Then the Exalted's body enhancement came alive. His already breathtakingly terrifying aura morphed into something far more dreadful as Lev blacked out several times in that split second.

Perhaps seeing his worsening condition, Hakim proceeded quickly after that. The massive silver greatsword was raised high above, before it was swung down in a crescent arc. A waning moon took form along the blade, infused with so much mana that Lev momentarily passed out again.

Finally, that endlessly stretched moment passed, and three Mana Slashes flew from the sword's edge. Each faithfully represented the goddess's domain in their crescent shapes, reaching the distant monsters faster than Lev could ever hope to perceive.

Before he fully passed out, the only thing he saw were the three black dots falling as six, cleanly separated into two, and the notification from the Identify he had hurled at the greatsword before losing consciousness.

[Chains of Freedom - ??]
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  "Assholes," Lev announced him waking up to the world with those words. Only Sherron was present in the same room as him, and he created a sound ward to mask their conversation while getting up.

Glancing around, his own room from the inn he stayed at greeted him in all its plain simplicity. Sherron was sitting on a padded chair next to the bed he was perched on.

"Rude."

"No," Lev refuted, his tone coming out harsher than intended. "It's no secret that I'm very sensitive to auras. Standing next to him was quite literally damaging my mind. Who the fuck thought it was a good idea?"

Sherron took a moment to process that as a frown slowly appeared on her face. "What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said," Lev replied flatly. "My mind felt like it was going to split in two. Just from standing near him and that stupidly long sword of his."

He wasn't expecting Sherron to facepalm. "Were you… trying to push against it? Fighting it?"

"… Yes?" Lev timidly answered, anger taking a backseat.

"And why were you doing that?"

"I don't know?" he scowled. "Is that not normal?"

"Not even close," she sighed. "I should've guessed that something unexpected was going to take place, no matter how calculated it was."

"Explain."

She snorted. "Let me gather the words first. You see, Hakim wasn't looking to dominate your spirit or even harm you in any way. Had you simply accepted that he is much stronger than you, your auras wouldn't have clashed, and the pressure from his presence would've lowered significantly. On the other side of that same coin, you tried to push it back, which made it much worse."

"… How the fuck was I supposed to know? More importantly, what the hell is that sword? That metal felt out of this world."

Lev couldn't remain upset for long after learning it was his own stupidity that caused the severe reaction. Grievances aside, there indeed was much to learn from the abrupt encounter.

"Forget about that sword," Sherron waved off his question. "The metal came from the moon. A gift from the Goddess herself to her beloved Chosen."

…Beloved? Lev blinked a few times, taking time to digest the word. It was one thing to be chosen, and an entirely other thing to be a beloved chosen. In favor of not getting smote on the spot, he hastily cut off that line of thought.

"Then what?" he spoke after a few seconds of silence. "I just got an extreme lecture in humility for no reason at all?"

"Do you really believe that?"

"… Not really, but still. The kombas' bodies were largely intact, which taught me a lesson already. I didn't need to be flexed on to learn that."

"Flexed," Sherron chuckled. "Don't hold it against him, though. It's just his preferred method of teaching. No matter what others do to impart lessons, it is nothing compared to the experiences he had to go through."

"You're oddly accommodating for this semi-torture," Lev mused while staring into her eyes. "I'm assuming everyone has to go through that?"

She tilted her head slightly. "Hmm, somewhat. We Exalted spar with each other infrequently. Whoever has to face Hakim usually goes through the same treatment as you did."

For a while, Lev just imagined that in his head. Then he laughed. Hakim could apparently toss around the strongest of humanity as easily as he could Lev, which was, honestly, terrifying. It also made him glad the guardian of humanity was someone so unbelievably strong.

"Well, that was that," Lev plopped back down on the bed with a sigh. "Warn a kid next time, please?"

"That would diminish the effectiveness," came the mechanical reply with an undertone of amusement.

"Hakim's words?"

"Yep."

"So you did know. I will remember this betrayal."

She threw a cushion at him. "You needed it."

"At least you guys excluded Beatrice," Lev muttered while easily catching it. "She probably would've died on the spot."

"Unlikely," Sherron countered. "She seems to have a good head on her shoulders and probably wouldn't have resisted. Which reminds me… should I know something?"

"Do I need your seal of approval for any such affairs?" Lev grinned and looked at her. "Didn't think you would be controlling like that."

"You're twelve. Don't get me started."

"I actually forgot my age," he laughed. "How absurd is that, by the way- wait," Lev immediately sat up. "Won't I get a title for being the youngest to evolve to Master?"

"Yeah," Sherron casually replied. "What's so surprising?"

"Oh," his face fell. "It didn't even cross my mind. Thought you guys were probably in the dark like me as well."

"Frankly, we don't know for certain if you will get that title. Considering that Martha got a class at the same age as you are right now, the chances are very high. It's also why I didn't protest your demands of soloing platinum dungeons too much. Too much potential power is at risk if you slow down."

"Why didn't I get one for reaching Adept, then?"

Sherron shrugged. "Significance? The System only gives such titles in the most impressive cases. Evolving to Adept on Monarch is very easy."

Fair enough, Lev nodded. "How long was I out this time?"

"Just one day."

"Just," he echoed with an eyeroll. "It's becoming concerning how often I fall unconscious."

Sherron didn't seem to share his thoughts. "You'll be fine. I often woke up like that as well."

"That's even more alarming."

A controlled streak of lightning spun around her raised finger, a clear warning. Lev stared at it, bemused.

"Am I supposed to be scared?"

The lightning vanished. "Try asking Katarina about that," Sherron smirked. "That girl learnt to control herself the hard way."

"The electric way," Lev chortled and got off the bed. The wave had concluded already, which left the upcoming delve in two weeks. He could've tried to delve the second dungeon, but the idea was foolish. Without first clearing it in the presence of several teams and a guardian like Umbrina, the chances of accidents or unfortunate encounters were far too high.

"Say, what are you going to do now that the wave's finished?"

Sherron took the random question in stride. "Spend a few days culling the pit and the ravine before returning to this place and dealing with any summons that require an Exalted. Why do you ask?"

"Planning my next steps," Lev summoned breakfast for himself. He offered Sherron a cup of hot chocolate, who refused. "There's nothing for me to do except delve into platinum dungeons and help with waves."

"Have you tried mundane volunteer work?"

"What sorts?" Lev asked, intrigued.

"Helping with construction, managing stores, standing guard, escorting gatherers, and many more. Really, just helping with day-to-day life."

"No escort quests," he immediately ruled out. "Those are a bait, especially with the involvement of the Dreadwoods and your absence for the next few days."

"I haven't asked this before, but what are you trying to achieve by becoming a Master? Beyond the obvious."

Lev answered amidst bites of toast. "I'll have a team in two years or less, which is the first reason. By the time they're with me, I want to be able to train them with permanent barriers and have enough mana for the fire warrior to not worry about fire mana for her class. She's the one who needs to be the strongest in the team due to the nature of her role and the difficulty of mastering hybrid classes."

"You don't need to worry about the latter," Sherron interjected. "If anyone can take one to great heights, it's her."

"Why?"

"Because of the blood that flows in her," she explained patiently. "Being born to strong parents usually isn't important, but fringe cases like her exist. From a young age, she has been able to minutely influence fire without access to The System. Once all that talent is realized, no one knows just what she will be able to do."

"So it's because of her… bloodline, or something?"

"Not exactly," Sherron replied after thinking it over. "Bloodlines aren't a thing, or at least, we haven't seen The System ever acknowledge any. Amelia is the daughter of a fire mage and fire enhancer, but her entire family tree perished a few years back in the grand forest. Orianna took her in after some… difficulties, but her presence only served to connect the girl to fire even more. Many are waiting to see just what she will be capable of with the strongest class we can teach her. Our strongest Master fire enhancer is overseeing her selection."

Amelia. Yeah, that's a name that would be popular, Lev grinned, excited about teaming up with someone so talented. It wouldn't matter that much if she overtook even him and all of his advantages as long as they were good teammates. On second thought, it would matter a lot. He was gonna have to try extra hard.

"What about the other two?" Lev questioned further. "Are they any special?"

"Nothing worthy of note outwardly," Sherron replied. "But that doesn't matter. Even you popped up out of nowhere."

"Funny," Lev drawled.

"Definitely," Sherron grinned. "I thought Alec had lost his mind when he took in a six-year-old."

Hmm, do I dare?

"That reminds me," Lev began, keeping his tone neutral. "What, exactly, is he working on?"

"You're not subtle," Sherron quipped. "But Orianna was displeased by us keeping things from you, and you already heard about space mana. He and a dozen others are pretty much wasting treasuries' worth of resources to try and create portals."

"… Huh," Lev took it all in. "Guess that's another thing added to the list."

"What list?" Sherron raised a brow.

"Oh, you know, things to keep an eye out for. Since barriers specialize in using various mana types, who knows what my class will be capable of?"

"… Did Drakys give you a hint?"

"He did, actually," Lev remembered with a smile. "Something about my barriers specializing in absorbing mana types."

Sherron sighed for whatever reason. "We're only operating on theories here, so don't take his word for it. Regardless, that's a good list to have. What are the current occupants?"

"Nothing too complicated. Firstly, keep an eye out for anything that empowers my soul. Everything points to willpower being extremely important, and I get a huge boost in that department due to my advantages. Unlikely that my two titles would've existed without the company of the other. They seem to be a bundle, because no one has any titles that do even half of one of them."

Sherron idly scratched her cheek. "You've given this some thought. I will relay that conclusion to Alec. What else?"

"Other than space mana? Only treatments to increase the mana conductivity of my body. My teacher says there isn't anything that will help me, so it's a priority now."

"And also for your armor?" she nodded along.

"Yep. They're also like a bundle at this point. Whatever I can do with my body, I can do with my armor to a lesser or greater extent, depending on the task."

"That's all?"

"Some other minor things," Lev hesitantly voiced. "Half of that, I'm not telling. The other half is mostly finding runes and ways to increase my Constitution."

Sherron's snort told him she knew exactly what was on that list. Face slightly burning, Lev avoided looking at her.

"Don't you have rounds to make? Go on, hush."

She leaned forward and ruffled his hair thoroughly before getting up.

"Hakim will still be here, so even if you do go to the Dreadwoods, don't venture too deep. Take care, and finish growing first."

"Don't worry, I have no plans to go there," Lev smiled, his expression matching hers. She left the room after that, leaving him behind to stew in his own thoughts.

Half an hour later, he left the room as well. Night was in full swing, but Lev had just woken up from a thirty-hour nap. No hints of drowsiness or tiredness were present in his mind or body, so he walked to his usual spot in the massive park of Windkeep.

Beatrice was already there, practicing her barriers in the empty park due to the time. She paused when Lev neared, staring at him without any particular emotion.

"You seem fine," she broke the silence.

"Because I am, indeed, fine," Lev curtly answered, amused.

A barrier blocked him from coming any closer. They both gazed at each other, one emotionless and the other confused.

"Tax," Beatrice simply voiced without explaining.

Lev wracked his brain for whatever the hell she could mean before it dawned on him. With a deep inhale, he gave her an astounded look at the sheer audacity, but handed her a cup of chocolate milk regardless. There was only one left in his ring, which he took out for himself once he was allowed to sit down.

"How come it's costing me to sit at my spot?" Lev asked, stressing the word.

"Who said anything about the spot?" Beatrice grinned. "It's me you're sitting next to. Giving me something so tasty is the least you can do."

"I feel some contradictions in there."

"How much does a cup cost, anyway?" she took a sip and glanced at him. "It's so good."

"Fifty copper."

"… Seriously?"

"Yep," Lev smirked. "It's a steal."

He took a few moments to explain the directions at her insistence. The utility store was close to the hunter's guild, which was why he had found it in the first place.

"Hmm," Beatrice finished her cup and handed it back to him, unwilling to litter. "Now, we wait? What are your plans?"

"Don't have any," Lev replied, plucking a few blades of grass. "Delve the dungeons, help with waves, and tinker with formations. That's about it. You?"

"Temporary contracts. In hospitals, construction, mining, farming, and other low-intensity jobs. Aura mages are always welcome in places with a lot of workers."

"Especially one as high-level as you," Lev added with a nod. "I'll look into these as well."

"Come to the farms," she suggested. "They need to travel a lot. Your bubble will be greatly appreciated."

Lev didn't have to think for long. "Sure, why not?"
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  The next day saw Lev and Beatrice leaving through the gates of Windkeep towards the farmland. It was a cloaked grassland region to the west of the city. Since it was on the way to Runespires, guarded travelers passed from nearby, and the monster patrols were also frequent, making it one of the safest spots possible outside the city.

Once they stepped through the gates, Lev's bubble scooped them both up before they shot off. With Beatrice's directions, getting there took all of two hours.

"Stay here," she said and stepped out of the bubble. Lev could feel faint traces of mana ahead but nothing beyond that. She took out a badge not dissimilar to the hunter badges and held it up. Silent seconds passed as the badge was scanned before it turned green, allowing them both to enter without setting off the alarms.

Walking through the invisible enchantments, Lev beheld… a normal farmland. He was expecting magical contraptions everywhere, but that didn't seem to be the case. Recreating his bubble and flying higher explained why.

Damn, this place is huge.

Going by his crude estimates, the farmland covered at least dozens of kilometers, which was quite a lot more than he was expecting. There were also twelve crops planted throughout, each neatly separated into massive sections.

Twenty-four pedestals could also be seen at the edges of the sections. They were connected to the entire enchantments in some way, though Lev couldn't deduce anything about them.

"Over there," Beatrice pointed to a group of four large buildings to their right. "We need to report first."

"What story are we going with?" Lev asked as the bubble moved.

"The raw truth," Beatrice rolled her eyes. "You're here to help workers, not infiltrate some secret organization."

"Hmm," Lev smiled a little. "Someone likes to read."

Beatrice nodded, unperturbed. "Reading is great."

That it is, Lev agreed mentally and dismissed the bubble. The towering three-story building in front of him radiated an official aura, telling him not to waltz in there willy-nilly. He waited for Beatrice to lead the way.

She casually sauntered in, making him doubt his earlier decision a little. The marbled interior was similar to what he had expected, but it also wasn't as cold and distant as imagined with how lively the occupants were.

"Beatrice," an excited voice called out to them. An attendant with… orange hair stood there, waving at the aura mage. Lev hadn't seen that hair color before, despite the variety on Monarch.

"Maria," Beatrice greeted back with a smile. Hugging ensued, so Lev took in his surroundings and ignored them. Less than two dozen people were present in the large reception hall, and half of them were farmers.

Each donned a bright sand-colored matching suit, both enchanted and covering their forms entirely except the head.

[Farmer - Level 98]

[Farmer - Level 50]

[Farmer - Level 46]

…

The lower-level folks seemed to be just barely older than Lev, which explained their levels. Without risking one's life, improvements were slow, which was why there were no Adept farmers in the area. He didn't doubt that those existed, but they were likely taken to Timberhold, the place where most of humanity's food was produced and processed.

"Yeah, I'll be staying for the next four days," Beatrice's voice reached Lev as she turned to him. "This is Lev, the hunter I'm delving with."

Maria gave him a big smile. "Hi! I'm Maria, a senior manager in this branch for the past twenty years. I have to say, I feel like I've heard that name before. Lev, hmm…"

[Merchant - Level 155]

The slow realization dawning on her face was comical. One moment, she was tapping her chin, and the next, her eyes were wide in shock and… admiration.

Oh boy.

"My goodness, how could I possibly forget those blue eyes of yours?" Her smile widened, now borderline crazed in its width. "Come on, you're here to help the folk, right?"

Remain calm and collected, Lev nodded, ignoring the discomfort.

"Perfect!" Maria clapped her hands and turned to one of the attendants passing by. "Leona, go inform the office that I'll be showing these hunters around."

The poor woman nodded hastily and scrambled off to wherever the office was, dropping whatever she was doing immediately.

"Let us be off," Maria hooked an arm around Beatrice's, who seemed to be used to the endless energy wafting off the senior manager. "What kind of jobs are you looking to aid with? This gal here says you're doing volunteer work, but I am willing to pay for it."

"There's no need for that," Lev politely declined. "I'm fine with just giving a hand here and there."

"As you wish," she dipped her head. "While we usually have enough manpower, some tasks are just more intensive than others. How about we start with…"

**

"Thank you, lad," said one of the farmers responsible for tilling when Lev handed him a barrier glass of cold water. "Managed to do triple the work today with yer barriers."

Lev nodded along with a smile as he gazed upon the result of his work. Much of the explanation went over his head, but apparently, the soil was softened for better yield and drainage before wheat was planted in the section they were in.

He also learned that farmer classes all saw benefits that improved mana and stamina regeneration. Their skills were both costly and used constantly, which caused the classes to slowly evolve in a certain direction eons ago.

Even more importantly, the pedestals throughout the farm relied on that. Farmers siphoned all excess mana into them to maintain the enchantments, and they were just barely cutting it even with the cost.

Helping the man was as simple as forming a barrier around the hilt of his enchanted rake and pulling it in accordance with the farmer's intentions. Several minutes of trial and error later, Lev became proficient enough in the task for the man to forgo his body enhancement entirely and squeeze in as much work as he could before his mana ran dry due to the other skills. The next tasks were apparently easier, so the farmer could take it slow after today.

"Will that be all?"

"You two have already done plenty around these parts," the man waved him off. "Do take a break."

Beatrice had joined him a few minutes before the tillage was done. The farmer knew of her regular visits and helping fill up the pedestals quicker, and was proportionately grateful as everyone could use their skills better and finish their work quicker without the supply requirement hanging over their heads. The enchantments also had big buffers, which filled faster the more people she buffed.

Seeing that there was nothing more for them to do any longer, they stepped into the bubble and landed in front of the management building.

"Hunter Lev," Maria greeted after Beatrice went in to look for her, returning a minute later. "You two had quite the productive day, I see."

"You can say that," Lev mused.

"We've had water supplied to every container for the next three weeks, several areas have been tilled ahead of schedule, and many farmers have subtly voiced their appreciation about seeing Beatrice's lovely face. Yours too, from the opposite gender."

Beatrice merely rolled her eyes at the antics. "When do we start tomorrow?"

Lev was glad she took over, because he was quite speechless.

"Dawn, as usual. Will you two be coming?"

She glanced at Lev, who showed he wasn't against it, and nodded. "We will. See you later."

Maria had a large smile on her face, which evoked a tired exhale from Beatrice. It wasn't hard to guess what dots the senior manager was connecting, but there was nothing like that between them.

"That was a nice side-quest," Lev said once they were flying in the bubble again.

"Side-quest?" Beatrice muttered to herself.

"Mhm," Lev nodded and thought of his next steps. "Where do I drop you?"

"The hospital, if you're willing."

"Alright. I'll be at the park if you need me."

**

Days passed in peace and quiet as, besides helping on the farm, Lev practiced carving in the park and did some minor patrols around the city. The ones he participated in lasted for twelve hours and circled a pre-determined route. Eleven hours were spent on traveling, and the last was for resting. He was easily the highest-level hunter taking part, which let the guild reduce the manpower in his group and allot them elsewhere.

Four days later, he and Beatrice were the first to reach the platinum dungeon. There was still an hour left before the delve.

"How many can you control by now?"

"Still four, but the skill hit the level cap not long ago," Beatrice replied, unable to hide how proud she was completely. "They should be as durable as yours now."

"Sure," Lev exhaled through his nose. "Better for us, I suppose."

Umbrina revealed herself after a few minutes, silencing their casual conversation. She and the Master guard, different from the previous time, were covered in a silencing ward for a few minutes to discuss something before Umbrina turned to them.

"Quite close to the second gap already," she remarked and gave them a once-over. "Were you on the frontlines during the wave?"

"No," Lev answered, unsure if explaining further would be considered breaking the promise they had made to Sherron. Umbrina likely knew of all the locations already, but he wasn't going to talk about them unless necessary.

"I see, so that explosion was caused by you," she easily deduced where they were stationed.

"Where is everyone?" Beatrice asked after seeing the conversation die down again.

"Only two teams are participating this time, including yours," Umbrina replied in her casual, firm tone. "Let's wait for them to arrive."

Half an hour before the scheduled time, Ronald and his team landed amidst the empty patch of grassland. They were already armed and prepared. No words were exchanged as Umbrina stepped into the dungeon. Ronald and the second warrior in his group entered next, and everyone else followed after a bit.

Nothing jumped out to eat Lev's face when he entered. Umbrina stood beside a zylith corpse while Ronald harvested its core. Seeing that they were attacked at the entrance, Lev immediately started scanning the ceilings and the surroundings, immediately finding two more of the stealthy monsters far into the distance.

The humans had yet to be detected, so he stayed his hand. The other team also seemed to have noticed the waiting monsters.

"We will progress the same as the last time," Umbrina spoke loudly to get their attention and continued in a normal voice. "Except, this time, we do not have to limit ourselves. Ronald, take the lead and only slow down when you feel necessary. Let's see how fast you both can clear the dungeon."

Glances were shared, and most of the were directed at Lev who had already formed the bubble around him and Beatrice.

"Is it a race?" Lev confirmed, just in case.

"No. You will support each other while pushing the boundaries of your classes. This is a rare opportunity that is made possible by your being here. Make good use of it."

So, in a nutshell, I can go crazy but not exactly nuclear like my solo delve. Fair enough.

Inside the bubble, stacks of arrows started taking shape as Ronald advanced. Beatrice and Lev followed as the concealment and invisibility enchantments came alive, shrouding them both from the monsters.

Umbrina nodded and vanished after seeing them take it seriously.

"Focus the buffs on them," Lev told Beatrice, who glanced at him in confusion. "I have a lot of mana, but they need to remain above at least half if something goes wrong. I already benefit a lot from your passive aura."

Both of the zyliths dropped from the ceiling at once, hoping to ambush the humans. Two massive blades of wind met their falling forms, digging deep into their necks and killing them instantly. Cores were harvested before they moved on.

None of the stealthy lizards survived more than a few seconds as the hunters rushed through the cave. Some were killed by Ronald's team, whereas the other were downed by Lev.

Without hesitation, they both exited the cave and stepped into the vision of three dozen harpies hovering above, attracting all of them. They backtracked into the cave because the monsters were well into the second threshold and waited for them to land.

The first two to touch the stone ground were immediately impaled by lethal arrows. Infused with lightning that they were, the monsters had no hope of dodging them.

Not to be outdone, the windmages tackled the next group of harpies by launching serrated wind slashes at them. Lev's brows rose at their composition, and even more so at the deep lacerations on the monsters. Only two of the five died, but the other three might as well be dead from the sheer damage.

I like this, Lev grinned, and formed four thick ropes. They sprang forward and wrapped around waists and wings, pretty much immobilizing the monsters. Mindful of the two warriors charging forward, he shot arrows at the wrapped harpies. Three were going to be hit directly, but one of them was about to dodge due to sheer luck.

Before Lev could plan for that inevitability, one of Beatrice's barriers smacked the harpy's head from the side and sent it back into the trajectory of the enchanted arrow, killing it the next moment.

Yeah, his grin widened. This is going to be fun.
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  Months passed as Lev settled into a routine. There wasn't much to do during his stay in Windkeep except push for Master without dallying too long and practice his skills for as long as he could in the meantime.

Most of the days were spent in the park to practice all his present formations, including getting used to the advanced enhancement formation and all the spellcasting formations inside his bubble.

Beatrice often spent time with him, but they met less and less often as weeks went by. It wasn't her becoming distant or unfriendly, but her growing into her chosen role. No longer was she bound to follow hunters and important figures like a pet to empower them whenever they wanted.

She found much more joy in being in control of her fate. In just two years, Beatrice was already working as an Assistant Resource Manager for the utilities guild, or the common guild. It was responsible for managing all day-to-day consumption of the people and was the fourth great guild after the crafters guild.

They still delved together once every two months. Beatrice was keeping up in levels with him because of her role getting essence from every kill, and she was just two levels shy of the evolution.

In the same two years, Lev had progressed by leaps and bounds. Much of his time passed in fighting monsters, especially in the latter half of that time span. He took a more active role in the patrols and signed his first ever contract.

It was a simple one, as far as contracts went. Lev was required to patrol the east of Windkeep, or endless grassland to be precise, for some gold that he didn't care about. Motives of the hunters guild also started to make more sense when they provided him with a map crystal.

Those neat inventions could allow him to create a basic map of everywhere he traveled and mark the increased monster density, as well as the changing behavior of any region. It was the most advanced version that had ever been built, primarily because of one reason.

The gathered data could be shared freely. With the use of class runes of a recently evolved Master, not only could it be transferred to other crystals, but it could also be used for so much more. Like rabid beasts, the researchers hadn't wasted a moment in tearing into the untapped potential and formulating a large-scale use for the new technology, which made conquering the center of the plains a possibility.

By now, a giant formation in the heart of Windkeep kept track of all these crystals. Medium-range communication was built into these costly devices, providing updates in real-time. Lev was still fascinated by them, even many months later.

Like the previous dozens of times, he landed in front of the platinum dungeon. He had avoided the second one because it was considerably easier, which meant fewer levels.

The Master guard in front of him merely nodded at Lev. Rotations often saw new Masters guarding dungeons to take some time off, and the current guard only came in two months ago.

Barrier armor was already protecting his form as Lev stepped inside. Nothing attacked him, and neither was his presence noted as the bubble immediately took shape around him. Mana concealment, invisibility, and sound warding formations came alive on the sphere, hiding him from the monsters completely.

Now then, show me the numbers again.

[

Mana Tempest has reached Level 219

Mana Tempest has reached Level 220

…

Mana Tempest has reached Level 245

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has reached 3rd Level 4

…

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has reached 3rd Level 7

Unerring Volley has reached 3rd Level 6

…

Unerring Volley has reached 3rd Level 9

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 6

…

Colorful Destruction has reached 3rd Level 9

Barrier Armor has reached 3rd Level 5

…

Barrier Armor has reached 4th Level 1

Superior Senses has reached 3rd Level 5

…

Superior Senses has reached 4th Level 1

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 4

…

Rapid Infusion has reached 3rd Level 9

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 5

…

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 8

Mage Conduit has reached 3rd Level 7

…

Mage Conduit has reached 4th Level 1

Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 2

…

Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 10

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 4

Crescent Decimation has reached 2nd Level 6

…

Crescent Decimation has reached 2nd Level 10

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached Level 7

…

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 2

]

Every single skill had seen massive improvements, especially his passive skills. None of the 4th ranked skills had seen any new effects, but Lev wasn't too surprised. To his knowledge, Adepts weren't meant to level skills above the third rank. That took time and a lot of mana and effort. He thankfully had the mana to spare.

None of his titles had seen any changes, which made sense. Only his dungeoneer title was close to evolving, for the current delve was the 50th. Things were relatively calm in the past years, especially because of the two Exalted usually present in Windkeep. Whenever something stirred in the dreadwoods, they were there to deal with it. Lev was also starting to suspect that staying amidst people considerably reduced the effects of his presence, for Sherron was in the guild quite often.

In comparison, Drakys had to clear monsters in the final cavern almost daily. It gave him plenty to think about but no actual answers. The itch guiding him was much the same, content for now because of his rapid progress.

The current delve was the last one in his schedule. Lev hadn't seen a single new level in the past month, except a single class level, which meant there wasn't anything to be gained by delving the dungeon any longer.

Sherron was also aware of that and was likely waiting for him to ask for better opportunities. She just knew him too well at this point. Orianna had visited twice, but she hadn't come with his future team. Lev was looking forward to meeting them, as well.

His greatest achievement in all that time, however, was the second rank of Glaive Mastery.

[

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 2:

Through patience and hard work, you have stayed firm on your chosen path and qualified for this skill. The System acknowledges your dedication and drive.

Control over movements when wielding a glaive is vastly improved. The skill will guide your steps, aiding your armor and physical capabilities to come together in a deadly dance while different mana types swirl to obey your whims.

2nd Rank: Your armor is considered an extension of your body.

]

That single line changed so much. Beyond the armor counting as a part of the skill, it did something he wasn't expecting at all.

All the formations on his armor also counted as a part of it, behaving like a body enhancement.

The moment the upgrade went through a year ago, his mastery of his enhancement formation rose exponentially in the span of a few days. Levels in the skill pretty much stopped after that, but Lev couldn't have cared less.

Be it the use of his physical body, or his armor utilizing all his wasted physical attributes pretty well now, or the raw strength he could bring out, or the sheer fluidity afforded by the combination of the skill and the enhancement formation, Lev was confident that he could give Elias a monstrous challenge at the same level. Defeating him in melee alone was still a tall order, as the man was undoubtedly still improving out there, but Lev would no longer be defeated without the swordsman breaking a sweat.

Seeing that there was nothing off with a dungeon, he started moving again. A single zylith hung off the ceiling a few hundred meters away. Lev casually glided forward with his armor, enhancement formation primed to burst at full strength immediately.

Jaws wide open to chomp his head off, the zylith dove. Lev reacted instantly and surged upwards, Stargazer already in his hands. Halfway through, a stream of lightning imbued his armor as the enhancement came alive. With a jerk, he twirled faster than the monster could react.

Two thuds echoed in the cavern, one heavier and one lighter. The former came from its body hitting the ground, and the latter was caused by its cleanly separated head.

Lev landed with a huge, goofy grin on his face. Compared to what he could do now, the small stunt was nowhere near impressive, but he enjoyed it every time all the same. The past ten or so delves had seen him train his reflexes against the invisible lizards, one of the many exercises he had developed to advance his glaive mastery.

Done playing, Lev rushed ahead as a constant stream of lightning imbued his armor. Gradually, he sped up until there was only a blue streak observable in his passing, courtesy of both the imbuement and the enhancement formation always running at half strength.

The ambushers were ambushed next as Lev charged directly at them. Surprised and insane hisses announced their attention as they lunged as one. Calmly, Lev lowered himself, still fast like lightning, and cut open the torso of one of the zyliths from head to tail. It fell in a shower of blood and organs, dead by all standards.

Circling around, Lev was already waiting by the time the second zylith landed. A tail rushed at him, only to be amputated without pause. Stargazer passed through the stunned monster's head, immediately killing it.

[

You have slain [Zylith - Level 289]

You have slain [Zylith - Level 288]

]

He didn't bother harvesting the cores and kept advancing. More zyliths fell in his passing, all of them beheaded or downed by precise cuts. Lev himself barely had to focus while killing the monsters an evolution above him, and half an hour later, he was staring at the stone pit existing in all its harrowing glory.

It didn't seem so big anymore.

Screeches from above reached him, but instead of backing off into the cave, Lev flew at the maddened harpies, Stargazer leading the charge. His glaive collided with the protruding talons of the first monster, absorbing its charge and fending off the sharp claws. Before it could react, Lev spun with the backward momentum of the impact and pierced its heart.

Several more of the monsters fell uncontrollably around him, their heads and hearts stabbed by enchanted arrows. Formed and enchanted in a blink, the harpies had no hopes of dodging them.

Five of them charged him from different directions. Lev took it all in and swung twice, firing two huge lightning slashes at the closest monsters. They were nearly sheared in two from the sheer power packed in the attacks, leaving three of them that needed to be dealt with immediately.

No hesitation affected his actions as Lev stayed on the spot, letting the harpies reach him on their own terms. Talons outstretched, he twisted to let the huge appendages pass by either side of him, leaving him trapped between the harpy's two straightened legs. Or, he would've been trapped if that wasn't the plan.

Stargazer bore a hole through its chest due to its own momentum. As the glaive got stuck inside, Lev used its body as a shield and simply absorbed the blows from its wings.

The other two harpies collided with the impaled body, rendering their pincer move moot as even more of the monsters were killed by his arrows. Once he verified that there was going to be nothing new to learn, Lev killed off the rest of them.

Burrowers were already storming out of the ground from the vibrations caused by the falling bodies. Lev considered fighting the huge monsters in melee range, but that would just be a waste of time.

Instead, more arrows enchanted with lethality formation took shape. He limited himself to only four per monster to best train his accuracy, and punished himself by fighting them with Stargazer in previous delves.

Practice had ingrained the position of their important organs into his mind. Half of the arrows pierced their middle, lethally wounding them, and the remaining half dug deep into their heads and put them out of their pointless misery.

Moving on, lances infused with small amounts of fire kept bombarding the stone pit as Lev descended. Burrowers tore out of the ground by the dozens in the next few hours, all of them frothing at the mouth to kill the human above them.

A scant few arrows swiftly put an end to those delusions. The cores weren't harvested as Lev proceeded to the boss, not caring about any of the other monsters.

Ravagers were still on his 'bad' list. A swarm tried to ambush him, but well-placed arrows killed them immediately. The whole horde died in seconds, just like they did every time.

He still detested those creatures, potentially even more so than before.

Below, the wrym skeleton loomed closer and closer. Lev as going to enter through the tail like usual, but preparations were in order before that. The bubble scooped him up again as he started creating the new, improved lances.

A small lance formed first, only a fifth in size compared to the actual thing. So far, Lev had run into two major issues for his lances, both of them relating to earth mana. To combat the side-effects of earth imbuement, and to advance his enchanting further, he divided the lances into two layers.

The first and smaller layer was enchanted with Minor Weight Increase formation, making it considerably heavier, and then imbued with earth mana to make it even more durable and weighty. By the end, Lev was holding something as heavy as a huge metal artillery shell despite the core being considerably smaller.

Barriers covered its form again after that, giving birth to the actual lance that was swiftly enchanted with the Lethality formation, the one he used for his arrows, before fire and lightning was ready to be streamed into the projectile's outer layer.

He refrained from creating too many of them, mostly because that would make things too easy. As it stood, only two of the lances were stored in his bubble, the most he wanted to allow himself to face the boss.

In the same few seconds it had taken to shape the lances, dozens of arrows formed even quicker. With his Barrier Carving sitting at the maximum level, enchantments empowered them just as readily. Half a minute later, there were multiple stacks of arrows present in his bubble, totaling well over five hundred.

The number wasn't as inflated as it seemed at first, as Lev had come to learn rather swiftly in his solo delves. Once he entered the wrym skeleton, every single monster in the dungeon was eventually going to rush down there, including all the harpies and burrowers.

There was a time when facing so many monsters would've been suicidal, but not anymore. Lev was prepared to take them all on by his lonesome, and he announced his presence by firing overloaded fire arrows at the nearest ravager swarm hidden inside the bones.
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Each arrow landed with thunderous shockwaves, alerting all the residents of the skeleton of Lev's presence. Calmly, he waited until the extent of the monster density revealed itself before making a move.

Hmm, Lev tilted his head slightly as the amount switly exceeded his expectations. No choice but to go all out, I suppose.

It was a fitting end for his last delve.

Instead of descending, Lev hovered above and waited for the monsters to swarm him. Harpies reached him first and dove en masse, numbering dozens. Arrows fluidly left his bubble to match them and were arranged in multiple rows as their enchantments were powered up.

Multiple burrowers were making their way up to him as well, if the rumbling in the ground was any indication, but the boss remained asleep still.

Like a military assault, the arrows were fired in calculated waves, each aimed at a single harpy. The monsters and projectile collided several hundred meters above him. Lev created a few barrier walls to block the blood and gore while swinging Stargazer downward.

A burrower parted the ground, only for a lightning slash to enter and explode inside its mouth, not killing it but gruesomely decimating all its insides and putting it out of the fight. Several more of them met the same fate before all the harpies that had dodged or survived reached him. Outstretched talons and wings were blocked by enchanted shields that absorbed their attacks with minimal trouble, opening them for another round of arrows.

Amidst the rain of corpses, several ravager swarms made themselves known and started coordinating their attacks. Lev didn't even bat an eye and simply demolished their numbers with overloaded fire arrows.

Dozens of burrowers swam out of the ground in the next few moments, and Lev finally decided to take things seriously. For all the ease he could clear the dungeon, the second-threshold monsters could easily make the first mistake his last.

Lightning surged into his stacks of enchanted arrows, amplifying their speed and sharpness as a consequence even further. Instead of planning, Lev launched them the moment they left the bubble.

Each flew at the monster as a blue blur, far too fast for the bulky monsters to dodge. The arrows pierced their bodies in small showers of blood, easily bursting out of the other side and continuing into the ground or other burrowers.

Lev didn't stay still either. Lowering himself further, he lured all the burrowers until his arrows were best utilized and hitting multiple enemies at once. The pincushioning barrage continued for several minutes as more harpies joined the fray, but the mindless creatures fell all the same.

Finally, after a long period of carnage, the boss finally took notice of the pest in its domain. Lev watched with his arms crossed as the diver roused from its slumber and immediately locked onto his position.

You sure took your time, Lev tried not to roll his eyes at the monster. No other creature remained alive in the dungeon, yet the boss still took nearly half an hour to wake the fuck up.

The mix of offense and amusement Lev was feeling stopped him from making a move, just to see how long it would take for the boss to finally acknowledge his presence. Somehow, the lazy monster had slept through his massacre.

Mana levels… still over 90%. I love this class.

Rolling his shoulders, Lev charged the monster at the same time as the diver flew at him with its large wings. Four ropes, formed of intertwined barrier threads, followed him. Spikes gradually grew along their length to allow for a better grip before he launched them at the approaching monster, along with a single normally infused lance.

The resulting explosion washed away all of the stones and boulders hovering around the monster and blinding its vision. All of his ropes burst through the flames and coiled around the monster, which immediately dove back down to reach the safety of the underground.

Lev could've easily killed the boss then and there, but where would've been the fun in that? Instead, he descended with it as four massive barrier nails took form around him.

Estimating where the diver was going to burrow from, Lev buried the nails deep in the ground around the entrance point. The free ends of his four ropes immediately jostled and tied themselves around the nails just before the monster broke through the stone surface.

When half of its body was submerged, the ropes grew taut, instantly stopping it in its tracks. Muffled roars sounded through the stone ground as the diver's momentum was completely arrested, and its insides were probably shaken by the abrupt halt.

They won't last long, Lev idly noted, but the test was a success regardless. The giant boss had been stopped entirely, which was worthy of a title in his opinion. Too bad The System didn't share his sentiments.

Cracking sounds denoted the end of his ropes as they shattered. As the first of them broke, the other three followed in the same instant, unable to hold back the sheer strength of the boss.

Knowing what was coming next, Lev started ascending before the diver could charge him again. Predictably, it rose out of the ground with another stone barrage, but he didn't disrupt it this time. Instead, he matched its speed to take it as high as he could.

When they were several kilometers above ground, even higher than the top of the stone pit, he turned around and finally answered its annoyed and insane roars. Twelve enchanted shields blocked and deflected the smallest of attacks, throwing them way from him hard enough for the boss to lose control over them.

Arrows infused with lightning answered the largest of its barrage, shearing them into multiple parts with their speed. Lev remained still all the while as its attacks were dismantled with laughable ease, working on the four new ropes forming around him.

Uncaring of the consequences, all thoughts of diving back into the ground vanished as the boss flew at Lev with its fanged mouth wide open. Lev didn't move, only charging his armor with lightning and bringing the ropes closer.

When it was merely a few dozen meters away, which was dangerously close at its speed, Lev yanked himself to the side at full strength. He almost teleported from the insane manipulation and almost vomited inside the armor due to the instant movement.

With deep breaths and a big smile, he watched as the boss was seamlessly tied to the four ropes, dragging them along. The real test of strength started when Lev mentally grabbed the dangling ends of the four ropes… and then pulled back with all his mind's might.

A shudder ran through the boss's body, but without the support of the nails, it was far from enough to stop its flight. Lev's mind felt like it had been hit by a lightning bolt as the backlash hit him. His flight wobbled, yet his control over the ropes didn't falter.

Lev was dragged along the boss's crazed flight as it tried to get the ropes off its body. He kept them tightly coiled around its bulk and never stopped his efforts to arrest its charge. Slowly, his efforts bore fruit as the boss's momentum dissipated. Once a threshold was reached, and when his brain felt like someone was cooking it on a stove, the boss halted entirely despite its best efforts to get further away from the ropes.

The only reason they didn't shatter was because Lev actively repaired them while overloading all aspects of the barriers to their limits, constantly throwing a torrent of mana at the constructs. In that short time, nearly 10% of his mana had been utilized just to stop the boss, but he couldn't have been happier.

With a sigh, he launched the two improved lances stored in his bubble at the monster. One perforated the back of its head, whereas the other passed through its stomach with enough force to bend the diver in half, leaving a huge gaping hole behind.

[

You have slain [Earthen Diver - Level 350]

Mana Tempest has reached Level 246

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has reached 3rd Level 8

]

Sweet, unexpected levels, Lev held the diver's corpse afloat with considerable effort and dug out its core with two large barrier swords. Once it was out of the body, he dropped the corpse, letting gravity do its work as he trickled healing mana into his body to fix all the aches and soothe the mental exertion.

Less than a fifth of his mana had been used throughout, and more was going to be regenerated in the half hour before he was teleported out. All in all, the delve was his best one yet, both in terms of how little mana he had used and how fast it had been cleared. Lev hadn't made any mistakes either, which was another cherry on top. Hopefully, the title upgrade from the 50th delve was going to reflect that.

His mana regenerated at its usual absurd pace, bringing the massive pool to nearly full in the next half hour. Given just how big his pool was from all the points in Wisdom and the levels in the Mana Well, every second of regeneration counted.

Before he was teleported out, he gave his status a once-over.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Mana Tempest - Level 246

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps IV, Daring Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I

Attributes:

Strength: 125

Dexterity: 125

Constitution: 410

Intelligence: 480

Wisdom: 645

Perception: 400

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Manipulation - 3rd Level 8

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 9

Colorful Destruction - 3rd Level 9

Barrier Armor - 4th Level 1

Superior Senses - 4th Level 1

Rapid Infusion - 3rd Level 9

Heavier Lifting - 3rd Level 8

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 1

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 2nd Level 10

Wanderer's Repository - Level 4

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 10

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 2

]

For whatever reason, Lev didn't get the title from fighting against waves. That was fine by him. His status was still absurd for someone only fourteen years old, and there were probably some great titles in store for him. The current ones, especially Youngest Prodigy, couldn't be ignored either.

Seconds later, he was teleported outside the dungeon. His habit of keeping the armor on at all times saved him from stepping into the blood pooling on the ground-

Lev jolted and immediately summoned his glaive. The Master guard's mutilated corpse was resting a few dozen meters away, gruesomely torn to shreds. His eyes had barely scanned the poor man's body when time slowed down to a crawl, signifying the activation of his Perception skill.

Caught completely unprepared, Lev bet it all on luck and dove to the left. Only, the attacker was far faster than expected, and he acutely felt giant claws parting his flesh and bones, lopping off his left arm in a blur of dark gray.

Agony exploded in his mind and body as his armor shattered from the single blow. Lev was sent spinning through the air from the sheer force of the attack despite mostly dodging it, but his terrified mind couldn't take its eyes off the monster even after smashing against the ground.

It looked like an abomination straight out of a nightmare. Twice as tall as him, the warg was light gray in color, with stripes of black coursing around its body. Those stripes were harshly interrupted by a long, gaping gash going from its shoulder to its spine.

A single injury wouldn't have rattled his brain to this degree if not for the glaring infection almost corrupting its entirety. Fungal growth along the massive cut made it seem more like a zombie than a living being, but the pus dripping off the long cut painted it in a much more harrowing light.

Lev's body went weak at the sight of it. The monster was clearly far, far beyond him in level. Its aura surged out in terrifying waves, rivaling Duke Fabian's in strength even in its injured state, and utterly demolishing any hopes Lev might have had of escaping.

It didn't matter that the monster was injured or that Lev could observe several obvious weaknesses. No matter what he did, there was no one around him to help, and the Master's fate only reminded him of what awaited him.

Really, Monarch? Lev resummoned his barrier armor and clutched Stargazer tightly as the sped-up moment came to an end. Now, of all times?

Tears streamed down his face as the warg straightened. Its legs wobbled, and its bulk tilted precariously to the side from its grave injuries, but the monster's frightening slitted eyes never left Lev's visage. No signs of sentience were present in them, only endless rage and madness.

Pain took a backseat as the monster took a single step. It was a small thing, faulty in its execution and barely covering a foot despite the warg's massive size. Yet that was the last thing Lev saw as claws cut cleanly through the side of his chest, just barely missing his heart and passing through where his arm used to be.

Hope left his limbs as Lev was sent rolling, eventually crumpling in a heap of pain and hopelessness. Identify had revealed his worst fears, and there was nothing he could do.

[Mutated Infected Windstrider Warg - ??]

His vision blurred as silent sobs wracked his body. All of his efforts and dream were crashing down in front of him, and he couldn't possibly defend himself. Just a single stumbling step from the monster was enough to nearly kill him.

Please… the thought echoed quietly in his head. The situation seemed completely unsalvageable when words came back to him, once spoken by Sherron when no one else was watching.

"Good luck," Sherron smiled at him and floated away. "Run if you can't win. I'll come find you."

Run if you can't win, her words gave him the strength to grip Stargazer tighter and channel healing mana into his body. The reassurance wasn't meant for the current event, but he grasped the straw of hope with all the desperation of a drowning man. A weak, fragile smile somehow found its way to his face even in the moment of despair.

Don't let me down now, Sherron. Lev shakily stood up and turned to the monster writhing on the ground as Stargazer flew to the edge of his manipulation range. His own pain was nothing compared to the warg's excruciating injuries, which was the only reason he was still alive.

Because I'm gonna straight up perish if you do.

  

    
        Chapter 130

    
    
    
    
  Lev had the smallest of reprieves to reform his armor and enchant it with enhancement formation while using as little mana as possible. The armor appeared soundlessly and with practically no mana cost after taking his regeneration into account, not attracting the downed monster's attention.

The enhancement formation was carved in similar silence as howls reverberated throughout the empty grassland, painting a horrifying picture as the warg tried to claw off the infection.

He still hadn't attracted its attention since the healing had stopped too, which opened up one, singular chance of escape in a burst of speed. Lev didn't give himself a moment to doubt himself as more and more blood flowed out of his body. He flooded the armor with lightning just as the enhancement was powered to full, reaching maximum speed in a blink.

With all his might and training over the previous years, he threw himself back and up as strongly as he could while never letting the warg out of sight.

Perception failed him immediately. In a blink, the monster was no longer lying on the ground but staring at him with fangs bared. Lev didn't waste a moment and threw himself to the side, and not an instant too soon.

The monster's sheer lunge completely disrupted his flight with the shockwave it produced, even while missing him, throwing Lev back to the ground. Before he landed, he still clung onto a diminishing hope that someone would maybe save him and created a lance as quickly as he could and infused it with a massive surge of fire mana. Windkeep was still hours away, but he still launched it high above in the direction of the city, praying to Monarch and the goddess that the explosion would be seen.

Red and Orange dominated the sky as the lance exploded, also revealing the warg that was on its way back and running on solidified air. Lev threw himself to the side again, dodging the warg's crash by a hair's breadth before running away for all he was worth.

It's impossibly fast in a straight line, Lev noted, brain whirring to come up with something, anything to save him from the death sentence hot on his tail. My best shot is to slow it down and try to blow up its limbs.

Running for his life remained the priority still. Sherron would be able to down the monster in seconds, and that was his lifeline. No matter how strong Lev was, killing a monster triple his level was simply impossible, especially when the two evolutions between them were considered. The mere seconds he had spent with it were enough to know that his projectiles were never going to catch it.

The warg proved the point by rushing him again, this time even faster than before. Once more, only his extreme Perception saved him as Lev barely tilted out of the way, just in time for the claws to carve three new deep gouges on his back instead of cleaving him in two.

Blood spurted out in a shower, immediately destroying the crumbling hope of fleeing with a new wave of agony. Healing mana coursed through his body in spades, but the damage was far too intense for the undirected basic healing to fix entirely. Most of it was going to his amputated arm to staunch the bleeding and close the stump, only worsening his chances.

Lev wasn't given the time to get up as jaws clamped down on his left leg. The warg lifted him up and bit down, destroying the armor with contemptuous ease, before slamming him back down on the ground.

He coughed out blood, on the brink of losing consciousness. Survival instincts took over, urging him to do what he did best. Without second-guessing himself, Lev jabbed his remaining right arm into the monster's infected injury when it brought him up again and pushed it in as deep as he could.

A pained yelp escaped him when the limb sank much deeper than expected, stunning the monster with debilitating pain when his hand gripped its rib. Immediately, the growths and pus took notice of the new victim to infect. Lev's mind lost all remnants of rational thinking when they squirmed closer.

Lightning surged out of his pool in a wild, untamed torrent. He didn't even try to aim it, all his brain wanted was to dump as much of the destructive mana into the warg's body as he could and get the wriggling fungus away from him.

The mana obeyed, disintegrating his flesh and bone as it surged deep into the warg's vulnerable insides, wreaking havoc. Lightning exploded in an eruption of gore and boiling blood, burning off most of his face and destroying one of his eyes, just as the monster spat him out to the side and completely tore off his leg. The invisible facemask that he always kept on also disintegrated, sacrificing itself to save him from much worse.

More of his precious life-force streamed out of the battered body. Both of his arms were missing, and now so was the left leg that the monster gulped down without even noticing.

Barrier threads wrapped around the bleeding stumps as tightly as his fuzzy mind could manage. His attack had done nothing but minutely slow down the warg that still hadn't taken notice of him beyond its deafening howls and wails.

Death was nigh, but Lev's slowed mind wasn't even focused on that. His brain was stuck in the past, repeating all the precious moments he had shared with Orianna, Sherron, and Alec. They had spent only a negligible portion of their life with him, but to Lev, it was all the reason he needed to give it his all to survive and return to them.

Imagine, a hollow, silent chuckle escaped his lips, along with a spray of bloody mist. Dying twice without finding love. How sad is that?

He wasn't ready to die yet, no matter how impossible the alternative sounded. There was still so much more to learn, so much to gain, so many hugs to tease out of people still, especially Orianna. That alone was enough reason for him to summon his armor and fly up again.

Monstrous eyes locked onto him faster than he could perceive. A plan was slowly taking form in Lev's mind, and he put it into action by forming barrier domes around him, as many as he could.

Normally, his barriers only lasted six hours, which he had always considered a downside. But for the foe in front of him? Even six seconds was more than enough.

The warg shot forward, pushing through all the barrier domes as if they were made of paper. Despite that, Lev dodged in the nick of time. His mind was always faster than his body, and he was going to rely heavily on that. Feedback from where the monster shattered the domes let him know of its location, allowing him the briefest of instants to evade successfully.

Unfortunately, Lev was far too slow and weak to do anything but that. Instead of limiting himself to the ground, he darted upwards and formed spheres of barrier around him instead. Several took shape in a split second, and Lev squeezed the Barrier Carving skill for all it was worth and enchanted the spheres as fast as possible.

Predictably, the monster took a few seconds to right itself after its failed lunge. The moment it pushed past the pain, its gaze immediately landed on Lev by detecting his aura and mana usage.

He unconsciously swallowed and prepared himself and dumped buckets' worth of mana into the durability runes. His eyes couldn't hope to see the monster's movement yet again as it impacted the first sphere, almost not slowed down at all by the collision. Shattering the barriers one by one, Lev watched with a wide eye as the tip of its claws passed through the armor on his face like a hot knife through butter, missing him by the smallest of margins.

The lucky dodge merely allowed him another chance at defending himself, but it also revealed another detail, one that Lev immediately latched onto.

It's bleeding out. Hope blossomed in his chest after seeing that, and so did vengeance. It can be killed.

More spheres appeared around him as he stopped caring about the mental damage. His mental faculties were stretched beyond anything he had done before as walls joined in, covering him from all angles while healing mana slowly patched up all the loose ends, slowly stopping the bleeding from his missing limbs and eye.

Only a few of the constructs were enchanted when the monster decided to use a spell for the first time. Lev, who had summoned his glaive and was mentally manipulating Stargazer's blade to try and counterattack, could only infuse it with a massive amount of earth mana to match the approaching wind.

The attacks clashed mid-air, blowing away all of his spheres from the shockwave and throwing him back for dozens of meters. That just barely saved his life again as he flew out of the gale's trajectory, evading its massive area of effect when the earth slash crumbled and removed the resistance in its path.

Lev ignored the tears still streaming down his face. Much of his body felt cold, but his mind was still sharp, fueled by raw hatred and the desire to live. Lances took form around him as they were freely infused with fire and lightning, before Lev launched them at the monster lying prone on the ground, shuddering in pain. It was fighting two battles, but he still wanted nothing more than its pain to worsen.

His breath got caught in his throat as the monster blurred out of the way and appeared in front of him in a blink. Where its eyes were unfocused before, now it wanted nothing more than to tear him to shreds.

Shit, Lev didn't have the time to move out of the way and risked it all. Stargazer was already in front of him to launch another slash, and he positioned it to block the approaching claws. All his mind focused on keeping Stargazer in place while his armor moved him out of the way.

Time seemed to slow down again when the glaive met its outstretched limb. Only for a brief moment, the warg seemed to be having difficulty, but then the claws cleaved through Stargazer entirely, destroying all the enchantments and any hopes of using it again.

Lev's mind went blank at seeing his trusty, precious companion shatter into pieces. She had deflected the attack as best as she could with her life, leaving him another miraculous chance to make something out of his swiftly dwindling existence.

"Curse you…" A growl tore out of his throat as Lev tried, and failed, to clench his fists, only sending a wave of searing pain through his body that further fanned his anger. Done with running around, he lowered himself to the ground and pulled out all the stops, even if it would kill him.

Barrier walls formed around him as the monster found his bearings and turned to him again. Lightning imbued all of them as dozens came into being in a few seconds, creating a maze that the warg paid no heed to.

That was fine. Both of them were on a timer, but it was the warg that had it worse. Lev's only successful attack and the infection destroying its body were ensuring it fell quickly, and he had no qualms with abusing that.

It charged. Lev braced himself as it shattered through his walls without slowing down, only taking minor amounts of damage from each collision. The sheer number allowed him to trace its location through the feedback and evade its attacks. But this time, he retaliated with all he had.

As the warg was nearing his location, Lev was preparing the walls in the opposite direction. Torrents of fire mana infused all of them, as much as the small time frame allowed, and they came together to explode where he expected the warg to be. All of his walls rushed the warg's successfully predicted position and blew up in one gigantic blast on top of its body.

Lev kept healing himself and flew away to buy himself more time, knowing the battle was far from won. He was betting all his hopes on worsening the warg's infected injury, which was going to take much more than a single attack.

The small gap also allowed him- He belatedly remembered the ring still present on his severed arm, along with the healing potions in it, making him grit his teeth and redouble his creation of constructs around him.

An ear-splitting roar, loud enough to make him see stars, cleared all the flames at once as it rolled through the area. It revealed the heavily breathing monster, mostly intact but with a noticeably worse injury.

Lev's hope rose at seeing its profuse bleeding, only for them to plummet when he noticed the look in the monster's eyes. He immediately forewent the previous strategy and created lances by the dozen, for it was the only possible method to injure it further.

They were only infused with a small amount of fire and lightning when another gale rose, this one far larger in scale but less potent. Lances rained down on the approaching attack in vain, exploding without accomplishing anything.

Lev overloaded his armor as best as he could and crossed its barrier arms in front of his face. Closing his eyes, he prayed for the best as the wind impacted him head-on. Just behind the gale, he could feel the monster getting closer as lightning infused his armor like a blue river falling into it.

It's over, Lev shed one final tear as the massive open jaw of the monster neared. But he hadn't given up. The warg was going down with him, no matter what. It was too dangerous to be allowed to roam freely, for its mutation was obviously still underway. He wouldn't have stood a chance otherwise.

Several different orbs rested at the edge of his manipulation range, away from him, to sneakily gather lightning in them for as long as he could. All of the stored mana was teleported to his armor's arm in a large stream, pushing its limits of conductivity for all they were worth.

Still… I wish I could hug Orianna one last time.

All hope was lost as time slowed down, not because of some skill but because he was living his final moments. The jaws almost bit down on his crackling arms, outstretched to reach the infected gash on its body. It was too late however, and all he could do was detonate.

… Then the monster abandoned its move and abruptly turned its head in the direction of Windkeep with wide, wary eyes.

Lev pounced on the momentary distraction and hurled himself at the massive cut on its body, burying both his barrier arms inside and channeling all the lightning mana into them. Raw, visceral instincts guided his actions as his battered skinsuit threatened to give out under the massive torrent of mana, utilizing every last drop he had in his pool.

It didn't matter that he was going to blow himself up. He redirected all that lightning from his armor to be released inside the monster, regardless of whether he died in the process. Only a single thought echoed in his failing mind as Lev bared his teeth in a bloodied grin despite the numbness in his being.

Die.

  

    
        Chapter 131

    
    
    
    
  When a scout relayed the report about a random fiery explosion near the platinum dungeon, Sherron didn't hesitate to leave as fast as she could. Hakim's grave eyes gave her silent permission to hurry, for there was no knowing what had attacked Lev out of nowhere this time.

Knowing the reports were less than a minute old did nothing to help her nerves. Her hands were tied as she left as stealthily as she could without scaring the entire population of Windkeep. It took her another half a minute to move far enough to accelerate to full speed.

Please, please, please just stay alive.

Solid lightning coursed through her veins as she shot off. Colors expanded until they stopped being colors, overwhelming her vision until only a grey and slightly blue world remained.

Not even twenty seconds had passed when Sherron was detected, revealing the monster's aura to Sherron by doing so. Her heart sank when she noticed it was a third-threshold monster.

Only, not even a split second later, a large surge of her own element became noticeable in her extreme Perception, and she didn't waste a moment in heading to the spot.

The blast from Lev's attack was still expanding. Much of his body was gone as it flew through the air, thrown back by his own efforts, whereas everything that remained was burned badly. Shards of his half-broken barrier armor had yet to dissipate when her arms wrapped around his falling form. Beyond the arms and legs, his armor was still intact but riddled with cracks. A large, lone, and overloaded durability rune was carved on the intact armor's chest's back, and Lev probably didn't even realize he had done so given how all of his mana regeneration was automatically channeled into the rune.

Gently lowering him to the ground, the idiot still had the strength to mouth a silent 'you're late' as she poured an advanced healing potion into his mouth. It wasn't going to heal his missing limbs or restore the depleted blood, but it contained all the necessary ingredients to make the healing effortless for the body.

"The… guard…" Lev barely croaked out as his eyes drooped. Sherron nodded rapidly at first, then slowly to show that she understood.

"Don't talk," she chided him as strength left his body. His armor also disappeared as his mana bottomed out completely, though he was spared the pain as his consciousness fled too. When she confirmed that he was still alive and slowly healing, Sherron's shoulders slumped as she heaved a great sigh of relief.

Then she finally scanned the monster's charred and blasted corpse. It was ghastly for a warg, the usually majestic and terrifying creatures. Her gaze however, remained fixed on the parasitic fungus slowly dying out.

Memories of the time their ship had crash-landed on Monarch rushed in. Unpredictable species of monsters had attacked them from every angle, and such infections were commonplace. She vividly remembered Orianna searing the insides of her thighs to save her life.

Shaking herself out of those depressing thoughts, she carried Lev in her arms and flew to the dungeon entrance. The Master's corpse was there, untouched after the warg was done with him.

Except, it twitched after sensing her presence. Before it could get up, a small dart of lightning pierced the puppet's chest, disintegrating it into ash.

[

You have slain Risen Puppet - Level 290

]

With another sigh, she carefully summoned equipment specializing in harvesting cores while still holding Lev in her arms. A small channel of her lightning was enough to overload the costly equipment. The small automaton of blades dropped out of her hand and walked to the corpse like a spider. Finding the massive gash on the body, it entered.

Half a minute later, it came out while holding a core on top of it. Sherron wasn't expecting it to be anything special, but froze in surprise when her Analysis scanned it.

[

Mutated Warg Core - Regenerative

Extraordinary Mana Conductivity and Mana Capacity. This core can sustain itself endlessly and reliably create an item of Superior rarity. Highly durable and enchantable.

Classification: Priceless Treasure

]

…What the fuck?

**

Darkness.

Lev couldn't see anything beyond his own limbs in the endless world of nothingness, but he knew something watched him. Something terrifying.

He should've been worried, but such an emotion didn't even come close to his shielded mind. If there was a being unfathomably frightening in front of him, shrouded in an impenetrable void, then a similarly massive presence protected his fragile form from behind him.

Lev knew he was witnessing something of paramount importance, but his memories were being erased as quickly as they formed. The fleeting impressions escaped his mind, no matter how hard he tried to hold onto them. By the time he was close to waking up, only a faint memory of massive scales remained.

**

Scales… Lev stirred with that sluggish thought echoing in his mind, as if borne of a scream. Scales? What scales?

The odd thought lost meaning when he felt a warm hand gently caress his cheek. Tears pooled up in his eyes when he realized it was Orianna, and he opened his eyes with a wide smile that trembled at the edges. They were present in Sherron's mansion, in one of the large bedrooms.

Feeling around, all of his limbs were back in place, which was a great relief. His destroyed eye was also reformed, something that must've taken a competent Master healer to accomplish, as reforming body parts was the norm for them.

The thought of remaining crippled and half-dead was terrifying, regardless of how irrational it was. Effortlessly moving his fingers was enough to moisten his eyes even more, but he still tried to put on a brave front for Orianna.

None of his self-restraint survived when Orianna broke down even quicker than him. Lev immediately got up from her thighs and embraced her in a tight hug.

"Woah, woah," Lev tried to laugh, only for a hoarse chuckle to come out. "I'm still alive."

She didn't reply for a few seconds as sobs wracked her body. "Why does it have to be you… why…"

"Hey, now…" Lev tried his best to say something reassuring, something that would potentially calm her down, but words refused to go past his throat. No matter what he thought of saying, his mind was eventually overwhelmed by the memories that refused to be held at bay.

He clearly remembered the cold creeping up his spine, gradually lulling him into the grasp of death. Much of his body was destroyed, and every single breath was agony. He had pushed past it all just to see Orianna again.

But the trauma remained.

Orianna looked up when Lev's body started shaking uncontrollably. His eyes weren't seeing what was in front of him, only the claws shearing through his body, or the slitted feline eyes staring into his very soul. All of it rushed back to him in unparalleled clarity as a tide, utterly overwhelming whatever semblance of calm he wanted to preserve.

"Lev," Orianna tapped his cheek. "Look at me."

But Lev didn't respond. The anger and hopelessness, the grief and desires, the longing, there was so much he was learning about himself from the encounter. It all boomed in his head like a discordant cacophany as static buzzed into his ears.

Then the sight of Stargazer's final moments returned to him. Lev hissed as all shivers stopped abruptly and his hands, still holding onto Orianna's arms, clenched tightly. A growl burst out of his throat as his knuckles popped, unable to look past the scene of his beloved glaive breaking into pieces. The weapon wasn't something akin to a constant companion— it quite literally was just that.

A mere beast… his breathing picked up, just shy of hyperventilation. Monsters, thinking they can take away what is precious to me whenever they want.

"Focus on my voice, Lev. Snap out of it."

Targeting me again and again, huh? his lips parted in a feral snarl before his jaws snapped shut, rendering even Orianna silent for a moment. I will show you all. Every last one of you.

Orianna tried to talk to him again but the words registered even less than before.

Did you really think it would be so easy, World? That I would just roll over and die? Lev's jaw cracked from how hard he was gritting his teeth now. Blood dripped down his face in small streams, staining the bedsheet crimson. The pathetic, dying warg was obviously led to me, probably lured with a promise of saving its life. Did you think I wouldn't notice?

There was no room for doubt anymore. A monster, or even a natural calamity, finding him was one thing, but that warg? It proved Lev's fears, while also answering several questions. Dying as it was, the warg should've been clawing at every last possibility of saving itself. Just the pain alone would've been enough to render it insane.

But that didn't happen. Not only did the monster of the grand forest scale the outer wall, but it also accurately sniffed out his location. The Master guard died simply because he existed, and the damage could've been so much worse near a population center.

Mana rushed out of him in waves. Orianna shook him several times, but Lev was far too deep to catch himself. It all made sense now. Drakys had once said that his presence alone couldn't attract monsters from so far away. He had dismissed that idea back then, thinking his special circumstances were to blame.

Now he knew better.

Mark my words, he vowed to all those who were watching. I am coming for you. No matter who or what you are, or how far I have to go to find you. Nothing in this universe will save you after all the pain you've caused me, and however much you will hurl at me in the future. That, I swear on all I am.

"LEV!" the panic-laden scream finally cut through his spiraling thoughts. Lev immediately recoiled as the pain from his cracked teeth registered. He gazed at Orianna, who stared back with wide eyes, both concerned and… slightly scared. His heart sank at the sight, and he immediately grabbed her in a hug. Lev sighed in relief when she didn't resist and hugged him back.

"I… I don't know what just happened. I'm sorry…" he trailed off as his mind fully caught up to the present. In that haze, he had stupidly sworn on his soul. There was no telling if someone had heard him or if he would be held accountable.

Repeating the words in his mind kept reminding him of just how grave his proclamation was, but each iteration also removed his self-doubts. None of what he had sworn was a lie. In fact, all of it resonated with his very being, for it gave him another direction, one that was likely linked to fates far more than just his own.

"I'm sorry," Lev whispered. "For worrying you all so much. I'm so sorry."

"Don't say that," Orianna snapped back for once, though that only soothed his nerves. "It's not your fault… but whatever you were about to do to yourself would've been. What were you even thinking!?"

"… What was I doing, again?"

"I don't know?" she replied, flustered. "Your mana started leaking all of a sudden. I thought your soul was taking damage, but that clearly was not it."

Orianna then waited for him to answer. Lev thought about it for a moment before shrugging.

"Guess I was just really angry?" he lamely replied. "The thought of enacting revenge on whoever is causing the world to hate me just made me lose control of my mana."

Her eyes softened at the reply. Orianna let out an adorably short sigh, exhaling most of her concerns with it.

"Don't scare me like that again," she said as they separated from their long hug. She gazed into his eyes, not hiding her emotions whatsoever. "I'm gonna keep hearing such accidents happening around you, aren't I?"

Lev grabbed her hand and put it to the side of his face as he replied bluntly. "Yeah."

Neither spoke after that. There was much to think about, and Lev was looking forward to meeting his savior more than anything else.

**

"No, the stripes were slightly darker," Lev commented on the form Orianna was drawing. Mutated monsters were vanishingly rare, and the one he had met didn't show any obvious signs of mutation.

Explaining the encounter to Orianna had led them to a lightboard where she recreated an illusion depicting the monster. Lev pointed out all the differences and mistakes while standing next to her. It was still hard to believe that she was shorter than him now, and by a good margin.

Lev had grown massively in the past two years. The random growth spurt from his previous evolution had pushed him to puberty, and the long years of Monarch saw him rapidly developing physically. His voice was also slightly deeper, though it was mostly clearer, which he was grateful for. It wasn't scratchy or unpleasant to the ears.

Primarily, it was his height that had changed the most. Lev was now taller than everyone he remembered, standing several inches higher than six feet. His limbs, too, were much longer. It aided his reach with Stargazer greatly.

A pang of anger shot through him at the memory of his glaive. Orianna immediately noticed and turned to him, but he just shook his head.

"There are no outward changes," she frowned, intently observing the end result of the windstrider warg. "Maybe the mutation was internal?"

"Correct," replied a new voice. Lev's ear perked up, and he immediately rushed to the door where Sherron was and grabbed her in a hug.

Memories tried to overwhelm him again, but he shoved all of them back, except one. Sherron's petrified face, pouring a healing potion in his mouth, remained, but that alone was enough to push him to tears again.

"Thank you," Lev whispered into her shoulder. The corner of his lips lifted slightly upwards. "Even if you were almost late."

She didn't reply, so Lev didn't push it either. They stayed in the doorway, silently embracing each other. Sherron was the first to move, taking a step back and staring into his eyes with enough intensity to make him squirm. Lev mentally prepared himself for whatever reprimand was to come.

"Idiot."

…

Lev laughed. It started normally, but the laughter turned into cackles when his grip over the recent memories faltered. The fact sunk in truly at that moment. Lev hadn't just survived, he had, like Alec always said, also made out like a bandit.

He, a mere Adept, had slain a third-threshold monster all by himself. Then he remembered how he had accomplished that, and his laugh turned slightly unhinged. Sherron's eyes becoming concerned tipped him off about his devolving mental state, and Lev hurriedly controlled himself with deep breaths.

Whew… Almost lost my cool there.

"Sorry," he grinned, feeling much better than before. "Just slew a third-threshold monster, so couldn't help myself."

That got an eyeroll out of her and she finally asked what was on her and Orianna's mind.

"Did you-"

"Nope," Lev interrupted her. "No chance I'm evolving before seeing Alec. Where the fuck is he anyway? I've got a lot of complaints piled up. These notifications have been begging me to read them, as well."
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  "You!" Lev jabbed a finger into Alec's face, who had finally found the time to show up after another day.

His mentor paused in the doorway and gulped, knowing he definitely didn't want to speak right now. Especially because his student's face was going through a great range of emotions.

Lev himself was facing a conundrum. On one hand, he knew that words could be more dangerous than even the worst of monsters. The last thing he wanted was to make Alec think he had actually done something wrong by just being a busy researcher.

On the other hand, Lev's dying regret was not spending enough time with his mentor. But that thought was rather childish, because not only was his mentor and a group of researchers working on something that would improve life for humanity in countless different ways, but the time they had spent apart wasn't even long by Monarch's standards.

Still…

In the end, he just let out a heavy sigh and embraced his teacher. All other emotions were swiftly washed away by the joy and relief from seeing Alec again.

Strong arms hugged him back, but they were considerably smaller than he remembered. Alec, too, looked small next to him, and Lev couldn't help but look down at him with a slightly smug smile.

Jokes would have to wait, though. His mentor was visibly gathering himself, and Lev gave him time and a gentle smile, silently conveying that Lev didn't blame him at all.

"I'm glad that you're okay…" Alec exhaled and trailed off. "You've grown."

"Quite well, too," Lev agreed with a nod. Then he grinned cheekily. "Come on in. Why're you still standing in the door?"

His mentor shook his head lightly and followed him inside. Sherron and Orianna were watching it all, the latter while wiping the corner of her eyes.

Explaining the events and answering the questions took all of ten minutes. There wasn't much to say.

"What is it?" Alec glanced at Sherron, who smirked back. Lev raised a brow, wondering what was happening while his teacher continued. "You're jittery. Did you find something?"

"Perhaps," Sherron deflected. "But first. Are you ready now, Lev?"

It's time, Lev took a deep breath and finally brought up his notifications. They had kept him awake the entire night, and his hands twitched in anticipation by now.

[

Your title has evolved.

Daring Delver has evolved into Champion Delver.

Champion Delver:

Foregoing external assistance and equipment, you have challenged dungeons well above your level all by yourself. Despite that, you've also helped along fellow hunters, providing invaluable aid and allowing them to grow.

This title has been awarded for clearing 50 dangerous dungeons and contributing to the safety of your kind.

+10 to an attribute of your choice (Wisdom)

+15 to an attribute of your choice (Wisdom)

+25 Free Attribute Points.

]

"First off, the dungeoneer title," Lev explained to a very attentive audience. "It's now called Champion Delver, and beyond the first 25 assigned points, it now gives another 25 free points. Is this common?"

"Hakim and I have the same title," Sherron replied. "It gave us only 40 attributes because of our weaker first and second title evolutions."

[

You have slain [Mutated Infected Windstrider Warg - Level 637]

]

Lev gulped involuntarily as the monster's visage flashed into his vision. He firmly shook his head and focused back on the present.

"… Level 637. I should not be alive right now. If it wasn't mutating, I wouldn't even know how I died."

Nobody spoke, because they knew Lev's words held far more truth than the speaker expected. Third-threshold monsters were competely incomparable to second-threshold ones, and humans in general were weaker than them. Sentience gave humans a big advantage in the first two thresholds, but the instincts of third-threshold monsters were just as sharp as their natural weapons.

[

You have earned a new title: Titan Slayer

]

"… I got a title."

Sherron pumped her fist into the air with a quiet 'yes!' Lev chuckled at her enthusiasm, though he was mostly scared of what he was about to see. No doubt, The System was going to once again reward him far more than he deserved.

[

Titan Slayer:

You have shattered all perceived notions of impossibilities. Defying both the wildest dreams of your kind and the natural hierarchy in the realm of mana, you have carved out a piece of Significance for yourself by slaying a monster two thresholds above your own. The title will greatly aid in your evolutions.

+50 to all attributes.

]

Lev read it again. Then another time. Then once more, just to make sure he wasn't dreaming. He wasn't.

Sherron wanted to open her mouth, but decided against it when she noticed the sweat rolling down Lev's forehead. She glanced at the other two, who looked back without interfering.

Eventually, Lev closed his eyes and lay back down on the huge bed. With a deep breath, he accepted the title and prepared himself.

Raw, unadultered power rushed through his veins, empowering his entire being in a massive surge of attributes. 300 of them were added to his status in a single moment, leaving him drooling with his eyes rolled up.

Seconds passed as his heavy breathing echoed in the bedroom before he finally controlled himself. Mercifully, no one mentioned him panting like a dog and only waited for the juicy information.

"Right," Lev swallowed. "So, yeah. A title. It gave me… 300 attributes."

"… What?" Sherron was the first to voice her incredulity and break the ensuing silence. Alec was entirely quiet, and Orianna only looked proud.

"50 to all. It also improves my evolutions a bunch, apparently."

Sherron just shook her head, mouth still hanging open. She looked at Alec, who just shrugged helplessly. Whatever she wanted to know, Lev's mentor was clueless about it as well.

[

Mana Tempest has reached Level 247

Mana Tempest has reached Level 248

Mana Tempest has reached Level 249

Mana Tempest has reached Level 250

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has reached 3rd Level 9

Heavier Lifting has reached 3rd Level 9

]

"250. All of my skills are at either level nine of the third rank or at the start of the fourth."

"That's… higher than I expected," Sherron remarked, eyebrows raised a little. "What were you doing in that dungeon?"

Lev answered bluntly. "Clearing the whole thing took less than a day. The rest I just spent on practicing everything I could while regenerating mana."

"And how much Wisdom do you have now?" Orianna asked.

"… 700."

"What about your other attributes?" Alec asked with a slight frown. Lev put his teacher's worries about him neglecting them to rest by reading out his total attributes.

[

Attributes:

Strength: 175

Dexterity: 175

Constitution: 470

Intelligence: 550

Wisdom: 700

Perception: 460

]

"This is ridiculous," Alec remarked with an astounded and delighted smile as his concerns melted away. "Master is where everyone starts to earn different titles, but you've already outdone most of them."

"That just means it will be harder for me to earn more of them, no?"

"The System does not work like that," Orianna clarified. "Titles primarily depend on what humans consider impressive. If you take on an entire nine-rated wave by yourself in a few centuries, it will still qualify for a very strong title regardless of how much effort it took."

"More power for me then," Lev quipped, liking where this was going. "Did anyone inform Beatrice, by the way?"

Sherron nodded. "She'll be waiting for you in the park tomorrow."

It's gonna be difficult to explain things to her, Lev mused, but that was fine. Beatrice rarely pushed for more information unless it invovled sweets.

They lapsed into silence after that. No more notifications awaited him, and his mentors also had a lot to think about.

"Your turn now," Lev said and glanced at Sherron after a few minutes. "I have yet to see the core or the remains of Stargazer."

She waved them to a large dining table and summoned an enchanted cover on top of it. Twisted and broken chunks of metal appeared, clearly belonging to his precious glaive.

Lev gently picked them up. The enchantments were completely unusable, and much of the glaive was missing. Sweeping a hand over the rugged pieces, he let out a quiet sigh and stored them in his ring, one that Sherron had returned to him. His severed arm had survived the fight, and the ring remained whole, if only slightly blackened. It was made of stern stuff.

"Your weapon didn't go without one final priceless gift," Sherron winked at him, excitement visible on her pretty face. "Look."

She summoned a core on the table. It rolled on the uniform surface for a brief moment before stopping under the wide, unbelieving gazes of all four of them. Even Sherron, who was holding onto it, was staring like the rest.

Lev's mind scrambled to come up with the possibilities, and Orianna looked to be in a similar boat as him. Alec however, was the most affected.

Heavily enchanted leather gloves covered his shaking hands as he leaned forward. Carefully, as if picking up a newborn, he scooped up the core and brought it closer to both him and Lev.

"Can you see the full description, Lev?" he asked, voice trembling.

"No. It says the core regenerates and possesses Extraordinary properties."

Alec nodded at the expected answer. "The rarity above epic is superior. It is where the equipment starts giving bonuses to the wielders. With that core, it is possible to create something of that rarity."

A million thoughts exploded in Lev's head, but a single one empowered them all. He looked down at the remains of Stargazer and imagined time reversing. The pieces flew back together as the gaps were refilled, but instead of being merely rebuilt, the mutated core joined the fray.

Instead of being a normal Rare weapon, a Superior Glaive now hovered in front of him, drowning the world in its vast presence. Lev imagined his hand shooting forward and grabbing Stargazer's hilt, one built to perfectly accommodate his grip.

The delusions continued for a few blissful moments before he shook himself out of the reverie. Gulping, he took the core from Alec's hands to bring it closer to himself.

A jolt of fear cut through all of his excitement when his fingers made contact. There was so much mana in the core that it stole his breath. His own pool looked mild and tiny in comparison.

Yet his brain was stuck on a different detail. The warg had so much mana, but it didn't even use a fraction of it. It was locked out of its own pool due to the terrifying mutation, which was the only reason he hadn't disintegrated on the spot. If it wasn't so severely restricted…

Beads of sweat flowed down his neck as Lev imagined the consequences. His hair stood on end at the visualization overwhelming his rational mind. A single blade of wind would've passed through where he exited the dungeon, eviscerating him into a fine bloody mist and carving a huge gouge in the dirt ground.

That would've been all.

No hope, no chance of fighting back, not even a moment of realization. That single instant would've put an end to his short life, taking with it all the hopes and dreams of his precious ones.

Lev jolted again when a hand landed on his shoulder, and he looked at who it belonged to. Alec gazed back at him with eyes both regretful and understanding. Lev slapped his cheeks and threw away the morbid thoughts far away from the front of his mind.

"I'm fine," he said and blinked a few times. Mustering his resolve, he grabbed the core in his palm and observed it with a deep scowl. "How likely is it that I'll be allowed to keep this core?"

Sherron frowned. "A hundred and one percent. I'll fight whoever tries to take it from you."

The other two were of the same opinion, which put Lev's worries to rest. Given how much of a marvel the round treasure in his palm was, he didn't doubt for a moment that all of the Exalted would want it for themselves.

He didn't let the thought of giving it to them for a greater cause cross his mind. Lev had earned that core at the cost of his life, and he was going to keep it regardless of what anyone thought would be best for it.

"This is it, huh?" Lev exhaled and looked around. "None of the experiments for mana conductivity I performed netted me anything usable, and all the expensive treatments only made the armor worse because of its structure. Which leaves… nothing? I can just evolve now."

Stargazer was the only thing he sorely felt the lack of at that moment. But with the new core, he was going to make sure she was reconstructed with the best possible skills and materials.

The overwhelming strength was also going to stop mattering after Master. Evolving past Adept was, to put it mildly, not the hardest for Lev. It was only made more difficult by the world trying to kill him over and over again. Regardless, he hadn't resorted to any external aids or tools to help him level faster, and neither had he asked anyone for help. Those things were known to lower the quality of the Master evolution.

After that, though? None of that mattered. Lev could take all the handouts he wanted without a care in the world. Such measures would temporarily slow his glacial level progression even further, sure, but once the tools matched his increased level, the essence gains would return to normal again.

Throughout all of that, it wouldn't affect the quality of his evolution. Simply because it was such a monstrous task for even the brightest of humanity that most people never truly dreamed of crossing that threshold. Only a few genuinely wanted to evolve past Master and reach the ranks of the mightiest.

Which was to say, even the best tools of humanity weren't quite up to par. Rarities stopped mattering when one reached the second half of the threshold, at which point all level gains slowed down to a crawl. Every possible drop of power mattered as monsters overtook humans in general strength, and no equipment was ever 'too strong.'

Things got even worse in the last fifty levels, or the third gap. Orianna was likely in that stage, though Lev couldn't be certain without asking. He could only imagine just how many thousands of kills were required to gain even a fraction of a level. It wasn't like humans could reliably kill second and third-threshold monsters while ensuring their safety. Each battle at that point could very easily be the last.

The choice was left in his hands, and he would be damned if he didn't secure the best for Stargazer. She would return in a form designed to empower his very being, and Superior rarity was the least he was expecting with that core slotted into her body.

Lev got up from his seat and gave everyone a casual salute, one they all failed to recognize.

"See you all as a Master."

Jumping on the bed and making himself comfortable, he brought up the single notification hovering in his mind.

[

You have qualified for an Evolution. Initiate?

It is recommended to do this in a safe place and outside of combat.

]

Initiate.
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  Oh, hello there, Lev 'grinned' to himself as memories rushed in, temporarily unlocked for him to know how the previous evolution went. He was once again in the homely emptiness.

We meet again.

// WELCOME, ADEPT.

// YOU HAVE QUALIFIED FOR AN EVOLUTION.

// YOU MAY PROCEED WITH IT AT ANY MOMENT.

Sorting through the memory of his previous evolution sent a jolt of shock and sorrow down his being. Knowing that none of the billions of humans had survived, and that nobody was waiting for them out there, hurt far more than he expected, even if the outcome was already likely.

"Can I still ask questions?" Lev asked the empty void surrounding him.

// YOU MAY.

// THE SAME CONDITIONS APPLY.

So, still only two of them, Lev noted and started brainstorming. There was little he wanted to ask about, so he went with the most obvious ones.

"Will the venture to secure the center of the plains help our chances?"

// THE IMMEDIATE CHANCES, YES.

// HUMANITY'S GREATEST ENEMY REMAINS NOT THE DENIZENS OF YOUR LANDMASS, BUT THE BEINGS THAT MAY COME FROM OUTSIDE. NONE OF YOUR KIND HAVE THE POWER TO DEAL WITH THEM.

// RELOCATING WILL IMPROVE THE SECURITY OF YOUR CITIES CONSIDERABLY, REGARDLESS.

Outside? Of the Continent or of Monarch?

"I see. As long as it helps," he figuratively nodded to himself. "My second question is, how do I empower my soul further?"

// THE ANSWER TO THAT QUESTION IS TOO VARIABLE TO PROVIDE HINTS FOR.

Okay, well. That's that.

"Then… what can I do before evolving to Ascended to help humanity as a whole?"

// HONE YOUR CRAFTING CAPABILITIES.

// IN TIME, WITH ALL YOUR MANA CAPACITY AND REGENERATION, ALONG WITH YOUR WILLPOWER, YOU WILL NO DOUBT GAIN THE ABILITY TO RELIABLY CREATE RARE AND EPIC ITEMS.

// DO NOT HESITATE IN DISTRIBUTING THEM AMONGST YOUR KIND.

// EVERY SINGLE SURVIVOR COUNTS FOR HUMANITY, A RACE WITH LIMITLESS EVOLUTION POTENTIAL.

Lev held back a wince at the answer. Crafting was obviously going to be his next main aim, but the goal presented by The System was going to be so prohibitively expensive.

"Can I ask about Chaos?"

No answer.

It wasn't unexpected. He was asking something far beyond his station, and the lack of an answer was already the best-case scenario. Lev wouldn't have survived if the System took offense to him knowing things he shouldn't have known.

"Since I'm gonna forget about everything else anyway, proceed with the evolution."

**

Nothing out of the ordinary happened. Lev opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling, searching for anything unusual. He was met with disappointment when nothing stood out, negating any chances of his soul randomly improving even further.

Sherron's head hovered halfway above his face, smirking down at him.

"I wasn't going to miss any abrupt growth this time, Mr. Anomaly."

Lev just rolled his eyes and focused on the notifications. It took a herculean effort to ignore all the obvious changes in his body and keep his eyes on the System prompts.

[

Mana Tempest has evolved into Arcane Maelstrom

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 251

+50 Constitution

+100 Wisdom

+100 Intelligence

+50 Perception

Class Benefits:

Mana Capacity is increased by 250% and Mana Regeneration by 100%.

The range of manipulation granted by the Intelligence attribute is quintupled.

Barrier formation is more efficient. Durability is significantly enhanced.

Infusion and Imbuement are a vital part of your constructs and are aided accordingly.

Barrier formation is permanent.

**

Arcane Barrier Manipulation has evolved into Arcane Barrier Authority.

Arcane Barrier Authority - 3rd Level 8:

Shape arcane barriers anywhere inside your manipulation range, regardless of distance. Barriers formed are 206% more resilient. Control over arcane barriers improves with the skill level.

Arcane Barriers gain the following benefits from the skill:

- Sharpness of your formed edges is increased by 78%.

- Speed of your projectiles is improved by 78%.

- Your connection with the barriers is greatly enhanced, allowing you to utilize and track them better.

2nd Rank: Imbue and Infuse different mana types through different sources dictated by your class skills. Mana Conductivity of your barriers is improved by a static 50%.

**

Colorful Destruction has evolved into Wrath of the Arcane.

Wrath of the Arcane - 3rd Level 9:

Imbuement and Infusion. Your barriers readily accept mana of all types as their conductivity is engineered to handle large amounts. Teleport your elements into any barriers within your manipulation range as long as they remain under your supervision.

Control over different mana types stored in your barriers is significantly enhanced.

2nd Rank: Your destructive attacks absorb ambient mana to increase their potency by a static maximum of 75%.

3rd Rank: The effects of Perception are further improved for mana types inside your barriers.

**

Barrier Armor has evolved into Arcane Protection

Arcane Protection - 4th Level 1:

Cover your form in an unyielding armor of the arcane, protecting you from your foes. Durability of your armor is enhanced by 300%. Overload the construct with mana to double its durability at a moderate cost and increase its receptivity for enchantments.

2nd Rank: The skill now has a passive portion. Command your armor to settle into an invisible and intangible form, primed to defend you from unseen attacks at all times.

Durability is reduced by 50% during the passive state.

3rd Rank: Loss of durability from extensive carving is significantly reduced.

**

Rapid Infusion has evolved into Expeditious Empowerment.

Expeditious Empowerment - 3rd Level 9:

Rapidly channel various mana types into your barriers with precision. Speed and efficiency of channeling are improved by 109%

2nd Rank: Intricate control over infused elements is drastically improved, allowing them to be swiftly cycled through enchantments with increased efficiency.

3rd Rank: Negative effects of infusion and imbuement are significantly reduced.

**

Heavier Lifting has evolved into Arcane Passage.

Arcane Passage - 3rd Level 9:

Zip through the air as your armor is adjusted for flight, increasing your flight speed by 178%.

2nd Rank: Imbue different mana types to empower your flight even further, depending upon the chosen element.

3rd Rank: Overloading your armor further improves your control over its movements, allowing for unparalleled flitting and seamless evasion.

**

Mage Conduit has undergone a linear upgrade.

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 1:

All Barrier Manipulation is 210% more effective. Increases Intelligence by 160%.

2nd Rank: All Mana Manipulation is 210% more effective. Increases Wisdom by 160%.

4th Rank: Rune activation and control are greatly enhanced. Precision of enchantments is heightened.

**

Your title has been upgraded.

You have earned a new title: Master Pioneer.

Master Pioneer:

At the age of 14 Monarch years, you are the youngest human to evolve past Adept without breaking any rules of Mana. The accomplishment has been noted.

+35 to all Attributes.

]

Lev closed his eyes as the attributes hit him all at once. 180 from his Youngest Prodigy title, another 210 from his new Pioneer Title, and 300 of them from the evolution.

Holy shit… he thought to himself as his mana pool kept expanding and expanding, first from the attribute points, then from their increasing effectiveness. It swiftly ballooned to five times the previous pool's size before going much further beyond. Mana regeneration followed, rapidly filling it at an eye-watering pace.

Then he clenched his fists, sensing the great strength in his limbs. Despite the lack of any physical skills, he felt that he could punch through iron walls with his bare hands and kick down massive trees with his legs.

"It didn't evolve," Lev announced to the waiting company. "But the specialty skill did see a massive improvement. Might as well be a full evolution."

"I don't think that mattered any longer with your titles," Alec voiced. "Go on."

"Okay, so the evolution now focuses heavily on infusion and imbuements…"

Explaining took a long time. Everything had changed, be it the main focus of the class or how he was going to approach it from now on.

Permanent Barriers was the simplest and expected change. The small text explaining the new addition disgustingly underplayed its importance, as Lev would've been far stronger with that power even if his class hadn't evolved.

His armor, combined with the evolved flight skill, saw some massive improvements. Not only did overloading improve the formations carved on it, but it also enhanced his control over the entire construct to a large degree. A huge change that Lev wasn't expecting but loved nonetheless.

All arcane barriers also saw not just one but two increases in raw speed, as well as one in sharpness and penetration power. Their durability was also much higher, something Lev sorely needed.

Then came the largest upgrades. Any and all mana types in his armor and barriers were going to be almost like his domain now, instantly swirling to obey his commands. Two different skills enhanced his control over them, as well as increasing his Perception for all mana inside his barriers.

Conductivity also saw a sizable boost, which was especially useful for his armor. Enchantments also benefited nicely, primarily from the upgrade before that. His Mage Conduit skill also further improved handling of runes, giving his overall capabilities a decent boost.

And finally, there was his gigantic mana pool and the matching regeneration. It was so unbelievably vast now, he just basked in its glory for several silent minutes. Nobody disturbed him after Lev was done explaining, letting him savor the moment to his heart's content.

"Is the evolution supposed to be so strong?" he questioned and opened his eyes.

"Take a guess," Sherron snorted. "Try sending out your aura."

He belatedly realized that controlling his aura and growing his willpower were possible now. Closing his eyes again, Lev searched inwards for a way to. Seconds passed as nothing stood out to him before something gave way. He pounced on the new sensation, finding it oddly malleable and receptive.

The best he could describe it was a cloud of dense… something surrounded him, one that was struggling to control itself, let alone follow his command. Willpower, which was much sharper than before, immediately overwhelmed its resistance and allowed Lev to control the aura.

Grabbing hold of it as best as he could, Lev followed his new, budding instincts and tried to throw it out into the room. His mana followed, mixing in with the aura and empowering it even further.

A pressure suddenly enveloped the bedroom, proudly displaying itself in front of the spectators. Already, it was comparable to a strong second-threshold monster, whereas Lev hadn't even tested a single skill of his new class.

Focusing harder, he injected more emotions into the aura rolling out. Pride, arrogance, and unbridled joy infused the presence coating the room, increasing its potency even further.

Lev opened his eyes and met Sherron's. Her face sported a smile just as excited as his own, expressing her thoughts and happiness clearly. Alec also looked on with a wide, predominantly proud smile. Orianna was wiping the corner of her eye, just as proud as her friend, as she gazed upon Lev with a tender smile.

"Okay, get up," Sherron said and pulled him off the bed by the arms. Lev almost stumbled to the ground, just barely catching himself because of the massively improved physical attributes.

"Hold on, where are we even going!?"

"The Dreadwoods, of course. Show me what you can do now."

Lev didn't even get a chance to argue as she dragged him outside and kidnapped him with her bubble.

**

Everything feels so… odd. Lev looked around as time seemed to move much slower. As usual, his Perception was pretty high for his level, but the increased effectiveness of attributes had enhanced it considerably.

As a result, the people far below Alec's bubble, the one they had now switched to, seemed to be walking in slow motion, as if struggling through a viscous liquid. But that wasn't the case, and they were merely moving forward without any hindrance. Only, if they walked at 95% of the usual speed when he had evolved to Adept, they now walked at 70%.

"What's the usual Perception for a new Master?"

"Usually around 300, with a 100 - 120% boost unless the class specializes in it, in which case it's way higher. What does yours look like?"

Lev brought up his newly improved status to check again.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Arcane Maelstrom - Level 251

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer II, Daunting Steps IV, Champion Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I, Titan Slayer, Master Pioneer

Attributes:

Strength: 240

Dexterity: 240

Constitution: 585

Intelligence: 705

Wisdom: 865

Perception: 575

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Authority - 3rd Level 9

Unerring Volley - 3rd Level 9

Wrath of the Arcane - 3rd Level 9

Arcane Protection - 4th Level 1

Superior Senses - 4th Level 1

Expeditious Empowerment - 3rd Level 9

Arcane Passage - 3rd Level 9

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 1

General Skills:

Advanced Mana Manipulation - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 2nd Level 10

Wanderer's Repository - Level 4

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 10

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 2

]

"575 currently, with a 210% boost. Kind of sad that the skill didn't evolve, but it was pretty good already, I guess."

He summoned his armor after that. No longer was it called "Barrier Armor", which was also regretful. Lev liked the simple name. As it appeared around his body, he closed his eyes and felt all the changes unnoticeable to the naked eye.

Much more durable… but the base conductivity was lowered even further, Lev observed with a small frown. The authority skill still improved it quite a bit, at least.

The advanced enhancement formation was slowly carved on the front of his armor as Lev took in the extent of the upgrades. Before powering up the formation, he instead overloaded the armor.

Mana surged into the protection construct like a river, filling up its deep reserves required to overload the armor. Yet, there was so much more of it where the mana came from, it wasn't even funny. Lev was dumping a large amount into it every second, but his regeneration still covered the cost almost immediately.

It was ridiculous. He couldn't wait to start leveling again.

As the mana seeped deeper into his armor and overloaded it, a profound change took place in Lev's mind. His connection with the armor strengthened, amplifying both his control over its movements and the formation carved on it. Arcane Passage joined in, empowering it all even further. With a thought, the enhancement formation was easily powered to full and effortlessly primed by his vastly boosted willpower.

Moment of truth…

Exploring the armor skill even further, Lev flipped the switch. The armor flickered and vanished, settling into an intangible form that still protected him.

"It worked!" Lev exclaimed and laughed. His armor, despite being in the passive state, was still overloaded, and the enhancement formation was still running at full power. Supplying mana was still as easy as before, which meant that, with enough Wisdom and willpower, Lev could indefinitely run all the extra effects on his armor in its secondary stage.

Alec walked closer as they flew out of Windkeep, circling him and observing the new addition from multiple angles. Despite being intangible and invisible, the mana channeling into the armor was still easily noticeable, even if it just… disappeared into something after leaving his pool.

"Marvelously hidden," his mentor commented, impressed. "I can't feel even a hint of your armor anymore."

"That's good, right?"

Alec nodded absentmindedly. "What are the downsides?"

"Half durability," Lev replied, his excitement lessening a notch.

"That's pretty tame," Alec remarked in his lecturing tone. "Such skills usually come with severe downsides. A flat reduction in durability would've been nothing if you weren't a combatant."

  

    
        Chapter 134

    
    
    
    
  "Could've let me prepare first, at least," Lev grumbled as they flew to the Dreadwoods. Further superficial complaints fled his mind as they neared the treeline. He hadn't ever entered the woods before, or even gone near it, but the close view was enough to render him speechless.

Each tree was over twenty meters in height, held up by a disproportionately thin black trunk. Dark purple leaves adorned their branches, eerily beautiful despite the haunting look overall.

"Quite the place, hmm?" Sherron quipped, breaking him out of the silent observation. "Wait till you see the monsters."

Lev stared at her flatly. "Thank you, for the warm and inviting welcome."

"My pleasure."

Putting the Exalted out of his mind, Lev thought about what to test first. His armor could wait, for he wanted to see how much better his projectiles were now. Not only had they gotten an additional speed and sharpness boost now, but he could also enchant them to his heart's content.

It also let him use the second formation, the other enchantment paired with the lethality formation. The Armorbreaker formation was, to put it mildly, badass. Despite the straightforward functions of simply making his lances spin at extreme speeds while exponentially raising their sharpness, speed, and penetration power, it was insanely strong. He had refrained from exercising it so as not to negatively affect his evolution.

For the sake of testing his new willpower and brainpower, along with the formation, Lev created thirty lances outside of the bubble. The increased manipulation range with his new class wasn't anything out of the ordinary, and it now reached well over two hundred meters.

A curious new detail stood out immediately. Where Lev had to carry his mana to a certain location and form barriers there, they now formed immediately without needing him to bother. The mana was taken directly from his pool and showed up where the barrier needed to be created, similar to the teleportation of different mana types afforded by his skills.

Too bad it is only applicable for forming barriers, Lev noted, still satisfied with the change. Focusing back on the lances, he grinned when they all formed much faster than before. Enchanting them took naught but a thought as runes appeared on them one by one, all without any of his manual input.

Lev gawked as he witnessed his vastly boosted Willpower at work for the first time. It was crude and untrained, no doubt, but he couldn't have cared less as his barriers were carved one by one. His subconscious mind gradually hollowed them out in the required patterns, messing up on more than one occasion and ruining the entire enchantment.

It wasn't completely automatic, however. Some of his unused brainpower was grabbed and utilized by the willpower, firmly cementing the process as one taking place because of his own mind, not because of any other alien power. It was also dependent on his own mastery and understanding, as well as extensive practice.

"That title continues to prove itself extraordinary," Sherron's calm voice reached him. Like the rest of them, she was staring at the lances hovering above as they were slowly enchanted.

"I'm assuming this isn't normal?" Lev asked.

"It really, really isn't," Alec stressed his answer, engrossed in the display. "New Masters struggle to even control their willpower properly but you…"

Lev tapped his cheek, wondering why it was so abnormal before it clicked. "Wait, yeah, that makes sense. Watch."

Mana slowly entered his skinsuit and was converted into lightning and fire, which was then infused in his armor and teleported to the waiting lances. The process was far smoother than before, and Lev could control every bit of the mana with unprecedented precision, but the small amount didn't let him test anything else.

As the destructive mana was infused into five of his lances, he commanded his willpower to manipulate it all and gather it in the tip of the projectiles. Predictably, it only succeeded to a small extent before the operation collapsed and the mana was released from the willpower's hold.

"Just as I expected," Lev nodded and explained his thought process. "The only reason I can carve so easily just after evolving is because of routine practice. I never stopped working on improving my enchanting speed, and willpower was flexed with that every day. Little wonder it learned to carve runes before I even evolved."

"Plausible," Alec agreed. "But we still cannot rule out your willpower being beyond all the norms, regardless. Further testing will be necessary, and we just happen to have the stage in front of us."

Several minutes later, they were deep enough that monsters became visible despite the regular patrols and culling. It was alarming for them to show up so close to the edges of the Dreadwoods despite the effort put into clearing the monster numbers.

Alec had a destination in mind as they moved deeper in, either staying away from other teams or avoiding anything too strong for him to handle. Lev didn't know.

A panther appeared in the distance, prowling the strangely even ground devoid of any roots or vines. Without needing to be told, Lev powered up the armorbreaker formation on one of his lances. It took a laughably inconsequential puff of mana for him to overload it to the limit, at which point the lance started spinning fast enough to produce a loud gale.

The panther, now much slower to Lev's senses as he let go of his Perception fully, had yet to fully turn its head when the lance blew a hole through its torso, sending it flying from the sheer impact and killing it on the spot by disintegrating multiple of its organs.

[

You have slain [Forest Panther - Level 198]

]

"Hmm, the effect of my barrier manipulation on speed is way higher than anticipated," Lev wondered out loud. "Didn't think it would be so good. The overall velocity of the projectile is much faster than the percentage boosts suggest, which means Intelligence is also more effective than expected. The end result was nearly three times as fast as before, which is kind of nuts, even if the formation did most of the work."

"Correct on all accounts," his mentor remarked. "Everything gets a comprehensive upgrade from evolving to Master. This is just the beginning."

Several more panthers showed up, attracted by the smell of blood. Lev also put them down quickly with arrows, not wanting to dismiss his lances for no reason. Not like the panthers were ideal test subjects, anyway.

Many more easy kills later, they finally ran into an actual adversary. The massive spider hissed at them, able to feel the presence of the humans but unable to pinpoint their exact location under all the cloaking enchantments.

[Purpleback Spider - Level 403]

"Um…" Lev hesitantly voiced. "Surely I'm not going to fight that?"

"Thought you were stronger than that, wonderboy."

Lev wasn't falling for it. "That was beyond unconvincing. Let's move on, please."

Sherron just exhaled through her nose once, already expecting Lev to see through her pitiful taunt. She wouldn't have let him fight it anyway, and proved so by throwing a small, dense lightning bolt at the spider.

It reached the spider before the monster could even blink, disintegrating it into ash as the lightning seared into every corner of its body. Lev was also left blinking in surprise as his Perception utterly failed to track the attack. All he had seen was the bolt taking shape, then the monster perished in the next instant.

"… Okay," Lev shrugged. "Color me impressed. Shall we move on now?"

Orianna had been weirdly silent the entire time. Lev was debating asking what was wrong, but she didn't seem to be down or concerned, only taking it all in with her usual smile. Sherron and Alec didn't seem worried either.

"Slow down a bit. I'll create the spellcasting formations for myself."

Excitement surged within him as he finally put all the practice to good use. There were many admittedly basic but fun formations in Drakys' collection, and Lev couldn't wait to test them out.

Potential beam attacks were the first priority, one he had dreamed of for a long time. It was one of the goals Lev wanted to achieve with his class, and now he could finally put in the effort into his barriers without them disintegrating.

A barrel took form first. It was much wider than a gun's, more comparable to a tank barrel. With a slight frown, he reduced its width under the watchful gazes of his precious found family until it was sleek like a railgun.

"A firearm?" Sherron guessed, head tilted slightly. Lev merely nodded and continued tinkering with the barrier until it felt good enough. The construct was nearly two feet long and as wide as a water bottle's lid. Which was to say, it was pretty small overall.

Closed on one end, Lev put the start of the Fire Jet formation on that side. Focusing his all on the carving, the enchantment slowly trailed along the barrel's length, much smaller in size than his usual formations. He wasn't aiming for maximum efficiency, nor did he want it to be perfect in its function. Lev merely wanted to see if it worked or not.

Finishing the formation, a connection snapped into place as Lev cycled a bit of mana through the runes. With a nod, he streamed a minor amount of fire mana into it and observed its three functions. They were as simple as accepting fire mana, shaping fire mana, and accelerating the fire mana. No doubt there were many better formations out there for the same purpose, but he didn't want to skip the basics, nor the learning experiences.

His skinsuit was also in tatters. The enchantments still worked because the warg had somehow missed them, which was the only reason he still kept on the ruined piece. It couldn't handle his improved output, so he started small.

In a blink, a large shield formed on the other side of the bubble, away from the humans. Alec expanded the bubble for his convenience, so Lev pushed the shield even further away and enchanted it with the durability rune. Sending mana to power it up, he aimed the barrel at it and filled it with fire mana.

Detecting the input, the formation took over and subdued the fire mana. Dependent on his willpower, it took little effort to take control and allow him to shape the fire mana however he wanted.

So far, so good, Lev noted with a huge grin and compressed the fire. Shaping it into a large rod inside the barrel to make it easier to utilize, he powered up the last function and fired it at the shield.

The formation demanded him to throttle the fire mana, so Lev only launched a little bit of it in the first few seconds. A bright and condensed beam of fire shot out of the barrel and impacted the shield in a split second, damaging the latter slightly where it landed. Each moment of impact on the same spot further empowered the destructive power as the shield's structure in the area weakened, raising its lethality a notch.

Lev had to pause when half of the stored mana ran out. He brought the shield closer and observed the result, finding it quite satisfying despite the little reward. All of the damage was fixed with a thought, but that was fine. Both the tool and the method were majorly flawed. The test was a success, regardless.

So, like the reasonable and cautious hunter that he was, Lev next formed a barrel similar in size to a large RPG and hoisted it on his shoulder. The barrel was several times wider, and the entire construct was first enchanted with a basic resilience formation that assisted with temperatures before he went ahead with the enchantments.

"Woah there," Alec held up his hands to try to stop him, whereas Sherron laughed at the 'obvious' next step. "Do you want to blow us all up?"

"No, of course not. I was going to use it from the edge of my manipulation range," Lev answered with a grin, knowing him putting the weapon on his shoulder was going to cause such a reaction. Orianna merely shook her head, already expecting such a prank.

"That's better," his mentor secretly breathed out in relief and went quiet to let him work.

Enchanting it was… not difficult. Lev had practiced these runes without slacking off, and adjusting their size was barely an issue. In less than a minute, he was holding another fully enchanted barrel ready to spew concentrated fire at his enemies.

Alec created an opening in the bubble for Lev to bring it out as they ascended. Several hundred meters above the Dreadwoods, he paused with a gulp as the scale of the region registered.

With his massively enhanced eyesight and much better Perception from evolving, Lev could see very far. Only, in the case of the Dreadwoods, there was no end in sight as it extended in a sinister line of even treetops forever.

"Do… do we know where the Dreadwoods end?"

"No," Sherron answered. "Only that it stretches to the western edges of the continent and meets the ocean. Its overall size is still unknown."

Figures, Lev swallowed and returned to his waiting barrel a hundred meters away. No point in contemplating such terrifying regions and the monsters hiding in them.

The enchantment was complete and ready to go. Like before, Lev put fire mana into his armor and teleported it into the waiting construct, this time far more than before. Channeling continued for several long seconds as the barrel glowed to his Mana Perception before Lev felt it was good to go.

With an effort of will, he grabbed all of the destructive mana and compressed it while pulling it to the closed end of the barrel. When it was condensed to a round ball waiting to be consumed by the enchantments, Lev mentally set the throttle to releasing it all in a constant beam and fired.

His new class additions were pulling their weight already. Moving the fire mana around was much easier than he was expecting, and keeping it in place was also only slightly willpower-intensive. He could comfortably do so for a long time, and the consequence of overreliance reared its ugly head immediately afterwards.

Things went wrong quickly as fire mana roared out in a large, wild, and uncontrolled yet somewhat compressed jet at extreme speeds, reaching the trees below them and the unlucky treants Lev had targeted in an instant. Only half of the mana had been released when the rest overpowered his mild control, blowing up on the spot in a large explosion of raw, deadly fire and barrier shards from the shattered barrel.

Thankfully, Lev hadn't used enough mana for the fiery shockwave to reach them. The blast on the ground was much more effective than the one in the air as the beam disintegrated the unfortunate treant it landed directly on, and charring the rest in the result's blast radius.

[

You have slain [Treant - Level 220]

…

You have slain [Treant - Level 221]

]

"… More testing is necessary," Lev deduced sagely, finally causing Orianna to chuckle.

  

    
        Chapter 135

    
    
    
    
  "Next up… the armor," Lev announced and thought for a few seconds. "Yeah, that's about it, beyond working on creating permanent items and weapons. Can you keep an eye out for me?"

Sherron nodded and flew out of the bubble before ascending high into the air. Lev could still observe her form that instantly traveled several kilometers with slight difficulties, though it still gave him great peace of mind to see her up there. The windstrider warg encounter was still fresh on his mind, and Monarch knew what could jump out of the Dreadwoods.

Sighing quietly, Lev refocused on his armor. The enhancement formation was running on full, it's effectiveness improved by the overloaded state. Keeping it like that was costly, but he now had a lot of mana to spare.

Putting the effects of Arcane Passage to the test, a small amount of lightning streamed into his armor, affecting its connection to his mind in an entirely new way. Lev had to blink several times when he felt the armor becoming faster, somehow. He couldn't explain the sensation even if he wanted to.

"This is so cool," he spoke out loud. "I don't even need to move, the imbuement takes effect immediately."

His hands twitched at the thought of his glaive that he couldn't hold any longer. Shaking his head, Lev looked around to where Alec had parked the bubble. Below them, another group of treants was gradually gliding towards the city.

Stepping out of an opening in the bubble, Lev landed a few dozen meters away. Roots and wood bolts immediately sought to impale him as the monsters picked up speed, but none of the attacks even came close to landing.

Lev marveled as his armor responded far more fluidly than ever before. With a slight nudge of his mind, it ducked smoothly under the first projectiles while kicking the air to jump sideways. Dodging the rest was as easy as simply moving out of the way, for his much improved perception made the task trivial.

Upping the amount of lightning imbuing his armor, he prepared himself before rushing ahead. Each treant was much larger than he and possessed several thick branches for arms, but none of them mattered as Lev weaved between all of their attacks with contemptuous ease, reaching their main bodies without breaking a sweat.

Blue, crackling mana gathered in his right leg as he spun mid-air, kicking one of the treant's trunks with all his might. Bark and wood had yet to be shattered fully when lightning joined in, explosively announcing its presence by digging deep into the monster's body and easily killing it on the spot as its branches were set alight from the inside.

Lev had a huge grin on his face as he darted out of the way of stray attacks, never letting the other monsters out of sight. The moment his feet touched the ground again, it exploded in dirt and pebbles from his abrupt movement as he launched himself at the second monster.

A small but noticeable trail of lightning was left in his wake as even more lightning streamed into his armor, Lev unable to control all of it for now. The sheer speed he moved at was too much for the monsters to handle, and six more explosive impacts sounded the end of the treant horde.

[

You have slain [Treant - Level 219]

…

You have slain [Treant - Level 221]

]

Small cracks spread in his armor's limbs as the total amount of lightning mana became too much and overwhelmed its conductivity. Lev winced and stopped the channel while observing the consequences.

Minor structural damage, but it was ramping up too quickly, he frowned and dove deeper into the mental feedback. The conductivity is definitely quite a bit higher than before, and using the high-quality infused sap will likely make it good enough for my purposes. Let's see after I'm done.

Half an hour of wanton monster slaughter later, he was back in the bubble with Orianna, Sherron, and Alec.

"Enchantments?" Alec questioned as they tried to predict the extent of the upgrades brought by the evolution.

"The armor sees the best effects in that regard," Lev answered, lost in thought. "Both the enhancement formation and the raw mana control are way more fluid, and the runes themselves felt more responsive as compared to the cannon I made. Of course, it also requires me to keep the armor overloaded at all times, which is thankfully cheap enough to cost less than my regeneration."

"And durability?"

"Much better," he smiled. "Direct attacks from treants and panthers barely stressed the armor. Normal shields should have seen similar improvements, and now I can even use better durability formations to empower them."

Alec nodded. "While I can't be certain, the next step in your enhancement formation probably revolves around durability as well."

"You think so?" Lev tilted his head slightly. "Is it likely to cover my arms or legs?"

"No," came the quick response. "If it gets too big, you can both reduce its size and take it to the back of your torso. Your limbs will probably remain untouched."

"Perfect," Lev remarked and created a barrier mold around himself. A small container of sap appeared in his hand, one that had cost two whole platinum. Granted, he had way more money now after selling all the cores from the waves and dungeon clears, but it still stung.

"Can we park somewhere?" he voiced and created a simple mechanism to loop the sap. "I want to treat the armor before moving further with the testing."

"What for?" Orianna finally spoke. Lev turned to her with a wide smile.

"I'm glad you asked! You see, everywhere I go, people casually sling spells as if they don't cost anything, whereas I have to work for every little bit of magic. Sooo, I came up with a solution, for which I need the improved conductivity."

Setting up the treatment station didn't take long. With a bit of air pressure conjured by Alec, a loop was set up for the costly sap to empower his armor with no wastage. Every iteration was going to consume a small amount of it, which was a price Lev was willing to pay. In time, he was going to find second-threshold treants by himself to create more of the sap.

Gently, Lev grabbed the glass sap container with a barrier hand and tilted it on top of his head, letting it slide down the small opening on top of the armor mold. The thick, viscous liquid slowly moved down his armor's bulk, demanding small amounts of mana as it went. He supplied it without holding back and settled in to wait as the sap did its thing.

One major change after Master was that Lev didn't have to worry about the treatment being temporary. Turning his armor intangible was going to keep the effects, and as long as the armor didn't shatter, he wouldn't need to improve it again.

Minutes passed as he focused on the changes taking place, once again failing because only Monarch knew how the hell the sap worked. Somehow, none of it made sense despite the straightforwardness.

Half an hour later, his armor possessed considerably better conductivity. Lev cycled lightning mana through its entirety, nodding at the clear difference. The expensive infused sap was far more effective than the one Lev had used before, and it showed.

"Moment of truth," Lev mumbled under his breath and started carving his armor. Runes started forming from the elbows over several minutes, reaching his palms by the time the formation was finished.

Alec laughed once he realized what the formation was intended for. Lev grinned at him, knowing his mentor would understand.

A small surge of lightning entered his armor's right hand, where it was grabbed and molded into a bolt of waiting potential. Lev didn't let willpower take over and manually consumed a bunch of the mana, with the help of several shaping runes, and fired it at the other end of the bubble.

With a loud crackle, a lightning bolt burst out of his palm and impacted the bubble's wall, dispersing into erratic static after failing to damage it. Lev wasn't deterred and glanced at his mentor, who didn't need to be told twice. Seconds later, Lev flew out of the bubble and aimed his right palm at the panther in the distance, hidden by several trunks.

Okay, first, input the mana, Lev mentally tracked as he followed his own instructions. Then, take full control of it. Now, power the runes responsible for shaping it into a bolt and renew your control aaaaand….

He had to close his eyes as a massive streak of lightning shot out of his arm, searing the air in its passing as it tore through the air. The panther flinched when the attack missed by a large margin, blowing a hole through a black trunk behind it, yet instead of running, it charged Lev.

A second overloaded lightning bolt disintegrated most of its front, proving that the test was way more than just a mere success. High on the accomplishment, he flew around and looked for a new monster. It turned out to be a flock of harpies, which might as well be a gift from Monarch.

Fire and lightning streamed into his armor's arms as the responsible formations came alive, taking hold of both of them. Lev aimed his palms at the approaching group while flying back to keep distance, never cutting off the channel into his enhancement formation.

Like one, a super-compressed fireball and a huge lightning bolt came out of his hands and flew forward as a blur and landed on the leading monster, destroying most of its body in a large blast. Lev's grin widened when he felt the explosion empowered by his class skill, raising the power of the enchantments even further.

Quick like the wind, he never stopped darting between the trees, always maintaining a safe distance to avoid getting overwhelmed by their numbers. Not like they could at this point, but Lev was more interested in testing ranged attacks.

Death rained down on the harpies without pause, taking them down one by one. Some of the fireballs, the slower of the two attacks, missed the nimble monsters, but each hit killed one of them without fail.

Lightning bolts didn't spare them a quarter. Dodging them was nigh impossible, and Lev was experienced enough to predict their straightforward evasion patterns. Every bolt landed with the power of an antipersonnel tank shell, blowing a hole through their tough bodies before either piercing through or blowing up on the spot, depending on the angle and point of impact.

When there were only three of the monsters left, Lev slowed down. The harpies didn't miss a beat in pouncing right into his testing. His armor shone brightly as a torrent of lightning mana imbued it, amplifying his speed manifold as he lunged. Right arm outstretched, it took less than a blink for his palm to hit the first harpy's chest.

A point-blank lightning bolt blew out of its back, destroying both its torso and the core but Lev was already moving ahead. Deflecting a wing with his arm, he turned to the second monster that was moments away from biting his shoulder.

Both his hands shot forward and grabbed its beak, keeping it from closing down on his shoulder blade and neck. A strained smile formed on his face when he found himself on the losing end in terms of strength, and he put an end to the fight by lighting up both of the formations on his arms.

The world turned bright orange and blue when fire and lightning roared out of his hands, eviscerating the monster's upper half as the blast continued to uproot and destroy resilient trees in its wake, leaving a deep groove for dozens of meters in the ground. His armor was considerably damaged from the channel and exertion, and he hastily fixed it while repairing the slightly messed-up runes in the responsible formations.

For the last monster, Lev had different plans. Enhancement formation had remained overloaded throughout, yet only now was he going to properly test its recently expanded limits.

Darting into the monster's range, Lev was smacked away by one of its wings. The strength in that attack told him that the monster was significantly stronger than the rest of its dead group, which was amazing as far as he was concerned.

The armor showed only the barest signs of strain from the monster's raw power as he flew back with a loud shockwave of air, one borne of the impressive impact. A grin remained on his face all the while, only growing wider as the extent of the evolution kept proving far better than he had initially suspected.

Controlling his flight, Lev flew in a straight line, eyeing the monster's wings that twitched for a brief instant. Knowing what was coming, he abruptly halted just outside of its range as its left wing moved, missing him by a hair's breadth. Lev didn't just let it pass by, and grabbed it with both his hands.

A screech escaped the monster as his grin turned feral. With a grunt of exertion, Lev pulled the giant monster overhead. Unable to contend with the sheer strength brought about by his mind and the enhancement formation, the harpy was dragged overhead, at which point he smashed it to the ground with all his might.

Dust and wood rose amidst a large crater, but the monster was barely fazed. Lev wasn't done either and hadn't let go of its wing. Again and again, he brought it up and smashed it into the ground, only minorly damaging it each time but accurately testing his strength as the harpy thrashed amongst loud, warbling cries.

When it almost freed itself from his hold, Lev turned its own momentum against it. Instead of throwing it downward, he spun in a circle, swinging the monster double his size along with it.

Trunk after trunk shattered as Lev never released his unrelenting grip. When it started to flag for the first time, he decided to finally end it. Flying up, the monster put up one last titanic struggle, but he wasn't having any of it.

Talons scratched against his armor, leaving minor gouges without accomplishing much else. Its beak sought to impale or bite him several times, but the harpy's bulk worked against it. When they were high enough, Lev started streaming fire and lightning into his arms.

The monster failed to right itself in time when he abruptly let go of it. Not giving it any chances, he immediately grabbed one of its talons instead. With a gulp, he tried one final test and started rotating on the spot. His strength once again overwhelmed the harpy's discordant resistance as it followed along, spinning around him.

Faster and faster, he increased his rotation speed until a classless human would only see a round blur. When dizziness started to set in, Lev made use of all the gathered centripetal force and threw it at the ground.

The harpy landed with the force of a meteor, blowing up a huge cloud of dust that nearly reached the human floating above, both of his palms facing downward. A mere second of the impact later, a super condensed fireball and an overloaded lightning bolt followed, directly hitting the downed monster.

Dust and wood were washed away as the titanic blast expanded rapidly. Lev didn't move, trusting his armor to protect him as he took it all in with wide eyes. In just an instant, he was enveloped by the explosion of his own efforts. The very air he breathed became extremely hot, yet it failed to damage his much stronger physique.

The evolution hadn't just increased his Constitution attribute significantly, but its effectiveness was also quite a bit higher. Consequently, the temperature barely hurt his body despite standing above a mushroom of crackling flames.

Even more importantly, all the mana he had used barely affected his body, telling him in no uncertain terms that he could use far more of it in quick succession. On the other side of that coin, Lev's grin turned nervous when he noticed his pool.

During the entire fight and his previous testing, the armor was constantly overloaded, and the enhancement formation was always running at full throttle. The new attack formations also ate a lot of it, and the speed he flew at also demanded significantly more mana. Yet, his pool was still hovering near full, a side-effect of his insane regeneration and, most importantly, the ridiculous capacity.

Throughout all of that, Lev hadn't even used a twentieth of his total mana.

[

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 298]

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 291]

…

You have slain [Forest Harpy - Level 338]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 252

]

  

    
        Chapter 136

    
    
    
    
  The attribute points were invested in Wisdom. Since his class hadn't changed majorly, there was no need to change the distribution either. He would maintain the ratios, with 10 points going into Intelligence, Perception, and Constitution each, and 20 points for Wisdom for every 50 points.

"I need to look into some actual armor now," Lev announced as he entered Alec's bubble. His barrier armor settled into its passive state, both invisible and intangible. "Hopefully something that protects my face and eyes."

Suppressing a shudder at the memory of his face disintegrating from his own blast while facing the warg, he glanced at Orianna. She seemed better than her subdued state before, but her gentle smile's sadness was obvious now.

Lev took his place next to her and softly grabbed her right hand to put it on his head. Her smile became lighter as she ran her hand through his hair, something that never failed to cheer up both of them.

"Right," Lev began, ignoring the both kind and exasperated looks from the other two. "Mana manipulation is through the roof. I don't have the words to explain fully. My Wisdom Boost also increases it by an insane degree, and when combined with all the additional bonuses for many types inside my barriers, there is literally zero resistance when moving around fire or lightning inside the armor. The only time I actually have to do something is when shaping the fireball or the bolt…. damn. I'm now slightly scared of the class' potential ceiling."

"It is an incredible class," Alec agreed. "Nothing we have ever seen, except perhaps Hakim's current class, ever comes close."

"Really?" Lev remarked and hmm'd, before remembering something. "Not even Drakys' class? He has something none of the Exalted have, if I remember correctly."

"Much of his power comes from the runes he has collected," Orianna explained. "The same ones you now use regularly. His class skills are impressive, no doubt, but they don't hold a candle to his talent and expertise."

"Huh…" Lev digested that and shrugged. None of that mattered to him, anyway. "So, what now?"

They shared a glance. "Weren't you deciding that?" Sherron questioned.

Lev looked at her flatly. "I was dragged to the Dreadwoods, of all places."

"To the safe outskirts that you could've explored as a new Adept," she rolled her eyes. "Except the random spider, I guess. Not sure where that came from."

"Yeah," Lev drawled. "Precisely that."

"We can return for now," Alec suggested. "There are probably a lot of runes you want to check out now that you've evolved."

"And to prepare whatever I want to say to Beatrice… Actually, do I even have to hide anything? She knows I attract calamities left and right."

"Not really," Sherron replied, unconcerned. "Just don't speak of the core. Mutations are no mystery, even if most people don't know of them. It's the rarity that makes hunters forget about them."

"Rest too," Orianna added. "Please."

**

Back at Sherron's mansion, Lev was left alone with some silent understanding by the other three. He didn't mind, for there really was a lot on his mind.

Primarily, the fact that he hadn't just survived but also became exponentially stronger was still setting in. A small part of him wondered if it was a dream, one conjured and endlessly stretched by a dying brain.

Those thoughts passed quickly. Beyond the initial shock, he had fought tooth and nail, sacrificing his frail body to get some guaranteed damage in. None of it would've mattered had Sherron's presence not distracted the mutating warg for a brief instant. Lev was moments away from blowing himself up in one last-ditch effort, but that chance let him convert the suicidal attack into a finishing blow.

It irked him to no end.

The weakness, the hopeless scenario, and the random encounter in general. None of it should've happened, but it was becoming a constant. Lev was angry, more so than he thought himself capable of feeling.

Only, there was no outlet. He could go and kill monsters, gain all the levels, become stronger than anyone imagined… then what? Something was leading monsters to him under the nose of The System. His Seen title even said so.

Not to mention, there were actual gods out there. Was the source of his misery one such being? Or was the creature weaker or, Monarch forbid, beyond even them? Too many questions swirled in his mind, both effectively making him stop caring about them due to the lack of answers and hating himself for his ignorance.

Then there was the matter of his outburst. Lev rolled around on the bed he was lying on, before burying his face in one of the pillows. Orianna was the last person he wanted to worry with his burdens, yet he had gone and done exactly that.

Stupid, stupid, STUPID! She was already so quiet in the bubble…

He had made a massive blunder, or at least it felt that way. Having never spent time with any parents or siblings in either of his lives, Orianna was the closest he had to both of them. It didn't matter that they weren't related in any way. He had seen the joy in her eyes when she treated him like a little brother she probably never had, and Lev would turn the universe upside down to keep it that way.

Happy thoughts now, brain… he sighed and brought out the rune collection, thanking Monarch once again for keeping the ring intact. Let's find some more treasures.

The thin thread binding the Master portion of the formations was easy to pull off. If anything, it seemed to be waiting to be pulled and slid off without any trouble. With a big smile, Lev leafed through the new section to check how many pages there were.

His grin grew even further before it froze. At the end, there was yet another closed-off section, except it seemed to be merely folded instead of locked. Curious, he scanned the note on top.

"I know you just evolved and can't hold in all the power, but hold your horses-"

Lev burst out laughing. "Damn… you… ahaha… stop predicting everything…"

It took a few moments to bring himself under control, at which point he read the rest.

"There is only a single rune behind this folded page. Just one. It is a risk just to learn of its existence, and that goes for both of us. The amount of willpower you need to look at it aside, it will change how you view runes forever.

"Once again, I will not stop you because I still can't stop thinking about it. Maybe you will make use of it because I never could."

Excitement slowly dimmed until it vanished. A single rune was… trapped in that section, one that even Drakys couldn't make use of. Lev was beyond wary, but his interest was piqued far too much. Knowing that he was allowed to look at it sealed the deal.

Turning the page over, he slowly unraveled the folded page. It quickly ballooned to four times the size, and revealed… nothing, except a single small note.

"Place the book on a flat surface facing upwards, and put some mana into the page."

… This keeps becoming more and more terrifying for a single rune.

With a deep breath to hype himself up, Lev put the collection on the bed and stepped off it. A small stream of mana left his hand and neared the opened page, at which point it was immediately absorbed. Feeling a small buffer, he channeled more mana into it. Reaching a threshold, he felt a click in the page before a hologram appeared.

Lev jumped back with a scream and tumbled to the floor, clawing at his closed eyelids as needles dug into his brain. The horrifying sensation continued for a few seconds before it died down. He breathed out a sigh of relief.

What the actual fuck is that monstrosity? Lev blinked back the hints of what he had seen, clearing his mind with a lot of difficulty. That's a fucking rune? A RUNE!?

… But he really wanted to look at it again. It was unlike anything he had witnessed before, and curiosity burned far too bright to back out now. Slowly, keeping his head close to the floor, he rose until the very top of the rune became visible over the bed's edge.

Pain lanced through his eyes into his brain again. Powering through, he continued looking at the… mess of twisting and turning lines, trying to make sense of it. Nothing stood out, so he gradually rose a little higher.

The problem with his previous approach stood out not long after. Like all runes, his mind tried to understand their meaning at a glance. Whatever was on the bed remained far, far beyond his ability to decipher, which had almost knocked him out.

It took conscious effort to prevent that. Lev lay back down on the cold floor again and focused on actively ignoring the rune's meaning, which jumped out to him in all its majestic glory.

Feeling ready again, Lev took another deep breath and rose slowly. A net of obscure lines of conjured lights revealed itself. Seeing that he was in the clear due to lack of pain, he stood up and gazed at the entire rune.

It was gigantic. The entire thing was a massive three-dimensional web of lines that contorted in directions he couldn't understand fully, not because of some mental incapability, but because the rune was so detailed that his Perception failed to take it all in. No matter how he tried, looking at the full rune was like seeing a blurry image as his brain refused to put it into focus.

When nothing changed for several moments, Lev changed his approach and got on the bed. Inching closer, he circled the hologram. It was wider than his arm at the largest point, which was concerning.

Shaking his head, he put the mind-numbing complexity out of his head and started scanning the corners of the runes, his face a mere inch from the optical illusion.

Hmm, hmm… none of it makes any sense, Lev chuckled distractedly, fully engrossed in the miracle in front of him. Minutes passed in awed silence as he slowly started learning the rune for his general skill, gradually taking in all of the lines making up its form.

Minutes turned into hours, and several of them passed as Lev's mind felt like it was on fire. Almost all of it had been observed deeply enough already, but the final top corner was still left. Mustering all his willpower and resolve, he powered through, not giving up so close to the end.

As the final portion of the rune was finished, impressions streamed into his mind, born of the general skill that had just completed absorbing the titanic rune.

Mana. That was the first thing that made itself known. To simply power the rune, a ridiculous amount of mana was required, perhaps even more than his current pool. Regardless, the activation was merely the easy part.

Lev tumbled to the floor, paralysed as his head impacted the stone floor while his legs remained on the bed. The rune was barely beginning to make its impressions. Mana types joined in, creating a beautiful harmony of flavors that went over Lev's head, all except two of them.

Fire and lightning stood out, an integral part of the rune. Many more types were included in there, but Lev couldn't have made sense of them, no matter how much he wanted to. The sheer experience required was utterly absurd, as even he could only tell that those two elements were included. Nothing beyond them could be felt.

After that, came the actual effects of the rune. Body enhancement was its primary function, but there were several more of them. Only the first was decipherable, and that alone was enough to arrest Lev's breath.

The rune was so unfathomably potent, it outclassed everything Lev had ever experienced in his life, barring the moonlight from the Goddess. Even if a dozen Exalted body enhancement classes were arrayed together, they would still lose out against the singular rune in comparison.

Impressions continued to assault his mind as the rune tried to overtake his mind. The attempt was laughable in how easily it was resisted. Little wonder, as it wasn't expecting to be gazed at by a sentient being. Feeling that Lev wasn't some monster who had stumbled upon its great existence, the rune pulled back and assimilated with the general skill and no longer put pressure on his mind.

A relieved sigh echoed in the room as the rune's overwhelming depth finally finished making itself known. Lev didn't know how long had passed in the haze of the rune's jumbled influence, but the hologram was blinking now. It was running out of fuel, one that he had refilled not long before he finished learning the rune.

In his short experience, each full refill lasted for half an hour. The mana emptying out meant Lev had been inebriated for nearly twenty minutes, during which time had passed in a blink.

Damn, Lev thought weakly and climbed back on the bed. That sucked so much.

As the hologram winked out, so did Lev's consciousness. His thoughts were dominated by a single message as he fell asleep, one that echoed in his mind as his eyes drooped. The rune didn't get absorbed before telling him its name, which reverberated in his mind like a deafening crescendo.

Arcane Supremacy

**

[

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 5

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 6

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 7

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 8

Wanderer's Repository has reached Level 9
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  Five whole levels, Lev shook his head a little. Waking up to several notifications and a name in his mind was certainly a unique experience, but he got over it quickly nonetheless. Drakys had mentioned in his notes that the rune would change his perception of runes forever, and sadly, Lev was inclined to agree.

Just mentally observing the rune stored in his general skill was akin to staring at the king of its kind, a superior existence that went beyond all rhyme or reason. Its name only gave more credit to that line of thought, and the rune immediately jumped to the second spot on his to-do list. Empowering his soul remained the priority, but somehow utilizing Arcane Supremacy was a close second now.

Taking care of his morning routine barely took seconds. Evolving to Master removed any and all excrements, which meant he just needed to wash his face and do his hair. Both of them happened at once. A barrier comb fixed his hair, and he splashed water onto his face.

Before leaving, Lev summoned his armor into its active state, one that was constantly powered even when he was asleep. His body felt marginally sore because of the consistent mana usage, which he handled by cycling healing mana through it. The move also reminded him of replacing the skinsuit, which was pretty much running on hopes and dreams at that point.

The lightning bolt and fireball formations were present on the underside of his arms, and the enhancement formation was carved on his armor's chest. His legs and the back of his torso were entirely free, which he made use of immediately.

Mana Concealment and Invisibility formations gradually appeared on his back, just below the shoulders. Powering them up, Lev and his armor both vanished from both sight and mana perception, unless someone specialized in the latter.

Finding no flaws in the enchantments after looking at himself in the mirror, where he could actually see himself to some extent as light behaved oddly around his form's edges, he set out.

A full night had passed in his tired rest, and the suns were still rising as he flew out of Sherron's mansion and made his way to the park. Nobody was there right now, which was fine by him. Conjuring the bubble and enchanting him with the same stealth enchantments, Lev created a barrier chair for himself as the armor settled into its passive state again.

Summoning a large meal, consisting of chicken, toast, soup, fruit salad, and a jug of chocolate milk, he settled in for a few hours of steady eating just to test how well his stomach worked now.

Bite after bite vanished into his mouth, chewed thoroughly before being hurled down his throat. No signs of overeating presented themselves after he finished half of the food, but thirst remained a constant need. Cold water took care of that, as tasty as ever despite being tasteless.

Lev finished it quickly after that and gazed at the two rising suns. They always rose without fail, giving sunlight to the frail humans who survived off it. That wasn't necessarily true after being empowered by mana, classes, and Constitution, but it was still required to some extent. Negative natural effects were bound to show up in time without sunlight, primarily paler skin and the like.

Beatrice entered the park after half an hour, curiously peering around the tree they usually sat under. Nobody else was anywhere near them, which allowed Lev to prank her harmlessly.

When she had just sat down and leaned against the tree, he unleashed his full aura from a few meters to her side, all of it aimed at her. It was meant to give her a light scare, but he certainly wasn't expecting the shrill scream that tore out of her throat as five barriers took form in between them.

Lev immediately pulled it all back and dropped the illusion covering his bubble. Hands raised into the air and mouth slightly ajar, he just stared at her as Beatrice heaved great breaths.

It took long moments to calm herself before anger visibly overtook her. All of her barriers shot at Lev and thudded into his stomach, not at full strength but enough to slightly hurt. Or, it would've, had Lev not evolved and improved his constitution recently.

"You… fucking… DUMBASS," she spoke with every hit before slumping down with a final sigh. Then she shot upright. "YOU EVOLVED!?"

"Yeah," Lev answered with a grin and took a single step forward. Seeing he was in the clear, he walked up to her before taking his normal seat against the trunk, to her right. "The day before yesterday."

"And you're only telling me now?"

Lev shrugged. "I didn't even know if I was still alive before waking up that day."

Beatrice stilled, eyes going wide. "What? Why?"

"It's… a depressingly short story."

Explaining the events took all of five minutes. There wasn't much to say, anyway. Lev just told her how the warg had ambushed him, and the only way he had survived was by sacrificing his limbs one by one. That only Sherron's timely intervention saved him, at which point she was covering her mouth with her hand.

"… But…" she trailed off, unable to find the words. Lev gave her time. She wasn't always the best with words, though that had probably changed in-

She leaned forward and hugged him. Lev was caught entirely by surprise, unable to react as her arms timidly wrapped around him. In the years they had known each other, it was the first time she had ever made physical contact with him, albeit he could feel her hesitation.

"There, there," Lev said and gently patted her on the back twice. She quickly parted after that, not uncomfortable but not exactly looking for more, either.

"Don't die," she voiced quietly afterwards. "You're one of the few people I enjoy spending time with."

Lev coughed, caught flat-footed once again. "I- thank you. It is the same for me," he finished, the best he could come up with.

Beatrice giggled from his side. "I've improved quite a lot, haven't I? You stumbling over simple words used to be relatable before. Now it's just adorable."

"Har har," Lev rolled his eyes as embarrassment slowly vanished. "How's life treating you these days?"

"Same old, same old," she answered, her experience showing in her casualness. "Rounds take up most of the time, sometimes up to weeks. I wanted to keep this a surprise, but you may be leaving even sooner than I."

"Leaving?" he asked with a small frown.

"Mhm," Beatrice nodded. "I've been offered a promotion and a position in Timberhold's food management and distribution department. Didn't know how to break it to you…"

Lev waited for her to say something else, speaking once she didn't. "What? Congratulations! Why do you sound sad about that?"

"Don't try to be coy with me," she said forlornly, cutting through his semi-forced enthusiasm. "Aura mages specialize in feeling auras and emotions by extension. I'm sorry. I know you often waited for days when I didn't show up here on the agreed day. It's not hard to guess how few people you meet regularly besides me and Lady Sherron."

"… Stop calling me out so bluntly," Lev huffed with a slight smile. None of what she had just said was false. "I don't think I was going to leave anytime soon. The world of crafting has just opened up to me. The thousands of cores in my ring are also waiting to be used."

"Oh," her face fell. "Shit. I already agreed."

Lev chuckled. "How long do you have?"

"Two days, I think."

"That's quite fast," he wondered out loud. "Any reason in particular?"

"Not much beyond the batch of staff and workers we are sending there this year. They fit me in with them at the very end."

"Ooh, tough luck. Doubt you were prepared for that, either."

"Not at all," she breathed out and hugged her knees. "Monarch knows I was finally becoming completely comfortable with my hectic routine."

"That bad?"

"No," she chuckled. "Just feels slightly insulting that most of my worth comes from my class. I was starting to get used to that, only to be surrounded by entirely new faces in a few months now."

"I see," Lev voiced and thought for a few seconds. "When does your group leave?"

She raised a brow. "You don't have to."

"But it'll give me some peace of mind to see you safely reach the city. I insist."

"Three days, at dawn," she answered with a genuine smile.

They lapsed into silence after that, lost in their own strings of thoughts.

"Say," Lev broke the quiet. "Was my aura really that scary?"

"I was waiting for you to bring that up," she answered with a small scowl. "My heart nearly burst on the spot. Please don't do that to any poor soul again. It felt like getting ambushed by two dozen platinum bosses at once."

"… Seriously?"

"Even worse than that, if anything."

**

A few hours of casual chatting later, Lev returned to the mansion while the newest rune kept coming up in his mind. It remained just as terrifyingly complex as he remembered, proving that merely having it stored in his general skill didn't help with understanding it at all.

A body enhancement rune, Lev thought to himself, enjoying the feeling of walking on the stone road with his Perception held back. Now that he was pretty much fully grown and an adult in age too, people stared less, though his eyes still got some looks. Girls liked blue eyes, apparently.

One that will most likely work on my armor. I don't see how it can be negative to try and gather a full formation for it, even if it will eat through my pool rather quickly once activated. Has to be worth the cost, then.

A rune that complicated and potent had to be something extremely strong. Lev didn't doubt for a single second that the moment he found the ability to use it, the rune would become the strongest tool in his arsenal. It was just that miraculous.

No one was in the building by the time he returned. He knew Alec and Orianna were going to leave soon, which made their absence slightly odd. Still, people like Hakim were present in the city, so a meeting was the likely explanation.

Lev found himself with a lot of free time, which was increased even further as he stopped holding back his Perception. The world noticeably slowed down as his mind was primed for some crafting.

Firearms were the first priority. Lev had a fuck ton of cores in his ring, all of which could be used and recharged in a limited cycle until their durability gave out. Except for one of them, which he wasn't going to touch. Killing monsters better remained the most important, something that would probably never change in his case.

To do that, he wanted to create… guns. More specifically, revolvers that fired wind bullets. The chosen form wasn't actually important, but he remembered the cylinder being round and the overall weapon looking quite cool. It could be scaled even further to slot in cores and give him ample space to enchant the construct.

Jogging his memory, Lev recalled all the times he had seen the gun on the internet. Models and other such details were beyond him, as he had never cared for them in his past life either, which left the revolver's general form only. The mechanism for the rotating cylinder was unnecessary as well, since he only needed to put a core inside that.

Starting with that circular part, Lev went to work. Both his mana manipulation and barrier manipulation were heightened to amazing heights by the evolution, meaning the shape taking form in front of him was completely flawless, at least when compared to the vision in his mind.

Seconds passed before a barrel came into being, made nearly as long as his arm to fit the overall size. Underneath the barrel, a grip meant for four fingers was created, allowing someone to aim with better precision and remove the already minimal recoil completely with attribute-enhanced strength.

Then the revolver's actual grip was dealt with, finishing the smooth, blue, and transparent form. Lev ignored the trigger, for it wasn't necessary. People had better control over their minds than their bodies, and letting the former be responsible for firing sounded like a better idea.

With a breath, he leaned back and gazed at the finished product. It was a revolver, no doubt, but the whole thing felt incomplete. That wasn't a surprise because Lev didn't put any designs or decorations on it. Those things could be dealt with after the weapon was functioning. He took out a core that fit the weapon.

[

Galeworm Core

Useful in crafting. Shows minor properties of wind.

]

Galeworms were rather common in several different locations Lev had been stationed to help with waves. Dealing with them netted him a lot of their cores. Opening up the cylinder's side, he shoved the round thing inside and sealed it.

Going by the mental feedback, he filled in the cylinder's shape further until its edges tightly hugged the core without leaving any empty space. Shaking the revolver to verify that, he nodded and went ahead with enchanting when the core firmly remained in place.

Any apprentice enchanter knew the importance of cores. They acted as a refillable mana battery and were a staple in all forms of enchanting. The highest tier of items even required a steady supply of expensive cores to keep them powered. Lev didn't know how to increase the lifetime of the cores while furthering their effectiveness beyond the use of paints, so he used the galeworm core without bothering with improving it.

A simple input formation formed above the cylinder, taking the fuel from the core to the closed end of the barrel. Another similarly uncomplicated recharging formation formed below the cylinder, slowly charging the core's reserves at the cost of its durability.

Instead of proceeding to the next step, Lev waited. It wasn't hard to make the input rune dump some mana into air, letting him test the effectiveness of the recharge formation. Observing the enchantments for a few minutes was enough to deduce that they worked fine and that the core was filling up slowly. Very slowly. Pretty much at a glacial pace compared to his own regeneration.

Putting the rate out of his mind, he continued with the rest of the formations. Three of them were combined together, all simple in their usage but quite complex in their creation.

The first was a formation that used willpower to shape wind bullets by compressing air and not requiring any wind mana. It recorded the first 'creation' of a bullet to remember the shape and keep it held in place. Lev used the standard shape from his past life before moving on to the next one.

Firing the formed projectile, and accelerating it as much as possible were the tasks of the other two formations. Neither used willpower because no complex measures were involved.

In less than a minute, Lev was holding the finished firearm. The barrel's entire length was enchanted by the long acceleration formation, one that could be linked to a projectile, whereas the closed end of the barrel had the formations responsible for forming and shooting the wind bullet.

Now that his barriers were permanent, and the revolver was created with the intention of crafting an item, The System had likely assigned it a description. Still, he held off from Identifying it before checking its usefulness.

Now then, my lovely class, Lev thought to himself, and conjured his bubble around him to not accidentally damage the bedroom. An enchanted shield formed a few meters away from him, the chosen testing dummy. Do not disappoint me and count these bullets as projectiles for your skills, please. That would be amazing.

It would raise the revolver's lethality exponentially. Piercing power and speed were the main factors behind that, after all, and both of them were empowered by his class for barrier projectiles.

With a deep, steadying breath, Lev mentally powered the bullet formation rune. Mana automatically left the nearly full core and was grabbed by the second formation, which formed a wind bullet and kept it under control. The whole process took only two seconds, and all he needed to do now was to fire the bullet. Metaphorically pulling the trigger was also a part of the second formation, something that demanded him to take action before the wind mana dissipated.

Straining his Perception to the limit, the world around him slowed down even further as Lev fired. Acceleration formation on the barrel came alive, triggered by the shot. It enhanced the bullet's speed severalfold in the split second it remained in the barrel, after which it burst out of the revolver with a loud boom.

Lev had to tightly keep his hands on the grip as the gun recoiled much more than expected, causing a big smile to bloom on his face. The bullet flew straight ahead faster than he could track, digging several inches into the enchanted shield as cracks spread through its entirety.

His smile widened even further as the shield deteriorated even further before shattering, all by the power of a single wind bullet that had already dissipated. Barrier chunks clinked onto the floor, proof of the newly created weapon's sheer might and the fact that his class skills empowered the projectile.

I love my class so much, Lev breathed out, trying to keep his excitement in check. He then Identified the revolver.

[

Galeshot - Uncommon

]

For his first-ever permanent item? That was a massive success.
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  Lev didn't mess with any new formations or items. Practicing and improving every aspect of the weapon was required to further his nascent mastery of enchanting, regardless of how long it took. The simple two dimensional formations he was currently using were the most basic, and building a strong foundation was necessary.

It would take decades of experience just to create the Arcane Supremacy rune on his barriers. Given its sheer size, Lev didn't even know how it was supposed to fit on his armor. Powering it was another matter entirely.

Lev sighed. Every other minute, the rune somehow came back to mind, proving Drakys' words. It really changed his perception of runes permanently.

Now that he had a working model of the revolver, the next step was to improve on it as much as possible. To start things off, Lev made the barrel thicker, improving its weight but reducing the space inside. The wind or air bullet was considerably smaller than the barrel, which left some space for it to wobble and potentially disrupt its own flight. Making the barrel thicker solved that. Another thing he remembered was needing to make the bullets spin rapidly before making them accelerate in a straight line. It didn't require much tinkering to make that possible, allowing the projectiles to fly without being disrupted easily.

Enchantments worked as best as he could make them. Improving them was a matter of repeated usage and understanding, at which point he could recreate them with better efficiency and overall performance. Wind was an element he had yet to add to his arsenal, and now he was free to do so. Doing that before Master would've likely hurt his evolutions because of the extreme adaptability. Not to mention that he could make dungeon clears even easier by combining wind blades with his massive mana pool.

That was no longer true. Every new addition was going to be helpful regardless of it was too strong. Shaking his head, he banished the thoughts of the far future and brought himself back to the present. His revolvers needed minor improvements, and he had the time to spare.

Hours passed as Lev created ten final versions of them for testing purposes. Some used his own pure mana, whereas some used mana types from different cores. The results weren't anything surprising.

Galeworm cores showed the most impressive performance overall, outdoing pure mana by a rather small margin, the result of minor properties of wind shown by their cores. The unexpected result came from burrower cores, ones that showed minor properties of stone. Each wind bullet formed of their mana was slightly denser and heavier, compensating almost completely for the missed speed.

Despite that, it opened up two different paths for him. Pure wind bullets were best for targets that didn't focus on defense and were considerably faster, whereas the shots tinged with earth mana had more devastating blunt impacts. Both had their uses.

Sherron's arrival halted his experimenting spree. Only the final revolver with the best results remained, and he dismissed the rest before storing the slightly used cores in a separate pile in his ring for future tests.

"Did I interrupt something?" she questioned with a raised brow when Lev dismissed the bubble, stepping out of invisibility. Her eyes lingered on the revolver.

"Nope," Lev checked himself over, finding no burnt or ruined clothing, nor any blood stains. Crafting a revolver was pretty safe, apparently. "Just messing with some potent firearms."

"I can see that," she smirked faintly. "Did you succeed?"

Lev shrugged. "In theory and indoors testing, yeah. Not sure how it stacks up against the endless types of monsters."

"I mean… we're free after Orianna and Alec leave. I can accompany you to the dreadwoods after that."

"They're leaving already?" he muttered.

Sherron nodded, understanding his dejection. "Something came up that requires two or three Exalted to move at once. There will be a large team accompanying them."

"… Because of me?"

"No," she immediately replied and flicked his forehead lightly. "Not everything bad happens because of you, mister. The current issue they're facing is clearing hordes that have been allowed to grow for too long in the center."

"Then all of you are leaving?" Lev questioned and sat down on the bed. "I was also gonna escort Beatrice to Timberhold."

"Promotion?"

"Yeah, an abrupt one."

"Give her my congratulations," Sherron voiced and sat down next to him. "Did she ask you to accompany her?"

"Nope," Lev replied, glancing at Galeshot in his hands.

"Thought so," Sherron scanned the weapon as well. "Are the air bullets empowered by your class?"

"They are. It is quite ridiculous."

"To answer your earlier question," Sherron changed the topic. "It still depends on how the Ravine behaves. Blood Tide remains busy in the caverns, and Trailblazer is stationed at Timberhold like always. That only leaves a few options since Mara isn't a combatant.

"Which brings me to the next topic. Trailblazer has already been informed of your class and most of your advantages. Make sure to spend a full month or more with him."

Lev blinked, trying to understand what she had just said. Blood Tide was the reclusive Exalted who preferred to be deep inside whole monster waves. Information about her was scarce, and most people only knew that she used blood as her primary element, one notorious for requiring extreme amounts of mana and control.

Trailblazer was similarly shrouded in mysteries. The Exalted rarely showed himself in public, remaining in seclusion most of the time. There was no public information about his class or capabilities, but everyone knew he was in Timberhold.

"What? Why?" Lev questioned, surprised at the random request. "That does not sound fun."

"Why not?" she gave him an odd look. "Thought you would appreciate the training."

"Training from a big question mark? Yeah, I can see why that would be enticing," Lev nodded sarcastically.

"Oh," Sherron exclaimed as she realized something. "You don't know about his class?"

"Why would I?" Lev bluntly asked.

"Right… either way, meditating in his presence will be helpful. He's a non-combatant like Mara and is also the strongest aura mage. You, more than anyone, need to spend some time in his pond."

"Pond?"

"His turf."

The idea… didn't sound bad, especially if she thought it well for him. Lev tossed it around in his head, wondering what could be so amazing about a singular aura mage. Then he imagined just how potent an Exalted's aura was, and the wonders that could be brought about by an aura mage of that caliber.

"Alright," Lev eventually agreed. "What do I need to know, and how do I not get turned away at his gates?"

"Not much. He may be a support mage, but that doesn't mean he can't fight. There is likely no one as skilled as he in brawling on the plains. If someone denies you entry at his estate, well, just show them the full extent of your aura. He will probably notice you immediately."

"… Not very reassuring for a method, Sherron." Lev snorted. "I will do that and probably get locked up, I guess."

She just exhaled in exasperation before a grin formed on her face. "You know what? When things feel like they aren't going well, just yell that Hakim's aura is vastly superior. That will get you inside, one way or another."

"Yeah, no."

**

Goodbyes took depressingly little time. They always did. Lev tightly hugged his mentor and Orianna, who was putting on a brave face. It was noticeable now, even if he just barely noticed.

Hours later, he was still lying in bed. Sherron also had to leave for some reason, probably related to the upcoming task, which left Lev to stew in his own thoughts. There weren't many this time around, so he just lay there, eyes closed to meditate while his pool remained in a constant state of depletion and regeneration. Keeping his armor overloaded and the enchantments powered required enough mana to outpace his regen, and that made for good control practice for long-term exertions.

The poolgazing was interrupted when two auras entered the mansion, both belonging to the strongest of humans. Lev got up and washed his face before Sherron and Drakys entered his room, one of them seemingly prepared for war.

Dark blue armor covered the lightning Exalted's form, radiating waves of pressure from the large amounts of mana infusing it. Cloaked yet potent enchantments were noticeable to his mana perception, raising his eyebrows to his forehead.

"Wow. First time seeing that," Lev wondered out loud and moved closer. He only scanned it from the front, as the armor fitted her form quite closely, and just took in the majestic appearance. "Is it Superior rarity?"

"You know of those?" Drakys raised a brow. Sherron and Lev exchanged a glance before the former shrugged a shoulder, leaving the decision up to him.

Lev didn't particularly care. Drakys was the one he was least worried about taking the core from him.

"Did they tell you about how I evolved?" he asked.

"Something about a third-threshold monster," Drakys answered slowly, trying to piece together the events. "Was it the core?"

With a nod, Lev summoned the warg's mutated core. It appeared from his ring with a wave of mana, proudly announcing its presence. Drakys gazed at it with eerily neutral eyes, a trace of disbelief in them.

"How are you alive, boy?"

"Luck," Lev casually answered. "An ocean's worth of luck, to be exact."

"Can I see it?" Drakys questioned. Lev handed it to him without much hesitation. The Exalted asking for it instead of simply taking it from him put any worries to rest.

"Regenerative cores aren't unheard of," Drakys began after a few seconds of silent observation. "Hakim's sword has one, and so do some other tools around the plains. Issue is, we have no idea why they dropped when they did. Monsters with extreme regeneration powers didn't ever possess cores like that, which makes every such find a treasure. What do you plan to do with it?"

"Get Stargazer remade."

"Ah," he nodded gently. "That's for the best. How much have your close-quarter capabilities improved?"

"I… don't know?" Lev blinked and looked at Sherron.

"He's pretty good for a mage," she answered in his stead. "Can take on most warriors of his level but if nothing changes, he won't be anything special in melee."

Drakys sat down on the bed after tossing the core back to Lev. "You do understand how absurd that sounds, right? He's strong enough to tackle newly evolved Master warriors, which means none of them will stand a chance against him once he acquires a Superior weapon."

"Well," she huffed. "I would know if I ever had one such weapon."

Lev silently turned to her. She looked back. He held out the core for her to take in his right hand.

Sherron stared at it, frozen. Slowly, she looked up from it, directly into his eyes before her aura exploded outwards, immediately stealing the air from his lungs. Lev's legs buckled as he fell on his knees, but the arm remained outstretched.

Drakys didn't interfere as she audibly gritted her teeth at the audacity. Anger surged out in waves with her aura, before it turned into grief and fear.

"I carried less than half of your body to Windkeep…" she mumbled before taking a deep breath, her aura vanishing with it. Lev couldn't quite say anything in his paralyzed state before she marched out of the bedroom, leaving him falling face-first on the floor as shivers wracked his body.

Just being subjected to her aura was enough to trick his brain into thinking it was getting electrocuted to death, if the reaction of his body was anything to go by. Lev shakily stood up and stored the core in his ring, wondering if he had made a mistake. Sherron was bound to be angry at the offer, that much was obvious, but the sadness was even more intense than he expected.

Regardless, it wasn't all negative. Lev had accomplished two things with that stupid maneuver. First, he now knew in no uncertain terms that offering something like this to Sherron was going to be a horrible idea, no matter what. Secondly, and most importantly, the impact next time was going to be lessened because he had already established his desire to give her things, and would continue to decrease until she didn't bat an eye at whatever he gifted her. That was the end goal.

"That wasn't smart," Drakys commented, smiling nonetheless. "She doesn't forget easily."

"A few hugs will do the trick," Lev distractedly replied, mind whirring after she expressed her answer very clearly. "What do I need to gather for a Superior item matching her class?"

"Another one of those cores will be more than enough, but that's pretty much impossible. Keep an eye out for any lightning treasures or runes."

"That reminds me," Lev turned to him, face flat and eyes exasperated. "What the actual fuck did you put on the last page?"

Drakys grinned widely. "Did you like it?"

Lev stared quietly for a few long seconds before a smile twisted his lips as well, unable to hold it against the man. The rune was a miracle by all metrics, and he was dying to know how the Exalted even got his hands on it.

"Of course I did," he sighed and sat down on one of the sofas in the corner of the room. "How can something like that rune even exist? More importantly, how can you kill something that strong to get its rune?"

"Not my fault you just assumed that such runes only come from killing," Drakys replied with a raised brow. "Does our skill not specify otherwise?"

"… Forgot that possibility. Then how?"

The Exalted didn't reply immediately and visibly gathered his words. Lev didn't rush him, knowing they had plenty of time to themselves.

"You should know that no one other than the two of us knows about the rune's actual potential," he began, staring into Lev's eyes to show his seriousness. "Hakim knows it's something that might even surpass his class skills, but that's all. Do you understand what that means?"

"I… don't."

"It means that other than me, no one knows how I got my hands on it. You will be the first to find out."
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  Before explaining, Drakys summoned a robust sound ward, completely blocking off their conversation from Sherron, who was still somewhere in the mansion.

"Normally," Drakys began, straightening. "None of this would ever come to light if I could help it. If you weren't on the path you're currently traversing, I wouldn't have told you either."

Lev nodded once, not letting his mind wander before hearing him out.

"Around six hundred years ago, when we were still cleaning up the remnants of the first great hordes, I had to flee a fourth threshold monster into the grand forest. Having just evolved past Master, the overconfidence was getting to my head and landed me in that hopeless situation.

"Long story short, I remained on the run for nearly four months before all the monsters chasing me finally either lost me or gave up. All I had to do was to return but…" he chuckled. "Well, when I left the grand forest, the sun was hours away from being shrouded by dark gray skies."

Seeing that Lev wasn't laughing along, or even remotely smiling, Drakys took a deep breath and continued. "Turns out, the original monster who had made me flee into the forest was still sniffing around. Left with no choice but to confront it before the storm hit and guaranteed my death, I fired my strongest ranged attacks in hopes of scaring it off or something.

"A good thing too, because something took notice. I won't risk anything by mentioning names or descriptions, but it was a being representing something that didn't seem possible before. A fifth-threshold creature that was clearly not a monster."

… Like that Dreadhawk, a small part of Lev's mind wandered, whereas most of him was stunned as if struck by a lightning bolt. Fourth-threshold monsters were already considered calamities that needed the strongest of humans to just fend off, let alone kill reliably. But if there were monsters exponentially stronger than even those…

"… What happened next?" Lev asked and gulped. Drakys seemed to have lost all of his usual, rigid yet boisterous energy as he answered.

"I have no idea," he replied with a disbelieving short laugh. "Only flashes remain in my memory. The monster was torn to shreds in seconds, and I got scanned up and down. Despite my darkening state of mind, the being clearly scanned my physique and liked what it saw. A single one of its massive feathers was brought close to my face before it used the Arcane Supremacy enhancement with like ten different mana types. None of it made sense back then, and even now, I can't hope to use it because my class doesn't specialize in mastering multiple elements. Yours however, will."

Neither spoke for a while after that as the sound ward vanished. Lev's mind was overwhelmed by both the mental imagery and the scope of the rune's potential. It was a body enhancement so strong that even a fifth-threshold being used it. No amount of words could express its potential as well as that single fact did, and that terrified him. He couldn't understand why Drakys had given it to him so early.

On the other side of that same coin, now that he knew about it from the very start, planning around the rune's eventual activation was the priority. There were countless hurdles in that thorny direction, predominantly expanding his knowledge and mastery of mana to unparalleled heights, but it gave him a clear goal. One that was bound to be immensely rewarding, regardless of what lengths he had to go through.

"You're really not making this easy for me," Lev broke the silence and sighed. "The rune aside, now I have to live while knowing that fifth-threshold monsters are apparently very much real."

His eyes narrowed as something tried to surface in his mind. The sensation passed in an instant, leaving him confused. Lev shrugged at the odd occurrence and turned to the quiet Exalted.

"How did you survive the storm?"

"Hmm? Oh, that was pretty simple. Digging for a few kilometers and staying there solved that particular problem."

He tossed Lev an enchanted crystal after replying. Lev caught it in his right hand and looked it over, finding the enchantments thoroughly cloaked.

"What is this?"

"The crystals with the longest range of communication," he replied. "It only has two functions. One tells you what direction an alert came from, and the other specifies what direction the alert wants you to go. They serve as an alarm for all hunters in possession of those crystals and only send the simple message to the five closest ones."

"So, it's basically a summoning crystal," Lev snorted.

"You're not wrong," Drakys agreed with a small smile. "I want you to keep one on your person at all times. Since your barriers are permanent now, focus on enhancing your personal bubble as much as you can. I left a few speedy formations to make traveling easier for you, so use them to reach the locations around you quickly. With your strength, most crises can be averted."

Lev nodded seriously, better understanding the scope of the responsibility that came with the crystal. "I'll work on the bubble today."

Drakys nodded back and made for the door. "Sherron and I will be leaving for the mission tomorrow, so you better talk to her before that."

**

Lev didn't dare casually saunter into the expansive backyard, where Sherron was sitting at the edge of the swimming pool with her feet submerged, no longer wearing her armor. Her back was to the door, perhaps waiting for him to come and apologize so she could turn around.

Taking a deep breath to steady himself, he entered through the door and waited. She didn't acknowledge his presence, likely wanting him to squirm a bit for the earlier transgression.

I see how it is, Lev grinned to himself and tiptoed closer. Once he was standing above the lightning Exalted, who still didn't look at him, he turned around before sitting down on the polished floor around the pool. Their backs were less than a meter away from each other as he leaned back and centered his thoughts.

"Was it really so surprising?" Lev said, the smile audible in his voice. "Or did you seriously not expect me to offer the core after mentioning you've never had Superior Equipment?"

She didn't reply, but the room became slightly gloomier, reflecting her emotions.

Lev feigned a sigh. "So easy to lose your temper, tsk. I almost feel insulted. Do you think the core will be the last one of its quality I will get my hands on, or that I was going to stop looking for even better treasures?"

"I would rather you not die for them," Sherron finally answered. "Do you know how infuriating that was? I almost brought your corpse back to the city."

"I know, of course," Lev replied in quiet voice. "The cold, half-dead body happened to be mine. But think about it. If you took the core instead of me-"

"Not interested."

"But-"

"Don't push it," she borderline hissed. "I know what you're trying to do. My patience has its limits, even when dealing with you."

"Alright, alright. I had to give it a genuine try, at least."

"No you didn't," she exhaled deeply, pushing out her anger with it. "You earned it almost at the cost of your life. There's no way I would ever take something like that from you."

Having said their piece, silence reigned in the backyard as both of them fell into thought.

"Still," Sherron began. "Thank you for the offer. I know how attached you were to that glaive. It would take a lot of courage for someone else to do the same, even as a joke. Seriously, how can you just hold it out for me? Even I've never owned something so priceless."

You don't know how much I care about you, Lev didn't reply out loud, knowing their perspectives were worlds apart. All three of you don't. The core is nothing compared to the lengths I'm willing to go through to keep you guys happy and alive.

"It really wasn't that hard," he muttered before shaking himself out of the forlorn state of mind. "So, are you still mad at me?"

"I wasn't angry to begin with."

Lev very wisely didn't comment on that. Women worked in mysterious ways if that was her not being pissed.

"That's good, then. I demand a hug for that overreaction."

She finally turned to him. Lev looked over his shoulder with a toothy grin, greatly enjoying her bemused expression.

"Really?" she asked flatly.

"Yep. It will be me getting angry this time if you deny me those."

**

Ten minutes and a meaningful hug later, they were flying in Lev's bubble and making their way to the Dreadwoods.

"Ah, here they are," Lev exclaimed after finding the formations Drakys had mentioned. "Rapid acceleration and Driving formations. Who the hell names these?"

Sherron just rolled her eyes. "Focus on what matters."

"The names matter too," Lev distractedly replied, taking in the runes involved. "Damn, both of them are even more complex than my enhancement."

"Because they use kinetic energy," she explained. "Those runes become a staple in higher forms of enchantments."

Kinetic energy? Lev blinked. Isn't that just a concept and not an actual, tangible type of energy?

"I see," he nodded anyway. "Well, I'm gonna start practicing these for now. Can you point me towards any first-threshold monsters?"

Two barrier boards formed in front of him as Lev started carving while following Sherron's direction. He kept the bubble's speed slow, engrossed in the entirely new runes that were slowly absorbed by his general skill.

Ten minutes later, the first group of treants came into sight, a perfect foe to test Galeshot. The revolver appeared in his hands, still looking unfinished but the enchantments were ready.

"Keep an eye out," he reminded Sherron, just in case, before stepping out of the bubble. Four of the monsters immediately noticed him, roots and branching flailing to reach him as they glided forward.

Whew, now let's see what this bad boy can do, Lev mused and grabbed the grip under Galeshot's barrel with his left hand. Aiming with his right, a small puff of mana brought the enchantments to life.

Pure mana streamed out of the slotted core before the formations carved inside took control, shaping air into a bullet and priming it to be fired. Lev gave it the single required second before activating the second and third enchantments responsible for shooting the bullet and accelerating the bullet, respectively.

The projectile tore out of the barrel with a loud shockwave, producing a lot of recoil that Lev handled effortlessly. In less than a blink, it landed on one of the treant's trunks, blowing off a portion of it in splinters and sap.

Another bullet followed soon after, widening the hole even further and putting down the monster for good.

[

You have slain [Treant - Level 201]

]

A combination of fireballs and lightning bolts put down the rest, both originating from his palms. The test was a success, but he was starting to realize just how horrible his aim was. Each time, he had aimed for the monster's face, only to hit its left extremity.

"Something wrong?" Sherron asked once he returned to the bubble hovering a few dozen meters behind.

"No," Lev tried not to look into her eyes. "Just need to practice aiming."

"Uh-huh," she nodded in understanding, though not without shooting him a grin.

Outside the bubble, four shields took shape. The closest one was present at a distant of twenty meters, and the furthest one was at the edge of his manipulation range. Lev couldn't measure the exact distance, and neither did he care enough to do so, but his range was hovering somewhere above two hundred meters.

Taking aim, he fired the first shot at the nearest shield. It landed with a loud bang, putting a hole through the enchanted construct. All the while, a second revolver slowly took shape midair beside him.

When it came to the second shield, things became a little embarrassing. Ten shots were fired, and a grand total of zero actually landed on the center of the shield. All of them clinked either close to it or at the edges.

Lev wasn't deterred. He had hundreds of the cores in his ring in case the current one's durability bottomed out. Cores usually disintegrated whenever that happened. The revolver in his hands was working smoothly so far despite the constant usage, but he knew the power source wouldn't last more than a few hundred shots.

Nearly twenty minutes later, he could hit the shield's middle with reliable accuracy. Even if it was just fifty meters away, improvements felt satisfying all the same.

Bless this super brain of mine, Lev grinned to himself and aimed for one final shot. All it took to improve so much was half an hour of nonstop practice.

The fired bullet landed perfectly in the center, but something else stopped him in his tracks. Lev took a few seconds to confirm the feeling with a dropped jaw before his lips twisted into a wide smile.

"You look happy," Sherron raised a brow. "What is it now?"

"I think I might have found a way to evolve Arcane Archery after all this time."
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  Lev darted through the slim trees, never letting the stone hounds out of sight. A whole herd was hot on his tail, growling and howling as their earth bullets and crude spikes were easily blocked by multiple shields. The dim lighting in the middle of the night was of no consequence to his Perception.

He wasn't in a hurry to kill them either. The main objective of the current exercise was to practice his aim on distant and moving targets. Sherron hovered somewhere far above, which was the only reason he was flying around so casually in the dreadwoods.

Eyes squinted, it took considerable effort to keep them all in his vision, but the focus remained on the two furthest away from the rest of the monsters. Lev slowly brought up Galeshots, one in each hand, and took aim. Actual barrier grips were present underneath their barrels, each several inches in height and as thick as two of his fingers.

Mentally grabbing them to negate the recoil, Lev waited until the most obstacles were present between him and the chosen hound.

Steady…

He fired. The air bullets tore out of the revolver with dual shockwaves, loudly parting the air as they passed through narrow gaps between trees and stone hounds, precisely reaching the singled out target nearly three hundred meters away.

One of the bullets was deflected by a stray stone spike that formed at the last moment, but the other landed just below the hound's ear, blowing up its head in a spray of gore and brain bits.

[

You have slain [Stone hound - Level 220]

]

Without breaking his stride, Lev continued to backtrack with his overwhelming speed advantage. None of the hounds even noticed the difference in might between them and continued to mindlessly pursue him.

One by one, by his design, the most isolated of the monsters fell to shots that seemingly weaved between trees, accurately finding their targets despite the obstacles.

Ten minutes later, all of the monsters were dead, with their corpses scattered around. He debated harvesting their cores, but that seemed like a waste. A single second-threshold monster's core would be worth much more anyway.

"It's time," Sherron said once Lev reached her. Two days had passed quickly in their practice. He was now vastly more proficient in handling the dual revolvers, primarily because of one reason.

Slowly, ever so slowly, his Arcane Archery skill was learning to accept the bullets as compatible projectiles. It was still far from the full effect, but now he knew what he needed to do to evolve the general skill. That had truly taken a long time to figure out.

"Let's go," Lev stretched and yawned, his body reminding him that it had been several days since he last slept. "Time to attend a meeting solely with Exalted folks. Lovely."

"You say that like you're meeting them for the first time," Sherron said and summoned herself a comfortable chair when Lev's bubble formed around them.

"Might as well be true for one of them," he muttered.

"Jimmy doesn't bite."

Lev blinked. "Is that the crafter Exalted's actual name?"

"Yeah, but don't address him using that."

"Of course," he replied flatly. "I don't have a death wish."

They touched the ground in front of the large mansion, one that felt more menacing than anything Lev had ever stepped foot in. Three Exalted auras were present inside, two of which belonged to Drakys and Hakim.

Taking a few deep breaths while walking slowly, Lev centered himself before entering the hall. It was a massive place devoid of almost all furniture. The waiting company was seated around the single large table in the room.

Lev bowed at the waist, unwilling to not go through the custom with so many of humanity's strongest in the same room as him. "I greet the Exalted."

He didn't straighten until Hakim waved him to take a seat. Doing so, Lev scanned the present company's reaction. All of them were slightly more serious than usual, though that didn't seem to be because of the crafter Exalted, who happened to be the most relaxed of them all.

"We're short on time," Hakim took the lead. "Already, the matter of your weapon has delayed us by a day. Make it quick."

Lev nodded and summoned the core on the table. Five pairs of eyes tracked as it rolled forward slightly before coming to a stop.

"Quite lucky," the crafter commented. "In terms of strength, the core isn't anything special compared to the best ones we have. How it got the regenerative property, I can't tell."

Lev stayed quiet as the man continued. "As the description says, forging a low-superior or mid-superior item will be difficult but manageable, but anything beyond that might as well be impossible. Tell me, what do you plan to do with this core?"

"Rebuild Stargazer."

"Are you sure?" the crafter peered into his eyes intently.

Lev didn't miss a beat. "Absolutely."

"Good," the Exalted nodded once. "What do you have in mind?"

Taking a deep breath, Lev hyped himself up and explained his ideas and the thought process behind them. "From what I've heard, a superior weapon will immediately be the strongest addition to my arsenal. That sounds pretty amazing but, um, I don't quite want that."

Sherron turned to him, a mix of approval and exasperation present in her eyes. Lev continued. "My glaive had no active enchantments except sharpness, which was necessary. I want the new version to follow the same trend by having enchantments similar to arcane focus, while not neglecting the core enchantments such as sharpness, durability, weight manipulation, etc.

"Instead, if possible, I want it to have a direct enhancement for barrier manipulation, and a structure in which I can insert my own barriers to control it with the highest effectiveness."

"What about the blade?" the crafter asked, not batting an eye at the requirements.

"Also formed by my barriers. They now have bonuses to sharpness."

Silence reigned in the hall as Jimmy tapped his fingers on the table, lost in thought. Everything depended on his words and approval.

"The weapon will grow with your skills and familiarity, but will also remain a sizable boost on acquisition. Applaudable, if it wasn't for a glaring issue."

"Leveling?" Lev hazarded a guess.

"Correct," the crafter nodded. "No matter how much you shore up your weaknesses and hone your strengths, every level in the third gap will take years to bridge. Finding ways to reliably kill third-threshold monsters should take precedence, even with items."

Lev nodded along. It would've made sense if the crafter wasn't talking to him of all people. He spoke before Sherron could.

"I gave it a lot of thought too, of course. Out of thousands of Masters, no new Exalted has appeared in the past four centuries. It is no mystery just how daunting the task of evolving is. Except, I don't need external tools to kill third-threshold monsters. My class is more than enough for that."

"Show me," the Exalted demanded, and it was exactly what Lev was waiting for. With a deep inhale, he let his aura and mana loose in a wild torrent, blanketing the entire room with a suffocating presence. It proudly announced his nearly bottomless reserves of mana, as well as the raw destructive potential of his class.

"A Manawell?" the crafter tilted his head. "No wonder you wasted so much mana in the tournament recordings. Be as it may, do you honestly believe that a Wisdom Boost will be sufficient?"

"Yes?" Lev replied, confused. He pulled back his aura. "That core came from a third-threshold monster that I killed as an Adept. Is that not proof enough?"

The moment the words left his mouth, he knew he might've made a mistake. The Exalted might've been kept in the dark, but it was too late to worry about that now.

"I see," the crafter replied, more contemplative now. "A Manawell, an impressive class, and the desire to go beyond Exalted. Without a doubt, you're qualified to hold a superior weapon even as a new Master. However," he waved to the silent Exalted observing their conversation without interfering, "these people tell me that you're also preparing to be a crafter. What are your immediate plans on that front?"

"That's a broad question," Lev remarked respectfully before going quiet for a few seconds to think things over. "The priority is evolving my general skills, which involve Barrier Carving, Advanced Mana Manipulation, and Mana Perception. After that, I will look for both inspirations and new materials while theorizing the items I want to craft. I didn't focus on any crafting before evolving, so this is all pretty new to me."

"Have you created anything so far?"

Lev nodded and summoned Galeshot before handing it to him.

"That's an interesting shape," the crafter commented, taking in the extent of its capabilities in a single glance. "Any particular reason behind choosing it?"

"Not really. It could slot in the core and just felt right overall."

"Lengthen the barrel and make the bullets larger," he advised without powering up the enchantments even once. The Exalted just knew their end result from merely looking at them. "There's a lot of untapped potential that you can utilize without worsening the load time."

"… Thank you. I will look into it."

Since the matter of the core was over, Hakim interjected. "Do you have anything to report before we leave, boy? Anything unexpected or odd?"

"Nothing like that so far. I will leave for Timberhold in a few hours to escort a friend and stay there for a month or two. The crystal will always be on my person… so that's about it, I guess."

"With Harun?" the crafter questioned.

"Who's that?" Lev asked back, confused.

"Trailblazer," Sherron supplied.

"Ah. Yeah, with him if he will have me."

"There's no way he won't," Drakys spoke for the first time with a light snort. "He's like a clean freak, except for auras. Your untamed presence will stick out like a sore thumb to him. Even if you don't want to go see him, he will drag you to the pond the moment his eyes land on you to get it under control."

"Don't let this opportunity go," the crafter advised. "Keeping your aura contained will help you in more ways than you can count. Already, a single burst of emotion will render Classer workers unconscious around you. Remedy that as quickly as possible."

Lev was aghast. He had no idea it was that bad. Actively doing it was one thing, but affecting people to that degree without meaning to was unacceptable.

"I will," he dipped his head, genuinely grateful.

**

Half an hour later, Lev was still seated on that table. The Exalted company had left, though not before he teased out a long hug from Sherron by keeping her back for another minute.

Next up… is just escorting Beatrice and keeping an eye on the alert crystal. Drakys isn't wrong in saying that I can deal with most everything that other new Master teams can't.

Beyond that, I'm gonna keep practicing the driving formations and work on the next step of the enhancement formation. Those two will likely take a lot of time to bring up to an acceptable level of familiarity for willpower to take over.

Surprisingly, his upcoming schedule was looking quite lax. There was nothing that needed his immediate attention, and his hands were also tied in how much he could explore freely.

In a few months, or a year at most, he was going to see his team. He didn't want to be late to their first meetup, as that would be simply disastrous. In the same vein, he didn't want to start any projects that would interfere with the ensuing team combat exercises and other similar things. Getting to know them and becoming comfortable was going to take a lot of time.

Guess I'll start working on the bubble formations sooner rather than later, Lev decided and left the mansion. The bubble covered him immediately before it was concealed, dropping him off at the gates. Jumping over the walls was bound to attract trouble, something he could do without.

No one tried to stop him, especially because he was no longer using the blocking stone. It took a single Identify to see that he was a Master. Entering and leaving the city was no longer something that needed to be recorded by guards.

Two moons still dotted the sky, several hours away from setting. Lev put all that time to good use by reforming the bubble around him. Invisibility and mana concealment were carved first, cloaking any hints of his presence as he ascended much higher than the wall to keep an eye out.

He took another good look at the two formations again after that. Sherron had mentioned that they used kinetic energy, and Lev needed to understand its functions to use it well. As was always the case with runes, if they were powered without the intention of utilizing their function, they didn't work. Similarly, if one didn't know what a rune was responsible for, it was nearly impossible to power them.

Basic runes, ones that didn't use willpower, weren't bound that tightly, but even they saw a massive loss in efficiency when powered by someone ignorant.

No choice but to dive deeper into it, I suppose.

Cracking his knuckles, Lev got to work. He started by copying the formations on the bubble while reading the rune descriptions in the collection notebook. Minutes passed as he erased the carved runes to redo them, and those turned into hours as his practice continued.

By the time the suns were rising, he could confidently say that he could use the formations reliably now. The matter of actually practicing them remained, but that was going to be the easier of the two tasks.

Dismissing the bubble, he landed behind his friend, who had detected him immediately.

"Did you have to wait long?" She asked after moving away from the Classer and Adept workers transferring to timberhold.

"Nah," Lev casually replied. "I was out for most of the night."

She blinked. "Why?"

"Just practicing enchanting," Lev shrugged. "How long till we move? I'm quite tired."

"Sleeping on the first day? You sure know how to form a favorable impression."

"I'm accompanying them for free," Lev drawled, rolling his eyes. "If anyone has a problem, they're free to bring it up to me."

"Yes, yes, O' great Master. I'll make sure to regale your exploits to the ignorant masses."

He turned up his nose. "You better do, peasant."

"Peasant?" she echoed. "The hell's a peasant doing in your majestic gathering?"

"Such inconsequential matters are beneath me," Lev announced grandly and flew back up into the sky, leaving Beatrice shaking her head.
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  Lev woke up ready to tackle some formations. The sleeping session was enough to keep him fresh for the next few days. He still couldn't get over how little sleep he needed, something that was going to be reduced even further as he put more points into Constitution.

"That was pretty quick," Beatrice's voice reached him. They were both in the same cart, one he had chosen for her to wake him up immediately if something went wrong.

"I'm a Master now," Lev lazily replied and yawned. Stretching the lethargy out of his limbs, he recreated and enchanted the bubble outside the moving cart. "How long has it been?"

"Like… three hours?"

"Did anything come up?"

"Nope," she casually replied. "No monsters or anything so far. The gold and silver teams are also keeping an eye out."

"I see," Lev jumped out of the cart and into the waiting bubble. "Form a barrier if you need me."

He closed the entrance hole after seeing her nod and rose, going several hundred meters higher than the carts. Once he was sufficiently far away, Lev started carving.

Both the rapid acceleration and the driving formations went hand in hand, meant to be used as a pair instead of solo. To make things easier for himself however, he started with the acceleration formation.

Kinetic energy was… odd, to say the least. Whenever something was imbued with it, that thing needed to move. Unless using a very specific method of controlling that potent energy, it usually ended in a disaster.

That was the main reason why the formation was so incredibly complex. Every little bit of his bubble was scanned, analyzed, and empowered methodically, and even then, the result was messy. He was going to need a lot of safe room to practice accelerating his bubble without ramming into walls or people, which he solved by doing it above ground.

The carving itself didn't take that long. Be it his skill improving the overall speed or the practice from last night, the whole process was done in less than three minutes. Sending a small amount of pure mana into it, the connection was safely established, signifying it as ready to go.

Lev was in no hurry to use it. Controlling that raw Kinetic energy was a must, which was made possible by a formation centered around a Minor Kinetic Control rune. The Driving formation was similarly carved in a few minutes and was readied, completing his preparations.

For several long minutes, he just silently observed the finished product. Every rune was scanned, and Lev jogged his memory for if something was missing. When nothing stood out, he mentally prepared himself for a wild ride and sent mana into the acceleration formation.

The enchantments powered up as one, connected to a small switch that detected Kinetic Energy. It wasn't utilized immediately but instead was stored in the barrier construct, stressing its structure greatly. Lev didn't dally and took over the driving formation, directing the kinetic energy to move the bubble forward at half throttle.

Lev forgot that he wasn't a part of the bubble, only remembering so when his back slammed into its edge at extreme speed. The air was pushed out of his lungs as the construct pulled him along until the fuel ran out. Given the small amount of mana he had used, that only took a few seconds.

… Ouch, that frigging hurt, He sat up with a groan while channeling healing mana into his body. The low efficiency of the healing converter reminded him of the poor state of his skinsuit again, which was entirely missing past the elbows and below the thighs. Gonna have to see Dennis again whenever I can trade something wondrous with him. That core really was extraordinary.

It didn't take long for the aching impact to vanish, at which point he tried again while creating a large seat for himself in the middle. Forming a simple seatbelt without a buckling mechanism, he wrapped it around him by melding it with the other end of the seat.

Commencing test number two… hopefully with less embarrassing results, Lev sighed mentally before powering up the formations again. Things went much the same as last time, and the bubble shot forward far faster than anything he could manage with his mind alone.

The group of carts traversing the road was immediately left behind as the bubble accelerated to extreme speeds, only increasing even further as Lev upped the mana fueling the formations. Within seconds, the world was nothing but a blur, but a new issue rose up not long after.

Cracks spread through his bubble as the enchantments fizzled out, utterly overwhelmed by both the intensity of the formations and the amount of mana being channeled into them.

That was quite the success, Lev mused with a smile, liking the results quite a bit. His flight speed was nothing compared to the pace he had just managed, and it made him curious about how fast he could go from city to city now. By his crude estimates, flying to the haven was only going to take a few days or less.

Fixing the damage took little time before the enchantments were operational again. Controlling himself this time, Lev changed direction to instead move in circles around the intended travel route for the group on the ground, not wanting to lose them in his testing.

Let's start with… half, Lev acted upon that thought and took steadying breaths to deepen his focus. Time to see how hard it is to actually drive this thing.

Gradually accelerating, the bubble's speed reached impressive levels over the next few seconds. Feeling that it was fast enough, he proceeded with the next step and tried to veer it to the right.

Instantly, his mind felt like it was pushing a stationary boulder to the side. He had to shove the 'wall' to the right to change the bubble's direction, something he had more than enough strength for.

With the turn also came the tilt, one he was thankfully prepared for by strapping himself in. Still, riding something while being rotated was a new sensation that needed training. Getting used to it and overcoming the inevitable nausea was going to be vital in aerial battles.

Lev was also grateful that kinetic energy was focused in a singular direction. Like a car, he had to steer the bubble around. Omnidirectional movement would afford him way more freedom, no doubt, but that also sounded incredibly complex for his untrained Master mental power.

Slowing down, he took mental notes of the result and made his way back to the carts visible in the distance.

Speed is more than enough. If anything, I still couldn't get close to the actual maximum because of my lack of understanding and mana conductivity. The driving is also easy but rigid. Instead of that, I can just fly around in my armor when in danger. With lighting imbuement and enhancement running at full power, the speed might be higher than 60% of the acceleration formation's expected maximum. Can't be too sure about that, still.

It was a good result, regardless. He now had a formation that could carry him around much quicker than anything he could manage before.

Getting closer to the carts, he lowered the bubble to the ground and addressed Beatrice.

"Hey," Lev spoke gently to not scare her.

"Hmm? What?"

"Can you form your barriers to the left or right at the edge of your range?"

" …Sure? Why?"

"Testing."

She didn't question beyond that and did as she was asked. Lev remained in his bubble and formed a small window to where her barrier hovered, nearly a hundred meters away.

Pulling out both of his best galeshots, he took aim. Due to her instructions, the square barriers were moving at the same speed as the carts, which added a minor layer of difficulty in targeting that Lev had already moved past.

Channeling mana into both the revolvers at once, he fired. Two wind bullets erupted out of the barrels with loud bangs, alerting the rest of the travelers when they impacted the barriers. It was gratifying to see them shatter the constructs in their path at the cost of their own structural integrity.

"What the hell was that?" exclaimed a shocked aura mage, staring at his revolvers with wide eyes. "Can anyone use those?"

"Not exactly," Lev replied and remembered the crafter Exalted's words. He started working on the improvements immediately. "My class empowers the bullets, which is why they're so strong. Might be able to change that soon, though."

Destroying the Galeshots, he grabbed both of the slotted cores as the barriers surrounding them vanished. He started recreating them from scratch, but with a different shape this time.

From some internet videos, he remembered a gun called "Desert Eagle." The weapon was quite popular in video games, and he liked the overall look of the handcannon.

So began another round of experimenting with the shape and size of the new design. The final version he settled on was half again as big as the previous revolver, with the barrel receiving the most notable increase in proportions. It was almost as long as his arm now, requiring him to firmly grip the weapon with both hands to launch it manually.

He finished the barebones design by adding a grip for his mind to hold on to and negate the recoil. Once the physical aspect was done, he began with the magical one. Where the magazine was supposed to be inserted, he instead slotted the core and carved the enchantments. The only change in those was the bullet size, which he made much longer and significantly wider. It resembled something made to blow up tanks now, which suited the monster sizes he was going to face.

"Form them again," Lev requested and Identified the new item.

[Galecannon - Uncommon]

Sweet.

Beatrice gulped and created another square barrier close to the ground at the same distance. With a grin, Lev brought up the galecannon and took aim. His mind tightly held onto the barrier grip, knowing the recoil was going to be much higher, and fired.

The bullet exploded out of the barrel with a deafening shockwave, rattling Lev's mind with the recoil it produced. It reached the waiting construct in the same instant, leaving only shattered pieces in its wake. Continuing on regardless of the obstacle, it landed on the ground a few dozen meters behind the destroyed barrier, putting a large hole in the ground and raising a cloud of dust.

"Lev…" a timid voice asked. "Are you sure only you can use these? I can imagine a few dozen uses for these firearms already."

"Yeah," he answered, gawking at the result. "I've got two and a half skills empowering the projectiles. Trust me, it will take a fully dedicated class to reach this output."

"HEY!" one of the farmers in the caravan yelled at them. "THE FUCK ARE YOU TWO DOING BACK THERE!?"

Woops, Lev and Beatrice shared a grin before he went out of the bubble to pacify the offended person.

**

Days passed in peaceful boredom as the caravan progressed smoothly. They were attacked infrequently so close to the city, though the intensity was still increasing. Lev didn't interfere with the fights too much, but he still had several thousand enchanted arrows stacked up in his bubble to be fired at a moment's notice.

"I still think that's too many," Beatrice remarked again with a grin purely to annoy him. "Are you going to war with all of them?"

"A war against Monarch," Lev wondered out loud. "Doesn't that sound grand?"

"Grand? More like a guaranteed defeat."

Lev shrugged a shoulder. "I get points for trying, at least. Not just anyone can claim to march against Monarch itself."

"Ok but seriously." Beatrice waved to the multiple tall stacks of arrows. "Just why?"

"Look at this," he showed her the alert crystal. "This thing will tell me whenever there's an emergency nearby-"

The crystal beeped as an alert came through. Lev and Beatrice both stared at it with their mouths ajar before the former stopped holding back his Perception. His bubble's enchantments came alive as the world slowed down considerably, and Lev didn't hesitate to follow the direction that was telepathically sent to his brain.

West, he considered as the bubble accelerated. Beatrice was already sitting in a seat similar to his own and was covered by a seatbelt. Close to the dreadwoods?

Only time would tell what the actual emergency was. Ascending while speeding westwards, Lev didn't push the acceleration formation too much. Despite his high Perception, observing the ground passing below became nearly impossible at one point. Even at the current speed, Beatrice seemed to be struggling to keep her eyes open.

"Don't look," Lev advised. "I'll tell you when we get there."

She nodded and snapped them shut with a small sigh of relief. Lev made a mental note to control his speed whenever someone below Master was in the bubble with him. Not everyone could handle even the subdued pace, it seemed.

Slowly, as he got more used to the visual feedback at such velocity, the bubble accelerated slightly further. There was still no signs of monsters or humans anywhere in sight even after ten minutes, and Lev didn't want to be late wherever the signal was sent from.

The anticipation of a difficult fight was running high when he finally spotted movement far into the distance.

"We're here," he announced, causing Beatrice's eyes to shoot open. She squinted at the horizon as her shoulders tensed, before they relaxed.

"Are those…"

"Yeah," Lev replied, face impassive and tone disappointed. "Just trolls."

**

"HOW THE FUCK DID WE RUN INTO A TROLL HORDE HERE OF ALL PLACES!?" Justin roared, carrying Yara in his arms while Tariq and Sven ran alongside him. "YOU SAID IT WAS SAFE!"

"It was supposed to be safe!" Sven shouted back, pumping his arms and legs for all they were worth to somehow outrun the troll commander. "Troll hordes never show up around these parts!"

"Stop arguing and focus on surviving first. Did the crystal work?" Tariq interjected with his deep voice.

"IT DID!" Justin answered, out of breath from carrying the girl mage. "I SENT THE SIGNAL TWENTY MINUTES AGO-"

"Look out!" Yara yelled and channeled even more mana from her dangerously empty pool. Blood dripped down her nose, yet she still fired a lightning bolt at the incoming boulder, the explosive impact veering it off track.

"Shit, shit, shit we're so gonna die today," Sven mumbled under his breath and tried to run even faster. Behind them, the ugly visage of the monsters was becoming even more discernible as they neared, and so did their death.

Tariq was about to suggest a last stand when a loud thump echoed throughout the area. All of them paused, hope reigniting in their chests as backup finally arrived. Except, nobody could be seen far and wide on the flat grassland, and neither had the trolls stopped pursuing them.

"What the hell is going on?" Yara yelled in frustration.

Tariq, noticing that she was looking at the monsters with wide eyes, also looked back. Another loud noise boomed, and one of the leading trolls suddenly burst into a spray of red and toppled to the ground, dead.

"Did someone notice our alert signal?" Sven questioned, also staring back at the monsters slowly closing the gap. One more invisible shot was fired, and another troll perished. Dozens remained still.

"It seems so," Tariq answered. "However, they probably cannot take out so many at once. We need to help them."

"Help?" Justin echoed. "How do you suggest we go about helping with a hundred trolls above our level?"

"Wait," Yara said and looked to the sky. Two thumps were heard a moment later, and a pair of trolls fell this time. "I don't think we need to do anything."

"What do you mean?" Sven asked but stopped when he followed her gaze. Up there, in the middle of nowhere, were dozens of small projectiles hovering in the air. Nobody could be seen controlling them, and mana perception also only returned a faint hint of mana originating from the arrows.

That changed in a blink as enchantments were powered up on every single arrow, brimming with mana. Before anyone could open their mouths and question what they were seeing, all of the arrows vanished with a shrill whistling sound. Only faint tremors in the ground announced where they had gone, and the silver team could only stare slack-jawed at the horde pinned to the ground, all of the monsters pierced through their heads with pinpoint precision.

Not even the troll commander was spared from instant death.
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  The range is quite a bit higher than expected, Lev remarked mentally, satisfied with the performance of the dual galecannons. Not only did the air bullets easily tear through the trolls, but they also remained whole for several kilometers of flight. That was an unexpected boon.

Lowering the bubble a few meters away from the nervous silver team. He stepped out onto the ground with Beatrice in tow and thought over what he should say.

"What, exactly, are you doing alone out here?"

"Patrols, Sir," the mage answered, beads of sweat visible on her forehead. "It is our usual route and is generally safe. The last thing we were expecting was a troll horde led by a commander."

"You're regular scouts?" Beatrice asked.

"Yes, ma'am," the lightning mage nodded and waved to the scout amongst them. "Sven here is responsible for long-range observations and reports. We accompany him for safety. The troll horde somehow slipped past him today, appearing out of nowhere."

Little wonder it did, Lev brought up his notifications.

[

You have slain [Troll Warrior - Level 169]

…

You have slain [Troll Commander - Level 188]

…

You have slain [Troll Shaman - Level 185]

You have slain [Troll Shaman - Level 183]

]

"There were two shamans amongst the horde," Lev informed the scout. "Make sure to bring a swift horse next time or some one-time use tools to escape safely. Take all the cores and use the commander's if you have to."

"Thank you," the largest of the hunters bowed his hand and spoke in a deep voice. "That is very generous."

Lev nodded. "The first priority is to stay alive. Ensure that."

Having said his piece, Lev and Beatrice stepped back into their bubble and flew off, though not before making sure that there were no other monsters around.

"Well, that was anti-climactic," he breathed out and leaned back in his barrier seat, making a mental note to buy some cushioning for the barrier chairs. "Seeing them squirm was quite entertaining, though. They were years, if not decades, older than me."

"How old are you anyway?" Beatrice casually asked.

"Eighteen," he replied with his cover age.

She broke out in a coughing fit. "WHAT?"

"What?" Lev questioned back. "I know this is rude, but how old are you then if my age is so surprising?"

"I'm thirty-two," she replied after some consideration. "Very young, at least for someone in my managerial position."

"… What can I say, I'm just special."

"Never did doubt that," she answered, slowly getting over her surprise. "You somehow managed to turn an Exalted into an older sister. Takes more than just luck for that."

"Sister…" Lev tasted the word, not disliking it at all. He had never looked at Sherron in any different way either, so it fit perfectly as well. "You're not wrong, I suppose. Which direction was the caravan again?"

"… My eyes were closed, Lev," she slowly answered, staring at him in disbelief. "Don't tell me we're lost?"

"… No? I'll find them, don't worry."

**

He did find them, and rather easily too. Flying up with his stealth formations running at maximum, it only took half an hour to locate the caravan and deposit Beatrice back in her cart.

Months still remained until they reached Timberhold, which left just as much free time for Lev to utilize. It was funny because while that was a lot of time, it wasn't enough either. Because of permanent barriers, no matter what he dabbled in, there were going to be no limits to what he could create. Improvements would show up in time, effort, and resources, further increasing the range of possibilities.

Similarly, focusing on the extent of what he could do and not on what he needed to do would be counterproductive. Like the cautious and reasonable hunter he was, Lev ignored the ideas swarming his head and focused on the most impactful project.

Alec had theorized that the next step of his enhancement formation was going to focus on durability, and that was true… for the most part. There were two possibilities Drakys had left for him, and there were no free upgrades beyond that.

The first was the inclusion of incredibly intricate usage of durability runes, maximimizing mana efficiency for timed bursts. Lev was more intrigued by the second option that added more detailed imbuement of different elements. He knew from the note accompanying the formation upgrade that this line of enhancement wasn't something the Exalted used for himself, as Drakys used pure mana and kinetic energy, which meant it was something entirely new.

Still, Lev thought to himself, idly gazing at the stacks of arrows and lances in his bubble. While the latter sounds fun and all, the former will keep me alive. Durability it is. Monarch knows when the next third-threshold monster will show up.

While he mulled over the choice, his mana also cycled the kinetic energy enchantments on his bubble in small bursts. The construct darted around in fixed intervals, using minimum mana while smoothly letting him observe the effects of the formation. Not long ago, Lev had seen a significant improvement in the efficiency and power of the formations, and the experience made him want to facepalm every time.

Uneducated as he was, Lev still knew that kinetic energy was motion. The energy was found in moving things, but the fact somehow kept slipping his mind. Only when he realized that the energy wasn't making the bubble move, only empowering the construct's motion, did the whole puzzle click into place. He just needed to first manipulate it to move with his mind and then empower that movement.

Shaking himself out of that embarrassing epiphany's memory, he focused on the next step of the enhancement formation. Complexity went up the expected notch, but it wasn't that bad. It was going to cover around 30% of his armor's total surface, which easily fit the front and back of the torso.

Regardless, actually carving it on his armor would have to wait. There was still a lot of practice in store for him before that. Evolving the carving skill was now a priority after seeing the arcane supremacy rune that always served as a reminder of just how complex enchantments could get.

Five days into his practice of repeatedly forming arrows and lances, enchanting round barriers to practice the runes of his most-used formations, and zipping around in his bubble, he was getting rather bored. Thankfully, monsters were showing up more often at that point, and he had just the right number of ideas to test on them.

The suns were close to setting when he descended to the carts on the road. With a pulse of mana, he garnered Beatrice's attention without alerting anyone else.

"What is it this time?" she asked, bemused. Entering the bubble for the entrance formed for her, she warily glanced around and found nothing explosive in her immediate vicinity. "Or did you just want to talk?"

"Nope," Lev grinned. "Some testing is in order."

Her sigh marked a whirlwind of barriers and enchantments. Galecannons were good and all, but the main purpose behind their existence was to test the waters. Now he knew that his class empowered the bullets and made the endeavor worthwhile, he planned to expand the scope of the weapons.

Observing Alec and Sherron on the wall of the pit had left a deep impression on him. Not only were they his role models, but Lev could also surpass them eventually. He wanted to do it properly instead of relying on his advantages all the time.

"Alright, so," he began explaining to an attentive Beatrice. Night was in full swing, but explosive power was the key to a girl's heart if her interest was any indication. "This cannon here doesn't do more than the handcannons. It is still more powerful because of the increased size, even if the base is the same. We need to know just how much that one factor affects things."

Said construct was more a sentry gun than anything, with its large stand and the mounted weapon. Lev had repurposed the design to let the large cannon handle the recoil without flying into the distance with the large platforms at the end of the stand's legs, though that was only the first test in another branch of experiments. Knowing how to better keep the cannon in place was also important.

"Bigger bullet, longer barrel, same power?"

"Precisely."

They were both on the ground a few hundred meters away from the resting caravan not to disturb their rest. Neither stopped keeping an eye out regardless.

Without prompting, Beatrice formed four large barriers at the maximum range of her manipulation. Standing behind the stationary cannon, Lev mentally turned its barrel to face the barriers. There was a lot of resistance as it turned, which was a good sign, as he had devised a mechanism that would make sure that the recoil wouldn't throw the barrel back to the other side, absorbing the shock beforehand. It remained to be seen if that was going to be effective or if he needed a dedicated construct to move the entire cannon instead and negate recoil entirely.

"Ready?" Lev asked Beatrice so she could brace herself for the loudness. The warning wasn't quite enough as the bullet exploded forward, reaching the barrier in a split second. Predictably, the barrier shattered upon impact. The recoil had also been dealt with reasonably well, and Lev only had to bring the barrel slightly downwards.

"Felt faster," Beatrice commented. "I think."

"No, it was the same speed. The acceleration has already hit its upper limit."

"Oh," she looked at him. "Isn't the galecannon enough, then?"

"Pretty much," he shrugged. "Still gonna prepare for that eventual huge monster encounter. Can't bring those down with normal bullets."

She pondered that for a moment. "Fair enough. How do you plan to use these cannons?"

"By mounting them on the bubble," he replied while powering up the formations for another bullet. Beatrice formed a barrier without needing to be asked. "Since its movement is dependent on my mind, I can have multiple of them following me around."

Another loud boom spread through the area, showing the same result. The barrier shattered, and another crater formed behind the broken construct as the bullet continued on.

"Having multiple of them opens up quite a few options," she mused, quite invested. "How many will you form on each?"

"Two or three sounds like a safe limit."

"And how many bubbles?"

"Three, once I can."

"So, six to nine cannons, which will also leave no hopes of dodging in case of a large salvo predicting the monster's movements."

"That was the main draw, yeah," Lev agreed while scouring his mind for any potential improvements. "Right now, these are the most basic ones I can use to test the limits of my class. If things go well, I will move on to fire and lightning."

"Why wait? They sound more fun."

"Dangerous, even for me, the user. My skills aren't quite enough to put large amounts of those two through enchantments."

Beatrice pretended to be shocked, mouth hanging slightly ajar. "There are things even you can't do? That's news to me."

"I'm just a human," Lev rolled his eyes. Then he grinned. "Just give me another two hundred levels and you won't need to ask that question again."

"Don't let your head get too big, Mister Overconfident. I'd prefer not to have it block all of humanity's sunlight."

Lev chortled, and Beatrice chuckled too.

"No promises."

**

The rest of the journey would've been challenging had Lev not been accompanying them. As it stood, he killed several commanders before they even got close to the carts, dealing with most of the enemies without problem. Some were left alive for the weaker teams accompanying the workers, so they could get some levels under his supervision.

In the meantime, Lev practiced, practiced, and practiced. He had so much mana and regeneration that it was never not enough. The limitation was the number of things he could practice, as rushing was simply not an option.

A month and a half had passed during the travel, even if it hadn't felt like that whatsoever. Lev's mind was now almost completely attuned to the lifespan of an average person on Monarch, though accepting that he was going to live for thousands of years was going to take a lot more time. If he wasn't torn apart by some monster in the meantime, that is.

The largest improvement in that time was the enhancement formation. With the added layer of manually empowering the durability of small sections of his armor, most of the free time was spent acquainting himself with the new change.

Other than that, he had four new mounted cannons on top of his bubble. The entire construct had been rinsed with high-quality infused sap in one of their rest nights, and Lev had no plans to ever dismiss it now. As for the cannons, they used standard pure mana runes that compressed air bullets before firing them.

Testing the weapons however, remained a task for the future. Beyond some basic firing, none of the monsters were strong enough to provide reliable data about their destructiveness, and neither were they fast enough to ever dodge the bullets.

In the distance, the pale gray walls of Timberhold had been visible for hours now. None of the people in the caravan were in a hurry to rush the final distance, which left Lev and Beatrice to sit together in one of the last carts and just gaze at the walls idly.

Neither was in the mood to speak as the moment of separation neared. The time they had spent together wasn't much in the grand scheme of things, but they cherished it all the same. Beatrice was the only person Lev talked to regularly beyond Sherron, and the wave of dispiritedness overtaking him matched that.

It also didn't help that the aura mage was similarly down, having left behind the only semblance of belonging back in Windkeep to move to a completely new city and join unfamiliar faces. On top of that, she was also pretty much going to part ways with Lev, who was going to be very busy as a Master hunter. Already, the alert crystal had beeped twice on the way.

"Why're you so quiet?" Lev broke the silence with an obviously stupid question. She merely turned to him for a moment, stared impassively into his eyes, then turned back to gaze at the nearing city.

"What are you going to do now?" she eventually asked. Lev didn't answer for a few minutes, taking his time to think things over.

"Look for Trailblazer and receive his guidance. Find some trolls to practice my new enhancement against, and second threshold monsters to gain some levels and test my other tools."

"Always the same with you," she shook her head, only half jokingly. "What after that? Kill more monsters, train more skills, gain more levels, rinse and repeat?"

"… I hope not, even if that sounds fairly likely. You also forgot crafting."

"Right, even more skills to train. How could that possibly slip my mind?"

Lev rolled his eyes. "When do you want to push for Master?"

"Don't worry about that anymore," she shot him down with a small sigh. "I will have plenty of opportunities to evolve in the future. Doing so quickly will only mean more work."

"But… our deal?"

"Is done," she said resolutely while looking at him to show her seriousness. "Just two levels will not take long since the hardest part is already done. You've done more than enough, Lev."

"I'm against this," he remarked with a scowl. "A few levels are nothing compared to what you've done for me."

"Give it a rest," she said, eyes exasperated. "None of it would have mattered if you hadn't saved me twice again. We were already even."

"That's not how it works," Lev muttered, but dropped the matter. She was wrong, at least in his opinion, but he didn't want to sour the moment by arguing.

Half an hour later, the carts stopped in front of the massive gates of Timberhold. Security was just as tight as everywhere else, but the reception was considerably warmer. Even the guards were laughing merrily with the new transfers, expertly soothing their nerves and making them feel welcomed.

Lev and Beatrice stood to the side, some distance away from the carts currently undergoing thorough scans and checks. His bubble hovered above them, and it descended silently before swallowing them whole through an opening formed at the last moment.

Inside, Lev cranked up the stealth formations to full. Beatrice was visibly struggling with something, trying to gather either the words or the courage. He gave her time.

With a deep breath, she turned to him and stepped closer. That was surprising enough already, but Lev barely held back a squeak when she wrapped her arms around his waist. Gazing into his eyes, Beatrice rose higher on the tip of her feet, until there was barely any distance between their faces.

Lev took it all in with wide eyes, momentarily frozen. It took a second for his brain to catch up as his expression settled into a half-sad, half-genuinely happy smile. His friend wasn't suddenly confessing her love, neither was she developing any at the last moment. It was merely a gift, something she wanted him to remember her by, if Lev so desired.

He leaned forward… and kissed her on her forehead, because there was no way in hell he was going to take advantage of her like that. Beatrice also burst out laughing at the outcome.

"You're so predictable," she said between breaths, chuckles going through her body. "The look on your face was so priceless. I knew you didn't have it in you to kiss a girl so abruptly."

Lev wisely didn't comment on how nervous she was a moment before. Both of them knew the outcome could've been wildly different.

"Not funny," he said, matching her big smile. "I didn't expect you to be so daring either. What changed?"

"Hmm," her eyes crinkled in amusement. "Maybe I felt you checking me out a few times? Who knows."

Lev coughed. "That…"

"It's fine," she giggled. "I'm just messing with you."

A loud, shrill beep cut through the conversation, rendering both of them silent. Lev brought out the alert crystal and found it facing the south, towards the grand forest.

Seeing another alert come through at such an opportune moment took the wind out of their sails. Beatrice hugged him tightly, showing the most vulnerability she had ever had.

"Don't forget about me after you become someone extremely strong and important, okay?" her timid, muffled voice resounded as she buried her face in his chest. "I'll be waiting for you to come see me whenever."

"I won't," Lev replied softly. "I promise."

She looked up, eyes betraying her deep concern. "And stop isolating yourself so much. Nothing good will come out of detachment to this degree. Promise me that you won't spend all your time training or fighting after this."

Lev opened and closed his mouth several times, caught completely flat-footed. He wasn't expecting Beatrice to recognize his fears, but it seemed she had them figured out for quite a while already. Perhaps his silence was one of the reasons she had never brought up the topic before. That he was too scared of making friends in his field, only to never see them again. All this time, he couldn't claim to have made any conscious effort on that front either, always preferring to remain in his bubble, away from those worries.

Chuckling lightly, he ruffled her hair, something he knew she absolutely detested. Grinning at the pouting Beatrice, he answered,

"You have my word."
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  Lev zipped towards the alert's location at the maximum speed he could manage, eating the distance at an incredible rate. Yet, none of that registered in his mind as it kept circling back to the recent goodbye.

Beatrice wasn't leaving forever, but with her settling into the new job and routine, and Lev's free time being taken up by aura training, they were likely only going to meet once before he had to leave Timberhold. Staying still had never been possible for him, and the thought of the itch acting up again during his stay in the Exalted's estate was already making him antsy.

The sensation was never fun to deal with. If anything, it made him feel like his muscles were slowly melting and his bones were on fire. Even worse, none of that was actually painful, only supremely uncomfortable, borne of his soul and not the physical body.

Then there was the matter of the kiss. Lev knew she had genuinely just wanted to make him happy with the gesture and didn't mean anything romantic. He appreciated it greatly too, but his side of things was much too complicated. The encounter with the windstrider warg was a constant reminder of his mortality, and that kiss… well, it was a slippery slope that he wouldn't have been able to recover from. One of his dying regrets was not experiencing love, and falling for her would've been far too easy.

Rejecting the offer was the right choice, even if it undoubtedly hurt Beatrice. Lev would have to do something to make it up to her.

Shaking away all those downer thoughts, he focused on the flight path to not collide with some random monster. None flew so close to the ground, but everyone knew there were plenty high above.

Minutes passed as Lev traced the alert's specified direction as best as he could. It only took an hour for the outer wall to come into view, with him having found nothing despite flying a kilometer above ground. The stealth formations ran at maximum strength all that time. He didn't fancy some avian monstrosity gulping him down in the blink of an eye.

Like Whitefall, Timberhold was present close to the outer wall, though activity in that side of the plain was considerably reduced. An alert could've been just a small orc horde sighted by weaker patrols, but those notions vanished when he saw the four people standing atop the walls. The suns were only just past noon, letting him see them clearly.

They hadn't noticed him yet, so Lev didn't show himself either. No monsters were visible anywhere near the wall, though the alert made more sense when he Identified the people. Three of them seemed like a team with how they were standing close, and the Diviner seemed to be a tag-along.

[Warrior - Level 290]

[Diviner - Level 278]

[Mage - Level 290]

[Warrior - Level 291]

A few seconds passed in silent observation before the Diviner turned to his bubble. Her eyes passed over its location before she jerked them back, locking onto the concealed construct.

"No need to be alarmed," Lev created an opening to show himself, already covered in armor and the improved enhancement formation. "I just arrived. Did you guys send the alert?"

"We did," the mage said, taking in his getup. "Newly evolved?"

"Somewhat," Lev answered and scanned the group in return. "I can hold my own, if that's what you're worried about."

"Even in front of a third-threshold monster?" one of the warriors, a woman, asked. Lev frowned.

"Depends. What type of monster?"

All four of them looked at the Diviner, who was obviously using some skill with her eyes glazed over.

"Insect type," she voiced in a hoarse tone, breathing heavily from the strain of divining about a much stronger monster. "Extremely tough carapace and dangerously fast flight."

"That's… a doable matchup for me," Lev added with a small nod. "What's the plan?"

"There's a total of twenty-three second-threshold beetles accompanying it," the diviner explained. "We need to divert its attention long enough to deal with them and wait for backup. Without the horde leader, they're not that strong."

"I use light," the mage shook his head. "None of my spells will do anything to it."

There was no need to ask the warriors. Going close to a third-threshold monster was certain death. That only left Lev to deal with the monster.

"Where do I lure it to?"

"The location doesn't matter," the diviner answered. "Are you sure you can survive?"

"As long as I only have to run, yes."

"Then it's settled. In less than ten minutes, they will reach the wall. It would be prudent to explain your powers in the meantime."

"I'll go first," the light mage began, leveling an undecipherable stare at Lev. "My main element is light, allowing me illusions and undodgable attacks. You can expect me to support you from the backline and distract the enemies. I don't know about you, boy, but don't oversell your abilities. This isn't the time."

"I'm a barrier mage," Lev returned the stare. "The winner of the tournament a few years ago, and the disciple of Alec Zar. Trust me, I can at the very least run away safely if things go wrong."

That was apparently enough for the Master team, who continued with the introductions. No one gave their names as the warriors explained their roles. The female was a body enhancer, and the male counterpart was a defender who used both a tower shield and earth mana.

Lev dipped his head after that before stepping back into his bubble. All of the Masters on the wall were able to track his bubble for a bit since they now knew it was there, but their eyes lost its location after he ascended a few hundred meters. They weren't able to find it after that.

A third-threshold monster, his lips were pursed in a thin line as the bubble hovered far above the outer wall, letting him scan far and wide with no issues. Let's hope it's a weak one, because a normal windstrider warg will just kill us all without breaking a sweat.

Tense minutes passed as they waited, none of the humans willing to give up the safety of the wall and scout ahead. Beyond the wall was a small stretch of grassland, no more than a few kilometers in length, before the grand forest's treeline took over, extending as far as he could see.

Monsters streamed out of the forest a little while later, their visage matching the diviner's explanation. Black carapace gleamed from atop their large forms, covering the beetles in an extremely tough natural armor. The monsters didn't move very fast however, and even as they sprinted to the wall, Lev knew he could easily outmaneuver them.

Things changed when the leader stepped into the open, dwarfing the rest with its sheer size. Huge dark mandibles clacked together loudly enough to be heard at the wall, as it unfurled its large wings to fly.

[Darkmetal Beetle Executioner - ??]

[Darkstone Beetle - Level 307]

[Darkstone Beetle - Level 310]

…

Five bright blue lances impacted its top before it could take flight, engulfing it in a bright explosion. Crackling flames roared for all of two seconds before a flap of its black wings scattered them. It launched upwards with an unholy screech, beady eyes locked onto Lev, who was already out of the bubble.

The construct was faster, but it could only be moved around like a vehicle. He needed to be able to move freely in every direction, and the armor's flight was the only option for that.

Dumping buckets worth of lightning mana into his armor, he imbued it thoroughly as the monster neared at an alarming pace. Without wasting a moment, he darted to the left, empowering his flight as much as he could by overloading his skills and enhancement formation.

It's actually falling behind, Lev noted with some surprise, and slowed down to let it come in range of his attacks. Lightning and fire streamed into his arms as he channeled mana into the hidden bubble, which turned out to be a mistake.

Four air bullets were launched as the beetle immediately swiveled towards the bubble, prioritizing the hidden threat. Lev immediately turned it around and powered up the driving formations, making it fly far past him to keep it at a safe distance.

None of the bullets had any noticeable effect on the beetle's carapace as they simply clinked off, similar to his earlier lances. They only served to piss off as it gave chase with reverberating screeches.

An overloaded lightning bolt tore out of his armor's palm, landing directly on its face with a massive blast. Lev wanted to slow down and observe the result before time slowed down to a crawl.

HOLY SHIT-

The thought was cut off abruptly when the beetle shot forward as a dark blur and dispersed the explosion, almost too fast even for his slowed Perception. Wind mana vibrated around its wings as Lev overloaded everything he could to move out of the way. His best efforts weren't quite enough, and one of the beetle's mandibles scraped against his right shoulder.

Enhancing that area's durability with the enhancement formation was the only reason Lev avoided being impaled. A deep gouge was left in the armor instead, which he hastily fixed along with the slightly damaged enchantment.

No longer entertaining any thoughts about holding back or keeping it on its toes, the stacks of arrows and lances in his bubble slowly flew out. All of them were enchanted, and he powered those formations before infusing them with lightning mana.

Killing the beetle was impossible for him— that much was obvious already. Even as it turned around from its dash, none of its front had any visible signs of damage from the lightning bolt. That only left the option of hopefully slowing it down with a rain of his projectiles, each strong enough to take down second-threshold monsters but not even close to hurting it.

Armorbreaker formations came alive on his lances by the dozens. The projectiles were infused with large amounts of lightning mana, Lev struggling to control the sheer amount with his mana manipulation.

Waves of lances flew at the monster as he kept creating distance, carrying the bubble with him. Air bullets joined in, doing no damage but slowing down the monster slightly further.

Explosion after explosion was left in a line as the unkillable monster slowly picked up speed. Lev was prepared this time, straining his mind to empower his movements in a burst while preparing all the attacks he could.

Time didn't slow down this time as he saw his enchanted lances clink against its shining exterior, devoid of any nicks or blemishes. They were just as ineffective as he expected. Veering sharply to the right, he dodged its lunge while intricately enhancing his armor.

An overloaded fireball landed on the monster's back as it slowed down mid-air, reducing its vision to zero and not letting it dodge the large bolt of lightning coming its way. It also found its target accurately, but this time the monster didn't rush out of the blasts.

Lev staggered mid-air as the monster's aura morphed into something far more terrifying than before. Mana roared into his armor to overload every single aspect of it and its enchantments as he suddenly found himself ducking huge mandibles that closed with enough force to stress his armor.

Fire and lightning rushed out of his palms in an attempt to create distance, successfully doing so as the attacks exploded underneath its body and pushed him away. Lev immediately retook control of his flight and dashed inside his bubble, banishing all thoughts of actually hurting the monster.

Kinetic energy took over as the construct accelerated, leading it further away from the hunters. He was keenly feeling the lack of Stargazer more than anything while steering the bubble, empowering its speed as much as he could.

The surroundings turned into a blur as Lev just barely outpaced the beetle and steered in a circle. He was ready when the monster slowed down slightly. Knowing what was to come, he waited until the last moment before the bubble dove under its charge. Not wasting the opportunity, he led it back to the first battlefield to check up on the other Masters.

Beetle corpses were strewn about the grassland, their massive bulk visible from a distance. The few that still lived were pierced by infused lances, disabling their movements or outright killing them.

A beam of light hit the executioner, bouncing right off the metallic carapace without a scratch. Lev cursed under his breath and changed directions again, leading it away from the hunters and deeper into the grand forest. He might've been able to hold back the monster with the help of the other hunters, but the chances of them dying were too high. The monster was much stronger than anticipated, and keeping it occupied was the best option. Diviners and strategists in Timberhold were most likely aware of the situation, and backup forces were probably on the way.

In the meantime, he had to do his best to stay alive. Lev returned to his roots and formed four giant lances inside the bubble, constantly weaving between the monster's dashes. Each of the projectiles was enchanted with armorbreaker formation before lightning and fire started to fill them up.

Except, his skinsuit protested immediately. Its enchantments weren't designed to channel that much mana, forcing him to slow down considerably.

Excruciatingly slow minutes passed as the lances were prepared. The moment there was enough mana in them, which was more than a quarter of his huge total, Lev took them out of the bubble while continuously dumping healing mana into his body to counter the mounting mana poisoning.

The first flew forward as a blur, utterly uncontrollable for him after getting launched. Even the extremely fast beetle wasn't nearly dexterous enough to dodge it, eating the huge lance head-on.

Red and blue dominated the skies from the resulting explosion, but the monster was far from dead. Deafening screeches resounded from deeper inside the expanding flames, before another two lances landed on the stunned monster.

Every single attack was empowered by the previous ones, yet there was no notification. Even worse, Lev knew the beetle was barely hurt, if even wounded at all.

The final lance also joined the mix before he prepared to run away at full speed. Nobody in the first response was nearly strong enough to deal with the executioner beetle, and it wasn't his problem any longer either. Backup was on its way, and the final option was to join up with them to try and take it down while fleeing with the remaining Master hunters.

Kinetic energy had just started to empower his bubble when the world subtly changed. The wind flowed smoother, suddenly tenderly caressing his bubble, and the sunlight also felt gentler. That was a mere prelude to the real event as a massive aura engulfed the area, seeping into his soul.

An involuntary gasp escaped Lev as his mana regeneration sextupled.
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  Lev took a deep breath, trying not to be overwhelmed. His soul was overflowing with mana, the magical force of nature rushing in it like a small river falling into a lake. All of the mana he had used was going to be regenerated in less than an hour, which was quite terrifying.

Is he here? he looked around, never stopping to let the beetle catch up. Not very surprising that an Exalted came to deal with this… abomination.

He gulped. The giant cloud of lightning and fire was slowly parting from the monster's blurry wings, now flapping faster than before. Its beady eyes were locked onto Lev, effortlessly bypassing the two stealth formations, before they rose almost negligibly.

At the same time, a person landed on his bubble, only their bare feet visible in Lev's field of vision. He looked up, finding two blue eyes staring back at him, both considerably lighter than his own in color and nearly matching Sherron's eyes.

The Exalted looked to be in his mid-thirties, with a healthy pale complexion and lean build. Corded muscles swelled visibly in his crossed arms as he gazed down at Lev, showing a glimpse of the vast strength present in his body. It didn't take long to figure out he focused on physical strength, given how his white robe matched martial artists from Earth.

"Sup, boyo."

Moving to a corner of the bubble while keeping an eye on the beetle, Lev gave the man a respectful bow and opened a path for him to step into the bubble.

"I greet the Exalted."

"Yes, yes," he jumped inside and waved a hand, curiously peering around. "Quite barebones, not gonna lie."

"… It's a bubble," Lev replied, carefully keeping his tone neutral. "A very new one."

"Yet there are already hundreds of weapons stored inside," he gazed at the stacks of arrows and lances stored inside, all of them useless against the third-threshold monster who was now flying at them. "Shouldn't it feel like the bubble is meant for you, and not them?"

Those words hadn't yet finished echoing in the bubble before the Exalted vanished. A calamitous shockwave announced his kick landing on the monster's head, launching it at the ground far below.

It landed amidst a giant crater as dust and stone rose into the ground, along with all the trees in its vicinity. The cloud cleared quickly with a single motion of its wings, revealing the extent of the damage.

The side of its head was where Lev's overloaded lances had landed, and it was… completely unharmed, except for four distinguishable dents in its shiny black carapace. Two of them were shallower than the rest, marking where only single lances had landed. A considerably deeper dent was borne of the Exalted's kick, one who wasn't even a combatant.

All of that mana, Lev observed it all with grave eyes. And it did absolutely nothing.

"There are no other humans or monsters in the vicinity, kid," Harun's carefree words reached him without any trouble, making him look at the Exalted, who was smirking at him. "Go crazy."

"I'll have to refrain," Lev replied after a few seconds, regret obvious in his tone as torrents of mana rushed into his soul. "My equipment can't handle the output, nor can my body."

Harun nodded, as if expecting it. "Don't worry about the latter. Just give it your all so I can observe your aura. We have time."

Lev didn't need to ask what he meant. An entirely new flavor of mana reached him from the aura mage, effortlessly slipping past his bubble and diving into his body. The purpose immediately became obvious as all the aches and damage from channeling so much mana were healed in an instant, yet the mana still remained in his body.

Too entranced not to test further, Lev raised his right hand and willed a large amount of pure mana to exit his palm. It obeyed, rushing out of his core in a wide, dense stream, eroding his flesh in its passing.

Only, the damage healed in the same instant, immediately detected by the potent healing mana. There were no downsides from the oversaturation either, only a buffer to counter all the side effects of his massive pool.

Eyes wide and limbs slightly trembling, Lev willingly channeled mana through different parts of his body, all under the amused and impressed gaze of the aura mage. Blood leaked in its passage, but not even a blemish remained as everything was healed without exception.

"Not bad, not bad," Harun made a show of leaning closer from his position, eyes squinting to take in Lev's testing. "You will fit in the meditation chambers nicely."

A snort escaped Lev before he could stop it. The Exalted was much more relaxed and aloof than he was expecting, even if the concept was distorted slightly by him manhandling a third-threshold monster in the meantime. With a grunt, Harun effortlessly dodged the rushing monster's mandibles before punching the side of its head, launching it towards the ground once again.

Sighing, Lev prepared himself to push his skinsuit one last time. There were plenty of crafters in Timberhold, and he would have to commission something during his stay.

Rolling his shoulders, he focused on his palm as a weapon started manifesting. Within seconds, a replica of Stargazer reminded him of his glaive, but he gritted his teeth and formed several more of them.

Since his fire and lightning output was limited, he had to resort to pure mana. There were only two things that used it— Enchantments and Crescent Decimation. His projectiles technically did too, but they were borderline useless against the monster.

Crescent Decimation required a bladed weapon to work, thus the multiple copies hovering around him as Lev exited the bubble. Each was filled to the brim with pure mana as his barrier constructs struggled to hold it all in, but that was fine. They were only built for firing a single attack.

Seeing that he was ready, Harun gave him a grand thumbs-up before vanishing with a thunderous boom. Lev put the surprisingly entertaining man out of his mind and focused on the executioner pulling itself out of the recent crater, unharmed but now very much out for blood.

Now, Lev took a deep breath, feeling the massive regeneration boost still going strong. It is time to improvise.

All four of his copy glaives swung downwards in unison as he took control of them. A considerable weight bore down on his mind as just as many pure mana slashes were launched in the wake of shattering glaives, each crescent attack overloaded to the limit.

Lances joined their descent, landing on the monster's carapace without any flashy explosions, devoid of any infused mana. The entirety of his converted fire and lightning were streaming into the massive barrage of lances hovering above, slowly but surely filling up to rain destruction.

Harmless clinks were all the lances achieved before the mana slashes impacted gleaming black armor, finally getting a reaction out of the monster. Halfway to Lev, the monster screeched as the combined attacks overpowered its speed and momentum, halting it in its tracks as the slashes dissipated without doing anything else.

More glaives had already formed. Flying away, Lev streamed some lightning into his right arm and launched another set of slashes. Once again, the monster was slowed down, though it was learning to deflect and was already proficient enough not to be stopped completely.

Raising his palm towards the executioner beetle, lightning roared out of his barrier in the single most overloaded lightning bolt he had ever launched. Caught at the opportune moment, it pierced into the small gap on the monster's front, seeping into its mouth and wreaking havoc inside.

A warbling screech washed over him, almost making him lose control over all the infused lances, but he regained control of them and his flight in time. Exasperated and disappointed, he scanned the damage from the last attack, finding it to be negligible. There was no smoke, no hint of damaged flesh, and not even a drop of blood.

How the hell do I even kill this thing? Lev wondered, throwing himself downwards to dodge its increasingly predictable charge. No amount of firepower will ever be enough.

There was only one remaining realistic option. Fire was thoroughly ineffective against the creature, and lightning was the more destructive of the two against single targets to begin with. Cutting off the supply of fire mana, he channeled as much mana into his skinsuit as he could to convert it all into lightning.

All the while, his Mana Manipulation was becoming increasingly taxed to handle all of the mana. Feeling that he was getting close to either a milestone in manipulation or an entire breakthrough, he instead started channeling fire mana into his armor. Both the mana types were equally demanding, and he was going to brute force it until an evolution naturally took place.

The first thing he did was isolate all the fire mana already present in his lances, singling out three lances bursting at the seams. They were packed with enough mana to level hordes of second-threshold monsters, still wholly inadequate for the current adversary.

As they flew further into the grand forest, Lev breathed in deeply, constantly ignoring the pain coursing through his body despite the instant healing. Using that much mana was like pumping acid into his veins, but it was necessary for improving. The future was not going to be kind to him simply because he was hurting.

One by one, without even aiming properly, he threw the supremely overloaded fire lances at the beetle, each finding its mark due to the sheer amount of mana packed into them.

While the explosion pushed back the beetle with the deafening blasts, Lev prepared himself for some agonizing mental gymnastics. Barrier ropes took shape around him, and so did tens of glaives before the monster could find him again.

He went on the offensive this time. Rushing closer to the dispersing flames, the lightning-infused ropes flew forward to where he could accurately feel the monster's reorienting aura. Each collided with a dull thud and released the charge on the carapace, dealing no damage. That was fine, as the plan was to slowly wear its carapace out.

Glaives moved in a vertical motion next. One, two, five, all fifteen of them. Lightning slashes followed, draining his infused reserves considerably with the single barrage. Each landed with a titanic web of blue before it exploded into fire, pushing the monster closer to the ground as it screeched in pain, slightly stunned with each impact.

Lev didn't let up, pushing his mental faculties to the brink to overwhelm the monster with ungodly resilience. Fire mana rushed out of his palm, not in a fireball but forcefully shaped into a thin jet to accurately land on its front, targeting its mandibles and mouth.

Flames impeded its vision again, which he made use of by firing another wave of lightning slashes at its carapace, stunning it for another few crucial seconds. With an effort of will, Lev took complete control over the enchanted lance drowning in crackling blue mana, and powered up its enchantments. The construct threatened to unravel and explode a hundred meters above him, but his iron willpower clamped down on it, refusing to let it out of his control.

Blood dripped down his nose as his very being focused on the lance and hurled it at the monster, just barely managing to keep it on track as it accelerated beyond his control in a single instant. Lev didn't even have the time to blink when it landed in a reaction taking place for the first time.

Instead of exploding immediately, the huge amounts of lightning rose above the point of impact like a horrific monster with giant eldritch tentacles. It searched for anything to channel the element through, wildly thrashing around its limbs for a single, extremely slowed second.

Lev backtracked as quickly as he could, panic overtaking him for a brief moment before the lightning finally couldn't hold the shape anymore, exploding in the single largest attack that he had ever launched.

The flames that rose this time weren't the normal yellow, orange, and red, but instead, they were blue. Due to the sheer volume of lightning in the attack, the temperature of the fire had ascended a step, moving onto the next color due to the heat produced by it.

Something entirely different was taking place in Lev's mind. His class skills, his mana manipulation, his mana reserves, his converted mana, his willpower, and his class, all of them had come together to create something that shouldn't have been possible for his current skillset. Yet it was in front of him, a fire that burned so hot that his armor struggled to keep the heat at bay. The skinsuit underneath was also operating at full power, just barely managing to avoid his hair from getting burned.

Ah, the thought echoed in his hand, the only lesson he could deduce from the bout of inspiration. Willpower… I need sharper willpower to force elements into a higher state… but how?

A hateful squeal ruined the moment, souring it even further when the blue flames vanished quicker than usual, revealing the state of the executioner beetle.

It was actually hurt.

Small sections of its carapace were peeling off, revealing smoking flesh underneath. Even if it was only a minor part of its large body, progress was made, and he was going to make sure to end it in the next burst of attacks.

Another deluge of glaives formed around him, the numbers swelling to dozens in the span of a few seconds. Lev focused on making them as durable as he could, taking his time as the monster took flight with some difficulty, still finding its bearings.

Three lightning lances were prepared this time as his body was continuously healed by the Exalted, and large amounts of mana regenerated much the same. Lethargy was setting in for the first time, something normal mages had to deal with constantly whenever they used too much mana.

No more chances after this, Lev inhaled deeply, ignoring the pain in both his body and mind. Mana Manipulation was close to evolving, and that took priority. Time to enhance my class yet again.

Exhaling, he sent lightning mana into all the glaives and raised his hand. The fire mana concentrated in his arm was channeled through the fireball formation, molded into a small sphere of destruction. Lev chucked it at the approaching monster. Confident in its natural defenses, it didn't even try to dodge as the ball exploded in a massive blast, once again hindering its vision.

Imagining Stargazer occupying his hands, he clenched them tightly to grip the mentally conjured glaive's pole and raised it higher. His arms trembled with the motion, not because of any physical strain, but because of the dozens of infused glaives hovering above that also followed the movement.

Lev's eyes shook from exertion, blood leaking from every orifice in his face. Yet his concentration didn't falter as he lifted it straight up, along with all the barrier glaives. With a pained grunt, he swung down the imaginary weapon, launching a massive wave of lightning slashes that fell down like shooting stars.

Streaks of blue accurately fell upon the monster's form parting the curtain of flames, dispersing the remaining fire before giving rise to yet another cloud of blue. It was smaller than the previous one because of the divided attacks and overall less mana used, but the effect was no less deadly. Lev was already far enough to be out of range of the erratic lightning, cautiously watching it explode.

That wasn't enough, of course, and neither was it meant to be. Three lances were hovering above him, stretching his willpower in excruciating ways to try and overpower his control. He didn't allow them to, and several notifications in the back of his mind explained why that was even possible suddenly.

With a tired sigh, he shot them all downwards, towards the massive black form writhing on the ground while flying away at full speed.
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  "Well, damn," Harun said and whistled appreciatively from outside his bubble, casually hovering near it. "Color me impressed, kid. Didn't think you would show me anything remotely as spectacular after a breakup."

Lev sputtered. "Breakup!?"

The Exalted nodded without looking at him, eyes taking in the gigantic mushroom of flames and lightning in the distance. "You had that particular flavor of depression that is usually related to women. Your aura displayed it as clear as day."

"Um, no. I was uh… It's complicated."

"Complicated," Harun flashed him a grin. "Isn't that just the raw truth?"

With that, he descended to the monster's corpse. Lev followed while checking his notifications.

[

Your Group has slain [Darkmetal Executioner Beetle - Level 537]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 253

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 254

Unerring Volley has reached 4th Level 1

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 1

Wanderer's Repository has reached 2nd Level 1

Advanced Mana Manipulation has evolved into Consistent Mana Channeling

Consistent Mana Channeling - 2nd Level 1:

No longer will the skill be the bottleneck, allowing you to manipulate vast amounts of mana in a constant rhythm.

2nd Rank: Precision of small manipulation is significantly enhanced as well, improving your overall control.

**

Wanderer's Repository - 2nd Level 1

Perhaps it was your wanderlust, or maybe it was necessity pushing you to step out of safety. Either way, you have qualified for the skill.

You may learn new runes by observing or being a part of significant events. You may acquire new runes by being subjected to natural extreme phenomena. You may learn new runes by fighting beings of significance.

Runes stored in the skill are categorized based on use. You may also learn new runes normally.

2nd Rank: Complex runes are easier and faster to visualize.

]

That… literally does nothing. Lev was slightly dejected at the second rank of his rune storage skill, but Drakys had already mentioned that the skill was very straightforward in its purpose. Unlocking a new effect was extremely unlikely.

The evolution of his Mana Manipulation was a long time coming. Lev could've forcefully unlocked it before reaching Master, yet it felt better this way. He hadn't relied on The System and achieved it through pure effort. Losing the numerical bonus to manipulation would've been a small blow if he didn't already have more than enough bonuses on that front after his evolution.

Only two levels, though…

That was the reason there were so few Exalted. Lev had just killed a monster twice his level, albeit with Harun's help, only to gain two levels. They weren't a part of the third gap either. Just normal levels, that were going to slow down even further.

Down below, near the roaring forest fire and the location of the corpse, Harun spread his arms wide. Lev immediately stopped and backtracked when mana gathered in his palms, before he clapped them together. A massive shockwave burst out of the collision, dousing all flames in its passing and dispersing the effects of the lances with a single clap.

Alright, that's one way to go about it, Lev chuckled to himself, awed and amused by the display in equal measure. Descending, he scanned the executioner beetle's corpse inside the massive crater his lances had formed.

It was largely intact. Much of its metal carapace was still whole, dutifully protecting it from harm. The fleshy body underneath was also surprisingly undamaged, which let him know that lightning was once again the reason why he had managed to kill the monster. It was electrocuted to death.

Forming a barrier rope, he sucked in a breath when the corpse refused to budge. More ropes joined in, straining to turn it over. After a lot of mental exertion, he finally flipped it… only to find that its underside was also fully armored and pristine.

"… Can I get some help, sir?" Lev meekly looked at the Exalted. "My barriers won't be able to get through."

"Hmm? Oh," Harun burst out laughing. "I was waiting to see what you would do. Smart choice, kid. That metal armor will sell for a lot."

"Even in this state?"

"What do you mean 'this state '?" Harun raised a brow. "You barely even damaged it."

Slowly blinking, Lev turned his attention back to the beetle's body. Now that he paid closer attention, it became obvious just how much of the dark metal there was, and that he had only killed it because of a few lucky shots. The armor had peeled off from a joint section, and only a little bit of it had. Lightning's erratic nature had made perfect use of the opening.

"I see what you mean," Lev nodded, trying and failing to hide his surprise and fear. Was he still that far off from killing the monster? His mana pool was hovering close to empty despite the aura mage's presence, yet it still came down to luck.

"It's dead," Harun casually read his mind. "Come on, we've got some work to do if we wanna harvest it cleanly."

Sighing quietly, Lev formed another glaive and enchanted it with sharpness to peel off the armor without getting too close. The next half an hour passed with Harun punching the metal armor to weaken the flesh underneath, letting the barrier mage cut it off more easily. It spoke to its resilience that despite every punch forming a small crater underneath the corpse, he barely even made noticeable dents on the carapace.

When they had separated all the dark armor to the best of their ability, Harun punched the fleshy body underneath, precisely pushing out the core from the other side. Lev couldn't even detect the core, let alone whatever the Exalted had done to push it out.

Without a care in the world, Harum chucked the core to Lev, who scrambled to catch it.

"Take it," the aura mage spoke before Lev could, still as relaxed as ever. "I've no need for it, especially when you can easily enhance your armor with it."

"My armor?" Lev questioned and Identified the core, the thing small enough for his fingers to wrap around it.

[

Darkmetal Executioner Beetle Core - Resilient

This core possesses ordinary mana reserves and conductivity, but significantly enhances all durability related runes and enchantments.

Displays properties of Resilience.

]

"… Are you certain?" Lev asked one more time, just in case the Exalted was underestimating the worth of the core. "It's way more valuable than anything I own right now."

"Yep," the Exalted replied without even looking at it. "While it's not exactly something you come by regularly, I would rather you have it."

"Thank you," Lev bowed, genuinely grateful. "Were there any other monsters?"

"Monsters? No. People, however, there were many who saw the result of what you just did."

Oh, Lev looked towards the outer wall where the Masters were waiting. I hope the Exalted's presence undermines the fact that all that mana was my own. Also, I am just noticing that he doesn't have a passive aura like Beatrice.

"Let's go, or they might come here and see this ruined land," Harun said and flew up. "You don't want that, do you?"

"I don't," Lev agreed and followed him. He liked the Exalted so far, especially because of how casual he was. It remained to be seen just what the limits of his relaxed nature were, though Lev hoped not to find out.

All around them, charred trees and big, deep holes were visible in the ground. The whole area was completely decimated, as if subjected to a localized meteor shower. Lev supposed the analogy wasn't far off, given how strong his lances were at this point.

Some time later, they landed amidst several groups of people, most of whom were non-combatants. Curious, Lev identified some of them and moved to the side, hoping that would minimize the spotlight.

[Diviner - Level 399]

[Mage - Level 270]

[Mage - Level 270]

[Healer - Level 295]

Woah, he discreetly scanned the Diviner. That's quite the level. Is she supposed to be some bigshot?

"Were there any complications, my lord?" the diviner addressed the Exalted, her voice clipped and professional while gazing at the large clipboard in her hand.

"Nope," Harun smiled widely. "Your predictions were spot on, like they always are. Good work."

"Thank you," she bowed her head and turned to Lev. "Would you please follow me to give a report, hunter?"

Lev looked at Harun, who now had a shit-eating grin at his misfortune. Sighing in his head, he nodded and followed the diviner to the side and entered an obvious sound and privacy ward.

Immediately, their surroundings were obscured and blurred, effectively hiding them from the world. Even the Exalted's aura had been blocked out.

"What was the level of the beetle?" came the curtly asked question, without any hints of curiosity or emotion.

"Am I obligated to answer these?"

"No," she answered. "But it makes things easier for us. If need be, someone may come up to you with an offer for the B-Hide. That is the name of the metal you are holding onto."

"537," he replied after some consideration.

"How did you manage to put down one of the toughest low third-threshold monsters?"

"I didn't," Lev gave her an amused look. "Without the Exalted's presence, killing it would've been impossible. Even then, he helped me quite a bit."

"Can you describe the events in detail?"

"No."

She stared. "Excuse me?"

And out myself as a bearer of a Manawell and other stupidly strong advantages? "No, I won't describe the events in detail."

"I see," she expertly moved on and wrote something on the notes. "What do you plan to do with the core?"

"I'll keep it for myself."

For the first time, she broke character slightly and looked at him with disappointment.

"And you plan to take it all by yourself?"

Annoyance bubbled up when he heard that, urging him to say something crass, but he held himself. "I offered both the core and the metal to the Exalted several times, who refused both of those things. It's not like I can keep any of it if he didn't allow me to."

"Do not use that tone in front of me, hunter," she warned him, completely unperturbed. "Was there anything unusual or strange you would like to report?"

Lev shook his head, "That was all."

"This report will be presented to the guild masters, and you will be held accountable for any lies or misinformation," she stored her clipboard and gave him a single short nod. "Good day to you, hunter."

The wards surrounding them vanished with those words. As if completely forgetting about his existence, the diviner marched back to the Exalted. Some words were exchanged before she, along with all the non-combatants, stepped onto some invisible vehicle and flew away.

It's fine, Lev exhaled slowly, shoving the experience out of his mind. Her position probably ensures that no one ever disrespects her, which matches her level. I was out of line this time, though she could at least introduce herself.

He really didn't like people who were too used to demanding respect. No doubt, they played an important part in humanity's continued survival. He wasn't averse to being subservient either, but then the diviner had talked to him as if his existence didn't matter beyond the short report she was jotting on the clipboard.

That irked him to no end.

"Silver for your thoughts?"

Lev yelped and resummoned his armor that was resting in the passive state. Harun stood to his side with a wide smirk, having appeared there without alerting Lev in any way, completely bypassing his high Perception.

"Just wondering what I was going to do after getting to the city," he blurted out, not looking him in the eyes.

"Uh-huh," Harun nodded slowly, not believing a single word of that. "I already have a lily pad with your name carved on it, so don't even think about going anywhere else."

"… Not even for sightseeing or shopping?"

"We can deal with that later," he dismissed before finding where his bubble was stationed. "Let's go. Chop chop."

Not daring to go against the Exalted's wishes, who probably wasn't going to mind now that Lev thought about it, he called the bubble over to them and opened up a hole for them to enter. He followed behind Harun, who sauntered in like he owned the place before closing the improvised door and flying towards the city at medium speed. Just enough to be fast but not enough to hurt to look at.

"Is this the fastest you can go?" the Exalted voiced, slightly disappointed. "I can carry you there faster."

Lev refrained from rolling his eyes and sped up as much as he could. Mana rushed out of him in a large stream, running the kinetic energy formations at maximum. Immediately, their surroundings blurred as their speed rose greatly, forcing Lev to close his eyes.

"Can you warn me if we're about to collide with something, sir?"

"Drop the sir, and sure. We're still half an hour away at this speed."

"… Okay. Who was that diviner? She seemed pretty-"

"Stuck up?" the Exalted interjected with an audible grin.

"Important," Lev stressed, though not necessarily disagreeing. "Felt like I should've heard of her in rumors or somewhere else."

"Close enough," Harun murmured. "She isn't exactly the type you would hear rumors of. All I can say is, she's like half again as old as me, so you better treat her with the respect she deserves. I heard your conversation, you know?" Lev got the feeling that Harun was now looking at his face. "Granted, it was quite funny to see her asking why you're keeping those things for yourself, but the question was completely valid. Your frustration wasn't exactly wrong either, it's just that asking those things is a routine for her. Try not to be annoyed by something so simple next time, especially in front of people like her. She deserves only the best for helping humanity for so long."

Lev mulled over the words, finding nothing wrong with them. He just had to get used to people asking questions that beggared belief, apparently. As if he could take resources from an Exalted. It was a normal practice for the diviner, which meant it should be for him too. He was, after all, going to be working with the strongest of humanity soon. Teaching himself some humility was in order.

"I take it she doesn't care about or expect an apology?"

"No."

Some things never changed.
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  No one had the guts to question Lev or Harun when they landed and entered Timberhold without a single pause. Both of them were used to the treatment, though one obviously more than the other.

Around them, there was a large empty plot of land for several hundred meters of traveling inwards before farms became visible on either side. Traffic on the main road leading to the actual city proper was still quite high, however.

Lev always stayed a step or two behind, both out of respect and to avoid people spreading some stupid rumors. He needed to show that his status in society was far lower than the Exalted's, who was referred to as 'my lord' by many. It made him question just how he had won Sherron over, and as a child, no less.

"I wasn't entirely serious back then," Harun spoke, his voice low but reaching Lev clearly. "You can deal with any business you have before entering my estate. Once there, you won't be allowed to leave for a few weeks."

What even is there for me to do? Lev wondered as they walked down the main road. Taking in the sights took a backseat as his mind wandered. There isn't any shopping that needs to be taken care of urgently, and Beatrice…

The thought of his friend resurfaced the memory of her full red lips hovering so close to his own, inching ever closer in their tantalizing beauty—

Lev slapped his cheeks with both hands and quickly breathed out, inhaling deep breaths to steady his rising heartbeat. He ignored the grinning and enlightened Exalted and focused back on the original line of thought.

She won't be free for some time, settling in and all that, Lev huffed and pulled his mind out of the gutter. Which leaves me with… absolutely nothing to do. Trading B-Hide can wait for however long I am going to stay in the mysterious pond.

"I'm free to enter right now," Lev said after a few minutes of silent contemplation. He glanced at the invisible bubble flying above them. "Where do we need to go?"

"Not far," came the reply. "Keep walking straight, I'll be back in a moment."

True to his words, the Exalted vanished from sight instantly after that. Shrugging to himself, Lev kept walking while taking in the sights. Now that he was no longer lost in thought, he took a good look around.

Behind him, towering walls obscured the view to the outside, hiding the distant outer wall from sight. Underneath, massive white gates saw a constant stream of people entering and leaving the city, tiny compared to the metal gates. The color made him curious, but not enough to remember the oddity for long.

Up ahead, the buildings were steadily becoming larger in his vision. There were only massive mansions and whole estates at the front, which told him enough about where he was supposed to go.

Nobody tried to initiate conversation with the lone Master walking down the road before Harun suddenly reappeared in front of him.

"Good, you didn't get lost," he nodded, approving of the grand feat. "Pick up the pace."

Barrier Armor transitioned into its active state. He ascended above the ground traffic and followed the flying Exalted, who led him to the very first large piece of land at the edge of the city proper.

The massive estate… was empty, except for a large open-air structure in the middle. They both landed at the gate, and Lev waited for the aura mage to explain what they were doing there.

A high wooden dome made of dark brown wood held up by four similar massive pillars covered a significant portion of the empty plot covered in grass, shrouding everything below in a similarly big shadow. Lev was starting to realize it wasn't standing over just nothing.

"Is this… an illusion?" he finally decided to question after no information came through.

"Correct," Harun answered simply.

Lev didn't get to ask anything else when they passed through an entirely undetectable threshold, altering his view of the surroundings. The empty patch of grass behind him was nowhere to be seen, replaced by a beach.

A jolt of fear went through his body when he noticed the endless ocean to his left. Knowing that it was an illusion didn't help— deep water bodies terrified him all the same. That fear had only escalated after being reborn on Monarch because of the ungodly monsters undoubtedly prowling the oceans, rivers, and lakes scattered around the planet.

He was going to stay at a comfortable distance, which was as far away as possible from all of them. The lake on Mount Tamara didn't count, for it was known to be safe and devoid of life. Quite eerie, now that he thought about it. That hadn't quite registered back then, because he was too busy working on his skills.

Harun didn't wait for him as he stood frozen at the entrance and walked ahead, though he could definitely read Lev's thoughts from his aura. Shaking himself out of that line of thought, Lev looked around. Many new illusions now stood out to his mana perception and Perception overall, though he couldn't tell anything beyond their intentionally revealed edges.

"These," Harun waved his hands to the sides, "are my ponds. All of the ones near the entrance are rented and of the lowest quality. Come on."

They passed yet another threshold, and the scenery changed once again. The beach was replaced by a vast, uniform grassland with mountains touching the sky in the distance. Despite the less picturesque view, it was tranquil all the same, especially because of the gentle breeze flowing through the area, leaving the short grass swaying joyfully in its wake.

Harun didn't stop there either, passing the twelve invisible ponds in the zone without sparing them a glance. Lev kept following him without question as well.

The next section was way more impressive than the previous ones. A lush green forest expanded for as far as one could see, and only four ponds, hidden behind illusions, were present in the zone. Harun waved him to the furthest one, likely because the other three were full.

Each was separated by over two dozen meters, outlining their length as something comparable to a small hall. Slightly wary, Lev tiptoed to the end of the section and waited. Harun entered before him, beckoning him inside.

Stepping into the invisible threshold revealed a waterfall, barely ten or so meters high. The pure water fell into a pond of small proportions, somehow not overflowing despite the volume rushing into it. In the middle was a small light green lily pad, gingerly floating a few meters in front of the waterfall, swaying lightly in the produced waves.

"Lev," Harun called out, jolting him out of his observations. It was the first time the Exalted had used his name. "You're a mess."

"… I know."

"And you're chasing goals that eventually stop holding meaning."

Lev refrained from arguing because both his lives and their experiences combined couldn't hold a candle to the Exalted's own life. Harun gazed into his eyes, none of his jovial and carefree attitude anywhere to be seen.

"How long did it take you to become a Master?"

Taking a deep breath, he replied. "Four years."

"Four years," the Exalted echoed. "The time people take to evolve to Adept. I want you to think about this question before answering. Do you know why you evolved so quickly? Things don't work out for people who aren't true to themselves, so it's obvious you desired to grow stronger as fast as you could. However, can you confidently say that you're aware of the reasons? That you are at peace with yourself after everything?"

Harun let out a short chuckle. "Orianna said you only needed time to control your aura. She couldn't have possibly missed your current state, which means something changed in this period."

He waited for Lev to say something, who had closed his eyes by now. Hiding things, beyond the knowledge of his past life, was going to do him no benefits. Still, he could keep the full extent of events to himself.

"I gained the last four levels before evolution in a single fight," the words came out tired. Slumped. "Only Sherron's presence saved my life after several suicidal moves."

"Luck, huh?" the Exalted voiced in a reminiscing tone. A pale, shimmering pathway of solidified mana formed in front of Lev, providing passage straight to the lilypad. He stepped on it and slowly trotted forward while the Exalted leisurely walked on water. "It's quite deceiving, the concept. There is no good or bad luck, it's all just luck. Or at least, I've found it to be that way. Many times, the fortune of one is built atop the misfortune of another. Both sides would claim it to be either good or bad, but the opinion is never the same.

"Point is, luck is something all of us Exalted have to deal with regularly. Take Hakim, for example," Harun's voice turned amused. "He had a shot, and boy did he shoot it. It was luck. Nothing ever comes for free, but we wouldn't have survived without that gamble either. Sherron, too, is similarly cursed by luck. If Orianna's retellings are any indication, you are her good luck. After many streaks of being attacked by obscenely strong monsters, fallout with nobles and hunters, and finding herself at the wrong place at the wrong time, she's happy to have you. Just as you are happy to have her."

Where are you going with this, Lev thought and stayed rooted just before the lilypad, not stepping on it. Harun's monologue was a buildup, and he didn't know if he wanted to hear the end result.

"You, however, are the luckiest of them all," the Exalted's voice turned grave. "Alec as a mentor, Orianna as a guardian, Sherron as a friend and a sibling, Hakim's approval, Drakys' inheritance, and several other things. All of that resting on one side of the coin, yet it doesn't topple over. It's balanced by something on the other side, things that we have no way of knowing about. I won't claim to help you with finding those answers, but you need to be prepared, much more than anyone else realizes. Step on the lilypad."

With a heavy heart and a mountain of words stuck in his throat, he followed the instructions and sat down with his back facing the waterfall. The lilpad abruptly started to descend, slowly enough that Lev wasn't worried.

"These waters will both keep you nourished and allow you to breathe underneath," Harun explained briefly. "When I settle into meditation, it may feel overwhelming. Do not panic and take deep breaths to achieve a calm state of mind. Your aura will stand out to you and show just what a jumble of emotions it is right now. Focus on it, and ask yourself why it is the way it is. Every answer will bring you closer to mastering it, and every truth will uncover a new aspect of yourself. No amount of power will ever be satisfactory if you don't even know what you want."

Just before his head dipped under the water's surface, Harum's eyes turned momentarily sad. "Despite all of what I said earlier, good luck, kid. I hope it exists for you."

Lev closed his eyes. I sincerely hope so as well.

**

Way to kick a man while he's down, Lev sighed and opened his eyes, freezing in fear. All around him, there was nothing but darkness, and even the water surface he had just entered through was nowhere to be seen.

His breathing picked up. In haste, he tried to swim up, only to find the now-invisible lily pad still underneath him. That gave him enough presence of mind not to jump out and control his heartbeat without moving away from the platform.

I can actually breathe here, he thought, blowing some bubbles from his mouth. The water refused to enter his nose or lips, somehow letting him inhale pure air without problem. Lev raised his right arm above his head, finding it parting the water's surface like normal.

Okay, he exhaled deeply. Not at the bottom of the ocean suddenly. Good. … Now what?

Since there was nothing to do, he focused on the water surrounding him. It was filled with mana, brimming with the miraculous force that permeated the universe. However, it wasn't like the infused water he had seen and used before.

Around him, mana was less just hovering in the fluid, and more… empowering it in some way, neither infused nor imbued. None of it made sense to him, though he still spent a lot of time just observing what it was doing to him.

Beyond the obvious ability to breathe, Lev also felt energized by being submerged. Similar to the Exalted's healing, he mused. The dots weren't that hard to connect. Everything was both relaxing and strangely peaceful despite the horrifying view, and time stopped having meaning not longer after that.

Lev's empty-minded meditation was disturbed when a familiar massive aura spread through all the ponds, empowering them all at once. Since he was already expecting it, the shock was similarly reduced, but it still left him breathless. Sherron had called Harun a non-combatant, and Lev struggled to believe that was the truth. Were his general skills that strong?

Such questions occupied his thoughts for a long few minutes before he dismissed them, having no answers. Harun had already told him what he needed to do, and Lev prepared himself for a long session of some soul-searching.
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  Questions, hmm?

The whole situation reminded him of how Alec had once let him mess around with his class with minimal guidance, letting Lev arrive at the conclusions he thought best. It had largely worked, though he still wished not to be so in the dark sometimes.

Now, submerged in dark waters that allowed him to stay there indefinitely, he wasn't so ignorant. Life had been unpredictable at the best of times, and none of his advantages had proven to be beyond the horrors of Monarch. He was, at the end of the day, still human.

The lessons were impossible to forget.

Let's see, he took a deep breath and calmed his mind as much as possible. Harun straight up doubted my goals, yet I can't even blame the man. He must have seen more than I know.

Gradually, Lev's aura spread out into the pond, enveloping it all until he felt light as a feather. Only now was he realizing that it actually weighed slightly on his mind to keep it close and not spread out. Curious, but nothing that mattered right now.

Going past the limits of The System and conquering Monarch while doing so… he began in his mind, keeping half an eye on his aura and any changes. That is still the end goal, if it is even possible, even if things have changed considerably for the journey. There are actual gods out there, our lands are lost, there is no way off Monarch, and fifth-threshold monsters are real.

No hints of disapproval or any similar emotion were present in his aura, so he continued in his head, mapping out his steps from the present state.

Assuming this meditation session doesn't change anything drastically, the first order of business is to expand my bubble and train while defending the cities. My team…

For the first time, doubts crept into his aura. They weren't minor either, but a cacophony of different negative emotions, intense enough to make him gulp. Lev didn't break his calm state, but the shuddering breath that followed came close to doing so.

Guilt, he noted with a chuckle in his head. Fitting, I suppose.

His thoughts about joining a team were… mixed, as displayed by his aura. To begin with, they were random strangers who may or may not approve of Lev's methods of doing things. Granted, he planned to change them quite a bit in the upcoming days, but not working under someone's thumb was going to remain a constant. He liked his freedom too much.

Then there was the matter of strength, the main reason they were going to be a team to begin with. Would they be disheartened to see all his advantages? What if his very existence eroded their spirit and resolve? Were they going to be as strong as him, or was there always going to be a barrier between them because of the obvious gap?

On the other hand, what if they saw him as an obstacle? The thought was mostly irrational, borne of his fear of losing friends and found family, but what if they genuinely saw him as a rival to overcome? With his uncaring attitude, that was very much a possibility. Life was rarely predictable.

Minutes passed as his thoughts spiralled, going from obvious concerns like personal strength to utterly ridiculous worries such as beauty standards. Somehow, his mind conjured up teammates to be so good-looking that Lev felt like an outsider simply because of their faces.

That finally caused him to snap out of that bottomless pit of worries.

Where the hell did that even come from? he wondered, a faint smile tugging on his lips through the meditative state. There really is no point in pondering about them, is there?

Orianna and Alec's words came to mind. Both of them were certain that the team wouldn't be a burden, and Sherron also recently approved of the fire enhancer. Lev repeated their message several times in his head until the meaning truly settled in, reducing his uneasiness about the uncertain future considerably. It would be much more useful to focus on himself instead. There were many flaws in his being.

My being… his mind turned solemn, arriving at the heart of the issue. His mere presence had already killed dozens of hunters, which did not bode well for his team at all. Accompanying him would mean subjecting them to all the horrors he attracted to his position, like the executioner beetle probably was.

Even if they were killed by monsters, it was his hands that were going to be bloodied.

Lev kept his eyes tightly shut, discomfort and worry swirling in his heart. The options were few, and even fewer were realistic. No matter what he did, they were eventually going to go beyond the walls together. His protection would stop being enough after that, and whatever was after his life could just as easily reap theirs.

I won't let you, his fists unknowingly clenched hard enough that his nails dug into his skin, painting the water in barely noticeable shades of red. Lev's aura trembled as he imagined all the ways things could go wrong, yet he was always there, ready to take on the world. The aura matched his thoughts perfectly.

Not again. Whatever you are, you will not find me so weak ever again. No matter what you send, I will be there, ready to tear it to shreds. The warg was the last time you will ever come so close to killing me.

A thin blanket of calm settled over his mind after that proclamation. To Lev, it felt like only moments had passed, but hours were going by quickly as the plans for the future related to his team became obvious.

He was going to train them, and they were going to spare the cruel world no quarter. Terrifying monsters wanted them dead? Good. They would welcome them all with open arms, delighted to see the free levels conveniently deliver themselves to his team.

And Lev was going to be at the spearhead of it all. It didn't matter if they didn't reach his expectations and couldn't keep up with him. As long as he breathed and his team didn't give up hope, he would make sure that they were never broken. He wasn't willing to give the world the satisfaction of their deaths. Not now, not ever.

Slowly breathing out, Lev allowed himself a contented smile. His fears hadn't just vanished into thin air, but they now had a much weaker hold on him. Beatrice had already asked him to promise not to isolate himself, and he intended to stay true to his word. Letting his worries guide him was no longer an option, especially on the path of greatness.

Man, this water sure does wonders, Lev mused distractedly, completely oblivious to the fact that two days had passed since he entered the pond. Feeling much lighter than before, he let his mind wander again, inevitably thinking back to his time spent with Orianna.

Who is Orianna to me?

That was a question that he should've tried to answer a long time ago. He and Orianna were extremely close by most standards, just short of treating each other like a parent and child. Except that wasn't even close to the truth. Lev had never seen Orianna as a guardian figure, and she probably never saw him as her own blood either.

Then… what? What does she mean to me? More importantly, do I even care about the answer?

He didn't, and his aura agreed. It didn't matter that Orianna was fifty times his age or whatever. She treated him like someone precious, and Lev would happily die for her. It was that simple.

What about Sherron, then?

The answer to that question, at least in his opinion, was simpler. Sherron treated him like a little brother, especially since she wasn't averse to messing around, unlike Orianna. And similar to the fire mage, he cared about Sherron just as much, more than enough to give up his life for her.

Alec… is Alec, he thought with a small chuckle, the movement not disrupting his mental state. He definitely doesn't treat me like Sherron or Orianna, but much more like a precious disciple, which is perfectly fine by me. I can't even imagine ever calling him a brother, or Monarch forbid, father.

Lev broke out in snickers, ruining his meditative state before breaking out into full-blown laughter. The mere thought of being disowned as a disciple because he called the man 'father' was making his amusement teeter at the edge of hysteria.

Okay, okay. Deep breaths, Lev tried to control himself as some giggles still escaped. He won't be that harsh. I reckon he will just stare at me… with the most disbelieving expression possible.

The mental image was too funny, preventing him from calming down for a good while.

That leaves… me. Just the little old Lev, he snorted lightly, sinking deep into the meditative state of mind. I'm an adult now, even in this life. About time I try to figure out who I want to be.

Lev spent a few minutes thinking in silence. Then a few more, before that turned into hours. Eventually, it became a struggle to maintain his calm because no matter what threat of thought he latched onto, there was no answer.

Not a single one.

Clearly, I'm going about this the wrong way, he chuckled uncertainly in his head, not liking how complex the task was turning out to be. Let's start from the start.

I was reborn in this world with no apparent purpose or reason. Just popped in here, somehow an orphan once again. My parents were only Adept hunters who died in an abrupt wave, which is far from abnormal…

A deep sigh escaped his lips as the delusions of having a happy family infiltrated his mind once again. He could've had it all. His titles would ensure that he would be strong, no matter what. Maybe he would've come home to loving parents, who always waited for him to return to retell his adventures and other goofy activities. An older brother would've doted on him for being so reliable, or perhaps a younger brother would look up to him with stars in his eyes. That could just as easily be a sister, one he would tease for no reason whatsoever, as everyone laughed around the dinner table.

So close, yet so far.

… I was reborn here through sheer luck, he deduced as a single, solitary tear fell from his right eye. No purpose, no demands, no other reason. Nothing that stands out as a task that only I could accomplish when people like Hakim and Drakys exist.

Who am I, then?

The simple question lingered in his head, urging him to find an answer. Yet, all it evoked was a tired breath, one loaded with emotion. His identity was always shrouded in mystery for people, but even now, if Beatrice asked who he was, Lev couldn't tell her anything beyond his name.

He just… existed. There was nothing meaningful attached to the person named Lev, one who was supposedly one of the strongest Adepts to have ever existed.

Sure, he was a Master mage and a platinum hunter, but those things simply weren't the same for him. If anything, they were the least he expected from himself and his class. Which left him at square zero once again.

Who am I? Lev asked himself again.

He was someone who won the heart of Orianna, somehow tamed Sherron's fury, earned the care and apprenticeship of Alec, inherited some of the power of Drakys, weasled Hakim's silent approval, and above all, managed to attract the attention of beings far beyond comprehension.

His present was infinitely richer than anyone his age could claim, but what had he done with it all? Beyond his eternal quest of acquiring ever-increasing amounts of personal power, what was he supposed to do in life?

Time's passage sped up as Lev's mind gradually went over every option, slowly dismissing possible futures while holding onto whatever seemed promising. It was like slicing off the deadweight, freeing it from the burdens weighing it down. He needed it to be focused forward, ready to tackle the tumultuous future head-on.

Hours passed as his aura fluctuated, sometimes in annoyance, sometimes in palpable grief. Vision after vision swarmed his head, born of conjectures and common knowledge.

Several facts became obvious in the passage of days. The most obvious being his thoughts about leading the masses.

That was just not an option.

Regardless of how strong he became or how much he trained himself to be a social climber, Lev refused to take on the burden of more lives than absolutely necessary. He was going to protect the cities from waves and scout the outer walls for any horrors aiming to enter their lands, but that was already enough. His team's protection was also going to fall on his shoulders. Keeping both himself and his team alive through whatever his presence called was going to be a gruelling task.

Personal strength was what he excelled in, but if he had to disregard that and take on the mantle of ruling and politics? He would much rather flee into the Grand Forest. His very being and his aura both rebelled at the notion of being a figure of hope and justice to look up to, though only if it wasn't based on his exploits outside the safety of city walls.

Then came the prospects of being a renowned crafter, and oh boy. There was so much potential packed in that thread of possibilities that Lev didn't even know where to begin and end the pondering.

He bypassed that issue entirely by just dealing with crafting as time went by. No need to rush skills that need practice, decades worth of it.

It all boiled down to how Lev wanted to proceed further with acquiring power. So far, it was no secret that he had thrown tantrums to get his way, and was only allowed to meander around on his own because it was a feasible method of evolving.

That ended now. Masters were strictly regulated to ensure the best prospects for humanity as a whole, and Lev needed to do his part. No longer was he an insignificant hunter who couldn't make a difference on any meaningful scale. Wherever he went, his class and advantages would leave their mark, both taking the burdens off the shoulders of others as well as accelerating progress.

Being a brat was no longer going to cut it.

Damn you all, he thought with an embarrassed smile. All this while, I was trying to make you all act more casually. Instead, it's I who's planning to be more professional and controlled. How the hell did this even come to be?

There wasn't much to consider. Be it Alec, Orianna, or even Sherron, everyone was fully dedicated to their purpose, never letting time go to waste. They were akin to legends in their chosen professions, yet they hadn't ever treated him as lesser. A child, sure, but never without warmth.

He wouldn't dare disregard their affection. No matter how much he wanted to be free of burdens, or however he wanted to avoid people getting caught in his problems, it wasn't healthy or feasible to isolate himself any longer.

There were people in the world who didn't wish for him to be lonely, after all. It was the least he could do for them.
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  Time had passed. How much of it, Lev didn't know, but he could tell that days were going by quickly.

Most of the hours were occupied by his erratic thoughts, jumping from one concern to another, or sometimes just reminiscing about all the time he had spent with some precious people.

It took a while for him to sort through them and actually focus on the second reason for entering the pond. Opening his senses, he beheld a much clearer and surprisingly stronger aura. It enveloped the pond in a suffocating presence, much too vast for the small illusionary room he was present in.

Here goes nothing, he breathed in and tried to recall his aura inside his body. Like usual, it retreated closer, but struggled to fit inside his visage. To cloak it meant to completely hide it in his body, something Lev hadn't made any progress in.

Starting with his usual exercise, he tried to pull the aura surrounding his hand into his palm. The ethereal extension of his being clinging to his skin struggled, yet the difference became obvious immediately. With only a small amount of resistance, the aura covering his hand sank into the flesh underneath, effectively cloaked from mundane means of observation.

That was far from enough, however. With enough Perception, one could train their sensitivity to auras, something Lev had an upper hand in from the start. Hiding his emotions was still going to take a lot of time, starting with having a tight hold over them.

Still, it was a good start. Following the sensation, Lev began absorbing the aura inside his body. Things progressed with unexpected deftness, telling him in no uncertain terms just how badly his scattered state of mind was affecting his aura.

In… Lev couldn't tell how long had passed. Pressure slowly began building up in his body before he could fully absorb it, forcing him to speed up the process. By the time it was all inside the confines of his body, a small grimace was constantly on his face.

This is… uncomfortable, he tried to flex his aura inside his body, finding it moving with far more difficulty. More importantly, it threatened to burst out of his body at the smallest change.

Willpower tried to take over the process, only to fail miserably. Since it was an extension of his subconscious, one that had yet to learn to control his aura, there was no way it could do the same yet. Lev needed to practice a lot more before automating the concealment of his aura became possible.

Fortunately, after a certain point, the pressure stopped rising. He didn't know if it was his nascent mastery slowly improving, or if it was a quality of auras, but only a consistent feeling of cramped fullness remained in the wake of the cloaked aura.

Letting out a slow breath, he spent several minutes just getting used to the new sensation, finding it distinctly unpleasant. It permeated his entire being without a noticeable start or end, just omnipresent in his body.

I hope there's a skill for this, he lamented, taking deep breaths to settle his mind. Otherwise, I can't tell how people can keep it contained all the time.

There was bound to be some secret, because Sherron and Hakim had always looked relaxed while only letting a small bit of their presence leak through. Enough to warn people of their location but not much else.

Seems like there is a lot of work to be done, he mused and focused deeper, ready to stay submerged as long as it took to control it to an acceptable degree.

**

Some subjective hours later, Lev was trying to get his aura to gather in front of him. It was spread out in the room, though considerably skewed towards the intended destination. Regardless, actually manipulating it to that degree remained a dream for now.

Harun's aura, which was always weighed on the ponds, suddenly vanished. Lev's concentration threatened to break, but he kept focusing, trying to mold the intangible, unnoticeable, yet strangely malleable, ethereal force into his desired shape.

Actually perceiving the aura was impossible. He was slowly starting to learn that it didn't have anything close to a physical form, only something far purer. How humans could notice it, he didn't know. All he knew was that it was related to the soul, and his own was quite special.

The aura compressing until it was only gathered in a large circle with a radius of about three meters was proof enough. Lev was quite sure people didn't learn to handle their auras so quickly. Another advantage had presented itself, yet it was also the one with the least obvious uses. Sure, he could hide his emotions better. But how often was he going to need that?

Minutes passed as he squeezed it even closer, managing to pull it in until the whole thing was just barely twice as wide as him. His breath was labored at that point, and sweat poured out into the pond as he struggled.

Lev gave in before the aura, unable to muster the strength to keep it there any longer. The moment his hold vanished, it spread out into the whole room again, returning to how it normally was.

A smile remained on his lips, still. Not only was the aura 'cleaner' and 'smoother' than before, but it was also considerably stronger in strength. The latter wasn't nearly as significant as the former, but Lev didn't think the progress would be wasted. He just had to learn a use for auras one of these days.

Where did Harun go? he wondered and glanced up. Only dark waters greeted him, which he easily parted after swimming higher. The lush green forest was much the same, the illusion remaining untouched. Summoning his armor from the passive state, he flew out of the pond and landed on solid ground, letting all the water drip to the ground as it vanished again.

Creating a small barrier pipe, he enchanted it with a basic air flow rune and dried himself quicker. Ten minutes later, when he felt ready to tackle the world again after the long period of calmness, he moved to the room's edge.

Not knowing how to get out, Lev was about to politely knock on the illusion's walls when a door slid open a few meters to his left. Recalling his aura inside his body, something that had become second nature over the course of the meditation, he gave himself a once-over and made his way to where he could feel two Exalted auras.

One of them belonged to Harun, who had stopped keeping it spread out, whereas the other was Sherron's. Lev wasn't aware when she returned from her excursions into the center of the plains, but he was glad to see her waiting for him.

Passing the three other illusion zones, he entered the door at the end of the straight path. It led him to a… hall of sorts, most certainly not what he was expecting. Sherron and Harun were seated around a wooden table with three chairs, the last one empty.

"I greet the Exalted," Lev bowed in the doorway, trying not to let his emotions be obvious.

Neither of the seated people said anything for a good few seconds as he remained in that position.

"Come on in, kid," Harun eventually called out to him. Both he and Sherron seemed happy for whatever reason, and Lev waited until the aura mage waved for him to take a seat.

"How long has it been?" he asked immediately after sitting down. "Time worked weirdly in there."

"Over a month," Sherron replied with a small shake of her head. "Forty-three days, to be precise."

"… Seriously?"

"I thought about checking up on you twice," Harun interjected with a grin. "And that was just in the first two weeks. You were still like a statue, except some minor emotions surfacing on your face for the most part. Only when you started practicing your aura did I know that you were doing completely fine. How'd you end up with that many inner demons to battle, boy?"

"I was born with them," Lev plainly answered.

Harun's brows rose at the immediate answer. "Your aura is crudely concealed, yet there was barely any fluctuation in it when you answered. It's good that you took the time to go over everything thoroughly."

Sherron nodded with his words, a smile never leaving her lips. Lev was starting to realize she was there for more than just seeing him.

"What about manipulating it?" Lev asked while making it bear down on Sherron, the safer of the two options. She raised an eyebrow at the abrupt move but didn't protest. "Is this good for the time I spent, or can everyone manage that?"

The glance the two Exalted shared was answer enough, though Sherron still explained. "It's much better than either of us was expecting. Concealing your aura is already a difficult task, and you're having little trouble with that. Well done."

"Oh," he said lamely. "Thanks. Couldn't say anything for certain down there."

"My ponds are quite heavy to shoulder for extended periods of time. Most people feel quite wrung out," Harun added. "You still being awake and functional is quite impressive. Few are so unaffected."

This time, it was Lev and Sherron who shared a look, because he hadn't felt literally anything of the sort. It was all quite serene, enabling him to stew in his thoughts without any interruptions or burdens.

"Well, I'm glad the experience was so smooth for me," Lev commented and changed the topic while turning to Sherron. "How did your excursion go?"

She groaned. "Ugh, please don't even get me started. It was a wild goose chase after some extremely stealthy cats that never showed themselves around more than one of us. Those jerks knew that, separated, anyone other than Hakim couldn't deal with them alone. The whole thing was a boring nightmare until we finally caught them all. Thank Monarch for monsters and their dumb instincts."

Who has the cores? he wanted to ask but held himself. They were entirely beyond him, anyway.

"Did it take long?"

"Nope," she casually replied and leaned back. "Only four weeks, and only because they refused to stop attacking us."

…

"What is it?" Lev questioned directly. "You're hiding something."

Sherron's smile turned into a grin before she pulled her chair back slightly. With a grand wave of her hand, she summoned a long, black box on the table. Immediately, a… presence overtook the room, originating from whatever was inside.

Lev's jaw kept dropping as he took in the extent of the presence, knowing it wasn't harmful, or even alive. It was distinctly different from auras in that regard, which could only mean one thing.

It was an item.

"Is that…" Lev trailed off and gulped, unable to ask the question. Sherron nodded twice, just as excited as him. Harun stayed quiet in the meantime, understanding that it was an important moment for Lev.

Hands shaking, he reached out to the box and pulled it closer. The weight was low enough that it slid over without producing much sound, only a slight grinding against the table. With a deep breath, he pushed over the cover to reveal Stargazer in all her reforged glory.

[

Stargazer - Superior

Enchantments: Lethal Edge, Gravity Core, Arcane Focus, Supreme Mana Conductivity, Everlasting Durability, Mana Focus, Mana Recharging, Dexterous Glaive, Regenerative Core.

]

Ignoring the enchantments and rarity, Lev's fingers trailed along Stargazer's haft, recreated larger to account for his own growth. It was still pitch-black with bright blue veins streaking through her form, going all the way from the butt to the empty blade. Where they were just a decoration before however, these blue channels carried a large amount of mana, constantly keeping the glaive powered for instant use.

She was just as beautiful as the day he had lost her.

Pulling her out of the box, Lev set her on the ground vertically. Stargazer had seen a massive increase in length, now standing taller than his head by more than a foot. Similarly, her empty blade base was also longer, something Lev couldn't wait to try out in the near future.

He inspected his new glaive from every angle possible, drinking in all the small details. The first thing that stood out was the tons of mana in her form, always coursing through her enchantments without a hint of waste. Without his will, the enchantments remained inactive, but that was designed to change at a moment's notice.

Then there was the actual amount of mana stored inside. It wouldn't even be an overstatement to say that his pool effectively doubled with Stargazer. There was so much of it inside the glaive, he was having trouble accepting it.

More things were no doubt waiting for him to discover them, but that would have to wait. Two Exalted were patiently waiting for him, and he didn't want to remain lost in his own little world, no matter how much he wanted to.

"I…" he tried to speak, only for words to fail him. Stargazer was akin to a national treasure now, except she was his weapon, something he was going to be using all the time.

"What do I even say?" Lev let out a disbelieving chuckle. "I don't feel like I'm good enough to wield her anymore, what the hell?"

"Oh, it gets even better," Sherron's smile turned slightly terrifying. "To quote Jimmy's words, 'whatever the boy is using right now will be a disgrace to the glaive.' Take this."

A long strip of… cloth? was thrown his way. Grabbing it mid-air, Lev Identified it.

[

Pole Cover - Epic

Enchantments: Greater Lightning Converter, Greater Fire Converter, Restoration Converter.

]

He read the description a few times before shrugging. Since he was already getting a Superior weapon, the extension didn't feel that extraordinary. Its length also perfectly matched Stargazer's pole. Wrapping the cover around it, he sent a bit of mana inside. It tightened instantly and scanned for the optimal position, settling into a second skin for the glaive's haft before turning invisible.

"Neat," Lev remarked and tested his grip, finding it no different from before. Only, there were three extremely strong new converters available for him to use now, vastly superior to the skinsuit he was wearing underneath his clothes.

"They sure are," Harun nodded. "I know for a fact that Jimmy doesn't have the formations required to create those two greater converters. How he managed more than 95% efficiency on both is beyond me."

It wasn't beyond Lev, though. There was only one Exalted who had the best collection of runes. He had a part of it in his ring as well.

Sherron got up after that, and so did Harun. Lev wondered what was going on before the aura mage spoke.

"You're free to visit more often, Sherron," Harun subtly chided, though his smile took away all of the sting. "My estate is always open to you."

"I'll try to make time," she replied with a polite smile and turned to Lev. "Let's go."

He wasn't in a hurry to follow. Taking a step back, Lev needed to get across his heartfelt gratitude.

"Thank you," he voiced as sincerely as he could and bowed. "I had no idea how much I needed to be here, so thank you for letting me use the pond."

A firm hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him up. Lev gazed into Harun's eyes, finding them to be almost… sad.

"I suspect you will need these ponds more than anyone, boy," the Exalted spoke gently, not hiding his regret. "The same offer extends to you as well. You're always welcome here."
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  The bubble was still parked where he had left it, in the corner of the massive estate. He pulled it towards them and waited for Sherron to get in.

"You took way longer than I expected," she said after summoning a chair for herself. Lev took a seat in his usual driver's seat, one he needed to buy some comfortable padding for.

"Nobody ever mentioned a time limit," he quipped as the bubble rose. "Is everything alright?"

"Yep. Just wanted to check up on you and bring you to Whitefall."

"Whitefall?" Lev tilted his head questioningly. "That's a first."

"Your team is there," she casually voiced. "Orianna was also missing you, and it will be easier to gain more levels close to the forest's edge."

"Are they done with their apprenticeship?"

"They are," Sherron replied, slightly uneasy. "There are some… other reasons causing a delay. You will see."

Problems already? Lev thought to himself, bemused. I'm not even surprised.

"Let me find Beatrice, then. Are there any laws against flying over the farms?"

"Nope."

Flying high enough that the entire city was visible, Lev glided towards the east. Half of Timberhold was divided into farms, and another quarter was dedicated to farming trees. East was where the crop irrigation took place, covered in a blanket of green and other warm colors as far as the eye could see.

Beyond the eastern wall was also flat grassland that extended to the edge of the continent and had low atmospheric mana density. As far as Lev knew, it was the safest region on the continent, except it had one massive flaw that made humanity leave it completely untouched.

Nobody in their right mind wanted to be near the ocean.

People didn't know any exact rumors or details about the endless waters, but anyone with a mere sliver of common sense could deduce that they were bad news— not even that, they were straight-up a death sentence. Surviving on land was already uncertain. Just what kind of horrors could come out of the depths of Monarch's oceans?

Ones they had absolutely no chance against.

With a tired shake of his head, Lev banished that line of thought and closed his eyes. His sensitivity to auras had risen once again after evolving, and he wanted to see the extent of the change.

Focusing on his spiritual senses, several auras immediately stood out. The one right next to him flared the brightest, though it was expertly controlled not to overwhelm him.

Pushing past Sherron's presence, he sent his senses downward. The first hurdle immediately presented itself when he struggled to notice the people because of their weak auras. They slipped past his mind like leaves flitting about in the wind, or sand falling through his fingers.

That changed when a considerably stronger aura became noticeable. It belonged to a Master, no doubt, and he immediately pulled back to not seem offensive by blatantly scanning them.

Minutes passed as the bubble flew over the massive farms. Lev's senses spread far and wide, much further than his manipulation range. It took a bit of time before a familiar aura entered his senses, distinctly authoritative at that moment.

Opening his eyes, he looked down to see Beatrice already observing the skies, knowing he was up there somewhere. Her own sensitivity to auras was comparable to Lev's.

"Perceptive," Sherron commented, approving of the vigilance despite the safety of the city.

Descending slowly to not spook the farmers currently working, he landed on a small dirt road where Beatrice was doing rounds. She waited for him with a smile, which became strained when Sherron exited the bubble first.

"I greet the Exalted," Beatrice immediately bowed.

Sherron nodded at her and stepped aside to let Lev exit the bubble. He had the same smile as her, one becoming even brighter when she felt his new and improved aura.

"You're leaving?" she questioned, no signs of bitterness or disapproval from how they had parted before visible in her being.

Lev bobbed his head. "I am."

She was expecting it, and the hug they shared this time was much less… awkward. Just like Lev, she seemed to have come to accept several things about her in the short time they had spent away from each other in Timberhold, and it showed.

"Do you remember what I said?" she asked as they separated.

"Of course I do," Lev smirked slightly. "Hard to forget."

"Good. Don't ever forget."

That was supposed to be the moment they should have said their goodbyes, but Lev looked to the ground. He needed to do something for her, and he also had the perfect materials for it.

Why was he so damn nervous, then?

"I… have a gift for you," he began, causing both Sherron and Beatrice's eyes to widen slightly. "Well, it's not complete, but I want it to be finished with both of our efforts."

"S-sure," she replied, flustered. "This is not a confession, right?"

Lev chuckled, the reaction somehow easing his nerves. "No, it's not. I just can't get the day you almost died in my arms out of my mind, so this is the best solution I could come up with. You have a storage ring, right?"

"I do," she said, his words sobering her up quickly.

A large floating barrier plate suddenly manifested in front of them. One by one, Lev took out the chunks of B-hide he had harvested from the beetle and put them on the plate. Sherron scoffed with a smile when she recognized the material, shaking her head.

Beatrice didn't quite understand what was happening, but that was fine. Once half of the B-Hide was present in front of them, which was enough to outfit several people with extremely durable armor, he took out the beetle's core.

Realization dawned on Beatrice who immediately tried to protest, but he overrode her.

"This is B-Hide, a metal harvested from the carapace of an absurdly resilient third-threshold monster, one whose cores is also in front of you. I want you to slowly work towards commissioning a powered armor from these materials."

"H-hold on, third-threshold monster? Where did you even get all of this?"

"The alert when we landed in front of the city was for a small horde of beetle monsters. It was tough enough that I just barely managed to kill it with Trailblazer's help, and even then, it cost me my entire pool. You can guess just how robust the armor from this metal will be."

"I can't-"

"Beatrice," Lev interrupted her with a grin. "This is just the first of many similar resources I will harvest. Trust me, it's not that much. I still have plenty on me."

"Still…" she balled her fists, struggling to accept something so precious out of the blue. "Why?"

Lev decided to be honest. "For my peace of mind. As long as you make something of these materials and don't delay your evolution, it will be a weight off my shoulders. Please."

She deflated after hearing his explanation. Lev had no plans to leave without making her accept, either.

"Besides," he carefully chose her words. "The next few decades will be very busy. They may try to recruit you, so…"

"Alright, alright, I will…" Beatrice trailed off and stored all the metal and the core. Lev waited for her to say something, only for her to move forward to grab him in a hug again. Except this time, there was no teasing in it, only poorly suppressed sorrow and joy.

"This is the first time anyone has ever given me an actual gift," she sniffed, face buried in his chest and refusing to look at him. "Thank you."

Lev just gently patted her back with a content smile.

**

"You definitely overdid it," Sherron said, sipping the cup of hot chocolate Lev had provided. The bubble was just scooping them up again after leaving the city, ready to fly all the way to Whitefall.

"Nope," Lev leisurely replied, similarly holding a cup. "I'm just setting the standard. All of my gifts will be exquisite at the very minimum. This was just the first."

Without waiting any further after finishing the drink, he brought out Stargazer. Because of Harun's presence, he couldn't hold the weapon too close. Now, however, he gladly embraced its pole to his heart's content.

A stream of mana also left his right arm and entered the glaive. Stargazer's enchantments came alive in a blink, guiding his will to all the right places, showing him the obvious controls for each upgrade.

The cover with the converters was also seamlessly integrated into them, letting him smoothly channel mana into it.

Well, then, Lev breathed out slowly and looked at the list of enchantments again. First up, Gravity Core.

There wasn't actually anything related to gravity inside Stargazer, as he was learning with a little disappointment. It was a weight manipulation formation, one far more advanced than anything he could hope to create right now.

Firming his resolve, he dumped a large amount of mana into the enchantment, his brows rising when the formation demanded even more. He acquiesced, and in a few seconds, the formation was fully charged.

Oh, it has a buffer, he mused, enlightened. Thought the mana stored inside was going to be enough, but that seems to be dedicated to keeping it full, not filling it up from scratch.

He had to manually power up the enchantments once at the desired intensity. The more he thought about it, the better that function seemed. More control over their weapon never hurt anyone.

Even better was the fact that he could use the regenerative core's mana to do so, not requiring his own for the first step. That only became obvious when he tried it for the second enchantment.

Before that however, he wanted to see just how heavy Stargazer could become. Bracing his mind and body, he slowly cranked up the enchantment. The burden on his body became higher until it abruptly went past the limits of his physical attributes, when his mind took over.

Lev kept increasing the weight until, at a certain point, the bubble tilted precariously. That made him lower the weight, knowing that he realistically was never going to need the glaive's maximum. It was already weighing many hundreds of kilograms, heavy enough to fall with the force of a stray asteroid wherever he desired.

The enchantment was already extremely useful, and he was just getting started. Ignoring the sharpness formation due to the lack of a test subject, he focused on the next one, Everlasting Durability.

Half of the enchantment was already active, signifying it had both an active and a passive portion. Lev willed more mana into the input of the active part and tried to guess the difference, and failed horribly. The extent was completely beyond him, but he knew that Stargazer was a lot more resilient with it active.

Lastly, there were all the enchantments related to mana, since Dexterous Glaive was also a passive. It made Stargazer more receptive to mental commands, and tiny empty channels were running from the butt of the glaive to the blade.

Closing his eyes, Lev relied on mental feedback to create and put small barrier threads inside the haft. They snaked deeper without much trouble, and the moment each channel was completely filled with a thread, the passive enchantment took over and tightly grabbed them.

Opening his eyes again, he now had several long 'holds' inside the glaive, ready for him to mentally grab and manipulate the weapon without any problem. Stargazer ensured that the threads were firmly in place, never disturbed by any impacts or other such things.

Permanent barriers mean I do not need to recreate them either, he noted, a wide smile never leaving his face as he gazed at his lovely new weapon. You just keep getting better and better, you.

Now that everything other than mana enchantments and sharpness was dealt with, he took a look around. Sherron was silently observing his testing, and they were far enough from the city that the walls were no longer visible in the distance. His bubble's speed was even higher than he expected.

"Do you mind?" he asked her, just in case.

"By all means, go ahead," she waved a hand to the ground, amused. "I'm the passenger here."

"Right, me and my Exalted passenger," Lev chuckled. "I'm definitely the one in charge."

An opening underneath his feet saw him free falling before she could reply. Barrier armor covered his body, appearing in an instant, before he slowly arrested his flight to not violently jolt his bones and brain.

Pushing back his excitement to a reasonable level, he sent some mana into the new fire converter. Nearly all of it was converted immediately, raising his giddiness even higher.

With a deep, trembling breath, he sent it inside Stargazer. Arcane Focus took notice of it first, immediately implementing a part of Lev's manipulation and providing it a qualitative improvement. Mana Focus acted next, rousing the core and taking a bit of mana from it.

In a split second, it went through the fire converter, and suddenly, Lev was looking at double the amount he had started with inside the glaive. In the same instant, the small puff of mana that had been extracted from the core had already regenerated.

… Holy shit. It's quite literally another version of my Wrath of the Arcane skill, amplifying the amount of mana instead of the result.

It took a few long seconds to bring his spiraling thoughts under control. Already, the enchantments were defying expectations, yet he hadn't even begun with the proper testing.

Infusing more mana into the glaive yielded the same result, except the stored amount wasn't even a hundredth of the mana already coursing through the enchantments. As if that wasn't already impressive enough, the core held far more mana than even that.

Lev was beginning to realize that his pool may have more than doubled with Stargazer, especially when the enchantments were taken into account. It was mind-boggling to imagine that a single piece of equipment was so strong.

Moving on with the experiment, he created a test blade in the hollow top of Stargazer and moved the fire mana into it, only to freeze in place. The transfer had happened too fast and without a hint of resistance, reaching the barrier blade in a blink.

That wasn't normal. Trying again, he moved the mana through the glaive's length, finding it moving along his wishes at a speed that exceeded all expectations combined, taking only as much time as he needed to form a thought.

What the fuck.

… Lev was speechless beyond that eloquent reaction. Forcefully moving past that impossible property, he focused on launching a mana slash with the small amount of mana. Crescent Decimation guided his actions as he added more mana, using only as much as he normally used to before evolving.

Stargazer dutifully doubled the amount, and before long, Lev was holding a barrier blade brimming with fire mana. With unconcealed glee, he adopted a stance with her after a long time. Finding and adjusting his grip, he swung it horizontally in front of him, firing a slash with it.

A large half-moon of fire took form and flew forward with enough speed to blow him back with a shockwave, leaving a wide trail of flames in its passing. It travelled more than a kilometer in seconds, continuing forward before its structure collapsed into a massive explosion.

Lev laughed. It was the only appropriate reaction at that point. He had done absolutely nothing beyond supplying the mana for the skill, yet the slash was so much stronger than before that it didn't make sense.

Stargazer was obviously much, much more capable than anything he was hoping for. It was up to him to bring out her full potential, a grand undertaking he would gladly tackle. Dismissing the barrier blade, he brought his glaive close and rested his forehead on her pole with a content sigh.

The world wasn't ready for all they were going to accomplish together.

  

    
        Chapter 150

    
    
    
    
  The bubble hovered a few hundred meters above the outer wall, only a few kilometers away from Whitefall. Lev gazed ahead, his back facing the city, and took in the gorgeous sight in front of him.

No more than a few dozen kilometers away, the treeline of the Grand Forest began. Unlike the Dreadwoods, it was all a refreshing shade of light green, vibrant with flourishing life.

And of course, there were monsters already streaming out of it. Nothing concerning— only goblins and other weak creatures. He would still keep an eye out for anything too dangerous.

"Now that we're here," he turned the bubble around and flew to the gates of the city. "Do you think I should start working towards Mythril quests right now or after registering with my team?"

"You don't need to do those quests," Sherron reminded him.

Lev shrugged. "I think I've bypassed normalcy long enough. About time I start doing things properly."

"Hmm," she only gave him a calculating glance but didn't say anything else.

Minutes later, they landed in front of the large black gates as the bubble turned visible. Walking out of it, he turned it invisible again and walked through the gates, a step behind Sherron. Many scrutinizing looks were sent directed towards his new face, which he handled with far more grace than he once would've. Being remembered by people was inevitable now, since he had no plans to stay away from humanity anymore.

Whitefall's road were, surprisingly, forged out of pale white stone. It was a material that he hadn't seen anywhere else before. Sherron and Lev walked passed the vacant land next to the wall without any hurry, before she started moving to the left.

Going by the quality and shape of the buildings, Lev could tell that they were entering the residential district, and the hustle and bustle further cemented that. The homes were, on average, slightly larger than the ones he was used to seeing on Earth. Lev didn't know if it was the ease of building or the excess of free space that was responsible, but it was likely both.

White was once again the most prominent color. It was matched with many more shades of blue, golden, and other bright colors. Rarely were there designs and decorations that used darker colors, such as dark gray, dark brown, or purple.

Unlike Earth however, the roads were considerably wider still. Multiple carriages could pass side by side at once, leaving plenty for people to walk on the sidewalks.

"Where are we going?" Lev asked, ignoring the wide-eyed admiration of everyone who laid their eyes on them.

"To see Orianna," came the reply, causing Lev to straighten with a smile. He raised a brow when Sherron looked back with a small frown.

"Try not to conceal your emotions too hard around her," she advised, looking into his eyes to show how serious she was. "Orianna will not take it well to see you change and mature so quickly."

Mature? Lev repeated in his head and nodded. He could easily see the fire mage being distraught at him finally giving up his childish attitude. Lev supposed that counted as maturing.

Not that long after, a large orphanage came into view. Sherron strode straight inside, scaring some kids who were running around in the hall behind the main doors. Lev followed behind her, taking in the well-fed and clean visages of the kids ranging from ages 5-11 by his estimates.

Sherron gave them a little wave, that a few of them returned after getting over their discomfort. Most of them however, were staring at him. Lev also flashed them a gentle smile and followed the lightning mage through the hall and throw the corridor in the back. Two turns later, they stopped in front of an office.

Several people were present inside, increasing his nervousness a notch. Sherron didn't care for it and sauntered inside. Orianna was sitting in front of a large wooden table, reading something from a stack of documents. To the side, a large sofa was occupied by three people he was seeing for the first time.

One was a girl with long silver hair going down to her waist, her golden eyes staring back into his own. To her left was another girl with black hair and brown eyes, the smallest of the three in stature. The last one was a boy who, even seated, was obviously considerably taller than Lev. With dusty brown hair and eyebrows, as well as matching eyes, he looked like the very definition of a handsome law-enforcer.

Not breaking his stride, he took in their forms with his massively heightened Perception before letting it return to normal. Orianna was getting up from her seat with a smile, which he returned.

"Oh you look so much better than before," she crossed the table and hugged him tightly. Lev wrapped his arms around her, letting himself sink into her embrace.

"There goes my first impression," he said with a small laugh. Orianna grinned, an expression he didn't remember ever seeing before, and ruffled his hair to prove a point.

"Ok, fine, fine," he pulled back with a mock pout, causing her to burst out laughing. Lev could also feel the gazes of his future teammates boring into his back, trying to discern everything about him.

"I had hoped that Trailblazer's aura would be a good thing for you," Orianna began as she sat down on her chair. Sherron was already seated in front of Orianna, and Lev took a seat next to her.

"It was," Lev agreed. "Much more so than I expected. Monarch knows I needed that time to think."

"How long did you spend in the ponds?"

"More than forty days," Sherron replied, shaking her head.

"Forty!?" Orianna echoed. "What were you doing in there for so long?"

Lev blinked. "I had a lot of questions without answers, and time passed too quickly. It really only felt like a few days for me."

Her shoulders slumped, and Lev had to actively suppress the urge to be next to her and comfort her in some way.

"Well," she sighed. "I'm glad you went there, then. Drakys was right."

"He suggested it?" Lev questioned, while also noting how it seemed the most likely. The Exalted had let through a sliver of his trauma when retelling Lev about how he got the Arcane Supremacy rune, which let him know that they weren't beyond permanent mental scars.

"Yeah," Sherron nodded and looked back to the three silent kids in the room, not daring to interrupt the very strong hunters conversing.

Lev turned around too, holding back a smile. Three bright, curious eyes stared back, way more interested in him than Sherron.

"Let me introduce you all," Orianna said and got up, motioning Lev to bring his chair with him. Now seated in front of them, he waited for Orianna.

"You three have already seen him at the tournament," she looked at the kids with a smile. "This is Lev, pretty much my little brother and student."

Three pair of eyes widened simultaneously at the announcement, turning to him with matching disbelief. Yet, Lev was hit the hardest of them all. Despite keeping his aura completely inside, his burning face gave away his embarrassment and joy all the same.

He coughed into his hand. "As she said, I'm Lev, a barrier mage and recently evolved Master."

Orianna encouragingly glanced at the other three, letting them take the lead. The boy moved first and extended a hand over the table between them and Lev.

"Jack. Shield and a mere Classer," he said with a small smirk. Lev grinned back, already liking him.

[Warrior - Level 31]

"I'm Kayla," the girl with black hair introduced herself next. "Aura mage and healer."

[Mage - Level 10]

"Amelia. Fire enhancer and sword user," said the final girl with silver hair. "How are you so strong?"

[Warrior - Level 33]

"…What?" Lev voiced, not understanding what she meant.

She hesitated, but went through after seeing Orianna's gentle smile. "I asked your teacher how you're so physically strong for a mage, but he just said it's because of your armor. That doesn't make sense."

Here goes nothing, Lev sighed in his head before explaining truthfully.

"Can I ask what encounter made you ask that?"

"When you kicked that shade prowler. I couldn't even see you move before the screens slowed it down."

Lev nodded, remembering he had used a lot of lightning mana back then for a quick burst of movement with a nostalgic smile.

"Right, the armor is what played the primary role," Lev said, and formed a blunt shortsword. "Imagine this weapon in the hands of a strong, skilled warrior. It would be quite deadly. Their bodies are honed to wield them with lethal grace, backed by the gifts of mana."

Then he dismissed the sword and summoned his armor into its active state. "For me, it's the mind that does the work. Like that barrier sword, I can move my armor around however I wish with my mental strength."

He proved the point by stretching it straight out to the side and mechanically moving it up and down, something that wouldn't seem nearly as… robotic when done with his own arm alone.

"With a lot of training and skills backing it up, I got proficient enough in manipulating the armor that it now serves as a second body, but that alone is far from the only reason behind the physical strength."

Seeing that he had their undivided attention, Lev smirked. "I have a Wisdom Boost."

"… Really?" Jack asked after a few seconds of silence.

"Yep," his smirk turned into a grin. "My class also increases my mana capacity by 250%. With all of that mana, I can constantly overload my skills and power-intensive enchantments at full power. They're the reason why I can match warriors of my level."

"But…" Kayla hesitantly voiced. "That lance you used on the field boss? Where did that come from?"

"Oh, that? Such attacks are the main focus of my class. Physical strength is a byproduct of my own efforts and the resulting general skills."

The words weren't registering for them, not truly. That became even more obvious when Jack laughed incredulously. Kayla was also blinking slowly, her face impassive. Amelia was staring at the table absently, similarly shocked.

"You broke them already," Sherron quipped from the side, shaking her head with a mock frown. "In the first few minutes, no more."

"Bah, they'll be fine. It just takes a while to get used to my existence."

"Oh, forgive me for the impudence, Lord Lev. This one got ahead of herself."

"Make sure it doesn't happen again," Lev haughtily exclaimed, nose pointing to the sky.

They both dropped the act with a chuckle after the moment passed. Shaking his head, Lev looked at the trio to find them staring at him with a mix of admiration and nervousness. It didn't take long to deduce that he was messing around with an Exalted known for her temper.

"She's not that scary," Lev said, earning a warning look from Sherron. Seeing he was limited in what he could say, he settled for what worked for him. "Just don't treat her like she's some ball of compressed anger and you'll be fine."

Kayla nodded dumbly, and the other two followed suit. Lev tried not to laugh at their faces and turned to Orianna.

"When can we start?"

"They were waiting for you," she replied with a smile, visibly holding back from saying more about the 'wait.' "If they're fine with it, then you can start right now."

Lev looked at the three of them. Amelia was ready, but the other two seemed unsure.

"We won't be going outside the city or fighting monsters anytime soon, by the way. I just wanted to chat and spar."

"Let's go then," Jack stood up first, making the other two follow suit.

"You guys go ahead, I'll be outside in a moment," Lev said and watched them leave. When their small auras were far enough, he exhaled and looked at Orianna, who looked so proud of him.

"Why are you looking at me like that?" he asked, some color on his cheeks. "And little brother? That came out of nowhere."

"Are you not?"

"Of course I am," Lev immediately answered with a scowl. "You can't escape that brand now, no matter what."

"You make it sound like a bad thing," she smiled.

Lev exhaled through his nose and asked the real question. "Did I do well?"

"Much better than I was expecting," Sherron stressed the word. "Honestly, well done. You even told them about your class from the very start."

"I had no plans to hide my advantages from the start," Lev remarked. "The last thing we want is a bond built on lies."

Orianna's smile turned rueful as Lev spoke. Sherron noticed, and he did as well.

"You've changed."

"Circumstances demanded it," he waved off her concern. "Besides, I had my fun prancing around like a child. My actions will have serious consequences from now on. Being immature is no longer an option."

**

Outside, his teammates were observing the bubble from various angles. Since his barriers were transparent, they could see the stacks of lances and arrows inside.

"They're all enchanted," Lev said, garnering their attention. "Keeping a stock ensures that I will always have the means to go all out whenever I want."

"Why not use them in the monster hunt, then?"

"Because," Lev opened a door in the bubble and waved them inside. Three new chairs formed for them. "Preparations in advance were not allowed, and my barriers weren't permanent back then either. It would be easier to just form them from scratch rather than keeping a stock like this."

Curiously peering around, they sat down. Lev wasn't surprised by the degree of trust they were showing in a random stranger. He had just been vouched for by two extremely strong people, after all.

"Where are we going?" Kayla asked.

"Somewhere quiet," Lev made the bubble rise higher, eliciting a short scream from the unprepared healer. The warriors also tensed. Suppressing a smile, he led them to the vacant land between the wall and the population, ending their fascinating flight trip too early if the expressions were any indication.

Standing on the dirt ground, Lev wondered what to broach next. Sparring was an option, but that could wait. Instead, he formed a large table with four chairs and summoned some light food on it, ranging from juice to snacks.

"How about we get to know each other better before anything else?" he signaled them to take a seat. "We can all fight each other later."

  

    
        Chapter 151

    
    
    
    
  Now that they were alone, Lev properly took in the three young, aspiring hunters in front of him.

Stretching his Perception to the maximum, the world slowed down considerably to let him be done with it in a moment. Amelia and Kayla were both… lookers. There was no denying that. Jack, too, was going to be quite the handsome figure once his beard grew fully. Already, the stubble was neatly trimmed and fitting.

Regardless, Lev was grateful they weren't too beautiful or something. That was one crossed off his list of irrational worries. They also looked to be the same age as him, though he was quite a bit younger in reality.

Letting his Perception return to normal, he smiled faintly but genuinely, his nerves settling down firmly. Contrary to his expectations, it wasn't him squirming in his seat. The three in front of him looked quite nervous, and he was acutely starting to feel the level gap between them.

Masters were rare. And they were talking to one who was supposed to be their teammate.

"What do you guys have planned for the immediate future?" Lev asked while sipping on some grape juice. The taste was biting for the first sip, turning into a mix of sweet and slightly sour after that.

They shared a look, letting Jack take the lead. "We didn't have any, to be honest. We wanted to see what you would suggest first."

"That's… not acceptable," Lev answered, letting a small frown show on his face. "We're only going to do what we decide as a group. So, what do you guys want to do? I'm assuming the sudden freedom of choice is sort of overwhelming. Monarch knows I was confused."

"It is," Kayla said with a small smile. "Everything felt uncertain, but Orianna's reassurances kept us from worrying too much. She said you would know what to do."

"What did you do?" Amelia asked. Lev suspected that she was quieter than the other two based on initial impressions.

"When I first got my class?" he asked to confirm, getting a nod in return. She was also more confident so far. "I asked to be stationed in the pit. I spent hours daily fighting because of… you know. I would rather not speak of it out loud. Other than that, reading and wandering occupied most of my time. Sleeping daily was also necessary back then."

"You willingly chose the pit?" Jack asked, shoulders slightly less stiff. "Why?"

Lev shrugged. "I had a choice, and my class was quite absurd from the start. Evolving took like three months total."

"That's dangerous," Kayla remarked hesitantly. "Will we also go there?"

"As I said earlier, that depends on what you decide."

"Opinion?"

Lev blinked. Jack asking for his input was a surprise, but definitely a welcome one.

"Windkeep has frequent waves," Lev began, thoughtfully rubbing his chin. "Getting titles there will also be easier, especially because of the number of dungeons. I also have some things planned to let you guys push yourselves more if you wish. How does that sound?"

"Windkeep…" Jack muttered, lost in thought. Kayla was similarly pondering, whereas Amelia seemed content to let them plan in her stead.

"Have you been there?" Kayla questioned.

Lev nodded. "I evolved there not long ago."

"Is it as strong as the rumors say? The Master evolution?" Amelia asked, visibly hesitant. "You don't have to answer, of cour-"

"It's fine," Lev cut her off. "If things go well, you guys will be evolving in a few years too. The evolution was… both more and less than I was expecting. In terms of skill evolutions and upgrades, it was certainly more than anticipated, but my class is already unique. Instead of adding more tools to it, the evolution strengthened it all to insane heights. There is barely anything I am doing differently from the Adept class, yet I have already managed to put down a third-threshold monster mostly by myself. The difference is massive."

Perhaps revealing that detail wasn't wise, evident by their dropped jaws, but Lev wasn't used to mulling over words before speaking. Something he had to rectify, it seemed.

"So, ignoring wherever we decide to be stationed, do you guys have any other plans for the day?"

Jack shrugged, which was answer enough. Half an hour later, after they were done with the snacks Lev had brought out to chat leisurely, the team found themselves entering the hunters guild. Many glances were sent their way. Lev was an entirely new face and was of a rank that demanded respect, whereas the other three got encouraging looks. They were obviously coming there for the first time.

Ignoring everyone else, he went straight to the male receptionist.

"I would like to register our team." The clerk looked between him, a Master, and the three Classers nervously shuffling behind him. "Yes, they're my team."

"Do you guys have a team name?" he asked in a clear, ringing voice.

"Not yet," Lev answered, not needing the team's opinion for that one. "I would also like to apply for a Mythril badge."

The man's brows furrowed. "Please wait here, I will call someone with sufficient authority to handle this."

Lev nodded and waved his team to the seating area at the corner of the hall. Their conversation was heard by many, yet nobody seemed to be interested in talking to them.

"Who's the guildmaster here, if you guys know?"

"Varun from Earthen Wardens," Jack answered. "My mentor."

"Oh. Can't we just go see him, then?"

"Let's not," Jack gave him a shaky smile. "He's a busy man."

Thank Monarch for my stupidity that made me treat Sherron like an older friend, Lev thought and dropped the topic. If I knew just what her status meant, I would've never gotten so close to her. Same for Alec.

A minute passed in silence after that before the clerk returned, a replacement having taken his place already.

"Apologies for the wait, sir. The guildmaster invites you to his office."

With a single nod, Lev stood up and moved up the stairs, his team following with uncertain steps. They were clearly not used to conversing with important people.

Knocking twice on the office's doors, he waited. They swung open after a heartbeat, wordlessly inviting them inside. Remembering not to come off as too obnoxious or arrogant, like he was used to presenting himself, Lev stepped inside and waited.

Varun scanned them for a second before leaning forward, a faint smile tugging on his lips.

"Have a seat," he voiced in a surprisingly normal voice, not matching his bulky stature. "Didn't think you would be setting out so quickly," he finished while looking at Jack.

"We're not. Lev just wanted us to register as a team before anything."

Varun's eyes turned to Lev, who returned the stare calmly. "Orianna's prodigy. A Master already? Not surprising, considering how much you kept worrying her."

A pang of regret shot down his spine, but he didn't let it show. "Monsters are rarely predictable. I just barely managed to survive several times."

"Indeed," Varun agreed, their staredown only rising in intensity. The guildmaster's aura suddenly enveloped the room, expertly sparing the three Classers from the worst of it while bearing down on Lev.

He didn't try to push back or try to flare his own. Instead, he raised his hands and looked at them. They were completely stable, not showing any signs of shaking or fear.

"Even Trailblazer's was way scarier," Lev quipped, knowing the man would appreciate it. He also remembered to Identify the guildmaster.

[Warrior - Level 483]

Hot damn, he blinked in surprise. He's so close to Exalted.

"Of course it is," Varun let out a hearty laugh as his aura vanished. "Becoming an Exalted means much more than just becoming stronger. They are… simply superior."

"That they are," Lev grinned, remembering all the times he had been subjected to their auras. Hakim's single move eclipsed them all, still.

"Let's get to the task at hand, then," Varun straightened. "You have been given the right to skip all promotion quests. Why not make use of them?"

"Already have till platinum. It doesn't feel right to do so again."

"A good attitude," he got a curt nod. "Have you decided on the quests?"

"No, I was hoping you could provide me with the most suitable ones."

"That still leaves a lot of options," he raised a brow and summoned three copper badges on the table, pushing them to Lev's team. "I'm assuming you want monster slaying quests?"

"Time is the main constraint," Lev answered while organizing his thoughts. "I don't want to spend too long on the quests, if possible."

Varun nodded in understanding. "Luckily for you, just patrolling the forest's edge counts for one of the three quests. Foraying a bit deeper inside while escorting a herbalist is a good second option, and you can simply deal with the next wave with high contribution for the last. I will count that as a quest for you in the interest of time."

Lev dipped his head gratefully. "When's the next wave?"

"Going by the predictions? Three weeks at the minimum."

Three weeks, which leaves enough time to be done with the initial training and the escort quest. Patrols can be done at night.

"I will take those three," Lev announced. "When does the patrol start?"

"Midnight. There is a strategist two rooms to the right, ask him about the routes before you go."

…

"Can I ask a question?" Lev began hesitantly. His team turned to him, curious and nervous at the sudden change.

"Depends," Varun smirked faintly. "Is it about when I plan to push for the evolution?"

Lev simply nodded.

"I suppose it will become public knowledge in time," Varun mused. "To answer the question, soon. Very soon."

"That's…" Lev frowned, "unfortunate timing."

"You would think so," the guildmaster pointed at him, adopting a more lecturing tone. "But we're the contingency plan. A backup if worse comes to worst."

"Wouldn't we be short on manpower, already?"

"No," Varun answered without missing a beat. "The explosive rise of population in the last two centuries has given birth to a lot of promising hunters. The Runic Warlord will also be leading the charge, and all the Exalted are constantly on the lookout for any monsters too dangerous for Masters. The whole operation has been underway for years already."

Drakys is in charge? That makes things more convenient for me, since he knows me quite well.

"I see. How long do you think it will last, and when does the guild plan to send out the first of us?"

"Maybe in a few months, maybe in a few years. Nothing concrete right now. As for how long it will last, that is even less certain. No one can estimate something so grand."

"One last thing," Lev asked. "Where will you push for Exalted, if you don't mind me asking?"

"The Pit."

**

Lev sent his team to wait in the hall while he procured the patrol routes from the strategist. He also didn't miss the shaken Kayla holding Jack's hand for support. It seemed they were quite 'close.'

Ten minutes later, he joined them at the table they were seated around. Conversation paused when he approached, so they stared at each other silently for a moment.

"We can either rent one of the training halls below," Lev suggested. "Or you guys can just go about your day. I'm fine with both."

Kayla was about to open her mouth quickly when Amelia glanced at her with a small frown. The healer's shoulders slumped slightly with a quiet sigh.

"Let's go to the training halls," she voiced, not nearly as dejected as Lev was expecting after that theatrical display. Jack nodded with a smile, used to their antics, it seemed.

Amelia turned to Lev with eager eyes, which dimmed significantly instantly. Lev was, after all, still a stranger to them. It stung slightly, but he supposed that made sense.

Some time later, a nervous runner was leading them to the most spacious room they could book. She often glanced behind, making sure the Master didn't take offense, or whatever was going on in her mind. Lev just gave her a reassuring smile each time, which visibly soothed her nerves.

Deep in the basement floor, she led them to one of the last rooms in a large corridor, housing numerous training halls. Opening the metal door rather easily, the runner stood to the side as they entered.

"The red rune here," she pointed at the obvious markings near the door on the inside, "is for turning off all the locks, whereas the blue one is for turning them on. They're divided into three sections for door lock, barrier lock, and mana concealment."

"Thank you," Lev said gently. "We will take it from here."

She gave him a deep bow before scurrying off. Lev let out an exasperated breath and turned to his teammates, who quickly masked their amusement. Their auras revealed it clearly, regardless.

"So," Lev walked up to the runes and activated all three of them. The door swung shut behind him as he considered his next steps. "What equipment do you guys prefer?"

"Um," Jack scratched his head. "We don't have any."

Lev was prepared for that, of course.

  

    
        Chapter 152

    
    
    
    
  








A barrier table appeared in front of the three in a blink, taking them by surprise. Lev took a step closer and started summoning equipment from his ring.

Shortswords, longswords, greatswords, maces, shields, hammers, spears, and many more things appeared atop the table, the eyes of his team widening proportionately. Lev had no idea how to use half of them.

"Take your pick," he said casually. "I will blunt the edges once you do."

"What about me?" Kayla piped up.

He brought out several wooden staffs, daggers, and light leather armors. "I didn't know what else you would need, since there's no mana channeling equipment standard for Classers."

"These are fine," she said with a small smile. Scrutinizing each piece carefully, Kayla eventually picked up a dagger. Amelia was holding the largest longsword on the table, and Jack was testing a broad hammer with two flat sides, foregoing the sharper choice. He also grabbed a round shield of medium length, not undermining the flexibility of his relatively small weapon.

Mage, Healer, Swordswoman, and a Shield. Quite balanced for a team, Lev noted, Perception slowed to take in all the subtle details. Their obvious joy aside, there were still doubts present in their movements. Whether they were because of his presence, or if it was the nervousness of an uncertain future, Lev didn't know.

I think I'll hold off from spoiling them from the very start, he smiled to himself, and discarded the initial plan of giving them the custom items in his ring. There weren't many, to begin with.

"Let's begin. Who will go first?"

Unsurprisingly, Amelia stepped forward first. Lev made the table and all the equipment vanish and formed a large bench in the left corner for the other two.

Suppressing a grin, he faced Amelia in the center and summoned Stargazer. The swordswoman staggered, and the spectators also sucked in shocked breaths. It lasted for a few seconds before they flew out of their seats and approached with hurried steps, eyes the size of dinner plates.

"Superior," Amelia wheezed, taking deep breaths to get used to the glaive's presence and center her thoughts. "Is that above Epic?"

Lev double-checked that the room's mana concealment was functional before replying. "Yup. I got this beauty remade after evolving. Still haven't fought with her."

"But…" Jack gulped. "Are superior items common?"

"Hell no," Lev laughed. "This is the only one I've ever seen."

Kayla nodded dumbly, too entranced to speak. Her gaze roamed the glaive's entirety several times, trying and failing to comprehend the sheer power packed inside.

"So much mana," she absently breathed out, eyes glazing over. With a shake of her head, she pulled herself together and created some distance.

"I'm sorry for startling you all," Lev said, slightly abashed. "I also need to get used to wielding her, and thought this would be a good opportunity."

"What about the blade?" Amelia pointed her sword at the glaive's empty top, still breathing heavily to calm herself.

"It's up to me to create it, which I will keep blunted," he said and gripped the haft firmly, settling into his usual stance, tip facing downward. A thick, blunt barrier blade took form in the glaive, increasing its overall length by more than a foot.

Amelia inhaled deeply, bending her knees while raising the sword up to her shoulders, its blade pointing straight forward. Her muscles audibly coiled like a spring as she pulled the sword back slightly, her explosive stance complete.

Lev observed it while forming a thin barrier along her blade, removing its sharpness. She matched the picture of a fire enhancer he had in his mind, given how her arms were strained to strike like a snake. A warm glow streaked through her body, originating from the torso. Fire enhancement improved her physical attributes considerably, the boost not that massive at her rank.

All the while, three completely invisible shields hovered around them, concentrated near the swordswoman. Lev was confident in stopping himself in time, but they still lingered near her to avoid any accidents.

"Kayla," he called out. "What is the range of your buffs?"

"Which one?" she asked. "I have both of them."

Lev paused. That was quite special as far as he knew. "Which attributes do they focus on?"

"The physical one enhances Strength, Dexterity, and Perception, whereas the magical one focuses on mana regeneration, Intelligence, and Perception."

What on Monarch? Lev tried not to show his shock. How the hell does all of that fit in a Classer healer class?

"No passive aura?"

Her shoulders drooped a little. "Just one that empowers the mana regeneration of everyone around me. It's toggled off because it can get slightly tiring."

Just one she says, Lev shook his head imperceptibly. What an incredible class.

"What about you?" he asked Amelia. "Anything special I should know about?"

She tilted her head slightly. "No, my class is normal. Fire enhancement, heat sense, fire manipulation, fire resistance, and swordsmanship. Fire slash and swiftfoot general skills."

"No mana barrier?"

"It was deemed redundant," she replied, still holding her stance. "My teacher wanted me to focus entirely on my class and nothing else."

Lev shrugged a shoulder and looked at Kayla, who used her buffs on both of them. Her passive aura also came alive, empowering everyone's regeneration by a small amount. Since she was using her active buff on him, which was slightly higher in potency than the passive, the latter was ineffective.

The change is… minor, Lev noted in his slowed Perception, finding the buffs to barely make a difference. He already had massive boosts in each aspect she empowered.

Amelia was tensely waiting for the start signal, which he supplied with a nod as time returned to normal. She burst forward and learnt the first lesson— the difference in range. Stargazer snaked in a straight line, its speed glacial to his senses. Yet Amelia's widening eyes told him it was still too fast, so he slowed it even further.

The steel sword met it just in time to deflect the attack, saving her side from getting punctured. Only, the move was overdone, the force pulling her out of a proper stance slightly. Lev made her aware of the opening by pulling Stargazer back and thrusting it at Amelia's other exposed side again.

She seemed to have realized it too as a burst of fire escaped her sword toward him. Lev could've simply walked through them, but jumped to the side, aborting his attack to dodge. His opponent also hastily took a step back, trying and failing to mask her frustration.

She was panicking, and it wasn't hard to understand why. Stargazer had her own aura, and Lev's concealed presence wasn't anything to scoff at either. To top it off, the swordswoman was also no doubt trying to impress her future teammate. Her class was bound to be strong given her talent with fire, yet she fumbled the first move.

Lev gave her time, keeping his face impassive. He didn't want to show anything that might cause a misunderstanding.

Bringing her sword up, Amelia banished all self-doubts and focused on the opponent in front of her. When she moved again, her steps were slightly firmer, her gait more controlled. Stargazer sought to keep her at range again, but she deflected it with less force and flared her enhancement brighter.

With a grimace of pain, she slashed at him diagonally, the force and speed of the blow higher than expected. Lev blocked it easily enough with the haft of his glaive. A small frown flitted on his face but he didn't stop the spar. Stepping forward, he loosened his grip on Stargazer and let her slide back, grabbing hold of her closer to the blade.

Now more suitable for closer-range engagement, he met the swordswoman in a clash of blades.

Seconds passed as the sound of ringing steel echoed in the large hall. Kayla and Jack were standing behind the barrier wall Lev had conjured in front of them, just in case. Their eyes tracked every move as he aimed Amelia's openings, teaching her what she was doing wrong.

To her credit, she was rapidly finding her footing, cutting off excess movement borne of nervousness. With the large amount of her mana she was using to power the body enhancement, the spar wasn't going to last much longer.

Perhaps understanding that, she disengaged. Lev didn't pursue, curious about where this was going to go. Her entire body glowed a fiery red. Amelia gritted her teeth to focus through the pain of overloading her enhancement and surged forward, much faster than Lev could move at the same level.

Deflecting her first strike, he brought back Stargazer just in time to block her straight thrust, holding himself back greatly to let her have an advantage. Sword ground against Stargazer as it slid forward, missing his cheek by a few inches.

With a jerk, Lev slapped it away to backstep a middle kick, an eyebrow raising when she spun with it. Her sword followed her momentum and came around with a fireslash, which he ducked under to find a wave of fire heading for his face. From the corner of his eyes, he could see the tip of her sword rushing for his face from the left.

A small shield immediately took shape and blocked the wave of fire as the previous slash harmlessly exploded on the ground behind him. Thrusting Stargazer forward, he deflected Amelia's swords through her own flames, catching her off guard. She stumbled, almost falling face-first before Lev casually stood up and grabbed her shoulder to stabilize her.

"Not bad," he praised, genuinely impressed. "If the wave of fire was larger, I wouldn't have seen your sword. You're also quite a bit stronger than I was at your level, though…"

Amelia's lips were still curved downwards, clearly showing her pain. Channeling a bit of mana into the restoration converter, he suppressed a smile at the high efficiency and sent it into her right arm. The healing mana immediately took over after entering, gently flowing through her body and healing the burns caused by her own enhancement.

"You have a healing skill?" she blurted out in surprise.

Lev dismissed the barrier wall holding back her friends. "No, just a converter for the mana type. Is your resistance skill not potent enough?"

"It is," she avoided looking into his eyes. "My active skills are just significantly stronger in comparison."

… That makes two with stronger than usual classes. Where did Orianna find these guys?

"I hope you get used to the pain sooner rather than later," Lev said absently, remembering how moving his armor too fast affected his body in the early days. His Constitution was way higher now though, reducing the effects for the time being. It was bound to fall behind as his magical attributes grew further.

Amelia nodded, similarly solemn.

"You…" Kayla grabbed Amelia's arm with a furious scowl, biting back whatever she was about to say. "I told you not to push it."

Lev and Jack stayed on the side, sharing a glance and not interrupting. Kayla used her healing skill for the first time, answering Lev's question of whether they used the same mana type. Hers had a different flavor, one that fit the term 'healing' better than his own, but it was also… weaker? Lev wasn't proficient in healing skills.

"The burns were minor this time," Kayla said, exasperated. "Please wait until you have more Constitution to handle the enhancement before doing this again."

The swordswoman just nodded, looking at the ground. Kayla deflated seeing that and gave her a short hug before separating.

The burns were very much not minor, Lev thought while watching the interaction. Idiot nearly blackened her flesh for that burst of strength.

He would have to keep an eye on her. Pushing one's limits was respectable but the last thing he wanted was a repeat of Drakys' situation. Amelia would need to let go of the limits only when her life was on the line. Tolerating unnecessary pain regularly was unacceptable.

Jack hovered behind the girls, disapproval radiating off him, as well as concern. The trio had most likely tested the limits before if they were handling it so well.

"So," Lev summoned his refillable water bottle and filled a barrier glass before handing it to the swordswoman. "What did you notice in that short exchange?"

"I lack practice," she replied immediately with a frown. "I don't know my limits either, and have little to no control over fire."

"… I wouldn't say any of that is true," Lev said slowly, keeping the incredulity out of his tone. "You need to practice, is all. Everything else is already decent."

"And patience," Jack added, looking down on her silver head. "A lot of it."

"I'm sorry," Amelia said, her confidence vanishing as soon as the topic of fighting was no longer relevant. Lev stopped himself from showing any outward reaction, dissecting her mannerisms.

She has had her class for less than a month, but is already acting like she's used to wielding that sword of hers. Her control over fire is also way better than a fledgling apprentice mage, even if she refuses to acknowledge that. Monarch help us, that only leaves a single conclusion.

She was going to be a battle junkie. Lev was sure of it already.
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After taking an embarrassed Amelia to the side, Kayla left Lev and Jack to face each other in the middle. Like before, Lev erected a barrier wall to keep them safe from any stray projectiles and raised Stargazer.

Jack stood tall with his hammer and round shield. The weapon was rather small compared to his stature, its total height just barely reaching his waist from the ground. The shield, too, was only big enough to cover his front from chest to waist.

So the shield isn't something he wants to hide behind, Lev noted, sending a small stream of mana into the gravity core enchantment. He plans to use both of them as weapons and absorb pressure for the team.

A respectable approach. Lev was slightly worried about the danger it would put Jack into, but he wasn't going to ever disrespect the man by saying that out loud.

Stargazer's weight steadily increased, going from weighing only a few kilos to dozens in a blink. Since his opponent was a Classer, Lev reduced it until it was only five times the original. Jack could handle that much. Probably.

Raising her in a stance, Lev took a deep breath and waited. Jack's gaze roamed his form and footing, trying and failing to understand what would be the optimal opening. His grip tightened as he abandoned any strategy, opting to test the waters first.

Taking a few steps forward, he swung his hammer at the maximum range, knowing Lev wasn't going to back off. Stargazer met its charge, and yet, it was the hammer that bounced back. Jack's face also contorted in mild discomfort from the ringing backlash.

Lev quickly reduced the weight of his glaive further and took the initiative. Not giving him the time to adjust his hammer, Stargazer zipped forward, aimed at Jack's sternum. His shield just barely deflected it as Lev darted back to avoid the returning hammer.

Considerably weaker in strength than Amelia-

Stamina liquified and powered Jack's body enhancement as he rushed Lev. Stargazer met the first swing of his hammer, neither losing out in strength. The warrior didn't let up and moved into Lev's guard, not letting him utilize the range.

A stamina enhancement, Lev noted in his momentarily slowed Perception, ducking underneath the hammer swing and thrusting at Jack's thigh. That is already rather uncommon. His skills also seem to be decently strong, just not as surprising as Kayla's or Amelia's.

Jack parried his thrust and tried to kick Lev's chest, who dodged it easily enough. It was surprising just how far Jack could reach with his long limbs.

Alright, he's obviously not very good at wielding a hammer but that will be fixed over time. Time for the real test.

Stargazer's weight rose slightly as Lev swung it directly at Jack's shield, making his move as obvious as possible. It impacted with an echoing gong, pushing the warrior back a step. Pulling the glaive back, he smashed it again, this time on the hammer, which jerked back from the force.

Again and again, he repeated the same moves, forcing Jack to both adapt and block them directly. Each attack came slightly faster than the last, carrying just a bit more strength. A thrust was deflected, making Jack take another half-step back. Lev's eyes narrowed slightly as he leaned further into his Perception, slowing down time for himself.

Stargazer snaked forward, almost catching Jack's stomach. The man just barely tilted out of the way and wobbled back a step when Lev tried to sweep his feet with a low kick. Not giving up the chance, Lev spun with the motion, hurling the pole of Stargazer at the warrior's face.

The round shield just barely blocked it as Jack took several steps back, arms shaking and eyes narrowed. Lev pondered if he should stop the spar already, given how even Kayla's face was becoming gloomier.

He just doesn't fall, does he? he thought, both delighted and concerned. On the one hand, Jack's class was already fairly stronger than average. In fact, the last blow would've easily shattered Lev's armor at the same level, yet Jack only stumbled back a meter. On the other hand, it was very obviously agonizing on the man's arms and body by extension. The backlash from blocking such strong strikes was no laughing matter.

"I'd say this is enough," Lev set Stargazer's butt on the ground. Jack nodded and let down his weapons with a relieved breath. A stream of restoration mana entered his body, soothing the taxed muscles.

"It restores stamina?" Jack asked, pleasantly surprised.

Lev shrugged. "I have no idea. Does it?"

"It does," Jack nodded uncertainly, eyes glazed over to feel the healing mana working on his body more closely. "Yeah, it definitely does."

"That's great," Lev smiled a little and dismissed the wall holding back the other two. "I haven't tested it on anyone other than me."

Jack gave him a look at that, understanding the undercurrent of implications easily enough.

Woops.

"Did you have to go that far?" Kayla asked with a frown and immediately put a hand on Jack's bicep. A small amount of her own healing mana entered his body, finding nothing wrong with it. "I could feel the vibrations from all the way over there in my limbs."

"Yep," Lev casually replied and gazed at her. "You're next, by the way. Do you have any offensive or defensive skills?"

"I… um, yes? One of both."

"Show me," Lev said and made one of the invisible shields visible. Kayla gulped and raised her right arm towards it, mana gathering in her palm. Lev was expecting a fireball or something like that, but instead, a bolt of pure mana solidified similar to his mana slashes and shot forward, hitting the barrier with a ping.

"Mana bolt?" Lev guessed.

"Yeah," the healer nodded. "The artificer I trained under said it's one of the strongest pure mana skills after Mana slash. I will also have heightened regeneration by casting the boost on myself, so the cost will make it even better."

Lev hmm'd. It was a surprisingly good option. Most of the time, people didn't aim for it because of the difficulty of obtaining the skill. Kayla must have spent a sizable amount of time on acquiring just that.

"What else?"

Somewhat unsurprisingly, a mana barrier took shape next. It was a small thing, just barely as big as both of his palms combined, and was faulty in its creation. The mana density packed inside was already quite low, and it also spread unevenly. He proved a point by casually flicking the barrier, shattering it into pieces.

Kayla's intense stare bore into the side of his head, making him reconsider his actions for a small instant. Then he straightened and looked back, trying not to show his amusement.

"How often do you practice with that skill?"

"I only got it yesterday, you jerk," she huffed, her grin indicating that she wasn't serious. "The whole class hasn't been with me for any more than a week. We didn't practice before you arrived."

"Oh," Lev unconsciously scratched the back of his head. "I think this is enough for today. Tomorrow, we can head out for some real combat experience."

"Against monsters?" Jack asked to confirm.

"Yes," Lev replied and let some of his hesitation show. "There's another thing you guys have to decide on your own. I evolved through the entire Classer rank in just a few months, but most of that time was spent with me practicing my skills at level 100."

The trio listened with rapt attention, lessening his worries significantly. "I could've taken it slower, let my skills rise at the same speed as my class levels, which I obviously didn't. You guys have the choice, however. Since you will fight in a team, the essence gains will be much lower and your skills will also level steadily due to the difficulties involved in fluid teamwork. So, take your time to decide if you guys want to rush to level 100 and level your skills without increasing attributes or take it slow and steady."

"What's the main difference?" Amelia asked. "Why one over the other?"

"Not that much, or at least, it wasn't much for me. For you warriors, whatever routines you will settle into will need to be improved quickly as levels roll in. Only during the first gap will you be able to finally grow into the current attributes and explore their limits properly. Before that, it will be a marathon of doing the best with continuously improving attributes. For Kayla, it doesn't matter. She just needs to use her skills and learn their ins and outs."

Ten minutes later, Lev and a contemplative Classer team were flying high above Whitefall in his bubble, enjoying the phenomenal view of the bustling city and the distant forest. It was a sight as breathtaking as it was intimidating. They all eventually planned to be adventurers, and the sprawling forest was an obstacle that humanity had made no progress in braving.

"Now that you guys have graduated from the orphanage," Lev asked with a nostalgic smile, remembering the day he and Anjum parted. "Where do you want to stay?"

When no answer came, Lev looked at them to find his teammates sporting varying levels of lost and downcast expressions. Internally wincing, he hastily tried to salvage the situation.

"It doesn't need to be decided immediately, of course," Lev announced as they descended towards the orphanage. "There's no rush."

Half-hearted nods met his comment as they left the bubble through a large opening, Lev leaving last. No more than an hour had passed since they left, yet the team was obviously drained. A lot was suddenly changing in their life, and the mental pressure was much higher than the physical counterpart.

Instead of going towards the office, his team retreated to what Lev assumed were their rooms. He instead went straight towards Orianna's office, finding Sherron still inside. Two cups of tea were present on the table, their rich aroma filling the room.

"I feel their confused and nervous auras," Sherron mused while taking a small sip. "It's also underlined by a feeling of accomplishment and progress. Did everything go well?"

Lev slumped on the chair next to her and gathered his thoughts. "Quite well, actually. Felt out their classes, got them registered, found my mythril quests, and also introduced myself to Varun. Where the hell did you find these people, Orianna, and why on Monarch are their classes so strong? The healer's is almost as strong as mine, if I had to guess."

"Kayla's apprenticeship was the most unexpected and successful," Orianna smiled gently. "Out of all people, she was trained by an artificer of Alec's level. Despite the different specialty, he remains one of the experts in the field of aura studies. It wasn't even the planned apprenticeship. He just walked up to the orphanage one day and asked to let him teach the kid. You know how that turned out."

"She just happened to earn one of the most ridiculous classes without any of my advantages?"

"Yep," Orianna's tinkling laughter rolled through the area. "I wasn't sure if the team would be enough to pacify your demands but it seems they were quite impressive. I haven't seen them train yet, you know? All I know is what I heard from their teachers."

Lev just quietly shook his head. Sherron's words were proving true. Just like he had 'popped out of nowhere,' Kayla and Jack were proving to be just as surprising. He wondered if there was some force pulling them together, and not for the first time.

"I wanted to show you something," Lev changed the topic, and Orianna's shoulders perking up slightly let him know she was waiting for it.

Stargazer appeared on the table, set diagonally not to touch the tea cups. Her presence immediately spread through the room, pressing down on their shoulders indiscriminately.

Orianna slowly picked up the glaive and inspected it, her brows rising even further when she felt the sheer amount of mana inside. It was comparable to his own pool, only slightly smaller.

"Wow," the fire mage breathed out and put the bladeless weapon back onto the table. The top of the pole only had a hollow metal base for the blade, one side of it left open to let the blade grow out of it to any width and length. "It's the first time I'm seeing Mana Focus. What does it do?"

"From my nascent understanding, it is what allows Stargazer to safely hold so much mana beyond even the core. It's spread throughout the whole structure and enchantments."

"I was noticing that," she nodded absently, still intently gazing at the weapon. "The enchantments are always powered but in a neutral mode. It's a small draw that is covered by the core's regeneration alone. Very impressive."

"Instant activation," Lev agreed with a contented smile. "That's still far from the strongest enchantment."

"Few enchantments ever beat Arcane Focus," Sherron commented from the side. "It's the mage enchantment."

"Except Supreme Mana Conductivity, I think, is the most potent one," Lev said, lost in thought. "Granted, Arcane Focus is what enables it to be so strong, but none of my skills are nearly as powerful as that single enchantment. Whenever I try to move the mana inside, it acts just as quickly as my thought forms. It's a little scary, not gonna lie."

Sherron's smile turned rueful for a very, very brief instant that was burned into Lev's mind. He was going to get her a Superior item as fast as he could, no matter what.

"Anyways," he said, hiding his emotions to the best of his abilities. "My patrol starts at midnight. Anything I should know or look out for?"

"Wraiths," Orianna immediately answered. "You won't have much trouble with them, given their magical vulnerability. Regardless, they're nasty monsters that can take anyone by surprise. Beyond that, all of the monsters will be as strong as they normally are deeper in the dreadwoods. Be vigilant."

"Wraiths? Like half-tangible half-ghost type beings?"

"More fiction?" Sherron asked in exasperation. Lev belatedly remembered he had guessed the existence of Chaoswalkers on the first day of his apprenticeship.

"Yeah… I think. Not sure where that idea came from."
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Under the dim light of two moons, Lev reached the corner of the outer wall. A small fortress stood atop it, entirely shrouded in darkness and many concealment formations. Only the entrance token he was holding in his hand allowed him to bypass most of them and see its gates. Two scouts observed him from their watchtowers as he floated closer.

The metal gates swung open soundlessly, and an attendant immediately motioned for him to follow.

Spooky place, Lev smiled to himself, liking the ambiance. It was strangely peaceful.

Small ceiling lights illuminated their path as they passed several wards. Neither spoke, and Lev was left to his own devices when they reached an obvious office. Knocking twice, he waited for permission to enter.

"Come in," came a woman's voice.

Lev closed the door behind him when stepping inside. The woman behind the desk straightened, immediately becoming serious.

[Strategist - Level 209]

"Hey, I'm here to ask about my patrol shift. It's close to starting already."

Her shoulders slumped a little. "Oh. What section are you covering?"

"A-5."

"That's a difficult one. Are you solo?"

"I am," Lev nodded. "Was assigned by guildmaster Varun himself," he added to answer her questions.

"I see. Please take a look at this," she summoned a map from her ring. It depicted Whitefall and the outer wall, along with all the regions surrounding it.

To the south was the seemingly endless grand forest, only a tiny portion of it present on the map. Every other direction was grassland with a few more landmarks, primarily some hills and clumps of trees.

"From here," she pointed in an empty green spot to the southwest, "to here," and finished a bit higher up. "Wraiths, panthers, thornling fiends, and some other monsters are the most common. We have relays installed to track the start and end point of the patrols, and your task is to do it in circles. Keep an eye out for anything unusual. Return immediately if you find anything."

"Anything?" Lev repeated.

"Yes," she nodded. "Do you have any equipment that dampens your presence? Wandering third-threshold monsters are rare, but not rare enough to rely on luck."

**

The bubble silently glided forward, its speed purposely kept slow. In Lev's hand was a compass made mostly of infused copper, its needle guiding him towards the patrol route's relays.

Is it getting colder? he wondered, just barely feeling a temperature difference. If the bubble kept going in a straight line and accelerated to its full speed, Lev would reach the ocean in a few days. Perhaps the water's influence reached far.

Down below, flat grassland dominated his vision. Half an hour of flying and scouting later, he reached the first relay point, sitting exactly where it was promised. No monsters were visible anywhere close to it, and since the end point of his patrol was to the right, he started flying in a large clockwise circle.

Oddly quiet, he mused, constantly spinning in circles and occasionally glancing upwards.

The peace was shattered abruptly when massive forms smoothly glided forward, their massive limbs just barely touching the ground and producing no noise. Six long spider limbs sprouted from their back, dense with steel-like muscles and covered in hair that might as well be spikes. Their main bodies were like deformed dark monkeys, too long and lithe to be natural.

[Thornling Fiend - Level 332]

[Thornling Fiend - Level 299]

[Thornling Fiend - Level 320]

Big level difference, he noted, and just observed the monsters eating distance while flying higher. With as little mana usage as possible, he took three lances out of his bubble and aimed them. In a split second, their enchantments were powered up before they were fired.

Lev's lips split into a wry grin when his projectiles were dodged with some difficulty, yet dodged all the same. All three monsters roared at the top of their lungs and abandoned all pretense of sneaking towards Whitefall, immediately whirling on the descending human.

Stargazer's appearance made them pause for only a small moment. Unfettered, they charged on, the hair on their spider limbs rising like spikes.

Time to test the changes thoroughly.

With a grin, Lev dumped buckets' worth of mana into his enhancement formation, running it at full immediately. Only the durability portion was left untouched to practice activating that on a moment's notice.

Lightning followed next, imbuing his armor as the enchantments on his glaive slowly roused. First, a barrier blade was formed and was covered by the extreme sharpness formation, exponentially raising its lethality. Weight increase took place next, raising it to two dozen kilos. Decently heavy but not enough to impede his control.

Arcane and Mana Focus took over when the blade was imbued, giving it the properties of lightning on touch.

Four large, enchanted shields charged with him, as did four more invisible ones. Lev wanted to train both his willpower and test his limits in one go.

The visible shields were given a simple order of 'protect me' to see how they would react. It was his own subconscious taking control of them, after all, so they would probably move to intercept limbs.

He wasn't going to rely on them, however. Their task was to teach Lev how willpower worked and if it was possible to improve it rapidly in combat. He wanted to see if actually doing the same as the order side by side would improve the influence of willpower.

Gripping Stargazer tightly enough for it not to be yanked out of his hands, Lev opened with a weak lightning slash. All three monsters swiveled around it with ease, dodging the blast. Lev took note of their speed and reflexes, quickly understanding that getting pincered would get dicey.

Instead of getting in melee, he glided backwards, planning out his next steps. Just bombarding the monsters would be easy, but it was not going to be feasible after a certain point. The executioner beetle had proven to be a foe that could handle his massively enhanced pool, setting a concerning precedent.

With a deep breath, he channeled fire mana into the glaive and fired two concentrated slashes, the attacks impacting in a blink. Both of the targeted monsters had dodged only to be swept up in the explosion, leaving the last to reach him.

Steeling his mind, he went in and blocked the first appendage with a shield. Stargazer was thrust forward, expertly avoided with a small tilt, before Lev had to face a whole gaggle of hairy limbs. Shields deflected a couple, and he hacked at a few others, failing to cut off any.

The thornling pounced on the occupied Lev, managing to duck underneath a thrust in the nick of time when he accelerated with a large burst of imbuement. Seeing that his simple plan had failed, he kicked things up a notch and fired a point-blank lightning slash.

Rushing forward, he parried another set of appendages and let the last one hit him on purpose. Keeping half an eye on the monster, he noted how the sharp hair cut alarmingly deep scratches on his armor, even when he enhanced the durability of that portion in time.

Deciding he had seen enough on that front, he darted to the side and swung Stargazer diagonally, catching a limb properly for the first time. The inherent sharpness of his barriers and the enchantment combined, sheared through flesh and bone with little difficulty, easily lopping it off.

A warbling roar washed over him as the monster staggered from pain, somehow still coherent enough to swerve out of the glaive's path, letting her open a gash on its chest instead of skewering it. Only, the lightning mana stunned the monster for a brief instant, in which Lev reversed his swing and beheaded the monster.

No more than ten seconds had passed in the intense exchange, plenty of time for the other monsters to reach him. The one he had killed was the middle one in levels, the second strongest in the trio of thornlings.

Shields hastily zipped around, blocking and deflecting the long spider limbs while taking constant damage from the hair spikes. Lev repaired them just as fast while preparing himself for what he was about to do next.

With a sigh questioning his life decisions, he engaged both of them at once in melee. Slapping away two of their long limbs, he ducked underneath another swipe and brought Stargazer around in a low sweep. The lower-level monster failed to dodge in time, losing one of its feet and tumbling to the ground, stunned by the agony. A shield bashed its face in, further debilitating it.

Lev and the last monster squared off again. It wasted no time in rushing in, and he knew the moment of testing was upon him.

Protect me, he commanded his four visible shields and glided backwards, weaving between the monster's attacks. Stargazer moved with him, always at the right place and shoving away the sharp limbs with its increased weight.

His shields were behaving as if they were drunk. The invisible ones followed his commands smoothly under his control, but the visible ones barely wobbled to where they were meant to be. When they did get in the way of the monster, a limb contemptuously slapped the shields away.

All in all, it was beyond useless to rely on his willpower right now. There was a lot of training in store for him.

Up above, the four wind cannons mounted on his bubble slowly came alive. Despite being at the edge of his manipulation range, which was close to two hundred and fifty meters, the monster immediately glanced up at the mana usage.

Lev's eyes relaxed in disbelief at the obvious opening but he didn't take it. Instead, the cannons fired at once and obliterated the crippled thornling he had left behind. The bubble jerked from the recoil, manageable but quite intense. More than fair for the sheer power packed in his cannons, he supposed.

The next ten minutes passed in a whirlwind of spindly limbs trying to skewer him or shave off his face with the spiky hair. Despite the monster's impressive speed and reflexes, it wasn't that strong overall due to its lack of intelligence, which turned out to be a boon for his willpower training.

Since his Perception was rather high, he could track the monster's attacks reliably. The key to training his willpower turned out to be just that. When he figured out where his shields needed to be without actually moving them, the back of his mind had a clearer picture of what it needed to accomplish.

The entire time, he had managed to block about ten attacks through willpower alone. That was a massive improvement from the zero he had started with. Lev considered it time well spent.

To end the fight, he simply let Stargazer slide forward in his grip, tightening it when his hands were at the edge of her pole. Now wielding it at the maximum range, he swung the glaive in a wide arc, hacking off two spider limbs and stunning the monster with a burst of lightning released inside.

Four wind bullets immediately took advantage, riddling it with holes.

[

You have slain [Thornling Fiend - Level 320]

You have slain [Thornling Fiend - Level 299]

You have slain [Thornling Fiend - Level 332]

]

No levels? he mused with a raised brow and harvested the cores. It didn't really matter, as he was going to face many monsters on the same night.

**

Hours passed as Lev killed all manner of monsters, earning no more levels for his troubles. Monsters as strong as the thornling fiends were far and few between. He had only found two felines of the same level, which disappointingly died to his first lances. The cores were probably worth a decent bit, at least.

An hour before the suns started to rise, he was stalking a peculiar monster. It seemed… more shapeless than not, constantly switching between a long, wiry body and a blob of dark gray smoke. Identify revealed its nature, as well as a concerning detail.

[Dusk Wraith - Level 401]

I don't think I should risk it, Lev thought naively, already counting all the projectiles stored in his bubble. There were nearly a thousand arrows and lances combined, all ready to wreak havoc down below.

Just to be safe, he also stayed more than five hundred meters above the barely visible monster. Two large shields also started receiving a stream of lightning and fire mana each, making them shine and attracting the monster's attention.

A jolt of panic cut through his plans when the monster released an ethereal shriek that boomed in his mind. It's flight was also far faster than he anticipated, eating a quarter of the distance in a blink.

Without hesitation, he launched dozens of lances and arrows at the approaching screen of smoke. Minimally infused that they were, he didn't put any hopes in them and channeled more mana into the remaining lances as quickly as he could.

The projectiles cut through the wraith's body without any indication of hurting it, not slowing it down at all. Lev gritted his teeth and abandoned the bubble, flying higher at full speed, still slower than the monster's.

Buying himself a precious few seconds, he waited until it was inside his manipulation range. The moment it stepped close enough, he fired a huge volley of lances and arrows infused with fire and lightning, commanding them to explode the moment they got close to the monster.

Like extreme fireworks, they erupted into a fiery shower one after another, the blasts slowly getting closer and closer to Lev as the monster powered on. When it was only a few dozen meters away, still blinded by his streak of explosions, he pulled the overloaded shields in front of its path and waited.

They were both enchanted with mana concealment, and the monster noticed too late when it stepped within a few meters of them.

Night turned to day as red, orange, and blue, combined into a hauntingly bright release of destructive mana, its light illuminating the grassland far and wide. All types of monsters were attracted by the display as Lev quickly darted downward and grabbed the falling core.

His bubble quickly scooped him up after that. Sitting down on his seat, he Identified the core.

[

Dusk Wraith Core

Possesses high mana conductivity and decent mana capacity. Useful in crafting.

Displays minor properties of shadow and stealth.

]

Huh. That's gonna fetch a sky-high price.

Two wind cannons fired at once, instantly killing a troll warrior. Lev barely looked at the corpse, curious about the nature of the foe he had just bested. Due to the little effort involved, he barely got any essence from the kill. As a result, it had only given him a single level.

[

You have slain [Dusk Wraith - Level 401]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 255

]

The trend was worrying. He was already getting so little essence from monsters dozens of levels above his own, yet it was only going to slow down even further. A glaring downside of his class was presenting itself as the lack of 'struggle' with most kills, reducing the essence gains considerably. He tried to imagine what the consequences of that would be, and that line of thought was not reassuring at all.
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Lev returned to the scout castle under the bright morning sunlight, not wasting any time to report. Several different ideas about how to monitor large areas bounced around in his head by the time he landed. He took mental notes of all of them.

"Come in," the strategist called out after he knocked at her door. "Were there any complications, hunter Lev?"

Lev followed her lead. "Only one that I would count as a complication. Most of my time was spent killing…"

He explained the encounters to an attentive listener for the next few minutes. When it came to the dusk wraith, he summoned its core beforehand to put any of her doubts to rest.

"That is unusual," she frowned. "Wraiths that strong don't just wander around."

Yeah, I wonder why, Lev suppressed his smile and nodded along. "Either way, there were no unusual sightings or phenomena to report. It was a rather busy, normal night."

"Will you be patrolling regularly?"

"For the next month, yes."

"What about the core?" she asked, tone controlled not to seem eager.

Lev didn't mind even if she showed interest. The core was quite precious. "I'll keep it, since I'm a crafter too."

"Oh," her eyes widened slightly. "I wasn't aware of that."

Lev nodded once and made for the door. Once outside, he stepped into the bubble and thought of his next steps. Whitefall was right in front of him, only a few minutes of fast flight away, giving him ample time to let his mind wander.

My team still needs time to adjust, he idly noted, staring at the clear skies. There were probably clouds up there, far higher than his vision could see. I can't just waltz in and shove them into an entirely different life. Waiting a few weeks never hurt anyone, and Sherron said they can't leave right now, either. Wonder what that was about.

He scanned his repository skill, finding two new runes inside. One from the executioner beetle, and the other from the wraith he had killed recently.

Fortress of Resilience.

Shroud of Darkness.

The resilience rune was a major upgrade over the stone enhancement he had once found when training with Drakys. At the same power with which he used the durability rune though, it would be hard to say which one was more powerful.

What wasn't in doubt however, was that the resilience rune was going to absorb impacts much better. The whole rune was designed to maximize shock absorption, turning normal barrier walls into, well, a fortress.

Shroud of darkness was a stealth rune that was going to only work with shadow mana. He could feel that from its structure, despite not knowing why. It just worked that way. Lev suspected it was the rune being stored in his general skill that let him know more about them.

Shadow mana, he remembered Drakys having one of the few shadow converters ever made. Exchanging it for something was going to be a tall order, a task he was going to keep in the back of his mind in case he ever stumbled upon some precious treasure. His luck had been rather dull in that regard so far.

Not that long after, he entered the Orphanage, having felt Orianna and Sherron were still inside. They were lounging in the main hall with all the other kids, and Lev had just interrupted their story time.

"Don't mind me," he went past them to where his teammates were present. In the rooms at the back, one of the larger ones belonged to the trio. Giving himself a once-over, Lev knocked on the door.

Quick steps resounded from inside before Kayla opened it. Her eyes were slightly red as she stepped back to let him inside. The room was rather empty, enough so that Lev scanned every corner thoroughly. Everything beyond the furniture had been packed inside two large bags that were on the fourth bed, each arrayed against the walls.

Jack and Amelia sat on their own single beds, not in the mood to talk if their expressions were any indication.

"Do you guys plan to leave today?"

"Well," Jack rubbed the back of his neck. "Since we need to leave the orphanage soon anyway, might as well be done with it sooner rather than later."

Left unsaid was that they didn't want to keep living there with the thought of the imminent departure hanging over their heads. Lev understood. He also hadn't booked any permanent residence since he needed to leave it behind every time.

"Alright, we can leave in a bit," Lev said and sat down on the empty bed with the bags. "What are your guys' plans going forward?"

Silence reigned for a few seconds, but it was different from the broody quiet dominating the room before. They all looked to be deep in thought as Kayla answered.

"I've already decided on what I want to do a while ago," she voiced thoughtfully. "Nothing has changed, as far as I can tell. Beyond delving dungeons and clearing waves, I'll apply for White Health's auxiliary staff. They are healers who come and go depending on their lifestyles and serve as a backup."

Lev nodded slowly, cataloging the new information in his head and considering the implications. Kayla was likely going to stay on the backlines more often than not, which was completely fine. He just hoped she wouldn't change her mind about becoming an adventurer.

"Nothing concrete," Jack mused, absently staring at the ground. "Becoming decent hunters takes priority right now."

"Lead raids," Amelia piped up unexpectedly, raising all of their brows. "Or whatever else requires such a force."

"You want a leading position?"

She deflated. "… No? I just want to participate in such battles."

Kayla outright sighed as Lev and Jack hid their amusement. That goal was as grand as it was naive. He respected it all the same.

"What about you?" Kayla turned to him. "What is our great Master teacher up to?" she asked, unable to mask her nervousness at the attempted joke.

The wraith's core appeared in Lev's waiting palm for all of them to see, his lips contentedly smiling. That was progress already. "I'm a crafter too, you know? Currently considering what to do with this bad boy."

"Wraith core? The monsters from the forest?" Jack asked, leaning forward.

Lev nodded, "I was on patrol duty last night. Killed one during that."

"Isn't that quite… good? Like, shadow and stealth are a very strong combo, even if it's only minor properties."

"Perhaps," he grinned. "I'll keep it regardless. Money will never be a concern for our team. Which brings me to our next subject. Do you have free time today? I want to sort out our equipment first."

Now all of them were leaning forward, their thoughts no longer revolving around downer subjects.

"How so?" Kayla asked.

"The merchants guild," Lev plainly answered. "Just choose whatever you want."

Some time later, they left the room to find the hall already empty. Only Orianna was waiting for them, knowing Lev well enough to know that he wasn't going to stay put for long.

"I suppose this was bound to happen one day," she stood up, eyes roaming the bags Jack and Amelia were carrying as she spread her arms out. "Come here."

Lev stayed on the side as a group hug ensued. Kayla was in the middle, Jack and Amelia flanking her sides. When the sword user's shoulders started to shake a little, Lev quietly made his way outside to give them the privacy they deserved.

His team and Orianna exited after nearly ten minutes. Lev was working on his beam construct again, trying to add his fire coalescence rune into it. The new design was quite simple. A rod was going to be embedded on the closed end of the barrel, enchanting with coalescence and an expulsion rune. To charge a shot, it needed a small timeframe of uniformly expelling the fire mana into the barrel, where it was going to be shaped by the enchantments. The only issue was the limited amount of mana he could use, since his barriers would explode with too much of it.

Shoving those thoughts to the back of his mind, Lev stepped out of the bubble and beheld three much lighter hunters, their steps no longer dragging on the ground.

"You sure took your time," Lev joked as Orianna stood beside him. "I was waiting for my turn."

Four curious pairs of eyes turned to him. He let the silence linger for a moment to savor the moment before dramatically holding out his palm. One moment, it was empty, and the next, three black storage rings appeared atop it.

"One for each of you," he announced, pointedly looking at the bags they were carrying.

"We can't-" Kayla immediately protested, only to be interrupted by Lev.

"You definitely will," he took a quick few steps forward, his arm still outstretched. "Come on, just take one of them. We still need to go buy equipment, then explore White Grove."

Amelia didn't dally and quickly took the one closest to her. Kayla watched her with wide eyes, shoulders slumping when Jack did the same. The man just gave her a shrug, knowing they were going to take the rings one way or another.

"Fine," Kayla breathed out. "We will pay for our own equipment once we can."

"Does that mean you're fine by starting with some custom items I made for you all?"

"NO!"

Lev and Orianna shared a chuckle, expecting the outburst. She then stepped closer and hooked an arm around his waist for a side-hug in a burst of speed, making him yelp.

"Hey!" he complained, cheeks slightly red.

She giggled at his reaction, though he still knew why she did it. His team was very much enjoying watching the treatment, so he leaned in and put an arm on her shoulder.

"I forgot to ask this before," he asked, etching the feeling of her embrace into his mind. Monarch knew which one would be the last. "Is it possible for me to buy some means of telepathic communication?"

"Without a skill?" she asked for clarification, to which Lev nodded. "That'll be expensive and quite short-range."

"How short?"

"For even a few kilometers, you will be looking at a price in platinum," Orianna answered with feigned casualness, both of them greatly enjoying the blanching of his team's face.

"Platinum, huh?" Lev rubbed his chin. "How many do you think?"

She raised a brow, perhaps only now realizing he was entirely serious. "Pretty much one platinum for a few hundred meters range, up to a dozen for a few kilometers."

"Cheap enough," he muttered and glanced at his team. "I'll buy them after we return from White Grove. Come on, we've got some equipment to purchase."

Giving Orianna one last smile, he separated and boarded the bubble, his team following a moment later. They soundlessly rose in the air, leaving behind the home of his team towards a new, uncertain future.

**

"Alright, close your eyes now," Lev told his team as they sat on their cushioned barrier chairs in the bubble. He had finally remembered to buy those upgrades.

All of them were now decked out with complete equipment. Jack had opted to buy a longer and slightly larger hammer, as tall as his waist from the ground up. The copper shield he chose was of the same size, comfortably enough to cover his wide torso.

He and Amelia were both covered by a dark grey polished armor that bordered on full plate. The joints were expertly masked to seem completely connected, but they weren't actually. Small gaps remained, built to allow maximum flexibility while still providing some degree of protection.

The swordswoman had chosen a longsword once again, nearly as long as she was tall. Seeing her twirl it casually with one hand was quite the sight.

Kayla's choice of armor was a mix of treated leather and stainless steel. Plates were embedded on it to protect all vitals while reducing its overall weight considerably. Lev approved, though he was going to keep an eye out to get her something that enabled flight. No need to worry about weight, then.

Kinetic energy coursed through the bubble's structure as it accelerated. He kept an eye on his team, noting when they showed the first signs of discomfort and immediately slowed down. He was in no rush to make them get used to traveling in the bubble.

Half an hour later, they had traversed a distance that usually required eight hours and landed at the edges of White Grove. It was a small forest, which was to say it was still massive, and was the largest such region inside the outer walls. The levels of monsters were also some of the lowest on the whole plains, something nobody had an answer to.

Except for a select few, that is. Sherron had already warned him in very clear terms to never go deep inside the grove.

Lev's curiosity burned bright, but his team was also with him. He would set the region ablaze before letting any harm come to them, let alone do something to cause it.

"Alright!" he clapped once, loud enough that all three of them flinched. "Let's get this show on the road. Summon your things and start moving inside. I'll go do my own thing."

They could only gulp as Lev's armor appeared on his body. His team was left on the ground as he and his bubble rose higher separately, stopping a hundred meters in the air.

Can't believe I'm giving them the same treatment as the one I received, he chuckled to himself, remembering the days of running around in the pit like a chicken on the loose.

He idly wondered where Inna was and how she was doing as the hunters on the ground slowly moved inward. Their pace was slow and steps calculated, trying and failing to mask the noise of their movements.

Kayla was in the middle of the formation, with Amelia staying behind her while scouting with heat sense. In the middle of the day, it was likely to be difficult to detect the heat of living beings, though the exact result remained to be seen.

Amelia quietly called out something, the words lost to Lev and his slowed Perception. Three grey wolves were prowling the thicket to their right, oblivious to the presence of the humans.

[Gray Wolf - Level 29]

[Gray Wolf - Level 30]

[Gray Wolf - Level 30]

A mana bolt had just started to take form when they howled as one and charged. The humans couldn't have gotten close without alerting their high sensitivity, so giving Kayla the time to form her attack was the best outcome. It whizzed forward, her inexperience showing as it hit the monster in its front leg when it hadn't even tried to dodge.

Her physical buff enveloped Jack, whereas the swordswoman got the magical one. Aura mages usually couldn't empower multiple people with the same buff until the skill broke into the 2nd rank, which enabled the option. It seemed to be the case with Kayla, as well.

Lev kept his eyes peeled for any abrupt movements while keeping four invisible shields hovering above his teammates, not taking any chances. Jack and Amelia were oozing nervousness, their weapons not quite shaking but not very stable either.

The choice of retreat was taken out of their hands when the two wolves reached them in a 'blink,' jaws snapping shut on air as both of them leaped back instead of attacking. Sharing a glance, they kicked indecision to the back of their mind and charged ahead before the limping wolf could reach them.

Amelia's enhancement flared bright enough to be painful as she lunged, baiting the wolf focusing her to rush in. Stopping at the last moment, she kicked the ground to dart sideways while thrusting the sword at its face. She had to stabilize herself when it cut through bone and brain easier than expected. Turning to Jack, he had also similarly pulped his adversary.

Another bolt flew between them, this time accurately shearing through the crippled monster's face.

Lev, who was casually watching it all, only shook his head. He remembered how easily his disks had let him reach the threshold's cap. The warriors down below had an even bigger advantage.

Planning a simple strategy and evaluating the threat these monsters posed, they went deeper into the safe region.
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  Warrior - Level 43]

[Warrior - Level 44]

[Mage - Level 39]

"Was it supposed to be that easy?" Jack asked as they hovered above the treetops in Lev's bubble. Out of boredom, he was flying around its edges and killing any stray monsters.

"For now," Lev agreed. "Your weapons, skills, physique, intellect, and several other things combined give humans a massive advantage in the first two ranks. Monsters will slowly close the gap before becoming stronger than the average human at level 350 or so."

"Is that actually true?" Amelia asked, her interest obvious. "Everyone keeps saying it happens at the Master rank, but no one ever goes into details. You should have felt the change."

"I'm the last person you should be asking that," Lev chuckled lightly. "I soloed dungeons as a new silver hunter, so my perception of danger is very skewed. If I had to guess, it happens in the later stages. Level 400 or above. That is, if you never neglect any of your skills and strengths."

"You also only evolved recently," Jack remarked, mostly for Amelia. "Have you fought many?"

"Actually dangerous monsters? Only one. Or maybe two. I don't know what the wraith could do if it got close."

The suns were close to setting when Lev flew high up and asked his team to close their eyes. Accelerating, he stopped a few kilometers away from Whitefall after half an hour.

"You might want to see this," he said, causing his team to open their eyes again.

Red and orange painted the horizon in a beautiful vista as the suns slowly vanished underneath, thoroughly absorbing their attention. Lev also enjoyed the scene and slowed his Perception to let his mind wander.

I sincerely hope they don't take my 'bragging' negatively, he sighed in his head. They need to be ready to face strong monsters on a regular basis, even if I have to alienate myself a little for it. Jack is smart, though. He will understand even if the other two don't. Forcefully adapting their mindsets to make the extraordinary seem ordinary is necessary.

Of course, the moment was interrupted by a beep coming from the alert crystal in his pocket. Taking it out, he noted the direction and immediately flew towards the grand forest while keeping his bubble completely concealed.

"Is everything alright?" Kayla asked, eyes closed, like her friends, not to become dizzy.

"A call for help came through," Lev replied. "It's unlikely to be anything too strong if it's so close to the city, so I thought you guys should see it too."

Ten minutes later, he stopped close to the treeline and watched who had called him. Another Master mage was hovering above, keeping a close eye on the silver team currently on the run from several massive pythons.

[Green Python - Level 233]

…

[Green Python - Level 210]

They can't outrun them, Lev noted, waiting to see if the mage would make a move. He did, and a controlled fire bolt pierced one of the snakes in the back.

"Who is that?" Jack asked, having opened his eyes after feeling that they had stopped.

Lev shrugged a shoulder. "Don't know. Probably another hunter."

The silver team, who were relieved to see the Master mage, went into a panic as more pythons burst out of the forest, these ones way bigger. Lev immediately powered his lances as the fire mage also started channeling spells. The man's head turned abruptly towards them when the lances left the bubble, their enchantments overloaded and structure infused with a 'small' amount of lightning, at least by his standards.

With large shockwaves, they shot forward faster than bullets. Two of the large pythons were pinned to the ground and stunned by the lightning, though the wound wasn't lethal. Another perished on the spot as a lance went through its head, and two more were engulfed by condensed fireballs, lighting up the flat area with their blasts.

[

You have slain [Mature Green Python - Level 281]

You have slain [Mature Green Python - Level 277]

Your Group has slain [Mature Green Python - Level 278]

]

The initially wounded python was also finished off by the Master without much trouble, and Lev killed the remaining weaker snakes with precise arrows, putting an end to the chase.

Stepping on a round barrier platform, he flew out of the bubble to show himself. The other hunter nodded at him, which he returned, before the bubble swallowed him, and they were going back to Whitefall again.

"That was a nice little side quest," Lev wondered out loud with a smile. "Were you guys able to see it all clearly?"

"I couldn't," Kayla answered, a little surly. "Only after the other hunter set the corpse alight could I see what was happening."

"What level were they?" Amelia immediately questioned after that. "Both of them."

Lev didn't let his smile show. If he was worried about the other two being negatively impacted by his carefree attitude, Amelia was only going to take it as a challenge. He was starting to realize that, instead of fanning the flames, he should try to teach her more about the dangers of being a hunter.

"220s for the first-threshold ones, and 280s for the rest. They were poorly matched, which was the only reason we could deal with them so easily. Fighting them up close would be way more difficult," he added the last bit deliberately, exaggerating quite a bit. Stargazer would've easily torn them to shreds.

"I see," said the swordswoman who definitely didn't see his point.

Lev considered talking about it but dismissed the idea with a mental shrug. They could cross that bridge when his team started fighting actually dangerous monsters.

"So… where do you guys want to stay?" he eventually broached the sensitive subject. Their moods immediately soured at the question, though they were giving it some thought. Lev overrode them. "I have a place booked already if you guys want to stay there?"

Looks were shared before they agreed. He suppressed a grin.

Ten minutes later, they landed in front of the Golden Basilisk's massive branch, towering over them as Lev led them inside. Ignoring their discomfort, he marched up to the receptionist.

"How much for…" he trailed off and glanced back at Jack and Kayla. "Do you two want one room?"

Kayla's cheeks reddened, and even Jack's face twisted in a nervous grin. Lev didn't react more than an amused smile, giving them time. They were adults, after all.

"One room," the healer answered in a small voice.

Lev nodded and turned back to the waiting receptionist. "Three of the largest suites for non-members… for a month. How much would that cost?"

"Eighty silvers up front," came the immediate answer. Summoning the coins, he took the entrance cards and followed the straightforward directions while handing his teams their cards.

Choosing their rooms at random, Lev entered the leftmost one, bordering Amelia's. The couple got one on the other side.

Inside was… pretty much a whole house, he surmised. A large bed, a similarly massive dining table, two different studies for relaxing or researching in, a window showing the city, half covered by a luxurious curtain. The suite had everything. Even a restroom that he didn't need, though his team sure did.

Now what? he thought while entering the shower. Setting it to the coldest possible, he sat down in the bathtub under the falling water. Hopefully, the merchants guild has a few long-range communication crystals for me to buy. Can't even contact Dennis from here… or maybe I can. Hmm.

He would have to go and ask. Perhaps the man was currently in Whitefall, since it was the final stop for adventurers before they ventured into the Grand Forest.

Ten minutes later, he dried himself and summoned comfortable blue pants and a green sweater over his body, for the combination looked quite nice. Or at least it did in his completely tasteless opinion. Fashion sense was something that was never a thing for him.

None of his teammates seemed to be ready to go out if their locked doors were any indication. He ignored them and quickly entered his bubble parked on the lawns outside. With a simple mechanism, he could sacrifice cheap second-threshold cores to constantly keep their concealment powered.

The merchants guild was rather empty when he entered. Not wasting any time, he walked up to the closest attendant behind a counter.

"Is there a collector called Dennis in WhiteFall right now?" Lev asked once the man noticed him.

"There is."

That's a neat coincidence, Lev thought and waited as the man went to fetch Dennis. Hopefully it was the same Dennis, or explaining would be embarrassing.

"I was wondering who it could be," came a familiar voice. Dennis gave him a reserved grin, waving for Lev to join him for a walk.

Exchanging pleasantries took a few leisurely minutes before they got down to business.

"Do you have any communication crystals?" Lev inquired, sorting out the details in his head. "Something that can work for a few kilometers between teammates."

"They come in sets," Dennis nodded. "How many do you need?"

"Four."

"You're in luck then," the merchant grinned. "I just happen to have a set of four, though they are… very costly."

Both of them were now on the second floor, in an isolated room. Lev absently rubbed his chin while considering how to pay, since the man was clearly not interested in money.

"Before that," Lev summoned the wraith core. "How much is this worth?"

"Oh, that's rare," Dennis immediately leaned forward to inspect it closely. "It's always either Stealth or Shadow, rarely both. Yeah, this can cover for the communication crystals rather easily."

Lev stored it back in his ring under the disappointed merchant's gaze and took out his remaining B-Hide. "What about this material?"

"B-Hide?" the man asked in surprise. "This is even rarer, to be honest. The current amount you have can outfit at least four people in normal armor. Are you sure you want to trade it?"

"Depends. How easy will it be to acquire materials as durable as this one in the future?"

Dennis snorted. "B-Hide is one of the rarest ones we know of. You can guess the rest."

With a small sigh, he summoned the wraith core and handed it to Dennis, shoving the ideas of using it to power concealment on his armor to the back burner. B-Hide was both too valuable and the material he wanted to equip his team with. Jack would benefit greatly from having such a strong shield, and Amelia could also exchange more blows with monsters by relying on it.

"Pleasure doing business," Dennis made the core vanish and took out four crystals, each as long as Lev's palm and dark blue. "These bad boys have a stable range of twelve kilometers. Messages can be sent somewhat reliably up to fifteen, and anything beyond is only viable as a last resort. The chances of them making it through are slim."

"Noted," Lev said, absorbed in the little things in his palm. Enchantments were cloaked thoroughly, and he had no plans to pry them open either. Instead, it was the desire to test them immediately that made his palms itch, though he shelved the prospect for tomorrow. It could wait.

"Will that be all?" Dennis brought his mind back to the present.

Lev stored the crystals, finding them vanishing into his ring without issue. "Depends on if you have any fire cores. Also, some with durability."

"Fire cores… I have just the thing, yes. Here."

[

Magma Warg Core

Possesses Large Mana Capacity and Decent Mana Conductivity. Useful in crafting.

Shows properties of fire.

]

"How much?"

"Take it," Dennis waved off the question. "Consider the trade even now. The warg core isn't that rare, as opposed to the wraith's. Also this."

[

Stone Serpent Core

Possesses Large Mana Capacity and Mediocre Mana Conductivity. Useful in crafting.

Shows properties of hardening.

]

"Hardening?" Lev questioned out loud. "I'm assuming it works best with that enchantment?"

"Yep. It's also one of the most common enchantments, so you can find it pretty much anywhere."

"Does stone enhancement rune count?"

Dennis blinked before grinning. "From Stone Snakes? It's actually one of the best matches, yes."

"Sweet. What do I need to pay for this?"

"Fifty golds."

The transaction was swift, and Lev bid farewell in the next few minutes and marched to the orphanage. He could feel both Orianna's and Sherron's auras inside. They were chatting merrily in the hall under a sound ward when he entered through the main gates.

"Am I interrupting something?" he asked beforehand, getting a casual wave to take a seat in return. They sat around a small round table, more fitting for kids than adults.

"How'd it go?" Sherron asked, head resting on the table.

Lev shrugged and leaned back into his small chair. "Like you'd expect. They all have strong classes, and monsters like wolves and goblins don't exactly hold a candle against them."

"Don't let them rush too much," Orianna said, mimicking Sherron's resting state. "They need to get used to the full extent of their capabilities and gather some achievements with them."

"Of course," Lev smiled slightly. "Given their number advantage compared to my lone efforts as a Classer, as well as Kayla's presence and buffs, they will reach level 100 in no time. If they agree, I'll let them level freely and then train them for a long time at the cap. That way, they will both push the limits of their skills beyond what anyone their age should be able to and also rack up some high-level monster kills. My methods will also remove their mana issues," he added the last part as an afterthought.

Sherron looked impressed, but Orianna was frowning.

"And how are you going to have Kayla train her healing skill?" she asked, eyes slightly narrowed.

"No self-mutilation on the agenda, I assure you," Lev chuckled. "For starters, I was thinking I'll just wound myself a little. Since my Constitution is so high and backed by two evolutions, she will have a lot of trouble healing even small cuts. That should help her level the skill quickly, I'd say."
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Hours passed in comfortable silence until Lev had to leave for his patrol in a few minutes. Getting up, he looked at Orianna, who was sound asleep, before glancing at Sherron. She understood quickly and summoned a silencing ward around the asleep fire mage.

"I only now remembered that you mentioned I couldn't take my team away anytime soon," Lev began, sorting out his memory. "Has that issue been resolved yet?"

"Nope. Give it time."

"How long? My quests are only for a single month."

"That's fine," she replied. "Someone will come to see your team in the next few days. After that, you are free to do whatever."

With a nod, Lev stepped out of the orphanage and boarded his bubble, swiftly flying off to the scout castle to report. The sky was once again only illuminated by two moons once he landed. Showing up and then leaving to the patrol route took less than a minute, only required because he needed to mark his attendance.

Now then, he thought, half an eye on the horizon and the other on the equipment in front of him. Time to do some real crafting for once.

The items were the ones his team was using currently. Using the excuse of keeping them as backup, Lev had bought several of each item. It was unlikely for their durable steel to break under the hands of dormant monsters, but the possibility was still real.

Never letting his eyes stop scanning his surroundings, Lev grabbed a longsword and started walking in circles inside the bubble. That way, he would scan every direction during his musings.

It's a sword, he sighed silently, and turned it around in his hand. I doubt I can learn that much just by looking at it.

Only time would tell if that was true. Like a proper crafter, he started with the extremities to slowly make sense of the whole structure.

First up was the hilt. Covered in some dark leathery material, it provided a solid grip for both hands with its long length. Since the sword was meant to be used against monsters and not humans, the crossguard was also of a small size, not meant for intricate swordplay.

Above that was the actual blade. It was long enough to easily peirce 3 Levs arrayed in a straight line, and he seriously wondered why his brain had to come up with his own body as a unit of measurement.

Shrugging that oddity away, the cannons above his bubble fired a few times, downing a small horde of trolls as he remained engrossed in his observation. While the length and width were simple, the weight left him scratching his head.

Lev knew the swords of this world were larger than Earth's standards. The weight also followed the same trend to accommodate the superhuman strength of the average warrior, which meant that the 10kg blade in his hand was quite light. It was intended to be swift and precise, yet the weight wasn't concentrated uniformly.

The upper half of the sword was slightly heavier than the lower half, something that made no sense to him. Common sense dictated that there was definitely a reason behind it, and the best guess he could come up with was that the added weight allowed for more force and momentum. If he wanted his glaive to be heavy, it would mostly be to utilize the inertia to chain attacks more easily. Only, his enchantment worked on the whole weapon.

Or does it? He wondered, suddenly curious. Summoning Stargazer, he filled her blade with a barrier one and focused on the gravity core enchantment. With some mental manipulation, he tried to only increase the weight of only the blade… which worked flawlessly.

The more you know, he snorted and stored her back. There was much in his weapon he still hadn't discovered.

Returning to the sword, he took note of how it was crafted in its admittedly simple shape. The more detailed nuances were lost on him, and he didn't care much for them either. Learning about the basics of blacksmithing could wait.

Holding it up with his left hand, a barrier hilt started taking shape in his right hand. It was the exact same except for the obviously different material, one much lighter.

Minutes passed as he took several second long pauses to gaze at the surrounding land, making sure no monsters were lurking around. His bubble was hidden from both sight and mana perception, which meant that he now had to look for monsters instead of the opposite.

Seeing that nothing was moving anywhere near him, he returned to the slow and steady formation of the barrier sword. Nearly ten minutes later, he was holding a replica that had the same weight distribution, except that since it was made of barriers, the weight was much lower overall.

To counter that, he enchanted the blade's base with a minor weight increase formation. Paired with the best non-willpower connector runes he had, it easily covered the whole weapon.

Putting a small amount of mana inside, the enchantment was powered to full in a blink. Throttling the potency, Lev slowly increased the weight until it matched the steel sword in his other hand. Just that much required nearly half of the enchantment's maximum effect, adding another formation to the list of runes he needed to buy or find in the future.

As it stood, the swords were almost completely identical in weight and shape, the remaining inconsistencies negligible to his inexperienced mind. Storing the steel weapon, he gripped the barrier sword with both hands and swung it a few times.

Hmm, he looked down at his creation, an amused smile tugging on his lips. I have no idea if this is good or not. It's pretty much the same as the other sword, so it's probably fine.

Storing it in his ring, Lev brought out the shield Jack was currently using. It was simple in design, a large round shield. That made things easier for him. Creating a barrier replica took another ten minutes, mostly because he didn't want to go any faster.

Enchanting the shield with the same formation, Lev formed a barrier hammer and tested its durability by repeatedly smashing it while gripping the handle, enarme. Predictably, it resisted the onslaught easily without showing any signs of damage or even scratches. His barriers were quite durable now. If Jack was to wield the shield at his current level, his arms would give out long before the barrier structure.

That left equipment for Kayla. Lev exhaled a long breath and sat down on his chair, having reached the endpoint of his patrol route. Turning back, the bubble started flying in a semi-circular path while he let his mind wander.

What can I even make for her? There is literally no equipment for aura mages, as no one knows how to interact with auras besides the side effects of some super strong enchantments. Which leaves healing. Cores with healing mana are ungodly expensive, and finding one with the same mana type as her class will be much more difficult. The cost is fine… after I hunt in some reasonably safe region. Killing second-threshold monsters isn't exactly a difficult task now.

Lev didn't know where he could even roam freely without fearing for his life. The Grand Forest was unbelievably vast, outclassing the plains with its sheer size, yet it harbored just as many harrowing monsters. Attracting the attention of even a single one would mean his end.

The gathering quest is in two weeks. He gazed at the clear skies with tired eyes, finding the act of letting his fears show oddly freeing. Only a certain Goddess potentially watched him from afar, one that likely didn't care about his person anyway. There was a lot about his past shrouded in mystery, and he had only ignored it all until now, something he was going to continue doing.

Instead, he straightened in his seat as several thornling fiends appeared in his vision. They were considerably larger than the ones he had killed, and the levels reflected that.

[Thornling Fiend - Level 345]

…

[Thornling Fiend - Level 348]

All five of them moved on their spider limbs with eerie quietness, their passing not disturbing the grass on the ground whatsoever. Lev took the job upon himself and left the bubble, Stargazer brimming with lightning mana.

Loud shrieks washed over his armor, trying and failing to deal any sonic damage. Just as the monsters turned to him, Lev swung.

Lightning roared out of the glaive in a crescent arc before it was launched forward. Despite the willpower and a strong skill pressing down on its form, it still remained slightly untamed, setting the very air alight in its extremely quick flight.

Two of the thornlings were caught directly, unable to dodge the attack in time. Lev narrowed his eyes as the expected explosion happened, yet there were no notifications. Powering up his enhancement formation to the fullest, he shot backwards, not letting the monsters out of sight while keeping them at a distance.

Summoning the old earth mana converter from his ring, he channeled the resulting mana into Stargazer's blade. It immediately turned light brown, growing darker by the second because of the increasing amount infused inside.

When he felt it sufficient, the glaive increased the total mana significantly as it was shaped into a slash. Without preamble, he launched at the leading thornling as fast as he could to test how his weapon handled earth mana.

The slash was fast enough to kill any first-threshold monster with ease, but the thornling was faster. Crouching, its legs touched the ground as its muscles coiled, before a mighty leap saw it easily jump over the incoming earth slash.

Lev happily took advantage of its inability to dodge mid-air, pinning it to the ground with an enchanted lance infused with lightning. It blew up a split second after impact, eviscerating most of the thornling's body.

All the while, he kept an eye on the result of the first slash. The fires slowly cleared to reveal a nearly dead thornling stumbling out of a crater. He had seen it form a net with its spider limbs to block the attack, and the outcome was obvious. The limbs were missing more than half of their length, and its body was just barely functioning. It would bleed to death soon enough.

His attention was brought back to the dodged earth slash as it powered on, leaving nothing but destruction in its wake. A massive, long groove was carved on the ground as it refused to dissipate, and Lev's jaw dropped more and more when it just kept going.

Nearly a hundred meters of carnage later, its structure lost cohesiveness and crumbled, leaving behind a stretch of dust and stone clouds.

That's… going to be useful, he mused, still leading the monsters away at full speed. Clearing hordes of weaker monsters will be especially easy by doing that.

One by one, Lev tested the limits of his lightning slashes on the monsters. They didn't last more than a single attack, as even the first survivor was already dead by the time he returned to his patrol route with five new cores. They showed minor properties of Senses, useless to him.

He refrained from using fire slashes. Lightning was already risky enough with its explosive impacts, but fire was going to be visible from far away. Not only were the blasts way bigger, but they were also much brighter.

The rest of the patrol passed without incident. The suns were just barely rising when he returned to his rented suite, immediately jumping into a cold shower. Slight lethargy permeated his being, the consequence of not sleeping for a few days. He aimed to fix that before leaving with his team for another day of fighting.

Four hours later, Lev was fresh and ready to go. His teammates were already having breakfast in Kayla's room, the food delivered to them without issue.

He knocked on the door and waited. Jack opened it slightly to see who it was before pulling it all the way.

"Did you sleep in?" he asked and moved back to his seat, not even questioning why Lev needed to eat with them. The other two didn't seem to mind, either.

Pulling a chair out of his ring, he set it slightly apart from them and sat down. "Yep. I returned not that long ago, and it's not like we're gonna miss out on any time. I can always create a light source if you guys want to spend the night in the grove."

"No, thank you," Kayla immediately shot down the idea with a glare at her teammates. Neither Jack nor Amelia seemed to be against it as they considered the idea seriously. "The few hours we spent yesterday were already a lot. I couldn't sleep properly for a while, though the added Constitution made up for that."

"It won't get any easier," Lev remarked casually despite knowing the effect his words would cause. He didn't want them to have any delusions about how difficult life was going to be. "Learning to survive in the dark is also a necessity. Amelia already has the heat sense skill, and you can also earn one for auras with enough practice. Besides, no place above ground is naturally completely dark with the two or three moons that shine during the night. With enough Perception, that stops being an issue entirely."

"Doesn't mean we should start doing it immediately," she huffed, not hiding her exasperation from the other two. "We have the time. Several months, at least."

"About that," Lev gathered their attention. "Did you think about what I said on the first day?"

"That depends on you," Amelia said seriously, looking into his eyes. "What do you plan to make us do at the level cap?"

Was I that obvious? Lev thought to himself and answered. "Training. If I interfere with your initial leveling, it will affect the evolution. Once you hit the level cap however, that will no longer be true. I'll both spar with you and provide you with equipment to push your skills as far as possible. Right before evolving, you will face strong first-threshold monsters and try to earn titles to get the best possible evolution."
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Days passed in a somewhat peaceful routine. During the day, Lev watched over his team as they battled dormant monsters in White Grove, none of them over level 90. They could probably deal with such monsters, but he tried not to make them go through the same events as he once did. Not only were their classes slightly weaker overall when compared to Arcane Sentinel, but their starting attributes were also way lower.

Seeing Classers fight with his own eyes was making him aware of just how big his advantages were.

Where Amelia's sword cut through with little difficulty, Lev's disks didn't even slow down. Where Jack's shield trembled with every impact, Lev could've done the same from anywhere in his range while distracting monsters with floating constructs. No doubt, his team was fairly strong, especially with Kayla's presence, but they weren't a match for him at the same level. That became especially true once he got his hands on mana converters.

It was changing swiftly, though. Their skills were steadily rising, and even if they hadn't yet hit second rank with any, the improvements were obvious to Lev's Perception. He could track their movements becoming smoother, Kayla's buffs getting more potent, and their confidence rising with the increasing attributes. Adapting was a matter of time, yet they were managing really well in less than a week.

"So… why're we here?" Lev asked as he, Orianna, Sherron, and his teammates were all lounging near the base of the wall inside the city around a large table. A large, concealed bubble hid them from the road leading to the gates not far away, hiding the party of mismatched combatants casually wolfing down expensive food.

"Because of me," Amelia said sheepishly, her face stuffed with a pastry. She got a look from Orianna, Jack, Kayla, and even Lev to some extent. Quickly gulping it down, she took a long sip of water. "The Silver Night wanted to see me before I began my career… Sorry for hiding it from you."

"It's fine," Lev smiled to show he didn't mind. "Hakim, huh? He's the last person I would imagine coming to see a Classer girl."

"You know him?"

"I… think so?" his smile turned strained as the memory of Hakim's aura resurfaced.

Amelia frowned a little. "What is that supposed to mean?"

Lev didn't get to explain himself when a vast, subdued aura washed over them. Turning to the source, Hakim and Drakys were entering through the gates, causing everyone in their wake to bow with shaky knees. Without batting an eye, they found his bubble and made their way toward it.

A large opening formed to allow them entry, at which point Lev and his teammates all stood up and bowed.

"We greet the Exalted," they voiced in unison.

"Rise," Hakim ordered after a second, taking a seat opposite Lev. Drakys sat next to him, opposite Sherron, who was beside Lev.

"Finally learned to control your aura?" Drakys commented, a faint smirk on his lips. "A little bit, at least."

"You just wait until I'm like half your age," Lev replied in a similar fashion. "We will see who makes fun of whom."

"Are you calling me old?" Drakys raised a brow.

"I'm just…" Lev just barely caught himself before saying fourteen, "eighteen. Take a guess."

Drakys' gaze turned dangerous, and Lev quickly readied all his skills and enchantments, ready to run at a moment's notice.

"I would like to deeply apologize," Lev didn't hesitate to bow his head, better safe than sorry.

Sherron snorted, no doubt trying to make him do something stupid. Orianna gave her a flat glance, which slid right off that carefree bearing.

"Apology accepted," Drakys chuckled. "Show me the glaive."

Making some space on the table, Stargazer appeared on top of it in all her Superior glory. A pressure suddenly spread in the bubble, pressing down on everyone's shoulders.

"Mana focus?" Drakys whistled. "That's a first for me. What does it do?"

"Constantly keeps the enchantments active for instant use. No input delay, whatsoever."

The Exalted slowly nodded, taking in its form and mana capacity, visibly impressed. "Quite the piece. I don't think anyone other than you would've aimed for these enchantments."

"Of course," Lev replied as a matter of fact. "They don't have goals as grand as mine."

"Right," Drakys returned the weapon, which vanished into his ring. "Since you guys are already done with the food, let us get to why we're here."

That was the cue Hakim seemed to be waiting for. Exhaling deeply, he stood up and moved away from the table with a glance towards Amelia. With a gulp, she followed to the other side of the bubble, where they stood only a little apart from each other.

The difference between the two couldn't have been more apparent. One was a young girl who just barely reached Hakim's shoulder, and the other was a tall man and the strongest human alive.

Yet it was the latter that made Lev doubt his eyes. Hakim's eyes looked so… kind in that moment. His usually hardened facial features were nowhere to be seen, replaced by a plethora of regret and tenderness.

"Do you still blame me?" he asked in a small, soft voice.

Amelia shook her head once, then repeatedly as a sob burst out of her throat. Unable to speak, Hakim made the rest easier for her as he went to one knee and held out his arms. She practically jumped into his embrace while wailing like a newborn, at which point Lev separated them into a different bubble and quickly enchanted it with invisibility and a sound ward.

Stupid, soft brain. He blinked a few times and looked at his remaining teammates. They were wiping away tears with sad smiles, happy that their friend was finally letting out her buried grief and sadness. Orianna was in a similar boat, whereas Drakys and Sherron were just happy for Amelia.

Nobody spoke for the next few minutes, lost in their thoughts. The silence was shattered abruptly when Hakim broke through the walls of the bubbles and casually returned to his seat. Amelia followed not long after, already smiling slightly as she sat down next to Kayla, who immediately took her hand with her own.

"Good luck, girl," Drakys said with a small smile. "You're in good hands."

"Thank you," Amelia bowed her head gratefully. "Lev is already making us fight six hours daily."

Lev perked up. That was the first time she had used his name in front of him despite talking regularly.

"He can be a handful," Drakys chuckled. "I remember training him briefly underneath Runespires. Lev didn't even sleep until he passed out from mental exertion. Don't take after him too much."

"But he's also stupidly strong," she countered. Lev was nodding along with her words until a pointed stare from Orianna froze him completely. "I would rather suffer to have similar strength than to only be mediocre."

That one made Lev and Sherron share a quick glance. No matter what, Amelia was going to be far from mediocre, regardless of whether he trained her or not. She was just cut out of a different cloth if her mind already worked like that.

"You trained him?" she asked, surprised.

"I did," Drakys nodded and turned to Lev. "I also came here for him today. How long do you think you need with them?"

"This is too early," he answered with a scowl. "They're still months from evolving."

"You still have months," Drakys added. "Only three of them, four at most."

"What's the rush for?" Lev directly asked. "I thought the guild wasn't going to move for longer."

"Because you won't be working for the guild," Drakys calmly replied, causing Lev to frown. "Instead, you and Isabella both will work with me for the initial operations. Our job will be to always stay on the move and support the different mapping groups, and tackle alerts. You have really high flight speed with your bubble as well as all your different tools, and Isabella has a team that focuses solely on her and carries her around."

"… Are you sure about that? You know how… well…" Lev trailed off, sending a discreet glance towards his team.

"There's a reason I chose you," came the reply. "If you will oversee the safety of all mappers, I will ensure yours. Leave it to me."

"Then I'll try not to take too long. When does the whole plan begin?"

"Right now, if I willed it," Drakys smirked. "The holdup is mainly you and a few other people, including Mel and Umbrina."

Lev's breath suddenly constricted as he coughed, remembering his encounter with the former as his ears turned red.

"I, uh, see," he nodded sagely, not looking at curious teammates. "Just give me three months. I'll join you once these guys evolve."

"What are your current plans?" Hakim interjected with his heavy, deep voice. "I heard you applied for Mythril quests."

Lev straightened and pushed any casualness out of his tone. "For now, I'll continue with my patrols and embark on one long gathering quest in less than a week. As for the last quest, a high contribution for the next wave will be enough. In the meantime, I'll escort my team deeper into the White Grove to let them level quickly, then take them to Windkeep for more extensive training with items crafted by me. Then it's following Drakys for however long it takes."

"Nothing for personal improvements?"

"Crafting is what I'm primarily focusing on right now," Lev clarified. "Evolving the skill is also a necessity, and patrols offer enough opportunity to practice my melee and ranged skills regularly."

"How so?" Drakys asked this time.

Lev gave him a confused look. "I've already killed dozens of thornling fiends in the past week, as well as three dusk wraiths. I'd say that is good enough."

"Levels?"

"Three thirty to three sixty for the fiends, and three forty to three sixty for the wraiths. The first one was much higher in level at four hundred and one, though."

"And how many did you gain?"

"… Just one class level."

Drakys sighed lightly, a smile still on his lips.

**

The day had passed smoothly after that. Lev spent some time overseeing his team late into the evening before coming in early for his patrol, replacing a pleasantly surprised platinum scout.

Well, this is handy, he thought, and flipped a switch inside Stargazer. Apparently, there was a hidden mechanism to hide the glaive's presence and prevent it from being identified. Thank you, Drakys.

The Exalted had pointed out the function to him. It was going to save him a lot of headaches in the future, as it also greatly cloaked the weapon's vast mana reserves.

Both he and Hakim left not long after their conversation, which left Sherron and Orianna to question him about the encounter with Mel. Lev didn't think much of it and recalled the experience when his team was away to prepare for the day's training.

Instead of brushing it off however, the two women were pissed. He didn't know why exactly, though he suspected it was because of his age back then. Mel probably had an earful coming her way.

Constantly scanning his surroundings, Lev summoned Stargazer and started working on replicating her form for the first time. The enchantments and materials were obviously far beyond him, but the overall structure was easy enough to copy after an hour of closely observing it.

Now holding a barrier glaive that fit snugly in his hand, he wondered about all the ways he could use it. Firing multiple slashes was difficult but possible, something he had tested against that executioner beetle.

Beyond that, fighting with multiple glaives floating around him was another option. Except, it was bound to be extremely difficult and, without his armor, not very useful. Most of the force behind his attacks came from his physical attributes and armor manipulation combined.

Which leaves… nothing, I suppose, he hummed to himself, constantly firing his cannons to demolish a small orc horde. Guess I can use these as backup in case Stargazer is ever unavailable or overkill.

Enchanting the replica could wait. He had time. Lastly, since he was going to leave for the gathering quest in a few days, there was one thing he had been putting off for too long.

Four giant tower shields slowly formed around him, both taller and wider than himself, and as thick as both of his arms held together. They were lighter than expected still, or perhaps it was his mind that was too strong now.

Casually holding them mid-air in front of him, he inspected their form from several angles while noting anything that stood out. Nothing glaring did, so he went ahead with enchanting them.

Rune drops were often the core of monster skills. His Fortress of Reslience rune was one such rune, though it was much less effective overall than it was on the monster because of lacking supportive passive skills, class benefits, and its physique.

Regardless, it was going to be perfect for his purposes. Lev was already slowly working towards training his willpower to automate defenses, and the new batch of shields was going to be the first layer of that.

A large tub appeared in his bubble, taking up nearly a third of the total space. Lev sat down on his comfortable chair and neatly arranged the shields in the tub vertically and formed a simple drain to not let any of the sap go to waste. A simple container surrounded all the shields and was connected to a single opening to drop the sap equally on top of them.

While he cycled the sap through the shield containers, passively providing a small amount of mana, the runes he was going to use stood out in his mind. Beyond Fortress of Resilience, there were only a few supportive ones. The formation was going to be straightforward, since he didn't have any more compatible runes.

Half an hour later, his shields had their conductivity improved as much as possible. Rubbing his hands, he made the bubble ascend higher to keep an eye on a larger area and started enchanting.

In the middle, the large resilience rune slowly took form. It utilized willpower and was quite complex, yet all his training saw it getting carved in less than a minute. Next up were the connector runes to spread its influence to the whole construct, the best version he had for willpower runes.

That was it. The long strings of connector runes spread to every corner from the center, as well as to the left and right of the main rune to the shield's edges, evenly spreading its effects throughout.

Usually, connector runes were used to, well, connect different functions of a formation. Lev just didn't have any new runes to add. Storing energy from shocks and impacts was the common one, and using it to power different elements' properties was one of the rarer combinations. He would get to that once he found the runes from fighting different monsters. Without joining any smaller guilds or signing contracts, finding such runes was likely impossible otherwise.

Once all four of his new 'walls' were ready, he sent a puff of mana to establish a connection with the first one's enchantment. A new detail immediately stood out as the formation demanded to set the 'diffusion' of the force of blocked impacts to better utilize the whole construct.

Without thinking much about it, he set it to spread throughout the whole wall's surface. That way, it would minimize the chances of the wall shattering upon a big impact, and the damage would be easily repaired in one go, as Lev fixed the whole construct in a single rush. He was used to doing that with his shields already.

Activating the other three shields, he waited for some strong monster to show up so he could test the new additions to his arsenal.
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To attract more monsters, Lev let about a fifth of his aura hang around his body freely. The rest remained contained inside, somewhat hidden from monsters and other humans.

It was a gamble on his part, as even the little amount could attract all manner of monsters. But he had to take at least some risks to advance, and as long as nothing stronger than a low third-threshold monster showed up, he could run away reliably as well. The stacks of formed projectiles in his bubble were always present for that reason.

Four enchanted walls, the strongest version of his shields, remained ready to be deployed outside the concealed bubble at a moment's notice, which came early in his shift.

Lev felt the attack before seeing it, immediately pulling the walls out of the bubble, in the path of the approaching projectiles. The resilience enchantments were immediately powered to full with a considerable draw on his reserves, primed to block the incoming threats.

His eyes narrowed when several icebolts struck the walls in quick succession, each leaving deep scratches on their surface. They were repaired in a blink, leaving behind some concerning implications.

Any remaining casualness vanished when dozens more icebolts followed. Lev's armor was immediately overloaded with mana as the bubble's enchantments came alive. Melding his feet with the bubble's floor, he manipulated it to dodge and weave between the barrage.

Instead of relying on his willpower, Lev manually controlled his walls, the eight more shields joining them, as well as the bubble. None of the icebolts came close to landing on the last as the walls blocked them with minor damage. His shields shattered one by one however, despite the durability rune etched on them. It seemed that the resilience rune had more to it than he expected.

Another barrage came through. Lev was ready this time, expertly evading and blocking the icebolts while keeping his eyes wide open. The caution was rewarded when long spikes of compressed ice blurred directly at him, only to be intercepted by lightning lances. They collided a few hundred meters away from the bubble in a brilliant blue flash, disintegrating both projectiles.

Icebolts, hmm? For monsters found in this region, there are only like four that use the element of ice.

Having a pretty good idea of what he was facing, Lev casually hurled a few fire lances towards the origin of the icebolts. A small horde was suddenly revealed when the illusion was dismissed to dodge, and each monster stood significantly taller than he.

Around two hundred trolls were suddenly rushing him at full speed, shaking the very earth with their coordinated march.

Very nice, Lev grinned under his armor, already liking the amount of practice he was going to get in. Another set of invisible shields was slowly taking form around the bubble, numbering twenty. Time to let loose for once.

It didn't take long to identify all the potential threats, which were five trolls.

[Troll Commander - Level 308]

[Troll Shaman - Level 295]

[Troll Shaman - Level 299]

[Troll Shaman - Level 296]

[Troll Shaman - Level 301]

Curiously enough, the highest level shaman was also constantly channeling mana into the commander, which he belatedly realized was a buff like Kayla's. Not only was the commander getting empowered by the shamans, but the monster's presence also improved the whole horde's strength. It was quite the horde for a lone hunter to deal with, yet Lev couldn't have been happier.

This just keeps getting better and better, his grin widened as he burst out of the bubble, flying straight at the monsters while torrents of lightning imbued his armor. He used only Stargazer's mana for that, just in case he needed to keep his pool full.

Nearly three dozen shields and four walls followed his flight, most of them invisible. As another barrage of icebolts sought to kill him, Lev gave the invisible shields a single command.

Protect me.

They jerked from their positions, struggling to follow the sudden instructions. That was fine, since the bubble flying at the edge of his manipulation range was no longer targeted. Lev was a much smaller target, and with the help of his walls, none of the attacks even came close to hitting him.

Landing in front of the commander ways ahead of the horde, Stargazer's haft easily blocked its blurring fist without problem. The ground around them was ripped apart from the sheer might of the collision, yet the brawl was only starting.

Lev continued to increase his glaive's weight until it was more than a hundred kilos, a weight he slightly struggled to control. Powering through the significantly higher mental strain, he darted to the right to dodge the next punch and slashed at the troll's arm.

It reacted with admirable agility, pulling the limb back just enough to earn a deep cut on the bicep instead of losing the arm. Lev's excitement dimmed at seeing the outcome, and he quickly reduced the amount of mana going into the sharpness enchantment.

Jumping back to avoid another barrage of icebolts, he mentally pointed out all the incoming projectiles without manipulating his shields. He could feel his subconscious mind working to act on the given order, just barely managing to block a fifth of the attacks.

Progress, Lev thought to himself, and advanced on the commander. Due to the extreme attribute advantage of being second-threshold monsters, the commander and the shamans were well ahead of the remaining first-threshold horde. The monsters were running to their position at full speed, leaving no more than half a minute for Lev to brawl freely with their leader.

A clash of titanic blows ensued. Instead of relying on insane instincts, the commander showed some rudimentary intelligence in its focused yet maddened gaze.

Lev's eyebrows rose when it feinted an elbow, transitioning the move into a backhand that hit his chest directly. The barrier armor's instantly enhanced durability was stressed dangerously as the blow pushed the air out of his lungs, sending him flying in a straight line with a thunderous shockwave.

Wobbly shields struggled the block the dozens of icebolts and the few ice spikes mixed in, showing no signs of immediate progress. Righting himself quickly, Lev fired a small lightning slash to make the commander abort its lunge, digging its feet into the ground to jump to the side. A condensed fireball was already waiting for it, launched from Lev's palm.

Not bad, he double-checked his armor's enchantments and structure, finding them both perfectly fine and functioning after some quick repairs. Didn't think a commander could still breach my armor.

The one he was facing had certainly come close. Granted, Lev could've completely negated its strength advantage by imbuing the armor with earth mana, but that would've also crippled his speed.

Utilizing that same advantage, he dashed past the commander and entered the remaining horde, effortlessly weaving between their number and wild attacks.

All of the shields came along, the main reason why he was doing something so stupid. The previous order was still in place, now giving them far more opportunities to block stray icebolts, punches, kicks, lunges, bites, etc. It was the perfect training, really.

Putting the rest of his plan into action, he tapped into his pool for the first time as several long lances formed before drilling into the ground. When they were over ten meters deep, scattered all around his manipulation range, he infused them with fire mana. Waiting for a few long seconds, he detonated them all at once.

A giant cloud of dust rose all around them, enveloping both the monsters and the lone human in a thick veil. Seeing that his maneuver had succeeded, Lev recalled his aura fully to conceal it and reduced the amount of mana imbuing his armor. He only needed enough to be fast, not overwhelmingly so.

Let's play.

Rolling his shoulders, Lev whirled towards the closest troll aiming to grab his back. Twisting faster than it could react, his palm closed around its meaty arm. A burst of lightning was imbued as he yanked it forward, nearly tearing the limb out of its socket as the troll fell onto his rising knee. A shower of blood burst out of its mouth from the devastating hit, but Lev wasn't done. Spinning around from the rebound of the collision, his right leg flew in a round kick and his heel dug into the back of its skull with a disgusting squelch, pulping the brain underneath.

Before the corpse even fell to the ground, he was already rushing to his next victim. Under the barrage of constant icebolts guessing his location in the large veil of dust, he killed one troll after another with only his fists and legs. Much of the ice attacks only hit other trolls in friendly fire, but the monsters didn't seem to care. Lev didn't either, only keeping an eye on the aura of the approaching troll commander and the distant shamans.

Kicking a troll's head hard enough that it saw the ground behind it, he clutched Stargazer tightly and parried the commander's lunge, throwing a straight kick to its face. His foot landed with a crisp smack, disorienting the monster momentarily. Instead of beheading it in a single move, Lev punched its wide stomach, releasing a point-blank lightning bolt from his hand to temporarily put it out of the fight.

Turning to the remaining horde, he crouched slightly before shooting off to his next target, utterly eviscerating it with a single swing of Stargazer with her weight increased manifold.

**

Lev lost track of time as the one-sided battle continued. Time passed far quicker than one would expect, and before long, the suns were rising over the horizon.

Thirty trolls were still alive, their regeneration and endless stamina ensuring that they continued to fight. The commanders and the shaman were amongst them, though the latter rarely fired more spells.

Unfortunately for them, the two dozen invisible shields hovering between the monsters blocked all their icebolts, shards, and spikes much better now. They were still far from smooth enough for Lev to trust them with his life, but the improvements were undeniable.

No more was there any dust hiding their forms. It had settled to the ground long ago, which was also torn open for hundreds of meters around, just from his clashes with the commander.

My shift's ending soon, he noted as eight thick ropes slithered around him. Stargazer was far too strong for these trolls, so he resorted to testing his different constructs to see how they held up after the evolution.

Each rope shot forward with shrill whistles, their precision unwavering despite the messy brawl. The next chosen troll found both of its arms tied by them, bound tightly enough that their flesh was flayed as the ropes tightened.

Smacking away the commander with two of his walls, Lev pulled. All of his mental faculties were pitted against a level 223 troll, a monster notorious for its extreme strength. The ground beneath its feet exploded from the force of the pull as it flew forward, unable to stop itself, right into a waiting barrier glaive that went through its head.

The ropes were almost unscathed, Lev observed, while another troll met the same fate. It makes sense, I suppose. They survived the full output of a troll's strength and even overpowered it. Small cracks were a good price to pay. I haven't even enchanted them yet.

Lightning mana entered his arm in a steady stream. Several bolts were primed at a heavy mental burden, before he fired them at the shamans one by one. Ice walls were raised in time to block the incoming attack, but the lightning bolts pierced through them and the monsters both.

Lev still took note of how durable those walls were. Not only were they compressed, they also sapped the power from his attacks. It was a good reminder not to become complacent. Monsters were rarely predictable, and stronger shamans would've been much harder to kill. It would suck for their ice to just absorb his lightning and fire it back.

When there was only the commander left, he slowed down to consider what last-minute practice he could sneak in. Stargazer slapped away its large fist with a shockwave, further tearing apart the ground, and Lev lunged forward and smashed its sternum with the flat of the blade. The large monster folded from the massive blow, at which point Stargazer cleanly passed through its neck, her sharpness raised to the maximum.

I forgot about all these cores I still need to harvest, he looked at all the corpses strewn around in localized pools of blood. Not to mention the spectators observing me for the past few minutes.

Gazing directly at the distant scouts flying above, Lev gave them a little wave. They were probably asked to examine his capabilities and check out the large-scale disturbance. It helped that all monsters within the area were attracted to the messy brawl. He didn't let them join it, though. They died to a few lances and bullets from his bubble's cannons.

Two women landed on a dry spot near the commander, devoid of blood and gore.

"Was this… necessary, Hunter Lev?" the first gazed at the carnage, failing to hide a gulp.

"Are improvements ever necessary?" Lev questioned back with a small smile. "Besides, I think I cleared the area quite well," he waved to the distant corpses of monsters other than trolls. There were thornlings, panthers, orcs, harpies, and bears. Wraiths didn't leave behind corpses, only cores that were in his ring already.

"We have to apologize in advance," the second dipped her head, her regret obvious. "The strategist demands a precise report."

"That's fine," he replied. "All that happened is in front of you."

Both of them simply nodded, too entranced by his calm movements as Lev casually tore open the commander's chest and pulled out the core. Washing it with his refillable canteen, he dried it and stored it in his ring.

One by one, all the shamans and other cores received the same treatment before he moved on to the other monsters. Thornlings required him to use Stargazer's enchantments, so he made sure that her enchantments and rarity were cloaked before using them.

Going by the lack of reaction from the scouts, the cloaking worked as it was supposed to. If anything, they didn't even bat an eye at the glaive's appearance. Lev was quite happy with that.

[

Arcane Barrier Authority has reached 4th Level 1

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 2

Arcane Barrier Authority - 4th Level 1:

Shape arcane barriers anywhere inside your manipulation range regardless of distance. Barriers formed are 212% more resilient. Control over arcane barriers improves with the skill level.

Arcane Barriers gain the following benefits from the skill:

- Sharpness of your formed edges is increased by 81%.

- Speed of your projectiles is improved by 81%.

- Your connection with the barriers is greatly enhanced, allowing you to utilize and track them better.

2nd Rank: Imbue and Infuse different mana types through different sources dictated by your class skills. Mana Conductivity of your barriers is improved by a static 50%.

4th Rank: You may change the physical properties of your barriers, such as color, weight, and bendability, to a small extent.

]

Wordlessly, the scouts and Lev flew up and started moving towards the castle, his invisible bubble silently following behind

This is interesting, Lev formed a barrier thread in his hand, the construct only as long as his arm. A new 'button' immediately made itself known in his head, one responsible for the new addition.

The first thing he tried was making a thread behave like an actual thread. So far, Lev had mentally bent such constructs, but that wasn't feasible until his willpower was sharpened to extreme heights.

Fortunately for him, the thread immediately became softer, hanging from his closed palm as gravity finally asserted itself. Grabbing its other end, he pulled it from both sides to test its durability.

Slowly applying more and more physical strength under the curious gazes of the scouts, he had to reconsider some things when the thread endured rather easily. When his mental strength joined in, it finally showed signs of strain. Even then, he had to apply a lot more of it before the thread finally snapped, giving him more than a few ideas.

Their durability suffered a little from the change, he thought to himself, brain whirring. The loss was far from crippling, though. If anything, the reduction in durability is negligible compared to the ability to soften my barriers.

There were too many paths suddenly revealing themselves. Threads and ropes were going to become a crucial part of his arsenal for one important reason.

Threads could be enchanted individually. Lev was still far, far from possessing such expertise, but the possibility wasn't just real anymore, it was the next major goal. The moment he could craft intricately enchanted clothes for himself, his survivability would shoot up. His ropes too, were going to become drastically more powerful. With three-dimensional runes, the options were going to be even more limitless.

For the weight change, Lev immediately checked if the new skill covered his armor. It did, so he instantly raised the armor's weight to the maximum. If it weighed a few kilograms before, now it weighed around thirty. The increased burden didn't even register in his mind as he continued flying towards the castle.

The added weight was entirely positive with no downsides.
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"There were two hundred of them?" the strategist asked again, still struggling to believe the report. "Two hundred trolls, including four second-threshold shamans and an even stronger commander. Why did you not retreat, Hunter Lev?"

Lev suppressed his smile as best as he could. "Because I didn't need to? You will hear from your scouts soon enough."

"I will," the strategist nodded. "As a matter of fact, I would like to know right now."

One of the scouts gulped before speaking up. "All four of the shamans died in a single hit. They tried to defend themselves with ice walls but the lightning bolts overwhelmed them. The commander also died in two hits from Hunter Lev's glaive."

"… Is that correct?" the strategist looked at the second scout.

"Yes, ma'am."

"Why are you worried?" Lev asked bluntly. "I made sure that no monster got past me while fighting that horde."

"Please, just try to consider my point of view too," she exhaled, almost pleading. "Nearly five hours ago, we started feeling tremors from your scouting route. The diviners didn't sense any trouble, and since you didn't retreat or ask for backup, we assumed you had it under control. Now you're telling me that you've been battling trolls close to level 300 all that time? Not only that, they are also monsters much stronger than average. Just… how? We know for a fact that new Master teams can't fight troll hordes with multiple shamans and a commander of such level for nearly as long."

"Well," Lev scratched his head. "When you put it like that, the whole thing does sound somewhat insane. However, the truth is exactly what you see. I am capable of fighting such foes for hours straight. Not sure what else I can tell you. Arcane classes excel at prolonged combat."

"I see," she sighed. "I will also report the whole thing as is. Do you mind?"

"No. Whoever needs to know is already aware of me."

Ten minutes of ironing out some details later, Lev was flying back to the city, surprisingly tired. The suns had finished rising not long ago, meaning there was still some time until he had to take his team to white grove.

Since he had time, Lev took a cold shower and jumped into bed for the next few hours.

Someone knocked on his door after just two hours, which was enough sleep for him. Stretching, Lev quickly washed his face and did his hair before opening the door.

Kayla stood there, more nervous than usual. "Did I wake you up?"

"Yep," Lev smiled. "But I was going to wake up soon anyway. What's up?"

"I… um. Maybe you should hear it from the other two," she quickly said and turned on her heel, swiftly marching to Amelia's room. The rest of his team was waiting inside, subdued like Kayla.

"Hmm," Lev's gaze roamed over them, feeling oddly excited. "Out with it already. I can tell it's nothing bad."

He sat down on an empty chair next to the dining table, whereas his team sat together on the large bed's edge, sharing meaningful glances.

"Can you take us on one of your patrols?" Amelia blurted out, then immediately dropped her gaze to the ground. "Well, you talked about how you're abnormally strong and all the Exalted are also expecting great things from you…"

"So you want to see me fight?" Lev questioned back, keeping his tone gentle and amused. Internally however, he was trying his best to keep down the bubbling panic. He was already attracting more than usual monsters despite his concealed presence, and if his team was to join him?

That sounded like tempting fate. If anything was meant to go wrong, it was going to go wrong during that patrol.

Then rational thinking took over after a second. There was no reason to reject their request outright, either. Taking three Classers close to the forest was too dangerous, more so than anything Lev was comfortable doing. But it was still manageable, especially because he could request Orianna or Sherron to keep an eye on them from afar. That would minimize the dangers and also allow Lev to let loose in front of his teammates a little.

"Yes," she finished meekly.

"Hmm," Lev pretended to think for a moment. "Sure, why not? I will have to make sure that nothing comes up till tonight, then you guys can accompany me in the bubble."

That would give him enough time to contact the two women and ask if one of them was willing to look over them. If not, Lev would have to come up with an excuse to refuse.

**

"I'm free for a few days," Sherron commented after Lev inquired about her schedule. They were both sitting in Orianna's office, though the fire mage herself was absent. "What happened?"

"Nothing serious," Lev smiled. "My team made their first ever request, and I couldn't exactly refuse them. I just want you to keep an eye on us during tonight's patrol. There's no way it will be a peaceful one."

"And you already agreed?"

"Nope. Said that if nothing comes up, they can accompany me."

"But in reality, you just wanted someone to watch over you," Sherron finished for him, nodding approvingly. "I'll tail you from out of sight. You can stop hiding completely if you wish to show off. Knowing you, though…"

Lev grinned sheepishly. "That was the plan."

**

[Warrior - Level 60]

[Warrior - Level 60]

[Mage - Level 59]

The three tired hunters stepped into his bubble, immediately slumping into their comfortable seats. Lev didn't fly away immediately, waiting for the usual report from his teammates.

"Nothing new today," Kayla, the least worn out of them all, spoke up. "A few skill levels across the board. Same for class levels. Going at this rate, we will need a few months to just reach level 100."

"That is if we keep fighting monsters of the same level," Lev casually added, making all three stiffen for a moment. "Windkeep has a lot of silver dungeons. You guys can handle them rather easily."

Nobody spoke after that, already aware of what Lev had planned for them. The bubble silently rose from its position, ascending for several hundred meters before flying towards Windkeep at high speed. He didn't even need to ask everyone to close their eyes, they were already used to it.

Dusk was mere minutes away, but they had already enjoyed the natural scenery plenty of times. Lev's patrol was still a few hours away, so they first went to their rooms to freshen up.

The Gathering quest starts at noon, Lev recalled, making mental notes of his plans. It will last for two weeks at most, which is far too much time for something to go wrong. Guess I can't put off the constructs any longer.

Showering took all of two minutes before he was back in his bubble, hovering far above Whitefall. All of the stealth formations were running at maximum as he formed two more bubbles. Silently, they finished taking form over a few minutes, their creation slowed to swiftly enchant them as well, both of them significantly smaller than his main bubble.

Only when they were fully invisible did Lev start carving in earnest. The first thing he did was form another three galecannons atop the bubbles, bringing the total to nine. Secondly, he created new ones on the sides of each spherical construct.

Now that he was comfortable with his improved mental faculties, Lev went with a new turret design. If before they were completely fixed, requiring the bubble to turn to aim them, now there was a simple locking mechanism.

Similar to how large military vehicles had large turrets that could only swing in a wide arc, Lev's turrets were also locked in horizontal movements. It was the reason why the new bubbles were also smaller. Where his galecannons needed his mental strength to counter the recoil for the most part, these ones would be too rigid to worry about it.

The force would spread into his bubble, which was going to be under his tight control. Since he already held them in place firmly, the added recoil wasn't going to matter much. Hopefully.

Other than that, he was going to aim by spinning the bubble in the desired direction. It was largely a test and another method of training his mind, something he was doing quite often now that he thought about it.

I mean, he argued with himself, more mental power never hurt anyone, right?

It was that simple. Lev went ahead with enchanting them, which was the next big step in crafting a lethal arsenal that followed him around. Air bullets were nice and all, but they lacked one lethal component that made Lev's class truly deadly.

Explosions.

As it stood, wind bullets only received bonuses to their speed and penetration power. Something like a fireball however, also blew up with vengeance. Each of his explosive attacks was empowered by up to 75%, an absolutely insane limit when one considered that it applied to the entire thing. That left a single option that benefited the most from all three bonuses.

Lightning bolts. They were fast, they naturally dug through flesh, and they exploded with enough fuel behind them. It was the perfect attack, really.

Therein lay the greatest issue, the one he was still the most uncertain about. Beatrice had once asked why he didn't go ahead with using fire or lightning cannons in his bubble, and the answer back then was simple. He lacked the training and mental power to shape them.

Now, his Mana Manipulation had evolved once more, which meant that it was inherently stronger even when ignoring its unique 'flavor.' Lev was wary of lightning formations before because no skills took over their workings. It was entirely his mind responsible for shaping the mana and controlling the runes, which needed to be strong enough before even considering the element.

The whole issue existed solely because of the amount of mana he needed to use. A single mishap would be the end of his bubbles, which was obviously not desirable.

Let's get to it, then, Lev thought and looked at the runes he had available. They were… basic, to say the least. A rune that took lightning as input, another that held the shaped lightning in place, and the last one was the same acceleration rune he used for the wind bullets. Unlike the lightning bolt formation on his armor, the one on his bubbles was designed to be spammable, firing short bursts of lightning reminiscent of bullets or darts.

Carving the runes took all of ten minutes before he had four prototypes ready, the cannons only present on the smaller secondary bubbles for the increased maneuverability and control due to their low weight.

Lev had a few more complex runes that worked with lightning, but the cannons hadn't even been fired once. He was going to test them thoroughly before advancing further, and it wasn't like he was comfortable with the current simple two-dimensional non-willpower runes. There was truly a long road ahead of him in the profession of crafting.

Half an hour of tinkering with the formations and planning future improvements later, he descended back to the roof of Golden Basilisk, leaving his bubbles parked above and checking up on his team.

They were already waiting for him, and so was Sherron, far above the city.

"Did you have to wait long?" Lev asked, staring at their getup. All of them were still in their armor, only cleaner after showers washed away the dirt and monster blood.

"Only a few minutes," Kayla replied as they stood up. "Where are we going?"

"To the roof."

Not long after, they were all present in his bubble. As usual, Lev walked through the gates, briefly exiting the bubble with his team, before flying straight to the scout castle. His shift was about to start, and reporting for duty was mandatory while his team waited on the wall.

"Alright, so," Lev began, thinking about what to say. "Chances are, most of the night will pass without anything remotely dangerous, so I'll risk it a little."

"… Why?" Jack asked, his expression matching the question.

"Why not?" Lev replied with a grin. "I'm not going to go rouse the whole forest, just gonna attract monsters from around us. Hopefully weak ones, that is."

"That's not wise," Kayla spoke up with a small scowl, not wanting to seem rude to Lev. His expression dimmed at that.

"Fine, fine," Lev snorted lightly. Predictably, Amelia looked disappointed, but she still didn't voice anything. The dangers were obvious.

Taking a deep breath, Lev slowly coaxed his always-hidden aura to reveal itself. When it had become the norm to keep it inside his body, he didn't know. It was always concealed now, shrouding his emotions from those too good at reading auras.

The tamed, clear aura slowly spread out, noticeable from the pale faces of his team. When around a tenth of it was hovering around him freely, he exhaled and looked at the other three.

"I know it feels horrible," he said, eyes soft and understanding. "But you guys need to bear with it. The quicker you get used to it, the faster I can start fighting with it at full output. Auras are necessary to keep away harmful influences, after all."

"W-we understand," Amelia wheezed, tightly clutched the armrest of her chair. Discreetly, Lev reduced the intensity of his aura at a negligible rate, unwilling to see his team shivering in their boots because of him. Even if the emotion wasn't rational, it still hurt to see them like that.

Training in his aura could come later. They had time.

Minutes passed as they slowly flew towards the starting point of his route. It was quite a way away from the scout castle when not moving at full speed, but monsters still found him first.

Curiously enough, the stray trolls on the ground could tell that Lev was hovering somewhere above. Yet, they couldn't pinpoint the aura's origin, their eyes fruitlessly roaming the skies.

"Focus," Lev clapped once loudly, startling his teams enough that they broke through the spell of his aura's influence. "Down below are our first adversaries— trolls. Let me show you clearly."

A small fireball burst out of his left palm, aimed at the ground. It fluidly passed through a small hole in the bubble, formed and closed in a blink, before landing a bit away from the four trolls, lighting up the dark plains more than the dim light of the two moons.

"What level are those?" Kayla asked, sweat flowing down the side of her head. A determined frown remained on her face, just as it did for the other two. They were unwilling to be cowed by an obviously partially revealed aura.

If only they knew what the full strength of it would do to them. Lev supposed they would in time.

[Troll Warrior - Level 198]

[Troll Warrior - Level 197]

…

"Nearly two hundred," Lev answered casually. "About my fighting style, it's pretty simple. Conserve mana, and do not hesitate to use it all at once."

Three pairs of flat eyes met his own, causing Lev to smile. "Basically, I have a fuck ton of mana. There's absolutely no doubt about that, and it's only complemented even further by Stargazer's massive storage. Now, let's consider me going out with Drakys and fighting the first wave of hordes waiting for the mappers. What should be my priority?"

"Save mana to last as long as possible?" Jack guessed based on the earlier comment.

"Correct," Lev nodded, slipping into a lecturing tone without even realizing it. "But what am I saving mana for, then?"

"For the greater threats," Amelia answered this time, sure of her answer.

"Correct once again. However, I am the bearer of Wisdom Boost. Do I really need to be saving mana at every corner? The galecannons on all my bubbles even have cores slotted into them, so I don't have to manually power them."

"Maybe?" she uncertainly answered.

"The answer is yes," Lev smiled. "Thing is, my class doesn't specialize in anything. Most of my current bonuses are ones that can be found even in strong Adept classes, so I need to compensate with the large amounts of mana. Sure, some of them are very high, but they're not directly useful. At the end of the day, I usually end up firing attacks like this one…"

Reeling in all of his aura, Lev left the bubble through a swiftly formed opening. The trolls immediately noticed him, roaring at the top of their lungs when the prey finally presented itself.

He took it all in with tired eyes, making sure not to let his team accidentally see them. Most of what he had just said was a lie, except it was also true. For weaker second-threshold monsters, Lev had no need to use anything more than mere puffs of mana. Just highly enchanted lances were going to be plenty, and the trend would continue up to mid-three hundreds, a level no one took lightly.

But he could, and yet, he had just lied to his team.

In fact, it was nothing short of subtle manipulation. Lev also needed to struggle to kill strong monsters, and had often faced situations where he couldn't do anything but flee and hope for the best.

Except, all of that was only true by his standards. If his abilities were public knowledge, nobody would call him anything other than abnormally strong. His team however, didn't know that. Lev could feel from their auras that they believed him, that even with a Wisdom Boost, he still struggled to put down actual threats sometimes. Only, the 'threats' were going to be the monsters that he was going to show them as dangerous, not what people commonly considered deadly.

It was sickening. He hoped they would see through the half-lies. Lev knew they were smart, especially Jack. The defender was the most level-headed of them all. He also hoped that, along with realizing just how much he was exaggerating the dangers and underplaying his abilities, they would also raise their 'weak monster' standards.

That was the end goal, towards which he was about to take the first step. After all, The System rewarded those who struggled towards their goals, and what better goal than being as strong as Lev, or even stronger?

No point in worrying about it, is there? He tried to rationalize his thought process, not succeeding whatsoever. Still better than them being too weak to survive whatever my presence attracts, at least.

Lev would just have to accept the aftermath.

Carefully keeping the bubbles behind him, he descended to the ground. Both of the trolls lunged at him, only to stop dead once two barrier ropes easily tied themselves around the monsters' waists.

Raising Stargazer in front of him, Lev dumped a large amount of lightning mana into its blade. The enchantments immediately noticed the input, taking out even more mana from the weapon's core and streamlining the process, amplifying the upcoming skill's lethality substantially.

Almost lazily, he flew back for nearly two hundred meters and swung the glaive in a horizontal arc. A storm of lightning roared out of it, shaped into a crescent by both his will and the skill.

Invisible shields and walls moved closer to the bubble with his team as the three-meter-wide lightning slash was fired, shearing through the trolls in a blink. Their charred corpses hadn't even begun dropping to the ground before the attack reached the ground several dozen meters behind them, aimed lower to impact the ground instead of flying straight for hundreds of meters.

Yet again, the collision proved insufficient to unravel the slash's form as it continued carving a large gouge through the dirt, leaving behind a trail of lightning. It continued on for dozens of meters before finally losing cohesion, erupting in a majestic and daunting tower of blue. The cloud of lightning blew up violently a second after, illuminating the dark night and attracting monsters from far and wide.
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Lev returned to the bubble under the disbelieving gazes of his teammates. They were deathly quiet, only staring between him and the aftermath of the lightning slash.

"As I was saying," Lev took the lead, acutely aware of their fear through their auras. "That is usually what I end up doing, because most monsters I will face are too strong."

"… How much mana was that?" Kayla asked after a few seconds of silence, too curious not to.

"Hmm. Like a hundredth of my pool?"

"And that's usually not enough?"

Lev remembered how ineffective his entire pool was against the beetle, only managing to kill it because of electrocution.

"No," he answered plainly.

Many different kinds of monsters were coming their way, most notably the wraiths zipping through the air. Lev waited until they were inside his manipulation range, firing some overloaded arrows at them once they were.

Too fast to dodge, the monsters could do absolutely nothing when the arrows exploded inside their ethereal forms, leaving behind a core and a notification each. Two upside-down round shields easily caught the cores and brought them to Lev, who stored them in his ring.

"Wraiths were quite annoying at first," he explained to his team with a small smile, no longer in his armor. "But once I noticed how vulnerable they are to mana-based attacks, killing them became a breeze."

"What level were they?" Amelia was predictably the one who asked.

"Three hundred."

A frown crossed her lips after hearing that, but she quickly remedied it. Lev almost raised a brow. Perhaps he didn't need to worry about his teammates not realizing his 'lies,' after all.

"Other than that," he grinned widely. "I have some constructs I need to test for the first time. Let's hope they don't blow up."

"What?" Kayla instantly asked.

"Hmm?"

"Blow up?"

"Yep," he nodded excitedly. "First time trying out the lightning cannons. Relax though. They are on the other two bubbles."

Kayla nodded, already half a step behind Jack's wide back. The warrior himself looked wary, whereas Amelia was already looking forward to the destruction. Lev liked the way her brain worked.

Focusing on the four constructs, both the smaller bubbles tilted forward, aiming the turrets towards the ground where more monsters were rushing them. The main bubble kept flying on their route, its speed slow enough for his team to stand straight and observe the show.

A small trickle of lightning entered the input runes of the cannons, transferred smoothly through the mana teleportation features of his barriers. Once Lev felt that the cannons were at 20% of the maximum they could hold, he adjusted their barrels in their fixed horizontal rotation until they faced the small group of trolls below.

Each… dart of lightning shot forward with a shrill whistle, leaving the barrel with a small crackling boom. Empowered by his class skills, the projectiles reached the monsters faster than they could react, all four of them landing on their intended targets.

Except, all of them also missed the intended destination. One troll lost its arm from the small explosion on the ground, far from dead. Another two had large holes in their bellies, pretty much lethally wounded. The last one only earned a deep cut on its leg, the attack almost missing it entirely.

Overall, the projectiles were quite good if they could wound level 170 trolls without much trouble. Next up, he once again charged the cannons with half their capacity and fired.

This time, the lightning bolts actually looked like lightning bolts. They snaked forward as a blur, reaching the trolls with the same whistle, blowing small holes through their torsos. Lev had to do a double-take when the monsters staggered for only a moment despite the following explosion washing over their backs.

A bit too much penetration power, not gonna lie, he grinned and upped the lightning input to full. Only when the cannons were close to bursting did he shape the mana into a bolt again before firing it, mentally letting the attack extend on launch so that the power was packed in the entire long bolt instead of a single dart.

All four of them this time found their marks, exploding immediately on impact. The previous ones had pierced through the troll bodies, too stable to lose cohesion from that collision. These ones however, were much wilder in comparison. They blew up in a small storm of lightning, instantly surging into the bodies of the monsters and frying their insides thoroughly.

"What about the… cores?" Jack hesitantly asked, realizing that the cores probably exploded to fuel the lightning.

"Gone," Lev chuckled. "Reduced to atoms."

"Atoms?"

"Never mind. Next up, are arrows and lances… I doubt you guys can even see them move."

They didn't know either, so he decided to test it. Infusing fire into a few dozen arrows to make them shine with bright orange colors, he fired them at the distant direbears.

Loud roars of pain reached them when the monsters were set alight, the damage minimal due to their innate resilience to all forms of harm. They were still weak however, and he proved the point by killing them with one precisely fired lance each. The projectiles weren't even infused with any mana.

"So," Lev asked the still-impressed company. "Did you see them?"

"Only the afterimages," Amelia answered this time, eyes glued to the result of the fire arrows. "That wasn't a lot of mana even for your level, was it?"

"Nope," he replied easily. "I have a bonus that increases the potency of explosions by a large amount."

The next hour passed with Lev casually massacring all manner of monsters, some of them higher leveled than him. Just like the tournament, his team's surprise slowly melted away, giving way to weary acceptance that yes, their team leader was just that strong.

Lev was scanning his surroundings leisurely when a hidden Sherron initiated a telepathic connection.

"Lev, look to your left," she sent, the message tinged with a small bit of concern.

Left? he turned towards the grand forest, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. His teammates also perked up at the abrupt movement, the question written on their faces.

Seconds passed in silence as Lev tried to find what she was pointing towards. Randomly, his eyes found a patch of very distant trees that seemed brighter than the others.

What is that? he wondered, not feeling anything from that direction. That changed rapidly as the bright spot came closer and closer, and he didn't need the vast, smoldering aura to know that it was a third-threshold monster.

"What will you do?" Sherron asked, aware of what he was talking about with his team earlier.

Lev didn't answer, thinking about all the possible futures as fast as he could. The monster was gigantic, if the charred trees being uprooted in the distance were any indication, and winning was not an option. He wasn't nearly strong enough to beat something like that, and if the aura wasn't exaggerated through some means, the approaching monster was stronger than the executioner beetle.

Even worse was that this monster was straight up lethal, not a threat like the ones he wanted to show his team. Even those inexperienced hunters knew that something of the fire monster's caliber was far beyond a Master, no matter how strong Lev was.

I don't want to lie, he thought to himself. His aura, concealed inside his body, shivered in affirmation, resonating with the truth.

It hadn't even been that long since he talked to his team about dangerous threats, yet Lev already found the act revolting. It felt wrong on so many levels, and the chance to fix that had just presented itself.

Sure, his small speech was going to be rendered nil. Not only was he going to struggle to even wound the monster, but killing it also remained nearly impossible. Even then, he was going to do his best and actually stand his ground against a third threshold monster, which was going to send a completely different message than the earlier talks.

"I might have deceived you guys a little earlier," Lev voiced, shoulders slumping once the decision was made. "Killing monsters isn't nearly as difficult for me as I made it seem. Instead of explaining with words, I would rather you guys give it some thought after seeing this. Just don't take it the wrong way."

"Take over the bubble," he sent to Sherron, making the driving formation's controls obvious with pulses of mana. The moment her control took over, he left through a small hole in the bubble, the other small bubbles following him as he transferred all the hundreds of stacked projectiles inside them. Arrows and lances quickly flew through small openings, all of them checked with a pulse of mana to determine the integrity of their enchantments.

Finding nothing amiss, Lev waited for the monster to come to him a few dozen meters above ground. It was barreling through all manner of greenery alike without slowing down, leaving a giant trail of fires in its wake.

When it finally exited the endless treeline, Lev's throat went dry. The monster was beyond large, nearly twenty meters in length as it walked on all fours. Spikes of raw, concentrated fire adorned its long spine, like a long crown on the gecko's body. Black in color, orange dots and four orange stripes ran along the length of its body.

Most alarming of all was the sphere of extremely high temperature that followed it around. Nearly ten meters in every direction from the gecko, the air was itself was almost set aflame, charring the grass and the ground the moment they were within the sphere's range.

[Flamerbreather Gecko - Level ??]

The result of Identify had yet to settle in when Lev was already bringing his eight total walls in front of him, the resilience enchantment running at maximum capacity. Almost like a blur, the gecko opened its mouth and exhaled, firing a beam of fire twice his size at Lev.

All eight shields joined together in a large shield stood arrayed in its path, the distance between them large enough to react comfortably. With a deafening boom, the concentrated fire landed on the shields and dispersed into waves of flames to the sides after failing to pierce through, effectively blinding him.

The beam quickly ate through their durability even when distributed between three walls, requiring Lev to repair them to the best of his ability and dump a truckload of mana into the enchantments. His mind strained to keep up with the onslaught, but a distant part of him still wondered how good of an opportunity that was to train his willpower.

Without thinking much about it, he also made willpower join the repairing, marginally increasing the speed.

Ten seconds later, his breathing was slightly heavy when the flames finally cleared, revealing a gecko that merely observed him from afar, its eyes maddened like monsters but possessing instincts far more dangerous.

It opened its mouth, releasing a thunderous trilling sound that made Lev recoil from the physical intensity. The sound was supposed to be short and concise, only for its rumbling throat to turn it into a roar of a predator.

The monster's aura followed, trying to coerce him into submission. A near-physical weight settled on his shoulders as a battle of willpower ensued. Fortunately for Lev, he had no plans to give up and easily pushed away the aimless pressure, mostly because the monster was using it without any finesse. Things would be far more dangerous otherwise.

When its attempt failed, it finally roared properly and threw the full weight of its aura at him, now ready to tear the human apart. Lev flared his own in response, immediately finding it easier to breathe in the terrifying presence of the monster.

Fire, regeneration, range, speed, he noted the four most obvious strengths from the clearly displayed aura, and the last one became obvious when it lunged. Lev was already prepared with a crap ton of lightning mana imbued in his armor and quickly dropped to the ground. Not wasting a moment, he quickly ran further away from the bubble in the distance, unsurprised when the gecko easily stopped its charge and changed direction with a blast of fire.

It opened its mouth, and his walls once again met the fire attack. This time, he knew how to repair the damage quicker, keeping them from breaking outright, though just barely.

All around him, the ground was set alight just from the heat of the attack. Lev's mostly-functioning skinsuit also struggled to keep his body's temperature stable, the monster's fire too powerful.

Speed is manageable, he observed, still not retaliating. The monster was far too dangerous to rush in blindly. He needed to know more. Going by the intensity of the fire beams, going anywhere near will be a death sentence. I'm 101% certain it can raise the output of its sphere, and that will immediately roast me to death even inside the armor.

For confirmation, he infused a few arrows with lightning and fired at the monster, constantly on the run in circles to not go too far away from the bubble and Sherron. The projectiles streaked forward as blue blurs, reaching the monster in a blink.

Sparing the arrows a single, derisive glance, it flared its sphere for a split second. It quickly ballooned to three times the size and launched a shockwave of superheated air, easily disrupting and destroying the incoming projectiles.

Yeah… Lev exhaled, already dreading what was to come. My poor body isn't gonna like this.

Such was life.
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Lev opened fire with his galecannons on the smaller bubbles, mildly surprised when the bullets actually powered through the heat sphere and landed on the monster's hide. Granted, they thudded onto it without even a scratch, but he wasn't expecting even that much.

The retaliation was a giant wall of fire that suddenly appeared in front of the monster before it flew at him. Keeping an eye on its aura, Lev brought his walls in front of him and darted to the right, away from where he could feel the monster rushing at him.

He had to scramble to fire a lightning slash when the monster exploded through the flames instead, eating a full slash in a crackling blast. The attack might as well have done nothing except slow it down slightly, which was enough for Lev to make distance while keeping his armor imbued to a near-breaking state.

The gecko didn't spare him a single instant before it was on him again, maw wide open to both take a bite out of him and burn him to a crisp. Two thick ropes flew out of his bubbles, passing between its serrated teeth before going taut.

Contrary to Lev's expectations, it actually slowed down, shattering the ropes in the process. He took advantage with five lances packed to bursting with lightning, each successfully landing on its large head.

That has to hurt, he thought while making distance, not going too far from the bubble Sherron and his team were in. I used like a quarter of my level 250 self's pool.

Reality begged to differ. A wave of fire dispersed the aftermath of his lances, revealing a monster mostly unharmed and thoroughly pissed. With a deafening trill that burned his ears somehow, it solidified fire underneath its feet before lunging at him. Hundreds of meters vanished in an instant, and it was all Lev could do to fire a giant lightning slash at its face while backtracking at full speed.

The giant monster tore through the attack with ease, mouth already wide open with flames gushing out.

Eight walls were in its way, blocking the short beam of fire. Huffing in annoyance, the gecko bit down on the shield just as it was infused with a large amount of lightning. Lev was waiting for that and commanded it to explode inside the monster's maw, getting a screech of pain out of it for the first time.

Quickly flying back in a circle, he landed directly below Sherron and waited for the monster to right itself. Lev knew that it wasn't going all out before, which was about to change.

Here we go, he shivered in equal parts fear and anticipation when a tide of aura washed over him. Somehow, he could feel the auras of his team trembling in his bubble through that, matching his own state quite well.

Sherron's presence was the only reason he wasn't flying away at full speed. Keeping his own aura hugging his body, Lev formed several barrier glaives around him as dozens of ropes slowly came into existence inside the bubble. Getting an idea, he melded one end of ten ropes with the bubbles each, turning the spherical constructs into a node for his mental control.

He wasn't given any more time to prepare when dozens of fireballs came to life around the monster. All of his enchanted shields were immediately deployed, outnumbering the projectiles as they shattered one by one in large explosions, blocking the attacks at the cost of their lives.

More shields formed in the meantime as Lev raised his palm, firing an overloaded lightning bolt at the monster about to launch a beam at him. His walls immediately arrayed themselves in the way when the monster remained unscathed, only for the first to shatter on impact.

Hastily, Lev reduced the area coverage of the walls and layered them on top of each other. Slowly, three more of them broke under the extreme heat before he was ready to counterattack.

Small barrier spheres formed around him, spinning rapidly as they dug through the ground. Coming to a rest a few meters deep, Lev hoped the monster wouldn't target them as all the glaives surrounding him rose straight up. Stargazer taking the lead, he swung downwards.

Eight giant lightning slashes followed his actions, the strongest of them originating from Stargazer. As they flew forward, tens of ropes flew out of his bubbles and tried to wrap around the monster's limb. Lev made them descend in waves, knowing the monster's heat sphere was only flared in bursts.

The first two waves of ropes were easily disintegrated by its sphere. Several more barely resisted melting and were coiled around the monster's back legs. It slowed down for a moment as they creaked under the pressure.

Then the monster stopped. Craning its head, it looked at the blue constructs trying to inhibit its movement. A burst of fire mana drilled into them, eating through the ropes at a structural level and disintegrating them into shards that quickly dissipated into nothingness under the ruthless fire mana.

Lev gulped. Definitely no melee.

It turned around slowly, eyes locked onto Lev's. The staredown gave him enough time to prepare all of his projectiles and start launching them in the same second. A rain of arrows infused with only lightning followed, and his first suspicion was proven correct.

More than two dozen infused arrows reached the gecko at once, spread out to target the entire body. The heat sphere exploded outwards, disrupting several in an instant. However, with each deflection, the zone lost some of its strength, failing to stop the last five arrows in that single move.

That would've been a good thing, if it wasn't rushing him like a bullet train. The arrows didn't even leave a mark as they harmlessly exploded on its back, and Lev was doing his absolute best to stay ahead of the charging monster. Feeling a small buildup of mana, he immediately threw himself upwards, dodging the gecko's lunge by a hair's breadth.

A wave of heat stressed his armor's lower section, just by being in the mere vicinity of the heat sphere. Lev didn't pay that any mind and brought his bubbles closer, finally finding an opening. The monster stopped its own momentum with a localized blast of fire, the heat not hurting it in the slightest.

Now!

Dozens of lances overloaded with lightning flew at it, possessing enough strength to level a small town. Both his pool and Stargazer's reserves had been taxed heavily by that. Ropes snaked forward, still attached to his bubbles, and attempted to tie up the monster's limbs.

Just like before, Lev had divided his assault into several waves. Dashing ahead, the gecko barreled through the first set of ropes and formed dozens of highly compressed fireballs. They zipped forward like wasps, and Lev had to run away immediately when they tracked his position.

Over three dozen shields hovered around him, half of them controlled by his willpower and the other half actively. Some of the fireballs exploded against the constructs, but most of them pierced through his enchanted shields, requiring him to reform them rapidly.

The task was made especially difficult by the continued assault on the monster itself. Lightning roared out of his converter in large amounts, the channeling taking a massive toll on his body. Ropes were imbued with the crackling element as they darted forward before another heat wave, most of them successfully coiling around its legs this time.

A roar made Lev lose control of several of them, but the rest had done their job. Like the cracking of glass, his ropes started giving in to the pressure as the monster freed itself, only to be engulfed by a large wave of lances. It still reacted in time, releasing a giant burst of fire mana that made several of his projectiles explode before reaching it.

That started a chain reaction, one he observed while darting between his walls and shields to keep the fireballs at bay. When the first lightning lance burst open, the wild lightning mana travelled to other lances, destabilizing their forms as well. All of them lost shape in a split second, leaving behind a massive net of lightning that still travelled forward at the same speed, washing over the monster in a giant explosion.

A wail of pain made Lev stagger mid-air, almost dropping in the way of one of the last fireballs. He controlled his flight in time and threw a lightning slash at them, making the attacks explode a few meters away. Even then, his lungs burned from the extremely hot air, telling him in no uncertain terms what was going to happen if he went closer to the gecko.

Another wave of fire cleared the flames tinged with lightning, and Lev watched with horrified fascination as several drops of blood slowly dripped to the ground, taking much longer in his slowed Perception.

He had actually made the monster bleed.

Yet all of that had only netted him a few drops of blood.

Healing mana slowly coursed through his battered body. More than a fifth of his and Stargazer's pool had been thrown at the monster, and he didn't even have scars to show for it. The damage had already healed.

It's just pain, he repeated in his head, the words coming to him from the tournament. It's good training.

More barrier orbs drilled into the ground as he stopped holding back the flow of mana. All of it went solely to the lightning converter, infused into every single one of his constructs in equal amounts to keep up a more consistent pace. Restoration mana struggled to heal the quickly mounting damage, so he lowered the output slightly.

The monster lunged in the same predictable fashion. Dozens of fireballs followed it this time, except it came face to face with an orb of lightning infused with so much mana that it shone like a bright blue star.

Befitting a third-threshold monster's reaction time, it stopped itself and veered to the right, where another two orbs burst out of the ground. Caught between three of them, an uncontrolled wave of flames roared out of the monster's body just as the orbs exploded.

Three sources of lightning battled against a single tide of fire, slowly but inevitably washed away by the intense heat. Lev was betting on that and immediately capitalized on the weakened wave, piercing it with ropes infused with lightning. Their improved speed allowed them to quickly wrap around the monster's whole body, and with a titanic push of his mind, a river's worth of lightning mana was shoved into the ropes.

Wild as it was, the lightning immediately sought out the monster's conveniently wrapped body and seared its way inside. A cry of agony burst out of its mouth, along with a bloody mist, before it all shattered as a massive lightning slash landed on its face.

This time, the monster's roar was more reminiscent of a tortured scream, rattling Lev's teeth from the sheer loudness. Small streams of blood flowed down its head as it burst out of the lightning storm, forgoing all semblance of calculating instincts.

Two small bubbles followed the monster as ropes regrew out of them. Another barrage of fireballs formed around it, this time outnumbering Lev's defenses twice over.

He remained calm, still. None of its previous wariness was present in the gecko's eyes as it flew in a straight line, leaving a wide trail of fire. Once again, ropes darted downward to wrap around its form, baiting an early use of the heat wave. Lightning lances joined in next, dozens of them flying at it from all around.

One more wave of flames exploded outwards, repelling all of them with even higher might. When there were less than two dozen meters between them, five lightning orbs flew out of the ground, all of them centered around its head. The monster's eyes narrowed for a brief instant as the fire spikes on its back turned blue.

Lev's heart sank at seeing the change, and he quickly gathered all the lightning mana in his constructs into Stargazer and fired a large slash. It flew forward, throwing him back from the sheer force of its origin, and he quickly increased his speed to create distance.

He hadn't even flown for a few seconds when time slowed down to a crawl, giving him just enough time to bring all of his shields and remaining walls in front of him. They stacked around him as his bubbles flew higher and higher, avoiding the expanding sphere of blue fire just enough not to melt outright.

Lev however, wasn't as durable. Remembering the outcome from past fights, he took a deep breath of the still breathable air and closed his eyes. The world became searing heat and shades of blue as the fire blasted his constructs, shattering all of his shields and stressing the walls to their limits.

Another three of them shattered as a cone of blue fire roared out of the wave. Lev quickly abandoned the remaining walls when the fire ate through them way faster than he could repair them. Ducking underneath, he imbued enough lightning in his armor to blacken the flesh on his arms and legs while running away at full speed, while his Perception returned to normal.

The cone followed his movements, its predictable trajectory the only reason he could even avoid it. Twice, it almost engulfed him, and that alone made chunks of his armor slough off, melted beyond repair.

Thankfully, the burst of blue fire seemed to have taken a large toll on the monster's body, going out after only a few terribly long seconds. It breathed out a plume of fire before straightening again, giving Lev enough time to repair his armor, reenchant it, reform his shields, enchant them, and reform his walls with the resilience formation.
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How do I kill this thing? Lev thought with a grimace as restoration mana cycled through his body. He couldn't even add more of it, for the relatively small amount was already difficult to control.

A large stream of lightning mana was constantly coming out of his converters, equally distributed to all of his constructs to act as small buffers. It was the only reason he could fire so many attacks at once.

He continued flying backwards as the monster found its bearings again, its eyes more worn out than before. With a loud, grating growl, it whirled onto Lev again, who was sending dozens of barrier orbs into the ground.

Still nowhere strong enough to outlast a third-threshold monster, he exhaled slowly and prepared for a final burst. Unlike the fight with the beetle, he didn't have Harun's extreme mana regeneration buff, nor his instant healing.

Killing the monster was still pretty much impossible, but he was determined to give it the best shot. All of his preparations were close to done, and he started by infusing dozens of arrows with as much lightning as he could.

A barrage of blue streaks flew at the monster, most of them passing through its now normal heat sphere again. It growled again at what must have been a lot of prickling bites, before lunging at Lev.

Some color drained from the world as he focused deeper than ever before. Manipulating more lightning than he thought possible, divided amongst all of his constructs, he waited until the last moment.

Forty ropes connected to two bubbles shot down with shrill whistles from their sheer speed, wrapping around the monster's entire body. Bracing himself, Lev commanded them all to pull it back, immediately arresting its momentum at the cost of feeling like someone had dropped an anvil on his brain.

Blood trickled down his nose, but his concentration didn't falter. Too much was at stake, and he felt like he had something to prove. That he was no longer weak, and wouldn't fall over at the feet of the next third-threshold monster.

Tens of orbs infused with enough lightning to blow up Lev himself to smithereens popped up near the gecko's face. The monster's spikes turned blue again, eyes darting between the massive lance hovering above Lev and all the orbs next to it.

Some cautious instinct took over as it immediately released the blue wave of fire just as the orbs exploded. The ground was incinerated for hundreds of meters around as all the ropes disintegrated, and Lev defended himself with all of his remaining shields and walls as the final lance, infused and imbued with more than a third of his and Stargazer's mana, rushed forward with a titanic boom. His orbs had only bought him a single, decisive moment.

The lance parted the incoming wall of blue flames faster than he could track, giving him enough time to fly up as fast as he could. It landed in the same instant, blowing up in a giant blue cloud of lightning that immediately tried to fry him alive.

Lev blocked all the lightning tentacles and stray bolts with his shield and walls as best as he could, suffering more than a few jolts as his flight quickly took him nearly a kilometer high.

The moment he was out of the blast's range, a final torrent of mana entered one particular enchantment of Stargazer, as well as the lightning converter. Both of them greedily ate up the fuel as flesh sloughed off his arms and legs, overwhelmed by the insane channel despite the healing mana coursing through them.

Down below, he could feel the monster's stationary aura, stunned for a precious few seconds by the lightning mana. As Stargazer's weight continued to increase exponentially, Lev tilted his body until it was horizontal and started spinning.

The glaive spun in a circle around him, forming a ring of blue as mana gradually leaked out of her, too much for him to control all of it. Just before his brain could become dizzy, he timed his movement and let go of Stargzer the moment it was aimed at the gecko.

Carried tangentially by the extreme centripetal force, she blasted downward like a meteor, leaving a giant, sizzling trail of blue in her passing. In a blink, Stargazer vanished through the still roaring flames before landing on the monster, the exact positioning unknown to Lev.

Another blast rose, this one much more concentrated. A large pillar of lightning shot upwards, nearly engulfing Lev as he hastily darted away. Even so high up, it still dwarfed him like a giant thunderbolt before all of it exploded in flames, turning the night into day.

Nothing moved after that. He cautiously lowered to the ground, taking in the utterly ruined landscape for kilometers around while regrowing his missing flesh and mending his softened bones. Massive charred craters marked all the places the monster had used its heat waves, and similar smaller holes denoted the impacts of Lev's arrows and lances.

Everything else was also burned to a crisp, devoid of any greenery. All of it caused by just two beings, the scale of the destruction far beyond anything short of Earth's large-scale weapons. Even then, it was merely a start. Lev was only stepping into the Master rank, but the notifications told a story far different than his level alone.

[

You have slain [Flamebreather Gecko - Level 511]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 256

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 257

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 258

Arcane Barrier Authority has reached 4th Level 2

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 2

Expeditious Empowerment has reached 4th Level 1

Mage Conduit has reached 4th Level 2

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 3

Wanderer's Repository has reached 2nd Level 2

Your title has been upgraded.

Your title has been upgraded.

—-

[

[Goliath Slayer - III]

Slay an enemy a threshold above you with minimal assistance.

Only attainable below half the level of your threshold.

The title can be upgraded.

+40 to every attribute

]

[

[Daunting Steps - V]

Through sheer grit and desire, you have faced down an adversary of a much higher level in a higher threshold and come out on top. Something considered improbable by even the strongest of your kind, despite their hunger for more power.

+30 to all attributes.

This title can be upgraded. It is recommended not to spread the specifics of this title.

]

]

I did it? Lev just hovered above the destruction, blinking a few times to process the situation and blink away the tears from his hurting body. His team couldn't be allowed to see those. Rereading the notifications a few times, he had to admit that things were too real to be a hallucination.

Three levels, he chuckled, only for it to immediately turn into a wheeze. His lungs burned, and every part except his head was in a lot of physical pain. For obvious reasons, his head and brain were spared from the mana channeling to prevent any damage, but mana overuse ensured that they were in agony regardless.

The notifications were also about what he expected. Goliath Slayer and Dauting Steps had both reached a threshold, or perhaps it was reaching Master, that increased their rewards. Either way, the former now gave another +20 to each attribute, whereas the latter gave another +10, double their usual bonus increase. Lev wasn't going to complain. The attributes provided by his class levels were swiftly overtaking the titles.

Sherron exiting the bubble close to him brought Lev out of his contemplation. He also got an idea after remembering his teammates, stopping the stream of restoration mana entering his body.

"Return to the bubble and move away. I'll deal with the incoming scouts," she immediately said, and Lev gratefully nodded before following her instructions.

Inside, he beheld frozen teammates. Not paying their state any mind, he dismissed his armor and slumped on his seat with a sloppy thud, covered in blood and bits of ruined flesh.

"Kayla," Lev called out with a deep breath, jolting them all out of their trance. "Heal me."

"What?" she blinked in confusion before her gaze roamed Lev's poor state of being, eyes widening all the while. "What the fuck!?"

She immediately ran up to him, quickly kneeling beside his chair while scanning all the wounds. Lev could see her breathing pick up as she found missing flesh and a little bleeding wherever she looked, the number of wounds overwhelming her mind and nonexistent practice.

"Calm down, Kayla," he gently said, not letting any of the pain show in his eyes or expression. "Take a deep breath and close your eyes."

She acquiesced, shutting her eyes with a shuddering breath.

"Good, now focus on one wound at a time. There's nothing at stake, so get a feel for your skills."

"Nothing at stake!?" she rebuked harshly before covering her face with her hand, the color slowly draining from her face.

Lev merely chuckled lightly. "I'm used to it."

Kayla had nothing to say to that. Gritting her teeth, she closed her eyes again and let her mana slowly enter his body. She struggled to control it while doing so, needing all of her mental faculties to just make the mana reach the wounds.

A smile remained on Lev's lips as the wound healed in excruciating slowness, especially because he heightened his Perception to observe her skill in action. Similar to his own, it was slowly regrowing flesh. The major difference was in the way both mana types went about the task.

Where restoration mana worked on recreating the body in the best shape, as in reforming the flesh and bones from scratch, Kayla's skill sought to 'fix' the damage by stitching it back together. It was a more efficient method of healing, but it was also unfit for Lev's use, for he was quite ignorant about human anatomy. Restoration mana took away most of the burden by being mostly automatic in its working, and Lev was slowly learning more about his body about the constant usage.

Her mana is gonna run out well before she can finish healing me. Lev smiled to himself and looked at his status. It was coming along nicely, only slightly miffed about the new 4th rank providing no benefits.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Arcane Maelstrom - Level 258

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer III, Daunting Steps V, Champion Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I, Titan Slayer, Master Pioneer

Attributes:

Strength: 270

Dexterity: 270

Constitution: 625

Intelligence: 735

Wisdom: 905

Perception: 610

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Authority - 4th Level 2

Unerring Volley - 4th Level 1

Wrath of the Arcane - 4th Level 2

Arcane Protection - 4th Level 1

Superior Senses - 4th Level 1

Expeditious Empowerment - 4th Level 1

Arcane Passage - 3rd Level 9

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 2

General Skills:

Consistent Mana Channeling - 2nd Level 3

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Barrier Carving - Level 2nd Level 10

Wanderer's Repository - 2nd Level 2

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 10

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 2

]

While Kayla healed his right arm, Lev slowly channeled healing mana into the left side of his body. She didn't have nearly enough mana to heal him completely, so he could spare himself the pain.

Lowering the bubble close to the gecko's corpse, slowly being revealed amidst flames, he focused on Stargazer's presence. Grabbing the barrier threads inside her, it took several seconds to drag her out of the ground. She was buried over a dozen meters deep, having pierced through the monster's brain.

As expected, he grinned as the glaive landed in front of him, showing her completely unharmed form to everyone present. Even Kayla paused with a shiver, quickly taking her eyes off Stargazer.

Ignoring the reaction, he summoned his canteen and rinsed the glaive, the dirty and bloody water draining through a hole formed in the bubble. A bit of scrubbing with a rag held by a barrier hand later, she was as good as new.

The top of her pole only held a small metallic base for his blade to grow out of, giving him the maximum freedom to elongate and widen the construct. Lev reckoned it was intentional because he could not fathom wounding the gecko with a normal-sized blade. His blade had naturally shattered upon impact despite the durability enchantment working on it, as well.

"Why did you not ask for help?" Jack abruptly asked, tone disbelieving.

"What would the point of that be?" Lev answered the question with another question.

"To kill the monster quicker?" he answered in confusion. "You were slowly killing yourself to hurt the monster. That doesn't sound sane."

"Let me rephrase it then," Lev looked into his eyes. "If I asked Sherron to kill it, what about the next time when nobody will be near me to help?"

Jack opened his mouth to say something, then thought better of it. His eyes darkened as he looked away, face grim. Amelia observed the exchange silently, arriving at the same conclusions.

"Amelia," Lev gazed directly into her eyes as well, finding an unexpected amount of fear inside them. "This is not normal for me. If Sherron wasn't present, I would've run away immediately."

He glanced at Jack briefly before finishing, "Slowly killing myself for hurting monsters isn't something I make a habit out of."

Conversation petered off after that. Lev had given them far too much to think about, and he hoped they would learn from it instead of being disheartened by the grand display of strength. There was no doubt about how strong their Master teammate was, despite having evolved recently.

A group of scouts reached Sherron after a few minutes, the Exalted casually seated around the monster's corpse. There was something to be said about the cause of its death being a hole in its head, something lightning wasn't proficient in, but the scouts didn't dare.

Some back and forth later, they left again. Sherron returned to the bubble at that point.

"Didn't think you would be acting on your plans so quickly," she remarked after seeing Kayla focusing deeply with her eyes closed, oblivious to the Exalted's return.

"Life happened," Lev grinned. "It would've been a waste not to make good use of it."

Sherron pointedly gave all his wounds a long stare. Lev coughed and looked away. Sure, life had been unexpectedly dangerous, but the end result was what mattered. He had just gained a decent bit of strength, and Kayla had a lot of injuries to heal. It was mostly a win-win situation.

Ten minutes later, Kayla ran out of mana after healing a quarter of his right arm. Her mana regeneration boost still cost too much to produce a net-positive result when used on herself, so she only relied on her attributes and healing skill.

Lev healed the rest of his body in a few minutes after that, resuming the patrol. Plenty of monsters attacked them still, all of them easily perishing under his lightning arrows. He was in no mood to fight any longer. Time passed as he rested in his seat while waiting for his mana to regenerate under Kayla's passive aura when the scouts returned again, this time with four more people.

They were decked out in red clothes, marking them as a group of Harvesters. Their job was to harvest cores and other useful materials from monsters, but the current ones were too low-level for that. The reason became obvious when they brought out several large roofless carts before connecting them to a mana-powered engine. Joined like a train, the gecko corpse was hauled onto them with Lev's help before the carts started rolling forward, taking the body to be dissected in some underground chambers or wherever they conducted the bloody business. He didn't know.

Sherron had already asked how much he was willing to give the hunters guild from the harvest. Given the sheer size of the monster, Lev requested to keep the core and half of all the materials. At most, he needed the hide for Kayla's armor and the core for Amelia's sword. That was all.

The guild could make better use of the remaining materials that he was going to sell anyway. Better let them get to where they mattered instead of some rich merchant's collection.
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Lev and his team hovered a bit further away from The Grand Forest. His body was almost completely healed, still infused with a small trickle of healing mana to deal with all the remaining aches.

"See something?" Sherron asked, curious about why Lev had brought them here.

"Where did the fire go?" he asked, eyes roaming the trail of destruction left behind by the gecko. It was all on fire before, yet there was no trace of the flames a few hours later, only blackened ground and ash.

"Fires usually don't last long inside the forest," she casually answered. "The moment combat ends, the resulting fires start dimming by themselves. Nobody knows why."

"You do realize that makes no sense. A forest is supposed to be very flammable."

Sherron shrugged a shoulder. "We have learned to accept it. You should, as well. It is far from the only inexplicable thing around here. Besides, we have skills that reduce environmental damage."

"Oh? How do I get that?"

"In time," she gave him a meaningful glance, under the confused gazes of Lev's team. "You need to learn the skill on your own."

**

The next day, Lev woke up an hour before noon. Getting out of bed, he stretched his body in all directions, finding it fully healed and functional. His Constitution was very high compared to the average mage, which let him deal with the wounds more easily and heal all remaining discomforts during a good night's rest.

It is time, he thought with a small sigh, leaving the room and the city in his bubble. The Harvesters, these ones decked in dark green clothes, were already present and waiting for all the bodyguards. Lev momentarily ignored them and flew high up in his bubble.

Invisibility formation on bubbles? Check.

Mana Concealment formation on bubbles? Check.

Both of them on the back of my armor, with the latter constantly running? Check.

Fifty fully enchanted walls stacked in the bubbles? Check.

Over a hundred ropes coiled around the secondary bubbles? Check.

Twenty healing potions in my ring? Check.

Galecannons? Check.

Lightning cannons? Check.

Hundreds of enchanted arrows and lances each? Check.

Enhancement formation fully functional? Check.

Mana pool… still only a bit below half. Damned slow regeneration.

Lev was as ready as he could be. After learning that he couldn't accidentally start a forest fire, there was no point in holding back. Now that he thought about it, Harun had no obvious reason to douse the fires back then either.

Curious.

He supposed being careful was going to be of paramount importance. All of his constructs were stored in the secondary bubbles to avoid creating openings in the main bubble and risking detection.

In the same vein, to test using barriers as batteries, Lev had another stack of two dozen orbs stored amidst the bubbles. They had been rinsed with high-quality sap to improve their conductivity as much as possible, though the infusion capacity remained the same. That was fine. He only needed to keep mana infused in them and quickly take it out as required.

An hour later, all twelve people participating in the quest had gathered just outside the gates. Lev slowly lowered himself at that point and stopped powering the invisibility formation.

Stepping out of an opening, he almost paused when the harvesters bowed lightly, their heads and gazes lowered.

Lev decided to ignore that. "Is everyone ready?"

He took a good look at everyone present. Since they weren't going more than a few dozen kilometers deep, only two platinum teams were accompanying the harvesters and him.

"Yes, sir," Kim, the slim harvester, answered. He wore a monocle on one eye, something Lev knew was related to Mana Perception. Jay, the second harvester of a tall and thin stature, also nodded. Both of them looked like scholars, but they were still far from weak.

[Herbalist - Level 190]

[Identifier - Level 211]

"Alright," Lev summoned the communication crystals he had bought from Dennis. "Take these."

Kim and Jay both grabbed one, and Lev looked at the platinum hunters. "Which one of you has the best Perception and scouting abilities?"

A woman in black metal armor raised her hand.

[Rogue - Level 222]

Handing her the third crystal, Lev gave her a stern glance. "Contact me immediately if something feels off, no matter how small. Is that clear?"

She gulped. "Yes, sir."

Letting his impassive gaze roam over everyone else one last time, he returned to the bubble and let out a sigh. The tension in the muscles of the hunters was palpable, but Lev wasn't going to take any chances. The Grand Forest was known as unconquerable for a reason, and they were going to scour its edges. Precautions were necessary.

A part of his crystal suddenly lit up in his Mana Perception, signifying an incoming message. There were four inputs, one for securing and sending and message, and the rest for hearing messages from the other crystals in the set.

Giving a bit of mana to the third input, Kim's voice suddenly reached his mind.

"Hello? Is this working?"

This is so cool, grinning to himself, he channeled a bit of mana into the message 'recording' button.

"I can hear you."

When he cut off the mana after that slightly ominous message, another set of options presented itself. He had to choose which crystal he wanted to send the message to, and he chose the one connected to the third input— Kim's crystal.

"Message received," Kim's message reached him, both amused and somewhat scared.

Chuckling to himself, Lev tested it with all the other crystals as well. There were no problems.

"Let us start moving," he sent to Kim, now flying a hundred or so meters above everyone else. "How do you plan to enter the forest?"

"Walk?" a confused Kim answered.

Lev sighed and sent a message to all crystals. "Step onto the platform."

A large bubble took form in front of them and was quickly enchanted with concealment and invisibility. Now that there were strangers in his bubble, Lev added two enchantment concealments to both formations to hide the runes. They were his property.

Less than a minute later, they were all standing inside his fully formed and enchanted bubbles. Small holes for air were present on its top. For their convenience, he formed a pole for every hunter and the harvesters to grab onto before sending them a message.

"Hold tight."

The scout relayed his orders to all the hunters, who immediately caught on to what was about to happen. Keeping an eye on the non-combatants, Lev slowly accelerated his bubbles.

At first, the speed rose over a few seconds. Seeing that they were tightly holding on, he ramped it up.

Within seconds, the bubbles were moving faster than the average horse-drawn cart. In another few, they were far past that pace, flying forward amidst a blur of colors. The Harvesters were crouching next to the pole, not exactly uncomfortable but holding onto it as best as they could.

Barely a fifth of my normal speed, he noted, and slowed down a little, letting the non-combatants rise and actually enjoy the traveling. The hunters too, stared slack-jawed as they ate the distance between WhiteFall and the outer wall.

Without pause, the bubble rose above the massive wall and continued onwards, now flying a few hundred meters in the air.

"How far do we need to go before the first useful plants show up?" Lev sent to Kim, who blinked as if woken from a trance.

"At this speed? Probably an hour."

Huh, Lev sent an affirmative and considered the implications. An hour at this speed, which is dozens of kilometers, if not hundreds… that's barely the start of the edges? Just how fucking huge is the forest?

It was nothing short of mind-boggling. Lev knew the plains were comparable to the largest continent on Earth, yet the forest went far beyond that. He was doubly impressed by Hakim knowing what lay on the other side.

Time passed in a surprisingly peaceful flight. Monsters slowly streamed out of the forest, none of them strong enough for them to stop and deal with. Lev simply fired mundane barrier arrows at them, something he hadn't done in a long while

[

You have slain [Goblin - Level 63]

…

You have slain [Rabid Squirrel - Level 90]

]

Squirrels, huh?

That was a first for him. Monarch knew what else was going to be waiting for him in the forest.

Five minutes later, they slowed down when the treeline was a few seconds away. Kim immediately noticed and sent a message.

"Turn slightly towards the east," his voice sounded contemplative. "It's safer and has fewer resources to harvest."

"Are you certain?" Lev sent back.

"Yes. This way, with your bubbles, we can scour a much larger area in relative peace."

"What are we looking for?" he changed the subject.

"White roses, flamepetals, and blueroots. Flamepetals are useful in creating a treatment for metals and other durable surfaces to increase their resistance to fire, as well as create similar potions. The other two have healing properties."

"Is there anything that increases mana conductivity?" Lev asked, not expecting much.

"Not in this region, unfortunately. Compared to the things that can be found deeper inside, the resources at the edge are negligible. You will have to try your luck there."

"I see." No, thank you.

Ten minutes later, the first 'dangerous' monster showed up. Lev spotted it long before the scout, though he still waited to see her range of Perception.

"Gray monkeys ahead," she sent once they were within a few kilometers, still hidden from the monsters.

"I see them. There are about twenty, none above level 300. Deal with them."

Lev mentally approved of her when she immediately relayed his words to everyone else, approving even further when no one complained. It seemed they were also there to get some levels.

Sneakily, thirty invisible shields left the bubble as well, enchanted with invisibility, mana concealment, and stone enhancement. Lev was trying out that rune to get a feel for it and eventually make equipment for Jack.

He lowered the bubble with the platinum teams, letting them step onto the ground. Screeches announced that they were detected, and the hunters quickly came up with a strategy.

In his slowed Perception, one of the mages opened with a gale that targeted the monkeys, disrupting their movements and slowing them down. Another wind mage took advantage, combining the attack with the first mage to send wind blades that rode on the gale, homing onto the monsters.

Warriors from both teams slowly led them forward instead of retreating, planning to overwhelm the monsters. The strategy worked quite well as the wind changed several times, serving as an excellent support skill.

Meanwhile, Lev kept his eyes on an oblivious green python, nearly ten kilometers away. It had detected the humans battling on the ground, yet ignored them in favor of hunting a group of orcs.

A massive lance started taking shape above the main bubble, immediately attracting the attention of both the hunters and the monkeys, the former quickly capitalizing on the distraction.

Half-ignoring them, Lev started filling the lance with lightning. The distant snake immediately whirled towards the large mana usage, only for the lance to embed itself in its head with a large shockwave, making the trees in the vicinity almost break from the impact.

Five minutes later, when the hunters were done with the monkeys, Lev brought the snake corpse, the massive creature hanging from his threads. He unceremoniously dumped it in front of the hunters currently taking the cores out of the monkeys.

"Do you think they can harvest the core from it?" he asked the harvesters.

"Easily."

"Should be able to."

Alright then, he returned all his focus to scouting the area. Nothing had noticed them so far, and it didn't look like there were any big auras close by. The edges were famous for having a high number of low second-threshold monsters, and it seemed the rumors were true.

"Where to, now?" Lev sent to Kim, who took a few seconds to reply.

"I'm not exactly a Diviner, so the direction is up to you. My skills will inform me if there's anything worthwhile nearby."

Lev sent a message to the scout, who told all the hunters to return to the bubble. Once everyone was inside again, he rose high up in the air, for nearly five hundred meters.

"Does your skill work at this height?" he sent to Kim.

"It… does. Go there," Kim pointed in a direction, knowing Lev could see them. Half a minute later, they landed a few dozen meters away from a plant monster. It was fixed in place, looking like an ordinary thick vine, but he could feel the concealed aura now. It was rather fascinating. He told everyone to stay put so he could observe it for longer.

So… it is related to willpower, he eventually deduced, unsurprised. The aura is also always moving, imbued with intent and meaning. I'm gonna have to start looking into stronger stealth enchantments and mana types before even thinking of trying this.

Such was the nature of willpower. If you didn't understand something, how was your subconscious supposed to?
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"Is this monster useful in some way?" Lev asked, curious as to why Kim had brought them here.

"I can feel a rather potent venom inside," Jay answered instead, intently looking at the plant monster. "Most likely on its teeth, which should be all the way along its length."

That was enough for Lev. A barrier glaive quickly formed above the tree that the monster was hanging from, going through it with minimal trouble. The vine monster thrashed in pain, several mouths now visible on its long body.

Several barrier threads wrapped around its form before pulling it up. The glaive once again flashed, separating each maw into neat chunks of vine, putting down the suffering monster for good.

[

You have slain [Vinemaw - Level 200]

]

All of the chunks were dumped onto a barrier tray before he brought them close to the harvesters. To avoid any accidents, he let them step outside before closing the bubble, keeping the hunters away from any potential harmful surprises.

Jay summoned four long, enchanted tubes. Gloves covered his hands as he grabbed each fang and put them in the tube. The construct's opening squeezed, closing off the air flow before pulling the venom out of the pointy teeth, several drops from each.

By the time he was done, there were two tubes full of the stuff. Lev's mind was also engrossed in all the ways he could inject venoms or poisons in monsters, but explosives outclassed them vastly. Getting his hands on something potent enough to outdo his explosives was impossible, anyway.

Ten minutes later, they were once again roaming the skies to look for anything interesting and valuable when the first flying monsters attacked. Unsurprisingly, they were harpies. Lev didn't know if they had felt hints of all the auras in his bubble or the mana constantly cycling through their enchantments.

[Mature Forest Harpy - Level 332]

[Mature Forest Harpy - Level 329]

…

[Mature Forest Harpy - Level 299]

"Do you think you guys can take them?" Lev sent to the scout, who asked both teams the same question.

"Level range?"

"Three hundred to three forty," Lev answered, keeping his bubbles always a few hundred meters away. Small shields constantly formed at the edges manipulation range, confusing the monsters with the bursts of mana.

It was like toying with a cat with a laser.

"Are there any others than these nine?" the scout asked as all the platinum hunters prepared to fight.

"None that I can see," Lev answered, doing another scan to make sure. "I'll stop whatever else tries to attack you, so get ready."

A large gale immediately disrupted the flight of the harpies, letting the hunters adopt a formation and ready their skills. The warriors in the front, wind mages in the middle, and the rest constantly on the move to not be targeted by more than one monster at once.

Lev kept two dozen invisible shields floating near them, just in case. The hunters numbered the same as the monsters, so the outcome was likely already set in stone.

Within three minutes, a combined wind attack singled out the most damaged harpy and cut off one of its wings. That signaled the beginning of the end of the rather uninteresting fight, too slow for Lev and his Perception.

"Do you two want some of the essence?" Lev sent to Kim, who immediately shook his head. Jay didn't seem inclined to agree either. The fight ended quickly afterwards as the lead snowballed, and the hunters were piling up the corpses to harvest the cores when Lev paused.

Something's here, the doubtful thought echoed in his head, making him wonder if he had imagined it. Regardless, his shields moved closer to the hunters, and it became obvious that something was wrong when even the hunters began looking around.

"Get into the bubble. NOW!"

The scout didn't waste a moment in barking the same order. All the combatants jolted as if awakened from a trance, before sprinting towards the opening in the bubble at full speed.

Not a single one was below level 200, evident by their high speed. It took less than a second for all of them to retreat, yet Lev became acutely aware of something invisible moving in the distance, several kilometers away.

One moment, the forest was still with a light breeze flowing between the large trees, and the next, four of his enchanted shields exploded as long, spindly black tentacles tore through them, slowed just enough to save the final hunter's life.

Dozens of arrows followed in the same instant, finding nothing but empty air and the ground. Lev quickly pulled up both of his bubbles hundreds of meters into the air, giving up on keeping all of his mana hidden.

"Everyone alright?" he absent-mindedly sent to the scout, getting a terrified affirmative in return.

Too close, his eyes darted around, scanning every single tree and its shadow. It took an effort of will to remain calm, knowing that his concealment enchantments were the only reason the monster hadn't attacked again. That would change the moment he moved again.

"Do you see anything?" he asked the scout and the harvesters.

"No, sir."

Seconds passed in tense silence as Lev made sure not to let even a whiff of mana escape his bubbles. Nobody used any skills or spoke, understanding the situation without any verbal cues. They only kept their heads on a swivel, looking for the invisible foe.

A warrior's gaze suddenly stopped, before moving ahead, then pausing again. The scout's message had yet to arrive when Lev's eyes found the monster's, finally letting him see what they were dealing with.

[Phantom Thornling - Level 391]

It was small, as far as thornlings were concerned. Standing just barely as tall as Lev, four long tentacles hovered around it, as if floating on an invisible breeze. Their tips were extremely sharp at first glance, and another moment of observation revealed the small barbs along their length, the main reason why his robust defense had pretty much exploded. Even now, it hadn't found the humans flying above.

Either way, Lev let out a relieved breath. The thornling was dangerous, but not a third-threshold-monster-dangerous. He could deal with that, though the thought was challenged a little when the monster vanished without a trace, as if erased from existence.

To test the waters, Lev formed arrows at the edge of his manipulation range in every direction, some closer than the others. It didn't get a reaction from the thornling, so he started infusing his armor with lightning before sending it into the arrows in equal amounts.

That finally earned him a screech that echoed all around him, reverberating several times before dispersing fully. Lev was about to launch them when three of his arrows exploded. The assailant was already gone before he could even turn towards them fully, only able to see a vanishing hint of tentacles.

It can fly.

Just the single thought changed everything. The channel of lightning increased exponentially, and he hapahazardly started firing the arrows down below to try and bait it out. Dozens of crackling blasts rang out in the next second, revealing a shadowy blur for a single instant right below him.

Stargazer was already ready, her blade brimming with lightning mana. As the thornling flew up, a lightning slash flew out of a small opening that formed for a brief instant.

Unsurprisingly, the monster stopped completely mid-air before effortlessly dodging the probing slash, turning invisible again. Now that it knew he was hovering above, there was no more reason to stay hidden lest he risk the platinum hunters and the harvesters.

Lightning rushed into his armor and the orbs in his secondary bubbles, all of them shining bright under the invisibility enchantments. Lev kept his mind prepared, and the thornling didn't waste a moment in pouncing on him the moment he flew out of the main bubble.

A wave of lightning burst out of his armor, once again stopping the assault. Lev still didn't feel a single whiff of mana from the thornling, constantly finding himself trying to look everywhere to find it while flying a few dozen meters above ground.

No sounds, no mana, no lingering trails, Lev moved another dozen invisible shields out of his bubble. And it's not using shadow mana either.

Just to be on the safe side, he moved the remaining hunters as far away from himself as he could and let loose some of his presence. There was no chance that the thornling would prioritize the weaker hunters over him.

Once again, the tip of two barbed tentacles materialized right beside his head, too close to avoid fully. They landed on his armor with dull thuds, unable to gouge it out when Lev guided the infused lightning into the appendages, causing the thornling to pull them back with an ethereal growl, somehow originating close to him despite the monster having moved dozens of meters away in a blink.

Nothing more for me to observe either, Lev decided, and slowly powered up the enchantments on his stored projectiles. Raising Stargazer in front of him, he took a deep breath, feeling the passage of time slow down even further.

Then he waited. The thornling was almost smart, not attacking immediately even when presented with clear openings. But it was still a monster, and Lev spun around just in time to deflect the tentacle aiming to skewer his head, releasing another burst of lightning from his armor.

It engulfed the monster long enough to stun it for a split second. Dozens of arrows were already on their way, brimming with both lightning and fire mana, almost bursting at the seams.

The thornling's eyes widened in alarm before it vanished again, appearing two meters to the right. Its tentacles smashed through several ropes that whirled onto its new location, trying and failing to catch it despite their lightning-imbued speed.

Teleportation too, Lev grinned to himself, finding the experience oddly thrilling. There was nothing for him to learn from the fight, but the monster's skills were so exotic, he didn't want to end it quickly.

Alec and many other researchers were banging their heads against the wall that was space mana, yet this random second-threshold monster could teleport around without a single puff of wasted mana.

Oh well, he channeled lightning into Stargazer's blade again, remembering the harvesters watching the fight in his invisible bubbles. I've got a quest to finish.

Dropping to the ground, he waited for the thornling to make its move again. The monster didn't disappoint, this time appearing above him with its claws outstretched. Twisting his glaive, he pulled her towards himself just enough to fire a lightning slash above his shoulder, the crescent attack hitting the thornling squarely in the chest.

A dozen ropes immediately shot down from his bubbles, only two of them coming in contact with the monster. They carved deep gouges on its sides as the monster weaved between them all, displaying a savage grace Lev wasn't used to seeing amongst the mindless creatures.

And it's still not going to retreat.

He simply stood there, feeling the thornling's gaze always on him. Much of its strength was packed in its ambushes and barbed tentacles, both of them too weak to overwhelm him.

With a deep breath, Lev crouched, feeling one of its appendages pass inches over his head, right into Stargazer's slashing blade. A painful roar washed over him from behind as the monster's invisibility flickered from losing the tentacle, and the lightning dumped into it from the short contact, dispersing entirely when Stargazer went through its head.

And that was that, he exhaled, bringing the corpse back into his main bubble again. It seemed rather worthless, so he harvested the core before throwing it back outside.

[

Phantom Thornling Core

Possesses decent Mana Capacity and extraordinary Mana Conductivity.

Shows lesser properites of stealth.

]

Lev stored the core in his ring and lowered the harvesters, who had their eyes locked onto the dead thornling.

"It's dead," he sent to Kim, who was holding the barrier pole hard enough that his knuckles were white.

"I know," came the reply, strained despite being mental communication. The man was too stressed, and the hunter who almost died from the thornling was borderline hyperventilating.

In a burst of speed, he dragged the corpse back to his bubble with barriers before storing it.

"Did you see anything else from above?" he asked the scout, the calmest of the hunters.

"Three harpy groups that ignored us," she replied. "Also, some large red bird that fried one of the groups before gulping them mid-air. Can we please change directions?"

"Kim," Lev messaged the harvester. "Where to now?"

"East," he answered instantly. "This place isn't supposed to have anything more dangerous than low second-threshold monsters. Let's not risk it."

Hmm, Lev didn't question the man with way more experience than him, too amused at the wording. I wonder why the thornling was here. Totally not because of me.



















  

    
        Chapter 166

    
    
    
    
  








"Hunter Lev," Kim's voice made him look towards the bubble containing all the hunters and the harvesters.

"Do you see something?"

"My skills are trying to guide me to the right," replied the man.

"Harpies ahead," the scout sent after a moment, looking in the same direction. "Monkeys, thornlings, and trolls, too. They seem to be fighting each other."

"Prepare yourselves," Lev sent back and gazed at the large brawl that had broken out. A troll commander was fighting seven harpies by itself, its long arms impacting their durable bodies with loud shockwaves. He was interested in something else, though.

Her range of detection is quite high for a platinum hunter, Lev thought to himself, raising his invisible bubbles higher to take stock of the situation. None of the monsters were above level 350, though that was still a daunting prospect for the platinum hunters that had yet to cross the level 250 threshold.

She's also not using any active skills, so is she scanning something like movement or heat? Would it be considered rude to ask?

He decided it didn't really matter. Lev had seen the monsters long before her, and that was enough. A hundred meters behind the troll shamans, the bubbles landed on the ground, still concealed.

"Listen up," Lev sent to the scout, who prepared to relay his words. "All of the monsters will most likely focus on you the moment you step out, so stay close to the bubble. If you think things are getting out of control, just run back inside. I'll keep the opening there just in case."

An argument rose in the secondary bubble holding the hunters, not heated but more confused. Lev couldn't hear the words, but it seemed that the warriors wanted to know about his capabilities and push themselves accordingly.

"Sir, they want to know if you will also fight alongside them."

"I will," he answered after thinking it over. "Tell them not to hold back at all. My constructs will be with them, only invisible."

"Kim," Lev then addressed the harvester. "I'm assuming whatever your skills detected is in the middle of the small horde?"

"Flamepetals, and yes. They are also fighting over it."

So monsters fight over natural resources. Do stronger treasures attract similarly stronger monsters? Or is it just a coincidence?

Two minutes later, the warriors stepped out of their bubble, and the change was instant. The trolls whirled around, roaring at the top of their lungs. Harpies forgot about their opponents, immediately taking flight to locate the sentient beings in the vicinity, just as the trees started shaking from the approaching monkeys. It was like the mindless creature had some warped instinct for detecting humans and killing them at all costs.

In mere seconds, the troll commander exploded through a few tree trunks in the way, its giant stone club already swinging towards the closest warrior who had no time to react.

An invisible, enchanted wall stopped the weapon in its tracks with a deafening crack. Taking a few steps back in surprise, the commander threw the now-crumbling club away before trying again with its bare hands.

They landed on the same invisible shields once again, the monster smart enough to find its location but not enough to understand that it might as well be invincible for its strength.

Somehow, its fists hit harder than the massive club, Lev noted, eyes on the treetops and the horizon for the other monsters closing in.

Two earth spikes flew at the platinum mages behind the warriors, aimed from a higher spot to bypass the shields and weapons. The mages were ready, as two wind walls immediately sprang up to stop the incoming projectiles.

For a brief instant, the earth spikes and the wind walls clashed in a battle of potency, almost cancelling out each other before the latter crumpled, letting the spikes pass through. Regardless, they were slowed enough to stop dead at the waiting barriers.

Impressed, Lev identified the shamans.

[Troll Shaman - Level 289]

[Troll Shaman - Level 288]

Not bad, he blocked the next rain of sharp pebbles and also the commander's attempts to reach the warriors. It was getting more and more pissed off. Those wind walls are more durable than my barriers were at the same level.

Lev supposed it came with a specialized class. He could do much more than the wind mages could at the cost of construct durability, a worthy tradeoff in his opinion.

The first monkey jumped out of the trees after a few seconds, unsurprisingly painting itself as a target for ranged attacks due to its inability to dodge mid-air. It was a corpse before it even hit the ground.

Several more followed, at which point Lev stopped holding back everything but the commander. Stone barrages flew at the wind mages that struggled to hold them all back, protecting the warriors as they engaged in a deadly dance with both harpies and monkeys.

Meanwhile, the commander suddenly tripped as several ropes tied around its legs. With a single jerk, it tore through all of them and tried to stand up, only to fall face-first again.

Lev tested several things in the upcoming minutes, paying half a mind to the platinum hunters and their surroundings, ensuring nothing crept up on them.

Two visible round shields slammed into the commander's face, barely pushing it back a few inches but throughly pissing it off. With a gurgling roar, it easily shattered them both before colliding with an invisible wall in an attempt to run.

The mental feedback from the collision made Lev wince. The burst of speed the troll's sheer physical strength could bring about was astonishing, and he kept taking mental notes to see how it moved its limbs. His barrier armor wasn't limited by human physiology, and not learning from the physically strongest low second-threshold monsters would be foolish.

Half a dozen barrier glaives materialized mid-air, two of them supporting the struggling warriors. A harpy stumbled to the ground as the glaive scored a deep cut across its waist, releasing a burst of lightning inside. The second glaive pinned a monkey to the ground, and both of the impaired monsters were killed with ruthless efficiency immediately afterwards.

"Report," he sent to the scout, holding back the rest of the glaives for now.

"Only the remaining five harpies will take a bit of time, otherwise we are done here."

"Anything unusual?"

"No, sir."

Alright then, he started streaming lightning mana into the six glaives, all of them now hovering around the commander as it struggled to free itself from the ropes entangling its limbs.

Three of them swung down in a single, crisp movement. Just as many lightning slashes originated from their blades, reaching the monster in a blink.

Unable to dodge, the attacks landed on its chest and face before exploding in a wave of heat. Seeing the destructiveness, the platinum hunters pulled out all the stops and quickly put down the remaining harpies, not wanting to stay out for a moment longer.

Chuckling to himself, Lev waited for them to get inside their bubble. When the scout confirmed that they were all unharmed and safe, he proceeded with his testing.

By the time the fires cleared, the troll's skin and muscles had already regenerated, the speed of healing eclipsing what an average Master healer could manage. Lev was here to observe the same, even if his method was somewhat cruel and sadistic.

Barrier glaives went through its extremities, leaving deep gashes, while the ropes kept it contained. No hints of mana were visible in its healing, and he was also starting to realize just how horrible it must seem to the hunters.

A few more seconds of keen observation later, he decided their healing properties came from their skills and were powered by stamina, both of which were impossible to replicate. Without further delay, he beheaded it with a glaive infused with lightning, the construct struggling to cut through bone.

A burst of mana later, the commander's head toppled to the ground, its flesh wriggling to try and heal back its body before going still.

[

You have slain [Troll Commander - Level 295]

]

Two hunters stepped out of the bubble after it was over. They methodically harvested the cores from the fallen monsters, not needing any external help as they went. Kim also exited the bubble, sending a message to follow him.

Face scrunched in concentration, he looked around several times before picking a direction. It was slightly off from where the trolls were fighting, and he quickly started jogging while surrounded by several hidden shields.

Picking up the hunters harvesting the cores, Lev and all his bubbles followed.

Nearly ten minutes of floating forward later, a message came through his communication crystal.

"We're here."

Here goes nothing, Lev took a deep breath and activated the mana concealment and invisibility formations on his armor, powering up to the maximum despite costing more mana than he regenerated.

Only after he triple-checked if they were properly functioning did he step out of the main bubble, holding Stargazer in his hands. It remained to be seen if the formations on his armor could completely hide his presence, and if not, at least only attract weaker monsters instead of the calamities that usually tried to kill him.

"Oh, you're here…" Kim blurted out in surprise, eyes slightly wide after seeing the approaching glaive held by an invisible Lev. "That is rather unnerving."

Suppressing a laugh, Lev deepened his voice and growled,

"Good."

Kim shuddered, much to the amusement of the second harvester leaving the bubble. Ahead of them, a giant obsidian… plant was towering above the trees, containing a large amount of fire mana. The reason the resource was called firepetals became obvious too.

It did not look like a plant.

The more he observed the minor treasure, the more it seemed like some giant being had thrown a dark, angry spear to the ground. Made up of several layers like an onion, each layer unfurled into petals that somehow absorbed pure mana from the ground while converting it into fire mana, visible from their glow that ever so slowly strengthened.

"What is this thing?" Lev asked, making sure to mask his excitement at finding such an exotic plant.

"We don't know," came the immediate answer, causing his face to fall a little. Kim continued regardless, unable to see his expression. "Given their properties, though, we assume that they came from combat between extremely strong monsters, slowly adapting to thrive like plants by feeding on mana."

Jay took over after that. "Look here," he crouched near the stem of the plant. "It draws mana from the ground, similar to how skills or enchantments would. This is the only reason we make that assumption. Otherwise, it's just like any other plant absorbing ambient mana."

"What about the petals, then?" Lev touched one of the large firepetals, each as large and thin as his arms. They actually damaged his armor quite a bit. "How does the pure mana change to fire mana?"

"Again, we don't know," Jay shrugged. "It's most likely a natural property of the material petals are made of, which is probably why it's resistant to fire, unlike normal plants, and enhances the resistance of other materials."

"A theory?" Lev asked.

"Yep."

All three of them fell silent and circled the giant plant. It was thin enough to look unnatural, but Lev had yet to see what kind of flora was found in the grand forest. Perhaps things like the firepetals were normal.

Crouching near the base of its stem, he sent a message to the scout to keep an eye out and brought all his Perception to bear. Narrowing his focus to the points from which mana entered the plant, he watched its flow like a hawk.

Seconds passed before patterns started becoming obvious. Channels were present in the stem, facilitating the mana's flow and making it more… malleable, for the lack of a better term. It was as if the plant was slowly taking control of it, priming it for use.

Nothing more could be observed, and neither was Lev looking for ways to absorb ambient mana. It had been tried and tested by several geniuses, and the only outcome was soul damage.

He was more than happy with his Mana Well alone.

Standing up, he carefully noted all the patterns in which the mana swirled inside the stem. None of it made sense, yet the experience was entertaining regardless. He wondered how many skills or other phenomena were at play, doing what humans were able to accomplish in a stationary plant.

Gradually, the absorbed mana reached the lowest petal. Somehow detecting that it was full, it rose higher, skipping nearly a dozen petals before entering one. A smooth transition took place, a process Lev could finally detect as conversion of mana through a skill. His converters operated the same way, cycling mana through enchantments responsible for the conversion.

Just like the enchantments though, he couldn't see anything responsible for the conversion. Like runes, it just happened. No one knew why, only theories.

"Neat," he summarised. Kim took that as a cue to start harvesting the petals.

Taking a steadying breath, he crouched next to the lowest petal and summoned thick gloves on his hands. Gently holding it up, he used mana for the first time as it rushed to his eyes, revealing properties of the plant that Lev couldn't see with his eyesight and Perception alone.

Seconds passed in silence as Jay scanned the remaining petals, noting the ripest ones.

Lev focused back on Kim as the man finally moved. Summoning thin needles from his storage artifact, he sent a small amount of mana in each before stabbing them at precise locations.

With great interest, Lev leaned forward and observed their effects. All of the needles immediately reacted, completely stopping the flow of pure mana just beyond the point where it started to be converted to fire mana. That allowed Kim to form a sharp blade of pure mana, a construct possessing surprising lethality despite being a non-combatant.

Ease born of practice allowed the blade to almost glide through the petal, cleanly cutting off both the entire petal as well as the segment responsible for converting the mana into fire mana.

"Whew," Kim breathed out and looked at where the invisible Lev was holding Stargazer. "Do I need to explain?"

"Nope," Lev answered. "Let's take as many as you need before moving on."

Kim nodded and summoned a long, transparent, and enchanted blue bag. Carefully, he slid the harvested petal inside before powering up the bag's enchantment, which constricted on itself, tightly hugging the petal's length and blocking any mana from leaving or entering. The opening of the bag instead detected the petal's "input" of pure mana and connected to it, letting a small stream of pure mana enter it.

"To keep it fresh?" Lev simply asked.

"That, and to further enhance its inherent properties for the best quality product."
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Surprisingly, or perhaps unsurprisingly, the next two days passed in relative peace. Lev made sure to keep his mana and aura constantly concealed, never stepping out of the bubble unless necessary.

Most of the time, the platinum hunters took it upon themselves to fight all the monsters in their way. Emboldened by Lev's presence, a Master who seemed to be much higher in level than he actually was, they stopped conserving mana and tested the limits of their skills, also providing him a lot to think about.

After all, his team was waiting for him to train them when he returned. Observing the strong hunters let him know what to look out for when sparring with his team, along with what the hunters needed to improve on.

Due to the low-pressure searching, Lev's mana pool was full again. He rarely needed to use more than a tenth of it at once, and also conserved it for when things inevitably went south.

"The blueroots are usually found near water," Kim explained, always running his skills to detect nearby treasures. "Not just water, but running water. We've tried to cultivate them to no avail. It's as if they can distinguish natural water flow and only accept that."

"Same for the flamepetals?"

"They're even weirder," he agreed. "If the commonly accepted theory is correct, then it's not a matter of the natural habitat. Flamepetals are known to take years or decades to regrow, and we can only guess that growing the whole plant from scratch takes centuries. No other reason for failure has shown itself."

Lev noted that information and changed the subject. "I see a stream… a small river, actually. It's surrounded by large blue trees with pink leaves."

"Ah. We're here already? It's difficult to keep track of our speed from inside the bubbles."

The closer Lev got to the new region, the more he realized just how massive the trees were. Nothing abnormal stood out in their branches or leaves, except the height they towered. He had to raise his bubbles for another several hundred meters to observe the treetop, which was unsurprisingly filled with bird monsters.

"Do you think you guys can take them?" Lev asked the scout, curiously watching the birds stir. Despite having cloaked everyone's presence with his bubbles, the monsters could feel whiffs of their presence. It reminded him to buy or look for more potent concealment enchantments.

"No, sir," she replied after consulting both hunter teams. "We can defend ourselves and potentially take them all out with hit-and-run tactics, though it's still unlikely. They will swarm us quickly. There are hundreds of them."

Thought so, Lev told them to stand by and keep their defenses prepared as he prepared his constructs. Dozens of round shields, ten walls, and the hundreds of arrows and lances stored in his bubbles were ready to be used at a moment's notice.

With a deep, steadying breath, the bubble floor underneath him vanished. He hadn't even fallen through completely before something took notice, and immediately, all the bird monsters ran away instead of targeting him.

Fuck, he quickly darted back inside as the whole tree shuddered. Massive pink feathers slowly rose from amidst the branches, shattering the wood as if it didn't exist.

Lev's fear spiked when none of the leaves fell to the ground. As one, they settled into circular rows before picking up speed, creating a localized storm of leaves around the top of the tree.

Fortunately, he was already hundreds of meters away, flying away at full speed with all of his bubbles. A good thing too, for when the large golden eyes met his own, through all of his stealth formations, he suspected staying for even a moment longer would've resulted in death.

[Leafweaver Eagle - ??]

Lev didn't look away as the eagle scanned him. He didn't even feel a hint of mana, aura, or skills, just its vast, profound gaze that observed all his secrets with a single look. It became smaller and smaller as they flew away, somehow surviving an encounter with a random fourth-threshold monster.

"Kim…"

"I swear to Monarch that thing was never here before," the harvester's panicked reply sounded in Lev's head. "We've gathered the fruits of the same tree dozens of times before-"

"Kim."

"No monsters above level 280 ever attacked us back then-"

"Kim."

"I- sorry, how are we even alive? None of this makes sense."

Instead of answering, Lev slowly bought the bubble carrying the hunters close to his own. Their walls slowly melded, and the enchantments were altered until two large formations covered both of the bubbles.

He then removed the wall between the bubbles, still seated on his driver's seat. All the hunters turned to him, as did the nervous harvesters, but Lev didn't speak immediately.

That was clearly a sentient being and not a monster, he decided as his doubts melted away. Being alive was proof enough of that. Once again, my presence had to turn things upside down.

"That was not a monster," Lev announced. The hunters didn't understand at first, the words echoing in their heads without meaning. Slowly, obvious from the widening eyes, they stared at him with their mouths ajar as understanding trickled in.

"I'm sure you guys would've realized it sooner or later," he spoke again before anyone else could. "If it were a monster, all of us would be long dead. It probably only took notice because I was about to attack the birds with big attacks."

Lev didn't miss that both Kim and Jay didn't seem surprised at the revelation at all.

One of the warriors found the courage to speak up, "You mean to say-"

"Yes. Probably," Lev overrode him. "Look, I'm just as much in the dark as you guys, but this is not common knowledge."

His eyes roamed the arrayed hunters, meeting all of their gazes to show his seriousness. "Humans are not the only sentient beings on this continent, as you just saw. But if the Exalted haven't made everyone aware of these beings, then there must be some damn good reason behind it. Don't go against their wishes and keep this to yourself."

Before anyone could ask more questions, he separated the bubble again. Recreating the mana concealment and invisibility formations took all of a few seconds before he leaned back in his seat with a sigh, wondering why everything had to go wrong one way or another.

Still… he looked back to where the eagle was perched, the tree a mere dot on the horizon. The eagle had carefully kept all of its aura hidden inside its body, careful not to overwhelm the relatively puny humans.

Maybe it was willing to communicate?

No, no, no. That's how you end up in its belly. He stood up and started pacing around in his bubble. The quest is as good as done. After the first report goes through, the area will be marked as a lethal zone. It might just be my last chance to talk with such a creature… and die by its hand. Damn brain, why do you have to be rational now of all times.

In the end, he decided it wasn't worth stupidly risking his life. It was a good thing the eagle hadn't taken offense at him prepared to fire at the tree, and the more he thought about it, the easier it seemed for that to change. Who knew what kind of thoughts went through such a creature's head?

"Kim, what now?"

"Let's return," Jay's shaky voice answered. "Please."

"I'm with him on this one," Kim added.

"The experience hasn't settled in for most of the hunters yet," the scout also interjected. "It's best for them to be behind walls before they realize how close they were to dying."

Lev didn't point out that she herself was barely standing straight. Given his experiences with auras, the eagle might have been too far for most of the hunters to Identify. It explained why some of them were calm enough to stand straight, whereas the others were sitting on the bubble's floor.

Pouring more mana into the kinetic enchantments, the bubbles started flying faster towards Whitefall. The scout's words held merit, and Lev didn't want to deal with hunters having panic attacks.

Good thing he was used to such creatures finding him, letting him keep his wits about him.

**

Several hours of flying in a straight line later, Lev dropped the hunters and harvesters in front of the city and left them there. Quickly passing through the gates without any concealment to let them note his return, he jumped back in his bubble and flew to the hunter's guild.

"Welcome back, Hunter Lev," the receptionist who had noted him for the quest greeted. She didn't ask why he was back early.

Lev nodded lightly. "Is the guildmaster here today?"

"He is. Should I inform him about your return?"

"Also ask him if I can see him right now," Lev added gratefully and took one of the waiting seats. The receptionist returned after only a minute and informed him that the guildmaster was expecting him.

Thanking her, Lev gathered the words in his head and ascended the large stairs. Knocking twice on the guildmaster's office doors, he waited for Varun's call.

"Come in."

The doors swung open at the same time, and Lev entered as they closed shut. Varun looked at him for a silent second and waved at him to take a seat.

"I take it everything is still fine?" the guildmaster initiated the conversation, sensing the seriousness.

"Yes. Somehow. Do you have a map of the forest's edges?"

Varun nodded and summoned one on the table. Lev blinked in surprise when a massive map encompassing more area than the human lands suddenly appeared in front of him, almost making him forget why he was there.

Quickly locating Whitefall on the northern corner, he traced their path until a silver dot revealed itself.

"Here," Lev put a finger on the spot, and thought about what to say. He eventually decided to be honest. "I was about to clear all the bird monsters atop the tree, but uh…"

"I can already guess where this is going," Varun interjected with a short sigh. He brought out a small pen filled with mana. "Write the result of Identify near the tree with this."

Lev grabbed the pen and looked it over, finding some odd runes inscribed along its length. No other meaning revealed itself, so he did as he was asked.

A trail of solidified mana formed words above the tree as Lev wrote. Using the 'ink' was as easy as just thinking about using it, which also let him control how thick or thin the mana was. He didn't mess with the settings and returned the pen after he was done.

[Leafweaver Eagle - ??]

The ink was… odd. When he looked at it, it suddenly became opaque to make it easier to read. The moment his eyes moved on, the words became transparent again, not hindering anyone who merely wanted to look at the map.

Realizing something, Lev was about to look for more hidden labels before Varun stored the map with a smirk.

"Not so quick, hunter," the guildmaster stressed the title, hinting at needing higher access for the information. "A team of scouts will be dispatched in the next few minutes… or maybe you can convince Sherron?"

Lev blinked a few times. "Why would I?"

"Because of her eyesight, of course," Varun answered, tone contemplative. "She can easily look at the creature from afar and run away if things go wrong. With her speed and the stealth equipment, it should be simple to lose the creature in the woods."

"… I'll inform her," was all Lev said, not liking the idea one bit. No way he was willingly going to put Sherron in danger. Regardless, he was going to let her know in case she was willing to do it herself.

**

Keeping his aura fully contained under the mana concealment and invisibility formations on his armor, Lev flew above the park his team was currently sitting in. Just like he usually did, they had also chosen to lean against a thick tree trunk, preferring the shade over the cozy sunlight.

Hmm, he grinned, having decided that a jumpscare was in order. The only issue was how much of his aura he wanted to reveal without repeating the Beatrice situation…

Ok, yeah, let's not, he thought and stored his armor. Amelia noticed him first, suddenly feeling a new source of heat in her vicinity.

"Welcome back," she gave him a little wave, prompting the other two to turn around too.

"Huh," Kayla grinned. "Do you usually pop up-"

Jack covered her mouth. "How'd it go? Wasn't it supposed to last another day or two?"

Lev nodded, creating a dome around them. It was swiftly enchanted with invisibility and sound-cancelling before he sat down, slightly further away from the trio.

"It was," Lev agreed with a snort. "Then we ran into a fourth-threshold creature, and well, that was that."

Kayla freed herself from Jack's hold and used her healing on Lev. She nodded in approval when no wounds revealed themselves, completely ignoring Lev's exasperated stare.

"So you actually retreated," Kayla deduced with a sagely nod. "Well done. I know it must have taken a lot of restraint-"

"What brought this on?" Lev interrupted her, not minding the joking at all. Something else was dominating his mind. "I thought you guys would be mad at me for lying."

"You bet I was," she huffed, unable to hide her amusement still while pointing at Jack. "Then this loaf started making too much sense. Something about finding a middle ground and making sure we don't become disheartened. A bunch of blabbering, really."

"What she means to say is," Amelia said and shook her head a little. "We don't mind as long as you don't try to do it again."

"… That's it?"

"What?" Kayla piped up again. "You want to pay for it?"

"Remind me who didn't want to take anything from me before?" Lev stared at her. "Something about earning all the equipment by themselves."

"No idea," she shamelessly waved a hand. "All I see is someone too poor to make up for their blunders."

Lev grinned. Jack and Amelia immediately noticed, a hint of panic appearing in their eyes. Kayla also realized something was wrong after a few seconds, at which point Lev's grin widened even further.

"So you want equipment?" Lev slowly voiced, taking his sweet time. Kayla tried to say something, but he overrode her. "Oh, and of course it will be of the highest quality possible. I'll personally make sure of that. You will not reject my sincere attempts at mending our relationship now, will you?"

She could only nod, having messed up too much to recover. Which was great as far as Lev was concerned. He had a lot of ideas in mind for their future equipment.
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  By the time his team had gone to sleep, Lev leisurely walked to the orphanage, enjoying the dim light of the three moons hanging in the sky. Unlike Earth's moon, these ones were always full and round, somehow keeping the massive oceans from devouring the continent.

Sherron and Orianna were inside, as usual, so he tiptoed through the hall and into their office, careful not to wake up any of the kids. It was already past midnight, and they were all sound asleep.

"There isn't much to steal," Orianna grinned at him when he entered, covering the room in a sound ward. "You'll have more luck robbing the flower shop a few buildings away."

Lev simply exhaled through his nose and took the empty seat next to Sherron, both of them now seated in front of Orianna. The fire mage put her elbows on the table and leaned forward, cupping her head in her hands.

"You alright?"

"Yeah," Lev replied softly, trying and failing to give her a smile as the earlier experience truly settled in. He had almost died, only surviving because of the benevolence of a creature far beyond him. "The party came pretty close to getting wiped out," that caught Sherron's attention immediately. "But hey, I met my first sentient non-human. It was quite the experience."

"Where?" the Exalted immediately asked, tenser than Lev expected her to be.

"Calm down," he gave her a long glance, deducing a few things from the reaction. "The being didn't even expose its aura, let alone launch an attack. I doubt there's any trouble on the way."

"Are you certain?"

"Probably?" he chuckled. "How am I supposed to be certain in case of a fourth threshold being? Monarch knows how their brains operate."

"How did you find one, even?" Orianna interjected, her expression loosening after Lev's reassurance. It was always sobering to see how seriously they took the safety of the city, something he needed to get used to as well.

"Have you guys been to the giant silver tree, a few hours into the eastern side of the forest from here? I was only going to clear the monsters on top…"

Explaining the event took up a few long, comfortable minutes. There wasn't much to tell, and yet Lev could probably talk for hours about how majestic that eagle was. Fourth-threshold creatures were always a treat to learn more about, regardless of how much danger they posed.

"Varun asked for you to check it out," Lev said, his eyes showing his firm dislike for the idea. "Something about your eyesight and speed."

"I'll go see him later," she answered seriously, ignoring his silent plea. Lev sighed— that much was expected.

"Will you go alone?" he tried.

"Yes," came the absolute answer.

"Alright," Lev almost pouted and rested his head on the table, changing the subject. "How long do you think until the next wave happens?"

"A week, at most," Orianna answered as Sherron left the room, probably off to the guild. Then she smiled a little. "You're planning something flashy, aren't you?"

"Oh, you know me so well," Lev smirked playfully, mentally making some adjustments to his plans for the wave even as they spoke. "Nothing extreme, of course. I'll just deal with as much of it by myself as I can."

"And that's not extreme?"

"No? I mean, other than you, Sherron, and Varun, who even knows of me or my level?"

"A few," she answered without hesitation. "Duke Fabian has also announced you as the next solo adventurer candidate. There are many eyes on you, though only inside the city."

"Solo adventurer candidate?" Lev echoed thoughtfully. "I'm assuming that means someone strong enough to become an adventurer without a team."

"Correct."

"Well, damn. I'm in a team now, so the Duke only made things harder for me for no reason."

Orianna blinked a few times. "It's not what you think it is. That is not a token or a badge, just a recognition of strength. It doesn't matter if you were gonna become a solo adventurer or not, you were simply deemed worthy of qualifying as one."

"A medal, basically."

"Yep. A very rare one— something you probably don't care about."

Lev shrugged awkwardly, his front resting on the table still. "I mean, it is to be expected, no?"

"Perhaps," Orianna answered, her mood souring slightly. It seemed she still wasn't comfortable with Lev realizing just how daunting his future was.

"Anyways," Lev changed the subject, smoothly skirting the 'bad' topic. "Can I Identify you?"

"Yes?" she gave him a weird look. "You still haven't?"

"Nope," Lev answered. "Didn't feel right."

[Fire Mage - Level 493]

"493…" he breathed out. He was expecting something like 450, not a few steps away from the Exalted rank. Curbing the desire to ask why she wasn't rushing to the massive evolution, he just gave her a gentle smile.

"I'm gonna take my leave too," he got up and stretched. "Haven't slept in nearly a week. See you later."

It didn't come as a surprise when she didn't let him go without a hug, something he cherished deeply.

**

As the suns slowly started peeking over the horizon, illuminating Whitefall in the gentle glow of dawn, Lev sat atop the city's walls. The hundred-meter drop below him might have been scary once, but by now, it was a small height. He was used to flying a kilometer or higher above ground.

After contentedly enjoying the scenery and the cool morning breeze for a while outside his armor, he picked up the cannon he was designing once again. Unlike the previous design, it was simple and relied on a single rune, the one he had picked up from the gecko.

Flame Breath.

The rune was exactly what it sounded like. By funneling fire mana into its form, the rune shaped it until it was condensed into a beam as wide as his arm, ready to be fired faster than he could track. A very strong rune, even by his standards. Except, there was one issue.

It was a three-dimensional rune.

On the surface, it seemed like a straightforward jump in difficulty. Like two-dimensional runes, he simply had to make the construct thicker until it could accommodate the long and wide rune.

Then he thought of the required mana conductivity. The task immediately jumped a few tiers in difficulty, only remaining possible because of his extremely good fire converter, boasting an efficiency of over 95%. He could waste a lot.

Thinking he had it in the bag, Lev excitedly carved the whole rune, which took several hours of practice before he could manage it in ugly doodles. After dozens of attempts, it finally counted as a proper rune, and he quickly filled it with fire mana.

Long story short, the poor barrier construct lasted all of a few instants before the massive strain made it crumble to dust, which led to him gazing at the sunrise with contemplative eyes, both enjoying the view and dreading the cost of activating the rune.

Mana conductivity was surprisingly fine. Lev started creating mental notes. The real hurdle was the strain it put on my barriers. Even if I had managed to activate it, the rune would've easily melted the construct. Launching the beam with rudimentary stopgap measures would've ended with the cannon spectacularly blowing up in my face.

There was a lot to consider suddenly, chief among them being the difficulty of carving three-dimensional runes. Just that single, short burst of activation had revealed several things about the new challenge.

Firstly, simply carving them was far from enough. Unlike two-dimensional runes, these variants didn't let him simply call upon their power and required both deep understanding and a high degree of control over mana. Lev had just enough of the latter, which left the former and him scratching his head.

How was he supposed to understand flame breath better? It was a skill only found in strong monsters that could easily kill him.

Secondly, the amount of mana required was also almost exponentially higher. Just to activate the rune at the lowest power, Lev needed to fill it with almost a twentieth of his mana pool. That didn't sound like much until one considered that he could kill several second-threshold monsters with the same amount.

And lastly, the rune was inefficient. Not because of its own form— far from it. The issue lay in the fact that it was merely a single function out of a whole skill, one that facilitated a monster to efficiently and quickly release a massive breath attack.

Lev didn't have those passive effects and other aspects of the skill aiding his activation. More than half of the fire mana had been wasted to activate the complex rune, one which didn't really work anyway.

Truly, the road of enchanting was the ultimate trial. He shuddered while imagining just how much the likes of Jimmy had to practice their craft and train all their senses.

Oh well, he destroyed the construct with a thought and stepped into his bubble. Amelia is still far from strong enough to make use of that rune. I have time.

He was mostly messing around with Kayla in the park, but he still planned to provide them with items. Lev was already preparing to buy a weight increase rune from Dennis, and also to inquire about any advanced formations of the same nature.

First, sleep.

**

Another four days passed without incident. Lev watched over his team, killed a few dangerously strong second-threshold monsters during his patrols, and just spent the rest of his time either crafting different weapons or messing with the three-dimensional rune he had.

For the former, he now had longswords that were sharp enough to easily shear through monsters below the second threshold with weight increase enchantments. When sharpness was added to the mix, things became more interesting.

No final iterations had been crafted yet, and he was preparing for that after sleeping for a full four hours. The scout patrol was coming to an end in an hour, and he was slowly seeing fewer and fewer monsters. That was an early sign of an imminent wave, something he was eagerly waiting for. It was exciting to think about going fully all-out again, if he had the chance to.

Harun's presence and the sheer resilience of the beetle made the whole experience outside Timberhold feel… disconnected from his actual strength. Much of what he had accomplished back then was far beyond anything he could manage by himself, Kayla's presence or not.

Somewhat disappointingly, no strong monster showed itself in the remaining time. Lev killed a few thornlings and wraiths, as well as second-threshold stone hounds, and made his way back to the Whitefall after giving the report.

His team was still sound asleep, probably, so sleep it was. It wasn't like Lev ever pried into their rooms with his senses. Taking a quick shower and changing into more comfortable clothes, he was out just as his head hit the pillow.

Waking up exactly four hours later, he stretched lazily and just stayed there for a few seconds. A wave was coming— he could feel it somehow. Which meant that he also needed to give it his all in a few hours, and that required a few minutes of mental adjustments while staring into empty air.

Fifteen minutes later, he entered Kayla's room. His team was already enjoying a hearty breakfast, not sensing the changing atmosphere as much as Lev did.

"Good morning," he absently greeted, eyes fixed on the food. The toast looked especially nice.

"Morning," Jack greeted back, eyes lingering on Lev's own. "Is the wave today?"

… Damn, a bit too good at reading people.

"Yep," Lev casually answered and savored the first bite, lost in the sweet goodness. "Are you guys ready?"

"We're going to fight?" Kayla asked, not hiding her nervousness at the idea.

"No, of course not," Lev snorted. "I mean, you're gonna want to observe from the wall anyway, right? That's gonna be pretty difficult with all the strong auras present. My quest also requires a high level of contribution to pass, so…"

"Are you going to fight from the wall?" Amelia questioned, her interest obvious.

"That honestly depends on where they want me to be stationed. It's pretty unlikely."

"Do you think they will want me to help?" Kayla asked.

"Probably not," Lev replied thoughtfully. "You've yet to hit the level cap, so keep your passives turned off. Don't want a meaningless contribution from just standing there."

"What about you?" Jack asked, and hearing his tone, the other two fell silent too. "It's the first time you're going to fight like that in front of everyone, right?"

Lev didn't reply for a few seconds, thinking it over properly. "I don't think Varun would ask me to go all out without reason. Hakim is already aware of my quest and surely knows of the requirement. Whatever they're planning, it won't be detrimental for me. Sure, popularity sucks big time, but morale is something they understandbly need to keep as high as possible."

"So… you're being turned into a distant role model. A Master who is usually accompanied by the Exalted?"

Lev tilted his head, wondering why Jack had jumped to that conclusion. Then he remembered Drakys wanting him to accompany him and do rounds to support all the groups, precisely what Jack was hinting at.

"… How the hell did you connect the dots so fast?"

"I've been thinking about it," Jack grinned. "The way you sneak in and out of the city didn't make sense at first."

But now it does? Lev grinned back, not at all annoyed at being found out like that. If anything, Jack being understanding was great.

"Then I'll leave the fame up to you two, hunters," Lev's grin turned teasing. "A romantic couple creating waves will definitely attract more eyes and attention."
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Atop the outer wall, half an hour away from Whitefall, Lev and his team gazed at the endless forest, each lost in thought. He didn't know what they were thinking about, and his own mind was consumed by the plans and steps of the sword he was about to form.

Going over the details for the last time in his mind, he glanced at Amelia.

"Are you happy with the current longsword you're using?"

She blinked at the random question, then nodded slowly. Lev supposed that was good enough to go ahead.

Forming a barrier wall between himself and his teammates, he summoned the backup longsword from his ring. A few silent seconds passed as he scanned the weapon again, double-checking if he had missed anything.

He had not.

Storing it back, Lev took a deep breath. Raising his right palm in front of him, a barrier hilt started taking shape. It was one whole construct, not divided into layers, and several runes formed inside it along with its creation.

Lev paused once that part was done. The runes were incomplete by his design, a portion of the whole formation. Seeing that there were no deviations from his mental map, he set the hilt aside and pulled out a simple core he had bought before.

[

Ashen Sparrow Core

Possesses decent mana conductivity and capacity.

Shows minor properties of fire.

]

The core was meant for Adept equipment, and not a strong one either. That was fine by him though, and he went about painting ambient mana absorption and mana extraction runes on it.

All the while, his team watched curiously, not disturbing a crafter during his craft. Amelia's excitement could be felt through her small aura regardless, something Lev found pretty adorable. She was like a kid waiting for a Christmas gift right now.

Shoving them to the back of his mind, Lev picked up the hilt again. It was slightly hollowed out in the middle, and with a simple formation carved inside the hole, he put the core in it. Supplying the enchantment a bit of mana, he waved the hilt around, finding the core not budging from its place, fully glued to the surface by the enchantment.

Alright, this part is tricky, he noted and took a few seconds to gather his thoughts. I hope it works.

Closing his eyes, he brought the hilt closer and slowly formed the first layer of the blade. The full, thin length of the layer formed initially before he started expanding it to the sides, slowly matching the original sword's dimensions. The core was also accounted for, its small size covered by the layer.

Then his mind narrowed to the edges, thinning them out until only a delicate blade remained, too feeble to be used in combat. It was going to shatter with a single swing, and the durability was further lowered by the fire coalescence rune trailing slightly behind the edge, all around the blade.

First layer done.

From the hilt, another layer sprang up, this one much thicker than the one before. The planned durability runes were created along with it, and before anything, Lev used his latest 4th rank skill to increase the weight of the layer. It took a few tries, but before long, he was holding a blade that weighed exactly as much as the metal version.

Lazily swinging it around a few times, he deemed it good enough and started working on the second layer. It was thinned yet again, this time less than the lowest layer, resting snugly over the base without obstruction.

The third and final layer could wait, however. Closing his eyes again, he sent his senses deeper into the barrier sword. The gap between the layers was not uniform, observing it made possible by all his bonuses to Perception, and he fixed that first.

Slowly, the distance between the layers lessened, going as low as he could manage with his current attributes and skill levels. By the end, they seemed like they were connected seamlessly, the space between them unnoticeable to the naked eye. But it was there, and he wanted it to be there.

Satisfied, the final layer formed from the hilt once again, covering the previous two. This one was enchanted with a sharpness formation, and was also the thickest layer of them all.

Lev quickly repeated the previous steps, thinning the layer as needed and further evening out the uneven gaps between layers. Then the final runes were carved on the flat of the blade, connecting all three distinct formations to the core at the blade's base, their power source.

When he was done, the longsword in his hand looked like a single whole instead of a construct formed of layers, exactly how he wanted it to. For the final step, he focused on the sharp double-edge of the weapon, and slowly, connected all three of the layers' edges together.

Now the enchantments were divided into layers, each with its own function that didn't interfere with the others' working, and also combined at the edges to create a mixture of their features. Overall, the sharpness enchantment was weakened slightly, but that was a sacrifice he was willing to make.

There was something to be said about redundancy. Lev could've divided the enchantments along the flat of the blade, ensuring that they could empower the whole sword and only meet on the edges.

That wouldn't advance his enchanting capabilities. He needed to look into layers and methods of utilizing three-dimensional runes, as well as the effects of the technique he had just deployed for the sword. Layers sounded like a neat idea on paper, keeping enchantments from clashing with each other, but their effectiveness remained to be seen.

Without Identifying the sword, he nudged the core's enchantments. It let out a small stream of mana into the sharpness and durability formations, gradually powering them up as pure fuel coursed through the runes.

For the fire rune, Lev gave it fire mana from his converter. A deep orange hue lit up along the sword's sharp blade, further increasing its lethality and also providing an additional source of elemental damage.

Then he finally used his identification skill.

[

Flamesword - Rare

Enchantments: Molten Edge, Advanced Sharpness, Sturdy.

]

Rare… Lev breathed out slowly, letting his focused mind return to normal. The core definitely didn't do the rarity any favors. Good to know that my barriers, their inherent sharpness and durability, and Drakys' runes are enough to form rare equipment somewhat reliably. It probably helped that I shamelessly stole the sword's shape, size, and weight.

Dismissing the wall between him and his teammates, Lev held out the hilt of the sword to Amelia. She clasped it gingerly, whereas the other two stayed at a safe distance, far away from her range.

"Test number one," Lev announced, and formed a simple shield in front of him. "Try to cut through it to the best of your abilities."

She didn't have to be told twice. Amelia adopted her usual stance, an excited grin on her face, and slashed diagonally. The sword cut through the air with a shrill whistle, its temperature making the air vibrate loudly in its passing. Her active enhancement only added to the sight, painting her as an otherworldly demon with its bright intensity.

Lev kept his Perception stretched to the limit, watching intently as the sword cut into his shield with only a little resistance. It continued on, slashing through a quarter of the construct before slowing down. The momentum was great still, and by the end of the swing, the sword was resting in the middle of the shield.

Respectable sharpness, Lev noted, nodding slightly to himself. The weight is low, which makes sense as the weapon is designed for an Adept. The shape seems to be fine, given how easily she swung it with the same grace she uses her metal sword.

I could also feel the heat affecting my barriers, weakening the resistance, and subsequently improving the sharpness. Overall, the sword seems like a decent success, even if the base blade leaves a lot to be desired. It's not even close to as good as my previous version of Stargazer.

"Again."

Amelia happily brutalized whatever construct Lev conjured for the next few minutes, proving a valuable assistant for his testing. Not only did he observe the nature of the sword's enchantments and their working, but he now also knew the limits of his barriers better.

The first surprise came when he lowered the durability of his barriers, to the level of the strongest he could manage as a new Adept. They didn't stand a chance. His new sword hacked them apart with casual ease, proving just how bad his barriers were at defense back then. Thankfully, he had largely fixed that problem by now.

For the third-last test, Lev formed a large shield and enchanted it with the stone enhancement rune he had earned from killing a stone snake.

"Again."

Amelia was already prepared. Her sword moved in a horizontal arc, smashing into the shield that cleanly absorbed the impact. A small scratch remained from the impact, the full extent of the damage.

"What?" the swordswoman voiced, looking at the result. "That little?"

Lev shook his head. "It's already impressive that you and the sword could damage this shield at all. Not only is it the highest durability I can manage in my barriers, but the enchantment is also pretty decent."

She nodded, the gears in her mind visibly spinning. It slowly dawned on her that she had hurt a Master's enchanted barrier, and the growing smile on her face matched that.

For the last two tests, Amelia failed to even scratch his enchanted walls, which was expected.

"Can I keep this?" she asked shamelessly, pointing to the sword.

"No," Lev shot her down, masking his amusement. "I'll make you a better one at the level cap."

"Okay," she returned the sword easily enough and joined Jack and Kayla, who were watching from the sidelines.

"For you, Jack, I have a hammer and shield also in the making. For Kayla, though… what do you want?"

He also waved for them to sit down no their usual seats. Lev did the same.

"What are my options?" she questioned back, unable to hide her excitement completely.

"See," Lev scratched his head. "That's the main problem. I have no idea. Never saw aura mage equipment. Even Trailblazer casually manhandles third-threshold monsters. The only things I have in mind are healing items, but you don't have a use for those."

"A treatment, then?"

A chuckle burst out of his lips, devolving into full-blown laughter. It took Lev a few seconds to get himself under control, struggling to manage that after seeing the disapproving glare Jack was giving his girlfriend, who brushed it off.

"Yeah, no."

"Figured," she grinned. "I'm fine-"

"That's not an option either," Lev cut her off. "I'll ask around for any cores or equipment related to buffing others or simply enhancing healing."

Kayla only nodded once gratefully, knowing she didn't have any better ideas. Anything she would get was already more than they needed as Classers.

Further conversation was cut off when Sherron landed near his bubble. An opening let her step inside, and she motioned for his teammates to remain seated before they could even get up to bow.

"Your creation?" she asked, looking at the sword.

"Yep," Lev replied, holding out the hilt for her. "First proper attempt."

Sherron swung it a few times with far more grace than he could've managed. Then she powered the enchantment, raising a brow after feeling the fire mana required. Lev just shrugged a shoulder towards Amelia and powered the sword with a bit of fire mana.

Its tip immediately became fiery, now much more deadly with the added sharpness enchantment. Sherron, the idiot, tried to cut her own palm with it. Lev mentally stopped the barrier sword before she could.

"That's enough," he pried it out of her hand, giving her a disapproving look. "We've tested it already. It works perfectly fine."

"I doubt it would've cut through my skin, but sure," she grinned and sat down in his driver's seat.

There's no way this wasn't ragebait, Lev scanned her mischievous expression with narrowed eyes and stored the sword in his ring.

"So, what brings you here?"

"Curiosity, mainly," Sherron answered, more interested in his teammates. "How much do they want to watch, and what are your plans?"

"Hmm," Lev took a moment to reply. "How far can I go?"

"As much as you want."

"Then I want to explore the limits of my class," he immediately replied. "The gecko fight demanded I fight at full strength constantly. There's still so much more I want to test."

"Such as?"

"The limits of my arrows, lances, their enchantments, their durability, their infusion capacity, their imbuement capacity, the difference between both, my base shields, my enchanted shields, my walls, the extent of my willpower's effectiveness, my base physical capabilities, the limits of my enhancement formation, its relation to lightning imbuement at full power, the maximum sharpness of my glaive, its maximum weight, its highest consistent output, the limits of my converters, the combination of both types in my mana slash-"

"Alright! Okay, fine. You can do all of that and more, jeez."

"Thank you for your understanding," he smiled brightly and glanced at his team. "It would be quite nice if you could let them watch too."

Sherron turned to them as well. "Do you guys want to?"

Lev was surprised she still needed to ask that question, even after feeling their auras.
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The wave wasn't going to start for another hour or more, so Lev took the time to check all his tools and projectiles. Standing atop the outer wall, Sherron had already taken his bubble and his team along with it, leaving him to his testing and preparations.

First off, my personal cannons, he thought and raised his right arm. Lightning coursed through his armor's limb, channeled into the formation before erupting in a brilliant flash. The lightning bolt travelled for several dozen meters before losing cohesion. Similarly, the fireball formation also worked flawlessly, the random explosion attracting more than a few looks.

Lev ignored them and turned his attention to all the enchanted lances and arrows inside his bubble. A pulse of mana entered all of them, briefly rousing their formations. Relying on the mental feedback, he repeated the process a few times and deemed they were all still fully operational.

Then came the matter of his bubble cannons. Firing them at empty air was going to be too much, so he simply channeled lightning mana through their formations. Air cannons received fuel from the slotted cores, the task requiring nothing more than a simple nudge to the enchantments.

Those, too, were perfectly fine. For the next few minutes, he tested his enhancement formation, imbuing varying levels of mana in his armor along with it. Stargazer only needed a few seconds of checking to deduce that she was still awesome, which meant that his preparations were complete.

The physical ones, at least.

Now, this might be supremely stupid. Lev kept his gaze on the forest, his expression not betraying any amusement or concern at what he was going to attempt. But I'm pretty sure that each experienced Master has divided their mental faculties to work on multiple things at once. Some may be actively doing that, creating partitions to scout, attack, defend, use equipment, power enchantments, and many other things. Others probably do it subconsciously, pushing secondary tasks to the back of their minds, where they are taken care of 'automatically.'

The idea was simple. Since he knew that he wasn't fully utilizing his brainpower, or at least it felt that way, Lev wanted to assign his mind different tasks. Doing so in the middle of a wave was risky, but it was only going to get harder as time went on. He was only going to fight stronger and stronger monsters, which would make such experiments all the more difficult.

If that was all, he wouldn't risk it. It was only because of Willpower that he even entertained the idea. Willpower was the primary force that allowed such 'automation' of tasks, affected by both his subconscious and the Reinforced Mind title.

Lev was already putting it to use during his patrols. He hadn't made any great strides in mastering it, only what one would call an adequate beginner's control. That was good enough for a few weeks of practice.

That said, he wanted it to be just as sharp and potent as the rest of his class, which tied in nicely with the idea. Instead of generally directing it to focus on a few tasks, dividing his mind into portions and having each of them precisely control his willpower sounded much better.

No point in worrying about it, he jumped up and sat down on the wall border, legs dangling. If this shows any sign of working, I'll take it a step further. If not, then that's that.

Monsters were already streaming out of the forest, none above level 250. Lev was still astonished by learning that Whitefall's waves were less dangerous than Windkeep's. Sure, there were way more second and third-threshold monsters out here, but so were the number of Masters defending the city.

The Dreadwoods were much more unpredictable in comparison. Monsters attacking from the forest always followed a set theme, never deviating too much. Birds, felines, plant monsters, and occasional worms, insects, and parasites.

That wasn't the case for the Dreadwoods. Sometimes, it spewed out hulking abominations that refused to die, and other times, wraith-like creatures from that place threatened even the Exalteds' lives.

There was more that he didn't have the clearance to learn, and then there was the matter of what lived in White Grove. It was a mystery that made his palms itch, especially because the whole matter was safe enough that nobody seemed worried. Lev really wanted to just barge in there.

Fortunately, he wasn't that suicidal. Perhaps trying to initiate contact from afar would be a better option.

Shrugging off those thoughts, he scanned the empty grassland between the wall and the treeline. It was still a gigantic battlefield, stretching for dozens upon dozens of kilometers, though his eyesight made the observations much easier. Focusing deeper, his eyes followed the command and seamlessly zoomed in a bit, letting Lev see a gold team currently fighting a group of treants. They seemed to have things under control, so he moved on.

Several other fights were taking place, and it was humbling to oversee the strategic positions of all the combatants. The strategists and diviners ensured that everyone received an adequate amount of help and cover, obvious from the Masters dotting the grassland. They were at an equal distance from all the gold and platinum hunters, arrayed to not only keep an eye out in every direction but also reach the weaker hunters quickly.

Then there was Lev. No one approached him, not even with any general orders. He was left to his own devices, and he suspected it was the work of Hakim and Varun. They wanted him to make a splash, show the people that there was still someone amongst the youngest generation who could reach the rank of Exalted.

No matter how talented Elias, Aaryan, or Isabella were, there were way more Masters who had once shown the same or even more promise. They were still Masters.

Being strong and gifted wasn't going to cut it. If they wanted to show him off, Lev needed to do his absolute best, overwhelm all manner of monsters in front of the defenders, and generally shine so bright that no one could ignore him.

He didn't like it one bit. Too much popularity never ended well, and such power revealed one's true colors. He wouldn't ever admit it out loud, but Lev was scared of what mass recognition would do to his mind. Was he going to become arrogant or an asshole as it got to his head, or would he try to run away from it all, clinging to his desires of wanting a peaceful and somewhat isolated personal life?

Or was it going to show him an entirely new side, something that wasn't going to come to life otherwise? It was nice to imagine that, instead of running away or leaning into the popularity, Lev was only going to do what the Exalted wanted him to do and use it to create a persona of an unreachable goal for even the strongest, one fighting for the safety of humanity.

Of course, nothing was certain. Lev wasn't exactly popular as it was, and while he still didn't feel comfortable with the idea, but it was bound to happen. Only time would tell what would follow.

All the while, an increasing number of monsters were leaving the forest. Lev spotted several direbears, second-threshold panthers, harpies, galeworms, and several new ones. The most prominent of them was a humanoid brute, nearly seven meters in height, and walked in the open slowly.

[Kerl Brawler - Level 352]

A spinning lance smashed into its chest, the armorbreaker formation ensuring that its sharpness overwhelmed the pale, sickly green flesh of the monster. Lightning discharged, stunning the monster thoroughly, and before the nearby Masters could even group up against it, another lance popped its head like a balloon with its sheer speed and the volume of infused lightning.

[

You have slain [Kerl Brawler - Level 352]

]

Lev watched with interest as the lance dug a large trench through the ground even after piercing the skull. It blew up a few dozen meters behind the kerl, engulfing a few unfortunate goblins that were trying to make use of the behemoth's presence.

A bird with six wings screeched from afar, gaze fixed on Lev despite the mana concealment formation running at full strength on his armor. Judging by the aura of the monster he could feel from so far away, it was a strong second-threshold monster, perhaps even above level 350.

Flying up and finally moving ahead of the wall, he darted straight towards the monster, his bubbles trailing behind. All of the cannons were aimed, and when there were only a few hundred meters between them, they fired.

Blasts of compressed air stopped his first air bullets in their tracks. The monster changed direction, now flying to the side while constantly defending itself. Lev didn't let up, firing the cannons as quickly as he could without breaking them, relentlessly testing the monster's reaction time.

It was surprisingly agile, deftly evading the ten or so bullets flying at it every second, blocking the rest with the same air blasts. That wasn't the full extent of its abilities either, and Lev braced himself as wind mana gathered near its wings.

With a single flap of its giant wings, the bird shot forward, talons outstretched to gouge his chest out. Dozens of ropes slithered forward from his bubbles to meet its charge. Another flap released a gale strong enough to blow away all the ropes and his bubbles, though a large lightning slash cut through it with two shockwaves.

Aimed at the lower section of the monster, it reacted quickly and rose higher, right into Lev's path, who had shot forward at a similar speed. The monster still wasn't caught off-guard, and its beak cut into his armored shoulder deep enough to break the bones inside and tear off a large chunk of the flesh.

It didn't matter anyway. Lev's right palm was already in contact with its neck, and a point-blank lightning bolt blew a hole through it. The monster died in the next few seconds, struggling even with its detached head till the very end as its wings flapped by themselves another few times.

[

You have slain [Keen Jairey - Level 343]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 259

]

The lifeless body plummeted to the grassy ground once he ensured that there was no one underneath. Cores would be harvested by the guild's personnel later, so Lev flew back to the wall and settled in to wait again and healed the damage. He debated going to Kayla for that but decided against it.

Few monsters of the jairey's level showed up in the next hour. A few fights cut a little too close for comfort down below, and the inability to accurately aim from so far away was frustrating, so he moved below and turned on his armor's invisibility formation as well. From up close, no hunter came close to dying again.

A horn cut through his observations and distracted musings. The ringing sound came from far away, originating from Whitefall's gates, and the wave began in earnest after eight bell chimes.

Lev was about to fly high up when a pulse of mana cut through his plans. It was clearly directed at him, and tracking its origin revealed a middle-aged strategist. Another pulse came through, this one pointing to the southeast.

Understanding the assignment, he moved even further away from Whitefall and the combatants, prepared to handle a full direction on his own and four Masters that stayed on a wall, halfway between him and the rest of the forces. It spoke to their range that they were still assigned as a backup to him, despite being several kilometers away.

A giant wall to my left, a deadly forest to my right, and the hunters behind me. The wall ensures that nothing will attack me from that side, and the same can probably be said for my back. Which leaves two directions to direct all my attention to. That certainly makes things easier.

There weren't any monsters heading his way, giving him time to map out his mental exercise's steps. As was the case with most everything, he had no idea how to divide brainpower consciously. That left a single option, and Lev wasn't averse to brute forcing it either. It was also common knowledge that skills to manage the mind weren't a thing, or perhaps humans just weren't built for them. Either way, that only made the whole idea more appealing.

Okay, he breathed in deeply. For starters… three sounds like a good number. The first part's job should be to scan my surroundings, the second needs to manage my armor's formations, and the last and main part needs to handle every active action. Sounds good.

Theories aside, Lev could feel that it wasn't too difficult to do all of that at once. If anything, he was already doing it on a smaller scale all the time during combat.

There was a lot to keep an eye on, however. His eyes tracked the forest, struggling to look too deeply when another part of his mind was constantly taking mana out of his core and channeling it through the enhancement formation at low intensity. The expenditure was lower than his regeneration, and even while flying, he could afford to waste mana like that.

The last part was free, and he was keeping it unoccupied, not letting too much of his focus become engrossed in the two tasks. It was a unique experience, and he wanted to smack himself for not thinking of it sooner. With a little practice beforehand, the whole affair would be much less dangerous.

Actually… I wonder if this will work?

There was the question of sending out his aura and letting it detect others nearby, a technique he hadn't yet tried out for obvious reasons. Then he remembered the gecko that had been attracted by only a portion of his aura and changed his mind. Living was a priority.

Out of the corner of his eyes, he spotted a few trees in the distance shuddering by something unseen. Then more of them shook, and before long, Lev could feel the vibrations in the ground as a large horde of monsters approached.

Trolls burst out of the treeline first and were immediately beset by a barrage of air bullets. Each thump announced a new hole in their bodies, though with limited brainpower dedicated to aiming, but the sheer amount picked up the slack.

Dozens fell in the first few seconds, bombarded by his bubbles without pause. They also made things easier by standing close to each other, often resulting in the bullets tearing through multiple limbs.

All the while, Lev observed the state of his mind. The scouting portion had seen a significant decrease in capability as he unknowingly pulled more of his mind to focus on the monsters, so he remedied that. His enhancement formation still ran constantly and smoothly, though. It was a habit by now, and the dedicated portion's performance reflected that.

Keeping up the firing for a few minutes, his mind struggled to scout afar. No matter how many he killed, there were even more monsters streaming into the open, running over the mounds of corpses without batting an eye.

Instead of being nervous however, Lev's active mind constantly formed more arrows inside his bubbles. The size of the incoming horde didn't matter. His prepared projectiles numbered even higher.
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In the end, Lev deduced that he was severely overestimating himself. The Master evolution had indeed improved his brainpower drastically, but the change wasn't as huge as it seemed at first. His lack of training in such matters was also a significant contributor to his decision to keep his mind divided into two parts instead of three.

Now, the first and main part was doing everything other than the second's job, which was to keep the enhancement formation constantly running. Lev never let his eyes linger in the same direction for too long, immediately firing his enchanted and uninfused arrows at the monsters before moving on.

As it stood, his mana was dwindling at a negligible rate. If Kayla was buffing his regeneration, it might not have lowered at all, despite him shooting his cannons and arrows, keeping the enhancement active at low power, and zipping around to not let too many monsters escape to the Adept hunters a ways behind him.

Is this what the Masters in Windkeep have to deal with? The question rose in the back of his mind, along with the consequences of that. How the hell do they deal with the extreme variety that comes out of The Dreadwoods?

That was a disturbing line of thought. Little wonder people like Mel, Umbrina, and Hakim were stationed there.

When the first attacks flew at him, Lev was prepared. His enchanted walls blocked the incoming earth spikes with minimal damage, and his contained aura easily shrugged off the weak debuff that sought to slow his movements. All he had felt was a slight pressure on his body, and then it was gone.

Seeing that things were picking up, he tapped into Stargazer's reserves for the first time. A large amount of mana left its core and rushed into the lightning converter, and Lev infused a few of his arrows with it before firing them at the distant shamans.

Two notifications rang in his mind, less than half of the total ranged attackers. Not paying the result any attention, he fired another small barrage through the risen walls, his arrows easily tearing through them and downing another three trolls, leaving behind a single one that was also bleeding out, a portion of its torso blown to bits and the wound charred by the lightning.

A group of several dozen orcs exited the treeline to his left, eyes locked onto the closest gold team. They hadn't even crossed half the distance when a giant fire slash landed in their midst, blowing up with a loud shockwave and a subsequent implosion.

That feels nice, Lev grinned and turned back to the high first-threshold monsters coming out of the forest in droves. Using fire slashes during the patrols was too dangerous. It has been a while since I fired one.

He liked his explosions. Lightning had its own throne and extreme lethality, but it didn't quite compare to fire in raw destruction, especially when a large amount of mana was involved. Lev had yet to see what he could do with fire slashes of a caliber similar to the lightning slashes he had used against the beetle.

He was still going to refrain from using such attacks so close to the city, though. It would mean something as strong as the beetle had shown up, and that required more than just raw power in Harun's absence.

Moving from horde to horde, Lev killed hundreds of monsters. Trolls, goblins, orcs, treants, panthers, harpies, avian monsters, bears, snakes, and several other monsters fell to his arrows alone. The projectiles never dwindled, more constantly formed inside his bubbles even as he fired them without holding back on the rate of fire.

Minutes passed in a low yet consistent exertion. His mana regeneration was strained to keep up, and Stargazer's reserves were also hovering near full, which only meant that the wave had yet to become actually dangerous for him. Lev also only kept up the arrow barrage for that reason, conserving mana for what was sure to come.

The first sign of that happening showed itself when one of his walls moved, blocking a large boulder with a large crack that echoed far and wide. Another boulder flew at him from somewhere in the trees, and he finally noticed the attacker as it exited the treeline in its massive glory.

[Troll Giant - Level 311]

Oh hey, Lev rolled his shoulders as a wave of his hand decimated all nearby monsters with explosive arrows. Finally a good test subject.

The troll's next throw was disrupted by a pure mana slash that sheared the boulder in its hand. Instead of charging forward, it took a deep breath, then roared.

Lev staggered in pain when, instead of being blasted by sound, his world was rocked by violent vibrations. His teeth clacked against each other as his brain was jostled repeatedly, only finding his bearings by the time he was far away from the troll.

Once again, it just stood there and raised its leg. Then it kicked the ground with enough force that the ground was uprooted for dozens of meters around it. The dirt, stone, and other things flowed into its waiting palm, shaped into yet another boulder.

Lev watched it all with dizzy amazement, still healing himself to get over the disorienting experience. Ten walls floated in front of him, each blazing with mana powering their enchantments to the maximum.

The boulder shot forward with unnatural speed, no doubt aided by the monster's mind. Closing his eyes, Lev waited with bated breath, ready to reform new shields as they shattered.

With a loud crash, the first of them shattered, but the boulder didn't make it to the second, dropping to the ground with thud and losing cohesion.

… Huh.

Echoing footsteps announced the troll's charge, but he stopped the monster in its tracks with a large lightning slash. Finding himself with a few more seconds before the troll shook off the stun, dozens of arrows flew out of his bubbles and put down all the weaker monsters coming out of the forest. More projectiles were recreated in their place, and the ranged Master combatants on the wall had yet to do anything to help him.

Guess my barriers aren't flimsy anymore, he smiled to himself and moved closer to the troll. This time, he was prepared for the vibrations as the fire cleared from the troll's gurgling roar, the wound on its chest swiftly closing.

Lev strained his mind to completely nullify the weird attack, stubbornly holding his armor in place. The task took way more out of him than expected, successfully avoiding another bout of dizziness.

Interesting. It doesn't fit into any of the normal types of magic seen in monsters, and doesn't seem like sound either. Some variation of air or sound, then?

Another shockwave followed, and the monster lunged with it this time. Lev waited until the last moment before bringing all of his walls in front of the incoming punch, and his suspicion was proven correct when the attack released a narrow, chaotic blast, shattering another two walls before cracking the third and petering out.

Don't tell me it's literally vibration magic or something along those lines? He laughed to himself and quickly brought out the remaining shields while staying just out of the troll's range. Its giant limbs, with hands several times larger than his own body, could extend to terrifying lengths, but Lev had the advantage of speed.

Unlikely and unwilling to get caught, he flew circles around the monster, sacrificing walls left and right to learn more about its element. The creature just happened to be one that never ran out of stamina, making for the perfect testing partner that he was eventually going to put down.

**

"What is he doing?" Amelia asked, not taking her eyes off the blurry blue form zipping around the monster.

"Having fun, by the looks of it," answered an amused Sherron, much to the confusion of Lev's teammates. "The troll is using very short waves of kinetic energy in a simple up and down cycle, generating strong vibrations. Lev is probably confused about how that's possible, though he will figure it out in time. The bubble we're in also uses the same energy."

"Kinetic energy?" Jack asked, his tone way more pointedly controlled than Amelia's.

"It's a higher element. You can use the crafter's grades as a reference. Water and Fire are first-grade elements, and kinetic energy is a third-grade element."

"Like shadow?"

"No," Sherron exhaled through her nose. "Light and Shadow are way more complicated, and there's no classification for them. They're simply the strongest types we know of."

They fell silent when Lev started throwing giant slashes of lightning at the monster, probably testing its regeneration. Jack also watched, fully engrossed in the casual display of might while considering asking the Exalted more questions. He had a bit too many.

"You may ask," Sherron suddenly spoke, still gazing below as the lone hunter killed dozens of 'weak' monsters with arrows without even looking in their direction.

Kayla spoke first. "Who's Mel?"

It took an effort of will for Jack not to facepalm. Out of all the possible questions, she wanted to know about the juicy gossip material.

"A dumbass with more lust than common sense," she answered, her flat words accompanied by a frigid undertone. Kayla gulped, which made Sherron smile. "Don't get me wrong, Mel is a sweetheart, but she's also very young. She still has a lot to learn."

Then they lapsed into silence again. Jack still hesitated, and his heart jumped to his throat when he found Sherron staring into his eyes.

"Out with it."

"… How old is Lev, really?"

"Are you sure you don't want to ask him?" she countered, not challenging but curious.

"He's not comfortable enough around us to ask him that," Jack answered truthfully, properly thinking things over. "At the same time, he would do just about anything we request at this point. Lev doesn't realize that it's obvious how hard he's trying. It's endearing, and he is bound to have several reasons for the behavior too, so I don't want to step on anything sensitive by asking him questions directly."

Even Amelia didn't seem surprised by that, and Kayla just watched them converse quietly.

Sherron listened with a small smile and then nodded at the end. "Fair enough. I can at least tell you that he's younger than all of you."

"Really?" Kayla blurted out. "He, the Master barrier mage with a Wisdom Boost?"

"Yep."

She didn't explain why he had gotten the class so quickly, or when he unlocked access to The System. Judging by his teammates' expressions, they had enough to think about already.

**

Kinetic energy powered by stamina. One hell of a combination in the hands of a second-threshold troll.

Lev avoided another concentrated blast from its fist, flying up and eyeing the large crater they were now fighting in. The troll never stopped destroying the land around it, constantly compressing it into boulders that shattered two walls at most, nothing beyond that.

A barrage of arrows once again killed three dozen weaker monsters, their speed too much for the mindless creatures.

Don't think it can show me anything else now, he thought, and readied Stargazer as well as his bubbles. My Mana Perception won't evolve from a stamina monster, either.

All of his ropes were infused with a steady stream of lightning, and after overpowering another wave of vibrating kinetic energy, Lev made his move.

Two giant lances pierced into its knees, exploding in a combination of lightning and fire and eviscerating most of the joints. The troll, about to lose its balance, blasted the ground with a cone of kinetic energy, the impact great enough that it righted itself with the recoil. A rain of small debris flew at Lev, each as fast as his arrows.

Invisible shields blocked them to the best of their ability, concentrated in front of him, not to let any projectiles through. Flying close to the beast's maw, he braced himself for another infused roar and formed a sphere around himself.

Four of his walls shattered, as did the sphere, allowing an unharmed Lev to reach its neck. Giant, meaty arms moved to block his path, only for dozens of infused ropes to coil around them. With a mental command, they all grew taut, and half of them immediately shattered as the troll's limbs slowed down considerably. The rest followed, buying him just enough time to carry out the next test.

A blade grew out of Stargazer's haft, nearly as wide as Lev and twice as tall. Sharpness and durability formations of the glaive enveloped the barrier blade in the same instant, and a torrent of lightning rushed into it, not dissimilar to how Orianna had once felled a Shade Giant.

Stargazer moved in a giant arc, biting deep into the troll's neck and piercing halfway into the bones. Undeterred, Lev released the primed lightning slash inside, and with the combined power of both, the troll's head was lopped off cleanly. The slash tore through all resistance, flying for hundreds of meters before exploding mid-air in a crackling blast of fiery lightning.

[

You have slain [Troll Giant - Level 311]

]

Nice.
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A few minutes later, Lev upped his output to allow the team of harvesters and earth mages to come closer.

No words were exchanged beyond a thankful nod for making their job easier. The troll giant's core was harvested with practiced efficiency, and the earth mages buried all the weaker corpses so as not to let them become a hindrance. Lev didn't really need such assistance, but he appreciated the effort nonetheless.

Dozens of cores later, they quickly ran back to their assigned spot, where they were picked up by a carrier and deposited on the outer wall.

He took the bit of downtime to fly up and enter his bubble, which hovered half a kilometer above the battlefield.

"I forgot to mention this before, but take these," Lev said and held out the communication crystals in front of his teammates. They each took one with undisguised curiosity, prompting him to explain. "They're communication crystals with two functions. Pretty simple, test them out."

With that, he jumped back down through a temporary hole and rolled his shoulders. The wave had been ongoing for nearly an hour by now, and Lev could feel the stronger monsters approaching from deeper into the forest.

"Does this work?" Kayla's voice reached him through the crystal, transmitted directly to his head.

"It does," Lev sent back and focused on the pythons barging out of the treeline, each monster as tall as a house.

[Brown Pythons - Level 322]

[Brown Python - Level 330]

…

The ranged support on the wall deemed the monsters too dangerous for Lev to deal with alone. Several arcane arrows were fired, and they continued to split into two until, instead of the initial four, thirty-two of the projectiles bombarded the monsters, shearing through tough scales.

Lev didn't bother trying to convince them otherwise. With a few of his arrows in the mix, the small group of snakes fell quickly, and he dragged them closer with his ropes for the harvesters to have an easier time when they returned.

More harpies fell before a new type of monster that he had never seen before revealed itself. It walked on six legs, similar to a horse but much, much more terrifying. Pitch black in color with sickly pale yellow eyes that gleamed with bloodlust, Lev was instantly on guard when it devoured a quarter of the distance between them in a few seconds.

"What the hell is that?" asked a concerned Amelia, likely unable to track its movements.

[Yureimane - Level 411]

"A yureimane, whatever that is. Level 411," Lev replied to all of his teammates while preparing all his countermeasures. Ropes were completely repaired and infused, arrows were rapidly formed and enchanted, and lightning now streamed into the orbs in his bubble, the constructs serving as improvised batteries.

Walls were stationed in front of him, along with dozens of invisible shields under his willpower. When it was only a few dozen meters away, Lev fired a lightning slash at it.

Abruptly, a flash of mana lit up a few meters to his left, and only the fireball from his arm prevented the monster from taking a bite out of his side. Hurled away from the proximity of the blast, he quickly flew higher and looked for the monster, finding it completely invisible to all his senses.

More mana suddenly became noticeable in his Mana Perception, and he quickly fired a lightning bolt above him. The monster still dodged, vanishing into a mist-like gate and once again because invisible.

Illusions and invisibility, Lev noted, heart thundering in his chest. Several yureimanes burst out of the ground far below, all of them running on air with eerie synchronization. Not giving them a chance to get close, he infused several lances with a large amount of lightning and fired them at the illusions. Surprisingly, they had enough cohesion that his lances exploded on impact instead of just going through them.

Knowing what was going to follow, he infused even more lightning into his armor and released it all in an uncontrolled wave around him when a flash of mana appeared behind him, only a few meters away. A sphere of blue expanded from his form, rapidly growing, yet still failing to catch the monster.

Lev also gulped as a terrifying detail stood out in his mind. Instead of becoming easier to follow, the creature's invisibility was now even harder to detect, and the time to react to its appearance was also shorter.

The next time the illusions appeared mid-air to his left, he didn't hesitate in bombarding the location with overloaded lightning arrows. None of them found the monster and decimated the illusions, and Lev focused his all into scanning his surroundings with Mana Perception.

It didn't work, and this time, the monster had to dodge an insanely fast arrow coming from the wall that disrupted its invisibility for a moment. Lev made use of the opening and sent all of his ropes in that direction, feeling them brush against something unseen and releasing a burst of lightning on contact.

A hateful squeal washed over him, echoing in the grassland despite the open space. His shoulders stiffened when a large amount of mana rose from the ground, all of it belonging to the monster. Within seconds, there were dozens of yureimeres running at him from all around, nothing betraying them as illusions or fake-

Illusions, Lev's eyes widened, breaking out of the aura attack and immediately firing a dozen arrows to his sides and a massive lightning slash in front of him. Fire infused his armor was channeled into the fireball formation, and the moment he felt sharp teeth clamping down on his arm from the only remaining opening, behind him, he released the densely compressed fireball.

The fiery ball shot down the Yureimane's throat, and that was all the time Lev had to use his other arm and push its mouth upwards. Unfortunately, his left hand was pulled back half mangled and torn, the monster unwilling to let go even as its insides were swiftly disintegrated.

A torrent of fire burst out of its mouth, eyes, and ears, and several shields moved ahead of him just in time to block the explosion of boiling blood and gore, as well as the subsequent blast of fire.

[

Your Group has slain [Yureimane - Level 411]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 260

]

Lev let out a relieved breath, then froze. Carefully checking the remains of the monster revealed a mournful truth. Its core was destroyed, something likely worth many platinum, given the rare combination of abilities. Hell, people would pay in epic items if it showed absurd properties such as Light.

Whoops.

It wasn't like he had much of a choice. Without an explosive attack like that, the monster probably would've lived and continued to be a pain. Stargazer's blade was certainly sharp enough, but the major issue was actually landing a physical attack on the monster. Lev had only managed to hit it once by using his arm as bait anyway.

**

Much of the wave passed like that. Lev alternated between using his own mana and Stargazer's, letting them both regenerate all the while. He knew that the most dangerous part of the wave had yet to arrive, as the strongest monsters came from deep within the forest. That took time.

He glanced behind him when several new Masters joined the field. Carriers were constantly on the move, taking away all combatants who weren't of that rank, and he knew that it was almost time to give it his all.

"There's still time," Sherron's voice came through Jack's crystal after seeing Lev start trickling lightning into his armor. The intensity flickered, going from low to high in repeated pulses.

"I know," he replied, testing how many tasks he could focus on while maintaining the rhythm. As a smaller part of his mind controlled the bursts of imbuement, the other counted his arrows and lances, scouted the treeline, created a bath for his walls in his secondary bubbles to dip them in sap, enchanted those constructs, reformed shields and enchanted them as well, and also checked his total mana reserves.

Quickly supplying the wall treatment with sap, he exited the bubbles and focused on the forest again. Lev's hackles rose as a strong aura approached, considerably heavier than the gecko he had fought earlier.

His anticipation turned into wariness when another aura revealed itself, and then into grim resignation when several third-threshold monsters approached at once, not a single one of them that he could deal with by himself.

Well, that sucks, he sighed and rose higher, unwilling to get close to the approaching calamities. Supporting the strongest defenders from afar was going to be the goal, and it was further cemented when Sherron used her powers in front of him for the first time in a while.

Lev created an opening for her to step out of and carried the bubble away so his teammates wouldn't be overwhelmed. The decision proved wise when her presence rushed out in a domineering wave, pressing on his shoulders like a physical weight.

Grabbing his bubble, he created even more distance as Sherron raised a hand, eyes calmly taking in all the monsters present. A torrent of lightning gathered in her open palm, shaped into a sphere that slowly elongated.

The output rose twice in quick succession, giving form to a massive lance that seemed solid despite being formed of lightning. It towered over her, yet the creation felt tame, awaiting the Exalted's orders without showing any signs of destabilization.

She turned towards him for a brief instant, the movement too fast for him to track. The impression of her beautiful eyes staring at him remained still, like an afterimage that refused to fade.

Fiiinee, Lev huffed, unable to hold back a big smile regardless. I'm prepared to be thoroughly humbled. Bring it on.

More power was channeled into the lance before Sherron deemed it ready. With a single nudge, it flew up with an ear-shattering shockwave, swiftly moving out of his sight.

Lev still focused with all his being on the distant, unnoticeable projectile. Within seconds, the bright sky turned brighter, and then was illuminated even further as hundreds of lightning projectiles appeared in quick succession.

Hundred turned into thousands, and his mind struggled to take in the scale of the attack as the extreme number of darts descended at once. Sounding eerily similar to a normal rain, every single piece of lightning sought out a monster by itself, too fast for the creatures to have any hope of dodging.

Trolls, harpies, snakes, orcs, bears— every single monster up to a certain point in the second threshold was targeted, and Lev stretched his Perception as much as possible to take in the result.

The lightning darts, merely as long as his hand and as wide as two fingers, didn't discriminate in body parts. They only aimed to come in contact with the monster, and he could only watch with his mouth ajar as all of the monsters simply disintegrated.

Outrageously potent lightning mana was backing them, ignoring all fleshy resistance and drilling into their bodies while only leaving behind a small trail of ash. Several times, the lightning jumped from one enemy to another, never letting any of the fuel go to waste.

Within too little time, there were no more monsters on the battlefield, only a few stragglers that were put down with ruthless efficiency. Lev, now back in his bubble, could only watch in stunned silence with his teammates, utterly gobsmacked by the insane display of power.

"Well," he giggled, turning to look at his teammates. "Were you guys able to see it clearly?"

They just nodded, absently staring at the grassland that was once dotted by hundreds upon hundreds of monsters.

Already stunned that they were, Kayla almost stumbled to the ground when the third-threshold monsters were within a few dozen kilometers. The aura mage had the highest sensitivity for auras, just like Beatrice, but Kayla was way lower in level.

Jack quickly helped her stay upright as Lev took the bubble even further away, flying over the outer wall and back into the human territory. He was the only one able to breathe without problems, having blanketed himself with his aura tightly.

Then things became much worse when two new auras suddenly descended on the battlefield, rapidly closing in from the opposite direction. From the northwest, the psychokinetic sibling duo appeared high above the battlefield in eerie silence, their gaze roaming all the defenders present. Everywhere they looked, a palpable pressure followed, causing every set of shoulders to instinctively lower to a greater presence.

Stephan and Stella, Lev recalled all he knew about them, which was almost nothing beyond their names. Squinting his eyes, he could just barely see two dots in the sky, too far to make out anything but the armors covering their forms. Or at least, it seemed like they were in powered armor.

Glancing back at his teammates, they were struggling to even stand. The decision was easy to make after seeing that, and Lev was about to return to Whitefall and stay there with them when even more combatants joined the field, these ones moving towards them.

A warm, gentle presence covered them after a few seconds, finally letting his teammates breathe. Lev stopped the bubble with a big smile, creating an opening for Orianna and Alec to step through.

"I was wondering why you, of all people, were going away from the fighting," Alec said, taking in his teammates. "It seems I've missed out on a few important events again."

Lev didn't reply before getting his obligatory hug. "You're still under the impression that I'm still as reckless as I was back in the pit. Your student has grown."

"Yeah, now you're 'only' going to fight monsters double your level from afar."

Lev grinned. "Precisely. But also, no. I was going to remain with them in Whitefall."

Alec stared at him for a split second longer than usual, both conflicted and proud. Lev understood. He had gone through quite a bit in a short time. Most people didn't just change so much in a few years, especially on Monarch, where humans lived for centuries on average.

Then Lev turned to Orianna and extracted another hug before getting to the heart of the matter.

"Are things that bad?" he questioned, not saying it outright in front of his team. "Should I leave?"

"No, actually," Alec answered, now staring at the treeline in the distance. "This is tame as far as eight-rated waves go. You will still need to fight a few weaker monsters. I say weaker, but they will all be well above your level."

"The usual," Lev quipped, unsurprised.

"Yes," Orianna answered after giving headpats to his teammates. Lev tried not to pout at being left out, more interested in maintaining an image. "There won't be many, though. Those two are… messy in their fighting. You will see."

"The siblings?"

"Yep."
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The first three monsters that burst out of the Grand Forest were haunting, to say the least.

Lev involuntarily gulped after noticing their sheer size. The first was an insectoid, walking on eight massive legs that extended to its sides. It moved close to the ground, slithering like a snake while producing heavy thuds in its passing, the strength in its limbs too much for the fragile ground riddled with craters in its wake.

To its side, a massive wooden abomination stood, humanoid in appearance. Dark purple and black bark covered its body from head to toe, including the four arms and two wings on the back. Lev wondered if it was even possible for such a massive creature to fly, and immediately had to reconsider his worldviews when a single flap of those wings tore a giant crater into the ground.

The final monster was already in the air, its eyes fixed on Sherron. Waves of lightning coursed over its body, originating from its eyes and traveling all the way to its feathered tail, contrasting beautifully with its dark colors and light blue and white eyes.

Lev took the words out of Amelia's mouth. "What level are those?"

"Don't know," Alec replied, eyes stern but not downcast or worried. "Just above six hundred by my estimates."

"Above 650 for the Ebonwalker. The other two are high five hundreds or low six hundreds. You should make distance," Orianna said, not even looking at them.

It took a moment for the suggestion to register, and it made too much sense when a vast, terrifying gaze found their concealed bubble. Lev was immediately flying away after letting Orianna and Alec step out, the two responsible for facing the abomination.

For the first time, he also realized why Orianna was respected throughout the plains for her strength. As if materializing out of thin air, five fire soldiers slowly took form around her, hovering mid-air without a single whiff of mana usage or skills.

Orianna's aura, which had always seemed slightly weaker than the other strongest Masters, now rolled out in earnest. Combined with her soldiers, it was daunting enough that Lev forgot to breathe for a few seconds, taking a shuddering breath once he was a few hundred kilometers away.

He didn't get a chance to check up on his teammates when the world shook, and a gash appeared on the ebonwalker's arm. The massive fiery attack cooled down abnormally quickly and was absorbed by the monster to slowly heal the wound.

Undeterred, Orianna advanced with several massive, bright yellow whips of solidified fire. Her soldiers spread out, one holding a bow, two holding axes, and one holding a greatsword as long as it was tall. Each of them towered over the humans, nearly five meters in height, and still moved as a blur to Lev's senses.

"Fucking hell," Kayla wheezed, uncaring of how crass she sounded. "Can we not fucking die from suffocation today? I would like to see another day, please."

That broke the tension thoroughly as Amelia laughed first, a mix of relief, awe, and hunger for power slowly melting away. Jack chuckled too, ruffling his girl's hair with a smile.

Lev laughed lightly, too transfixed on the fight taking place. Alec was also supporting the fire mage now, firing shells that specialized in impairing the monster's movements. Crackling attacks landed on the ebonwalker's wings, the lightning and other elements digging into its bark and body and burning off chunks of sizzling flesh.

There was more at play, evident by the monster focusing on Alec instead of the dangerous fire soldiers. Lev was too far to notice any more though, and his attention was stolen by the utterly absurd sight behind them.

"Is that…" Amelia asked, trying to wrap her head around what she was seeing.

"Yeah," Lev nodded dumbly, his voice resigned. "That massive portion of the forest is floating in the sky."

"But how?" she asked, moving up and standing close to Lev's observing position. He gave her a short glance.

"That's two Exalted doing it," he answered. "Stephan and Stella are both psychokinetics. I don't know which of them is responsible for… that."

Beyond the treeline, a storm of trees, vines, roots, stones, clumps of dirt, and many other things revolved around the Exalted. It covered an area several times larger than Lev's manipulation range, and he knew there was more at play from the vibrations that reached his bubble, more than a dozen kilometers away. He could only guess that one of the Exalted was responsible for that storm, whereas the other was attacking the monster.

Sherron and the avian monster were already somewhere far above, out of sight. Only the sound of thunder and echoing shockwaves reached them, nothing else.

"Oh well," he muttered, not even a little regretful at missing out on the chance to test himself against those monsters. It was obvious at a glance that he wouldn't even be able to harm them, especially the ebonwalker.

The bird would've also fried him immediately. Sherron never once talked about just how weak the flamebreather gecko was for its level, but that was becoming obvious now. Little wonder, too, as he had managed to put it down solo. Even if it had cost him his entire pool and all of his strongest constructs, it still shouldn't have been possible. The matchup was also favorable, as something like a windstrider warg would've torn him to shreds without batting an eye.

"So," Lev sent to his team, curious. "What do you guys think?"

"I can't see anything from so far away," Amelia complained, though not seriously, just disappointed.

"Did you know the Exalted were going to join?" Jack questioned.

Lev shook his head. "I had no idea. If I knew, I would've tried harder. My pool and Stargazer are still over 80% full."

"Orianna did say you will still need to fight," Kayla added. "It would be good to have as much mana as possible for that."

"Let's be realistic," Lev replied after a few seconds. "I don't think anything that would require me to fight can survive the aftermath of the current clashes. No doubt, the monsters will target the Exalted first."

The message was further hammered in when a large shockwave rolled through the area, making the bubble shake precariously. Lev looked to where it had come from, finding the source hidden inside the large storm of debris.

Said storm was also moving closer to the Ebonwalker, having probably defeated its opponent. Lev made more distance between them, also flying higher to keep himself safe from stray crossfire. Just to be safe, he also ordered all of his invisible shields to be arrayed in front of the bubble, giving him a higher chance to defend himself. All the enchanted walls also remained close to be deployed at a moment's notice.

Visibility of the fight was nil, and it ended rather abruptly when a giant beam of condensed lightning parted the psychokinetic domain, blowing a hole through the damaged ebonwalker's chest.

Silence reigned on the battlefield after that, only broken by the falling debris. Trees were hurled back into the forest, thrown with enough force to vanish over the horizon. Lev wondered if that alone was enough to kill a few dozen stray monsters.

Sherron landed on top of his bubble. She glanced at him, and then towards the forest, silently telling him that he was up.

Confused, he followed her gaze, finding nothing. Lev wasn't going to doubt her extreme Perception though, and created a hole for her to enter and let her take control over the bubble.

"Anything I should know?" he asked, while double-checking his equipment.

"Don't use fire, I guess."

The hell is that supposed to mean? Lev nodded, not asking any more questions, and flew out. Her remark made a lot more sense when a new monstrous aura revealed itself.

Second-threshold, probably close to the third, he deduced and picked up speed, and so did the monster. Then the monster accelerated again, and Lev slowed down, increasingly unsure as the creature neared at extreme speed.

Erm, he glanced back at the bubble, where his team and Sherron were surely watching, and then at the forest. How the fuck am I supposed to face something like this?

The chance to retreat was taken out of his hands when a majestic feline exited the forest, raising his hackles from awe and apprehension. Their eyes met, and it took Lev a moment to get past the tiger's fur, which was entirely made out of orange flames. Dark red stripes ran along its length, pulsing with its heartbeat, generating more heat each time.

His nervousness, however, stemmed from the monster's aura. It was an incredibly strong foe, one that outclassed the gecko despite being an evolution lower. Sure, the flames weren't as hot, and the creature wasn't as massive or fast, but those things were an advantage. The tiger was undoubtedly much more cunning, and Lev learned that lesson quickly as they neared each other. Even Identify didn't work, sliding off its mane.

Several fireballs flew at him at a dizzying speed, each blocked by his invisible shields. The force packed in each was enough to disintegrate his constructs with ease, though they also exploded upon impact. Lev hastily formed more of them as the next barrage numbered in dozens, and his own lightning arrows retaliated.

The sky turned into a cacophony of blue and dark orange as dozens of blasts rang out in quick succession. Shields shattered, arrows sheared through a few fireballs, and all intact projectiles were dodged with lethal grace before the combatants collided.

Stargazer's giant blade met elongated claws of solidified fire, cutting through them with minimal ease. Prepared for that, the tiger released a shockwave of fire from its body, which Lev countered with his own lightning wave. A beam of fire burst out of its mouth, tearing through the clashing waves, and was stopped in its tracks by an overloaded lightning bolt from Lev's palm.

A lightning slash followed, and the monster's beam rose in intensity. Powering through the bolt, the beam swiveled towards the lightning slash. Lev didn't get a chance to close in from the side when several fireballs bombarded the area around the monster to keep him away. Lances were also detected, colliding with large firebolts that made them explode on impact, just like the monster's fireballs had.

He was reminded of the tiger's speed once again when it took a single step, blurring towards him with a giant shockwave. Stargazer deflected its swipe to the best of its ability, and a lightning slash forced the tiger to dodge. Lev was on it again in a blink, a torrent of lightning coursing through his armor, stressing its enchantments and structure dangerously.

Befitting its high level, the tiger weaved between his thrusts and slashes effortlessly, still not taken by surprise when several lightning bolts were fired by his bubbles, descending with dozens of ropes infused with lightning.

Lev quickly made distance as all the heat around them vanished into the monster as it roared at the top of its lungs, releasing a giant wall of fire that disintegrated his ropes and attacks.

Feeling even more mana buildup, he channeled lightning into Stargazer as fast as he could, knowing what was to come. All the while, his mind and Perception strained to take in how the tiger shaped its attack, hoping to glean some insights about how to use his own flame breath rune.

A concentrated jet of fire, bordering on blue fire, rushed towards him with enough power to completely blacken the ground for dozens of meters. Lev took a deep breath, feeling the world becoming searing hot, and swung Stargazer straight down, firing a massively overloaded lightning slash.

The extremely strong attacks collided in the middle of the two combatants. Lightning prevailed at first, shearing clean through the large beam. Lasers of fire were deflected in every direction, some flying high into the distance, and some carving giant gashes into the ground as the slash powered through, cutting the tiger's assault in two.

Lev knew it wasn't enough, though. Three lances were receiving a constant influx of infusion while his lightning slash eventually weakened, and the monster, too, was preparing more projectiles even while releasing a constant jet of flames from its mouth.

Reformed ropes descended to make use of the small opening, and the monster fired one final burst of fire at the lightning slash to completely overpower it, dodging the ropes with ease. A few of its fireballs were fired at the bubbles too fast for Lev to move them out of the way in time, so he sacrificed all his ropes to keep them intact.

The rest were thrown towards Lev, who was closing the distance rapidly. Orbs of lightning were flying next to him, and shield after shield shattered to keep them from getting hit. The monster also realized the danger posed by the large amount of infused crackling blue element, eyes darting between the approaching human and the threatening lances hovering far behind.

Making a decision, it formed yet another barrage of fireballs and lunged at him, its speed almost too fast to track. Stargazer was infused with a giant amount of lightning, half of its reserves already gone from all his preparations and previous attacks.

Darting to the side, Lev evaded its dash and slashed at its hind legs. His brows rose when Stargazer, instead of cutting a deep gash, slid off the surprisingly solid fur. Even more worrying was that the glaive's blade almost melted off from the brief contact, requiring a large amount of mana to repair it and overload the durability enchantment.

Matching another wave of fire with lightning, the first lance moved in sync with all of the infused orbs. The tiger's nostrils flared, and it dashed further away to focus on the whistling lance. A jet of fire enveloped the distant lance, blowing it up long before it could do any harm.

Lev capitalized on the opening as his orbs surrounded the monster, and he commanded another lance to descend. The orbs exploded in unison, blocking off all escape routes but forward, from where a massive lightning slash approached.

Caught in a pickle, the tiger mimicked Lev's move, and to his astonishment, a fire slash roared out of its claws. It packed an immense amount of mana, evident by the exhaustion in the tiger's posture, though it was far from done.

Turning around again, using the massive explosion from the colliding slashes as cover, a much smaller yet precise beam of fire eviscerated the lance. Lev's final projectile used that collision as cover and sought to impale the tiger in a quick, sneaky move. He could only ignore its monstrous cat-like reflexes as the lance was dodged by the barest of margins.

Ropes were also evaded with nimble dashes, the monster's fur too slippery to latch on to. Lev still compensated by the sheer number of ropes, all of them infused with a large amount of lightning. They slithered around the monster like snakes, forcing it to constantly move between them and higher to dodge.

Flying with bursts of fire, the monster continued to ascend, slowly falling into his trap. Lev himself was following its movements, gathering lightning in Stargazer before shooting forward like a bullet.

The tiger had had enough and, despite the lethargy in its limbs, roared loud enough to make his eardrums rupture. He braved on, finally finding purchase on the monster with his ropes.

Wait-

It took him too long to notice the slowly decreasing heat around them, the monster covertly gathering fire inside its own body. Lev was too close to dodge when it started glowing with a horrifying amount of fire, and the world slowed down as he quickly folded his limbs, turtling on himself and letting his back be hit first.

As quickly as he could without shattering his armor, he gathered lightning in it and released it in the direction he was flying. The monster, sure of its victory, almost closed its eyes before they shot open. Lev burst through its final attack, Stargazer raised high above his head, and already descending like a blue comet. Armor cracked and flesh melting, he swung down with all his might, releasing the lightning slash halfway through the attack.

The tiger didn't get a chance to dodge as a blade crackling with a metric ton of lightning buried into its neck. Fur and raw power collided for a brief instant before the former's resistance was obliterated, and the blade continued on, digging into the tough flesh until it hit bone. The slash followed next, disintegrating all in its path and lopping off the head before landing on the ground.

Powered by an ungodly amount of mana, the slash didn't explode on contact but instead dug dozens of meters deep.

Even sluggish as he was, Lev grabbed the corpse with a few hastily reformed ropes and ascended away as fast as he could. The ground was rapidly becoming searing hot, and the lightning slash finally lost cohesion after a few seconds.

Large vibrations made themselves known first before a hellish storm burst out of the ground, immediately rising to hundreds of meters and then exploding in a massive blast. It was the most amount of mana he had ever used for a slash, and his deteriorating state spoke to that. Restoration mana coursed through his entire body, the amount lower than usual because of the all-encompassing wounds being too deep and fresh.

Pointedly ignoring his blackened limbs, he weathered the shockwaves from the blast, as well as the similarly potent implosion, before slowly lowering to the ground. When he was far enough to find cool, intact grass, Lev dismissed his armor and lay down on his back. Summoning the highest-quality healing potion from his ring, he slowly drank it in sips while closing all the bleeding in his body.

Even if the burns hurt far more, to the point that he was having trouble thinking straight, letting Kayla heal them was going to provide her with some valuable experience. Before that though, he healed the worst of them as much as he could, and thankfully, Sherron also didn't rush to his position after seeing his state. No doubt, his teammates could guess what kind of injuries he was sporting right now, but sparing them the trauma of seeing them in person was the right call.
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Lev could sense the movement of his bubble, quite a bit away from his manipulation range. It was made of his element and could be sensed in a very large area, similar to how he dissolved all of his remaining projectiles after every fight. That much was possible well outside his manipulation range.

The bubble landed close to him, and Lev formed a small opening for the passengers to step out. By now, his hair, face, and most of his skin had been healed considerably, no longer charred and blackened in places.

"Hey," Lev tilted his head back to look at his teammates, Kayla specifically. "Guess what."

She debated giving a snarky reply then thought better of it. With a sigh, she sat down next to him, not forgetting to give him a long look loaded with disappointment and concern.

Her healing mana was allowed to enter his body, noticeably stronger than before. She was slowly growing in levels and proficiency, and the skill levels ensured that the skills were both stronger and could be used for longer. Already, she was close to permanently utilizing the regeneration buff on herself for simple healing.

"I don't make a habit out of slowly killing myself to hurt monsters, you said," Amelia slowly said, giving his wrecked body a once-over, then staring into his eyes. "That doesn't seem to be the case."

Lev exhaled through his nose. "Remember when I talked about monsters becoming stronger than humans?" Jack and Amelia nodded, and even Kayla freed up some of her focus to listen. "This is one such case. Without a doubt, if I had to compare, the tiger was far more dangerous than the gecko I fought earlier. Can you guess its level?"

They shared a glance. Amelia answered, "480 or 490?"

"You would think so," Lev grinned. "But no. It was only level 428. If it were a third-threshold monster, I am pretty sure Sherron would've never let me get close to it."

"He's correct," the Exalted spoke up, understanding what he wanted her to say. "I've faced several second-threshold monsters that scare me to this day. Somehow, despite my evolution advantage, I struggled to kill those creatures. This tiger wasn't nearly as strong as the strongest of its threshold. You should never underestimate a random monster, no matter how weak it may seem at first."

… I was not aware of that, Lev thought to himself, not letting his doubts show. If the tiger wasn't as strong as it seemed, then what kind of abominations were the ones Sherron mentioned?

During the lull in conversation, he checked his notifications as Kayla continued healing with all her focus.

[

You have slain [Flameforged Tiger - Level 428]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 261

Arcane Protection has reached 4th Level 2

Superior Senses has reached 4th Level 2

Expeditious Empowerment has reached 4th Level 2

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 4

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 5

Wanderer's Repository has reached 2nd Level 3

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 3

]

Oh? Another rune, Lev quickly checked his repository, finding the recent addition quickly enough. It screamed of fire and Constitution, combining both in a beautiful blend of unyielding strength.

Flameforged Constitution.

The rune was two-dimensional, its complexity on par with flame breath. Lev took only a single mental glance at the structure before closing his eyes. Tiredness was swiftly creeping in from all the healing, but he pushed past it when Sherron moved.

"Return to the city now," she said briefly before flying off. The reason became obvious after a few seconds when massive presences approached, just as strong as the Ebonwalker, if not stronger. Lev got up with a sigh.

"Alright, the show's over," he chuckled, the joke falling flat when he almost stumbled to the ground. Jack looked like he wanted to lend a hand, but a single look changed his mind.

Lev cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders, straightening to full height before harvesting the tiger's core and walking inside the bubble. His teammates followed, though they still couldn't mask their worries completely. It stung a bit, but the largest part of him was just glad some people actually cared about him. He still remembered what it was like not to have any.

"Stop looking at me like that," he gave them all a flat glance and summoned his armor. "I can heal myself whenever. These wounds are nothing."

"They don't seem like nothing," said the healer, frowning at her inability to heal more than a few of them in the past few minutes.

"You know what I mean," Lev flicked her forehead lightly, making her lose focus. Kayla gave him a stern scowl, so he quickly looked away with a cough. "Anyways, what do you guys want to do now?"

"What?" Jack blurted out. "Are you serious. Dude, just look at yourself in a mirror-"

He wanted to say more but held his tongue, though not without some hesitation. Amelia didn't add anything, though her gaze kept jumping between the two. In the end, Lev looked down first and ran a hand through his hair.

"Look, I know this looks bad," he said carefully.

"It is bad," Kayla added absently, not even looking up.

"… As I was saying, it is not as bad as it seems. You have to consider that, if I didn't have so much mana, I also never would've been able to face that tiger. Even with Stargazer, there's no way I would've had enough mana to even properly wound it, and neither would my regeneration be so high."

"What has that got to do with the wounds?" Amelia questioned, confused.

"Because," Lev answered slowly, knowing how absurd it sounded. "Most of the damage was dealt by the amount of mana I channel through my body."

…

"What?"

"Hold on," Jack overrode her. "How high is your Constitution?"

Lev brought up his attributes to check.

[

Attributes:

Strength: 270

Dexterity: 270

Constitution: 625

Intelligence: 735

Wisdom: 910

Perception: 625

]

"625," he answered, much to Jack's astonishment.

"No wonder I can't heal anything," Kayla huffed, giving him an annoyed glance. "And you didn't deem it worth telling me before?"

"What would that change?" Lev countered.

Kayla opened and closed her mouth a few times before returning to her healing, the mana operating a bit more aggressively than before.

"625?" Jack grabbed his attention with the question, tone disbelieving. "How do you have so much mana if you're putting that many points into Constitution?"

Ah, the dreaded questions about my titles. About time I explain why I'm considered special even beyond having a Manawell.

"Hmm," Lev smiled, oddly excited at finally talking about his ridiculous status with others. "This is a long talk. How about we let Kayla finish healing first?"

**

Half an hour later, Lev was refreshed and dressed in new, clean clothes after a cold shower. His teammates were ready a while ago, and food had already been ordered in Kayla and Jack's room.

They were all talking excitedly among themselves, and it was quite nice to see the conversation not stop as he sat down.

"She has to be above level 700," Kayla argued with Amelia, with Jack nodding along. "There's no way she isn't."

"That doesn't make sense. Hundreds of Masters have been constantly struggling to reach Exalted. Leveling won't magically become easier after that, would it? Even 600 sounds extremely difficult."

Lev stayed quiet, merrily eating the steak on the table as the girls argued. Several arguments were presented, ranging from the inherent difficulty of leveling to the sheer daunting task that was killing monsters that provided one level per kill. Even then, Sherron would've needed to kill two hundred of them to reach level 700.

Kayla argued that Sherron had been an Exalted for over three centuries, and fighting two hundred such monsters wasn't that far-fetched. Moreover, with the help of other Exalted, she could've just as easily taken down many fourth-threshold abominations, earning one or even multiple levels in a single go.

"What do you think, Lev?" Amelia turned to him abruptly.

Lev thought for a few seconds before answering. "Going by personal experience, I'm inclined to agree with Amelia on this one. I fought the gecko at level 255, and it was over double my level. Even then, I only got three levels from the kill. One can imagine just how much worse it gets if I only get that many from killing a third-threshold monster as a newly evolved Master."

The girls fell into thought after that, and he got a silent thumbs-up from Jack for so effectively ending the debate once and for all.

"So, what's the plan now?" Jack asked, pulling the girls out of their considerations. "We're free to move to Windkeep, right?"

"Yes, though that can wait. Right now, I'm going back to the wall and support them defenders until the wave ends."

"Again?" Kayla said, voice deadpan. "Stay here. Healer's orders."

Lev just raised the glass of water he was drinking from. "I'll stay in the backlines, don't worry. There's a title that has been eluding me all this time."

A few minutes later, he was back in his bubble and flying to the outer wall at full speed. His pool and Stargazer both had above-average regeneration, though the former was way higher than the latter. Combined, he still had about twenty percent of his total reserves, enough to fire a few potent lances.

The sound of clashes and explosions was audible in the city, and it only rose in intensity as he neared the outer wall. Passing over it, Lev beheld a decimated land, now completely devoid of any greenery. Even the forest's treeline was ruined, blackened by swirling ash.

Hot damn, he stopped and took in the unexpected scenery, finally understanding why so many adventurers were always present in Whitefall. Even Orianna stayed there most of the time.

Sherron immediately appeared close to him, descending from somewhere far above. Lev allowed her to enter and made sure that the concealment enchantments were running at full after that.

"Why're you here again?"

"To get the monarch damned title already," Lev replied. "I have participated in so many waves by now. How the hell am I supposed to get it even?"

Sherron didn't react to the rant and glanced around. She then pointed southeast. "Go there."

He did as he was told, finding himself a bit further away from the destroyed grassland. Hordes of weaker monsters were still streaming out of the forest, their numbers even higher than when the wave had first started.

Well, Lev prepared his arrows while forming and enchanting more of them, holding off the infusion. I guess this is what I asked for.

Sherron left after that, keeping an eye on the battlefield from the skies. A few lightning bolts announced her constant presence, scaring off a few weaker monsters towards Lev.

He didn't mind. All of them fell one after another, none strong enough to outlive his simple arrows. Lightning took care of the stronger harpies and bears, as well as the occasional feline. None even came close to the tiger he had battled earlier.

It was only after midnight that the influx of monsters stopped, letting peace return to the battlefield once again. A cheer rose from the wall and the defenders when Sherron downed the last third-threshold monster somewhere in the distance, the silence after the massive lightning lance particularly serene.

Lev returned to the wall as well, this time completely whole and still clean. Everyone was waiting for the Exalted before moving back to the city, so he did the same and occupied a corner for himself.

Unfortunately, a few could feel the presence of his bubbles, or perhaps the mana coursing through its enchantments, despite the cloaking.

He stepped out before a team could start poking the main bubble, the blocking stone already on his person.

"Do you guys need something?" Lev asked, keeping his voice neutral.

The leader of the Master team gave him a once-over, gauging his strength just as Lev did the same.

"No, just plain curiosity. It has been a while since I saw a new barrier mage fighting amongst us. Do you happen to be the last winner of the Exalted Trials?"

Lev nodded. "That would be me."

"Thank you. That was all."

Another nod was shared before they left. Lev tried to use Identify on all of them, finding the skill failing to provide any result. Their auras weren't that strong either, and he mentally placed them somewhere around level 300. Nothing exceptional, though nothing to scoff at either.

Sherron, Stella, and Stephan landed on the outer wall after a few seconds. All the Masters were gathered near the scout castle, awaiting their orders or dismissal. Lev also stepped out of his bubble, though still covered by his armor and running mana concealment at full power. No reason to attract calamities by not doing so.

Orianna and Alec were also next to the Exalted, purposefully a few steps behind them to not undermine their status. It was mostly for show, as Lev had yet to see anyone treat those two with anything less than friendly respect.

Some messages were shared before Stephan addressed the crowd.

"No losses were incurred today," his calm voice spread wide. "Well done. You may return now."

[

Congratulations! You have earned the title: Siegebreaker.

Siegebreaker I:

Against a dangerous wave of monsters, you alone have prevailed against a significant portion of the adversaries.

+20 to all attributes.

]

Hecking finally.
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Lev and his team didn't do anything for the next day, only chatting while relaxing in the park and trying out different foods throughout the city. He successfully converted them into chocolate milk enjoyers, the task made trivial by the large amount he had bought in Windkeep.

He and Jack eventually broached the subject of future professions, during which he retold his exploration of the Haven.

"I visited three of the academies before the tournament, and none were interesting enough for me. Apparently, people only fight monsters in groups ranging from five to ten, and none as frequently as an average hunter. Their teachings and training were pretty effective, though. No doubt, the lessons on footwork and simple physical conditioning would be pretty good for you, but I had my eyes set on self-taught mastery."

Jack hummed in agreement. "They're rare. I've only heard about how difficult they are to acquire and master, each rumor more daunting than the last."

"They're mostly true," Lev recalled the time he had gained the skill. "In the last two years, I have not gained a single level in the glaive mastery skill."

"What?" Amelia piped up. "That's absurd. It's the base skill, right?"

"It is. Things became weird when I reached the 2nd rank. The skill started encompassing my barrier armor and its enhancement, and well, things slowed down to a crawl after that. Several months of repeated usage netted me a single level, and there has been no progress ever since."

"Let's return to the academies for now," Jack interrupted. "Did you meet any of the teachers?"

"A few," Lev nodded. "The tour was quite boring and ended quickly, though some high platinum hunters were teaching there. A team of Masters had founded the academy for footwork and movement techniques. Same for the swordfighting one. Only the Shield academy is operated by one of the Earthen Warden members, which you should know about."

"Stone Foundations, yeah. My teacher asked me if I was interested, though it didn't interest me at the time. I mean, nobody better than him could've taught me there, so."

"What about you?" Lev turned to Amelia, the girl resting her head on her knees while quietly soaking in all the information.

"What about me?"

"Are you interested in the academies?" Lev explained. "We can move to the Haven and focus on leveling on Mount Tamara if any of you want to attend. I can easily get you in."

"No thanks," she immediately shot down the idea. "I'm fairly certain you can train us better, anyway."

Oh? And what makes you think that? Lev wondered but didn't voice the questions. He did have a lot of plans, especially dangerous ones, once he scouted everything thoroughly.

"And you?" he turned to Kayla, who just shook her head.

"Then it's decided. Tomorrow, we leave for Windkeep."

**

Later that night, after a brief party within the orphanage, his team retreated early. A lot was swiftly changing in their life, and in just over a month, they were going from newly minted Classers to hunters leaving for another city.

Lev, Sherron, and Orianna stayed behind in the backyard, covered by a sound ward while merrily chatting away.

"I still think you did me dirty by asking me to solo that tiger," Lev complained as a joke, curious as to why Sherron didn't let anyone else assist him.

"Blame your stupid luck," she answered with a scoff. "How was I supposed to know that it would be that strong? You dealt with the gecko easily enough, and the tiger certainly didn't feel more dangerous than the third-threshold monster."

"What was it like?" Orianna interjected before Lev could answer. "Did it show any exotic fire skills?"

"Only one I'd consider 'exotic,'" he got up into a seated position and hugged his knees. "Its fur was weird. Even Stargazer's blade kept sliding off at first. The rune I got from the monster is also called Flameforged Constitution. You should take a look."

Lev also leveled a flat stare at the fire mage after saying that, making her complaints die in her throat. A flat, round barrier took shape between the three of them, and he closed his eyes to mentally visualize the rune.

It was two-dimensional, and unbelievably complex. Most of that could be explained by the rune targeting something as important as an attribute, but even then, he couldn't make any sense of it whatsoever. Only the general impressions betrayed its purpose, which was drastically increased receptivity to fire and a similar enhanced fire resistance as a byproduct.

Safe to say, Lev had little use for the rune if it didn't work on his barriers. Putting that thought to the test, he started carving under the patient gaze of the two women, knowing how much concentration the task required.

Minutes passed in silence, the process soundless. Only when he was done did Lev open his eyes again and look at the end product. It looked acceptable, at least by his standards, and a glance was sent towards Orianna, who motioned for him to go ahead.

A small puff of pure mana formed the connection, and also revealed the fuel requirement. Surprisingly, the rune demanded pure mana instead of fire mana, and he gave it a tiny stream to first test the waters.

All of the mana was channeled through the dizzying structure, and Lev had to increase the amount when it demanded even more. Only after the entire rune was powered did the effect spread to his construct, and he could only look at Orianna to decipher the fascinating yet strange feedback.

"What is it doing?"

She didn't reply immediately, eyes squinting to observe the rune closely. "Not much, admittedly. It's like a weaker version of my soldiers' passive, enhancing their physique and increasing the potency of their flames. Except, this rune goes about it in a different way, and instead of enhancing the fire directly, it affects the medium channeling it and decreases resistance. There is a host of positive byproducts in your barriers from just that much, so congratulations. The rune works completely fine on your element as well."

"One of those side effects is slightly increased durability," Sherron added, raising a brow. "That is one hell of a rune for a mere second-threshold monster. Your luck is truly absurd."

"Huh," Lev lay back down on the grassy ground, staring at the two dull moons up above. "Was the tiger not pretty strong for its level?"

"I only have this rune to go by, so I'd say it definitely was," Orianna answered, looking at Sherron.

"Could've been worse," the Exalted shrugged a little. "It wasn't the strongest fire monster, but my views are not the most reliable. Do you think it was anything abnormal?"

"Not abnormal, no. I still believe that the tiger was comparable to generals, at least the weaker ones. Monarch knows I'll eventually have to tackle a troll general, and only then will be able to say for sure. Otherwise, the tiger is definitely up there in the strongest second-threshold monsters."

Then he channeled a bit of mana into his converter. Fire mana streamed out and was teleported to the enchanted construct, revealing a few immediate differences.

For one, despite Lev's massively enhanced Perception for different types of mana in his barriers, the fire mana was considerably easier to move around. It was approaching ridiculous levels of manipulation, requiring barely anything more than a single thought. Though, obviously, it was far from as good as Stargazer's conductivity.

Secondly, as he continued dumping more fire mana into the barrier, the stress on its structure rose more slowly. It was still mounting and requiring him to keep an eye on the construct to avoid it exploding in their face. Regardless, the change was much more significant than the conductivity increase.

The last similar change was something Lev couldn't decipher with his limited knowledge and experience. More likely than not, it was the slightly enhanced durability that Sherron mentioned, but it could just as easily be something the women couldn't notice. He would have to mess around with the rune more to find out.

Then, without a care in the world, he took out all the fire and pure mana from the construct before letting it fall on Orianna's lap. She just shook her head a little but still accepted the gift gratefully.

"So," Lev broke the ensuing silence. "Windkeep. Again."

"Windkeep indeed," Sherron grinned. "I'll be there for the remainder of your stay with your team. After that, it's just you, Drakys, and Isabella against the world."

"I'm assuming that's by design?"

"What is?"

Lev gave her a short glance. "Our roles, of course. Why does it only have to be me and Isabella?"

"Because no other finalist is a Master by now except you two," she idly plucked a blade of grass. "Isabella rarely relied on her team and still managed to reach the evolution in the same time as you. Granted, she also had access to bigger dungeons."

"Oh, that reminds me," Lev sat up straight. "Why are there no dungeons above the platinum rank?"

"There are," she casually shattered his delusions. "We just don't talk about them, mostly because they aren't as dangerous as the lower-ranked dungeons. Where they risk dungeon breaks if we don't delve them repeatedly, the higher dungeons only cycle instances once per week and take a long time to overflow. The monsters are also random, ranging from levels 300 to 550, depending on things we have no way of knowing. It's strange like that."

"And why was I not informed about them?

"Let me channel my inner Hakim, then," Sherron grinned. "What was the first idea going through your head upon learning of their existence?"

"… Soloing the dungeon."

"Precisely."

"Oh heck off," Lev laughed and lay back down. "If you're gonna hide them, then I'll just find them on my own."

"Please don't."

They lapsed into comfortable silence after that. He kept his head clear of any distractions, just enjoying the peace as the other two also got lost in thought. No words could've expressed how much he cherished their presence, anyway.

"Take care of the kids, Lev," Orianna said after the long pause, getting up to return to her office.

Lev simply nodded. "I promise."

**

Goodbyes took only a little time. Lev let his team properly say farewell to Orianna and the orphanage while he paid a quick visit to the hunters guild. Varun was present, ensuring his new badge was delivered to him swiftly and without any issues.

It was dark green, made out of pure mythril. A few rare doors would be opened by showing the badge, and now he would also be allowed to enter the ravine, prowl deeper into the Dreadwoods, or perhaps join the veterans in controlling the whispering caverns.

A whole lot of suicidal things, those.

Lev was going to steer clear of all those places. He had a lot of plans before, ranging from normal scouting to arranging expeditions to explore their secrets once he was strong enough. Not anymore. Life had repeatedly hammered in just how dangerous it was for him to be far away from the safety of walls, and he planned to rely on cold calculations more than luck.

Back at the orphanage, his team was already waiting at the main doors. All of the kids were watching from the windows with varying expressions, most of them happy and only slightly sad at seeing the oldest members of the house move on.

Orianna was waiting for him, and Lev wasted no time in embracing her for the last time, for who knew how long. No words were exchanged, a single meaningful glance more than enough for a full conversation.

Then, without any fanfare, they all turned around and started walking. Lev didn't speak, and neither did his team as they marched to the main gates on foot.

People stared at the Master walking through the streets, a rare sight in those parts. His team attracted just as much attention, surprisingly, Jack even more so than the girls. They walked with a confident gait, no longer afraid or too timid to match their steps with Lev. It showed the progress they had made despite only spending a bit over a month together.

At the main gates, he only had to flash his new Mythril badge for a single second. No guards remained in their path any longer, parting respectfully for the Master whose name was slowly spreading. Even if Lev never socialized with other hunters of his rank, people still talked. The name of a barrier mage was on their lips, one already a Master despite fighting in the gold bracket a few years ago.

More likely than not, the higher-ups intended to curate his image as a distant legend, and they were already doing so. He didn't mind, not seeing any reason to oppose what also benefited him and his team. The more his name spread, the less likely idiots were to mess with him, or so he hoped.

While passing through the main gates, the guards suddenly shivered, unable to locate the source of the feeling. Three bubbles full of extremely lethal projectiles, orbs, walls, shields, and other projects passed by them, completely hidden under mana concealment and invisibility enchantments powered by a large amount of mana.

Outside, the bubble scooped them up. Lev's team took their seats, all around his driver's seat. He remained standing as the bubble ascended, quickly moving past the walls, letting them see the whole great city in all its glory.

He also took a moment to observe his team's reaction in his vastly slowed Perception. Sadness, nostalgia, acceptance, and a flame of determination swirled in their eyes, betraying not even a shred of regret.

"Ready?" Lev asked with a smirk, not letting them forget that they were now in his hands.

Resolute nods answered in question, the trio not the least bit intimidated. Lev's expression eased into a smile as the bubble shot off, onwards to Windkeep, where they were going to make a name for themselves and show the world the sheer extent of what was possible when one pushed oneself to the absolute limit.

After all, Orianna had handpicked the team for him, and none of them were going to be satisfied until they were the strongest humans around.

[End of Book 3]
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Three bubbles landed a few kilometers away from Windkeep, both invisible and soundless. Lev stepped out first, greatly enjoying the feeling of solid ground under his feet again. His team stepped out next with big smiles, their previous boredom entirely forgotten as they gazed at the towering walls of the great city in the distance.

Four days, he thought while looking around, finding the surrounding grassland clean of any monsters or dangers. So much better than the month and a half it would've taken with a caravan. Couldn't fly at full speed either, so the travel time will be less than half the next time I have to move with my teammates.

It was a cause worthy of celebration. Each great city was almost equally distant from the other, and the time it took to reach them was a major detriment to defensive measures. Lev slowly being able to travel to different cities in the span of hours was going to change a lot of things, and most of them for the better.

"Can we walk now?" Kayla pleaded, looking at him with puppy eyes. He just motioned for her to take the lead, and she happily did so after taking Jack's hand in hers.

Amelia and Lev shared a glance and then followed the couple. Jack was fine, but Kayla skipped forward as if freed from prison.

"What are the plans for today?" Lev asked, seeing the city was still a while away at their jogging speed.

"Hug a bed."

He ignored Kayla's comment and looked at Jack, who just shrugged.

"I'd be lying if I said we were tired," he said, not looking back to answer. "For today, I still want to take the day off and explore a portion of the city. Maybe visit the merchants guild for some shopping."

"And you?" Lev looked at Amelia.

"Same as him," she answered without pause. "It's our first time entering a new city."

Reaching the gate took nearly an hour. Lev flew ahead first, explained to the guard about why they were arriving on foot as opposed to carts. The excuse of his Classer team wanting to stretch their limbs after days of boring flight worked without issue, doubly so when it came from a Master.

Inside, he waited for the others to catch up. Their heads remained on a swivel, never lingering in one place longer than necessary as they scanned the distant populated area.

"You know," Lev voiced to catch their attention. "When I first came here, it was Drakys who just dropped me at the gates and vanished. It took some explaining for the Master guard to believe that I could somewhat safely arrive here and wasn't just plain suicidal."

"And why did he do that?" Jack asked, amused.

Lev shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe he just wanted the guards to remember me, since I was going to leave the city quite frequently."

"Or maybe he just wanted you to show your face to humanity for once instead of immediately vanishing into a dungeon," Kayla quipped, grinning back at him. She was much more comfortable around him than before, and the same went for the other two.

During the long ride, Lev had explained to them about his past and the titles he was born with. They accepted it surprisingly easily. If anything, they were expecting something unique like that, since their teammate happened to break their world views frequently.

He didn't tell them about his insane attributes, though. They were still in the dark about things like Youngest Prodigy and Titan Slayer, and he wanted to reveal that when the time was right. Instead of just dumping that information on them, he wanted it to be shaped as a goal, one to reach and surpass, and not one to long for.

"Perhaps," Lev allowed, not outright disagreeing. Then he thought about it for a moment, his expression becoming weirder by the second. "Now that I think about it, I did jump into the slime dungeon the next day. That one was fun."

Amelia was obviously interested in that, so he formed a small barrier plate. Invisibility formation appeared on it first, and then he slowly carved out an adjustable sound ward, preventing their conversation from being heard by others.

"Normally, the final slime boss is a large red or green slime, around level 170. My luck is incredibly bad, however, and I had to face a slime commander by myself. That was a glorious battle."

"Weren't you around level 150 by then?" the swordswoman questioned.

"Yeah," Lev nodded. "The slime dungeon was supposed to be a practice run to get used to fighting with Stargazer. She had been upgraded not long ago."

"Wait," Jack interjected, confusion audible in his voice. "Dungeon monsters can change?"

"Yep," Lev answered casually. He debated hiding the effects of his presence, though the thought was summarily ignored. Their lives were at stake. "Actually, no. It's just limited to me. We will continue this talk later."

They clearly wanted to know more, only holding themselves back because they were in the open. A myriad of colors passed by, the edges of the city only harboring residential buildings, as well as different inns and restaurants.

Lev didn't stop for any of them. His team was already aware of the destination, and they had their own large rooms in Golden Basilisk in less than an hour.

"Right," he joined everyone in Kayla's room again, shaking his head slightly. "Didn't expect you guys to be so impatient."

"You talked about something that shouldn't have been possible," Jack said, still struggling to accept what he had heard.

"It doesn't make sense, either," Amelia added, frowning. "Everyone knows dungeon monsters are always the same. Even Orianna taught us the same."

Lev looked at the remaining girl, who gave him an apologetic shrug.

"As I said, it's limited to me. Orianna probably never experienced something like it, so she obviously didn't teach you anything different either," Lev explained, giving them a look. "The first time I experienced it was in the pit. Alec noticed that my presence caused waves to form sooner than usual, though the actual difference wasn't that big."

"Waves?" Jack repeated, making sure he had heard correctly.

"Waves," Lev confirmed. "You know the phenomenon where thousands of monsters gather to throw themselves at the walls-"

"I know what waves are," Jack interrupted, Lev's jovial tone doing nothing to calm his whirring mind. "How is that even possible? Why you, of all people?"

He could only shrug. "Beats me. All I know is that the world really wants me dead, and that I can't leave you guys alone until you at least evolve once and can start clearing all the dungeons around Windkeep with ease. That way, by the time the mapping is done in a few years, we will be able to move together as Masters when I return."

"But… what?" Amelia absently ran a hand through her silver hair, too lost in thought. "How? Does reincarnation put that big of a mark on you? Why would it, to begin with?"

Lev breathed out, not ready to broach this topic. There were some things he hadn't revealed to even Orianna, and his team was far from prepared for such truths. They deserved to know, but it was still too soon.

"Let's hope we find out eventually," he smiled, not nearly as worried as his team. Kayla was completely silent, unable to even form words about the whole bizarre situation.

"What kind of monsters did you find in the changed dungeons?" Amelia changed the topic, looking for distractions.

"Hmm," he thought about it for a moment. "The first time things went very wrong was in the gold golem dungeon. It had these golems that were supposed to be only half as large and much weaker…"

A barrier construct depicting the monsters formed between them, giving more depth to his retelling.

**

Lev and company found themselves browsing another branch of the Celestial Emporium. No matter how horrible his experience with the senior manager was in the past, the whole business lived up to its tacky name.

He had left them to browse Classer and Adept equipment to gather ideas for their own classes and future shopping. Lev himself was looking at the more mundane things, specifically crafting equipment.

In his hands was a simple blue bowl, enchanted not to let even a single drop of liquid stick to its surface. The runes were handy, and Lev also wanted to start gathering such formations from now on. No longer was he limited by patrols and training his team. Delving dungeons was a time-consuming affair, and beyond being present next to them under layers of concealment, he had all the time in the world to himself now.

"Is the bowl to your liking, sir?" asked a female attendant, constantly following a few steps behind him and explaining everything he touched. It was slightly annoying, but he mostly felt bad for the poor nervous girl.

"It is. What about the runes? They're free for anyone to look at."

She nodded. "Indeed, sir. The runes are accounted for in the cost, which is why a simple bowl will cost you several silver."

Oh? That makes things easier for me.

"I'll take five of them," Lev handed her the bowl and moved on. She quickly motioned for one of the other workers to get five of the bowls before following after him.

"Are you looking for anything specific, sir?"

He debated asking her to drop the sir, though that was only going to make her tenser.

"Mostly similar basic stuff. Can you get someone to gather two of each? The price doesn't matter as long as it doesn't cost more than one gold per."

"Give me a moment."

Finally, without a shadow, Lev smiled to himself faintly as she left his side for once, recognizing that such treatment was only going to become more prevalent as time went on. Best get used to it early.

Now then, several more things have been confirmed. I can't just steal runes willy-nilly. Neither can I just buy them from here, though that might change once I offer well over the rune's worth. Not today, though.

It was only their first day in Windkeep. He could wait before looking into the more time-intensive projects for the three months that they still had together. During that time, Lev wanted to create the basic equipment for his team, though armor was probably going to remain beyond him. That was a skill that would take years to master.

Moreover, he wanted to actually start developing his own formations. Drakys had given him a treasure trove of runes, and he still hadn't utilized all of them, especially the second enhancement formation that hid so many features. The plan was to start combining runes from different formations and match them to his needs, creating new formations from scratch.

No doubt, Drakys and others had better versions of them, but these were going to belong solely to Lev. Even better was the rune he had missed all this time, having sneakily entered his repository skill during the fight with the flameforged tiger. Deceptively simple in name, Lev had no doubts that it was going to be the most powerful rune after Arcane Supremacy.

Arcane Barriers.

At first glance, Lev couldn't quite glean the sheer usefulness of the rune. After all, he could form a barrier with a thought. The rune was almost useless for him, until he actually tried it.

And well, he now couldn't stop thinking about it. The rune, as it turned out, formed his barriers and allowed the user to manipulate them. They had properties of his barriers, even some of the class benefits and skill effects, and could be used without needing the class itself.

There was a term for such runes— Class Runes. Lev wasn't expecting to receive one, not now, not ever. After all, they were found in Crafting classes, and his was very far from that.

Regardless, they weren't quite as good as his own barriers. Overloading them wasn't just possible but also an integral part of their structure, yet they didn't come with any bonuses that were tied to Lev's being or attributes. Mana types inside the barriers formed by runes were definitely easier to manipulate, and enchantments also saw bonuses to conductivity when overloaded, but that was about all. Destructive mana types couldn't be teleported from one barrier to another, and neither were the improved Perception effects present.

The effects of his other combat passives were also absent, most importantly, the explosion potency one. That was his class's most powerful tool after the armor.

It's not like I had any plans to use them with the rune, anyway, he mused, glancing around at anything that seemed interesting while waiting for the attendant, he let his mind wander in slowed Perception. The main use comes from being able to utilize the base material, the barrier, to craft equipment, and Kayla can make good use of the products. I can also use various metals or other materials as a base and carve the rune on them.

He exhaled lightly, keeping half an eye on his team's auras that were present on the previous floor. They seemed to be enjoying themselves.

As if Crafting wasn't too limitless already, Lev smiled gently at the attendant, who took the lead after catching his attention. More possibilities never hurt anyone, right?
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In the next two hours, Lev had a lot more things than he knew what to do with. All of them shared the property of providing basic runes used in daily life, so they retained a lot of value. Absorbing the runes wouldn't diminish it too much either, as the various creations used ideal models that had been marginally improved over centuries. There was a lot to learn from those.

He found his team on a higher floor than he was, gathered around a powered armor. It was dark purple, designed for a specific affinity.

Gravity, Lev noted, taking in its grand appearance. Like Stargazer, the armor also radiated a presence, though even a thousand of them still wouldn't compare to his glaive's passive aura. She was just the best.

"You guys like it?" he asked after they were done inspecting.

"Of course," Kayla answered, already moving to the next Epic item. "What's there not to like?"

"The cost," Jack pointed out, avoiding a slow finger jab from the healer. "Requirements, too. It's not like any of us will be able to use it even after Master."

"It's the wrong color," Amelia added, the least interested from the start. "Nothing fiery in there."

Lev stayed quiet. He liked the color— it looked unique. The enchantments were also denser than the few other models he had seen, courtesy of gravity mana's ability to enhance certain properties, such as weight, to extreme heights. The armor was designed to capitalize on those.

"What is this?" Kayla asked, bringing his attention to a small glass case that held… an eyeball.

"Ah," Lev smiled. "It's my first time seeing a body construct. That is most likely an eye replacement that operates on light mana. You can imagine the uses."

"And that's only epic?"

"It would need something truly exotic to reach Superior," Lev shrugged. "Such as the ability to link it to one's mind and add lasers or something."

"That's rather impossible," Umbrina's voice reached them. Turning around with a smile, Lev bowed his head, his teammates following suit. "The latter, that is. Controlling it with one's mind is already a part of the eyeball."

"Impossible for now," Lev corrected cheekily. "And I'm assuming you mean willpower, not directly connected to the brain through nerves and whatever else is needed."

"Everything is only impossible until proven otherwise," she smiled back, the expression kind and warm. "And what you speak of is already possible, just…"

"Dangerous?" Lev finished for her.

"Dangerous, and pointless," she nodded. "What purpose would it serve when your willpower eventually gets even or surpasses brain power. Not to mention that the reduced effectiveness of your class's passive skills on the eye can be replicated by enchantments already," she explained and turned to his team. "I see you've found yourself some rather unique friends."

Her eyes lingered on Amelia, who was also staring back. It took some mental jogging for the swordwoman's eyes to widen, probably remembering who the rogue was. That was probably what Umbrina was waiting for, and she stepped forward to grab Amelia in a gentle hug.

"Are you well, firebug?" she asked in a tone one would expect from one's mother.

The swordswoman's hands clenched, before they relaxed and hugged her back. "I am, Aunt Umbrina."

Neither spoke, savoring the embrace after a long while.

"I'm sorry," Umbrina voiced quietly, but Amelia was already shaking her head.

"Don't be. Life is just that fleeting on Monarch. I understand better now," she smiled, no trace of sadness or bitterness on her face.

"Forcing you to stay with Orianna was truly the best decision we could've made," the older woman caressed her face before moving back a step. "It's good to see you again, especially with Lev."

Amelia nodded, though not quite understanding. "He has been a fantastic teammate so far."

Umbrina just gave her a tender smile. Less than a minute of further interaction later, she vanished without a trace, even though Lev tried his best to pierce through her invisibility.

**

"Who was that?" Kayla questioned after they returned home, now back in the couple's room.

Other than Lev, nobody had bought anything substantial, which made sense. Everything they needed, he would provide without batting an eye. His teammates only needed to limit themselves to not resorting to too strong combat equipment, and Lev even had plans to skirt that as much as possible. It was bound to be dangerous, but he was determined to give them the best possible evolutions.

"A friend of my parents," Amelia shrugged, leaving it at that.

"So," Lev changed the topic. "What did you guys buy?"

"Clothes and skin-care products," Kayla answered. "The staff gave us plenty of weird looks because, you know, someone left us with a single platinum coin to spend."

Lev didn't bother hiding his amusement, the harmless joke most certainly intended. "What else?"

"Nothing," Jack shrugged. "There wasn't much else to look for except stuff to pass time, and none of us knew which hobbies or profession to look into. Except her, I guess," he finished with a glance at Kayla.

"I already told you mine," Amelia added.

"That's not a hobby," Lev commented. "If things work out like I expect them to, we will be slotted into leading positions anyway. You need something more relaxing."

"… What can I even do?"

"How would I know?" Lev gave her a look. "Given the recent addition in my arsenal, I've even considered barrier knitting. Fire has a smaller scope, but there is still a lot you can do if you put your mind to it. It's not like you lack any physical strength to go along with the more taxing professions."

"Smithing?" Amelia considered, only to be interrupted by an incredulous Kayla.

"Knitting!?"

Instead of explaining, Lev formed a long barrier thread, as thick as his finger. One moment, it was completely rigid. He demonstrated that by flicking it hard with his finger, producing a ringing sound. Then, with a mental nudge, it became flexible, behaving like a somewhat hard thread, not dissimilar to a rope.

"There's still a lot I need to work on," he mused, spinning it in a circle, "but this can already resist the attacks of most first-threshold monsters. Neat, isn't it?"

"Wait, can't you-"

"Yep. I plan to make my own clothes whenever I get my hands on suitable enchantments."

Jack wanted to hold the thread, so he gave it to the big guy. The Shield's face observed the thread with mild curiosity. That lasted only until Jack grabbed it from both ends and started to pull.

Nothing happened. He exerted more and more strength, and before long, he was using his body enhancement at full strength to try and break the thread.

It didn't even show any signs of strain.

"Yeah," Jack smiled, not at all disheartened by the lack of results. "A great crafting material."

Lev nodded too. "And one has to consider that this is in its base form. Plenty of treatments to improve it even further, though I have only found one of them."

"Back to professions," Amelia began once they were done. "What else can I do?"

"Teach?" Jack suggested. "Honestly seems like a worthy cause to me."

"No," the girl didn't even think before shooting the idea down. "What else?"

"Reading?" Lev suggested this time. "Or perhaps writing? You know, publish our journey or something."

"That sounds fun," Kayla piped up, a grin already on her face. "Saintess Kayla and her lackies."

"Woah, woah," Lev pretended to be offended. "First of all, give me some credit. There's no way I'm a mere lackey. At least make me a knight or something."

"Hmm," she tapped her cheek, 'deep in thought.' "Sure. You will be Lev, the Ruinous Puppet. How does that sound?"

"Puppet," he gave her a flat stare. "How exactly will you turn me into a puppet?"

She happily pointed at Jack. "With my first, meatier puppet, of course!"

**

Needless to say, Jack was red in the face after that, refusing to meet anyone's eyes, primarily because of the very long facepalm that followed.

Lev didn't stay for long, knowing his teammates were going to sleep soon. Instead, he found himself in yet another park, this one just as empty as WhiteFall's. It helped that the area was gigantic, and few remained at night.

Practice isn't cutting it. He leaned against a small tree. No progress for my general skill in ages. I clearly need to lean into more complex stuff to give it a push.

There was a lot on his mind, and most of it was still far from viable. His plan of focusing on maximum speed for Barrier Carving's evolution was now pretty much impossible if the current state of the skill was anything to go by. To combat that, he needed to do some actual enchanting for once and not copy the most convenient formations.

Fortunately, he had plenty of tools to do just that. Where everyone had received expensive powered armors or other rewards, Lev had been awarded a minor treasure. So far, he had limited himself to the pre-prepared formations for the sake of practice and experience.

It was time to move on.

Bringing out a notebook of his own, he started creating a list of all the possible avenues for creating his own formations.

Lightning and Fire converters from Dennis, which give me an efficient rune to produce both those elements, and some simple conversion runes.

Weight Increase.

Material Hardening.

Fire Shaping.

Lightning Shaping, though not as potent as the fire ones.

Controlled Enhancement and all the associated runes. A simple formation for enhancing movement with all the basic elements, as well as lightning.

Amazing connector runes.

Kinetic energy production runes and a decent formation for controlling that.

Fortress of Resilience.

Shroud of Darkness.

Flamebreath.

Flameforged Constitution.

Arcane Barriers.

Speed and Acceleration runes.

Sharpness and Piercing Runes. Spinning included.

Minor temperature control runes and other similar formations.

The options… were too numerous, which was an issue in itself. Lev didn't even know what he needed at this point, let alone what could be adjusted into his arsenal without bloating it too much.

Fortunately, he was doing pretty well as he was. Most of the planning session was for the sake of his teammates. They were going to start delving into an iron dungeon from tomorrow, the monster levels ranging from 75 to 100. The boss was also likely going to be a first-threshold monster, which would be good training.

So, Amelia's sword is already coming along nicely, and Jack's shield will also be prepared by tomorrow. Nothing for aura mages still, though I have other ideas for Kayla now. She will make good use of my new barrier rune.

Aura mages were always targeted by monsters first, mostly because their souls were the most noticeable. At least, that was the leading theory. Nobody knew for sure.

Which meant that Kayla's biggest weakness was defense. She was going to be targeted, and Lev planned to capitalize on that. With barriers that didn't shatter immediately, and he totally wasn't thinking of her Mana Barrier skill, she would be able to control the battlefield more effectively.

Jack and Amelia's job was both simple and more difficult, which was no doubt going to put more pressure on Kayla to pull her weight. Granted, none of them would blame her for letting the other three fight in her stead, but knowing the healer, she was going to want to be more active during combat. That would require more than just two basic general skills.

The first item on his mind was a simple bracer for the healer. Its shape was straightforward, having bought a few samples to observe that, and the design of the enchantment was also basic in theory.

Putting that into practice, he quickly formed a barrier bracer and started practicing carving the Arcane Barrier rune. It wasn't that difficult, and he knew that, unlike other fixed runes, he could alter this one's shape to some extent based on his understanding. How he was supposed to know which tweak did what, Lev didn't know, and neither was he interested in going down that path currently.

The rune was relatively simple. Once it was carved, he used three of his best connector runes to create three branches, each giving her access to a single round barrier without making it too easy.

Lev's goal was severalfold. The tool was meant to tax her mind in different ways, including her mastery of mana manipulation. By giving her access to three barriers instead of one, it was going to force her to use all three of them concurrently and also train her Skills in the meantime. Rapidly assessing the battlefield to make full use of their durability was also going to be necessary, a skill she needed to develop, too.

He thought about making it easier on her and reducing the number of possible barriers to two, but that didn't sit right with him. No doubt, if Kayla knew, she would ask for the maximum number of barriers. Regardless, he was going to leave the final number up to her anyway, based on how much mana she channeled and used from the slotted core.

For the core itself, he used a troll shaman core. It had a serviceable conductivity and decent reserves, though he wasn't going to let her use all of the latter freely.

Bringing the bracer closer to his eyes, he started carving. The first thing he did was create an ambient mana absorption function, which was easy. Next, the output formed, and along with it, a drain.

The drain's job was to make sure that the regeneration was much lower than the rune's full potential by leaking a major portion of it, forcing Kayla to use the formations as efficiently as possible. At the start, it was likely going to be extremely difficult, though he hoped it would count for progress towards her Mana Barrier skill.

Then came the actual formations. Arcane Barrier was a willpower rune, and luckily, he had a lot of supportive runes to control it. The first task was to set the barrier formation itself.

As was usual with such runes, the first locked 'blueprint' would be used every time mana was cycled through it. Meaning, Lev needed to lock it to only create barriers that wouldn't be too strong for a Classer. Consequently, he needed to pause the crafting to test how to make that happen.

I roughly remember how hard Amelia can hit based on the testing with her sword, he mused, summoning the longsword prototype from his ring. A lot of smashing around his weakened barriers later, he decided on a model that fit his needs.

Reaching the desired durability was easier than expected. Lev only had to reduce the mana density and mentally will it to be weaker. It was that simple.

For the next step, he carved the three control formations, taken from his armor's enhancement formation, along the bracer's length and connected them to the Arcane Barrier rune. They were responsible for controlling the movement of the barriers, providing a large range of flight despite the simplicity of the runes.

To finish things off, he also threw in a mana limiter. The final rune wasn't strictly necessary. He just wanted Kayla to struggle with filling up the barrier runes and slowly improve her control and willpower, however negligible the difference may be for the latter. It would add up.

Lev held up the now enchanted bracer and focused on recreating the runes until they were the smoothest he could manage. The need for improvement was apparent at first glance, but his mind was currently divided.

Repeatedly carving the formation was the task of the first part of his mind, the smaller of the two. The second part was focused on cycling through all the runes in his repository, noting which runes could be used in the future for more advanced versions. Nothing stood out for immediate changes, so he brought all of his attention back to the bracer.

The rune carving lasted for several minutes. Not every iteration brought any noticeable improvement, but the speed and practice were worth it. Lev knew that from experience.

In the end, an unassuming bracer with no visible runes floated in front of him. The enchantments were carved intricately inside the solidified mana, too thin to be visible unless one focused deeper. Just to fix that, Lev changed the construct's color to bright blue by adding another simple formation and created a simple feather on top of it in memory of the leafweaver eagle. Such a badass creature.

[

Tri-shield Bracer - Uncommon

]

Shields? Lev smiled. The System had apparently recognized the name he used for his round barriers and assigned it to the item.

He was quite happy with the end result.
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Lev spent the night crafting. The suns shone brightly in the sky by the time he returned to his room, comparing the five final products. Each bracer did the same thing, and he was mainly looking at the runes carved smoothest.

Eventually, he chose one and stored the rest in his ring. So, with the bracer in hand, he knocked on the couple's room, finding Amelia already inside. She was seated on a chair, and the other two were sitting at the edge of their bed.

"You shouldn't spend entire nights on projects," the comment came from the healer, already keeping track of everyone's health. "Sleep is important."

Lev just waved to the other two. "These two will sleep even less than I after Master, you just watch."

"What does that have to do with anything?" she huffed, but dropped the topic when he handed her the bracer. "What is this?"

"Your equipment for when you reach the level cap. It's enchanted to allow you to summon three of my weakened barriers and control them freely. I added some hurdles to make that harder than it already was, which should amount to good progress for your Mana Barrier skill."

She ooh'd, absorbed in her intent observation. With her Perception, it was likely impossible to make out the runes. Instead, she put it on, and Lev used that moment to adjust it to her arm's width. He had left some spare material on the bottom to account for the change.

"Thank you," she almost bowed her head, hastily moving away from the barrier finger primed to flick her forehead. "Okay, I get it."

"Good," Lev nodded and looked at the other two. "Your equipment will be ready too by then. Are you guys ready for today's delve?"

"Of course," Amelia answered. "What about you?"

"Patrols, most likely," he shrugged. "There's little for me to do except help with waves. Maybe if I know for certain that a wave won't form anytime soon and you guys need a break, it should be possible to lead a platinum delve as a guardian."

"How does that work?" Jack asked, hearing about the delves for the first time.

"Exactly as you would imagine. A Master accompanies the Adept hunters and stays hidden, only aiding them to prevent deaths."

"Wouldn't that hurt their evolutions like it would for us?" Amelia asked with a small frown. "That doesn't sound great."

Lev agreed. "It does, but they still send guardians for a very good reason. What good would it be to risk losing potential Masters just to preserve a bit more of their evolution power? Better to have them be slightly weaker than to not have any."

"Does that really work?"

"Yep. I had the Runic Warlord accompany me in one of my earliest delves, and it still counted as solo because he didn't help me with anything."

**

The company found themselves staring at a dungeon's portal entrance. Lev was used to seeing larger and more imposing ones, though it was still a first time for his team.

"Well?" he broke them out of their stupor after five minutes of silence, grinning. "We're supposed to go in."

Jack coughed and hoisted up his unenchanted shield, about to take the lead. Lev took a few quick steps forward and entered first, his armor ready to be summoned into its active state.

Nothing attacked him. The dense forest they had entered was unnaturally silent, as was usual for the dungeon they had chosen. It was chosen to train their Perception and reflexes, harboring weak monsters that relied on ambushes.

Lev turned around to nod at his teammates and vanished. Now covered in active invisibility and mana concealment formations, he flew above the treeline and looked around. Spotting the mostly stationary monsters was a piece of cake, though he had to raise an eyebrow after finding the boss.

[Stalker Owl - Level 86]

[Brownbark Hound - Level 70]

[Windrider Falcon - Level 119]

That does not seem normal… he mused, not staring at the eagle for too long and risking detection. Though it's not exactly abnormal either. Bosses up to level 120 show up relatively often, only rarely above 115. Let's see how they deal with it.

A small planning session through the communication crystals followed. The messages were broadcast for Lev too, in case something went awry and they needed help.

This time, due to the nature of the dungeon, Kayla stayed behind, whereas Amelia stayed close to her. Jack stayed in front to absorb the attention and take it away from the two behind him.

Their plan also involved circling the edges of the dungeon at first. By avoiding the stronger monsters deeper inside, they wanted to first test the waters by facing the weaker ones. Quite a bit more cautious than Lev was during his first delve, immediately resorting to hunting spiders solo.

I don't doubt they will be the same, though, he thought to himself, amused. Especially when they realize just how easy each monster here is gonna be to deal with. They are all out in the open for Amelia to detect with her heat sense long before their ambush.

The delve was meant to serve as training wheels anyway. Lev didn't want to throw them into difficult situations from the very start.

"Something's up in the tree," Amelia voiced, pointing her sword in the direction of the monster. The words were meant for Jack and Kayla, and the latter immediately formed a Mana Barrier. It was considerably stronger than the first one she had formed during their first meeting. Regardless, it wouldn't survive more than a few hits from the monsters unless repaired rapidly, something she still wasn't used to doing.

Her buffs enveloped the melee fighters just as an owl dove from the tree. Light green in color, its feathers blended with the leaves to a fascinating degree. Jack didn't care about that and bashed its charge with his shield.

Talons scratched the metal shield with grating screeches, the fleshy limb thoroughly losing the exchange. Not giving the downed monster a chance to get up, Kayla's barrier dropped down onto its bulk, too slow to do any damage but enough to keep it from getting up.

A concentrated firebolt from Amelia put a hole through the owl's small stature, and she hastily made it dissipate before it exploded. Her efforts were somewhat rewarded, as the weakened bolt only produced a small blast before it too vanished without starting a forest fire.

"Too loud still," Jack sent, eyes constantly scanning the skies and trees. "Let me deal the finishing blows in cases like this."

Amelia had no issues with that and moved slightly ahead, changing her strategy. Her role had become more active now, limited to her body enhancement and swordsmanship. That was more than enough in Lev's opinion.

Finding nothing for the next few minutes did nothing to make Jack relax or let his guard down, and his shield jerked to the side to block a snake's lunge. It evaded a hammer strike and dodged another shield bash, only for a barrier to deflect its next strike, right into a waiting sword that bisected it.

Knowing what to expect, the trio immediately moved away from the thrashing head that wasn't going to die for a while longer. Jack moved closer after it didn't spew any acid or venom, then pulped the head in a single move.

Since they had it under control, Lev brought his bubble closer and jumped inside. The construct ascended for a few dozen meters, high enough to easily let him see the confines of the entire dungeon with ease. Consequently, there was no monster hidden from him, and the invisible shields hovering near his team could intervene at any moment.

Now then, he summoned the prototype of Jack's shield from his ring. He does like to use it to attack.

Lev's slowed Perception allowed him to track as the Shield moved forward with measured steps, missing the distant snake that Amelia pointed out later. Everything moved as if underwater, slowed to an unnatural degree by his vastly enhanced senses.

Jack utilized his shield to bash away the monster's lunge again, this time not forgetting to set it up for the follow-up. His hammer moved in a wide arc, thudding into the side of the snake's maw that tried to dodge at the last moment.

Not entirely successful, it was disoriented enough for Amelia to behead it. She didn't take any chances and cleaved its head in two after that.

Yep, adding a spiky boss in the middle of the shield sounds worthwhile, Lev deduced, having taken his time to learn a bit about shields. Granted, most of what he was going to create would be copied from the backup shield. The boss would be the only new addition, a small spike with a round base attached to the center of the shield.

That could wait. His team was still far from reaching the level cap, and creating the shield was only going to take a few minutes. He already had the formations planned and modified.

Instead, he created a flat, round disk. Disks were something he was still fond of, both because the idea was one he used from his past life and because they had served him flawlessly in his journey to the first evolution.

Unfortunately, the disks he could form after becoming an Adept weren't nearly as sharp or durable as the Rare version of Stargazer. That comparison only became sadder after remembering the fate of his glaive, torn to shreds in a single exchange.

Now, he had the tools to try again. Like the longsword for Amelia, he first enchanted the current construct with durability. Fortress of Resilience didn't mesh well with sharpness runes, so he used the durability runes from his enhancement formation. Those worked without problem, even if the runes were less potent.

Next, he encased the disk in two thin layers. After ensuring that the gap between the main middle construct and the layers was uniform and as small as he could make it, he enchanted the circular edges of both outer layers with sharpness runes.

Given the dimensions of the disk, he couldn't hope to slot a core in it anywhere. The whole construct was barely an inch thick by the time he was done, and as wide as his arm. It was larger than the ones he was used to, which was intended. The monsters were bigger, too.

Lev couldn't teleport mana inside, since the formations demanded pure mana. So, bringing it out of his pool and letting it seep out through his arm, Lev controlled the flow and easily guided it to the waiting enchantments. The process was one he remembered like the back of his hand, though most of the time, he only needed to carry the mana to Stargazer's converters.

It took less than a second for the formations to be saturated, glowing slightly in the disk. Lev brought it closer and summoned several shields to test the sharpness.

A single mental command was enough for it to spin at extreme speeds, causing him to frown slightly. No doubt, his mind could make the disks spin faster than most enchantments, but the added burden was too much for a single construct. The smallest of mistakes at such a speed would easily mess up the whole rhythm and require him to reset the whole thing.

Can't help it, I guess.

Down below, a group of owls was chasing the trio. Kayla used a single barrier to deflect two of the ones targeting Amelia from the right, and Jack was luring them into dashing into his shield.

The strategy easily worked. Monsters, especially at lower levels, were dumb. They probably couldn't tell a human from another, let alone something like bait. When the first of them fell, Amelia's sword found more leeway to flash, bringing the rest down in mere seconds.

While watching them dive deeper with growing confidence, Lev messed with several different options for the next half an hour. The disk was recreated in several different fashions, and he had quite a few results.

Firstly, putting all the runes on the flat of the disk without any layers was not optimal. Sure, they all worked just fine, but the clashing enchantment effects reduced the potency overall.

After seeing that, he stuck to layers and used yet another formation from his rune collection. The armorbreaker formation was designed for his lances, providing them with a large sharpness boost and making them spin to increase their penetration power. Lev was interested in the latter function, and his brows rose when he realized it was the work of a single rune.

Sustained Movement.

The whole willpower rune's purpose was to 'record' a movement and keep doing it. Since Drakys had already set it to a fixed purpose, Lev's lances always spun accordingly.

Now that he had carved the rune on his disk on both outer layers, he needed to set it to making the disks spin again. The process was simple. While supplying a constant stream of mana into the rune, he made the disks spin, their speed ramping up over a few seconds.

It took a few tries for the rune to properly record the movement. Lev discreetly moved to the edge of the dense foliage and lowered himself to the ground. The disk left the bubble and received an influx of mana, powering its enchantments to full in an instant.

All of them worked together seamlessly as the construct became more durable, the edges became sharper, almost shining blue in his Mana Perception, and the disk itself started spinning. Slowly at first, then faster and faster as the speed became several times higher than what he could manage as a Classer.

When it reached the maximum, Lev gave it the command to fly forward with bated breath. In his slowed Perception, he watched as the trunk of a slim tree was sheared through without any noticeable resistance, cleaved in two.

Barrier threads grabbed the falling tree and lowered it to the ground without alerting the entire forest. Recalling the disk, he threw it in his secondary bubble. He ascended again, satisfied with the initial test. The disk's sharpness was comparable to his old glaive, which was a resounding success now that he thought about it. The idea was worth looking into again, given just how much he could modify the constructs with kinetic energy runes.

All the while, his attention never left his teammates. The boss falcon's aura wasn't anywhere near them still, and the trio wasn't far from its position either. It wouldn't be long until they had to face it.
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  It took a few dozen monster kills for the team to notice the falcon already flying at them. Caught somewhat unprepared, Amelia opened with a burst of fire, uncaring of the potential forest fire now that the boss monster was upon them.

Kayla's Mana Perception was the highest amongst the group, warning them of the wind mana gathering in its talons, their sharpness improved to lethal heights.

Jack lunged forward to meet its charge, the collision of wind-empowered talons and the shield not in his favor. Sliding back a few steps, he ducked as a crude fire slash flew at the falcon, forcing it to dodge.

Kayla's barrier tried to smash it back into the attack's path. The monster overpowered it with a few flaps of its wings, rushing at Jack again with wind mana gathering around its entire body.

A hammer strike was dodged, and Amelia's plan to capitalize on that also failed when the falcon moved much faster than anticipated. Another burst of wind mana enveloped its wings as its talons screeched against the round shield, pushing it back just enough to carve a deep gash on Jack's left arm through the small elbow joint in his armor.

Kayla almost panicked at that. She was about to drop her buffs to heal Jack, only to pause when he didn't even register the injury. Jack's hammer missed by a hair's breadth, the attack not intended to land.

Amelia's flaming sword burned several of its feathers before it could move out of the way. Flight disrupted, Kayla's barrier finally found purchase and smacked it to the ground.

Unwilling to give up, several thin blades of compressed wind flew at the swordswoman, but Jack was already there, blocking them with his shield. A wide jet of fire burst out of Amelia's longsword and set the boss aflame.

Lev's shoulders relaxed after hearing the grating screeches of the monster. It was going to die in the next few seconds. His team had won without any assistance, which was really good for their first delve. The falcon was also almost double their level and an evolution higher.

All of the monsters remaining in the dungeon rushed towards his team once the boss's screams were heard. This time, they were prepared and deftly dealt with all the monsters. It helped that they had circled the edges once already, and there weren't even a dozen monsters left.

Without any fanfare, they were teleported out after a few minutes, much to the astonishment of the trio.

"Well done," Lev stepped out of concealment and gave them a big smile. "That went so much better than my first delve."

"I thought it would be harder," Amelia blinked a few times, slowly digesting that they had cleared their first dungeon in less than an hour. "Everything apart from the falcon was so weak."

"We already knew that," Jack shrugged and stored his shield. Kayla had already healed the only injury. The area was still sore, but he moved it without any discomfort. "And we also had an advantage with our early detection. Trolls and orcs are going to be a much bigger issue."

"For now," Lev added.

"For now," Jack agreed with a nod. Kayla's face during that small interaction was almost comical. It wasn't hard to guess that she wasn't a big fan of Jack already planning their next few delves, which just so happened to be in troll dungeons.

Amelia was also on the same page, so the healer refrained from commenting.

"Mana?" she instead asked.

"40%," Amelia answered after a few seconds of gauging her pool.

"Over 70%," Jack answered. His enhancement required mana to work, though most of the cost was covered by the stamina expenditure.

"Almost 50% for me," the healer finished with a nod. "We can delve into another dungeon tonight at this rate. What do you guys think?"

"Before that," Lev interjected. "How many skill levels did you guys gain?"

[Warrior - Level 69]

[Warrior - Level 70]

[Mage - Level 68]

"Four."

"Four."

"Five. My passive aura leveled twice."

Hmm, not bad. The gains are almost at the point where they will slow down to a crawl, so it was a good decision to maximize them through an unprepared dungeon delve.

"You guys can decide whether to delve into another dungeon later. Come on, I have new constructs to test."

The bubble became visible for a few seconds. They entered through an opening that closed once they were inside.

"New constructs for you or us?" Amelia questioned before they even sat down.

"For me, this time," Lev answered, controlling the bubble as they shot off to Windkeep. "I told you about my Classer disks before and tried recreating those."

Bringing it from his secondary bubble to the main one, he commanded it to hover a few meters in front of them and spin at full speed, its edge facing the humans.

"It's enchanted now," he explained, and summoned a few thick branches he had gathered in the dungeon. "Durability, spinning, and sharpness. Watch."

Casually, he flicked one of the branches at the disk. There was almost no sound as the two halves of it fell to both sides, the cut so clean that one would expect it was created by a laser.

"Well, yeah. They're much better than the last versions I used, but not nearly as sharp and strong as Stargazer. The good news is that I wasn't expecting them to match a Superior weapon, so they're pretty good as they are."

"Erm," Kayla gave him a long glance. "Have you identified the disk?"

Huh?

[

Whirling Razor - Rare

]

"Oh… That changes some things," Lev mused, head tilted slightly. "Didn't think it would count as Rare."

"Wait, so you created a Rare item in the same time we cleared the dungeon?" Amelia questioned, both shocked and amused.

Lev gave her a sidelong glance. "I actually tested like ten different versions of them and settled on this one."

"Right…"

**

During the flight back, no first-threshold monsters attacked them. The dungeon was only a few hours away from the city by normal standards, and Lev landed in front of Windkeep after less than fifteen minutes.

As his team grew stronger, they handled his flight speed more easily. He still couldn't accelerate to anywhere near the maximum speed without hurting them, and neither did he need to. Their speed already far outclassed traveling by carts or running.

The disks were just as potent as expected. Chunks of orcs and goblins were left in their wake as three disks neatly separated them into several pieces. Lev was feeling rather optimistic about the whole process, especially because Kayla's comment earlier had sparked another line of thought.

He could sell these!

Drakys had given him some pretty strong anti-theft formations to hide the runes or shatter the construct if someone pried too deeply. Without worrying about that, he could sell the disks at a reasonable price after Hakim's approval. The man would know if he wanted such sharp weapons in the hands of gold or platinum hunters.

Lev wasn't going to make it easy on them either. Just like the tri-shield bracer, he was going to ensure that the disks acted as training tools to improve the mana control and mental faculties of the wielder.

Which should further increase their price, he snorted, passing through Windkeep's gates after a brief identity check. I mean, since I have kinetic energy runes, I can also sell one-time use weapons, but that sounds more effort than it's worth unless I somehow overload them with destructive mana types.

Either way, these disks could serve as the starting point of his career as a crafter. No matter how many constructs he created for himself, The System had already told him that he would need to arm humanity with them too. The disks sounded like a good idea for that.

His team returned to their rooms to decompress and digest the experience. Lev himself made his way to the hunters guild, feeling both Sherron's and Hakim's auras inside. They were concealed like usual, but now that he was a Master, his steps almost faltered once his increased sensitivity registered them. Those two were unbelievably strong.

A bit later, he knocked on the office doors and waited. They swung open in their usual delayed fashion, and he bowed his head deeply after taking a few steps inside.

"Take a seat," Hakim waved him in, his voice almost physically weighing on Lev's shoulders. "Is everything alright?"

Lev nodded and moved his seat a little closer to Sherron's. "Yeah, I just returned from my team's first delve. It went swimmingly if you're curious. While watching them, I had a lot of spare time, so I created a newer version of my disk."

Saying that, he summoned the slightly bloodied disk on the table. Hakim and Sherron merely looked at it for a moment before turning to him.

"Now, I'm pretty sure that thing can cut through second-threshold monsters up to like level 300. So, what I wanted to ask is, will it be a bad idea to modify the disks and sell them? It will be pretty simple for me to make them controllable by others and make channeling mana into the runes harder. That way, it will also double down as training equipment that improves with your skills."

"Why do you want to sell them, though?" Sherron questioned to pull out more of his thought process.

"Hmm, mainly because I need to start making a name for myself, too," Lev grinned. "Crafting will be my largest timesink going forward, and I can't exactly hunt for every single needed material. Which reminds me, I should have some merit points to my name, right?"

"Only from the mythril quests," Hakim answered, seeing Lev's angle properly now. "We trade materials for merit points, but you're better off buying specific runes. It will not be easy to accumulate enough merit points to buy crafting materials in bulk."

Lev fell into thought after that. The others gave him time. A crafter's first steps were the hardest, after all.

More options, great. So now I can hunt for materials, buy them for merit points, or trade excess resources with other merchants or hoarders for the more exotic stuff. There's also the question of what manner of runes I can buy from the guild. Actually, it would be better to ask what can I not buy from them? The strongest are all hunters or adventurers.

"Let's return to the disk for now. Thoughts?"

"They're good," Sherron commented. "Good enough that even new Masters would happily buy them."

"Really?"

She nodded. "Not everyone wants to fight stronger and stronger monsters for a living. A bunch of them want to take it slow, explore their skills to the limit, and only fight dangerous monsters when strictly necessary. They have all the time in the world."

"So it's more just a good tool for them, and not a training aide," Lev added thoughtfully. "I mean, it should be possible to make it even harder to control them, but that will take a few days or weeks to really make. How do I spend my merit points in the meantime?"

"Talk to the guild accountant for that," Hakim answered.

The guild accountant, Alina. Last I heard, she kept track of all promotions and quests, storing the records in large stacks of papers.

"I see. Where do I find her?"

Instead of answering, a pulse of mana traveled through the table and up into the ceiling, alerting someone several floors higher. Lev just leaned back to wait. Grabbing Sherron's left hand, he put it on his head, silently asking her to mess with his hair until the accountant arrived. She hadn't done that in a while.

Hakim only glanced at them once before ignoring them.

A few minutes later, someone approached the guildmaster's office. That was way longer than Lev expected anyone to keep Hakim waiting, especially since the accountant was in the same building.

The doors opened to reveal a middle-aged woman with bright white hair and piercing black eyes. Their gazes locked, and Lev immediately knew something was wrong. Sherron's hand still ruffled his hair, something he noted that she should've stopped by now, and the sounds from beyond the open doors were also muted. His eyes struggled to move away from the woman's, though a long blink solved that.

Despite the odd occurrence, he still bowed his head to show respect.

[Historian - Level 426]

Alina let her gaze linger for a few more instants before straightening and bowing to Hakim and Sherron for a full second.

"I'm sure you've heard plenty about Lev," Hakim began, his voice relaxed, unlike usual. "He wants to learn about how our merit point exchange works."

Alina didn't show any outward reaction, but her disappointment was impossible not to notice. "Is that all?"

"Pretty much," Hakim answered. "Tell him about the extent of what he can trade right now, and how material exchange works."

"Can I do it here?" Alina asked. Lev deduced the question was unexpected because Hakim took a moment longer to reply.

"Sure."

"There is much I wish to ask," she started, turning to Lev and summoning a large, comfortable chair for herself. "Much about you is shrouded in questions without answers."

"For good reason," Lev added before she could rapid-fire questions.

"That is yet to be seen," Alina deflected, unbothered. "First, Alec took in a random orphan as a disciple with Orianna's approval. The latter makes sense, but the former doesn't even begin to. I don't like it. What made him choose you? How did he even find you, or was it the other way around? Alec is known to be uptight about his knowledge."

"You clearly don't know him well enough," Lev spat, unreasonably irked. "I've never found him to be stingy or 'uptight.' Perhaps try again once you start treating him better or fixing whatever else you're doing wrong."

Sherron's hand pressing on his head stopped him from going further, only now remembering who he was talking to.

Alina, however, didn't seem to mind in the slightest. "So he shows such a favorable side to you? Interesting. Did he teach you about his techniques?"

"No, only the basics."

"Why is that?"

"Because I didn't ask for more," Lev gave her an irritated look. "I'm not answering any more questions about him."

"Fine, what about Sherron? This is the first time I've seen her make such casual physical contact with anyone."

Lev didn't answer and instead turned to Sherron. "It would be entirely reasonable for you to zap her right now."

The lightning Exalted merely chuckled, thoroughly enjoying the bizarre questioning session.
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  "You have not answered me," Alina reminded him.

"What even is there to answer?" Lev frowned. "Everything is in front of you, and I have no reason to explain this to you, either."

"One Master point per ten questions."

That made him shut up quickly. Master points were rare. Lev didn't know how many he currently had, but he was still certain that dangerous quests barely gave two or three.

"How much is a Master point worth?"

"Your current balance is 4 points," came the simple answer. A month of patrolling, taking harvesters to the edges of the Grand Forest, and facing a large portion of an eight-rated wave by himself only amounted to that much. Lev no longer had any doubts about just how enticing that offer was.

"I'll decide which question to answer."

"Obviously," Alina gave him a look. "First, who are you?"

"I'm Lev, born an orphan and currently a Master hunter aiming to become an adventurer."

"Is that all?"

"For that question? Yes. There are Master points on the line."

"How did you end up under Alec's tutelage?"

"I sought him out and asked for an apprenticeship."

"Why did he accept?"

"Because of my special circumstances and titles."

"Explain."

"I won't tell you anything about the former," Lev shook his head. "Even for the latter, I'll tell you the gist of it if you count that as an answer."

"Fine."

"I was born with two titles. One improved my soul and the other my willpower."

"Why?"

"I am not willing to answer that."

"Alright. Give me a moment," she said and summoned a thick tome on her lap. A pen also appeared in her left hand, and she started writing almost too fast for Lev to track. He didn't try to read and gave her time, sorting out the answers in his head to maximize Master point gain.

He also sent a short glance at Sherron, who nodded gently. It seemed that there was no harm in answering.

"Thank you for the wait," Alina closed the tome and stored it back in a spatial storage. "When did you first meet Sherron?"

"Back when she and Orianna came to visit Alec after hearing about the new apprentice."

"What was your first meeting like?"

"I was scared out of my mind," Lev chuckled. "Both of them had such potent auras."

"They keep their auras constantly contained. Why was it scary, then?"

Whoops.

"Erm, I have an increased sensitivity to auras," he regretfully answered, knowing damn well that could've led to extra questions, and consequently, more points.

Hakim spoke for the first time during the whole exchange. "If you're worried about information leaking, you have my word that it won't. She knows better than to leave behind records of delicate information."

Lev looked at him for a long few moments, deciphering the expression. Hakim didn't seem to be worried about the questioning in the slightest, and, if anything, his eyes seemed to be encouraging. With a shrug, Lev turned back to Alina and waited for her next question.

"Who are you?" she asked again, sure of her question.

"I am Lev, twice-orphaned and a reincarnator."

She didn't react immediately, eyes frozen as her brain tried to process the information. "Twice?"

"Correct. Once in this life, and once in the past life."

"Past… what?" Alina turned to Hakim, agitated. The guildmaster only nodded once. "Where did this past life take place?"

"Not on Monarch or the Empyrean Empire."

"Where, then?"

"On a planet called Earth. I don't know what era my civilization existed in, but most likely before the Empire."

"… I don't know what to ask. If you are willing to explain in detail, I can increase the number of points-"

"You can figure that out on your own," Lev interrupted and sighed. "Where to even begin?

"I don't remember seeing my parents on Earth. Nobody even told me who they were or how I ended up in the orphanage, let alone if they were dead or alive. All I know is that there was no one else willing to take me, and nobody ever contacted me either.

"It wasn't a terrible life though. Earth was not a civilization of magic or mana. I think there wasn't any mana on the planet. Animals were all we had in nature, no monsters. Humans were the only species on the planet too, so we had a long history of everything.

"There was a lot of horrible stuff in that history, but plenty good too. Either way, technological advancements remained somewhere in the middle of that, but for me, it was definitely a positive. I found a cracked old phone on a sidewalk one day and waited for anyone to come searching. When no one did, I kept it for myself since there was no card or anything inside to identify the owner.

"Oh, a phone is like an artifact not similar to the recent breakthroughs with mapping. It let me connect to a global network of information, and that was plenty to spend my free time on. That lasted until I turned sixteen and was urged to earn a living for myself, to free up space and food for the younger generation.

"Things… didn't quite go as well as planned. I didn't have any clean clothes, let alone knowledge about how to present myself in front of a professional. Plenty of doors were slammed closed in my face before a kind gentleman pretty much took pity on me. It was a last-ditch effort at applying for an assistant. No, not even an assistant, just a glorified pack mule.

"I don't know what Mr. Benson saw in me, but he accepted me as a personal assistant. I wasn't his secondary assistant, or even tertiary, but he still kept me around. The wage was also enough to let me pay for transportation and clean clothes, plus a bit extra.

"That was still far from enough to live on, though. I worked part-time in a bakery and lived in their back alley in a mound of sheets and blankets. Food was also covered by those kind folks, may their souls find eternal peace.

"Three years passed like that until a chance for promotion fell in my lap. Several big shots were looking for capable assistants, and it turns out, Mr. Benson was training me for that opportunity. It was supposed to be a pretty big day," Lev scratched the side of his head, eyes staring at the ground. "Well, nothing good came out of it. I came back to my shoddy apartment that I could barely afford and passed out on the bed almost immediately. My… arms hurt quite a bit, and some previous injuries had been reopened, so the pain was too much. Next thing I knew, my eyes opened in another orphanage, one present on Monarch."

That was supposed to be enough, but then Sherron twisted his chair until Lev's back was facing her. Leaning forward, she rested her head on his shoulder, staring into his eyes with the most kind, gentle expression he had ever seen on her face.

A short glace was sent toward Alina, who bowed while seated before quickly marching out of the office. Only Lev, Hakim, and Sherron remained.

"Are you alright?" Sherron whispered, understanding how overwhelmed he was right now after digging so deep.

Lev wasn't seeing right. His eyes stared at the floor, but the ground seemed to distorted. A silent tear fell, clearing up his vision.

"Yeah…" he whispered back, tilting his head until his cheek rested next to Sherron's. "It was extremely painful, you know? My arms were bloated to almost twice their size, and I'm pretty sure they were permanently damaged. My arm sleeves were also filled with dried blood because the bones in my right arm were barely whole.

"What happened?" she asked in the same, tender whisper.

"I…" Lev struggled to find words for a few seconds. The struggle turned into a hollow chuckle. "It seems so insignificant now. My encounter with the warg was so, so much worse."

She didn't say anything this time, only wrapping her arms around him from behind and waiting.

Lev sighed. "When I was like… ten? Or maybe eleven, I and a group of kids were playing in one of the larger back alleys. The game of tag got a bit out of hand as someone ended up putting a bit of money on the line. All of us wanted the reward. It could buy a bunch of sweets.

"The group eventually ended up running through the entire city block, remaining out of sight and choosing only vacant routes. After the winner had been decided, which wasn't me, we noticed just how far we were from the orphanage. There was a giant building above us. I couldn't even see its top without fully craning my neck.

"One of the doors near us opened, and an immaculately dressed chef stepped out. He seemed like a decent sort, not looking at us with pity or anything. We were all tired and sweaty, so he offered us water and food that would take some time to prepare.

"There wasn't any reason to deny for us. We were all kids and didn't really know better than that. I settled down in a corner to wait, too tired to stand for much longer."

Lev deflated after that as the memories came back in earnest. "I think I may have dozed off for a bit? When I opened my eyes, all the kids were running, and a boy was towering over my prone form. He seemed so huge back then, and the stench of alcohol wafting off him was immense. Out of the corner of my eye, I was able to spot the terrified expressions of one of the other kids as he was dragged into the back door by the neck by another boy.

"Well… long story short, I was reminded of my place quite clearly after that. I don't even remember much of it past my own screams and the occasional crunch of bones, only that 'rats like me didn't deserve the same air as them' and other things like that. When my mind cleared enough to fully open my eyes again, my right arm was bent in three directions, and my left leg wasn't any better.

"The rest is just like a fever dream. I dragged myself on one arm for a very, very long time. It took minutes to move for a few meters, and thank Monarch I wasn't bleeding much that I eventually made it to the road.

"I… almost wish I hadn't. There was a broken, bleeding kid dying on the sidewalk, and nobody moved to help me," Lev laughed. It came out without warning. "Someone actually threw me back into the alley, behind some trash.

"Even then, the people walking past me could see my state clearly. There were many who wanted to do something, but didn't move because they either couldn't afford to, or because they didn't want to get involved in whatever trouble I was a part of. Who could blame them? A random dying kid in the open. That just screamed shady business.

"Then there were the people who just looked at me in disdain. As if they couldn't believe they had to see trash like me that day! I was clearly in the richest part of the city, and their perfect clothes and visages reflected that. There was barely any foot traffic, and it still took… I don't know how long before a car stopped by. Funny, that. A vehicle stopped close by, not a pedestrian.

"It's fortunate that I was taken to a hospital after that, because I was half-convinced my organs were going to be sold on the black market given my condition. It's not like the half-dead boy could've put up any resistance, and the law enforcers usually turned a blind eye to such regions for obvious reasons.

"My right arm wasn't ever fixed either. It was just brought to a serviceable state. The doctors warned me quite sternly that any physical exercise was strictly forbidden. I couldn't even carry a bag in my right arm because of how much it hurt.

"The injuries truly made themselves known again on that promotion day. It was the day my life was supposed to turn around, you know? But well, the organization I worked in wasn't any better than the boy I had met on that fated day. Someone actually paid a few of the recruiters to approach me and guide me to one of the guest rooms.

"I was too excited and nervous to notice that we weren't moving to the interview rooms. They made me settle down and used the excuse of informing their colleagues to get out and discreetly lock the doors. It took a long time for me to realize that they weren't going to return and tried to move out. Obviously, the doors didn't budge.

"I thought it was a mistake at first, so I waited after knocking loudly on the door. Nobody answered in the next few minutes despite multiple attempts, and it was then that the panic set in. Monarch knows how long I spent screaming and clawing at the door, hoping anyone would realize that someone was trapped in there.

"Well, the janitors and caretakers had either been paid off or sternly warned to not touch the guestrooms. The doors remained shut for a long while, and slowly the sounds of parties and the social gathering died down. By then, my arms were already beyond repair, and I only noticed that the door opened because I was leaning against it when a maid approached the room.

"Back then, if I wasn't completely numb, I may have noticed the tears streaming down her face or her shaking body. Well, I do remember there was someone else there who called out to me, a woman I think. Didn't really register her voice and ran back to my apartment, and you know the rest."

Sherron had moved sometime during his retelling. Her head rested on his back as her arms hugged him tightly, a constant reassurance.

Lev breathed out and looked at the ceiling, feeling both tired and oddly light after finally letting it all out.

"It wasn't even that bad," he giggled, the sound containing a wealth of emotions. "The fight with the warg had reduced me to less than half, and even the final move from the flame tiger had nearly burned me alive. Both of them were far, far, more painful than what the boy had done to me. I just let it keep me down for way too long, never truly processing the pain and constantly pushing it down whenever it tried to resurface. Understanding came years later when I learned about therapy and how people coped with such situations, but the whole experience had already turned into a permanent scar.

"I… I'm just glad to be here now," he closed his eyes and leaned back into Sherron's embrace. "Good riddance to that shit planet."
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Lev felt… detached. Perhaps it was because he was now on Monarch, a planet far away from Earth, or the fact that Earth was most certainly gone if the diaries were anything to go by, but he couldn't bring himself to muster much in response to the whole reveal.

It was something he had gone through, and that hurt the most. That he had to endure so much with nothing in exchange. He was better now than he ever was before, and the clarity let him see everything clearly from an outsider's perspective.

It made so much more sense now. The encounter with the drunk boy was unfortunate, not something he could've changed. All that happened years later, however, was sort of his own fault.

To begin with, Lev clearly noticed that Mr. Benson saw no promise in him. The man had given an orphan a chance similar to how one would shelter a stray puppy during a rainstorm. He never even bothered to hide his pity, and turning a blind eye to it hadn't magically erased those memories.

Lev understood much better now. Back then, he had given in to the allure of a bright future, preferring to suffer the humility and extreme workload for a slim chance at forging a better life. Had the promotion day gone without a hitch, things may have turned out for the better, too.

Unfortunately, that didn't happen, so he could only focus on the actual past. Even right now, sitting next to Sherron and Hakim, Lev wouldn't hesitate to say that his past self was smarter than his current self. He didn't lack anything now and was amongst one of the mightiest of hunters below level 300.

Past Lev didn't have any of those privileges, except they shared the same mentality. Like he didn't back down from the gecko fight and saw it through to the end, he also challenged himself to make the best out of the opportunity riddled with thinly veiled disdain.

The difference was the lack of options. Lev could now scour every corner of the continent to fight the most suitable monsters for his growth, never limited by anything with his insane advantages. Past Lev didn't have that. He saw a single path, and dove into it with all his being.

The outcome couldn't have been worse.

Benson's unearned favor, Lev's out-of-place, unprofessional demeanor, an obviously wealthy organization curated by the elite of society, and the sheer lack of any practice or experience, all of it stood out like a sore thumb that turned him into the silent target of everyone's ire and judgment.

No one ever got physical, of course. Everyone was too 'dignified' and 'refined' for that, but that didn't change how overworked he was or how many errands he had to run. Looking back at it now, he couldn't understand why he stayed. The whole thing was loathsome, never giving him any free time or mental strength for hobbies.

He didn't even have any good friends, and worst of all, he wasn't ever allowed to be kind.

Even now, after all of it was said and done, he couldn't find it himself to wish well for anyone from Earth. Everyone had used him to their heart's content, and even Benson had fed his own ego by feeding him with crumbs.

Good riddance to all of them. They were all gone now, reduced to mere drops flowing in the river-

What?

Lev stood up, repeating the words in his head. Reduced to… reduced to what? There was definitely more. No fucking way my memory was just erased.

He tried. Again and again, he tried to complete the sentence in his head, but there was nothing else. It was infuriating, made even worse by the fact that he couldn't focus on it for long.

"OH FUCK YOU!" Lev showed the ceiling two middle fingers, knowing he couldn't do anything about it.

Sherron raised her head and looked at him quizzically. Lev just sighed. "I clearly remembered something but it was held back. Probably by The System."

"Then it was likely something harmful," Sherron commented after a few seconds, then refocused on his face. "How are you feeling?"

The frustration vanished immediately, as if it were waiting for the distraction. Lev took a few moments to scan his mind. "Much, much better. Honestly, I was already past the experience, but sharing it made the fact truly settle in. Fuck Earth, fuck the rich assholes, and fuck the shit, endless cycle of misery."

He took a few deep breaths, unable to contain his smile. "I'm the one with a Wisdom Boost and still alive on a miracle planet, not those slithering bastards."

Sherron and Hakim didn't disturb him as he ranted for a little longer, cursing out everyone to his heart's content. Only when he slumped back down did Sherron laugh and speak.

"That was a lot," she commented, smiling brightly. "Try releasing your aura."

Lev tilted his head before remembering that auras were greatly affected by emotions. Gradually, he pulled it out of his own body, letting the room drown in his presence.

It was glorious. The difference wouldn't seem that great to an outsider, but to him, it was impossible to miss. Every nudge of his mind made it swirl softly, obeying the command without any interference. Another poke and the whole aura seamlessly retreated into his body, its spiritual weight a constant presence by now.

"Wow…" he repeated the exercise, finding each attempt just as easy as the last. "Is this normal?"

Lev didn't get an answer for a few seconds, so he looked at the two spectators. Both of them looked normal, but there was something… off about them.

"What's wrong?"

Sherron shook her head, the smile on her face nothing like he had seen before. "Are you that happy to be with us?"

"Of course?" he answered, confused. His aura also matched the emotion, showing just how pointless the question was. "I thought my clinginess was answer enough."

"That's not…" she trailed off with an exasperated sigh. "You idiot."

"Your idiot," Lev chortled and looked at Hakim. The man, too, sported a small smile on his face, the most emotion he had ever shown. "Why are you two reacting like this?"

"Do you have any regrets?" Hakim answered with another question.

"I… don't?" Lev blinked a few times, trying and failing to muster up any sadness for the people his presence had killed in Runespires for he was also a victim. The rebuke from Noah tried to resurface but he pushed it down. He hadn't forgotten. "I guess my only regret is not being strong enough to make sure that all of you can exist safely."

"That's true for all of us too," Hakim raised a brow. "Do you really regret that?"

"Nope," Lev answered after a bit of thought. "It's more a desire than a regret, just a sad one. So, in the end, I have no regrets."

"That's exactly the thing, Lev," Sherron looked at him, now back on her seat. "All of us have something holding us back. Doesn't matter if it's caused by love, monsters, people, or whatever. Everyone has their inner demons… except you, it seems."

Lev huffed and crossed his arms. "I'm just glad to be here. What's so odd about that?"

"You don't understand," she said, exasperated. "I don't feel anything negative in your aura. Is there really nothing that you wish you had?"

He stopped himself from outright denying it again, taking his time to think things over. What did he still regret that he never got it on Earth? The answer was nothing material. If anything, he only wondered what it would've been like to have good friends, but circumstances would've made that hell too. Then there was the matter of love…

"Nope," Lev coughed, staring at the ceiling. "Not a single thing."

"Uhuh," she nodded slowly, effortlessly reading his mind.

**

Finding Alina was a simple affair. There were only a few halls on the fourth floor, and she was present in the central one. Lev knocked on the massive double doors and waited.

The accountant walked to the doors to open them before marching back to her seat. Lev took that as a suitable invitation and followed, taking a seat opposite her. He refrained from looking around for now.

"Before anything else," he cut her off when she was about to speak. "I want compensation. You made me talk about things I had no plans to reveal."

"… How much?" she questioned with a frown.

"I have no need for points, give me some runes. Preferably related to absorption and conversion."

"That can be arranged," Alina allowed, still not happy with the direct demand. "What else brings you here, hunter Lev?"

"To continue the questioning session from before," he replied and made himself comfortable. "I am not averse to earning more points."

"Let's continue then," she summoned two glasses of wine, then stored them in favor of simple grape juice after seeing Lev's reaction. "Where were we?"

Instead of answering, he glanced around. The hall room was almost empty, save for the few stacks of books and several neat pedestals with glass cases on top of them. Inside each was an artifact and several epic items, some much stronger than others.

He wouldn't ever mistake them for combat pieces though. Regardless of their obvious strength, all of the pieces were present for their historical importance, and to the far right was a pair of crowns on the tallest pedestals.

"The Empyrean Crowns, both of them are linked to each other and share a lot of advantages amongst the wearers."

"Superior?" Lev questioned, unable to take his eyes off them.

"Upper-Epic, if you can believe it," Alina corrected, her tone easing slightly. "Somehow, without an Exalted crafter, the couple managed to forge a crown bordering on Superior Rarity with the help of capable enchanters."

Lev nodded slowly. "It is amazing."

"That it is," Alina nodded too. "Let's return to the matter at hand. You were talking about a device named 'Phone.' What is that?"

"Hmm," he scratched his cheek and formed a barrier phone. It was small, matching the proportions of the device he had, and he made it hover in front of her. Several small squares formed on the screen, depicting the installed applications. "Imagine a device that creates illusions for you, except it is powered by electricity channeled through something called liquid crystals. And no, I don't know the technical details…"

Explaining took much longer than he expected. The first rabbit hole turned out to be the internet, something with a surprising degree of depth despite how simple it sounded overall. Lev didn't even know he knew that much.

The back and forth also revealed a lot about similar networking attempts. The Empyrean Empire had such information relays, though they operated on a smaller scale, and attempts at recreating them had failed without exception. There was a natural phenomenon that disrupted all long-range transfer of mana on Monarch, which was also why communication crystals were so expensive.

Further delving into the topic revealed that the information relays were definitely possible still, but the cost at that point became prohibitive. Much of the resources were funneled into the Crimson Ravine's war efforts and city-scale formations in case of emergencies. Not a single valuable core was wasted.

That was also news to Lev. The Crimson Ravine was undoubtedly just as bad as the Dreadwoods. He wasn't aware of the robust infrastructure present there, however. It was unfortunate that he couldn't show his face in that hell, for whatever came out to eat it might just be beyond humanity's capabilities to deal with.

"So these cars… moved with controlled explosions?"

"To my knowledge, yes. The liquid fuels were utilized in a precise manner, though I don't know much beyond that," Lev answered while forming a general model. "They also went pretty fast. Even right now, I can't be certain if I can match the top speed record with my bubble. Probably can, but no way to know for certain."

Alina inspected the barrier car closely as he showed it from different angles. "These things can move that fast?"

"Even faster if you modify it for yourself, of course. Our roads are way sturdier, and with the right enchantments and formations, the engine and all the extra bits can be discarded entirely. With much more control over its creation, I don't doubt cars can be forged into something fearsome enough to kill monsters by simply smashing through them."

Alina didn't seem convinced, which was fine. Lev had seen videos of what accidents at high speeds could do. A few intentional weapons into the mix, and the cars would turn into speedy war crimes.

"What other popular means of transportation were there?"

"I'm assuming you aren't interested in means of water travel?"

"I am," she shook her head. "It sounds insane, but every little tidbit matters when it comes to having an edge."

"Huh, okay. For the largest means, we had cruise ships," a barrier model accompanied his words. "They could easily house thousands of people, maybe even tens of thousands. Either way, they were reserved for the middle and upper-class folks. For smaller options, we had normal boats and some speedier ones. Submarines are probably a horrible idea on Monarch."

"I can guess what they are by names but can you give an example?"

Lev acquiesced and showed her a model. It was probably far from the actual thing as his knowledge was based on snippets of memories.

"And it travels underwater?"

"Yep. All I can tell you is that these things were created from extremely durable alloys to handle underwater pressure. Though, I imagine something like B-Hide probably outdoes them all."

"Not nearly enough," Alina commented absently. "What else?"

"The other two I think have the best shot of working on Monarch. Airplanes were used for air travel, and trains for ground travel. The former are like birds," he formed a plane and made it fly around, making sure to match the turns with the flaps on its wings. "You can see how they operate, and after the initial pull, they can glide for a long while depending on the height."

She nodded along, her understanding of such physics probably way higher than his own. "And trains?"

"Trains are simpler in theory," Lev formed a large barrier platform on top of the table they were seated at. "They moved on a fixed track, unlike usual vehicles. What I don't know however is how the modern trains worked. A bullet train easily shattered all records for the fastest speed, somehow using electricity to.. float forward on the tracks I think? Or whatever electromagnetics is."

"I get the gist of it," she replied. "Trains sound viable but why do you think planes can work?"

"Because they will be more protected than trains. Flying monsters are rarely too high in number inside the plains, and arming planes should be easy too. Given the freedom of movement mid-air, firing cannons should be easy with trained personnel."

"And that won't be true for trains?" she asked, amused.

"I mean," Lev took a bit of time to think. "From my point of view, a train moving through a wave will never last. You can fire as many attacks as you want, but without a crap ton of resources, it will never be enough. Airplanes will circumvent much of that and also allow for faster travel. Of course, I'm just basing this on my experience with barrier bubbles, so…"

"I guessed that much," she actually chuckled. He was starting to realize they had been talking for hours.
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"How did you find Alec?"

"Do not laugh," Lev gave her a stern look, "but I just marched up to his cottage and asked him to teach me."

"And how did he react?"

"Not well. I won't go into details. Know that I simply worked on my body for weeks before he taught me anything substantial."

"That much is expected. You were very young back then, so it was also not too far-fetched to assume the worst. A few centuries are far from enough to erase what we witnessed back then."

Lev nodded slowly. He for sure wasn't gonna forget anything about Chaos, though he still kept his emotions and aura completely hidden to the best of his abilities.

"You have a Wisdom Boost, correct?"

"I do," he answered easily. That was going to become common knowledge soon, anyway.

"Which skill awarded it?"

"Needle Precision."

"Not the other skill?" she mused. "Arcane Control sounds right up your alley."

"Can't exactly compare my control to the queen now, can I? She was the greatest for a reason."

"Fair enough. How did you meet Orianna and Sherron?"

"Alec invited them to meet his disciple."

"Who do you like more between them?"

"I will punch you."

"10 points," Alina grinned, the most vibrant emotion she had shown so far.

"I have never thought about this," Lev answered, eyes squinted. "For the sake of a definite answer, I will say Orianna, mostly because Sherron and Alec would probably be offended if I didn't choose her. I'm not gonna answer another question like this, either."

"Obviously. This one was just my way of gauging how they treated you," Alina added, unbothered.

"Shameless."

"Experienced, and that too."

"I wasn't expecting you to be so… amiable."

Alina tilted her head a little. "That's because you're getting the worse end of this deal. All I'll give you is something you can earn in a scant few years anyway."

"See, you expect me to still be relying on the basic stuff in a few years," Lev held up the refilled glass of grape juice. "But I guess actions will speak louder than words."

"Do not-"

"I know I know. I won't overdo it or go out of my way to gain power. You don't need to remind me."

"It is slightly worrying that you can guess all my thoughts on the matter by hearing just two words. That should be telling enough."

Lev snorted, actually enjoying the soft reprimand. "Noted. What else do you want to ask?"

"Are your personal capabilities off-limits?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"I just explained that to Sherron and Hakim. That's all you need to know."

Alina nodded slowly, smoothly moving on. "What happened in Runespires?"

"During the storm?"

"Yes."

"Do you know about the…"

"Faster formation of waves and attracting strong monsters? Yes. Many of our rotations have been changed based on where you stay. It is as much an opportunity for the veterans as it is a danger for everyone else."

"Huh…" he leaned back and put down the glass. "Something good actually came out of that? Props to you and the management for using it to your advantage."

"Sherron is almost assigned to you, Hunter Lev," she gave him a meaningful look.

"I see," Lev nodded slowly. The hidden meaning wasn't that hard to infer. If something too strong for her came along, they would both die. If something distracted her for long enough, he would die. Getting stronger quickly was still a priority.

"Anyways, on the Central Spire, a stormrider vulture ambushed us a week ahead of the expected time," Lev explained, unable to forget even a single detail of that day. "Beatrice and I were alone up there and well… we lived, somehow. She almost didn't."

"Did the threader also find you in a similar manner?"

"It did, though there's no way to know for sure. Have there been any cases of stray threaders so far from the ravine?"

"No. That was the only recorded one."

**

Their questioning lasted for a bit longer, mostly related to his adventures. Lev only kept the Chaoswalker encounter to himself, for everything else wasn't anything ground-breaking, just strange and unexpected. He really wanted to meet a core guardian again, though. Just to see how he fared against it now.

In return for all that talking and missing his team's second delve for the day, he was now in possession of two more runes. They were two-dimensional and worked without willpower, though one wouldn't deduce that after looking at their forms.

Each rune was incredibly complex, requiring half as much space as his entire enhancement formation, and for good reason. The first, Porous Constitution, made it so that his barriers would absorb a portion of mana-based spells or kinetic energy from monster attacks based on the formation, and the second, Transformation, would allow him to turn them into other mana types.

The benefits were obvious, but there were downsides too. For one, even if Porous Constitution allowed mana types to be absorbed from attacks, they still harmed the barriers in the process. It didn't actually negate that bit, and once inside his barriers, mana types like fire or lightning would also see increased effectiveness, let alone something like acid or steam that would completely disintegrate them.

Another usual issue was the size and supporting runes requirement. Lev actually had two converter formations and other decent runes from Drakys' collection, and size wasn't really an issue for him. When crafting Epic items, one had to keep in mind the material costs and their treatments, but fortunately for him, barriers weren't limited by that. Treatments were manageable despite being costly.

With a slow, deep breath, he banished those musings and knocked on Kayla's door. His team was present in her room, and Jack waved him inside after opening it.

"Is everything alright?" he asked.

Lev nodded and summoned a chair for himself. "Yep. Just got entangled with the guild accountant."

"Alina Decker? What did she want from you?" Kayla questioned.

"She was just curious," Lev shrugged. "Alina wanted to know the how and why of my past, so I explained it all to her. A lot of questions followed, but at least I was rewarded for it all."

"You better be," Amelia huffed. "We missed our delve!"

"Ah, of course," Lev smirked. "That delve was certainly worth almost as much as a dozen Mythril quests. Totally. And we have time. You guys need to sleep for like, what, four or five hours at most? Plenty to clear the dungeon and sleep."

That made them all pause for a few incredulous seconds, sharing glances. Kayla shook her head and visibly tried to ignore his earlier words.

"Sure, when do we leave?"

"Right now."

**

Nothing of interest happened in the next two weeks. Lev messed around with creating new formations and generally improving his craft to evolve the carving general skill. His team also hit the first gap earlier than expected, leaving them with over a month to reach level 100, hit the level cap for all skills, and then train with their Master teammate when it would no longer affect their evolution.

In the same vein, Lev was left with a lot of free time on his hands. The wave came and went, requiring him to only support from afar. The sheer amount of projectiles he could launch endlessly was plenty, and this time, instead of getting close and personal, he just bombarded the most dangerous monsters with waves of infused lances.

That was fun.

Beyond that, he didn't even gain a single class or skill level. He gained almost nothing except a few valuable cores and recognition, both of which he could gather by himself later on anyway.

The real problem, Lev thought, looking at his hand as he sat on Windkeep's wall, legs dangling towards the sunset, is the itch acting up again. I've made no strides for too long now. The tiger was the only thing that last challenged me, and the crafting skill probably won't evolve without pushing it in combat.

Without leaving his team, there was little he could do to further advance. Two realistic options presented themselves after a lot of consideration. The first was to roam the edges of the Dreadwoods under Sherron's supervision, and the second was to work on his physical capabilities. It all came down to how much he was willing to push himself, and Lev was more inclined to choose the latter.

After all, his team was slowly approaching the limits of their skill and class levels, and at the current rate, that would take two weeks at most. He wanted to spend all the remaining time with them instead of going on his own adventures.

To that end, he jumped back down and strolled to the hunters guild after his team's troll dungeon delve. It was the first time they had almost failed, largely because of the troll shaman boss. All of its earth attacks were too fast and lethal, requiring a coordinated burst of attacks to finally put it down. Even disoriented, the shaman never stopped casting, putting a hole through Jack's arm.

And they weren't even angry at me for letting the attack through, Lev sighed to himself, recalling Jack's pointed stare when he was about to bring up the topic. The warrior read his mind without trouble, silently telling him that it was okay.

Inside the guild, he marched up to the receptionist, who straightened after seeing a Master approach.

"How may I help you, Sir?" the young man gave him a practiced smile.

"I want to post a request on the board."

"What sort?"

"Training. I need gold or platinum-ranked warriors to spar with. The pay will be 10 gold per hour."

".. That's too high sir. People would happily accept for even a fifth of that."

"Then I'll do 2 golds. When will the quest go up?"

"Right now, sir. Give me a moment," he dipped his head and quickly went upstairs, probably to consult Hakim. Lev waited patiently for a few minutes before the man returned with a stamped paper. Waving Lev to follow, he quickly went to the massive board and pressed the paper against it.

A pulse of mana made a part of the surface sticky, now displaying the quest to all passersby. The timing portion was still empty, so Lev asked the receptionist to mark them as anywhere between sunset to midnight.

"And where can the acceptors find you, sir?"

Lev thought about it. "If I'm available, I'll be here."

He hadn't even confirmed the few remaining details with the first interested party approached him.

"2 golds per hour?" the man confirmed, to which Lev nodded. "Why?"

"Why not?" Lev questioned back. "My skills lend themselves to melee capabilities quite well. No point in wasting free time by being completely free."

[Warrior - Level 197]

Gold-ranked party, he mused, finding the man in front of him to be the only warrior. "So, are you up for it?"

He shrugged. "Sure, I ain't got nothing to lose. When do we start?"

"Today, if you're free," Lev replied, glancing at the man's team. They seemed to be fine with the agreement, and that was proven further when they shared a glance with Lev's new sparring partner. A silent conversation followed before they went their own way.

"Name?"

"Charles."

"Alright, Charles. The rules are simple. Come at me with full force when I tell you to, and stop when I ask. If you're tired, just tell me and we will take a break."

"Fine by me."

A bubble suddenly materialized in front of them. Charles peered at it curiously but still followed inside without hesitation. The invisibility formation came alive again as they ascended, quickly flying to the city gates. Lev debated getting his team to spectate the incoming brawls but decided against it. This wasn't going to be a one-time thing— they could see it later.

While they landed close to the wall, a few hundred meters away from the gates, Lev prepared a barrier arena. A large 'ground' formed first, nearly two dozen meters in radius. Walls rose next, covering them with a dome. Invisibility and Concealment formations appeared on the huge construct, the runes hidden by an extra rune concealment formation.

"Now, then," he began, summoning his armor into its active state. "Are you a good barehanded fighter?"

"Decent, I'd say."

"Good, give me a moment."

The formation was already planned out in his head, so Lev began with the additions to his armor. Two triangular shields grew out of his arms, similar to bucklers but not round. They were quickly enchanted with his new runes, serving as a node to absorb kinetic energy and convert it into lightning mana.

Minutes passed in silence as Lev remained absorbed in the process. Charles watched the changes in his armor, even if he couldn't understand them due to the sheer complexity, giving the Master time.

The entire new formation stretched from his back to both his arms, expertly avoiding the fireball and lightning bolt formations already present there. Runes eventually ended on the new, small shields, completing the theoretical Kinetic Absorption formation.

"Sorry for the wait," Lev said and took a basic stance, one favoring aggression. "Ready whenever you are."
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Lev made the first move, not utilizing his imbuement or enhancement formation. Raw manipulation power saw him gliding forward with a small shockwave, reaching Charles in a blink.

The man was prepared, his arms crossed to block the first obviously weak punch. It still made him slide back a couple of steps, though the impacted arms were completely unharmed.

Getting a nod, Lev upped his strength and used his enhancement formation at a fifth of its total strength. Charles finally got serious and used his own body enhancement, deflecting the next punch and countering with a jab. Lev was waiting for that and brought his new construct to block it.

Without pausing, he leaned back to avoid the second fist and observed the result of the formation. It had actually worked, providing him with a small amount of lightning that was immediately imbued into the armor.

Speed slightly higher, Lev ducked under Charles' kick, deflected his punch, and elbowed his stomach in the same instant. With just a little bit of the elemental imbuement, his skills had improved his control by that much.

The fighters disengaged, and he quickly fixed the areas of the formation that immediately stood out as horrendously carved from a single use. There were few, though that was still unacceptable. His accuracy needed more work.

Charles didn't push him, and when Lev signaled he was ready again, the spar began anew. They both rushed each other, neither using their full strength, though it slowly ramped up.

Lev's increments were limited to a slightly higher amount of mana being channeled into the enhancement formation, and by the time he was nearing a third of his maximum speed and strength, Charles was constantly on the back foot. His moves were wilder, more focused on speed and strength than technique, and his eyes darted around constantly under the barrier armor's onslaught.

Not a single moment was spared for him to find his rhythm as Lev's low sweep forced him to jump back. A burst of speed saw him in front of Charles before the man could think of retaliating, putting an end to the brawl with a single tap on the shoulder.

"Not bad," Lev praised, having learned a lot about his armor's limit by fighting against a human. "What weapon do you use?"

"Hammer."

"Perfect," they both returned to their original positions. "Full force again."

A hammer was summoned, and Lev prepared himself. The hammer was covered in a dense web of enchantments, noticeable despite the cloaking. Lev couldn't decipher the exact functions, but it wasn't hard to guess when the weapon suddenly screamed danger.

Without second-guessing himself, he used the full might of his enhancement formation's durability function, upping that feature to its maximum. The hammer smashed into his right arm's shield with the force of a troll commander, cracking the barrier ground underneath his feet and sending him flying.

Charles was upon him again without wasting a moment, and this time, a noticeable surge of converted lightning imbued his armor as Lev met the blunt weapon with stubbornness of his own. Utilizing the burst of lightning, he righted himself mid-air and swung his right shield again.

Hammer and barrier collided in a loud boom, and both of them went flying this time. Charles grimaced, the hammer slipping from his cracked palm, whereas Lev's shield had also shattered, leaving the armor's limb slightly cracked despite the high durability. A simple thought fixed the damage, though it was still impressive.

"You alright?"

Charles let out a strained chuckle, fixing his dislocated shoulder. "A little roughed up, is all."

"Do you mind if I heal you?"

The warrior stared for a moment. "No need to use a potion-"

Lev rolled his eyes and sent a stream of restoration mana into the cracked palm, shutting him up. A few seconds passed, and the man was as good as new.

Wordlessly, they both got into position again, and the spar began anew.

**

Three hours of punching and kicking each other later, Charles left six gold coins richer. Lev also considered the money well spent, having significantly improved the runes and learned more about their formation.

As it stood, about 10% of the physical force was absorbed by the porous constitution rune. That didn't sound much until he actually had to face strong monsters, the type that would squish him on the spot. Each impact would generate a lot of lightning, especially once he improved the formation through the current feedback.

There were two things seriously hurting the absorption and the resulting conversion. Firstly, his carving was far from perfect. Each rune involved was large and difficult, requiring not just a lot of space but also mental gymnastics to fit them together properly.

Secondly, the absorbed power put a lot of stress on the runes. Lev needed to ensure the kinetic energy capacity of the formation was higher, and maybe even look to automate the lightning imbuement. It wasn't like he was going to have a single absorption formation on his armor.

Night was in full swing by the time he returned to his room and inspected himself. The itch was lower in intensity, as he had made actually meaningful progress. It lessened even further when Lev formulated all potential uses for the formation, opening one path after another. There were way too many, though it was going to be best to stick to the elements he was the most familiar with.

The fight with the executioner beetle had revealed that higher-tier elements depended on one's willpower, and willpower operated on the subconscious. To have the highest chance of evolving his lightning and fire, he needed to practice with them even more and look for ways to augment them.

Doing that for fire was easy, and he already knew how to push it. Once he was done with his training his team, many chances for testing would show themselves.

Today was unexpectedly productive, he thought to himself, enjoying the cold water splashing on his head. The shower was one of the few mundane things he still never missed out on. Bodes well for the future. If the next wave isn't rated above six, I might join the front lines to test myself.

Either way, he was happy with the progress.

**

"So…" Jack slowly began, looking at the dungeon entrance. The portal was larger than Classer dungeons by a significant margin. "Why are we here?"

"This," Lev waved a hand towards the portal and stepped out. "Is the silver orc dungeon. It is the easiest to clear, and only has single enemies until the final encounter. You get what I'm saying?"

"I'm in," Amelia chimed in, to no one's surprise.

"I'm really fucking not," Kayla glared at her, and then at Lev. "What makes you think this is anywhere near a decent idea?"

"It is, though," Lev chuckled. "Orcs are weaker than most melee monsters. If you fight against them, it will result in accelerated growth. Come on."

Jack put a hand on her shoulder, silently conversing through his eyes. Kayla deflated after a bit and double-checked her armor. She was a part of the team for good reason and didn't lack any ambition compared to the other three.

It's just gonna take a bit of arguing to convince her in the future, Lev mused, not letting his thoughts show. She's gonna be like the reasonable adult of the team, isn't she? The voice of reason.

Her personality was the most developed of them all, too. Whereas Jack and Amelia constantly observed Lev and other people, Kayla already had her goals and ambitions set out for her. She knew what she wanted.

Even Lev wasn't as confident in his future as she was. He often second-guessed himself, which wasn't surprising at all given his circumstances. Death lingered at every corner far too much.

He had to clear his head when his teammates were ready. Activating the mana concealment formation on his armor, he stepped into the portal.

No enemy was visible on the grassland around him, so he activated the invisibility formation as well. Jack stepped in first after him, shield raised and hammer ready. Amelia and Kayla entered together, their shoulders easing when no monsters were visible nearby.

Lev ascended higher and entered his bubble, not forgetting to leave a few invisible shields near his teammates. Now that they were by themselves, the essence gains weren't going to be affected.

In the distance, a lone orc stood still, gazing at the flat ground with empty eyes. They found some life when its nose twitched, and then blazed with bloodlust when Lev's team came within a few hundred meters.

With a roar, it charged, leaving big indents on the ground with each step.

[Orc Warrior - Level 108]

Jack met its charge and quickly learned that it was a big mistake. His shield almost bent from the direct impact, sending him sliding back for several steps. He had to duck hastily when the monster's fist sailed close to his face, just barely missing.

Amelia quickly made use of the opening, cutting a deep gash on its chest. Or, her sword was supposed to, yet it only cut a few inches and seared the flesh from its temperature.

She darted back to avoid retaliation, and the orc didn't even acknowledge Kayla's mana bolts. They only produced shallow cuts, nothing more than scratches for the monster that stood taller than even Jack.

Hit-and-run tactics were deployed. Jack rushed in with his hammer and avoided direct impacts, only deflecting its blows at best. His body enhancement ran at full strength, barely providing him with the strength to hurt the monster with his hammer.

Amelia's approach was more controlled. She flared her enhancement to its maximum at precise moments, showering the monster with swift blows that cut deeper than the first. Every failure taught her how to pierce the durable flesh better, and her speed let her avoid the orc's meaty limbs.

Things finally tilted in their favor when Kayla's overcharged mana bolt dug into the monster's eye. It roared in pain, leaving itself completely exposed. Amelia's efforts were rewarded as she dug into its lower leg, finally cutting through bone after many strikes in the same location. Her strength still wasn't enough to cleave through, so she compensated with a fire slash inside the limb.

Jack was already present in the falling monster's trajectory. Combined with its fall and his full might, the hammer impacted the back of the orc's skull with enough force to pulp the squishy brain inside.

Hoho, Lev observed it all with a small smile. Kayla rushed to heal Jack's hurting arm from the initial blunder before treating Amelia's burn. A light slap on the back of her silver head was also added to the treatment, just for good measure and a reminder to not burn herself.

How would I compare to that orc? he wondered, watching closely as they found the next orc after twenty minutes. Kayla's buffs allowed them to recover pretty quickly. My disks were going to struggle to cut deep, which left lightning arrows to deal any realistic damage. Fire would, too, but the monster is way more durable than dormant trolls. Lightning was the better option.

He would eventually win. Granted, the fight would take much longer, and he would need to fly around on his shield to slowly target the monster's head. It wasn't a slow monster either. The orc was bulky and horrendous to look at, yet its muscles brimmed with strength and vitality. Each leap was enough to require his team's full effort to dodge, and without the ability to split its attention, Lev might have failed to kill it if something went wrong.

And this is their second fight against a first-threshold monster. It's not like they started with attributes as absurd as mine.

The future was bright, which was why he was even risking it. Granted, they weren't going to clear the full dungeon, as it had nearly two hundred monsters. The humans didn't have the mental fortitude for it either— not yet.

Regardless, fighting a dozen or two orcs was going to provide them with valuable experience in fighting above their level and also accelerate their skill levels. The faster they hit the cap, the faster he could face them on his own.

The next fight came and went, and after confirming that there was nothing abnormal about the dungeon for the third time, Lev allowed himself to relax slightly and work on the next crafting project on his agenda.

It was a simple dart gun. Well, he called it simple, but it was going to make use of an array. The array itself, however, was rather basic. Two formations were included in it, so he started by creating a prototype.

The purpose of the dart wasn't to be useful to him. Instead, he wanted to create it for support combatants and provide them with a decent tool that operated with small amounts of mana and possessed an acceptable degree of lethality.

A simple pipe formed, and he reduced its size until it was less than a foot long, and only as wide as two of his fingers. Enchantments were the tricky part, so he laid down the foundations of the array.

Mana flow rune accepted the input mana, and a timer rune activated the second part of the array after a fixed time by letting the mana stream into it. It was up to Lev to configure them, but he held off on that for now. Acceleration formation and kinetic empowerment, a basic formation designed by himself, were going to be responsible for the dart's speed.

Carving them was a straightforward task. The runes involved were two-dimensional and only reasonably complex, unlike the Flameforged Constitution. That rune dwarfed everything he had other than Arcane Supremacy in complexity.

By the time he was done, Lev held up the blowgun close to his eyes. The runes, ones he had practiced a lot before, were carved cleanly, and the array also seemed to be fully functional. All that remained was to configure the mana flow and timer rune, so he set the latter to the minimum interval to manually test it.

Creating a small barrier dart, he dropped it inside the pipe from the open end. A bit of mana was channeled into the array, and it immediately accelerated the barrier dart before the second formation took over. Just before the dart could fly out of the pipe, its kinetic energy was enhanced by a large amount.

The end result was a dart flying out of the pipe with enough speed to kill weak first-threshold monsters with a well-placed shot. Instead of theorizing, Lev quickly flew to an orc opposite to his team, who were currently resting after their second kill.

Forming a small hole in his bubble, the poor orc didn't even know what hit it when the dart blew a hole through its durable, ugly head, cleanly puncturing its brain.
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Lev discarded the idea pretty soon after that. The dart gun was potent, no doubt, but it was also empowered by two of his skills. In a normal person's hands, it was simply not going to be nearly strong enough to be useful.

Below him, his team was fighting their third orc. It was at level 112, and the small increase was making itself known in its faster reactions. The fight had been ongoing for nearly two minutes already, a long time at their rank.

Amelia's sword finally found enough purchase to disable its right arm, which let them abuse the blind spot and eventually eke out a win.

"That's enough for now," Lev announced from behind them, making them jolt in surprise as his bubble materialized in a blink. "Come inside and rest."

"Wait," Kayla asked even as they all entered the bubble. "We're leaving?"

"Leaving? No, of course not. Didn't you all just gain a lot of skill levels?"

Their eyes scanned the notifications again, understanding dawning on them.

"Good, now sit in a meditation pose, whichever works for you, and think back to the fights. Figure out what you did wrong and what you could've done better, then cross-check your conclusions with each other. All the next orcs are above level 115, and the fights will not be any easier."

They didn't need to be told twice, immediately sitting down with their legs crossed and reflecting on the recent battles. Kayla's passive auras also ensured that they recovered their resources quickly, making full use of the downtime.

"Will you not say anything?" Amelia asked, peeking open an eye. Lev just shook his head, so she closed it again.

**

Three days of uneventful delves and sparring with gold and platinum hunters later, something interesting finally happened.

Lev had just deposited his team into their rooms and was making his way toward the guild when Sherron sent a pulse of mana his way. It originated from somewhere above him, so he flew up until she materialized close to him, already decked out in armor.

"Is something wrong?" Lev immediately questioned, mentally preparing himself.

"Not really," she shrugged casually. "Inform your team that you will be busy for the next few days and come with me."

"To where?"

'The Dreadwoods. Usually, I take a Master team with me once every three rounds, but you're strong enough now. If you're up for it, accompany me for all the upcoming rounds until Drakys calls for you."

Lev thought about it, finding her timing pretty good. Contrary to his expectations, his team had fought over a hundred orcs in the past few days, challenging every monster up to level 125, which was their limit. They could push themselves more of course, but lacked the courage since they also weren't aware of Lev's invisible shields. That would defeat the point and cripple their advancement.

"Sure, that sounds pretty good. Let me talk to them. How long do rounds usually take?"

"One to three days, very rarely above two. It's not like we're gonna venture deep inside. That would take a week if we move stealthily and without rousing the entire region."

Leaving her floating there, Lev quickly flew back down to the Golden Basilisk and knocked on his team's doors. They opened after a few seconds, confused as to why he had returned so soon.

"Come to my room for a bit, there's something I want to talk about."

So, as they sat around the table in his room, Lev explained what Sherron had suggested and why it was feasible.

"I mean, that sounds like an extraordinary opportunity," Kayla voiced. "Don't let us hold you back. It's not every day that you can train under an Exalted's protection."

"Precisely," Jack nodded. "Besides, it's not like we'll stop training without you."

Lev didn't need to hear Amelia's opinion— it was the same as them. "Fine, which is why I prepared these things for you."

On the table appeared a barrier longsword, hammer, and shield. "Kayla, are your passive auras the only thing lagging behind?"

"Yep."

"Then use them 24/7 and train in one of the halls under the guild with these. I've adjusted them to be heavier and more durable and blunted their edges. The hammer is also designed to absorb kinetic energy, so you will need to try harder to move it for the same amount of force, and it will also negate much of the impact if you manage to land a hit on Amelia."

"What about me?" Kayla asked with a grin, just to tease him.

"You have the bracer," Lev rolled his eyes. "There hasn't been anything related to buffing others in terms of equipment, but I'm looking into another approach. Keep training for now and level your skills."

"Okay~"

He shook his head slightly and bid farewell to his team. The instructions were both simple and grueling, for if Kayla had to keep her passive auras active for as long as possible, she needed to do it for someone. Which meant Jack and Amelia had to spar for as long as possible too.

At the same time, the equipment was also designed to actively hinder them. It was the only reason he gave it to them. Kayla's tri-shield bracer was currently much harder to utilize than her general skill, though he wouldn't let her use it for too long. When it started to improve her mana barrier skill and mana manipulation skill, it would be considered external aid. Fortunately, he had screwed with the controls enough that she would need at least a week of practice to reach that point.

In case of the other two, skills simply didn't level by mundane training for combatants, not in the first gap. He doubted there was much to worry about.

Let's see how much they have progressed by the time I return, Lev mused and flew back out again, finding Sherron without a problem. Hopefully, they won't take me abruptly leaving them for my own progress negatively.

There was little reason for them to do so, but human brains tended to overthink things.

"Here," Lev gave the communication crystal from Jack to Sherron. "It has a decent range."

"From Dennis?" she asked after a single glance.

"Yeah, I traded them and a fire core for a minor stealth and shadow core."

"A deal in his favor," she commented. "How long do you need to prepare?"

"Can I have half an hour?"

She just waved a hand and flew to the western wall. Lev followed as he needed to land on solid ground to work on the ideas in his mind.

The Dreadwoods sprawled for as far as the eye could see in front of them, and it was somewhat surprising to see the distance between them devoid of any monsters. And, on the other side of the same coin, it was very worrying that the patrols and rounds were frequent enough that no monster was visible on the grassland.

"What are you doing, anyway?" Sherron asked, knowing he had thousands of projectiles stacked up in his bubbles.

"Armor plating and an actual helmet," Lev answered and summoned an armor stand holding a set of leather armor. It had plates attached to protect the vitals, four of them on the front and back, and also two shoulder pauldrons.

Creating the plates on his armor and enchanting them to remain in place was very easy. The bigger issue was the need to reconfigure his whole enhancement formation to both cover the plates and also allow for the extra runes to attach the plates and pauldrons to the armor itself. Similar yet smaller plates covered the legs too, and he scanned them intently.

A minute later, and with a little bit of regret, he filled out all the carved runes in his armor, erasing them. Only the pristine barrier construct remained, devoid of any enchantments.

The reason for a clean wipe was also important, as Lev planned to finally push his fire mana to a higher stage. Two major hurdles had stopped him so far— willpower and mana conductivity. Fire mana was volatile, and it didn't quite like to be channeled. He could subdue it rather easily, but working with large amounts was tricky.

Thankfully, he now had a rune called Flameforged Constitution. It not only increased the conductivity but also improved the armor's overall durability slightly. There was no downside as long as it was compatible with his enhancement formation, and that was already likely. Both formations had no reason to interfere with each other. One affected the base material, whereas the other simply moved it around better. Their natures were too different.

Or so he hoped.

So, without dallying any further, he started carving. The plates were given priority, as they were a new addition, and he didn't know the extent of enchantments required for them.

A simple adhesive rune pair was carved. Their function was limited to pulling each other towards themselves, and by extension, they also pulled the material they were carved on. The dual property let Lev carve one on his armor and the other on the plate, and a negligible stream of mana kept the plate properly attached to his armor. It wouldn't have been necessary if the armor wasn't so rigid in its form and allowed anything beyond slight modifications.

Once all plates were present on his chest and back, he also went ahead with the leg ones. Those were simple and worked much the same way, but also covered less area to not inhibit any movement. No doubt, there was a technique to make them cover his legs almost completely while allowing a full range of movement. Lev didn't know any.

For the helmet, he shamelessly stole Jack's helmet design and reduced the size until it rested snugly on his head. The helmet barely registered in his line of sight, so he went ahead and glued it to his armor's head after carving a simple durability enchantment on it.

Now… the hard part.

Quickly calculating how much space the enhancement formation and kinetic absorption runes required, he started carving again. Luckily, by covering almost the entire front of his torso, he had enough experience to twist the enhancement formations around the adhesive runes without sacrificing any efficiency or functions.

Similarly, a connector rune snaking up to the middle of the plates from underneath also extended the durability enhancement portion to all the plates. The plates themselves were enchanted with kinetic absorption formation, which was then linked to a basic stone enhancement formation present on them.

There were many better options for the secondary, 'on-impact' durability formations, except all of them were too big or stressful for his armor, especially for each individual plate. Hardening was the perfect solution, and he just happened to have a rune for that.

His helmet and leg plates also received the same treatment, and before long, he was ready to go again after carving the lightning bolt and fireball formation on his arms, and the flameforged constitution rune on his back. Instead of linking it to the enhancement, which was very much possible except perhaps too much for his current armor, he created another few streaks of connector runes and extended its effects to the whole armor from the back.

"Neat," Sherron remarked, using the word she had seen Lev use before. "That's hardening, right?"

"Yep. If it works as advertised, the plates should receive the formation's benefits just as an attack lands on my front. I don't know if the runes will be fast enough, but I imagine they will be, because my Perception also affects the entire thing."

"Your levels, too," she nodded. "Let's go."

The flight to the Dreadwoods was silent. Sherron seemed right at home while casually eating the distance at great speeds, whereas Lev had his eyes wide open, unblinking.

"This place is extremely creepy," he sent through the crystal, only now properly noticing the subtle aura emanating from the region. "Is it a mental attack?"

"We have no idea," she replied. "The Dreadwoods induce exactly what the name says in humans. I only brought you here because of your title. It shouldn't be that hard for you to push past the aura."

Lev merely nodded, having already noticed the same. The aura was weak and only marginally invasive, but that made it no less terrifying. He knew that it was waiting for the right moment, primed to invade his mind at the wrong moment and to kill him.

What a fucked up place. Why were we brought on this continent of all places?

As always, there was no answer, not even for the strongest of humanity. They existed at the whims of some distant gods or similarly powerful entities, and that was enough for Lev to cut off that particular line of thought. Nothing good was going to come out of that.

"Ready?" Sherron asked through the crystal after nearly three hours of flight and killing weak monsters. Lev immediately tensed and double-checked all of his equipment. "Don't fall for the mental traps."

What?

He didn't get a chance to question her. Down below, through the eerie trees, a grotesque form slithered towards them. Lev's mana concealment formation was running at maximum, but Sherron's presence was spread out for all to see, letting it track the duo without any trouble.

Though his mind didn't even register that, frozen in shock and fear from seeing the abomination. It was a… canine, if the word was twisted in several dimensions that shouldn't have existed.

Eight arms extended to the wolf's side, acting as legs, and the long tail on its back belonged to a lizard more than anything. It was thrice Lev's height at the shoulders, and the dark-furred wolf head at the front did not help the visage at all.

Overall, the monster was an amalgamation of different creatures that had no right to be alive so close to humans. Lev's mana was surging out before he could even scan the monster completely, already shaped to eviscerate it from head to toe.

[Dreadwolf - Level 410]

It didn't matter that the creature's aura was even more terrifying than the flame tiger's, or that it was repeatedly trying to drill into his mind. The dreadwolf had to go, and Lev swore on the spot that no dread monsters would ever get past him if he could help it, let alone reach the walls.
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"Wait," Sherron called out after seeing him form lances and orbs.

Lev almost growled at her, only now realizing just how much his mental state was affected. "Why?"

"Fight it from up close. I'll keep an eye on you."

He took a few deep breaths and let the lances disperse. The Exalted definitely had a reason for that request, and Lev trusted her with his life.

Shaking his head to fully clear the piercing aura trying to dominate him, he summoned Stargazer from his ring and descended. The dreadwolf didn't immediately rush him, content with observing him from afar while intensifying its mental assault.

Lev made the first move instead, while a torrent of fire mana rushed out of his converter. Before pulling it into his armor, he streamed a large amount of pure mana into the enhancement formation, and then into the flameforged constitution rune.

His worries turned out to be unfounded when both of them worked perfectly fine in tandem, empowering his armor to a new state primed to be imbued with fire mana.

It was then that he dragged all the converted fire mana under his control and let it enter his armor in a stream. Lev's world turned a fiery orange through the haze of heat surrounding him, and in a single leap empowered by a crap ton of fire mana, he was in front of the dreadwolf.

The wolf pounced at the same time, its jagged fangs oddly symmetrical. It was a good thing he noticed that, for when the tongue slithered out from between them, it extended for nearly a dozen meters.

Lev grabbed it in haste to avoid getting skewered, which was also a mistake. A burst of fire from his hand seared it and dried most of the corrosive saliva digging into his armor, requiring him to constantly repair it.

His brows rose even further as he darted back to avoid the dreadwolf's rumbling roar. It destroyed a large area of the ground he was standing on a moment before, though his attention was grabbed by the unholy fluid coating his hand. Instead of disintegrating, the saliva absorbed his fire mana and empowered itself.

Hackles raised, he did the only reasonable thing and upped the fire mana attacking the fluid. Raising his right hand towards the monster, a large, wild cone of fire shot out of it, almost catching the wolf due to its speed and area.

The solution also worked in completely removing the corrosive contents, and the monster chose that moment to redouble its mental attacks.

One moment, the Dreadwoods were silent, and the next, everything except the battle stopped existing. Darkness shrouded the region he was present in, one visibly empowering the dreadwolf and holding the human down, pressing on his shoulders with the might of impossible goals and shattered dreams.

Hopelessness tried to creep in, but Lev resisted enough to release a wave of fire to blast away the dreadwolf. It rose up faster than before, and its movements accelerated as well.

He didn't panic and used even more fire mana in his armor and matched it in melee. Dodging its initial lunge, he matched its arms with his own fists. The first punch was deflected with great difficulty, and the second overpowered his block and hit him squarely in the chest.

The plates on his chest worked as expected, absorbing a small yet significant portion of the impact to raise their own durability. As a result, he flew back like a cannonball, air pushed out of his lungs.

Much worse was the drastically increased mental assault. The physical contact had allowed the monster to drill even deeper into his mind, now completely shrouding the sky in darkness. Somehow, the area they were fighting in was still bright, except everything beyond two dozen meters was covered in inky blackness, providing cover for the dreadwolf.

So this…

Lev still didn't use Stargazer or his ranged attacks. Even the ropes on his bubbles remained stationary, though they occasionally twitched as he barely held himself back and fought against the invasive aura.

… is why Willpower is so important. No wonder Sherron brought me here today.

He could have pushed the whole mental effect away and blasted the wolf out of existence. It wasn't that strong, as the repeated clashes had revealed, but it was quite flexible.

Two of its right arms moved as a response to a failed lunge, and this time, Lev slapped away one and ducked under the other. His feet had barely touched the ground when a fiery shockwave tore it apart, launching him at the monster at a speed higher than what he could control.

Control wasn't necessary, anyway. His kick was perfectly executed, landing on the side of its turning head. Another wave of fire burst out of the impact, this one deliberately released to further damage the dreadwolf.

But physical contact allowed it to escalate the assault. The mental attack was crumbling at the edges now, pushed to the limits of the monster's skill, yet it still failed to make him stay still.

Whispers danced at the edges of his consciousness. The worst stole Orianna's voice, telling him that his goals amounted to nothing, and that he was worthless no matter how hard he tried.

How stupid.

Lev's lips were perpetually parted in a grin. If anything, the monster only confirmed just how deeply he cared about his found family and how much they loved him in turn. Those words would never leave Orianna's mouth, and no matter what he tried to imagine, he couldn't ever visualize the fire mage looking at him with disdain.

It just wasn't possible.

Well, thank you for that. He took a deep breath and jumped back, avoiding its fangs by a hair's breadth. The final piece of the puzzle just clicked for me.

What was fire?

Lev didn't quite know all the theories and facts about it. If anything, he was quite ignorant about the element. What he did know was that fire was heat, and heat needed something to be produced by. It could be very fast motion, such as his arrows that caught fire after a certain point, or an imbalance of energies, for which he had no examples. Or it could simply be a large amount of energy and its reaction. The possibilities were endless.

Point was, fire needed something to burn, and something more to burn even brighter. Flames created of mana used both air and mana as a fuel, predominantly the latter, but blue fire demanded something else.

Simply increasing the fuel didn't quite cut it. The fires became darker and hotter. That was all. The question was finally answered when he fought the beetle. Willpower was the primary component of higher-tier elements, though the fight itself hadn't revealed anything else. Only that.

Now, he had the answer. Blue fire was, after all, a relatively linear evolution of normal fire. The first step was indeed increasing the fuel being channeled into it, so he did just that with Stargazer's blade. Trying to create blue fire in his armor was going to end horribly for obvious reasons.

A giant amount immediately rushed through the glaive, further increased by its enchantments. All of it gathered in the long blade, as tall as Lev, to cut the monster to pieces. Its color changed in instants, going from pale blue to yellow to dark orange, radiating waves of heat that seared the ground around him.

The dreadwolf chased him in vain, recognizing its mental attacks continuously weakening. Lev's speed was too fast, each of his steps seeing him soaring through the trees while leaving a trail of burning air in his wake.

After he had an adequate amount swirling in the glaive, he focused inward. The aura of the dreadwolf intensified, pouncing at the opportunity, but he paid it no mind. Instead, he double-checked, then triple-checked the final requirement.

It was desire.

Desire was a broad term. What he felt was the need for a goal, the destination at the end of the path. That varied from person to person. Amelia could evolve her fire simply to push herself harder, to prevail where her parents and many others had failed. Orianna's fire, in the form of her fire soldiers, probably reflected her desire to save lives, just as Isabella's fire could evolve in accordance to the necessity of being stronger than everyone else because she was royalty. Just like them, Lev also had a goal.

He really wanted the monster to die.

There wasn't any deeper meaning either. The moment he had set eyes on the dreadwolf, he had declared himself its kind's nemesis. Dread monsters looked ugly, they were extremely dangerous, they were a pain in the ass for humanity, and, above all, they dared to touch his mind. No one dared to mess with his mind.

In a blink, Stargazer's long blade went from dark orange to a brilliant, swirling blue that immediately pushed back the darkness. Lev's mind reeled from the sheer difficulty of maintaining that much blue fire, except his eyes never left the monster that warily retreated.

More fire mana streamed into the glaive. It was becoming exceedingly difficult to control it all when he moved Stargazer into position, prepared for a horizontal swing. Before the dreadwolf could run away, feeling its death swiftly approaching, all of the muscles in Lev's arms and chest tensed. The glaive moved in a wide arc, forming a crescent moon of dense flames in its wake.

In a split second, the attack was ready, and Lev ordered the greatest fire slash he had ever formed to move.

The giant wave of flames that followed reached the monster in the same instant. Lev brought all of his walls and shields in front of him while quickly flying away, but he didn't need to.

Despite being composed of violent blue fire, the slash continued to tear apart the trees and carve a deep gouge as it flew in a straight line, just a few meters above ground.

Then it kept going. And going. And going…

Lev's face was becoming increasingly strange under his armor when Sherron suddenly grabbed him from behind and dragged him up at high speed. They ascended for kilometers in a few seconds, almost knocking him out from the speed, and also revealing that there was something wrong with his body.

Before he could look inward, the sky brightened. Far in the distance, everything turned bright white, yet he still stared with his mouth ajar. It felt like he would go blind if he looked for too long, but the show was only starting.

The white slowly dimmed to reveal a colossal pillar of flames, rising for hundreds of meters. That wasn't the bulk of the attack, however. A rolling wave of normal flames was slowly rushing out from the point of the blast, but before that, several towering shockwaves slammed into them.

"Bubbles," Sherron calmly reminded him. Lev nodded and brought his three bubbles close to him, then formed a larger one around all of them, wincing all the while. A weird lethargy permeated his being, though he ignored it in favor of enchanting the large bubble with a single, giant durability rune, and then dumped a ton of mana in it to overload it to the limit.

A good thing, too, as the wave of fire rolled out in earnest, it also produced searing waves of heat that set dozens of kilometers around it ablaze. Lev quickly held his breath as Sherron did the same, and watched with wide eyes as the real blast passed underneath them, decimating a massive portion of the forest in every direction.

Several smaller waves also flew out afterwards, deafening in their passing. Lev didn't blink to miss a single moment of it, and staggered in surprise when a strong implosion dragged their bubble to the center of the blast.

He got it under control after a few seconds and just… stared. There was little else he could do, especially because another detail had revealed itself.

Stargazer's core was empty. He had unknowingly used nearly half of his own pool, as well as the glaive's entire pool, to power a single fire slash.

It was glorious. It was also something he couldn't replicate again.

Sherron gently lowered him to the bubble's floor as he blinked repeatedly. Moving his limbs was supremely difficult, and every twitch sent a jolt of pain up his brain. Moreover, now that the moment had passed, he could barely keep the bubble afloat, let alone move it around.

"Well, well, well," the Exalted grinned, greatly enjoying his paralyzed state. "Someone learnt the hard way. Again. Like he always does."

"Don't you dare say you disapprove," Lev sent, unable to speak. "Also, what the fuck is happening?"

"Oh, and it's also your first time overtaxing your soul. Aren't you special?" She poked his cheek, probably because of his unfair advantages. Lev didn't mind, anyway. "You are aware of what that is, right?"

"Of course," he replied dryly. "I also have to face it when I use too much of my mana in a short time."

"Ah, of course. Only when you use multiple times more mana than an average mage does it start to set in," she nodded gently, the epitome of understanding. The impression was shattered when she snorted, very much unlike her beautiful appearance. "Either way, your willpower is severely overused, and so is your mind. Creating that much of an evolved element is extremely difficult. What possessed you to try that?"

"I have no idea," Lev sent a mental shrug. "It was quite majestic, though. You can't tell me otherwise."
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"What now?" Lev asked after several minutes of silently staring at the spreading fire, which was also dimming rapidly.

"Now, I'll drop you in your room and continue the round by myself."

Huh. I see, he thought and gazed at the result of his attack. Similar to the Grand Forest, the forest fire couldn't take hold, and was snuffed out quickly after the mana powering the attack was fully consumed. Only natural flames remained for a bit, except this time, Lev could actually see what was happening.

The fucking trees ate up his flames. They didn't even burn!

Creepy ass region.

"I would rather not stay here any longer like this," he glanced at Sherron with puppy eyes. "Can you take control of the bubble, please?"

"Sure," she did as she was asked, and then picked him up in a princess carry.

"What do you think you're doing?"

"Bullying you," Sherron replied with a grin. "Also, jerky movements will be very painful. Stay still while we fly."

"Speaking from experience?"

"Mhm," she nodded. "My class also does very well when I use all of my mana at once. I'm sure you understand."

"More than you can imagine," he replied easily and shifted himself with some barrier hands. His right moved over her shoulders, draped over her neck, and he also pulled himself higher until he was leaning against shoulder. "That's better."

"Anything else, Your Highness?"

"I'm feeling very frail," Lev sent, imbuing his voice with a world of tiredness and sorrow. "Sing this dying man some soothing melody, would you?"

She slowly turned her head, and stared into his eyes.

"Do not drop me."

She continued to stare.

"Do NOT drop me."

The staredown lasted for a few more seconds. Then the moment passed, and they both chuckled. It was a good thing Windkeep was a few hours away, because Lev seriously didn't want to be carried all the way, especially in front of his team.

"Say," Lev began once Windkeep was in sight. "Why was the backlash so bad?"

"Because it's not related to just the mind."

"Meaning?"

"Where does the consciousness reside?" she asked expectantly.

"The mind? Or in the brain, to be precise."

"And where does it all stem from?"

"The soul."

"Or so we believe," she nodded. "And where does the soul reside?"

"In the body, I guess."

"So, all three of them were taxed by that stupid move. Your mind struggled to completely evolve the element, which in turn utilizes the soul to control willpower, similar to skills. Your body was just caught in the crossfire. The worst offender was definitely the large amount you used, so blame yourself."

"Great," he sighed and started channeling some restoration mana into his body. It still hurt, though much less than before. Jumping out of her arms, he checked himself over and smoothed out his clothes. "I can walk now."

He could also think properly now, so he brought up his notifications.

[

You have slain [Dreadwolf - Level 410]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 262

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 4

]

Oh. That's it? No title or skill evolutions?

With a shrug, he dismissed the notifications. It wasn't like he had mastered the blue flames or felled some great beast. Progress was bound to take time.

The level in his glaive mastery skill was pretty nice, though.

Before they landed in front of Windkeep's gates, Sherron moved a bit further away and deposited the bubble on the ground. Walking out of an opening formed by Lev, she summoned the direwolf's corpse from a storage artifact.

It was still hot and smelled extremely bad, but the core was intact. She also summoned a… spider, of sorts. Unfurling its long, sharp legs, the shining silver construct quickly crawled into one of the bigger wounds and dug out the core after a few seconds.

"… Woah. Where can I buy one for myself?"

"Jimmy made these for all the Exalted, so," she replied casually and tossed him the core once back inside the bubble.

Guess I'm not getting one, he shrugged to himself and Identified the core.

[

Dreadwolf Core

Possesses excellent Mana Conductivity and Mana Capacity.

Useful in crafting.

]

"Isn't this pretty good?" he asked, impressed.

"It is," she answered and took control of the bubble, the corpse already back in her storage. "Dread monsters always drop valuable cores and sometimes even materials, though this one was rather weak overall. You also burned anything useful."

"Totally my fault," Lev nodded sagely. "If only there was someone to warn me that the monster should've been left intact."

"Meh," she waved him off. "I couldn't care less. There are plenty of materials in our vaults already, but not nearly enough skilled crafters."

"Really?" he raised a brow. "What type of crafters?"

"While enchanting is the most difficult field, it is also the most practicable and unbothered by boundaries. Things like leatherworking take a lot of time, especially when valuable materials are involved. Those people rarely see a level, and we only have a handful of Masters in that field."

Lev nodded slowly, enlightened. That made sense. Even his level gains, despite fighting an evolution higher sometimes, had been extremely slow. It was no wonder that crafters took ages to level.

"What now?"

"Take the bubble and go rest. It may not feel like much, but the moment you start using mana for more than just flying in your bubble, the pain will get a lot worse."

She didn't stay to say more, flying away in a burst of speed that made Lev cover his ears.

Well, then. How do I explain this one to my team?

He decided honesty was the best policy. They were swiftly approaching the evolution threshold, and he wanted them to know that their Master teammate partook in a lot of dumb shit, such as the recent experience. It may soften the blow. He wasn't sure.

Landing in front of the city, he made sure to show his face to the guards and then jumped back into the bubble. It was parked on Golden Basilisk's wide roof, along with his secondary bubbles, before he made his way to the suites.

"Hey," he sent to Amelia and Kayla's crystals.

"You're back?" Kayla asked, though it didn't seem Amelia had her crystal on her person right now. "Is everything alright? Do you need healing?"

"Nope. Come to my room with the other two in ten minutes."

"Okay. You better have a good reason for returning early."

Lev wanted to think that her subtle threat wasn't scary, but it was. Only slightly, yet he still felt a bit nervous, because a healer's words carried a lot of weight. He wasn't looking to piss off his own.

Showering was a unique experience. Every step felt heavy, and each twitch of his muscles sent a spasm of pain up his spine. The pain wasn't that bad, all things considered. He could still do without it.

"I'm done," Lev sent to Kayla, and there was a knock on his door in the next five seconds. "Sup."

Kayla marched in first, casually grabbing his wrist and dragging him until he was seated on his bed. She pulled out a chair and sat in front of him, her skills already assessing his situation.

"Mana poisoning, muscle tears, and… something? The hell did you do?"

"Ah, nothing to worry about," Lev waved her off, unable to hold back a smile for several reasons. It was gratifying to see he hadn't botched their relationship from day 1 and that she could treat him so freely. "Just a bit of soul strain."

"A bit of soul strain," she repeated in a drawl. "Soul Strain. In our resident Wisdom Boost owner. Will you start talking, or does it need to be forced out of you?"

If I wasn't surrounded by my own teammates, I might've just fallen for the threat, he mused, ignoring the mostly curious looks from the other two. "Alright, settle down."

Two more chairs were summoned as he started talking. "Sherron and I didn't find anything truly dangerous, though she made me fight a new type of monster after a few hours of flying inwards."

He could see the interest on their faces, especially on Amelia's. Her brain worked much like his own.

"Also, you're gonna have to keep it to yourself. The Dreadwoods are called that because of dread monsters. They're… ugly. And scary. I only had to face a single one…"

And so he explained about the encounter and the fight, the mental attacks, and his eventual stupid testing.

"Wait, hold on. That single move was enough to paralyze you?" Amelia asked, immediately latching onto the detail.

Lev observed the ceiling, not meeting their exasperated stares. "Weeelll… I didn't quite realize that I had used all of Stargazer's mana. Combined with half of my own pool, I used like… 150% of my total mana in a single move? That didn't turn out well."

Nobody talked. He risked a glance, and was met with deadpan looks that transcended words. Kayla was looking at him like he had thoroughly disappointed her. Jack and Amelia's reactions were more subdued, though they still silently chided him for the recklessness.

"Okay, I get it," Lev spoke, only to fill in the embarrassing silence. They still didn't talk. "I… ah fuck it," he lay down and summoned a comfortable, enchanted blanket over himself. "I'll see you guys after I wake up."

That was spoken mostly in jest, though Lev didn't even realize when he drifted off, especially because of how draining Kayla's healing was. He had refrained from using his own healing mana to let her experience the new type of injury, and now it had lulled him to sleep.

**

When he woke up about… he looked outside and found that the sun was close to setting. Three hours had passed, and that was enough sleep for the next few days.

Surprisingly, he wasn't alone. Amelia sat on a rocking chair and was also sound asleep, a book about footwork and sword forms resting in her lap.

Hmm, was she looking over me while I slept? Lev mused, not sure how to deal with the fuzzy feelings. Summoning another pillow for himself, he set it against the bed rest and leaned against it, shifting until he was comfortable.

There was plenty he could do without going out, so he started with that. A barrier plate formed under Amelia's chair and covered her in a sound ward.

That done, he formed another plate for himself and started carving A simple conversion formation, by using supportive runes from Drakys' collection, formed, and he connected it to the stone enhancement runes from stone snakes. The purpose was to test the extent of the conversion rune.

Another layer formed on the plate, and on this one, he formed the Porous Constitution formation. Fortunately, after diving deep into his armor's enhancement formation, Lev could tell how to deal with internal durability. It had several supportive runes that made the enchantment denser, amplifying the toughness of the whole construct.

Porous Constitution was still quite complex, though the repeated carving made his willpower take the brunt of the load. It followed whims with only small mistakes here and there, but Lev ensured that none of the errors remained with a few mental flexes.

When it was all connected, he created a small wand. It served no purpose except to channel lightning mana, which he gave it in small amounts. Guiding it out of the tip connected to the enchanted plate, he watched with all his focus as the absorption enchantments reacted.

Lightning mana seeped inside the plate, pulled in by Porous Constitution, and was overtaken with marginal ease. Lev hadn't used much of it for that reason. The conversion took place seamlessly, converting the blue mana into pure mana. Then it was unceremoniously dumped into the hardening runes, increasing the construct's durability.

Interestingly enough, the lightning mana on its surface became more difficult to absorb. Porous Constitution seemed to be incompatible with hardening, which was good to realize early instead of in combat.

"What time is it?" a bleary Amelia asked, quickly fixing her messed-up hair.

"Sunset," Lev answered distractedly. "Where did the other two go?"

"Don't know," she shrugged and made for the door. "Probably doing couple things."

He snorted at the deadpan delivery as the door closed shut. It was also funny to see her hide the nervousness in her steps.

Now alone, he upped the lightning input after covering everything in his room with a barrier. No point in harming perfectly good furniture.

A large portion of the destructive mana was absorbed by his plate, which in turn made it even more resilient. His earlier suspicions were proven correct when the absorbed amount steadily lowered, until only a small stream was entering the runes, all because the hardening formation was counteracting Porous Constitution.

Interesting, he let the plate dissolve and created a new one. It was enchanted with the durability runes from his armor's formation, before a second layer finished the full conversion formation.

This time, his lightning was absorbed more greedily. Conversion was working at the same rate, except the input was higher, all because the current durability runes supported Porous Constitution. Instead of hindering the absorption, they allowed for even more by keeping the lightning mana in check, giving birth to the first specialized shield.

[

Barrier Shield - Uncommon

Enchantments: Durability, Lightning Absorption.

]

[

Barrier Carving has evolved.

]

Oh?
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[

Barrier Carving has evolved into Advanced Barrier Carving.

Advanced Barrier Carving - 2nd Level 1:

Carving runes in your barriers is 45% faster. The downsides of enchantments are reduced marginally, and the loss of durability from carving is drastically lessened.

2nd Rank: Experience and practice allow you to find flaws in your formations more easily.

]

That… is not the best, but it's progress, he shrugged and closed the notification. The second rank was way more interesting than the first, which couldn't have been more standard.

Another small plate formed over his waiting palm. Instead of anything complex, he started carving simple supportive runes on it and intentionally tried to mess them up.

Immediately, as if a new sense had appeared in his mind, he could feel the mistake. The feedback was mild at best, but the longer he ignored it, the worse it felt. Like an itch on the nose that couldn't be scratched, he quickly fixed the error, and all was good in the world again.

That is so bloody annoying, he remarked, not at all bothered by the new addition. If anything, it was great. Such a sensation would ensure that he wouldn't accidentally miss any flaws and blow up his barriers in his face.

"Anyone there?" he sent in his crystals, having returned Jack's before falling asleep. No answer came through, so he continued with the testing.

The second rank truly showed its worth in the more complex rune. Flameforged Constitution was the first test subject, and Lev was already in love with a new skill.

Turns out, what it considered a flaw was everything that wasn't perfect by his standards. Safe to say, even the smallest of errors was pointed out with ruthless efficiency, and he knew that it was only going to improve even further.

It's already so effective on singular runes, he dismissed all the barriers in his room and leaned against the bed rest. The skill states that it's meant for formations, so it's probably even better for them.

That was a matter for another time. Right now, Lev was more curious about what his team was up to. A small, unnoticeable pulse of his clear aura shot out, revealing the location of his teammates.

Ah… Lev facepalmed and silently resolved to never do that again.

Quickly pushing their situation out of his mind, he thought about his next steps. The visit to the Dreadwoods had been quite enlightening, both about why the region was considered one of the most dangerous on the plains, if not the most, and about higher-tiered elements. Blue flames were the simplest of them all, but he was still quite happy with the progress.

Multiple of his general skills were showing signs of progress. Crescent Decimation was going to evolve through higher elements, glaive mastery was also progressing after handling the difficult-to-control fire, and barrier carving was also pretty interested in it.

The latter had evolved already and provided a pretty good effect, which was great.

Which just leaves training my team and crafting the equipment for them.

That was easily doable.

**

Days passed way too quickly. Lev relaxed, watched over his team, spent time with Sherron, and basically didn't do anything except mess with runes. The new additions that allowed him to absorb different mana types were too fascinating not to.

Unfortunately, the calm before the storm had been dragged on for too long. Or it felt that way. Monarch knew what was waiting for them in the untamed plains.

Sherron had already informed him of the deadline for training his team. They had a total of fifteen days before she was to carry him to the northern section of the outer wall, where adventurers and hunters alike were gathering to start mapping the lands.

Before that, he had a few hunters of his own to polish. The current silver dungeon was too much for them, as they struggled to deal with the level 129 orc and couldn't even trade blows with it.

That was fine. This was the last such fight, by his estimates. Amelia and Jack had already leveled all their skills to the end of the second rank, and only Kayla's active buffs remained. Given the small improvement Lev had sensed not long ago, they had crossed the threshold too.

Eventually, after a lot of baits and feints, Amelia's blazing sword pierced deep into the orc's gut and released the payload inside. Boiling blood and organs almost splashed on her, stopped at the last second by three of Kayla's barriers.

"Report?" Kayla asked through the communication crystal after reading the notifications.

"Half and untouched."

"Half and fine," Amelia answered and stepped away from the gore. "Did they level?"

"Yep," Kayla replied cheerily. "All 2nd 20 now."

"Well done," Lev added and let his concealment drop. "Do you want to continue?"

"Please no," Jack answered in her stead. "Everything hurts. The creature hits much harder than expected."

"You do realize it's thirty levels and an evolution higher, right?" Kayla huffed, though her glare was directed at Lev. It was obvious whose influence was rubbing off on them.

"It wasn't that bad," Amelia shrugged and stepped into the bubble, much to the healer's annoyance. The other two also followed, and before long, they landed in front of Windkeep.

Lev took the lead, and this time, the air around them was different. His team had already been informed about his approaching departure, which left two weeks of vigorous training.

Today, however, was a break. They weren't ready for what he was going to put them through, not truly. After seeing them to their rooms, he made his way to the hunters guild.

Removing his sparring quest was a simple affair, requiring no more than two minutes. Charles was already there, though the man understood after seeing his gaze that the quest had run its course already.

There was only one thing left, so Lev knocked on the guildmaster's doors. It took a few seconds before Hakim called him inside.

Stepping through the doors, Lev bowed at the waist and waited. Sherron was present in the room, and so was another woman he had never seen before.

"What brings you here today, Hunter Lev?" Hakim asked, his tone a touch sterner than before. It was obvious he was interrupting something, so Lev made it quick.

"I just wanted to inform you that I'll be gone for the next two weeks. Is there something that is required of me before I leave?"

"No," Sherron answered, much to the other woman's surprise. "You can take longer, you know. The timing isn't fixed."

He nodded slowly. "We still don't know how long it will take. It might not even be a full two weeks."

"Either way, just keep that in mind. Where will you be staying? I'll keep an eye out."

"In front of the Dreadwoods," he answered with a little hesitation. "Not sure if we'll stay there, though. That will be decided by how the first day goes."

"Bold," Hakim commented. "A scout will be assigned to you. What is your goal in doing this?"

"Cores and progress, mainly," Lev replied easily. "I've been seeing my team improve by leaps and bounds without making any strides myself beyond a few enchantments. It's making me itchy."

Thankfully, both Hakim and Sherron understood his plight. "Go, then. Make sure to send an alert if anything too strong comes out of the woods."

Lev bowed again and made to leave, not before throwing an Identify at the other woman.

[Mage - Level 432]

Woah, he didn't stare at her, but his mind wandered all the same. That's one hell of a level. Can't even begin to guess who she is because of how secretive all Masters are.

She was most likely a leader, if her presence in Hakim's office was any indication. Lev's curiosity didn't burn nearly bright enough to ask her anything, so he found himself standing on the western wall after a few minutes. A few guards approached him, and explaining the situation didn't take long. Anyone who could so casually mention Hakim's approval was very unlikely to be lying.

"Are you Hunter Lev?" a woman's voice asked. Lev hadn't felt her come closer until she was within a few meters, her mana just barely standing out.

"I am," he answered, still staring at the Dreadwoods. "Are you the scout assigned to me?"

"Yes, sir," she said and dropped the invisibility.

[Scout - Level 230]

"Give me a moment, then," he said and jumped back into the city. Circling back to his suite, Lev sent a message through his communication crystal.

"Anyone there?"

"What's up?" Jack replied after a second. "Something wrong?"

"No, I was just curious if you want to watch. I'm gonna fight next to the city wall."

"Can we?" Amelia's excited voice became audible.

"That's why I'm asking," Lev answered, amused. "What about you, Kayla?"

He guessed that she was also listening, and the hunch was proven true after a second. "I don't mind as long as you keep us safe."

"Of course."

A few minutes later, he was standing on the wall again with his teammates. The scout was no longer invisible, staring into the woods with a grim look on her face.

"See something?" Lev asked and checked his armor's enchantments. Plating with absorption worked just fine, and so did the new bucklers on his arms. Enhancement formation was already running at half, the expenditure covered by his regeneration, and mana concealment kept his position hidden from monsters for now.

Just like before, he tried to split his mind into two. He could sense how it was easier to maintain a tight control on his enchantments, just as the scout answered.

"Only a few dozen monsters, nothing above the second threshold," she said, her frown deepening. "More and more keep showing up, sir. Are you sure you want to go down there right now?"

"Yep," he casually answered and made the bubble land on the wall. His teammates were ushered inside, and the dreadwolf core was slotted into the construct to keep the enchantments running at maximum potency for hours.

Giving them a nod, he flew down to the ground. Almost immediately, a small horde broke out of the forest, able to sense him. Lev watched them impassively and let out a portion of his aura, just enough to lure out some of the stronger monsters.

Fortunately, his team was high above the ground, so he could go out with relatively few concerns. Then, for the first time, he streamed a small amount of fire into his armor, then converted it into blue fire.

Instantly, the heat he could feel rose exponentially. It wasn't bad enough to burn, but breathing the air was supremely uncomfortable. Making a mental note to buy another enchanted skinsuit to combat that, Lev imbued his armor with the searing blue flames.

The increase in strength was explosive. Quite literally. A single step launched him straight ahead like a rocket, leaving a burn trail in his wake. Blue flames escaped his control despite the small movement, further brightening his passage.

At least Amelia probably appreciated the flashy move.

Reaching the first group of treants, Lev refrained from summoning Stargazer and relied on his empowered movements. Enhancement formation was cranked to the maximum as he weaved between the roots and branches, the attacks far too slow.

During that, he also observed the results of the imbuement. Each movement was empowered, sure, but it was the deeper effects that had his brows raised.

A net of roots tried to block his path, one he was prepared for. Cocking back his arm, Lev punched with all his might. The hardened net worked in his favor, especially when an explosion of blue flames utterly tore it apart, released automatically upon impact.

Pushing through the recoil of his own attack, he reached the largest treant wailing in pain. Deflecting a branch, he ducked a spike and rushed its body. The monster was no doubt above level 250, except it didn't matter as his leg slammed into its face.

Another thing he learned was that blue fire was much harder to control than normal fire. The kick was simple, flying in an arc, before caving its wooden face in. The fire stored in his armor immediately went out of control, but he was already suspecting that.

It was released from his leg, searing the flesh underneath. The treant, on the other hand, quite literally exploded into two. His attack had also ignited the core, eviscerating a third of the monster in a single kick.

[

You have slain [Elder Treant - Level 277]

]

Oh. Woops.

Quickly avoiding the weaker monsters, it took a few arrows to take them down, giving him a few seconds before the next monster reached him.

A dark, huge slime was hopping its way towards him. Lev's surprise at the lack of a core inside it quickly turned into excitement, for a perfect test subject had just presented itself.

Enchanted walls flew out of his secondary bubbles, their enchantments already running at maximum. The first wave of acid bolts was blocked, and the resulting deep gouges were repaired quickly.

Lev didn't rush the monster and waited. Observing his shields was a good indicator of how his armor was going to fare, so he decided against going melee. That could go horribly wrong.

Summoning Stargazer from his ring, he infused a little bit of blue fire into it. The glaive's enchantments easily doubled the amount, though he still had to manually convert the extra mana into the higher element.

That done, he waited until the monster launched another wave of bolts before swinging Stargazer. A pristine, brilliant blue slash burst out of it, setting the air alight as it reached the slime much faster than both it and Lev expected.

The world immediately turned white and blue, and he didn't pay any mind to the notifications as the blast rose. Hints of blue were visible in the normal fire for a few moments, though they vanished quickly after.

A smoldering hot shockwave reached him, ineffective against the full durability of his armor. Thankfully, the slash didn't have enough mana for the flames to come anywhere close, or that could've gotten painful quickly.

"Are you guys alright?" he asked through the crystal.

"Yep," Kayla answered cheerily. "Didn't even feel the explosions or implosion. The bubble is quite comfortable."

Chuckling, he enlarged Stargazer's blade when a few particularly massive spiders became visible. It was only a matter of time until something truly dangerous showed up, and he was more than willing to wait. There would be no levels otherwise, after all.
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"So, what's the plan here?" Kayla sent after twenty minutes of easy slaughter. "Are you after the cores?"

"Yes and no," Lev answered, deflecting a spider's thorny limbs. The haft of Stargazer slapped away another as he thrust it forward into the spider's face hard enough to make it slam to the ground. Not giving it a moment, he twirled the glaive around, and after firing a lightning bolt from his right arm, pierced its head. "I'm after improvements too, but things can get too dangerous if I go deep because, you know. Hopefully, I'll be able to fight something decently strong here."

On the wall, another group of spectators was now watching him fight. Hakim had the foresight to realize that Lev was going to attract a lot of monsters to his location, and there was no point in letting perfectly good resources go to waste. The harvesters were waiting for their chance, and the fight had just died down.

A carrier quickly carried them to the corpses while Lev kept an eye out. A few lances were fired at distant second-threshold monsters, killing them on the spot. Before long, all the valuable corpses had been stored and taken away.

"They work pretty fast," Jack commented from the wall, impressed. "The increased Perception is already showing its worth."

"I had a lot of Perception as a Classer, and I was still always impressed by the harvesters," Lev mused, reminiscing. "Good days."

"How many times did you almost die in that rank?" Kayla needlessly asked. Really, he used to be quite careful back then.

"Only one, and because of soul trauma from bottoming out. Never did come close to dying, though."

"That's odd. Did you hit your head after that?"

Lev just snorted and didn't reply. She was getting more and more casual, which was a good thing. Someone needed to keep him in check, because he was already contemplating going deeper into the Dreadwoods. Her words were a timely reminder.

"What did you fight to reach that point?" Amelia questioned.

"A shade brute," Lev answered with a smile. "It was level 182, I think, and I was at the level cap. A glorious battle I won only because of the lopsided matchup."

"182…?" she asked again to confirm.

"Yep. Don't get me wrong, though. I'm not nearly dumb enough to fight it to death. The plan was to train my skills under a Master's supervision-"

The words died in his mind when the world turned darker. Sunlight became bleaker, the winds stopped, and breathing became a herculean task. Lev's eyes whipped around, quickly scanning his left and right before returning to the Dreadwoods looming in the distance.

It seemed far more threatening now. Every tree towered in his vision, reaching hundreds of meters high. A form slithered out of there, dark like the blackest night, one that devoured all manner of stars.

The cobra stared at him from a height that dwarfed the outer wall, closing the distance between them at an alarming pace. A third-threshold monster, so casually overwhelming his willpower.

Lev took offense.

Bright fire pushed away the encroaching darkness, banishing most of its influence in a single burst. He reigned in his panic, slowly coming to terms with the difference between him and the snake.

The good thing was that it wasn't that strong. Sure, it might be beyond his ability to kill, but it wasn't a windstrider warg either. Lev actually had a decent chance in the confrontation.

First things first, though, he quickly dumped lightning into his armor and flew away, perpendicular to the cobra. Fighting so close to the wall was a horrible idea for a myriad of reasons, and he was going to be damned if he ever risked his team so stupidly.

The snake only had eyes for him, its chilling stare peering into his very soul. Lev endured. His willpower, while robust, wasn't nearly enough to contend with the monster's aura. It was a good training.

In the distance, a pulse of lightning let him know that Sherron was watching over him. That was enough to relieve the tension in his shoulders. He could go all out now once he was further away from Windkeep.

Once he was a few kilometers away, Lev prepared himself. The snake sensed his intent, and before he could fire the first wave of arrows, the world turned dark. Only the sun in the sky was visible, thoroughly failing to pierce the swirling mass of shadow mana.

Oh boy, he chuckled, the sound strained from the mental assault. This is getting dangerous.

Seeing no other way, he infused lances with blue fire and launched them, thankfully able to teleport the element through his barriers.

The shadows receded, and he was hyper-aware of the moment the cobra lunged out of it. An extreme pulse of lightning was launched in its direction from his armor, slowing it down by precious moments that let him jump over the charge.

Stargazer's massive blade, imbued with a veritable storm of lightning, impacted its natural defenses. Barrier and scales clashed for a long instant before the latter gave way, letting the blade sink a few inches into the body.

Lev had a small window to release a lightning slash inside, but it was taken away from him by the sheer speed of the snake. Before he could launch the slash, Stargazer was pushed out of the nick, effectively wasting the late attack.

Tsk, he didn't let up and imbued even more lightning into his armor. Both of his secondary bubbles floated above him, and he fired wind bullets and lightning bolts from their cannons as often as he could. Treated orbs were also slowly being filled with lightning to be used later.

Unfortunately, the attacks didn't as much as make the shadows twitch. The snake probably didn't feel the impacts if they even landed.

No point in waiting for it to eat me, I guess.

Stargazer was infused with a large amount of fire, the expenditure handled solely by its core. The fire then turned blue and was infused into dozens of waiting lances that flew into the darkness before the monster could lunge again.

A good thing, too, for it was already coiled to strike. Lev charged straight towards it, yanking himself to the side with all his might once its maw flew at him. The charge missed by mere inches, and this time, he was prepared.

With a roar, he thrusted Stargazer into its side until it obliterated the targeted scale and sank deep. Lightning followed in the same instant, making the cobra stagger for a brief instant. All the lightning stored in his orbs was transferred into another wave of lances that was fired at its head.

Explosion after explosion washed over him before a deafening hiss scattered the resulting flames and lightning. The monster rushed back into the darkness's embrace, but Lev was having none of that.

A giant blue fire slash followed its tail, pushing back the shadows by a large distance. Dark blades and spikes sought to pierce him, only to falter against his walls. That didn't matter much, for the closer he got to the snake, the more projectiles flew at him.

Two of his twenty walls shattered in the same second, but he was too deep to stop now. The cobra also realized that and turned at him abruptly, its giant maw wide open to swallow him whole.

Lev was hoping for a similar scenario as well. It was already obvious that he wasn't going to kill the monster normally, for the previous wound was already healing at an alarming pace.

All of the generated lightning from his orbs was transferred to his armor and Stargazer. The former's lightning bolt enchantment was desperately shaping as much of it as possible, whereas the latter quickly launched a massive lightning slash inside the approaching monster's mouth.

Time slowed down as it flew, signifying the activation of his passive skill. The cobra, realizing that something was wrong, hastily tried to close its mouth and move aside, but lightning wasn't so easily bested.

The slash landed squarely on its tongue. A storm of shadow projectiles was approaching him in the meantime, but the explosion from the slash quickly dispersed a large portion of them.

Unfortunately, Lev was also close enough to be engulfed completely. His armor's durability was strained to the absolute maximum, and restoration mana healed all the self-harm and burns as quickly as it could. It was fortunate that the damage was so extensive. He could dump healing mana into his body without worrying about negative effects.

The snake was faring much worse, except it was far from dead. A sound somewhere between a hiss and a roar burst out of its maw, almost breaking his armor on the spot from its loudness.

He pushed through. Finding its bearings already, the cobra turned to him and unleashed a wave of darkness, one that negated all his senses. Lev was already expecting the extreme debuff after his fight with Aryan and released a large pulse of lightning from his armor.

The shadows dispersed, and so did the closest projectiles. The snake was wholly unprepared too, and Lev's right hand was already facing its maw.

His eardrums almost exploded as the disgustingly overcharged lightning bolt exploded out of his arm. A large wave of fire formed as it passed, right down the monster's throat.

He was already flying under its head without caring about the result. Stargazer's long blade bit deep into the underside, charring the flesh and scales from the lightning inside. Even more of the mana constantly streamed into the blade as he hacked the flesh as fast as he could.

Bursts of lightning were released with each strike. The monster struggled with all its might, going as far as to roll over and squish him. Lev saw the sluggish movement coming from a mile away, immediately moving out of the way and firing another lightning slash at its head.

Too stunned and damaged now, he landed on top of the thrashing snake and once again sliced off chunks of meat as well as scales. Even closer to the brain, his lightning immobilized it completely. Taking advantage of that, he thrust Stargazer deep inside and, after creating distance, released one final burst of lightning in its head that erupted in an explosion of brain matter and gore.

[

You have slain [Dreadprowler - Level 501]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 263

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 264

Expeditious Empowerment has reached 4th Level 3

Mage Conduit has reached 4th Level 3

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 6

]

Two levels, he chuckled and winced, suddenly realizing how… crisp his entire body was. Healing was going to take a bit of time.

"Well done," Sherron sent, making her exasperation clear. "The harvesters and the scout are now borderline traumatized. Your bubble saved your teammates from the brunt of the mental attack."

"Not my fault the snake showed up out of nowhere," he shrugged. "Also, it's good training."

"Not everyone is deranged like you, Lev."

"The hell is that supposed to mean?" he sent back, but Sherron was already flying back to the wall. Now that no shadows were obscuring the snake's form, he looked at it properly.

Even in death, it was majestic. Each scale was perfectly aligned with the rest, creating a defense that required a crap ton of weight behind Stargazer's extreme sharpness to cut through. If the weapon wasn't of a Superior rarity, Lev doubted it would've created anything more than scratches.

All the ropes coiled around his bubble unfurled and wrapped around its head. Storing such a massive monster was impossible, even if it was much smaller than it first seemed without the mental attacks. Regardless, he dragged it to the wall, wincing all the while because of just how heavy it was.

There was more to consider, too. The cobra was way weaker than expected, and it made sense because it was newly evolved. Even worse than that. Level 501 indicated that it had literally just evolved. Lev wouldn't have had such an easy time otherwise, and the low level gains reflected that.

"Woah," the tense remark came from Kayla. "You actually killed it. What level was it? I only saw four marks."

"501," Lev replied after Sherron returned the communication crystal to his team. "The fight wouldn't have been nearly as simple if the monster weren't so unused to its strength."

"Meaning?" Jack questioned.

"I mean, you're at the level cap right now. The moment you evolve, your class will level to 101, just like the cobra's leveled to 501. It was as green a third-threshold monster as it gets."

"That was weak?" Kayla repeated, exasperated. "Lev, we saw nothing but a giant dome of darkness from up here. That was shadow mana, wasn't it?"

"Also, what were the flashes of light inside it? Your doing?" Amelia added.

"Did you guys not feel the mental assault?" Lev chuckled. "The shadow dome was far from the most dangerous. The monster's speed and its aura were far worse, constantly trying to overwhelm my mind and ruin my skills. It wasn't that good at that, either, so it's no surprise that the snake was at the edges. Probably evolved not long ago as well.

"The light show was mine, yes. I fought a shadow user in the tournament, and it taught me that, despite being a higher element, shadows can be blown away by lightning and fire. I made use of that."

"So you countered what should've been an extremely dangerous field with… brute force?" Jack sent with a laugh. "Quite fitting."

"Fitting, huh?" Lev replied with a challenging undertone. "We will see about that tomorrow."

No one spoke after that.
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The next few hours passed peacefully. Or well, as peaceful as life got in Lev's case.

A punch filled with blue fire landed on a troll's chest, blowing a small hole in it while throwing the commander back dozens of meters. The impact was further heightened by a blue burst of fire released on contact, searing the flesh badly enough to reduce the monster's regeneration by half.

Lev was on it before the commander could get up. A moderate amount of lightning and blue fire swirled in his armor, stressing its structure dangerously, but the results were worth it.

A part of his mind, currently divided into two, was constantly keeping an eye on the enhancement formation and elemental imbuing. Both of them were compatible, and the combination of the destructive elements was doing interesting things to his armor.

Another punch on the monster's face, shearing off a portion of it from the force and a subsequent fiery blue explosion. A barrier wall was already present behind it, arresting its momentum, and as it rebounded into his other fist, this one filled with crackling lightning.

The beatdown continued for several seconds as Lev cycled through both elements. All of his attempts at mixing them in the imbuing had failed, but that didn't mean the experiment was a failure. His mind struggled to accomplish it, but his joints were all empowered by the blue flames, and so were his hands and feet.

Lightning imbued the rest, and combined, both his speed and strength saw a large increase. Overall, it was still lower than when he went all out with only lightning and maximum enhancement formation, especially the speed, though that would change. He could feel that it was a step in the right direction and that with the right runes, he would be able to mix and match elements for selective imbuement.

It was also progress towards eventually activating Arcane Supremacy, the rune that never left his mind. Lev couldn't wait.

The testing was interrupted by several notifications, which he observed impassively.

[

You have slain [Troll Shaman - Level 299]

…

You have slain [Stone Hounds - Level 278]

…

You have slain [Troll Commander - Level 331]

]

Not a single level, he exhaled deeply and looked towards the dreadwoods. However, these guys should be a good source of training.

[Scaled Kombas - Level 330]

…

[Scaled Kombas - Level 349]

"I reckon this will help in getting used to your Perception," Lev sent to his team. "Pay attention."

They straightened in his bubble, only two or so kilometers away. Spectating the upcoming brawl was pretty easy for them because of the improved eyesight from Perception.

Lev stored Stargazer in his ring and double-checked all the equipment on his person.

Enhancement formation? Check.

Flameforged Constitution? Check.

Hardening and Absorption on plates? Check.

Everything else was already good to go, for he was constantly using them. The first Kombas reached him with its arms raised high. He could've easily beheaded it with Stargazer in a burst of speed, and that would've also defeated the purpose of the brawl.

Using the triangular shield on his arms, Lev braced himself and directly blocked its smash. The ground beneath his feet exploded as he was rattled inside the armor, reminding him to finally get padding. His Constitution was no longer enough to absorb the vibrations going through his armor.

Quickly righting himself, he used the decent amount of generated lightning and imbued it in his armor. Swiveling around its punch, he jumped on its meaty arm and punched its scaled face, releasing a burst of lightning on contact.

His armored fist dug deep inside, and the lightning made the hole even deeper, frying the brain.

Jumping away from the falling corpse, he ducked the charge of another Kombas, sliding between its legs and deflected the swipe of another. The strike was strong enough to send him flying, exactly as planned. Forming a small barrier platform, he utilized the momentum by turning it into a lunge with a single step, flying directly towards a distant Kombas. In another punch, it was incapacitated.

The fight went much the same. Each scaled monster was far too slow to have any hopes of catching him, and he wasn't even using any imbuement beyond the absorbed mana. The shields on his arm absorbed all of their attacks with only minor strain, converting a significant portion of the force into lightning.

It was amusingly twisted in how they only fueled their own deaths. Lev was having a lot of fun being the middleman. Before long, the fourteen monsters were all on the ground, most of them dead. Forming a few arrows, he enchanted them before overloading the runes, swiftly puncturing the brains of the remaining Kombas.

**

In the end, there were no more third-threshold monsters so close to the wall, and for good reason. Lev was somewhat surprised by the lack of dread monsters coming for him, though that could also be explained by the frequent patrols.

What was surprising though, was that he had actually killed more than a thousand monsters in five hours. It was ridiculous for a lone Master, especially one at level 264. That just wasn't done.

Consequently, the rumor mill had started working long before he was done. Lev didn't particularly care, for his mind was way more interested in the core in his hands.

[

Dreadprowler Core

Possesses Excellent Mana Capacity and Mana Conductivity.

Shows Lesser properties of Shadow and Minor properties of Stealth and Senses.

]

The core was nothing short of a treasure. He was allowed to keep it without a peep from anyone. After all, from all the kills, he hadn't kept literally anything else. The guild was given simple instructions.

Just take whatever was worthwhile and give him merit points for whatever stood out.

It was that simple. A single nod from Hakim approved the request, because there were literally no downsides for the guild. Lev also didn't fail to notice how excited some of the guild staff were at finding an almost completely intact Dreadprowler corpse. It seemed they were very rare at the third threshold.

As for the core itself, he was debating just giving it to Hakim for when Aryan evolved to Master. The rogue would no longer be limited in handouts, and equipment carrying such a potent core could easily raise his capabilities immensely.

That, or Lev could forge a sneaky suit for himself with the core. He still wasn't sure about that.

Actually, he wondered and flew back to his room to shower. I can trade it for a skinsuit that will actually last me for ages. The guild should have some pretty good equipment, no?

He supposed it was worth a try. Ten minutes later, Lev was refreshed and flying to the hunters guild under invisibility. There was probably an official channel to utilize merit points. He didn't have the faintest clue about them, leading him to knock on the guildmaster's office again.

"Come in," Hakim's voice sounded from inside. Lev entered through the open doors and bowed, waiting for approval.

"What's up?" Sherron asked, casual as ever.

"Merit points," Lev replied and took a seat. "Or however else I can trade this core for equipment. It's worth quite a bit, right?"

"Much of the worth comes from the lesser shadow property," Hakim nodded slightly. "What do you want to exchange it for?"

"A skinsuit like the one from Dennis," he looked at Sherron. "Do you think they have one?"

"A skinsuit worth as much as the core? Unlikely, but you don't need it immediately, do you?"

"Fair enough," he agreed. "I will be fighting repeatedly however, and also take things up a notch for my bubble cannons. Also, is there a way to buy runes that contain one's aura?"

"Contain? Like in an enclosed space?"

"Yep."

"Don't traumatize the kids," she rolled her eyes, though not disapproving. Instead, Sherron looked at Hakim.

"A portable ward can be lent for free," the guildmaster answered a bit of thought. "Provided you do not try to pry them open, though I doubt you even know how to."

"Correct," Lev grinned. "I can just ask and I'll eventually get them anyway."

"Oh, is that so?" Sherron hmm'd, a brow raised. "How come you don't have a girl-"

Lev interrupted with a flat stare. "Please. I literally don't have time for it."

"That wasn't always the case," she tilted her head. "Or was it?"

"I honestly think it was," he answered, thoughtfully. "Imagine if I was even slightly weaker during the warg encounter. That would've been it. So, I like to imagine that I was right in working as hard as I could."

She gave him an unamused glance without refuting the statement. The truth in it was undeniable, even if both of them were unhappy with it.

"Welp," he put the core on the table. "Use it and whatever else is needed from my merit points. Will it be a custom commission?"

"Yes," Hakim answered.

"Then I have a request. Can it include padding? Simple air bubbles to absorb the impacts or similar enchantments will be plenty."

"That should be easy enough," Sherron added.

"Alright then. Will this much be enough for an Epic piece, or do I need to hunt for more?"

"It's enough," Hakim waved him off. "We often reward hunters for their deeds. The surplus of monster parts and cores you provided yesterday was enough to commission a pretty good piece."

Ten minutes later, he was back on the western wall. His team was back in their rooms, resting for the big day ahead. Lev didn't need to sleep, so he settled down in his concealed bubble and started working on their new equipment.

Kayla's bracer was good enough already. He couldn't come up with any improvements that wouldn't be too strong, which left the longsword, hammer, and shield. Armors were beyond him currently, as well.

The backup equipment was summoned from his ring, all held aloft by barrier hands. By now, he had observed every part of them in excruciating detail, formulating the best plans in his head.

Taking one last look at the longsword, he formed the base of his own version. It was thin, meant to serve as the first layer, and was carved with the most complex rune in his repository. Flameforged constitution was, frankly, completely unnecessary. What he wanted to test was how well Amelia could absorb and empower herself with flames of his making.

To that end, the second layer was given a fire converter, and its edges were enchanted with fire coalescence, as was the part closest to the hilt, both to facilitate releasing the fire mana more easily and absorbing it.

The third layer had the standard combination of sharpness and durability. Both of the formations were far from the best one he could use, and neither was the sharpness going to come into play anytime soon.

Lastly, the fourth and final layer was for decoration. Lev recalled the few clips and pictures of eastern dragons he had seen from Earth. Their long, serpent-like bodies were perfect for the longsword, so the next hour was spent carving one with great care. He even went ahead and used fire coalescence runes to make it brighter in certain places, and once it was done, the result looked quite majestic.

The maw of the dragon ended close to the tip, and whenever the fire traveled, it left a pulse that traveled through the entire decoration, illuminating the sword from hilt to tip.

There was one more issue, though.

She won't think anything negative of this, would she?

Honestly, Lev was more worried about Kayla interpreting it wrongly and putting weird ideas in Amelia's head. The swordswoman herself probably would've just appreciated the design like Lev.

I mean, it does look badass. I doubt they will think anything of this.

The shield came next, and he already knew how to form one due to his own experience with handling similar constructs. The only change was porous constitution, enabling the shield to harden itself by absorbing impacts. Once again, standard runes were used, far from the best.

Lev hoisted up Jack's hammer and pondered. A weight increase enchantment was necessary, but what else? The options were pretty limited, and at the same time, a simple weight increase would already be potent, even more so because he had a custom metal hammerhead already made.

Similar to Stargazer, it had small channels in the structure to allow barrier threads to pass through. That way, he could completely cover the metal head while also influencing it with enchantments.

Deciding that too much power would only do harm, he formed the barrier hammer around the head and enchanted it with weight increase and durability. Despite the simplicity, it was a deadly weapon, especially because Jack had a skill that dealt with blunt weapons.

For himself, he was going to go with something simple. Jack's hammer could potentially hurt a lot, and so could Amelia's sword, even if it was blunted, but Lev still wasn't going to use his armor. Training his team was just as much training for himself, and he wanted to take his time to improve the basics. With a stable handle on kinetic energy runes, he could empower his armor even further now, especially once he had adequate protection and padding for himself underneath.

Preparing himself for that was going to take more than a little time. Sparring with his team in melee was going to be the first step, and he formed two gauntlets similar to his Dreamchaser pair. They covered his arms halfway to the elbow, and having observed several different mundane gauntlets, he also formed them in layers.

The first layer got a simple weight increase rune, one of the best ones he had to practice activating and deactivating it in instants. The third and final layer was enchanted with durability runes, and the middle layer had hardening runes connected to kinetic absorption formation covering his fingers and knuckles. Kinetic Absorption existed to simply hinder his movements, for he had a lot more base strength and dexterity than his team, and also to negate much of the impact in case he hit them too hard.

It wouldn't do to accidentally break a bone or few.
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The day passed without incident. Surprisingly, despite staying on top of the wall for half a day, nothing attacked him. In fact, nothing even took notice of him, despite his past serving as a constant reminder of the risk he was taking.

Lev jumped back down and slowed his fall as the suns peeked over the horizon. His team was likely awake if their previous nervousness was any indication.

"Anyone up?" he sent through the communication crystal.

"We all are," Jack answered. "Where do we meet?"

"I'll be with you in a moment, don't worry."

Ten minutes later, his bubble landed outside Windkeep, right next to the western wall. The Dreadwoods loomed on the horizon, quite far away yet still visible to his teammates and their improving Perception.

In Lev's hand was a simple metal plate. There were runes visible on it, one to input mana, and the other to set the intensity.

"Right," he began and gathered their attention. His team was almost fidgety, staring at him with an intensity he hadn't seen before. "This will suck."

A large barrier dome formed alongside his words, the floor eventually reaching them until it was fully enclosed. The best concealment enchantments he had were carved on it, and within seconds, they were completely invisible to the world.

Forming a small hole in the barrier ground, he chucked the enchanted plate inside and covered it up. Only the input runes were left exposed, and he powered them to full.

A new type of concealment spread into the dome, one just barely noticeable even to his high Perception. Decoding how it worked was impossible, but at least he knew that the aura concealment was functional.

Then he turned to his waiting teammates. They were already armored, prepared for whatever was to come. Lev could see realization and resignation dawn on their faces as he let his aura out of control, slowly at first.

Breathing became harder, and then color started to drain from their face. He kept going still, silently apologizing for the treatment in his head all the while.

Only when they were quivering in their boots did he stop, realizing they were much tougher than anticipated. Or they were simply preparing themselves for the semi-torment for a while now.

Lev didn't like it one bit, but dread monsters had taught him a valuable lesson. Willpower was important, and so was being resistant to outside influences. Combined, they might just be a human's best friend, for there was no surviving without them.

"How does it feel?" he asked, unable to hold back a faint smile.

"Shit," Kayla eloquently answered, trying her best not to stare daggers at him. "What the fuck, even? You never showed this much of it before."

"Because things keep attacking me the moment I do," he reminded her, glancing at the other two. Jack was intently listening to his words. Amelia, however, was slowly moving her arms around, gauging how intense the physical debuff was.

"You aren't restricted at all," Lev explained and started pacing. "The effects are all mental. It feels like you're wading through water, but in reality, you can move just fine. That is the main reason I'm doing this. Monsters, after a certain point, all put pressure on you, though I am safer than most because of my advantages.

"You guys, however, don't have my titles. Your willpower is untouched still, and you aren't used to fighting dangerous monsters that actually threaten your life. That is perfectly fine. None of that needs to happen, either, but nobody expects our team to sit back and relax. Are you guys following me so far?"

Three nods, and Lev shook his head.

"Well, that's a lie. Even I'm not prepared for what comes next. Drakys will accompany me and Isabella for that exact reason. We will not just fight third-threshold monsters. We will fight the third-threshold monsters that the Exalted usually deal with. And for that, you need to start preparing immediately. There will be no one helping us when we reach that point."

His aura rose in intensity again, around 60% of the maximum. Kayla fell to her knees, and Lev was very aware of how the situation seemed to be a repeat of the Hakim encounter that had taken place right above him.

With a silent sigh, he summoned the new longsword and handed it to Amelia. She caught it, identified it to be a rare weapon, and then paused in surprise when fire mana streamed inside it. Lev was powering it with his own mana, giving her a virtually infinite source to draw from.

Jack's hammer and shield weren't as flashy or interesting, though he planned to heal the warrior to make him recover stamina way faster, replicating the same feat as the longsword to a lesser extent.

Kayla glared at him openly now, standing up on shaking limbs. The tri-shield bracer was already on her left arm, and she used it without hesitation. Lev was grinning inside, already predicting the outcome as a jerky, weak shield took form in front of his face.

She pushed it with all her might, and the poor construct quite barely touched his cheek before falling to the ground.

"What the fuck is this shit?" she stared at the item on her arm as if it was going to bite her. "I'm supposed to use this?"

"Yep," Lev happily replied, sharing a glance with Jack, who was barely holding in his laughter. Amelia decidedly wasn't as amused, the frown on her face constantly deepening.

"Alright, enough messing around," he took a few steps back and crouched. Barrier gauntlets appeared on his hands smoothly, the use of storage rings perfected with hours of practice. "All three of you will attack me at once."

To their credit, his team immediately lowered into their stances and assessed the situation. Lev was fighting only with his gauntlets, no hint of his armor or any enhancement visible.

Their equipment, too, was blunted, which meant that the test was of raw strength and skill.

Amelia charged first, and Lev watched with his Perception slowed to the maximum as she absorbed the flames borne of his mana. The transfer was smooth, gliding through the sword before entering her body. No resistance was noticeable, which proved that the converter runes removed all mana imprints and signatures. That was good to know.

Her sword was batted aside with casual ease, and Jack's eyes widened in surprise when Lev appeared in front of him as a blur, his left arm already flying. It landed squarely on the large barrier shield, sending the warrior behind it flying for several meters.

Sparing a moment to ensure that Jack wasn't actually hurt, he rounded on Amelia. She couldn't even track his movements fully as he punched her sternum lightly, just enough to disrupt her balance. Before she could recover, a simple jerk of his leg was enough to trip her.

Nobody spoke as he landed on her back, eyes wide. The smile on Jack's face betrayed his realization, but Amelia was still clueless, taking long seconds to process what had just transpired.

"Dude…" Jack exhaled. "Just how high are your physical attributes?"

"Guess?"

"Like… 250?"

"Nope, 290 in Strength and Dexterity, and another 645 in Constitution."

"Holy shit," the warrior smiled, happier than Lev expected him to be. "And let me guess, you didn't put a single point into them?"

"Correct," Lev replied as a barrier hand dragged Amelia upright. She jolted and quickly righted herself before she could fall again. "This was another thing I didn't want to reveal too early. My attributes are… well, I don't think I can describe them as anything less than insane. My titles grant me a total of 260 to each attribute, and some more from a single title that I put into Wisdom."

"But… is that normal?" Amelia asked, finally breaking out of her trance.

"Nope," Lev chuckled, glancing at Kayla, who had the best view of his movement. It was obvious from the look in her eyes that she knew Lev was holding back. "Not even close, actually. I remember a very strong healer talking about how I had more attributes from titles as a new Adept than most new Masters."

"Wait," Kayla frowned. "Why didn't you help us get those titles?"

"Because we don't have the time," Lev answered with a frown. "I also started with way too high attributes for a level one, which let me pull off some ridiculous things. You guys didn't have those advantages."

"Such as?" she pressed.

"Such as fighting first-threshold monsters below level 50," he answered, noting the extent of their reaction. "Sounds quite stupid, doesn't it?"

"So, you started with a big advantage, great. What about us?" Amelia interrupted.

"What else? You will earn your titles now. We train for ten days, and the rest will be spent fighting monsters. So, get up. Kayla, use the regeneration bonus on me and keep your passive up at all times."

"All times?" she repeated.

"Correct. We're gonna be here all day. Chop chop."

They all took their stance again, the grips tighter than before. Lev still sent a glance towards the healer, telling her in no uncertain terms that she wasn't safe any longer either.

**

The first day came and went without anything of note. Lev pretty much toyed with his team, keeping his Perception strained to rob them of a single satisfying hit. Their frustration boiled over all the time, and surprisingly, they channeled it into the strikes pretty well.

He wasn't expecting them to take it so well, but it seemed his warnings about not going easy were taken seriously for a while now. They were much better prepared than he had hoped.

Unfortunately, that only made him treat them even worse than before. Everyone was running on fumes, especially Kayla. The suns had set an hour ago, and in dim moonlight further illuminated by Amelia's sword and enhancement, he danced around their strikes without breaking a sweat. Having so much Constitution might as well be a cheat code in the current scenario.

Amelia's sword passed mere inches from his nose as Lev tilted sideways, easily sliding over one of Kayla's barriers that sought to imbalance him from behind. Jack's hammer was already waiting for him, a testament to their rapidly improving teamwork.

He ducked under it easily enough, almost succeeding in tripping Jack again. The big man was expecting him and leveraged the position to throw his shield, hoping to catch Lev off guard.

The barrier mage sighed and didn't move out of the way, letting it land squarely on his crossed arms. It hit harder than expected, making him slide back a few feet as he effortlessly righted himself.

"HA! Take that!" Kayla shouted, only for her excitement to fade when the other two didn't join in. "What?"

"He could've easily dodged it," Amelia answered, staring at Lev with flat eyes. "What was the point of this?"

Guess the frustration wasn't channeled completely, he mused and stuck out his right hand. "Strike me."

Her longsword landed on his palm in the same instant.

"What's the difference from earlier today?"

"I'm a bit stronger?" she guessed, not particularly enthused.

"You didn't hesitate at all," Lev replied with an eyeroll. "Hesitation is the first major hurdle you need to remove completely. If you are feeling fear, then there's no room to be controlled by it. Hesitation will get you killed. Same for you two. I mean, at this point, I'm gonna have to set up a ward around my bedroom, given how Kayla is staring at me. The lesson worked extra well on her."

"You don't have anything to worry about," Kayla said, all smiles suddenly. "I totally won't do anything."

"I doubt you're gonna be able to stay awake for another few minutes," he shook his head and glanced at the other two. Now that they were tired and breathing heavily, Amelia finally noticed the pattern on her sword.

"What is this?" she asked, sending pulses of fire through it.

"That, is an eastern dragon," Lev happily answered. "They are like flying beasts with the body like a lizard's, as well as scales covering every inch of their bodies. Fire is always a constant, regardless of which fiction they are present in. Some of the most majestic beings from Earth's fiction."

Amelia was pretty impressed, and it didn't seem like he had anything to worry about. The team was too busy observing the dragon carving as Amelia channeled different frequencies of fire through it, and Lev took that moment to go over the day's events.

Orianna found me a team of monsters, he sighed mentally, noticing that he had raised the intensity of his aura even more than what he had started with. They didn't even realize it, and now they move as if the aura is barely weighing on them. And it's my aura, to begin with. How ridiculous is their willpower if it can already protect them to such a degree?

Granted, he was very far from going all out. Monster auras were so dangerous because they freely imbued their emotions into them. Their brand of madness was incredibly invasive, always trying to erode one's mental resolve.

Similarly, if Lev had wanted to kill the trio in front of him, his aura would reflect that. Once that happened, his team would simply pass out on the spot. Emotions like bloodlust and rage were that potent when it came to auras.

Still, he was impressed. Finding such a motivated team did wonders for his psyche, and he was looking forward to how the next day was going to go. Eventually, he was going to slow himself until he was even slower than them, and then real training would begin.
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Three days later, Lev was sitting on the western wall after a brief sleeping session. His legs dangled, and for once, he wasn't hidden by the bubble's enchantments.

The effects were obvious as dozens of weak monsters streamed into the open, rushing out of the Dreadwoods. His mind barely even registered them, more curious and concerned by the small amount.

Why?

For three whole days, he had trained with his team, pushing their skills as much as possible, all in front of the creepy forest. Except, even if his aura was hidden, nothing had attacked them.

If it's my aura causing all of this, how the hell were monsters like the warg and threader able to detect it from so far away?

That was the most worrying line of thought. If monsters were detecting an Adept from so far away, what about now? Was he constantly risking humanity by releasing even a little bit of it, and if so, why? How was it even possible?

The monsters down below provided no answers, though he had a better use for them. Next to him was an artillery tower, the design shamelessly stolen from Alec.

It was slim, with the barrel and the tower itself barely wider than his arm, though the base stand was spread out to cover a greater area. If it worked as intended, the recoil was going to be reduced.

Lev wasn't particularly worried about the recoil. The experience from his barrier cannons had taught him how to mentally negate the recoil by manipulating the barrier cannons, and his willpower was also getting relatively decent at automating it.

Most of the effort was dedicated to the enchanting. A three-part array was installed in the barrel. The first part removed all manner of friction, created an airflow for the shell to spin more easily, and primed the rest of the process for activation.

After that, the second part connected the enchantments on the shell and barrel together. A weak adhesive rune pair kept the shell in place while it was made to spin as fast as possible, as well as shape a payload of lightning and fire inside. Fire was kept in a sphere deep inside the shell, compressed to the very limit, and attached to a lightning input rune at the minimum requirement.

That way, the moment lightning went out of control, it would cause a chain reaction, and the runes controlling the fire would stop functioning. The explosion would be renewed in the same instant, with the lightning now containing a deep wealth of flames.

Lastly, the third part was responsible for all manner of acceleration. It accounted for the spinning speed and power, ensured that there was little resistance in the shell's path, and sped it up to obscene heights.

Lev's mind acted first, moving the shell to its maximum speed inside the lengthy barrel. Next up, an acceleration formation, the best one he had, improved its speed drastically, before a kinetic acceleration formation further empowered it.

The end result was a projectile empowered by his class skills, since the shell was made of his barriers, and turned into something extremely deadly by the extra enchantments on top.

A sound ward was the only reason the entirety of Windkeep didn't hear the shell explode out of the barrel, immediately going past the sound barrier. It landed on the leading Kombas in a blink, faster than both he and the monster could ever hope to trace.

He still watched with his high Perception as the monster folded on itself, its resilient body unable to handle the sheer amount of force transferred to its body from the impact. An explosion followed, over two dozen meters behind the creature. Lev hadn't even seen the shell penetrate the body.

Unfortunately, the explosion wasn't anything to write home about, and neither was it meant to be. The shells were designed and enchanted to penetrate deep, and the raw power was meant to be unleashed inside monsters. Only then would it truly shine.

[

You have slain [Scaled Kombas - Level 330]

]

Hmm, Lev started a timer in his head the moment he fired. It took around four seconds to form and load another shell, and another two seconds to prepare it for firing. Seven or so seconds. Not bad for the result.

Since he had already killed the strongest monster down below, his bubble cannons easily took care of the rest, none at the second threshold.

Issue is, he brought the main bubble close to him and pondered. Where exactly can I put these artillery on my bubbles?

The safe bet was to create a new construct for these, and an even better approach would be to tweak their designs and construct them with different detachable parts to rebuild them anywhere quickly, but he had no idea how to do that.

Unlike Alec, I don't need the stands either. My mind can easily handle the strain of the recoil.

In the end, he went with putting an artillery each on top of his secondary bubbles. They were always under his tight control, and the added recoil wouldn't hinder his other activities.

The suns had just barely risen a few minutes ago, so he was in no hurry to go get his team. They were beyond tired and probably still asleep.

Lev instead created another section in his main bubble, one smaller than the rest. It was meant to hold shells like a beverage rack, all of them stored vertically to save space. He didn't really need it, for the bubble was as big as a room by now.

Either way, a few neat stacks formed in the corner, and he started creating shells in pairs. The formation took longer this time, almost ten seconds per pair, because of how focused he was and the added difficulty of creating two at once.

Distractedly, his mind also noticed how easily he could calculate the passage of time. There was a time when ten seconds was barely a blink, but now, it felt so long. Not in a sense that ten seconds was suddenly a lot of time, more that it was an eternity in the middle of combat. Good thing he always had big stacks of weapons.

After an hour of leisurely crafting, he finally knocked on Kayla's door. They were all surprisingly still asleep.

She blearily opened it after a few seconds and told him to wait a minute or thirty. Lev hoped it wouldn't take that long.

Amelia was already out and waiting for the other two.

"How do you feel?" Lev initiated the conversation casually. "Any thoughts or problems so far?"

"Only that you're not taking it seriously," she shrugged. "At the same time, there would be no training if you were."

"I plan to limit myself today. You will be facing me seriously now."

"Oh? Already?"

"Hmm?" Lev raised a brow. "The next few days are not going to be better than the last three, you know."

She actually gulped at that. "How exactly are you going to limit yourself?"

"To the same speed and strength as you guys, to begin with. It's just that my skills are way stronger currently, so I will need to eventually lower my capabilities even further."

"And we will be getting beat up in the meantime," she finished with a chuckle. "Makes sense."

Kayla and Jack left the room at that moment, already armored and prepared for battle.

"Before our routine brawling," Lev gathered their attention after landing back on the western wall. "I want to test these fancy new cannons I made."

"Don't you have…" Kayla took a moment to count. "Nine of them already?"

"Yep, nine general-purpose cannons. These ones are specialized."

"In?"

"Killing bigger stuff."

As he spoke, two dozen shells flew into each secondary bubble through small openings. His team peered at them curiously, not questioning it. They had seen lances, arrows, and other barrier projectiles fly around in his bubbles regularly.

"Where are these new cannons, though?" Amelia asked.

Oh right.

"On top of the other bubbles. They're invisible right now to not spook the residents of Windkeep. The size turned out to be bigger than I initially expected."

Now they were excited. Killing monsters with big things was always the best way to impress hunters, and his team was getting first-class seats for the upcoming show.

After half an hour of slow flight, Lev and his team hovered above the treeline of the Dreadwoods. All of the concealment enchantments on his bubble and armor were running at maximum, and yet, several strong monsters noticed him.

[Purpleback Spider - Level 390]

[Troll Commander - Level 355]

[Troll Shaman - Level 337]

He stared at them impassively even as they sniffed around. The spider was a few dozen meters away, and it still didn't even try to pounce on the trolls who were supposed to be easy prey. Instead, they searched with single-minded focus.

"They're looking for you…" Jack whispered, eyes wide in realization. Amelia and Kayla were similarly stunned, watching the wild beasts somehow go against all known facts just to hunt their teammate better.

"That's why we can't take it easy, even if we want to."

Lev sighed to himself and loaded a shell in both artillery pieces. The monsters noticed the small mana usage immediately, but he was already moving his bubbles out of their range.

A barrage of purple acid shot towards one of the bubbles at extreme speed. Two dozen invisible shields were already waiting for it, and even then, nearly five of them disintegrated from the initial block and the resulting splashes.

It was a good thing the main bubble was still hidden, allowing him to track the speedy spider as it crawled towards the new cannon. Shields slammed against its thick limbs, slowing it down ever so slightly, and Lev was forced to form and fire a few lightning arrows just to allow himself a single opportunity.

The lightning explosion made it swivel to the right, and that was enough. Like a streak of blue, the shell landed on its face, immediately compressing it to half its original length. The thorax then quite literally exploded, unable to contain the raw force within, killing it on the spot.

His team held on tightly as the shockwave of the blast reached them, doubly so when it was renewed by the unleashed wave of fire hidden inside the shell.

[

You have slain [Purpleback Spider - Level 390]

]

"Anyone want to guess what level that was?" Lev asked with a smile and sat back down in his driver's seat. The troll duo wasn't even worth mentioning. Two shells easily erased them.

"300?" Jack voiced.

"Definitely above 350," Kayla added. "It moved way too fast."

Lev looked at Amelia, who was giving it more thought than the other two.

"390."

"Huh… It was exactly 390. How did you know?"

"Your shields didn't do anything against its venom-acid thing. That's pretty unusual."

"Correct," he nodded and sighed theatrically. "Still not a single level. Just what does a Master have to do to get stronger?"

"Accompany Drakys and a Duke's daughter," Kayla muttered.

"Or maybe solo third-threshold monsters?" Amelia said, amused. "Seems to be pretty easy these days."

Lev opened his mouth to say something, and then closed it. His team was learning to get a rise out of him, something he didn't know how to feel about. It was probably a good thing.

"I'll do that, I guess," he snorted. "Why was I even questioning that in the first place, right?"

"Why do you not get more levels, though?" Jack asked, putting the joke to rest.

"No clue," Lev shrugged. "At first, I thought it was the class being too strong, crippling my essence gains. The monsters I can fight now are way higher in level, however. That theory doesn't make sense anymore."

"Have you asked others?"

"If they knew, they would've told me already. The Crafter Exalted already talked about levels taking months in the third gap, except that will become the case for me much earlier."

"I mean, isn't the solution pretty simple?" Amelia suggested with a grin. She at least had the decency took look slightly embarrassed when both Lev and Kayla turned to her, bemused.

It wasn't like Lev could easily kill even weak third-threshold monsters. His armor was far from infallible, and a single mistake would be his last.

"I'm afraid the answer is most likely what you're suggesting," Lev broke the ensuing silence. "Drakys wouldn't be accompanying me otherwise."

That took the wind out of their sails rather quickly. It was easy to forget how much danger the spearheads like him and Isabella were going to be in.

"Alright, cheer up," he grinned, now enjoying their sour looks. "We've got a lot of training ahead of us."

Amelia, the least bothered of them all, brought out her longsword and cycled a bit of fire mana through the carved dragon. It pulsed to her whims, spewing comically small puffs of fire from the tip of the sword. At least someone appreciated the same design as him.

"You two got any preferences?" he asked the other two. "The dragon looks pretty cool, in my opinion."

"Hmm, what would fit the concept of toughness and strength?" Jack asked thoughtfully.

"Shade Giants," Kayla answered, breaking out in a big smile when the warrior stared at her flatly. "For me, can you carve a dreadbane crystal? I've heard it is very useful in healing semi-permanent mental injuries."

Lev tilted his head slightly. "Sure, but why that one, exactly?"

Her smile turned rueful. "The last quest my parents accepted was to gather that crystal."
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In the end, Lev did what he was asked without daring to ask another question. He really needed to start controlling his tongue better. It didn't help that Jack gave him a brief look of understanding, silently telling him that it was okay. The big guy was way too good at reading people.

Dreadbane crystals were literally like black diamonds. They had a lot of smooth surface and sharp edges, and were also extremely durable. Lev knew for certain that they made for an excellent coating because of their toughness and resistance to mana, and because of their rarity, gathering quests for them were always up.

Ten minutes later, they were back in their training bubble, right next to the western wall. A few monsters somehow ended up wandering close, and Lev happily tested his artillery on them. He doubted he was going to get tired of splattering monsters anytime soon, especially when it happened faster than a blink.

"Right," he voiced once his armor was done being carved. A kinetic absorption enchantment, targeting both impacts and the armor's own speed, ensured that he wouldn't accidentally use too much strength. Every other formation had been erased. "Same rules. Come at me with full force. Don't buff me."

They didn't need to be told twice. Kayla's buffs enveloped the duo rushing at him, just as three mana barriers from her bracer flew above Lev.

Hmm, he crouched slightly, most of his focus ensuring that he wouldn't lean into manipulating his armor unknowingly. Physical strength was already enough. Kayla' aiming for blocks and footwork disruption from the start already. Amelia's forming fire slash is also obvious.

Perhaps it was a bit unfair to notice all those things with his vastly better senses. Unfortunately, he couldn't exactly reduce the effectiveness of attributes.

A lunge was enough to change Amelia's approach as she stopped and waited for Lev to reach her. He instead abruptly changed direction, rushing Jack. The big man was prepared, hammer already raised high.

Lev took it all in a moment, absorbing his own momentum to not sprint too fast, and ducked under the blow. A knee landed on his palm, already deflecting it to run past the big man. Jack's eyes widened as the barrier mage easily avoided his last-ditch grab, and also jumped over a barrier about to hit his leg.

Kayla didn't let up, and the other two also tried to stop him. Lev slapped away a barrier right in his face, dodged the second by jumping over it, and the one he had initially avoided also flew at his neck. His Perception let him feel its position clearly, except he still had to make a decision. Amelia's fire slash was swiftly approaching his right, Kayla's barrier from behind him, and Jack's wide swipe was already about to land on his left shoulder.

Finding the hammer to be the easiest to deal with, he crouched slightly and pushed the approaching blunt weapon with his palm. The swing was mighty, almost overpowering his physical strength alone, but he still managed to change its trajectory enough to escape-

Another barrier tried to smash the top of his head, except he was prepared. Lev knew that Kayla was making an effort to push both her bracer and general skill at once, using four barriers at once-

His eyes widened when a fifth barrier, hidden close behind Jack's back to avoid his detection, thudded into his chest. The meager force behind it wasn't supposed to hurt him, only slow him down.

Amelia's fire slash was accounting for that too, landing squarely on his raised arms as Lev turned around in the nick of time. Blinded by the explosion, he took advantage of the brief opening, dashing towards Kayla. The swordswoman was already there, a grin on her face that matched Lev's smile as Jack and Kayla slowed down to let them brawl for a moment.

**

In the end, Lev found himself on the barrier ground this time. With his speed and strength at the same level as the other three, it didn't come as a surprise when they eventually overpowered him. It wasn't like he was some unbeatable combat prodigy, and his only dedicated skill, glaive mastery, wasn't put to use either.

"You alright?" Jack asked and offered a hand.

Lev grabbed it and stood up. "Unhurt. Just considering things."

"You don't have an unarmed skill, right?"

"Nope, just one movement skill that is focused on aerial combat. Don't think I should be focused on training without my glaive anymore."

Jack chuckled. "It's funny hearing you say that when you aren't even using your class."

"And how can you sense my barriers so well?" Kayla asked, having caught her breath after the hour-long training session.

Lev was curious about that too. "I think my Mana Perception is close to evolving."

"It still hasn't?" she asked, surprised.

"Nope. My Perception was always really high, so I couldn't quite push the skill to its limits. It also scales with Perception, so it kept improving in the background without evolving."

"Are you going to use your glaive now?" Amelia asked. She sat cross-legged, thinking about how the brawl had gone and why it took them so long to pin him down.

"Not the Superior version," he said and formed a barrier replica of Stargazer. "Tell me when you're ready."

Five minutes later, Kayla, Jack, and Amelia stood opposite him, twenty meters away. Lev held the replica calmly in his hands, finding it to be a better companion than his bare fists, even if his talent with melee weapons was lacking. That was fine. Hard work was going to prevail again.

Crouching slightly, he adopted his stance and nodded. Amelia took the spar more seriously from the get-go, immediately launching a wide wave of fire at him. Lev powered through with little trouble, his armor absorbing it all with casual ease. Jack was there, waiting with his hammer.

Perhaps using his armor to negate the fire wasn't the best move, but the swordswoman needed to know that monsters could shrug off weak attacks without pausing for even a moment. His lessons had already borne fruit, though, as she was just a step behind Jack, whirling on him from the right.

Stargazer flashed, slapping away two of Kayla's barriers in a single swing. The haft blocked the descending hammer without problem, though Lev didn't let himself absorb the impact completely. His feet slid back slightly as would be fitting for a monster at Jack's level, providing a brief opening for Amelia as the glaive took too long to reposition.

Instead of his weapon, Lev threw it up lightly and turned to Amelia with his fists. Another two of Kayla's barriers accompanied the swordswoman, so he first manipulated his mid-air glaive to fire an extremely weak mana slash.

Seeing it for the first time, his team was caught unprepared. The slash broke one of the barriers and pushed away the second, leaving Amelia in a one-on-one. Lev was on her in a blink, his fist pushing the flat of her longsword to avoid the initial thrust. She still tried to knee him, just as a wave of flame rose out of the deflected weapon.

Limited as he was, it would be too much to just walk through the flames again. Instead, he ducked and had to jump away when Jack jumped him from the side. A mana bolt also almost grazed his shoulder, dodged hastily in a roll.

Whew, Lev grinned under his armor, matching the expression on his team's faces, even Kayla's. Now that they were fighting on even terms, it was entirely possible for him to be soundly defeated. In fact, he was expecting that to happen at least once in the next few days while slowly ramping up his strength, forcing his team to adapt against a gradually strengthening adversary.

This will be fun, he thought and charged, now more interested in seeing how well Kayla could keep him at bay.

**

Another half an hour later, Lev was still standing upright, undefeated. His team had put up a valiant effort, but he was too experienced to lose so quickly. Granted, they were learning terrifyingly quickly and were also growing into their skill and attribute potential, but he was also adapting to their moves and teamwork.

Summoning a chair for himself, he waited until his team was seated around him.

"Any questions?"

"Yeah, how did you first meet Isabella?" Kayla casually asked.

"I mean about the training," Lev flatly answered. "And she came to me to warn me about her father being adamant about recruiting me."

"And?"

"He was a reasonable man," he shrugged. "Not pushy or overbearing, especially when I explained how much my presence would endanger his daughter."

"Yeah," Jack smiled. "It would take a certain brand of idiots to join you."

Even Amelia nodded with a smile at that. "I mean, like Orianna says, it is as much a danger as it is an opportunity. Much more of the latter with Lev's support, if I'm being honest. Don't know why the Duke didn't understand that."

"I'm certain he did," Lev replied. "It's just that, who can willingly put their daughter at even more risk? I know I wouldn't be able to."

Jack's look was enough to show that he agreed, though the girls were momentarily thoughtful. It didn't take them long to agree as well.

"Alright, here's the plan," Lev got up and paced around. "I am limiting myself to mana slash and minor manipulation of my barrier glaive. That way, it can be used automatically for no more than a minute per half hour. It will remain that way for the next two spars, after which I will start adding even more. By tonight, you guys will be facing a small portion of my mental strength, which is way higher than the physical counterpart. Any questions?"

"Just one," Amelia voiced. "What's the end goal?"

"To use about 10% of my total mental strength when fighting you guys. It's very excessive by my estimates, though the chances of you actually surviving a minute against that much power aren't negligible either. I want to see if it's possible to push you that much."

No more questions were forthcoming, so after healing Jack to restore his stamina quicker, Lev adopted his stance again. His team followed his lead without any complaint, more than happy with the extremely rare opportunity.

**

The day passed with only a single defeat, and only in the second spar while he was still fighting at minimum strength. It was also very surprising and amusing, in a way. Amelia had to hear Kayla berate her about overusing the fire enhancement for ten minutes straight.

After that, she wisely didn't push it too much. A few burns still happened, except Kayla only glared at her for them. It was acceptable by the healer's standard.

Jack showed the most improvement. The big man's hammer, if aimed right, could easily lift Lev off his feet. That was the main reason he lost in the first place, and also why he never lost again. He was too wary of that damned hammer.

Night was in full swing now, and Lev hovered above the western wall. Something was watching him from the forest, that much was certain. Which was also why Sherron landed next to him after a few minutes, already looking intently at the distant region.

"What is it?" Lev asked, both wary and too curious.

"I can't tell," she replied tensely. "It's beyond my eyesight's effective range."

Lev's curiosity dimmed a little, and after a single glance from Sherron, he was flying towards Hakim's office. Less than a minute later, all three of them were on the wall.

"It's not the first time," Hakim spoke after a few seconds of loaded silence. "Ignore it, the creature is not a monster."

… Huh. That's new. Something sentient lives in the Dreadwoods?

Sherron's gaze lingered for a few seconds before turning to him. The warning in it to steer clear of the wall was clear, except Lev wasn't so inclined to. Even Hakim didn't seem worried, just accepting.

"I'll make more preparations," he said, taking one last look at the distant region, barely visible under the twin moons. "Don't worry, if anything happens, I'll try my best to live."

"Why do you- ugh, forget it. Just make sure to use the alert crystal. We'll know," Sherron grumbled and flew away.

Hakim smiled slightly as he watched her go before giving Lev a look. Lev just grinned back, and his grin widened a notch when he noticed the gleam in Hakim's eyes that was also visible in his own currently.

A wealth of curiosity.

Both of them wanted to know what the creature was. It hadn't attacked anyone, nor was it threatening Lev in any way so far. Hell, it might even be friendly, which made Lev all the more excited to finally meet it.

"I'll be careful still," Lev said, understanding that Hakim wasn't as hot-headed as him. "Besides, I can't exactly run away when my presence may save many, especially if I lure it away."

"I won't tell you otherwise," Hakim rumbled, relaxed yet serious like always. "Just know that a lot more can be accomplished by being alive."

"Of course," Lev nodded. "That's the priority too, but you know, I don't think I can abandon civilians if it comes down to it."

"It's understandable," the guildmaster answered and vanished in a puff of silver.

Lev just stared at where the tall man was for a moment before shaking his head. The old folks never got tired of silently flexing their powers in front of the younger generation.
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The next day, Lev was worried. A wave had appeared way ahead of schedule, even if it was only five-rated.

His team was seated silently in his main bubble next to him. They watched as shells, lances, and arrows bombarded distant monsters in a vacated corner left solely up to him.

"How is this even possible?" Jack asked once again, not actually looking for an answer. "How does one guy form waves by merely existing? It doesn't make sense."

"A lot of things don't make sense in this world," Lev replied casually, his eyes never leaving the treeline. "The System, for example, is a miracle that has no right to exist so freely, except it does, and does so for countless living beings. Then there's mana itself, the source of it all. None of this was on Earth, and some days, it still feels like a dream."

"Then there are monsters, a threat to all life," Jack continued in his stead. "And now, they are forming waves for just one human being. I mean, we are in no way, shape, or form the strongest beings out there. Except, the waves target you. Even dungeons do. How the hell is that fair?"

Lev just shrugged. The question was one without any answer, at least not until he dove into the Pit and looked for them himself. That was still a part of his eventual plans, though their viability remained to be seen. Already, they seemed to be a matter of centuries instead of years or decades. Too many scary beings wanted a bite of him.

A particularly massive lizard exited the forest from his corner, only for its face to cave in when a crackling shell landed on its head. Piercing into the brain, the resulting explosion disintegrated half of the skull from inside.

[

You have slain [Striped Flame Lizard - Level 335]

]

Hmm, the Arcane Archery skill is pretty close to an evolution now. He rubbed his chin, contemplating. How can I push it?

Two methods seemed worth pursuing. The first was to simply push it as he was currently going, eventually tipping it over the threshold. But on the other hand, he could look into exotic weapons tailor-made to train the skill.

It was his current location and situation that made the decision for him. Talking to a Master strategist observing from the wall, he moved further to the south where there were fewer monsters. The wave was further away, providing another obstacle for his shells.

Despite their speed, they still took precious moments to reach the monsters. Right now, the speed was overkill. Only when he faced a third-threshold monster focused on speed would it be obvious if the artilleries were as strong as they seemed.

"Are you going to let us in on your new master plans?" Amelia asked after watching him silently contemplate for a minute.

"Hmm?" Lev glanced at her. "Oh, I'm gonna push my skill towards an evolution."

"The archery one?" Jack asked with a nod, approving.

"Yep. The main hurdle for anything long-range is the time to reach the enemy… I think. Not sure about that, actually. Either way, it seems like a worthy challenge to overcome."

"Why not just use more power so it's harder to control?" Kayla suggested. "That will probably have the same effect."

"Do I need more power, though?" Lev mused, more to himself. "Nah, the artillery cannons are already too strong. Anything stronger will require a much bigger creation, and those are bad for obvious reasons. Don't think my barrier barrels can handle even more acceleration anyway, let alone infusion in the shells."

With a thought, their bubble was hovering over two hundred meters above the wall, just to make aiming even harder for himself. Having monsters in the same line of sight as the artillery helped a lot, which was why he wanted to test himself through a tower view.

"Ten… seems a bit excessive," Jack chuckled worriedly. "Will it not be-"

His complaints died down as a massive barrier platform formed under all of the artillery cannons, resting on the large wall. It was swiftly enchanted with several different wards to cover all sounds originating from the fired shells. He still had to slot cores in the platform, for the enchantments had their limits and needed exponentially more mana to go past them. Muting the explosions from ten artillery pieces was definitely beyond the sound wards.

"That works," the warrior conceded and crossed his legs, now ready to enjoy the show.

"I'm not sure if this is efficient," Lev began as shells started flying out of his secondary bubbles. More were constantly formed as they stacked up near the base of the cannons, already enough to take down hordes of second-threshold monsters. "But it's definitely going to be fun."

The first of the shells was loaded as he settled to wait. In the distance, only first-threshold monsters were visible for now, as the Masters near the treeline dealt with anything stronger. That was also a part of the reason why Lev was at a distance from the rest of the defenders, as to cover that side by himself entirely.

To that end, arrows constantly formed above him, fired automatically by his willpower. Most of them hit the mark, though some missed here and there, largely because of unpredictable monster behavior. Willpower didn't have all that much processing power behind it right now. That would require a lot more conditioning and training.

"Where did you even get this idea?" Kayla asked during the small wait. "I know there are specialized firearms for classes that generally empower all types of bullets. Aren't those weapons only for such classes, though?"

"I was mentored by Alec Zar," Lev reminded her. "His fighting style is unique, and also very suitable for me."

The first opportunity arose in the form of a third-threshold monster, one he was quite familiar with. A warg trotted out, its red mane and fur dripping blood-

Hold on, blood?

Sherron's deafening lightning bolt confirmed the monster was, indeed, a blood monster. All of Windkeep was immediately on high alert, and it also came as no surprise when even Hakim showed up within seconds.

Lev wanted to say he could see what happened, but he really couldn't. Hakim took no chances, and within instants and a scant few silver flashes, only a chopped feline remained.

"Did you see anything?" Jack asked. Lev realized his team couldn't even observe that far properly.

"Uh… yes. Some silver and a very dead third-threshold monster," he nodded slowly, still going over the details. The monster would've easily torn him to shreds. Just like he couldn't track Hakim's movements, he couldn't perceive the warg's either.

"Hakim's there?" Amelia exclaimed, immediately on her feet.

"Close to the treeline, yeah," Lev answered, amused at her reaction. "I can take you closer if you want?"

"N-no, it's fine," she shakily answered and sat back down, trying and failing to discern any of the distant clash's details. Lev didn't let it linger on his mind. There was a lot he still didn't know about her, and such a reaction could've been caused by literally anything. He would know in time.

Fortunately, the next strong monster showed up soon enough. It was a… thing Lev really didn't want to face.

By his side, Amelia was slowly blinking, trying to discern if the monster was real or not.

"That's a giant centipede," she eventually voiced, hands tightly gripping the cushioned barrier chair's armrests.

"Scared?" Lev teased, though internally, he was also wondering how the fuck anyone was going to kill that creature. It was massive, thoroughly armored, and showing no signs of taking damage from stray Master attacks.

"Very much so," she answered without hesitation. "How about we let Lady Sherron deal with that one?"

"I agree with her about this one," Kayla added, already holding Jack's hand. "Can we please not go near that?"

Lev and Jack shared a glance, though the former was very surprised to find a hidden message in Jack's eyes. He wanted Lev to face the centipede, take it down, and do it with style.

How Lev was able to deduce all of that from a look, he didn't know, but he had a task now. The opportunity to really cement himself as reliable was in front of him, even though his team already trusted him, and Lev was inclined to make full use of it.

Another part of Jack's silent communication revealed itself. It was one thing to fight something strong, and another to fight off someone's cause of fear. The warrior had somehow noted that from the moment the centipede showed up.

Scary.

Lev scanned the monster way more closely this time. There were little gaps between its carapaced body, which meant that he would have to break through the tough red armor while surviving the hundreds of sharp yellow legs on its side, each bigger than him.

A pulse of lightning from several kilometers away somehow became noticeable in his senses. It felt… off, for lack of a better term. Lev's brows furrowed for a moment before they shot up, the meaning clicking in his mind.

Waiting.

[

Mana Perception has evolved into Advanced Mana Perception.

Advanced Mana Perception - 2nd Level 1:

Perceive the mana in your surroundings with heightened clarity. Differentiating different mana types is made trivial.

2nd Rank: Decipher the flaws and deficiencies in the mana flows of runes and barriers more accurately.

]

The hell is that 2nd rank?

He ignored it for now, even though it was very interesting. Sherron was waiting for him to make a move, and currently, the centipede was busy tearing apart different monsters trying to run away from it.

"Stay in the bubble," he said to his team and flew out of it. Sherron was just barely visible far to his right, almost on the other side of Windkeep. Somehow, he knew she could see him clearly and was waiting for his next move.

At least it's a good opportunity to test my limits, he thought to himself, taking in the giant monster's appearance and visible defenses. Dark red in color, all of its body, except the legs, was covered in thick, dense, and compressed bone armor, similarly angry red.

It didn't take more than a few seconds to deduce that Lev had no chance in the confrontation. From end to end, the centipede was hundreds of meters long, and some parts of its body rose for over a dozen meters even as it simply slithered around to eat monsters.

Strangely enough, it wasn't focused on Lev. Now that he was out of the bubble's constantly overloaded concealment, every monster was gradually turning to him, even those facing other Masters.

The centipede however, casually kept munching on them. It was a monster, of that there was no doubt, except it was proving to be different than expected before the battle even began.

"What do you think?" Sherron asked after having taken the crystal from Jack. "Any chance of winning?"

"Not even close," Lev replied without hesitation. "The big blue fire slash I launched back then would barely even char its armor. No way I will actually kill it."

"I gathered as much," she sent. "What now?"

"Limit testing, I guess?"

Lev could almost feel her exasperation. New Masters weren't supposed to so casually saunter up to extremely dangerous monsters.

It's not like I'm hoping to win here, he mused, taking stock of everything in his secondary bubbles. Even damaging a portion of its armor will count as a victory for me.

[Stoneshell Centipede - ??]

The closer he got, the more ridiculous the centipede became. It was truly massive, magnitudes bigger than anything he had seen before.

A short chuckle burst out of his lips when one of his artillery pieces fired. The shell became smaller and smaller, and it was so comically tiny compared to the monster when it landed close to its head. As expected, the explosion did absolutely nothing except attract the centipede's attention.

The gaze settled on his shoulders like a mountain of raw power. Lev's breathing became heavier from the simple look, and his aura flailed to try and defend itself. It failed to accomplish anything, so he prepared himself for when the centipede eventually lunged.

A small storm of wind formed in its passing, demolishing the land around it for dozens of meters as it rocketed towards Lev close to the ground. Overloaded walls were effortlessly barreled through, lightning slashes barely hurt its face, and all he could do was throw himself upwards with all his might.

Even then, mandibles snapped shut alarmingly close to him, the sheer shockwave sending him tumbling for a long distance.

"I can't do shit here," he immediately sent to Sherron.

"But you can."

"Really?" Lev asked back, mind whirring. There was only one potential answer, and it was the Superior weapon in his hands. The lack of reply from Sherron was also another indicator of what she wanted him to do.

This is going to suck.

Sighing to himself, a storm of lightning channeled into Stargazer as a barrier blade slowly took shape. It was gigantic, enchanted with the best durability runes he had to be paired with the glaive's sharpness enchantment.

Once it was done at thrice Lev's size, he imbued his armor with lightning instead. Kinetic Absorption was carved on its entire surface, and by now, he was covered in runes from head to toe.

The formation was linked to channeling the absorbed mana into the enhancement formation's durability function, keeping it running at maximum with every hit. No doubt, it was going to be the most important asset in the upcoming fight.

Resolving himself, he waited for the monster to stop observing him with an eerie gaze and make a move.
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An odd standoff took place. Sweat flowed down Lev's forehead as he held the monster's gaze just as it peered at him like he was some zoo animal. Both terrified and too curious about whatever the hell was happening, he let it go on.

Should I attack?

There was no logic behind it, but Lev felt like that would be a big mistake. Somehow, the centipede was showing signs of intelligence, except it most certainly wasn't the creature stalking him from within the woods.

"What are you doing?" Sherron asked, the tension in her words obvious.

"I don't know, it's not attacking, and I think doing that will be a mistake for me."

Lev was about to slowly back away to see how the creature reacted when it shook, almost as if a jolt went through its body. The centipede's horizontal eyes were wide as it turned around, staring somewhere far past the treeline.

Its aura rolled out in earnest, and every single being present on the battlefield paused. Humans froze in fear, and monsters didn't fare much better. Even Sherron was deathly quiet, lightning tightly clinging to her form to act at a moment's notice.

For a brief instant, the centipede turned towards Hakim standing close to the bubble housing Lev's teammates. Then it screeched, the sound producing visible shockwaves from its raw intensity and power.

Lev didn't even realize when he was barreling towards the ground, having blacked out for a few moments. Even more concerning was that his kinetic absorption had absorbed the sound to empower the armor.

If everyone wasn't daring to move before, now they were paralyzed. Most hunters bled from their ears; some even writhed on the ground from the proximity. Lev healed himself quickly with restoration mana as he lightly landed on the ground, watching with terrified eyes as the giant centipede picked up speed.

He was also realizing just how close he had come to dying. The creature's lunge to bite him was slow in comparison to its current speed, except that didn't matter whatsoever.

Nothing it could do would matter. Not against what was waiting for the centipede in the forest.

Lev's mysterious stalker finally revealed its presence, and that alone was enough to arrest his breath. The centipede rushing into the forest lost meaning as he lost himself in that vast, ancient aura that scrambled his brain like an egg.

Forming thoughts became impossible as the ground shook. A battle was taking place, but he doubted anyone other than Hakim or Sherron even had the presence of mind to watch it-

Shit, my team!

The worry cut through his paralysis like a sharp blade. Lev quickly imbued his armor and flew back to the wall as fast as he could. His team was absently staring at the ground, too overwhelmed to even realize what they were going through with their eyes glazed over.

Ignoring their condition for now, he grabbed the bubble and took it to the nearest shelter entrance. The jolt of movement was thankfully enough to rouse his teammates again, and the increasing distance let them slowly realize what had happened.

Lev didn't have time to explain more. They hesitated in the bubble's opening, looking at him with a silent question. He just gave them a tired smile and watched them descend the stairs amongst the throng of people rushing into the shelter.

Life's not fair, he sighed to himself and landed on the western wall again. Intense tremors and shockwaves reached him from even so far away, and for the first time, he could feel the colossal enchantments running in the wall. The entire stone creation was enchanted, and yet, his evolved Mana Perception barely picked up on it despite the enchantments being active.

Any other time, it would've been a ridiculous feat that he would've tried to decipher for hours. Only, he was too absorbed in the events turning his worldview upside down currently. A few dozen kilometers away, a big distance even by his standards, two beings were fighting. Obscured by the trees and other things, he couldn't see what was facing the centipede, only that it was winning. Hard.

The outcome was further set in stone when a hill slowly started to rise. Light brown stone made up the entirety of it, growing in jagged, random spikes. Amidst them, the centipede frantically danced and weaved with extreme agility, the feat mind-boggling for Lev, who foolishly wanted to face that creature.

Just how had he and Sherron missed its extreme strength?

The question didn't linger for long. In less than a minute, the hill had turned into a small collection of mountains. The battle, if it could even be called that, was swiftly coming to a close. Massive spikes slowly sheared off the carapace protecting the centipede, and before long, the creature was completely impaled, unable to move even a muscle.

It was terrifying. An extremely strong third-threhold monster had been reduced to naught but paralysed prey, like a fly stuck in a spider's web. The more it tried to break free, the more the stone spikes stirred, sometimes even spinning inside its body to widen the wounds in showers of blood.

A long, pitiful wail reached the frozen battlefield as the battle came to a close. The centipede was knowingly kept alive, and the sentience of the stone user became evident when the stone spikes receded, letting the centipede retreat deeper into the woods with its life.

Then things became much worse. The mysterious creature turned its attention towards the frozen battlefield, and every single monster immediately ran away from the source of dread. Humans didn't have that luxury as they quickly retreated back to the walls. Carriers were already transporting all strategists and non-Masters to the shelters, frantically burning through their reserves.

It didn't matter. Hakim took a single step on the wall, flying towards the treeline in a straight line. A small crater formed where he landed, just as a towering creature walked out of the woods.

Just beholding its visage was enough to utterly freeze everyone again.

Lev always wondered what a world-ending calamity would look like. Would it be a giant creature that would swallow cities whole? Perhaps something akin to a dragon would raze the continent to the ground in a single breath. Or maybe a horde of giants would trample on everything humanity had built for themselves, proving just how negligible it was in the grand scheme of things.

He would've been wrong. Death walked on four legs as it casually trotted forward. Head held high, the hound gazed upon the paralysed humans, somehow looking down on them despite staring into their eyes directly.

Steps measured and gait oozing royalty, not even a blade of grass was disturbed in its passing as the hound stopped in front of Hakim, a scant few dozen meters away. The human in its way was strong, unbelievably so, but it was also a chosen of the Goddess, one who looked kindly upon all with sentience.

Lev had barely taken in the hound's massive size, standing at over twenty meters tall, and the light brown fur that looked like the same color as the mountain of stone the centipede had to deal with.

A lengthy tail swished behind it too, possessing three sharp ends similar to spearheads. Slowly scanning its body covered in pristine fur and gleaming claws, he looked towards its head.

His soul almost jumped out of his body when he found the hound's eyes looking into his own. They looked normal— far too normal given the horrifying circumstances.

Hakim was also looking at him, the resigned expression on his face a bitter pill to swallow. The guildmaster waited for Lev to do something, and a small sigh escaped him when Lev remained rooted on the spot, too terrified to even move.

Something happened between them, and alarmingly, Hakim stepped to the side, letting the hound walk forward uninterrupted.

Why is it coming towards me? The shaky thought echoed in Lev's head. The hound took its sweet time, both walking too fast due to its massive stature, and too slowly because of how far it was.

All the while, Lev struggled to move, and the approaching being didn't help. Its aura was unbelievably massive, and at this point, he wasn't even sure what to feel anymore. If someone asked him who would win in a battle between Hakim and the hound, he would hesitate to vote for the former.

As seconds passed, his mind became increasingly sluggish. The hound's aura contained something far too profound for his human brain to decipher. An element so complex that he could only ignore it to the best of his ability.

Regardless, he didn't have a choice. The hound was no doubt something akin to either royalty or a pack leader of its kind, and making it seem slighted would be the worst mistake he could make currently.

Taking control of his armor, he wobbled down from the wall and glided to the ground. The hound paused once he started moving, so Lev walked forward, even as the world became increasingly domineering around him.

Stone was the greatest impression echoing in his mind. Surrounded by the thick fog of the being's aura, all he could see was the endlessness of its might. A Manawell granted it far more mana than anything at its level had the right to possess, amplifying its stone manipulation and second element to height that shouldn't have been possible for a third-threshold monster.

Except the living proof was standing right in front of him, and it was strong enough that Lev's knees shook. The armor was manipulated by his mind and shouldn't have been affected, yet he still barely trudged forward, pretty much throwing himself to cover the distance.

Sherron floated closer, intending to intervene. The hound simply turned to her, and she froze in her tracks. Even Hakim gave her a slightly panicked look, one that Lev's addled mind barely registered.

[Stoneblessed Hound - ??]

Blessed? he wondered with a gulp as the pressure slowly became bearable. His aura was getting better at preventing him from getting overwhelmed, clinging tightly to the skin and fighting off the external influence. Standing a few meters away from the towering hound, he had bigger things to worry about now.

"HU-MAN," a scratchy, discordant voice boomed in his head, immediately flooring him. "WHY. ENTICING?"

With an effort of will, Lev pulled himself up until he sat cross-legged not to fall over again and replied through the telepathic connection. "What do you mean?"

"Presence. Calls."

"My presence?" he questioned back, finding his bearings.

"Yes."

"I don't know," Lev said, being honest. Perhaps the being could finally give him some answers.

The world sharpened to the extreme as the hound's eyes narrowed, staring into his very soul. There was nothing he could hide in that moment, be it his past or his reincarnation, and all he could do was wait until the being was satisfied.

"CURIOUS. MANAWELL. PATH, POTENT. SHOW."

Lev gulped. He really didn't like the sound of that.

"… Show what?"

"ANSWER. HIDDEN. IN YOU."

The words hadn't even finished echoing in his mind when Lev's world slowed down. A long, thin stone needle was flying at his forehead, aimed to impale right between the eyes and above the nose.

He barely ducked underneath and threw himself to the side, creating distance as a wall of stone rose between him and the hound. Stargazer was already in his hands, attracting an interested look from the being as it refused to budge a single step.

Lightning streamed into the glaive and his armor as he flew back, capitalizing on the slow nature of stone. At least, it seemed that way, until dozens of sharp shards were suddenly flying his way. Shields and walls shattered just as quickly as they formed, giving him barely enough time to fire an overloaded lightning slash at the approaching stone wall.

It landed squarely in the center amidst a giant explosion. Lev was about to turn to the hound when the stone wall continued approaching as if nothing had happened, showing only small cracks for all of his efforts where the slash had landed.

… No way.

That was nearly a twentieth of his own pool. How had it done absolutely nothing? Pushing it out of his mind, Lev flew back to the wall under the hound's judging gaze, but he paid it no mind. Instead, he took control of his secondary bubbles the moment they were in range before returning to the hound.

Even now, it merely watched without moving a single inch. The lances flying its way were easily intercepted by stone shards, and the waves of arrows were blocked by a wall that sprang up in a blink.

Lev's face became more and more resigned as the barrage continued. One may imagine that it would be a battle of attrition, but the hound's projectile count literally never dimmed. Stone shards obliterated his lances and remained completely intact, and the nicks and scratches produced by his arrows were repaired with a single thought.

And it has a Wisdom Boost, like me, he noted, mind whirring at high speeds to come up with something. Anything. Hell, I doubt its regeneration was even slightly stressed by this exertion.

The impromptu spar seemed more hopeless than anything he had ever experienced.
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The truth of the matter was, Lev had no idea how even to scratch the being, let alone show whatever answers it wanted from him. Unfortunately, he couldn't refuse the order either, for that could be disastrous beyond measure.

Gripping Stargazer tightly, he wondered what he could possibly show the monster. Anything large-scale was a bad idea, especially so close to the city. Moreover, he doubted all of his and Stargazer's mana combined would amount to much.

So, with a heavy weight on his shoulders, Lev started creating another layer around his armor. The plating layer was extensive, covering all of his limbs as best as he could currently manage, and was primed to be enchanted and matched with the already existing formations on the armor below.

Kinetic Absorption was the sole formation present on the plating layer. It was designed to absorb a lot of the force from any attacks that landed on him, and then convert it equally into lightning mana and pure mana. The former was supposed to imbue his armor, and the latter was to keep its durability enchantments topped up after powering the plating's durability functions.

Time passed in a blink, except barely any of it did. Thirty seconds felt like an eternity as he modified his armor under the hound's gaze, one that watched him patiently, very far from concerned or intrigued.

Taking a deep breath, Lev landed back on the ground. The previous shards and walls from the hound were all gone, disintegrated as if they had never existed. Such was its degree of control over stone.

With a hollow chuckle containing his emotions about the whole situation, Lev charged. A torrent of lightning was imbued in his glaive and armor, affording him just enough speed to weave between the first defensive barrage from the hound.

Stone shards aimed to skewer him in a frontal assault. He dodged as best as he could, letting a few of them graze his armor just to see how it fared. The shards packed enough of a punch to send small cracks running through the plates despite being overloaded to maximum durability, but on the bright side, they also converted a lot of mana to fuel the enchantments.

His sprint lasted for all of ten seconds. Before he covered even half of the distance, a wall rose beneath his feet. Lev hadn't felt a single shred of mana or aura, and caught unprepared, was launched high in the air.

The stacks of shields and walls from his secondary bubbles flew in the open, blocking and deflecting the next barrage of stone shards at the cost of shattering. He quickly righted himself after the number of shards increased sharply, firing two lightning slashes from Stargazer.

As another wall of stone appeared to block them, he channeled fire into the glaive instead. It turned blue in a single burst and flew at the same wall that had negated his lightning slashes so easily.

The fire slash exploded with vengeance, shearing off a large portion of the wall. Lev didn't miss the weakness, immediately rushing forward with all of his constructs. Stone shards shattered his shields and walls left and right as more lightning slashes followed the first, finally felling the massive construct.

Behind it, the hound watched with its unnerving gaze, able to effortlessly peer into all of his secrets. He did his best to ignore that and swung Stargazer when a spike tore out of the ground, aimed to skewer his heart.

Stone and slash met in a deafening shockwave as the barrier blade cut deep, tearing off enough of the spike for Lev to fly underneath it. Another pair of spikes was right in front of him, and this time, he focused on condensing his slash as much as possible.

Lightning was better suited for the task. A rope-thin slash flew from his blade, extremely sharp yet delicate. It turned out to be just enough to cut through them and let him close some more of the distance between him and the hound.

All of that happened in mere seconds, and in just as long, the number of stone constructs he was dealing with doubled. A barrage of smaller spikes negated all of his progress, forcing him to desperately dodge and weave.

It wasn't enough, so he had to improvise. Stone shards were allowed to graze his armor, each projectile packing enough strength to stress his absorption enchantments from just that. The barrier armor cracked in several places, requiring precious instants to repair.

Lev's mind remained sharp. An opportunity presented itself, and both artillery cannons on his bubbles fired at once. Their sheer speed was enough to drown out all other sounds, and yet, before he could even blink, the shells were lodged in two walls that had appeared out of nowhere.

He was pretty sure of that. There had been no mana usage or anything to indicate otherwise.

What the hell? Lev backtracked, unable to understand what he was seeing. Now that he was a Master, his Perception wasn't low enough for things to move akin to teleportation. That didn't make sense. How?

There was no answer as the sky darkened. Sunlight was blocked effortlessly as thousands upon thousands of stone shards, each half his size, formed in moments. He could only watch with his mouth ajar when the first wave descended.

Lightning rushed into his armor in a torrent, and all of its enchantments were pushed to the absolute limit as he danced between them. Some of the landed still, gouging deep cuts into the armor while providing precious boost to the durability of the plating.

Things became slightly easier when all of his cannons fired rapidly above him. It was a blind effort, one that thankfully caught a few of the shards trying to impale him.

Think, think, think, his mind raced in panic and determination. The creature doesn't seem to be worried about whether I live or die.

There were depressingly few options. Both of his bubbles rushed forward as all of his shields and walls inside them moved. Willpower protested in a bout of searing pain, taxed beyond anything it was trained to do so far.

Lev was not having it. Too much was at stake, and the fact that his emotions were going out of control wasn't helping.

The hound was extremely strong. So much that he was having trouble believing that he was still alive. That thought evoked deep fear, one that threatened to freeze him every time he locked eyes with the being.

On the other side of the coin, Lev was angry. So very angry that he had been called out in the open, right in front of humanity's strongest, and there was nothing they could do. Nothing he could do.

It irked him so unbelievably much. Who was this furry asshole to toss him around without even moving a single inch, as if Lev was nothing more than a temporary curiosity that wasn't going to live much longer anyway.

He didn't let the rage consume him. Instead, it was channeled into his mana and skills, improving the quality of the lightning mana infused into his armor. It wasn't quite like turning normal fire into blue fire, except the sheer willpower at his disposal was enough to make it evolve half a step, overwhelmed and forced to improve by raw desire as all of the stone shards close to him were blown away in a crackling wave.

The wave was focused upwards, buying him a precious few moments to bring all of his constructs close. Orbs stayed right next to him, housing all of the rapidly converted lightning for him to use later.

As if sensing the change, the hound's eyes narrowed slightly. Four long, thin spikes burst out of the ground near its paws, each aimed at a different limb on his body.

Focus.

Time seemed to slow down as Stargazer moved. The glaive mastery skill guided his efforts, letting Lev tap into its vast potential properly. It was severely underutilized, he knew. This was the first time he could really push its limits without simply needing bigger and stronger moves.

His glaive's haft was hit directly by the tip of the spike. Neither lost out in durability, and he chained the absorbed force to slash through the spike aiming for his leg. Twisting his body along with the move, the remaining two spikes were dodged as the shard barrage restarted in earnest.

Shields and walls, brimming with mana, hovered above him in layers. Dozens of them shattered in the first second, covering him for the first quarter of the distance. Stone walls rose, each exponentially more durable than his own constructs.

Fire wasn't going to cut it for this one. His improved lightning streamed into Stargazer, shaped into a thin slash that cut through the first and almost bisected the second. Shells capitalized on that and destroyed it in the same instant.

The hound was curious now, wondering what Lev's plan was. His dash so far had been beyond desperate, and the protection above him wasn't going to last till the end.

Lev was aware of that and commanded all the ropes around his bubbles to unfurl. Like dozens of limbs, they snaked forward to create a dense net over him, saving the last few heavily enchanted walls for later.

Only two dozen meters remained. The hound towered over him, looking down with eyes devoid of worry, only slightly amused. Lev pushed down his rage and indignation at being forced to dance to its tune and prepared himself for the final exertion.

Both of the bubbles were thrown directly at it, charged with lightning and powered by kinetic driving formations. As blurs, they crashed into the round stone shields that formed in a blink, the design copied from his own.

Ignoring that, Lev knew that creature was too prideful to suddenly raise its strength now. Stargazer, imbued with a ton of lightning, cut through the approaching spikes. The net above blocked the stone rain, and by the time the hound was within his glaive's range, all of his being was focused on simply drawing blood.

Focus, he repeated in his mind one last time, bringing back Stargazer for a wide slash. Blue fire was imbued into his armor's limbs and joints, and lightning in the rest for the best combination of speed and strength.

After fitting as much mana in Stargazer as possible, the primed slash could cut through weaker third-threshold beings. Lev was confident that it would at least hurt, and a significant portion of his mind was ensuring that nothing disrupted the attack.

The ground beneath him was covered by a barrier sheet, enchanted with durability. Shields and ropes protected him from above, and ahead of him, was a furry limb that he swung at with all his might.

All the power in the glaive was too much for his mind to handle, setting the air ablaze in its passing. The world became crackling and extremely hot in the first instant, and the proximity became even more lethal.

By the time it was about to connect, chunks of his armor were melting off, and the flesh beneath it wasn't faring much better. That was fine, though, as he was sure the attack would be quite painful.

Then the monster just casually teleported a dozen meters to the side.

Lev could only watch with eyes as wide as saucers as the compressed lightning slash parted empty air, vanishing out of sight in a blink. Somewhere far away, a thunderous explosion occurred in the Dreadwoods, but his mind didn't even register the sound.

He could only vacantly stare at where the monster had once stood.

Space.

It should've been obvious. Stone appeared out of thin air, and the monster also possessed an aura that exposed everything within its radius. What else could it be, if not the very reality he existed in?

Because of course it has space. A chuckle burst out of his lips, broken and disbelieving. That was also the element humanity was struggling to get its hands on. Except, the hound had casually sauntered up to Windkeep, made Hakim of all people acquiesce to its demands, and now showed an element that was notoriously difficult to observe, let alone potentially use.

All to toy with him.

It was infuriating. The anger brimming in his veins was no longer tame enough to be held back. Demanding and overwhelming, he let the rage guide his actions as much of the hound's aura was brushed off, no longer capable of pressuring him by merely existing.

All the lightning stored in his orbs was now channeled into three long, heavy lances. Runes were carved with unparalleled speed as Lev stared into the hound's eyes, losing all remaining reason when it looked back with undisguised smugness.

Stargazer's blade turned bright blue and was quickly swung in a slash. The crescent attack tore through the distance, eviscerating two risen walls in a giant explosion. That should've made the vicinity impossible to traverse, but Lev was beyond caring now.

The absorption formations absorbed as much of the kinetic energy as possible, increasing the armor's durability to the maximum possible. One of the lances moved, piercing through the group of spikes rushing him.

In another blue slash, they were all turned to dust, letting Lev finally reach the being. Stargazer's blade rushed towards its face, almost coming in contact with the fur on its cheek before the hound teleported again.

He was prepared this time. All of his bubble's ropes whirled to its new location, elongated and imbued with a torrent of lightning. Like miniature lightning bolts themselves, they flew like jagged spikes to tear it to shreds.

None of that happened. Each rope simply slid off, the imbued element unable to singe even the hair on its face. A set of round stone shields blocked another lance, the first blowing up in a shower of splinters and the other heavily cracked as a result.

Stargazer finally neared its front leg when the hound teleported again. Lev reacted faster this time, firing his newly formed three lances immediately at its new location. Holding more than a third of his and Stargazer's combined mana, the first powered through its new set of shields, the second destroyed the rising walls and spikes, and the third passed through empty air.

Lev was already flying quicker than he ever had. All of his remaining mana was used, going well below the dangerous threshold that mages weren't supposed to cross. A ton of imbued lightning was used in an instant as the armor rocketed towards the hound, breaking his bones and shearing off flesh from the instantaneous acceleration.

That was fine. Healing would eventually bring him back to health. All that mattered was landing a singular attack on the haughty creature, to prove that all he had learned and accomplished so far wasn't for nothing.

Once again, time slowed as Stargazer moved in a straight line, the thrust perfectly aligned to pierce the hound's eye.

Lev's hope had yet to rise when the world morphed. His heart sank, and willpower hadn't even begun to understand what was happening when his very being was squeezed.

The preparation, the speed, and thrust— all of it was rendered meaningless when he appeared two dozen meters behind the hound, very much against his will.
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A chuckle echoed in the tense, silent grassland. Lev's grip on Stargazer faltered as the primed attack burst out of its blade. Thin and jagged, the painfully shaped slash landed on empty ground, carving a long gouge as it went for dozens of meters.

Just like that.

What had even happened? One moment, his glaive was about to pierce the large eye, and the next, his reality had turned upside down.

He wanted to laugh at the sheer absurdity of it. To be teleported against one's will, especially when all of his willpower was clinging to him like a second skin, was unfathomable to him. The hound hadn't just displayed enough skill to teleport him through his most focused state, but it had also done so effortlessly, crushing his efforts without batting an eye.

Blood pooled in his armor as his body slowly fell apart. Organs were ruptured, one of his eyes only saw a blur, and every bone in his arms and legs had almost turned to dust. Restoration mana struggled to heal any of the damage, as his soul strained at even the smallest mana usage, completely bottomed out, and frayed at the seams.

His fingers twitched still, and Stargazer's haft slowly slid out of his hand. The Superior weapon, one he was so proud of-

No, it isn't even her fault, the thought weakly echoed in his head as the grip closed again, holding her tightly. The events of the past second were slowly setting in as his shoulders dropped, and a single tear flowed down his still-working eye.

So absorbed was Lev in his self-doubts, pain, and disbelief that the hound's movements went unnoticed. It took a few steps, covering the small distance as a brown blur. Before he could even turn to protect himself, a paw the size of a cart slammed into him.

The hound purposely held back, only pushing him away at extreme speed instead of smashing him to paste. Surroundings lost color and turned into a blur as all of his absorption runes were overloaded in a split second, and that was the only reason he didn't pop like a watermelon.

Much of the impact from colliding with Windkeep's wall was negated. A large crater formed into the stone construct as a result, and by some twist of fate, Lev landed with his eyes still facing forward, glaring at the hound that was already retreating back into the Dreadwoods, no longer interested in the quizzical human.

Colors sharpened for a brief instant as he stared at the creature's back, burning every single detail of its visage in his mind. The world bent and warped, twisting light until he could see it all in extreme clarity. From the sharp claws that it hadn't bothered to use, to the tail with three sharp ends that would've been extremely overkill— Lev took it all in and made a single promise to the hound as his consciousness fled.

I will see you again.

**

Watching Lev be rendered so powerless hurt far more than she ever expected to, but Sherron's hands were tied. Even Hakim's knuckles were white from clenching his greatsword tightly, unable to lift a finger to help the Master flailing amidst a natural calamity.

He didn't know. How could he? Lev's worst encounter was with the windstrider warg, except a thousand of those couldn't touch a hair on the hound. It was unbelievably strong, far more than she could have imagined. A single glimpse of its aura was enough to freeze her every time, and Hakim's silently angry eyes let her know how bad an idea it would be for her to intervene.

The losses might outweigh saving Lev. If it ever declared humanity an enemy, she didn't know if they would survive.

In his usual fashion, Lev tried to rely on his lances as finishers. They were strong enough to work in almost every scenario, except against the hound, they were nothing more than fireworks.

Even if one of them landed on the monster, it would, at most, just blacken a few of its hairs without ever damaging the skin. Both she and Hakim knew that from a single glance.

Lev, however, didn't. Every movement screamed his desperation to land a single attack, and she wished she could stop him already. Seeing even his strongest move fail to damage the unprotected creature would break him.

Fortunately, that didn't come to pass. He chose the only potential vulnerability, only for the hound to do even worse. Space mana, the incredibly elusive kind, gathered in enough amounts to decimate all resistance and teleport Lev during his final move.

Sherron almost forgot all about consequences as the boy's aura trembled, letting everyone present clearly see the state of his soul and mind. She couldn't stand to see him suffer so much as the Superior weapon slowly slid out of his hand, except he gathered himself enough to clutch her tightly.

Before she could muster the courage to do anything, the hound moved. A single swipe sent Lev shooting through the air, and her scream was lost to even her own ears as she sped up.

It took an effort of will not to unleash all her might on the hound then and there. Sherron quickly flew but had to pause in horror when the hound turned back again, no longer disinterested and bored.

Instead, it stared at the unconscious Master with wide eyes, shaking with untamed excitement. For several long and tense seconds, she floated between Lev and the creature, praying to whatever might listen that it wouldn't do anything.

Fortunately, her fears were unfounded. The initial excitement dimmed, and when the human didn't as much as twitch again, the hound started moving again, taking a few steps before vanishing completely, leaving both her and Hakim utterly confused about whatever the hell had just transpired.

**

Lev found himself surrounded by complete darkness again, similar to what he had experienced after facing the Chaoswalker. This time, however, he could feel.

The vastness around him was endless, housing countless beings, concepts, and forces. None of it made sense except the closest phenomena, ones that were enveloping him completely.

Where the hell…?

Without any physical or intangible form, he could only use his mind, and it was utterly incapable of understanding even a fraction of the current happenings. Where was he, to begin with, and why were all these great existences here?

Mana was decipherable, at least. It permeated the entire universe the same way it existed in the weird dreamscape, both supportive and distant, giving every being the power to evolve and ascend.

Ascend… ascend to where?

The answer wasn't difficult to realize. Around him were beings akin to gods, and gods themselves. If he had to guess, the weaker ones were fifth-threshold beings, and the exponentially more domineering ones were beyond that, existing in states that he couldn't hope to even glimpse.

Thankfully, he was shielded completely, especially because of the darkness. It wasn't a work of mana or the gods, Lev was slowly coming to notice. Instead, it was something else entirely, and just thinking about it was enough to send deep jolts of fear down his consciousness.

He struggled to move around, and to his surprise, it worked. Now able to swim around a bit, he didn't put much thought into it and glided forward. Seconds passed, and he picked up speed, only to realize just how big a mistake that was.

Things just… didn't move. Speed existed as a concept for only the first seconds when he felt himself moving, then his mind started grasping the scale of his current location.

Horror slowly seeped in. Lev's very existence threatened to unravel as infinity was forced upon his mind. No matter how much he traveled, he never got closer or further from any presences he could feel. The distance was much too large for his human brain to comprehend.

Calling himself a grain of sand would be an overstatement. No matter where he turned or what he tried to focus on, it remained firmly out of any conceivable reach.

I need to wake up.

The thought couldn't take hold of him. His subconscious flailed, unable to understand its own current state of being. Everything was too much, and when impressions started to reach him, Lev knew something was very wrong.

Wake up!

Scales screamed into his mind, gigantic, infallible, and protective. Nobody could reach beyond them, not when the sanctuary stood in front of all harm. Moonlight watched over it all, as did the eternal embrace of death, promising all a peaceful end.

WAKE UP!

He was… beyond negligible. Nothing noticed him, none even felt the ripples from his existential crisis. The emotions borne of desperation and panic created small waves around him, except they petered out within moments, never getting far.

It was only after a strong desire emerged, one to see Orianna again, did he return to the living world, leaving the plane of emotions behind.

**

Apparently, waking up didn't quite mean waking up. Lev found himself in another brand of darkness, except this one was natural.

Regardless, it took him a long time to gather his bearings again. The memories of ancient, endless beings reverberated in his head, refusing to abate in any timely manner. The System or Mana was slowly removing his memory again, though it felt different this time.

It's leaving behind some impressions…

There was more than a single god, that much he was allowed to remember. Moreover, there were plenty of fifth-threshold beings on Monarch too, and imagining the sheer size of the planet scared him to no end. Mana removed that memory too.

Alright, what's up with this state of mind? he wondered and tried to move around. His limbs protested in muted agony, meaning he was still alive and whole. That was a shot of relief that threatened to make him fall unconscious again, lulling him into the comfortable, boundless embrace of peace-

Lev shot upright, all feeling returning to his body in a single instant. Pain overwhelmed his mind immediately as the horrible state of his physical and spiritual being made itself known, and this time, he only passed out instead of simply dying.

**

Several bouts of pain and passing out ensued, though Lev could stay awake for longer each time. Memories slowly returned to him, making him realize just how precarious his situation was.

His body had been ravaged by relentless use of mana, his mind had been taxed beyond belief, and his soul had expended every single drop of mana it held. To top it off, the hound had casually turned him half to paste, almost smearing him across Windkeep's walls.

He was extremely angry, but more than that, he was just happy to be alive. The whole encounter was overshadowed by a margin that wasn't even funny. It took conscious effort to even remember the fight, one that had ended in a miserable and haunting defeat.

Then he went ahead and gazed upon the gods. Not a single one— plural.

How? he wondered for the millionth time, now able to stay awake for several minutes at once. No one was near him in the damp, dark room that smelled of cleansing products and stale medicine.

It wasn't hard to realize he was in a hospital, and in a secluded section. The lights were off, meaning no one had come to see him for a while, and he was getting tired of just dozing off repeatedly.

So, against his better judgment, he rose up in a sitting position with a grunt, both marvelling and worrying about how weak he felt. The list of notifications could wait— he had better things to ponder about.

Let's see, I know my memories were removed, and I was grateful for that. He started taking mental notes, absently gazing at the tiled floor. First, there are more gods than just the Goddess. My mind says three nearby, but what the hell counts as nearby?

There were no answers, and perhaps that was for the best.

Secondly, it was related to emotions. Why emotions? I'm pretty sure my own emotions were effective at… something, to an unknown extent. Really can't say I like the lack of answers even if I wanted my memories to be taken away.

The whole experience was a big fat mystery. Somehow, he had seen something impossibly beyond him, and Lev suspected that his horrible state was made even worse by that.

Then there was the matter of fifth-threshold monsters. He had no exact count, only that there were 'many' of them on Monarch.

Why the hell had they ever come here, again? What if even a single one of them decided that humanity had to go?

With a shaky hand throbbing in pain, he ran it through his hair and took deep breaths. Parsing through one set of memories had left the other, extremely depressing one in his head. The hound had toyed with him to a degree that left him feeling cracked and broken.

To begin with, what it had accomplished against the centipede could've destroyed the entirety of Windkeep. What Lev had to face however, wasn't even a fraction of that. It just used space mana of all things. Space!

A wheeze burst out of his throat, bringing with it a stinging pain. Even trying to chuckle was too much for his body currently, but he refused to let himself cry over it. The hound was a valuable lesson, one he was going to remember till the very end.

Feeling around, his storage ring was still on his left hand. A wooden tray was summoned onto his lap. A large bowl of steaming soup appeared on top of it, along with a cup of hot chocolate.

Men didn't cry, or at least he heard that often in his past life. Whether it was an excuse to bottle up one's emotions or perhaps to look stronger in front of girls, Lev had never believed it.

How stupid.

Now he was doing the same. Granted, he was almost certain that most people wouldn't be nearly as composed as him after going through such an ordeal, even if his hands shook and a bit of soup spilled into the tray.

I'll be fine.

His control failed anyway as a single tear rolled down his cheek. Without thinking, he formed a small barrier plate to catch it mid-air, and the extreme lance of pain that went through his soul and body made his lips part into a wide, trembling smile.

And, in that same instant, Orianna appeared in the doorway of his room. She froze in place, and color drained from her face when Lev looked at her with a broken expression as tears flowed freely into the meal on his lap.
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Time lost meaning as Lev focused on controlling his emotions, the task made exponentially harder by Orianna comforting him. It was impossible to lie to her.

"Where's Sherron?" he asked, head resting on her shoulder. They were both seated on his bed, and she was currently holding him in a gentle hug.

"She's busy dealing with the aftermath. It has been… some time, since you passed out," Orianna replied, a subtle tremor going through her body as she said the second part.

"How long?"

"… Three weeks."

"That long?" he exclaimed in surprise, wincing as pain flared from simply speaking a bit louder. "Where's my team? Are they fine?"

"Lev… they're just fine. No hunter died in that wave, and the city walls also remained untouched."

"Just almost me, huh?" he snorted and straightened. Giving her a small smile, he got up from the bed and made to the bathroom.

Three weeks… he wondered, questioning just how things could go so wrong in a single hour. I hope they don't hold the missed training against me… What am I even thinking?

His mind was very much not in the right state currently. Healing was going to take a lot of time, as his body continued to remind him with every step, so without putting himself through more misery, he returned to the bed.

"Is there anyone else here right now?" Lev asked and lay down again.

Orianna answered while shifting to make more space for him. "No, there was no way to tell when you would wake up."

Or if I ever would, he finished in his head with a silent sigh.

"Where am I, anyway? Seems to be the basement of White Health."

She nodded. "Diana treated you earlier. She couldn't make sense of what was wrong, only that her healing did almost nothing. We…"

Lev couldn't help but chuckle. Sitting back up, he embraced her with slow movements. "It's alright, I'm awake now. I also have some more knowledge I can share, but first, I need to sleep more to heal."

**

Some more people came to visit, but Lev remained too groggy to really converse with any of them. Now that he was actually healing, the pain was way more debilitating. Why he wasn't healing before, he had no idea.

Sherron, Orianna, Alec, his team, Hakim, and even Drakys regularly visited him. Each time he opened his eyes, there was someone new watching over him, though they made him smile all the same. Their presence did wonders for his psyche, allowing him to fall asleep with a sense of calm and security.

Another week passed in snippets of consciousness before a threshold was seemingly breached. Opening his eyes, Lev knew something was different, especially because the all-encompassing pain was simply a dull background noise now.

No one's here, he noted, slowly moving around his limbs to get a feel for their state. Everything felt normal enough, so he picked up Stargazer, which was resting against his bed.

She was still pristine and unblemished, something that brought him a great deal of relief and joy. He remembered almost dropping her, and that would've been the worst thing he could do to such a trusty companion.

Holding the haft close to his chest, he sent a trickle of mana into the healing converter. Lev's soul protested lightly, reminding him that he wasn't completely healed yet, but the mana flowed all the same. The converted mana then seeped into his body, healing the insistent tears and cuts that refused to heal naturally. Something was different about them, though he had no way to know how or why.

Whew, he breathed out and got out of bed. This feels nice.

Taking a moment to marvel at the lack of discomfort, he kept up the small amount of healing while summoning casual clothing on his body just to get out of the patient garb. Once he was properly cleaned up after a shower, Lev left the room he was in.

The hallway was dark, though he could feel some presence a bit further ahead. It seemed that he had been kept extra isolated, and he had to wonder what Diana had seen to want that.

Silently moving towards a higher floor, he ignored the closed rooms until the first staff member noticed him. Walking towards what he assumed was his room, she paused in surprise before hurrying over to him.

"Hunter Lev?" she asked, both elated and concerned. "Are you alright? Why are you walking out here? Is your condition stable now? I can call-"

"I'm fine," he cut her off, amused at the rapid-fire questions. "Yes, my condition is stable, and I can walk properly. Can you show me the way to the exit? Or better yet, the people I need to inform before leaving."

"I..." She took a moment to process what he had just said. "Yes, of course. Please follow me."

So began a rather enlightening journey of walking through the deepest floor of the largest hospital on Monarch. It housed far more patients than he expected, especially because of how easily injuries could be healed.

Then again, healers are very rare. I can currently feel only six of them, he mused, also noting how white everything was. It really lived up to its name.

"Sir Lev," the nurse said, her voice cracking slightly. "Can… can I ask about what happened that day?"

"Depends," Lev answered easily enough, ignoring how she had addressed him. "What do you know about it?"

"Nothing," she gulped. "No one ever said a word, though there have been rumors. Something about a giant creature suddenly showing up during the wave."

"Then it's not up to me to say anything more, I'm afraid," he answered, unapologetic.

"Ah, of course, I just got ahead of myself," she chuckled nervously, no longer confident enough to look behind her. Lev didn't think she had anything to be afraid of, though he was getting somewhat famous now.

It took another two floors before they reached the ground floor, and that one had the smelly air that he had associated with a hospital. Granted, the atmosphere was way better than Earth's hospitals, but his improved senses noted every little detail.

People stared. He didn't know why. Maybe some rumors had spread behind his back? Either way, Lev ignored them all and made to the main counter with three receptionists.

The attendant took her leave quickly after fulfilling her task. Conversation died down when he approached, and a woman with eyes wide in recognition quickly stood up.

"Hunter Lev! I'll call Lady Sherron and Lady Orianna-"

"There's no need for that," Lev immediately shot her down. "Just tell me if there's anything I still need to go through before being allowed to leave."

The receptionist hesitated, though only briefly. "We have been instructed to let you leave without any of our routine checkups. Lady Sherron only wanted us to inform you to use your healing skill as soon as possible. I'm assuming it was the same one you're using right now."

"It is," Lev nodded once, and after seeing that she had nothing else to say, made to leave through the main gates. Outside, the suns were high on the horizon, painting everything in a cozy noon light.

Though not everything was cozy, as evidenced by the face of a Master team currently moving towards the hospital. Their eyes met, and Lev knew immediately that he wasn't going to be able to avoid them.

"Hunter Lev," the lead woman asked, eyes frigid. "It's good to see you alive and well."

Lev tilted his head slightly. "Glad I'm still alive, too."

She nodded and moved on smoothly. "Care to explain what exactly happened that day? There are a lot of people apparently covering up for you, which is quite suspicious. Too many people saw what happened that day."

"Then why're you asking me?" he asked bluntly, letting his gaze slowly roam over her three teammates. "And in the open, like this."

She stared at him for a long moment before sighing lightly. "Apologies. The whole thing is still sinking in. Do you mind following us somewhere more private?"

Lev shook his head. "No one even knows I'm out and about right now. And, frankly, I am not willing to tell you anything more than you saw. You should understand why."

The dissatisfaction on her face was hard to miss, though she seemed to have a good head on her shoulders. With a nod, she moved past him, and the other Masters behind her simply nodded at him as well with varying levels of recognition and politeness.

Well, that was that. Maybe staying calm and rational really is the way to go, he smiled to himself, remembering the team he had squared off against before the Chaoswalker encounter. Truly, the teen years did things to one's mind.

Walking through the city was a surprisingly relaxing time. It reminded him to take time off more often, something he had been neglecting.

But at the same time, now more than ever, he had no intention of slowing down. His mind was already planning the next steps, ignoring the background noise of the folks in the city.

Time passed quickly as he wandered to the hunter's guild, keeping his aura tightly concealed. His control had improved slightly for unknown reasons, though he wasn't going to complain. It let him hide from eyes such as Sherron's or Hakim's, both of whom were currently in the guild.

Knocking twice on the heavy double doors, he took a step back and waited, only for Sherron to open them in a blink. Lev didn't have any time to react when he was pulled into the office, Sherron's arms tightly wrapped around him as she sobbed on his chest.

"… Huh? Sherron!?" he hugged her back, ignoring the doors slamming shut.

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry," she croaked out amidst sobs, refusing to even look at him.

"What?" he looked at Hakim, who had no intention of interfering. "Oh, come on. It wasn't… It… It could've been worse," he lamely finished.

Predictably, that didn't help at all. Lev just sighed and gently caressed her head, waiting until she got it all out of her system. His new clothes were now wet with tears and snot, though he couldn't have cared less about that.

Sherron finally calmed down after a few minutes, which was enough to put things into perspective. She had watched him get humiliated in the open without being able to do anything. Her situation was even worse than Hakim's; neither strong enough to intervene, nor strong enough to actually accomplish anything.

What a fucking shitshow, he breathed out, tenderly turning Sherron's head until her eyes stared into his own. They held so much regret, it took all of Lev's willpower not to give in to the negative thoughts.

"I'm still alive, you idiot," he chided with a smile, one that diminished a little when it failed to get a reaction out of her. "Hey, look at me."

She did after wiping away tears, taking long breaths to steady herself.

"We talked about this, didn't we? Back when you told me to look out for any third-threshold monsters that are usually way lower in level," he gave her the best smile he could manage at the moment. "We just have to do our best."

"I don't remember saying that," she said hoarsely, giving him one last hug before sitting back down in her chair. A glass of water was promptly summoned by Hakim, which she accepted gratefully.

"Well, that was what you meant anyway. How long has it been?"

"Twenty-five days now," Hakim answered. "Are you fine?"

Lev took a moment to think it over. Was he fine? It felt that way, even if he was bottling up his emotions again. These ones weren't something he could do anything about, so moving on was the best option.

"I am," he honestly replied. "A bunch to consider, a little pain in the soul still, but that's all. Healing is coming along nicely."

Hakim nodded slowly, his gaze looking for any signs of deception. "That's good. Do not make any rash decisions."

Lev could only smile wryly. That line of thought was trying to take over rational thinking, though the timely reminder did wonders to ignore it.

"I will not. Where's my team? Are they alright? And I remember meeting Orianna. How long ago was that?"

"This week," Sherron replied, calmer now. "She and Alec are still here. Make sure to meet them whenever you can."

"I took over your team's training," Hakim continued, making Lev grimace. "They were as prepared as they could get. All of them earned four useful titles by their own effort. Seeing your state was easily enough for that."

"I see… where are they right now?"

"Do you want me to call them?" Sherron asked. "They're probably in their rooms."

Lev considered that for a moment. "After a bit, sure. I need to talk about something."

Hakim and Sherron listened with rapt attention as he began talking.

"I, erm, well, to be fair, I have no idea what even happened. Most of my memories were removed, and this time, I was glad for it. Something definitely went wrong during the unconscious state, allowing me to see some things that shouldn't have been possible. So, my first question is," Lev looked at Hakim. "How many gods are there on Monarch?"

The man blinked, the most taken aback Lev had seen him. "I don't know of any beyond the Goddess of the moon."

"I see…" Lev sighed. "Well, I have reason to believe that there are two more, though I also don't think saying more is a good idea."

"Three?" Sherron whispered, both shocked and confused. "How do you know that, though?"

Lev shrugged. "I only have the barest impressions now. Something about emotions and the existence of other beings. Which brings me to the next big concern. Why the actual fuck are we on a planet filled with fifth-threshold beings?"

This time, neither of the listeners spoke. They just looked at him with flat, disbelieving eyes, as if they couldn't believe their ears.

"Granted," Lev continued. "I don't think any of them were close to us, but there were still so many. Like dozens of them. How can we ever survive if one of them wanders to the continent?"

"Are you sure they were fifth-threshold beings?" Hakim straightened and asked.

"As sure as I can be, I guess. How would I know? My only frame of reference is the three presences that I couldn't make head or tails of, and the ones exponentially weaker in comparison. Maybe they were something else."

"No, you're correct," Hakim added. "We know for sure that fifth-threshold beings exist. I've even met one."

Lev's usual curiosity rose, only to be pushed down. It wasn't the time for questions.

"If what you say is correct, it still changes nothing," Hakim exhaled and leaned back into his chair. "Can you remember anything else about how you learned of this?"

"A little," Lev answered, head tilted slightly. "I remember that emotions were very important there, and that my own could do something. What that 'something' was, I have no clue."
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There wasn't much else to explain. Lev kept the dread and terror to himself. They didn't need to know about that.

After half an hour of a few words and mostly silence, a runner was sent to fetch his team. Nobody spoke in the meantime, too lost in thought. Their perspectives were also different.

To Lev, practically no time had passed. For others, nearly a month had. His awakening was making them relive the events, and Sherron was not taking it well. She was hiding it admirably, but few things could truly conceal that lost gaze when it occasionally slipped out.

The doors opened to interrupt their silent musings. Kayla marched in first, eyes darting around before landing on Lev. Her relief was palpable, and she would've fallen to her knees if Jack wasn't holding her hand.

Jack and Amelia were also in the same boat, though their expressions were more muted. Two extremely strong Exalted were in the same room as them, and that demanded respect in most circumstances.

"You idiot!" Kayla borderline yelled, her steps finding some life as she summoned a chair next to him. "It's my job to keep you alive. Why did you leave me behind?"

Lev didn't get a chance to answer as she continued. "I know why you did! Just…"

Shaking her head, she instead focused on his body, finding it fully healed and functional. She didn't stop still, and Lev's brows rose to his forehead when the healing mana actually dug deeper, small puffs of it licking his still damaged soul.

Wait what!?

"You evolved!?" he blurted out, turning his gaze to the other two.

[Warrior - Level 108]

[Warrior - Level 108]

[Healer - Leevel 108]

"A week ago," Jack answered. "The Guildmaster trained us in your stead, since you were already delaying things for us."

"Really?" he smiled, though it trembled slightly.

"Don't you dare," Kayla spoke up immediately. "I can sense your emotions clearly. I swear to Monarch, Lev. It will hurt."

Lev raised his hands placatingly. "Now, now, there's no need for threats, haha."

"She's right," Amelia added. "I would've burned you, too. A little."

He turned to Jack, both of them sharing the same emotion. It wouldn't do well to laugh in front of their threats, though.

"Duly noted," Lev nodded. "Take a seat. We can ignore how Kayla just waltzed in this once."

The healer at least looked embarrassed, though that didn't last for long. His team was much more worried about his health, and the questions started immediately.

"The hound explicitly confirmed that?" Jack asked.

"There's no other explanation," Amelia mused, eyes glazing over as she sank deep in thought. "So, there's more than just someone pulling things your way. It originates from you too, however ridiculous that sounds."

Lev and Sherron shared a glance. It was delightfully surprising to see them care so much.

"Yeah, I mean, there was no doubt about that," Lev hmm'd. "If things are led to me, they have to find me too. We pretty much know for sure that my aura is attractive to all monsters, and that something from far away can turn monsters towards me. I really don't like that, not gonna lie. Drakys is already waiting for me outside the walls."

"There shouldn't be anything of the sort in any of your routes, and you will also be provided with higher quality stealth and concealment runes," Hakim spoke up, his serious voice cutting through the casual atmosphere. "Moreover, Drakys has already begun preparing countermeasures for such events. You will be much safer in the upcoming days than you were in front of the Dreadwoods."

Lev slowly nodded. All of that made sense, though the unease remained. The region nearby was already so dangerous; just what would be waiting for him out there?

At the same time, however, it was already proven that mana density was lower further inside. Monsters would probably be less dangerous, though Lev was also very aware of the type of jobs he was going to deal with. Without pushing himself as much as he could, there would be no hope of surviving against the next warg or hound.

Jack's hand landed on his shoulder, making him realize how tightly he was gripping the chair. The armrest was close to cracking, so he quickly let it go and breathed in deeply.

"I see," he eventually said. "What else can I do?"

"Try to stay close to Isabella," Sherron replied. "Both she and her team will work well with you, and you know how important aura mages can be during longer operations."

Lev wanted to confirm that he did, but his mind was stuck on another detail. Kayla's 'subtle' glance when Sherron mentioned Isabella was missed by no one, and it was slightly difficult to hold in his laughter.

"Kayla," he chuckled. "Just what is your fascination with Isabella?"

"She's a princess," the aura mage replied, completely unapologetic. "Why would I not be fascinated? Can I meet her someday?"

"I'm sure you will," Lev sighed. "If things go well, you all will probably also accompany her on missions. Just wait till then and don't run off to see her by yourself."

"Who do you think I am?" she huffed, staring at Jack in astonishment when he looked away to hide his smile.

"Anyways," Lev turned back to Hakim. "Before that, where are Orianna and Alec?"

"They should be done with their rounds soon," Sherron replied instead. "Orianna was not calm at all. Try not to bring this up with her, but she might just be reconsidering her stance."

Left unsaid was that she might start pushing for Exalted again. All of them fell silent at that, each lost in their thoughts. Lev still didn't know why the beautiful fire mage didn't rush to the evolution, except that there was no point in asking at this point. He had an inkling that Orianna just refused to leave the populace when her presence might be required at any moment. He understood too, to some extent.

"How are you feeling?" Amelia suddenly asked. Lev turned to her with a silent question, only to be met by expectant looks from both his team and Sherron.

"I'm… fine. As fine as I can reasonably be. It sucks big time, except there's also nothing I can do."

He finished with a shrug, realizing the truth in his words. There were a lot of things he could've potentially done better during the confrontation, but that was just wishful thinking. Given the hound's oppressive aura and the whole hopeless situation, what he had managed was already impressive.

"Alright, is there anything I need to do before I take some time off?" Lev asked, looking at Sherron and Hakim.

"You don't want to meet those two?" the lightning mage asked.

"I'm not retreating into some cave," he snorted. "Just send them to the park, I'll be waiting there."

His team didn't ask to come with him. Lev wouldn't have said no if they did, though their expressions were only understanding, letting him leave the guild without anything weighing on his mind. Well, nothing beyond the last day he remembered.

What a fucking day, he sighed again, staring at the distance walls of Windkeep as he walked to the park. The asshole is on my list now, anyway. It's gonna be fun to kick his ass around. Asshole.

Done mentally ranting, he smiled at a little girl staring at him. She quickly ran away. Rude.

A few minutes later, he was back in his usual spot under the tree he and Beatrice used to sit under. The memories rushed in, especially of the time he had scared her with his new Master aura. That was funny, even if he wouldn't admit it out loud.

Sitting down with yet another sigh, he looked at the suns with squinted eyes.

Is there anything living on those? He idly wondered. If a Goddess lived on the moon, it wouldn't be far-fetched for something else to take residence on the sun.

Banshing that line of thought before a sunbeam disintegrated him for his transgressions, Lev opened his notifications.

[

Arcane Barrier Authority has reached 4th Level 3

Unerring Volley has reached 4th Level 2

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 3

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 4

Arcane Protection has reached 4th Level 3

Superior Senses has reached 4th Level 3

Superior Senses has reached 4th Level 4

Expeditous Empowerment has reached 4th Level 4

Arcane Passage has reached 4th Level 1

Mage Conduit has reached 4th Level 4

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 2

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 3

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 4

Advanced Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 2

Advanced Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 3

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 5

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 6

Your title has been upgraded.

]

Title?

Daunting Steps had apparently reached another threshold, adding another 10 to all of his attributes. The addition made his full status quite nice to look at.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Arcane Maelstrom - Level 264

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer III, Daunting Steps VI, Champion Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I, Titan Slayer, Master Pioneer, Seigebreaker I

Attributes:

Strength: 300

Dexterity: 300

Constitution: 655

Intelligence: 765

Wisdom: 955

Perception: 655

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Authority - 4th Level 3

Unerring Volley - 4th Level 2

Wrath of the Arcane - 4th Level 4

Arcane Protection - 4th Level 3

Superior Senses - 4th Level 4

Expeditious Empowerment - 4th Level 4

Arcane Passage - 4th Level 1

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 4

General Skills:

Consistent Mana Channeling - 2nd Level 6

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Advanced Mana Perception - 2nd Level 4

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Advanced Barrier Carving - 2nd Level 3

Wanderer's Repository - 2nd Level 3

Crescent Decimation - 2nd Level 10

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 6

]

There was plenty to consider. Every single class skill had leveled, though it was somewhat disheartening to see that the new 4th rank of Arcane Passage provided no new bonuses. It was already a pretty strong skill, so he couldn't even be mad about it.

Other than that, his general skills had also seen massive improvements. The new levels in Advanced Mana Perception were already noticeable, letting him see ambient mana with unprecedented clarity.

Though useless, the mental feedback painted a beautiful image about it. Colorless and formless, the way he could perceive the ambient mana was probably how it felt to be high.

Maybe. He wouldn't know.

Moving past that, he instead scanned his mind about the changes brought about by glaive mastery. The new knowledge wasn't anything groundbreaking, as it focused on including higher elements in his strikes, while also letting him use the giant blades better. Overall, the benefit was greater than the sum of its parts, as he could do some truly ridiculous things with enough practice. That was going to be fun.

Lev remembered how Stargazer had cut through the hound's stone, where his lightning slashes were completely ineffective. Blue fire did better, though not as good as his glaive. The sharpness, durability, and power afforded by his skill, mental power, and supporting attributes were greater than his slashes.

Granted, that wasn't going to remain true for long. Crescent Decimation had been with him for a long time, but forcing the slashes into thinner, sharper shapes had pushed it closer to another evolution. Even if the power increase wouldn't be as big as the first evolution, the sheer freedom afforded by it would be a lot more useful. At this point, much of Lev's mana was used inefficiently because he couldn't customize the slashes more. It was just thrown while hoping to deal more damage.

All in all, the gains were massive, even if no new levels had been earned. Attributes were still very important, but skills were slowly but surely becoming the stronger of the two.

I'll take it, I guess, he exhaled and hugged his knees. The park was relatively filled, and his mind quickly got lost in observing the children playing around. Parents watched over them with a watchful eye, most of them Adepts. It was unlikely for any accidents to happen, though Lev still kept an eye out to prevent any mishaps using his barriers.

No thoughts went through his head during that period. Instead, he simply let himself exist, away from the memories. There would be time to deal with it later, and given how worried his team was, taking some time off to spend a week with them would also be a smart move. It wouldn't do to have them worried all the while he was gone.

This is getting ridiculous, he snorted to himself, both amused and pained. I was moments away from dying during the fight, and then came even closer on the hospital bed. And then what? Already planning to leave for the plains, where more such monsters could eat me alive.

He really liked who he was and the life he had built around himself. It gave him all the freedom he ever wanted while also making him exempt from any form of taxes or monetary problems. Moreover, the found family and his teammates were precious folks, ones he would happily die for.

The hound, however, was going to kill him just for the sake of it. There was nothing he could've done, none he could do now, and, for a long time, the powerlessness would remain constant.

It was sinking in now, the weight of what the mantle he was wearing on his shoulders. Committing to it seemed easy back then. He still had all the motivation and drive, except things were different now. Far too different.

No point in diving into the negatives, he brought himself together with a deep breath and stood up to pace around the tree. What can I do to improve the future? First off, the cannons have to go. None of them are anywhere near useful, and I know exactly what I want to create next. These small attacks won't cut it anymore.

His time facing waves in front of Windkeep and Whitefall had taught him something he should've realized sooner. While useful, none of the cannons were anywhere remotely necessary. His mind alone outperformed them by miles, and that should've been telling enough.

Instead of more firepower, what I need is another advantage. Barriers are best suited for defense for a reason, and it's about time I start making good use of that property.

Some planning was in order while he waited for Orianna and Alec.
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What do I realistically need right now?

The question was one he should've asked himself a while ago. His class got in the way, always making him pull out on top by the barest of margins. It was a horrible habit he was relying on too often, and the hound did a phenomenal job of reminding him that.

Now, he was ready to dive into more controlled explosive measures. Arcane Maelstrom was designed to be big and flashy, so things like his current cannons were out. Small attacks like arrows and lances had their place, except they were falling short.

That didn't mean they were any less lethal. Instead, their effectiveness was diminished by his straightforward and predictable attacks. To combat that, he needed to add more elements of surprise and versatility to his arsenal, and he had just the perfect ideas for that.

Mentally noting them for later, he refrained from testing anything in a moderately crowded location. Ideas were analyzed and discarded, and several hours passed in a blink as Orianna and Alec finally entered the park.

Somewhat predictably, the entire place quieted down. The duo, accustomed to the treatment, merely waved and smiled as they walked towards him.

"Wow," Lev grinned when they were within his sound ward. "You two must be pretty famous or something."

"They can't resist it," Alec nodded seriously. "Just look at us, aren't we the perfect models?"

Even Orianna joined in, flipping her hair back with a haughty smirk. Lev wasn't ashamed to say that he might have stared with his jaw hanging as she sat down.

"How're you doing, Lev?" she asked, the previous attitude gone like the wind.

"Fine?" he shrugged. An invisibility ward covered them. "I would honestly be way better if you sat by me. You too," he finished while looking at Alec.

It warmed his heart to see them agree without an ounce of hesitation. Orianna sat to his left, leaning on the tree and his shoulder, whereas Alec sat to his right.

"Yes or no," his mentor asked out of the blue.

"What?" Lev questioned, confused.

"You know what I ask," Alec replied with a slight smile, unable to hide his sadness.

Ah.

"Not really?" Lev answered, the words sounding more like a question. "Every single class skill leveled, and my general skills also saw a lot of improvements. Made out like a poorer bandit this time."

"Not even close," Orianna spoke up, absently staring at the grass. "Every single skill level holds a lot of value at your stage. Attributes keep increasing through some means all the time. Skills, however, only improve through the worst experiences."

"Mhm," Lev nodded slightly and changed the topic when he felt her mood worsen. "What were you two doing earlier, and when did you arrive?"

"The hound had just left when we landed," Alec answered. "All of the Exalted were gathered in minutes, but those minutes were already too long. I'm sorry."

Lev was not having it, even if Orianna was about to voice the same. It hurt to cut her off, though he would be damned if he didn't clear up that they weren't to blame.

"Oh please, not you too," he began, not letting any actual emotion creep into his voice. "Sherron was crying like a baby earlier, too. How is this any of your guys' fault? I'm still alive and stronger as a result, and was also able to learn some new things from the whole experience. You should ask Hakim about them."

"What do you mean?" Orianna sat straighter, looking at him with a frown. "It's our job to ensure that you don't have to repeatedly fight above your level. Hakim is also stationed there to shield all combatants from dread monsters. Sherron's presence should've supported that, and yet, the hound could just walk freely through all our wards and detection systems…"

Lev listened, feeling warm and exasperated as she launched into a long rant about how his safety fell on their shoulders first and foremost. Plenty of details were revealed, such as just how extensive their watch over Dreadwood was. Diviners, scouts, and strategists were always paying close attention to the hundreds of kilometers near the city, not just tracking but literally trying to predict any monster movements.

How they could infer that from the density and behavior of mindless creatures, Lev had no idea. He could only mentally salute their hard work and talents.

"What happened, Lev?" Alec cut Orianna off, making both of them look at him expectantly.

Once again, he explained the whole day and the short conversation. It confirmed their fears, yet it also felt liberating in a way. Now that the worst outcome was already a reality, they could plan freely around it without hoping it wouldn't get worse.

"Ask Drakys for runes," Alec suggested, and spoke over Lev's protest. "I know what it feels like, but you really need something more."

"He wouldn't say no either. If anything, I wouldn't be surprised if he's hoping for you to ask for help," Orianna added sternly.

"Ugh, fine. Instead of runes, I heard he has a shadow mana converter. Do you think it's likely he will let me borrow it?"

They both shared a glance before Alec answered. "Drakys doesn't use shadow mana."

"Oh," Lev sank into thought. "So he has no reason to keep it?"

"Correct."

"Well, that makes things easier for me. I also have a rune that only works with shadow mana…" he trailed off, already lost in thought.

The duo didn't interrupt him, content with simply watching him be lively and motivated. They knew just how hard such experiences could break one.

**

Day turned to night as they simply chatted away. Lev ate a full meal for the first time in a while, and sharing it with Alec and Orianna only made it much tastier.

"So," he asked after drinking a glass of water. "I've heard about Isabella's team. What kind of support mages does she have?"

"Two support mages and a fire enhancer. The latter is a defensive fighter, and she doesn't shy away from getting violent. As for the mages, one of them is an aura mage and the other is a fire mage, one that specializes in producing the element for others to control."

"Wait, that's… even more mana than me," Lev considered with a smile. "Damn, that's gonna be fun to see."

"She's very capable," Alec added. "Mel will also be there, and talks about letting Sherron do rounds every now and then are also going on currently. She won't be allowed to stay away for too long because of how unpredictable Dreadwoods can be, but that's already an improvement over remaining stationary."

Lev took that in with a nod. "What about Varun and his team. Are they already in the Pit?"

"No, they leave tomorrow," Orianna answered. "They were here a few days ago, in case the support was needed."

"Which brings me to another question I haven't asked," Lev voiced hesitantly. Orianna looked at him encouragingly, so he continued. "Just how many people are there in the third gap?"

"Other than Mel and me, only about seven," she answered without a pause. "Varun and his two teammates are above level 480, the closest to Exalted after me. A solo warrior and mage are the other two, though they rarely like to leave the Grand Forest."

"Huh. Why the forest?"

"Because of just how unexplored and unpredictable it is," Alec answered. "They stay there for the thrill and mystery, and at this point, most of our knowledge about the region comes from them."

"Right, so they just like to fight and explore," Lev nodded, understanding their motives completely. "Well, that's about as many people close to Exalted as I was expecting."

"Do you think that's a lot?" his mentor asked.

"No? Not even close," Lev answered without having to think for long.

"I see," Alec replied without elaborating further.

**

A few minutes later, Lev unlocked the door to his room. All three of his teammates seemed to be waiting for him, and the moment they heard the door open, their own doors swung wide as well.

"Come on in," he invited them to his room with a chuckle.

"Did you meet them?" Amelia started once they were inside. "Orianna and Alec, I mean."

"I did. You guys haven't?"

"Not in the past week," Kayla answered, a touch of her healing confirming that Lev hadn't mysteriously returned more injured. "They seem pretty busy."

"Hmm, well, I forgot to ask what they were doing. How are you guys doing, though? Any complications while I was unconscious?"

Putting it so bluntly was perhaps not the wisest move, as evidenced by the flat stares. Still, he just looked at them and waited.

"If you can call Hakim suddenly taking over our training a complication, then yes, shit got very complicated," Amelia mused with a smile. "That was fun."

"No it wasn't," Kayla immediately piped up. "We weren't even allowed to sleep more than five hours. Like, what the fuck?"

"It wasn't that bad," Jack answered, shrugging off the healer's glare. "We all had your buffs and the Constitution to survive the lack of sleep easily. The training, however, was much worse. It honestly felt like a continuous beatdown until the guildmaster just threw us in dungeons."

"What titles did you guys manage to get?" Lev asked, leaning forward in anticipation.

"Only four," Amelia replied, shrugging when Lev gave her a look. "Daunting steps, Slayer, Siegebreaker, and Dungeon Delver. +20 to every attribute and 10 extra from the dungeon title."

"Not bad at all," Lev nodded, happy with what they had managed. He turned to Kayla. "And how can you possibly heal the soul?"

"I, erm…" she trailed off, looking at Jack for comfort. "I'm pretty sure I chose this option because of how often you said you damaged your soul. Even right now…"

"Alright… but why are you so stressed out right now?" he asked instead. "Is it not as good as expected?"

"What? Oh no, it definitely is. I just thought you would want a stronger buffing class, because, you know…"

Lev sighed. Just what was this girl thinking? "Listen, ignoring your worries for now, do you honestly think I would want a stronger aura mage over someone who can already heal the soul? How the hell is that even possible?"

Kayla frowned, her source of uncertainty finally showing. "It's a combination of one active and two passive skills. I first have to use the buff active skill as a base, and two healing passives make it possible to send the mana through the buff skill to heal the soul, albeit just barely and without any direction. My other skills are weaker as a result, both during such healing and from the evolution in general."

"A tradeoff," Lev wondered out loud. "I don't see why it would be an issue. Already, you will save me a lot of time and pain by having such an ability at hand. Also, Kayla, your class and life are your own to lead. Never forget."

She breathed out, shoulders slumping. "I know, just…"

He waved her off. "It's not like you can predict or control an evolution. What questions did you ask?"

"Oh! Mine were about how to help you three better and how to further improve my skills during this rank. The best answer to the first was simply training my skills as hard as I can, and for the latter, The System suggested healing all manner of patients, be it for injuries or mental conditions."

"Huh, so your class will be able to heal the body, the mind, and the soul. Using Sherron's words, what a freakish class."

"Rude," she grinned, the weight firmly sliding off her shoulders. "I don't think the me choosing this class had any idea just how far it could go. Even right now, I would only choose it for you and Amelia, because this idiot is surely going to follow in your footsteps."

The swordswoman in question sent a tiny puff of fire her way. Lev was about to intervene when a barrier from Kayla quickly formed and blocked it entirely.

"It's a pretty great class," Lev said sincerely, just in case she still had some doubts. "I'm glad you chose that over more raw power."

He then looked at Jack, who just shrugged. "It's a pretty strong class, but just as straightforward. I can throw weapons reliably, and with a class rune, recall them. Otherwise, there is little to no change. The same bonuses to standing my ground, using a blunt weapon and shield combo, and a strong body enhancement active."

Lev nodded along, mentally noting everything that seemed different than before. He then turned to Amelia.

"Mine's literally the same," Amelia said, looking at her status. "The bonuses are ridiculous now, and so is the fire resistance skill. It's honestly a bit scary when comparing my class to the average Adept warrior classes."

"That good?" Lev asked with a raised brow.

She nodded. "Even Hakim thinks it's way more potent than it should've been."

"Any clue why?"

"Nope," she replied, unbothered. "It's stronger, and that's all that matters. Not like thinking about it would reveal any actual answers. I've been an oddball since birth."

Lev gave her an impassive look. "That's good to hear. We can test out the changes tomorrow after I get a good night's sleep. Before that, can you use your healing on me again?"

"The deeper one?" she asked and readied her skills.

"Yes."

The healing mana was no longer the same flavor. It was more potent, as was befitting an evolution, and also searched for injuries by itself better instead of relying solely on the healer's input.

Things became way more interesting when a buff enveloped Lev. The best he could describe it was "empty." Like a vessel for something greater, it simply touched the edges of his soul, allowing the improved healing mana to reach it.

Even then, barely any of the mana actually reached Lev's soul. Several reasons could easily be deduced from that small use, the most glaring being her lack of experience. The second most obvious reason was the low amount of mana being used, not sufficient to push more of it through the barrier.

"What have you noticed so far?" Lev asked, keeping a close eye on the process.

"We weren't able to tell much at all, actually," she replied, to his surprise. "For undamaged souls, this healing does almost nothing. What do you feel?"

"A few things," he voiced after another few seconds of silent observation. "The first is that your control doesn't reach this deep, so the mana loses all direction. Only a little bit of it reaches my soul, and at that point, the process is completely automatic.

"The only things I can imagine will help here is simply doing what The System suggested, and also using more mana to heal. Right now, the "flow" is too weak for much of it to reach my soul. If you use a larger amount, the push will likely be stronger. Other than that, I feel an empty buff. Have you tried using any of your other skills with it?"

"It's called Null buff, and yes. That is either impossible right now or it is just meant solely for healing purposes. Nothing else I've tried has shown any promise so far."
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The next day, Lev woke up well before sunrise. His team was still sound asleep despite their improved Constitution, so he just stared at the ceiling.

Nobody has asked me when I want to leave, he realized. They were giving him both time and space, and since he was old enough to take care of himself, not trying to be pushy either.

That was a good thing, too. Lev really needed some time to himself. The recent experience refused to leave his mind, and by now, he had replayed it dozens of times. All of the emotions were just as raw and potent as the day he had felt them, greatly diminishing his ability to focus and think about the future.

One thing, however, nagged at the back of his mind. How come the glimpse of Chaos was much, much more terrifying than the whole warg and hound encounters? Was there something else at play? It would make sense for his instincts and soul to recognize something vastly more dangerous and unfathomable, so the reaction also made sense from that angle.

Or maybe Chaos just attacks one's mind?

Emotions were starting to become way bigger a deal than he was initially expecting. They affected one's behavior, a person's aura, and now something much deeper than humanity could ever hope to glimpse. Were there more invisible ways in which they affected daily life?

Hours passed as his thoughts spun in a circle. Before the first rays of sunlight breached the horizon, Amelia left her room and knocked on Kayla and Jack's door.

Lev also chose that moment to leave his own.

"Good morning," Amelia smiled at him, noting how he seemed to be awake for some time now. "Were you able to sleep well?"

"A few hours," Lev answered and leaned against the wall. "You?"

"I slept like a log," she replied casually, mimicking his behavior. "The beds are way too comfortable. Monarch knows they made the training with Hakim harder than it should've been."

"How was it?" Lev questioned. "The last time Hakim showed off a bit of his capabilities, I had to heal minor mind damage."

The way blood drained from her face was comical, most certainly worth the exaggeration. Lev had only felt his mind being impacted greatly, but not that it was damaged in any way. That may or may not have happened.

"What…? No, he only fought with us in melee without using any weapons or skills. Jack benefited the most from the sparring, and Kayla had to heal a few broken bones," she remembered with a wince, rubbing her right elbow with her other hand. "That was not fun."

Lev nodded slowly. "He can be… intense. Still, it's a good thing he took over. You wouldn't have found a teacher better than him anywhere else."

"That is true," she agreed easily as the door opened. Kayla looked at them with bleary eyes, took a moment to process what time it was, and then closed the door again.

Amelia and Lev shared an amused glance and settled in to wait. A sound suspiciously like a pillow hitting something hard became audible despite the sound-dampening wards. Jack was likely the target.

Ten minutes later, they were all in his room and eating a hearty breakfast. All the meals in his ring were still fresh and hot, like the minute they had been prepared. Fortunately, neither he nor his team cared about an exquisite diet, happy with the rather simple stuff he provided.

"So, what are your plans for the day?" Lev asked, storing all the used plates, spoons, and the like to clean later.

"We're on break," Kayla announced. "So someone else would decide the same and not rush off immediately."

"I'm not going anywhere," he rolled his eyes. "If anything, I wanted to spend most of my day in the park. I've never used my barriers for any casual entertainment before."

"Entertainment?" Jack raised a brow. "What kind?"

Half an hour later, he had an answer. Lev and his team stood in a giant invisible bubble, one that was half the height of Windkeep's walls and covered a large area.

In front of them was a slide. It was massive by Earth's standards, and Lev made it even more ridiculous by enchanting the whole thing. The surface was enchanted to reduce friction and increase speed, and a large net was placed around it to make sure that nobody tumbled out of it. Granted, nobody other than Lev and his team was going to use it, but keeping safety in mind never hurt anyone.

"Right… entertainment," Amelia mused, already looking forward to it. "Is it ready?"

Lev just formed a barrier platform. When they all stepped on it, it flew to the top of the slide on the small, wide space connected to the slide. His team didn't need to be told to go ahead, as Amelia immediately sat down at the edge. With a single push, she was off, gliding down the slide at high speed. Lev's Perception was pushed to the maximum as two invisible barrier hands remained prepared to grab her at any moment.

Nothing out of the ordinary happened as she slid down. Near the end, the friction runes became weaker and weaker until none remained. Amelia slowed down by herself during the last mostly straight stretch and quickly stood up with a big grin on her face.

"AGAIN!"

Chuckling, he made another platform for her to fly back up with. Kayla went next, quickly adjusting her clothes. Her sliding went much the same, and Lev made his barrier hands visible when it was Jack's turn. Given the big guy's mass, he didn't want to take any risks. Any accidents would hurt a lot at that speed.

"Really?" Jack asked.

Lev shrugged. "Better safe than sorry."

The warrior shrugged back and pushed himself off. He picked up speed faster due to the drastically reduced friction, and before long, the barrier hands were pulling him back just enough to not let him get any faster than Kayla's speed. Since he could feel feedback from their sliding, that wasn't difficult to measure.

Jack reached the end of the slide safely, too, all smiles from the experience. A platform brought him and Kayla back to the top.

"Where did you get this idea?" Amelia asked, leaning over the edge to look at the whole construct. "And why is it so fun?"

"Wait, we don't have slides on Monarch?" Lev questioned back, confused.

"Slides?" she echoed. "No, this is my first time seeing these. Maybe they exist in Haven?"

"I didn't see any," Lev muttered. "Anyways, thoughts? Anything I should change?"

"How big can you make it?" Kayla asked.

"As big as I want," he replied with a laugh. "I can literally take it from the city's gates to our rooms, though that would be problematic for dozens of reasons."

"Can you make it taller?" she immediately requested, ignoring his previous comment.

Lev stared at her for a moment before measuring the current height of his bubble.

"You want it to be even bigger?"

"Yep."

"I don't think I can do that here," he shook his head. "The park is a public space, and I'm already taking up like a twentieth of it."

"Oh come on," she pleaded. "Look around, it's mostly empty."

Jack and he shared a glance, neither really against the idea. Amelia was more than happy to let Kayla take the lead, having similar thoughts.

"Alright, fine," Lev said. A barrier platform took them higher as he further increased the slide's size, his regeneration now feeling the stress from keeping the whole area invisible.

**

Five days passed in peace. It was the most refreshing time Lev had experienced so far in his short life. No training, no fighting, no life-threatening monsters. Just him and his team, and a world that left them alone and gave him time to recover.

His original experiment morphed quite a bit. The slide was still there, in a corner of the park, except it now let them fly into a pool of chill water, a temperature that was decided to be the best. With their high Constitution, it was barely noticeable.

"What did Lady Sherron want to talk about?" Kayla broke the silence as they all leisurely floated in the pool. "She didn't seem to be worried."

"Remember the shadow snake I fought?" Lev asked.

"Don't think I'm ever going to forget about it," she replied with a shudder. Amelia nodded slowly by her side, her mind wandering in the past.

"Well, I traded its core for a new bodysuit that can help absorb impacts, filter out harmful gases, and also help with temperature while acting as a last line of defense. It's probably an Epic piece."

"Woah," Jack commented, eyes wide. "Epic piece for a single core? Was it that valuable?"

"Nope, but combined with me being me, and also giving the guild all those monster parts and cores for free, Hakim decided that rewarding me wasn't far-fetched. Besides, I'm going to need it soon."

"About that," Amelia spoke up hesitantly. Kayla was suddenly nervous too, and Jack's encouraging gaze was the only reason Amelia continued. "Is it possible for us to come with you?"

The question shot a pang of regret down Lev's spine. "I'm sorry, but I don't want you to accompany me right now. Don't get me wrong, it would be fucking amazing to have you guys. The first push is just going to be the most dangerous, and you know how the world targets me."

She nodded, expecting the answer even if it visibly saddened her.

"When can we come?" she asked instead, clumsily moving on.

"Not that long by my estimates," Lev replied, grateful for the change. "The operation is not going to end in a few years. If what I've heard is correct, the initial exploration is just the first phase. It's still going to take a while, so you should be able to join me when you become platinum hunters."

"Platinum," she echoed, getting lost in thought.

"What about you?" Jack asked, not a shred of joviality on his face. "Do you still want to go?"

"Someone would have to hold me back at this point," Lev replied before he could catch himself, his tone frigid like a glacier. "Never again will something humiliate me like that."

Silence reigned in the pool. His teammates gulped, unsure of what to say next.

He sighed. "I'm sorry, that came out harsher than intended. What I mean to say is, it's not an option any longer. It never was, to be fair. It's just truly sinking in now."

Jack nodded in understanding. "None of us disagrees or blames you, Lev. If anything, please keep an eye out for whenever we may be able to join you. It shouldn't take long until we reach the gold rank."

Lev gave him a thankful look and stepped out of the pool. Fully clothed as he was, they were completely drenched, so he dried himself with a simple warm air flow formation on a barrier plate. It merely shaped air and increased its temperature before blowing it towards him.

"I still want to see how far you guys have come before I go," he said before straightening his clothes. They were high-quality, somehow lacking wrinkles despite just being dried. "Wait for me to return."

Amelia seemed to be waiting for that. Her smile was a little terrifying, he had to admit, but her drive and obvious excitement were also reassuring. The team would go far, of that he had no doubt.

With a last nod, he summoned his armor. Invisible and concealed, he flew to the hunters guild. None except a few Masters even noticed his presence, at which point he dropped the invisibility.

Things were different now. Everyone was aware of the boy with blue eyes and black hair, and he got plenty of looks. Lev kept his face impassive and eyes focused on the stairs, and that was enough for no one to disturb him.

Knocking on the guildmaster's office doors, he waited. They swung open after a moment, revealing Sherron and Hakim observing a stand on the side. The displayed suit was obviously designed for him if the blue streaks and crystals were any indication.

After bowing for a respectful amount of time, he straightened at Hakim's signal and went inside. Sherron observed him with a small smile, so he sat down next to her and put her hand on his head.

Her chuckle was all he wanted to hear, so he looked at the suit on the side. On the surface, it seemed like a simple jacket and pants combo if the presence exuding from the item was ignored.

Enchantments ran along its length in a dense web, invisible yet noticeable all the same. They were brimming with mana at all times, and the smooth, long crystals on the jacket and pants really made it shine.

The crystals were present on the side of his arms, not getting in the way of flexibility. Above his thighs were the crystals on the pants, and Lev could feel that they all held mana.

[

Mana-Wrought Impact Resistance Suit - Epic

Enchantments: Shock Absorption, Body Shielding, Minor Self-Repair, Mana Storage, Air Filtration, Extreme Temperature Resistance, Elemental Resistance, Comforting.

]

"I was not expecting it to be so… stylish," Lev mused with a smile, really liking the look, even if he never was into such outfits. "Who made this?"

"A combination of our best crafters," Hakim replied with a nod, happy with how the suit had turned out. "Self-repair was possible to add because the enchantments were relatively simple. The rest are all defense-oriented, and the last one is just a staple."

"That one feels like something from a class rune," Lev mused and ran his hand over the suit. "Why does it have so much mana, and where is it coming from?"

"The crystals," Sherron spoke up. "They are like cores except way more durable and almost permanent. We haven't ever had one shatter due to repeated use, but we also rarely have spare crystals to really test their lifespan. Usually, the stress wears them down eventually."

"Hoh," Lev said, impressed. Mana crystals weren't exactly a secret. He had just never seen any, so it was good to confirm. "What's body shielding?"

"It's a kinetic field that ensures that your momentum is both aided and not disrupted by attacks and shocks. Very useful against vibrations and other such moves."

Vibrations like that troll? He wondered, realizing how much trouble that monster had given him initially. The enchantment would ensure he wouldn't be caught off-guard, which was a massive boon.

"I will make good use of this," he dipped his head, already excited to see how far he could push his armor with the new addition.
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This time, Hakim stood over the wall as Lev and his team recreated the aura-concealing bubble to spar. He wanted to get a feel for how strong they were before leaving, and Sherron was planning to take him the their destination tomorrow.

"Kayla," he called out and created a replica of Stargazer. "Don't buff me. Use it on these two as much as you can."

She nodded in assent. His team's eyes lingered on the barrier glaive instead of the original, though they still didn't say anything. Lev approved. It meant that they were still well aware of how outclassed they were.

For the sake of testing their capabilities thoroughly, he disenchanted his armor. All that remained was his raw mental power and the might of his skills, a baseline to compare. Even if he was a Master, Lev still remembered the extent of his strength back when he evolved to Adept. He really wanted to know how his old class compared.

Time seemed to slow to a standstill as his team took their stances. Jack's shield was slightly bigger and hammer heavier, now possessing decent enchantments befitting his level. Amelia's sword was longer, enchanted much more thoroughly than Jack's equipment in comparison.

Their armors were still the same, even if the new versions were made of stronger materials. The enchantments Lev could feel inside were muted, requiring mana from the wearers to be pushed without negatively affecting their progress.

Kayla's light, brown armor was enchanted better. It provided her with better agility and close-range attack protection, something he approved of.

Now then, he lowered into a stance, unable to hold back a grin as Amelia's smile widened. Show me what you can do.

The swordswoman sprang forward first, emotions no longer present on her face. Her intense and focused gaze tracked his glaive, except Lev knew that she was also looking out for any barrier projectiles.

He didn't resort to them anyway and charged. Like usual, Kayla and Jack let them spar for a bit to have their fun. Longsword— or perhaps it was a greatsword now? Either way, when glaive and sword clashed, neither lost out.

Instead, a small shockwave was produced from the impact, and Lev's eyes widened a bit when he felt the strength in the straightforward blow.

Physically stronger than I was right off the bat, which makes sense. My Adept self wasn't quite a melee fighter just yet, he noted, and backtracked a little. His longer reach was utilized fully as he deflected another swing and thrust the glaive towards her stomach.

Amelia's enhancement flared brightly, this time without paining her, as she took a single step. The thrust missed, and her sword rushed for his fingers in the same instant. Lev's grin widened as he casually slapped away the sword and picked up the pace.

Jack and Kayla also joined in at that moment, and Lev only now realized that the latter wasn't buffing anyone yet. Amelia's speed shot up in tune with Jack's shield throw.

Both of them were much faster than expected, so he decided to be a bit unfair. Shattering one of Kayla's round barriers with a kick, he twirled his glaive. The blade passed through another one, and so did the haft in the same move.

Lev's eyes were locked onto the approaching shield. Amelia was visibly ticked off by that, so he let her bait herself and smacked Jack's shield with his glave. The force behind his swing was too much, launching the shield back to the sender. In the same moment, the tip of a flaming sword missed his neck by mere inches as he leaned sideways, feeling the heat inside through his armor.

Not bad, he breathed out and jumped back, his glaive pushing away another one of Kayla's barriers. Even if I survived the exchange, they left no opening for me to rush Kayla. Hakim really put them through the grinder, huh?

Rolling his shoulders, he decided to turn things up a notch. He could just flutter around and test their skills for however long he wanted. Real limit testing, however, only happened when one was at risk of losing. Lev couldn't recreate a life-threatening situation, but he could get close.

"You'd better take this more seriously now," he said, intentionally making himself sound more serious than he actually was. Perhaps old people had a point when they treated youngsters like this. It was fun.

His team stiffened for an instant, eyes no longer at ease. Instead, they stared at him warily, somewhat curious if he would actually hurt them.

Lev wondered about that, too. Then he remembered that Hakim had trained them. It would be fine. Hopefully.

Putting his thoughts into action, he dashed at Amelia. She was prepared for him, not his new speed. Barrier glaive slammed into her defensive sweep with the force of a train. Only a timely burst of her enhancement let her regain her balance and kick him in the chest.

The force behind that move was not to be denied, apparently. Lev had to block it with his arm and slid back a few meters, genuinely impressed. Even if smoke was rising from her body this time, that kick was dangerous.

A duck let Jack's shield pass inches above his head, so he focused on Amelia still. She was up on her feet quickly, something he greatly approved. Every moment mattered against monsters.

Jack swung his hammer from behind Lev, the wide sweep leaving little room for dodge. Lev instead kicked the ground, rising a few meters in an instant. A barrier platform was waiting for him, letting him step on it and accelerate in a burst. His glave slid across Amelia's barely raised longsword, eventually landing on her chest with a bang.

Spittle flew out of her mouth from the force, and it was gratifying to see Kayla's healing reach her immediately. His glaive was swung downward and behind in the same movement, forcing Jack to abort his lunge and raise his shield.

Lev took a step back as his glaive landed on the shield, letting the hammer sail past before his leg rose in a wide kick straight to the warrior's face. Two of Kayla's barriers were already there, shattering at the cost of slowing his kick and letting Jack escape.

Before he could turn to the healer, a fire slash made him jump to the side. The slash exploded long before it could endanger Jack, the vicinity sending Lev tumbling on the ground. Getting to his feet, his eyes widened when a hammer almost landed on his forehead.

Dodging it by a hair's breadth, his grin turned into a wide smile as he straightened again. Somehow, what felt like enough was suddenly not enough. He liked that.

He liked that a lot.

Unfortunately, his team also felt the change. Lev's smile might have looked a little terrifying now, and he made good use of that by dashing at the defender first. Jack's palms were slightly sweaty as he blocked the glaive, using the absorbed force to position himself in the way of the Healer.

Amelia was on the same page, sandwiching him from behind. Waiting for that, Lev moved fast for the first time. A twirl of his glaive slapped away the flaming longsword as a punch launched Jack off his feet, the shield unable to hold the force at bay. Even then, the warrior managed to throw his hammer just as Amelia transitioned her slash into a kick.

This time, he was too swift. In a blink, he was lying on the ground, easily dodging both of the attacks before a single step saw him in front of Kayla. Prepared as she was, her hesitation was an instant too long as his slowed punch landed on her gut. Lev raised a brow when he felt it hit a barrier instead, one hidden underneath her clothes.

His surprise rose exponentially when she opened her mouth. Lev expected words, only for a mana bolt to almost land on his helmet, one expertly hidden in her mouth. The hasty dodge let her create distance as the other two reached him again. Amelia's fire slash was aimed ahead of time to intercept him if he went after Kayla, whereas Jack's hammer throw was heading for his side.

This is a bit ridiculous… Lev laughed to himself. At this point, both Jack and Amelia were undoubtedly much stronger in melee than his Adept self. Even Kayla had reacted far better than he had expected, catching him off guard.

I think this is enough for limit testing. Amelia's breathing is uneven, and Jack's eyes are also showing discomfort. Kayla is still whole and fine, at least.

Overall, he was pretty damn happy with the outcome. Combined, the Adept Lev couldn't hold a candle against his team up close. Sure, he could bomb them from a long distance, but that comparison would just defeat the whole point. Since he could already do that, it was his team's job to cover other aspects, and they did so well.

For the last push, he let his Perception slow down to the maximum. His team immediately moved as if through syrup, slower than usual. Lev almost glided forward through his sheer mental strength despite only running on the ground. Amelia's longsword harmlessly slid off his glaive, the fireslash was dodged by minimal movements, and her last-ditch wave of fire was also powered through.

A single punch saw her temporarily out of the fight, and all of that happened before Jack could reach him. Lev caught his hammer with his right hand. Jack's eyes widened as he felt his hammer come to a sudden stop on the barrier armor, though he still managed to hold onto his shield as the approaching glaive sent him flying in a straight line.

Kayla was already healing both of them when he turned to her. She just raised both of her hands, the universal gesture for surrender.

"Why!?" Amelia whined, holding her stomach where Lev had punched her. "Also, what the fuck? That hurt!"

"Hopefully not too much?" Lev smiled, slightly abashed. He almost got lost in the moment. "And I wanted to see if that would make you stay down."

"At least you left the Healer alone," Jack shook his head as he walked back. "Was that last bit necessary?"

"I gauged your reaction time," Lev shrugged. "That was needed, so yeah."

"And how did we do?" Amelia asked, already fully healed and operational. Kayla's skills were no joke now. "I think we could've beaten you at the second strongest point."

"Nope," Lev flatly refuted. "I used nothing but my physical and a bit of mental strength. If I used my class, you wouldn't stand a chance."

Their expressions soured after hearing that, exactly like planned.

"Regardless, you're all about as strong as I was when I first evolved," he added, seeing their expressions brighten. "If we ignore my Wisdom Boost, that is. You guys know just how big an advantage it is, but already, you're closing the gap admirably. Well done. Surpassing me is far from impossible, and I'll be waiting for you guys to join me outside the walls."

His words took a moment to have the desired effect. A Wisdom Boost was far from the requirement to be the strongest, proven several times by the strongest of humanity. It was merely an advantage their teammate had, one that could potentially be overtaken.

The fire in their eyes reflected that.

Lev grinned. "Return to the starting positions now, we're only getting started. Kayla, how much mana do you have left?"

**

Lev was supposed to just test their limits and endurance. Unfortunately, he was having too much fun. Jack's shield had noticeable dents in it now, and even Amelia's sword needed minor repairs. Kayla was spared from the worst of it, the internal bleeding taking no time to heal.

Mistakes happened. He didn't regret anything, though. The sparring was eye-opening.

By the time the moons were high in the sky, Lev was still wide awake and floating above Windkeep in his bubble. His mana and aura were completely concealed, letting him observe the bustling city in all its glory.

To his immense surprise, Umbrina found him from a corner of the city, sending a pulse of mana his way. He flew closer and let a barrier platform carry her up from the ground.

"Greetings," Lev bowed his head with a small smile. "I was not expecting you to be able to find me."

"It is manageable once you know what to look for, young hunter," she replied in her usual motherly tone. Lev summoned a comfortable chair for her, which she took without prompting. "How are you, Lev?"

He took a moment to think things over and let out a sigh. What was there to say, even?

"I'm fine, I suppose," Lev replied softly. "Resigned, maybe? It's hard to put into words."

"Hakim told me about everything," she spoke after a small pause. "Your past, present, and the likely future. I hope you do not mind me knowing about it."

He shook his head before she even finished speaking. "I really don't. You're one of the few people who should know. Besides, there really isn't much to hide except a few things from the public. Don't want to be excommunicated or something, haha."

"It is alarming that you even consider that," Umbrina remarked, decidedly less amused. "No one will dare disregard both you as a person or your power as a hunter. If someone does, I will see to it myself before anyone else."

Lev gulped. The threat was meant for whoever would be against it, yet it sent shivers down his spine all the same. No matter what, he couldn't afford to piss off the rogue in front of him.

"Have you taken some time off, at least?" she continued. "It has been less than a week since you awoke, and already, plans have been put into motion."

"I spent the whole week with my team," Lev answered with a smile. "Trust me, if I needed more time, I would take it. You've experienced life way more times than me, so it should be obvious what's going through my head right now."

She didn't try to refute his words. They both knew just how true they rang, and that there was only one way forward. Such was the cruel reality on Monarch. Those who tried fell in battle, and those who didn't always lived with a small, nagging fear that never left the back of their minds, making them stare warily at the city walls that had a history of collapsing under too much pressure.

Lev greatly appreciated that Umbrina was a woman of few words. He summoned a cup of hot chocolate for both of them, eliciting an amused and grateful smile. Under the silvery moonlight of all three moons, they quietly drank from their cups as he planned his next steps, thankful for the silent company.

Even if she didn't say it outright, Lev knew Umbrina cared about his well-being just as much as everyone else.
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Goodbyes took little time, like they always did. Orianna and Alec were waiting for him early in the morning, already geared up to return to WhiteFall and the lab. Lev still had no idea where his mentor worked.

His team was currently on the western wall, staring at the Dreadwoods in the distance. They sat on summoned chairs and enjoyed one last cup of chocolate milk together in silence, not knowing when they would see each other again.

"Why so quiet?" Lev broke the silence and hid a grin. Kayla gave him a flat stare, one speaking volumes about the words she wanted to say.

"Too gloomy," Jack agreed, putting down his empty cup. "It's not like we're parting forever. A few months or a year will pass in no time."

"Do you think we would've been allowed?" Amelia piped up and continued after his questioning look. "To accompany you, I mean, if you asked."

"Easily," Lev replied. "If I weren't working for Drakys directly, I would've taken you guys with me. As it stands, though…"

"Yes, yes, too dangerous and all that. You're also going to be spending all that time with a princess," she lamented with a mock sigh. "How unfair is that?"

"I seriously don't understand your obsession," Lev shook his head with a smile. "Just don't scare her off if you meet her one day, okay? I won't be able to cover for you at that point."

"Me? Scare her off?" she repeated, this time genuinely frowning. "I'm no brute. If anything, you should be more worried about that. Who the hell fights third-threshold monsters in front of Classers?"

"You would think so," he laughed, remembering the battle with the Flamebreather Gecko. The earned runes still remained in his skill. "But the princess is extremely strong. With her current team, she might just be even stronger than me. She would appreciate such a show greatly."

Kayla took a moment to process that, her gaze immediately turning calculating. Lev gave her a stern look, warning her not to spread any stupid rumors or ideas, only for it to slide right off. She wasn't even looking at him any longer.

"Anyways," he exhaled, putting the matter out of his mind. "Sherron's waiting for me at the main gates."

Jack shuddered lightly. "Lady Sherron visited us yesterday while you were gone somewhere."

Lev's interest was piqued. "Go on."

"The words weren't meant for you, Hunter Lev," Amelia quipped, mimicking Hakim's tone. "We have it under control."

"Wow," he raised both his hands. "What the hell? I thought we were all closer than that."

That quickly made things awkward. Lev debated saying something, but only ended up laughing it off.

"I'll miss you guys," he said softly. Evidently, they were not expecting to hear that, if the shock on their face was any indication. "You know, while we're at it, I'm not leaving without a hug either. So far, I've refrained from being touchy, but I think I've earned that much now."

Jack moved first, shaking his head a little as he put an arm over Lev's shoulders in a side hug. Kayla clicked her tongue and hugged him from the front, which finally made Amelia push past her hesitation.

She timidly wrapped a single arm around his back, still not coming too close. The hug could barely even be considered a hug, yet it was all Lev could've ever asked for. Be it the way she refused to meet their eyes or the color tinting her cheeks, her team greatly enjoyed seeing her stepping out of her comfort zone like that.

"Don't die."

The whisper froze all three of them. Lev stared at the swordswoman with wide eyes, the words still echoing in his brain. A lot of responses came to mind, but he discarded them all and settled for the best one. Giving her a kind, honest smile, he whispered back.

"I'll do my best."

**

Sherron was waiting above the main gates, gazing at the sky and lost in thought. Lev's landing made her turn to him, and a raised brow asked all the questions.

"Yeah, I've said my goodbyes and am ready to go," he replied with an eyeroll.

She merely tossed him a ring, this one denser than the one they had used before. Putting it on could wait. For now, he looked down at his simple garb consisting of white trousers and a t-shirt. It was comfortable and thin, perfectly suitable for the Epic equipment that appeared over it.

Lev looked over himself from different angles as Sherron did the same. There were no wrinkles, the crystals were smoothly absorbing and providing mana, and the enchantments were fully operational. To top it off, it looked good, which was a nice addition.

Immediately, he could feel a light weight settle on his body. The suit had scanned his body and covered it in an invisible mana shield, one ready to support his movements and absorb impacts.

"Fancy," he commented, satisfied with the suit despite donning it for the first time. Then he put on the ring and looked at the Exalted.

"Put some mana into it," she said expectantly. "This one will conceal your mana and aura both and also cover you in a denser material. With your new suit, we should be able to travel at my maximum speed."

… Why does that sound terrifying?

He quickly channeled mana into the ring. A thick black barrier sprang around him, smoothly pushing him a bit higher by slithering under his feet. Since they were going to travel at an extremely high speed, Lev triple-checked it all. There were no deformities or faults, further confirmed by Sherron's double tap.

Before long, he felt himself starting to move. Slowly at first, the speed picked up sharply, until he could feel that the velocity was beyond his mind. Oddly enough, the speed barely had any effect on him, though that could be explained by the two layers of protection covering him.

I guess it's time to wait? He wondered. The urge to crank up his Mana Perception was tempting, except that might be even worse than seeing the world pass by with his eyes. Such rapid information transmitted to his brain might just make him pass out or vomit over himself, neither of which was desirable.

Time lost meaning as he closed his eyes. Against his better judgment, he let Mana Perception scan a few inches around him, and immediately, he could feel just how much mana Sherron was using at every moment. Her capacity and regeneration were mind-boggling if she planned to keep flying for hours straight.

More interesting was the flavor of her lightning. It was solid, somehow giving off sturdy vibes despite the base being so volatile. There were a few more impressions, though he didn't have the experience to decipher those.

Curious, he created a small barrier pebble in his hand. Despite the packed space, he brought it in front of his eyes easily enough. Peering into its structure, Lev was pleasantly surprised when he felt two distinct, faint impressions.

Durability and Malleability.

He tried to dive deeper and glimpse more. The attempts were rebuffed, not because he was lacking experience this time, but because that was all there was. He needed to add more to his barriers and take them higher.

Absorbed in similar thoughts and little experiment, several hours passed. The sheer extent of Sherron's flight speed was made obvious when she stopped after just six hours, having already reached their destination.

Lev's opaque bubble was unceremoniously dropped on the outer wall before it vanished. The suns shone directly into his eyes, close to setting now. He blinked repeatedly to adjust to the new light level and looked ahead.

Grassland.

He really wasn't sure what he was expecting.

"Where are we?" he asked and gazed to the sides. Far to his left were several tents, enchanted with mana concealment and invisibility on one side. Lev could only see half of each, for the rest was covered by the enchantment to keep them hidden from monsters beyond the walls.

"Middle of the northern wall," Sherron replied. "Right between Runespires and Windkeep."

"Uhuh…" he mused, too absorbed in the scenery. Even if there was barely anything different, just knowing how far he was from any population center made the experience quite surreal. "What's next?"

"Waiting."

"For?"

"Drakys and Isabella, and maybe Mel."

"I… see. Where are they right now?" Lev questioned and summoned a chair for himself. Might as well get comfortable before they arrive.

Sherron followed his example and sat down in her own chair. "They are doing rounds near the wall for now and keeping an eye on any alerts. It shouldn't take longer than sundown for them to return."

"Anything I should be doing in the meantime?" he asked, just in case.

"Look at the new runes."

That was already the plan, so he called forth the new runes in his mind. Stealth runes were rare and valuable, and he had been given a compatible pair for free.

Predator's Guise.

Vanishing Presence.

Predator's guise was a strong invisibility rune, whereas the Vanishing Presence rune merely concealed his mana and aura better. While the functions were effectively the same as his current formations, the new runes were much more potent overall and operated on higher quantities of mana.

Lev knew how to make the best use of their high quality. Standing up, he summoned his armor. It was still devoid of all his usual enchantments, a perfect blank slate to build up on.

First things first, he carved the new stealth runes on his back, between his shoulders. The process took a few minutes because of their size and complexity, at which point he erased them and started over again, keeping in mind the previous inefficiencies.

Advanced Barrier Carving's second rank kept him informed about any mistakes. The more he repeated the exercise, the more his speed rose, and new flaws were pointed out each time. That was fine. He had the time to spare.

After half an hour, he felt satisfied with the iteration. The effects of both runes were spread to the whole armor with the help of connector runes, but he held off from anything else. Instead, his usual plating formed over the armor, bulkier and larger than average. Lev had already learned that brute force was more useful than a little flexibility in most situations, at least when his absurd mana expenditure was concerned.

To that end, his armor was suddenly a fifth larger than before. Be it the helmet, the chest, the legs, or the back, everything was covered in another dense defensive layer, attached with the help of adhesive runes.

Only after moving around for a bit and confirming that there were no movement impairments from the additions did he start enchanting again. On his back, next to the stealth runes, Flameforged Constitution slowly took shape. The rune was massive, almost larger than both of the stealth runes combined.

By now, it was obvious that imbuing blue fire was severely stressful for his armor. The rune was served to ease the burden by increasing receptivity to fire and flames in general, and to some extent, the same also helped with lightning's passive effects.

Once those three runes were done, he finalized the first 'layer' of enchantments. The formations were designed to affect the base material and shape of his armor, showing no signs of incompatibility from initial uses.

With a nod, he moved on to the next one. Enhancement formation was the sole formation in that layer, and carving that didn't take long. Unlike the previous times, he ensured that the runes were spread throughout his armor and away from the platings, leaving openings for the second and third layer to be joined together.

The final layer consisted of all of his kinetic absorption enchantments. Each plating was enchanted with Fortress of Resilience and Porous Constitution, both of the runes requiring an incredibly intricate formation.

His mind barely even registered the passage of time as he stood in place. Sherron vacated her seat to go meet someone else after the first hour, leaving him to his devices.

It took nearly three hours of tinkering until he finalized the enchantments. Channeling a large amount of mana, he first overloaded the armor itself, increasing its receptivity to enchantments.

After that, a puff of mana established a connection to the first layer. Flameforged Constitution was powered up next, further increasing the receptiveness. Holding off from using the stealth runes, he instead formed a connection with the second layer next.

Enhancement formation worked exactly as advertised, and it was the final layer that was worrying. Taking a deep breath, he channeled a bit of mana into each plate individually. Their enchantments were slowly roused, stressing the structure of the overloaded barriers precariously.

Thankfully, the external defenses held. Stabilized, the durability and absorption formations were seamlessly integrated with the enhancement formation's durability portion. Lev didn't bother with converting the absorbed mana into a different type. Pure mana was required for enhancing the armor's toughness, and that was what mattered the most. He had enough lightning and fire mana to spare.

Alright, he breathed out, seeing no clashes or faults in the dense web of runes. Moment of truth.

While his armor was overloaded and affected by flameforged constitution, he slowly powered up the enhancement formation. The process went without a hitch, so he manually increased the durability of his plating, too.

Already, the combined draw was considerably higher than his regeneration alone, which made him leery. Leaning into his Perception for all it was worth, he channeled mana into the Vanishing Presence formation.

His mana was slowly transformed into a concealment effect, and it was gratifying to see it absorb all of his enchantments without a hiccup. Relieved, he powered up the Predator's Guise formation, finding it working without a problem as well.

Wooh, he exhaled and sat back down, his mind protesting from such a long period of intense focus. Kind of surprising that everything came together like that. Drakys really didn't skimp when giving me the runes.

As he felt his mana slowly dwindle to keep his armor powered to the maximum, Lev looked around. Sherron and Drakys were present in one of the distant tents, theirs larger than the rest. More people had arrived at some point, so he decided to go greet them and take stock of the situation.
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Nobody stopped him as he walked up to the main tent. Calling it a tent was perhaps a disservice, for the structure towered over him, possessing a myriad of enchantments that he couldn't decipher.

Lev didn't fail to notice that people gave him a wide berth, though. He was confused about how they would know about the recent events relating to the hound, but closer inspection revealed that they were wary of his armor. It took a moment to click why.

Oh, it's shining a little, he noted, having missed that somehow. Usually, when something glowed like that, it meant a lot of mana usage. For him to casually walk around in shining armor was understandably alarming.

With a thought, the armor vanished into its passive state. The mana draw remained, though less intense now that he wasn't keeping the plates powered. It still eclipsed his regeneration, and somehow, the plates were considered a part of the armor, though just barely.

The worker at the tent's entrance didn't even bat an eye and pulled it open for him to pass through. Lev gave her a grateful nod and stepped inside, immediately assaulted by a much brighter interior.

Tables were lined up on both sides, leaving a large empty space in the middle. In front of him, on the opposite end, was a large table housing two Exalted and several Masters.

One of them just happened to be Noah, something he ignored for now.

"I greet the Exalted," Lev said and bowed. Drakys nodded at him to take a chair, so he took one next to Sherron's.

"Fancy table," he couldn't help but mutter, ignoring it with an effort of will.

"It's good to have you with us, Hunter Lev," Drakys began, though his eyes were looking forward to Lev's reactions. "Have you been briefed so far?"

"I was supposed to be?" Lev replied, unbothered by how unprofessional he may seem. He knew where that had led him on Earth. "No, nobody has informed me about anything yet."

Drakys moved on smoothly, waving to the giant map on the table. "That is of no consequence. How much do you know about your role?"

"It's like a mobile, emergency team of sorts?" he replied, unsure. "I know I'm going to be moving around a lot."

"Not inaccurate," Drakys agreed. "What you are missing is the word assistant. You and Isabella will operate under my direct orders only, and will prioritize them above all else. Is that clear?"

Lev gulped. "Yes, sir."

"Good, now focus on our location," the Exalted pointed at the wall they were on, and Lev's eyes widened when he realized the map contained all of humanity's land and far more. In fact, it displayed the entire plains. That was a first for him.

For over half an hour, he learned about what the next three months were expected to be like. Around five weeks of travel away, five red points denoted where strongholds were to be established. What the strongholds were supposed to be and why they should exist, that was completely glossed over.

Lev's job also became obvious during that initial explanation. While storage rings weren't that rare, they were still far from enough for carrying out the entire operation through them, especially because stuffing them with mana-rich materials could potentially cause accidents.

To that end, he was the guard for the first stretch. For three months, he would accompany the defensive carts and the hunters, whereas Isabella and Drakys would do wide rounds to lure out any monsters lurking nearby.

"This is where I need your exclusive input," Drakys mentioned out of nowhere. Lev straightened and waited for the man to continue. "I'll be blunt. How much of your aura can you safely reveal?"

"… None, if the recent encounter is anything to go by."

Noah seemed to be waiting for that, only for his face to turn pale white when Sherron simply glanced at him. She didn't even turn fully, only giving him a side-eye. That was enough to shut him up completely, which was a good thing. Lev had some words to say that he would rather just forget.

"I understand your hesitation," Drakys continued as if nothing had transpired. "Let me rephrase the question. How much of it are you willing to let out for me to deal with?"

"Sir, with all due respect, why are you not ordering him as you see fit?" one of the Masters asked, a burly woman with a giant sword resting close to her chair.

Drakys looked at her, and then back at Lev. "Will you let it all stay unconcealed if I order you to?"

"Yes, sir," he replied without hesitation. Regardless of his wariness, he trusted Drakys to keep him alive. It was unlikely for another creature like the hound to be living in the plains.

"Then it is decided. You will let half of it remain observable for us to lure out any dangerous monsters. Next up, how far are you willing to push yourself?"

Lev blinked. "Sir?"

"As in, how much are you willing to be responsible for?"

"In what way? If it means endangering the workers and hunters, I would rather not take any risks."

"While you would normally be correct," Drakys nodded in approval. "There will be enough hunters to back you up if anything goes wrong. Your task will revolve around being fast and present to deal with as many alerts as possible. Are you up for that?"

So, longer range and flexibility. What a sly old man, hah. Both of those target my current lacking aspects and provide me with a lot of opportunities to train them.

"I am," Lev nodded, keeping his face impassive.

While he was not lacking in firepower or actual long-range attacks, what he did need was improved mana usage and aiming practice. The next three months were going to require him to be in top shape, and managing his resources smartly would be essential.

"Focus here then…"

The next hour was interesting to say the least. Each of the planned five strongholds was quite a while away from the other, but they barely covered a width larger than humanity's land. The corner strongholds were just distant enough to touch the edges of two different regions.

To the northeast was a massive mountain range, easily dwarfing the land under humanity's control. By Lev's crude estimates, the region covered about 15% of the plains. It was mind-boggling to imagine the sheer scale of the natural structures.

On the opposite end, to the northwest, was a stretch of grassland. It was marked with several black spots, each indicating an area that must be avoided at all costs. No explanations about them were given, only that they were places of extreme danger.

Fortunately, humanity's business was in the center, the safest of the regions. There was nothing but green land for a long, long time as the map went in a straight line, and somewhere in there was a big red spot, marking the eventual destination.

Everyone was dismissed after that overview. Lev was asked to stay behind, so he and Sherron just waited for others to leave.

"I have to say, the curse of curiosity is strong with this one," he quipped, relaxing in his chair. It was tiring to spend time in such an obviously formal environment. "What are the black spots?"

"Intangible monsters that give even the Exalted trouble," Sherron answered, her boredom evident. "Don't kill Noah."

Lev just blinked twice. "Nobody's killing anyone. I just don't want to be blamed for existing again, even if I decided to just ignore it last time."

"They don't understand," Drakys shook his head. "Not a single strategist was happy to have you, for you also interfered with their passive skills somehow. Mara did warn us about that in advance."

"Really makes me feel welcomed," Lev snorted. "What's next for me?"

"To be honest, I don't expect anything surprising to happen in the first year. Don't smirk, I'm taking you into account."

Lev laughed. "We'll see when the fucking storm itself returns for me."

Neither Exalted laughed, so he quickly shut up.

"Lev, is there something we should know?" Sherron asked gently.

"Hmm? What? No, of course not. Why would I hide something so big from you?" he answered flatly.

"Just making sure," she shrugged unapologetically. "You rarely give us a full picture."

Lev shrugged too. "And I also never hold back vital information."

"Either way, I've got scouts and drones always scouring the surrounding lands. It remains to be seen how the Deadlands reacts to your presence, which is when we will face our first real hurdle. The mountains are crawling with second-threshold monsters, so that's for you to deal with."

"How many are we talking?"

"Millions? Maybe more? No way to know for certain, and the region goes just as deep as it goes high."

"Because of cave systems?" Lev guessed.

"That and more carved spaces inside the mountains. While I would've explained this to you eventually, do not dig inside those mountains. Whatever lives there isn't our problem."

"How can you be so sure?" Lev asked, curious. "Are there beasts living there?"

"None that we know of," Sherron replied instead. "The mountains are weird, and things get much too bizarre when one goes deeper. Even if the danger doesn't rise that much, we should avoid poking any potential nests."

All of that was filed away in his mind as he considered his next steps. "So, where does that leave me?"

"For now, on watch and guard duty. An advanced communication crystal will be provided to you, and relays will enable you to receive messages from hundreds of kilometers away. I'll also personally enchant it to decipher any special alerts, such as a summon from me or a code gray where secrecy is required."

"And what about you?" Lev turned to Sherron. "Are you going to stay?"

"Nah, Hakim wants me to stay in Windkeep for the foreseeable future. We'll keep an eye out."

"Lev," Drakys began, much more serious than before. "Be honest. Do we have any shot against the hound if it ever comes to it?"

"Other than maybe Hakim, there's nothing anyone can do," he replied tiredly. "Like, everything it used against me was incomparably weaker than what it fought the centipede with, and even then, the hound was far from truly going all-out. It's impossible for me to say where the ceiling of its strength lies."

"I see," Drakys said and simply nodded. "Is there anything else you need?"

Hmm, there was something I needed to ask about.

"Do you have any form of merit system in this operation?" Lev asked.

"Not right now. We will establish one when we reach the mountains or the deadlands. Too many monsters not to entice people with rewards. Why do you ask?"

"Well, how long will it take for me to earn the shadow converter?"

Sherron sighed by his side, and Drakys just stared at him. Abruptly, a large cube plopped on the table.

Lev didn't budge either, his eyes never once moving to the converter. Instead, he stared back, showing just how serious it was.

"I don't need it," the Exalted broke the silence. "Take it, it's not like you're going to want to use it for offense. Shadow mana reacts very badly with anything related to fire and lightning."

"And it's still too much for me to just take," Lev countered, crossing his arms. "Make it feel earned."

"Sure," Drakys accepted a bit too easily. "The price is you seeing this through to the very end. Before you say anything, just know that we're going to need all the adventurers to explore the other side."

"Other side? Of the continent, you mean?"

"Yes, the mountains on the other side are proven to be much more dangerous. They're also way taller, and we do not even have an estimate about their highest point. Simply flying up to that point is risky, which is why you will need the shadow converter anyway."

"Well," Lev glanced at Sherron to show Drakys that he couldn't speak freely in front of her. The Exalted understood that it was about the rune he provided. "For now, I wanted to start looking into earth and water before diving into the more complex elements."

"I don't see the downside of starting with Shadow mana," Drakys said. "It's not like your Mana Manipulation is enough for intricately using it right now. The converter will serve as excellent training."

That was enough for him to tip his indecision over. Lev would be lying if he didn't know how Drakys was going to react. This was the likely outcome, but he refused to take something so valuable freely. Knowing that there was such a dangerous job waiting for him in the future was a good enough reason.

"Fine," he said and stored the converter. His curiosity could wait. "Anything else I should know?"

"Where are you going to stay?"

"In my bubble."

**

Ten minutes later, he bade farewell to Sherron. Her task of dropping him at the gathering spot was done.

Lev moved a bit further away from the gathered crowds and brought his bubble close. Stepping inside, he ascended a bit and turned the construct invisible. Isabella wasn't present yet, but he wanted to keep an eye out for her whenever she returned.

She was a Master now. Lev really wanted to see how he compared.

In the meantime, he made the main bubble smaller. Now that there were no seats for his teammates or stacks of weapons or constructs stored inside, most of it was empty. He wanted to use it for a different purpose now.

A thick layer sprang up around the bubble, covering it completely. Lev started enchanting it similarly to his armor, especially because he could make it a fortress in its own right.

The base layer was left alone for a massive durability rune, the standalone one. It was carved on the bottom half of the bubble, almost going from one end to another in its length.

Both of its edges were then connected to the second layer, one that housed six different kinetic absorption runes on each side. All of it was set to convert force into pure mana, which in turn would make the base layer more durable. Given what he planned to do, the formations were going to provide him a lot of mana.

For the third layer, he had already figured out the theoretical optimal use. Instead of a full layer, he formed plates similar to the ones covering his armor. Six of them took form, each right above the absorption formations.

While less flexible than a full layer, the plates would ensure that he wouldn't be overwhelmed by too many choices. The gaps between them were big, and that would make it easier to mentally plan his next moves and dodges to ensure that the attacks landed on the plates.

And by limiting himself like that, the feedback would also be reduced. By forcing the bubble in fixed directions, the attacks would also land in predictable patterns, letting him react better.

Or so he hoped, at least. It remained to be seen how that would turn out.
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Night turned to day when Isabella finally showed up. A small frown marred her face as she looked around, looking for something or someone. Lev hoped that 'someone' wasn't him, for he had no idea what would make her sport that expression.

Letting the invisibility of his bubble drop, he sent a pulse of mana her way.

She reacted by throwing a fireball at him.

"Whoa, whoa!" Lev quickly made the bubble dart out of the way, not intending to test its new enchantments above the wall. "What gives?"

"You jerk! You ignored me for an hour yesterday while I was waiting, and you still haven't come to see me. Did I make you upset in any way?"

"Huh? No, I was too absorbed in enchanting my armor last night," he replied as the bubble landed on the ground. An opening was created for Isabella, who stepped in without much hesitation. "As for the rest, I had to be debriefed by Drakys, and that took a while. After that, you were nowhere to be seen, and I still had things to do."

"Hmm," she thoughtfully voiced, giving him a once-over. "Are you alright?"

Lev tilted his head. "Yes?"

"My father told me about what happened," she began, slightly embarrassed. "I'm sorry, it feels like I let curiosity get the better of me, because I ended up asking questions-"

"Isabella," Lev interrupted her, stifling a chuckle. "It's fine. This stuff was going to get out eventually. I just need to be strong enough to, well, mitigate the backlash when it does."

Her embarrassment vanished like the act it probably was, giving way to genuine anger. "What backlash? Nobody will do anything, not when you're the one suffering the most."

"If only it worked like that," he shook his head with a sigh. "Just don't say that in front of those who will inevitably suffer from my presence. To them, I am a problem for simply existing, and they're not wrong about it."

"But…" she trailed off, jaw hanging. "How can you even say that?"

"I'm just being realistic," Lev shrugged and changed the topic. "I heard you evolved."

[Fire Mage - Level 257]

She squinted her eyes at him, accepting the change. "Yes, father made me join a team during the platinum rank, even if I was vehemently against it."

With a huff, Isabella summoned a chair for herself and plopped down on it. "Can you believe it? I asked why I couldn't have you in my team, and he said I'm not strong enough. That really made me lose my cool back then, but now, I don't even know anymore. Have you identified the root cause for whatever the hell is making you targeted?"

"I have," Lev replied and sat down in his own driver's seat, not elaborating. "Drakys and I are working on it."

"Drakys, huh?" she gave him an amused glance. "It's still surprising to see you refer to him so casually."

"Well, yeah. He did train me and is always looking out for me. The special treatment doesn't let me be too respectful and uptight around him."

"Lucky bastard," she muttered with a grin. "Sherron, Hakim, Orianna, Alec, Drakys, and who else?"

"Umbrina," Lev continued with a smile. "Harun, and Varun too, to some extent."

"You're an anomaly, you know that?" she clicked her tongue. "Teach me. I want to be casual around Orianna, too. She is so sweet and kind, and also unbelievably beautiful. There's just no way I can truly relax around her."

"About that…" Lev scratched his chin. "I was pretty much raised by Alec, Sherron, and Orianna, so uh… that one's up to you."

"Lucky indeed," she frowned, though her eyes were smiling. "And I also hear about a beautiful aura mage you ran away with."

Lev could only facepalm.

**

Surprisingly, or perhaps not that surprisingly, Lev and Isabella got lost in their mundane chatting for two hours. He was a person who appreciated bluntness and easygoing natures, and she was taking a break from being a princess. Both things worked out in their favor.

Noon was approaching by the time the topic returned to her team.

"They're nice people, but even after nearly two years of fighting together, they're still not fully comfortable with my presence. Like, why?" she asked tiredly, slumping slightly. "I'm just a human too."

Lev nodded slightly, able to understand because of how stiff his team was at first. "I know how you feel. Just give them time, and they will come along. My team eventually did, and we even parted with a group hug."

"You have a team now?" she asked, surprised. "Damn, didn't think someone could convince you to join one."

"Excuse me," Lev exclaimed, mock offended. "Who do you take me for?"

"A grumpyhead," she replied instantly. "One who doesn't like to be poked."

"I… I was young back then, okay?" he answered, unsure of what to even say in this situation. "Besides, I haven't changed much. The team understands me well, and our classes also work well together."

"Uh-huh," she nodded slowly. "I'll take your word for it until I meet them myself."

Yeah, I doubt Kayla will have to wait that long to see this girl, he mused in his head. They both stepped out of the bubble and looked around. Few people were on the walls still, though no one had to come to fetch them yet.

"Are you happy with your team?" Lev asked the question that was on his mind.

"Definitely," Isabella replied without hesitation. "They're good folks and care about the common man. That's all I really want, and it goes without saying that their classes are perfect for me."

"That's good," he said. "Where are they right now?"

"Our tent is on the ground. Can you take me there?"

A barrier plate formed in front of them. Lev simply summoned his armor and flew down as the platform carried Isabella. The last thing he wanted was to ride it down with her and start some weird rumors, so he touched the ground long before her.

Only seven tents and a large camp were present on the ground. Three teams were sitting around a fire, one that was completely unnecessary given their attributes and evolutions, though the ambiance was nice.

"Luna~" Isabella called out cheerfully. "Did you sleep well?"

"I did, Your-"

Lev had to stop himself from laughing when the rest of Isabella's team turned to the girl. None of them were actually angry or berating her, just exasperated.

"Yes, Isabella," Luna corrected with a small smile, used to the treatment. "The bedrolls were much softer than expected. Are they enchanted?"

"Yep," the fire mage replied. "This here is Lev, the tournament winner and the barrier mage I told you guys about."

[Healer - Level 255]

[Mage - Level 253]

[Warrior - Level 253]

Lev scanned them just as they scanned him. The warrior was a big man with black hair and dark skin, his physical strength obvious from the coiling muscles. A black robe covered the healer whose aura screamed of fiery regeneration, and lastly, Luna was the mage who generated fire for Isabella to control freely.

It was a ridiculous composition, one that was exceptionally strong. Lev had only heard snippets about their capabilities, but he knew that the warrior thrived inside Isabella's attacks. The more fire he was surrounded by, the more he could absorb it and empower himself. It wasn't that different from Amelia's class.

Luna was the most surprising, as she could just launch a jet of fire into thin air, and two of her teammates would greatly benefit from it. The aura mage was, well, an aura mage. He knew how strong those support mages were from several experiences.

"I'm Luna, a fire creator," the mage waved at him.

"Zack," the warrior spoke in an oddly melodic tone. It wasn't nearly as heavy as Lev was expecting. "Fire enhancer and brawler."

"I'm Kora," the support mage introduced herself. "Mana regeneration focused aura mage, with smaller buffs to Perception and Intelligence."

"Lev. I'm a barrier mage and can fulfill many roles," Lev voiced, storing their names in his mind. "Most notably, a long-distance attacker and a close-range fighter. With different constructs, I can also affect the battlefield a lot, so that's that."

"… Anything else?" Zack asked with a light chuckle.

"Well, I probably have more mana than all four of you combined." Lev casually dropped that bomb, not reacting to their slackened jaws. "That's about it."

Isabella was grinning from ear to ear, not at all bothered about what her reaction may suggest. She was having the time of her life.

"Wait… what?" Luna blinked a few times. "How… Oh."

Lev decided to drop the mysterious act, too, and grinned. "Well, you guys would have noticed it eventually. Might as well get it out of the way first."

"Yeah…" Zack nodded sagely. "Let's just ignore that you have a Wisdom Boost. Seems legit."

"I know, right?" Lev nodded back. "Princess here tells me that you guys work quite well as a team. How true is that?"

"Is that a challenge?" Kora asked, confused. "I don't think we've done anything to upset you."

"… Huh?" Lev mumbled. "No, it's not a challenge or some contest. I really just want to see how you guys fight."

"Why?" Zack asked bluntly.

"To learn more about how to fight with my own team," Lev answered. "That, and curiosity, I suppose."

"Hmm, why not?" Luna suggested. "I say we limit ourselves to something entirely non-lethal, though I have a question. Why are you dressed like that?"

"Oh, this?" Lev looked at his outfit. "It's actually a really good impact-resistant suit."

"What rarity?" Zack asked, his interest obvious. "There's also a lot of mana stored inside, so definitely not uncommon."

"Epic."

There was no stopping the laugh that escaped his throat when the team turned to Isabella as one, who in turn glared at him with undisguised displeasure.

"How did you even get your hands on that?" she asked, still curious. "There are fewer than two hundred epic items total on Monarch."

"I traded a core and a good deal of merit points for it. The Guildmaster didn't even hesitate in giving me one, and well, I also really needed it. My armor doesn't block nearly as much force in fights now as it used to."

"And he just… had one made for you? How is that fair?"

"You're one to talk," Lev replied flatly. "How many Epic items do you have on your person right now?"

"… Three, but you also have, umm, never mind."

"A Wisdom Boost is impressive for sure, I guess," Lev shrugged, playing along with her 'deflection.' The last thing he wanted was to be outed as the owner of a Superior weapon.

"Anyways," she looked at her team. "Who's up to stretch their legs a little?"

"Stretch our legs," Zack echoed with an exhale. "Princess, why do I feel like we're about to get our ass kicked?"

"Because we are," Isabella replied with a grin a tad too wide. "It's going to be so much fun, come on."

For his team, Lev could design a bubble to make them invisible and hide their abilities. When facing Masters, however, that was no longer an option, and neither did he want it to be.

News about their upcoming spar spread like wildfire. Lev and Isabella both knew that would happen, as they weren't the only ones around the large campfire. They simply found a spot a few kilometers away from the wall, still clearly visible for all those who wanted to watch.

Drakys also appeared on the distant wall for a few moments and nodded at Lev. Showing the people present the extent of their abilities, at least ones that wouldn't kill each other, would be a good move. It would likely raise morale, especially because Lev really didn't think Isabella could hold back for long.

Her eyes told him that quite clearly. He wondered if his own looked the same.

"Rules?" Lev asked.

"Don't aim to kill or maim, obviously. Do you want any buffs?"

"I'll be fine," he shook his head and summoned Stargazer. Isabella controlled herself admirably, her eyes lighting up when her team wasn't looking. It seemed she knew very well what the glaive was capable of.

"Alright, on my signal."

Both sides made distance, standing about a hundred meters away from each other. It would've been a great distance if Lev couldn't feel what Isabella wanted to do. She wasn't holding back much, and he was all for it.

Some mental communication took place. Zack looked at her with wide, surprised eyes and nodded slowly. Isabella nodded at Lev and formed a small fireball. It flew up and remained fueled for a few seconds before bursting open, signifying the start of their spar.

Immediately, Lev's aura shot out in earnest in tune with Isabella's. Too far to clash, they just gauged each other's presence, and it didn't come as a surprise as his own dwarfed hers.

Undeterred, she shaped all of the fire created by Kora and much of her own pool into a large fire slash. On the other side, Stargazer's long blade turned a crackling blue, nearly overwhelmed by the sheer amount of lightning inside.

They still made more distance, staying close to the ground. Once both attacks were fully prepared, Isabella mentally commanded the slash to fly ahead, just as Lev swung Stargazer wide.

Dark orange and bright blue, the two slashes reached the center point in a blink, not colliding but landing mere meters from each other. Sending them in a straight line was too risky because of their sheer speed, so the combatants settled for just testing their resulting blasts.

It remained to be seen who would come out on top as a new, tiny sun bloomed in the plains.
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To call the clashing slashes a tiny calamity wouldn't even be wrong. Lev expected the attacks to push against each other, except that didn't happen.

Out of the caster's control, they fueled each other, and within seconds, he was hidden behind several layers of walls as his bubble's middle layer was swiftly enchanted with temperature resistance runes.

The shockwave reached him first, manageable despite the intensity of the blast. Lev ascended quickly above the fiery blast, making sure that none of it reached any of the spectators. Thankfully, they were all on top of the wall, though the tents might've gotten a bit wrecked.

Isabella and her team were hovering mid-air too in the distance, dangling from fiery whips that handled their combined weight without a problem. She was looking at his bubble smugly, because technically, her slash hadn't lost. It was a draw.

Is that so? He grinned to himself, the competitive spirit within now thoroughly stoked. It was unfortunate that he couldn't face her during the tournament, but now he had a vastly better opportunity.

Rolling his shoulders, he blunted Stargazer's edges and only let a small amount of lightning trickle into its blade. Most of his regeneration was channeled into his armor, keeping all of the enchantments powered at half their strength.

Zack was let go first, the brawler closing the distance in a few impressive leaps. His hand shot towards the glaive, which was intentionally swung wide, and Lev was delighted to notice himself losing out in strength. Regardless of how strong his mind and armor combo was, a Master warrior's physical strength was no joke. The glaive was slapped away with ease.

Immediately, his mana expenditure shot up, and only now did Zack use his body enhancement. A slash was dodged, and the enhancer elbowed to deflect Stargazer's blade with admirable agility and jumped into Lev's guard.

His knee was already rising in the warrior's path. Zack stopped himself almost completely, even at that speed, as the ground exploded underneath his feet, unable to absorb most of the force.

Lev was far from caught unprepared. The loss of ground to stand on didn't even register as his counter missed, giving way to a fiery punch that landed on his chest. It overloaded the plating on his front, absorbing a significant portion of the impact, and let him survive the punch without any cracks or dents in his armor.

That was apparently enough for Zack as he motioned for Isabella to join in.

Already realizing that I would eventually win in melee? Lev smiled at the warrior, who understood exactly what the barrier mage was aiming for. The taunt failed without accomplishing anything, and Zack rushed ahead amidst a storm of fire blades.

Time for me to take this seriously, too, I suppose.

The first thing he did was push his armor to the maximum. A massive amount of lightning was converted and continuously streamed into it as he took a single step. Distance vanished in a blink, yet the warrior was still prepared.

Zack's body glowed with fire, almost ablaze from the amount of fire mana coursing through it. His legs tensed, audibly coiling in preparation, before he exploded forward.

This time, Lev faced the kick with a heavy blade. Both of them clashed amidst a storm of flames from Isabella's attacks, one favoring his adversary. He felt more than saw Stargazer still lose the exchange, just barely pushed back.

That wasn't to say he lost the exchange overall. Zack was sent flying due to the vastly lower weight; his leg bleeding profusely. Luna's healing reached him in the same instant as their ranged attacks began in earnest.

Walls flew out of his secondary bubbles, invisible thus far. Enchantments were overloaded as a deluge of slashes landed on them, and it wasn't surprising to feel multiple of them crack and shatter in the first barrage.

No longer holding back already?

Lev called forth half of his defensive construct reserves, letting them fly around him in a chaotic maelstrom. Isabella's eyes were wide as saucers as her teammates pushed their skills to the limit. Fire was generated in obscene amounts, and multiple fire slashes were prepared in a split second.

Behind him, dozens of arrows were being powered up. Five lances floated amidst them, receiving a steady input of fire and lightning.

As if through an unspoken agreement, their waves started at the same time. Three dozen arrows were launched to oppose the similar wave of small slashes. It was far from the strongest they could conjure, except neither wanted to accidentally hurt the other.

In the same vein, none of the projectiles were aimed at each other. All of them were flying a few meters away from the combatants, on track to hit the ground instead.

Like fireflies flying in the rain, blue arrows pierced through the slashes one after another. A chain reaction took place, and the explosive reactions diverted his arrows or outright blew them up, leaving only three of them passing through the explosive zone.

The second wave began before they even landed on the dirt ground. This time, two lances joined in to counteract the massive fireballs, the matchup in his favor. Isabella recognized that too, not putting too much hope into the exchange.

Being extra careful, Lev made sure his lances were going to miss the opposing team by a long distance. The lances and fireballs collided, and the fire mage's first major advantage made itself known when the balls morphed. They shrank on themselves, turning into long whips that coiled around his approaching lances.

A portion of the whips was sacrificed as fuel for itself, cut off from the rest. The parts constraining his lances shone brightly for a brief instant, shattering the heart of the constructs and making one of them explode. Before the second could, Lev detonated it first with a burst of more destructive mana, effectively negating the projectiles from both sides through the blast.

That one's a draw, I guess, he noted from his distant location. Isabella was also squinting at him, silently taunting him to do more. Alright, don't blame me later.

Taking a deep breath, he crouched and primed Stargazer. Her weight increased sharply, the maximum he was willing to go in the spar, and a torrent of mana left her core. It was converted into fire and lightning equally, both of which imbued his armor selectively to give him an explosive increase in strength and speed.

His new suit was already making its usefulness known. Lev could stress the armor's imbuement capacity without feeling himself burning alive, which was great already, and the shock absorption hadn't even come into play yet.

The other side had accurately felt the change. A big stream of fire was constantly being channeled into Zack, similarly powering up his skills and body to handle Lev's increased might.

I don't think I'm gonna lose this one, Lev thought, unable to hold back a small smirk. That was definitely effective, as Zack's expression also became challenging.

They moved at the same time. Two large shockwaves were left in their wake as both of them collided in the middle. Stargazer's blunt blade dug deep into the approaching fist, breaking several fingers and drawing blood. Lev's eyebrows rose as the wound healed at a visible rate, and even more so when Zack completely ignored the injury.

Ducking a kick, a wave of lightning from his armor negated the wave of fire from the move. Finding a small opening despite the bent state, Lev thrust Stargazer at the warrior's throat. A backhand slapped it away, just in time for a fireball to fly at his face.

Two invisible shields were already there, surprising Zack with their sudden appearance. The explosion clouded the fire enhancer's vision for long enough that Lev dashed past him, rushing the backline.

Isabella was tracking his position like a hawk the entire time, and it was gratifying to see Zack unable to keep up with his speed. Lev's path was blocked by fire whips as thick as him, each packing enough mana to make him wary.

Stargazer's elongated blade cut through one as a test as he stayed at range, now flying in a circle. Predictably, the whip exploded, the shockwave not catching him.

Tricky, he noted each whip's position. Isabella was holding back a lot of fire mana behind her in giant spheres, ready to be shaped at a moment's notice. Going close is just asking to get burned, but…

Throwing caution to the wind, he launched a lightning slash at Zack to keep the warrior away. The slash landed a few meters ahead of Zack, exploding with enough energy to give him pause.

With more time to prepare, Lev did one final count of dozens of whips waiting for him and lunged. In a straight line, he was almost too fast for them to intercept. Four of them tried to capture him in a net from all sides, only to falter when well-placed arrows blew up two of them.

Hidden by the sudden explosion, he had to sidestep another larger whip that tried to squash him from above, finding himself in the way of an overloaded fireball. Several walls were already flying towards it. Isabella noticed them too, intercepting all but two of them with her whips.

That was enough. Both of the walls shattered and blocked the fireball, but the mages had already created more distance. Zack was also moments away from reaching him again, and Lev's serious gear was kicking in a bit too rapidly.

Jovial thoughts slowly vanished, leaving behind a cold and calculating battle-trance that noted every single danger in the vicinity. Memories tried to resurface, ones he forcefully pushed back down to focus better. There was no chance he would hurt Isabella, but showing her the difference between a survivor and a non-survivor was in order.

That's not right… he breathed out and let out a large wave of lightning from his armor, blowing away the nearby whips, approaching fire slashes, and stopping Zack in his tracks once again. Fuck, maybe agreeing to this spar was a bad idea. I don't want to take this too far.

Isabella didn't seem to share the same opinion. Her whips trembled before retracting, all of them combining into seven long, heavy fire constructs. Lev immediately uncoiled the ropes surrounding his secondary bubbles, combining the hundred into twenty and imbuing them with a burst of lightning.

Half of them rushed forward like blue snakes, their length increasing to compensate for the drastically less mass. Isabella's whips tore through his ropes with laughable ease, melting and shredding them as the whips suddenly started spinning at high speed.

Waves of hot air slammed into him, hard enough to disrupt his flight as he flew back. Going near those whips was extremely dangerous, but he wasn't willing to back out. Pulling out all the stops, he let Stargazer's core bottom out and be converted entirely into lightning.

Zack was already at a distance, concern and worry bleeding into his aura, yet still unwilling to be caught in what was about to go down. Lev spared him a single glance, silently telling him that he wasn't going to go overboard, and turned back to the source of the whips.

Incredible. The thought echoed in the back of his mind. She's manipulating more things and mana than me right now, even if she's wasting quite a bit.

Lev took a moment to marvel at the absurdity of it, even if the fire mage was supported by two other mages. His speed picked up, lightning overtaking fire in terms of imbued quantity of mana, before he rushed straight to Isabella.

She reacted instantly, two of her whips flying down diagonally to squash him. Lev was prepared for that and took a deep breath, steadying his wildly beating heart for what he was about to do.

Here goes nothing.

Around him, on both sides, barrier walls rose. Formed in a blink, they were pristine and devoid of any enchantments, though he quickly changed that by carving a massive, lone durability rune on each of them.

His skills and willpower pulled their weight, accomplishing the task before the whips could finish descending. Three walls on each side, the two sets brought him precious moments as they shattered one by one. Lev flew ahead unscathed, holding Stargazer's haft tightly as its blade trembled due to the amount of lightning mana packed inside.

The fire mage was prepared for him coming out unscathed. Above him, five massive whips were descending like the hand of a god about to eviscerate a bug. Stargazer answered with matching fury, her blade moving in a wide arc that left a condensed river of lightning in its path. Cresecent Decimation was pushed to its limits and then tore past them as a sharp lightning slash finished forming, shooting up faster than he could track.

Like a hot knife cutting through butter, it slashed through all of the whips, only for Isabella to once again shatter his expectations with her prodigious talent and willpower. Before the whips could explode, she brought the trembling remnants back under control in a masterful display of manipulation, combining the already big whips into something much larger.

Her aura was clear to observe, sure of its triumph. He wasn't that easy to beat, was he? Surely she was just unaware that he still had more than half of his own pool remaining.

I shouldn't…

But Lev was ticked off now. From the start, he had been considerate, something Isabella should've reciprocated. Now, though, that consideration was gone. He had a point to prove.

Restoration mana coursed through his intact body in anticipation. A large amount of pure mana exited through his left arm, leaving behind a bleeding, mangled limb. All of it was channeled through the converters, more lightning than not, as a massive lance took form behind him.

It was enchanted in a moment, its insides similar to an artillery shell. From memory and training, runes were carved in a blink. A core was filled with fire, connected to a lightning input that would chain the explosions. The rest was enchanted with a combination of acceleration and kinetic empowerment formations, providing the lance with unparalleled speed.

Even when it was ready, and as the massive whip descended, Lev still hesitated. Drakys was watching over them, of that he had no doubt, but things could still end badly.

Then he looked at Isabella at the end of the whip, completely lost to the excitement and ecstasy of going all-out, and sighed. There really was no helping it.

With a mental command, he let the lance fly.
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Things happened in a blink. Lev's lance, overloaded with a crap ton of lightning, vanished from sight. Above him, the large whip accelerated even further, pushing him to the ground with its sheer descent.

Time itself seemed to hold its breath as both finishers came closer and closer, only for Lev to realize time was acting just fine. The attacks, however, were not.

Drakys materialized in between the whip and the lance, an arm stretched toward each. With laughable ease, he overwhelmed the caster's control over those constructs and stabilized them completely, rendering them frozen mid-air without an ounce of mana leakage.

Lev could only watch with his mouth ajar, having felt the unfathomable control and experience required to accomplish that. Drakys had made his barriers stronger, took control of the lance's enchantments without a single pause, and turned it into something that even the creator was wary of.

Above him, the whip suffered the same fate. It collapsed into itself, going from dark orange and yellow to a bright blue, becoming exceptionally stable in the process. Abruptly, it shot off towards the sky, exploding in a myriad of colors after a few long seconds high above.

"Wasn't this supposed to be a spar?" the Exalted hmm'd, glancing at both Isabella and Lev. "I thought you two would keep things under control this close to the encampment. Have you looked behind you?"

Lev turned back fully for the first time, taking in just how much damage their stupidity had caused. The tents that he thought were going to be fine, were very much not fine. Instead, they were pressed flat against the wall several kilometers away, and even the stone structure was somewhat blackened from Isabella's stray attacks and the first large blast.

This time, Drakys was looking solely at Isabella, as Lev had blocked her projectiles to the best of his ability.

"I want you both in the meeting room in ten minutes," the Exalted announced, letting the barrier lance disperse before vanishing in a blink.

**

Neither Lev nor Isabella dared to go against the order. Their mess-up would've been completely normal, but too many people had seen their spar. Drakys had to send a message about discipline, and it was going to be loud and clear when combatants as strong as them were punished.

The meeting tent was empty when they arrived, too nervous even to talk. Two chairs were already arranged for them at the large meeting table, placed right in front of the warlords'.

"I'm sorry," Isabella meekly apologized, looking at the ground. "I don't usually get to fight like that because my father never lets me get into truly dangerous situations. Only during the few waves I defended against could I fight so freely…"

"You're mistaken if you think I minded," Lev shrugged, leaning back in his chair. "Just not the best time to go all-out like that, because, you know. We're here for that reason."

They both chuckled, and obviously, Drakys was already sitting in front of them when they looked ahead. That killed off the sound of laughter in record time.

"Had your fun?" the Exalted mused, not angry at all. "I wanted you to show off, not blow up everyone present."

"You can't blame either of us for getting carried away. When does one even get to fight like that?"

"And by that you mean throwing mana at problems until they explode," the Exalted quipped. "It was so easy to take over your mana. Why do you think most people never progress past Master?"

"… Because of how slow leveling gets?" Isabella guessed, still nervous. She didn't know Drakys as well as Lev did. Neither of them was in trouble.

"That is a major factor, but only one of them. Leveling remains somewhat manageable as long as you fight monsters well above you in level. Why do you think that starts to become harder?"

"Do we need to answer that?" Lev said. "Monsters obviously become way stronger above the third threshold. Tell us why."

"So impatient," Drakys clicked his tongue, taking his sweet time. "You see, kids, I have been alive for a very long time now. Along the way, I have noticed several shortcomings of humanity that are not, in fact, shortcomings. Tell me, Lev. How difficult is it for you to control mana?"

"It's as natural as breathing at this point," he answered after a bit of thought. "Manipulating mana inside Stargazer is still so much easier, it's actually a bit terrifying."

Drakys nodded and turned to Isabella. "What about you? How easy is fire to manipulate?"

"Very?" she shrugged lightly, confused about why Drakys was asking that.

"Now picture this," the Exalted's voice turned serious. "I've had the chance to teach a fifty-year-old man about Mana Manipulation once. He struggled to move around a little bit of it at first, but when I added the reward of helping him level after he evolved the skill twice, progress sped up. The man started to focus better, and even then, it took two decades with guidance for him to reach that goal."

Lev and Isabella were thoroughly entranced by now. The build-up was leading to something of extreme importance; they could feel it.

Drakys continued. "That is the first requirement for progress: Desire. Both of you already know the importance of desire from being able to use blue fire. Between wants and needs, it leans more towards wants, and that is already a significant pillar of all mana manipulation.

"Moving a step further, I've taught in multiple academies. Five centuries ago, there was only a single academy on the plains, situated in Whitefall. There, I taught kids with varying levels of ambition and desire. Amongst them, many naturally excelled, but some overcame prodigies through sheer hard work.

"That reveals the second and third requirements: Hard work and drive. Desire and drive can be the same, or they can be something wildly different. One of my friends shocked everyone with his progress solely because he wanted to be done with a long project quickly to spend more time with his wife. He alone took on several strong third-threshold monsters for that before even reaching the third gap.

"Even higher than that is where things get tricky. Talent isn't a requirement to progress. Far from it, in fact. What it does dictate however, is the quality of the status always accompanying you. Skills rely on your talent to an unfair extent, to the point that we're forced to focus on those who have more of it. They are intrinsically tied to your being, and talent is far too effective there."

Lev and Isabella waited as he went silent for a moment. Drakys gathered his words and turned to Lev.

"That brings me to you. Some of my students were able to complete exercises meant to be completed over a month in two weeks or less. They stood out and could be called middling talents.

"You, on the other hand, made progress in hours that took them days. For an average mage, the speed at which you improved would be unthinkable. Doesn't matter how much you had practiced before, evolving a skill in less than two days is very impressive.

"And above that is where things have fewer answers than we want. Isabella's connection with fire, similar to your teammate, is something we have no explanation for. It just exists and can be pushed to extreme heights. Many historical figures are undeniable proof of that.

"Now the waters become too muddy to glimpse anything. Desire, drive, hard work, and talent have been accounted for, so things become odd, to say the least. Anomalies are present everywhere, ones we can only look up to. Take your mentor, for example. Alec's talent with mana manipulation is something no one has ever been able to decipher. The boy merely needed to look at an application of the skill, and in a few days, he would be clumsily repeating the exercises meant for Masters."

Drakys finished with a chuckle, reminiscing about the time they spent on the ship. "Regardless of all my life experiences, the awe I feel about those days is still the same. Most of the Masters outright refused to teach him extensively, afraid that their teachings might taint Alec's natural talent."

Lev just shook his head silently as Isabella listened with stars in her eyes. No matter what, his mentor's past continued to be stellar, and his talent, the fucking sun itself. How was he supposed to surpass that?

"Then there are people who go beyond that. Jimmy is one of the most fascinating crafters to have ever existed, one who had the easiest time getting to Exalted. Even right now, we can't disclose his abilities at any cost. People will no doubt try to replicate them, and that will go horribly.

"And lastly, there's Hakim, that madman," Drakys said with a small sigh, leaning back in his chair. "Desire, Drive, Discipline, Talent, and the favor of a Goddess— every road ends at him. There's no one else that even comes close to the sheer might he possesses, nor the dauntless will that carries him forward. You said that the hound would probably win, Lev. I say there's no chance in hell that Hakim would lose."

"Huh?" Lev drawled, caught unaware. "Why do you say so? I know what I felt, and the gap seemed endless."

"Endless between you and the hound, not the hound and Hakim," Drakys corrected. "You've never seen him fight. Most haven't— only the Exalted have. When Hakim truly lets loose, there's usually no room for anyone else to interfere. That's how strong he is. We simply don't compare."

Lev took a moment to digest that information, unsure what he was supposed to do with it. Knowing that the guardian of humanity was so strong was reassuring, but Drakys wouldn't have brought it up for no reason. Before asking that though, he had another question.

"Where do you put yourself in terms of talent?"

"Of course you want to know that," the Exalted chuckled. "I would put myself behind Alec, mostly because his talent encompasses a skill of unlimited possibilities. My talent is with runes and enchantments, especially when it comes to modifying my own body with them. It's like a sixth sense that never explained itself, only aiding me at every turn, even when my body resisted against my efforts."

"Runes, huh?" Lev wondered out loud and sank into his chair. Isabella looked between the two of them, unaware of the singular rune that was dominating Lev's mind currently. How could he ever forget that terrifying existence?

"Returning to the original topic, how much of your strength shows the qualities I just explained?"

"What?" Isabella blinked. "You mean Desire, Drive, Disciple, Talent, and Anomalies?"

"Let's forget about the last one for now," Drakys added. "Do your skills and attacks show the rest? Do they scream the desperation and ambition you want to realize eventually?"

Lev didn't ask questions and fell deep into thought. He could see the Exalted's point quite clearly now that he thought about it.

Desire was the simplest of them all. What he wanted his mana to do was the basis of all manipulation, which could be attributed to desire. He already had a relatively good handle on that, as his manipulation rarely fell below expectations.

Drive was not as simple. The only reason Lev could understand why Drakys wanted to talk about it was because he had experienced why it mattered so much. Life had taught him plenty of times how cruel it could be, but only a singular experience stood out in his mind.

The Core Guardian in the golem dungeon was the best example of how skills could go above and beyond when the user was fully in tune with them. Back then, Lev had wanted nothing more than to beat the stone construct to death, regardless of what it took. There was no room for doubt, only for progress.

And that was exactly what had happened. Despite the debilitating injuries, he had fought tooth and nail, using everything in his arsenal to eke out the victory. The exhilaration and satisfaction were still unmatched, as every other encounter had come too close for comfort.

With only desire and drive combined, he could already accomplish so much with his class— it wasn't even funny. Most would agree that he was the strongest human at his level currently, at least until any external aid was ignored. Isabella was living proof that there could be people even stronger with the right support, and each Exalted was also in a league of their own.

Talent…

How did one even calculate talent, let alone the talent that shone through one's skills? Lev could understand to some extent what Drakys was trying to tell him, but he also had no past experiences to rely on. He was talented, of that there was no doubt by now. Even Drakys admitted that.

When have I ever excelled beyond what I should've been able to do?

Frankly, his ridiculous advantages made everything seem feasible, for it was his efforts that were always lacking in comparison. That presented a massive hurdle, one that seemed more terrifying the more he thought about it.

If his advantages were so big that he had never felt himself approaching the point of fully utilizing them, just how far did he have to go still before his talent could truly shine? Or would it be required before ever reaching the limits, simply to make complete use of his absurd class?

Discipline is at least easy to explain, something I have been horribly slacking on, he sighed to himself, squinting his eyes at Drakys. The Exalted knew exactly what was going on in Lev's head, and the encouraging expression told him that he was on the right track.

"Just so you know," Drakys spoke up again, pulling them out of thought. "The moment you find an answer and make good progress in that direction, The System will acknowledge it too, so don't hesitate to try new things if they feel right."
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Lev exited the meeting room while mentally saluting Isabella. She had been asked to stay behind, and he could empathize with her. Drakys was kind and understanding, but he was also The Runic Warlord. One didn't earn that title by being soft.

Next up, Discipline.

What was discipline? The word had too many meanings to be simply bundled up. For Lev though, only a few mattered. He trained against monsters often and fought tooth and nail, but that wasn't quite enough. Before now, the excuse of rushing to Master could've worked.

That mindset wasn't going to cut it any longer. Throughout the plains, he had rarely seen any Masters, and most of them were non-combatants. It was an open secret that they were always busy with one horror after another, constantly risking their lives and training to improve.

Lev's progress was nothing short of astounding in comparison. He just wasn't pushing himself nearly as hard as he could. Some of that could be attributed to a lack of proper training tools and space for large-scale strenuous manipulation while not fighting monsters, as such tasks required a safe place without risking innocent lives.

Now, he had the latter. Since his duty was to guard the people as they slowly progressed into the plains, staying high up for a better view would not only be better but also crucial. That would also leave him with a lot of free time during downtime to train his skills in some way.

How do I do that, though?

That was the crux of the problem. Lev had never shied away from hard work when his skills were concerned. Only now, he needed worthwhile ways to accomplish that.

Let's take stock of the possibilities. The first thing I need to work on is orbs. They act as good battery buffers, but their shape can be enchanted with a lot of layers.

The first idea was to enchant them with some sensitive runes. With some mental gymnastics, he could create volatile formations that required constant input to keep them under control. It would be good training for his Willpower as well.

Secondly, he could handicap himself against weaker monsters. By limiting his arsenal, shoring up all manner of weaknesses was possible. He just had to be careful about not risking any innocent lives. Given his class, going from 0 to 100 was relatively easy, as there were no true restrictions enforced by the System, only by him.

And lastly, the idea he wanted to focus on the most was manipulating the terrain. His barriers were durable, sharp, highly enchantable, and could be formed anywhere within his manipulation range. Lev always knew that his class had absurd potential. It was about time he started to test those capabilities as well.

What now? He wondered and looked around. The suns were high in the sky, letting him see far and wide. No monsters could be seen anywhere near him, and the wall was also pretty much vacant. Some combatants were either fixing the tents down below, so he looked away. It was Isabella's doing, anyway.

Since nobody needed him to be present, Lev started walking. For as far as he could see, the stone wall extended like a stalwart protector, and before long, he summoned his armor in its active state to fly near its base.

Repairs were done often, evident from the different colored patches of stone present at the base. A few scars were still present, and he had to land on the ground to observe one particularly deep gouge in the wall.

That's… a claw? He wondered incredulously, awed by the sheer scale of the creature. Standing against that wound in the stone construct, he felt small, merely a human.

"Scared?" said someone from behind him. "I sure was."

"You faced the creature?" Lev asked Drakys without turning back.

"A few of us did as Masters back when the wall was still being erected. Not even three years had passed since we landed, and well, this was close to our starting point for building the whole thing. The monster was similar to a thornling but way bigger and stronger, and had additional arms and legs instead of just limbs."

"What was it called?"

"Greater Kalir. Fourth-threshold too. The best we could do was fend it off with extreme losses."

"I see," Lev nodded, dropping that topic. "Why hasn't this been fixed yet?"

"It's a momento," Drakys answered, nostalgic. "We know for a fact that our walls can survive attacks from fourth-threshold monsters, though it only became a fact after that exact battle. Many remember it still, the day when even Hakim's might did not pull through."

"Really?" Lev looked at Drakys, who was lost in thought. "What about now? Do you think the outcome would be different?"

"That's hard to say," the Exalted mused. "Hakim and every other Exalted have come a long way since then, given nearly seven hundred years have passed. If we grouped, we would win without too much trouble. Individually, only he may still stand a chance. Of course, that is assuming that we forced out all of its strength at one point to plan around that."

"Hmm," Lev thoughtfully mumbled and went silent. Hakim's strength was the greatest anomaly on the plains, something even Drakys agreed with. Even then, he seemed not to be able to fight above his threshold consistently, something Lev could still manage with some difficulties. That was bound to change.

It was a good lesson to not get careless, regardless. The plains were still mostly unexplored and completely untamed. Whatever the Exalted had missed in their earlier extermination, Lev's presence was sure to attract.

"What are we waiting for now?" he asked instead. "Wasn't I the last to arrive?"

"Mel and a few other Masters are still scouting," came the reply. "They will arrive in a few hours at the minimum, or a few days at most. Take your time to devise some training devices in the meantime. Your control is not great for a Master."

No need to be so direct, old man.

Resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Lev summoned his armor into its active state and flew up. There wasn't any point in returning to the camp, so he landed on top of the clawed section of the wall and formed a barrier orb. As big as his head, he wondered how to go about creating a training device out of the simple construct.

One step at a time, I suppose, he mused, and filled out the hollow interior of the orb with five layers. Eyesight provided him little feedback, so he closed his eyes and started enchanting.

Let's see, what element do I want to do this with? Lightning is the best candidate because of its volatile nature, and it also requires more finesse to control intricately.

The innermost layer was going to be the simplest. It merely accepted lightning mana as input and let him manipulate it throughout the layer. When it reached the second layer, things became trickier.

To begin with, small, hair-thin channels were carved throughout the whole layer. Lev's task would be to manipulate lightning in such small amounts that the channels weren't stressed. Beyond that, runes would passively try to absorb the small amount of lightning, letting him train both his control and willpower at once.

Hold on, he opened his eyes and squinted at the orb. Can I even do this much properly right now?

Putting the thought to the test, he converted a bit of his mana into lightning. Sending it to his armor, the mana was teleported directly into the innermost layer of the orb, from which he gradually pulled it out into the second layer.

Similar to the manipulation course Drakys had created for him, dividing the lightning mana into tiny streams took little effort. If anything, it was far too easy. The raw might afforded by his high attributes and the subtle effects of his twice-evolved skill made the task effortless.

A bit of a challenge was presented when he started cycling the lightning mana. Chunks of it were absorbed, which threatened to dissolve the entire stream from the sudden loss. In seconds, he realized the trick to counter that, and that removed every last bit of exertion from the orb.

I guess I can, he scratched his armored cheek. Since when had his manipulation gotten that strong?

Either way, the orb worked as intended. There were multiple options to scale up the challenge, so he started working on the third layer. Where the previous one required intricate control, this one was all about damage control.

Taking a rune out of the armorbreaker formation, a small formation took the lightning mana and made it rapidly cycle throughout the entire layer. Given the nature of his barriers, something like that would end up passively empowering the arcane construct, slowly using up the mana.

Lev's task now was to keep a tight hold over the lightning mana and not allow it to be consumed at all.

Round 2.

Taking a deep breath to focus, he once again teleported some lightning mana into the base layer. It was easily accepted and channeled into the higher layer, at which point Lev had to divide it into small streams.

That done, the entry points into the third layer immediately pounced on the approaching mana. Some of it was dragged out of his control in a blink, though he quickly took hold of the rest.

Instead of progressing further, he keenly observed the loose mana spinning in the third layer. It seeped into the barrier, imbuing it with minor positive effects at the cost of rapidly depleting. Within seconds, the negligible buff ended as all the mana was used up.

How does it react with more mana, though?

In the name of science, he channeled a large stream of lightning into that layer. The orb immediately started shaking violently, too small and stationary for all the lightning imbuement. Lev hastily made it zip around in circles to use up the lightning mana faster, just barely keeping it from exploding in his face.

Some discipline training this is, he chuckled to himself. A few explosions never hurt anyone.

Since the layers were working properly, he began with the real testing. Lightning mana was teleported into the base layer again, and before long, small amounts were streaming into the third layer.

The first hurdle was not interfering with the cycling rune. Lev had to wait until the mana was accelerated before taking control of it again. Secondly, he had to keep it moving at the same speed without letting passive imbuement take place. While the tasks were few, they were difficult enough that he was already enjoying the exercise.

His fun continued for another few minutes before Lev turned to the final two layers. He still didn't know what would fit the fourth layer best, only that the final layer needed to teleport the remaining lightning mana back into the base layer. That would complete the whole circuit, a test of how to manipulate lightning with minimal loss.

And, obviously, the plan was to have multiple orbs running at once. In time and upgrades, they would only become more and more difficult to keep up with, and only then would the real training start.

For now, he simply formed five orbs and enchanted their first three layers. A bit of modification ensured that he could transfer the lightning mana back to the base layer through a large channel in the middle, and only after he went through the full challenge presented by the orb.

Working with five such orbs at once was far from easy, however. His mental faculties and mana manipulation were stressed to keep up despite the small usage, which was amazing as far as he was concerned. The skill was constantly pushed to higher highs without truly working on the base effect. His large mana capacity had pretty much forced its evolutions so far, which wasn't exactly a negative.

Regardless, he wanted his skill to be better at manipulating smaller amounts, too. His current version was more focused on consistent channeling, which was rightfully the primary focus. Pushing into other directions wouldn't hurt.

Shoving away the training orbs in his bubble, Lev had to pause in surprise when he noticed just how uniform his control was in his manipulation range. Other than the furthest edges, he could easily keep the lightning mana cycling through the simple exercises.

Now then, he breathed out and summoned the shadow converter cube in front of him. It was as big as his head, far too large to slot into his armor. What do I do with you?

Shadow mana, for all its potency, was extremely hard to use properly. Class skills were the best and most reliable tool for accomplishing that, but the reality was that Lev didn't have anything to help in this case.

Offense is out for now. Don't think any of my skills can use it for more than just splashing shadow mana on monsters.

That left stealth, and frankly, that was what he was most interested in. Without further ado, he channeled some of his mana into the converter input present on one of the sides.

Like a sponge, all of his mana vanished into the cube without a trace. Lev's brows rose when much of it was wasted, and only about 65% of the mana was processed before it exited the bottom in a dark, misty form.

Woah, he leaned closer, doing his damned best to pull the mana under control. It didn't even resist— Lev's control simply passed through the elusive mana. Good training material, indeed.

He could already feel his manipulation skill progressing from the repeated failures.
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Shadow mana was elusive beyond compare. Lev's eyes were constantly wide as he tried and repeatedly failed to control it in any meaningful manner, and within seconds, the converted amount dispersed into thin air.

Naturally, he tried again, this time with ten times more mana. Much of the input was wasted before the output was spat out again. This time, he attached a small barrier plate to the bottom and captured the mana inside it. The shadow mana, contrary to expectations, remained tranquil once inside, as if happy within its new container.

… What an odd type of mana.

Another three sets of inputs later, Lev was holding a barrier plate with a decent amount of shadow mana. Seconds trickled by, and after a few minutes of nothing happening, he knew that infusion of shadow mana was either pointless or his barriers just lacked something that could make use of it.

With great difficulty, he made the converted mana imbue the plate instead. The effects were immediate, turning the pale blue construct dark grey, a color that absorbed the light shining upon it.

Not all of it, though, he noted and peered closer. No signs of stealth or concealment were present in the plate currently, and neither did the imbued mana accomplish anything else beyond slowly dissipating.

What now? Lev scratched his head. Shadow mana was known for its potent stealth capabilities, but nothing of the sort could be observed so far. Guess I need to use the matching rune?

Waning Presence and Predator's Guise both worked on pure mana, which demanded some quick revisions to his armor's enchantments. Letting out an annoyed breath, he sat down on top of the wall and started redoing the formations on the first layer.

Waning Presence was pushed to the side to make space for Shroud of Darkness, the rune replacing Predator's Guise. Both of the formations were theoretically supposed to accomplish the same purpose, allowing him to replace the previous one without much consideration. If his knowledge about mana types was correct, however, Shroud of Darkness was going to be much stronger.

Carving and adjusting the new formation took nearly ten minutes before he was ready to test it. Streaming a large amount of mana into the converter, he teleported all of the converted mana inside his armor, right on top of the Shroud of Darkness rune.

Despite the small distance, Lev still struggled to channel all of the shadow mana inside. Slightly breathless, he shoved it all inside with a huge push and watched the effects take place.

The first and most important impression was one that should've been obvious. Scanning the affected body, which was his armor, the formation affected the light in contact with the barrier construct. The armor's form became blurry for a small moment before it soundlessly vanished from sight, even his own. Looking down, Lev couldn't see the rest of his body, even if it was all there.

What the hell? He chuckled and moved around. All of his other senses worked just fine; only his eyesight was affected, and the effect was extraordinary. Even better, his steps produced no sounds, and even the wind was disturbed less by his passing.

A few hops and jumps later, Lev began converting a large stream of his mana. The formation was greedily eating up all of the fuel, to the point that he would have to give up a lot of his arsenal to maintain the potent invisibility at all times.

Regardless, it was a blessing he wasn't going to rely too much on. Receiving the shadow mana converter so easily was unexpected, providing him with new avenues of training and an additional layer of safety. Granted, he was going to be abusing the new advantage in some way before long, but he was fine with just remaining hidden for now.

Once there was a large amount of shadow mana stored in his armor, Lev shot up at high speed, ascending hundreds of meters quickly while noting how the mana behaved.

No effects of the mana's infusion on speed, nor is it showing any reaction to the speedy movement, remaining stably contained on the armor.

A single command turned his armor dark gray, wisps of the shadow mana leaving its structure the moment it became active. Lev's manipulation struggled to hold it all at bay, and even the bonuses to his high Perception eventually failed as the imbued mana fizzled out, dispersing into the surroundings after escaping his control.

… Very difficult to control. Drakys really didn't underplay that side of things.

Converting another smaller chunk, he imbued it in lesser amounts and flew in a straight line. Contrary to his expectations, there was a difference in speed. Similar to lightning, it directly affected the acceleration, except with a completely different approach.

The shadow mana reacted to the surroundings, negating air resistance and making his movement… smoother, for lack of a better term. It was as if his armor suddenly belonged more to the sky, adapting to the air flow better.

What the hell is going on, even? Lev stopped and just took a few seconds to digest the output. It was the first time he had felt mana react so fluidly to things other than his class and barriers. Was that how all high-level mana types operated, or was shadow mana just unique in that aspect? It wouldn't be far-fetched for light mana also to behave similarly, so maybe it was the pair that was special?

Either way, there was plenty to observe. To begin with, the mana acted upon willpower and also utilized it easily. Lev simply wanted to fly faster, and the shadow mana reacted to that desire by negating a portion of the resisting forces.

Another thing that stood out was the smoothness of imbuing. Shadow mana and pure mana seemed to mesh well, which led to almost no loss of mana during the process.

So, very good at concealment and borderline useless for me otherwise. Sounds about right.

Perhaps there were more uses for him to discover. Lev wasn't going to put much hope in that, for his arsenal was already spread too wide. He wanted to bring it back to being simple and as effective as possible. Regardless, looking into more mana types was a necessity, and theorizing about their potential uses was a fun activity. He already knew how to utilize water, earth, and wind with his existing tools.

Powering up Arcane Supremacy was probably going to be the largest boost in power he would ever find. Making progress towards that was going to be a major focus going forward, even if it contradicted his earlier goal. A middle ground was required, something he didn't have enough experience for. Exploring the limits of his evolved class was hopefully going to provide him with more insights.

The converter vanished into his ring as he flew back down. Landing on the wall, Lev looked around for a moment. Drakys was nowhere to be seen, so he took a deep breath and let his armor fade into its passive state.

Giving his epic suit a once-over, he found it completely clean and free of wrinkles before sitting down. It was so easy to forget that he was wearing something so valuable because of how comfortable it was.

Is there anything else for me to do? He wondered, legs dangling over the wall. It was a hobby at that point, resting at the edge of massive walls. There was something oddly freeing about it, knowing that he could jump down at any moment and go wherever he wanted.

Of course, plenty of calamities would follow, but that wasn't entirely a bad thing either. His unique situation presented him with many opportunities, and now that he was ordered to let half of his aura hang out, there were going to be plenty of battles.

It was nice to have a chance to level constantly again, slow progress or not.

**

A day passed in relative peace. Lev decimated a small wave of first-threshold monsters with nothing but his arrows, finding the activity oddly relaxing. Night turned to day as barely anything happened, and only when the scouts returned did he get up and return to the camp.

With all of his concealments active, especially with the shadow mana coursing through the Shroud of Darkness formation, nobody noticed him. He walked through the suddenly crowded section undetected, waving his hands in front of the Adept non-combatants just to test the potency of his improved stealth.

The results were kind of terrifying. No one noticed him, not even the few Masters outside the tent. Lev enjoyed getting as close to people as possible until he was tapped lightly on the shoulder by a-

Is that a fucking mana slash?

It was. Drakys was manipulating an offensive skill to a point that it acted as a simple mana construct. The shape was there, so was the feeling of danger, except the taps hadn't even scratched his armor.

"Enough messing around," the Exalted said and started moving towards the meeting room. Lev followed soundlessly and let the stealth drop, taking note of the expenditure. Just for a few minutes, nearly a twentieth of his pool had been used.

That did not sound like much until one considered that he could need to stay hidden for hours or even days. Balancing potency and cost with two large mana pools, the second belonging to Stargazer, was going to be necessary.

Inside the large tent, there were a lot more Masters than before. Coincidentally, the free seat for him was right in front of Drakys, and also right beside Mel's.

It took a great deal of effort to sit down next to her without reacting. The previous experience was fresh on his mind, for he had never experienced anything like that before or after.

"Now that we're all here," said one of the Masters, causing everyone else to stop talking and look at him. "Are we ready to move, sir?"

[Master - Level ???]

Going by the concealed aura alone, I'd say somewhere around 400, Lev deduced and listened.

"We are," Drakys simply answered. "Let me introduce Lev. Some of you may have met him already, but for most of you guys, he's a new variable."

Nobody made a peep during the small pause.

"I'll be blunt. Lev here is very likely to attract third-threshold monsters or perhaps even worse. This is not public knowledge, and neither can it be allowed to be. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir!" the replies echoed in unison, surprising Lev by how coordinated they were.

"May we ask why, sir?" the same Master from earlier asked, glancing at him.

"That is for him to disclose," the Exalted deflected, leaving the ball in Lev's court.

"There isn't much to say," Lev said with a shrug. "I have always made waves form faster wherever I went and have been targeted relentlessly."

"Pardon my bluntness, but that sounds pretty difficult to believe," said the Master. "I'm Dar, by the way."

"A pleasure to meet you," Lev greeted. "I have a few advantages that I would rather keep to myself— otherwise, there's nothing that warrants such treatment from the world."

"We've heard about your Wisdom Boost," Dar nodded. "Still, you are the first to get it after a long, long time. Have you identified why?"

"I myself have not," Lev answered plainly, stating how it wasn't a matter he was qualified to talk about. Dar accepted that for an answer and went silent, letting the meeting progress again.

"Mel," Drakys said and looked at the Master. "Your team is to patrol Lev's vicinity. Stay at the very edges of the communication range and position the drones according to your routes. Make sure that nothing slips past unnoticed."

Mel nodded, as did the three other Masters next to her. Dar was not a part of her team, which was surprising. Lev expected him to be, considering his strength.

"Asher," Drakys continued. "Your team will scout the original route. Flee immediately if you see something, and avoid spectral monsters as much as possible. They rarely attack unprovoked."

"Yes, sir," answered a brown-haired scout. That team was halfway to level four hundred, an impressive amount of strength.

"As for myself, I will alternate between assisting all the Master teams. Expect me to appear in front of you at any moment. The Sniper has also been assigned to Lev's safety once every three weeks. You all know how to make use of such a strong ranged-combatant."

I actually don't… Lev lamented, not voicing the thought. There were only a few logical deductions.

"We've already discussed the rest at length. Complications will arise. Your communication crystals will usually be well within range of each other. I need reports from all of you within seconds of events. Is that clear?"

"Yes, sir!"

That seemed to be the cue for everyone to leave, this time with some urgency. Orders were barked left and right outside the tent, though Lev still stayed behind. To his misfortune, so did Mel.

"Hmm," she tilted her head as Lev refused to look directly at her. "You've grown up nicely."

Monarch help me…

"Thank you," he replied and coughed, hoping his face wasn't as red as it felt. "It's nice to see you again."

"Is it?" Mel immediately asked, the slight teasing in her tone no longer present. "I had a very angry Sherron knocking on my door one day."

Yeaaahh… That sounds about right.

"She was pretty unhappy about our encounter," Lev slowly nodded, unsure of what to even say.

"And for that, I'm sorry. Lady Sherron did not go into any specifics, but if I got the gist of it right, I made a grave mistake. Will you forgive me?"

"Huh?" He blurted out, caught completely unprepared. "Yes, of course. I never held it against you because it's the secrecy around my person that caused it in the first place."

…

"How old are you, anyway?" Mel asked, visibly relieved.

Lev looked at Drakys, who merely shrugged.

"... I'm still quite a bit younger than eighteen," he replied, unable to look at Mel. It was difficult to pinpoint the source of embarrassment, but if the heavy silence was anything to go by, Mel's reaction was not going to help it at all.
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"Why do you think he's not asking you to come with him?" Isabella asked, looking down the wall as the non-combatants were assembled.

"Because he wants me to learn and suffer for a morbidly good reason," Lev answered, in a strangely down mood. "Casualties aren't just likely; they are expected. Drakys wants me to understand the weight of taking responsibility for the lives of others."

"That's not okay," Isabella turned to him, a deep frown marring her face. "Why would he do that? It's not like you plan to become a leader or general in the future."

"It's also unlikely that I will have a choice," Lev shrugged. "I'm here already. Who's to say if I won't be even more intertwined with humanity's forces in the future?"

"But… that's even worse!? How can you just accept that?" She paced around, way more stressed than Lev himself. "He's basically forcing these horrible lessons and responsibility on you. I'll go talk to him."

"No, you won't," Lev chuckled and put a hand on her shoulder. Giving it a gentle squeeze, he moved a step away and summoned his armor in its active state. "Letting me roam freely to do whatever the hell I want will be such a waste. Even if the methods are extreme, I agree with the end result. It would do me well to realize just how much my presence can achieve and what I should be doing with all this power."

Without waiting for the reply that probably wasn't coming, he jumped off. Instead of falling, he smoothly glided towards the nearest Master, one overlooking the distribution of resources and personnel.

Lev also didn't fail to notice the sheer amount of stone that was currently being transported to the wall. Whatever the management wanted to build in the strongholds, it was not going to be small.

"Hunter Lev," the woman greeted, eyeing his bulky armor. All of the enchantments were active at the minimum intensity, illuminating the armor slightly with a light glow.

Lev nodded back. "Any messages for me?"

"The Warlord wants you to oversee the first march to the end," she replied, taking in the gathered crowd. "Do you see that cart chain at the front?"

A few hundred meters away, a long chain of linked carts was being fortified. Plates of metal were attached to their already massive exteriors, and even from so far away, Lev could feel that they were enchanted.

Those things are going to attract monsters from literally everywhere, he mused. "I do."

"You will be accompanied by four platinum teams, one of which is less than ten levels away from the evolution. Do you think it would be possible to have them evolve before reaching the first stronghold?"

It took an effort of will not to smirk in her face. "They likely will, since I doubt the Exalted took out most of the weaker hordes. We will have to face a lot of monsters."

"That is good," the Master woman said and took out a notepad. "Under your direct protection are three groups of non-combatants…"

Ten minutes later, Lev knew many more names that he wasn't sure if he was going to remember for that long. A few of them stood out, though his interest was piqued by one of the hunters in the second gap.

Gravity, huh?

The element was as rare as it was strong, and Jared's case was particularly unique as well. As a child, he had survived an encounter with the giant troll after their caravan was caught in the open, away from the safety of the walls.

Too fascinated by its abilities, the hunter had managed to evolve his class to utilize gravity mana after reaching Adept, an enormous feat by all metrics. In the current batch of hunters accompanying Lev, he was the most impressive by a large margin.

Then there's Lorin, he remembered with a tilted head. Barrier user focused solely on defense. I also need to compare the durability of my barriers.

There was going to be plenty of data to gather. All twelve of them were competent, so he was also not too worried going forward. Lev's job was mostly to deal with the stronger and trickier monsters, both susceptible to large amounts of fire and lightning.

Soundlessly gliding forward, he kept his concealments running at low intensity and landed on the frontmost cart in the chain. Jared was there, merrily chatting away with his team until Lev suddenly revealed himself.

"Uh, greetings, sir," the thin hunter greeted, confusion audible in his voice. "Are we needed somewhere?"

"No. Are you free right now, though?"

"Yeah," the hunter said and stood up. "I'm assuming this is related to my class?"

"Correct," Lev answered and landed on the ground. "I've only ever faced a giant troll by myself once, and that was enough to decide vibrations are not something I want to take lightly. Can your element produce any similar effects?"

"Vibrations are my primary method of attack because of how mana-intensive gravity manipulation is. Before we do anything though, are you sure the management will ignore us testing things like this in the open?"

Lev just waved a hand. "Nobody will say anything, and it's not like we're going to attack each other. The suit I'm wearing currently is enchanted to protect against vibrations, so I simply need to see its effectiveness."

Jared's gaze immediately locked onto the jacket and pants, eyeing the crystals spread throughout. "That's gotta be an Epic piece."

"It is."

"Well damn," the hunter laughed. "You should've started with that! I thought you just wanted to see gravity mana in action, not test it against an epic item."

"I also want you to use it on my class armor, which is probably way stronger overall," Lev added as they both moved away. Jared called out to his team that he would be back soon before falling in line with Lev.

"Say," the hunter began, glancing at him. "Can I ask questions, or would that be too much?"

"Depends on the questions, I suppose."

"Nothing personal. I've just been wondering why we've been assigned a single Master, while other chains will have a full team. No offense, but the Warlord also ensured that we would have a lot of opportunities to level rapidly. Your aura, even held back, might just scare away the monsters."

"It won't," Lev replied, smiling to himself. "You don't have to worry about monsters running away. I'm no Exalted. And it is also because of an Exalted's order that I have some of my aura out. As for why I'm the only one, you will see in time."

Jared gave him an amused glance as they stopped a few dozen meters away from their carts, far enough that their testing wouldn't affect anyone else.

"A man of few words, then?" the hunter mused, not disapproving. "How do we begin?"

Moving a dozen or so meters away, Lev positioned himself in a way that there was only grassland behind him.

"Start with a small ranged attack," he said, and prepared himself. Legs tensed and slightly bent, Lev's focus sharpened when Jared formed a simple attack. It was unlike anything he had ever seen.

The gravity mana 'claimed' a small patch of… something, commanding it to vibrate rapidly. Willpower was also utilized, a rare phenomenon for an Adept mage. Lev also noted how fast the attack was as it flew at him, rapidly ballooning to target his entire body.

A moment before it made contact, the impact-resistant suit came alive. Enchantments solidified a thin layer of mana around him, one that absorbed the waves without any problem. The attack ended up splashing harmlessly on the suit, accomplishing absolutely nothing as a bit of the power was converted into mana.

"… Really?" Jared sighed, exasperated. "You didn't even twitch."

"It's Epic rarity for a reason," Lev shrugged a shoulder. "Come on. I know you can hit far harder."

The next waves were much more intense, and he finally felt the impact when the attack engulfed him. It was like something grabbed his entire being and tried to shake him violently. His suit interfered again, thwarting the attempt almost completely. Lev barely felt a few vibrations reach his body, negated easily by his high constitution.

Why can I see the waves so clearly, though?

He didn't have to think about that for long. Given his high Perception, the extra effects from his passive skill to track things, and the evolved Mana Sense, he supposed it made sense.

"Very effective against generalized attacks," Jared voiced, eyes glazed over. "Ate nearly a tenth of my mana like it's no problem."

"Let's move towards more condensed," Lev suggested, and formed a simple shield. "Fire one at this first."

Jared peered at it curiously, perhaps noting for the first time that the Master in front of him used barriers. Without asking questions, he shaped a small, long attack and fired it.

The gravity spear covered the distance in a blink, and Lev had to pause all other lines of thought to focus on the feedback. A part of his mind was always focused on his armor as usual, but everything else was observing the clash near him.

Drilling, punching, shaking, and corroding— those were the impressions Lev could relate the gravity spear's effects to. It was doing all of those things at once with alarming success, and within instants, a portion of his shield was drilled through completely, the spear leaving out through a hole on the other side.

Even if most of the attack had been used up for that, the shock of seeing an Adept mage's attack drill through his shield rendered him speechless all the same.

"HAH!" Jared cheered. "How's that?"

"Pretty damn good," Lev praised, beyond impressed. "I seriously wasn't expecting that much power from a simple spear."

"Gravity, baby," Jared grinned. "To be honest, I didn't think it would become this strong either. Now, only if it didn't cost a fifth of my mana for that 'simple spear…'"

Lev just grunted and formed a wall. Runes appeared on it over the next second before he motioned for the hunter to try again. Jared's brows rose as he prepared another spear, feeling the amount of mana in the wall's enchantments.

Once again, the projectile shot forward like a bullet, landing on the wall with a crisp bang. All of its momentum was halted, and the subsequent vibrational damage failed to take hold, leaving behind not even a scratch when the mana fizzled out.

"I'll be damned," Jared breathed out, jaw hanging slightly open. "Just how much mana did you use for that barrier?"

"It's less about the mana and more about the enchantment," Lev replied. "The current runes specialize in absorbing impacts. That pretty much counters your element."

"Okay, but that has to cost a lot of mana, no?"

"Nope," Lev casually refuted. "There's a reason I alone was assigned to the whole chain."

Jared had nothing to say to that, so Lev proceeded with the last thing he wanted to test. His armor appeared in its active state, all of the plating powered up to the maximum.

"How much mana do you have left?"

Jared took a step back, acutely feeling the sheer amount of mana coursing through the barrier armor. "Enough for a few more attacks."

"Alright, this is the last one. Use as much as you feasibly can in a single attack."

To the man's credit, he didn't hesitate in agreeing, too curious about the result himself. Lev tensed his mind, preparing himself to handle the large amounts of vibrations that were slowly taking form.

Sweat slid down Jared's forehead as he used as much fuel as he could to power a single burst. Gravity took the form of an orb, one almost visible to the naked eye. It pulsed with restrained might, almost crumbling at the seams as the caster sent it flying in a straight line.

Lev tracked it like a hawk. The orb smashed into his armor with enough force to be felt through the fully powered enchantments before it unfurled. Waves upon waves of raw force tried to rattle his construct, only for the enchantments to absorb a significant portion of it.

Too resilient and durable, gravity's onslaught died down after a few seconds, leaving the armor even stronger than before due to the absorbed mana. The ground underneath him wasn't as lucky, decimated for a few meters in a circle around him.

Lev let out the breath he had been holding and nodded at Jared, who looked back with a resigned smile.

"I figured this was going to happen," he sighed. "Nobody in their right mind just stands against such an attack without even trying to dodge. How close did I get?"

Lev considered lying or deflecting the question, then shook his head a little. "Not at all."

"Thought so," the man grunted. "I'm also out of mana now. Hopefully, nothing attacks us within the next few hours."

As if summoned by his words, Drakys landed next to them. Jared's face went pale as Lev tilted his head. The Exalted only stared ahead in the distance, so Lev looked in the same direction.

Ah… of course, he snorted, confusing Jared even further. Harpies, because the timing was just too perfect.

Shaking his head, a barrage of enchanted arrows killed the distant monsters. Lev didn't even need to look at them, for his mind was occupied by more morbid thoughts.

Was fate actually something he could tempt? The harpies might have just shown up randomly, and not because of Jared's words. He wasn't inclined to believe that though, which left a lot to consider on the table still.
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Drakys looked at Jared, who took the hint and left.

"Are you ready?" the Exalted asked.

Lev shrugged. "As ready as I can be. There is still plenty I want to work on, though those things are a matter of weeks or months."

"You got rid of the cannon constructs in your bubbles," Drakys idly noted. "Why?"

"They were redundant."

"Or perhaps you just hadn't found the right ones yet."

"Maybe," Lev agreed. "That's one of my upcoming projects. We'll see how that goes."

Drakys nodded and changed the topic. "You're in charge of the first train, as Alina likes to call them now. Out of the seven carts, the first, third, fifth, and seventh have mostly stone in them, and the rest have cores, metals, wood, and other materials hidden inside the stone. If it ever comes down to it, ditch the ones with only stone to run away."

Lev mentally noted the details and nodded. "Are two horses going to be enough for pulling the train, though?"

"I was getting to that. Another thing you need to look out for is the enchantments. The underside of each cart is enchanted with weight reduction. You only need to provide strong cores to keep them powered and let the non-combatants deal with the rest.

"Lastly, here's the communication device," Drakys said and summoned a flat crystal. It was enchanted to the brim, nearly glowing with mana. "It has two modes: active and passive. You can mess with the controls later. Everything has been tested several times, but send me a few messages to ensure that it's working correctly."

"Will do," Lev replied and took the crystal, momentarily surprised by how heavy and durable it seemed. "Anything else I should know?"

"Keep your head on a swivel, I suppose," Drakys mused, and went silent. Both he and Lev just looked as the final preparations were completed. Two workers slotted large, third-threshold cores in the front cart, which powered up the formations.

A chain reaction took place. Before anything, mana concealment runes were activated, hiding much of the feedback from his mana perception. Lev focused harder, tracing the flow of mana with some difficulty.

Weight Decrease came next, using the lion's share of the core's regeneration. The best he could observe was some interaction with the wooden structure of the carts and gravity, though there was no actual gravity mana involved.

[

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 5

]

It left the plating and reinforcements alone, he noted, dismissing the notification. Are the horses powerful enough to carry the remaining weight?

Out of curiosity, he identified the larger-than-usual horses.

[Horse - Level 121]

[Horse - Level 125]

… I see.

Lev wasn't even aware that horses could evolve. In hindsight, that should've been obvious.

"How many of these cart chains are we dealing with?" he asked Drakys.

"Yours will be the first and the trial run," the Exalted answered thoughtfully. "Both to see what your presence does and the technicalities of transferring so many materials through this slow and steady method. After that, if things go to plan, there will be another six or eight carts before we can send the construction crew over."

"And I'll have to protect the materials in the meantime," Lev added. "How long will it take for us to get there?"

"A month, if things go well."

He tilted his head. "What about the remaining two months of guarding, then?"

"Once you get to your destination, your job will change to patrolling. The remaining trains will be dispatched together and will also attract way more monsters."

"So I'll have to fly back and forth and remain prepared for any alerts," Lev sighed. "It's gonna be difficult to fit sleep in that schedule."

"You'll manage," Drakys commented, unpreturbed. "Good luck, Lev. Test the communication tablet once you're a few hours out."

The man vanished after saying that. Lev summoned the tablet into his hands and sent some mana into it while walking towards the front of the cart chain. Three workers were keeping tabs on the stored materials, their arrangement, and their quality.

Four functions in the tablet. One to receive a message, one to send a message, one to track the location of those features, and another for a direct line to Drakys.

There was more nuance to them, something to test later. For now, he stored the tablet again and walked up to the highest-leveled woman with a notebook in her hand. She was so absorbed that Lev had to step within a few meters for her to take notice, oblivious to the aura he kept revealing at all times.

"Hunter Lev," she stammered out, fixing her glasses and bowing lightly. "Is there anything I can help with?"

Lev debated asking her not to be so formal, then dismissed the thought. It would be annoying to ask every new person the same thing, so he might as well just live with it. In time, it would only become harder for people to treat him casually.

"Just curious about the progress," he replied instead. "How long do you think until we start moving?"

"We're actually done here," she answered, finding her bearings quickly. "The stone had to be shifted around to best absorb impacts with enchanted plates and bindings. The cores inside will help with that. I also personally made sure that the cores aren't congregated, so the concealment enchantments are as effective as they can be…"

The next ten minutes turned into an impromptu tour. Lev learned a lot of things about how to best maneuver the carts in sticky situations, where to aim explosive attacks for the minimum damage, and how to overload enchantments by forcing control over them. There were inputs installed in the formations for that specific scenario.

It took a bit of back and forth before he was able to extract himself from the woman's excited ramblings. His bubble quickly scooped him up, and before long, he was hovering a few hundred meters above ground.

Final checks took place down below as he played with his orbs. True to his expectations, each passing minute made the exercise marginally easier. Less lightning was wasted in each loop, though he had to constantly input more of it due to the large waste.

Dividing his attention two ways, Lev repeated the exercise while watching the people go about their business. A total of twenty-one folks were going to accompany him and the carts, twelve of them combatants belonging to three teams.

Lorin, the barrier mage, was helping everyone quickly get into positions. Each cart with cores hidden inside the stone had a team of combatants inside to prevent any disasters.

Ten minutes later, Drakys appeared on the wall, along with Mel and her team. The Exalted glanced at Lev and nodded, which the Master team besides him took as the sign to get a move on. All four of them jumped off the wall, riding an invisible gale to shoot off with a boom. Within seconds, they were too far to be seen by the naked eye for most people.

Lev noted how subtle the wind manipulation was, lowering his bubble close to the ground. Stepping out of it, he waited until the driver, a short woman with a straw hat, took notice of him.

"Is it time, lad?"

Lad?

"The Runic Warlord just gave the signal for us to begin," Lev nodded, glancing at the horses. "How long can they carry us for before we need to let them rest?"

"These beasties," the woman grandly waved a hand, "can run for two weeks straight without trouble. Their classes are specialized to last for as long as possible during marathons."

Marathon by whose standards? Ours or the horses?

"So, no rest for about what, a week?"

"Something along those lines," the woman smirked. "I shall deal with these matters, hunter. You will be informed about when we need to rest."

Lev nodded and jumped back into his bubble, internally wondering if he had just been told off like a kid. Just to make sure, he turned around and identified the driver.

[Warrior - Level ???]

… I'm not even going to question it, he thought to himself, shuddering slightly when his eyes met the driver's before the bubble went invisible. At least Drakys didn't put all the responsibility on my shoulders.

Whoever the woman was, she was strong enough to sap away a lot of his worries. Having a capable helper was going to be a huge boon.

Returning to his position high above, he watched as the horses started moving. Another set of formations was powered up by the automatically detected movement, this one aiding in acceleration for easier buildup of speed.

Contrary to his expectations, the horses did not struggle at all. Their hooves sent small tremors through the ground for the first push, quickly picking up speed after a few seconds. Within moments, their speed outclassed all horses on Earth, rivaling cars after a minute of steadily ramping it up.

Not bad, he mused, noting the small amount of mana leakage from the movement. The enchantments were too large to be perfectly stable, especially because each cart was linked together.

A row of spectators watched from the wall as the horses and carts glided across the grassland without problem, slowly dispersing after a few minutes. Lev remained a bit behind the carts, within a kilometer of them, to keep track of everything in the surroundings from his vantage point.

For half an hour, he simply enjoyed the scenery rapidly passing by. Sitting in his usual, cushioned seat, his brain kept repeating how this was going to be his reality, maybe even after his team joined the operations.

Shaking his head, he shook away the downer thoughts and brought one of his orbs close to his face. Still running lightning through the other four, he planned the fourth layer for the exercise.

So far, most of the exercise is becoming willpower training instead of helping me push the limits of my mana manipulation, he thought, glancing at the currently carved layers. There's little I can improve in these right now.

While the third layer was still fairly challenging for all five orbs at once, it wasn't quite mind-bending. Lev wanted to aim higher— or at least, try to aim higher and see how that ended up.

Focusing deeper into the orb, he created a fourth layer and started enchanting. Similar to the second, this one had channels too. The spiraling channels served a different purpose, for there was plenty of overlap in them.

If the first three layers could be done with mostly willpower, the next one was impossible to complete the same way. His task was to make small lightning bolts cycle through the channels ten times, five of them at once. That way, they would be at risk of colliding due to the sheer speed, the exact scenario he had to avoid.

Rolling his shoulders, he leaned back into his chair and closed his eyes. Visual feedback provided little, so he slowly made the channels as complex as possible, utilizing every bit of space available in the layer to accomplish that. After half an hour of tinkering, the end result turned out to be a mess of spiraling noodles without any rhyme or reason.

That's the easy part done. He breathed out and sent a bit of lightning into the initial layers. A bit of focus saw over two-thirds of the blue mana reaching the fourth layer, where he had to manually shape it into long, thin chunks from each entry point.

Each bolt was launched with a small time gap in between, and it didn't come as a surprise when several of them collided with each other in the first second.

Hmm, he observed with a tilted head. I should start small for this one.

Forgoing the previous exercises, Lev stopped training with the other four orbs to focus fully on the one in front of him. Lightning was teleported directly into the fourth layer and was shaped into two bolts, which he fired at lower-than-usual speed inside the channels.

Without any runes trying to disrupt the lightning under his tight control, both of the bolts cycled through the whole layer without slamming into each other. After that, he slowly ramped up the speed, using both mental and visual feedback to track the blue light zipping inside the orb.

Two more cycles were completed before his rapid calculations faltered. Both of the bolts collided during a small overlap, too fast to stop in time.

This is fun, he grinned and took a deep breath before trying again, this time with three bolts instead of two. The speed was kept the same, and seconds quickly turned into long minutes as he got lost in the exercise, paying half a mind to the humans and carts present below him.

An hour later, he was juggling five bolts inside the orb at fifty percent higher speed. Each new bolt made the exercise almost exponentially more difficult, and by now, his mind was keenly feeling the stress of such a prolonged exertion. Tiredness was a sign of progress, and as much as he wanted to keep going, there would be time for more practice later.

Instead, he summoned the communication tablet from his ring. Feeding it some mana, he made use of the isolated function meant for contacting Drakys and powered it up.

The message required little mana and worked similarly to the crystal he used with his team.

"Testing."

A few seconds passed in silence after the message was sent before a reply came through.

"Loud and clear. Anything unusual, Lev?"

"No, sir. Nothing but grass so far, not even monsters."

"Alright. Keep an eye out."

Lev shrugged and put the tablet on a table that rose beside his seat. Drakys being rather informal was nice, meaning nobody else could tap into the communication line. He preferred it that way, too.

Given the quality of the communication, Lev also deduced that they were still well within the range of the relays, or perhaps many had been installed in advance to ensure that communication was not disrupted or interrupted.
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Surprisingly, nothing attacked them for the first eight hours. The day turned into night, and it was dark outside when Lev descended, landing on top of the front cart.

"Hmm," the driver turned to look at him, not saying anything else. Lev gave her a nod and used a hatch to enter the first cart instead, one filled with non-combatants.

They had already felt him land atop their cart and were not surprised by his appearance.

"Pardon the intrusion. I wanted to ask if you guys wanted to fight the weaker monsters to gain some levels," Lev voiced, looking at the five gathered in front of him.

The youngest of them was close to his age, whereas the oldest was a man with graying hair.

"Young man," the latter began with a smile. "As you can see, we're no fighters. These old bones barely have the strength to swing a sword."

"Which is why I came with a solution in mind," Lev answered and summoned a chair for himself. Seeing that he had the undivided attention of the folks, he summoned a Galeshot revolver, one of the two dozen he had already prepared. "First, I need to know if relying on external tools hurts your evolution."

"That is assuming that we ever evolve," answered a middle-aged woman. "Unless we go out and fight monsters, the second gap will be our limit."

"Meaning there is no downside," Lev finished for her and nodded. "I saw a few hordes of goblins and orcs a few minutes away. With these firearms, you can all take them down rather easily."

"Why?" questioned the youngest one. "Don't get me wrong, I would love to gain some levels out of this."

"Why not?" Lev shrugged. "I can very easily help everyone present, and it also costs me nothing."

That was enough for them, and a minute later, all five of the non-combatants had revolvers in their hands. Explaining its functions, especially for competent workers who were chosen for an important task, was trivial. It took moments for them to hold the firearms properly, waiting for the monsters to show up.

When the small horde of goblins was within a hundred meters, revolvers were fired. Four of the bullets missed, and by sheer luck, the last one brained one of the leading goblins.

"Keep going," Lev said loudly, seeing the workers falter for a moment. His timely reminder made them quickly reload and shape the bullet again, before another wave was fired.

Given the low speed of the carts that hadn't stopped moving, the goblins struggled to climb on top of them even when they reached the humans. If anything, that only made them an easier target, and within a few more waves, all of the two dozen goblins were dead.

"I got a level," the eldest said, voice low. "Haven't seen this particular notification in a while."

[Laborer - Level 113]

"You should get used to it," Lev smirked lightly. "While you guys are here, I'm going to leave all of the dormant and weaker first-threshold monsters to the non-combatants."

**

"Repeat after me," Lev intoned slowly, guiding the youngest laborer. "Let the mana flow until it's full, help the enchantments shape the bullet, and activate the firing part of the artillery once it's done."

"I get it," the boy snapped distractedly. "It won't blow up, right?"

"For the fifth time, no, it won't. I'm right here if something goes wrong."

"Okay, okay," the non-combatant took some deep breaths, then exhaled. His eyes turned hard, focused as if it were a life or death situation. Lev didn't disturb him, observing along with the rest of the crew. All of the hunters and workers were on top of the slowed carts, enjoying the show.

Just in case, Lev had a veritable flood of invisible constructs hovering above the carts. Anything could happen, and he didn't want to take any chances.

The artillery in front of him was the latest prototype, meant not for him but for non-combatants specifically. Almost all of the inner workings were automated, requiring just a small input from the user for convenience and a reliable level of control to ensure everything progressed smoothly.

After a few seconds, the boy found the courage to put some mana into the first input. The core slotted inside the artillery was immediately tapped into, shaping a barrier bullet by utilizing the Arcane Barrier rune.

Lev still couldn't find a way to enchant the bullet on the spot, though he had an inkling that the single class rune would eventually allow that.

The rest of the artillery came alive without further input, priming the bullet to be launched. A bit of mental gymnastics from the user powered up all of the acceleration formations to regulate the potency of the shot, chosen to be the highest in this instance.

A sound ward negated most of the boom as the bullet shot forward, accurately braining the troll that Lev's barriers were keeping in place. Given the sheer speed of the projectile, it didn't even get to hear the sound of the shot before it died.

The boy's knees almost buckled as he slowly realized what he had done. A cheer rose, both from Lev and the rest of the spectators. Even the platinum hunters were watching with undisguised interest, impressed by the unassuming construct.

"Well done," Lev said, looking at the boy expectantly. "So?"

"I…" he gulped. "Two levels. That troll was level 168? I couldn't even Identify it from so far away!"

Your Perception must be really low, then, Lev mused and nodded. "Most trolls I've seen were around that level. Alright, who wants to go next?"

"May I?" came from one of the archers in Jared's team.

"Sure," Lev took a step back, letting her take the lead.

She hung the bow on her back and gracefully stepped up, peering at the artillery, trying and failing to look at the concealed enchantments. Grabbing the handles, she aimed the barrel at another distant troll, this one beyond Lev's range.

A bit ambitious, but I suppose she wouldn't be doing this without reason.

The bullet took a single second to form, and with an Adept's Perception, she fired it in the next second. Almost silently, the projectile shot forward, landing on top of the troll's head. Compensating for the bullet drop was nearly unnecessary due to the power behind the shot, though the archer had still managed to shear off the top of the monster's brain.

"Interesting," she stepped back, giving the artillery a final, calculating look. Bowing her head to Lev, she took her leave without another word.

"You're next," Lev looked at the eldest laborer.

The old man stepped up without a word, smiling to himself. "I have to say, lad, you're not what the rumors made you out to be."

"Rumors?"

"The two times I've seen you," a woman answered instead, "are with either The Runic Warlord, or The Galvanic Sniper. Both of whom are the distant Exalted of mankind. That is telling."

Jack's deductions are already proving true. He hid a grin, not disagreeing with the woman.

"Rumors aren't everything, though," Lev added and dropped it at that. It was up to them to deduce the rest.

Another few hours passed as more and more monsters fell to his artillery constructs. Once the non-combatants got the hang of it, he created two of the cannons on top of each cart, enough for the workers to reliably defend themselves if Lev was occupied with something else.

"Boss," Jared walked up to him on top of the first cart, looking fresh and relaxed. "What's the plan? Everything has been going a bit too smoothly so far."

"This close to the wall, we're unlikely to run into anything too strong. And don't call me boss."

"Sure, boss," the hunter grinned, summoning a chair for himself. "The team's curious, so I had to come ask. What's next on the agenda for us?"

Lev glanced at the Master driver, who returned his look but didn't move. Seeing that she had no interest, he created a table and put a copy of the plain's map on top of it.

"We have barely just left the wall," Lev said, pointing just a few inches ahead of the outer wall, the place he estimated they were currently. Slowly, he moved his finger in a straight line, reaching an uneven patch of terrain they were on track to cross.

"The hills here," he continued, "are known to house a colony of insectoid monsters. Wind blades and speed are their specialties, though, overall, they aren't that strong. Our job is to see how they react to the supplies and to help you guys level up. I'll personally oversee the battles and deal with any too strong."

And also observe how many monsters my aura lures out, he added in his head. The Master driver was no doubt aware, and it was nice to have her there.

"Our job is to… wait for now?"

"Yep."

"Well," Jared scratched his head. "That brings me to the second portion. Since we're barely doing anything except throwing a few spells around, is it possible to spar or train in some other way? You have barriers, and we're, frankly, bored."

"It hasn't even been three days yet," Lev chuckled, understanding their boredom all the same. "The horses can still keep going for a few days, or we can make them rest earlier and rush the rest of the way without pause. That will give us enough time for some long sparring sessions," he finished while looking at the woman below them, waiting for her input.

"You're the leader here," the Master shrugged, not saying anything else. Jared gave her an odd glance, unaware of how strong she was with the layers of concealment hiding her strength. Perhaps only Lev could see her threshold?

"Hmm," Lev pondered for a moment. "How about this? We will stop for an hour daily to let the horses and non-combatants relax, and I can also set up a stage for us to fight on. That should ensure that we wouldn't be slowed down much before the scheduled pause in five days."

"Great," Jared said and stood up. "I'll inform the rest of the folks. Also, for my own curiosity, will we get to use any of your weapons?"

"Nope," Lev immediately refused. "You're already close to the evolution, no need to rely on external tools."

[Mage - Level 239]

Only eleven levels. The team might just evolve during the patch of hills if things go the way I expect them to.

The man left after that, having already expected the answer. Lev stored the map and made the table disintegrate, then turned to the driver.

"I don't think we've been introduced yet," he began, noting her reaction. "I'm Lev, a temporarily solo hunter."

"Melvine," she answered, not offering anything else.

… I really don't like socializing, Lev lamented, unsure of what to say after that. "Just tell me if something comes up, okay?"

"Will do, boss."

Oh, for fucks sake.

Not paying the poke any mind, he hopped into his bubble and flew up again. The suns were still a few hours away from setting, so he settled in to wait while working on his latest cannon.

It was truly massive.

Lev had already realized that there was no point in any small attacks. His slashes, arrows, lances, and even orbs were enough to kill most second-threshold monsters that he could find in the plains. What he really lacked, were attacks that could fend off third-threshold monsters.

So far, all he had were his Crescent Decimation and overloaded lances. His class was supposed to be way more diverse than that, and he ignored the small voice telling him that he was already fighting an evolution higher than he should be.

To that end, the cannon in front of him was the closest he had ever gotten to a railgun. Now that he had faced several monsters with fire and also managed to evolve his own to the blue variant, there wasn't much else needed to activate the Flamebreath rune.

He couldn't hope to activate it with blue fire, though. His understanding, proficiency, and the durability of his barriers had just reached a point where he could charge that attack with normal fire without blowing up the cannon and the bubble.

The current version looked like a modern tank cannon. Wider at the start, it slowly became thinner into a barrel that extended for longer than he was tall.

In the base was the Dreadwolf's core, close to the edge of the wider end. The core was linked to several layers of runes, the broadest of which held the Flameforged Constitution rune. As usual, the formation affected the whole construct with its remarkable potency, allowing Lev to add more fire-resistant runes to the inner layers.

Finally, in the deepest layers, the Flamebreath rune was accompanied by a myriad of supportive runes. The formation was, in essence, straightforward. His job was to provide the fire mana and compress it to a semi-stable state as the rune worked its magic.

Once the beam was prepared, he could fire it at monsters from a theoretical kilometer or two away, though the actual results remained to be seen. Lev expected the attack to be able to seriously wound monsters like giant trolls, and also be fast enough to hit weaker third-threshold monsters reliably. It didn't sound like much, but given the sheer amount of power he could bring to bear, such an attack would be able to provide him with valuable opportunities and disengage.
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"I still don't think we're safe out here."

Jared turned to the speaker, Rosy, the warrior meeting his stare.

"Relax," Lorene, the archer, put a hand on Rosy's shoulder. "The Master looks young and probably is, but his strength is not in doubt."

"How? His aura seems strong, sure, but why is he alone? If I remember correctly, his level isn't even above 300."

"You saw how he withstood my attacks earlier," Jared added calmly, not sharing the girl's worries. "Trust me, there's way more to him than what he has shown so far. Even the clothes he walks around in are of Epic rarity."

"What?" Lorene questioned, her expression somewhere between a smirk and a grin. "I knew that jacket looked sturdy, not that it was that strong. The pants, too."

"It's not like that's the full extent of his aura, either," Jared continued. "The Runic Warlord personally came to visit him, so there's a reason he's keeping it exposed like that. We just have to trust in both of them."

Their conversation paused as the Master barrier mage left his invisible construct, quickly flying down and landing next to the driver. A few words were exchanged before the carts slowed down, surprising them enough to share glances.

"Probably monsters," Lorene spoke first, standing up from her place on top of the fifth cart to look around. "I don't see anything, though?"

All of them turned towards the Master mage when his armor suddenly reappeared from thin air, a glorious amount of mana coursing through its form. The armor's color changed and turned to lightning as the mage rose, flying up a few dozen meters before shooting off with a loud shockwave.

A small trail of fire was left in his wake, observable to the startled spectators. Within seconds, they are up and prepared for combat, tensely waiting for the monsters to show up.

A few moments passed, then some more. Nothing attacked them, and confusion reigned when the barrier mage simply returned to his invisible construct at the same impressive speed.

"What's happening?" Rosy asked, the most tense of the team.

"Hey, look up," the final team member, Asta, finally spoke up. All of them followed his gaze, only now realizing that there was a… thing visible high in the sky.

It looked like a spider with four legs, each balanced upon an unseen surface. The top reminded Jared of a stinger with its length, though a third of it looked like a box of metal.

"The hell is that…" Lorene began, only to trail off when they felt the mana being funneled into the construct. There was so much of it, Jared's breath got stuck in his throat when he noticed that the enchantments just kept guzzling down all of it.

A few seconds of that ridiculous display later, the cannon was almost glowing to the naked eye. Everyone watched in silence as nothing else happened for a few seconds, then the fire appeared.

Like an unending wave of red and yellow, a ridiculous amount of fire mana kept appearing in the small construct. All of it was visibly channeled to the middle of the wider part, where it was compressed into an orb that could be seen through the layers of enchantments and everything else.

"If that thing explodes…" Lorene chuckled and shook her head. "You're seeing the same thing, right?"

"Yep," Jared nodded once, dumbly staring at the ever-intensifying ball of fire in the cannon. "That's more mana than several of our team combined."

A threshold was reached at that point. Without prompting, the cannon fired a thin, condensed beam of pure flames. Stable and too uniform to break down easily, the attack covered hundreds of meters in a blink, landing somewhere far ahead of their carts with a thunderous impact. The cloud of fire that rose was easily visible despite the great distance, and Jared had to scramble to prepare his skills when the approaching shockwave became visible.

He shouldn't have worried. Out of nowhere, tall and transparent blue walls materialized around the carts, negating the approaching cloud of dust and force without any signs of strain.

**

Hot damn, Lev patted the still-intact cannon with a wide smile, resisting the urge to dance around like a kid.

That beam had been, by far, the coolest thing he had ever done.

It was like a dream come true. His inner child was doing backflips, and even the mighty hunter with a Wisdom Boost was smiling like a lunatic, just barely holding himself back from trying again.

Deep breaths, he thought, and acted on it. First, results. The attack was faster than my arrows, only a little slower than extremely overloaded lances. Damn, I can't even blame the cannon. Those lances are just that strong.

Speed is not a concern if I chain the attack with other things, so that gets a pass. As for potency and damage, I'll go check that out in a bit. Stability and range went beyond expectations. There was almost no loss during that.

The best way to deduce that was by how much the heat had increased in the surroundings. Lev doubted that the folks on the ground had felt anything, which meant that the current cannon utilized most of the mana without any leakage.

Other than that, it was a big success.

High on the accomplishment, Lev imbued lightning into his armor and quickly flew to the target of the beam. The large wall he had stabbed into the ground was completely destroyed, scattered chunks of the solidified mana slowly disintegrating.

So, the attack is strong enough to shatter my fully powered wall, which is saying something.

The damage got a pass, too. It was unfortunate that, without more time to prepare and a better stage, he couldn't measure the limit of the beam. That wouldn't be so hard, as they had to stop to rest in a bit.

What stopped Lev from conducting any extensive testing was the sheer cost of firing the cannon. That singular shot had cost him nearly a third of his pool, and much of it had gone to simply keeping the cannon powered and stable. With the formation he had devised for actually shaping the fire, that side of the process was pretty efficient.

Already, his pool took longer than usual to fill up completely. As the designated guardian of the test run, he couldn't afford to be lax and waste mana anymore.

Returning to the bubble, his mind didn't even register the second-threshold core that had been wasted on the experiment. There were too many of those in the ring, and he rarely made use of them.

That's going to change now, though, he idly mused, sitting back down on his seat in the bubble. Can't test anything new with the hunters, however. Sparring is gonna remain tame, and I need to keep regenerating my mana during that.

Overall, the next hours passed in peaceful silence, interrupted only by the occasional gunshots. His revolvers were to blame, as each non-combatant now had one of them. Lev debated giving Galecannons to those who could handle the recoil, but held back. Once they made it to the stronghold location, the monster density would decide if he needed to resort to that.

When the suns dipped below the horizon, Lev landed next to Melvine. She took the hint and made the horses gradually slow down.

Given the weight of the cargo, it took minutes to stop the momentum and for the carts to come to a halt. Lev brought several light crystals and made poles for them, copying streetlights from Earth. The unassuming constructs were rather expensive, containing small mana crystals that absorbed tiny amounts of ambient mana to produce light.

Once a large area was illuminated, he nodded at the waiting teams and jumped off the first cart. A few dozen meters to the side, he formed a barrier platform spanning dozens of meters outwards, before enclosing it with high walls. An opening remained to allow everyone to enter, and with a small conversion of his mana, several enchanted spots were created for his flames to concentrate in, illuminating it all rather nicely under the dim light of the two moons.

The three teams followed curiously, not asking any questions. Once Lev was done making the stage thick and durable, he turned to them.

"Now, the rules are simple. You can either spar by yourselves or against me, and no one will aim to maim or kill. Clear?"

A chorus of agreements rang out, a few warriors straightening in anticipation. The mages were more subdued, not exactly sold on the reliability of hastily created barriers.

"Can I go against you first?" a warrior woman asked, holding a greataxe with tensed muscles.

[Warrior - Level 233]

"Sure," Lev said, creating a replica of Stargazer. A few hops later, he was in the center of the makeshift arena, a burst of fire illuminating the barriers even more without producing any heat. His control was improving rapidly, especially because of the constant practice with his orbs that was currently on pause.

The moment he nodded at her, the warrior exploded into motion. A stamina-powered enhancement was already running at full strength, and he could acutely feel how much pressure her steps put on the barrier ground.

Glaive and axe collided in a straightforward swing, the fighters testing out the waters. Neither weapon gave way since he was controlling his strength to match the woman's.

Disengaging, the women powered some enchantments on the axe before rushing in again. Her swing felt more dangerous this time, falling on him from above. Lev stepped back to dodge, then took another step when she reversed the swing without breaking a sweat.

Not bad, he thought, keeping an eye on her footing and muscles. I can't really tell what she's going to do next, probably because of my inexperience in facing humans.

Either way, it was a good opportunity for him to train. Holding the glaive's pole tightly, he waited until her next swing. It was wide, meant to bisect him, so he jumped. She couldn't alter the trajectory in time, allowing Lev to form a barrier platform under his foot and use it as leverage to dash at the woman.

She reacted with admirable speed, dropping her axe and punching the side of the glaive. Lev's kick almost smashed into her face, just barely dodged as she stumbled to the ground. Before he could push her, the axe flew back into her hand, firing a mana slash at him in the same motion.

The glaive blocked it with only a chip to show, which he fixed with a single thought.

"This is ridiculous," the woman laughed, her hair already damp with sweat. "I'm not weak, you know? All the people I've sparred with are proof of that."

"I can tell," Lev said, tilting his head slightly. "It's just that the gap between Adepts and Masters is simply that wide."

She shook her head and retook her stance. "I've faced Master mages, too."

A few minutes later, Lev was still facing her, giving the woman the chance to fight at full strength without a care in the world. Her kick smashed into his chest when he allowed it to, most of the resulting force absorbed by the plates.

She clicked her tongue and took a few steps back, letting her enhancements fade away.

"Good fight," she bowed her head. "Thank you for the opportunity and training."

Lev nodded, hiding his surprise. It felt nice to be recognized for his goodwill, though he would rather not get used to the feeling.

"Can I go next in a ranged battle?" the archer from Jared's team asked. He wondered if she knew what she was going up against, agreeing with the request regardless.

Waiting for her to reach a distant position, Lev himself slowly backtracked to do the same, wondering how best to approach the spar. There were plenty of options, as he was the strongest when fighting at range, though his musings paused as he noticed something interesting.

Wind.

That was an element he rarely saw amongst humans, for most people opted for the more destructive options. Wind also had its fair share of lethal uses, but it obviously fell short when compared with the ease and effectiveness of something like lightning.

Regardless, it was a very strong element that had a lot of utility to offer, such as the solidified arrows and the field of compressed air around the archer.

"Ready?" Lev asked, summoning a total of ten shields for himself.

"Yes," came the reply, accompanied by a large, barely visible arrow.

A shield moved on its own accord, guided by willpower that could somewhat reliably block Adept attacks. Granted, the arrow was faster than expected due to the element's speciality, putting a small hole in his shield as it penetrated at the cost of its rigidity.

The archer didn't wait to observe the result, quickly forming another arrow as tens of small wind blades flew at him. Inside the local field, Lev noted with interest how the compressed air empowered the projectiles instead of hampering them, improving their speed and cohesion.

Like a small domain of sorts, he summarized as his curiosity about the combination of skills only rose.

After dodging and blocking the barrage with his allotted shields, he idly noted that one of them had shattered as multiple arrows took form around him. The projectiles were fired at the opponent's extremities to avoid any deep injury, and he slowed his Perception as much as possible when they entered the field of compressed air.

Pressure descended on his arrows from every direction, opposing their velocity not directly but in a less controlled manner. No doubt, the archer had to constantly fill her field with mana, and given the widening of her eyes, Lev's arrows were way stronger than she expected.

Even then, all of them stopped dead before reaching her, at which point she immediately conceded the match, realizing just how outmatched she was.
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  "Good fight," the archer nodded distractedly, moving back to her team. Similar to the warrior, she hadn't let herself use too much mana, for it could be needed at any moment. They were far enough from the wall for that now.

Lev nodded back and waited for the next person to come up. A warrior answered his look, holding two wicked shortswords. Both of them were wreathed in a blood red mist, though unfortunately, it wasn't blood. The mist was simply a corrosive vapor, similar to acid in its composition.

He would've loved to see just what made Blood so strong as an element. Blood Tide's strength was spoken about in hushed whispers, and even blood monsters were feared universally.

Holding his glaive, he adopted his usual stance and waited for the warrior to make a move. The man was content with staying stationary, so Lev attacked first.

With a shrill whistle, the glaive shot forward, colliding with barely raised shortswords and veering off track. Lev had held back considerably, though the speed still caught the warrior off guard.

[Warrior - Level 227]

Taking a step back, his opponent finally took things seriously and lunged. This time, Lev had to suppress his surprise, swinging his glaive in a wide arc. His opponent ducked under it, smoothly sliding forward and slashing at his armor's waist.

The shortsword stopped dead on the glaive's pole, though the second one almost scratched Lev's armpit. Tilting out of the way, he had to jump back to disengage when the first shortsword recovered quicker than expected, already primed to fly at his neck.

Now this is getting interesting, Lev thought to himself, crouching slightly. His opponent was someone he had never heard of before, but the skill he displayed was no joke. Lev wanted to learn from it as much as possible.

Taking things up a notch, he advanced. Utilizing his greater reach, Lev thrust and slashed at high speed, not looking to end the match. Instead, he observed the warrior in front of him with a slightly slackened jaw as the man weaved around the strikes.

Content to dance amidst his attacks, the warrior blocked his glaive with ease, deflecting all those strikes that had too much power behind them. A few dodges were thrown into the mix, and all of that combined in a beautiful battle style that left Lev metaphorically scratching his head.

Whenever he tried to push ahead with his restrained speed, the warrior effortlessly deflected his swings, positioning himself away from any effective retaliation with a few quick steps. Slightly overwhelming strength also failed when the force behind the attack was turned against the attacker, only providing the swordsman more ways to create distance.

He can't do anything to me, either. Guess that means I win anyway?

He couldn't decide what to think of it. The man knew his way around shortswords to a degree that made Lev feel somewhat envious, but at the same time, the offense that had been displayed so far wasn't anything stellar either.

Upping his strength for a moment, he smashed away one of the shortswords and backhanded the other to step into the warrior's guard. The man was already dropping the weapons and punching, as there was no chance to disengage from such a close range.

His efforts were thwarted when the fist landed with a dull thud, doing absolutely nothing. Lev could've ended right there, then decided against it. Taking a step back, he waited for the warrior to grab his swords again.

The next clash took place much faster than before. Red mist, a simple corrosive mist and not blood as he learned in that moment, tried to envelop him, though a layer of lightning coating the edges of his armor easily repelled it.

His glaive struggled against two weapons, though it was a good learning experience. Limited as he was, Lev was always overusing his mind and mana, so the spar was teaching him plenty of things.

Mainly about how well the attack range translated into an advantage when facing other humans. A cloud of lightning was left in the glaive's wake, forcing the warrior to dance around it, right into Lev's slashes and stabs. Given how evenly matched they were, Lev's Perception inevitably won out as the destructive element stunned his opponent for a precious moment.

Even if he couldn't end it immediately, a powerful sweep pushed back the warrior. Too shaken by the difficult block, Lev immediately stepped closer, his right arm outstretched and imbued with a relatively small amount of lightning.

It reached the warrior's chest faster than the swords could reach his neck, launching the guy for several meters. He rolled on the ground for a few seconds before pulling himself up, wincing while holding his chest.

"Not bad," Lev said, dismissing his glaive. "Are you usually so confident?"

"No," the warrior answered, breathing in deeply while standing straight. "I've just faced too many humans to be afraid of them anymore. Monsters are the real problem."

"You'll be surprised," Lev shook his head, though he couldn't really fault the man. Humans were, at the end of the day, united to survive the threat of monsters. It was only natural to be less wary of them, at least until someone suddenly turned on you. He himself didn't know why he still believed that, but the most probable answer was his past life.

Regardless, he didn't press the matter and looked at the next person willing to face him. It was a woman with short pink hair, her black eyes staring intently into his own.

"Is there something on my face?" he asked politely, curious.

"Are your eyes natural?" she asked.

Lev just sighed and prepared his glaive. "Yes, they are."

**

"Boss," Melvine spoke— a rare occasion. "I see the hills."

Squinting his eyes, Lev had to focus fully to notice the briefest of shapes on the horizon.

She saw them before me?

Whoever Melvine was, she was stronger than him, and by a very big margin. The sheer Perception she just displayed was proof of that.

"We'll get there in a day," Lev replied, contemplating. "The hurdles are centipedes that use wind mana through their legs and possess decent speed. Not very strong overall, though the numbers will pose a problem."

"Correct, boss," Melvine added, her tone amused.

"I'm just reminding myself," Lev grumbled and coughed into his hand, not speaking his thoughts out loud again.

The real problem is whatever is going to come for me and the supplies, he continued in his head. There are bound to be strong second-threshold monsters here, or perhaps even one or a few third-threshold ones. If there's more than one, then we need to retreat while keeping everyone else alive. I still have no idea how strong our driver really is to plan for such a scenario.

All in all, he was confident in defending everyone while dealing with the large numbers. The Exalted could've easily demolished the nest in front of them, except that would have only served to rob the Masters of extra progress. Given the low danger, most hunters would benefit greatly from fighting the massive numbers.

Taking out his communicator, Lev contacted Drakys. It took a few seconds for the connection to snap into place.

"Can you hear me?"

"Loud and clear," Drakys replied. "Report."

"We're going to enter the hills after resting for a few hours today. Is there anything I should know or keep an eye out for?"

"Beyond the debriefing, just be wary of their speed and don't let too many of the monsters gather in one place. Their skills work weirdly and empower each other's attack when they combine instead of disrupting them. Use explosives without holding back if that starts to happen."

"Noted," Lev sent and stored the communication crystal once the connection was cut off. Drakys sounded confident in his ability to handle the threat, but he wasn't gonna let that get to his head.

"How long are we going to rest for?" he asked the driver, who seemed just as at ease as before.

"Six or so hours," she answered. "We will move again at dawn."

Seeing no problem with that, he jumped back into his bubble and resumed his scouting from an elevated position.

Time passed in a blink as he continued to train with his lightning orbs. While progress in terms of skill levels had stalled, improvements continued all the same at a stagnating pace. By now, he could juggle nearly ten small lightning bolts in a single orb, though that number lowered a little as he made his willpower train with the other four orbs without messing with the fourth layer.

By the time the suns were up again, he could see the hills with stark clarity. Shrouded in fog that faded rapidly under the sunlight, Lev deemed it necessary to scout ahead by himself first.

Lightning rushed into his armor as he took hold of it. His flight accelerated to the maximum speed within moments, startling everyone to a completely awake state because of the noise. That may or may not have been the secondary purpose of his stunt.

As for the primary one, it took a few moments to cross the remaining kilometers. When he landed on the closest slope, his mind took a moment to appreciate the scale of the structures before focusing on his surroundings. The barrier armor vanished, letting him breathe the cool and refreshing morning air.

Fresh and clear, he deduced after a few seconds. No negative auras or effects from the location itself, and neither can I feel anything deeper inside. Seems to be safe to enter.

Flying back up, he searched around for a few minutes, finding both what he was looking for and what they were going to face today.

The centipedes were oddly refined in their appearance, possessing a dark, dull exoskeleton and moving around without making any sounds. They also seemed to possess a passive skill that masked the air waves produced by their passing, making them dangerous stealth predators.

Lev, however, wasn't bothered by either of those things. His Mana Perception and high Perception could clearly feel the mana coursing through their chitin and legs, as well as its distinct flavor of wind.

Returning to the cart, he nodded to Melvine in the direction of the crude road that cut through the hills, one that the Exalted had paved for them for convenience. Turning around, he gave all the hunters standing atop the carts a long look.

"My barriers will surround you all. Make use of their durability and amount. Keep an eye on the non-combatants mounting the cannons, and retreat into the first cart immediately if I give you the signal and activate all the enchantments at full power. It doesn't matter how many cores you need to waste; we will get more of them later."

"Yes, sir!"

Lev didn't let himself show any outward reaction. Being called sir by so many was bad enough, but the way he was quickly adapting to being addressed that way was much more unnerving.

He wasn't turning into some sort of a leader, was he?

I need to become an adventurer to spend time only with my team, he thought to himself, more resolute about achieving that quickly. Already, he was dreading any accidents that were inevitably going to happen with so many lives under his command.

A single command from Melvine made the horses start moving again. They picked up speed quickly at first to get the carts rolling, then settled into a neat pace while gradually accelerating.

By the time they reached the maximum speed, Lev had to make another decision, one he needed consultation about.

"Should we slow down?" he asked Melvine. She was bound to have more experience in such races.

"No point," she answered, unpreturbed. "The slower we are, the more monsters that can pile on us."

Lev nodded slowly and turned around. Jared and his team were the closest to him on the first cart, so he called out to the gravity mage.

"Tell the workers to stop holding back on the weight reduction enchantments. If they need more cores, take them from me."

With a nod, the mage quickly jumped into the cart. More mana was channeled into the carts, further increasing their speed as the horses were also commanded to move faster.

Before long, Lev's hair fluttered as he stopped himself from going fully into combat mode from the very start. Monsters were going to show up soon, but that didn't mean he couldn't enjoy the breathtaking scenery ahead.

Given the nature of the Exalteds' vast power, the carved road was so hauntingly beautiful. The visible part of the slope had been cleanly split into two, opening up to create a narrow gap. At the bottom, the train of carts slowly neared the base of the hills, the natural structures towering higher than anything Lev had seen so far.

Why, exactly, are they called hills?

Mount Tamara was supposed to be massive, except these hills were even bigger. Sure, the difference wasn't that large, except the hills were still way larger than he was expecting. If he wasn't horribly mistaken, each of them was larger than the usual mountain from Earth.

Why, then, were they still hills? Just how massive were the usual mountains on Monarch if these landforms were named after the smaller variants?

As such questions plagued his mind, the horses carried on without ever slowing down, dragging the carts into what could be mistaken as jaws waiting to close on them from both sides.
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As expected, the first monsters showed up within a few minutes. They hadn't even crossed a twentieth of the narrow path yet when screeches reached them, turning the defenders tense.

Really? Harpies?

Lev could recognize those screeches any day of the week. Why the monsters had shown up here wasn't that hard to guess, for harpies were one of the most common monsters on Monarch.

What he was curious about, though, was the performance of his cannons. Piloted by non-combatants, there were no active or passive skills enhancing their bullets, meaning everything depended on the enchantments.

The hunters were also aware of that, told to stand back unless something dangerous or the centipedes showed up.

"You're up," Lev said, looking at the old man with graying hair. He was holding onto the canon tightly, knuckles white from the exertion.

With a nod, the old man aimed. Given the narrow passage they were traversing, the harpies were limited in how much they could zip around, though it wasn't like the monsters were going to display any intelligence.

That posed another problem, one that Lev solved by creating dozens of ropes. Their properties were altered, and with both ends sharpened to a lethal degree, he embedded them on either side of the narrow passage.

After repeating the process dozens of times, there was a crude mesh on top of the carts that extended just as fast as they moved. The harpies noticed it too, possessing enough instincts to avoid crashing into the durable ropes. Death was the only outcome of that.

Instead, they slowed down to weave between the constructs, becoming the perfect targets. Shell after shell slammed into them, but because they were unenchanted and not backed by skills, only a few drew blood.

"Again," Lev said loudly, not giving the non-combatants a chance to doubt themselves.

One more wave flew at the harpies before they got past the barrier mesh. Wounded and bleeding after the mostly accurate shots, it took the platinum hunters no time to capitalize on the weakness and eradicate the seven monsters.

Murmurs and whispers broke out amongst the non-workers currently manning the cannons. They had a fixed rotation of five to distribute the essence gains equally, though it wasn't like they were pressed for monsters to fight. Lev just didn't want to have them all out at once and risk losing any of the workers.

One or two levels for all of them, he noted with a satisfied nod. The System had told him to push his crafting higher, and while he wasn't doing anything groundbreaking right now, his barriers were performing admirably against weaker monsters. He just had to somehow make them retain the effects of his passive skills and class even when away from him, and that would immediately make them one of the strongest firearms humanity had access to.

If that was even possible, he had no idea.

"Boss," Melvine called out, though Lev had already noticed the subtle vibrations around them.

"I'm prepared," Lev replied, at ease for now. Dozens of invisible shields were currently hovering around the carts, concentrated around the platinum hunters and the workers they were guarding.

"They might not be enough."

"Then I'll just create more," Lev glanced at her, head slightly tilted. "Unless there's something I should know?"

"Nah. Just making sure you're aware, boss."

Oddball.

Not paying her any more attention, he turned to the right. A few shards of stone fell from somewhere above, but before they could hit the ground, two large mandibles tore through the stone wall.

A glaive was already present in their path, its blade sharpened and enchanted. The barrier construct was met with a wind blade that formed with decent speed, though the potency left a lot to be desired. Barely slowing down, the glaive cut through the approaching attack and landed on the side of the monster's head.

Ideally, the glaive would've damaged the monster in some way. That didn't happen, and Lev had to stop scouting for a moment to properly decipher what his brain had just observed, still confused by the feedback.

… Wind armor?

That was the best he could come up with. His glaive was pushed aside by a layer of solidified wind, one covering the centipede's whole form now that he looked closer. The application was quite fascinating, as the armor was both solid enough to provide protection and also affected anything in contact with it by deflecting the object or pushing it away. He didn't really know the specifics, but he took note of the use regardless.

To further test the utility of the armor, he smashed the head of the centipede with an invisible shield. Slightly disoriented and slowed, it couldn't dodge the arrow that tore through its chitin.

This time, the armor wasn't enough, failing completely against the immense pressure at the point of impact. The arrow's sharpness was enough to penetrate and exit the other side, though it still failed to kill the bleeding centipede.

Another arrow went through its head this time, putting it down.

Ah… I forgot to measure its speed.

He supposed there would be more of them to fight and observe. The hill they were passing through was now shaking a bit more than before, announcing the presence of several centipedes drilling through the stone.

Lev briefly glanced at the group of workers behind him, silently telling them to prepare the cannons. Four centipedes broke through the walls on either side, only to be met with invisible shields floating in their paths.

With loud smacks, they stopped dead after the collision, far from disoriented. A bundle of wind blades was formed by each monster to cut through the invisible constructs, and he finally got to observe their main method of offense.

Similar to enchanted swords, the wind blades made good use of both physical and magical strength. His enchanted barriers were slowly whittled down by the barrage, though none of them shattered under the onslaught, which was enough to keep the centipedes occupied for a few more moments.

That was enough for the cannons to fire. Slowed and almost stationary as they were, almost every centipede was hit directly, though the results were a bit worrying. Barely any blood was drawn, largely because the shells didn't pack enough of a punch to overwhelm wind armor on the monsters without losing most of their strength.

They did do something… Lev thought to himself, observing the reaction taking place. Seems like the wind armor's potency was gathered in one area to protect against the shells, and when that failed, all of the armor was destroyed. It really is like a skill.

The few seconds needed to reform the armor were enough for the cannons to fire again. Each bullet tore through their chitin and bodies underneath, putting down three of the four monsters. Before the last one could be targeted, Lev imbued his armor with lightning and quickly grabbed it before flying up.

Immediately, the creature's large bulk wrapped him up. Instead of killing it quickly, he flew up and waited. Wind mana was shaped and thrown against his armor, all of it failing to do more than scratch the construct, and even those were healed in a blink.

When mandibles closed around his hand, he felt the pressure for the first time. His armor was actually being stressed, and that was enough for him. A chunk of lightning moved to his limb and then into the centipede's face, rushing into its body and frying its insides.

[

You have slain [Ripper Centipede - Level 299]

]

Squinting his eyes, Lev focused on wherever the core could be inside the corpse, and paused in surprise when he actually found it. A smattering of mana was noticeable inside his body, his Mana Perception now strong enough to accomplish that.

Forming claws on his armor's fingers, he stabbed his hand into the corpse, avoiding the core. Inside, his fingers closed around something round and hard, which he pulled out with a chunk of flesh and disgusting blood.

… In hindsight, I should have let someone experienced do this.

Chuckling to himself, he tossed the corpse aside and summoned his refillable canteen. After rinsing his arm, since he couldn't reform the armor right now to get rid of the stench because it would need to be enchanted from scratch, he landed back on the first cart and took stock of the situation.

Other than the cannons, nothing else had been utilized. Each of the platinum hunters was tensely waiting for the next monsters, but surprisingly, none were coming for now.

The hills have barely started, Lev thought, stepping into his bubble and making it invisible. They're going to fight way more than they ever wanted to soon.

No monsters attacked them for the next few minutes. Lev kept a close eye on any auras, for only the strongest ones would be the most noticeable. The other defenders also waited, and when subtle vibrations became noticeable, no one was caught unprepared.

Nearly a dozen centipedes ambushed them within ten seconds, all of them exiting the hill's side from a few dozen meters above. A rain of wind blades fell on the carts, concentrated on the first two where most of the defenders were present.

Invisible barriers were arrayed against them in a blink, several of them shattering as the barrage continued. More blades were launched, and Lev was starting to realize why Melvine had warned him.

Each wind blade scattered into a mana-charged air, somehow empowering the rest of the attacks. The effect wasn't anything astonishing or dangerous, but he was still wary of letting too many attacks remain close by.

Ropes took shape between the monsters and the humans, creating another net to block them. This time, given the nature of the monsters, Lev imbued a decent chunk of lightning into the ropes as they coiled around them.

Contact slowed the centipedes for the cannons to hit them somewhat reliably, though he observed the gravity bolt amidst them with keen interest. Unsurprisingly, the wind armor on the targeted centipede didn't hold a candle to the higher-tier element, seeing the monster dead before it could hope to dodge.

In half a minute, all of the monsters were dead again, not even needing any attacks from him.

Seven shields broke in the first wave, and five more followed while holding back the centipedes.

Two more things of interest had been noticed during that. Lev now knew that their mandibles were way stronger than expected, something he should have guessed after they even threatened to punch through his armor.

Additionally, everything in contact with the wind under the control of the monsters was somehow more noticeable to them. His invisible shields were targeted with ruthless efficiency once they were hit, something he noted for later if something stronger showed up.

"Everyone alright?" Lev called out, looking at each individual closely. There were no wounds, only a few unfortunate blood stains from the firing.

"All clear," the archer from Jared's team replied loudly. She had really high Perception and could keep track of everyone without much trouble.

"Fine and dandy," Melvine quipped, then went silent again.

"Progress?" Lev questioned.

"Two to three levels again," replied one of the laborers. Her hands shook slightly, still remembering the second-threshold monsters rushing down towards them with stark clarity.

"Hey," Lev addressed her. When the woman looked up, he held her gaze for a few seconds, then made all of his dozens of shields visible.

Everyone except Melvine watched with their mouths ajar as the narrow passage was suddenly dotted with blue constructs, floating around like fireflies of mana.

Then he turned them invisible again, and spoke with a small, understanding smile.

"I'll do my best to keep you all safe, don't worry."

After that display, those words had the desired effect, calming down both the non-combatants and reassuring the platinum hunters. Lev nodded once and then stepped into his invisible bubble, where he could finally sigh and slump down in his seat.

I fucking hate being in charge.

There was little choice, unfortunately. Not letting himself be deterred by the constant burden on his shoulders, he straightened and looked up, seeing only clear sky and suns that were still far from setting.

How likely is it for something too strong to show up today?

He didn't expect anything like that to happen in the next few days, at least. Not only were the hills massive, they also stretched on for thousands of kilometers, a distance that would require them weeks to cross even at their speed.

Regardless, he kept a hundred walls prepared in his bubble. The round construct itself was enchanted to be useful in combat instead of being a simple transportation device, and he expected to make use of it soon.

There was one last thing he wanted to do before settling in as a passive observer and a guardian. Summoning Stargazer, he left the bubble again and waited.

Attracted by his aura, it didn't take long for the next monsters to show up. Harpies dove from above their passage, whereas centipedes burst out of the walls.

No one interfered as Lev channeled lightning into his armor and glaive. They understood that he was going to act now and settled in to simply watch.

Seventeen total, he noted, not at all bothered. Let's see, how do I want to go about this?

There was plenty he could test. The lack of monsters was a bad thing for once, so he started with the usual testing. A tall blade grew out of Stargazer's top, immediately covered by all of its enchantments.

With a mental nudge, he quickly reached the nearest centipede, his glaive passing through its head. Focusing on the monster's armor, he noted how it didn't even get close to slowing down the weapon. Instead, if anything, the sharpness of his barrier blade was further bolstered by the enchantments to actively repel the wind armor and negate it entirely.

Soundlessly, the head came off, its mandibles still only halfway closed around Lev's face. He easily ducked under them and flew to the next monster, selectively imbuing his armor with blue fire and lightning for the highest burst of power.

Bereft of intelligence as it was, the centipede didn't even try to prevent Lev from punching it. His fist tore through the chitin and blew a large hole in its head, and a following explosion eviscerated whatever was left of its upper half.

Well, that was extremely overkill, he smiled to himself, ignoring the notifications. It wasn't like they were going to provide him with any levels.

Coiled around his bubbles, several ropes unfurled. All of the remaining centipedes were caught in their grip, and Lev had to strain his mind to when he squeezed the monsters with the ropes. Wind armor and chitin eventually gave way, rendering them gruesomely bisected.

Decently resistant to blunt damage, he noted, turning to the harpies that were about to reach him.

Against these monsters, he had far too much experience already. He raised his right arm, and by positioning himself a little to the right, he killed three of them by lining them up for his lightning bolt.

Before the corpses could fall to the ground, he reached the remaining enemies, and a few practiced swings of Stargazer were enough to put them down in moments.
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The rest of the day passed without any major incident. Both the platinum hunters and the non-combatants faced over a hundred monsters, each earning several levels for their efforts.

Lev stayed in his bubble for the most part. After testing his arrows and lances against the monsters, there was little for him to be worried about for now. Leaving the creatures entirely up to the platinum hunters would increase their essence gains, too.

Under the dim light of two moons, he sat atop the first cart, able to hear the steady breathing of the non-combatants inside. Their auras were also at peace, indicating that they were sound asleep.

With a sigh, he leaned back and stared at the moon. Instead of seeing the celestial bodies, however, Drakys floated in the sky a few meters behind him.

"Yo."

The Exalted tilted his head with a slight smile, shaking his head when Lev motioned for him to sit down next to him.

"This isn't how you should be treating your seniors, hunter," Drakys remarked and sat down cross-legged.

Lev shrugged and summoned two cups of milkshake from his ring after getting up. "I'm sure my senior has been busy traveling between different groups for the past few days. Here."

The cup was accepted, and both of them enjoyed their drinks in silence. Lev also didn't fail to notice how casual Melvine seemed to be, apparently not at all bothered by the Exalted's presence.

"You know," Lev began once his cup was finished. "I really thought I would be joining some really grand expedition, not laying its foundations."

"It's going to become larger than you want before you even have time to complain," Drakys retorted. "The moment the strongholds are done, we will send out the call to all the hunters who wish to participate, and those who are already prepared to be transported."

"How many will come by your estimates?"

"Tens of thousands?" the man shrugged. "We have enough hunters, so that's not really a concern. Instead, you should be keeping an eye on those who stand out. This generation in particular has shown some strong Exalted candidates, including you and Isabella."

"Who're the rest?" Lev casually asked, always interested in meeting more powerful people.

"In your age group? Other than Aaron and Elias, there is one more girl. She's… an oddball, to say the least. Maybe it is her stoic and calm personality that makes her so strong."

"Huh," Lev mused, not pushing for details. "How likely are we four to reach Exalted?"

"You're as certain as it gets, provided you don't carelessly throw your life away," Drakys answered with a pointed glance. "Isabella's chances are more or less the same, depending on whether she becomes dependent on her team or not. As for the other two… It's difficult to say.

"Aaron's talent with shadow mana will take him very far, but it's not enough. Raw power rarely is. He's going to need to be either extremely strong in what he does or find more strengths. Elias, on the other hand, is a straightforward fighter. The lack of versatility in that case can easily be handled by a team, which in turn becomes the greatest factor behind his chances."

"Do you think those two are gonna come here? It's been a while since I saw them."

"Definitely," the Exalted said without hesitation. "Unlike you, they rarely get a chance to fight at full strength or face dangerous monsters in waves. They're also stuck in the second gap, which is more than enough reason for them to show up by itself."

Pretty well-informed, huh?

"I see," Lev nodded and changed the topic. "So, what is waiting for us ahead in these hills?"

"If I didn't miss anything, only one real challenge. Notify me the moment it shows up, though."

That was good to know. Already, he was considering new types of constructs that helped the non-combatants and platinum hunters with minimal interference. The confirmation made him take them more seriously if his assistance wasn't going to be required all the time.

"One last question," Lev spoke, taking a few moments to gather the words. "Do you think I should risk even getting close to the Deadlands?"

The silence that followed was not a good sign. Even Melvine's head lowered a little, lost in thought. He didn't know what was going on in the mysterious Master's head, though Drakys' flat face was certainly scary.

"If you want to know my opinion, then yes," the Exalted eventually replied. "Most of the danger comes from just how little we know about the region. Spectral monsters are commonly found there, but there's no way that's all. It is why I will accompany you and make sure that nothing goes wrong when something unexpected inevitably happens."

"And you'll be enough?" Lev asked bluntly, finally getting to the main reason he had brought up the question. Melvine gave him a side-long glance at that, for one reason or another. He didn't know why.

"I will be," Drakys replied with a small smile. "The scout teams will also be there. Melvine will be too."

"Alright," Lev sighed and got up, feeling several monsters drilling their way towards the carts. "I'll prepare myself."

By the time he resummoned his armor and powered it up, Drakys was already gone.

**

Morning came with no new surprises. Lev watched as all of the platinum hunters and non-combatants took to their spots on top of the carts, starting the first hour of the cannon rotation.

"Today's going to be way more intense than yesterday," he said, mostly for Jared, who was standing by his side. "Are you guys ready?"

"As ready as we can be," the gravity mage answered resolutely.

"Good," Lev said and waved a hand. Three centipedes smashed into a barrier wall that formed in a split second, barreling through while slowing down considerably.

Both the platinum hunters and non-combatants hastily prepared their skills, unaware of the approaching monsters. Even Jared was taken by surprise, almost wasting mana on a strong gravity attack.

When the original monsters fell, both the hills started vibrating around them intensely, this time noticeable even for the workers. Rolling his shoulders, Lev took a deep breath and summoned Stargazer.

Her less concealed appearance made everyone pause in surprise. Melvine turned to look at the glaive too, and then nodded at Lev. His attention, however, was occupied by the blade that was currently taking shape on top of the haft.

Similar to his most advanced creations, it was also composed of different layers. The main difference was that intricacy was sacrificed for the highest enchantment efficiency, and even those were few. Even then, the functions were limited to combining fire and lightning in a single attack to eventually push past the final hurdle of Crescent Decimation.

As for sharpness and durability, the glaive's own enchantments were the best ones by a long shot. He had no plans to replace those.

The result was a blade almost as tall as him and considerably wider than usual. Using the Gravity Core enchantment, he made the construct weigh as much as he could without ruining his own balance, and streamed a large amount of blue fire and lightning inside.

Both destructive elements clashed immediately, requiring him to exert all his control over them to keep the blade stable. It took a few seconds before he accomplished that, at which point over two dozen centipedes were about to break out of the walls.

Dashing in front of the first, he thrust Stargazer towards its head, keeping an eye on how the increased weight changed things. The glaive easily pierced the wind armor and the chitin, the added force behind the thrust making the task even more trivial.

Problems arose when the blade was embedded deep inside the monster. Like all living beings, it was supremely difficult to control mana inside another creature's body. Lev had a unique advantage in that regard, as his weapon was of Superior rarity and the lethal part of it was also made of his own element.

Regardless, his control was greatly diminished inside the monster's body, and blue fire immediately pounced on the weakness. He had to scramble to swing upwards and launch as much of the mana as he could in a mana slash, just barely succeeding.

The crescent attack flew up at high speed, exploding in a cloud of bright colors. Unfortunately, it hadn't flown out of the narrow passage before blowing up, and tons of stone were now falling on them.

Melvine sighed from behind him. Before she could get up and take action, a massive barrier roof appeared above them. Another layer formed on top of it, and then another before Lev enchanted all three of them with the standalone durability rune.

A burst of mana was channeled into the barriers to overload their durability as well as the runes. Mentally preparing himself, he waited as the stone rain fell on the barriers, each impact registering separately in his mind.

At first, the roof held without much trouble. A few cracks appeared here and there, and he made the weight less problematic by stabbing the barriers into the hills on both sides, using them as leverage.

When the first boulders crashed into the roof, he winced from the mental feedback. Large cracks appeared on the top layer, which shattered entirely after a few seconds. The carts were almost out of the danger zone when the second layer shattered too, and a particularly massive chunk of stone shattered through the remaining line of defense, on track to land on top of the last cart.

Before it could, Lev's bubble rammed into it with the strength of a runaway train, throwing it off track and almost shattering it. Both the stone and his bubbles were riddled with cracks from the impact, though the latter was repaired in a few seconds, whereas the former landed right behind the carts, failing to damage them.

That was close, he thought to himself, giving his glaive a long look. Note to self: don't use blue fire and lightning together for anything other than mana slashes.

With a sigh, he landed back on the first cart under the driver's stare. She just shook her head once when Lev shrugged back, knowing he had messed up. The destructive combination was still too much for him to handle outside of his armor and normal bursts.

The rest of the monsters had been killed rather easily by the platinum hunters, who had deemed the number too high to leave them to the workers alone. With their combined might, they had already harvested a few cores and ignored the rest of the corpses by the time Lev landed on the cart.

A few hours passed in the same routine. The cart occasionally attracted a group of monsters, ranging from one to three dozen. It was as if they were passing clumps of the centipedes, though that wasn't going to last long.

Far ahead, Lev could see the end of the hill rapidly approaching. Despite their high speed, it had taken a day to cross the first one, and now, they were about to set foot into the open.

No doubt, more variations of monsters were waiting for them out there, but he was still relieved. The tight confines of the hills were dangerous, and the recent accident had only hammered that home. Fortunately, there weren't many such passages up ahead.

Two hours later, the carts stepped out into the open for the first time, and even Lev had to summon a chair and sit down. For someone who had never visited beautiful places on Earth or ventured much on the plains, the view in front of him was one he could only dream of before.

In short, it was breathtaking. Towering green mountains and snowy peaks dotted his vision, requiring him to crane his neck to observe them fully. Wherever he looked, the massive structures completely dominated the horizon, and the scene behind him was much more terrifying in comparison.

From top to bottom, the whole mountain they had just passed through had a narrow cut. That wouldn't be so terrifying, as Lev could also do the same with a few weeks of effort and automation.

Instead, it was the uniformness and stability of everything that scared him. It was as if the mountain hadn't even been disturbed by the carving of the narrow passage. The trees, the grass, and the snow all looked untouched and natural.

… I really need to know what type of runes Drakys uses.

If he could also get his hands on things that made carving a whole mountain so safe, it would be quite nice. He didn't know why he wanted such powers, but he did. Monarch knew his own tactics would end in a landslide of epic proportions.

Shaking his head, he focused on the closest visible adversaries. As beautiful as the vista was, it was also brimming with danger. The more he looked around, the more his eyes darkened, and a glance at Melvine was enough to know that she agreed with what he was thinking.

Two third-threshold cores appeared in her hands, which she carelessly tossed to him.

"Jared," Lev called out to the hunter, who ran up to him in a few seconds. "Tell the workers to run the concealments at the highest potency. Take these."

The gravity mage nodded and ran off without a word to inform the workers of their task.

"Are you ready?" Melvine asked him, both their gazes locked onto the nearest dangerous monster. The centipede was utterly gigantic, nestled between jagged boulders. Extending for dozens of meters, Lev could only see the joints and the legs as potential weak points.

[Gray Ripper - ??]

"Yep," he replied and took a few constructs from his bubble. There were many new orbs, spikes, rods, and other things that he planned to test. Granted, they were unlikely to see any use in such a confrontation, but he wanted to have them prepared, just in case.
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Despite his preparations, the humans were in no rush to face the monsters. After all, the centipede was still a long distance away, and it was only due to the creature's massive bulk that Lev could spot it.

Summoning his communication tablet, he sent some mana into it and contacted Drakys.

"We've just exited into the open," Lev said once the connection was established. "I already see a third-threshold monster. Permission to hide some or all of my aura?"

"You see one immediately after getting past the first hill?" Drakys asked, not answering for now.

"Correct."

"Has it noticed you?"

"The centipede is only stirring for now. I don't doubt that we will be detected soon."

"Hmm," came the short message, followed by another after a few seconds. "Alright, collect your aura into your body, and let out half of it if nothing attacks you for three hours."

"Yes, sir."

Following the instructions, Lev pulled back his aura into his body, much to the relief of everyone present. The platinum hunters were mostly used to it by now, but the workers were always hyper aware of the presence amongst them. To be freed of it was like taking off additional weights from their body.

Blame Drakys, not me, he thought to himself, feeling a few gazes on his back. Only two of them felt somewhat accusatory, though everyone quickly prepared themselves for battle.

Before reaching the giant monster, many more were already slithering towards the carts. Now in the open, all of the monsters were visible from a long distance, and the workers manning the cannons made use of that. A single order was enough to call them all on top of the carts, where every cannon was currently being put to use.

Loud thumps were heard with each impact as shells landed on the ground, most of them missing or dodged by the slippery monsters. It turned out that the monsters were also hampered by the narrow space in the previous road, and Lev had to take things more seriously after taking in their advance.

Little wonder they seemed too weak. The wind armor is also supposed to aid their movements, which it couldn't really do after they just burst out of the walls.

On the ground, though, the centipedes were almost gliding forward. Given the quick reaction times and keen senses of monsters, more and more of his cannon shots were being evaded, forcing him to take action quicker when the number of centipedes continued to swell.

The first thing he powered up was his new and improved disks. Half as tall as him, each of them was deceptively thin and sharpened to the extreme. When he streamed mana into their enchantments, the constructs became way deadlier, their sharpness better than his previous version of Stargazer.

However, since they were meant to be a secondary means of offense, there were only a dozen of them, all of which he sent flying with a mental nudge. Spinning fast enough to easily cut through air resistance, he had to slow their speed when they traveled too fast to control properly.

Before the monsters could realize the danger, all of the disks descended before flying parallel to the ground. The centipedes didn't back down, sending blades of wind at the disks to destroy them.

Lev didn't try to avoid the attacks. Instead, he let the disks fly straight into them and observed the results.

Perception stretched to the limit, he watched with interest as the sharp attacks collided. The barrier disks sheared through the wind attacks at a surprising cost, slowing down in the process. Even if each of them had survived mostly unscathed, Lev still had to give another small burst of mana to his disks to bring them to their previous potency.

When they neared the monsters, he had to control them manually, not trusting his willpower to handle the task properly. It still needed to be trained for this particular construct, something he could do later.

For now, he predicted the admittedly straightforward trajectory of the monsters and intercepted them with his disks. Unsurprisingly, they only left cleanly cut chunks of centipedes in their wake.

[

You have slain [Ripper Centipede - Level 310]

You have slain [Ripper Centpiede - Level 308]

…

]

Five of the monsters were left alive for the others, which they killed admirably. Some of the cannon shots also found their mark, and before long, another wave of centipedes was coming after the carts. It was only a matter of time until the big one also detected them, and Lev was determined to make sure that nothing else disturbed them during that particular fight.

Test one is a success, he thought to himself, and waited for the next group of monsters. Still safe from the big one, another wave of centipedes rushed them not long after, at which point he had already prepared the next thing.

Seven orbs hovered above him, all of them enchanted with a simple feature. Lightning mana was constantly streamed into them, primed to be blasted with in a chain reaction.

Too spread out, he frowned and flew up, attracting a majority of the centipedes. Dashing away from the cart, he kept the orbs arrayed in front of him, and when the centipedes were sufficiently clumped together, blew up the constructs.

The test was straightforward. Lev aimed the orbs to remain in a mostly straight line, extending from left to right. The leftmost orb exploded first as its enchantments guided the explosion, causing it to expand towards the right.

When the blast reached the nearest orb, that one also exploded, before the process was repeated seven times in a crackling chain of explosions.

Each blast was uniquely empowered by the previous one because of his class skills. When the wave of lightning from the first orb reached the second, a significant portion of it was absorbed and funneled into the next explosion. By the time the final orb exploded, a blast matching its potency was already flying towards it, and the final burst was about half again as strong as it was supposed to be.

I mean, sort of a success? Lev wondered with a slight smile, watching as the remaining monsters were taken down. The jump in power is definitely significant, but I'm not sure if I can afford this type of empowerment.

All in all, it was an interesting feature that he could potentially deploy in his cannons. For now, it was already really strong, but maybe such an addition would become possible in the future.

"Boss," Melvine called out, even though she didn't need to. In the distance, a few kilometers away, the third-threshold centipede's head rose to the sky, looking at the puny humans with its large eyes. The moment it realized what they were, its huge mandibles clacked together loud enough to produce a gale before it screeched.

Lev was prepared for that and quickly deployed his prepared sound ward, one divided amongst several shields. A large amount of mana was dumped into the enchantments to overload them, which just barely managed to resist the incoming sonic wave.

I need a better option for defending against sound attacks, he noted, and shoved the thought to the back of his mind. Stargazer was prepared and held tightly as the monster approached, though he had something else to test first.

Curbing his excitement, Lev quickly flew to his bubble and aimed the cannon. Given the bulk of the monster, that job wasn't particularly difficult. The real problem was that the immense amount of mana he channeled into the cannon was immediately detected, at which point Melvine finally made a move.

Around her, the world slowed. A cold breeze suddenly blew through the area, making the humans flinch away in surprise. Within seconds, a misty zone took form around the warrior, which she commanded to fly at the approaching monster's wind blades.

Perhaps calling them wind blades was disrespectful. The large attacks radiated wind mana as they tore through the air, vanishing into the cold mist. Melvine wasn't expecting to block them with just that and summoned a greatsword, which she swung horizontally towards the approaching projectiles.

Immediately, the remaining mist warped, turning into mana slashes of an element Lev had never seen before. He didn't stop to ponder either, as his cannon was already charged up after eating a third of his pool.

Once again, the launch went without any trouble, devouring the distance between the carts and the centipede slithering closer. The pure bright yellow beam landed on its head too quickly for the monster to dodge, though he couldn't see anything else because of the resulting explosion.

Instead of waiting for the results, he and Melvine cranked up their respective enhancements and rushed the monster while it was disoriented. A baleful screech washed away the cloud of flames, revealing the extent of the damage his beam had dealt.

On top of the monster's head, a long, charred gash was visible. The initial impact had landed next to its right mandible, which was bleeding profusely.

Not bad, Lev noted, filling Stargazer with lightning mana. Not that great, either. I suppose it's a valuable tool regardless, as long as I aim for vulnerabilities or simply use it to create openings.

Putting the cannon out of his mind, he flew higher and higher, well past the centipede's lunging range. Melvine didn't care about it all, her speed picking up rapidly. Within seconds, she was running faster than he could fly, stepping into the monster's range.

The centipede rose high up and dove, missing the warrior who dashed away. Instead of slamming into the ground, the monster parted it without trouble, smoothly burrowing inside.

Expecting that outcome, Melvine rushed its body that was quickly vanishing underground, her misty zone following the large blade. A decent amount of mana was imbued in it, turning the sword's metal a bright blue, not dissimilar to packed ice.

While Lev fired his prepared lightning slash towards the end of the centipede's body, she accurately slashed at one of the gaps between the monster's body segments. Despite the speed at which the centipede was burrowing, she found her mark with excellent precision, and the results were enough to surprise even Lev.

The ground suddenly shook as the monster roared in pain, and it wasn't hard to see why. All the blood that burst out of Melvine's cut froze solid mid-air, making the monster stagger. Unfortunately for it, the sudden pause also let the lightning slash fall on one of the gaps, blowing through the monster's armor and digging deep inside.

Oh, it's coming back. Lev channeled more mana into his glaive and glanced behind him, where the carts were still rushing ahead without stopping. The trained horses knew not to near the monster and were taking a wide detour to go around the battlefield and return to the road.

Several dozen meters of the ground around Melvine started vibrating rapidly, and he debated grabbing her with a rope and pulling her away. The warrior was aware of the approaching monster, however, and the constantly rising density of frozen mist around her showed no signs of stopping.

When the centipede was close enough for Lev's Mana Perception to accurately track it, she finally moved. A powerful leap let her dodge the monster's maw by a calculated hair's breadth, at which point she funneled all the mist into her sword again.

This time, the slash cut deep into the back of the monster's head as it exited the ground. The centipede's movements became jerky, almost halting in place. No doubt, the ice had frozen something vital in its head, turning it into a perfect target for Lev's next attack.

For a while now, he could feel that Crescent Decimation was close to evolving. It just needed that one last push to break through the threshold, one he had discovered already but couldn't execute properly. The last push was going to require some preparation.

Or, well, it would've if Melvine hadn't just offered it to him on a silver platter. Blue fire and lightning shone brightly in Stargazer's large blade, struggling to break out of his control.

Lev didn't let it and instead shaped the mana slash like he had done against the hound. Back then, given the stakes of that impromptu spar, he had accomplished it rather easily. Now, however, the same move took all of his brainpower and willpower, just barely thinning into a compressed, sharp slash of destructive mana.

With a strained grunt, he swung Stargazer in a simple chop, letting the slash fly directly at the monster's head. The crescent attack was as thin as two of his fingers, several times taller than himself. It left a trail of lightning and fire in its wake as the skill quickly lost cohesion, yet most of it remained stable by the time it landed on the monster.

The centipede tried to free itself, struggling with all its might. It almost bobbed out of the way even through the lethargy, just not quickly enough.

Melvine was already running as the Mana Slash sheared through the monster's wind armor. The chitin underneath exploded from the physical power, leaving the fleshier body completely exposed.

Like an executioner's axe, the slash tore through all resistance, cleaving the centipede in two as it went. A third of its visible bulk was cut through before the mana became fully unstable, blowing up while being lodged inside the lethal wound.

Lev watched with wide eyes as the upper portion of the ripper was torn away, gruesomely separated by the explosion. The rest of it, that was still above ground, was burnt and mangled, but no additional burst followed, meaning the core was probably still intact.

Well, damn. Didn't think it would be that strong, Lev mused and descended once the fires cleared. Some lightning remained, stubbornly clinging to the mist formed by Melvine's skills. It was another thing he was really interested in, as he was sure that it was a higher element now. Not as strong as Shadow perhaps, but enough so to freeze a third-threshold monster.

That warranted respect, and he was suitably awed as he lowered, ignoring the notifications for now, to find and harvest the core.
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It took a few minutes for the lightning-infused mist to settle down and disperse. Lev sped through the remnants and flew inside the centipede's body, able to detect traces of gathering of mana deeper inside.

Fortunately, the core wasn't that deep, situated rather high in the upper half of the monster. With thick and enchanted barrier threads, Lev eventually pried it out and threw it into a barrier bowl, after which he filled it with water from his refillable canteen.

"That went better than I expected," Melvine commented, casually walking up to him. "Good job, boss."

"You too," Lev nodded and washed the core. It was as large as his head, a bit bigger even. "You could've taken the kill for yourself, too."

"It's not gonna do much for me," the woman shrugged. "Besides, I needed to know where you stand in terms of strength."

And a single mana slash is enough to know that? He mused, giving her an amused glance.

Wordlessly, they both made their way back to the carts that had avoided the short battle. Lev was still digesting that they had felled a relatively strong monster so quickly, but it all made sense when he considered that the centipede didn't even get the chance to use its magic. The wind mana gathering in its body didn't get to shine before the warrior froze its brain solid.

Does it even have a brain? He wondered, forgetting about the matter after a moment.

"Jared, anything unusual?" Lev asked after landing on the second cart.

The archer from his team answered instead. "Nothing, sir. A few centipedes were taken out from afar before they could reach us because, well, you guys were too distracting to take any chances."

He held back a grin, somehow not able to blame him. "I see. Is everyone else alright?"

"All good, sir."

With a nod, he returned to the front of the first cart and sat down behind Melvine. She had taken her spot as a driver without a care in the world, continuing on the crude path Drakys had carved for them.

What is her element? Lev thought to himself, keeping an eye out for any bigger monsters. It's like a higher version of ice. Did she evolve to make her class use it for all of her skills? What is it called? How much mana does it use in comparison to water or ice? Was that attack her strongest? Or was she holding back to let me kill the monster?

Plenty of such questions revolved in his mind as he brought up the notifications.

[

Your Group has slain [Gray Ripper - Level 503]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 265

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 266

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 7

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 7

Crescent Decimation has evolved into Fracturing Wave

Fracturing Wave 2nd Level 1:

Shape mana into a herald of destruction. Like a wave, unleash a customizable attack, one possessing a high range due to its stability, as well as varying properties like sharpness and durability, dependent on the caster.

2nd Rank: Funneling willpower into the attack amplifies its potency by a significant margin, making it more effective against defensive skills and mana-based constructs.

]

Uh…. Was I supposed to get that?

Lev read the description, then read it again. It remained the same each time, telling him in no uncertain terms that he now had a skill that utilized willpower directly.

How had he gotten his hands on that?

Hold on, let's backtrack a little.

Against the centipede, Lev had used willpower. He always did after the first third-threshold monster battle, as it was a precious resource that had a noticeable effect on his manipulation.

Keyword: manipulation. He wasn't aware that it did more than that, for he was only using willpower to cast his skills faster and better. Apparently, it had other effects, such as the one listed by his new general skill.

The rest wasn't hard to guess, though. His last mana slash had been directly opposed by the centipede's durable wind armor and enhancement, and he had shaped the slash to be as sharp as possible. Willpower was most certainly utilized for that, resulting in the unexpected evolution.

Wait. What was I even stuck on, then? I thought I just needed to fire blue fire and lightning in a stable slash, and not use willpower in the mix.

Thinking about it netted him no clear answer, so he put the matter to the back of his mind. The new skill was bound to be an extremely strong boon, one he couldn't wait to test out against the next big threat.

For now, though, he took a look at his lengthy status again.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Arcane Maelstrom - Level 266

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer III, Daunting Steps VI, Champion Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I, Titan Slayer, Master Pioneer, Seigebreaker I

Attributes:

Strength: 300

Dexterity: 300

Constitution: 655

Intelligence: 775

Wisdom: 955

Perception: 655

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Authority - 4th Level 3

Unerring Volley - 4th Level 2

Wrath of the Arcane - 4th Level 4

Arcane Protection - 4th Level 3

Superior Senses - 4th Level 4

Expeditious Empowerment - 4th Level 4

Arcane Passage - 4th Level 1

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 4

General Skills:

Consistent Mana Channeling - 2nd Level 7

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Advanced Mana Perception - 2nd Level 5

Arcane Archery - 2nd Level 10

Advanced Barrier Carving - 2nd Level 3

Wanderer's Repository - 2nd Level 3

Fracturing Wave - 2nd Level 1

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 7

]

Getting close to a thousand Wisdom, he noted idly, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. Closing the screen, he returned to staring at the distant hills, again finding nothing unexpected. Maybe running into the Gray Ripper this early was a coincidence, but even Drakys wasn't putting much hope in that theory. His words of caution were proof of that.

Since his aura was also hidden, he sat on the cart, more relaxed than he expected to be. It was nice to know that he wasn't willingly attracting calamities anymore, though that would change if nothing attacked him for three hours.

"When are we going to stop for rest?" he asked Melvine.

"Not tonight," she answered curtly.

Still so cold, Lev thought, not reacting outwardly. He supposed it wasn't his place to ask questions. There could be many reasons behind her keeping a distance.

About three hours later, he let out half of his aura again. They had been attacked, but only by a few second-threshold centipedes. But since only less than a dozen of them had attacked, Lev decided that there was no point in holding back his aura. All of the hunters, except perhaps Melvine, were there to gain levels. Allowing the Platinum teams to evolve quickly would be a great boon for the stronghold.

"We defeated the third-threshold centipede," Lev sent to Drakys after a few minutes. "It went down surprisingly quickly."

"Melvine's skills are very effective against wind, so that isn't surprising. Anything out of the ordinary?"

"No, sir. I am going to take a risk and use a decent chunk of my mana for the next centipede, however. One of my general skills is on the cusp of evolving, and one just evolved in the previous fight."

"Which ones?"

"Crescent Decimation, my Mana Slash, is now called Fracturing Wave-"

"That sounds like a willpower skill," Drakys interrupted, strangely eager.

"Uh, because it is. The skill now directly utilizes Willpower."

"Well done," the Exalted praised, not offering anything else. "Continue."

"Right… The second skill is Arcane Archery. From what I can feel, it will morph into Long-range Mastery of some kind. Nothing major there."

"And how do you plan to accomplish that?"

"Have you ever fought Flamebreather Geckos?" Lev asked, receiving a positive answer. "I made a cannon by using the Flamebreath rune as a base, and it can reach much, much further than my manipulation range. I was thinking firing two of them from two or so kilometers away will do the job."

"That's almost certainly going to result in a generic skill. Have you not thought of anything unique augmentations for the attack?"

"I have," Lev hesitantly replied. "Thing is, I can't use the cannons for anything below the third threshold, because it costs me like a third of my pool to power and fire. And above that, I can't risk any external manipulation, because the beam is already condensed and stabilized."

"And messing with it after it is fired will disrupt that balance," Drakys finished for him, thoughtful. "Are you fine with that skill, though?"

"Easily," Lev replied without hesitation. "My barriers already have insane bonuses for speed and sharpness. With enchanting, what I need is more reliability. I don't doubt that defending the stronghold will mostly be left up to me."

"That is, unfortunately, correct. The moment hunters and adventurers start gathering there, monsters will start coming from all of the plains."

Lev paused, contemplating while scouting with a small portion of his mind. What Drakys had just said was contradicting so many "norms" of the world that he couldn't really understand the words.

"H-hold on," he sent back, breathing slightly uneven. "Are you saying that the more humans that are present in an area, the more monsters target them? As in, the great cities and Haven are prime targets for all the monsters in the plains?"

"It doesn't work like that," Drakys patiently explained. His voice was a touch softer than before. "Only when people gather by the dozens or hundreds outside of the walls are they targeted, just like you are everywhere. To this day, no one has been able to figure out why."

"Okay…," he breathed out. "Okay, thanks for clearing that up. I was already considering picking up my team."

"No need to worry," the man chuckled. "I'm keeping an eye on them. They're progressing well already, clearing the weaker gold dungeons by themselves."

Why would you tell me that? Goddamit.

"I… see…" Lev sighed, now in possession of another reason to needlessly worry. "Is there anything else I should know?"

"For now? Nothing. Just don't be surprised if you suddenly get an alert from the scouts. Fourth-threshold monsters have a nasty habit of showing up in pairs."

… What the fuck? Do I have to face one of those things already?

That sounded like a death sentence. He sure hoped the other teams would be able to stay alive, because fighting a fourth-threshold monster was nigh impossible for Masters. No matter how many paired up, killing one would remain a dream.

Forget killing, how the hell are we supposed to stay alive?

There were so many factors working against the human Masters in such a confrontation. To begin with, the monsters were two evolutions higher. If that alone wasn't enough to crush the opposition, then the sheer gap in Perception would render them a blur to the human senses.

Was it even possible to beat something that you could barely, if not at all, track?

Lev, being the reasonable and careful hunter that he was, ignored that line of thought and brought his mind back to the present. His team could handle itself— about that, there was no doubt.

Drakys telling him that they were stupidly fighting above their level like he once had, probably to push themselves to join him quicker, was not going to do his mind any favors. Just like them, he also wanted to be strong enough to be able to roam the plains without worrying about some monster gobbling up both him and his team.

That was going to take time, except his teammates were already clearing dungeons a rank higher than them.

Man… I could live without knowing this, he sighed to himself and tried his best to ignore the anxiety.

What he could also live without was the Arcane Archery skill. It was a drop of a hat away from evolving, yet somehow, Lev hadn't been able to manage it. The answer was in front of him, for which he descended and addressed Melvine.

"How long do you think until we run into another one of those big centipedes?" Lev asked, filling up a few fire arrows and launching them at a distant clump of smaller monsters. He hadn't used that attack in a while, and it was just as fun as he remembered.

"At this pace, not that long?" she answered questioningly, both unsure and curious about the reason behind his random question.

"I want to evolve a general skill, and I need your help for that," Lev explained. "Like the previous fight, I just need you to slow it down so I can fire two of my cannons at it at once."

Melvine tilted her head slightly. "Long-range Mastery?"

How the fuck do you know that? Lev thought with a blink, then shook his head. "Yep."

It was a scary reminder about how little he knew about the warrior in front of him. Her strength was no longer in doubt, and given her element, neither was her talent. Lev couldn't even hope to glean her level because of how little she had shown, nor where she stood in the power structure of humanity.

Now that I think about it, he looked away without showing a reaction. I don't know who the last Exalted of humanity is. There's almost no information about them.

That was an interesting line of thought, one he filed away for later. Idle musings could come when he was unoccupied, but a swarm of centipedes and another horde of monsters was grouping up on them from both sides. He had to deal with those first.
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Three days passed in surprising peace. No calamity descended on his half-released aura, nor did any third-threshold centipedes show themselves. It seemed that his full aura did attract monsters regardless of his low rank, a concerning detail by all metrics.

He ignored that information as usual. There was nothing to be done about it except keeping a low profile, and he would much rather do that by using concealment enchantments instead of letting out only a portion of his aura instead of all.

"I see another one of the big centipedes," Lev sent through the communication tablet. Better off informing Drakys about the battle in case something went wrong.

"Are you about to engage?" came the curt reply.

"Yes."

"Be careful," Drakys said and cut the connection.

Don't think I'm the one needing the warning this time, Lev thought and prepared his bubble. On top of it were two large cannons, both of them brimming with mana.

For over an hour now, he had been funneling his regeneration into the enchantments and barrier constructs themselves, keeping it as topped up as possible to not use too much mana. By his estimates, a third of the enchantment costs were already stored in the cannons.

"Ready, boss?" asked a calm Melvine, not at all worried about the monster turning towards the approaching carts.

"Just waiting for you," Lev answered, giving her a long look. "I can join-"

"Stop worrying so much, boss," the woman interrupted with a grin. So caught up was Lev by surprise that he had to blink himself back to reality when she dashed away, mist already following her like a storm.

Without wasting another moment, he started converting mana into fire. All of it was channeled into Stargazer's blade before being teleported into the base of the cannons, where enchantments came alive immediately.

A ball of raw fire mana was condensed inside both as the cannons did their jobs in tandem. The mana was hammered repeatedly to turn it stable and more malleable, slowly molded into a powerful fuel.

In the distance, Melvine had already reached the centipede. Her body enhancement, whatever it was, flared so strongly that he could feel the mana usage from so far away. The effects were also immediate as she dashed to the side, leaving a frozen crater where she had kicked the ground.

Even the third-threshold monster couldn't react to the movement as she dashed repeatedly, and before long, her sword cut into the back of the centipede before it could turn.

Lev unconsciously slowed down his preparations to watch for a tad longer. Melvine's mist was alive in a way he couldn't decipher, swirling along her sword as she accurately cut through the gap between the chitin segments while running along the monster's length.

Wind blades immediately faltered in her vicinity, dispersing harmlessly. Even the armor coating the centipede's body was powerless against that element, condensing into ice whenever she faced any resistance. After that, the ice evaporated into mist, only fueling her onslaught.

Ridiculous, he chuckled and sped up the mana conversion. He could do better, sure, but most certainly not with the casual ease the warrior was displaying. Not a single shred of tension could be seen in her actions as the centipede slowed down to its inevitable doom.

Guess it's my turn now.

Shaking his head, Lev waited. Melvine's assault was leading to the perfect opportunity, one that arose not even a few seconds later.

Cold and hurt, the monster screeched and turned around as fast as it could manage. Unfortunately for it, the beam that landed on the side of its head was impossible to dodge at that pace.

Lev's mind strained to keep the fire mana controlled, channeling it over a few seconds. The recoil from the insane output felt as if something was flaying the top of his brain, and he ignored the drops of blood flowing from his nose.

Instead, he aimed the second cannon and leaned into his Perception. The world stood out in unmatched clarity, awash in colors and shades of mana. Distance mattered less as he observed the result of his first attack, peering deep into the aftermath to deduce the location of the monster.

Behind that curtain of flames, something clicked. A threshold was reached in his Mana Perception, letting him see the vague outline of the centipede as it thrashed in pain. The next part was guesswork on Lev's part, and he fired where he expected the first beam to have hit the hardest.

By both luck and skill, the second beam dug straight into the impact point of the first. It sheared through the monster's head completely, drilling out of the other side before blowing it up in a shower of blood and gore.

[

Your Group has slain [Gray Ripper - Level 510]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 267

Unerring Volley has reached 4th Level 3

Mage Conduit has reached 4th Level 5

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 8

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 6

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 7

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 8

Arcane Archery has evolved into Gaze of the Marksman

Gaze of the Marksman 2nd Level 1:

Precise and Lethal. Aim at faraway enemies with heightened clarity and peer through minor obstructions. The ability to target moving enemies is further improved, and all projectiles are further stabilized for maximum range.

The speed of all projectiles is improved by 31%.

2nd Rank: Further enhanced effectiveness when gazing past mana-based obstacles. The effect scales with Perception.

]

… Again, what the hell is that?

This was the second time his skill evolution had defied expectations. Not only was the new skill something he had never heard about before, but it was also undoubtedly better than Long-range Mastery.

The second rank, especially, was something he hadn't expected at all. His new skill was designed to let him see through the aftermath of his own attacks, which, honestly, was becoming a problem. The System recognized that and fixed it in advance.

Lev took a moment to bask in the mana capacity increase from his Mage Conduit skill. No matter how small the number increase may seem, the amount of mana it brought with it was nothing to scoff at.

Flying down, he waited for Melvine to return with the harvested core and channeled restoration mana into his body. Both of the cannons combined had used half of his pool for just two shots, and only because he had been supplying the constructs with his regeneration beforehand. They would've used even more otherwise.

As a result, his entire body felt sore. The mana that had been pushed out of it was no joke, and healing it consequently took several long minutes.

"Is everything alright, boss?" Jared asked, unable to hold back the question after seeing Lev heal himself for minutes straight. It didn't help that the Master mage was sitting on the front cart with his legs dangling and armor retracted.

"Yep," Lev replied and jumped to his feet. "It just takes a lot out of me to channel that much mana quickly."

Jared nodded slowly, trying to be understanding. "I suppose that makes sense with… what you have."

It's almost as if saying Wisdom Boost aloud is weirder than the indirect implication, Lev laughed internally, deciding not to push the man. It would've been so easy to capitalize on the discomfort for some harmless entertainment.

"Well, I got what I wanted," he said instead. "Next is all up to you guys. If one of the big guys shows up again, Melvine and I are not going to be the main combatants."

"… Huh? How are we supposed to fight something like that!?" the man exclaimed, losing his composure for a second before gathering himself. "Forgive me, but I don't understand how we could possibly kill something like that."

Hmm, that is true. Should I make some specialized cannons for them?

"Fair enough," Lev muttered. "We'll talk about this more later."

He jumped into his bubble after that and made it invisible. The first order of business was updating Drakys about his recent jump in power. Two combat general skill evolutions were a major milestone, regardless of the rank.

"Testing."

"Report."

"We took it down rather easily," Lev racked his mind for anything else to say. "Yeah, that's about it. I fired twice at its head, and that was that. My general skill evolved into Gaze of the Marksman, and it seems like a pretty good addition."

"Gaze of the Marksman?" Drakys echoed. "We usually see skills like that for non-combatants. What does it do, and what are the numerical bonuses?"

Eh?

"Um… it lets me aim at range and helps in targeting moving targets. The uniqueness comes from the fact that it lets me peer past mana-based obstructions much better than before, which I'm assuming is because I kept losing my line of sight due to my own explosions. As for the numerical bonus, it has a 20% base buff to projectile speed. Nothing amazing there."

"20% is the norm for such skills, anyway," Drakys commented off-handedly. "Fortunately, the skill is much better than I initially assumed. Still not as good as something like Farsight Barrage or Mark of the Sniper, but it will serve you well. Good job."

Farsight Barrage…. wonder if I can evolve this one into that eventually. Sounds right up my alley.

"Is it even possible for me to get those, considering my class skills? I already have a really good projectile buff."

"That is true…" Drakys' contemplative answer reached him. "Either way, there are always more branches to explore. Now that you have a sufficiently fitting base skill, it will evolve on its own as you polish your other powers. Such skills usually don't need direct improvements, as they are always acting in the background."

"Mhm," Lev agreed, more interested in the present than the distant future. "What now?"

"How far is Jared's team from evolving?"

"About seven or eight levels for all of them," Lev answered. "In other words, if it were possible, they're two third-threshold centipedes away from evolving."

He wasn't expecting Drakys to laugh at that. "Are you seriously considering that?"

Lev scratched his head out of habit. "For the mages, it's pretty easy if Melvine and I assist them. For the warriors, though… I'm afraid it isn't possible, or I would be planning for that already."

"I'm afraid, he says," the man chuckled again. "Lev, try not to traumatize them."

"Hey, if they come out stronger for it, then it's for the best," he answered with a snort. "It worked for me, didn't it?"

"Only because you evolved after the encounter with the warg," Drakys replied, suddenly turning serious. "One of the greatest benefits of evolving is the effects on your psyche. I've explained it to you before, and you are no exception. The only reason you could even think straight after such an encounter is because of how much stronger your mind became from the evolution. Otherwise, I doubt you would continue being a hunter, or at least, not one that would ever join a team of his own volition."

"… I had guessed as much," Lev replied with a sigh.

"It's not a weakness to be aware of your weaknesses," Drakys advised. "Take care, and inform me immediately if something unexpected happens."

"Will do."

The connection cut off after that, leaving Lev alone to stew in his thoughts. He often wondered why he was still sane and whole after facing the warg, vulture, and the hound. By all means, he should be huddled in a corner, too afraid to ever venture out in the world again.

Yet here he was, leading a group of hunters into the untamed plains, spearheading the second phase of the giant operation that was claiming the region for humanity. It was out of character for him, or at least it felt that way.

Why, then?

A few answers stood out immediately. The need for strength, one needed for both his dreams of exploring Monarch and the cosmos, and also keeping himself and those he cared about alive, was the major reason behind his actions. Charting the plains was the prime opportunity to face strong monsters and even larger hordes. The levels would help greatly.

Another unsurprising reason was the threat to human life. Hunters were going to die, and they were going to die by the dozens.

He could change that.

As ridiculous as it sounded, he had the power to minimize the loss of life and also accelerate their advancements by weeks, and all of that could be done by simply existing in the right place at the right time.

That was why he had never questioned his role. Drakys also understood his mindset, which was one of the reasons why he had always favored Lev. They were more similar than anyone expected.

Hakim, too, was supportive because Lev wasn't one to give up on innocent lives. Already, a few safety measures for if he needed to self-destruct were taking shape in his mind, though he would do everything in his power to avoid that fate.

The only real scenario in which he would resort to that was if even Drakys and Sherron failed to take down a fourth-threshold monster, at which point he would rather keep them alive than save himself.

Speaking of which, she should be here soon, he realized, his mood becoming brighter immediately. Wonder how that will change the flow of things?

He was looking forward to her reassuring presence.
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"Jared," Lev stepped out of his bubble and addressed the mage. "How good is your mana manipulation?"

The man barely even hesitated at the odd question. "Pretty good, considering my element is difficult to control."

"Good, come here for a moment," Lev summoned one of his disk prototypes, one meant to be used as a training tool.

[

Razorwhirl - Rare

]

The concealments work, at least.

"This here," he continued, "is an aid I'm developing to help mages train their manipulation. Can you decipher the purpose of the enchantments?"

Jared leaned forward, his interest apparent. "I… can. One of them is to control the flight, another is to make the disk spin, and the last one is to power up the remaining enchantments and also overload the barriers."

Lev nodded. Those three were the only meaningful inputs, and the supportive functions had all been automated.

"Give it a go."

A stream of mana exited Jared's right palm and dipped into the sharp construct. The mana was caught and channeled into a durability and sharpness formation, one primarily affecting the edges of the disk.

Befitting the man's experience and talent, he quickly got the hang of controlling the disk's movements. It zipped around the two hunters at high speed, enough so to attract the undivided attention of the team's archer.

"Is it intentionally like this?" Jared asked, quick on the uptake. "I can feel that my control is disrupted both passively and in bursts."

"Correct," Lev answered and summoned another disk while glancing at the archer. She happily skipped forward and took control of the new construct. "As I said, it is meant to practice mana manipulation and also serve as a good weapon for the workers. Right now, I don't think any of them can use it, but it shouldn't be too difficult to change that."

The man nodded slowly, now seeing a clearer picture in his head. "You can also transmute a core and slot it inside. I know it's a lot of effort, but if these things are permanent, then all of it will be worth it. I can already feel how dangerous these are when spinning at full speed."

"From my testing, they can cut through monsters up to level two hundred rather easily…" Lev trailed off, both he and Jared turning to look at the archer.

Her wind domain was reacting oddly with the disks. Instead of increasing resistance, the disk was spinning faster, moving quicker, and also possessed more sharpness than before.

That is a very strong class, he noted, happy to see someone could use his creation with such effectiveness. I wouldn't be surprised if the disk is suddenly her strongest close-range method of attack.

She turned to him, her eyes borderline begging to let her keep it.

Lev chuckled. "It's all yours."

A wide grin split her face as she took a few quick steps away, moving to the other end of the large cart to further test her new tool. Lev debated removing the control hampering, but decided against it. The added practice wouldn't hurt.

"As I was saying," he said to Jared. "Without any supportive skills, they can fend off even weaker second-threshold monsters, provided the user has good mana manipulation. Since the enchantments are independent, they will always be effective."

"And this should be extra effective against the centipedes because of the nature of their armor," the gravity mage suddenly realized, giving him a curious look. "Should I gather the non-combatants?"

"Only the first group," Lev answered with a smile. It was good to have others do mundane jobs for him.

Ten minutes later, he had created another five disks, leaving the first with Jared. The man clearly wanted to test his own mana manipulation and see if the disk was going to help him further level it.

"Jared has already explained why you're here," Lev began, stepping out of the bubble and landing on the first cart's roof. The group of workers he had first met was arrayed there in a line, waiting for him to continue.

Above him, a medium-sized lance took form as he spoke. "I have these five neat tools that you guys need to test. If possible to use, they can become extremely strong methods of attack, but I will only allow them after you guys have an adequate degree of control to not hurt each other."

They nodded, paying half a mind to him, and the rest to the lance that was swiftly infused with lightning and fired. It impacted the ground a few hundred meters away in a blink, tearing multiple centipedes to shreds.

Lev ignored the seven notifications and cut through the awed silence. "Come closer and put some mana into the disk in front of you."

A long barrier tray formed in front of him, on top of which the disks were arranged. As ordered, the workers stepped up and reached out with their mana, managing to make it enter the constructs with varying levels of proficiency.

… Not the best start.

"Now, all of you should be able to feel three different inputs," he explained, noting their reactions. They could feel the inputs, at least. "Good, now follow my lead."

Slowly, he trickled mana into the first input, one responsible for sharpness and durability. The disk he was using for demonstration lit up slightly, shimmering at the edges.

The workers did the same, taking considerably longer for the same result. Within ten seconds, all of them had powered up the enchantments, waiting for the next order.

It doesn't seem like they have trouble keeping up the mana channeling, Lev observed, idly taking in their levels of stress, excitement, and exertion. They seemed to be at ease.

Wordlessly, he channeled mana into the next two inputs. Both of them easily consumed the fuel as the disk brightened a touch again, now holding enough mana that even the workers should be able to feel the amount with their Perception.

Just this much was enough to make them struggle. Evidently, they didn't have a lot of mana, but that was fine. The disks were created and enchanted to be hyper-efficient and could be used for hours once the enchantments were filled at a low cost.

"How are you feeling?"

"Slightly drained," answered the youngest, his voice bright with curiosity. "What do the enchantments do?"

His enthusiasm was met with a few smiles from the older people in the group. Lev also explained patiently.

"The first we filled up was a sharpness and durability formation. After that, we formed a connection with a disk to move it around with our mana manipulation, and the last one was to make it spin to further improve its sharpness and penetration power."

"Penetration power…?" the boy wondered, not questioning it further. The relation wasn't that hard to deduce.

"Next up," Lev spoke, gathering their attention. "The task is simple. Make it float."

His own disk rose smoothly, coming to a stop next to his head. The movement was accomplished solely by the enchantment without utilizing his own barrier manipulation, and yet, his expertise was enough that both of them would seem seamless to an outsider.

Predictably, that was where the workers faltered. Most of them were using mana in such a manner for the first time, and their wobbly disks told him just how much work still needed to be done before they could use the constructs reliably.

At least we have the time…

**

One more day passed without incident before the peace was finally shattered. A deafening boom suddenly assaulted the humans, knocking the workers off their feet with its sheer intensity.

Lev just smiled as even Melvine tensed. Her apprehension turned into a flat stare when she saw Sherron hovering above them, grinning down at both of them.

"Sherron," Melvine greeted, unable to hold back a smile.

"Melvine," the Exalted nodded back.

Between them, Lev watched the exchange in muted amazement. Melvine not bowing or even dipping her head for Sherron could mean a lot of things, but he was becoming more and more certain that former was an Exalted, or at least, close to becoming an Exalted.

Sherron then turned to him, so, after creating an opaque wall to block the sight of the works and platinum hunters, he spread his arms out.

Melvine snorted behind him somewhere, and he ignored her like the reasonable adult he was. Sherron also shook her head and landed in front of him before giving him a tight hug.

"You've done something again," she remarked with squinted eyes. "Spill."

"Evolved two general skills," Lev replied, exasperated. "How can you tell, even?"

"Finally getting rid of that Arcane Archery skill?" she commented, ignoring his question. "Well done. Only took forever."

"Ha ha," he rolled his eyes and summoned a chair for both of them. "Aren't you early?"

"I ran away."

Both Melvine and Lev could only blink dumbly, making the Exalted burst out laughing. Sherron glanced at them, laughed even harder, and then took some deep breaths.

"Hakim…" she giggled again. "You two should've seen your faces. Priceless. Hakim is taking a more active role for the next month, and Alina is temporarily handling the guildmaster business because of divination."

Lev tilted his head. "Mara learned something?"

"You know her?" Melvine unexpectedly questioned, a brow raised.

"We've met," Lev answered, unsure of what else to say. That question was pretty random.

"Mara rarely shows up in public, let alone meets hunters," Sherron explained. "You two being acquainted is definitely unusual. Anyways, she was performing her usual sets of divination, and when she got to you, there was apparently something that terrified her about to take place. No concrete details, of course, just that we should be tense and prepared. The danger should be minimal to none, however. I just arrived early to make sure that nothing goes wrong."

Great, Lev thought with pursed lips. Another reality-shattering event is on the horizon, one that even an Exalted can't predict.

Naturally, his mind tried to connect the dots. The next two or so weeks were going to be spent in the hills, and Drakys had ensured that there was nothing truly dangerous here.

After that, there was going to be a lot of back and forth to guard the supplies and build the strongholds. Three of them were going to be in the middle of nowhere, simply to attract and kill monsters.

The border two, however, were going to be at the edge of dangerous regions. Those locations were the most logical assumptions for the divination's events to take place at.

"I'm still unsure about the Deadlands," Lev sighed, shoulders slumping. "Wraith-like monsters, and an unpredictable number of them. How am I supposed to contend against that?"

"There aren't that many," Sherron reassured him. "Sure, some of them are extremely strong, but I've never even seen anything above my level."

"Hmm," Lev dropped that topic and asked the question on his mind. "Aren't you here very early, then? The first supplies are for the middle stronghold, right in the middle of nowhere."

"Yes and no," she answered. "I'm here for my usual rounds and will return when this stronghold is under control. Drakys, Melvine, the scouts, and I will accompany you to the Deadlands after that to see how the region reacts to you."

That's one hell of a force just to escort me, he smiled to himself, quickly getting lost in thought. I'm important now, huh?

"Sure," he voiced, bringing himself back to the present. "What about now?"

"For now, go kill that monster."

What monster? He thought, looking around warily. Melvine was similarly confused before her expression hardened, and it took another few moments for Lev to notice the approaching adversary.

Immediately, he knew that he was out of his depth. The monster was way stronger than the gecko and the previous centipedes, more comparable to the Ebonwalker he had seen during WhiteFall's wave.

Going by Orianna's estimates, this monster is above level 600.

That was not ideal. He couldn't hope to kill anything above level 550 by himself, let alone something that much stronger.

"… Are you sure?" he asked Sherron, just in case she wanted to interfere.

"Yep," she quickly dashed his hopes. "I know you've been preparing since that last… encounter. It is time to put all those additions to good use."

"Additions that haven't even been tested, let alone perfected. What am I supposed to do when they all don't hold up?"

"Exactly what your class is meant to," she threw back, looking at him intently. "I'm sure you can feel it."

Feel what?

Lev knew she wouldn't bring up something without reason. There was indeed something odd he could feel with his barriers, especially when firing his cannons.

The first time that happened was when I used the Flameforged Constitution on my barriers. Orianna did say the rune was doing something more, and it makes sense for her to gloss over the details if she wanted me to figure it out by myself.

In the end, he decided that going ahead with his usual plans was more beneficial.
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Melvine and Lev stood up and prepared their skills. A cold mist slowly started forming around her, seeping into her dark green armor that she summoned for the first time.

Sleek and deadly, it covered her form almost like a second skin, protecting her entire body while also letting her remain quick on her feet. The enchantments were also dense and vast, brimming with a flavor of cold that made his neck hair rise.

Lev's preparations were simpler. He slowly cycled mana throughout his armor and roused the enchantments before creating a blade on top of Stargazer. She thrummed with suppressed potential, and even concealed, she attracted the gazes of everyone watching. By now, they knew that the weapon was special, just not how miraculous.

"Anything we should be aware of?" he asked Sherron, who didn't seem ready to intervene.

"You're better off fighting at range this time," she replied, leaving it at that.

Lev looked at Melvine instead, who didn't spare any words. She seemed perfectly content with diving into danger headfirst. Admirable, but not very helpful for his nerves.

If the worst comes to pass, at least we have an Exalted watching our backs, he sighed and flew into his bubble. His constructs were quickly given a once-over with a pulse of mana, revealing them to be in ideal condition.

The bubble's layers of enchantments were tested next before he double-checked the cannons. Everything was in order, so he and Melvine quickly flew to the left. They couldn't let the monster come close to the carts, as that would quickly put an end to their quest.

Here it comes, Lev deployed several of his walls when a large beam of condensed air roared towards them. Melvine remained prepared while channeling mana into her sword, ready to act at a moment's notice as the attack landed on the barriers.

The first two shattered immediately, and so did the next three as the beam showed no signs of subsiding. Melvine recognized that too and immediately dashed away, her speed higher than even Lev's.

Letting his walls retreat, Lev moved the bubble to the side, too, not seeing a reason to risk needless collision. For a few long moments, the beam followed his concealed transportation, getting alarmingly close as he weaved up and down to confuse the monster.

It eventually died down, finally letting them close the distance. He didn't forget to keep an eye on the carts, but fortunately, they were rushing ahead, away from the danger. He could go all out in that case.

Overloading his bubble, he caught up to Melvine and finally laid his eyes on the creature responsible for the attack.

It was smaller than he expected.

Barely two dozen meters long, the centipede's exterior was as dark as the night, shining brightly as light reflected on the durable, glassy surface. Melvine didn't pause for an instant as the mist thickened around her, condensing on the edges of her blade.

[Ripper Matriarch - ??]

We're so gonna die, he grinned, not allowing himself any more doubts than that singular joke. They had a monster to bring down.

Sherron's warning started to make more sense when the ripper lunged, outclassing the Masters in sheer speed. Melvine's mist slowed it down just enough for her not to get chopped in two, and her experience showed when she utilized the small opening without missing a beat.

Her sword bit into the gleaming armor, digging several inches and delivering a payload of mist inside. The amount was far from enough to slow down the monster, but Lev could see the warrior constantly channeling mana into the wound, enhancing its effects.

Before the ripper could retaliate, several arcane spikes burst out of the ground, targeting its relatively less protected underside. A burst of wind was enough to let it move away, except the spikes didn't shatter from that much.

Lev's newest creations mostly revolved around terrain alteration. The current plate he had devised was already enchanted with a sharpness and durability formation, as well as the Arcane Barrier rune. With a few supportive runes and tweaking, he could make it so that the plate's center immediately elongated into a spike that became thicker the longer it was, eventually becoming as wide as the plate's width on the base.

That way, even as the spike consumed the enchantments, they stretched on its surface instead of breaking down. The runes were set up in a way that the quick change would result in a functioning form.

Consequently, the centipede failed to destroy them in a single burst. The upcoming storm of wind blades, however, quickly shredded them into bits.

Melvine had to make distance because of that, unable to capitalize on the opening as four barrier rods landed around the monster. It screeched, almost destroying them with the sound alone, but had to pause when a barrier net formed and dropped on its body.

Lightning was streamed into the net in massive amounts, imbued to jolt the monster. Unenchanted as it was, several of the barrier ropes shattered immediately, only to reform under his control.

The durability really is horrible, he noted, giving up on the net when the monster released a wave of wind, shattering it almost entirely. The rods also broke down under that, proving that the idea still needed a lot of improvements before he could use the rods as leverage for the net.

Regardless, he knew that the net was viable. If it could survive a second of assault from the ripper, it could definitely excel against second-threshold monsters.

Melvine slashed through the wind wave, rushing the slightly disoriented monster. Her mist gathered around its head that immediately whipped up, as if only now remembering the second human.

That small delay cost it heavily. Her mist was water at its core, and she backed away after covering the front half of the monster with it. Lev fired a lightning slash at it, paying close attention to how his recent upgrades fared.

Mana Perception's and Gaze of the Marksman worked beautifully in tandem, letting him detect the monster's position through the mist. Even if the feedback wasn't completely accurate, it was more than enough.

Fracturing Wave was more destructive. It tore through the mists, dispersing most of Melvine's element before landing on the side of the ripper's head. The disturbing shriek that followed was enough to clear the resulting explosion of lightning and fire, and Lev's bubble was already darting away when the monster started to fly.

Carried by the wind mana, it devoured the distance as all of its legs shone brightly in his senses. A burst of wind was enough to catch up, and its plan to wrap around the bubble with its lethally sharp limbs was thwarted by a wave of lightning, released in every direction from the construct.

Inside, Lev was reconsidering their chances. The combination of mist and lightning had done little, and the ripper's chitin also showed barely any signs of damage. It was another one of those situations where he needed to break down his body to eliminate the enemy.

Seems like there really isn't a choice, he breathed in deeply and exited the bubble, letting the construct rise to the skies. Sherron had warned him not to get close, and it wasn't hard to understand why. Each of the centipede's legs looked sharp enough to negate his armor, and he wasn't going to put that to the test.

Regardless, fighting from inside his bubble wasn't going to be enough. The ripper immediately whirled toward him, only to falter when all fifty of his ropes dove down. Connected to the bubble, Lev easily used it as a control point and imbued them all with lightning.

Befitting the monster's level, it dodged every single one of them. Bursts of wind pushed away most of them, and the ripper's speed allowed it to weave between the rest as it closed the distance.

Underneath, Melvine was running on barrier platforms that formed in a blink, letting her catch up to the monster. The ripper also noticed her, slowing down as it considered its options.

The carts are far enough now, Lev risked a short glance back, seeing that Sherron was still watching them from afar. The rest of the caravan was outside of danger, so he turned back to the monster.

With a gulp, he released most of his aura and disabled Stargazer's concealments. The ripper whipped around, and all signs of intelligence vanished from its form as mana roared out of its body.

Before lunging, it reared back and screeched at the top of its lungs. Lev's hackles rose when he didn't feel any mana in the sound, and his fears were proven correct when the hills around them started trembling slightly.

One, two, three… five.

Five gray rippers tore out of the ground and slopes, answering the matriarch's call. Melvine and Lev shared a glance, and with tacit agreement, she jumped back to the ground and rushed the nearest giant centipede.

The matriarch continued its mad dash towards Lev, and he had to forgo caution entirely when its speed continued to rise. Lightning and blue fire streamed into his armor as he led the monster away from its kin and the carts.

Now, how do I win against this creature?

For once, he knew that his chances were nil. No matter how much mana he threw at the matriarch, it was going to survive. That much was obvious. Not only did it have frankly insane reserves of mana, but he also wasn't confident in piercing that exoskeleton.

The choice was made for him quickly when he noticed the mana gathering in its legs. Lev hastily formed shields when each leg released a mana bolt towards him, the projectiles packing enough power to be a blur to his senses.

Shields shattered one by one, and walls were taken out of the bubble to block its beam. In the distance, he could see that Melvine had stopped holding back, putting down the first centipede in less than a minute.

Unfortunately, the speed at which Lev was flying away meant that she couldn't reach him quickly. The monster closed in still, outdoing his skills, attributes, and imbuements with pure wind manipulation.

A lightning bolt stormed out of his right hand, landing on the monster's armored back when it turned around in the neck of time. A burst of air pushed away the resulting explosion, denying the after-effects of lightning.

The moment it turned around, an overloaded fireball landed on its head. Lev could only shake his head when the flames parted around its wind armor, not even scratching the monster.

Regardless of how outmatched he was, he still had to try. Less than two dozen meters remained between them when three overloaded lances flew out of his bubble. The first was deflected, whereas a wind beam destroyed the second. Wind blades would've torn through the last one, but the explosion from the first two lances disrupted them enough for the final lance to rush through.

Before the centipede could dodge, a dozen ropes were already descending on it. Seeing that it was pincered, wind bolts rushed out of its legs, the monster twirling to aim them upwards.

Within moments, the ropes were decimated, and even his bubble was punctured by several despite the concealments. Returning to the lance, it twisted out of the projectile's path, finally allowing Lev to rush in with Stargazer brimming with mana.

Except the matriarch was already waiting for him. The overloaded lightning slash that was fired at the monster was countered by a combined sonic and wind blast, one explosively extending outwards in a semi-circle.

Lev was violently hurled back when the attacks collided. His Fracturing Wave, one that specialized in tearing through defenses, was halted in its tracks. Neither the slash nor the wave gave way, stubbornly resisting each other. There was little chance for the former to win, but that was bound to change when his flame cannon joined the mix.

Breathing heavy and his body hurting from the mana overuse, he commanded his single prepared cannon to fire. Unbelievably, the centipede still wasn't caught off-guard as it opened its mouth, countering with a condensed beam of its own.

Fire and wind collided, and the former won without much trouble. It was backed by too many passives and enchantments to be outdone so easily, but Lev's lightning slash also broke down before it could reach the monster. As the matriarch's wind wave continued forward, it resisted the fire beam long enough for it to lose cohesion, fruitlessly exploding mid-air.

Yeah… Lev sighed as he continued flying away. Over half of Stargazer's mana, and it just powered through all of it. If anything, it doesn't even seem to be that tired or out of juice.

At least the combo had given him enough time to make distance. The moment his lightning slash had faltered against the wind wave, he knew that the fire beam was also going to accomplish little. Even if it did land on the monster, the damage would've been negligible because of the multiple layers of protection covering its fleshy body.

It didn't take long for the centipede to give chase again, firing multiple wind beams and bolts to stop him. Lev merely recreated more walls and quickly enchanted them to negate its attempts. He had the monster beat in that aspect, at least. Small victories.

Behind him, the nearest hill's slope neared. Lev was going to refrain from flying too fast, as both Melvine and Sherron could see him fight on the slope and join him in case things went south.

Come, then. Let's see how hard it is to survive the full assault of an actually strong third-threshold monster.
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Turns out, Lev had underestimated the monster once again. The moment his feet touched the ground, a blast of wind pushed him down, decimating a large portion of the slope as a result.

He quickly righted himself, unhurt due to his armor absorbing much of the force, and the impact suit saving him from the rest. Still whole and sharp, he dashed out of the monster's way, unable to retaliate as it burrowed into the ground with a burst of speed.

Before any preparations could take place, another large section of the slope underneath him exploded, pelting him with big clumps of stone and dirt. Shield upon shield shattered as Lev was forced to release a lightning wave from his armor, dispersing the aftermath and revealing the monster.

Seven walls were arrayed in front of him in a blink, just in time to block a wind beam that shattered five of them. The rest quickly broke down as the centipede reached them, each tap of its sharp legs effortlessly puncturing and corroding the constructs.

Ropes were blasted away without even looking at them, and he was forced to launch a fire slash at its face to create distance. Wind mana took offense to that, destabilizing the slash halfway through and negating the explosion by pushing it to the sides, opening a path straight to Lev, who was flying upwards.

A lightning bolt tore through it and landed on the centipede's head, and this time, his attack had almost no effect. Densely concentrated wind armor blocked it without wavering, making his eyes darken as a decision was made.

Fire and lightning mana were dumped into Stargazer without holding back. The matriarch immediately felt the change, screeching loud enough to overload his armor's absorption enchantments. Durability at its highest, he slowed down for the monster to come close, utilizing all of his remaining mana in the final attack.

Or at least, his final attack. Lev had little to no confidence in actually putting down the monster.

Mandibles rushed towards his form, both large enough to squish him to paste. He let them come closer until only a few dozen meters remained, and before long, the centipede's head jerked downward as a heavy, invisible bubble smashed on top of it.

As expected, it used a wave of air to blast the construct away, but this time, ropes brimming with lightning powered through the blunt attack. Many of them were deflected, but over a dozen still reached the monster. They targeted its segment gaps, wrapping around the centipede's body while it shattered them one by one.

Regardless, they had done their job. A slash composed of equal parts lightning and blue fire was already flying its way, not aimed at the head but at a gap that could be considered its neck. The matriarch jerked out of the way, only for a burst of lightning from his ropes to stun it for a precious moment.

That was enough for the slash to find its mark, half of it landing at the intended destination. Lev couldn't even observe the results as the titanic explosion blasted him away, sending him flying hundreds of meters higher as his body and armor were singed despite the layers of protection.

Channeling healing mana into his body, he watched with an exasperated smile as a landslide came into existence, only made worse by the monster still thrashing amidst the crackling blast.

**

That skill really is unexpected, Drakys thought to himself, hovering far above the hill on which Lev was currently fighting the matriarch. Willpower skills are rare even for the Exalted. How did he get it so early?

The answers were as surprising as they were straightforward. Not only was the boy constantly using his willpower to train it, but he was also consciously directing it in his attacks. Combined with a prime candidate for evolving into a willpower skill being pushed to the limits under the perfect circumstances, the mana slash had turned into something truly remarkable.

Not nearly enough, though.

Indeed, the matriarch was far from dead or even out of the battle. It burrowed the moment it shook off the stunning effects, escaping into the safer underground while preparing its next steps. The monster was smart, Drakys had to give it that.

From the start, it had been cautiously saving mana and observing the two hunters. Initially, Lev was dismissed as a real threat, but that had changed now. All of the current attacks were prepared to counter his speed and durability, something that still surprised Drakys. The additions to his armor were pretty generic and straightforward, yet their effectiveness was above average.

Within a few seconds, the centipede burst out of the ground again, looking around warily. Lev was nowhere to be seen, however. He hovered several hundred meters above in his concealed bubble, currently healing all the burns and damage from his own attack and mana poisoning.

Below them both, far in the distance, Sherron watched leisurely as Melvine approached the monster in an unhurried run, her sword constantly becoming colder and colder.

Both the Exalted shared a glance, the distance between them not a problem. Sherron's eyesight was the best in the plains, and it didn't come as a surprise when she found Drakys' location the moment he gazed at her. She nodded once before turning towards Lev's bubble, making sure there was nothing wrong with him, and then returned to observing Melvine.

The warrior was an anomaly, through and through. Similar to Hakim, Alec, Orianna, and even Drakys himself to some extent, Melvine's talents and power had little in terms of explanation. She was strong, fast, quick-witted, and unbelievably good with that greatsword.

In terms of manipulation, she also outclassed the average mage. Her element was also unique, requiring several evolutions of water mana to even notice it. If that were all, she wouldn't be as strong.

What truly separated her was her obvious affinity with it. The stronger a mana type was, the harder it was to control— that was common knowledge. It didn't seem to apply to Melvine, however.

Before becoming a Master, she was just another hybrid warrior who utilized water. Impressive by normal standards, but nothing extraordinary.

That changed quickly when her element evolved. Chill, as her new element was called, immediately rocketed her strengths to unheard-of levels, comparable to the likes of Lev and Isabella.

Her power only grew explosively ever since. Attributes seemed to be more effective on her skills, her attacks packed more of a punch than they should, and it was almost as if the world simply liked her more than others.

The thought was further proven when she got close enough to be within the landslide's radius. Mist flooded her path in a straight line, slowing the incoming disaster wherever it went.

Boulders stiffened as the very air turned rigid, halting the landslide enough for Melvine to jump on top of the nearest boulder. Despite the natural calamity's raw power and danger, she skipped forward from one stone to another, sometimes jumping on tree branches to maintain her momentum.

Within seconds, ones that were too short for multiple such incredible stunts, she was past the danger and ascending the ruined slope at full speed, one likely a blur to Lev's senses. The matriarch turned to her too, giving up on finding him.

**

At least this is going to be fun, Lev thought with a grimace, feeling his pool dip below 10% as he gradually healed himself, kept the bubble afloat, and powered his concealment enchantments at half their strength.

So far, Melvine had continued to surpass his expectations. He turned around for a short moment and confirmed that she had, indeed, put down five third-threshold monsters by herself in just the time Lev had faced off the matriarch.

Whoever she is, she is at least level 400. I'm not willing to believe otherwise.

Because if she were lower than that, he would start feeling inadequate again. All his advantages should amount to enough strength to match someone in the 300s, though he wasn't sure how much a mid-Master's skill had leveled on average.

Melvine reached the monster that had avoided the landslide by moving horizontally, burrowing into a stable part of the hill. Her sword led the charge, blurring to even his Perception as it moved.

A wide icy gale followed, freezing everything it touched before colliding with the monster's counterattack. Wind and the mysterious cold battled for supremacy, neither giving out while constantly drilling into each other.

Chunks of wind were frozen solid before they were pulled into Melvine's attack, only fueling it further. The wind mana, on the other hand, was powerless against the gradual drain, but the centipede more than made up for it with raw power.

Melvine's wave was obliterated with a burst of wind, blowing the mist back towards her. It slowed down and rushed towards the warrior, swiftly vanishing inside her body to power up her body enhancement.

Three blurry lunges were enough for her to reach the monster, one that wasn't caught unprepared. The matriarch whirled onto her, positioning its legs to stomp the human. Wind bolts followed with each attempted stab, the projectiles slowing down inside the misty zone following Melvine.

Incredibly, the centipede was also affected. Melvine gracefully weaved between the assault, patiently waiting for an opening while deflecting and smashing wind blades. The monster possessed sharp instincts, not wasting mana on wide area attacks to push the warrior away.

Instead, it was fine being locked in a battle of attrition, except Melvine quickly changed that by overloading her body enhancement. The mist thickened until Lev's Perception and sight failed to track her, and a resounding screech announced that the monster had failed to do the same.

Blood spurted out of its multiple amputated limbs before freezing solid, doubling down on the pain the monster was feeling. By the time the warrior came to a stop, Lev could see the mist rushing into the wounded side of the monster, seeping into its flesh and slowing it down.

She's scary, he thought with a gulp. Faster than me, just as sharp as my glaive, and freezes presumably anything she wants near her. Other than lightning, I don't see how I would stand a chance against her. She might just freeze me through my two layers of protection.

All in all, he was glad that the human was facing a monster and not him. The poor matriarch was only starting to realize that now, and before too long, it was missing over a dozen more legs. Each wound was a new point for the mists to damage it through, and Lev could clearly see how it targeted the blood to travel into the monster's bloodstream.

He really didn't want to ever experience that.

Desperation slowly bled into the matriarch's actions. It tried to blast Melvine away with a wind beam, except the mist made the beam shrivel and die, only consuming the attack for its own growth. Lev was starting to question if Melvine was low on mana yet, but given how she carried herself, it didn't seem like she intended to stop even if she was.

The centipede noticed that too, and Lev's body suddenly became tense.

Something's wrong.

Up above, beyond his sight, a new aura revealed itself. Drakys's presence blanketed the area just as Sherron's also rolled out, both of them shielding Melvine and Lev.

"Guard the carts," Drakys sent through the communication tablet. "Make sure they don't get by any stray attacks."

Lev didn't wait for more, powering up his bubble to fly away with Stargazer's mana. Given how low his pool was, he could do without the painful manipulation by taking mana out of it.

Melvine also didn't linger, turning around as soon as the Exalted showed themselves. She understood better than anyone else that there was no place for a Master in the upcoming battle.

What is happening, though? Lev wondered, eyes constantly darting around. None of the weaker monsters were visible anymore, as if running away from whatever was coming.

Before something could happen, Sherron put down the wounded matriarch with a well-timed lightning bolt. It had just turned around to burrow deeper, and that cost it its life.

Seconds passed in tense silence. Lev was acutely aware of every meter that his bubble covered with its flight, as well as every drop of mana utilized to power it. Stargazer's low reserves also stood out in stark clarity, and it took him a moment to realize that time had slowed down.

Fuck.

Below him, the ground vanished, giving way to giant mandibles that sprang out like towering spires to his left and right. A few more instants passed before the swallowed ground vanished in the centipede's depthless maw, one approaching him with alarming speed despite the slowed Perception.

Halfway through, a lightning bolt as wide as a bus landed on its head. The attack packed enough power to momentarily blind Lev, and he felt more than saw Drakys kick the centipede to make it veer off-track.

Lev didn't waste a moment in tapping into his own pool, the pain not even registering. Ordering the bubble with his willpower to fly in a straight line towards the carts, he exited it and infused his armor with as much lightning as he could without damaging his soul.

A single push saw him flying up faster than ever before, devouring hundreds of meters in seconds. He didn't stop and turn to see how far the centipede was, knowing that despite its size, it couldn't fly after him.

Only when he had flown far enough to be reasonably certain of his safety did he stop and turned around, and he almost wished he hadn't.

The hills didn't seem massive anymore. Between them, a gargantuan shape slithered, chasing after what he assumed was Drakys. Both the human and the monster were incredibly fast, to the point that Lev forgot to breathe for a few moments.

This shouldn't be possible. He took a deep breath, suddenly noticing how dry his mouth was. That fucker is faster than my beams. How the hell am I supposed to ever survive against a fourth-threshold monster?

Reality was just that cruel. The monster was almost blurry in its passing, but given its bulk, Lev was reasonably certain that it moved way faster than he could fly. At that speed, even his beam cannon couldn't aim for shit, let alone wound the creature.

[Ripper King - ??]
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The first thing Lev noticed was that the carts were suddenly not nearly as far as he wanted them to be. The second thing he noticed was that Drakys wanted him to protect them for a reason.

A single clash, one that he couldn't even perceive, was enough to make tonnes of stone explode in every direction. Dirt and trees were flung much the same, and the carts were well within the radius of the debris shower.

Lev was already descending as fast as he could while hoping the distracted monster wouldn't turn to him again. A barrage of lightning… darts? He couldn't tell what it was exactly, given they moved faster than he could track, but the darts were landing on the monster's dark gray chitin in a special pattern.

Thousands of them were embedded in the centipede in a blink, and a pulse of mana made them come alive. Lightning rushed out from each, forming a massive net on its surface before exploding downward, pushing the monster into the ground as a large amount of the element dug into its body from each dart.

Lev couldn't stay to see more, both blinded in sight and mana perception, but also too occupied with the approaching debris rain. Barrier shields took form one after another, using too little mana from Stargazer's core to care about wastage.

Each construct smashed into the most dangerous projectiles, most of them shattering in the process. He just reformed them to deflect as many things as possible, even bringing in his bubble for the bigger boulders and trees. The enchantments on the bubble were powered in bursts to let it be used as a large shield.

Even then, several things passed by his defense. Melvine was waiting for that, and a slash of her sword produced a gale wide enough to freeze most of the debris mid-air, and even the boulders simply lost their momentum and fell straight down.

Before they could heave a sigh of relief, the hill closest to them shuddered. It was quite surreal, watching such a massive natural structure shake ominously, but reality got worse when the hill's top exploded.

Many of the loose chunks of stone were thrown sideways. Regardless, too many of them were flung at the carts, and Lev didn't need to look back to see the platinum hunters and workers retreating inside. The carts would do little to protect them, but he could change that.

Taking all the regenerated and remaining mana out of Stargazer, he painfully tapped into his own pool to create arrows. Dozens took form behind him, and the number swiftly ballooned to the hundreds due to the negligible cost.

Breathing heavily, Lev ignored the sweat pouring down his brow from tension and agony from risking soul damage and focused on the converted fire mana. The amount was relatively small, but it was enough.

In a blink, all of it turned blue before being equally teleported to his arrows. Five of those were launched in the first wave, one targeting the closest clump of debris flying at the carts.

Powered by blue mana, they flew fast and landed with large explosions. Each blast empowered the next, shattering the boulders into chunks small enough that his walls would be able to block them with ease.

Another two dozen were fired at a stone chunk the size of a building, and he realized with a jolt that the amount wasn't enough. He sent even more arrows at it, shredding it into several smaller chunks that were still perfectly capable of smashing them to bits.

Behind him, Melvine sent out a pulse of mana, one tinged with meaning.

First you, then me.

How she had accomplished that communication, he didn't care. Instead, he waited for the large stones to fly down straight at them.

When they were a few seconds away from impacting, he launched all of his waiting arrows at them. Without waiting for the result, he ducked down and landed on top of the first cart.

Melvine was already prepared with a ton of mana infused into her sword. Lev felt his fingers and toes go numb when she slashed, instantly dousing the fires from his arrows and freezing the large chunks of stone. Even the air became thick enough to slow their descent, giving him enough time to array all of his walls above them.

Over two dozen of them joined in a roof to protect all of the carts, and not a moment too soon. Most of them were bombarded by small boulders and rocks, but it didn't take long for the first massive boulder to show up.

All of his and Stargazer's regeneration was channeled into the walls' enchantments when it landed. The constructs held with a small crack, which he fixed even as a solitary tear rolled down his cheek.

He didn't pay the pain any attention and waited for the next boulder. More and more smaller variants impacted his walls, and it was only after a few seconds that the rain paused. Nothing else threatened them, and distant vibrations announced that the fourth-threshold monster was far away, busy fighting the two Exalted.

They had made it out of the crossfire.

Lev waited a few more seconds before removing his walls, fixing all the cracks and damage before storing them in his bubble again. The bubble had also survived with minor cracks, saved from the brunt of the rain.

Above him, the sky was clear, but in front of him, hell was slowly being unleashed. The centipede's size continued to dwarf expectations as its bulk slithered from one hill to another, the kilometers between them not even close to a hindrance.

The front of it, especially the face and mandibles, continued to rise higher, showing its impressive length in all its glory as it chased after Sherron.

As if feeling Lev's gaze, the ripper king turned towards him. A single glance was almost enough to make him drop to his knees, landing on his shoulders like a physical weight.

Sherron capitalized on that opening before the monster could start chasing the carts. Massive lightning bolts tore through the air, slithering of their own accord like snakes. Each accurately landed on the centipede's head, targeting a single spot that was glowing brightly from the barrage.

Drakys appeared in that moment, kicking the air. Instead of hitting nothing, an invisible mana slash was fired from the limb, distorting Lev's mana perception as it flew with its sheer speed. Most likely, he only ever saw the afterimage of the slash. It was just that fast.

Thankfully, as the clash rose in intensity, the carts were too far to be caught in the crossfire again. Within seconds, he could see multiple landslides rushing down the neighbouring hills, as well as a myriad of fires and other effects of the battle, one that hadn't even properly started yet.

"Did you know?" Lev asked after landing on the first cart. Since he had used mana over an extended period instead of channeling all of it at once, the damage to his body was manageable. Most of it was already healed.

"It wasn't hard to guess," Melvine answered, already sitting down to observe the show. "Two Exalted suddenly showing up can only mean a few things."

"You detected Drakys?"

"No, but I saw him when I was fighting the matriarch," she answered distractedly. Most of the centipede was burrowed underground now, though the monster's head still ran in circles after the two Exalted.

Both of them settled in silence to watch. Lev didn't take any chances and fired arrows at weaker centipedes with Stargazer's regenerated mana, his own pool too depleted to use. Minutes passed without interruption, and he had to reconsider a lot of things when the battle in the distance showed no signs of abating after half an hour.

His mana had regenerated enough to at least not hurt with every usage. As it turned out, given the sheer quantity, his lower limit was lower than average. He was pretty happy with that discovery, as that allowed him to use even more mana safely in dangerous situations. As it stood, his soul had stopped hurting too much around the 5% mark, and the pain was slowly receding with every bit of regeneration.

Eventually, the battle became too distant to observe, and even the vibrations stopped. All of the workers and platinum hunters were on top of the carts by that point, their gaps in strength and different social roles forgotten, to excitedly talk about the dreadful battle.

Lev left it to them, resting in his bubble to go over the previous encounters.

The matriarch wasn't even close to dying. He let out a long, tired breath. And the worst part is, it wasn't even above level 600.

[

Your Group has slain [Ripper Matriarch - Level 589]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 268

]

Not even a skill level, he stared at the notification for a moment before dismissing it.

Somewhere far away, Lev could feel that the battle was still ongoing. If anything, it was picking up in intensity now, for the carts were nowhere near the battlefield.

I was used as bait.

There was no denying it now. He had assumed that, when Drakys mentioned a threat being present in the hills, the Exalted meant a threat to Lev and Melvine, and not a whole fucking fourth-threshold monster.

He couldn't fault the man, either. If nothing had changed, the carts would've just passed through the area without ever luring the ripper king out of the ground. Perhaps it was his combined aura and the call from the matriarch that finally caused it to make a move, so it made sense for Drakys to have Lev pass through the region.

Or maybe he just got used as bait without being told, and was trying not to blame anyone for being kept in the dark about something so important.

What would that change?

There were no answers, so he stepped out of his bubble and flew higher. Facing the matriarch had revealed that his skill evolutions, while potent, weren't nearly enough to take it easy and slack off. It didn't matter that the monster was considerably stronger than anything he would face on average— more training and leveling were in order.

After all, he had no plans to face anything weaker, only stronger.

**

Surprisingly, or perhaps unsurprisingly, no more third-threshold monsters attacked them. All of them had been called by the matriarch to assist in the final battle.

Lev also suspected that Drakys had culled them in advance, not to let the Masters be overwhelmed when the matriarch called the gray rippers. It would make sense.

The battle with the Ripper King lasted for several hours, all of which he tensely spent waiting for either the Exalted to show up at the carts or through a communication message.

It was the latter that put his worries to rest. Drakys informed him that the threat had been dealt with after backup arrived and that he no longer had a reason to worry. The carts moved on without stopping after that, and Lev let the hunters kill all the second-threshold monsters in the meantime.

A week passed without any major interruptions. The humans stopped to rest for once during that period, mainly to let themselves relax from the constant fighting and danger.

Ten days after the big battle, they finally reached the end of the hilly region. It was only because of their speed that they crossed it so quickly, and also because of how smooth their passage was, because Drakys or someone else had already carved a long road for them.

"Jared," Lev called out, sitting on the first cart, above Melvine's driver's seat.

"Yes, boss?" the hunter replied casually. In the past few weeks, none of the hunters were wary of him anymore. Even the non-worked addressed him normally with a smile, understanding that Lev wasn't some cold powerhouse, only a boy.

A boy with a lot of power, still, but they were looking past that now.

"We're gonna stop now in a few minutes," Lev answered, glancing over his shoulder. "Are you guys ready?"

"Have been for a whole day now, boss," came the excited reply.

The platinum team had hit the level cap in no time, specifically because of the sheer number of monsters Lev attracted. With the help of non-combatants, the hunters had fought a lot of monsters. Given how harpies had also started attacking them in the past few days, the combined kill count might just be over a thousand, a number that would earn the respect of any who heard it. All of the monsters were a threshold above the hunters, after all.

It took only another two minutes for them to cross the base of the last hill, the road underneath turning completely flat. Green stretched on in front of them for as far as they could see, whereas towering hills blocked the horizon behind them.

Melvine let the horses go on for another few minutes before gradually slowing them down. When the carts stopped, Lev formed a barrier platform for the platinum hunters and summoned Stargazers.

Four chairs formed in it, and he motioned for the hunters to sit down. They did without asking, so he created a dome above and enclosed them inside. Runes took form on the dome next, ranging from durability to dampening to concealment.

When all of his strongest protections were in place, he looked at the waiting hunters in front of him.

"If anything can get past these defenses, neither Melvine nor I could've stopped it," Lev announced, forming a chair for himself and sitting down. Setting Stargazer on his lap, he nodded. "You can proceed with the evolution whenever you're ready."

His words were accompanied by a thrum of mana as the dome vanished completely to outsiders, and its durability was amplified exponentially.
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Lev watched with burning interest as the hunters went limp. All of them initiated the evolution within a few seconds of each other, and slowly, all the mana coursing through their bodies ceased to exist.

Wait, he blinked. What?

Leaning forward, he streamed even more mana into the dome as a precaution and peered deeper into their bodies, bringing all his Perception and associated skills to bear.

There wasn't even a lick of mana in them.

How does that make sense? Even the faint traces of mana from their passives are gone- oh.

The whole process had been hidden by The System. It was the most fitting answer, and the moment he realized that, Lev leaned back into his chair and made sure that nothing interrupted the evolution.

Seconds ticked over, not a single monster noticing the carts in the meantime, let alone the hidden construct. As expected, nothing could be gleaned from the comatose hunters, and even when they woke up after a few minutes, they did so without any prior signs. It was as if they had simply closed their eyes and opened them again after a few minutes.

Only when their auras rolled out could Lev tell that they had evolved successfully. He paid close attention to the auras, noticing how they seemed a fair bit stronger than what he assumed was the average. Granted, he hadn't ever seen the aura of a newly minted Master, but the team in front of him was almost certainly above average.

"Whoa," the archer looked at her notifications with wide eyes, the first to try to manipulate her aura. "This is so…"

"Weird," Jared completed for her, nodding dumbly. "Holy shit. I just got an additional 100% boost to Mana Capacity."

That made even Lev's brows rise. Given the nature of the class, a boost to capacity wasn't that surprising, but the number sure was. He assumed that it had gone from 50% to 150%, or maybe 25% to 125%. Either way, that was a lot more mana than before.

"I got a 50% boost to all bonuses from body enhancements," the warrior said with a gulp. "All enhancements, which I have three of. That can't be right."

No one replied to her, too busy with their own notifications. The last member of the team didn't say anything, and he rarely talked as far as Lev had observed.

A surprisingly strong team has emerged, but then again, it's not really surprising since they fought so many second-threshold monsters and also saw way bigger battles from up close. Not many can boast the same.

The numbers were looking promising, at least. He supposed they were going to want to spar soon, something both Lev and Melvine had taken into account.

Sunlight suddenly fell on top of the new Masters as the dome surrounding them vanished. They turned to Lev questioningly, so he explained.

"I know there's a lot to go through, but you guys can reread the skills later when the carts are moving again. For now, check out all the new additions and tell me whenever you're ready for testing."

"Testing?" Jared asked. "Against who?"

"Me, of course."

Safe to say, they didn't dally and quickly went over all the notifications. Getting to train against a barrier mage was possibly the best way they could get used to their evolution, and no one wanted to miss out on that.

Ten relaxed minutes later, they were stepping away from the carts, setting the ground rules for what was to follow.

"Keep mana usage to half your pool," Lev said thoughtfully. "It's fine if you dip lower, but try not to. Who's first?"

The archer stepped up, already laying claim to the air around her with wind mana. He took a look at her and formed several shields and arrayed them in a straight line, their durability ranging from lowest to highest from left to right.

"I don't need to explain," Lev waved towards the constructs. "All yours."

Lorene stepped up without another prompt, too focused on her skills and mana to speak. Ambient air swirled around her, condensing in a sphere nearly ten meters in radius. Inside it, Lev assumed that all of her air manipulation was heightened to an extreme degree, similar to how his Perception was vastly better for mana types inside his barriers.

Arrows took form first, forming way faster than before. The number swelled from five to ten, and then to twenty, before she started firing. One of them landed on his unenchanted, regular shield with a smack, leaving a deep scratch.

She raised a brow, perhaps not expecting them to be so durable. Without stopping to think, she fired another two, and this time, the effect was more noticeable. Both of her arrows accurately landed on the same spot and cracked the shield slightly.

Having seen enough, she shattered the construct with four arrows that landed on the center at once. The force behind their combined assault was too much, blowing the shield to pieces.

Decent starts, especially because my shields are good against sharp attacks. The arrows will be more effective against monsters and their skin.

Lev kept the deductions to himself and watched as she fired ten of the arrows at the next shield. This one was enchanted with the lone durability rune and running only on enough mana to double its durability, by his estimates.

Needless to say, it was swiftly decimated before she moved on. The next shield was enchanted to the brim with a normal durability formation, one amplifying its durability by nearly three times.

For this one, she created and fired twenty arrows at once, and Lev watched with curiosity as they landed. Despite the number of projectiles, they slammed into his shield in the same instant, the uncomfortable feedback in his head telling him just how good her control already was.

The shield itself was riddled with holes and cracks, somehow still whole but also not quite. Its enchantments were ruined, and so was its structure. A single arrow would shatter it to bits.

Lorene nodded in satisfaction, able to feel how tough that shield was. She moved onto the first wall, this one possessing a Fortress of Resilience formation running at half its strength. The durability of this construct was obvious at first glance for a Master, and she didn't even try to fire arrows at it.

Instead, a large amount of air gathered inside her sphere before it was shaped into a slash. It exploded forward with enough power to make him raise a brow and pause in surprise when it exploded on impact. The wall was decimated by the explosion, accurately showing how much power the wind slash packed.

… I'm gonna refrain from mentioning just how many of those walls I can form in a second.

That was a wise thought if he had ever had one. Lorene was beaming with undisguised pride, having accomplished something she couldn't have hoped to before evolving. Lev was pretty happy too, for there was suddenly a lot less for him to worry about with another competent Master team onboard.

Granted, they couldn't quite face third-threshold monsters, but he was going to work towards fixing that.

The last two walls were simple. One had his best durability enchantments at full strength, and the other was going to be overloaded to the limit. Both the base materials and the enchantments were going to be pushed past their limits, and that would ultimately decide if Lorene could ever break through his defenses. His armor was the more durable construct in his arsenal, after all.

Lorene took it for the challenge that it was. Lev leaned into his Perception to observe it all, smiling when she formed a lance. The inspiration was obvious, for both Sherron and he constantly used lances. Lorene had met both of them on their admittedly lengthy trip.

It was packed with enough air for the construct to be fully visible. The lance spun rapidly and was overloaded with wind mana before it was launched. Shooting forward with an ear-shattering boom, it landed on the non-overloaded wall with a big blast, forcing everyone to stabilize themselves to not be thrown away.

Due to the element's nature, there was no fire or electricity, letting them see the result of the attack immediately.

Lev's shield had been thrown back several meters despite his attempts to keep it in place. There was a crack where the lance had landed, running deep but not enough to threaten the enchantments, let alone the whole construct.

"Are you serious?" Lorene pouted, still just as excited as before. "I was sure it wouldn't survive."

"You came pretty close," Lev remarked, impressed. "If the lance had dug a little deeper, it would've either shattered a portion of the wall or all of it."

"I see," she nodded a few times, hand on her chin to ponder whatever was going on in her head. "Thanks, by the way."

Lev just shrugged and took a step back. "The domain next?"

"Sure."

With silent agreement, they flew back, creating distance. Lev didn't fail to notice that Lorene could suddenly fly through her sphere, though it wasn't that surprising. Wind mana was good at flight skills, and a Master evolution was the best time to earn such a skill.

When they were far enough, she waited for his move. Lev took out a few lances from his bubble and powered up their enchantments. Streaming only enough mana to run them at a quarter of their potency.

Taking a deep breath, he fired the lance at the edge of her sphere, keeping a close eye on it to stop it if need be. The projectile produced a loud whistle in its passing, only for the sound to halt the moment it entered the sphere.

A struggle ensued, and Lev had to reevaluate Lorene's class when his lance stopped dead, this time not even with a big struggle. She had stopped it almost casually, showing how strong her little domain was.

And if I'm not mistaken, it will also slow down any monster near her, Lev noted, now feeling like he was facing a proper Master instead of a hunter under his command.

They both nodded, tacitly agreeing to up the output. Lev fired up the next lance's enchantments to full before overloading the barrier construct. It tore through the air, much louder than the previous one, and yet again, the sound stopped abruptly inside the sphere.

Wind and speed battled for supremacy, and even if the lance passed through the whole sphere in the end, its momentum had been sapped enough to be dodged by even a dormant monster.

That one is her victory, I'd say, he thought to himself. The lance was slowed enough by the middle for her to evade easily.

For the next one, he imbued a small amount of lightning. Lorene's shoulders stiffened a little when she saw it, dumping even more mana into her sphere. It was shining to Lev's senses now, prepared for the lance.

The clash this time went differently. Lightning and speed resisted the air sphere with all their might, barely slowing down in the first quarter of the domain. Wind asserted more power the deeper the lance went, finally slowing it down.

Halfway, the lance was starting to lose speed rapidly, though it could still be considered a win for Lev because it retained most of its speed while going deep enough to reach Lorene.

Things became weirder after that. The lance shuddered and cracked, and then stilled entirely before falling out of the sphere. Both Lorene and Lev watched it, confused as to why her sphere had acted strongly so late.

Then her eyes widened as if a lightning bolt went off in her head. Her sphere shuddered before it was yanked forward, now extending half as much again in front of her. A few more mental nudges later, it was stretched even further, extending towards Lev twice as much as before.

… That skill is a bit ridiculous, he chuckled to himself and floated down. Lorene was too distracted by the discovery to test anything else, and he left her and her team alone for a moment when they started asking questions.

Meanwhile, he didn't let his brain feel smug about how little mana he had used. If anything, he technically hadn't used any of it, since the costs had been covered by Stargazer's pool, one that still comfortably hovered near full.

The gap between him and the other hunter was obvious. No matter what she pulled off, Lev didn't think it possible for him to lose, not when her offensive power was that low. It would need a seriously potent combination of attacks to get through his armor.

"Can I go next, sir?" the warrior, Rosy, asked. She was the most wary around him out of her team, something he couldn't identify the source of.

He wasn't actually scary, was he?

Lev banished those thoughts and replied, "Sure."

Both of them squared off against each other a few hundred meters away from the cart. Rosy was a pure fighter with a big sword, a popular combination because of its effectiveness. Her body enhancements were pretty strong even as an Adept, and now, Lev expected to be pleasantly surprised.

Stargazer primed, he nodded at her to start, and she didn't disappoint. The ground beneath her feet cracked as she held herself back, sprinting straight at him.

Lev waited, knowing she was too experienced to start with something so straightforward. Her sword almost blurred, firing a pure mana slash at him. Powering up his enhancements at full strength, he smashed it aside with Stargazer and immediately had to jump aside.

A crater was left in her wake as Rosy lunged, acclerating to full speed in a blink. Without a doubt, that was the result of an active skill, so he streamed lightning mana into his armor to match her.

Another boom turned her into a blur as her sword landed on Stargazer's blade, chipping it slightly as it was deflected. She was expecting that, and Lev knew that she was expecting that too, so he turned things up a notch by kneeing her.

It was far from an ideal move, one she easily avoided by taking a step back. Before she could retaliate, a blob of lightning burst out of the knee, almost landing on her face.

She ducked under it and used her active skill to dash away, only to slam into a barrier wall. Disoriented, she brought up her sword after feeling Lev move, and had to pause when she felt a dulled barrier blade on her neck.

"Let's take this more seriously next time, shall we?" Lev said, taking a step back to let her get up and assume her position again.
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Rosy's day was suddenly not as good as she was hoping for. The Master in front of her had an impassive face, one that never twitched even when she dashed at him with three active skills.

Just how high was this guy's Perception!?

Shaking her head slightly, she cleared all useless thoughts and squared off again, standing a few dozen meters away. Lightning crackled in that extremely strong glaive of his, somehow never leaving the blade despite visibly flowing through its enchantments.

With a grunt, she lunged again. Her active skill, Rapid Acceleration, wasn't even pushed to the limits as she moved, just barely able to keep track of her surroundings. More points in Perception were needed to keep up with the evolution, something she noted in the back of her mind as their weapons met.

Each impact sent jolts down her arms, and she had to adapt on the fly when they, contrary to her expectations, didn't hurt at all. If anything, her vastly stronger body weathered them without protest, eager to deliver even more force.

Turning up her enhancements slightly, she kicked the ground hard enough to try and unbalance the barrier mage, only for him to take flight. Accounting for that, her sword moved in an upward diagonal slash. Lev reacted with the same casualness as before, pulling his legs higher instead of ascending.

The sword passed below him harmlessly, and his counter was just barely evaded by another application of her movement skill. She was also expecting the wall that tried to block her, tackling it away with her shoulder to make distance.

A pointy rope descended from above, not imbued with lightning like she usually saw it. She batted it aside without much trouble, only for a dozen to replace it.

Mana streamed into her sword, pushing its sharpness enchantments to the maximum. With its high speed, the ropes were cleanly cut through one after another, opening her up enough for the Master to close the distance.

Yeah… Rosy smiled a little to herself, feeling that Lev was even faster than before. I'm never going to win against him.

It was still good practice, though, so she put the doubts out of her mind and strained all of her skills to the current limit, bogged down by her low Perception.

**

Lev was acutely aware of how quickly he was reaching his limits. The current speed and strength were born of maximum lightning imbuement combined with the enhancement formation, and he would rather not resort to blue fire because of its destructive tendencies.

Fortunately, both he and Rosy were evenly matched, even if he could feel her improving with every passing minute. Her skills were new to her, and so was the increased effectiveness of attributes. No doubt, if she had a few weeks to adapt to the evolution, Lev would need to pull out all the stops just to match her.

In terms of physical strength, that is. When the rest of his class was considered, he could blow her up from several kilometers away, as unhealthy as that thought was.

Agonizingly slow seconds ticked over, turning into ten minutes of high-intensity combat as neither went for killing blows. Instead, they just traded moves, both learning and teaching each other their flaws.

"That's enough," Lev said once his mana dipped to 90%. Keeping up that much physical strength was really taxing on his body's reserves.

In comparison, Rosy was breathing heavily, leaning on her greatsword as drops of sweat flowed down her neck.

"Wooh," she breathed out with a big smile. "That was fun!"

"It was," Lev nodded with a polite smile. "Your evolution is quite remarkable."

"I know, right?" she exclaimed and skipped towards her team. "Thank you!"

He just watched her go and once again fall into discussions with her team. Lev didn't partake in the conversation, knowing that his presence amidst that friend group would only make things needlessly awkward.

Instead, he cycled mana into his armor and considered the enchantments.

At this point, there's nothing more I can improve in the enhancement formation. It has hit its limit, which means I need to create my own version of it to advance further.

The task was daunting. Enough so that he felt somewhat lost about where to start. Fortunately, the rune collection Drakys had given him had a prototype of another version of the enhancement formation, one designed to accommodate different mana types.

Let's see, he summoned the tome and skipped to the pages containing the second enhancement formation. There are only a few differences.

Mainly, there were new mana flow runes, as well as different designs for the elements to display the properties of imbuement. The enhancement runes were the same, and so were the control runes responsible for using the entire formation.

Things became trickier when he considered the added complexity. Even if the runes themselves were simple, they were integrated into what was a vastly denser formation, one requiring half again as much space as the current formation.

Needless to say, he needed to start testing the various runes with smaller constructs to get a feel for them. His orbs, ones that were always running in the background, were good test subjects.

Which reminds me, he thought, and called his bubble lower. One of the orbs flew out of it, already filled with a trickle of lightning to channel throughout it all. The mana flowed through the first three layers easily enough before reaching the fourth, where it was divided into fourteen little bolts.

All of them moved at once. Lev's brows furrowed, requiring all of his attention to keep the bolts from colliding with each other. The current amount was the highest he had tried to manipulate so far, and the difficulty spoke for itself.

Perception was stretched to the limits as he closed his eyes. Given his recent upgrades in Mana Perception, the mini bolts were way more visible to him than they would be in his eyesight.

Each was moving close to their maximum speed in the dense channels, slowed at the right moments to not clash with other bolts. Lev's willpower was taxed the most, though still not enough to really feel any lethargy or tiredness.

He knew for a fact that overusing willpower resulted in a fatigue similar to mana overuse. Instead of the mind, however, it was one's entire body that felt sluggish, too lazy to do anything else.

Almost like it depletes the resolve, he thought absently, keeping up the training exercise for another few seconds before one of the bolts inevitably clashed. The sudden impact made him lose control over the rest, too, which made them disperse.

Eleven seconds.

That was his current record with fourteen bolts. In his humble opinion, that was pretty good. Manipulating mana with such precision was quite demanding, and he had to blink a few times to push through the fog encroaching on his consciousness.

Asta, the final mage of the team, refrained from sparring. Jared was the only one left, but the mage had different plans.

"I'm more than happy with just a straightforward experimentation session," the gravity mage said, both he and Lev seated on barrier chairs to decide how to test his evolution. "Frankly, a few of your walls will probably be enough to negate most of my attacks, and that's not even taking into account your armor. My skills are more geared towards flexibility now instead of pure raw power, though I also have a bunch of that with the new boost to my mana capacity."

"What's the final number?"

"150%," Jared replied with obvious pride. "That's pretty good, right?"

Lev nodded twice. "It really is. You are the second person I have seen with a mana capacity boost outside of arcane classes."

"Huh," Jared smiled to himself, considering the information. "What about you?"

Are you sure you want to ask that? Lev mused, debating if he wanted to answer. He did anyway, for his silence would mean pretty much the same thing as his words.

"Mine's at 250% capacity and 100% regeneration."

"… Wow," Jared blinked twice. "And you have a Wisdom Boost on top of that. I'll be damned…"

Lev waited for a few moments, and when the gravity mage's expression started to dim, he flicked the side of Jared's head.

"Ow. What?"

Lev didn't answer, only staring flatly at the other mage.

"… What?" Jared asked again, now squirming a little under the barrier mage's gaze.

Lev didn't let up, only looking into his eyes to prove a point. Jared knew very well what was going through his head, too.

"Alright, alright. I won't compare myself to a legend in the making," he chuckled, shaking his head at the absurdity of the statement. "It's gonna take a while to wrap my head around that."

"Be as it may," Lev got up and formed different manner of constructs. "All of the Exalted got where they are without a Wisdom Boost, and my class benefits are relatively normal. They aren't a requirement for greatness."

"Yes, sir," the man sarcastically replied. At least he recognized the truth in those words, which was enough for Lev.

The first construct was his usual shield. Jared gathered a bit of gravity mana in front of him, shaped it into an arrow, and fired. Much faster than before, it punctured the shield in a blink before flying off into the distance, covering a few dozen meters before falling apart.

A good start, Lev nodded to himself and moved the next construct to the first's location. It was an enchanted shield with durability doubled with the standalone rune.

Once again, the gravity arrow smashed into it, putting a hole through the construct. The resistance was high enough that the shield shattered instead of being pierced cleanly, and they moved on after noting the result.

Next up, he had a "normally" enchanted shield, one holding a full formation meant to absorb impacts and be almost thrice as durable as an unenchanted counterpart.

This time, the arrow faltered. It landed in the dead center with a smack, cracking the construct, but not enough to disable its enchantments or push it to the brink of shattering.

Still, the gravity mana is really good at rumbling the entire constructs. It literally seeps into the shields to break them inside out.

The likely explanation was that Jared's gravity mana also utilized waves that pushed into the barrier structure, weakening it.

Far from done, the gravity mage simply formed a bigger arrow as Lev repaired the shield. The construct was blown to bits this time, though the projectile also dissipated upon impact. All things considered, that trade was largely in Lev's favor.

"That was the strongest shield I currently use," Lev added, in case Jared didn't realize how strong his attacks actually were. "You can probably kill centipedes with the smaller arrows now."

"You think so?" the man asked thoughtfully. "The wind mana coating their bodies wasn't that strong against my element before. Hmm."

That was easy.

Not saying anything else, Lev brought the first of his walls next to him. It was unenchanted and way larger than the shield, nearly four times as wide. Jared fired one of his larger arrows at it, putting a big dent in the middle of the wall. A second arrow at the same location pierced through while also shattering a large portion of the construct.

"How much mana do you have left?" Lev asked while preparing the next one.

"I've only used about a twentieth so far," the gravity mage replied, unable to hold back a grin as he repeatedly felt for his much larger pool. "Still got plenty in me."

Given Jared's unfamiliarity with the new improvements, they decided to skip a few steps. Gravity mana was versatile, able to affect the weight of items, objects, and living beings to a certain extent, while also creating artificial suction points by creating a condensed ball of gravity mana, yet they weren't interested in that.

The element's offensive power wasn't in doubt, and in time, the mage would learn the ins and outs of his evolution. What they were interested in, however, was the highest output. A dangerous monster could show up at any moment, and Jared wanted to have enough of a handle on dumping mana into his spells for them not to blow up in his face.

Being a testing dummy suited Lev just fine.

Priming his armor and powering up all the plates, he made sure that all of the enchantments were fully operational before nodding at the gravity mage. Jared took a deep breath, audible despite the twenty meters separating them, and raised his right arm.

Palm facing towards Lev, gravity mana slowly seeped out of his body before gathering at a singular point. The amount was compressed until a small round pebble took form, and layers upon layers of mana were stacked on top of it until it was the size of an orange.

By now, everyone had stopped what they were doing to observe the spectacle. Non-combatants watched from atop the distant carts, whereas Jared's team remained ready to intervene at a moment's notice.

Jared himself wasn't aware of any of that. All of his attention was concentrated on the gravity orb that expanded rapidly, now in the final phases of preparations. The mage released another large burst of mana, empowering the attack to a ridiculous degree, before firing it at Lev.

Fraying at the seams, the orb packed enough mana to rival one of Lev's extremely overloaded finisher lances. It tore through the air as it continued to expand, the orb turning into a giant oval egg that was as tall as Lev and similarly wide, and also attracted decimated the ground in its passing due to its own local gravity.

Before any of the destroyed chunks of dirt or stone could fly into the gravity mana, it landed on Lev's crossed arms. All of his absorption enchantments were filled to the brim from that single impact, one pushing the air out of his lungs. The orb didn't care for the small obstacle, dragging Lev along its trajectory with minimal effort.

Dozens of meters passed underneath them as he mentally resisted the attack's momentum, pushing it back by manipulating his armor. His efforts were eventually rewarded as they slowed after a long distance, almost halting the attack.

That was apparently the limit of the orb's structure as it exploded. Gravity mana roared out in spades in every direction, rattling his teeth as it rushed through his armor. The impact-resistant suit underneath the armor tried its best to shield him from the worst of it, and even the barrier armor was pushed beyond its limits as it continued to absorb the insane amounts of physical force trying to break it apart.

The quantity of absorbed kinetic energy reached a point where too much force was channeled through his runes. Many of them melted from the strain, unable to handle the raw power, which caused a chain effect.

Within instants, his armor was far too overloaded. It blew up in a large wave of pure mana, releasing it all outward. That was enough to blast through the remaining gravity mana, dispersing the vestiges of the orb and revealing the crater Lev suddenly plopped down in.

...

… What the fuck?
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Before someone could come check up on him, Lev hopped on a few barrier platforms and moved out of the surprisingly deep crater. A few tugs were enough to fix the wrinkles in his suit, the enchantments ensuring it returned to peak condition immediately.

"I'm fine," he announced with a chuckle, walking towards Jared, whose jaw remained dropped.

"… I-"

"I agreed to the test too, you know?" Lev cut off the gravity mage. "Besides, I'm completely unharmed."

He spread his arms out to prove the point. The jacket and pants were clean and pristine, courtesy of the self-repair enchantment, and there were no wounds on his visible skin, either.

"Let's just… not do that again," Jared shook his head, a smile finding its way to his lips. "So, how did I do?"

"You still have to ask that?" Lev laughed back. "My strongest defense fucking exploded. How do you think you did!?"

The gravity mage just shook his head again, more regretful than anything. Lev wanted to say more, but then decided against it. If his armor was even 90% as strong as it currently was, he very well could've died from that attack.

Banishing those thoughts, he reformed his base armor, took flight, and landed near Jared. "How much mana did you use?"

"About half," came the quick reply. "That went way better than I expected."

"Mhm," Lev nodded, similarly lost in thought. "Why is your mana so offense-oriented, though?"

"Ah, my skills have become more flexible, but they remain the same at the core. My class started with kinetic energy and used that in small, fixed patterns. The gravity mana also works on those 'rip and tear' principles."

"Rip and tear," Lev echoed, liking the term. "So, anything else you want to test?"

"Not right now. I would rather save mana and let it regenerate. It takes way longer now, apparently, because I don't have any boosts to regeneration."

… That completely slipped my mind. How the hell?

He didn't let the thought show on his face and nodded. They both then turned to Asta, the final member of the team, who just shook his head. The mage wasn't interested in testing himself against Lev, and he wondered why.

The choice wasn't his to make, so he put the matter out of his mind.

**

The next few days passed in peace. Lev let the Master team fight to their hearts' content, testing the ins and outs of their evolutions.

He himself refrained from taking part, letting the non-combatants earn levels through the cannons and the other platinum hunters through fighting normally. Instead, Lev worked on training with his orbs and with shadow mana.

So far, he had made zero progress in anything meaningful. Shadow mana didn't work with his mana slash skill, it was strangely useless for his barriers even when imbued, and it required very specific tools to be used in general. Given the lack of skills that could utilize it, he wondered how to use the exotic mana.

What is shadow mana known for? Stealth first and foremost. Other than my Shroud of Darkness rune, I have nothing else that I can use it on. Maybe imbuing my armor with shadow mana in tandem will improve the stealth, but that's overkill for my current level. What's next? Shadow bolts sound nice and all, but that's a general skill of questionable usefulness. The attack will no doubt be pretty strong. It will just require far too long to gain that skill.

It was pretty disheartening how little he could do with such a valuable converter. Lev's hopes of finding a matching light converter were also dwindling, chiefly because he couldn't think of any uses for that either beyond illusions.

The use he did have, though, was improving the mobility of different things. Shadow mana, when imbued, made his flight smoother by counteracting some of the resistances. For individual barrier constructs, that was far too costly.

His armor was the perfect candidate. Creating a second layer on top of it with the best runes and formations for increasing speed would allow him to also utilize shadow mana for the same purpose, finally letting him actively use the converter.

One training orb hovered in front of him as he considered his options. Fifteen small lightning darts were flying around in its fourth layer, the highest he could manage with his current attributes and skills. Keeping fifteen of the bolts running through the layer for just as many minutes was also the last milestone before he added more orbs into the mix.

Seven minutes had already passed, and his mind was starting to feel the strain. Lev didn't even register the pressure as his focus sharpened, banishing all distractions completely.

Ten minutes passed before the strain could no longer be ignored. It pulsed in tandem with a growing headache, which was pushed to the back of his head all the same. By the time he reached the fifteen-minute mark, Lev felt… relatively fine.

That brief scan of his mind almost made it all fall apart, though he quickly dove back into the task with renewed focus. The exercise lasted for another two minutes before tiredness saw the bolts all smash into each other, almost destroying the layer completely.

Seventeen minutes with fifteen bolts. Pretty damn nice.

A system notification chimed when he was done, fueling the satisfaction even further.

[

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 9

]

The skill was almost at the level cap, but Lev knew that it was going to take ages to evolve again. While he expected it to do so during the Master rank, the achievement was still years, if not decades, away.

Before he could think about trying with multiple orbs, a communication message cut through his musings.

"Lev, report."

That's sudden, Lev thought to himself, replying immediately. "All clear. Nothing unusual has happened in the past few days. No signs of any impending danger, either."

"Good, because something else came up. Where are you right now on the map?"

"About a third of the way to the stronghold's location after the hills," he answered.

"Melvine has already been informed about a natural treasure that has dropped in your Northwest. Two fourth-threshold monsters were battling above the continent, and a single feather found its way to the plains. Your task is to retrieve it and face all the bird-like monsters fighting over it."

"How many, and what level?"

"Expect a few weaker third-threshold monsters, none above level 600. They probably came here from the forest, otherwise, you would only face second-threshold monsters."

"Why are you so sure that there will be monsters from the forest?"

"Because they always show up. The ship's landing was also ruined by them. Never expect them to ignore you."

The refugee ship? Lev wondered, noting that new tidbit. "I understand. How long until we reach it?"

"If things go well, not that long."

Communication was cut off after that, letting him stew in his thoughts.

A feather of a fourth-threshold monster, and who knows how strong it was. What is it usable for, I wonder?

He assumed the bone or similar material in the middle would be insanely durable, and the rest would go to… something. Lev really needed to broaden his horizons.

Maybe it could be turned into a cloth of some sort? Stargazer's pole cover is made of a similar material.

The uses were plenty, which made the material worth harvesting. He wanted to ask Drakys why the man himself didn't come to take it, but more likely than not, the Exalted was already present at the location and scouting for anything dangerous.

Jumping out of his bubble, he landed on the first cart and approached Melvine. She, contrary to his expectations, showed no signs of boredom, happily guiding the horses.

"How far are we from the drop?" Lev asked, sitting down on the cart's edge.

"A few hours at most," she replied. "The Runic Warlord wanted us to retrieve it so we could observe how it reacted with your aura."

Lev blinked. "Treasures can do that?"

"No," she refuted. "It's your aura that is special. Who knows how it will react with something that is already calling monsters to its location."

… That sounds pretty fucking scary. What if a fourth-threshold monster catches my scent?

He doubted even the Exalted would be able to save him at that point.

Shaking his head slightly, he jumped back into the bubble. Preparations were in order.

First, he finished his four stacks of walls. A hundred of them in total, all of them were enchanted with the best formations before he started working on the next project.

So far, he hadn't messed with core-powered constructs, solely because he hadn't needed them. Whatever the costly barriers could do, he could do the same with two of the normal variants.

Now, however, things had changed. Lev was on track to fight one or more third-threshold monsters at the same time during pretty much every encounter, and that demanded use of that precious resource.

Granted, he had way too many cores at that point, but it kinda stung to use money in the amounts he was about to.

The first wall he formed was thrice its usual size. Standing taller than an average house's height, it was wide enough for Lev to fit inside. Before anything, Lev mentally moved it around, finding the weight to be negligible.

This time, however, that wouldn't cut it. Manipulating the properties of his barriers, he raised the wall's weight to the maximum. Now weighing nearly a hundred kilograms, the construct was way better at absorbing blows and stopping their momentum.

He debated creating layers inside the wall. The idea was dismissed quickly, for he didn't quite need the layers. After ensuring that there was nothing wrong with the base material, he started enchanting.

A hole was created in the middle first, and he slotted a gray ripper's core inside. Using supportive runes, he first created a connection to every corner of the wall before Porous Constitution runes were carved. Five of them total, they covered one side of the wall completely.

Given the width of the construct, there was more than enough space for further enchanting. Behind it, Lev took inspiration from his armor and recreated the absorption formation, one targeting a very specific set of runes.

Using the best weight manipulation runes he had on him, a brand new formation took form. It was, at the core, exactly what the name implied, except with a secondary function of making the barriers more durable, the heavier they were.

In general, Lev wanted to connect the absorption formation to the weight formation for the highest battlefield control. The moment an attack landed on his new modified wall, a portion of the force would be absorbed to make it heavier and tougher, exactly like a wall. That was also the reason he had made them so large. Making them difficult to move would make the monsters swivel around them, right into his waiting traps and attacks.

All in all, the multiple formations were not remotely complex enough to pose a problem. While the individual runes were quite difficult to carve at first, he now had more than enough practice to breeze past them.

Ten minutes later, he gazed at the first finished prototype. Flaws were present as usual, and his carving skill was screaming at him to fix the efficiency loss in several places, but he ignored that for now.

Instead, he ensured that the formations were completely functional and summoned Stargazer from his ring. Raising her weight to a few hundred kilograms, he mentally held the wall in place and slashed at it. The glaive landed on it with a loud boom, resisting the attack with only a tiny chunk of the barrier breaking off.

Lev ignored the negligible damage and peered deeper with his above-average Perception. A decent portion of his force was absorbed, which was the only reason a mundane attack could damage the wall.

Once inside, the force was swiftly converted into pure mana. It was streamed into the weight manipulation formation, where it was further divided into two portions. The pure mana was utilized to both increase the weight and durability of the wall at the same time, resisting the remaining attack with heightened defenses.

The absorption is almost too slow, Lev noted, brows furrowed. I can't even make them faster because it's not a matter of conductivity. Enchantments just have a minimum time of activation based on my Perception.

He suspected that most people wouldn't be able to utilize the type of enchantments he usually did. Somehow, his armor absorbed a portion of an attack in the same instant it landed, which told him just how special it was. The wall was considerably slower in comparison.

Either way, it was working as intended, and improving the formations would further improve the timing and efficiency.

Taking out the core from the wall, he let it disintegrate and created a new one, changing the design a little. He was starting to realize that something so big wouldn't make for a good defense mid-air, and that he had plenty of defenses for that already.

To that end, he made the bottom side of the wall into a sharper edge. After fully enchanting it with the same formations, he flew out of the bubble and brought the wall with him. Increasing its weight to the maximum, he stabbed it into the ground a few dozen meters away from the moving carts.

The construct sank several meters deep due to the power behind his mental manipulation and its weight. To test it, he fired a pure mana slash from his glaive. It landed true in a blink, surprisingly not producing any fire from the collision.

Instead, a small chunk of the ground the wall was embedded in was destroyed, yet it was far from enough to uproot it. The construct was also still whole, showing no damage from the potent skill, even if it was launched at low intensity.

Hmm, I think I can call this one a success.

The shieldwalls would serve him nicely.
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The last thing Lev wanted to try before reaching the fighting zone was enchanting his ropes. So far, the ones he had used were too thin and weak for that, which is why he started by creating a much bigger rope.

Wider than both of his arms combined, the construct was pretty easy to make despite its weight and bulk. Instead of making it too long, however, he divided it into sections that could be linked together with a simple ring mechanism.

Similarly, all of his shieldwalls also received one end of the same mechanism for the rope to latch onto. From the start, Lev had wanted to be able to impede the mobility of monsters using barrier constructs.

As a Classer, his barriers were simply too weak. The monsters he faced were way higher than him in level, and he also didn't have enough mental power to really accomplish that goal. Using his disks and arrows while manipulating his armor was already demanding enough.

When he evolved, his class transitioned towards pure offense instead. The durability issue remained, making his barriers unsuitable for too much physical exertion

Now, with enchantments and multiple bonuses to the durability of his barriers, Lev could finally try to do that. His thick ropes, which he dubbed cables, were first enchanted with invisibility and durability. Then, five of them were connected to each shield wall. The cables were ten meters in length, which limited how far he could place the walls from each other.

He didn't expect that to matter much. With the number of shieldwalls he could deploy, monsters would either be forced to destroy them or weave between them, both scenarios working in his favor. In those gaps, his invisible cables would be present near the ground, prepared to trip the monsters or at least unbalance them.

There were more things he could prepare in advance, such as a field of lightning with the help of enchanted rods, or nets that bind monsters with the help of rods again. Enchantments set them apart, and also the much more detailed functions of the former rods. The latter were more comparable to nails stabbed into the ground for leverage.

After making sure that the quality of his ropes was up to par and that their enchantments were working, Lev left the bubble when he felt monsters approach. Jared's team had already detected them, so he merely waved towards the enemies and sat down on the first cart, telling them to go ahead and test their classes properly.

"See anything so far?" he asked Melvine to make conversation as the Master team flew away from the carts. All of them were easily carried by Lorene's domain, another potent use she was no doubt going to make good use of.

"Only a few third-threshold auras, but they are ignoring us."

Lev nodded absently, having felt them too. Wherever they were going, monsters were going to be aplenty. The fact that he had felt no less than four third-threshold ones was a bit worrying, but they weren't strong enough to make him change course. With the mist warrior next to him, he was certain they would come out on top.

"I'm going to start charging the cannons in advance," he told her, getting a grunt of acknowledgement.

All of his regeneration was channeled into the two fire cannons atop his bubble, their enchantments devouring the fuel without pause. He ignored the passive drain and turned towards the battle in the distance, observing the capabilities of his newly evolved allies.

The results were pretty surprising.

Over a hundred trolls, ranging from levels 190 to 220, were charging the group, yet the humans weren't worried at all. Lorene's domain shot out, decimating a fifth of the monsters with a barrage of wind lances, before she quickly pulled it back.

Her teammates didn't mind, knowing she needed to test her limits. It wasn't the mage's fault that the durable monsters suddenly weren't as durable.

Gravity bolts were fired next, drilling holes through a dozen more trolls, leaving just over half of the monsters remaining that reached Rosy. The warrior's enhancements were potent enough to be noticeable despite the hundreds of meters between her and Lev, a testament to how absurd her class was.

A single kick formed a crater underneath her just as two bisected trolls dropped to the ground. The rest didn't even get the chance to turn before another crater appeared, and more trolls died.

Asta's wave of lightning fried the remaining monsters on the spot, putting an end to that battle.

All in all, their team was decently strong, and despite the lack of a Shield, they could hold their own against large numbers admirably due to a combination of factors. Lorene had amazing zone control built into her class, whereas Jared's element could easily decimate entire areas with gravity. Asta's spells also covered a large radius, and Rosy was just too fast and strong for monsters at the same level.

While they returned, Lev and Melvine prepared themselves. Once again, they were in range of six third-threshold auras, two more than they were expecting to face. The number would've been ridiculous if not for the four new Masters backing them, and Lev also expected to be able to take down one of the monsters with his cannons. Even if they failed to kill it, the damage would be significant.

The carts continued moving forward at the same speed, swiftly approaching their destination. When they were close enough for Lev and Melvine to see hints of movement on the horizon, the carts changed direction, reverting to the stronghold they were meant to reach first.

All of the platinum hunters were left behind with the non-combatants to protect the goods, whereas all the Masters jumped off, heading towards the dropped feather that was attracting hordes of monsters.

Now, this is unexpected, Lev mused, flying up into his bubble. All of its concealments were raised to the maximum to let him observe the monsters for longer. Weren't these guys the ones that made Sherron angry?

Averosts were, if he recalled the name correctly, monsters of the forest. Given Sherron's reaction and Drakys' warning, they probably belonged to the Grand Forest on the other side of the plains.

Why they were here wasn't hard to guess. These monsters must have incredible senses to feel mana, humans, and treasures from so far away.

Unfortunate for them, Lev was also swiftly approaching the scene. Humanity had suffered an uncountable loss of life due to these monsters, and no matter how detached he wanted to be, recalling a single retelling of the landing was enough to make his blood boil.

It didn't take long to make up his mind. None of the Averosts was going to survive, not as long as he drew breath.

"Jared," Lev momentarily stepped out of the bubble. "Go ahead with Melvine and try to isolate one of the monsters."

Credit where it was due, no one in the man's team hesitated. Lorene's domain scooped them up before they shot off, rushing after the Master that was already leaving a trail of frozen grass in her wake.

Silently following them, the bubble rose higher and higher, finally revealing the extent of what they were facing. While Lev could potentially do a lot in melee range, he wasn't going to go down this once. It was as if the entire plains had come alive, calling hordes upon hordes of second-threshold monsters towards the fallen feather.

Six giant shapes were also present, fighting against hundreds of harpies, galeworms, ravens, and other avian monsters for the large treasure.

He could feel it now, too. The feather radiated an immense aura of wind, making the very air feel stronger and denser without actually doing anything. Whatever was happening, Lev was certain that the creature it belonged to was very, very far from ordinary, even in the fourth threshold.

Shaking those thoughts away, he focused on Melvine. As usual, she was rushing in with her dome of mist, somehow killing every monster in her path without slowing down.

Lorene also reached the warrior after a bit of chasing, Melvine's speed not even close to her maximum. Combined, the Masters quickly decimated everything in their path before the first Averost took notice of their existence.

The monsters were way too big, in Lev's opinion. Shaped like wyverns of myth, the dragons with one less set of legs, the Averosts differed in their obvious birdlike visage. The beaks were more similar to crows, and their wings were also too long. Even without feathers, they had no similarities with dragons, or at least the dragons Lev had seen on the internet.

Do dragons even exist? He wondered idly, actively streaming his pool into the fire cannons now. Even worse, do angels and demons exist? What if there's also a hell and heaven in this universe?

That was a disturbing line of thought. Lev didn't think he had done anything to deserve being sent to hell, but he would much rather it not exist at all. Already, his worldviews had been shattered to bits once. A second time wasn't welcome.

The averosts were exactly as perceptive as he feared. Even with five of them bearing down on the Masters, with four following Melvine and one the other Master team, there was still one rushing towards his bubble at high speed.

Unfortunately for the monster, Lev just powered up all his speedy enchantments and shot off, leaving it in the dust without much trouble. For all its bulk and strength, the monster really didn't fly all that fast.

He was sure of maintaining distance until the monster used an obvious body enhancement skill. Mana wafted off its body in waves as its speed rocketed, and Lev was already flying out of the bubble before the monster reached him.

Stargazer was primed with fire. A fire slash roared out of its blade, forcing the monster to try and swivel around the attack, only for a condensed beam of flames to land on its face. Given the clear line of sight and its inability to turn in time, there was no chance for the beam to miss, which also ensured that the slash impacted its chest.

Both attacks blew up in chaotic fires that only served to empower each other, creating a third, last explosion that disoriented the monster enough to make it free-fall. Lev was already closing the distance like a blue comet, quickly imbuing his armor and glaive with lightning mana.

A flap of the averost's wings was enough to right itself. The monster tried to slap Lev away with a wing, the obvious trajectory making it easy for him to fly under it and fire a point-blank lightning slash at the wound on its chest.

Courtesy of the element's speed, the attack landed in less than a blink, digging deep into the wound. He had already made distance to avoid the crackling blast and then took advantage of the momentarily stunned target by launching his second firebeam at the same wound.

[

You have slain [Juvenile Averost - Level 522]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 269

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 270

]

Leaving the corpse alone for now, he let it fall to the ground before joining the human Masters. Melvine had already taken down one of the monsters, which wasn't surprising considering how good her element was against wind and how fast she was.

Lev joined Jared's team, which was doing surprisingly well. Without interfering, he watched as Lorene's wind blades targeted the wings, injuring them enough for the monster to slow down. Rosy, with a quick and smart application of gravity magic from Jared, flew in a straight line towards the injured wing, her greatsword cleaving through the joint between the body and the rest of the limb.

Immediately, the monster plummeted, and by that point, Lev already had his eyes set on one of the remaining Averosts. Melvine had downed another, and even if her strength wasn't flagging yet, he needed levels for himself, too.

Dozens of lightning lances appeared in front of him. They were charged for several long seconds of his maximum output before he fired three of them. Melvine, already feeling the buildup of lightning, was leading the monster she was currently facing away from the second.

Before it could follow behind, the lances landed on its back. Several explosions rang out, and, stunned amidst the lightning storm, it had no chance to dodge the barrage of lances that accurately landed on its chest and head. Lev's passive, combined with a third of his mana, did the rest, frying the brain and tearing open its torso due to the combined blasts, netting him another level.

[

You have slain [Juvenile Averost - Level 530]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 271

Unerring Volley has reached 4th Level 4

]

Sweet, finally a skill level.

Those were rare, and he was happy with the outcome. Jared put a hole through the averost on the ground with a large amount of mana, leaving one of the monsters still alive. Predictably, it chased after Lev, and by now, the remaining monsters were also starting to join the fray.

No one interfered as he flew back, leading the monster away from the treasure. For a while now, he had noticed that his flight skill had never leveled, and he wanted to change that.

Seconds passed as the chase continued before the averost used its body enhancement. Speed rocketing, the gap between them gradually closed as Lev imbued lightning into his armor without holding back.

This is… manageable, he concluded, feeling his body armor repeatedly getting zapped by the large amount of mana. No matter how much his control had improved, manipulating such a large amount flawlessly was still beyond him.

Behind him, the monster's open maw neared, unable to see how easy it was making things for Lev. All of its focus was on flying in a straight line and catching the small human, one that turned around abruptly.

Stargazer was shaking with the sheer amount of mana packed inside. He wasn't in a hurry to use it, though. Instead, Lev kept flying at full speed and pushing the skill for all it was worth. A bit of extra speed announced that he had completed his task, at which point he grabbed the glaive's pole with both hands.

Slowing down a little, he baited a lunge from the averost and jerked back with a burst of speed. When the beak closed mere meters from him, he sapped his own momentum and landed on the monster's head. Unable to react or stop in time, it could do nothing as Stargazer's blade pierced its head, releasing half of the stored lightning mana inside.

[

You have slain [Juvenile Averost - Level 529]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 272

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 273

Arcane Passage has reached 4th Level 2

]

Jumping away from the shower of gore and brain matter, Lev kept the remaining lightning mana under tight control and flew back to his allies, ones that were already clearing hordes of weaker monsters like scythes going through fields of wheat.
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Lev had to pause and reconsider the situation when he noticed that none of the monsters went close to the treasure. They fought amongst themselves and largely targeted the humans, all the while scuttling around a field of influence surrounding the feather.

Is it damaging anything that comes close?

He was too curious not to check. Lowering himself to the ground near Melvine, he watched her casually blur to his senses and behead all the second-threshold trolls currently targeting her. Only frozen corpses were left in her wake.

Directly above them, Lorene hovered with her team. Rosy was also in her wind domain, catching her breath after going all out against the third-threshold monster.

"Anything unexpected?" he asked the mist warrior. While she fought against a large spider, one that towered over the humans by several orders of magnitude, Lev filled up a lance by using a portion of the lightning in his glaive.

I see you. He grinned widely after feeling the feedback from his Perception skills. Two shamans were skulking a few hundred meters away, waiting for an opportunity to fire whatever element they had. Lev didn't even turn to look at them, content with slowly filling up the lance.

When there was enough lightning inside, the projectile turned abruptly. The shamans dropped the invisibility to erect defenses, yet the effort was halted before it even began as they turned to a bloody, charred mist.

[

You have slain [Troll Shaman - Level 299]

You have slain [Troll Shaman - Level 297]

Gaze of the Marskman has reached 2nd Level 2

]

Sweet.

A few minutes of slaughter later, they were finally close enough to the feather to feel why the monsters were avoiding it. Lev took the lead in approaching it, confident that his armor would at least slow down anything life-threatening for long enough for him to jump back.

Thirty meters away from the feather, he paused to observe the treasure closely. The feather was pure white, with the column of the same color, just a darker shade. It looked like it belonged to a bird, though he didn't know enough about feathers to deduce anything else.

Another few steps, and he could feel it now. The feather had an aura. Somehow, even after being detached and falling to the ground, it emitted a field of influence, warning off the monsters with how strong it was.

Lev stepped forward. Twenty meters away, his armor felt the field's effects for the first time. Sharp, invisible blades clinked on its surface, carving shallow scratches on his arms and chest.

That was easily manageable, but how the feather went about doing that was very much not. Instead of normal sharpness and physical attacks, the aura instead destabilized small chunks of his armor and made the mana making up those portions dissipate.

It's somehow targeting the skill itself instead of the physical barrier manifestation.

Second thoughts ran rampant in his mind. Lev waited to see if the effect got worse, and when it didn't, he cursed his burning curiosity before stepping forward.

Surprisingly, the feather's aura didn't become more potent. Scratches appeared a bit more often than before, and by the time he was only ten meters away, no new dangers had presented themselves. This close, however, he could see just how big the feather was. Multiple times taller than him, even its width outclassed his height.

Behind him, he could feel Jared's mana flaring brightly. Melvine's mists were also intensifying, signaling that monsters were not taking kindly to the human approaching their meal.

A brave harpy took more offense than others. It dove from high above, talons wide open to gouge his face off. Lev only looked at it, waiting until the right moment. When the monster was directly above the feather, a lightning bolt tore out of his right hand, landing on the harpy's face.

It was dead before it hit the ground, the corpse landing a few meters away from the feather. The lightning explosion failed to even scratch the natural treasure, and all of the blood and gore that would've landed on it was simply disintegrated into a fine haze, before even that vanished.

Lev gulped, now far warier than before. The feather's field was just as potent, and it was also confirmed that going near it was harmful. Fortunately, the corpse was safe and only getting scratched at the same pace as his armor, meaning the field only became deadly after a certain point.

Cautiously, he took several steps forward. Far to his left, a strong second-threshold monster approached. Flames gathered in its large wings, but before it could launch them towards him, shieldwalls flew out of his bubble that was hovering above.

Each shieldwall was over ten meters tall, enchanted to the brim with cores slotted inside. Four of them landed on his left, arrayed in a random pattern to block the wave of fire that resulted from a flap of the monster's wings.

Given the height from which it had launched the attack, much of the flames passed over the shieldwalls. Lev took the opportunity for what it was, and after transferring a decent amount of lightning from his glaive to his armor, released it in a wave towards the approaching fires.

Both attacks collided for a split second before lightning tore through the resistance. Ignoring the results, he instead gazed at the feather that had been caught in the crossfire.

His mana had actually reached it.

A bit of the force had pushed away the feather, and even if there was no damage on it, the natural treasure now rested another two meters away from him. Lev waited for any other reaction, and when there was nothing, took another step forward.

Two of his shieldwalls were arrayed on top of each other and blocked the next fireball, only for the attack to splash on them ineffectually. Overall, the monster was quite strong, but Lev was dumping too much mana into the defensive constructs for it to power through.

Melvine reached the monster before it could try again. Her mist immediately dispersed all the heat surrounding the flaming bird, one too far away for Lev to even scan properly. It furiously flapped its wings, sending fire spikes and waves of flames at the Master.

None of them did anything. The mist absorbed it all, effortlessly negating each attack before engulfing the monster. Despite the hundreds of meters between them, Lev still grimaced at the shriek of sheer agony that reached him.

A hasty sound ward put an end to the sound. Taking a deep breath, he turned towards the feather again and formed a few barrier threads. It was possible to overpower the field— that much he could feel right now. How much effort was required for that, though, he was willing to find out.

The sleek constructs flew through the air, crossing the distance without trouble. When they got within two meters, things got weird. Lev paused, dissecting the feedback in his head.

A suspicion took form, and it was proven when the threads advanced another inch. One moment, they were stable and whole, and the next, they just… disintegrated.

His willpower and skills just stopped working. There wasn't even a chance to fight back; all of it happened in a blink.

Disoriented from the sudden vacancy of where he could feel the threads in his mind, he hastily formed new ones to focus on them. A headache would've assaulted him if he hadn't distracted himself, so he dove into the task again.

Another five threads took shape and were turned to dust, unable to survive more than an instant. Undeterred, he formed two bigger threads, enchanting them with the lone durability runes.

He didn't even realize the world had quieted down around him, nor the fact that nothing moved in his periphery. There was only Lev and the challenge in front of him, and he accepted it with all the respect that it deserved. It wasn't every day one could test one's mettle against a natural treasure.

The new threads survived better. Cracks immediately spread into their structure once they reached a two-meter radius, but a large amount of mana repaired them. His control and speed were put against the feather's aura, and he didn't back down.

Slowly, the threads inched closer, closing in on the white column's base. It was as thick as Lev's arm and radiated a sense of power unlike anything he had seen before.

The moment his threads got within an arm's length, they still proved inadequate. This time, only the portion of the construct that got past a certain point was affected, dispersing into pure mana.

Tricky.

In the back of his mind, the thought came and went. Willpower, the elusive force he was slowly adapting to, was funneled into the construct. It was way more difficult than expected, and he could only empower it by a marginal degree.

That was enough for now. His willpower and the feather battled for supremacy this time, and after a long back and forth, during which he had to reform the thread several times, it finally neared the feather.

Again and again, sections of his thread shriveled and died. He never let the damage stack up too much, making sure to keep the tip of the thread intact. It took several minutes of silent effort before his construct finally touched the feather's column, and suddenly, its aura vanished.

Lev took a sputtering breath, not realizing he was holding it all the time.

No, it's still there, he noted with a grin. I can now just go up to it and grab it however I want. It's like I got chosen as worthy.

With a triumphant smile, he exhaled deeply and looked around. Behind him, a great distance away, the humans were done with their share of the monsters. Only corpses surrounded them, and it took a long moment for his brain to realize they were looking somewhere to his right.

Following their gaze, Lev beheld feathers… and a lot of pink feathers, as well as talons that were easily longer than he was tall. Breath caught in his throat, he looked up.

Then even higher.

Only after he craned his neck completely could he see the bright golden eyes of the Leafweaver Eagle, ones that were curiously peering down at him. There were no thoughts in Lev's head as their gazes met, and he did the only reasonable thing his mind could come up with in such a situation.

He grabbed the feather, presented it as an offering in front of the eagle, bowed as deeply as he could, and then flew back.

The flight was jerky, and he could just barely keep himself from shaking like a leaf in the wind. Even if the eagle didn't have a lick of its aura revealed, the fact that something so massive and powerful had snuck up on him terrified him to no end.

Still, survival instincts screamed at him to stay alert and prepared for anything the newcomer may throw at him. After he landed close to the other Masters, Lev finally turned back and almost burst into tears when he found the eagle still looking at him.

Just take it…

It was unfortunate that he didn't even have the physical strength to voice the plea. Instead, pushing away the hopelessness and despair encroaching on his mind, and also ignoring the labored, heavy breathing of his allies and the terror in their auras, he looked on, waiting for the eagle to do something. Anything.

And it did soon. Bending down, it gazed at the feather before turning to him again. A curious head-tilt later, it raised its left wing and plucked out a feather with a loud crack.

Depositing it on the ground, the eagle paused again, then plucked out another one. A gentle nudge of mana neatly stacked those feathers on top of each other before it gingerly picked up the original white feather, and without even a hint of magic, skills, or aura, shot up into the distance.

No sounds were produced as it vanished out of vision, nor did anyone have the strength to turn their head up and look at its retreating form. They stood frozen, unwilling to do anything that might offend the superior being despite watching it depart.

Minutes passed without a peep, not even from the battlefield around them. It was similarly holding its breath until the spell broke abruptly, as if the world was decreeing them safe from harm.

Lev almost collapsed to his knees as his legs gave out. The only reason he could stand still was that they were frozen stiff, his mind not even allowing them to tremble. It was all he could do not to paint even more of a target on his back by making any movements.

His vision swam, darkening at the edges. Unconsciousness almost claimed him, denied at the last moment as Lev vigorously shook his head. Beads of sweat flew around inside his armor, but he didn't pay them any attention.

Standing back up, he turned around and walked to the Master team. Melvine was on her feet and relatively okay, though she couldn't quite hide her trembling hands. Lev pointedly didn't look at them and spoke.

"Jared, can you hear me?"

"I…" The gravity mage's words were interrupted by a mirthless laugh. "I can, boss. Can we… can we return to the carts?"

Lev looked at the rest of his team. He was the only one currently staring ahead with a clear gaze. The rest had lost expressions, still unable to process what had just happened.

Before replying, he went back to where the two feathers were waiting for him. Both of them were smaller than the original, their bright pink color radiating a powerful aura of wind and mana control.

He gingerly went close to them, expecting another session of overpowering the resistance. When nothing of the sort happened, he stopped a few meters away from the feathers and closed his eyes.

Focusing, it took a few seconds to scan the very subtle influence of the feathers, which also revealed why he could come near them so easily. Lev had already been chosen by them, and the aura actively welcomed him.

Obliging, he bent down to pick them up from the base of the pink column, marveling at how light they felt in his hands. Granted, he had high physical attributes for a mage, but he still expected something heavier.

Successfully distracted, he sent a pulse of mana into them. The fuel was easily eaten up, and he had to supply a lot more of it before the feathers were visibly empowered, their color becoming more vibrant.

Regardless of whatever the effects of the empowerment were, he could feel just how potent the result was. Shaking his head, he took a deep, trembling breath and stepped into his bubble. Putting down the feathers in a corner, he made the bubble fly close to the other humans and let its invisibility drop while opening a gate.

"Come on, we need to get back to the carts."
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Melvine stepped into the bubble first, gait rigid and steps barely stable. Jared shook his team, patting them on the back and whispering until they were back to the present, finally realizing that they were alone again.

One by one, they stumbled into the bubble before it took flight, swiftly returning to the carts. Surprisingly, or perhaps unsurprisingly, not a single monster had targeted them while they battled for the treasure, for all of the monsters were finished off by the Masters. Lev was also keeping half of his aura unrestricted, which attracted them all towards him in the first place.

We're alive still. He sighed for the tenth time as Melvine left the bubble first. She took her usual driver's seat, shoulders slumping after finding solace in the comfort of normalcy.

They had indeed survived.

One by one, all of the Masters jumped off, leaving Lev alone in the bubble. Making a decision, he also parked the bubble on the last cart and tied it firmly before getting out. A few hops later, he stood on top of the first cart and called out to Melvine.

"Are you going to stay awake?" Lev asked once she turned to him. "I can keep watch if you need to rest and recover."

She shook her head and replied in a barely audible whisper. "I'll be fine."

He nodded and didn't press her. Instead, Lev jumped inside the cart and spoke to the non-combatants inside.

"Can you guys vacate this cart for a few hours?" he asked bluntly. A few glances were shared, and before long, he was alone in the spacious transport. It was a good thing, too, for the moment he summoned a comfortable bedroll for himself, Lev wasn't even aware if he was on top of it or not before passing out.

**

Lev rarely dreamed. He didn't know if it was because his sleep was never deep enough or if his memory was bad at remembering them, but dreaming was something he didn't experience often.

That was why he looked around in surprise after realizing he was currently dreaming. All around him, the vast, endless majesty of the cosmos was laid bare, all for his extremely enhanced eyes to drink in.

Wherever he looked, stars and planets shone in the distance, mere dots on the horizon. Even then, each stood out in stark clarity, painting a scenery that he could spend hours, if not days, appreciating.

Where the hell am I, though?

The thought was muted for all the wrong reasons. A slight alarm pierced his psyche when he realized his brain was sluggish. Eyes darting around, Lev realized that he could no longer move, either.

Stuck and powerless, he could only wait for something to happen, but nothing changed. Seconds elongated, and when every moment felt like eternity, warning bells started ringing in his mind with startling intensity after he felt himself freeze even further.

It felt as if time had stopped completely and reality itself was holding him in place, constricting him.

What's happening?

Colors were slowly becoming darker as his gaze nervously flitted around. The range of movement was also gradually shrinking, and within instants that felt like years, he could no longer move his eyes and could only stare ahead.

Finally, there was movement. Something approached, something he had no business ever laying his eyes on. It was too fast, too strong, and so unbelievably beyond him that a single brush of its existence shattered the dreamscape, throwing him back to reality.

**

Lev woke up with a start. Rapidly blinking, he pulled back his aura that was fully unleashed, displaying hints of terror and desperation. The emotions faded quickly when he regained consciousness, and even the nightmare was swiftly fleeing his memory.

Within seconds, he could only blankly stare ahead, unable to remember a single detail of why he was feeling so worked up and rattled.

… Weird ass dream. What did it show me to evoke a reaction like that?

Like everything else on that cursed planet, there were no answers. He could only sigh to himself and fly out of the cart's trapdoor, noticing that more than three hours had passed based on the sun's location.

"You alright?" Melvine's shout reached him. Lev walked to the edge and showed her his face, confirming that he was fine.

"Just some weird dream," he replied and sat down at the edge. "Don't even remember anything. Is Jared's team still sleeping?"

"They required a lot more time than you to calm down, and even more to fall asleep. Those guys don't exactly compare to us in terms of mental fortitude."

Mental fortitude, huh?

Lev wondered how strong his mental fortitude was, as well. He understood that life was one misstep away from coming to an end. The eagle could've taken offense to the way he breathed, and that would be it.

No number of Exalted would save him. Not even Hakim.

Yet, here he was, still alive and carrying on the mission assigned to him. It made little sense, but it also made a lot of sense. He had come close to dying way too many times now— it was almost second nature for him to survive by the skin of his teeth.

His hands still trembled, though. The memory of looking up to find a fourth-threshold being instead of empty air was never going to be forgotten, and the accompanying emotions were also never going to lose their intensity.

A new scar had been carved on his mind, one that would serve as an excellent reminder of his mortality going forward.

Neither of them spoke after that, too lost in their memories. Jared's team gradually woke up over the next two hours, the mages requiring more rest than Rosy, who was up earliest.

She also hopped over to the first cart and sat down at the edge, legs dangling. A nod was sent towards Lev and Melvine, both of whom absently acknowledged her before returning to their musings.

A few minutes later, Lev stepped back into his bubble that hovered above the cart. Notifications were waiting for him.

[

Arcane Barrier Authority has reached 4th Level 4

Superior Senses has reached 4th Level 5

Consistent Mana Channeling has reached 2nd Level 10

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 9

]

Not bad… I guess.

With a deep breath, he closed the screens and waited for Drakys or Sherron to arrive. They were sure to know what had transpired, and the fact that they hadn't come to see them meant that there was no more danger, or at least, none that could compare to that eagle.

The humans were still out in the open, however. Monsters continued to assault from all sides, and this time, Lev simply decimated them with waves of arrows. Stargazer's regeneration was funneled into the projectiles to let his own mana pool regenerate to full.

[

You have slain [Direbear - Level 255]

…

You have slain [Troll Warrior - Level 191]

…

You have slain [Galeworm - Level 130]

]

Killing monsters from afar with such ease was oddly therapeutic. While he was often reminded of how weak he was and how little he mattered in the grand scheme of things, a lot was going well for him, too. All of his advantages let him decimate waves of monsters without any trouble, and the power displayed on his status was nothing to scoff at, either.

What a shit day. Lev eventually concluded with a tired sigh. The suns were close to setting, and given the lack of action, he detected Sherron's approaching presence a few seconds before she stopped above the carts.

This time, she was more mindful of how she stopped. The hunters had just gone through a traumatic experience, after all. Lowering, she landed on top of his bubble first and jumped inside when an opening formed for her.

Lev was already standing and waiting for the hug that came with heightened fervor. Sherron didn't speak at first, content with letting him sort through the mess that was his mind.

"I'm still alive," he eventually said with a small chuckle. Some amusement appeared on Sherron's face, who shook her head.

"Guess I can say the same, then."

Lev blinked. "What?"

She summoned a chair for herself and waved for him to sit down. "The eagle found me on the way here. Turns out, its feathers let it interact with light and turn itself invisible. Hidden inside a sphere of those, I couldn't detect it until the eagle was right in front of me."

He only stared at her, waiting for the Exalted to continue while mentally preparing to make an enemy of a powerful creature if it had dared to hurt her-

"Your aura is leaking," she said, flicking his forehead and bringing him back to the present. "Nothing happened. She just looked at me and left."

"She?" Lev echoed, sighing in relief.

"Mhm. I got that distinct impression from a brief introductory pulse of its aura. That was quite the thing to experience."

"So… she just happened to find you on the way?"

"Maybe?" Sherron shrugged a shoulder. "Can't say for certain."

He changed the topic. "Why do you think she took the original feather, and where is Drakys?"

"He was busy dealing with all the other stronger monsters that wanted a piece of you or the feather. As for the feather, I'm assuming she took it for her hatchlings. Treasures like that are great for practicing your skills, so it's safe to assume that they do more for beasts and their growth."

Lev took a moment to digest that. Both feathers radiated clear auras that focused on specific concepts, such as wind manipulation or mana control. Sherron probably meant that the influence helped with matching skills and somehow made them better, which begged the question of whether he could ever find a barrier treasure.

"So, what now?"

The Exalted didn't need to consider the answer. "Straight to the Deadlands. We will drop off the non-combatants and hunters at the planned location, do a thorough combing of the surroundings, and then take you to that location."

"Wait…" Lev stared at her, unblinking. "That wasn't the event Mara predicted?"

"Nope."

"… What? What do you mean? I was standing mere meters away from a fourth-threshold monster. Surely that counts as something inherently safe but unbelievably dangerous?"

She sighed, storing her chair and getting up. "I asked Mara if you're in the clear, and the answer was a very clear no."

Lev made an exit in the bubble for her, and they both jumped down on top of the first cart. No one else was there except Melvine in her usual spot.

"Just life being life again," he mused with a tired smile, somehow not even bothered. "Is it bad that I'm sort of excited?"

"Very."

"Huh. I think I need to sleep more."

"Maybe," she replied, taking Lev's usual corner spot. He gave her a flat glance before sitting next to her, a bit further away from the corner. "Or maybe you're just getting used to being pushed into extraordinary situations. It has been that way since your birth."

"Hmm," Lev voiced absently, staring at the darkening horizon. "How is everyone else doing?"

"Alec is on another break," Sherron answered with a smile. "He's actually overlooking your team right now, guiding them with only tips and nudges. In the short time I was there, they probably asked a hundred questions about you."

"That's… not surprising, I guess."

"Orianna is still stationed in Whitefall. She pushed herself for once. The last few weeks have resulted in her gaining another level, and I think she plans to leave for the forest in the upcoming months."

Melvine was listening intently by then, too. Lev leaned forward after pushing himself back a bit until he could pull his legs on top of the cart. Hugging them, he rested his head on his knees while thinking about the implications.

Orianna was strong, probably one of the strongest Masters currently alive. If she were to become an Exalted, humanity would see an immense boost to its chances of survival. Unfortunately, her demons were just as haunting, and given her kind nature, it was understandable why she didn't make the decision to leave lightly.

The walls she always protected had fallen more than just once or twice.

"You know," he began slowly, tossing the idea around in his head. "What if I go with her?"

"I won't allow that," Sherron replied immediately. "Neither will Alec."

"Why?"

When no answer came, Lev thought it over. Putting himself in Orianna's shoes, he wondered what it would be like to have someone as precious as a little brother accompany you to a dangerous expedition.

Not to toot my own horn, but I am quite strong. It's not like I'll be a burden.

That line of thought yielded no plausible reasons, so he tried to analyze her psyche, even if it felt so wrong. Orianna found comfort in being present close to the Grand Forest, ready to act at a moment's notice to prevent history from repeating itself.

Even then, he couldn't quite find a reason that would make Sherron refuse him so adamantly. It boiled down to either his presence making things go wrong at the best of times or the same presence requiring Orianna to make some form of choice. Both of which he would rather avoid, too.

Breathing out, he changed the subject. "How's my team doing?"

"Great by most standards," the Exalted answered, not questioning the change. "Exceptionally well when compared to average hunters. You're gonna have to keep Amelia in check."

"I'm assuming she's discovering just how strong her class is."

"That, and just how rewarding it is to risk her life."

"And the other two allowed that?"

"They're not much better than her, Lev. Your abrupt departure after something so traumatizing left a scar on them, too. They want to be next to you as soon as possible."

That evoked mixed feelings. He didn't want them to put their lives in danger and rush the levels. Growing into the rapidly improving skills and attributes would be for the best, as would be taking their time to mentally adapt to their rocketing strength. Levels in their rank came quickly, after all.

On the other hand, Lev missed them. More than he would ever admit. The part of him that refused to show vulnerability in front of people he barely knew put on a strong front, keeping his distance and focusing on training, but that didn't change the truth.

The last few weeks had been so terribly lonely.
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With Sherron's presence, as well as the little remaining distance to their destination, nothing of note happened in the next week. Lev and the other Masters fought plenty of strong monsters, most notably a few thornlings close to level 450. The brutes were noticeably slimmer than the previous ones he had met, and their agility outclassed every other monster he had fought so far.

Then Melvine stepped into the fray, and they just died. He didn't even get any levels.

Beyond that, everyone let the remaining platinum hunters and the non-combatants fight to their hearts' content. Jared's team interfered when there were too many second-threshold monsters, and also joined in when everyone else was tired.

On the eighth day since meeting the eagle, Lev felt a small signal from up ahead. It was easy to recognize the flare for what it was, signifying that they had reached their destination.

The horses started slowing down a few minutes before they reached it. Around the towering flare, the carts were parked in a semicircle. Without any prompting, the non-combatants quickly got to work and used several plates with concealments on the other side, completing the circle with aura, invisibility, sound, and mana concealment wards.

After that, Lev added his own constructs into the mix, fortifying the ground a few meters underneath the earth before enchanting it all with similar wards. Two strong second-threshold cores were slotted inside, providing more than enough power to keep the wards active for months.

Sherron took over after that. She explained that she, Melvine, and Lev were going to be away for a few days to weeks, and that it would be in their best interest to stay inside the wards. No one raised any complaints, and before long, the trio was seated in his bubble, rapidly flying away.

"Where are the scouts that left with us?" Lev broke the silence after half an hour.

"They went ahead after Drakys got the clear to roam freely," Sherron replied, eyes closed. "Blood Tide is guarding the walls for now. The strategists have free rein to arrange the subsequent forces in the meantime. It will be a good opportunity for Diviners and Strategists to level their skills by gathering the core members and assigning them tasks."

"They earn essence like that?"

"Yep. It's not their main source, as they level mostly by doing what their class suggests, but accurate predictions and good performance can often result in bursts of essence, too."

Interesting stuff.

He filed that information away, unsure if he would ever need it. Instead, he closed his eyes, too, focusing on his mana perception and senses in general.

Sherron was training, sending waves of near-invisible lightning through her hair. When they reached the end of her lustrous hair, the waves rebounded, returning to her scalp before repeating the cycle.

The sheer control required for such intricate manipulation was so far beyond him, it wasn't even funny. He knew just how dense and potent Sherron's lightning was, except it was probably much harder to control in such small amounts. Lightning was erratic by nature, after all, and the element running through her hair didn't as much as disturb a single strand.

Melvine, too, was training, but in a different way. Her eyes were staring at the clear sky as she meditated on her element. It coursed through her body without as much as reducing the surrounding temperature, showing her impressive degree of control.

Most of Lev's focus was on his orbs, however. Ten darts ran amok in two of them, and combined with keeping the bubble going at full speed, he just barely had the mental faculties to observe the other two passengers.

Then both of the orbs exploded when Drakys landed on top of the bubble.

Neither Sherron's nor Melvine's training had been interrupted by that disturbance. Only Lev's control had faltered, exactly what Drakys had wanted to show him.

That didn't make it any less annoying, though.

Giving him a blank stare, Lev formed an entrance for Drakys, who nimbly landed next to him and Sherron. A carpet was summoned, oozing comfort and softness, and the Exalted sat atop it.

[

Carpet - Epic

]

Carpet, Lev repeated in his head, holding back a smile. That was oddly funny.

"That's a nice carpet," he said aloud, nodding sagely.

"It is, indeed, a great carpet," Drakys nodded back, the epitome of seriousness. Sherron peeked an eye open and glanced at both of them before closing it.

Lev recreated his lost orbs and moved them to the corner of the bubble again, in case they exploded. Five lightning darts formed inside each, letting him retain the ability to think and talk freely while training in the background. Even now, he couldn't split his mind in more than two directions effectively, and the second part was dealing with his armor's enchantments constantly running in its passive state, as well as the bubble's flight.

"So," he began, looking at Drakys. "What's the deal with spectral monsters? You guys have been strangely secretive about them."

"There's nothing to hide, Lev. You just can't understand until you see them yourself."

"That bad?"

"Bad? No, not really. Again, you will see."

That put an end to the conversation. Sherron and Melvine didn't react either, so he returned to his silent training.

Despite his Consistent Mana Channeling having hit the level cap, Lev couldn't feel the skill's ceiling. All of its potential had been unlocked, and it was up to him to realize it.

To that end, he summoned the shadow converter in his lap. With two orbs constantly running in the background, using shadow mana would be incredibly challenging— exactly why he was going to attempt it.

A bit of his mana was converted with the usual horrible efficiency. It was scooped up by a small barrier ball, where it remained stationary for now. Seconds passed without any observable effects from the infusion, and when he was certain that nothing had suddenly changed, Lev sent the mana into one of his empty training orbs.

The first layer simply accepted the shadow mana. Like before, it remained inert inside his barrier with negligible passive loss. A strong nudge coaxed a part of it to enter the second layer, and immediately, Lev's brows furrowed. The mana stubbornly resisted being split into multiple streams, clinging to the blob shape.

Four lightning darts in the other orbs were allowed to dissipate to open up more focus. All of it was directed to the shadow mana that, after considerable effort, was divided into five small streams. Making them move was thankfully an easier task, but the deeper Lev went into the layers, the harder it became to progress.

The shadow streams were still too thick for the carved channels. Attempts to make them thinner threatened to disperse them, making him restart the exercise. A smaller amount of shadow mana was teleported to the first layer, divided into three tiny streams instead of five.

Even then, it took a few minutes to gradually shave off the edges of the streams and make them viable. Compared to the ten seconds he needed for lightning mana, it took five minutes for all of the shadow mana to reach the third layer.

Knowing what to expect, he tried to carry the mana deeper into the new layer, only for it to be snatched up by the enchantments. He couldn't hope to stop the process with his current attributes, skills, and practice, so he put the orb away and slumped in his seat with a sigh.

"You've improved," Drakys idly commented, eyes still closed as he, too, meditated.

"A little."

"That is not a little, no matter how you look at it. Shadow mana requires matching skills to be used efficiently. Granted, that wasn't some grand display, but it was still significantly better than your first attempt."

Lev didn't reply. He scanned his mental state instead, one that didn't think twice before pushing away the praise. The recent experience still lingered there in all its glory, making the improvements seem small and insignificant.

He also didn't know how to change that. Shaking away the downer thoughts, he ignored Drakys's compliment and instead formed eight more lightning darts inside both of the first two orbs. The difficulty immediately spiked to the extreme, and the next few hours passed with him keeping the orbs from exploding again.

"We're here," Drakys broke the silence. "Stop before you ram into that thing."

What thing? Lev turned around and sucked in a sharp breath. Since they were flying only two dozen meters above ground to avoid aerial predators, his bubble was on its way to collide with the first spectral monster he had ever set his eyes on.

Sherron's words made more sense now.

In front of him was a monstrosity that he couldn't compare with anything he had seen before. Utterly alien, it floated like a bizarre jellyfish with eight long tentacles almost reaching the ground. Two strange organs pulsed with mana inside its transparent grey and black body, radiating a sense of danger more confusing than alarming.

[Spectral Reaver - ??]

Before his nerves could get the better of him, Lev controlled the bubble to make distance and observe the monster from a safe distance. It didn't as much as twitch in their presence, content with flying in the abstract direction.

"… Are all of them that strong?"

"Nope," Sherron snorted. "Just your luck. It's rare to ever find third-threshold spectral monsters. Give it a wide berth and keep moving."

Doing as he was told, Lev didn't miss the chance to observe it from different angles. Some of the tentacles were low enough to touch blades of grass, doing absolutely nothing to them. Even the pulses of mana produced from its body didn't cause any reaction in the environment, and neither did the ambient mana interact with the Reaver in any way.

What an intriguing existence, Lev mused, turning around when they were far away. A new phenomenon was making itself known as the grass became darker and darker, transitioning into a green so dark it bordered on black.

No one around him was worried, so he stayed silent. Within a few minutes, the grass was uniformly black, and even the sunlight reaching them had become less effective.

Lev cautiously peered into the gloomy surroundings, wondering what caused the sunlight to be affected. The grass could be explained by spectral mana seeping into the ground, but as far as he could detect, there was barely any of that in the air.

"How far do we need to go?"

Drakys contemplated for a moment before answering, "We're deep enough. Lower the bubble."

Doing as he was told, the company stepped onto the dark grassland. Lev was acutely aware of how durable this new grass was compared to its normal counterpart, and he ignored the looks sent his way as he tried to break a few blades with his armor's boots.

It took a few surprisingly long seconds to do that. Then he moved on as if nothing had happened, waiting for someone to take the lead.

Drakys didn't move, however. The Exalted was content with scanning his surroundings, and the reason became obvious when reverberating screeches reached them.

Stargazer appeared in his hands, infused with lightning. When no one warned him against the bright and loud element, he channeled even more of the mana into his armor while powering up its enchantments.

Two monsters became visible on the horizon, their towering forms visible despite the massive distance. Lev waited for them to reach him. So close to the others, he could survive any nasty surprises without fearing for his life.

This mana is becoming weirder and weirder, he noted in the meantime, eyes never leaving the approaching enemies. How the hell did it make sound travel so far so efficiently? I don't think there was any loss even from such a great distance.

Spectral monsters were known to be dangerous, except he still knew suspiciously little about their capabilities. He assumed it was some sort of a test, or perhaps it was just the tried and tested method of letting him fuck around and find out.

Either way, he prepared himself for a difficult battle when the monsters came close enough to Identify.

[Spectral Ghoul - Level 440]

[Spectral Ghoul - Level 439]

"Any tips?" he voiced, not expecting an answer.

"Don't let yourself be surrounded by too much of their mana," Drakys unexpectedly answered. "Focus on your Perception skills as much as possible. The new additions should make things considerably easier, but that might not be the case. Be prepared for anything."

Lev looked at Sherron, who looked back. Raising a hand, a burst of lightning formed atop it before dispersing, relaying her message quite clearly.

Lightning was effective.

Turning to Melvine, he waited for any words or gestures of wisdom. The warrior merely shrugged and mimed slashing with her right hand.

Lev resisted a snort and turned around. Both ghouls towered over him, twice as tall and similarly wide. Their arms bulged with corded muscles, and a single glance was enough to deduce that the spectral mana running through them was a potent body enhancement skill.

"Good luck," Drakys called out. Lev hesitated for a short moment, confused as to why the Exalted thought he would struggle to that degree, before banishing those thoughts.

He had two monsters to kill.
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Before the monsters could jump on him, Lev darted back. He avoided going deeper into the Deadlands and let the monsters chase after him, which they did while ignoring everyone else present.

My aura works on them, he noted, observing just how fast they were. As far as he could tell, there were no external skills at play, only the sheer power of their bodies.

When there were only a few hundred meters between them, arrows formed behind him. Lightning was channeled into them without holding back before they were fired. The dim sky turned bright blue in their passing, and it spoke to Lev's improved control and willpower that none of the mana leaked during the flight.

His opinion about the ghouls was revised several times when they dodged most of his arrows, dashing diagonally with precision that made him do a double-take. Craters formed underneath their feet with each step, providing them more than enough speed to come out relatively unscathed.

Lev was already flying higher and away from melee when a burst of spectral mana reached him. Originating from both monsters, it quickly enveloped a large area surrounding him, immediately reducing the effectiveness of his Perception.

Then it rushed towards his armor and Stargazer's blade, attempting to corrode both barrier constructs. Lightning mana pushed back the assault, reducing the corrosion to a crawl.

Instead of simply continuing or backing off, the spectral mana condensed, attacking again with renewed vigor. Brute force was deployed this time, and before Lev could think of countering it, both of the ghouls flew at him.

Caught off guard, he hurled himself towards the ground, avoiding their lunge. Knowing what to expect, he was prepared for when they absorbed their momentum and changed direction quickly, only for a barrage of infused arrows to rush towards them.

It didn't have the desired effect, however. Spectral mana corroded their forms and caused a significant portion of the infused lightning to leak before the arrows reached the target, and when they did land, much of the attack was negated by the body enhancement.

The ghouls sped up and pounced on the small opening. Lightning slowly flickered out in his armor, replaced by bright blue flames that also rushed into his glaive. Stargazer blocked the punch from the first, one that launched him backwards like a missile.

Before the second ghoul could reach him, Lev quickly took control of his flight and landed on the ground and dashed to the right, just barely dodging the second ghoul's kick. It had accounted for that, and a blob of spectral mana flew at the approaching glaive, attempting to snuff out the blue flames inside and break the barrier blade.

The Superior weapon didn't even register the interference. Blue fire roared out of the blade in a crescent slash, one piercing through most of the ghoul's defenses. A deep gouge was carved on its chest before the slash exploded, throwing them away from each other.

Lev wasn't given a moment to orient himself before a massive fist crashed into his chest. All of the absorption formations and the enhanced durability just barely saved his armor from exploding into pieces, but even then, several enchantments were damaged.

The heat rose exponentially as Flameforged Constitution suddenly stopped working. He hastily took control of all the blue fire melting through his armor and released it in a wave all around him. Grass was immediately set alight in a two dozen-meter radius before the flames exploded outward, saving him from another attack that would've surely destroyed his armor.

Making use of that opportunity, he sent a large stream of lightning into the construct and flew straight up. Enchantments were hastily fixed with the help of his carving skill's second rank, all the flaws and inefficient sections standing out.

Projectiles don't work, and my armor is also just barely enough to survive the corrosion effect. A concentrated attack still pierces through, though with difficulty. What a vile type of monster.

He couldn't help but grin after realizing that. Their specialty left only one effective type of combat. Lightning and blue fire streamed into his armor in equal measure, raising both his speed and strength explosively while also making his armor more durable.

This time, he didn't wait for the ghouls that had just noticed his new location. Lev descended like a comet, targeting the one bleeding from its chest. The wound healed at a speed noticeable to the naked eye, and he would rather not let the effort go to waste.

The ghoul, noticing his approach, raised its leg high before slamming it down. Around it, the ground splintered and cracked as clumps of dirt and stone rose. Hardened by the spectral mana seeping into the land for ages, the chunks were durable enough to survive the kicks that launched them towards Lev.

Walls flew out of his bubble and blocked most of them. A few were dodged with ease, courtesy of his high Perception even in its diminished state, and the rest were destroyed by lightning arrows.

When he got close, an especially large chunk of stone almost hit him. Lev swiveled around it by imbuing a large chunk of lightning, and raised Stargazer to block the kick of the ghoul stuck to the boulder's back.

It launched him straight towards the second monster, one that was smashed into the ground when a fully powered shieldwall dropped on top of it. The construct moved out of the way in the same instant with considerable effort on his part, and he landed in front of the ghoul that was already on its feet.

Too late, it raised an arm to block Stargazer. The glaive enlarged the cut on its chest, the blue flames searing it in the meantime. In the same motion, Lev deflected the second monster's arm with the glaive's pole before smashing its tip on the monster's head.

With its weight raised to obscene heights for that single moment, the ghoul's skull rocked back. Instead of pursuing the opening, he turned around and slashed at the wounded ghoul's neck.

It reacted fast enough this time, ducking the blow and backtracking to create distance. A shieldwall behind its back blocked its retreat and made it stagger, and Lev raised his right arm, one on the cusp exploding from the sheer amount of lightning stored inside.

His world turned blue for an instant. Notifications rang in the back of his mind, but another ghoul was lunging for him. Ducking under its meaty arms, Lev also staggered back when a dense chunk of spectral mana flew at his face.

Several of his enchantments shut off, mainly the enhancement formation. Speed and strength suddenly much lower, he couldn't react in time when two big hands grabbed him from either side.

Releasing a wave of blue flames didn't make the ghoul let go, though it finally did when the bottom edge of Lev's invisible bubble smashed into its face. The barrier construct cracked from the impact, yet the ghoul quickly righted itself, dodging Lev's thrust and retaliating with a blindingly fast punch.

This is getting a bit ridiculous, he thought, fixing his dented and damaged armor as he flew back like a bullet. If it wasn't for the versatility afforded by his class, Lev wouldn't be able to face the monsters with his current physical strength.

That thought was further proven when the ghoul ran up to him, uncaring about how much mana it used to empower itself. Even now, the monster either didn't have or refused to show ranged attacks, and it raised both arms before bringing them down.

A shieldwall appeared in front of them, giving Lev enough time to fly out of the way before it was smashed to the ground. The force behind the attack uprooted a large chunk of the grassland around it, momentarily providing him a bit of cover.

The ghoul barreled through the risen dirt and stone, right into his waiting glaive. It ducked, and as Stargazer harmlessly flew over its head, invisible cables tightened around its waist.

They survived for a single instant, and that was enough. A condensed beam of fire landed squarely on the ghoul's chest, hurling it back. The monster, disoriented and skipping on the ground, was somehow still alive.

Lev was moving before the blast from the beam could dissipate. Skirting around its edges, he shot towards the monster while leaving a trail of lightning and fire in his wake. Stargazer was swung wide, the blade slamming into the ghoul's chest as a shieldwall dropped in its trajectory, stopping its momentum as its back slammed into the construct.

The prepared fire slash was released halfway inside its chest, completely decimating the monster's torso.

[

You have slain [Spectral Ghoul - Level 440]

You have slain [Spectral Ghoul - Level 439]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 274

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 275

Arcane Protection has reached 4th Level 4

Fracturing Wave has reached 2nd Level 2

]

The points were invested quickly; five into Wisdom, and just as many into Intelligence. He still hadn't gone wrong with the usual distribution of 20 into Wisdom, and ten into Constitution, Perception, and Intelligence for every 50 attribute points, though the next 15 levels were going to skew things a bit so he could hit 1000 Wisdom quicker.

Surely, there was a title waiting for him at that point.

"I was prepared to intervene," Sherron remarked from above. She landed quietly and let the robot-spider-thing extract the only remaining core.

Lev didn't reply immediately, observing the first ghoul his overloaded lightning bolt had killed. The blank shot had let him accurately target the head, which was the only reason it died so quickly. The rest of the body was fully intact, and within a minute, the spider proudly exited a cavity on its chest while holding the core above it with two limbs.

"A warning wouldn't have hurt," Lev said, grabbing the core with a barrier thread.

[

Spectral Ghoul Core - Rare

Possesses extraordinary mana conductivity and decent mana capacity. Useful in crafting.

]

Hmm, it's usually the other way around.

"You wouldn't have gotten two whole levels, then," Sherron commented, unapologetic. He understood enough not to blame her in any capacity, not like he would've even if there was a reason to.

They both flew back to the original spot. Drakys started moving deeper into the land without speaking, and the rest followed behind.

While they advanced at a controlled pace, scouting thoroughly for any dangers in the meantime, Lev paid more attention to the ambient mana.

Spectral mana was elusive, except it also… wasn't? Unlike Shadow Mana, which was incredibly difficult to Master, spectral mana was simpler to access and control. Then there was the matter of utilizing it for something, and everything suddenly came to a stop.

The small amount he gathered did absolutely nothing when infused into his armor, and imbuing it was similarly impossible. It was simply not built to be used by humans, and Lev also hadn't ever heard of a class that used spectral mana.

"What does spectral mana do for humans?" Lev asked out loud once he failed to find anything else.

"Kill you, if you try to channel it through your body. Slowly at first until you're too damaged and broken to resist it."

He looked at Sherron silently for a moment before returning to staring ahead. They were approaching what seemed to be another threshold into the Deadlands, and he could feel the density of spectral mana inside rise sharply.

"This is the second layer of the Deadlands," Drakys explained after stopping a few hundred meters away. "The monsters don't get stronger, and they also don't appear more frequently. Only the ambient mana sees both a qualitative and quantitative change."

"Why?"

"You really expect us to know?" Sherron said, shooting him a smirk. "It just does."

"How very… knowledgeable," Lev drawled, his tone oozing sarcasm. A lightning dart appeared above the Exalted's raised finger, so he shamelessly took a few steps to hide behind Drakys.

"Protect me," he whispered, eyes locked onto that dart. Now that he wasn't at the risk of dying from a small graze of Sherron's element, she might just shoot one at him.

"I feel like our roles are reversed here," Drakys mused, glancing at Lev with mock seriousness. "Aren't you supposed to protect your elders?"

Lev stared back for a full second, silent all the while. It took considerable power of will not to reply with something sassy or sarcastic. Instead, he took a deep breath and opted to stare at the wall of darkness in front of him, ignoring Melvine's curious gaze.

"Right," he changed the subject. "Second layer?"

"Let's stay here for now," Drakys said, gazing intently at the start of the layer as well. "If something does jump out, we will have a few moments to react."

That made sense, so Lev also summoned a barrier platform for himself. Stepping on it, he flew back and ascended a few hundred meters before summoning a chair.

The vantage point ensured that he got a clear view of the flat surroundings, and his invisible bubble also hovered directly behind him to prevent any nasty surprises. Several more concealed walls were present nearby, covering him from every angle.

I wonder why the spectral mana is so harmful to humans. Going by the name, it's more suited for undead beings or something similar, and the spectral creatures we have seen so far fit the bill. But we can also channel so many different mana types through our bodies. Why is this one any different?

Such questions plagued his mind, resulting in several theories without any substance. It was also reasonable to assume that researchers hadn't dove deep into the mana that seemed like a dead end, and if even Exalted like the two accompanying him didn't have answers, then no one did.

Leaning back into his chair, Lev peered deep into the second layer of the Deadlands. Its boundary was distinct, as if a new video game biome suddenly started after a fixed line, and it also didn't block any attempts at observation and scanning.

Absorbed in his thoughts, he had no way to detect when space rippled around him, and the flow of time stopped entirely.
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It took a few moments for Lev to notice something was wrong. His brain scrambled to make connections, confused as to why he couldn't breathe. Atmospheric pressure had suddenly ceased to exist, and even his body felt light as a feather, for gravity was also no longer effective.

Instincts, Perception, and skills all kicked into overdrive as he glanced around, drinking in every possible detail in a blink. Pushing through a blinding headache, he noticed how the grass underneath had stopped completely, not even twitching. Then his gaze turned to the humans, and they, too, were frozen entirely.

He involuntarily gulped, acutely aware of the sweat flowing down his back. Manually inhaling air, it took considerable effort to exhale it back out as he got up from his chair.

What… what now? Lev finished the thought tiredly, shoulders slumped, and eyes resigned. Is this some application of kinetic energy? Space? Time? Why is nothing moving?

Jumping off his platform, he nudged it slightly, finding his manipulation just as responsible as before. His bubble could also move freely, except his body floated in zero gravity, needing another mental nudge to his armor to glide towards the stationary Exalteds and Melvine.

Coming to a stop in front of Exalted, he let cold shivers flow through his body and spine while waving a hand in front of her face. Her eyes remained still, and even her heartbeat and mana were halted entirely.

Drakys and Melvine were similarly affected, either unable to move despite being able to perceive their surroundings, or simply not living in the same world as Lev currently was.

Seconds, or at least what he perceived as seconds, passed with nothing else happening. A stream of mana was channeled into his converters. Lightning was teleported to his right arm and fire into the left.

Raising them both, he let the mana seep out freely into the air. Just like everything else, both clumps of mana moved away from him for a split second before they paused, frozen like everything else around him.

I'm the only one free to move. Everything controlled by my skills also counts for that.

He didn't know what to do with that information. Minutes had passed in the unmoving atmosphere already without anything going down. No monster had tried to eat off his face, nor had the planet suddenly turned upside down to swallow him whole.

Lev was too wary of moving away from the Exalted, however. Even if they were frozen, he really didn't want to be alone during… whatever was happening right now. Granted, it wouldn't help at all to be near fellow humans, but it at least assisted in keeping the panic at bay.

Calling his bubble down to the ground, he streamed his regeneration into the fire converters, slowly powering up the fire cannons situated atop the construct. Enchantments were also filled with mana, though he only ran them at half their power to not dig into his pool.

Many more minutes passed, and by now, his nerves had settled almost completely, especially because his Epic suit started pulling in air and creating an artificial pressure to let him breathe as a part of its enchantments. Mentally prepared to tackle whatever the world was going to throw at him, even if it was the last battle he ever fought, Lev decided to enjoy his time in the meantime. Death could be approaching swiftly— he had no way to know.

So, he created a few barrier plates. Each was easily large enough for him to stand on top of, and he sent them to the edge of his manipulation range. When over two dozen of them were spread out, he commanded his willpower to make sure the plates remained within his manipulation range without falling out.

Taking control of his armor, he refrained from imbuing any elements and lunged. His flight was significantly faster than before, though it wasn't as fast as he expected. Air resistance hadn't vanished suddenly, even if it was entirely still; he needed to displace it with his armor to fly.

Landing on the most distant plate, he paused for a moment to ensure that all of the platforms were still under his control. Willpower hadn't failed him, so he jumped again, this time diagonally.

Again and again, he hopped from plate to plate, gradually increasing his speed all the time. Feeling himself glide forward without anything except the initial push was exhilarating, almost making him forget to scan his surroundings while keeping a tight leash on his armor and equipment.

While he had his fun, more barrier platforms formed, stabbed into the ground while fixed atop a pole. Situated much further than his range, Lev ensured that they were stable before moving on, creating more of them.

When there were fifty of them in total, lightning streamed into his armor. So far, the hops had taken little to no effort, and he wanted to find just how fast he could move now.

Imbued to the limit, his armor shot off at the slightest signal. It was way faster than Lev anticipated, and he just barely controlled his speed before landing on one of the platforms. The construct cracked underneath his feet, absorbing the impact.

Whew, this is fun.

Breathing in deeply, he sent puffs of restoration mana to his head to heal against the damage from observing too many things at once, and jumped again. Prepared for what was coming, he didn't accelerate to the maximum.

Still, he almost slid off the targeted platform. His mind keenly felt the jolt from stopping his momentum abruptly, which he pushed away. That was good training, especially because there was only one living being in his vicinity.

Focusing as deeply as possible, he chose a platform to his left and lunged. This time, he didn't hold back and tore through the suspended air like a bullet. Overloading the platform at the last moment was the only thing that kept it intact, and Lev didn't stop after landing.

Immediately, he pushed off to the next, leaving a burning trail of lightning in his wake. Faster than he had ever flown before, his foot tapped the platform once before he flew towards the next in line.

In less than ten seconds, he flew to all of the fifty platforms before repeating the cycle. By now, a track of frozen lightning had formed atop the smattering of platforms, suspended in time like everything else.

His armor powered through it without trouble. Another lap was completed before he upped the amount of lightning channeling into his armor, almost crashing instantly. All of his training paid off, letting him control the destructive element and imbue it with excellent efficiency, which bumped up his speed another notch.

More lightning appeared in his passing, the little waste accumulating over time. Lev passed through the trail without care, displacing it to the sides and dividing it into two. His entire being was focused on not crashing and empowering the platform at the right time.

The speed at which he was flying was beyond what even the bubble could manage at its maximum. Each tap of his armor's boot produced a shockwave that traveled for a few inches before freezing, not producing any sound. Yet the power was undeniable, jolting his mind with every impact as he jumped from a platform.

When his mind felt like it was on fire from juggling so many tasks at once, a notification popped into view. The relief from seeing it was so immense that his flight went out of control immediately, launching him towards the second layer of the Deadlands.

Unconcerned with where he was going, Lev read the notification.

[

Arcane Passage has reached 4th Level 3

]

It tasted so sweet because it could very well be his last improvement.

Lev sighed silently, hyped himself up for the umpteenth time, and finally looked in the direction of the being watching him.

A moose stood there, watching him with equal parts curiosity and patience. Lev had to crane his neck to even look at its eyes, and inside that darkness, motes of mana swirled like stars, both haunting and mesmerizing in how they formed a nebula inside the pupils.

Then the creature tilted its head, and the spell broke. Lev belatedly remembered to breathe, suddenly realizing several minutes had passed. Chest heaving, it took several minutes for his head to stop hurting and his vision to stop darkening.

Looking back at the moose again, he noted how its antlers were made of a light black material. They bent light with casual ease, making the area around the being gloomier, which only served to highlight the rest of its body.

Standing at over twenty meters tall, just the tip of its hooves was enough to smash him to paste. Lev didn't stare at its body for long, one similar in color to the antlers, and instead stared into its eyes while summoning a cup of hot chocolate milk for himself.

What else could he do? Identify had triggered several times, and it returned the same result with each attempt.

[Immortal Spectral Tyrant - ??]

"Hi," Lev said, sipping his drink.

"Salutations, human."

And just like that, Lev passed out, his brain shutting down in self-defense after hearing the mental communication.

**

When he woke up again, it was with a long, world-weary sigh. Time was still suspended, and everything that had just happened wasn't a dream.

Unfortunately.

The moose sat beside him, still as patient as before. Getting up, he risked looking into the creature's eyes again. Nothing tried to hypnotize him this time, letting him observe the beautiful orbs of darkness for a few long seconds.

Then he shook his head, and inhaling deeply, he spoke again.

"Greetings…" Lev trailed off, realizing he didn't know how to address the being.

An answer came. He winced, expecting another unintended assault on his mind. That didn't happen, and a pulse of mana loaded with meaning replied to his earlier words.

"Greetings, human," the moose answered, its voice containing a tinge of fondness, as well as many other indecipherable emotions. "Is this means of communication more preferable?"

Lev gulped, trying and failing to understand how the ambient mana suddenly spoke to him. Moreover, the voice sounded masculine, so he replied, "It is, sir."

"It was not my intention to harm you in any way, let alone rob you of consciousness. For that, you have my apologies."

For several seconds, Lev stared at the being, debating whether he was serious or not. There were no traces of mockery or falsehood in the Tyrant's words, nor could he detect any other malicious intentions.

"There's no need to apologize," Lev replied with a nervous chuckle. Pushing down the rising panic, he got straight to the point. "What is happening? Why is everything frozen?"

The Tyrant lowered his head, staring down at the human in front of him. "Does your kind not have the capabilities to influence time? We're currently in an isolated bubble, and you will be deposited at the same point in time once I leave."

… I have so many questions, Lev thought to himself, panic taking a backseat. Instead, he sat down on the black grassland and crossed his legs.

"Time? As in… there's time mana?"

"Fascinating," the tyrant remarked, straightening again. "Indeed, it is a relatively simple application of time mana. I detected a curious presence near the edges of my claim. How fortuitous it was to stumble upon you, young human."

"Stumble upon me…?"

A sound suspiciously similar to a laugh reached his ears, produced neither by the stilled air nor by the moose in front of him. Spectral mana had somehow produced it, a feat he couldn't even begin to wrap his head around.

"Let us start from the start. Follow me. I will answer your questions once we find a more suitable location to converse."

Lev didn't dare defy the being. Glancing behind him, the humans accompanying him were still frozen, though the moose took notice of that as well. A small puff of spectral mana was gathered from the ambient mana, and it gave rise to the strongest ward Lev had ever seen.

It accomplished several features. The humans turned completely invisible and unnoticeable to everyone but Lev and the tyrant, and the ward also protected them from any external attacks.

Breathing out a sigh, he turned around again and followed behind the moose. It gave him more time to observe the creature, specifically how it walked without producing any sounds or displacing the air.

Craning his neck, he also noted that the antlers produced a curious effect. They seemed more… real than anything else around him, something he had no explanation for. Even the ambient mana didn't react with them, but Lev knew without a shadow of a doubt that the antlers were special beyond his imagination.

Silently, both the human and the majestic, towering moose made their way deeper into the second layer of the Deadlands. Nothing happened when he stepped through the threshold, and the tyrant also didn't stop when they reached the first frozen monsters.

[Spectral Ghoul - Level 487]

[Spectral Reaver - ??]

Lev gave them both a wide berth, especially the latter. Passing close by let him know about the monster's skills better, and he definitely wasn't interested in dying from having his vitality sucked out by tentacles.

The moose, noticing his wariness, casually erased both the monsters.

Continuing deeper, the Tyrant stopped on a random spot, deeming it good enough for his mysterious purposes. Lev also paused, waiting for the moose to do something, and it did.

He could only watch with his jaw dropped as the massive creature lowered to the ground, its giant legs folding as it sat down, eyes trained on Lev.

"This is far enough, young human. We may now speak freely, shielded from prying eyes."

A pulse of mana accompanied those words, erecting an unimaginably potent privacy ward, one that could just as easily trap him inside with no hopes for escape.
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  Lev's brain needed a few moments to return to reality. The moose had sat down, yet that did nothing to diminish his grandeur. If anything, the way he still towered over Lev was more terrifying, requiring him to crane his neck to look into its eyes.

Shaking the distractions away, he summoned a cushion for himself and sat down atop it. The moose hadn't given his name so far, and Lev wasn't going to risk stepping on his toes by asking for it.

…

I swear to Monarch, he's enjoying my discomfort, Lev thought to himself, not looking up except to occasionally confirm that the moose was still there and stationary. He didn't even know what to expect if the Tyrant did move.

"Ask, and you will receive your answers."

The words were spoken so casually and sincerely that Lev had no reason to doubt them. Even then, he refused to phrase his questions like demands. Offending the being would be catastrophic for humanity, so he began with a simple question to sate his curiosity and start the conversation.

"Why is everything… paused right now?"

"We're merely in an isolated bubble, plucked from the normal flow of time," the tyrant answered. "Tell me, what do you know about time?"

"It just passes?" Lev replied lamely. "I don't know anything about it beyond the passage of time."

"But how does it pass?"

"Like a river? It flows endlessly, and everything follows."

"A river… that is a good comparison, not dissimilar to our own," the moose mused, turning his head slightly to look at something beyond the Deadlands. Lev followed his gaze, finding nothing new or moving. Then the majestic being continued.

"It is inherently wrong to compare time to such a tiny body of water, but it is a good example. Time does more than just flow. It is responsible for stability in the universe. Be it mana, souls, life, or anything else, time is the sole reason they do not stagnate endlessly and turn the universe into an abominable wasteland. It ensures that reality keeps moving forward, ever-changing and ever-evolving.

"Many have theorized the origin of time, as well as the planes in which it flows. I, even at the peak of my strength, haven't gotten any closer to the answer. At most, it is possible to influence the "flow" of time slightly around you, accomplishing small tricks such as momentarily stepping out of the river. Time may seem frozen to you, yet it is anything but. I've merely extracted ourselves from its influence, and the cost to do so rises with every passing perceived instant."

Lev rapidly digested that new information, drinking in every word. His mind stubbornly clung to one detail, though.

"Can I share this with other humans?"

The tyrant laughed. "Of course, young one. I shall only share with you knowledge that won't bring you harm."

"Thank you," Lev bowed his head slightly for a second. "Why is the cost to keep us here rising?"

"Because, essentially, I'm going against time to keep ourselves here. There are ways to circumvent this cost limitation to a great degree, of course. We only need to be present here for a short time, rendering those means excessive. As it stands, the more this isolated pocket is "stretched," the harder time will try to fix the anomaly. Since the scale is so negligible, it won't do anything more than push the pocket back into place, which requires a steadily increasing cost to resist."

"So, basically, we're outside of the normal flow of time, and the humans I was present with earlier are completely untouched. Is it only the two of us that are affected?"

"Correct."

"And they won't even realize what had happened once we're done?"

"Indeed."

"That's… scary," Lev voiced. The weight of the situation that was slowly becoming lighter dropped back on his shoulders, reminding him not to become too casual.

"Time is only scary until you can perceive it," the Tyrant remarked, his voice understanding. "Once you learn about this field of mana, the primordial force stops being elusive and mysterious."

"Which just happens to be pretty much impossible. I mean, humans didn't even know that time mana existed. The closest we've gotten is space mana, and… wait, are space and time linked?"

"They are. On a level far more fundamental than most concepts in the universe."

"Right, so we basically know nothing," Lev concluded, holding back a smile at the ridiculousness. He couldn't wait to talk about this stuff with Alec. "I don't think I can hold back this question anymore. Why are your antlers so special?"

His heart sank when the moose moved, slowly enough not to scare him, yet the act itself was terrifying. His massive face lowered and moved forward until Lev was looking directly into his eyes.

Then a puff of spectral mana grabbed him and threw him on top of the tyrant's head, right on top of the antlers.

His armor smacked into the bone surface, not passing through like he was expecting. Instead, he held on for dear life, unable to comprehend what he was living through.

Then a few moments passed. Deep breaths echoed in the area, and a distant part of his mind also realized that the moose had yet to inhale even once. He didn't have an aura, didn't leak any mana, avoided smothering Lev with his presence, and now didn't even use any of the frozen oxygen for himself.

It was frankly unreal how lucky Lev could be at times.

Then his usual stupidity reared its head, and he peered into the antlers with his mana perception.

It was also comical how dumb he could be, which the Tyrant was already learning as an unconscious Lev tumbled off his head.

**

"Curiosity is indeed a curse."

That was the first thing he heard when Lev opened his eyes, immediately groaning in pain. His head felt like it had been used as a mop to wipe the floor, and the coppery taste in his mouth also reminded him of what he had just done.

He held out his hand to summon his refillable canteen— it didn't work. Tilting his head, he tried again, only for the ring to remain inert.

"Erm…"

"That trinket is trying and failing to interact with space in this pocket. Why do you need to use it?"

"I just wanted to bring out some water to rinse my mouth," he replied with a shrug, about to move on when the tyrant peered at the ring. A noticeable surge of spectral mana rushed into the item, and then it was done. Lev quickly identified the result.

[

Storage Ring - Superior

Disguise: Storage Ring - Rare

Enchantments: Impeccable Stability, Enlarged Space, Disguise.

]

… Should I even question it? I mean, sure, I only had one Superior item, and they are extremely rare, but like… we're sitting outside of time right now. Though the enchantments don't talk about how I can summon items here, too.

Indeed, the moment he willed it, a water canteen appeared in his head. He rinsed his mouth and cleaned his nose, not bothering with anything except his face. The skinsuit underneath would clean those anyway.

Ignoring the ring that had five times more capacity than before, as well as the capability to store a crap ton of cores inside, he looked at the Tyrant's antlers again. A moment later, he was deposited on top of them, and this time, he sagely kept all his senses to the absolute minimum.

"They don't feel like anything unusual to the touch," Lev commented, glancing at the Tyrant. By now, most of his worries about offending the being had melted away, so he patted the bone twice just to make sure. His hands slapped it like they would bone, which further proved his point. The antlers weren't made of mana.

"They are inert right now, young one. To avoid revealing too much, all I can say is that they become active only when battling. I have not had to use them in quite some time."

"Whoa, so they're like a focus? Don't answer that, I'm just mumbling," he added and flew back down. It was about time he got to the real questions. "Why am I here?"

"What do you think, human?" he questioned back, showing some amusement.

"Because… well, I know a name and a word. I'm not sure if I'm allowed to say either out loud."

"If you are already aware of them, there are no more restrictions on how you may use them. The System would've removed your memories otherwise."

Lev nodded slowly. "Who is Kassavin?"

"What do you suspect?"

"A god," he replied plainly. "Nothing else makes sense. I mean, you're sitting right in front of me, and The System has yet to intervene."

"To see someone so young and fragile refer to gods so carelessly," the moose snorted, the stars in its eyes swirling to show its mirth. "It is refreshing, for you are also the Favored of Kassavin."

A thunderbolt went off in Lev's head, and half of the memory from fighting the Shade Brute was suddenly unlocked. He had called himself the Favored of Kassavin without realizing, and the meaning now unfurled in his mind in all its glory.

[

You have Revealed a Hidden Title.

]

[

Favored of Kassavin:

To reincarnate means to possess an undaunting will, and to do that as a human means you are truly something special. You have caught the eye of The Sanctuary and have been chosen as favored.

Being a favored means that the title will have no effects on your progress and evolutions. It is merely a mark of recognition.

]

**

The Tyrant watched as the human sank to his knees, a side effect of having memories unlocked. It wouldn't take long for the boy to regain control of his body.

Leaving the human with his realizations and notifications, the moose looked to the side again. Beyond his domain, the continent, and several oceans, Granath leisurely flew around them. The dragon's domain let it circle the small entrance of the Underworld several times during the short conversation. Connected to the isolated pocket of time, he could ensure the human's safety even better than the Tyrant himself.

"Do you think it was worth it to tell him about our Lord?" Granath sent, tone casual. "It does not impact him positively in any way, and neither will raising awareness about the title."

"He's smart," the tyrant replied. "The boy has not once tried to pry into my identity, nor has he offered anything about himself. Misguided, but the ability to keep his wits even in this situation speaks volumes about the quality of his willpower and instincts."

Granath didn't say anything, very much aware of how their reputation preceded them. It was pretty much impossible for both of them to meet other sapients without being showered in reverence.

"Misguided?" Granath asked instead.

"It's becoming obvious that the boy puts a lot of emphasis on names for unknown reasons. You know how reincarnators operate. The human is as normal as it gets."

"Surprisingly whole and stable," Granath added, agreeing with the sentiment. "He's returning to his senses. You know what not to reveal."

The Tyrant didn't reply. Domains were the most personal part of one's arsenal during the fourth threshold, and revealing anything about them too early could hurt one's progression. For someone as important as the human in front of him, causing such harm could earn him the ire of a god.

No amount of power would save him in that case.

**

Move you fuck, Lev thought angrily at his body, still unable to get back up. Somehow, the armor skill had remained active, though it still wobbled dangerously when he lost control of his body.

At least, it had let him avoid the embarrassing fate of faceplanting into black grass. He didn't give up, forcing all of his limbs to move— to do anything. A subjective minute passed that way before a finger finally twitched.

Hah!

With vengeance, he shook himself free of the foul paralysis, getting up to his feet after a few seconds. Even then, his breathing was ragged, but the evil spell was rapidly fading, letting him move around without trouble.

Lev took a deep breath once he felt himself break free completely, hopping around a few times in zero gravity. It was extremely gratifying to be in control of his bodily functions once again, and he was going to ensure that he didn't have to go through that again by making additions to his armor.

Being paralysed sucked.

Then he turned towards the moose and bowed deeply. "Thank you. That question was on my mind for years."

"I suspect you would've figured out the answer soon enough, young human. You had all the cues already, along with the desire to find out more."

Lev debated asking about whatever "Challenger" meant, then decided against it. At that point, it was obviously related to his second big secret, Reincarnation. It would also be revealed in time.

Also, he just had a hunch that the Tyrant wouldn't give him an answer.

"What does me being a Favored entail?" he asked, sitting back down.

"You will be recognized by those who can sense such marks as one of the chosen. For most, it will evoke respect and reverence. Few, however, may see you as a challenge to overcome. Not from misguided animosity, mind you, but to test their mettle against the Favored of The Sanctuary."

Oh, you've got to be shitting me.

"Are you serious… well, of course you are. I would also challenge such a being to a spar if it were safe to do so," he added with a light chuckle. "I don't need to be afraid of dying, right?"

"Human, the challenges I speak of are still far off and based on the assumption that you survive the trials arrayed in front of you. This planet is one of the most dangerous in the universe, and even the landmass we're currently standing on is full of secrets."

Which means that such beings are definitely fourth-threshold and above. Why do I have this title again?

Complaining was useless, so he simply buried that thought. There was plenty more in that place in his mind, and one more terrifying fact wasn't going to change how he kept avoiding anything related to therapy. Hugs worked better, anyway.

The moose once again looked to the side, somewhere far past Lev's range of sight. It then stood up in a smooth motion before speaking, "It seems our time here is coming to an end, youngling. While I can sustain this pocket for a while, staying longer can be seen as rude by the others."

Lev didn't bother asking who the others were. If someone could be offended by the Tyrant's actions, they had to be similarly strong. He didn't want anything to do with them.

"So…" Lev nervously began when the moose started moving back to the first layer. "Do I pass whatever test you came here for?"

He didn't receive an answer at first. They silently moved side-by-side, both lost in thought. When they neared the boundary of the second layer after ten or so minutes, the Tyrant spoke again.

"You did."

Lev's shoulders slumped in relief. He knew from the start that someone as important and strong as the being in front of him wouldn't come to the plains for no reason. The moose was testing him, asking questions while freely offering information.

He hadn't tried to act in a certain way for that reason. Lev simply asked what came to mind and refrained from being greedy for more to make a good impression, and it had worked.

"Just one last question, then."

"Go on."

"What is this region? How did it come to be?"

"Oh, this?" the moose remarked off-handedly. "This place is merely an anchor for me to teleport to from anywhere in the universe."

Lev froze mid-step, his mind going over the answer again and again. He absently stared ahead, towards the suspended humans, while digesting the not-so-subtle flex for what it was. He turned his head after a few seconds, only to find that the Tyrant was gone, and in its place hovered a small blob of spectral mana.

Time returned to normal just as the mana impacted his armor. The frozen Exalted immediately dropped to battle-ready stances, their auras rolling out as they scanned for danger. Lev had suddenly appeared in front of them, and Sherron quickly flew closer.

He didn't notice any of that, too engrossed in the spectral mana doing what he had deemed impossible earlier. It imbued his armor, and suddenly, air could phase through its rigid structure.

Lev eagerly dove into the mental feedback and memorized every single bit of it. The Exalted also did the same, their auras and skills bearing down on him with almost startling intensity.

It's actually fucking intangible, he noted, looking for other effects. Fluidity has improved a lot. No effects on speed, nor any on strength or weight.

Then the spectral fuel ran out.

"FUCK!"

He took a deep breath, surprised by his outburst. Glancing up, both Sherron and Drakys looked at him with dozens of questions in their eyes. Lev held their gaze, their frozen figures overlapping with the two deadly combatants in front of him.

That made him laugh. The sheer absurdity of the fact that two of the strongest humans had been rendered so powerless in a blink overshadowed how rude he must seem in that moment.

He laughed because, once again, he had survived an unimaginable scenario and made it out with a treasury's worth of information. The fact was setting in now that he had made it out again. His luck had continued to hold, like it always did.

And above all, he laughed because, even after going through potentially the most significant encounter in his life, absolutely nothing had changed in his schedule.

[End of Book 4]
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Jared waited atop the northern wall of the fort, keeping an eye out for any approaching avian monsters.

His team was still away on missions, guiding newbies and seasoned Adepts as they fought roaming hordes of monsters, so he was left with nothing to do. Given his brand of mana and the destructive potential of his class, leaving was also not an option, for a strong third-threshold monster approached.

It's still hard to wrap my head around this stronghold, he idly wondered, turning around for a moment. All things considered, while the fort was pretty large, there was nothing special about it. Forged out of stone, the central building was only two stories tall, with a wide roof designed for a certain barrier mage's operations.

The walls were over a hundred meters away from that building, and even now, he could feel the different types of barriers in place. From the roof, invisible yet barely perceivable threads extended to the wall, covering the whole fort in a net. The threads were, by Jared's standards, excessive and gigantic, but they got the job done perfectly when lightning flowed through them.

He had seen that happen twice. It worked like a charm on dumb birds.

While the stronghold was strong and remarkably safe even when overwhelmed by monsters, it was the speed at which it had been built that left him speechless. The moment the Exalted, Melvine, and Lev had returned, all of the non-combatants got to work.

Stone was summoned out of storage rings in mind-boggling quantities, and given that it was stored in the form of bricks, Lev had wasted no time in erecting towering walls with the help of his barriers.

Even now, after Stone Shapers had arrived and constructed proper defenses, there were still many of his barriers inside the walls, their enchantments combined with the stone.

"Everything alright?" Lev's voice suddenly reached Jared through a local communication relay.

"Yes, sir," he replied, knowing the mage didn't like to be addressed that way, though he still allowed it. "Just bored."

"Bored," Lev repeated with a chuckle. "It's funny, isn't it? We're out here, in the middle of nowhere, and constantly attacked by waves. And yet, boredom is gradually becoming a concern. Fortunately, we have a guest coming to entertain us soon."

I don't think we should be taking third-threshold monsters so casually…

Jared didn't voice that thought. Who was he kidding? He had seen the way Lev and the princess dove into battle, their auras reflecting their excitement. Sure, the approaching monster was estimated to be above level 600, but the human monsters on his side were only going to take it as a challenge to overcome.

And, as tiring as it was to admit, their attitude had rubbed off on his team, too. Rosy, in particular, had improved the most, and her frequent spars with the barrier mage encouraged her to no end. Her logic was that if a mage could enhance a single skill to such a degree, why couldn't she do better with her ridiculous class?

The best and worst part was that it actually worked. By now, Lev was hard pressed to keep up with her, and even using his evolved flames barely let him break even. Rosy took that victory with grace and gratitude, and in turn, continued to spar frequently to let the mage get better at controlling his elements.

Such thoughts continued to swirl in his mind as he got off the wall and made his way into the stronghold. He passed through the initial hallway, moved past the meeting and strategy rooms, and instead ascended to the second floor.

Acknowledging the Adept archers and scouts manning the windows, as well as the non-combatants keeping track of all the barrier cannons and normal cannons, Jared moved up the stairs to the roof.

The moment he stepped out of the stairway, his world changed. Instead of the sky, a blue dome now dominated his vision. Tables were arranged neatly along the dome's edges, holding different kinds of cores and arcane tools, tinkering with equipment. Most of them were destructive.

"How many of them broke this time?" Lev asked, not looking up from the sword he was working on. It positively radiated fire, heating up the entire bubble by merely existing.

"Surprisingly, only two of the disks were lost when the monsters grabbed them. Several more need maintenance, but they are still serviceable," Jared replied distractedly, already holding the replacements.

[

Razorwhirl - Rare

Enchantments: Durability, Sharpness, Kinetic Enhancement, Elemental Infusion

]

"Elemental infusion?" he asked aloud. "I'm assuming it is concentrated around the edges?"

"Mhm," Lev mumbled, handing him another five of the normal disks. "Let the best users of lightning and wind use these. Ask them to observe the results of the infusion. The enchantment should automate the imbuing."

Jared didn't linger after that. The barrier mage had already returned to his crafting, though he knew that Lev would never ignore him if he asked a question. Everyone was aware of the boy's freakish Perception by that point.

The fort's basement was fully illuminated and enchanted. One of the first tasks the non-combatants focused on was installing concealment wards on the bottom floor. Apparently, while the number of monsters that could burrow through the ground was low, the damage they caused was always higher for obvious reasons.

Most of the basement was used as storage for cores, stones, and other harvested resources. There were only a few rooms, and near the stairs was his destination.

Knocking on the large office doors, Jared waited to be called inside. A pulse of mana opened the doors, and he bowed his head respectfully.

"Jared, my friend," Grand Strategist Wayne commented with a polite smile. His bearing was relaxed yet prepared, borne of centuries of experience. A neatly trimmed white beard matched his immaculate uniform and the combed hair, making him radiate an aura of authority. "Take a seat."

[Strategist - Level 422]

He has gained a level, Jared noted, sitting down opposite the man. "Training is progressing smoothly, sir. The stone shapers have a surplus of exercises because of Hunter Lev's barriers, and the non-combatants are slowly adapting to the difficulty of the disks. Jonah's team has gained the most levels so far— a collective 43 of them in total."

"And what about the hunter himself?" The Strategist smoothly continued. "Does Lev intend to join the fray?"

"Given the amount of mana I could feel in his bubble, sir, I don't think there's any point in him stepping into the field."

Wayne just nodded once with a smile. "Reminds me of Alec's young days. He was more feral than Lev, though his performance also outclassed everyone else. Combat crafters, I tell you. All of them are the same."

Jared just chuckled politely, which didn't escape the strategist's notice. Before the conversation could continue, one of the dozen or so communication crystals on the table lit up. Wayne accepted the message and didn't get the chance to reply when another crystal lit up.

Wayne picked it up and sent some mana to reply when another crystal beeped, this one the largest and most intricate on the table. Jared just looked on questioningly as the strategist eventually listened to every crystal's message before glancing back.

"It is time. Your team and Isabella's team are both on their way, and the tarantula is also passing the first wards."

That was all Jared needed to hear before he quickly sprinted back up. Gravity mana enveloped him, and a few leaps were enough to jump over the wall and land on the grassland beyond.

A single push was enough to launch him to the west, where he could feel the exposed auras of his team. Not far to his left, another team approached, this one noticeably stronger than his own.

"Did you guys get the message?" Jared asked, joining them in jogging back to the fort.

"We did," Lorene replied. "Want to wait for the princess?"

Seeing no reason not to, they all slowed down. Isabella noticed that and sped up, reaching them in a few short bursts of fire.

"Yo," she greeted, very much unlike a princess. "Seems like there's no need to plan. Any last-minute changes? The monster is pretty strong, but you're free to swap roles and try out different combinations of attacks."

"Nothing of the sort, Isabella," Lorene replied, the most casual with the daunting woman in front of them. Jared still didn't know how she could act so informally with the famous fire princess, but then again, no one else in his team was as chummy with Lev as Jared.

"Alright. Mana?"

"All full," Jared replied this time. "Lev is most likely not going to join, so it will be up to us to create openings for him."

Isabella scrunched up her nose in mock distaste after hearing that. The fort was a few hundred meters away, close enough for her to hurl a small fireball at the roof. It was easily blocked by an invisible shield.

A distinctly confused pulse of mana reached them, demanding answers. Isabella raised a brow before shouting, "FUCK YOU!"

The confusion only rose before the impression morphed into something hard and long, facing upwards.

Jared facepalmed with an amused sigh, just as several people from both teams burst into laughter. Isabella herself cackled the loudest, and he had to admit, the sound was very pleasant to the ears.

Then he remembered that she was a Duke's daughter and quickly banished those thoughts.

"Alright, let's get moving," Isabella said, still smiling. "Who wants to engage first?"

"Rosy and I will move in first and create an opening. Keep an eye on your communication stones, though that job will also likely fall on my shoulders. Be prepared for ranged support."

Jared's words were easily accepted as they flew to the monster. Given the speed at which the tarantula was moving, they only had to move for less than a kilometer before the monster became visible.

It really lived up to the name.

[Giant Tarantula - Level ??]

The spider was the largest monster Jared had ever seen. It was like a walking guild hall, shaking the ground with every step despite the distance. The speed at which it drew near was also disturbingly high, and he prepared his skills to intercept it.

A pulse of gravity traveled close to the ground to the edge of his range. It settled there, spread out over a large area for the monster to step into.

The tarantula either didn't notice it or ignored it entirely, rushing into the trap. The gravity mana first imploded, tearing up the ground the monster stood upon, then exploded, pushing it back down and solidifying it. Utilizing the monster's weight, the dual attack buried several of the monster's long limbs deep into the soft ground.

Rosy was on it in a blink, her sword carving a deep gash on the front leg. The tarantula spat a large blob of acid at her, but she was too fast, dodging it with ease and leaping to one of the back legs. Once again, her heavy greatsword buried itself in the limb, hitting something vital as blood sprayed out of the wound.

Too late, she noticed the web dripping venom rushing towards her, formed and fired in a split second. Isabella's whip was already there, tearing through it and letting Rosy escape.

Jared acted next, several of his dark lances rushing towards the spider's face. It jerked out of the way, protecting its eyes as they missed. He didn't let the negligible damage dishearten him, knowing the main damage dealer was not amongst them.

Asta's wide lightning sprays enveloped the monster, slowing it ever so slightly. Whips of blue fire rushed through the crackling zone, wrapping around the already damaged limbs.

A loud, piercing screech announced the effectiveness of the tactic, making the monster curl up.

Then it jumped.

Jared could only retreat and watch in astonishment as it tore through the air, right towards Rosy, who was running away as fast as she could. Zack was also a few dozen meters away, too far to help.

Then the sky turned orange as a thick beam, considerably larger than the first one Lev had ever launched, landed on the spider's side. The force behind it was just enough to make it veer off track, and the explosion blocked any other visual indications of the damage dealt.

Another loud screech confirmed that the beam was effective. The sound was loud enough to disperse a large portion of the flames, at which point Zack and Rosy rushed in again.

They danced around its limbs, getting slashes in whenever they weren't at risk of being squished. Isabella's whips were always present whenever the monster tried to splash the warriors with its web.

Lorene and Asta's attacks accomplished nothing, and Jared didn't partake in the assault either. The cost to damage the monster was too high, and frankly, unnecessary.

His point was further proven when the monster tried to jump again, only for a wave of his gravity mana to make it slam back to the ground. Far from disoriented, it dashed away, reconsidering its stance.

That's when the barrier mage contacted him again. Jared tilted his head a little, memorizing the instructions, and moved.

A lance of gravity mana formed as he flew higher and higher. Lorene pushed her wind sphere on top of the monster, putting external pressure on its body to slow it down. Asta also threw a charged zone of lightning at it, further stunning it.

Then he launched his lance downward. It tore into the body with great difficulty before exploding, locking the monster in place. Lev immediately took advantage of that as his beam landed on the first one's wound.

This time, the monster's screech was one of agony. Lev didn't let up and fired another beam, this one even brighter than the one before. A large explosion drowned the spider's wails before they halted abruptly. Jared himself only saw a streak of blue, and when the impact cleared the flames, the cause of several notifications was also revealed.

The tarantula was pinned to the ground, a magnificent glaive buried accurately in its head. It still crackled with remnants of lightning as a foul odour wafted off the monster, just as smoke rose from the deep wound in its head.

A level 605 monster, dead just like that.
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That has got to be the weakest monster of that level, Lev remarked in his head, scanning the notifications.

[

Your Group has slain [Giant Tarantula - Level 605]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 285

Gaze of the Marskman has reached 2nd Level 7

]

Aaaaand, there.

[

You have earned a new title.

Wisdom Specialist:

You have proven your dedication by reaching 1000 points in Wisdom earlier than most.

+25 Wisdom

]

A rush of power swept him up, invigorating him while noticeably expanding his pool. The already ridiculous capacity was pushed to new heights, and by now, Lev was reasonably certain that his own pool was larger than Stargazer's core and the mana stored passively in its enchantments combined.

After taking in the extent of the new changes, he returned to the sword he was crafting. It was, by far, his most intricate creation. Comprised of seven layers, the weapon made use of all of his best runes, such as Flameforged Constitution, as well as the best sap he had available for treatment.

Funnily enough, that small jar of Sap had been gifted to him by Grand Strategist Wayne. It came from one of the three third-threshold treants seen in recorded history, and to date, arcane barriers benefited the most from that miracle fluid.

He could attest to that. The sword in his hands thrummed with power, and he had taken some liberties to increase its size while maintaining the sense of balance.

[

Heatwave - Epic

Enchantments: Molten Edge, Extraordinary Mana Conductivity, Flame Furnace, Weight Control, Basic Self-Repair, Durable.

]

Lev was not satisfied with the result.

Sure, the enchantments meshed well enough for the item to be considered Epic rarity, and the barrier shape itself was quite nice, but he could feel that it was probably the weakest Epic item ever to exist.

Still, it was his first-ever Epic creation. Ignoring the fact that he had an expensive third-threshold core slotted inside, Lev finalized the creation in his head, marking it as complete.

[

You have earned a new title.

Epic Crafter:

To craft an Epic item is the mark of a remarkable crafter. You, however, have stumbled your way to the milestone with the help of extraordinary resources and a potent class. Nonetheless, the achievement has been noted.

Flaws in your creations will now be easier to spot. The effectiveness of runes is improved slightly.

]

Oho? That is quite a nice title.

He accepted it, seeing no reason not to. The increase in the power of his runes was very nice, improving the overall strength of every tool in his arsenal. If he wasn't mistaken, even Stargazer saw a small boost to her enchantments.

Then he returned to the longsword in his hand. The Arcane Barrier rune situated near the core ensured that all the damaged edges would be repaired instantly, restored to pristine condition. He had kept them free of enchantments for that reason.

What made the sword truly stand out was the sheer amount of fire it could store. It wouldn't even be wrong to say that Amelia could store her fire mana in it for hours before jumping into battle, and the sword would handle it without trouble.

Let's worry about those things when she evolves to Master, he reminded himself. Any such weapons will only reduce the quality of her evolutions before that.

Regardless, the day was a major success. He had increased his personal strength by a small yet significant margin with the two new titles, and also taken his first real step on the path of becoming the greatest crafter to ever exist.

The cost was already astronomical.

It was also going to keep rising.

Lev wisely shut down that line of thought. He was lucky to be able to utilize his element in such a way. The only other element that could allow that was metal, but users of that class couldn't be combatants.

It wasn't impossible, per se. Only highly improbable because of how costly it was to interact with metals in any way. Fighting mage style with it was out of the equation, and choosing a hybrid class also came with the downside of insane mana costs to even repair equipment.

Needless to say, hybrid classes couldn't progress without a large amount of resources, and using external aid crippled the evolution potential. It was a losing proposition all around.

Isabella and Jared stepped into his bubble while he was lost in thought. Giving her a side eye, Lev looked over Heatwave one last time before storing it in his ring. Both people in front of him had already identified it as an Epic item and his creation, exactly as planned. He wanted to discuss how it would go to reveal how he could create such items relatively easily, though only because of the jar of sap. That thing was priceless.

"Yours?" Isabella began, less to confirm and more to start a conversation.

Lev summoned two chairs for her and Jared, sitting back down on his usual seat. "Yep. Took a few weeks to get to this point, but I can probably mass-produce Rare variants of that sword."

"How much weaker would those be?" Jared hmm'd, already lost in thought. "I'm assuming since they're a lower rarity, the weapons wouldn't be fit for Masters."

He and Isabella both paused when no reply came through. Lev was avoiding looking at them, resisting the urge to scratch his cheek.

"Well… if things go as planned, they would not be weaker at all. The only real downgrade would be the amount of fire they can channel and store, yet that's going to remain decent because of my element's properties."

"I see," Isabella nodded. "And you want to know how to proceed, correct?"

He just bobbed his head twice.

"To begin with, are you contracted with any merchant houses? One of the nobles? Or the guild, perhaps?"

"None."

"Totally independent, then," she mused, smoothly continuing. "Do you plan to pledge your services to any particular group? I know for a fact that you can earn a lot of resources if you join the auctions in Haven. Any medium-sized group can allow you entry, which should be plenty if you wish to remain untethered as a hunter."

"I don't think you even need to look elsewhere," Jared added. "Both The Silver Night and Runic Warlord favor you. Just ask them, and they will probably make anything happen as long as you continue to fight with us."

Lev waved away that option. "I don't want to live on their kindness and favors. If all of my strength isn't enough to stand on my own feet, then what use is it?"

Then he coughed. "Sorry for the dramaticism. I'm just not a fan of relying on anyone else to have my items be sold properly without attracting too much attention, which isn't even a bad thing at this point. It's more a matter of how much I can get away with without stepping on toes for no reason and avoiding creating a situation."

"Situation," Isabella echoed with a grin. "You do have a stellar track record in that regard."

"Funny," Lev drawled. "The world can't stand how good I am at living, obviously. Not my fault."

"Totally," she nodded sagely. "Should I call you princess from now on, too?"

"I'll graciously let you keep that title," Lev announced, nose pointing to the sky. "Besides, it won't be seen favorably to overthrow you like that, let alone so easily. Consider this a grand favor you'll owe me in the future."

"Yes, Your Highness," she bowed her head in a smooth motion. "This one is forever in your debt."

Jared coughed, bringing them back to the present. "What of the sword you just made?"

"What about it?"

"Is it designed for someone? Do you intend to sell it? The knowledge of a new Epic item crafter will cause a stir, no doubt."

"Oh, no. That one's intended for my teammate, and it's still unfinished. I have yet to install another particularly troublesome rune. It's going to take some time to be proficient enough for that."

"Fair enough. Think about the options Isabella presented. Some of them might not be as bad as they seem."

Lev turned off the bubble's invisibility enchantments and made it fly. "Thanks for the information. I would've needed to ask either Strategist Wayne or wait for someone I know to come along, though they will probably arrive soon."

They merely acknowledged it, more curious about what he was doing. Mana left him in a steady stream as the bubble accelerated, reaching the downed monster in less than a minute.

Stargazer flew back into his hands through a quickly formed hole in the bubble. He dismissed the barrier blade and let the filth attached to it fall outside, then stored the glaive pole.

Large ropes materialized below them, connected to the bottom of the bubble. A burst of mana rushed through their enchantments, making them move like snakes, each possessing a mind of its own.

They wrapped around the tarantula's limbs and dragged it out of the decimated ground. The cost to move such a massive monster was insane, and when it stubbornly remained stuck in a few places, Lev added thrusters to his bubble.

Two massive jets of fire clouded his vision, aimed diagonally to drag the corpse up and out of its restraints. His mana depleted quickly enough that blood burst out of his arms and legs, damaged by the immense flow.

Before the healing mana coursing through his body could be overwhelmed, the spider's body was pulled out, carried along for hundreds of meters with much less effort.

When it was close enough to the wall for Lev to fire his arrows without worrying about friendly fire, he let the limbs drop and flew back to the fort's roof, letting his bubble return to its passive state.

"Impressive," Isabella commented, glancing at him for a moment. "I smelled blood, too."

Jared nodded silently, not missing that particular detail. Lev shrugged. That wasn't anything new for him.

"I'm used to it," he said, not giving the matter any more thought. "How's the situation?"

"Less monsters than before," the princess answered. "We've probably dealt with every big threat in this region, leaving only the eastern side. The mountains haven't come to life yet, though they will once we pack our things here."

"Is my team coming along?" Jared questioned.

"No, it's just her team and me," Lev answered, shrinking down a little. "No offense, but we plan to fight everything in sight for as long as we can. I doubt your team will find that agreeable."

"They won't," the gravity mage agreed easily. "Besides, the first wave of recruits will be mobilized in a few days. We need to stay here and ensure all of that goes well."

"The fort's size will also multiply," Isabella added. "There will at least be twenty new Masters joining the battlefield, though I expect half of them to be the more casual ones. Still, Masters are Masters, and the fighting force will be quite impressive."

"What is the plan here, to be exact?" Jared asked, straightening now that she was finally willing to reveal more information. He hadn't asked before, for if he and his team needed to be informed, someone would fetch them.

"It's based on what happens when we explore the mountains," she began, thinking over her words. "Everyone knows how Lev's aura affects things wherever he goes. Do not reveal that to the newcomers. Grand Strategist Wayne is here to ensure that the recruits react according to whatever situation arises when we depart. If too many monsters start showing signs of rousing, a full retreat will be ordered.

"Similarly, if the amount is high but not high enough for us to be overwhelmed, we will stand our ground. The whole point is to fortify the stronghold with the earned cores and give the first batch of hunters a sense of belonging. Their essence gains will also be maximized that way, hopefully resulting in at least two more teams of Masters from the platinum teams within three months."

"And what about the threshold? A few hundred more humans will start attracting waves as cities do. How do they plan to deal with that?"

"We have backup coming," she reassured him. "Mel, Elias, Aryan, and several other well-known hunters are going to be stationed here. Moreover, if things back home don't deteriorate, Lady Sherron will also join you. Even if we're really far from the ocean, her element works extremely well against those monsters. The guild won't take any chances."

Jared gave her a sheepish glance. "I don't mean any disrespect, but who are those people you mentioned?"

"Tournament finalists," Lev answered instead. "She lost to Elias, so you can imagine how strong he is. Aryan had a good chance at beating me, though only if he managed that in the first minute. Mel is a very strong Master, probably close to the third gap. You might have met her back at the camp."

"Ah, the scouts," Jared exclaimed in realization. "I didn't see them again. What happened to them?"

"They're with The Runic Warlord," Isabella piped up. "Strong monsters keep appearing further ahead, so they're pretty much patrolling the center of the plains."

"I see. Those guys you mentioned before probably plan to push for Master before anyone else, I'm assuming?"

"Well," Lev began thoughtfully. "They might just join us if they have evolved. At that point, it would be rather overkill to have them stay in the back. Joining us two in the dangerous region would result in a lot of quick levels for them. Which also reminds me, which harvester team is going to accompany us?"

"None," Isabella shrugged. "It's not like they're gonna get many opportunities to do their job. More often than not, we will be on the run from hordes, not the other way around."

While they discussed their plans to hash out the details, another bubble landed just outside the fort, this one way higher in quality than Lev's own.
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Lev and company didn't leave immediately, knowing the newcomers needed to first see the Strategist to be updated about the situation in depth.

Instead, he brought up another thing worrying him. "Do you think my team will be allowed to accompany us?"

"Levels?" Isabella asked immediately.

"Still not gold-ranked probably, but close," Lev replied, unaware of the exact levels.

"Lev," she began, taking a moment to gather her words. "I don't think it's a good idea to let them come so early."

"I know that, of course. What if we wait until they're like level 170 or somewhere around that?"

"You know very well how horrible that idea is," she countered, though not unkindly. "Be realistic."

"Fine," Lev breathed out, shoulders slumping slightly. "Let's discuss crafting again. I've designed some bombs for us to utilize in a rush."

"Bombs?" Jared echoed.

"Bombs," Lev repeated with a grin. "Basically, I have slotted some expensive cores in a few of my orbs and carved lightning and fire converters on them. The cores will be drained rather rapidly to fill up the bombs if things get sticky, and once the orb enchantments are fully powered up, the entire creation will be sacrificed for a decent explosion. If I'm in the vicinity, they should also get the full bonuses from my class."

"That does sound good, though, can't we just escape with your bubble?" Isabella asked.

"We can," Lev shrugged. "I have even added a few new features to assist in keeping monsters away while we retreat. The bombs will be more useful in scenarios where we don't need to run away, but only to clear a path to advance further without letting things get dicey."

She nodded once, seeing his point of view better now. "What about your constructs? Do you have a full stock?"

"I don't have space for more," Lev chuckled and waved a hand. All of the invisible shields, walls, and shieldwalls were revealed, amounting to several hundred in total. The two larger variants even had cores slotted in them, representing a large amount of wealth.

Besides them were bundled cables, each enchanted with invisibility, durability, and weight enhancement. If too many monsters showed up, he planned to redirect them into the cables to slow them down while they secured their positions.

"That's… a lot," Jared slowly remarked, eyes roaming the stacks of barriers. "Something tells me they aren't enough, still. Should I put in a request for anything else?"

"Just cores," Lev answered, a bit embarrassed. He already had plenty, but now that he used them for his creations, the core stock in his ring depleted at an alarming pace. It was actually impressive in a twisted way, seeing dozens being used up for each third-threshold creature he faced alone.

His barriers were still too weak to block their attacks.

"I'll relay that to Grand Strategist Wayne," Jared said, descending into the fort.

Left alone, Lev and Isabella shared a glance. She 'innocently' looked away, electing to ignore the earlier shout. He squinted at her, then decided to follow along.

"How's your team doing, really?" she asked abruptly.

Lev paused, caught unprepared. "They're… fine. Alive, at least. All I know is that they are pushing themselves too hard, and that worries me. Not that I don't believe in their capabilities, it's just…"

"You do realize you can't take the choice away from them, right? It's not you who made them rush like that. I'm willing to bet that if they were here, they would ask you to stop worrying and focus on your own task, just like they are doing for theirs."

"And that is to chase my ridiculous advantages and hope to keep up with me. Who will be to blame if something goes wrong?"

"No one," she replied without missing a beat. "It's the way of the world. High risk, high reward. Stopping them from doing what they want will only hurt their potential."

"That is not what I wanted to hear," Lev mumbled, sinking back into his seat. They both went silent after that, taking a break now that no strong monsters were coming to eat them alive, nor were the wards showing any unusual movement.

Minutes passed peacefully, and before long, someone entered his bubble again. Lev opened his eyes with a big smile, immediately walking up to Orianna and grabbing her in a hug.

She reciprocated with the same fervor, still in the dark about what had transpired. Lev had refused to talk about the Tyrant encounter until everyone else was present, though he also wasn't willing to admit that the real reason was that he missed them all too much.

Alec ascended the stairs next, waiting on the side for Lev to extract himself. His mentor sent a nod towards Isabella, who did the same with a smile. Sherron was greeted much the same, and then the two were enveloped in a similar hug.

Done with his fix, Lev sat back down in his chair and summoned more for them.

"Took your sweet time," he began with mock offense, clicking his tongue. "I just barely managed to survive without any danger to my life whatsoever. How rude."

No one spoke, so he continued. "Anyways, I have a question," Lev finished looking at Alec. "Did you know about the existence of time mana?"

"Time mana?" he echoed, ignoring the implication for now. "Theories suggest that it should be real, since space mana is a well-known type. Why?"

"Well," Lev said, then paused. How was he even supposed to explain something like being carried outside of the flow of time?

"Let's start from the start, actually," he changed his approach. "After fighting the ghouls, I flew up and waited on a platform to see if something rushed out of the second layer. That was when everything stopped.

"Gravity suddenly stopped existing, the atmospheric pressure vanished, and it was basically like a vacuum but with air. Like, I took a step and just flew ahead instead of falling. Anyways, I immediately checked up on that frozen princess, of course, as well as Drakys," Lev said, grinning, while pointing at Sherron.

She raised a brow, not at all amused. No one would be in her situation, which he slowly realized.

"Sorry," he coughed lightly. "All three of them were frozen like everything else, so I waited. Even the monsters I could feel deeper inside were not moving, and I took that time for some last-minute training. Unlikely for it to amount to anything, but hey, I didn't want to die without doing my best. My flight skill leveled once during that time as I jumped from platform to platform while pushing my speed as far as I could, and by the time I was too tired to continue, my control slipped, and I tumbled my way to the second layer."

Lev looked at Isabella, whose gaze promised that she would keep it a secret. Seeing that, he continued. "Well, someone was waiting for me there. I guess I'm the living proof that fifth-threshold creatures also exist in our world, and the moose was actually quite friendly.

"The first thing we talked about, after I was certain that my life wasn't in danger, was time."

Alec straightened at that, and everyone else was also listening with rapt attention, questions held back for now. They gazed at the floating barriers that formed the result of his Identify skill.

[Immortal Spectral Tyrant - ??]

"Time is, according to the tyrant, a force that flows through the universe based on unknown laws. Those could be exactly as they seem, or they can be something completely incomprehensible. We have no way to know.

"The main reason why time is so important is that it keeps the universe stable. Like a river, the constant flow ensures that nothing stagnates, and according to the moose, even mana and souls are affected greatly by that. Without the passage of time, the universe would be uninhabitable and truly fucked."

Taking a deep breath, Lev summoned himself a glass of water and took a sip. "The way we were outside the influence of time is still a mystery to me. Based on the Tyrant's hints, space and time are deeply interconnected, and we were likely in an isolated pocket of both. No one else was affected, only us two.

"Regardless, once the initial suspicion died down, and I accepted my powerlessness, things went pretty swimmingly. I asked the most important question on my mind, which was related to its antlers. They had an aura unlike anything I have ever seen before, and I refuse to believe that they weren't something beyond imagination."

Lev wasn't expecting anyone to speak, though he had to pause in surprise when Alec turned to Sherron. The latter's eyes were clouded for a moment before she nodded, agreeing with whatever Alec was implying.

None of the information came his way, so Lev put the matter to the back of his head. If he needed to know, they wouldn't keep it from him.

"I only wanted to know what the antlers were, but the Tyrant casually scooped me up and deposited me on his head," Lev explained, blinking twice at the memory. "Yeah, that happened. Still don't know why he was so friendly with me. I also wasn't thinking straight, I think. Turning on my Perception skills to look at the antlers immediately made me pass out.

"Next thing I knew, I was on the ground. Even the Tyrant indirectly called my curiosity stupid. Very rude, I know. Which brings me to this thing," Lev dramatically held out his hand, showing the open palm.

Everyone focused on it with manic intensity, waiting. When nothing happened for a few long seconds, he held back his smile and smirked.

"Oh, I mean the ring."

[

Storage Ring - Superior

Disguise: None

Enchantments: Impeccable Stability, Enlarged Space, Disguise.

]

"What?" Sherron reacted first, the grin on her face more bewildered than surprised. "How'd you get your hands on that?"

"I tried to summon my water canteen," Lev shrugged. "It didn't work, so he upgraded my ring. Then it worked just fine."

"Just like that?" Alec asked, leaning back in his chair.

"Just like that," Lev agreed, toning down his antics. "The Tyrant looked at it, and suddenly it was of Superior rarity. I didn't feel even a whiff of mana, nor can I deduce anything from the ring itself."

"Just like that," Alec repeated with a sigh. Orianna was still silent, patiently looking at him. She somehow knew that Lev had more to tell.

"After that, I was carried on top of its antlers again. Not finding anything interesting or special, I flew back down and bluntly asked why he was here."

Isabella inhaled sharply at, perhaps, the stupidity, though Lev merely shot her a grin. "The Tyrant just questioned me back about my guesses. Remember back when I first evolved?" he glanced at the trio in front of him. "I learned a name."

"You did," Orianna voiced, not saying anything else.

Lev once again glanced at Isabella, no hints of mirth or smiles remaining on his face. She looked back just as seriously, which he deemed enough.

"Now we know about the identity of two gods on Monarch," he dropped that bombshell casually. "The Goddess of the Moons, and another god somewhere unknown. For security reasons, I'm still not willing to say the name aloud."

"Lev," Orianna interjected, her voice stern enough to give him pause. "What happened?"

He looked back at her, and a single glance was enough to tell that there was no point in hiding it anymore.

Uneasy, he looked to the side and scratched his neck.

"I have a title," he slowly spoke. "It… marks me, as a… chosen of sorts."

Pin-drop silence reigned in the bubble. Lev observed the different reactions in a blink and immediately felt bad about trying to withhold the information about his title.

Orianna gazed into his eyes with undisguised shock, her gaze clouded by dread and hidden implications. Sherron sighed silently, dejected, whereas Isabella struggled to understand what she was hearing.

Alec, meanwhile, spoke while running a trembling hand through his hair. "What… what does it do? Are you in trouble?"

"No," Lev answered immediately. "There's no danger, not now, nor in the future. It just states that I have the favor of the god, and that my achievement as a reincarnator is very special."

"That's something, at least," Orianna sighed, slumping into her seat. "Is that why your class is so strong?"

"No," Lev said again. "It explicitly states that the title is not relevant to my class and evolution. It's literally just a mark that singles me out as the favored of that specific god."

"So it does… nothing?" Sherron questioned, frowning. "Why do you even have it, then?"

"I have no idea. My knowledge about it is as vast as the title's description. Before meeting the Tyrant, I wasn't even sure if the name belonged to a divine being. It calls me favored, so it's like a… supportive tap on the back? Like, go, be successful or something."

"Don't be ridiculous," Isabella spoke for the first time, and he raised a brow when she started chewing on her nails. "There's no way such a grand title exists without a reason, let alone repercussions."

"Yeah," Lev shrugged. "Imagine if you knew I was the favored of a god and had the opportunity to fight me without drawbacks. What would you do?"

She stared at him flatly, not deigning him with an answer. The other three also realized the same thing, and Sherron's exhale captured his own emotions very accurately.

Getting challenged out of the blue was going to be so bloody annoying, though he wasn't sure if he was even going to live long enough for that.
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"What kind of fights are we talking about?" Sherron spoke up, cutting through the ensuing silence. "Do we need to be worried about random fourth-threshold monsters walking up to our cities?"

"Unlikely," Lev answered thoughtfully. "The moose did mention that others may take offense at his abrupt arrival, so I'm assuming more fifth-threshold beings were watching. They obviously won't be interested in me, and so far, no other being has taken specific notice. It's probably reasonable to assume that fourth-threshold beings either can't notice me or they just don't care, most likely the former."

"The ring," Alec began. "Was it showing any signs of destabilization before?"

"Not even close," Lev grinned. "And now, it's many times more stable."

"Which means you can shove as many cores inside as you want," his mentor noted, rubbing his chin. It was good to see them not panicking as much as he expected, and even Orianna was coming to terms with the reveal faster than he hoped. "I'm assuming you will do just that."

"Yep. We're going to have fun, I think," Lev replied, sharing a glance with Isabella. She was certainly excited, though he wasn't sure how the trip itself would go. The levels were going to be great, at least. Rarely did one get to participate in something as dangerous and large-scale as spearheading into a largely unexplored region.

"How's my team doing?" he asked after a short pause.

"They're probably sulking right now," Alec replied, sending a glance towards Sherron. "Someone told them to try asking to be taken along, and the unnecessary refusal stung."

Lev didn't even bother trying to find a fault in her thought process. He understood why Sherron wanted them to reunite, and he was all for it.

"As for their levels," the crafter continued. "Amelia was only four levels away from reaching gold rank, and they will probably be platinum hunters by the time you return from the mountains. Hakim is personally overseeing that they don't try anything dumb, though that also means he's going to put them through a lot of risks with their consent."

Lev was not happy with that, but he didn't say anything either. Isabella's earlier words came to mind. They had made their choice, and he would never disrespect it.

"How are they doing?" he asked again, now with a different meaning.

Alec understood the question immediately. "They're holding up pretty well. The pressure is slowly getting to them, but it will not break them either. Once they evolve, the upgrade to their minds will solve any lingering negativity from the rough years."

And also prepare them for far worse, which might break them instead.

Going by his own mental state, Lev was hopeful that they would survive, too. That wasn't even including the fact that his company would make things better for all of them and vice versa.

Then he waited. No one said a single word about what kind of fights they were currently going through, which indirectly told him that some of them must have come close.

Or so his brain concluded. It easily went into overdrive when thinking about his team, and Lev was starting to realize that he might have some manner of attachment issues.

Either way, being overprotective wasn't a bad trait to have, especially on their current god-forsak— err, monster-tainted planet.

My subconscious still doesn't really accept the concept of divinities. So beyond my imagination and distant, though that's gonna change quickly.

He had a unique title now, after all.

He also wasn't going to let it change him too much, however. If the god wanted to contact him, then that was that. If not, he wasn't going to put much importance on the title. Better off continuing like normal instead of festering needless paranoia and conjectures.

"Alright, fine, keep your secrets," Lev breathed out, annoyed. "What did the grand strategist say?"

"I'm going to be stationed here in your absence, and Sherron will be doing patrols after Orianna returns. He mostly wanted us to ask about your plans and what we should expect in your wake."

"Before that, who else can potentially join us?"

"Aryan will likely accompany you. He's close to evolving, and once he does, having someone like him keeping watch over the group will be priceless. Elias and his team are still uncertain, though he might join just because it's you two we're talking about. Melvine will also agree with whatever we ask of her, so it's on you."

Lev squinted his eyes, wondering why they would send someone so strong with him. Granted, he and Isabella's team weren't yet veterans, but Melvine was far stronger than anyone in that group. Would it not be a drain on their essence?

Twisting that line of thought, he also had to wonder just how much harder they could push themselves in her presence. If she were there as a backup, dealing with only the strongest monsters to level up, it would be a major weight off their shoulders.

The reduced danger seemed negative at first. Then he considered how difficult it would be for a monster to overwhelm everyone leaving with him, and changed his mind. If even Elias's team, Lev, Isabella and her team, and Aryan were pressured into needing backup, then Melvine herself might not be enough to kill such a monster alone.

Her presence would still do wonders, though. It would be a good idea to have her tag along.

"I don't see any downside in having her with us," he said out loud. "And I think that's already enough people. So, two teams, two solo hunters, and Melvine. What rank is she even?"

"Titanium," Sherron replied casually. "Or she would be if she ever applied for a promotion. Her idea is that Exalted are automatically considered that, and since there are no higher ranks to attain for now, why bother with advancing? She'll get it one day anyway."

"Fits with what I've seen of her so far," Lev chuckled, not disagreeing either. That did make sense. The benefits of such a rank were quite muddled, and he doubted the lack of advancements saw her getting any less recognition from the guild.

"Anything else you want to share or talk about?" Orianna probed.

Lev gave her a gentle smile and shook his head. "Jared has already filed for more cores, and since there aren't more of the spider core harvester thingies available, that's about it."

"Why do you want one?" Alec questioned. "It should be pretty easy for you to detect the cores and pull them out."

"I don't know," he shrugged. "They're cool, I guess."

Sherron's approving grin showed that she shared the sentiment.

Further conversation was cut off when an informant came to fetch the trio. They followed after excusing themselves, leaving Lev and Isabella behind.

"You didn't show him the sword," she pointed out.

"I will talk to him in private later. It's not like we're about to leave soon."

"Fair," Isabella said, getting up to leave. "I'll be in the basement if you want to talk, okay?"

Lev resisted snorting, acknowledging her words with a nod. Her offer to lend an ear was nice, and he appreciated it quite a bit, too. He just didn't need it. Nothing could help his mental state better than meeting the trio that had left a moment before, and Lev already found himself getting excited for the upcoming adventure.

First, training.

Even while he talked with everyone, three different orbs hovered behind him. The exercises hadn't yet changed, though he planned to spice them up once he felt himself reaching the limits of his training. Given the nature of the layers, he could scale up the exercise exponentially.

Lightning bolts swirled in the orbs, and he only formed six in all three orbs for a total of eighteen. With his mind split so many ways, there was little room for distractions, which he used to plan.

I remember Isabella talking about Zack's preferred weapon not being fixed. His class works best with hand-to-hand combat, but the movement, strength, and speed buffs cover just about everything, including gloves. I can make gauntlets for him to go over his armor.

Isabella's equipment is top-notch. Nothing I can do for her. The other two don't really need anything, so I can focus on the gauntlets for now.

That done, he wondered how good to make the gauntlets. The mountains were going to be dangerous, extremely so. Things were going to go wrong, and when that happened, he would much rather have the best possible backup.

Whatever little reservations he had about creating another Epic item vanished immediately. Bringing out a mundane pair of gauntlets from his ring, one of the many he had kept there to learn from, Lev began dissecting how they worked after the orb exercises came to an end.

It took over half an hour before he could reliably imitate the joints and knuckles, though he also had solutions to make them even better. Unlike metals, his barriers weren't limited in rigidity. He could make them soft in places, which allowed him to recreate the fingers more easily than expected.

Several models were present in front of him, though there was another issue. Getting up from his seat, he made his way to the basement and looked for Isabella. She was lounging in one of the rooms, casually watching a recording in a memory crystal.

I forgot these things existed, he thought to himself, not even bothering to remember how much they cost.

She turned to him before he could knock on the door, her expression asking a question clearly.

"Who stores all the equipment in your team?" Lev asked.

She raised a brow. "I'm assuming you want something of Zack's?"

"Were you expecting this?"

"Yep."

"Yeah, I was thinking of making some gauntlets for him," he answered with a short sigh. Was he that predictable? "I can also push them to Epic rarity with reasonable certainty. Can he use them?"

"Easily," came the reply. "He actually prefers them, too. Here or on the roof?"

They both returned to the bubble after a moment, taking their seats. Isabella summoned two dark silver gauntlets from her ring, casually throwing them towards Lev.

Casually catching them, he used Identify.

[

Sunkissed Gauntlets - Rare

Enchantments: Fire Burst, Weight Manipulation, Durability, Fire Storage

]

"Not… bad?" Lev remarked, a bit confused. That was not a very strong pair of gauntlets.

"He used them back when we were still Adepts," Isabella said flatly. "Not everyone was spoiled with peerless equipment."

"I'll have you know, my barriers were the only thing that accompanied me."

"Yeah, the same barriers enchanted with runes straight from an Exalted. Seems very fair to me."

He didn't have an answer for that. With a shrug, he moved on.

"So? Why does he not have new gauntlets?"

"Because none can really fit his output and strength. His physical strength is high enough that most affordable options simply aren't enough, and neither were there any Epic Gauntlets for sale. You're an outlier in how quickly you can potentially make them."

"My mentor is, too."

"No, he isn't," she refuted without hesitation. "His barriers aren't nearly as unique as yours. Sure, they are always used in any Epic items he creates, but he works with metals just as much as barriers. By now, he has some of the strongest smithing general skills in the plains."

… That is news to me.

"I see," he nodded slowly. "Does Zack have any requirements? What is he looking for?"

"Anything that can handle his physical strength and channeling, and has fire-related abilities."

"That's pretty vague," Lev voiced thoughtfully. "Do you think he will appreciate firing fireballs from his hand, or should I make it a short beam instead?"

"Beam? Like your cannons? He would love that."

Well, there goes my plan of making a simple set of gauntlets.

"Noted. Anything else?"

"Can you change the colors?"

"Yeah."

"Good, make them the same color as these," Isabella said, waving at the old gauntlets Lev was currently holding. "He likes the combination."

That was all he needed to know, and Isabella left shortly after.

**

Another two weeks passed quickly. Lev stayed on the roof while he wasn't away on culling hordes or dangerous second-threshold monsters, occasionally fired his lasers to help Alec with particularly resilient monsters, and focused on his crafting skills.

Twice, Isabella had offered him her shoulder if he wanted to vent or simply talk. It stung, but far less than he expected to. She, the daughter of the duke and one of the most promising hunters of their generation, was looking out for him as a friend. Lev wasn't ashamed to admit that it felt nice to have a friend like her, especially one who rarely relied on her social status.

In the same vein, he had accepted the invitation both times. They merrily chatted away in his bubble, talking about random things, and even more random things when he revealed his life on Earth.

A bit of back and forth led to her asking about what future he had envisioned for his team.

"We're going to be adventurers," he said resolutely. They had never openly talked about it, and yet, he was sure that his team would never settle for anything less. "As for the reason, well, two of them have a grudge against two regions. I don't know about Jack, but we as a team are definitely going to turn the Grand Forest and Dreadwoods upside down."

"That's a grand goal," Isabella quipped, grinning like a loon. "That's a goal, though. Like, a life goal, and not a more lifestyle goal. What about that?"

"That's still up in the air," Lev shrugged. "I know I'm gonna be busy smashing past hordes. More likely than not, Amelia will follow. Kayla already planned to work as a healer, but at this point, she will likely change her mind to assist in large operations like this one and continue adventuring in the meantime. She's not the type to sit still for too long."

"And Jack?"

"No idea. The big guy has an uncanny knack for reading minds, and with his growing strength, he might resort to training the younger generations. Of course, that's just theories. Who knows how much they have changed by now?"

"Hmm," Isabella fell into thought as they both moved to the edge of his bubble. "You might need to start worrying about yourself more now."

Lev nodded slowly, watching the 'backup' forces steadily move closer to the fort. There were twenty-three carts total, compared to the one he had assisted with, and even from so far away, he could see hundreds of hunters manning them.

"It's not like I'll have a choice," he mused, not looking at her. "Is everything ready?"

"Excluding one pair of gauntlets? Yes."

Lev grinned. He was just about to get to that, too.
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In the middle of his bubble, a table held several gauntlet prototypes. They were dark silver with glowing gold patterns inscribed on them, just how Zack wanted them.

Lev was slowly starting to realize that crafting Epic items was still far beyond him, at least until the quality was considered. Brute forcing them was an extreme waste of resources, which is why he meticulously planned every single part of the gauntlets.

First came the flexibility. Learning how to create movable fingers was easy, for his barriers could be softened at the right places. Making them movable with the highest possible durability, however, was impossible with that method.

That began the observation spree of how to create fingers the usual way, and with his high Perception, it hadn't taken more than a few days to become proficient in that. With the base model out of the way, he began adding enchantments to simplify the process.

Two things made his life significantly easier once again: Friction and Adhesive runes. They both made it so that he could skip several metalworking steps to design the base gauntlet his own way, letting him eventually devise a model that was highly durable without any enchantments.

Now, he beheld an unenchanted pair of gauntlets with a total of seven layers. The lowest and thickest layer wasn't meant to be touched, only to be adjusted according to the size of Zack's hands for maximum comfort. Fortunately for him, there was a small stock of inner padding available in the fort, probably for non-combatant crafters.

He quietly stored two.

Next up was the most intricate layer, the one bathed in the expensive sap for the longest. It held two runes: Arcane Barriers and Flameforged Constitution. Both of them were necessary to keep up with the brawler's strength while keeping the weapons themselves in serviceable shape.

Layers three to six held the rest of the enchantments, which he had yet to carve, before things got trickier. The Arcane Barrier rune from the initial layer was responsible for automatically repairing the surface of the gauntlets when it inevitably cracked, meaning he was severely limited in how he could enchant it.

Only one solution had presented itself in the form of the Stone Hardening rune. With something as simple, his class rune could just barely register the hardening rune as a part of the "blueprint," letting the final layer keep something worthwhile in the self-repair.

All in all, try as he might, he could not find a flaw in his mental map. The enchantments should theoretically fit snugly in the small space, and they should all be compatible as well.

Isabella sat opposite him when he grabbed the treated barrier gauntlets, curious about how he was going to work. Glancing at her, she understood that he didn't want to be disturbed now, so she crossed one leg over the other and leaned back to watch.

Before starting to carve, Lev once again noted just how large the gauntlets were, a necessity for being able to fire beams from the palm, and checked his status. Skill level gains were rare, but he expected to see some during this crafting session.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Arcane Maelstrom - Level 285

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer III, Daunting Steps VI, Champion Delver, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I, Titan Slayer, Master Pioneer, Seigebreaker I, Favored of Kassavin, Wisdom Specialist, Epic Crafter

Attributes:

Strength: 300

Dexterity: 300

Constitution: 675

Intelligence: 785

Wisdom: 1025

Perception: 675

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Authority - 4th Level 4

Unerring Volley - 4th Level 4

Wrath of the Arcane - 4th Level 4

Arcane Protection - 4th Level 4

Superior Senses - 4th Level 5

Expeditious Empowerment - 4th Level 4

Arcane Passage - 4th Level 3

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 5

General Skills:

Consistent Mana Channeling - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Advanced Mana Perception - 2nd Level 9

Gaze of the Marskman - 2nd Level 7

Advanced Barrier Carving - 2nd Level 3

Wanderer's Repository - 2nd Level 3

Fracturing Wave - 2nd Level 2

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 6

]

Not enough Wisdom. Obviously.

Smiling to himself, he put one of the gauntlets aside and started carving. Time stopped mattering immediately, and even when Isabella had to stop several curious hunters from coming to the bubble, he didn't let himself be distracted.

Instead, all of his focus was on turning his mental blueprints into reality, and that required far more time than he ever expected. More focused than ever before, each singular rune was allowed ten times more time than he normally worked with, which easily made the hours blend together.

[

Advanced Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 4

]

When the suns had moved from dawn to noon, he finally slumped down in relief, observing the finished product in his lap. Lev didn't need to know that he had succeeded— the expensive core slotted inside made all the enchantments glow like a tiny sun.

[

Sunkissed Demolishers - Epic

Enchantments: Extreme Resilience, Fire Lance, Flameforged Integrity, Flame Discharge, Advanced Weight Manipulation, Basic Self-Repair, Comfortable, Extraordinary Capacity, Elemental Empowerment.

]

Elemental Empowerment? He echoed in his head. What is that?

Curiosity piqued, he eagerly dove into the enchantments. An outlier stood out, somehow present without being connected to any of the runes. Instead, it permeated the entire construct, empowering all fire that went through the gauntlet.

"That's… unique," Isabella remarked, eyes gleaming with excitement. "And that's also not a lower Epic item, as far as I can tell. Congratulations."

"Thanks…?" Lev replied distractedly. Where the hell did Elemental Empowerment come from? Is this like Dexterous Glaive enchantment? I knew Stargazer was much easier to manipulate than its previous version, but that enchantment is definitely the reason now.

As far as he could tell, there were absolutely no downsides to the random enchantment. If anything, it made the item way stronger, and he was endlessly astonished that no one had ever told him about such occurrences.

At the same time, he had no idea how he had just managed that. It made sense for people to withhold information related to higher levels of crafting.

Pushing it to the back of his mind, he looked at the rest of the enchantments. Several minor ones were not listed, though they assisted the wearer all the same. He focused on the ones The System recognized.

Fire Lance and Flame Discharge were the two "abilities" of the item. The former let the wearer create a short, condensed lance of fire for a brief instant. From personal experience, he knew how sharp and deadly that thing was going to be.

Flame Discharge was the opposite, relying on a raw burst of fire that went in every direction. The enchantments aimed to make it more explosive than harmful, mainly to let the brawler create distance and absorb the flames back during that.

The self-repair was targeted at the final layer holding the hardening runes, and the extraordinary capacity came from the tarantula's core. It also showed properties of durability and, surprisingly, mana conductivity, both of which worked fantastically for the gauntlet.

Fortunately for him, Grand Strategist Wayne had a matching core, which Lev traded for several weaker third-threshold cores. It was a worthwhile exchange, in his opinion.

Another few hours passed. Carving got slightly easier during that, signifying both marginally increasing efficiency and skill levels. By the time he had a second, identical gauntlet, Lev's brain felt like it was about to melt out of his nose.

Isabella obviously didn't like how he was overworking himself. With his arm in her unrelenting grip, Lev was unceremoniously dragged to one of the bedrooms in the basement, where he promptly passed out.

His last thought was that, at least now, he had a proper Epic item to show his mentor instead of the mess that was Heatwave.

**

Waking up fresh was something he would never get tired of. Sleep firmly remained one of Lev's favorite activities, especially now that it was more akin to a hobby than a requirement to function.

Taking a bath and dressing up, which was just changing his casual attire to another color, he left the basement. Grand Strategist was visibly busy with several active crystals, so he only greeted the man with a nod before looking for his mentor.

Stepping outside the fort was mildly shocking. Instead of the usual walls, Lev beheld an expansive project. The previous walls had been uprooted and broken down into bricks. Stone shapers were already working hard at expanding the fort's size to four times its original size.

Ignoring all of that, he activated the stealth formations on his armor with shadow mana and flew up to the invisible bubble. A small, barely noticeable pulse of mana occasionally shot out of it, the only reason Lev could locate the construct.

The invisibility dropped for a moment, revealing a small door for him to enter through. Stepping inside, he smiled at how simplistic his mentor's bubble was, primarily because all the ongoing crafting projects were hidden by stealth enchantments.

"You slept for a while," his mentor commented, creating a barrier seat for him.

Lev nodded, sitting down. "I was carving non-stop all day yesterday. It took a lot more out of me than I was expecting."

"Given the nature of runes you work with now, it's no surprise that your willpower was taxed. Their functions need to be fine-tuned according to the items, and that requires more than a little finesse. Now, spill. What did you make?"

Wow, I should really visit him more often. It shouldn't be so easy to read me.

Squinting his eyes at Alec, he ignored the slightly smug expression and summoned the pair of gauntlets.

All humor was immediately forgotten. His mentor gazed at the items silently for a moment before getting up from his seat. With measured steps, he walked up and grabbed one of them, observing it from different angles.

After testing the smoothness of the joints and the integrity of the rest of the construct, he returned it to Lev with a large smile, one that grew wider and wider as his eyes slowly returned to the present.

Lev didn't even need to ask what was going through Alec's head. The man in front of him clearly remembered when a young orphan had walked up to the orphanage, boldly requesting an apprenticeship while claiming to have unlocked his System access six years earlier than usual.

Fun times.

Storing the gauntlets, Lev looked up, waiting for the praise that was taking a little too long to arrive. Alec chuckled at his expression, one that no doubt looked like an excited puppy, and shook his head to banish the distractions.

"Well done."

**

Later that day, Lev sat on top of his bubble. It had been cleaned up from the inside and compacted to its usual size. Most of it was now home to stacks upon stacks of barrier projectiles and constructs, hundreds of them with cores already slotted. He would have to be extra careful not to let any of them ignite, for that would result in a disastrous chain reaction.

Around the fort, there were far too many people. Most of them were Adept, curiously glancing at the lone Master sitting on top of an invisible surface.

Some Masters were also mixed in, and surprisingly, they were mostly non-combatants. It was his first time seeing a pure non-combatant of that rank, which told him just how rare they were.

Three stone buildings had already been erected in one planned border of the new, enchanted tall walls. Grand Strategist Wayne had already moved into the middle one, the largest of the bunch. On the way, he had also wished Lev good luck on the upcoming hunt.

A few minutes later, Alec's bubble flew close to his own, and Sherron stepped out of it. She was in formal attire, a stark contrast to the casual clothing he was used to seeing.

She looked at his raised brow and rolled her eyes. A sound ward covered them before she spoke. "I need to keep up appearances. Can't have an Exalted walking around like a common worker."

"You look good," Lev complimented and left it at that. "So, did they arrive?"

"Yep. Elias and his team have already evolved, and they easily agreed to join you. They're currently patrolling the eastern region, making sure nothing nasty comes out of the Deadlands."

"Aryan?"

"He's still stuck in the second gap. The boy didn't even let me complete the offer before accepting."

"Sounds like him," Lev smiled slightly, remembering the weird situation they had ended up in. I need to somehow bring up that topic without being too blunt.

"What about you?" Sherron asked after a short pause. "Ready?"

"Pretty much. There's little more I can do at this point. My preparations are overkill by most standards, but I'm certain I'll be proven wrong in no time."

"Correct."

"Other than that, I've redone my armor's enchantments several times now. The current variation I've settled on has a larger focus on defense and physical strength, mainly because flight speed isn't going to be that helpful. That will depend on my bubble."

"That depends heavily on the circumstances, but the approach is valid. What about your weapon?"

Lev blinked. "What about it?"

"Have you looked inside?"

"No? Why would I?"

"I'm not asking you to steal the runes," Sherron clicked her tongue. "It's not like you can do that, anyway. Jimmy most likely left a surprise for you in there, so try poking the enchantments."

The idea hadn't once crossed his mind. Noting that information for when he had the time, Lev looked at the gaggle of Masters jogging towards the fort. Even from that distance, he could tell that they were Elias's and Isabella's teams, and given the physical gestures, they were already busy arguing like old friends.
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"What do you think?"

Sherron hmm'd thoughtfully, not speaking immediately. "Elias shines the brightest in his team, no doubt, but the rest are also pretty damn strong. They would probably not be able to match your own teammates at the same level.

"None of them compares to Isabella now. She's the strongest in any duel behind you, even against the rogue. Surprisingly, only Jared can give her a tough time, simply because of how effectively his element can douse the flames. Given the recent boosts to his capacity, I can't predict the outcome in advance if they both go all out."

Gravity trumping fire makes sense, I suppose.

She continued. "As for teams, Elias's is way too balanced. In a brawl, they would easily trounce everyone else."

"Fits with what I was expecting," Lev commented and stood up. She just waved him off after he looked at her, so he flew towards the approaching teams in his armor.

They paused, hushed into silence when he landed in front of them. Turning his armor intangible, he hesitated, uncertain about why they weren't saying anything.

"Uhm," Lev coughed, squinting at them. "Hey."

Isabella broke into giggles, which shattered the strange tension in the air. Everyone smiled, and Lev slowly realized that they had planned that to make him uncomfortable.

"You should've looked at your face," the princess laughed, marching up to him with quick steps and putting her arm on his shoulders. "It's okay, nobody has forgotten about you. Not like they can, anyway."

"Shitheads," Lev muttered, leveling a mock glare at all of them.

Elias walked up to him with a shit-eating grin, offering a hand. Lev clasped it with a snort, moving past the harmless prank quickly.

"Look who's all grown up," the swordsman said loudly, his grin only becoming wider. "It's good to see you again, especially in such a great state."

"Likewise," Lev commented, identifying the man and his team.

[Warrior - Level 258]

[Warrior - Level 257]

[Mage - Level 257]

[Healer - Level 258]

"I see you guys also evolved not that long ago," Lev raised a brow. "Congratulations."

"Less than a month, actually," Viktor commented, walking up to him for a hug. "We barely even got to test the new classes."

Lev returned the gesture, appreciating it. "Don't worry, we're going to do a lot of that soon."

Lisa waved at him, smiling slyly. A discreet glance was sent towards the princess talking to her team, though Lev quickly banished any delusions with a flat stare.

"Lev," Rena began, dipping her head slightly in a greeting. "You're pretty different than before."

"Things… happened," he answered with a tired smile. "Besides, I couldn't be a brat forever."

"You really were a brat," Elias remarked needlessly with a nod. Viktor chuckled silently by his side.

"… As I was saying, you guys probably heard rumors about something happening in front of Windkeep. I was in the center of that, and well, staying inside the walls wasn't really an option anymore. Especially not close to the Dreadwoods."

"What even happened?" Lisa asked, but Lev just shook his head. "I see. Must have been quite shocking for everyone else if there are literally no concrete details in the rumors."

"You can say that," Lev deflected, changing the topic. "So, who wants to fight?"

"ME!" shouted Isabella, obviously waiting for things to turn to that.

"Later," Elias shut everyone down. "We will first go see the strategist in charge. Heard he's some big shot."

"Grand Strategist Wayne," Lev supplied, and it was quite funny to watch their faces pale slightly. "The biggest of shots."

"Uhm, let's make haste then."

In blinks, the team was rushing off to the new buildings in the fort walls. Isabella and Lev giggled at their expense, though he doubted they had anything to worry about. The strategist was quite considerate and understanding, not rushing any Masters about their jobs.

He suspected that letting things play out naturally had some sort of effect on the strategist's skills, which was an interesting thing to consider. Just what could those skills do, especially above level 400? Given how frequently the man probably used them, it wouldn't be surprising if all of them were well into the 5th rank.

"Are you guys ready?" he asked Isabella.

Zack smirked lightly, a smile playing on his lips. "You can say that."

Shaking his head, Lev summoned the Sunkissed Demolishers and handed them to Zack on two barrier plates. The man watched them fly towards him with wide eyes, gingerly grabbing them and putting them on his hands.

"Can you try moving your fingers? I'll adjust the size right now," Lev spoke, and the warrior acquiesced. Zack's hand was hugged comfortably by the gauntlet, though it was slightly loose.

That problem was solved rather easily. So close to him, Lev simply made the barriers extend according to the mental feedback. Within seconds, Zack's hand fit inside the gauntlets perfectly, and a few tweaks to the enchantments ensured that any damage to the insides of the item would be repaired.

"T-thank you," Zack stammered out. He looked like he wanted to bow or do something along those lines, and a stern look from Lev stopped that, making the brawler grin. "Can I at least get an estimate of how much these would cost normally?"

"I'm a newbie crafter, all things considered," Lev began, thinking things over. "The total probably comes out to like a hundred platinum, mostly because my skills and rune collection aren't good enough to make these with less."

Zack absently mouthed "hundred," shocked and distraught. This time, he looked at the gauntlets with undisguised dread, already terrified of breaking them.

"They have self-repair, don't worry."

"How good is that enchantment?"

"If you limit the damage to the surface, they will repair themselves endlessly."

The brawler's eyes lit up, the previous reaction already forgotten. "Thank you!"

"That's enough of that," Lev interrupted. "Anything else?"

"Where's my Epic item?" Isabella pouted. "Surely you have some great secret runes prepared for-"

"I can make something good for you rather easily, actually. Do you have any strong cores that show properties of flames?"

"Depends," she answered thoughtfully, raising a brow. "Mainly on what the item will be."

"A fire storage. I have a few runes that can make it simple to dump a lot of fire mana into an orb to use later."

She tilted her head slightly, silent for a few seconds before shaking her head. "Nah, we've already got that covered. Thank you for the offer, though."

Lev merely nodded, already expecting that. Sherron approached them once they were done talking, still looking all serious and slightly scary in her attire.

"Something the matter?" he asked casually.

"Nope, just enjoy the show."

He didn't ask her to elaborate. Alec was well-known across the plains for both his strength and equipment. The crafter's uncanny ability to combine both of them in a deadly arsenal made him perfect for a defensive situation, exactly what the fort was intended for.

Above the stone building, which was currently undergoing some restructuring, two tall barrier pillars took shape. They served no purpose except as a reminder that Alec was going to set up his base on top of the pillars, making its location easier to find.

Several dozen meters above the fort, his mentor's bubble landed on top of the pillars. It expanded visibly, the enchantments temporarily shut off, becoming nearly as large as the fort in length and width. The ceiling also rose, though much less in comparison.

Then the weapons were deployed.

Each side saw several barrels protruding out of it, radiating mana as they were rapidly enchanted. Lightning, fire, gravity, arcane barriers, and a few other undecipherable things were used in their creation, though Lev was thunderstruck by something he just barely understood.

Alec has access to light mana?

While he wasn't certain, the impression certainly fit. The enchantment was related to vision and its expansion, exactly how a scope would function.

Lev really wanted something like that for himself. How cool was that?

Over the next half an hour, he had to revise the extent of his mentor's strength several times. The amount of mana on display was impressive, nearly enough to rival his own pool, but the sheer expertise was what had him slightly shaken.

Each enchantment fit perfectly with the rest. That was to say, there was no mana loss, no efficiency loss, and no wasted space. Everything was meticulously prepared and deployed, creating a fortress above the fortress.

Activity had also paused for the most part. Below, all hunters gazed at the marvel taking place with dropped jaws, acutely aware of how much mana was being used. Lev also took a few notes, the enchantments not concealed enough to hide their functions, probably on purpose. Even if Alec refused to share his runes and knowledge, spreading ideas was still fine by him.

"This is just the start," Sherron commented once the mana usage died down. The bubble turned invisible not long after. "He's going to set up a lot of arrays and alarms inside, all of them connected to the means of long-range observation."

"How does his eyesight compare to mine, by the way?" Lev asked. "It's boosted by plenty of things."

"In terms of sight, yours is better. For other types of perceptions? He's leagues ahead of you."

That made sense to him. There was nothing else for him to do except wait for Elias and his team to return, so they did just that.

A few minutes later, something stood out in his Perception. Lev resisted the smile threatening to creep up on his face, not moving at all.

Emboldened, Aryan took another few steps closer, already crouched. Seeing he was in the clear, he lunged, only for the wooden knife to clink against a barrier armor. Caught, he took a step back to retreat. His back slammed into a barrier, and walls suddenly became visible around him, trapping him in a cube without any hope of escape.

This time, Lev turned around with a shit-eating grin, savoring the half-frown, half-smile on the rogue's face.

"Hey."

"Sup."

They both looked at each other for a second before they burst out laughing. Lev removed his barriers and switched his armor into its passive state before moving in for a hug.

Aryan reciprocated with a smile, his exhale very similar to Lev's own earlier reaction.

"Look at you," Aryan said, taking in his height and visage. "Taller than me, even. Finally all grown up, eh?"

"You're one to talk," Lev countered, turning up his nose. "Don't think I have forgotten how we first interacted."

The rogue coughed. "That… we don't talk about that."

Lev nodded along, mostly sarcastically. His own reaction to Aryan's scathing tone hadn't been anything spectacular, either.

"Indeed," he chuckled. "How's… uh…"

"Seris," Aryan reminded flatly.

"How's Seris doing?" Lev asked, slightly ashamed.

"She's doing pretty well. She asked about you a few times, wondering where you went or if it would be possible to meet again. You left an impression."

"That's nice," Lev smiled. "And sure, once we're done here, I'll visit you guys. Still in the Haven?"

"For now," Aryan nodded. "The guild and guards both came together to fund a small establishment for her. I asked about it, though the only answer I got was some rewards you forgot to claim? Something along those lines. How many corpses did you leave on the mountain?"

"… Hundreds?" Lev shrugged. "I didn't keep count."

"Yeah, there are always scouts on the mountain due to the vantage point, and your hunting spree didn't go unnoticed. Combined, the harvested materials after the guild's cut were apparently enough for that."

Must have been Hakim's doing.

Lev nodded once. "Glad the money went to her, then. I wasn't even aware of it."

"Mhm," the rogue nodded, then sent a short glance towards him. Lev tilted his head, curious.

"Out with it."

"Are you alright?"

"Everyone's asking that," Lev couldn't help but laugh. "Yes, I am alright and still mostly sane and whole. Since I'm not allowed to go into detail, things came uncomfortably close, but I survived."

"How close?"

He paused, caught unprepared by Sherron's question.

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said," she replied. "We know how badly you were injured, but just how close did you come to dying?"

"I…" Lev gulped, pushing down the memories and dread with an effort of will. "I could feel my soul slowly slipping away. The only reason I even woke up was because I realized what was happening… somehow."

"That bad?" Aryan muttered, more resigned than anything. "Was the… cause dealt with?"

"Not even close," Lev answered, and left it at that.

Together, they waited in silence, watching as occasional pulses of mana were sent out of Alec's bubble. They were distinctly curious in nature, as if trying to peer through stealth skills and other forms of concealment, including wards.

A bit later, Elias and his team returned from their meeting with the strategist. Lev left them to catch up with Aryan while he and Sherron made their way to the building, ready to deal with the last task on the agenda before he could leave.

From his bubble, four large boxes floated to the ground. Both taller and wider than him, he easily carried them inside the building, their passage uninterrupted in the wide hallways.

At the very end, the main hallway ended on double doors, befitting Grand Strategist Wayne's actual position. Sherron casually sauntered inside, and the man behind the table straightened to receive them.

"Ah, the disks," Grand Strategist Wayne voiced with a smile. "A bunch of them, too."

"Indeed," Lev nodded. "Four boxes with two hundred in each. The first two boxes contain pure disks with a primary focus on sharpness, durability, and kinetic enchantments. All Rare. The third box has half lightning, half wind disks, and the final box has the training disks with repair runes. I also went ahead and created another thirty disks that you can distribute to those who show enough promise with them."

He summoned a neat stack on the table, picking up one of the disks. This variant was slightly stylish, containing simple yet beautiful patterns along the edges. Their purpose was to light up, as a Master without sensitivity to arcane barriers could easily lose track of them in hectic situations. The brightness would make them stand out.

[

Arcane Disk - Rare

Enchantments: Advanced Sharpness, Elemental Sharpness, Minor Self-Repair, Kinetic Empowerment, Graceful Flight.

]

"Graceful Flight is… intriguing," Wayne remarked, pleasantly surprised. "Have you tested its effects?"

"Negation of air resistance."

"A marvelous addition," the strategist nodded. "I will make sure these are put to good use. Anything else, Hunter Lev?"

"No, sir," Lev answered, about to stand up.

"May I inquire about that ring of yours?" Grand Strategist Wayne abruptly asked.

Lev looked at him straight in the eyes. "You may not."

The double doors shut behind him a few seconds later as he and Sherron left the office, the latter shaking her head in amusement.
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"Was that necessary?" Sherron quipped, not at all disapproving.

"Definitely," Lev answered without breaking his stride. "I can't hide the ring, so I'll just keep it out of reach instead."

"Whatever suits you," she shrugged.

They were already outside the fort, away from prying eyes. Lev had also covered them with a sound ward during that, which he now dropped. Elias and Isabella were already getting slightly rowdy, loudly discussing the tournament duel.

"You know that was a horrid way to win," the fire mage commented, shaking her head with mock disdain.

"A win is a win," Elias countered, grinning widely. "Besides, I did overwhelm you at the end."

"Overwhelm, you say?" She raised a brow, some competitiveness shining in her eyes. "I couldn't risk-"

"And that's plenty," Lev interrupted, creating a barrier wall between them. "No one was stopping either of you from lethal strikes. Hesitation is what cost you the match."

"Why are you taking his side?" the princess rolled her eyes. "I thought we were closer than that."

Lisa coughed in the background as Lev sighed, shoulders slumping. Isabella took great pleasure in his misfortune, all of her teeth showing in the resulting smile.

"How about we spar?" Lev suggested as innocently as possible. "You seem to have some steam to blow off."

"Sure."

… Why was I even expecting her to hesitate?

Sherron intervened this time. "The dick measuring can wait. First, Aaryan, how far are you from evolving?"

"Seven levels, Lady Sherron."

"That takes priority. I know you guys want to fuck around for some time still, but that's not happening. Pack up your things and prepare to leave."

With that, she turned on her heels and flew off.

"… Is she angry?" Isabella whispered in a conspirational tone.

For once, Lev had no idea, and neither did anyone else. Risking an Exalted's displeasure was the last thing on their to-do lists, so they quickly went to work. Lev retreated into his bubble, taking one last stock of everything, whereas the other two teams huddled together to check their rings.

Aaryan stayed stationary, observing it all. He turned when the bubble landed behind him and entered through the small door.

"What do you need?" Lev asked bluntly.

"Potions, mainly. I have my daggers and skinsuit in my ring, but I was called here urgently and didn't get the chance to refill my stock."

Lev summoned ten healing potions and handed them to the man. Aaryan raised a brow, asking a silent question.

"Mana regeneration potions are not worth it for me," Lev supplied, sending pulses of mana through the stacked constructs. Enchantments lit up, and most of his focus was on ensuring that there were no flaws in them. "They restore a fixed amount, and my regeneration is frankly just way better. The drawbacks are not worth it."

"Strength and dexterity potions?"

"I don't need them," he stated. "My armor does the heavy lifting, not my body."

"Fair enough," the rogue shrugged and sat down on a barrier chair. "Now that we've got time, can you give me a rundown?"

"Sure, give me a bit."

Ten minutes later, he could tell that there was nothing amiss, and his armor and Stargazer were also in prime shape. Satisfied, Lev sat down in his seat and looked at the rogue.

"That glaive isn't Epic, is it?" Aryan asked, his eyes daring Lev to refute, so he just shrugged.

"Maybe."

"Either way, what's up with the mountains?"

"There really isn't much," Lev began. "We know that there are a lot of monsters gathered there, and more spawn daily. The levels aren't anything to be afraid of, barring the occasional third-threshold monster, but the sheer quantity is what we're being sent for. Our mission is to cull the numbers to the best of our ability, look out for treasures, and rouse the region."

"Rouse?"

"Are you aware of my presence's effects?"

"No…" Aryan voiced slowly.

"Well, basically, wherever I go, monsters always target me first. I've had several third-threshold monsters try to eat me alive back when I was an Adept, which was also how I evolved."

"Wait, wait, wait," Aryan sat up, looking at him intensely. "Run that by me again."

And so Lev explained his encounters. The first was atop the Central Squire, where a lightning bolt from a vulture had nearly fried him.

Thinking back on it, he was reasonably certain that the vulture was incredibly weak. If they faced off now, Lev could probably tear it apart in melee.

Then he talked about the Windstrider Warg, and they both quietened. A magical monster without access to its mana, reduced to its physical strength. By now, it was also obvious that the warg's passive skills also weren't working, and yet, it had nearly torn him to shreds while Lev was fighting at full strength.

"And we're going into a new region, chock full of monsters, with your presence on full display?"

"Yep."

"Do you want to die?"

"No, of course not," Lev laughed. "Drakys has already made sure that there are no fourth-threshold monsters there, nor any dangerously strong third-threshold ones. We're not going to go that deep, anyway. The area we're going to explore can barely be considered the edges."

"And yet, we're still going to face thousands of monsters daily."

"Correct."

Aryan sighed, leaning back in his chair and muttering, "This risk better be worth it."

Lev held back an incredulous smile. Given how strong his own evolution was, he didn't doubt for a second that the rogue's was going to be just as potent.

**

Ten minutes later, he emerged from the strategist's office again. All the formalities had already been covered, and informing the man had been a sign of respect more than anything.

Outside, Alec and Sherron were already waiting near his bubble. His mentor looked him up and down, taking in Lev's gait and confidence. Then he nodded and brought out a small box shining to Lev's magical senses.

"What's this?" he asked, not taking the box.

"A gift," Alec answered with a kind smile, pushing the box to his chest. "Open it on the way."

Lev pushed down his curiosity and questions, nodding in thanks. Sherron had nothing to say, so the three of them shared a hug before he walked towards his bubble, not looking back. Alec flew back to his own abode, whereas Sherron watched their bubble until they departed.

Inside, the two teams and Aryan were already seated, their chairs attached to the barrier surface. They were prepared and ready to move, and seeing that no one had anything to say, Lev commanded the bubble to ascend.

Sharing one last glance with Sherron, he powered up the construct's enchantments, and then they were off.

Grass blurred beneath them, turning half the world green, and the other half a light blue. The sky and the grass blended far ahead of them, painting an odd picture that no one really cared about.

No one said anything when Lev brought out the box. It was devoid of decorations, plain in its dark brown exterior. A simple click opened it, revealing a small barrier construct.

The whole thing glowed with enough mana that he had to squint his eyes. A dangerous pulse went through the construct, echoing throughout before picking up intensity again after five seconds.

Moreover, the thin but wide pebble-shaped construct occasionally twitched, as if struggling to hold in the power.

[

Desperate Measure - Epic

Imbued with the desire to protect, this amulet has been specifically crafted for a Barrier Mage to absorb one lethal hit.

Press it to the skin while providing mana to let it sink into the flesh, lodging itself while integrating with your mana. Over time, the flow of mana will change the barriers into the Mage's variant, stabilizing the amulet.

Once a lethal hit has been absorbed, a large, concentrated signal will be released, alerting the creator of the amulet and destroying the item in the process.

]

Viktor whistled, earning a lot of deadpan looks from the abrupt sound in the silence. Lev resisted a smile and made all of his upper clothes vanish, leaving him bare-chested.

He ignored the teasing sounds made by the girls, especially Lisa, and focused on the amulet. It hadn't shown any signs of change in his hand, so he brought it close to his chest.

Detecting skin, heat, and his heartbeat, the amulet demanded mana. Pressing it to his chest, Lev obliged and was immediately rewarded with four different stabs. Thin and short needles dug inside, healing the skin around them to make the amulet stick to his chest.

Then he slowly began cycling his mana into the barriers used in the amulet's creation. Surprisingly, it automatically destroyed and recreated the barriers, slowly transforming them into something that could make full use of his class.

"I've never seen anything like that," Rena mumbled, transfixed. "What is it doing?"

"Turning Alec's barriers into mine so it can make use of my class bonuses," Lev answered easily enough, unable to hold back a fond and big smile. Really, his mentor just had to go and gift him something so precious.

Within minutes, the amulet lost color, then reverted, making use of his Arcane Barrier Manipulation skill. The properties of the barriers were changed, making them more elastic, until the amulet stopped hindering his movements entirely, snuggly resting on his skin.

He then summoned his shirt back on. No one said anything for a while before Elias spoke.

"I didn't expect you to fight safely enough to avoid scarring," the warrior mused, no hint of mirth in his voice.

"He just has access to a really good healing mana converter," Isabella added without missing a beat, staring at Lev as if daring him to claim otherwise. "It also heals the mind to some extent, which is the only reason he's still sane."

Lev merely shrugged. "I literally cannot use my class without slowly killing myself."

"Which does not make sense," Kora spoke up timidly. "Forgive me if I'm speaking out of line, but classes are always balanced to not hurt the wielder unless they purposefully push their class limits."

"It's not my class that's hurting me," Lev answered, gathering his words. "My attribute distribution is… lopsided, you can say. What is your highest attribute?"

"Erm, Wisdom. It's almost at 700."

"And you're only four levels lower than me, yet my Wisdom is sitting at 1025. The rest shouldn't be hard to deduce."

"… Why?" she asked, pressing more than anyone expected. Even Isabella was surprised at the question, but her curiosity was just as bright.

"It's not as bad as it seems," Lev answered with a smile. "I have over three hundred points in the attribute from just my titles. As for the rest, my class lets me ignore Strength and Dexterity and put way more points in Constitution than the average mage."

"And you still take damage from channeling mana," Isabella finished for him, taking the words out of everyone's mouth.

"It's not that surprising," Viktor casually added. "He was always reckless. At least, he seems more in control of himself."

"I'm right here, you know?"

"Yeah, I remember how he kept fighting even when I cut off his arm," Aryan nodded. "Truly ridiculous."

"Hey, I won the match, at least."

"He seriously thought he could best me in a melee duel," Elias clicked his tongue. "How ridiculous."

"Whoa there," Lev chuckled. "Careful with what you say now. I'm not nearly as unprepared as I was back then."

"Oh, really?" Elias grinned. "Say, how many times has your glaive mastery skill evolved?"

"…"

"Alright," Rena spoke before Elias could go on. "While you may still be able to win in close combat, I'm not gonna lift a finger if he smites you from the skies."

"Same," Lisa said with a stern stare at the two warriors. "I might join him, instead."

Elias and Viktor shared a glance, wisely deciding to shut up.

Lev tried not to rub it in, only looking them over with smug eyes. They met his gaze with flat stares, though they dropped it at that. He remembered just how scary Rena could be when she wanted to be.

"What about you?" He asked Elias.

The warrior peered into his status for a moment, showing a remarkable deal of trust as he replied immediately. "I'm nearing 900 Dexterity, though I've also followed your method, just to a lesser extent."

Nine hundred… that's very high, actually. Wisdom is assisted mainly by class and Intelligence, but dexterity requires all physical attributes to work in tandem. Elias isn't nearly dumb enough to neglect Strength or Constitution, and he also has enough mana for body enhancement. He must have almost as many points from titles as me.

No one else had anything to add, for Elias and Lev were the only two outliers leaning so much into their specialization. Even Isabella had plenty of Constitution and Intelligence, for her element thrived on both.

Instead, they engaged in small talk, sharing stories and adventures. Lev got to learn about how Kora was just a normal student in one of the academies in the Haven. One day, rumors started circulating. They talked about the Duke looking for a support class for his daughter, and Kora was waiting to evolve.

Stupidly, in her own terms, she immediately turned her focus to fire skills and evolved before someone else could take the spot in Isabella's team. Lev found the courage pretty admirable, though he also couldn't bring himself to say that it was the right move. Regardless, her decision had paid off, and for that, he was quite happy.

Isabella also didn't forget to praise the support mage despite how many people were watching. Kora blushed under the dual attention, though everyone had the good graces to not bring it up.

Just like that, hours passed as they flew. Lances took care of any monsters that found them, and Lev also participated in the discussions, even putting his constant training on hold.

He also refrained from bringing up his own adventures. For some reason, they always turned the mood somber.
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About seven hours of high-speed travel later, the bubble touched the ground again. Stepping outside, Lev beheld a small camp, housing a grand total of one hunter.

Melvine took in the assembled squad with an expressionless face, which was to say, she didn't seem to be annoyed or excited. It was just her usual mood.

"Greetings," Lev dipped his head with a smile, happy to see her again. "Did you have to wait long?"

"I returned a few days ago," she replied, not a single change in her expression. "You're a bit late."

"Sorry about that," he said, giving her a sheepish smile. "We all united today and immediately set off."

Melvine merely nodded, showing that she didn't mind. Lev then introduced everyone to her and also made it abundantly clear that, if it came down to it, they would all listen to her orders.

The strength gap demanded that.

"It is a pleasure to meet you, Lady Isabella," Melvine greeted afterwards, bowing slightly.

"Oh, please," Isabella chuckled politely. "Here, I'm a hunter just like everyone else. There's no need to be so formal."

While they conversed, Lev looked at the horizon, squinting his eyes. What seemed to be many dozens of kilometers away, the mountain range could just barely be seen. Given the grand distance, he could only imagine how massive those natural structures needed to be if he could see them from so far away.

"What do you see?" Lisa asked, coming to a stop next to him.

"Grass," Lev grinned. "And more grass."

She rolled her eyes, bringing her hands up. Shielding her eyes from the evening suns, she spoke again.

"Seriously, you've been staring for several minutes now. Is it a monster?"

"No, I'm just looking at the very distant mountains. Only a faint outline is visible from here."

"You can see them?" Lisa exclaimed, surprised. "How ridiculous is your eyesight?"

"See what?" Viktor questioned, joining them.

"The mountain range," Lev answered. "It's still very far away. We will still need to fly for a few hours."

The warrior didn't even bother asking why he could notice them. Lev was learning just how insane the combination of his Perception and Class skills was, even if he already knew that it was very strong.

Melvine had little to pack, so they were off in the bubble after a few minutes. The flight continued, and the chatter this time was more subdued. Everyone wanted Melvine to contribute, and slowly, she also began to talk about her adventures and quests.

"The worst, by far, was an underground miner escort quest," she began after Elias asked that question. "Nothing should've been able to challenge me there, and I had already been a Master for several years with plenty of experience. Long story short, I just barely managed to stop myself from beheading the miner next to me, but the experience is still raw enough to make me constantly scan my mind."

"Mind magic?" Isabella asked, the frown on her face deepening at the implications. "Those creatures shouldn't be present so high up in the mines."

"Comes down to luck again," Lev voiced. "Anything we should keep in mind to deal with mental attacks?"

"Just don't hyperfixate on anything. The higher the desire, the easier it becomes to twist. Even the smallest changes can mess up your whole mind."

"Lady Melvine," Luna began slowly. "Is there a way to detect the attacks in advance?"

"The only known method is through Mana Perception," she answered after a bit of thought. "I could feel a strange haze once I detected the assault, which let me resist it easier."

They all cemented that knowledge in their minds, knowing how valuable the tidbit was. Lev was also considering how to stop foreign mana types from seeping into his armor, and surprisingly, he already had a few leads.

"As for the closest," Melvine hmm'd, the most casual he had ever seen her. "I think it was in the Grand Forest. I was accompanying a group of harvesters with several Master teams, and we were all about to be overrun by a horde of second and third-threshold monsters. Something intervened before any of us could die, and somehow, it chose the largest monsters and dragged them underground with roots and vines. None of us hesitated in bolting, and no one has ever been able to figure out what happened that day."

Then she looked at Lev, asking for his input.

"Doesn't seem like luck is what saved you guys," he mused. "The monsters were probably targeted on purpose to let you all escape."

"It was strange," she nodded, agreeing with his assessment. "Regardless, it's a good thing we never found the source. The roots alone were strong enough that the third-threshold monsters died before they were pulled deep. I don't want to know how powerful the actual creature was."

Thank you for the information then, and also damn you for stroking my curiosity like that. Seems like I'll be on the lookout for nature-based creatures whenever I go there with my team.

"What about these mountains?" Elias said, bringing the topic back to the present. "Should we be prepared for strong monsters immediately?"

"No, there are only mole-like monsters at the edges. Since we are here to cull the numbers, let them congregate in our positions. The rest is up to you. I'll step in if the larger variants are close to overwhelming you guys."

Lev could feel that they wanted to ask why she wasn't going to join them, but realization didn't take long. Melvine was way higher in level, and killing second-threshold monsters was pointless for her.

"Their main advantage is in numbers?" he asked, getting a nod in answer. "I suppose I can test some creations, then."

"Aren't you always testing?" Isabella questioned. "I swear to Monarch you were never idling in your bubble."

"I am a crafter, after all. It only makes sense for me to be constantly practicing my craft."

"What kind of creations?" Viktor overrode Isabella's reply. "Anything fancy?"

"I have some Rare disks that work with several mana types, mainly air. There's also an Epic sword, which… honestly, isn't all that great, but definitely not bad. Do any of you want to test a fire sword?"

Glances were exchanged, more incredulous than not. Elias tilted his head. "What type?"

"Greatsword, pretty much."

"I'll test it out," Zack said. "You want data, right?"

"Yep."

Summoning Heatwave from his ring, Lev made it float over to Zack, who clasped the hilt with raised eyebrows. A trickle of fire mana was sent into the weapon, and the result made a grin form on his face.

The sword could hold a lot of fire mana.

"I'll make good use of this," Zack nodded, visibly controlling his excitement.

"Seems like I'll need to work extra hard," Kora mused, smiling lightly.

"What else?" Viktor asked. "Anything for me?"

One of Lev's best walls flew out of its stack and landed amidst them. He looked at Viktor, thinking.

"Summon your shield."

The warrior obliged, and after taking it from him, Lev set the wall and the shield next to each other. Bringing the jar of expensive sap out of his ring, he quickly created a mechanism to bathe the wall to increase its mana conductivity, while layering enchantments on its surface.

Three different layers were carved, absorbing kinetic energy, storing it, using it to increase the newly formed shield's durability, and also absorbing basic elements to augment itself further. There was also a potent weight manipulation enchantment, and all of it was topped off by a third-threshold ripper core that further enhanced all manner of durability runes.

After two hours of silent carving, a new Epic item was born.

[

Sentinel's Wall - Epic

Enchantments: Extreme Mana Conductivity, Elemental Absorption, Shock Absorption, Kinetic Empowerment, Weight Control, Durability Nexus.

]

Yet another enchantment formed by the item instead of the runes.

All in all, the shield was exactly what he wanted, and for the first time, the results were in line with his expectations. It was neither worse nor better than the intended result, and that spoke volumes about his progress. Granted, it was a lower-Epic item and would not hold against strong third-threshold monsters, but it was still a great backup.

Without a second thought, he chucked both shields towards Viktor, who could only look at the new addition with exasperation. The barrier shield was also a rarity higher than his own, which was another point nobody brought up.

"That was… interesting," Elias broke the silence. "Do you create Epic items often? How the hell did you just do that?"

"I pretty much threw dozens of platinum coins at the shield," Lev shrugged, though it was quite funny to see Viktor break out in coughs. "The jar of sap you saw is the only reason I can create Epic items. Better make good use of it in an unexplored region."

"Let me guess," Viktor sighed. "You only have as much sap as the jar."

"Yep."

"Idiot."

"You're welcome," Lev rolled his eyes and leaned back in his seat. Creating such an item was very demanding, and he didn't want to enter the mountains with a tired mind.

"I'm going to slow down the bubbles to rest for a bit," he announced. No one protested, so he closed his eyes to meditate.

**

A few hours later, the bubble touched down once again. Under the bright light of three silvery moons, Lev and company exited the construct with carefree steps, not feeling any monsters nearby.

That changed immediately when he released half of his aura.

Screeches from all around reached them, making the hunters pause.

"I'll deal with the weaker monsters," Lev spoke up. "No need to waste mana."

The ground trembled a few dozen meters to the left. He made the bubble rise high up and infused it with lightning, dumping half his regeneration into the conversion. Something told him that would be overkill, though he erred on the side of caution.

A few seconds later, an ugly monster breached the surface. With a long, leathery nose similar to a trunk, the creature immediately raised it towards the humans. Stone mana gathered in the nose, only for a lightning-infused rope to go through its head.

Before the corpse could hit the ground, a rumble went through the humans. Standing calmly amidst the minor earthquake, everyone waited for Lev to make his move.

He answered the unasked question by unfurling all the sharp, pointy ropes coiled around the bubble. Dumping all the converted mana inside, they slithered towards the unearthing monsters, each moving as if possessing a consciousness.

Within seconds, many skulls were pierced. Corpses littered the region around them as the humans moved on, jogging deeper into the region. Meanwhile, notifications continued to roll in, announcing just how weak the creatures were.

[

You have slain [Ground Shaper - Level 298]

You have slain [Ground Shaper - Level 277]

…

You have slain [Ground Shaper - Level 280]

…

]

Seeing that he had it under control, Isabella spoke through a communication crystal. It telepathically connected to everyone, and it wasn't hard to guess the rarity of the tool.

"How long can you keep this up?"

"Technically forever," Lev answered, finding the task intuitive. The item was pretty neat. "The numbers are dwindling already."

Indeed, only a few ground shapers were left above the surface. Zack nodded in thanks and brandished Heatwave, already channeling fire mana into it. Without even activating his body enhancements, the warrior lunged.

The monster had no chance to react as the sword cleaved through its face, cleanly bisecting the head. Zack stepped away from the corpse and held the sword up in one hand, head tilted.

"Is the weight balanced for someone?" he asked after a moment.

Lev grunted. "My teammate."

"Yeah, it's obvious. I'm assuming she's more balanced than my style."

"Speed, strength, and manipulation in equal measure," he confirmed.

"Must be a ridiculous class," Zack smiled and headed towards the remaining monsters. So high was their Perception that the ground shapers, the same level as them, still hadn't reached the humans during the talk.

A few more bright flashes later, the sword easily passed through flesh and bone, and Zack decided he had seen enough.

Lev took back the sword, looking at him questioningly.

"It's obviously a great weapon," Zack explained. "I can tell that the sharpness and capacity are way more than I will realistically need right now, and even if the balance doesn't suit me, the weapon is well-made. I'd rather use my gauntlets now."

With a chuckle, Lev stored the greatsword. It made sense that the warrior was excited to use his new tool, though that would have to wait. With a thought, the remaining monsters were easily slain, and they continued deeper.

In front of them was a mountain, but the closer they got, the more Lev had to reassess the structure. For once, his eyesight wasn't enough, not letting him peer past its cliffs and slopes to see the peak. The top of the mountain was so incredibly high, he had to actively resist the temptation to fly up there.

Actually, why can't I?

"Should we move to a vantage point?" he sent in the crystal. "Better line of sight for any large monsters."

"I was about to suggest that," Viktor agreed. "Harpies are known to be present at high altitudes, and it wouldn't be surprising if we found a third-threshold variant in this region. Let's not get caught unprepared."

Well, that was easy.
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A few minutes later, no more monsters revealed themselves. When Lev was reasonably certain that the surroundings were clear, he brought his bubble back down, creating an opening for everyone to step inside.

With a thought, it turned fully invisible and shot up, rising like a rocket on steroids. A large amount of mana was used in the ascent, though he had plenty to spare. During that, he also summoned a small cube from his ring, the design bringing up some memories. Back when he was leveling up in the pit, the lightning converter looked similar to the cube he was holding.

[

Decent Air Converter - Rare

]

Lev carelessly tossed it to a corner. A barrier hand quickly grabbed it and slotted it in the bubble; the output connected to the construct for him to teleport the mana into the disks.

Within minutes, they were finally high enough to see the mountain peaks, which also revealed just how small the first mountains were. In the distance, many rose like giant walls, the slopes blocking their view like cliffs.

"Damn," Elias breathed out, moving close to the bubble's edge. "We're supposed to clear this place?"

"What are you, level 750?" Rena laughed. "No, we're just going to level up as much as possible until we get overwhelmed."

"Or," Lev suggested. "We can spend a few days preparing a few bases, and then I'll act as a taunter until the bases are destroyed."

"I'd rather not stay in one place," Melvine countered. "The further in we go, the better. Staying at the edges will not result in any meaningful progress."

It wasn't like Lev disagreed, but he just wanted to let everyone know that slow and steady was also an option. They didn't need to rush headlong into danger.

"I agree," Isabella said. "My class works best against hordes. It would be best to make good use of that."

"How about we let me evolve first?" Aryan interjected. "Given how strong all of you are, I seem to be missing out."

"That reminds me," Viktor piped up. "How are you still not a Master? Did you not fight solo?"

"I have a girlfriend."

Lev couldn't help but laugh at the half-deadpan, half-proud delivery. Aryan had more of a social presence than any of them, and that was saying something considering they were accompanying a princess.

"Showoff," Isabella clicked her tongue, though her grin was wide.

"I see harpies, by the way," Lev voiced, keeping an eye on the monsters. To be safe, he started channeling mana into the shadow mana converter, augmenting the bubble's stealth exponentially. "And also a very big one. It seems we have our first real challenge."

Glancing at Melvine, she merely waved a hand, telling them to go ahead. Going by his senses, the monster was close to level 500— little in terms of essence for her.

"Aryan."

"I'll deal with the normal harpies," the rogue voiced, understanding his assignment.

"Then you guys can deal with the third-threshold monster," Lev said, looking at Elias and his team. They started double-checking their equipment while Lev dropped out of the bubble, hurtling straight down.

Infusing a burst of lightning into his armor, he picked up speed and shot off. Despite his early detection, the harpies were still far away, perched on a massive tree growing out of a cliff. He didn't expect to reach them for a few minutes, so preparations were in order.

The first thing he did was create orbs. Fire mana infused them in small yet significant amounts, and he dropped them on the slope below him. Slowing down his flight even further, he waited for a few long seconds, only for no new monsters to show up.

Satisfied that they wouldn't be pincered randomly, he accelerated, attracting the attention of the harpies. Close to the peak, he didn't rush straight ahead and brought them to a semi-flat area.

The slope was still rather steep, which would hopefully increase the essence gains. His bubble landed a few seconds before the monsters reached him, and Aryan and the assigned team quickly hopped out, already glowing with mana from all the prepared skills.

Lev simply ascended higher and sent a trickle of shadow mana into his armor's stealth enchantments, turning off the rest. His role was to spectate and make sure nothing went wrong, though it also provided a good opportunity to gauge just how strong his friends were now.

Aryan's presence, while shrouded, was the most obvious. He moved way faster than any Adept Lev had ever seen, and given his stealth, the first second-threshold harpy had no chance to react to the dagger flying towards its chest.

Quickly retrieving the dagger through his element, Lev's curiosity rose when the rogue didn't finish off the monster. The answer became obvious when a shower of blood roared out of the wound, the liquid quickly turning a sickly black from a potent venom.

Hoh. Wonder what monster that coating came from.

Aryan's class was even stronger than expected. It allowed him to teleport daggers back to himself without losing external effects, such as coatings. Lev knew how rare that was before becoming a Master and deepening the connection to one's class.

Seeing that the rogue wasn't going to have any issues, he turned towards the big bad. The harpy was, frankly, a bit too big. Standing twice as tall as the smaller monsters, its feathers were sleek and streamlined, creating a natural armor that seemed impenetrable.

It floated in the air, observing the gathered humans with its maddened gaze. Elias and Viktor slowly jogged forward, waiting for the monster to come down, which it surely would. That was just how monsters operated.

Soon enough, while Aryan had already downed two more harpies, the bigger one dove. Air parted in its wake, producing loud and visible gales that only empowered its movement.

Viktor waited, his discipline showing when he didn't dive out of the way until the last moment. Lisa's buffs were already enveloping him, and the warrior managed to stand his ground against the shockwaves.

A rain of fire fell on the crater just as the harpy sprinted out of it. Each sharp blade left sizzling marks on its skin, failing to do any meaningful damage.

[Harpy Juggernaut - Level ??]

The fire barrage did slow it for an instant, which Elias took advantage of. Using the projectiles as a cover, he sprinted to the monster's side, his twin longswords glowing with mana. They carved long gashes on its legs, aborted halfway due to a burst of wind.

Astonishingly, Elias almost outran the wind, turning around at the last second to cut through it with a mana slash. Lev was already impressed and settled in to watch a great show when Viktor marched into the melee. A claw was stopped by his shield, and when the human only skidded a few meters to the side instead of being sent flying, the harpy was understandably confused.

The ground underneath took the brunt of the attack, courtesy of a few passive skills letting him stand his ground by channeling the absorbed force downwards. Or perhaps it was the effects of his main shield. Either way, he lunged, his axe clashing against the monster's wing that blocked the attack.

A small amount of blood dripped to the ground, sending the harpy into a rage-filled frenzy. Elias and Viktor both took a few steps back, grimacing from the roar that originated from the monster. Mana coursed through its skin now, and they knew it was time to go all-out.

Lisa's buff amplified, enhancing their physical attributes to an insane degree. Rena also joined the fray properly, her solidified flames coiling forward like snakes. They smoothly curved around the melee combatants, deflecting a wing for Viktor, who charged at the monster's legs, aiming to cripple its movements.

Elias stayed on the run around the monster, darting in for quick slashes with his high speed. Whenever the harpy used wind mana, they backed off, powering through it with the sheer power of their classes. Lisa's skills also coated them with intangible barriers, negating blunt attacks.

Didn't think she had any defensive buffs, Lev mused, recognizing the skill easily enough. I suppose a Master aura mage and healer ought to have more defensive options.

After that, the fight was mostly a battle of attrition, one thoroughly in favor of the Masters. Lev kept half an eye on Aryan, noting how he was starting to have some difficulties. Harpies, for all their average strength, coordinated really well.

The rogue weaved between limbs and wings, dodging tackles and deflecting claws. All in all, he seemed to be doing fine, though only time would tell if he had the stamina to match his class's lethality.

Melvine knocked on his bubble, so he brought it closer to himself and jumped inside.

"The rogue is holding back," she said casually. "Tell him that he doesn't need to."

Lev glanced at Isabella, who sent a telepathic message to the rogue. Aryan paused momentarily, then sped up even more. Severing a limb completely, he cut the harpie's throat in the same motion before upping his agility even more.

A few minutes later, the third-threshold harpy let out a shrill whistle. Blood and grime painted its body, yet it stood tall, glaring at the humans as mana rushed out of it.

Elias's body enhancement flared, but the monster was faster. It ascended with a single flap of its wings, and Lev debated intervening. The Masters didn't have a way to fly.

He refrained, seeing that his friends had a plan in place. Elias and Viktor grouped, moving away from the mages in the back. The harpy glanced between the two of them before choosing the humans who had hurt it. Wind mana gathered inside its wings, the feathers shining in the night sky.

Instead of a large, blunt attack, Viktor had to suddenly deflect a sharp feather coated with wind mana. Dozens followed, and it immediately became obvious that he wouldn't be able to hold back all of them. The feathers curved, slinking around his shield, only for Elias to cut them down.

Rena's flames quickly joined the fray, exploding amidst the barrage. Most of the barrage was scattered, though a few large spheres of wind blew through the resulting flames. On the ground, Viktor's shield brightened, primed to block the approaching attacks.

Elias dashed away, his sword already swinging. Several mana slashes flew towards the monster,  around and between the approaching wind spheres. Unprepared for retaliation, the tired harpy scrambled to avoid them, only dodging half of the projectiles.

The whole slope shuddered from the impact. Aryan reacted immediately, blinding the remaining harpies arrayed against him with a burst of shadow mana. Multiple heads rolled to the ground in the same second, just as the ground beneath him started moving.

Lev intervened at that point, providing Elias and his team with barrier platforms. Dozens of them formed in a blink, opening a path to the flying monster. To not make it too easy, he made the barriers stationary, opting to spread them around the harpy at fixed distances.

Without wasting a moment, all four of them moved. Rena's class showed its strength when a barrage of compressed fireballs flew at the monster as a blur, several landing in tandem and doing significant damage before it could even try to dodge. They also clouded its vision, and Viktor's thrown axe made good use of that.

Lodged in the monster's chest, it glowed and trembled for a moment before flying back, bringing out a rain of blood. Injured and stunned, it couldn't do anything when Elias leaped onto its back just as solid flame coiled around the harpy's legs, rooting it in place.

An axe thudded into the same wound just as Elias slit the monster's throat open, frantically deflecting its wind while avoiding its clawed hands.

The rapid blood loss didn't pose as much of a problem as the humans expected. Elias just barely managed to jump to a nearby barrier platform as the monster plummeted, very much alive and dangerous. Along its descent, Lev also lowered his platforms, keeping them just above the slowly forming landslide.

In their Perception, the landslide was going to take a while to ramp up. The harpy was even less affected than they thought, its neck muscles swelling to stem the bleeding to a large degree. A loud, bestial roar signified the activation of a berserk skill, making its eyes glow a bright gold as its wounds started to heal.

Rena didn't let that continue. A wall of fire slammed into the monster the moment it stood up, pushing it down. Viktor and Elias rushed in from both sides, further dividing its attention. A cone of wind dug out several large boulders from the decimated ground, and they were promptly launched towards the mages.

The warriors didn't bother with checking the result of that last-ditch effort. Rena's ropes tore them to shreds, and the rain of debris was blocked by Lisa's small yet heavy barriers.

Lev observed them closely. He could feel that there was a lot of mana packed in those hexagonal constructs, their durability rivaling or perhaps surpassing his unenchanted barriers. He approved.

The fight came to a close swiftly after. Viktor baited out a lunge, bashing the monster's face with his shield and reopening the neck wound. Disoriented, the harpy's back was cut open by Elias, the swordsman targeting joints and blood vessels.

Trying to fend him off was the last mistake as Viktor's axe cleaved through the monster's throat at the smallest opening, the harpy unable to even land a single clean hit on the Masters throughout the battle.
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[

Your Group has slain [Harpy Juggernaut - Level 503]

]

Huh, even lower than expected.

The level explained why they had so little trouble, though that could also be attributed to the great teamwork shown by the humans. Lev was quite happy to see that their strength was nothing to scoff at, but a nagging thought kept prickling his mind.

As usual, the difference in might was ignored. He didn't particularly care how far ahead he was compared to everyone else, excluding Melvine, and neither did the others.

"Oh, hey," Lev sent to everyone, grinning. "Turns out you two are rather good at fighting monsters."

"You just wait, punk," Elias replied. "I'll show you how to be a proper Master."

"Are you calling me otherwise?"

"Let's be real, it's not like you fit any standards."

… Why do you have to put it like that?

"Fair enough. How was it?"

"Surprisingly difficult," Viktor answered, contemplative. "I had to spend a lot of mana to stay on my feet, and just as much to dodge its wing swipes. Those would've easily sent me flying."

"My barriers might not've been fast enough to catch you, so good call on your part," Lisa added.

She and her team stepped into the bubble not long after, and Lev made the construct rise. All sounds were drowned by the roaring river of stone and dirt below them, and its loudness served as an excellent monster attraction.

Already, he could see several shapes fly off the mountains, and not all of them looked like easy prey.

"Get ready," Lev sent, preparing Stargazer.

Two holes opened in his bubble. Hunters stepped out of one on an intact flat region, and lances of lightning flew out of the other. Notifications chimed in the back of his head, ignored in favor of scanning the area.

The mountains were positively vibrating. Whatever was coming, they had to be very careful.

"What do you sense?" he sent to Melvine.

"Nothing."

That's not ideal, he noted. Monsters don't usually hide their auras.

Aryan quickly dipped into stealth when trolls became visible near the base of the mountain. Lev couldn't detect anything above level 300, so he let the rogue go fight them alone.

From above, harpies once again descended, only for Isabella's whips to smash past their dives, quite literally making some of them implode in fiery impacts. The ground also parted beneath her as ground shapers emerged, though her team was prepared for that.

Zack's gauntlets shone, used for the first time. Fire was compressed in his palms before it shot outwards, extending into a small yet deadly lance. Several monsters were pierced, their torsos blackening immediately.

Cutting through them, he swung the lance in a circle, using it like a bat. The construct had enough cohesion to slap aside a lone harpy, the impact leaving a long, sizzling wound on its wing.

Satisfied, Zack let the lance dismiss and exploded forward. His right fist landed on the harpy's chest, too fast for it to block or deflect. The result was an explosion of gore as the monster's upper half exploded, which he pushed aside with a pulse of flames.

Not slowing down at all, he whirled onto the ground shapers, smashing them to paste with singular punches. Bursts of fire were released with each hit, tearing craters in the dirt ground, revealing stone underneath.

Aryan's battles were not going as smoothly. He weaved between the trolls, leaving gashes everywhere in its wake, yet the venom wasn't cutting it. The trolls weren't able to regenerate, but the venom's effectiveness was still drastically reduced, countered by the healing.

Regardless, the rogue still flitted between them due to his speed advantage, cutting open arteries to cripple the monsters with maximum efficiency. Sounds simply slid off his stealth, the roars not affecting his momentum whatsoever.

Now, what the hell are you?

Lev refrained from looking at the invisible giant monster that was circling them, not a single blade of grass disturbed in its passage. It moved smoothly, as if one with the wind, and slowly approached Elias's team.

"That's a Light-bending Serpent," Melvine informed him. "Below level 600, though definitely too much for you alone. Start preparing before it strikes."

He was already doing that. Lances were infused en masse, still hidden inside the bubble. Lev's eyesight just barely managed to locate the monsters, and that was enough to know that being reactive would be a horrible idea.

The serpent's head was the size of a large house. Teeth quarter the size of carts leaked just a slight amount of mana, the sheer amount too high for the monster to control fully, and that was the only reason he even saw the lunge in time.

[

Advanced Mana Perception has reached 2nd Level 10

Gaze of the Marksman has reached 2nd Level 8

]

Shieldwalls dropped in front of the serpent, stacked on top of each other, and hastily melded together. The serpent tried to bite them in two, but the constructs persisted. Torn and bent, the lunge was delayed enough by them for Stargazer to smash into the serpent's side, but it swiveled out of the way, preventing any meaningful injury.

Mana rushed out of Lev in droves, fixing the shieldwalls and recalling Stargazer. Most of it was converted, infusing his armor with lightning and blue fire.

He refrained from engaging, making sure everyone was alright. The monster's size also became visible, and its sinuous body just kept going… and going… and-

Shit, Lev cursed, releasing a massive wave of lightning around him. A pained hiss sounded behind him, and he realized just how close he was to being swallowed because of the illusion.

"Need help?" Melvine offered immediately, still in the bubble above them and ready to move.

"No, I'll lure it away. Can you make sure the others are fine?"

"Be reasonable."

"You've never seen me fight at full strength."

"… Fine," came the reluctant answer.

Lev smiled and formed a barrier platform for her to step out. The bubble immediately flew with him, and he only had time to send one last glance towards Aryan to confirm the rogue's safety.

Alarmingly, a part of the serpent's massive body wasn't that far away from Aryan. Seizing the opportunity, the rogue dipped two knives in a black vial before throwing them at the monster with all his strength. Both knives sank deep, parting scales, and he quickly ran away after observing the result.

Once again, the world sort of stilled to Lev's senses. There was nothing different, nor was anything behaving oddly. If he weren't looking for it, he would've never guessed that he was trapped in an illusion so quickly.

Remembering the serpent's last location, he darted to the side and started flying away without looking back. A rush of air signified the missed lunge, though before the monster could go after the other humans, Lev let out all of his aura.

It was far too early to be attracting attention, but a grand opportunity had presented itself. He had some new tools to test, and the recently improved mana pool was just begging to be used.

Moreover, there was also another aspect of his class he wanted to test, and if the tiny hints of the monster's aura weren't leading him astray, the serpent could also manipulate stone.

Lev wouldn't ever miss the chance to train against that.

The thought was proven when a large brown spike of stone rushed towards him, only for an invisible shield to deflect it. Undeterred, over a dozen more followed, and yet again, there was a shield present for all of them. In fact, his floating defensive constructs numbered way higher, but it at least confirmed that the monster couldn't peer past the concealment enchantments.

Alright, I hope this doesn't bite me in the back.

Today's target of practice was ambient mana. Everyone knew that using it to cast was not at all worth it, and similarly, there was no way to absorb and claim it. That was a death sentence.

In the same vein, monster cores were also not considered a viable source of power, for they also operated on ambient mana. Converting it, however, was a sub-optimal source of usable mana, exactly what Lev wanted to test.

A small pedestal had been prepared inside his bubble for that purpose. A dozen cores, ranging from pure second-threshold cores to two of the strongest third-threshold cores he had, were slotted at the base, and the middle of the small structure was hollow.

Stargazer flew into his bubble and smoothly slid inside the pedestal. Several runes flared immediately, detecting two different inputs. All of the cores were immediately strained to the maximum, pulling in ambient mana as fast as possible.

Matching the regeneration, a steady stream of mana was taken out of each core and dumped into the lightning and fire converters in equal measure. Their outputs were channeled into Stargazer's blade, from which Lev could freely teleport the mana types into different barriers.

Frankly, it was a ridiculous waste of money. Burning gold was no longer enough to describe what he was doing. Willingly throwing coins into an active volcano would be more fitting. The cores that would normally last weeks or months in a controlled environment were going to crumble in less than an hour, all for an unknown degree of boost to his capabilities.

Unknown for now. He grinned to himself, already feeling a decent amount of mana in his glaive. Taking a deep breath, he powered up all of the enchantments in his armor to full, particularly those responsible for increasing its receptivity to fire mana and durability.

Blue flames then streamed into the armor, carried to his left arm. Runes struggled to shape it into a fireball, and when the barriers started to melt from the strain, he changed his approach.

Several pre-prepared orbs floated out of his bubble. Flameforged Constitution turned their capacity for fire sky-high, and bathed in regular high-quality sap, they could hold a lot of mana. The constructs swiftly turned blue, resembling miniature suns before they shot forward.

All of that happened in a few seconds, during which the serpent continued to give chase. Mounds of stone rose to deflect the dense fireballs, but such a flimsy defense could never hold against the amount of mana Lev had infused in the orbs.

Then they landed, and he paused. Blue flames did their thing, creating a beautiful and messy explosion, showering the surroundings with flaming debris. Except, the blast barely did any damage beyond a few cracks, and neither did the flames pack the same heat as usual. Even as he watched, they rapidly turned back to normal before dissipating.

Not unexpected, if disappointing. Time to kick things up a notch.

Just as barriers were severely weakened when formed with ambient mana, the converted mana was also way less potent. To combat that to a significant degree, Lev channeled all of his regeneration into the conversion as well, mixing both ambient and personal mana.

Immediately, the output's quality rose. The flames and lightning burned way hotter, and the difference between his current attempt at shaping a fireball through his armor and the previous couldn't be more stark. Blue flames threatened to explode his limb in moments, and he had to hastily teleport it out into orbs.

The serpent displayed a remarkable level of patience. Its gaze never once left Lev's floating form, waiting for him to make a move as a large amount of stone gathered underground. He wasn't oblivious to that, though a small bit of worry had taken root in his mind due to how much the region around them was shaking.

Letting the monster prepare for longer would not end well.

All of the orbs descended at once, blowing apart all the erected defenses before blowing up in a brilliant flash. Lev shielded his eyes and ascended even higher, ready to bombard the monster, just as he used to do back when he was an Adept.

Illusions, stone, speed, and sheer size. Let's do this.

A pulse of mana went through the surroundings. Sounds stopped, and three different serpents rushed out of the flames. All of them were connected to the same, singular body, so Lev shot a lance at the obvious weak point.

His brows rose when it turned out to be an illusion. The body faded into nothingness, and panic spiked slightly when the serpent was nowhere to be seen.

Perception pinged him about an incoming projectile. Shields failed to react in time, so he launched an overloaded lightning bolt from his right arm. More of the converted mana immediately streamed in to refill his armor just as the bolt landed on a floating piece of stone, stopping it in its tracks and shearing off a large portion of it.

It was oddly smooth, yet the side facing him was shaped into a curved, sharp edge, not dissimilar to a claw-

Shit.

The moment his brain registered the detail, a wave of lightning erupted from his armor, utilizing all of the converted mana. All the fire mana was hastily evolved into blue flames and dumped into several orbs as the illusions were washed away, revealing an enormous stone pillar and the serpent coiled around it, devouring the distance between them.
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Lev ramped up the output, now taking more mana out of his pool to convert. The ambient mana was strengthened even more with the addition, which he made quick use of by creating several lances of fire while flying away, leaving a trail of lightning in his wake.

He could feel Stargazer exert even more pressure on the connected cores, further increasing their regeneration. Combined, Lev was able to fill the lances with enough mana to destroy the pillar halfway through, just as the snake turned incorporeal.

The illusory monster vanished, though he could feel the massive displacement of air as the real serpent dropped to the ground, unable to negate all of the environmental reactions.

A large crater formed where it landed, along with a long gouge as the rest of its invisible body touched the ground. Lev didn't let it make the first move this time. Dozens of arrows formed above him, and after mixing both lightning and fire, he bombarded the whole area.

Most of them hit nothing, but a few revealed the quickly moving serpent's body for small instants. The scales on its body were unharmed, and only the distortions in its illusion caused by the destructive mana let him see its location.

Stone boulders, compressed yet shapeless, flew at him. Each packed enough power that he hastily deployed Shieldwalls, wincing as the projectiles smashed through them at the cost of losing momentum.

More arrows continued to form above him. The region lit up in a myriad of explosions, both lightning and fire empowering each other to attract many more creatures towards the battle.

Lev remained on the move, putting more distance between himself and his friends. The battle was just barely getting started. He didn't want them to be in the vicinity of his explosions, especially the finishers.

Abruptly, he dove to the left, just barely avoiding a lightning bolt. An eel-like monster floated above, zipping through the air with raw lightning. Lev blocked its next few attacks, his brows rising when he felt the power inside them. Many of his constructs shattered under the sudden barrage, something the serpent also made good use of.

Then he opened the floodgates, letting both his own and Stargazer's mana be converted freely. Lightning roared into his armor, increasing his speed, whereas several blue fireballs flew at the serpent somewhere below him.

Distracting that monster was easy, but Lev refrained from attacking the eel. It was keeping its distance, only pestering him with strong ranged attacks. He knew how to deal with it.

Keeping his eyes peeled, he formed a dozen lances at the first sign of the serpent. It was trying to form a stone pillar again, only for lances to smash it apart. His Perception skills were pulling their weight, letting him observe the smallest wisps of stone mana.

Annoyingly, he still couldn't detect light mana, primarily because he had no idea what he was looking for. The exotic mana type was something he had never encountered before, and identifying it in the middle of a battle was clearly something beyond his skills and talents.

Still, he tried. The best he could notice was the small tremors caused by the massive monster's passage, but it dodged each of his projectiles without ever revealing itself.

Are we just going to keep playing the game of cat and mouse?

Regardless of how much mana Lev had, he was very certain that the monster had even more. A battle of attrition was not going to favor him, even with the cores being drained, as soul strain from mana overuse would set in quickly.

When he had enough lightning mana stored inside Stargazer and his armor, a barrier glaive flew out of his bubble. It was already enchanted and treated, though that was just barely enough to fire a Fracturing Wave through its blade. The slash covered the distance in a blink, landing less than a dozen meters away from the serpent.

Despite missing, the explosion elicited a deafening hiss out of the monster. Even better, as the blast rushed towards him, Lev raised his left arm towards the eel. A blue fireball collided with its hastily formed lightning bolt, obscuring its vision while bathing it in flames.

The vicinity wasn't nearly enough to put it down. It did, however, let his invisible bubble part the flames, smashing into the eel. A small hole formed in the construct's wall, and the condensed Fracturing Wave inside Stargazer immediately shot forward. Normally, Lev would need a slashing motion to execute the skill, but the tiny amount of mana he used allowed for some flexibility.

He had also accounted for the eel's strength. It wasn't a third-threshold monster, meaning its resilience was undoubtedly lacking, and the bisection proved his hunch.

[

You have slain [Electric Weaver - Level 433]

]

All of that had happened in a few instants. Below him, the snake's aura became noticeable for the first time, both pissed off and slightly wary. Lev knew that he no longer had the luxury of staying on the move anymore.

A barrage of stone spikes came first. Shields and walls shattered by the dozens, repaired and cracked in an intense cycle. He didn't let up until every last projectile was blocked or deflected, and the counterattack began before even that.

Hundreds of arrows formed in blinks. Willpower protested at the rough use, only to be ignored. There was no more room for consideration, only action when he fired the arrows. The serpent had decided to evade them by coiling on itself, and its invisibility flickered for a brief instant from all the explosions around it.

Alarm pierced through his focus. A panicked, uncontrolled burst of lightning was imbued with a mighty yank upwards, saving him from being devoured. So fast was the serpent's lunge that it sent him spinning, robbing him of any chance to counterattack.

Before he could try to do at least something during the opening, the monster's scales shimmered. Suddenly, they were covered in a stone coating, which quickly coalesced into stone spikes.

Eyes widening, he failed to create distance in time. Several spikes shot towards him, and different scales immediately replaced them as the serpent's body continued passing beneath him.

He frantically weaved between the barrage, letting some of them hit his armor to prevent being impaled. Each spike packed enough strength to immediately fill up the reserves of his absorption enchantments, and that saved any of the platings from shattering outright. They were still cracked and dented, and he swiftly repaired them while converting mana.

Another uncontrolled wave of lightning finally put an end to the spikes. Reality flickered, and the serpent vanished again. That gave him a few precious seconds to convert more lightning mana, and when the next attack came, he was already expecting it.

Six barrier plates flew out of his bubble and immediately surrounded him from every direction. The enchantments were already powered, erecting a potent sound ward around him. It was just barely enough, as the roar still cracked the plates. His quick repairs prevented them from being destroyed, and that gave him even more time.

By now, his armor was shining with raw power. It was mostly a show. Most of the converted mana was stored inside orbs resting in his bubble. The serpent fell for the bait, lunging for the obvious target.

The illusion couldn't quite handle that much movement. It flickered, revealing the attack ahead of time. Lev didn't move, still channeling lightning into his right arm while maintaining eye contact.

A few dozen meters away from him, he also shot towards the monster. It opened its maw wide, only for it to snap shut when a heavy and invisible bubble smacked the top of its head. Stargazer flew in his hands in the same instant, and there was no dodging the point-blank Fracturing Wave, holding mana comparable to a third of his pool from the cores.

Befitting its level, the serpent still made adequate preparations, covering itself in dense layers of brown stone. The slash landed on the surface like a loud thunderbolt, flinging him away from the impact. Stone and lightning clashed for a few seconds, and the former was slowly drilled through.

Halfway to the monster's body, the slash finally lost cohesion and detonated.

Heat and light replaced Lev's world. His armor felt like it was melting, and he dumped healing mana into his body to heal third-degree burns despite the Epic suit. For several seconds, he could feel himself fly away from the explosion, and once he was out of its radius, he took a moment to observe the result.

The fight had taken them both to the base of a mountain, and it was in ruins. Charred dirt and stone were the only things visible for hundreds of meters, and the serpent thrashing within was still very much alive.

Stargazer was slotted back into his bubble, once again dragging mana out of the slotted cores. He could feel that the slash was considerably weaker than usual, but that was a worthy trade-off. That much mana was hard to channel normally, and the fight was still far from over.

Lances were infused and fired immediately after he found the serpent. Despite the lightning still coursing through its body, the serpent pushed past the paralysis and dove into the ground, avoiding the barrage.

Such a massive monster couldn't hide the mana usage as it swam underneath. Lev could acutely feel its general location as it swam up the mountain. A hole was left where it burrowed, and even after a few seconds, the invisible body continued to rush into it.

He prepared another Fracturing Wave, noting that Stargazer's pool had dipped below half. His own was still significantly fuller. The glaive trembled from all the power inside the bubble, and before it could explode, he brought it to his hands and swung.

Or, he wanted to, until time decided to slow down.

Lev's instincts screamed at him, the loudest they had ever been. All of the lightning was immediately teleported back into his armor, almost causing tears to form in his soul from the strain, and imbued as much of it as possible. Then all of his manipulation power and willpower came together to drag him up and to the left.

All he managed was a little bit of displacement, and that saved his life. A radiant beam of light passed through his armor and body, shaving off a large portion of his thigh.

If he didn't have the Perception skill, the beam would've passed through his head.

Pain wracked his being. Lev gritted his teeth and closed his eyes, reasonably certain that the monster couldn't follow up immediately. Healing mana reached the wound and faltered, unable to push past the lingering influence of the complex element. Light mana was twisted to not only disintegrate, but also to leave severe burns on the rest of his leg. Restoration mana just barely pushed it back, requiring several times more mana and time than normal.

Beyond the pain, excitement and anger surged in equal measure. That was far too close for his comfort, yet it also let him get a feel for the light mana. The sheer amount in that attack left a residue in the air, and his Mana Perception was adapting to detect it, too.

Regardless, peering past the invisibility was still too much. He couldn't dally and risk another such attack, and due to the downtime, his body, except the affected limb, was in decent enough shape to go all out. His armor, too, was swiftly repaired.

Stargazer's pool plummeted as it returned to the bubble, and the weaker second-threshold cores in his bubble also crumbled to dust. The draw was too much, and Lev could also feel how their destruction had been accelerated. Cores weren't meant to be used as a replacement for mana pools, as evidenced by their degradation.

Pushing that matter to the back of his mind, Lev brought out nearly three dozen lances from his bubble. All of the converted mana was imbued, giving birth to a barrage that completely decimated the slope he could feel the serpent's body under.

A giant landslide formed as a result. The monster roared out of it, black spots visible on its scales as it discarded invisibility entirely. More lances flew at it, yet it barreled through them, twisting and weaving to let them land on its scales instead of its face.

Stargazer left the pedestal in his bubble. Lev's fingers closed around its haft as he flew higher to create distance, preparing for the final assault. Seven of the twelve cores in his bubble had already crumbled, and despite the gap in quality, the two third-threshold cores weren't far off from a similar fate. They had done their job, though.

Arrows formed by the dozens, each enchanted and infused with enough mana to be a nuisance. Like blue stars, they descended on the nearing serpent, all of them aimed at its face. The explosions added up, with the remnants of the last empowering the next.

Combined, there was enough power in the barrage to slow down the monster, yet it displayed unnatural intelligence again. Using the blasts as cover, Lev's mana perception skills were fooled as an orb of light mana flew out of the flames.

Too late to realize what it was, he saw the orb unfurl and utterly blind all his senses.
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Directions became muddled as Lev plummeted. Up and down would have been indistinguishable if not for the fact that he was falling uncontrollably, which allowed him to arrest his flight a few moments before impact.

Crashing to the ground wouldn't really have hurt him, but the monster slithering towards him definitely would've. Mana Perception recovered the fastest, and he unleashed a large wave of lightning after noticing several stone constructs heading his way.

Most of them were destroyed, but without sight, he couldn't tell what he had just accomplished. All he could infer was that more stone was rushing towards him. Not wanting to be caught between that, he flew straight upwards.

The serpent was waiting for him there. It dove, jaws open wide, and spat out a blistering wave of light. Much of Lev's dense armor was peeled off by the heat, deactivating its enchantments.

Melvine's presence pulsed a few hundred meters away, signaling him that she was ready to intervene. Lev didn't give her any such indication. His focus narrowed to Stargazer's enchantments.

The glaive's weight rose to an extreme degree, and after enlarging its blade to a similarly ridiculous scale, he hurled it towards the monster. Infused with a ton of lightning, the serpent also realized the danger the improvised meteor posed and swiveled to the side.

Lev escaped using that narrow opportunity. His sight also returned after a few seconds of healing, and that let him see the elaborate trap that had almost restrained him.

Root-like stone constructs joined together from every direction to restrain him under a large net. It was hundreds of meters wide and just as tall. He was stuck right in the middle of it, though luckily, Stargazer also crashed into one of the roots. Trying to stop her momentum would've rended his mind, but now that she was stationary, he recalled her into his hands.

Now, this is unexpected, he thought to himself, mind whirring to come up with solutions. Any large-scale explosions might just kill me, too. Smart creature.

The net wasn't just a means to hold him. It was also the serpent's home turf. Spikes grew randomly around his location, all aimed to skewer his head or heart. Lev strained his mind to notice the mana buildup, just barely dodging them while repairing his armor. They proved to be way stronger than the previous spikes. Each impact tore through his armor platings, tossing him towards other protrusions.

Stargazer's blade sheared through them. Lev desperately hacked and deflected the spikes as the monster closed the distance with alarming agility. For all its size and mass, the stone roots held admirably as it weaved through them.

His range of manipulation was way lower than the monster's. The invisible bubble followed him without being targeted, but he could see more roots spring out of the ground in whichever direction he fled, extending the trap.

Then he abruptly came to a halt. Stargazer was infused with a lot of converted lightning, and all of it was fired towards the monster in a fracturing wave. The slash cleaved stone in its wake, yet before it could reach the monster, all resistance in its path vanished. Roots retreated, letting it pass unimpeded, and the monster was already ducking under its trajectory.

Lev's willpower reacted in that moment. For the first time, he had infused a large portion of it in the attack itself. The command given to it was simple, and it obeyed the moment the slash reached the edge of his manipulation range, making it explode right on top of the serpent.

A torrent of lightning and flames rushed toward him despite the distance. Shieldwalls were already arrayed, stabbed into the ground as Lev created a second bubble around him. It was enchanted with difficulty, housing both cooling and durability formations.

Willpower was an integral resource as it helped with all manner of mana manipulation. Consequently, firing off a bunch of it with an attack left him feeling winded and dizzy. Doing something like that for the first time also didn't help.

The constructs in front of him weathered the first wave. He stubbornly remained in place, wincing as the serpent's pained roars reached him. The sound was extremely loud.

Pushing past them, he focused all his Perception to track the monster's location. Gaze of the Marksman was pushed to its limits, letting him see an outline of stone mana surrounding the monster. Its protective coating, no doubt.

Identifying the head wasn't that difficult, for it was shrouded in the highest density of stone mana. Lev floated a few meters above ground and started spinning while holding Stargazer. The blade was constantly infused with lightning mana, and after gaining enough momentum, he let it go towards the monster while increasing its weight exponentially.

It exploded forward through a hole in the shield walls and the bubble. The serpent noticed the glaive's approach, though Lev couldn't tell if it landed or not through the curtains of flames. A shockwave dispersed the remains of his previous slash, revealing the results of his finisher.

The serpent was still alive.

On its side was a long, charred gash, starting from its maw. The ground had been destroyed from the impact, and a small hill of dirt and stone rose behind the serpent's body. It didn't take long to understand that the serpent had been dragged for dozens of meters, and the hill behind it had slowly stacked up.

He reached it too late. The barely breathing serpent tiredly slumped and sank into the ground. It paused and shivered when Stargazer tore her way out of its body, both whole and clean due to the lightning still rushing inside. Crackling arrows landed around the hole it was burrowing into, further slowing it down.

Stargazer's blade cleaved through its flesh and scales as it doggedly continued. Lev stubbornly hacked its body, releasing more and more lightning inside. The amount of destructive mana and blood loss slowly added up, and after nearly a minute of furious slashing, he received a wall of notifications. Only a tenth of its body was still above ground, and if the tail had also retreated underground, the eerily intelligent monster would've escaped.

[

Your Group has slain [Light-Bending Serpent - Level 589]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 286

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 287

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 288

Arcane Barrier Authority has reached 4th Level 5

Unerring Volley has reached 4th Level 5

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 5

Arcane Protection has reached 4th Level 5

Arcane Protection has reached 4th Level 6

Superior Senses has reached 4th Level 6

Arcane Passage has reached 4th Level 4

Mage Conduit has reached 4th Level 6

Gaze of the Marksman has reached 2nd Level 9

Gaze of the Marksman has reached 2nd Level 10

Advanced Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 5

Fracturing Wave has reached 2nd Level 3

Self-taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 7

]

The gains were enormous, but the pain was far worse. His body was burnt and mangled from its light attacks, and the final exertion had emptied his pool to dangerous levels. Barely a tenth of it remained, courtesy of Stargazer's thoroughly drained core.

Lev did a cursory scan of his surroundings and, after deeming that safe, promptly lay down on the ground. Healing mana coursed through the hole in his body. The blood loss was stemmed by a thin barrier sheet, keeping it inside where it belonged. Granted, he didn't really know what he was doing, but halting any air from going into his veins and routing all the blood towards the vessels seemed like a correct course of action.

Then he closed his eyes and summoned a pillow below his head. Healing continued in the background as he meditated, slowly but surely pushing all the pain to the back of his mind.

**

Watching Melvine in action was awe-inspiring, yet it paled in comparison to the explosions and tremors Aryan could constantly feel beneath his feet. They all ran towards where Lev had lured away the monster, and by now, there were many wildfires and other obstacles in their way.

Melvine didn't care about any of those. Debris was frozen, fires were doused, and shockwaves from the barrier mage's assault were similarly halted by packets of dense, frozen air. Her skill was incredibly intricate, and her quick and absolute applications also left no doubts about just how much stronger she was than Lev.

Yet, she still had to be careful and not get too close to his battle. Aryan didn't know either's exact level, but it was still mind-boggling how Lev was somehow still stronger than her in a few aspects, despite the massive gap between him and Melvine.

Then the tremors lowered in intensity, and she immediately ditched the company. The ice warrior blurred, leaving an obvious frozen trail in her wake to let the others follow.

Everyone picked up speed, and Lisa even cast small buffs on everyone with visible strain. Aryan also followed while pushing all of his buffs to the maximum. Like that, the sprint continued for another two minutes before the world paused.

Ambient mana was the first indication. It shifted towards the ongoing battle, probably affected by the monster's or Lev's skills. Then came the brightness for a brief instant before an explosion rocked the world.

Isabella's whips wrapped around everyone to keep them stable. Curiously enough, the fire wasn't hot to the touch, only warm. Aryan didn't let them distract him and began running again when the ground became stable.

Another half a minute later, he almost halted in surprise, caught off-guard by the deluge of notifications.

[

Your Group has slain [Light-Bending Serpent - Level 589]

Veiled Stalker has reached Level 247

Veiled Stalker has reached Level 248

Veiled Stalker has reached Level 249

Veiled Stalker has reached Level 250

You have earned a Title: Titan Challenger.

]

Hardened instincts demanded that he not stop his stride, so Aryan continued following the others while going over the changes. The option to evolve was already available, and his skills were also as advanced as they could be.

How the hell did I get so much essence from the kill? Was the venom that effective?

The guild had assured him that it would be effective on most weaker third-threshold monsters, provided he was able to deliver it with a deep stab. In comparison, he had bathed two whole daggers with the venom and then plunged them into the monster's body.

That begged the question of Lev's survivability. The notifications proved that the monster didn't specialize in anything related to Constitution, yet the battle shook many kilometers around them. Just how strong was it overall to survive all those explosive attacks without even having any potent defensive skills or high Constitution?

More importantly, why is that idiot facing it by himself?

Unfortunately, he already knew the answer pretty well. Aryan had seen what even strong second-threshold monsters could do to unsuspecting humans. For someone who attracted even stronger beings to his position, staying weak was never a possibility. Even worse, the circumstances were only going to get worse for Lev as his aura grew stronger and became even easier to detect.

By the time they reached the aftermath of the clash, Melvine was already strolling towards Lev's prone form. The mage had his eyes closed as healing mana wafted off his body, and it didn't take long to piece together just how badly he was hurt.

To begin with, the mana wasn't slipping out of his control. It literally escaped the wounds in his body, for they were too numerous and deep. Secondly, the flesh itself was actively rejecting the healing, too badly burnt and borderline dissolved from mana poisoning.

Around them was a large net of stone, the pillars reminding Aryan of some long-dead giant skeleton. Most of it was ruined and charred, probably from the last blast. The ground around the monster's corpse was also blackened, and its corpse still sizzled as lightning arced across the cut on its scales.

"How many did you gain?" Lev's voice suddenly reached everyone. Evidently, no one had seen Aryan sneakily stab the serpent as it chased the barrier mage, as made obvious by the confusion on their faces.

"Four, and I also got a title."

"I'm assuming it is related to killing a monster two thresholds above you?" Lev hazarded a guess, oddly sure of himself. There was only one real explanation.

"You have one?"

"Yeah. I faced a third-threshold monster alone before evolving."

"How the fuck?" Isabella interjected. "What is the resulting title?"

"That, young lady, is extremely classified. I don't trust anyone but Hakim with it. All of you should also never bring it up with anyone."

"Why did you reveal it, then?"

"Just to tell you that it's possible," the prone mage shrugged. "And that sometimes a few risks go a long way. Be prepared for them. I don't doubt that Aryan's evolution is about to blow us all away."

Deducing that he was ready to evolve wasn't that hard, but they had more pressing matters at hand. Namely, the cooked human lying on the ground, unable to even open his eyes.

"… Are you alright?" Aryan finally asked and decided to add some humor in case he sounded too worried. "You really weren't lying when you talked about killing yourself to use your class."

"Remain still," Lisa added, and a trickle of mana reached Lev. His eyes squeezed shut tighter from the healing, though he slowly started to relax when the pain lessened, settling on what seemed to be a constant discomfort.

Melvine also made things slightly easier for him and cooled the air. Lev let out a relieved breath and mumbled a quiet thanks.

"I have to say," Elias broke the ensuing silence. "I really wasn't expecting you to win."

"Neither was I," Lev replied with a snort. "If Aryan's venom wasn't as effective as it was, Melvine would have needed to rescue me."

"It made that much of a difference?" Aryan piped up, eager to get feedback.

"The venom hindered its mana manipulation, right?" Lev questioned, to which he sent an affirmative. "Its control on light slipped several times, and the illusions weren't able to hide the stone manipulation properly, either."

"I'll be damned. This is the first time a merchant has downplayed the effectiveness of his products."
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"I couldn't even test any of my new creations," Lev casually threw out, knowing what kind of reaction it would invoke. "The serpent turned out to be a bit too strong."

"Be glad you're alive," Isabella spoke out loud, frowning at him. "If my father were here, he would've put you under house arrest because of your stupidity."

"Good thing I turned down his offer, then," Lev chuckled. "I much prefer my freedom to die on my own terms."

"Stay alive," Lisa said and rolled her eyes. "Why are you talking about death so casually? Are you depressed?"

Lev just stared into her eyes. "I'm simply not delusional."

Melvine threw a puff of very cold air at his face, making him shiver and sneeze uncontrollably. He gave her a betrayed look and warmed his face again with fire mana, then realized why she had done so.

Perhaps bringing up the likely future of everyone present wasn't a wise idea. Lev wasn't really thinking straight, either. The pain in his body was only getting worse in the absence of adrenaline, so he latched onto the best available distraction.

"So," he voiced, looking at Aryan. "Ready?"

The rogue nodded, still going over his status. "What about some last-minute training? Do you think it's worth it?"

"It is up to you," Isabella remarked. "No one will stop you if you want to wait another week or two. I don't think you were planning to evolve so quickly."

"Yes," he bobbed his head, thoughtful. "There's also the matter of skill levels. They likely aren't going to increase again, since most of mine are already on the upper end of what is possible for an Adept. It kind of defeats the purpose of delaying."

"Then it boils down to if there's anything specific you're unsatisfied with," Elias piped up.

"Nothing of the sort," Aryan replied after a few seconds. "I'm already pushing the boundaries of what I can realistically do with the class, and I've also been an Adept for nearly 10 years now."

That's quite a bit longer than I was expecting, Lev mused. How long was I an Adept for? Two years? Three?

His perception of time had become funny. Not only did days blend together way too easily, but his past on Monarch now also seemed like a very short period of time. No doubt, mana was changing his brain, adapting it to his new lifespan, but it was still eerily unique in how smooth the massive change was.

Everyone here is also a fair bit older than me.

"I will evolve then," Aryan nodded resolutely. Mevline seemed to be waiting for that. Summoning a chair, she waved the rogue to sit on it and created a dome of ice around them.

Curiously enough, while the temperature did drop, it was nowhere near as cold as her element. Lev noted the degree of her control and stood up before summoning a chair for himself, too.

One by one, everyone else also took their seats. Aryan took a deep breath and nodded resolutely. His eyes clouded over for a second, and after leaning back in his chair, the rogue's body went limp.

Try as he might, Lev could not detect even a whiff of mana from the ongoing evolution. There were only minor indications of changes in Aryan's limbs as the muscles moved minutely, no doubt due to the increased attributes and passive buffs. Nothing else stood out.

A minute or so later, Aryan opened his eyes again. Shadow mana rushed out of him, wild and potent, only to be pulled back inside after a moment. Then his aura unfurled, and it was amazing.

Lev took it all in with wide eyes, trying and barely understanding why it was different. Aryan's presence was far from the strongest, for that title belonged to Lev and Melvine. What the rogue possessed, however, was a quality that told him in no uncertain terms just how potent the new class was.

The aura screamed precision. It gave off the impression of death by a thousand cuts, yet each cut retained just as much significance as a deep stab wound, regardless of how small it was. Moreover, willpower played a very important role for the new class, and the difficulty Lev had in focusing on the aura also revealed how effective the rogue's new stealth was going to be.

More subtle effects were also noticeable, though he couldn't decipher them with his limited understanding. The class was obscenely strong, and while the power it could bring about in a duel would be unmatched, a severe downside was also obvious from the start.

Aryan was now truly a glass cannon.

He could imbue willpower into his assault and overwhelm monsters much stronger than him, but at the same time, his sustainability was even lower than before. Unless the rogue paced himself, which would reduce the power of his class by a massive degree, he would need to finish every fight in a few minutes and also rest immediately after to not be pushed out of commission.

"Ha.. ha…," Aryan's incredulous laughter sounded after a minute of silence. His face was ashen from both excitement and nervousness. The twitching of his eyes betrayed how he was constantly rereading the changes, and given his newfound Perception, that was a lot of reading.

"You guys knew?" he eventually asked, meeting everyone's eyes. "Is this why you so readily agreed to letting me evolve first?"

"Obviously," Rena answered. "We hinted several times at how strong the evolution is. The only reason we didn't force you to was not to take the choice away."

"Besides, having someone with strong scouting capabilities is going to be pretty handy," Isabella added. "I'm assuming you now have the second strongest senses amongst us?"

"Third strongest, probably," the rogue replied.

"Nah," Lev piped up, keeping his eyes closed lest a few insistent tears fall out from the excruciating healing. "My senses aren't all that great. I just have really high Perception, as well as potent aura senses and eyesight."

"What's left, even?" Elias snorted. "Beyond mana, I guess."

"Skills related to them," Lev answered flatly. "I have only one skill that focuses on Perception. Aryan most likely has more in that regard."

"Much more," the rogue nodded. "I even have drastically improved mana perception from the class benefits."

"Those are a thing?" Elias muttered, and Lev was in the same boat. He didn't know class benefits could provide bonuses to senses directly.

The chair vanished beneath Lev in the same instant as the ice dome. Stretching, he took a few steps and opened his eyes, grimacing from how muscles threatened to unravel in a few places. Focusing the small yet steady stream of restoration mana in those locations, he continued to slowly wander in a circle under the gaze of everyone else.

"Are you sure-"

"I'm fine," he cut off Zack, the man speaking for the first time. "Come on, I can't just stay inactive for a day or two to heal when we only have three months. Besides, Melvine won't keep killing the approaching monsters forever. Prepare yourselves."

They probably knew that already. Melvine's range was nearly as large as Lev's, which meant that her level had to be way higher in comparison. Her icy mana formed sharp needles and fired them with lethal precision, eradicating all the ground sharpers long before they reached the humans. Most of them died underground.

His bubble suddenly became visible. He took a good look at its enchantments, noting that the emergency measures he had prepared were still operational, and stepped inside. The driver's seat provided a distinct comfort that made Lev feel better than he was, and that display also put the worries of the others to rest.

Alright, what's up with this stupid element?

Healing was slowly becoming easier, yet his annoyance only rose. Usually, the injuries didn't reject healing mana for too long, but the wounds from the searing wave of light mana were taking forever to cool down. Any attempts at mending his dissolved skin hurt like hell, and the mana used was also wasted.

Beyond that, his soul was also taxed. The lethargy was different from his usual fights that cut it too close. For once, he was facing a rather simple issue of manipulating too much mana in a short time, which cemented just how potent his soul was compared to others. After all, not only had he emptied his own and Stargazer's massive pools, but he had also drained several cores to the point of disintegration.

That was a lot of mana, and he had shaped it all without fail.

Granted, failing in this instance was just an even worse case of mana overuse that would force him to retreat. He had merely finished the fight before getting to that point.

The group still had a bit of time to pass before sunset and proper scouting and mapping. Before that, he powered the invisibility of the bubble with severe discomfort and made it ascend, momentarily bringing them away from monsters.

"I don't sense anything too strong in the vicinity," he voiced out loud, sighing soundlessly as the pain lowered to a constant itch. "My regeneration will also take a while to replenish my pool, so I'll be a spectator for the most part. Which also works out in your favor. I've gained plenty of class and skill levels from the fight."

Something tore out of the ground beneath them less than an hour later, looking around with its insane gaze under the bright light of three moons. The monster looked like a cross between a stickman and a thick cable, its muscles coiled like a thread.

[Night Hunter - Level 418]

"So, who's up next?" Lev asked.

"We'll deal with it," Isabella voiced, preparing herself. The team shared a meaningful glance and nodded in unison, signaling that they were ready.

The bubble moved a few hundred meters away before it landed lower than the wary monster. It could detect the humans to some extent, only unable to locate their exact position. So when Isabella's group stepped out of the invisible bubble, the Night Hunter wasted no time in shrieking at the top of its lungs before rushing them.

Lev, Elias's team, and Melvine settled in to watch. None of them had ever seen the monster before, which was why he also kept invisible shields close to the humans on the ground.

"Is it just me, or…" he trailed off, letting others finish the sentence.

"That is a strange monster," Lisa added thoughtfully. "Something tells me that my skills would react weirdly with it."

"You will probably need to intervene," Melvine said abruptly. "Pay attention."

No sooner than she had said that, the monster vanished from sight. It was still visible in everyone's mana perception and, oddly enough, eyesight too. Moonlight was absorbed and twisted in its wake, illuminating its strides. And some strides they were.

Zack's posture stiffened, and he infused his body with insane amounts of fire mana. The monster covered the large distance as a blur, smashing into the brawler with the might of a rolling boulder.

To his credit, Zack hit back with enough strength to send the hunter flying. Both of them were separated with a loud bang, and the ground underneath them didn't survive either.

Isabella immediately gave the order to make distance. Grabbing everyone with her whips, she flew down the flat section of the mountain and deposited her team near the base of the structure, away from any potential natural calamities.

Once again, a bright silvery blur marked the monster's passage. It glided down the mountain without an iota of stealth. The very ground was rent as it reached Zack again, and astonishingly enough, this time, the human was the only one sent flying.

Mid-air, Zack fired a point-blank fireball at the monster, only for the hunter to leap over it. Isabella's whips tried to strangle it during the jump, yet the hunter confused them all again by twisting its thin, compressed flesh, wriggling out of the whips completely unharmed.

She still tried to hurt it with a last-ditch explosion before it could reach the ground. Her whips blew up as one, and while the hunter was caught in the vicinity, it landed on the ground on all fours, only slightly burnt.

"New plan," Lev immediately addressed Elias and his team. "You guys should join them. I'll provide support whenever I get the chance."

They didn't ask questions. Lev didn't expect them to, for his instincts were blaring warnings. Even worse, Melvine's expression continued to harden, realizing something the others couldn't see yet.

"Elias," she spoke just before the bubble landed. "No holding back. Tell Isabella the same."

The swordsman merely nodded and sprinted towards Zack, immediately pushing his buffs to the maximum to provide support. Viktor's thrown axe provided a good opening, and when Elias moved in to capitalize on it, the hunter screeched.

It took a moment for Lev to register the changes. The already skinny monster shrank even more, and against all logic, Elias's swords simply bounced off with nothing more than scratches to show for the strikes.

How is that even possible-

"IT'S ABSORBING THE MOONLIGHT!" Isabella's panicked voice reached him. Even Melvine's eyes widened with alarm as she jumped out of the bubble, announcing her presence with a barrage of deadly ice spikes.

It was one thing to face a strong monster, and a completely different thing to face one that twisted the element of the Goddess to empower itself.
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Aryan also followed Melvine into battle, leaving Lev alone in the bubble. He channeled a large portion of Stargazer's regeneration into the shadow mana converter for the highest degree of stealth and took to the skies.

This is a first, he mused, observing Melvine's advance. Similar to how Drakys had once talked about Hakim's prowess, everyone had to back off when the mist warrior joined the fray. Her element immediately encircled the monster, seeping into its tough flesh to slow it down.

Except, it barely had an effect. Lev pushed his Perception for all it was worth, noting every little detail. The monster was somehow keeping up with Melvine's speed, and even worse, seemed to be rapidly adapting to the icy temperature.

Understanding just how dire the situation was becoming, Melvine's body erupted with mana, the first time Lev had ever seen her overload her body enhancement so much. Similarly, the mist dome also thickened visibly, finally succeeding in hampering the monster's speed.

Blows rang out in the mist dome, each disturbing the mist slightly. Her control kept the zone from faltering despite the power on display, and after baiting the monster into a lunge, she rushed in. Even then, the Night Hunter adapted, managing to land an elbow on Melvine's Jaw, just as her sword bit into the monster's side.

The expected blood shower never came. In a blink, the hunter's muscles hardened, and the sword launched it to the side at extreme speed. Only a gash was visible on its torso as it stood back up a few dozen meters away, and if Melvine's expression was anything to go by, she was just as shocked as everyone else.

Not even third-threshold monsters could shrug off the sharpness and chill of her element so easily.

Lev was already moving before things could take a turn for the worse. Around his bubble, a thin film of barrier extended as far as he could send it. His manipulation range, reaching over 250 meters, controlled a single barrier sheet of the same size. It was transparent during formation, and once it was complete, Lev commanded it to become opaque and sever the monster's source of strength.

Sudden darkness fell upon the battlefield. Melvine rushed the shrieking Night Hunter that was glaring daggers at Lev's bubble, which had to be turned visible again to redirect Stargazer's regeneration towards the barrier sheet.

Not given a chance to adapt to its lower strength, she capitalized on its slower movements. Mist seeped into its body, finding a small purchase on the wound, and her sword continuously came close to cutting it into ribbons.

The hunter proved more agile of the two, however. Its thin limbs twisted and bent almost unnaturally, as if made of only flesh and no bones. Several times, the greatsword simply slid off its body, failing to even scratch the flesh.

In return, Melvine had to weather direct blows for even the smallest mistakes. Most of them were deflected by her arm bracers, but when one of them landed squarely on her temple, Elias and Viktor also rushed in.

Behind the monster, Aryan suddenly materialized, holding two daggers dripping with the same black venom he had used against the serpent. Alarmingly, the Night Hunter turned around even faster than before, its body glowing a subtle silver.

The first dagger was deflected with a backhand, and the second was caught by the monster's other hand. A single press shattered it to bits, but Aryan was resourceful. He immediately made distance and launched a blue dagger towards the monster's face. It crackled with lightning, and feeling the threat the dagger posed, the hunter ducked.

Viktor's axe thudded into its neck, anticipating the movement. The weapon bounced off, though not before unbalancing it slightly. Elias's swords found more purchase as he targeted the spine on its back, and yet, he also learned an ugly lesson as the monster moved unimpeded despite the cut on the base of its neck.

The hunter's fist shattered four of Lev's invisible shields in quick succession, and Elias just barely managed to raise his swords to block it. Despite the attack facing resistance before that, the swords still creaked ominously, only saved from destruction when the swordsman threw himself back with the attack's momentum.

Lev wasn't paying attention to that anymore. His mind was latched onto a detail that made no sense whatsoever, yet Identify left no room for doubt.

[Night Hunter - Level 419]

… Wasn't that 418 a minute ago?

He opened a small hole through the bubble before shouting, "It's leveling up!"

The gash on Melvine's head vanished from Lisa's constant healing and buffs. She exhaled deeply through her nose, her expression carefully neutral. Her eyes, however, harbored a blizzard inside, blazing with cold wrath.

A single step shattered and froze the ground beneath her. The next made her accelerate to the maximum, and the third landed squarely on the monster's face. The hunter's jaw froze, encased in a thick layer of ice. Her next step took her close to its still-flying form, and the greatsword in her hands landed on the frozen jaw yet again, biting much deeper than anyone else had managed while smashing the hunter into the ground.

Under the cover of dirt and debris, the hunter vanished. Not even a trace of its passage remained as it dug underground, nor was there any indication as it burst out behind Melvine. She reacted in time, slowing it with a compressed blast of icy wind and bringing her sword in a full circle while taking a step back.

The hunter elbowed the flat of the blade, using the absorbed force to leap over it. Aryan appeared behind it before it could cover any distance, and this time, the monster was forced to expend some form of energy to protect itself.

A bright silver glow emerged from its body as it slapped away the approaching dagger with contemptuous ease. Then it looked up, and Lev's brain halted instinctively when their gazes met.

And they met through the now-invisible bubble.

Before either Melvine or Aryan could react, the hunter crouched. Then it exploded upwards, straight towards Lev's bubble. Getting the construct out of the way was impossible, so he created two large holes for the monster to pass through, only realizing a moment later that he had played into its hand.

The Night Hunter barreled through the thin sheet blocking the moonlight. Lev made it transparent, and his fear was proven right again.

[Night Hunter - Level 420]

Shocked silence met the hunter's gluttural roar. It glared at the gathered humans as its wounds healed at high speed, and the moonlight around it twisted unnaturally as the monster absorbed it with reckless abandon.

Once again, it gazed upon Lev, who was very much not ready to deal with such a creature. A leap upon his barrier sheet let it power straight into his bubble. The hunter's claws met Stargazer's blade, and while neither lost out in durability, the glaive's massive weight smashed it out again.

All of Lev's partially healed body protested in a vile bout of pain. Bones creaked, and wounds reopened from the impact. He dropped to a knee, eyes never leaving the monster's form. Barrier ropes uncoiled from around the bubble, and an infusion of lightning from his own pool made them fast enough to hamper it.

Isabella's whips also joined in. Her Perception wasn't enough to catch it, but she didn't need to. The whips exploded upon the smallest impact, subtly guiding the monster towards Rena's fireballs and waves of flames. Hidden behind them, Zack managed to close the distance, and twin lances from his Epic gauntlets finally did some real damage as they tore large gashes on its torso, charring it in the process.

Subsequently, the moment the hunter landed on the ground, it shot forward like a bullet. A kick rose, aimed straight at the chin. Even rattled and in pain, Lev's arm still moved with speed beyond anything he had ever managed, and Stargazer's heavy blade collided with the kick, just barely saving Zack's head from being torn off his shoulders.

His eyes remained wide as Stargazer was pushed back. Sure, the monster's leg hit the ground hard enough to cause a large crater, but the rebound was way higher than Lev expected. Enough so that his armor's limbs trembled dangerously despite being empowered to the limit from the absorbed kinetic energy.

Viktor darted behind the monster, preventing its escape. Lisa's buffs empowered him with enough intensity to make him glow in Mana Perception. Combined, the sweep of his axe was enough to push back the monster. A shield bash deflected its claws, the skill-based move just barely enough to accomplish that, and before he could attack again, the monster accelerated further.

Its knee smashed into Viktor's sternum, and even with one of Lisa's barriers trying to keep him in place by pushing against his back, the warrior was still sent flying. Elias, who was about to dart in, kicked the ground to stop his stride, leaning back to let a set of claws sail over his face while hastily retreating.

That move bought enough time for Melvine to rejoin. Her greatsword was thrown first. It tore through the air while producing frigid gales. The hunter decided it was too big a threat and dodged to the side, unable to avoid a debuff from the sheer mana wafting off the sword.

The greatsword also halted mid-air. It then flew back into Melvine's hands just as a zone of dense mist formed around her. Everyone else immediately created distance to give her space. The monster screeched as it found itself isolated and slowed to a crawl. Its direct contact with moonlight was also severed.

Lev waited with bated breath, redirecting all of his own regeneration into the lightning converter. Stargazer's regeneration went towards healing his body, and the process was still horribly slow and inefficient.

A few seconds passed. Blows rang out, failing to disperse the thick mist. More time elapsed in tense silence, broken only by the clash of hardened flesh and metal. Over time, the mist began to thin, and after nearly a full minute of furious combat, a titanic blow made it scatter.

The scene inside made Lev's heart leap to his throat.

The Night Hunter was on the ground, a greatsword sticking out of its torso. It was embedded deep within, continuously releasing more and more of the cold mana inside.

Melvine was leaning over it, her strength flagging by the second. A clawed hand was buried in her lower torso, and despite her best efforts, the hunter wriggled out of the death trap.

Even slowed and severely wounded, it managed to dive into the ground, just barely avoiding her hand that tried to grab onto its thin body. In a blink, the monster vanished, leaving behind nothing but the aftermath of their battle.

Lisa's healing was already bringing Melvine back into the fight, yet everyone could feel that she was struck by something insidious. The hybrid warrior, however, was dauntless. In seconds, she froze the hole in her torso, stopping the harmful substance from reaching her heart.

In tandem with the healing, she slowly guided the frozen chunk of her body outside of the wound. A sickly grey blob of flesh erupted with a shower of cold blood. Lev didn't take any chances. An orb grabbed it, and after infusing it with a relatively large amount of lightning, he chucked away the construct, where it exploded, evaporating the foul substance.

He recalled his bubble and got to work. When the enchantments were functional, everyone stepped inside while constantly scanning the surroundings.

Channeling both his own and Stargazer's regeneration into the shadow mana converter, he activated the stealth enchantments and ascended. Only then did the group breathe a sigh of relief. It was a far cry from being relaxed, as the monster could reappear at any moment, but they had survived.

Somehow, the group of strong Masters had just barely survived. Against a monster of their own threshold, no less.

Lev slowly floated towards where the monster had vanished. Somehow, the very air had calmed down, as if confirming that the hunter had truly retreated. The mana was more peaceful, and he noted the phenomenon to dissect it in his mind later.

"Everyone alright?" he asked, not letting his own pain show.

"Yeah…" Aryan gulped. "That thing… what was that, even?"

"We need to report it immediately," Isabella piped up. For once, her eyes trembled slightly, betraying her panic. "Someone like Hakim will deal with it way before it becomes a problem."

"We can discuss that later," Lev interjected. The bubble's repairs were finally finished, mainly the two large holes due to the hunter. Through one it had entered, and the other had formed when he had slapped it out with Stargazer. "Let's get away from the ground."

The silence persisted for a few moments before questions came forth, and with them, a heated debate.

"Monsters don't just grow in strength so rapidly," Kora explained, both rattled and morbidly curious. "Just like us, they need to kill to see such progress. What we witnessed was so unbelievable that many might not even believe us."

"No one will disregard the matching opinion of so many Masters," Lisa added, frowning and healing both Melvine and Lev. "Besides, we have yet to ascertain if the monster requires us to retreat so early into the expedition."

"Is there still any doubt?" Isabella countered.

"We were all caught unprepared," Lev voiced. "I also couldn't partake in the battle. If I had full reserves, I could have at least overwhelmed its movements. That would've let Melvine finish it off."

"Sure, that holds true for now. What about the next time we face it? How much stronger will it be then?"

"Most likely the same level," Melvine answered, silencing them. "It started absorbing moonlight only when Zack engaged it. That is the same as the System's combat classification."

It took a moment for Lev to realize what she was talking about. Similar to how his Perception was automatically pushed to the maximum during combat or how his armor turned from passive to active to protect him from sneak attacks, the monster's absorption also started after that combat threshold was met.

That particular detail also stumped them all. To date, none of them had ever heard of a monster with such a sophisticated trait.

"Umm… guys," Aryan slowly began under everyone's gaze. "I can track the monster's residues if we want to chase after it."
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The decision was not a light one to make, though before anyone could start discussing it, Melvine looked at Lev.

He was also thinking the same thing, so the bubble started moving silently. It picked up speed, accelerating to the maximum in a few seconds. The destination was the edge of the mountain region, the closest to the communication relay to contact Drakys and inform him.

They were already quite far into the region from Lev's battles and the prior progress. During the half hour necessary to reach the range of communication, Lev kept his eyes peeled, not intending to miss even an iota of movement.

"We're giving up the chase?" Isabella asked, seemingly relieved.

"No," Aryan answered. "The traces didn't seem to be dissipating yet. They will probably still be there by the time we return."

"I am not against pursuing it. If, for some ungodly reason, the monster evolves, no one knows just what it will be capable of," Elias added.

"Hakim can snap it out of existence anyway," Lev voiced before things could become morbid. "A cheap copy won't beat the real thing. The bigger issue is whether we can stop it from evolving and earning whatever rewards come with slaying such a monster. Have none of you connected the dots so far?"

"No…?" Rena slowly answered. The rest of her team was confused, and Isabella's team looked to be in the dark as well.

I suppose I have an… advantage, since I had to face one such monster out of nowhere. The experience is impossible to forget.

"I'm almost certain that the monster has mutated," Lev explained, thoughtfully. "Either that, or it is an entirely new species that we need to report as soon as possible."

"Mutations don't cause rapid level gains, either," Luna spoke for once. "Or do they?"

"We have no idea," Melvine shrugged a shoulder. "Beyond their existence, mutations are a mystery."

Conversation petered off after that. Lisa focused on healing Lev and Melvine, whereas Luna healed all the minor wounds on the others. She also accelerated everyone's mana regeneration by a decent amount.

Wish the aura would also work on Stargazer, Lev thought to himself, holding the weapon in front of him. For the first time, he had seen a creature come close to at least scratching her surface, and it was a second-threshold monster. Somehow, that served better as a reminder of his mortality than most third-threshold monsters he had faced so far.

Getting out of the region didn't take that long. Melvine stepped outside the bubble and brought out a gleaming communication tablet. It positively radiated mana, and within minutes, she had a direct line established with Drakys despite the massive distance.

The communication was taking place through telepathic messages, though she turned to him after a few seconds. Lev took the hint and connected himself with a tendril of mana.

"Greetings, sir."

"It hasn't even been a week, Lev," Drakys chuckled from the other side. "I was afraid you would go digging, but the world was one step ahead. The monster you guys faced was a Veil Crawler from the depths of the mountains, albeit in some twisted form. Are you positive that it absorbed moonlight?"

"It did, and also empowered itself with it."

"Troubling. Can you handle it?"

"Maybe…?" Lev answered, trailing off. "I mean, with everyone else helping me, it will go down for sure. Alone, however…"

"Give it your best shot. Maybe you won't even need to struggle if you follow it right now. For a monster with such strong skills, it must have many weaknesses, too. Mana never bestows extreme power without matching downsides."

The communication crystal became dull after that, losing charge and connection. Lev handed it back to Melvine, going over his next steps.

Seeing Drakys not at all worried was reassuring, though he suspected that the Exalted didn't truly understand the threat. In a matter of minutes, the hunter had gone from being overwhelmed to matching Melvine blow for blow. That just didn't happen, which was the main source of concern for them.

"Did he tell you anything?" he asked while walking back to the bubble.

Melvine also followed, mulling over her answer. "He only confirmed that it was a mutation and to let you solo it if possible."

Is it really a wise call to funnel so much power into me alone? Lev wondered, not voicing his thoughts

Back inside, he sat in his driver's seat and explained the situation. Isabella's worries lessened after hearing Drakys's reply, but the suspicion didn't vanish entirely. More than anyone else, she knew just how bad things could get around Lev.

Another round of traveling later, they returned to the spot of the battle. It was easy to find from a while away, courtesy of his destructive elements and their aftermaths. The serpent's corpse was still there, out in the open. No vultures or opportunists dared to go near it for now, understanding that the killer may still be around.

Aryan stepped out of the bubble first, going invisible immediately. He was the only one with mana-related senses sharp enough to notice the trail, and after a few minutes, he revealed himself with a grim look on his face.

"The remnants are finally dissipating," he began, frowning at the ground where he could see the twisted moonlight linger. "It's now or never."

Lev swept one last gaze at the present company. Only resolve could be seen.

"Lead the way."

The rogue didn't bother with hiding himself this time. He started running towards the direction the hunter had fled, the bubble following behind and matching the pace.

No one spoke as tense minutes passed. The Night Hunter could explode out of the ground at any moment, potentially even stronger than when it had fled. Luna constantly kept her regeneration buff active, and by now, Lev at least had enough mana to try and take down the monster in a single burst of physical strength.

"The trail is becoming more noticeable," Aryan sent through Isabella's communication item. "We're nearing its location."

Behind Lev, Melvine stood up, holding her greatsword by the hilt as it rested on his bubble's surface. Before he could regenerate his pool fully, Lev wasn't confident in taking on the monster by himself. Consequently, he stepped aside when they finally reached an opening in the ground, letting her take the lead.

She didn't even spare a glance at the surroundings, immediately jumping down the cave. A burst of icy winds was left behind as she shot forward, just slow enough to let everyone else keep up.

The bubble followed them underground. No one stepped out of it, noticing the enchantments glowing on its surface. Lev ignored stealth in favor of making the construct as durable as possible while following the hybrid warrior, not forgetting to constantly scan his surroundings.

"Are you sure you want to go deeper, Melvine?" Lev sent. "I can only dig us out from so much stone."

"Look closer. The stone is reinforced."

Surprised, he slowed down the bubble and focused on the stone. It was oddly smooth, as if carved by an amateur. Moreover, mana coursed through the cave, and the effects were exactly as she mentioned. For whatever reason, the stone was all empowered, hardened by the constant exposure.

In silence, they traversed again. Nerves were starting to mount when the cave angled downward, though when Melvine showed no signs of stopping, Lev begrudgingly followed. He wanted the monster dead no less than her.

After descending for many kilometers, she finally slowed. A familiar growl reverberated throughout the cave, the sound low but flowing all the same. Melvine's buffs flared to life, and she sped up when the monster still didn't show itself.

"Slow down," Melvine sent abruptly. Ahead of her was a ninety-degree bend, hiding everything on the other side. "Do you feel it?"

What is she talking about?

Straining his Perception, Lev focused on the stale air and the stone. Both of them had more mana than usual, which, while unusual, wasn't that surprising. What did surprise him, however, was how the mana was pulled towards the bend. Even worse, the pulled amount was slowly rising, and he didn't waste a moment in seeing what it was.

Rounding the bend, he beheld… darkness. As if the world ceased to exist ahead of him, melting into nothingness.

"What the hell is that?" Isabella questioned, her voice hushed even in the telepathy.

"It looks… like some sort of a-"

Kora didn't get to finish her sentence. Abruptly, the cave wall ahead parted to reveal the battered form of the Night Hunter. Melvine surged forward, her greatsword leading the charge, but it was too late.

In an instant, the monster vanished into the darkness, and only then did they realize what it was.

"It's a dungeon portal, and far bigger than the usual Platinum dungeons," Lev said, making the bubble back off. Melvine also retreated quickly after that, much warier than she had been a moment before. "We're very far from prepared to tackle this trial. Let's first inform Drakys about-"

A hand shot out of the darkness. Three clawed fingers and a thumb, with the claws themselves comparable to Melvine in size. Her eyes widened as panic set in. Buffs took a precious few moments to come to life, but by then, it was already too late.

The hand moved in a lightning-fast swipe and faltered when Lev tried to block it with Stargazer. The blade bit deep, drawing blood and also releasing a payload of lightning inside.

Before he could back off, the claws turned to him and extended, almost going through his body. He jerked out of the way at the last moment, and time slowed down slightly due to panic before others could come to his rescue. Three fingers were about to close around him, and he knew without a shadow of a doubt that his armor wasn't going to survive the grip.

Caught between dense and empowered stone on two sides and monstrous digits on three, he chose the only possible option and hurled himself backwards, straight into the jaws of the dungeon.

**

Many eons ago…

Life still flourished in their tribe. Ghular children ran amok in the streets, engrossed in their plays and antics. Six arms flailed as they sprinted on their two thin legs, yet the limbs still brimmed with vitality, carrying their tall frames without fail.

The light of four vibrant suns illuminated their humble dwelling. Ahead of the patriarch was the oldest abode, one carved in the great Tree of Life far before his birth. Two guards, newly minted if their stiff posture was any indication, stood at attention, saluting with all six arms on their chests upon his arrival.

The patriarch merely nodded, his four vertical eyes stern yet not unkind. Moving past the guards with a smooth and confident gait, he entered the meeting hall, taking in the sights with a grand sweep of his gaze.

Exalted generals milled about, three dozen of them fussing around a wooden table. Atop it, leaves and roots wiggled, updating them about the ongoing war without leaving out even a single detail.

The same war they had been waging for decades now, all against a single being.

Tensions were high. Generals just barely suppressed their despair, but the non-combatants weren't so jaded. They openly raged against the unfairness of it all, a single spark away from giving in to the fear.

A single hand was raised, and the whole hall quietened. No words were exchanged, not even greetings. The patriarch observed it all in silence and, with a single wave of his hand, departed once again.

Two leaves blessed with Words floated in front of the door. The patriarch stepped onto the first and, after channeling enough mana for the entire tribe to notice the expenditure, summoned a staff from his spiritual inventory.

Finding resolve in the presence of his trusty weapon, the leaves shot off, ready to deal with the Chaoswalker plaguing their homes for decades. 

Strategies were no longer viable. All who fell against the abomination rose as twisted mockeries of life, turning against their own tribe even in death. The patriarch couldn't bear to see it anymore, not when his children struggled to rest in their roots, plagued by unending nightmares. He was going to grant them salvation, no matter what it took.

That, or he was going to die trying.

**

A few centuries before human survivors reached Monarch:

The shadows dimmed and flickered, unable to hide her as the being gave chase. Her mate was only a few steps behind, their bond never faltering even in the face of the overwhelming adversary.

Another blast of the twisted, unholy substance threatened to consume them. Her domain came alive, fraying at the seams from gross overuse. A tide of shadows devoured both her and her mate, carried through the umbral dimensions until they were deposited back on solid ground a few dozen kilometers away.

The brief respite was taken away in a manner most foul when Ascended monsters converged on their location. Her mate's already quivering and fearful aura became even more incensed, giving in to the rage and unfairness of it all.

She knew what was coming. They had been detected in the middle of nowhere, and while they tried to flee, there was no escaping the abomination. It stood taller than even the largest Ascended, glaring down at the feline duo with palpable madness, while six arms never missed a chance to try and pulp them.

All four of its vertical eyes blazed with malice as tides of Chaos roared out of them. The very ground disintegrated where they stood, and only a timely teleport through her domain had saved the three of them. That had begun the unrelenting chase that had seen them flee for their lives through multiple continents of the Soul Nexus, and it was now coming to an end in the worst possible way.

Her mate, her chosen, the love of her life, looked into her eyes. There was no fear in his mighty gaze anymore. Even in the face of death, he stood tall, shoulders wide and fangs bared. And yet, the tenderness deep inside betrayed it all.

The regret, the rage, the love, and the longing. No matter how much he buried it, she saw it clearly for the plea it was. How could she stop now, when he was giving up all he held dear to provide them another chance?

So, she ran.

She ran for hours. She kept putting one foot in front of another without fail. Even when her domain threatened to fall apart, almost dropping her unconscious cub into the material world, she clutched it tightly with a roar of defiance. Even when the monster found her trail again, she didn't let up, determined to provide her newborn with a suitable environment to grow up in.

So when she eventually reached the edge of the continent and found herself without the strength to make another jump, she didn't falter. Instead, she gambled it all.

Shadows sang to her from far and wide. Many dwellings were revealed, no doubt angering more than a few Ascended. Some even sought to confront the shameless intruder, but when they noticed the Chaoswalker on her heels, they immediately fled, abandoning their homes.

Still, she didn't despair. The shadows grew fragile, their melody no longer stable. Only hints of solid ground reached her now, bringing along no useful information. Amidst them, one stood out, a tiny continent surrounded by nothing but water.

A decision had to be made, and she made it without even an ounce of hesitation. Powered by a tiny sacrificed portion of her very soul, her domain came alive, bridging the massive distance and hurling them both through a spatial tunnel.

It wasn't enough, and she didn't expect it to be.

The Chaoswalker's abominable influence infected even the teleport, latching onto it like the parasite it was. Inside the tunnel, however, hundreds of layered traps met its ugly visage, rending its frame and stripping its power. Unburdened by environmental skills, the true power of shadows was unleashed, sapping away its strength in an eternal instant.

Then they were spewed out onto the landmass. Her teleport ended on a different location, far away from the Chaoswalker's point of impact. The last thing she was her battered body smashing into the ground hard enough to uproot trees, revealing white stone below the dirt.
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Usually, dungeon portals were a seamless entrance. Every time Lev had stepped into one, he remembered crossing it without any resistance or other sensations.

That couldn't have been further from the truth now.

None of them had noticed how the dungeon gobbled up ambient mana, too taken aback by the Night Hunter's appearance. It was wounded and struggling, and the moment of realization had been overtaken by the desire to put it down.

He was paying the price for carelessness. Space tore off chunks of his armor, slowly but surely reaching his body. Darkness threatened to consume him. It seeped into his body, almost cutting it open from the inside.

Then it all halted, and his back slammed into solid ground.

The shock was enough to jolt him to his senses. Immediately, he stopped powering all enchantments and converted-

Shit, the shadow mana converter is still in the bubble-

He stared in shock, unable to locate a dungeon portal anywhere around him in the clearing. Even worse, as he hastily carved out the pure mana concealment runes and absorbed his aura back into his body, several presences noticed him.

Dropping his mana expenditure to the absolute lowest, he started running away from the presences with only his physical strength. The moment the stealth runes were finished carving, they came alive, finally hiding his aura and mana as he flew straight up.

That was close, he thought with a muted sigh. I hope they can't pinpoint my location with the active enchantments. Running isn't exactly difficult, but lightning imbuement will broadcast my position-

Lev's bubble suddenly appeared below him, in the exact spot he had. Melvine materialized on the ground next to it, greatsword raised and eyes focused. She lowered her mana usage after finding nothing in the vicinity, though she almost jumped in surprise when Lev landed behind her.

"Inside, now," he whispered, converting mana into shadow mana. A strong third-threshold monster was about to reach them, and it burst into the open just as the bubble vanished and ascended.

[Scaled Draco - ??]

"… Safe," Lev breathed out, triple-checking that the sound wards were working. "That was close. How can a dungeon monster force its hand out of the portal?"

He already had an inkling, which was confirmed by Melvine.

"The dungeon was on the cusp of overflowing. I planned to suggest we dive in immediately. Couldn't realize in time that you weren't flying at the monster, but to save me from something. Your Perception really is anomalous."

"No notifications?" he asked.

"None," she confirmed. "We are near the edges of the dungeon, and yet, there are so many third-threshold monsters nearby. If Drakys knew of this place, he would never let us come to this region. And now we're in a dungeon instance right before a dungeon break, meaning it's the worst possible instance to be trapped in."

"Where are the rest?"

"I told them to run."

"Seriously? There's no way they will stay back-"

As if hearing his words, two teams and Aryan suddenly appeared on the ground. Fortunately, they were already holding their aura back, expecting Lev and Melvine to have at least cleared the area for them.

That wasn't the case. The long, spindly lizard almost devoured them, stopped at the last moment by the combined assault of three warriors. Viktor's barrier shield, the one Lev had created for him, flew from his hands and smashed into the lizard's snout. Zack rushed to the side of its head in a burst of speed, his body smoking from the overuse of fire.

His fist landed like a cannonball, producing a sound just as loud from the impact. Even the mighty foe jerked to the side and let out a trill of pain. Its eyes refocused in a blink, but before it could roll over to get Aryan and Elias off its head, barrier ropes rushed downwards.

They curved around its body, brimming with lightning. The swordsman and rogue immediately jumped off, and the ranged combatants also held back to not hurt them by accident.

Time, however, was running out. Many creatures just as strong as the lizard were rushing towards them, so instead of trying to kill it, he deployed his first new creation.

A large net flew out of his bubble. It was infused with a metric ton of lightning, enchanted to guide the element into the large spikes scattered between, similar to weights in a cast net.

With his ropes immobilizing it for a precious few moments, Lev manipulated the large net to cover most of its body. The spikes, enchanted with sharpness and weight increase, dropped like tiny spears on its body, digging deep enough into its scales to find purchase.

The tactic bought them enough time for everyone to jump into the invisible bubble. In the distance, he could see a four-winged monster flying towards them, just as the ground underneath started rumbling. Yet, the stunned monster was such an easy target. A single sweep of Stargazer's enlarged blade, and it would bleed to death eventually.

With a regretful exhale, he turned the bubble completely invisible again and shot off, directly away from the approaching monsters. It turned out to be a good idea, too, for the next monster that erupted from the ground was something that paralyzed them all with fear.

[Veil Hunter - ??]

It was much the same as the Night Hunter until size was involved. The one below them towered over its surroundings, standing eight meters tall with its thin, sickly limbs that audibly tightened like coils.

A few tense seconds passed. Shieldwalls and walls remained active, then they gently lowered back into the bubble when the Hunter gave up, swimming back into the ground. Till the very end, one baleful eye scanned the skies, looking for them until the closing ground blocked its sight again.

"You idiot," Isabella sent them all, though it didn't take a genius to figure out who the words were directed to. "The fuck were you thinking!?"

"The same thing as everyone else, most likely," Lev answered, unbothered. "The hunter came in with us. Be prepared, for it might be able to see through the shadow mana enchantments."

"Impossible," Aryan immediately countered. "Even I can't feel the bubble, and it's powered by my element."

"Yeah, but there's also a lot of pure mana going into the other enchantments. We don't know its exact capabilities. Only that the creature is a ticking time bomb now."

"Ticking time bomb?" Kora questioned. "You mean grenades?"

"Something like that," Lev chuckled, the sound strained. "So, analysis? And you can speak out loud. The sound wards are active."

"We're fucked," Elias threw out first.

"No, we ain't," Lisa rolled her eyes. "Kora, can you use your regeneration buffs at low intensity?"

She didn't question it and complied. Lev realized a moment later what Lisa was aiming for, arriving at the same conclusion.

"We can't use them at full intensity. Both our auras and the mana costs are too noticeable right now," Lisa concluded with a thoughtful frown. "Which means we have to wait for Lev's mana to regenerate completely if the hunter decides to attack."

"It's cut off from moonlight," Zack added. "If it decides to attack us, we will be at a massive advantage, which it is undoubtedly aware of. The monster will likely try to kill other inhabitants of the dungeon while looking for opportunities to ambush us."

"I'll keep watch," Aryan nodded.

"The real question is if that Veil Hunter was the dungeon boss," Melvine said, wary. "Between the two hunters, that one will easily eradicate us all if we're not careful."

"Not necessarily," Lev added after a bout of silence. "I mean, yes, but also, it's a third-threshold monster. With that big a level difference between the two hunters, if the Night Hunter continues to level up, it might be just as strong at the cusp of evolution. Now that we're stuck with it, letting it grow is the worst-case scenario."

"So… we hunt?" Viktor guessed, bemused.

"We hunt," Lev replied with a grin. "Come on, we came here to get stronger. I don't think we can find a better place to do that."

"Lev," Isabella started with a sigh. "The monsters at the edges are above level 500. How strong do you think the boss is?"

"I don't know," he shrugged. "It's not like we have the choice to just sit here. There's no portal to escape through. We either kill everything or remain stuck forever. And if that Veil Hunter was the boss, then I'm pretty sure we can take it down with some preparations."

"Preparations," Isabella echoed. "What kind?"

"Crafting."

**

Six hours passed in silence as they remained in the bubble. Lev made it descend back in the clearing after making sure that there were no monsters nearby. In the distance, he could see a giant wall of stone and dirt, not dissimilar to the mountains they had seen outside the dungeon.

His preparations were limited to the three types of constructs he knew would be effective. One of them was the net, and he created several different variations for different scenarios. The second was related to creating a lightning zone, and the final one was a last-ditch construct that he would rather not use.

Aryan was still scouting. Only his skills were reliable enough not to attract the whole dungeon, and for once, Lev also kept a tight leash on his aura. Stargazer's regeneration was used to keep his armor's concealments constantly active. It was much slower than his own regeneration, which he didn't want to tap into.

"Say," Isabella mused suddenly. "Why are we so calm? This should be a death trap."

"Death trap for most people. We're not most people."

"Someone's got a big head."

"Someone beat your whole team's ass by himself," Lev sent back jokingly, shaking his head. "Besides, it's not even me who inspires the most confidence here."

"I'm listening too, you know?" Melvine added. "Aryan's returning. He just sent out a faint pulse of shadow mana."

"Finally," Elias got up, stretching. "I was somehow getting bored in what seems to be a Titanium dungeon."

"That, or an Irinite dungeon. What do you expect the boss's level to be?"

"Six hundred, if I had to guess," Rena added. "Or maybe the Veil Hunter was actually the boss. How's your mana looking?"

"Just above half," Lev replied. "Good enough."

"Alright," Isabella spoke out loud. "Let's see what we're dealing with."

After picking up Aryan, who couldn't detect any monsters in the vicinity, the bubble ascended. It moved straight ahead, where he could see the mountain peak. Lev didn't go too high up, remaining somewhat near the trees not to stand out in the clear sky.

When they finally reached the peak and passed over it, they all sucked in a deep breath.

In front of them was a sprawling landscape of beauty and wonder. Mountains of green touched the skies with their peaks as waterfalls shrouded them with mist, obscuring a good deal of their surface.

Lakes could be seen far below them, for most of the mountains were smaller than the peak they were present on. If anything, their entrance point seemed like the highest point in the dungeon, and it revealed everything about it in stark clarity.

It also showed them the real boss of the dungeon, one so far in the distance yet still so easily noticeable.

[Plasma's Might - ??]

The good thing was that it wasn't a fourth-threshold monster, or even a peak third-threshold monster like the hound.

The very bad thing was that the stag was a blood monster. Its body was a healthy shade of white, and its fur had a reddish tint. The even worse thing was that its antlers were a deep shade of crimson, and their composition twitched as if they were made of liquid, flowing blood.

And above all, the most worrying detail was the Identify result. They knew for a fact that monsters didn't ever display such titles, and that option didn't even become available without matching extraordinary titles. There was a reason why each Exalted had their own fancy titles. If they let the public use their identification skills on them, they would see results like Galvanic Sniper or Runic Warlord.

For a monster to have such a title, Lev was extremely worried. That implied some sort of intelligence to choose a title to display, and if the being had the cunning similar to humans, then there was nothing they could do to protect themselves.

Not wanting to risk detection due to the direct line of sight, he lowered the bubble and hid behind the mountain peak they had appeared on. No one spoke— they didn't even try to communicate mentally.

Instead, they racked their brains. Ideas were no doubt brought up in my shapes and flavors, yet Lev's attention was occupied by a completely different line of thought.

Can I kill it in a single hit with enough preparation?

The thought held merit, for going near that creature meant certain death. He didn't really expect to be able to win and clear the dungeon anymore, and the only combatant who had a slight bit of hope against the stag was Melvine. Her element was fantastic against liquids, and while freezing blood took more effort than water, courtesy of the drastically higher mana costs involved, it would still be effective.

Unfortunately for her, blood monsters also possessed abominable physical strength. Even if she froze blood, nothing would stop the monster from plowing through her debuffs and ripping her to shreds.

Lev, lost in thought, unconsciously looked at Elias.

Maybe we really are fucked.
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The bubble landed gently, not anywhere in the open, but in the emergency hideout they had found on the peak before leaving to scout. A cave.

No one deemed speaking worth it. They just stared into empty air, just as lost as Lev. It didn't help that the monster was also massive, almost half the Stoneblessed Hound's size, and despite the distance, it positively reeked of blood. Identifying easily showed them the result.

And now, they were contemplating life choices, for there was no way to escape. Dungeons usually came with portals to get out through. None had revealed itself from the brief scouting, not even close to the boss to give them false hope.

They were well and truly stuck in an Irinite dungeon, the second-highest human rank based on strength.

Consequently, their earlier bravado and semi-forced calmness evaporated. Only Melvine seemed to retain some semblance of wits in the storm of revelations, though that didn't help much. What could a lone Master, regardless of how strong, do against something like that stag?

I never did ask where the ranks originated from, Lev mused, welcoming the distraction. Is it a compound of iridium? Or perhaps a new metal entirely with differing properties? It could just be an infused version.

The same was true for Oscium, the final rank. Even someone uneducated like Lev knew about the rarest earth metals due to unrestricted internet access. They were extremely pricey, and when Mana was involved, rarer things were usually stronger, too. He spent a moment imagining how good a powered armor of Oscium could be before bringing himself back to the present.

"Did anyone notice how big the dungeon is?" Lev asked through the mental link, for he himself was too shocked by the boss to look at anything else.

"It's much bigger than the portion of the mountains we had explored so far," Melvine answered. No one else seemed like they wanted to talk right now. "As far as I could tell, the stag is very close to the entrance point of the dungeon. If we keep our distance and circle around, there might be a lot of monsters for us to hunt without attracting the stag's attention."

A valid strategy, except it wasn't the right time to discuss that. Instead, Lev lowered the bubble even further into their hideout, and once they were about two hundred meters below the ground, he created a few mundane wards on barrier plates. They were arranged around the bubble, blocking all sounds and vibrations from his steps as Lev stepped out.

The stealth enchantments on his armor were also running at half their strength, and combined with his keeping his aura tightly contained in his body, the group was as safe as they could be from all monsters.

Well, almost all of them.

One thing Lev realized immediately upon gazing at the stag was that his presence had doomed them all again. Even in an Exalted-level dungeon, the monsters would have at most a gap of 100 levels from the edges to the boss. The stag, however, was way beyond level 600 or 650, just like how the Core Guardian was once a whole evolution higher.

That also meant that the dungeon didn't follow the norms. The boss was way higher in level, the number of monsters was also ballooned, and the second boss waiting just outside their cave was also truly anomalous, especially because it had shed its guise of madness that it used to blend in with the monsters.

Wide eyes stared at his back. His companions could feel that there was a presence outside, and Lev was stupidly walking towards it.

"WAIT!" Isabella broke out of her reverie first, quickly catching up to him. He also stopped walking, curious about what she had to say. "DO YOU WANT TO DIE!?"

Fair enough.

"No," he grinned. "In fact, I might have just found a way for us to live."

"Don't be stupid, that's a dungeon boss," she insisted, then paused. "Why are you smiling like an idiot?"

"Maybe because I am one?" he remarked, unreasonably amused. Something inside him was reaching a dangerous tipping point, and becoming a Master with heightened mental resilience wasn't going to magically solve the lasting mental scars caused by his usual experiences. They could only be pushed back down for so long.

Facing something both intelligent and far beyond him once again reminded him of how life never left him alone, and it was not something one wished to be reminded of. Not in the least.

Elias tried talking him out of it, and so did Melvine. She could feel the being's strength better than anyone else, and with intelligence added into the mix, there was no hope in confronting it.

Yet, what else could they do? Lev marched on, clutching Stargazer tightly while taking stock of his reserves.

Just over half of my pool, and the same for Stargazer.

The glaive's core followed a more normal rate of regeneration compared to his own pool, which had access to regeneration buffs for the past hours. With them combined, he could reliably take out the boss in a suicidal explosion if the worst came to pass.

He still studiously ignored that the being hadn't stepped inside the cave, only politely waiting for someone to come greet it. It could very easily be a trap.

And as much as he wanted to tackle this problem by himself, by the time he reached the cave entrance, Elias, Viktor, Zack, and Melvine were also walking next to him. A few dozen meters behind them, the rest of the combatants were also tensely waiting, their eyes never leaving the second boss.

It was the Veil Hunter.

A tense standoff took place. Lev didn't let his eyes falter, chin held slightly high even in the face of likely death. No one would find him cowering in the face of death, that he swore to himself.

Then his brain halted when the hunter bowed at the waist.

"This one greets the Blessed of the Lord," came a subtle, scratchy yet smooth message.

Unfortunately, it was sent to all of them, and the reaction was just as expected. Gobsmacked gazes turned to him, some from the sides, some from behind. Lev just flatly stared ahead, both caught unprepared and very bemused.

Just what did a man have to do around these parts to keep dangerous knowledge a secret? Only Isabella was supposed to know about this, not two whole teams and some.

"Rise," he sighed, just going along with it. What else was he supposed to do? "And don't do that again. How do you even know about that?"

"To beat the curse is a monumentous occasion, err…"

"Lev."

"… Lev. When I triumphed against the madness, our Lord deigned me worthy of his words, informing me about my circumstances and blessing me with guidance. Long have I waited in this place to gather strength and plot the boss's demise to escape, and now, if you wish to leave this place, I will finally have the support to make that possible."

"… Okay, hold on," Lev took a few steps back and actually looked at the being properly. Towering, domineering, and terrifying. Corded and thin muscles like the Night Hunter, except the boss was four times Lev's height instead of only being slightly higher, and it was also considerably thicker in stature. Overall, it still looked like a black bundle of humanoid ropes, one that wished to work with him and escape.

Lev believed that, too. No one would dare use a God's name so lightly, not even the worst of sapients.

"Let me get this straight. You are apparently not a monster and are stuck in this place. So there is really no portal?"

"There is none, Blessed Lev. This dungeon is meant to be challenged by beings of my strength, and yet, something is strange about this… instance, if you can call it that."

"The stag?"

The hunter nodded. "The stag."

"I suppose we need to talk about this in more detail. My companions are very tense, and for good reason. Shall we relocate to a more suitable place for discussion?"

No answer came, only acceptance in the form of body language. Lev decided that was enough and turned around, motioning his frozen friends to return to their previous spot. It was also a good thing that they were too confused, entranced, and wary to ask questions, electing to remain prepared to act at a moment's notice.

That was ideal. He really didn't want to explain why his own knees occasionally shook, nor why his face was a cold mask of indifference, concealing his emotions about the matter.

**

Back inside, Lev expanded his bubble and allowed the boss to walk inside. It peered at the construct curiously, easily looking past the stealth enchantments hiding his stock of weapons and defensive constructs.

The Veil Hunter, however, didn't look at all worried. Lev didn't want to let it show how much that terrified him, nor the thought of having his instincts turn out to be incorrect about the being's trustworthiness.

"Arcane creations?" the boss mused conversationally. "A rather fitting path for the bearer of a Manawell."

It mimicked Lev, sitting down on the giant chair in front of the arrayed humans.

"I was told that my… advantages make me uniquely suitable for barrier manipulation, and it has constantly proven to be true."

"An astute observation, whoever deemed it so. What do you require of me, young lord?"

"First and foremost, call me Lev."

"As you wish, Blessed Lev."

"I-, you know what, that's good enough. We can plan our escape and moves later. Are you willing to answer some questions?"

"Only a scarce few, I'm afraid. Knowledge is as much a blessing as it is a curse. It would be foolish of me to reveal things you have no business knowing."

"Even if I am constantly targeted by an outsider force? Even as an Adept, I had to face a level 687 Windstrider Warg. Surely that warrants a few reveals, yes?"

Lev was pushing his luck, both grasping at straws and risking hostility. A chance to gather true answers had presented itself, and he didn't know what to make of it, despite the hunter's clear warning.

Fortunately, it took the choice out of his hands.

"I am truly sorry, Blessed Lev. Not only will I never put your life in danger by painting a target on your back, but I will also refrain from tainting your path with my own views. The mysteries are your own to uncover, and the lessons you will learn will stay with you forever. Be wary of knowledge without a price, young Lev."

That… is a very good warning, actually. I'm gonna have to keep this in mind going forward.

He could imagine how badly it could end. What if someone willingly spread the knowledge about a fifth-threshold monster, and the abomination somehow traced it back to unsuspecting humans? That would be an extinction-level event for all of mankind.

Granted, that was a very extreme example, but Monarch was vast and unfathomably dangerous. Better safe than sorry.

"Why do you keep calling me young?" Lev asked, leaning back with an exhale. It seemed the answers he so desperately sought were going to remain out of grasp for now.

"Your soul is still young. We hunters are a curious race, especially when compared to the usual creature in the dungeon. Sensing souls has always been a specialty of ours, yet peering into their secrets has only become possible with my awakening. To describe what I see within your body, there is fascinatingly little. It speaks about your short life, most likely comparable to a hundred of your long cycles."

"Do you mean a century? How do you even know about those? And no, I'm not even a fifth as old."

"You're not even twenty?" Isabella blurted. Then her face paled as she gulped and looked at the hunter.

"How commendable," the boss praised, not showing any signs of offense. "To have garnered such merits within the System despite being so young? It is the mark of greatness. As for 'centuries,' the knowledge was revealed to me in the case of encountering other sapient beings. I see now that our Lord was referring to your kind."

You don't have to lay it on so thick…

"Alternatively, it is the consequence of my life being way harder than it should've been. Are you sure I can't know who is responsible?"

"I truly regret not being able to help you."

"Alright, I don't think the boss is going to harm anyone," Lev sent to his companions, through the item on Isabella. Both curiously and frighteningly enough, the hunter's eyes flicked to each individual packet of mana carrying the message faster than it could reach the humans.

"Ask about how to deal with that stag," Melvine replied, still just as tense as before.

"That stag," Lev began, mulling over how to phrase the question. "It wasn't always a monster, was it?"

"It was not. The mighty being once chased me to the depths when I foolishly decided to ambush it, as any monster would. Through some stroke of luck or misfortune, I still haven't been able to tell, a dungeon formed on top of both of us. We were dragged to this hellish instance where I was once the weakest monster, and yet, no matter how many I killed, the creatures kept appearing again.

"As for the stag, it naturally overpowered them all. None even came close to it, let alone cause it to become serious. Time, however, wears down even the tallest of obstacles, and the stag was no exception to the dungeon's influence. Just like how I slowly purified my conscience, it inevitably fell to something insidious, becoming a monster like the rest of the denizens of the dungeon. Now it stays in place, waiting to be set free, or perhaps retaining some semblance of self and hoping to be released from its eternal prison."
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  "That sounds…" Melvine trailed off, finally finding the courage to speak. "We should not delay for too long."

Lev was inclined to agree. As difficult or impossible as putting down that foe was going to be, he did not want to see the stag suffer more than necessary if it was truly still present.

"I will have to disagree, human huntress. While your power may be a good match, the creature is still too much for us despite being bound by The System. We must plan around that weakness."

"Bound?" Lev echoed.

"Indeed. While I was just barely strong enough to qualify for becoming a fodder monster for this dungeon, the stag was far too strong to even remain in this place. But the dungeon had already formed, and the being had no way to escape. There were no restrictions at first. It massacred all of the monsters, but I was already starting to realize my awakening by then. Unable to find me, it simply prowled the surface, killing every monster that eventually showed up until it was reduced to a mere husk of its former glorious self.

"Now, as an over-leveled monster, the dungeon penalizes it by constantly draining its strength. As a result, too many monsters dwell in this instance, and a dungeon break is also nigh. I am not too keen on leaving, however. The depths of the peaks are not for the faint of heart, and the moment a dungeon break is detected, many opportunists will arrive to reap the escaping lives."

"I'm assuming that also puts us on a timer?" Isabella voiced, gulping to steady her voice. "If the boss leaves, it will regain its former strength."

"I admit, I don't remember if the depths are dangerous enough to challenge it, nor how strong the creature used to be, Pryomancer. That does indeed put us on what you summarized as a timer."

They stopped after that, both sides lost in thought. While the hunter was reasonably sure of its victory and escape, the humans were exchanging glances, suddenly unsure about how to broach the topic.

"Another being entered the dungeon before us," Lev slowly began. "A mutated Veil Crawler. It needs to be put down."

"An abhorrent? One of my kind?" the hunter asked, and everything hinged on its next words. "I'm assuming it was not awakened?"

"No, it was very much a monster."

"Then we need to find it post-haste. Allowing such a creature to grow in strength will only end in tragedy."

"Even if it is the same species as you?" Melvine asked, the crux of the matter.

"I know the significance of abhorrents better than most. The species of such a creature is never a consideration. If we don't kill it first, then we will die, and it will become a problem for someone else."

Abhorrents, huh? So there is an official term for mutated monsters.

"That wouldn't be so bad, but the issue was that it absorbed moonlight," Lev declared, eyes grave.

"… Forgive me for not understanding, Blessed Lev, but what is so special about moonlight?"

… Huh? It doesn't know, does it?

"Let's just say, it's possibly the best element for an abhorrent to thrive on. We only faced it for a few minutes, and it still leveled up twice during that short battle."

"It gained levels?" the hunter repeated, both audibly and visibly shaken. "To defy the natural order of the universe so… I did not feel the abhorrent land in the same instance as you all. We must remain prepared for when it eventually leaves the dungeon, which, once again, puts us on an even worse timer."

"It won't leave before us," Melvine said confidently. "Not when it's cut off from moonlight. The reserves it has are bound to be limited, which leaves us with plenty of time. Who knows if it will even be able to clear the dungeon, but that is a shallow hope we shouldn't consider."

"Time is still of the essence," the hunter said. "As it stands, none of you can face the stag, even if the mist huntress can come close to at least surviving for a few moments. How do you plan to gain the strength to survive, Lev?"

"Simple. I need to know where the strongest to weakest monsters are, and how to avoid attracting the stag's attention as we kill them."

**

A few more words were exchanged before the hunter left. Lev knew that their patience was running thin, though surprisingly, no one asked him anything. Even stranger, they seemed to be contemplating whether knowing more was worth it or not.

"Alright, I'll make this easier for you guys," Lev smiled. "How many of you knew about the existence of gods?"

Contrary to his expectations, no one other than Isabella and Melvine knew. Their pale faces also suggested that they hadn't even considered the possibility.

"And you're like a… chosen?" Elias eventually asked, his curiosity overtaking the shock.

"Nope. Not even close. I'm simply favored, same as how Drakys and Hakim favor me."

"That's not what the hunter said, though?" Lisa asked timidly. "Have we been disrespectful by not calling you-"

Lev threw a barrier pebble at her face. It thwacked her forehead, breaking her out of the mumblings.

"I'm Lev," he stated plainly. "Just Lev. Not Blessed Lev or Favored Lev or Chosen Lev. Just Lev."

"Apologies, Just Lev-" Isabella mockingly bowed, taking a step to the side to avoid the inevitable pebble. "How violent. Are you sure you're fit to be a favored?"

"Slow down," Aryan sighed. "You two are already joking about it when I'm still stuck on the revelation of actual divinities. More than one, even."

… Woops, not sure if I should've revealed that. My friends now know that there is more than one god quicker than most of humanity's upper echelons. I wonder who Hakim shared that knowledge with?

It was still a funny coincidence, even if it was caused by his carelessness. He needed to pay more attention to his words.

"That's not very important now, is it?" Lev grinned, very much entertained by the flat stares sent his way. "First, we need to level up as much as we can. And secondly, we need to decide how to go about it. Questions can wait."

"Questions, he says," Zack sighed. "Sure, let's just treat this like any other day. What's so special about learning that we have always been living under the gaze of incomprehensible beings who are also secretly involved with a few of us, anyway?"

"Not much, admittedly," Lev smiled. "And, before going anywhere, I'm going to take a nap."

"A nap?" Melvine asked, frowning. "Now?"

"Yes."

Walking past them, Lev moved to a corner of his bubble and summoned an enchanted bed. After making sure that his clothes were clean, he quickly made himself comfortable on the bed and covered himself with the blanket enchanted to block sounds.

For a Master like him, sleep wasn't exactly necessary. He could go on for weeks without needing to shut his eyes, but it was the recent events that were weighing on his mind. His eyes drooped as he reconsidered the series of events that had led them to this dungeon, as well as the subsequent encounters and reveals. A final, dizzy thought reflected his opinion about the matter.

I'm too young to deal with all this shit…

**

Two hours of sleep was more than enough for Lev to feel ready again. Kora had kept using her regeneration buff on him during that. His pool hovered at around 80%, comfortably enough to try and deal with some third-threshold monsters.

Stargazer's core still lagged. Buffs couldn't work on the weapon, and he didn't know if it was due to her being an item or if the aura mage lacked the understanding to make it happen. Either way, the glaive only had about half of her reserves, which would have to be enough.

Only Melvine was still in his bubble, which was surprising. Lev quickly washed his face with his canteen and summoned his armor.

"Where did everyone go?"

"I sent them off to hunt by themselves," she answered casually. "The Hunter agreed to watch over them and lead them to weaker monsters. Isabella had some items to conceal their presence, and I tested their effectiveness personally before letting them go."

"That's… unexpected. Dangerous, too."

"It is," Melvine agreed curtly. "How are you doing?"

"Fine?" Lev shrugged. "As fine as I can be, I suppose. Things aren't going to stop happening just out of consideration for me. I'll just have to roll with the punches."

"No one could have predicted finding potentially two beasts in the dungeon," she said, her lips curving downwards slightly. "Hell, no one could have predicted a dungeon. This is too suspicious."

"You think we've been set up?"

"Maybe," she answered hesitantly. "This is like the textbook example of us stumbling upon something far greater than intended. Luck can be a nasty bitch if it decides to fuck you over."

"Ain't that the truth," he chuckled. "What's the plan now?"

"You've got the shadow mana converter. It shouldn't be difficult to find them and earn some levels along the way."

No more time was wasted on words. Lev scanned his bubble's enchantments and took a few minutes to recreate them. Some of them had been patched hastily after the battle with the Night Hunter, and the flaws showed.

In an uncharacteristic show of curiosity, Melvine asked about the enchantments.

"How do you know which runes work well with your barriers?"

Lev blinked, thinking it over. "I mean, it's pretty easy to understand once you try it. My barriers are also special in a way that most pure mana enchantments work really well with them. If anything, they are superior when compared to most other materials. I've only seen and heard about infused metals coming close to the mana conductivity and enchantment capacity."

"But that is a shadow mana enchantment, is it not?"

"It is. The thing is, elemental runes work just as well as pure runes. Barriers are made of solidified mana, which is an excellent material for any manner of conductivity. What really messes things up is that they don't have the inherent properties of metals to keep destructive elements in check. If I infuse fire or lightning in my barriers, they damage the structure, needing constant repairs to keep them contained.

"Shadow mana is simply not very destructive. It works like a multiplier instead. So, it is pretty easy to just dump it in my bubble and cycle it through the enchantments."

"Then enchantments related solely to fire would be too costly for your barriers," she summarised in understanding.

"Not exactly," Lev snorted. "Cost isn't an issue. I simply have too much to deal with to dive into hyper-specific enchantments for different scenarios. My willpower control is still only barebones compared to an average Master, and rushing that is not ideal."

"The control afforded by willpower can also become a crutch," she added. "It is no doubt one of the strongest tools in a Master's arsenal, especially when you learn to infuse your moves with it, but it also has a nasty habit of falling short when you need it the most. Confidence and arrogance don't save you against monsters that are simply too much to deal with."

Shadow mana seeped into the construct, making it invisible. Lev spent a few seconds circling the bubble, ensuring that all of it was properly concealed before stepping inside with Melvine in tow.

"What does that say about my class?" he asked. "I have like ten different types of constructs ready to be deployed right now. It's not like I will ever have the willpower to keep up with my class."

"You're not wrong," she answered thoughtfully. "The best bet is to empower only a select few constructs. You already know which ones."

The lances, beams, and Fracturing Waves.

She wasn't wrong. Those were the strongest finishers in Lev's kit. The lances could reliably clear out massive hordes when spaced accordingly, and the beams could shear through third-threshold monsters.

Powered by Stargazer, his Fracturing Wave was undoubtedly the most potent tool. It not only made use of his willpower to augment itself, but it was also a twice-evolved attack skill, one that packed way more power than any of his class skills. When combined with the extreme amounts of mana Lev usually dealt with, the skill became the most unfair advantage in his arsenal by a long shot.

Sure, a Manawell and the titles he was born with were beyond absurd, but they weren't as strong by themselves. The skill brought the advantages together in a way that he normally wouldn't be able to for a long time, and that translated to an offensive advantage that was hard to beat for anything less than double his level.

As the bubble left the cave, he considered what he could do next. The three constructs he had planned were going to be useful, and if he could truly master the concepts behind them, a lot of paths would open up in the future for him.

And therein lay the issue. All of it was planned around theoretical advantages and scenarios, and if the constructs didn't perform up to standards, he would need to spend months again to theorize new methods to alter terrain with barriers and create a beneficial arena for himself.

That wasn't a pressing issue for now, nor would it be one for the upcoming years. Lev simply wasn't content with slinging projectiles from afar and emptying his pool to take out singular strong monsters. He wanted to utilize all of his advantages with more finesse than long-range artillery, and these constructs were the first step to master the art of utilizing every drop of mana for all it was worth.
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  The bubble left the cave not long after, shrouded in shadow mana and the associated enchantments. Both Lev and Melvine kept their auras tightly concealed inside their bodies, not wanting to risk detection despite the layers of stealth enchantments on the bubble.

They moved slowly, first up, and then towards the peak. Neither looked at the boss directly, only confirming that it was still remaining near the lake in the middle of the plains surrounded by the mountains.

Seeing that they were in the clear, Lev lowered the bubble and increased the potency of the stealth enchantments even more. Once he was absolutely certain, they bubble shot off towards the nearest mountain’s base, where he could feel a familiar aura.

The flight was tense. They didn’t speak, only keeping their head slightly tilted so the stag remained in their peripheral vision.

Only after reaching the next mountain did they breathe a sigh of relief, using the massive natural structure to hide their battle.

Lev glanced at Melvine, who just waved him off. “It’s yours.”

He didn’t even need to ask why. The Scaled Draco on the ground was still hurt from the previous fight, and now that he could take a closer look at it, the monster was just barely above level 500. In other words, barely a threat for either of them, but free levels regardless.

Fighting the monster in the open was a death sentence. He needed to be smart about it, and Lev had already prepared constructs to hide the effects of the battle.

Several plates, each as tall as him and much wider, were powered up inside his bubble. They vanished from sight and other perceptions before floating out of the bubble, distributed equally around the monster in a fifty meter radius. He didn’t plan to let it get past them.

The plates were enchanted for many purposes. They blocked the vibrations, sounds, and any fire and lightning from going beyond the perimeter, and also remained invisible to the senses. The clueless monster on the ground still hadn’t found them.

Lev hoped it would be enough. He didn’t doubt for a second that a mishap from his side would easily alert the stag, and that might just end in death without even a chance to fight back.

That was why he didn’t resort to any explosive measures. Instead, the same net he had used before shot out of the bubble just as the plates were powered to the maximum.

The draco let out an echoing trill, the sound captured by the plates and forced to remain in the dome. Even better, the vibrations through the ground were absorbed, nullifying the sound even quicker.

It was fast enough to dodge the net, which is why the construct was accompanied by barrier ropes. The draco jumped back, only for it to slam into an invisible shield wall.

Caught unprepared, the ropes quickly wrapped around its body and limbs. The monster was strong, shattering tens of the ropes with each mighty struggle, but Lev kept repairing and adding even more of them, dumping lightning mana inside to stun the monster.

That was enough for the net to land on its body, expertly aimed to cover all of it. A final push overloaded the construct with lightning, and the heavy spikes scattered between dug deep through its scales, releasing the payload inside.

A roar of pain was about to burst out of the draco’s mouth, only for Stargazer to smash into its head, her long blade going through its brain.

[

You have slain [Scaled Draco - Level 505]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 289

]

Well, that was easy.

Floating towards the corpse, he pushed his senses and Perception skills to look for a smattering of mana inside. Ever since he had evolved Mana Perception and obtained Gaze of the Marksman, he could see small traces of cores inside slain monsters.

The draco’s core was present in the upper half of its body, just below the head. A few ropes with bladed ends quickly carved through the scales and pried it out. Lev washed it before using Identify.

[

Scaled Draco Core:

Possesses Decent Mana Conductivity and Mana Capacity. Useful in crafting.

Shows properties of Bones.

]

It was stored in his ring. He let his mind wander about the uses of the rare property of the core while looking at the draco corpse. Most of its scales were largely unscathed, and he could harvest them for a tidy sum of money-

Something icy hit his bubble from the inside. Lev was moving before he could even decipher the implications, leaving a trail of lightning behind him to get inside the bubble faster.

Just as he entered and activated the stealth enchantments to the maximum, the side of the mountain they were behind exploded as thousands of tons of stone were barreled through. The stag’s nostrils flared in rage as its antlers trembled with rivers of mana coursing inside, a single thought away from being unleashed.

Lev and Melvine didn’t dare breathe. They sat frozen, fortunately looking away from the force of nature as it ineffectively looked for them. The most Lev could do was make his bubble move slowly, almost at a negligible pace.

The boss didn’t turn towards the movement, so he risked making it slightly faster. Facing away from it as they were, the duo had no way to know when the stag left the scene, moving away from them to search for the offenders.

They only managed to shake off its influence after several minutes. Lev sat in his seat, hands trembling but eyes grave and focused. Melvine ran a hand through her hair, and even now, she seemed to be handling it better than him.

But that was a lie. They were equally rattled.

Despite that, Lev hadn’t missed a small pebble rolling down the mountain they were currently on, nor the potential causes of that tiny displacement. His Perception was pushed to the absolute maximum in case he needed to act, which helped him notice it.

 Most of the mountain was covered by trees, and he landed amidst a small clearing.

His hunch was proven correct when the ground parted a few meters away from the bubble. Isabella’s voice reached them first.

“Holy shit. What is that creature?”

“A sapient turned monster,” Lev stated the obvious, because it was only now setting in just how strong that stag was.

The hunter also exited the ground after a moment, standing to its full height without a care in the world. The humans followed, though they weren’t nearly as ballsy. Instead, they jumped into his bubble, finding comfort in the safety net of the stealth enchantments.

“That did not feel like a bound and weakened creature,” Lev sent to the hunter.

“As difficult as it is to believe, the stag used to be considerably stronger from the few snippets of memory I still retain from before entering the dungeon.”

“And we’re supposed to kill it?” Melvine chimed in. “How?”

“I will be the one facing it, human huntress,” the Hunter assured her. “Like all monsters, the stag, too, will fall victim to its warped instincts, trying its best and failing to put me down.”

“And that will provide us with an opportunity?” Lev asked, just to confirm. He got an affirmative gesture in return. “But we’re far from useful in such a clash.”

“That is only a matter of time, Blessed Lev. The whole dungeon is at your disposal once we somehow manage to keep it away from your battles.”

“How did it find us?” Melvine asked.

“I believe it tracked you down due to the smell,” the Hunter patiently answered.

Lev snorted. “Smell? Despite the massive distance?”

“The stag has been stuck in this place for centuries already. By now, it is very keenly aware of how a burning lizard smells. Even the smallest hint would tip it off.”

They fell silent after that, lost in thought. Blocking smells was easy in theory, but Lev didn’t have any enchantments of the sort.

“I have a cloak enchanted with stealth,” Isabella began. “It also blocks sounds and heat. You can try to pry into the enchantments if you wish?”

“That is not an easy task. I don’t know how to do it, anyway- wait, I may have something in the rune collection from Drakys.”

Excited, he quickly took the tome out of his ring and skipped past the combat sections. The utility runes were all great, except they didn’t have any direct ways to block smells.

“Nope, nothing directly related to smell. There are some runes to block airflow, but I don’t know how effective those will be given the destructiveness of my battles.”

“… I have an idea,” Viktor voiced, hesitant. “It’s a pretty stupid and dangerous one.”

“Go on,” Lev encouraged.

“What if the stag is lured away from our battles?” he continued. “That way, we don’t need to rush as much either, minimizing the chances of any accidents.”

“I support the idea,” the Hunter agreed before anyone could bring up the matter of bait. “Long have I studied its battles and devised the best methods to counter its prowess. This will be a good test.”

This is going a bit too fast, Lev thought to himself, frowning thoughtfully. “I also think it has merit, but are you sure you can keep it safely occupied?”

“Rather easily,” the Hunter sent back. “Blood monsters are extremely strong physically, but I have it beat in that regard. What I can’t match, however, is its blood magic and the overwhelming might it can bring about for an hour or so, by my estimates. Since it is focused on physical might, the stag doesn’t have enough Wisdom to keep going forever. That will be your opportunity.”

“That still puts you at great risk.”

“By my own design, Blessed Lev. Even if I die, it will be after I have cleared a path for you. It will be the worthiest of causes.”

Alarm bells rang in Lev’s head. There were so many bad implications and hidden meanings in those few words, it made him feel dizzy for a moment. His eyes clouded over briefly before they refocused again, staring at the hunter with a bright intensity that no one else noticed.

“I see,” he remarked and left it at that. No more needed to be said.

“So it is decided?” Elias spoke out loud, taking a deep breath. “When do we get started?”

“Now,” the hunter sent to everyone and straightened. Lev got the hint and activated the shadow mana stealth enchantments, quickly moving deeper into the dungeon, directly away from where he suspected the stag to be.

The bubble sped up, reaching the maximum speed that didn’t stress the stealth enchantments. A few minutes of tense, silent flight later, they deemed it far enough for Aryan to step out.

His job was to find monsters to kill. Aryan’s class lent itself remarkably to tracking and hunting, courtesy of the extremely sharp senses, and it didn’t come as a surprise when he found a trail of stone mana after a few moments.

Following the puffs of shadow mana left behind by Aryan, Lev guided his bubble through the towering mountains, keeping a close eye on his surroundings. Monsters, as he found, were quite scarce in the dungeon. He thought he could see the tracks of some quadrupedal creatures when a roar shook their world.

The bubble vibrated from the sheer intensity of the sound, for the associated wards were turned off to not use too much mana. Everyone inside winced or grimaced, whereas Aryan staggered on the ground, his invisibility flickering for a few instants.

Then it passed, leaving them all rattled and more than a little fearful.

Lev still didn’t think that the hunter actually planned to let the humans get into danger. Going close to that creature, no matter how drained or low on mana it was, meant certain death for them. Even if it completely bottomed out, the stag’s raw attributes were more than enough to overpower anyone. He would need to make sure that they actually contributed when the time came.

Fortunately, while a few more roars reached them, they were getting further and further away, allowing them to hunt with relative peace of mind.

Speeding through the mountains, Lev and company appeared in a random patch of hills, surprised when the towering structures suddenly became much shorter.

They were still massive, comparable to small mountains from Earth, but that was quite little with his bubble’s omnidirectional flight and potential maximum speeds.

“I’ve found them,” Aryan sent after nearly ten minutes of searching.

In a corner of the hilly region, several giant shapes slithered lazily, half-buried into the hills. Their circular maws, dotted with lines of serrated teeth, were wide open as usual, though the lethality of those fangs was way higher than the burrowers he had once faced.

[Earthen Destroyer - ??]

[Earthen Destroyer - ??]

[Earthen Destroyer - ??]

“Aryan, Elias, Lisa, Rena, and Viktor, you guys should deal with these. I doubt you’ve ever had to face such a massive size difference,” Melvine sent to everyone.

“All three of them?” Elias asked to confirm, not exactly against the idea, but also not enthused.

“Yes. Isabella’s team will also fight with you. The goal is to have you familiarize yourself with the advantages monsters have. The other team already has some experience, but they will assist you throughout as well.”

The bubble opened up to let them leave, which they did without more questions. Lev peered into the auras of the monsters, noting how they were strong stone manipulators. Combined with their impressive sizes, the humans were going to have a lot of trouble putting them down.
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  “What are you planning?” Melvine asked, not even glancing at him. Lev and she were the only two in the bubble still, most of their attention focused on the battle taking place below.

He didn’t answer, opting to instead dissect how his teammates fought. Rapid communication took place through the telepathy item, and Isabella adopted a supportive role.

With Rena, Isabella, Lisa, Kora, and Luna supporting the melee combatants, the battle was taking an interesting turn. Whips and ropes of fire impeded the monsters at every opportunity, opening them up for retaliation.

Elias and Aryan found the most success, which wasn’t surprising given their sharp weapons. Zack and Viktor, however, showed a lot of cunning, too.

The former’s flame lances from the gauntlets were deadly, and he used them as leverage to stay on top of the monsters even as they thrashed. While one arm used the lances as support, the other pummeled the relatively fragile stone armor with a metric ton of fire, the fuel replenishing immediately due to the support.

Viktor’s shield surprised Lev the most. He used the barrier version, one that could absorb and store kinetic energy, and used it to devastating effect. Not only could he smash the monsters off-course with the stored power, but his shield bash also afforded him enough strength to halt their momentum to a significant degree, which was utilized by his sharp axe that sank deep.

Still, it was far from enough to put them down, and neither did they expect it to be. While Lev was still within the range of the communication device, Viktor had asked how they could even kill such monsters. Aryan’s answer was quite concise.

“With a thousand cuts.”

True to that, the scene unfurling below could only be called a cruel battle of attrition. With two different aura mages providing the warriors with excess mana and stamina, they didn’t shy away from giving it their all. Cuts upon cuts appeared on the massive worms, each adding up, especially when they slashed deep enough to draw showers of blood.

Whenever a combatant got into trouble, Isabella’s ropes were already there, wrapping around the humans and bringing them out of harm’s way. Unsurprisingly, the less agile combatants often needed that help, yet Lev still didn’t expect mishaps to be lethal.

As heavy as the worms were, they weren’t quite precise enough to splatter the humans. Masters had monstrously strong bodies themselves, and even if being buried would batter them greatly, the resulting force would instead push them deeper into the ground instead of reducing them to a pulp. With their armor, weapons, shields, and skills, there were a lot of ways to reduce the damage, though those were utilized to stave off the stone magic of the monsters.

Spikes grew randomly on the worms, threatening to impale the humans. They were dangerous, but not overly so, for most of the magical might was focused on creating new burrows for the monsters to escape and resurface through.

To the mindless creatures, it probably seemed like a good ambush tactic. For the humans, however, it was a precious respite and a good chance to press their advantage, for they could easily track the destroyers and where they were going to come up again.

“You’re not going to let the hunter die, are you?” Melvine asked after fifteen minutes of combat. She was reasonably certain that her companions below could handle the fight and that no monsters were attracted by their battle. The worms were oddly silent.

“Of course not,” Lev replied without missing a beat. “Why? Do you think I’m taking a stupid risk?”

“Risk? Yes. As for whether I would do the same? Definitely. It’s rare to find someone so incredibly strong yet kind and firm, even in humans. To meet one such being here, it can be one of our greatest finds.”

“Hmm, I doubt the hunter wants to be affiliated with humanity, but it will definitely not shy away from helping us in dire times,” Lev mused, both for her and himself. “I don’t like it, not the thought of hanging a favor over its head. Unfortunately for us, there may not be a choice.”

“No point in thinking so far ahead,” Melvine changed the topic. “What do you plan to do?”

“Lightning,” Lev shrugged.

That was enough.

The first Earthen Destroyer fell after a grueling forty minutes of combat. It leaked only black blood by now, completely overwhelmed by Aryan’s venom.

The remaining two also fell in the next five minutes, too cut and pierced to continue for much longer. All in all, it was a great haul, especially because every participant gained at least two levels, with Aryan getting five whole levels.

And, after a long time, Lev’s own itch flared, urging him to progress faster than his friends. He very, very firmly clamped down on it, pushing it to the furthest recess of his mind.

He would rather die than willingly hold back his friends.

“Monarch take me, that was so incredibly tedious,” Aryan said, entering the lowered bubble and immediately slumping into the closest barrier chair with a sigh. His eyes were bloodshot, an unfortunate consequence of overusing his untrained willpower for so long. “I even made sure not to rely on my active skills too much. What the hell?”

“You will get used to it,” Lev commented, amused. It was already impressive that Aryan had lasted as long as he had, though it remained to be seen if it would be the same against a more durable monster.

“Mana?” Luna asked, getting a nod from Lisa, who was about to ask the same.

None of them had more than half of their mana remaining, which was fine. Kora accelerated their regeneration while Lisa and Luna healed all the minor injuries. The battle against three whole third-threshold monsters was a resounding success, and Lev was excited to face something by himself now.

They rested for the next hour, wondering how the hunter was doing. During the entire battle, they had only heard one roar, which was incredibly distant. The fact let them relax for at least a little while, doing wonders for their psyche.

There was hope, still.

“So, how was it?” Lev asked everyone, even if he didn’t really need to ask Aryan. The rogue’s labored breathing was answer enough.

“Kind of exhilarating,” Elias answered thoughtfully. “I also understand that I feel that way only because the matchup was skewed in my favor. How often can one face something so soft and big?”

“It was difficult,” Viktor answered with an eye roll. “Not as dangerous as I expected, but quite taxing nonetheless. At least it let me explore the limits of my class quite thoroughly.”

Zack just gave him a thumbs-up, lost in his musings. There was plenty to go over in the short battle, and if Lev was being honest, Zack’s potential was also quite high. With enough skill training and practice, he could outshine everyone else in terms of raw physical strength.

Which leaves the two of us, he thought, glancing at Melvine. Unlike her usual self, she was ready to tear into some monsters, the enthusiasm matching Lev’s.

First things first, though.

After about two hours of rest and recovery, the bubble flew straight up, higher than all of the hills and bordering mountains. Just to be safe, Lev didn’t fly too fast and used as much mana as he could for the stealth enchantments.

Gradually, the whole dungeon was laid bare in front of them. From the distant white border walls of the dungeon that seemed like they were hundreds of kilometers away in every direction, to the small skirmishes taking place not that far from them, he took it all in, made a conscious choice, and flew towards an ongoing duel.

The monsters weren’t something either he or Melvine could take lightly. Even as they neared their clash, he could feel it as the bubble vibrated from the vicinity, the sheer power of those beings.

They could very well die fighting these monsters.

[Ebonwalker - ??]

[Steelfeather - ??]

Both of them are at least level 580, if not even higher. Can we take them?

He didn’t get to make a choice. Melvine had already warned everyone to stay back, and after Lev slotted in enough cores to keep the bubble hidden for hours, she jumped out.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, Lev followed, lightning flooding his armor as he stepped out.

Their targets were already chosen. While Lev could have done better against the eagle-like monster due to his aerial flexibility, he chose the Ebonwalker instead.

As he neared the monster, he took out several constructs from his bubble while observing Melvine. Both monsters tried to rush her, only for a thick blast of mist to obscure all their senses. It targeted the bird, and if its screeches were anything to go by, flight was very difficult in that misty domain.

Lev didn’t let the ebonwalker disturb her. Lances filled with lightning landed on its massive bulk, barely charring the bark covering its torso, spanning from its shoulders to its thighs.

The head was covered in a strange green wooden mask, and the moment their eyes met, Lev knew that he had made a mistake by looking into them. The world came alive around him, roots and vines both shooting out of the ground as he flew up to avoid them.

They followed, extending seamlessly without showing any signs of strain. A few of them became inert when three barrier disks cleaved through them, but they were far from enough. Compared to the dozens rushing him, the ones they cut were barely a drop in the bucket.

I suppose this is as good an opportunity as any.

The final two constructs he had brought with him were powered up. Not as… suicidal as his contingency plan, they were still twice as tall as him, and just as wide. The disks greedily gobbled up both pure and lightning mana to increase their lethality, and for the first time, Lev also used wind mana to augment their fluidity and speed.

Two heralds of death passed cleanly through the organic bindings, searing and charring them as they went. Lev used that moment to fire a lance at the ebonwalker’s face, the construct enchanted and imbued with a ton of lightning for maximum speed.

Unable to block it in time, the lance landed just shy of the walker’s eye, the monster managing to save them at the last moment. The subsequent explosion robbed it of any visual on Lev, and surprisingly enough, that stopped the advances of all the roots and vines he was desperately cutting through.

Curious. A tracking skill connected to its eyesight? That probably gives it heightened clarity and bonuses.

His hunch was proven correct when the monster just walked through the explosion, never actually losing track of Lev, only direct line of sight. The bindings immediately advanced again, and this time, he also made a move.

An overloaded lightning bolt tore out of his arm, landing on the monster’s chest in an instant. It didn’t even flinch and picked up the pace, its arms morphing into thick roots.

Stargazer cut through the first that reached him. He deflected the next two while backing off, wincing at the terrible impacts coursing through his arm. Still, he kept his flight control and continued pushing mana into the glaive.

The other arm’s roots were just about to reach him, which provided him with an opening. His disks cut through a few of the initial arm’s roots, and while Stargazer severed another two, a gap opened up in the limb.

All of the stored lightning was shaped into a crescent Fracturing Wave, then compressed again to the absolute limit before it was fired.

Wood and flesh didn’t stand a chance. The slash sheared through everything as if it had a personal vendetta against the ebonwalker, and while Lev hastily backtracked and cut through all the wooden creations trying to strangle him, the slash lost cohesion near the shoulder.

Reality turned white and blue. Lev hurtled backwards before his back slammed into something hard that also gave way. His entire body was jolted agonizingly, which also cleared his concussion from the intense flash.

Sounds returned to the world after a moment, letting him discern just how badly the Ebonwalker was hurt. It was still surrounded by a towering flame that crackled with lightning, but that wouldn’t last.

Lev was already making his preparations when he felt a gaze snap onto him through the curtain of fire. The ebonwalker no longer walked or jogged. It leapt towards him without any grace or tact, dense bark growing on its body like armor.

Seeing something so wild and gigantic rush him, Lev understandably backed off, wanting nothing to do with that terrifying creature. His disks worked tirelessly to keep him free as wall after wall of green and brown tried to drown him, and once he got over his hesitation, lightning erupted.

A path was cleared directly to the monster. Stargazer led the charge as his armor sizzled from the overload, the melting and damage constantly repaired by his willpower.

While the blast of lightning still expanded in front of him, Lev formed two orbs and dumped lightning mana inside them while emptying his armor and Stargazer.

He was reasonably certain that the monster couldn’t see him, and by manipulating the orbs to explode a short distance away on either side of him to buy a moment, he thrust Stargazer straight ahead.

Another fracturing wave shot out of the wild and turbulent electric blasts they were both rattled by, and this time, it found purchase on one of the eyes just as Lev was smashed into the ground by its thick arm.

Before he could right himself, a wooden foot descended to turn him into paste.
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  It took Lev a great effort of will not to immediately move out of the way. Time slowed to a crawl due to the activation of his passive skill, letting him see the foot rocketing towards him with extreme clarity.

This better work…

When it was mere meters away, Lev made his move. Large amounts of lightning coursed through his armor, and he made use of that to dart away just as a long barrier spike tore out of the ground.

Creating traps like that spike on the fly, was tricky. He wanted to practice making them for a while now, but the actual creation process held him back.

Speed was of the essence in such fights, and he had finally found a way to manage these. Below them, a few meters underground, dozens of barrier plates had been distributed as Lev tried to weaken the monster as much as possible before trying.

Each had rings of runes carved on its surface that, by themselves, didn’t do much when activated. In that random assortment of runes, a configured Arcane Barrier formation was also present, which, when powered, instantly created a long spike.

Formed of the plate itself, all the present runes were dragged along its creation. That was when the random arrangement truly shone, for when they were distributed on the spike’s surface, the runes slotted themselves into neat, layered formations.

Now, as the Ebonwalker’s foot descended with an aura of assured victory, it had no way to dodge when the spike’s extremely sharp tip cleanly slid through flesh and bone. Nearly two meters of the construct was buried in the foot when the other functions came alive.

The enchantments demanded a destructive mana, and Lev had lightning in spades. Torrents of it rushed into the spike, and all of it was channeled towards the spike’s tip, guided by a heat sense formation.

Blue, crackling mana rushed up the walker’s leg. Paralyzed and roaring in pain, the trap also opened up the monster to two disks that rushed the limb at the same time from opposite sides.

From the left and right, both disks cleaved through the charred and weakened leg, dismembering it after losing most of their momentum and all the lightning mana stored inside.

And since Lev was aiming for it this time, a new General Skill slotted itself into place.

[

You have obtained a new General Skill:

Trapping - Level 1:

You have dabbled in the arts of stealth and surprise attacks and gained enough proficiency to create adequate lures.

This skill aids in correcting and empowering the unexpected. Effectiveness is diminished significantly the more a certain type of trap is repeated.

]

[

Trapping has reached Level 2

Trapping has reached Level 3

Trapping has reached Level 4

Trapping has reached Level 5

]

The hell? Already!?

Lev gritted his teeth, then abandoned his lead. The monster was exposed, and he could potentially disable its other arm too.

But the new skill he had earned demanded his attention. He wasn’t expected to gain it so quickly, except he also hadn’t realized that it was a base skill, one more fit for Classers than Masters.

It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. The rapid level gains also affirmed that.

The monster’s aura and gaze sliding back to him brought Lev back to the present. He had already flown hundreds of meters away. The EbonWalker’s regeneration was far from enough to give chase with a missing arm and leg, and frankly, Lev knew that the fight was already over.

Lances took form above him. He refrained from using Stargazer’s mana too much, for his own regeneration could be buffed greatly by Kora’s auras.

Lightning once again rushed into them in droves. Thick roots shot out of the ground to create defensive walls, one that moved in tandem with the boss as it tried to close the distance.

A Fracturing Wave cleaved through a large portion of the defense near the base, moving in a straight line. The EbonWalker jumped out of the way with great difficulty, the lost limb not healing nearly fast enough to be usable again.

That also opened it up to a salvo of lances. The first landed squarely on its remaining and freshly vulnerable eye as most of the root wall crumbled. It vanished in a large blue explosion before fire messed up with all of its remaining senses, letting an insanely heavy Stargazer sink into its head and brain, eviscerating most of it in a large localized blast of lightning.

[

You have slain [EbonWalker - Level 539]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 290

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 291

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 6

Advanced Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 6

]

539? The combined sense of danger I got from the monsters was way higher, though?

Lev turned abruptly towards the other clash shrouded in an icy mist. From inside, he could hear the clang of metal, as well as the intensity of it through the vibrations destroying the nearby ground.

Not taking any chances, he prepared himself again and moved closer. A pulse of lightning left Stargazer, just enough for Melvine to acknowledge it with a ball of mist that shot towards him out of her dense dome.

Eventually, after another few minutes, the dome cleared with a loud bang. Melvine panted with her greatsword resting on the ground. The few cuts on her being were closed shut with solid ice, and it was obvious that she wouldn’t be able to hold out for long.

In comparison, the Steelfeather stood tall, its aura flaring proudly. Lev’s spine prickled. It wasn’t the Ebonwalker that screamed danger. The bird monster was expertly hiding its aura before, and now that it was revealed, he wasn’t sure how Melvine had survived for so long.

At least level 600…

The humans shared a glance, reaching an understanding with just that. Neither of them could realistically take down the monster by themselves. Fortunately, Lev was already prepared for that scenario, and he made the first move.

A lance filled with a decent bit of lightning flew at the monster. Feathers with sharp metal coating cut through it with ease, only for several more lances to push through the blast, too close for the monster to dodge the next few blasts.

Due to how wet it was from Melvine’s element, the monster didn’t want to risk lightning so close to it. Melvine herself also realized that Lev had a plan, especially after he let out a pulse of shadow mana from his bubble.

The Steelfeather took flight and came in contact with three different orbs filled to the brim with lightning. Shadow mana and stealth enchantments that were struggling to keep them hidden eagerly gave up control, and a single command made them explode.

Each explosion empowered the last, covering the Steelfeather from head to toe as it plummeted towards a waiting warrior.

Talons screeched against Melvine’s greatsword, chipping its edges slightly. The impact was enough to unbalance the monster slightly. Lev darted in from the side and had to halt immediately when a veritable rain of feathers came his way.

Stargazer furiously hacked away at them. Most of the feathers were deflected. His hackles rose when the glaive’s blade cracked with each blocked impact, only remaining whole through a large infusion of pure mana constantly repairing it.

Shields didn’t help. They were pierced through without an iota of struggle, and Lev had to bring out all of his meager talent with melee weapons to defend himself.

Flying back at full speed, he released a wave of lightning to halt a few feathers closest to him. Dozens still sought to cut him to ribbons.

Cursing the stupid precision of the feathers in his head, Lev prepared himself. All of them unnervingly chased his heart, but not too fast to dodge.

Stargazer was swung wide. Three feathers were slapped away by the swing, each with a reverberating impact, shooting up his arm.

Spinning with the glaive’s momentum, another feather missed, almost grazing his armpit, whereas two more passed between his legs.

Too close…

The moment Stargazer came back in front of him, he released all of the stored lightning in another Fracturing Wave. Fatigue made his shoulders slump, especially from the willpower usage. The skill used far too much of it.

It had the strength to match, however. The large slash roared through all of the feathers, and combined with Melvine’s good foresight and planning, parted through the renewed mist dome and landed on the Steelfeather’s back.

This time, there was no escaping the large amount of lightning that clung to its form. More lances joined the fray, carrying lightning payloads, and yet, a scowl remained on Lev’s lips.

This isn’t working. Lightning needs more than just strong willpower to evolve to a higher tier. Fire was a breeze in comparison.

No new leads had presented themselves, no matter how closely he observed the element. It was destructive, erratic, sought out conductive materials, which were flesh and blood in this case, and also served as an excellent tool to wreak havoc with.

Lev wasn’t delusional enough to think that he was giving it his all. Given the sheer amount he had used in his lifetime, he didn’t doubt that embracing lightning as a concept and a singular element would yield far more results.

But that wasn’t his path. Barriers weren’t limited to any one element. They excelled at making use of everything while maintaining a unique identity.

As it stood, none of the constructs he was willing to use right now were designed to really dive into the element. He did have one theorized in his head, but he would rather not use it before confronting the Night Hunter again.

Before the fiery explosions could clear fully, Melvine darted in again. Hidden by the blasts, she got as close as she could before another dome of mist erupted around her. The rapid change of temperature further shrouded it all in an explosion of steam, and Lev knew that his role in the fight was over.

Two shrieks marked successful hits from Melvine’s sword. The bird’s warbling cries became more and more desperate, and each time it tried to fly away, the mist thickened, seeping into its injuries and locking its muscles.

And the injuries were many. The few flashes Lev could observe of the fight, his lightning had done a number on the monster. Many of its feathers were still in the process of regrowing, as their metallic edge no doubt took a lot of mana and time to reconstruct.

Melvine made fantastic use of that. Mana Slashes cut into its wings at every little opening. Tinged with her frosty element, even the pure mana attacks were deadly, only furthering its inevitable demise.

Lev brought his bubble closer and stepped inside. Kora immediately started buffing his regeneration, so he sent an appreciative nod her way.

One thing they had all neglected was the absence of two beings. A painful reminder reached them in the form of a thundering roar that originated from quite some distance away, yet far too close for comfort.

Shit, shit, shit, shit.

Melvine ditched her battle immediately. A distant part of Lev noticed how the Steelfeather, a mighty third-threshold creature, desperately wobbled away from the roar. It had literally momentarily forgotten how to fly.

She hadn’t even made it a third of the way when everyone staggered, their senses overloaded by a sickening amount of blood mana. All of it was gathered at a spot nearly a dozen kilometers away, at the edge of the hilly region they were fighting in.

The Hunter was nowhere to be seen. Lev gritted his teeth, glaring at the monster that was almost prepared to fire its attack.

With a thought, the input points of his bubble’s enchantments became visible. He sent Isabella a message.

“Take over the bubble if I can’t.”

She didn’t acknowledge it, too busy preparing a ridiculous amount of fire with her team. Melvine was about to as well when all of Lev’s and Stargazer’s mana was pushed into the lightning converter.

The humans gasped again, first due to the sheer amount of power in the forming Fracturing Wave, and then due to Lev’s armor vanishing, revealing his body covered in blood. Both of his legs had almost exploded, and his arms were only bruised, for he still needed them.

Willpower was tricky, at least in practice. In theory, it was simply meant to empower any attack it was thoroughly wrapped around. Of course, one had to command it to act that way, but those theories didn’t cover the amount of mana Lev was using in the attack.

He gave the order to his willpower, which was done converting all the mana, to wrap around Stargazer’s blade. Her pole almost slid down his hand as his vision darkened around the edges. Too much was at stake however, and he stubbornly clung to his consciousness, tightening his palms around the glaive.

The slash was prepared. Lev’s still-intact feet trembled on the barrier platform he was standing on, on the verge of giving out. He didn’t let it get to that point. Two ropes held him in place as he locked eyes with the stag, and both of them fired their skills at the same time.

A red crescent attack erupted from the boss’s antlers, eerily silent in its passing. In comparison, Lev’s slash roared as it tore through the air, leaving a thick trail of lightning and fire that almost engulfed the caster.

Strength fled his limbs the moment the attack was launched. As his vision blackened, his mind noted one curious detail.

It also used a Mana Slash…
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  Both the slashes moved at similar speeds, which meant that Melvine could barely see them. One blue, almost dark blue from the sheer compression, and the other a bright crimson.

They should have clashed.

Her Perception was strained as the adrenaline of a life and death situation fully kicked in. The attacks rent the air in their path, creating shockwaves before they reached each other.

They really were on track to clash.

But then the blood slash jerked up. Not by much, just enough to avoid a collision. The slash then passed less than two meters away from the bubble, and the sheer mana radiating off it made Aryan pass out. Isabella’s team was badly damaged from the vicinity due to a potent draining effect, and even if Elias’s team did better due to Lisa’s timely defensive buffs, they still buckled over.

Melvine didn’t notice any of that. The boss wasn’t moving. It stood there, staring at the approaching calamity that was Lev’s lightning slash with wide eyes. Despite the distance, she could see something in the maddened gaze, something she couldn’t hope to understand.

Hooves kicked the ground in urgency. Craters formed with each impact, yet the stag stood rooted, even taking a small step to the side, bringing itself directly in front of the slash.

It didn’t make sense.

Before the attack could land, the Hunter finally arrived at the scene. Bleeding and mangled, it still flew through the air faster than she could track, grabbing the unconscious Lev. His terrifying glaive slipped from his hands, though before it could fall, one of Isabella’s whips wrapped around it.

Melvine had a single instant to see Isabella focused on bringing the glaive to her with trembling eyes, not paying any heed to the blood leaking from her eyes or her nose.

Then the Hunter punched the bubble and, with a mighty sweep of its hand, pushed everyone through the hole. Melvine felt herself slam into the durable construct’s wall as her vision flopped, and the world became sadistic.

Feedback drilled into her brain. Her Perception skills forced her to notice the absurd amount of lightning mana rushing towards them, eviscerating everything in its path.

The Hunter also recognized the severity of the situation. It dove, dragging the bubble to the ground just as Lev’s glaive returned inside the bubble. Dirt and stone parted, engulfing them again once they were inside the hill and rapidly descending.

And yet, she could feel the calamitous explosion catching up. The hills in its path might as well not have existed, for it continued unimpeded, slowly getting closer and closer. Breathing became difficult as the air heated up like a herald of its inevitable descent.

She closed her eyes, pushing her mist into the bubble and praying for the best. Her perception left no choice but to track the approaching wall of crackling mana.

But it began to slow down. When there were only a few dozen meters left between them, the explosion’s advance slowed down to a crawl.

When Melvine thought she could almost see the lightning through the stone behind the hunter as they swam deeper, their speed finally outpaced it.

A threshold was reached, and the lightning fizzled out in the next few moments. It felt like an eternity had passed, yet they had barely reached twenty meters below the ground.

Something tapped her shoulder. It was a barrier belonging to Lisa, and only then did Melvine realize that the whole bubble was filled with dense mist. She guided it all out of the hole in the bubble, and Rena conjured a fire to bring the temperature back from freezing to normal.

A few sneezes echoed in the bubble before the Hunter finally stopped going deeper. Melvine took their form in, her jaw slackening the more the details registered.

One of the Hunter’s arms was barely hanging onto their body, connected by a few thin muscles. There were deep cuts in the torso, each reminiscent of claw swipes. Dark, black blood oozed out of the wounds, hiding many other injuries underneath a layer of dried blood.

Before anyone could speak, Luna and Lisa rushed to Lev’s prone form. He was bleeding from more places than not, and even to Melvine, looking at his current state was nothing short of a shock.

His arms were torn open, but they were much better than the little of his legs she could see through her Perception. The suit he wore at all times had saved him from any external shockwaves, but it did nothing to protect harm from within.

She racked her brain. Lev wasn’t stupid. He was always observing and taking notes, be it fighting or social interactions. She had seen the gears turning inside his head more than a few times whenever he talked to the folks on the expedition.

That left only one answer for why he put himself through this.

Why did Drakys tell him about physiques?

It didn’t make sense to her. She scanned his body from head to toe, again and again. There was no mana in the flesh. Not from any passives or actives, either. And yet, Lev continued that self-torture without hesitation.

Melvine did another deep scan, just to see if she missed anything. She hadn’t. Lev’s efforts were wasted.

His body was completely mundane. There was no sign of any budding passive skills related to his body, nor were there any hints of improved mana conductivity.

He was doing it all for no reason.

“Didn’t think you were so shameless…” Lev croaked out, smiling a bloody grin.

“You’re awake!?” Lisa gasped. “Hold still.”

“Don’t think I can move even if I want to….”

Luna smacked his forehead lightly. “Stop talking.”

They both focused on healing his body gradually while sharing feedback. Most of it boiled down to a few key points.

“There’s mana poisoning for the most part,” Lisa summarized. “At least he’s not mindless about it. Much of the bleeding has been shut off by purposefully seared flesh and extreme swelling.”

“Why?” Melvine couldn’t help but ask.

“I do a lot of questionable things…” Lev answered, somehow turning to her even with his eyes closed. “What exactly do you mean?”

“This… torture. You don’t get anything out of it.”

“You’re wrong,” he immediately countered. “I have already seen results.”

“Oh really,” Melvine remarked, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “I can see some right now.”

“It may sound like much, but my flesh and bones are about one percent more conductive than before.”

“One percent?”

“One percent.”

“Lev…”

“Think of the bigger picture,” he continued. “It’s one percent right now. With my high Constitution, the number won’t rise quickly, but without that high attribute, it wouldn’t rise at all. Only the slow progress can ensure that the progress itself isn’t constantly erased by natural healing. You seem to have some idea of what I’m trying to achieve, so you should also be aware of how good an opportunity this is.

“Today, it’s one percent. In a few years, it will be ten percent. Going down that line, I will have the best possible base to build on when the time arrives.”

“And where’s the certainty coming from? You’re far from the first to try. Why do you think you will succeed where they failed?”

“Because I won’t allow a choice.”

“The hell is that supposed to mean?” Melvine asked, understandably irked. She had seen what some of the strongest humans were like in the Ravine. How they shambled about whenever away from the battlefield, devoid of empathy and warmth.

“The System doesn’t leave any potential leads untapped, does it? If there are General Skills fitting a class, they are subsumed. If there are suitable effects that can be added to a Class Skill, they are awarded when it ranks up. And if I prepare my body more than enough for it to be recognized, then it won’t ignore my efforts.”

“Madness.”

“Hope.”

“You’re dumb,” she sighed, relenting.

“I get that often. Are you and Sherron good friends?”

“We are more than acquaintances, I guess.”

They fell silent, having said their piece. Healing continued, and even if it seemed peaceful and gradual to the sight, no one commented on the tears streaming down Lev’s face. Pushing mana poisoning out of the flesh was bad enough, but someone like him also suffered from it in his bones.

“The boss was behaving weirdly,” Melvine began after a minute of silence. The stag had yet to rush after them underground, which was a massive relief.

“How so?”

“It didn’t dodge your slash.”

“… Huh. I see. Is the Hunter with us?”

“I am, Blessed Lev. I am deeply ashamed. Protecting your group was my duty…”

“But the stag was stronger than expected?” Lev finished for the being.

“That is correct. Do you suspect the same?”

“It is obviously still present, and if my hunch is correct, we need to be prepared to get out of the dungeon soon. Kora?”

“Yes?” the aura mage answered, surprised.

“Use your highest mana regeneration buff on me alone.”

“Wait,” Isabella stopped her. “You’re in no condition to accept such a buff.”

“You worry too much,” he sighed. “I can handle it, though I can’t stay awake anymore. Just do it.”

Not even two seconds later, he finally slumped on the bubble floor, having recalled Stargazer back into his palms already.

**

I feel like utter dogshit…

Lev awoke to a world of aches and discomfort with that particular thought, one which reflected his condition perfectly.

His soul was taxed greatly, but thankfully, not enough to incapacitate him. His body was blessedly whole and unblemished, devoid of the insane mana poisoning he was dealing with before. The effects of his high Constitution were showing, though they were also very close to falling behind.

And lastly, his pool was no longer empty, courtesy of the aura mage who herself was out of mana. Kora leaned on Isabella’s shoulder, sound asleep.

Lev stood up and checked Stargazer. She only had about half her pool, meaning nearly six hours had passed.

Most of the bubble’s seats were occupied. Elias, Viktor, Melvine, Luna, Rena, Zack, and Kora were asleep. Isabella was keeping watch over him and all the sleeping humans, though if her clear eyes were any indication, she had slept already.

Lisa’s eyes were bloodshot. Her mana manipulation was jerky by now, and yet, she stubbornly healed the Hunter’s injuries. The being looked like it had bathed in its own blood, but Lev could tell that it was mostly healed by now.

“Blessed Lev.”

Lev nodded. “Hunter. Did I miss anything important?”

“You have not, which is alarming in itself.”

“Nothing came after us? My concealments are not potent enough to passively hide all of my aura.”

“Indeed. Even the boss’s location is uncertain. We need to be prepared for an abrupt assault.”

“That’s unlikely,” Lev commented, but prepared himself regardless. Barrier armor covered his form, and it was still fully operational. He had dismissed it in time to channel every last bit of regeneration into his slash instead, and it had remained whole throughout.

Now, he powered up all of the enchantments again, going over them to spot any inefficient or ruined runes. There were none.

A massive blade formed on top of Stargazer’s pole, as long as he was tall. Enchantments extended their effects to it, and he further enchanted the blade with an unobtrusive durability formation. As unlikely as the glaive was to be used in the upcoming battle, preparing it was prudent.

Lev didn’t bother checking the constructs in his bubble. They were prepared and mostly redundant for what he had planned.

There was, however, one construct he paid close attention to. Much of his sap had been used to create a weapon, and he still wasn’t sure if he wanted to use it.

[

Whirring Death - Epic

Enchantments: Extreme Sharpness, Dexterous Disk, Durability Nexus, Weight Increase, Razor Edge, Kinetic Acceleration.

]

It was a disk.

Actually, it was far more than that. The construct was as tall as the hunter. Its width was similarly massive, and when the weight enchantments were powered, the disk weighed hundreds of kilograms.

Usually, such a weight wouldn’t be an issue. He was used to carrying way more in his bubble, and with a few enchantments, the bubble’s load was reduced to a fifth.

When it came to the disk, though, he knew that he was out of his depths by a very large margin. Manipulating something so massive was a challenge already, but with the sheer force produced by its acceleration, he would be very, very hard-pressed to control its direction.

Then there was the matter of properly infusing and imbuing the disk. His willpower usually took over when it came to those, but for the disk, both the amounts and bursts required were going to be too much for that. He would need to do it all manually, and that was going to stretch his manipulation dangerously thin.

If that were all, he would probably do fine. But Lev’s mind was already far too busy to take on such a task. He kept track of his armor and its enchantments, the bubble’s locations and enchantments, all the constructs stored inside, the location and condition of all the enemies and allies, the amount of mana remaining in his pool and glaive, and even the flow of air and if there were any auras noticeable in the distance or nearby. One could never rule out an ambush, and all of his Perception skills were constantly used to keep an eye out.

Safe to say, the disk was going to pretty much cripple his capabilities once it was put to use. He would need to rely on his friends to protect him for the most part, and was understandably undesirable.

Before planning, he also checked the notifications from the short clash.

[

Fracturing Wave has reached 2nd Level 4

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 7

Trapping has reached Level 6

Trapping has reached Level 7

]
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  “That’s an interesting… thing,” Isabella sent, looking at the massive disk Lev was currently observing. “Actually, insanity describes it better. What the hell is that?”

“It is my latest masterpiece. Do you like it?”

“We should put it on a pedestal for new crafters as an example of what not to craft.”

“That’s a weird compliment, but I’ll take it.”

She just exhaled through her nose before relaying her actual thoughts. “I don’t think anyone short of an Exalted can really use this. How do you plan to?”

“It will serve as an excellent willpower training tool,” Lev answered with a grin, not even needing to turn to know how exasperated she was.

“Was this weapon meant to be used against the stag, Blessed Lev?” the hunter asked, standing to full height and peering into the enchantments. “The Words of Mana resonate strongly around the edges.”

“You mean the runes?” Lev tilted his head. “I suppose it is an entire language that calls upon the power of Mana. Yeah, I planned to use it as a last resort if everything else failed. What do you mean by resonance?”

“There are two potent effects borne of resonance in this… construct. Can you not sense them?”

Wait a goddamn minute…

Lev reread the enchantments, noting two of them. Dexterous Disk and Durability Nexus had both appeared without any corresponding runes, a signature phenomenon whenever good Epic items were crafted.

“So these ‘effects’ appear whenever the runes resonate very strongly?”

“Indeed,” the hunter straightened, moving away from the disk. “My knowledge is severely limited in the matter, but as far as I recall, all runes have their own influence, comparable to a very weak and linear aura. They can, however, combine into greater wholes.”

That finally explained the mystery of why he was dealing with enchantments randomly popping up in his items. It also confirmed that the phenomenon was wholly positive, though in the back of his mind, he noted extra possibilities. If these resonance enchantments were guided, they could be upgraded to even greater heights.

Let’s not try to fly before running, he reminded himself, looking at the sleeping forms.

“How long was I out?”

“Four hours, give or take. You can wake everyone up if you wish. They’ve been asleep for two hours,” Isabella answered.

“No need,” Lev breathed out and looked at the hunter. “Can you take the bubble even lower?”

The ground beneath them flowed around the round construct, gently pushing it downwards. Lev stared slack-jawed at the smoothness of the manipulation before shaking his head. He didn’t plan to add stone mana to his repertoire anytime soon, but it was quite a strong element.

 When they were a few hundred meters below the surface, the hunter exited the bubble to scout, while carving small channels for airflow. That manipulation also woke up Melvine, who looked around warily before relaxing.

“I’ll sleep now,” Lisa murmured and passed out next to Rena after two seconds.

Lev just chuckled silently to himself and closed his eyes. His soul was hurting quite a bit. Not only had he bottomed out completely, but he had also asked Kora to use her buffs on him.

Now, he had over a third of his pool and a lot of pain to go along with it.

“Don’t do that again,” Melvine sent, moving into a corner and shrouding himself with mist. It dispersed after a moment, revealing her glistening and straightened hair, as well as a refreshed face.

Huh. That was pretty neat, Lev mused and answered. “It’s not like I chose to.”

“Still. Our three combined attacks would’ve been enough to wrestle the slash.”

“And also kill us all in the aftermath,” Lev countered. “I wasn’t even sure if the hunter would return. It would’ve been up to you and Isabella to keep us all alive.”

She didn’t ask how. Her element was only going to empower the lightning. Keeping the hunters from getting boiled alive would’ve been her task while Isabella and the rest fended off the explosion… somehow.

As usual, it took considerable effort not to linger on the sheer gap in strength between Lev and his friends when extreme measures were concerned. They, too, would only continue to get stronger with him.

That was more than enough.

“What now?” Melvine eventually asked, taking a seat near his own.

“Now, we wait. The stag is still alive and out there. A confrontation is pretty unlikely, but there are no guarantees. Be prepared for just about anything, I guess.”

“That doesn’t instill a lot of hope,” she answered calmly. “Here I thought nothing I’ll see again will beat the horrors of the forest. The next thing you know, I’m in a Titanium dungeon with a bunch of greenhorns.”

Lev refrained from rolling his eyes. “At least we’re pretty strong for our age. But yeah, no one could’ve predicted the dungeon, let alone meeting those two beings.”

“What if we need to kill it?” she asked abruptly.

He wished he had to think long. The answer, however, came immediately.

“Then I’ll need a lot of healing again,” he shrugged. “Also, good lord, I’m starving from all the healing.”

The pangs of hunger that had been suppressed so far returned with vengeance. Lev immediately summoned a large tray and different types of small and medium meals.

To the right were all the greens and salads, and to the right were all the meaty dishes. Melvine observed him curiously, and when he offered to summon more for her, she declined.

Five minutes of feasting later, which was quite a lot of food for his constantly pushed Perception, Lev leaned back with a satisfied sigh.

I hope I didn’t overeat.

Pushing the matter to the back of his mind, he stood up and hopped around a bit. No aches, no cuts, and no other wounds on his body. His Constitution was pulling its weight.

His soul, however, was still grumbling in occasional pulses of pain. They were dutifully ignored.

Another hour of resting later, Viktor stirred. He blearily looked at Lev, and it was impossible to mask the surge of relief in his eyes upon seeing him up and functional.

“Idiot,” he said once before stretching with a yawn. Then he slapped the back of Elias’s head for good measure.

The swordsman grumbled, peeking open an eye. He looked at Lev silently for a moment before shaking his head and glaring at Viktor. The latter was already up and washing his face from a refillable bowl.

“Are you usually so… flashy?” Elias asked with a sigh.

“You’re welcome,” Lev rolled his eyes. “And yes, my class’s strength rises explosively proportional to the amount of mana I use.”

“That suddenly doesn’t seem like too big a positive.”

“That’s how explosive classes usually go,” Lev smirked. “I just have a few advantages over the average Joe.”

“Few, he says.”

Everyone else slowly awoke in the next three hours, not forgetting to give Lev a few choice bits of ‘advice.’ Most of it boiled down to calling him an idiot in roundabout ways.

He didn’t mind. Far from it. Their concern was like a warm blanket that constantly reminded him of why he was doing everything that he was. Personal goals aside, he would be their shield against the horrors of Monarch eventually.

That, he could live for any day of the week. The progress to be made by doing that was secondary.

The passage of time accelerated when nothing attacked them. Lev kept the concealments on his armor active, and combined with the cores slotted in the bubble, it wasn’t surprising that no monsters found them.

What did surprise him, was the hunter’s absence. By now, Kora had made sure that everyone was topped off on mana, and even his pool was full.

Yet, no matter how much they waited, absolutely nothing happened.

The hunter showed up after a day, sending a pulse of stone mana through the ducts the being had dug for air flow to warn them. Lev opened the bubble for entry and waited for the news, hoping it was more good than bad.

“So?” Isabella asked the moment the hunter was inside. “How doomed are we?”

Zack poked her side, probably to remind her about subtlety, but she just brushed him off.

“I believe the situation is best explained through first-hand experience.”

The humans shared glances, confused and curious. It was one thing to receive bad news, and another to see the hunter so lost for words.

Above them, the stone split open. Clear skies could be seen above the passage as the bubble ascended, and Lev quickly took stock of the terrain.

Blackened hills dominated his vision. They were utterly ruined. Heaps of debris and rubble were layered near the base of some, and others were simply smaller than they once were. It was as if a tsunami had passed through, shaving off a few layers from the hills.

More inspections could wait. The hunter stepped out of the bubble and started making its way towards the dungeon’s entrance with giant leaps. The bubble followed, its enchantments pushed close to the maximum just to keep up.

Holy hell, the hunter is fast, Lev noted, astonished. The more he watched, the less certain he was about ever being able to outrun the being close to the ground. Really fucking glad that we’re not enemies. I sincerely doubt all of us combined could even wound it, let alone take it down.

Oblivious to his thoughts, the hunter became even faster, and within minutes of that pace, they reached the lake where the boss initially resided.

The stag was also present.

If someone asked Lev what his nightmares looked like, he wouldn’t shy away from describing them as the boss’s current condition.

Blood spurted out of the endless wounds covering its form. The once majestic antlers were cracked, outright broken in two places. All of the fur was stained with crimson, and all of it was made endlessly more harrowing by the fact that the stag was slowly killing itself.

Ridiculous amounts of mana coursed through its body. Its body enhancement was pushed to such heights that mana poisoning was slowly melting through flesh and bone, forcing its natural regeneration to focus on that instead of bringing it to full health.

The pool of the vital fluid forming beneath its form was constantly guided back into its body in an endless loop. Wounds were closed, only for new tears to form on its skin, releasing even more blood and worsening its condition.

Once the insurmountable obstacle and source of immense dread, it was reduced to such a state that Lev had to hold himself back from healing it several times. Despite the stag potentially being the worst enemy he had ever met, he wanted nothing more than the madness to end.

And, for the first time in his life, Lev was forced to think about whether this was what his friends had to go through every time he destroyed his body to bring out more power.

“What…” he began to ask, then froze when the stag moved.

With measured steps, the boss moved towards the bubble. Lev stepped out, understanding that this whole scenario concerned him, though he still sent the bubble away to not put the others at needless risk.

Eyes wide, he held his breath as the boss neared. It loomed over him like the hound had, and for a mere Master, the difference between the two beings didn’t matter. Either could end him with a thought.

His heart pounded. The stag was only a dozen meters away when it paused. A slight incline of its head showed that it was most certainly sane and in control of the situation. Not wanting to risk disrespect by not reacting, Lev also bowed his head, mimicking the action.

Some amusement cut through the frigid eyes of the stag. It might have been Lev’s imagination, for it was gone in a blink. Before he could think of anything to say, the boss’s head passed by him slightly. It was tilted away from him, and Lev had to take a moment to register what the action signified.

In front of him was a blood-stained neck, purposefully defenseless and at his mercy.

… What?

Just to be safe, he looked at the stag’s eyes and immediately regretted it. They were too stern, hollow in a sense that made his hair stand on end. Breath caught in his throat, and his armor’s dense enchantments suddenly felt like they were choking him.

He made it turn into its passive state, but that didn’t help. Goosebumps formed all over as their eyes remained locked in a staredown, and it was Lev that eventually closed his eyes.

An easy way out…

The thought almost made him vomit. No longer was the stag just a dungeon boss. It was a sapient being just like him, one that was sacrificing itself to him, a boon that would not only let them escape the dungeon alive but also rocket his class levels by an insane degree.

Lev had never encountered a more repulsive offer.

“We just have to clear the dungeon, right?” he said out loud, locking eyes again. “Do you still wish to live?”

This time, the emotion was obvious. Anger burned in the stag’s eyes, regarding Lev with something bordering on madness. Too long had it waited for death, and now the human had dared to deny the being its reprieve.

The question was meaningless anyway, for Lev had already made up his mind. He conveyed his answer to the silent offer through their clashing gazes, and when frustration crept into the stag’s eyes, fear finally reasserted itself.

Lev took a step back when the boss kicked the ground, visibly holding itself back from turning him to paste. He only had a moment to react and cover himself in sound wards when it raised its head and let out a chilling, warbling roar which continued for nearly ten seconds.

The sound echoed throughout the massive dungeon several times, yet it only served to push all the monsters away, instilling fear in their maddened hearts.

Having gotten his answer, Lev exhaled. It was his job to bring them all to their location, and the hunter standing protectively beside him understood that immediately.

Claws elongated on each of their beastial hands, extending to the lengths of human swords. Mana rushed through their thin body, entire rivers of it roaring in each limb.

Sound and invisibility enchantments were deactivated on his bubble. Two teams and two lone hunters stepped out, already armed to the teeth. For the first time, Elias was wearing his golden powered armor, deeming the situation bad enough to put his tournament reward to use despite lacking the understanding and practice to use it fully. Every little bit was going to matter.

Incensed breathing made him turn back to the stag. It glared at him with undisguised rage, and before things could take a turn for the worse, Lev called his Epic disk out of the bubble.

Summoning his armor and turning off all concealment enchantments on Stargazer, he stepped on top of the flat of the disk and ascended.

Powering up the armor’s and glaive’s enchantments to the fullest, Lev also released every last bit of his usually hidden aura. Combined with his equipment, the aura’s influence spread far and wide, attracting the whole dungeon’s attention.

Standing upon an Epic disk that was slowly powering up, he continued to force his presence to shine even brighter, presenting himself as a human flare in the confines of the dungeon for all the third-threshold monsters to see.
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  The first to reach him wasn’t a monster but a flood of feathers. Their steel edges gleamed under the bright daylight of the dungeon, shattering multiple shieldwalls in a bid to reach him.

Lev stayed stationary. The assault had originated from incredibly far away, and as long as the Steelfeather didn’t come closer, he wasn’t going to waste mana in a ranged battle.

In the meantime, he prepared a zone. Dozens of shieldwalls were arrayed around the boss and the humans, all around his sizable manipulation range.

Each had the best second-threshold cores from his collection slotted inside, powering up both the invisibility and the durability enchantments to the fullest.

Hidden cables were spread out between them, connected to the shield walls and forming a barricaded zone. Lev only made them slightly noticeable to the humans, for they already knew what and where the cables were.

For the monsters, they would seem like nothing more than a clump of mana. They had extremely sharp senses, which was why he made the cables leak mana from a select few points. That would hide the actual structure of the cables. In their usual monster fashion, they would target anything related to the humans, and hopefully, the durability of his constructs would give them a nasty surprise.

A small portion of his willpower was relegated to occasionally causing pulses inside the shields to reveal their location. Through the communication item, he explained that every shieldwall would pulse briefly to let them track their locations accurately. Since they were invisible, it wouldn’t do to hinder his own allies due to that.

That was most of his job done. Recalling the bubble, he stepped inside and powered up all the concealment enchantments unrelated to auras. Right next to it, the disk was now primed to be used, brimming with a large amount of pure mana.

This much without activating any of the offensive enchantments, Lev sighed, downing a healing potion in advance. He could feel dozens of auras converging on their location, which left little choice. Using the disk was inevitable, and he started preparing by directing a portion of his regeneration to the healing mana converter.

A barrier orb stored all of that particular output. It was enchanted with common runes specializing in keeping any stored mana from leaking, though a gradual drain would remain. The amount was negligible, so he continued to fill it with even more.

“Now, it’s up to you guys to keep me safe,” Lev sent to everyone and lowered the bubble to the ground. “I’ll provide support from the back.”

“Don’t be stupid, okay?” Isabella sent back, making the message audible to everyone. “I still don’t fully understand how taxing that disk is going to be on you, and that’s saying something. Have some faith in us.”

“It’s not a matter of faith,” he sighed, his voice soft. “I’ll be careful, though.”

No more time was given to them as the ground rumbled. Earthen Destroyers sought to devour them whole, and the Hunter retaliated in kind. It dashed straight down, the very ground opening up in a blink to accommodate its passing.

Realizing what was about to happen, Lev formed a barrier floor all around the lake, stretching it to the edges of his manipulation range. The stag and his allies all jumped on top of it, all in time for the ground below to rumble violently.

Multiple places would’ve erupted in showers of dirt and debris. His floor prevented them all, cracking at a few points. The damage was fixed in a blink just as the first ground monsters reached them.

Trolls came forth, their physical strength empowered to obscene heights by hidden shamans. Lev identified them, his concern rising.

[Troll Brawler - Level 408]

[Troll Pugilist - Level 411]

[Troll Bulwark - Level 410]

Seven of them, and who knows how many hidden mages.

Melvine, Viktor, and Elias moved ahead to meet the stampede. Melvine’s element spread out, shrouding the other two humans as well.

A large amount of mana circulated through Elias’s powered armor. The power didn’t come from him. Instead, the armor’s reserves were just that vast, and even mostly automated, Lev could see the warrior struggling to use the fuel with precision and efficiency.

Viktor initiated the brawl with an axe throw. It was deflected by something unnoticeable. A massive icebolt tore the air towards the unarmed warrior, something Aryan was already waiting for.

He materialized behind the hidden shaman and, with a quick flick, decapitated it.

Lev returned his attention to the disk. It was still stable. All of the runes worked fluidly in tandem, and he wasn’t expecting them to be problematic either.

The real issue was what came next. All of his remaining mana regeneration was converted into wind and lightning, the efficiency for the former leaving a lot to be desired.

Ignoring the waste, he mentally went over all of the enchantments at the edges of the disk, just in case. When nothing worrying stood out, he started by infusing wind mana.

The disk’s bladed edge was composed of three different layers. Two of the outer layers were designed to be supportive, and wind mana infused them in droves to augment the primary layer.

Wedged between the outer layers, the middle layer was responsible for all the sharpness. Lightning was infused inside it for the maximum possible sharpness, augmenting the damage with its properties further.

Deep breaths… Lev repeated in his head like a mantra, acting on the thought. This is going to suck.

With a thought, the disk sprang into motion. It floated and began to rotate, slowly at first, then fast enough that it cut through the air with a shrill whistle.

Lev took a moment to marvel at the sense of danger he could feel from the construct. The environmental resistances to its motion were negligible, courtesy of the enchantments and infusion. It would glide across the dungeon as if moving through a vacuum.

And this is not even a fourth of its maximum rotation speed…

Gulping, he directed a large chunk of the pure mana inside the disk into the Kinetic Acceleration formations. Several of them were combined to perform a single task, and they did so spectacularly.

In a blink, the disk’s spinning speed tripled. No longer was the air simply cut through. Instead, the sheer power in its movements created a small storm around it, slowly giving birth to something akin to a horizontal tornado.

He didn’t let it get to that point. Now that it was about two-thirds of its maximum, non-overloaded power, Lev commanded the disk to move slightly.

It instead shot off, covering nearly two dozen meters before he got it back under control.

Chuckling, he tried his best to ignore the mental feedback and upped the amount of mana being infused. His own pool was tapped into just as Melvine’s battle neared his furthest shieldwalls.

Four trolls followed her, showing a remarkable degree of coordination as they tried to gang up on her. Melvine, however, was way more agile.

Mists obscured her form as she danced between the flurry of limbs. Punches struck the ground, forming craters even in the frozen terrain. Instead of hindering her, though, she just stepped upon the icy chunks, halting them mid-air to serve as platforms to jump off of.

She finally reached one of his shieldwalls. Invisible, it towered over her and the monsters. Melvine guided the battle to its edge, right where a dense cable was connected between it and another shieldwall.

Lev had made sure to keep the cables at a level where humans could easily move above or below them. The one behind Melvine was half as thick as her head, the same height as her shoulders.

Without reacting to its presence, she crouched, dashing backwards to create distance. The first troll that followed jerked in surprise as its torso thudded into the invisible cable, and that was all the opening Lev needed.

Before it could move back or strike the faintly noticeable construct, a sharp, gleaming blade passed through its head. The disk didn’t even register the flesh and bone as an obstacle, continuing forward unimpeded.

Lev, however, was very much struggling because of that same property. The kinetic energy packed in the disk felt like sandpaper in his head, scrubbing his mind as he forced the construct to come to a stop.

Holy shit. He breathed out, looking at the disk with pained eyes. How are you so useful and terrifying at the same time?

The test was a massive success, at least. He made the disk ascend as the other two trolls gazed at it warily, evaluating if it was going to attack again. That was enough for Melvine to release a large burst of mist and end them in a few seconds.

He was too focused on the disk to observe her anymore. The construct moved at a speed that tracking it by sound became pointless. A few unfortunate trolls were bisected before they could ever hope to react, and then the real threats showed up.

A massive Ebonwalker landed a few hundred meters away from the battlefield, preferring to battle on the ground. Lev gulped, his gaze roaming its wooden wings and the strength of its aura.

This one is nearly level 600, for sure.

The monster crouched, preparing to run. Isabella fired a barrage of blue fireballs at it, resorting to the evolved element from the start.

Each landed with a palpable impact, despite the massive distance. Lev was also about to aid her when Aryan became visible, close to Lisa and Kora, who were hanging in the back.

The rogue dipped one of his daggers into the same black vial he had used against the serpent, his hands a blur even to Lev’s senses.

Urgency spiked. Lev followed the instantaneous throw, just in time to note the Steelfeather diving towards his bubble.

His prepared lances were hastily fired to make it abort the lunge. The projectiles were easily shattered by sharp feathers, and by the time Lev’s disk parted the resulting curtain of flames and lightning, the monster was nowhere to be seen.

Adrenaline forced the discomfort from manipulating the disk to the back of his mind. His wide eyes scanned the skies, unable to locate the avian monster that he knew didn’t use any stealth abilities. It was just that fast.

Before he could prepare for its inevitable return, dozens of stone shards flew at this bubble. They were spread wide, and only a few were going to actually land on the construct, but he still blocked them all with normal shields. The defenses broke by the dozens, easily putting an end to that assault.

Troll shamans were present somewhere below him, biding their time. Lev knew for a fact that they were present atop his barrier floor, somewhere inside his maze of shieldwalls.

A large amount of lightning was infused into every shieldwall near the origin of the stone shards. The monsters weren’t given a chance to run away, for the lightning shot out in waves, each empowering the others to cover a large area.

Three writhing forms were revealed. Lances gored them before they could recover.

[

You have slain [Troll Shaman - Level 433]

…

]

Lev knew that dealing with the shamans would render him vulnerable. He was betting on that. His disk moved an instant before his eyes found the Steelfeather again, its talons outstretched yet rapidly shifting towards the approaching disk.

A hole opened in his bubble, letting a Fracturing Wave fly straight at the monster. Caught in a bind, it had to prioritize one of the lethal attacks, and the panic in its eyes was unmistakable.

Lev was already preparing for the explosion when the Steelfeather’s form shimmered. In an instant, it was no longer in the path of both his attacks. Instead, it reappeared just a scant few meters to the side, bypassing them entirely.

There was a moment to react, and Lev’s thunderstruck mind used it. Right before his Fracturing Wave could leave his manipulation range, he made it detonate.

The explosion washed over the unprepared Steelfeather’s back. Its flight deteriorated, making it free-fall directly towards the lake.

Furious flaps of wings almost righted it, but it was too late. The Hunter shot out of the ground, tearing through Lev’s barrier floor and flying towards the Steelfeather. Large clawed hands closed around its head, and they squeezed.

Elation turned to dread when the monster’s form rippled once again. It vanished into a puff of smoke, and something below the Hunter crashed into the lake’s surface.

Lev’s mind whirred. Too much didn’t make sense. Melvine’s side was slowly getting overwhelmed as three Scaled Dracos assaulted the humans. The support mages were all working together to support them, but time wasn’t on their side.

He needed to solve this mystery quickly. The Steelfeather was suddenly showing the power of illusions, something it most certainly didn’t possess.

Another monster was involved in the clash, and he couldn’t find it. All of his senses were pushed to the maximum, and yet, nothing stood out of the ordinary.

Frustration mounted. Throwing caution to the wind, he deactivated all the concealment enchantments and made the bubble dash upwards.

Something followed his movements. The gaze was heavy, a telling cue about the creature’s power. It was also nearing rapidly.

Lightning flooded into the bubble, filling it to a dangerous level. It was a gamble on his part, one that paid off when time slowed down due to his passive skill.

Two things happened in an instant. A gigantic wave of lightning roared out of his bubble, just barely guided along the intended path by his severely overtaxed mind.

The expanding blast enveloped a floating form, one that folded its wings on itself, preventing lethal injuries. The butterfly’s wings were still seared badly, yet they continued to function.

In that slowed moment, Lev’s identity revealed what he was dealing with.

[Dreamforger Butterfly - ??]

And in that same moment, his disk went through it faster than he could track normally, bisecting it.
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  The battlefield paused for a split second, both due to the sudden emergence of such a strong monster and its unexpected departure to the afterlife.

Lev stared, mouth ajar. His half-powered lances hovered right above the bubble, ready to move at a moment’s notice.

That moment never came. Instead, just as the butterfly’s two halves fell, so did his bubble. His mind, working more on willpower than conscious effort, had tried to stop the disk from flying past his range of manipulation, only barely succeeding.

Naturally, the weight, spinning, and speed had all protested greatly. The result was him suddenly losing all feeling, flopping on the bubble's ground like a fish as it descended, and his mental faculties faltered completely from the backlash.

No one had had the time to arrest his momentum. The construct’s weight reduction enchantments were the only thing that saved it from shattering as it landed like a meteor, jolting every bone in Lev’s body. He coughed up blood and, with a mighty heave, forced himself up in a sitting position.

Healing mana from the orb streamed into his body, providing him just enough clarity of mind to distribute any free attribute points he may have earned.

[

You have slain [Dreamforger Butterfly - Level 613]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 290

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 291

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 292

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 293

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 294

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 295

Arcane Barrier Authority has reached 4th Level 6

Unerring Volley has reached 4th Level 6

Wanderer’s Repository has reached 2nd Level 4

Trapping has reached Level 8

]

Lev allowed himself to marvel at the notifications for a single moment. Then he distributed the 30 free points amongst Wisdom, Intelligence, and Constitution.

The former two would help recover his willpower faster, and the latter was simply better to have than Perception. His senses were enough. The two pools at his disposal, however, were still more than 80% full. They demanded more Constitution.

He tried again to move, but his body remained mostly unresponsive. The little bit of his mental faculties that still answered were busy taking the healing mana stored in an orb and teleporting it into his armor.

From there, he pushed it into his body with a herculean effort, most of it going to his head.

Restoration mana, just like fire and lightning, was also a base element. It could be evolved to greater heights, too, but in the history of humanity, or all he could find in the library, there was only a single mention of Greater Restoration Mana. No one knew exactly who had managed to get their hands on that, except someone had.

Other healing mana types, like Rejuvenation and Mending, were much easier to evolve. Restoration mana differed because of how easy it was for a class to obtain, except they almost never kept it. Most Classer and Adept classes usually just ditched the type for the other options, for those could be pushed to greater heights more easily.

Lev also knew for a fact that some of the upper echelons of humanity had access to that vaunted evolved mana type. It was very unlikely for someone not to have stumbled upon it.

Yet, when he tried to force the restoration mana to a higher form, his willpower met a steel wall. The feedback was very distinctly different from when he tried to do the same to lightning, which presented a brick wall he was slowly chipping through.

As a result, he forced a thin rope to pull him up to his feet and turn towards Melvine’s battle. Still paralyzed, he could only rely on his eyes and senses to take note of the situation.

The Hunter was swimming through the lake, quickly reaching the Steelfeather that was slowly pulling itself together. Lightning hadn’t stunned it as much as falling into the water had, for all the electricity clinging to its metallic feathers had turned against it.

It eventually broke free. A flap of its wing saw it soaring despite the wetness and wounds in its wings, yet before it could truly fly away, a thin hand parted the water and wrapped around its leg.

The shriek of terror echoed for a long, long distance as it was dragged beneath the surface.

Melvine and the rest of the humans were holding up surprisingly well. The Ebonwalker wasn’t as strong as the Steelfeather, and the sheer volume of attacks raining down on it was overwhelming.

Melvine’s mists focused solely on its wings and feet. They hindered the monster’s mobility to great effect. Elias and Aryan were cutting apart all the different roots and vines growing out of the ground and from the monster’s body.

Zack, Viktor, Isabella, and Rena were responsible for actually putting it down. Their frontal assault was seamless, not only creating openings for each other but also covering for the backline. Zack’s gauntlets in particular made it veer off track more than once due to his strong punches, and even if the lances did negligible damage, they could cut through a lot in a split second.

By now, both of the monster’s eyes had been destroyed, and it was steadily losing ground.

Lev breathed a sigh of relief. Restoration mana was healing his willpower at an excruciating rate, though he had to make do with it. Some feeling had returned to his body, and he was using the reprieve to track the remaining monsters and the stag a few dozen meters away.

The boss was eerily stationary. Its eyes twitched, sometimes opening wide for a split second before closing again. Wounds opened on its body in an ever-increasing number, putting a horrifying timer on the combatants to clear the dungeon.

No doubt, the stag’s inner demons dwarfed the battlefield the humans were dealing with. It was actively using pain as a fuel to resist the dungeon’s curse, refusing to give in and become a monster again.

Despite its best efforts, the pool of blood below it was steadily growing larger. They needed to speed up the dungeon clear somehow, which was similarly a death sentence.

If the stag lost to the curse, it would spell the end for everyone present.

Gritting his teeth, Lev made the bubble move closer to the rest of the humans. Too many opponents were approaching them in a wave, and he needed to warn them. Now that two of the greater threats had been neutralized, he could actively support them.

Once his willpower allowed him to, that is.

No one told me it is so disorienting, he lamented in his head, still supremely uncomfortable due to the paralysis. I just thought my soul would feel sore like usual.

Instead, his body felt light, suddenly free of its usual burdens. No longer was his armor getting any mana input in the background, nor could he power the bubble or any of his constructs.

It was as if his brain had suddenly forgotten how to manipulate mana, and that was beyond disorienting.

Fortunately, his abilities were mending themselves. No part of him was hurt, as his mind had simply backed off and made itself scarce, like one would jerk back when accidentally putting their hand in fire.

The problem was the time needed to mend it back into a usable form. Restoration mana was even worse than a stopgap measure. It just barely affected the mind as a tertiary effect, and that was far from enough for him to return to the battlefield within a reasonable timeframe.

Just as the Ebonwalker fell, Melvine stabbed her sword into the ground. Beyond the corpse, three scaled dracos were slinking around the humans, waiting to jump them if they survived.

The ambush instincts turned against them as Melvine made her move. Pure ice formed beneath the dungeon ground, slithering effortlessly through the dirt and stone. Too obvious, the monsters noticed immediately, rushing away from the dangerous mana.

One of the scaled Drakos faltered, its hind leg severed almost entirely. Before it could even turn, Aryan vanished from sight, and suddenly, the battle wasn’t as daunting anymore.

From Melvine’s earlier efforts, ice spikes tore out of the ground, utilizing the momentary opening provided by the rogue. Caught unprepared, the uninjured lizards moved out of the way, almost coming out unscathed.

Long cuts were visible on their snouts, the blood freezing over the moment it streamed out of the wounds.

The lizards, however, were only furious, not hurt. They bellowed a loud, coordinated trill and shot forward. It was obvious from a glance that they had some matching set of skills, as their presence empowered each other.

The frontline learnt that the hard way. Melvine’s sword, about to launch a mana slash, hastily aborted the action to return in front of her as the lizard she was facing attacked her with its tongue.

Too fast, it slammed into the greatsword, pushing it aside. The tail followed, shattering multiple ice walls and hitting her squarely on the side. Blood burst out of the warrior’s mouth as she was tossed like a rag doll, skipping over the barrier ground and slamming into a shieldwall.

Lev’s attempt at providing aid in the form of his invisible shields made him keel over. A searing pain in his mind reminded him of its scrambled state, and consciousness almost fled.

Fortunately, while Lisa healed the downed warrior, the Hunter also made its way towards the humans, apparently done with the Steelfeather. More and more monsters were stampeding towards them, which made the being’s support pivotal.

Within seconds, the lizards were at a severe disadvantage, riddled with cuts but not killed outright. They were left alive for the humans, who tore into the monsters with ruthless efficiency.

That was nice and all, but a little bit to Lev’s right, he could feel more monsters tearing out of the ground. Unfortunately, the boss was in their trajectory, and there was nothing he could do to stop them.

In the distance, the Hunter realized the same. It lunged, its pose optimized for maximum speed as it glided across the barrier ground, most of its body parallel to the ground.

Yet, it was too late. The ground opened up right in front of the stag. Lev forced mana into a few lances, infusing lightning for maximum speed.

Two weird, dark brown slimes rushed out of the ground. They looked at the stag and rippled with palpable glee. Before Lev could stop them, and before the hunter could tear through the slimes, they coiled on themselves and dashed at the stag’s face.

In horror, they watched as the slimes closed the distance in an instant, and then ceased to exist.

Lev blinked, and missed the subsequent explosion of raw force. In front of the stag, two massive grooves were carved into the dungeon ground and his barrier floor, extending for dozens of meters.

Chunks of slime were still visible in them, all that remained from that show of strength.

… Not so defenseless, after all.

Lev sighed, glancing at the boss one last time. It was still completely absorbed in its internal battles, meaning willpower was likely responsible for the defense.

He was very impressed, and just as scared. They had to get out of the dungeon as quickly as possible. His armor was going to fare no better than the slimes.

Relaxing his mind, Lev focused on the sensation from the intense manipulation, even if all it had accomplished was lift and infuse a few of his lances.

The panic-fueled manipulation had actually accelerated the recovery of his mind. Getting an idea, he felt for one of his training orbs. They were all tucked away in a corner of his bubble, and the moment he teleported a small amount of lightning inside one, he knew this was the solution.

Gradually, he went through the first layer with a small chunk of mana. Then he cleared the second. By the time he completed the orb with just two lightning bolts and returned to the first layer, his mind could already handle adding another few.

Again and again, he completed the orbs, feeling his willpower slot itself back into place bit by bit.

While the gradual reconstruction of his magical might continued, he focused on Melvine’s battles. The group had a short reprieve, which wasn’t really providing them any rest due to the sight in front of them.

Four towering monsters were slowly making their way towards them. Lev’s hackles rose as he watched them approach, for he had scanned the whole dungeon with his eyesight before from a vantage point.

The monsters in front of them were nowhere to be seen back then.

[Mamir Colossus - ??]

…

[Neraf Colossus - ??]

Two of the monsters, the Nerafs, were similar to trunkless elephants, except covered with greenery. Tangled roots served as protection for the legs, though that was all. The rest of the body was covered in near-black, thick skin, providing a great defense.

The Mamir’s, on the other hand, were half-snakes, half-lizards with two long arms on the torso. Despite being quite a bit behind the Nerafs, they slithered forward at an absurd speed, on track to reach the humans in less than a minute.

Lev watched them approach with grave eyes. Even the Hunter was subdued, its posture stiff.

Regardless, he continued knitting back his scattered willpower. The orbs were ditched in favor of his disk. He began by powering up the enchantments, targeting individual runes and providing them with mana.

The task was forced to be quick. Improvements took place within seconds, accelerated even further when he converted lightning and started teleporting it into the construct, primarily inside the bladed edge.

Try as he might, though, he couldn’t see any weaknesses in the monsters, nor could he properly estimate their levels. Even worse, a small tide of monsters was following the four giants at a distance, turning the situation just that much more precarious.
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  Lev continued to stream mana into the disk. His eyes remained fixed on the approaching minor calamities, trying and failing to find any optimal methods to bring them down.

His willpower recovered steadily. By now, it was fixing itself faster than his earlier exercises, which boded well. It would take longer than he would like still, but at least now, he could do something to hold the monsters back.

After a while, he powered up the two cannons on top of his bubble. As a precaution, he had slotted two third-threshold cores inside them to keep them active at all times, and it was paying off now.

A large amount of fire mana was converted. Just to test it, he streamed a bit of blue fire into the cannons and immediately had to pull it out. They threatened to explode almost immediately, for the enchantments were far from enough to accommodate that deadly element.

Taking a deep breath, he checked the constructs one last time before filling them up in earnest. The good thing about the cannons was that they didn’t require much input from him. The bad thing was that they wouldn’t do much against such monsters.

He didn’t need them to, and now that his reserves had expanded considerably, and since the cannons had been precharged, both of them were ready to fire after just a decent chunk.

Before that, however, he lowered the bubble close to Kora. She immediately stepped inside and used her mana regeneration buff on him at full potency, which was nearly a 300% boost.

“Are you sure?” Isabella asked, tiredness obvious in her voice.

“I’m only trying to slow them down,” Lev sent back, thoughtful. “Who knows, I may end up actually hurting them.”

No one else had anything to say, too busy recovering their stamina and steeling their resolves. It was one thing to hear about gigantic monsters, and entirely another to see them marching towards their little base.

Shieldwalls are obsolete against these things, Lev noted, looking through all of his constructs. The disk can harm them for sure, but I’m not gonna risk any more damage to my mind right now.

In the corner of his bubbles, many densely enchanted pillars were piled up. He had to constantly expand the bubble because of the increasing quantity of the pillars, and the round construct was pretty much the size of a large house by now.

Not yet, he breathed out. Or at least, not for their actual purpose.

They were his prepared tactic to make progress towards evolving lightning, and to study its erratic behavior and how it reacted with his barriers. That, however, was something to be done in a controlled environment, not when everyone’s life was on the line.

“Blessed Lev,” the Hunter said, connecting to Isabella’s communication item. “Leave the giants to me.”

“The Nerafs?”

“Yes.”

That helped a lot. The Nerafs were much larger compared to the Mamirs, who were about as tall as the hound had been. The Nerafs, however, towered far higher. They quite literally shook the whole dungeon with their steps, something Lev acutely noticed through his barrier floor.

Time to act, then.

Both of his cannons swiveled towards one of the Mamirs. To its credit, the monster’s posture stiffened to dodge, but the beam arrived too fast for that.

They landed directly on its reptilian face. A deafening hiss rolled through the dungeon, loud enough to shake his bubble.

Lev didn’t let up, constantly withdrawing more and more mana from his core and Stargazer. For the first time, he could feel the enchantments of pole cover, the mana converters, approaching some form of a limit.

Granted, the current output was still far from actually stressing them, but he noted the detail for later.

In the seconds that it took to clear the blasts, Kora stepped out of his bubble. Melvine and the rest of the humans had already started marching away from the Hunter. It remained in place, its aura rolling out to taunt the massive duo.

The potency of the taunt was so impressive that even Lev nearly made his cannon turn to the being, only managing to control the impulse after a moment.

Just like him, his friends also stumbled or paused, struggling to shake off the abrupt influence.

Behind them, the stag was left unguarded beyond the unenchanted barrier floor and the surrounding shieldwalls. Leaving the boss by itself was incredibly risky, and yet they hoped its automatic defenses would hold until they could converge back on its position.

More likely than not, however, they wouldn’t need to, not after the earlier display of passive might.

“Plan?” Melvine sent through the communication item.

“Uhhhh, I open fire, you guys move in, and I’ll support?”

“Glad you’re not one of our strategists,” Isabella remarked, her grin audible.

“Har har. If I had my way, you would all be hiding from the resulting explosion.”

“Very strong,” she replied with an impression of a slow nod, as if agreeing with a child to pacify him. “Okay, but anything in particular?”

“My cannons are charged again, which puts me at nearly half my mana,” Lev began, healing his fraying limbs due to the mana overuse. “The one I targeted is not as unscathed as I expected it to be. Leave it to me.”

They didn’t question it. Melvine asked him to inform her if anything went wrong, which he agreed to and aimed.

Both cannons fired at the same time again. The previous blasts had dispersed fully, revealing the extent of the damage for a brief moment.

The Mamir’s eyes were seared shut. He had specifically aimed for those, yet it still sensed the incoming attack and ducked in advance.

Unfortunately for the monster, Lev had launched a few lances to tease out an early reaction. Before it could even duck fully, the two beams once again landed on its face, directly on the previous wounds.

A roar of agony echoed in the dungeon as Lev spared a moment to observe the Hunter. It glided forward with speed he couldn’t hope to match anytime soon, each step covering dozens of meters. Reaching the massive Nerafs in a matter of seconds, things quickly got interesting.

Massive claws elongated even further. The Hunter wasn’t small by any means, and yet, it had to bury its claws into one of the monster’s legs to launch itself upwards. Landing on the Neraf’s back, a body enhancement came alive, and their ally’s strength quickly became absurd.

Large chunks of flesh were torn off in a blink. The Hunter sheared through the durable skin without showing any signs of struggle, digging deeper and deeper as the Neraf tilted.

The second Neraf headbutted the spot where the hunter was, though it escaped without much trouble, changing targets and jumping on the second Neraf’s neck.

Blood spurted out in great streams not long after, though Lev didn’t have time to watch anymore.

Melvine and company reached their adversary in a bit, which was only a few hundred meters away from the Mamir he was targeting. Their strategy became obvious when Isabella opened with an obscene amount of fire.

Some of it turned blue and was promptly thrown at the massive creature’s face. The explosion from those fireballs matched his own beams, effectively robbing it of vision, except it also made it harder for the humans to track its movements.

Elias and Aryan rushed around it, aiming to hinder its mobility by cutting into the sides of its snake-like body.

Seeing that they had a viable strategy going, Lev brought most of his focus to the recovering monster in front of him. Blasting it to bits was very much possible, but he didn’t have the mana to spare. They only allowed him to take on one by himself because he had the reserves to at least keep it busy until they dealt with their own enemy.

That wasn’t something he was fine with either. The situation was only getting worse, and he knew for a fact that life was going to get much harder once these four monsters fell.

The dungeon still had many more bodies to throw at them. He needed all the levels he could get.

Stepping out of the bubble with Stargazer in hand, he looked at the semi-crippled Mamir. It could sense him quite clearly, as its destroyed eyes still remained fixed on his form.

That, he could use to his advantage.

From the bubble, multiple hastily prepared shieldwalls flew out. Mana flooded them, both from the slotted second-threshold cores and his own pools.

Predictably, the monster moved, expecting the defensive constructs to attack. Gripping Stargazer’s haft tightly, for there was no room for any intricate or stylish moves that required flexibility, he charged.

No hesitation was visible in its posture as the monster raised both arms, bringing them in from the sides.

All of the shieldwalls scattered in their path were easily smashed to bits, though Lev easily passed the slowed fists to reach the monster’s maw. It opened wide as a rush of mana gathered.

Not taking any chances, he also shaped a Fracturing Wave with a decent amount of lightning. To his surprise, the mana in the Mamir’s mouth didn’t turn into any element he could identify.

Instead, it was imbued with a sickly force. With a start, he realized it was the monster’s willpower condensed into a blob of mana, which was launched towards him.

The ball of pure arcane roared far louder than anything Lev expected, forcing him to imbue his own willpower into the Fracturing Wave. More mana than he was comfortable with rushed into the skill like a torrent, turning his glaive into a crackling blue nexus of power.

Heaving from effort, he swung. Both his skill and the ball of mana were too densely packed, and the initial collision sounded like a clash between mountains.

Neither gave way. The slash pushed the ball back, though not by much. Their edges were fraying already, and he just barely had time to raise massive barrier walls between the two and his friends before the attacks lost cohesion.

The ball exploded first, far less dangerous than his own slash. Unfortunately, the detonation also caused the Fracturing Wave to follow, too destabilized to go on.

Lev’s bubble appeared below him, and he jumped in without hesitation. A moment later, the world brightened, pressing against all the defensive enchantments on the bubble’s surface.

The temperature rose to dangerous heights, though Lev didn’t care much about that. All of his focus was on ensuring that the blast remained as contained as possible. Barrier walls, each as high as his manipulation range allowed, blocked all of the explosion from reaching his friends. Whenever one cracked and faltered, four more picked up the slack.

After nearly half a minute, he emerged from the bubble again. Somehow, the monster was still alive, even if it could barely be considered so. And yet, when Lev tried to finish it off with a lance, a scaled arm blocked it, trembling as the monster got up again.

Not wanting to spend longer than necessary on this, he powered up Stargazer and chucked her at the creature’s face. This time, no limb was fast enough to block the weapon, and it smashed straight through a ruined eye and released a wave of lightning inside the skull.

[

You have slain [Mamir - Level 568]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 296

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 297

]

Not a single skill level, he noted, and immediately moved towards the other Mamir. This one, he realized, was considerably stronger than the one he had faced, which also explained why it was relatively unharmed.

After yanking Stargazer out of the gore she had caused, Lev sped up. Lightning flooded his armor, and while a small part of his mind closely observed how his speed actually increased and how the element reacted to environmental resistances and his armor, he scanned the monster’s arms.

Dense, layered skin protected its limbs, something he would find difficult to cut through. Blowing it up was a simpler solution, but now that he had less than half of his combined reserves, that wasn’t feasible.

The Mamir whirled towards him, feeling both his aura and the amount of mana he was using. Two giant arms rushed towards him, and now that he was close enough, its tail also moved.

Melvine took that moment to launch a slash of freezing mana at its torso, though that did little to slow it down.

Lev stopped abruptly and let the first punch pass by him. Forming a small barrier platform beneath his feet, he used it as leverage to launch himself downwards, also avoiding the tail that would pulp him, leaving the final punch that followed his speed with unerring accuracy.

Stargazer’s haft came up just in time to prevent a direct hit. A wave of lightning erupted from his armor in tandem with the block. Time seemed to slow down as something clicked in Lev’s mind.

A somewhat forgotten skill reared its head, and he followed its lead without question. Kinetic Absorption enchantments on his armor worked overtime to negate a significant portion of the force, except his Glaive Mastery skill had a better use for it.

For the first time, Lev imbued a small bit of willpower into the runes of Kinetic Absorption. It didn’t suddenly become more potent, nor did the conversion become more efficient.

Instead, his mind latched onto the absorbed kinetic energy.  The iron vice of his willpower commanded it to move through his armor, supporting a movement in tandem with the mastery skill.

As the Mamir’s fist was about to blow him away, Stargazer tilted to the side. The motion was so smooth that the massive hand followed, gliding past Lev.

The breakthrough wasn’t done, however. Just as the hand was moving away from him, the rest of the absorbed Kinetic energy came forth in a single strike, cutting deep into skin and flesh.

Lightning was released inside the wound as an afterthought, the jolts stunning it for long enough for Melvine to press her opportunity even further.

[

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 8

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 9

]

The levels were beyond unexpected, and also a great boon. No doubt, a skill as strong as that was going to be a comprehensive boost to his melee capabilities, but his mind was stuck on an entirely different detail.

… Do I have a connection to Kinetic Manipulation?

It wouldn’t be so far-fetched. Isabella and Amelia had obvious connections to fire, and he also had something like that with pure mana. Perhaps there was more to it than he saw on the surface.

Needless to say, Lev’s desire to get out of the dungeon for further testing had just amplified.
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  The moment the Mamir was unbalanced, Melvine pounced with a mighty thrust. Her greatsword, thrumming with mana, slid smoothly inside the monster’s chest, and ice immediately began to form on the torso.

Inside was even worse. A wail of pure agony erupted in the dungeon, yet the humans moved with ruthless efficiency, coordinating their assaults to bring down the titan within seconds.

The punch that Lev deflected landed on Viktor’s shield, who blocked it even as his bones creaked from the impact. Undeterred, he jumped on top of the fist and used all the stored kinetic energy to smash it into the ground, effectively locking it for a few moments.

On the other side, eight whips of blue flames coiled around the second arm, just as Elias, Aryan, and Zack pummeled the tail and its sides.

Just like that, a giant was brought down, no match for the combined might of human intelligence, strong classes, and all the other advantages they had as sapients surviving on Monarch.

[

Your Group has slain [Mamir - Level 580]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 298

]

Another level, Lev noted and breathed out, mentally drained. Before he could scan for more enemies, his Perception notified him of massive air displacement.

He turned to the Hunter’s battle just in time to see a Neraf topple to the side, dead before it even hit the ground. Underneath was a lake of still-warm blood that did little to cushion its fall.

The sheer impact rattled them all, and so did the massive crash that echoed throughout the dungeon.

They recovered quickly, however, for the show was not over yet. More monsters were about to reach them, but the Hunter’s raw might was nearly impossible to look away from.

Lev distractedly made the bubble scoop up all the humans. Kora buffed his regeneration without prompting, barely realizing she was doing so as her jaw hung open.

The second Neraf, the gigantic beast, was powerless. It roared, using sonic waves to get the Hunter off its back, but the being only dug inside its flesh, nullifying those attempts.

Long claws also allowed the Hunter to easily stick to the monster even as it thrashed violently, and while the Neraf had more than enough size to flatten cities, it could do nothing about the persistent creature that slowly tore it to shreds.

That, however, was going to take time, time they didn’t have.

“Report?” Isabella asked, taking the lead.

“Unhurt,” Elias intoned, looking over his team. “Mana levels below half.”

“Above half and fine,” Melvine added.

“Too low, and fine as well,” Lev finished.

Isabella’s brows furrowed, glancing at the towering mountains surrounding the flat grassland and the lake. Monsters were rushing towards them in large numbers, and they were almost there.

“I’m assuming you have a plan?” she questioned, turning towards Lev.

“Less a plan and more of a viable strategy that may or may not be that effective. I’m gonna have to hog the mana regeneration buff again.”

Kora waited for the signal from Isabella before using her entire buff on him. She tilted her head slightly, and Lev also noticed that her skill had leveled. Curiously enough, the improvement was more than the numerical increase in the status would’ve suggested.

It is about… 5% stronger overall, which is quite a bit more than the 2% increase in the total number.

She and Lev shared a glance, and a silent understanding was reached. Both had an inkling of why such a thing was happening. Revealing it to others was not going to do them any favors.

In the present company, Melvine was probably the only one who would understand and not be harmed by the information. It wouldn’t even be wrong to say that the others hadn’t yet earned it.

With a smile, he turned his attention inwards, looking at his reserves. Peering deeper through meditation was impossible, for too many thoughts swirled in his mind.

Around 30%, which is far from enough to face all of the monsters. Guess I’ll have to rely on my new skill.

Through tacit agreement, the humans returned to where the stag was still deep inside its mind, fighting something that humans were blissfully ignorant of.

The Hunter also joined them, looking over the humans with approval before turning to the Neraf corpses. A tinge of regret was visible in the Hunter’s eyes, most likely because of the cores that they had no time to harvest.

Lev also wanted the cores. They probably showed some decent properties like size or toughness, both of which he could use in his armor and bubble.

Unfortunately, looting the monsters wasn’t in the cards for them. Instead, he created dozens of orbs and chucked them in a tub of normal sap. The miraculous fluid improved their conductivity with a small intake of mana, and within a few seconds of hasty treatment and enchanting, his traps were ready.

Below him, the barrier floor was also upgraded. Multiple layers formed on top of it, and the shieldwalls and all the connected cables also rose higher to accommodate it. Between all of the big defense constructs, the orbs flew down and slotted themselves into the floor, ready to accept an influx of destructive and shadow mana to surprise the enemies.

Whatever little mana he could get from Kora’s buff was already in his pool. Time for preparation was up as the bubble lowered, depositing them on the barrier ground.

For a brief moment, the stag opened its eyes, looking directly at them. Everyone other than the Hunter froze, breath caught in their throats.

Then the boss closed its eyes again, eliciting a collective sigh of relief.

Scary motherfucker, Lev thought, unable to hold back a chuckle. How strong did one have to be to so casually paralyze some of the most promising human combatants with a single look?

Once they formed their groups, with Melvine taking the lead and the other two teams staying on either side of her to support her, Lev made the bubble ascend again and brought forth his shadow converter.

Beyond the disk that he wasn’t going to risk using again, it was the most mana-intensive thing in his arsenal. That would normally be fine, but he was hovering around 35% of his combined reserves, and the shadow mana was necessary for making good use of his Trapping skill. The cost was going to be relatively immense.

No two ways about it, I guess, he breathed in, then sighed.

Orbs were constantly scanned and enchanted, as Lev kept repeating the carving to practice even in the tense situation. Each minor improvement was going to count, though he couldn’t properly assess the changes from repetition.

The first monster that revealed itself didn’t come from deeper into the dungeon. Instead, it stood upon the mountain peak close to where they had entered the dungeon, looking at the assortment of humans with flaring nostrils.

Hah, I knew our hideout wasn’t natural.

It was a good thing they hadn’t gone deeper and always remained under concealment wards, for the creature wasn’t exhaling air. No, it breathed fire with every exhale.

Lev was already preparing his shieldwalls for a heavy assault when a group of monsters became visible in the opposite direction.

A strong Scaled Draco, and three Earthen Destroyers. This is going to be tough.

Before, the two teams had taken down three Earthen Destroyers without struggling too much, but that battle had taken over half an hour. They only had minutes now.

At least Aryan’s class is going to shine here.

Giving his friends a mental salute, he turned back to the distant Draco. Not only was it visibly gathering all the heat from around it, but there was also a massive ball of fire forming on top of its snout.

Lev did the obvious and fired an overloaded lance at the giant fireball, only for it to swivel out of the way. Brows raised, he took a risk and charged the two cannons on his bubble.

Limiting the fire mana input, his eyes never left the fireball. The mana in it was ballooning swiftly, though he was more wary of the willpower infusion.

Not interested in letting the monster evolve its element, he launched the first beam. It was much weaker than usual due to the low amount of mana used, but that didn’t matter.

The draco ducked, bringing the forming ball out of harm’s way, only for its eyes to widen when another beam roared towards it.

Lev watched with his eyes peeled, using every iota of his Perception to observe the wall of blue flames that rose to block his cannon. The beam collided with it with enough force to disperse the flames, which is when Gaze of the Marksman pulled its weight.

One last overloaded lance parted the explosion, accurately landing on the fireball. It immediately disintegrated from the heat, releasing the stored lightning mana inside.

The resulting blast was glorious. Despite the distance, Lev was forced to close his eyes. He could feel where his friends were fighting between the shieldwalls and cables, and he quickly covered them with his barriers.

Underneath, a few barrier shovels dug holes into the dirt ground, where he deposited the humans and covered them with temperature wards to keep out the intense heat.

That was all the time he had to prepare. Shieldwalls stacked up around the stag, completely covering it in protection enchantments, whereas his bubble was blown away.

He didn’t resist the shockwave, gliding along with it, the task made effortless due to his high Perception. Still, he didn’t let the others fall out of his manipulation range and rose higher to negate much of its force after the initial wave.

His eyes and mana perception were mostly useless, so he relied on the feedback from runes. The wards around his friends were devouring all the mana he could provide them, which was a difficult task with all the fire mana between him and the enchantments.

The stag’s protection dome was more stable, for the explosion wasn’t as powerful as it could’ve been. A few long seconds passed before another shockwave reached them, though this time there was something else mixed in.

Worried, Lev dared to open his eyes and finally realized what was happening. Fire mana was moving in reverse, much of it returning to the draco that was shaping another attack.

Oh no, you don’t.

Streaming shadow mana and lightning mana into one of his orbs, he created a simple barrel. Carving kinetic enhancement runes took another instant, at which point he had already slotted the concealed orb into the barrel.

Aiming where he could feel a chunk of fire mana even through all of the interference due to the earlier explosion, Lev fired.

Shadow Mana, ever the elusive element, fully showed its properties for the first time. All the wild flames should’ve hindered its passing, except they struggled to find purchase, batted aside by the higher-tier element.

Speed was also similarly enhanced by the infusion, letting the orb glide straight towards the monster whose sneak attack backfired.

Hurt and battered from the failure of its own attack, the draco had no way to sense the orb as it flew straight at its face, clinking against one of its fangs.

Monstrous eyes widened in realization, but it was already too late. Lightning erupted, empowered by his trapping skill. The second fireball, holding even more mana than the previous one, exploded prematurely once again, putting down the draco for good.

Not willing to take any chances, he infused a large amount of pure mana and a bit of his willpower into the protections around his friends and the boss. The Hunter was already safe and deep underground, so he flew up at full speed, moving away from the approaching wall of flames.

This time, the shockwaves tore through his barrier floors, even uprooting a few shieldwalls that were stabbed into the ground. Cables shattered from the pressure, dispersing into barrier shards that disintegrated soon after.

A suction force yanked the bubble when air rushed back at the site of the blast, and he immediately checked on the people under his protection. Fortunately, the stag was still stationary and busy with its meditation, probably only feeling tremors inside the dome.

His friends, on the other hand, were sneezing from how cold the hole they were in had become. Chuckling, he dug out a path to the surface and went back to fixing all the damage to his prepared battlefield.

The floor was cracked in more places than not, and repairing it took a few long seconds even with his Perception. Broken shieldwalls were remade post-haste, though he didn’t have time to slot cores inside them.

Cables were swiftly formed, enchanted, and tied between the shieldwalls, and that was all the time he had.

The first monster that rushed the humans wasn’t something they had ever seen before. It had six legs… or limbs, he wasn’t sure. Half-spider and half-worm, it flew through the air, unnaturally smooth.

Its speed, too, was just as unnatural, forcing Melvine to go all out from the very start. Her mist zone came alive, visibly thickening with every instant as she dashed towards the monster.

The others, however, didn’t follow at the same pace. They created distance, covering her left and right to keep the other monsters from disturbing their battle.

Making sure that there was no other extreme threat in the area, Lev spared a glance at the notifications.

[

You have slain [Flame Draco - Level 583]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 299

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 300

Trapping has reached Level 9

]

Level 300… he noted, searching inwards. While there was nothing new in the notifications, nor did he get any titles, Lev knew for certain that leveling had just slowed down even further. Something had just happened to his soul, a change he couldn’t detect.

This, he suspected, was what Masters talked about when they mentioned progress gradually slowing down. It was not a fun observation, nor did he truly understand why it happened, but such was the reality.

He had no choice but to roll with the punches.
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  Since Lev was low on mana, he had to be smart and decisive. Melvine’s battle, regardless of how strong her opponent was, didn’t seem to be out of control.

Her mist countered the monster’s air manipulation pretty well. Hell, Lev didn’t think he could properly face the monster by himself, not without going nuclear with full pools.

He ignored her battle for now, focusing on the other two teams and Aryan. The rogue flitted in and out of range, struggling to find an opening as Elias and his team faced another Ebonwalker, and Isabella’s team faced an actual horde of trolls.

Somehow, there were second-threshold trolls still in the dungeon, which didn’t escape Lev’s notice. The other monsters should’ve torn them apart. The Hunter was also missing.

A quick moment of thinking revealed no apparent reason for their presence, so he instead prepared his traps. Evidently, the two teams were waiting for them, and they followed the negligible pulses of mana revealed by his orbs.

Lev didn’t act hastily. The Ebonwalker was standing right atop one of his orbs, but that would do minimal damage. Instead, he waited until it bent forward, swinging a thick tangle of vines from its arm, aiming to pulp the humans.

The move had only reached halfway to its destination when an orb materialized between its eyes, crackling with lightning. Blinded by the explosion, Aryan climbed up its bulk with sheer speed and technique, leaving a long cut on its neck. Blood spurted, swiftly turning a sickly dark gray as the toxins ran their course.

Neither the rogue nor Lev didn’t cared for the monster’s fate after that. They focused on the second battle, for which Lev only focused on looking for the ranged trolls.

A small barrage of arrows infused with blue fire landed around the horde, making the monsters huddle close together and revealing the potential locations of the shamans.

That was enough for Isabella, who was already trying to locate them. A few blue fireballs flew in random directions, only to hit the concealed shamans.

For the rest of the horde, they were right on top of an orb. His involvement was unnecessary, for most of the trolls were just barely above level 300, yet he still made it explode between the trolls. It was a free progress towards the next level.

For a few moments, it seemed to be going well. Then a loud rumble shook the ground, originating from deep into the dungeon.

Lev gulped. That sound wasn’t something an ordinary battle could make. A few seconds passed as he kept an eye on his friends, but just when he was about to turn around, one of the visible mountains surrounding the flat region exploded.

Or more accurately, a large portion of its peak was eviscerated between a clash of two extremely strong beings.

The Hunter’s location was also revealed. The being faced a humanoid crab that operated on four legs, and moved at incredible speeds while slashing with its four arms, two with clawed fingers, and two with wicked bone scythes.

Each attack was a blur to Lev’s eyesight, his strongest form of perception. It wasn’t particularly surprising that the Hunter could match the monster blow for blow, and yet, it was on the back foot, unhurt but flagging.

Their ally was also covered in blood of different colors from head to toe, which also explained why more monsters weren’t rushing to the lake. The Hunter was dealing with them all.

Where the hell did that come from? Lev thought to himself, keeping half an eye on the creature Melvine was facing. More importantly, how did it appear just now, and not when we were deeper into the dungeon and facing different monsters? How was it not attracted by the stag’s battles with the Hunter?

Answers weren’t forthcoming, so he charged an orb with shadow mana, using extra to avoid the strong air monster’s senses. A pulse revealed his plan to Melvine, who backtracked, giving up her momentum for a decisive assault.

Bursts of air slammed into the barrier ground like stone pillars, forming large craters. Melvine danced through the calamitous rain, slowing down the barrage with her element whenever necessary.

Like that, she guided the monster until it was surrounded by three invisible orbs. Lev stayed his hand, knowing he wouldn’t get a second chance.

Lightning was converted steadily, all of it stored inside his armor for now. With a single burst, it would be teleported into the traps, ready to be unleashed in an instant.

Then a portal opened not far away from the lake.

All of the plans were derailed in a split second. His orbs hovered mid-air, momentarily forgotten. Melvine also froze for an instant, almost getting severely injured by an air burst.

She dashed out of the way, reorganizing her mist, but her eyes kept moving back to the portal. That was still better than Lev’s reaction, who was staring at it with his jaw hanging.

His senses tried to scan it, yet they slid off, as if refusing to acknowledge the phenomenon. The portal was also stable enough that Mana Perception returned nothing, nor could he infer anything but a single detail with his sight.

The grassland on both sides was the exact same, meaning the portal didn’t lead to the outside world, but to another instance of the dungeon.

Lev kept watching it for another few seconds, his heartbeat loud as thunder in his ears. When they had first entered the dungeon, the stag was present near the lake.

If the portal was also present next to the other instance’s boss…

Summoned by his thoughts, a familiar clawed hand gripped the portal's edges from the other side. A Veil Hunter peered at the humans, and the moment it realized who they were, a sickly aura washed over the battlefield.

All fighting paused, and most of the remaining monsters immediately fled. Lev didn’t waste a moment in overloading his bubble’s enchantments, grabbing his friends with barrier ropes, and throwing them into the construct. Melvine was grabbed last, and only after she reluctantly let go of the almost lethally injured monster. Even to her, ending the duel represented at least one level.

The moment she was inside the bubble, Lev made it fly away as fast as possible. A lance filled with lightning was launched upwards and towards where he could feel the ally Hunter fighting, sending a clear signal for help.

He could only watch with bated breath as the Veiled Hunter on the other side crouched, squeezing its frame into the small portal. Its eyes, however, never once strayed from the bubble’s vicinity, somehow able to feel the auras of the humans.

It had only emerged halfway when the stag opened its eyes.

Throughout their cursed dungeon run, the boss had been an enigma. Too strong to belong to the instance, too powerful to not remove them with a thought, too domineering to be faced by any Master.

And yet, the humans still lived. Not just that, but the boss actively pushed back the curse responsible for turning it into a monster, not only fighting the dungeon’s influence but also the assault on the mind.

That spoke volumes about the sheer resilience of the stag. For centuries, it had remained stuck, yet refused to fall. And that same stubbornness and awe-inspiring might was put on full display as the boss rose to its full height, taking more than a little offense at the intrusion.

Lev didn’t need any further prompting to run all of his sound wards at full intensity. A roar tore out of the stag’s throat, so loud and potent that it eviscerated all of the barrier floor in front of it.

The whole dungeon trembled despite not even being the main target. No, it was the portal that earned the stag’s ire, and after flickering for a few moments, it snapped shut.

One half of the emerging Veiled Hunter flopped to the ground, lethally wounded but far from dead. It caught itself with its arms, preparing to defend itself as the monster’s body enhancement came alive, only for a hoof to smash it into the ground, turning it to paste.

Without even sparing the humans a glance, the stag straightened, easily looking past the mountains in its way. Somewhere deep into the dungeon, the Hunter’s battle had paused, and for very good reason.

Like a natural calamity, the stag moved. It vanished from sight almost immediately, though its charge left a very clear trail. Massive chunks of the mountains were simply barreled through, disintegrated from the impact as the stag simply tore through the dirt and stone.

Lev hurriedly made his bubble rise and follow, uncaring of the risk. He was not going to miss out on such a show.

By the time he reached the Hunter’s location, there were only chunks of the crab monster splattered inside large craters. Both the Hunter and the stag, however, were nowhere to be seen, so Lev made the bubble ascend even further.

After nearly a minute, all of the dungeon was revealed. In the furthest corner, the duo was facing what Lev could only describe as an ugly monstrosity. He could just barely make out any details from so far away, though that was enough.

A pulsating mass of too many limbs and eyes was fixated on the stag, its appendages thrashing wildly in a bid to land a hit on the boss. Each swipe tore grooves into the ground, yet the stag never remained in one place, dismantling the creature with cold efficiency.

The Hunter watched from afar, transfixed. Lev doubted anyone could tell why the being was frozen, and neither could he turn around to check everyone’s reaction. No, he, too, was paralyzed, as he had felt the abomination look directly at him.

His eyes were wide and bloodshot. The battle had many peculiar details that would’ve interested him. Even the prowess of the stag would normally be enough to mesmerize him, especially since it used blood in its movements.

None of that registered. Lev could only see the dark, misty substance circling the creature the boss was facing, for he recognized it far too well. All he needed was a single glimpse.

Chaos…

His fingers twitched. Stargazer was clutched tightly enough that his armor creaked. By now, everyone else had realized that something was very wrong, everyone except Lev.

The bubble was suffused with his aura, laying bare all of his thoughts. His brief encounter with the Chaoswalker in the Mistcrawler dungeon, the sheer terror brought about by simply looking at the corrupted corpse, and the humiliating days he had spent trying to suppress the trembling caused by fear of the unknown.

Someone put a hand on his shoulders, and when that didn’t elicit a reaction out of him, something very cold drilled through his armor and jolted his spine.

Lev turned around, coming face to face with Melvine. Her expression was hard, eyes like steel. It took him a moment to realize that his presence was fully spread out, which he recalled while taking deep breaths.

“I thought I was already over it,” he murmured, then chuckled distractedly. “Sorry about that. Just some bad memories.”

“None of us can see what is happening, Lev,” Melvine said, still meeting his gaze. “Why are you not moving closer?”

“We can’t risk it,” he immediately answered, surprised that his words were slightly heated. Inhaling a long breath, he sighed. “I’ve met a monster like that before, and trust me, if we go near, we die. There is no other outcome.”

True to his words, even the ambient mana in the dungeon was behaving oddly. More and more of it rushed to the grand battlefield, hundreds of kilometers away. The stag was using it to power something, and that was enough to attract the attention away from him.

“What’s happening?” Isabella asked, her voice trembling slightly.

“The fight is probably coming to a close,” Lev replied with a gulp and lowered the bubble. “We can’t remain in the open.”

Somehow, none of them argued, even if he could feel the burning questions in their gaze. They reined in their curiosity, saving it for later.

It only took a few minutes to return to the dungeon entrance and their hideout. Now that it was empty, Lev boldly flew inside and activated all of his best concealment wards with shadow mana.

The fight had escalated to the point that, despite the massive distance, everyone could feel the presence of the two beings. They were also given a scare when the Hunter joined them in the hideout, just as negligible as the humans in that battle.

A small part of Lev wanted to joke about their situation, to lighten the mood. Those thoughts were banished quickly once he looked at the Hunter, who was hit far worse than he was.

Truly, he had never seen the being look so small with its hunched shoulders.

Chaos, huh? Who could’ve known that, once again, that abominable thing would try to doom me.

He glanced at one particular title, checking its description to see if something had changed.

[

Seen:

You have been noticed by both Mana and Chaos.

Similar events are extremely unlikely to occur around you again.

Title granted for compensation.

]

Still the same.

To date, he had never forgotten what that day was like, what he had to see in that dungeon. Now, here he was, painfully aware of the title’s wording.

Chaos. It was an unknown force, one that the System compared to Mana itself. It showed, too, for despite the title’s reassurance, history was repeating itself.

The implications were worrying, especially because he was once again targeted out of nowhere. Lev didn’t want to imagine what it would’ve been like if the stag wasn’t present, willing to take on a foe that even the strongest of humanity might have no chance against.

Would they be corrupted as well, piloted like the creature he had once seen in the Mistcrawler dungeon?

Fortunately, he was spared the terrifying conclusions when a wave of… something rang throughout the dungeon, bouncing off its edges several times in waves.

When they died down, all of them breathed a sigh of relief, for a portal to the outside world had just opened where they had first appeared.
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  “It’s over?” Lisa asked, taking the question out of everyone’s mind.

“Seems like it,” Melvine replied, still not getting up. She, like the others, was waiting for the Hunter to move first.

 Lev debated initiating mental communication, but decided against it. Similar to the stag, the Hunter seemed to be facing its own inner demons. By now, Lev was reasonably certain that whatever curse sapient beings had to face, it was related to Chaos.

For the same reasons, he also made up his mind not to reveal anything to his friends. Spreading that information was just asking for ruin. He would much rather take on that burden alone.

A tremor went through his being at the thought of the creature facing the boss. Despite the massive distance, he knew that the monster had looked towards him. It hadn’t managed to influence him in any way, nor could its attacks reach him from that far, but it had seen him.

He dismissed his armor and ran a hand through his hair.

Why am I so scared?

It didn’t make enough sense for the fear to be rational. Sure, the trauma was strong, deep enough to make him lose sight of everything around him, yet that didn’t fully explain it.

Did it leave a mark on me? Is there something like a blemish on my soul, causing me to be afraid of a single glance?

Diana wouldn’t have missed something like that. She had nursed him back to health after the initial encounter, and any lasting scars would be detected immediately.

Then…

A few potential answers appeared in his mind. He banished them not long after, very much not interested in getting lost in a depressing spiral. Existential dread could wait; they had a dungeon to escape.

The Hunter finally got up after a few silent minutes, feeling a presence approaching. Lev also felt it once they were outside the hideout, noting how the exit portal was massive, made for a certain being that seemed to be on its last legs.

Blood monsters were known to possess incredible levels of regeneration and physical strength. The stag, however, looked like it had one foot in the grave. There were more wounds on its body than intact skin, and every single one was covered in a sickly dark substance that refused to budge.

Before anyone could say or do anything, the boss simply walked into the portal, leaving its prison behind for good.

“Blessed Lev,” the Hunter sent to him, waiting.

It didn’t take a genius to realize that the being was waiting for him to leave first. Lev didn’t know what he had done to deserve such respect, but he wasn’t going to keep the Hunter waiting.

His bubble was pushed into the portal first, though for a brief moment, he hesitated. The dungeon was littered with corpses, as well as extremely strong cores. Tantalizing, but only until the rational mind took over.

He hadn’t just been targeted by different instances, but also by another creature of Chaos. No, he would much rather leave as soon as possible, lest the exit portal also snap shut as it had for the Veiled Walker.

If the stag could accomplish that, why couldn’t Chaos?

With renewed urgency, he strode out of the dungeon and beheld a wall of bloodied fur. Turns out, the stag had passed out almost immediately after exiting, so he created a small barrier road for others that swiveled around its massive bulk.

Fortunately, the large cave they were in was just barely wide enough to allow even the stag to move through, though that didn’t seem to be likely. It was completely dead to the world, to the point that Lev wouldn’t be surprised if he had a chance to launch a clean hit if he wanted to.

Of course, the stag’s willpower would eviscerate him immediately after, but that was besides the point.

The Hunter came out of the portal second, followed by all the humans. Lev’s bubble, which he had felt facing resistance and was now touching the ceiling, shrank considerably. It was almost empty beyond his pile of pillars and the disk, letting him curve it around the stag and bring it forward.

“Who could’ve known that I would appreciate feeling claustrophobic for once?” Isabella sent, staring at the stone walls with relief.

“Or being surrounded by two non-humans,” Elias mused, looking at the Hunter who seemed to be feeling a great mix of emotions.

Everyone quietened, watching as the being touched the stone. It parted so easily, accepting an almost negligible pulse of mana from the Hunter that traveled far and wide.

A small tremor ran through its frame, realizing that it was actually outside the dungeon. No longer did the wave of mana face an insurmountable wall that was the dungeon’s boundary. No, it simply kept going until dissipation.

Lev observed it with a large smile, more than a little proud of helping the being escape. Without the humans, it either would’ve taken far longer for the Hunter to escape, during which it could’ve lost its life, or it would’ve been outright impossible.

But here they were, watching the extremely strong being taste freedom for the first time since awakening sapience.

Once it reigned in its emotions, which took nearly half an hour, the Hunter turned to Lev and company and bowed deeply, settling for visible appreciation instead of words. It had been rendered speechless.

“Oh, come on now,” Lev flew up towards the hunter and put a hand on its shoulder. “We barely even did anything except stay alive and attract monsters to my location.”

“I did not dare imagine…. To think that I am no longer trapped inside that hell, and am free to roam the world with eyes that actually see. Is it just an illusion? Will I wake up in those narrow caves once again as punishment for dreaming of this?”

Well, shit. Exalted beings aren’t past deep mental scars, are they?

“How about we put these doubts to rest?” Lev suggested, getting the Hunter’s undivided attention. “Let’s move to the surface. There is so much to see that even delusions cannot show you.”

Some hesitation was visible on the Hunter’s face before it fully straightened. “Yes, let us claim what we have earned.”

That’s more like it.

One large issue stopped them, however. It was the unconscious stag, one that was still a giant question mark. If it decided to attack them immediately after waking up, that would be an embarrassing way to die.

On the other hand, all of them owed the boss a great debt. Without it, they would’ve never gotten past the creature of Chaos, nor would they have been able to stop more portals from forming.

“Do you want to freeze a path and drag the stag forward on it?” Melvine suggested.

Lev chortled. “No, nothing so barbaric. I have an idea.”

Ten minutes of preparation later, a large hole had been dug under the stag. Right below it was a massive cart, sporting eight wheels and enchanted to the brims. Three second-threshold cores powered all of the formations, and Lev was reasonably certain that it would support the stag’s weight.

The stag itself was still passed out on a stone platform. Instead of disturbing its rest, the Hunter had simply hollowed out the ground underneath it and kept the boss afloat with the help of a few giant pillars.

Slowly, those pillars shrank, lowering the boss. Once again,  the Hunter didn’t disturb it directly and deposited the stone platform on the cart, unwilling to disintegrate it and wake up the stag.

“Okay, the cart is showing no signs of strain,” Lev said, much to everyone’s relief. “Can you form a slope for me to get the boss out of the hole?”

The Hunter obliged, and a ramp formed for the cart. With a deep breath, Lev powered all the kinetic runes on the cart and hoped for the best.

It moved slowly, and with the help of the Hunter’s stone manipulation, they slowly carried the being out without it bumping into the slope itself. Given how massive it was, that was a big concern, though it didn’t come to pass, as the ground simply vanished whenever it was about to hit its head.

After a few long seconds of intense struggle, the cart finally emerged from the hole and straightened on the cave floor.

“How does a stag get this big, anyway?” Aryan asked once they started moving towards the cave exit.

“I reckon three evolutions probably had something to say about that,” Lev remarked, quite curious.

“The species of a being matters a lot, young rogue,” the Hunter chimed in. “While I have not seen more than one, no doubt there are many different kinds of stags. Some may remain the same size and only grow slightly with every evolution, something I assume is seen in humans. Others can grow exponentially, born with the capacity to not just accept but also benefit greatly from such changes.”

The discussion continued while they trudged towards the exit. For all their relief and slow digestion of their newfound freedom and escape, there was a Night Hunter on the loose, one they were on the lookout for.

“Can humans even grow in size through evolution?” Elias asked, thoughtfully. “Like, obtaining general skills and treasures that can support a change, and then truly wishing for an increase in size should make it possible, no?”

“The System doesn’t discriminate when giving out rewards,” the hunter voiced. “If you spare no effort, it will come true in some way, though the results may not always be what you wished for. There is only so much one can obtain beyond one’s racial limitations.”

Ahead, the cave narrowed too much for the stag to pass through. The Hunter noticed as well, and with a wave of a hand, the stone compressed as the passage widened.

“Then, what about becoming smaller and more compact?” Lev continued.

“If my instincts are to be believed, Blessed Lev, that is what already happens to your kind. More power is packed in much less than what is necessary, which lets you keep the same appearance. Even then, most creatures grow slightly to accommodate the vast increase in power despite not wanting to.”

Well… that’s true. Most Exalted I’ve seen are above average in stature.

That line of questioning continued for a while longer as everyone expertly avoided the dungeon. Too little time had passed inside, except it had still felt like an eternity. They had danced around third-threshold monsters, most of which would’ve torn them to shreds if not for the Hunter and the stag.

“So many cores…” Lev unconsciously murmured, shaking his head.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Aryan spoke out loud, looking at Zack. The brawler held out his right hand and summoned a spherical object.

It was a core, and it started thrumming with power the moment his eyes landed on it.

Lev watched with his mouth ajar as Zack tossed it to Aryan, who then tossed it to him.

[

Dreamforger Butterfly Core - Epic

Possesses Extraordinary Mana Capacity and Mana Conductivity. Highly useful in crafting.

Shows properties of Light.

]

… Properties of Light. Not minor or lesser, but normal properties of light. Holy fucking shit.

Before anything, he looked at everyone else. They didn’t pay it any mind at all, as if refusing to acknowledge that the core’s value could be divided.

With a snort, he stored it in his ring, mind buzzing with ideas.

Light. Actual properties of light, the even rarer equivalent of shadow. The core is quite literally worth its weight in platinum.

Hell, he didn’t even know what he could buy for it. Some extremely high-quality converters to eventually power up Arcane Supremacy? A compendium of runes for his armor and constructs? Perhaps fund an actual guild for selling his creations and partake in missions that were usually left up to the nobles?

Lev knew for a fact that the Duke and the Marquis were often at odds over resources and claims, usually resorting to tournaments and duels to settle them. Maybe he could eventually make a name for himself as a third-party while getting access to secret locations and resources that normally would be beyond him?

Places like mythril mines, extremely rare and guarded as they were, could also be the most terrifying of battlefields. Granted, he had absolutely no desire to venture so deep underground after just barely escaping the dungeon, but it was the prime example of what regular combatants never got to deal with.

The monsters there were far stronger than average, after all.

“How did you even get your hands on this?” Lev asked through the communication item to include everyone in the conversation.

“The butterfly corpse fell right next to me. Your disk had passed through its chest at a point that the core literally just rolled out, and I didn’t want to leave it there.”

“So you just picked it up and handed it to Zack?”

“Yep.”

“Hah, I would’ve grabbed it too if I saw it. The core is weirdly unassuming.”

“Mhm, that was partly why I was so entranced by its existence. From such a mighty creature, a core wouldn’t be so mundane as not to emit much power. That only lasted until I picked it up, and suddenly it was like a roaring bonfire packed into that sphere.”
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  Exiting that cursed cave and seeing stars was an experience Lev would never forget. Relief crashed into him, breaking through all of the metaphorical chains holding back the recent experiences.

All of it slammed into him at once, and he only stayed upright by willing his armor to keep him standing.

Death had almost claimed them many times. Had Lev and Melvine not been prepared and gotten stuck near where they first teleported, the stag would’ve found them and ripped them to shreds.

If they had gone deeper into the hideout, the Flame Draco would’ve fried them in such a small space. If the Hunter had not found them first and warned them, the stag would’ve torn them apart sooner or later.

Had Lev not made his bubble invisible in time after killing the first Draco, he and Melvine would have been eviscerated. Had the Hunter not distracted the stag for long enough for them to have ventured deeper into the hills, it would’ve resorted to close combat instead of a ranged slash and easily killed them all.

If the boss had taken offense to Lev refusing the offer to put it down, they would’ve died. If the Dreamforger butterfly had managed to dodge his disk, Lev would’ve died. No one was close enough to save him.

If the stag had lost itself to the curse at any moment, the humans would have died. If the Veil Hunter had come out of the portal to the other instance and reached them, the humans would’ve died. If the ally Hunter had lost to its crab-like adversary, they would’ve died.

If the creature of Chaos had snuck up on them, they would’ve befallen a fate worse than death. If the stag wasn’t strong enough to deal with it, it would’ve died alongside them.

And, at the end, if the exit portal had snapped shut just like the stag had closed the portal to the other instance, they would be trapped forever and eventually killed.

He was acutely aware of each possibility. The negative thoughts that threatened to spiral had been contained with painstaking effort, for everyone was looking up to him and Melvine. They both had faced the worst of them, and yet they refused to break.

Morale was the only reason they survived. Masters weren’t supposed to face third-threshold monsters except on rare occasions, and yet, the ten of them had faced many with Lev’s support at times.

That wasn’t to say it was easy. No, they had pushed themselves every moment, coordinating through telepathy and forcing their skills to improve drastically.

By now, every single one of them was considerably stronger than when they had entered, in part due to the notification he had just received.

[

Champion Delver has evolved into Rift Explorer

You have proven yourself and survived in a dungeon far beyond you. Two sapient lives have been rescued, and an insidious plan has been thwarted by your timely escape.

The System acknowledges your feat and resolve.

+10 to an attribute. (Wisdom)

+15 to an attribute. (Wisdom)

+25 Free Attribute Points. (Distributed)

+40 Free Attribute Points.

]

Lev distributed the influx of points like he usually did. Ten of them were put into Intelligence, Wisdom, Constitution, and Perception. He debated putting less into Wisdom for once, then decided against it.

More mana solved more problems than not.

Now, what the hell does the title mean by insidious plan? What kind of a plan? Who is orchestrating it? Why does it exist in the first place? What does it involve? Was the Hunter also a victim, or a variable that stumbled into the dungeon?

Lev was hoping to leave the dungeon in the past, but life had other plans. He was reasonably certain that the abomination at the end was a part of this ‘plan,’ and that he would’ve died to it otherwise.

More importantly, was someone already aware that I would step into the dungeon, or did I also just unknowingly walk into the machinations?

Too many questions, absolutely no answers.

With a sigh, he dismissed the notification. Before talking to Hakim and the others, he wasn’t willing to disclose any information about Chaos or the title, not even to his friends.

Bringing himself back to the present, he pulled the cart out in the open and covered them all with concealment wards. He would’ve liked to create a barrier dome, but the Hunter was staring wide-eyed at the open skies, transfixed at the sight of stars.

“Did everyone get the title?” Lev took the initiative after ten minutes of silence, wondering if anyone would bring up the mention of a plan, or if it was just his title referencing it.

“My Champion Delver got a straightforward upgrade,” Melvine voiced.

“I got Patient Delver,” Aryan said with a shrug. “Something about exploring a rift far beyond me while being in tune with my skills. Can’t say I had the opportunity to be reckless.”

Further answers revealed that everyone had received some form of an evolution. Surprisingly, Melvine’s version of the title provided a whole 50 attribute points as opposed to Lev’s 40. Since he also had her title before, it wasn’t hard to deduce that the act of guiding others through such a dungeon had triggered that particular upgrade.

“I…” the Hunter added distractedly, too engrossed with watching the clear skies. “I did too, Blessed Lev. Escaping the dungeon with my mind and sanity has given me a ridiculous total of 300 points. I must thank you all again for saving our lives, and for coordinating with this doomed creature.”

“No thanks are necessary, Hunter,” Lev remarked before another session of bowing could ensue. “We would be just as dead without your help.”

“Be as it may, I did not dare picture myself escaping the dungeon before. It is only the mark placed on you, one that burns brighter than the brightest of stars, that the stag managed to push back against the curse. It saw hope and risked it all. You may have to deal with another bout of reverent gratitude, I’m afraid.”

Lev wasn’t so sure about that. The stag was incredibly powerful and just as proud. That had been readily apparent in how it dealt with the portal and all the other creatures in its path.

He really didn’t expect the boss to be humble. Gratitude there would be, but not to a degree like the Hunter.

“Before any of that,” Lisa began, sharing a glance with Luna. “We should heal the stag, or at least accelerate its regeneration.”

Lev turned to the unconscious boss, noting all the wounds that were caked with dried blood. An ungodly pus still lingered, hampering the regeneration and tissue regrowth.

More white fur was missing than not. An agreement was reached not long after, with the Hunter keeping an eye out while everyone else tried to help the stag’s recovery.

“First things first,” Lev sent to everyone. “Back off. I will test how this… substance reacts to my barriers.”

A small barrier knife formed as everyone, including Lev, created distance. The construct slowly moved forward and, with a flick, cut off a tiny amount of pus.

Immediately, his connection to the knife was severed. The pus consumed it entirely within instants, turning into a dark mass that was swiftly devoured by the ambient mana.

… What the hell just happened?

“Just to be safe, let’s move even further away.”

From nearly a hundred meters away, Lev first formed even more plates with stealth and aura concealment formations. Powering them up, he took a deep breath and raised his hand.

Atop it, another knife formed. This one, however, was swiftly enchanted with the best durability runes he had on hand and was also imbued with willpower.

Manipulating willpower was tricky. He had trained it at every moment to help with his usual skills and combat, but using it directly was something he had no experience with, except for when he had tried to reach the unknown bird’s feather. The Leafweaver Eagle had given him quite the scare back then.

Now, after only minor testing, he was going to give it a proper shot. Willpower, the intangible and unnoticeable force, streamed into the knife, not interacting with it physically yet empowering it in a very obvious manner.

His connection to the construct was strengthened greatly. The enchantments also saw a benefit, though Lev couldn’t quite infer anything from that feedback. All he knew was that, while the enchantments were just as potent as before, they did something more.

Centering his thoughts and banishing all distractions, he tried again. The knife slowly floated forward. It’s tip scratched a clump of pus, and the reaction was immediate.

An eerie force tried to drill into his willpower, only momentarily held back by the enchantments and the barrier’s innate durability. Lev only had a moment to pull back his willpower before the knife disintegrated once again, devoured by ambient mana when it transformed into the sickly substance.

“No luck?” Isabella asked after Lev remained silent, too lost in thought.

“It’s like a form of corrosion, but it was almost able to latch onto my willpower. That would have been bad… very bad.”

“Meaning it will react the same way to our skills,” Luna deduced, more than a little fearful.

Before Lev could reply, the ground parted not far from them. A spooked and prepared-for-war Hunter emerged, looking around warily before its eyes landed on the stag’s wounds, specifically the noticeable bump in the pus where he had tested the knives.

“I felt a minor disturbance deep underground,” the Hunter said, still tense. “Did something attack us?”

“Nothing of the sort,” Melvine spoke. “We merely wanted to help the stag recover faster, but that substance assaulted Lev’s barriers as if possessing a mind of their own.”

“Young huntress, and Blessed Lev. I implore you not to go near the stag again. The source of those wounds is something that scares even me to no end. Any further prodding might cause a disaster so soon after we’ve just escaped one.”

No one had anything to say to that. Slightly abashed, Lev nodded in assent and brought his bubble closer. Contacting Drakys and revealing everything that had happened was a priority, and so was confirming their safety. The dungeon had completely cut them off for days, which had probably raised some alarms.

“I’m going to fly to the edge of the region and notify my superiors,” Lev sent to everyone, mainly to get the hunter’s attention. “Can you look over them in the meantime? Who knows what the stag might attract?”

Getting a positive response, he jumped into the bubble and made it fully invisible. He hadn’t forgotten that the Hunter could peer through the invisibility, so he ascended for a few hundred meters before slumping in his seat with an explosive sigh.

Still alive, huh?

Truly, there was no end to his luck. The same way it kept fucking him over with all of these random encounters, it also paved the path for a truly ridiculous pace of advancement. Over a dozen levels in a few days? That was unheard of after evolving to Master.

Oh well, something will do me in eventually. Might as well make the best of everything till then.

Summoning his water canteen, he gulped down a few mouthfuls and sighed again, this time to banish the melancholy. Life had failed to kill him, and he had no plans to let it come so close again.

First things first, he thought and moved to where he had felled the Lightbending Serpent. Surprisingly, after a few minutes of high-speed flight, he found the corpse still present, though there were obvious signs of battle near it.

Barrier ropes unfurled from his bubble and wrapped around the serpent’s tail. They tightened audibly, digging into the scaled body.

Bracing himself, Lev tried to drag out the monster’s corpse.  It barely budged, so he formed a few large barrier shovels and used them to widen the hole it was buried in.

Dumping mana into the bubble’s driving enchantments, he gradually pulled it out, finding more than a few missing bits. It took several minutes before the entire monster was resting in front of him, riddled with cuts and bites.

Another surprise came in the form of a clump of mana near the middle. The core was still inside. Excitement surging, Lev cut open the patch of scaled skin and brought out the sphere brimming with mana.

[

Lightbender Core:

Possesses Decent Mana Conductivity and Extraordinary Mana Capacity.

Shows properties of Stone, properties of Hardening, and Minor properties of Light.

]

Fucking jackpot.

Lev couldn’t stop a massive grin from forming on his face as he read the description. In one day, he had not one, but two cores that showed properties of light. To his knowledge, the sources of that vaunted mana type in the plains, under humanity’s control, could be counted on one hand.

It was a truly remarkable find.

Storing it in his ring, he stepped back into his bubble, leaving the corpse as it was. Harvesting the materials could wait for a bit. He had to give a report.

The next half an hour passed in silence. He let his mana regenerate, flying at only half his maximum pace. Taking the communication tablet from his ring, he waited for it to catch a pulse and connect to the communication relay.

That took another fifteen minutes. He had to move a few kilometers away from the first mountains they had crested and into the grassland.

“Lev?” came Drakys’s voice the instant the tablet connected.

“I’m still alive and well,” Lev sent back, his voice coming out tired even in telepathy. “And I have one hell of a story to tell.”
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  Bringing Drakys up to speed and returning to the stag’s location took a while. The Exalted promised to reach them as soon as possible, so Lev decided to take it slow.

Making the bubble land close to his friends, for once, he dismissed the armor while keeping aura concealments active in its passive state, and just relaxed. No rapid battle plans, no thoughts about how close his glaive mastery skill was to evolving and how he could push it, nor any rush to prepare more to face the Night Hunter.

“I had almost forgotten you looked normal under that armor,” Elias quipped, summoning a chair for himself and sitting down close to him.

Lev just shook his head slightly and also created a barrier chair. Getting an idea, he constructed an imitation of a campfire with barriers and enchanted it. Streaming some fire mana into it, the creation came alive gently, a touch brighter than wood would normally burn.

“That’s nice,” Lisa said with a smile, bringing out a chair of her own.

One by one, everyone was seated around them. Aryan and Lev sat on one side, whereas Melvine sat in front of them. To his left and right were the two teams, huddled close together and lost in thought.

There were many thoughts to sort through, but at the same time, it had only been relatively few days. Lev couldn’t quite decide if that was fortunate or unfortunate. So much pressure in so little time usually led to disaster, except they had somehow returned to the surface… visibly fine.

Some time later, the Hunter also joined them, having decided to explore their immediate vicinity. It saw them sitting around a fire in confusion, unsure what to do next.

Lev solved that problem by creating a chair befitting the being’s size. It looked like a transparent throne. Taking its cue, the hunter sat down and somehow seemed to understand the mood as well, leaning back to just relax and let the tension flow out.

“How does a dungeon even form?” asked Viktor randomly, glancing at the Hunter. “If you’re alright with talking about it.”

“The process is a mystery to me, young warrior. All I know is that the System only plays a part, and that it doesn’t have absolute control in rifts.”

“We got to see that, I suppose,” Lev mused. “Why is it called a rift now?”

“That is merely the higher form of dungeons, a completely closed-off place instead of something connected to our reality through a permanent portal.”

“So we have to… clear it entirely to leave?” Isabella questioned.

“To my knowledge, yes.”

Tricky, Lev thought to himself. What if the next tier of dungeons has actual missions that need to be carried out to leave? What if the participants fail?

That line of thought was best left unexplored. There was plenty to be scared of already; no need to add more phobias to his life.

The knowledge about rifts was also useful, though he suspected that all of the Masters who wished to explore mythril and higher dungeons were already aware. They had to be, since Sherron had told him about higher-tier dungeons a while ago.

“Hmm, now that we’re out and free, what is the plan?” Lev began, steering the conversation towards a more casual direction. “It wouldn’t even be wrong to say that we have already made more progress than we were supposed to in three months of fighting hordes. Oh, and leave the Night Hunter to me when it emerges. I have a feeling that it’s still in the dungeon.”

“Do you plan to fight the abhorrent alone, Blessed Lev?”

“I mean,” Lev shrugged. “There’s probably a really strong title in store if I manage to defeat it by myself. All skill and class levels are also welcome.”

“Even when we all failed?” Melvine asked.

“We were caught unprepared, and I was low on mana back then. I’ll be ready this time.”

“What did the Runic Warlord say?” Isabella asked, crossing one leg over another. “Did he give any directions?”

“No, he just told me to stay put and not do anything reckless. As if I, of all people, am going to do something stupid.”

No one seemed to be in agreement, which was odd. Lev definitely hadn’t just willingly jumped into a titanium dungeon, which was probably why he had not gotten a different title than the rest.

They will come around soon enough. At least my team is going to be just as wild as me, for the most part.

He was looking forward to the debates between Kayla and Amelia. One of them loved danger just as much as him, and the other was not a fan of that.

Jack, meanwhile, was just going to enjoy that show with Lev.

With a quiet sigh, he continued, “Since our little operation is going to be cut short once I’m done with the Night Hunter, what are you guys going to do next?”

“Return to the citadel?” Elias answered, confused. “Or am I missing something?”

“Hmm, I doubt that’s the only option. Drakys did say that there will be many thousands of Adepts and hundreds of Masters marching to the other locations in a few months. Will you join the defensive forces to keep the fortresses standing or join the exploration teams?”

“We’re going to join the exploration teams,” Isabella spoke up while Elias and his team fell into thought, discussing privately. “It doesn’t only involve fighting monsters. I think the scouts have already discovered three mines and a few other dangerous locations. Mapping them will take a long time.”

“What does that entail?” Aryan piped up, interested. “Do those people need to accompany mappers and escort them back?”

“More or less? They aren’t non-combatants, by the way. With the help of the new communication relays, anyone can map the regions after learning the controls. So you will be fighting alongside the technicians.”

“So it’s more about escorting Adepts and a Master or two? Interesting. Would they not be enough by themselves?”

“Nope.”

“What about the defensive forces?” Elias eventually asked. “How many responsibilities will fall on the shoulders of a Master team?”

“Not more than you’re expecting,” Isabella patiently explained. “I think you will need to participate in a few patrols. They have the rotations set up already. Other than that, you will be deployed in the monster-infested field in fixed cycles and during waves. For the Masters, that routine will be quite rigorous, but nothing quite like the dungeon we were in.”

Lev wondered where she had learned all of that from. Isabella and her team had accompanied Drakys at the start. Perhaps he had revealed all of those details?

Does that mean I’ll be accompanying him next?

That sounded pretty neat. Lev wasn’t one to say no to free training under an Exalted.

“What about you?” Lev asked Melvine.

She didn’t even think for a moment before replying. “I’ll let Sherron decide.”

Well, that’s that.

“And you?” came the question. Unexpectedly, it was from the Hunter and was directed at Lev.

“I will wait for Drakys and see what he has to say about the stag and, well, everything else. After that, I’ll stay at the fort for a while, then move out with Drakys when the next phase begins. There are still four more stronghold locations to secure.”

“Who is Drakys?” the being asked.

“Uh, he’s a third-threshold human. Very strong and also in command of our little group.”

“An Exalted human…”

“Mhm. Pretty much the one person you want to make a good impression in front of, but at the same time, I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

Lev waited for more, but that was enough to sate the Hunter’s curiosity. Their conversations petered off after that, so he retreated into his mind and took stock of his… stocks.

Inside his bubble, shieldwalls, normal walls, and shields were forming rapidly. They were arrayed neatly in a corner, and he had to expand the bubble once again to accommodate them.

Enchanting could wait, though. First, he looked at the disk that he had just barely stopped from getting lost at a great cost. It was still whole and functional, which was saying something about its ridiculousness.

That was only fair, for he had spent all of his remaining miraculous sap on increasing its conductivity. He could no longer create Epic items reliably anymore. The amount of runes required for that would make his barriers explode without the expensive treatment.

Fixing all the nicks and scratches on its edges, he sent a pulse of mana through the pure mana enchantments. All of them lit up in an instant, unblemished from the previous usage.

Now, what do I do about you?

He could hand it over to Drakys and be done with it. More likely than not, the Exalted could use it to great effect. Even if Lev’s passive skills were no longer going to empower the construct, the Exalted’s own skills would probably easily make up for the loss.

That wasn’t even considering all the modifications the man could do on the disk.

Or, I can keep it for rainy days? It did save our hides more than once in the dungeon.

Lev didn’t know what to feel about the disk, so he arranged it horizontally underneath the bubble floor. That would at least let it act as an improvised shield.

Putting it out of his mind, he felt for all of the training orbs. By now, he easily sent puffs of lightning into three of them. The first two layers were cleared immediately, and the next two only required half a minute before the lightning mana was teleported to the base layer with minimal loss.

The exercise had become too easy, but his Mana Manipulation skill felt no closer to evolving.

Going by the name alone, it will probably require me to manipulate large amounts of mana constantly instead of using them in bursts as I do.

That… was going to require a lot more levels and Wisdom under his belt. Or, he could fight weaker monsters to train the skill, which would take a long time due to the lack of a threat to his life.

Safe to say, he could ignore the skill for now. It would follow along eventually. There were other priorities to deal with first.

The pillars in his bubble demanded attention. They had been sitting there too long, and Lev was almost tempted to bring them out during the final battles in the dungeon.

All of them were filled to the brim with runes, except that the formations were few. Absorbing lightning was the primary focus of the constructs, and Lev was hopeful that, since it was his own mana that was going to be reabsorbed, the efficiency would be quite high.

The outer layer of the pillar focused on stealth. He wanted to scatter the pillars discreetly when the Night Hunter showed its face. Once the stage was prepared, he would push for either evolving lightning or aim for something else entirely. That still remained to be seen.

What else is there? He wondered and brought up his status.

[

Name: Lev

Class: Arcane Maelstrom - Level 300

Titles: Reinforced Mind, Extraordinary Soul, Youngest Prodigy, Goliath Slayer III, Daunting Steps VI, Rift Explorer, Hunter, Seen, Survivor I, Titan Slayer, Master Pioneer, Siegebreaker I, Favored of Kassavin, Wisdom Specialist, Epic Crafter

Attributes:

Strength: 300

Dexterity: 300

Constitution: 705

Intelligence: 805

Wisdom: 1060

Perception: 705

Class Skills:

Arcane Barrier Authority - 4th Level 6

Unerring Volley - 4th Level 6

Wrath of the Arcane - 4th Level 7

Arcane Protection - 4th Level 6

Superior Senses - 4th Level 6

Expeditious Empowerment - 4th Level 4

Arcane Passage - 4th Level 4

Mage Conduit - 4th Level 6

General Skills:

Consistent Mana Channeling - 2nd Level 10

Identify

Aerial Maneuvers - 2nd Level 10

Advanced Mana Perception - 2nd Level 10

Gaze of the Marskman - 2nd Level 10

Advanced Barrier Carving - 2nd Level 6

Wanderer's Repository - 2nd Level 4

Fracturing Wave - 2nd Level 4

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery - 2nd Level 9

Trapping - Level 9

]

Trapping is unexpectedly strong.

The General Skill was strange, to say the least. Lev hadn’t used it too much, but he had figured out a few things regardless.

First, the effectiveness of the same trap was only diminished as long as it was expected. Taking his orbs as an example, if an Ebonwalker lost one of its eyes to it, the monster would be wary of more orbs.

That wasn’t quite enough, however.

If the creature had no way to perceive the orb the second time, the construct would be empowered just as much as the first. That was usually how base skills operated, a clean slate to evolve from.

Secondly, the bonus, while small, would add up. The increase in the effectiveness of traps was quite comprehensive. Not only was the infused mana made deadlier, but the barriers themselves became sharper. Lev didn’t even know such an indirect method could sharpen their edges further.

All in all, it was a great find.

There’s also the rune from the Dreamforger Butterfly.

Grinning, he looked inside the repository general skill. A single marvelous new addition made itself known, though his grin slowly dimmed, and then vanished.

Minor Illusion Formation.

That was all. The rune might as well be useless to him. Not only did it not allow him to control the formed illusions, which would result in them being two-dimensional and stationary, but he also didn’t have access to light mana.

And if the rarity of such a converter had something to say, he would not get his hands on that mana type for a long, long time.

Exhaling through his nose, he pushed back his annoyance and focused on the rune’s structure. Unsurprisingly, it outclassed even Flameforged Constitution in complexity, so after a brief look, he shoved the rune to the back of his mind.

At least I can sell it for a fortune.
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  Decompression started as a silent affair, one that gradually morphed into something more.

A few dozen meters away from them, the stag still rested, unconscious. Lev had made sure to cover the boss and themselves in his strongest wards, and they seemed to be working so far.

Lulled by the sense of security, he made the campfire a bit larger and moved slightly further away to summon an enchanted bed. It was one of his most prized possessions.

That had attracted a few odd glances, but ten minutes later, everyone was seated on comfortable furniture, even the Hunter. Lev had created a nice little cushioned sofa for it, one that wasn’t little at all. All of the humans combined would easily fit in the same space that the Hunter used to stretch its legs.

Regardless, the atmosphere now felt more like a camping trip. Steaming food was passed around from his ring, for it was the only one large enough to waste space on such mundane things.

If only the poor sods knew that only a tenth of his ring was full.

Oh, that reminds me.

“By the way,” he sent during a lull in conversation. “The Lightbending Serpent’s corpse is sort of intact. I already harvested the core. The scales and flesh might be useful.”

Only a lukewarm response met his suggestion, so he dropped the matter. They weren’t exactly lacking in wealth, anyway. Personal power allowed them to go out and earn more whenever they wanted.

 “What would you use the body parts for, Blessed Lev?” the hunter asked.

“Me personally? I wouldn’t even keep them. After selling them to a crafter, I’ll store the money until I find something worthwhile to purchase.”

“… What is this ‘money’ you speak of?”

Oh boy.

That derailed the conversation very far off track. Lev spent the next hour or so explaining the concept of currency, barter, and the evolution of buying and selling. Then they reached the idea of using precious metals as wealth, something that both confused the Hunter and also made a surprising amount of sense to the being.

“But why metals? Why not cores or carcasses? Or even food?”

“What would we do with food?” Lev asked with interest.

“Do you not know? The flesh of monsters can be prepared with the right skills and willpower infusion to accept and store pure mana. Over time, it can become highly nutritious and also provide minor but permanent bonuses to one’s body. Granted, it is something only third-threshold beings can accomplish, and only after ages of practice.”

“We don’t have any Exalted cooks…”

“Oh? These cooks are responsible for dealing with meals?”

“Yep.”

“I understand,” the hunter nodded. “What about the rest I mentioned?”

“Metals are just more convenient. Not everyone wants to go out and fight monsters for a living, which would not allow an economy focused on their harvests to be sustainable. Moreover, at higher costs, most people resort to trading runes, cores, items, favors, and even other possessions such as hidden locations and information. Metals are more suited for daily life dealings and retain a lot of value.”

“To think a race born at level zero is so proficient in trade,” the Hunter mused, a hand on its chin.

Hey, that’s rude. We’re not that weak… never mind.

Before Lev could ask about what the Hunters needed cores for, a presence became noticeable. It was incredibly far away, though at her speed, she was going to reach them in a few seconds.

Fortunately, Drakys must have relayed Lev’s warnings about the stag, for Sherron slowed down greatly by the time she became visible on the horizon. Sunrise followed her approach.

When she finally landed amidst their small camp, the first sun was peeking over the horizon, illuminating the flat patch of grass they were resting in.

Her eyes roamed over everyone, observing every little detail, before they swiveled towards the Hunter.

I don’t think this is going to end well… Lev thought with a gulp. Their gazes were locked in a tense standoff, during which the Hunter didn’t even bother to prepare itself for a fight.

Either it had complete faith in Lev’s acquaintances not to be aggressive, or Lev had severely underestimated the being’s strength.

“I have guarded the Blessed of the Sanctuary with my life, Mage,” the Hunter intoned with a severity that Lev had yet to hear from it. “You need not look at me with such suspicion.”

Sherron didn’t lower her guard, though after another few seconds, she inclined her head in a nod. Then she turned towards Lev, and he debated running away until she calmed down.

Unfortunately for him, she would’ve caught up to him with her eyes closed.

“Uhm,” Lev cleared his throat. “I can explain.”

“One week,” Sherron began. “Just seven days. How many times did you risk death during that?”

“Not that many,” he replied, not meeting her eyes. “You know how it goes whenever I enter a dungeon. This time I even came out with two friends!”

Someone stifled a laugh, masking it with a cough. Sherron turned towards Melvine with an icy look, which only seemed to empower the hybrid warrior.

“What? He’s right, you know.”

“Your feedback is not needed.”

“You will have it anyway,” Melvine shrugged, evidently enjoying the situation.

Sherron just gave her a flat stare and turned to look at Lev. He might have squirmed a bit with a nervous smile, which finally cut through her bad mood.

With a sigh, she took a few steps and wrapped him in a hug, which he wholeheartedly returned. Even if no one would ever hear him say it out loud, he had missed her quite a bit, partly due to how much her strength would’ve helped.

“There there,” Lev grinned, patting her head. “Stop worrying so much. I had it mostly under control.”

“Did you?” she remarked, and something in her tone made him drop the act.

“No. Not at all. But we made it out alive, didn’t we? That’s what matters at the end of the day.”

“Idiot,” she whispered.

“Always,” Lev commented, unable to hold back a smile.

The reunion was interrupted when the Hunter moved slightly, turning its head upwards.

“What’s wrong?” Lev asked out loud.

“Another human is observing us, Blessed Lev.”

Who the hell? Lev wondered and followed its gaze, which turned into another reminder of the Hunter’s great strength when he found nothing.

“It’s Drakys,” Sherron informed them, connecting to Isabella’s communication item. “He’s wary for obvious reasons.”

“Can you tell him to stop with the mental probes, Mage? Any other being would’ve taken great offense to such transgressions.”

Sherron considered the implications before summoning a communication tablet. The Hunter relaxed almost immediately after, leaning back into its seat.

Mental probes? Lev wondered. Is that mind magic? What else could it be?

He hadn’t ever heard of that beyond some incredibly dangerous monsters making entire teams disappear. Where had Drakys gotten his hands on such runes?

The answer was surprisingly simple and also present on his status.

“Let’s be civil, shall we?” Lev voiced before tensions could develop. “You can have my word if you still don’t trust the Hunter.”

“It’s not a matter of trust,” Sherron replied, sitting down on his bed. “We simply cannot take any chances.”

“For what is worth, I do not mind this slow procedure, Blessed Lev,” the hunter piped up. “It is only natural to be careful.”

Wow, if I wasn’t thinking too deeply about them both, I would’ve missed the verbal barb… or maybe the Hunter didn’t even intend to instigate anything like that.

Sherron, however, betrayed nothing. Her eyes were calm now, hiding all of her thoughts and emotions.

A short while later, Drakys got close enough for everyone to see, and he wasn’t as reserved as Sherron. The Hunter, too, stood up when the Exalted human landed in front of it.

Lev’s worries spiked, then morphed into confusion. A smirk slowly emerged on Drakys’s face, and to Lev’s immense surprise, the same emotion was visible on the Hunter’s beastly face.

“I was not expecting to ever see you again,” Drakys initiated the conversation, head tilted slightly. “I see you are far from the same.”

“Same to you, human. I still remember snippets of fleeing from your incredible skill in hand-to-hand combat. To think I am so thoroughly outclassed now.”

Drakys extended a hand. The Hunter grabbed it with his own clawed fingers before shaking it.

And just like that, all of the remaining tensions dissolved. Even Sherron was looking on with surprise, reconsidering her stance.

“The name’s Drakys, and you’ve already met my fellow Exalted, Sherron.”

The Hunter dipped its head in a greeting. “I’m afraid I don’t have a name to give, Drakys. My identity is limited to my existence as a Veil Hunter.”

“The Veil…” Drakys echoed, oddly nostalgic. “Is that place still standing?”

“I do not expect it to ever fall, Brawler. Most simply do not have what it would take to bring it down.”

Drakys merely nodded. “I see, I see. And I also hear about some incredible adventures with our young Lev. Shall we discuss those and the implications at length somewhere else?”

The Hunter turned out to be surprisingly receptive to the hidden meanings, not hesitating in agreeing. In a blink, Drakys vanished from sight, just as the hunter dove into the ground to follow him… somewhere.

Lev blinked, and they were gone.

“What the fuck just happened?” Elias whispered.

“For once, I don’t think anyone here knows,” Lev chuckled and poked Sherron’s side. “Did you?”

“Nope.”

“Glad it turned out well though,” Melvine remarked, looking disapprovingly at Sherron. “And you, stop being so paranoid. We were all lounging with the Hunter for a reason. Without it, none of us would be alive.”

Sherron remained silent, only looking back. Then she exhaled deeply, conceded the point, and turned to Lev.

Lev remained silent.

“Do I need to ask?”

“You’re not Alec.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m Sherron. Do I not get special privileges?”

“One hug per question.”

“Heck off.”

Lev laughed and grabbed her in a side-hug. “Alright, alright. What do you want to know?”

“How was it, really?”

“Very bad,” Lev snorted. “I jumped in front of a different, bigger Veil Hunter’s claws to save her,” he said, dipping his head towards Melvine, “and immediately had to prepare myself to face several third-threshold monsters. Looking around also revealed that there was no portal to escape through, so I had to improvise and prepare myself when Melvine entered, and my bubble followed.

“Things turned out pretty well, and thankfully, we were spotted by the Hunter immediately. Still, it didn’t contact us for a while, and only after I started scouting the dungeon with my bubble.”

Lev paused for a moment, then shook his head. “The boss was right in front of us, if quite far away. You can imagine what kind of a shock that was.”

“And you guys decided to prepare for battle instead of looking for an exit or waiting for help?” she asked with a frown, reciprocating the side hug.

“No, the Hunter came to us once we returned to our hideout and explained the situation. It is a very good thing that it did, or we would’ve perished not long after. The stag is very, very strong.”

“How do I compare?”

“I don’t think anyone other than Hakim can be compared, to begin with. Then again, I have no way to know for sure.”

That was not what she was expecting. Her slight widening of eyes and stiffening of shoulders were dead giveaways of Sherron’s shock.

“And you guys… somehow survived?”

“Oh, it didn’t come down to a fight. The initial plan was for the Hunter to distract the stag while we gained levels. Well, the stag somehow managed to retain its sapience and overpowered the curse turning it into a monster. It also offered its neck for me to put it down, but uh, I ignored that, of course. That would’ve been no different than killing a human.”

“Good,” Sherron nodded. “We would’ve had some very lengthy discussions if you had taken it up on that.”

“Naturally,” Lev agreed. “Other than that, I somehow killed a very strong butterfly. It wasn’t exactly focused on defense. At the end… well, more monsters kept showing up from somewhere, but it turned out that portals were forming to other instances. When one of them formed close to the stag and a Veil Hunter almost stepped through, the boss finally made a move.

“The portal snapped shut, bisecting the Veil Hunter. The stag killed it with a single kick, and the same fate befell everything else as it ran to a corner of the dungeon and faced a…”

Lev trailed off, hoping his eyes would convey the message. Sherron looked into them deeply, recognizing the fear after a second.

She panicked briefly, standing up from the bed and scanning everyone. The Masters flinched from the intensity of her gaze. Backed by her aura and willpower, it felt like a storm itself was looking at them, prying open their secrets one after another.

The sensation passed not long after, for she turned to Lev again. He let her presence wash over him with a small smile, feeling the care and affection in the gesture, as well as the depths of her worry.

“It’s alright,” he also stood up and held her hand in his. “I didn’t let anyone get close.”

“You…” she pointed a shaky finger at him. “I swear to Monarch if one day…”

“I won’t let that happen,” Lev said gently after seeing her trail off. “No matter what happens, I will not fall. Not to something like that.”

Both of them just looked at each other. For a small, horrifying moment, they imagined finding the other marching against humanity, possessed by a malicious force beyond their comprehension.

That was enough for him to grab her in a tight hug and thank Monarch and Kassavin for keeping him alive against Chaos. Again.
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  Nothing of note happened for hours. The suns rose to the zenith as they simply relaxed and adjusted their mind to carry out the mission again. Said mission being rousing the mountains, if they wished to do so.

Lev had grown far stronger in the meantime. Even if the changes were mainly increases in skill levels and attributes, both of these things were especially effective on him.

“Where did those two go?” Lev asked after a long period of silence.

“Probably hunting and getting to know each other,” Sherron said with a snort.

Lev approved, though he would rather keep that to himself.

“And what about us?”

“You’re free, of course. The stag is the real issue, and no one can predict how it will react.”

"So we’re not free.”

“If that’s what you want to think,” Sherron shrugged.

“Alright, I’ll set up the stage in the meantime,” Lev said and flew higher. He vividly remembered the dungeon entrance’s location, and the Night Hunter was likely going to come straight up.

When he found a spot directly above the entrance, by his estimates, he lowered and created a mental map.

To his left, a few hundred meters away, began the base of an unassuming mountain. That was the only portion of the natural structure that would be useful to him, for the rest towered high enough to not be visible from his location. To his right, the land was mostly flat, only rising slightly. Ahead and behind, there was nothing but flat grass, which was fortunate. It let him prepare easily.

Pillars were the primary constructs prepared for the duel. They existed to absorb lightning from his slashes, waves, arrows, lances, and everything else. He planned to distribute them in a five-hundred-meter radius from his location, which would cover even the larger explosions.

His armor was next, though he held off for now. Enchanting it to match the occasion would come later.

Before the Night Hunter emerged to the surface, Lev also couldn’t prepare anything underground, lest the creature be tipped off about the trap.

That left his bubble, and for that, he took inspiration from thornlings. They had strong tentacle-like appendages on their backs that also aided their Perception in some way, either due to general sensitivity or the thorny hair.

Lev was still far, far away from crafting something that intricate. Fortunately, he didn’t need to.

The bubble floated a hundred or so meters above ground. It would serve as a central point for his preparations, the node to which all of his barrier cables would connect.

Each cable was much larger than usual as well. Comparable to four of his arms held together, that was the minimum width necessary for carving several long mana absorption formations across its massive length.

Fifty different cables used the bubble as an anchor. All of them extended to some of the furthest pillars, shrouding the sky above him in a net. It wasn’t designed to absorb actual impacts, not even to stop the Night Hunter from leaving the zone.

No, it merely served as a barrier for lightning mana to clash against and be absorbed.

All of the preparations above ground took several hours. Lev worked in silence, trying different methods to enchant the cables and moving the pillars where he expected the battle to reach.

Many of them would shatter, no doubt, which was why he slowly created more and more. His reserves of sap dwindled, and he also made a mental note to look into better treatments, maybe even something more permanent like converters.

“This is rather suicidal,” Isabella commented, joining him. “I can only notice the closest pillars and the bubble. What do you plan to do with all of this?”

“Push my class and senses to their limits,” Lev answered, not offering more details. They would see it all live, anyway.

“There are better ways, in case they slipped your mind.”

“They did not. I am not doing this without reason, either,” Lev answered with a reassuring smile. “Trust me, I know better than to push where I shouldn’t. This whole plan has been in the making ever since I evolved and faced my first third-threshold monster by myself.”

“Which monster?” Isabella asked, interest evident.

“A Flamebreather Gecko,” Lev replied, smirking slightly. “It was so weak now that I think about it. Probably the weakest monster third-threshold monster I have ever faced. Just like Shade Prowlers, it became much less scary when ambush wasn’t a possibility.”

“Huh. And you decided to go look for one so soon after evolving?”

“Of course not,” Lev gave her a look. “I was just out on a patrol with my team, and well, you know how things are around me.”

“That must have been scary,” Isabella said softly, but Lev just smiled.

“Nah, Sherron was tailing me, already expecting something to go wrong. I just went along with the encounter and somehow won.”

“Somehow,” Isabella echoed, shaking her head. “Must have been a spectacle.”

“It was.”

Once Lev was certain that there weren’t any changes or improvements to be made, they returned to their spot near the stag. Sherron was lounging on his bed, idly gazing at the skies.

“Any changes?” he asked, sitting down next to her.

“The amount of blood mana circulation has increased slightly over the last hour,” she answered calmly, not looking at him. “The stag should wake up in a few hours or so.”

“I see,” Lev said and left it at that.

Time passed in peace. Some monsters came close to their camp, which turned out not to be enough to hide them completely. Still, only second-threshold creatures found them, which Elias’s team dealt with.

Aryan also vanished at one point, having spotted trolls. Those were easy pickings for him.

Once the suns were nearing the horizon, Drakys and the Hunter finally returned. The way they walked side by side revealed how their reunion had gone, which put a smile on Lev’s face.

The last thing he wanted was for the Hunter’s efforts not to be recognized.

“I see you’re preparing to finally push past some hurdles,” Drakys remarked once they were within earshot. “Did you know that the abhorrent has already left the dungeon?”

Lev perked up. “No, I didn’t. Did it flee?”

“Nope. It’s right below us.”

The meaning dawned on him over a few seconds. He blinked a few times, then straightened.

It seemed that the duel was nearer than he expected.

**

Day turned to night. The suns gradually vanished completely, leaving them with a crackling fireplace that was slowly illuminated by the bright light of three moons.

Lev gazed at the celestial bodies, trying and failing to decipher any of their secrets.

Is She watching? Or does tonight just randomly have three moons?

There was no answer, as usual. He turned to the waiting company, which included an unconscious stag, two Exalted humans, one Exalted being, and all the other Masters who had accompanied him into the dungeon.

He expected the stag to also wake up during the battle. By now, its wounds were healing at a pace visible to the naked eye. Blood mana battled the corrupted substance clinging to its body, slowly devouring it until it harmlessly scattered into ambient mana.

Lev gave them a grin and tipped an imaginary hat before summoning Stargazer from his ring. Her mana pool was already full, and with Kora’s help, so was his.

With a thought, his armor also appeared around him. Enchantments had already been carved, and by now, he looked considerably larger than his stature would suggest.

Around the armor, two more layers had been carved with painstaking effort. The first layer covered most of it in a thin coating, one meant to serve as a buffer between the enchantments on the armor and the outermost layer.

The second layer was thicker, focusing on protecting the vitals such as the chest, thighs, shoulders, arms, and calves. Each plating was adorned with absorption runes modified to absorb lightning. Those formations were further linked to the armor, where all of the reabsorbed mana would be used for imbuement or channeled into his offense.

Overall, it was excessively focused on a single element. The whole exercise would largely be a waste if not for the element itself.

Lightning was volatile and destructive. That didn’t change when he manipulated it, and by channeling it in huge amounts, Lev was bound to learn a thing or ten about both his armor and the element itself.

Reusing it over and over would also let him positively swim in a dome of the crackling mana, and hopefully, that would hurt the monster more than him.

Fingers crossed, Lev snorted.

The final measure he had taken was to weave a skinsuit out of barrier threads. It wasn’t enchanted and served only a single purpose of acting as a meatshield for his Epic suit, protecting it from the worst of the inevitable burns.

Minutes passed as Lev walked away from everyone else. Once he was close to the prepared stage, Drakys activated some concealment wards that removed the humans and the two non-humans from his senses entirely.

Left alone, he took a deep breath and passed by the first few pillars. They were hidden with a tiny stream of shadow mana, increasing the effectiveness of the concealment.

More constructs passed by him. The bubble was similarly concealed and floating above him at the previously chosen height, all of the cables wrapped around it for now.

Before he could reach the middle of the prepared stage, the ground rumbled slightly. Kicking the ground hard enough to crack it, he jumped. Claws passed through where his legs had been a moment before, oh-so-familiar in shape but much smaller.

The Night Hunter fully emerged once the ambush failed, looking at Lev with baleful eyes. Shoulders hunched, it remained ready to lunge at a moment’s notice, but stayed stationary when Lev just looked at it.

[Night Hunter - Level 443]

 Another 23 levels since we last faced it, hmm?

Lev was quite satisfied with his own growth in the dungeon, but the Night Harvester outclassed even that. No doubt, it had faced many foes and triumphed over them, including even a third-threshold Veil Hunter.

Or, perhaps, it had left the dungeon through some other means. No matter how strong it was, Lev couldn’t imagine the abhorrent defeating the boss. Even the strength of its aura was far, far from strong enough to betray that level of power.

At least you’re letting me form barriers underground by stupidly staring at me.

The chances were negligible, but Lev still waited. If the being turned out to possess sapience, he would immediately reconsider his stance.

Their standoff continued for another few seconds, and he had to give up on that line of thought. Nothing but madness and bloodlust shone in its gaze, boiling in anticipation to tear into him.

A thrum went through the area, and only then did the Night Hunter recognize its mistake. Up above, all of the barrier nets were revealed, covering a large area around them.

Underneath, a barrier bowl had formed to block its path of escape. There were multiple layers to it, and all of them were enchanted with durability, ready to be enhanced the moment it tried to flee.

Or if it even did. He wasn’t sure yet.

Lev made use of that distraction, firing a lightning bolt through his right arm. The monster almost dodged it, getting clipped on the shoulder as it was sent spinning.

A pillar blocked its path, and a few others were also revealed as a decent bunch of the lightning was absorbed. Lev eagerly teleported it back into his armor and channeled it into his arm again.

To his pleasant surprise, the reabsorbed amount was more than half of the original, almost 60%. The loss wasn’t negligible by any means, but he was more than ready to pump every pillar full of lightning.

His musings were painfully cut short when a clawed fist blurred towards his chest, reminding him that the Night Hunter was a mighty foe, one that even Melvine had struggled against.

Stargazer’s pole tried and failed to deflect it, the force behind the punch too great. Lev shot backwards like a cannonball, smashing into an invisible shieldwall to arrest his momentum.

He ducked, dodging a kick heading for his forehead. It tore straight through the fully powered shieldwall, and he didn’t have any illusions about how that would’ve gone for his skull.

Before it could advance, a wave of lightning rushed out of his armor, slowing the hunter briefly. Stargazer landed on its side with the force of a landslide, and all that weight was not to be denied.

The Night Hunter broke through several invisible shields, and while Lev could’ve let it fly further and prepared an offense, the creature would’ve broken through one of his pillars.

Tricky…. They’re not built to withstand even a single hit.

He decided to go all out from the start. Already, motes of moonlight were starting to swirl in the air, morphing and gliding inside the creature’s body.

Rolling his shoulders, he gave his willpower just one order. It immediately set upon the task, converting a steady stream of mana from both his and Stargazer’s pool into lightning and channeling it into every single construct outside the bubble equally.

Holding the glaive with a slightly loose grip, he powered up a Fracturing Wave and advanced.
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  Flying in a straight line turned out to be a mistake. The hunter lunged at him much faster than expected, sending them both rolling for dozens of meters. Claws carved grooves in his armor, unable to find a deeper purchase before he pushed them away.

Lev got himself under control first and thrust Stargazer at the monster’s face. It leaned backwards in a fluid motion, so he forced the glaive to move downwards and launch a point-blank Fracturing Wave at the monster’s collarbone.

The sudden explosion violently jolted all of his senses, but the effect was muted. Lev was already prepared for the feedback and instead focused on the pillars.

Lightning rushed into them in spades. The constructs suffered mild damage, one that was absorbed by the now-useless concealment layers. Lev fixed them with a thought and teleported all of the reabsorbed lightning and rushed through the flames.

With his vision and senses impaired, Stargazer barely came up in time to block a swipe. The impact came and went, powered through with raw mental strength, and he kicked straight ahead with a ton of lightning in his limb.

The attack missed, but the wave of lightning that erupted from his leg engulfed the hunter completely. Much of it was soaked up by the pillars again, and he channeled it into his glaive while flying through the crackling blast.

This time, he made it just in time to land a clean punch on the monster’s face. Another blast of lightning followed, hurling it backwards with enough force to cause a shockwave.

A Fracturing Wave tailed its flight. Mid-air, it could do nothing to defend itself. The slash slammed into it hard, and even though it didn’t lose cohesion immediately, the attack carried it straight into a shieldwall.

Then it exploded, and Lev had to pause and reconsider his plan. Too much lightning had been used to power that skill for him to continue. Burns were showing on his leg from the earlier kick already. He had to be more careful.

All of the lightning and fire dispersed as an unholy shriek echoed in his sphere of pillars and cables. Lev winced, belatedly remembering that he hadn’t prepared any sound wards, only for his eyes to widen when a silvery-grey blur flew at him faster than he could react.

Claws punctured into his armor, causing deep cuts on his chest, but failing to dig deeper. Lev swiped with Stargazer to disengage, missing when the hunter took two steps back and lunged again.

This time, his brain was in overdrive. A wave of lightning shot out of his armor, slowing the monster down. Stargazer’s blade passed inches from its head as a thrust missed. Lev let go of the glaive and blocked a punch. Pain shot up his crossed arms from the sheer strength of the monster. Its speed, too, was higher than his absurd lightning imbue.

The monster’s knee grazed against his torso, still leaving a groove on his armor plating. He fixed it and grabbed the leg with his right hand, releasing a lightning bolt inside his palm.

With an agonized wail, it tried to tackle him. Lev let go and darted backwards, baiting it. It once again rushed in a straight line, and he spun out of its way. His right hand found Stargazer’s pole during the motion and brought it down in a diagonal slash.

The glaive landed on the back of the hunter’s head like a meteor. It crashed into the ground and slid forward, digging a groove in its wake. Lev was only a step behind, his leg loaded with lightning, slamming into the hunter’s chest when it tried to get up.

A shieldwall landed in the path of its flight, arresting the monster’s momentum. Lev infused a bit of willpower into a small Fracturing Wave and fired it before it could recover from the collision.

The slash, more stable than usual, pinned it against the construct while trying to dig deeper. That also opened it up just enough for Stargazer’s blade, which dug into its neck.

Unfortunately, its thin, wiry flesh resisted even the Superior glaive’s sharpness long enough for the shieldwall to shatter. Seeing that cutting it open was not really possible, Lev also released his hold on the fracturing wave, making it explode between them.

Much of the lightning was reabsorbed. Again, he formed a small Fracturing Wave and waited. Ropes dove down from his bubble, arriving just in time to trap the hunter in a net. Lightning erupted from all of them at once, searing into its skin.

Lev dashed inside the maelstrom, glaive at the ready. An overloaded bolt from his right arm led the charge, his Perception skills proving their worth when the attack landed on the monster despite the visual and sensory impairments.

Things took a turn for the worse when, amidst that chaotic storm, something silvery stood out in his senses. His glaive was bashed aside before he could prepare for the burst of strength.

His chest wasn’t caved in only because he mentally overcame the limit he had set on himself. Lightning charred his skin as a hand shining with immense infusion slapped the incoming punch. It was only partially successful, though Lev used the rebound to move out of the way.

Then, after making sure the monster was watching, he reversed the momentum of his arm. The last thing it saw was Lev’s smirk as it was backhanded across the battlefield, straight into a pillar.

Oh, it’s pissed.

Lev waited with bated breath as the Night Hunter’s aura was fully revealed and emboldened with mana. It possessed a strange hollowness, as if deprived of something vital.

That mystery was solved in the next instant as a pulse of willpower went out. Too morbidly curious, Lev didn’t interrupt and instead converted more lightning, watching as moonlight was influenced in a way he couldn’t hope to comprehend as he was.

Something more than class and willpower was at play there, an ability that simply wasn’t meant for humans.

The amount the creature was trying to control was too much, however. Moonlight resisted fiercely, and it almost seemed like Night Hunter would fail in its endeavor.

It then displayed an unnatural degree of intelligence and shortened the radius from which it was trying to pull moonlight. The heightened sphere of influence overpowered the element as streams of it rushed into its body, and Lev knew that it was time to make use of his entire class now.

Arrows bombarded the hunter, yet they didn’t disrupt its rapid absorption. Lances flew at it next, aimed around it in a circle to bathe it in lightning.

That did the trick and cut off most of the moonlight. Lev swung his glaive first, launching another small Fracturing Wave, and then flew in.

His own element sought to fry him inside his armor. He pushed through the pain and focused solely on the monster. Gaze of the Marksman let him see that it was about to dodge the slash, so he utilized his latest general skill.

An orb materialized behind the hunter. Lightning infused it in a blink, faster than it could swat the orb away or prepare for the abrupt explosion.

Stunned, the Fracturing Wave also landed on its chest, dragging it along its path into a shieldwall. Lev was a split second behind, half of his focus on the ongoing thrust, and the other on the lance he was preparing above the battle.

Stargazer cut deep into the monster’s arm. Lev had already deduced that bisecting or beheading the monster wasn’t viable, especially not after it was steadily absorbing moonlight to empower its body. So, he aimed for the next best thing. Guessing based on human anatomy, he slashed where he expected tendons in the right arm to be, though his gamble failed when the nearly torn limb moved just fine to grab Stargazer’s blade.

The Fracturing Wave exploded before Lev could be punched in the face. The shieldwall shattered, but this time, he ignored the spasms in his muscles and barreled through the blast. Reaching the thoroughly stunned monster, he overloaded his arm with lightning and struck its chest with his palm. In the same instant, a lightning bolt rushed out of the limb, throwing them both away from each other due to the power packed inside.

Unaware of his own deteriorating state, Lev kept his eyes peeled. He could just barely see the hunter’s form flying through the air. His senses worked better than his eyes, and slowly, the feedback in his mind improved marginally.

Lev could see how the lightning clung to its form. Despite how thin the monster was, it still had blood vessels and a vital fluid that coursed through its body. The crackling blue element eagerly targeted that, digging into its flesh with a purpose amidst the immense destructive potential.

This is it, Lev held his breath, watching with wide eyes as time seemed to slow down.

Too much lightning had dug into the hunter for it to recover quickly. As it flew through the air, paralyzed from shocks, an overloaded lance tore through the air and landed on its forehead.

All of Lev’s being observed the result. The lance disintegrated as all of the mana stored inside found an outlet. Lightning tore through the barrier structure and enchantments without mercy, uncaring that the runes were only meant to make it more effective.

For a brief instant, Lev also got to see his enchantments running purely on lightning. A few compatible runes benefited greatly, but the rest were ruined immediately.

The explosion that followed was almost too fast to peer into.

In its usual fashion, lightning expanded rapidly. The excess power and heat were channeled into the ambient, neutral air and mana, easily setting it alight.

As the two destructive elements approached, Lev scanned his mind. Two metaphorical doors existed in his head. The first, representing lightning as an element, remained tightly sealed. No amount of observation and testing was enough to nudge it open, so he turned to the second door.

Feeling his attention, it creaked slightly. It opened an almost negligible amount, as if inviting him to grab the handle and do the honors himself.

He knew that it wasn’t enough yet. There was still something missing, something in his path that he had been neglecting for too long now.

It was a long shot, anyway, Lev thought to himself with a long exhale. The blast slowly enveloped him, putting a tremendous strain on his armor. Heat, electric current, force, and many other things combined hammered into the barrier construct from every angle, causing cracks to form in a few places.

Regretfully taking his attention off the blue element, he instead noted how he was repairing his armor. The process was automatic, requiring barely a nudge to his willpower. Runes were also considered during the repairs, though that needed more input on his part.

He latched onto that feeling. His class made amazing use of runes, and combined with his general skills, they were the strongest amplifiers in his kit. Enchantments operated on all of his moves, not just improving them, but also adding special effects like the lightning bolt and fireball on his arms.

The purpose of each rune, too, sang to him. Wherever his mind scanned, the enchantments readily stood out, showing all of their inner workings and flaws. Combined with his Epic Crafter title, Lev knew that he had done more than enough in this aspect of his class.

Lightning is off the table, he mused, taking mental notes while watching the storm unfold. Runes are working as best as they can be at the moment. Not much to improve there. My offensive capabilities are also pretty much maxed out. The two recent evolutions to my Perception skills have also covered that aspect of things, which only leaves…

Stargazer. His glaive was the lacking component, mostly due to the lack of formal training. Lev had spent hours upon hours observing his friends and also all the other people he had met on his trips.

Some had styles more fit for shorter weapons, such as Elias and Aryan. Their footwork, especially, allowed them to almost fly on the ground, covering distance in a few steps.

Surprisingly, Melvine’s style also wasn’t as compatible with his as he imagined. Sure, it had all the power and flexibility he needed, but it was adapted to her element. Wherever she went, a domain of the mist followed. It was an integral part of her fighting style, a fifth limb that she commanded with as much ease as her greatsword.

Lev didn’t quite have something like that, nor did he plan to shroud every battle in fire or lightning. That just didn’t make sense.

Zack fought without weapons, and while his style was admirable in its raw power and straightforwardness, Lev needed something more befitting a glaive.

That brought him to Viktor’s fighting style. A shield and an axe, the very definition of a stalwart warrior. Stable footing that focused on standing his ground, and a posture refined to absorb impacts and power through direct hits to return them.

His axe moved with calculated efficiency, just enough to shear through flesh and bone, but never too fast to unbalance the warrior. And yet, his moves always had potential for more, swung intentionally wide to be sped up or slowed as needed.

That wasn’t possible through just training and honing one’s instincts. The human brain could only do so much at once, which belied Viktor’s exceptional use of body enhancement and other active skills.

In comparison, Lev only had his Mana Manipulation, Arcane Barrier Authority, Fracturing Wave, and Glaive Mastery skills, none of which could compare to a proper melee class active skill by themselves.

Combined, though…

Inside that blast of lightning and flames, Lev’s mind considered many possibilities. All of his considerable brainpower was assigned to a single task, and in that decisive moment, he made his choice. Lightning had to take a backseat.

It was time for Stargazer to shine.
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  Stargazer was a unique existence. Superior in both rarity and power, the glaive had aided Lev greatly since he had obtained it. No matter the monster he was facing, the combined physical and magical might had always been enough. The few times he had been nearly overwhelmed, it was simply because he could not fully unleash the glaive’s potential, and not because it was lacking.

It had, however, given him a lot to think about. Lev’s class was an enigma throughout the plains, a combination of skills so potent that a human Master simply could not make full use of it. Even right now, he was certain that it would continue to surprise him, regardless of how abnormal his strength already was.

Stargazer, though, wasn’t even a part of that class. She was connected to it indirectly through the use of his barriers and a general skill, and yet, the glaive was arguably the strongest tool in his kit.

That discrepancy was the roadblock he had to deal with. He could aim for an Extension General Skill, the likes of which were nearly impossible to obtain after evolving to Adept. He could also try to keep the glaive completely separate from his class and treat it like a tool.

Even as pain wracked his body from the rapid healing and electrocution, he made a face. The second option was truly distasteful.

The chances of forging an Extension General Skill in any reasonable timeframe were also negligible, so he ruled that out as well.

Which leaves using it as a focus for all my magical attacks, or to elevate it higher and alter the direction of my next evolution entirely.

The former would be a massive disservice to the glaive. Stargazer was a bladed weapon, one meant to cut and pierce. No matter how potent all the enchantments were for using her as a casting focus, it was never the true purpose of the weapon.

This is it, huh? No longer a pure mage, but a hybrid mage who would be weakened without his glaive.

That was… acceptable. Lev had observed the ins and outs of Stargazer for a long time now. If the worst came to pass, he could recreate her from scratch, albeit only as the lower Epic rarities. Creating a Superior weapon was still decades, if not centuries, away.

This really is it, then.

With a sigh, he let himself be dragged along the lightning blast. It failed to damage his armor meaningfully, letting him create distance and mentally prepare himself for what was to come.

Over several long seconds, the explosion died down, revealing a Night Hunter that still stood on both legs. Dark blood dripped down its forehead where the lance had impacted directly, the wound writhing like maggots struggling to rejoin.

Lightning had damaged the flesh enough that restoring the charred area into a usable form took priority, negating any attempts at regeneration. It was yet another insight into evolving the element, which Lev banked for later.

He didn’t rush in and instead looked inwards, searching for any regrets or uncertainties about what he was going to do.

Nothing stood out. Lev had known for far too long that, regardless of how much he tried to slow it down, his talents would eventually fall short of the class’s power. Solutions demanded more than just resources. He needed something that wouldn’t hinder him in any way, something that would only empower without downsides.

A potential answer had been presented in the form of Stargazer. Initially, he had asked for a glaive to be useful in melee combat. His hand-to-hand combat skill was no longer useful unless he made some drastic changes to his armor, and that wasn’t viable.

Over the years, the glaive had stopped being just a glaive and instead had become an aid in everything related to his class.

Forgotten knowledge resurfaced, clicking into place. Four different Exalted had seen Lev ask for a glaive that would grow with him, and none of them had batted an eye.

Why was that? He now knew the answer. Their experience had already revealed that Lev would eventually struggle to control his class, leaving potential power on the table. Or they had simply discussed it in advance, which was also fine.

Either way, the Exalted had secretly encouraged him with their silent approval. They knew better than anyone else what taming an extremely powerful class entailed. Even Hakim, the strongest human by a long shot, used a greatsword of an unidentifiable rarity.

Drakys had his massive collection of runes, which no doubt hid many secrets. He had urged Lev to train more, to not let any skill progress linger. The Exalted could rely on his absurd runes and his physique to bring out his class’s potential, but the barrier mage had no such advantages.

Lev was now following their footsteps, an unstoppable force in the making. That realization alone sent sparks of inspiration buzzing into his brain, making it discard any notions of staying a mage purely any longer.

He had a lot of power to claim, and he was going to seize every last bit of it.

Stargazer’s blade thrummed with suppressed potential as all of the currently absorbed and converted lightning was teleported into the blade. Backed by the vast enchantments, the blade vibrated but held, refusing to break down.

Lev straightened and started redoing the enchantments on his armor. No longer did he need the runes focused on lightning. Kinetic Absorption appeared on all of the platings. They weren’t connected to any converters, either.

No, he planned to use all of the absorbed force for himself.

With a thought, all of the absorption pillars in his vicinity were uprooted. His bubble lowered in a split second, a hole opening on its exterior to let the pillars be safely tucked away, while dozens of prepared shieldwalls floated out of it.

All of his reserves for the strongest defensive constructs were deployed in a roundabout way. They remained invisible, hovering mid-air with their weight momentarily reduced.

Ahead of him, the Night Hunter stood still, healing and waiting. Anger, rage, pure bloodlust wafted off it in waves, telling Lev in no uncertain terms what kind of chaos would ensue the moment he made a move.

Just to be certain, he made the armor turn passive for a brief instant. Giving it the cockiest grin he could manage, he turned up his nose for a split second while displaying the same emotions through his aura.

I mean, I know it’s more than enough durable to be a good dummy, but that won’t mean much if it doesn’t have the aggression to make me truly exert myself.

At least he knew that the monster was sentient enough to recognize the taunt for what it was, especially the spirit in which it was delivered. The shriek that followed was equal parts physical and ethereal, exploding outwards in tandem with the monster’s aura that lay claim to all of the moonlight in the air.

Time to finally evolve this skill. He grinned widely, realizing that the trial in front of him wasn’t nearly as easy as he wanted it to be.

His preparations began with bringing all of his willpower to bear and infusing both his armor and Stargazer with it. The training orbs had been designed specifically to let him improve his control over smaller quantities of mana, and while he wasn’t going to use actually tiny amounts, it was still time to make good use of that practice.

With willpower assisting his manipulation, Lev moved at the same time as the hunter. He started large, teleporting a chunk of converted fire mana into his armor before evolving it to blue fire.

Lightning joined the fire imbue, amplifying his speed severalfold. Man and monster reached each other in a blink, and he made use of the excess mana types infusing his armor.

Remembering the feeling of using kinetic energy to empower his movement, Lev copied it during the clash. From the soles of his feet that pressed against the ground hard enough to leave deep footprints, fire and lightning traveled with all of the generated force.

The former was to empower his strength, whereas the latter was to make it happen fast enough to keep up with his Perception. Both of the blue elements worked in a beautiful harmony due to his passive skills, traveling through the barrier armor from his feet to his arms, all of it in a blink.

Stargazer blurred diagonally, smashing into the hunter’s palm. Claws stopped dead long before they could reach his neck, pushed back from the rebound. Lev’s glaive met the same fate, bouncing away just as much as the monster’s arm.

We’re evenly matched…

That made his smile a tad more manic. The Night Hunter, an abhorrent nearly a hundred and fifty levels higher than his own class, actively using moonlight to empower itself, had just failed to overpower him.

While remarkable, the achievement wouldn’t have been so impressive if Lev hadn’t just gotten started.

The impact of the strike coursed through his armor, a part of it absorbed and stored as kinetic energy. Again, the dual destructive elements surged in his armor, both infused and imbued to trace his move.

Taking a step back while wreathed in lightning, he stepped forward while blazing with blue fire. Stargazer blurred in a straight line, almost catching the hunter’s side.

The thrust was loud enough to rival cannonfire due to the sheer power packed in it. It missed by a hair’s breadth, leaving the monster exposed for a blink.

Lev turned things up a notch in that instant. On top of fire and lightning, the lump of kinetic energy in his armor was applied to the overall movement through runes, giving him yet another small boost as his fist buried itself into the hunter’s gut.

It went through a shieldwall before stopping against a second. Lev was already moving, noting how his skills benefited from each element.

Lightning had the most profound effects. While the armor was overloaded, it became more receptive to enchantments and infusion. Controlled Enhancement formation operated constantly in the background, creating a baseline for the elements to work on.

Surprisingly, both of the elements had a similar effect on speed. Heavier lifting was the culprit, using the speed and strength from lightning and fire, respectively, to empower his flight.

With kinetic energy mixed in, the speed was almost too much for him to handle. A single dash was enough to cross the dozens of meters between him and the hunter, one that wasn’t caught unprepared.

Stargazer vibrated from the blue fire infusion, swung diagonally. The hunter dodged the telegraphed swing, though the shieldwall right behind it limited the options. Seeing no way but forward, it lunged, only for a kick wreathed in lightning to slam into its chest.

Once again hurled into the shieldwall, the monster just barely brought its arms up in time to block the bottom of Stargazer’s haft that followed his kick. It smashed into the locked limbs from below, pushing them upwards and opening up the hunter for a clean strike.

Blue fire and lightning worked in equal measure as the glaive’s twirl completed and the blade returned to the forefront. A thrust went out, executed to the best of his ability, and empowered from beginning to end by both elements and kinetic energy.

The attack exploded forward, catching the monster directly for the first time. Blade and flesh battled for a moment before the latter gave in. Stargazer sank several inches and released a payload of mixed elements inside.

That was the most Lev could do, however. His defensive construct, used to pin the hunter, shattered. It escaped, but that didn’t matter anymore. He knew what had to be done.

With every passing moment, the Night Hunter was gaining strength. The new wound used up a significant portion of the absorbed moonlight, but just like Lev’s armor, its body was a weapon molded for carnage. It would overtake him in strength in no time.

Again.

A burst of lightning, and he reached the monster. Blue fire for the opening move, focusing on maximum weight and strength. The diagonal slash was evaded once again, and this time, the monster was wary of the upcoming kick.

Instead, four combined ropes smashed on top of its head. It didn’t fall to the ground, stubbornly remaining on its feet. Bent as it was, however, Lev dumped lightning into his armor and closed in.

Once there was no longer a need for increased speed, blue fire empowered the full force of his kick as his foot rose from the ground, charring it in the process. The flat of his foot landed on the Night Hunter’s chin with a satisfying smack, launching it straight upwards, directly in the path of a lance.

Again.

Darting inside the explosion, his eyebrows rose when the hunter somehow spasmed hard enough to dodge his downwards slash.

No matter.

It was still mid-air, and the follow-up did its job. The hunter hit a floating shieldwall, bouncing into the path of another lance.

Before it even hit the ground, Lev was already there, noting how the monster’s wounds healed even more quickly. It righted itself faster, too.

Again.

A net formed a small distance behind the creature. He didn’t look at it, not wanting to give it away. Instead, he redid the same predictable diagonal slash, watching as the hunter took a step back, only to find no shieldwall blocking its path.

The slash dodged, it warily scanned its surroundings while waiting for the next move. No ropes descended this time, and when Lev twirled the glaive once again, it became bolder, rushing in to disrupt the motion.

Its foot landed on a barrier spike that erupted out of the ground, hidden in advance with the help of his plates. The construct cut deep enough to draw blood, letting Stargazer’s pole slam into the side of its face, launching it towards the net.

Lightning streamed into the threads, stunning the monster for a split second as the element looked for all cuts and blood on its body.

Lev was on it in an instant. The same diagonal slash was repeated, except it was done with all of his attention this time. The attack was aimed at the hunter’s chest, putting as little pressure on the net as possible while also cutting as deeply as possible.

The resulting groove was carved with a spray of blood. Stargazer’s momentum stopped halfway through the durable flesh, only to get stuck.

Lev was flying through the air before he could react, but that was fine. An orb materialized where he had been a moment before, releasing a big payload of lightning.

Again.

Each clash ended in his victory. The hunter refused to give up, healing with its endless supply of moonlight. It gained two levels in the process, reaching a total of 445.

They didn’t matter. Whenever the monster retaliated, a lance or an orb thwarted its advance. Over and over, Lev opened with the same moves, improving them with each attempt while learning from his mistakes.

His mana dwindled, slowly enough to observe in excruciating detail how the hunter empowered itself. The monster’s strength was rising almost exponentially, on the cusp of overwhelming Lev entirely.

And yet, he didn’t stop or make any moves to end the battle. He simply waited, feeling his skill evolution slowly click into place.

The thirty-second exchange began with the diagonal slash, which, to the monster’s credit, was evaded with minimal movements. It had learned, too.

Stargazer’s twirl was also avoided, momentarily confusing the creature as no constructs tried to impede its assault. Seeing no reason to hesitate, its claws soon raked across his armor, slashing deep enough to disrupt some of the platings’ enchantments.

Its hand exited the other side of the armor’s chest, landing into Lev’s waiting palm. His fist closed around the claws hard enough for them to cut into the barrier construct and into his flesh, but he paid that no mind.

Yanking the hunter forward, he headbutted it with a truckload of lightning. Guided by his manipulation, Stargazer spun by itself, slamming into the hunter’s back.

Unbalanced, he grabbed it by the neck and, with an infusion of fire, tossed it into his assembled flood of floating constructs.

The hunter bounced off a shieldwall and right into an orb. Disoriented, another heavy shieldwall slammed into it from below, launching it upwards, where barrier ropes grabbed it and threw it towards Lev.

He waited on the ground, glaive held by the edge of her pole. Tracking the hunter’s flight, he swung Stargazer in a full circle. At the start of the swing, the glaive connected with the hunter’s torso, and her momentum made it fly along the move.

When it ended, the hunter retained all of the momentum from the earlier toss and flew into a massive construct. Three shieldwalls had been melded together during the earlier exchanges, forming an insanely durable block that the monster crashed into. Cracks formed from the impact, but the same damage locked it in that position for long enough for two orbs to do their job. One near its feet, the other above its head. All of the released lightning provided Lev with one singular instant, the fruit of his efforts.

Time seemed to slow down. His entire class came together for the final move. Lightning mana flooded his glaive, for it would form a sharper Fracturing Wave.

Perception skills let him see the exact location of the hunter through the twin blasts, and he tweaked his lightly held glaive’s position in preparation.

Barrier Manipulation began the throw. Clasped by his armor, Lev made minor adjustments to Stargazer’s trajectory as it flew out of his hand, its weight and angle perfectly calculated.

All speed and sharpness bonuses were activated for that throw. Now a projectile, Stargazer’s momentum was altered slightly by his mind. It slowly turned horizontal instead of tracing its trajectory like a thrown spear, aligning the blade’s length with the hunter’s neck.

Meanwhile, fire, lightning, and kinetic mana were running rampant in Lev’s armor. With a surge of willpower, he brought that ridiculous amount of power under control, if only for a moment. That was enough. His skills, his body, his mana manipulation, and every other eligible part of his status came together to empower the dash.

The very air was set alight from his instantaneous acceleration. Not a single drop of mana leaked from his armor as he crossed the distance to the immobilized hunter in the same moment as his glaive.

Just before Stargazer’s blade could connect, his hands closed around the edge of her pole. With one last surge of strength borne of his body and armor, the glaive accelerated even further, and yet he could only watch with his eyes wide as saucers as two beastly hands rose just in time to catch the blade.

In that slowed moment, Lev felt the impact from the collision roll through his very bones. The blade bit deep into both the palms and the neck, but that also sapped a chunk of the strike’s momentum.

That was unacceptable. Pure mana roared into his armor, overloading it until hair-thin cracks appeared on its limbs. His arms underneath trembled from the physical exertion, so Stargazer could cut just a little deeper.

And it did. The blade slid further a smidgen, finally releasing the prepared Fracturing Wave inside the neck.

A small shriek escaped the Night Hunter’s throat before it was charred. Gurgles sounded through the expanding lightning, falling on deaf ears as Lev completed the same diagonal slash he had repeated dozens of times during the battle.

The Fracturing Wave was the final piece of the puzzle. Almost on its own, willpower transferred from his glaive and armor to the mana slash, manipulating the slipping mana back into shape to make the wave thinner, sturdier, and deadlier.

With a crack loud enough to be heard from kilometers away, the Night Hunter’s spine shattered, finally relieving its body of its head.

The passage of time returned to its normal flow. Lev’s momentum carried him further as the glaive easily tore through the giant shieldwall. By his side, the empowered Fracturing Wave also flew in the same direction, so he hastily formed a few walls in his path.

Each construct he barreled through lessened his momentum with painful collisions. After twenty or so, he stopped and flopped on the ground, too tired to move.

The slash carried on, angled downwards due to the direction of his strike. It tore through the ground and kept digging deeper and deeper, already several dozen meters below the surface.

With a sigh, Lev called his bubble and grabbed his body with a rope before throwing it inside. Protection enchantments came alive as he used the last bit of mana remaining inside Stargazer’s core, primed to resist the inevitable explosion.
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  The bubble was jostled violently from multiple shockwaves, each erupting with more gusto than the last.

Unpowered, the construct was dragged along the force, back to where the spectators were watching. Walls of pure kinetic energy rose around him as the blast approached, nullifying the lightning’s advance without batting an eye.

Normally, it would’ve been an awe-inspiring sight that would’ve given him much to think about. In that moment, however, Lev was barely more than a goldfish, unable to look past the changes taking place in his head.

After years of using and evolving his class, he had finally done it. A scratch had appeared on the tip of the iceberg that was Mana, and it was overwhelming.

Raw, unadulterated knowledge slammed into his mind. Vague concepts about harmony with the world, conversion of energies, souls, and their effects on mana, and so much more.

Then it all died down. His eyes fluttered open with a gasp, mind too scrambled to form a thought.

What… the… fuck!?

Something was strange. Very strange. Covered in his armor, his brain struggled momentarily to control his limbs. One instant, they were normal, and the next, they were covered in runes and platings.

The damage to his bubble screamed into his mind, urging him to redirect a bit of willpower to fix the cracks and runes. Stargazer was still in his hands, and she blazed like a sun.

Curiosity piqued, he peered deeper into the glaive. Odd flows of mana coursed through her structure. His brain took a moment to realize that they were runes, and when he did, their meaning jumped into his mind all at once.

It wasn’t quite comparable to how Arcane Supremacy had overwhelmed his mind, but the jolt from information overload was painful regardless. The hazy, drunken state evaporated with a yelp, one loud enough to echo in the bubble.

Holy shit.

Lev sat up. The barrier armor immediately demanded all of his focus due to the sheer ease with which he had performed the move. As if feeling his interest, willpower responded more smoothly than ever before, diving into his armor and showing all the changes.

There were… none, actually. Head slightly tilted, he scanned the armor from head to toe again, reaching a single conclusion.

I’m connected to it more thoroughly, somehow?

Indeed, the armor was still the same. It hadn’t suddenly become stronger or more durable, nor were the enchantments affected much.

It was the user who had changed. All of the mana in the construct, the way it swirled inside runes, his own control over the mana fed to them both from his pool, he could observe it much clearer than before, as if someone had given him glasses to see better.

Turning to Stargazer warily, he breathed out a sigh when he saw none of the previous phenomena on display. It would’ve been nice to look at it with a more critical and controlled eye.

Grabbing her pole, he looked at the broken blade. More than half of it had exploded in the last move, leaving the rest chipped and cracked.

The blade regrew over a few seconds as he stood up and looked over his body. Mana poisoning was rampant, though it wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. Restoration mana had been working throughout the battle, saving him from the worst.

Interesting. I still have 30% of my combined reserves. Did the lightning reabsorption really save that much?

It made sense. A large chunk was captured by his pillars, and if the recent change had anything to say, the efficiency had likely improved considerably throughout the battle.

There was also the matter of Stargazer. His grip on her was firmer, possessing confidence that he didn’t know he had. Lev grinned. The skill had definitely evolved, though first, he had something to check up on.

From the day they had seen it, the Night Hunter had stumped them all. It was an abhorrent, sure, but why was it the way it was?

Like the infected Chaos core he had once found, the hunter’s core was also going to give him answers. Or, well, it would if the creature even had a core.

Glancing behind him, the humans, the Hunter, and the now-awakened Stag were waiting for him. He ignored them as the bubble flew forward, towards a half-decimated combination of shieldwalls.

Fortunately, the lightning slash had exploded far away. The Night Hunter’s corpse was still embedded in the barrier block, twitching from the remnants of lightning inside.

Barrier threads dug into the charred, black skin. A glance was enough to deduce that there was no core inside the torso, though he still searched thoroughly.

Almost instantly, the threads clinked against something solid. Lev measured the thing’s size and width before cutting open that area with Stargazer, finding the task easy without any passive and active skills enhancing the corpse.

Out came a mana crystal. As wide as two of his fingers and as long as his palm, Lev’s eyebrows shot up in surprise when the crystal tried to destabilize his armor and devour the mana comprising it.

[

Greater Mana Crystal - Oversaturated - Mutated

This particular crystal has been exposed to the boundless greed of a Veil Crawler and has been altered at the core.

The crystal exerts a pull on any and all mana in its vicinity, especially on Moonlight. Be wary of taking what you don’t deserve.

]

A mana crystal. This was what caused the mutation?

The question opened many different lines of thought in his head. Inside a monster that had no regard for its safety or life, just how far could a skill or class be pushed with such a source of mana?

He didn’t have to imagine it. The Night Hunter was a formidable foe that had been seriously weakened and hampered inside his prepared battlefield. Without his preparation and carefully paced battle, Lev still didn’t have any hope of coming out on top.

After all, the creature was so tough that the blasts that could put down third-threshold monsters and wound the stag would’ve just buried it or flung it far away. The hunter would’ve survived and returned to tear him apart.

Glad it’s dead before it could evolve. Monarch knows what kind of an abomination we would be dealing with at that point… though Hakim would probably rip it to shreds anyway.

Without a second thought, he tossed the crystal inside his ring. He knew exactly who could make the best use of it, and not giving it to the Silver Night would be a disservice to humanity.

Stepping back into his bubble, he paused for a moment to marvel at his heightened sensitivity to mana before making it fly back to the waiting people.

Time to see if this was as worth it as I was hoping for, he thought while seated in his usual seat, feeling like a kid about to open presents.

[

You have slain [Night Hunter - Level 445]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 301

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 302

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 303

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 304

Arcane Barrier Authority has reached 4th Level 7

Wrath of the Arcane has reached 4th Level 8

Arcane Protection has reached 4th Level 7

Superior Senses has reached 4th Level 7

Expeditious Empowerment has reached 4th Level 5

Expeditious Empowerment has reached 4th Level 6

Arcane Passage has reached 4th Level 5

Mage Conduit has reached 4th Level 7

Advanced Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 7

Advanced Barrier Carving has reached 2nd Level 8

Fracturing Wave has reached 2nd Level 5

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has reached 2nd Level 10

Self-Taught Beginner Glaive Mastery has evolved into Dance of the Elements.

Trapping has reached Level 10

Trapping has reached 2nd Level 1

Trapping has reached 2nd Level 2

You have earned a new Title.

You have earned a new Title.

]

That was a lot of notifications for a relatively short battle, Lev mused, rereading them a few times.

Expeditious Empowerment was lagging behind. Luckily for him, that had sparked the whole idea in the first place, and it had paid off quite well.

The new level in Mage Conduit was also expected, something he looked forward to after every significant battle. Even if the mana increase was small, it added up, and the increased Intelligence wasn’t anything to scoff at either.

Fracturing Wave only rising by a single level despite the different ways he had stretched its uses only served to show how difficult it was going to be to evolve that skill. A challenge he would tackle happily in the future.

[

Trapping - 2nd Level 2:

You have dabbled in the arts of stealth and surprise attacks and gained enough proficiency to create adequate lures.

This skill aids in correcting and empowering the unexpected. Effectiveness is diminished significantly the more a certain type of trap is repeated.

2nd Rank: The Stealth aspect of all traps is improved. Detections are avoided more easily.

]

[

Dance of the Elements - 2nd Level 1:

Command the mana types at your disposal with your glaive. Become one with the destruction, be it subtle or grand.

Control over Infusion and Imbuement in melee combat is heightened significantly. All empowered movements are guided by the elements themselves, offering insights and minor improvements.

2nd Rank: Extensions of your body are considered a part of the skill. Your mind is better at handling massive weights and blades. Your constructs benefit from the dance, allowing them to support you at critical moments without fail.

]

Trapping saw a straightforward upgrade, which wasn’t surprising. Dance of the elements, however, was… not really surprising, because Lev wasn’t even sure what to expect.

Regardless, he was far from disappointed.

The skill covered three crucial aspects of his class. First, it helped with channeling mana types into his armor, which was the primary goal. It operated on his armor just as well, which was necessary, though he wished it were a part of the first rank to allow for more benefits in the second.

Enhancing his moves properly based on the element was something he wanted from the evolution, and it was covered, too.

What he didn’t expect, was the ability to incorporate his constructs in his melee style. Granted, he had been doing that already, for it would be foolish not to do so.

To see it included in what was no doubt an extremely strong skill was quite gratifying.

[

You have gained a new title.

Abhorrent Slayer I:

To defy the natural order means to risk the wrath of the world itself. To do so as a second-threshold being, however, can often escape such notice.

You have done the world a service by removing that parasite. The System acknowledges your efforts, regardless of motives.

+45 to all attributes

]

Lev waited before accepting the attributes. The System, the omnipresent entity that oversaw their daily lives, had just expressed something bordering on anger and called the abhorrent a parasite. The thought of one day somehow becoming the source of The System’s anger made him gulp and hastily move on.

The implications were many, except that there were no answers without more details. He had seen the Night Hunter absorb mana without any limitations, so The System calling it a parasite made sense.

To call his kill a service to the world did not. He just wanted levels, evolutions, and a title, though that had also been noticed.

Not finding anything new in the description, he accepted the attributes and closed his eyes. The sensation of improvement was almost overwhelming, making him inhale and exhale deeply to not drool.

I swear to Monarch, whoever made it feel this way instead of more muted knew what they were doing. What better way to entice people to fight than the rush of progress itself?

With a content sigh, he just remained in that position for a few seconds before shaking his head. There was one more title left, something he could feel in his very being that was the key to a brighter future.

Alright, lay it on me. How bad can it be?

[

You have gained a new title.

Spiritual Harmony:

One small step, one giant leap. You have begun your journey to becoming one with mana, forging a connection so deep and strong that the world bows to you.

To obtain harmony means to look inwards and see. Understanding and curiosity go hand in hand, and you’ve proven to desire greater answers while solving the questions within reach.

Unveil the mysteries of your soul and the intricacies of mana by yourself, and the rewards will outshine even the greatest of treasures. Resources are many; you are one, and only one.

The highest of highs are made possible to every sapient in the universe. Do you have what it takes to conquer yourself and master it all?

]

For several long and silent minutes, Lev just sat there. He didn’t need to read the title again, nor did he want to think about anything else.

Too much information had just been dumped on his head, and that required his utmost concentration to explore.

Anyone can become a god.

That was the first implication. If the highest of highs didn’t refer to divinity itself, then Lev didn’t know what it could mean.

I can become a god.

Lev was reaching, he knew. He was reaching very, very far. But that wasn’t the point.

The System had just confirmed that his goal, the arbitrary direction he had chosen in that cart while accompanying Alec, was actually possible. Hell, more than possible, the very solution had just been presented to him. With enough time, fighting, patience, meditation, and experiences, he could eventually reach the limits of The System itself.

The worst part was that back then, Lev had chosen the goal specifically because it was impossible. It was supposed to be the unreachable dream, one that would open other doors and help him find another worthwhile cause to dedicate his life to.

Okay, let’s focus on the present first. What does this mean now?

The skill Sherron had mentioned, the one that reduced environmental damage, was probably in his grasp already. He just needed one more push for it.

A bit further in the future, the new title and harmony were the key to utilizing his class to the fullest. When every drop of mana was accounted for, no longer would he need to slowly kill himself to kill his adversaries.

Evolving lightning likely also required this milestone, something he wished he had known before.

Other than that, almost everything in his class had improved indirectly due to heightened mana manipulation. He could acutely feel even the ambient mana and how it was more receptive to his will. No doubt, the penalties for using it were lessened, though it was still far from worth it.

Inhaling deeply, he closed his eyes and exhaled. Distractions could wait. He had a stag to greet, and also to confirm if he had brought out a friend or a foe.
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  Why do you look so scary?

That was Lev’s first thought upon seeing the stag just casually staring at his bubble. No anger, no bloodlust, no negative emotions. The being could see him as clear as day inside the invisible construct, and that alone was enough to make the hair on his neck stand on end.

No wounds remained on its pristine white fur. All of it was sleek and clear, the very definition of a being living in its prime. Its gaze, too, was devoid of distractions like pain or regrets.

The stag had recovered completely in the span of a short battle.

In a smooth motion that reminded Lev of a volcanic eruption, the being stood up to its full height. The bubble landed a few meters away, and Lev stepped out with a small smile on his face.

A standoff took place. He was openly sized up, which made his expression settle into neutral. Amusement appeared on the stag’s face, and they bowed at the same time.

Neither went deep, only showing respect for the other, not subservience.

“I greet the Sanctuary’s Favored,” said the stag through telepathy.

Lev scratched his head. “Uhm, greetings to you too?”

“You need not respond to the formality, human,” came the reply. “I am Kaius, the Indomitable Rage. You, human, have saved me from a fate worse than death. For that, you have my sincerest and utmost gratitude.”

The words were accompanied by another half-bow, this one more meaningful as the stag closed its eyes and showed just how much Lev’s efforts meant to it with its concealed aura.

“I did what I thought was right,” Lev nodded, unsure of what else to say. “Besides, you saved us all in return from the same fate, or perhaps something even more terrifying. There’s no need to thank me.”

There. Dismissed any notions of debts while also relaying my own thanks. I shouldn’t have anything to worry about, right?

“Humility does not suit a favored,” the stag remarked, making Lev freeze up for a moment. “It is not a bad quality to possess either, mage. Just do not cling to it too tightly.”

“I… okay? I’ll keep that in mind.”

With a snort, Kaius straightened, head now held high. “Long have I stayed away from my herd. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to ensure that my kind still stands.”

Lev stared at the stag for a moment before glancing at Drakys. The Exalted was strangely silent, just looking back at him with curiosity.

Ah fuck it. “Before you leave, Kaius, how about meeting a certain human? He is my superior and would want to know everything that transpired in the dungeon to prepare against such incidents in the future. We still do not know how the whole situation came to be.”

Moonlight reflected on the stag’s massive antlers. They moved in tandem with its head as the being gazed at Lev for a full second. He didn’t twitch or show nervousness, fully believing that a meeting between Kaius and Hakim would be for the best. They could learn much from each other, and a small part of him also wanted to see what Hakim would think of the stag.

Who wouldn’t want to know which one of the two is stronger?

Lev sure as hell did.

“That is acceptable,” Kaius eventually replied. As if waiting for that, an infinitely tall pillar of moonlight formed close to where Lev had beheaded the Night Hunter.

Hakim stepped out of it, his massive greatsword thudding into the ground and being dragged along.

Lev only paid half a mind to the Exalted’s entrance. The rest of him was focused on Kaius’ reaction, and it was a sight to behold.

A tremor went through the stag’s body. Its hair stood on end, and pupils dilated, fight or flight instincts visibly kicking in. Hakim, on the other hand, took his time to reach them, his unwavering eyes narrowed onto the stag.

Before he could even cross half the distance to Lev, Kaius bent his front legs and dropped to his knees.

“I greet the Chosen of Peace.”

Everyone heard the words as clear as day. They echoed around them, as delicate as a whisper yet as loud as a drum. Meanings fluttered through the air, smoothly translating the stag’s strange dialect.

“Rise,” Hakim remarked coldly, not even bothering to imbue any weight into his words. “It is unbecoming of a warrior to be so disgustingly ungrateful.”

“My apologies, Chosen. The favored did not want-”

“This is your last warning,” Hakim interrupted, his gaze becoming even more chilly.

Lev gulped, noticing how the stag refused to meet the human’s gaze out of both fear and shame. Things had taken a very unexpected turn, and he couldn’t help but feel at fault.

“Leave,” Hakim declared, contempt evident in his tone. “And think very carefully before returning.”

Kaius lingered for a moment, hesitating. Then he just bowed his head even deeper than before and jumped away, clearing hundreds of meters in a leap before vanishing with a loud shockwave.

The Exalted watched him leave, tracking the stag’s movement for another few seconds. Hakim turned to Lev once Kaius was no longer in sight, raising a brow when the barrier mage refused to meet his eyes.

“I will not blame you for not wanting anything more to do with a creature nearly thrice your level, Lev.”

Lev exhaled and finally looked at the man, a part of him observing how he couldn’t even feel the Exalted’s presence. It was thoroughly cloaked.

“It was so obvious that the stag was throwing its weight around. Pissing it off might have just erased me from existence, so I had to stay quiet. If you hadn’t shown up, I would’ve gone out to find it in the future and break its knees.”

That got a chuckle out of Hakim. “You believe you would’ve been strong enough for that?”

Lev just smirked. “Even half of me at the same level would slap it around. That is not in doubt.”

“It isn’t,” the Exalted nodded along. “If you survive long enough to reach that point, then your strength will only continue to rocket.”

Because life will keep throwing shit at me, yes. No need to remind me.

“Say,” Lev began, changing the topic. “Did that pillar reach all the way to the moon?”

“It did.”

“Really?”

“Yes,” Hakim replied, motioning him to follow as he walked towards the Veil Hunter. “The part of it you saw is a negligible fraction of the whole thing. It was also only visible for show.”

“So you can step out of thin air next to me someday?”

“Anywhere under the third moon.”

Oh, so only the brightest moon is under Her purview?

Lev filed away that information, some of his curiosity sated.

“I greet the Chosen of… Peace,” the Hunter greeted while going on one knee, its lack of knowledge about the Goddess evident.

“Rise,” Hakim nodded, his expression much warmer than before. It even sported the hints of a smile. “Drakys has informed me about your circumstances and role in the battles and subsequent escape.”

“I only did what I thought was right, Chosen,” the Hunter replied, repeating Lev’s words. Strangely enough, that somehow seemed more a sign of respect than not.

“And for that, you have my thanks. Losing this particular group would’ve been a great blow to humanity. Know that whenever you may require aid for anything that will not endanger us, you may reach out to any of us. We will not hesitate to help.”

“It is my honor,” the Hunter bowed his head further before standing up. The formalities were now complete, and Hakim pulled the being aside to have a chat.

“That went well,” Lev mused, coming to a stop near Sherron.

She took a step towards him and grabbed him in a side hug. “Half of it did. The other half just pissed me off. If you guys weren’t here, Drakys and I would’ve fried the deer.”

“It is what it is,” Lev shrugged and dismissed the whole scenario. Hakim had dealt with it much more smoothly than anyone expected, which erased any negativity he might’ve felt towards the stag. The guy had been spooked more than enough, and despite how Lev had been treated, the stag really had saved their lives from a horrible fate.

“So, you made out like a bandit, I take it?” Sherron looked at him expectantly.

“Yep,” he answered, making sure everyone was listening so he wouldn’t have to repeat himself. “Killing the Night Hunter gave me a title that provides forty-five points to each attribute. My glaive mastery skill also evolved, and almost every class skill gained a level. Quite the haul.”

“Forty-five!?” Isabella gasped, looking at the two Exalted who seemed unpreturbed. “Of course, you both knew! Why didn’t we share the title?”

“This type of title is something anyone can obtain and is stronger the more you risk. Lev actually got fewer attribute points than Sherron’s and my title,” Drakys explained.

“So we can still fight an abhorrent and get the title?” Elias asked.

“A stronger variant, if anything,” Drakys agreed.

“Why didn’t you warn Lev, then?”

“He had other matters to take care of. Killing the Night Hunter was more of an afterthought. Am I correct, Lev?”

“You… somewhat are,” Lev nodded slowly. “Things would’ve been different if our previous encounter with the abhorrent hadn’t gone the way it did. I had a bone to pick.”

"We all did,” Melvine remarked.

“I wouldn’t have minded if someone else killed it,” Lev shrugged, and that was that.

Drakys had chosen to leave this one up to him, probably because he could detect that Lev was close to the first step of Harmony.

Even right now, his mind was constantly adjusting itself to the new minimum level of awareness. The same observations that demanded a chunk of his brainpower were now a breeze in comparison.

His armor, for example, was continuously supplied with a steady stream of mana in its passive state to keep the enchantments active at half their potency. Where he needed to actually keep track of the process, his willpower now accomplished the same task with barely any input. He could always feel the state of the enchantments without any additional mental load, which was quite amazing for the future.

Expanding his construct collection was viable once again, though he was going to refrain for now. Lev had plenty on his plate already.

Arrows, lances, orbs, walls, shields, shieldwalls, cannons, ropes, cables, pillars, nets, and a few others… Yeah, maybe this increase was meant to solidify my foundations instead, not add even more crap to my repertoire.

Decision made, he looked around. Everyone seemed to be waiting for Hakim, so he jumped into his bubble and moved a bit further away. Setting up a room inside, he enchanted it to be as hidden as possible before quickly taking a shower with some simple constructs.

A few minutes later, he was completely refreshed and in a new set of clothes, one less ruined than before. The skinsuit he had woven in advance had already been dismissed, for it had served its purpose.

Stepping out of the bubble, he found that the duo had already returned. Hakim was deep in discussion with Drakys, whereas the Hunter was looking at the silver moon with wide, astonished eyes.

Someone just got converted without any real effort, Lev joked to himself, happy for the being. Maybe faith would serve it well, especially because the Goddess was a very real, tangible entity in their lives.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked, taking his spot next to Sherron. They were all still standing in the open for some reason.

“Nope, they just came back. You will probably need to give a report to Hakim directly. Nothing more after that.”

“Freedom at last,” he sighed theatrically. “Here I thought we would have to risk our lives at least another three times.”

“Ha ha,” she rolled her eyes. “If it were possible, I would put you under house arrest in Whitefall.”

“Until something gigantic decided to roll through the city and put an early end to it?”

Sherron just looked at him flatly, still uncomfortable with how easily he accepted his likely future. “Yes, that.”

“You can still remain indoors if you have the strength to weather the consequences,” Hakim’s voice reached them. The man walked towards them with an easy gait, eyes roaming the now-cleaner Lev. “You survived without much trouble this time, but it was only the barest taste of what you will have to face in the future. Do you think you’re ready?”

Lev didn’t reply instantly. He looked at Hakim, observing his stance and seriousness, and then towards the half-intact barrier block. The Night Hunter had almost survived that final burst.

“Maybe,” Lev finally answered, turning to Hakim. “I’m working on it.”

Hakim nodded, as if expecting that answer. “It wouldn’t do for you to grow too confident. Good thing you have a decent head on your shoulders.”

He motioned for Kora to use the regeneration buff on Lev. She scrambled to cast it, dumping as much mana into it as she could from the very start.

“Luckily for you, I happen to have a few days of free time,” the Silver Night continued, “and you just happened to evolve a major skill. A neat coincidence, don’t you think?”

Lev wasn’t sure if he was supposed to be afraid or excited.
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  The next few hours passed without much happening. Drakys left, and so did Sherron. Duty called.

Hakim also left for that period, only telling them that he would take a look at all the scattered caves around them. If any more dungeons were brewing, he wanted to be aware of them.

Lev sat in his bubble with the rest of the Masters. All of them were still resting, and even the upcoming spar could be counted as a break if he wasn’t facing Hakim of all people.

Right now, however, he focused on his pool. Aura mages could empower the soul through skills that worked in mysterious ways, so observing them was not an option.

His pool was the only possible avenue to see what was even happening, and all it showed him was that more mana somehow streamed in. It was slightly thicker at first, losing its density and expanding into a higher amount over a split second.

While interesting, it didn’t let him glean anything useful. All he could deduce was that the soul produced mana of a higher density, which then became normal, resulting in a greater output.

Can I do the same? He wondered idly. Even better, how painful is it going to be to replicate an aura skill through willpower?

The answer was likely not worth considering. It would probably hurt his soul like someone smashing a glass window with a brick.

“So, are you prepared to be slapped around?” Elias asked once his pool neared full. Night had almost passed, with the three moons hovering just above the horizon’s edge.

“More like tossed around, but yes.”

“I would offer some manner of positive reinforcement if you weren’t facing an Exalted, and not just any Exalted.”

“There are only eleven or twelve of them,” Viktor added, muttering.

“Point is,” Elias continued with a grin. “I wish you a happy ass-whooping. The only kind where any of us would be ready to be in your place.”

Hakim chose that moment to return, appearing in their small camp. Lev sighed and took the cue for what it was. His pool was almost full, and it wasn’t like waiting any more would matter.

With a wave of the Exalted’s hand, the same battlefield that had been decimated in the aftermath of the Night Hunter fight returned to a serviceable condition. Craters were refilled, and the ground became even. All of the remaining barrier constructs that Lev hadn’t dismissed yet, including the large block, were disintegrated.

He blinked. The feedback hadn’t even provided anything. They just ceased to exist.

“Neat,” he murmured. “How do I do that?”

“Improve your senses,” came the curt reply. Hakim stopped in place once they were far enough, waiting for him to take a stance.

Lev gulped and readied his glaive two dozen meters away. It was a negligible distance, all things considered.

With an exhale, he tightened his grip on Stargazer. Looking over the length of her pole, a few scratches were visible from the last clash. No actual damage was present, and the giant blade, made to contend with the silver greatsword, was ready to go.

Steeling his resolve, he finally straightened and looked at Hakim, and the world immediately took offense.

Pressure descended, formless yet domineering. A single look was enough to make his knees shake, urging him to surrender to the higher existence. He was no match in this confrontation, and no matter how long he lived, Hakim would be the stronger of the two.

Lev gnashed his teeth, cracks forming in a few that were healed immediately. Restoration mana healed his soul as a distant effect, and he forced that negligible amount to be as effective as possible. His willpower repeatedly slammed into the vice of the intimidation skill, one so potent that Lev’s mind started fearing for his life despite trusting Hakim.

And yet, he remained upright. The combination of his shaky physical strength, terrified mind, and the small effect brought about by his considerable willpower was enough to let him keep standing.

“Adequate,” commented the bald monster. “You don’t lack raw power. Train your aura.”

The pressure disappeared. Relief almost made him crash to his knees, but the tip of the greatsword blurring towards his face denied him that reprieve.

Stargazer’s blade just barely deflected it enough for him to backtrack. Absorption enchantments devoured the force, immediately filled to the brim from a single clash.

Kinetic mana responded far better than before. His mind still struggled slightly, but the elusive type bent to his will. It rushed out of the runes through a direct application of willpower, imbued in tandem with lightning to help him retake his stance.

Hakim was content with observing for now. A blink had passed, and Lev was ready again.

The greatsword led the charge. Lev pushed his Perception for all it was worth, tracking the blurry sword and dodging out of the way. It changed directions during the swipe, the motion completely smooth and natural.

Caught unprepared, Lev brought forward one of his many invisible shields. The construction was cleaved into two without any noticeable resistance, so he deployed another three and overloaded their enchantments.

It slowed the greatsword ever so slightly, just enough for him to lean out of its path, reposition a bit, and thrust at Hakim’s exposed chest. The man wasn’t wearing any armor, and while Lev didn’t have any delusions about actually hurting him, the strike was at least going to cut.

Or so he thought, until the Superior blade just harmlessly clinked against the man’s skin. It felt like stabbing a mythril wall, one enchanted to the brim and powered by a regenerative core.

Deceptively slowly, a punch took advantage of that gross miscalculation. Lev shot backwards as if released from a bowstring, still clutching his glaive tightly.

How the hell did he do that? He wondered as he brought his flight under control. Not only had Hakim’s punch barely strained his armor, but it had also launched him in a straight line with minimum air resistance. Was the force actively aiding his momentum?

The Exalted was done playing around. He reached Lev in a near-instant movement, leveling a straight kick at his chest. Lev also decided to use the rest of his class.

He didn’t try to block, deflect, or parry the kick. It landed on his armor, and he gasped at the effort needed to counteract the force and stay in place.

A tiny opening was all he had to bring Stargazer in from the side and launch a Fracturing Wave. It passed inches above the silver greatsword, aimed at Hakim’s jaw.

Unfortunately for Lev, the man’s hand, coated with silver mana, just casually slapped away the mana slash. It hadn’t shown any signs of exploding—or even destabilizing. Instead, Hakim had empowered it on the fly just enough to redirect it away.

Lev blinked. He had planned too far ahead already, so stopping was not an option. Instead, he streamed lightning into his armor, creating a bit of distance as one of his cannons fired.

The condensed beam of fire hit him straight on. This time, Hakim was pushed back into one of his shieldwalls, closing off one side of escape.

Not that Hakim needed it, but it also left fewer directions for Lev to track.

Wreathed in lightning, a barrier net descended on the Exalted. Two mana slashes reduced it to chunks, something Lev had accounted for. The now-eight nets changed direction, rushing Hakim from multiple angles.

The shieldwall behind the Exalted also disintegrated with a small mental nudge. Lances filled with blue fire flew at Hakim from behind, reducing his options.

Lev knew that his assault was meaningless. It wouldn’t hurt even him, let alone Hakim, but it left a choice in the guildmaster’s hand.

Either the man would power through the attacks and continue the slowly ramping dance, or he would fly straight up and challenge Lev’s full arsenal head-on.

Lev wasn’t surprised to see Hakim kick the ground lightly, jumping over both attacks and almost halting mid-air.

Fine.

That instant, the small moment in which he could feel each construct as clear as day, marked the moment he truly understood what Harmony with mana entailed.

Lightning entered arrows in a controlled amount, empowering their flight. The infusion wasn’t perfectly in tune with his desires, nor was the result flawless, but it was a significant improvement over what he could do before.

Even better, the arrows were spaced apart as opposed to his usual barrages, letting him adjust his tactics according to each individual result. One passed by Hakim’s neck, dodged by a simple movement. Lev took note of that, and some of his orbs and shieldwalls shifted slightly.

Another two were dodged with similar ease before four flew at the man at once. A swipe of his greatsword, and the projectiles were nullified.

Many other things were prepared for that exact moment. Twin bright orange beams flew at him from either side. One of the cannons had been deposited on top of a secondary, temporary bubble.

Hakim’s gaze never left Lev throughout. Such was the man’s control over his body that he didn’t even move a full step. Leaning back slightly, one of his legs rose while he was still falling. The first beam passed below it faster than Lev himself could track, and the other missed Hakim’s face by a hair’s breadth.

Everything in his kit came alive at that moment. Ten lightning orbs suddenly came out of invisibility underneath Hakim, only to falter when a wave of pure silver ruined their enchantments and nullified the explosions by dispersing the lightning.

A narrow rain of lances fell from above. The Exalted covered himself with a silver coating before the beam in front of his face even fully vanished, already prepared for Stargazer.

Silver and barrier blades collided with enough force to push Lev back. His feet touched a shieldwall present under him already. Faster than ever before, he corrected his stance again and thrusted at Hakim’s neck.

Stargazer almost slipped through the gap, no doubt allowed by the man. His greatsword deflected her at the last moment, and Lev adjusted some of his first lances accordingly.

They aimed at the exposed shoulders and head. The tip of the first almost hit the side of Hakim’s head when all of the lances paused. Kinetic mana froze them where they were, forcing Lev to fire one of his beams early.

This one didn’t miss. It landed on the man’s chest, though any shieldwalls in the vicinity were cut in twain by an attack he couldn’t even see.

He could only use his prepared Fracturing Wave as a follow-up. Then the world morphed, and his skill fizzled out.

Hakim’s intimidation skill only lasted for a brief instant, and yet it completely ruined Lev’s momentum. That split second of hesitation almost saw him gutted, but his new skill pulled its weight.

The same block that would’ve forced him to create distance was instead guided. Kinetic energy was channeled in tandem with the absorbed force, and combined with the increased weight, saw Stargazer smashing down on the greatsword’s flat side after the quick block.

Hakim let his weapon jerk downward, not overpowering Lev completely. Instead of any mana-based attacks, though, the bubble rushed forward. Absolutely drowning in shadow mana, the construct only revealed itself at the last moment.

Fire and lightning replaced shadow mana, forcing Hakim to at least get slightly serious for the improvised meteor. He punched, stopping the bubble dead in its tracks with a massive shockwave, also putting an early stop to the advancing cables.

How the hell am I even supposed to win?

He wasn’t. Lev knew that much, but he also didn’t feel like he had grasped what Hakim truly wanted from him. What was he missing?

As the Epic disk made use of the momentarily stilled Exalted, he didn’t even focus on the aftermath. It was bound to fail, which it did without fanfare. Kinetic energy slowed it down just enough for Hakim to slap away the flat of the disk, throwing it to the ground.

Two things have been constant throughout the fight, Lev deduced, eyes trained on Hakim, who was waiting for him to continue. Hakim hasn’t bothered with using any more or less mana, and he expects me to overpower that fixed output.

The problem was, how?

He had been playing it safe the entire time. Not letting damage to his body pile up, not overextending to be prepared for surprises, and keeping a tight leash on his mana expenditure.

Was… was Hakim trying to get him to let loose instead of leaning into a more methodical approach?

Lev looked at Hakim’s face closely, finding the barest hints of a smirk on his lips. The conclusion was correct, the taunt effective.

“Are you sure?” Lev asked anyway, just to be certain.

“Patience was never your strong suit, boy. Why are you forcing yourself to be calm and rational now?”

“I’m not going to be alone,” he replied, not seeing the point. “People will rely on me.”

“Those who do need to understand that you are best left on your own. Or am I wrong?”

“Only slightly,” Lev grinned. “A few might match me.”

“That’s the point,” Hakim looked at him with approval. “They need to match you, not the other way around. It is your duty to raise the bar as high as possible. Not doing so will only hurt both sides.”

“Is this really the lesson I need to impart?”

“What do you think?”

“That I’ll be encouraging others to also take the harder path and expose themselves to far more risk,” Lev answered with an exhale. “I can see why I would want to push my teammates, but I don’t see a point in showing the gap between other Masters and me.”

“And how else do you plan to excel? By willingly holding yourself back?”

“By fighting out of sight.”

“You know very well that isn’t viable. Will you abandon the upcoming battlefields?”

“No, I-, okay, fuck it. If any complications arise, I will look to you to solve them. Are you fine with that?”

“Naturally.”

Lev stared, mouth slightly ajar. That was one of the biggest favors he had ever asked for, and Hakim just agreed to it without batting an eye.

The hell?

What was he even supposed to say now? He was granted free rein to let loose whenever he wanted, as long as others weren’t risked in the aftermath. He didn’t think it wise to alienate himself to such a degree as he had seen in a few cases.

People like Melvine kept to themselves, and for good reason.

Power attracted both power and fear. Lev wasn’t comfortable with the latter, no matter how strong he had become.

It was shaping up to be a natural consequence of his progress, anyway.
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  Lev thought about his options for a moment. He still had hundreds of constructs ready, and devising a viable plan would’ve only taken a few seconds.

Then he looked at Hakim’s face. All thoughts of planning went out immediately, for the Exalted represented everything Lev was on track to be.

But worse.

He was a Favored, not a Chosen. He didn’t have a divine element at his disposal, only his own pool. He didn’t have the man’s responsibilities and demons pushing him forward, only conviction and desire for eventual freedom. He also lacked any concrete goals beyond progressing, which limited his passion for advancement somewhat.

Despite all of that, he respected the man a great deal and didn’t hold it against him at all. If anything, Hakim was one of his role models. Queen Martha and Emperor Blaine had overridden the old history, painting it in a light of sacrifice that Lev couldn’t help but find admirable.

They had paved the path for the younger generations, giving them a chance to thrive, by giving up their lives. Perhaps some humans were still out there, away from the horrors of Monarch and rebuilding their forces.

The survivors of Monarch, however, were only alive because of Hakim. As humanity’s third Exalted, it was an open secret that no one had any hopes of matching his strength, nor did anyone want to challenge him. The Silver Night was their shield against the worst, the very wall that let humanity persist.

And now, that wall was taunting him. It was subtle, barely an uptick of Hakim’s lips. Lev had never been moved so effectively.

He wasn’t mad, though, or angry even. No, he just had a point to prove now.

I’m not exactly insignificant anymore.

Lev’s grin conveyed that perfectly. He might not have the ridiculousness that someone like Hakim possessed, but he did have a lot of mana. It was time to put it to good use.

Stargazer shone like a sun at first, then a star when all the infused fire turned blue. Lightning followed second, forcing him to focus entirely on the blade holding it all.

Hakim gave him time. Harmony’s nuances were further revealed as he brought the raw destructive potential under control. Lightning took a backseat, letting blue fire dominate most of the glaive. That calmed down the element significantly, reaching a balance he wouldn’t have been able to create previously.

In the same way, the two types were teleported into his armor. Fire immediately sought to sear him, only held back by Flameforged Constitution. The enchantment was even more effective due to the subdued lightning, taming blue fire just enough to let him control it like a normal, albeit slightly more stubborn element.

Seeing that he was ready, the Silver Night took a relaxed stance, the greatsword held up as easily as a katana.

One last time, Lev let his eyes roam over the battlefield. Then the time for thought was over. Letting his skills and instincts guide him, he charged straight ahead.

Stargazer was parried with casual ease, so he released a wave of blue fire to slow the counter. It erupted intensely enough to push Hakim back a step. The Exalted brought his sword back in a semi-circle, cutting through several big ropes that sought to trap him.

A lightning bolt was dodged with a sidestep, and while Hakim’s coated free hand easily slapped away several lances, he allowed the orbs to explode behind him.

Lightning failed to stun him, though he remained still for a moment for the barrier mage to capitalize on.

Instead, Lev released another, bigger wave of blue flames, lifting the Exalted off his feet and launching him into a clump of shieldwalls.

This time, kinetic energy acted. Shieldwalls were bisected with casual ease, though Lev melded them back in the same instant. A second lightning bolt tore straight ahead through the dispersing blue flames, only empowering the explosion further.

Vision thoroughly impaired, Hakim attempted to get out of the blast. Spikes expanded from underground plates in a split second, forcing him to bat them aside with his greatsword. The opening was utilized by a beam. He ducked just enough to let it pass overhead, readying his weapon as Lev flew straight ahead like a comet.

Stargazer was thrown first. Weight pushed to the absolute maximum, even Hakim couldn’t block all of the force behind the projectile. He crashed into replaced shieldwalls, wide open for Lev to close in.

On his sides, however, were more orbs. Twin payloads of lightning were released right next to his ears, further hiding the noise of an actual comet descending.

Lev sped up, pushing his armor for all it was worth. Hakim seemed surprised for the first time at the rapid acceleration, just barely bringing his sword up in time.

The greatsword that was directly in the path of Lev’s kick jerked up, launching a mana slash at the bubble that had been falling for many long seconds. They collided loudly enough to shatter all the surrounding sound wards.

Hakim still wasn’t overwhelmed enough, though Lev changed that with his first-ever overloaded blue fireball from his left arm.

The attack was too close and not even aimed directly. The Exalted moved to dodge it first, only realizing the plan when the blast was already expanding.

Thrown into an overloaded shieldwall by the vicinity and sheer amount of flames, there was no way to stop the armored leg that was melting and cracking from Lev’s own attack.

His blazing foot landed directly on Hakim’s forehead, the first clean hit. Lightning and flames erupted with the impact. It probably still failed to hurt the Exalted, but the satisfaction of actually doing something in an impossible spar was unmatched. One day, the Stoneblessed Hound was going to be on the receiving end. He was going to make sure of that.

Three different shieldwalls shattered as the human barreled through them, still clutching the greatsword tightly. Lev didn’t spare the Exalted any quarter, converting lightning as fast as possible.

It rushed into just two lances. Overloaded to the limit, the first flew forward like a collapsing star, almost exploding before it could reach the destination.

Hakim reacted in time, letting it land on the flat of his sword. Lev was prepared for that, and so were his absorption pillars and bubble that were already in position.

Reabsorbed lightning was channeled into his right arm for the most potent lightning bolt he had ever launched. Perception skills guided it through the cracking explosion, catching Hakim in the leg mid-evasion.

The second lance almost hit him in the face. A timely tilt of his head almost dodged it, but Lev made it disintegrate right next to the man.

Thrown like a ragdoll again, Lev was already descending from above, not dissimilar to his bubble. Stargazer was infused with a metric ton of both fire and lightning, leading the charge with its weight raised to the maximum he could handle.

Hakim’s intimidation skill shot out. It would’ve been lethal had Lev not been prepared, for all of his converted mana would’ve found violent release if he lost control for even a moment.

Willpower was already arrayed like a shield around his being and Stargazer. His soul trembled at the viciousness of the Exalted’s skill, one that dug into the weakness of his defenses.

Reinforced Mind pulled its weight there. The sheer bulk of his total willpower was enough to resist the intimidation attempt for a blink, and that was enough.

A perfectly executed thrust was all Lev saw. The stored kinetic energy, the momentum from his flight, and the willpower keeping the destructive mana types in control. Harmony was the final key, guiding his Glaive Mastery for the best possible outcome.

Unfortunately for Lev, his own ambitions were too much for his recent upgrades. Halfway through the motion, blue fire tore out of his tight control, the amount far too great.

Vision dominated by blue and the rest of the world by heat, he had no way to know what Stargazer impacted, only that the strike connected.

Too far in to abort the move, he commanded his willpower to dig deeper into the glaive. The prepared Fracturing Wave crumbled regardless before it could be fully launched, and all of the remaining slash was also released towards Hakim with a herculean effort.

He wasn’t sure if it would count for anything. All he knew was that he had covered a lot of distance in the attack, and the ground probably had a new, massive groove carved into it.

**

“You killed the Ripper Matriarch. Do you think he can bring it down by himself now?”

Sherron didn’t react outwardly to the message from Drakys, thinking it over and observing Lev’s spar. Melvine was about to and could’ve easily killed that worm, but Lev was a different matter. The monster was far too durable for what its level suggested, and while the two Masters weren’t aware of it back then, Sherron knew that the matriarch was hiding its true reserves of mana.

Monsters specializing in Wisdom were rare, but they existed. Most of them died due to lower strength early on. The matriarch was a survivor, and survivors were never weak. Monarch just didn’t allow that.

As it stood, the monster had about as much mana as Lev did now, Stargazer excluded. The battle would be hard fought, for the human did not possess any obvious counters like Melvine’s element.

“Yeah,” Sherron answered after a heartbeat. “The glaive would’ve made the difference.”

“Hmm,” Drakys sent, distracted. “Do you think he can get lucky against a Giant-”

“Don’t even think about it.”

**

The moment he came to a stop, Lev knew that he had failed. Gathering pure mana in his armor, he imbued it with willpower to make it more stable and let it out in a wave, clearing a small portion of the explosion and revealing a rather depressing scene.

Stargazer’s blade, with all of its Superior sharpness, was casually resting in Hakim’s palm. Lev’s entire strike had faltered against it, not even scratching the skin, let alone cutting deep enough to draw blood.

Pure mana was overpowered an instant later, reducing his vision to nil. Destructive elements tore off chunks of his armor from all sides, so he rushed out of the zone and repaired it.

Hakim walked out a moment later. His clothes were still whole, not even singed.

Lev was expecting to be allowed a moment of rest. Instead, the Exalted adopted a proper stance this time. The silver greatsword’s tip was angled directly towards his heart, and then Hakim moved.

All of Lev’s senses were overwhelmed. Moonlight screamed into his ears, nose, Perception, and even his armor. He was forced to resort to just overall physical strength and eyesight, bringing Stargazer forward in time to slap away the sword.

More than the greatsword, the rebound pushed him out of the way. Hakim was relentless, descending on him like a storm of blades.

The greatsword blurred as moonlight’s assault intensified, forcing him to rely on his newly evolved skill as much as possible. It flailed against the assault, too weak to stop the man as he pushed aside Stargazer easily despite her extreme weight in a few exchanges.

Somehow, a single deflection was enough to unbalance Lev completely. He hastily reduced the glaive’s weight and tried to dodge, crying out in pain when the greatsword passed through his armor, side, and a rib.

Still, he healed it and tried to focus through the strange moonlight assault. All he got for his troubles was a kick to the chest, followed by a swing that smoothly cut Stargazer’s blade in two, almost doing the same to his neck.

It paused at the last moment, less than a hair’s breadth away from the armor. Hakim pulled his sword back and retreated, giving Lev time to gather himself.

… Damn.

His melee really needed work. It had been dismantled in less than thirty seconds, and he knew that Hakim had held himself to an almost insulting degree.

Hell, had Lev been able to use infusion, he would’ve overpowered the Exalted. But moonlight had disoriented him to the point of blindness for all senses except sight.

“Not bad,” Hakim broke the silence. “You’ve got the usage of your mana practiced to an adequate level. The glaive, however, will falter against enemies that like to get close and personal. You know how to best improve on that front.”

“You didn’t actually use more power in the last melee, did you?” Lev asked, suspecting the answer already.

“I didn’t use any mana. What you faced was barely half the strength I used while defending myself earlier.”

Ouch.

“And?”

“The skill has potential, of course. There wasn’t much doubt about that. Your control over combinations of different tools has increased remarkably, and while you’re far from weak in melee range, the weaknesses should be obvious. Sheer strength rarely trumps technique when it actually comes down to it.”

“So I need to practice against other humans?” Lev guessed. “That’s not going to happen anytime soon.”

“Maybe, but you will have more than enough opportunities not that far into the future.”

That brought a smile to Lev’s face. His team was also making progress as he constantly risked his life. In time, he would oversee their journey to the Master rank once they joined him on the frontlines.
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  The first spar was merely the testing phase to create a baseline for the new skill and Harmony’s performance. Lev knew how hard he could push himself now, and the upcoming spars took that into account by lowering the intensity.

Hakim gave him very clear conditions. No lightning, a restricted pool of blue fire, and no external constructs. Just him and Stargazer, and a bit of infusion.

Lev was currently in the process of getting tossed around a fourth time. Clutching his glaive tightly, he kept all of his focus on the greatsword that seemed to possess a mind of its own.

With deceptive slowness, it moved in an arc, smashing Stargazer into the ground, making him backtrack to bring his weapon back into position with both arms.

The Exalted, on the contrary, was swinging the silver sword with one hand. He lazily chained one strike into the next, preserving the momentum and keeping Lev on his toes.

Throughout the exchanges, Lev had noticed a few things. Hakim’s greatsword only ever moved on a range of motion between horizontal and diagonal, for anything beyond that would need to go through the ground.

He didn’t doubt that the Exalted could easily tear the ground apart if he wanted to, but the spar was made more manageable by not having to account for strikes from below.

Unfortunately for him, Hakim could’ve limited himself to straightforward thrusts, and his raw skill with the blade would’ve still triumphed.

A burst of blue fire let Lev parry the sword with Stargazer’s pole. The impact also generated enough kinetic energy to counterattack, and he brought his weapon back in a slash to the neck. Hakim evaded it easily, so he aimed for the Exalted’s fingers.

The blade passed an inch below them. Lev reversed the glaive and brought it back up. Hakim just let go of his sword for a moment, then grabbed it again when the glaive missed.

That was Lev’s intention. Using all of the remaining fuel at his disposal, both fire and kinetic, he amped up the reverse slash towards Hakim’s face.

For a moment, it seemed like the strike was too fast for the man. The Exalted’s head moved, but not enough. Lev’s eyes brightened, tricking him into thinking that the attack connected.

Then reality reasserted itself. The feedback in his mind hadn’t indicated success. So small was the distance between Stargazer and Hakim’s cheek, and so perfect was the evasion, that his enhanced vision had been fooled into thinking he had landed a hit.

“This is unfair,” Lev laughed, and even Hakim cracked a smile. “Like, are you serious? I don’t think I could even fit a hair in that margin.”

“That is just how it goes sometimes,” the Exalted replied sagely, the joke not going unnoticed. “You learn to live with it.”

“And you learnt the same lesson?” Lev raised a brow, then chuckled. “Of course you did. Even I met a force of nature not that long ago.”

To the other Masters spectating them, his words probably seemed to imply the stag, and not the moose. He meant the latter.

“Life finds a way to keep teaching, no matter how far you reach,” Hakim said cryptically, which wasn’t all that secretive given Lev’s own experiences. His naive dreams had changed into something else entirely over the years.

“My mana is low,” Lev noticed out loud. “Small break?”

Hakim started walking towards the camp, wordlessly agreeing. “Even with the handicaps?”

“Manipulating the armor with enchantments running at full is very costly.”

“For good reason, too,” Hakim nodded, getting a clearer picture. “Elias. You’re next.”

The Master flinched upon hearing the loud call. Elias gulped, hesitating for a brief moment before steeling his resolve. Summoning his golden powered armor, he didn’t make the Exalted wait a second longer than necessary.

Lev just returned to his enchanted bed that was empty, grateful that he hadn’t been reduced to a bloody mess this time. The suit below the armor had saved him from the worst, and the cleaning enchantment had prevented any dust from reaching him. He sat down on its edge.

“You really know how to put on a show,” Viktor snorted, moving over to sit next to Lev. “It also made for a good introduction to how far you’ve come since the tournament finale.”

Lev stayed quiet, distinctly uncomfortable. This was the exact scenario he wanted to avoid, and it had come true not even an hour after the first spar.

“The thoughts just write themselves,” Viktor mused, somehow reading Lev’s mind from the look in his eyes. “Don’t look so tense. I’m here to do the opposite of what you’re afraid of.”

Seconds passed in silence. Viktor wasn’t in a rush to get an answer out of him, so Lev used that time to really think it over. Among the people he called friends, not a single one had shown as much as a peep of negative reaction due to the gap in strength. It made his worries seem sort of irrational, but only when these people were concerned.

“Do you think I’ll be okay?”

“You’ll be more than fine. It’s not like you plan to stop being Lev, right?”

That was one crux of the matter, though it was a bit terrifying how easily Viktor had identified it. Lev also knew that everyone else, even the Exalted sparring Elias, was listening in on the conversation. It made him afraid of opening up while also presenting a perfect opportunity to do so.

“I have no plans to…”

“But you might,” Viktor finished the sentence for him. “Too much responsibility changes people. I’ve only lived for about thirty years, and yet, the me from a decade prior would be surprised at how much I’ve grown in every aspect. We pushed ourselves quite hard in the past year, especially during the storm.”

“Are you happy with the changes?” Lev asked, curious.

“Overall?” Viktor smiled. “Quite happy. A few regrets won’t change how I feel about the steps I took to reach this point. Do you feel you will regret giving it your all?”

“That’s what I don’t know,” Lev answered, incensed. His emotions rarely got a hold of him, but this once, he let them take over. “What if my team grows disheartened by the gap between us? Or what if I can’t ever live normally inside the walls again? There are so many ways for things to go wrong, it’s just…”

“If that was going to happen, Lev, it would’ve happened already. Have you seen any discontentment amongst us? Or perhaps some form of jealousy or defeated acceptance?”

“No…?”

“Why would your team be any different, then? The Flame Legion chose them for you. Mark my words, whoever they are, you will be the one constantly getting surprised by them instead of the other way around. Just keep an open mind, and you will see.”

The certainty was one Lev didn’t feel. Baseless paranoia and anxiety were messing with his mind, and the reactions of Noah and the diviners during the storm had only fanned those emotions.

On some level, he understood that they wanted to blame someone as an outlet. Was Lev going to be the convenient target every time? He sure hoped not. To date, he had fought and bled more than anyone really expected him to, partly because he was addicted to progress.

For some reason, he feared that his accomplishments would be overshadowed by the dangers his presence would attract. Combined with his unnatural strength, it just seemed like he would become the perfect target of everyone’s ire. Too distant and too strong, it just made sense. An outsider’s perspective would reveal nothing but secrets that made the very reality they lived in hate Lev.

Even worse, no one knew why he was targeted anyway. The ease with which he could be blamed was terrifying, and that could snowball despite the reassurances he had going for him. If his team and friends started to blame him too, he didn’t know how he would change, only that Lev wouldn’t remain the same person.

That was the fear at the helm of it all, the uncertainty regarding his identity. Who would he be to humanity and his team, a savior and friend or a curse?

Viktor’s words had the intended effect, too, except the concerns were too deeply rooted. He wasn’t going to claim to have gotten past his worries, but they helped. A lot.

“Will it remain that way? The acceptance?”

“Yes,” Viktor answered without missing a beat. “Your personality does not push people away, and as long as you remain a brat, I doubt most will care how strong you eventually become.”

That got a surprised laugh out of Lev, draining some of the tension from his shoulders. “And what if I change?”

“That’s even more unlikely,” Viktor continued. “You will immediately reconsider life choices if Lady Sherron looks at you with disappointment even once. Much the same way, you won’t allow yourself to become unlikable to the people you care about. That’s just how you are. They keep you grounded just as much as you want to keep yourself from changing too much.”

“So… you’re saying that as long as I don’t isolate or distance myself, there’s little chance I’ll slowly turn into someone unrecognizable?”

“Correct,” Viktor grinned. “I knew you had a smart brain in that inflated head of yours. Worrying so far ahead when we could’ve been popped like grapes by a stag.”

Lev wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but that made him look at the warrior flatly. What kind of reassurance was that?

It was still true, though.

“Fine, I’ll just… I don’t know, keep my mind in the present.”

“Don’t keep it all to yourself, though. I am not an expert in these things, but I also don’t think a spar against the Silver Night himself was the best place to reveal your fears.”

“How was I supposed to know others could hear it from so far away?” Lev clicked his tongue.

“See? This is what I’m talking about. You should’ve seen someone about this way earlier.”

Lev almost asked who he was supposed to talk with, then closed his mouth. The man in front of him was always open to conversations, and Isabella had also checked up on him several times. Going even further back, he could’ve talked to Sherron, Orianna, or even Alec despite his busy schedule.

What kind of a man reveals their fears so freely? He thought to himself, fully recognizing the stupidity of the statement. Some part of him was still clinging to Earth’s ways, as dumb as those were. No one around him would ever make that distinction between genders. Monsters caused scars all the same.

His case was different, but the same at the root. He was afraid of talking it out with others when he really shouldn’t have been. Lev didn’t even have any reason to be, just an irrational fear.

You know what I need? More hugs from Orianna and Sherron. And Alec, too. Getting stuck in the dungeon really brought out all my hidden thoughts. Hakim’s insistence didn’t really help on that front.

“Thanks,” he muttered. “I know what to do now.”

“I…” Viktor began, blinking a few times. “I don’t think you arrived at the same conclusion as I did, but if you think your direction is valid, then sure. No need for thanks.”

“Don’t worry, I plan to talk to someone. Or even a few someones.”

“That’s all I ask,” Viktor exhaled. “You’re a tough nut, you know that?”

“Heh.”

The talk had taken a few minutes. While Lev was deep in thought, he hadn’t missed how Elias had lost thrice already. Hakim had started with the same strength he had initially used against Lev, and predictably, the Master swordsman wasn’t quite up to par.

Now, during the fourth clash, they were almost evenly matched. A single glance was enough to deduce that Elias was far ahead of Lev in pure skill, and yet, he was struggling to find a single opening. Just the size of Hakim’s sword covered every potential weakness, and it was genuinely awe-inspiring to see how he could be so flawless with a weapon that, by all means, should’ve been unwieldy and difficult.

It’s heavy as fuck, too, Lev noted, feeling phantom impacts going up his arms. The casual strikes were no joke.

As he watched, Elias was rebuffed, though the Master also dodged any retaliation with similar ease. Hakim was teaching Elias how to deal with an overwhelming opponent that also couldn’t catch him, though from the looks of it, he wasn’t going to be able to land a hit.

Another attempt ended the same way. Twin swords faltered completely against the greatsword, unable to make it budge a single inch. Whenever Elias tried to close the distance, the massive silver edge always countered him, covering an area too big to slip past.

“He’s gonna have to tear a few muscles,” Lev commented idly.

“Not everyone is willing to go that far,” Viktor remarked, contemplative. “What do you think?”

“I think that he’s quite close to the edge.”

His prediction took another two minutes to come true. Elias’s face was hidden, and yet Lev could feel the frustration from repeated failure. Just like him, Hakim was forcing the swordsman to step out of his comfort zone, and it was finally showing results.

Mana rushed into Elias’s limbs, each empowered to the extreme. His next step was almost too fast for Lev to track. A blur darted straight towards Hakim, choosing to step to the right at the last moment. The greatsword tried to block that path, and this time, Elias was faster than the weapon.

A well-placed step, packing enough power to form a small crater in the ground, let him stop his momentum completely and reverse direction. Now closing in from the left, he ducked under a high kick and lunged.

This close, Hakim still wasn’t caught unprepared. He raised his sword above in a blink, bringing it down to reset his stance. Elias was in the way and had to abort his dash and sidestep. That seemed to be a part of his plan, too.

Hakim’s sword swept wide to make him disengage, going lower and lower as Elias leaned backwards. The swordsman bent beyond parallel to the ground, one of his swords screeching against the greatsword as it traveled towards the Exalted’s hand.

Leveraging any form of physical strength should not have been possible in that position. That became even more obvious when Elias flopped to the ground, a groan of pain escaping him.

His aura, even concealed as it was, couldn’t quite hide his satisfaction, though. By twisting his ankles and probably snapping more than a few tendons, he had managed to stubbornly keep his sword going along the greatsword’s edge without letting it be parried and land a direct hit on two of Hakim’s fingers.
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  The next day passed in a blur of battles. Each Master faced Hakim, even the support mages, to refine their own positioning and escape tactics.

Melvine’s spar was the most notable, even more so than Lev’s. She didn’t bother with her usual mist zone. Hakim was far too strong to be affected by that.

That left pure skill and her strong body enhancement, and the combination was a sight to behold.

Both greatswords moved too fast for Lev to have any hope of contending against them. Melvine fought like a phantom, her body almost gliding from one point to another as her feet barely touched the ground.

It was an illusion, of course. Lev could feel that the dirt and stone beneath her was frozen stiff, and her footwork was immaculate. The steps she did take were almost instantaneous, ending just as they began.

Hakim, on the other hand, fought like an immovable mountain that also moved with the grace of a dancer. Lev had no clue how or why that was even possible, nor did he have any estimates about how many times Hakim had evolved his sword-related skill.

All he knew was that the Exalted was so unbelievably beyond everyone present, his brain struggled to wrap his head around the concept.

The man was not using his body enhancement, not using any enchantments, not using moonlight, and was restricting his attributes to an extreme degree. A single slap could kill any of them, and yet, that would only be a negligible fraction of his strength.

Just how far could he go?

Lev wanted to know, if only to further fuel his ambitions. For all his ridiculousness, Hakim was very far from the actual apex of the universe.

Pushing those thoughts out of his mind, he tried moving his arm again. It had fractured during the last spar, and he had been slowly healing it ever since.

“There were two more dungeons nearby once I really started looking,” Hakim announced, standing in the middle of their camp. He looked just as fresh and prepared for war as before. “None of them were close to a break. I cleared them a few times regardless. Your task has changed now.”

The man turned to Lev. “Release all of your aura and empower it with mana. For the next ten minutes, you will float above us and wait for monsters to attack. Once the tide starts, lead it to the citadel. The whole region will gradually follow.”

“And the defenders can last against the whole region?” Isabella asked with a frown, taking the question out of everyone’s mind.

“Of course not,” Hakim answered. “Blood Tide and Galvanic Sniper will eventually take over once bigger threats start moving from deeper inside.”

“What if the bigger threats move too quickly?” Lev questioned. “Would they not be attracted to my aura?”

“The region is far bigger than you think.”

I suppose that makes sense.

He had a few more worries, though those would be addressed in time. With Grand Strategist Wayne present in the fortress, he doubted there was going to be a shortage of manpower and its deployment.

“How long am I going to stay there?” Lev asked while getting up, his arm fully healed.

“For a few months. Remain stationary until your team joins you," Hakim instructed, pausing when Lev threw the mutated mana crystal from the Night Hunter at him. The Exalted stored it, giving Lev a nod.

Lovely.

Following the guildmaster’s instructions, Lev inhaled deeply and unfurled his full presence. It was becoming more and more noticeable, having seen an upgrade in quality after he unlocked Harmony.

That was another change he eagerly dove into. His control over aura had become better, albeit only slightly. The major difference was in the quality, and now that he could observe the aura better, it also revealed why he could resist Hakim’s intimidation skill. Lev’s intent resonated even better with his presence.

Flying up several kilometers, he commanded willpower to keep him suspended. Adding mana into the aura was as easy as thinking about it. Doing it efficiently, however, demanded finesse.

Lev hadn’t needed to ever do this before, for releasing his presence usually did more harm than good. Just this once, he took his time to equally imbue pure mana into each part of his aura. The effect was muted, which wasn’t surprising.

The last key, his intent, was what made the mana empowerment complete. His aura shone brightly and expanded even further, displaying his location for many, many kilometers.

Almost immediately, he felt multiple presences take notice. Some were distinctly avian in their bearing, showing how they wanted to snatch him mid-flight and rip him to shreds.

Am I supposed to last ten minutes like this? He wondered, a bit concerned. Then his worries were put to rest when Hakim moved.

The man simply vanished from sight and senses in a single step, leaving no traces of movement behind. In less than a minute, all five of the monsters were dead.

… That works.

Ten minutes passed in a blink. Lev could see mountains becoming odd in the distance. Even with his eyesight, it took a moment to realize that the mountains were fine. No, it was the number of monsters rushing him that made them seem like they were vibrating.

He didn’t waste a moment in descending. His bubble was already prepared, stopping on the ground for a brief moment to let the passengers hop on.

After that, they were off. Just to be certain, he didn’t go too fast and observed the first wave of monsters rapidly closing in.

“How many do you see?” Lisa asked, preparing her buffs.

“My Perception is not enough to count them all,” Lev mused, unable to hold back a grin for some reason. How many levels could he get from bombardment?

“Why are we here, then?” Isabella voiced, staring a hole into the back of his head.

“Because,” Lev exhaled through his nose. “The monsters are mainly first-threshold. We can slow down and take turns killing them if you guys want?”

“Didn’t you say there are like tens of thousands of them?”

“Exactly. That’s so much essence to be had if we go in pairs and don’t just overwhelm them.”

“Unbelievable.”

“You worry too much,” he laughed. “Besides, I have like, enough mana to kill a lot of second-threshold monsters. Melvine is also doing well in that regard. Kora, can you use your buffs?”

“Sure, but I won’t last long.”

“That’s fine, we can just go invisible and fly away if things get worse.”

Her buff was mainly directed at Lev, Isabella, and, surprisingly, Zack. The fire enhancer used a lot of mana during battle, but Lev hadn’t realized before just how much. Only after observing the Master spar with Hakim did he notice the usage properly, and he had to say, Zack’s class was just as much of an enigma as everyone else’s.

“Alright, who’s going first?” Lev asked and lowered the bubble until it was a few meters above ground. A hole formed in the barrier floor, an open invitation.

Viktor and Aryan jumped out. Lev closed the hole and made the bubble ascend, keeping an eye out for anything unnatural.

“Just make sure to keep following us,” Isabella sent to the two, connecting them all to the communication item. “I will occasionally signal the bubble’s location with a pulse of fire mana. Try to remain underneath us.”

“Noted.”

“Okay.”

The first monsters to reach them were ugly bipeds. As if budget werewolves were meshed with abominable rats, the monsters ran forward with surprising speed for their level.

Said level didn’t hold a candle to the rogue, who was an evolution higher. Aryan wasn’t even noticed as heads were sliced clean off of shoulders, tumbling to the ground with wide eyes.

The next were harpies due to their aerial flight and the speed afforded by it. Neither fighter made the first move, content with letting the monsters dive.

Viktor’s class shone brighter in that exchange. Both harpies targeted him. He stood stalwart with the barrier shield, pretending to remain stationary.

When the first harpy was about to close in, he threw his axe. It dug straight into the monster’s brain, downing it in a second. The corpse carried on, and he let it land on his shield.

In a blink, the same shield slammed into the second harpy’s beak. All of the stored kinetic energy pulped its head, and even the gore was launched away from Viktor, saving him from a bloody shower.

Monster after monster fell to the two. They had more than enough mana to keep going for a while. Even Aryan, who couldn’t keep up a high output for too long, was just casually mowing through the thin horde.

That changed gradually. Hundreds fell in the first twenty minutes, only for thousands to become visible on the horizon.

Neither combatant was deterred. Instead, they finally dipped into their resource pools with seriousness, preparing themselves for the onslaught. A few exchanges also took place through mental communication, during which Aryan agreed that supporting Viktor’s defensive style was the best move.

Lev just leaned back in his seat. He had seen them both fight many times, and unless something went wrong, he would rather plan for arrival at the fortress.

As it stood, he wasn’t lacking anything. Improvements were possible and would take place during the journey. What he was most curious about were his immobilizing constructs, primarily ropes and cables.

The ropes connected to his bubble were thinner and more flexible, meant to constrict and hold in place. Cables, on the other hand, were made to be as durable as possible, enchanted with that in mind.

He used to have a middle ground, one that kept falling behind his usual arsenal due to several reasons. Chains were a tool to both hurt and hinder. Lev had first used them as a means to hold monsters in place, tie them up, or cut into them with bladed edges.

That had become harder and harder with time, especially when third-threshold monsters were involved. The linked construct shattered too easily, and each link could be considered a weakness.

Changing that was difficult, so he had come up with several solutions. Harmony had unlocked an option previously inaccessible: even smaller enchantments.

Carving entire formations on a small construct demanded several things. Perfect utilization of space, enough conductivity and structural integrity to handle the burden, and enough Perception, familiarity, and more to properly utilize tiny runes.

The first was a matter of time and planning. Treatments, which he needed to buy and look into more of, would deal with the second. The last, however, was something he couldn’t have managed without Spiritual Harmony.

Now, with his deepened connection, he could feel that another layer of enchanting had been unlocked to him. Not nearly enough for Epic items, of course. The sap from the third-threshold treant was the only reason he could create such items.

Forging peak rare items, however, was now possible. That was going to be the secondary aim going forward, and he had months to practice on a perfect battlefield filled with Masters and Adepts.

A few more minutes passed as he remained lost in thought. It wasn’t until Aryan called out for a switch did he return to the present. Lowering the bubble, he made it visible and created an opening for the fighters to jump through.

By now, there were so many first-threshold monsters swarming towards them, it was getting slightly intimidating. Lev made it easier on his psyche by filling up a few dozen arrows with lightning before launching them at the small wave.

Explosions rang out for several seconds as the scene turned blue. Hundreds of notifications flashed by in the corner of his vision, none of them worth checking.

“That would’ve been helpful a moment ago,” said Viktor, slightly out of breath.

“I wasn’t paying much attention, sorry. Who’s next?”

Seeing the number of monsters, Isabella’s whole team decided to descend. Lev once again formed an opening for them, remaining in his seat to observe the spectacle.

Without Kora’s buff, he was going to refrain from using too much mana for fun like he just had. Instead, he looked upwards, noticing a particular detail.

A lone cloud. Is another storm coming? I guess I will know if there’s a huge bunker underneath the fortress.

Time would tell, he supposed. For now, he summoned Stargazer and channeled mana through her enchantments. Overriding the core’s reserves and preloading functions, he powered up the runes from scratch with his own mana.

Sherron had mentioned that Jimmy, the Exalted Crafter, must’ve left something in the glaive. It was bound to be challenging even to discover what she meant, something that was becoming readily obvious as he found nothing new in Stargazer’s structure.

Turning the enchantments on and off repeatedly, he eventually gave up and scanned her physical body from head to toe. A few scratches, no structural damage. The blade shattered often, yet the pole endured without problem.

Taking off the pole cover containing the converters, he scanned the strip of cloth a few times. Nothing new there.

“What are you doing?” Lisa ended up asking, unable to hold back her curiosity. By her side, Rena seemed relieved that Lisa had asked it and saved her the trouble.

“Looking through the enchantments and cover for any hidden mechanics or surprises.”

“Why would it have those?”

Lev debated if he wanted to answer that, then shrugged. Now that they weren’t at risk of being overheard, he had no qualms telling them about Stargazer. They had developed more than enough trust for that in the past few weeks.

“YOU CHOOSE NOW OF ALL TIMES TO REVEAL IT!?” Isabella shouted in their ears, audibly angry that he was doing this while she and her team were facing a full flock of harpies.

Lev chuckled. The bomb drop could wait a bit.
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  Isabella and her team returned to the table not long after. Lev waited for them patiently, ignoring the look Isabella sent his way. It wasn’t like she and her team weren’t going to be included in the conversation, though he was happy she had stopped him. Revealing something like this while only they were fighting would’ve been disrespectful.

“Alright, there’s not much to say,” Lev said and turned off all of the concealment enchantments present in the glaive. Many pairs of eyes snapped towards Stargazer, specifically the pole housing all of the enchantments and the core.

For his own fun, he observed everyone’s reaction. Melvine was mostly unbothered, having realized that the glaive was special long ago.

Elias and Viktor were sharing glances, excitement budding on their faces, whereas Lisa and Rena were transfixed. The enchantments were vast, too much to decipher properly, and for someone like those two who didn’t work with runes, the flows of mana in the pole likely seemed impossible and mesmerizing.

Isabella looked proud. Lev didn’t know if it was because he had come forward and told everyone himself, or simply because she thought that he deserved such a weapon. Either way, she was not shying away from sending her team smug glances.

Aryan was just smiling to himself. Lev had already confirmed to him that the glaive was unique, so the reveal didn’t come as a surprise.

“What kind of an Epic item has such an aura?” Elias asked, letting out a rueful sigh. “Lucky bastard.”

“It’s not Epic,” Lev casually tossed out, grinning at the reaction. “I turned off the Identify protections.”

One by one, faces lit up. The Identify results were scanned again and again, first in disbelief, then with awe.

As a general rule of thumb, enchantments with simpler names were usually weaker, unless they were single-word names. Stargazer, however, only had unique enchantments, and all of them sounded absurdly strong.

Naturally, the Masters in front of him understood the implications.

“Why did you not take any active enchantments?” Melvine asked, identifying the core principle about Lev’s weapon immediately.

“Because I wanted a weapon that would grow with me,” Lev answered thoughtfully. “To be honest, I sometimes still think about that, even if I know asking for a glaive like this was for the best. A Superior weapon with active enchantments would be extremely strong, but whatever it would do, I would eventually be able to recreate it with my class. The passive enchantments let me get to that point easier and also eventually go beyond.”

“Who even made this?” Kora questioned.

“The Dreamer.”

“You got an Exalted to make a weapon for you!?” Rena asked, a trace of envy in her voice.

Lev went silent. None of them knew what exactly had happened before he evolved to Master, and he didn’t know if he wanted to share it.

That was until he caught Viktor’s gaze, and surprisingly, also Aryan’s look. They both looked at him with no desire to know, only acceptance that they would be happy with whatever he chose to reveal, even if he didn’t say anything.

“I…” Lev took a deep breath, then deflated. “Fuck it. Basically, I was almost eaten alive the day before I evolved. A level six hundred and eighty something Windstrider Warg ambushed me close to Windkeep. It was lethally injured and undergoing a mutation, so it couldn’t use mana or most of its physical strength. I survived somehow, even if I was missing three limbs and half my face by the end. Sherron arrived at the scene just in time.

“The warg ended up dropping a regenerative core. Said cores are apparently documented but unbelievably rare. They can endlessly sustain themselves and never crumble like usual cores, so using the regenerative core for anything mundane was out of the question. Sherron and Drakys got a hold of the Exalted crafter for me, and well, I had Stargazer remade, as she had also been shattered during the fight.”

Pin-drop silence met his horrible retelling. Only the screeches of harpy flocks chasing after the speeding bubble could be heard. Getting slightly annoyed, he formed a few dozen arrows and filled them all to the brim with lightning.

In less than three seconds, corpses rained down on the grassland, which at least prompted someone to say something.

“Wow.”

Lev turned to Aryan, who had said that. “Wow?”

“Yep. I knew you had gone through something bad before the whole thing in Windkeep, but this? How the hell are you alive?”

“Far too much luck,” Lev shrugged. “I don’t know how I keep getting away with it, but I do. That’s the answer, really.”

“But…” Isabella interjected. “Nearly level 700? Weren’t you an Adept?”

“Mhm. The warg had a really long wound close to its neck, going from the shoulder and all the way to the back of the torso. I made good use of that.”

Unfortunately, as expected, no one wanted to speak after that. Lev was starting to get bothered by the looks they were giving him, so he clicked his tongue loud enough for everyone to hear and jumped out of a hole in the bubble floor.

The pity in their gazes, no matter how well-concealed, was something he could do without. Rationally, he understood that it was an unhealthy mindset, but it was too late to be stuck on that event. He had already mostly moved on and was now stronger than ever.

Consequently, their concerns were appreciated, just not really valid anymore. It was supposed to be Stargazer’s reveal, not for a tragic piece of his past. The atmosphere had stopped reflecting that.

Besides, when am I ever going to find a chance to test myself like this? Lev grinned to himself. Just a little old me against thousands upon thousands of monsters.

Mana pools just above half, he imposed some strict limits upon himself. No more than small bursts of lightning and fire, and no more than half of his enhancement formation’s maximum power, as well as the associated enchantments.

The huge wave following the bubble rippled in anticipation, detecting his delicious yet contained aura. Monsters surged with strength, pushing their skills to their limits in a bid to reach him faster.

Lev welcomed them all with Stargazer. No longer was she shrouded in concealments, nor did he feel too weak to be scared of anyone but the Exalted if push came to shove.

Mana responded to his will. He basked in the heightened control, letting his ropes tear through the weaker monsters. Harmony had made all of his enchantments and class skills even more intrinsic. They responded to his beck and call in an instant, reducing the already negligible time to an unperceivable moment.

Now, it felt as if he truly controlled everything with a thought. No longer did he need to think and plan as hard for each move, which was depicted clearly when he moved his body.

The barrier armor shadowed his movements flawlessly. Lev was used to moving the armor first and then empowering its might with his physical strength. Harmony had made his control over the skill so fluid that he could reverse the roles without even trying.

Hold on a moment, is this supposed to be possible?

His fist punched a poor orc in the face. Teeth, bones, and flesh were mixed in with a blood shower, which he smoothly avoided by jumping back.

Ever since the start, he had always led physical assaults with his armor. His body worked in the background, providing that extra oomph to each strike and making use of all of his excess physical attributes.

Reversing the roles was always possible, except it also wasn’t. He didn’t have nearly enough control over his physical limbs to excel in brawling after evolving to Adept, at least compared to his armor, nor did he have any reason to rely on his body first.

Now, though, if he could potentially take the physical and mental might combination a step further, and truly combine them into one, more doors would open to him. Specifically, a body enhancement skill.

By design, body enhancement skills had very low costs. Warriors used them with their meager mana pools, and as such, the skills were meant to complement their fighting styles to a reasonable extent.

For someone like Lev, who had more mana than what should’ve been possible at his level, such skills could turn into something else entirely. What if he lucked upon an evolution that would prepare his body for an eventual physique?

Potential futures were springing up in his mind, all because he was sort of bored and wanted to test new things. General skills were known to start at a point much lower than the average class skill, only to catch up with them a few evolutions later.

A distinct possibility was infusing or imbuing his body with mana. As Drakys had once carved runes in his own body, Lev could sew barrier threads into his skin to bypass the body’s natural healing. Flesh and muscles would heal around them, though; as it stood, he was very, very far from managing such a feat with any viability.

Regardless, the seed of greed, progress, hope, and more had been planted in his head. It would take a while to realize it, but for now, he let his body take control.

Even if he didn’t have Arcane Brawling anymore, the natural skill and improvements he had seen back then were still with him. Which meant that when a harpy tried to tackle him to the ground, he charged his armored fist with a smidgen of blue flames.

Physical strength was responsible for the first movement this time. The impact was a type of mental feedback he hadn’t felt in a long while. His punch thudded onto the harpie’s face, cracking the beak.

Mental strength followed in the same instant, digging into the head in tandem with a small explosion of blue fire. The harpy was dead before it could even think of defending itself, though Lev had the misfortune of being showered in gore due to its flight’s direction.

Weathering the collision with the body, he tossed it aside and took a step back. A strange snake-like monster was trying to take a bite out of him with surprising speed.

Lev infused a bit of lightning into his armor and danced around its range. Again and again, two giant fangs almost caught his arms, only because he allowed them to come close.

While it failed repeatedly, he observed the monster’s physiology. Four strong arms covered in thin scales, and a humanoid torso that looked even uglier than harpies. If anything, he was probably disrespecting all humanoid beings with that comparison.

Still, for the sake of knowledge, he had to test its strength. Closing in, he slapped away the first arm, ducked under the second, flew back a bit to avoid the third, and just to be sure, slapped the torso with Stargazer.

The final arm suffered as a result, its momentum cut in half. His armor weathered the blow without even coming close to any form of strain, though the amount of kinetic energy absorbed was still surprising. It confirmed his theory that the monster was only focused on physical strength, possessing more than its level would suggest.

Having seen enough, he amped up his Perception and enhancement formation for a brief instant, decapitating it.

[

You have slain [Lesser Nure - Level 223]

]

Nure? Why have I never heard of this type before?

That should’ve tipped him off, but it didn’t. Lev put the monster out of his mind and continued mowing through each enemy arrayed in front of him. Not a single third-threshold monster was anywhere near him, allowing him to truly let loose.

Fists shattered bones. Legs tripped and shattered even more bones. When it came too close, he just let a few monsters swarm him, then launched a small, blue fireball at his feet.

It was a good crash test for his armor. The construct was stressed slightly, and the Epic suit beneath also struggled to ward off the heat. They did manage to succeed in their tasks in the end, courtesy of the little mana used in the fireball, but the monsters had it much worse.

Blue fire, as opposed to normal fire, was sadistic. It didn’t just explode; it did so with vengeance. That meant shearing through whole monsters before it could even burn them, ultimately reducing them to nothing more than bits and pieces.

Lev did get tossed around like a rag doll. He used that to his advantage, keeping an eye on avian monsters and suddenly launching himself at their faces.

A galeworm was his latest victim. The poor thing, as poor as a monster could be, tried to jerk out of the way, only to slam into an invisible shield. Lev’s hand wrapped around its length in the next moment, releasing enough lightning to turn it into a charred, disgusting snack.

Tossing it aside, he was about to jump back into the bubble when an odd sensation assaulted his mind.

It started negligibly, as if the world was holding its breath. Lev’s confusion turned to alarm when his mind started blaring warnings, and he powered his armor’s enchantments to the fullest just in time for a wave of gray, visible mana to hit him.
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  Lev braced himself. The light gray mana that reminded him of caves and stone was something he hadn’t encountered before. Contact with his armor could end horribly.

His passive skill didn’t activate, and time passed in a blink. The mana slammed into his armor without any physical force, pushing against his armor’s enchantments and durability.

Steeling himself, Lev prepared to counteract any damage, only to pause in surprise. After a few moments, the offending mana was just… rebuffed. His armor stood tall, proving itself to be a wall too tough to damage.

…Huh?

Quickly getting over the unexpected outcome, he gazed at the horizon. Eyes squinted, astonishment grew when he barely even noticed the monster, one that had its gaze locked onto him the entire time, despite the massive distance.

What the hell is that, even?

Before he could deduce the monster’s body shape, another wave of gray mana originated from its direction. Lev decided to play it safe and arrayed a large number of shields in front of him, powering their enchantments to the fullest.

Unlike the armor, the shields suffered mild damage, though it was the nature of the attack that made him freeze.

Petrification!?

Stone chunks fell off the constructs, no longer connected to the structure. Repairing the damage also immediately pushed out the petrified portion, making the task trivial.

Ruminations about why the barrier armor countered petrification so well could wait. He had to kill the monster before it got closer. As unlikely as distance was to be a factor in the gray mana’s potency, he didn’t want to take any chances.

Lances formed above him. Far away, boulders, spikes, and other random stone projectiles took shape to oppose him.

A mage battle? He grinned. Let’s see how I compare to a third-threshold monster’s barrage.

Much like the spar against Isabella, they both fired at the same time. Several seconds passed due to the vast distance involved before the projectiles reached their destination.

Stone walls rose and shattered in quick succession. The monster, which he could only now see properly, weaved between all of the remaining projectiles, its speed too much for the initial salvo.

On Lev’s side, shields shattered by the dozens. Each stone projectile was infused to the brim with the same gray mana, and each impact took down several other shields with it.

Completely petrified shields rained on the ground, his control dominated by the sheer amount of mana present in the stones.

Regardless, shields were expendable. Their loss served as excellent testing, and he made good use of that by deploying shieldwalls for the next wave.

Above Lev, giant lances took form. He gazed silently at the Nure in the meantime, watching how it slithered closer with alarming speed. Now that it was only a few kilometers away, he could almost feel its potent body enhancement.

Why is it so strong, though? He wondered, converting a ton of mana into lightning and a smaller amount into fire.

As far as he could tell, the monster was not above level 600. And yet, its aura had a density to it that was rare in anything below that level, especially for the more common monsters.

Even worse, as it got closer, the aura was only becoming more and more intimidating. Hakim had no doubt left it alive as a challenge for the humans, though Lev couldn’t tell if it was meant for just him or everyone in the bubble.

If the increasing strength of the monster was anything to go by, it was the latter.

The second wave of stone projectiles further proved his thoughts. Spikes as large as school buses roared towards him. Shieldwalls were pierced, normal shields were broken in droves, and he had to ascend with the bubble to not be smashed to paste.

Holy moly, he thought with a gulp, watching the surviving projectiles shear through the ground and carving massive grooves. At the end, they even released the payload of gray mana, turning the grass and dirt into stone. His own lances were blocked by massive stone monoliths, somehow surviving the large blasts.

For a moment, Lev debated utilizing all of his mana to put down the monster for good. That would render him out of the fight immediately, though his prodigious regeneration would still let him help here and there as they returned to the citadel.

There was just one problem. For some reason, he didn’t believe that raw power would be able to kill the monster.

“I don’t think I can afford to face it by myself,” Lev sent to everyone. “There’s something off about the monster. Let’s not risk it.”

“Glad someone else noticed it too,” Melvine commented. “For this one, keep the bubble above us and completely invisible. Use as much mana as you need to. We need to finish this quickly, and now.”

The urgency in her voice caught them all by surprise. Lev went to work immediately, jumping back into the bubble and slotting the shadow mana converter in its dedicated spot.

All invisibility and other concealment enchantments came alive in an instant, just in time to evade another massive wave from the monster. This time, stone boulders were the most numerous, almost catching the bubble.

Lev’s hackles rose when he felt the proximity attempt to petrify the construct, only for shadow mana to counter it. Somehow, the gray mana slid off the darker one, something he didn’t even know was possible.

Not looking the gift horse in the mouth, he made the bubble fly even higher, tensely waiting for a reaction.

Fortunately, the nure’s perception didn’t seem to be good enough to pierce his concealments, though it still knew that the humans were somewhere high above.

Instead of bothering to look for the bubble, it did something Lev both approved and dreaded. The nure threw any qualms about preserving mana to the wind and formed hundreds of small spikes.

Infusion made them shine brightly to his senses from afar, a sickly gray aura hanging around the projectiles. Now, however, he wasn’t worried.

Kora continuously buffed his regeneration, and he channeled all of it into the lightning converter. The result was stored in treated orbs, hidden nicely by the bubble’s enchantments.

Fear spiked a bit when the spikes flew at them in unison. He gulped, quickly sending instructions to Melvine and Isabella.

“Wait for the lightning wave, then cover the left and right. I’ll deploy shieldwalls right in front of us, just in case.”

There was no more time. Like miniature torpedoes, the spinning spikes completely dominated their vision as they neared. Lev held his breath, waiting until the last moment before he heaved with effort.

Invisibility enchantments turned off to relieve focus. All the converted mana was teleported to the bubble, concentrated on the front side.

When the spikes were moments away from impacting, he released all the lightning outward. A calamitous wave burst forth, shearing and barreling through all of the stone projectiles, disrupting even those that it missed.

Regardless, several more spikes were on track to hit the bubble’s corners. Melvine and Isabella were prepared for that.

Frosty mist layered itself over the right side, whereas fiery ropes formed nets on the left. Spikes slammed into the frosty layering, cracking the construct underneath yet failing to petrify it. Against the flames, petrification was naturally ineffective; the mana was wasted in turning the fire solid.

“That was close,” Lev breathed out, turning the bubble invisible again. “Alright, quick vote. Should I bomb it or do we risk facing it up close?”

“Is fighting from afar even an option?” Elias spoke up. “Do you think you can kill it?”

“Honestly, no,” Lev replied bluntly. “There’s more to it than what meets the eye. Gotta cooperate before even attempting to go close.”

“What’s the plan?” Isabella questioned.

“Play it safe, bait out its abilities.”

There wasn’t more to discuss, not until they knew what the nure could do. For now, it slithered ever closer with its four thick arms hanging on its sides, fists clenching in anticipation.

“Getting close to those arms is a bad idea,” Melvine remarked, now able to see the monster clearly as well. “I’ll slow it down first. Try to restrict its movements.”

Upping the shadow mana in the bubble’s enchantments, he pushed the concealment to its upper limits while descending. It proved effective, the construct escaping the nure’s notice as it neared the ground.

Lev observed yet another wave of spikes pass through where they had been a moment ago, like a swarm of hateful bees ready to pass through flesh and bone instead of merely stinging.

The moment he stepped out of the bubble, a heavy pressure descended on the humans. It felt like a weight on his shoulders, one that existed beyond the physical world. The sensation also reminded him of when the stag or the Ripper King looked at him, albeit to a lesser degree.

If there was any doubt about the nure’s strength, it didn’t exist anymore.

Melvine burst into a sprint the moment she stepped out of the bubble, mist already rushing through her body and spreading around her in a dome.

Elias, Viktor, Aryan, and Zack followed behind, staying at a distance, with Lev flying a few dozen meters high and remaining behind everyone.

Lightning and fire rushed into his armor, predominantly the former. Speed was going to be the most important factor going forward, and he put all of his heightened agility to good use when boulders flew at his face.

A large amount of pure mana infused the armor at all times as well, overloading it selectively and pushing back against the petrification without much trouble.

Each projectile tried anyway, the gray mana somehow detecting him in the vicinity through unknown means. Lev took notes after making sure that he wasn’t in any great danger.

Shields hovered around him, reformed the moment they shattered. Spikes flew at his being again, and this time, he focused on capturing a few inside his constructs.

Three of them tore through a dozen shields, eventually coming to a stop after continued collisions. He narrowed his mind and perception on those spikes, noting how they tried to corrupt any mana that wasn’t aimless and ambient.

The answer came to him rather easily. Willpower was infused in the spikes, targeting any signs and presence of foreign willpower and intent.

More research would have to wait. Melvine was about to reach the nure, and he took a good look at it for the first time.

It wasn’t as big as he expected. Thrice as tall as the swordswoman in front of it, the nure pumped its body chock full of gray mana.

Stone armor appeared on its being, covering every nook and cranny. Only its eyes remained visible, glaring at Melvine with an intensity that almost scared Lev.

Almost.

The warrior took offense at the glare. She dashed in, sword and body blazing with mist, and launched a slash of the same element.

A stone-covered fist met the skill, shattering it and eating the damaging mist without problem. Melvine’s aura showed her surprise, as well as a slight bit of panic, as the punch continued towards her.

Viktor’s thrown axe impacted the monster’s arm, cracking the armor slightly and pushing it off track. Melvine’s sword deflected the corner that almost hit her, pushing it towards the ground, which the fist tore a massive crater into.

A normal monster would be unbalanced, except the nure had four arms and a serpentine body. The other three weren’t at all hindered by the deflection, descending onto the warrior like comets.

Melvine showed why she was the strongest in the group, dashing between the punches. Each step froze the ground below her for the best footwork, and in the meantime, more and more seeped out of her body.

By now, the dome had completely covered the nure, and with a thought, it started to dig into the monster’s stone armor.

Lev winced when a deafening hiss broke through his prepared sound wards, rattling his eardrums inside the armor. His bubble moved above the stunned creature, the ropes connected to it receiving an influx of lightning.

Shieldwalls were placed around the nure by the dozens, his entire stock deployed in a blink. He refrained from bringing out the absorption pillars, for his friends were also fighting with him this time. Any large blasts would risk hurting them.

Their coordinated assault started with Melvine’s charge. She blocked a punch, slowing down but not stopping. Jumping over another, a barrier platform appeared beneath her feet mid-air, letting her evade the third.

Before the first fist could coil back again, barrier ropes dove through the misty zone. Half of them wrapped around the nure’s neck, utilizing the element of surprise as best as they could, and the rest tried to stop its arms in place.

As usual, the constructs only held for a moment. That moment, also as usual, turned out to be vital. While the ropes gave Melvine an opening, the ones around the monster’s neck were a bit more successful.

Using the mist as a conduit, the lightning rushed inside the neck, finally eliciting a reaction, one that came with an unfocused wave of petrification.

Mist froze, falling in stone chunks. Melvine covered herself in a thick layer of ice and aborted her strike, just barely avoiding the same fate.

Lev covered the rest of the humans in multiple layers of shields, protecting them from the gray mana that weakened rapidly the further out it went.

Making the nure waste mana would’ve been a good thing, except the ground all around was now made of stone, and Lev’s intuition turned out to be right as things rapidly took a turn for the worse.

Stone monoliths rose out of the ground, concentrated around the humans. The nure escaped Melvine’s mist without missing a beat, diving into the ground and becoming invisible to all forms of perception.

Fortunately, Lev already had an inkling of what was happening, bringing up Stargazer just in time to slash at the jaws that soundlessly slid out of the monolith next to him.
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  The battle truly began at that moment. Stargazer, with her weight increased to absurd levels, smashed into the approaching jaw. More than the monster, Lev felt himself be launched away from the rebound, escaping the sharp teeth seeking to puncture him.

From underneath, an open, clawed palm almost caught him. A dense blast of mist slowed it down far more than anything he could have managed, almost trapping the hand in ice.

As focused as the Nure was on Lev, it also provided the others with an opening. Just as Viktor’s shield smashed into the side of its big head, a large whip of blue flames smashed into its forehead, cracking the stone armor and disorienting the monster.

Seeing the monster stumble completely out of the monolith, Aryan targeted its scaled tail, stabbing it with two daggers wreathed in shadows.

They just barely broke through its defenses, cracking stone and scales and delivering the payload of venom inside. The Nure instantly whirled around, breaking through the stun and swinging a hand at Aryan.

Too late, he ducked out of the way. Stone shards, each as long as an arm, rained upon his position. Lev and Lisa formed barrier after barrier in their path, except the barrage was too overloaded with mana, shattering every obstacle.

Three shards sheared through Aryan’s torso. Even outmatched, he still managed to twist his body to limit the damage, and yet, three non-insignificant holes appeared in his sides.

Much worse was the instant petrification. The rogue cut off large chunks of his flesh to halt its advance. He also downed the most expensive healing potion in his ring without hesitation, stopping the insidious mana from spreading even further.

Lev didn’t waste a moment in grabbing him with his enlarged ropes, tossing Aryan in the bubble and into the safety of all the concealment enchantments.

Meanwhile, the Nure had shrugged off the combined assault of several Masters. With the stone armor repaired, Melvine’s mists had stopped slowing the monster, and Isabella’s whips did nothing to hold it in place.

Elias’s swords bounced off, leaving not even a scratch, whereas Zack’s punches merely blackened the stone covering the monster’s body. Lances from the gauntlets also failed to do more, only blackening the armor further.

Stargazer found purchase on the Nure amidst the chaos. Lev’s arms bulged as he put his all into a strike straight to its temple.

The glaive cracked the stone, the force behind it enough to force the monster into the air. Crescent Decimation tore through the remaining armor, its effectiveness against defenses showing in that exchange.

Lev was blown back when the slash exploded. He had managed to cover himself and his friends with barriers, and if the writhing form amidst the flames and lightning was any indication, the monster was far from dead.

Less than half the total mana left.

Far too little for how tough the abomination was. They had to do something, and do it quickly.

Melvine understood that, too, sending a glance towards him. Sending a pulse of mana tinged with willpower, he sent a positive response and opened the floodgates.

Mana roared out of his limbs and torso, crushing his Constitution. The damage was almost as bad as he expected, his ever-increasing attribute and body conditioning showing their worth.

Other than him and Melvine, everyone else backed off. Barrier ropes grabbed them all and deposited them in the bubble. Sending a burst of mana to all of the construct’s enchantments, he prepared himself.

Melvine made the first move, blanketing a large area around the monster in mist. The previous explosion dispersed in a moment, exposing the monster that had tricked them all.

It stood tall, mostly unhurt and covered in intact stone armor. Hatred burned in its gaze, nearly making them reconsider their plans.

It’s far too late to back off now. Lev gritted his teeth and advanced with the swordswoman.

A slash of mist roared towards the Nure’s chest. As expected, it tried to swat away the skill, only for it to explode. Like a smokescreen, it completely blocked its vision and senses.

The temporary advantage turned against them when the monster proved itself to be above the mist’s Perception debuff. Lev hastily raised Stargazer to try and stop a massive stone spike.

None of the shieldwalls or shields reached it in time. The glaive was wrenched out of his hands from the sheer force behind the projectile, and he only managed to half-avoid it.

This time, the armor was not insurmountable. Almost all of the layers on his left arm were turned to stone, and he had to consciously dump mana into the construct to stop the petrification.

Underneath, the Epic suit was easily overwhelmed. Bones turned to powder, and flesh was compressed as if under a hydraulic press.

Only Melvine’s timely intervention saved Lev from the follow-up as he was smashed into the ground and buried in the middle of a large crater. Shieldwalls were arrayed around him, blocking off several more spikes.

Fortunately, Stargazer hadn’t been thrown far. Pulling her back, he imbued the blade with a ton of lightning and increased her weight.

An opportunity soon arose. Melvine repeatedly jumped back as massive fists tried to turn her to paste. Spikes tore out of the ground, just barely dodged as the displaced mist warned her in advance.

The monster was relentless, though. Beneath Melvine’s feet, a stone platform rose in a flash. She was flung upwards, barely saving her hide as the Nure lunged to bite by freezing air and kicking off it.

That was Lev’s chance. Stargazer flew forward like a blue comet, straight into the monster’s chest. Lightning rushed into the wound, gleefully targeting the blood and organs.

The sheer amount eventually became too much and was released in a violent explosion. Even inside the crater, the shockwave smashed him into the ground again, eliciting a groan of pain. His arm was in no condition to even twitch, let alone move.

Searching for Stargazer, he found her still buried in the monster’s chest. With a mental heave, he recalled her and recreated the broken blade, enchanting its edges.

For several long seconds, he and Melvine stood there, not daring to go near the crackling blast. Lev took that time to fix his armor completely and send more healing mana into his body.

Grinding his teeth, he ignored the pain and remained focused on the monster. It was still alive, for there was no notification.

For a moment, he hoped that the monster was too wounded to move. There was no movement inside the explosion, and just when he was sure of their victory, a shape rose from the ground.

It moved fluidly, too smoothly for what should’ve been a dying monster. Then a wave of dread shot through his being when a gaze landed on his form.

It’s not even close to dead…

Arm unusable, low on mana, and nearly out of all projectiles and defensive constructs. There was nothing he could do to kill the monster, not anymore. By his side, Melvine’s breathing was also ragged, with only a small amount of mist clinging to her form.

“We can’t win,” he sent through the communication item, knowing everyone was connected. “Let’s call for backup and keep it occupied in the meantime.”

His duo had no problems accepting their defeat. Just to be safe, Lev dumped lightning and fire mana into his remaining lances, grimacing all the while.

The monster charged immediately. Stone spikes met lances, though fire mana ensured that a large area was affected.

None of the stone projectiles made it to the humans, who were scooped up by barrier ropes. Though right before they entered, something changed.

Suddenly, the air around them was no longer as oppressive. The Nure’s daunting presence was subdued, and it instantly tried to turn tail and run.

Yet before it could, Drakys suddenly appeared in front of its damaged chest, one that was stitched together by stone. The monster didn’t hesitate in throwing four punches in a blurry combo, overloading its body enhancement as fear wafted off its aura in waves.

None of that amounted to anything. Invisible strikes chopped off all four arms. Drakys took a single step on solidified air, his palm landing on the stone armor. In a blink, the monster’s torso exploded, and a pristine light gray core landed in his waiting hand.

[

Your group has slain [Mature Nure - Level 588]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 305

Unerring Volley has reached 4th Level 7

Arcane Protection has reached 4th Level 8

]

Lev could only watch with his mouth slightly ajar as Drakys waved a hand, redirecting the rain of blood and gore away from him.

The man turned around with a small grin, twirling the core in his hand before it vanished into some ring.

“Not bad,” Drakys sent, easily tapping into the communication item. “Some part of me expected you guys to win, but then again, even I couldn’t reliably face one until the third gap. You did well.”

No one had anything to say to that, nor to the fact that an Exalted was watching over the whole battle. In hindsight, that should’ve been obvious, for Hakim wouldn’t send such a strong monster towards them without notifying backup first.

“Fun,” Lev eventually snorted. “I, uh, can you help me heal my arm? It doesn’t wanna fix itself.”

He moved the limb slightly with his armor, wincing. Drakys got more serious after seeing the injury, flying into the bubble through an opening.

The arm was, to put it mildly, fucked. It was pretty much paste. A single look from the Exalted was enough to scan it all for whatever Drakys wanted to do, and a dense stream of an unknown mana type easily pierced Lev’s armor and entered his arm.

Immediately, every pain receptor was set alight. Pain dug through every nerve, completely overwhelming his seasoned resistance to the sensation.

He stifled a scream, accidentally biting his tongue. Blood flowed down his throat before the tongue was also healed. And just like that, his whole body was whole and hale, not sporting even a single blemish from the previous encounter.

“Warn a man next time,” he sent tiredly amidst deep breaths.

“I’m just as surprised as you are,” Drakys commented, looking at the now-healed arm. “Severe injuries usually don’t eat up healing mana types like that. The restoration mana had already primed your arm for strong healing, which your current mana wouldn’t have provided.”

“So I shouldn’t send too much mana into my body if there are healers nearby?”

“Correct.”

That was news for him, and he filed the information away for later. His brain was still getting over the intense shock, so to distract himself, he stepped out of the bubble and summoned his refillable canteen.

Rinsing his mouth and throat thoroughly, he sighed and looked at the remaining lower half of the nure. Even in death, it reminded him of the stone spike that could’ve put him in a much worse situation.

If Drakys wasn’t watching over him and he was slightly slower? The same spike could’ve easily killed him.

Oh. That reminds me, where are the monsters following us?

That had completely slipped his mind. The Nure probably pushed away most of them, and yet, the wave following them hadn’t caught up yet.

“Did you deal with the monsters?” he sent through the communication item and sat down in the driver’s seat. Fixing the minor damage to his bubble from the explosions, he made it ascend for several hundred meters.

“Just trimmed it a little,” the Exalted answered, staring towards the mountain region. Lev wondered how their Perception compared and just how outclassed his eyesight was. “You should also take up a few anatomy books. By now, your control and mana capacity, and also Constitution, are too high for undirected healing.”

“…Can I even afford to focus on that during battle?” Lev countered.

“You need to.”

He snorted. That was precisely what an Exalted would say, and also exactly what made the most sense. Ever since Lev had evolved to Adept, he had mostly been doing what he needed to, not what he wanted to. The System itself had confirmed that humanity could vanish just as easily as a town hit by a tsunami.

Staying weak was not an option, and if that demanded he heal himself with precision during life-and-death battles, then so be it. He would have to make do.

While thinking about Drakys’ words, Lev also properly looked at Aryan. The rogue’s condition was the first thing he had checked after entering the bubble, but only now could he take a closer look.

Without wearing anything over his torso, Aryan’s pink skin was visibly free of scars and blemishes. No signs of the stone growths were visible, nor could one guess that the injury was so unique and dangerous from looking at the healing.

“Was the healing potion enough?” Lev asked.

“It was,” Aryan sighed. “Just needed to… nudge the potion in the right direction.”

Lev didn’t need to be a genius to deduce what he meant. The rogue had cut off his flesh to fight against the petrification and hold back the gray mana.

He didn’t need to imagine that, though. Fortunately, the approaching monsters saved him from that morbid imagery.

“Mana?” Lisa sent to everyone.

“Close to a tenth remaining,” Lev answered.

One by one, everyone else answered. Viktor, Elias, Rena, Zack, and Luna were the only ones with mostly filled pools. Everyone else was tapped completely, so they stayed behind while the five took it upon themselves to clear as many monsters as possible.

After all, the fight against the Nure had shown them the gap between Melvine and Lev, and everyone else very clearly.

And by early morning, we will be back at the citadel.

All in all, Lev was relieved to be surrounded by humans again after all that had happened in the dungeon and afterwards.
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  Drakys vanished after healing Lev and extracting a brief report, during which Lev had little to report. They had faced a lot of monsters in pairs and then collided with a Nure.

The way back was quiet, one filled with the noise of their recent defeat. Melvine was relatively fine, but everyone else, including Lev, had a lot to think about.

So many noticeable things in that one single battle, Lev mused, slowly getting over the loss. I countered its long-range petrification almost completely with my armor, though that advantage wouldn’t matter if it managed to grab me. When projectiles were concerned, mine were definitely deadlier if I concentrated the power in a few lances, except the monster had me completely overwhelmed when numbers were concerned. How ridiculous is that? Me and my many thousands of Wisdom points worth of mana somehow couldn’t keep up.

That was a gross oversimplification of events, and yet, it wasn’t that far off from the truth. Given all of his titles, class, and other advantages, he should’ve been able to match any third-threshold monsters below level 600.

Then the Nure battle happened, and all of those delusions were shattered. It hammered home just how ridiculous third-threshold monsters could become, and the one they faced was on the lowest end of the threshold.

And logic dictates that if a Nure was that strong, there are also bound to be other monsters just as powerful, if not even stronger at the same level.

He had a lot to ponder, primarily how his ability to hit above his weight wasn’t as solid as it seemed. A single encounter had proven it, and he also remembered the fight against the flame tiger. That one had come close to roasting him alive.

“Look lively,” Lev said out loud. It was just as much to banish his thoughts as it was to garner everyone’s attention. “I see our destination, though it has changed a great deal.”

“Changed how?” Isabella asked, shifting in her seat to focus on the present. Given that it was almost sunrise, she couldn't see too far.

“Big walls, a large fortress in the middle, half a dozen patrol squads, a constant barrage of arrows and spells, and more. Pretty much getting the city treatment.”

“Huh, that didn’t take long.”

“Just don’t let them attack us,” Aryan reminded. “I doubt the bubble will be penetrated, but you never know.”

Lev acted on that, filling up a few arrows with lightning and firing them. A few hundred meters away from the fortress, each exploded like fireworks on steroids, warning the defenders of their approach.

I’ve been overlooking the increasing range of my projectiles, he noted in the back of his mind.

By now, if he properly took time to aim and overloaded all enchantments, his arrows could cover a lot of kilometers. Consequently, he hadn’t really expected them to reach the base, though they had.

No one attacked the bubble, and with Lev releasing a bit of his presence, he found himself looking at an approaching woman after landing in a corner inside the walls. She didn’t look like a combatant, confirmed by the results of Identify.

[Worker - Level 199]

A decently high level for a non-combatant. She must’ve been pretty competent.

“Hunter Lev?” she asked immediately upon reaching the bubble. Everyone inside had already come out, awaiting further instructions. “Sir Wayne has asked me to inform you of your current task. It is urgent. Do you need to do anything before getting to it?”

“No, go ahead.”

“Very well. The Grand Strategist wants you to relieve the pressure on the combatants for a few hours. With the returning Masters, they can now properly plan for scouting and expansion, as well as many other matters. There is also much I need to inform you about.”

“Then how about I get started right away?” Lev cut in, waving a hand towards the bubble. For a brief moment, the woman hesitated, and it wasn’t hard to guess why. Getting into a construct with a Master was a daunting prospect, especially since he was an unknown.

Still, duty took over, and she stepped in after exchanging a few words with Melvine. Lev made the bubble ascend, and since dawn was just around the corner, he had to rely on his exceptional sight to notice the scattered monsters assaulting the fort.

“Right,” Lev began, firing a few lightning arrows. “Is something wrong?”

“Nothing of the sort,” the woman shook her head lightly, visibly gathering her thoughts. “Lady Sherron wanted me to inform you about monster migrations.”

“Migrations?” he echoed. “As in, a large number moving from one place to another?”

“Correct. We only need to worry about avian monsters on dangerous scales, though all manner of monsters have been seen migrating in the Grand Forest. Thrice, diviners have located massive groups of what were suspected to be harpies crossing the ocean. Ignoring the swarms of other monsters attracted by easy meals, Lady Sherron wanted you to be ready to escape underground at a moment’s notice. She didn’t specify the reasons, stating that you would understand.”

“Why, though? Is a migration passing over the continent?”

“If our estimates are correct, then a massive flock of some flying monster will pass over the northern edges of the plains. Fortunately, they won’t be anywhere near the center, let alone this fortress.”

So she doesn’t want to take any chances. Lev completed in his head. It made sense. He still remembered a storm vulture almost killing Beatrice and definitely didn’t want a repeat of the situation.

“I see,” he nodded. “Anything else?”

“We’ve also attracted the attention of Earthen Destroyers. There are a few roaming groups that our presence has enticed, and while they have been dealt with easily, more are bound to show up soon.”

“They’re easily enough to deal with as long as I’m informed in advance,” Lev said, nodding for her to continue.

“The biggest present concern is… not something I’m cleared to know about. It is well above my pay grade, and even Lady Sherron seemed hesitant to reveal any clues related to it.”

…That is not at all ominous.

“What did she say?”

The worker gulped. “She wanted me not to breathe a word of this to anyone else. To quote her words, “he should remember the location we visited with Drakys. Even further to the west, there’s a grove with an impressive density of ambient mana. Stay away from that place.” That’s all.”

Well, that wasn’t as bad as I expected, though it can potentially be much worse, Lev thought to himself, keeping his expression neutral. A sapient creature can be a double-edged sword. So far, I’ve only had lucky encounters, discounting Kaius’s arrogance. That won’t always be the case.

“Thank you,” he said out loud. He could feel her unease growing as she watched dozens upon dozens of arrows form and shoot off within minutes. “Is that all?”

“There are a few more concerns, especially a large pack of stealthy wolves, but you will be informed more about them through the communication tablet.”

Seeing that she had no more to say, he lowered the bubble and let her return to the fort.

Back above, he took a moment to consider his circumstances. Getting saddled with a job immediately after returning was unexpected, but it seemed that the movement of the forces and planning were put mostly on hold in the absence of all the Masters accompanying him.

Now, a huge wave that would last months was approaching from the mountains, and they needed to prepare for it fast.

When looking at it from that angle, he had no qualms easing the burden on the combatants so they could tackle the upcoming problem while refreshed.

“How’s it looking?” he sent through Isabella’s communication item.

It took a moment for a reply to arrive from Lisa. “Melvine and Isabella are taking the lead, and Elias is also chiming in. Things are stable right now. A storm is coming, though. This time, instead of just hiding in shelters, we need to carve out tunnels to battle in. Only warriors and rogues will be deployed for that, not to destroy the concealments, and only use a minimal amount of mana.”

“How about the incoming wave?”

“The Strategist seems assured about our chances, though he has brought you up several times already. Alec is currently not present, and even the Runic Warlord had to leave somewhere early. Strategist Wayne seems to be in the know and is withholding information.”

“Then they’re probably facing a fourth-threshold monster,” Lev mumbled in reply, firmly clamping down on the panic that threatened to overtake him. Alec knew what he was doing, and Lev doubted that they were fighting without a capable team like Mel’s, or even multiple, supporting them.

“You think so?” Lisa replied, fear slipping into the message.

“Probably. I don’t expect any third-threshold monster that needs both my mentor and an Exalted in the plains.”

“Can you stop needlessly scaring us?” Isabella sent, audibly frustrated that she had to divide her attention because Lev was talking about something very interesting. “Do it when the meeting is done.”

Chuckling, he stopped talking and focused on the distant horizon. The first sun, orange and just as beautiful as always, was slowly rising. Within minutes, everything was bright enough to reveal the extent of what they were dealing with, and it was… dreadfully exciting.

Lev couldn’t actually see it. No, he felt it in his bones. The direction they had just returned from, an overwhelming sensation of death and ruin followed. It was as if a part of the world had declared war on the fortress, and even without laying his eyes upon the approaching wave, he knew that it was beyond anything he had ever seen before.

As if proving his point, a ringing chime echoed throughout the fort. His brain took a moment to recognize the monster bell. He wasn’t even aware that one existed in the fort.

The second chime came and went, and so did the third, fourth, and fifth. Sixth and seventh were also not surprising.  Eighth and ninth were the ones he expected to be the last, but then the tenth chime also reached his ears, bringing with it the weight of responsibility.

I swear to Monarch, this is the last time someone will thrust me into a spearhead position with so many people to protect. The next time something like this whole operation happens, I want to be too strong for anyone except my team to be near me—

Eleventh chime.

Lev stilled. The scale wasn’t supposed to go beyond ten rings, and there was no way for the eleventh to be accidental. It had come exactly ten seconds after the last.

Eleven… he breathed out slowly. What does that even mean? Imminent destruction, but there’s no choice but to stand our ground and fight?

Regardless of what it meant, the underlying intention was clear. The monsters numbered in the hundreds of thousands already, and that was considering that only the edges of the mountain region were following him.

Deeper inside, Hakim, and later on, Sherron would be clearing monsters left and right. Even then, millions of abominations would storm the fort.

Lev wasn’t confident in their chances, not with the numbers they had right now. Sure, he could feel over a hundred Masters below him, most of them inside the massive fortress.

Similarly, there were thousands of Adepts scrambling to prepare themselves. No one could sleep through the loud bell that was specifically enchanted to wake people up.

It was an impressive force, one that could kill tens of thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of monsters. But then what? They would tire out, aura mages would bottom out, and monsters would be free to cut them apart.

Melvine would be able to kill hundreds in minutes, as long as no third-threshold monsters were breathing down their necks. Lev himself could clear a large area with a few well-placed blasts, but he had his limits, too.

His friends were, while head and shoulders above the average Master, not as exceptional as he or Melvine. There were a few more strong teams, though those didn’t exactly instill him with confidence either.

They’re hiding something. Lev rubbed his chin. Well, I should be open to surprises then. Don’t want to accidentally mess up whatever they have planned.

Further musings were cut short when a gaze landed on him. He looked towards the fortress entrance, seeing a tiny form standing there and pointedly looking towards his bubble.

That is some exceptional aura control, he noted. I can’t tell if they’re a mage or a warrior, only that they are of the Master rank. An aura mage?

Oddly enough, his brain kept telling him something was amiss. Lev didn’t descend and focused on the person, noting how they were decked out in powered armor. It felt strong despite the distance, and that was when it clicked.

Metallic armor, completely black and gleaming in the light of dawn. He had faced a similar monster once, an Executioner Beetle covered in a metal called B-Hide.

Clearly, Beatrice hadn’t let Lev’s gift sit idly in a storage ring. She had it fashioned into something worthy of a strong Master, and now, decked out in that glorious suit of armor, she was ready to support the front lines.
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  Beatrice didn’t move from her location, chiefly because Lev wasted no time in descending to greet her. The bubble landed a bit of a distance away from the fort itself, out of the way of the people coming out and going into it.

All of the concealments were deactivated to reveal a door, through which Beatrice stepped inside after a few seconds.

Lev slowed his Perception, taking in every detail. She walked confidently, marching up to him without hesitation. Her steps were assured, and given how well she controlled her aura, she also hadn’t been idle for the past few years.

Above all, though, as her armor vanished into a ring, Lev was grateful that his face didn’t burn. He vividly remembered how they had separated, and the girl’s lips had remained in his mind for a long time.

His Perception returned to normal as she hugged him gently, which he reciprocated, then yelped when her fingers dug into his side.

“You forgot about me, didn’t you?” she asked with a fake pout.

Lev cleared his throat. “I was in meditation for a month and a half, and then Sherron took me to Whitefall. Sorry, there was no time to do anything else except say goodbye.”

“A month and a half?” she echoed, her previous expression forgotten. “Is that why I didn’t see you anywhere? Given your track record, I wholly expected at least a few rumors about a Master barrier mage.”

“Yep,” Lev smiled, waving her to a comfortable and cushioned seat. She sat down without missing a beat. “I actually wanted to explore more of Timberhold, especially the low mana density region next to it. There were probably several alchemical… things growing there.”

“Resources,” she added for him. “And yeah. Forget about that, though. Are you alright?”

“Huh?”

“Windkeep, Lev. Everyone knows about the incident. It was the only topic of gossip for a while everywhere. So, I’ll ask again, are you alright?”

Lev didn’t answer immediately, just staring. Then he exhaled through his nose and leaned back. “Yeah, I’m doing much better now. I have already talked to several people about this, and I’m making an effort not to isolate myself now. How come everyone asks me this question?”

“Because you don’t realize just how scary that event was. There were two monsters, right? One was a massive centipede, and the other is not public knowledge. Whoever has talked about that wave, they spoke of it as if the world were ending. The centipede was so incredibly strong, and yet, it got impaled on a huge stone structure as if it were a threshold lower.”

“Well… I wasn’t expecting that much to leak,” Lev muttered. “I suppose it makes sense. There were too many people to sweep it all under the rug.”

“Yeah. So imagine my surprise when I also heard your name often. You have a habit of leaving an impression. A team of Adepts was complaining about how you left them a lot of half-dead monsters, but they were too injured for good essence gains. Imagine.”

Lev just shook his head. That was certainly a complaint he never expected to hear. It made sense, though.

“The cannons I used back then were wholly focused on speed and penetration, and an explosive payload after that. Only a few monsters survived impact, and those that did were pretty much dead anyway.”

“Stop deflecting.”

He ran a hand through his hair that didn’t grow more than he wanted it to. “What do you want me to say? It’s highly classified information, and not something I want to share lightly. Other than me, I think only Isabella here knows about  the… events.”

“Then just say that.” She looked at him oddly. “Or do you think I’ll force information out of you?”

“Nah, I just cave in too easily.”

“Noted.”

“Don’t note that,” he laughed in surprise. “What the hell?”

“Just messing with you,” she smirked. “So? Why did you need to leave in a rush? And did you leave immediately after you dumped a priceless material and core on my plate?”

“…Yes. Oh, right. I have a team now.”

“What!?”

Giving her a flat look, Lev then snorted before launching into an explanation. Beatrice was an attentive listener, though it took her a moment to get over her surprise. What was so alien about him joining a team, anyway?

“And she’s an aura mage with dual buffs?” Beatrice asked to confirm.

“Yep.”

“That’s ridiculous. If you’re not mistaken, then she has really strong buffs for both warriors and mages, and can also evolve general skills to complement them. That’s… I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Yeah, Orianna and Sherron were similarly surprised, and they’ve been alive for centuries. I guess they didn’t just choose that team for me for no reason.”

“The other two also sound nice and strong,” Beatrice continued. “Jack seems the most of the normal of the bunch, but I somehow doubt he’s anything but exceptional. And Amelia, well, she will probably be the one competing with you the most.”

Lev just nodded, his attention grabbed by something else. As the bubble ascended, returning to its original high position, he looked towards the wave’s direction with squinted eyes. Beatrice’s shoulders involuntarily hunched, no doubt feeling the oppressive influence of so many monsters.

“Something’s coming,” he mumbled, eyes trained on the ground. Beatrice wordlessly cast her buffs on him.

For a moment, Lev expected a ridiculous regeneration buff like Trailblazer’s skill. That predictably wasn’t the case, and despite Beatrice having evolved to the Master rank, the increase in regeneration was slightly lower than before.

She frowned. “Your Wisdom is far too high.”

“That matters?”

“Of course it does,” Beatrice clicked her tongue. “A soul can only be forced to generate so much mana. After a certain point, tears will start to appear in it, though thankfully, skills have built-in safety nets to prevent that. “

Lev idly filed away the new information, also noting just how many skills the Exalted must have used to allow Lev’s soul to generate so much mana. Little wonder he was also the undisputed strongest aura mage, even before he evolved to Exalted.

His reply was cut off before it began when a shape suddenly appeared in his senses. It was brief, and though it wasn’t particularly strong, its direction was disastrous.

Barrier walls formed in its trajectory. Several were smashed to bits, further corroded by shadow mana. The sheer amount of walls eventually overwhelmed whatever skill the monster was using, after which it activated several more.

It was well within Lev’s manipulation range, however. He formed and enchanted several invisible shields near the wolf’s target. When less than two dozen meters remained between the monster and the alarmed Adept scout right outside the fort’s walls, an orb materialized below the wolf.

The small infusion of shadow mana was further empowered by the second rank of Trapping, which turned it completely unnoticeable to the monster. Even its familiarity with the shadow mana didn’t help.

In a split second, the orb was filled with lightning. A barrel formed atop it, aimed at the fragile underside of the monster. Blue flashed, and the wolf flopped to the ground, paralyzed. A mundane lance to the head finished the job.

[

You have slain a [Shadewolf - Level 333]

]

Lev didn’t let his attention linger on the corpse. Instead, he sent small pulses of pure mana out of his bubble, hoping to catch any other monsters in the vicinity.

His caution turned out to be unwarranted. Minutes passed without incident, and only then did he relax and take out his communication tablet.

“Is something the matter, Hunter Lev?” came Strategist Wayne’s voice.

Knowing they were in a meeting, Lev got straight to the point. “There was a Shadewolf right outside the walls. How did it get here undetected? It almost took down another scout.”

No answer came for a few seconds before Wayne spoke. “We’ve lost contact with a scout team sent to the East. Please keep an eye on that direction while I confirm what happened.”

“I will,” Lev replied. “The monster was also abnormal. I almost didn’t notice it.”

“I see.”

He had added the last part because it was the likely explanation. Shadewolves were not a monster race that he had encountered before, but if the scouts were Adepts, then they had likely fallen to the monster he had just killed.

“Alright,” he breathed out, leaning back in his seat. “That seemed to be quite literally a lonewolf.”

“Which is pretty odd if you think about it,” Beatrice mused. “How does a single wolf get past all the wards and almost kill a scout? Not to mention that anyone who is stationed at the fort is bound to be competent.”

“Let me fetch the answer.”

The bubble descended, and a few ropes moved out, their tips sharpened to the extreme. Two of them turned the corpse over, and another two dug inside and grabbed the core.

Bringing it close, Lev formed a barrier bowl next to him and filled it with water before taking it out of the bubble and dumping the core inside.

[

Shadewolf Core

Possesses Decent Mana Conductivity and Mana Capacity.

Shows minor properties of Shadows.

]

“I see,” Beatrice nodded slowly. “A heightened connection to shadows, or something along those lines. The rest can be explained by just how strong that mana type is.”

“Mhm,” Lev bobbed his head. “Look.”

On a barrier plate, he carved a Shroud of Darkness rune before powering it with a bit of converted shadow mana. Beatrice’s eyebrows rose when she realized he had access to the vaunted type, then even more when the plate vanished completely.

The concealment was so potent that Lev suspected the plate would vanish from his mind if his attention was snatched by something else. It would still be connected to him through his element, but it would take a bit of searching to discover the connection again.

“What the fuck?” she breathed out.

Lev snickered, earning a short glare. “Shadow mana in a nutshell.”

Then the fuel ran out, and the plate reappeared where it was.

“I couldn’t even feel any disruption in the air,” she shook her head. “How does it just cease to exist to that degree?”

“That’s a property of shadow mana.”

“Meaning?”

“I don’t know,” Lev shrugged. “It just interacts with the environment to improve the concealments.”

The conversation turned towards more mundane things after that. Lev asked how the new job had treated her, and as it stood, Beatrice had earned herself a reputation for being kind… and beautiful.

“Don’t laugh at me,” she huffed and crossed her arms. “It’s not my fault that my buffs also come with a rejuvenation effect now. Everyone stares at me like I’m some sort of angel.”

A chill crept down Lev’s spine. He paused, and the sensation vanished as soon as it had come.

What the hell just happened?

Confused, he looked around, finding nothing amiss. Not wanting to keep her hanging, he pushed the odd occurrence out of his mind and agreed that she was indeed beautiful. It only made sense for people to be entranced.

That was somehow not what she wanted to hear, though he also didn’t miss the note of satisfaction.

“So, what are you doing alone out here?” she eventually broached the topic. “Your friends are all inside.”

“I’m here as a safety measure, which has already paid off. As for my friends, they are in a meeting, after which my next role will be decided.”

“You don’t have a say in it?”

“I do, but I don’t want to contest anything right now. You will also most likely be assigned to me, and until more forces arrive and things become more stable, I’m fine being stationary.”

She tried to be subtle about it, except Lev didn’t miss the calculating glance. Sure, he was usually itching to go on an adventure, and yet, his presence had already saved a life. Throwing himself into danger could wait.

Far below, the Adept scout he had saved also turned towards the bubble for a moment and bowed her head. Lev sent a pulse of mana tinged with acknowledgement, after which she returned to the fort with slightly wobbly steps.

“Look at you,” Beatrice said. Lev turned to her and saw one of the most genuine smiles he had ever seen on her face.

“I took your words to heart,” he rolled his eyes. “Granted, I could’ve done more, but at least I’ve stopped avoiding interactions now. Many people here know about me, and I also trained the workers who came here with me originally. Which reminds me, I also need to create another batch of disks.”

“Disks?”

Instead of answering, Lev created a disk in a few seconds. It was enchanted and then tossed into a small tub, which he got up and half-filled with sap. More than enough for his purposes.

Less than a minute later, it was ready to be enchanted further. Sharpness and durability runes were further expanded to be concentrated around the edges, and he also added an infusion rune for any lightning or wind mana users.

[

Razor Disk - Rare

]

All the usual enchantments were also listed in the description. While the names might make them seem rather ordinary, his element and the Epic Crafter title brought the most out of each rune, and the resulting formations were quite a bit stronger than if they were to be put on a metal disk.

“Neat,” Beatrice commented, copying the word she had seen Lev use.
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  Isabella exited the fort first, her team following close behind. She strode forward with purpose, getting out of the fort’s walls through the large metal gates.

Beatrice and Lev shared a glance. It wasn’t unusual to see Isabella busily roaming the fort before they went to the mountains. Right now, however, he couldn’t even begin to guess what she needed to do so immediately after a meeting.

Her team also left the fort with her, so it was likely an important task. There weren’t many possibilities that demanded a full Master team.

“So she’s the fire princess, huh?” Beatrice began, suppressing a smirk. “I heard you accompanied her and her team on an adventure.”

“More like they accompanied Melvine and me,” Lev agreed, completely ignoring the implication. “That almost turned out to be a disaster.”

“What? Really?”

He settled for a nod, and she took the hint that he couldn’t say more.

The time passed in silence after that. Hundreds of Adepts left the fort over the next hour, most of them in groups as large as twenty combatants.

It was one thing to remember Varun’s words about how they had more than enough people, and another thing entirely to see it in action. Lev hadn’t seen so many fighters even when defending against waves. Just where had all these Adepts above level 150 come from?

He asked Beatrice as much, and she happened to know more.

“There were several huge training programs in Timberhold,” she said, crossing one leg over another and leaning back. “Last time I was called to enhance the regeneration of the trainers, I saw at least five thousand combatants just engaged in sparring, studying, and relaxing.”

“That doesn’t explain all of these people, though,” Lev pointed out. “The great cities still need a lot of people to defend against waves. Surely they didn’t send most of their forces.”

“You also underestimate just how many people are constantly on the move. Did you know that there are three different settlements present in the top five layers of the pit? There are also some massive final caverns below Runespires that are home to multiple towns.”

She had more to say, which boiled down to all the scouts that preferred to be away from the cities, and all the platinum hunters that didn’t want to be in public. Lev had even discovered one such place for himself, back when he had first met Mel.

“Hmm,” he grunted, thoughtful. “Our orders should come in soon. Are you ready for some carnage?”

“Born ready.”

Lev chuckled. She really had changed, even if it wasn’t outwardly noticeable. Back when they were still delving dungeons together, she would’ve hesitated.

Which reminds me…

[Aura Mage - Level 268]

A precise result, meaning she has a class truly focused on buffing others. Must be a strong one, because even other Masters show Healer or Mage instead of Aura Mage.

That was a good sign. Given how often they had delved into platinum dungeons, and how many second-threshold monsters they had killed, the evolution was likely pretty potent.

More importantly, she had gained another 17 levels after evolving. Given the low danger rating of Timberhold, she must have sought out dungeons and dangerous monsters by herself.

Good, good.

Lev approved, because of course he did. Getting stronger had little to no downsides, and for an aura mage, it meant the increase in strength would empower many more people in return.

It took another half an hour for someone to ping his communication tablet. Bringing it out of his ring, he sent a tendril of mana inside.

“Hunter Lev,” came Grand Strategist Wayne’s voice. “We now have time to discuss your task. Do you object to remaining near the fort?”

“I do not.”

“Very well. I have been informed that Beatrice is already with you. Your task is shared by five Master teams. Since you are, frankly, in possession of higher firepower than the other teams, you will be assigned to the East, from where the Wave will arrive in less than six hours.”

Simple enough, Lev mused. Further instructions revealed what exactly the task was, and also its simple yet daunting nature.

Each group of Adept he had seen earlier had devices that could send out distress signals. Lev’s job, along with all of the other Masters, was to respond to the calls as soon as possible.

It seemed straightforward, and it actually was, but given the number of combatants tackling the incoming wave, Lev knew he wasn’t going to be afforded a single moment of respite when things got too heated.

“Time to make a name for myself,” he mumbled, then took a deep breath. Beatrice just shook her head slightly. Left unsaid was that she would make just as much of a name for herself as him.

With the bubble as high as it was, Lev had no problems seeing the extent of the formations. Humans had adopted small defensive lines all around the fort, though the number was way lower towards the West. The wave was approaching fast from the East, and the South and North were going to be hit just as hard. At the end of the day, the fort walls only covered a few hundred meters, much smaller than the area the wave was going to be spread over.

While he could see most of the humans, some of them were far enough that he couldn’t distinguish between stray monsters or combatants. Flashes of different elements were visible, and he could even see torn limbs being flung around by a small tornado, but that was all.

“See anything?” Beatrice asked, similarly focused on the formations.

Instead of answering, Lev powered up the driving formations and flew forward. The East was still relatively calm, though that was swiftly changing. His presence, despite the aura and mana cloaking enchantments currently active, had a visible effect on the monsters.

For once, the creatures didn’t understand what was happening. Lev attributed that to his deepening connection to mana and improving control over his aura.

On the ground, a group of strong trolls became enraged, pushing themselves harder than before. The defenders still outclassed them, but now, they had to backpedal to play it safe.

It was the first time Lev had seen monsters react to his presence without him being noticed.

“… Should I ask?” Beatrice tossed out, not actually expecting a proper answer.

“No, you shouldn’t.”

“Thought so.”

There was no need for him to intervene, so the bubble returned to halfway between the formations and the fort. For now, the duo just waited as Lev’s mana regenerated in Beatrice’s passive buffs.

Several hours later, when most of the day had already passed, the world finally changed. As was the case with every wave, the very air became hostile, at least in everyone’s senses.

There was still no explanation as to why that happened. Some believed that waves were a trial for humanity to persist against, while others said that a threshold was reached when too many monsters spawned in the plains, leading to a collective assault.

Lev didn’t think either of those theories was correct, but he also didn’t have any other explanations. The world at large was a mystery of endless depth. Who knew what was possible when godly entities put their mind to it?

Along with the widespread sense of dread came the first signs of the wave. Monsters approached in a huge line that extended for hundreds of meters from side to side. At the front were trolls, somehow imitating a crude formation by using their tough bodies and regeneration powers to shield the other monsters.

Unfortunately for them, Beatrice had already cast her buffs on Lev. He didn’t opt for anything fancy, only hundreds of arrows that received a uniform input of lightning mana.

The monsters were far enough for him to leisurely enchant each construct, except that there was no need to. He didn’t have any formations meant to empower explosions yet, and that was what mattered for the barrage.

When each arrow was ready to burst, Lev spent a moment to appreciate just how insane his regeneration was with Beatrice’s buffs.

What once used to be a trickle when he was a Classer running around in the pit, was now a small yet roaring stream. The difference was awe-inspiring when he thought back to those days. It was so easy to ignore the sheer scope of improvements when increases came in small doses, and only after particularly dangerous battles.

Still, he couldn’t afford to get lost in his musings. Not yet. With a thought, arrows were fired in quick succession. Along the length of the monster line, explosions rocked the crude formation, eviscerating trolls and orcs that were at the front.

The whole wave faltered for a moment before the first survivors pushed through the crackling flames. Unsurprisingly, felines were at the front, accompanied by wolves and other quadrupeds.

Thornlings followed close behind, and that was when Lev decided he would rather be involved instead of hoping he made it to struggling teams in time. There were too many monsters to take any chances, and with thornlings added to the mix, things could get dicey in a blink.

Within seconds, the first monsters hit the teams at the forefront. Platinum hunters held admirably, not wasting any mana on skills and simply tackling the fastest monsters with raw attributes.

Below Lev, a Master strategist looked at his bubble. Lev sent her a pulse of mana, which was recreated by several barrier plates, orbs, and other constructs currently digging through the ground and circling the human defenders.

Fortunately, she understood his intentions quickly and sent orders to several formations to make his task easier.

Some of them spread onto a wider area, whereas others clumped tightly together. Lev took a moment to assess the changes, then redirected his constructs according to the strengths of each formation.

The ones that spread wider were comprised mostly of warriors, and if he wasn’t mistaken, they were accompanied by a taunter. That person’s job was to attract monsters, and warriors were best suited for the ensuing chaos.

To complement that, Lev dug underneath them with disks, then slowly expanded them into both spike plates and walls. The former took were enchanted to form in a blink, and given how large they were going to be, Lev expected them to skewer anything below the third threshold easily.

For the tighter formations, which were primarily mages, he sent orbs digging in a large radius around them. While the mages could easily destroy anything from afar, his job was to keep monsters from getting too close. They had a few Shields for that situation, but Lev would still keep an eye on them.

“What are you doing?” Beatrice asked, feeling his mana dip a little due to the rapid enchanting.

“Creating little surprises for the monsters,” Lev answered, eyes trained on the first real threat.

A large monster resembling a turtle with earth spikes on its back ran towards a platinum team. Its short, stubby legs didn’t let it go too fast, though Lev was curious how the team would fare against it. It also happened to be the team with the strong wind user who was creating tornadoes earlier, and he wanted to see the skills in action.

[Stoneback Roller - Level 375]

As expected, a gale was the first response. It was backed by several skills, a small part of the move wrapping around the team’s warriors. Instead of hindering them, the wind empowered their movements, improving speed and momentum.

That was pretty strong already, but then the mage also conjured a tornado. From up close, Lev could see that it was filled to the brim with small wind blades, not unlike the ones he had used at one point.

When the turtle was only a few dozen meters away, the tornado roared forward, carving a groove in the ground as it went. The target was the turtle’s face, and the effect was immediate.

It wailed in pain, eyes torn to shreds, and face riddled with cuts. The monster’s long neck retracted inside the shell. It bent inwards, turning into a spiked ball ready to roll over the humans.

A hammer landed on the side of its shell, completely derailing that plan. Wind pressure visibly increased, pushing the monster into the ground. The final warrior’s sword radiated mana, glowing with the full, overloaded might of a skill.

It cut through the shell with difficulty, but continued all the same. Blood spurted out of the wound, along with a roar that sounded like a dinosaur’s. Lev had to blink twice at that. It really did sound like it belonged in a movie.

The platinum team didn’t care about that. A healer stayed behind and sent a weak buff towards the warriors that put down the turtle within seconds, showing a level of efficiency that betrayed their decades of experience.

“That’s a strong team,” Beatrice commented, impressed.

Lev nodded. “The wind mage has a strong class like mine, but without the mana advantages. He will be extremely strong after the Master evolution.”

The bubble remained above the battlefield as more such instances played out. More and more, Lev could see that no one present so far ahead was a slouch, and also that he wouldn’t need to intervene anytime soon.

That was fine, for the wave was only beginning. Sooner or later, he would need to take action. All the better if he would remain topped up on mana in the meantime.
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  To Lev’s surprise, days passed pretty quickly. The massive approaching horde increased in size way more gradually than expected, which threw his mental calculations off.

Floating above the defenders, he and Beatrice just watched the ongoing battles with muted interest. Four days since the wave started, there hadn’t been a single truly threatening encounter.

He knew they were coming, and when they did, lives were probably going to be snuffed out. It was still boring to just wait, though.

As for the wave, there could be only a few reasons for his estimates to be wrong. The bubble’s speed had carried the Masters to the fort at an impressive speed, which might’ve scattered the monster forerunners after the effects of his influence were lost.

Less likely was the wave meeting something or someone on the way to the fort, which somehow delayed it. None of the scenarios he could conjure in his head fit that, so he pondered the final option.

The storm should reach us in… less than a month, he guessed, looking at the smattering of clouds dotting the sky. It’s not like I’m staying out of the bubble this time, and my bubble is also continuously receiving a steady supply of shadow mana, so my aura is not at fault. One lesson on the central spire was enough for that.

A silent sigh escaped his lips. The price of his hubris was almost too much, and it was a minor miracle that Beatrice was still alive and present in the same bubble.

Inhaling deeply, he forced his mind to return to the present. The chances of some storm monsters landing on the continent ahead of schedule would usually be negligible, but this time, they had a massive buffet in the form of a monster wave. Sherron, Drakys, and Alec were also notably absent, and neither had Mel’s team shown itself again. Those were the strongest Masters participating in the operation.

“Prepare yourself,” Lev warned Beatrice in advance. She used her buffs on him, confused. There were no new monsters in sight.

Near the edge of the human formations, ones that were constantly switched out to let the fighters rest, the ground rumbled. A giant maw parted the dirt, almost devouring the alarmed platinum team.

Loose cables materialized in the Earthen Destroyer’s path. The barrier constructs grew taut and held, stopping the monster in its path. On its sides, invisible shieldwalls groaned from the strain, the ground they were stabbed into cracking.

Before the monster could realize that it couldn’t break through, a massive lance tore through its head and skewered it to the ground. The worm thrashed. It was of no use.

Instead of finishing it off, however, Lev left the monster to the Adepts. They were quick on the uptake after a single signal, and within seconds, the destroyer’s front half was decimated.

[

Your Group has slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 430]

]

None of the participants got a level, particularly because Lev’s presence was overwhelming, even compared to the high level of the monster. It made sense, for he had hundreds of orbs planted in the ground, and even minor vibrations were noticeable through them.

Eventually, he wanted to enchant them with sensory runes, except there were none in the collection from Drakys. Lev would need to trade for or find them naturally.

“How many?” Beatrice asked, seeing that he hadn’t dismissed the lance as tall as a double-story building. It was even enchanted to the brim, mainly with durability, sharpness, and speed.

For a few seconds, he focused on the sensory feedback. The orbs were feeling only tiny disturbances, except the frequency told a story by itself. Sources numbered no more than three, and given the minutely increasing intensity, the monsters were closing in on the same Adept team fast.

Lev didn’t take any chances and grabbed the four platinum hunters, bringing them several dozen meters above ground, right before the monsters burst out of it.

This time, there were several pillars already in place. An orb positively drowning in lightning mana materialized between the worms as the shadow mana ran out. It exploded right as they were boxed in by thick barrier walls.

The result was painfully bright. Contained as it was, the blast was potent enough to light up a whole city. Finding no other way to erupt, the flames and lightning roared upwards, and the walls adjusted slightly to aim the uncontrolled destruction towards a group of approaching Averosts.

“What the fu-”

Beatrice’s words were drowned by the two cannons atop the bubble. She hadn’t seen the monsters coming despite their size. They had excellent aura concealment, and their flight was also alarmingly fast.

Fortunately, Lev could peer through the initial explosion with little difficulty. Shapes stood out, three of them, and he aimed at the ones that felt the least damaged.

As the beams connected, he also used all of the lightning reabsorbed by the pillars surrounding the worm corpses, infusing it all into a barrage of lances.

It spoke to their resilience that, despite Lev using over a fifth of his pool in a short moment, the Averosts managed to survive until the lances tore into their hides, only going down at the tail end of the construct rain.

[

Your Group has slain [Averost - Level 531]

Your Group has slain [Averost - Level 522]

Your Group has slain [Averost - Level 539]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 306

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 307

]

No skill levels.

He clicked his tongue but was still pretty satisfied with the random haul. Two levels in a single fight were one more than Masters usually gained after a battle, regardless of how intense. The platinum hunters were also deposited near the fort, their tiredness after the close call evident.

“Where the hell did these come from?” Beatrice asked warily. “I am even keeping an eye out.”

“Beyond even the Grand Forest,” Lev replied.

“Huh?”

“I asked around, but no one knows much about what lies beyond the forest. Hakim once mentioned a stone maze after the green expanse, and since there is no information available on Averosts in any library, it stands to reason that they aren’t denizens of the forest. All the discovered monsters in that place are documented thoroughly.”

Beatrice just blinked twice. “I see.”

“I keep running into them,” Lev smiled. “Made me curious about where they were coming from.”

“Why are they here, then? We’re incredibly far from even the forest, let alone the… maze.”

“My guess is as good as yours,” he shrugged. “The only reasonable explanation I can come up with is that there might be a nest or several deeper into the mountains. There’s no shortage of stone cliffs there. Or whatever they remain in. Or maybe they live in trees? Averosts do look a bit like birds-”

Lev’s gaze snapped towards the Northeast. There was movement on a random patch of the ground, but it was too weak for his orbs to pick up. The several hundred-meter distance didn’t help either.

For a few seconds, he wondered if he was just seeing things. No monsters were present around that spot, nor were the air or mana reacting oddly. Beatrice was also starting to look confused, though before she could say anything, something happened.

Mandibles popped out of the ground. Small, barely the size of Lev’s arms. A brown ant followed, smoothly digging out of the ground and whirling towards the nearest humans. An almost imperceptible mass of mana was left behind as the creature charged.

For a long second, Lev’s brain struggled to make sense of the monster. An ant… ants usually lived in huge colonies. Given the weak aura, the creature was also either still in the first threshold or it was a really weak second-threshold monster. In fact, upon further inspection, it was definitely the weakest second-threshold monster he had ever seen. For all of those levels to do so little for personal strength…

…Because it only needs to do its job as a soldier or scout for the colony, not be a juggernaut, his mind connected the dots.

They potentially had thousands or maybe even hundreds of thousands of ants charging the fort, with that one leading the masses.

“Hunter Lev,” Grand Strategist Wayne’s message came out of the tablet before Lev could even think of reporting the ant. “Lure them out.”

“On it.”

He moved without hesitation. Swarms were already bad news. Ants, though? That was the worst type of swarm, especially if the colony or colonies were also dialled up to Monarch’s standards.

Flying out of the bubble, he overloaded his armor with lightning and shot off. Acceleration took a few seconds to not pop the eardrums of the defenders, and when he was past the formations, he flew close to the ground.

Then he also brought Stargazer in front of him and stabbed her into the ground while flying at the same speed. A massive groove was carved in his wake, tremors spreading far and wide.

His aura was also revealed, only a quarter of it at first. After some hesitation, he let out half of it and aimed his left arm at the ground when he was over a kilometer away from the humans.

A fireball decimated a large chunk of it. Another landed in the crater, before one more further widened it.

After twenty fireballs, the hole looked more akin to a landing site of a small meteor. Lev hovered a dozen meters above the deepest point, staying stationary.

Come on, he breathed in deeply. The bait was set. I know you want me.

The first signs of the lure being effective were tiny, concealed auras. Lev tensed. Three blobs of acid shot out of the crater’s walls, ineffectively splashing against several hidden shieldwalls.

Raw force slammed into his armor. His flight went out of control, and he was tossed out of the crater. Before he could reorient himself, another burst of force slammed him into the ground.

Mandibles scraped against the barrier armor in the same instant. Panicking, he released a wave of lightning, killing seven ants in that single move.

That did nothing to calm him. Forming a few orbs and sending them underground revealed no signs of the monsters in vibrations, nor did his Mana Perception pick up where the next force attack came from.

An invisible blanket was dropped on top of him. It attempted to drag him to the ground, but he was ready for it. Blue fire counteracted the telekinesis or kinetic energy, whatever it was, saving him from getting swarmed by a dozen ants.

Breaking free of the trap, he shot upwards. As he watched, the dozen became two dozen, and soon, hundreds of ants were breaching the ground.

We really are under attack by a whole colony…

Lev sighed. He could already see what he needed to do, and for that, he called forth the bubble. Beatrice was still inside, so keeping her a good distance away from the ants, he signaled for a buff.

Intelligence and mana regeneration were boosted immediately. Lev’s range expanded by nearly a hundred meters, a massive improvement.

Within the confines of his influence, arrows formed by the dozens. An ugly and terrifying mass of mandibles and segmented bodies was trying to reach him, with little success.

It was depressing to think that even things like ants were out for his blood. There were bound to be an extreme number of those on his tail now, and there wasn’t much he could do about it. Manawell or not, he could only face hundreds, not thousands or tens of thousands.

For now, however, he could manage. The boosted regeneration allowed him to infuse the arrows with reckless abandon. Orbs drilled into the ground for as far as his manipulation range extended, and as expected, they were ripped to shreds within instants.

That was fine. He merely needed to know where the monsters were grouped together.

Out of the corner of his eye, he also caught a distant platinum team getting ambushed by a mage ant. The lead warrior’s legs snapped, bones protruding through the thighs. He fell down screaming.

Terrified, a fire mage loosed several overloaded fireballs at the ant, but all of them exploded mid-air, well before their mark.

Lev almost rushed his preparations when a trident whistled through the air. Neither the humans nor the ants saw it coming as the mage ant was torn asunder by an incredibly precise strike. In a blink, the trident also flew back, recalled by an active enchantment.

Following its trajectory revealed the unexpected source of the attack. Grand Strategist Wayne coiled his arm back before launching the trident again, this time towards an invisible enemy.

Several meters underground, another mage ant’s aura was revealed before it dispersed.

Seeing that the strategist had his back, Lev returned to the disgusting mass of chitin below him. Nose scrunched, he waved a hand downwards, and hundreds of infused arrows followed.

The bubble scooped him up before they impacted. A veritable ocean of flames bloomed on the plains, covering hundreds of meters with fires loaded with lightning.

Thin limbs, bones, gore, and many other organs flew out of the eruption. Each arrow empowered the last, fueling the explosion as it dug downwards, disintegrating the ground.

More of the ants were caught in the blast. Most of the explosion was released upwards, but Lev wasn’t focused on that. The bubble had more than enough protection against heat and lightning’s destructive nature.

By his side, Beatrice flinched as his cold aura surged. It was completely bereft of emotion except dark, dark glee, for a lightning bolt was rushing towards the bubble.

It tore through several shieldwalls, finally fizzling out on the sixth. Lev couldn’t have cared less about the loss. Instead, his gaze remained fixed on the source of the bolt, one oh-so-familiar despite being different than the demon that still haunted his dreams.

[Stromrider Vulture - ??]

He couldn’t wait to tear it limb from limb.
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  For a long time now, Lev had wondered what he would do against a vulture. The name implied that the monster was opportunistic and that it wouldn’t show up unless it could swoop in for the kill.  

His revealed aura changed that. Not only was there just one vulture, but another really strong monster was approaching his location rapidly. As much as he wanted to take his time, the fight had to end in less than two minutes, which was still a long time for his Perception.

Next to him, Beatrice’s face had gone cold and white like ice. Her eyes, however, stared at the vulture through the powered armor’s visor with undisguised hatred, fear, and smugness. She knew what Lev could do when he put his mind to it, and he had no plans to hold back.

The timer began with Beatrice overloading her buffs. Lev’s Intelligence increased by 25% or so, and even his regeneration saw a significant increase. Her aura also momentarily went out of control, betraying how strenuous keeping up the buffs was.

Lev patted her on the shoulder once before he dropped out of the bubble. Monstrous eyes landed on him instantly, the vulture screeching upon finding its prey in an early celebration. Too early, if he had any say in it.

The vulture’s wings flapped towards him in unison. Twin slashes formed along their trajectory, and Lev made a split-second decision. If they were allowed to go on, both slashes would land too close to the humans facing the ants and the wave.

Stargazer’s blade shone bright as it was swung, releasing a horizontal Fracturing Wave. The three collided somewhere high above him as he dove downwards, charging the monster that had the same idea.

Feathers trembled as a truck-load of lightning mana was channeled through the vulture’s body. Too far away, Lev tried to stop the process with projectiles, only for another set of twin slashes to take down all of his lances.

The active skill reached completion after another second. Tiny darts of lightning bloomed all over the monster just as it opened its mouth.

Lev was already backtracking, infusing his armor with as much lightning as possible. He shot away like a blue blur, but it wasn’t nearly fast enough. Shieldwall after shieldwall shattered in front of him as the monster screeched, all two dozen smashed through by a condensed sonic attack.

It slowed down the attack ever-so-slightly, giving him a chance to launch another Fracturing Wave. The slash sheared through a quarter of the sound beam before exploding, still leaving a decent chunk of it that smashed into Lev’s armor.

Fortunately, the absorption enchantments on his armor negated a large portion of the attack, and the rest was powered through by the resilience. Unfortunately, Lev was buried deep underground by the raw strength as a result.

An uncontrolled wave of lightning blasted away the debris covering him, letting him see the full might of a third-threshold monster’s active skill in all its glory.

The sky darkened as hundreds of lightning darts descended upon his position. Clicking his tongue, Lev called the bubble holding Beatrice closer and unfurled all the ropes coiled around it.

Blue fire and lightning imbued his armor in equal measure. A single step, and he surged forward faster than he could control, avoiding a large chunk of the falling projectiles.

Above him, ropes spread out like a net, coursing through the air and catching as many of the darts as possible. All of the ones that went through were dodged with calculated movements, made manageable by Dance of the Elements.

Kinetic energy flowed smoothly to aid his movements, empowered by lightning to increase his speed even further. Blue fire was the fuel that started it all, rendering each of his dodges explosive and almost too fast.

Combined, he weaved through each bolt. That wasn’t to say it was easy. No, he had to give it his all to not get hit, and even then, one of the bolts clipped him on the shoulder.

The barrier armor over it was smashed to bits immediately, which also wasted all of the angry lightning that tried to dig deeper. It fizzled out, only succeeding in disintegrating the broken shards.

Lev hastily fixed the pauldron, glad that none of the important enchantments had been hit. The few that were damaged were repaired instantly, just as he escaped the limits of crackling rain.

My turn.

Hundreds of lightning arrows rushed towards the monster. It gave the projectiles an almost scornful glance, flapping up as if offended.

Except, it couldn’t. The vulture slammed into Beatrice’s barrier. Arrows landed on its body by the dozens, doing no damage but disorienting it with the sheer amount.

An angry screech dispersed the flames in a wide sonic attack. The monster dove, intent on tearing Lev apart, but he was nowhere to be found.

Shadow mana ran out a few moments later. He appeared above the monster’s neck. Stargazer was dodged by the barest of margins as the beast reacted faster than he could see.

Lightning roared into its sharp beak. Knowing what was to come, he reversed Stargazer’s direction, bringing it up just in time to smash into the underside of the beak that accelerated as a blur.

The glaive’s blade shattered, but it had done its job. With many hundreds of kilograms behind that strike, it had dug into the bone while also pushing it off-course.

Lev pushed his left hand into the cut, his arm digging in until it wrapped around a fleshy tongue. Immediately, lightning tried to sear into his limb, only to be overpowered by an overloaded blue fireball.

A  shockwave launched him towards the ground, blinding even his Perception skills. Pain overloaded his mind from the countless burns.

Stunned and injured, Lev still didn’t miss the lack of notifications. Healing mana cleared his mind after a few seconds, just in time to see a vulture-shaped missile rocketing towards him.

Raising his right arm, a lightning bolt rushed towards the monster. It didn’t even try to dodge, which was a mistake. The shattered beak easily provided all the opening for the lightning bolt to latch onto, digging into the blood and body without slowing down the monster.

Shieldwalls arrayed themselves in front of its trajectory, but it was of no use. In a blink, the monster was on top of him, talons rending air and lightning bolts tearing craters in the ground, leaving him no choice but to use the latest constructs in his arsenal.

From the bubble hovering two hundred meters above ground, chain prototypes appeared. They dove with the bubble, slithering in from all directions.

Unlike the previous chains with simple formations, these constructs were modified a great deal more. As thick as Lev himself, each link of the chain had its edges sharpened to the extreme. Spiritual Harmony allowed him to carve tiny runes on each link, turning the already useful constructs into something far deadlier.

Augmented by Kinetic Enhancement, Sharpness formations, and durability, the chains tore through the air at immense speed while Lev tried to keep the monster occupied.

As expected, as long as he was on the ground, the vulture also stayed grounded. Wings tried to smash him to paste, cracking the ground wherever they impacted.

Fireballs and lightning bolts constantly peppered the monster, not doing much damage but angering it further. Lightning erupted from its talons, carving grooves through the dirt in a bid to bisect him.

Without Stargazer, he couldn’t hope to block or deflect them. Instead, shieldwalls were sacrificed in droves, each of its slashes cutting through three of them.

Dance of the Elements kept him on his toes, absorbing all the resulting blasts through enchantments. Shockwaves deepened the reserves of kinetic energy in his armor, whereas lightning and fire were immediately used to infuse it.

Shadow mana was teleported to a few orbs, once again hampering the monster’s Perception as they exploded into blue flames. Each explosion rendered its moves ineffective, stopping a charge or a bite.

Lances from above tried to damage its feathers, except they were ruthlessly targeted by lightning darts. Each of those tiny projectiles moved as if guided by the vulture individually, smashing into the lances and blowing them up.

After the third such ruined barrage, Lev turned the waste into an opening. Large disks, invisible and positively drowning in shadow mana to keep them unnoticeable, targeted the feathers.

Two of them soundlessly sheared through a few before the monster realized something was up. The chains were almost there by then, and that was when things started to go wrong.

It looked up and erupted with massive amounts of lightning. Barrier after barrier, both from Lev and Beatrice, were easily smashed through as it flew higher, which left one option.

The bubble plummeted like a meteor. Beatrice jumped out of it at the last second, forming a barrier platform to float away and wait for her opportunity.

A loud bang originated from the collision. The vulture’s already shattered beak was torn off completely as it failed to go through the bubble, and that sealed its fate.

Sharp, cruel chains wrapped around it from all sides. The monster charged its wings with lightning, but disks cleaved through even more feathers, ruining any chance of smooth flight. Its cries of anger turned into agony when the chains tightened, each link digging into the flesh and drawing blood.

Lev knew that it wouldn’t last. With one last infusion of lightning into the chains, the element rushed into the vulture’s vulnerable inside, doing little damage but stunning it for a brief moment.

That was the culmination of his patience. Killing the monster would’ve been easier and faster if he had pulled out all stops, but hearing Beatrice’s war cry as she beheaded the vulture was the ultimate reward.

Stargazer went through flesh with ease, and Beatrice’s momentum from the drop was enough to snap all the bones. The sound was like music to Lev’s ears, and he happily caught the plummeting aura mage with a rope when the deed was done.

Silence returned to the battlefield, disturbed slightly by distant sounds of battle. They needed to return immediately to help with the ants, but Beatrice was having a moment. Lev walked up to her with slow steps and put a hand on her shoulder, offering silent support.

She shook off the mess of emotions after a few seconds. With quick steps, she walked up to the severed head and spat on it after storing her helmet. Then she kicked it off into the distance like a football before turning around, putting it out of her mind.

“Let’s go.”

Holding back chuckles was hard, but Lev managed. He recalled the bubble, noting how the unfortunate monster had somehow hit the Epic disk strapped to the underside of the construct. Little wonder it couldn’t punch through, and even worse, the shield was no worse for wear after the impact.

Beatrice toned down her buffs to half their maximum, taking a moment to rest her taxed willpower. They returned to the humans less than two minutes after leaving, during which they had downed a strong third-threshold monster. Lev checked his notifications on the way.

[

Your Group has slain [Earthen Burrower - Level 442]

…

Your Group has slain [Brown Soldier Ant - Level 255]

…

Your Group has slain [Stormrider Vulture - Level 597]

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 308

Arcane Maelstrom has reached Level 309

Wanderer’s Repository has reached 2nd Level 5

Dance of the Elements has reached 2nd Level 2

Trapping has reached 2nd Level 3

Trapping has reached 2nd Level 4

Trapping has reached 2nd Level 5

]

Two levels were great. The skill levels were a nice cherry on top, though the biggest reward was the new rune in his repository.

Lightning Surge.

It was… not a combat rune. Instead, it was a travel rune with a ridiculous level of usefulness. Essentially, the rune was a part of a skill that allowed the vulture to infuse its body with lightning and pretty much turn into a lightning bolt. Or at least, that was the impression he got from it. Little wonder the monsters got to him so quickly.

As a singular rune, the function was both similar yet immeasurably less potent. That was fine, however, because Lev had been looking for escape runes for a while now. Before the dungeon run, he wouldn’t have cared too much about them, but now?

He knew very well just how important the ability to retreat was in any battle. Going forward, more often than not, he would need to run away to plan better to prevail at a later date. That was already becoming the case, with each battle eating through his reserves of constructs at a depressing pace.

His thoughts ground to a halt when Beatrice handed back Stargazer. Lev took her back with a smile, searching the aura mage’s eyes for her mood.

“You can just ask.”

“No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’!?”

He didn’t reply and just kept smiling to himself. She was hurting; that much was obvious, but the weight of her trauma wasn’t nearly as intense as he expected. Not anymore.

There weren’t any doubts in his mind about letting her finish off the monster before, but now, he was even more glad for his decision. Such closure was difficult to come by, and providing it for his friend made all the recklessness worth it.

Elation and smug satisfaction vanished when he returned to the real battlefield and found corpses. Hundreds upon hundreds of them.

Ants made up the overwhelming majority of them, except there were a few humans mixed in, too. The warrior with the broken leg was there, his face twisted in agony, and his guts spilled out. The fearful fire mage’s face was melted off by acid, the bones still sizzling.

Good mood thoroughly doused, Lev accelerated and rushed towards the fort. Most of the humans had already retreated behind the walls and were likely fighting underground, but a bulk of the ants were attacking from the surface.

Grand Strategist Wayne was also nowhere to be seen. That was not a good sign, especially because the strong aura Lev had noticed earlier was now moments away from reaching him.

It did not seem like a match he could win, not by himself.
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  “How much mana do you have left?” Lev asked, letting his urgency show in the question.

“More than three-fourths, still,” Beatrice replied, her face turning ashen.

Lev wasn’t faring any better. The approaching monster was, frankly, absurd. Its aura was unlike anything he had ever seen, far too large and potent for its threshold. Even worse, it seemed to pulse, sometimes getting stronger, and sometimes getting weaker.

To top it all off, it belonged to a second-threshold creature. How that was even possible, Lev had no idea.

“Hunter Lev,” Grand Strategist Wayne’s message came through the communication tablet, his voice strained and distracted. “Stall and await support. Do not engage unless necessary.”

He didn’t need the warning to avoid the monster in the first place, and what a monster it was.

In the distance, hundreds of meters away from the fort, a huge ant emerged. It burrowed through the ground with disturbing fluidity, standing up to its full height of ten meters while flourishing the wings on its back.

With a black carapace and black wings, the creature looked far too smooth and put together too well to be a monster, which it undoubtedly was. Surprisingly enough, its gaze didn’t land on Lev first.

Instead, the ant did a cursory scan of the fort with an eerie calmness. Then it looked at the bubble, and all pretense of calm vanished.

A quick use of Identify was all he could manage before the monster soundlessly charged.

[Champion of the Volcanic Hill - Level 447]

Tens of shieldwalls were deployed in the monster’s path as its wings started to glow with mana. Lev quickly prepared several lances, overloading them to stop the ant when it blurred.

An odd sensation spread through his being. Over thirty connections suddenly vanished from his mind, though before he could even start to feel disoriented, a titanic crash rocked the bubble.

Disbelief warred with fear, urging him to confirm what he was feeling. Turning his head, he looked towards the fort’s towering walls, particularly the massive cavity within the Eastern wall.

In one charge, the ant had torn through dozens of shieldwalls and brought down one of the last lines of defense faster than he could see.

From the rubble, the champion emerged, victorious and unhurt. Its task was done, and the way its posture shifted was more than enough warning. No more did the creature need to help the hive.

No, it had come here for a specific purpose, and that purpose ditched the bubble immediately.

Beatrice didn’t get to continue her rest. She immediately overloaded her buffs again, increasing his Intelligence massively while tripling his mana regeneration.

Lev kept the bubble at the very edge of his manipulation range, over three hundred meters above ground. That way, she would be safe from the hell he was about to be subjected to while keeping up the buffs.

It was a good thing the buffs had a really high range, because he really needed them for what was to come.

The first few seconds of battle were enough to know how outclassed he was. Lev dove while overloading his armor with lightning, and yet, the ant passed merely inches away from him, its thick limbs almost scraping against his armor.

Just the vicinity of its charged flight sent him tumbling to the ground. He crashed hard enough to form a crater, and it was immediately blanketed by potent telekinesis.

A single round of examination was enough to determine that multiple mage ants were trying to hold him in place. Blue fire streamed into his armor, affording his mental strength enough power to tear through the force binding him.

Flying out of the crater set him straight into the path of the champion. It almost skewered him with its oversized mandibles, only stopped at the last second by Stargazer.

Cracks spread into the glaive’s blade. Kinetic Absorption formations were overloaded from a single impact, which he used to deflect the ant’s momentum enough to dash out of the way.

Blobs of acid raced towards him from below, forcing him to divide his attention. Shields formed in a blink, blocking most of the veritable acid rain falling upwards.

Shadow mana infused his armor, counteracting the telekinesis that tried to hold him in place, and lightning gathered in his right arm.

A lightning bolt tried to ineffectually slow down the champion. Lev flew up in time to dodge a charge, then crashed again when the wind turned chaotic.

All of it funneled into the champion’s open mouth, sucking in everything like a vortex. Unable to stop himself, he gathered blue fire in his left hand and shot it right below the monster’s face.

The explosion closed its mouth, stunned it for a moment, and allowed him to fire the prepared lances. Two landed on its back, exploding in blue and orange. Another two targeted the front limbs, though the extent of the damage was hidden.

Lev didn’t idle. Chains swooped in from above, lengthened and enchanted on the spot. Orbs drilled into the ground, coated with shadow mana and invisibility.

Stargazer’s blade was imbued with blue flames for maximum damage, though right as he was about to close in, the flames dispersed enough to reveal the ghastly wounds.

The same wounds that were also healing at a pace visible to the naked eye, even at his Perception.

Lev gulped. Chances of victory were slim already, but now the prospect seemed downright impossible. Not only was the champion using both mana and stamina to heal itself, but there was also no indication in its aura that the process was taxing on its massive reserves.

He was outmatched in his own specialty, and by a second-threshold monster.

Truly ridiculous.

A short sigh escaped his lips. The fight with Night Hunter had resulted in a lot of improvements, but he had hoped not to put them to use so quickly. Definitely not in a battle to the death.

No sign of Alec, Sherron, or Drakys still. Isabella’s team and Melvine are also out on missions, which leaves me to deal with this abomination. Joy.

Perhaps he should’ve hesitated a bit more, but as Lev descended to meet the monster on the ground, his flight was smooth and quick.

The champion watched him with something almost resembling patience. It wasn’t going to fight honorably, nor did Lev expect the battle to be a duel.

To that end, he reduced lightning conversion to a fourth of the total. Blue fire dominated his armor, turning the blue armor into a blazing star that struggled to hold in the mana.

Acid blobs burst out of the ground the moment his feet touched the ground. Loosening his control on the fire slightly, an aura of heat bloomed around the armor, evaporating the fluid before it could make contact.

He only had a blink to note that detail before the champion was on him. Mandible tried to snap him in two. Lev took an explosive step back, charring the ground, and lunged when the attack missed.

Stargazer raked across the ant’s face, missing the eyes. The advantage of blue fire made itself known when the searing injury healed more slowly than expected, though the champion also showed no signs of being in pain.

A charge almost flattened him to paste. He jumped, unbalanced as the calamity of an ant passed below him. More blobs of acid tried to pepper him, accomplishing nothing except highlighting faint traces of mana, revealing the responsible monsters.

Lev didn’t act on the new information. There was something else there, an unexpected evolution if he played his cards right.

Within seconds, the champion was charging him again. Telekinesis tried to immobilize him, only to falter against blue flames. Chains formed above him, waiting for the monster to approach.

When the champion was next to him, orbs burrowed out of the ground, targeting the relatively squishy underside. Lightning exploded with vengeance, disrupting the charge and making the champion stumble.

Lev didn’t waste the chance. A burst of fire launched him towards the black wings, Stargazer lopping off one without trouble. This time, the ant screeched, a sound loaded with mana.

Blue fire resisted that, too. Cut after cut appeared on the carapace, the defense parting easily under the glaive. When the monster found its bearings, a lightning bolt landed on its big face, popping one of its eyes.

Stunned once more, Lev wreaked even more havoc on its large body, but the healing almost kept pace with him. Frustrated, he lopped off the second wing, tore off a chunk of flesh and chitin near the face, and aimed his left hand at the wound.

A blue fireball roared out of it, and that was when the monster decided it had had enough.

Raw arcane rushed out of its big body, effortlessly dispersing the fireball. Lev tried his best to move away, almost melting his armor with dual infusion, but it was for naught.

The wave dug into his armor, flesh, mind, and even his soul to a small extent due to the combined damage. Enchantments fizzled out first, the barrier armor corroding and melting from trying to absorb the wave.

Weaponized pure mana overpowered even the impact-resistant Epic suit underneath, reaching the fleshy body and distorting its way deeper.

He almost passed out on the spot from the pain. The wave didn’t just damage his body. It destroyed the flesh, crunched bones, and disrupted the blood flow.

Healing mana coursed through his body in a large stream, and for once, overloading himself with restoration mana wasn’t too much. His body greedily absorbed it all, focusing on the minor brain damage and keeping his heart beating.

Regardless, the damage wasn’t extensive enough to debilitate him entirely. His eyes worked just fine, deciphering light to inform him of the monster that had focused on regrowing its wings.

They were glowing now, not with mana, but heat. The champion had volcanic in its name, something that had slipped Lev’s mind.

An orange light spilled out of its open maw, and it was getting stronger and stronger. Lev forced his broken body to respond, manipulating it with the damaged armor to bring Stargazer in front of him. Speed was of the essence, so he used lightning to form a Fracturing Wave.

The mana slash wasn’t launched a moment too soon. Only a few meters away from him, the crescent wave clashed with a compressed, conical beam of fire. It was cut in two by the Fracturing Wave, affording him just enough time to fly up before his skill lost power.

Or at least, he tried to. Telekinesis held him in place, the unexpected attack locking his limbs entirely. Barrier after barrier formed in front of him, some of them belonging to Beatrice, and chains formed a net in front of him.

None of it mattered to the ant that had already finished charging up its dash. Chains shattered first, some of them cutting deep. Shieldwalls and shields, all the ones he had left in reserve, were destroyed next, but they failed to slow it down as well.

Time slowed down to a crawl as Lev’s Perception skill activated. Less than a few meters away from him, a mandible was about to skewer his face, and this time, no one was going to save him.

No Exalted would suddenly swoop in. Alec was nowhere to be seen either, and other than Beatrice, who couldn’t do anything, there was no one else to lend him a hand.

I’m going to die…

A chill spread through his body, a fear so intense that his memories didn’t do it justice. His hands shook for a single instant as he remembered facing the Windstrider Warg, the resignation and terror that had accompanied the encounter.

Then his resolve to live, if only to spite all those who wanted him dead, took over. Kinetic energy, stored in his armor and swiftly dispersing without the enchantments, rushed to his right arm. Letting go of Stargazer, he gathered blue flames in a fist, and from below, uppercutted the huge approaching mandible.

The result was just as explosive as the first time he had tried that in the pit. Blue fire packed enough of a punch to both halt the champion’s charge and toss Lev to the ground like a ragdoll.

He landed with a sickening crunch. A part of his spine was reduced to bits, and his left arm didn’t work properly. No plating remained on his armor, and the armor itself was barely whole. Riddled with cracks and devoid of functioning enchantments, it was a single push away from being destroyed.

Of his right arm, neither flesh nor bone nor armor remained above the elbow. The Epic Suit was miraculously still working at a reduced efficiency, the only thing that had stopped his own flames from killing him.

A tired, sluggish mind took note of all of that. Some part of it whispered how he should’ve just fought from afar and injured the ant as much as possible. Even dying, he knew that wouldn’t have solved anything, not when the monster would eventually outlive his full pool. The rate at which he would need to draw it all out to kill the monster in one go would’ve killed him first.

This is a shit way to go, he concluded with a grim mental chuckle. Done in by an ant. No matter if it was a champion, he wasn’t fine dying to ants.

With a silent sigh, he resolved himself to hasten his death because that was the only hope of survival. Surprisingly, he still had more than half of his combined pools remaining.

That gave him an idea. Barrier armor was fixed first, and he focused on carving Controlled Enhancement and Flameforged Constitution as quickly as possible.

The renewed armor also covered the stump of his right arm. With the barrier limb, he grabbed Stargazer just as a bout of force pushed him deeper into the ground. He ignored the pain and let it do so.

Swinging Stargazer through mental strength alone, he launched a Fracturing Wave at the ant. Formed of lightning, it covered distance in a blink, landing on the monster’s face.

Again, he formed a slash and launched it with a dozen chains. Half of the constructs broke in the first instant, buying just enough time for the slash to land on the same spot.

Hyperaware as he was, Lev acutely felt ants digging towards him to eat him alive. Two dozen meters below the surface, tens of orbs lay still in wait, exploding without preamble to take out entire groups of the monsters.

Vibrations flared pain throughout his body, but it was of the good kind. Like the reward of a particularly intense and satisfying workout, or perhaps a decent dying effort. He welcomed it with open arms.

In front of him, the monster screeched, trying to charge another wave, except Lev fired another Fracturing Wave at it. Mana continued to rush out of his pool through the legs, further destroying the currently-useless limbs to power a fifth mana slash.

This time, however, it was not so easy. His soul protested at the gross overuse of the strong skill, but urgency forced him to shape a slash anyway. From above, a rain of arrows fell on the champion to buy him more time, except that it also revealed a particular detail.

Below him, a hundred meters deep into the ground, a few of the auras vanished without a trace. Well hidden as they were, Lev just barely noticed them. But he had noticed them being snuffed out, and he tested it again with a few overloaded lances.

More ants died, and the champion continued to be healed at a ridiculous pace.

The moment the dots connected, he hurled the hastily formed slash at the monster. Picking himself up with a rope and tossing his battered and bleeding body back into the bubble, he flew away from the fort as fast as he could.

For the first time in his life, Lev accepted his defeat against a same-threshold opponent and fled the battle.
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  The window of escape was tiny. Lev didn’t try to steer his direction as he crashed onto the bubble floor. His focus was on powering up the driving enchantments, right as Beatrice blanketed him with her aura.

She tried to talk to him. He couldn’t hear her words, entranced by the hell that was coming alive below them. Ants surged out of the ground, sacrificing themselves to enhance the champion further.

It shook off the stun quicker than expected, detecting the bubble and charging its wings.

A distant part of his mind noticed Beatrice’s mana trying to enter his armor. It wasn’t a buff, nor could he decipher its nature. Once allowed, the mana crystallized on top of his wounds, bandaging them with arcane constructs.

Lev didn’t have time to appreciate the effort. As the bubble accelerated faster than ever before, a large mass of mage ants combined their assaults.

In a blink, a huge cavity appeared in the ground. Telekinesis, not unlike gravity, tried to pull down the bubble like the hand of god itself.

Blood streamed out of Lev’s nose, eyes, and ears as he commanded his willpower to empower a single push of Arcane Barrier Authority. The combined might of dozens of weak mage ants battled against his entire mental strength, and the latter won. Cracks spread through the bubble’s structure, the enchantments almost fizzling out.

Against all odds, however, Lev triumphed and moved past the trap. Unfortunately for him, the price was almost too high. His mind blanked out for several long seconds, and only the bubble’s momentum and the enchantments kept it from plummeting.

Its speed ensured that the ants were left behind, though the champion was hot on their tails. Beatrice continued to empower his regeneration as restoration mana tried to mend his body.

He couldn’t do it all at once. Sending a burst of mana into the healing mana converter, he handed Stargazer to her. She looked at it, then at him, only understanding when he left all the converted healing mana alone.

Beatrice took control of that and started patching up the worst of his wounds. Lev dismissed his armor to make the task easier for her. Trying to move more than twitching his fingers proved to be agonizing, so he turned himself towards the swiftly approaching champion with the help of a rope.

Seeing something so large do its best to catch up to you was… quite terrifying. The recent defeat still on his mind, he didn’t plan to let the ant anywhere near him again. Not when he was barely alive.

“Lev, where are we going?” Beatrice asked, fear apparent in her voice.

He ignored the question for now. Surviving took priority; they could find their way back later.

Gritting his teeth, he signaled Beatrice to heal his left arm first. With the constant restoration, he channeled mana through the limb while suppressing a groan. It was a uniquely painful experience, as if poisoned needles were digging into his flesh and piercing bones to extract his vitality.

Forming and enchanting lances took much longer than they would’ve otherwise. Through his muddled mind, he forced his Perception to track all of the ants converging on their position.

It was obvious now that the bulk of the volcanic hill’s forces were coming after him. Hundreds were present underground while he battled the champion, but now, thousands were slowly surfacing, all in a bid to rip him to shreds.

“LEV!”

He flinched, caught unaware by the shout. Following Beatrice’s gaze, he stumbled upon something that made his heart skip a beat.

Without hesitation, he changed the bubble’s course towards the two scout teams on the run. They were still several kilometers away, giving him ample time to scan the horde chasing the humans and prepare the countermeasures.

Arrows rained upon the second-threshold monsters, killing many. First-threshold monsters died in the crossfire, and that was finally enough to attract the attention of the scouts.

A few pulses of mana later, the leaders barked some orders, desperation visible through their clenched jaws and angry faces.

They stopped conserving mana after that point. Gales erupted first, unbalancing the monsters. A scout who seemed to be the strategist of the runners commanded the mages to prepare fireballs and other attacks. None defied her orders.

Lev was almost near them when the barrage commenced. Fireballs landed in the middle of the horde, decimating a large portion of it.

Winds carried the flames and blistering air to the rest of the monsters, also dispersing them in the process and opening the horde to the next barrage.

Icicles, lightning nets, boulders, acidic mist, and more joined the fray. Someone even used sonic attacks.

With Lev’s help, the horde went down within seconds, but that was just the prelude. The champion had already noticed the humans and was not going to shy away from easy prey.

Using Fracturing Wave was out of the question. He could barely breathe after spamming it so carelessly. Firing another so soon would probably kill him.

So, he created orbs. Lances took time to enchant, and so did arrows. Orbs, however, did not need much attention beyond a few runes.

Fire and lightning infused the constructs with abandon. They turned bright blue due to the crackling element and evolved flames, after which Lev carpet-bombed the champion.

It tried to resist. Wings beat furiously, empowering a cone that roared out of its maw. None of that helped when orbs descended like a hellish rain, each of them exploding like a tiny asteroid impact.

Ropes lengthened from the bubble, slithering towards the ground. The scouts panicked after seeing them emerge from an invisible source, though Lev let the concealments drop for a few seconds to reveal himself.

They didn’t try to run away after that. He grabbed them all and brought them inside the bubble before accelerating to the maximum speed again.

 “What on Monarch happened to you, boy? Did you get chewed and spat out or what?”

Lev gave the old man a bemused glance, which slid right off the concern backing the words. Turning himself around with a rope, he confirmed that the ant was still stunned before replying.

“Fighting that thing was not the best idea,” Lev croaked out, his throat dry and hurting. “All of us are very lucky to be alive.”

“What the hell happened back at the fort?” the second leader, a girl not much older than him, asked. “We lost contact after engaging a Shade Wolf. It used a skill that disrupted all communication.”

… Oh? Were these the scouts that the strategist couldn’t contact?

“I killed the wolf when it tried to ambush someone outside the fort,” Lev explained. “As for everything else, the wave reached us, but we are also under assault by an ant colony. Or hill. Same thing.”

The woman looked at him for a solid three seconds before the words were processed. “A whole colony? Of the same thing that is following you?”

“Oh, no. That is a hive champion, and it is really pissed off at me.”

“Let me do the talking,” Beatrice overtook him before he could continue to scare the scouts. “We’re on the run right now. Be prepared to unload everything you have at the champion if need be.”

Her statement was accompanied by a buff for every single person. There were nine new additions in the bubble, each of them at the Platinum Rank. The combined force would’ve been formidable if not for the monster that was currently chasing them.

As if hearing that thought, the champion calmly walked out of the bombing zone. For a monster to move so gracefully was worrying, but the way it stopped chasing was setting off alarm bells in Lev’s head.

Things became bad when it channeled an absolutely disgusting amount of power into its wings. Lev started his preparations at the same time, creating stands for the humans in his bubble to grab onto. Then he enchanted them to absorb as many shocks and impacts as possible.

Meanwhile, the champion’s wings were blazing with gold, whatever skill it used thoroughly unfamiliar to him. They were also twice as large now. There was a lot of stamina packed within them, and a cursory inspection with his spiritual senses revealed more ants dying by the dozens to fuel the monster.

That was when he decided that they needed to escape, and do so immediately. Within moments, he designed a formation for Lightning Surge in his head. Directional control, potency throttle, input limiter, overload protection runes, and a few other supportive runes came together to form a crude formation.

It would have to do.

Enchanting the bubble’s surface with it took another few precious seconds. By the time the champion’s stance had shifted to one reminiscent of an athlete about to burst into a run, Lev’s preparations were also done.

They both exploded forward at once. Lightning overloaded the bubble’s structure, smashing past all previous speed records Lev had ever managed. Tongs of electricity struck the humans, thankfully not potent enough to kill anyone.

Beatrice continuously healed everyone through Stargazer’s converters, using Lev’s converted mana freely. That was the only reason Lev could even focus on keeping the bubble’s structure from falling apart and constantly fixing it.

The speed at which they were going was far too much to process. Other than him, the humans all had their eyes closed. Not him, though. Not after he risked a glance backwards, only to see the champion not just keeping up with their speed, but also steadily closing the distance.

They were almost evenly matched. In fact, Lev’s best was losing to a second-threshold monster.

His face darkened. With one functioning arm, he grabbed Stargazer from Beatrice and turned himself around with a rope. Only a few dozen meters away, the champion’s huge eyes tracked his own. The monster’s pupils were slowly getting brighter, signifying a large buildup of mana.

Once again, the ant opened its mouth. Unlike flames that would’ve just splashed back on the monster at their speed, Lev stopped powering Lightning Surge just in time to dodge a blurry stream of superheated glass.

The first passed a few meters above the bubble, hurting the construct’s structure from merely the vicinity, except it was just the start of a relentless barrage.

In the same second, the champion adjusted its aim and fired again. This time, Lev wasn’t able to get out of the way in time, but he also didn’t need to. Thrusting Stargazer, he fired a thin and long Fracturing Wave at its face, making its aim falter slightly.

Letting the molten glass splash on the corner of the bubble, he slowed it with a gargantuan mental heave while the monster was still blinded by the explosion. The construct shuddered, painfully jolting everyone inside, but it did what it was supposed to.

The champion flew past the bubble at the same insane speed, unable to halt its momentum and becoming a dot on the horizon.

Lev made good use of that by approaching the ground. As far as he could tell, the scouts had two Earth mages. They would need to pull their weight for them to survive.

His next move was a massive gamble. Desperation was forcing his hand, and he couldn’t see himself escaping the champion, not when his mana had dwindled to the final quarter of the combined pools. The moment he got too low, it would easily catch them and rip them apart.

Already, he could feel the terrifying aura slowing down in the distance. He guided the bubble to a random cavity in the ground, praying to whoever might be listening that it was a proper cave.

Shadow mana streamed into the bubble in large amounts. All enchantments other than concealments were deactivated. Beatrice lowered her buffs, limiting them to only Lev, and even that at a fraction of what she was doing before.

The scout teams both found their bearings just as the darkness of the cave enveloped them, and patches of barrier and glass fell to the floor, leaving proof of their passing at the entrance.

Lev flew the bubble deeper without pause, keeping all of his senses strained to notice anything amiss. Of the anthill, only the champion seemed to have reached this far ahead, and it couldn’t detect them again without rushing into the cave.

To his relief, the path seemed to go deeper and didn’t seem to be coming to an abrupt end. With shadow mana masking the sounds of the bubble’s travel, he continued creating more distance between them and the pursuer.

The thought of turning back needled him to stop and plan an immediate escape. Temptation whispered in his ears to fly straight up until he lost the champion and its power sources.

He wasn’t nearly dumb enough to listen to those thoughts. That was a death trap like no other. Humans had no place in the skies.

Abruptly, he halted the bubble. Everyone inside held their breath, looking at the scene in front of them with wide eyes.

An ant with a pristine black exterior slithered in front of them. Its eyes swept the area with unnerving vigilance, searching for something.

Moments passed, turning into seconds. Lev almost created arrows inside the bubble when the ant scout finally moved on, burrowing into the ground and rushing towards the direction where he could feel the champion’s aura.

Soundlessly, he commanded the bubble to move again, this time far slower than before. The mana expenditure was low enough that he was struggling to fly the bubble at all, but there was no other choice. He couldn’t afford to let any hints of mana escape his control, for the walls surrounding them might just be crawling with hidden ants.

And so, the humans traversed deeper underground, their destination even more unknown than before.
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  Lev was facing a dilemma. Beatrice was keeping him healthy enough not to bleed out, and his own willpower was constantly utilized to keep his mind sharp and active.

The strain, however, was getting massive over time. He was also pretty sure that the moment he stopped forcing himself to stay alert, he would lose control of everything or straight up pass out.

Giving the aura mage a look, he made some extra preparations. An infusion of shadow mana surged into the bubble, with his willpower acting as a replacement for his mind.

Interestingly enough, he couldn’t even begin to properly gauge his willpower reserves. He knew that using it to direct shadow mana as a fuel for the concealment enchantments wasn’t exactly taxing, but he was also wrung out enough that his willpower was already low. How low, he couldn’t tell, though the sensation was comparable to a bone-deep weariness, one that permeated his being without any concrete start or end.

And if his current state was anything to go by, he had used far too much power during the battle and the subsequent escape.

Pushing the musings to the back of his mind, he also created another layer underneath the bubble’s enchantments. Powering all mana concealment enchantments to the maximum, he infused the new layer with pure mana to use it as a buffer for the whole construct’s fuel. It would be responsible for everything that didn’t use shadow mana.

With that done, he infused just as much raw fuel into his armor. Then, with an effort of will, he forced his mind and body to relax.

Calling it a wave would’ve been a lie. A tsunami of exhaustion slammed into Lev, and so did his armored face on the bubble’s floor. The rope holding him up on his knees also went slack, painfully dropping the rest of his body.

Fortunately, he was made of stern stuff, and Beatrice’s first-aid constructs were also far from fragile. They held without problem.

Behind him, the scouts panicked briefly. Someone erected a sound ward with a general skill before the old leader spoke.

“Boy, you need to find a spot to rest. We can’t risk-”

“I’ll be fine,” Lev wheezed. Some part of his mind noticed how Beatrice’s constructs had literally created small ‘pipes’ in the bandages to keep the blood flowing through the stump of his right arm instead of just halting it entirely. “Healing will take a while, and I need you all to remain silent and alert.”

That was a lie. He could easily keep up with any conversation and even fight weak monsters during the healing. It was a matter of not caring enough to engage.

Thankfully, whether they believed him or not, no one challenged his order.

Beatrice took that as her cue to sit down and properly begin healing him in earnest. It was immediately obvious that her anatomical knowledge was leagues beyond his own, but curiously enough, the healing wasn’t that much more efficient.

Lev reflected on that. He knew his body pretty well, even if he didn’t bother to study it deeply. Was that willpower at play, remembering how he had healed himself best, or was it him getting used to being injured often enough to be forced to learn how to heal himself better?

He hoped it was the former. The latter was too embarrassing, even for him.

For ten minutes, no one spoke. Lev’s body was brought to a usable condition overall, whereas the stump of his arm was continuously prepared for regrowth through waves of restoration mana. He wasn’t even aware that such a procedure was necessary for regrowing limbs.

Another ten minutes of that, and Beatrice was finally ready to recreate his arm. A skill enveloped the stump, and it went numb.

“Convert more.”

Lev acted on that. No longer did he need to suffer to channel mana, so he upped the rate until she had all the mana she would need.

Bringing his Perception down to the slowest, he watched. Restoration mana was an enigma, a mana type that he couldn’t even attempt to evolve yet. The level of mastery such a feat required would take forever to obtain.

Still, he had to start somewhere, and so he observed. It was obvious now that the aura mage in front of him had honed her knowledge about healing quite extensively, for the process was smooth. She probably had a lot of experience under her belt, too.

As his arm grew from nothing, another issue presented itself. He was famished, and his body demanded food now. As usual, he had no shortage of sustenance in his ring, and he brought out venison for a hearty meal. Combined with a nutritious juice, it was barely enough to shave off the worst of the cravings.

“Um,” the girl leader began hesitantly. “Do you have some food to spare, sir?”

Sir? Lev noted, amused. That was a stark improvement over the previous interaction, and even the old man was looking more subdued now. Maybe his inadvertently telling them to shut up had caused the change.

He didn’t answer and created a table and a few chairs before waving them over. On barrier plates, he summoned salads, soups, water, other drinks, and a whole lot of cooked and fried meat. All of that was transported over one by one, while utensils like barrier forks, knives, spoons, and plates also appeared on the table.

With the scouts engrossed in their meal as background noise, he continued to take mental notes from Beatrice’s skill on display. She didn’t rush the healing, nor did she focus on one aspect more than the other.

Instead, she used the restoration mana as a guide. It was a potent mana type, the one he had kept for a reason. Restoration mana tried to constantly heal his arm to an ideal state, and by following its lead, she healed the flesh, bone, and everything else in a marathon.

Combined with her bandage skill, the resulting arm took over half an hour to regrow. No signs of injuries were visible on it, nor was it pale like he expected it to be. Instead, the limb felt as normal as the other one, almost even better.

“Well damn,” Lev said with a smile. “Thank you.”

She just put a hand on the side of his head and gave it a light push, the gesture somehow loaded with tiredness, exasperation, relief, anger, and more.

“Where are we?” she eventually asked and looked around. There was nothing recognizable in the jagged cavern they were flying through, though it seemed to be steadily growing larger, allowing the bubble to pass through smoothly. The change was marginal and gradual.

“Somewhere far below ground,” Lev answered, his good mood evaporating. “In other words, I have no fucking clue. I’ve even lost track of whether we’re getting closer to the fort, or further away from it.”

“You’ve been going deep without a plan?” the old man asked.

Lev almost felt annoyed at the question. If only he couldn’t feel the fear in the words.

“Yeah. And before you ask, yes, I am well aware of the risks. There’s a reason I wanted to remain fully focused in case something jumped us.”

“What do we do? Is the ant champion following us still?” asked the other leader.

“Definitely,” he answered without hesitation.

“Why?” the sound mage asked.

“Because it was chasing me, and I pissed it off too much. There’s no way a monster will let go of a grudge.”

Thankfully, the man didn’t question his prepared answer. Instead, he turned to his team. Everyone was done with the food, and questions and suggestions ran rampant. Soon, those bled over to Lev and Beatrice.

“Do you have any items that can communicate with the fort?”

“We’re probably too deep,” he answered. “The item will likely be noticed, too. Too risky.”

The older scout paced around in the bubble. “How about creating a false trail? One person can use the device away from others, and then this… construct can pick them up once a rescue team has been dispatched.”

“Again, are you sure you want to risk it?” Lev asked, looking straight into the man’s eyes. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

Above them, somewhere between the bubble and the surface, many auras were on the hunt. The most prominent was the champion, daunting and domineering, but there were more variants now. They felt like warrior ants with potent body enhancements and physical skills.

“So far, I’ve been going left on every turn to make it easier to trace our way back, but that will also lead us directly to the monsters.”

“Then what can we do?” The question came from another person, almost as young as Lev himself. He was surprisingly less nervous than the rest of his team, more resigned than anything.

“We can wait them out,” Beatrice suggested. “Or, we can hunt them, but that’s a bad idea for many reasons.”

“Why? Aren’t you two Masters?” the girl leader questioned, looking at them intently. The accusation was hard to miss.

“Watch your words,” Lev rebuked, giving her a hard look. “And if I start fighting properly, we will be crushed by more stone than you can comprehend. And she’s an aura mage.”

The older man put a hand on the other leader’s shoulder, holding her back from saying something stupid. It wasn’t like Lev couldn’t see where she was coming from.

Without any plan, he had taken them all underground. It was both the only option and the worst option. What else could he do? Continuing the run would’ve exhausted him and made the humans easy picking, whereas the skies were not even a question.

So, he had done what he needed to live.

Regardless, he would be damned if the scouts tried to blame him for saving their lives. He had been blamed plenty for existing already; any more, and he might take out some of his anger on them.

“Now, now,” a member of the girl scout’s team raised her hands, trying to defuse the situation. “I know we’re all keyed up right now from the danger, but arguing will not solve anything.”

She then turned to him. “Sir Lev… you are Lev, right?”

He blinked, surprised. “Yeah.”

“We heard about your exploits when encountering a fourth-threshold being in the Grand Forest. Err, please don’t tell anyone that the details got leaked to a few teams. And the Runic Warlord has also sent out a notice to different cities to find strong adventurer teams who are willing to accompany you.”

“He wants me to lead them?” Lev asked, curiosity piqued.

“Oh no, he advertised your team as the primary combatants. That’s the most interesting part. Sir Warlord wanted to find more utility and scouting-focused teams for the expedition.”

“Huh…”

He filed that information away for later. The realization was also enough to mollify the girl leader, her shoulders no longer as tense. At least the rumors of his strength were coming in handy.

Time passed in a blink. Another hour of floating even deeper was enough to make even Lev hesitate. They were easily over a dozen kilometers underground now, and while equipment would easily provide them with the needed air and food, the monsters so far below the surface were… twisted.

Most of them were ambush predators, lurking in the darkness and relentlessly chasing their prey. Some of them were much worse, able to manipulate the mind through means that were yet to be understood by humans.

Still, something told him that they were safe for now. No one else seemed to be alarmed either, and they oddly hadn’t encountered anything yet.

Some of that could be explained by the thousands of ants above them. The sheer force arrayed against Lev, a single human, was mind-boggling. The rest of it could be attributed to his luck finally being above average. He deserved the rest after the terrifying chase, and he had even taken a great risk to save the scouts.

“We need to stop eventually,” he voiced out loud. “I’m low on mana, and we can’t rely on Beatrice to fill up all of our pools. She also needs to be prepared in case something goes wrong.”

Both scout leaders nodded. Seeing no problems from their end, Lev stood up to his full height, Stargazer’s haft resting in his right hand.

For a moment, he squinted his eyes. His Mana Perception tried to locate something, as if feeling hints of something negligible.

He didn’t ignore the sensation and instead focused his Perception all around him. Stone mana empowered the cavern they were in, though there was also something else. It felt natural, so he ignored it for now and looked for anything out of place.

He gave up a few minutes later. Either his attribute was too low, which was unlikely, or his Perception skills were slowly falling behind. He didn’t doubt that one of them would evolve soon, but for now, it wasn’t enough.

Consulting Beatrice and the scouts one last time, they decided to head even deeper, completely oblivious to the fact that even the ants didn’t dare brave the depths they were approaching. While they should’ve been perfectly able to, none of the humans noticed that the auras of their pursuers had stopped following them deeper a while ago, instead opting to block all their exits in case they survived.
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  The cavern became quite a bit wider over the next few minutes. Lev took a good look around, finding nothing out of place. A few of the stone shapes surrounding him were abnormally sharp, but his brain glossed over them.

“Report?” he asked the present company.

“No movement,” the older scout rumbled, subdued because of the incredible depth and unnerving silence surrounding them. “No signs of life either.”

“The stone is… unique,” Beatrice remarked. Lev had to agree.

Unlike the usual gray stone, the walls surrounding them were a shade so dark that they almost seemed a deep blue. Peering closer also revealed that there was a lot of mana running through the stone, much more than any cave they had seen before.

Once again, he just noted that detail and focused ahead. Some part of him commanded his entire willpower to empower his armor with a bit of his regeneration, before he forgot about that as well.

More minutes passed in unbroken silence. The bubble continued forward in the large cavern, one that had leveled out a bit to provide a straight path. He couldn’t see where it ended, only that it would let them get away from the ants. The horizontal distance covered would hopefully reveal an exit path that would let them escape unnoticed.

A few meters below him, a small mound of dull white caught his attention. It reminded him of healing for some reason, but closer inspection revealed no such connection.

Weirdly enough, he couldn’t decipher what he was looking at. Yet, nothing seemed to feel wrong, nor could he detect any danger in his vicinity.

Is this some weird quartz? Lev wondered. I do remember people getting excited about finding new types of stones on the internet, only for it to be a form of quartz.

Again, his mind forgot about it, and the bubble kept moving without pause.

“Why did the path straighten out all of a sudden?” the girl leader asked.

“I also can’t feel any sonic vibrations at all,” the sound mage added.

Lev looked back towards the two of them. Their words sounded alarming, and yet, just like him, they were calm and collected. By his side, Beatrice was also starting to relax, opting to sit down in a barrier seat instead of standing and remaining alert the entire time.

“I don’t know,” he shrugged. “You guys probably know more about cave systems than I do.”

“Hmm.”

Yet again, they lapsed into silence. Lev felt himself slowly getting lethargic, and for whatever reason, his brain deduced the cause to be the constant alertness.

Odd. We’ve been basically resting for the past few hours.

No enemies to be seen. No other signs of danger. Compared to how he usually was outside the walls, he couldn’t possibly imagine being relatively alert being the cause for his sudden tiredness.

That made him grip Stargazer even more tightly. But beyond that, he soon forgot the momentary wariness as well.

Time slowly stopped holding meaning. The bubble continued to glide deeper into the cavern, and astonishingly enough, the natural structure seemed to be endless.

Lev was fine with that. The downtime let them all regenerate their pools to full comfortably, and even he would be topped up once Beatrice was close to full.

A white spot on the ground caught his attention. Slowing the bubble, he floated close to that spot, scanning it intently. Something prickled the back of his neck, though he ignored that.

Is this… white blood? Paint of some sort?

The white blotch had some weird dimensions. He could feel his Perception attribute and Mana Perception struggling to make sense of the ever-changing size of it, the latter getting ever closer to evolving, but it was of no use.

A few seconds later, he moved on. Looking back out of habit, he found all the scouts lounging around the food table, at ease and looking forward to escaping. It was a big difference compared to how they were not long ago.

He and Beatrice were still in their driver seats, so they had a full view of the empty cavern.

Lev turned to his right, glancing at some sharp stone shapes. Had he seen them before?

Shrugging, he cracked his neck and rolled his shoulders. Finding a single clue of something out of place, he stood up, mana now leaving his body in droves.

All of it was converted into lightning. He finally had a lead on what his senses had missed before, though he couldn’t show his hand. Concealments were sneakily carved on his right arm, an extra layer created on the limb for that purpose.

With shadow mana, the assailant had no hope of ever noticing the attack charge. When he was certain that he had a clear shot, Lev turned around and aimed in the same motion…

STOP! NO!

…and held himself from firing at Beatrice’s armored head in the nick of time.

Heart pumping in his chest like a war drum and ears ringing like never before, he collapsed back into his seat. The forcefully suppressed alarm and dread tried to rear its head, just barely succeeding in warning him.

Something’s very, very wrong…

“Lev?” Beatrice asked, not getting up from her seat. That scared him even more. “Do you see something? Are we getting close to an exit?”

“Y-” Lev gulped, trying to steady his erratic thoughts. “I think so.”

She doesn’t notice anything, he concluded, terror firmly gripping him now. The scouts are just as out of it. Holy fuck, I almost killed her.

He gazed around, realizing what was going on. Something was trying to…

His expression slowly eased, a strange sense of serenity rushing to his head. What was he thinking about?

Something was… something was trying to do what? What did I see? Oh yeah, I had almost caught an enemy sneaking around us, except it escap-

Lev’s head snapped towards the ground. A flash of white, a familiar scene. Remembering how many times he had seen it required a gargantuan effort, and, frustrated at the lack of an answer, he commanded his oddly low willpower to rush to his head.

That turned out to be a horrible idea. His brain was empowered slightly, revealing what he was looking for, but it was accompanied by a small shower of blood that burst out of his nose and ears. Willpower was, at the end of the day, a means to empower mana manipulation and all its derivative applications. Using it on the body was suicidal at best.

None of the physical outcomes could hold a candle to the white-hot pain. It was all-encompassing, permeating his entire being as if someone had thrown him into a pool of acid.

He screamed, clutching his head. Even through the agony, he didn’t miss that no one reacted to it. That made it even worse.

The pain, however, also lifted an insidious spell off his fraying mind. He could finally see what was wrong. Suddenly, the bubble was completely still, and no one around him was seated. Instead, they were frozen in place, the scouts behind Lev, and Beatrice by his side. No one had moved a muscle since they had entered the cavern an indeterminate amount of time ago.

That came with even more realizations. His throat was so dry that trying to gulp almost made him shriek. His eyes were faring no better, and even his body, enhanced by all the Constitution, could barely stand upright.

He didn’t spend time considering what that meant for others. No, his entire focus was dedicated to deciphering the horrid situation to find an escape. Looking down, he finally realized what kept garnering his attention.

Bones. A whole carpet of bones covered the cavern, with the closest monstrous skull being the only white piece, relatively unscathed by the passage of time. Lev remembered how he had realized it was a bone when they first entered, except whatever was affecting his mind had made him forget.

He spared a glance to the right, confirming his suspicion. The sharp stones were four fangs of something truly massive, jutting out of the morbid ground like a partially-intact ribcage.

The mind blending couldn’t go on. Without wasting another moment, he channeled a large amount of mana through his famished body, converting it all into lightning. The sudden usage of mana also tipped off the responsible creature that something was up.

Shapes came into vision, crashing into his bubble. Through the mental feedback, he could feel that shadow mana was the only thing keeping the wraith monsters at bay. Like blobs of shadowy dust with too many eyes in their fluid shape, they tried to phase inside the bubble, rebuffed each time.

Unfortunately, that also brought to light the state of his crumbling willpower. It had kept up a steady conversion of shadow mana the entire time, channeling most of his regeneration into the bubble’s enchantments.

As a result, he doubled over with a groan, willpower finally relieved of its task as he gave it the order to retreat. The invisibility enchantments flickered, then turned inactive.

Shadow mana persisted, doing its best to keep the barriers rigid in a way that could hold back the wraiths. The fuel lasted for only a few short seconds, during which he barely found his bearings again.

Bringing Stargazer in front of him, he almost fired a tiny Fracturing Wave at the nearest monster. It swiveled out of the way almost tauntingly, gliding towards the scout teams.

Lev made the mistake of looking at the girl leader. She was frothing at the mouth, coughing out a bloody mist.

Seeing that he didn’t have any more time, he channeled healing mana into himself. Pushing past the debilitating pain from healing such a weakened body, he thrusted Stargazer at the shadow blob.

It dodged as expected. The bubble floor underneath him cracked as he altered the trajectory beyond what should’ve been possible, slashing diagonally by tearing a few tendons in his frail state.

The glaive went through the shadow monster, dispersing it into a black mist when a tiny chunk of lightning exploded inside its body.

That, however, also tossed all the frozen humans to the ground. They collapsed with worrying groans and whimpers, which further deteriorated his mental state.

Desperation crept up on him as he realized there was a whole army of blobs waiting right outside the bubble, basking in his misery. Two more stepped inside, their singular eyes creased in glee in anticipation of the psychological torture they were about to inflict.

He refrained from using any magical attacks this time. The blobs always remained close to the other humans, forcing him to be precise and careful.

A sizzling bolt of shadow mana pierced through Beatrice’s armor the moment he slowed down to consider his options. Mistakenly, he had assumed that the monsters lacked the means to hurt the humans, given they hadn’t done so yet.

That turned out to be false. A shrill scream erupted out of the aura mage’s powered armor, one that Lev felt traveling down his spine.

Anger surged, white and hot. Willpower, even hurt and low as it was, cleared the fog in his mind as he focused. For a small moment, he wasn’t under an illusion anymore.

He almost paused. That would tip off his hand, for he had noticed that Beatrice was unhurt during that brief moment of clarity. There were no blemishes on her armor, and the shadowy blob didn’t look nearly as well-put together as it should’ve been.

Then the illusion took over again, and the cavern darkened even more. The monster continued its taunting dodges, teasing the glaive while always keeping the other humans in the blade’s path.

Lev kept up the dance, displaying the same desperation he was feeling earlier, even as his emotions rapidly settled. The monster was somehow feeding his panic and fear, empowering them to a point that he couldn’t think straight.

The blindfold fell away just as easily as he had been influenced, showing him the actual reality.

Everyone around him was alive, or the monster wouldn’t be trying to kill them through him. They were also not incapacitated to the point that Lev was the only real threat, so he could also rule out their dying while he was searching for a solution.

Killing another two shadow blobs, he breathed in heavily, projecting a grim and tired physical condition. He didn’t even have to pretend. However long his willpower had kept up the shadow mana fuel had taken a huge toll on his soul, and he could feel his manipulation slowly weakening. Moments like this made him glad that he had Extraordinary Soul to rely on, for he didn’t need to be a genius to realize how an ordinary mage would’ve fared in his place.

His body and mind were basically caught in the crossfire. Fighting in the current state was only possible because of a small stream of restoration mana entering his body, keeping it from falling apart even more. Dispatching the four blobs took only a little while now that he could think more clearly.

Still, he kept up the facade while converting mana. The bulk of it was converted into lightning mana, whereas the rest was shadow mana to conceal the orb in which he was storing all the lightning.

Eight blobs darted in this time, no longer playing around. Lev could see them form shadow bolts, each flying towards the humans.

Sizzling impacts and terrifying wails echoed inside the bubble, but he stayed still. The shadow bolts lacked… something important. They felt hollow, just as the sounds from the humans, regardless of how realistic, just weren’t right. As if missing some crucial component.

He changed his angle of thought. Human screams had nuance to them. Each person screamed differently based on the occasion, which the monster could reliably manage.

What was missing, then? The haunting sounds… they lacked surprise. Or terror. Yes, the more he thought about it, the more certain he was.

The imitations of screams lacked proper emotion. Fear, pain, and desperation— all of them felt lifeless in a way, which clued him in on what he was missing, something connected closely to emotions.

Willpower.

Each shadow blob was made with intent. They had a weight to them that kept their shape coherent. The shadow bolts, however, were illusions that weren’t meant to accomplish anything. They just needed to exist, and using willpower on a show would be a proper waste.

Now that he had the missing key, he stared at the blob monsters. To keep up the act for a few seconds longer, he attacked the nearest one, the glaive passing inches from its body.

From up close, he looked into its dozens of tiny eyes. Clumps of shadow mana inside them were the first clue. Zeroing in on that detail, he moved to the next blob, trying to bisect it.

It twirled around the glaive, in the path of an arrow that was previously hidden by shadow mana. The construct also detonated inside its body, releasing a tiny payload of lightning.

As the monster burst into a shadowy firework, Lev finally noticed the connection. He couldn’t see willpower, no. Mana Perception could probably never accomplish that. What he did see, however, was the mana affected by willpower. It was denser, more intense than the rest of the shadow mana making up the blob, and that thin line of mana led him straight to where the caster stood outside the bubble, on top of one of the fangs jutting out of the ground.

It looked like a robed mage, except too tall and gangly to be a human. The moment their eyes met, it vanished with a reverberating screech, and so did all the shadowy blobs.

Lev remained still. He needed a moment to recover from the rollercoaster of emotions the past few… days? Weeks? He just needed to digest what he had gone through, especially how simple the whole situation was at the core.

This can’t be it, right? We didn’t go through so much just for it to end like this, right?

Manually teleporting all the converted lightning mana into his bubble’s walls to not disturb his battered willpower, he took a deep breath. Then he willed it to explode outwards.

The whole cavern lit up in a titanic blast that scoured every possible escape route. Moments later, the monster perished as well.
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After everything, it really did end just like that.

  
