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        The Strongest Spellblade

    
    
    
    
                Heroes. The stuff of stories. Delving deep within the great dungeon. Rising against adversity to stand at the very peak of their generation. 

Justin is fated to become not just a hero, but a legend. Born to the unrelenting Supreme Warlady Elena, his ascension to a paragon of his generation is a mere formality. 

While his mother scours the world looking for yet more treasures to speed her precious son's ascent, Justin must survive noble drama, assassins, and slave-driving tutors to reach the pinnacle of sword and sorcery. 

His unyielding determination to plumb the depths of the dungeon would see him become a hero, no matter the circumstances of his birth. Yet, Justin has been raised with every conceivable advantage. 

As the dungeon beckons, Justin's meteoric rise promises to draw him deeper than any have ever delved before and crown him as not just the greatest of his generation, but all generations to ever live. So begins the legend of... The Strongest Spellblade. 

What To Expect: 
+LOTS of skills
+Numbers go brrrrrr 
+Solid World Building 
+Weak To Strong 
+Lots of Stats/Numbers 
+Good Natured MC 
+Supportive Family 
+Tiger Mother (In the Asian sense, not the animal sense) 
+More Focus on Fighting Monsters and Leveling, Not Murderhobo 
+Lots and Lots of Grinding and Hard Work 
+Fast Pace, But Long Grind(In the time sense, about 3 months every 5-10 chapters) 
+Positive, Can Do, Type Of Story 
+System Inspired by kosnik4


Release Rate: 2 Chapters/Day
30+ Chapters on Patreon

            

    
        Chapter 1 – Supreme Warlady Elena

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock strode forward as the staff of the Burnstock estate kneeled in her presence, not even daring to look at her.

My half-brothers, including the heir to the Burnstock name and Duchy, and other family members of the Burnstock estate, bowed deeply. They didn’t dare look at her directly, lest they invite her attention and possible ire.

Duke Burnstock bowed slightly as well but met her gaze without fear. Finally, there was me, the Supreme Warlady’s only child, almost nine, and unnaturally bright for my age.

My skill tutor, Damian, would tell me I should bow in her presence, even as her son, since it was a matter of etiquette in a public setting. As one of the rare humans over level 150, who held the title of Supreme Legend, she represented the peak of humanity in our never-ending conflicts with the other races, ourselves, and in exploring the world-spanning dungeon beneath us.

My father, who was only a level 63 noble, would tell me to be polite no matter what. She could kill me with just the merest glance, even though I knew she would never do such a thing.

But I ignored their suggestions and followed my instincts.

“Mother!” I shouted with a smile and rushed over, giving her a hug around her waist. She froze for a split second before gently patting me on the back.

Even through her casual thin leather and plate armor, she felt immovable.

“It is good to see you, my son,” she said, her voice soft, yet it had a slight rumble like a mountain ready to fall and crush anything in its path. I couldn’t help but hear the care behind it. I hadn’t seen my mother in over a year, ever since she left to crush the kingdom of Crownsmith and its entire army.

After a couple more seconds, I let go. I wanted to hold on to her forever.

While I didn’t have many specific memories of her, what I remembered was a kind, smiling woman who loved to chase me around the estate with a laugh. Without her here, everything felt colder, more distant.

“Sorry, but I missed you,” I replied. Ever since I unlocked my status at eight, I have been excited to learn more and push my skills to new heights. But Damian insisted he would only stick to what was planned without her direct approval. No one would dare defy my mother's wishes.

“It is all right. We shall temper you with fire and blood soon enough. For now, I am weary from battle and travel. I will dine with my husband and son tonight,” she declared.

The other children and the first wife of the Duke didn’t dare make a single objection. I wasn’t in the line of inheritance anyway, so I had been mostly removed from the noble and family affairs.

The more powerful one became, the harder it was to have children. That was why most noble women married young to have two or three children before leveling to fight off the ravages of age by increasing their Vitality stat.

My mother married Duke Darren Burnstock for two reasons that I knew of: his substantial wealth and a safe environment for me to grow up in. Even with her strength and wealth, my mother was limited in various other ways that weren’t related to fighting.

My father was rumored to be richer than the King of our nation, Terander, controlling the most fertile farmland and the largest trade city in the Kingdom, which was also named Burnstock and was a day’s ride away by enchanted carriage.

All that money went into paying alchemists and specialized mages to assist in my conception. It was not wrong to say that my life had cost more than the yearly income, not profit, of the entire Duchy.

Even now, there was a team of elite guards surrounding the entire estate, protecting me and the rest of the Burnstock family. But if one of them died, unlike me, my mother would not go on a rampage. That was why I had always tried to be dutiful, so as not to cause trouble.

Unfortunately, things were going to get complicated after the incident a month ago.

My father married Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock for two reasons. Her insane killing ability as a spellsword over level 150, and her deterrence factor by declaring his home, her home. The problem with having all that wealth was that other people wanted it. The neighboring duchies, the King, and the other nations all eyed the province of Burnstock for its wealth.

My mother stayed with me for the first seven years of my life after I had been born, ensuring my safety. Once she was sure that I wouldn’t die from a scratch and the neighboring kingdom began making trouble, she acted. She crushed the neighboring kingdom of Crownsmith, killing its king, a lot of nobles, and most of its army in the past year.

Now the entire country was on fire, and thousands were dying from the chaos as other nations and nobles took advantage of her decapitation strike. However, that also meant no one wanted to attack the Duchy of Burnstock now or in the near future. The warning had been sent.

While I knew that my mother had repaid the debt she owed my father, she would remain here to raise me and act as a deterrent until I reached adulthood. But my future depended on what she decided.

No one could influence my mother, except for herself.

“It is good to see you well. You made quite an impression on the kingdom of Crownsmith and its nobility. I don’t think they will ever forget your name,” my father said.

“They won’t forget or forgive what I have done. But they never liked you Burnstocks to begin with,” she replied.

While she took up her husband’s name with their marriage, she considered herself independent. My father explained all of this to me a few days ago to ensure I understood the political facts regarding both of my parents, reducing the risk of any confusion or misunderstanding.

Adulthood was considered to be 16 for humans, twice the age at which we got access to our status. However, specific responsibilities and expectations came with gaining access to one's status at the age of eight.

I might be young, but I knew I was the most blessed child to be born, or close enough that I would be at the top of any list. It was incredibly rare for anyone over level 150 to have a child, let alone with another person with a level in their 60s. Most high-level individuals were focused on gaining greater strength and a higher level, trying to outrun death itself.

“Hah, well, they can shut up for the next couple of decades at the very least. Quiet is what I prefer.” 

I wanted to roll my eyes at that after what my mother had done, but it would have been insulting. My father arranged the sale of weapons and supplies through his territory while taking in refugees to settle more farmland in his territory.

I wasn’t completely ignorant, and I heard things during family meals. While he might act nice, a person was not a level 63 noble for their kindness or generosity, but it would be rude to point such things out in public.

“We also need to talk about Justin. There was an incident a month ago,” my father said, and winced at this.

My mother’s gaze immediately snapped towards me.

“I am okay, but it is concerning. Um, I am not hurt,” I replied quietly. She said nothing for several seconds as the tension significantly increased.

“We shall discuss the issue later. If my son has been harmed, you will have much to answer for, Darren. I entrusted his safety to you while I was absent. Squires, attend me,” she said, and her three Squires followed her as she strode away to her private quarters that had been set up in the mansion. A nervous head butler quickly escorted her. Everyone slowly got up from their kneeling or bowing position.

“You are lucky your mother loves you,” my father said while glancing back towards my mother entering the mansion.

“I know,” I replied. Her love was the most precious thing in the world. I could almost feel some jealousy coming from my half-siblings. But that was to be expected. Having Supreme Warlady Elena as a mother meant no one with any sanity would dare lay a hand on me, and my future was assured. But it would be rude to use her name for trivial things. While she was my mother, I was my own person. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop the crazy people who were determined to strike against her through me.

I returned to my room, where I got changed into my dinner outfit. A servant was standing nearby, ready to assist me, but Damian had insisted my mother wanted me to do things myself, especially personal tasks involving my body. The servant could make sure everything was straightened and on properly before I left my room, though.

The clothes were tight, showing an exceptional fit and high wealth. Similarly, vibrant colors, which also denote wealth, are featured in red and light brown, the two primary colors of House Burnstock.

I was the first to arrive for dinner, which was expected, since I was the youngest of the three of us. My father arrived next, a few minutes early. He looked at me and gave me a nod. My mother arrived precisely on time. She was wearing simple armor, but even if it was rude for a meal, no one would dare point that out, and my mother wouldn’t care.

We all took our seats. If my mother weren’t a Supreme Legend with a higher level, my father should have helped her sit. Since she was at a higher level, such an action would be demeaning rather than chivalrous.

All the etiquette training I had been forced to endure over the last three and a half years had taken over my thoughts. That it was one of my highest level tier 1 skills was annoying. I would rather focus on more exciting skills than Eldarin Etiquette.

Servants brought out the food. No one spoke since it was a bit of a tricky situation. Technically, my mother should be the first to talk, given her higher social standing, but this was my father’s estate. One could say there was uncharted territory in terms of etiquette tonight.

I didn’t remember what they had done in the past. I don’t think we ever had dinner with just the three of us, but I couldn’t be sure. My memories from before I unlocked my status were hazy and difficult to recall.

They might even try to level up their skills now that I thought about it. I followed all the rules of dining while trying to figure out who should speak first. That was when I realized that this was technically an informal meal, as it was just the three of us.

After we had a first course of light soup, I spoke up. Either I would gain a lot of levels on my etiquette skill or horribly embarrass myself. At least the tension would be broken. “Mother, do you think the sword is better or magic as a spellsword?”

She lowered her wine glass and got a thoughtful look on her face. “I want to say both. They complement each other well, although the lower levels and grinding up the skills can be quite exhausting. I would say the sword for singular strong opponents and magic for large groups or an enemy with strong physical resistance.” 

The tension had been broken as she turned towards my father.

“Now tell me what happened,” she said while staring intently at my father. He waved a hand. All the servants left the dining room and shut the doors.

“A legend of unknown background infiltrated the estate. They put their hands on Justin. They were discovered, and my guards forced them to retreat. Five elite guards died during the confrontation from poison. Healer Castelle looked carefully at our son. He was given an unknown tier 6 cursed skill.”

“What skill?” My mother asked in a voice barely more than a whisper.

I feared she might explode at any moment.

“Experience Siphon.”

“And you let that happen?”

“I didn’t let it happen, but we are not well-equipped to counter a legend. Even with all the extra resources I have spent hiring elites, you know as well as I do that the unknown is the most dangerous. Five elite guards perished; that is no small matter.” 

“This is unacceptable. I left this estate to deal with the neighboring nation, and you let this happen, Darren. Give me one good reason I shouldn’t crush your head and kill everyone- “

“Mom, I am fine. Can’t we deal with it another way?” I asked nervously. Interrupting her was vulgar, but I didn’t want things to escalate. I was alive, despite the scary event that had just occurred. She paused as her murderous aura retracted. She turned her head to look at me.

“Yes, my son. I will speak to your father and Healer Castelle later. Now, let's discuss other topics. I have talked with your tutor, Damian, and he told me you started weapon training with the guard captain of the estate?”

I had stopped the worst from happening, but it was only a postponement. “Yes, mostly the sword and shield, but I have gotten tier 1 skills in other weapons. He said it was based on the instructions you left?”

“He took some liberties, but we will review your skills later. Weapon skills, really, Darren? I wanted him to focus on more mental skills at the start,” she said while looking at my father.

Both were pretending to get along for my sake. Even without social skills, I could tell they were completely fake in speaking to each other for my benefit.

“He kept insisting, and I consulted with the skill tutor and used my judgment. It is something you mentioned, so Tutor Damian approved it,” my father replied. He rang the bell resting on the table, and the servants reentered the dining room.

“I will make a final judgment myself after reviewing his stats and skills. Any noble issues I should be worried about?” My mother asked as the second course of dinner was served.

The light salad with dressing and nuts did not look appetizing.

“No. My other children know not to make trouble with Justin and that he isn’t in the line of succession after what happened previously. As for larger issues, the King made a bit of a fuss over what you did, but I sent a couple of chests of gold his way and he stopped complaining.”

“Good. I would prefer not to be caught up in other issues for the foreseeable future. It would displease me,” my mother said, and my father nodded before taking a sip of his wine.

I just had orange juice to drink.

“Don’t worry, I like it quiet. If it weren’t for Crownsmith funding bandits and staging their armies close to the border, I wouldn’t have asked you to intervene. But you took your time.”

“They weren’t weak. I had to kill two legends they employed and then hunt down their top nobility. Otherwise, I would have to go back a decade. Now it will take at least a quarter of a century, probably longer, since their other neighbors are causing them trouble. It will be a long time before they can think about your lands.” 

That matched what my father had already told me about the situation.

“Well, let me propose a toast. While we might not have married for love, I am grateful to you. Supreme Warlady Elena,” my father said and raised his glass.

I quickly raised my glass as well to show my support for his words. My mother picked up her glass, showing her acceptance of the toast, and then we all drank.

“You beat two legends?” I asked my mother.

Legend was the term used for individuals who had reached a level above 100 and had received a Tier 5 class.

“Yes. It was a hard fight. Legend Bowmaster Herold Eagleeye and Legend Armored Bulwark Bastion Teron fought with honor and skill. But there is a reason I hold the superior title of Supreme over those weak legends. It denotes that I have gone past level 150 and stand above other legends.”

I knew that already, but I wasn’t about to correct my mother.

“Also, your mother earned the title of Warlady, since she has ended wars single-handedly, not for being a spellsword. Even if I think that is more impressive than your accomplishments, they gave it to her for reaching the Last Bastion on her own,” my father said, and my mother shook her head slightly with a frown.

“A title I dislike, but other legends give one a title. I would have preferred the title of Spellblade or Farmer of Monsters, but it is what it is.”

            

    
        Chapter 2 – Status Review

    
    
    
    
                Level: 1

Experience: 37/100

Healing: 120/120

Stamina: 100/100

Mana: 30/30

Class: Tier 0, Child (Yellow)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+6%), Increased Learning Speed (+6%), Increased Stat Gain (+6%)

Vitality: 12
Endurance: 7
Strength: 9
Agility: 11
Perception: 4
Mind: 33
Magic: 3
Focus: 15
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (22): Eldarin Language (75), Writing Skills (59), Mathematics (56), Eldarin History (52), Running (50), Breathing (50), Eldarin Etiquette (38), Meditation (25), Drawing Skills (25), Dancing Skills (22), Toughness (19), Sword Skills (18), Shield Skills (15), Spear Skills (12), Dodge (12), Bow Skills (10), Axe Skills (7), Dagger Skills (6), Pugilist Skills (4), Wrestling Skills (3), Cooking Skills (3), Cleaning Skills (1)

Tier 2 (4): Mana Sense (4), Danger Sense (3)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon (C)

I read off my entire status page for my mother as she listened carefully, along with her three squires, who were standing quietly off to the side. Healer Castelle and my father were both here, along with my Tutor Damian, who looked slightly nervous.

A System Priest had adjusted my status page for the optimal display of information when I had first unlocked it over half a year ago.

My Eldarin Etiquette had shot up three levels just from dinner, which was impressive. Danger and mental pressure helped skills level more quickly, so it's not that surprising.

My hard work over the past six months has resulted in these skills, as I unlocked my status at eight years old. Because I had studied the material, my tutor said there was a significant burst initially, before the status page unlocked.

My mother slowly tapped her finger on the table behind her, and I became a bit more nervous.

We had all gathered at my mother's order the morning after her return. She wanted to review my progress with everyone involved in my life. I could only hope that I had matched whatever expectations she had of me.

“Let’s start with the most concerning issue. Healer Castelle, what is your understanding of the tier 6 skill inflicted upon my son?”

Everyone tensed at my mother’s words and looked at the old healer.

“It is a Tier 6 curse skill. It is not meant to cause harm directly, but to use your son as a vehicle for getting stronger by taking away any experience your son might gain. I would say such a skill can only be used against those who are weaker, and only a few at a time. Perhaps only a single person at most because of its tier.”

“That was not what I was asking. It is clear from the name and its rarity what it does. Can it be removed?”

“Unless the culprit is slain, it would be impossible. There is good news. The weight of the skill rests with the other person. Otherwise, your son’s soul would have collapsed. There are no medical risks.”

“Except in cutting off his future!” My mother slammed her palm down on the desk behind her with a bang, before glaring at my father. I felt the entire room shake from the force of her blow. “Has the culprit been tracked down?”

“It is someone completely unknown. I have put up an astronomical bounty of a hundred platinum coins and leveraged your name, but there have been no leads. The culprit had several stealth skills. We have sent their poison to Master Alchemists for study. We increased the elite guard by ten members, though it was at a great expense.”

“Do better, Darren. Do better. You are only alive right now since you are my child’s father. Can it be removed?”

My mother looked back at Healer Castelle.

“If it were a Tier 4 or Tier 5, it might have been possible through the use of a ritual and several System Priests with some risk to your son’s soul. The cursed skill will remain until the target is dead since it is a tier 6 skill. There is no other way, even with my extensive knowledge. I have sent correspondence to the Five Star Institute of Healing and my seniors, but I am waiting for a response and am not hopeful for a positive one.”

“This culprit will outlive my son, since they are clearly planning to use him to fuel their growth. Useless. All of you are useless. I leave for a year, and this happens in my absence?”

Everyone was perfectly still and silent, including me. I didn’t know what to say.

“My dear husband, what do you have to say for yourself? Are you going to accept responsibility?”

“No. You approved the security arrangements before your departure. I have already issued a bounty and done everything in my power,” my father countered.

My mother said nothing but glared at everyone, one by one, including her own Squires. No one dared to meet her gaze. Thankfully, she skipped me in her glare session.

“I will investigate the matter personally. Do not let such a thing happen again, Darren, or I will hold you responsible, regardless.”

My father didn’t reply, only inclined his head slightly.

“Now, let us discuss my son’s status. I was absent during the arrival of his status. There are several areas of concern. A yellow class?”

This time, she was looking at Tutor Damian.

“One in a Million, Supreme Warlady. The effects were quite good, which was what they expected based on the ritual they used during your son's conception."

“Abject failure. During his lessons before his status unlocked, you should have instructed him better. I was expecting a green class at Tier 0 at the very least. Preferably blue.”

“A green starting class has only been recorded officially in 27 beings in the last millennium by the College of Advancement. No one has ever started with a blue class.”

“Do I look like some common peasant on the side of the road?”

“Of course not, Supreme Warlady,” Tutor Damian said while bowing his head.

“The motivation, environment, and instruction determine a starting class. The environment here is the best. I saw to it myself. That can only mean that my son is lacking or your instruction is inadequate.”

“It is also the will of the System. Such things are not perfectly determined even in the most controlled studies by the College of Advancement, Supreme Warlady.”

“More excuses, more failure. But perhaps my son is lacking in motivation,” she said and turned her gaze to me. I felt like I was going to be cut apart as she gazed at me for several seconds while I bravely stared back.

“His class must be increased along with his skill leveling speed. It is far too slow, even with his childhood boost. You must push him harder, Tutor Damian. I hired you to instruct my son personally, so do so with better results.”

“I will endeavor to do my best, but there is concern that your son’s motivation might burn out.”

“I will worry about my son’s motivation. If he is lacking, you will inform me. Otherwise, push him without remorse or mercy. Such things are for the pitiful and weak.” My mother then turned to look back at me. “The rituals used to ensure your birth also boosted your Mind stat as they were supposed to. Let’s have a little test to see how well you have been learning while I have been away. What do Healing, Stamina, and Mana represent?”

“Pools of specialized magic to either heal, help one’s body endure, or use Mana. Going beyond these limits damages your body and soul, leaving permanent scarring and manaburn,” I explained to my mother how it had been presented to me by my tutor.

She nodded at this. “Always try to maintain above half. That will help ensure your safety and prevent permanent injury. If you go below that during training, say something immediately. Going lower does not help your stat growth and will only risk hurting you. How do these reserves regenerate?”

“It is variable depending on location, food consumed, mental state, and overall condition,” I replied with as much confidence as I could muster as my mother stared intently at me. My nervousness went slightly higher.

“A decent level of recall. Children older than you can’t recall such things. Now, your stats, explain them.”

I thought that older children would know all this stuff for sure, but I wasn’t about to correct my mother.

“Vitality is directly correlated with healing, but it also affects a person’s lifespan and the general impact of each healing point. Endurance is the same for stamina, but it also helps one recover faster when exhausted. Strength is the force one can apply. Agility is the ability to move and control one’s body freely. Perception is the totality of one’s senses. From sight, touch, taste, hearing, and smell, working with sensory skills. Mind is the rate at which one can process and keep information, and is key to learning skills. Magic affects Mana and directly relates to the recovery speed of one’s Mana. Focus is the ability to keep one’s mind clear of adverse effects and use skills effectively.”

“All correct, but there is more. What are you missing?”

“Stats can be improved through training, but only whole numbers are shown. Everyone improves in discrete stages based on their stats, even if there is a hidden growth to them. Stats are added on top of a base human body, so natural growth is not affected. They also influence skills, what skills one can get, and how quickly they grow.”

My mother smiled at me. “Very good. Tell me why I ensured a high Mind stat at your birth?”

“To help my overall skill growth. Skills improve better when one puts their mind to the task and looks for improvements. These improvements are ingrained in one’s soul for ease of use in the future.”

“If there were another child your age from a peasant family, how many skills do you think they would have?”

“Ten?” I asked hesitantly, and she shook her head.

“Three to five, with seven being exceptional among regular people. That is the biggest problem with skill growth — the cap on your initial skill count because of the Mind stat. One needs to focus, and most children have trouble focusing. When they get older and their level increases, their soul is less malleable, which makes it harder to improve skills as rapidly.”

“Oh.”

“It is fine, my son. I know you understand you are special, but you are my legacy. My growth has slowed. Going deeper into the dungeon is too risky without a dedicated team, and my skill growth is frustratingly slow for certain skills,” my mother said and let out a sigh, sagging slightly in her chair.

The Squires all shuffled nervously at that statement of weakness.

“Many legends pursue more Vitality to extend their lives, pushing and pushing, but ultimately, it is pointless. I come from a humble background of mere peasants decades ago. Our family farm was overrun with goblins that had broken out of the dungeon. They killed my parents and siblings. That was when I vowed to fight or die. I picked up a pitchfork and slaughtered my way through the horde,” she said while closing her eyes.

I had never heard this before, so I listened closely. No one else breathed as she shared her past.

“So, I killed and killed my way through the monsters into the dungeon and kept killing. There are always more monsters and people to kill. I could fill an entire enormous lake, no, that is too small — it is more correct to say a great sea, with all the blood from the beings I have left dead in my wake. I became stronger and took on loyal Squires.”

I noticed the three Squires straighten up at this statement.

“But it was never enough. Becoming detached or power hungry wasn't what I wanted. I did not forget my family on that farm. I named you after my eldest brother, Justin. A strong name. He wanted to be an adventurer despite having no talent. Blood made him queasy,” she said.

She brought up one hand to wipe away a single teardrop before turning much more serious.

“I will give you the choice I never had, my son. This is done out of love. I will help you train to be strong in combat, to walk the path of a legend, should you want to do so. I'll assist you in becoming a crafter, if you'd like. If you're interested in becoming a farmer, I'd be happy to help you. But I will not accept mediocrity. That is my true legacy — unwavering determination and commitment. If you are anything, from a farmer to a crafter, you will strive to be the best. Taking the time I have set aside, I will continue to care for you and raise you, even as my future is uncertain. My stats will slowly decrease until my soul collapses from the weight of my skills.”

I felt the heaviness of this moment.

This was a critical decision I had to make. I knew my mother was honestly asking me if I wanted to pursue her path. The path of blood and sweat, the path of an adventurer who would brave the dungeon and fight for a living.

            

    
        Chapter 3 – Forced Improvement

    
    
    
    
                I took a nervous gulp as I considered the question I had been asked about my future. There was only one answer that I felt in my heart and with every fiber of my being.

“I want to become strong. A legend like you,” I declared resolutely, and my mother nodded at this, like she had been expecting it all along.

“You can scream and cry. I know I did, many times. To excel is to suffer. But to become great, one must endure and train one's willpower. It is not a stat, but it can be trained. It is what separates those who achieve great things from those who don’t. You may not complain or let me hear your complaints.” I nodded as she continued speaking. “You will listen to me and the tutors I assign you as if they were me. Now, another test. As my Squires will tell you, I like tests.”

I quickly realized that. We had only communicated in a couple of letters after she left, and my actual memory of her in my early years was quite foggy.

“I can handle whatever you throw at me,” I replied with determination, and my mother shook her head slowly at this declaration, but I didn’t miss the slight smile on her face. While she might doubt me, she would not discourage me.

“I like your attitude, but it will be tempered in time like a fine blade quenched in blood and fire. Well, the cursed skill is only annoying in the short term. We will work around it for now. It will be dealt with, eventually. Why is it a bad idea to take you to fight weak monsters? To quickly gain experience, levels, and stat points through power leveling, disregarding the cursed skill?”

I didn’t know the answer off the top of my head and reflected. “It will affect my future somehow. Class selection once I gain levels,” I finally said.

I haven’t covered class selection yet. Class selection only happened at levels 20, 40, 60, 80, 100, and 150. There were several factors that determined what the system presented to a person.

“That is true, but vague. Precision is important, my child. A finger width can be the difference between life and death. But you did well in working out that much. You must learn to focus on your critical thinking. Always strive for perfection. Each stat point is harder to get than the last. The more levels you gain as a person, the harder it is to increase the level of your skills. Levels represent the strength of your soul. Right now, your soul is like soft clay, easily shaped. My soul is hardened steel, very hard to change.”

“What about classes?”

“Like a cloak one wears. It is difficult to change, and the more weighty your level. Many people look to delay their leveling, wanting to get better classes. Too many people get hung up in classes. You get good class options at each leveling milestone based on everything about you. Focusing on classes to improve is the wrong way to look at your future,” she explained as everyone else in the room was quiet and listened to our conversation.

“Then I should get as many skills as possible before leveling, then?” I asked.

My mother gave me a look with a small smile before answering. “A good question. You may ask more questions if they are as intelligent as that one. The answer is no. Higher tier skills require a stronger soul, especially for tier 4 skills and higher. Otherwise, there are grave consequences,” she trailed off and brought up her hand and closed it into a fist.

“Boom. Your body will explode. The two Tier 2 skills you have are fine. Most tier 2 skills won’t overly pressure your soul or body, even at a low level. Your stats also help quite a bit, especially the Mind stat. While it helps with learning skills, it also supports your soul in developing additional skills. Normally, there is one Mind stat point for each tier of skill you have. So, a tier 1 skill would count once, a tier 2 skill would count two times for this soft cap.”

“Um, why didn’t my tutor tell me this?” I asked nervously while I glanced over at Damian.

“Because most children aren’t like you, and your training plan was already set. Your father might have taken some liberties, but it is not a problem. Your stats and skills are far beyond what normal children would have at this point.”

“But I am already set on the path of a legend. With the skills I have, it would be hard to change,” I replied, and my mother shook her head.

“There are specialized System Priests who can remove tier 1 skills from a person with their consent with ease. Many do so who want to pursue the specialties of their parents, specifically those in a craft profession. I would have paid for such a service if you had wanted it. For now, we will focus on breaking through the skill barriers in your skills and increasing their level.”

A skill barrier, or bottleneck, occurred at specific levels for each tier. The lower the tier, the fewer the skill barriers. To get past one, one needed to perform a feat with that skill and break through. For tier one skills, this wasn’t too hard, and I had already broken through several.

“Do I need all these weapon skills?” I was planning on becoming a spellblade like my mother, which meant Sword Skills were necessary. I was unsure about the other weapon skills. It was still confusing how many tier 1 skills had the word ‘skills’ in their name, but it was something I was getting used to.

“Yes, skills can be combined or upgraded once they are capped. While it is tough to reach level 100 for any skill above tier 3, it is doable for lower-tier skills without too much hassle. If you walk the path of a spellblade like me, I will ensure you have the strongest foundation.”

My mother then pulled out a glowing silver bracelet with several tiny runes on it and set it on the table.

“Since you have made your choice and because of the cursed skill, the best option is to train with one of my Squires. You will improve steadily under their guidance. You will put on this bracelet, which I have crafted specifically for you. It will prevent you from leveling, but allow you to increase your skills and stats without worry. Skills and stats improve most under pressure.”

“You want to get the best of fighting without me leveling, to improve my skills quickly. Also, it will stop whoever cursed me from getting any experience from me,” I said, repeating some of what she had already told me to make sure I understood. A technique I had learned from my tutor, Damian.

“Yes. It won’t affect your stat growth either, which is important. One of my Squires will take you to the first level of the dungeon, where you can fight basic monsters and train while I deal with other matters, like the curse you have been afflicted with. While it doesn’t affect my training plans for you, it is a blade pointed at your future.”

“Um, you won’t be taking me to the dungeon?”

“Child, I love you, but I would go mad with boredom watching you kill basic monsters, and I have a duty to my Squires to train them like they will train you. I will perform other tasks, like looking for natural treasures in the dungeon to aid you and removing that cursed skill. My presence is not required for your training at this time,” she said.

I didn’t hesitate and picked up the glowing bracelet. I put it on without hesitation and felt a tingling sensation inside my body as the bracelet resized and fit snugly on my left arm.

“This bracelet and others like it were heavily tested by the College of Advancement, which deemed them safe. I would never give you anything I am not sure about. I don’t suggest using it or giving it to anyone over level 20 once you are done with it, since their soul will be too strong by then and overwhelm the enchantment.”

She then pulled out a spiky green fruit and set it on the desk between us while everyone looked on.

“I also picked this up during my travels. It is a soul fruit. Eat this. All of it, even the seeds and skin. It will help your growth over the next couple of months.”

I did not know how valuable such an item was, but I could imagine it was insanely valuable by the looks the Squires were giving it. I picked it up and took a bite. It had a slightly sweet taste and was juicy yet firm. I devoured the entire fruit. There were no seeds inside the fruit. It had a slightly sour taste that made me want to pucker up, but I wolfed it since my mother told me to.

“Ah, no hesitation! Truly like me in that regard, my child. Now rest. Tomorrow, your true training begins. I expect great things from you. Great things.”

That was clearly a dismissal, so I left my mother’s study and made my way back to my room.

“You did well, Justin,” Tutor Damian said.

“Thank you. How valuable was that Soul Fruit?” I asked.

“A precious natural treasure of the dungeon. A green soul fruit is beyond rare. By doing this, your soul will become less rigid, which makes it easier to learn and improve. It is not something you can easily purchase with money, but with favors from an adventurer who has found one. It would be comparable to the cost of your conception to put it into perspective.”

All my doubts washed away. My mother might be strict, but she only wanted what was best for me. I was just glad that getting cursed hadn’t ruined my future. I looked at the glowing silver bracelet.

“How valuable is this?” I asked.

“Quite valuable. It blocks all experience. Originally designed for noble prisoners to stop them from getting a level with its free stat points to live longer, or to help them escape. It is worth about 10 platinum coins because of the high quality, craftsmanship, and materials.”

My head was spinning a bit from everything I had learned, but I wasn’t about to let my mother down. I vowed to be the very best legend, no matter what!

            

    
        Chapter 4 – Squire Jessica

    
    
    
    
                “Wake up!”

I jumped up in fright on my bed. One of my mother’s squires was standing next to it. She tossed some clothes and armor onto the bed.

“Put that on quickly. Your training begins immediately.”

I wanted to ask questions, but her stern look and harsh tone made me hesitate. I listened, as my mother had instructed me to obey whoever she sent as my tutor, as if it were her.

After putting on the underclothes, I struggled with the armor for a bit.

“Tighten that strap. Tighter. This is light armor, and you must be sure the straps are tight, so they don’t become loose in combat. They are designed not to limit your mobility as much as possible.”

I followed her instructions.

“Good, but slow. We will work on that. I am Squire Jessica in service to the Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock—a level 83 spellblade. I will be your tutor for the next three months. After three months, your mother will return from the dungeon and evaluate your progress, and another Squire will take over your training.”

“Yes, Squire Jessica.”

The leather helmet felt weird when I nodded, but I didn’t complain.

“I have the following rules. First, you will tell me immediately if your healing, stamina, or mana drops below a half or a quarter. Do not hesitate to say something. I need to know this so I know exactly how much I can push you.”

“Yes, Squire Jessica.”

She seemed to like that as she gave me another nod.

“Second rule. Don’t look at your stats or skill levels. It clouds your thinking. We will train for these three months without looking at them. If you focus on each small increase, it will take much longer to level up your skills. Better to check every three months for any bottlenecks.”

“Um, but how will I know my healing, stamina, and mana if I don’t check?”

“When you focus on calling up your status, just think of a shortened version or a combat version. You will only get your level, experience, and reserves. In time, you will sense these things naturally, but that is a tier 2 skill. We will not concern ourselves with that now.”

“Yes, Squire Jessica.”

“My third and final rule. When I give you instructions, you must listen immediately. Consider your actions, but please trust me. Sometimes, too much information can cloud your thinking when improving a skill. That is why the position of tutor is one of utmost trust and respect.”

“I understand.”

“Good. I have bought the supplies for a three-month excursion into the dungeon. Follow me.”

This was happening quickly, but my mother wasn’t one to waste any time, and neither were her Squires.

We left the estate at a quick walk, and then she had me set off on a light jog.

 “Increase the speed of your breathing and maintain the rhythm,” she said as we jogged along a road leading from the estate.

“Keep it steady as you go up the hill.”

“Keep your pace steady on the downhill. Don’t speed up.”

She kept giving me instructions as the sun rose into the sky. We stopped for a quick breakfast, pulling out food from a spatial pouch. Those were incredibly expensive and rare. But it made sense for my mother’s Squires to have such an item.

“Chew and drink. Measure your actions. Keep your breathing steady, even while eating through your nose.”

I ate carefully while trying to follow her instructions. It was hard.

“Good. Do you need to use the bathroom?”

I nodded quickly. “Yes.”

“Then do your business there in those shrubs. Keep your breathing steady.”

I went into the forest and took care of my business. It was challenging to do my business outside like this. While she wasn’t staring at me, she monitored me.

Eventually, I finished and used leaves to clean myself off. I didn’t really feel clean.

“While it might be embarrassing, that is a common mistake adventurers make, and when they are most vulnerable. As you level up higher, your body will produce less waste, which makes things easier.”

“Maybe I should level up then,” I replied with a bit of a tone.

She laughed for a moment. “While people might not say it, that is a big reason people don’t stick around at the lower levels. But your mother would beat me half to death if I didn’t follow her instructions. Let’s go, remember your breathing.”

We stopped for lunch and dinner on the side of the road. We passed various farms, merchants, and other travelers as we ran along the route. The duchy of Burnstock was well settled and prosperous. We were following the signs towards the city of Burnstock, so the number of travelers would only increase. We got only a couple of looks, but no one stopped us. Squire Jessica stayed right behind me, matching my pace while constantly watching me to make sure I kept my breathing steady.

Just as the sun hit the horizon, she called a stop at a small village where we went to a traveler’s inn. She got us a room and stew for dinner. We took a corner table and ate quietly. The villagers gave us glances, but no one came to sit with us.

Squire Jessica was quite imposing, clad in armor and wielding a sword. Everyone could tell she was an adventurer, and probably a powerful one, with the quality of her gear. No one in their right mind would start trouble with her.

Once we were done eating, we went up to our room.

“We will stay in inns while they are available until we reach the entrance to the first level of the dungeon in two days. Now you will begin reading and copying this. Your tutor, Damian, suggested doing this after your mother spoke with him,” she said, and pulled out two books from her spatial pouch.

One was a dictionary of the Eldarin language. The other was blank. She also got out a metal fountain pen and a vial of ink.

“Your soul is like a building. Each skill is like a support beam. It is important to complete your support beams. Copying the dictionary and reading it out loud as you copy it will boost your Eldarin language and Writing skills,” she explained without me having to be asked.

“Why didn’t Tutor Damian do this?”

“Do you think most kids want to read a dictionary and copy it? He probably had you working on fun exercises to keep you mentally engaged while he was present. Having such a high skill level at eight is already incredibly impressive. But I will not coddle you. If you can’t do something like this, you will struggle with the future training I plan to give you.”

 She was right; Tutor Damian had done fun exercises with me in the past.

Squire Jessica might be harsh, but she wasn’t cruel. She was pushing me, like I had wanted.

“Light Orb.” 

A white orb of light appeared, illuminating the room.

“Read out loud and copy. I will tell you when to stop and go to bed. Remember to focus on the task at hand. Don’t think about other things. I will answer one question each morning.”

I got focused on the task at hand. I carefully pronounced each word and definition, copying everything into the blank book. It was tedious and complicated to concentrate on something so dull, but I endured.

If I were going to be the best, I couldn’t let a little tedious task slow me down. I will perfect it and finish it as soon as possible. I knew that language came before learning Eldarin script as a tier 2 skill.

 I knew this was the skill I was aiming for, in mastering an earlier one in the skill chain.

“Stop,” Squire Jessica finally said, and I stopped writing and speaking once I reached the end of the word I was copying. “Good job. I can tell you kept your mind mostly on the task. I expect that kind of focus on everything you do from now on. Now sleep,” she said, and the light orb disappeared.

“Um, should I get changed?”

“No. Learn to sleep in armor. You are lucky you get an actual bed tonight. The dungeon floor isn’t so kind. Don’t worry. Each night, we will alternate mental skills to focus on, so you don’t get bored.”

“Thanks,” I said hesitantly.

“Don’t worry, Justin. Your mother wouldn’t place her trust in me if I didn’t know what I was doing. This kind of tutoring is reserved for nobility or wealthy individuals who can afford to pay a high-level fighter like me to handhold them. If it weren’t for your mother, I wouldn’t be doing this.”

“Thank you, Squire Jessica.”

I meant it too. She was at a higher level than my father. While he had a higher social standing as a duke, no one would disrespect her. A level 80 spellblade was elite. While not a legend, she could get a job anywhere, from guarding a high-level noble to becoming a high-ranking soldier in an army or mercenary company.

“While your thanks are appreciated, don’t waste my time. You did well today, but always push to do better. That is how your mother trains her Squires, and I know she expects the same of you, especially if you want to follow in her footsteps.”

My mother truly was going all out. I hadn’t been sure what would happen when she returned, but I was still in shock at everything changing so quickly. Just yesterday, I was dining in luxury. I was sleeping on a lumpy straw bed that had a slight odor.

It would be easy to quit or give up. But I refused to. I was going to be the best. My goal is to become a legend, not just any legend, but a supreme legend. I would go to the bottom of the dungeon. When people spoke of me, everyone would know my name.

Training like this was hard, but it wasn’t impossible. Squire Jessica specifically tailored everything to my ability and skill level. It was impressive, since she wasn’t a dedicated tutor. I will have to ask her about that tomorrow.

I said nothing else as I kept my breathing steady and drifted off to sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 5 – The Dungeon

    
    
    
    
                "How do you know so much about skills?" I asked.

"Though not as early as you, someone taught me about them from an early age. Higher-level individuals need less sleep, so I studied up while you were resting. Now, come on. Let's keep working on your breathing and running while we head towards the Dungeon," she explained.

We left the inn before anyone was up. We had already paid for our room, so we didn't need to take any action before leaving.

This day was much like the previous one, and eventually, they arrived at another inn in a small village.

This time, I had to work on the Meditation skill.

"Stillness is key. Think about blackness if you have to think about something and can't empty your mind. Even if you feel itchy or uncomfortable, don't move. Focus on your breathing. Also, tie this cloth around your eyes. It will help you avoid visual distractions," she said.

I wasn't sure if I was improving, but I focused on the skill, not what my status would indicate.

The numbers were distracting when I needed to focus on stillness and blackness. Even if I were curious, I wouldn't break the rules. I kept my breathing steady.

"Justin," I heard my name and felt a nudge.

"Yes?" I asked.

"Time for bed. Off with the blindfold," Squire Jessica said.

I took it off and settled down on the lumpy straw bed.

The next morning, I asked my next question. "How did my mother pick her Squires? I don't understand the title exactly either."

"Any adventurer who makes it to the Last Bastion at the 20th layer of the dungeon can request a mentor. As a supreme legend, your mother can take up to 3 Squires. She has taken a set of Squires previously. Last I heard, two are still alive. One went through the dungeon; the other served as a royal guard. Just before Warlady Elena married and had you, she picked up the three of us. A Squire normally serves for ten years, and our time is almost up."

"And you do what she tells you? What do you get?" I asked.

"Within reason, we do whatever she tells us to do. In return, we get training in high-tier skills. For the last nine years, she mostly worked on developing specific high-tier skills and helped her fight in the war with Crownsmith. She had planned to use these three months to take us into the dungeon in pairs to push us up some more levels and breakthrough certain skills. But with the curse skill that has affected you, that has changed. Now, enough questions, time to run and breathe."

We arrived in the city of Burnstock that evening.

Jessica skipped the line at the main gate, which was reserved for merchants and peasants, and proceeded to the other line for nobility and high-level individuals.

She held up a glowing metal plate.

"Platinum Adventurer Jessica and companion," she declared to the guard stationed there. The peasants and merchants looked at us, especially me.

"Welcome, Adventurer Jessica. Do you have anything to declare before entering the City of Burnstock?" the guard asked.

She didn't have to answer or say anything. It was more a question of whether she was looking to start a fight with someone. If that were the case, they would escalate the matter to someone of greater authority and arrange for the battle to take place outside the city, if possible.

"No. I am entering the dungeon," she replied.

"Then I wish you luck, Adventurer Jessica," the guard replied, and we entered the city with no more hassle.

"That easy?" I asked her, and she shook her head.

My tutor said that cities were quite strict in monitoring who entered and exited, the same with the dungeon entrances located inside the cities.

"When you become a platinum adventurer, people don't ask many questions anymore. If it were your mother, they wouldn't even dare look at her. As for other legends, it depends on their renown," Squire Jessica explained.

I followed her through the city until she picked out a nicer inn near the center of the city. After enjoying some fresh bread and stew, we went to a much nicer room than the ones in the previous inns.

"Normally, you need to be registered with the Adventurer's Guild to enter the dungeon, but as a Platinum Adventurer, we can skip that hassle."

I nodded.

It made sense. The Adventurer's Guild established and maintained the entrances to the dungeon and managed any wilderness monsters. They wouldn't let anyone enter who would die at the first monster they came across. But with Jessica, that wasn't even a question. She would flash her glowing plate and skip everything that was a hassle.

"No more questions right now. Tonight, you are focusing on your Drawing Skills. I want you to draw me," she said, and got out blank sheets of paper and a pen. She made another light orb, and I got to work trying to draw her face.

I felt each drawing was terrible, but I didn't give up or complain. Eventually, Squire Jessica told me to stop, and I went to bed, unsure if I had broken through with the skill.

The next morning, she woke me up, and we had breakfast at the inn we were staying at. Apparently, the higher-class places served breakfast.

Once that was done, we made our way to a fortress at the edge of the city that was still inside the city walls. Squire Jessica flashed her metal plate, and we were let through without question. At the center of the fortress, behind several gates, was a staircase leading downwards.

"The wild entrances are a pain, along with the lower entrances. At least surface entrances don't shift. Stay behind me," she said, and I followed her down the large spiral staircase underground.

"Who made this?" I asked.

"A god? The System? Who knows? Maybe you will find out one day. Regardless, each layer or level represents five levels, with monsters and their corresponding individual levels, resulting in an increase of 50 in their total stats. So, the first layer, levels 1 through 5, is perfect for you," she said.

"I need a weapon."

"Ah, yes. Here, I've got a sword and shield for you. We will start working on these skills while you adjust to the dungeon. If there is anything concerning, speak up," she said and pulled the gear out of her spatial pouch to hand to me.

"Yes, Squire Jessica."

We continued our descent.

"The dungeon rearranges itself constantly. Hopefully, we can get you the Tier 2 skill Depth Sense. But it is finicky. For now, the plan is that you fight until you hit half in one of your reserves. Once that happens, we will take a break and have you work on a mental activity. Then once you are full up, we continue," she explained.

"That's it?" I asked.

I was expecting something more.

"Kid, that is a lot. Trust me. Fighting is mentally and physically exhausting, even with your stats. I won't let you die, but I will not stop things from hitting or hurting you. So, you need to focus."

"Yes," I answered, feeling nervous.

"Don't worry. Even if there is an anomaly or something unexpected, I can handle anything on the 1st layer."

"What about other people?"

"We will move away from this location. And someone recorded our entrance. Higher-level adventurers get priority as the Guild manages the number of people entering at once, so they don't run into each other. We skipped the queue, but that is one benefit of being strong."

"And can we get out?"

"Don't worry. Once you get Depth Sense, you can sense where the nearest paths to the layer above and below you are. We will avoid the path to the lower layer. They normally have guardians or champion monsters with twice the level of regular monsters on that layer."

"Where do the monsters come from?"

"Magic? No one knows for sure. I need to make sure you learn Monster Processing. Not the most glamorous of skills, but important if you want to make money in the lower layers of the dungeon. There isn't much value in the top layers, since everyone clears them of monsters trying to earn some basic coin, but improving the skill is important. The higher-level monsters have important body parts that are used in Alchemy and other professions."

There was a lot of knowledge to think about as we reached the bottom of the stairs. There was faint illumination everywhere with no specific light source. Even with the small bit of illumination, it was still quite dark.

"It is hard to see," I said.

"You will eventually get Darkness Vision. Learn to deal with it. The environment can get much crazier than some stone tunnels the deeper you go into the dungeon," Squire Jessica explained.

We had entered a large stone cavern with multiple tunnels.

"That way," she said, and I followed behind her down one tunnel.

"The first layer, there aren't many traps. If I find one, I will have you try to figure it out so you can try to get the Trap Detection skill. Now, there are monsters up ahead. When you attack, don't hesitate. That is the worst thing you can do. Kill them and make sure they are dead."

"What kind?" I asked nervously, and she shook her head.

"You need to learn to face the unknown while it is still safe on the 1st layer. Focus on trying to analyze the monsters, specifically weak points, before a fight, if possible."

I advanced with my sword and shield in hand. In front of me were three humanoid rats about my size. They were only wielding short wooden spears with stone tips. Dangerous, but not overly so.

Rushing forward, I slashed down at the back of one of the Ratlings.

It let out a loud squeal as it collapsed.

My sword was stained red with blood.

I spun and slashed out, knocking away a spear tip and slashing the throat of another ratling. It stumbled back, gripping at its neck before collapsing to the ground with a spasm.

My shield barely blocked the last ratling in time.

I knocked the spear to the side with my shield and stabbed it through an eye socket.

I felt sick as blood poured out as I freed my sword. Checking the first ratling, I found it was still alive. I stabbed it through the head and tried not to puke.

The guard captain had insisted I see an animal get butchered before training me. He then had me cook the meat.

That was where I gained cooking skills and some initial crafting experience.

But this was so much worse.

At least these monsters were just things created by the dungeon for adventurers to face and not actual creatures or people.

"Good job on your first actual fight. Battle awareness will come in time, along with the development of more skills and skill levels. Especially Danger Sense. That is a good skill to have."

"I don't feel well," I replied.

"Don't throw up on me, but now it is time to harvest. I got you a harvesting knife. The most valuable part is the monster core. It goes up like the colors of the rainbow—red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, and violet. You need to sense the mana flow within the creature and dig it out. You are going to get dirty, accept it," she told me.

I already knew most of this, but I wasn't about to tell her to stop talking.

I was nauseous as I cut into the ratlings. A tiny red bead was in a different location in each of them, and I needed Jessica's help to locate them. My Mana Sense skill was too weak.

"Are they always in a different location?"

"Yes, don't eat them either. That is raw magic contaminated with the essence of the monster. If you ever see an adventurer with inhuman features, they did something stupid, like eating unprocessed monster flesh," she explained. "Most don't survive."

"Got it. I am guessing these aren't worth much?" I asked.

"Coppers, kid, coppers. Core color increases every fifty monster levels, or ten layers in the dungeon. Indigo and violet cores are just a legend, mostly. But that is why some people say the lowest level in the dungeon is 34 or 35, since champion monsters are double level. I don't know, and it's not worth the mental energy to worry about such things. Focus on improving your skills," she told me.

"Got it, Squire Jessica," I replied without hesitation.

I was curious about my skills and how they were increasing, but I wasn't about to break the rules Jessica had set for me.

            

    
        Chapter 6 – Low Level Noobs

    
    
    
    
                I stabbed out with a spear Jessica gave me, killing a wood sprite. It let out a shriek as it died, but I had long since learned to ignore the screams and cries of the monsters. It had been only a week since we had entered the dungeon, but it felt far longer than that.

One got caught up in killing and lost track of time. Nothing too serious if one didn't completely lose their mind. There were pieces of equipment that could track the time and other helpful information.

She told me to focus on my skills and let her worry about our route and the equipment. I didn't press her on the issue, since she clearly knew what she was doing. 

I felt dirty, tired, and miserable.

At the end of every day, she would use a cleaning spell, but that was it. 

"Spending Mana can attract stronger monsters in the lower levels of the dungeon. Additionally, it is a valuable resource that should be kept in reserve. If you are in a fight for your life, you don't want to spend it wishing you hadn't kept cleaning yourself. Once a day is more than enough, even extravagant by some standards." 

The stone tunnels transitioned to other material types, with occasional caverns and tunnels branching out in all directions. I had lost track of keeping any sense of direction after the first day.

"I am leading us to monsters you can handle. You aren't ready to face over five monsters at a time. While I can hold off the rest if there is a larger group, there is no point in putting you under such pressure so early on when you can't handle it."

Five monsters really were my limit. I got hit, stabbed, and sustained other minor wounds. All of which healed from my healing points that I had in reserve. Each fight felt a little easier, but I didn't stop pushing myself.

I had grown up hearing stories about my mother and the other legends of the world. I wanted to be one. It was probably something I had picked up from the adults, the tone of reverence and awe in their voices when speaking of such people. That was why I asked why it was so hard to get more levels later.

"Kid, the experience requirement goes up and up. That means you must fight monsters at a much higher level than yourself if you are going to keep gaining levels. As the difference increases, so does the difficulty. Anyone can reach level 20 with a bit of effort. Crafting does not provide sufficient experience to reach level 40, even for those who have enough resources to focus solely on crafting.  

"Most jobs for people like me are escorting people who have coin to level them up with safety in the dungeon. Like your father, he leveled up his power to around level 60. After level 60, the cost and time just aren't worth it, which is where most nobles and rich people stop." 

"Then you have the elites around level 80, like me. Then legends at 100 and supreme legends above 150. This matches up with whatever class you might choose as well." 

"How did my mother get to such a high level?" 

"Fighting by herself in the dungeon day after day, month after month, year after year. She was a relentless one-woman killing machine. That is why she holds the title of supreme legend. Fewer than five people have received that title at the Last Bastion on the 20th layer of the dungeon."

"But she can't go deeper?" 

"The monsters get smarter. It is also impossible to form a top-level team. There needs to be a high level of trust, which just isn't possible. That is why most legends are solos. Trusting someone can mean death. Even if it is an accident, the stigma of letting a teammate die is large. You either come back together or die together if you ever want to work with another legend." 

It made sense. People didn't want others to betray or abandon them if a fight got tough. I had a long way to go to reach that level, but it was good to have a clear goal in mind.

As we proceeded down another tunnel with green crystals growing out of the dirt walls, I heard noises up ahead. 

I looked back at Jessica. 

It was getting easier to see the longer we were down here in the dungeon. My skill was probably improving, but I didn't look at it. 

I resolved to keep my word and not look until the three months had passed and my mother came to evaluate my progress.

"Other people, it is fine. It will be a good experience for you to see how other adventurers struggle even on the first layer of the dungeon," she said. 

She stayed in front of me as we made our way through the tunnel to a larger caravan.

There were five teens fighting off eight goblins. Their equipment was shoddy. The leather straps were loose. The armor was heavily frayed and damaged. Their swords and spears had nicks in them. Jessica forced me to care for my equipment every evening before working on mental skills. Even before she would use her cleaning skills. Blood also covered them; some of it was recent, while most of it was much older.

"You should politely wait on the side and watch the other team until they finish fighting. You should only step in if they are overwhelmed or ask for help, and if they ask for help, you are entitled to split the monster cores with them." 

"Their stances and swings are all off," I whispered, and she nodded.

"They don't have someone like me correcting them after each fight. They are tired, desperate, and struggling on the first level. If they leave the dungeon, they will spend most of their money patching up what they have to head down here again, gambling with their lives. If they live long enough, they will go down another layer, with probably one dying to a champion the first time they fight one." 

"When will they make enough to stabilize their descent?" 

"When they reach the 5th layer of the dungeon, which means getting to around level 30 for each of them. That is when people have either died off or stabilized to a certain degree. Some keep going, pushing themselves to become stronger and delve deeper. Others retire and take up other jobs." 

"Everyone descends?" 

"Most people try, since it is a quick route to having a more stable and prosperous life. Skills and stats make everything easier. The real challenge is that people will get fighting skills going into the dungeon, which is why rich people pay for power levelers like me to disable monsters so they can get the kill and the experience," Jessica explained, opening my mind to how the world truly worked.

It was one thing to read about this, another to see things in practice. The group of five triumphed over the remaining goblins. That was when one of them noticed us.

"This is our kill!" the teen shouted, pointing his sword at Jessica. The rest of the teens' team turned to face us.

"Just passing through. You can keep your kills. We didn't want to interrupt you mid-fight," she replied.

A larger teen stepped forward. He had the best-looking sword in the group. "I appreciate that, fellow adventurer. We plan to stop for the day and rest. You are welcome to join us." 

Jessica nodded. "We will rest as well. Peace for peace, fist for fist." 

"Peace for peace, fist for fist," the man declared back. 

Jessica turned her head towards me.

"It is the vow of adventurers to camp together in peace and not start trouble with each other. In the dungeon, they settle disagreements with fists, not weapons or magic." 

We found an open spot and sat down on some rocks while the team processed the goblins.

"Thank you for your help," I whispered, seeing them tear apart the corpses to find the monster cores.

"No problem. It gets better once your skills improve, but it is essential that you recognize and understand this. You will meet adventurers who aren't as fortunate as you." 

The other team finished up and got their packs over by one of the tunnel entrances. They didn't have a spatial storage item like Jessica did. After they got their packs and whispered to each other for a minute, they came over to sit down on nearby rocks, facing us. 

"I am Kurn. These are my teammates — Finn, Zane, Liam, and Jace," the leader said.

"I am Jessica. This is Justin." I noted she didn't use titles, just our first names. Another thing to remember. "Do you wish for me to use cleaning magic on all of us?"

"Um, yes, it won't hurt?" Kurn asked, and Jessica shook her head.

"No. However, the smell will be significantly reduced. Some glowing white light will appear, and they will remove the dried blood and other monster remains." 

There were no objections. 

She raised one hand. 

"Clean."

She repeated the spell once for each of us, leaving us all much cleaner.

I got this treatment every day, but the team of low-level adventurers had been suffering since they all relaxed quite a bit after that bit of magic. 

"Thank you," Kurn said, and the others echoed him in thanking Jessica. "Surprising to see someone so young in the dungeon."

"It is my duty to tutor Justin here. Have you been adventuring for long?" she asked.

"Second time down, but we are managing," Kurn replied. 

His teammates seemed reluctant to speak. They had probably decided beforehand to let Kurn talk, or it was another bit of dungeon etiquette where only the leaders of each group would speak. 

I would have to ask Jessica later.

"You are doing decently for a newly formed group. We have dried meat and hardtack." 

"The same standard adventurer fare, regardless," Kurn said with a smile, and Jessica nodded. 

We had much more than that, including a cook set and prepared food that she had made me cook with. Squire Jessica was trying to be polite as a much higher-level adventurer could be. Everyone got out their food, and I noticed them looking at the spatial storage.

"How high level-"

"Shut up, Zane. Don't make trouble," Kurn interrupted his teammate from asking a rude question.

"We are all adventurers down in the dungeon," Jessica replied, and I noted some nods from the other team. 

She would later explain that since we weren't teaming up, it was incredibly rude to ask such a question. The same applies to creating a scene with better equipment.

Since she was power leveling me, even if it was only skill levels, she was far too powerful for this layer of the dungeon. Because of the frequent occurrences, delvers basically developed informal rules. Higher-level individuals don't stomp on or embarrass those of lower levels. Lower-level personnel don't create problems or cause headaches for higher-level personnel.

It was basically like two travelers staying at an inn. We might have shared the common room during dinner, but we were not connected. 

This didn't always hold true. There were people who targeted others in the dungeon, especially in the higher layers, which was why most people had a team to protect themselves.

Higher-level people were more focused on monsters, since killing other humans wasn't conducive to leveling. There were just not enough high-level humans compared to the number of monsters in the dungeon.

Troublemakers and dangerous people lingered on the higher levels. But there was the risk of running into someone like Jessica, who could kill them with ease. It was clear she was power-leveling me, which explained her presence. However, if there was a high-level person without a low-level person, it was clear they were power leveling, and most of the time, they were only there to cause trouble.

With Depth Sense, finding the route down wasn't that difficult. So, if a high-level person was wandering around alone, then they were most likely up to no good.

            

    
        Chapter 7 – Traps In The Dark

    
    
    
    
                "Stop," Jessica said, and I immediately stopped moving. She had adjusted our formation, so I was in front after a month down in the dungeon. "Look around. What do you see?"

I looked carefully, trying to spot something, but I couldn't see anything. Even with my improving vision, it was still quite dark, which made everything look black and white. It made it hard to notice minor details.

While it was tempting to ask Jessica for help, I knew she wanted me to check the area carefully; otherwise, she wouldn't have said anything.

I carefully scanned the floor first, but I saw nothing out of the ordinary. Checking the walls, nothing either. But the current tunnel had numerous imperfections, which created shadows, making it hard to see a trap trigger.

Slowly, I moved my hand forward, and Jessica said nothing.

When my Danger Sense triggered, I paused and looked carefully around my hand. I saw a thin string going through the air.

"The thin line of string through the air," I said.

"It is a wire. In these upper layers, it is weak like a string, but if you rush down levels, you can cut yourself on them if you aren't careful. The best way to disarm a trap in the upper layers is to trigger it ahead of you. Once you get past the 10th layer in the dungeon, it can get more complicated than that, but for now, nothing to worry about. There is a Tier 3 Trap Disarming skill, but you need Trap Detection at a high level first before even thinking of that," she explained as I backed up.

"The dungeon just makes all of this?" I asked.

It seemed weird.

"The traps, layout, monsters, and the occasional treasure. To see a treasure on the first layer here is beyond rare. They mainly start showing up on the 5th layer."

Jessica drew and swung her blade so fast, I couldn't see it.

The wire broke, and a large stone block detached from the ceiling and fell into the middle of the tunnel just in front of me.

"The wire didn't even go up that way," I said, confused.

“Traps are complicated and lethal. That is why Trap Detection is so important. If you can't figure out a trap, don't be afraid to backtrack," Jessica explained.

"And the dungeon won't change?"

I continued onward around the fallen stone.

“Never when someone is near, but at long range, the dungeon suppresses most sensory skills, and the Perception stat aiding them. It gets worse the deeper you go. I can sense everything clearly out to 500 meters on this level and another 1,500 meters vaguely. Occasionally, when we move back and forth, I have a vague sense that something has moved at the edge of my range," she explained.

"Since the dungeon is everywhere, why not just dig straight down?"

"You really are full of questions. Last two for today. Even though dungeons are everywhere, they have curated the entrances on the surface of our world as much as possible. Occasionally, one opens in the wilderness, releasing a bunch of monsters. As for digging, there are weird spatial effects between each layer in the dungeon."

I moved slowly while listening. That was probably why she was curtailing my questions.

"Adventurers have tried to tunnel next to a staircase; the spatial effects ripped them apart. Now, no one risks trying to go between levels outside of the set paths. And before you ask, the dungeon gets more complicated the deeper you go. Just like the traps," she finished her explanation.

I had more questions, of course.

How was the Last Bastion set up if the dungeon was everywhere? Were they bigger than the surface of our world?

I held back the questions while I focused on the tunnel we were moving through.

I wanted to spot the next trap, even if they were infrequent.

That seemed like the achievement that would earn me the Tier 2 skill. The higher the tier of the skill, the harder it was to get it in one's status. The system had hidden prerequisites. For Tier 1 skills, it was about completing the task while maintaining focus. This requirement increased with the tier, which was related to mana use.

My previous tutor hadn't gone into depth on this. Teaching mana skills at a young age came with a lot of risk, since they were higher-tier. Mana Sense was the safest and easiest mana-related skill I could get early on.

I had asked Jessica about leveling it, but she told me not to worry about leveling tier 2 skills for right now.

"You are still too young and weak to get higher-tiered skills safely. Focused leveling up tier 2 skills will put too much pressure on your soul. Better to focus on the basics and build up a firm foundation."

I didn't like the explanation, but it made sense. I wanted to use spells like Jessica did, but there were safety concerns.

Focusing on leveling up spells would also be my choice. I knew this, Jessica knew this, and my mother probably knew this as well. Magic was amazing.

Just a single spoken command and a gesture.

The spell Clean was too valuable to ignore.

 Also, Light Orb, which made training my mental stats each night easier. It was impossible to tell night from day down in the dungeon without Jessica's guidance.

She had also told me that there were more natural light sources the deeper one went, as the level of ambient Mana increased. But it was better to depend on one's own skills rather than what the dungeon gave. It was too easy to be tricked on the lower levels.

The next set of monsters we came across were blue slimes, surrounding a shallow pool of water.

"A weak magical-type monster," Squire Jessica said.

"Magical type?" I asked.

"They rely on a special skill more than their physical nature to kill adventurers. What do you think the problem is?" she asked.

I focused on the blobs in front of me and pondered the question.

I thought that they would either shoot some goo or wouldn't be easily damaged with physical attacks, and told her so.

"Nothing is completely immune at the higher layers to any damage type, but in the lower layers, you can encounter monsters with a specific immunity. For the slimes, what do you think is the best way to fight them?"

"Bow and arrow, at a distance. That way, no magical skills can reach me."

She nodded. "Good choice. You are getting better at this. Slimes are like cups. You need to shatter the exterior of the cup to kill them. Stronger slimes can heal their outsides more quickly. Normally, I would suggest fire-based spells since they tend towards water. Ah, don't worry, we can discuss the elemental chart another time," she said while she got out a bow and quiver that were my size.

I had the strength to pull back the string at least. Letting out a breath, I shot an arrow at the nearest slime.

It hit the top of the slime at a slight angle and bounced off.

The slime jiggled its way towards me along with the other slimes. I pulled out another arrow and fired again, aiming lower.

This time I struck the slime at its center. Fluid gushed out, dissolving the arrow and part of the floor.

That was nasty.

I fired off more arrows, killing off seven more slimes with ten more arrows. I needed to work on my Bow Skills.

"You need to work on your Bow Skills," Jessica said, echoing my thoughts.

"I know. It was hard to hit them since they are so small, smaller than my head."

She nodded. "Small monsters are annoying like that. Now for the processing. Magical-type monsters, especially those with weird body effects, mean you need to be careful. While the effect of their melting will have diminished significantly after their death, some of it remains. If you try to get their cores with your bare hands, they won't disintegrate but will start bleeding. The best tool is gloves," she said and pulled out a pair that were slightly larger than was comfortable.

"They are bigger, so you can grow into them. The armor can withstand the 5th layer of the dungeon. Please don't use them beyond that. Always replace your pair after ten years. If the enchantments fail, well, losing a hand is terrible and costly to fix," she explained, and I nodded while putting them on.

I wasn't about to make stupid mistakes like that and was grateful to Squire Jessica for explaining all these little details. I knew I was fortunate compared to most other people, who could only learn as they went along or from the occasional tidbit passed on by their seniors.

"Does the Adventurer Guild teach this?" I asked.

"They have a book explaining best practices. Most people never read the entire thing. It is quite boring and dense. Having people die down here is a waste. While I am helping you, most adventurers do not receive the same level of guidance, but they are not entirely without information."

I nodded at this, feeling a small sense of relief.

The pouch with the tiny fingertip-sized red cores filled up. While it might be worth a lot to others in terms of coin, for me, it was more about the sense of accomplishment. With my mother and father, I had nothing to worry about.

While my mother could have earned a substantial amount of money and probably could have afforded to raise a child on her own, my father did more than provide the financial means; he also tried to create a safe environment for me to grow up in.

Even though he had recently failed, I was sure there were other threats out there looking to take me out to strike at my mother. It allowed me to grow up and progress in my skills with relative safety.

I also knew that my mother planned to spend more resources on me. While she hadn't said this exactly, she had said she was looking for more treasures for me in the dungeon. If I didn't become the absolute best, I would feel like I had wasted this opportunity that no one else had.

It was hard being so smart. While other kids were playing and having fun, I was down in the dungeon, fighting monsters to improve my skills. But I had made my choice, and I would not change it now. I was going to become a spellblade, and a named supreme legend at the same immense height as my mother.

This wasn't an immediate decision, but one that had grown the longer I had remained in the dungeon, fighting, getting stronger. I would keep pushing and see how far someone like me could go, and the view was like from such a lofty vantage point. What did my mother see at her lofty level?


            

    
        Chapter 8 – Champion Monster

    
    
    
    
                "Time for your final test," Squire Jessica said.

"Final test? What is it?" I asked.

"It has been two and a half months since we entered the dungeon. Time to leave and let you rest up a bit before your mother returns," she said.

"Rest? I can keep going," I replied with determination.

Squire Jessica chuckled at this.

"You and everyone else, kid. Breaks and resting aren't a bad thing. They help clear your mind. Let you reset. There have been studies that have shown all of this. Lots of studies for the optimal level gain. That is why your mother set a three-month time frame. She will rush back, check your progress, and rush off again."

"Won't my mother need a break?" I asked.

"After the last incident of you being attacked, she will want to check on you more regularly. Training us Squires is simple for her. It is only when she goes below the 20th layer of the dungeon that she needs to get serious. Rotating us Squires out to train and protect you is also a break for us from our usual, focused training. Also, teaching is a good way to improve some basic skills that have been languishing," Jessica explained.

I nodded. "So, the test?"

"The test is to fight a champion monster guarding the path down to the next layer of the dungeon. Champions are twice the level of the other monsters, which makes them incredibly difficult the lower you go."

"Can't you run by them?"

"They are one of the few monsters that will chase down an adventurer, but only if they run to the next layer. Monsters can hurt each other, but they won't fight each other. Having something chase you is a good way to end up in a dangerous situation and die. Now, during a fight with a champion, there are regular monsters of a similar type. I will handle these regular monsters, while you focus on the champion."

"Got it. I know you think I am ready, since you are saying I should do this, but am I really ready?" I asked anxiously.

"Doubt is in all of us, kid, even me. The deeper you go, the greater the doubt becomes. A good rule of thumb is 20 stats per monster level to be safe. When you checked months ago, you had 96, which is around monster level 5. This is just a guideline. Regular people have around 12 stats per level, since you get 10 free stat points per level up. Nobles and rich people have around 15. This number is harder to keep up with the higher your level."

"Since natural stat gain is harder," I replied, and Jessica nodded.

"Exactly. You are probably around 110 or 120 if I had to guess. No looking at your status. You have enough stats to be eligible to fight the champion at this level of the dungeon, while being overqualified for the regular monsters."

"Got it. I am ready," I replied, and Jessica gave me a nod.

"Good. Now focus on the fight, especially your Danger Sense. I will watch but will only step in if you are about to die. Don't let that happen."

We made our way through the tunnel to the next chamber, which was quite large. I saw a staircase leading down in the middle of the chamber with a single lit torch next to it. The dungeon created features like this, but I had been learning to ignore them primarily as part of the background scenery, unless they impacted combat. The single light source would create longer shadows. There was a large troll monster that was twice Jessica's height, standing near the staircase; it was three times my height.

"Big," I muttered quietly.

"Yes, sticking with a sword?" she asked me.

"Yes. A troll, so regeneration?" I asked, looking at the scars on its body. The dungeon sometimes offered clues about monsters if one looked closely enough. There were general guidelines based on appearance that one could use, especially in the upper layers of the dungeon.

"Yes. But it will be slow. It is a physical brawler and large. If you try to block it head-on, it will smash you away, breaking your footing. Focus on dodging. Don't let it grab you," Squire Jessica said.

I nodded and took a deep breath.

There were no other monsters that I could spot in the chamber, just the champion. I walked forward, and the troll's head swiveled towards me far more quickly than other monsters had noticed me. It must have a higher Perception stat, with its higher level.

"RAWR!" The troll let out a roar and stood up. No weapons, just clawed hands and a mouth with lots of teeth.

I advanced, suppressing my fear. This is something I could do.

The troll lunged and swiped at me.

I felt an incredible sense of danger and stepped back, barely avoiding the hit.

The troll stepped forward and swiped again.

It was too big, and its arms were too long.

I couldn't spot an opening, so I stepped back again.

My only advantage was that I was so short compared to the troll, it had to hunch over to swing at me, disrupting its balance.

"RAWR!" It let out another roar and rushed at me wildly in a frenzy.

I leaped to the side and swung, drawing a small gash on one of its arms. I barely had time to bring up my shield as a clawed hand struck it.

The force was too much, and my footing broke. I went tumbling.

I angled my sword away from my body but did not let go. Unfortunately, I couldn't hold on to my shield.

I got to my feet as the troll rushed in. Out of desperation, I dove under another swipe of its clawed hand, between its legs.

My sword cut the monster along its ankle, deeply.

Green blood flowed freely.

The troll spun, and I tried to block its clawed hand with my sword, but I wasn't strong enough.

The troll hit me, sending my sword flying, and I tumbled across the floor.

As I struggled to stand up, my heart was wild with fear.

I couldn't see Jessica anywhere. Did she abandon me?

"No," I said weakly as I tried to stand.

The troll advanced on me and grabbed me.

I was going to die. This was it. My apologies, Mother. 

The troll squeezed the breath out of me as it brought me up towards its mouth. I couldn't control my bladder as fear overwhelmed me in my final moments.

My struggle was useless.

"Fire Blade."

The entire chamber erupted in light and heat, and I was falling.

I hit the ground with a thud.

The troll's hand was still grasping me, but now it was a severed stump near its elbow. Someone had also removed its head, leaving nothing behind but a smoking stump at its neck.

The troll collapsed to the ground, dead.

Jessica walked over and swung her blade with incredible speed. The blade cut up the troll's hand, freeing me and covering me with green troll blood.

I started hyperventilating.

"Breath. Focus on your breathing," she said.

Wasn't she supposed to protect me!?

"Why!" I shouted in anger.

"A lesson regarding hubris. You can safely give this lesson here on the first layer of the dungeon. If you don't feel comfortable taking a fight, don't take it. That is the best advice I can give you, and this lesson will hopefully sink in," she said.

I didn't know how I should feel—frustration, anger, helplessness, shame from having wet myself as I was about to die.

They all came up at once, and I cried.

I couldn't stop myself.

Jessica said nothing as she went over to the side of the chamber and took a seat against the wall.

It took me far longer than I wanted to calm down. My healing points had completely bottomed out, and I felt incredibly sore.

I made my way over.

"My healing points are empty," I mumbled.

Jessica nodded and stood up.

"Clean."

The blood, my shame  — it was all removed.

"I won't apologize. You aren't training like some noble to gain levels to flaunt. You wish to become a legend. A supreme legend, this means you must embrace the reality that is death."

 If I said anything, I might start crying in shame all over again. All I could do was nod.

"That is why, even with stats, people seldom bring children your age down into the dungeon. It is uncaring. Unkind. The monsters give no mercy. One mistake, and monsters will consume you, leading to a horrible death. Most of your stats are in Mind and Focus. Good for your development and resisting mental effects, but you never thought about how others would have their stats. Their stats would concentrate on Vitality, Strength, Endurance, and Agility."

I just nodded again. Feeling angry, I had just listened and accepted what she had said, without thinking deeper.

"If the lessons you have learned from this fight stick with you the rest of your life, then I will have done something right. Now come, we are headed towards the path out of this place," Squire Jessica said.

Before, she had seemed a stern but caring tutor.

Now I know better.

She was probably frustrated because she had to watch her boss's kid, and she was an elite adventurer. However, complaining to my mother would prove my weakness when she returned. I wouldn't say anything.

I would focus on getting stronger and avoiding this mistake in the future.

Trust was rare and precious.

While Jessica taught me some important lessons, it had cost the trust we had built between us.

She wouldn't let me die, but she wasn't about to stop me from making mistakes either. The pain and the shame I felt from having almost died were a lesson I would never forget.

I sustained minor injuries during the fights in the dungeon, but they weren't serious—nothing where I was moments away from being eaten.

Jessica set a brisk pace and killed all the monsters in our path with a casual swing of her sword. She didn't bother collecting their cores, and I didn't mention it.

As her kills, she may do with the corpses as she pleases.

We reached another spiral staircase, this time leading upwards. Looking closely, it was the same one we had come down on.

The skill Depth Sense was superb at helping one find their way down here.

I followed Jessica as we climbed the stairs. A group passed us on the way down, and they only nodded their heads.

            

    
        Chapter 9 – Rest And Recovery

    
    
    
    
                We arrived inside the fortress that guarded the entrance to the dungeon. Jessica flashed her glowing platinum adventurer plate, and they waved us through without questions or paperwork.

I followed her to a very fancy inn near the city center. This was the place traveling nobility would stay at or high-level adventurers.

"Room for two, and I wish to reserve your spa for tomorrow," Squire Jessica said to the clerk.

"Of course. We are happy to accommodate you. That will be twenty gold," the clerk said.

Jessica pulled out the money without hesitation, and the clerk handed us a room key.

The other inns didn't have room keys.

I followed Jessica to our room, which had an attached bathroom, just like the one at the estate.

"Rest and sleep. Tomorrow morning, we will go to the spa together."

"Why?"

"To help your body and mind recover from what you experienced. Rest here. I will get food. Good food."

She was being a lot nicer now that I had almost died.

 I wanted to tell her not to worry; I wouldn't complain to my mother, but I couldn't bring myself to say anything.

Jessica left, and I took off my armor, which was heavily damaged, before collapsing on my bed.

I hadn't even picked up my sword and shield after the fight. Jessica had done that.

Stupid. I was so stupid and useless.

I was too tired to cry and just lay there with my head buried in a pillow.

Maybe this was all a dream. I

 would go to sleep and wake back up in the dungeon.

"Justin, wake up."

I felt Jessica shaking me gently. I must have fallen asleep.

"Go away," I muttered, keeping my eyes closed and my face buried in the pillow.

"I am setting some food on the table next to your bed. It will make you feel better," she said and then left me alone.

After a couple of minutes, I peeked out from my pillow and saw Jessica sitting on a chair, looking out the nearby window.

Getting up, I looked at the spread of food she brought.

 I picked up a buttered roll, my favorite, and took a bite. My condition improved a little, yet I was unsure what to say and just continued to eat.

I noticed Jessica had left fresh clothes next to the food. I picked them up and went to the bathroom.

After getting a shower, which felt far nicer than the Clean spell, I got changed.

It was nice to have a place with running water, even if the enchantments weren't cheap to maintain.

I entered the room and looked at Jessica.

She still hadn't moved in the slightest, and it was getting dark out.

I went to my bed and collapsed onto it again. So fluffy and comfortable.

I quickly drifted off to sleep.

The next morning, I woke up and used the bathroom. It was nice to have a proper place to do my business in, rather than on the side of the road or in the dungeon.

Jessica remained seated at the window, watching the sunrise. She had gotten cleaned and changed during the night as well.

"I will get some breakfast and then we will go to the spa," she said.

There were buttered rolls, eggs, and crispy bacon.

It was absolutely divine compared to my poor cooking that we ate down in the dungeon.

It made me wonder if anyone ever brought a professional chef down there. People would probably make fun of them, but a noble likely brought a chef down into the dungeon at one point.

Once I was done with breakfast, Squire Jessica finally stood up.

"Come on."

I followed her through the large inn to an attached building.

"Welcome. We specialize in relaxation here at the Golden Spa. For two esteemed individuals like yourselves, speak up if there is a problem," a beautiful woman said.

Jessica nodded as we were led to a room with two tables, and we were told to lie down.

"Focus on your breathing," Jessica said as the masseuse worked me over.

At first, I was tense, but then I gradually relaxed. The tension draining from my body was heavenly, though a deep sense of exhaustion hit me.

People worked on our bodies for the rest of the morning after we had a break for a light lunch of fruit and salad. Then, a team attended to our hands and feet while we reclined in comfortable chairs.

By the time we were done, my body felt much looser, and I felt much more relaxed.

We went back to our room, and someone had cleaned it during our absence.

Jessica went to get dinner and brought it back up to our room.

"How are you feeling?" she finally asked.

"Relaxed," I replied, and she nodded.

"While your stats help, you ultimately control your body. Tensing certain muscles and being overly focused can increase your stress. While some people learn to deal with it, it slows down their rate of growth."

I nodded, not really wanting to say anything now.

After we finished our steak and vegetable dinner, I went to bed.

The next morning, there was a magical carriage waiting to take us back to the estate. It was self-propelled using Mana from Mana cores, which is where the demand for them came from.

It was also a lot more expensive than using horses.

Everyone needed Mana cores nowadays to run various pieces of equipment. That wasn't even counting the enchantment work done with them as well. The magical engine has been a recent development in the last 50 years.

As I got on board, I said nothing. I suspected Jessica was trying to make up for what had happened earlier. I didn't know what to say, and neither did she, creating an awkward atmosphere.

The enchanted carriage was much faster than when we ran around, and we returned to the Burnstock estate just as the sun was setting.

The servants welcomed me back as I retired to my room.

Jessica told me to continue with my mental exercises but rest my body for now. I just gave an affirmation but said nothing else.

In the morning, I sat down with my father, his first wife, and their children for breakfast.

They were all in their 20s and 30s and would soon start families of their own. I knew my father was seeking suitable matches for each of them. His daughters had already been married off years ago.

Squire Jessica wasn't present for breakfast, but I knew she was being treated well.

Since she wasn't a family member, it would be inappropriate for her to dine with us in a casual setting.

"How was your trip into the dungeon?" My father asked, opening the conversation.

"It was an experience. I learned quite a bit," I replied.

"I remember my first time in the dungeon. Absolutely miserable. Your grandfather refused to pay for a full retinue. Said it went against the spirit of going into the dungeon," my father said with a shake of his head.

"And you did the same to all of us," his eldest son and heir, Dereck, said. He was 32 years old. All my siblings were much older than I was.

My father nodded. "It builds character and helps you understand some hardships adventurers go through. And you will do it for your children as well. The dungeon is not a playground for the rich and idle. It does us well to understand the actual dangers and hardships adventurers undergo as nobles."

"Not much hardship when you have an elite spellblade," Dereck said while looking over at me.

This was clearly a subtle dig at me, but I didn't respond.

My father explained that it was only natural for his other children to feel threatened by me, but the subtle insult was actually a compliment.

Technically, I could kill them all and take over the Duchy if I were strong enough or if I asked my mother for help. Legends were given a lot of leeway because only other legends could easily stop them.

 However, that would be an overreaction, and it wasn't something I wanted.

Verbal sparring with family was also a way for nobles to level up their social-focused skills in a safe environment.

Skills performed better under pressure, and it was challenging to develop social skills. They might have been kind to me because they were challenging me. In the past, they had been utterly polite, but that kept me at a distance, so I didn't get or improve my social skills.

Being slightly rude in conversation was being friendly in a small family meal like this. It wasn't very clear, but it was a key part of Eldarin Etiquette for nobility.

It was hard to say the reason behind the rudeness, but that was what nobles did to pass the time.

"Squire Jessica preferred me to get direct hands-on experience. She neither coddled me nor helped me out except for that one time I was about to die."

There was complete and utter silence, and I realized I had said something I shouldn't have.

"You almost died? Did your healing reserves bottom out?" my father asked slowly.

"Um, yes. I fought a champion monster on the last day we were in the dungeon."

Everyone paled at that. One of my siblings hastily grabbed the wine bottle off the table and began pouring it into his glass while his hand shook, which was a breach of etiquette.

"Oh fuck, oh fuck," Dereck muttered while looking at his father.

"Everyone, you are all going on a long vacation to Burnstock City to oversee matters there. Take most of the staff and leave today," my father declared.

My sibling, Timothy, was chugging down all the wine he could and waving at the servants to bring more. Dereck looked like he was about to have a nervous breakdown. Greg, the youngest of my half-brothers, who was 21, had completely tensed up and was looking around in fear.

"Contact the builders and landscapers and have them on standby."

Timothy snorted a bit, almost spilling his drink, but kept going.

"Yes. Yes, we are leaving immediately. A vacation sounds like a great idea!" Dereck immediately stood up and rushed out of the dining room. My other two older half-siblings quickly followed him. I looked at my father in confusion, and he let out a sigh.

"Justin. Your mother loves you dearly. No one questions that. But she can get protective," he replied.

"Um, really? It shouldn't be that bad," I said hesitantly, but my father shook his head.

"You don't understand your mother. She loves only two things in this world. You, foremost, her only child. …And killing. Supreme Warlady Elena…is a supreme legend not to be trifled with. There is a slightly crass joke about her, but it sums things up well. The reason other people haven't reached her level is that she has killed them all."

"But what does that have to do with me?" I asked in confusion.

"The first time you were running in the garden and scraped your knee, the maid who watched you died from sheer terror. Her heart literally exploded in her chest when your mother focused on her."

It took me a moment to process that.

"My mother killed someone by looking at them?" I asked in shock and surprise.

"Yes. The maid was only level 28. A few seconds of uncontrolled rage focused on the maid from your mother meant instant death. When one of your older siblings made a rude joke about you, she slapped him. That is why Keith has become a traveling merchant and doesn't come back to the estate. He barely survived and required a lot of healing and Alchemy to reconstruct his jaw."

"Then, when she returns…"

"Squire Jessica's life is currently undetermined. Running is futile. Your mother is relentless. That is why everyone is evacuating the estate at the moment."

"Um, you could ask her to go elsewhere," I said.

My father shook his head.

"One does not turn away a Supreme Warlady from her own home, unless they no longer wish to be counted amongst the living."

            

    
        Chapter 10 – A Mother’s Anger

    
    
    
    
                "My son, it is good to see you doing well," my mother greeted me as she returned to the estate.

It had been ten days since the evacuation.

This time, there were a lot fewer servants kneeling, and the only other family member present was my father.

"Mother!"

I ran over and hugged her. She smiled and patted me on the back as I felt a sense of nervousness.

"You are getting stronger. I will review your status with my Squires tomorrow morning," she said, and then frowned slightly as I let go of the hug. Looking around more closely.

"Darren, did something happen? The staff numbers seem low, and your children and other wife are not here," she replied while casually placing her hand on her sword.

"Your Squire will explain it to you in full. I will be retiring to the guest house for the night," he replied.

Slowly turning, my mother looked at the unflinching Squire Jessica.

My father and the staff fled as fast as possible without resorting to an outright sprint.

Mother's grip on her sword hilt tightened, and I felt a pressure in the air.

"What. Happened."

"I taught your son using the same methods I learned. There was an incident on the last day where I let him face a champion monster of the 1st layer," she explained while looking at my mother.

"Son, did your healing points bottom out?" she asked calmly while keeping her eyes on Squire Jessica.

"Um, yes, but my injuries healed up, and Squire Jessica made sure I was okay," I replied nervously.

"What were my instructions, Squire?"

"To train your son and ensure his reserves don't dip below half," she replied with a touch of nervousness now.

"I know the training you are talking about. Near-death training. My son is nine. You were almost twice his age when you did such brutal training. Don't you dare mention stats or skills. The younger adventurers who undergo such training break; they give up. Only one in four continues. You know this. You risked my son's mental health and future with your little stunt."

"Supreme Warlady, I ensured his full recovery," she replied quickly.

Even I could hear the slight tremor of fear in her voice.

"With the weakness of your relaxation method, which is even worse. My son is unharmed, which is why you are still alive. But I suppose such lessons have their merits. Let us test this theory together. Squires, protect my son," she said calmly.

Her other two Squires immediately moved to my side so quickly I didn't see them cross the distance to me.

My mother took a step forward towards Squire Jessica, who brought up her fists. My mother brought up her fists as well.

"Peace for peace. Fists for fists. We shall settle this the adventurer way," my mother declared.

I didn't see what happened.

One moment, Squire Jessica was standing there; the next, the wall of the mansion exploded inwards, and a portion of the building collapsed.

A small trench in the stonework outside had been dug out between Squire Jessica's former position and her new position, implanted into the outer wall of the mansion.

One of the Squires protecting me brought up a magical shield, deflecting pieces of debris that rained down on us.

My mother, who was standing with an outstretched fist where Squire Jessica had been standing, vanished once more. The ground shook, and I felt afraid as a sense of bloodlust entered the air.

My mother was scary.

Very scary.

There were more explosions and ground tremors as Mother beat her Squire across the estate, leaving ruin and devastation in her wake.

After ten minutes of relentless beating, the bloody and barely breathing form of Squire Jessica was tossed back onto the position where she had been standing previously.

My mother stood over the barely breathing body of Squire Jessica.

"If I wanted my son to have a near-death experience, then I would give it to him." Squire Jessica tried to respond, but only spat up blood. "It is one thing to push my child, but another to try and break him at such a young age…"

My mother flicked her bare hands, and the blood on them flew off, hitting the ground beside her Squire.

"If you can live through the night, you might improve some of your skills since you value this type of training so much."

"Mother," I said in a worried tone. I might be upset with Squire Jessica, but I didn't want her to die.

My mother looked at me and smiled. But behind that smile and love directed at me was a monster in human form. I had only been told before, but now I knew the truth after seeing it with my own eyes.

"I am just teaching my Squire a lesson in respect and following my orders. But I suppose I shouldn't let her die. Cure."

My mother waved her right hand, and Jessica's breathing got easier as a green light moved over her.

She was still beaten bloody and looked absolutely miserable.

"Justin, go tell my husband that the tutoring of my Squire is over. I am going to retire for the night. We shall speak in the morning. Squires attend me," my mother declared and stomped off.

I looked at Squire Jessica and then went to get my father to clean up the mess and to tell him what happened.

When I glanced back, Squire Jessica was still on the ground, and only her chest was moving.

I felt bad for her, but she shouldn't have disobeyed my mother and crossed her.

I made my way to my father, who was hanging out at the guest mansion with the few remaining servants.

"My mother is finished. Squire Jessica is alive, but she was left there to contemplate her actions that night."

My father let out a sigh of relief. "Alright, let's get back together and try to set things in order."

I followed my father back to the main mansion of the estate. Mother damaged the grounds, and the exterior of the mansion showed significant damage. In addition, several windows were broken.

The servants moved forward and got to work.

No one dared to look at Squire Jessica.

Dinner was an individual affair.

After an uneasy slumber, someone also brought me breakfast. There will be no family breakfast this morning.

After I ate and changed, a servant told me to go to my mother's study.

All three of her Squires were present, and even Squire Jessica, who had a heavily bruised eye swollen shut, stood at attention.

"My son, I am sorry you had to see me discipline one of my Squires yesterday, but it is important that some lessons sink in so there are no misunderstandings," my mother said.

The Squires didn't dare breathe loudly.

"Um, yes, mother," I replied and quickly nodded.

"Good. I prefer moving forward to dwelling on the past. Have you checked your status in the last three months?"

"No, Squire Jessica told me not to as one of her rules," I explained, and my mother nodded.

"I recommend checking once every three months. Checking constantly will only hinder and distract you. Now, check your status and tell me everything line by line."

I noted that Tutor Damian, Healer Castelle, and my father were also present, listening in.

Lower-tier skills, below tier 3, were okay to share publicly. Tier 4 and higher were private, only to be shared with those who were trusted, since they were more unique and revealed one's combat ability. For a craftsperson, they might advertise having a high-tier skill, but wouldn't say what it was, or only give a vague description. For an adventurer, they would only share with those to whom they were passing their legacy.

Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 160/160

Stamina: 120/120

Mana: 40/40

Class: Tier 0, Child (Green)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+8%), Increased Learning Speed (+8%), Increased Stat Gain (+8%)

Vitality: 16 (+4)
Endurance: 12 (+5)
Strength: 12 (+3)
Agility: 14 (+3)
Perception: 6 (+2)
Mind: 35 (+2)
Magic: 4 (+1)
Focus: 16 (+1)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (25): Eldarin Language (99+24), Writing Skills (85+26), Running (73+23), Mathematics (71+15), Breathing (64+14), Eldarin History (61+9), Eldarin Etiquette (42+4), Meditation (42+17), Drawing Skills (30+5), Sword Skills (30+12), Dancing Skills (25+3), Toughness (25+6), Shield Skills (25+10), Light Armor (25+25), Dodge (24+12), Spear Skills (20+8), Monster Processing Skills (19+19), Cooking Skills (15+12), Bow Skills (13+3), Cleaning Skills (12+11), Axe Skills (9+2), Dagger Skills (8+2), Pugilist Skills (7+3), Wrestling Skills (4+1), Speech (3+3)

Tier 2 (12): Danger Sense (21+18), Mana Sense (11+7), Darkness Vision (8+8), Monster Analysis (3+3), Trap Detection (1+1), Depth Sense (1+1)

Tier 3 (3): Fear Resistance (1+1)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon (C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)

I had actual equipment now. My status was only considered in relation to the magical equipment I owned. The weapons I used were tier 1, and they didn't appear. That was the benefit of having a System Priest adjust what was shown to me. The system also highlighted new skills, listed my improvements since I last checked, and showed the weight of my skills per tier.

"Too many skills. The pressure on your soul is concerning," my mother said with a frown after I listed everything off. "Do you feel any discomfort?"

"Um, no. At least I don't think so," I replied hesitantly, and my mother nodded.

"It appears the soul fruit did a good job with increasing your class color. Tell me why this is important?"

"It impacts the overall effect of one's class by bestowing higher percentage boosts from future classes."

"Then there shouldn't be a problem. The soul fruit is likely helping. Your class has improved. And a tier three skill…" My mother looked at Jessica.

"The champion monster had a fear shout skill, which your son overcame. That is likely what granted the skill," Squire Jessica explained.

My mother nodded.

"What? Really?" I asked, and my mother nodded.

"Champion monsters in the early levels of the dungeon have active skills. That is why they are not to be underestimated. I have reviewed the tutoring Squire Jessica has given you, and mostly, there are no issues or areas of concern," my mother said.

I felt a sense of relief at that.

"But the weight of your skills is 40, and your Mind stat is 35. That is slightly concerning. If the difference grows larger, it could impact your health," my mother said while gazing at me.

"Um, what should I do?"

"Anyone else, I would tell them to put some stats in Mind, but that isn't possible, since you should stay at level one for the most optimal skill and stat growth for as long as possible. Suggestions?"

She looked at her Squires, but none of them spoke up.

"Useless," my mother muttered and then looked back at me. "Your current training regime will do for now. But no new skills."

She looked at her Squires, who all nodded in agreement.

"Um, what about when I reach level 100 in Eldarin Language? It is also taking a while. Is that normal?"

"Reaching level 100 is always the most difficult breakthrough since a skill can then be merged or upgraded to the next tier. After that, there would be Eldarin Script and then Eldarin Runes. Once you reach level 100 in Eldarin Language, upgrade the skill, but you will only focus on tier 1 skills for now."

"When can I learn magic?"

I wanted to make light, use fire blades, and instantly clean myself.

"Now that is a foolish question. Magic spells are high-tier skills. Once we have gone through all the necessary tier 1 skills, then magic can become a focus. However, if you want to become a spell blade like me, your interest is warranted, I suppose. Include focused training for Mana Sensing," she ordered her Squires, who all nodded without daring to speak.

"Thank you, Mother. Um, what about equipment?"

She smiled. "Having powerful equipment would slow down your skill growth. That is the most important thing — skill levels. So, while I would love to give you a powerful sword and armor, it would ultimately hurt you. Now, on to other matters. Healer Castelle, any lasting damage to my son?"

"No. I checked him completely. However, I strongly disagree with your plan. Mixing such powerful items is incredibly dangerous, especially with Alchemical items. There could be side effects. I strongly insist that you consult with my seniors at the Five Star Institute of Healing."

"I have taken your words into consideration, but ultimately it will be my son who decides what is best for his future."

She turned to look at me, and I felt the intensity of her full attention once more.

That you are still determined after your brush with death warms my heart, my child. I have located a small treasure from the dungeon for you and had an Alchemist I am friends with prepare the treasure properly," she said and pulled out a small wooden container.

She set it on the table between us and opened it up. "Elder Wyvern's heart that had fused with its core. It has body-enhancing properties. Never try to eat something like this raw. Becoming inhuman is a fate worse than death."

There was a single small cube of meat, about the size of the tip of my finger. A small fork also rested in the box.

"It is small," I said as my mother pushed the open box towards me.

"It is, but that is after an Alchemist has refined the entire heart. Use the fork, and chew as much as possible before swallowing. It will help you absorb its power better," my mother explained.

I carefully picked up the silver fork in the box and stabbed the piece of cubed meat. The fork slid in easily. It was probably enchanted.

I brought the meat up to my mouth and put it in.

"Good. Your body stats should be easier to increase during the next training session. Push him physically; that is what you are best at. Since Healer Castelle is here, don't hold back, Squire," my mother said to her largest and most muscular Squire.

"Yes, Supreme Warlady," one of the two male Squires responded as I chewed on the meat cube.

It was tough, incredibly tough, but I didn't stop chewing.

"Keep chewing for as long as you have to. If you swallow it whole, it will just pass through you with limited impact," my mother explained, and I nodded.

Then she frowned. "The person who has cursed you has eluded me. I have increased the bounty to 200 platinum, and just for information, leading to the culprit. Unfortunately, this legend specializes in stealth, poisons, and hiding. Time will reveal them, and then they will die."

            

    
        Chapter 11 – Squire Sabin

    
    
    
    
                Waking up early, as was my habit, I changed into the fresh armor and clothing prepared for me.

The door to my room opened, and the largest Squire entered my room.

"Good, you are up. I like people with energy and dislike those who are lazy. I am Squire Sabin," the large, muscular man declared.

Someone cut his hair very short, and he looked like he was all muscle under his clothes. His arms were almost as thick as my waist.

"Morning, so back to the dungeon?"

"No. Squire Jessica's talent lies in her survival ability, but that is also what got her into trouble. My training is most effective when a Healer is nearby. I am going to beat you into the ground repeatedly, and you will get up and keep trying."

"That's it?"

"Yep. Your old tutor is now in charge of overseeing the mental training in the evenings. We are going to fight all day."

"All…day?" I asked nervously, and Squire Sabin grinned at me with shining white teeth.

"Yep. All day. That is my preferred training method. I can strictly control your pain and suffering, pushing you to the limit. Now come, the sun is coming up, and we have training!"

Squire Sabin had way too much energy as I followed him out of my room to an isolated part of the estate that looked quite messed up.

" We will use this training ground for the elite guards at the estate over the next three months," Sabin said.

I noticed a weapons rack set up under a pavilion, with an older man sitting there.

"Ah, Healer Castelle! Up already? Welcome."

I followed Sabin to the old man.

"Waking me up so early. You are lucky the Supreme Warlady is paying a considerable fee for my services and that I owe her a debt," the old man muttered as two servants were busy preparing tea and breakfast nearby for the old man.

"Healer Castelle, you will keep an eye on things," Squire Sabin said.

"I will make sure he doesn't die and monitor his healing reserves. If I say stop, stop. I don't want any accidents. Also, keep his stamina topped off, but you know my limits. I don't want to take potions, so don't go overboard," Healer Castelle said to Squire Sabin, completely ignoring me.

"Perfect. Hopefully, I won't go overboard, but I love training and fighting!"

He was shouting at the end of that sentence, which did not build confidence in his restraint.

I felt a lot of danger and tried to move backwards. A hand grazed my armor, and I went spinning into the dirt.

"Always keep your guard up! But good job dodging a bit there."

Squire Sabin then rushed forward, and I rolled out of the way as he tried to stomp on me. "Don't just lie there on the ground. Dodge, dodge, dodge!"

He moved towards me, swinging his open palms at me.

"Don't over dodge. Just move enough to avoid the attack and the danger, and then strike back. Never cross your feet. That is a good way to trip and die. Saw that happen once, completely embarrassing for the adventurer."

I was breathing heavily after ten minutes.

"That was a good warmup. Now grab a weapon. We will go through all of them. I am going to use this padded pain stick, mimicking the forms of monsters. It will help push your skills. It might look silly, but if you get hit, it won't be pleasant. The enchantment…well, you will figure it out," Squire Sabin said with a grin.

After two minutes of swinging and dodging, Sabin hit me.

I shouted as pain wracked my body.

"Learn to push through the pain. It is a distraction. It is a weakness in your body. Move or die!"

Sabin struck me again. The force behind the blow wasn't brutal, but pain wracked my body once more.

"Dodge or die!"

"Endure and eliminate!"

"Focus or fail!"

"Guard and get up!"

Sabin threw one phrase after another at me as we continued sparring for an hour.

During the sparring, Sabin would completely change his fighting style, so I couldn't just memorize his moves; I had to adapt.

It was a struggle to keep up, as I felt my body tremble after every touch of the pain stick.

"Good, good. We are taking a break now. Have breakfast, recover. We will continue after that. Oh, one question: did you notice anything about the phrases I was shouting?" Sabin asked me while staring at me intently.

I tried to recall, but my body was exhausted, and I was wheezing.

"They were alphabetical?" I finally said, and he grinned at me.

"Good, very good. Many people miss that. Always pay attention to the details in combat. It is easy to get caught up in the fighting, but that is a good way to be lured at the pace of your enemy. You need to think and set your own pace. Now eat and rest," he said.

The servants had prepared a breakfast table.

I sat down and ate while Squire Sabin murmured with Healer Castelle. I couldn't hear what they were saying and didn't listen in.

That would have been rude.

Once I was done, I forced myself to get up and stretch. Squire Sabin came back after a few minutes.

"Good, good. Keep your body limber. It is, after all, the best weapon. Now, it is time for more training. I will throw stones occasionally. Do your best to dodge them," Squire Sabin said.

The hellish training continued for the rest of the morning. We had another break for lunch and then resumed immediately after that.

Four times, Healer Castelle had to replenish my stamina, which had bottomed out.

By afternoon and dinner, I had completely lost the will to move, breathe, think, and possibly even live.

"Ah, that was some enjoyable light training," Sabin said with a grin while looking at me.

I couldn't even muster up the energy to stare at him in despair.

"Light?" I gasped between my heavy breaths.

"Light. But it is perfect for your age and stats. The more you sweat here, the less you will bleed in the dungeon. You can't train while you are already in the middle of a fight. And you don't want to have regrets, do you?"

I shook my head slowly.

"Exactly. That is why it is best to make the most of your time while you can. It isn't easy, but that is the bare minimum that becoming a legend requires."

I just nodded, too tired to think.

" Well, you will recover by tomorrow. Healer Castelle has ensured that. Now off you go to dinner back at the mansion, and for your mental skill training."

I shambled off towards dinner.

My siblings hadn't returned, and my father wasn't here either, so I ate by myself. Once I was done, I made my way to the library.

"Ah, young Justin, welcome," my tutor, Damian, greeted me.

"Hello, Tutor Damian," I said with as much energy as I could muster.

"Hard physical training?" He asked me, and I nodded.

"Well, just sit here and let's get to work on copying that dictionary. A great way to breakthrough in your Eldarin Language and hopefully your Writing Skills as well. In fact, why don't you read what you have already written, and I will correct any mispronunciations?"

For the first time, I doubted the path I had chosen. The pain stick was absolutely brutal.

While getting my stamina back was nice, it only kept my body going. All the pain and physical training completely fried my brain.

While I wanted to ask if my mother approved, that wasn't an honest question.

Squire Sabin had seen what happened to his fellow Squire who didn't listen to my mother. He wouldn't dare disobey her.

That meant all of this had her approval.

I had asked to be pushed. To grow my stats and skills…

I didn't realize how brutal it would be, how painful.

"You know, you are lucky. Many people would kill for this type of enhanced training."

I had paused for a long time just looking at my partially copied dictionary.

I looked up at Tutor Damian.

"Really?" I asked tiredly.

I didn't want to ask, but I also didn't want to talk at the moment, and Tutor Damian loved to speak.

"They pay for the privilege. Quite a lot as well. You have basic teachers, since Teaching is a Tier 1 skill—right at the bottom of the barrel. Then you have a Tutor, and an Empowered Tutor like myself, a tier 3 skill, and I specialize in several basic skills that I teach here at the estate. I even taught your siblings, you know."

"Uh-huh," I said tiredly as he continued talking.

"Then you have specialists who can teach specific Tier 4 skills. Normally, they focus on one or two and get fantastic at teaching them. After that, you have apprenticeships, like your mother has with her Squires, where you teach higher-tier skills. A specialist like Squire Sabin would be expensive, not to mention the esteemed Healer on standby, who is boosting your stamina. Ah, to be young again and to consider fighting as a career. It almost gets my blood boiling too, you know."

I just gave another affirmative as my brain tried to process what he was saying.

"Physical training might seem hard, but just think of the Vitality. They say each point allows you to live another year beyond the base 50 that all humans are allotted. While some people invest all their free stats into Vitality, I think that is a mistake. The Mind is just as important if one wants to keep learning and improving."

"I mean, just consider your growth. It is nothing short of remarkable and is quickly surpassing the achievements of other children who have received similar opportunities. It is good that you are keeping up with your studies."

There was no end to his talking.

My brain began to shut down as I couldn't pay attention to him anymore.

I was just too tired even to think. I just nodded along as Damian kept talking.

"Oh, it is time to sleep. I will put everything away. You look exhausted."

"Thanks," I muttered and made my way to my room before passing out onto my bed.

I was too tired even to get changed.

            

    
        Chapter 12 – Health Scare

    
    
    
    
                "What idiot thought it was a good idea to give him a high-level alchemical product!"

I heard shouting. My head felt like it was about to explode.

"That was the decision of his mother, the Supreme Warlady; you were there," I heard Squire Sabin reply nervously.

"And she is an idiot, just as I suspected. Yes, it won't kill him on its own, but you muscle-headed idiots didn't even think about what it actually does. It strengthens physical stats. His brain was shutting down!"

"Is that even possible?"

"It is possible because I say it is! A treasure from the 18th layer of the dungeon and alchemically treated for ease of consumption and absorption. The human body can improve only so much at once. While his soul is malleable at his age, that makes it worse, since his soul began cutting things off to his brain due to how malleable it is. Idiots! All of you are idiots!"

"Well, is he going to be okay?"

"He is already awake but probably has a massive headache. Isn't that right?"

"Yes," I said, since my brain felt like it was trying to escape my skull.

"By the System, I haven't seen such foolishness in decades. It is always you, powerful fighters, who seem to come up with these outlandish ideas, and us Healers who clean up the mess. And don't think I won't give the Supreme Warlady a piece of my mind. Now, child, keep the wet cloth over your eyes and rest today. You should be better by tomorrow."

"Good, that is good," Squire Sabin said with relief.

"Any other Healer without my skills, and he wouldn't be alive right now. No more Alchemical products or treasures from the depths without my approval. Has he had anything else?"

"A soul fruit, um, three months ago. But that is it. Nothing else, unless Squire Jessica did something."

"I was there, and it was foolish. A green soul fruit at his age? Luckily, his soul didn't completely liquefy and drain out of his body!"

Squire Sabin countered that they tested it on other low-level individuals.

"Oh, by those idiots at the College of Advancement? In a controlled setting? So, they could publish another paper and sell it to all of you adventurers to fund their idiocy? Is that who tested it?" Healer Castelle was on a complete rampage.

It made me wonder who would win in an argument, him or my mother.

"Um, well, it was all peer reviewed," Squire Sabin said hesitantly.

"You people are just reading the summary and don't look at all the details. Then you are like, 'Oh, this is a great idea. Why don't we administer these things to a child without consulting an expert first? Nothing can go wrong.' System save me from idiots who think they know something," Healer Castelle said, and Squire Sabin remained silent after the verbal beating.

"Is there lasting damage?" I asked hesitantly.

"No, thankfully. I arrived in time and stabilized your soul. It was just an imbalance from the natural processes of everything you consumed," he said kindly.

Clearly, Healer Castelle had completely different attitudes toward patients.

"As for your training, half a day of that madness starting tomorrow. The rest should focus on mental activities. I will also do daily checkups, just in case. Ideally, he should rest for a full week, but it is fine starting tomorrow."

"Is there some kind of skill I might get?"

"Child, listen to me. Messing with your soul is foolish. While I understand the importance of training, it is also too easy to break something that no one can fix. You are fortunate — I can't say this enough — that I was here to save your life. Otherwise, your brain would have completely shut down as your soul fueled the growth of your physical stats. Pushing your body to the limit can help you get skills for other things, but not your soul.

Healer Castelle took a deep breath before continuing.

"I only have one main skill related to the soul that doesn't even heal, Stabilize Soul. That's it. I can't tell how close someone is to the point of no return. While there probably are more soul skills, the people who try to reach them don't meet good ends."

"He is right. You need to practice damage and resistance training carefully, as the risk is high. Soul damage is far more dangerous since it bypasses the natural aversion of one's soul to danger," Squire Sabin said.

"That's the first bit of common sense that has come out of your mouth so far. Now let the child rest. If you need something, call a servant. If you are in pain, have the servant watching you call for me immediately. Don't hesitate at all," the Healer said.

I gave an affirmative and just lay in bed with a cool, damp cloth over my eyes.

A servant fed me stew in bed, and I rested all day.

The following morning, my headache was gone, and I felt a lot better.

After getting changed into my armor, I made my way out to the training grounds.

Squire Sabin and Healer Castelle looked up at me, and Squire Sabin gave me a big smile.

"I see you are feeling better. That is good," he declared loudly.

"Come here, child."

I walked over to Healer Castelle, and he placed his hand on my head.

"Stabilize Soul. That should help things. We will do that at the start and end of your training every day. Only half a day, until lunch," he said, and pointed at Squire Sabin at the last part.

"Of course, of course! That means we need to work harder than ever," Squire Sabin declared loudly.

As I made my way onto the training area, I thought I heard Healer Castelle mutter something, but I couldn't make out what he said. Probably something disparaging about Squire Sabin.

After half a day of hard physical training, I went back over to Healer Castelle, where he used his skill on me once more.

"You should be fine. If you have a headache or any pain, stop what you are doing and come get me," he said, and I nodded.

"I am still confused by what exactly happened," I said, and he let out a sigh.

"Your soul provides growth and stability. Think of it like the furnishings in a house, which is your body. The Alchemical product you took and the soul fruit from before, combined with your low level, were putting all the furniture on wheels and then rolling it all into a single room. It threatened to break through the floor due to its weight. That is what happened. There was too much focus put on your physical skills, creating a huge stress point on your soul and body. Thankfully, we corrected the issue in time, and souls are quite durable. But there is still some risk."

The metaphor helped me to understand what was happening.

"If the furniture is like my stat growth, then I just need to be careful in the future?"

"Child, Alchemical products are dangerous, even the tested ones. Each person is unique, especially you. The flexibility of your soul because of your age might have saved you, or you could have been moments away from death. It is hard to say for sure. Now you are wondering about boosting stats even more?"

"Um, well, I just wanted to ask."

"Foolishness. I don't dislike Alchemical products since they compete with actual Healers who know what they are doing. I dislike them since anyone can take them without understanding the complicated interactions that might happen. If your mother brings something back, take nothing without approval from a Healer like me or a Healer of similar skill. Your soul is being pushed to the absolute limit and past that. If I didn't know your mother personally, I would think she was some foolish idiot from the College of Advancement."

Healer Castelle let out a long sigh, like all this personally pained him.

"As for training. If there is pain that shouldn't be there, let me know."

"Got it."

Squire Sabin was listening in but said nothing since he didn't want another verbal beat-down.

Tutor Damian and I spent the afternoon working on more mental skills. I concentrated a lot more this time.

Pausing from copying the dictionary, I looked it up.

I had a question for which I couldn't think of an answer.

"Tutor Damian, why are certain skills listed as skills in my status?"

It had been annoying me for a while.

"Oh, that is an interesting question. The answer is that the word skill we use comes from this label, not the other way around. That is why skills are called skills. In Tier 2, this is referred to as focus and empowerment as a general description. After that, things become more specialized in their naming schema. Some skills have their own names, like Teacher, then Tutor, and then Empowered Tutor."

"Why?"

"People have been asking that forever, ever since the dawn of the System ages ago. People have many guesses, but no one has shared any answers publicly.

"Personally, I think it references how the System works. Skills refer to a collection of actions. Like Sword Skills covers a range of swords: curved ones, two-handed ones, and magical swords. The skill covers them all. Focus implies one has mastered the basics. Empowerment implies that some mana is being used into the skill passively at tier 3, which then transitions into named skills in tier 4, similar to spells."

"What is the highest tier?"

I thought it was Tier 6, but I wanted to confirm this.

"The highest known one is tier 6, but people say there is higher, but there has been no proof or official confirmation from any researchers. Many relate the tiers to monster cores, of which there are supposedly seven colors. But who knows what might come next? Unless someone becomes strong enough and shares their accomplishment with the world, it is impossible to know for sure."

I went back to copying the Eldarin dictionary and saying words out loud. After another hour, I was getting bored, so I asked another question.

"Is runic script helpful?"

"For enchantment and exploring the dungeon, yes. Eldarin is the most common runic archetype in the dungeon, well, around here. Can't say anything about the other races with how insular they are. I am not an adventurer and focus on other things. You can even make magic scrolls for one-use spells to preserve mana. So don't underestimate runes."

"Will that help me as a spellblade?"

"It won't leave you ignorant at the very least," he replied, which meant that it wouldn't help me directly as far as he knew.

It was hard to train and focus constantly. While I had taken a break and then another one because of the health scare, I felt mentally drained.

As dinner approached, I began to experience a slight headache. I excused myself and found Healer Castelle in the guest wing of the mansion.

"A headache?" he asked, and I explained what I had been doing.

"Your soul is fighting the influence of the Alchemical product when it tries to upgrade your mental stats. This is creating a headache." Healer Castelle put his hand on my head and used his skill for a third time today. "Stabilize Soul."

"No mental skills training after dinner. Just go to sleep early. Sleep helps your body and soul come together and should lessen the strain."

"Oh, I will let Tutor Damian know."

"Good job reporting to me right away. While it might have built up into a serious issue, you are charting unfamiliar territory with what you are doing."

"You will not tell me to stop?"

"I know better than that. You wouldn't listen, or you could go behind my back. I am also not your mother. I am a Healer. If you want to do foolish things, I will warn you, but I won't stop you."

"Thank you, Healer Castelle."

"With what your mother pays me and the debt I owe her, I don't need thanks," he replied and went back into his apartment.

            

    
        Chapter 13 – Skill Upgrade

    
    
    
    
                "And done," I finally said.

I had finished copying the dictionary and going through the entire thing.

"Congratulations. I am guessing you maxed out Writing Skills and Eldarin Language?" Tutor Damian asked me.

"Um, my mother doesn't want me to look at my status, except once every three months."

"Ah, yes. I am used to checking when I have completed a hard task to confirm a breakthrough. Well then, let's not disregard what she said. Your mother is correct. Still, it isn't a bad assumption to make. Copying an entire book like the Eldarin Dictionary is normally enough to max out the Eldarin Language and Writing Skills. We can move on to Eldarin Script and Focused Writing."

He then pulled out a much thicker tome, which he set on the table with a thud.

"What is that?" I asked as he got out another blank tome.

"This, my young student, is the famous epic poem, Transversal of the Dungeon by famed playwright, Aaron the Orator, transcribed to preserve his words for all time. Supposedly, he had a Tier 5 skill related to poetry. You are to copy the entire thing in the same writing style. Oh, here is another book, showing the artistry of Eldarin Script."

Instead of block letters, it was all flowy with one letter connecting to another.

"Why?"

"Well, it is the original language, derived from the Runic Script to make learning easier. Then, the script served as the origin of our language. Creating a chain of skills from tier 1 upwards, which makes learning all this much simpler than it was in the distant past."

I looked at the thick tome and opened it.

"All of this?" I asked with despair.

"It will take a long time, but it is the best way to raise the skills in tandem. It is what they teach at the College of Advancement after all," he explained.

"You went there?"

"Long ago. But yes. Those were some of the greatest and hardest years of my life. The place is absolutely cutthroat. The earliest one can enter is at 12, and they get to stay for up to seven years as a student. Most people fail out in year 5, which is when I had to drop out."

"Is it that hard?"

"That and the cost. Only the top three students in the year receive scholarships. For the rest, it is an academic bloodbath that brings out the worst in people as everyone tries to outdo one another. The exams are designed on purpose, where if you pass, you will break through a bottleneck in your skill."

"What about someone like me who had studied ahead?"

"That isn't as much of an advantage as you would think, but an invitation for harder courses. Each student must achieve a certain number of skill levels annually; failure to do so will result in expulsion. Each professor can only have a certain failure rate, so only the best and brightest students are allowed to pass. The College of Advancement produces at least one person who becomes a legend in each graduating class. Sometimes more."

"What? That…really?" I asked in surprise, and he nodded.

"Just like exploring the dungeon can push your physical and combat skills, the College of Advancement will push your mental skills to the limit. If you pursue runes or magic, there really is no better place to study. Basically, anything except combat."

"No other requirements?"

"Not for someone from your background. Just your mother's name alone would get you in without question. It doesn't guarantee that you will remain there, but it will get you in with no complications. Otherwise, there are competitions and numerous other headaches to contend with when trying to gain admission without backing. Also, the expense is enormous. Well, for someone like me, not for someone like you."

"Where is it? I know it isn't here in our Kingdom of Terandar."

"Farther north, in the Ice-Capped Mountains above the city of Undercraft, which the dwarves control, and the elves control the ice forest at the base of the mountains, further north near the Frozen Coast. Only about a quarter to a third of the students each year are human. But the other races have different entry requirements in relation to their age."

Now I have even more questions.

"Your curiosity is good, but it's time to focus on your skills. It should take you a year to copy that if you focus."

I looked between his pointed finger and the giant tome.

My hand already felt like it was going to fall off.

I felt another headache coming on, and I wasn't sure if it was because of the alchemical product I had taken or just the thought of copying all of that.

"The look on your face is the same one I had when my tutor told me about this years ago."

"It's just…a lot," I finally said, and he nodded.

"If it were easy to gain skill levels, then everyone would do so. The College of Advancement has an entire research division devoted to maximizing skill levels and stat gains through training. Just as adventurers plumb the dungeon for meaning, academics do so through optimization and refinement."

"At least it isn't noble history," I muttered and got to work slowly, copying everything.

I had to study each word and figure out the movement of the pen that was used to write it. I then copied it down into the empty book that was provided.

My writing was excellent, and I had the Drawing skill, which helped. I could feel my mind and body drawing on the knowledge while I slowly worked on copying Eldarin Script.

It felt weird knowing that the skill had been dumbed down into lower tiers. Everyone was striving to reach higher levels and tiers with their skills.

To go in the opposite direction seemed an odd thought. Whoever came up with the idea was probably a genius, or it was just a teaching method that someone developed.

I asked Tutor Damian about the history behind the drive to lower the tier for our language.

"It was a teaching method. It took too long to teach Eldarin Runes and then Eldarin Script directly. People created and spread the Eldarin Language. The spoken words are mostly the same, and there are a lot of similarities."

"So, the System just recognized a new skill, just like that?"

"Yes. However, this typically occurs at higher tiers, specifically Tier 4. There are entire groups of people trying to figure out hidden skills and knowledge that the System might recognize, but most attempts end in failure," he explained.

"What about tier 1 skills?"

"The discoveries mostly involve some crafting. Tier 2 discoveries mainly involve minor or passive use of mana. The lower the tier, the more impressive such a discovery is."

"That seems backwards."

"To some extent. But you aren't learning the skill; you are discovering it. That is the difference. To make something easier for other people, that is the epitome of a Tutor."

"No special titles or awards from the System?"

"No. Those are just fairy tales. There are no special titles or awards. Only skills, stats, and classes. I suppose better classes might be considered an award from the System, but there is considerable debate on the subject. If there were such a thing, your mother would have one for sure."

If there were a list of the people with the highest level, then my mother would be on it and in consideration for the top.

While I didn't have a good idea about the other great legends out there beyond children's tales, I knew my mother stood above so many different people.

Everyone had said that repeatedly.

"So, the skill upgrade just happens?" I asked Damien.

I had thought I would need to do it manually.

"Hmm, it is complicated, young Justin. Skills have set paths. Studying the next skill in the path automatically upgrades it and provides a boost. There is no need to focus on upgrading them specifically. Even without immediate upgrading, you can later upgrade them and merge them into a higher-tier skill. This creates a hidden bonus that makes it quicker to learn that skill."

"For tier 5 and 6 skills, this is even more important since they are so slow to level like mud or concrete, rather than water. However, as they level up their base skills, water washes the mud away, making their leveling process much easier. There are supporting skills and direct skills. Direct skills are those you get on a path, like Eldarin Language, and then Eldarin Script, and then Eldarin Runes. But another example that I know your mother wants you to get is the tier four skill Weapons Mastery."

"What kind of skill is that?"

"It combines several lower-tier weapon skills. That is why she is having you focus on so many weapons. That skill will likely lead to something better. And even if it doesn't, higher-tier skills are always more powerful and versatile," Tutor Damian explained as I listened carefully to him.

"In fact, that is the end goal for various language skills. To upgrade them enough to the language in runic form and then merge those runic languages for the tier 4 skill Runes Mastery."

"But someone could get that skill without the lower-tier skills, right?"

"Yes. However, it is far harder to level up. That is why supporting skills are important, and direct skills are the best. It's why having lower-tier skills and leveling them is far more impactful than rushing ahead and trying to get a lot of high-tier skills. Then you are stuck with a very slow leveling speed."

"Couldn't they go back and do the earlier skills?"

"They could, but it just creates a mess and rarely works like you think, since skill experience flows to higher-tier skills rather than lower-tier skills. Since you have the time and are starting early, it is best to get tier 1 skills and level those up. While it might seem like a lot of work and time, it ultimately saves time."

"Then why don't more people do this?"

"Impatience. Think how you felt when I told you to copy that massive book to level up Eldarin Script. It will take around a year of hard work to do by hand. Then add in other languages. Getting all the support skills maxed out for Runes Mastery can take a lifetime. And people have jobs, families, and other responsibilities. Even with Vitality extending one's life, people need a Mind stat to have more skills and study effectively."

I was truly grateful to my mother and the life she provided for me. I knew countless other people were nowhere near this lucky.

“A fire is visible in your eyes. Keep that determination, for the path to high-tier skills is long and hard."

I nodded at this. It was a struggle to maintain my motivation.

When I was fighting in the dungeon, it was easy. I got caught up in the violence and the fighting.

That was when I realized this training was another test from my mother. Could I focus and keep working hard, even when it was really boring?

While Sabin's fighting training was physical and exhausting, I was frustrated that he constantly outclassed me. No matter what I did, he would easily match me and keep pushing me to improve.

My mental studies were also exhausting. I got back to copying the cursed cursive script with its loops and twirls.

Whoever invented script writing was pure evil.

I knew I needed to learn this to then learn runes, but focusing on it was one of the hardest things I had to force myself to do.

            

    
        Chapter 14 – Mana Sense

    
    
    
    
                "Time for your first lesson on Mana Sense," Healer Castelle said while Squire Sabin listened in. "Mana is ultimately your will made manifest from energy that comes from your soul. If you go past your reserves, you will get Mana burn, where your reserves go into the negative. That will massively decrease your Mana regeneration rate. In the worst case, this will cripple you for years and damage your soul and body. Don't do that."

I nodded at this piece of advice.

"As for Mana Sense, it is a foundational skill that you need to have if you want any control over raw Mana manipulation and spells. Different people develop this sense in different ways. How do you feel Mana?"

"Um, like a soft breeze or pressure," I said.

Healer Castelle nodded, his white beard shaking slightly from the movement.

"That is the most common. Your skin covers your body and serves as the protective shell that separates your soul from the outside world. When Mana that is foreign to you hits your skin, your soul senses that and translates that to your skin. Now, lie down on the table."

I climbed onto the table, and then I laid down. Someone placed a thick piece of cloth over my eyes and tied it off so it wouldn't shift.

"I am going to point at various parts of your body and direct a stream of Mana at them. You will touch that point with one of your fingers. Be as precise as possible."

I felt something above my heart and brought up my right arm to point at the spot.

The feeling disappeared, only to reappear in another location on my knee. It felt fainter, but I could still feel it.

I sat up and touched my knee.

"Good. Lie back down," Healer Castelle said.

We kept this up.

If I couldn't feel anything, Healer Castelle slowly increased the amount of Mana he used.

After spending the afternoon doing this, it was time for dinner.

The following week, we repeated the same exercise.

"Is there anything I can be doing better?"

"No, learning Mana Sense is tedious, like other sensory skills."

"Will I learn them?" I asked.

"In time, depending on what your mother has planned. But we need to build up your basics first, and having a higher Perception stat helps level up these skills more quickly," Squire Sabin said.

He watched these training sessions closely.

I asked him why, and he said it was for safety reasons.

It was very easy to take advantage of someone who was training Mana Sense, and he wanted no more accidents to occur.

"Is there any way I can train that stat?"

"That is what Squire Nox will most likely do with you. He has developed many esoteric skills throughout his life. His ability to sense things almost rivals the Supreme Warlady," Squire Sabin replied.

"Less chatter, more focus on the task at hand," Healer Castelle chastised us both.

I shut my mouth and tried to find out where he was directing his Mana.

During other times we trained, I asked more questions about Mana.

Other higher-tier sensory skills were more focused, but they required specialized teachers.

My mentors all agreed that I shouldn't take more skills. I was pushing at the limit of what was safe with my Mind stat.

Healer Castelle continued to use his skill two or three times a day to ensure my soul remained unharmed. However, he had raised the concern that it might mask issues with the number of skills I possessed. If my soul were under too much pressure from all the skills, that could be dangerous.

It was something that would have to wait until my mother returned to discuss the issue with Healer Castelle.

I wasn't sure exactly what the problem was when he could keep using Stabilize Soul on me.

I figured that in time, my soul would adjust to having more skills.

My siblings also returned to the estate during this time.

While my father checked on me, they did not invite me to family dinners at the moment.

I made everyone too uncomfortable because of the threat of my mother, and the fear was still too fresh in their minds. It hurt a bit that I was being excluded, but that was the price I was paying for having such a fantastic mother.

Each day of my training was mentally exhausting.

While I had stopped getting headaches, it felt like it was a struggle to improve.

My previous progress had been quick. I quickly leveled easy skills with my high Mind stat.

Now, there are several skills — physical skills, for which I had fewer stats, and more complex mental skills in Tier 2 that I was working on.

Compared to anyone else my age or even older, I was making incredible progress. My progress was rapid, even when compared to when I first unlocked my status.

I wanted to improve more quickly, but the major limitation was my stats.

If I did level up and gain stats, I could level up my skills more easily from the high stats, but acquiring new skills, achieving breakthroughs in my skills, or improving my stats through training would become much more difficult.

That was the boost in power that many people sought to achieve their goals.

My tutors had all said the same thing.

A person would get a few levels, get an enormous boost for their skills, but then stall once more. After that, they would inevitably go on to acquire more levels and repeat the process. Eventually, their ability or skills wouldn't be enough to keep climbing up in levels, and they would stagnate.

Squire Sabin admitted that was why he was struggling now, trying to improve his skills for high-level combat in the dungeon.

It made me wonder about my mother, since she came from a humble background.

I guessed that she had just killed more monsters in the dungeon. As her skills improved, she would simply kill more and earn experience.

It was the most straightforward, yet the most complex answer at the same time.

The morning for more training came, and I had a question for Squire Sabin.

"Will I go into the dungeon with Squire Nox?" I asked.

"Already asking to fight monsters?" Sabin replied with his standard grin.

"Yes," I answered, and he shrugged.

"Maybe. Each of us Squires came up with a training plan that your mother approved of with some minor adjustments. I wanted to take you to underground fighting pits. She reminded me why that might be a bad idea at your age," Sabin said while rubbing the back of his head.

"Really? That sounds exciting," I replied.

"They really are. It is all whoosh, and bam! That's how you really level up your skills. But other inappropriate activities happen near fighting pits, like gambling. So, we put that off for now. For my training, your mother wanted you to do this kind of intense physical training that they do at many training schools."

"Well, next time then. But am I really making progress?" I asked, and Squire Sabin just kept smiling at me.

"You are, but it is hard for you to tell, since I am matching you. That is the strength of having someone like me to teach you. I am always just one step beyond your current skill level, forcing you to improve as quickly as possible."

He brought out the pain stick.

"Really, can't you use something else?" I asked, and he shook his head.

"Your mother insisted. No weapons, since I can get carried away. Just a pain stick. But that makes it great. Learn to dodge and block, or else," he replied, and then lunged at me.

Fights didn't have start or end times. They just occurred. That was why Sabin would attack me, forcing me to react as quickly as possible.

He said it was to prevent the development of bad habits and a poor mindset for combat.

He might be right, but it was still frustrating. Everything about this training was frustrating. It was easier just to kill things.

I promised myself that when my mother got back, I would ask her to go into the dungeon again.

There was a sense of accomplishment that was hard to replace when I just trained like this, constantly sparring Squire Sabin.

I still had all the cores in a pouch.

Squire Jessica left them for me, but I hadn't turned them in. One could do that only officially at the Adventurer's Guild.

It was just pocket change, but it was money I would have earned on my own.

Well, I had Squire Jessica's help, but I still earned it even with her watching over me.

Something was thrilling, primal, about killing monsters to get stronger. It was what my mother had done in the past.

Following in her footsteps didn't seem like a bad idea.

I knew in my head that I should focus on leveling up tier 1 skills, but in my heart, I wanted to cut my way through the dungeon, earning experience and climbing up in level.

My mentors might say otherwise, but I knew what I wanted out of life. To be the best spellblade. It was frustrating to have to train in this manner constantly. Sparring with someone who completely outclassed me. Studying things that were frustrating to learn.

As the three months drew to a close, I couldn't help but feel a sense of relief.

Sabin had a lot of energy and an enthusiastic personality, but his training was mind-numbing to the extreme.

A communication enchantment informed my father a day before my mother's return to the estate.

Some people left. Everyone made sure the estate was perfect, and on the morning of the following day, everyone gathered outside to wait for Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock.

Just as in the previous times, the wait dragged on, but no one complained. Not to greet her with everyone on her return would be incredibly rude. And one thing no one wanted to do was offend my mother.

"Can't we get permission to skip this?" I muttered after having to stand around for two hours.

My father chuckled at that.

"And offend your mother? No Justin. While she might be your mother, she is a supreme legend, standing above all others. Or enough of them that it doesn't really matter anymore. Regardless, it is proper etiquette to wait for someone of her stature, especially since she sent word ahead."

I sighed heavily.

"But it is boring. I can't disagree with that. Oh, there she is!" My father pointed at a blur in the distance. It was faster for my mother and her Squires to run than to use any other form of transportation.

Once she reached the main approach to the mansion, she slowed down and approached at a brisk walk.

The staff kneeled, and the family bowed once again.

But my mother had earned that respect by advancing her level through rivers of blood and mountains of corpses.

I greeted her with a smile and a wave. "Mother!"

I was happy to see her again.

Despite our brief conversations, I knew she loved me. No one would go to all the trouble she had for some random kid.

            

    
        Chapter 15 – A Heated Discussion

    
    
    
    
                "Respectfully, Supreme Warlady Elena, you are an idiot," Healer Castelle said while staring my mother down.

Across the desk, she stared back at him. I stood off to one side along with the Squires, Tutor Damian, and my father, watching the drama unfold.

"Few people would dare say that to my face," she casually replied.

"I can't speak for other people. But your son's soul is in grave danger. My understanding of the number of skills he has, the alchemical product taken, and the green soul fruit, risks his life."

"And you are paid quite well to ensure it," she replied.

"Yes, I am, but I won't let idiocy continue since your son will die horrifically, and then you will blame me. We might as well skip to where you swing your fist and splatter me across the ground before that happens."

"You older healers sure are stubborn."

"Only when it involves a patient's health, especially a child who doesn't know better," he countered.

My mother inclined her head a tiny fraction. "That is the only reason I am letting you speak to me like that, since it is about the health and well-being of my son Justin. The issue was resolved, so what is the problem now?

"His Mind stat compared to his number of skills and my use of Stabilize Soul has created a complication. The initial issue was that the alchemical product focused his soul to increase his physical stats. His intense training and his malleable soul compounded the problem of a soul imbalance. This is because of his level, age, and the green soul fruit, creating an extreme condition where his soul is far too malleable. By adjusting his training and using my skill, I corrected this. The problem is that I suspect he has gained even more skills, putting their count far above his Mind stat. If I stop using Stabilize Soul, he will experience health complications."

"How sure are you and what complications?" my mother asked while I nervously listened in.

"Very sure, or I wouldn't be bringing it up. You left strict instructions for him not to check his status except once every three months. I understand that, but I suspect the problem will have only gotten worse. With his soul artificially stabilized, it will be more receptive to new skills. As for the complications — headaches, weakness of the body, lower regeneration of reserves, mind fog, and possibly soul collapse."

My mother turned her head to look at Squire Sabin. "Squire Sabin, you proposed the training plan and the alchemical product…"

"I went over it all with you and everyone else ahead of time. I accept responsibility for coming up with the plan, but not the complications," he replied.

"He is an idiot," Healer Castelle said. "Like the rest of you fighters. You see some research from the College of Advancement and get excited without examining the details behind it. I will review your son's training plan and anything he might take for health reasons, or you can fire me right now and deal with this mess yourself."

"It seems we have a legendary healer in our midst," my mother said with a smile, and Healer Castelle let out a scoff.

"I don't have the levels or the energy to go that deep into the dungeon. That is for young people with more muscle than sense," he replied.

"I accept your terms. Now, my son, tell me your status!"

Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 210/210

Stamina: 180/180

Mana: 50/50

Class: Tier 0, Child (Green)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+8%), Increased Learning Speed (+8%), Increased Stat Gain (+8%), Increased Physical Gain (+8%)

Vitality: 21 (+5)
Endurance: 18 (+6)
Strength: 16 (+4)
Agility: 18 (+4)
Perception: 8 (+2)
Mind: 36 (+1)
Magic: 5 (+1)
Focus: 17 (+1)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (23) (2+): Running (90+17), Mathematics (75+4), Breathing (75+11), Eldarin History (65+4), Dodge (61+37), Toughness (53+28), Meditation (50+8), Eldarin Etiquette (45+3), Sword Skills (41+11), Drawing Skills (34+4), Shield Skills (29+4), Light Armor (29+4), Dancing Skills (28+3), Spear Skills (23+3), Monster Processing Skills (19), Cooking Skills (15), Bow Skills (15+2), Cleaning Skills (14+2), Axe Skills (14+5), Pugilist Skills (14+7), Dagger Skills (12+4), Wrestling Skills (8+4), Speech (3)

Tier 2 (16): Danger Sense (31+10), Eldarin Script (20+20), Mana Sense (20+9), Darkness Vision (8), Writing Focus (7+7), Monster Analysis (3), Trap Detection (1), Depth Sense (1)

Tier 3 (12): Pain Resistance (20+20), Fear Resistance (2+1), Soul Resistance (2+2), Empowered Will (2+2)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon (C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)

Everyone was silent after I read the status update that only I could see. The tension was incredibly high.

"A ratio of 36 to 51, impossible. That is almost at Meldor's Threshold of 70%. With one more tier 1 skill, he would cross it. Your son…his life is hanging by a thread," Healer Castelle said while looking nervously at my mother.

"Three tier 3 skills. I thought I said no more skills, Squire."

My mother looked at the man once again.

"I did exactly what I said!" he replied loudly and nervously.

"It is my fault and an aftereffect of my initial treatment. My skill is acting like a framework around your son's soul, holding it together, but it is still receptive to new skills. The soul's normal resistance to new skills is completely broken. His age, level, and the green soul fruit have made his soul too malleable. If I stop daily applications of my skill or even slow down, the risks are dire," Healer Castelle replied.

"What is Meldor's Threshold?" my mother asked calmly, while I felt a growing concern.

"It is when the ratio between skills and their tier in relation to the Mind stat goes below 70%. Meldor investigated many limits of the system, and he is most credited with discovering the absolute boundary between skills and the Mind stat. Even with my Stabilize Soul skill, your son's soul would collapse under the pressure. Normally, a soul resists such things, since the pressure stretches it to the limit. But my Stabilize Soul skill keeps him stable while everything else has reduced this automatic defense of a soul to protect itself from too many skills."

"What can be done? Is there an alchemical product? An item?"

"Increase his Mind stat. Level him up and increase it. I will then stop the use of my skill, and your son's health should stabilize."

"What are the other options?"

"The Mind stat is perilous to effect alchemical products since there are residual traces of the monster's Mana. For your son's age and condition, the risks are very high. "It would have to be custom work unless you know a soul mage."

My mother shook her head. "There hasn't been a soul mage of any repute in many generations since I killed the last one. They are troublesome. What about removing some skills through a System Priest?"

"Removing skills shocks the soul heavily. With how malleable your son's soul is, that would be far too dangerous. There would be no effect, or a substantial effect; it is hard to say for sure. I can't safely recommend for a System Priest to do such a thing," Healer Castelle explained.

"What about an Elixir of Mental Fortitude?" Squire Nox suggested.

He was a tall, gaunt man with dark hair—the opposite of the sunny Squire Sabin.

"An Elixir? A fairy tale at best," Healer Castelle replied.

"No. They exist at the Last Bastion. It appears I will need to visit once more. Also, since my hunt for the legend who put the cursed skill on my son continues, that seems like a good place to investigate," my mother said.

"What about a soul skill of some kind? There must be something since there is a skill for everything," Squire Jessica said.

"There probably is, but he can't take on any more skills, and such a skill would be tier five. The strain of having Tier 3 skills at his level is concerning. I have seen no pressure on his physical body, but low-level people possessing high-tier skills pose hidden dangers."

There was a long moment of silence as everyone processed what he had just said.

"More stats are the only way. But gaining more levels would slow down his growth. I will go to the Last Bastion and purchase some Elixirs. "A shame they must be used so soon, but it should alleviate all issues and allow my son to level up his skills quickly with the higher stats," she said.

"I will prepare a small sheet of questions for whoever you purchase these Elixirs from. Because they are a high-level item, I need to ensure there are no hidden side effects and determine the safe dosage and maximum number that can be taken together. Especially regarding Alchemical toxicity," Healer Castelle said.

My mother nodded, accepting the suggestion.

"All my Squires will go with me. And for my son, he will focus purely on his mental studies with his current tutor, Damian. He has done well in the past; he will continue his job," my mother declared.

No one was about to argue with her, but I didn't want to be left behind.

"Could I go with you?" I asked, and my mother smiled at me.

"No. It is too dangerous, and the risk of your getting another skill is too high. It would also mean dragging Healer Castelle along with us into the dungeon to ensure you remain healthy. You will remain here and focus solely on mental skills," my mother ordered.

I wanted to argue, but slowly shut my mouth and bowed my head.

"How will you find the Last Bastion if it moves about in the dungeon?" I asked.

My mother just smiled at me.

"Some things you will learn in time. I have my ways, as do all legends in good standing. We will depart at first light. All of you are dismissed." I was about to turn to leave when she spoke up again. "My son, stay."

I turned around as everyone else left. Once the door closed, she spoke up again.

"I am sorry, my son," she said, and got up and hugged me.

I didn't know what to say or do.

"Um, it is fine; you didn't know," I replied while hugging my mother back.

"That is no excuse. Ignorance is not a shield but something only fools claim. I am a fool. You know, I had picked up something else from the dungeon — a pair of eyes from a Shadow Cat. I was going to have their innate skill extracted and give it to you. Now that seems so idiotic," my mother said.

"Well, maybe after I get an Elixir of Mental Fortitude, I can use it. What would they do?" I asked, and my mother smiled, patting me on the head.

"All Elixirs are single-use alchemical products used to increase a stat directly by ten points. The materials are difficult to get, and you can only consume each Elixir once. Still, it was one way we legends could boost our stats one last time in the Last Bastion. It is an exclusive product down in the dungeon," my mother said.

"Thank you, Mother. Without you… Let me say, I believe in you," I told my mother.

"Thank you, my son. I will let nothing happen to you. The person who cursed you will die soon. It will take me at least a year to return. During that time, focus only on the skills your tutor assigns to you. Hopefully, your Mind stat will increase, and you won't gain any new skills."

It was going to be more tedious work, but I didn't complain and just nodded.

My mother gave me another hug and gently kissed the top of my head.

"You are my precious son. You know that, right?"

"I love you too," I replied and hugged her back.

Eventually, we let each other go.

"Just because your life is at risk, do not slow down. Focus on your mental skills. Promise me."

"I promise!"

"Good. Your word is your bond and your life. Do not let it break easily, or hand it out easily," my mother said. "Also, your new skill, Empowered Will… I am impressed."

"What?" I asked in surprise as my mother smiled at me.

"It isn't an easy Tier 3 skill to get. While I was hoping you would get it, I never expected it to happen. Giving you a taste of the dungeon and then making you do regular training put you in the right mindset for that skill, but it was stupid."

She sighed heavily in regret.

"You aren't stupid. Just a series of minor mistakes caused this. I am sure I will be fine focusing on mental skills to raise my Mind stat, and you will return with the Elixir, clearing this problem up."

"I could level you, if you want to take an easier path. Even with the cursed skill, it would be easy. But once you gain the first level, it is so hard to stop," my mother replied.

"Is it really that bad?" I asked.

"I am lucky that I lived to reach the level I have, but it has been tough, my son. Incredibly difficult. So many close calls. I've had more brushes with death than I can count. I had hoped to make your path forward easier by having you train early in foundational skills."

"Then I won't get a level. I won't help the person who cursed me."

"Bold, just like me. But if you change your mind, you can tell your father. That is alright as well. Your life is the most important thing. You are still young, but I trust you to make your own choices," my mother said.

I nodded at this, and she gave me another hug, which I returned.

The next morning, she had left with all her Squires before I even woke up.

My father invited me to breakfast. "Your mother explained what had happened."

"I am to focus on training mental skills only," I replied, and he nodded at this.

"Safety is important. Your mother has also spoken with Tutor Damian. He was instructed to focus only on specific skills. Do not get around this. Any action you take outside your skills could kill you."

"Yes, father," I replied heavily.

Mathematics, Eldarin History, Meditation, Eldarin Etiquette, Eldarin Script, Mana Sense, and Writing Focus were the only skills I could work on.

The hope was that by focusing on purely mental skills, my Mind stat would increase more than my other stats, and I would avoid getting new skills.

The alchemical boost from the wyvern heart had waned. It wasn't completely gone, according to Healer Castelle, but its remaining effects should be minimal after three months.

I knew there would be a lot of tedious work ahead, but complaining wouldn't help. If I wanted the easy path, I could ask to get a level and solve the problem immediately. However, it would make things more complicated in the future.

I thought of the temptation of the dungeon.

To grow stronger, to gain stats, to level up.

Well, at least I wouldn't be doing nothing while I waited for my mother and her Squires to return.

I had mentally aligned skills to focus on.

            

    
        Chapter 16 – Sibling Drama

    
    
    
    
                The book on my bedroom table was obvious and stupid.

Someone was trying to kill me, and they were making it exceedingly obvious who they were, since the servant in charge of my apartment in the mansion had let me know who had entered and left it behind.

I made my way to my father's part of the mansion.

There were two guards standing outside the doorway to his personal apartment.

"Can you let my father know there is a serious issue?"

After a moment of hesitation, the guards knocked on the apartment door. A minute later, it opened.

"What is it?" my father asked, already dressed for bed with a slight scowl on his face.

"Someone is trying to kill me. There was a book on gardening on my bedside table," I told him.

His scowl turned angry in a single heartbeat.

"I will deal with it. Follow my son back to his room and collect the book. Bring it to me," my father ordered.

The guard saluted and followed me back to my set of rooms in the family mansion.

The guard took the book and then brought it back to my father.

If I had gained a gardening skill, I would have died instantly.

Healer Castelle warned me there would be no warning.

One second, I wouldn't have a skill, then the next second, I would get one, crossing Meldor's Threshold and instantly dying.

He then said the death might not be instant, as the details of Meldor's deranged experiments were heavily restricted, but I would die anyway. The suffering from the point of getting another skill to my death was the uncertain part.

The most dangerous aspect of all of this was that the danger and risk to my life wouldn't trigger my Danger Sense.

As for my skill, Soul Resistance, Healer Castelle said it was a rare skill, usually only seen in people who had been heavily tortured and used soul skills, or those who had specifically crafted torture devices. Getting the skill of Soul Resistance was my soul's natural way of trying to defend itself.

He also explained that leveling it up was stupid, since the criteria for leveling it up meant hovering right over Meldor's Threshold or prodding at my soul, a lot, and in ways no one sane would do.

The next day, everyone was called in for a family breakfast.

 I noticed that one of my siblings, Timothy, had gone missing.

That only left the eldest, the heir, Dereck, and the youngest, Greg. Greg was three times my age at 27.

My father's first wife was also present. She was usually silent and demure. She knew that her husband's second wife, my mother, was purely for the power she represented and that I was placed at the bottom of the inheritance for the Duchy.

My two half-sisters had been married off at a young age, so they could have children and then level after that to extend their lives.

"So, father, where did our brother Timothy end up?" Dereck finally spoke up, breaking the rules of etiquette.

"He has joined your other brother as a merchant and is no longer in consideration for any inheritance. I will not tolerate scheming inside this estate. It is bad enough with the other vultures circling outside from the King's Court and other nobility," my father said.

"Just the two of us left, brother. The Supreme Warlady has brought down two of us already," Dereck said in jest, but it was pretty rude to make fun of my mother.

He clearly was upset about his younger brother being banished for attempting to kill me.

"You will shut your mouth," my father said with a glare.

"You know why I took a second wife. Do you have a desire to fight against Crownsmith on the border? No? Then learn something and be silent. Unless you don't want to inherit this Duchy?"

Father's glare intensified as his eldest son shrank in his chair.

"I am sorry, Father. It was wrong of me to overstep," he replied.

My father was still quite upset and continued chastising his eldest son without hesitation.

"You think that involving myself with Supreme Warlady Elena was foolish? I can tell what you are thinking, so don't lie. Well, the cost of fighting would have crippled this Duchy. We might be wealthy, but our military power has been lacking, particularly in high-end capabilities that align with our status. Since none of you had the drive to become a legend, I did what I had to do to secure our future. Now you must accept the price and accept that your half-brother is here to stay."

Everyone glanced at me, but I didn't dare say anything.

While I was a part of this family, I was also not part of it. It was like two families living together, which made things much tenser.

"In fact, try to make friends with your younger half-brother instead of trying to sabotage or kill him. When he becomes a legend one day, you will pray to the System and any other higher power you can, that you have his favor. For when our enemies come, they won't hesitate," Duke Darren Burnstock declared while glaring at his two remaining sons.

"Dear, perhaps having some wine would be best," his first wife said.

While no one dared speak, a servant rushed over to fill his glass back up with wine quickly.

"I am sorry, Justin."

"I accept your apology."

 Since it was settled, I said that no one should speak of the entire incident again, and they all relaxed slightly at that.

If I had tattled to my mother, people would have died. I knew that now. However, I would not use her as a means to an end.

Timothy might have overheard something and thought it a joke that gardening would kill someone.

Unfortunately for him, my mother wasn't one to make jokes about my safety. If she found out, she would kill him without hesitation. It only depended on how much she would leave behind after she was finished.

Derek spoke up again to defuse the situation. "I heard that you have health concerns?" 

While he might do some scheme, everyone knew that if I died while on the estate, everyone here would not be alive for long.

That was why I wasn't worried about sharing this information.

"I have too many skills. Right now, Healer Castelle is keeping my soul stable, but more skills could kill me," I said, keeping things simple.

 There was no need to explain everything behind what was happening to me, but extending an olive branch to avoid any misunderstandings felt like the right thing to do.

"Concerning. Very concerning. I assume your mother is finding a solution?" he asked.

"Yes. But I am also handling the issue myself by adjusting my training to focus on more mental skills to fix the issue," I explained.

"Can we do anything, Father?" Dereck asked.

"No, Healer Castelle is renowned for his extraordinary medical skills. Finding someone better is close to impossible, even for me. The only place that has better healers is the Five-Star Institute of Healing. I have talked with him personally, and there is nothing more a healer can do, except keep Justin alive for now. Matters concerning one's soul are pretty tricky and rare. Supreme Warlady Elena will return with a solution, and Justin adjusted his training.

The dinner table quieted down now that the drama was over, and everyone had gotten the answers they wanted.

For now, the family regained peace.

My siblings were under a lot of stress, and not just from my mother.

Duke Burnstock was looking to arrange marriages for his two sons and to retire. While I saw little of that side of the family, countless issues needed to be addressed and resolved.

From dealing with the influx of refugees from the neighboring Crownsmith kingdom to addressing local complaints and handling trade matters, the list went on.

While the Duke, my father, could have delegated more, it was dangerous to delegate too much authority, as other nobles would take advantage.

It also didn't help that Duke Burnstock's territory was vast.

Then he had to deal with pressures from the King of Terander.

While it might seem like my issues were center stage, they were just one part of the family dynamics and not even the main part, except for one reason.

Unfortunately for everyone else, no one could ignore or slight my mother. Only legends could bring justice to a legend, and she stood above almost all of them.

That was why no one could do anything for my mother except try to convince her.

But if she didn't like someone or something, she could wipe them out with little to no repercussions because of her high level and immense power.

As for who would inherit everything, it seemed set that Dereck would remain the official heir.

As the official heir, he was managing quite a bit. The disruption my mother caused to the running of the estate and the duchy was immense.

While I knew my father didn't have any regrets, his heir, my half-brother, had to deal with the stress and drama with no way to respond.

Even if our father had appointed him the next duke, there was no way he could have told off my mother.

As his wife, this was technically our home. Unless I moved out, there was no way to remove this hassle from his life. He was frustrated with my mother and me because of that.

For a noble, the best way to express their annoyance was through veiled insults.

Unfortunately, that was a terrible idea regarding my mother.

She knew such things but didn't care. The world bent to her, not the other way around.

I knew there was quite a lot of danger to my life if I got another skill, but I was going to stay in the estate.

There was no going back to physical training either.

After experiencing training from my mother's Squires, returning to the guard captain of the estate would feel like several steps back.

He was good, even as an elite guard, but nowhere near the same skill levels as my mother's Squires.

            

    
        Chapter 17 – Breakthrough

    
    
    
    
                While I copied the massive book of flowing Eldarin Script, I felt a breakthrough in my Breathing. It became slightly easier and more controlled. I

I paused in my copying, setting my pen aside.

I hadn't been expecting to breakthrough so easily, but the skill had been at the bottleneck for a while.

"Tutor Damian, I broke through with my Breathing. Any suggestions for future improvements for the skill?"

"Congratulations, that is a combat skill. But let me give it some thought for a moment. The best advice I can offer is to practice the skill regularly. It will improve gradually. The bottleneck was level 75?"

"Yes," I replied.

It wasn't polite to ask about other people's status or level without being prompted.

Although skills existed that could reveal this information, people considered it incredibly rude to do so without permission.

Since Damian was my personal tutor and it was a tier 1 skill, there was no reason to conceal its progress.

"Then it will take time. It is as simple as just constantly using the skill. Some say it is the best way to improve more stubborn skills. If you don't practice using the skill regularly, it won't be effective in those situations. It is when you need to adjust your breathing and you focus on the skill that there is more pressure and the skill will level up," he explained.

The explanation was slightly complex, but it made sense. Skills improved through adversity.

While one could train them through use and repetition, it was a much slower process. By using Breathing constantly, I was forcing myself to use it all the time, even when it was difficult.

It would also alleviate the bottleneck in skill level.

With tier 1 skills, the bottlenecks came every 25 levels. For tier 2 and 3 skills, they came every 20 levels. For tier 4 and 5 skills, every 15 levels. And for tier 6 skills, there was a bottleneck or a breakthrough point every 10 levels.

Leveling became increasingly difficult with each subsequent tier and the passage of each bottleneck. That's why nobody had ever reached level 100 with a Tier 6 skill. It took too long and was too difficult.

This included my mother, as far as I knew.

"Hmm, I can sense your frustration. Well, I could get some research data from the College of Advancement. Thankfully, it's not too pricey, unlike some of their other products. You are probably feeling like you are stalling or slowing down in levels?" Tutor Damian asked me with a smile.

"A bit. I want to gain more levels more quickly. I know I am going fast, but sometimes I am not sure," I replied.

Tutor Damian nodded.

"Look at this research paper compiled by the College of Advancement and locate your position on it," he said, pushing a piece of paper across the table we sat at in the library.

I picked it up and examined it.

Guide to Leveling Progress for Humans, Correlation to Age
By Hellabella June, Professor of Systems Analysis and Skill Experience

Synopsis

This research paper represents a compilation of over 10,000 individuals from various human classes across all ages and professions. The research also included the standard exception for legends, extrapolating the probable skill level total of such individuals. The researchers created equations based solely on age, with multipliers for specific groups of individuals with varying availability of tutoring and other resources.

Given lifespan L (age in years), with skills gained from age 8, the expected skill contribution C is:

C = 65.92 * (L - 8)^0.6

where:


	C = sum of ln(1 + S_i) * T_i for i from 1 to N.

	S_i: Skill level (1 to 100) for a skill in tier T_i (1 to 6).

	N: Number of skills, constrained by sum of T_i less than or equal to L / 2.



For L = 28 years, C ≈ 65.92 * 20^0.6 ≈ 385.72.

I looked back up at my Tutor as the research paper continued.

"My math isn't good enough for whatever this is," I replied.

"Well, it will help push your Mathematics skills quite a bit. It isn't that complicated," he replied.

I re-examined the synopsis of the research paper.

"How do I even handle an exponent of 0.6?" I asked.

"That is where you use the square root method. Let me explain."

I listened closely as Tutor Damian showed me how to approximate such a value using square roots. It was complex, far more than the basic math I had been studying recently. Halfway through the explanation, Tutor Damian stopped.

"What is it?" I asked.

"Sorry, I didn't think about your current situation. While unlikely, this could give you some skills that we need to avoid. Let me sum things up for you. I wanted to help your mindset and put you at ease, not create a health risk."

He took everything back.

I let out a small sigh but said nothing.

"The equation gives the approximate number of skill levels based on age. Since you are approximately 9.25 years old, the equation yields 75.36 as your expected skill level. The paper says that people with tutors and abundant resources can reach a multiplication factor as high as 16, which would translate into 1,205.82."

I nodded along.

"Now, based on the last time we checked, your total skill levels multiplied by tier are 1,012 for tier 1, then 182, and 78 for tiers 2 and 3, respectively, which totals up to 1,272, far above the maximum multiplier to account for people with tutors by around 67 skill levels. I am also counting the two skills you have mastered at Tier 1. Working backwards, if we divide your skill number by 16, we get 79.5, which translates into an age of around nine and a half years," Tutor Damian explained.

It was a lot of math, but that was what the College of Advancement focused on, or at least a significant area of its focus—breaking down every facet of the system that controlled a person's status.

"What you are saying is that I am about a quarter year ahead of the most advanced people my age," I said.

"Exactly. If you really want to evaluate your progress, the College of Advancement encourages the use of equations developed from large data sets. It can get tedious when you have more skill masteries and have to take them into account, but it is a good way to check your progress," he explained.

I muttered, "It's complicated."

"That is the College of Advancement for you. They attempt to simplify things so they can sell their research, but even the simplest concepts are headache-inducing and confusing. That is why Mathematics is a key skill to have regardless of your job in life."

"Older people would have a lot of skills," I replied.

"We have quite a few. Especially if we raise our Mind stat. But we also get mastery of lower-tier skills. This kind of stuff is nice to know, but it isn't necessary. For people like your mother, and other legends, she would tell you not to worry about other people's progress, focus on your own growth and the task at hand as much as possible."

That aligned with what I knew of my mother. Focusing on the moment increases one's skills. That was why she didn't want me constantly checking my status over every single level.

"I am surprised other kids are that high," I replied.

"While you have more advantages than most, the elites of this world also pass on similar advantages to their kids. Given the difficulty people with high stats face in conceiving, resources and training have been focused on a select group. The earlier skill levels are the easiest. The paper discusses how skill levels tend to stagnate as one ages. That is the power of this exponent in the equation, in relation to age," Damien said, and I nodded.

I still didn't understand math, but it felt good to know that I was ahead of my peers.

"Competition is good, but don't let math dominate your life. Some people get caught up in it like their status page. You would miss the forest while staring at the trees. Overall, holistic growth is the most important, and building up a foundation is key for long-term success," he said.

"Did my mother talk to you about that and tell you to say that?"

"Yes, but not in so many words. I also won't lie. She isn't wrong based on my experience and knowledge that I have gained over the years. I have had peers in the College of Advancement who had this issue. They struggled the most and were desperate. That kind of mindset is poor in the long term. You need urgency, but also need to be focused. Speed yet precision."

"You definitely got that from my mother," I said.

"She had some ideas she wanted me to impart to you, but I teach my students in my way. It is quite rare that I handle just one student."

"Even nobles?" I asked.

"Most would send their kids as a small group to someone like me to save money. Even though I dropped out of the College of Advancement after my fifth year, that is still incredibly impressive. A professional tutor of my qualifications isn't cheap."

"It must be tough, if it is impressive making it that far," I said.

"It is. The graduating class is normally less than 10 each year from a starting class of 10,000." Those numbers shocked me. "They get over 100,000 applications a year. There is no greater institute of higher learning than the College of Advancement. There have been attempts to replicate its success, but all of them are minor places that have little recognition."

"Why is that?" I asked.

"Centuries of building up a powerful alumni network of legends. Legends have higher stats and higher Vitality. So, they live a long time. Some take offense at other institutions, which makes their existence difficult. Also, people leave their legacies behind. It builds up."

"Oh, do you think my mother wants to send me there?" I asked.

"I am not sure. It is a cutthroat environment. The minimum age to enter is 12, with no maximum age limit. They look at your overall status, age, and background. Anyone over level 100 can visit freely, give lectures, or stay there for free."

"Keeping a high-level force available at all times," I replied.

"One reason they do so is to boost the College's standing in the world."

"Why is the dropout rate so high?" I asked.

“The class grades everyone against each other, and the lowest performers are cut. Skill growth mostly determines who remains and who is expelled. Most people survive three years, but then the grading criteria increase, and the numbers quickly decrease. It is brutal, different from the dungeon, but they are similar.”

            

    
        Chapter 18 – Assault On The Estate

    
    
    
    
                I couldn't fall asleep. Something was bothering me. It was like that time a legend attacked me in my sleep.

"Wake up!" A guard rushed into my room and shouted.

I sat up in bed, and the guard raced over.

"My apologies," he said and quickly grabbed me around the waist, putting me over his shoulder.

I heard shouting in other parts of the mansion. The only reason a guard would have approached me like this was that there was an ongoing attack.

Seconds after realizing that, a loud explosion occurred, and the entire building shook. The guard didn't lose his footing as he raced down to the first floor.

The rest of the family members were being carried into the deep underground bunker by elite guards, deep beneath the mansion.

Heavy metal doors were closed, and powerful enchantments were activated as everyone was quickly moved into the safe room.

The elite guards who brought us down here stood outside the last door while they placed the Burnstock family into the inner vault.

There was more ground shaking. I could hear the bangs of distant explosions.

"Good, everyone is here," Duke Burnstock said while looking over everyone.

"Another attack. How annoying," Dereck muttered.

"Probably the remnants of Crownsmith, making one last desperate move in revenge," my father said as the ground shook again. "As long as they don't have a legend, we will be fine. The guards are more than up to the task, and we have a large team of elites."

The ground shook again.

My father was saying things to keep himself and everyone else calm. If whatever force broke through, it would only be a matter of time until they broke through, especially if they were a legend.

"Well, the Construction Mages need some funding anyway, and redecorating isn't a bad thing," Dereck muttered as the ground shook some more.

"What is taking so long? That isn't good," Greg muttered.

"We just have to wait and be calm. The guards are well-trained to handle such situations. I doubt it is anyone mighty, since the threat of Supreme Warlady Elena would have scared them off."

"Or they want to kill her son as revenge and don't care," Dereck said. His father sent him a glare, and he shrugged. "It isn't unreasonable to say."

"It isn't. But we will stand or fall as a family. Being a noble isn't always smooth sailing," he replied.

There was a bell chime.

Everyone went quiet.

"The team has eliminated the threat against Duke Burnstock. A final sweep is being done. Crisp cucumbers. The number eight. Black and white," a guard said through an enchanted communicator from outside the bunker.

The last couple of phrases were clearly phrases of some kind, letting the duke know everything was okay for him to come out.

"Good. That means we can leave this place," the duke said with a relieved smile. He went to the vault door and opened it. The guards all nodded towards him and escorted him back up into the mansion.

The captain of the guard came over once we reached the exit to the vault staircase.

"Duke, our forces neutralized the attack. We eliminated six elite hostiles and fourteen of lesser levels. Seventeen regular guards died in the assault, and we had no elite casualties."

The duke let out a long sigh. "Arrange their funeral for tomorrow. Or the day after tomorrow. Since the outside is a mess, how bad is it, and what is the damage?"

We all listened to the conversation before going back to our rooms.

The mansion's exterior and grounds have sustained extensive damage. Fireball and Quake, tier 4 skills, were used extensively in the battle. They are double-checking the mansion's structure, along with follow-up sweeps of the mansion and grounds to ensure that no one is hidden. As for the attackers, they appear to be Crownsmith royal guards. A final desperate attack. An after-battle sweep has been done, but we will remain on full alert for the next three days, with active sweeps of all areas."

"Three days — isn't that a bit much?" Dereck asked.

"If these were mercenaries, then yes. But this was a professional fighting force from another nation. They are likely to have individuals with stealth skills. Everyone will always have one elite guard with them for the next three days," he explained.

"No arguing. Thank you, Captain. We appreciate your vigilance. Do whatever you feel is necessary to ensure our safety," Duke Burnstock said.

"As you command, Duke," the guard captain replied before assigning each of us an elite guard to accompany us.

While it might not make sense to have assassins in the middle of a battle, it was common practice to get around Danger Sense and similar skills and enchantments.

There was probably no one, but my father was right to be cautious. There were too many assassinations in the history books I had learned from.

I went back to bed, and the next morning, I got to see the extent of the damage outside the mansion.

It looked worse than when my mother had beaten Squire Jessica up, far worse.

Large chunks were burnt, including several trees. There were large cracks in the ground.

"A sight, isn't it?" the guard captain asked as he walked over to stand next to me as I looked over the damage.

"Good morning, Captain Johnson. My condolences about your men," I greeted the man politely.

He had done the initial training with me in my weapon skills.

"It was a tough battle. Their teamwork was impeccable. But without a legend, they could not break through," he said while looking out at the destruction.

"A legend could stop all of this?" I asked.

"It isn't just the higher stats; it is the more powerful skills. Most elites possess a few Tier 4 skills. A legend would have at least one Tier 5 skill. That is when you get specialized skills that are unknown, which are far more dangerous than common spells like Fireball or Quake, which are still incredibly dangerous, but there are ways to deal with them."

A mage in the distance was saying something to level out the ground once again. The Construction and Landscaping Mages would earn quite a bit putting everything back into place.

"What about a tier 6 skill?" I asked.

"That would be someone like your mother, with around double the level of an elite. Outside the dungeon, people seldom use a tier 6 skill."

"No one has said what tier 6 skill she has. Do you know?" I asked.

"No. Even the names of tier 5 and 6 skills are unique, along with their effects. People who see such a skill tend not to be alive for long, or they are close friends with the person who used such a skill and won't speak of it. At that level of combat, surprise and speed are the most important things."

"Not stats or skill level?"

"They help, but surprise is the most important thing in such a fight. I knew the royal guards and their preferred method of combat, which was why we could counter them so effectively. My men used Stone Wall to counter their Fireballs over there. They then used Quake to disrupt our defenses, and my men split and used a combination of water and lightning spells."

"No close combat?"

"Not for fighting against regular humans. Down in the dungeon, they need that much more, where they must preserve Mana reserves as much as possible. In a battle like this, overwhelming power and finishing the fight as quickly as possible are more important. That is why we are guards first and not adventurers. We optimized our skills for this kind of high-speed defensive combat."

"Thank you, Captain," I said.

"My pleasure as always. Enjoy your day," he told me.

The man had given me a lot of stuff to think about.

While my plan had always been to follow in my mother's footsteps and become a spellblade, it was just a job title.

Job titles are normally aligned with class titles, but not always. Even if someone got a better class, they wouldn't advertise that fact. However, they needed to share which class they had to take to find work in their profession.

So, while my mother was a spellblade, since adventurer was too vague a term for higher-level individuals, only she knew her exact class name and its effects. Other legends gave the title of Warlady, and not by the System.

Like the guards defending the estate, a job title let people know what your skills were, revealing nothing specific. A guard captain like Johnson would possess particular skills and a class suited to his job, which differed from those of Tutor Damian or Healer Castelle.

I noted that they did not evacuate to the bunker.

Non-family members who were guests got separate hiding spots, just in case one of them was a hidden assassin.

While rare, if such an individual were to target anyone, it would likely be me or my father.

And after the last incident, no chances were being taken with my safety.

The guard following me stood behind me at a respectful distance as I looked over the grounds of the estate one last time before going back inside for breakfast.

A high-level fight was truly destructive, and magic played a critical role in combat. It was the deciding factor, but for the dungeon, it was a lifeline one could grab onto only so many times before they were out of Mana.

I heard the windows being replaced and the outside of the mansion being repaired while I worked on skills in the library.

"Do you know how to fight?" I asked Damian.

"Hmm, not really. Why are you curious?" he asked me.

"Just wondering how much you specialized. I was thinking about different jobs after the attack and how much classes played a role," I replied.

"That makes sense. Adventuring to fight monsters and fighting humans have some overlap, but ultimately, they are different focuses, like teaching and research. Lots of mental skills and work to increase their level, but some key differences in a couple of skills used for one's job. Classes play a role. The higher your level, the more specialized they become, so you need to be sure before picking certain classes, since it is damaging to your soul to change them up to level 60 and then impossible after level 80," Damian said.

"Damaging how?" I asked.

"They degrade by a color. The tier is based on the level for a class, but the power behind the class decreases. Instead of larger percentage boosts, they would decrease. So, most people don't do this, but sometimes a person wants to change professions later on in life for personal reasons, and it isn't impossible with the help of a System Priest," he explained.

"Where does one learn combat skills? Is there a place like the College of Advancement?" I asked.

"There are smaller schools, dojos, other institutions, and individuals that teach combat skills. However, people mostly learn and improve them by fighting monsters in the dungeon. There is no better teacher. I suppose Last Bastion might be as famous as the College of Advancement, but in terms of martial achievements," he answered.

That made sense. There was really no better way to improve fighting skills than through actual fighting.

"Then why does my mother have Squires?"

"It is a remnant of an older naming convention when legends used to be called knights or archmagi and took on squires and apprentices from before the time of the Eldarin Empire. Since most fighting in the dungeon is melee, they inherited the legacy of various high-level knights, hence the term Squire. High-level individuals share insights on how to acquire Tier 5 skills during a period of service. It reduces the headaches when trying to get a tier 5 skill and then level it up if you have someone to guide you," Tutor Damian explained.

"Even for ten years?"

"Even for ten years. The levels they can gain from a tier 5 skill offset this and open up the chance to gain more levels and create a legacy of their own."

"And the archmagi?" I asked.

"They came together as well and formed the College of Advancement long ago, or its precursor institution. It didn't adopt its more modern trappings until after the fall of the Eldarin Empire, around a millennium ago, which cemented its reputation. While you can improve spell skills in combat, you can do much more outside of combat. While the College of Advancement doesn't ignore spell skills, they are not the focus.”

            

    
        Chapter 19 – Engagement Announcement

    
    
    
    
                "Good news, everyone," my father said at dinner.

Everyone became quiet as we looked at him. We arranged a suitable marriage for his son and heir, Dereck Burnstock, to Princess Isabella Terander, first princess of the King of Terander."

There was a moment of silence.

"Congratulations, brother," I said, and he smiled at me.

"Thank you, Justin."

"A princess — you don't aim low," Greg said.

"It is thanks to Father's recent dealings with the King's Court and the King himself that the arrangement went through," Dereck said.

"There was also a considerable dowry. But the King's Court won't be looking to impose extra taxes on us for our brief fight with Crownsmith. The King, Queen, First Prince, First Princess, and her three younger siblings will visit our estate in two weeks and will remain here for the next month. I expect everyone to be on their best behavior and courteous to them as our honored guests. They will dine with us as well as future family," the Duke said.

"And the rest of the King's Court?" Greg asked.

"Remaining behind and causing trouble in the capital, mostly. The guest house will be open to anyone with significant standing. Justin, because of concerns about your health and other incidents, I will always have a guard shadow you," my father said.

I had expected this and didn't object.

The King and his family were trustworthy; they wouldn't plan to assassinate me.

But they would bring along their own guards, servants, and retinue to the Burnstock estate.

Although our family screened them, there was always a risk. For this visit, I would be part of the Burnstock family, and my presence was required, since my mother wouldn't be here.

It showed that she had an interest in this family, and the King could create a connection with her, however distant, by marrying his eldest daughter to my eldest half-brother.

I knew there were countless other political concerns and concessions as well.

While my father was the strongest noble in Terander and insanely wealthy, he wasn't looking to supplant the King as far as I knew.

If he had been, he could have annexed land from Crownsmith to expand his holdings. That would have drawn a much more negative response from the King and other nobility.

My father's holdings were already immense, and he controlled the largest and most prosperous city in the nation.

The King most likely wanted to be sure there wouldn't be trouble from my father's heir in the future, so he let the marriage go through.

It would tie the Burnstock family firmly to the crown for at least 50 years, possibly more.

Since my mother was married to Duke Burnstock, her protection would tentatively extend over the kingdom.

At least that was the calculation other nations, and their nobility, would make when deciding if they wanted to start a war. I knew they all thought of anything related to my mother and said 'nope'.

Only the desperate with nothing to lose, the insane, or those wanting to stir up trouble would dare try something against me.

If Crownsmith hadn't been destroyed, they wouldn't have attacked the estate.

The royal guard failed and made their last attempt to strike a blow before ending their lives.

Other nations that hadn't been destroyed would never take such a risk out of fear of reprisal. Even the stealthiest of assassins would hesitate as well.

If anyone could afford to hire the necessary legends to figure out who was behind an attack, it would be my mother, with her strength and connections, and my father with his wealth.

Still, the legend who had cursed me remained at large.

It was a constant worry at the back of my mind.

"How old is the Princess?" I asked.

"She just turned sixteen, which is ideal for her," my father said, and everyone nodded at this.

Women wanted to have children as early as possible, before it became too difficult, and they developed methods to extend their lifespans.

The Duke's first wife was almost half his age.

While peasants and merchants might get married within a closer age range to each other, for nobility, waiting until they were in their late 20s or early 30s was standard to find an ideal match. With the woman producing children, the inheritance was settled, and my father would retire as Duke.

I knew that once the princess was born, this had been my father's plan for his eldest son all along, since he was getting up there in years. Nobles retired to avoid conflicts with younger generations and joined the King's Court in the capital.

My brother had to keep his level low to ensure he could have children easily. He was only at level 20.

After having four to seven children, he and his wife would rapidly powerlevel to level 60 in the dungeon.

Most children were likely to survive birth, but the nobility wanted enough insurance regarding their family line, given how dangerous things could get if a legend attacked them.

That was why my father only sent his other two children away, rather than disinherit them completely. If an attack wiped out the family, they could restart it, and the Burnstock line and name would continue. The nobility's social protocols, which aimed to ensure stability and a smooth generational transition, were quite complex.

No one wanted to be accused of being the next Eternal Emperor.

While they weren't living in luxury, they had enough money to ensure they could live well and find a comfortable job while being under observation. If they caused trouble or wasted their money, they would be disinherited entirely to ensure there weren't any succession issues.

Many merchants and tutored adventurers came from this group of second, third, and fourth sons. After the marriage and once they had their first child, they would kick out my brother, Greg, and give him a substantial amount of money. They would monitor him, but he would no longer live at the estate.

My father would transfer over more duties before retiring and moving to the capital and spending time at the King's Court with the other old nobility. My grandfather, whom I had never met  — my father's father  — was part of the King's Court. This ensured a steady hand to guide the nation while also providing the continuity of families as much as possible. It also stopped younger generations from scheming for power against entrenched elders.

"Also, my father will be returning as well," Duke Burnstock said, and everyone grew quiet at that.

That was going to involve a lot of drama.

The eldest Burnstock had strong opinions about his son's second marriage to my mother, which was a significant reason he never returned to visit.

He strongly disapproved of the entire arrangement.

Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on one's viewpoint, the younger generation has taken control of the family.

There were numerous historical examples of old men clinging to power, gathering resentment from a younger generation, particularly among the nobility. That was why the expected retirement age was between 60 and 80 years old, even if they could live much longer.

The capital was essentially a vast retirement community for the nation's nobility, known as the King's Court. They would rarely travel, preferring to enjoy their relaxation and luxuries that the capital offered.

So, while there was a huge amount of wealth and soft power, it wasn't a thriving city like Burnstock, which was a trade and agricultural hub for the entire region.

"Will he want to meet me?" I asked.

"Possibly, but I will be present if you have any meetings with other nobility, including my father. I do not wish to risk the ire of your mother," my father replied, and everyone nodded.

"Will we be postponing the wedding until Supreme Warlady Elena's return?" Dereck asked.

"No. She would not be interested in such a thing, and it would be too intimidating for everyone. Other nations might view it as a threat," my father explained.

"So, is it going to be an international wedding?" My eldest brother, the future groom, asked.

"Yes. The King will insist, since it is an excellent opportunity to raise the prestige of this nation. I know he will try to attract some legends to come settle here," my father said with a shake of his head.

Legends only spent a significant amount of time at the Last Bastion and the College of Advancement. They were pretty rare anywhere else. If they had wanted to settle down, they wouldn't have had the drive to go past level 100.

My mother was a rare exception.

Other nations would offer favorable terms, attempting to persuade such powerhouses to settle on their land. Each legend a country had living there was counted as a deterrent to being wiped out.

Not that it did much against someone of my mother's level and power.

"I will review the guest list. How high up are we going?" Dereck asked.

"As far as we can go. Let's cast a wide net and avoid offending anyone if possible. Best to create a favorable atmosphere after what happened to Crownsmith," my father said. "Also check if they have grudges against the Supreme Warlady; we don't want any incidents."

"I was planning on doing that," my eldest brother said.

"So, it looks like I am finally getting the boot out into the cold, harsh world," my youngest brother said with a touch of drama.

My father turned towards Greg. "There is an opportunity to marry into a noble family that lost its male line in Crownsmith. I have gotten a letter inquiring about marriage, if you are interested?"

"Really? Crownsmith? Aren't they calling for our blood?"

"Some of them are. Others prefer to make a show of peace and stability. Also, the barony is on the far border. They are hoping to use your connections as a threat to stop any adventurism from their neighbors."

"A review of the barony and the family will be needed. I am interested, though, would I still be getting the family stipend?" Greg asked.

"Yes. To help you settle down on your new estate and not make trouble," my father said.

Greg smiled at that. "Then you will get no complaints from me. Don't forget your youngest brother when I come begging for a trade deal."

"I will think about it. Carefully," he replied with a small smile.

I could tell that Dereck was happy he was finally going to become Duke of the Burnstock family.

In three to five years, once he had enough children, my father would pass the title along to him.

The one thing the nobility cared about was preserving their bloodline.

I was more interested in returning to the dungeon to explore and level up my skills.

I wanted to be the best, like my mother. 

            

    
        Chapter 20 – Breakfast With King Terander

    
    
    
    
                I stood at the front of the estate along with the servants and the rest of the family. It was exactly like when we waited to greet my mother.

Thankfully, we had much better information on the arrival time of the King and his family.

There was a massive procession of magical carriages and guards coming along the main road towards the estate.

It wasn't just the King's family, but their attendants, servants, and other people who attended to them.

Unlike my mother, who just had her Squires, the King had a whole entourage of people.

I was more impressed by my mother running towards the estate and striding forward on foot than all this pageantry.

The most decorated carriage came forward and stopped in front of them, where they had rolled out the red carpet.

All the servants kneeled while I bowed along with the rest of my family, including my father.

"Announcing, King Maximillian Terander the Eighteenth of the nation of Terander. Queen Vermillion Terander, nee Heronscape. First Prince Maximillian Terander the Nineteenth, heir to the throne. First Princess Jasmine Terander," a herald called out incredibly loudly, forcing me to pay attention to the royalty who had just arrived.

Clearly, the herald had used some skills.

My mother should have a herald, but she would likely consider it a waste of time and effort better spent elsewhere.

"Your grace," my father said as the King strode forward with his family.

"Rise, rise everyone. We will soon be family, Duke Burnstock. It is good that we can meet like this for such an auspicious occasion," he said, as everyone straightened up or got up from their kneeling position.

"Thank you, Your Grace. Your wife is as radiant as ever. I am almost suspecting a high-level beauty skill or two," my father complimented the Queen.

"Just taking care of myself and some recent stats," the Queen demurred.

"And this must be your heir! Greetings, young man!"

My father greeted the prince with a smile.

"Your estate is quite lovely," he said, and the duke smiled.

He took great pride in ensuring the estate always looked its best. You could never tell that a battle had happened recently, or that my mother had rampaged about.

"Thank you; I try my best. And this must be my future daughter-in-law. You are as lovely as your mother. I hope you and my son will get along," my father said.

"Of course, Duke Burnstock. I look forward to getting to know Dereck," she said.

After that came the King's four other children, who were all relatively young, ranging in age from 7 to 14.

My father then introduced his two sons and his first wife, with the King saying kind words to each of them.

Then it was my turn.

"This is my son Justin from my second wife, the Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock."

"Greetings, Your Grace. It is a privilege and an honor to meet you," I said with a slight bow.

"Oh, the legendary child. You are always welcome in my court and nation, young Justin. I hope you feel Terander is as much of your home as it is mine," he replied.

"From what I have seen, it is lovely. I am honored you would extend such an invitation," I replied, remembering my etiquette.

The King might be slightly interested in me, but he was far more interested in making sure my mother, the Supreme Warlady, kept her home in his nation.

While the children of legends had a higher chance of becoming a legend, it wasn't a guarantee. The path to such heights was long and arduous, while my mother was a sure bet.

Especially after wiping out the royalty of the neighboring nation of Crownsmith.

"My head butler will show you to your accommodations, where you can rest before dinner, Your Grace," my father said, and the King nodded.

"Thank you. It is good not to be traveling anymore. Come," he said.

His family and servants followed him into the mansion.

While the royal entourage went into the mansion, there was still one last person left to greet.

A carriage with a burning tree on a yellow background, the symbol of the Burnstock family, pulled up in front of the red carpet.

An older man slowly exited his enchanted carriage. I could see the resemblance between my grandfather and father: the same sharp lines, the same angular nose. I had inherited more of my mother's slightly rounder features and wider eyes.

"Son," my grandfather said while looking at my father.

"Father." The silence built up over a minute before my father spoke again. "Your grandkids." My father gestured at the three of us, and my grandfather let out a rude snort.

"Always scrambling about, never planning. I should have never handed over the Duchy to you," my grandfather said, tearing away any pretense of civility.

"Then you are welcome to leave."

"And let you mess up this wedding as well? Not a chance." My grandfather walked in front of Dereck and looked him up and down. Dereck bowed his head. "No spine, weak like your father." He then moved in front of Greg and looked him over, who didn't look away. "Learn to be humble; you are only the fourth son."

Now I understand why they never invited my grandfather back to the estate. He then stopped in front of me.

"Where is your mother, boy?" he asked me.

"It is not for you to ask about the whereabouts of my mother, the Supreme Warlady Elena. She can come and go as she wishes."

"Oh, she can. Just kill her way through every problem, no thought, kill, kill, kill," he said sarcastically.

"When she returns, I am sure she would enjoy listening to you," I replied with a smile, and he let out another scoff.

"She knows what I think, and I am not afraid of saying it to her face either, unlike these other weak-willed people. Killing is fine in the dungeon. But up here, in society, there are rules, order, and structure. Something she tramples all over," he replied.

"The weak complain; the strong strive for greatness."

"Don't quote System Scripture to me, boy. When your father was nothing but a squirt in my-"

"That! Is! Enough!" my father yelled and stepped forward. My grandfather turned to face him. "You can either shut up and be polite, or you can leave, you miserable old man. I only agreed to your presence out of familial responsibility, but you can go back to your retirement and the King's Court if you are only going to cause discord and chaos."

"You got your spine from me, boy, but you inherited your weak understanding of the world from your mother's family. Fine. You are the Duke, and I am nothing but a cranky old man who knows nothing: just an idiot and a clown. Perhaps I shall dress up as one. Now, have a servant show me to my room."

My father signaled a servant, who then escorted my grandfather away.

"Was he always this bad?" I asked Dereck, who shook his head.

"He got a lot worse after our father took your mother as his second wife. It just isn't done. Her status was the only reason they approved the marriage."

I didn't realize that taking a second wife was such a big deal. I knew that inheritance and bloodlines were important to nobles, but I didn't realize a second wife would trample on that concept so much. Even with all the learning I had done, there were still some things that weren't written in books that I still had to learn.

"I am sorry, my children, but you will have to endure your grandfather during this time. We can send him away once the wedding is over."

"He won't make a scandal at the wedding?" Dereck asked.

"There was a reason he waited until the King and his family had gone inside. He values tradition and following the rules. He won't ever make a scene when others are present," my father said.

That didn't count the servants or guards who had been discreetly watching in. To my grandfather, they were nothing but the help.

"Was marrying my mother such a big deal?" I asked, trying to get more information on why he was so upset.

My siblings and other servants left as my father gestured for me to walk with him around the estate. The guards followed at a distance.

"Despite the public agreement with your mother regarding inheritance rights, it caused quite a stir. Taking a second wife is heavily disapproved of. People can ignore a mistress or two, but a second wife causes a lot of legal headaches. Your grandfather wanted us to build up the military to secure the border, but that would have just led to increasing escalation. Not just with Crownsmith but with the Kingdom of Terander."

"So, when your mother began inquiring regarding a husband, I stepped forward. The cost was far less than an outright war, even with your conception. But it creates a tense political dynamic. He had friends in the Crownsmith nobility that she wiped out. Normally, fights between nobles are skirmishes so their people can build up levels."

He allowed me to consider what he had revealed before continuing.

"Marrying your mother threw these carefully maneuvered plans into disarray. He has never been happy since he had to give me the title of Duke. He wanted to remain in charge for as long as possible. But it would have caused a tremendous scandal with the nobility, and I threatened to walk away after my children were born unless he passed over the title."

The rift was much more profound than I realized.

"Don't worry, Justin. He is nothing but an old man who gets financial support from our family for being the former Duke. We will watch him, and I will remove him if he causes any more problems."

"I am surprised mother didn't get upset with him," I replied.

"He has kept away from her. He knows she would kill him without hesitation," my father said.

I let out a sigh. I hadn't been expecting to be dragged into the center of the family drama.

"Isn't the King supposed to protect the other nobility?"

"Ah, that is much more complicated. Crownsmith likely had tacit support to form bandit groups and make trouble at the border. No one can prove it, but the Kings of Terander have long wanted to dismantle this duchy. We used to be a separate kingdom, but came together long ago. While I could have raised an army in response or asked the King to intervene, both options would have come with hidden strings attached that I wished to avoid."

"But the King was foolish to put you in that position."

"My son, welcome to the world of politics. No less cutthroat than the dungeon, but the dangers are much more hidden. Your mother thinks the same as well. For adventurers, things are simple. Kill monsters, get stronger. But for nobles, it is more about social positioning and maneuvering. Marrying your mother and having you was a way out of a tough situation for me, even if it created a scandal among the nobility. I love you, but that is just the reality of the situation."

I still wasn't entirely sure why my grandfather was upset.

Apparently, my father's second marriage was a scandal, but my grandfather was unable to object to it. He was also unhappy at having had to step down from his position.

Why couldn't everyone get along?

It was naive of me to think that, but it just seemed pointless to get upset about such things.

Everything was running smoothly, and there were no issues with my father's marriage. It wasn't as if I was trying to or planning to usurp my brother. Once he became duke in a couple of years, he would secure his position.

If my mother had wanted me to inherit, she would have just acted and told people how it was going to be.

She was not one to easily suffer challenges or debates.

Healer Castelle only got away with that since he was arguing for my health.

He was still using Stabilize Soul on me to ensure my health.

I didn't think I had gained any more skills, but with everything happening, I wasn't so sure. Once I acquired System Sense, a Tier 3 skill, I gained a better understanding of these things.

The more I thought about it, the more reckless it was to let me be without getting me a level to improve my Mind stat. But my mother seemed quite reckless in her pursuit of power.

If one could become a supreme legend by playing it safe, everyone would be a supreme legend, and the title would mean nothing.

For every success, like my mother's, there were countless failures forgotten in the dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 21 – Interlude 1

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

"The Last Bastion," I said with a smile as I looked at the giant doorway in the distance. Even with the compass in my possession, finding this place on the 20th layer was always a hassle.

My Squires remained alert behind me. They would never drop their guard in the dungeon.

That was why they had survived long enough to become my Squires.

I strode forward and saw that Legend Dominator Sorus was on watch duty.

He was nearing the end of his life, having reached nearly half a millennium.

"Oh, back already? I thought you went off and had a kid?" he asked as I strode forward.

He kept his eyes shut and his sword resting on his lap as he sat on the frail chair in front of the large doorway leading inside the only human outpost in the dungeon.

He enjoyed standing up rapidly and his chair shattering to frighten new arrivals.

"I did, and now I am here for some items and to find someone. A poison, stealth, and a cursed tier 6 skill using legend," I declared.

Sorus slowly opened his eyes to look at me. My skills reflected his attempt at divination, and I gently placed my hand on the hilt of my sword.

If he wanted to get cute and bully me like he had in the past, I wouldn't hesitate to remove his head and teach him a lesson.

"Peace, peace. Just confirming you aren't a monster. There was an incident a couple of years ago. Two people were murdered in their sleep. An Abnormal pretended to be human. It was an enormous scandal," he said, and I nodded, removing my hand from the hilt of my blade.

"Is the Legendary Alchemist Footworth still alive?"

"Of course. I can't die before that old goat. He is almost at a millennium, the bastard. I swear he has a secret super Elixir that keeps giving Vitality. You and your Squires may pass. Welcome back to the Last Bastion, Supreme Warlady," he said with a smirk.

I disliked the title 'Warlady,' but I didn't have the strength to argue against it. Now, I don't care enough to make a fuss.

I had other business to deal with, and I didn't lower myself to respond.

They gave the titles as a form of humility. Anyone who kept their title was welcome to return. If they didn't, then they wouldn't be let back in.

They named me Warlady because fighting in so many wars outside the dungeon was considered a black mark in my history. It was a subtle poke at my accomplishments, having to carve my path.

If the legends living here hadn't done that for everyone who reached level 100, then I would have been enraged. Now it was just a small joke of minor importance, like sand between my toes. Annoying, but not fatal.

Sorus pulled out a communicator and muttered a passphrase that even I couldn't overhear.

The massive doorway to the Last Bastion slowly opened.

I strode forward without hesitation.

The cavern containing this fortress and settlement was neither large nor small.

There were around 100 buildings carved into the stone itself. Stretching from the floor to the ceiling, filling up the entire cavern.

"Payment for entry," a bored-looking guard said. He was only an elite, but was probably paying off some debt, and was forced to work on processing entry fees.

I tossed a spatial pouch onto the table.

"For me and my three Squires. That should cover me for quite a while. Squire Jessica, ensure proper handling of it."

I didn't wait for a response as I strode off. All food, building materials, and other supplies had to be brought down from the surface. If someone didn't bring enough goods with them to cover the entry fee, they had to work it off, just like the guard.

I would be good for the next decade with how much I have brought down. It was a minor thing and something I had planned a long time ago.

I didn't think I would be back so soon.

The streets barely had any people.

Only elites, those over level 80, could make it down here on their own. Many legends were said to have been drinking or resting the remainder of their lives down here in peace. It was a retirement home for the truly strong.

A place that filled me with disgust at their complacency and at the slavery.

They would bring people down here with low levels who had no way of escaping. If these people refused to serve, they would starve, or someone would use them in an experiment.

That was why I was a supreme legend, and they were mostly gutter trash, not even worth a second look.

I hated such degeneracy.

Instead of working to reach the bottom of the dungeon and destroy it, they only wanted to become strong and spread misery.

I strode forward, my well-oiled enchanted armor moving easily.

It was far different from the casual armor I wore on the surface. It hadn't even been scratched during my descent, which had been my goal. Unfortunately, things would only get much more difficult in the future.

Many elite and legendary crafters, alchemists, and other professionals came down here to the Last Bastion to work their trade. Most died horribly when going into the dungeon with whatever legend escorted them down here.

Even fewer dared to go alone.

I strode into the shop of Legendary Master Alchemist Footworth.

He was a degenerate, but he was strong, especially regarding his profession. He was no Grandmaster Alchemist, but he was close.

Crafters didn't get weird titles from their peers since there were so few of them that made it this far.

A soft bell chimed, and a scantily clad young woman came forward.

The lecherous old man had brought her down here. She wasn't a slave, but there was nowhere else she could go at only level 40.

While it disgusted me, there was only the law of the strong and the law of connections down here.

No one started fighting.

To do so, everyone turns on them, including The Librarian.

This place was a haven for those who wanted to be left alone and for complete degenerate scum.

"Supreme Warlady Elena, how can we assist you today?"

"I wish to speak to your master. Get him," I ordered.

"He is in the middle of a difficult experiment; what should I say this is regarding?"

"The failure of one of his students, which he will help fix, and a full course of Elixirs," I said.

"Of course, one moment," the young woman said and quickly left for the back of the building and possibly another floor.

I didn't extend my senses. Others would detect that, and that would be rude.

A few minutes later, an old man wearing only undergarments and smoking a foul-smelling herb walked out into the central area of his store.

He leered lecherously at me.

The smell of sex was strong about him, and I resisted the urge to lop off his head.

"Oh, you have come back. Everyone dislikes Old Footworth until they need something. So, which one of my students messed up?"

"The one in Terander's capital. I forgot his name. Refining a wyvern heart helped him boost physical growth. He said it would be okay for my son to take it," I calmly said. "He no longer has a head to think with."

"A pity. But let me guess, hmm, your son is what, nine years old?" I nodded. "And you probably gave him something else. Knowing you, you would only get the best, so a soul fruit?" I nodded again. "And now his soul is all messed up, and he has gained skills too quickly?" I nodded a third time. He wasn't reading my mind; his insight was just that good. There was a reason I was here; he was the best Alchemist that I knew of. "So, a full course of Elixirs, not just Mental Fortitude?"

"Yes. Since I am here, I want to strengthen all his stats as well. A Healer had a list of concerns," I said and pulled out a sheet of paper Healer Castelle gave me.

Alchemist Footworth took it and examined it.

"Idiot healers, thinking they understand things. Nothing but a bunch of useless people depending on skills they don't really understand." He pulled out his cigarette and set it on a nearby counter, letting the smoke drift upwards from the smoldering tip without putting it out.

"My son?"

"If it were anyone but you and me, I would say your son is completely dead. The problem with Elixirs is that they make the soul vulnerable, and then bam! Stat injection. If your son took one, his soul and body would explode. That is why we only sell them down here. Don't want to get a poor reputation."

"And you have a solution?"

"What you need is a Mega Elixir, the pinnacle of alchemy. That is the best option. Your son takes that; he will gain all the stats while ensuring his health. Instead of going bam to the soul, it is nice and gentle. Allows for more regular Elixirs before or after. The Alchemical toxicity is high, but that should be fine for your son. That wyrm heart will be done in terms of Alchemical Toxicity by the time you get back up to the surface. Or you can go ask The Librarian for a soul related to skill to help your son."

The Alchemist grinned at me. I didn't react.

They were all pigs disguised as humans. Going to the Librarian would ask for more trouble and draw me into the putrid politics down here in the Last Bastion. But I had business with him.

"What is your price and what do you need for this pinnacle of alchemy?" I asked, knowing it would be something ridiculous.

It didn't matter.

I would do anything for my precious son, whom I had hurt in my haste to help him.

"An indigo monster core. You get that, and you will get your Mega Elixir. Only something of that power can act as the primary base for a Mega Elixir. The trick, my dear, is to dilute the sheer power while extracting the essence. Oh, and a blue one for my trouble as well."

"Doesn't each individual Elixir require a separate ingredient?"

"Yes, they do for regular Elixirs. But the monster parts that have fused with the cores. I need a raw core for the key process of making it subtle. You know the power of an indigo core."

That meant facing a champion on the 25th layer of the dungeon.

I had only been that deep once before, and it was a close thing, coming back. I had never shared that experience with anyone.

"I will require a contract. If anything harms my son, you will die horribly."

"Of course, of course. I might have many faults, but my Alchemy is peerless. Otherwise, you wouldn't be here talking to little old me, Miss Supreme Warlady."

He was absolutely right, but he was still a pig.

"That deep, the danger," Squire Nox said hesitantly.

It wasn't just the monsters; it was going back that was the real challenge. After the 20th layer, the dungeon really didn't like people going back up.

That was why the Last Bastion was built here.

"It is possible. I have done it before," I said.

Alchemist Footworth just grinned.

He assisted in the crafting of my blade with the indigo monster core I had brought up last time, helping create the unique blend of metal.

He knew I could come back if he thought of cheating me.

My Squires stared at me in surprise.

"On the house. A powerful regeneration potion. Consider it an investment so I can push my craft to new heights," Alchemist Footworth set a purple potion on his counter.

He then picked up his foul-smelling cigarette.

"Now, if you will excuse me, I am off to have some fun. Try not to die. I really would like to make a Mega Elixir and break through my skill bottleneck," he said as he walked away.

I picked up the regeneration potion and put it in my spatial storage.

He turned away, pulling the female store clerk after him into a back room.

Still a pig, but I wouldn't deny the power of his regeneration potions.

He was the best after all.

I would also pay a visit to The Librarian.

There were arrangements I needed to make if I died down in the dungeon.

I needed to determine which legend had cursed my son.

Even now, I felt a slight trace of fear and excitement about facing a champion monster on the 25th layer.

No one had ever come back from deeper than that, or no one talked of such an accomplishment, and there was no such record.

"Rest for a day. Then we depart into the lower dungeon."

Nothing would stop me from ensuring the best future for my son.

Not the dungeon, not pigs, not some idiot who thought they could curse my child and get away with it…

Nothing.

            

    
        Chapter 22 – The First Prince’s Social Skills

    
    
    
    
                I entered the library early in the morning, before breakfast, which was my habit.

The guard watching me went to stand against a wall off to one side, out of the way.

I took a seat at my usual table and began copying the book with Eldarin Script into an empty one.

Each loop perfectly aligned, each stroke angled near perfection.

It wasn't perfect yet, since there were still minor improvements I could make.

Tutor Damian has pointed out several minor improvements I could make. That was the power of a tutor, recognizing how a person could improve their skill by correcting their actions, rather than simply repeating them.

He wasn't up yet, but that wasn't an issue since I would just get started right away with whatever work I had to complete.

Squire Jessica and Squire Sabin instilled in me the habit of waking up early, much like a skill, when they woke me up early to train.

I heard someone else enter the mansion's library and looked up to see the First Prince Maximillian.

It was an informal setting. I was a noble and a member of the household he was visiting, so I did not have to go out of my way.

Inclining my head towards him showed I recognized his presence, but wasn't bothering him.

Instead, he came over to bother me.

I shook my head at my guard, who just nodded back. He wouldn't interfere.

There's no need to cause a fuss, since it was just the First Prince.

It was better to be polite.

"Good morning, Justin. Working on some skills?" he asked me when he took a seat across the table.

He was almost twice my age, but his father had probably told him to make friends with me, I thought cynically.

"Yes, First Prince. I am working on my Eldarin Script and Writing Focus," I replied.

"Two tier 2 skills. You are as impressive as the rumors suggest. Ah, Transversal of the Dungeon by famed playwright, Aaron the Orator. A classic and a travesty of writing — quite the contradiction," he said.

"My tutor swears by it," I replied.

"Only because it is so mind-numbing, it forces you to pay attention; otherwise, you won't improve your skills. No one wants to read that garbage. Aaron was famed for his oratory skills, not his writing skills," the First Prince said.

"Thankfully, I am getting close to finishing, since it is what I spend most of my time on," I replied.

"Oh, I would have thought you would train in fighting skills? With your mother being who she is," he said.

"She is away with all her Squires at the moment, so I am focused on other skills right now. I can't wait to go down into the dungeon again. There is nothing more exciting than fighting monsters," I replied.

"Exactly what a future legend would say. Oh, we both know my father wants me to make friends with you. Your mother is quite scary, you know?"

"I know. Have you been in the dungeon?"

"All curated and handheld. To get me my initial 20," he replied, and I nodded.

Noble male heirs received an initial 20 levels immediately to help them excel in various skills and make it more difficult for them to be killed. Then they would get a lot more after they were married and had kids.

"No fighting skills at all."

"Really? That seems, well, weird," I replied, and he shook his head.

"My entire skill selection is micro-managed for optimal rulership. It can get exhausting, but it is my role in life. What about you? Does your mother select everything?"

"Yes. She confirmed I wanted to follow in her footsteps and didn't hold back. Her Squires haven't held back in the slightest," I replied while warming up to the First Prince.

A part of me knew it was probably his skills affecting me, but he seemed like a genuinely pleasant person.

"Martial skills sure sound exciting. So, you are planning on becoming a spellblade like your mother?"

"Yes, at least I think so. It requires a lot of work but is very versatile and powerful on its own."

"Personally, I always thought being a pure magic caster would be best, very powerful," he said.

"That's if you want just to fight other people. Fighting in the dungeon requires rationing of Mana. Fewer burst fights and more of a grind. That is why being a spellblade offers the best of both options," I replied, and the First Prince nodded.

"It seems you have given more thought to your future profession. If only everyone put as much thought into such things as you have. Are you thinking of sticking with a sword, or do you have another preferred weapon?"

"The sword for now. But that might change in time. I am learning a range of weapon skills. What about you? What does the heir to a kingdom learn all day?"

"What fork to pick at dinner to not start a war," he said, and we both chuckled, since knowing the forks for dinner was a part of Eldarin Etiquette. "There is a lot of focus on international relations, since our nation relies heavily on trade and growing food. I actually have the Farming skill," he said.

I blinked in surprise. "Really? That seems…Well, I wouldn't expect a noble to have that skill. Wouldn't most look down on it?"

"They would, but our nation depends heavily on farming. I prefer to appear knowledgeable when discussing farming-related issues. While I will have advisors, a king's duty is to lead, not let others lead him."

"Down in the dungeon, I will most likely be adventuring alone. Maybe I might form a team if I can find people to trust," I said.

"Trust is hard to develop. The rarest and most precious thing. That is why, as nobility, or at least for me, I prefer to be upfront in all my dealings to avoid misunderstandings," he explained, which made sense.

The First Prince really was nothing like I expected. I figured he might be a bit stuck-up like my older half-brothers, but he was the complete opposite of that.

He really was a great guy.

"Well, you probably know the backgrounds of the people who will advise you a couple of generations back. Adventurers come from a more varied background," I replied.

"Indeed. Once I learned the history of your mother, the Supreme Warlady, I was impressed. A mere peasant girl, rising and killing her way through the dungeon to emerge as a supreme legend. It makes one realize that if she can do it, it is possible for anyone," he replied.

"I know, but that is where I feel a lot of pressure," I said, opening a bit to the First Prince, who nodded.

"I get that feeling to some extent. You have one incredibly exceptional mother, and I have eighteen generations behind me; I can't disappoint. The pressure can get a bit much, but I always enjoyed a challenge," the First Prince said, and I nodded as he kept smiling.

"Well, I just have to continue studying and training."

"So, are you thinking of going to the dungeon or broadening your horizons a bit? The College of Advancement would welcome someone like you with open arms."

"It is hard to say. I will probably listen to what my mother tells me, but I guess that the College of Advancement will focus on skill growth and build a stronger foundation. But if I can get in some more fighting in the dungeon, I wouldn't object."

"Ah, a true adventurer at heart. It pains me to say this, but our kingdom lacks a strong adventurous or martial spirit—instead, it focuses on trade and food production. Our claim to fame is the School of Growth, which focuses on developing farming skills and expertise. We have the best farmers in the world, but ask for more adventurers, and people hesitate or find excuses."

"Why? I mean, the dungeon is a path to money and power. Sure, the start isn't easy, but with hard work, people can improve their lives."

"Some do, of course. But they all go to other places. We have tried instituting more friendly policies for adventurers, but it is a struggle to attract and keep talent. People set up schools and training institutions in other countries, while our marital talent remains low."

"You can't just hire some elites?"

"We have, but legends are the true power of countries with much more enduring legacies. But talent attracts talent. Even with our best efforts and a considerable amount of money, it has been a struggle. Now there are your mother and yourself in the future."

"Me? I am nowhere near being a legend yet."

"For now. But with a mother like yours, I know it is only a matter of time. You don't have to commit to anything or make any promises. I would ask that you consider our humble nation of Terander in the future when deciding where to live," the First Prince said.

This nation was quite lovely, and the First Prince was a great guy. I didn't even mind that he was trying to influence me. Just having to think about where to live wasn't such a big deal.

I slowly nodded in response to this request.

"My future is still uncertain, but I won't forget my home," I said.

"Excellent. Sorry if I am such a bore. But you know, parents are always demanding new things from us children," he replied with a smile, and I nodded.

"You aren't a bore."

"Well, I will leave you to your studies. It was good speaking with you, Justin. I look forward to future conversations," he said and got up.

I got up and bowed slightly as he left out of respect.

That was when my father came to the library with a frown.

"The First Prince spoke with you?"

"He was pleasant. He just asked me to think about making the Kingdom of Terander my home," I said.

My father let out a sigh of relief.

"The royal family has powerful social skills that they have trained relentlessly with. Your Focus stat was no match for the First Prince. Think carefully about what happened, what you talked about, and write it all down. And be careful in the future," my father said.

He looked at my guard, who didn't react.

My father let out a sigh and shook his head.

No guard would dare stop the First Prince from having a casual conversation.

"I have other issues to deal with. Be careful," my father said and then rushed off. I frowned as I got out a blank piece of paper and began copying everything that had occurred.

My mind was compromised.

I couldn't believe it.

The First Prince was so lovely and easy to get along with.

But was that me, or his skills?

My head felt like a mess.

He wasn't even demanding, but it was a wake-up call regarding mental skills.

If he had hostile intentions or had been a monster, I would be in a much worse position.

Even though I knew the First Prince had manipulated me with his skills, I couldn't help but think that he was a really great guy.

Leveraging social skills against a person was truly insidious. It is no wonder that people considered nobility a full-time job, requiring specialized skills.

As the heir to the King, he probably had much more specialized skills.

Even at his young age, he would have gotten the best education and Tutors growing up.

            

    
        Chapter 23 – Pushing Forward Regardless

    
    
    
    
                Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 210/210

Stamina: 180/180

Mana: 60/60

Class: Tier 0, Child (Green)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition(+8%), Increased Learning Speed(+8%), Increased Stat Gain(+8%), Increased Physical Gain(+8%)

Vitality: 21 (+0)
Endurance: 18 (+0)
Strength: 16 (+0)
Agility: 18 (+0)
Perception: 9 (+1)
Mind: 41 (+5)
Magic: 6 (+1)
Focus: 19 (+2)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (24) (2+): Mathematics (99+24), Running (90), Breathing (82+7), Eldarin History (75+10), Meditation (65+15), Dodge (61), Toughness (53), Eldarin Etiquette (50+5), Drawing Skills (41+7), Sword Skills (41), Shield Skills (29), Light Armor (29), Dancing Skills (28), Spear Skills (23), Monster Processing Skills (19), Cooking Skills (15), Bow Skills (15), Cleaning Skills (14), Axe Skills (14), Pugilist Skills (14), Dagger Skills (12), Wrestling Skills (8), Speech (5+2), Combat Tactics (2+2)

Tier 2 (18): Eldarin Script (81+61), Writing Focus (61+54), Danger Sense (33+2), Mana Sense (42+22), Darkness Vision (8), Monster Analysis (3), Soul Sense (2+2), Trap Detection (1), Depth Sense (1)

Tier 3 (12): Pain Resistance (20), Soul Resistance (11+9), Empowered Will (6+4), Fear Resistance (2)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon (C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing(T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)

I went over everything with Healer Castelle, Tutor Damian, and my father, listening in.

They were the only three people allowed to hear my full status under strict instructions from my mother.

My father was sitting in the background, remaining quiet while the other two men discussed my skills and status.

"Another skill, which isn't good, but the Mind stat has increased. A ratio of 77.4% gives more leeway, but we still aren't out of the danger zone," Healer Castelle said.

"It is a good thing that skill mastery doesn't count towards Meldor's Threshold," Tutor Damian said.

"If it did, then no one would advance. I know the idiots over at the College of Advancement like to count everything, but what matters is the actual status page as it is at this precise moment," Healer Castelle said.

"What do you think of the level gains? If my memory isn't failing me, that is 72 levels in Tier 1 skills, 141 in Tier 2 skills, and 13 in Tier 3 skills. The rate of progression is ridiculous."

Both were ignoring me and discussing my health and status.

"It's the soul fruit, combined with his age, level, and Mind stat. Who gives a child a green soul fruit? Anyone would kill for a red one, and his mother just gives him a green one."

"Well, she is the Supreme Warlady," Tutor Damian replied.

"I know the soul fruit made it easier to increase my skills. Is it really that strong?" I asked.

"Child, a soul fruit is a near-priceless natural treasure of the dungeon. People can consume them multiple times. They make it easier for the skills imprinted on your soul to level. No one would lightly use such an item on a child who has just gotten access to their status. Let alone a green soul fruit. Even for people at the level of your mother, it is a priceless treasure."

"To put it in perspective, the soul fruit would cost as much as it took for your conception. An insane amount of money," Tutor Damian said.

"That much, but…" I trailed off, not knowing what to say.

That my mother had given me such a priceless treasure made me even more thankful for her being my mother.

"There is no need to say anything. But these increases would be at least 25% less if you didn't consume such an item."

"Not a quarter, but a tenth. He gained 393 skill levels, considering tier, in three months. A top student with very good Tutors would gain around 250, at most. I am good, but even with focused instruction, there is only so much one can improve in such a short time."

"That much, hmm. Skill levels are just reinforcement of the skill that is already part of your soul. There is no additional stress unless it advances to the next tier. At least there shouldn't be. You are sure the difference is that great?" Healer Castelle asked.

"I don't question your healing skills, so don't question my math and reasoning. He is going to max out on Eldarin Script and Writing Focus after just copying that one book. At most, that should take him to level 50 and a breakthrough thereafter upon completing it. Not all the way to skill mastery. But progress is coming incredibly quickly."

"Well, it shouldn't be a bad thing. If anything, the skills being at a higher level provide more support to the skills and his soul," Healer Castelle replied. "His mother will be pleased if something good comes from this debacle. I am sure other kids have consumed a soul fruit from their parents."

"What would happen if I ate another soul fruit?" I asked, curious if I could improve even faster.

They both just stared at me.

"Child, if you were anyone else, I would slap you for saying that. Your mother must have found one and saved it for a long time. They are among the best natural treasures one can find in the dungeon. And with the state of your soul, it would be incredibly reckless," Healer Castelle said.

"The problem is the skill level gain has increased, which could indicate a problem," Tutor Damian interrupted. We all looked at him. "I just did the mental math. It has increased by around 12.9% over the last three months compared to the growth shown in the previous six months."

"It is probably him focusing on mental skills. His Mind stat is much higher. By ignoring the physical skills he has, the growth rate is larger than when he had to train under one of the Squires," Healer Castelle said after a few seconds of thinking about the situation. "The actual concerns are Mathematics, Eldarin Script, and Writing Focus. Those are the main mental skills he has been focusing on, and Mathematics is at the last bottleneck."

"We could let them increase in tier and keep up studying with more advanced skills. It is the only way, since we want to avoid other skills that will level quickly," Tutor Damian replied.

"Then we are right back where we started, at the edge of Meldor's Threshold and destruction of his soul."

"Well, he has to improve some skills. Unless you want him to go back to physical skills, but there isn't a qualified tutor compared to the Squires."

"Then he just has to do with a lesser tutor then."

"And you want to tell the Supreme Warlady you limited her son's skill growth? You might not be afraid of death, but I prefer living. Those three skills tier up, and we keep going. The Mind stat should increase some more as well."

"And when his soul collapses, you can be the one to tell her you were responsible."

They were both talking about me without even considering my perspective on things.

I took a deep breath and then spoke up, cutting these two grown men off.

"I will decide. Ultimately, it is my decision, and my mother told me I had the final say about my future. One thing that the Squires and my mother have imparted to me is a sense of urgency. Even as young as I am, it is a race to level up skills, to get stronger, to advance faster. Slowing down is not an option. Although I can practice Breathing while completing other tasks, I cannot improve my other physical skills as easily without a dedicated tutor. I will focus on mental skills, and Tutor Damian will help me breakthrough."

"So be it. But you need to be careful. But you already know the risks. Do what you want," Healer Castelle said with a wave of his hand.

I could tell he was frustrated, but I wouldn't slow my progress. If I wanted to become a supreme legend, a greater spellblade than my mother, then I couldn't slow down.

Even if it risked my health, it was a good way to level up Soul Resistance and Soul Sense.

I didn't get those skills from nowhere.

"I can feel my soul. Like some blob that overlays my body. Can you help me improve it?" I asked Healer Castelle.

He let out a sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"System save me from children who think they know best. Messing about with the soul is incredibly dangerous. While no skill is truly evil, soul mages have a terrible reputation. Often because of their experiments on others and their history with the Eldarin Empire."

I looked at tutor Damian, who nodded. "But if I can sense my soul, wouldn't that be useful to check if anything is going wrong?"

"Three rules then! If you break them, or I think you are breaking them, I won't teach you any longer. And I don't care if you think I am being unfair. The risk of you doing something stupid is too high."

"Yes, Healer Castelle."

"First, you do nothing. I mean anything regarding your soul unless you specifically ask me first. Even using the skill to sense your soul. You may not practice it independently. While you will have a residual soul sense, please don't focus on it. If you focus your mind in the wrong way, you might poke your soul. If you do anything, there could be greater complications. So only with my express permission will you try to do anything."

"Yes, Healer Castelle," I answered.

"Second, never use that skill on another being. Even as a test or to level up that skill. That leads down a dark path, and I will have no part of it. Unless you choose to become a healer, soul skills are dark. Don't go down a dark path." That was also easy to agree with. "Third, no questions. I will tell you what I think you should know so you don't do something stupid."

"Understood! You have my word, I will follow your rules."

"We will see."

"Combat Tactics? I am curious where you could have gotten that from," Tutor Damian said.

"I was talking with the guard captain about the attack on the estate," I said.

"Ah, that would do it. Given how easily you can acquire skills... Well, I suppose we can combine it with more focused history lessons. Lots of books to read then and keep you engaged with different mental skills," he said with a smile.

I wanted to let out a groan, but held back.

I knew I needed to focus on the mental skills to keep my Mind stat, but I preferred action.

After getting a taste of the dungeon, I wanted to go back.

"Your Mana Sense has been making impressive progress. Now that I am thinking about the other areas, you are right; it is a bit much. We are going backwards, not forwards," Healer Castelle said.

"Backwards?"

"Your skills are improving too quickly in relation to your Mind stat. Once you have mastered them and increased their tier, the pressure on your soul grows; it doesn't decrease."

"If he doesn't want to slow down, there is nothing we can do. We must keep focusing on mental skills and increasing that stat."

"Foolishness, but it is your choice."

I didn't need to hear anymore.

It was time to focus back on learning and improving.

            

    
        Chapter 24 – An Extravagant Wedding

    
    
    
    
                The wedding was being held at the estate.

Despite its massive size, everything was being pushed to capacity. I moved into my mother's apartment, while they gave my current rooms to a king from a neighboring country.

No one would dare touch my mother's rooms except me. Taking her apartment suite would claim a higher status than the person who had been staying there.

I had discussed this with my father and agreed to the arrangement.

My youngest sibling had also lost his apartment in the mansion and moved in with his parents to save space.

Tutor Damian and Healer Castelle, along with the other high-ranking staff members, were all relocated to the barracks with an apology, but everyone understood the situation.

This wasn't just the social event of the year, but of the decade, at the very least.

And while my eldest half-brother and his fiancée were at the center of the chaos, it was my presence that was fueling the drive for everyone to attend.

I wasn't my mother, just a likely future legend, and she wasn't around to kill people that offended her.

The nobility in the surrounding nations was using this opportunity to assess whether a monumental power shift was forthcoming and how much they needed to prepare.

That was why so many kings from neighboring countries had arrived, each with their own nobility and entourage.

They set aside a large section of the estate grounds for pavilions for these nobles. Unless you were a king, it was impossible to stay in the mansion.

King Terander had the entire guesthouse for himself and his family.

Security was incredibly tight. I now had three elite guards always shadowing me, even while sleeping.

If someone assassinated me during the wedding, it would be a political disaster of epic proportions. No one knew exactly what my mother would do beyond killing many people.

At least it was only for a week.

Various banquets and get-togethers took place during the five days leading up to the wedding.

Then, on the day of the wedding, it was a day for everyone to pack up and prepare to leave.

A servant helped me put on the perfectly tailored clothing that had been made a month before the wedding. It was a seamless fit that I would soon outgrow, and of the highest quality.

It was the current fashion of the nobility, used to flaunt their wealth and status with colorful clothing that was far too tight.

It was a way of measuring another's wealth without having to fight, since supplies and mercenary support decided many battles that weren't chosen by a legend.

I sat down in the front row with my family as everyone gathered in the outdoor chapel for the ceremony.

The King and his family sat on the other side of the aisle in the front row. The rest of the nobility sat on either side. Floating platforms were provided for the visiting royalty to view the ceremony.

There were at least four legends in attendance, hired as guards, from what I heard.

My father had given me a Ring of Concealment to block any attempted scans of my status.

Usually an illegal item, since it prevented people from being scanned by guards at the city gates, he said it was for my health.

It was highly likely that enough people would try to scan my status, causing me to develop another skill, which would ultimately be detrimental to me.

The orchestra played as noon approached.

One by one, the marriage procession walked down the aisle and took up their positions on either side of the altar.

My brother then walked down the aisle in a resplendent suit. The golden thread sparkled slightly.

He took up his position to one side of the System High Priest, who was present.

My father would have gotten a Cardinal if they did weddings, but they tried to avoid all politics. T

hat just left the High Priest for the nation of Terander.

The music changed, and everyone stood up, turning to watch the bride walk down the aisle.

I didn't see her until she got to the front.

Two elves walked in front, using a spell to create shimmering flower petals in the air in front of the bride.

Small, glowing, magical fairies carried her white bridal gown behind her.

They weren't actual creatures.

They were just some enchanted automatons used for events like this that cost a fortune from the Dwarves.

Her gown shimmered in waves like white water come to life.

No doubt another expensive enchantment.

But despite the immense cost, I had to admit both looked amazing.

Not a single hair, enchantment, or thread out of place.

The King escorted his daughter down the aisle and left her at the altar across from my brother.

Everyone took their seat for the ceremony.

"We gather here today to bless this couple in the System's light. May their fates always be intertwined. If anyone has an objection to this union, speak now, or forever hold your peace," the System High Priest roared.

No one spoke up and created a scene.

"Then, do you, Dereck Burnstock, Heir to the Duchy of Burnstock, First Son to Duke Darren Burnstock, take this woman as your wife in perpetuity, to protect, cherish, and honor until the end of your days under the watchful gaze of the System?"

"I swear under the watchful gaze of the System."

"Then, do you, Jasmine Terander, First Princess of Terander, daughter of King Maximillian Terander the Eighteenth of the nation of Terander, take this man as your husband in perpetuity, to protect, cherish, and honor until the end of your days under the watchful gaze of the System?"

"I swear under the watchful gaze of the System."

"Then, with my authority as a High Priest of the System, I declare this couple married and grant them the linked skill of Bonded Companion," the High Priest said and brought up his hands.

A white glow engulfed my brother and his new wife.

"Now you may kiss and seal this covenant," the High Priest said, and they kissed.

There was a round of applause at this.

My brother turned to the assembled guests.

"Family, friends, honored guests. Please join us for the celebration of this auspicious occasion," my brother said to another round of applause.

He escorted his bride back down the aisle and towards the mansion so that they could change into new outfits.

While I didn't have a good sense of money, I knew all of this was costing a fortune.

But the Burnstock family was on the ascent, and they needed to look good in front of the other nations.

As we made our way to the party site while the orchestra played in the background, a grizzled-looking warrior with no shirt, only a simple pair of shorts covering him, and a massive war hammer on his back, stepped in front of me and my family members.

The guards nearby all tensed up.

"I shall look on the son of the Supreme Warlady myself," he declared, and I felt more fear.

Several of the elite guards took a step forward.

"No harm will come to him," my father said while stepping in front of me.

"Hah, I do not kill the weak like she does. I kill only the strong, like her."

My father made a half step to the side while the heavily scarred man stared down at me.

He could probably crush my head with one hand.

"Weak, but young. I am Legend Extravagant Warren."

"Justin Burnstock," I replied while not looking away, even while trembling.

"Good, you have steel in your spine, like your mother. One day, I will kill her and take her title of Supreme Legend with my skills and my Warhammer Absolute Domination. Then I hope you come to me for revenge, and I will kill you too."

Several people were looking over, and the tension had increased.

"Then make your attempt on her, and we shall see the outcome," I said, putting my belief in my mother out there for everyone to hear.

"Hah! I like people who aren't afraid to speak their minds …if they can back it up. Don't let overconfidence be your downfall, young Justin."

"I will remember your words in the context in which they were given."

It was the politest thing I could think of that would end the conversation with this man.

"I believe that is enough. You said what you wanted to, Legend Extravagant Warren," my father said.

The scarred man gave him a look and then turned away, saying nothing else.

The tension left the air.

"Come, let's get to the celebration," my father said as we continued walking with the other guests.

Then, another figure forced us to stop again as they stood in our path.

"Forgive my colleague, but he piqued my curiosity. I am Legend Quick Draw Yorren," the man said while spinning a pair of knives in his hands casually.

"Justin Burnstock," I greeted him while he looked me over.

"You have the same fire in your eyes as your mother. She is quite a scary woman. Unlike that muscle-headed brute, I have no interest in fighting her to the death."

"I won't convey anything in that regard to her."

He let out a low chuckle at that statement.

"And if you ever want to learn about knives in the shadows, well, you can come ask for some training from me. Your mother might be an invincible supreme, but the rest of the lesser beings must make do with other tactics besides brutally slaughtering their way through the opposition. Finesse goes a long way. Well, it was a pleasure, young Justin," he said, and just left before I could say anything else.

Legends were eccentric, but that was expected. One did not reach that level of strength by being simple.

These people were greeting me now, since my father had been running heavy interference up to this point.

Also, the legends greeting me like this before the celebration kicked off was a favor in disguise. They were telling all the would-be social climbers that they didn't have the right level to talk to me, since they had approached me so openly.

As the son of the Supreme Warlady Elena, I would only invite her ire if people tried to manipulate me or cause trouble.

I had enough social training and levels to pick up on this.

They didn't use any skills or threaten me directly with a weapon.

Legend Quick Draw Yorren was constantly spinning his knives in his hands. Probably some training for some skill.

A true legend never stops training for a single moment.

It was inspiring for me to work even harder.

Seeing the people I was chasing after was thrilling. Those two men were over level 100. I did not know how far above that they were, but they stood at the pinnacle of strength of all beings. That was the level I wanted to reach one day.

I noted they had gathered at a separate standing table with the other two legends present for this social event, drinking as much as possible in some contest.

Probably more skill training than a contest.

I could only imagine the stakes they were playing for.

A favor, or something else?

            

    
        Chapter 25 – Assassination Attempt

    
    
    
    
                “Now, let us wish the bride and groom a happy night,” my father said loudly, as everyone raised their glasses to toast the couple.

There were cheers as some guests had gotten quite drunk on the expensive wine from my father’s wine cellar.

The bride and groom stood up and waved to cheers before retiring for the night.

“Now I think some of our younger guests should get to sleep as well,” my father said while looking towards me with a smile.

There was quite a bit of laughter at that.

My father sat back down, and I got up.

I said goodnight before leaving with the guards assigned to shadow me, making my way back to the mansion.

As we approached one entrance, I felt an immense sense of danger and froze up.

The three guards around me were decapitated instantly.

I felt a knife cut into my neck and then come to a halt.

“Not today.”

I saw Legend Quick Draw Yorren standing in front of me with his knives extended out into a cloaked attacker. I couldn’t get a good view of them.

Blood rushed out of my neck as Yorren knocked back my attacker.

“Healer!” Legend Quick Draw Yorren shouted as he rushed at the cloaked figure.

I collapsed to my knees as I reached up towards my neck.

Blood spilled between my fingers as I tried to put pressure on the wound.

“Out of the way!”

I checked my healing points, and they had already reached their lowest level.

“Greater Cure! Dammit, poison. Greater Purify. Greater Cure. Stabilize Soul.”

I felt someone pull my hands away from my neck, and someone shoved a potion into my mouth.

“How is he?!” I heard my father shout.

There was a distant explosion.

“Alive. A few seconds later, and he would have bled out,” Healer Castelle said.

“Stay with him, no matter what. No matter what,” my father repeated.

“I understand.”

I rechecked my healing points, but my head went fuzzy.

“Don’t check your status. That poison was nasty stuff. I've gotten rid of the worst of it, but the effects will still linger. You two, get a stretcher; we need to get him inside and to his bed.”

It was hard to focus, so I closed my eyes.

I felt a slap on the cheek and quickly opened them.

“No falling asleep right now, or you might not wake up. That knife contained a potent mix of toxins. Eternal Sleep, Corrosive Status, and probably Bodily Collapse if I had to guess. Assassins like to use that triple combination. No sleeping right now.”

“What-“

“No speaking either. We can worry about skills once you aren’t about to die on me. One problem at a time,” Healer Castelle said. “Keep your eyes open and look at my face. If you close them, you get a slap.”

I said nothing as several guards brought over a stretcher.

“Carefully! Don’t shake him too much.”

They eased me over.

He followed them into the mansion and into my temporary room in my mother’s apartment.

“Move the sheets on the bed and then lay him down. Get water and a cloth.”

My eyes closed as I felt like drifting off.

I shouted a little as someone slapped me again.

“No drifting off, no speaking. Don’t fall asleep on me just yet.”

He cut off my clothing and cleaned me while inspecting the wound.

After he cleaned me and changed my clothes, my father showed up.

“How is he?”

“Stable. Awake, which is good. Did you get the knife?”

“The assassin killed himself and destroyed all his equipment, leaving nothing behind.”

“A professional, just like I suspected. I handled the worst part, although the knife was poisoned. We have to wait, and by morning we should know. As for skill gain, unfortunately, Poison Resistance is most likely.”

“We have a High Priest here; maybe he could help?”

“His soul is too unstable. We yank a skill out, and that would kill him for sure. I covered this with his mother. He refuses to level up and put stats into Mind. His mother is even more stubborn. If he lives through the night, he will live. If he doesn’t, well, he doesn’t.”

“Then stay with him no matter what. If anything changes, have a servant get me,” my father said, and then came over to my side.

He brushed my hair twice.

“I am sorry, my son. But you will be okay, don’t worry. Healer Castelle is one of the best.”

I weakly nodded only to be scolded.

“Don’t move. Just lie there with your eyes open, so I can be sure you aren’t falling asleep. Count numbers in your head up to a million,” Healer Castelle ordered.

I counted silently in my mind. My father brushed my hair once more before leaving my bedside.

I finally fell asleep during the night, completely exhausted.

When I woke up, my head hurt, and Healer Castelle was sitting on a chair next to my bedside.

“Congratulations. You aren’t dead,” he said. “You are out of danger now.”

“Thank you. What time is it?”

“Late afternoon. Most people have run away as quickly as possible in case your mother shows up. At least the assassin had the courtesy to wait until the end of the wedding.”

“And my health? What of the poison?”

“Stable, you can check your reserves.” I did so, and my healing points were 197 out of 210. “Your healing points won’t go back to full for a while. Probably a month. The traces of the poison lingering in your body that they are dealing with cause that. A potent mix, but you survived because of Legend Quick Draw Yorren stopping the knife before it cut through your spine.”

“That…wow. Um, I should thank him.”

“Don’t worry, your father already did with an immense pile of money. He will also give a personal letter from the Legend to your mother. One could even say he was saving everyone at that wedding from your mother’s wrath if you had died. It is not an exaggeration to say she might have collapsed human civilization after decapitating much of its leadership.” That was quite a dark thought. “Now, lie there and rest. I will have food and water brought to you.”

            

    
        Chapter 26 – Family Sit-Down

    
    
    
    
                The wedding and the assassination attempt were over a month ago.

A very faint scar was now visible on my neck.

Permanent physical damage could remain when healing points bottomed out. The scar was as faint as it was due to how quickly Healer Castelle had acted.

It would be barely noticeable, but I knew my mother would spot it and demand answers when she returned.

There was a family meeting that my older half-brother, Dereck, had asked me to attend. My father and grandfather were also present.

None of the servants was in the room.

"You wanted this meeting, Grandfather, say what you want and then leave back to the Capital," my brother said.

My grandfather let out a sigh. "I won't talk about past failures and poor decisions," he said while looking at my father. "But we came close to absolute ruin at your wedding. The Supreme Warlady is not a power we control. If Justin died, then we would also die."

"My father made his choice, so what are you proposing now?" Dereck asked.

"To increase our military forces. Specifically, our elite forces. To also arrange for Justin to attend the College of Advancement and leave this estate," he replied.

"You make it sound simple. However, our current budget effectively balances our needs. As for Justin's future, that is his mother's decision to make along with his own. This is his home, and he is always welcome here."

"I hate legends. Do you know why?" my grandfather asked, and no one responded. "It is the power invested in one individual that can act as they please, with little regard for rules and social decorum."

"That is how it has always been. Unless you are some anti-System cultist?" My father asked with a tone of ridicule.

"A capable fighting force and a war is far better than being at the mercy of the whims of one woman. We are finished if she turns on us, no matter her personality or strength."

"And if she remains by our side and her son, my brother, then we have the strength not to worry for at least a century. Possibly longer."

"You don't gamble with the entire future of the family like this!"

"It isn't the entire future. There are still relatives in the capital and abroad with the Burnstock name and heritage," my father said.

"And if the Supreme Warlady hunts them down?! The risk is high. All I am saying is that the family needs to move away from this risk and look for stability."

"Well, I don't plan on marrying a supreme legend, so nothing to worry about there," Dereck joked. "As for Justin…" He turned to look at me. "You are always welcome in the estate, even when I take up the title of Duke. I know you aren't looking to replace me."

"Thank you, brother," I whispered.

"More foolishness. How do you think nobles come to power in the first place? A powerful legend makes a claim and passes things on to its descendants. While Justin says he isn't interested, what about his children and their children? We have procedures in place for the rest of the family, but we cannot put any constraints on him."

"And you won't try to or even think about that," my father said without hesitation.

"You created so many problems with your choice to marry the Supreme Warlady. The ship that is our family had a hole that you rapidly patched over. Eventually, that patch will fail, and the situation will become much worse," my grandfather said.

"Or we will make it to a harbor, and someone will properly repair the hole in time. We will address each problem as it arises. Not looking for trouble where there is none, and we will give no offense to Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock."

"I agree," my father said immediately afterwards.

My grandfather let out a sigh and sagged back into his chair.

"If you could only understand. Fine. I said what I had to."

Without a single glance backwards or goodbye, he stood up and left the room, slamming the door shut behind him.

"My apologies for having you here for this, but Father suggested it, and I didn't want there to be any confusion," Dereck said.

" I understand. I am just surprised that he is so upset now that everything is already done. Not like we can rewind time."

"Taking a second wife is something that is not done in polite circles among the nobility. A mistress is fine, but a second wife is not. There have been numerous historical issues with such things. That is why the nobility has very set rules regarding inheritance and family structure, which we inherited from the Eldarin Empire, to avoid unnecessary trouble."

I had read about some of this in my history studies, but apparently not enough if it was such a big deal. I knew it was a concern, but not as much as my grandfather made it out to be.

"Legends that did that in the past would kill the first wife, their kids, and take over by force. Another reason female legends are so rare," my brother said.

"Wait, really? But can't anyone go into the dungeon?" I asked.

"Very few nobles will make it easy for such women. Only one out of every five or six legends is a woman. For your mother to reach such heights is truly impressive, despite all the barriers put in her way. Not just in the dungeon, but the social barriers and other opportunities she would have struggled to get over in her life."

I hadn't realized things were so oppressive.

"The issue comes down to children. Something we inherited from the Eldarin Empire and a lesson learned from the grasping Eternal Emperor. It is why the elves struggle so much as a species. When people level, they find it harder to have children, but women experience more difficulty because they must give birth."

I liked this about my father: he would explain things to me, so I wasn't confused.

"The elves let their people gain levels however they want from the moment the System unlocks their status. Unfortunately, even with all their research and efforts, this leads to extremely low birth rates and how humans pushed them back in our wars, along with nations with more liberal cultures."

"What restrictions do they impose?" I asked, curious about the challenges my mother had to overcome.

"Access to the dungeon. That is why she stayed down there for long periods of time, constantly fighting before coming back up and undercutting the prices on monster cores for a female adventurer—hostility from other adventurers and refusals to team up. Then you have schools with teachers and tutors who will refuse a woman, all inherited prejudice to keep the population as high as possible. In the past, it was used to fuel the expansionist efforts of the Eldarin Empire. Even though it crumbled over a millennium ago, people do not easily change or overcome such prejudices and cultural practices."

"That is unfair," I replied while thinking how hard it had to have been for my mother.

"It is, but that is also what has allowed humans the numbers to dominate the elves and dwarves, pushing them back and claiming more land. While they refused to change their cultures, we humans have adapted and thrived. Thus, noble marriages are skewed."

My brother then spoke up. "Indeed, that is why the family line passes down through the male line, and women are completely excluded." It didn't escape my notice that the duke's first wife, his mother, was not present for this discussion. "Men marry later to ensure they are stable and won't ruin the family, and women marry young to have children and then gain levels after that."

"While it mainly affects the nobility, these practices trickle down to the rest of the population. The Eldarin Empire did a good job of wiping out other dissenting viewpoints. Although slavery was outlawed and racial prejudice has greatly declined, not everything has improved over the centuries."

My father chuckled.

"Life isn't fair. Anyone who looks at you thinks that. With your mother being the Supreme Warlady, opportunities will fall into your lap, and people will try to gain your favor," he said while the First Prince came to mind at that statement.

I pushed that intrusive thought aside to focus on the present.

"Is the reason you are telling me this because you want me to know what my mother has gone through?"

"That and why your grandfather is so frustrated over the entire situation. He is much more traditional than I, as you might have guessed. Also, your mother isn't one to complain, ever. She takes all the setbacks, the leers, the insults, the commentary, and has used that to strengthen her resolve."

"Then she had me. Did she ever say why?" I asked.

"Only that she had seen as far as she could reach with her skills and levels. They would take her no further, and she wanted something different. She has always missed her family. Their deaths when she was younger sent her on the path to becoming the Supreme Warlady. I think she wanted to recapture some of that, but you would have to ask her. While we understand each other to a degree, ours wasn't a marriage of love, but one of simple understanding and transactions."

A slight smile tinged with sorrow crossed his face for a moment.

"Thank you for telling me."

I was delighted they didn't keep me in the dark.

"Too many parents coddle their children. While I won't let the monsters in our society get you if I can help it, I won't hide the truth of this world from you. Making the world a better place is only something we can do if we understand what is wrong with it," my father said.

"You are going soft now, father?"

"Just getting contemplative as I get older. Might start a fund for women looking to become adventurers once I retire. Create an elite female fighting force in honor of Supreme Warlady Elena," he said.

"You really don't like grandfather."

"That it might kill him from sheer rage is just a side benefit. I must find something to keep me busy once your brother takes over all of this."

While life might be unfair, I wouldn't complain. My mother never complained, and I didn't want to complain about training my mental skills.

I was such a selfish idiot.

I pledged to work harder, seizing the opportunity before me.

I'd work so hard, and my levels would increase so much that Tutor Damian would be even more shocked.

My mother didn't have any of these benefits growing up. She had been a poor peasant girl at the start and had climbed to such heights through sheer tenacity and determination.

If I only had a tenth of what she had, then I would make up for the rest with hard work. I would put everything I had into increasing my mental skills.

It wasn't enough to work hard; I needed to embrace the hardship and the suffering. Boredom was not an excuse for me.

There were no more excuses.

I had survived death another time. I needed the strength within myself.

One day, my mother would depend on me, not the other way around!

            

    
        Chapter 27 – Training Skills

    
    
    
    
                "Close your eyes and focus inwards," Healer Castelle said. "This isn't Mediation or Breathing. Just focus on the skill Soul Sense. Now, slowly and carefully, with as much detail as possible, describe your soul. Don't touch it."

"It feels like something that is me-shaped, but more fluid, right beneath my skin," I slowly replied.

"Good. Don't see inside your soul. Just let your mind pick up on the outline of your soul for now. Each movement, each vibration. Is there a rhythm to your soul's movement?"

"Yes. I think. It is hard to make out precisely, but I feel it surge and settle."

"That is your heartbeat. Your body is influencing your soul. Slowly increase the speed of your breathing and observe the changes in your soul."

I varied my breathing for the rest of the lesson, which was finished after an hour.

"How did I do?"

"That isn't the question you should ask. The question you should ask is, did I screw anything up? The answer is no. If you take any lesson away from me, take that one. Stabilize Soul." 

I felt the wave of Mana hit my soul and enter it with no trace left behind.

"Why didn't you apply that skill when I was concentrating on my soul?"

"You would peer deeper, which comes with a lot of risks. It is tempting, very tempting. Don't. I can't repeat this enough. Everyone thinks they know best. Or that they are special. They know nothing, and they aren't special. Gaining levels in Soul Sense slowly is for the best."

I inclined my head slightly. "I understand, Healer Castelle."

"If I wanted to hold you back, I would never have taught you this. But the risks are immense. Due to the significant risk to users, people heavily frown upon soul skills, as they often lack the usual warnings and safeguards. Now you will focus on Mana Sense. You need to learn to separate and suppress sensory skills as needed. Otherwise, it is easy to disable someone if they have a high-level sensory skill you know is active and can target it to overwhelm them while blocking out their other senses."

"Got it. So, I want to focus on Mana now."

"Yes, same thing. Close your eyes and steady your breathing. Don't focus on yourself; focus on the world and on the skill Mana Sense." Then came another round of instructions, which I listened to carefully. He would point near me, and I would have to detect the stream of Mana passing near my body, not hitting it.

My Mana Sense was much more external, whereas my Soul Sense currently focused just under my skin. It was difficult to explain how my brain was interpreting the information. Healer Castelle told me to take my time, slowly adjusting to the feelings and sensory input from my sensory skills.

Leveling them might strengthen them and enable them to pick up details better, but I needed to process and understand those details mentally. It was a key difference in sensory skills and something highly experienced people like Healer Castelle and Tutor Damian knew how to explain.

Skill levels weren't the end-all, be-all of improving one's abilities; there was also using the skill in the best way possible. This increased the level more quickly, but for low-tier skills, a person could brute-force their way to a higher level. It made their use less efficient and slowed down their leveling.

The levels represented imprinted knowledge on one's soul. The System leads people to the optimal use of their skills and confirms that for them in their status. However, just because it was optimal, some skills had more room for improvement than others, or interacted with other skills.

The System was always watching and always guiding. It was the one veritable god of our world.

Some people said that achieving a better status would grant you a better afterlife. Others said that the dungeon was a test by the System and a way to humble people, since even supreme legends like my mother could only go so deep.

I hoped she was okay down in the dungeon.

I wasn't sure what to believe, but I agreed on one thing that everyone else agreed on. The System was real, and it was incredibly powerful, as it constantly monitored everyone to display improvement information and provided levels and classes.

"Did you have fun in your weekly training session with Healer Castelle?" Tutor Damian asked me as I entered the library.

I was annoyed that I had to stay in my room, away from the wedding and the guests. It was good to have the quiet of the mansion return.

My hand went up and rubbed the light scar on my neck. I quickly lowered it once I realized what I was doing.

"It was informative. "Soul Sense and Mana Sense are challenging to separate."

"Ah, skills bleed over. That is a tremendous headache with sensory-type skills. Your low Perception stat isn't helping there either. It is something you absolutely need to focus on. Keeping skills separate allows you to manage them better, especially in combat."

"Combat, really?" I asked, surprised.

"I might not be a fighter, but I read. When you don't want to keep copying the Eldarin Script, you can read these history books. They should also help improve your Combat Tactics," he replied, pointing to the stack of five books on our study table. "I curated them personally. This library offers a wide selection, but some books are quite dated. I will have to speak with the duke about updating it or having a proper Librarian come through and match the latest published standards of the College of Advancement."

"Is there a public library other people can use?"

"No. Schools and the Adventurer's Guild, which has a semi-public library for its members, receive donated old books. They tried it in the past, but the cost was too high, and it diluted skills for people outside their jobs."

"Is that really a bad thing?"

"You don't realize it since you gain skill levels so easily, but for most people, it is a struggle. Dividing their focus after they have decided on their professions leads to worse outcomes overall. The College of Advancement has conducted numerous studies on this topic. While it might seem wrong to put people on planned career tracks, it is the optimal way for them to achieve the highest levels and strongest skills while having synergy with their class."

"So, most people decide at age eight when their status unlocks?"

"Mostly, yes. It isn't easy to change one's skills. A System Priest is not cheap, and such skill adjustments leave scars on one's soul that don't easily heal. That is why official divorces are so rare among the nobility."

"But a bunch of people go into the dungeon."

"Only the first layer. Most don't go any deeper. Even then, not everyone dares to go down there or has the wealth to hire someone to power level them. Crafting is how most people gain experience."

"What about farmers?"

"There are basic skills like Wood Working, Metal Working, that help them out. Creating and maintaining various pieces of equipment gives them experience. Farming also helps them gain experience when they harvest crops."

"But not a lot?"

"Not a lot. Most people only reach between levels 20 and 40 using such methods over their lifetimes. The early levels are simple to get, which is why people have to decide on their professions early on. Otherwise, they will struggle for the rest of their lives in a profession they are ill-suited for. It isn't perfect, but the System doesn't stop someone from making poor decisions."

"I see. What about other jobs than spellblade?" I asked, curious about other options.

Damian shook his head. "That is a versatile set of skills for clearing the dungeon of monsters. What were you thinking of?"

"Something that gives a tier 6 skill?"

"At most, you will find groups of skills, or skill builds or skill groups, as they are sometimes called, up to tier 4. Even those aren't easy to find and are mostly passed down through families or mentorships as legacies. There are specialized schools for certain builds, and the duke has one for farming here in the duchy. But anything beyond that requires an apprenticeship or becoming a Squire. Tier 5 and tier 6 skills are a huge deal."

"There aren't any commonly known ones?"

"There are rumors and stories. The College of Advancement enables its professors to impart such knowledge to students, many of whom become apprentices under their guidance. Doing various tasks for knowledge and tutoring, like Squires do for your mother."

"I was just thinking I could pick from some higher-tier skills and work towards them," I said.

It was an idea I had. I was trying to determine if there was an exploit I could use to advance more quickly, but it didn't seem to be the case.

"You and everyone else wish that. People share lower-tier skills fairly freely, but information becomes much rarer at tier 4. Even your mother could only impart the foundational skills that enabled her to reach the heights she has. For other skills, you would have to branch out."

"Then what about something like flight? Is there a flying skill?"

"There is a spell, but it is Mana intensive. Want to become a bird?"

"Just thinking about skills. Is there a list somewhere of all the skills?"

"Yes, and no, you are not going to get to look at such a thing. Healer Castelle would kill me if I set you on the path to gaining more skills. For now, trust your mother's vision from her lofty height and my judgment. I have reviewed what she wants you to learn. Weapons Mastery and Runes Mastery are very powerful tier 4 skills, which have a wide range of versatility. Not all skills in the same tier are equally powerful, especially in higher tiers. While it takes a lot of work to build up their foundation, they won't steer you wrong. Wide-ranging tier 4 skills are hard to get and harder to level, but if you build up the proper foundation, there is nothing better if you want to go further to tier 5 and 6."

It was a bit frustrating to have everything laid out before me, but getting more skills would kill me. Still, I could only imagine the powerful combinations one could get.

I shook my head and picked up a history book.

Perhaps something in one of these books would inspire my future skill selection. While I wanted to be a spellblade, having more skills would only increase my options. If I acquire enough Tier 6 skills, I might unlock a Tier 7 skill.

I wondered what it would be like?

I shook my head and began reading about the Eldarin Empire, from which all modern human kingdoms came.

When his own child assassinated the Eternal Emperor, a series of battles and succession wars ensued, which ultimately led to the formation of the modern kingdoms and nobility.

The book was dry, mainly sticking to the facts, but it was quite descriptive of the battles. Troops with lower levels were sent out first to preserve combat power and hopefully wear down the enemy's higher-level troops. It was a brutal but interesting strategy. The lower-level people who survived would get stronger, while also preserving top combat power as much as possible.

Titanic battles had an incredible death toll, since no one could retreat. Many people broke mentally. That was why large-scale conflict after the fall of the Eldarin Empire was rare. Combat mostly involved elites and legends. Gathering large swaths of the population to use as spell fodder was something people looked down on.

            

    
        Chapter 28 – A Needed Break

    
    
    
    
                "Son, we are going on a bit of an outing," my father said at breakfast.

I looked around, and it was just the two of us. Dereck was visiting the capital of Terander with his new wife. My youngest brother had taken a lot of money and was being appointed the Principal of the Farming School in the Duchy. My father's first wife had gone back to visit her family for a while now that the madness of the wedding was over.

"An outing, where, father?" I asked, and he smiled.

"To Burnstock City. I know you passed through there while going to the dungeon, but I wanted to spend some time with you before you left," he said.

He wasn't inattentive, but he had many duties that kept him busy quite a bit of the time. We often had meals together, and he listened to my problems, but we rarely spent time together. I couldn't recall the last time it was just the two of us and not some lecture.

"Really, what are we doing there?"

"A surprise. I know you feel quite bored studying book skills every day, all day. I know it is to work on your Mind stat, but a couple of days would do you good. Healer Castelle will accompany us, and I have informed Tutor Damian. Overtraining can be detrimental."

I was going to object, but then I remembered Squire Jessica saying something similar. My mother didn't like the idea of breaks or relaxation, but I really wanted to do something different from studying all day, every day.

"That sounds great, Father. I can't wait to see this surprise."

"You are growing up so fast. And after…that unpleasantness at the wedding, I know we haven't been as close as I would like. Being a noble is exhausting. I am glad to be retiring. I might even travel a bit or work on a project I have had in mind for a while. It is hard to say."

"Is it safe?"

"Once I am retired, killing me will just annoy other people, not damage anything important. At best, I will be a footnote in your mother's legacy and yours."

"Well, the duchy is running really well," I said, feeling awkward.

My father laughed and waved off my awkward response. His smile had a slight fragility before he spoke once more. " I hope so. But I am tired, my son. Your mother has the endless drive that has taken her to become a supreme legend, but your father is a bit more laid-back. Still, I can put in the effort when needed. I am not a completely useless noble."

After breakfast, I got ready and then boarded a magical carriage with my father.

"You know these things are amazing, if insanely expensive. A Mana-powered motor uses monster cores. Better than horses, though. It doesn't poop. The dwarves really outdid themselves inventing it," he said the last bit softly and with a wink.

We both chuckled at that.

There was another magical carriage behind us with Healer Castelle and elite guards following us in case there was any trouble, while giving us our privacy in the main carriage.

"It took a bit of effort, but I know your mother won't have any objections to what I have planned."

"Now you have me really curious," I said, and my father just grinned at me.

"Consider it part of your inheritance from my side of the family. The one thing we are good at is throwing money around," he said with a shrug. "So, what is your favorite skill so far?"

"Breathing, since I use it all the time," I said after some thought, and he nodded.

"A simple yet core skill. I always enjoyed Dramatics. Almost no one knows I have it, but it is quite good in a lot of social situations."

"Dramatics? Isn't that an actor skill?"

"It is, but we are all actors, my son. I had some thoughts about becoming a famous playwright and performer when I was your age."

"What?"

" I don't get along with my father. It was a rebellious phase I went through. I went to many plays in this city as a kid with my mother, who loved such things."

I had some idea of what he planned. We reached the city in the late afternoon.

The duke had a private residence within the city, where we stayed for the night. In the morning, I was told by the duke to change into training clothes. He then led me to a large stone building near the private residence in the center of the city. Healer Castelle came along with several elite guards who shadowed us. There was a sign proclaiming it as the Stillness Dojo.

I wanted to ask my father questions, but held back as we made our way to an inner room. There was an old man seated on a floor mat, who was perfectly still. It had to be some skill.

"Be welcome, Duke Darren Burnstock and young Justin Burnstock," the old man said.

"Thank you for agreeing to my selfish request, Master Ertor Ten," my father said, and slightly inclined his head.

We appreciate your help in arranging this place for my followers, and also the kindness you showed to us, Monks of Stillness, even if you have selfish reasons. And I must admit a bit of selfishness myself for wanting to meet Justin. This is the legendary child of the Supreme Warlady."

I still had the ring my father had given me, blocking out attempts to scan me.

"What level are your Dodge, Pugilist Skills, and Danger Sense?" he asked me.

I looked at my father, who gave me a nod. "They are at 61, 14, and 33."

"Impressive for one so young. I am a Master in the Still Fist, which is a Tier 5 fighting skill. Many students study for years to master a fraction of the skill's true power. Today, I will focus on building your foundation. I will not oppress you with my stats or skills higher than tier 1," he said and slowly stood up.

I took a fighting stance and brought up my tiny fists.

My father moved to the side of the room and took a seat on a chair there.

I advanced and froze as I felt a sense of danger coming from my right. I stepped left as a kick moved through the space I had been standing in.

"Good, you pay attention to your skills. Now we will pick up the pace. Attack if you can," Master Ertor Ten said.

"Don't hesitate on your strikes."

"You are dodging a bit too soon. Your Danger Sense is at a high level; adjust according to the speed of your enemy to leave them less time to adjust."

"Good job on constantly moving."

"Pugilist Skills also involve elbows, knees, and feet. Mix it up."

The training continued through the morning until the early afternoon. Healer Castelle kept refreshing my stamina, but even with his help, I was too exhausted to continue. Master Ertor Ten pushed me at just the right pace to drag things out this long. He was more focused on having me think than blindly fight, correcting and drawing out every improvement that he could.

"You did well for someone so young. In time, as you grow, you will improve. While we can lean on our skills, it can also become a crutch that too many people use. Instead, always push yourself and consider using skills you have mastered in unique ways. Progress is not just a number in your status."

"Thank you, Master Ertor Ten," I said, trying to regain my composure.

"It was one lesson. Perhaps in time you will come back to learn the Stillness Fist from me. Safe journeys."

"Thank you for tutoring my son," the duke said, and then we left.

"Thank you, Father. That was a really delightful surprise. He was superb at pointing things out. Even better than my mother's Squires," I said.

"I hope so. The man might not have officially taken on the title of legend, but he has surpassed level 100 and achieved that level in terms of his skills. The Stillness Fist is a very dangerous skill meant to counter magic and movement with just a fist."

"Really? How would that even work?"

"No idea. But that is why he is quite famous and has started up a dojo. He doesn't want the skill to end with him. For many people without children of their own, passing on their skills to others is a way to create a living legacy. I merely provided some money and a place for him to set up a dojo."

"I bet it was more than that," I replied, and my father smiled at me.

"I learned about his situation during the wedding. He had run into issues in his home country. One of his disciples had killed someone important, and he was creating a mess. I smoothed the entire thing over with enough money, and he accepted my offer to move to my city."

"Thank you, Father. I can't say it enough. I prefer to move and fight, not study all the time."

"Well, even with my wealth, I could only get one tutoring session."

"Only one?"

"High-level people don't like teaching foundational skills. Your mother making her Squires do so is rude. But your mother has never been one to care about etiquette or unspoken rules."

"Oh…"

"Now you will get cleaned up, and we will have an early dinner. There is a play I enjoyed as a kid, and it is showing in the playhouse tonight." My father had probably arranged things on purpose. "Twilight of the Eldarins is a timeless classic."

My father loved it, but I thought it was boring and over-the-top. The costumes were incredibly vivid; the characters spoke in a slightly confusing manner, using archaic sentence structures, and the plot was convoluted.

The Eternal Emperor of the Eldarin Empire had passed away, causing widespread panic in the court. His main wife tried to pass the corpse off as the Emperor, using his harem to assist in the plot, distracting the corrupt nobles and members of the court from the fact that the Emperor was dead. The nobles thought their assassination had failed and tried to kill the corpse. There was an evil necromancer who might have been controlling the emperor, or just a distraction for everyone else.

The climax occurred when the emperor's body parts began to fall off during an important ceremonial event. This never actually happened, but the entire play served as a metaphor for the rot spreading throughout the Empire and the rebellions that occurred following the Eternal Emperor's death.

That was when a midget burst out of the emperor's body, declaring that he was the true emperor all along. The midget then tripped on a carpet, disappearing through a trap door never to be seen again.

I was confused.

Then the necromancer burst onto the scene and ran off with the emperor's main wife—that kind of made sense.

Then the nobles all began a grand final song and dance number to conclude the play.

"What did you think?" my father asked me.

There was just one question that was really bothering me. "What was the point of the midget hiding inside the Eternal Emperor's corpse?"

"Ah, the midget in a body disguise, a classic." I was clearly lacking in my education, since I did not know why that was a classic. "It alludes to the fact that the Emperor was never really dead and is still out there somewhere, disguised as a midget. A popular conspiracy theory. So absurd, it is hilarious."

"So, the entire play is a metaphor about the fall of the Eldarin Empire and makes jokes at crazy ideas?"

"Yes. A timeless piece of artistry and comedy. My mother always loved the theater," he said, and I just shook my head. "She loved to take us all to the city here to see the plays."

I didn't ask what had happened to her, since my father hadn't brought it up, and I didn't want to ruin the moment.

I had clearly inherited my mother's preferences for things, rather than my father's taste for the arts. I vastly preferred fighting and going into the dungeon, rather than watching plays or dramas. Still, it was a pleasant change of pace. We went to a fancy restaurant, and they escorted us to a private room.

"Duke Burnstock, a pleasure to have you back at the Grey Goose. A fun night at the theater with your son?" the host greeted my father.

"Indeed. Just showing my son some of the finer points of the city. What do you have tonight?"

"Roasted rack of lamb with a vegetable medley is the main course for the evening. Unless either of you would prefer anything else?"

"That sounds perfect. How is the chef?"

"A tier 3 cooking skill, almost tier 4. I swear it is hard to keep up on some days. The recent wedding kept us on our toes, but we managed to stay on top of things. Please sit; I will get the best wine to pair with your meal."

The host bowed and then left.

"You are a regular?" I asked.

"When I am in the city. This restaurant uses local produce and animals we raise here in the Duchy. A showcase of the vast harvests the Duchy brings in for rich merchants and nobles. I have made more deals in this room than most would imagine."

"Here, really?" I asked as I looked around the room. While it was nice, it only had silver with some gold ornaments, unlike the estate, which had a lot of gold.

"Don't underestimate the power of good food when doing business, my son. While adventurers might not always appreciate the finer things in life, one needs to live a life worth living. When you taste the food, you will understand. While our staff is skilled, a true professional chef with high skill levels would always cook for a public restaurant like this to continually improve. I brought your mother here before we were married."

"And what did she say?" I asked, curious about what my mother thought.

'"Basic food, nothing that impressive.' The chef heard this from your mother, and he challenged her. If she could eat his best cooking without appreciating it, he would retire."

"What happened?"

"The chef retired, of course. Once challenged, your mother will never give in. Your mother is a woman of simple tastes, and we have some of the world's best chefs because of the high-quality food we produce in the Duchy. One of our smaller exports in terms of talent is skilled chefs. There are several minor culinary schools throughout the city, with the best chefs cooking here at the Gray Goose."

"And my mother didn't think the food was special?"

"Food is nothing but fuel for her. Between a simple piece of salted meat and stale bread, and a lavish meal like we are about to have, she would pick the salted meat and stale bread for one reason. She could eat more quickly and get back to killing, since that would be the most efficient. Your mother sacrificed many joys in her life to achieve her position. I am not saying she was wrong, since she became the Supreme Warlady, but there was a cost to her choices."

            

    
        Chapter 29 – The Peaceful People

    
    
    
    
                "We aren't going back?" I asked the following day after breakfast at the family residence, and my father shook his head.

"We are staying one more day. I wanted to show you more of the city. While my father wanted to orient the people towards war and fighting, I married your mother to preserve the peace we have here. Building this city up as a center of culture, not just trade."

"Would war do that?"

"Yes. They would replace the skills. People would take more survival and fighting skills. People would have lost the accumulated knowledge and talent. There are tradeoffs, of course, but I chose to marry your mother for the people, not out of any selfish desire. We are no longer in the time of the old Eldarin Empire, but a new age, one that all of humanity should fully embrace."

"Protecting all of this is no simple matter. Just like a plant, culture needs nourishment. Come."

I followed him outside along with our entourage. We made our way to a large open plaza. People were hawking their wares at various stalls. People stared at us, but no one came near.

I noticed that several of the stalls sold food, and that women oversaw them.

The duke had stopped in front of one stall selling apples. "Husbands are often farmers, and their wives are cutthroat businesswomen. Isn't that right, Helga?"

"Of course, Duke Burnstock," the woman said, bowing her head deeply.

"Helga here is from a long line of farming families. They specialize in apple trees and produce amazing apple cider, but also grow other crops. Two apples, please, and a crate to the estate," the duke said and placed a single gold coin on her stall booth.

We were each given an apple.

"Thank you, Duke. Of course, I will arrange for the crate to be brought to your residence before noon."

We continued onwards.

"You know her personally?" I asked.

"It's a Noble skill that helps me remember names in a territory I control. While I may be near the top of the nobility, humility and understanding are essential qualities that one must never forget as a leader. Too many people think all it takes to rule is a fist, but I find actual understanding is far more important than any social or combat skill."

I could understand why my mother had married this man now.

It wasn't just for his money. That was a consideration, of course, but my father didn't forget the people beneath him. The farmers and peasants who made all this possible. The people my mother came from. She had never forgotten her humble background, and I was sure no one else would let her forget it either.

We made our way to a large stage and took our seats, which were set up for us.

"Today is the annual poetry reading competition."

"Poetry, really?"

"I know it is probably the single most worthless skill out there. But there are groups of people who compete. While we haven't had an elite bard come from this duchy, it is only a matter of time. Perhaps one day, there will be a legendary bard," he said.

People gathered, and several older individuals took to the stage to read their poems to the crowd.

"It is something older people do when their stats fail them, but we do occasionally have some young competitors. It is a way for older people to remain active and engaged in their twilight years without requiring intensive labor. Too many nations follow the Eldarin Empire's history of casting aside elders who have worked hard their entire lives. Something I find distasteful," my father explained.

He then got up and made his way over to the enchanted stone that would project his voice across the plaza.

"Welcome, citizens of Burnstock City." There were cheers at this. "I know you didn't come to hear me speak. So let us start the 47th annual poetry competition," he declared and went back to his seat.

Contestants were arranged by age, and each had a maximum of one minute, so everyone who wanted to speak got a turn. The oldest went first.

"Great dawns the morn. The golden stalks glisten. The wind sways the plants, but they remain upright. Forevermore, this golden field," the first old man said.

I felt slightly moved by the poem and clapped along with my father. The old man moved off the stage, and the next old man replaced him.

Everyone cheered as they listened to their neighbors, friends, and family members. I was glad I had an apple to snack on. A servant was on hand to take away the core after I finished. Eventually, the few younger contestants showed up.

A young girl about my age was the last one to compete, and she strode resolutely forward onto the stage. The applause for her was no less than for the first old man. She hesitated for the longest moment as the crowd quieted down. For a moment, I thought she was too afraid to speak in public.

The beginning is humble. A farmer in their youth. A dreadful attack. A great descent. A spell sword. A triumphant legend. A heroic supreme. An eternal Warlady," the girl said.

The crowd cheered, and the applause was massive.

"What do you think?" my father asked me while leaning over.

"Calling her an eternal Warlady is a bit much because of the negative history of the Eternal Emperor. But it took courage to read in front of such a large crowd," I replied.

My father nodded. "Any favorites?"

"The man who had the poem about flowers  — his imagery was striking and almost made me see flowers, and his skill was of the highest level from what I could tell," I replied, and my father nodded again.

He then got up to speak.

"Thank you, citizens of Burnstock. As usual, I shall now reward the three winners in no particular order. First, Han. His imagery with flowers is breathtaking as usual," my father said.

There was a round of applause as the old man came back on stage and accepted a small pouch of coins.

"Second, we have Henry. While playing an instrument stretches the bounds of the competition, it was quite entertaining," my father said.

A middle-aged man stepped onto the stage to accept his award, and the crowd applauded.

"Finally, we have young Denise. Her bravery will hopefully inspire her to an even greater future," my father said.

The young girl, who had gone last, hesitantly got back on stage. My father shook her hand and gave her a coin pouch.

"Thank you, everyone. May the System guide you well," he said, and the crowd roared.

My father beckoned me, and I followed him off the stage as we made our way back to the family residence.

"You started that competition?"

"One of the first things I did when I became Duke. Dereck won't be continuing the contest," he replied heavily.

"What, why?"

"While he doesn't share the same vision as my grandfather, he has his own opinions on how the Duchy should operate—more focused combat schools. Less focus on the arts," my father said with a slight sigh. "Ultimately, poetry has no value."

I didn't know what to say to that, since that was true. Poetry was utterly useless.

"But ultimately, things change. In the future, I plan to convince everyone of my grand vision of a better tomorrow. While poetry might seem useless, it is a sign of a happy and prosperous society."

"It was lovely, and everyone was quite happy," I said.

"Their smiles make my day. It is easy to kill and destroy, but much harder to build up and create a community where all people can thrive. Not just the nobles," he explained.

"How come I didn't know all of this?"

"It isn't something to brag about or flaunt. Each bit of happiness is another ember for our fire that is called civilization. No matter how strong you become, never forget this one lesson. Even your mother understands this as well. Without everyone in society, from the peasants to the nobles, nothing would function, and it would all break down."

We walked back in silence to the family residence, which was nearby. All these places were near the city center. Dinner was a quiet affair, since we didn't go out to eat.

My father had given me a lot to think about.

My parents had a lot more depth to them than I realized, especially my father. As we went back to the estate the following morning, I didn't know what to say.

My father finally spoke up midway through our journey. "Thinking about getting a Poetry skill?"

"No. There are countless Tier 1 skills available. I need to focus on what works best for my build as a spellblade. But that doesn't mean I can't appreciate a good poet."

"I always felt that the softer skills have much more use than people realize. There are tales of such individuals, but it is a rare person who can push so far with their skills, since there are no legacies to pass on," my father said with a smile.

"No legendary poets or bards in the past?" I asked.

"Very few. Only a few legends leave behind legacies. Time loses many of them, and they are never passed on—especially higher-tier skills. I had hoped to set a new direction, turning this duchy into a cultural hub that would eventually rise to compete with the College of Advancement and the Last Bastion. An ambitious plan, but ultimately doomed to failure."

"Why doesn't Dereck want to do it?" I asked.

"He prefers things to move in a more martial direction. I had hoped to share enough of my vision with him that he would carry on my legacy, but he chose not to. It would have taken at least three generations to bring the project to fruition and yield results. Now I know how my father felt all those years ago when I ignored his advice."

"You mentioned an enormous project? Can you share what it will be?" I asked.

"It isn't ready yet. Things are still being prepared. However, if I am successful, the world will be a much better place. Too often, people don't remember the past or look towards the future. I plan to do both."

Now, I truly didn't know what to say. There was a lot more drama happening on the other side of the family than I had known. My father looked at me, seemingly hesitant, but just smiled at me, not saying anything.

It was nice to spend time with my father like this. While it was sad that the poetry contest was coming to an end, things changed. It was surprising since I thought Dereck was close to our father, but it appeared he had his own ideas on how to run the Duchy.

Well, I was glad it wouldn't be my headache. It was nice for me to see how other people lived, and to understand the peasants and common people; however, I had stayed on my path. I would follow in my mother's footsteps to become a spellblade.

It was frustrating that it was taking so long to get to magic and spells, but I needed a proper foundation first. Everyone kept repeating that a firm foundation was the best way forward for someone my age. I understood that in my head, in my heart, I wanted to go into the dungeon using magic to carve my path forward.

Getting a day to train under an actual legend was a fantastic experience. I really missed the training sessions I had with Squire Sabin. While they had been exhausting, I had progressed in so many skills and my physical stats. The Mind stat might help me process and retain information to learn skills, but the more I learned, the more it felt like a chore.

Squire Jessica and the other people who had told me so were right. Taking a break from whatever skills I was focusing on was incredibly important. While I kept promising myself to work hard, it was a struggle to keep up that determination day after day, working on the same skills.

My father knew exactly what I needed—a trip to the city, some physical training, and a relaxing day listening to poetry.

            

    
        Chapter 30 – Eldarin Runes

    
    
    
    
                "And done," I said with a smile as I finished copying the massive, stupid book, Transversal of the Dungeon by famed playwright, Aaron the Orator.

It had been a struggle to focus on the entire thing, but that was what made it such a great tool for leveling. It forced a person to pay attention and copy that flowy Eldarin Script and writing that would put even an insomniac to sleep.

"Congratulations," Tutor Damian said from across the library table with a smile on his face.

"That should have pushed your skills up to mastery at level 100. Now come the tier 3 skills, Eldarin Runes and Empowered Writing."

"What exactly does Empowered Writing even mean?" I had some guesses, but Damian was here to answer these types of questions.

"Skills that the System doesn't recognize are called tier 0. The system considers Eating and Talking to be tier 0 skills, which don't use Mana and cannot be imprinted on your soul. The only known tier 0 is your starting class tier, but I digress. Tier 1 skills use the tiniest amount of Mana. Tier 2 skills use a bit of passive Mana, a tiny amount that doesn't register normally. Then you have tier 3 skills, which actively use a small bit of Mana. Tier 4 skills use a larger amount of Mana. That is why resistances are tier 3 and spell skills are tier 4. The System probably bases the tier skill list on how much Mana is used and how complex the skills are. But the more complex skills use more Mana, with very few exceptions. It is an ongoing debate within the College of Advancement to better understand the tier aspect of a person's status."

"So, these are Mana skills then?"

"Yes, but they only use a small bit of your Mana reserves, rather than large chunks, unlike spells. Magic is your lowest stat, which isn't too concerning since that stat will improve much more later on in your life when you focus on spell skills."

He then pulled out two thick books and a stack of paper.

"The first book is Eldarin Runes Compendium, 7th Edition — the most up-to-date edition and quite well done after I looked through it myself. I learned from the 6th Edition, and I can say they improved how the information is presented. The second book is The Precise Details of Empowered Writing. It is incredibly technical. The stack of paper is for copying runes. One rune per piece of paper, no more. Otherwise, you might create an effect accidentally."

I looked at the two newest massive books with a touch of despair.

"Precision is key for runes. If you can copy all the runes precisely, you will advance to around level 60 in both skills. I do mean precisely. The subject becomes increasingly technical the further you delve into it, encompassing ambient Mana, environment, and other esoteric factors. Once you can do individual runes, then you will work on runic seals, or tags, as adventurers call them."

"Tags?" I asked, since I hadn't heard that term before.

"The paper used has a peelable side that then allows it to stick—often used as explosives. So explosive tag, or fire tag. Normally, if you can touch a monster, you want to use your own skills to kill it and improve your skills, but they can also act as an emergency resource in the dungeon."

I nodded.

"Oh, one more thing. Your father had this commissioned for you. A Tier 3 runic writing set."

Tutor Damian got up, pulling out a tray from under the table. On it were several fountain pens of various sizes. All ornate, made of gold and silver, with no decoration on them. No, it wasn't silver, but platinum! That was the most magically aligned metal.

"That's gold and platinum! How are equipment tiers determined, and how does my status know?"

Tutor Damian smiled. "Based on Mana usage. You can feel the Mana?" I nodded as I could sense a slightly different Mana flow around the equipment. "Silver and gold make up tier 2 equipment. Gold and platinum make up tier 3 equipment. Then there are higher-tier alloys with better Mana flow after that."

I was a bit surprised as I looked over the writing tools. "Platinum only goes up to tier 3?"

"As pure metal. Alloys require much higher levels of craftsmanship. While the writing tools look amazing, that is their artistry, not the alloys used to make them. Getting crafting skills up to a high tier is far more difficult. While one can get experience from crafting and killing monsters, killing monsters is much faster. And if a crafter splits their focus to learn fighting skills, they will struggle with all those skills and splitting their time and focus."

"I'm surprised my father didn't get me a higher-tier set."

"As long as the tier matches your current skill level, it is more than enough. Having a higher tier doesn't speed up your skill growth. It simply means you won't have to purchase another set later. This set is high-end for just starting, but the metals let your mana move more easily. Without these, it would be challenging to improve Empowered Writing. As for the ink, it is a specially blended ink. The book on Empowered Writing details how to make it properly. You use monster cores blended in with the ink. I will do it for now, so you don't get an Alchemy skill."

"That is Alchemy?"

"The most basic of basic Alchemy. But yes, it is. You are taking at least one ingredient with Mana inside of it and mixing it with other materials. It is a Tier 3 skill. You don't have any of the supporting skills below it, but after mixing the ink several times, you would probably get the skill."

"So, hold off on it for now. Got it."

Tutor Damian nodded. "Healer Castelle will be quite annoyed otherwise. Unfortunately, with more complicated processes like runes, there is an overlap with other skills."

Just another minor setback, nothing major. I had a lot more reading to do.

"Did the System create the skills like Eldarin History when the Empire formed, or was it always there?"

The question had been bothering me, but not enough to ask until right now. Tutor Damian was great at answering questions like this.

"If a group is large enough and is cohesive enough, then the System will recognize them. There are Elven and Dwarven Runes. We also have the precursor to the Eldarin Empire, High Vostner, and Demonic Runes as well. I know the College of Advancement is seeking to create a unified base runic language, but despite their efforts, there have been no results. The new sets either aren't unique enough, widespread enough, or some other missing factor for the System to take into account."

"What is going to happen with my completed book?"

I never found out what happened to the dictionary I had copied.

"I will put them away with the dictionary you copied. They are yours, and you can sell them for a couple of gold coins each."

While it was a significant amount of money, the materials weren't inexpensive, and it involved a substantial amount of content to transfer to a new book.

I opened the runic book and began reading. There was only so much I could put off studying.

Runes are symbols that interface with Mana beyond one's body and direct control. While there are only so many runes in each runic set, the variations are nearly endless. We will initially focus on Eldarin Runes with the assumption you understand Eldarin Script.

Runic symbols are not words, but compressed ideas. Eldarin Script has broken out sub-components of runic symbols into its own writing form without interfacing with Mana. Each idea has nuanced aspects, and it encompasses several of the most common definitions. This book only considers Eldarin Runes interacting with other Eldarin Runes as an introductory book and does not go into depth on cross-rune interaction.

Only write runes by themselves in the presence of someone experienced in runes to avoid any accidental activations.

The introduction did a good job of explaining what runes were. The symbols and overall symbology of linked runes came together to create a cohesive effect.

This was where precision was essential. If someone made an explosive, they needed to be sure how long it took to activate. If it went off too quickly or too late, that could be disastrous in combat.

As for individual runes, they tended not to do anything unless there was a lot of Mana. I need the skill Mana Manipulation to activate them. Specific runes, when combined or drawn improperly, caused an accident.

I concentrated on the book in front of me and began reading it. I would read through both books first to get an idea of Runes before drawing any.

While it was tempting to get right into copying runes, the number of warnings from my Tutor and the book were enough to make me want to rush through the reading part first. Then, after I had a decent understanding of runes, I would attempt to write some out.

"Are runes part of enchanting?" I asked after reading a section that was confusing.

"Yes, and no. Enchanting is about creating a permanent Mana structure within an item. This can be done with just a skill spell, or it can be done with both a skill spell and runes if one has the skills and levels. The higher you go, the more interwoven things become, and the more complicated they become. That is why many skills starting at tier 4 are unique. Finding structured skills that go higher is a challenge because people assume that structure creates the most stable skill for advancement."

I got the first part, but I was confused about the second part.

"Can you explain the second part of that again?"

"Take your rune skill. It is tier 3. It is a very stable skill in terms of development and study. There is very little unknown about the skill. Same with many lesser skills. But once you get to tier 4, you get more unique skills. People speculate, but have not confirmed, that these skills are more unstable, meaning it is harder to level and advance them into the next tier. It is harder to maximize their levels. By the time you get to tier 6, they are all unique skills. That is why there is a push to develop a systematic approach to developing skill chains or skill trees past tier 4 and into tier 5 and 6."

"I am guessing it isn't going well?"

"Some skills don't progress well after a certain point, even if they provide a broad foundation to work from. Weapons Mastery and Runes Mastery are two perfect examples of this. They are excellent Tier 4 skills, meaning people are familiar with them. Still, once an individual reaches level 100 mastery, they transition into a unique skill, not another standard skill in a chain."

"And that makes it harder to keep the skills going up in tier."

"Exactly, or at least that is what the College of Advancement believes. There have been numerous studies conducted regarding this issue. While the status is straightforward, there are a lot of hidden processes occurring within the System behind it that they are trying to understand."

"That doesn't get them in trouble with the System Church?"

I knew it was a separate organization and trained System Priests.

"The System Church's opinion is that the professors at the College of Advancement are wasting their time worrying over numbers and not actually improving their skills and looking for answers that will always be unknowable. Um, they regularly mock the professors at the College of Advancement. They aren't enemies, but both sides consider the other hopeless."

"Even with how well they are regarded?"

"I am from the College of Advancement, so I have a bit of bias. One uses numbers; the other uses feelings to advise people. Many prefer numbers, but there is merit in using feelings. Your mother is a perfect example. No one held her hand to reach the pinnacle of power that she currently holds. She fought her way there through sheer grit and determination, doing what she felt was best."

I loved my mother, but I was realizing I would never escape her legacy or shadow easily.

But that was okay.

She had cleared a path for me, which I would take, but would make my own.

            

    
        Chapter 31 – Interlude 2

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

Dawnbreaker Destruction!

I didn't say the name of my tier six skill aloud. There was no need.

The massive chamber, filled with streams of glimmering water and floating rock cubes, was lit up as my blade, Sarah, named after my older sister, swung out.

The champion monster here on the 25th layer was a high-level variant of a Shadow Soul Reaper.

Annoying, but I knew I could do this.

My Squires were holding off the other monsters that were trying to swarm our position. They just needed to hold on for one minute so I could win this fight.

I used the recoil of my swing to land on a floating rock cube, which shattered under my armored boots. The chunks flew off into the darkness of this part of the layer, leaving behind floating streams of glimmering water, like stars up in the night sky.

I kept controlling my tier 6 attack to keep pressure on the champion monster. The wave of magical white flames was all-consuming, consuming Mana itself. Except for high-level monsters and the dungeon, it cut through anything.

The high-level variant of a Shadow Soul Reaper moved so fast. Even for me, it wasn't easy to make out its movements. It was a level 250 monster after all, far above my level of 159. Many would say that a 100-level gap was impossible, and they would mostly be correct, but I had confidence I could win this fight, since I had forced the monster to block my skill, pinning it in place, not allowing it to dodge.

That was the power of Dawnbreaker Destruction, forcing a high-level monster to shield from the nearly uncontrollable white flames no matter what they might try to do to avoid the attack.

Kicking off the stone block, which shattered under the force, I sailed through the air. The monster's scythe was a parody of a true farmer's tool, as it created a Mana void to resist my tier 6 skill.

'Hang in there, Sarah, you were always the best.' I mentally said to my sword and my long-dead sister—time to push things to the limit.

Mana Surge! One Blink! Hyper Slash x5!

I activated the first two skills to slow down time for a single moment.

Nothing else moved. Not the water of this environment, not the monsters, not even the Mana in the air.

The stress on my body was immense, but it would hold. Even as I felt my blood boil inside my body, I cut off my Tier 6 skill and swung Sarah five times in rapid succession, unleashing a sword formation.

Many people believed I had a hidden master or backer. They were all fools and idiots, in fact, thinking it was an actual person. My tutor had been far more uncaring and brutal. Suffering no failures, no hesitation, no mistakes. Even now, I kept my intense focus on everything around me, observing and learning.

My only teachers were the dungeon and the monsters that dwelled within.

I never learned the systematic way in a classroom or through any standardized instruction. My teacher was the very enemy I sought to overcome and destroy, to avenge my family. Later, I acquired some basic skills and spells, but I developed the true core of my profession and combat build.

My tier 6 class reflected such accomplishments.

The sword formation trick was something I learned near the end of my first legendary descent from a monster on the 24th layer. It had almost killed me, but I had endured the previous time. The Hyper Slashes merged into a specific symbol that had the meaning of locking one in place. Enduring that assault while trapped had been one of the closest moments I had come to dying.

Now, this champion monster would experience what I felt, but I wasn't about to let up. Even with my Mana rapidly decreasing, my body on the verge of exploding, that was nothing to be concerned about.

I was Elena, the Farmer of Monsters. They had reaped my family; now I would reap them. That was the title I held for myself inside of my heart, next to my precious memories of my long-dead family and my son.

I didn't like shouting out my skills, but I needed to push through and go beyond what was possible if I was going to win this battle without incurring heavy losses.

My foot slammed down onto another floating block, and I flew backward behind my sword formation, directly at the monster, the air distorting from my speed. I only used my Mana to provide the barest of cushions around my body and armor, but I couldn't divert my focus too much.

"SLICE!"

My favorite tier 3 skill. I had never upgraded it, even after it had reached Mastery. I didn't need any fancy nonsense for my ultimate killing strike. My tier 6 skill was flashy and insanely strong, but in the end, a sword sliced things apart. To harvest the lives of monsters and enemies.

I shouted the skill to let the dungeon know I was coming for it. To avenge my family, which the monsters it had released into the world had killed. If the dungeon didn't have a fear resistance skill, I would give it one, the same with all the monsters down here.

There was a reason I didn't take my son into the dungeon. All the low-level monsters fled from my presence in the upper layers, disappearing into whatever hell had summoned them.

The high-level variant of a Shadow Soul Reaper brought its scythe around, despite being locked in place. It blocked my tier 3 attack.

But that wasn't surprising, for combat was a battle of wits. One move setting up the next  — that was the way to kill these stupidly powerful monsters and the way they sometimes tried to kill me. The other way was to unleash some nonsense skill the dungeon gave them.

Something I would not allow to happen if I could prevent it.

That was why I had ended my previous descent at this layer. I knew what would happen, and I was mentally prepared for any nonsense it could unleash. It was an indigo-core monster, which meant it was a step up from the previous monsters.

 Sarah hummed as I vibrated my blade using a tier 4 support skill.

Just as my attack was about to cut through the monster and its weapon, the monster disappeared. While I had been wary since it was my first time fighting such a high-level monster of this variation, I was ready for something like this. I tracked its position, pushing my Perception stat to the limit. I had gotten the support skill, Spatial Sense, and had been relentlessly training it during the years I had been watching over my son. Lots of high-level monsters liked to use quick and tricky spatial skills.

For one day, I would descend once more, never to return. To go to the bottom of the dungeon or die trying.

If I failed, my son would carry on with my legacy, hopefully reaching heights I couldn't or the depths of the dungeon. While I initially doubted the value of systematic learning, it would provide him with a firm foundation before I taught him personally.

The monster reappeared behind me, swinging its stupid weapon towards my head. It was a concentrated orb of black Mana on the front that would be instantly lethal, even for me.

I was ready.

Sarah, my trusted blade and sister, deflected the monster's blade and skill. I then channeled Mana through my weapon. A bright flash and powerful Mana-stunning effect was then unleashed from my weapon.

I never ended my Slice skill. My blade cut through the robe of the Shadow Soul Reaper, burning away its Mana structure and killing the champion-level monster. Its indigo core, pulsing with Mana, appeared in the air, and I snatched it instantly, putting it away in my spatial storage.

That took just over half a minute. I was glad to see that my combat abilities hadn't atrophied during my absence from the dungeon. Raising my son had let some dullness accumulate, but my descent had shaken that off, and I had improved once more.

I let my skills deactivate as I pulled out a potion to help stabilize my body, counteracting the damaging Mana as my healing points spiked upwards as I drifted through the air, lightly touching down on a floating rock cube. Activating too many skills at the same time led to Mana rampage.

I did not like using such things, but my Squires were struggling quite a bit. Their deaths should be prevented. After drinking the potion, I punted the hovering stone cube and flew. I felt Sarah firmly in my hand.

I barely felt the heavy armor I wore for general protection, but it would do nothing against a direct attack. That skill would soon cap out. I would have to think about whether I wanted to upgrade to something even more durable and resilient.

Hyper Blade. Hyper Blade. Hyper Blade.

I killed each monster that was entangled with my Squires, giving them each a few seconds of breathing room and restoring their confidence that we would win. While I didn't like teams or other people, having Squires to keep the pressure off while dealing with the champion monster made things much easier.

Perhaps when I made my final descent, I would find some like-minded people, and we could each fight on our own but in the same general area of the dungeon. I had already begun asking; time would see if the others were interested. Having competent teammates would significantly ease the pressure.

Going deep was annoying because to kill the monsters easily, active skills were needed.

Hyper Blade.

A flying slash cut through another Shadow Stalker. Annoying monsters that blended in with the darkness of this environmental section of this layer were swarming our position.

Even with my sensory skills, it was a bit of a struggle to make anything out.

That was when I first sensed danger.

There was something off. An Abnormal was somewhere nearby. The chance of running into one increased as one descended the dungeon.

Monsters that broke away from the regular leveling pattern of monsters on that layer and champions.

"Abnormal!" I shouted out while my Squires continued to fight the remaining seventy Shadow Stalkers.

I landed on a floating cube and closed my eyes, forcing my Perception stat to support specific skills. There, it was trying to hide with some spatial manipulation.

Annoying, but I knew the perfect way to deal with such a thing. Kicking off the floating cube, I flew towards the Abnormal.

I activated several support skills. Sarah began to glow and vibrate. Mana bent around the blade itself in structured patterns, with the faint glimmering of symbols shining slightly brighter than the blade formed in the air around it.

"SLICE!"

Anyone could kill anything with enough Mana. I would get low with my reserves, but it was fine to deal with this Abnormal. Annoying and dangerous, it was best to kill them quickly. A force created it, a swirling mass of hooked tentacles with eyes and suckers—a variation of a Tentacle Horror, but clearly much higher level.

A shimmering spherical white shield snapped into place just before Sarah would have cut through the monster. My blade hung there for a single moment, and the shield bent inwards slightly because of the power behind it. It was a powerful defensive skill spell as I observed its Mana flow. That was something I would have to work on figuring out after leaving this layer of the dungeon.

Tentacles snapped forward, their barbed hooks digging into my heavy plate armor and catching me out of position after my blade rebounded. That would be annoying and costly to fix. The alloy used to make my Tier 5 armor wasn't cheap or easy to obtain.

Aura of Repulsion!

A wave of powerful Mana exploded from my body, pushing the tentacles away for a single moment. Grappling monsters had a key weakness — they grappled me.

My blade swung upwards, slicing through several of the tentacles. Nothing could stop Sarah. Black corrosive blood went flying all over me as I kept swinging, never slowing down.

If you wanted to fight to the death, then let's fight to the death, monster. 

The ones with weapons were far more annoying than something with barbed tentacles. I wasn't worried about getting hurt, even as my armor became pockmarked and the few exposed portions of my body began to liquefy and drip away as the black monster blood washed over, giving me a dungeon baptism.

Pain and suffering were old friends.

This Abnormal wasn't as strong as the Champion, but it was annoying as it regenerated quickly and kept trying to wrap me up in more tentacles. It was probably a blue-core monster, which was disappointing. Another indigo core would have been useful.

I no longer cared about levels as much. It was simpler and easier to think in terms of monster core color. I would leave number counting to others, while I focused on killing.

It would just be a small drop of experience I needed to reach my next level, but I didn't keep track of such things, blocking out the experience counter in my status. Levels were no longer critical, but skills and skill combinations were the deciding factor in fights. That was why I wanted my son to have a stronger foundation, so he could go beyond what his old mother could do.

Well, not that old, not yet.

Fire Slash.

Fire was best against regenerating monsters. Its putrid flesh burned. Its black blood boiled into acidic steam.

Fire Slash.

I used my skill again to end this fight. I finally slew the Abnormal, leaving behind a charred and chopped-up corpse.

I swung Sarah two more times, separating the inner portion of the monster apart and blowing away the blood and acidic steam from around me. My tier 4 immunity skill would have improved—a welcome benefit.

A blue core, useful and valuable for paying Alchemist Footworth to make a Mega Elixir, but nowhere near the immense value of an indigo monster core. Looking back at my Squires, they had defeated the remaining Shadow Stalkers. Good, they weren't completely useless.

Glancing in the distance, I could make out the portal through the raging veils of energy to the 26th layer of the dungeon. Another time, perhaps. For now, it was time to go back to the Last Bastion and then home to see my beloved son. I had messed things up for him, but if he were like me, it would only push him towards greatness.

With a thought, I opened my status to check my skill levels. I had gained an actual level, unfortunately, with no new stats. I was now 160. The 10 free stat points were acceptable, but just a small drop against my total stat count. That was when something interesting caught my eye. Something I had never seen or heard of before was on my list of tier 3 skills.

Slice(101)

A tier 3 skill had gone above level 100. That shouldn't be possible. However, I had decided not to elevate my favorite skill to a higher tier. How interesting and something to think about. Sometimes, simple was better. It didn't feel any different to me, either in my mind or my senses.

I swung my blade once.

Slice.

There was something that wasn't there before. Some of my other skills had become part of Slice on their own, naturally increasing its power, like my vibration and flame skills.

I smiled slightly—another tool to defeat the dungeon.

"Let us return," I declared loudly to my Squires. Perhaps other people had discovered such a thing before me, but they never shared it. It wouldn't surprise me, since the other legends were mainly bastards or pigs.

            

    
        Chapter 32 – Year Of Hard Work

    
    
    
    
                This would be the last time I checked my status before turning 10.

It had been a year since my mother had first returned home after crushing the nation of Crownsmith, and another half a year had passed since she had given me the timeline.

Both Tutor Damian and Healer Castelle were present while I checked my status to consider my future training and medical issues.

Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 210/210

Stamina: 180/180

Mana: 70/70

Class: Tier 0, Child (Green)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+8%), Increased Learning Speed (+8%), Increased Stat Gain (+8%), Increased Physical Gain (+8%)

Vitality: 21 (+0)
Endurance: 18 (+0)
Strength: 16 (+0)
Agility: 18 (+0)
Perception: 10 (+1)
Mind: 47 (+6)
Magic: 7 (+1)
Focus: 21 (+2)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (23) (3+): Running (90), Breathing (87+5), Eldarin History (89+14), Meditation (75+10), Dodge (69+8), Eldarin Etiquette (57+7), Toughness (53), Drawing Skills (46+5), Sword Skills (41), Shield Skills (29), Light Armor (29), Dancing Skills (28), Pugilist Skills (27+13), Spear Skills (23), Monster Processing Skills (19), Cooking Skills (15), Bow Skills (15), Cleaning Skills (14), Axe Skills (14), Dagger Skills (12), Speech (9+4), Wrestling Skills (8), Combat Tactics (7+5)

Tier 2 (20) (2+): Mana Sense (60+18), Danger Sense (40+7), Soul Sense (16+14), Darkness Vision (8), Algebra (3+3), Geometry (3+3), Monster Analysis (3), Trap Detection (1), Depth Sense (1), Speed Reading (1+1)

Tier 3 (24): Pain Resistance (20), Soul Resistance (20+9), Empowered Will (11+5), Fear Resistance (4+2), Poison Resistance (3+3), Eldarin Runes (2+2), Empowered Writing (1+1), Social Resistance (1+1)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon (C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

"Idiots!" Healer Castelle yelled. "Why do you have Algebra and Geometry? Speed Reading?"

"Well, these skills always show up with each other. I didn't fully realize it, as it's standard. As for Speed Reading, that is on Justin, not me," Damian said.

"That is why I called you both idiots. A weight of 67 from his skills and a 47 Mind stat. That is at 70%, barely above Meldor's Threshold. Idiots!"

He shouted the last word again and glared at both of us.

We were silent for a bit while he kept glaring.

"Well, the Mind stat has kept up, at least," Damian finally said, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

"If it hadn't, he would be dead from your idiocy," Healer Castelle said.

I was thinking about the numbers.

"What about the Soul Resistance skill? Wouldn't that help me?"

"Possibly. But counting on a skill like that is risky. No more skills. Absolutely no more in the next three months. I want your Mind stat to be at least four points higher with no skills. I mean it. The risk is insane. I don't know why you and your mother insist on being so reckless."

"Leveling up to increase my stats would slow down my skill growth, and there is the curse."

"System save me from fools. Your skills are already leveling up so fast; one level and the ten free stat points that come with it would solve this problem," he declared.

"Or not. It doesn't escape my notice that his skill gains keep hovering over Meldor's Threshold. His soul could have become flexible enough yet still retain enough preservation to allow it to stay right there."

"You would need a Soul Mage to check and confirm. And even if that were the case, it is like playing with fire in your hands for a bit of warmth. Eventually, you will get burned. At least his other stats are high enough that we don't have to worry about stat imbalance, but if this continues, that will be an enormous problem."

"When will that happen?"

"If one of your stats is greater than the rest of them combined divided by two, which is 55.5 in your case. It will start impacting your health. Since it is your Mind stat, that means headaches and tiredness, since your body can't keep up." That didn't sound good. "Poison Resistance wasn't planned, but the risk is real. I can't keep saying this enough."

"I understand."

"Understand, yes, but if you will listen, it is another matter. I understand wanting to push yourself to the limit, but your body and soul can't sense this danger. That is why you disregard it. There is a reason they named it Meldor's Threshold, even after the man's terrible experiments. At first, he seemed nice, but then people discovered his true nature. Like this limit. It doesn't seem serious, but if you cross it, terrible things will happen; your soul will go 'poof', and completely unravel."

"I understand, Healer Castelle."

I tried my hardest, but acted foolishly and carelessly. I used my hand to clear the moisture from my eyes.

For now, I've said enough on the subject. Now we have the next concern. Tier 3 skills and your level."

Another issue? Now, I really wanted to cry. "Too many?"

"You have eight Tier 3 skills and ten Tier 2 skills. If each skill is like a support brace in a building that is your soul, the tier of the skill represents the strength of the brace. The higher the tier, the more fragile the bracing."

"Shouldn't it be stronger the higher the tier?"

"No. Higher-tier skills draw from more of your body. Putting more strain on it. Stats are the core foundational material used in the building. The walls, windows, and doors are all skills. Larger skills have larger openings in the building, putting more pressure on you, and acting as the frame. The level of your status represents the very foundation on which your status rests. You are building a larger house, but the ground is tiny."

I frowned as I tried to process the metaphor in my head. It was complex but understandable. "You mentioned that my stat gains were like furnishings?"

"More weight is being added to the house. The more time you spend in a specific room or stat, the more weight is added. That is why stat imbalance and skill imbalance are concerns. With skill imbalance, you could explode one day."

"Explode?!"

"Yes. The weight of your skills is too much, and the ground under your foundation gives way. What do you think happens then?"

"The house falls over?"

"Exactly, which means your soul rips free of your body, and you explode. These aren't problems most people would face, since they get advised by family and friends or a System Priest and don't push things like you are doing. But you have pushed things to their very limit. That soul fruit, while making your soul more receptive, has strengthened it to a degree. So, no new skills otherwise the complications will be too much."

"I never liked the house metaphor. And I think it is his class, not the level. That is more recent research from the College of Advancement, or research that has been confirmed. The class matters more than the level for the base support of the skills. A green class is quite strong," Tutor Damian said.

"The house metaphor gets the point across to stubborn people," Healer Castelle said, clearly talking about me. "You clearly want to keep pushing his skill level gain for as long as possible. As for classes, would you bet his life on such research? Because that is what you are saying."

"His rate of skill level gain is insane. What would take years for another person is only taking months. While there is a lot of risk, I can understand why both of them want to pursue this," my Tutor said.

"Foolishness and idiocy, but what do I know? I am just a foolish Healer who has studied souls, stats, and skills for decades," Healer Castelle muttered while glaring at the two of us.

I took the moment to reflect on my skill development.

"My skill level gain in relation to my tiers is 349," I finally said after adding up everything in my head. My Mind stat and maxed-out Mathematics skills came in handy. One reason almost everyone took Mathematics was to understand their status better and perform calculations quickly.

"Yes, not as impressive as the previous three months, which were 393. However, it matches up with the six months before, which were 348 each for the three months. Still on track for being ridiculous," Tutor Damian said, happy to change the subject.

"That is probably helping you. That certain skills have had masteries before you got the tier 3 is the only good thing I can really say," Healer Castelle added in.

"Well, you won't have any skill masteries anytime soon."

"What comes after Eldarin History?" I asked.

"Eldarin Lore, which then combines with other lore skills and becomes the tier 3 skill Artifact Analysis."

My mother and Tutor Damian said a good rule to follow was that Legends tried to have 20 stats per level. That put me at around level 7.9 if I used that as a benchmark.

 "What about training up skills like Poison Resistance and Social Resistance since I already have them?"

"Um, well, that goes beyond what your mother has approved of. She wants you to focus on foundational skills," Tutor Damian said nervously before gaining more confidence. "Resistance skills are tricky, since they gain levels slowly while training them. Only when a threat is real, do they level."

"What he means is that you need specialized trainers for certain skills, and he isn't capable of teaching them. And he is right. They are hard to level without an actual threat. That is why your Soul Resistance skill has grown so much," Healer Castelle said.

"And we can't train it specifically," I said.

"That is stupidity at its finest. Your soul is so unstable, I wouldn't dare poke it; who knows what would happen?"

"We have a lot of mental skills to focus on. While it is probably impossible, getting your Eldarin Runes to level 100 before the age of 12 would be a tremendous achievement. And that should be our focus," Tutor Damian said.

"Really?" I asked in surprise, and he nodded.

"Trust me on this. Mastering a set of runes at such a young age is almost unheard of except for people solely focused on that skill. While it will be a struggle, I know your mother was very insistent that you learn runes. That is why she hired me to tutor you."

I gave him a look since he had just given me books and answered questions. "You do little teaching."

"Because you are good at self-study. If you have questions, I will answer them, and once you write runes in earnest, I will point out corrections. I have already been doing that . Also, when you have hit bottlenecks, I have given you tests to get past them," he pointed out. That was all true. "As my only student, I am trying to maximize your skill gain without hand-holding you. You might level a bit more if I did that, but once I am no longer around, you will struggle. That skill, Speed Reading, is a learning skill that isn't easy to get."

"So, there are more learning skills?" I asked with interest.

"No. They are all forbidden. I am forbidding them. Don't give me that look. And you, don't get any ideas," Healer Castelle told me off and then pointed at Tutor Damian.

We both became embarrassed at the chastisement.

            

    
        Chapter 33 – Insightful Father

    
    
    
    
                "Your Tutor, Damian, talked with me. I also know how you want to train your combat-oriented skills. Your mother is exceptional at many things, but planning for your training isn't one of them. She left abruptly, so I am making some changes," my father told me over breakfast one morning.

"What changes?" I asked with curiosity.

"Specialized weapons trainers. They are common, even in Burnstock City, if their level is only in the sixties. I will hire one of them weekly, and you can train heavily with them starting tomorrow. While they won't be as good as your mother's Squires or someone at the elite or legendary level, they will provide unique insights. Most lower-level trainers give a stronger boost during their initial training session, and then their impact tapers off after that."

"Thank you, Father," I said, and he nodded.

"I am also looking to hire a trap specialist as well. That will take a bit more time, since they aren't as common. I will probably have to pay a hefty fee through the Adventurer's Guild. Finally, I will take up your Speech and Social Resistance training myself."

"What? Really? Don't you have other duties? You said you had some major plans?"

"Since he will soon be named Duke, Dereck is taking over more and more. I am stepping back and need something to do. We have had a couple of heated discussions, and it is best that I do something else. As for my plans, things are in motion, and spending time with you isn't a waste of time. Helping with your training will be useful for your future. Also, Dancing and Eldarin Etiquette. You are barely working on the,m is my understanding?"

"Well…they don't seem that important."

"Dancing is a movement skill; don't underestimate its use in combat when combined with other movement skills. And while your mother would scoff at the etiquette-type skills, she understands the importance of not coming across as rude when she wants to."

"You are saying she chooses to act the way she does."

"Yes. You don't reach her level without being precisely who you want to be. She tramples over other people by choice. But she can also be polite when necessary. Don't just take what you have seen of her as the only aspect of her personality. She can be quite charming when she chooses to be."

I doubted him a bit, but he would know better than I.

"What about your guards? Will they help with my training?"

"If they have the right skills, the trainers will offer them the chance, but most of them focus on protection and fighting with their builds. Trainers have specialized teaching skills, which help boost your level gain by spotting mistakes more easily."

While his guard captain was alright, there was a big difference between his teacher and the other people teaching me.

"Aren't I supposed to focus on mental skills?"

"I discussed that with Healer Castelle. He had no issues with changing your training if you don't get any new skills, which shouldn't be a problem. He understands the value of mixing up training as well."

"It sounds like everyone is trying to rush to teach me things."

"You aren't entirely wrong. Your mother will likely take you away once she returns. While I will leave you with a sizable amount of money, I have little else to offer. Many social skills that nobles use aren't something you will focus on," my father explained.

That was true. I had already determined the direction of my spellblade build.

"Any ideas of other skills that would be useful or skill chains?"

He smiled and shook his head. "Your mother has the right idea with what she has you learning, and I know you aren't supposed to get more skills. We can brainstorm, though. Many other niche weapon skills would contribute to Weapons Mastery—things like Whip Skills, Club Skills, for example. Then there is Throwing Skills. I am sure you know about the other runic systems out there."

"No other foundational skills? Like for magic?"

"Mana Sense is the cornerstone of magic-related skills, followed by Mana Manipulation. You are already working on Mana Sense, so that is fine. You are also developing your math skills. If you want to become a crafter of some kind or develop more social skills, such as those of a noble, then I would have other recommendations. But weapons and runes are excellent choices for a spellblade. The only thing left would be movement skills, but you are already working on some of them."

I didn't know how to put it into words. I wanted to follow my mother's path, but I also wanted to do my own thing. No one became a legend by completely copying someone else. It was hard to progress their skills beyond a certain point if they didn't invest in them.

My mother was excellent, but if I ever wanted to surpass her, then I couldn't just copy her.

"What about getting a lot of resistances?"

"Hard and dangerous. People try, but it isn't easy unless there is an actual threat. I don't think I will level up your Social Resistance that easily. As tier 3 skills, they are hard to level in the first place, and with being resistances, that is another level of difficulty. Much of what you are thinking will come to you in time. Certain weapon skills use Mana, like Slice, for example. A favorite of your mother's. A tier 3 skill, but once you get Mana Sense maxed out and then learn Mana Manipulation, you can investigate skills like these."

"Not more tier 1 skills?"

"You have enough with all the weapon skills and languages you will have to learn. They are foundational, but most people use tier 3 skills as their major skills. They use a bit of Mana strengthening them and aren't impossible to level. I suppose there are more tier 2 sensory skills, but again, that will come in time."

"Oh."

"It is nice to be young. All that energy and motivation. If I had half as much as you do at your age, I would be much further with my skills."

"Can't you still work on them?"

"I am, but it is difficult as you get older. You never stop working on skills, but now I will focus on teaching you. As for levels and more stats, that is much more difficult."

"Even if you can get stronger?"

"Some people do when they get older, hoping to extend their life. But what is life if you are in the dungeon all the time? I would like to see my grandchildren grow up. To see you grow up. While you inherited your drive to excel from your mother, I like to think of the future. I plan, and she lives in the moment."

Everyone was laid back compared to my mother. That really wasn't a proper comparison. However, I didn't understand the lack of desire to improve one's strength or raise their stats higher. It just seemed so weird to me.

"What you need to do is work on the skills you have, which is what I plan to help you with."

"What about training up stats specifically?"

"That comes when you work on skills that are most associated with a stat. It is not worthwhile to train a stat specifically. Especially when you get free stat points when you level, that you can apply to yourself."

"Well, I don't know how long my mother wants me to stay at level one," I replied and held up my wrist with my bracelet.

"Hmm, that is a good question. It really comes down to skills, I would say. Certain skills are associated with specific stats. A higher skill level improves the specific stat. It isn't worth overly focusing on just one's stats."

I nodded at this explanation. "What about social skills?"

"Speech is the most basic. After that is Rhetoric. Then you have others, such as Appearance Skills, Social Awareness, Insight, Social Sense, and so on. Letting you understand people better. It's how I am aware of your frustrations."

"What, really? That sounds useful."

"For a noble. Not for an adventurer in the dungeon. Since you have Speech, raising it is fine, but learning the rest of those skills won't make you a better fighter, at least against monsters."

"Is there anything that will go beyond what I am learning?"

"Not for a while. You need to build up your foundation. Weapons Mastery and Runes Mastery are incredibly powerful tier 4 skills if you have maxed out the previous skills. Not all skills are equal, and these two skills are among the best a person can obtain for fighting and magic."

Since tiers were based on Mana use, I had to wait on magic skills until I got Mana Sense and then Mana Manipulation.

"Thanks for explaining. Damian doesn't like to talk about other skills after Healer Castelle has yelled at him."

"It is fine as long as you don't get them. I know you want to return to the dungeon and enjoy the fighting. Truly, you inherited from your mother, not me. I prefer dialogue over violence, even though each has its time and place. But for now, the best I can do is a rotating list of Tutors."

"Master Ertor Ten was superb," I said with a smile, hoping to convince my father to let him train me long term.

"That will never happen, even if I piled up gold chests three times his height. Higher-level people have a specific amount of pride. Training foundational skills is something they dislike doing."

"Even if it pays well?"

"They can make money easily enough. It is more about legacy or favor. I did him a great favor and got half a day's training for you."

"That doesn't seem fair."

"Then you can sell your services cheaply once you become famous and reach a high level. At that point, you will probably turn down most requests as well."  

His amusement at my naivety was obvious, but I wanted the best tutors to keep pushing myself.

I saw how much progress I had made from that one session and wanted to go back.

"What about Alchemy?"

My father smiled. "Complicated and a long path requiring foundational skills like you are doing for Weapons Mastery and Runes Mastery. Complete those first, then we can talk about going after another skill like that."

He was right; I was looking too far ahead.

But I couldn't help myself.

            

    
        Chapter 34 – Trap Learning

    
    
    
    
                "So, you are the brat wanting to learn from me," Trap Master Enzo said.

"Yes, Master Enzo," I replied, and he gave a small snort before stroking his pointy beard.

"Traps are an art form. Most adventurers activate them without regard, showing no finesse or understanding of the consequences. I specialize in trap toys for young children to help them develop this skill. What level are you at?"

"Level one in Trap Detection."

"Bah, completely fresh then. Might as well not count at all. Trap Detection involves sensing the subtle dangers coming from traps. This isn't Danger Sense either. Since low-tier traps have no source of Mana of their own, this danger is much more diffused and difficult to sense. Especially with traps with secondary effects and delayed reactions."

He set a large wooden box on the table between us. "This is a trap box. A toy for children to learn Trap Detection." He opened it up, and there was an opening in the box. "You stick a hand in the opening and grip the pole inside. If you mess up, your hand will experience something unpleasant."

While I knew that dismemberment and death weren't options, I was still nervous.

"At the top here, there are various contraptions. Knobs, buttons, and so on. Your job is to use the correct order to disarm the trap."

"This will improve trap detection?" I asked hesitantly as I reached inside the box with my left hand. My right hand was my dominant hand, so I didn't want to risk it for now.

"Yes. It is simple, but it helps you learn the skills necessary for dealing with traps."

"The dungeon had some wire across a tunnel; is this similar?"

"The skill is the same. As for the dungeon, that will come in time. Now I turn a lever, and it locks your left hand into place. To escape, you need to unlock the trap."

Hesitantly, I turned a knob. Something poked the back of my left hand. I slightly jumped, though my left hand was trapped.

"Don't just try things out. Try to guess what they will do before you experiment. Push your Trap Sense to the limit."

 I focused on the skill and moved my hand to a knob that could slide.

"Something will hit me," I said after a minute and slid the knob. Something did hit my wrist.

"Good. This is as basic as it gets. Try another," Trap Master Enzo said.

Someone who held the recognized title of master possessed a high level of expertise in a specific skill or group of skills. Enzo's claim to fame was his trap detection and disarmament. Various organizations offered certification by confirming certain skills, their tier, and level. If you tried to fake mastery, people would quickly discover you were not.

One by one, I tested all the controls across the box. None of them released my hand. I looked up at Enzo, who was smiling at me.

"The lever at the back you used initially."

"Correct. Never forget the most obvious solution. If you can see how a trap activates, that is the best way to disarm it, by simply reversing that process," he explained as I freed my left hand.

He moved the wooden box away and brought out another.

"Keep working on this trap box. And no, the latch I used to lock your hand in doesn't automatically free you like the last one. I am going to prepare your next training session," Master Enzo said.

It took me half an hour to carefully test each piece of the trap box. I called out each knob, slider, and button before I used them. I got about a third correct, and another third was close.

Once I had finally freed my left hand, Trap Master Enzo had returned. "Come with me."

I followed him to a room in the mansion. I noted that there were thin wires everywhere and lots of other miscellaneous contraptions scattered about.

"If you trigger a trap, it will make a loud bang. You need to move that small statue over there on that shelf over to the other side of the room on that desk, then come back here."

I slowly began making my way through the room while he offered periodic advice.

"Don't look at how traps connect. Mana can make things much trickier with remote connections."

"If you suspect a trap, always check where you will move your body and know your retreat path. Don't startle yourself into another untested location. That is how you can set off a chain of traps and kill yourself."

"This is Trap Detection, no waving something ahead of you trying to trigger them. Do not disable them. Go around them. Memorize where the wires and plates are."

When I picked up a statue, he pulled a single wire and everything shifted across the room, including the areas I had cleared.

I looked at him, and he smiled. "I am a trap master kid. Whenever you interact with anything inside the dungeon, always assume the traps have changed. The moment you assume you are safe from a trap, that is when one will get you."

It took two hours, as I carefully moved through the room, to complete the task he had given me. It had been incredibly stressful, and I needed precise movement to avoid everything.

"Rest up and go on studying whatever it is you normally do. We will be at this all week. Today was just the first day. But I am going to get creative. You did well in avoiding everything, but you were slow. Tomorrow, there will be a time pressure included as part of the traps."

That afternoon, I studied my Eldarin Runes and Empowered Writing.

"Have fun with the Trap Master?" Tutor Damian asked me.

"It was stressful, but I felt like I learned quite a bit. It is hard to spot thin wires," I said.

"Trap Masters aren't common since their fighting skills are lacking. They often go in as a team into the dungeon or have to lure monsters into their traps on their own. That works fine on the upper layers, but the deeper one goes, the fewer traps work against monsters."

"Why is that?"

"The environment and the strength of monsters. They also get smarter and have stronger skills. Including sensory ones. The increase in their core color also denotes an increase in their combat ability."

"So, no legendary trap masters?"

"There might have been one or two. It isn't a simple build to fight with. It requires a great deal of thought and planning. Too easy to make a mistake," he said.

Although Damian might not be good at fighting, he was quite learned. Also, his analysis seemed correct. Swinging a sword to kill a monster was much more straightforward than running around and trying to place traps.

"Does anyone fight only with spell skills?"

"Mana is used in all higher-tier skills, but most often fighters favor specific weapon skills, rather than a combination of magic and weapons. And increasing physical stats to survive and fight their way through. Specialization is more important to reach a higher tier. But specializing in spell skills leaves you vulnerable in the dungeon. Also, you will struggle with Mana," my tutor explained. "But you are getting ahead of yourself again. Runes, time to focus."

I nodded, focusing on the runes I had to learn in front of me. I was glad my father was changing things up; otherwise, I really might have given up. Well, not really, but my progress would have been much slower.

The following day, I had to move through the grounds of the estate outside.

"A natural environment is the absolute worst, especially in the dungeon. It lulls you into a false sense of security, making you think you know how things are. Don't believe it for a second."

Trap Master Enzo was sitting at the base of a statue in the gardens. I had to follow the path in front of me to get to him.

My time was limited to only an hour. I cautiously advanced, inspecting each step for wires. Two loud noises occurred, indicating that a trap had been sprung.

I finally made it to the Trap Master.

"What were the two traps?"

"I still can't figure out what I missed," I said, and he nodded.

"Mana disturbance for both. A rare trigger, but once you get deep enough, it will happen. Even if you do everything right, you might still trigger a trap. Good job on retreating the way you came when they went off. Now, go down that path to the fountain. You have an hour."

That felt unfair, but I wasn't about to complain. I could feel my skill improving as I made my way down the following path. Occasionally, Trap Master Enzo would call something out for me to pay attention to or to correct. No trying to leave the path or cheat the traps.

In the dungeon, there were tunnels and other forced routes between chambers. I couldn't try to go around the edges. The entire point of the exercise was to bypass traps without triggering them.

I also used my Mana Sense skill. Detecting mana floating, I avoided it on my path. Trap Master Enzo complimented me on that.

Throughout the entire exercise, I also maintained my breathing. It was challenging to focus on multiple skills simultaneously. Each training session left me exhausted, but in a good way.

Every time I avoided a trap, I felt a sense of accomplishment that pushed me forward. Master Enzo precisely managed the difficulty to give me a couple of failures, but enough success in detecting traps if I forced myself to get them.

More than the equipment or skill was involved. It was the comprehension of how to progress someone through each skill level swiftly. That was why teaching and being a Tutor were treated differently from just knowing skills.

Reflecting on teaching made me wonder if my mother had selected her Squires with this purpose in mind. I knew she did a lot for me, but it could have easily been one of her many considerations when picking people. I would have to ask her when she returned if I remembered. The question was rude as well, so it would just have to be the two of us.

If she really did that, I wouldn't know what to say. I knew my mother loved me, but the more I learned, the more the shadow of her accomplishments loomed over me. It felt so far away; mentally, it was draining to think about all the skills I would need to train.

But that was what I wanted.

Every little skill, every bit of effort would forge me into the ultimate legend. I was trying to verify everything about my build and considering other paths, but for now, I would trust my mother and the people she had entrusted to teach me.

            

    
        Chapter 35 – Breakthrough, Soul Resistance

    
    
    
    
                "Healer Castelle, I feel slightly different, at least my soul does," I said during one of our training sessions.

"Your Soul Resistance probably broke through. That is both good and bad news. Bad, since it means your soul is at the edge of destruction. The good news is that the skill has broken through and will help stabilize things. Describe the feeling."

"Like a thin layer on the edge of my soul. It is still turbulent, but it seems more constrained, if that makes sense. Like the surface is thicker."

"Your Soul Sense is improving as well; that is good. Your soul largely mirrors your body. It is how healing potions and other skills know how to fix you up. Healing points use energy from your body and the potion itself while using your soul as a template. That is why stronger attacks are more likely to leave a scar behind, since there is Mana in them. It makes it harder for healing points to overcome and remove that external Mana."

"All resistance skills are on the surface of my soul?"

"Most. Even poison. Your body will initially fight it off, but once it has overcome your resistance, you will have to rely on other skills at that point. That is why resistances are risky to depend on. If it breaks, it can do so in unexpected ways. Some attacks might get through, all of it, but just a shorter burst; it all depends on the Mana and skill interactions."

"What comes after a resistance?"

"Immunity, a tier 4 skill, and a nightmare to level up. They consume a lot of Mana when they activate. And if you are immune, they don't do damage. So, they must be broken, but in combat, that is insanely risky. There is a story about an idiot healer. Big idiot, never copy this…"

I eagerly listened to his ranting.

"This idiot, who I won't even give a name, just idiot, thought she was so smart by having lots of healing skills and then getting resistances. She would train up by healing herself while taking damage. After immunity comes absorption. Her idea was to get every resistance possible, level them up to tier 5, and be able to absorb the attacks to recharge her reserves and attack skills. Idiot!"

"She died screaming when she ran out of Mana. Tier 4 and Tier 5 skills use a tremendous amount of Mana. So, because she was careful and clever, she had some success, but she was unprepared when a monster inflicted immense damage with a single attack. Her skills struggled, and she couldn't absorb enough of the attack quickly enough. As her mana failed her, the monster incinerated her alive, turning her into a flaming idiot."

"So, resistance skills aren't good?"

"They are like another set of armor. You don't want to depend on your armor, but if you need it, then it is useful. But you shouldn't go into fights counting on your enemy to do what you expect. That is a good way to become a flaming idiot."

That made sense. Resistances were already tier 3 and a pain to level up. Higher tiers would be a nightmare, especially if leveling them efficiently was only possible in life-threatening situations. "But my Pain Resistance leveled up quite a bit while training under Sabin."

"Did you want to feel pain?"

"No," I replied.

"There you go. You were training to resist the pain, not to level the Pain Resistance skill. That makes a big difference for resistance-type skills. You can't just stick your hand in some fire and level up Fire Resistance that way. The consensus is that since you want to put your hand in the fire, the skill doesn't level up. Mindset is important when using and leveling skills, especially higher-tier skills."

"What would Soul Absorption look like?"

"Don't let the name fool you. You would gain more reserves from soul damage, but it is absorbing the damage, so you aren't taking any. Your life is under immense threat. Since you are taking an attack, and if your skill cannot overcome spike damage, you will die. When these skills fail, more damage is allowed to pass through. It is impossible to just let a small amount of damage through, especially in combat. So, while you are leveling resistance, you won't be able to level immunity and then absorption without something attacking you. Like getting Fire Resistance from being constantly in a fire, but that won't level up higher-tier versions of the skill. Yours is only leveling up from the sheer and constant danger you are under."

"Then would it be possible to go past Meldor's Threshold if Soul Resistance got high enough?"

"No, don't even think about it. While it might not truly be absolute, it is best to treat it as if it is a point of no return."

"Sorry. It is just a skill that is leveling, that I have no control over."

"You have control. You are just a single skill away from death, despite my warnings and best efforts. I suspect that your soul might have adapted and somehow know this after all the times I have shouted at you, but we can't be sure. Natural soul defenses are a restricted field of study."

"Why is it restricted?"

"Slavery. Forcing people to take the Slave skill. The Eldarin Empire was a big proponent of slavery. When it collapsed, there were a lot of revolts and targeted attacks against slave owners. As a result, people stopped practicing it and heavily condemned it. Now it is a black mark in human history."

I knew about the slavery of the past, but didn't realize it had to do with the soul.

People relentlessly hunted Soul Mages over the centuries. It is a simple way to bypass stats, skills, and other defenses. Training up a defense is even more difficult and dangerous. Although the practice isn't banned because monsters use soul skills, and healers must address such damage, it is heavily restricted."

"You didn't study at the College of Advancement?"

"That degenerate cesspool of Alchemists, Mages, and Mathematicians? Absolutely not. I trained at the Five Star Institute of Healing, which was founded by five healers from different races millennia ago. It is older than the College of Advancement, but less prestigious since we focus on healing and no other nonsense."

"What about combat healing?"

"Stupid! I can tell what stupid thought is going through your head after my story. I don't enjoy telling stories like that to people with limited understanding, like yourself. Are you considering combat healing to keep fighting even if injured? Idiot! Don't get hit. Block, deflect, dodge. Getting hit is essentially asking to be affected by some unusual skill a monster possesses. The higher the level, the more dodging is important."

"Even for my mother?"

"Especially your mother. Ask her if you don't believe me. While she has her fancy heavy armor that can take a beating and her skills, it is better not to get hit directly. You might live, you might not; regardless, you won't like the outcome. Better to focus your efforts on dodging and killing, rather than trying to heal yourself in the middle of combat."

"Thank you for explaining, Healer Castelle," I said, and he let out a soft sigh.

"I don't like being harsh and yelling, but I just see so many stupid people, so many people die. They think their skills and stats are enough and go with whatever nonsense enters their heads. Don't be like those people. Even your mother didn't think things through when giving you that soul fruit. In the race to get ahead and get stronger, many people fall; most don't get back up, even when I try to put them back together," he said tiredly.

I didn't ask, but I could tell he had lost people in the past.

I could only imagine being the designated healer in a team in the dungeon, and people dying one by one, while you try to save them. It would be a nightmare, and you would get all the blame if anyone died, even if they were being an idiot.

That woman — the flaming idiot — she had probably been a friend of his if I had to guess. It wasn't easy being a healer. The attrition rate in the dungeon was horrendous, at all layers, not just the top layers. All it took was one mistake to die horribly.

Healer Castelle looked so broken after going on about idiots that it made me realize he wasn't just yelling at people; he was genuinely upset. He was yelling because he cared too much and didn't want to lose anyone else to things he considered foolish.

It was easy to get mad at the old man when all he did was yell and reprimand people, but I knew I was being reckless with my life. I couldn't slow down. I had to go even faster. Push harder, train harder, be better, if I want to be the strongest.

The risks were high, but having time to level up Soul Resistance was not an opportunity that would come often. Unless I met a monster that did soul-related damage and survived, how would I even level such a skill?

There was probably a way, but from everything I heard, my life needed to be on the line for such a skill. I couldn't just have a trainer help me train up the skill, at least not quickly or easily. My mother would never let someone get away with capturing or torturing me to improve the skill, either.

But one day it might very well save my life. While Soul Sense might not seem important, it was the gateway to other soul-type skills and their immense power. I had been thinking about how I would surpass my mother one day, and soul skills were an answer to that question.

I was unaware of her skills, except that she combined magic with her sword, achieving new heights with a spellblade build—a combination of weapon skills and magic skills to counter all threats.

Though I knew Healer Castelle cared for me, I couldn't slow down. I had no choice but to go faster. There were countless more skills for me to learn. Although it might have seemed I had lots of time, I understood that every second was crucial to becoming stronger and reaching higher levels.

Looking at the other people, I saw that they just struggled to level a handful of skills. Betraying everyone who invested and believed in me would be casting away this opportunity. I wouldn't do that. Once again, I vowed in my heart to become the strongest spellblade possible, no matter what.

The books were so dull that they made me want to pull my hair out to stay awake.

Even when my body ached and my head hurt. I would keep going no matter what.

"Stop whatever nonsense you are thinking and focus on your Soul Sense. Stabilize Soul."

Healer Castelle's hand touched my head. I felt a wave of Mana enter my soul, but didn't focus on it. I concentrate on the vibrations traveling across the surface, and they settle down once more. But they settled down less than previously.

My skill was resisting Healer Castelle's skill. I could tell he knew by the frown on his face, but there was nothing that could be done. Resistance skills were passive. Only those with more powerful immunity and absorption skills could control them more easily.

Perhaps if I had a skill-control skill of some kind, it would be easier to manage, but that was a problem for the future.

Healer Castelle didn't seem in a talking mood anymore, and I didn't want to ask him more questions at the moment.

            

    
        Chapter 36 – Bow Training

    
    
    
    
                "Hello, I am Erika, Bowmaster." It was rare to get a female tutor for combat skills, and she must have noticed my staring as she then asked, "Is there a problem?"

"Uh, no. Normally, my combat tutors are men. Just surprised."

"Hmm. Well, let's get started. Your Strength stat and Bow Skills level?"

"My Strength is 17 and my Bow Skills are 15."

She then looked at the nearby weapons rack, which someone had set up on one side of an open grassy area on the estate grounds. She picked up a bow and then handed it to me along with a quiver.

"Shoot that target. Let me see your form."

I put the quiver on my back and drew an arrow. I then shot at the nearest target she pointed to. It was twenty meters away. I hit pretty close to the bullseye.

"Next target."

I drew and nocked an arrow. After steadying my breathing, I fired when I breathed out, striking the next target almost in the center. The target had been forty meters away.

She pointed at the target sixty meters away. "Next target."

I had to angle my bow much more, and the arrow hit the side of the target.

She walked over and placed her hands on my body, adjusting my posture. "Adjust your form here. Loosen these muscles. Keep your wrist looser. It is too tight."

"Now shoot again, first target."

I repeated shooting at all three targets. It felt unusual, but my accuracy was slightly improved, and the arrow's trajectory was easier to control.

"Good. Your basics aren't bad, but in terms of combat, you will struggle. To become skilled with a bow, you need to fire in a single breath and hit a moving target while you are moving yourself. A stationary bow adventurer is a dead bow adventurer."

She then walked forward.

"You will move and shoot at me. Don't hesitate or be afraid. At your skill level and with your stats, you can't harm me. Aim for lethal points and keep moving. It can just be a walk for now."

"Yes, Bowmaster Erika," I answered and nocked an arrow.

She began walking backwards away from me. I fired at her head. She tilted it out of the way.

"Your accuracy isn't good enough to target a vital area like the head. Danger Sense will alert whatever you are shooting at. Aim for the center of mass."

I nocked another arrow and fired while walking towards her.

She shifted direction just as I fired, and the arrow missed her by a small distance. "Aiming directly at the center is not always the best choice. Keep firing and try to lead your target and predict their moves."

I fired again, aiming slightly to my left. She came to a stop.

I was already nocking a second arrow and fired at once. She stepped backwards, and I missed. I kept firing arrow after arrow while slowly walking, while she dodged every shot. I missed every single one and soon ran out of arrows.

"Now collect them quickly." I ran off as she ordered. Two arrows from the quiver were broken. "Good. You collected them all. A major weakness of using a bow is ammunition."

"What about spatial storage or a bow skill that creates magical arrows?" 

"When you are an elite or a legend, you can ask that question. When you first start, you won't have access to such items. That is why it is important to know where your shots go. Also, to know what is behind your target. You hit one target in the field while trying to hit me. If that had been a companion, you would have severely injured them."

"I didn't know I was supposed to avoid shooting them," I replied, and she shrugged.

"It is just a warning to pay attention to where you are shooting. You also didn't take too long or get fancy. Speed is critical when using a bow. Accuracy will come in time, but speed is the first thing you need to focus on. Now, let's go again," she said, walking away.

I didn't hesitate to shoot an arrow at her feet where her foot would step. She shifted her stance, and the arrow struck the ground next to her foot.

"Nice attempt to change things up, but center of mass is still best," she said as she easily sidestepped another arrow. I fired all eighteen arrows, but another three broke. She had me collect five replacement arrows from the weapons rack so we could go again.

My hands and arms were quickly becoming tired and sore from the constant firing of arrows, and as soon as I could, I tried to hit her. Bowmaster Erika kept dodging. Healer Castelle was on the side, watching these training sessions in case of an accident and replenishing my reserves.

I felt refreshed as my stamina recovered and kept firing arrows, then ran out to collect them. The entire time, I kept my breathing as steady as possible. When lunch finally came and the servants brought out food and drinks, I was mentally exhausted.

"Your dodging is quite risky," Healer Castelle said over lunch.

"I would never do such a thing in the dungeon, and I would never put someone else out there. But it is the only way to train someone properly in using a bow for combat. It is similar to sparring with another weapon. Just that I am not shooting back, like I normally would."

"Wait, you would shoot back?"

"Of course. The biggest risk in a fight when using a bow is being hit back by a ranged attack. On a team, a bow user will target other ranged attackers first, before assisting their teammates. It can get quite chaotic, and learning how to dodge is important."

"Then why aren't I doing that?"

"Your skills aren't high enough. Dodge is a Tier 2 skill. But I am told you are working towards it."

"Dancing," Healer Castelle said, and I looked at him. "I know what they plan for you because I've had enough conversations with Damian and the Supreme Warlady. Maximized Dancing can transition into Dodge."

"I thought it was just a noble skill?"

"Dancing is a noble skill, and so is Dodge. Nobles don't like to get hit after all."

Bowmaster Erika chuckled. "Indeed, they don't. The few that fight think they can stay in the back with a bow, but using a bow is the most dangerous position since you must know everything happening around you, and you are using both hands for your bow. You have no shield or other weapon to block attacks."

"Similar to being a healer. It's a massive pain in the ass."

"Oh, you have gone into the dungeon?"

"More than enough for one lifetime. Now I watch over Justin here, making sure he doesn't kill himself during his training."

"The same. I reached the 9th layer, you?"

"Made it down to the 15th."

Her eyes widened slightly. "The 15th, then you must be close to being an elite."

"Bah, I don't care for such things anymore. I am a Healer and will die a Healer."

"Any team would want someone like you with them."

"Foolishness and idiocy. I appreciate the kind words, but the dungeon is nothing but despair and darkness. So many things are lost down there that can never be recovered."

"Hmm, I can understand that sentiment. A bow can only do so much. Skills struggle to latch onto arrows, and the higher-quality ones are too expensive. That is the trouble with using a bow; every shot with gold-tipped enchanted arrows is a massive expense. Once you start using platinum, there is just despair. The costs became too much for me, and I tried to cut corners. I was a fool."

She had probably lost people as well and had retired from adventuring.

"And how is retirement treating you?" Healer Castelle asked.

"Well enough, especially after this job. At least Justin here doesn't complain or whine. I swear, I want to shoot brats in the ass when they complain."

"I know the feeling. They ask for healing with the smallest scratch on their precious bodies. At least this one has had a proper upbringing, not getting spoiled senseless by his mother."

"I would have liked to meet the Supreme Warlady. She is an inspiration to female adventurers everywhere."

"She is a force to be reckoned with, that is for sure. Ah, the sun is nice on my old body," Healer Castelle said while stretching and enjoying the noon sun.

"What about lingering injuries? I hate to bother you, but I ran out of healing points and took an attack on my knee."

Healer Castelle let out a small sigh at that and opened his eyes. "Come sit next to me. I will need to check your body."

She got up and moved her chair over. He put a hand on her knee.

"Health Analyze." He used a skill and then removed his hand. "Five years?"

"Six," she said, and he frowned.

"The healer you got did a decent job. The bone plate and the tissue in between have worn down."

"Can it be fixed?" she asked.

"You would require a Flesh Crafter, not a Healer. The injury has taken root in your soul, so healing skills will no longer be effective in removing it. It is a natural part of you. That means cutting you open and fixing things directly  — a Flesh Crafter, not a Healer."

"Ah, I thought so, but I wanted another opinion from someone experienced. My granddaughter is talking about going into the dungeon, so I wanted to accompany her."

"You must have been quite young when you had a child."

"I was, but my husband was an adventurer. When he died, I needed to support myself and two kids, and I had always been good with a bow."

"Don't spread it around. This isn't proper healing. This should last for a year; the less pressure you put on your knee, the better. When it goes, it will be sudden. Be prepared for that." He put his hand on her knee once more. "Stabilize Injury."

Bowmaster Erika stood up and moved her leg. "It doesn't hurt."

"My Mana prevents the injury from worsening or hurting, but it isn't fixed. When my skill finally runs out, your injury will be much worse. It will wear out more quickly the more pressure you put on that knee, so be careful."

"Ah, thank you. That is fine. I just wanted to go with my granddaughter on her first descent. After that, full retirement for me. This job is paying for her gear," she said with a slight smile. "I might be old, but I can still handle the first layer or two of the dungeon."

"Hmm, I would take a potion or two if you can, just to be on the safe side. My skills are likely to give out at the worst possible moment. Don't treat it as healed. Don't be an idiot."

"I understand. Thank you. I will be careful. Well, let's start the afternoon training."

            

    
        Chapter 37 – Breakthrough, Meditation

    
    
    
    
                "Why did you help her?" It had been bothering me for weeks. I also tried to spread out my questions so my tutors wouldn't get annoyed. We were finishing up our weekly training session for Soul Sense.

"Who?" Healer Castelle asked.

"Bowmaster Erika."

"There are countless people like her. Adventurers who couldn't keep up with the pressure of the dungeon. All reach that point one day, even your mother. Their bodies aren't fast enough. Their skills aren't enough."

"But she is risking her life!"

"Like you do every day, with your stubbornness. I give warnings. I am not anyone's guardian. If people want to be idiots, that is their choice. I just let them know ahead of time."

"Why did your skill last longer than Stabilize Soul?"

"Because it is targeting her body, not her soul. A person's soul is highly resistant, so since your Mana comes from there, it breaks down my skill much more quickly. Also, my level is much higher in Stabilize Injury. I used it in much more back in the day."

"Oh, do you think she will be okay?"

"Most likely. Someone who can make it to the 9th layer can easily handle the first two layers of the dungeon. She has the experience to know what she is doing, so she doesn't get killed along with her granddaughter."

I wasn't so sure. "What were the skills you needed to learn for Stabilize Injury?"

"Always more questions, ah, the joys of youth. If you are interested in healing, then go to the Five Star Institute of Healing. I won't teach anyone half-baked skills outside of the Institute. And before you ask, it is for safety reasons. You learn a couple of skills, and then you think you can treat injuries. Then, when someone is dying in your hands, and your skills fail, you will blame me."

"I wouldn't."

"You would. It is human nature. It is one of the many things covered at the Five Star Institute of Healing. If you truly desire to become a Healer or learn healing-focused skills, then go there. However, Healing has limits. Far more limited than you can imagine. Strength would have been a better path for me. To shield and protect, not to treat foolishness. But I made my choices long ago."

He got up and left, clearly done with the conversation.

I was truly curious about what had happened to him, but I was too scared to ask. It would be like reopening an old wound. I wasn't so insensitive as to let my curiosity get the better of me, no matter how much I wanted to know.

Getting up, I left our practice room and made my way back to my apartment. I got changed for the night and sat on a cushion to practice Meditation before going to sleep. Just another skill I was squeezing into my packed days of skill leveling.

With all the tutors my father had been getting, each one spent around a week training me before being replaced by another tutor the following week. There were morning and afternoon training sessions. Evenings were spent with Damian or once a week with Healer Castelle.

The schedule was incredibly demanding, but it was exactly what I wanted. I felt like I was rapidly improving in multiple areas. I definitely preferred fighting skills if I had to pick which type of skills I preferred. Book learning was a struggle, and the Eldarin Runes were worse than the Eldarin Script.

They had to be incredibly precise in both their construction and several other factors. Damian had tested out my creations, but they had all performed incredibly poorly. He had been offering advice on what I should correct and try to fix for the following runes I made, but it was exhausting to understand the complex rules that governed them and to put those rules into practice.

For example, a fire rune didn't mean fire. It was the concept of fire bringing warmth, heat, and burning. The rune itself looked like three different letters mashed together, with flowing lines of varying thickness.

No fundamental runic language existed, or at least no one had created or discovered one yet. The symbols were incredibly complex, with the order of each line being drawn being important. There were countless variations that one could apply to runes. So, while it made it easy to adjust the fire rune to provide more heat rather than burning, the actual symbology was incredibly complex.

When one channeled Mana into the rune to activate it, instead of a heat source, they might receive a blast of fire on their face. That was what made it incredibly slow going. It wasn't just learning the runes, but everything about them. And that hadn't even gotten into their interactions with each other.

I could see their power and imagine how useful they would become in the future. But for now, runes were a massive headache to learn, even with my Mind stat. Everything had come easily before. Sure, it might have been boring, but Eldarin Runes was the first mental challenge I had ever faced. The complexity of the runic language was immense.

Focusing on my Meditation, it was an essential foundational skill to help increase the regeneration of Mana later on, once the skill progressed to higher tiers. Similar to Sense Mana, it was key for me to develop the necessary higher-tier skills and be able to level them more quickly.

While I was at a bottleneck, I had experienced many bottlenecks with tier 1 skills. It wasn't something that was overly concerning to me anymore. I would break through when I broke through. Trying to force a breakthrough would only slow down my efforts to get past the bottleneck in my skills.

Keeping my breathing steady, I let my mind focus on nothingness. Meditation was about clearing one's mind. The best and most efficient way to practice this skill was to concentrate on blackness, the void, or nothingness. My breathing was deep and slow to help my body relax more easily, which was also why I practiced this skill before going to sleep.

My mind drifted to intrusive thoughts. Why wasn't there a sleep skill? Or a movement skill? Or a thinking skill? I knew they probably fell into tier 0, but if running used Mana to a small extent, why couldn't other skills? I put those thoughts to the side and focused on nothingness. With each breath, I let go of everything that was trying to weigh me down and distract me. I needed to focus on this moment.

That was when it all came together, as the distracting thoughts left, allowing me to focus on absolute nothingness. My understanding of the Meditation skill deepened, and this knowledge was imprinted onto my soul as I broke through the bottleneck.

In the future, it would be easier for me to clear my mind and enter this higher state of Meditation. But leveling up would become more difficult as I had to find other ways to improve the skill. Unlike mental or physical skills, Meditation was incredibly self-reflective and depended much more on the person using the skill. Each person approached it slightly differently, even if there were standard training methods.

Most of my training was solitary, like this. While others might try to help, I had to understand and learn. Just repeating something over and over wouldn't help me gain many skills. Constantly overcoming personal challenges, pushing my skills, and focusing on what I was doing were key to improving. I did not know how other people could handle improving at a slower speed. I would have gone mad with frustration if I weren't improving so quickly. With each improvement locking into place as one of my skills leveled up, I felt a sense of satisfaction.

I had gotten better at sensing these improvements in levels. During Meditation, it was self-evident when I broke through. My Soul Sense also twinged slightly when I got the level. The skill imprinted the knowledge on my soul. Like a colored glass window, it alters the color of the light that comes through it.

The metaphors used to describe how skills and stats worked could sometimes become overly convoluted. But it was a good starting point for visualizing and understanding what exactly was happening. To most people, this knowledge was not that important. While nice to know, it didn't help them.

Given how quickly I was progressing, I needed to know everything I could to avoid mistakes in the future. While I hadn't crossed Meldor's Threshold, and specific skills were leveling up because of this, it was still perilous. I wanted to understand the risks before being put in such a position again.

Letting out another breath, I slowly got up and stretched a bit. I then walked over to my bed. It was time for sleep. I had pushed longer in Meditation than I usually would. Although I didn't like wasting time sleeping, my mind needed to be well-rested to learn quickly.

Tutor Damian had told me off for staying up late in the past when I had unlocked my status. It would only hurt me in the long run. Getting proper sleep and then putting in time to work on my skills during the day was the fastest way to improve. Like everything else he claimed about skill advancement, he had said the College of Advancement had done a study confirming this.

It was nice to break through a bottleneck today. That meant today had been a good day for practicing my skills. While I had already broken through several, it felt like another small milestone on the path to becoming stronger. And it was something I could mentally track, unlike my exact level.

The minor improvements to a skill didn't always correspond to a level upgrade, but the breakthrough on a skill was more obvious, allowing me to pick up on this event. With how things were going, I had probably gotten the skill System Sense, and Healer Castelle would be livid.

Although I hadn't been trying to get the skill on purpose, I knew about it and its usefulness. I hadn't checked my reserves constantly or tried to sense them, but sensing skill levels was second nature and something I couldn't easily stop myself from doing. Even if I got another skill, I should be fine. I had probably increased my Mind stat.

And if I crossed Meldor's Threshold, and my soul collapsed, then that would be it. I would not put my life on the line foolishly, but I couldn't be afraid either. That was what going into the dungeon had taught me. If one wanted the power to rise to a legend, one had to be prepared for one's life being at risk. While it might not have been the lesson that Squire Jessica had tried to teach me, it was the one I had come away with. I would never become stronger than my mother without taking risks.

            

    
        Chapter 38 – Training With Father

    
    
    
    
                "This piece of candy is five coppers. Not one less," my father said.

He was right; they were pretty valuable. But that was wrong. I had to focus.

"Four," I said through gritted teeth as contradictory thoughts rampaged through my head.

"Four," he replied, and the pressure disappeared.

A gasp escaped me. I reached out slowly, gave my father the coins, and then took the chocolate. I smiled as I ate it.

My father didn't like sweets, since one could get the negative skill Sweet Tooth. But it was a practical training method, since there was nothing else of value to argue over.

I loved sweets. They were my weakness. If I had to fight a chocolate monster in the dungeon, I would eat it rather than kill it, even if it did horrible things to my body. Well, maybe not that much, but I loved sweets.

There were other skills that were negative or not useful. The System recognized what a person focused on to determine if they got a skill.

"How are you feeling?"

"Mentally drained. Social skills are brutal," I replied.

"Well, I am not holding back or trying to be subtle. People find doing this quite rude, but it is great for helping you level."

I knew that from my Eldarin Etiquette, but I hadn't realized they could be so strong. Even after the First Prince, I thought that if I was ready, I could resist.

"Why is it so tough? Can you make someone do something like kill themselves?"

"No, you can't do that. Well, not easily at least. Social skills use Mana to get past your outer defenses, your Social Resistance skill, and then all you have is your Focus Stat. A soul will normally try to preserve itself instinctively, so if there is a threat to your life, that will help a person break from the control of a social skill."

"Two coppers for the next piece."

"No. No. No." Each no was like a hammer against my mind. "We already agreed on a price of six coppers."

"It was four coppers last time."

"So, you lied to me. How distressing. I don't need to sell them. Perhaps I will eat one myself," he said, and popped a chocolate into his mouth and began chewing.

"You can't do that! Five coppers."

"Eight now, there are fewer, and they are rarer. I also enjoy eating them."

I wanted to fight back and say something else, but I just couldn't.

"Seven," I gasped out.

I then regretfully pushed over seven coppers to get the next small piece of chocolate.

"What you are talking about matters. Gaining the upper hand in a conversation can sway things in your favor or against you. While you didn't lie, your mind became confused for a moment, which let me hammer home my advantage."

"Do all nobles do this?"

"To varying degrees. Using it outside of nobility makes people consider it both rude and risky. If you target the wrong person and your skills fail, the consequences can be quite lethal. I know your mother enjoys beheading anyone who tries an active social skill on her."

"Really? Isn't that extreme?"

"They see it as an attack. For nobles, it is simply a back-and-forth we are used to, but what the First Prince did when he visited was extremely improper."

"But there is nothing that can be done."

"No, he is the First Prince, and he did nothing besides asking you to think about the future. If he asked for a favor or personal knowledge, then it would be different."

"It just feels wrong to let him get away with such an action."

"You can go about seeking to settle all minor slights or focus on moving on and getting stronger. Take it as a lesson."

"My mother doesn't move on,"

"And she is the Supreme Warlady, not some noblewoman. When you are over level 150, you can do what you please." Okay, that was a good point. I couldn't go around killing people I disagreed with unless I was super strong. Or I could tell my mother, which I wouldn't do, but it was an option to get revenge. "And no, you shouldn't complain to your mother."

"I won't, but why?" I asked, and he let out a sigh.

"The political situation right now is in a delicate state. Adding any further complications would only cause more trouble. Your complaint to her will kill the First Prince and future King, and this will create a crisis in this country. It is best to avoid such things, if possible."

That was what I liked about my father. He didn't hesitate to explain things to me, even if they were things I wouldn't have to deal with. He didn't keep me in the dark or try to coddle me. That would have infuriated me.

While he might use a bit of flowery language or his Drama skill to frame things in a certain way, that was expected. While he was my father, he was also a noble. That kind of thing came naturally to him. Like killing did for my mother.

Well, that was unfair to her, maybe. I didn't understand her very well. I knew she loved me, but she was so absent that it was hard to know what she was like beyond her martial prowess and her love for me.

"Tell me what you think about your mother."

I wasn't supposed to follow his commands or answer his questions, but it seemed incredibly reasonable. Like my father, I should know the answer to this question.

"I…she is amazing, and I look up to her," I said.

I was really beginning to dislike social skills. My father gave me a small smile.

"Oh, tell me something specific you like about her."

I tried to fight his suggestion. I knew I didn't want to answer, but at the same time, I did. It was like I was fighting with myself.

"Brown hair," I gasped out.

"No screaming in rage to overcome social skills," my father said.

I let out a gasp before he hit me with his social skills again.

"Tell me what you dislike about her."

"Nrrrrrrrrrrrr, her absence," I groaned out, and he nodded. My head collapsed onto the table. I felt completely wrung out. There was no pain or exhaustion, just an overwhelming sense of frustration that I couldn't resist even when I knew what was coming.

My father had explained it was the sheer stat and level difference. His Focus was much higher than mine, and his skills laughed at my paltry Social Resistance and other skills. Even with Soul Sense and Mana Sense, his social skills were like a tsunami striking a small house. I was the small house in the metaphor.

Monsters didn't use social skills, but some used illusions, which worked the same way based on their underlying principles of how Mana hit a soul, so this training was useful even if I was going to focus on being an adventurer. My father pointed out that facing him was equivalent to facing a regular illusion monster on the 12th layer of the dungeon.

Even if I knew I had no chance, I felt like I shouldn't let my actions be beyond my control.

"Oh, how upset are you? What would you like to say to your mother?"

I wanted to claw my eyes out to stop this. Despite my hatred, I still wanted to answer his questions. I needed to answer them. Like an overwhelming need, I couldn't help myself.

"Only a slight bit. I would tell…tell…tell her I love her," I said with a gasp.

I had tried to fight it, but I just couldn't.

"Do you love her more than me?" my father asked.

He wasn't trying to be mean on purpose, but I needed to care about the answers to put up a fight and improve my skills. While there was no risk of death, embarrassment was still a distant second.

"I…I…looooove you the same but different," I was forced to say.

No matter what I tried, I always had to answer. The one nice thing was that it was obvious if someone was going all out with their social skills, and there were other ways to break the connection. Screaming, running away, and hitting yourself, among other things, worked. However, the rules of this exercise forbade me from doing any of these things. They only compelled my words, not my actions, but my father warned me that at a high enough level of difference, people could convince others to do outlandish things.

Criminals often used social skills, so the nobility highly regulated such training. Anyone besides them using social skills drew a lot of negative attention. Very few social skill tutors existed, and authorities regularly checked their client lists to ensure they weren't teaching the wrong people. This meant people who weren't nobility.

"Now tell me. Have you ever wet yourself?" I refused to answer this. I clenched my jaw tight and forced myself to focus on my breathing through my nose. "Oh, you don't want to answer, but I am trustworthy. You should tell me. Don't worry, I won't tell anyone else."

No! I refused to give in. My hands gripped the table between us tightly.

"Isn't your jaw getting tired? Just give it a small rest. I don't mind,"

That seemed reasonable, and it was feeling stiff. I relaxed my jaw slightly, and it opened.

"I-" That was when I slapped myself, breaking whatever hold the social skills had on me.

"We can stop if you want?"

"No. I just…I can do this. No matter what."

My father gave me a look that clearly indicated he didn't believe me. "Do you really think you can do this?"

I let out a sigh. "No. This is something I'm horrible at. I need to increase my Focus stat, so I never have to worry about this kind of mental attack ever again."

I wanted to glare at my father for using his skills so naturally, but that was what someone with social skills would do. They wouldn't use them all right away. That would be like blowing a horn and yelling at someone. That's when I realized he had just used his skills subtly to get me to answer.

He was smiling at me, dammit.

They would slide them into a conversation to convince me to say things I didn't want to say. Or answer more than I would have normally answered.

"Oh, how rough? Do you want me to go easier on you?"

"Nrrrrrrrrooooo," I ground out. "Dammit!"

"Don't get frustrated. Why don't you lean back and relax? No need to be so tense," my father said.

I wanted to do that. I took a deep breath and relaxed. Dammit! I just let that one slip by without fighting it.

"Now tell me, have you ever wet yourself?"

"Glob-ab-lab-lab," I tried biting on my tongue, but my mouth didn't want to cooperate. So, everything just got twisted up instead.

"Oh, how cute. Is that a new baby word glob-ab-lab-lab?"

"No, it isn't. Not a baby word at all. I am fighting back against your skills," I said to give me a moment to gather my wits again before my father's next social attack.

"Oh, a new language then. Tell me, does that mean you wet yourself?"

"No, yes, I don't know," I was confused. Thankfully, the question was unclear, allowing me to deflect the worst of it, but I knew my father would keep coming.

"Oh, the word doesn't mean that, and you wet yourself. How embarrassing. Tell me how embarrassing it was."

I really wanted to gouge out my eyes and scream now. This was one of the worst things I had ever experienced.

"In….in….in…. the dungeon, was about to die," I finally said.

"That must have been scary. Tell me how afraid you were?"

I could not tolerate it anymore. My head hit the table, and thankfully, I was clear-headed for a moment.

"That is just going to give you brain damage, not help your skills."

"This is the absolute worst."

"It is, but you wanted the training. Now tell me about the stuffed bear you had as a child. What was its name again?"

I didn't want to talk about the bear. I had set it aside when my status became available. My father was relentless. People thought my mother was evil, but they must not have known about social skills.

            

    
        Chapter 39 – Mother’s Return

    
    
    
    
                "Tutor Damian, is there any other way to resist social skills besides Social Resistance and Focus?" I asked.

"No, Justin. The only options are social skills, which you may not get. You have asked that already," he told me.

"They are the absolute worst," I replied.

"Hmm, many people think so. That is why they aren't often used to their full extent. Subtlety is what people who specialize in such skills often focus on."

"I love my father, but the sheer embarrassment might kill me."

 Damian chuckled at that. "Well, be glad it is your father and someone you can trust. Most nobles start such training around age 12, when they can be more easily embarrassed and have more secrets."

"Like what?"

"The secret depends on the person. The older they are, the more secrets they accumulate."

I felt like he was lying, but I wasn't sure about what he was lying about. I ignored the feeling, since my mother trusted Damian. That meant I could trust him as well.

"The Supreme Warlady has returned and summoned both of you to her office," a servant entered the library, breathless, and blurted.

I quickly got up, and so did Damian. We didn't run but hurried to her office. Running would be rude, but there was no way we would be slow. That she returned unannounced was a surprise.

The door was open, so I entered. Healer Castelle was already there, and her three Squires, who looked quite tired and worn out.

"My son, it is good to see you are doing well. It was a…why is there a scar on his neck?"

No one dared to breathe as my father entered her office. "I wanted to talk to you first."

"Talk, Darren? Someone almost decapitated my son, and it disfigured his neck. I suggest you contemplate your next words, since you were responsible for his safety in my absence."

She didn't move, but everyone felt the threat in the air.

"I would speak with you alone."

"Out, all of you," my mother ordered without thinking for longer than a second. I left along with everyone else to wait in the hallway. The office magically blocked out sounds and vibrations from the outside so that no one could spy on the inside.

Everyone was silent and watched the door nervously. A minute went by, and then two. Finally, my father opened the door, unharmed. He said nothing as he left.

"Come back in," my mother ordered. We all went back into the office.

"Come here, let me look at you closely," my mother ordered, and I went around the desk to stand next to her. She grabbed my head and gently turned it to the side, looking closely at the scar. "How bad was it, Healer Castelle?"

"Terrible. Trifecta of poisons, and the blade almost got to the spine. If I hadn't been right there, he would have died. I tried to minimize the scarring, but the poison lingered, bottoming out his healing points. An experienced Flesh Crafter can remove it."

My mother let me go. "I will leave that up to my son. It is his body, so he may decide if he wants to wear his scars openly or not." I noticed that she didn't hide her scars or long-term damage that had been left behind when she ran out of reserves. "What about lasting effects?"

"The poison has cleared out, and he's got Poison Resistance. I inspected the wound several times, but it healed correctly. The only lasting mark is the faint scar on the surface of his neck," Healer Castelle reported.

"You have done well. Consider the debt you owe me repaid in full for your service," my mother said.

"I would see any lasting issues fixed before my departure and talk to whatever healer you hire next."

"I am glad to hear that. You do your profession credit. With a small bit of effort on my part, I have acquired a Mega Elixir. I had the Master Alchemist in charge of creating it fill out a sheet answering your questions," she said, and pulled out a piece of paper and held it out to our Healer.

"Let's see what foolishness this Master Alchemist has brewed up," he said.

Everyone was quiet as he looked over the sheet of paper. After a minute, he finally spoke up.

"I need a moment to think this through and the possible interactions," he said, and my mother nodded.

"A few minutes is fine," she said, being surprisingly reasonable. "But explain what you are thinking so I may better understand."

There was the absolute demand I had been expecting from her.

"A Mega Elixir uses an indigo core as the primary ingredient and draws out stats through it, unlike a regular Elixir that refines through a special process to allow the stats to directly permeate a person's soul in a subtle process rather than a forceful one. This allows the Mega Elixir to be used multiple times, unlike a normal Elixir, except for one key issue. Alchemical or potion toxicity,"

"This Mega Elixir has an Alchemical toxicity that is highly concerning, and it lasts for a long time as well. If your son takes this, he cannot take another potion for at least 10 years and won't be able to take another Mega Elixir for 400 years or anything similar,"

"That is the concern. I know only that Alchemical toxicity reduces the effects of potions the more that are consumed."

"That is at the most basic effect. But once it gets high enough, the body will violently reject any potions or Alchemical products after a certain point, hurting instead of healing. This Mega Elixir is both genius and stupid. Genius, since it will increase all stats by 10 with no risk to the soul. But it is stupid because of the high toxicity. Potions are a life-saving resource in the dungeon. And I do mean 10 years for the most basic of potions."

"It increases toxicity that much?" my mother asked.

"We use the Rumbart Scale. Show me a healing potion you would use," he said, and my mother pulled one out. "That is a 50 on the Rumbart Scale, fairly high potion toxicity, but expected of a powerful healing potion. Most people starting would use healing potions with a 5 on the Rumbart scale. At 100, the effect switches from helpful to harmful. You would need to take 2 of them quickly to reach that amount of toxicity, with the higher value on the Rumbart Scale making each successive potion less effective. The number decreases more rapidly the higher it is, regardless of skills or levels. It is something that one needs specialized testing equipment to determine. I can say that Justin's toxicity is almost zero after watching him for so long. The Alchemical product that was the compressed heart had little."

"And how much on the Rumbart Scale is the Mega Elixir?"

"Around 9,000. If your son takes this, he can't even look at any alchemical products without serious risk. With its power and how it integrates into his soul, the decrease on the Rumbart Scale will be much slower than normal. The Master Alchemist specifically notes this. That is why I say 10 and 400 years for no potions and only minor potions."

"What exactly is Alchemical toxicity? Is it like poison?"

"It is your soul resisting outside effects of an Alchemical nature. This Mega Elixir is very safe for its intended purposes, except for the Alchemical Toxicity it leaves behind. Any future products made from Alchemy need to be treated carefully and not used. They will only hasten his death, and you can treat them as dangerous. Resistance skills don't work on this sort of thing since potions work on your body and soul."

"Is this an innate property of the Mega Elixir?"

"Yes. That's how your Master Alchemist got such a potent creation while minimizing all other side effects. Genius — it really is genius — but also stupid, as I said before. Instead of skills, it will be Alchemical products that risk your son's life."

"There are no skills to counter this?"

"As far as I know, no. They say there is a skill for everything. It wouldn't surprise me if your son developed a new resistance after taking this Mega Elixir. But mark my words, Supreme Warlady, it is risky long term."

"Son, what do you think?"

"I am not afraid. You worked hard to get me this Mega Elixir. I will take it," I said, and she nodded. While there were risks, I would have to avoid Alchemical products in the future. That didn't seem any riskier than not getting new skills.

"Good. To advance boldly, one must put fear of the unknown aside."

She then reached out, and a shimmering crystal phial appeared in her hand, with a rainbow of colors coming from inside.

"Uncork it and drink it all at once," she said as I carefully took the vial from her hands. I steadied my breathing as everyone watched on.

I uncorked the vial and drank it all at once. It had a horrible taste, like something had died in my mouth, but I forced myself to swallow every drop.

I then set the phial on the desk while everyone stared at me. I felt woozy. Healer Castelle came over and touched my head. "He is fine; it's just his soul that is being overwhelmed. With your permission, I will put him to sleep. It should allow the Mega Elixir to work better."

"Do it," my mother ordered.

"Sleep."

I let out a gasp as I woke up. I was in my bed, but no one had changed me. My mother was sitting by my bedside along with Healer Castelle. Her Squires and Tutor Damian weren't present.

"Son," she said while leaning over me. "Are you okay?"

"I feel fine. Thirsty."

A servant rushed over with a glass of water and then rushed away. I sipped the water, and my sore throat eased.

"His soul needed time to adjust. Anyone can use the Mega Elixir, but it takes time for someone with lower stats to adjust," Healer Castelle said.

I finished drinking. "How long was I out for?"

"A day," my mother said. Oh, that wasn't too bad.

"Let him rest for the rest of the day. Check his stats tomorrow morning. Better to let everything settle first, just to be safe," Healer Castelle said.

"He will do that. Thank you for your guidance," my mother said.

"I will leave in three weeks," he replied.

"What, why?" I asked.

"While I was being paid to be here, a considerable amount of money, it was also a favor to your mother. I owed her for saving my life long ago, when I didn't want to be saved. Now I have repaid my debt, and a new healer will arrive."

"Thank you for everything."

"Idiot child! Don't go dying from something stupid," he muttered and left the room.

My mother sent a glare at his back, but he didn't falter in the slightest. "He shouldn't say such rude things to you."

"It is fine; he is just worried. He is a big softy, under all that gruffness."

"A shame, but he did well in guiding me regarding your health concerns and saving your life. He has repaid the debt."

"You saved him?"

"I found him alone while moving through the layers. His team was wiped out. Without my assistance, he would never have left the dungeon. Normally, I wouldn't have bothered, but he was a Healer and was still trying to bring his teammates back to life when I found him. Despite being a pitiable man with a broken will, he served well."

"Now what?" I asked hesitantly.

"Now, you tell me everything that happened while I was away. It appears I have been too lenient with certain people."

"My father did nothing."

"And that is the problem." She let out a soft sigh. "Also, why I don't like dealing with nobles. You will quickly learn that the worst actions aren't from your enemies. You expect them to kill you. But what really hurts is when someone you trust fails you either through inaction or negligence."

"You aren't going to chop off his head?"

"He will make amends another way by correcting his mistake. Unfortunately, that also means we will depart as well."

"We are leaving?" I asked in shock.

"Yes, preparations are already being made. The Kingdom of Terander is no longer our home."

"What is going on?"

"You don't need to concern yourself with that." I wanted to argue. My father would have told me, but apparently, he had been keeping secrets. I wanted to know what was going on.

"I want to know."

"You can say things, but I have decided, my son. Now rest. We will discuss your skills tomorrow while I complete arrangements for our departure."

My annoyance grew as my mother got up and left, but I was powerless. For the first time, I felt what everyone else felt when dealing with her — frustration and helplessness because I couldn't get my way.

            

    
        Chapter 40 – The Mega Elixir

    
    
    
    
                Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 310/310

Stamina: 280/280

Mana: 180/180

Class: Tier 0, Child (Green)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+8%), Increased Learning Speed (+8%), Increased Stat Gain (+8%), Increased Physical Gain (+8%)

Vitality: 31 (+10)
Endurance: 28 (+10)
Strength: 27 (+11)
Agility: 30 (+12)
Perception: 21 (+11)
Mind: 62 (+14)
Magic: 18 (+11)
Focus: 32 (+11)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (23) (3+): Eldarin History (97+8), Running (93+3), Breathing (90+3), Meditation (82+7), Dodge (69), Eldarin Etiquette (65+8), Toughness (60+7), Drawing Skills (50+4), Sword Skills (50+9), Light Armor (36+7), Shield Skills (35+6), Dancing Skills (35+7), Pugilist Skills (33+6), Spear Skills (28+5), Bow Skills (20+5), Monster Processing Skills (19), Axe Skills (19+5), Dagger Skills (17+5), Speech (16+7), Cooking Skills (15), Cleaning Skills (14), Combat Tactics (13+6), Wrestling Skills (12+4)

Tier 2 (22) (2+): Mana Sense (72+12), Danger Sense (40), Soul Sense (24+8), Algebra (15+12), Geometry (12+9), Darkness Vision (8), Trap Detection (8+7), Speed Reading (7+6), System Sense (4+4), Monster Analysis (3), Depth Sense (1)

Tier 3 (24): Soul Resistance (24+4), Pain Resistance (22+2), Empowered Will (17+6), Eldarin Runes (14+12), Empowered Writing (7+6), Fear Resistance (4), Poison Resistance (3), Social Resistance (3+2)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

"By the System almighty," muttered Tutor Damian after I read off everything from my status.

"Legendary child indeed," Healer Castelle replied.

"The stats! He has 249 as a level 1, and at his age. This is unheard of. It will put him at approximately level 12.5 if we use comparisons to the stats of legendries at 20 per level. Or that would be level 25, since his free stat points could match that to level 25."

"Only one new tier 2 skill, good. His soul should be stable, even if he has an insane amount of alchemic toxicity right now. At least he solved the problem of having too many skills compared to his Mind stat. A ratio of almost 90%. It should be 100% to be safe, but we can breathe easily now that he isn't hovering over Meldor's Threshold,"

"Skill growth is still insanely high. With tiers considered, that is a level gain of 324 over the last three months. Slightly less than in previous time periods, but still incredibly high."

"I am pleased with your progress, my son," my mother said, and I felt a bit of reliefthat  my hard work was paying off. "You said his soul is stable?"

"It is in a much better place, except for the Alchemical toxicity. Why?" Castelle asked heavily with a sigh.

"Two things. An Alchemic product was created by taking a skill from a monster and a pair of eyes from a Shadow Cat. I want my son to get the skill Shadow Vision. Also, another Soul Fruit. If his leveling of skills has slowed down, then it must be sped back up."

She set a green soul fruit on the table and a glowing crystal shard inside a glass container beside it.

Healer Castelle took several deep breaths, opened his mouth, closed it, and opened it once more. "The tier of the extracted skill and its name?"

I had been expecting him to go on a rant, but he probably realized it would do no good against my mother. Or he could wait until he got enough information before yelling at her.

"It is a very useful Tier 2 skill. Shadow Vision, which allows a person to detect unnatural things around their position. Specifically hiding skills. The skill focuses on the eyes."

"The issue is alchemic toxicity. In comparison, processed monster skills have only a small amount. If he gets this skill, his eyes will try to explode out of his head at his current alchemic toxicity level."

"And if you were healing him?"

I didn't want exploding eyes. I really didn't want that.

"It is possible. But I will need some Mana potions, and this is reckless. Once the skill integrates, it should settle down, but if it doesn't, he may go permanently blind. We just solved other problems, so there is no need to make more."

"I disagree. If my son is to be the best, he must be pushed. Both in soul, body, and mind. So, it is mostly safe, and you can handle the side effects?"

"It will hurt a lot."

"It will improve his Pain Resistance and Empowered Will. Only death is final," my mother declared and then looked at me. "Unless you don't want to?"

I shook my head. "I can handle it."

"Good. And the soul fruit?"

"Impossible to say. With everything else going on, I am far out of my depth. I can only answer the question about the skill, since that is something I have studied regarding Alchemical and potion toxicity. But two green soul fruits combined with everything else? They are natural treasures of the dungeon and should not harm, but anything in excess can be dangerous. I would strongly recommend against both items."

"And if you had to make your most educated guess?" My mother asked while staring at Healer Castelle.

"I really don't know. Even if you put your blade to my neck, I couldn't tell you the most likely outcome. There are three possibilities. The first being is that it just resets what the first one did. His skill and stat gains remain insanely high. The second outcome is that his soul becomes too unstable and completely breaks apart. The third is something else; what that would be, no idea. Soul fruits can't kill. As one of the few treasures of the dungeon, that is a hard and fast rule as far as I know. But to my knowledge, no one has ever given a child at level 1 two priceless green soul fruits before. I know one is safe; that's been done, but with two, I can't say what would happen. People space out the time they take it to maximize its potency and effect. They are far too valuable to be used in such tests. Either in rapid use or in someone your son's age who is at level 1."

My mother turned to look at me. "What do you think?"

"I am not afraid. I will eat it," I said, and my mother nodded. If I died, my future was not destined to happen. I believed my mother. Even with everything dangerous that had happened, either she or Healer Castelle would sort everything out.

"Good. No hesitation or fear in your voice. Often, you won't know the correct option. Which path in the dungeon to choose? Which skill to use? Relying on your own instincts is the best option."

"Isn't that risky? Like with soul stuff, since there is no warning?"

She turned to look at her Squires. "The same with various monsters and the dungeon. It is no different. Do any of you disagree?"

"No, Supreme Warlady Elena," they all said, and my mother nodded.

That really wasn't proof. They wouldn't dare disagree with her. I looked at Healer Castelle, the only person I had seen stand up to her.

"Like I said, there is risk—a lot of unknown risks. I strongly recommend against this. But ultimately it is your decision," he said. I nodded. "We should do the eye skill first."

"Why?"

"I know that will probably work, even if it is painful. Doing so after he consumes the soul fruit could create unexpected complications."

"Then do it."

"Come sit on this chair," Healer Castelle said.

He took the case with the floating crystal inside it and brought it over to me. My mother got up and stood in front of me to observe.

"You will scream. It will hurt immensely with the amount of toxicity in your body. Don't pass out. It will drag the process out. I need a leather strap so he can bite down on."

My mother pulled one out and gave it to Healer Castelle. He gave her a momentary look before placing it in my mouth. I bit down.

Healer Castelle pulled the crystal shard out of the container with a pair of metal tongs and then put it against my forehead. I felt like my brain was cooking. My eyes began to really hurt.

I kept biting down and screaming. My vision became blurry as it felt like my head was splitting open.

"Greater Cure. Greater Cure. Stabilize Soul."

I felt Healer Castelle's hands over my eyes. The pain slowly went away.

"That was more extreme than I thought. The alchemical toxicity from the Mega Elixir is far too high. Thankfully, adding a skill has the bare minimum of toxicity," Healer Castelle said while my head was still spinning.

He removed his hand. "Don't force his eyes open. They need to rest. For at least a day,"

"There are a lot of delays, Healer Castelle," my mother said.

"And this is already insanely reckless. Eating the soul fruit without a full amount of healing points is too risky. His soul is already stressed, and he should wait."

"One day. Take him to his room."

Someone carried me away and wrapped a cloth around my eyes.

There were traces of phantom pain, but the worst of it was gone. Healer Castelle stayed with me through the night once more. The next morning, there was a slight haze to everything in my vision. Focusing, I could deactivate the vision skill mentally. I then let it activate again.

"How is your sight?" Healer Castelle asked me as I sat up in bed.

"Blurry when the skill is active."

"That's what I expect. In time, it will be more precise. Any pain? Follow my finger with your eyes, not your head," he said and moved a finger in front of my face.

"No pain," I replied.

"That is good. That means you successfully gained Shadow Vision with no complications. Any other pains?"

"No," I replied. "I deactivated my Pain Resistance skill as well. Nothing."

"What about Soul Sense? Anything seem abnormal?"

"My soul seems a lot denser. The surface movement is more stabilized, but heavier if that makes sense?"

Healer Castelle let out a sigh of relief. "That makes sense. Don't use skill implantation again for four years and never for anything above tier 3. I am not joking about this in the slightest. While you might think it is safe to do so sooner, don't. And even then, your Alchemical toxicity is off the charts."

"What is the problem? This one worked out well."

"It is the same issue with eating monsters. The Mana contaminates you. This can ruin your soul. Implanted skills need time to settle in your soul. So, don't let that happen."

"Got it and thank you again."

"Try not to die with what we are doing next."

            

    
        Chapter 41 – A Second Soul Fruit

    
    
    
    
                My mother did not make me get out of bed and instead handed over the soul fruit. The spiky green fruit felt heavier than it had previously, even though I knew it was the same weight and size as the first one I had eaten. A truly priceless treasure, and my mother was giving me a second one. I quickly ate it, swallowing everything.

“Ugh, my stomach, I don’t feel well,” I said, hunching over as my entire gut cramped.

“Greater Cure. Stabilize Soul.”

The pain just kept getting worse. My entire gut felt like it was twisting in on itself.

“What is the problem?”

“The soul fruit is causing his soul to become more unstable. His health is stable, but his soul is fluctuating heavily. It is impacting his body,” Healer Castelle said. “Stabilize Soul.”

“Help,” I gasped out.

“It is fine, my son. Endure and become stronger,” my mother said.

I was in pain, tremendous pain. It felt like my body was going to be ripped in half.

I couldn’t stop myself and threw up the breakfast I had before eating the soul fruit. My mother was beside me and pulled me into her arms. I puked all over her light armor.

Instead of getting upset, she was far more analytical than I could have ever imagined.

“There are no soul fruit pieces here.”

“His soul absorbed it. Right now, his soul is volatile, but it isn’t breaking apart. That is impacting his body heavily.”

“Do something,” my mother ordered as I dry-heaved.

“There is nothing to do but wait. I told you I didn’t know what would happen. He isn’t dying, but there is an adverse reaction.”

“How do you know he isn’t dying?”

“His healing points aren’t dropping. If his soul broke apart, he would die in under a minute. If his body were breaking apart, his healing points would drop.”

But I was in tremendous pain. I dry-heaved again. My entire body felt like it was trying to rip itself apart.

“Well, he clearly is in pain.”

“I know! But you don’t just stuff a kid with everything you have and not expect something bad to happen! Now let me focus while I think about what is happening, dammit!” Healer Castelle shouted at my mother.

She said nothing back as my dry heaving got worse. That was when I began to cough heavily.

“What in the System’s name?”

“What is that black stuff?”

“I don’t know! His healing points are dropping. Greater Cure. Stabilize Soul. Get me a Mana potion.”

“Here, use this one.”

“Greater Cure. Stabilize Soul. Health Analyze. What…impossible. Greater Purify. Greater Purify.”

“What is it?” my mother asked as

Healer Castelle began breathing heavily after using so many high-tier skills in quick succession. “I have a guess, but give me a moment. I need to draw some blood.”

I kept dry heaving and coughing. I felt a prick on my arm.

“Well?” my mother asked.

“I need a moment. Let me focus,” he told her, and she said nothing else. A minute went by before Healer Castelle spoke up again.

“I just checked his Alchemical toxicity. The soul fruit is forcing the Alchemical toxicity out of your son’s soul. That black stuff is the Alchemical residue, mostly from the Mega Elixir.”

“I thought it was part of the soul itself?”

Even though my body was wracked with pain, I tried to listen.

“It is! Your son’s stable for now. My skills will hold long enough, and he won’t die immediately. I need to think. This is an unknown reaction. He already had a Soul Fruit. The stats, skills, and the original soul fruit are all something adventurers have done in the past. No one would eat a second green soul fruit so close to the first. Also, the Alchemical toxicity was completely off the Rumbart Scale, as high as it can go and then some.”

“I have a guess, but it is just a guess. Soul fruits can’t harm; they make the soul more receptive. They can even strengthen classes linked with a person’s soul. Your son’s age, level, and the original soul fruit already made his soul as receptive as possible. The new skills and the rapid progress in leveling are proof of this. But there is no measuring scale for this.”

“So, it is forcing the toxicity out of his soul, interesting. A shame I didn’t get another Mega Elixir made and find some more soul fruits.”

“Foolishness, but his soul is purging the Alchemical toxicity into his body. It is poisoning him. The problem is that I do not know how long this will go on. It could go on for a day, a week, a month, or even a year.”

If it were a year, I would rather die. I dry-heaved again and began coughing up black stuff onto my bed. The smell was horrific.

“Keep him alive, and he will be fine. No matter how long it takes.”

“My Mana is running low. I had to use my strongest skills and had to take a potion previously. I also need to sleep. Your son needs to sleep, eat, and drink as well. But with his soul in turmoil, his body is affected. If this goes on for more than a day, there are severe risks.”

“Then he will just have to endure it and become stronger. Could you keep him alive for two weeks?”

“Maybe? Depends. It won’t be easy, and you would owe me, not just my regular fee.”

“As long as my son remains alive, I will owe you a debt. Two weeks. I will prepare. We will leave together immediately.”

“Immediately? Where to?”

“The Five Star Institute of Healing,” she replied without hesitation.

“That is a month away, even with the fastest magical carriage.”

“I will pull a carriage myself, since I am faster. When I need to rest, my Squires will do so. Have the servants pack whatever you want to bring. We will not be coming back here for a long time.”

“Your son will need clothing and his other stuff.”

“I will have Tutor Damian handle all of that. He will be your assistant for the next two weeks,” my mother said and then leaned over me. She patted my head.

“Endure, my son. Endure and become stronger.”

I couldn’t reply as I coughed up more.

“Insanity. I knew this was all insanity. Well, I will keep you alive for two weeks. After that, it is out of my hands.”

I couldn’t concentrate on anything when someone moved and stuffed me into a carriage. It wasn’t magical in the slightest. One problem after another. If I survived this, no more Alchemical products, since this had to be worse than death.

It set off rapidly. I felt exhausted but couldn’t stop dry heaving and coughing.

“Can’t you put him to sleep?” Damian asked.

“No, he would choke to death. The toxins are emerging across his entire body, but they would clog up his lungs and airways. I am more worried about dehydration,” Healer Castelle said. I could barely listen in. “His mother is lucky. I actually like him and hate seeing people die. Think of a way he can get water into his digestive tract.”

“What about cutting him open, pouring water into it, and then healing it closed?”

Don’t cut me open! I couldn’t say anything as I couldn’t stop coughing.

“As a last resort, that could work. His healing points are fluctuating a lot. I would rather not bottom them out unless there is no other choice.”

“A tube of some kind. Down his throat and into his stomach?”

“The coughing is too much.”

“This never happens?”

“No, skills can fix almost everything, but you need the right skills. I can’t address the root cause of his soul expelling all that Alchemical toxicity into his body.”

“Since he can use Soul Sense, could he try to help speed things along?”

“No, and that is incredibly stupid. Justin, don’t listen to what he says. You poke your soul now, it is liable to explode, and your body along with it. While the soul fruit won’t kill you, your soul is volatile now. Don’t mess with it.”

All I could do was try to nod before my gut twisted and I dry heaved once more.

“Can you keep him alive for two weeks?”

“It won’t be easy. I am hoping this stops in a day or so, but I have no idea. It could end tomorrow; it could end in a year.”

“What about measuring the Alchemical toxins that are coming out of his body?”

“You can try, but Alchemy is incredibly complex. You would have to know the amount of Mana in the Mega Elixir and then find some way to convert that into this black sludge. Who knows if it contains other impurities from his soul? If he survives, I tremble at the possible outcomes. But he has to survive first. Greater Healing. Greater Purify.”

For one moment, I felt better. I went still, panting. Then the pain struck me again, and I dry-heaved.

“Don’t worry, Justin. Your mother will get us to the Five Star Institute of Healing in no time.”

“Keep him clean. I need to meditate to recover as much Mana as possible and rest in between sessions. Check with me every hour, and I will reuse my skills.”

“Will that be often enough?”

“It is the best I can do. I want to avoid taking potions for as long as possible in case there is an emergency. Once an hour should be enough to ensure he remains stable. At least she is going to the only people who might know how to keep Justin alive.”

I coughed up more black sludge. Being alive hurt; it hurt so much. My mother was wrong. She was wrong. So wrong.

            

    
        Chapter 42 – Interlude 3

    
    
    
    
                First Healer Zarren Quail

"How is my son?" At least she had the decency to act concerned after what she had done to him. I gave my harshest glare to this woman. She didn't react in the slightest. She kept calm and gazed at me.

"He is alive, for now. We have a rotating team of healers watching him and keeping him alive after what you did." We had to break out the medical support equipment that the Dwarven Healers were always talking about. Barbaric machines, but there was no other way to keep the child alive. "I am in charge of his care. I am First Healer Zarren Quail, a person managing this Institute. Come to my office; we are going to have a chat."

I didn't wait to see if she followed me and went straight there.

I took a seat at my desk, and she sat across from me. The Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock is one of the most, if not the most, feared beings in existence. I didn't care about her body count. Or any of the other rumors about her. What I disliked her for was experimenting on her child.

"I dislike you, Elena," I said, waiting to see what she would do, not bothering to use her titles. No one dared to touch the Five Star Institute of Healing, but there were always exceptions. We might all die today, but that was fine. I would not betray our core principles, the ones this very Institute rests upon.

"I sometimes dislike myself," she calmly replied.

Despite her stoic nature, she was clearly capable of self-reflection. I pulled off my enchanted glasses and rubbed my eyes. If this were anyone else, I would have taken them into custody and punished them for what they had done, even a legend. The one thing that even the most stubborn of Healers agreed on was no experimenting on children. Our list of actual rules for full members was relatively small, but the rules we had were fundamental.

But handing out an appropriate punishment was impossible with this woman. I put back on my enchanted glasses, and she stood up and bowed deeply.

"I accept full responsibility. Please ensure my son's health."

Well, at least she understood she was out of her depth here. She might be a genius at killing things, but her talent in healing skills was practically nonexistent. Only a few basic skills from what my glasses could pick up. A dabbler at best. After a few seconds, she sat back down and kept staring at me.

"The only thing we can do is wait, for however long it takes for the Alchemical toxicity to leave his soul."

"How long will that be?"

"I have three senior healers looking over the case now. Based on the blood tests for Alchemical toxicity, it could be anywhere from three months to a year, depending on whether the rate of expulsion speeds up or slows down. I will review whatever they come up with to narrow the timeframe and the treatment plan. A 9,000 on the Rumbart scale of Alchemical toxicity should be impossible. The cost of your son's care will not be cheap."

"I can pay."

"Yes, you will. I have priced out the care he will need for an entire month. The cost would be difficult for anyone but you, and our services are permanently closed to you. We don't take kindly to experimenting on children," I replied, waiting for her to yell.

I slid across a sheet of paper detailing the immense number of resources that were being poured into keeping her son alive.

"It wasn't an experiment. I wanted him to get stronger," she replied.

"You say that, but you proceeded regardless of the risks. I have spoken with Healer Castelle. You are lucky someone of his ability was there with you. Anyone less qualified than him and your son would be dead."

"I know," she replied with no discernible emotion.

"No more Alchemical products, or anything else for your son. He can make his own decisions when he is older, much older. But for now, absolutely nothing. What you have done is that the information is going to be sealed. While I doubt anyone else will ever replicate what you did, it is unacceptable."

"I understand," she replied and picked up the sheet of paper.

I saw her eyes go slightly wide for a moment.

"This is the cost for a month?"

"Yes. Four full-time Senior Healers rotating in to constantly apply their healing skills. A member of the Five Star Council will review the treatment plan and work on a solution. Lab testing provides more detailed information about Dwarven medical devices to keep your son's body functioning. And one Ritual of Protected Rest, so your son's mind can actually sleep. We haven't had to do it for almost a century. Normally, the doctors use it for extreme torture victims who have been broken mentally."

"I…I didn't realize the outcome could be so bad."

This time, I picked up the hesitation in her voice, but it went as quickly as it came.

"No one has done this before. Now, the bill? While I hate to make a point of this, if we heal your son and you run off with him, there is nothing we can do."

"I was saving this, but it should cover my current debt and then some," she replied, pulling out a blue monster core and placing it on my desk.

I put it away in my spatial storage.

"I will have it assessed, and the value placed against the cost of your son's treatment. That should probably cover a month and a half if I had to estimate. Now comes the hard conversation, Elena."

"And that is?" she asked while staring directly at me, giving off a calm appearance.

"Your authority and supervision of your son."

"While I will let you chastise me, do not overstep your place," she declared.

This time, I felt a very acute sense of danger coming from the woman in front of me. But I would not back down. The first thing we taught all Healers was to have a spine here at the Institute.

"My position is the First Healer of this institution. We have endured since before the time of the Eldarin Empire. Even the Eternal Emperor could not make us fully submit to his whims. Even when the Eternal Emperor forced all the healers of this Institute to bear witness as he forced my predecessor's soul to be mutilated, not a single Healer of this Institute submitted to his tyranny or overwhelming power. We did not submit, even when he subjected four more Senior Healers to the same horrible fate. That is where this Institute earned its name. While there have been dark points in our history, we will not condone medical experimentation on children."

"If you try to take away my son or turn him against me, there will be no more Five Star Institute of Healing. I will not torture you; I will just kill you all. You will keep him alive and fix him as quickly as possible. Beyond that, you do not have the authority or strength to object to,"

Looking at her, I knew she would destroy this place without hesitation. Time to take a step back and compromise, no matter how distasteful I found it.

"Then, on your word, you will give no more Alchemical products to your son. We do not use children as test subjects," I stated while staring fiercely at her.

"Very well. On my honor and word as Supreme Warlady Elena, I won't give any more Alchemical products to my son Justin."

I finally could relax. There was a knock on my door. Without waiting for me to refuse them, the door opened.

"Quail, what a marvelous case you brought me. Never seen such soul turbulence before. And with the history, two green soul fruits, and an unsanctioned Alchemical product from the Last Bastion, this is shaping up to be the case of the year. Possibly the decade," Second Healer Sebastian declared as he walked over. "Who is this lady?"

"This is the patient's mother," I replied.

Before I could give her full title, Second Healer Sebastian continued.

"Oh, you are the idiot who almost killed your son. Well, it is simply quite exciting," he said, and saw Elena close her eyes and focus on her breathing. She had far more control than I had ever imagined. "Surprised you didn't toss her out of the tower or the window after what she did."

"We were just discussing things when you interrupted us. Do you have any progress on the case, or do you just like hearing yourself speak?" I asked with a lot of annoyance.

"Progress, of course. I am smarter than you and the rest of the Healers here after all. With Healer Castelle, good documentation and background made it a lot easier to figure everything out. Definitely Alchemical toxicity exiting the soul, and since the soul overlays the body, that is where it is going. Now, this might seem crazy, but I say we break out the Eldarin old soul compressor we keep in the basement."

"That is a torture device that we only held onto to figure out how to deal with soul injuries. It isn't meant to be used on a living being," I replied in a deadpan tone.

"Exactly! Squeeze the soul to force the Alchemical nonsense out, then let it snap back into place without binding it. We would use half of it. Unless you want to authorize my access to the soul skills you keep tucked away."

"Will it work?" Elena asked.

"Maybe. But it is the only thing we can do besides wait. It's not like we will deform your son's soul. Just compress it as much as possible, hopefully pushing out the Alchemical nonsense faster," he explained.

"Do you know how long this issue will last?"

"Nope. The best guess is three months to a year based on the declining toxicity rates. There's never been a case like this before for comparison. With that Mega Elixir and the super high toxicity, I would say half a year to nine months is most likely."

"That long? Do what you need to do. I have no objections."

"Sebastian, the patient's health comes first. Don't let anything happen to him," I said.

"Ah, got it. Don't worry. Now I need to dig that soul compressor out of storage and give it a test run. I need two homunculi and a team to record results."

"Do whatever you must. I will cover the cost."

She wasn't uncaring; she was just far too stoic in the face of adversity. I wanted to say something, but I knew it wouldn't matter at this point. Second Healer Sebastian had many faults, but he truly was a genius of Healing, being able to figure out the tricky cases like this.

"Excellent. Always love it when I have free rein on a project,"

"I will know if you padded your numbers. We will treat this case with no nonsense, out of respect for the Supreme Warlady Elena here. Do. Not. Cause. Trouble," I declared while staring at Second Healer Sebastian.

He isn't to play any of his usual games with this patient, and especially not with his mother. I knew he liked to pad the bills he gave wealthy patrons to support his medical research. If he sensed someone as rich as Elena, he might go overboard, which would cause problems.

"Oh, got it. Well, off to get the torture, I mean the medical device," he said and quickly left.

"You Healers are an eccentric group. Very willful."

"We don't accept anyone who doesn't dare to stand up for themselves, no matter how talented. Otherwise, people like you would dictate to us, not the other way around, even when this is our profession."

"We can discuss everything as long as my son is fine. If he dies, there is no need for discussion," she said and stood up.

I stood up as she left my office without another word. I really hated powerful people, but they were the ones with complicated cases and could pay the expenses that accumulated at this Institute. Funding was always tight.

While I said I would turn her away, the other four towers would no doubt accept her if she showed up, even with her history. A customer was a customer after all. I might have talked tough about bringing up the Eternal Emperor, but my predecessors would have probably folded if he had handed over money instead of threats. Time to make sure that the kid stayed alive, so his mother didn't go on a rampage and level this place.

            

    
        Chapter 43 – Results Matter

    
    
    
    
                "Wha…what happened?" I asked, feeling tired and wrung out like after Squire Sabin's training, but it had gone on for days.

"Young man. Justin. You are lucky to be alive. I am First Healer Zarren Quail. I oversee your treatment. You spent two weeks here, and we fixed you up."

"My mother?"

"Waiting outside for now while I speak with you first. Do you know what she did?"

My head hurt. "Gave me valuable items to get stronger?"

"System, save me. She gave you powerful treasures and Alchemical products without regard for their cross-interactions. People think they can add one plus one to get two, like the body and soul are some kind of math puzzle. That isn't the case at all. The Mega Elixir left behind a massive level of Alchemical toxicity, an insane amount."

"Healer Castelle said around 9,000 on the Rumbart Scale?" I hesitantly said.

"Yes, anything over 100 is bad. I don't think there has ever been a potion with such high Alchemical toxicity that didn't kill a person. Unfortunately, with your fluid soul state from the previous soul fruit, your age, and level, the second soul fruit created more turbulence and attempted to push out the Alchemical toxicity."

"That was the black stuff?"

"Yes. I am glad you understand this. Now, there is good news and bad news. The good news is that you will live with no more serious complications. The Alchemical toxicity has gone below 500 on the Rumbart Scale. No potions or other Alchemical products for at least two years, and after that, you will need a Healer to give the okay before you take anything."

"So, I could eventually take another Mega Elixir?"

"No, potions are life-saving measures, even if I dislike Alchemy. Just no. Don't even think about it. I am telling you right now that if you were anywhere else but here, you would have died horribly. Now for the bad news. You have developed the skill Healing Resistance."

"What? How is that possible?"

"It is very rare, but it happens when multiple people constantly heal someone. Since it is a tier 3 skill, a System Priest can't safely remove it. Technically, it can be done, but with your soul as unstable as it is, the danger is far too high. While you have experienced a boost in skills and stats from this ordeal, do not repeat it," First Healer Zarren Quail said with a glare at me.

I nodded.

"Good. Now, I will arrange for some proper food for you, and your mother will speak to you. Then, we will move you out of our treatment center to our long-term observation for at least two months. You can do light activities and study while we make sure there are no lingering side effects."

"Um, is there anything you could do about my cursed skill?" I asked, and he shook his head.

"It is a Tier 6 skill. There is nothing we can do. Skills are the domain of System Priests. But there is no way of improving it now, not after everything. Anything that risks your soul is absolutely forbidden. The next time you think of taking an Alchemical product or doing something, remember the pain and how close you came to dying," he said.

"Thank you, Healer Quail."

"Now, before I go, if you feel your mother is overstepping or abusing you, you can come speak to me. You don't need to say anything now, but know that there are people who will stand up to her," he said, and I nodded.

He gave me one last look before leaving my room.

My mother strode in after he left. "My son. It is good to see you better."

I didn't know what to say as she sat next to my bed and ran her hand over my hair.

"I almost died," I whispered.

"Yes, but ultimately you made that choice," she said.

"Like I did with Squire Jessica?"

"I was mad at her for letting your healing points bottom out and risking permanent injury. Not for the lesson. I approved of such a lesson."

I frowned at her behavior. I had almost died, and she seemed so uncaring.

"Perhaps it is my fault for being unclear. When I came home after you had unlocked your status, I asked you what you wanted to be. And you told me, 'I want to become strong. A legend like you.' Have you changed your mind?"

"I…it hurt so much," I breathed.

"Yes. Yes, it does. But let me ask you again. Do you want to become the strongest? If you don't, then that is fine."

"Is this what it takes?" I hesitantly asked her, and I slowly looked up at my mother as she stroked my hair while looking down at me.

"Indeed, my son. If becoming a Supreme Legend were easy, everyone would do it. If I listened to old men and people in power, you know what I would be?"

"What?"

"A peasant girl on a farm. I ignored everyone and decided things on my own. That is why I have been asking you every step of the way. The people who do their best and work hard are legends. They might get some help along the way, but they will go no further. But what separates me from them is that I ask myself to go further. To push barriers people consider impossible."

 I listened intently as my mother explained things to me.

"I dug deep and won when fights seemed hopeless. I kept going, even though my body was injured. When people told me it was all impossible and that I was a foolish woman, I ignored them and trusted in my judgement alone."

"I trusted you," I replied, and my mother nodded.

"While these Healers like to think they are the most special and they can do no wrong, there are other options to treat you if necessary. You wouldn't have died so easily. And in the end, results are the only thing that matters. Especially if you want to be an adventurer and go into the dungeon."

"It was horrible…"

"It was. But you endured. You lived. And you have become stronger. Just like you wanted, I will ask you again. Have you changed your mind about what you want?"

She had asked me and was helping me fulfill my dream. She was right. I knew this in my head. But in my heart, the suffering I had gone through enraged me.

"I am going to surpass you one day." I looked up at her with a glare, and she smiled at me.

"Good. I look forward to that day, my son. You will remain in the care of these Healers for another two months, while I make arrangements."

"What arrangements?"

"Since Healer Castelle left, another Healer would be useful to have. While they are annoying, their knowledge is useful if we are to keep pushing you. I will be power leveling one for a period of service watching over you."

"Really, you can do that?"

"I am Supreme Warlady Elena. If I can't do something, I will find someone who can. While you might hate me for the suffering you underwent, the results matter. Don't check your status until your three months are up."

"What? Why?"

"True strength is something you feel and know. Not numbers on your status. They are just guidelines. I have gone years without checking my full status in the dungeon. Rest and recover. I will return in a few months."

She left the room when the food arrived. The food tasted quite bland, but I focused my mind elsewhere. I had almost died once again. But my mother ensured I had remained alive, and it was what I had asked for. While I didn't recall my words from over a year ago, it sounded like something I would have said.

My mother didn't hold back in the slightest in pushing me forward. But there were other children out there given advantages, but they didn't become supreme legends, reaching over level 150. One didn't become the strongest by playing it safe or following a route others had taken.

I knew this, but I didn't realize how risky it would truly be.

The pain and suffering I had been through were still fresh in my mind. The two-week journey to this place had been a blur. Once we got here, I couldn't remember anything clearly until I woke up today.

But this was what I wanted. While it wasn't a fight down in the dungeon, I was still putting my life on the line to get stronger. Only this time, I had my mother and other people making sure I didn't die. Even though I knew this, I was still furious at my mother for what had happened and the suffering I had to endure. She wasn't even sorry.

I had told her I would surpass her, but for the first time, I didn't know if that was possible. How many more near-death experiences would I have to endure?

There was a knock on my door, and a young woman entered. "Hello there, Justin. I am Nurse Mary. I am responsible for looking after you while you stay with us."

"Hello."

"How was the food?"

"Bland and I still feel exhausted."

"I will see what I can do about the food, but they like to keep things simple around here. Do you feel any pain?"

"No. Just wrung out and tired," I said, and she nodded.

"Good. If anything feels off, let me know right away. We are going to help you move towards long-term recovery. No, lie there. The bed rolls," she said with a grin.

"Smart."

"We try to be. Those Dwarven craftsmen are quite skilled at coming up with devices to save time and effort. Now just lie back and relax while I wheel you over."

The hallways were very white with bright lights.

"Why so much white?" I said while I buried my face in a pillow.

"It is standard, so we can more easily see any issues and avoid distractions. Don't worry, you will get used to it in time," Nurse Mary explained. "You might make some friends while in long-term recovery. We have a couple of other young people like yourself."

"What, really? What are they here for?"

"Talk to them and find out," she said. "People from all over come here to our Institute to get rare diseases and afflictions treated. Your case was quite worrying, but our Healers are the best. Kept you alive, and it looks like you are on the path to recovery."

"Do you treat anyone?"

"We treat anyone, and young people are special exceptions. But more complex cases require funding. Keeping all this running isn't cheap, unfortunately. Not to worry, your mother paid in full, so you won't have to work off the expenses. Just focus on getting better," she said with a smile as I looked at her after pulling the pillow away from my face.

"Our collection of medical knowledge is vast. If we can't figure out a problem, no one else can."

"Even the College of Advancement?"

"They do good work with Alchemy, but healing skills are preferable since they avoid most side effects. Don't forget that. Ah, we are almost there. Just have to take this elevator down. Don't worry, it is like an enchanted carriage, but it moves vertically."

" I know what an elevator is."

"Ah, well, I have trouble explaining it myself."

            

    
        Chapter 44 – The Forgotten Children

    
    
    
    
                "Welcome, I am Dan."

I looked at one head.

"I am Sam," the other head spoke.

"What? How?" I looked at what could only be called two children merged.

"We were born together. We are basically waiting around for the Healers to either kill us."

"Or fix us," Sam said.

"Or they might have forgotten we exist," Dan added.

"So, what are you here for?" Sam asked.

"Alchemical toxicity is being purged from my soul. It wasn't good, but I hope the Healers fixed it. I can't remember everything they did, but it was excruciating," I answered.

"At least you are getting out of here." Dan sighed. It was like a second person was growing out of another. "The rest of us are stuck here. They won't kick children out, but no one will pay for our treatment."

The sigh seemed exaggerated, but maybe that was just how they were. I felt confused.

"So, you just wait here?"

"Until we are 16 and they kick us out or put us to work. They do a bunch of charity cases a year, but we count double."

"Two people, not just one, so it is twice as hard for us to get on the list," Dan added.

"When you walk about the long-term care area, you will see the rest of the Forgotten," Sam said.

"That is what we are," Dan said right after.

I couldn't hold myself back. "How does your status even work? Do you have two different statuses?"

"That is the problem. We share one. Separation could mean one of us doesn't end up with a status. That's why they keep hesitating to do anything," Sam explained.

"Also, the cost. They would need to grow organs and practically a new body. I guess that some Master Fleshcrafter is waiting until they hit a bottleneck and then using us to get past it," Dan said.

"The only reason to keep us charity cases around," Sam added.

"Well, are you going to die if you walk around?" Dan asked me.

"No, I can walk around. Just a bit unsteady," I replied.

"Then let's go. I can show you the rest of the Forgotten," Sam said.

I got up and followed the misshapen double child out of our shared room. Each of us was wearing a gown tied at the back.

They knocked on the door. I did not know how they controlled their joined body.

"New temporary stay," Dan said.

"What's your name?" Sam asked me.

"Justin Burnstock," I replied while I stared at the two other kids in this room.

"Share your problem," Dan told me.

"Oh, I had a high level of Alchemical toxicity that was forced out of my soul into my body."

"I am Allen the Allergic. I have the never heard before skill of Food Resistance. One day I will starve to death," the thin boy said.

"We blame him for the horrible food around here," Sam said.

"Then we have Multi-Eye Marven. He doesn't speak. No mouth, you see," Dan joked.

A boy with just eyes covering his face gave me a wave.

"How does he eat?" I asked nervously.

"Face hole. No teeth or jaw, just a hole and eyes," Sam said.

"Now for the next room," Dan said.

We made our way to the next room. All three children here looked deformed. One had tentacles for arms. Another had a wolf's head. And the last had scales covering parts of their body.

"Hello, I am Justin Burnstock," I said, introducing myself again.

"Kagen, wolf child," the boy with a wolf's head said.

"Terra, tentacles as you can see," she replied.

"I am an elf, Alphonse," the last boy said with a glare at everyone else.

"This lucky group of Forgotten is when mommy and daddy took in a bit too much monster Mana over their lives or while pregnant. You get cases like this," Dan pointed out.

"And then their parents either run off or die, leaving them behind here," Sam explained.

"No one wants a deformed freak," Dan added on.

I didn't know what to say and felt incredibly self-conscious.

"At least they didn't lose their status. If that happens, well, you aren't a child anymore, but a monster. They chuck you into the dungeon," Sam joked.

"That's it for children who have a status but aren't yet adults around here," Dan said.

"Only five?" I asked in surprise. I thought there would be a lot more.

"Oh, others come and go," he said as I followed him back to our room. "But most charity cases that are treated are the beast children. The group is always rotating in and out. Complicated cases like ours  — who knows when the Healers will finally get to us," Sam replied.

"So, Alchemical toxicity coming out through your soul. That is new," Dan said.

"Um, yes?" I wasn't sure what to say as we reached our beds and sat on them.

"You paid up? They are big on that," Sam asked.

"Yes, my mother covered the costs," I said.

"Well, good for you. You don't want to see what happens if you can't pay. While the Healers treat you, and the Nurses smile, their Enforcers will suck your soul out," Dan said.

"Not literally, but even if we receive treatment, we will be working here for a long time. At least we have the job of orientation for new people to the long-term treatment area," Sam said.

"That's why you have an empty bed in this room?" I asked.

"Got it. You must make sure you know your way around this place, even though there isn't much there. The Nurses bring food and check up on us, but otherwise we wait around," Dan explained.

"You don't have a Teacher or someone?" I asked.

"If it isn't money being spent on advancing their healing skills, the Healers hate spending money. There is a library in the common room if we want a book," Sam answered.

"Okay, why do you two keep switching back and forth?" I couldn't take it anymore.

"It is our deal with ourselves. We each take a turn talking and then let the other one go," Dan said.

"That's it?" I asked.

"Yes. Oh, there is a shared common room with a window that overlooks the gardens. But they forbid us from going outside. Too risky for our health, and the Healers don't want to see us until they finally decide to treat us," Sam explained.

There was a knock on the door, and a Nurse entered. "Sorry to break up the conversation, but you have a visitor in the common room, Justin."

"Go on, we aren't going anywhere. " Normal people get scared by us," Dan replied.

I nodded at them and followed the Nurse. In the common room was Tutor Damian, with his books. I was never escaping them unless I was literally dying. Once I got better, it was back to grinding up those skill levels without a long period of rest.

"Justin, I am glad you are okay," he greeted me with a smile.

"Thank you, Tutor Damian. My mother said I am here for two months, and then she will be returning."

"Yes, she told me the same thing. I am technically your guardian while you are here, and she is away. I brought you your study materials," he said as I looked at the books he had stacked up. They were much thicker and newer than the books on the few shelves in the common room.

"This is light studying?"

"For what both you and your mother want to achieve, then yes. While you might be concerned that she is pushing you too far, you haven't seen the craziness they get into at the College of Advancement. They have a full team of Healers on staff for a reason."

"I…my head knows that my mother was only doing what I asked. But the pain…I can't forget it."

" Perhaps we have been focusing too much on improving skills. Give me a day, and I should have a book that will interest you. The Neverending Journey by Bastian. It isn't a book that will help you improve your skills, but it should give you the perspective of the greatest Supreme Legend of all time," Damian said.

"Greater than my mother?" I asked.

"She is in contention, but while his name is spelled slightly differently, he was the Adventurer who founded the Last Bastion on the 20th layer of the dungeon. People say they named it in his honor. His last known level was 164, before he made his final descent to go as deep as possible into the dungeon."

"And his book? Just a bunch of motivational phrases or something?"

"No. It is only about his immense suffering and…other things. He constantly warns people away from his path."

"And my mother is okay with you letting me read this, Neverending Journey?"

"The Neverending Journey, and yes. The author is the reason people consider it famous, but it isn't popular. There are no great insights or secret skills to be learned from its pages. Just the unrelenting suffering of one man to become stronger and his inner thoughts."

"Alright," I whispered.

"Don't worry, I will dig up a copy. I doubt they keep one here. It is truly depressing, but the readers say that anyone who wants to be an adventurer after reading it is truly destined to become at least an elite."

I wasn't sure if I believed that, but I would hold my judgment until I read this story.

Today there was studying to do. This was what I wanted, and my mother did her best to arrange everything for me to advance as quickly as possible. After seeing the Forgotten, I didn't dare be troublesome or petulant. I needed to work hard to take full advantage of the opportunities. Not complaining that things were too complicated.

"Thank you for watching out for me," I mumbled.

"Don't worry, Justin."

I knew my mother was paying him quite a bit, like everyone else she hired, in one form or another. It couldn't have been easy for him to rush all the way here. I was inconveniencing so many people. While they were understanding, if I had such issues in the future, I could only count on myself.

While that day wasn't today, it would be one day. I was still under the aegis of my mother's protection and care. But if I genuinely wanted to surpass her, I needed to keep pushing. She had been correct. Results were the only thing that mattered. If I had died, then she would have been to blame. Since I got better, she also got credit for helping me get stronger without dying.

            

    
        Chapter 45 – The Never Ending Journey

    
    
    
    
                I write this book to crush any hopes and aspirations of those who seek to follow in my footsteps to reach the heights of someone like me, The Supreme Legend Baker Bastian. My path is one of unrelenting suffering, hardships, and delectable pastries.

Looking back, I would never have set out to become as strong as I have if I had known what awaited me. I would have chosen a simple life as an actual baker instead of baking monsters in the dungeon.

This is not to garner sympathy or understanding. The only purpose is to dissuade people from going into the dungeon.

My father was a highly skilled Baker with a Tier 4 baking skill learned from his father and his father before him. I was going to follow in his footsteps. I always enjoyed the smell of fresh bread. However, he ran afoul of some officials in the Eldarin Empire. Even after going back to investigate, time caused this knowledge to be lost. It doesn't matter except that they stripped me of my family and home and made me a slave. I would not wish this horrible existence on anyone, not even my enemies. I wish them death so that I may get stronger.

My first encounter with the dungeon was as a child slave in the Eldarin Empire. I scouted ahead of the exploration team to check and report on the monsters in the chambers. Many of my fellow slaves died in traps.

I remember a boy my age named Sam. He was crushed into paste, which splattered onto me. When I screamed from shock and ran back, all I received was a slap and was told to stop crying, or it wouldn't be a trap that got me.

That was when I resolved to become the strongest. While others died, I continued to live. My skills improved. And then I bypassed a trap and led my masters into it. I rejoiced as the trap sheared off their legs, and they bled out screaming. I took their weapons and equipment and continued on my way.

For years, I lived in the dungeon, preying on the adventuring teams of the Eldarin Empire. One after another fell to whatever weapon I had in hand, freeing slaves. Most of the freed slaves either died or escaped back up to the surface.

I went deeper, killing and stealing as I went. The dungeon was unrelenting. While I discovered a red soul fruit early on, to fuel my growth, that was just a single bit of respite from the constant fighting.

My reserves regularly dipped down and even exhausted themselves completely. I didn't care and pressed forward. Unrelenting and uncaring. The more I killed, the more I came to see no value in life, for we are all food for the dungeon—monster food to be eaten and recycled into the hellscape beneath our feet.

That was when I had a second brush with death with an Abnormal monster. It was there that I learned the true nature of the great and changing labyrinth beneath us. It does not care. There is no mercy.

The monster bit down on my shield arm. Though I tried to block it, its mouth expanded too wide for its body. I should have dodged. I should have been more careful. None of that mattered in the moment. As its venom entered my arm, I did the only thing I could do. I removed my weakness, which was my arm.

While the Abnormal was busy consuming it, I used my good arm to hack it to death with my sword. I then burned my stump closed so that I wouldn't bleed out. That was the first time I left the dungeon to seek a Healer or Fleshcrafter to repair my arm.

The Healer I found healed my arm, since I got to them quickly enough, but they saw my slave brand and planned to report me to the Eldarin Empire. I cut off their head without mercy or regret. For while they had given me my arm, no one would ever take my life from me ever again. I gave the Healer a quick death as an act of mercy and kindness.

My third brush with death was the slave hunters of the Eldarin Empire. Word of my deeds had spread throughout the adventurers in the dungeon where I roamed. I was called many names, but I had no care for the crying of people that had no purpose, no significance. Many of you who will read this don't matter. You are complete and utter trash, thinking there is something beyond suffering and then death.

Like trash, I discard everything about you, for there is only one singular vision that carries me forward. My vision. If I had listened to the screams of the people I killed, then I would never have advanced to the heights I have.

The slave hunters came in the night. Nothing but assassins and cowards. They stabbed me, and I stabbed them back. They died and I lived, barely. Poison coursed through my body. But I refused to die. I escaped to a cave behind a waterfall. There I drank the freezing water, ate raw fish, and endured.

The pain was beyond reckoning. The slave hunters of the Eldarin Empire liked to make it very clear that death was preferable to their poisons. That was foolish of them—only death matters. As long as I lived, I would triumph. For an entire year, I fought the poison and wounds, eventually overcoming them in that cave and absorbing them to strengthen myself. Through this process, I earned my first Tier 5 skill.

I returned to my only home that I knew, the dungeon. I had only distant memories of my father and of the smell of bread. The dungeon was a strange home, but the monsters were my family. They gave me experience, which increased my stats and skills. They let me kill anyone who was my true enemy.

Time is strange in the dungeon, for there is no sun. Only the light the dungeon provides. That was when I had my fourth brush with death. A mind parasite that I wasn't ready for. It latched onto the thoughts of my soul.

I slammed my head into the rocks repeatedly to daze myself and fight the mind parasite the only way possible. For every bit of damage I did to the monster, I damaged myself as well. But that didn't matter. Only that I would outlast it. I refused to lie down and die.

Many people think I got the scars on my head from being tortured. That is not the case—at least for the first set. I got my first set of facial scars from killing the mind parasite by slamming my head into rocks.

"Damian, is this real?" I asked hesitantly.

"Yes. They confirmed many parts. Bastian killed many adventurers of the Eldarin Empire. There was a large spike in disappearances in the dungeon where he had been a slave. There were countless paintings and statues made of the man, even if he didn't care for them," Tutor Damian explained.

I turned back to reading with trepidation about what would come next.

My fifth brush with death came when I was in a battle with a giant spider of some kind. The spiders are the worst monsters in the dungeon. While battling it and its smaller brethren, a team of adventurers stumbled upon me and knew of me.

Attacked from two directions, it was a desperate battle. My reserves ran out, and my weapon broke. I was forced to use my teeth to rip out the throats of the adventurers and then used their weapons to kill the spiders.

I knew the risks of consuming Mana not of one's own, so I consumed nothing, but it was another step on my path. I refused to die, no matter what. That was when I realized the truth. The winner isn't the one who wins, but the one who lives. Nothing else matters. If you live, you have won. If you die, you have lost.

Many people would say running is cowardice, but it doesn't matter. I enjoy winning and my opponent losing. Even if it means running away, I will always come back stronger, no matter what. That is the big secret of my success: never giving up and living.

It is easy to make that determination when you are safe and reading this book. But that is why you are trash. The people who will truly follow in my footsteps already know this wisdom in their hearts. They don't need me to tell them.

As I stood there, with the monsters and adventurers scattered about and their corpses left for the dungeon, I roared triumphantly. I was only ten. One of them had a book describing basic Mana control skills. I began to practice and get stronger as I kept killing. Even with my body covered in scars, it didn't matter.

When I returned to the surface, I had a desire for fresh bread, something the dungeon did not provide. That was when I had my sixth brush with death. A baker who liked to bake the destitute into meat pies to feed them to the rich and elite without their knowledge.

Turning my passion against me… I suppose I dislike bakers who disrespect their craft as much as slavers. I have debated this in my mind for centuries, but have come to no answer to this vital question: which is worse? Regardless, I lit both of us on fire when the crazed baker tried to shove me inside an oven.

The pain of burning alive is not something one can easily deal with. It transcended regular pain to an entirely new level. My enemy didn't have my conviction or determination, and I burned down the entire bakery. As the flames consumed me, I dragged myself out of the bakery with a sack full of rolls, which weren't meat-filled.

While I enjoyed killing my way through my enemies, I also enjoyed fresh rolls. That is why I spent far too much time working on perfecting my Baking skills. Many people thought it was a joke, since I never shared my bread with anyone. But it is the most delicious bread ever made with a Tier 5 skill. It wasn't at the start; I had to work up to that tier 5 skill, but it is probably my greatest accomplishment, surpassing my ancestors.

My enemies would joke that I was Baker, but I preferred that title over anything else in honor of my father. Baking became my hobby, and I integrated numerous skills into it. It wasn't easy, but this early experience of being burned alive by a disgraceful baker made me come to love burning everything that I didn't like.

"Tutor Damian, what is this?" I asked.

"Ah, are you at the early baking part? He goes on for quite some time talking about baking and describing the various rolls and techniques he developed over his long life."

"Why?"

"Ah, well, Bastian never learned to read or write. While he found a book on Mana, it is speculated that he had people read it to him. An unnamed writer followed him and recorded his entire life's journey in honor of all his achievements. The book is a collection of Bastian's thoughts, with a focus on all the times he came close to death, interspersed with his culinary accolades regarding his many baking skills."

"But…this man is clearly mad."

"Madness and greatness are two sides of the same coin. Your mother might seem a lot more normal, but she has various issues as well. Her focus isn't baking," he said while staring at me.

I blushed and felt embarrassed by that comparison. "Is the entire book like this?"

"Indeed. That is why it isn't very popular despite being incredibly famous. Constant near-death experiences, but as time goes on, Bastian keeps dragging his enemies to their deaths. If they do one bit of damage, he does two bits of damage and tries to outlast them. I don't recommend this fighting style, but it worked for him. There is more speculation about what his tier 6 skill could be. He had one, but no one recorded the specifics of him using it."

"It is depressing," I said.

"Indeed, it is. But he is right. If you can read the entire thing and still want to go into the dungeon, then you have the tenacity to go the distance. And it has taken your mind off other things."

Damian was right about that. While reading about Bastian, I had forgotten where I was or why I was at the Five Star Institute of Healing.

            

    
        Chapter 46 – Fear, Cowardice, and Lies

    
    
    
    
                "Another day in paradise," Dan said as we got up in the morning.

A Nurse rolled in a tray of food for each of us.

"I don't understand how they can make food so bland," I said.

"That's how it is," Sam replied while the conjoined people took turns eating.

I had gotten used to it, but it had creeped me out at first.

"So, leaving any day now?" Dan asked me.

"When my mother returns, yes."

"It would be nice to get out of here one day," Sam said.

"Just need to slave away and raise the money," Dan added.

I felt bad for them. When my mother came back, I would ask her if we could help these other children. After breakfast, I went to the common room to study while Tutor Damian supervised.

While I was copying some runes, Tutor Damian got up. I glanced up and there was a familiar face sitting down in his place at our study table.

"Mother," I greeted her when she returned.

I was studying in the common room under Damian's supervision. I did that in the morning and afternoon, while I spent the evenings working on sensory skills or Meditation.

At meals, I would also chat with the Forgotten. The beast kids that had been around were gone, replaced with new ones.

"Any complications or issues while I was gone?" she asked me.

"No. The Healers have checked on me regularly, but there are no complications. Um, but I wanted to ask about the people I am sharing a room with. Could we help them out?"

My mother just stared at me. "What makes you think they need help?"

"Um, well, they are joined. They keep saying that they can't afford to pay for the surgery."

My mother slowly shook her head. "Son. While the Healers are stubborn, obstinate, and afraid of their own shadow, they don't leave children untreated."

"But there are other cases, the Forgotten. Allen the Allergic and Multi-Eye Marven," I said, and my mother nodded.

“These cases are incredibly complex. I investigated who you would stay with before I left. Allen's body is incredibly weak. He is taking nutrition potions and works with specialized skill Tutors to increase his Vitality. It isn't easy, but there is progress being made."

"You know these kids?"

"Yes. Do you think I would let you stay someplace dangerous or that I wasn't sure about?" My mother shook her head. "As for Marven, he is a rare beast child that comes from a much different kind of monster than most are used to. The main issue is reconstructing his entire head without damaging his brain. They are waiting until he grows older while trying to figure out how to separate the eyes from the brain without killing him."

"Oh," I replied, not sure what to say. "But then what about Dan and Sam?"

"Do you really want to know?" my mother asked me. What could be the problem? "My son, you are innocent of a lot of things, including people who lie just to lie."

"What is he lying about?" I asked. "A nurse mentioned the costs of this place when they brought me here."

"They can have the surgery; they are just afraid of dying. As for the nurse, she clearly doesn't understand or has the wrong information."

"What? It isn't because of the cost?"

"While this place is insanely expensive, it routinely helps children. Most of them lead productive lives in various support roles and in the nearby farming communities. "The Five Star Institute of Healing never denies treatment to children."

"But there is a risk? And the children have to work off their debt?"

"There are risks with everything in life. But if they separate, one will probably lose access to their status, and losing access would shatter their soul. They are afraid that they will be the one to die. As for children working off their debt, they need a profession, and their parents aren't around. That means someone talks to them and gives them options. Most choose a quiet and simple life of farming, since the parents who abandoned them tend to be adventurers."

"What if they care a lot about each other? They have been together for a long time."

"That could also be the reason. But I find cowardice a better explanation than love most of the time. At least that has been my experience."

"Then why make a big deal about the cost?"

"Because they are cowards. Cowards do not say they are cowards. They do not wear a sign or tell people what they are. You can see it in their actions. That gnawing fear of the unknown. Not everyone is like us, afraid to step forward regardless of the risks."

I had gotten along with them. I didn't know what to think. That they had been lying the entire time, well, maybe not lying, but they clearly misled me.

"You wouldn't lie to me?" I asked hesitantly.

"It is not worth my time or effort to deceive you. I am many things, but I dislike lies and deception. It is probably the main thing I dislike about your father. He is ambitious, but all nobles are too proud of their social skills. As for the two boys you are friends with, you can go ask if you don't believe me, and ruin what friendship you have between all of you."

"They didn't want to label themselves as cowards," I muttered.

"Indeed. That is why I dislike nobles and people who try to talk their way out of things. The only truth is strength. You are strong, or you are weak. This is the honesty of the dungeon. There are no lies down there. Everything is out to get you. I love you, my son, but I will not coddle or shield you from the harshness of the world. I decided that once you were older than eight, your childhood was over."

"But they were nice."

It was a lot to take in. I thought we were friends. I talked about my life outside this place. Sam and Dan shared many parts of their lives growing up, along with some interesting patients they had seen in the past.

"Nice people are often cowards since they must hide behind words, politics, and other such things. While most of the other legends are bastards in their own right, at least they own up to it. There is no hiding behind false masks."

"I…what now?"

"Now. You will register as an adventurer and go into the dungeon. You are to stay down there and fight for three months on your own."

"What? Really?" I asked in shock, and she nodded.

"I was younger than you when I went into the dungeon on my own. Whether you live or die, that will be up to you. If you can stay down there and thrive on your own for three months, then I will take a much closer hand in your training."

"What about your Squires?"

"Their ten-year period of service is over. They have left. Perhaps one day you will meet them again," my mother said. "If you have or don't have the determination to go into the dungeon and kill monsters on your own, it is best we know as soon as possible."

"If I don't?"

"Then you don't, and you should consider another profession for your future. My love for you won't diminish. The only thing I expect from you is to be the best and work hard, no matter what you do."

"Even if I read poetry as my profession?"

"Someone has been talking with their father. Then you will become the best poet out there. I can't stand mediocrity, but I won't control the direction of your life. If you wish to become a poet, I won't stop you."

That was surprising, but she seemed like a big believer in making my own choices.

"And if I wanted to lie around and sleep all day?"

"That is called nobility, my son. I might disown you if you wanted to become a noble," she said with a slight smile.

She was teasing me, or at least I thought so. My mother was a very stoic individual, which made it hard to understand what she was thinking based on her expression.

She pulled out a set of clothes for me. "Get changed—basic but reasonably high-quality adventurer garb. You will be Justin, no last name. The Adventurer's Guild doesn't require it." I hesitated, and she turned around and looked away. I quickly got changed. "Leave the gown. Someone will deal with it."

"The books?"

"Tutor Damian's responsibility. He will collect them; don't worry. Now follow," she said.

She just walked straight out through multiple doors. No one stopped her or said anything. I followed right behind her.

Once we reached the outside, there was a magical carriage waiting for us. We were on an island in the middle of a lake, with five enormous towers connected by various walls and buildings at the summit of the island's single large hill, making it look like a crown.

I quickly got into the magical carriage with my mother, unable to appreciate the breathtaking view of the farms and villages in the massive bowl-shaped location—an island in the middle of a gigantic lake, surrounded by mountains. The magical carriage set off.

"Um, so where are we going?"

"The nearest city is Monolith. I believe its claim to fame was the site of the last battle between the collapsing Eldarin Empire and a coalition of rebel forces," she said with a shrug. "I only remember because several legends were involved in the battle. History is a good way to pass the time on long trips."

"So, I am going into the dungeon? Alone?"

"Yes. Without my support or name. You will be Justin, no last name. Before you risk your life further, getting stronger, it is time to see if fighting in the dungeon alone is something you can handle."

"You will not spy on me or something?"

I didn't believe she would just let me go alone.

"Actually, I will via a Ring of Remote Awareness," she said, tossing a gold and platinum ring to me. "Wear it on the other hand from your Ring of Concealment. It will hide itself naturally and allow me to always monitor you. Don't lose it."

"So, you can judge me constantly?"

"Of course. Even if you survive, I will grade you, my son. Life is a test, and I am just stepping in as a judge for this round."

She then pulled out a set of light armor and a sword.

"Basic equipment. Well made, but it is nothing special for someone just starting. A better start than most people, but you aren't getting anything handed to you."

I put on the armor when the magical carriage hit the water.

"It can travel over the water as well. Don't worry. Who knows, one day, they may make something that flies. Now that will be a sight," my mother said.

I carefully tightened the straps on my armor, making everything secure and leaving the sword to the side for now. It would be a hassle to attach it to my waist while in the magical carriage.

"Any other advice?"

"Don't die. I would prefer not to have to come and collect you either. So, try to get out of the dungeon at the end of the three months. Oh, here," she said and passed me a metal rod with glowing numbers imprinted on one side. It was the current time. "It will let you keep track of time in the dungeon based on the location you enter. You can pull and twist one end to adjust the time manually if you come out somewhere other than where you entered."

She then pulled out a pack and handed it to me.

"Your supplies. If you ration heavily, you will have barely enough for three months. You can find water down there, but the filter will make sure it is safe to drink."

"I…I will be back. Don't you worry!"

My mother smiled at me. "I believe in you. Now it is time to sink or swim."

Well, it would still be a while until we got to the city, but it appeared she had given me everything she wanted to.

            

    
        Chapter 47 – Adventurer’s Guild

    
    
    
    
                Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 340/340

Stamina: 330/330

Mana: 200/200

Class: Tier 0, Child (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 34 (+3)
Endurance: 33 (+5)
Strength: 28 (+1)
Agility: 31 (+1)
Perception: 22 (+1)
Mind: 64 (+2)
Magic: 20 (+2)
Focus: 33 (+1)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (23) (3+): Eldarin History (99+2), Breathing (99+9), Running (93), Meditation (88+6), Toughness (75+15), Dodge (69), Eldarin Etiquette (69+4), Drawing Skills (61), Sword Skills (50), Light Armor (36), Shield Skills (35), Dancing Skills (35), Pugilist Skills (33), Spear Skills (28), Bow Skills (20), Monster Processing Skills (19), Axe Skills (19), Dagger Skills (17), Speech (17+1), Cooking Skills (15), Cleaning Skills (14), Combat Tactics (13), Wrestling Skills (12)

Tier 2 (24) (2+): Mana Sense (80+8), Danger Sense (40), Soul Sense (40+16), Algebra (21+6), Geometry (20+8), System Sense (18+6), Speed Reading (13+6), Darkness Vision (8), Trap Detection (8), Shadow Vision (5+5), Monster Analysis (3), Depth Sense (1)

Tier 3 (27): Pain Resistance (60+38), Soul Resistance (41+17), Empowered Will (25+8), Healing Resistance (20+20), Eldarin Runes (20+6), Fear Resistance (16+12), Poison Resistance (15+12), Empowered Writing (11+4), Social Resistance (3)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Basic Steel Sword (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

I read off my status to my mother, who paid close attention. That was a lot of skill level gains, especially at tier 3. I could have done without the Healing Resistance skill, however. I was at an 86.5% ratio with my Mind stat to my skills. So, there was nothing to worry about there, which was a relief.

"All this equipment showed up," I said, a bit confused.

"Since you own it, and it isn't tier 0 like your previous equipment, it would appear. It is nothing special, but it is better than the most basic of stuff. There are slight copper and silver threading and other components to help increase its strength against damage."

"Why not get me something better?"

"Because it would hamper your skill growth and you would become overly dependent on your equipment, not your skills. Skills are the path to power. Levels, experience, equipment — they are useful but distractions."

I had also gained 525 skill levels in relation to the tier. I told my mother, and she nodded. "That is the bare minimum requirement to reach heights such as mine. In time, you will remember this moment fondly when your skill growth slows down."

"Will it, since I am staying level 1?"

"If you want tier 4 skills, then you must level up. Your soul will heavily resist them, since it can't handle such weight easily. Perhaps you will prove me wrong when you go into the dungeon, but it is doubtful."

"My class became blue, which is incredibly rare for a child."

"It is. But that is the power of the Soul Fruits I gave you. If I had found a blue one, I would have given it to you as well. Those small percentage boosts might not seem like much, but they make an enormous difference over time," she said, and I nodded.

I had done the math with Tutor Damian.

While I might be upset at my mother for the suffering I had endured, she wanted the best for me, giving me priceless treasures. She had rushed me to the Five Star Institute of Healing when my life was in danger. My feelings about her were still jumbled.

We reached the city gates and were immediately let through.

"This is your last chance to change your mind while I am here."

I feel no fear. I am ready," I declared bravely, and she smiled. Even though I was nervous, I couldn't quit, not after what I had gone through.

"Then may you find what you desire in the dungeon and return alive." I looked at the Ring of Remote Viewing on my hand. "If you don't wish me to watch, you merely need to take it off."

"You wouldn't mind?"

"Oh, I would, but I am not some puppet master. If you believe yourself grown enough not to need my review of your abilities, then that is your choice. People would literally kill for me to critique their first solo journey into the dungeon."

My mother was right, which was annoying since I didn't want her watching my every action.

The magical carriage dropped me inside the city of Monolith, at a distance from the Adventurer's Guild. My mother's magical carriage took off the second I stepped out without even a goodbye.

This was it; it was real. I was left to my own devices. Carefully, I checked my armor and equipment. I then put on my pack and sword and set off.

Adventurers established the Guild in the city center because they had money to spend, while dungeons were often on the city's edge as separate fortified buildings. The Adventurer's Guild was a collection of several buildings, which included a dining room along with various other services. I saw the main entrance, which was for Adventurers, and made my way towards it.

While my mother had been quick in dragging me off and leaving me alone, she was right. If I could survive down there, it would be better to find out now. If I didn't have the mental fortitude, then it was also better to find out now. This profession was what I truly wanted to do with my life.

Confidence was the key to doing anything, which was a valuable lesson my father taught me. My stats were immense, and I had skill levels beyond my age.

I walked through the doorway and then up to the main counter. "I am here to register as a new adventurer and get a pass to enter the Dungeon."

The receptionist pointed off to the side. "Head to the office labeled recruit intake down that hall. If the door is closed, take a seat outside and wait."

I followed their instructions and saw three other people sitting outside a door with that label. Of the three people, two were young, around my age; the third was middle-aged.

They weren't wearing armor, didn't have weapons, and didn't even carry a pack. I took off my pack to sit and adjusted the position of my sword, so it went to the side of the chair instead of hitting the back.

The two young boys whispered to each other and looked at me. They were dirty, and there was a smell about them. They were probably farmers, orphans, or just desperate. I wanted to talk to them, but after my experience with Sam and Dan, I didn't trust them enough to give right now.

The words of my mother and the book I had read lingered in my mind.

The Neverending Journey was not inspiring, but it was brutally honest in its own dark and twisted way. If I were going to be the strongest, I couldn't depend on anyone else. This was the start of my journey to greatness. I could team up with other people, but my mother would scold me once I left. She hadn't conveyed her expectations, but I knew what they were.

The book that Tutor Damian had given me was no accident. My mother was testing my commitment to this lifestyle before she invested in me further. There were risks, and she wanted to know that I could handle my chosen profession before going further. She didn't need to say anything, and I didn't need to ask.

The door opened, and another boy exited, heading to his friends.

"Next," an old man said.

Another boy got up and went into the room. I waited quietly, and no one talked to me.

"How was it?" the boy, who was still waiting out here, asked his friend, who had exited.

"Got a copper plate, we are going to be official. The Steel Blades are going to be the best adventuring team ever," the other boy said.

"Sweet. "We just need to get some weapons, pay the entrance fee, and we're set," said the other.

I listened in without staring. I felt a pang in my heart for the friendships that would never be.

Growing up, I had been alone. The estate staff did not allow interactions with the nobles, including me. The staff lived in the basement and had their own culture. Trying to intrude would have made things awkward for everyone. My father explained this to me. While people might dislike class structure, we took comfort and understanding from the rules it provided.

These boys were long-time friends. Even if I joined their team, there would be no trust. I would be hand-holding them as a teacher, not a companion. They would ask questions I wouldn't want to answer. A friendship between us would never materialize since we weren't equal. Not that I didn't have the confidence to talk to them, but that I didn't have the confidence to deal with all the headaches that would come after that.

"Next."

I continued to wait until the last boy entered the room. The middle-aged man looked resigned and depressed more than anything else. He had probably failed at whatever business he had and was attempting to salvage his life by going into the dungeon and earning money.

"Next."

A young woman came up as the man entered, and the door shut. She looked around and at me as the three boys left. She nervously took a seat. No armor or equipment either. Another desperate person for the dungeon.

"Next."

I carefully got up and picked up my pack. I passed by the middle-aged man and entered the intake room.

The old man closed the door behind me.

"Sit," he said, and I took a seat in a chair across from the desk. "Name."

"Justin."

"One silver," he said.

I pulled it out and put it in his hand.

"Level?"

"One."

"The Adventurer's Guild takes no responsibility once you enter the dungeon. Once down there, no laws, rules, or conventions exist beyond what an adventurer decides on their own. Place your hand on this truth orb. Answer only yes or no. Nothing else."

I placed my hand on the orb.

"Has anyone pressured or enslaved you to go into the dungeon on their behalf?"

"No."

"Are you joining to cause chaos or kill people?"

"No."

"Do you have a clear mind and understand everything I have said and asked?"

"Yes."

"Take your hand off the truth orb. You are a copper plate from the city of Monolith, Justin. The plate is your lifeline in the Adventurer's Guild. If you lose it, a replacement costs a silver. Don't lose it. There is a hole if you want to tie a string or wire through it to attach around your neck. This is quite common, so people know who you are if they discover your corpse."

He used a giant contraption behind his desk to stamp out the copper plate while he kept talking.

"Don't bother anyone with a higher plate. Plates are based on level. Copper from level 1 to 20. Silver from level 21 to 40. Gold from levels 41 to 60. And platinum from levels 61 to 80. After that, the platinum plate will get a glow from levels 81 and beyond for elites."

Squire Jessica had explained this before, but it was a good refresher, and the old man clearly had a process I wasn't about to interrupt.

"The guild guarantees fairness in all trades within the complex. If you leave and do business elsewhere, including selling monster cores, don't come complaining to us. The general common room where coppers hang out is at the back of the complex, along with the bunkhouse and general treatment area. You can reserve a spot for going into the dungeon in the general common room. Signs show the way there. If you can't read, ask a guild employee, and they will point you in the right direction."

"Done. Your plate," he said, and took the freshly stamped copper plate.

JustinCity of Monolith
Level 1

"Updating that costs a silver. Some like to upgrade every level, but it's a waste of coins and time. No one cares about your level unless you are a gold plate."

"Thank you," I said as the old man gestured towards the door.

"Next," he said as I exited.

The young woman entered. No one else was waiting. I followed the clearly labeled signs, which included a copper plate.

I reached the common room, where most of the people were quite young and shabbily outfitted. I ignored the looks and made my way to the counter to reserve a spot in the dungeon.

"First available spot in the dungeon," I asked the receptionist.

"First spot is tomorrow afternoon. One silver," he said.

I pulled out a coin and set it on the counter. "Cost for a bunk and meals is ten copper."

I pulled out the small copper coins and handed them over.

"Plate."

I handed it over.

"Your registered time for the dungeon entrance is 3 in the afternoon. This is your entrance token with the time stamped on it. You may bring up to four other people, but are not required to. Be an hour early. If you are late, that is your fault, and you will have to reschedule to make your descent. Do not linger near the entrance. The staff added your name to the list of people staying in the bunkhouse, bed 17. Don't make a mess. And these are your two food tokens. Take them to the eatery over that way," the clerk pointed out.

I nodded and took the tokens he handed over. The dungeon token was made of steel and had a time stamp on it. The tokens for food were colored pieces of wood.

"Thank you," I said and left.

The supply store for coppers here at the Adventurers Guild was my next destination. Before descending, I wanted more weapons. I had a lot of weapon skills to practice when I was down there. I wouldn't buy tier 1 weapons, but tier 0 weapons should be affordable for me.

            

    
        Chapter 48 – Solo Descent

    
    
    
    
                I slept with my pack and sword in my arms. I did not trust the other people in the bunkhouse with my gear. No one said anything. The sheets were clean but had a faint smell. The mattress had some lumps.

But I had endured hardship before. I would survive. It was paradise compared to the hard dungeon floors. The following morning, I had breakfast and waited in the common room, working on Meditation and Breathing.

Breathing was at its final breakthrough, and Meditation was getting close.

"Yo, this seat taken?"

I saw a boy from yesterday across from me.

"Not reserved," I replied, and he took a seat.

"Names, Alf, like Elf but with an 'A'," he said.

"Justin," I replied.

"So, I was wondering if you would share your spot in the dungeon. We are pressed for coin."

A silver didn't seem like that much to me, but my sense of money wasn't the greatest.

Typically, entries were staggered so people weren't tripping over each other on their way down into the dungeon. It wasn't polite to ask this. But I could tell they looked desperate. The weapons they had were clearly second-hand and tier 0.

While it might not seem like much to me, it would be for them. Also, the Adventurer's Guild registered groups going down together and would ask if someone went missing from the group.

"Explain to the guards that you are just hitching a ride down. We aren't a team."

"Thanks! Give me a moment so I can let my friends know. You are a great guy, Justin," Alf said and scurried off.

Soon, his two companions came over as well.

"This is Rand and Kar. We are the team, the Steel Swords," he said.

It was stupid and cheesy, but I felt something stir in my heart.

"Justin. As I told your friend Alf, you can come along, but you are telling the guards we aren't together when they mark us down," I said.

"Not a problem," Rand hurriedly said, as if I would run off at any moment. Their smell was distracting, but I said nothing.

"So, what family are you from in Monolith?" Kar asked while staring at me.

"I am just passing through," I replied.

"Ah, don't worry, Kar. He isn't one of those rich kids from around here. It's all in the jawline, probably from somewhere over by Terander if I had to go by their merchants' accents," Alf said.

I said nothing or reacted. I could have said no and avoided this headache, but I was a bleeding heart. Couldn't they leave me alone or be quiet?

"We all got our Sword Skills up to level 25, so we are going to cut through those monsters with ease once we break through," Rand said with a grin.

He was going to die horribly. I resisted the urge to say anything. They were not my responsibility. Once someone went into the dungeon, society viewed them as adults. They knew the risks.

He sounded so proud of that one level 25 tier 1 skill. It was pretty sad. My Sword Skills were at level 50 and were one of many.

"Idiot, don't mention levels. You will give away our strengths," Kar said and hit his friend on the side of the head. I wanted to laugh at that, but held back.

I knew there was a disparity, but I never realized it was this large.

Alf seemed to be the leader of this group. "What time is our entry?" 

"Three in the afternoon," I replied.

"Those monsters get a couple of hours to rest up before I come and kill them," Rand said.

"I am going for a walk. I will be back in time," Kar said.

"Don't. You are looking to cause trouble and then escape into the dungeon. Don't. We are all set to go. You make trouble, the dungeon entrance is the first place the city guard always posts someone to check for people running away," Alf said, and Kar paused.

"Fine. Next time," he said and sat back down.

This was already shaping up to be a massive headache.

"Sorry about that. My teammates are quite excited that we are finally going into the dungeon."

"It is fine. I don't want any trouble," I replied, and Alf nodded.

"Don't worry, we are grateful that you are letting us tag along. We needed to spend our money on our weapons and were short at the end. Thank you."

"You are welcome."

"So, do you have a favorite legend?" Rand asked.

I did not doubt that my mother was spying on me right now. I felt like saying Legend Extravagant Warren. I knew that would annoy her quite a bit. But I wasn't feeling that brave, and that would create trouble for no reason. While my mother would get over it since I knew she loved me, I didn't want to make pointless drama.

"The Supreme Legend Warlady Elena," I replied.

"That old hag?" Rand said. My heart froze at that statement. I said a silent prayer so my mother wouldn't obliterate him. "She retired from the dungeon or something. Fighting in wars, the last I heard."

"She ran off to Terander to hitch up with a rich noble and live the soft life. She should conquer the dungeon," Karn said.

Oh, by the System. Were these idiots trying to enrage her? I was an idiot for saying her name.

"Are you okay? We are just joking around," Alf said as he looked at me.

"I just think that disrespecting someone with that power is a bad idea," I replied.

"Hah, like what is she going to do? Swoop in here and beat us to death?" Rand asked in a joking tone.

Oh, by the System, please don't let that happen.

"Sometimes it is best not to insult the powerful. You never know who might be listening. Who is your favorite legend?" I asked, wanting to change the subject to something other than my mother.

"Legend Extravagant Warren with his Warhammer Absolute Domination. I saw him once, you know. All muscle and power. That is going to be me someday," Rand said.

This was getting worse.

"He is strong," Kar said.

"I know I felt the ground shake that one time when he was said to be fighting in the dungeon under the city," Alf added.

A spatial barrier separated the dungeons except for the passages between layers, so this was impossible.

My mother was either smiling or enraged by the disrespect at the moment. I wanted to defend her, but I didn't want to get caught up in such a pointless argument.

"What do you think of Legend Extravagant Warren?" Rand asked me.

"He sounds imposing for a legend," I said, not wanting to get caught up in this conversation.

While I had met him, I wasn't about to say that. They didn't get the hint as they kept talking about his various exploits while I listened, only occasionally nodding or saying something to show that I wasn't ignoring them. They should have focused on training skills instead of chatting casually while we waited.

There was a clock in the common area, and an hourly citywide bell during daylight hours, which was common in most cities. Just after 1, I got up and put my pack on.

"Ah, time to go," Alf said.

Their packs looked frayed and worn. I guess the secondhand market for low-value adventurer goods was booming at the very least. People either quickly found the corpses of dead adventurers on the 1st layer or ran back to the city to sell off what they had bought, repeating the cycle of secondhand equipment.

The team followed me as I made my way to the fortress housing the entrance to the dungeon. I reached the entrance early and held up my metal entry token. The guards waved me through to a waiting room.

"A bit early, but better than late. All four of you?" a guard recording entrants sat behind a desk.

"We are using the same entry token for two groups."

"I will mark you down separately, but don't do this in the future. If both sides decide to fight at the bottom of the entrance passage, it isn't very pleasant. Very annoying. So don't make more work for me. I am marking you both down as separate groups. Plates," the guard said, and I handed mine over.

After me, the other three did as well and were quiet and nervous.

Once I had a glowing platinum plate, it would be nice to skip all this nonsense. We then waited until 3, and then could descend the stairs. I went first since the other three seemed incredibly nervous, this being their first time in the dungeon.

Once I reached the bottom of the spiral staircase, I looked around—three tunnels to choose from. While the entrance chamber wouldn't change, the tunnels connecting it to other chambers would shift. That was another reason to send people down in staggered intervals so that everyone didn't trip over each other.

My Dungeon Sense kicked in, and I could tell one passage was the way to the next layer, like a faint tug. While I would not be afraid, I wanted to warm up by killing other monsters before rushing to face a Champion and descending another layer.

"That way probably leads to the passage to the next layer. Do you have a preference for which tunnel you want?" I asked the team that had come down with me.

"That way," Alf said with fake confidence, pointing at one of the other two tunnels.

"Very well. May you find what you desire in the dungeon and return alive," I said to them and set off towards the remaining tunnel. They said something similar back, but it didn't matter. I needed to focus on the future and pay attention.

While traps were very rare on the 1st layer, that didn't mean I could be careless. I pulled out a collapsible spear from my pack once I entered the tunnel. While not my favorite weapon, it would be useful in straight passages and for triggering something at a distance.

I kept my breathing steady as I advanced. I was required to survive down here on my own for three months. My stats and skills were far above the first layer, so I trusted them.

I can do this!

            

    
        Chapter 49 – Champion Monster Of The First Layer

    
    
    
    
                Compared to the first time I was down here with Jessica, things were incredibly easy, but I didn't allow myself to get complacent. I just stopped worrying so much.

Also, I really wanted the Clean spell. There were water sources in the dungeon that I could use to clean myself, but having a spell do everything was so much nicer. Even the nurses at the Five Star Institute of Healing had the skill.

The chamber in front of me held the passage to the next layer. I was going to fight the champion monster and then descend to the 2nd layer. I had only been in the dungeon for two days, but the monsters of the 1st layer weren't challenging.

The champion monster wasn't a troll, but an enormous wolf, and it had a pack of wolf minions with it as well in the middle of the chamber, guarding the passage. I kept my distance as I considered what to do. There were six smaller monsters and the Champion. If possible, one would usually launch a costly but powerful spell at the start of a fight to gain an advantage, kill the lesser monsters, and then finish off the champion.

I got out my spear and bow. I didn't trust my aim enough to hit the champion at a critical point, but I should be able to wound at least three of the lesser wolves with arrows and possibly kill them. Then the tunnel would protect my flanks from a side attack, while the spear could stab out and lodge in one monster.

Setting my shield to the side near my spear against the left wall of the tunnel, I looked around. My Shadow Vision revealed nothing hidden, but I triple-checked to be on the safe side. I didn't want any surprises in this fight. Nothing out of the ordinary with my other sensory skills either. I took careful aim and fired one arrow after another. It took the wolf monsters a few seconds to realize they were under attack and to identify the source.

Two of the wolves went down, and a third was injured. I cast aside the bow and grabbed my spear. The minions ran in first while the Champion hung back for a moment. I skewered one wolf, my spear driving into its body. I had to let go and step back.

A wolf leaped at me, and I swung my blade while dodging to the side. I slashed open its neck, and a spray of warm red blood covered me. I turned my head away so that it wouldn't get into my eyes. The sixth regular wolf lunged right behind the previous one, but I had already transitioned into another slashing attack.

Before that, that move would have been a struggle, but the training and increased skill levels allowed me to transition from one slashing motion to the next while maintaining the proper distance. The wolf collapsed, and I took the next few seconds to pick up my shield. There was only a wounded wolf and one Champion wolf left.

The Champion rushed at me, and I felt a bit of danger coming from directly in front of me. I felt my heart pounding in my chest. It was going to run me down. The Champion had the stats of a legendary level 5 being, which meant 100 stat points. It appeared most had been in Agility, which made sense for a wolf-type monster.

While this wasn't always the case, most trends held strong in the upper layers of the dungeon. A larger monster and larger beings had their stats distributed across their bodies. A smaller person with a Strength of 10 could match an adult with a Strength of 10. Everyone rated the stats the same.

This gave me confidence, along with my earlier practice over the last couple of days, to stand my ground. The champion slammed into my shield, and I skidded back slightly, but didn't fall over. Its snarling teeth found no purchase on my shield. I brought up my blade and slammed it into the monster's eye. I twisted my blade and then yanked it out. The Champion monster fell dead.

The remaining wounded wolf was easy enough to kill. After that, I got to work collecting the cores. My mother had put the pouch I had collected with Jessica in my pack, so I added the new monster cores to my collection of red monster cores.

They were worth between 5 and 10 copper a monster core, depending on the size. The prices for monster cores quickly went up the better the color. Orange was worth between 50 and 100 copper, with 100 coppers equaling a silver, and the same value applied to silver, gold, and then platinum. Yellow was 5 silvers to 10 silver. Green was 5 gold to 10 gold. Blue was worth over 1,000 platinum.

The price quickly escalated based on the rarity and demand. Since monster cores only went up in color every 50 levels, blue cores only started appearing with monsters at level 200, which meant the 20th layer of the dungeon and a Champion monster.

Anything beyond that was just a rumor at best and considered priceless. My mother had probably gotten an indigo core, maybe. She would have had to beat a Champion-level monster on the 25th layer. I knew she was strong, but the monster would be level 250.

That was when I realized I had seriously messed up. Regular monsters were level 5 on the first layer, and the Champion was equivalent to level 10. On average, monsters had stats equal to legends, so they used the 20 stats per level benchmark. That meant 200 stats, not 100. I had been careless and stupid. I had won, but I had underestimated the Champion monster.

Foolish, I was foolish. Doing math in the middle of a fight was incredibly stupid. I should have carefully thought through all this before, if I was going to do any math. It wasn't a combat skill. I was kicking myself while I dug out the cores. Thankfully, my Mana Sense had gotten much better since the last time I was here. Around level 10 versus level 80, which made a vast difference in using the skill.

There was a small pool of water in the chamber, which I used to clean myself and my armor off before the blood became sticky. That wasn't very pleasant to deal with. I also recovered my weapons. The bow and spear went back into my pack.

It would have been nice if the dungeon had just magically vanished, leaving the monsters and the cores behind, but it did nothing where people could see. There had been attempts in the past, but the dungeon never changed while anyone was watching. Some said they were formless until our imaginations gave them shape.

With no idea if that rumor was true, I had other things to focus on, like going to the 2nd layer and not messing up my math. My nerves had gotten the best of me, and I hadn't been focusing on my Mathematics. The skill had been mastered; it was there, just buried under Algebra and Geometry. It was a good reminder that skill levels didn't stop me from making mistakes if my assumptions were incorrect. I could do the math easily, but if I put in garbage numbers, I would get garbage numbers back with my Mathematics skill.

After I took care of everything, I examined the passage leading to the next layer. It wasn't a nice passage like the one from the surface to the 1st layer. The Adventurers Guild built those passages into stairs to make them easier to use and to show that those specific passages to the surface were maintained, unlike other random passages.

While the various people down here made many passages more climbable, the dungeon was constantly changing. Some claimed they saw the same place again, but there was no way to prove it. Markings and other identifiers never remained unless there was a permanent presence at the location.

That was why the Last Bastion was famous as the only permanent place in the dungeon besides the passages from the surface and inside of cities. People guarded the entrance to the cavern that the Last Bastion resided in to ensure it never changed or disappeared.

The passage to the 2nd layer was a broken and crumbling staircase. Manageable, but difficult. This is also what made leaving the dungeon difficult. The lower one went, the more inaccessible the passages became, and it was easier to go down than up.

While highly unlikely, it was possible for a passage to be trapped or an Abnormal to be present, so I kept my sensory skills at full alert. That was key when moving to a new area. Even if I thought it was safe, it was best not to treat the dungeon so casually if I wanted to stay alive.

The bottom of the passage was empty. Monsters rarely appear at the bottom of passages. But rules had exceptions. There were more guidelines, really. There were very few hard and fast rules in the dungeon.

I kept my sword and shield in hand as I looked at each of the tunnels. Five options this time. One led to another passage down; I could sense that. But of the other four, I had no idea. I picked one that was stone. I didn't like the look of the two vine-covered tunnels. The last one had a weird smell I didn't want to deal with. I trusted my gut and intuition. Sometimes that was the most important thing one could do.

The first set of monsters I ran into were large snails that shot acid—a very annoying monster to face. I considered backtracking. If I could win, it would do too much damage to my equipment. The proper way to fight such monsters would have been with magic, but I didn't have the skills for magic spells. If I had not stayed down here for months, I would have fought them, but it was better to preserve my fighting ability.

Before I departed, I considered whether there was a way I could kill them without damaging my equipment. This felt like an important choice. Turning back was the safe decision, the wise decision. I could pick another tunnel easily enough since the dungeon rarely reset the last intersection a person had been at.

However, I wanted to overcome this challenge. There were five snails about the size of a large dog, slowly moving about a large bubbling pool of yellow liquid. Yellow and bubbly typically meant acid. Green and purple usually meant poison. Again, these were guidelines, not rules regarding monsters here in the dungeon.

I pulled out an arrow from my pack and slowly etched fire runes into the stone floor. The arrowhead would wear out heavily after this, and simply carving runes would be pointless, but I had a plan. If it didn't work, the snails were slow enough that I could leave them behind without an issue.

After carving a bunch of runes, I got out the red monster cores I had collected. I ground them up using the pommel of my sword on the back of my shield. After I turned the cores to red dust, I carefully sprinkled the core dust into the very shallow fire runes using a knife.

My Danger Sense grew, and I used my Mana Sense to bring them to the brink. One bit of Mana and they would go off. I cleaned off my knife, sword pommel, and shield. Raw monster core dust was terrible for a person. Monsters and people emitted a small amount of Mana.

The snails were magical monsters, which meant they were releasing more Mana, from what I could tell with my Mana Sense. It was a very precarious balance, and this was the kind of trap that would make Trap Master Enzo yell at how terrible it was.

There were many issues. Like the monsters could avoid it, the monsters could spit acid and activate it ahead of time. But I had a good feeling about this plan. I got my bow out and shot an arrow at one snail. It sank into their mucus, drawing a slight wound, but not much. Snail and slime monsters were resistant to physical attacks.

I went back into the tunnel as all five monsters came after me, staying far away. While I wasn't entirely sure they would spit acid, they had a greater concentration of Mana around their mouths. With their coloration and pool, it was a safe assumption.

Monsters in the 2nd layer were relatively mindless, and they all rushed towards me and towards the incredibly shoddy runic trap I had made. Of the five runes, only three went off, but that was enough. I had set them up in a 'U' shape to trap all the snails at once. Fire exploded outwards from the runes around the snails.

They spat acid and kept rushing at me through the flames, but I was too far away and they were too slow. The fire burnt off their mucus and then their flesh. While the flames lasted only about 10 seconds, that was more than enough to kill or severely damage the monsters. I shot arrows at the ones still alive, killing them from a distance to be safe.

I did it.

            

    
        Chapter 50 – Interlude 4

    
    
    
    
                Lord Darren, Husband of Supreme Warlady Elena

"Here," I said, placing the container in front of my wife. My only wife. My first wife divorced me when they stripped me of my title.

She wouldn't be making it home. There would be some unexpected bandits. I did not take betrayal lightly, and it was time to sweep the board clean of unsightly individuals.

Elena opened the container and looked inside.

"I thought you would have killed yourself with how weak you are."

She was teasing me in her own unique way. Despite her lack of social skills, reading was always a challenge for Elena due to her stats and other skills.

"Then you would have killed him anyway and made a mess. It was better that I did it," I replied, and she nodded.

"That is what I like about you. You might seem soft, but you have a spine of steel. What of your title and other children?"

I hadn't anticipated that much concern, but she was probably checking to see if I had handled everything.

"They executed Timothy by using the invitation I had sent for the wedding to sneak an assassin in," I replied heavily.

It was sad to lose a child, but I was more upset about the wasted time and investment—useless, completely and utterly useless trash.

"My father is in the container. Dereck has taken up the title of Duke. They banished me from Terander for inciting trouble and stripped me of the title of Duke. I am a landless Lord now," I replied with a smile.

Now that they had banished me but not killed me, everything was falling into place.

Elena didn't know I wanted this or that I was the real mastermind behind everything. With my father now dead and loose ends tied up, it was finally time to enact the plan I had dreamed of since I was very young. The last time I made too many mistakes.

The midget might be a metaphor, but it was a good one.

Looking at Elena, I thought she really was the perfect wife for someone like me. Of all the women I had over the years, she was by far the best and hardest to manage. Even with my Tier 5 social skill, she still resisted in her own way. At least she had fulfilled her part of the bargain long ago after her son was born.

I did not have the skills to level easily, and being level 100 was necessary for what I had planned. It was one step leading to countless others.

The Eldarin Empire failed for many reasons, the most important one being darkness at its core. But it was time for it to be reborn. Reaching this position with my levels and stats required extensive planning, and this could only be the first step. Still, the first step is always the hardest in any endeavor.

"It's a shame that your father schemed against me and my son. Our son," she corrected herself. It seemed that she forgave me for managing the issue alone, which was what I had expected from her. It was only our marriage that saved me from retaliation by the King's Court, which was precisely within my plans. My other son might have married the Princess, but my father, who represented a large faction of nobility, had used my estranged son as a pawn to incite Elena's wrath.

It was utter foolishness, but that was what they had schemed after I incited them to do so. The power of a few carefully chosen words was far better than any combat skill. Now they blamed my son, executed him, and I killed my father to spare Elena. But the most important thing was my banishment with no other penalties or oaths. I was free with no suspicion upon myself.

"So where is Justin? Is he okay?"

We were in the city of Monolith near the Five Star Institute of Healing. I needed to express care for him to target Elena. It was a slight weakness in this woman, just like her family, but an important one. I also liked Justin more than the other children I had over the years. He was like his mother: determined, didn't cause me trouble, and was useful.

"He is all healed, not to worry. Testing his resolve is all I am doing. I realized I was making things too easy for him. I wanted to see how he handled himself in the dungeon before pushing him any further down the path of an adventurer."

She then held out her hand.

I sat next to her and took it in mine. Then, I was suddenly confronted with a vision of Justin.

"You sent him into the dungeon alone," I whispered in surprise while reevaluating Elena.

I rarely felt surprised anymore, but this woman possessed a fire, a passion that burned brightly.

"Yes. I did. I gave him a Ring of Remote Viewing, but it also has a hidden single-use teleport spell linked to it. If there is truly a serious threat, I will teleport directly there."

"You can do that? I thought such things didn't work between layers?"

"If he goes below the 3rd layer, there will be issues, and it might fail. But for the first three, it is fine. I have enough Mana to punch through the spatial protections that separate the layers."

I didn't doubt her. If anyone could do something others considered impossible, it would be Elena.

"What has happened so far?"

"He registered at the Adventurer's Guild in the city and met some new, disrespectful adventurers. If I see those three again, I will teach them a lesson in manners."

I hoped they would stay in the dungeon for a long time and never run into Elena. A lesson from her would be life-threatening.

"He fought a wolf Champion on the 1st layer and did quite well. His combat skills are showing solid improvement. Now he is on the 2nd layer making some poor man runes," Elena explained as we watched our son.

"I know little, but it looks like five of the same rune with no trigger mechanism."

"He is carefully balancing the Mana present in the runes, hoping the monsters will trigger them."

She was right, of course, as she instantly saw through what our son had planned. I had seen as well, but she didn't know that I held such knowledge, and I was far too good an actor to make such a mistake with my greatest performance to date.

"Why not fight them with his weapons?"

"Slime monsters are resistant to physical attacks, and they spit poison. It was well done."

"But he used up more cores to kill them than he got," I pointed out.

"Nothing but red cores. They are worthless. Using a creative method to keep advancing is good. Very good," Elena said.

"Really? I wouldn't know."

"There were three outcomes. The first being idiots who quickly die. They would have rushed in, fought the monsters, and suffered. The second are the cautious. They would have retreated and chosen another path. If our son had done that, he would never reach my level. He chose a third path, winning no matter what."

"That seems harsh."

"His goal of being the best and surpassing me requires a level of dedication that is hard for regular people to fathom. Have you read Bastian's work?"

"Yes. It is terribly depressing, and the baking  — it just makes it confusing."

I harbored a deep hatred of that man. But despite the feelings I had, I didn't let Elena hear any of it.

"Indeed. It was the only book my family had. Nobody wanted to keep one. I had Tutor Damian give it to our son during his recovery time. No supreme legend has ever come from the line of a previous one, and even reaching the title of legend is rare. Second generation children struggle with the proper mindset that they must win even if it seems impossible. That is why the College of Advancement might produce legends, but they are carefully cultivated flowers that only barely reach level 100."

She was right. Would Justin be the first to break such a trend? It was hard to say. The path to becoming a Supreme Legend was long and hard.

"You want him to go further," I said.

"Only if he remains determined to become a spellblade like me. I can accept many things from him, but I refuse to accept mediocrity. I have refused to compromise throughout my life, and I won't start now. That reminds me, Darren."

I felt a twinge of fear but kept it buried.

"You were telling our son about Poetry?" she asked while gazing at me.

Ah, I wanted to share a bit of my legacy with my son. Social skills were far more potent than either he or his mother understood. While that wasn't the only focus of my build, those were the ones I enjoyed the most and had worked on recovering. Still, my knowledge of soul skills and soul-related effects was second to none.

Elena might think she was clever, but it was I who mentioned soul fruits after our son was born. I knew Elena would not remain around much longer. She yearned to destroy the dungeon, which had killed her family. If Justin could go far enough, his support would be helpful.

Still, that cloaked figure who had cursed Justin was quite annoying. Despite our best efforts, he still eluded us. Possibly some enemy looking to slow down my return with some half-assed divination skill. The most annoying would be someone from the Dark Cabal. They were always causing trouble and terrorism.

"Just showing him other facets of life and what I had wanted for my Duchy. But that is all lost now. At least the people are safe, and my children and grandchildren will grow up well, even if I can never go home," I quietly said.

"If you want, I could make you King," Elena said.

She wasn't joking. She had a sense of humor, but I knew she was earnest right now. Unfortunately, that would incite hatred. She also would not be around all the time, no matter how hard I had tried to convince her subtly. I had learned that creating an Empire mattered just as much as the result. That was why the future Eldarin Empire, when I had resurrected it, wouldn't have slavery.

"I am retired and have always wanted to travel. I took a decent chunk of my wealth with me to live comfortably, but I am destitute compared to previously. No elite guards for me anymore."

"You are under my protection. I will avenge your death," Elena said.

That was something I had worked very hard to achieve over the years. Her support was worth ten legends on its own. The threat was more useful than anything else.

"Is that love?" I asked in a slightly teasing tone.

"No. You were the best option as a father, and you can teach our son important social skills. Even drama if you wish," she said.

"What, really?" I asked, another surprising concession. Did she understand how high my social skills truly were?

"None of your other children wanted to learn such skills. Perhaps Justin will have a hidden talent. Instead of a spellblade like me, he could become a bard. Recite poetry and kill monsters with puns."

Now, there was her dry wit, which she rarely shared with others. I wasn't worried that she had latched onto my ultimate skill, since I had started that rumor to begin with about people with social skills and bards.

"It would be punny."

"No."

"Why did the hero bring a ladder to fight the giant? To take it to the next level!"

Elena's mouth twitched slightly, and I considered it a win. I didn't push any further. The real trick was making everything seem natural.

"Are you going to watch him for all three months?"

"Yes. He is not strong enough to go unsupervised."

"When will he be strong enough?"

"When he can spar with me as an equal." That would not happen for a long time. Or I could teach him the dreaded art of puns. That was my favorite tier 6 skill. Unfortunately, no one survived such a thing, and I have yet to recover Punjitsu. 

It delightfully combined puns and soul magic.

If I had to guess, one of her family members liked puns. The memory of her family made her weak to them, or I was just that good. But even with my talent, I knew her reaction was truly natural. I could imagine selling this information to an information broker who would pass it on to some assassins—training in the art of puns to take down Supreme Warlady Elena.

It would almost be funny if she weren't upset with me for sharing private information about her. Still, I could only imagine assassins rushing at her, shouting puns to distract her mentally to create an opening. A shame that no one remembered such a fantastic skill, since everyone who had heard it had died horribly.

"You are thinking something stupid. Either pay attention to our son, or go do something else," Elena said.

"Sorry. The fight was exciting, but this must be incredibly boring for you; it is for me," I replied.

We both had killed far too much to be interested in such boring fights.

"It is. But I can't take him into the dungeon myself."

"What, why?"

I knew the answer, but once again I couldn't reveal it.

"I scared it."

"What?" I asked, confused.

"Monsters of the first five layers flee from my presence or don't appear at all," she said with a touch of frustration.

"The dungeon… The place that has been doing the same thing for millennia is scared of you?" I asked incredulously.

It happened to me long ago as well. I considered it amusing more than anything else—proof of my power.

"It is rare for people of my level to wander about the top layers. We are always moving between them, never wandering about. But I wanted to explore a bit, to refresh myself on how weak the monsters were, and I made the discovery."

"You actually scared the dungeon. I know you hate the place."

"Yes, it gives me hope I might reach the source of evil one day and destroy it for all time."

I didn't mention that it was a vital source of mana cores and natural treasures, also, for experience and leveling of skills. If Elena ever completed her quest, she wouldn't care about the broader societal impact. She knew, but she didn't care.

She wanted to avenge her family when a passage had broken to the surface and unleashed monsters upon her family. That one moment dominated her entire life and thinking. And now that she had reached over level 150, she was more set in her ways than ever.

While she could bend slightly, she would never yield or change. That determination led her to become a supreme legend, but it also made her incredibly stubborn and single-minded about certain things. It was a shame, but nothing could change the core of a personality, not even me.

"Oh, an ice biome. Ice spiders."

"Spiders. It is always spiders. I dislike them. Very annoying to fight with all their limbs and other abilities. The dungeon loves them. The College of Advancement rated them quite high, considering them as one of the most common monster archetypes."

"Studying?" I asked with a slight grin.

People knew her for many things, but not book learning. I knew she could learn from books, but it was the light teasing I could get away with that allowed me to influence her.

"I keep up to date with their latest publications. While most of it is trash or just something old reviewed in a new way, they occasionally have some interesting pieces of information. The study on monster archetypes was interesting enough to catch my attention."

Ah, Elena, never change. You are both predictable and exciting, wrapped up in pure power and deadliness—the perfect woman for someone like me.

            

    
        Chapter 51 – Champion Monster Of The 2nd Layer

    
    
    
    
                This was going to be a hard fight. The Minotaur had a large club in one hand and, based on its appearance, had a high Strength stat. Its more extended reach would make it difficult to fight. There were no traps or other monsters in the large chamber, but there were thick stone pillars with magical torches on their sides.

The dungeon had a sense of drama, adding light like this for the Champion's chamber. A bow would work best, and then switch to my sword. My shield would be useless. I needed to dodge, not block. I changed around my equipment and set my pack to the side at the entrance to the tunnel.

Steadying my breath, I aimed with my first arrow and fired. The monster's thick neck absorbed it. The thing was twice my height, primarily muscle. It let out a roar and spun to face me, but I had already ducked behind a pillar.

I used my sensory skills to track its movement while it spun about, looking for me. Stepping from behind the pillar, I nocked another arrow. This time it sank into the monster's rear right shoulder.

It was already spinning towards me, and I got off a third arrow, which sank into its gut. Casting my bow aside, I drew my sword and raced forward. A shield would only slow me down for this fight. The Minotaur swung its club. Instead of backing away like I had with the troll, I had learned what to do in such a situation.

I forced myself to slow down and juke to the side. The club missed me. I was ready to rush forward, and I took advantage of the opening. I ran past the monster, cutting at its leg with a deep slash, and kept moving.

The creature roared and spun around again, but I had moved, and its leg was heavily wounded. It would heal in time, especially since it looked like the Champion had a lot of vitality as a physical monster.

It rushed towards me again, and this time it hesitated, swinging, trying to adjust to my dodge from last time. I didn't hesitate and kept running forward more quickly and juked to the monster's left while it tried to turn. I body-checked it, sending it stumbling while leaving another heavy gash along its side.

It madly rushed after me, and I kept running for one pillar, an immense sense of danger coming from right behind me. Just before I would have run into the pillar, I stepped to the right in a feint and then dove left.

The monster tried to adjust, but was too late and slammed headfirst, or horn first in this case, into the stone pillar. I quickly came back up to my feet and rushed in, delivering several slashes. While a stab might have done more damage, the risk of my blade getting trapped in its body was too great.

The Minotaur freed its horns from the stone pillar and took a couple of steps towards me. It then fell to the ground. To make sure it was dead, I stabbed it in the head, sighing with relief. I had beaten a Champion of the 2nd layer.

Even as I smiled, I kept my breathing under control. I beat a level 20 monster with roughly 400 stat points. This was also my limit. I would go down to the 3rd layer of the dungeon, but I wouldn't be facing another Champion monster there.

While I had won, the dodges had been far too close for comfort. There was no room for error. My shoulder was also sore from the body check I had done on the monster. Already, my healing points had dropped by a quarter from such a minor bruising.

It would be nice if I could regulate them better, but I didn't have the skill for that. They would kick in immediately regardless of the injury. A sore shoulder wasn't the worst. But healing it wouldn't keep my combat ability at its peak.

Fighting by myself was a lot different from the time I had come into the dungeon with Squire Jessica. Back then, it had almost seemed like a game. Methodically picking the best way to deal with each monster. But it was fake; there was no genuine risk.

This was real. While my mother was watching me, there was no way to teleport between layers in the dungeon. She could hang back at a distance where my sensory skills wouldn't reach, but I had backtracked twice, and the tunnels and chambers had changed.

So, it didn't appear that she was following me, and I was down here by myself. I honestly thought she would have someone monitor me. I looked around with Shadow Vision but spotted nothing hiding. Before I got the Minotaur's core, I looked around once more.

Hmm, there was something off about a portion of the wall on one side of the chamber. Perhaps a hidden room with a natural treasure? Now, that would be amazing. Maybe a red soul fruit even? For any other new adventurer, it would be priceless; for me, my mother had given me far stronger soul fruits. It would feel like a step backward to consume a red one.

I suppose I was truly spoiled. After dealing with the monster corpse and cleaning off my equipment and armor, I went over and got my pack. Only after doing all of this did I carefully approach the section of wall that was off. Using Mana Sense, there was an abnormal flow of Mana in this area.

The first test I did was poking the area with my spear. Nothing, no reaction. I poked it several more times in the surrounding area. Still no reaction. I stepped closer to get a more detailed look. Mana would normally flow through the walls and other structures, making them more challenging to damage.

But here the Mana was flowing inwards, like a sideways hole. It was a minor disturbance —not a large hole —but there was something there. I poked it several more times with my spear and focused all my senses on the location, but still nothing.

It could be another oddity of the dungeon, but I wasn't about to walk away when there might be a secret room with a natural treasure. There was a reason they were hard to find. Most people lucked out, stumbling over one during a battle. But if you had the right skills and sufficient experience, then it was possible to detect something like this. There was a reason my mother wanted me to get the specific skill Shadow Vision.

Poking the wall some more, I was uncertain of my next action. I put my spear away and got the Minotaur's club. I hammered the wall. Although there was some minor cracking, the damage was superficial and didn't reveal a secret passage. This was annoying, but I wasn't about to let a natural treasure of the dungeon slip through my fingers.

I kept swinging the club. Every couple of minutes, I would take a break and check my surroundings to make sure nothing was sneaking up on me. Slowly, I broke the wall.

After an hour of work, there was a crumbling hole that was about the size of my head, just wider than it was tall. Based on the change in sound from hitting the wall, there was clearly a chamber behind this section.

I had a meal of salted jerky and dry bread. It was nasty, unlike the nice food Squire Jessica had in her spatial storage the last time we came down here. While it wasn't something a noble would eat, it was better than this nonsense. I didn't need to do anything to prepare for it.

Cooking was definitely something I was going to learn. While I didn't mind pushing myself, there was no reason to be miserable the rest of the time. Misery did not make skills level up faster. Focus and the threat of death improved their leveling speed. I guess misery might be a form of death. I would have to double-check with Mother once I left the dungeon.

After being down here for a month, I realized that spending the last two months on the 3rd layer felt like a good idea. The regular monsters would push me to new heights, and the dungeon would pull out more tricks. I had only encountered one trap so far — a pressure plate — which I had carefully gone around.

I didn't want to face spiders again. They were the absolute worst. Those ice spiders had been a massive pain to kill since they kept staying at a distance and shot frozen webbing at me, trying to entrap me. At least they were slow and weak. It was still incredibly annoying even if I had won.

I prefer monsters like the Minotaur I had just fought. Straightforward, no other nonsense to deal with. The one nice thing I could say about the dungeon was that it was never dull and constantly changing. Trying to spot the tiny differences in similar biomes was a way to keep my focus on my surroundings, to check for hidden traps or something like this spot I had just discovered.

After I finished my cold, sad meal, I stood up and swung the oversized club several more times, gradually demolishing the wall. My stamina reserves had recovered, which was another reason for frequent breaks, ensuring my reserves never ran low in case of an emergency.

That was how more experienced adventurers died. Monsters slowly ground down their reserves, leaving them with nothing, and then overwhelmed them. It was essential to always keep an eye on them. My skill System Sense helped with that, allowing me to sense my reserves more easily.

Constant checking of just my reserves had unlocked that skill previously. Now it was something I was constantly working on, just like my breathing.

Finding a natural treasure in the dungeon wasn't easy. People were more likely to see other people or lost gear than natural treasures. I had already come across a couple of packs and corpses. I put away the adventurer's plates in my pack to return them to the Adventurer's Guild so the guild could mark the adventurers as dead. My mother's discovery of two green soul fruits, which she didn't use, was awe-inspiring. I'd need to ask her how she did it. Perhaps there was a treasure sense skill? If there were, and she had it, that would be incredibly powerful. Or maybe some upgraded version of Depth Sense.

Or it was Shadow Vision. She had specifically gotten this skill for me. While it was to look for hidden enemies and traps, it also gave me a chance to spot locations like this one. Seeing the difference between the flow of Mana and the physical world, where there were disruptions.

It was distracting to use during a fight, but I was getting used to using it down here in the dungeon to check everything.

I observed that the wall was weaker where less Mana flowed, around the area I'd missed. I crashed into the wall once more, and this time a sizable piece crumbled and broke off.

I lowered the club and examined the concealed, obscure room, though I couldn't see anything.

That's when danger washed over me.

            

    
        Chapter 52 – An Abnormal

    
    
    
    
                My Shadow Vision caught a bug-like monster scurrying out of the hole. It was hard to see properly because it blended in with the background. I quickly backed away and drew my sword.

A shell, tiny legs, and the shape of half a sphere characterized the bug-like monster, which was about the size of my head. It had barely fit through the hole I had made in the wall.

Despite its small size, I could see a tremendous amount of Mana coming off the monster, and my Danger Sense was practically screaming at me.

This was an Abnormal. A monster that broke the guidelines of the dungeon. It was far more dangerous than the Minotaur and was not a 2nd layer monster or even a Champion of this layer.

It moved at great speed. Climbing toward the ceiling, it moved behind a stone pillar. I lost sight of it as I circled the pillar, and I looked around everywhere, including upwards.

Monsters would always attack beings not from the dungeon. The monsters in the lower layers were more intelligent, but they still attacked. They might hide or stalk, but they never ran away. The blaring warning in my head from Danger Sense wasn't going away as I frantically spun about, looking everywhere.

I crept to the middle of the chamber, constantly looking everywhere. Running wasn't an option. It would only attack when I tried to fall asleep. Not like I could with my Danger Sense skill going wild.

Making my way back towards my pack, I planned to get my shield. It was a small monster, so having a way to block it was important. Just as I was picking up my shield, I heard something move behind me. I spun and swung my sword. My sword passed through the monster.

It was immune to physical attacks!

The bug leaped at my face, and I overextended. It physically reappeared as hundreds of tiny suction feet latched onto my face. The monster then lowered itself, its shell snapping into place around my face.

I was frantically hitting it with my sword, but I couldn't get a proper angle on it, and its shell was too hard. Each hit just bounced off. I was rapidly losing air. I needed to think of a way out of this. The tiny feet digging into my face didn't help. Think!

Bringing up my sword, I tried to wedge it in between the monster's shell and my face to pry it off. I just ended up cutting into the side of my face near my ear and jaw. I couldn't breathe. The most dangerous thing was to keep panicking.

I stopped slamming my sword against the bug monster and sat down on the ground. It's hundreds of little feet wriggling against my face. I attempted to bite the monster, but it held my face so tight I couldn't move.

There was no time to use runes. I couldn't pry it off. It had far too many stats, and the shell was impenetrable to my sword. Slamming my head into a wall or the floor would break my head before the shell cracked, but it might stun the monster.

Bringing my head back, I slammed the shell part of the monster down on the floor as hard as I could. For a single moment, it loosened its grip, and I tried to pull it off. I could draw in some air before it clamped right back down on my head. I slammed it down on the floor again, but it didn't budge this time. My head spun, and while I had gotten a few more moments, my time was quickly running out.

I refused to die!

If my mother could rescue me, she would have already shown up. This was it. I had to do something. Everything could be fixed after that if I lived. But I had to live.

I had one idea if I were ever in a desperate situation. I said a mental apology to Healer Castelle as I focused on my Soul Sense. I could sense the monster on my face. Its soul pressing up against mine.

Focusing on my soul and the monster's soul, I brought my hand back and then slapped the monster's shell with my soul extruding slightly from my hand. This hurt immensely, like pulling out a tooth with my bare hands. Everything was screaming at me not to do this, but I refused to die.

As my physical hand struck the shell of the monster, my soul pushed into the monster's. They didn't merge or combine, but my soul forced the monster's soul away from its shell. The monster froze as I felt its soul ripple and rebound. My soul was already chaotic after everything I had been through, so I barely felt the side effects of what I did. I struck again, and the oscillations in its soul grew.

Just as I thought I would pass out from the pain or the lack of air, the monster went completely limp and fell off my face.

I sucked in a deep breath of air.

Looking around, I saw my sword. I quickly picked it up. I then stabbed into the bug monster that was lying on the ground with its shell facing downwards and its tiny feet exposed. My blade only went in a few inches.

"DIEEEE!" I screamed in rage and pushed down with all my might.

The sword slowly sank into the monster. It squirmed. I kept pushing, pinning it to the floor. I wasn't about to give it a chance to recover.

Even with it being upside down and pinned with my blade in its center, it kept trying to flip and throw me off balance. Its Strength stat was relatively high, enough to contest me even in a disadvantageous position. Blood trickled down my face and onto the ground from where I had tried to pry the monster off and where its feet had dug into my flesh.

I could deal with that later. The first thing I had to do was win.

"DIE!"

I would not be monster food in the dungeon. I was Justin Burnstock, future legend. My story wouldn't end here!

That was when I felt an overwhelming sense of danger coming from above.

I brought my arm above my head and leaped forwards and to my right, letting go of my sword still in the bug.

A second bug landed on my raised arm and quickly crawled towards my face. I brought my left hand up and over my mouth just as the bug reached my face. The second bug clamped down on my face, but my hand allowed me to breathe, and I knew what to do.

I brought my right hand back and focused on my soul, forcing it outwards. The pain was immense, but I would not stop. I was going to win. I swung and beat the second bug, just like the first.

After six hits, it finally fell off my face, stunned. Looking around, I saw my sword on the ground, and the first bug had disappeared, but there was a green blood trail. I kicked the second bug over towards my sword as I raced for it. The second bug skidded across the floor on its shell.

Scooping up my sword, I drove it down with my weight.

You wanted to fight, then let's fight.

I kept pushing down and moving around in a circle with my blade as a pivot point, digging into the underside of the bug monster.

Bringing my blade up a bit, I then slammed it back down while leaping up slightly and pushing down. I needed to keep the bug pinned, so it wouldn't run away while trying to kill it. That meant increasing the damage by moving my sword while it was in its body.

The monster didn't make a noise as it thrashed about. If it could, it was probably screaming in pain. I felt no sympathy. It had tried to kill me and was a monster. Nothing in the dungeon deserved any sympathy.

I leaned to the side and pushed the bug across the floor on its shell into a stone pillar. I reached up and grabbed the magical torch on the pillar. Once it was disconnected, the flames died quickly, but they were still going, which was enough. While I kept one hand on the blade, I shoved the burning end of the magical torch onto the underside of the monster.

The flames only lasted for half a minute before going out, but the monster was struggling less now with several of its tiny legs burnt up. I cast the exhausted torch to the side and moved on to the next one. I used up three of the eight torches on the various pillars throughout the chamber, slowly burning the monster to death.

I made sure not to target the wound that my sword had created, so it would keep bleeding out. After the third torch, I quickly brought my sword back out and then stabbed downward. The monster wasn't quick enough to flip over, so I would strike its shell. When I finished, the entire underside was burnt-green slurry.

"Now to find your friend," I muttered and went back to the blood trail from the first monster.

It had retreated to a corner of the room and was clearly trying to recover. Hiding from pursuit wasn't one of its strengths.

I raced over and slapped the top of its shell with my hand, using my soul as a weapon. The pain was immense, but I was hoping to stun it. I slapped it five more times to ensure I disabled it, then grabbed its shell and tossed it back on the ground upside down.

Bringing my sword up, I stabbed down over and over. After the third stab, it spun and flipped over again, and my sword deflected off its shell. It tried to scurry away quickly, but was bleeding out over the floor.

It was moving much more slowly than before.

"Think you can get away? After trying to kill me, think again," I said with feral rage coming out in my voice.

Of all the ways to die in the dungeon, being smothered by a bug monster and tons of tiny legs all over my face was not how I would pick to die.

The monster had a gimmick, and I had beaten that gimmick.

I slapped its shell several more times before flipping it upside down again. I began stabbing the softer underside of the monster. It tried to flip back over but had become too weak as I turned its flesh into green slurry and chopped-up bits.

When its legs finally stopped wiggling around, that was when I knew it was dead. I had a new monster that had gone to the top of the list of what I hated fighting. These shell face bugs were the absolute worst. Once I knew their weak point, I could beat them, but it had been close, too close. Using my soul as a weapon was a move of complete desperation.

Thinking back on it, I could have raced over to one torch and heated the outside of their shell, forcing them to let go or cook. I had been too panicked to think clearly.

My face, neck, and jaw wound had stopped bleeding, but my healing points had bottomed out. There might be scarring, as I felt the area where I had cut myself, which had scabbed over—another foolish mistake. I shouldn't have tried to cut my face off.

That was stupid. Really stupid. I didn't want to know what my mother thought about what had happened. I couldn't even take a healing potion because I needed to rest and hope my healing points recovered fast enough to prevent any permanent damage or scarring.

I let out a groan and knelt over as my gut clenched up, and a massive headache hit me.

Note to self: don't use my soul as a weapon; it has consequences.

It wasn't as miserable as before, when I had the second soul fruit, but I felt terrible.

Each time I tried to move or do anything, my body felt terrible. So, I just lay there on the floor. My head turned towards the secret chamber I had opened, and from which the bug monsters had most likely come out. I wanted to keep an eye on it in case anything else came out.

My Danger Sense wasn't triggering, but I had missed that second monster completely.

            

    
        Chapter 53 – Natural Treasure Of The Dungeon

    
    
    
    
                I eventually passed out, and when I woke up, I was feeling a lot better.

That soul attack was only used as a last resort, as it weakened me severely. A soul shouldn't be a weapon. I wondered if I had gotten a skill, and it felt like I had, but I didn't use it again.

I needed to get advice from my mother or a Healer. I shouldn't rush into new skills. They had warned me about this because it was too easy to develop bad habits that would be harder to correct in the future.

One reason for my smooth leveling wasn't just the soul fruits, though they helped a lot. It was the training I got from my various instructors and tutors. While someone couldn't learn a skill improperly, there were dead ends in terms of movements and leveling.

Like with a sword, knowing the basic strikes and stances was critical before learning anything else. Getting the fundamentals correct at the earliest levels of the skill and imprinting that knowledge into my soul, rather than focusing on more difficult techniques and struggling to level up the skill once it reaches a higher level.

I didn't want to get up, since there was a lot of cleaning to do. I let out a sigh and slowly came to my feet. The first thing was my sword. I wiped it down with a wet rag using my saved water, applied a bit of oil, and then wiped it down with a second rag.

It had a couple of nicks in the blade from where I had hit the bug monsters' shells. I then took off my armor and did my best. A lot of my blood had soaked into the leather and dried. There wasn't much I could do at this point.

I then went to the two bug monsters and collected their cores. They were red and quite large. So, not past level 50, but up there somewhere.

Next, I checked my face and neck. The wounds had healed, but still felt tender. I would probably avoid any scarring. The physical damage wasn't that deep, only surface-level.

Injuries consumed healing points much more when they affected one's muscles or essential body parts. I touched the scar from the time I was almost decapitated. Only if wounds were deep or lingered would they leave behind a lasting mark.

Putting my armor back on, I collected my pack and made my way to the hole in the wall. Taking a careful look inside, there was a singular wooden chest sitting in the middle of the hidden chamber. I broke open more of the wall and then entered, double and triple-checking everything for traps and monsters.

Once I reached the wooden chest, I repeated the process. While it might be tedious, I was in no mood for a second brush with death. There were no traps or anything else near the chest. I stood to the side and used my spear to flip it open from a distance. Nothing jumped out at me.

I approached and checked inside. Resting all alone at the bottom of the chest was a small metal ingot. People tried to bring weapons and other things out of the dungeon, but they broke after they killed the monster. The Minotaur's club was already heavily cracked and broke apart. The same thing happened with material from the dungeon, like the torches. They could only bring out natural treasures like soul fruit or this piece of metal.

The shells of the bugs would also be breaking. The equipment was linked to the monsters by the dungeon during their creation. Aside from monster cores, valuable items came from the dead or a treasure like this.

A monster part could only be removed if fused with its core. It wasn't rare, but it wasn't common either, especially in the higher layers of the dungeon. Such occurrences often occurred with more powerful cores.

My Tutors weren't sure why this occurred, but Damian had mentioned that the College of Advancement likely made a guess since they had guesses about everything else. They researched everything about the System and the dungeon, trying to unlock secrets using math and data.

I didn't know enough about metal to identify what kind it was. I carefully collected it and put it at the bottom of my pack. Perhaps they could make a nice sword out of the stuff. Since I had found the material, my mother would have a hard time objecting. A basic steel blade that was only tier 1 was decent, but it struggled against stronger monsters that had defenses to protect them.

With my looting done, I made my way through the passage down to the 3rd layer. I had to descend the passage carefully, which was more of a shaft with handholds jutting out of the stone. Getting back up was going to be a colossal pain, but I had confidence in myself.

I was going to spend the next two months, probably a little less, clearing out monsters of the 3rd layer. I was going to come up early for a day's break before the deadline to explore the city further and recover before having to deal with my mother.

Knowing her, she would send me back into the dungeon or do some more training. After the last fight, I wanted a slight break from this hell and to look about the city on my own. Before, someone had always accompanied me. Now was my chance to see things for myself.

And some chocolate. My secret weakness is sweets. If Bastian took baking to the next level, perhaps I could take sweets to the next level? But I enjoyed eating them, and I didn't care about their preparation. Well, I was going to try out the sweets at Monolith.

My mother had given me several silver coins in my pack so that I wouldn't be short of money. That shiny metal should be worth a lot. I had seen platinum before, and it wasn't platinum. Even then, I wouldn't sell it. Natural treasures were meant to be used, unless one was retiring or giving them to a close friend or family member.

My mother giving me two green soul fruits was no small feat. It makes sense that she'd test my abilities before giving me more dungeon resources.

While the fight wasn't the best, I had won and lived to fight another day. That was all that mattered. Reaching the 3rd layer, I looked around and smiled. Another two months of being down here, but I could do it.

There were four tunnels this time. None of them led towards the passage to the next layer down. Looking around, each tunnel was wildly different. One had roots and glowing crystals. Another had trickles of water running down the stone and disappearing into cracks on the floor. A stiff breeze was blowing out of the third. The fourth had a sand floor and intricate stone walls that almost looked like runes but weren't, since there was no gathering of Mana in the random lines.

The dungeon became more complex as one descended through the layers, encountering increasingly varied environments. The best option was the one with a stiff breeze. It was the least likely to have any weird environmental effects in the next chamber. Plant life was a terrible choice without fire magic. The glowing crystals were also concerning. I didn't want to face a golem or something with magic. I tried to face physical creatures if possible.

The water one had a similar problem. A large water-filled cavern would be a massive headache to fight in. I didn't fancy facing any water-based monsters. The sand one seemed less concerning, but it was the perfect tunnel for traps or hidden monsters under the sand.

I prefer to see my enemies approaching, if possible, rather than depending on sensory skills. This wouldn't always be possible, of course, but I would not pick monster fights I didn't like if I could help it. If I got a bad draw, I would try to figure out a way to win, but if backtracking was impossible, it was an option.

After my previous fights, I felt a lot less pressure to prove myself, even if my mother was watching. I had reached the 3rd layer, defeated Abnormals, and found a natural treasure. The only thing left was to keep up a high rate of progress each day here in the 3rd layer. That meant an average of 12 caverns a day, if possible.

As I made my way down the chosen tunnel, I narrowly missed stepping on a pressure plate. Something like this is what I'd been expecting and scanning for. I took my time to survey the trap and all its triggers. It seemed to unleash something from the holes. Probably some corrosive mist to be pushed by the wind coming through the tunnel, melting adventurers.

Blindly triggering it would have led to issues as well.

If you weren't fast enough, the corrosive mist would flow through the tunnel using the wind. That was why Trap Detection was better than randomly activating traps. And a trap could trigger the activation mechanism of other traps, leading to secondary effects. Something I had a lot of experience with when learning from Trap Master Enzo.

I also checked for better hidden traps. That was a horrible technique, but Trap Master Enzo had told me the dungeon did it occasionally. Place an obvious trap and then set a better hidden trap behind it, luring adventurers into a false sense of security.

While it was unlikely this high up, I preferred being extra careful with traps. Unlike a monster, I couldn't just stab them to death. There was only one trap, and I moved around carefully. I made a strong mental note of its location if I had to rush back down the tunnel.

I then continued forward to the next caravan. Looking up, 10 big crow-like birds were the size of horses—flying monsters, of course. The birds perched on outcroppings around the chamber. This was going to be a tough fight. I got my spear and bow ready.

Each of these monsters was around level 15. That was higher than a Champion of the 1st layer but less than a Champion of the 2nd layer. It would be a tough fight, but I felt confident as I began firing arrows.

They didn't kill the monsters but wounded them enough to make attacking more difficult. Flying monsters had higher Agility, but when injured, it was easy to disrupt their flight ability. The spear would keep them back if they tried to rush my position. I could run into the chamber and use my sword and shield, but I preferred whittling down their numbers first. My goal was to get them down to five before being forced to change weapons.

The giant crows were fast, but when flying at the entrance to the tunnel, they hesitated, which allowed me to poke them easily with the spear. If they landed, they were slow and didn't have any ranged attacks.

While they were physically tough, I could win this fight. Another fifty days of this at the very least before I try finding my way back. Just another 599 fights to go after this one. I couldn't help but grin. I was curious about what the dungeon would come up with next.

            

    
        Chapter 54 – Climbing Back Out Of The Dungeon

    
    
    
    
                I looked at the vine trellis that was the passage back up to the 2nd layer.

"Plants," I muttered.

I had some experience with plants from my time with Squire Jessica, and they were a massive headache. I preferred to avoid them if possible.

It was just that finding this passage had taken far too long. Even with my Depth Sense, it was much easier to feel out the following passage down rather than the passage up. And they could be next to each other, or far apart. They couldn't be in the same chamber; that was it.

I had spent six days trying to find this exit. The deeper one went, the harder it was to see the passage back up, and one often had to climb back up. At least it wasn't just a hole I couldn't get out of. The lower layers were completely unfair.

The real challenge would be the Champion monster waiting above me. I would be directly entering a fight without scouting out the situation first. I could look for another passage back up the layers, but that would delay the problem. It was also about how many adventurers died; they became overconfident and ventured too deep.

The last two months of fighting have made me much stronger. I felt like my skills were much higher than before. Knowing the location of all my equipment, I ensured everything was secure. My ascent started at a fast pace. The Champion monster at the top would act quickly.

You couldn't just stay in the passage. It would attack you there. Hanging from some vines was not where I wanted to be when I fought a Champion monster of the 2nd layer. I quickly climbed over the top, scanning the chamber.

My Danger Sense didn't trigger, and I noted a team of three adventurers fighting some giant vine growth. While it might seem like luck, running into another team in a passage chamber wasn't surprising. While the dungeon was supposedly infinite and ever-changing, they were good choke points.

Also, the dungeon preferred connecting existing places between layers rather than creating a new one. It was a small, subtle thing, but it just meant that encounters in rooms like this with passages were more likely. In addition,

I didn't have to fight the Champion monster, which was nice. I moved to the opposite side of the room and waited as they slowly hacked away at the entangled roots, sap spilling out onto the floor and their weapons.

That was going to be a nightmare to clean off. Even after killing them, you wanted to kill them a second time because sticky sap was a hundred times worse than blood or entrails.

They finally won and looked in my direction.

 "Peace for peace, fist for fist," I called out the standard friendly greeting between adventurers in the dungeon.

"Peace for peace, fist for fist," one of them called back, and the tension left the air.

I walked over.

"You came from the 3rd layer?" a young man asked me.

"Yes. You heading down?" I asked.

"Yes," he replied.

"I came from the passage with gravel. Is the passage back up close by?" I asked.

"No. We have been adventuring for over a week on this layer," he replied.

That was unfortunate and fortunate at the same time. The location of the dungeon shifted so that it could get confusing. Typically, you come back up in the general area where you had taken a passage down from the surface.

Even if you went to the lower layers, the dungeon sent people back up to around where they had entered from. The exception is if you encounter another passage to the surface and team. If I took their passage, then my exit point could shift rapidly.

The dungeon offered a path to the surface, although it was difficult. You needed to find people who were close by. In almost every instance, it was faster to go to the surface and travel that way. That also explained why I was meeting only humans, as the dungeon grouped people from the same area. Inside the dungeon, the edges were vague, but encounters were more common with those from your city than with others.

The dungeon kept people from mixing too much, though not from separating them. After all, it was supposedly endless. Even with all the people wandering about the 1st layer, teams or individuals rarely ran into each other.

"Which way did you come?" I asked.

The man pointed in a specific direction. "That tunnel."

I wouldn't be taking that one out of the chamber.

"Thanks. May you find what you desire in the dungeon and return alive," I gave the standard farewell.

"You as well, fellow adventurer, safe travels," he said.

There was no need to exchange names or anything else as polite adventurers. That was the expected outcome of most encounters. You only got involved in the fight if it was a last resort, keeping your presence and involvement minimal. They exchanged greetings, shared travel stories, and then said farewell.

Anything else would invite suspicion. In the dungeon, the adventurers made their own laws, not law enforcement. While there were some bad people, the risk of running into a high-level person traveling through the layers was not zero.

Squire Jessica let me know that some high-level people even pretended to be weak, just to draw out bad people like that and kill them. No one needed additional darkness; the monsters alone were enough. That's also why it was the norm to say hello and leave when you saw someone.

They would have questioned it if I had wanted to chat. With Squire Jessica and the new group of adventurers, she was giving a helping hand while showing me the struggles regular adventurers faced. Although it wasn't polite to use them to teach, they also got some advice.

Also, that Clean spell. That was very high on my list of spells to learn.

I set off right away; glad I didn't have to fight that Champion monster. They could have fun getting its core out of all that sap.

The 2nd layer felt like a breeze after fighting on the 3rd layer. I was still cautious about traps and analyzing monsters before fights, but I had a much larger margin of error to work with. I pushed myself by trying to keep my armor clean, so I didn't have to spend so much time caring for it.

Once I'm out of the dungeon, I will take it to a secondhand shop. It was incredibly smelly and almost a weapon on its own. It had sustained some serious harm down here from normal wear and tear and fighting. The Adventurer's Guild would likely manage it because of its streamlined services. Adventurers earned well, but good equipment was also costly.

Trying to find the passage up to the 1st layer was a hassle. While I had Depth Sense, it was best for finding the passage down, not up. When I finally found the passage, I let out a sigh of relief.

It was a waterfall with a spiral staircase leading up to the next layer. It was very scenic, but the stairs were wet. Footing would be an issue, even with my combat boots. At least I didn't have to climb, so I could keep my sword and shield in hand.

The Champion at the top was some flying eel that emitted a weak, shocking aura. It was pretty slow, and I had time to get out my bow and shoot it down as water poured down from the ceiling, flowing into channels that eventually flowed to the passage—one of the nicest chambers in terms of aesthetics.

Finding a way back up, I continued with the monster core. I doubted I'd choose one that didn't go to Monolith. I was familiar with the different human nations and big cities. That was why there was an Adventurer's Guild. People could appear in other locations from the dungeon, which helped address such issues.

Adventurers took it as a sign to look at the new city before going back into the dungeon. Only if they had family did they try to get back to their original city. The transportation business was doing well because adventurers returning had the money to pay for transportation to another city.

Compared to the lower layers, the monsters on the 1st layer seemed much easier now. I would have to ask my mother about how she found the difficulty scaling of the dungeon.

My mother probably just ran through the upper layers when trying to get back to the surface. While it was tempting to do something similar, I was nowhere near strong enough to survive a trap. Even the monsters could get tricky if I weren't careful.

I kept trying to sense the passage to the upper layer until I randomly picked tunnels. While my mother had given me a device to keep track of the time in the dungeon, she hadn't given me an exit device. I hadn't asked her why, but it was clearly to improve my Depth Sense.

Skills stayed with a person, though tools could be lost or destroyed. I experienced a slight push rather than a pull after eliminating the skeletons in the chamber. By concentrating on my breath, I sensed something in a specific tunnel.

As I made my way down the tunnel, I felt a push and found a passage back up to the surface. A spiral staircase with the name of the city etched onto the bottom step. I wouldn't worry about how to get back to the city I had started from. I began climbing up the spiral staircase.

The Mana in the air faded away. It was oppressive, but not excessively. Similar to a fog, it became harder the further away things were. The dungeon was clearly designed to prevent people from observing it from a great distance, as it moved things around and created monsters.

Some thought the dungeon was mysterious. I thought it just might be shy. It was super powerful, but it did so many odd things. I had a lot of time to think while I rested in the dungeon, and that was what I felt most about.

What was the purpose of the dungeon? Why did it do the things it did?

I was figuring out the origin of the College of Advancement. Folks sought answers, and they tried many methods.

While there was a lot of fighting, there was also a lot of rest time. I needed to let my reserves recover. While I didn't mind pushing myself in a fight, I wasn't suicidal.

As I climbed up the stairs, I couldn't wait to pay for a relaxing day at a spa and some sweets. I had two days before the three months were up. I was hoping my mother wouldn't bother me early. She might have scolded me for leaving early, but I had had enough of the dungeon for now.

It was an enjoyable experience, but there was something nice about civilization.

            

    
        Chapter 55 – The Mindset One Has

    
    
    
    
                "Plate," the guard on duty asked. I handed over my copper adventurer plate. "You go down here?"

"Yes, about three months ago. I also found these plates from lost equipment," I said, and handed over other plates.

"Found you, Justin, solo copper. Thank you for bringing back the plates. You are free to go," the guard said after checking the logbook.

There was no reward for turning in plates; it was just a considerate thing to do. Because higher-ranked adventurers were trustworthy and wouldn't incite trouble in the dungeon, they could enter and exit without having to sign in and out. I took my plate back and made my way out of the fortress that housed the passage into the dungeon inside the city.

Monsters could break out of a passage. It didn't happen often, but it could happen. Mother's family died that way when a new passage appeared close to her home, which went unnoticed.

Unfortunately, there was no good way to detect such things. Or at least nothing convenient for the public to use. I knew there were high-tier sensory skills, but even then, that would be a lot of territory to cover. People usually found such entrances by accident or when monsters emerged from the dungeon.

My first stop was the Adventurer's Guild. I was going to cash in all my red monster cores. I ended up earning only 40 silver and 13 copper. It didn't seem like much considering my effort. However, that's why people entered the dungeon. They could earn money if they returned with monster cores.

Some people only stayed at the top layers, trying to play it safe and accumulate wealth. The temptation to remove someone like that was quite strong. Even if there was a team, greed was endless.

Many would spend the money on various services. The Adventurer's Guild offered private rooms, a spa of its own, and other services to tempt low-ranked adventurers. There were private inns nearby that catered to the wealthier adventurers.

But for everyone who came back rich and spent lavishly, there were countless corpses left behind in the dungeon. Some would upgrade their gear and hire tutors to get stronger, pursuing greater wealth and levels. Eventually, they would either die, become a legend, or retire to take on a role as a tutor or in some other profession.

I couldn't afford a top-tier inn like when I had been with Squire Jessica. I was still going to treat myself. Since my mother hadn't shown up yet, she wouldn't appear until my time was up. I booked a room at a second-class inn and a spa treatment. I also ordered chocolates. They cost a silver a piece and I ordered twenty pieces, savoring each bite as a team of attendants massaged my hands and feet.

It was utter bliss. I could see why people would waste their lives like this.

"Having fun, my son?"

As I was relaxing, I opened one eye to see my mother standing in front of me. I was afraid, but I was ready for this confrontation. I had put in the work, so now I was going to relax. She wore a simple tunic with her spatial pouch at her side.

"Yes," I replied, and picked up another piece of chocolate and put it in my mouth.

She was frowning slightly.

"All of this?" she asked while gesturing with her hand.

The attendants briefly paused their work on my hands and feet, but kept going.

"To refresh my mind. So, I can focus more easily on whatever you have planned for the next three months. I went to the 3rd layer and then returned," I replied and put another piece of chocolate in my mouth while the attendants kept working on my hands and feet.

My mother wasn't afraid of public embarrassment. If she wanted to talk to me, then she would speak to me.

"Really? Where did you learn such things?"

"Squire Jessica showed me the benefits of relaxing after going into the dungeon," I replied, pushing the blame for my behavior onto her. My mother clearly knew this and just stared at me. "Also, I don't mind pushing myself, but I need time to relax and decompress."

"That was nothing, yet you are acting like you braved the journey to the Last Bastion."

"So, I should stay down there longer and keep fighting?" I asked.

"Yes," she replied. "Using every moment to push further."

"I don't have the mental fortitude to do that. I don't mind going into the dungeon, but enjoying life is not a crime."

She looked over the spa area.

"Very well. Attend me," she declared and sat in the seat next to me. She flicked a gold coin into the air. An attendant caught it, and more came out to massage her as well.

My mother even stole chocolate from the tray between us and enjoyed it with a smile.

"What?" I was in a bit of shock. Her joining me wasn't something I'd expected.

"I can relax if I want to. My choice is to harden my mind, body, and soul into a weapon. Also, lowering my skills and stats enough for these people to do anything requires a considerable amount of effort and could be considered practice.

"Sorry, valued client, but our stats are not high enough," the lead attendant said with a bowed head.

"It is fine; just do your best," my mother replied. "In time, you will lose access to these services. Some say it is like losing your humanity."

"But…those are my chocolates," I protested as she ate another.

The attendants removed her boots and socks as they began over her hands and feet.

"I can do what I want, even more than you. You seem to think you can do what you want and take a few days for relaxation. You claim it is to rest your mind. Then I will test this to see if there are benefits to resting one's mind and enjoying a spa day."

I was at a loss for words. I assumed she'd yell at me, or skip it entirely and pretend it didn't happen.

"I am not afraid of anything—even relaxation. You say you want to surpass me, so you need to work harder than I do. Fighting in the dungeon should be relaxing. Training to improve your skills once you return should be a wholesome vacation. Instead, you focus on shoring up your weak mentality and softness," she said.

Everyone else was dead silent as we had our conversation.

"Is it so wrong?"

"No, it isn't. But to reach the heights I have, your brushes with death are nothing. Do you think there is something unique about what you have accomplished?"

"No," I whispered.

The spa and chocolates didn't seem so great anymore.

"You did very well, but you lack the drive necessary for greatness. But perhaps the soft approach is better. I am not afraid of being wrong or of being shown a better way. Weakness in one's understanding of the world is something everyone should strive to correct."

"Then what should I have done?"

"Stayed down there to keep fighting. Finding food wherever you can and purchasing it from other adventurers is important. You should have looked for a Champion you could have defeated and then gone down another layer. The fights would be grueling on the 4th layer, but you would improve quicker."

"The risk would have been too high."

"Perhaps, but that is the only way you will reach my heights. Otherwise, you won't improve quickly enough. But you seem willing to go against my expectations by indulging in this spa day. Why not go against my expectations and push yourself?"

"I made my judgment as to the danger and my abilities. I didn't want to become trapped by killing easier monsters and then having no easy way back up."

"A weak excuse when your mindset is weak. My son, seize greatness. No one gives it. My expectations are the lowest possible requirement for success." I turned my head to look at her as if she were speaking nonsense. "Only the expectations you set for yourself are worthwhile, but they are clearly lacking."

"And how strong were you when you were my age?"

"I was weaker. My foundation was less developed, but I stayed in the dungeon fighting, even when it seemed impossible. Becoming stronger, faster, and trading monster cores for food and supplies. I purged everything in my life that didn't help me become stronger. This spa, these chocolates — they are a mental trap for the weak-willed."

"It is civilization. I will keep the opportunities, but I am not you. The life-or-death dungeon fighting isn't how I think. I don't mind fighting and enjoy it, but it isn't my entire life."

"At least you have a backbone to speak up to me. It seems the time down there did you some good after all. It is your life; I will not micromanage it unless you ask. But now is when things are easiest. When can you afford to fail. When you can gain skill levels and stats the most quickly, years, decades from now, you will look back and ask yourself why you didn't push yourself more."

"Then I will have that regret when I am older. But two days of rest to almost three months in the dungeon is not the end of the world."

"That is a fair point. But it speaks to larger concerns regarding your mentality. I would give you a 78 out of a score of 100 for your first solo descent. All of you, leave us for five minutes."

The attendants quickly left the room.

"Do you know why I had you, my son, when the difficulty was immense?"

"You wanted a family?" I asked hesitantly.

"That is one reason, but also to purge myself of the weakness of family. I realized that my mindset was holding me back. I carried burdens, heavy burdens. There was no way I could set them down. Having you as my son allows me to set down those burdens one step at a time."

I swallowed nervously.

"You will reach level 100 and become a legend. That is not in doubt. But to go beyond that means you need to push yourself constantly. Do you know how many supreme legends there have been in the last millennium?"

"Um, I would say ten," I nervously answered.

"Six. There is me. Then, Bastian vanished into the dungeon, and no one heard from him again. Nearly a millennium ago, the Eternal Emperor died of old age. The Librarian, guardian of the Last Bastion. The Mathemancer, the founder of the College of Advancement. Finally, Blood Gore the Butcher," she stated.

"Six, just six. Despite the best efforts of people like the Mathemancer, no one else has ascended to such heights. He believes that with the perfect environment and training, it should be possible. Like a flower grown in a garden. But I ascribe to another school of thought — that the mentality of the person matters."

My mother picked up a piece of chocolate and held it up.

"It isn't just the two days. I can understand being cautious. Until your descent to the 3rd layer, I would have given you a near-perfect score. But once you were down there, you stopped pushing yourself."

"It was dangerous."

"And to become a supreme legend requires risk-taking far more than that, my son. It is not a bad thing to want civilization and comfort, but know they come at a cost by weakening your long-term mental state. Instead of pushing further, you will turn back, to rest and recover."

"But there is risk."

"The experience requirements increase exponentially to increase your overall level. I know you understand math. So, you realize how brutal it is to climb up to my level. That is another reason for the bracelet you wear. To endure that hardship now and toughen you up. And don't bother."

"What?"

I was about to get up and leave.

"We will enjoy the time here at this place. I find temptations like this are great for improving my will. You mentioned Squire Jessica taking you to such a place, which is one of her many failings. She had harsh training as a child, so she craves experiences like this. She will never become a legend."

"What? Really? Can't people keep fighting to get stronger down in the dungeon?"

"For years? For decades? Each level becomes harder. Each Champion monster becomes harder. These mental weaknesses rarely show up on your status page, but they are insidious, slowing you down. Friends, relationships, and even memories of long-dead family members…"

"But…you have spoken fondly of your family," I said.

"I do and I am. But they are long dead. Raising you is helping me come to terms with that. I love you, and that love is replacing the love that consumed me for so long. In time, you will grow up and become your own person. My love won't lessen, but I can temper it."

I looked at my mother in a new light. A curtain pulled away, and I glimpsed Elena, the woman who had become a Supreme Legend, who let nothing stand in her way.

            

    
        Chapter 56 – Harsh Review

    
    
    
    
                My mother called the attendants back in, and we enjoyed the spa day quietly together. She said nothing else, but the day felt ruined. Once it was over, she took me to her suite at the top of the most expensive inn. She sent me to bed that night while I stewed in my own thoughts.

Was I weak? Was it so wrong to relax a bit? The fights on the 3rd layer were hard enough. I didn't want to trap myself on the 4th layer. It was just a standard safety concern. But to become a supreme legend, one needed to ignore such things.

The next morning, I woke up, and there was a huge breakfast spread prepared, just like it had been back at the estate.

"A bit much when you preach austerity," I said.

"I picked this place because of the privacy, and if I stayed anywhere else, it would cause a commotion. It is just a place to sleep," my mother said.

I wasn't sure whether I believed her.

"How does experience work? This has blocked me from earning experience while I've been wearing it, but it can't be that hard just to kill more monsters?"

"Foolish child of mine." She pulled out a piece of paper, wrote something at the top, and then handed it to me across the breakfast table.

XP to Next Level = 100 × 1.1^(L-1) × (1 + 0.5 × ⌊(L-1)/20⌋)

"Solve that for L at 1, 50, 100, 150, and 200."

I did the math. The values came out to 100, then 23,745, then 4,353,421, then 694,883,344, and 103,153,093,351, respectively. It took me around ten minutes to work out all the values. While there was a decimal, I didn't work on calculating it out. That wasn't the point of this exercise.

"Every 20 levels, the experience requirement jumps up, and it keeps going up because of the last portion of the equation with the floor function."

"The amount of experience one gets isn't consistent from monsters, but monsters at the same level give minimal experience. Even higher-level monsters only give slightly more, which means fighting Champion monsters regularly. Ones that far exceed my stats, and with unique skills down in the dungeon."

The first levels were really easy because the experience requirement was so low compared to the later levels.

"People rush through the early levels easily enough. Therefore, everyone can get the first 20 levels just with crafting experience. But why do most people stall out around levels 40, 60, 80, and 100? The increased experience requirements are just too difficult."

"Mother," I said seriously. "I gave a lot of thought to what you said yesterday. Relaxing resets my mood and mindset, allowing me to work harder. As you pointed out, this is a marathon, not a sprint. Without looking forward to something, I will struggle to keep going. Wasn't that the point of staying at level 1, to bring up my stats and skills more easily?"

"You just won't make it with your current mindset. Tell me your status; I would bet you have a vice skill."

Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 350/350

Stamina: 340/340

Mana: 200/200

Class: Tier 0, Child (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 35 (+1)
Endurance: 34 (+1)
Strength: 29 (+1)
Agility: 32 (+1)
Perception: 24 (+2)
Mind: 64 (+0)
Magic: 20 (+0)
Focus: 35 (+2)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (24) (4+): Eldarin History (99+2), Running (99+6), Meditation (88+6), Dodge (78+9), Toughness (75+15), Sword Skills (72+22), Eldarin Etiquette (69+4), Drawing Skills (61), Light Armor (50+14), Shield Skills (49+14), Spear Skills (40+12), Dancing Skills (36+1), Bow Skills (35+15), Pugilist Skills (34+1), Monster Processing Skills (31+12), Cleaning Skills (21+7), Axe Skills (19), Dagger Skills (17), Speech (17), Combat Tactics (17+4), Cooking Skills (15), Wrestling Skills (12), Stealth (8+8), Sweet Tooth (4+4)

Tier 2 (30) (2+): Mana Sense (89+9), Danger Sense (48+8), Soul Sense (47+7), Algebra (23+2), Geometry (20), System Sense (20+2), Darkness Vision (15+7), Focused Breathing (20+20), Speed Reading (13), Shadow Vision (13+8), Monster Analysis (11+8), Trap Detection (10+2), Depth Sense (10+9), Focused Rage (4+4), Critical Thinking (3+3)

Tier 3 (30): Pain Resistance (68+8), Soul Resistance (46+5), Empowered Will (34+9), Eldarin Runes (28+8), Healing Resistance (20), Fear Resistance (20+4), Poison Resistance (15), Empowered Writing (13+2), Soul Strike (4+4), Social Resistance (3)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Basic Steel Sword (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

Looking at that one skill, Sweet Tooth, I felt embarrassed.

"Just like I suspected, a vice skill."

The skill was a weakness for the person, as it had little value. System Priests could eliminate it, but it usually came back.

"How? I just had a few pieces," I said with shock. "You had some as well."

"However, my mind was not on sweets in the dungeon. I wasn't planning a spa day to relax when I left. I think about getting stronger and removing weaknesses, not even those listed in my status. Your focus decides your future. And you, my son, are focusing on the wrong things."

"I survived. I got Soul Strike."

"You did. An interesting skill, but am I supposed to be impressed by a tier 3 skill? If you even want to become a legend, that is the bare minimum requirement. If it were easy to reach heights such as mine, everyone would do so."

She sighed heavily.

"At the higher levels, skills become increasingly important in winning fights, since increasing your level is impossibly hard. That is why I have been having you focus on your foundation as much as possible. But without the proper mindset, you will struggle in the following years, when things come slower, and your progress isn't so grand."

"There are probably more soul fruits down there. I found a natural treasure."

"You did. Do you want a party? A celebration? The monsters you killed were simple. No advanced fighting tactics and weak skills. The deeper you go into the dungeon, the more you will experience despair as everything becomes harder, slower, and far more dangerous."

"But I am advancing faster than anyone else!"

"If you were on your own without my support, could you say the same thing?" My mother asked, and I shut up. "Your skill level gains were about half before you consumed a soul fruit. And that includes the initial level surge all children have when they unlock their status at age 8."

"But I was still doing well," I countered.

"No. You were not my son. You have only seen the bottom of society. Perhaps that was my mistake. I wanted to instill a sense of humility and understanding in you, but it appears to have backfired and created an elitist mindset, when you are nowhere close to that level without my involvement."

What should I say in response to this? I wiped my eyes, feeling utterly miserable. My mother would not see me cry, and I made sure of that.

"You have never known true unending pressure. Pressure to live. Pressure to do better than others. You received everything. Tutors, Healer support during training, natural treasures."

"I didn't choose that," I pointed out, and she nodded.

"It was my choice. A shame I could not have more children to pit you against one another to create a sense of competition."

"You would have your children fight each other?"

"To use as a measure of comparison. Your growth has been too much, too quickly. It has distorted the proper way of thinking. I will take things in hand myself in the future."

"What does that mean?" I asked nervously.

"That I have failed as your mother. That I will now take a personal hand in your training from now on."

"What? But I thought it would be boring?"

"It will be to a certain extent, but I have acquired the services of a Healer. They will make sure you don't die. I will bring you both to the 6th layer of the dungeon. There you will fight, and I will critique you and push you just as I pushed myself when I was your age. I didn't have a Healer then, but having one will allow you to keep going further than ever before.

"Maybe that is why I need a break. When you were by yourself, you didn't have the support to push as hard."

"Perhaps. Perhaps not. Some things will remain unknown. On this last time in the dungeon, you only gained 428 skill levels. A year would be the perfect amount of time. You are 10 and a half years old. Almost old enough to qualify for the College of Advancement. I will give you a taste of real training, then you will go there and compete."

"Compete?"

"Yes, for the top spot. These are the smallest requirements I can give you. If you graduate in the top spot, I will continue to support you. If you are placed in any other position even after all my help, then you are hopeless. Being an adventurer or a spellblade that will reach my level is beyond your ability."

"That…that isn't fair," I said, but I knew it was a weak argument. She just looked at me. "Life isn't fair."

No, it is not. My family's death at the hands of monsters was unjust. Enslaving countless beings by the Eldarin Empire was unfair. You can either complain or become stronger. I don't tolerate whining."

"We will be in the dungeon for a year?"

"Yes. With personal training from me. If you aren't fighting, you will work to improve your skills."

"That is easy to say when you have a spatial storage."

"You could have drawn the runes in the dirt, over and over. You could work out math problems before you go to sleep. Even now, I am constantly training my skills. Instead, you focus on sweets and spa days," my mother said with a slight sneer.

She was clearly getting upset with me. I said nothing else as we finished breakfast in silence.

My mother was being incredibly harsh, but it was hard to refute her. There was truth in her words. If I wanted to be the best, it wasn't enough to put in just the bare minimum of effort. I had to go beyond that.

It was hard, too hard, especially when down in the dungeon. I could have pushed myself more, but mentally, I felt drained all the time.

"What now?" I asked after finishing my breakfast. Servants cleared everything away.

"Now, I will have a sword made from that metal you found. A Master Blacksmith has been arranged to craft a sword for you," she said, and I got excited about that. "I also procured this for you to take, if you want to."

She set a wooden box on the table and opened it up. Inside, there was a glowing white crystal.

"I thought I wasn't supposed to take any more natural treasures or Alchemical products?"

"That was just a suggestion. This is a Mind Crystal. It will help with training your Mind stat, so having too many skills won't be an issue. There will be skills I want you to get, and increasing that stat is important," my mother explained and pushed the wooden box over to me.

"Is it even safe?"

"It is a natural treasure of the dungeon, not an Alchemical product. I have consulted with a healer; there is no need to worry," she said, and I felt a sense of relief.

After the last time, I was hesitant about using anything she gave me.

"What do I do?"

"Hold it, and your soul will naturally absorb it. I have already checked with the Healer I recruited, and it is fine."

While she might be harsh, I still trusted her. I picked up the Mind Crystal, and my soul felt weird, as if someone were giving it a massage. I shuddered in place as my body convulsed slightly.

"Hold on to that for a day, and it will be completely absorbed. You can rest for the rest of today and harden your mindset. Tomorrow we will go into the dungeon together."

I hesitated for almost a minute. She said nothing, but I was sure she was mentally noting my hesitation. She would consider it another failure.

            

    
        Chapter 57 – Beginner’s Blade

    
    
    
    
                "Welcome, Supreme Warlady Elena," the Master Blacksmith said while bowing deeply.

"Let us see your work, Master Blacksmith Verox," she declared.

"Of course, right here."

He went over to the counter and pulled away a piece of cloth. A sword inside a sheath was resting on a wooden stand. My mother looked over it and then gestured to me to pick it up. I grabbed the gold-inlaid sheath and hilt before freeing the sword.

"The Dungeon metal was decent. Not the best, of course, probably from the upper layers, but it had high Mana infusion. I would estimate some lesser variant of Mithril. Placing it around the value Platinum on the power table of metals."

"That strong?"

"Indeed. Dungeon metal is quite rare—one of the rarest natural treasures. I kept the enchantments simple yet strong as requested. Sharpness, tier 2. Durability, tier 3, and the hardest of them all, Self-Repair tier 1. A solid tier 2 blade."

The tier grading system was common with adventurer equipment. Basic stuff was all tier 1, which was rated up to red core monsters. People rated Tier 2 for up to orange. Tier 3 could handle yellow-rate threats, which went up to level 99. That meant up to the 9th layer, that I could safely use this weapon.

The grading system was more of a guideline. My mother's blade was supposedly a tier 5 weapon, rated up to Champion monsters at the 24th layer, or level 249. Typically, elites and legendries had tier 4 and 5 weapons. And adventurers could use weaker tier 0 weapons, especially when starting. However, the tier rating system rated equipment based on champion monsters.

"It feels heavy," I said.

"Yes, since I didn't do weight reduction like I normally would have for someone your age."

"I would have thought it would be a Tier 3 with the alloy I found in the dungeon."

"If it were just the blade, it would have been. Your mother insisted on those specific enchantments, which draw Mana away from the main aspect of the blade by focusing on specific areas. So, the overall blade is slightly weaker, but the sharpness has been retained, durability increased, and self-repair added."

"You will adapt to its weight. The enchantment on it will serve you well. Having a strong primary weapon that requires little maintenance is important when you will be down in the dungeon for a long time," Mother said.

I didn't even get to decide, but she was paying for everything. And how could I argue against her experience?

"For the Self Repair, it uses ambient Mana. The Supreme Warlady was kind enough to provide a blue monster core to form the nexus for the enchanting work. A bit overkill, but if the hilt is intact, the sword will eventually reform. It might not be my best work, but it is something I have placed my maker's mark upon."

High-level craftspeople had apprentices do a lot of work, and they either did not place a mark or placed a lesser one instead. To put his actual mark meant he stood by this work, and it greatly enhanced the value of such a weapon.

It didn't escape my notice that my mother was throwing every resource possible that she had at me. She might say harsh words, but she loved me quite a bit. I would say, if anything, she was emotionally stunted. She had spent her formative years fighting in the dungeon. That would skew anyone's thought process.

"No innate spells?"

"No. But the weapon can handle channeled Mana well from skills. That is the kind of weapon you can wield with confidence for quite a while. Now it just needs a name."

"You didn't name it?" I asked while looking at the runic symbols etched into the blade. I thought I saw some familiar ones, but I wasn't sure. My knowledge regarding runes wasn't comprehensive enough.

"No. A weapon should always be named by its first wielder," he said.

I looked at my mother.

"It is a personal thing. You can choose whether to share. I have never shared the name of my primary weapon."

"Ah, the legendary work of Grandmaster Forgeheart. If I may be insulting, may I look at your blade, Supreme Warlady Elena?"

"No, you may not. Its power shall only grace my hands."

"Ah, my apologies."

"Every smith I talk to asks. It is no concern.'"

"Why is it so special?"

"A tier 5 weapon, almost tier 6. Grandmaster Forgeheart gave his very life to craft the blade. He was a man of immense skill and pure talent. Legends would beg him to provide even a glance at weapons they commissioned from his apprentices. But as his skill grew he desired to break through and create a tier 6 crafting skill, the dream of all of us true craftsmen."

"The only known tier 6 skills are combat skills," my mother said, and the Master Smith nodded.

"Indeed. But if anyone could break that barrier, it would have been Grandmaster Forgeheart. When a Supreme Legendary asked him to forge a simple blade that could withstand her immense power, nothing extra, he took up the commission—using the most extravagant of materials and processes. He commissioned top Alchemists to help refine the metal. For over a year, he worked tirelessly crafting the ultimate blade. One that could withstand anything, carrying his hopes and dreams."

I listened closely while my mother didn't interrupt. Master Smith Verox seemed to recount a divine revelation.

"But he realized the blade would not surpass the barrier of a tier 5 blade, and his skills would not reach tier 6. His apprentices swore these were his final words. 'Let all know that I lay down my life in pursuing even greater heights!' He then plunged the almost finished blade into his chest to quench it with his own blood and skills, killing him. They said he died with a smile on his face, and your mother pulled the blade from his charred corpse."

"No one has dared to inspect the blade. Some say it is the only Tier 6 weapon in existence. That is why all Smiths and craftspeople desire to inspect such a blessed weapon. The plainest of blades, with no ornamentation or other changes to its style. But forged as the ultimate sword," he finished while panting.

I looked at my mother.

"Name your blade," she told me, cutting off questions I had.

Did she really have the ultimate sword forged by a Grandmaster putting his very life into the weapon? What would it be like to hold such a weapon? I looked at my blade, which was so simple in comparison.

"Beginner's Blade. That is its name. This is but the start of my journey. A weightier name is not needed," I stated, and my mother nodded.

I felt a slight shift in the Mana around the weapon and my status.

"A good name," Master Smith Verzo declared.

"Now the armor and other gear," my mother said.

"They are nothing special, and my apprentices did them, and I checked their quality. Light Armor, Medium Armor, shield, bow, spear, daggers, axe, and combat gloves. All tier 1 of the highest quality," he said, and gestured to another counter.

My mother nodded and collected all these items into her spatial storage. "Good work as always, Master Verzo. Thank you for coming to Monolith on such short notice."

"For a commission from you, I can smile for the rest of my days and brag to my peers."

We left the shop as I walked next to my mother. We got into a magical carriage, which immediately set off.

"So, about your blade…"

"I will not speak of it. It is my most trusted companion. Your weapon is your life. Treat it well, as you would a close friend or family member, and it shall care for you."

"What next?"

"We are going to see Tutor Damian to collect your study material. He has been busy preparing a lesson plan for the next year while you are in the Dungeon. I expect you to complete it within that time frame."

This implied she wanted me to finish sooner, as she set the bare minimum standard. I thought it was unfair, but arguing with my mother was pointless. She quickly won the verbal battle against me.

We reached another building, and Tutor Damian was busy writing at a table surrounded by piles of books.

"Are you done?"

"Just about. Just finishing up the lesson plan and the suggested actions for breakthroughs. You asked me to put quite a bit together, as well as do other research."

"I know, but I expect results for what I am paying you."

"And done. A bit rushed at the end, but here is the study plan you wanted. The sheets here are the research you wanted me to do as well," Damian said as my mother took the study plan, which was a book, and the sheets of paper.

While she flipped through them, Damian looked at me. "And how are you, Justin?"

"I learned a lot in the dungeon and found a natural treasure that was turned into a sword," I said as I gestured at it on my hip.

"An impressive first solo descent. I'm happy that you are doing well."

I used runes sometimes. A simple trap was made by carving fire runes and filling them with core dust. Managed to take out physically resistant monsters."

"An inspired use. Your skills are improving at a rapid pace." My mother must have told him my status. "Innovative uses like that always give a lot of levels. Your time in the dungeon clearly was quite impressive."

My mother cleared her throat. "Oh, and I must apologize for misleading you before. The study I showed you, which looked at skill levels, was primarily from the general population. Not individuals who are more heavily tutored."

"I thought there were higher multipliers?"

"It didn't consider places like the College of Advancement or outliers such as yourself."

My mother clearly wanted me to experience more pressure and was using Damian to correct what he had told me earlier. It was so blatant that it was ridiculous.

"We will be gone for quite a while. What will you be doing?" I asked, changing the subject.

"Well, your mother is sending me to the College of Advancement with a letter of recommendation. With that, I will get a coveted teaching assistant position, which could hopefully lead to a full professorship one day. I might even see you there in a year."

"My mother plans to send me there. I must take the top spot," I said, and Damian winced at that.

"That is…very difficult. The competition is brutal. Even with your skills and stats, it will be a challenge."

"Why? I am gaining skill levels faster than other kids my age?"

"Yes. But the true elites can compete against you. You have a chance, unlike me, with my poor background, when I attended. But the mindset of that place is very different," he said with a shake of his head.

"Are there any rewards for being the top student?"

"The Mathemancer offers a single tutoring session. He's a supreme legend just like Supreme Warlady Elena," Damian said.

"A dull elderly man who overthinks. You have done good work, Tutor Damian. Your letter of recommendation. And if you see the old man, give him this letter as well."

She handed over two letters to Damian, who took them carefully.

"I will ensure I hand it to him personally."

"Come, my son."

"Good luck, Justin."

"Bye, Tutor Damian." I waved goodbye and quickly hurried after my mother. "What did you have him research?"

"Skill combinations and progressions for you. It won't be easy, but I believe we can get you other resistance skills. Level them up on your own, but if you can reach immunity and then absorption, the chance to combine them into a tier 6 skill would be quite powerful."

"What?! Aren't resistances really challenging to level?"

"So? Work harder. Do better. If you want to be the best, then seize the opportunity I am giving you, my son."

            

    
        Chapter 58 – Healer Melon

    
    
    
    
                "Have you procured the necessary supplies, Healer Melon?" my mother asked the middle-aged man, who was completely bald.

His head glinted in the courtyard's light, where he was standing. His head looked like a shiny egg.

"I have, Supreme Warlady. But you expect me to be using my skills constantly?"

"Yes. The training will be relentless. I need to see the final preparations. Son, you get into your armor. We will depart for the dungeon this afternoon."

I had barely started to nod and give an affirmative before she turned away and left. My armor was still the same damaged piece of armor I had when I first went into the dungeon. The armor had been repaired and cleaned up, but still showed heavy wear.

I greeted the Healer. "So, you are the healer she recruited? Justin Burnstock."

"Yes, Healer Melon of the Five Star Institute of Healing. I have read about your medical history. May I have permission to inspect your health?"

"Yes."

If my mother left me with him, then she trusted the man. He placed his hand on my head.

"Health Analyze. Well, you are in excellent condition, even a bit too good, some might say. As for your soul, I am no expert like Healer Castelle, so please don't damage it."

"What are you good at?"

"Support for stamina and healing points. I have a bit of a wild streak. So, when your mother offered power leveling for ten years of service, I took the offer."

"If I may ask, how much did she power level you?"

"From level 20 to level 60 in just three months. Now I am trying to align all my skills with my level. That will take a long time. I know it won't be simple work, but she promised me I would be safe. And I am not about to doubt the Supreme Warlady at her word."

"How much would something like that normally cost?"

"Lots of platinum. Unless you are a noble, it is hard to afford power leveling past level 40, since you need at least a legend to help you. The results can vary, depending on the amount of risk. I come from a humble background, so I leaped at the opportunity. Not that good at fighting, unfortunately, so level 60 is probably as far as I will ever go."

"What kind of supplies have you been stocking up on?"

"Potions. Lots of potions. Also, other medical equipment. Going to run a lot of Alchemical toxicity screenings as well."

"What, really?"

"Hmm, yes. Your mother wants to ensure you get the best care and has consulted me quite a bit on anything medical-related. Potions are a concern with your past levels of Alchemical toxicity." His shiny head was distracting me. "Ah, yes, I am bald."

"Is there a way to heal it?" Baldness wasn't that common.

"A condition from stress. Standard healing uses the soul as a blueprint to fix the physical body. Early treatment is needed for this reason, but treating long-term or congenital issues is much trickier. Attaching a limb that was cut off seconds ago is easier than fixing a small scar from a month ago. My baldness — well, it occurred over a long time, and I wasn't about to waste my Mana healing myself when I could learn more by helping others. Plus, it makes me unique. You won't forget me now."

I definitely wouldn't.

"Any low-tier skills to learn healing?"

"Mana Sense is a good starting point. I know I am here to ensure you don't die while getting resistances. Your mother believes that is something important to work on."

"Is that going to be hard?"

"Very. I doubt we will make much progress; just getting resistant skills is incredibly difficult. Also, don't count on them. Monsters can overwhelm them, and the more powerful monsters have crazier esoteric attacks."

"I have heard the warnings. I am surprised my mother wants me to work on such a defensive skill selection."

"It will help your survivability a lot. Even a couple of levels in a Resistance Skill can make a big difference."

"I have Healing Resistance… You know that, right?"

"I have seen that in your medical record. It is concerning, but I am skilled enough to work around such an issue. Also, healing can be used for deadly attacks. Since the body and soul don't resist such skills normally, they bypass most defenses."

"How would you heal someone to hurt them?"

"Cancerous growths. By focusing too much healing magic in a specific area, the body can create a tumor, which can kill a target. It isn't quick or simple, but it is one way that Healers such as me can fight in the dungeon while improving our skills."

"Then there are undead-type monsters like skeletons, which are highly vulnerable to such magic, instantly killing them, at least on the upper layers of the dungeon."

"Well, my life will be in your hands, Healer Melon," I said with a head bow.

"Ah, no need to worry too much. Your mother will be there as well, carefully supervising things."

That was what concerned me. I now knew her well enough that she wouldn't step in unless I were literally about to die. Otherwise, she would let me fight and struggle on my own.

"Did you grow up around here?" Since there was nothing else to do until my mother returned, I got to know the man I would spend a lot of time with.

"Monolith used to be my old stomping grounds, believe it or not. I did well at my Preparatory School and got a scholarship to attend the Five Star Institute of Healing."

"Preparatory School, what is that?"

Healer Melon gave me a look and then smiled.

"You probably had a specialized Tutor… Damian, I believe his name was?" he asked me, and I nodded. "Most people send their kids to a Preparatory School if they can afford it: one teacher, and around 10 to 20 students. You can have multiple classes each year. Normally, they last six years, from age 6 to age 12."

"It starts before the status is available?"

"Your tutors taught you beforehand. It allows students to get an enormous boost in levels when it unlocks at eight. Also, with large groups, it is easier to see who progresses better or worse in the same setting. A teaching method pioneered by the College of Advancement."

"And you beat out everyone else?"

"In my year. It wasn't easy, but I worked long nights, and a family member could power level me up to level 20 early on. That gave me enough of an advantage to get into the Five Star Institute of Healing with a scholarship. Unfortunately, there I was only mediocre at best, which meant I had to be more aggressive with healing contracts I accepted."

"Healing contracts?"

I was learning quite a bit. Healer Castelle never talked about any of this.

"Well, it is too much to expect everyone to go to the Five Star Institute of Healing. Only the most serious cases go there directly, but Healers need work. The top students get assigned to a city and work out of the Adventurer's Guild. The Five Star Institute of Healing has a deal with them. We can set up shops in their guild, and they only recommend our healing services. Stops the competition. But there are a lot more Healers than there are positions. There is not much attrition in the job. So, there are contracts, teams, or Tutors who hire Healers like me. Well, I took contracts that went into the depths, the highest paying but the riskiest."

"Why a contract? Can't you go down with a team?"

"Healers normally don't fight. The team needs a contract to determine loot distribution and address other related issues. Helps prevent misunderstandings. If a team returns without its Healer, the guild will blacklist them and make them pay a huge fine."

"And people want Healers?"

"There is a shortage of Healers willing to go into the dungeon. The Adventurer's Guild manages things, so contracts don't become out of balance. But I can handle myself to a certain extent down in the dungeon."

"And you made enough money and increased your skills?"

"I also went bald from stress. But yes, I increased my skills enough that I could return to the Five Star Institute of Healing as an assistant lecturer on dungeon delving. It is a shame that healing rarely gives experience unless used in combat. When your mother showed up offering power leveling up to level 60 in return for 10 years of service, I immediately grabbed onto the opportunity."

"You couldn't pay for power leveling with the money you had?"

"I have been saving up, but Healing is not a cheap profession. Mana potions are the most common expense. People never ask for healing for minor injuries because of the concept of healing points. It is only big injuries, like a limb loss, and you can't slow heal an injury like that, otherwise you risk permanency."

Healing was a lot more complicated than I had initially thought. "But wouldn't your customers have to pay for Mana potions?"

"If they can afford it, yes. But the people in the most desperate need of emergency healing are the poorest."

That didn't answer my question, but it also did. It meant he healed people, expecting nothing in return, or he didn't crush them financially.

"If you have a stable position in a big city, you can make decent money. Adventuring gives more levels, but the costs are much harder to manage. Adventuring is a risky profession, and losing a limb or even a finger can mean the end of a career."

"Well, my mother picked you. So, take comfort in knowing you meet whatever expectations she has."

"It is an honor of a lifetime to serve the Supreme Warlady," he replied earnestly. "With the additional free stat points I got from my levels, I will do so much more. My Mana is a lot higher now, and things come much easier. It is a shame that power leveling beyond level 60 is very difficult. To become a legendary healer is nearly impossible."

"Can't you learn combat skills?"

"Yes. A Battle Healer is what the profession is called. They do well, but they are ultimately a different profession than a full Healer. They focus more on quick basic skills, while I have much greater depth and breadth in terms of abilities. Keeping stamina up during a fight can make a vast difference, especially when the monster groups get a lot larger on the 6th layer."

"They do?"

Another thing I had missed in my studies. Probably something passed on by word of mouth or experience.

"Hmm, yes. Every 5 layers, the dungeon adds a small twist. On the 11th layer, mixed groups of monsters appear. On the 16th layer, there are more varied tactics and even the occasional healing or support monster."

"Good, you two have gotten acquainted," my mother said as she returned.

She began putting all the crates of supplies into her spatial storage.

            

    
        Chapter 59 – The 6th Layer Of Hell

    
    
    
    
                We all advanced into the fortress. The guards bowed deeply towards my mother, not even daring to question her. We reached the spiral staircase down into the depths.

My mother took the lead, and I followed her, with Healer Melon bringing up the rear of our group. Coming up the stairs were three faces I never expected to see again. Alf, Rand, and Kar, the three young adventurers who had hitched a ride on my pass to the dungeon all those months ago.

My mother was wearing glowing gold and platinum heavy armor, with her sword at her waist. She looked like a hero out of myth. The three new adventurers had some scars, were filthy, smelled, and looked utterly exhausted. The fact that they survived their first descent was impressive.

Unfortunately for them, my mother wasn't one to forget. If she killed them, no one would say anything about it. I held my breath, waiting to see what she would do, not daring to speak from behind her.

"You should be careful about whom you speak about or badmouth," my mother said, and I felt a burst of Mana coming from her. Each of the three adventurers lost control of their bladders and wet themselves. I winced at that. "Clean. Clean. Clean. Remember that Elena is the best." She then continued past them.

I hurried after her, not daring to look at them and hoping they didn't recognize me.

She made them piss themselves and then used magic to clean them. I didn't understand my mother. I thought she wouldn't do anything or would scare them. When we reached the bottom of the staircase, she turned to look at me.

"I am not heartless or mindlessly cruel, and Legend Extravagant Warren is a pig in human form. Now they will forever remember when they met me instead of him."

She then turned around and marched towards one tunnel.

I followed along after her, not daring to say anything, but my mind was racing. My mother had a soft side, or was she using this to teach me something? Our timing to enter the depths was too precise for this to be an accident. She had wanted me to witness this interaction.

Perhaps a reminder not to crush people for the smallest of insults. My mother had a reputation, and not a great one.

I looked at Healer Melon, but he just shrugged slightly. He clearly did not know about what had just happened either.

There were no monsters as we made our way through the caverns in the dungeon, but my mother must have killed them at range. It wouldn't surprise me. At first, I thought it was the other group, but after the fifth chamber with no monsters, there was something else going on. We reached the passage down to the next layer and found no Champion monster.

We kept descending, layer after layer, and my fear grew. The Mana in the air became denser, and it became much harder to use my sensory skills.

Eventually, we reached the 6th layer of the dungeon and came to a stop. I wanted to ask my mother why there were no monsters, but it didn't take a genius to figure it out.

Even the dungeon feared her.

There would have been no monsters for me to fight if she had taken me to the starting layers herself. It was shocking to think that even something as formidable as the dungeon could show fear, or perhaps it was wisdom, knowing such weak monsters would only annoy her.

"We will begin here."

"There are larger groups around level 30," I said nervously, and she nodded.

"Exactly. Each fight will push you to your limit. It is a good thing we can do this with regular monsters instead of just Champions, which can get annoying."

I just looked at her in shock. "This…mother. The difficulty…"

"It is much higher than monsters on the 3rd layer. But you have better skills, better equipment. I am here as well, and there is a dedicated Healer. I plan to push you to the limit and beyond, my son. People would pay thousands of platinum for such an opportunity."

Healer Melon nodded next to her. I steadied my breathing and drew my sword.

"Fine," I said and turned towards one tunnel.

Again, I knew she was right, but I wanted to go at my own pace. When she was down in the dungeon alone after her family had died, she set the pace she felt comfortable with. She might not have had a parent and a Healer looking over her, but I would bet everything I had she didn't rush down layers either.

"That one." My mother pointed at one with tree roots. I really didn't want that one, but I was in no position to argue. I advanced into the tunnel, checking for traps. My mother remained several steps behind me with Healer Melon glued to her side.

Mana was coming off a tree root, and I examined it. That's when giant bugs crawled out and attacked from the roots. I easily cut them with my Beginner's Blade, avoiding the roots. Monsters now occupied the tunnels. The dungeon's difficulty increased with depth.

My mother didn't say or do anything, content to observe. I considered not saying anything, but it would have been rude.

"That root is probably trapped."

I pointed at it, and she gave me a slight nod.

We made our way around and continued through the tunnel, reaching an enormous cavern with vines and roots. There were over a hundred bug monsters the size of my head. Like cockroaches, not the face-huggers I had faced in my previous descent.

I looked at my mother, and she just stared at me.

"Fight them?"

"Yes, do your absolute best," she ordered.

There was only one option: to rush in and start killing as quickly as possible. There was no time for intricate plans or for trying to set up a stable position. I needed to kill soon so that I wouldn't get overwhelmed.

The fight was a blur of bug guts, green fluid splattering over me, and my mother just staring at me from the side. My blade cut through the monsters with ease. If I had a regular blade, this would not have been possible. I was amazed that I had won by the time I was done.

My mother walked over with Healer Melon, uncaring of the bug guts in her path.

"A weapon makes an enormous difference. Your Sword Skills are quite high in tier 1, which corresponds to red core monsters like these. You couldn't easily cut through monsters before, which was why you struggled."

I nodded slowly at this.

"Now, clean yourself, and then we will continue."

"What?" I asked in surprise. She would not use her Clean spell?

"You need to increase the level of the skill. Eventually, it is necessary to feed into the Clean spell in tier 3. Why do you think you have that skill?"

"Cleaning is an everyday activity?" I replied, found a pool of water, and got out a cloth rag to clean off my equipment.

"A reasonable assumption, but incorrect. Also, this will give me time to critique you. You are right-handed, which means you could have circled to the right. You went straight forward, blitzing through the monsters. Your shield work was sub-par. If you use a shield, then work on your deflection angles. In time, you will get the Tier 1 skill Deflection."

"Is that another skill you want me to get?"

"I dislike it. It is almost always better to Dodge than Deflect, but since you have a shield, you will learn it. Perhaps there is an interesting spell in tier 3 that can take advantage of such a defensive skill. But dodging is preferable, and use your offhand to throw weapons. Throw is a much more useful skill. We will work on both, do not worry. Clean faster; you are going too slow."

I was tired after the long fight, but said nothing as I quickly cleaned my equipment. Training under my mother was going to be non-stop. Every single moment was going to be a moment of training and pushing myself.

As she lectured about all the improvements I should have made throughout the fight, I realized this was my life for the following year. While others might have paid a lot for this kind of attention, it felt oppressive and grating.

I noticed that Healer Melon was collecting the cores from the monsters while my mother lectured me. He obviously had experience in doing that task. My mother saw me looking in his direction as I finished cleaning up.

"Monster Processing is a skill that will quickly go up in level the deeper you go in the dungeon. If you complete a fight without getting messy, you can get the monster cores instead of cleaning yourself up. Clean."

Then, she used her magic, and the little bits I had missed were all taken care of.

"Do better in your cleaning next time. You missed some crevices in your armor, especially around the joints," she said, and then looked around for a moment. "That tunnel."

I immediately headed in that direction, and the process repeated all over again, this time with lizard creatures in a desert-themed caravan.

"Greater Cure. Greater Respite."

Healer Melon acted at the end of the fight, filling up my reserves once more. I then got to cleaning while my mother lectured me.

"Don't twirl. You feel that instinct from your Dance skill, but think in more straight lines, especially for fights like this. In time, you will think in curves, but no twirling. Good job moving forward, do that more quickly. A fighter in action is worth ten just standing around doing nothing. When deflecting with your weapon, angle your blade slightly more to account for pushback. Try to avoid deflections, dodge instead," she said, and kept going.

Her training was relentless, just like her personality. I don't know why I had been expecting anything different. The other trainers I had would have shown me the movements I needed to correct. My mother just critiqued everything all at once without mercy or regard. There were occasional compliments, but only to highlight my failures in other areas.

My skill level gain at the end of this had better be immense. Every second of this felt incredibly frustrating. I knew my mother loved me, but it was unbearably stifling. I knew I could yell and have a fight with her as well, and she would just let me do my own thing.

It was frustrating that the age of adulthood varied widely. Most nations put it at 16, twice the age at which humans unlocked their status. I was self-aware enough to know that I would regret missing out on this kind of training later, but I couldn't think that at the moment.

Everything was something for her to critique. My feet's angle. How fast I clean. The rotation of my wrist. Using my shield in my left hand to assist me. My breathing, which was one of my better skills, was even criticized. She pointed out that I needed to adjust the tempo to suit my fighting style better.

Even the direction I was looking or paying attention to, she critiqued as well. I did not know how she knew such things when I was wearing a helmet, but she did. It should not have surprised me anymore. My mother wasn't human, but a force of nature. Just like the dungeon or the System, she just did her own thing without regard for anyone else.

"Now I will quiz you to see if you have been paying attention."

"What?!"

"You seem to lose focus during my lectures. This is important information. How should you adjust your feet?"

"Slightly wider for more stability when swinging. Twist my body to bring them closer together when advancing. Angle my feet outwards more for stability, or in the direction I plan to move for speed."

"Good, you are paying attention. Hurry, I want to clear at least 20 chambers a day, at a minimum," she said.

I wanted to scream at that. My body might be capable of that with Healer Melon supporting me, but my mind felt like it was about to give out from exhaustion and the constant lecturing.

            

    
        Chapter 60 – A Break From Unrelenting Suffering

    
    
    
    
                "That is why when facing ratlings, you should account for swarm tactics. In addition…" she trailed off.

She never did that.

I looked up from my cleaning as my mother drew her sword and turned to face a tunnel.

"Stay behind me. Healer Melon, go stand next to my son."

He didn't hesitate and ran over to me. I picked up my sword and stood ready. "If I say run, you will run down that tunnel, staying together. Don't slow down, no matter what. This shouldn't come to a fight, but I cannot shield you if it does."

What kind of monster would make her act this way? My Danger Sense wasn't going off. Minute after minute passed. After about ten minutes, an old man with a staff walked into the chamber.

"Elena," the old man greeted her.

"Mathemancer. What are you doing here in the dungeon?"

This old man was a supreme legend, just like my mother. No wonder she was slightly nervous and on edge.

"Going to see an old friend in the Last Bastion. Sensed you in the distance and came over to say hello. Hello," the old man said. "I am not here for a fight or a spar. Peace for peace, fist for fist."

My mother sheathed her sword. The tension in the air dropped.

"You said hello. Now leave,"

"Really?"

"I am busy."

"Training your son. Interesting people you sent my way. Your husband and that Damian character. Do you know your husband is a troublemaker? Planning to send your son to my institution?"

"My husband can do what he wishes. His ambitions are of no concern of mine, even if he uses my name. My son will be attending. Hopefully, he can experience the intense competition from his peers at your institution."

"We will see. There are always promising youngsters, but few live up to what is possible."

"Since you have bothered us, what did you think of my proposition?"

"Intriguing. My heart trembles at the very thought. I will speak to the Librarian, but convincing Blood Gore? The only thing that man listens to is the screams of the dying and the damned."

"I will handle Blood Gore. He is a pig, but I have experience dealing with pigs. He will relish the challenge. Will you accept?"

"Most likely. Age is finally catching up with me. I am not the Eternal Emperor, clinging to what is not possible. The preparations will be a massive headache, but you can count me as having accepted if you can get everyone else."

"Talk to your friend. I am sure you can convince him."

"I will. He can be stubborn, but I think getting Blood Gore will be the harder task. Now, enough chit-chat about heavy topics. Let me see your son," The Mathemancer said.

"I am watching you," she said.

"Don't worry. I will be nice," he replied as she stepped to the side.

The old man gazed at me. I felt Mana going through my soul without hesitation, like I was being completely seen — my skills, stats, my entire status. It was all laid bare beneath his gaze in a single moment.

"I have heard of some things you have done, but to have these many skills and such levels… You really do read the research coming from my College."

"I am not an idiot like Blood Gore. I can actually think. Any suggestions?"

"Hmmm, I see what you are going for. An immense foundation. So great that even I tremble slightly at your vision. Don't let him overuse the Soul Strike skill. Twice every few days at most. More focus on his math skills."

"You would say that," my mother countered.

"They are foundational to everything. Let us not have that argument again."

"Because I would have beaten you."

"It was a draw, but to drag out our spar for an entire month would have been pointlessly exhausting."

"You discount the human spirit in a fight."

"Pointlessly exhausting. Your son would do well at my College. What expectations do you have?"

"He must take the top spot every year."

"Unrelenting as always, Elena, even with your own child. But I suppose I am not much better. I am close to measuring the human spirit through intense study. The mental breakdown is just at the edge of acceptable after all these years. But with your son, if he can survive your training, I don't need to hold back?"

"That is the only reason I am sending him to that cursed place. You suck the joy out of fighting, old man."

"Well, not all of us can be as fiery as you, dear Elena. Some of us prefer to think our way through fights. Perhaps a small demonstration so I might entice your son with my method of fighting instead of your brutish ways," The Mathemancer said with a smile.

 I couldn't help but nod. I wanted to see what the pinnacle of combat looked like. Even a glimpse would be amazing.

"A single exchange from each of us," my mother declared, and the old man nodded. "SLICE!"

My mother moved forward so fast that I just saw a blur. Her sword was hovering a slight distance away from The Mathemancer's neck.

"A tier 3 skill, countering my Force Nullification — how interesting. You have some secrets. My turn. Force Reversal."

My mother stumbled slightly after something pushed her, but she regained her footing.

"Annoying," she said, and the old man chuckled.

"Effective. How can an enemy defeat you if they cannot hit you?"

"You kill them. Removing the head is often the best choice. Instead of your nonsense…"

This was the first time I had seen her truly annoyed.

"And frustration builds and mistakes are made."

"Whatever. You have shown off to my son enough. Begone and trouble me no more."

"Very well. Take care, young Justin. We will meet again," The Mathemancer said and then disappeared with a pop.

He had teleported!

"Show off," my mother muttered. Then she turned to look at me. "Well, get back to cleaning."

I got back to work.

"Ask your questions," she finally said, since I had so many.

"What were you talking about at the start?"

"Forming a team of supreme legends to reach the bottom of the dungeon. No one had ever made such a team before, or at least no one had ever recorded it in all of known history. Once you can take care of yourself, it has been something I have wanted to do for a long time."

"But…will you come back?"

"No one has come back after a certain point. But The Mathemancer is quite capable, along with the other supremes. I wouldn't be back for years, regardless. What else?"

"Why were you on edge at the start?"

"The dungeon has no rules. While it was unlikely he would start anything, it is best to be on guard."

"The skill you used?"

"Slice is my favorite tier 3 skill. Simple and direct, great for beheading. I have put a lot of work into it."

"What were The Mathemancer's skills?"

"He mainly uses force and Mana redirection, countering physical and magical attacks. He can teleport as well. His fundamental weakness is his lack of killing power. He can survive, but he struggles to finish a fight quickly and efficiently."

"Which you do?"

"Yes. The best way to fight is to kill. But his skills are troublesome, I won't deny that."

"What was that about attending the College of Advancement?"

"To see if you are worthy of inheriting my legacy in full. Competition breeds excellence, as The Mathemancer likes to say. You saw just a small fraction of the heights one can climb to, but you feel confident, self-assured, with my help, you are the best," my mother said, and I nodded.

"The College of Advancement will put that to the test. It doesn't matter where you start, only what you are capable of. The Mathemancer is just as twisted in his thoughts as he is in his skills. While he would say it is straightforward, he doesn't mind letting go of those who do poorly. Tutor Damian is one such example. The attrition rate is insanely high at his College."

I still wasn't entirely sure why it would be brutal, but if she were saying it, there was no doubt in my mind that it would be true. My mother wasn't one to mince words.

"How did he find us?"

"His sensory skills are very, very good. Many things that are considered rules are just guidelines. Enough questions. Finish your cleaning, and we will move on to the next chamber."

It was good of her to respond to my questions. I also saw a short conversation between important individuals. The image of The Mathemancer's effortless victory over my mother was burned in my memory. Despite her strength, abilities, and stats, she was powerless against him.

While it seemed like my mother was unfriendly, The Mathemancer had just shown up on his own, and I was present. If it were just her, I knew she would have been more relaxed. However, she couldn't fight him and defend me simultaneously if he were a foe.

It was amazing to see my mother face an equal for once. In every other interaction, everyone was always deferential to her. Bowing or kneeling and not daring to disagree with anything she said. Healer Castelle pushed back, but only in healing matters. Even then, she did what she wanted with no regard for other people's opinions.

But The Mathemancer had greatly annoyed her. It wasn't just his completely opposing fighting style and attitude towards life; it was something else. Perhaps all the top people were competitive, and it annoyed my mother to have a peer. She hadn't been able to leave him behind with her skills or her stats.

They had a spar before, and it ended in a draw, maybe. I didn't want to ask about that since my mother seemed really annoyed by whatever history they had. But even with all of that, she still trusted the man to a certain extent, since she was sending me to his college.

It was confusing trying to work out why she did the things she did. I quickly cleaned up and then went to the next chamber to fight the next set of monsters. The break was nice, but my mother was relentless.

Even when we took a break from fighting, she pulled out study materials prepared by Tutor Damian, which I had to review. She would even quiz me, forcing me to keep pushing my brain into pure exhaustion. Sleep was my only escape from the constant training I had to endure.

            

    
        Chapter 61 – Interlude 5

    
    
    
    
                The Mathemancer

I knocked on the door of an old friend. I haven't come to visit in a long time, but the younger generation was stirring things up, and it would be good to chat once more.

The door opened, and his glowing white eyes looked at me.

"Still alive, you math head? Come in, I have a new blend of tea some young elf legend brought down," The Librarian said as he let me enter his home in the Last Bastion.

"Thank you. I was feeling lonely and wanted to stretch my legs," I replied as I took a seat at his table.

"Bah, you just wanted to test your skills against monsters while trying to mentally level with as little effort as possible," he said, seeing through me immediately.

I preferred to think over as many improvement paths for skills before working on them periodically. However, it wasn't my only reason for going to the dungeon.

"There are some interesting developments. Elena is going all in on her son. She wants me to crush him when he attends my College of Advancement," I replied as tea was carefully poured. "Tier 3?" I asked while observing the tea pouring.

"Tier 4. I found an upgrade to Empowered Tea Skills. Enlightened Tea Skills," the Librarian said with a smug grin.

I frowned since we had been competing in tea making for a long time. I sipped the tea, and it was quite good.

"I will have to step up my game," I replied with a touch of mock despair. "Elena also discovered something fun. That Slice skill of hers changed."

"Ah, yes, she sold me the information. Quite interesting, you would want it too," the Librarian said with a smile.

"Half of whatever you paid."

"A green soul fruit," he replied, and I paused in my enjoyment of the tea.

"Is it worth that much?"

"Yes. She has discovered something new." That word, new. That got my attention immediately. I frowned and pulled out a green soul fruit, tossing it over. The Librarian caught it and tucked it away. "She pushed the level of her skill to 101."

"I would say impossible, but I experienced it myself. You must have a guess or some record?"

"No. Most people don't focus everything they have on a lesser-tier skill like Elena has. It truly is a discovery. A skill going over level 100. It appears each level is a bottleneck, an increasing one."

"When she went to the 25th layer?" I asked and got a nod in response. "She must have pushed that skill far beyond what it should be capable of, forcing the System to adjust. It is a useful confirmation of the collective unconscious theory regarding skill advancement."

"Not that it is that useful on its own," the Librarian said, and I nodded.

"But a useful data point. Have you thought about her request?"

He sighed heavily. "This place is to my liking. I feel at ease. I'm always learning. To go back out into the dungeon proper, fighting my way down to my death, especially with that brute Blood Gore, is not something I am looking forward to."

"But you have to be curious, and this is our last chance for a proper expedition, old friend."

"That is the only reason I am entertaining such a thought. We are the last of our generation ever since Bastian ran off… That foolish man."

"But he wanted to get answers as well."

"He just enjoyed fighting. The man was insane. An amazing baker, but insane. A shame there wasn't a third from Elena's generation, but Blood Gore truly earned his title of Butcher."

"What trouble is he causing now?"

"Fighting somewhere on the 23rd layer. He still harbors delusions of defeating Elena and us. She wants to bring him along?"

"He can be trusted, if only about this one thing. And if both of us go, we need two people on the front line."

"And how deep would we go before turning back?"

"The 35th layer."

"To see if there is anything beyond a violet monster core. Intriguing," my old friend replied. "What about you and your College? I have seen a couple of your graduates down here. Not very impressive."

"I will hand it off to someone else. Elena wants to send her kid there. Even though I am retiring to go on an adventure, it will be interesting to see how it evolves in my absence. And what about you and this place?"

Bastian might have founded the Last Bastion, but it was The Librarian who maintained it for all these years.

"Unlike you, this place actually needs someone to stay all the time and keep order. Probably a council or some other nonsense like that."

"You know councils never work out," I pointed out.

"I know, but show me another person at our level of strength who wants to sit around here all day dealing with powerful babies," he muttered.

"You just like learning about all the skills and other tidbits of knowledge. Anything else new?"

"Nothing of importance. Just renamed skills that do similar things."

"You should share that knowledge and let me do a study."

"And let you get ahead in our little race?" he asked, and I just smiled. "Bah, you and your studies. I will admit that some conclusions are interesting, but that is all."

"That is fair. We have not uncovered any grand truths. I keep hoping, but it seems the answer lies in fighting our way down through the dungeon itself."

"And can you still hold your own in a fight?"

"I will not be caught lacking. Unlike you. You and your redirection skills. Most annoying things ever conceived," The Librarian said, and I just smiled.

The more people became enraged by them, the happier I became.

We had been rivals and friends for a long time, competing in everything. From skills to how far we went into the dungeon, and even our respective knowledge-gathering strategies. He preferred to set up here in the Last Bastion, gathering information from the front lines.

I preferred methodical study and analysis of large quantities of data. Both had their strong points, but it appeared he had gotten ahead with his tea-making skills, and Elena had sold him her knowledge.

But she knew I was coming here and trying to sell it to me as well, which would have been quite rude. She might be a brute, but she was thoughtful in her own way. That was why she had charged double from The Librarian, knowing he would drag out half the cost from me.

"What do you think we will find down there?" I asked after a long silence, while we enjoyed the tea.

"Nothing good. I expect some ultimate monster. I am more curious about the 26th layer since no one has returned from there."

"The environment could be too hostile. I will prepare the equipment if you gather up the materials. I made a list," I said and pulled out a sheet of paper.

The Librarian took it and let out a scoff. "And there goes most of the wealth we have saved up after all these years. What about Elena?"

"Investing in her son. It is frankly ridiculous," I replied.

"If you are saying that…wait, she gave him two soul fruits?" I nodded in response to this question. "Hah, and a Mega Elixir as well. Well, it is Elena after all. Only she would think out such a reckless plan."

"It purged the potion toxicity from his body. I have already run a comparative test against another candidate. Unfortunately, it caused irreversible harm."

"Let me guess — experience and levels?"

That is what I liked about The Librarian; he could keep up with me, even if we were rivals. He pushed me to be better.

"Indeed. Confirming there is some massive soul absorption mechanism going on with experience. Also explains why soul mages all went insane," I added.

"And the kid? She wanted a soul skill from my collection."

"Stable, inquisitive. But the weight on his soul is immense. But her intuition is spot-on. No one else would have dared risk or waste a double soul fruit like she did on her own kid."

"Elena treasures family. It's her only mental weakness, and even that will fade in time."

"What? I thought she had a child to create a legacy?"

If she truly removed her mental weakness, she might become the strongest supreme legend ever to exist.

"That might be the public guess, but such a thing must have multiple reasons behind it. She knows her mental weakness and is working to correct that. She can't go back in time, so having a child, seeing him grow up, and getting frustrated and tempering her love will harden her heart," The Librarian explained.

"Elena having hidden depths? Well, she is the most interesting of us people in our small elite club. System only knows what goes through Blood Gore's head besides mindless violence."

"That brute is dumber than a box of rocks, but that is also his greatest strength and weakness. I would say he is not much better than a monster, but he has some base cunning," The Librarian said, and I nodded in agreement at this.

One did not become a supreme legend by being stupid; he was just very single-minded and focused in a completely different direction than the rest of us.

"Bastian always had the worst taste in disciples. At least the rest of that trash has died off."

"Still, they are useful in a front-line role, testing out traps. The man must be indestructible or close to it by now."

"That was his goal the last time I talked with him. Elena has that planned for her son as well, if I had to guess. She isn't one to overlook what a full set of resistance skills can give."

"She is aiming higher than that."

"Immunity?" I asked.

"Higher."

"Absorption. Does she want her son to get a Tier 6 support skill? She was always the most ambitious. Just looking at her, I feel two centuries older than I am. So much energy, so much drive, so much passion."

"Makes me remember the Eternal Emperor. It's a shame how it went at the end."

"Only you would think that. Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say. Sometimes you need new modes of thinking. You know, there is talk of a republic forming where people vote on their leaders."

"Voting?" My old friend cackled. “That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard of. They will elect someone without the right skills; that is why nobility exists."

"Well, Genoa, an island nation, is considering becoming a republic. Each person gets several votes equal to their level, and there are term limits. They wanted me to review their rules about exploits. It could work."

"Since it involves counting, you like the idea. And the nobility? What do they think?"

"Waiting to see it fail. But if it succeeds, we could see a new era. From Empire to Nobility and now to Republics."

"Power is the only thing that matters. Tempering those with power so they don't become like Blood Gore is crucial. A Republic with voting — what is next? Bah, let them come down into the dungeon and taste the truth of the world."

I just smiled. The Librarian was a fan of the Eternal Empire. Probably the only one who was alive during its existence and still thought that. That was why I knew the concept of a Republic would get him riled up. It was amusing, and a bit of pettiness for having surpassed me in tea making was fine.

END BOOK 1

            

    
        Chapter 62 – My Mother The Unrelenting

    
    
    
    
                "Half a centimeter higher on that swing. You should take a slightly greater step to the right to better position yourself for your next movement. Increase your breathing rate slightly, then decrease it with the flow of combat. Tighten up your dagger throws, predict the flow of combat; your aim is poor. Adjust it."

As I fought the horde of humanoid bear creatures on the 8th layer, my mother kept up a running commentary of things I needed to correct. I had been down here with her and Healer Melon for almost a year now.

My rate of improvement was immense; I could feel it. However, to my mother, the Supreme Warlady Elena, it seemed slow, and I needed to work harder. I moved around the level 40 monsters with ease, cutting them apart. Each move flowed into the next.

"Don't fall into a rhythm. Increase your combat tempo," my mother called out, and I forced myself to speed up. "Don't let your accuracy decrease. Your blade is off-angle by 1 to 2 degrees. Dodge, don't deflect. I keep telling you this. Mind your footwork. Use your off-hand to assist, but watch its positioning. Tighten up your movements along your waistline."

Mother gave one comment after another in the middle of combat. She thought I wasn't improving or listening well enough, so she had taken to this method of instruction. I was reaching a breaking point. While she had useful advice, I couldn't focus on it while fighting.

Our time down here in the depths was becoming more miserable for both of us by the day. I killed off the last monster and turned to face my mother.

"Enough. I can't take your constant commentary while I am fighting. It is hard enough to pay attention to the fight, my skills, and the environment, but listening to you as well is impossible."

I was breathing heavily and sent her a glare.

"Complaining again?" she asked with her own glare.

"Being realistic. Let's enjoy these last couple of days and end without a fight."

"Are you improving?"

"Yes." I knew I was improving rapidly under her guidance, but it was infuriating.

"Then there is no basis for your complaint. Learn to focus on multiple things at once. Correcting you after your fights is too slow. Constantly iterating and improving while fighting is far more effective and helpful to leveling up your skills."

"It is infuriating!"

"So?" I said nothing as I kept glaring at her. "Your moodiness is getting worse. I suppose we have been down here for almost a year."

I let out a sigh of relief at that. Fighting monsters near my mother and arguing with her was the worst.

Every second of every day was a test, a quiz, or trying to push a skill further. It was utterly exhausting. Mentally exhausting, not physically, since Healer Melon was standing by at all times to boost my healing and stamina points.

I knew other people would kill to get such training, but it wasn't with their mother. She seemed to take delight in finding everything wrong that she could. Getting instructions during fights was too much. I was my own person, not some puppet for her to control.

"Get to work," she said, and I got to work helping Healer Melon get the cores out of the monsters. My mother had saved them all up in her spatial storage.

"What is happening after this?" I asked as she loomed over me. I was waiting for her to critique my monster processing, but it was one of the few skills she didn't have much input on.

"We will return to the surface, and you will sell your monster cores. The next six months will be up to you."

"What? Really?"

"Yes. You clearly don't appreciate my detailed instructions. So, consider the next six months for you to do what you want to do. Go back into the dungeon, train some skills, relax  — it is up to you,"

"And after that?"

"Enrollment at the College of Advancement. I will meet you there on the enrollment day."

"You are coming along?"

"Yes. To review your initial course selection and to speak with The Mathemancer about your time at his college. I know he will rope me into a guest lecture, but my presence will let any other legends know not to mess with you."

"Is it that concerning?"

"Anywhere else, yes. But the College of Advancement is safe from outside forces. If you leave, anything can happen. But while you are there, The Mathemancer will only subject you to his torture, not anyone else's."

"Torture? How hard are the classes?"

"Brutal, my son. You think I am harsh; this is kindness. As for preparing, you need to keep the mindset I have tried to instill in you down here. Constant improvement. But we shall see how you compare."

"I just need to graduate as the top student in my class?"

"Yes. That's my only requirement. Not even every year, since I doubt you will be the top student in your first year."

"Doubting me?"

"Yes. Your mentality is weak. While you can put in the effort, you are always looking towards the end and not focusing on the present moment as much as you should. Distractions are a weakness for leveling," she declared, dealing some more emotional damage.

No matter how much I thought I was ready, she always struck right at my heart.

If there were an emotional resistance skill, I should have gotten it long ago. "Well, I have confidence in myself. I might look forward to breaks, but after enduring this kind of training for a year, anyone would."

"Weak. But enjoy your sweets and spa days, my son," she said with a touch of mockery in her voice.

I winced, since that was what I had planned after leaving the dungeon.

"I'm still young. I am building up my mentality."

"Whatever you say to comfort yourself and deflect from your weakness. Perhaps you should have been a noble instead," she replied, dealing another critical blow.

My mother wasn't afraid to mix it up with me verbally. If I wanted to talk back to her, she was unrelenting in her verbal beatdowns.

I knew she loved me, since there was no way she would do all of this and put up with my nonsense from anyone else. But it was suffocating in the extreme. At the College of Advancement, no matter how brutal it was, my mother wouldn't be looming over everything.

"You didn't get a teaching position at the College of Advancement?" I asked with a touch of fear.

"No. I would never work under anyone else, especially that old man. Instead, I will sort out my equipment in the next six months for a long descent after that. During your time at the College of Advancement, I plan to accomplish several things, from meeting with Blood Gore the Butcher to honing some skills."

That was one thing I liked about her, despite all her faults. She didn't hesitate to answer my questions. Not some vague wording that I wasn't ready to know, or that I would find out later.

"Is he stronger than you?" I asked, referring to Blood Gore the Butcher.

"No, but he is more feral and aggressive in his fighting style. Pray that you never meet him, since he shows no mercy to anyone or anything."

"Really? But he is a supreme legend?"

"Indeed. He is a pig and a brute, though his help on a long descent would be invaluable. If he can be convinced to cooperate, another front-line combatant will reduce a lot of the pressure on me."

"Don't die," I breathed.

"My son, do not worry about such things. I am Elena. When death comes for me, I shall kill death and carry on."

For a moment, I honestly didn't have any doubts about her. My mother was a woman of single-minded determination.

I asked if we were heading back up after collecting the last monster cores and giving them to my mother for her spatial storage.

"Yes. I shall give you a treat. I know how you are. You want to see me use my skills in a fight," my mother said, and I nodded eagerly at this.

"Come, the passage up to the next layer is a chamber over," she said, and I quickly followed her along with Healer Melon, his bald head glinting in the dim ambient light of the dungeon.

We reached a ruined wooden scaffolding leading upwards.

"Stand in front of me. I will grab you. Watch the upcoming fight closely." My mother grabbed the back of each of our necks and kicked off the ground. We went soaring into the air through the wooden scaffolding, and she used her head to smash through the way forward.

Clearing the top of the passage, we landed on the 7th layer of the dungeon. There was a massive figure in dark armor with an enormous ball and chain. The Champion monster for this passage was a level 70 monster. My mother dropped us and drew her sword.

She took a small step to the side as the ball and chain went flying past her.

"Minimal movement for a dodge." She brought the flat of her blade and knocked the chain away. "Deflect with the flat of the blade."

She ran forward. "Advance quickly. Then, unleash your skills. Or your most powerful skill. Watch closely; I will only do this once. Consider it a reward for working hard this last year, my son. Dawnbreaker Destruction!"

She pulled all the Mana in the chamber into her blade, and everything seemed to slow down. It glowed with immense light. This was a Tier 6 skill. I felt my heart clench and my eyes water from just trying to witness it. Her sword swung forward, leaving a trail of fiery white light behind it.

The leading edge of the blade drew everything in, including the air from my lungs, forcing it out and creating an instant vortex of Mana, air, and debris. A white inferno rushed forward at the monster as my mother swung her blade.

Everything, including the vortex, surged ahead. The attack destroyed the monster and the chamber wall, causing the dungeon to shake and the room to crumble. Also, the heat from the skill partly fused the debris.

My mother waved her blade several times, sending out flaming attacks across the chamber to various lesser knight monsters that were rushing forward towards us and her. They instantly exploded into piles of melted scrap.

She then returned her blade to its sheath, not one speck of dust on her armor. She then turned to face me.

"And that, my son, is why your mother is the best in the world."

I nodded quickly at this as my mouth hung open in shock. 

            

    
        Chapter 63 – A Review After A Year

    
    
    
    
                Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 390/390

Stamina: 400/400

Mana: 230/230

Class: Tier 0, Child (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 39 (+4)
Endurance: 40 (+6)
Strength: 32 (+3)
Agility: 38 (+6)
Perception: 29 (+5)
Mind: 84 (+20)
Magic: 23 (+3)
Focus: 41 (+6)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (21) (10+): Light Armor (100+50), Eldarin Etiquette (75+6), Shield Skills (75+26), Spear Skills (71+31), Drawing Skills (70+9), Bow Skills (52+17), Pugilist Skills (50+16), Combat Tactics (50+33), Cleaning Skills (50+29), Monster Processing Skills (46+15), Dancing Skills (38+2), Axe Skills (34+15), Dagger Skills (29+12), Stealth (25+17), Deflection (25+25), Throw (25+25), Cooking Skills (22+7), Wrestling Skills (21+9), Medium Armor (20+20), Speech (17), Sweet Tooth (4)

Tier 2 (44) (2+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (99+51), System Sense (65+45), Focused Breathing (60+40), Soul Sense (55+8), Algebra (40+17), Focused Toughness (40+40), Geometry (37+17), Trap Detection (37+27), Focused Sword Skills (37+37), Focused Meditation (36+36), Darkness Vision (30+15), Shadow Vision (29+16), Speed Reading (20+7), Monster Analysis (20+9), Depth Sense (20+10), Focused Running (20+20), Focused Dodge (20+20), Critical Thinking (19+16), Focused Rage (12+8), Mana Vision (12+12), Eldarin Lore (8+8)

Tier 3 (51): Pain Resistance (99+31), Soul Resistance (80+34), Empowered Will (60+16), Fear Resistance (57+37), Eldarin Runes (40+12), Healing Resistance (40+20), Poison Resistance (20+5), Empowered Writing (20+7), Soul Strike (17+13), Fire Resistance (7+7), Mana Manipulation (5+5), Alchemy (5+5), Physical Resistance (3+3), Cold Resistance (3+3), Lightning Resistance (3+3), Social Resistance (3), Arcane Resistance (1+1)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Beginner's Blade (T2) (Sharpness-T2, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

My eyes widened at my progress. I wasn't permitted to check my status at all in the last year we were in the dungeon.

"Disappointing," my mother said.

"What?" I looked at her in shock after reading off all my current skills. It was nice that my status let me know how much they had leveled up, so I didn't have to remember.

"Only 492 skill levels on average every three months. When you were recovering from the Alchemical Toxicity, your level gain was higher than that."

It was then that I felt my body was about to tear itself apart from rage. "Have you ever had such high gains?"

"No. However, I never had your advantages," she countered instantly. "We can leave Light Armor as is for now. It's a shame that Pain Resistance didn't max out, same with Soul Resistance."

"I am back at the edge of Meldor's Threshold once again."

"Hmm, a concern to be sure. But you have gotten the resistance skills I was hoping you would get. Arcane Resistance is especially tricky as a skill."

That's likely when you made me brawl with monster gorillas that used Mana for punches.

"Even with the Mind Crystal, my Mind stat just can't keep up with my skill gain. At least it maxed out the bonuses that are possible from a blue class."

"Or your skill gain is keeping up with your Mind stat. Your Soul Resistance has increased quite a bit. Leveling that skill is near impossible otherwise."

"Without torture, you mean?"

"You can't easily level resistance skills like that, at least not if you consent to the torture. Resistance skills are annoying to level," my mother said, staring at me.

"Um, I consent?" I hesitantly said, and she just smiled.

"I would never torture you, my son." The last year was torture. I was almost surprised I didn't have an emotional resistance skill. "You need to keep up the exercises I started you on with Mana Manipulation. It is a very important skill for spells."

"What about Mana Sense?"

While my mother might annoy me greatly, I wouldn't disregard good advice.

"Work on Mana Vision and leave it alone. The same with the other sensory skills. It is better to merge them together in one large upgrade instead of doing them one at a time. Your acting guardian will be Healer Melon while I am gone. He is to make sure you don't get into any serious trouble. No running away from him."

I held up the Ring of Remote Viewing. "What about this?"

"If you want to wear it, wear it. If you don't want to wear it, then don't. Ultimately, it is your choice. There are only so many equipment slots one can place enchanted items on their body, and it is ultimately your choice. I expect to see you at the College of Advancement in the Ice-Capped Mountains in six months for your enrollment."

"I really am free until then?"

"Enjoy your sweets and spa days, my son. Don't worry about hiding your identity. Anyone who would come for you won't be slowed down by you hiding your name any longer."

"Do I need to be worried? What about the legend who cursed me?"

"Have heard nothing since we left Terander. You don't need to shout it from the rooftops, but there is nothing to be overly concerned about with your skills from a casual attack. As for the legend who cursed you. They have vanished, and there is no record or knowledge."

"Then what about the cursed skill?"

Would I be unable to level properly for the rest of my life?

"It shames me to say that there is nothing I can do directly, even after everything I have spent and the favors I have called in. However, I have prepared some things for you. The first is this book." She pulled it out of her spatial storage and handed it to me. "A rare treasure of the Eldarin Empire. Only The Librarian had a full copy. Don't let others know you have it lightly," she said and handed it over.

The Deeper Mysteries of the Soul by The Eternal Emperor was the title on the first page. The cover was completely blank and plain gray, hiding what the book was about on the outside. I looked up in shock.

"The Librarian saved it when the Eternal Empire collapsed. This isn't the original, but the content is an exact copy. They strictly regulate soul magic and related skills.

"I need to remove the skill myself," I said, and she shook her head.

"When you gain experience, you should be able to sense the direction of the individual who placed the skill on you, regardless of their stealth skills. Track them down and discover their identity one day. It is the most I can do."

"Would I be able to beat them?"

"Hire some other legends to help you or a team of strong elites. Ambush and kill them if you aren't strong enough for a frontal attack. Use the knowledge from this book to develop more powerful skills. I will only add that you should avoid learning anything from this book while you are at the College of Advancement."

"Then why give it to me now?"

"So, you can read ahead and contemplate the information. While I might seem reckless, soul skills are hazardous. They aren't the kind of skills you should rush into since they carry a strong stigma about them as part of the dark legacy of the Eldarin Empire. There is a reason I am giving you this while Healer Melon isn't around," my mother explained, and I nodded.

"As for my second gift, a spatial storage. Live your life and enjoy this gift. Try not to flaunt it around since you aren't strong enough to protect it properly," she said and put a hip pouch on the table between us.

"A spatial storage?" I asked in surprise, and she nodded.

"Your monster cores are in ther,e along with all your study materials and equipment. I moved everything to my other spatial storage. Don't trust it with anything you don't want to lose."

"But your sword isn't always with you," I pointed out.

"Isn't it? I never put it into spatial storage. You need to pay more attention, my son, if you missed even this. Although the spatial storage is tier 4 equipment, high-level thieves can steal and damage it. Also, you have 100 gold in there."

"How does it work?"

"You need to focus a bit of Mana onto your hand with Mana Manipulation when you reach inside, thinking about what you want to grab. Don't put oversized things or objects that are too heavy in. The more stuff that is in there, the harder it is to let place an object inside. Don't ignore this. If the spatial pouch is destroyed, everything inside is lost," my mother explained while getting up.

I looked, and she didn't have her sword on her waist. "Where is your sword?"

"A mother has to have some secrets, my son." She smiled at me. "Now enjoy your six months. Try not to be a complete disappointment."

With that, she just left, and I put the book she had given me into my spatial storage.

Healer Melon entered the room and took a seat. I took a moment to process everything my mother had just told me. I looked over at Healer Melon, who was sitting quietly off to one side.

"That's it? She left?" I asked him, and he nodded.

"Yes. It will take two weeks of travel to reach the Ice-Capped Mountains far to the North, where the College of Advancement is located. Until that point, I am merely to keep you company as your guardian and chaperone. And I am to continue as such through your time at school as well."

"Really? For that long?"

"Yes, I'll be making sure you don't die from an accident or some nonsense. But otherwise, I am not to interfere unless it is to help you with training," he replied casually.

 I looked at the ring on my hand. "And report to my mother?"

"If that is what she asks. But she doesn't need me for something like that. The Supreme Warlady…has immense power. It is not my place to question her."

He was my mother's person through and through and a glorified babysitter. I was on par with a silver-plate adventurer. But at 11.5 years old, I would have difficulties traveling alone.

"This apartment suite is booked for another day, but you must use the funds your mother left you to extend it."

I began checking the spatial pouch. My belongings were also inside, along with a pouch that held 100 gold coins. An impressively large amount of money. Even with all the monster cores I had earned, I would only earn between 100 and 200 gold coins.

I looked at Healer Melon and his bald head. I should split the monster cores I had earned with him. It was the right thing to do, even if my mother was paying him. I depended on the man to keep me alive and boost my training. Best not to be rude.

"Tomorrow we will leave and cash in at the Adventurer's Guild. Also, we will arrange transportation to the Dwarven City of Undercraft immediately."

It was the city next to the College of Advancement, or under it.

"Wanting to get a head start on the travel?" Healer Melon asked, and I shook my head.

"I can rest during the trip. It will help avoid any delays that might happen. While I might talk back to my mother…I will not be late," I said, and Healer Melon nodded quite a bit at this. "Also, the city has quite a lot of training schools and Tutors available for hire. It would also help me get a better understanding of the College of Advancement before attending."

My Tutor, Damian, had explained quite a bit about the place, but I wanted to get another opinion and learn for myself what I could.

"Smart."

"Do you need me to store anything?"

"You already spotted the sealed sets of potions in the spatial storage your mother gave you. I was hoping you would not take them or use them without my supervision unless you are literally about to die. Otherwise, no. I have my pack to carry my personal items with me. I have learned to travel light as an adventurer."

"Well, it is still morning, so let's handle business first, cashing in the monster cores, and arranging transportation for tomorrow. Then we can relax."

Healer Melon didn't argue with me.

We went to the Adventurer's Guild first thing. I pulled out the monster cores ahead of time to avoid being seen using a spatial storage. Using a spatial storage item with red monster cores was ridiculous.

"The total is 184 gold, 80 silver, and 53 copper," the attendant said after calculating it all out.

"Split it in two, and the extra copper doesn't matter."

It only took a minute to get two pouches full of money, and I handed one to Healer Melon.

"What? "I already received payment."

"You helped me out, so you get paid. Also, you harvested more than half of the monster cores."

"Only because your mother wanted to keep moving," he muttered as we left the Adventurer's Guild, making our way to the inter-city transport hub, which wasn't far away from the city center.

"It's your money now. Do what you want with it. Consider it payment for any future headaches I put you through."

"In that case, I will keep it." That was quick. "If I need potions, I can buy them out of this money you gave me."

"Your choice. Now let's arrange some transportation for tomorrow."

An express magical carriage to Undercraft City for two people costs two gold each, plus another two gold for border fees. Healer Melon insisted on paying his own share, and I didn't object.

With transportation arranged, my next stop was a sweet shop. I pulled out five gold coins. That was the limit I had set for myself.

"This much in chocolate and other sweets. Nothing bitter or too sticky."

The shopkeeper happily packed a lot of chocolates and other assorted sweets to deliver them to our apartment suite.

"That much in chocolate, really?" Healer Melon asked me.

"I won't let my mother guilt-trip me. I plan to enjoy the finer things in life, so I set a budget for myself from my earnings. It wasn't fifty gold, only five."

"Ah, well, it is your choice."

"It is, so stop worrying. If my mother had a problem with my choices, she would yell at me some more."

What I really meant was that she would have absolutely forbidden my indulging. While she might make fun of me if I didn't go overboard, it was fine.

When we got back to the fancy inn, I booked the spa that afternoon for me and Healer Melon. He objected, but I treated him out of my share, five gold for each of us. That afternoon, I had gone to heaven from the hell of the dungeon and my mother. Not listening to her lecture me for the afternoon was the best respite I could have asked for.

            

    
        Chapter 64 – Long Distance Travel

    
    
    
    
                "Express magical carriage to Undercraft City!" an attendant called out. I made my way over with Healer Melon, each of us carrying a pack. My spatial pouch was at my side, but I didn't want to be seen using it in the open.

"Two, gold class," Healer Melon said and handed over our tickets. There was no platinum class. At that point, it would have been private transportation.

"Please be welcome at the front, with our other esteemed riders," the attendant said.

The magical carriage was huge, about the size of eight regular magical carriages stacked four in a row and two high. A standard magical carriage was the size of a small house.

This was purely long-distance passenger transportation. If spatial storage transported goods, elite guards would secure them in armored transport.

Silver customers were in the back, crammed in as tight as possible while still having seats. Guards, attendants, and other personnel of the magical carriage rode up top, where there was a better view but more swaying. The front was for gold-class passengers—four to a table, facing each other with a window, for sixteen seats.

We were the first to arrive. I took the seat near the window while Healer Melon took the seat next to me. We stored our packs in the compartment above us. The seats could recline, allowing us to sleep on them. There were also two showers and two bathrooms that gold class passengers would share during the two-week trip. The silver class only had one shower and one bathroom for all forty-eight of them.

While I didn't want to waste money, I wasn't about to travel in such miserable conditions if I could help it.

"Welcome, I am Anna, one of the Gold class attendants. If you need anything, let us know. Everything is complimentary. Would you care for anything to drink before our departure?"

"Ice water."

"A Murky Tornado if you know how to make one," Healer Melon said.

"I do and will make sure it is properly made. Please give me a moment," she said and left.

"I could get used to this," I said with a smile. "What is a Murky Tornado?"

"An alcoholic drink. I never liked riding these things. I am going to get completely smashed on the trip."

"What, really?"

"Yes, magical carriages are pure evil."

"I have noticed nothing wrong."

"They have gotten better, but I remember back when they were much newer. They constantly shook. Swerving everywhere. You needed healing to survive a trip. Absolutely horrible. That is why I plan to drink lots of Murky Tornados to stay calm."

I didn't understand his stress and just shrugged. The server brought our drinks to us as other passengers boarded. Healer Melon's drink was dark brown and green and seemed to spin about in his glass.

He took a long sip and let out a contented sigh.

"Going soft?"

"Yes. I need this, Justin. These things are cursed."

"These seats taken?" a man came over and asked.

"No, all free," I replied, and he sat down with a much younger-looking woman.

"Dustin Danger Dagger, and this is my wife and manager, Venessa Dagger."

"Healer Melon," my adult companion said while taking another big sip of his Murk Tornado. It was already halfway gone.

"Justin Burnstock," I replied.

"Any relation to the new Duke of Burnstock Duchy? Dereck, I believe it was?"

"A distant relation," I replied, not being entirely honest.

"Ah, sorry if I am being nosy. I like to chat. I am a professional Luck Master."

"Luck Master? I don't think I have heard of that profession."

"I gamble for a living and teach Luck-related skills."

"Luck — that isn't a thing, and there are no luck skills."

"Ah, but let me prove you wrong, young man," he said and pulled out a deck of cards.

"Your mother wouldn't want you to pick up a gambling skill," Healer Melon said before waving the attendant for another drink.

"Don't worry. Just a small demonstration."

"Then give me the cards. If luck is real, then you will win more on average over several draws." The man's smile faltered for a second. "But I suspect you have card-handling skills combined with social skills."

"Ah, dear, you have a knowledgeable one here," his younger wife said while leaning on her husband and kissing his cheek.

"Bah, I will get a luck-based skill one day. Just have to believe," he replied.

"Training such a skill would be a nightmare. Perhaps a weapon that only activates half the time, and you need a skill to increase its activation."

"A student at the College of Advancement?"

"I am applying when they open enrollment in six months."

"It is not easy to get in."

"It isn't. So, a gambling tournament?"

"Yes, Pulse Strike is a System-recognized game. Some say it is from the dawn of the System itself, but it predates the Eldarin Empire at the very least. Fast-paced, 2 to 8 players, and lots of money combined with skills. Want to learn?"

I looked at Healer Melon, who was already working on his second Murky Tornado as the carriage took off.

"Just for copper while I am learning."

"Of course. Not looking to take your money. It would damage my reputation as a professional. Few people want to go up against a professional," he replied with a grin.

"Not even to learn?" I asked with a bit of surprise.

"Many people look down on Pulse Strike, but you need math, quick thinking, and being able to read people." He pulled out a thick deck of cards. "Normally, you have a professional dealer, but I won't cheat you. It isn't worth the hassle. Let's run through a practice round, then we can play with copper."

"In Pulse Strike, there are 100 cards, labeled 1 to 100. Based on skill levels, they say. If you have a number, it means another person doesn't have it. Each person gets four face-down cards. These are your private cards. Don't share them. Then there are three community cards we can all use. Everyone puts in a starting amount called an ante into the pot the final winner will eventually get. Same ante each round you stay in. Play starts with one player and goes clockwise," Dustin explained as I listened intently.

"There are three phases in each round of play. The first phase is the bid phase. We each choose 1 to 3 cards to bid on and wager chips on, and these are then called the bid cards. Players reveal and discard bid cards. The highest sum of values on bid cards wins all the money wagered. If no one wagers money, then they win the main pot, and the round ends. You can bid no cards, but if you don't wager the most money to stay in the round, you are automatically out. People only do that if they have a good hand they don't want to break up for the final round."

"Then comes the second phase, called the strike phase, and another ante into the main pot from all players remaining. The dealer adds a new community card, so there are now four cards in the community. You can swap, changing out one to three of your private cards for another in the deck. Raise, forcing people to match your bet to stay in the game. Fold, drop out of the round. If you raise, you can't swap, but you can match a raise and still swap. Same turn order."

"Why is it called the strike phase?" I asked.

"The betting. Everyone is trying to figure out what other people have for the last phase, the showdown phase. Players put in the final ante. If you don't have the money, you automatically fold. That is why some people raise big in the strike phase to get people to fold, and why everyone carries around a reserve amount of money to pull out, just in case, but you can only raise what you have on the table for the round."

"The showdown phase is simple. After the ante, everyone who is still in reveals their cards. The best pulse chain of four cards wins using any combination of your private cards and community cards. Six possible hands, with a maximum score of 400 points. For tournaments, points play a role as well, so people want to stay until the end if they can rack up more points, even if they lose money on the round."

He then pulled out a sheet of paper and filled it out.


	Perfect Sum: 4 cards summing to exactly 200. Scores 400 points.

	High Quartet: 4 cards with consecutive values (e.g., 45-46-47-48). Scores sum of cards × 2 (e.g., 186 × 2 = 372 points).

	Triple Peak: 3 cards of consecutive values + 1 highest card. Scores sum of 3 consecutives × 1.5 + highest card (e.g., 50-51-52 + 80 = 153 × 1.5 + 80 = 309.5 points).

	Dual Core: 2 cards summing to 100 + 2 other cards. Scores 100 + sum of other 2 cards (e.g., 60+40 + 30+20 = 150 points).

	Spread: 4 cards with values differing by at least 10 (e.g., 10, 25, 40, 60). Scores sum of cards (e.g., 135 points).

	High Pulse: Single highest card. Scores card value × 2 (e.g., 90 × 2 = 180 points).



"So, ready for your first round of Pulse Strike?"

"Sure," I replied, and we both got our copper coins. He dealt the cards. In the community pool, there 17, 23, and 91. I had 2, 44, 59, and 97.

"Rounds move quickly. We ante up now. Let's keep it one copper," Dustin said, and we each put in one copper to the main pot. "Now, take the covering cup and place any cards and money in it for the bid phase. There are two compartments if you want to confuse people. The right one is the official bid, while the left is a decoy."

We placed our bids. I put in 97 and 3 copper.

"Now we reveal. You won the bid phase. I put in a 62 and 1 copper. So, we discard our bid cards, and you get the one copper."

"Now to the next phase, the strike phase, ante up another copper to the main pot," Dustin said, and I did. "I am choosing to swap, discard one card, and get another card."

"I will swap as well," I said, getting rid of my 2. I got 83. That could combine with the community card of 17 and make 100. I had a dual core hand.

"Now, the final round, a last ante into the main pot, and then we reveal in order of play."

We both put in the last ante and then revealed our hands.

"I have a dual core, and 91 and 59 for 250," I said.

"A good hand. I have a spread. 17, 42, 64, and 91 for 214," he said. "You win the main pot, and if this were a tournament, our scores would go up by that much. The person with the highest score after 100 rounds normally wins the main prize pool everyone pays into at the beginning. In larger tournaments, each table plays 100 rounds, with the top two players advancing and the final winner receiving the entire tournament prize pool. Very cutthroat."

"I think I understand the game. "

"Excellent. Now let's see if I can't make you a professional before this trip is over."

            

    
        Chapter 65 – Gambling Is A Bad Idea

    
    
    
    
                "Raise," I said and pushed out ten copper.

"Call and swap," Dustin replied. We then pushed in our ante of one copper for the final round and revealed.

"Triple Peak," he said with a smile.

"Dual Core," I replied as he scooped up the main pot and then recorded our scores for that round.

"I believe that is round 100. Good match."

"Good match," I replied as he won a silver coin from me for winning the tournament between us. I had gotten quite good at Pulse Strike, but Dustin was a professional for a reason. He knew all the angles and little tricks to the game, which he happily pointed out to me.

"Are we there yet?" Healer Melon asked groggily. He had been in and out of consciousness for the last two weeks, chugging down Murky Tornadoes whenever he was conscious.

"Attention passengers, we will arrive at our final destination in one hour. Please be prepared, and thank you for using our transportation services," an attendant announced.

The weather outside looked miserable. There was a massive snowstorm, and our magical carriage was plowing through. I was glad I was inside, warm, and comfortable.

Thankfully, my losses hadn't exceeded a gold coin, even though I was losing money to a professional gambler. I considered that reasonable for learning about the game and being entertained for two weeks. Other people had books or chatted quietly with their companions and neighbors.

"Well, you should compete in the tournament that is being held there. The College of Advancement is big on math and probability," Dustin said with a grin.

"Maybe. If my mother doesn't kill me for learning a gambling skill."

I had felt the skill settle in halfway through the trip. Since I hadn't died, my Mind stat must have gone up again, and then I had immediately gotten the skill.

"Well, I would be willing to play a round or two with her," he replied with a grin while his young wife playfully hit his shoulder.

"You are so bad, Dustin," she said while kissing his cheek, and he grinned.

"Yeah. Um. I will pray you never run into her," I replied while nervously rubbing the ring on my hand.

I probably should have taken it off. I knew she would yell at me when I saw her again, dealing more emotional damage.

"Well, it isn't like your mother is the Supreme Warlady. If she was, well, I should probably start running," he said with a grin.

"Yeah. Definitely not the Supreme Warlady," I replied, and his grin quickly faded away.

"Kid, you are a terrible liar," he said while being incredibly nervous.

"Someone corrupting an innocent child like me should be punished, huh?" I said with a smile.

"Ha. Ha." He looked over Healer Melon, who was passed out, and then back at me. I just shrugged. "You can have your money back."

I held up my hand and shook my head. "You taught me a valuable skill and beat me fair and square. Seriously, don't worry about it and don't make a big fuss."

"Got it. Well, when you become famous, you can always brag that you learned Pulse Strike from Luck Master Dustin Danger Dagger," he replied, gaining back some of his confidence.

"Hmm, I wish you luck in your tournament. I should probably wake up Healer Melon here."

I shook my guardian.

"Wahhhh, are we there yet?" he asked groggily.

"We will be there shortly. You need to get your wits about you,"

"Oh. Yeah. Um. Purify. Ah, much better. How soon?"

"Under an hour,"

"By the System, this is the worst way to travel." It wasn't bad at all. That was when we hit a bump, and everything shook. "Horrible, absolutely horrible."

We soon reached a tunnel and began traveling underground. There were lights in the magical carriage and in the tunnel.

After another hour of traveling through the tunnel, we finally came to a stop.

"Please exit carefully and remember your belongings. Thank you for choosing our service for your travel needs," an attendant said.

"Take care, Justin."

I nodded to Dustin. "Good luck with your tournament."

He returned the nod as we gathered our belongings and got off.

"This way. We have to go through customs," Healer Melon said.

"Customs?" I asked.

Human nations rarely do this, but the dwarves and the elves restrict people from entering their nations much more. That means customs, to make sure we aren't here to cause trouble."

"But the College of Advancement is here?"

"That will let us bypass most of the headache."  

We made our way to one desk set up in this underground structure. We got express service since we were gold customers. I noted that other people had to line up in much longer lines.

"Names and business in Undercraft?" a tired, bearded dwarf said.

They all had beards—a sign of their status or heritage, though I wasn't sure that was correct. My knowledge of human culture from the Eldarin Empire was much greater than my knowledge of dwarven culture.

"Healer Melon of the Five Star Institute of Healing. I am accompanying Justin Burnstock, who is enrolling in the College of Advancement in approximately five months at their next intake," he explained, and produced a bunch of documentation.

"A bit early to show up now," the dwarf said.

"We are here to get familiar with the College and for Justin to train in various skills while waiting for enrollment to open. We also have a letter from the College itself," Healer Melon added and placed the letter on the table.

The dwarf looked at the letter and then pushed the documents back over.

"Be aware that you are subject to dwarven law while in our city of Undercraft. We heavily restrict the use of social and mental skills. We can fine, imprison, and expel you from the city if we catch you using them. The only coinage accepted is dwarven coin. Be sure to meet with our exchange representative to trade all coinage you wish to use inside the city. Only authorized exchange merchants may make such transactions in Undercraft. Finally, do not harass our craftspeople. They are free to do business as they wish. Any questions?"

Healer Melon looked at me, and I spoke up.

"Any recommended place to stay and skill tutors?"

"For folks like yourself, either the Golden Hammer or Silver Anvil. The first is pricier, but you can't go wrong there. The second is quite popular with people wanting to save a bit of coin during a long stay. As for skill tutors, the City Hall in the center of the city has a map of the city for people who provide such services."

"Thank you," Healer Melon said.

"Then here are your two entry passes. Make sure you don't lose them, or people will question you as outsiders. They are good for one year. Students get a special pass if they want to visit Undercraft from the surface. Good luck with entering the College," the dwarf said as he handed over two copper plates to us.

I noted they had a date stamped on them that was about a year from now, along with the city name and a label indicating they were entry passes.

"Thank you," I replied, and we left customs. There were a lot of magical carriages and magical lights, lighting up everything.

"The amount of Mana they must be using is immense," I said while looking at the large underground city.

Giant pillars supported the biggest open section of the cavern. There were only giant lights hanging from the ceiling, while the entire city was in an upside-down bowl. The buildings at the edge almost touched the ceiling. I noticed a large pillar that wasn't centered but slightly off-center, going straight up to the ceiling.

"Let's go exchange our money," Healer Melon said.

The exchange rate wasn't terrible. We lost only 5% of the value in switching the coins over to the dwarven currency. I didn't touch the 100 gold coins my mother had given me. That was my emergency reserve in my spatial storage.

We looked around, trying to figure out what to do next.

"Need a lift, good sirs?" a young dwarf with a thin beard asked as he pulled up with a compact magical carriage.

"Yes. We were told that The Silver Anvil is a good place to stay for half a year," Healer Melon said as we got into the magical carriage with our luggage.

"A good place, but you can also try the Roaring Furnace. A bit more homely and down to earth. Also easier on the coin pouch," the young dwarf suggested.

"And do you get a commission?" Healer Melon asked.

"A small one, but I wouldn't recommend the place if it weren't good. You can trust me. Anerac is a dwarf of his word," he said.

"What do you think?" Healer Melon asked me.

"The cheaper option is fine as long as it isn't terrible. I want a comfortable bed at least."

"Don't worry; the beds are the best. Now hang on," Anerac said, and the magical carriage took off.

"I hate this," muttered Healer Melon.

The traffic was crazy as everyone drove as fast and close to each other as possible. I felt my Danger Sense tingling.

"Don't worry, I am the fastest. I know a good shortcut," Anerac said as we swerved down a narrow alley and sped up. "The merging is tricky, but it is all about timing. And my skills are quite good for this sort of thing."

He pulled out of the alley and swerved the magical carriage hard. The groaning Healer Melon crushed me up against the side. His bald head pushed into mine.

"I have finished two magical carriage races so far. The trick is speed and timing," Anerac said as he swerved across multiple lanes and seemed to go even faster. "As my ma likes to say, time is money!"

A minute later, we finally came to a stop.

"Never again," Healer Melon said, and I agreed with him. That was horrible. We gathered our belongings and entered the Roaring Furnace. It felt more like a home than a professional inn.

"Welcome, guests, I am Borton, the hostess of this fine establishment," the dwarven woman said. At least she didn't have a beard. That would have been weird and confusing. My head was already spinning enough.

"We are looking to rent a room with two beds for a long-term stay, around five and a half months, when the College of Advancement has its next enrollment," Healer Melon said.

"Oh, perfect. I have our Blue Room available. Now, breakfast includes basic porridge, but you must pay extra for dinner. The room is half a silver a day for a long-term stay and a quarter silver for dinner each," she said. That meant one silver a day if we had dinner. The cost was reasonable for a place like this. There would be no spa days here, but that was fine.

"This should cover us for the first 100 days," I said, pulling out a gold coin.

"Ah, of course. Be welcome. Let me get your room key so we can move things along. Time is money," Borton said.

Healer Melon and I shared a look and smiled. The room, with just a single room and bathroom, was fine, though quite plain and smaller than the apartment suites I was used to. At least it had indoor plumbing.

The dwarves were at the center of the Magi-Tek industry, so it made sense. Their consumption of Mana cores was massive. They were trying to develop more efficient processes to cut down on costs. The prices of cores had risen over the last four decades, almost doubling.

While supply had increased, demand continued to go up. The magical carriage we used to get to Undercraft was a perfect example. It would have taken four times longer and been sixteen times more expensive using horses. There was talk that even farming machines would use Mana Core engines back when I was growing up in the Burnstock Duchy under my father's supervision.

After settling in, we got directions to City Hall from our hostess, which was a distance away.

 "Don't worry, my son can get you there quickly," Borton said with a smile.

"Perhaps we should walk," Healer Melon said.

"Nonsense! That would take at least an hour, and time is money. We redesigned Undercraft to work well with magical carriages, not walking. Ah, here he is back with another guest. Go on," she said while pushing out the front door.

"Need a lift?" Anerac asked as the other guest stumbled into his mother's inn.

"City Hall," I said as we both got in the back.

"Got it. Let's go!"

The magical carriage sent us slamming into the back of our seats as it took off.

"Is it safe to go this fast?" I asked Anerac.

"Of course, everyone goes this fast. Slow dwarves are dangerous dwarves," he replied while swerving in between other magical carriages with barely any clearance. "What are you looking for at City Hall? Maybe I can help?"

"Tutors in the city for various skills."

"Well, Driving is the best skill you can get. I have Empowered Driving, a tier 3 skill, you know. Now hang on, this intersection can get tricky," he replied.

"System save me," muttered Healer Melon. I was feeling the same way. The magical carriage turned hard and went into a drift, merging with other vehicles in an immense circle. We sped up as Anerac laughed.

"Merging into the super circle is always a nightmare since you have to keep up speed and come in at such a sharp angle. Don't worry, my father was a magical carriage mechanic. I can use the overcharged mode, so I know what I am doing."

I held on for dear life. "What?"

"Now, really hang on to this time!" Anerac pulled a lever, and the entire magical carriage shot forward with a bang. I couldn't take it anymore. I closed my eyes, hoping that this ride would soon be over. A minute later, we came to a stop.

I shakily handed over ten coppers for the lift. "Well, I am off! Time is money!"

Sensing a shift in my skills, I was pretty sure I just broke through on my Danger Sense skill.

            

    
        Chapter 66 – Thoron’s Training

    
    
    
    
                After looking at the map in City Hall, the highest concentration of offered services for skill tutoring was Thoron's Training. After asking a nearby dwarf, we learned that it partnered with the College of Advancement and delivered the most comprehensive training and preparatory entry program possible.

We walked there, and there was one minor collision between magical carriages on the way there. They didn't even come to a stop; instead, they sped up. Later, I would learn that people admired a pristine magical carriage as a sign of skill, while they looked down on and avoided a banged-up one.

"Healer Melon, I think I am beginning to agree with you. Magical carriages are crazy," I replied, and he nodded.

"They might just break into tier 4 or tier 5 driving skills at this rate," he replied.

Pedestrians walked on an elevated pathway one floor above the roads below. People could only cross at specific bridges, which had steep stairs going up another story to allow for more clearance in the streets below. There were a lot of dwarves bustling about, but I saw beings from other races, including a very rare beastkin.

"At least we are safe up here," I replied.

There were staircases to ground level where entry for most businesses was, but a few had second-floor entrances as well. Entering Thoron's Training revealed rich decoration with gold accents in the design and building materials.

"Welcome to Thoron's Training. How may we assist you in your leveling?" a female dwarf receptionist greeted us.

"I am entering the College of Advancement in its next open enrollment in just over five months from now. I was hoping to speak to someone familiar with the College and consider any tutoring options you have for my skills," I explained.

"Are you already admitted or are you taking the entrance exams?" the receptionist asked.

"Already admitted and personally confirmed by The Mathemancer himself."

"Oh, how amazing! Then what you need is a consultation and a personal training plan crafted by our experts. Please be aware that you will have to reveal your status. It is similar to the College of Advancement so that we can give you the best possible guidance."

"That is fine."

"Thoron is free this morning, and will your guardian be accompanying you?"

"Yes," Healer Melon said.

"Very well. The initial consultation is one gold. Once we develop a training plan, we will develop a pricing plan."

I pulled out the gold coin and put it on the counter. "Seems a bit expensive."

"Our services are the best. We use the latest equipment released by the College of Advancement using Dwarven Engineering to ensure maximum level gains in the shortest period of time. We boast an impressive entry rate of 87.2% for anyone who completes our full-year preparation course. Here is a status sheet. Please fill it out to prepare for your consultation."

I didn't have the energy to argue about something like this, so I just nodded and took a seat while we waited. A few minutes later, a large dwarf with a finely braided beard came to the waiting area.

"Ah, fresh faces, welcome. I am Thoron Ironfist, proprietor of this training hall," he explained.

"Justin Burnstock, and this is my guardian, Healer Melon of the Five Star Institute of Healing," I explained.

"A professional healer? Welcome, welcome. Come, let us go to my office and discuss what you would like to get from this training hall," Thoron said.

We followed him to his office, and there were many pictures on the walls. Most of them were dwarves.

"Students who have graduated from the College of Advancement. Our entry rate is high, but our graduation rate is even more impressive, with only one student graduating every 2 to 5 years. Well, you didn't come here to learn about past successes. You want to succeed in the future. Please have a seat," he said, and we took seats across from Thoron, who sat behind his desk.

"Now, before I look at your status and come up with a training plan, what are your goals?"

"I am entering the College of Advancement in just over five months, when its enrollment opens. I wanted to understand more about the College and maximize my level gains until then."

"The College is brutal. People call it the dungeon of the mind. The Mathemancer is incredibly harsh, but the College's policies produce results. At least one legend emerges from every graduating class, and everyone wants to hire people from the College, even the dropouts. If you are one of the few graduates, you can practically name your price for your profession."

"How does the College work exactly?"

"They look purely at level gains for skills each year, with progress updates every three months that are publicly posted. Not the exact levels you gained, but the overall total in relation to the tier. They keep the exact skills of their students confidential."

So, what I was already doing.

"And if I wanted to take the top spot? How many levels would I need to earn per year?"

"Ambitious. I like that. You should aim for 2,000, considering the tier as well. That is what the top students have achieved in the past and practically guarantees the position."

"That many?" I asked in shock. I had earned that much and had taken so many items that my mother had given me.

"Graduating, you only need 800 skill levels per year, which should be the primary focus, since that is already quite difficult. The top students usually have legends or nations supporting them. Each year, 10,000 students enter, and by year seven, only ten graduate. Each year, they raise the cutoff for skill level gain.

"How does teaching work?"

"Professors hold lectures and classes. You sign up for them, and they will guide you through an entire skill if you have enough talent and put in the effort. Most students get as many levels and stats as possible before entering, which makes things much easier, at least at the start. Year 5 is when you see many people dropping out. The start of years 4 and 6 are major expulsion years, cutting student numbers down to the thousands, hundreds, and tens, respectively. Surprised, your tutor didn't explain all of this," Thoron explained.

"Tutor Damian did, but it is good to confirm things from another source. Can the Professors really make skills improve that quickly?"

"It is tricky. They use the latest techniques, equipment, and teaching methods, but some skills struggle to level up in a controlled environment. Some students resort to more extreme methods to get levels, but that is a bad idea. The staff are some of the best in the world, with several legends teaching as well. Mana Sense and Meditation are some of the most important skills to get before entering, since some classes require you to have certain skills already to attend them. Also, Mana is a key resource, and potions aren't good long-term."

"I have maxed out both skills already."

"Excellent. And do you have guaranteed admittance?"

"Yes, personally from The Mathemancer himself," I replied, and Thoron shook in his seat with excitement.

"May I see your status?" he asked, and I handed over the sheet of paper I filled out. His eyes went wide as he looked over it and then looked back at me.

"Justin…Burnstock. You wouldn't be the son of Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock, would you?" he asked nervously and set down the sheet of paper.

"I am. Now, what can you help me improve?"

"Gaining easy skill levels will make your time harder at the College," he said, and I shook my head.

"I would like to gain at least 1,000 skill levels in the next five months. Even if that makes my time harder at the College, that is fine. I am not worried about that."

"What about skills that unlock a lot of other options, like Mana Manipulation?"

"I will leave that to your judgment."

"And the Supreme Warlady won't have objections?" he asked nervously while looking at Healer Melon and his shiny bald head.

"She has entrusted her son to make his own decisions. I am here at her behest to assist in any training," Healer Melon spoke up, and Thoron calmed down.

"Good, good. Alright then. Social skills and runes aren't something I specialize in. You need a specialized tutor for such skills. We can use our training room for fighting skills. Combat golems with an illusion overlay are there. It isn't cheap to run, but our targeted training methods will help you gain skills rapidly."

I nodded, and he continued.

"Sensory skills are trickier, but we have the facilities here for them. Block out every other sense to force you to use that one sense. We don't work with soul skills. We have specialized training facilities and equipment for Focused Running, Meditation, Dodge, and math skills. Resistance training is more complicated. We can do it, but the results will be lackluster."

"But they can be worked on?"

"I would bring in consultants, but yes. Some people work with specific spells and want the skills."

"But aren't most students young? They wouldn't have many tier 3 skills."

"Ah, the College accepts people of all ages, based on background and skill levels. It is easier when you are younger, but some older people attend. And the elves  — well, they train their kids up in the basics heavily before sending them here. Also, I sell my services to all the dwarves of the Undercraft. Fire Resistance is quite popular, and Lightning and Arcane Resistance are in increasing demand."

"And the cost?"

"With your own dedicated Healer, that will lower the cost quite a bit, but running the equipment and everything else with our dedicated staff. You are looking at one gold a day. And that is a full 16-hour day, pushing you to the limit."

"I can afford it," I replied, and Thoron smiled.

"Excellent. I will draw up a five-month training plan. I want to check again if there are any specific skills you want or just skill levels?"

"Resistances, since those seem the hardest to level," I replied, and he winced.

"Smart, I can respect that. I will make these a priority along with Focused Meditation, Running, Breathing, Dodge, and Mana Manipulation. Unless you have other requirements?"

"Why those skills?"

"Focused Meditation and Mana Manipulation are key for spell skills, which is a big part of the College of Advancement. If you want any hope of graduating, you are practically expected to get them. Then, Focused Running, Breathing, and Dodge are useful for fighting skills. Studies show some skills help other skills improve faster, and they are considered core skills to get, since they help the leveling speed of several other skills."

"That makes sense,"

"Healer Melon, you will be here every day?" Thoron asked.

"Yes. Where Justin goes, I go," he replied.

"That's perfect. I will need you to review the resistance training plan I drew up for any safety concerns. That's where I will need you to ensure nothing goes seriously wrong on the medical side."

"I have assisted in such training before. Rarely, but enough that I am familiar with the requirements," Healer Melon said.

I knew that was one reason my mother had picked him to accompany me.

            

    
        Chapter 67 – Resistance Training

    
    
    
    
                "Done," I said, signing another waiver before I started resistance training this morning. Healer Melon had checked everything as well and signed as my current guardian.

"Alright, come on to the resistance training chamber. We have come a long way from the days of the Eldarin Empire and have reworked one of their more sinister inventions," Thoron said.

"That is a soul compressor," Healer Melon said with a frown as we walked into the room.

"While it looks like a soul compressor and uses similar principles, I guarantee it is completely different. Developed at the College of Advancement for resistance training."

"How does it work exactly? Specifically, the safety mechanisms?"

"Justin strips down and gets in. A specialist has prepared certain Alchemical mixtures to simulate a certain type of damage. The resistance chamber monitors his healing points and overall health on these displays. A tube connects to his mouth so you can administer potions, and for breathing, he can grip a channeling rod here to use skills directly on his head without opening the chamber." He pointed at various release mechanisms. "In the event of an emergency, you can pull this red lever while gripping the handle. The entire thing will blow apart without harming Justin. Do not pull that lever unless necessary."

"What are the Alchemical mixtures?" Healer Melon asked, and Thoron handed him a sheet filled out with lots of tiny numbers. "Huh, this is quite professional."

"Of course! I haven't had an accident here in all my years. I am even certified as a licensed equipment and professional skill hall by the College of Advancement."

"I am more impressed by the actual Alchemical chart here than credentials, even including the baseline for different races and ages. What about stats and fine-tuning?"

"This controls the density of the Alchemical mixtures released into the chamber with natural suspension fluid. Changing mixtures is a hassle. So, only one per day. Just fill out a sheet with the ones you want. Our Alchemist calculated the initial mixture to use, but you can request adjustments based on your discretion as the Healer in charge of this."

"How fresh are these mixtures?"

"Made every morning and checked personally by me. If you have any concerns, let me know. I can also have you speak with the Alchemist if you require. While I understand pushing things, avoiding accidents is important. How close to the edge will you take things?" Thoron asked the last question a bit nervously, and Healer Melon looked at me.

"What does that mean?"

"Resistance training is dangerous the closer you get to the body's limit. People usually use a 20% margin of error."

"But the improvement is probably small. The lowest margin of error?"

"I would feel comfortable handling 3% if I am constantly monitoring things, though the pain will be immense, and you can't move. You have to remain as still as possible. I will also refresh your healing and stamina reserves as well, so your body doesn't give out."

"You can't push things further?"

"If he weren't your personal Healer, I would object. The lowest we go is 6% with our healer," Thoron said, and Healer Melon nodded.

"Any variance in the Alchemical mixture, your body's reactions, and skill levels will all cause issues and require constant adjustment of the mixture density," Healer Melon said.

With everything decided, I stripped down and lay down in the resistance training capsule. It was like a coffin, only more rounded.

"You can speak once the mask goes on, but I need to focus on your health. The chamber will fill with water, and they will adjust it until you float. Then they will add the alchemical mixture to apply it to your entire body. You can move your toes and fingers, clenching and unclenching them, but no more. Questions?"

"How long will I be in?"

"Eight hours. Even that is pushing it. Anything else?"

"Eyes open or closed?"

"Either is fine. Just focus on your resistance skills as much as possible. We are starting with Poison Resistance. Any other questions?"

"No."

Healer Melon fixed a breathing mask over my nose and mouth. There was a separate tube that went into my mouth for potions if they needed to be administered quickly. However, since I had a high level of Alchemical toxicity, I should avoid those if possible. He ensured everything was strapped tight and working. My breathing mask, which also had a gold and platinum rod connecting from between my eyes to outside the capsule, was designed for optimal oxygenation. It would allow Healer Melon to use his skills on me more easily at a distance.

"Alright! See you in eight hours," Healer Melon said as he closed the resistance capsule.

I kept my breathing steady as suspension fluid filled up the dark capsule. Even with my Darkness Vision, I could barely see. The temperature wasn't uncomfortable, just slightly warm.

The suspension fluid was not water, but a neutral Alchemical mixture. My sole knowledge was of its use in spreading Alchemical mixtures, stretching them out, though making them weaker.

Because the suspension fluid went over my head, I was soon floating in the middle of the capsule. I was only 11.5 years old, so there was a lot of room in the capsule. They had designed it for an adult human. That's when I started itching, and my joints throbbed.

I tried to keep my breathing steady as I felt my healing and stamina reserves decrease. They got very close to bottoming out before going back up. The pain slowly got worse. I just kept focusing on remaining calm and still.

It was a long eight hours. Every second felt like eternal torture. Maybe this wasn't such a great idea? The longer the suffering went on, the more I thought that this was a terrible idea. The concept of being resistant to stuff sounded great, but this was the first skill in a chain of three. It would only get harder as time went on.

I felt the skills from Healer Melon impact my soul and enter me. My soul automatically pushed back against the healing. I was training another resistance skill without any prior planning.

As the liquid exited, I struggled to keep my mask on. I realized I'd surpassed Pain Resistance and achieved Pain Immunity. Even that skill was not enough once the pain took over my whole body.

"Easy now. Just stay lying down," Healer Melon said while I kept my eyes shut. He began unhooking the mask from me. "Still there, Justin?"

"Barely. That was horrible," I replied weakly.

"What did you expect? Resistance training really is the worst. You have sensory training tomorrow, and you wanted to study tonight," he said as he slowly helped me out of the capsule.

There was a wall shower nearby, which I used to wash the remaining Alchemical mixture off my body.

"My head hurts," I replied. "Pain Resistance became Pain Immunity."

"I was afraid of that. Your soul is straining from that Tier 4 skill—especially your mind. You need to keep focusing on controlling your skills, especially your resistances. Hopefully, you can unlock the Skill Control. It is tier 3 and should help you," Healer Melon explained and handed me a towel once I finished cleaning myself off.

"This should be illegal," I muttered and began getting changed.

"It is in most places. Only with a certified Healer is resistance training allowed. Otherwise, the risk of an accident is too great. The pain should go away."

"My head still hurts."

"What about your soul?"

"Like it is ready to burst, now that you ask."

"Your Soul Resistance skill is helping a lot right now. Let's get back to the Roaring Furnace and get some food. After that, you can work on some of the stuff Tutor Damian left you."

"Sure," I muttered, completely wrung out.

Healer Melon led me out of the training hall, and we got a magical carriage back to our inn.

We had dinner, but it was hard to eat.

"Hey, Mom. Hello guests, do you need a lift tomorrow morning?" Anerac asked.

"Yes, same time," Healer Melon said.

"No problem. It is when I start work. He okay?" Anerac asked while looking at me.

"Intense skill training."

"Ah, I get it—College of Advancement and all that. Everyone wants to look good on their applications. Well, if you ever want to get the Driving skill, I am your dwarf. The best driver in Undercraft who isn't a professional. I am almost there."

"Hush, you. I made you stew. Let the guests rest," his mother Borton said.

"It is fine," I replied, trying to be polite, even if I wasn't in the mood for a conversation.

"Well, if you say so, dear," Borton said while Anerac sat across from us.

This was a new place, and I wanted to learn more about dwarves now that I was here, even if I felt like dying.

"I thought dwarves spoke a different language?"

"Haba da ra gorsh. Of course, we do, but my father insisted I learn Eldarin. We get so many foreign visitors here in Undercraft because of the College of Advancement up above," Anerac said.

"What happened to him?" I asked and then realized it was a rude question. "Sorry, never mind."

"No, it is fine. Magical compressor blew. Sent a sprocket straight through his head, killing him instantly. Got a large settlement from the maintenance company. Now I have my magical carriage, making money driving people like you around."

"My condolences," I replied. "Are accidents common?"

"Not really. Everyone is certified for such work. Even when driving people, I had to get my skill up to tier 3, Empowered Driving, otherwise I couldn't legally taxi people around."

"Really?"

"For safety reasons. The city doesn't want visitors to get hurt. If you drive in the city, you need at least Focused Driving. While it might seem crazy to outsiders, we dwarves know what we are doing," he said. "What about you? You must have some background to apply to the College of Advancement."

"I was already accepted, and I am just working on my skills before entering," I replied.

"Wow, a prodigy or a genius. I had thought I might do it when I was a kid, like everyone else. But I am not good at studying. The competition is insane. To get early admission, you have to be super-duper smart or have a parent who can afford to powerlevel you. I am only level 20. Maybe one day I will save up for some more."

"It is exhausting. Once I am done eating, I will study Algebra and Geometry."

"Ah, I am glad I don't have to study anymore. Just going fast," Anerac said.

"You and that magical carriage. You are taking care of it?" his mother came over and asked.

"Yes, yes. I treat her better than anyone else, and I make sure she is treated properly."

"More stew, you two?" his mother asked us while shaking her head at her son.

"No," I replied. I didn't feel hungry after the resistance training.

"Yes, please," Healer Melon said.

His bald head was giving me a headache as it reflected the magical lighting of the inn.

            

    
        Chapter 68 – Dwarven Culture

    
    
    
    
                "The sprocket are weld on," I said slowly in Dwarven.

"The sprocket is welded on," Anerac corrected me.

After resistance training, I didn't want to focus on anything complicated. Having simple study sessions with the young dwarven man was a good way to unwind. Also, I needed to work on my Dwarven Language to eventually learn Dwarven Runes. He also wanted to work on his teaching skills.

"The sprockets connect the man…manifold assembly."

"Good. You are getting better."

"I am done. Two hours of this and my brain is cooked," I muttered.

"I still say you should learn Driving instead. A much better skill," Anerac said in Eldarin, sparing my brain from further suffering.

"One day, maybe. There is so much I must learn and work on."

"Well, you are getting better, and I need to increase my Teaching skills, since I want to teach driving."

"Really?" I asked while closing my eyes to let my brain rest. I felt constantly exhausted from pushing myself in my training every day.

"You have to get a tier 4 Driving skill to be licensed to teach, and that also means you can become a professional driver who tests out the latest vehicles for the corporations. "

"I don't get it. How do these corporations even work?"

Human society didn't have large corporations like the dwarves did; the nearest comparison would be nobles and the government.

"Other races are often confused. Since we dwarves have the best craftsmanship, we have formed corporations that focus on a piece of technology, trying to refine it and make it even better. Corporations have home cities but compete across all dwarven cities to get market share. Undercraft has a lot of competition, especially in the magical carriage industry."

"And are these corporations in charge?"

"They manage technology. But then there is a City Council in each city to ensure livability. Sometimes corporations can go a bit too far, ensuring that wealth doesn't flow away from us dwarves while also overseeing overall city planning. Then you have the War Council for defense reasons. They take most of our taxes and work closely with the Corporation Council. These three councils run things in each city and coordinate with other dwarven cities. A National Council, which includes one dwarf from each city, gives guidelines and ensures the use of similar standards."

"But aren't councils risky if a legend overturns things?"

That was why humans used a nobility system. Legends could achieve results quickly without harming the population, unlike my mother did against Crownsmith.

"Legends get a spot with the War Council they are based in if they want. They use the latest technology at Balde's Maw to defend our borders. If you humans make trouble again, well, you'd better be ready for our Dwarven Battle Carriages to crush everything," he declared with evident pride.

"So, your cities are independent like different nations?"

"No. The Dwarven Confederation's flag unites all dwarves. Back before the war against you humans and the Eldarin Empire, we were more divided. Like fingers spread apart on a hand, now we are a single fist."

He was clearly taking a lot of joy in explaining all this to a human.

"Perhaps. But are there supreme legends among the dwarves?"

"No, but there are many that are close. We have our own legends, and our technology will make up the difference."

With one serious swing of my mother's blade, the city of Undercraft would be only a smoking pile of rubble.

While I admired his confidence, against someone of her strength, skill, and power, I couldn't see how technology would make the difference. Trying to argue that my mother was superior wasn't an argument I wanted to have. She could win her own arguments and carry her own reputation without my help.

"So, you drive for a living?" I asked to change the subject.

"And race! My magical carriage isn't the newest, but I have some of the best skills. It isn't just Driving, but there are other skills out there as well."

"What, really?" I asked.

"Yep. That's my secret. Well, I am sure other people have figured it out as well. The public skill list will update soon enough. The College of Advancement doesn't miss much. But can you keep a secret?" he asked, and I nodded. "Drifting."

"Drifting? Like floating?" I asked.

"It is when a magical carriage is moving across the ground in a direction other than the one it is facing. You can get through some really tight corners using the Drifting skill. I have a couple of others, but they are known. No one drifts but me, since it is hard on the wheels. One mistake and they will blow apart."

"And that is bad?"

"Super bad. The magical carriage will flip. So, I have had to spend a fortune on wheels, but I leveled up the skill to Focused Drifting. No one can handle turns better than I."

"How does that work? Don't magical carriages follow the direction of the wheels?"

"Be going fast enough and hit at a sharp angle, then turn in the opposite direction."

I tried to think that over and just shook my head. "I am not a driver; I am a spellblade, or at least will be one day."

Anerac chuckled. "Don't worry. No one else really gets it either. You must feel it."

I would bet The Mathemancer could explain drifting, but I wasn't about to start an argument and ruin a perfectly good conversation.

"Races are big then?"

"They happen once a month, and they are huge. The risk is high, but they are the fastest way to gain levels related to driving skills. All the serious drivers take part, hoping to outdo the rest. Also, corporations like to show off during the races. But things have been difficult."

"Difficult how?"

"I need sponsors, but it has been tough. I don't have any connections. One gigantic crash and I am done for. I finished my last two races, but I really want to win."

"I wish you luck. I can't help you, and my mother doesn't care about such things."

While I listened to Anerac's concerns, I wasn't about to invest my money in his racing.

"Ah, no, I wasn't asking. Just have to win a race and things will turn around."

I mentally wished him luck, but I wanted nothing to do with all that nonsense. I had my own skills to figure out. While racing and driving magical carriages sounded exciting, it wasn't what I envisioned for my future.

I wasn't a dwarven corporation, and I had little wealth I could easily spend on my own. While I could make money from the Dungeon, I had my own expenses to worry about. The training hall wasn't cheap.

It was time for me to work on my Focused Meditation and then go to sleep. My schedule had some leeway to rest after the daily training session, but there was always more to study or work on.

I had to level all these skills, while individuals like Anerac only had to focus on a select handful. Yet, that was the key difference between being the best in a dangerous field and driving magical carriages. I knew his job was risky, but it differed from adventuring.

The dungeon was actually trying to kill adventurers. The dangers Anerac and the racers faced were ones they created on their own. However, it wasn't a competition with a guaranteed death for one side.

Still, I could appreciate his passion and insight into dwarven culture. The Eldarin Empire had left bitter memories with the dwarves. They crushed the dwarves in multiple battles, pushed them back, and enslaved them. While all of this was over millennia ago, all races still remembered the horrors of the Eldarin Empire.

It contributed significantly to stability, growth, and knowledge. The foundation of the College of Advancement came from the Eldarin Empire. However, there were too many drawbacks to ignore. The dwarves and elves lacked the population to reclaim their lost territory after the Empire's collapse.

Anerac was the only child his mother bore. The expense of food and other living costs was substantial in their subterranean cities. Dwarves typically developed physical stats faster than humans. That added more challenges to having kids. Humans had neutral stat gains. Though certain races had easier stats, their general characteristics were known.

Dwarves' technology couldn't compensate for their lower birth rate. This was known by the nobility, who also kept a close eye on the birth rate. My father said these policies continued after the Eldarin Empire fell. The nobility maintained a great deal of the culture after the Empire's fall.

I was sure that human nations would purchase these Dwarven Battle Carriages. Their remaining cities were too secure, and the dwarves too dug in without a behemoth like the Eldarin Empire to dislodge them. Their focus was on making money. Dwarven pride alone couldn't win against the human legends. My educated guess is that a tenth of human legends would equal dwarven legends if they fought.

However, skills were much more versatile than powerful weapons. Legends earned their status for that reason. Maybe a tech-based legend would arise, but that felt riskier than using simple tools.

            

    
        Chapter 69 – In The Dark

    
    
    
    
                I hit a hard foam block and bounced away, stepping back. The sensory training room was made to improve my Darkness Vision. The area was totally dark; there was no light. There were two doors and a heavy curtain at the entrance to block out any light.

Various mechanisms controlled the movement of the foam blocks. I had to move quickly around the room, avoiding obstacles. This was also meant to help my Focused Breathing and Focused Running. Although safe, encountering a foam block was disturbing.

In the darkness, I could only see fuzzy outlines. My Darkness Vision was getting better, but my skills improved slowly; passive sensory skills were tough to level. They were simpler because they were a lower tier than resistances. I couldn't safely test my sensory skills in a dangerous situation.

Other Alchemical mixtures were used for the resistance training, each with unique effects enabling the transfer of lightning, magic, fire, and ice damage. Even though I practiced regularly, it was hard, and it hurt because my skills improved slowly.

I could feel a new skill as well, most likely Skill Control. When combined with System Sense, I had much better control over which of my passive skills were active. Most skills were hard to grasp, and the experience was vague. I understood Pain Immunity, my sole tier 4 skill.

Unless it were overloaded, it would stop all pain. I felt it wouldn't level up unless I were swamped, and my resistances wouldn't increase unless I kept this skill off and suffered while training.

Skills were about transferring knowledge to one's soul. For resistance skills, the knowledge was about tiny Mana changes within one's body to better handle damage. Mana Manipulation could unlock other skills for improvement, but resistance skills were too fragile and variable.

My mother could have boosted her resistance with Mana control, but I was forbidden from using Mana Manipulation without supervision.

A mistake could easily slip past someone's defenses when using their Mana. Such a situation wouldn't activate Danger Sense. While my mother had said nothing, I had enough issues from messing about with my soul that I was content to wait for the Professors at the College of Advancement to teach me, even if I wanted to learn spell skills and other Mana-based skills.

Even when I asked about wasted reserves, the answer was that I needed a solid foundation before rushing ahead with higher-tier skills.

I crashed into a hard foam block that had come into my way. I took a step back, then resumed running. That was frustrating, but that was the point. If it weren't frustrating me this much, they would be doing a poor job with all the gold I was paying them.

At the College of Advancement, they will at least cover my tuition. Although a six-month break sounded good, I wanted to test my self-improvement. It was my mother who challenged me. I knew in my heart that my way was best.

If she wanted to wear herself out and become single-minded on her path, that was fine, but I was young, and she had at least a century to get to where she was. I wouldn't ask her age, but she was easily a century old.

My father was young compared with her. However, she also had a lot more Vitality, so she'd live longer. I hadn't thought about this before, though lately, I have, after meeting dwarves and elves. It was easier for them to raise Vitality, but other stats were a challenge. Elves found other physical stats challenging, while dwarves had difficulty with mental stats.

Though generalized, the Eldarin Empire claimed they were built as slave races long ago. Both the dwarves and elves despised this reasoning, each insisting they predated humanity. Because of their high Vitality, procreation was difficult, leading to the Eldarin Empire's victory. Despite winning some battles, the dwarves and elves lost wars because they weren't numerous.

It was also the reason my mother had a hard time giving birth to me, and demanded vast sums of money and resources for even the chance of giving birth. It was easy to forget, but I was her beloved child, born of her sacrifices. Despite my father's bill, she surely called in favors to conceive.

Even if she could suppress her stats, she still couldn't do that for nine months. Alchemical products, pricey ones, would have been needed by her. If legends had approximately 20 stats per level, she possessed at least 3,000 stats.

It wasn't easy picturing so many. Across all 8 stats, the average result was 375. I was sure it was a little higher because she was a supreme legend. I'd estimate roughly 400 to 450 per stat. While I might overestimate my mother, it didn't feel like an overestimation to me.

Stats increased power linearly. A bigger percentage increase happened when someone was weak, but strength didn't diminish. Damian said most invested in Vitality to live longer, particularly after having kids.

It was more difficult because elves' and dwarves' Vitality stat initially rose during their youth. In both cultures, attempts to have kids at such a young age had failed. Both groups withdrew because of human expansion. The dwarves went underground, and the elves went to islands and forests.

I drifted off, hit a head-high foam block, and flipped before hitting the ground. That was painful because I was deliberately not using Pain Immunity.

I groaned and returned to my feet to resume running. Thoron clearly loved controlling everything and making me run into the foam blocks. Healer Melon was mainly resting, but if my stamina reserves got too low, I felt them fill back up.

Thinking while multitasking could slow leveling, but it had small perks once the Mind stat was high. The System had hidden, yet gradual, benefits. The Mind can focus on multiple things without feeling overwhelmed.

Vitality gave someone a more robust body, and each healing point did a bit more. It was small, less than a single percent. Endurance had the same effect on stamina and aided survival in hazardous areas. A hidden perk of strength was better impact resistance; agility improved balance. Perception enhances someone's senses, allowing them to see more. Magic made each Mana point stronger and easier to control. At last, Focus provided increased resistance to mental illusions and social skills.

These boosts were termed second-order effects. Several of them had similarities to the primary stat results, like improving reserve point regeneration. I never asked my mother, but I didn't think there were any third-order effects. Or those things might be too tiny to spot without a lot of stats. That was something I wanted to ask her, upon our next meeting.

A foam block tripped my left foot, and I flipped to keep my balance. It was challenging to spot the small foam blocks moving into my path. I felt my abilities improve significantly because of this training. Not just the dark runs, but all my past training.

Even without having my status open, my System Sense was getting better. Especially on resistance training, it was easy to feel the levels go up. Training with my mother in the dungeon had been frustrating, but it was easier to progress mentally without her critiques. Even if I had killed a level 100 monster, she still wouldn't be impressed.

Even though I disagreed, I knew she was correct. To be the best, spa days with chocolate were out of the question. I had to push myself daily to level up. That was what made it frustrating. She would claim that she improved my mentality if I worked hard and leveled up. If I didn't work hard, I'd be blamed.

Yet I knew better than anyone that the levels I gained would help me down the road. Though I was annoyed with my mother and her pushing me, I knew it was at my request. Even though training with her was a nightmare.

I knew people would pay quite a bit for the privilege, but it was beyond frustrating to be constantly lectured. At least I was in control of the training here. I could feel I was making a lot of progress. I wanted to push myself to prove that I didn't need my mother constantly hovering over me to enhance my skills.

Dodging a foam rod at chest level, I juked to the side. It would not have been very pleasant, but I was happy to have avoided it. Another foam road hit my chest, knocking the wind out of me and slamming me down.

I got up swiftly after recovering. My work was far from finished. Eventually, a special gas would be deployed in the training room to impair my Darkness Vision. More adjustments would always push me to improve as fast as I could.

            

    
        Chapter 70 – Mana Manipulation Instruction

    
    
    
    
                The little metal ball struck the maze, triggering a buzzer. I gently shifted the Mana thread, and the ball moved away.

"You are losing structure at this location. Tighten up your curve here," the instructor used a rod to point out the portion of the maze I was sending a Mana thread through. I carefully made the adjustments. "Continue."

The training method for Mana Manipulation was highly structured to maximize level gain as quickly as possible. It was an instructor, not a Tutor. A Tutor would have high skill levels in both the skill and Tutoring or Empowered Tutoring. An instructor knew the skill, but they followed a detailed lesson plan created by a professor in the College of Advancement or in one of its affiliated training halls.

The plan involves a student doing tasks, which the instructor then corrects. Completing all tasks helps a student fully develop the skill. The gain from the structured teaching method offset the instructor's lack of teaching skills.

The teacher only needed the steps and gear to instruct a pupil. The speed of step completion defines learning.

Despite the training, speed was average, depending on learning pace. The College of Advancement was famous for this type of organized learning. That is why, even those who dropped out before the seventh year were pretty successful, having already mastered skills.

Ultimately, how quickly each person learned depended on their pace through the lessons. Mana Manipulation required me to extrude a Mana string, then control it to move a metal ball through a maze. It wasn't really a maze, as I knew the route, but an obstacle course.

I had to keep the thread aligned while moving it up and down to get to the next vertical opening with a gate. The buzzer sounded when the metal ball contacted the maze wall. I moved it away cautiously, and the buzzing stopped.

The instructor pointed with his rod. "You let your Mana thread become distorted here and here."

"I can't move the Mana thread anymore," I replied just before it completely broke apart.

The instructor flipped a switch to stop the buzzing.

"You lost your mental conception of the Mana thread. You need to picture it clearly to maintain its cohesion outside of your body." The instructor moved the metal ball back to the start. "You are two-thirds of the way through, but the last third is the most difficult. Tighten up your curves. Now try again."

The instructor flipped a switch, and I brought my hand forward to extrude a Mana thread.

I could sense the Mana thread. It wasn't me, but an extension of my body. It was hard to describe precisely. As my skills improved, this feeling increased. That was also the reason Mana Sense was a necessary skill before Mana manipulation. Without sensing your own Mana, mistakes would be easy, and progress would be difficult.

The goal of an instructor was consistent learning, not rapid learning. The objective is to master a tier 1 skill in six months, a tier 2 skill in a year, and a tier 3 skill in eighteen months. But higher-level skills were more complicated than a simple multiplier. Though the College of Advancement made it appear that a tier 3 skill was only three times as hard, it came from the skills' weight on one's soul.

The truth is that leveling higher-tier skills was more difficult for most. It wasn't their fault; it was just that advanced skills were hard to measure. Thus, there were no standard time frames for tier 4 skills, as suggested by the College of Advancement, and no one had mastered a tier 6 skill.

When she was training me, I asked my mother, and she said tier 6 was a struggle. Sadly, there were no shortcuts or simple paths, unlike the College of Advancement's methods for lesser skills.

Once I saw the training and felt myself improving, I understood my mother's initial reservations. It would have fostered a bad mindset. It was all a lesson plan, and no self-discovery. I believe my mother's training was akin to that of a combat instructor. It wasn't easy to level them in a safe environment.

Also, the objective wasn't merely to level skills. I was starting to see why the College of Advancement had never had a supreme legend. It would be easy to stay the course when challenges arise. That's also why the school didn't focus on melee combat.

The Dungeon was the best combat instructor. Combat was the fastest way to improve fighting, even though tutors offered teaching and help. I had too many skills that required improvement.

Students at the College of Advancement were expected to gain 100 tier 1 skill levels every three months. That was the minimum requirement. Graduates earned anywhere from 3 to 5 times that much. I had conversations with the teachers Thoron had set up for me. If someone earned 2,000 skill levels each year, they'd be top of the class.

Most graduates would achieve a power level after graduation and work. About a third would return to the College to continue learning as a teaching assistant, hoping to become a Professor one day. One-third more graduates would perish in a dungeon or because of reckless skill advancement. Other institutions, corporations, or nations hired the final third as advisors.

Neither my mother's connections nor my father's wealth could get me a tutor from the College of Advancement. Such people seldom would tutor beginners with tier 1 skills.

Many who join would concentrate on a single skill chain, such as runes, and put their full effort and time into particular skills. Although it could appear that focusing solely on tier 1 skills would simplify things in the College of Advancement, it didn't.

In years 3 and 5, only tier 3 skills or higher were used to compare students, not tier 1 or 2. Years 3, 4, and 5 each lost a tenth of their students, dropping from 10,000 to 1,000 and finally to 10.

Each person had three years to perform, but the atmosphere was extremely competitive. Tutor Damian advanced to year 5 because he met the 100-cutoff but missed the 10-cutoff for graduation.

The more I understood the College of Advancement, the more I realized I needed to improve, especially to become the top student. The top three students received a scholarship, and each year's top student got a tutoring session with The Mathemancer, the College of Advancement's founder and dean.

The tutoring they got from him for even one day was incredibly valuable. The high regard for The Mathemancer showed the true value of my mother's year of training me.

The buzzer sounded and was then silenced. My Mana thread was entirely severed.

As the instructor moved the small metal ball back to the start, he pointed out that these three locations made my Mana thread unstable. I took his words to heart and restarted the exercise.

This exercise was crucial because Mana Manipulation streamlined the mastery of spell skills. Mana Sense, like it did for Mana Manipulation, eased mastery, even outside skill chains.

Most people attempted to master Mana Manipulation before their fourth year at the College of Advancement. This would allow them to practice tier 3 spell skills to gain tier 3 skill levels and not get kicked out. The competition was incredibly tough because those who stayed saw their job prospects shift.

The graduates had many job options, but the difference between leaving in year 5 versus year 3 was substantial. If you claimed to be from the College of Advancement, people would first ask your graduation year. My dwarven Mana Manipulation instructor only went as far as the third year.

That explains his job at a training hall. Without knowing Thoron, he would have had a hard time getting this job. Only a certain number of instructor and Tutor roles were available. Because of its high price, this training was not easily accessible.

This training cost me a gold per day. Though I could've gotten it free at the College of Advancement, I wanted to prepare for the training. The Dungeon was the only available alternative, and I was done with that after a year there with my mother.

Even after reaching the 8th layer, the grind was exhausting, and I needed a break. Though my mother might call it weakness, I knew she took breaks in the dungeon. Battling dangerous Champion monsters would advance me, but I had too many skills.

I couldn't change anything about it. My foundation was too large. I had 64 skills last check, far over the 20 that was expected for my age, not counting the tier 6 curse skill. I had a few bad skills, and I needed to level the rest. Runes Mastery and Weapons Mastery would be a struggle to achieve long-term success. I didn't even want to think about how long whatever resistance skill I needed would take. This all required me to work extremely hard to hone my skills.

            

    
        Chapter 71 – Insane Progress, Soul Pressure

    
    
    
    
                Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 410/410

Stamina: 420/420

Mana: 240/240

Class: Tier 0, Child (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 41 (+2)
Endurance: 42 (+2)
Strength: 33 (+1)
Agility: 39 (+1)
Perception: 30 (+1)
Mind: 89 (+5)
Magic: 24 (+1)
Focus: 42 (+1)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (25) (10+): Light Armor (100), Eldarin Etiquette (75), Shield Skills (75), Spear Skills (71), Drawing Skills (70), Pulse Strike (67+67), Bow Skills (52), Pugilist Skills (50), Combat Tactics (50), Cleaning Skills (50), Monster Processing Skills (46), Dancing Skills (38), Axe Skills (34), Dagger Skills (29), Stealth (25), Deflection (25), Throw (25), Cooking Skills (22), Wrestling Skills (21), Medium Armor (20), Sweet Tooth (19+15), Speech (17), Dwarven Language (17+17), Dwarven Etiquette (8+8), Dwarven History (7+7)

Tier 2 (44) (2+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), Focused Breathing (72+12), System Sense (70+5), Soul Sense (60+5), Focused Toughness (55+15), Darkness Vision (45+15), Algebra (44+4), Trap Detection (40+3), Focused Meditation (40+4), Geometry (40+3), Focused Sword Skills (37), Focused Running (36+16), Shadow Vision (33+4), Speed Reading (20), Monster Analysis (20), Depth Sense (20), Focused Dodge (20), Critical Thinking (20+1), Mana Vision (20+8), Focused Rage (12), Eldarin Lore (8)

Tier 3 (51) (1+): Soul Resistance (85+5), Empowered Will (83+23), Fear Resistance (60+3), Healing Resistance (48+8), Poison Resistance (42+22), Eldarin Runes (40), Empowered Writing (20), Fire Resistance (20+13), Lightning Resistance (20+17), Soul Strike (17), Cold Resistance (17+14), Mana Manipulation (12+7), Arcane Resistance (10+9), Skill Control (9+9), Physical Resistance (8+5), Alchemy (5), Social Resistance (3)

Tier 4 (4): Pain Immunity (2+2)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing(T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots(T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet(T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor(T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment(T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness(T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker(T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Beginner's Blade(T2) (Sharpness-T2, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set(T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

Healer Melon was quiet as I read off everything on my status. It was a lot to take in.

"I have improved 714 skill levels," I muttered in shock.

"It's all the resistance training. We are pushing things to the edge of safety," he replied.

"Really, thank you."

"It's all the potions your mother gave me. Otherwise, I wouldn't have enough Mana. Even then, your Alchemical toxicity is getting high. Resistance training will have to be decreased going forward."

"I understand. I felt the Tier 4 skill improve, and I have been overly tired some days."

"You are only level 1. Normally, it wouldn't be possible for you to get such a skill at your level. There just isn't enough room in your soul. But with your stats and Soul Resistance, you got the tier 4 skill. The dwarven skills aren't a surprise, since you have been working on those skills. Skill Control is impressive."

"It allows me to activate and deactivate passive skills, right?" I asked with confidence, and he nodded.

"Exactly. Useful when you are training resistances to stop Pain Immunity from triggering, which I guess you have been doing?"

I nodded. "Yes. What I don't understand is how I gained so many levels. Even resistances are so much higher than I thought they would be."

"It could be a side effect of how malleable your soul is. Skills that provide resistance are layered across the soul. And the training methods use the latest equipment and techniques. I guess I shouldn't mention your new gambling skill."

"Pulse Strike is a valid game."

"It is, but it has nothing to do with your build, similar to Sweet Tooth."

"I have more than enough skills that two tier 1 junk skills aren't a big deal."

"It is more impressive that your stats continue to grow so much on their own. The longer you can keep increasing them without using free stats from leveling up yourself, the better off you will be."

"I will keep that in mind."

I wanted to reach 1,500 stat points before leveling up. It was just something I had come up with in my mind. That way, I could reach level 150 with free stat points and have 20 stat points per level. There was still a long way to go, but I was making good progress considering my age.

The issue was that there were no good comparisons to make. Most students entering the College of Advancement received powered leveling to level 20 or 40, gaining those free stats. I wouldn't have that advantage.

The Tier 6 cursed skill also remained. I had been hoping that the legend who had cursed me would naturally die off sometime soon, but that appeared not to be the case. It had been a foolish hope.

Both my mother and father failed to find the perpetrator. Therefore, I was going to have to handle them alone.

I hadn't looked through the book on soul skills my mother had given me, The Deeper Mysteries of the Soul by The Eternal Emperor. I glanced at the first couple of pages, which had tiny writing and were dense with information.

Because people frowned upon soul skills and they checked skills at the College of Advancement, I would wait to work on soul skills until I graduated. Afterward, I would gain experience and hunt the legend that cursed me. I'd require funds to enlist help from other legends to take on this perilous foe.

I knew the legend killed elite guards and escaped the estate. There were no wounds or other marks on the legend. With a tier 6 skill, they were probably between level 120 and level 140. A threat that affects nearly everyone.

Taking on someone like that would require me to have at least four other legends with me, to be sure we could win and stop them from fleeing. It would be expensive. Although it was funny to imagine staying at level 1 forever, I wouldn't. I'd seek vengeance on the person who made me a target. I'd seek my mother's help if she were here.

It surprised me that she hadn't made me learn soul skills earlier, but I still remembered the warnings. The risk involved would be significant. A single error could lead to my death. Because of the stigma, the College of Advancement probably didn't have anyone with those skills.

"What about my sensory skills in tier 2?"

"Just leave them for now. You still have Soul Sense and System Sense. There are other sensory skills as well. Your mother strongly suggests merging them to get a stronger tier 3 skill."

"What's the skill?"

"Sensory Aura, a tier 3 skill. Very strong, but it uses a lot more Mana. It is best to wait until your reserves and stats grow more before getting that skill, so you can always keep it active. That is the downside of merging skills. They improve, but the Mana cost goes up, especially at tier 3."

"So, keeping some low-tier skills is worthwhile?"

"Sometimes, or at least until you have maximized the level for all skills that you plan to feed into the higher-tier skill. It will let you level up your higher-tier skills much more quickly."

I frowned. "Focused Meditation is struggling even though I use it every night."

"Well, it is at a bottleneck. Even though you are practicing it often, there is very little pressure. A useful long-term skill, but one that is difficult to improve. No one mediates during combat or while doing other activities."

"I wonder if the College of Advancement has a class to improve the skill."

"Maybe. But it might not be as effective as you are hoping. Some skills are hard to level, since they are so personal. The Meditation series of skills falls into this category. While you can get outside help with resistance skills, Focused Meditation would be a much greater challenge."

"What about trying to meditate in a distracting environment?"

"Possibly. However, if there is any threat, your focus will then divert away from the skill. Otherwise, you are focusing inwards. With something like Mana Manipulation, there are exercises you can do. But something like Focused Meditation will be a challenge."

"Any skills I am missing?"

"Not that I can see, but I got something you were interested in. The College of Advancement just released its class list for the upcoming year," Healer Melon said and pulled out a small booklet. "Consider it an early twelfth birthday gift."

"Thank you," I replied as I took it and opened it up.

Tier 1-0001: Eldarin Language (Core)Professor Amelia Cornaxe (17.8)
A language skill that will eventually form the basis of Eldarin Runes in tier 3. Also, the primary method of communication between humans.
M-F 8-12 (4 Hr/Wk)

Tier 1-0002: Writing Skills (Core)Professor Scriba Quillmaster (16.0)
Develop foundational writing abilities for clear communication and documentation, essential for rune inscription and magical research.
M-F 10-12 (2 Hr/Wk)

Tier 1-0003: Meditation (Core)Professor Johnson Diggleworth (12.3)
A critical skill for rapidly replenishing Mana reserves. Necessary for higher-tier Meditation skills and to support spell skills Mana consumption.
M-Su 0-24 (2 Hr/Wk)

The list continued endlessly.

Classes and skills were primarily grouped by tier and number. Next comes the skill name, then the track is on. The primary tracks were Core, Rune, Crafting, Alchemy, Combat, Spell, and Other. Core skills received strong recommendations from the College of Advancement. Mediation, due to its role in Mana regeneration, was useful in several study tracks. The Other track included skills that fell outside the six main tracks but were still offered as main courses at the College.

Then came the professor's name, followed by the expected level gain per month for each student. The professors were assessed on the average level increase of their students, similar to how students were graded.

As Healer Melon noted, Meditation had issues competing with other subjects because of its low monthly gain, despite being a tier 1 skill.

I saw that the skill was available around the clock. Only that class or skill had this much time.

Next, the skill and course were briefly described.

My father was listed as an Assistant Professor for Speech, a social skill, categorized as Other in tier 1. It made sense, even though he was one of the few Assistant Professors. The College of Advancement most likely didn't have anyone better with social skills, but he didn't have a track record.

I'd have assumed the College of Advancement could recruit a noble with good social skills, which didn't occur. The dates, times, and time blocks of each course followed the descriptions. Students had to attend daily, even though it was weekly, if they hadn't maxed out the skill.

The professor wouldn't be penalized if students skipped class, but it would negatively impact the students' records. Full-time students were required to go to many classes. One could fill their schedule, but that would leave no study time.

Despite the minimum times given in the course descriptions, I was sure the lessons would be very informative. Classes would be held at the fastest possible pace.

Thus, even though a person could take many classes by only showing up once a week, no one did that. Their minds would be blown, their progress would slow, and the professors would be irritated. Maybe not literally, but it would burn a person out.

The College pushed people to achieve their highest potential. That was the entire point. As skills increased, monthly progress slowed, and daily effort, at six hours, increased.

I started to wonder how scheduling operated in the subsequent years. Thoron said most subjects were designed for self-practice at the training hall. The students seldom encountered their professors for the courses.

Tier 3 skills involved extensive study and practice, with feedback from assistants. Tier 1 classes were mainly self-guided, but they monitored attendance more closely and had more teaching assistants because of the larger student numbers.

I was still a little confused, but going through the list of skills was interesting. The school clearly desired a student to specialize in a skill group.

            

    
        Chapter 72 – Dwarven Racing

    
    
    
    
                "Well, there is a race tonight, if you want to come," Anerac asked me as Healer Melon and I got back from my daily training session.

I looked at Healer Melon.

"It is up to you. I'll tag along," he replied with a shrug. While he was technically my guardian, he really let me do whatever I wanted.

"Alright! I will cheer you on," I said.

"Awesome. If I win, well, I might get a Tier 4 driving skill when I break through my bottleneck, then I really will be an elite. I can become a professional driver then and make lots of money," Anerac said and got up.

We followed him to his vehicle. I closed my eyes with Healer Melon as Anerac took off.

"Dwarves are the best with machinery and gadgets. You know it was a dwarf who invented the first Mana Compressor? Sure, they talk about the Eldarin Empire, but it was a dwarf who did it. Now everyone is trying to make things more efficient using less Mana. Everyone is going into Balde's Maw for cores to strike it rich."

"Balde's Maw?"

"You humans call it the dungeon, but it is Balde with a silent 'e' at the end. The first dwarf to become a supreme legend and pioneer the way for all other races to enter the place and get Mana cores."

The dwarven version of history had a heavy racial slant.

"Now, we focus most of our attention on crafting. That is where real power will come from. Weapons development is also a big topic. The armored carriages are impressive. Nothing that can go toe to toe with a legend just yet, but the Artificers are looking into golems and battle carriages. While it has been tough, we are catching up with you humans in terms of war potential."

"You are telling us this?"

"Everyone knows. The College of Advancement is a big contributor to improving various pieces of technology. A decade ago, this magical carriage would have used 12% more Mana to go at this speed and worn out parts faster. Now, everything is constantly getting better. The dwarves were the first race, you know. We invented everything, including civilization."

Now he was talking complete nonsense.

I didn't want to get into an argument with him about history and how the Low Vostner civilization was the first recorded civilization. More recently, over two millennia ago, the Eldarin Empire rose and crushed all other civilizations and forces. The dwarves and elves fought back, but they couldn't resist the overwhelming numbers of humans the Eternal Emperor sent forth to conquer and enslave everything.

When the Eternal Emperor died and his Empire broke apart after a thousand years, there was significant resentment towards humans. Still, everything before the Eldarin Empire was mainly myth and legend. There was the Vostner civilization, followed by the Low Vostner, and then the High Vostner civilization, which was based on their runic languages. But they were ancient history.

To claim that the dwarves invented civilization and everything else was clearly dwarven propaganda that Anerac had bought into. But trying to convince him wasn't worth my time or energy. There was no need to spoil the mood by challenging his beliefs.

My father had told me that there were crazy people out there and that, when encountering one, the best thing to do was not to disagree with them. They didn't care about logic or facts. They cared only about being right. It was a pointless exercise and a waste of time, unless both sides were actively using social skills to convince the other.

Anerac swerved to a stop as a bunch of other magical carriages gathered in a large parking area at the edge of the city where the wall met the floor of this underground city. I noticed other humans and even elves around them.

Healer Melon and I got out.

A dwarf strutted over to Anerac. "Showing up in that old trash heap?"

"All your gold still slowing you down?"

"You might have a high skill level, but that can only do so much against the latest technology."

"Losers talk big; winners win."

"If you can win. I haven't seen it yet. "

The other dwarf turned away while Anerac glared at his back.

"How does this work?" I asked.

"One lap around the outer road of the city. It's a long lap. Don't worry, we have remote displays, so no one gets bored. Everyone watches the races across the city as if they can like a national holiday. There are tunnels and some uneven sections. Everyone loves watching the race. As my guests, you can wait over there. They have an Illusion Mage show the lead car on the side of the building, so watch me there."

Healer Melon and I found a pair of seats with a decent view.

"First race, kid?" an elf asked me.

"Yes. Anything I should watch out for?" I asked.

"The body parts!" he grinned evilly. "I love watching the dwarves blow themselves up, racing their death contraptions. It's the only thing that keeps me in this city, really."

He got some ugly looks from some nearby dwarves, but they didn't object.

"Is it that bad?"

"They all want to unlock a Tier 4 driving skill. No one has managed it yet. The first one to do it will become famous and rich."

"Anerac made it sound like there were other drivers with tier 4 skills, saying he would become a professional."

"They talk big, but you can't just get a Tier 4 skill just by maximizing out a Tier 3 skill. You need to go beyond what is possible. Once one makes it big, they can become a full-time tutor and earn big money test-driving the most expensive magical carriages out there. The competition to design better ones is fierce. The dwarves love competing with their craftsmanship. They think they will clear the depths with their contraptions, which is foolish."

The elf probably meant dungeon when he said depths, but used a race-specific term.

Everyone lined up.

"How do they decide the order?"

"Top finishers from last time are in the front. New people are drawn from a lottery."

Anerac was near the front with his magical carriage.

The elf licked his lips. "They will start soon. Can't wait until they die."

I felt creeped out. "Any specific reason you dislike them?"

"They are dwarves; you can never trust a dwarf. Remember that, human child."

Ah, that hatred had a long cultural history between the two races. The historical betrayals ran much deeper, creating a long history of grudges between the elves and dwarves, and the elves disliked humans because of the Eladrin Empire. The last significant event was when both sides blamed the other for betrayal in a critical battle against the Eldarin Empire, resulting in a loss for both dwarves and elves.

Time erased the truth, and the surviving records of the Eldarin Empire showed they considered both races complete idiots and losers, fit only to be slaves. The Eldarin Empire was not kind in its world conquest.

"Drivers! Stand ready! Start in three! Two! One! Go!"

Large green lights went off in time with the announcer's shouting.

They were off, and I looked at the image projected on the side of a nearby building, since they left the start of the track incredibly quickly.

"Anerac takes an early lead. Chompton is close behind in second. Telleris is in third but trails behind the main pack. Here we come to the first major turn. Suicide Slam! Anerac speeds up and moves into a full drift! His unique driving support skill! Sparks fly as he barely grazes the guardrails. Chompton takes the turn tightly and accelerates into the stretch. Oh! Our first crash!"

In the distance, I heard a boom and saw a cloud of smoke, a fireball rising into the air.

"Double injury, but no fatality!"

The crowd cheered, including the dwarves. The Elf next to me pouted.

I looked at Healer Melon, who just shook his head. We would not get involved. This was clearly the dwarves' show; they didn't need or want our help.

"This is the next tricky section of the track. The Tunnel! There has been slight flooding, so the road is extra slick. Chompton gains on the lead driver, forcing Anerac to slow down. His tires from Yaxley Corporation boast the highest grip strength in all weather and conditions. Buy Yaxley tires for your driving needs so that nothing will slow you down."

"Our two lead drivers are neck and neck as they come up to the third major part of the track. Old Quarter. Lots of sharp twists and turns. The lead drivers enter. Anerac uses his drift skill to take the corners tightly. Chompton uses faster acceleration and better handling to keep up. Oh, another crash! And another! The racers sure are fierce today, wanting to place highly!"

"Now we come up to the final challenge of the loop around the city. The Bridge over the mining chasm near the entrance to Balde's Maw. Will there be a monster exodus in time for the race? Of course! Or intrepid dwarven adventurers have pushed out monsters onto the track for our enjoyment. Watch them maneuver around the monsters or crush them beneath their vehicles. Both Anerac and Chompton reach the bridge and begin accelerating towards the finish line. Chompton overtakes Anerac with his superior engine by Jorrin Corporation, makers of the fastest Mana compressor engine on the market."

"And we have a surge of goblins onto the road! Anerac swerves around them in an impressive display of control, while Chompton smashes right through the monsters, crushing them beneath his superior and sturdier frame, crushing them!"

At this, the crowd cheered, including the elf next to me, who also politely clapped. The magical carriages inflicted terrible damage on the weak monsters. Blood and gore smeared the road.

I had slain enough monsters to be desensitized to the scene.

"Now, this is the final stretch. Chompton is closing the distance, but Anerac…is speeding up! The mad dwarf Anerac is using a custom blend of Mana-compressed fuel, using a higher grade of Mana core. That stuff isn't cheap and is likely to blow out an engine. You can tell by the orange tint in his exhaust. It is going to be close! And Anerac wins by a half a car length!"

The crowd cheered.

"And we have some finishing crashes! Those goblins sure made a mess of the road and the trailing cars!"

Surprisingly, there were no fatalities, but some injuries were quite severe.

"Permanent scarring there for sure. Flames are never good for healing points. And those flames are Mana-infused, so even worse," Healer Melon pointed out to me, but the elf overheard.

"You are a Healer?" the elf asked.

"Yes, Healer Melon from the Five Star Institute of Healing."

"I am Flesh Crafter Triffalin. Surprised to see a human Healer at an event like this."

"I am watching my ward," he said, gesturing to me.

"Justin Burnstock," I greeted the elf.

"Oh? Any relationship to Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock?"

"She is my mother," I replied, and he slowly nodded. I could see a touch of fear behind his stoic expression.

"Brave of you to be out here with no guards," he said while glancing around.

"Are you going to attack me?"

"Ah, no. Of course not. Well, time to make some coin. A shame that no one died in this race. Suppose you are interested in work, Healer Melon, or a custom job, Justin Burnstock. In that case, you can find my clinic in the commercial district by the large fountain with the gaudy dwarven dancers," Flesh Crafter Triffalin said before leaving.

"Flesh Crafters, a distasteful profession," Healer Melon said after the elf had disappeared.

"Really?"

"They don't heal, only shape. There are often complications from their work. While they can relieve the suffering of individuals afflicted by long-term or complicated injuries, most are just a step above butchers."

"But the Five Star Institute of Healing has flesh crafters."

"Yes, but they certify them after years of work. But unlike healing, flesh crafting has persisted in various traditions and back-alley healing for a long time. While I do not doubt that Flesh Crafter Triffalin is a professional, the injured dwarves will be desperate for his help to live normal lives. They will pay considerable sums for his services."

"There aren't dwarven flesh crafters?"

"They specialize in crafting skills as a race, but flesh crafting, despite its name, is not a crafting skill, but a group of spell skills. Elves focus on shaping skills, of which flesh crafting is one. Another source of resentment between the two races."

"And they don't have Healers of their own?"

"Maybe, but a professional Healer isn't cheap. And with the Mana-infused flames and the number of injuries, you are looking at needing at least five healers, even with potions. While it might seem like professional Healers are cheap since I am with you, we aren't that common."

            

    
        Chapter 73 – The Applicants Arrive

    
    
    
    
                Anerac was ecstatic after his big win. He didn't get a Tier 4 skill, but maximized his Tier 3 driving skill and landed several sponsorships. He was no longer a taxi driver, and we had to get another ride to the training hall every day.

I was noticing a larger number of foreigners and younger people arriving in Undercraft. The inn we were staying at, The Roaring Furnace, was filling up as well. The city was quite busy, but now it was becoming quite packed.

"Lots of new people," I said to Healer Melon.

"Applicants," he replied.

"Oh," I said as I realized everyone was coming here to gain entrance to the College of Advancement. Most individuals were a couple of years older than I was. There were very few people who were the minimum age, like me, from what I could tell, or they were staying in a much fancier inn or arriving closer to the application time.

"Mind if I join the two of you? Few open tables left," a young human man asked us.

"Be welcome. I am Justin, and this is Healer Melon," I introduced the two of us.

"Karl, with a 'k'. Soon, there will only be standing room in the city. Even the regular citizens are trying to sell rooms in their homes."

"I would have thought other cities would have processed applications to reduce traffic."

"Sure, there are some, but they are in locations that are much further away. All the dwarven cities, Elven cities, and nearby human nations come to Undercraft. The city likes it. They make a lot of money from everyone showing up here. Are you applying?"

"I am already accepted. I am just waiting for enrollment."

"Wow, congratulations. It isn't easy to get one of those 100 spots unless you have serious connections. Unfortunately, I am just smart and did well in the dungeon. Even if you get accepted, the tuition is brutal."

I looked at Healer Melon, who just shrugged.

"I don't know."

"It is 500 gold a year," Karl answered.

"That much? That is absolutely brutal."

"There are banking consortia for various nations. Once you fail or graduate, they get so many years of employment from you. If you only make it for three years, then you will struggle for the rest of your life unless you get lucky. But you make it five or more years, well, you will pay things back fairly quickly with the jobs you can get."

"Thank you for explaining. Sorry if my questions are offensive. My parents handle the major expenses."

"I get it, no worries. The great thing about the College of Advancement is that they judge you by your progress, not your background. That might help you get in more easily and pay for your time there, but ultimately, it is about how quickly you can improve your skills. I am no slouch in that regard."

"What is the entry test like?"

I had asked this question of others, but getting another viewpoint didn't hurt.

"An evaluation of your current skills compared with your age. Then, look at the stats. That's it. But the cutoff point varies, normally getting higher each year, but people still believe they can make it in at the last moment with just one more stat point or skill level."

"At least it is objective with a clear cutoff point. Are you using a training hall in the city?"

"You recommend one?"

"Thoron's Training Hall is quite good. Expensive at a gold a day, but they definitely know what they are doing."

"Ah, a gold a day — that isn't that bad. I am more concerned about the quality than anything else. While I am confident, I really need to get my Mana Sense and Meditation skill levels up. I really want to learn spell skills."

"Which means you will also need Mana Manipulation."

"Exactly. It is a requirement for all those spell skills. Learning a couple of them, I can go much deeper into the dungeon and earn a lot more and get more levels."

"Spellblade profession?"

"Not really. I am much better with a spear. I see you have a sword."

"Yes. I find a spear is much harder to use at close range."

"You have descended?" he asked me, and I nodded. "I went to the 5th layer. You?"

While I went to the 8th layer, my mother had cleared the Champion monsters. I cut that in half, which meant I could handle Champion monsters of the 4th layer, so technically I considered myself a 5th-layer adventurer.

"I have gone to the 8th as part of a group but can handle up to the 5th layer on my own," I answered, and

He nodded while looking at Healer Melon. "A professional Healer. Sorry if I am excluding you."

"Don't worry, I am much older than the two of you. Descending is for young men…and women as well, of course," Healer Melon hastily added on that last part. I could tell he had a deep fear and/or respect for my mother. After a certain point, it was the same thing.

"Perhaps we can form an adventuring team once we are in the College."

"I would have to see how that would work. Isn't the College year-round?"

"Yes. But most students, along with the Professors, take a month off each year before the next enrollment. Many people are returning right now. To get levels, raise funds, and visit home. Others use the time to get further ahead."

"That long of a break?"

"There is no official break, and the college grades twice a year. But some people find it beneficial to gain some opportunities outside the college, especially in the dungeon."

"You know quite a bit."

"I have met with several students and learned quite a bit about how it all works on the inside. Surprised your connections that got you in didn't tell you anything."

"I was told I need to take the top spot. Beyond that, I have been asking around, talking to different people like yourself."

"Ouch. That is almost impossible. The competition at the very top is just as intense or even more intense than at the cutoff points during the seven years. Whoever told you that probably doesn't understand how the College of Advancement works."

"Any spells you want to learn in particular or that work well with a spear?" I asked to change the subject.

"Something with burst damage. I can handle large groups, but being able to do burst magical damage to take out tricky monsters will be incredibly useful. What about you? You mentioned spellblade?"

"Yes. Flame Blade in tier 3 and Vibration Blade in tier 4 both seem like incredibly useful skills. Other than that, it is more about building up my foundation with runes and some other skills."

"Daring, but if you are aiming for the top spot, that is required. The higher-tier skills are absolutely brutal with their leveling speed. Empowered Spear is incredibly slow to level, despite having used it quite a bit in the dungeon," Karl said with a shake of his head. "At least I made it to level 40 before entering the College of Advancement. The stats should help me speed up my skill leveling."

"Impressive to get so far by only going down to the 5th layer."

"I was on my own. The Champions were a tremendous struggle, but I wanted to push more. I almost didn't return. I didn't want to get trapped on the 6th layer. Going down is easy; getting back out is the real challenge, especially at the passages."

"Especially when the passage broke or was poorly made. Using a spear would have been even more difficult as it was a two-handed weapon and prevented you from using a shield or other skills."

"The trick is to rush up in one go. And I am quite good with a spear. But that is why I hesitated to go deeper on my own. At least I found a soul fruit, and that is paying for my entrance to the College," he said, and I nodded.

"Finding a soul fruit is impressive."

"It is, and that is going to pay for several years in the College of Advancement. Already deposited with the College's bank. They accept natural treasures from the dungeon instead of payment. The red soul fruit is worth 5,000 gold. I plan to commission some gear with the extra money. An excellent spear would be great."

"A tier 2 weapon?"

"A good one. That should cost around 2,000 gold. Students receive a discount on commissions. I need to take advantage of that while I can."

"You really have it all planned out," I said, impressed a bit.

"Thanks. I have been working hard to make all of this happen. But everyone else is too. I hope to make it all seven years, keeping the pressure up on the top entrants."

"We'll just have to wait and see how the rankings sort out. Everyone is ranked publicly every six months."

"Yes. It is a big deal. It will be interesting to see where you land on the list, Justin," he said.

He seemed to tease me a bit, but it was fine. I possessed a massive edge over the competition. I will not brag, but I won't deny it.

"Well, if I don't do well, I can always turn to sweets and gambling," I joked.

"Please don't joke about that," Healer Melon said.

Karl gave me a questioning look.

"He is worried about my mother getting upset. But I have decided not to focus everything on her expectations. She will never be happy," I said while rubbing one ring on my finger.

"Ah. My parents are both adventurers. Not great ones, only reaching the 14th layer and just below level 80. They had high expectations of me as well. Unfortunately, I am much better at fighting than book learning. I am not bad, but compared to the true prodigies, I am better with a spear in my hand. If I can become a legend and make it to the Last Bastion, I will be quite happy."

"Admirable goals. For now, I will just be focusing on the top spot in the College of Advancement. After that, there are some personal things I need to deal with. Long term, well, I am in no rush planning decades into the future."

I had enough to worry about in the moment.

I had enough to do for at least the next century, given all the skills I needed to develop. I would not fret about the distant future, given its uncertainty. It was a massive headache just figuring out my first College of Advancement skills.

Upon graduation, I'd need to develop soul skills and find my curser to advance. I suspected my mother or her ally, but she was brutally honest. If she expected me to do something, she would say so. She wasn't a natural schemer. My mother was a disaster, but my father would be in a different situation because of his social skills and noble background. I sincerely hoped he wasn't the one responsible for the curse skill.

            

    
        Chapter 74 – Tier 4 Advice

    
    
    
    
                Anerac groaned as he sat at my table. Everywhere else was full now.

"Problem?"

I was getting lessons in dwarven culture and language from a tutor that Healer Melon had arranged, since Anerac was too busy now. After winning that race, he had gotten several sponsorships and a new magical carriage with the latest improvements.

"I can't get a Tier 4 skill no matter how hard I try."

"Ah, that problem."

"You know something?" he asked while looking at me with hope.

"Just what my mother told me. It is an issue of imagination. What does a tier 4 driving skill look like to you or feel like? And what is the bare minimum you can do to touch upon that skill?"

Tier 4 skills were the start of unique skills. The problem Anerac was facing was a common one, especially for a pioneer of a new skill.

That was why people became Squires or Apprentices to have higher tiers laid out for them. I suspected that was what my mother would give me if I placed in the top spot at the College of Advancement—a personal journal detailing her path to a Tier 6 skill and other top-tier skills.

This item was priceless since it made advancing in the higher tiers much easier. But even with help, people still struggled, and even without help, tier 6 was the limit. My mother had confirmed that her Tier 6 skill, Dawnbreaker Destruction, was only level 40. That was probably why she demonstrated at the end of our time together to show me the pinnacle of power, and I had asked a lot of questions during that period.

I had been thinking level 80 or 90. But tier 6 skills leveled incredibly slowly, and the bottlenecks were almost impossible to get past. How often would one be able to practice such a skill as well? My mother explained that higher-tier skills weren't always better; they were just more powerful. They also used up a lot of Mana.

Rationing Mana in the dungeon was crucial for an adventurer. It was too easy to burn through one's reserves and then be stuck in a dangerous position, struggling to survive.

As for higher-tier skills, it was about imagination and manipulating Mana enough for the System to recognize the skill. The System gave such skills personal names. It also made higher tiers more difficult because skills weren't as structured, which is why my mother eventually wanted me to acquire Runes Mastery and Weapons Mastery.

Acquiring all the foundational skills for each of those abilities would be huge. That was also the reason the College of Advancement sought more structured skills. Structured skills were more respected, as they're easier to teach and learn.

It was widely debated whether today's skills came from shared personal skills. The skill name chain, along with the skills, focus, and empowered abilities, only went up to tier 3. Resistance skills became stronger; however, they were incredibly hard to level once they hit immunity. The College of Advancement provided classes with only Fire and Poison Immunity skills, averaging about 1 level per month.

I was aware my mother wanted me to continue improving my resistance, and I saw the advantage. It's like having backup armor for emergencies. Not always reliable, yet crucial for reducing mortal danger.

"I can't think of anything," Anerac complained and slumped onto the table across from me.

"A Tier 4 driving skill? Hmmm. Maybe Carriage Sense would be a good support skill to understand its overall performance, but that would be tier 2. Maybe some reinforcement around the engine or the Mana compressor. To go faster, didn't you use a higher grade Mana mix?"

"Yes. That is genius. Overdrive," he said, and then his eyes went wide. "I got the skill. Tier 4."

There was a sense of awe and wonder in his voice. I forgot that high-tier skills were relatively rare unless one had a legacy like mine to draw upon. For a dwarf like Anerac, they were priceless. The fact that it was a single word as a skill name showed it had potential as a structured skill, rather than a more personal skill.

Anerac might be a fantastic driver, but he was nowhere near good enough to handle the Mana Manipulation to unlock a skill forcibly. Overdrive sounded like the kind of tier 4 driving skill that he would want.

"Justin, thank you! Thank you," he whispered.

He wasn't about to shout out that he had just gotten a tier 4 skill. After tier 3, most people kept their skills secret unless they directly related them to their profession.

"It was all your hard work. I just had a bit of an idea, that is all. Sometimes you need an outside perspective. So, what does this mean for you now? I know you already have sponsorships."

"Win some more races, of course, and open up a driving school. With a tier 4 skill, I qualify as an expert, especially since no other dwarf has a tier 4 driving skill," he explained. "You should learn from me and be my first customer."

"Please no. My stomach and head can't handle it," Healer Melon said. There was no way he would let me do a driving lesson on my own. I considered the Driving skill. It didn't seem that useful.

"Is it really that useful in the Balde's Maw?" I asked using the dwarven term for the dungeon.

"Of course. You have just seen the passenger and cargo machines. But I have seen the battle golems and other war machines. Once dwarven technology gets past a certain point, everyone will beg for a taste," Anerac said.

He wasn't the kind of person with many stats or skills, but he was passionate and very good at what he did. I wasn't trying to get more skills, but Driving was growing on me. I already had two junk skills, Sweet Tooth and Pulse Strike. One more wouldn't be the end of the world, even though my mother would sigh and give me a look of disappointment when she heard the skill.

"Alright! Sorry, Healer Melon," I said, and he let out a groan.

"My first customer. Don't worry, I am the best!"

"Let's plan a week from now. That way I can take a day off from my regular training."

I also needed a break from the training hall and resistance training. My mother made me feel guilty every time I had some sweets or wanted a spa day, but she hadn't put a cloud of gloom over driving.

"Perfect. That's more than enough time for me to make things official and get a temporary instruction license for Driving."

"How do people normally learn?"

"They get a magical carriage and try not to crash in the training area outside the city. But with a tier 4 skill, I can officially teach driving skills."

"It seems odd they don't let people teach before that."

He smiled. "It is about not leading dwarves down the wrong path or teaching something that will make it harder to get to a tier 4 skill. It gives credibility. Now, if I got a tier 5 skill, then I could take up the title of Driving Master, and my life would be complete."

The title of Master was often associated with a tier 5 skill. People would ask questions if you had that title but lacked a Tier 5 skill, even though it wasn't a strict rule. This might be the case if someone was a long-time top performer in a smaller field, such as Farming.

Many possessed the Farming skill, but advancing beyond tier 3 was tough. Farmers used the skill often, but not in high-pressure situations like Driving. Plus, those who worked hard on the skill had lower levels, resulting in less Vitality. They'd have shorter lives and less time to hone the skill.

That was why Anerac had a tier 4 skill, even though he was young. It was the pressure placed on him. Especially the life-or-death pressure. I knew the dwarves intentionally created this pressure to find the best drivers.

If there were a war or a conflict, Anerac would be Driving some giant war machine instead of a magical carriage. It was a bold move by the dwarves, but played to their strengths of finding a group of skills functional both in combat and in peace. They could transition a lot of dwarves into war machines quickly with no need to train up new skills.

The dwarves were probably stockpiling Mana cores as much as possible. I had seen the Adventurer's Guild in the city, and a lot of dwarves were going in and out. Given that the average descent lasted three months to a year, their actions indicated an attempt to get Mana cores.

It was improbable that a war would actually occur. Or at least a drawn-out one. They might attack the nearby human noble, display their war machines, then sell outdated ones.

Because of their craftspeople, copying the machines and teaching the Driving skill would harm other nations and empower the dwarves. Riches would be bestowed upon them.

Learning a new skill wasn't the point for me. It was about trying something innovative. Living wasn't just about skill development. Along the way, my mother lost track of that fact. While she had reached immense heights, it also meant that she lost out on quite a bit. Her mindset was incredibly rigid.

She would think learning the Driving skill a waste of time. I figured it would be enjoyable for a couple of days before the College of Advancement began accepting applications. It's not good to get lost in this all the time, but if I had to travel on the surface, I'd like to drive my own magical carriage. Even with the risk, speeding around tight corners looked fun.

Perhaps in twenty years, war machines will be in the dungeon. Understanding its function was key. Like my mother, I didn't like external equipment, but a spellblade needed a blade.

There were a lot of reasons to learn the Driving skill.

Ultimately, I did it because I wanted to. The justifications I came up with would only help win an argument if it came to that, or at least hold my ground.

            

    
        Chapter 75 – Driving

    
    
    
    
                We drove out of Undercraft through a tunnel to another cavern. This one wasn't as large as the one for the city, but it was still large. Magical carriages zipped about, and wreckage was pushed aside.

"The training chamber, as it is called," Anerac said, and Healer Melon let out a groan.

Some other magical carriages had stopped near the entrance where we stopped. We got some looks from the dwarves, but no one said anything as Anerac brought me around to the front.

"This isn't my racing vehicle, but the one I used to drive. Solid and dependable. Let's do a quick check before you drive, so you know what to look for to be sure things are safe."

"Got it."  

He went around to the front and moved a metal panel.

"The main thing there is the Mana compressor. Processed fuel goes in here, and there is a gauge by the steering wheel to know how much fuel you have left. The rating of this Mana compressor is red. While it can use stronger grades, don't use them. Unless you are really experienced and know what you are doing, your Mana compressor will probably blow."

"Got it. Know your fuel type."

"They colored the fuel cap red for that reason. They are all color-coded nowadays since there are different grades of fuel, so people don't get confused. More powerful Mana compressors need the higher grades. The fuel gets sprayed out into these cylinders. A runic inscription triggers the fuel, creating a void and a targeted burst of gravity, rapidly compressing the piston."

"That pushes other pistons up and turns a shaft, which moves the front wheels of the magical carriage," Anerac continued to explain. At the same time, he showed me the exhaust and the mirrors and all the other functions of a magical carriage.

I got into the driver's seat. Healer Melon was sitting in the back while Anerac was in the passenger seat.

 "Now, you can run the Mana compressor without running the car, since the drive shaft isn't currently engaged. Pull that knob out, twist, and push it back in. That will start up the Mana compressor."

I followed his instructions, and the car shook slightly.

"Now, once you pull that lever next to you and push forward, the drive shaft will lock in. You don't want to pull the main drive lever unless you aren't moving quickly. If you pull back, you will go in reverse. Don't do that. Once it's engaged, we will start moving. Control the magical carriage through the wheel, which will angle the front tires."

I did what he instructed, and the magical carriage moved about fairly quickly, but not at the speed he had gone.

"Take your time. Get the hang of turning. You're going at base speed. You can push down on the right foot pedal to speed up, as more fuel is used to compress the pistons more quickly, or you can push the left foot pedal to apply a pressure brake. Don't slam on the brakes since they use pads. Don't press both at once, either. Why don't you try hitting the brake and then coming to a stop?"

I did that and stopped the magical carriage.

"That wasn't that hard."

"It really isn't. Driving is simple once you know what to do. The real challenge is when you want to push the limits. Now let's get going again and take the track that is marked with red flags. That is for beginners."

There were no close brushes with death, and I didn't push the limits of the magical carriage. Despite that, driving was enjoyable. The speed was incredible and easily matched the speed of a legend on foot once I got going. It had nothing on my mother or specific speed-boosting skills, but even with those limitations, I could understand the potential dwarves saw in this technology.

As Anerac drove us back to his mother's inn, I had a question. "What about the Mana compressor? Can I take a look?"

"You would have to buy one yourself. They sealed them up tight. One misalignment, and things can go badly as they rip themselves apart. The cylinders are quite delicate, but they also need to be robust. And you need a mechanic, a profession."

"What is the fundamental skill of a mechanic?"

"Mechanism Skills. No one has an Empowered Mechanism as far as I know, but there could be someone in the military. But you need that skill to work with the various parts and components safely to make sure you take everything apart and put it back together."

"Do you have the skill?"

"Yes, just tier 1. I messed around with this vehicle quite a bit, figuring out how everything works, but I wouldn't dare take apart the Mana compressor. That is how you have accidents and dead dwarves."

"And it doesn't break?"

"Not easily unless you crash or mess something up yourself. All the cases I know where a Mana compressor failed are because someone did something to it that they shouldn't have. Three corporations make them, and there used to be a lot of accidents. Now the councils have cracked down on that kind of thing heavily."

It was weird, since I could understand buying and using a sword. You bought the sword, and so it was yours. I knew how to take care of my weapon and clean it properly. But Anerac didn't understand how everything worked in the Mana compressor.

But for these Mana compressors, there were too many other professions involved. It felt unearned that such incredible craftsmanship was available to regular people. That was what threw me off about the entire situation.

Though elitist, it changed societal function. Mana compressors were used for more than just magical carriages. They were now showing up in modern farm machinery. If it had the strength to pull people, it could pull a plow.

The interesting aspect was that the System recognized Driving skill. Does the Farming skill cover farming machines, or would a new skill arise?

Once back at the inn, we had dinner. Anerac had an event to go to, so he took off while Healer Melon and I enjoyed a mushroom stew and fresh bread for dinner.

"Have fun?" Healer Melon asked me.

I had paid a gold coin for an entire day's driving lesson.

"Yes, actually. I plan to arrange a couple more training sessions for the Driving skill."

"At least you aren't crazy like the other dwarves."

"They are trying to push the skill to new heights. Increasing the level would be a massive headache after the initial surge, since it depends on the equipment. It is easier to go faster or take greater risks."

"Are you planning to take greater risks? At those speeds, if you hit something, or the Mana compressor explodes, you are done for," Healer Melon said while his bald head glinted in the magical light.

"I don't plan to make it my profession. Driving is fun, but I'm unsure about the limits of the magical carriage. There are also many more tricks for going faster and developing supporting skills. No, I want a strong understanding of the skill and not to be completely hopeless if I must drive something."

"You are diluting your focus and training, but we have already had that argument," Healer Melon said, reminding me of what my mother would say.

"That is fine. I am not a golem or a puppet. If I want to learn a fun skill, then I will. I mean, even Sweet Tooth lets me savor sweets better."

Healer Melon's bald head got several worry wrinkles, and then he let out a sigh. "Fine. I am just supposed to watch over you."

"All the way through my time at the College of Enrollment?"

"Yes. And a few years after that, for ten years total. They allow one retainer per student to go with them to the College of Advancement."

"I am betting most students get a guard of some kind."

"Most do. But a Healer who can replenish reserves is more useful for training."

"And my mother isn't worried about my safety?" I asked just to understand what she was thinking.

"She is trying to give you space to succeed or fail on your own. You wanted independence; well, you have it. Learning a Driving skill, really?"

He gave me a look of disappointment.

"After all the skill levels I gained in the previous three months, my methods work best. Maybe there will be a unique skill synergy somewhere. Regardless, I enjoyed driving. Don't ruin it."

"Fine, fine. It isn't my place to judge." He was judging me quite a bit. "I am just worried about you. Right now, it is a couple of simple skills, but what if you get more depraved skills? There are dangerous drugs out there, like Pi Crystals or Pic."

"Like the math term or the food?"

"It is an acronym. Powered infused crystals. Easy to become dependent on the stuff. A jolt of Mana right into your soul, but it will cause health complications. Drug Connoisseur is a terrible skill to get. I am worried you are going down a dark path."

"Driving will not lead to drugs. There is no skill synergy there."

"People say that. But then they are struggling to live and want more drugs. Anerac is taking Pic."

"What?" I asked in shock, and Healer Melon nodded.

"I did a health scan of both of you during the driving session. He shows clear signs of Mana destabilization. He is an addict and definitely has the skill Drug Connoisseur. The health issue is that Mana isn't entering evenly from his soul. There is residual damage, like scarring from where he has overdrawn. This boosts stats, which he probably did to give himself an advantage in the races. But once you start, it is hard to stop. It takes months to recover from that type of damage initially. Once you take the stuff for too long, it will be too late."

"And you checked without his permission?"

"I asked. Remember? After that hard turn. And he didn't object. You need to be careful with whom you associate yourself."

"Why are people so disappointing once you know them better?"

"That is just nature. Just as everyone doesn't know your history, you don't know their history. But that is why you need to be careful. You absolutely cannot take any substance. Your Alchemical toxicity is too high. If you do something like that, especially with Pic, you will die or be seriously injured if I manage to save you."

"I promise I won't take weird things."

"Hmm, as long as you understand," Healer Melon said.

Driving didn't seem so fun anymore.

            

    
        Chapter 76 – Interlude 6

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

"Blood Gore," I said, greeting the crazed naked man in front of me. Monster entrails dripped from his hands and body. I had Sarah out and ready to swing if he got any ideas.

"Elena! Wonderful to see you down here. Just wonderful," he said with a pleasant smile, but that didn't hide the madness behind his eyes. He licked his bloody lips, the disgusting pig.

"Two things I want to talk about…"

"Talking. Hmm. You have gotten stronger."

"I went back down to the 25th layer recently on a little errand."

"Oh, pushing the limits. A new level, level 160?"

"Something like that," I replied, and he gestured. Two stones rose for an invitation to sit.

"I would say peace for peace and fist for fist, but all I have are fists," he joked as he sat down. I sat down as well, with my blade in my lap, ready to use at a moment's notice. "So, what brings Warlady Elena down here to the 23rd layer, interrupting my kill fun time?"

I could tell he used a twist of words with multiple meanings. 'Kill fun time' could mean he was having fun killing or killing the fun time of others. Blood Gore was an insane brute, but he wasn't stupid. You don't become a Supreme Legend by being stupid. He was still a pig, though.

"A legend with an experience-siphon cursed skill. Tier 6. They also use poisons. Do you know anything?"

"Trouble in paradise?"

"They attacked my son," I replied, and Blood Gore frowned.

"The child?" he asked, and I nodded. "Bastard. If they want a fight, come to me. I love fighting and killing. And eating. Can't forget the eating." He was as insane as his mentor Bastian. "I know of someone like this."

I immediately paid much closer attention. My first lead.

"But I want something from you."

"What?"

"A kiss."

I was expecting something like this from the human-shaped pig. I immediately got up and strode over to him.

Anything for my son.

Grabbing the back of his head, I pushed my face onto his bloody lips. My sword was at his side, prepared for any moves he made. I figured he'd object if the kiss was insincere. That man possessed no honor.

Three minutes of kissing later, I broke it off, and he didn't keep hold of me as I backed up.

"Wow," he said as I went and sat back down. I wanted to spit out, but that would just annoy him.

I had suffered and would not give him a single excuse. And if he knew nothing, there would be one less Supreme Legend. He looked at me, clearly wanting me to rush him along, but I didn't fall for such a petty trick. He was also getting excited, but if he tried anything, he would regret it.

"You are decisive. I like that. I can see why you are stronger than I am, even with my constant fighting. You have no weaknesses, or perhaps one — your child."

I just tapped a single finger on my sword, clearly sending a message to him to hurry.

"Fine, fine. No foreplay at all." There had been too much already. "Legend Xanatos. That's the name of the man you want. I know them from my run-ins with the Dark Cabal."

"Killing them or trading with them?" I asked, and Blood Gore smiled at me.

"Both!" I should have expected such an answer. But the Dark Cabal would be annoying to deal with. "He is quite high in their ranks as well. Maybe even their current leader."

"I will find and kill him. Now that I have a name, there is no escape."

"A mother on the hunt is scary. Quite scary. You mentioned two things?"

"I am considering a final descent. The Mathemancer, The Librarian, you, and me. A team of supreme legends."

"Oh, you should have started off with that. Now you are making me throb with excitement. How deep?"

"The 35th layer to see if there is a core beyond violet."

"Deep, very deep. Getting back out won't be easy."

"It won't be. But are you interested?"

"Hmm, yes. Count me in. I will go down to the 24th layer after this. Got to push myself a bit more if I want to be ready. How long are you thinking?"

"Less than a decade, but likely in a couple of years. We will find you when we all descend and pick you up on the way."

No one wanted Blood Gore to go toward the surface. Best he stays buried deep in the dungeon.

"Sounds good. New monsters. New food. Perhaps the excitement of us together will open up new doors."

"You are a pig in human form, Blood Gore. You are also strong. But I will never submit to someone like you."

He licked his lips. "That's what makes you the only woman to tempt me. If you offer a bit more, I would help with this Dark Cabal matter."

I stood up. I was willing to give up a kiss, but anything else would debase me.

"I can handle my business."

"Well, then we just have to spar. Three exchanges."

"I will embarrass you just like I have embarrassed you before,"

"Let me taste you again!" Another statement with two meanings. Either he wanted to kiss me again or eat me in some depraved cannibalism act. One could never be sure with Blood Gore the Butcher.

He rushed at me.

"Rebound Shield."

A glowing half-circle of Mana formed up, and he slammed into it and then bounced off. A Tier 5 skill I had learned from that Abnormal down on the 25th layer.

Blood Gore went stumbling back a few steps as the shield disappeared.

"First exchange to me."

Blood Gore spat out a mouthful of blood to the side.

"Aura of Boiling Blood."

Already going to his signature skill, like I used Slice as my signature skill. Tier 4 and heavy on the Mana use. But he had Mana to spare.

Unfortunately for Blood Gore, it only tickled me slightly as his Mana washed over me. He rushed at me as his hands grew long, Mana-infused claws. He really was half beast, fighting like this, completely naked.

The crazy people in the dungeon were the worst, and Blood Gore was at the pinnacle of that flaming pile of garbage.

Sarah moved quickly as I easily deflected each of his attacks. He was strong, but he didn't properly invest in skill synergies. As I deflected his attacks, I unleashed a Hyper Blade into the surrounding stone at precise angles.

That's why thinking was our people's advantage against the dungeon monsters. That explains his difficulty going further. He could endure anything in battle and then resume fighting. He was virtually indestructible. This wasn't a real fight, and it was brief.

Even decapitation wouldn't end him, plus he had those annoying death curse abilities. Likely learned from the Dark Cabal. Blood Gore only desired more twisted abilities, exchanging them for dungeon cores.

I pushed my Mana out, and the runic trap activated. Glowing white chains rose from the floor and wrapped around him.

"Really, Blood Gore?" I asked him as I stepped away.

"AHHHH! Dammit! Not again," he cursed, and I shook my head.

He never learned because he was too focused on directly attacking me. Not subtle in the slightest.

"You can spend some time cooling off until the Mana I used runs out in a month or so," I replied, since I had pushed quite a lot of Mana into the runes.

He calmed down and let out a snort.

"At least you aren't The Mathemancer. It is my loss. Until next time, Elena. I look forward to descending with you," he replied calmly.

That was why he was so dangerous. One second, he was manic; the next, he would be happy to have a polite discussion. The man clearly had issues, but he was too strong and set in his ways to fix them.

I gave him a nod and departed.

My next stop was the Dark Cabal, who were a group of crazies who believed in complete and utter depravity. Rumor had it that they used a hidden repository of knowledge to train new members. Drugs, monster smuggling, slavery, and anything else they could do to make money and make others miserable, they did all to enhance their power while bringing the world to ruin.

I should have realized it was them, but I thought they'd be smarter. The strong were not their targets. The potential for backlash is too high.

But they thought they could hurt my son?!

Xanatos would soon learn why messing with me was a mistake.

Without having to worry about Squires, my progress through the dungeon was incredibly quick.

Legend Xanatos of the Dark Cabal

"Another prophetic divination, master."

I took the sheet of paper and waved away the Shadow.

Sarah comes for the darkest shadow.
The hidden watches closely

There were only two lines, but the information was enough.

Sarah was the name of Supreme Legend Elena's sister. It was difficult information to get, but nothing that our Past Seers could not work out. And of course, the woman would name her blade after her beloved family member. The darkest shadow could only refer to me, the leader of the Dark Cabal.

There was concern about the second line. There had been several references to someone or something being hidden and observing. But if they didn't act, it wasn't a major concern.

Her son had seemed like an excellent target, but she was clearly not giving up. I had been hoping to leverage such a connection, but all our divinations showed it would end in disaster. Supreme Legend Elena did not compromise. She murdered her foes, and I was at the top of the list because I cursed her offspring. The regular tricks and traps would not suffice to deal with someone of her caliber.

Tapping my skull throne, I contemplated other, much more dangerous possibilities. Immense power and Alchemy are combined in a ritual. I won't endanger the Dark Library, my predecessors' gift, and the most significant knowledge repository.

The world needed a reminder of the Dark Cabal. Undercraft and the College of Advancement would be ideal settings for this conflict. Elena went beyond the Last Bastion to talk to Blood Gore. The only person aware of my identity and willing to speak with Elena.

The man was a brute, but nobody else could safely trade with him, which is a shame. A single error would cost the negotiator their life. Taking control of the Dark Cabal resulted from our trades; however, I was exposed.

"Get two eggs. The ones kept in storage," I said with a grimace.

Two was better than one, and Elena deserved the best. It's a pity to use both so quickly, but they won't be enough. Elena was someone to watch out for, and I benefited from her son's training. Not as great as actual experience, but every bit helped.

            

    
        Chapter 77 – Corporate Offer

    
    
    
    
                "Justin Burnstock?" A young male dwarf with a thin, well-groomed beard approached me in the lobby of the training hall as Healer Melon and I left for the day. "My apologies for the sudden appearance, but my letters requesting a meeting have gone unanswered. I am Rumbar Oakshield, Senior Director of Strategic Planning at Oakshield Corporation."

"There have been requests for meetings, but they have all been declined as per your instructions," Healer Melon said, and I nodded.

"I am not interested in getting involved in local politics or anything similar."

I didn't want to get caught up in any drama. Driving was okay, but Dwarven politics were completely different. It was difficult enough to understand human politics, and it was simpler with nobility. The dwarves had councils and corporations, which made their political structure a twisted web.

"Then perhaps dinner? The Chef's Pinnacle is the best restaurant in the city, and I have an open reservation tonight. You don't have to accept my request; I just ask you to hear me out."

We were just planning to go back to the inn tonight.

"I am not suitably attired," I replied, since I was wearing training clothes. Not official business clothes for a meal in a fancy restaurant.

"I am happy to take you back to your inn if you wish. You can decide if you want to hear my proposal over dinner," he said, not giving up.

I had to give this Rumbar Oakshield credit for being persistent.

"You have to drive back to my inn to talk with me." Since he made this much effort, I would accept him.

"Thank you for your valuable time, but I am sure you will be interested in what I offer you," he said with a smile.

We left the training hall and got into a magical carriage that had a driver already inside. We took a seat in the back, which was completely separated from the front. It was the carriage type I had seen human nobility use and used myself in the past.

Oakshield Corporation specializes in high-volume, low-tier adventurer equipment. We are looking to launch several new products in the coming year, targeting various markets in various human kingdoms. We want you to become our new model for advertising this product launch."

"Why me?" I asked while trying to understand precisely what he wanted from me.

"I can see you value honesty. Your mother is quite famous, but her equipment is all custom-made. But our merchandise at Oakshield is for new adventurers, targeting the tier 1 and tier 2 equipment market. Specifically, we also rate headwear, armor, boots, and combat gloves for processing. Adventurers could fully gear themselves with our equipment at that tier in terms of armor.

I nodded along as the magical carriage drove Healer Melon and me back to our inn.

"You would use our equipment for the next twenty years for one thousand gold. We would create a drawing of your image and use your name and appearance in our marketing."

"And that would make a difference for you?" I asked, skeptical of his claims. This seemed like a scam to tarnish my name and reputation.

"Marketing and Advertising are skills. They are about selling goods. And you are quite famous among adventurers—the only child of Supreme Warlady Elena and a starting adventurer yourself. Our marketing line would be 'If the Oakshield gear is good enough for Justin Burnstock, it is good enough for you'. We already have a contract in place with the Adventurer's Guild."

"And you want to give me a thousand gold for this?" I said with skepticism, since it felt low for twenty years. I had nothing to compare this offer to besides the amount of money itself.

"Yes," he replied with a solid nod of his head.

"You know my mother wouldn't endorse your corporation at all." Trying to get to my mother through me would only end in tears and death.

"Of course. The deal is for you. Your mother's gear is not our market segment. Anything tier 3 and higher is custom-made. We don't compete in that market segment. Only lower-tier equipment."

"Not weapons?"

"We do that as well, but adventurers are quite picky about such equipment. And you clearly have a well-crafted blade of your own."

"What do you think?" I asked Healer Melon.

"It's a lot of money, but also not that much to commit to this," he replied.

"The thing is, no one has done something like this before. While we call adventurers over level 100 legends, translating that fame into money isn't simple. Your mother is very famous, but she could make a lot of money by endorsing a product."

"She would say it is a waste of time, and she can make far more money fighting in the dungeon."

"Of course. Of course. Ah, but you would get all the tier 1 and tier 2 equipment you need from us as part of the deal."

That made it more tempting, but I did not know how valuable my image or endorsement would be. The entire deal seemed like some scam. People made goods, and others purchased them.

Advertising? Marketing? The magical carriage came to a stop at the inn. "I am going to have to-"

"Before you decide, perhaps dinner would be a good idea? My treat," he said.

I was about to decline, since I understood nothing about this at all. Getting caught up with a Dwarven Corporation seemed like a bad idea.

"You really are persistent," I replied as I opened the door.

"My apologies if I am rude, but I see the opportunity to make lots of money together."

"I will get changed, then I will have some very pointed questions over dinner," I replied with a sigh.

"Of course. I am happy to answer any questions you might have to put your mind at ease."

I went into the inn and to my room.

Sharing a room meant Healer Melon and I took turns changing after each other. I didn't arrange anything formal, as Dwarven and human styles diverged. They chose to display wealth with gemstones over colorful, close-fitting clothes.

I selected an adventurer's outfit for occasions like this. It wasn't tier 1, compared to my usual equipment, yet I could wear it while socializing as a beginner adventurer. The new gear was something I purchased in Undercraft. It was martial for a dinner, but that was the purpose of the meeting. I was going as an adventurer, not as a noble. I also took more pride in my combat skills than in my noble background. Healer Melon wore fancy white robes with gold stitching instead of his usual gray ones.

We returned to the magical carriage and departed with Rumbar Oakshield. The restaurant was close to the city center and the training hall. After we ordered, I spoke up because Rumbar had been quiet.

"My reputation is important to me. Once it is ruined, it is challenging to get back. I am also concerned that you are trying to use my name to capitalize on my mother's fame."

"Those are very valid concerns. We are looking to associate you with our gear. Instead of wearing what you are wearing right now, you would wear Oakshield products unless you had tier 3 gear to replace them with. As for your mother, I won't lie, that is why you are famous in adventurer circles. Most only know you by name when discussing your mother."

"The problem is that you want to involve me in something I don't understand or the political ramifications. Dwarven politics are exceedingly complicated because of your various councils. If I support Oakshield, then another corporation could become upset with me. I prefer not to make enemies."

"We compete in business, not fighting. That is the dwarven policy for corporations. While we aren't helpless, everyone plays within the rules. We are about making money."

"And if I sign up, you can use my mother's name when discussing certain things. I am ignorant or naïve. Just by associating with me, you are looking to use my mother's fame."

"That is a major part of why we are offering you this deal. There are no other young adventurers as famous as you. You are also a long-term investment by us to build up our brand awareness."

They paused the conversation for a moment while the server brought out hearty steaks.

"I feel like I am in the dungeon, and I don't understand the environment before me. While learning about the unknown and braving it are important, it's equally important not to put myself in a disadvantageous position unnecessarily. I don't see how I can endorse a dwarven corporation without understanding the risks involved."

I was ignorant about quite a bit, but I knew when to step back. A thousand gold might sound like a lot. But I had seen Oakshield tier 1 equipment. It was high quality, and each tier 1 piece sold for 1 to 2 gold. There were millions of adventurers.

Offering me a thousand gold for twenty years was a complete scam. Sure, there were manufacturing and transportation costs, but I knew that Oakshield would make a lot of money. They had their gear even in Burnstock's Adventurer's Guild, marketed as dwarven craftsmanship.

Although I was uncertain of my fame, everyone knew my mother's name. Rumbar Oakshield should have offered a percentage of sales, a shorter time frame, or better terms if he was being serious instead of trying to scam me. I would enjoy the well-cooked dinner from a professional, but I would not agree with anything.

He was probably a low-ranked employee trying to make a big splash in the corporation where he worked. While his last name was Oakshield, that meant nothing. I knew enough about dwarven culture to know they would change their last names to match the corporation they worked for to show loyalty. It wasn't like human nobility.

Looking at the clothing Rumbar was wearing, it was decent but not overly impressive. The number of gemstones wasn't that great, and they were of lower quality. I might not be a gem appraiser, but I wasn't ignorant. I would enjoy the meal, but I planned to politely decline the insultingly low offer, which had hidden strings attached.

            

    
        Chapter 78 – Interlude 7

    
    
    
    
                Darren Burnstock

"Your son will enroll soon," The Mathemancer said.

I gave him a slight smile as we sat on the balcony of the highest tower overlooking the Ice-Capped Mountains just before dawn, enjoying some wonderful tea.

"He is quite capable for his age," I replied neutrally.

There was one question I wanted to ask but didn't dare to. Ripping off the veil of civility was quite dangerous.

"Don't worry. My College will protect him. The same goes for all my students. Even though the flames of war will reignite once again, you will not make this your fortress. This is a place of learning," he said while staring at me.

"But you don't mind me recruiting?" I asked.

"Words are wind. But anyone who tries to change this place after I leave will be in for a nasty surprise. Even someone with…your skills."

I set down my teacup. "You know."

"That you are a soul mage who cast aside most of your skills to be reborn. Yes. As for your true identity, I have a couple of guesses."

As expected of a Supreme Legend.

"Are you going to expose me?"

"I should. But I will not. The affairs of the surface will soon be a distant memory," The Mathemancer said while looking outwards towards the rising sun.

"Even if you could live longer?"

"Your method isn't stable. There are cracks in your soul. While you have tried your best to fix them, there are still cracks," he said, and I winced at this.

I knew this. Even with the increased levels Elena had given me from power leveling, I had changed bodies too many times. The current one was highly compatible, but it wasn't as perfect as the body I had been born with over two millennia ago.

"Any suggestions?"

"Even with my knowledge of Soul Magic, you clearly used a tier 6 skill of some kind. Let me guess, hmmm, ripping out your skills to shrink your soul. The damage to your mind must be extensive."

The Mathemancer easily pinpointed the weakness of my skill. I waited for a suggestion to fix the problem.

"Oh, you can't fix it yourself. You need someone else. Your son?" he asked while gazing at me.

"One option."

"You pushed Elena to use soul fruits and her child, setting him on such a path. A very long gambit. I can feel my divination skills tingling."

"That is the problem, despite my best efforts otherwise. The Dark Cabal is going to cause trouble."

I disliked divination skills, but they were quite useful for knowing when something big and dangerous was about to occur. That was the reason for my delightful tea with The Mathemancer. Everything was building toward a climax and confrontation.

"I am prepared. Timing is everything. Unfortunately, Undercraft will be no more, which is why underground building is so dangerous. No room to escape, and it could all come crumbling down."

"The Dwarves should have been wiped out long ago. Nothing but troublemakers, those subhuman races. The Elves created the Dark Library and founded the Dark Cabal. Bah!"

"Their leader, Xanatos, is a human, and the other races are not subhuman. The Dark Library is quite an achievement, though. Binding a pocket space with intelligence to keep it hidden is quite fascinating. I believe they were wiped out three times in the past, but it just wouldn't go away like a curse."

"Like I said, it should have been wiped out long ago. Who is the new Dark Lord of the Cabal?"

Since we were having a candid conversation, I wanted to know who the deranged madman running things was.

"The Dark Lord Xanatos. I am guessing soul and poison skills."

"My son was his target," I replied with a frown.

"If you remove all other possibilities, only one remains. Your wife went to see Blood Gore and should be returning shortly," he replied, and we both sipped our tea. My mind raced. Everything was converging, which was why I felt future tremors through my divination skills. "The Dark Lord seems to think he can use my College as a battleground. He will be sorely mistaken. I created this place from the ground up to see further than anyone else."

I knew he wasn't referring to the view from his balcony. The enchantments protecting this place were insanely impressive, even by my standards. We had only a slight breeze of cool wind instead of a bone-cutting blizzard. The scale and perfect balance of everything impressed me, not the weather protection.

"So, you are going to make your tomb in the dungeon — a shame."

"Better than dying in bed. Or clinging to a half-life, or should I call it a quarter?"

That was a fair critique.

"Perhaps there is an opportunity. You won't mind my taking action?"

"You agreed to teach for a year. That is the cost of trying to create trouble for the world by recruiting legends from my College. If you aren't in the College when we leave, you will be left behind, and I will be unhappy that you broke our agreement."

"Ah, no worries. I don't plan to leave. Just a couple of discrete skills."

They were skills I had grasped onto and didn't let go of during my rebirths.

"You are a dangerous man, Edric," The Mathemancer said, guessing my true name.

"I guess I left behind too many clues, but it is Darren now," I replied.

"My mistake. So how deep did you go?"

"The 29th layer."

"It's a shame you didn't go one more."

"I prefer living. When the monsters use soul magic and other esoteric nonsense, it becomes suicide."

"Perhaps, but I believe there is something at the bottom."

"Infinity is a concept many cannot grasp."

"True. Very true," he said, and we both sipped our tea again. The sun was almost entirely past the mountain peaks.

"Any regrets?" he asked as I set the empty teacup down on the table between us.

"Countless. Since you know who I am, consider the debt repaid, Matthew."

"I appreciate the thought, but I repaid the debt long ago. If anything, you are in my debt."

"Perhaps. You will have to return to collect on it."

"You can leave all this behind. Come with us."

For one glorious moment, I felt tempted. Reaching the bottom of the dungeon was the dream of any true adventurer. Back when I first entered over two millennia ago, I had dreamed of finding out all its secrets.

That connection was one of many I had used to manipulate Elena. Even now, The Mathemancer was being influenced by me. These powerful people could easily kill me, but they lacked the understanding of a passive Tier 6 social skill.

Convergent Harmonic Mindset was incredibly powerful and dangerous. It allowed me to understand people, bringing my mindset closer to theirs, while my very presence brought their thoughts closer to mine. The subtle ripples of energy were incredibly minute, blending in with the background energy of the world itself.

It wasn't mind control, but it offered me an unparalleled ability to manipulate the strong. True strength was not at the end of a sword or a spell, but in bending others to your will. It is a shame that supreme legends could only bend so much. Their souls were too strong. I could only direct them in a way that benefited me.

"I believe I am better suited for the surface than the dungeon."

"With your Tier 6 social skill, I would say so. It is subtle, but I have long since pushed my sensory skills to spot such things."

"My apologies," I quickly said as my heart froze.

"Oh no. It is very rare to see such skills in action. It is quite inspirational. Using the background energy to impact an individual subtly. A touch as light as a feather. My control of energy around me is also good enough to give you false information, letting me breakthrough on Micro Mana Manipulation. If anything, I should thank you for the opportunity."

"I appreciate your forbearance," I replied.

"You are too linear in your thinking, Edric. It was your downfall before, and it will be your downfall once again. That, along with your constant grasping for power and life. While the Eldarin Empire was impressive, it was also wasteful, ignorant, and cruel."

"It was necessary to wipe out the demons. An intelligent race born from the dungeon would have doomed us all."

"True, but it was what came after that which was distasteful. You didn't stop at the demons. Slavery. The savagery. The death camps. Wars that will never end."

"It is easy to criticize, but those powerful people needed an outlet. The dwarves and elves sided with our enemies at the very end, fearing humanity's power. They deserved fire and blood for their treachery."

"And the future? What does that hold besides war?"

"A new dawn. This time, we will do things right without the slavery."

There would still be wars and death camps, of course. Nothing like a good purging to get the people in line and working effectively.

"I admire your persistence if nothing else. Also, the plays you have written throughout the centuries were entertaining. Twilight of the Eldarins was quite amusing."

"Ah, you are probably the only one left that knows my hobby," I replied with a smile.

The Mathemancer shook his head. "Your ability to make fun of yourself was always a source of amusement."

"I find a sense of humor is the sign of a stable mind. Especially humor at oneself. Too many people take themselves far too seriously."

"And you went and had a child with Elena."

I shrugged slightly at this accusation. "Just keeping my options open, and I believe children are the future. Giving back to society and all that."

"The mental hoops you jump through must exercise your mental skills quite a bit," The Mathemancer said, poking fun at me.

I smiled at the joke. It was quite well done, but not enough to make me laugh. "True. I do like making things complicated. It creates so many more options. Still, cutting to the heart of the matter has its own benefits."

The Mathemancer winced slightly. "That skill is a menace."

"I didn't give up all my skills. Especially not the most important ones."

I couldn't even if I wanted to. It made my reincarnations much more difficult than they needed to be, but tier 6 skills were quite amazing, and I had three of them.

The pinnacle of social skills, replacing a soul, and the most devastating attack skill in existence. Just a single whisper could undo even the strongest opponent. It was my ultimate trump card. Using it was insanely difficult and costly, but it had amazing synergy with all my other social skills. One just needed to time things to set the pace for victory.

"You sure you don't want to take over as Dean?"

"My ambitions differ from yours. The skill training will help me repair many skills, and there are legends I need," I replied without hesitation.

It was a tempting offer, but I had far greater dreams and ambitions. Taking over this world was just the start. One College of Advancement was nothing in comparison.

"A shame. I would wish you luck with your endeavors, but you will bring misery and despair to countless beings. The horrors of the Eternal Empire echo throughout eternity. Bringing it back is a mistake, even without slavery. Now, I have other arrangements. It was good to chat with you one last time, Edric."

"If you reach the bottom, I hope you make it back," I said.

While we disagreed, that was fine. If he didn't get in my way, I would accept him stepping aside as I pursued my ambitions.

"I doubt it, but that makes it exciting. The unknown is waiting for me."

I disagreed, but I regretted that I would lose one of the few true acquaintances that I had left.

I slowly got up and left the balcony. Nothing else needed to be said between us.

            

    
        Chapter 79 – The College of Advancement

    
    
    
    
                "Quite busy," I said while looking at the massive plaza that was filled with thousands of people applying to the College of Advancement.

People were filling out the application forms with great intensity. Both older people and people my age were applying. We arrived early to avoid the crowd, but so did others.

"Indeed. We need to find where you should go," Healer Melon said.

There were several guards directing people, and elite guards in the background watching over everything.

"Excuse me, where do pre-selected applicants go?" I asked a guard.

"You should go on over there. Under the golden banner with the College's symbol," he said.

I looked at where he was pointing. "Thank you."

Healer Melon and I made our way over. A woman with a serious expression held a clipboard, guarding a roped-off area near a building.

"Name," she said as we approached.

"Justin Burnstock. My letter of acceptance came from The Mathemancer," I said.

Her frown and stern look softened quite a bit as I handed the documentation over.

"Mister Burnstock, your prompt arrival on the first day of admission is welcome and appreciated. The man with you is your retainer?"

"Yes, Healer Melon of the Five Star Institute of Healing," I replied, and she nodded.

"Excellent. Staff Member Melody has been assigned to guide you for the entrance. She is one of the best."

"Isn't there an interview?" I asked, and the old woman nodded and glanced at the sheets in my hand.

"Indeed, there is. I see you have your status sheet already prepared, which is good. We will verify several of the skills and ensure that you are entering the school under your own desire. However, we waived the pre-admission screening." I got to skip a step, which was nice. "Now, ask the attendant to help you find Staff Member Melody inside, and they will take you directly to the school."

We went inside the building, and I let the attendant at the doorway know I was looking for Staff Member Melody.

A middle-aged woman with a big smile came over. I noticed that most of the people were humans, not dwarves.

"Mister Justin Burnstock?" she asked me.

"Yes, Staff Member Melody?" I asked.

"Indeed. I have the name badge and everything," she said with a smile while gesturing at the gold name badge on her chest. It had her picture and name on it. The picture showed material other than gold, capturing her appearance in high-definition color. It wasn't a painting, but a new technique of artwork. "Are you ready to head to the College?"

"Yes."

"And you, sir. A retainer?"

"Yes, Healer Melon from the Five Star Institute of Healing," he replied, and she nodded.

"Rarely do we get a healer as a retainer. But as a healer, you are welcome. Come, let us go to the elevator to get to the College."

We followed her through a long hallway.

"What happens now? I was told I got to skip the pre-interview?"

"We screen most applicants with a pre-interview before admittance. Someone rarely gets fast-tracked like you. It requires more than just connections or wealth. Only the Dean can approve such things. Once we get to the College, I will review your status sheet and do a final confirmation regarding your skills. Then, I will assist you with class selection and settling in. I am also your advisor for your time here in the College of Advancement."

"I am guessing most people don't get individual treatment?"

Typically, we arrange students in groups of ten. Those who have more promise get better advisors. For most staff members, it is a second responsibility on top of their primary responsibilities, like food preparation, security, or other staff services. However, I am a full-time advisor here to assist students who will likely reach graduation."

"That is good to hear. I have a lot of questions, and I have already reviewed the course book for this year," I said as we reached a large metal elevator. It was big enough to fit four magical carriages.

"That is good to hear. It shows your attention to detail and desire to improve. Both traits will help you reach graduation and become a full graduate of the College of Advancement."

We stepped inside the elevator. There was only one person at the controls. The door quickly closed, and we ascended.

"Not waiting for other people?" I asked.

"No. They can group up below for when the elevator returns. There is no need to wait for others. You must embrace this mindset. If you aren't first and getting ahead, you are already falling behind."

"Don't worry, I know how to work hard and get ahead. I am probably the most advanced student in relation to their age your College has ever received."

"A bold claim, but a possibility. You are at the minimum age we allow entrants who have received approval from the Dean himself. That isn't simple."

"My ears," I muttered.

"Just the pressure changes from the air. Swallow while keeping your mouth open to equalize the pressure in your head."

"So, the College is above Undercraft?"

"Yes. It allows us to take advantage of the city while remaining separate. Supplies, people, and other goods always go up and down this elevator. It has an alloy steel structure of incredible strength surrounded by a layer of rock. There are two separate safety mechanisms, so there is no need to worry about falling or having an accident. And now here we are."

"That was quick."

"There is passive runework reducing the effects of acceleration, making travel up and down incredibly quick," Melody explained as the operator for the elevator opened the doors.

A cool, clean breeze refreshed us. The intense light in the sky made me blink multiple times. We stepped off the elevator, which closed behind us and descended.

We were in a large courtyard, with the elevator building behind us. It opened directly onto multiple roads that converged at the elevator. Up above, in front of me, there was a massive tower, looming over everything. There were buildings below it, then a large amount of carefully manicured grounds as good as the Burnstock estate's own grounds. There were some more buildings, followed by an enormous wall around the perimeter.

This was the College of Advancement—the pinnacle of learning skills and rapidly advancing them.

 "Welcome, Mister Burnstock, to the College of Advancement. The premier educational institution in the entire world, overseen by the Dean, the Supreme Legend, The Mathemancer. For the next several years, you will compete against other students to graduate from this elite institution, ascending to even greater heights," Melody declared proudly while gesturing with her arm at the massive institution.

"It is huge!"

"Of course it is. It is practically a small city. With almost 32,000 students, 20,000 staff members, 1,000 Assistant Professors, 180 Professors, 40 legends, 7 Assistant Deans, and course tracks, and 1 Dean, this is the pinnacle of education both figuratively and literally. The central tower houses the Dean, who controls the College's defenses, and is where the Professors and Legends live. Our defenses include the ward, which protects us from the harsh weather in the mountains. The seven departments and Assistant Deans control the surrounding buildings. That is where you will take your courses. The outer buildings are for the students and staff members. Now let's get you through your final interview and registered."

We followed Melody to a nearby building.

"First on,e Melody?" an older man asked.

"Yes," she replied.

"Well, interview room one," he replied, and we made our way into the room.

I sat in the chair after Melody pointed to it. An orb was sitting on top of a table in front of me.

"This is a truth orb. Please remove any items that might conceal your status and place them in this tray. You can also set your status sheets to the side over here."

I took off one of my rings and put the status sheets on the side.

"Good. I will use various skills to check your answers and your status. If you have lied on your status sheets, now is the time to say so."

"I filled them out yesterday so that they might be a level or so higher today?"

"That is fine. A level or two off is not a big deal. But anything three or more levels would require a more in-depth investigation, and I would need to get my supervisor. There shouldn't be an issue. Now I am going to ask you to put your hands on the Truth Orb. I will also use my skills and ask you questions. Any questions or concerns before I proceed?"

"No," I replied and put my hands on the crystal orb in front of me. It glowed yellow.

"Only answer yes or no. Have you entered this College and this place under pretenses or intending to cause harm or disruption?"

"No," I replied, and the orb glowed green. I felt a surge in Mana from Melody as she kept a hand outstretched towards me.

"Do you plan to cause disruption or intend to harm the environment, students, staff, or professors while you are studying at the College?"

"No," I answered.

"Were you forced to enroll in the College against your will?"

"No," I answered. The orb was still green, but there were some specks of red.

"Is your status sheet that you have submitted truthful to the best of your knowledge?"

"Yes," I replied, and it glowed green.

"Excellent. You can remove your hands."

"That's it?"

"Yes. Did a parent pressure you to attend?"

"My mother encouraged me, but ultimately it is my decision," I replied, and she nodded.

"That is fine. We don't want students who don't want to be here. That would waste time for everyone. Some encouragement is expected. Healer Melon, you will have to be asked similar questions as well."

"I understand," he replied.

He passed all the questions with ease and had to show his identification from the Five Star Institute of Healing.

"Excellent. Now stand against that wall. I will take your photograph and get a silver identification made up for you," she said.

We both got our pictures taken, and then another assistant took the camera and the crystal orb out of the room while we sat back down at the table. She still hadn't looked at my status sheets.

"You are enrolling as a silver student. We rank people like the Adventurer's Guild, but not based on level, but based on ability to learn. Of the 9,000 students admitted through general admission, they start off as copper. The 1,000 recommended students start as silver. During the class, rankings can change in six months. A gold ranking is given to the top 10 students in each year, along with assistant professors and top staff members like myself."

"Do I get more privileges?"

"Better housing, Professors will look upon you more favorably, and priority course selection."

"I thought each course didn't have an entry limit?"

"The main courses we offer don't have a student limit. But there are around 300 sub-courses offered by Assistant Professors on more esoteric skills while they refine their teaching methodology. These courses often change and have limited spaces."

"Why would students take them?"

"The College might offer incentives if people take the courses, or they have something specific in mind they want to learn. They might also need combat or higher-tier skills, which often require personalized instruction if no suitable teaching methodology has been discovered. With a dedicated Assistant Professor overseeing these courses, the students get a boost from the Assistant Professor's skills," she explained, and I nodded.

I had been focusing on the main courses and didn't plan to change that unless something specific caught my eye.

"Now, this will be your map. Trust me, you will need it. I have included a map to my office and the hours I am present there. If you need to get a hold of me, leave a message at my office. Then we have the rulebook and main course book."

I nodded as she handed over all the materials.

            

    
        Chapter 80 – Selecting Courses And Settling In

    
    
    
    
                "Now, before we get you settled into your room for the welcoming ceremony in three days from now and the start of your classes, we need to review your course selection," she said and picked up my status sheets.

Her eyes went wide as she looked them over.

Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 420/420

Stamina: 430/430

Mana: 250/250

Class: Tier 0, Child (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 42 (+1)
Endurance: 43 (+1)
Strength: 33 ()
Agility: 40 (+1)
Perception: 31 (+1)
Mind: 92 (+3)
Magic: 25 (+1)
Focus: 43 (+1)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (26) (10+): Light Armor (100), Eldarin Etiquette (75), Shield Skills (75), Spear Skills (71), Drawing Skills (70), Pulse Strike (67), Bow Skills (52), Pugilist Skills (50), Combat Tactics (50), Cleaning Skills (50), Monster Processing Skills (46), Driving (39+39), Dancing Skills (38), Axe Skills (34), Dwarven Language (30+13), Dagger Skills (29), Stealth (25), Deflection (25), Throw (25), Sweet Tooth (25+6), Cooking Skills (22), Wrestling Skills (21), Medium Armor (20), Speech (17), Dwarven Etiquette (15+7), Dwarven History (13+6)

Tier 2 (44) (2+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), Focused Breathing (80+8), System Sense (74+4), Soul Sense (60), Focused Toughness (60+5), Darkness Vision (56+11), Algebra (49+5), Focused Running (44+8), Focused Meditation (43+3), Geometry (42+2), Trap Detection (40), Focused Sword Skills (37), Shadow Vision (34+1), Speed Reading (26+6), Critical Thinking (24+4), Mana Vision (23+3), Focused Dodge (22+2), Monster Analysis (20), Depth Sense (20), Focused Rage (12), Eldarin Lore (8)

Tier 3 (54) (1+): Empowered Will (99+16), Soul Resistance (89+4), Fear Resistance (60), Poison Resistance (56+14), Healing Resistance (54+6), Eldarin Runes (40), Fire Resistance (27+7), Lightning Resistance (26+6), Empowered Writing (20), Cold Resistance (20+3), Mana Manipulation (18+6), Soul Strike (17), Arcane Resistance (16+6), Skill Control (16+7), Physical Resistance (10+2), Alchemy (5), System Control (4+2), Social Resistance (3)

Tier 4 (4): Pain Immunity (3+1)

Tier 6 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Beginner's Blade (T2) (Sharpness-T2, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

"I…that is incredibly impressive," Melody said after a solid five minutes of looking over everything.

"Thank you. I have my mother and the excellent tutors she has provided to help me along. Also, quite a bit of hard work and suffering," I said.

"We normally discourage resistance skills in younger students, but this is incredibly impressive. You weren't joking about your skill levels in relation to your age."

"Didn't you check with your own skills?"

"Just a couple of key skills like Meditation, Eldarin Language, and Mana Sense. I sensed you had mastered them, which is confirmed by your status sheet."

"There is no skill to check all of someone's skills?"

"There is, but most staff members don't have such a skill. Using the Orb of Truth is most effective with spot checks on specific skills. Someone will confirm the top 10 students personally and those around the elimination threshold to ensure the integrity of the College. But checking over 10,000 students each year  — that would exhaust anyone," she replied, and I nodded.

She pulled out a sheet of her own that listed the main courses.

"Give me a moment while I mark down which skills you have already completed," she said.

I was quiet while she took three minutes to mark everything down.

"You are more like a fourth-year student. That is both good and bad. Good, since you will get off to a strong start, but earning skill levels on easier skills isn't possible."

"That is not a concern. I am here to advance my skills as quickly as possible."

That was all I could do to reach the number one spot. Worrying too much, such as constantly checking my status, would be counterproductive.

"A good mindset to have. There is a lot of research supporting checking one's status only occasionally, rather than constantly. The three-month mark was determined to be the ideal. You will find stuff like that in the rulebook I gave you. While not a rule, it will help you on the path to success," she explained, something I already knew, which was fine.

"You would be acceptable in multiple disciplines except for Alchemy and Crafting. Rune, Combat, and eventually Spell would work well as existing disciplines to focus on during your time at the College."

"I thought I just needed to pick skills?"

"You do. But disciplines are where people want to focus their efforts. Core skills include general areas like Mathematics and Meditation. All Core skills are expected of everyone. However, most students should concentrate on a particular discipline to advance their skills, rather than spreading themselves too thin."

"After looking at the times, this was the initial plan I came up with," I explained, pulling out another sheet of paper that Melody took.

"Five courses — you are pushing yourself. Speech, Dwarven Language, Etiquette, History, and Monster Processing," she said while looking it over.

"Yes, do you think it is good?"

"A good initial selection, and you already have some levels. The biggest concern is Speech, which you might not master in six months. The training for all skills takes place in six-month increments. Students must achieve mastery."

"But the levels gained per month per course are just the average," I said, and she nodded.

"They are, but don't expect to go beyond that rate unless you put in a lot of outside study, which isn't as effective as the classes themselves. Most students are a level or two higher than the leveling rate, with a significant drop-off. It isn't a bell curve, if you understand?"

"I understand. Most students are clustered near the top, with several low performers bringing down the average," I replied, and she nodded.

"Exactly. That is why the average is a good guideline. I also suggest you find an additional course to take in the evening as well from those that aren't in the main course book."

"I thought five was quite a bit. If I max out all five skills, that would be 379 skill levels."

"That would put you near the bottom of the top 10 students in your year. An extreme achievement, but the competition is insane, and you won't be able to register for new main classes until the end of the six months. I sense you want to be at the top."

"And you get some kind of reward as well?"

"Of course. Advisers' rankings depend on how their students perform. As a full-time advisor working with top students, I need to help you reach your full potential. The competition here is cutthroat. Looking at your skills, I suggest you join ancillary classes for Focused Running, Focused Meditation, Algebra, and Geometry."

"Why those four?"

"Meditation and running skills take a long time to increase in level, especially at bottlenecks or breakthrough points. The Dean, The Mathemancer, encourages us to suggest math skills. While it might not seem immediately useful, being able to calculate quickly is very useful in a range of situations."

"What about Mana Manipulation?"

"It is clear you want to build up your foundation more in the first couple of years. For your main classes, you will focus on tier 1 skills to get them before they no longer count. As for training outside the classes, core skills are always a good choice, and there are always ancillary classes for core skills."

"What is the difference between an ancillary class and the main class?"

"Ancillary classes have Assistant Professors and are once a week. Often used to work on a skill slowly outside your main class hours. There is a lot of self-study, but the environment and equipment are top-notch."

"Wouldn't it be better to focus only on the main classes?"

"Maybe, but I would rather push you in the first couple of months to see how you handle the pressure. If you do well in these first three months, we can increase the pressure. The teaching methods at the College of Advancement are quite different from what you are probably used to. There is far less individual instruction. You get the textbook and the equipment you need in the classroom. When you reach a bottleneck, the tests help you break through for more mental skills."

"Why not start from the maximum?"

"There are guidelines. I am already pushing them to the edge based on the status sheets you have given me. The goal for your first two years is to get all the tier 1 skills maximized that you can while working on key tier 2 skills. If you can master the dwarven skills in six months, then you can do the Elven skills next semester, completing the remaining languages, history, and languages at the start of your second year. The second semester of your second year can focus on combat skills."

"I was thinking something similar."

"Don't think too far ahead. That is a good way to kill your motivation and focus. Working through the tier 1 skills in the first two years is more than enough. Going for a Rune Mastery in all supporting runic skills isn't easy. Years three and four will focus on tier 2 skills. Hopefully, the ancillary classes will have allowed you to reach mastery in several of those skills beforehand. That way, you can easily transition to tier 3 skills as quickly as possible."

"The spell skills," I said with a grin.

"Yes. That is one of the major reasons people come to the College of Advancement. The challenge is that the higher the class tier, the more time it takes up during the day. You will fit fewer of them in, and you are also focusing on runes. That is why we strongly recommend against focusing on multiple disciplines."

"Too many skills," I said, and she nodded.

"Don't worry. My job is to help you focus and achieve your goals. Your success is my success. Our goal is to clear as many tier 1 skills from your status as possible while working on more difficult tier 2 skills. While it will make you spoiled for choice when figuring out tier 3 skills, I suspect you will want to focus on spell skills while you are here at the College instead of runes."

"Maybe. I know I need to learn both, but I really want to learn spell skills."

"We are famous for teaching spell skills here at the College. And if you graduate as a full graduate from Year 7, the College will always have its doors open for you. Many students choose to stay to become Professors. But you can also continue your studies with our latest methods."
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                "Your ID," Melody said while handing me a silver plate with my picture and name printed on it. I looked quite handsome, with golden-brown hair, an angled face, and bright green eyes. "Don't lose that. It is a pain to replace, and it links the holder to the College's wards. The cost of a replacement is 100 gold."

"That much?"

"It is also complicated to deactivate your lost ID and create a new one. Normally, your tuition covers this, but you need to keep it on yourself. Here, use this chain to put it through the hole and around your neck."

I put the chain on the ID and tucked it into my clothing.

She gave a golden ID to Healer Melon. "This one is for you."

"Why does he get gold?"

"As an accredited Healer from the Five Star Institute of Healing, that is the bare minimum. If he weren't your retainer, he would have gotten a platinum ID."

His bald head in his picture was brighter than the gold of the metal.

"Thank you. This is fine," Healer Melon replied.

"Now, I will show you your room and then a quick tour of where you can get supplies, food, and where your classrooms are. After that, you are free to explore as you wish. You have the schedule for the introduction ceremony by the Dean in three days. Don't miss that. The day after the new semester starts, your classes will begin. Don't miss them. I will check on you then as well," Melody explained as she led us to one building near the wall surrounding the College. I noticed other groups of students headed towards the interview room.

"Any type of uniform required?"

"There is an optional uniform. You are encouraged to wear it, but you don't have to. There is a dress code. Uniforms are available at the school store—your school ID links to your account. You get 50 gold's worth of spending power each year. Use this to buy food and other supplies."

"Will I need to pay for classes?"

"No. The rest of your tuition covers your housing and classes. But trying to manage food and supplies is too much of a hassle, which is why you get a budget from the tuition paid. When you graduate, you can claim any money remaining."

They probably required students to pay this amount so they wouldn't starve and could purchase supplies here at the College.

"As for you, Healer Melon, your balance is empty, but you can increase it at the school bank, which is next to the supply store," Melody added.

"Thank you," he replied.

After a lot of walking, we reached a building and entered.

"At least I will get exercise walking around."

"Yes, you will. Running is considered a core skill for that reason. You can run in the middle of the path. The closer to the center, the faster you can go. If you are on the outside, you can walk like we did."

"Where are the other students?"

"Resting until the start of classes in a few days. There is a two-week break between each semester. Trust me, once you are here for a year, you will want to rest quite a bit during the off weeks. Now, this is your room. If you get upgraded to gold, then you will get access to the elite housing in the College's core. That way, you don't have to run—two bedrooms, a shared bathroom, and a sitting room. There is a laundry service once a week. Just leave your clothes and sheets in the basket by the door. You can see the schedule posted."

"Staff members have access to my room?"

"Yes. However, your ID is required for all the doors, and each ID's use is tracked. Even if someone opens a door with their ID, you still need to use yours. That is one rule of the College."

After we saw our room, she showed us around the various buildings. We finished just before noon, and Melody left us in the cafeteria to go back down to Undercraft and welcome another student.

The food was simple, but filling and tasty.

"They clearly have professionals as chefs," I said to Healer Melon as we ate meat and vegetable stew with fresh bread.

"It is one of the classes after all. Given how much this place costs, of course, they will have good food. Only ten coppers? Not bad," he replied.

"They are probably charging base cost to keep things affordable with how high tuition is. What do you think of Melody?"

"Her recommendations aren't bad. But I would suggest considering physical skills as well. I can replenish your stamina. It would be a waste not to do so for an entire semester."

"Spear skills then. It is offered early in the morning on the weekends as an ancillary course," I replied, and Healer Melon nodded.

"Then you can go all out. Really push yourself, if I am only on duty one day a week."

"Will you be okay?"

"There are books here I can study about anatomy and healing. I need to monitor you after all," he replied, clearly taking his job seriously.

"Even here?"

"I do not want Supreme Legend Elena to find me lacking. Rather than cut corners, I prefer doing things properly. That's how accidents happen, and we learned to avoid them at the Five Star Institute of Healing."

"How does this place compare?"

"Bigger. Much bigger. Both in size and in people. The Five Star Institute of Healing focuses on Healing and, to a lesser extent, Fleshcrafting as disciplines. I can almost sense the tension in the air."

"You are right; everyone looks super focused and tense," I said while looking about the cafeteria at other students. Most were wearing school uniforms. Black with a gold tower embossed onto the chest over the heart, surrounded by the outline of a golden sun.

"You think you will keep up your leveling speed?"

"I will try. Book learning is a headache. You can only go so fast. Even with the skill Speed Reading, I still have to process the information. My increased stats help, but it will take time."

"Runes aren't easy and you're starting from the absolute foundation with the languages. So, runes or spells?"

"I will build up the foundation for runes, but will probably not get Rune Mastery during my time here. Learning spell skills is far more important. Also, that should boost my Mind stat up quite a bit to handle a lot of skills later on."

"Good thinking. I am glad you are paying attention to the number of skills you have and the skills you will get while here," Healer Melon said.

"After all the suffering that has happened in the past, I will not be foolish with my health. I gained one new skill over the last three months — Driving. I can gain three tier 1 skills and still be fine."

"Any headaches or discomfort?"

"Even when I keep Pain Immunity off, there is nothing."

"Good. Your body and soul have adjusted to the Tier 4 skill."

"If Soul Resistance is mastered, should I increase it to Soul Immunity?"

"That should be fine, but getting through the breakthrough point at level 99 won't be easy."

"Would it allow me to go past Meldor's Threshold?"

"No, don't even think about that. Your soul instinctively understands the danger. While it isn't unexpected, don't try to get past it or even think about that. The risk is too great. And if you get Soul Immunity and it fails, it will fail all at once, not gradually. Then you will die," Healer Melon said with a glare.

"Got it. Just checking,"

"It is reckless how many skills you have, but you have made it work. But with your Alchemical Toxicity, there is very little margin for recovery if an accident happens. My skills can do only so much."

"Was just wondering if a Soul Immunity skill would help."

"Possibly. But I would imagine it is keeping things stable right up to the edge of Meldor's Threshold. Just like your stats are discrete, many other effects are discrete instead of continuous. That means things can go wrong quickly with no chance of recovery. We are too far from the Five Star Institute of Healing to get back there quickly," Healer Melon said, and I nodded at this.

"Don't they have healers here?"

"Of course, the College does. But the kind of experts who could save your life are not among them. They might be skilled, but soul injuries are incredibly complex. It is best to avoid them."

"Just thinking about how to keep leveling up Soul Immunity once I get that skill."

"Something like that is nearly impossible. The danger is far too great. One mistake and you would be dead. To go through 100 levels to reach mastery is impossible. Soul damage isn't something you can heal."

"But if you could?"

"If you've got a soul-healing skill or other soul skills, sure. Anything is possible, since there are hundreds, if not thousands, of skills. But the risk would be insane. That might help with the leveling, but surviving is impossible. You will probably get Soul Immunity and then be stuck at level 1 for a very long time, occasionally gaining a level if at all."

"Well, who knows? I might figure something out."

"I wish you luck. However, wait until I finish watching over you before you do something like that. I can't take the stress."

"Don't worry, I won't do anything foolish."

"You say that…" he muttered quietly.

Well, I would take my time looking around the College and learning where everything was located. I would need to plan out my route between classes as quickly as possible. There was very little allotted travel time between classes—only five minutes at the start of every hour.

Melody wasn't joking when she said Running was an important skill to learn to make it to all of one's classes on time. Everyone was trying to make the most of every moment to level up their skills. That was another reason things were quiet. Everyone was working incredibly hard while they were here at the College, even during the break, as far as I could tell.

While there was pressure to be at the top of my class, I would assess the competition before getting worried.
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                Supreme Warlady Elena Burstock

My foot slammed down onto the barren landscape, shattering the ground, as I continued rushing forward towards the College of Advancement.

I stopped by the Last Bastion on the way up out of the dungeon and learned the location of Legend Xanatos. He was present in Undercraft, beneath the College of Advancement. He was targeting my son again.

He would not live no matter what. My foot slammed into the ground again, causing a minor earthquake as I propelled myself forward, flying through the air, Sarah in hand, my Mana thrumming beneath my skin. My messy golden hair trailed behind me, but I didn't mind. Ensuring my hair was properly done up was far less important than trying to save my son.

I saw the Ice-Capped Mountains in the distance. I continued my rapid pace to reach them and Undercraft.

As for the dwarves getting upset, they didn't matter in my mind. Only my son did.

I wouldn't hurt them, but I also wouldn't help them. Those who would harm my son had a plan to deal with me. The Dark Cabal employed traps and terrorism, seeking to destroy the world, allowing the ultimate being to appear from the endless conflict.

I may disagree with my fellow Supreme Legends on most things, but civilization was important for growth. The Mathemancer demonstrated this through his College and structured skill advancement.

I landed at the main tunnel entrance to Undercraft. The road broke apart, and a crater appeared where I landed. I hurried, but I stayed on the ground. I ignored the dwarves' shouts.

I knew the location of my target through a rare tier 5 skill called Locked Endless Pursuit. If I knew the name, appearance, and enough other information about a target, I could lock onto them. I couldn't change targets with my skill until the target was dead.

Xanatos was safe behind his anonymity, but once I knew his name, a Divination specialist was all I needed for the rest. Normally, I wouldn't use this skill or get a divination done, but Xanatos had crossed a line he shouldn't have crossed. Now he was going to die; nothing would stop me.

I emerged from the tunnel into Undercraft.

There!

I leaped into the air.

"Air Platform."

A platform of air formed underneath my bent legs, and I kicked off it. A sonic boom echoed throughout the enormous cavern that held this city under the Ice-Capped Mountains. I angled my sword, Sarah, in front of me and sliced through the air, using a basic application of Mana Manipulation. I hadn't gone this far before, since I didn't want to exhaust my Mana before the battle. Now that my target was close, there was no need to hold back.

There was a burst of blue and red lightning as a massive wave of Mana exploded outwards from Xanatos' position. I didn't hesitate in the slightest. I would cut through anything he sent towards me.

A giant Winged Serpent emerged from the pillar of multi-colored lightning.

"SLICE!"

"Force Nullification!"

It wasn't The Mathemancer, but a cloaked figure who could only be Xanatos, since my skill had locked onto him. He floated above my attack, which continued forward, cutting through the large pillar that contained the elevator up to the College of Advancement.

The Winged Serpent breathed out a glittering cloud of sparkles towards me as Xanatos flew, forcing me to move through the cloud to get him. My analysis and sensory skills had already detected the Winged Serpent as skilled in alchemic skills, and it had just unleashed some super acid that could melt space itself. A level 450 monster, while dangerous to others, was something I had dealt with before.

"Dawnbreaker Destruction!" 

My blade pulled mana from the surroundings and unleashed it in a torrent of absolute destruction.

"Spatial Curve."

Space twisted, sending my attack directly upwards. That would have concerned lesser people, but I was Elena, and I had kept a tight grip on my Mana throughout the attack, expecting something like this. Annoying monsters and people never went down with a single powerful attack. They always had a trick.

Legend Xanatos of the Dark Cabal

There was a moment of shock as Elena's tier 6 skill turned on its own, while I kept twisting space to disrupt it. The problem was that it was drawing in Mana, disrupting my skill while empowering itself.

"Fine!" I gritted my teeth and dug deep. She didn't even stop to banter; she was utterly relentless, as I knew this fight would be.

I bent the tier 6 skill, creating a dangerous fire loop. The spatial loop was bound, but its containment was temporary. It would obliterate the cavern, along with Undercraft and the College of Advancement, achieving a goal.

She didn't hesitate to fly through the spatial acid that the Winged Serpent had unleashed. It was its most powerful area attack, but Elena just tanked the damage, which barely did anything.

She ignored the Winged Serpent, heading directly for me.

"Spatial Portal."

I floated back and snapped the portal shut just as another Slice flew at me. I emerged a distance away. My Mana was down by a third already, which was terrible.

"Now!" I shouted out loudly, my voice echoing over the city in the enclosed space.

Ten Great Wyrms burst out of the ceiling, raining debris down upon Undercraft. Cracks spread. The whole chamber would soon be buried, becoming Elena's tomb. My face broke into a grin.

Let the world know terror and despair! Break open the dungeon! Let monsters run rampant and bring about the apocalypse to herald a new age!

For a single moment, everything froze. I struggled to process what I saw.

Elena was moving and swinging. In a single instant, the attack decapitated all ten Great Wyrms, thus preventing regeneration and burning through the Alchemical products that had filled them.

"Impossible," I muttered in shock as she kicked off the air itself, flying towards me. Even with the Great Wyrms dead and their charred and flaming corpses falling on the city, cracks were spreading. It was too late. The entire mountain was going to collapse. I would escape to the Dark Library when the time came, but she would be trapped.

The Winged Serpent wasn't just to create a cloud of spatial acid; it prevented any spatial skills. While she had resisted the obvious effects, there would be no rescue for Elena.

This would become her tomb no matter what.

Darren Burnstock

"Stone Pillar!" A legend quickly reinforced the edge of the city and one of the emergency exits.

"Everyone, quickly evacuate!" My voice echoed across the city. The College of Advancement had mobilized the various legends. Saving the city of Undercraft and confronting the minions of the Dark Cabal throughout the city was a significant starting point for my future army. The goodwill of the dwarves would create a core of highly useful technology. Unlike others who could only think with weapons or fists, like my wife, I saw the power in such tools.

The evacuation wasn't going fast enough as more debris rained down.

"Mana Shield!" An enormous boulder shattered on the magical shield of another legend and tumbled off to the side. The entire city shook again as my wife unleashed another massive attack on the Winged Serpent. Much of the city slid free.

"Stone Wall!" "Stone Pillar!" "Binding Earth!"

"Everyone, clear the center. The place is coming down in under a minute," I called out.

I had loved to bury the dwarves in the past. I knew how much their caverns could take. But in a minute, The Mathemancer would act. Elena's contained tier 6 skill was about to erupt and break free.

Legend Xanatos's endurance against Elena demonstrated his tricky nature. I considered using my best skill to kill him myself. However, things weren't yet dire enough to warrant action. Its force stemmed from its unforeseen characteristic. It could be easily countered if someone were prepared. The shock made it work so perfectly.

The city is now evacuated! Everyone retreat to the rally point!" I called out.

Unfortunately, a handful of dwarves remained, but I estimated that over 90% had escaped the city's collapse. Through acting, preparation, and the cooperation of the dwarven leaders, their people were saved when I sensed Elena's return.

I watched Elena's sword as she flew. I didn't know how the fight would finish, but I'd never underestimate her. She was a force of nature unto herself. I rushed through the tunnel as the last people and vehicles departed Undercraft.

The ground shook again, and another wave of Mana washed over the area. The Mathemancer was about to do something that was the dream of everyone who had worn the crown of a King or Emperor. I couldn't help but smile, since I was alive to see a dream made manifest.

The Mathemancer

"All warding schemes are stable. Mana flow is stable."

I nodded slowly as I sat on my throne at the center of my tower at the core of my College.

"Current differential?" I asked out loud.

"At 27% and decreasing at a quarter percent per second," the ward technician reported. The ultimate achievements of science and magic were about to be combined. Only with the precision engineering that the dwarves had created to make their devices was this ward scheme implemented in such a way that the cost wasn't ruinous to maintain.

A work of centuries. It had been ready for over a decade, undergoing several tests and refinements to ensure it worked properly. Now it was time to ascend towards the heavens—a fitting conclusion to my tenure as Dean.

"Should we separate?" a technician asked me, and I shook my head.

"No. We will be good neighbors to Undercraft and take the top of the mountain with us to be cut away later."

"The weight might be unbalanced." I extended my sensory perception and quickly perceived that the ground was separating below us.

"We are still within the margin of error. Proceed as planned, but without the separation for now."

"We have achieved gravitational equilibrium!"

There were quick rounds of applause and cheering at this momentous achievement.

"Increase output to negative 17.312%. That should be in line with the extra weight we are carrying." I had already done the math to ensure a smooth ascent. There was a slight vibration. A flying attack required me to make an immediate correction as a sizeable chunk of stone fell from the ceiling of Undercraft. "Adjust to 17.214%."

"Weather wards are holding."

"Stress on the anchor stones at 37.4% of rated maximum."

I felt it as my College took to the air. An institution of learning should be majestic, soaring through the skies. One would look up at the heavens and see a beacon of knowledge, advancement, and accomplishment. I smiled as we continued to rise. Now this place would be beyond the petty politics of the nations below.

My College was above all others.

It would be a story that people would carry on for millennia.

That was when I sensed something in my College that shouldn't be present, and my smile disappeared. The Dark Cabal is constantly causing trouble.

Justin was under my protection. Trying to distract Elena through her son while he was here was a dangerous game. I raised my hand and concentrated. It would be a struggle at a distance, but it was nothing I couldn't accomplish in the center of my power.

"Absolute Force Nullification." My Mana plummeted to a third of my full reserves as I used my most powerful tier 6 skill.

            

    
        Chapter 83 – Assassination Attempt

    
    
    
    
                " We need to get to a secure location," Melody said.

"What is happening?" I asked as I turned away from the textbooks and stood up.

Healer Melon came out of his room after taking an afternoon nap.

"Terrorists are attacking. They instructed me to bring you to a safe location quickly."

I grabbed my sword as we both followed her. My spatial pouch was always with me. There was no need to leave it behind inside the College.

I felt the ground shake and a wave of Mana coming up from below. "That isn't good."

"Don't worry, once we get to the safe location, The Mathemancer will handle everything."

I nodded, but something felt wrong. The danger I felt kept increasing as we quickly rushed through the College, and the shaking grew more intense.

"Here, this building," Melody said, but something was definitely wrong. I activated Shadow Vision and Mana Vision. There was a strange distortion over her body. I should have done this at the start. I didn't know if Melody regularly kept a layer of Mana distorting things over her body, but that seemed highly suspicious.

"Who is in charge of this place?" I asked as I drew Beginner's Blade.

"What are you asking that for? The Mathemancer, of course."

Not the Dean, but The Mathemancer. This being in front of me wasn't Melody. That was all the confirmation I needed.

"Healer Melon, be careful. You aren't Melody, are you? What do you want?!"

Healer Melon quickly retreated backwards while I scanned the area for other threats.

"You just had to be clever, didn't you? Well, no matter. The Dark Cabal needs you. We are going to put your soul in a monster to make your mother suffer!"

Melody's voice changed to something far more sinister, and she drew a long, serrated blade out of a spatial storage while giving me a deranged grin.

"Justin, we are surrounded," Healer Melon said, and seven other dark-robed figures approached us from the shadows of the nearby buildings. Each of them had drawn weapons as well. No one else was nearby.

Hesitation was death.

I rushed forward. The person pretending to be Melody casually blocked me, and I struggled against their strength as we traded several blows.

"Weak. Kill the Healer, then help me subdue the target."

"Light Burst!" There were screams of pain as a blinding white light appeared behind me, where Healer Melon was. "Sleep! Sleep!"

I gathered my focus. Now wasn't the time to exchange blows. I needed to end it and believe in Healer Melon. He was a healer, and I was a fighter. I needed to kill as quickly as possible. All the lessons I had learned in the dungeon with my mother came to me. Not just about how to swing a sword, but how to handle a fight in a team and when outnumbered. While it hadn't been a focus of my education, I had the skill Combat Tactics for a reason.

Deflecting the serrated blade to the side, I drove it into my gut. My sword was out of position. My left hand shot forward.

"Soul Strike!" My palm hit the face of the assassin, who looked like the kind woman who had shown me the College.

The assassin collapsed to the ground, screaming, ripping the serrated blade out of my gut. Even with Pain Immunity, it wasn't enough. The pain almost blacked me out.

Stumbling, I looked around. Three of the assassins had collapsed, but the remaining four had reached Healer Melon. He had received several wounds and had collapsed to the ground. He was keeping himself alive, but he wouldn't last long.

The four dark-robed assassins rushed at me. I brought up my sword, but they easily knocked it to the side and out of my hand. While I had killed my opponent, Healer Melon wasn't able to heal me up, so I could kill the rest of them.

They dragged me into the building, and I was bleeding out. There were two large circles on the ground, and an egg was in the center of one of them.

"Quickly, start," one assassin said as he punched me in the head several times. Everything spun about as I collapsed, unable to think clearly.

Two assassins stood on the outside of each circle. They began chanting in a low voice as Mana started building up around me and the egg. I tried to crawl out of the circle, but I had no strength left, as I kept bleeding out.

"I won't die!" I screamed, but nothing happened as I struggled to move. As the Mana built up, I could feel my mind blur.

Was I a creature trapped in an egg? Was I Justin Burnstock? My soul screamed danger to me, but I couldn't do anything.

I witnessed an empty void. Colors filled my vision, like a kaleidoscope. I witnessed the brightening of dark gas swirls. It wasn't long before I was in my body again. However, it was spinning now.

My name…what was my name?

Justin, I was Justin.

I would never give in so easily!

"More Mana! He is too resistant!" I heard shouting in the background. I wanted to be free. Free of this egg. Free of weakness. I needed to become stronger.

Suddenly, the Mana disappeared along with the mental pressure. A gasp escaped me as immense pain hit my body. My hands gripped my sides as I screamed. Blood kept oozing out between my fingers. It had been a stupid idea to take that attack head-on. I gambled and lost in trying to end the fight quickly.

Everything hurt. It hurt so much. I felt like my insides were about to rip themselves apart. I could feel my Poison Resistance skill activating and trying to suppress whatever had been on that serrated blade that had been driven into my gut.

I slowly looked around while waves of pain hit me repeatedly from the wound in my gut. It was only because the pain was less severe than when my mother took me to the Five Star Institute of Healing that I didn't pass out. All four assassins were lying dead on the ground. The egg remained, and I felt a presence emanating from it.

Struggling, I slowly stood up and made my way out of the building. Slowly, I limped over to Healer Melon, and I took out a healing potion. I tipped him over and made him swallow it. Next, I repeated the action with a mana potion. He looked up at me gratefully.

"Justin," he said, while panting.

"I need healing," I gasped out. I saw his eyes go to my wound, which was dripping blood down my left leg. My healing points had bottomed out a while ago.

"Greater Cure." I let out a gasp as I could block out the pain as the severity of my wound decreased. It wasn't gone, but it wasn't pouring out blood either.

"Another healing potion and mana potion."

I quickly pulled out two and poured them into his mouth.

"Greater Cure."

He slowly sat up. He looked quite pale, but at least he wasn't about to die.

I walked over to where my sword had fallen. I picked it up and looked at the assassins Healer Melon had knocked out. None of them was breathing; they were all dead.

"I thought we were finished. What did you do?" Healer Melon asked as he slowly got to his feet.

"I didn't do anything. They all just died instantly."

I then glanced up and didn't see any clouds. There were always clouds and mist swirling about the College, at least that had been the case until a few minutes ago. That was weird. The ground wasn't shaking anymore, at least.

"No one move! Hands behind your heads!" Guards rushed over dressed in the College's uniform.

Healer Melon and I both put our hands behind our heads. They checked our IDs, and then they quickly transported us to the hospital here at the College.

"No potions! My Alchemical Toxicity is too high," I said when potions were brought out.

"You shouldn't let it get high! Pushing your body is risky," a Healer said while looking aggravated.

Healer Melon just chuckled. "I am his retainer for a reason, Sam."

"Melon? How did you end up like this?"

"Assassins of the Dark Cabal. They are clearly trying to stir things up by targeting Justin."

"Attacking students inside the College? Insanity. The Dean won't stand for such things."

"See to Justin first. I have patched myself up enough," Healer Melon said, and Healer Sam turned towards me.

"The blade poisoned me. I can feel my Poison Resistance skill fighting it. I can suppress my Healing Resistance."

"Don't. Since you have those skills, it is better to let the poison burn itself out. Anything else?"

"They dragged me to a room. There was a circle…an egg. I can still feel the egg with my mind. I know where it is."

"Was the ritual started in any way?"

"Yes, it went on for a bit. I don't know how long?"

"About two minutes."

"This…this is very bad. An interrupted ritual is beyond my expertise. I am going to grab a couple more people," Healer Sam said and rushed off.

"Sorry," I replied weakly.

"It isn't your fault. I know this is going to be a lot of trouble."

"You did a lot better than I did."

"I have higher stats and more experience in fighting. Also, my opponents were further away. I am no good at close combat," Healer Melon said. "Thank you for coming back."

"You didn't run. You could have."

"Running was also an option for you. I know you took that blow to rush the fight. That was foolish. How is your soul?"

"Stable, but shaky. It feels like something has been hammered several times, causing damage.

"A ritual will do that. It is a brute-force method, but it is also incredibly versatile. A shame there are no good rituals," Healer Melon muttered the last bit.

"What? Wasn't a ritual used to help my mother bring me into this world?"

"Some things are better not questioned, Justin. In time, you will learn. Rituals are a dark path. Although people can use them for good, rituals are inherently bad. If you ever learn more about them, this will become obvious. Your soul should stabilize in time, hopefully."

"The welcoming ceremony is tomorrow, and then classes."

"You will rest as long as you need to rest. Healer's orders," Healer Melon said.

It was then that I felt a curse skill shift in a way that baffled me.
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                Supreme Warlady Elena Burstock

"Immolate!"

Legend Xanatos's beheaded corpse ignited. I then stabbed Sarah and impaled Xanatos' head, raising it.

"A blood clone. How annoying. I hate people like you, always having an escape prepared. Never willing to put it all on the line. Immolate."

I glared as my flames quickly consumed the blood clone's skull, turning it to ashes.

The ruins of Undercraft were bathed in sunlight as I looked up. The Mathemancer now had a flying castle, which he'd always wanted.

My thoughts went to my son. Though he was in danger, I stayed focused on the fight. The Mathemancer did his job and had protected him.

I observed the Winged Snake as it burned. After I used my tier 6 skill and sent the Mana at the monster, it died instantly and burned a hole in the city's center. Evacuation was largely complete. I disliked combat in populated areas, but I didn't stop. If not, civilians would always be used as shields. That's why I sought to settle such disputes once and for all. The quicker they ended, the less damage occurred.

Looking around again, the city was salvageable. Although there was damage, the city wasn't completely buried; only the edges had a lot of rubble, and they could clear it up.

Instead of Undercraft, it should be called Pitcraft. Now the whole place was a giant hole. The dwarves, in their usual fashion, would construct upward, with the less important dwarves at the top. They weren't fans of heights.

Then, I shot myself into the air from the ground. I saw the College of Advancement floating over the Undercraft tunnel entrance. I needed to see my son and check in on him. If he was harmed, The Mathemancer would pay.

I landed in front of the hospital building after flying over the walls. I wasn't stopped or questioned as I moved toward my son.

"Elena," The Mathemancer said outside my son's room.

"You wouldn't be here unless there is an issue," I said as I lifted my sword up by a single degree towards him. Other people might not perceive the threat, but he would.

"The Dark Cabal penetrated my school. Over the last break, they replaced several staff members. They then tried to lure Justin to a building to perform a ritual. The goal being to move his soul into a monster to send you into a rage. They did this while I was focused on the ascent of my College."

My sword rose another degree.

"He is doing well. He suffered a physical wound, but they promptly treated it, and it left no scar behind. The Healer with him, Healer Melon, suffered heavy injuries but has recovered as well. He is staying with Justin. Unfortunately, he was impacted by a ritual, which wasn't completed."

My sword rose five degrees.

"He has a tier 4 skill, Soul Link, with the monster egg. Though it can be removed, there is a high risk of damaging his soul, particularly considering his other skills. Also, he doesn't want the skill to be removed."

It took effort to constrain my Mana from shattering the surrounding space.

"Move," I said and The Mathemancer quickly stepped aside as I strode forward into the hospital room. I noticed Darren was here, sitting next to our son, who was lying on a hospital bed.

"Mother," my son said.

I strode forward and looked down at him, and then glanced at the head-sized egg that was on a table to the side of the room.

"My son." I hesitated about what to say before barreling forward. "You must give up the Soul Link skill."

"Why?" he asked, and I frowned.

Independence was both a blessing and a curse.

"It would limit you. Having a creature be a companion is like having a weakness forever attached to you. Investing in something other than yourself is foolishness. If you don't give up the skill…"

I will smash the egg.

"No!" he blurted.

"The ritual has already messed with your judgment."

"Elena, is it really that bad?" Darren asked, and I turned to glare at him.

"Yes. The only useful companion deep in the dungeon is a sword in one's hand. Even if you have bonded with the monster, it will forever be a weakness. Drawing experience that should go to you, reducing the pressure you face. While I have been lenient about your learning nonsense skills, this is no joke. You must quickly cut away this skill and destroy the monster. "

"It is probably powerful," Justin said.

"A Wing Serpent. It doesn't get better than that," Darren added.

"You shut up." I glared at my husband, who brought up his hands and shut his mouth. "A pet or tamed monster is weakness made manifest. Killing it will cause you to suffer. That skill will be useless."

"But I can feel it. It is afraid."

"Of course, since I am here. Everything fears me. You think you know better than I do?"

"It is my life," my son responded petulantly.

I took a deep breath to calm myself. "Your life? The one I gave you? You think a pet is more important than me?"

"Why do I have to choose?"

"Because I said so! I know it is a mistake. Now cast it aside and focus on yourself instead and not this foolishness."

"No. If you hurt it, I won't speak to you!"

"If you don't get rid of it, I won't speak to you!" I refused to back down. Even if it were my son, I would not bend. "I can make better threats than you."

"But…I feel it, mother. We were one for a moment. I can't describe it."

"Foolishness and idiocy!" I roared, and the room shook. My son sank into the hospital bed. I pointed at Darren. "You! You'd better convince him to get rid of that skill and kill the monster himself, or else."

"He is your son as well and has inherited part of your stubbornness," Darren replied.

"But he doesn't have my overwhelming power! I am going to teach an old man the meaning of the word regret while you fix this husband," I declared and swept out of the hospital room.

The Mathemancer wasn't trying to hide as I marched out of the building and flew over to a nearby mountain peak.

The biting icy wind and swirling snow didn't faze me in the slightest.

"You screwed up, old man," I said while bringing my sword to point directly at him.

"I admit I let some things slip by, but even you couldn't protect your son from the Dark Cabal."

"I couldn't. That was my failure. I don't blame you for his injury. I blame you for the ritual and for letting him keep that monster."

"The skill is at tier 4. He must agree to it being removed. It is too deeply ingrained, and his Soul Resistance would make it difficult to change. Even soul mages or experienced System Priests would find it difficult."

"You took responsibility for my son, and that means the good and the bad."

"You can't kill me."

"I have never really tried. Let's see if you are worthy of descending to the bottom of the dungeon with me," I declared. "Slice!"

"Force Redirection!" He brought up a staff, deflecting my attack and spinning about. "Unbound Mass!"

I instantly became lighter and floated off the ground.

"Air Platform!"

I was going to teach this old man that allowing my son to come to harm under his care was a bad idea.

Legend Xanatos of the Dark Cabal

I screamed in pain as my soul entered the homunculus I had prepared ahead of time. It was the only way to break the chain of divination. I knew Elena would track me down otherwise. Unfortunately, a blood clone wouldn't have worked. I had to use a darker method. A method that would ensure my soul didn't collapse. I kept screaming as my soul reworked itself into its new body.

Once it was done, I slowly rose. My body shook. I focused and checked my status. My hands clenched into fists. So many stats lost, so many skills lost or degraded. The door to my private chamber opened, and I frowned.

"A homunculus? You have become weak, Xanatos."

"Yonder, a pleasure as always," I replied as I wrapped a robe around my naked body.

"This is why we don't mess with Supreme Legends. Your pride couldn't handle such a thing, could it?" Yonder asked with a sneer. I walked over to my liquor cabinet. I poured myself a much-needed drink. "You couldn't even destroy Undercraft or the College of Advancement."

"What?!" I paused in my pouring.

"The Mathemancer flew his college away and to the top of the mountain. The idea of smashing the two together has failed. Now, our enemies are more aware of us and stronger than ever. Wasting resources carefully placed into the College and to avoid their truth orbs. That was a long-term investment. Already, The Mathemancer and his forces have cut down all involved. The legends are organizing; the divinations show we are headed to ruin once more."

"So what? You seek to replace me? You wouldn't dare," I replied with a sneer. I wasn't worried about betrayal from the outside. The chains that bound us all would not allow such a thing.

"I am just wondering why? Why target Justin and drag the Supreme Warlady into a conflict?"

"Are we rats? No! We are the Dark Cabal. The pinnacle of power in the entire world. What good is power if no one uses it? While things didn't go according to plan, our name carries weight."

"We are called the Dark Cabal, since we thrive in the shadows. Your foolishness endangers us all."

"Those who respect power will understand. They will know what it means to face Elena and survive. The legends that desire more will seek us out. And we will grow in strength, not become weaker. We are not rats, Yonder. Leave me."

I waved him off.

"Fine. When you stumble, I will gladly take the Dark Library off your hands."

I held back a wince at the mention of the Dark Library. The end of the battle had been too desperate. I had lost control of it. I was no longer the master of the Dark Library. Once they discovered that, the Dark Cabal would no longer obey me. I needed to reclaim it quickly.

            

    
        Chapter 85 – Family Drama

    
    
    
    
                "Talk to me, son. Why do you want to keep the egg? Ignoring your mother isn't a good idea," my father said.

"I know it doesn't make sense. It isn't the most optimal decision, but there is a connection between me and the monster inside the egg."

"That is the result of the ritual. Think logically."

"So, you agree with her?"

"Not completely. A strong monster companion can provide great synergy in combat. But the risks are just as high. It isn't your power, your status. It is something else that isn't you."

"But people use swords. And there is a risk of removing the skill."

"A sword doesn't think on its own, unless something has gone very wrong with a sword. Ultimately, it is your decision. But having a pet is a burden. If someone targets the pet, they will also target you as the bond deepens. It creates a gap in the defenses that your soul creates. It would be a risk removing it, but we would get the best System Priest and Healers. But if we are going to do it, it needs to be soon."

"But I could train the monster to be strong?"

"You could. But ultimately, that is the monster becoming stronger, not you. Essentially, you must do twice the work for a critical weakness and a synergy that might not even happen. While your mother is headstrong, she isn't wrong about the risks of keeping that egg."

After a minute of silence, I shook my head. "I sense it within my heart. I know that it is for me."

My father let out a sigh and shook his head as well. "Then we shall wait for your mother to return. May the System have mercy upon all of us."

Time went by. My mother finally returned after half an hour.

She walked back into the hospital room, looking much more worn down and exhausted. Even after the battle when she had first shown up, she didn't look as worn out as she does now.

"Did you talk with your father, Justin?" she asked me.

"Yes. But I want to keep the monster. There are risks to removing the skill, and it is my decision."

It was foolish, but it would be nice to have a companion I could absolutely trust. I had been thinking about this carefully. It was something that other people didn't normally do. It would be something that was me and not my mother.

"Darren. I am disappointed."

"Don't blame me. I told him all the downsides, but your son was adamant," he replied.

"Truly? Does my word and opinion mean so little to you?"

"It's…I can't explain it. I don't want to give it up. I know it isn't the smartest decision. But I want to see where such a path leads. And it is a strong monster."

"A Winged Serpent. A powerful monster skilled in Alchemy. If I had to pick a monster, I would pick that one, but it is still a monster and a weakness. Weaknesses are to be cut away without mercy."

"It won't betray me."

"My son. A sword in one's hand is a true companion. One that you can trust and rely on. But a pet, even a strong one, is an external source of strength, like those dwarven contraptions. When it truly mattered, they were completely useless. When I fought the leader of the Dark Cabal and he brought out a Winged Serpent to fight me, it was useless. Only the strength of your sword arm and skills matter. The further you place your sources of power from you, the more tenuous they are."

I closed my eyes. She was right, but I could feel the monster in the egg.

"I know. But I make my own decisions," I declared and looked back up at my mother. If I were afraid to speak my mind, then I would never become a Supreme Legend.

"I am not telling you; I am ordering you, my son. Are you truly going to go through with this?"

"Yes," I declared, but my voice was shaky. I was defying my mother.

The entire room was dead silent. No one dared to breathe or move. After that singular moment, the tension seemed to leave the air.

"At least you have a stiff spine. Very well. Since you are old enough to make your own decisions, you don't need me. They will reward you if you graduate at the top of your class. I will make arrangements, but I will not be here."

"What?" I asked in shock. She really was leaving.

"I am descending. To find the bottom of the dungeon. No longer will I be around to aid and shield you. Since you are old enough to make your own decisions, you are old enough to accept the consequences that will come with them."

"I…"

"Don't apologize. Apologies are for when you screwed up. You kept that egg against my wishes. To embrace weakness and mediocrity. A pet is nothing but a leash around one's own strength. And now I have removed a lasting weakness from my heart. It is good to let go."

My mother's smile was far more terrifying than her glare.

"That is going too far," Darren said.

"Perhaps, but I detest lies and falsehoods. The schemes of people who think they are clever, but they aren't. Like you, with your little maneuvers." I looked at my father, who had closed his mouth. "Oh, I know quite a bit. You think I am not aware of your subtle manipulations or plans. It is cute that you thought you were manipulating me. But I do nothing against my will, even with your impressive skills. Thinking you could manipulate me made you amusing, and the confidence made you attractive."

My father had tensed entirely up as my mother looked back at me.

"Before I depart, there is something you should know. It is unfortunate I didn't kill the Legend Xanatos. He is the one who cursed you. He is the leader of the Dark Cabal," my mother said while looking back at me.

"What is the Dark Cabal?" I asked nervously.

"A group of crazy people that enjoy suffering and terrorism. They are degenerate scum of the lowest order. Unfortunately, Xanatos has escaped my ability to track him. While he is heavily injured most likely after our clash, he will return."

"Can't you finish him off?"

"Now you want my help. But you won't listen? No, I have done all I can for you. Now that you have chosen your own path, it is clear I am not needed. You can fight your own battles without me supervising your life. I will only give you his name so you know in advance and can prepare with your...pet. This might be the last time we see each other. I love you, my son. I hope you succeed."

"That's it?" I asked with a growing sense of dread.

Despite arguing with my mother, I never thought she would leave me. I couldn't believe it was happening so suddenly.

"Yes. That's it. Do you have any words before I depart?" my mother asked me.

My mind was racing. I didn't know what to say for several seconds. She said nothing, waiting for my last words to her before she left.

May you find what you are looking for in the dungeon. I'm hoping you'll return. I love you, mother."

There was a lot more that I wanted to say, but I didn't know how to put it into words.

She gave me a curt nod and turned to leave, and then paused before looking back at me. "Here. If you graduate at the top of your class, you can read this. Otherwise, burn it."

She pulled out a thin book and held it out.

I carefully took it. "You are trusting me?"

"Yes. Consider it a test. A test of character. Read that when you graduate, it contains the path to my tier 6 skill and my insights on other key skills and classes. If you truly want to become a Spellblade like me, it will help you on your path. I intended it as a reward for your success, and I didn't trust anyone else to give it to you."

"Thank you," I replied softly.

"I have made some poor choices before. Life itself is sometimes the best teacher, but I hoped to spare you from such things."

My mother turned and left the hospital room.

I looked over at my father, who let out a long sigh.

"What did she mean about schemes?" I asked.

"Being stripped of my position in Terander was planned." He paused in hesitation before continuing. "I hope one day to reforge the Eldarin Empire, but without the slavery."

"What?!" I was surprised by my parents today.

"I have ambitions, my son. Ambitions to unite the world! To bring the Eldarin people to new heights. To drive back the darkness of the world! Well, in time you will see. I will be here at the College for the next year. After that, I will depart to start my conquest of the world."

I didn't know what to say to that. What do you say when your father tells you he plans to conquer the world?

"Um, good luck?" I hesitantly said.

He just smiled at me and then left the hospital room. I lay on my bed for several minutes, not knowing what to think.

It was difficult to accept that my father had a wild plan for global domination and Eldarin Empire reform. What was I meant to do after hearing that?

"You aren't going to tell me you are some super warrior reborn, are you?" I asked Healer Melon, his bald head glinting from the ceiling lights.

"No. Just Healer Melon. And…well, that was brave of you," he said.

I knew he wanted to say something else, like how I was being an idiot, wanting to have a pet. But it would be a companion. I never had a friend who could keep up with me and stick around no matter what.

My parents, despite how large their ambitions were, ultimately were solitary people. With my mother, it was obvious; she just charged through everything without regard or consideration. I saw this solitary nature with my father today. He had left his old family and life behind to pursue world domination. It sounded crazy, but I felt he had a chance of pulling it off.

Letting out a sigh, I let myself sink into the hospital bed and fluffy pillows. Today was too much. I thought I had made the right decision, but I wasn't sure anymore.

My mother was leaving. I rubbed the ring on my hand, not knowing if I should take it off.

            

    
        Chapter 86 – Welcoming Ceremony

    
    
    
    
                "Greetings, new students, to the College of Advancement. You are here at a historic time as the College of Advancement soars to new heights," The Mathemancer said to a large round of applause.

"For the last 827 years, I have served as the First Dean and Founder of this College. Rebuilding and preserving the knowledge of the Eldarin Empire after its collapse. Everyone here, including me, stands upon the shoulders of those who came before — their ancestors, the Professors, and civilization itself."

"For the forces of terrorism and evil shall not withstand the power of civilization and reason. While the Dark Cabal initiated an act of terrorism against this College and the city of Undercraft, the worst outcome was prevented. For the motto of this institution is Divinity Ascendent!"

"We aspire to reach new heights. Now, this College soars above the continent as a beacon of light and learning. While I had hoped to see a tier 7 skill by now, I know such accomplishments will come in time. Looking out at all the unfamiliar faces and seeing the ones who have stuck around, devoting their lives and even their names to this College, allows me to have a calm heart."

"I am announcing my retirement."

At that, there was an uproar and shouting. After a minute, everyone finally quieted down.

"It has always been my intention to retire one day. A Supreme Legend does not die in bed. I shall make a final descent into the dungeon to see what lies at the bottom. As the College starts a new chapter, it needs new leadership. Please step forward, Assistant Dean Legend Beacon Smith."

An older man stood up from the platform where the Mathemancer was speaking, and the seven Assistant Deans were seated behind the podium. There were 47 legends up there, along with my mother. She sat alone on a gold and platinum throne off to one side.

"Legend Beacon Smith, do you swear to protect this College and all those who reside in it?"

"I so swear."

"Legend Beacon Smith, do you swear to safeguard the progress of civilization, without political bias, into the world beyond the College?"

"I so swear."

"Legend Beacon Smith, do you swear to use only merit, math, and science in the running of this College?"

"I so swear."

"Then I name you Dean of the College of Advancement and entrust to you the future of civilization itself. May you guard this place with surety and clarity, providing a light to future generations," The Mathemancer said and then stepped back.

He went over and sat down on a gold and platinum throne on the stage while Dean Beacon Smith stepped up to the podium.

"Students, staff, professors, and colleagues. I stand here today on the shoulders of great men and women. The greatest is our former Dean, The Mathemancer!"

There was a long round of applause as everyone stood up. Well, everyone except The Mathemancer and my mother. She gave a couple of polite claps, but that was it.

"This place is my home, and I will ensure that the traditions are continued and maintained, while also not remaining stagnant. The first thing I plan to do is figure out how to handle resupplying our flying city," he said to some laughter.

"Now there is more that can be said, but I figure you aren't interested in me increasing my levels of Speech, but rather working hard yourselves," he addressed to more laughter and applause.

"Study and work hard, students of the College of Advancement. For greatness is within all of you waiting to be grasped. Divinity Ascendent!"

There was another standing ovation. I got up from my seat and looked back up at my mother. She was already gone from the stage along with The Mathemancer. I made my way through the large group of students leaving the stadium.

"Mister Burnstock," Melody greeted me.

I was glad that she had survived. She was a nice woman. They had only knocked her out and tied her up, but despite all of that, she didn't let it get her down.

"Staff Member Melody," I greeted her.

Healer Melon was standing with her. They had clearly been chatting together before I showed up.

"Come! There is a reception for the top 100 most promising students entering this year," she said.

"A reception? Is my student uniform okay to wear?"

"More than acceptable, it is expected," she replied, and I nodded.

I followed her towards the central tower.

"What do you think of The Mathemancer retiring?" I asked.

"The Dean is a great man. Now that we are soaring through the sky, he has more than earned a retirement. I hope his descent goes well."

My mother was going on a descent. They were probably going to go together. I could only hope that it went well. We went into the central tower that towered above the entire College. After entering, we went to a large ballroom.

I noted that the Legends who had been on stage, the Assistant Deans, several Professors, and other students were present.

"I will excuse myself now. "The event should last two hours."

"I will be just out here, in the waiting room. Let me know when you are ready to leave," Healer Melon said, and I nodded.

He went to sit with the other retainers. I entered the ballroom. I moved forward with confidence, looking around mostly at the other students.

"Justin!"

"Legend Extravagant Warren, I hope you are well along with your Warhammer Absolute Domination," I greeted the man.

Several people looked over at us, since the man was loud. But I was here to be the best. I would stand out regardless, so it was best to embrace my fame and not hide, which would just be embarrassing.

"Killed one of those Dark Cabal bastards. Horribly weak, but your mother really took the spotlight, killing all those monsters and fighting their leader."

"My mother is a singular force of existence."

"Hah, very true. So, a new student?"

"Yes, are you teaching here?"

"No. Just passing through and checking this place out. But being a legend comes with perks like getting invited to nice events like this," he replied, while holding out a large mug. A staff member quickly rushed over to refill it. "Was planning to leave, but a flying city, huh? Now that is something one doesn't see every day."

"Indeed. The runes must be incredibly complex."

"Probably. So, planning to study runes?"

"That, along with spells," I replied honestly.

"Runes are crafting nonsense, but there is no need to argue about such things. Your mother would tell you off if she thought you were foolish, so what do I know?"

I knew he didn't mean to annoy me, but what he said got under my skin.

"Justin Burnstock?" I turned to see a female elf standing off to my side.

"Yes, that is me, and who are you?" I asked.

"Windshell Gossimer of the Twilight Forest. Your initial skill count is quite impressive for your age."

Legend Extravagant Warren listened in while drinking from his large mug.

"Thank you. Unfortunately, I haven't checked the public rankings due to all the excitement recently."

"You are currently ranked number one, and I am ranked number two, but it won't be that way for long."

"Oooh, don't let her talk down to you!" Extravagant Warren shouted.

He made me want to leave in embarrassment, but I would be the only one embarrassed.

"I look forward to the challenge, Windshell Gossimer. If you came over as a declaration of intent, let me tell you that reaching the top position will not be easy. I may not be a genius in learning, but I am a genius in hard work."

"Oooh, don't let him talk like that," Extravagant Warren said, trying to stir things up.

"With my people supporting me, I shall allow no one, especially the child of a human Supreme Legend, to look down on me. Prepare yourself, Justin, for I will triumph over you in the College," she declared and then left.

"Say something," Extravagant Warren told me.

"Why should I? When she can earn more levels than I can, I will take her seriously. Until then, I am not worried."

While my mother might have left, she had given me an incredible head start over everyone else. Perhaps I would struggle and fail; maybe I would take the number one spot. But a competition in learning and gaining skill levels wasn't like a fight.

Focusing on other people would distract me. I had enough to worry about with the egg back in my room and having to prepare mentally for classes tomorrow.

"Well said, young man. The competition is fierce, but worrying about others behind you will only slow you down."

"Justin Burnstock," I introduced myself.

"Professor Arctus Dynamis. You will probably never see me outside of an event like this," he said with a smile.

"Which course are you responsible for?"

"Differential Equations, a tier 4 skill. The prerequisite is Calculus, which almost no one reaches mastery in. Seven years is far too short for learning."

"What is that kind of math used for?"

"Diffusion models mostly. Decay or increase over a period of time. Gravity and other spatial effects use this kind of math."

"I am just learning Algebra and Geometry."

"Tier 2 already? Well, I might see you in my class one day. Don't underestimate the power of math. Our former Dean is the perfect example of such a thing. His understanding was truly transcendent."

"Is there a Tier 5 math skill?"

"Topology, Abstract Algebra, and Abstract Geometry are a couple. But they truly are mind-bending. Even with higher stats, understanding the higher mathematical concepts is a question of conception, not learning speed. That is the challenge with higher-tier skills; it isn't about learning something, but about understanding it in perfect detail. Increased levels only enhance one's recall and application, not one's understanding of a topic. Math skills are the true test of one's ability to learn and understand," the Professor explained.

"Bah! You aren't going to kill a monster with a Differential Equation," Extravagant Warren said.

"Perhaps, but The Mathemancer is proof that understanding doesn't prevent power. It can act as an enhancement instead." The Legend grunted and walked away, clearly done with the conversation. "But it isn't easy merging combat and knowledge."

"I will keep your words in mind, Professor."

"What courses are you planning to take?"

"Dwarven tier 1 skills this first semester as my main focus. I was told learning runes is very important."

"Math is the building block of the physical. Runes are the building blocks of Mana. They will serve you well in every aspect of your life, from combat to crafting. But achieving the skill Runic Mastery is not simple, especially with all known rune sets."

"I have time. I have already started learning Eldarin Runes."

"Level?"

"Forty,"

"A good start, but you have a long way to go. You have taken several steps, but the journey to the top takes thousands of steps. Especially when you work on tier 4 skills, they take forever."

            

    
        Chapter 87 – First Class

    
    
    
    
                "Welcome, I am Assistant Professor Darren Burnstock, and this class is devoted to the skill of Speech," my father said in the early morning class.

There were only nine other students present, but that made sense. Speech was a foundational social skill, and the class offered low levels. I was only taking it because my father was teaching it.

"There's a good reason people categorize social skills separately. Beyond the skill Social Resistance, their versatility and power are notable. Is there anyone lacking the skill? If you don't, raise your hand."

No one raised their hand, and he nodded.

"The trouble with training this skill is that you need someone else, and there needs to be stakes that people desire. Nobles often train with candy or pocket money. But I believe you are all too focused for that. Instead, you will each come up and speak. You can pick any topic; you need to make it engaging. This is not a lesson. So, no lecturing about other skills. I will pause you to adjust, so be prepared to be interrupted by me. Who wants to go first?"

Every student but me raised their hand. They appeared older, so I figured they weren't first-year students. The competition was fierce.

My father pointed at the nearest teenager who came up to the front of the classroom.

"My name is Aaron Blackgate. I am here to talk about the power and history of the Blackgate family."

"Pause. Raise your chin slightly and make sure you look at everyone directly. Speech is not just a verbal skill but also a skill that influences your body language. How you stand and present yourself is just as important. Continue."

"The family came into being with Chester Blackgate 1,422 years ago during the time of the Eldarin Empire. My ancestor was instrumental in the Battle of Blackgate Pass, where he unleashed a rockslide onto an army of elves, crushing them, and earning a title of nobility."

I noticed one elf had a frown on their face.

Father sent Aaron back to his seat after a bit more talking, and then the next person went up. I could feel the slight pressure of their weak Speech skills impacting my Social Resistance skill, like a light breeze touching a soft cloth. Both of our skills were weak, but my sensitivity to anything relating to my soul could pick up the minor disturbance.

It was barely noticeable, but I picked up on it since I was paying attention to my resistance skill. When it was my turn, I adjusted my body, following the advice the other students had received. While it wasn't a direct back-and-forth with my father, having to speak in front of several other students was stressful.

When class finally ended, I stayed behind.

"How was it?" my father asked me.

"Not bad."

"But not good?"

"Dull compared to how we worked on the skill before," I replied, and he nodded.

"Don't worry, this was just for me to get an understanding of where everyone is and correct some major issues. Social skills are challenging to level up with older students unless you have something they desire. I plan to give out different candy, with more going to the weaker students. Create a trade competition."

"Smart and tasty," I replied with a grin.

"Don't you have another class?"

"Not for another hour. Enough time to chat and get some breakfast."

"Well, you are welcome to join me," my father said, and I nodded. We chatted about the school and how I was doing over a well-made breakfast. The cooking at the College of Advancement was quite impressive.

"Fun fact about this place: all Professors and most Assistant Professors change their names."

"Really?"

He nodded. "To show their dedication to the College. Honestly, it is over the top, but these people are planning to make a life here."

"But not you? You want to recreate the Eldarin Empire?"

He nodded once again. "There are several legends in this College that think the same way. I need time to convince them. With a team of twenty legends, I can reunite the human nations under a central banner, and with dwarven equipment, nothing will stand in the way of the reborn Eldarin Empire."

"Yeah, I want nothing to do with that."

That sounded like a massive headache I didn't want to get near.

"Just like your mother, but it is fine. If you become strong enough, don't forget to help our father occasionally."

"That will be decades from now at the earliest."

"Perhaps. But you have already made remarkable progress with your skills and stats, despite not gaining any levels to improve your stats with free stat points."

"Skills are the foundation of everything. I can't wait until I learn spell skills."

"I'm surprised you are still sticking with runes."

"Mother encouraged me to pursue runes. She said they were foundational to reaching new heights. While we might have disagreed about certain things, I trust her knowledge regarding skills and fighting."

"Indeed, that is what she is good at. Hopefully, her descent does not prove her undoing. Your mother has always harbored hatred towards the dungeon since she was a young girl. Losing her family really impacted her."

"And she just left," I replied, not knowing what else to say.

"Don't blame her. Your mother is not good at dealing with emotions. Or compromise. What I am trying to say is that she loves you, but she hates things outside her control."

"She is using me to get over her trauma?"

"Yes." That answer made my heart ache. "But that doesn't change her love for you. She knows she is smothering and rigid, but she can't be any different. Reaching the level of a Supreme Legend is more about mentality than skill."

"Mentality? Fighting monsters constantly?"

"Pushing herself to the very edge of what is possible. Risking death constantly. That is why many people fail along the way. A hard worker can reach level 100 and become a Legend. Even a peasant can do so. But reaching level 150 and the sixth-class selection to become a Supreme Legend takes a commitment beyond the ordinary. It takes unrelenting determination and willingness to keep pushing oneself."

I said nothing about that explanation. "Am I weak?"

"Your life is yours to live, Justin. There is a reason so few people become Supreme Legends. One has to want it more than anything else and keep that desire for a long time."

"What about increasing one's skills high enough? So that one can go deeper in the dungeon and level up faster?"

"For anyone else, that would be completely impossible, but you might have a chance. With how quickly your skills level up, the competition to catch up to you is already lagging. But don't be complacent."

"I won't. If I earn over 400 skill levels every three months, I will be content with my progress."

"Don't underestimate the elves. While their numbers are few, they learn quickly and have deep foundations. Like soul fruits and other natural treasures."

"But two soul fruits?"

He shook his head. "Your mother is outrageous as ever, but don't relent. Taking the first spot in your year is a major stepping stone, but it is just the first one. If you want to accomplish your dream of surpassing her, then being number one at the College is the minimum requirement to follow her path."

"It can't be that hard. Can it?" I asked, and my father smiled while shaking his head.

"My son, the distance is immense. Far greater than you can imagine. There is a reason every society idolizes Supreme Legends. To reach such heights is incredibly difficult. But don't let me discourage you."

"I guess I will understand when I encounter an obstacle."

"You were cursed, but it is also a blessing, as it removes the temptation to gain easy levels early on. When you finally get to your class selection, I shudder to think of what options will be available."

"No one keeps their level low to get better options?"

"They try. Everyone tries. But the temptation of easy stat points is quite strong. Those speed up one's leveling speed for skills. It's a shortcut everyone takes. That bracelet is a commitment to ascending to heights undreamt of. Gaining levels and classes will boost you when you finally start slowing down."

"If I slow down."

"Hmm, everyone likes to think they will keep gaining skills quickly, but the malleability of one's soul is only so much. However, you will probably go further than others."

"Just need to get some more soul fruits."

"Those things are incredibly valuable. The ones your mother gave you were nearly priceless. They aren't something you can get with trading money. They require favors and connections; even then, it isn't simple to get."

"I wouldn't say no to one," I replied with a grin.

"You are lucky that I know you are joking, or I would slap you across the backside for such nonsense. Everyone wants soul fruits, but only those who really need money or have no need trade them away. The green ones would have been useful even to Elena. At most, I could get a red one, but that would take too much time, effort, and money."

"Ah, sorry. I know I have been lucky having her as my mother, just…I want to keep pushing forward," I replied.

" If you graduate at the top of your year, I suppose I will have to prepare something of equal value to what your mother gave you. It's a shame you don't specialize in social skills."

"They are useful, but only against other people, not monsters."

"Hmm, many say that, just like with math. But don't underestimate the terrifying power of high-tier social skills, even against monsters. Any skill that reaches a certain tier and strength is not to be underestimated. Still, I will need to come up with a graduation present. Perhaps a sword. A Tier 3 blade should be doable."

"Really?"

"Hmm, better than a soul fruit. Especially if you use magic in combination with it, but you must place number one, beating out all those snotty elves. I won't accept anything less. I have high expectations of you, just like your mother."

The Beginner's Blade was just right for me, but it was ultimately a Tier 2 weapon. If I wanted to become a true Spellblade, I needed a stronger weapon. Something that would cut through powerful monsters with ease and allow me to unleash powerful skills.

            

    
        Chapter 88 – Intense Learning

    
    
    
    
                My next class was Dwarven Language. I showed up a few minutes early and took a seat at the front of the class. I realized people preferred the front seats for better focus.

In the next few minutes, the class filled. The classroom was big, set up like a theater. A bell rang nine times, signaling the start of a new hour.

A dwarf walked into the classroom, wearing the more elaborate robes of a Professor. They had gold stitching and the platinum crest of the College. The quiet talkers fell silent rapidly.

"I am Professor Thrain Ironscribe, your Professor for the Dwarven Language skill. If you commit yourselves fully during this classroom time, you will gain around 17 skill levels per month. More if you are capable, less if you are lazy," he said while looking about.

No one dared to speak or make any noise.

Since Ironscribe wasn't a common dwarven name, the Professor was clearly committed to the College. It wasn't in your face, but the Professor had changed their name to conform to the culture of the College.

"My assistants are passing out the textbooks for this class. It contains pronunciation markers in the Eldarin Language. You will memorize the words and sentences. Over the decades, they carefully selected them to help you learn the language as quickly as possible. You must read 10 pages each day. At the end of each class, an assistant will call on a student to read a page from the previous day. Today, you will study pages 1 through 10. Then 11 to 20 and so on. You can study ahead. But you need to commit the words to memory. At the start of each class, one of my assistants will read off the ten pages. Follow along in the text."

The Professor looked over everyone.

"While it might seem cold to teach the course like this, this is the most effective way to learn the skill with so many people. If you require individual instruction, my assistants are available for hire along with their hourly rates for personalized instruction outside of class. But this book learning while listening to conversations at the start and end of each class is incredibly effective, combined with focused study."

Everyone remained silent as the Assistant Professors passed out textbooks.

"At the end of every week, there will be a short test on the fifty pages that you have gone through. The results will be listed at the start of the following week. There is a direct correlation between test grades and skill level gain," the Professor explained.

"As for people with skill levels already in Dwarven Language, that is fine. You are welcome to study ahead or to request the next five textbooks in the series. There will be a new one every month. But if you don't know the material, don't rush ahead. I will return at the three-month mark after they administer a more comprehensive test and at the end of the semester for the final test. Now my assistant will read off the first ten pages," the Professor said before leaving the classroom.

I listened closely as the Assistant Professor quickly read off the first ten pages. Once he was done, he looked up at everyone.

"You may begin copying and practicing in your heads. Don't disturb others. I will ring a soft bell when it is time for me to select ten random students to demonstrate what they have learned. If you complete the ten pages, you may proceed. If you finish a textbook, you can come up, show it to me or another Assistant Professor, and quietly request the next one, and we will provide it. Begin."

I quickly began copying the words in the textbook while repeating them in my head. I was familiar with several of the words I had to copy, but I went through each of them diligently. After an hour, the midpoint of the class, I had gone through ten pages. I then continued for the next ten.

My experience copying the Eldarin dictionary came to mind. I also had the skill Empowered Writing, a tier 3 skill, and Speed Reading, a tier 2 skill. By the time the class was nearing its end, I had gone through 18 pages in the textbook.

A soft bell was rung.

"Stop writing. Pay attention. You come up here and read off page 1 of the textbook from your notes. Also, you, you," the Assistant Professor began calling up nine other students to the front of the classroom. "Hurry up, run!"

The students dashed.

He pointed at the first student who had come to the front of the classroom. "Now, you read quickly and clearly."

"Gash ra tor. Gash ver gon." The student read from their notes and finished reading the first page.

"Good, go back to your seat. You are next." The Assistant Professor pointed at a student in the middle of the group whom he had called down to the front earlier.

"Me but-"

"Do not talk back, or I will expel you from the classroom. Come up and read now."

The student hurried to the front of the classroom.

"Ter von tereran-"

"No. It is tereren. Continue."

After five interruptions, the teacher ordered the student to stand aside in embarrassment, then called over the next student to continue reading the rest of page 2 and then page 3.

Once all ten pages had been read off, there were two students at the front of the classroom.

"IDs," the Assistant Professor ordered. The two students handed them over, and he recorded their names on a sheet of paper before handing the IDs back. "I've marked you down as troublesome students, so you have a higher chance of being called back up. Since you clearly can't focus and study, the school will expel you from the class if you fail three times. There is no need for failures or those who can't keep up with the slow pace of this class. You'd better improve by tomorrow, or else you'll face consequences. The same goes for the rest of you. Focus on learning. The College will expel students if they fail all their classes. The students would waste all the money they paid for tuition. Your family and friends will mock you for failing in year one."

No wonder people said this place was brutal.

"Dismissed! You have five minutes to get to your next class," the Assistant Professor said and left.

Students rushed out of the classroom. Thankfully, I didn't have a class after this except for Wednesday through Friday when I had Monster Processing.

I spent the next two hours studying the Dwarven Language in a study nook next to the same amphitheater classroom. My next class for the day would be Dwarven Etiquette, immediately followed by Dwarven History.

Both classes followed the same style as Dwarven Language, but with fewer students present — about 400 instead of 800. There was a demonstration at the start, followed by book learning, then students were called up to show what they learned at the end of the class. The students had to respond appropriately to a social situation for Dwarven Etiquette.

The questions were straightforward. If someone of a higher station than you says good morning, how should you respond and act? I could see the questions getting much trickier as the semester went on. I focused on answering the questions that were asked at the end of the class.

Dwarven History had a rapid-fire quiz of three questions for ten students at the end of class. There were no demonstrations at the start. At least we could answer in Eldarin in this class, but using Dwarven was also acceptable.

All the classes were in Eldarin. There were only special exceptions made, like allowing Dwarven to be used in Dwarven History.

I got dinner, and my brain felt like mush. I had to keep pushing myself. No wonder people called this the dungeon of the mind. If you didn't focus on learning, you would fall behind.

They would find and expel troublesome students without mercy. The skill level gain of students rated the Professors. While they couldn't expel students arbitrarily as long as they had a fair method, they could remove students who caused the average level gain to decrease, thereby scaring the others into working harder.

It was six in the afternoon as I dragged myself to an auxiliary classroom to work on Focused Meditation. An Assistant Professor was waiting inside the smaller classroom.

"Welcome to the Focused Meditation Auxiliary class. Do you have the skill already?"

"Yes, level 43," I replied.

"Excellent. The cost is one silver per session." I pulled out my ID and handed it over. I then got it back. "There is a guidebook. Please start with the exercises on page one and do them for an hour. Then go to the next one. Once you get through the book, repeat it over and over to improve your skill levels."

"That's it?"

"Yes. You get a private room, and you can ask me questions if you need to. But go through the book first before asking me to check your meditation poses. I will correct you on your second time through. There are 50 poses. Going through them once on your own is important. The key is to hold them. They get increasingly difficult, and the textbook has some wonderful pictures across several pages."

"Is everything self-study?"

"First year?" I nodded. "Mostly yes. Otherwise, this place would go bankrupt. But don't underestimate the methods the Professors have come up with. The boost from personalized instruction will only add a level or two every month compared to these self-study methods."

"Then why sit here?"

"Recording and observation. What are the most common mistakes and questions that the textbook doesn't answer? They will further refine things by updating them in the next version. There isn't much to add, but I also use this time to devise other training methods for the Meditation skill series and other skills. If an Assistant Professor comes up with a good enough method, we get to become a full-time Professor and teach the skill."

"It can't be easy," I said.

"It isn't. Some people like to take it easy and manage the workload for the Professors they work for. Now get to posing, hold each pose for one hour, and then hold it. That is key."

I nodded and went into the adjacent room. There was a comfortable floor mat and dim lighting, likely chosen to maximize skill gain for Focused Meditation in an environment optimal for the broadest range of students.

I opened the textbook and maneuvered into the first pose. I sat with my legs crossed and my feet on top of my knees. My hands were making odd symbols, while I had to manage my breathing in a specific pattern.

As the minutes wore on, it was harder to hold the pose while maintaining my breathing and focus. It was hard, but not impossible. The person who devised this pose clearly knew they were making it difficult but not impossible to work the Focused Meditation skill.

            

    
        Chapter 89 – Monster Processing

    
    
    
    
                The third day at the College of Advancement brought relentless brutality. My brain felt like it was melting. While I didn't dislike working hard, I'd reached a significant conclusion.

Why would my mother, the most intense woman, allow me to study here? I should have asked that question sooner. This place was relentless. I saw two students taken away after suffering nervous breakdowns. And that was only in my small section of the College.

I figured many more students had nervous breakdowns. They received no care or sympathy from anyone. They failed, and everyone was busy leveling up. It's not surprising that graduates with less than seven years were respected. Just making it one day was exhausting. Going all seven years would be soul-crushing. I was surprised the College didn't require a study resistance skill, considering how hard it expected everyone to work.

Friends would be a distraction. The cafeteria was completely quiet, save for the sound of chewing. Nobody was having casual conversations. The professors were lively, but this place drained the students' energy. I began to see why my tutors didn't enjoy discussing their time here.

The only topics of discussion were studies and skill enhancement. I never thought studying could be physically exhausting, but the College of Advancement showed me otherwise. Despite sleeping nine hours each night, I felt extremely exhausted.

I had checked with Healer Melon, but he smiled at me and explained the reason.

"You are pushing your soul. Previously, the soul fruits made things easier, but the weariness you are currently experiencing is because of rapid level gain. That is why higher stats make things easier. Other students have a harder time, at least some of them."

I gained more knowledge by discussing my struggles with Melody. Even though my Mind stat is high, this place was a challenge. My stats were the reason for the problem. I possessed 349 stats. At 20 points per stat level, that puts me at the equivalent of level 17.45. The problem was that most of these students had been power-leveled to level 40 to get the most out of their time at the College of Advancement. Those who were truly rich or capable would be level 60.

That meant having double or triple my stat points. While each level only provided 10 free stat points, Legends were expected to gain around 20 stat points per level. The other students were elites. While they might not have gotten stuffed with soul fruits and mega elixirs, they would get power leveled and other advantages.

The College targeted individuals with 800 stat points at level 40. The College normalized everything for these individuals. My skills helped me advance, but my stats lagged, causing quick fatigue.

The spirit was willing, but the body and mind were weak.

I had to go to my Monster Processing Skills class, which followed Dwarven Language on Wednesday. I arrived right before the five-minute class change ended.

Approximately 170 students were in this class. Since all the front seats were occupied, I sat in the back of the large room. Each big table had five chairs around it. The front of the classroom was a stage, with its image enlarged on a large visual device behind it, allowing everyone to see the top of the stage easily.

"I am Professor Grendel Bonecarver," the Professor said as he strode out and looked over the class. "The College breeds specific monsters for Alchemical use. Because of their Mana-infused nature, people use ingredients harvested from monsters in potions and crafting. This differs from a monster with an unnatural core that has fused with a part of its body. Those kinds of monsters are much rarer and require specialized techniques we will not cover in this basic class. Every monster is worth a lot of money. But the challenge is extracting that money. The reason most adventurers don't bother is its weight. And by the time one can afford a spatial storage, it isn't worth their time. But the demand remains as high as ever for properly harvested and preserved monster parts."

Professor Bonecarver paused before continuing.

"You will each form a group of five with the students next to you. I will show proper harvesting techniques on one monster, and then one member of your group will copy what I have done. Your teammates can advise, but they will not help. You will switch each monster to a new team member and keep the same groups throughout the semester."

I looked over at my teammates, and we all sized each other up. They didn't seem like anything special, just more physically inclined and slightly older than first years.

"My assistants will walk around and assess your progress. First up is a classic: Large Burrowing Worms. You can cut one in half, and two will grow from the pieces."

An Assistant Professor rolled a large worm on a cart and moved it onto the table on the stage. Everyone watched the large screen as the Professor got to work.

"Slice quickly, yet firmly. Their outer skin is tough. It is a level 15 monster down in the dungeon. The tools are available at each table. All of you will clean after every class, including the table."

I paid close attention. While I had encountered worm monsters before, my mother wasn't that big about harvesting monster parts.

"Unfortunately, there is no core, and the monster is weaker, having been born up here on the surface. But the rest of the anatomy is the same. Most worm monsters have a cavity they use to digest their food. We can carefully extract and save the acid. It is quite useful for etching, even if it is a small amount. We test the acid strength with these strips of metal. You can cross-store acid from different monsters if it is the same strength and you have a container that is rated for that kind of acid.

"Don't mix different acid strengths. And don't use a container that isn't rated for that kind of acid. That is how you have a bad time. Containers have a small margin of error, but not enough for an entirely new ranking. Harvesting goes by value. Acid is the most valuable substance from this type of monster. Then, there's the outer skin. It is great for tier 1 equipment and minor repairs," the Professor explained and began cutting the skin away.

None of the students got sick. They were probably used to the gore from the dungeon. This was the kind of class that students who planned to become adventurers took. I was taking this to increase my skill, and I had an open time slot.

During the two-hour-long class, we went through five monsters. Staff members took the harvested materials away for the Alchemy classes. I was the last to go in my group, and I got a Terror Hawk. The organ in its neck contained fear juice, and staff members could extract it for certain Alchemical products. The feathers were useful for pillows. They labeled and discarded lots of organs and meat as low-level trash.

The College would burn the waste so other animals wouldn't eat it and become poisoned by the Mana present in the flesh. While people used large portions of the monsters, they didn't use every part. Often, they discarded muscles, bones, and organs, harvesting only specific ones.

It was nice to have a hands-on class compared to the pure book learning of my other classes. I already had a solid foundation in Monster Processing Skills, but the class was much more methodical and detailed than the lessons I had received in the dungeon.

When class was over, I had to rush off to Dwarven Etiquette and then Dwarven History right afterwards. Then there was an hour break to rest my mind a bit and eat some dinner before I had to go to the auxiliary class for Geometry. I had an auxiliary class for Algebra the day before.

It was more book learning. I was coming to realize that the College kept the best training methods and books for themselves, while releasing more compact versions for sale.

If someone could afford a full set of books, they could afford to attend the College. The College published compact textbooks, not the methodical learning they had in place inside their walls. That meant I reviewed common content, but in more detail.

I couldn't easily skip ahead either, but it made learning much easier. The idea of the College was to advance a skill methodically through a series of discrete steps, creating a repeatable methodology for mastery. They removed the human element and individual instruction.

The entire process was just a series of steps. It was humbling the more I realized how far this place advanced skills. I could easily imagine that after another millennium of accumulation, the place would have more standardized skills and higher-tier skills. Perhaps the College would outsource lower-tier skills while only teaching the higher-tier skills.

I did my best to get through the Geometry problems, but trying to calculate angles and logical relationships between various shapes and angles left my brain feeling like mush once more. At least tomorrow afternoon, I have an auxiliary class in Focused Running.

Thursday was rough, and by the time I got to my auxiliary class of Focused Running, I didn't want to think too hard about anything. It ended up being quite like Focused Meditation. I had to run around a large track. After each lap, an Assistant Professor would give some pointers on how I should adjust my running, breathing, and everything else to improve my skill. To get more advice, I had to run around the track again.

There was an available textbook I could look through as well, but the Assistant Professor let me know it was hard for individuals to spot their own flaws while running. That's why someone was here to advise students who wanted to improve their skills.

"Another fun day?" Healer Melon asked me as I dragged myself back into my room.

"I feel like death," I muttered. "At least no auxiliary class tomorrow afternoon."

I collapsed onto the sofa, face down, not wanting to move in the slightest.

"Focused Running couldn't have been that bad."

"I had to keep myself aware of my body and precise movement. It was mentally exhausting. My brain is ready to quit."

"Well, you must be gaining lots of skill levels."

"I can feel them increasing, but this is as bad as the dungeon with my mother."

"I won't comment about that."

"How is the egg?"

I could feel its comfort through the connection I had with it.

"It is an egg, just sitting where you left it. No change. It isn't going anywhere."

"Good. Just worried it might not hatch."

"Just keep giving it Mana every night and morning like you have been, and it will be fine. Monsters need Mana. And since it is yours, the bond will only improve between the two of you."

"No idea when it will hatch?"

"Monster eggs are rare. And a Winged Serpent is even rarer. I couldn't say."

Eggs were technically natural treasures of the dungeon since they could get a pet.

            

    
        Chapter 90 – Spear Skills

    
    
    
    
                I slept in on the weekend, waking up around eight instead of five. That was around 12 hours of sleep. I felt better than I had been. I went to the sitting room after showering and changing.

Healer Melon was waiting for me with breakfast. "I figured you could use a relaxing meal instead of walking to the cafeteria."

"Thank you." I sat down and began eating.

"So, Monster Processing from 11 to 1 and then an auxiliary class for Spear Skills after that for five hours. I guess I am on duty again."

"That is the plan. I need to work on my other Tier 1 weapon skills. And since you are here, I am going to take advantage."

Healer Melon shrugged. "I am getting a lot of studying done on my own, along with practice."

I had noted the pet rabbits he had in his room. He was clearly working on improving his skills, not just sitting around all day. Unless I had a fighting class, there was no reason for him to follow me around.

Also, they discouraged retainers from constantly following their students around the College. Retainers were meant to prevent young people from misbehaving away from home while attending the College. The attack on me by the Dark Cabal was a sporadic occurrence, from what I had been told.

At most, a student may be attacked inside the College every five to seven years. The security was quite tight, and everyone was regularly questioned with truth orbs upon returning to the College.

The College had apologized to me in a letter for allowing the attack to happen and informed me that they had deposited 1,000 gold coins in my account. Just a brief letter of apology and a large amount of gold, and that was it. I wanted to know more about the Dark Cabal and the people who attacked me, along with their leader, who had cursed me. But even my father had little information to share with me.

The Dark Cabal was a mysterious organization that enjoyed terrorism and dreamed of remaking the world into a hellscape of some kind to bring about their prophesied messiah, who would lead them to a promised land. Their members, methods, and almost everything about them were hidden since the moment it was known they were targeted and killed.

No one liked the Dark Cabal, and the only reason people joined up was because they promised quick paths to power.

Since I had been attacked, Experience Siphon felt weaker. My mother said she had wounded their leader, but he had escaped.

I could feel the curse had weakened, and it was tempting to check my status, but I held myself back. Checking once every three months was a vital mindset to keep. While I might pick up some useless skills, I wasn't about to completely fall apart and constantly check my status all the time.

If I didn't earn enough levels in specific skills over the course of a day, it would affect my mindset regarding future leveling. Also, staring at numbers constantly didn't improve my skills; only working on them did. Still, the temptation was there.

I got some looks in my Monster Processing Skills class for wearing armor instead of the school uniform, but no one said anything. Everyone focused on earning skill levels and improving themselves. No one had the energy or time to worry about other students.

After attending my Monster Processing Skills class, I went to the location where auxiliary fighting classes were conducted and encountered Healer Melon. We went into the large Spear Skills training hall.

"Hello, I am Justin Burstock, a first-year student," I greeted the Assistant Professor, who had a more martial school uniform like the school guards.

"Assistant Professor Tallow Sharppoint," the elf said while twirling a spear.

"Healer Melon, here to watch over the session," my bald retainer added.

"Well, you have booked my time for the next five hours. Since there is a healer present, I don't need to hold back as much. We will spar for five hours, and I will correct you."

I pulled my spear out of my spatial pouch and handed the spatial pouch to Healer Melon so it wouldn't get damaged during the spar.

"I was wondering where you kept your weapon. Come, let us dance," he said.

I moved out, and we began exchanging blows.

"More power behind your thrusts."

"Manage the distance better. Watch your footwork."

"Deflect and keep moving. Think in circles and lines."

After an hour, Tallow Swiftwind called our spar to a halt.

"You are around level 70."

"Level 71," I replied, and he nodded.

"You have a decent foundation, but you clearly prefer a sword to a spear. Mastering multiple weapons is difficult. Using secondary weapons causes your instincts and other skills to confuse you. Try to suppress your other weapon skills while training with the one you are using. Now I will switch to a sword and shield; you will keep using a spear."

I nodded at this and steadied my breathing while the Assistant Professor switched out his weapon.

Every hour, he would switch to a different weapon. Healer Melon kept my stamina topped up, and he healed me right away when I was hit.

Even wearing some basic armor, I couldn't avoid all the blows that were sent in my direction. While he wasn't trying to kill me, he wasn't going easy either. Auxiliary classes cost a silver an hour, so they weren't cheap. The Assistant Professors knew that if the students didn't gain levels, they would get kicked out.

Registering my ID allowed the College to track my progress in specific skills related to the auxiliary classes. Tallow Swiftwind would receive credit for any Spear Skills I improved, which would also raise his rating as an Assistant Professor.

Only results mattered in this place. Both students and faculty were only concerned with how many skill levels students gained.

Five hours wasn't long, and I had dinner afterwards before heading straight to sleep.

I slept 14 hours that night after pushing my Mana into the monster egg.

"Is it concerning that I am sleeping so much?" I asked Healer Melon the next morning.

"No. You are young, and your soul is under a lot of pressure from all the training you are doing. You don't want to burn yourself out. While you could try to squeeze in some more studying, it would be of limited use. From what I can tell, you are at your learning capacity and are close to being maxed out. Get the sleep you need on the weekends," he said.

I was almost through my first week at the College of Advancement. It was completely unrelenting. Nothing my mother would suggest would be simple. But this was a place of learning, not a place to make friends, at least not in the lower years.

Melody had explained that there were more social events for the top-ranking students every semester, as well as for students in years 5 through 7. The intention was that these students deserved attention because they were capable. The College saw some become Assistant Professors, Professors, and Legends.

For those who weren’t capable, they would get a piece of parchment detailing what year they made it to, and they must seek a living elsewhere. This place focused on actual accomplishments rather than social connections.

It would be interesting to see how I compare to other students after six months. I hadn't bothered to check the initial ranking board. It didn't matter anyway, just gave a vague estimate of how students would rank. Supposedly, the various math Professors used a complex analysis to predict how new students would do, comparing their initial guesses to the results after six months.

The idea is to create some mathematical divination of future events. I wasn't sure if such a thing was possible. Such math was far beyond me now.

Thinking about being here for seven years was mentally exhausting on its own. It was as tiring as training with my mother in the dungeon.

I hoped she was okay. She was probably cutting her way through monsters with ease and enjoying it. In a descent to the bottom, I might never see her again. I regretted I hadn't hugged her before she left. The more I thought about it, I wasn't sure if the monster egg was worth it, but I wasn't about to back down.

If I gave up after the slightest bit of pressure, I would never advance. A pet might not be the most useful, but it was something I wanted. Something that was mine. From what my father had told me, Winged Serpents were powerful, typically found in deeper layers of the dungeon.

While it would be naturally skilled in Alchemy, I hoped it could learn to heal as well. I had spent enough time with healers and talked to Healer Melon quite a bit to understand that studying healing beyond the basics took a lot of time.

My mother might know a simple healing spell, but that paled compared to the knowledge a professional healer needed, along with other support skills. A simple healing spell was enough to handle minor injuries, but for anything more serious, my mother would need a professional healer to deal with. That was the reason she had brought me to the Five Institute of Healing when I had problems.

While I would probably pick up a basic healing spell one day, having a dedicated healer always watching my back would be incredibly useful. Even more so when training up immunity and absorption skills.

Healer Melon, with his shiny head, wouldn't be by my side forever. Having a pet that could provide healing and support during a fight would be incredibly useful. While my mother only saw the downsides, I saw the possibility of a unique synergy. With a pet hanging in the back and supporting me while I fought, I wouldn't have to worry about its betrayal or running away like I would with another adventurer.

If my mother had something constantly boosting her, then it would provide a lot of help while fighting. Sure, the monster would be vulnerable to attack, but that was why I needed to improve. It would allow me to progress more quickly than if I had to fight through the dungeon myself.

And if it became a hindrance or slowed me down, I would rethink things then.

            

    
        Chapter 91 – Interlude 10

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

I missed my son.

It was hard to step away, but I needed to. A monster? What was he thinking? We couldn't trust or reason with them. I detested monster tamers. They were absolute scum, working with the monsters that had killed my family. Now my son was teaming up with a monster instead of listening to me.

"Your son has his own ideas. All Supreme Legends are stubborn. You should take comfort in that," The Mathemancer said.

I resisted the urge to hit him in the face again. "He will endure, or he will die. Now that he is old enough to make his own decisions, he can fend for himself."

"Even though you brought the Dark Cabal to him?" The Mathemancer asked.

"That curse skill is Experience Siphon. They won't kill him. And in overcoming that curse skill, he will become stronger. If he doesn't, he can live a life of mediocrity. I am not a puppeteer like my husband."

"So, you knew?"

"Of course, I knew. I am not an idiot. But if I were going to have a child, I would accept nothing less than the best. The diviners pointed me towards him, and it didn't take me long to realize who he truly was. His skills are subtle, but I have seen worse from monsters down in the dungeon."

"And you played along? I honestly didn't think you had it in you."

"I am capable of holding my tongue. I'm more restrained than people think. I didn't become a Supreme Legend by following the example of Bastian or Blood Gore," I countered.

I spoke with The Mathemancer a lot, and we understood each other better as we went down the dungeon. My lack of social niceties didn't mean I was unaware of them.

I swung my blade, easily cutting apart the Champion monster at the entrance to the 11th layer of the dungeon.

"I am still surprised Blood Gore agreed."

"He just doesn't want to be left behind. While he is strong, his strength is that of a beast, and not of a thinking person," I answered.

"I suppose I should prepare for his unique odor and personality. He honestly makes the rest of the Supreme Legends look like saints in comparison."

"He has the manners of a pig. The Dark Cabal has been trading with him. I have no doubt that he has acquired some troublesome skills."

"No one else is mad or powerful enough to seek him out, except those crazy people. It's a shame I never got hold of their Dark Library. The knowledge contained within is truly priceless."

"Supposedly, it is a living artifact. Able to select its owner and hide itself,"

"Indeed. That makes it so troublesome. You could consider it the true founder and ultimate supporter of the Dark Cabal. Demonic skills, curse skills, and so many other things lost to the ravages of time and war are protected within it," The Mathemancer said with a sigh.

"If I find it, I am cutting it apart, without mercy."

"Maybe spare a book or two for this old man?"

"Perhaps for a favor or two."

"Ah, well, I am quite old. The only reason I am going on this last delve into the depths."

He was quoting some ancient texts at me, but I didn't care enough to think about which one he was quoting.

"Well, if four Supreme Legends can't make it to the bottom, I don't know who can."

"Perhaps your son."

"He has a long way to go, and he doesn't share the same hatred for the dungeon that I do. He is soft, but perhaps fighting the Dark Cabal will temper him."

"You know, I was thinking you didn't care. But when you left, you didn't hide your departure or plan of the final descent. You want the Dark Cabal to know, so they won't target him. Your heart still bleeds, Elena," The Mathemancer said.

"Family is important. Despite my immense power, I am but one woman. But don't go spreading that about once we reach the Last Bastion, or I will be upset," I said while we quickly traveled through the dungeon to the passage leading to the next layer.

At our level, the first 20 layers were relatively easy to traverse with little concern. Only the last few might be annoying.

"You were always the best of us, Elena, despite your reputation. You never lost that spark of humanity."

I did not know how to respond to that. Having my feelings analyzed made me uncomfortable. I steadied my mind and breathing.

"Thank you, but we must turn our attention to this descent and handling Blood Gore."

"Just let him rush in first. You will support him from behind, covering his flanks. The Librarian and I will cover the rear and provide support and a spherical defense."

Legend Xanatos of the Dark Cabal

"So, she fled!" The kneeling Shadow had just delivered the news to me. "Away with you," I ordered, and the Shadow quickly scurried out of my sight.

I had far more pressing concerns than Elena. While it might seem like good news, she had gone on a final descent, which made my position within the Dark Cabal much more precarious.

I had lost control of the Dark Library. If Supreme Warlady Elena was not threatening me, others would start asking questions about when the Dark Library would be reopened.

The door to my throne room opened, and Yonder strode in with several of the council members. As much as I wished to do away with them, I wasn't strong enough to oppose all of them together. I had only become the Leader of the Dark Cabal since I had gained control of the Dark Library.

"Open the doorway," Yonder said. There was no point in lying or concealing the truth.

"I have lost control over the Dark Library." Yonder gave me a smile while the rest of the council members shook their heads. "I will recover it in time."

"That means the position of leader is now open. We should cut your privileges and resources, and we should apply a punishment for losing access to the Dark Library."

"No punishment. I will step down as a council member again. Don't push me, Yonder. I might have been wounded by Elena, but my name is still Xanatos, and I had access to the Dark Library for quite some time. Time enough to learn some very annoying and dangerous skills."

"A demotion then," Yonder said and stared at me with a grin.

I let out a sigh and got off my throne. It was an annoying setback, but I was playing the long game. It wasn't enough to live in the present. One needed to prepare for the future. Cursing Justin had been a risky move, but without risks, one couldn't win against opponents of equal or greater strength.

That was why I was the one who had seized control of the Dark Library. That is the reason I didn't mind resigning and being humiliated. After I got back into the Dark Library, I intended to practice Rampant Healing.

The pictures in the book about the suffering and horror of that skill felt very fitting for Yonder, who was currently causing me problems. His future screams would soothe the humiliation I was enduring.

"Our main priority is to find and regain control of the Dark Library once more. All shadows shall be alerted and watch for signs," one council member said.

"We shall have our agents and spies keep a lookout as well. The reward shall be a council position and access to certain resources," another council member said.

No one objected. That was the standard reward for anyone who wasn't part of the Dark Cabal council.

"Then we have other things to attend to and a Dark Library to find. I hope your recovery goes quickly, Xanatos," Yonder said as everyone left the throne room.

"You are always welcome to test me in the pit, if you dare. Otherwise, I am going to my chambers to rest."

"Not your chambers. Remember, you were demoted. Everything needs to be moved out," he said with a grin, and my anger with him grew.

"I won't forget this," I replied calmly.

"I hope you don't. You have oppressed the rest of us for a long time, Xanatos. Now that you have misstepped, I will enjoy it. Even if you seek revenge, I am not without certain skills as well."

"Get out of my sight. I will move, have no worries," I said and waved my hand.

Yonder left the throne room, and I let out a sigh. This gamble of mine was looking poorer every day. I needed to find and recover the Dark Library before anyone else did.

It wasn't just a repository of knowledge, but a powerful weapon and container of key items collected over the millennia. The ritual components alone were priceless, along with the preserved demonic organs. Such things had no replacement.

My soul shuddered again. A tremor from inhabiting a body that wasn't the one I was born with. Finding the Dark Library wasn't just a question of power anymore, but one of survival. I needed to look up how to stop these soul tremors from getting worse. I knew of a ritual, but I needed the Dark Library for that as well.

I cursed Elena for the thousandth time in my mind. The world was truly unfair to grant such an ignorant, savage woman such power. Unfortunately, she had grown too powerful. Even when I tried my best to get rid of her, I failed and faced setbacks.

Justin was still in possession of the monster egg, according to my informant.

While not part of my plan, it would serve its purpose. There were very few true setbacks, only new opportunities that I needed to adjust to my advantage. For now, I would leave him alone. My cursed skill had degraded, but the skill experience he sent my way was still useful, although it was reduced. Either he would gain levels which would help me, or he would perish of old age. Either option was fine.

I would get rid of him and apply my curse skill to someone else once the skill experience decreased too far. If he couldn’t advance, then I would be done with him and cut my losses. But for now, I would wait and focus on recovering the Dark Library.

            

    
        Chapter 92 – Middle Of The First Semester

    
    
    
    
                "How are you doing, Mister Burnstock?" Melody asked me after being invited into my dorm room. Healer Melon had picked up breakfast for both of us. He was nice like that.

"Well, and yourself?" I asked.

"Quite busy. The middle and the end of the semester are always among our busiest times. Assessing everyone's skill levels. We are going straight to a professional evaluation since I have no doubt you will be one of the top-ranked students."

"So, you just checked my status?"

"You will fill out status sheets. Then, one professor will check your overall status to compare it to what you wrote. Just be truthful and everything will be fine."

"Sure. Let me finish breakfast," I replied, and Melody nodded.

She told me where to go in the afternoon. There were no classes offered during the following week as a mid-semester break. The end of the semester saw a two-week break.

Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 430/430

Stamina: 430/430

Mana: 250/250

Class: Tier 0, Child (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 43 (+1)
Endurance: 43 ()
Strength: 33 ()
Agility: 41 (+1)
Perception: 31 ()
Mind: 98 (+6)
Magic: 25 ()
Focus: 45 (+2)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (26) (10+): Light Armor (100), Dwarven Language (94+64), Spear Skills (89+18), Eldarin Etiquette (75), Monster Processing Skills (75+29), Shield Skills (75), Dwarven Etiquette (73+58), Drawing Skills (70), Dwarven History (68+55), Pulse Strike (67), Bow Skills (52), Combat Tactics (51+1), Cleaning Skills (50+3), Pugilist Skills (50), Speech (50+33), Driving (39), Dancing Skills (38), Axe Skills (34), Deflection (30+5), Dagger Skills (29), Stealth (25), Throw (25), Sweet Tooth (25), Cooking Skills (22), Wrestling Skills (21), Medium Armor (20)

Tier 2 (44) (2+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), Focused Breathing (84+4), System Sense (76+2), Focused Running (64+20), Soul Sense (61+1), Focused Toughness (61+1), Algebra (60+11), Darkness Vision (56), Focused Meditation (53+10), Geometry (50+8), Trap Detection (40), Focused Sword Skills (37), Shadow Vision (34), Speed Reading (34+8), Critical Thinking (27+3), Mana Vision (24+1), Focused Dodge (24+2), Monster Analysis (20), Depth Sense (20), Focused Rage (14+2), Eldarin Lore (8)

Tier 3 (54) (1+): Empowered Will (99), Soul Resistance (91+2), Poison Resistance (65+9), Fear Resistance (61+1), Healing Resistance (55+1), Eldarin Runes (40), Fire Resistance (27), Lightning Resistance (26), Empowered Writing (20), Cold Resistance (20), Soul Strike (20+3), Mana Manipulation (18), Arcane Resistance (16), Skill Control (16), Physical Resistance (12+2), Alchemy (5), System Control (5+1), Social Resistance (4+1)

Tier 4 (8): Soul Link (20+20), Pain Immunity (5+2)

Tier 5 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Beginner's Blade (T2) (Sharpness-T2, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

I handed the filled status sheets to Healer Melon, who looked them over. He let out a sigh of relief.

"At least your Mind stat has gone way up. That is good. Only one new skill, but a Tier 4 skill. That has probably contributed to your recent exhaustion. Your soul is being weighed down with too many high-tier skills," he said.

I knew he was looking at that Tier 4 Soul Link skill. Some quick math put me at a skill level gain of 560 over the last three months. If anyone could beat that number, they would get my sincere congratulations.

Some skills looked like they should have gotten more levels, like Skill Control or Focused Toughness. I didn't use Skill Control often because I had no reason to suppress my Pain Immunity skill, unlike in resistance training. Overlapping skills caused Physical Resistance to prevail over Focused Toughness.

Many skills got the same result, but in different ways. That was the reason having too many skills wasn't always beneficial. Skill conflict can arise, which would hinder leveling up a skill. Therefore, knowing which skills to prioritize for the best teamwork was crucial. But even with the knowledge accumulated for thousands of years, there were still issues.

"But I am at 74% now. I could get eight more tier 1 skills and still be okay."

"Don't stress me out like that."

"My Soul Resistance only went up by two levels. I was hoping it would go up a lot more."

"It shouldn't even be that high to begin with! At least your Mind stat should keep going up for when you change courses next semester and focus on Elven skills."

"At least I am close to maxing out a couple of Dwarven skills. I can drop those classes once I maximize the skill."

"You will need to pick up new auxiliary classes," Healer Melon pointed out, and I nodded.

"Weapon training is always a good choice, since you are around. I really want to improve my Tier 1 skills."

"Perhaps, but maybe you should focus on improving Focused Sword Skills. If you are attacked again, it will be useful to have one strong weapon skill."

I considered the suggestion, and it was a good one. It was just that a tier 2 skill would take much longer to improve than a tier 1 skill.

"Or I can work on Mana Manipulation in an auxiliary class in preparation to learn spell skills. They are a huge force multiplier."

"Don't overestimate spell skills. While they are flashy, there is a reason people still use handheld weapons, including your mother. It is challenging to use spells in combat and hit your target. That is why very few people go down the path of becoming a spellblade."

"I know, but I want to learn spell skills! It is one of the major reasons I am here after all." I then thought about how Healer Melon was here to assist me. When I graduated, my father would give me a better sword. "Focused Sword Skills then. Fill up my time with more physical skills to balance things out, since my brain is melting."

Once we were done with our late breakfast, we made our way to the building where they would confirm a student's exact skills. They showed me to a room and asked me to remove any equipment that might block or distort the skills used to check my status. I removed the ring that my father gave me a long time ago.

Even though it seems pointless to share my status, it blocked casual scans. A man in a staff uniform, looking old and worn, arrived a few minutes later. A young woman came in and put a truth orb on the table.

"Skill sheets," he said, and I handed them over.

"Lots of growth over the last three months. Lots of skills as well. Place your hands on the truth orb, and I will ask you questions while I check your skills. Answer yes or no."

"Understood," I replied and put my hands on the truth orb.

"Is your name Justin Burnstock?"

"Yes." The orb glowed green.

"Are your skill sheets accurate?"

"Yes."

"Is your Dwarven Language skill level 94?"

"Yes."

I was then questioned about particular skills.

"Alright, we are done."

"Couldn't you scan my entire status and see it at once?" I asked.

"I did, but for every truth orb and truth-seeking skill, there are counters. You would be surprised by how many people believe they can deceive the College, including one of our staff members who manages the ranking system here. Combining a truth orb while I actively scan you makes it nearly impossible to hide your actual skill levels."

"It really is that bad?"

"Trust me, it is. It is nice to see a student who doesn't cause trouble and who has improved so much over the last three months. Keep up the hard work," the older staff member said before leaving along with his younger assistant, who took the truth orb and my status sheets I had written out.

I looked at Healer Melon, who shrugged. This place was quick and efficient. Just a bit impersonal and weird in some respects. Like a sudden departure without even a goodbye or an introduction. This place broke etiquette, but it was driven by math, not niceties.

We left the building while more students were being brought in and checked.

"Lots of students to check," I said.

"At least your silver ID got us through quickly. Once you get gold, things should be even easier," Healer Melon said.

I wasn't very concerned about getting a better ID from the College. Benefits came naturally to those who did well. Worrying about things like that was distracting.

"Well, it feels weird to have an entire week with nothing planned."

"You could always work on your skills on your own?" Healer Melon suggested, but that wasn't very appealing.

Much of my skill gain came from almost dying at the hands of the Dark Cabal. I won't be able to repeat that next semester. I knew other people were probably busy working hard to gain more skill levels, but I didn't have it in me to do all of that.

"Aren't we above a city?"

"The City of Genoa. An island nation with a temperate climate that has instituted a voting system for its ruling class," Healer Melon told me.

"I thought we would stay near the dwarves?"

"Even though the College provided aid and helped save many lives, the Dwarves are not thrilled about what happened. Moving above more traditional human nations would create political instability. So, it moved to Genoa. We are floating just south of the city along the coast. Students may visit the city freely if they want to, and the elevator goes down to the surface."

"Then let's plan on that after they release the public rankings tomorrow."

"Very well. I see you are worried."

"I just want to compare myself to the other students. I didn't look before, since it was just a guess by the faculty, but now these are actual rankings. How I do by the end of the year will be determined by this."

"Planning to increase your Sweet Tooth skill?" he asked me, and I shrugged.

"I work hard, so I get to relax. Maybe my mother can keep fighting and working day after day, but I need a break. I gained 560 skill levels, which is an immense achievement. If anyone can beat that, I want to meet them and shake their hand."

"That is a lot," Healer Melon said.

A lot was an understatement. It was ridiculous. I knew enough now to know that the number of levels I was gaining was insane. Healer Melon was trying not to let me get an enormous head or slow down, but I was going to have my break and enjoy it. Other people could exhaust themselves trying to squeeze in extra levels during the break, but I wanted to live a little. Life wasn't just about studying and getting stronger. We were near a new city, a new nation. I wanted to check it out for new sweets and to see if there was anything else interesting.

"Anything else I should know about the city?" I asked.

"There is a bit of chaos, since they are preparing for enrollment in half a year. Since Undercraft was heavily damaged, the College plans to visit a different city each year on a rotating system. They are starting with Genoa. The major city has the same name as the country."

"I am glad you are on top of this."

"The other healers and I get together and chat occasionally. Got to keep the flag raised for the Five Star Institute of Healing and all that," he said with a slight grin.

            

    
         Chapter 93 – Public Rankings

    
    
    
    
                They arranged the public rankings in the main plaza at the base of the large central tower. Every year had its own wall surrounding the plaza, while staff and faculty had their own.

The results were updated overnight, and the plaza was full. I delayed and skipped the crowd, going after breakfast with Healer Melon. Students flocked there to see their class standing, and it was still crowded.

The list moved left to right, with the name followed by the skill gain. The list of Year 6 and 7 students had a few names, but the names were prominent.

Organizers blocked off the space to give people room to find their names without getting in the way.

I looked for my name at the top of Year 1. The first list had 10 names; the second, to the right, had 90; the third had 900. Then, each one after that listed 1,000 names.

Year 11. Justin Burnstock 560
2. Windshell Gossimer 4373. Harren Axefall 411
4. Stormy Aether 4065. Terroc 399
6. Godfrey Windsome 3987. April Withers 386
8. Frank Vonberg 3529. Teresa Mayflower 350
10. Xyon Fullbright 350

There was a tie. In that case, higher-tier skills carried more weight for the tiebreaker. The competition was intense, but there was an enormous gap between me and second place. Because the result would accumulate growth over every three months, I already had a sizable lead, and no one would surpass me easily. If the elf Windshell Gossimer earned the same number of skill levels next month, I could earn 314 and still tie with her.

The advantage of two soul fruits was just too strong. Other people might have nations, entire families, even business empires supporting them, but I had my mother. While she might have gone off to the dungeon, I wouldn't embarrass her or squander everything she had done for me.

Almost dying and getting a new tier 4 skill helped quite a bit. But even without that tier 4 skill, I still would have taken the top spot, which made me feel proud of my accomplishment.

"First place! Melody should be replacing your ID sometime soon, and we will need to move," Healer Melon said.

"Let's take care of that today before we go exploring the city. Returning every day would be exhausting, and I want to explore a little." I looked at his shiny bald head. "Maybe a disguise?"

"The College guards have swept through the city; crime is at an all-time low at the moment. If we stick to the main business district, there shouldn't be a problem."

"Hmm, if you say so." His bald head was very recognizable along with his healer's robes. But if he weren't worried, then I would not be overly concerned. While the Dark Cabal was dangerous, I wasn't going after them, and I wasn't being reckless. Checking out the city below the College seemed like a basic thing that wouldn't invite unnecessary trouble.

While the College had everything one could ask for, the atmosphere and the mood were incredibly depressing.

"Justin Burnstock." I paused and turned towards the elf who had called my name out. It was Windshell Gossimer, the second-ranked student in the first year.

"Yes, Miss Gossimer?" I asked politely as she approached me.

"I will not let you win," she declared.

"Good," I replied casually with a shrug.

She frowned at me. "Are you taking me lightly?"

"Not at all. You have the best chance of catching up and surpassing me. However, I already have a sizable lead for this year, and it isn't small. I believe it is 560 to 437. Catching up to me will be quite difficult."

"A sizable gap, but it is surmountable."

"Really? I figure we have both been working quite hard for the last three months. Suppose you can improve more quickly, good for you. I am honestly just focusing on doing the best I can. If you want me to take you seriously, then score higher than me."

She just glared at me and stormed off.

I shook my head. "Completely pointless drama."

"What if you were second? Would you act the same way?"

"No. It is foolish to worry about others. This isn't a tournament where you can beat others or easily sabotage them. It is a direct competition of learning and resources where your main opponent is your will to continue turning your brain to mush. My tolerance for suffering is quite high after going into the dungeon with my mother for a year."

Still, I was worried about gaining levels in the long term. The near-death experience had helped me out quite a bit. I couldn't replicate that. While I would probably win this year as the top student, over time, the impact of the soul fruits I had taken would weaken, and I didn't know about the backing Windshell Gossimer had.

"Can you ask around about Windshell Gossimer and find out what kind of support she has?"

"I can ask around. Anything specific you are interested in?"

"I just want to know what resources she has supporting her. She is awfully confident and confrontational. No other student is like that. She clearly knows of me, so I would expect she knows of my mother. For her to target me is surprising. I will ask my father when classes restart as well."

"I will ask, but there is only so much I will be able to learn."

"That is fine. I will win this year, but future years will become more difficult. How long do soul fruits last?"

"Forever, but their impact decreases logarithmically. It never goes away, but the impact will diminish to almost nothing given enough time. I would say that in two to four years, your leveling speed will struggle as your soul stabilizes more."

"I can't copy the soul fruits with a skill?"

"Don't do that. That is how people kill themselves. I am not joking. What you are talking about is a soul massage. And despite its seemingly innocent name, it is perilous. Even if you think you have done everything right, you can damage skills, stats, and other parts of your soul without realizing it. This will create even greater problems later on, so don't try that."

"A shame the breaks are so short. I can't go into the dungeon."

"You could take a semester or year off to do that. It is something that is offered."

"No. Once I leave this place, I don't think I want to come back for a long time. I wouldn't call it horrible, but it is an acquired taste. Just an unrelenting push for more levels and power. It is exhausting,"

I knew that if my mother were listening in, she would roll her eyes and say that I was weak.

But this place lasted for seven years. That was a very long time. I would be 19 years old when I graduated. That was so far away. My time in the College of Advancement was only 3.6% complete. My performance was excellent, but the time left was mind-numbing.

I should have known this place was terrible after my mother said I should go there to learn. She had hired Tutor Damian, and he had talked about this place, but it had been a trap. I had promised to do my best and didn't plan to quit, but this place was miserable in a way that was hard to describe.

The best way to explain it was that The Mathemancer had sucked out all the joy and social interaction of gaining skill levels. In the far future, possibly, there would be golems teaching everyone with no Professor in sight. They would repeat the most optimal lesson plan, and everyone would copy that.

For a competitive environment, it made sense. But it would have been nice to make friends. I had a retainer, Healer Melon, A rival, Windshell Gossimer, and a pet that was still stuck in its egg, but no friends.

But there was no use complaining. People would say that I was being spoiled or lazy, but it felt like I was being forced into a box when I wanted to explore beyond it.

When I graduated, I was going to travel. Go down into the dungeon at one point, come up at another, and check out that city. See what the world offered. Live life instead of being hyper-focused on gaining levels.

Otherwise, what was the point?

My mother had worked her entire life to become a Supreme Legend, and she seemed very unhappy.

While she might smile at certain things, she didn't seem to like her life. Even my father seemed stressed with his crazy plans. I get wanting power so one could choose how they lived and be safe, but power for power's sake seemed exhausting. It was a quest without end or purpose.

Perhaps that was why my mother was going to the bottom of the dungeon, to find purpose. I knew I wasn't afraid of hard work, but I didn't want to keep working my entire life. I wanted to become the strongest, but there was more to life than being the strongest spellblade.

While giving that story about Bastian might have meant to test my determination, I had picked up another lesson from it. That was to enjoy your life while getting stronger. That was lost on my mother and most people here.

Even if I didn't place first, it would be disappointing, but I wouldn't regret visiting the nearby city or enjoying a week off. While I had been studying, I had put everything I had into it, as evidenced by all the levels I had gained. But I would not kill myself, even if I burned the book my mother gave me and didn't get a sword from my father.

Coming to that realization lifted a weight off my shoulders I didn't know was there. Expectations only had power if I couldn't handle the consequences. I wouldn't slow down or sabotage myself, but I was going to do things my way—the fun way, where it wasn't year after year of unending misery. There would be some misery, but it would be all misery.

I was going to be the strongest, but I wouldn't become miserable doing so. Worrying about the future was just as much of a mental distraction as worrying over numbers and levels. Mentally, I thanked Windshell Gossimer for helping me realize this. She would probably glare at me or scream in rage if I told her I didn't care if I came in first or not.

It honestly didn't matter.

"You seem in a better mood," Healer Melon said as we made our way to the elevator down to the surface.

"Just realized something about this place I knew, but didn't properly realize until just now. The only enemy to advancing my levels is myself."

I didn't want to tell Healer Melon I didn't care since that would start an argument. But not caring about the results was a way to get better results. It was hard for me to express myself adequately, so I didn't bother. The results would show if I were right or wrong, and even if I was wrong, they didn't matter.

            

    
        Chapter 94 – The City Of Genoa

    
    
    
    
                We went down in the elevator, got out, and I looked up. I was afraid when I saw the giant rock floating above us. The elevator was like a needle sticking out of the base, stopping just above the ground. I could see workmen on the underside of the College working on the rock.

We stepped down slightly onto paved ground. There was a small gap between the base of the elevator and the ground. The level of precision they achieved was exceptional.

"I wonder what they are doing up there?"

"They are dealing with cracks and stress points while smoothing out the rock carefully with various skills. In time, it will be the shape of a dome." A young man said. He had to be about four years older than me if I had to guess. Probably starting here at the College at age 16 instead of 12. "Ah, forgive me for intruding. I am Xyon Fullbright, first year."

I noted a large man in heavy armor standing behind him with a hand resting on the pommel of a massive sword.

"Justin Burnstock. Impressive placement. Number ten, if I recall correctly."

"Nothing compared to number one himself. The legendary child of Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock," he replied with a grin.

"That can't be safe up there."

"There are safety harnesses and ropes you can barely make out if you squint. Heading into the city?"

"Yes. You?"

"The same. The College is like a crypt. I swear, it is like they suck the joy out of learning," he said, and I nodded.

"Exactly. I was thinking the same thing. Surprised you are a first year."

"Well, my parents wanted me to study at home until I was 16 to maximize my time at the College. I swear I would love to fail, but they would probably disown me."

"Nobles?"

"Worse, merchants. You need something, they can get it. The dwarves might make nice contraptions, but they need human merchants to deliver all the stuff to human kingdoms. My family has a large controlling interest in such trade."

"I know little about any of that. If you asked me about the dungeon or fighting, I could say, but my knowledge of trade is almost nothing."

"Don't worry. It is enough to put the dead to sleep—considering profit margins, index portfolios, and budget allocations. I swear, people invent new terms to confuse others. Now we have to wait for a magical carriage to come back. There are a couple that are constantly going back and forth to the city, transporting people and supplies. Here is one now," Xyon Fullbright said.

"This is Healer Melon," I introduced my bald companion.

"This hunk of metal is Skullcrusher," Xyon Fullbright said while gesturing at his guard. "He is here to make sure I don't get into trouble or have too much fun." The mountain of armor didn't even nod. "Strong and silent."

I checked them over with Mana Vision and Shadow Vision. Nothing wrong with either of them. There was some Mana in the armor of Skullcrusher, but my Danger Sense wasn't triggering either. I had been on edge since the attack, checking everyone and everything just to be sure a person wasn't someone else in disguise.

We got on the magical carriage, which had some seating and a large cargo area that staff members quickly unloaded. Soon, we headed towards the city of Genoa. I noticed the magical carriage budge a little bit when Skullcrusher boarded.

"So what discipline are you focusing on?"

"Spell casting. My parents wanted me to go into crafting, but spellcasting seems like an easier way to make a living. I am the fourth son, so nothing major for me to inherit. I prefer to keep things simple. Just cast a spell and be done with things. What about you?"

"Runes for now, but then spells."

"For the dungeon?"

"Yes. I plan to become an adventurer."

"Dangerous. Shame about The Mathemancer going to the bottom. That is a death sentence."

"He might come back."

"No one comes back. The deepest anyone has returned from is the 25th layer. Go any further, and getting back is supposedly impossible. I plan to live a comfortable life and die in a comfortable bed. Sorry if that offends you."

"I don't mind. Going into the dungeon isn't for everyone. I almost died during a solo descent myself."

"What happened?"

"Monster grabbed onto my face. A bug with a hard shell. It almost choked me to death. It was an Abnormal."

"Hmm, well, you clearly are capable. Seeing your skill level gain in just three months made me exhausted. I thought I had a chance at the top spot, but now I am happy making the top 10."

"It is hard work. Couldn't they make the classes more engaging? Like minor competitions against other students. The instruction is the best, but it just feels impersonal."

"No one wants to pay the cost if they aren't getting a lot of levels. I think we are in the minority."

"I know. Enough about the College. Do you know anything about Genoa? I plan to look for some sweets."

"A good idea. They are a major port city since it is an island nation. Perhaps a gambling hall."

"Pulse Strike for sure."

"Oh, you play?"

"Yes. You?"

"Of course. Now that is a fun way to learn math. We should look for a gambling hall after checking out the market."

Skullcrusher let out two loud coughs.

"You are my guard, not my nanny," Xyon Fullbright said, rolling his eyes.

"You too?" I joked while giving a glance at Healer Melon, who just let out a sigh while he was trying to ignore the fact that we were traveling on a magical carriage.

"Parents and their minions can be a hassle. Don't worry, we will have a good time here in Genoa. It's a great mercantile city, with everything one could want, even for a discerning connoisseur."

"I heard it uses democracy to govern. People voting for their leaders? That sounds like it would lead to chaos."

"You aren't wrong. It adds a certain flavor to the place. I was here a couple of years ago when they were first trying to switch over. It was a mess then, but it is getting better."

"How does it even work?"

"With a lot of shouting and colors. It's good that you are wearing the school uniform. Basically, political parties in Genoa have taken over all the colors. Practically a spectrum at this point. But that is boring. Let's find some sweets first, then we can find some exciting place," he said, and I nodded.

It was nice to be out of the College.

"I will keep avoiding colors in mind," I said as we approached the city. There was no outer wall as the magical carriage went down the main road towards the city center.

"Good operation the school has going. Transport and resupply right from the city center. They should probably split the two tasks off. Specialization is always better for efficiency."

"Merchant knowledge?"

"Yes. They should have arranged a warehouse on the outskirts to move supplies and provided separate transport for people to the city center. They will figure it out in a couple of years, I am sure. The College of Advancement is never lacking in people who can figure out stuff like that. There are a lot of auxiliary business courses."

"I might have to look into them. The Oakshield Corporation approached me about using my name and image."

"You didn't agree to anything, I hope?"

"No, why?"

"Good. Dwarven corporations are incredibly ruthless. Competition breeds excellence, and the rivalry among corporations is intense. Probably some low-level employee putting on a big show, trying to make a major accomplishment by getting your support for cheap. I recommend staying away from all of them."

"All of them? Even if they offer better terms or a percentage?"

"You should find someone who can manage and negotiate for you. Specialization and all that. That's the problem with adventurers, thinking they can do everything on their own. No offense."

"None taken, and I get it. When you are down in the dungeon, you can only count on yourself for survival. Depending on others is incredibly risky, especially where combat against monsters is concerned."

"Don't let that mindset carry over into business. Trust me on that. That's why adventurers are always struggling to become rich and merchants rule the world," Xyon said.

I didn't know how true that was, but I understood that money was a strategic resource at a certain point, as higher-quality metals could be used for higher-tier equipment.

"I will keep that in mind," I said as the magical carriage came to a stop.

We got off, and I looked around at the bustling marketplace. A large section was reserved for the College of Advancement. I didn't fault the city for not permitting the College's location above it.

Blocking the sun and the concern that it might fall wouldn't be good. No one wanted to be the second Undercraft. Better not to have two cities on top of each other at the same time in the event of an attack by powerful, crazy people.

"There is a sweet store."

Xyon pointed at a building. He was taller, which made it easier for him to see past the crowd.

We made our way over to the store, past several market stalls, and entered. I smiled as I looked over all the options. It was time to stock up on sweets.

            

    
        Chapter 95 – A Bad Crowd

    
    
    
    
                Healer Melon and Skullcrusher went to the bar to get a drink, while Xyon and I sat in a side alcove. Fast-paced music played in the background in the dimly lit establishment.

A scantily clad woman walked up to our table. "What can I get you two gentlemen today?"

"We are connoisseurs. So, get some of the top-shelf stuff, sweet, Cossuer if you have it, and a nice selection," Xyon said while putting a gold coin on her tray while ordering some food.

Remaining silent, I felt uncomfortable with her undress. I was aware of such places, but I'd never visited one. I couldn't wait to try whatever the chef had cooked up. I hoped that I would find local delicacies.

"Of course. And if you want some company, don't hesitate to ask," the woman said before walking away.

"Don't worry, this is going to be great." Xyon leaned back and grinned at me. "It's nice to finally relax."

I leaned back as well. There was no need to be tense, and it was important not to let the assassination attempts disrupt my mindset. Being able to relax was just as important as training hard in my mind.

"The College flying stresses me out. I am always worried it will fall," I said to generate some conversation, not knowing what else to talk about.

"Exactly! Cities and Colleges aren't supposed to fly. Scary to think one mistake and we are doomed."

The server came back. "Your drinks and the bottle. Cossuer Sparkling Wine, twenty years old."

"Ah, the good stuff. You have to try this," Xyon said as two glasses were poured.

I had never drunk alcohol before. I wasn't too worried, since I had Poison Resistance and the drunken effect from alcohol counted as a very light poison. We both picked up our glasses and drank.

"Sweet. Nice selection."

"I know the best wines. Don't worry." I felt my Healing Points decrease a bit, but wasn't too concerned. If they didn't go below half, I would not worry.

"Don't worry, it is going to get even better."

The server then returned with a silver tray featuring small crystals in a range of colors. My nervousness increased. This wasn't food.

"Perfect! Genoa really lives up to its reputation." The crystals had Mana in them. "The trick is to boost some useless but fun skill."

This was Pic, or power-infused crystals. For a long moment, I wasn't sure what to do. My etiquette warred with my common sense. I had been an idiot thinking this place served food. There were so many obvious clues in hindsight. I was a super idiot.

I fell back on my Adventurer training. When the danger was too great or the situation too complicated, sometimes the best answer was to leave.

"Pic isn't for me. Thank you for your time," I said and pulled out a gold coin.

"What?" Xyon looked at me in surprise as I put the gold coin down on the table and left.

"Let's go," I told Healer Melon. He gave me a nod, and we walked out. "Why didn't you stop me?"

"Your mother couldn't change your mind about your choices, and you wanted me to change her mind? You made the right decision to walk out, by the way."

"Why?"

It wasn't just about Xyon using Pic; it was also about how the people I tried to make friends with turned out to have hidden issues. I knew I wasn't perfect, but someone who used Pic was not someone I wanted to be around. That wasn't even counting the risk of Alchemical Toxicity. After all the suffering I had endured, I wasn't about to ruin my body and soul for no reason.

"My healing points are still dropping from some wine."

"What kind?"

"Cossuer Sparkling Wine, twenty years old, but only half a glass."

"It has Alchemical agents to suppress poison resistance. It is triggering your Alchemical Toxicity. You should be fine with just half a glass. But watch out for high-end drinks like that."

"No one told me."

"Most people your age don't drink Cossuer Sparkling Wine. " It's half a gold coin per bottle."

"Sorry," I muttered as I kept wandering through the city on a main road. Other people were going by us in a riot of color. I ignored them, frustrated and dejected. Poor judgment, not Experience Siphon, was my curse.

"Don't be. You made a good choice to leave that kind of place."

"But Xyon…he seemed so capable."

"For now. Pic will damage his soul. I bet he said something about focusing only on useless skills."

"He said exactly that. Were you listening in?"

"No. But it is a common excuse for addicts to use. Pic might not seem bad at the start, but it is highly addictive. What happens when you run out of junk skills? You will focus on others, and your soul will progressively decay. Your lifespan would be reduced to a quarter."

"Then why do people use it to begin with?"

"Because it makes them feel amazing. But it is all lies. I have seen addicts when they finally realize there is no hope. It gets ugly every single time. They try to look for solutions while taking more Pic, hoping to outrun the collapse of their soul, until they are nothing but a hollowed-out husk that then dies in excruciating pain."

"And it is legal?"

"No, but most cities and nations turn a blind eye to it."

"Why? That makes little sense."

"Welcome to the adult world, Justin, where money is power. There is a lot of money in selling Pic. And since it is addictive, the money doesn't stop flowing. Some of that money finds its way into the pockets of various officials and nobles, ensuring they look the other way, even if their own family members might get addicted."

We kept walking for another couple of minutes in silence until we reached the shoreline. Wooden ships filled the port—no magical carriages for the open ocean. The waves made it impossible. I let the sea breeze wash over me as I looked out over the water.

My mind jumped to thinking about how people had tried to flood the dungeon in the past. That action closed the surface passage to the dungeon. It did not enjoy being flooded.

Even with the distracting thought, I was still depressed, upset, and frustrated. I had trusted Xyon, and he had turned into a drug addict.

"Are there fun classes or activities at the College of Advancement?"

"Perhaps a lesser skill? I don't know. I will ask around."

That was nice of him. I would find other people who had the same interests as me. Getting stronger, sweets, good food, fun skills, and adventuring. There must be other people out there who weren't messed up.

Maybe to other people, having Sweet Tooth would make them look down on me instead. But there was a difference between candy and drugs. At least I thought so. One was slightly bad for your health; the other ruined your soul. You couldn't take Pic in moderation. I felt some regret about stocking up on sweets now.

"It is getting late. We should head back to the College or find an inn to stay at."

"Let's find an inn. I still want to look around the city. This is my vacation, and I won't let it be ruined," I replied and turned away from the coast and the port. "Why don't you pick a place? I really don't feel like deciding something right now."

After the disaster with Xyon, I didn't want to make any more decisions today.

"Then the city center would be for the best," Healer Melon said as we began walking back. "Don't worry about the sweets."

"What?"

"I can tell you are worried about them. They aren't soul-damaging drugs. A little won't hurt you, and your consumption of them isn't that high. If you were eating a lot more, then I would say something. But at your age and with the physical skills you are working on, more sugar won't kill you. It is just slightly bad."

"Slightly still doesn't sound good."

"I have a bad habit myself."

"What? No way. How did you get that past my mother?"

"I read romance thrillers in my spare time. The Sultry Maid series is quite popular. "

"What…no way," I muttered. "Wait! Do you want to stop by a bookstore?"

"Don't worry about it. If I let you read something like that, your mother would skin me alive and then bake me," he joked. Maybe? It was hard to tell with my mother where she sometimes drew the line.

"I won't. I guess even healers have a dark side."

"Indeed. Everyone has a way to relax, but it is often private."

"Even Supreme Warlady Elena?" I asked in a slightly joking tone.

"There are always exceptions to every rule. And for her, killing monsters is probably relaxing."

"I hope she is doing all right."

"If anyone returned from the bottom of the dungeon, it would be her. But I am sure she would be happy that you are thinking of her."

"Hmm, it would be interesting if she had a bad habit in her spare time. Like secretly enjoying fine wines. Do you think one has to follow their passion to become a Supreme Legend?"

"Maybe. I know that the route is incredibly long and difficult. While it might seem hard now, you are building a foundation that will make things much easier later. If anyone is going to get a tier 7 skill, it will be you."

"That is nice of you to say. You know nothing about the Dark Cabal?"

"They are a secretive terrorist organization. The Five Star Institute of Healing directly opposes them. It's one of the few groups we actively condemn but won't go after at all."

"There are others?"

"Mainly criminal organizations that deal with slavery or children. The Five Star Institute has always believed in protecting children. After we opposed the Eternal Emperor, this became a core philosophy of the institution. Even though it can be difficult sometimes, we try our best."

"You do that while having a monopoly on healing? Why do you have that anyway?"

"This is before the Eldarin Empire, but healing was much more widespread and mixed with flesh crafting. There were a lot of accidents, and there was offensive healing. They clamped down on that heavily. There hasn't been a Dark Healer in over 1,500 years, thankfully."

"Huh, Dark Healing? Now I am curious."

"Mutated growths and deforming people into monstrosities, twisting healing skills for nefarious purposes. Very few records exist, and access to the known skills is heavily restricted. If there ever were a Dark Healer, the entire Five Star Institute would mobilize everything to kill that individual. Even the Dark Cabal hesitates to train a person in such skills, even if they know."

"But not for other things?"

“Fighting all the evil in the world is impossible. Healing is the sole purview of the Five Star Institute of Healing for good reason — to prevent misuse and frauds from scamming people."

            

    
        Chapter 96 – Red Versus Blue

    
    
    
    
                "Support Red! Support strength! Our ancestors' shed blood should be elevated, not degenerated!" I was tuned in to a political rally in Genoa. "That is why we must stand together through strength and not through trade or foolish mercantile ambitions that can be disrupted easily!"

"Donation?" A young boy came over with a collection pouch and asked me. I gave a copper coin, and he moved on.

I left the back of the crowd with Healer Melon. "Intense, but I think I have this place kind of figured out."

We made our way to the restaurant for lunch.

"That they are all easily excited?" Healer Melon joked, and I laughed.

"That too. Red is for the political party that wants a more strength-focused government. The color symbolizes the blood shed by adventurers. Blue focuses on trade, and the color represents the ocean. The rest of the colors, I still don't fully get."

"I think the two purples represent the desire for a monarchy, just in different contexts. Light purple for an elected monarchy and dark purple for the strongest person being in charge."

"I think Green has something to do with agriculture. But no clue what yellow means."

"Headache-inducing. That there is a Political Acumen skill is a curse. I do not know how anything gets done around this place with everyone arguing about who is in charge and running things."

We were both in agreement about that. This place just seemed incredibly unstable and confusing. Anyone with good social skills could easily dominate the entire process. I thought of my father as we entered the restaurant, and the staff led us to a table near the windows.

At least the city had lots of flowers growing everywhere. It really was colorful.

"So, what system do you think is best? Doesn't the Five Star Institute of Healing use a council?"

"They do, but it is filled with the most learned and experienced healers in their respective fields. One for each tower, representing one founding member each. It works for us, but everywhere else, the human nations seem to have a decent system with their nobility. Keep all that political nonsense contained to a select group of people."

"I never considered that. The nobility separates itself to spare the common people."

"Exactly! Otherwise, you get nonsense like all these political rallies in Genoa. Elections once every year, with voting power based on level, might seem like a good idea, but there are so many flaws with the entire process you could drive one of those large magical carriages through all the flaws and still have room to spare."

"I was thinking about social skills. It would be easy to manipulate many people."

"Sure, that is one way. But you could have employers forcing their employees to vote a certain way," Healer Melon said, and then paused as a server came to take our order before

"It is all a waste of time. I get having hobbies and doing other activities, but when everyone focuses on politics, it's just exhausting when there are better things to do. For instance, someone could use the energy spent learning about political parties to learn a useful skill."

I nodded.

"Ah, I couldn't help but overhear your conversation. I am Ralph Lon Dorenso, a minor politician in this wonderful city of Genoa, the birthplace of democracy."

"Justin Burnstock."

"Healer Melon."

"Do you mind if I join you? Perhaps I could help the guests from the College understand what makes this city so great."

"Sure, it could be interesting," I replied, and the man grinned and sat down.

A server quickly brought over an extra place setting and a drink. "Don't worry, I will pay for my meal, but I hope to enlighten you about Genoa."

"Go ahead, I am listening," I replied, curious to see what this man would say.

I observed that his primary color was yellow.

"You see, even the nobility has issues. If there is a war or the nobility does something to those not in the nobility, there is no recourse for the common person. Escaped slaves of the Eldarin Empire founded this city. It is only recently that we have transitioned from a democratic system to the rule of the strongest. It is a new age. Gone are the large wars of the past; this is the age of trade, knowledge, and advancement."

"I understand that benefit, but what about the waste of time?"

"People save time by investing in the political system by being more informed and preventing being drawn into wars and other complexities. By making a government of the people, we are protecting the people."

"But some people have power, and power corrupts. Better to keep that corrupt to the nobility, so you know who to watch out for."

"That is where we pass laws as a collective to strengthen the nation itself. As everyone wants Genoa to be better, we will all move forward with a collective purpose."

"You talk of collective purpose, but you have so many political parties."

"Just like you have different skills or thoughts or interests. That is what makes this place great. Everyone gets to participate, and we use the collective wisdom to make the best possible laws for everyone."

"But there will be winners and losers, regardless. Like matters of trade."

"You mean tariffs?"

"I think so. Trade isn't my focus, but letting in the magical carriages of the dwarves into the country will undercut the horse market," I explained with an example I knew of.

"True. But that is why the government has set up a Work Placement office to help people find new jobs and train new skills. This isn't just the birthplace of democracy but the center of progress. That is why your College is here," Ralph Lon Dorenso said.

"They came here since everywhere else would have caused political complications by flying over other nations," Healer Melon said.

"But you can't deny that the spirit of freedom is in the very air itself."

These people were all clearly crazy. They might not all be using Pic, but after listening to Ralph Lon Dorenso talk, I was absolutely convinced that politics should be left to the nobility. Now I was curious about the most important question I could ask.

"What about Supreme Legends? Individuals who have great power to overthrow an entire nation?"

"They would be honored and welcomed. Genoa is open to all. A melting pot of all races and beliefs. That is what yellow stands for — the sun — and how we all live underneath it except for monsters and those in the dark."

He clearly had good intentions; however, they were completely unrealistic. If my mother showed up here and someone was insulting her, she would kill them, and there would be nothing anyone could do about it. Ralph Lon Dorenso might say pretty words, but with all this freedom and political upheaval, they had clearly forgotten some important facts. Power was the true determiner of who was right or wrong throughout history. The Eldarin Empire lost power, so it was wrong. My mother was powerful, so she was right.

There was one truth of the world I hadn't forgotten or misunderstood. Of all the lessons my mother imparted to me, the belief that absolute strength allowed a person to ignore laws and rules was a major lesson. She might not have said it directly, but I saw other people bending to her will and desires.

The idea of democracy and running a government as a group sounded nice, but it was like a house of cards. It was just that no one cared about the island nation of Genoa. It might be a trade hub, but going to war to take the nation over would destroy the very thing that gave it value.

Also, the people were descendants of escaped slaves from the Eldarin Empire, and there was a strong independent streak. I knew that if someone conquered this place, its people would constantly rebel. Unless they killed most of the people, they could not govern it at all. And by then, what would even be the point?

Genoa's lack of a large military also explains why they were left alone. Though the Red Party seems strong, the Blue Party appears more popular, as indicated by the colored clothing, buildings, and plants.

While we ate our meal and Ralph Lon Dorenso talked about the wonders of democracy, I had completely tuned him out. If I wanted to get involved in politics, I would have asked my mother to get me a noble title. I was sure she would have made me the King of some nation, which would have been annoying. I didn't have the patience or mindset to deal with all the political situations with the nuance required.

I would give orders and expect them to be obeyed. Rule with an iron fist. I was much more like my mother than my father in that regard. Even though she had left, the shadow she cast over my life remained.

After paying for our meal, we thankfully left Ralph Lon Dorenso behind.

"Let's leave," I told Healer Melon.

"Really?" he asked.

"Yes. This place is a nightmare. If there is a hell, it would be Genoa. After listening to Ralph Lon Dorenso talk about democracy and how this place is a beacon of enlightenment, I never want to come back. It is too confusing. Just give me a nobility so I can avoid them."

"I think I have to agree with you. It's like a rainbow got sick and threw up all over the city," Healer Melon said in a quieter tone, so the people nearby didn't overhear.

I chuckled. It really was too much color. Having things in neat categories and having people with the skills they needed for their job was for the best. Have the nobility focus on social skills, farmers on farming skills, and so on.

There were even classes. How those worked with politics was something I was glad I hadn't asked about. What if someone had a job suited for politics but was then voted out of their position? What would they do then? These people clearly had too much time and money to waste when they should have been focusing on more important things.

In time, this city and nation would only grow weaker. Though they might not be conquered, Genoa was clearly a joke and would never expand beyond its borders. These people were all excited about being in charge, but they missed the fact that it was all an illusion. They should focus on enhancing their own skills and influence, rather than wasting time deciding which political party and color to support.

If I were stuck in this city, I would pick white as my political color to show my disdain for the entire process and concept of democracy. It was as if someone had cursed the entire nation into madness. Perhaps the water or food was being tampered with? I didn't feel any effects, but this place was just too weird.

            

    
        Chapter 97 – Cooking Class

    
    
    
    
                "Oh, you are new," a young beastkin woman said.

Beastkin were humanoid beings from another continent. It was rare to see one. She had pointed fur ears at the top of her head, a bushy black tail, and an animal-shaped face.

"Mastered a skill, so took this auxiliary cooking class. Justin Burnstock," I introduced myself.

"Judy Nightveil."

"Descendent or dungeon?"

"Excuse me?"

"Did you arrive through the dungeon, or are you a descendant of beastkin who came through the dungeon? My apologies if that was offensive."

"Oh, just thought you were asking something else. My father came through the dungeon along with my mother's parents. He is a Professor here, so I get to take auxiliary classes without being a student."

"That must have been difficult."

"It can be challenging, but you are the one everyone has been talking about. Setting a record for your first three months. People are saying you will break the yearly record for skill level gain of 2,025."

"Perhaps. Gaining a lot of skill levels is never easy. Circumstances play a role as well."

I thought of the money the College gave me not to talk about the attack. I had accepted, as creating a controversy wouldn't have accomplished anything and would only draw negative attention. But I couldn't say that I gained a sizeable chunk of those levels because of near-death experiences.

"So, Cooking, I am surprised."

"I wanted to find a skill that is more fun and less constant studying. At least I should get to eat tasty things."

"Indeed. That's the same reason I signed up as well. The main class is for people who want to become professional chefs, even though this isn't a cooking school. People hear College of Advancement and think you are better than everyone else," she replied with an eye roll.

Her eyes appeared a little larger than human eyes.

A beastkin wasn't someone deformed from birth or because of the Mana of the dungeon. They were humanoids with animal traits. They came from another part of the world, over the Great Ocean. Storms and waves made crossing very dangerous and difficult, but people knew a continent of beastkin existed, and possibly other surface continents as well.

Even a Supreme Legend would hesitate before crossing the Great Ocean, since one wrong move and they could fall into the water and drown. Attempts to build large and stronger boats all struggled against the massive waves and intense weather.

"Cooking for a living could be interesting, but I enjoy eating delicious food a bit too much."

"Hmm, me too. Want to split?"

"Split?"

"That means we each try the other person's cooking. The professor takes a small piece of whatever we make to critique, but there is always a lot left over, which is what makes this class fun."

"Sure. My Cooking skill might only be at level 22, but I have confidence in my ability to make something that isn't terrible."

"Dungeon cooking is very different from cooking in a kitchen. I think you might struggle a bit, Justin," she said with a glint of competition in her eyes.

"Well, Judy, I don't easily back down from a challenge. Let's see if you can defeat me."

It was just the two of us when the Assistant Professor showed up. "Only two? Well, that is fine. Let's get started with today's challenge of braised fish. Observe while I show you how to debone."

Like Monster Processing, Cooking was a lot more hands-on with its instruction, which was something I preferred to the rote memorization of other classes.

At the end of the hour, the Assistant Professor tried both our dishes.

"More salt, spread the braising out more evenly, and watch your temperature control. I would grade it 2 out of 5."

Ouch, that was brutal.

The Assistant Professor then went over to Judy Neightveil. "Over salted. More braising. And your temperature control is poor. I would grade it 2 out of 5. Now, both of you clean up for the next class."

He then left.

"Let's split," I said, and Judy nodded.

We tried each other's dishes. "Definitely better than mine. Has more flavor."

"No, no. Yours is better," she replied with a grin as we finished up our respective cooking. Her incisors were longer and sharper.

"Tomorrow, we will settle this."

"Tomorrow," she agreed, and we both quickly cleaned up.

The next day, I arrived a bit early again, and Judy showed up just after me.

"Ready for round two, Miss Nightveil?"

"Call me Judy."

"Then you can call me Justin."

"And I will beat you this time! Don't you worry."

"So, what course does your father teach?"

"Professor Nyx Nightveil teaches Focused Stealth."

"Stealth, interesting. Would beastkin have an advantage?"

"Our Perception stat is higher, and we gain sensory and footwork skills more easily, but it is more about practical experience. He got stuck in the dungeon for a long time and ended up on this continent. What about you? What are you strong at?"

"Everything and nothing. I suppose I am good with a blade and am learning runes, but I am currently focusing a lot on foundational skills. One reason I wanted to take this class was to do something fun."

"My father keeps telling me I should focus on combat, but I don't think I will ever be an adventurer. I couldn't imagine getting lost and showing up in a place where I don't know anyone."

 Clearly, there was some family trauma there, which led to ending up on an entirely different continent. I wondered how many humans ended up on the continent with the beastkin.

"I can understand that, but I look at it as an adventure. Something exciting to experience."

"I prefer my experiences to be more of a culinary nature."

"What other things do you enjoy besides cooking?"

"Gardening. I work in the vegetable gardens that the College has."

"Don't they import all their food?" I asked, and she shook her head.

"No way. For this many students and staff? They grow a lot in specialty greenhouses, alongside Alchemical plants. The main reason Cooking is a skill taught is because of the overlap with Alchemy. There is a lot of drive to create tastier, less impactful Alchemical products for more widespread use."

"Huh. I didn't even know that."

"You are clearly a brute. Taking combat classes?"

"I will have you know I am finishing up my Dwarven classes this semester—lots of book learning. I am not just a brute; I am a well-educated brute," I replied, and she giggled.

The Assistant Professor entered the classroom and immediately began teaching. "You two again? Alright, let's get started. Today we are making fried oysters with a vegetable mash."

He went up to my workstation to sample my cooking first. "2 out of 5. The oysters are over-fried slightly, and the mash is too fine and keeps too much water."

He then went over to Judy's workstation.

"2.5 out of 5. Good job on the oysters, but your vegetable mash isn't even. Good job on the presentation with the plating. Now clean up."

We exchanged dishes.

"You definitely ground up your mash a lot more than I did. My strength stat isn't that high," she said.

"It adds texture. Your oysters are very well done. You got the timing perfect. It looks like it's your win today."

"Hmm, perhaps. You will have to work harder. Otherwise, I won't be sharing my meals."

"I guess I will have to," I said as we finished up our respective dishes. "I'm surprised no one else is here."

"Anyone who would focus on the Cooking skill would go to the main class, and the skill level gain from this isn't very high."

"Really? Too many people get caught up in skill-level gain around here," I replied with a shake of my head.

"Don't blame them. Everyone wants to do well. Cooking isn't an auxiliary skill most would choose to work on. I only show up now, since it is a good way to spend my lunch."

I nodded. "It is a nice hour break in the middle of the day from other courses."

We said our goodbyes after cleaning up.

Once I was done with the rest of my classes, I returned to my new dorm in the center of the campus—a perk of winning first place in the three-month evaluation.

"You seem in a good mood?" Healer Melon asked me during our late dinner together.

"Yes. Cooking class in the middle of the day is exactly what I needed to help me relax. There is a nice beastkin named Judy also taking the class."

"Do I need to tell you about certain things between men and women?"

"No, Healer Castelle already covered everything, as did my parents," I quickly replied, and he chuckled.

"I will only say that having children between races is impossible. Any children born are horribly deformed and pass away quickly, even if they are born alive, which is unfortunate, but that's just how it is."

"I…I will remember that."

"It isn't something that is regularly talked about. But it is a major reason proponents against integration between races always bring up. Just wanted to make sure you were aware."

"Got it," I replied, hoping to end this conversation.

"Sorry to ruin your good mood."

"No, better to know something than be ignorant. I wasn't thinking about any of that. Just enjoying the cooking class and not having to worry about what dark secret Judy hides."

"I got information about Windshell Gossimer by the way. That elf is a Princess of the White Water Islands. Five immediate legends in her family and at least twenty in the nation."

"That many?"

"Elves gain Vitality more easily than humans naturally. Also, that is their entire high-level combat ability. Humans tend not to join up with any specific nation, while elves are much more aligned with their nation. They raised her to be a high-level adventurer, just like you, except that she is already 20 years old."

"That is a lot older."

"Most elves prefer their children to gain lots of levels so they can protect themselves if they choose to leave their homes. They also have a robust schooling system. Nothing inferior to what you experienced, but there is a reason she is ranked second."

"Is there any chance she will do anything underhanded?"

"No. The College punishes such things harshly. So, there's no need to get overly worried. But once you leave, she might seek you out to kill you."

"She’s that petty?"

"Being known as the top of one's graduating year is very important and a high mark of success. If you disappear in the dungeon a few years after you graduate, she will say such a thing."

"Great! First, I had to deal with the Dark Cabal, and now these White Water Elves are after me.”

"Success invites competition," Healer Melon said.

I hated how right he was.

            

    
        Chapter 98 – Resistance Training

    
    
    
    
                "Justin, I have had an idea, and it is an interesting possibility," Healer Melon said.

"Oh, what is it?" I asked curiously, since Healer Melon rarely proposed anything. He seemed content to let me make my own decisions.

"I know you want to continue resistance training. It is less effective through a potion regimen than through a chamber, and we are trying to get rid of all your Alchemical Toxicity and other concerning factors," he said, and I nodded. I was getting slightly concerned since this was a lot of buildup. "Non-Alchemical potions are something that is being pioneered at the College."

"Non-Alchemical potions seem like an oxymoron. How can you have a potion that isn't Alchemical?"

"That's the real trick. They make the potion alchemically neutral by focusing on purely physical properties. There have been a lot of failures, but guess what? Most of them count as poisonous. I heard this from the other healers."

"Can you even train safely by consuming weird potions? What about the cross-interactions or residual components left behind?"

"They tested the ones I want you to use for side effects. While it is a niche field of study, the College is about to open wide-scale testing of these items for Poison Resistance training."

"And the other resistances and Poison Immunity?"

"Nothing. It is still a fresh field of study. Specifically, they are looking to create potions with no Alchemical Toxicity. I can monitor you after you take them. The main issue is the side effects."

"Which are?"

"Nausea. Headaches. Digestive issues. Although it would make it harder to focus, most of your classes are auxiliary." The idea was intriguing. It was tough to train resistance skills. "The College subsidizes the cost since I will need to collect medical information when you take these specialty potions."

"I will let you figure it out and make the arrangements. I trust you with my health," I told Healer Melon, who nodded.

This place was the world's best for ages, for they were constantly exploring fresh opportunities.

The idea of a Non-Alchemical potion of any kind contradicted the very concept of a potion. One could view the research as mostly a failure, as they made progress only in poisons, but this still advanced poison resistance training. There were probably other applications as well that I couldn't think of.

These specialty potions contained no Mana, so they required very select ingredients and careful preparation and harvesting. No, that would still be impossible. They made Mana self-destruct or neutralize other Mana to achieve perfect balance. Balanced regarding Alchemical components, not the outcome.

The next day, Healer Melon brought over several potions. I drank the first one slowly and noticed my healing points rapidly going down.

"I will have to monitor you several times a day. Stick to a tenth of a bottle every hour. Once you finish the potion for the day, you can double the dose and increase it further in the morning."

"Thanks! I wouldn't have known about this if it weren't for you."

"I want to see you succeed, Justin. I can't do much, but maximizing Poison Resistance over the next year should be doable with these Non-Alchemical poisons. We will give them a rest for two days out of every week to allow your body time to recover and ensure there is no lasting damage."

"What about the rest of my resistance training?"

"Chamber training is still the best option."

"And immunity training?"

Healer Melon let out a sigh at that question. "You have asked that before, and there is no good way to train an Immunity skill, since they only advance when they fail. When they fail, you receive a large amount of burst damage. Such things are slightly unpredictable and highly dangerous."

"But there has to be a way? They have a Poison Immunity and Fire Immunity course."

"I will look into them, but my understanding is that they use carefully calibrated capsules and consider as many factors as possible to break your immunity skill over and over in a controlled manner. And since it is controlled, the leveling is very poor. Those are also tier 4 skills, so it makes it even worse."

"But it is possible. Couldn't you figure something out with these Non-Alchemical potions?"

"For Poison Resistance, yes. For Poison Immunity, absolutely not. It is too easy to make a mistake, and you have Alchemical Toxicity and Healing Resistance. There is no margin for safety or recovery. I am sure the training methods for immunity-type skills will improve over the years, and you will gain more healing points. But for now, the risk is too great."

"It just seems like a waste of an opportunity."

"I will double-check, but I saw the same course catalogue you did. You would spend a lot of time on tiny level gains. It would be better to focus on spell skills or other useful skills."

"Any other resistance skills out there?"

"You have all the major ones, including Arcane Resistance, Social Resistance, and Soul Resistance. You also have major elemental resistances. There really is nothing left."

"It would be nice to block a lot of damage," I replied. "And yes, I know not to depend on them, since that is a good way to be overconfident and die."

"I am glad you understand that. Too many people see the word immunity in their skill list and lose all common sense. I will also check for other Non-Alchemical potions that can be used for resistance training. They might still be in the testing phases, which I will need to look at."

"Thank you."

"Despite what your mother may say, you work incredibly hard. If I had worked as hard as you while becoming a Healer, I might be sitting at the top of the Five Star Institute of Healing."

"Really?"

"I won't deny that the soul fruits and other stuff you have gotten have helped you, but you are working intently at improving yourself. While I might not agree with all your decisions, you aren't slacking off either," he said, and I felt a sense of happiness. It really was a struggle to work on so many skills constantly.

I was lucky that the information from the skills imprinted into my soul, so I could recall it much more easily compared to information that wasn't skill-based. That was why creating new things and certain business practices were more challenging, as there were no direct skills to support certain activities.

If the System weren't helping me out, all the knowledge would have flowed right out of my head. There was an entire research institute here at the College devoted to researching questions like this. How much did skills help with memory retention? There were countless questions that the research institute here at the College investigated.

"I am glad to hear that. It hasn't been easy, that is for sure."

"So, any idea what you plan for your next semester as your main courses?"

"Next semester, I will focus on Elven skills. Then next year, Demonic, High Vostner, and Low Voster skills. At least after Elven, there are no etiquette skills. Then, focusing on the various script skills to build the foundation for rune skills, the following two years. After that, I will focus on spell skills."

"Not going to focus on runes here at the College?"

"No. Not that I don't want to, but I plan to go into the dungeon after graduating for several years."

"It would be tough to track you once you are in the dungeon, especially if you entered at an unexpected location," Healer Melon said, and I nodded.

"I can study runes during my downtime in the dungeon. The spatial pouch my mother left me is far too useful. I can stock up on training methods and textbooks before leaving. Mana Manipulation should be more than high enough for work on spell skills by that point."

"You are only focusing on the skill once a week, and for a tier 3 skill, that is nowhere near enough training to maximize it. You will need Mana Manipulation maximized to get the most out of spell skills. It is listed as a prerequisite for a reason."

"I will put more focus on that skill in my auxiliary classes," I replied, and he nodded.

While he wasn't my advisor like Melody was, he had a lot of practical insight, and I trusted him. Melody would be happy if I kept up my high-level gain, but didn't care that much about the process itself. Healer Melon focused on me as an individual to ensure my success.

"The real challenge will be when that egg hatches. Raising a monster is no simple task."

"Just feed it my Mana every morning and evening, and it should be fine."

"And you will have to be careful when you watch it. If the creature attacks anyone, they will put it down. I will help, but it is still a monster and may behave unpredictably. You need to be ready to spend a lot of time with it," he replied, and I nodded.

"That is fine. I don't mind."

"As long as you are aware."

"Anything else I need to be worried about?"

"I have arranged for higher-quality monster meat, usually fed to monsters, to be set aside for your monster once it is born.  It will also be difficult to raise since a Winged Serpent specializes in Alchemy and related skills, and you don't.”

"I just need to train it up. Also, I am hoping you can help teach it healing."

He gave me a look like I was one of those crazy political people in Genoa. "You want me to teach a monster how to heal?"

" Healing and Alchemy for support should be possible for the monster to learn. If it is smart enough to perform Alchemy, it should be smart enough to handle healing skills."

"That’s because it is born with an innate knowledge of Alchemy and alchemy-related skills. Monsters differ completely from people in that regard, and there is a risk it could turn to Dark Healing."

"It would use Alchemy for combat."

"I will consider it. I need to write to my superiors at the Five Star Institute of Healing and get permission before attempting such a thing. No known monster in the dungeon uses healing. You only see Dark Healing below the 20th layer, and even then, a monster with such skills rarely appears.”

"I really want it to act as a support and be able to protect itself. Not to break any taboos."

"That is what all people say before things get messy. Like I said, I will ask for permission."

"Thank you," I said with a smile.

            

    
        Chapter 99 – Axe Skills Training

    
    
    
    
                Once I had maximized Spear Skills and it had become a tier 2 skill, Focused Spear Skills, I began training with the axe. I had some basic training with the weapon, but I wanted more experience with it. The tier 4 skill, Weapons Mastery, was a long way off, but my mother had mentioned several times that it was a key skill. Getting that skill and Runes Mastery were key goals for my build to become a spellblade.

"Good motion. Remember to step back after you swing so you don't get caught," the Assistant Professor pointed out as we sparred. He had started with an axe as well, but had switched to a sword and shield.

"The major risk with an axe is opening yourself up to a counterattack, so you need to be very aware of the flow of combat far more than with any other weapon."

As we trained, I could understand how the Assistant Professor would respond with his sword. That was my Focused Sword Skills coming into play.

The knowledge from that skill was helping me in combat against that weapon. Skills could be far more versatile than people gave them credit for. It all mattered how someone used them.

"Reverse and counter. Switch hands to keep up the pace," the Assistant Professor said while increasing his speed and forcing me to keep moving while working on more feints and counters.

"Don't be afraid to target my weapon to knock it away. Keep moving. Axes aren't for blocking; power and speed are the key focus."

I took several hits to my medium training armor. It was challenging to keep up my speed with the heavier protective equipment, but I kept pushing myself.

Healer Melon routinely refreshed my stamina, but I still felt quite ill by the end of the long training session.

"That poison is tearing up my gut," I told him after the training was done.

He put his hand on me, and I did my best to lower my Healing Resistance skill.

"We will have you take a break from the potion regimen for the next two days. A bit earlier than I planned to stop, but it is better to be safe. Your healing points are a bit on the low end, so that should give you time to recover," Healer Melon said.

"I want to say I can push through the pain, but it is mentally exhausting keeping Pain Immunity suppressed all the time."

"Even with those issues, you are improving in melee fighting. You are getting better."

"Thanks. I noticed I can pick up on the skills the Assistant Professor is using, like Sword Skills."

"That is common as you gain a deeper understanding of a specific skill. In time, it will only get better."

"I guess that is why I need to master so many weapons."

"You have seen weapon-wielding monsters in the dungeon. Those are some of the more dangerous with overpowered attacks. Knowing how to counter them in combat is incredibly useful."

"My mother mentioned that. You were there," I said, and he shrugged.

"Just repeating some good advice that I heard from someone knowledgeable," he replied with a grin, and I rolled my eyes. I could tell he was teasing me a bit, which was fine. "So where do you want to eat tonight?"

"The Sky Terrace opened up. We get priority with our gold cards."

There had been signs about the new eatery on the edge of the flying campus.

After getting cleaned up and changed, we made our way to the new eatery. The eatery used a portion of the outer wall. After getting a table, we enjoyed a prime view of Genoa at sunset as a light breeze blew past us.

"The weather wards are impressive," I said while looking out at the stunning views.

Everything looked so small from up here, like toys. I saw ships going in and out of the massive port. Genoa was busy with trade and not just politics.

"I would think that enjoying a meal on a flying mountain would be more impressive."

"True. I can't argue with that. It is hard to remember that we were on a flying mountain. So many days it seems so mundane. I can't even tell that we are flying unless I come to a place like this."

While it might seem amazing to study at a flying College, it didn't impact the learning speed. It just added to the ambiance and was a reminder of how impressive this place was.

"Welcome! Today the meal on order is shrimp and oysters, taking advantage of what the city of Genoa has on offer."

This place was much more expensive than the other eateries at the College, but I didn't mind splurging. Even though they offered only a single meal each day, that was fine.

Good food was the spice of life.

"That sounds excellent. Bring a pitcher of water, please."

"Water as well," Healer Melon said. After the server left, he looked at me. "Thirsty?"

"Quite a bit more than normal."

Healer Melon got up from his chair and put his hand on top of my head.

"Your body is just processing the poison. Slightly concerning. We are going to pause the poison regime for an entire week to ensure your health stabilizes," he said with a heavy sigh and sat back down.

"I trust you,"

"I appreciate that. While I have reviewed the data the College has compiled and the experiences of others who underwent such a regimen, each person is unique. That is why there is always some risk with procedures that have been around for less than a decade."

"Well, my healing points aren’t bottoming out, so I should be okay, right?"

"That is a complicated question. Normally, a person can't die if they have some healing points left. Even the most powerful of poisons would draw down a person's healing points first before killing them," he explained while I listened closely.

"And the complicated part?"

"Compounding effects where the poison triggers a hidden injury or a separate poison that has been dormant. My best guess is that even though it is considered Non-Alchemical, there are still residual Alchemical traces left behind. This is what is causing an issue."

"Well, let's wait a week like you planned. Then we can reevaluate. There is no rush, but I appreciate the thought. Have you considered the other resistances?"

"A chamber would be necessary. If you take the top position this year, I can get a resistance chamber to work for the next six years. The cost will be quite a bit."

"I have quite a bit, and if I place first, they will refund my scholarship, which should more than cover my expenses."

"True. I hadn't considered that. If there are no money concerns, then I can put together a solid resistance training plan for the next six years."

"Really? You are being quite proactive," I said just as the server brought over our meals and drinks.

The College staff truly was the best, as I enjoyed the perfectly cooked shrimp and oysters.

"I am around until you graduate. The least I can do is help you improve. The power leveling your mother did was incredibly valuable. I am also learning quite a bit while I am here. I want to see you go the distance. "You can include me in a couple of chapters of your biography when you become a Supreme Legend," he said, his bald head glinting in the setting sun.

It was nice to hear that he really cared for me.

"Wait, do all legends have a biography?" I asked, while thinking of my mother.

"Yes. It is something that aspiring writers dream of accomplishing. Writing about one of the vanguards of civilization and their backstories is a monumental achievement. Most of them have an agreement to only publish after their death or if they do not show up anywhere in civilization for ten years," Healer Melon said, and I slowly nodded.

"So somewhere out there, my mother probably has a writer who has completed her biography. Huh, I wonder why she said nothing," I said.

"Because the accounts are truthful. It's a shame that the Eternal Emperor got rid of most of the historical ones, so the population didn't realize the heights one could reach. I know all this only because it is a point of pride for the Five Star Institute of Healing. We have a couple of copies of Supreme Legends from before the Eldarin Empire in our vault."

"It would be interesting to read them one day," I replied, and Healer Melon shook his head.

"You might think so, but The Neverending Journey by Bastian is tame in comparison."

"What?! With the baking and the monster killing?"

"Most of them are much darker. Selerium Soulbound merged his body and soul with monsters to become a misshapen monstrosity. Arwin the Archer was an elf who hunted humans for sport. It doesn't get much better. The Eldarin Empire didn't just spring into existence because the world was a nice place and the Eternal Emperor wanted to make it worse. When the Eldarin Empire was founded, many people considered the Eldarin Emperor a bastion of reason and protection.”

"They don't teach that in the history books."

After the Eternal Empire was overthrown, it was heavily discredited, but the Five Star Institute of Healing still maintains historical records. We don't argue with other nations. Our focus is healing.”

"How did writers even convince these people?"

"They put their lives on the line for their craft and vowed to honestly give an account of what the Supreme Legend gave them to write. There is a writing enclave on the island where the Institute is. I heard someone could speak with your mother, but no one has approached Blood Gore the Butcher deep in the dungeon. Though a writer made it to the Last Bastion to work on an autobiography for The Librarian."

"And if the Supreme Legend lives longer than the writer?"

"Then the writer will update with what they learn or go back and speak to the person again. Or another writer will pick up where they left off to complete the work. It is a very niche thing. People widely spread The Last Bastion in the dungeon as counter-propaganda to the Eldarin Empire, and that's the only reason The Neverending Journey is so popular.

I knew all of this, but he recast history in a slightly different light. Thinking back on what I had learned, history is determined by the victor. The Eldarin Empire won first and wiped out everything it didn't like. Then the victors wiped out everything about the Eldarin Empire after they defeated it.

"Dwarven history is much more focused on how the city-states came to be before the Eldarin Empire and the rise of corporations to streamline their military-industrial complex. A lot of politics as well."

"Hmm, the dwarves were heavily isolationist until the Eldarin Empire almost wiped them out. The elves have a much longer history. That class will have a much more opposing viewpoint than the history you have learned so far. Just very Elven-centric. I bet most of the dwarven history is about the superiority of the dwarves.”

            

    
        Chapter 100 – Interlude 11

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

I looked at the other three Supreme Legends as they stared back at me and each other here on the 24th layer. The greatest gathering of individual power in millennia, if not all of history. The Librarian, The Mathemancer, and the pig, Blood Gore the Butcher.

"So, we are all agreed to go on a final descent?" I asked.

"Yes, but I get first claim," Blood Gore said. Of course, he would try to make things difficult. No one said anything, and we all just stared at him for a minute until he finally spoke again. "Since I will be on the front line taking all the initial attacks."

"I will support Blood Gore and put my claim last, on rotation," The Mathemancer said.

"I guess I will support you, Elena, and I will put my claim third on rotation," The Librarian said.

"I will act as guard and combat support and put my claim second, on rotation," I said, and then looked at Blood Gore.

"Rotation it is. Let it never be said that Blood Gore is uncompromising," he declared with as much truth as a pig dressed up in a skirt. No matter how pretty you made the pig, it was still a pig.

But deciding on loot distribution was important. Letting Blood Gore have first pick after each fight wasn't a tremendous deal if we did a rotational system. I would not let the pig get fat off my hard work. He was also taking the riskiest position as the vanguard. While The Mathemancer said he would provide support and I would assist in combat, that didn't reduce the risk of facing unknown monsters as the front-line combatant.

While I didn't keep up to date on all the news, I knew that Blood Gore had a well-deserved reputation for being an unreasonable person who enjoyed killing. He certainly deserved to be called the Butcher.

"So, how deep do you want to try for? I say all the way down," he said, and he tried to create drama where none was needed.

"The 35th layer, if it exists, to see if there is anything beyond a violet monster core. At that point, we should try to return to bring back that knowledge," The Mathemancer said.

"The 35th layer, but I have prepared a one-time communication rod. It should punch through all the layers regardless of the spatial disturbance. We can send a single message back and then keep going," The Librarian declared.

Everyone looked at me: two votes to keep going, one vote to turn back at the 35th layer.

I disliked being put in this position of agreeing with Blood Gore. "I say we wait and see how we are handling the combat. If we are on our last points or have run out and have no more potions, that is when we should turn back."

"Showing a bit of fear there, Elena," Blood Gore said while giving me a grin.

"Just common sense. No one has returned after going to the 26th layer. For all we know, we might have to fight some super monster at that point. While I am confident of winning, even you can't fight forever," I said while giving Blood Gore an intense stare.

"Huh, well, fair point. I say let Elena decide when we turn back, if we do. If she can't keep up, it would be good to retreat so she doesn't die," Blood Gore said to get under my skin.

While I would love nothing more than to cut him down, we were a team.

Unlike low-level teams, we all knew the stakes. Blood Gore was creating turmoil to see how I would react under pressure. If I had a weak will and backed off to guard myself, I would fight next to him, but I could leave him critically exposed.

"No retreating, and we will assess at each passage to the next layer," I declared and looked at the other people on the team. Everyone gave a slight nod, not objecting.

"I have prepared equipment if the environment gets too much. I suspect that part of the problem might be where the air is no longer breathable," The Librarian said.

"Annoying, but I should be fine without that kind of stuff," Blood Gore said. He really disliked using equipment or even wearing clothing.

"I also have various pieces of equipment to measure the ambient Mana and spatial fluctuations of each layer. I want an hour after clearing the passage to the next layer," The Mathemancer said.

"That would be a good time to rest and recover after we have defeated the Champion. And, to assess how we are doing, both for the descent and our teamwork," I added on. Again, there were no objections. While Blood Gore might pretend to look impatient, it was all an act.

"Does anyone want the monsters besides their cores?" Blood Gore asked.

"I want to collect a few choice specimens to use for Alchemy later. Also, to evaluate certain characteristics. You can have first pick each time and the majority if there is an uneven split," The Librarian said.

Blood Gore smiled slightly at this and nodded.

"Any objections to heading straight for the next passage when on a layer?" I asked.

Everyone shook their heads slightly. While it was unlikely, it was best to set clear expectations to avoid confusion.

My mind couldn't help but go to my son for a moment.

Even though I had done everything I could to set expectations with him, he was incredibly frustrating. While some parents might have spanked their children, I knew that wouldn't work if he inherited just a tenth of my stubbornness. He said he wanted to become the strongest spellblade, surpassing me, but it was easy to say, hard to do.

He did not fully invest his heart into such a goal. He didn't embrace fighting the way I did. Improving his skills was a result of hard work, but he'd only be a legend. Reaching my level required genuine commitment.

Leaving him had been hard, but it was for the best with the Dark Cabal looking to target me, since I was targeting them. I considered bringing this up with Blood Gore before instantly discarding the notion. It would be a sign of weakness, and he wouldn't care. We were about to go on a final descent. There was no room for other thoughts or emotions besides complete and utter commitment to the incredibly dangerous venture we were about to undertake.

"For combat style, I use melee in combination with spells, particularly blade-focused attacks and fire," I said.

While we all knew what we could do, this was my way of poking at Blood Gore by going through the proper motions of setting up an adventuring team. My skills were the best-known of the group.

"Force redirection for support and ice magic to slow down enemies," The Mathemancer said.

Force redirection was incredibly powerful for battlefield control. It was also incredibly frustrating to fight against. It would work well with Blood Gore's style of combat. Ice magic was more limited, but I knew The Mathemancer had some time magic up his sleeve if necessary, and he also could teleport short distances.

"Mana nullification to counter spells for support and spatial shielding for heavy defense, and static offense," The Librarian said.

The edges of his shields were insanely dangerous. They didn't cut; they just separated, since his shields were enormous gaps that were compressed to a much smaller volume. Entering from the wrong direction could cause a person or item to be split apart.

But the real threat was Mana nullification. It was incredibly tricky, dangerous, and insanely complex. It countered the Mana in a spell by using far less Mana to disrupt and break apart the spell before it could land. While I could do so in a controlled setting and against lesser monsters, it took someone special to do this in life-or-death combat.

"I rip them apart before they can rip me apart," Blood Gore said.

While it might not seem descriptive or accurate, it was the truth. He would rush in, trying to deal more damage to the monster before it overwhelmed and killed him. It was a messy and insane way to fight, but he made it work.

I shuddered to think how high his passive defensive skills were. He was the inspiration for my son to focus on resistances. It was a shame we didn't have a true support or healer in this party. But there were no healers close to the needed level or combat ability. The mindset needed to be a healer and gain levels would inevitably lead one to become a dark healer, something no one wanted to see.

"Anything else before we depart?" I asked and looked around at the group.

We had already covered all the important points. Combat was too fluid for more precise roles, and each of us was a Supreme Legend in our own right. There was no need for hand-holding or complicated strategies.

While Blood Gore might not seem like a team player, choosing to be a pig most of the time, he could work with others, especially when it aligned with his desire to fight and become stronger. When he died, no one would mourn his passing, but he wouldn't want anyone to.

As for The Librarian and The Mathemancer, they were old, and this was going to be their last adventure into the dungeon. Supreme Legends did not die in bed of old age. They died fighting.

I would have preferred to watch over my son, but if we were going to descend, now was the time when all four of us were capable. Once their stats and skills started decaying, the two old men wouldn't risk a final descent.

I was going to destroy this dungeon and end the source of the monsters, no matter what, to avenge my family. While the companions weren't the best ones, with one pig on my mind, their strength was not in question. Only Blood Gore had worked to go beyond level 150 and the 6th class selection. The other two had stopped in their 6th class, giving up on progressing.

"Then let us depart," I declared.

Blood Gore grinned. He took off, and I remained half a step behind him on his left. While he could fight equally on the left and right, I had noticed he preferred his right. I would cover his weaker side.

He glanced at me but said nothing. He was a pig, but he wasn't a stupid pig.

We would have to work together to descend. There was a twist to the dungeon every five layers. Starting on the 6th layer were large groups, followed by mixed groups, complex tactics, and unique skills. It was worrying that no one had returned from the 26th layer, but I was prepared.

Getting to the 35th layer meant another twist on the 31st layer if we made it that far. With Sarah by my side, I had the confidence I would return. Perhaps I would find another natural treasure for my son. As for the egg and the monster inside it, I would wait and see. It would likely end in tears, but it was ultimately his choice. It was a shame he chose a path with no future, but ultimately it was his life.

I didn't like being controlled, and I could see the same fire in his eyes as well. At least he dared to stand up to me. If he hadn't, that would have been worse than choosing a monster. The danger to his soul in removing a Tier 4 skill was no small matter either. But if he dared to confront me, he might have the strength to go the distance with a pet. At least that was my hope, even if I had no faith in the outcome.

As for his father…

He could play his games on the surface. Ultimately, it was none of my concern as long as he didn't drag our son into his schemes. He knew that, but sometimes people would forget what they should do and require a painful reminder.

We reached the Champion of the 24th layer, and Blood Gore rushed forward at the giant Fire Wyrm. I drew Sarah and cut down the lesser monsters swarming towards us, creating a space for our team. The Mathemancer slowed them down and deflected their paths into my attacks. The Librarian canceled out their flame breath.

Blood Gore landed on the massive Firm Wyrm Champion and began ripping into it even as his skin burned.

"Slice!" I attacked the Fire Wyrm from a distance to help him out. A torrent of molten blood erupted from the monster as my attack landed, and Blood Gore burst through the monster. Having to defend from two attacks at once forced the monster to split its Mana and skills to protect itself, allowing Blood Gore to finish it off easily.

The Mathemancer and Librarian swiftly eliminated the smaller monsters coming at us. The first fight we had as a team was okay. Any of us could have won that separately, but we won together in seconds.

            

    
        Chapter 101 – An Egg Hatches

    
    
    
    
                “The egg is stirring,” I told Healer Melon.

I will have to miss classes today, but that is fine. The plain gray egg was far more important than one day of classes. Most of my classes were auxiliary classes, anyway. While I would lose out on the money I had spent to reserve a couple of them, that was fine.

“Just stay near it and keep a small trickle of Mana to the egg. It will strengthen your bond with the monster and have it recognize you as its parent,” he said, repeating information I knew. I had reviewed similar information from the texts he had gotten me, but it was good to get a reminder to avoid making a mistake.

Healer Melon stayed back as I kept my hands just above the surface of the head-sized egg. I released my Mana into the air and focused on keeping it around the egg. In the past, I had released much more Mana in the mornings and evenings every day than I am currently releasing. Now I was keeping the amount of Mana to a small trickle.

I could feel the monster stirring inside and slowly trying to break free. The egg was too small, and it had grown frail as the monster absorbed its nutrition. An egg was a natural treasure of the dungeon because monsters rarely remained alive long enough to have offspring, since the dungeon created monsters.

To have an egg was a very rare occurrence. It happened since there were a few adventurers with pets. But most adventurers sold them as curiosities to the rich. Someone like my father might have had a guard monster as a status symbol if it weren’t for my mother. She was incredibly intolerant of monsters, even tamed ones.

Showing her a monster was a quick way to have a dead monster and an upset Warlady. Even knowing that, I was going to tame this monster to assist me. Teaching it healing would come with some complications, but after spending so much time with healers, I knew how useful they were.

While I wasn’t planning to adventure alone, finding trustworthy teammates was not simple. The only friend I had made so far was Judy, the beastkin. Everyone focused too much on getting ahead and improving their skills to care about friendship or teamwork. Perhaps that would change in later years, but my first year so far showed that the competition was all that mattered.

The monster inside the egg moved, causing the surface of the egg to crack. Its movement increased in intensity. It wanted to break free. I kept my Mana consistent around the egg as it slowly broke apart. A snake snout emerged from a small hole.

I did nothing except what I was already doing—a monster needed to break free of the egg on its own. Interfering with the process carried the risk of making it think I was attacking it. The monster struggled once more; larger pieces broke away, and a black-scaled snake head poked its way entirely out of the egg.

Over the next couple of minutes, the monster struggled more in bursts and slowly freed its two wings. It was a Winged Serpent. Black scales and bright red eyes. Its feathered wings were dark gray.

As it emerged from the egg, it flapped its wings twice and flew around me. I kept my Mana focused on the monster with a bit of difficulty. While my Mana points were getting low, that was fine. The bonding steps requiring Mana were almost completed.

The Winged Serpent landed on my head, messing up my brown hair, which was fine. I didn’t react negatively and focused on the bond skill between us. The thoughts of a parent and the role of a powerful protector were my focus.

I could feel the small and fragile mind of the Winged Serpent reaching out. It was happy, excited, and hungry. I had a small tray of finely cut monster meat ready and removed the metal lid from the tray. The Winged Serpent floated down and began eating the meat. I could feel it accepting that I was in charge and that it recognized me.

While a bonded monster wouldn’t easily turn, it still could. If the monster was abused or its partner was too weak, then it could rebel and try to dominate the relationship. The trick in the books that Healer Melon had gotten me to read was not to have the monster question the relationship for as long as possible. That way, the relationship became more ingrained in the monster's mind.

By the time it became dangerous, it would be too used to listening to me to think any differently. Now for the real challenge: what was I going to name it? Not it, but him.

Healer Melody, despite being helpful recently, didn’t have good ideas for a name. He had suggested Danger Noodle, Snek, and Hiss Von Scale. His bald head was letting his brain cook, and not in a good way if he thought those names were good.

“A good name would be after the legendary staff from history, which had a snake design. The staff of kings, Ozymandius. You can be Ozy for short.”

Ozy looked up at me and gave a nod. It was just agreeing, even if it didn’t fully understand the agreement or the motion it made. He then slithered over and came to rest on my shoulders while digesting his meal.

“Congratulations, you now have a tamed monster,” Healer Melon said.

“At least it is small enough to keep with me.”

“Winged Serpents can grow quite large, based on my understanding. Eventually, you should be able to ride it.”

“That is a long way away. The main growth mechanism for monsters is stats, which means leveling. That will be slow while we are out of the dungeon. I would prefer him to remain small for now and focus on skills instead.”

“It won’t be easy teaching it with how monsters learn through their innate skills and abilities.”

“I know, but the answer is Alchemic products—specifically, skills taken from other monsters. The College has a collection of monster skills that one can purchase. By giving Ozy one new skill every three months, he should improve in a specific direction,” I said while running my hand over his back. I felt his contentment at my action.

“I am glad you are on top of things since I only know a bit. A pet is an immense responsibility and expense. Does the College even have healing skills from monsters, with how rare they are?”

“Yes. They aren’t cheap and require a certain standing here at the College. Thankfully, I meet the requirements with my class rank as number one, and my background is more than enough. I am thinking of the skills Anatomy Insight, Healing Insight, Health Sense, Stamina Sense, Cure, Greater Cure, Purify, Greater Purify, Refresh, and Greater Refresh.”

"Did they extract those skills from monsters?" Healer Melon asked with a bit of surprise.

“Yes. They are very rare, but there are healing monsters in the dungeon. I wanted Greater Respite instead of Greater Refresh, since the former handles physical exhaustion and stamina points.”

“That is true, but Refresh offers greater stamina recovery. They are good choices, but I am afraid to ask how much these skills will cost.”

“Because of their rarity from monsters, I am looking at a maximum price of 1,000 gold per skill. The College has agreed to allow me to borrow the money on credit.”

“That is more than enough money for a long lifetime and could be used to get some useful skills for yourself when you graduate,” Healer Melon pointed out.

 It was something I had contemplated, but if I was going to have a pet, I was going to invest in it to be the best, just like me. Ozy was going to be a teammate I could fully count on. Otherwise, a pet would be a waste of gold and time.

It hurt to go into that much debt. That was the cost of about two red soul fruits. But Ozy was going to be amazing. Having a pet that could heal and perform combat Alchemy was priceless. I could trust my pet to have my back and train him to support me in combat. While my mother and other people might see that as a weakness, I saw it as expanding the number of skills I had access to.

I would never learn healing. I might learn Cure as a spell skill, like my mother, but there were too many supporting skills needed to be a proper healer. Insight skills were skills that only monsters could learn and progress. A human would have serious issues if they tried to learn an innate skill from a monster. Of the serious issues, death was one of the better outcomes.

Instead of a bunch of support skills, a monster would have Weapon Insight and know how to wield any weapon naturally. It was utterly unfair, but for all their natural advantages, monsters couldn’t choose how to progress or their skills. Only the thinking races could, which is what separated us from monsters. Monster skills could only be acquired through their innate nature or through an Alchemic process.

I could try to teach Ozy various skills, but he wouldn’t be able to pick them up naturally, unlike humans. That contributed to pets' lack of popularity. Money spent on monster skills meant less for weapons or armor. That is the reason pets were often used to demonstrate status as guard creatures for the wealthy.

“Are you going to check on the monster’s status?”

I smiled a bit at the trick question.

“No, Ozy just hatched and needs time to rest and recover. While a monster is born with its status active, rushing to check it could cause soul damage. It’s better to let it rest and build up strength for a while. When it is time to check my status at the end of the semester, I will check his status as well in a couple of weeks,” I replied and scratched a part of his scales that were bothering him.

Ozy was going to be amazing. While others might look down on having a pet, it was the best way forward for me. I knew it in my heart. And the risk of removing a Tier 4 skill was incredibly high with how unstable my soul was. Even if I had wanted to get rid of Ozy in the past, getting rid of the skill wouldn’t have been easy.

I would also have to train him to respond to my thoughts and to support me in combat. That would be tricky. At least monsters could improve through their skills from consuming Mana and through training. They couldn’t gain new skills through training, nor could they improve their stats. Their level directly affected their stats.

Monsters were more Mana than flesh, even if they had physical bodies. Mana held them together. Many people speculated that this was because the dungeon created them directly from Mana—another mystery of the world.

            

    
        Chapter 102 – The First Semester

    
    
    
    
                Level: 1

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 430/430

Stamina: 440/440

Mana: 260/260

Class: Tier 0, Child (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 43 ()
Endurance: 44 (+1)
Strength: 34 (+1)
Agility: 42 (+1)
Perception: 31 ()
Mind: 105 (+7)
Magic: 26 (+1)
Focus: 47 (+2)
Free Points: 0

Tier 1 (22) (14+): Light Armor (100), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (89+14), Shield Skills (80+5), Speech (75+25), Drawing Skills (70), Pulse Strike (67), Cleaning Skills (52+2), Bow Skills (52), Combat Tactics (51+1), Pugilist Skills (50), Sweet Tooth (40+15), Driving (39), Axe Skills (46+12), Dancing Skills (38), Deflection (40+10), Cooking Skills (30+8), Dagger Skills (29), Stealth (25), Throw (25), Medium Armor (25+5), Wrestling Skills (21)

Tier 2 (54) (2+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), Focused Breathing (87+3), Focused Running (80+16), System Sense (79+1), Algebra (68+8), Focused Toughness (63+2), Focused Meditation (60+7), Soul Sense (62+1), Darkness Vision (56), Geometry (55+5), Trap Detection (40), Speed Reading (40+6), Focused Sword Skills (37), Shadow Vision (37+3), Critical Thinking (30+3), Focused Dodge (29+5), Mana Vision (26+2), Monster Analysis (20), Depth Sense (20), Focused Rage (15+1), Eldarin Lore (8), Focused Monster Processing Skills (5+5), Poison Sense (5+5), Focused Spear Skills (3+3), Dwarven Script (1+1), Dwarven Lore (1+1)

Tier 3 (54) (1+): Empowered Will (100+1), Soul Resistance (92+1), Poison Resistance (72+7), Fear Resistance (61), Healing Resistance (60+5), Eldarin Runes (40), Fire Resistance (27), Lightning Resistance (26), Mana Manipulation (24+6), Empowered Writing (20), Cold Resistance (20), Soul Strike (20), Skill Control (17+1), Arcane Resistance (16), Physical Resistance (13+1), System Control (6+1), Alchemy (5), Social Resistance (5+1)

Tier 4 (8): Soul Link (23+3), Pain Immunity (5)

Tier 5 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Beginner’s Blade (T2) (Sharpness-T2, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

Winged Serpent
Level: 27/462

Experience: 518/1,788
Healing: 1,050/1,050

Stamina: 350/350

Mana: 850/850

Class: Tier 1, Young Winged Serpent (Orange)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+50%), Alchemic Skill Power (+100%)

Vitality: 105 ()
Endurance: 35 ()
Strength: 52 ()
Agility: 84 ()
Perception: 38 ()
Mind: 96 ()
Magic: 85 ()
Focus: 45 ()
Free Points: 0

T1: Bite (87)

T2: Toxic Breath (47), Alchemic Vision (32)

T3: Alchemy (40), Poison Insight (22), Fire Insight (8), Cold Insight (8), Arcane Insight (8), Spatial Insight (7), Soul Insight (2)

T4: Soul Link (23), Flight (20), Alchemic Bounded Field (12)

I filled out the skill sheets for both myself and Ozy. Part of the agreement with the College to keep him here and to buy skills for him was that I had to give them his status sheet. Healer Melon looked over my status sheets with a careful eye.

“I gained 426 skill levels, so it's quite good,” I said.

“Your Mind stat has gone way up, which is also a good thing. It’s at 76%, which is far from Meldor’s threshold. That is good, very good.”

“My subconscious was also protecting me with how close I came several times.”

“Foolishness, Justin. Anyway, the worst of the danger is past,” he said with a relieved look and then frowned. “But there is another issue.”

“What?”

“That armband limits your experience gain. Having a child’s class will hurt you in the future. Since your soul depends on your stats and resistance skill, not getting a tier 1 class will complicate your growth.”

“What complications?”

“Increased chance of deformities as you grow older. Anyone can reach level 20 with crafting experience. I know you don’t want to gain levels, but the risk is too high now, especially with tier 4 skills and your age.”

“But my mother said nothing about that.”

I was hesitating since I didn’t want the person who cursed me to get experience from me, and I wanted to see how far I could go.

“Unlike Meldor’s Threshold, the effects would be more gradual. We are just at the start of when this could become an issue. The armband must come off, and you need to reach level 20 for your first class. That perfectly aligns with the two-week break at the end of this semester.”

I looked at the bracelet on my arm that was blocking out the experience. “I just thought people couldn’t resist gaining levels.”

“There is that. You can replace it after you get your first class. But you must get your first class. Healer’s orders,” he replied, and I nodded slowly at this. While I was doing better with my classes, I was still struggling. Adding free stats would help with that. “You don’t have to add the free stat points when you level, if you can resist.”

“Are you reading my mind?” I muttered in complaint.

Ozy looked up at me, but I sent him thoughts of relaxation, so he calmed down.

“No, but everyone thinks the same thing. The longer you can resist using your free stat points, the easier it is to train them up yourself,” Healer Melon said what I already knew.

But he was repeating information to remind me what my mother wanted me to do, what was best for me. In this case, unlike the pet and all the Alchemical products, she would be right. I stroked Ozy’s body as I remained calm and communicated that feeling through our bond.

I would need to continue Speech next semester to maximize the skill. While it wasn’t my favorite, my father taught the class, and he would only be here at the College for this year. Poison Sense overlapped with other skills like Danger Sense and Soul Sense. It wasn’t a bad skill, but it wasn’t a great skill. At least I would be better at detecting the effects of poisons.

Mana Manipulation had gone up slightly. It will take a long time to maximize the skill. Looking at Ozy’s stats was much more interesting. He had 540 stat points to my 372. It wasn’t a surprise since he was a monster with high potential and had already reached level 27. Monsters had a cap on their maximum level and could gain experience from consuming Mana, even if they didn’t have a specific consumption skill.

While people liked to talk about having unlimited potential, reaching such a high level was completely out of reach. Even my mother was over level 150, but she wasn’t even close to level 200, from what she had told me.

Unlike a person, Ozy’s skill list was much more condensed. All those insight skills were incredibly powerful, along with Alchemical Bounded Field. It would allow him to directly alter the volumes of space around himself for attack and defense.

“I will need to train with Ozy to get him used to combat and get his first skill.”

“The dungeon would be the perfect opportunity for the two of you. You need to level up, and it would be an excellent training opportunity.”

“I am concerned about his size, but it should be fine, I think.”

“I wouldn’t worry. He won’t gain that many levels in the upper layers of the dungeon. At most, you are looking at him going from arm's length to body length. You won’t be down there for that long. He’ll still be reasonable in size to fit indoors and travel with you.”

“Just annoyed at the thought of someone getting some of my experience.”

I considered the soul skill book my mother had left me. The College routinely checked skills, and I didn’t have the time to split my focus further. Learning soul skills came with a certain stigma, and I wanted to be at the forefront. While I was confident I could place first, I couldn’t do that without counting on certain skills and splitting my focus. My ego and hubris weren’t that large.

Windshell Gossimer wouldn’t let me rest easily in first place at the College. I could easily gain 20 levels myself, even if I lost a portion of my experience in the dungeon. Also, with my mother gone, it would be a good way to make the Dark Cabal hesitate before coming after me for the next several years.

When I focused on soul skills, I wanted them to be my only focus, and I would hide deep in the dungeon after graduation for a long time to work on improving them and breaking the curse skill.

“I guess we should head down to Genoa’s dungeon entry passage today, after I submit my skill sheets. No need to wait around to see if I place first.”

“That sounds like a good plan. We can avoid other students who might plan to head down. While unlikely, you might be targeted.”

“I guess I should look at the College’s store to find a replacement bracelet for when I hit level 20 and to replace my rings,” I said while looking at the one my mother had given me. My thoughts went to her, and I hoped she would return.

We hadn’t parted on the best of terms, and I was worried about her. No one ever returned from a final descent, hence the name. Ozy nudged me with his snout, and I gave him some head scratches. He really was quite sensitive to my mood.

If I got my resistances high enough, he could create effects centered on me, providing me with a makeshift combat aura. It would be dangerous, but it could have some powerful synergy. Right now, Ozy should work on Flight the most.

The skills were named that way because they used Mana actively and generated a complex effect. They were in their own category, like passive, crafting, aura, and resistance skills. Distance and power impacted the Mana cost of the spell skills.

Leveling up spell skills made them more Mana efficient and expanded the range and power one could place into the spell skill. It was his fundamental movement skill, and his ability to dodge depended on that skill. I needed him to survive and to retreat and position himself properly in combat.

I was good enough to protect myself, but not both of us. A pet shouldn’t be a liability, but a boon. He needed to dodge during combat. With more experience fighting monsters, his other skills would develop. I would need to moderate his fighting instincts.

If I had to fight other people, they would target Ozy first. As a supportive teammate, he was the clear target to take down instead of me. Always target the support casters first was a lesson I knew. A support caster could offer a multiplicative effect in combat. With Flight, Ozy should be able to stay out of danger.

Getting up, I carefully adjusted Ozy. The status sheets were picked up and straightened.

“I will grab my sword, since we are heading out after this,” I told Healer Melon, who gave me a nod.

I left with Healer Melon after equipping my sword.

I repeated the same process I had three months ago, handing in my skill sheets and having several skills checked to ensure I wasn’t lying about leveling up. I handed in Ozy’s skill sheets as well, but the College would not double-check his skills.

I could postpone getting equipment until after graduation. I plan to ask my father for Tier 3 equipment for graduation. Although he only promised me a sword, I hoped I could get more if I got first.

We headed to the elevator after completing the skill check. Upon entering, a staff member directed us to the ground floor. Having crossed the mountain, the elevator's two glass sides provided a remarkable view. The elevator was now surrounded by metal scaffolding instead of stone.

I could see them working under the College, reinforcing the rock with metal. Likely to prevent total structural failure during a strong collision. The College's base was also quite jagged after separating from the mountain. It was very likely that something would fall, potentially creating political turmoil if it fell on the College's host site.

Even though I didn't take crafting classes, the College's crafting program was extensive, drawing in a large number of students. Even though the College was large, there were talents to make the underside as impressive as the top.

“Still crazy that something that big can float,” Healer Melon said.

“I know. That it can maintain such a state without falling really gets to me. That must require sustained runic arrays. The Mana cost must be horrendous, but The Mathemancer had to have found some clever trick to keep the costs low.”

“Something about using its own weight, at least that is what I heard,” the staff member operating the elevator said.

“That would be interesting. And explain why there aren’t flying dwarven carriages. It is a size issue.”

I also noticed the College's bottom might be fitted with retractable hatches, possibly for weapons or platforms.

Without a Supreme Legend as the Dean, increasing the defenses was not a bad idea to help protect the place from a large-scale attack.

            

    
        Chapter 103 – Interlude 12

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

"We are secure for now," The Mathemancer said with an intense expression.

We all removed breathing masks, including Blood Gore. The acid, glass shards, and poison gas were an intense combination to endure.

We entered the 26th layer ready for anything. Once we lost sight of the passage back up, this horrendous environmental effect assailed us. It made it difficult to see, sense, move about, and do anything. The twist on the 26th layer was an inhospitable environment—no wonder no one had returned.

Blood Gore hacked up pieces of his lung and spat out the bloody flesh to the side. "Those glass crystals are absolutely bullshit. No proper resistance to them."

"With the high Mana background, the glass crystals are null, which counters any skill gain by influencing your Mana. It also means I can't easily block them," The Librarian said.

"It makes it hard to nullify their movement as well. "It will be impossible once we spread out, but I can handle us when we are grouped like this," The Mathemancer said.

"It's unlikely I'll adapt quickly, and this is just the first environment. I doubt the dungeon will be so kind as not to change things up. And null monsters are worse than Abnormals. I have seen one occasionally on the 23rd layer, but we might get swarmed if the glass storm has null properties as well," Blood Gore said.

He was a pig, but he wasn't an idiot.

"Protect me while I clear a path. I cannot be interrupted, or the consequences will be dire," I declared.

 Blood Gore cricked his neck. "Wondered when you were going to step up. All right, I will block everything with my body."

"I will maintain the surrounding environment. The sphere will fluctuate as I cast other spells," The Mathemancer said.

"I will act as a final line of defense," The Librarian declared.

It was time to make the dungeon hurt. To channel such a large amount of Mana, to blow away the environmental effects. To create a warding centered on Sarah. The power of a spellblade was in its versatility to handle any situation.

Swinging my sword upwards, I quickly traced a path in the air, my Mana remaining behind as I sketched out aerial runes with pure Mana. I had to draw hundreds of runes for what I wanted to occur, and the last time I had attempted this, the dungeon wasn’t happy.

This wouldn't work well on the surface where the Mana in the air was too low. I would struggle to maintain the runes. While I had never studied at the College, I had traded materials in my early years for runic books. I carved them into the flesh of the monsters I killed over the decades, with blood and determination as my writing instruments.

"Something is out there," Blood Gore said.

No one contradicted him. His fighting instincts were the greatest among us. We might not like him, but we trusted him in combat. He was the party member on the front line, which put him at the most significant risk. Even I had to give credit to Blood Gore for that. He was still a pig in every other regard, though.

A massive shimmering fist, with fingers as large as me, burst out of the swirling cloud of dark gases into our bubble of air. Blood Gore pushed his mask back up and rushed into the cloud while The Librarian acted in defense to protect me.

"Tenfold Separation." That was one of his Tier 5 skills.

The massive crystalline fist came to a stop a distance from me. The Mathemancer rushed forward around the spatial shield, and the bubble of air around us shifted, centering on him. I didn't panic and kept drawing runes. He leaped into the air, and the tip of his staff struck the crystalline fist.

"Vibrational Harmonics!"

There was a piercing ringing sound. It made my head hurt, so I focused my senses on my hearing. A loud crack severed the crystalline fist from the arm. It hit the barren wasteland of the 26th layer with a crash. The Mathemancer leaped back as three-dimensional crystalline stars burst into existence mid-air, sending out sonic booms. They were razor sharp. The Mathemancer twirled through the air, dodging them as they appeared. Before unleashing the attack, there was only a slight change in Mana and Danger Sense.

After dodging ten of the appearing crystalline stars, they stopped, and the crystalline arm withdrew.

"Frontal attack!" The Librarian roared out to alert Blood Gore. The very air shook, and I was glad I had dampened my hearing. "Spatial Separation."

A blue beam of Mana shot out from The Librarian into the swirling clouds and glass around us. The sphere of air around us quickly shrank as The Mathemancer reduced the range of his protection skill as space twisted around the Mana beam. Space twisted and bent. A shockwave pushed away the dark gas and glass.

"Spatial Stabilization!"

The Mathemancer used a skill to protect me from the blowback as I continued to work. The only reason he would have such a skill was to counter The Librarian if they ever fought. Now it was being used to protect us.

The Glass Golem was massive. For a moment, I glanced at Blood Gore attacking its head while being heavily wounded. Blood gushed out of his body from his countless wounds. The Librarian knew he was struggling against such a monster, which was why he provided support.

The chest of the massive Glass Golem had caved inwards, and countless cracks were spreading outwards from it. I kept tracing runes, but didn't allow myself to get frustrated. I needed precision, and making a mistake would be disastrous.

Blood Gore let out a feral cry of rage as he ripped apart the golem's head before the gases swirled back over the gap.

"Tenfold Separation!"

Another massive crystalline fist impacted the quickly formed barrier behind us. Another Glass Golem had arrived.

"Vibrational Aura!"

The Mathemancer used an aura skill, which I felt sweeping over me. Thankfully, he had enough control to avoid disrupting my carefully formed runes. I was about halfway done, but I wouldn't rush. Each rune needed to be perfectly precise.

The fight continued around me, but the runes were getting more complex as I needed to bring everything together. The orientation, amount of Mana, and focus were the key. A blast of air hit me from some shockwave, and a couple of waves of Mana almost disrupted my progress, but I kept going.

The dungeon really wasn't happy with what I was about to do. It was finally done. For a single moment, thousands of runes glowed bright white in the air.

"One Blink."

I drew back my sword as everything was moving incredibly slowly around me. I then thrust my sword forward into the middle of the runic array.

I screamed in pain and triumph as the amount of Mana threatened to rip me apart. The influx of ambient Mana nearly caused Sarah to explode. I excluded my teammates from the effect, but it was a struggle.

"Aura of Absolute Suppression!"

By absorbing nearby Mana, the new tier 6 skill suppressed all effects. The skill pushed environmental effects backward. The three glass golems staggered backwards, having surrounded us. Shuddering, the other four paused in their advance behind them.

The runes in the air encircled my blade. I wouldn't be able to hold this skill for long.

"Slice!" I used the skill seven times in two seconds. I then spun about as the Glass Golems began collapsing to the ground and slammed my sword into the ground of the 26th layer.

The dungeon absorbed the excess Mana. The entire ground shook. I smiled as it felt like the dungeon was screaming. I was breathing heavily after all that. Blood Gore walked over, a complete mess, but still alive. Everyone looked at me with a bit of shock.

I withdrew my sword from the ground.

"What was that?" The Mathemancer asked.

"Just some excess Mana being fed back into the dungeon, disrupting its control."

"You targeted the dungeon itself!?" The Librarian took a step back from me in shock.

"HAHAHAHA, people call me crazy. But you, Elena, are a true adventurer. Striking the dungeon itself, I always thought too small. I guess that is the difference between us," Blood Gore declared.

The ground shook again.

"We should hurry and collect the cores. The dungeon may react," The Mathemancer said. We quickly split up and harvested the eight indigo monster cores, each taking two.

"All Champions. That is the twist and not the environmental effects. Just that all monsters are champions with aura effects, most likely," The Librarian stated the conclusion we were all quickly coming to.

"Fun. No weak fights," Blood Gore declared.

"Can you keep up the environmental suppression?" The Mathemancer asked me.

"Yes. I have etched the runes into my sword now. I am not doing anything, but if we run across other monsters with auras, I can directly counter them.”

"I got Aura Resistance, so this final descent is already a success," Blood Gore said with a smile.

"A new, unknown skill! How impressive," The Librarian said.

"The experience isn't bad. If the monsters don't kill us, we might get another century of life at this rate," The Mathemancer joked.

"That way is the passage to the next layer. If they are all Champions, then this is going to be fun," Blood Gore declared.

"Until we face a Champion Abnormal. Nothing like that has ever been recorded, but it is likely no one has survived such a thing," The Librarian declared.

Blood Gore licked his lips and then spat out some flesh and blood.

While it might not seem like he had done much, he had drawn the attention of the Glass Golems from our support casters and bought me enough time to finish the fight in one move. It was a shame that they could not overcome Tier 6 that way in the future. Only at its initial casting, when it was in flux, could it overwhelm everything nearby?

"Let's move," I said, and we set off again. We had survived the first fight of our final descent. A fight with many others would have failed because of being swarmed by champion-level monsters with environmental auras. Even the supreme legend Bastian would not have been able to bake his way out of such a fight.

The dungeon shook again. I smiled at the large amount of Mana that I had returned to the dungeon as the aftereffects of initializing my tier 6 skill. I had a couple of different ideas for such a skill, but Aura of Absolute Suppression turned out to be quite good as an outcome.

When the ball of Mana I had left behind broke apart, the dungeon would suffer. The pinprick was small compared to its size, but even the mightiest beings took feeling pain seriously. And if it could feel pain, it would be possible to kill it. That gave me the confidence to keep pushing forward no matter what.

I would end the dungeon with my own two hands, no matter what.

            

    
        Chapter 104 – Dungeon Break

    
    
    
    
                "At least we got a quick entry time," I said as we descended to the first layer of the dungeon. "Thanks for that."

"No problem. Having a platinum adventurer's plate is a great way to speed things up," Healer Melon said.

"I am thinking the 5th layer is how deep we should go. Rush down, then rush back up with a day to spare."

"You think your Depth Sense is good enough?"

"At level 20, the 5th layer is fine. Even if we are late a day or two, I am not worried. The College won't kick me out. Melody told me not to be too worried."

"Well, that is good you are on top of things with the College," Healer Melon said as he reached the bottom of the stairs, leading down from Genoa's dungeon entrance.

"That way to the next layer," I said and set off.

Ozy was resting on my shoulder. He was still young and couldn't fly all the time.

The first chamber had giant bugs, which I easily cut through. An odd sensation crossed my soul, making me shiver. I could sense it getting a little stronger. After the monsters were gone, I reflected.

"Problem?" Healer Melon asked me.

"Just feeling what earning experience is like," I replied. "Like drops of water on a pool, with my soul being the pool. It is getting bigger."

"Yes, that is supposed to happen. That's why someone who is level 1 shouldn't have tier 4 skills. The pressure on their soul is too great, like a large boat in a tiny pond. Your pond is just very well built, which is why there hasn't been an issue yet. When you level up, the experience will be more intense. Just be ready," Healer Melon said.

"Got it. No getting distracted in combat," I replied and continued onwards.

Ozy didn't get excited at the low-level monsters on the 1st layer of the dungeon. We soon found the passage to the 2nd layer, and I fought the large Ice Millipede Champion monster.

This time, I had Ozy take off and coordinate with me. His bound Alchemical Field struggled to impact the monster. The size and effect were quite small. But that was fine as I swung at the giant millipede, easily deflecting its mouth pincers. I had come a long way from being smacked around by a Troll.

Darting to the side, I cut into the millipede, and Ozy hit it with a burst of flames. The monster screamed. I then moved in and drove my sword into the back of its head, killing it. For a single moment, I felt my soul shift and become denser. I let out a heavy breath.

That had been intense, but I felt that my soul was stronger, more stable. I would reach level 20 in no time and get a new class. I was already at level 2. The early levels came really quickly. Even if experience was being siphoned away, the amount was so small I wasn't worried. As for the experience earned, that depended a lot on the monster, level, danger, Mana in the air, Mana of the monster, and lots of other factors.

Matching the base level of the regular monsters while descending and matching every level with 10 stat points was the general rule of thumb for descending the dungeon. Starting at the 15th layer, these rules became much more difficult to follow, with people taking more risks to gain experience and reach level 100.

There were risk takers early on, but most of those adventurers died. Then there were the risk takers trying to reach level 100, where there was another batch of deaths. Between the early levels and later levels, leveling was consistent for both skills and main levels.

Right now, the main levels are incredibly easy to get with the low experience requirement, but I would only get the class change and not use the free stat points.

I put my sword to the side and began working to extract the core. Ozy was hovering around but held back from eating at my mental command. Once I got the core out, I let Ozy eat. He ate some pieces of the monster that had a slightly higher Mana concentration, but that was it, before he flew back up to my shoulders. A couple of drops of blood fell from his mouth onto my armor, which was fine. I would clean it once I left the dungeon.

I really wanted that Clean spell skill, but that would take time. Next time I come down here, I will hopefully have it. Just as we approached the passage to the 2nd layer, the ground shook.

Drawing my sword, I had Ozy quickly circle. "What was that?"

"I don't know," Healer Melon said nervously. There was a surge of Mana out of the passage to the next layer. It felt cloying, thick, and oppressive.

Ozy darted back from the passage as a horde of level 15 monsters raced up the passage from the 3rd layer. That shouldn't happen!

I quickly retreated with Healer Melon to the edge of the chamber. Some monsters pursued us while the rest kept running towards the passage leading up to the surface.

Ozy unleashed a Bounded Alchemical Field of ice on the ground, transmuting the water out of the air. The goblins slid along the ground as they lost their footing. I stepped forward and quickly struck out.

They were quickly eliminated. Ozy attacked, but Melon was still ready to help in the rear. A large, clawed hand came over the edge to the next layer. The claws dug into the dungeon floor. A giant Winged Humanoid Lizard emerged from the passage. The Mana kept surging in the dungeon.

There were roars in the distance. My Danger Sense was spiking. The dungeon was going crazy. For a moment, I thought that my mother must have done something, but that would be impossible. The dungeon was like the System; nothing could target it. It was a facet of existence, like gravity. But then my mind thought of the flying College.

Focusing on the Winged Humanoid Lizard, it was breathing fire and had a ball and chain weapon. It had to be around level 100. A Champion monster from the 10th layer or a regular monster from the 20th. It was an Abnormal, but more monsters were coming upwards.

"Justin, you have to attack. I will support," Healer Melon said as the Winged Humanoid Lizard began advancing.

"Don't worry. Once it is dead, we retreat towards that side passage and get away from this horde," I replied with confidence that I didn't have. When I had fought level 70 monsters, I had been under the supervision of my mother. More goblins were racing out of the passage as well.

Death in the dungeon was rarely from a single creature. Death came from being worn down. The massive metal ball was whipped around rapidly. I had no experience with that kind of weapon. It came hurtling at me. I sidestepped and brought up the flat of my blade. The slight impact forced me back as the ball hit the wall of the dungeon chamber.

Lightning erupted from it. Thankfully, no one was nearby, but as the chain transferred some of the elemental Mana through my sword, I stumbled. Goblins rushed at me with spears.

"Lightning Shield!" Healer Melon used a spell skill.

Ozy unleashed a burst of fire, forcing the goblins back. It dove in at them to fight directly. Despite its low level, it was at a higher level than the goblins.

I couldn't be afraid.

The chain was rapidly pulled back to the Humanoid Winged Lizard. It twisted while extending the arm. My mind quickly realized what would happen, drawing from my Geometry skills as my Danger Sense spiked. I went into a roll as the large metal ball went whistling back over my head.

Coming back up to my feet, I kept racing forward.

"Sleep!"

The Winged Humanoid Lizard was twice my height. It stumbled down to one knee as Healer's Melon spell skill hit it. But it wasn't enough. Lightning burst outwards from the monster. I raced through it, trusting in my teammate.

I leaped upwards. "Soul Strike!"

It was risky, but I needed to end this fight quickly, before other high-level monsters emerged from the passage. There was a moment where the monster's scales bent inwards, but didn't puncture the scales. Then, my sword went up and in under its jaw into its brain.

I drove my shoulder into the bottom of its jaw as hot red monster blood washed over me. The monster bent backwards and then collapsed to the ground with a crash. I rolled free while yanking my sword out of the monster's corpse.

Looking at the passage, more monsters were climbing upwards.

"Let's go!" I shouted and sprinted back to the group, cutting down the goblins as I went. We raced down a side tunnel. We stopped halfway through, and I cut down the couple of monsters chasing after us.

There were no more. The monsters were racing towards the passage up to the surface.

"What was that?" I asked while looking at Healer Melon.

"A dungeon break, but I never heard of one so large and powerful. Sometimes the Mana surges from the dungeon, and the monsters race after it. But with a surge this big and the tremors, something might have happened." We both thought of my mother. "Good job with that Abnormal."

"Thanks. Without both you and Ozy supporting me, it would have been impossible."

Teamwork was, in my mind, crucial to dungeon success. Ozy was annoyed he couldn't eat, but he understood the danger.

“I believe I gained multiple levels from that.”

It wouldn't surprise me. Even on a team, you took the most risk getting close to such a high-level monster. Melee combat is brutal," Healer Melon said.

I knew what he meant. You had to put it all on the line to get in close. One wrong move and you could suffer a critical injury. With each fight, you had to gamble with your life.

This exhilaration, this feeling. This was why I wanted to become the strongest spellblade. There was nothing else like combat against monsters. That moment of life and death. That was when I truly felt alive. With my mother, it was impossible to feel that.

Perhaps I wasn't right in the head, but I needed this more than I realized. Even though Healer Melon said it was for my health and to get a new class, it helped me a lot mentally. Studying was good, but the dungeon was truly the best teacher. Putting everything on the line, life or death.

"You think Genoa will be okay?"

"Dungeon entrances in cities are inside a fortress for precisely this reason. Unless a level 200 monster emerges, I wouldn't be concerned. Even then, there are a lot of legends at the College that will quickly clear things up."

The ground shook once more, and a significantly larger wave of Mana surged.

"We might want to get some more distance from the passage," I muttered loudly.

"Yes, let's go to the next chamber," Healer Melon said.

"Ozy can reshape the tunnel to close it off as well," I said, and Ozy gave me a mental affirmative.

We would hunker down for a day and then go back and check on the passage if the tremors and Mana surges stopped. I still had to get to level 20. I'd check once I get closer to that point.

            

    
        Chapter 105 – Descending With Style

    
    
    
    
                Mana surges ceased after half a day. We looked at the passage soon after, but no monsters emerged.

I examined the path to the 2nd layer and then Healer Melon. "Maybe we should turn back?"

"It is up to you. There are risks in either direction. But getting a class is important for your health. That was an incredibly large dungeon break, but unless you are doing something particularly stupid, the choice is yours."

I both appreciated and was annoyed by Healer Melon letting me decide. I was uncertain, and he likely felt the same. Ultimately, I was the leader of this little group.

Even though Healer Melon was a higher level than I was and older, he was a support caster. My life would be in the greatest danger as we went down. Therefore, the person on the front lines typically decides for the whole adventurer team.

"We continue. Defeating a high-level monster was difficult, but we won and defeated a lot of minions at the same time. The major risk is a surprise attack from an Abnormal, especially with things muddled after that dungeon break. We need to pay close attention to our surroundings, but we keep going," I replied.

Healer Melon nodded.

Ozy agreed with me as well and let out a hiss from my shoulder. We went down the passage to the 2nd layer, climbing on the rocks jutting out. There were no monsters at the bottom of the passage. While it seemed like a rule for the dungeon, one had to be incredibly careful.

Focusing on my Depth Sense, I could tell which way the next passage was on this layer. The direction felt clearer. Like a stream after a storm, the flow of Mana was more obvious with the torrent that had just passed through.

It took only a couple of chambers to find the next passage. We easily defeated the monsters. Gathering the red cores would be too time-consuming. I didn't want to linger longer, even though I'd done it previously. That dungeon break had put me on edge. Ozy found eating them enjoyable, too.

While he would gain experience from the Mana within them, it would be a long time before he became too big to travel easily with me.

A solution would be needed once he got bigger. I would have to ask the experts at the College who had shared the ideas about enhancing his abilities with Alchemical skills. I also needed to get him one upon our return.

Training him to heal with animals would be doable while I was at the College.

No one trained pet monsters in healing. The expense was just not worth it with how rare Alchemical skills extracted from monsters were. It would just be cheaper and more politically correct to hire a healer from the Five Star Institute of Healing.

We reached the 4th layer before I called it a day. I made sure we stopped off the route between the passages between the layers in case another dungeon break occurred while we were resting.

I broke out a portable cook set from my spatial pouch along with packed meat, vegetables, spices, and bread. There were two small folding chairs and a small folding table.

"When did you get all of this?" Healer Melon asked.

"Some enterprising merchants in Genoa put together a catalogue, which they printed out for the students and staff of the College. I ordered it all," I replied.

He sighed heavily. "Oh, the catalogue. I am getting old, missing something that obvious."

"You can't be that old," I said, and he shook his bald head with a smile.

"I am over 300 years old. Without your mother, I would have had to retire soon." I gave him a look of shock before turning back to cooking. Ozy looked up at the cooking station with disdain and went back to nap on my shoulders.

"I guess I never asked,"

"Vitality is quite powerful, and people get more desperate as they get closer to the end. At least many do. That is why a trip when you are old is often called a final descent, since you will try to gain as many levels as possible or die trying, before exiting the dungeon."

"You must have seen a lot."

"Not as much as you would think. I spent more time learning. Unlike the College, which rushes people, the Five Star Institute of Healing is about consistent progress and not killing people. I then adventured for a while after I graduated as a healer. After that, it was challenging to pick up jobs."

"Really? Aren't healers in demand everywhere?"

"Only for going into the dungeon. Cities have few jobs. There are a lot of us. The Five Star Institute of Healing trains around 1,000 healers every year. If each one works for 200 years, that is 200,000 healers working at any time."

"Oh, that is a lot," I replied as I began carefully seasoning the meat. I would cut the vegetables next and make stir-fry. Judy and I had learned about a nice sauce from Genoa, and I was going to share it with Healer Melon.

"While we aren't as competitive as the College, we are still competitive. Being power leveled to level 80 by your mother gives me a chance to retire with style after watching over you until you graduate."

"I can't convince you to stick around?"

"While your cooking smells delicious, ultimately, I want to relax, and the dungeon is anything but relaxing. I will have a spot teaching adventuring and healing at the Institute after this, which is where most healers go once they have enough accomplishments to their name."

"You were at the Institute when my mother recruited you?"

"Yes, jobs for healers come to the Institute. I was hoping to pick up something, and your mother showed up at the perfect time. Even though watching you can be exhausting sometimes, it isn't that bad," he teased.

I kept cooking for another minute before I spoke up again. "Do you think I can do it?"

"Do what?" he asked.

"Become a supreme legend and surpass my mother?"

"It will be difficult. Insanely difficult. Supreme Warlady Elena is the highest benchmark you could set for yourself. But I don't think it is impossible unless you become fat from eating too many sweets…"

"I need some joy in my life. Unless you want me to take up driving?" I teased back.

"No. I absolutely forbid you from that nonsense. Those couple of months in Undercraft were the worst."

"I wonder if the city is doing okay and if Anerac is alright."

"Hopefully, he got off Pic. But beyond that, he is probably okay with his mother. Your father did a good job of evacuating the city. The casualties were only a couple of hundred out of a city of thousands. That is quite decent for a disaster of that scale."

"And the Dark Cabal?"

"Best not worry about them until you are strong enough. Unless they mess with certain things or target the College, it is best to leave them alone, like a powerful sleeping monster. A fight will be hard and unpleasant. Thinking about going after them?"

"Yes. I was hoping I would find powerful companions at the College, but I just got Ozy," I replied while Ozy wiggled a bit and bumped my neck with his snout. "Dinner is done."

I began plating both our meals.

"Ah, excellent! Thank you. You are improving in your Cooking skills."

"It is something fun I can work on at the College that is hands-on."

"As for finding a team, you are unlikely to find anyone among your classmates in the first couple of years. As graduation approaches and the class size shrinks, people attend more social events to network.”

"Doubt I will get anyone else who would want to adventure with me in the top 10."

“You would be surprised. While there is a lot of pressure from Windshell Gossimer, she might be a good teammate if you can work out your differences and come to an agreement."

"Really? The elf who would want to kill me after graduation? Isn't that insanely risky?"

"There is risk, but she is just one example. I mentioned her only as an example of a caster archetype you could team up with. Others like her aren't as competitive or dangerous, and could make good teammates. A caster like her requires a front liner who is capable. The people graduating from the College are normally determined to get levels after graduating, putting their skills to use and honing them further in the dungeon."

"If there is someone who can keep up."

"Don't be too picky. Most adventuring teams have a set time they are together — around five to ten years at most — before they break apart. You have seen the low and the high end of adventuring teams. But the mid-levels are full of teams with similarly minded individuals,"

"I will have to look into that once I graduate."

Being an adult was hard. Before, my mother handled all the long-term decisions, but now I have to handle everything. I had to figure everything out. It was exhausting in a way that was hard to describe. There were so many things I had to worry about and take into consideration.

"This is good. What is it?" Healer Melon asked about the dinner I just made.

"Beef vegetable stir-fry with Genoa sauce," I replied.

"While the Genoese might not know what they are doing politically, they definitely know how to make some great sauce."

"I know. They are definitely skilled in sauce making and trading. The other stuff is a mess."

"The College will probably leave at the start of your second year. I heard the Dean is in talks with various nations. The Five Star Institute is being considered as a stopping point."

"Hmmm, not that it would change much. Despite the College flying, it is still just an institute of learning. Only if you go to the edge, will you realize you are up in the sky."

"Better than shaking about or running into storms. I can't handle that kind of thing. Thankfully, it has been incredibly stable."

"If it fell, it would be a massive disaster."

"Which is why so many nations are hesitant about allowing the College. Also, its movement will disrupt trade networks, politics, and the local power structure. Some people are advocating that it makes a loop around the continent, but all of that takes time and isn't our concern."

"It would be nice to know where I will end up when I graduate so that I can plan things from that point onwards. But that is far in the future, like forming a team. I have other priorities," I said while thinking of Ozy.

We finished dinner and, not for the first or last time, I really wanted magic to clean everything.

            

    
        Chapter 106 – The First Class Selection

    
    
    
    
                The dungeon chamber on the 6th layer was incredibly humid.

I used my shield to redirect the water beam. This room featured floating metal spheres that attracted things and defied gravity in other locations. The unusual chamber had floating water balls, and the Fish monster shot water beams.

There was a loud crack as Ozy unleashed a large burst of lightning that traversed through several of the floating balls of water. I leaped upwards as the lightning died down and began cutting through the monster fish one after another.

Fighting in three dimensions was terrifying, but I just focused on the next monster in front of me. I could survive a high fall, and Healer Melon was here in case I broke a bone or injured myself. That gave me the confidence to rush forward.

A giant monster fish leaped out at me. Ozy flew in and slammed into its side before it could bite down on me. The fish went hurtling towards the ground. I spun and stabbed out with my Beginner's Blade and cut down another monster fish that had leaped at me.

The battle took half an hour, and it was utterly exhausting. My stamina points were almost empty. Escaping the water spheres was easy, needing only momentum and angle adjustments after overcoming gravity. Even with help from Healer Melon and a stamina boost, this was one of my worst battles.

But it was that difficulty that gave me enough experience to reach level 20. I could feel pressure on my soul like a switch I could flip.

"That was exhausting," Healer Melon said.

"I hate dungeon chambers like this. Fighting in three dimensions is the worst. I hit level 20."

"Congratulations. We have time to spare as well to make our ascent out of the dungeon. You have been really pushing yourself the last couple of days," Healer Melon said.

"If I am going to fight, but also get the most out of it, instead of doing things halfway. But this chamber is being added to the list of very annoying environments. Without a good range attack or aerial movement skill, it was exhausting."

"You still did well."

"I couldn't have done it without you or Ozy. I am still only good enough to clear up to the 5th layer by myself. After that, I need help," I replied, putting off my class selection while I caught my breath and let my body rest.

"Well, do you want to head back now or do your class selection?"

"I want to do the class selection," I said and pushed on my soul.

Something flipped, and everything disappeared — the dungeon chamber, Ozy, and Healer Melon.

I was sitting in a white expanse.

"Hello?" I called hesitantly. I then saw myself, but with glowing white eyes. "Are you me?"

"You could say that. I am also a guide or part of your subconscious. The part of your soul that interacts with the System," the Not Me said. "When you leave here, the memory will fade."

"What, why?"

"This is a singular moment being stretched out. Your physical body cannot comprehend everything occurring in such a short period of time. You aren't really here. Your soul gathered enough energy to reach out. This is the trigger for a new class."

"But you clearly know things I don't. How can you be me?"

"I am the part of your soul that touches upon the System that allows you to gain levels, stats, and skills. It isn't a natural process. I know enough to guide you through your choices, but beyond that, I can't tell you anything."

"Anything you can tell me?"

"Class selection. The System structures things and gives options for what can occur. That is also why you are here, and I have this knowledge to guide you. Beyond that, I only know what you do."

"Well, currently, I have a Tier 0 class labeled as Child, with a ranking of blue. With the effects of 10% Increased Skill Acquisition, Increased Learning Speed, Increased Stat Gain, Increased Physical Gain, and Increased Mental Gain."

"Your memory does us credit, and your mother's help has pushed your class far higher than it would normally go at such a young age."

"Does that mean I have a lot of options?"

"No, actually, it is the reverse. I won't insult you by presenting anything mediocre or a step backward. People never consider such classes seriously. For a tier 1 class, the System is going to give you three options. And before you say Spellblade, consider each of them."

"Only three? I would expect something like five or seven."

"Three. Be grateful it isn't just one with how far you have pushed things before getting your first class."

"Doesn't the one I was born with count?"

"It does and doesn't. It's labeled tier 0 for a reason, but I don't know what that reason is. Now, do you want the best option first or last?"

"First, of course, so that I can compare it to the other two. You would know this if you were me," I replied with a questioning look.

"I am you, but I am not. You can worry or not worry about this, but you won't remember, and I'm just here to help you with class selection. Now let's start with the first option."

Not Me waved their arm, and the description of the class appeared in the air.

Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)
Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

"What? This class is like my previous one, but they upgraded the tier, although the class color hasn't changed."

"Because it keeps its versatility. While it doesn't help you advance more than you already are, it also doesn't cut off other paths you wish to pursue. Now for the second option."

Tier 1, Adult Swordsman (Indigo)
Increased Sword Skill Acquisition (+60%), Increased Sword Attack Power (+60%)

"Why can this class be indigo and the first one cannot?"

"It is about sacrificing potential for greater power in certain areas. In terms of classes, your current one is at the very limit of what is possible."

"And if I chose the first option, could I upgrade it further with another soul fruit?"

"Yes, but it wouldn't be easy. Soul fruits, despite the name, don't grow on trees."

"Are there any other ways to improve the first choice?"

"I don't know. I really don't. Class selection is all I know. Now for your third choice."

Tier 1, Adult Polymath (Indigo)
Increased Learning Speed (+300%)

"How does attack power even work?" I asked while thinking back on the second option.

"Changes in your Mana. If you are holding a sword, you will instinctively adjust to better deal damage. It is the same with learning and skill acquisition; the process takes place in your subconscious and affects your mind instead of your body and weapon."

"I don't like any of them," I replied, and Not Me sighed. "If I don't choose, what will happen?"

"You will be in a coma. While time passes incredibly slowly in the outside world, it isn't completely still. For every minute here, one second passes outside. So, five seconds have gone by since you started class selection."

"They aren't bad choices, but they aren't good."

"It is a Tier 1 class."

"Other people have classes that increase in power."

"That’s because they go with options where they specialize. The secret of classes is that they never increase in power except from an outside force. They just become narrower and have a higher potential each time they increase in tier."

"I won't remember this."

"Nope. But a part of you will know, and the College is bound to have studies discussing this somewhere. Now you need to decide whether you want to see some of the garbage options."

I was curious about those. "Maybe one."

Tier 1, Adult Sweet Consumer (Indigo)
Increased Sweet Skill Increase (+50%), Increased Tastiness of Sweets (+50%)

My laughter was dry and deadpan. Not-Me waved, and the joke class disappeared.

"What about going up another color?"

"No. At each class selection, you can only increase the class color by one rank.”

"And what does the color mean?"

"The potential of the class and the range of effects it can support."

"Anything beyond violet?"

"No idea."

"What?"

"No idea. I really don't know. Unless you have a violet class, it is unlikely I will ever know. Now, do you want to narrow your class for greater power?"

"I feel cheated. No one remembers this?"

"No."

"What if I use soul skills? Can I come back here?"

“Your energy created me when it connected to the System to arrange for a class. Once you leave, I will be gone. When you come back here for your next class, it won't be me, but another creation specifically made to guide you. And no, I don't feel like I’m dead. I am you and will become a part of you as the Mana used to form your class in your soul."

"On further consideration, I find the three options are all equally interesting. The first one is the one I am most tempted by. Will I be able to upgrade the other options naturally if I choose them?”

"Yes, but it's harder because they have less potential. The first class is a gamble if you can boost its color. The second and third classes offer more immediate benefits and will help you progress in a specific direction. When you learn spells, the second class can transform into a spellblade class. Tier 1 classes are quite basic."

"With the third class, would I level up all skills four times as fast?"

"It is a bit more complicated than that, but ultimately yes. Spreading out the effects of a class reduces its power but offers more versatility and possibilities. Focusing on a specific effect will boost that effect much higher."

"Could I choose one effect to boost?"

"No. Ultimately, what is possible is what you have focused on. There are class options with an effect only focusing on the Mind stat, but you wouldn't want them. The three I presented to you are the best from all the classes you would consider. If you have something in mind, then I can bring it up."

"No, I was curious. Even if I forget all of this."

It really wasn't an easy decision.

"If the first class increases to indigo, how will the percentages change?"

"They will all go up two percent, and you can add another effect. For the second class, the boost will increase by ten percent if it changes to violet. For the third class, it will go up by fifty percent."

The third class was highly tempting. With it, I would easily gain skill levels. But was it worth sacrificing my potential for increased stat gains and greater versatility?

"When I get a tier 2 class, will these options still be there if I go with the first option?"

"Possibly. But they also could not appear. Right now, you have an incredible amount of potential. The class options are basically the best available. But that might not always be the case. You had two soul fruits, and many other things happened before this class selection. These actions allowed the best possible option to appear. Many people would get options like two and three, but without the color increase."

In the end, it all came down to how much I trusted myself and what I wanted. This was a tough decision.

            

    
        Chapter 107 – Choice Made

    
    
    
    
                "Have you made your choice?" Healer Melon asked me.

"Yes. It is done." It was instant. One moment I had picked a class, and the next I had a class. "But it was just instant. Or close to it."

"There is a selection process; that much is known, but no one remembers. Hopefully, you didn't pick something horrible. Some people have done that."

"It seems like a very boring choice. I am surprised there isn't anything better than Adult Human. It's blue-ranked and the effects haven't changed, just the tier and the name."

"You are gambling on yourself. The maximum potential of your class has increased, but its effect hasn't narrowed. I looked over the College's research on classes before we departed. Whatever choice you made in class selection is about keeping your possibilities open, hoping you will raise the color of the class."

"You didn't tell me all this before?"

"Would it change anything? Ultimately, class selection is a very personal matter. Interfering in one is a social taboo."

"Sorry, I'm just frustrated by my choice and not knowing what happened."

"Hah. You need to trust yourself more. But I understand. You probably believed that was the best class offered, or the best for your future. Don't underestimate the effect of stat gains. While those free stat points you have are tempting, gaining stat points through hard work is always better."

"I know." I pulled out the bracelet and put it back on. "No need to gain more experience for now. Do you have any ideas about how to improve a class after selecting it?"

"Soul fruits," Healer Melon said, and I winced at that. I would probably need a blue soul fruit, which would never happen without my mother giving me one. "There is a reason no one knows what is beyond violet."

"It isn't a terrible choice, but it is a boring choice that makes things difficult for me. I need to increase the class without a soul fruit. What about soul skills?"

“It is possible that there were many reasons for the wiping out of soul mages. Part of the reason is that they can easily bypass defenses, but they were bad people. Like dark healers, there is a strong stigma attached to such skills and classes. Your best option is to fight your way down into the dungeon and to find some natural treasures."

"I guess I shouldn't complain. There could be worse outcomes, like a loss in potential."

"Exactly. It is a struggle for people to get the best possible options. Your class is good, but it isn't the absolute best. It would be improved by increasing the color while the effects remain unchanged. But that never happens with such a high-ranking color. Unfortunately, you aren't an exception to the System."

It was annoying not to get something special. But that would be my ego and hubris talking, not my rationality. The System was not my mother. It wouldn't give me special treatment, no matter how much I wished it would.

We made our way out of the dungeon over the next three days after that. We hadn't run into any Abnormals except during the dungeon break. The stairs leading up to Genoa had slight damage. I had been worried we would end up at another passage up to the surface, but thankfully, that wasn't the case.

I could end up like Judy, stranded on another continent, away from everyone and everything familiar. It might be interesting, but the downsides right now were too great. After I graduated from college and gained many spell skills, I would think about trying dungeon travel.

I was also going to acquire many spelling skills, without aiming to maximize them in my later years at the College. If I knew the initial spell, I could work to improve it. It's better to acquire all the skills I need long term and work on them while fighting in the dungeon.

Using a rotation strategy between different weapons and spell skills would help improve my overall skills more rapidly. The College was useful, but leveling anything used in combat was best done in the dungeon, not in a classroom.

Monster Processing had been a decent choice for the first semester, but ultimately it wasn't the best choice. I needed to think long term, and this class selection was like a slap in the face, telling me I needed to take my future more seriously.

Once we reached the surface inside the dungeon fortress at the edge of Genoa, there was a lot of rubble and destruction.

 "Looks like it was worse than we thought," I muttered while looking around.

The stairs were mostly intact, so I hadn't thought things were that bad, but apparently, I was wrong.

A guard came over and stopped to give Ozy an intense look. My pet merely rested on my shoulders, and he addressed us. "Adventurers out of Genoa?"

"Yes, but from the College of Advancement," I replied.

"Then you'd better hurry. They aren't sticking around. The departure is imminent, last I heard."

"Thanks," I replied as we quickly navigated the paths created in the rubble. We arrived at the city center and took a magical carriage back to the College elevator. A large part of Genoa was destroyed.

"What happened?" I asked the staff member driving the carriage.

"A terrible Dungeon break. A pack of ethereal monsters was the first to break out, which disrupted the defenses, and then a lot of heavy hitters arrived, breaking the fortress. After that, monsters flooded out, and they couldn't easily contain the battle. Legends are great at fighting, not at minimizing property destruction. While the College helped, some people in the city are unhappy, so we are departing. You got back just in time. We are leaving in two days at the start of the new semester," the staff member explained.

"Do you know where we are going next?" Healer Melon asked.

“I believe we will head towards the port city of Garland. Not as big into trade as Genoa, they focus more on fishing and shipbuilding there. But it is still up in the air, literally. The Dean will decide."

"A small nation with nothing of immediate note," I said.

My knowledge of the world finally proved useful in understanding a particular concept. Garland was a decent choice for the College. It offered the chance to buy resources and access the city.

"What about Genoa? It looked quite wrecked," Healer Melon said.

"It got the worst of it, since there were dungeon breaks everywhere. The problem is that there are no dungeon entrances under the water, and there is a lot of water around Genoa. People say that funneled the monsters into the city. Others say it was the College that drew them somehow. Tensions are only increasing, so we are leaving once the semester starts. If you aren't in College, you are getting left behind. No exceptions," he said.

Being left behind would have caused us a massive headache.

We reached the elevator, and Melody was there. When she saw us, she had a look of relief. “You are back. Good. I was worried."

"Really?"

"You are the top student in your year, and your mother's background is immense. If you died, that would be…bad. But that didn't happen, so there's nothing to worry about."

We all got into the elevator, which ascended back up to the College.

"Thanks for worrying. It was rough in the dungeon for a bit, but we managed."

Ozy gave a brief nod while relaxing on my shoulders in agreement.

"Ah, well, you might not have heard. Your father has left his role as an Assistant Professor along with 24 legends that had been teaching and protecting the College," Melody said nervously.

"What? What is going on?" I asked as the elevator continued to rise towards the College.

"He has declared that he is running for the position of Genoa's Prime Minister, along with the position of Supreme General. He is rushing to consolidate power. The legends under his command countered the dungeon break, but the incident killed many of Genoa's forces and key politicians.”

My father hadn't let the crisis go to waste. It looked like I would not be taking Speech as a class next semester or having breakfast with him anymore. He was moving forward with his crazy plan for world domination. What was I even supposed to think of that?

I was already known as a legendary child because of my mother, and now my father would only make me more infamous. He'd better get me some very good graduation gifts if he were trying to restart the Eldarin Empire, just without slavery. I almost wanted to roll my eyes at that nonsense.

Sometimes, things should remain in history. Things were working out well before he attempted to seize power. However, I was very aware of my privileged background. The hardships of ordinary people were something I rarely understood or considered. My father's care knew few bounds. He desired both peace and prosperity, but on his terms.

"His actions are his own, and I am not getting involved with whatever he is doing," I said firmly.

Melody let out a sigh. "That is good to hear. Otherwise, there might be complications. It is at the request of the Dean that you avoid any political statements while you remain at the College. In exchange, we will continue to protect you while you study here."

"That is fine. I am here to learn, not to cause trouble."

We arrived at the College. We made our way back to my dorm suite in the center of the campus.

After changing from my armor, I saw a letter on my desk. This must have been left here by my father. I picked it up with care. Runes flared and broke apart as I felt a tingle of Mana. I had been careless, but my Danger Sense, Trap Sense, and Poison Sense hadn't picked up on anything.

My Son, Justin,

I apologize for my sudden departure. I can't let a good crisis go to waste. I have now achieved my goal of teaching at the College. Twenty-four legends have sworn themselves to aid me in my goals. Despite your doubts, reforming the Eldarin Empire is a must.

The Beastkin tribes, the Demons, the Seraphims, and the Great Ocean Empire are all threats that exist in this world. Despite the obscurity of their internal politics and nations, they present an existential threat to humanity.

I wanted to tell you in person, but some things are hard to say. I was born with the name Edrick Eldarin over two and a half millennia ago, at the time of the High Vostner human civilization. To fight oppression, I became a Supreme Legend, rallying humanity. Driving out the threats and enforcing order.

In time, I became known as the Eternal Emperor, who mastered soul skills and social skills. The steps I took at the time all seemed necessary to prepare for threats and handle various problems. Slavery was a way of enforcing laws without killing people. The term dungeon comes from Low Vostner, where it was initially used to execute criminals by forcing them to descend without clothes or weapons.

I tried more humane methods. To create an enlightened society. In the end, it failed because of betrayal, corruption, and certain rebels.

I looked up, pausing a moment from reading more. This was a lot to take in.

            

    
        Chapter 108 – Father’s Request

    
    
    
    
                Looking back down, I continued reading.

Someone killed me, but I didn't die. I have been reborn as various infants over the years. I'm working on creating a better future. Unfortunately, my reincarnations have damaged my soul and restricted my abilities. My rebirth consumed no one's soul. I just replaced what it would have been.

Now, this is the last chance I have to set humanity on the right course. Not to be oppressed by other races, but to stand at the pinnacle of the world! While your mother is strong, do not doubt that other races have Supreme Legends as well that are just as capable, if not more so.

For you, none of this matters. I have no expectations or any plans for your future—only my love and encouragement. Your mother would be upset with me if I did anything nefarious. While she has gone on a final descent, if anyone can return, it would be Elena. I have never met a fiercer and prouder woman.

While it is hard to say if we truly loved each other, we respected each other and loved you. For such powerful people as us, that is enough. I have prepared a couple of gifts for graduation, with the Dean's help and agreement. If you take the first spot, you will receive a complete set of equipment.

It wasn't cheap, but I had some hidden reserves over the millennia. I used one of these things to pay for a full set of tier 3 equipment. Consider it my gift to help protect you. I also know you look down on social skills like most other adventurers. My advice is don't.

Your mother left her legacy in your hands. Unfortunately, one can't learn social skills through a book. If you ever want to know the path to the most powerful tier 6 social skill, seek me out. I will pass my most powerful skills' legacy onto you.

To put it in perspective, it could kill anyone with a single well-timed sentence, even a Supreme Legend. While not effective against monsters, social skills are far superior to soul skills against the thinking races. People rarely push them to the heights needed to be deadly.

The Dark Cabal, the curse upon you, and their Dark Library are a blight upon the world. It was a powerful weapon that helped the High Vostner civilization in the past, but in truth, it is nothing but a curse. They will lie low like rats, and I will hunt them down if I learn of them.

Unfortunately, they are good at hiding. The skills contained within the Dark Library are nothing to scoff at, but there are reasons modern skills and learning methods have triumphed; they are superior. Never doubt that. Even if stuff like divination, curses, blood arts, summoning, rituals, and consumption skills seem powerful, they come with grave risks.

I will not give a warning about soul magic. I know you have a tome I wrote, which was given to you by your mother. I only say that you should be careful; however, you can consider that part of your legacy. But soul magic was always too risky to use properly; that is why social skills are better.

You are also free to use my name. I know you will probably want to avoid such a situation, but you are welcome to. Of all my children and disciples, you are the one best suited to carry my legacy forward.

If you don't want to, that is fine as well. My tier 6 skill can die with me when that day finally comes. As for inheriting the Empire, don't worry about such headaches. I know you are like your mother; you enjoy fighting too much to want to rule and establish order.

Now I am off to conquer Genoa, then the continent.

With Love,
Your Father

For over a minute, I stared at the long letter. I didn't know what to think. I wanted to curse, but most curses involved the Eldarin Empire, which might seem on point, but made me uneasy.

My father was the Eternal Emperor. I knew he had ambitions to take over the world, but I had clearly underestimated his determination. Even goes beyond death itself to continue pursuing his dream.

On one hand, I could admire that kind of tenacity. On the other hand, it was just a lot to take in.

Did my mother know? She probably did. And if she did, then she did not care? Or did she want the strongest possible person as my father?

It was a lot to take in, and there was no way to get any answers to the countless questions I had. The letter grew hot. I tossed it away as a bunch of runes flared into existence on the letter. It burst into flames, consuming it in a burst of fire. The ash drifted towards the top of my desk and the carpeted floor of my room, leaving nothing else behind.

Now there was no proof.

People might know my father had ambition, but if they knew he was the Eternal Emperor reborn, everyone would unite to kill him. Well, maybe not everyone, but much of the sentient beings on the continent. The Dwarves and Elves would probably put aside their differences to kill him.

He was the most hated figure in history. The founder of the Eldarin Empire and the purveyor of countless atrocities. He had an immense amount of blood and suffering on his hands, but he had tried to justify it in his letter, saying there were greater threats out there. His fears seemed unfounded, given that the threats hadn't acted in millennia.

I did not know of the Seraphim or the Great Ocean Empire. Demons were supposedly monsters that had gained high intelligence from the dungeon and left it. They often used trickery and stealth skills to blend in with humans. But they never lost their initial purpose; the dungeon had created them to kill other beings.

They were the stuff of horror stories told to frighten little kids. My mother had never met a demon herself and had only heard secondhand accounts. That was how rare and careful they were. Intelligent monsters were incredibly dangerous.

Thankfully, someone could tame the born monsters, breaking the hold that the dungeon had on them.

Ultimately, my father's goals were his own. I was only 12, not old enough to be considered a proper adult. That would happen in just under four years, when I turned 16.

I was thinking about this, since I absolutely didn't want to get involved in politics or take over the world or resurrect the Eldarin Empire. My father might lead a group of legends who tried to seize power, but it was something I planned to avoid altogether.

As for his promise of a set of equipment, he clearly knew what I wanted. I knew such a gift wasn't cheap, and I would put it all to good use once I graduated. As for his offer to teach me his tier 6 social skill, I was much more hesitant about that. To kill anyone, even a Supreme Legend, with a single sentence, was insanely powerful.

There were probably heavy restrictions and requirements, but just being able to kill anyone with a single sentence was not something to take lightly. Even though I wasn't a fan of social skills, it was tempting. But I had enough skills to worry about right now. I had foundational runic skills, followed by weapon, resistance, soul, and spell skills, and then my mother's legacy to learn first.

There were so many skills I wish I had learned in a class that helped me acquire them more quickly. There were so many that I had to master. The sheer weight of them all was absolutely crushing. Others might try to master one of these skill groups. I had to master them all.

Why couldn't my father get me another soul fruit? That way, I could improve my class. My mother hadn't talked about her Tier 6 class. I had questions, but she told me I first needed to become a legend before asking them. She was right, but it was frustrating not knowing what the pinnacle of classes looked like. Did she have a violet class, or something better?

Thinking about my father, I didn't want to know how he was replacing souls. I thought my mother was the oldest among them, but apparently, he was far older, considering the age of his soul and mind. He was still older, even though his body's age was considered average.

Looking at the scattered ash, the letter changed nothing. My path had already been chosen. I had to practice and hone my skills. I would have a day of rest before starting the next semester.

Why couldn't my parents be normal?

I knew they supported me, but they were exhausting. My mother's lectures and controlling nature are evident. My father's ambitions and craziness. They would target me going forward. My mother was a force of nature. Getting mad at her and trying to get revenge was like hitting your head against a brick wall. Only the crazy Dark Cabal got away with such an action.

But my father didn't have that deterrent factor, and my mother had left. As he stirred up more trouble, that fact would become more obvious. Although nobody announced her final descent, the news would inevitably leak and spread.

The most recent dungeon descent would be the last until I graduate. Leaving the College carried too much risk. Entire nations would target me now to stop my father. Even weakened, he'd crush everyone. It was only a matter of time.

I couldn't help but shake my head and smile. It would take a long time to master all those skills and to escape the shadows of my parents.

My mother might be fiercer, but my father was more adept at causing trouble.

            

    
        Chapter 109 – Ozymandius’ Evaluation

    
    
    
    
                Professor Chartworth looked over at Ozy, who was lying on an observation table. The Professor was leading the study into pets and using them for more esoteric skills like healing. He was one of the Professors who did long-term and in-depth research that was sold to others. He felt research on pets as a support tool for adventurers had monetary potential, which is why he was supporting my efforts with Ozy.

He then looked at the new status sheet I had provided for Ozy after the dungeon descent. I was sticking to checking my status once every three months. Ozy required more frequent checkups to chart his progress and skill gain properly. Unlike humans, the College had minimal information about pets.

Winged Serpent
Level: 30/462

Experience: 876/2,380
Healing: 1,050/1,050

Stamina: 350/350

Mana: 850/850

Class: Tier 1, Young Winged Serpent (Orange)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+50%), Alchemic Skill Power (+100%)

Vitality: 105 ()
Endurance: 35 ()
Strength: 52 ()
Agility: 84 ()
Perception: 38 ()
Mind: 96 ()
Magic: 85 ()
Focus: 45 ()
Free Points: 60

T1: Bite (92+5)

T2: Toxic Breath (60+13), Alchemic Vision (42+10)

T3: Alchemy (48+8), Poison Insight (24+2), Fire Insight (9+1), Cold Insight (9+1), Arcane Insight (9+1), Spatial Insight (8+1), Soul Insight (3+1)

T4: Soul Link (28+5), Flight (23+3), Alchemic Bounded Field (17+5)

"His length only increased 3.82 centimeters. Total length 167.45 centimeters. An increase of 2.28%. Increase of 3 levels. We will have to continue to track growth to level," Professor Chartworth said while checking over Ozy and recording the information.

"What about his skill gain?" I asked.

"Higher than average, not that we have a large data set for pets and none for this monster archetype. His free points are interesting. He is waiting for your input before using them. That shows a high degree of trust."

"Any suggestions?".

"One in each stat with the extra two in magic for every ten free points. While you are training to be a support caster, being well-rounded is important for anyone adventuring, human or pet."

I mentally conveyed the information to Ozy through our bond. There was no reason to doubt the Professor, and his explanation made sense. Ozy distributed the stat points, but my pet showed no visual change, except a slight increase in Mana around him.

"The fact that he listens so well is a sign that you have been training him well. Keep that up for as long as possible,"

"I don't plan on going back to the dungeon for a while."

"That is fine. It will give more time for increasing his skills," the Professor said and pulled out an Alchemical crystal from a glass container with a pair of tongs. "Give this to your pet to eat. It is the skill Healing Insight. He should get started on these skills early on. They will naturally increase. These insight skills are truly broken. It’s a shame people can't use them."

I took the pair of tongs and gave the Alchemical skill crystal to Ozy, who ate it.

His happiness at gaining a new skill was palpable. I checked his status, and Healing Insight was there in tier 3 with one new level.

"It took hold immediately."

"That's expected, since monsters are made of Mana. How was combat with Ozy here in the dungeon? Be detailed and give your opinion."

"Ozy was good, but he struggled in wider and more complex applications of Alchemy. That is why I kept the instructions as simple as possible. Avoid danger. Use this elemental attack. His instincts were quite good, helping unexpectedly, like intercepting a monster about to attack me while I was going after a larger threat."

"That is the bond skill. Just be careful that you remain in the dominant position. You should always prioritize your life and reinforce that concept. From what I have seen, you have done a good job. The more the bond skills grow, the more this dynamic will settle into place. However, the dynamic can reverse even if the bond is maximized. So be careful," the Professor explained, and I nodded.

While I liked Ozy, he was ultimately a pet, a tool, a weapon, to help me. Like my mother's sword, I would treasure and be careful with him, but I wouldn't forget this. I might want to go down a different path and have a companion, but I wasn't about to be stupid regarding what Ozy was.

One didn't put themselves in front of their sword. While I would use Ozy for support, this didn't change the fact that he would serve me and would be the best.

"What about his class? Do monsters have classes like humans?"

"No. They change class every 50 levels and start at tier 1, unlike humans."

"His maximum level is listed as 462, which exceeds the known colors."

"Yes, it does. Ozy is a Winged Serpent. A monster that is normally found below the 20th layer. And he is clearly an egg from a Champion-level monster, which is even rarer. His parents were probably around level 230 and a blue core monster. People have tried training pets up to get a higher-level core, but you have seen the experience graphs; it is brutal," the Professor said, and I nodded.

"That is how we know of a violet core. Someone did a huge test in the past to feed a singular monster tremendous amounts of Mana deep in the dungeon. Eventually, it gained a violet core. Unfortunately, the costs were too prohibitive to continue since the experiment caused the dungeon to send swarms of monsters. One of the few things that has made the dungeon react."

"I was wondering how people knew of violet cores when no one had gone that deep,"

"It isn't something that is advertised. Otherwise, people might try setting up monster farms in the dungeon, which is foolishness. That is how you have dungeon breaks, and that is probably what caused the most recent disaster. Some experiments built up too much Mana and then erupted. So, while some people know such things, they don't spread them.”

That made more sense than my mother causing such a situation.

"But what about increasing the potential of a monster's class ahead of time?"

"That isn't possible. Someone attempted it, but it failed. We don't understand the more complex workings of class advancement and monster cores. Research into Mana remains a complex and difficult field of research."

"What about training? I know you mentioned creating a training curriculum?"

"Indeed. I want to discover whether Alchemy and Bounded Alchemic Field applications can improve insight skills. Rapidly training insight skills would make pets a much more viable option for adventurers. Instead of waiting years or decades for these insight skills, adventurers could train a pet in a much shorter time.”

Ultimately, the College made more money from selling its research and insights. While that part of the College impacted the courses I took, aiming to increase leveling speed, there was also more research in other areas, especially System mechanics and System interactions.

Over the decades, people had lightly explored pets, but the Professor hoped to develop some breakthroughs. If the Professor could better monetize a breakthrough, he would receive more prestige and funding from the College.

In time, if pets became big enough, they might start a new discipline here at the College. This would set up Professor Chartworth as the new Vice Dean of the discipline. More likely, it would lead to the creation of several courses that the Professor would appoint his disciples to manage as Professors in their own right.

The competition between the Professors was just as intense as that between the students, even if it wasn't as readily visible. Each of them wanted to achieve a major breakthrough and leave their names in history. If the insight training methods were good enough, future texts might reference the Chartworth Insight Pet Training Methodology.

He showed me to a room with Ozy, where Ozy had to transform one substance into another using Alchemy and Bounded Alchemic Field. The transformations involved heating, cooling, and phase changes. For safety, they secured the samples behind a glass wall. The Professor and I also had to wear goggles and breathing masks just in case.

While we wouldn't die, Alchemic tests at the College had specific safety requirements that needed to be followed.

"You will bring Ozy here once a day for an hour and use up all his Mana. I have designed a series of training exercises to improve his insight skills as rapidly as possible. We will do weekly tracking of his leveling progress."

"Isn't that a bit much?"

"No. Not for a pet and this type of training. Monsters learn differently from humans, especially with insight skills. While the overlays of our status might look similar, the mechanics underlying them are quite different."

I looked at Ozy, who just looked back up at me with his red eyes. "Do you know of any way I can increase the color of my class besides a soul fruit?"

"There is an entire research group here at the College devoted to investigating this. They would be the best ones to ask about your class if you are looking to improve the color," Professor Chartworth said while stroking his short beard. "Such things aren't cheap, and you are already going into quite an enormous debt with your pet."

"I know, but I am curious if there are other options besides soul fruits."

"I wish you lots of luck. I bet you already have a blue or indigo class?”

"Blue," I answered, and he nodded.

"Then you will be in for a hard time increasing the base potential of your class. It is inherent in individuals and not easily changed. It has been something people have been asking since the dawn of time. A class is incredibly powerful. Those percentage improvements might not seem like much, but they add up over time if you focus on learning or in combat as a powerful force multiplier."

While it was easy to look down on the 10% boost to various skill and stat training, it was incredibly powerful—especially the stat training. If there was any reason I picked a class with similar effects, it was probably because of that. Stats were the foundation of so much.

My constant issues with the Mind stat proved this. But once I got into spell skills, Mana reserves from my Magic stat would become increasingly more important. Skill acquisition might not seem like a significant boost, but it made learning new skills easier.

If I could further improve the potential of my class, it would really shine.

            

    
        Chapter 110 – Class Research Group

    
    
    
    
                "Impossible," Professor Fornblack declared.

"You can't increase a blue-ranked class to a higher color beyond soul fruit? There is nothing?" I asked.

Healer Melon was listening in on everything behind me.

"No soul fruit. No tiering up. And your class is Blue! Blue. Do you even understand what that means? It is the fifth color. Most people get a blue-tier class at level 80 or level 100. You have one at tier 1, and you want to improve its potential to a higher color? Impossible," he replied.

"Perhaps not." A female Professor came over and pushed up her magical glasses. I was visiting the research lab of the Class Research Group, where they gathered monthly to debate and discuss various class-related topics.

"Professor Terril, your theories are dangerous and need more testing," Professor Fornblack declared.

"Perhaps, but we have someone coming to talk to us. It would be rude to turn him away." Professor Fornblack let out a scoff and walked away. "I apologize for my rude colleague. He is a bit bound by tradition and the standard understanding of classes."

"What are you proposing?" I asked, and Professor Terril smiled at me.

"Classes are the restructuring of Mana density at certain intervals determined by your level with the aid of the System. Just like it helps moderate your stats and skills, it also helps moderate your class. This involves incredibly fine and complex Mana manipulation. You can create skills through Mana manipulation. You can even boost stats temporarily by overlaying Mana manipulation. But you know what hasn't been done? Messing with the Mana that makes up a class as part of your soul."

"That sounds like a bad idea. How does that relate to color?"

"The color on your status page and for monster cores indicates density and complexity. The range of effects and your blue class are high. You hit the Class cap at tier 0 of blue. Few people know that it is the cap at tier 0. The Class cap at tier 1 is indigo. Then violet for tier 2, but beyond that, nothing. But at each tier, the number of people who can get a higher color class decreases by several orders of magnitude. A Tier 2 violet class is incredibly rare."

I listened carefully.

" Going up in color is infinitely more difficult. But what I am proposing is a targeted regime of Mana injections using your own Mana as a mirror."

"Mana injections! His soul would rupture; his body would collapse. Absolutely not," Healer Melon said.

"We have had success with other colors. The trick is to use one's own Mana and class structure. We copy that Mana and send it back, strengthening the class a person has."

"That has been done with the red and orange classes. A blue class… You can't copy the complexity of the Mana used for it to raise the color."

"It is a work in progress, and we will proceed carefully to get Justin's Mana that comprises his class as accurately as possible. Then he will send that Mana through a Mana compressor, which will help shape it. Then he will get that Mana back."

"With how unstable his soul is, the risk is too high."

"I reviewed Justin's records when he requested this meeting. That instability is exactly why it will work. His soul will push back, but it will also adapt under the pressure of additional Mana. His stats are strong enough to endure."

"What about replicating what a Soul Fruit does?" I asked.

"We have been trying that for centuries with limited success. We still don't fully understand the underpinnings of how a soul fruit works. There aren't many that we can use freely for experimentation. And because they are rare, we would never use higher colors of soul fruit for research. As for you, you would need an indigo-colored soul fruit to advance your class."

"Not blue?"

"No. That is based solely on theoretical knowledge. A blue soul fruit is a once-in-a-millennium discovery. Your mother inquired about one twice over the year since we handle soul fruit trades through the College, but we don't have one," the female Professor explained with a shake of her head.

"Justin, what they are proposing is like Pic," Healer Melon said with a frown.

"Really?" I asked with concern.

"Pic doesn't use your own Mana, which is why there is lingering damage."

"What other options are there?"

"Direct Mana Manipulation of that color class. Impossible. Blue or higher soul fruit. Impossible. Mana reflection injections. Rejected. Everything else is for lesser colors."

"What about a skill? Isn’t there a skill for everything?"

"You would need a Tier 6 skill at the very least. Classes are of immense complexity. There is no way."

The meeting quickly ended after that. Healer Melon was left to do whatever he wanted to do. I made my way to the edge of the College.

Looking out from a balcony, the College cut through clouds over the Great Ocean. The waves were massive. We could fly to another continent with the College. That would be an enormous risk, and resupply would be impossible, but it could happen.

Ozy pushed his snout into my neck, and I gave him some scratches on his head. His weight on my shoulders was a comforting presence. What had I been thinking when I selected my class? There was no way forward.

"Justin?" someone asked, and I turned around. I scanned the area with Shadow Vision and Mana Vision, in case there was a threat. It was a middle-aged man in a staff member's uniform.

"Yes, what is it?" I asked, slightly annoyed at being interrupted.

"I couldn't help but notice that you came from the Class Research Group. There are other options for class advancement. If one is willing to take risks," the man said, and I was instantly intrigued but also incredibly weary.

"And you have these answers?"

"No. Just that one with greater vision does, even in the dark. An oath of silence for arranging a meeting and guaranteed safe passage is possible."

"Truly, you think to trap me."

Ozy reared up, ready to activate a skill and incapacitate this member of the Dark Cabal.

"Peace, peace. Just like there are factions within the College or any organization, I speak for the faction opposed to the Legend Xanatos and his attention-grabbing ways. We don't want to harm you; instead, you would be a sword pointed at him," the Dark Cabal member said.

"You expect me to believe that? This could easily be a trap to lure me somewhere."

"Then we can continue the meeting here. No oaths. It will take me a few minutes to arrange for communication with Dark Councilmember Yonder. He has an offer he wishes to discuss with you."

I felt conflicted.

On one hand, this was the Dark Cabal, a group of crazy terrorists. On the other hand, it was a lead against Legend Xanatos, who had cursed me, and information about how to improve my class. Legend Xanatos had escaped my mother. That showed he was beyond capable. Anyone capable of pissing off my mother and escaping when she had drawn her sword to slay them was not someone easily tracked down and killed.

While it had been easy to reach level 20 after several days of killing monsters, it would only get worse with the curse skill. Both my super-powerful mother and world domination-focused father couldn't do anything about the Dark Cabal.

Just rushing at them was hopeless. My mother had tried that. My father had knowledge and contacts, but even he couldn't do anything. That meant something else was required. While it might be soul skills, those would take a long time to develop. And the possible knowledge of the famed Dark Library behind the Dark Cabal was tempting, very tempting.

"Very well. But you try anything, I won't be nice," I replied.

"It is no problem. Give me a moment. I will be possessed soon by Councilmember Yonder, who will speak directly with you," the Dark Cabal member said.

I waited quietly while scanning everything nearby. No one else was near this section of the College.

Everyone was busy studying or working, and it was getting late. The sun was setting on the opposite side of the College. It really made the sky and the Great Ocean light up in red and orange.

The man groaned, and I focused back on him as his Mana fluctuated violently. He immediately laid down on the ground. The Mana increased, and then he opened his eyes and let out a gasping breath.

"Unpleasant. Hello Justin Burnstock."

"Dark Councilman Yonder," I replied hesitantly, while standing over the body lying on the ground, looking up towards me.

"That is me. While we have some time, this is not a casual conversation. There is no trust between you and the Dark Cabal. That is understandable with the actions of Xanatos. I can't target him directly or betray the Dark Cabal, but I can teach someone to tempt them to join in proportion to their value."

My mind raced at the statement. I was going to be used as a sword. "You know he cursed me?"

"With Experience Siphon, of course. His favorite curse skill. But it has caused problems by drawing your mother's attention. This has led to his defeat and weakening."

"The curse skill dropped to tier 5."

"Xanatos is trying to recover from the setback your mother gave him. While you can't join until he dies, it would solve many problems and help me if you join the Dark Cabal afterwards, taking his seat on the Council."

"I am weak."

Yonder laid out his naked ambition. "For now. This is an investment in the future. The Dark Cabal should be inviting those with strong backgrounds and who are capable. Avoiding the ire of your mother and your father would be enough. And if you join after Xanatos is removed, I will have a better chance of taking over.”

My mind raced at the possibilities. "What exactly do you want of me now, and what are you offering?"

"Exactly what a member of the Dark Cabal should ask. Benefits are the only reason to risk one's life and spend one's time. You want to know how to enhance the potential of your class, from blue to indigo. We require that you kill a student at the College."

"Murder for knowledge?"

I did not like that idea.

"Yes. The daughter of a key supporter of Xanatos needs to die. "As long as they die, the method doesn't matter."

"And then you can blackmail me."

"Make it look like an accident. Have someone else do it. I do not care—only the result within the next year. But I can see how hesitant you are. I will give you the information first. The Dark Cabal has no quarrel with you. If you take it as a gift or an apology and want nothing more to do with us, that is fine. But if you want more, if you want true knowledge from the Dark Library, then you will kill the student."

"Very well," I said, since there didn't seem to be a downside to agreeing to this much. I knew it was a trap, but I couldn't help but reach out for the knowledge. I would check it carefully, but I knew more forbidden knowledge would tempt me.

            

    
        Chapter 111 – Dark Knowledge

    
    
    
    
                "Soul Transfer." A burst of blue flames appeared above the possessed man, who was lying down. From the fire emerged a thin book.

"Take it," Yonder said. I reached out and took the thin book after scanning it carefully with my skills. There was no threat that I could detect. "At the back of that book, there is a sheet of paper with information on the target. If you want more dark knowledge, arrange for the target to be killed, and we will talk again," Yonder said and didn't wait for my reply.

The staff member let out a half-scream, half-gasp before going limp on the ground. I looked at the book in my mind. There was nothing on the outside. The staff member looked heavily worn out.

"Take care," he said as he got up and shambled off.

Ozy let out a slight hiss. I looked back down at the book in my hands as the College lit up with magical lighting. It was getting dark, and it was time for me to return to my dorm.

I hesitated and went to a nearby bench. I sat down and opened the book.

To increase the power and potential of a class is to gamble with one's life and very existence. A class bridges the body, mind, and soul trifecta. It is the lynchpin of the System into one's soul. The color represents the power of such a connection.

Despite our best efforts and experiments, we have discovered nothing beyond violet. But reaching such heights is not impossible. One merely has to take from others. Taking their potential for yourself.

The risk is not small. Contamination and disruption to one's class, body, mind, and soul are very real risks. But the payoff is immense. The only way is through a ritual.

There is no such thing as a good ritual. Though some may disagree, sacrifice and suffering form the foundation of rituals. The potent emotion of suffering allows the Mana of a ritual to progress to completion.

Each ritual is like a brick laid down for a wall, building up your existence. A poorly laid brick will cause immense complications and won't let you place another. Too many bricks pose a risk of falling over. There is a conceptual weight to rituals. There is no hard limit like in other aspects of existence, but there is a limit.

Contained within are the foundational ritualistic principles. Rituals use runes to guide the Mana, but unlike an enchantment, the power is much, much greater. The risk of an accident is also higher, but a ritual design can overpower many small issues.

Ritualism is a Tier 4 skill.

This is but a small portion of the knowledge that the Dark Cabal offers. 

Chapter 1 – Ritual Underpinnings

The underpinnings of rituals comprise the following components: runes, Mana containment lines, souls, Mana, and emotional disturbance-

I stopped reading and closed the thin book, putting it inside my spatial pouch. I wouldn't be able to use this ritual at the College.

The scheme was clever. Giving me powerful but useless knowledge to become a lackey of the Dark Cabal.

The darkening sky above the Great Ocean mirrored my thoughts. Yonder of the Dark Cabal was no idiot. The trap was so blindingly obvious that it wasn't really a trap. It was an invitation. If I could commit a murder and get away with it here at the College, then I could do other tasks.

While I didn't mind killing monsters, I hadn't gone after people. It might not seem different, but it was. While people could die just as easily as monsters, it was wrong. My mother didn't target civilians, but led to their deaths. My father was going to throw the world into chaos.

What was the value of one life for knowledge and power?

"The Dark Cabal really earns its reputation," I said to Ozy, who let out a hiss.

I couldn't forget that Ozy had come from the Dark Cabal as well. Their power was unquestionable. Getting access to the knowledge and skills they had was incredibly tempting.

But where would it end? A murder now, a town's destruction tomorrow? Would I be crashing this very College into a city to kill countless people one day?

Clouds gathered near the College, obscuring the view beyond the barrier.

Getting up, I slowly made my way back to my room.

"You were out late. I was getting worried," Healer Melon said.

I opened my mouth to ask for his opinion and then closed it. I knew what he would say. Anything to do with the Dark Cabal was bad news.

"Just thinking. I am going to sleep."

"Good night, Justin," he replied as I made my way into my bedroom.

After getting changed and lying in my comfortable bed, my mind was still a mess.

The offer from the Dark Cabal was eating at me. I had sensed no social skills from the possessed man or Yonder. They could have been subtle, but they didn't need social skills. They just needed the truth and an incredibly tempting offer.

It would also bring me one step closer to killing Xanatos and removing the cursed skill placed upon me. I couldn't take it anymore.

In the middle of the night, I got the book back out. I opened the back cover and pulled out a sheet of paper.

Karen Halffellow, a student two years ahead of me. Not someone that I knew. I put the piece of paper back in the book and put the book away. I went back to bed, temptation gnawing at me.

For the first time in a long time, I didn't know what to do. Even with Ozy, I had confidence regarding my decision to keep him. Even when offered Pic, it was simple to walk away. But with this offer from the Dark Cabal, it was insidious. It gave me everything I wanted or could want in the future.

I finally fell asleep. The next day, the Elven classes were a struggle. My mind focused on the Dark Cabal's offer.

"You aren't looking well. Trouble sleeping?" Healer Melon asked me during dinner.

I hesitated for a moment before telling him. While his head might lack hair, he wasn't lacking wisdom or common sense.

"An offer came to me. Doing something evil for help with my class and the cursed skill."

"Ah, the Dark Cabal."

"That obvious?"

"It doesn't take a genius to guess something like that. There are stories of their offers to people. Knowledge and power for dark deeds," he said, and I nodded. "Ultimately, it is what you want."

"You aren't going to tell me I should decline?"

"Actions have consequences, as you well know, Justin. I can stop you from making medical mistakes and watch over you, but I can't order you. If you truly want to pursue the path of joining the Dark Cabal, the only one who can stop you is you."

"Just one murder, but it will only get worse."

"At least you can see where such a path will lead. What did they offer?"

"They gave me knowledge up front with no expectations. But if I want more and help finding and defeating Legend Xanatos to remove the cursed skill, then I need to do more," I said and pulled out the book they gave me. "A paper at the back lists the target."

He took it and opened it up. "Rituals. Of course."

"Doesn't the Five Star Institute of Healing use them?"

"We do if there is no other option. But the cost…all rituals are dark. Normally, people sacrifice monsters, but they are still dark. The most effective rituals use powerful thinking beings; their suffering enhances the power and stability of a ritual."

He flipped to the end and removed the piece of paper, looked it over, put it back, and then gave the book back to me.

"What would you do?"

"I wouldn't even consider it."

"What would you think my mother would do?"

"Get stronger, then kill everyone herself." That sounded like my mother. “Your question implies you disapprove of this idea.”

"I do, but it solves so many problems."

"It does. However, once you start on this path, you will be forever tied to the Dark Cabal's interests and bound to the infamous Dark Library as well."

"But the knowledge, the skills…"

"Useful, but there is other knowledge, other skills. A harder path for sure, but one where you don't place shackles on yourself, Justin. The Dark Cabal promises much, and I won't deny it can fulfill those promises, but its demands are equally weighty."

"Is the target really innocent if their family is supporting Xanatos?"

"That isn't a question worth asking. It would just provide a moral balm to your decision."

Healer Melon was right. I was looking for an excuse to accept this request. It wasn't for me.

I didn't submit to my mother, and I wouldn't submit to the Dark Cabal. They could make their offer, but I would not accept it. I would become stronger with the tools my mother and father had left me. I would become stronger on my own, the strongest. Then I would track down Xanatos and the Dark Cabal, killing anyone who stood against me.

It was foolish. It was probably impossible. But I was no one's minion to be ordered about or given assignments. I was Justin Burnstock, future spellblade and supreme legend.

"I see that you have made your decision," Healer Melon said.

"I have. I don't bow to anyone, least of all this Dark Cabal. If they want to tempt me, then they should present Legend Xanatos' head as an apology. But they aren't truly sincere. I am no one's gamble, no one's minion. Let them come. They almost killed me in the past, but I won't let that happen again. I will cut them all down and spit on their corpses," I declared with clenched fists.

To think that I had even considered such an offer. I was weak. The Dark Cabal had targeted that weakness. Mentality was everything, like my mother had said. It was easy to compromise and take the easy route by relying on others and hoping for handouts.

That kind of future disgusted me.

I would kill the Dark Cabal and seize the Dark Library. The knowledge they gave me would ensure that I would give this Yonder a quick death when I met him in person. But for now, I would focus on getting stronger. Let the Dark Cabal plot and plan; I would wait until I was ready to strike, and then I wouldn't hold back. Money, connections, and everything else I had would be bent on destroying them.

If they thought they could curse me, try to kill me, and then negotiate, they were idiots. By the time I left this College, I would have the strength to defend myself. I would need to work even harder.

I offered thanks to the Dark Cabal for motivating me.

I would repay that motivation with sword and spells.

            

    
        Chapter 112 – Interlude 13

    
    
    
    
                Legend Xanatos

"So, he failed to tempt Justin," I muttered and waved away the shadow who had just delivered the divination report. It was a paltry and weak attempt to target me, but it was still annoying. The monsters were circling and looking for weakness. I was wounded and weak, and they could tell.

Blood Gore had gone off on a final descent along with the other supreme legends. I could not get useful items from him in the future, which further reduced my influence. My power and influence had diminished considerably, but I was still alive.

"Yonder thinks he can play games? Then it is time to flip the board."

I reached up and brought my right hand over my right eye.

Blood poured out of the eye socket as I extended a tiny blade of Mana from a fingernail and cut the nerve connection, freeing my eye. The Dark Cabal bound its members to prevent betrayal. But I had found a way around such covenants.

My right eye was not ordinary. It was the eye of a demon I had fought and captured when I was much younger. With clever application of Mana, I placed all the oaths, skills, and chains that tied me down into the eye. If the eye had truly been mine, then my soul would have been bound as well.

But with a demon eye, I could circumvent all such precautions and use its power to rise in the Dark Cabal. Being able to use monster skills was such a boon—a great way to deflect suspicion from me. But now, I had to act before they could completely cut me off and kill me.

It is a shame that the demon would suffer and die horribly after it had served me so well over the years. Tying its eye to me was pretty ingenious. While Elena might have killed my master, the last Soul Mage, so long ago, she hadn't killed all his apprentices.

"Xanatos Body and Soul Restoration." 

I completely healed my body using a Tier 6 skill. My original eye returned to its socket. I put the knowledge of the Dark Library to good use by creating custom skills. Clutching the demon eye, I stood up and then hesitated.

I tossed the demon eye into the air and focused. My Mana swirled as various runic symbols appeared around the eye. An excellent trap for the fools who would come to confront me. They would find the eye and nothing but their deaths. The demon would get resurrected in the Dark Cabal's heart, and it would be quite upset.

I laughed as I left my room. I had everything that I needed.

"Going somewhere?" Yonder came out of the shadows to confront me.

"I am leaving Yonder. I am going to retake the Dark Library myself, and you can't keep me here."

"The oaths prevent us from leaving, Xanatos.”

"Ah, but those oaths bind you, not me. Soul Shred!"

"Soul Shield."

A ringing noise echoed throughout the headquarters as the two Tier 5 skills impacted each other. I swung my long sleeve, and a Soul Serpent peered out—a useful pet and one that would cause Yonder to suffer.

That was the power of a pet that many overlooked—overwhelming attacks in a split second to kill your target. I didn't want to waste time playing around with Yonder when others could come and be just as annoying.

"Spatial Fracture!"

Cracks appeared in my vision as everything seemed to become disjointed—a weak tier 4 skill and poorly chosen. Against most monsters, this would have been the perfect counter, preventing it from closing in and almost all skills from reaching a person, something I was counting on. The Soul Serpent turned ethereal and phased out of physical existence while shielding itself from the turbulent Mana, avoiding the attack. Nothing could block the attack. Getting an egg of an ethereal monster was beyond priceless.

Yonder screamed as the serpent bit his neck. I calmly walked over and looked down at his struggling body.

"The fact that I even considered you a threat to me is a joke. But no matter. I will rebuild the Dark Cabal with the Dark Library once more. I do not need foolish and useless council members."

Yonder tried to say something or use some skill. Once bitten by a Soul Serpent, there was only suffering and the inevitable march of death. It was a shame that I hadn't risked him in the fight against Elena, but he wouldn't have been able to close the distance with her.

She truly was a vexing existence. Hopefully, she died on her final descent, screaming and in pain, while monsters devoured and violated her in every way possible. Unlikely, but a man could hope. Without hope and dreams of the future, we were nothing but mindless constructs.

I reached out and put a single finger against Yonder's forehead. I was going to enjoy this as I allowed myself a rare smile.

"Suffer." That was my favorite tier 3 skill. I rarely got to use it, but I indulged myself in my victory.

After five seconds, I lifted my finger. Yonder was truly dead and would never recover.

"Return," I said and held out my arm.

The Soul Serpent quickly shot back into the sleeve of my dark robes, and I continued my exit from this den of foolishness and ineptitude.

Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

"We are getting worn down," I muttered as we recovered from the last fight.

The giant spiders that had created a storm of spatial fractures were annoying. Spiders were always the most irritating.

Even Blood Gore didn't make a snide remark. That was a clear sign we were struggling, and we were still only on the 26th layer of the dungeon.

"I have been carefully plotting the direction of the next passage, and it has been moving. A double twist for this layer," The Mathemancer said.

"Moving?" The Librarian asked in annoyance.

"Yes. It is moving away from us. I suspect that there is a super champion who has the passage to the next layer. We must find and kill it to open the way forward. I have also been tracking the way back. I also suspect that to return, we would have to complete a similar task, killing a super champion," The Mathemancer said.

"No wonder no one returns. What a nightmare," Blood Gore said with exhaustion dripping from every word.

"None of us thought the final descent would be easy. But I am not ready to go back just yet," I replied, and there were nods all around. "How far?"

"I would estimate about 100 kilometers in a straight line. But while these caverns are big, there are still walls forcing us to detour," he replied, and I shook my head.

"In math and in life, the shortest way to any location is a straight line. No need to make things complicated. I will take the lead. Blood Gore, you cover the group. I will cut a way forward."

"I will guide you and let you know about any adjustments that need to be made. But with your Depth Sense just heading right for the passage should be enough," The Mathemancer said.

"I will prepare to seal the route behind us. Forcing any monsters to go another way," The Librarian said.

"The monsters don't like each other. The environmental effects force them to keep their distance from each other. Otherwise, the energies would clash. And they seem more intelligent, less willing to cooperate with other monster types."

Blood Gore pointed out key points that even I hadn't noticed since we had been fighting the groups of champion monsters one at a time.

"Anyone need more rest? I suspect we won't be able to stop again until we reach the 27th layer.”

"These old bones have some more fight," The Mathemancer said.

"Bah. Just a minor setback," The Librarian added.

"I never tire of killing," Blood Gore replied.

This was the strongest team ever put together in all of history, and this was why. There was no weakness in purpose or thought. I brought Sarah up and turned to face the passage. I began running forward.

As I ran forward, I swung Sarah with absolute precision. Crossing such a distance would be difficult, but not impossible. Teleporting with this much Mana in the air was asking to die horribly. But what I could do was a bit of spatial manipulation.

Runes formed in front of me and kept themselves oriented with my body even as I moved. This wasn't as complex as what I did last time. But it would require a lot of power. I thrust forward as we ran.

The runes flared with Mana. Space twisted and then sprang apart and pulled forward.

"With me!" I shouted as my teammates moved in close and each of them placed a hand on my armor as I jumped slightly off the ground.

The terrain of the dungeon rushed by us. Behind us, there would be a massive shockwave, but that did not matter at the moment. A large stone wall was in front of us, but it parted. Cutting would have been nearly impossible, but separating the space and moving through it was doable.

My hand smoked as the amount of Mana I was pushing through my blade was immense. That was annoying, but I could live with such an injury. We burst out of the stone wall and crossed another open expanse. Some giant millipede monstrosity was in our path.

It exploded apart as we flew through it. The passage location was shifting, and I forced my sword to turn slightly. The spatial tunnel I had created turned slightly as well.

"Almost there!" The Mathemancer shouted in my ear.

I could sense that we were getting closer as well. Timing would be tight. As we went through another stone wall, I twisted my blade hard. Some runes shifted. The spatial effect changed, and we weren't ripped to shreds as it finished.

We all skidded to a halt in a large ornate chamber. There were statues and torches throughout the area. We all recovered quickly and began scanning the area for threats.

"Oh, visitors?" My Danger Sense screamed at me.

Something that had not happened in a very long time.

An elven-looking being rose from the floor of the chamber. The ears were right, but the eyes and Mana were off. The thing looked like liquid metal becoming solid. He wore a simple gray robe with a black rope belt. There were no symbols or ornamentation.

"A demon," The Librarian whispered, and I prepared myself.

"Yes, a demon. I find this place quite enjoyable while waiting for the strong to come to me. No escape, no backup. But this time, there seems to be a crowd."

"A demon? I will enjoy killing you," Blood Gore shouted.

"Oh, do you think you can human? I suppose I should observe the formalities, as I possess some etiquette. I am Agares."

"Blood Gore the Butcher."

The rest of us did not respond, and he shook his head. "Well, no matter. I will enjoy consuming you. I like to have a name with my meals."

"What lies at the bottom of the dungeon? Why do you guard here?" The Librarian asked.

"It is a convenient spot. I let my prey come to me. And the Mana here is quite comfortable. As for what lies below… well, even I can't be bothered to go further down," he said with a shrug.

Blood Gore rushed forward, unwilling to wait any longer.

            

    
        Chapter 113 – Soul Collapse

    
    
    
    
                I was eating dinner with Healer Melon at a restaurant around the College. I appreciated the view, as it felt serene, like I was free of troubles.

"This tastes bad." I heard someone shout and looked over.

It was Xyon Fullbright. His skin was pale, and he had sunken eyes.

"What are you all looking at! I am Xyon Fullbright!" he shouted and stood up, waving at everyone.

"Sir, we will remake your meal. There’s no need to get upset," a server said.

"Don't tell me to calm down! Incompetence! You are trying to kill me! Traitors!" He staggered slightly and gripped the back of his chair.

An older waiter came over. "Sir, we will have to ask you to leave."

"I won't leave. I paid to be here. Me! I paid! Garbage!"

I looked over at Healer Melon, who shook his bald head. "The end of Pic addiction. Soul collapse. It is never pretty."

"I am the best! Me! The very best that ever was and will be!"

"Can you do anything?" I quietly asked Healer Melon, who shook his head once more.

"No one can do anything now. Not even the best soul mage from history could do anything. His soul is collapsing, and his body is realizing that as his various senses go haywire."

"Don't touch me! Power Fist!" A waiter went tumbling away, smashing into another table. "Enemies! Enemies!"

Guards from the College rushed into the restaurant.

 "Sir, please calm down so we can take you to the hospital."

"No! NO! I am the best!"

Then his body exploded. It was horrible, and several people screamed. Thankfully, I was far enough away that nothing hit me.

"Horrible," Healer Melon said.

I got up, and so did Healer Melon. Neither of us had the appetite to eat after seeing that happen. We left the restaurant with the other diners.

"Why did he explode?"

"His soul ripped itself apart and burst out of his body. Since its structure was completely ruined, it quickly decayed. But if he were more powerful, had higher stats, the explosion would have been greater."

"I…should I have said something to someone?" I asked Healer Melon, who sighed.

"There are resources here at the College to help students, but ultimately it is a person's individual responsibility. If they choose Pic, it is their own fault, and that is the end they can expect."

"That was awful."

"It is. There is no good way to regulate and stop such things. If a person wants Pic, they will get Pic. It is sad, but the addiction isn't that bad, unlike other drugs. But people use it because it gives them a sense of power and allows quick advancement of their skills."

"So, someone could quickly advance a skill using it and quit."

"Technically, yes. But leveling skills after that becomes harder with the damage to one's soul. So, the person will take more Pic. Eventually, the damage becomes too much, and your soul collapses, ending as you saw in the restaurant. An awful way to go."

"I am surprised that more people don't use Pic around this place."

"They don't because they see the result." I could understand that. After that horrifying scene, I was glad that I had avoided taking any Pic.

The Dark Cabal was like Pic. It might help me out at the start. But in the end, I would be screaming and exploding like Xyon Fullbright. I had seen other people die and killed a few, but there was just something different about seeing someone die like that.

"Justin."

I paused with Healer Melon, and we both turned. It was Judy.

"Judy? What are you doing here?"

We had scheduled our weekly auxiliary class together every week at the same time.

"I work as an assistant chef at that restaurant." That was why she had recommended it. "I wanted to say hello, but then…well…"

"I understand. Why don't we enjoy a walk at the edge? The view is magnificent. We might even see some land in the distance if the cloud cover breaks."

"I will let you two have fun. Don't do anything I wouldn't do," Healer Melon.

I might have respected that statement more if he hadn't told me about how he was a bit of a free spirit in his younger years.

I didn't take Judy's hand. We were friends at best. A deeper relationship wouldn't work long-term. Maybe one day I will want a family like my mother. But even something casual would lead to heartbreak.

"The edge always makes me nervous. Reminds me that we are flying through the sky," Judy said as we strolled towards the edge together.

The College had done a good job of redoing the edge of their flying fortress. The College transformed the wall into a walkway and carefully sculpted the land beyond it with plants and other greenery.

I wouldn't want to tend to those plants and the drop-off just beyond them, but they were used to supplement the College's food supplies. They used other methods to help make the College more self-sustainable.

"You aren't…sorry," Judy said.

"Hmm, go ahead and ask,"

"You aren't using Pic, are you?"

"No. I would probably die instantly. The risk is too great with everything else that I have done. I am avoiding ingesting anything Alchemical for the rest of my time here at the College."

"That's good. I don't want to lose my cooking partner."

"I didn't know you cooked for a living."

"I do it to earn some side money. I want to become a professional chef in the future."

"Well, you have a lot of talent and not just high skill levels," I complimented her.

"Thanks. I really like desserts. I wanted to make you one."

"Desserts!" I perked up at that. That meant sugar. This is the one crystal I would never say no to.

"Confectionery is a skill I have picked up. It is about making desserts."

"Well, if you make them, I will eat them. It's my secret weakness; don't tell anyone."

"I won't. Oh, do you have the skill, Sweet Tooth?"

"Guilty. Why?"

"Only people who love desserts and sweets have that skill.”

"It counts. I need to level it up. Got to get all those skill levels."

We approached the edge of the College.

"Really? Sweet Tooth?"

"It lets me appreciate sweets more. How can there be a better skill?" I asked in mock outrage.

"Stop being ridiculous. It's hard for me to believe the College maintains everything so nicely. You can't even tell unless you come to the edge," Judy said as we looked out at the amazing view.

I was coming to appreciate the view even more. It truly was relaxing seeing clouds fly over the College.

"The work crews have been doing a good job fixing everything up,"

"Hmm, I heard they still have a lot left to do. The situation outside is stable now, but there are some key stress points they are working to reinforce. My father is helping evaluate some of the security as a stealth expert."

"I can't imagine how much construction is happening beneath us. I know there are a lot of storage areas down there."

"Gardens, monster pens, farms, and specialized research facilities. The forces and stresses have shifted since the College started flying. Although they prepared everything in advance, the team still encountered issues.”

"The farms have to be new, right?"

"Some of them, but most were there before. The College had been focusing on its independence from Undercraft for quite a while. Imports aren't cheap."

"Look, you can see a ship down there!"

I pointed at the small wooden ship. Its crew was probably looking up at the flying College in amazement. The Mathemancer really outdid all the supreme legends before him with its creation. History will record it forever, especially since the College wrote the history books.

"I wonder what new foods we will get at the next city," Judy pondered.

"Probably fish or fish sauce since it is a port. I guess there could be some wine from the continent. Not that far from the Burnstock Duchy, so a range of grains would be available."

"Your farming experience?" Judy teased me.

"Just growing up in a major food-producing area on the continent. There is even a Farming School there as well."

"That would be interesting. While managing crops, you could look at creating certain varieties for unique dishes," she said with passion. "With the recent advances in equipment, we are looking at a food revolution in the future. The production of sugar has always been difficult, but recent advances in harvesting and processing, specifically of beets, have helped advance culinary knowledge of recipes using sugar."

"Well, when I get back from the dungeon, I expect the best possible meals wherever you set up a restaurant."

I noted her tail twitch slightly in happiness at that compliment.

"I have a long way to go. There are a lot of support skills I need to get. Dagger Skills are something I have to work on."

"Me too. If you take an auxiliary course for that skill, let me know."

"I suspect you don't want it for food preparation."

"Weapons Mastery, a tier 4 skill. A long-term goal. There are a lot of weapons."

"You are an overachiever. I hear the rumors. The greatest student in over a century, possibly of all time. And now with a monster pet."

Ozy looked up and shook his head at her. "He is friendly."

"I would hope so since he is around your neck. He is quite small."

"Well, his level is low right now."

"What does he eat?"

"Monster meat or Mana-infused meat, but he doesn't need it. It makes him happy and content."

"Any special preparation?"

"No, why?"

"The College is looking into pets a bit more. And if people have pets, custom food would be a big deal. I know that there is research going into food to help adventurers gain stats and skills faster. But with pets, and Mana-based food, well, that is something new and exciting."

"You are getting caught up in the hype of this place," I teased.

"You live here all your life, and you get used to these things. The trick is doing what you love," she said, and I nodded.

            

    
        Chapter 114 – Meeting With The Dean

    
    
    
    
                "Greetings, Dean Beacon Smith," I said with a bow. I received an invitation to his office at the top of the central tower.

"First-year student Justin Burnstock," he replied, and then gestured towards a chair in front of his desk. I took a seat. "I dislike disturbing your schedule, but I have received a top-priority message."

"From my father?" I asked, and he shook his head.

"Your mother," he replied.

"What?" I asked in surprise.

"The Librarian set up a method to return a burst communication for their final descent. Soon, the knowledge will spread throughout the continent. I thought you deserved to know what was sent before that occurred," he said and pushed over a piece of paper.

Layer 26 only has champion monsters. Strong environmental aura. Moving passages. Level 300 Demon gatekeeper to the next layer. Party death imminent.

That was it—only five short sentences. I felt my heart seize up. My mother was dead. She was dead. I couldn't believe it. Killed by a demon at or over level 300. That was twice my mother's level. I looked up at Dean Beacon Smith.

"My condolences, Justin," he whispered.

I wanted to say something. Someone should rescue her. But she went with the strongest team in history. They were the ones who needed to do the rescuing.

She couldn't die.

She was the strongest.

I put the paper back on the desk and rubbed my eyes. I would not cry.

"You will be safe as long as you remain in the College. We have increased security and our truth orb scans of staff and faculty, and there will be an annual check for students as well, to ensure no one has been replaced.

"Was there any other news?"

"The Librarian only set up a single-use communication device. They would report once they got as far as possible, preferably at the bottom of the dungeon. A level 300 demon…I am afraid that nothing will get past such a monster. It is probably from the time of the Low Vostner or even before, the Age of Myth."

I didn't know what to say. It was impossible, in my mind, for my mother to die. She was a force of nature. She was the strongest.

"There will be an official announcement in a week once we reach the middle of the semester at the start of the week-long break. We will hold a funeral service. We commissioned a statue of all four of them. It's a shame there are very few who know about Blood Gore's appearance, given how unsociable he was and how much time he spent in the dungeon. Do you wish to speak?"

"I…I wouldn't know what to say."

"It is rare for the deaths of adventurers to be mourned. Most adventurers are forgotten, and their final descent is the last note of their life. That we got a message back is enough to enshrine their accomplishment for all time."

I still didn't believe it. My mother couldn't die. She was probably still fighting. Even if she died, she would cut down death and keep going. Ozy nudged my neck with his snout. I scratched his head.

"I won't be speaking," I finally said.

Anything I said would be too personal, and I couldn't accept that my mother had died.

"I understand. I will keep you informed if there is any other news, but that is unlikely. If you ever need anything, Justin, my door is always open."

I nodded and left his office.

A guard escorted me out of the central tower, and I mindlessly made my way back to my room.

"Are you okay, Justin? What did the Dean want?"

"My… The team of supreme legends sent back a message." I repeated the message to Healer Melon, who went deathly pale.

"That is grave news. Such a powerful demon is waiting on the 26th layer. It must have been there for a long time," he said.

The dean had said the same thing, but I couldn't accept any of it.

I walked into my room and collapsed on my bed. Before she left, I had fought with my mother. I always believed she would return, even though I knew it was called a final descent. She was a force of nature, like gravity or the System.

Now, she was dead. Ozy poked the top of my head with his snout. I didn't react. I knew he was concerned, since I couldn't suppress the shock and depression completely from the bond we shared.

Ozy flicked his tongue in my ear.

"Really?" I asked with a groan. He flew up into the air and landed on my desk by the window, where sunlight was warming the spot Ozy landed on. "Silly snake."

There was a knock on my door.

"Come in," I called out, and Healer Melon entered.

"I got drinks."

"Alcohol?"

"The good stuff. Come," he said, and I followed him out to the sitting room of our suite of rooms.

He picked up a bottle and poured two drinks into small glasses. "Normally, I wouldn't recommend drinking, but it will help with the pain and shock."

After he finished pouring, he picked up both small glasses and passed one to me.

"To Warlady Elena. The scariest woman I have ever met and will ever meet," he declared. "Now we drink."

I downed the liquid. It burned on the way down. "Whoa."

"It kicks a bit. That is the Mana infused into the alcohol. A small bit to overcome resistances and stats. Another glass," he said, and poured two more. "Now you make a toast about your mother."

"To my mother. She was…she loved me. I miss her."

There was a lot I could have said, but it didn't matter anymore. I drank the second glass. Everything felt numb, and the room was spinning. I looked at Healer Melon, but he was already corking the bottle.

"Two glasses are enough. When you are older, you can pass out drinking."

I shook my head slightly, and the room spun.

"Whoa." I let out a sigh and closed my eyes, leaning back in my chair. Everything felt numb, which was nice. "A level 300 demon…"

"Quite the opponent," Healer Melon said.

"Is it all pointless? If a demon like that is in the 26th layer, what is the point?"

"Life doesn't always have a point, Justin. You live; you die. But what matters is what you do with that life."

"I have wanted to become the strongest spellblade, but now, is it even possible?"

"You said you planned to surpass your mother. If she fell, if you can go beyond the 26th layer, that will mean surpassing her."

"Or die, like her. I don't even know how to surpass a level 300 monster that can think."

"Aren't the champion monsters on the 25th layer around level 250? Not that much of a gap," Healer Melon said.

He might be a Healer, but he didn't realize the horror of what my mother had died to. I didn't blame him for not understanding.

A thinking opponent was more dangerous than an opponent that couldn't think. That was why people could fight far above their level. My mother, who was only over level 150, could fight and kill monsters 100 levels above her with ease. The skills and ability to think of counters were key to winning those fights. That was why Xanatos, despite having a lesser level than her, could escape.

But if anyone could beat a thinking monster, a demon, then it would be my mother. She might not be dead yet, still fighting down there on the 26th layer.

"You know, you are a bad influence for giving me something to drink when I am so young," I teased Healer Melon.

I couldn't see his expression, but I imagined he was rolling his eyes at me. "People should drink when they lose a parent. I did the same thing when my parents died."

"How?" I asked. "Ah, sorry if that was rude."

"It has been a long time. My father was an adventurer. He perished in the attempt to reach level 100 and become a legend. He entered the dungeon and never returned."

"He could have gone up at another location."

"He could have, and I used to hope so when I was young, but he died. At least you know. Your mother has pushed the boundaries of knowledge and reported back from the deepest anyone has ever explored in the dungeon. My mother was a homemaker. She died of old age about a decade after my father didn't return."

"It can't be easy."

"It isn't. Life is fragile and precious. That is why I am glad you turned down the Dark Cabal."

"Well, I am keeping their book of rituals."

"I wouldn't argue with that. You aren't going to study them?"

"Do you know how much I have to learn? My brain is melting. It is hard to resist the use of my free points for my stats."

"That is the case for most people, and they give in. Empowered Will is not a skill to take lightly. While it might seem passive, it helps quite a bit with decisions like that."

"I don't want to think about skills right now," I said while thinking of my mother's legacy that she had left with me. She had told me only to look if I placed number one at the College. Despite how hard she had been on me, she loved me.

"You know what I liked about Elena? She was very honest. Some might say that is a bad thing, but you always knew where you stood with her. There was a truth in that kind of interaction that isn't something common," Healer Melon said.

"Her personality was like her fighting style — direct and to the point. Also, without mercy or regard."

"Except for you."

"Except for me. I was hoping she would come back with a violet soul fruit for me."

"Only you, Justin. Now you will really have to chart your own path forward. Living up to her legacy won't be easy if you plan to stay an adventurer."

"I am not quitting. It would be easy to quit or to consider another path. If there is a powerful demon guarding the passage to the 27th layer, then I need to become more powerful. The strongest. I will avenge her."

It was a bold statement with nothing to back it up.

Compared to my mother, I was nothing. But this was the start of my path to greatness, even if it was the end of hers. I would continue her legacy and ensure she wouldn't be disappointed, as her soul returned to the System to watch over me.

I wasn't religious, but I could only say a silent prayer, hoping that she would find peace with whatever her next adventure would be.

I rubbed the ring on my finger as memories of my mother flooded my mind.

            

    
        Chapter 115 – One Step At A Time

    
    
    
    
                Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 440/440

Stamina: 450/450

Mana: 270/270

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 44 (+1)
Endurance: 45 (+1)
Strength: 34 ()
Agility: 42 ()
Perception: 31 ()
Mind: 112 (+7)
Magic: 27 (+1)
Focus: 47 ()
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (25) (14+): Light Armor (100), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100+11), Shield Skills (86+6), Speech (75), Drawing Skills (70), Pulse Strike (67), Elven Language (63+63), Pugilist Skills (56+6), Cleaning Skills (55+3), Combat Tactics (55+4), Axe Skills (54+8), Bow Skills (52), Elven History (52+52), Elven Etiquette (50+50), Deflection (50+10), Sweet Tooth (50+10), Dancing Skills (45+7), Driving (39), Cooking Skills (37+7), Dagger Skills (29), Medium Armor (28+3), Stealth (25), Throw (25), Wrestling Skills (25+4)

Tier 2 (54) (2+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), Focused Breathing (89+2), Focused Running (84+4), System Sense (80+1), Algebra (75+7), Focused Toughness (66+3), Focused Meditation (64+4), Soul Sense (63+1), Darkness Vision (58+2), Geometry (60+5), Speed Reading (48+8), Trap Detection (40), Shadow Vision (40+3), Focused Sword Skills (39+2), Critical Thinking (34+4), Focused Dodge (33+4), Mana Vision (28+2), Monster Analysis (26+6), Depth Sense (21+1), Focused Rage (16+1), Poison Sense (13+8), Eldarin Lore(8), Focused Monster Processing Skills (5), Focused Spear Skills (3), Dwarven Script (1), Dwarven Lore (1)

Tier 3 (54) (1+): Empowered Will (100), Soul Resistance (93+1), Poison Resistance (78+6), Fear Resistance (61), Healing Resistance (60), Eldarin Runes (40), Mana Manipulation (33+9), Fire Resistance (27), Lightning Resistance (26), Empowered Writing (20), Cold Resistance (20), Soul Strike (20), Skill Control (18+1), Arcane Resistance (16), Physical Resistance (14+1), System Control (7+1), Alchemy (5), Social Resistance (5)

Tier 4 (8): Soul Link (30+7), Pain Immunity (5)

Tier 5 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Processing (T2) (Blocks Mana T2 and Below)
Boots: Armored Boots (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Head: Armored Helmet (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Body: Light Armor (T1) (Basic Equipment)
Ring 1: Ring of Concealment (T3) (Hide Status T3 and Below)
Ring 2: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Beginner's Blade (T2) (Sharpness-T2, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)

Winged Serpent 
Level: 30/462

Experience: 923/2,737
Healing: 1,110/1,110

Stamina: 410/410

Mana: 1,030/1,030

Class: Tier 1, Young Winged Serpent (Orange)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+50%), Alchemic Skill Power (+100%)

Vitality: 111 ()
Endurance: 41 ()
Strength: 58 ()
Agility: 90 ()
Perception: 44 ()
Mind: 102 ()
Magic: 103 ()
Focus: 51 ()
Free Points: 0

T1: Bite (96+4)

T2: Toxic Breath (60), Alchemic Vision (51+9)

T3: Alchemy (44+2), Poison Insight (26+2), Fire Insight (10+1), Cold Insight (10+1), Arcane Insight (10+1), Spatial Insight (9+1), Soul Insight (4+1), Healing Insight (2+1)

T4: Soul Link (30+2), Flight (25+2), Alchemic Bounded Field (22+5)

"That is 477 skill levels gained," I said after filling out my status sheets for the middle of my second semester.

"No headaches or tiredness?" Healer Melon asked me.

"Sometimes, but much less than before."

"Increasing the tier of your class was necessary. Especially with tier 4 skills. The pressure on your soul was getting dangerous."

"When will I have to increase the tier of my class again? When I get a tier 5 skill..."

"Yes. While it won't be instantly fatal, you will have health problems if you don't. Also, your Mind stat is getting large compared to the other stats."

"I can't help it. There is a lot of book learning. Isn't more Mind a good thing?"

"It is. But you don't want your stats to grow too far apart from each other. It is good that you focused a lot on Mana Manipulation."

"When will it be dangerous?"

"When your highest stat is greater than the sum of half of all your other stats combined. Like I said, you are far away from that point, but you need to be aware of this."

"Then I have a fair bit of time. There should be an issue over the next couple of years," I replied, and Healer Melon nodded. "I am quite happy with how quickly my Elven skills have advanced. I should be able to master all these skills in the second half of this semester and then move on to other languages next semester."

"The rest of your improvements are spread across multiple skills."

"The descent at the start of this year and all the auxiliary classes I am taking have spread out my skill level gains. I’m just glad I have mastered Eldarin Etiquette. One less skill to worry about."

"I'm surprised you even spent time mastering it."

"Knowing the perfect angle to bow and other minor details isn't that important, but since I have had the skill, I might as well master it. Do etiquette skills advance into another one?"

"A social skill, most likely. I can't say for sure. I am sure someone at the College has the answer."

"Not that important. While my father might specialize in social skills, I have too many other skills to focus on right now. A lot of skills. I have three more languages and history courses to take."

"Trying to get Artifact Analysis by maximizing lore skills?"

"It is useful to analyze equipment, since it has a strong tie to runes. But I don't think I will have time for lore skills at the College right now. After focusing on language and history skills next year, I will need to work on script skills in years 3 and 4. Then I will focus on spell skills for the last three years."

"Maximizing Mana Manipulation will be an enormous challenge."

"Which is why I spent more time on that skill in auxiliary classes. If I am earning at least five levels every three months, I will get it maximized by the time I reach year 5 at the College."

As for other skills I was taking in auxiliary classes, my progress in those skills determined their importance, but they weren't make-or-break skills while I was at the College. In my last three years, I would study a different spell skill each semester.

Silent Casting would be chosen as a support skill. It was useful, but not for the reason most people thought. It allowed for faster casting. That extra bit of speed was key, while saying the spell skill name after use allowed for greater control and power.

Clean was next on the list, which meant I should work on Cleaning Skills. One of the few spell skills that directly benefited from underlying skills. Vibration Blade was a tier 4 spell skill that interested me. Fireball, Lightning Beam, and Ward seemed like good choices to fix offense and defense.

I could change up the last three later. There were a lot of good options for spell skills and not enough time to study them all. I knew I wouldn't be able to easily obtain skill levels for higher-tier skills outside of the main classes. And many higher-tier skills didn't have auxiliary courses.

"Any luck with a resistance training chamber?"

"Next year, once you place first this year. Are you sure you don't want to wait until later years to work on resistances?"

"Trying to scramble for skill levels in my last couple of years is like constantly checking one's status. It is the wrong mindset to have. I need to use my free time to maximize my level gain when I can. Resistance training doesn't require studying and is useful. It isn't something I can easily train up in the dungeon."

"I understand. I will make arrangements. At least you can afford the Alchemical mixtures."

"Despite how rich my parents are, they didn't leave me a lot of money."

"Perhaps they thought you could get enough money through your own ability," Healer Melon suggested.

I wanted to roll my eyes at that statement. They never thought about money that much, so they weren't worried about me.

At least I would get refunded 500 gold, which was my yearly tuition, as one of the top three students in my year.

"Your link with Ozy has gotten stronger much more quickly. I would say that you are doing a good job. There shouldn't be a problem with that skill."

"He is the best. Just easily earning levels and eating. If only it were that easy for the rest of us."

"Unfortunately, insight skills are limited to monsters."

"Do you think the demon has insight skills?"

"Most likely. They don't need to learn. They can improve naturally by consuming Mana. The biggest challenge would be the lack of skills. But if they learned enough Alchemy or had the right skill, they might extract skills from others," Healer Melon said, and I frowned.

"Troublesome. Do you think I should look at monster skills?"

"Your Alchemical toxicity will be low enough in a year or two, but it is best to wait until you graduate. The best option is sensory skills, though you already have several. Too many and you risk confusing yourself. There is an overlap between them. It probably isn't worthwhile."

"Soul Strike didn't level up, even though I used it in the dungeon."

"You have had things too easy with breakthroughs at bottleneck levels. That is the clearest sign that the soul fruits you consumed are wearing off. You are not supposed to break through so easily.”

"That isn't good."

"Of course it isn't. But it is what regular people have to suffer through. At least you are making the most of this time."

"Couldn't it be from me leveling up as well?"

"That too. It isn't an exact science, unfortunately. While your soul can accommodate more, it prevents you from improving skills as easily. You don't use that skill that often, which is part of the issue with a dangerous combat skill. Once you spend a longer time in the dungeon, then that should change."

"So many skills. I am not complaining, just thinking about how far I have come and the distance I still have to go. Those free stat points are looking incredibly tempting. I know, I know, no using them. Focused Breathing and Focused Meditation are leveling slowly.”

Despite working on my breathing constantly, it was a slow skill to raise through passive application. Focused Meditation wasn't much better. Even with taking an auxiliary class, the improvement was slow.

By the time I graduated, I would have gotten them to tier 3, but leveling the tier 3 versions of those skills would take far longer. Decades at the very least, and that was with effort put into them.

But I would not slow down or stop. I was going to keep working on my skills. They were the backbone of any fighting I would do in the future. I considered looking at the book my mother had left me regarding her path. She had told me not to look at it unless I placed first in the College in my final year.

It was tempting to ignore her wishes and see what she had left behind, but I would wait. The same with other skills. It would be too easy to get distracted by looking ahead and not focusing on foundational skills.

"Ozy can get another skill as well."

"Anatomy Insight would be the best since it would let him gradually level up his insight skills. After that, I would defer to your judgment on the order he should learn."

"Cure would be a good starting spell skill to get to practice with an animal. That is how most healers learn spell skills. It will be interesting to see how a monster compares its insight skill to an actual healer," Healer Melon said with a thoughtful look.

"You don't mind?"

"No. It isn't like I am opening a new school of healing or teaching subordinate skills. The two insight skills should take care of any issues. The challenge is application. Ozy may heal only you or test animals. This is for safety reasons. It is too easy to make a minor mistake, which will cascade into later problems."

"Really? But healing points seem to do fine without support skills, and spell skills work fine mostly without direction."

"That might be true for other skills, but healing skills carry much greater risk. Your soul matches your body. But curse skills and certain types of damage create minute soul damage as well. This causes problems with healing. While it might not kill a person, it won't heal properly without the proper knowledge to adjust and the support skills necessary."

"Really?"

"Yes. That is why the Five Star Institute of Healing has a monopoly on healing services and takes it seriously. While it is a mostly human institution, there is a reason the Elves and Dwarves don't replicate it or have their own healers. The risk of minor mistakes is quite high."

"Will Ozy be able to heal then?"

"The insight skills should take care of any issues, but no rushing his healing. And no using it on other people unless they are literally about to die in the dungeon and give permission ahead of time. If you don't advertise or misuse your pet's healing, the Institute won't get excited."

"Understood. Can you tell me all of this?"

"The other healers here at the College and I talked about this situation. Like I said, don't use his skills on others outside the dungeon, and get permission first. Only use it on others if the situation is incredibly dire. This is to protect you. If Ozy heals someone and they die later, it would create a terrible impression."

"Won't healing points fix any issues?"

“Mostly, they would, but residual damage can stack up. With a body, one minor error can become something critical if that error happens in a dangerous location."
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                It was a couple of days after the public ceremony commemorating the life of The Mathemancer and the other Supreme Legends who had perished on the 26th layer of the dungeon. I sat quietly in front of the guests during the ceremony, under many gazes.

Sitting up there in front of everyone wasn't comfortable. A statue, though, was specially requested. Even though it made no sense, the Mathemancer was in front, with the other three legends backing him.

They definitely got my mother’s stern glare down. I could almost feel the disappointment radiating from the statue.

The Supreme Legends who made it to the 26th layer.

That was the inscription at the base of the statue. Then they listed the names or titles of each individual along with the current date.

I was relieved that I didn't have to speak. The Dean discussed exceeding limits, gaining wisdom, and being proficient. I would have discussed love, support, and unwavering resolve.

The College's statue was put up only because its first Dean was The Mathemancer. He seemed against statues at the College, and especially for Professors. Knowledge was timeless, apparently.

But since an adventurer, not the Dean, reached the 26th layer, they still put up a group statue. Most of the speakers mentioned the Mathemancer. A handful of legends had talked about The Librarian and how he had maintained order down in the Last Bastion.

Only one legend spoke about my mother and how she was always unrelenting and focused. She tried to avoid civilian casualties, although she didn't always succeed. She'd take on war jobs to get money for equipment when she resurfaced.

The speaker noted debates on kill counts compared to Blood Gore, but she was reasonable, unlike the Butcher.

The only comment was that my mother was better; there was nothing else about him. His statue was also entirely unclothed. However, he fought like that, exposing everything he had. He was unpopular, in part, because he never bought equipment.

The College may have shown him differently, but that would have been insulting to a Supreme Legend, which was not acceptable. Even if no one particularly liked them, they were supreme legends. The veneration of their accomplishments was immense.

“What did you think?” Healer Melon asked me as we relaxed in our sitting room.

“They got her glare right. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

“They really did. But in making the statues larger than life, she is imposing, standing there with her sword raised.”

There was a knock on the door. Healer Melon got up and answered it. It was a staff member delivering a message. They offered that service here at the College. I didn’t need to use it before. There was no one I needed to message.

“Fancy and addressed to you,” Healer Melon said as the staff member left. I took the letter.

My name was written on the front in Eldarin Script, which looked quite fancy. I carefully opened the letter.

Justin Burnstock,

You're cordially invited to discuss adventuring and potential team formation. It would be remiss not to invite the most outstanding student and likely adventurer to such a discussion at the inception of the team.

You could consider this a formal adventuring dinner, with weapons and pets allowed. There will be a handful of other guests invited, comparable to my standing.

We are planning the dinner for tomorrow at 5 PM at the Tower Club. They arranged an exclusive room for our discussion.

Sincerely,
Stormy Aether

I handed the letter to Healer Melon, who read it slowly. He clearly wasn’t skilled in Eldarin Script.

“A formal invitation for you.”

“My first.”

“Really?”

“Before I was under the auspices of my mother and father. An invitation would naturally include them. I could count that corporate invitation as my first, but it lacked formality.”

“The Tower Club is in the main tower of the College, on the top floor. It only hosts events that are invitation-only. It isn’t cheap to arrange something there.”

“Well, Stormy Aether is the fourth-ranked student of our year. An elf, I think?”

I looked at Healer Melon, who shrugged.

“I am not sure. So, are you going to accept?”

“Of course. I will probably not get invited to another adventuring team if I decline.”

“I probably don’t have to say it, but your mother would disapprove. You would do better on your own.”

“I know. But I want to consider a team. They might help me with the Dark Cabal later if we come together as a team, as they have unique backgrounds to assist with such a task. I will not be gaining main-level experience until that is taken care of.”

“A bold declaration and understandable. A tier 1 class should last until you get two tier 5 skills. After that, you must seriously think about increasing the tier of your class.”

“And after that?”

“There shouldn’t be an issue. I suppose if you get multiple tier 6 skills, you will need to consider a tier 3 class. But getting such skills is not simple or easy.”

“I guess I will have to leave you behind. "Send a rescue team if I'm not back by midnight," I joked.

If the meeting was in the central tower of the College, that implied there would be a degree of safety. If it were at the edge, then I would have been more concerned and brought Healer Melon along just in case it was a trap.

“I will, don’t worry.”

The following afternoon, I put on my medium armor, which I had carefully cleaned and polished. The metal plates gleamed. There was minor damage to the armor and scratches, but that was fine. This was a formal adventuring dinner. Having slightly worn armor was acceptable.

My Beginner’s Blade rested on my hip, and Ozy rested on my shoulder. I made my way to the central tower. I could take the elevator up to the Tower Club after confirming I was on the invite list for the dinner.

Stepping off the elevator, I got a view out of the glass windows of the College and the land beyond the wall. I had arrived one minute earlier than the invitation suggested. That was a sign of being respectful without being subservient.

“Welcome, I am Stormy Aether,” an elven woman said with a smile. She was wearing battlemage robes for ease of movement and to draw in more Mana while using spell skills.

“Justin Burnstock,” I said and shook her hand. That was the polite greeting for adventurers. If this had been a formal Elven event, there would have been bowing and a lot of subtle remarks.

“Thank you for coming a bit early. We are still waiting for the last invitee. Let me introduce you to the two already here,” she said.

A team of five, large, but not impractical.

We approached a large human teen who was devouring the buffet of appetizers. He had an enormous axe on his back. He turned around as we approached and put his plate of food to the side.

“Harren Axefall.”

The third-ranked student of our year, one spot above Stormy.

“Justin Burnstock,” I greeted him.

“Impressive, you have surpassed me. After the soul fruit my father got me, I didn’t think anyone else would out-level me.”

“My mother supported me quite a bit growing up,” I replied, and he nodded.

“Sword, interesting. Following her path as a spellblade?” he asked.

“Yes, but I have a way to go. I see you favor the axe?”

“I am the fifth generation of Axefall. Our axe skills are second to none.”

A thin-looking teen approached us. “Hello, I am Sam Whitesmith.”

“The twelfth-ranked student. Or eleventh now that Xyon blew himself up like an idiot,” Harren said.

“Sam here is also a skilled caster like me, but specializes in support spell skills, which is why I invited him. He is a legacy as well. Just needs a bit more work so he will be in the top 10.”

There was a soft chime, and another woman exited the elevator. Stormy went over to greet her while we all looked on.

She brought the dwarven woman over and introduced our last guest. “This is April Withers, a skilled dwarven craftswoman. She is pushing the boundaries of weapons.”

I noted several devices attached to her light armor.

“Greetings,” April said and gave a curt bow.

She was no adventurer, but I held my judgment beyond that.

“The seventh-ranked student in our year. Hmm, you clearly have some talent,” Harren declared.

“Feel free to grab some food from the buffet, and then I will share with you what I want to accomplish with this team,” Stormy said.

I saw no reason to argue and got a plate of food before sitting down. It was less formal than I expected, but this was an adventurer’s meeting, not some party or noble ball.

“First, thank you all for coming.” Harren let out a grunt, and the rest of us made small nods at this statement. “I want us to form a comprehensive and balanced adventuring team. The goal is to reach level 80 after graduation. Beyond that, we can discuss things over again. Harren and Justin would be our front liners, with Sam offering support and crowd control. April and I would provide long-range support,” Stormy said.

“A support caster and a craftswoman?” Harren asked with a touch of disdain.

I didn’t blame him. Harren and I would have to do a lot of heavy lifting to cover the other team members. I also noted they were counting Ozy in the team composition. It was acceptable since he was my pet. He should coordinate with me and no one else.

“Yes. After recent events,” Stormy said and glanced at me before continuing. “It seems prudent to look for nonstandard team compositions. Not just front liners and battle casters.”

“There is a reason that the classic team composition works and has stood the test of time. Anything else reduces combat efficiency at the cost of experience gain. I know the people you picked are capable, but in high-level combat, each person has to act independently. The plan works up to the 15th layer, but beyond that, when monsters use tactics, such a team composition will fall apart horribly,” Harren explained.

            

    
        Chapter 117 – Adventuring Team Mechanics

    
    
    
    
                “You are absolutely correct, but I am hoping that both April and Sam can overcome these issues,” Stormy said.

“What magic do you use?” Harren asked Sam directly.

“Illusion and trap magic,” Sam replied.

“That has potential, maybe. But ultimately, it will struggle when waves of Mana wash over the battlefield, disrupting illusions. That is why they have never gained popularity with legends. And your weapons, have you even gone into the dungeon?” Harren asked April next.

“Only the first couple of layers on a paid expedition. Not on my own, but I am confident I will be able to craft powerful weapons, and combat is the crucible of innovation and improvement,” April declared.

“What do you think, Justin?” Harren asked me.

I had the most standing in this group as the son of Elena and the number one student in our year.

“I agree with you, Harren, that their combat abilities are highly lacking. But their abilities offer something unique against trickier monsters.”

“If they have the power to do more than we can? I am not looking to form a team and have other teammates leech off me,” he declared, and that was understandable.

Team members should be equal in combat power unless they fill a unique role like a healer. If Sam were a healer, then it would have been more acceptable for him to have less combat power. As for April, crafters seldom went into the dungeon.

“I don’t just have these items. I am building a war mech,” April said.

“Mech?” I asked.

“A golem with the controller inside. I need a chance to iterate on it and improve it.”

“Can you even do that in the dungeon?”

“Yes, I will bring along a portable workshop and will use the monster cores to fuel it.”

Now, that added an extra dimension to her inclusion.

“It is something new, but the potential of war mechs is a possible path of future combat. Also, what April is not mentioning is that she has the support of Withers Corporation. The pioneers of battle golems,” Stormy explained.

“Fancy toys. But I guess she can stay with us until something goes wrong, or she can't help in a fight," Harren said, then looked at Sam.

“I have a legacy from my granduncle, the Legend Sam the Steadfast. He specialized in illusions and trapping skills. I hope to go beyond that.”

“That is why I invited everyone here. Everyone wants to become a legend at the very least.”

“A legacy is useful. But I am doubtful,” Harren declared.

He looked at me.

“I agree. But the proof is in the strength of one’s skills. I could see us doing a yearlong test run as a team and then making a final decision after that. A year isn’t that long, and we should be able to tell how well everyone handles themselves. I am concerned about the war mech myself. Equipment has a ceiling to it.”

“Not with the newest innovation of living equipment. It is the latest breakthrough, like the pet you have.”

“Living equipment? Is that even safe?”

“Yes. And that is what will make it a mech instead of a golem. It will have its own status page.”

“That would require some powerful soul magic or a ritual,” I replied.

“I am not at liberty to discuss the process. But the Withers Corporation is putting over 100 platinum into my war mech. I require a team to join,” April said.

“I have confirmed this. That is why she has an invitation to our gathering despite being a crafter,” Stormy explained.

“That is a lot. You could get a tier 4 or 5 piece of equipment at that price,” Harren said, impressed like me at the size of such an investment. “If it breaks, that would be a disaster.”

“Which is why the initial run requires a team to ensure safety,” April said.

“Not a dwarven or corporation team?” he asked.

“We don’t have the background in that area, and the other dwarven corporations would like to steal the secrets of the war mech. They want to create a machine to pass down through generations. Achieving a level that has never before been seen with the strongest machine!”

I could sense her passion in that statement.

“Now I am feeling a bit lacking in comparison. Is it done yet?” I asked.

“They have only completed the core and primary frame. The rest of the components and weapons are being carefully crafted. We will turn it on once I graduate and we descend into Balde’s Maw. Um, sorry. I mean the dungeon.”

“It is fine. I use the term depths often enough myself,” Stormy declared with a smile.

“What about a living sword?” I asked.

“The core for the mech is too large to fit in regular equipment. That is why no one has done this before. I also ask that everyone keep quiet about this project.”

“No problem,” Harren said.

“It is what a team should do,” I said.

“Of course,” Sam said.

“That is without dispute,” Stormy said with a flick of her hair. Her pointed ears caught my attention, and Ozy stirred slightly but moved little.

“Then a minimum one-year team after graduation in just over six years from now. If there are no major issues, then I would like to secure a nine-year contract,” Stormy said.

“There will be an issue. The Dark Cabal has expressed interest in me,” I replied, not giving away too much to see how everyone would react.

“The Dark Cabal?” Harren asked. Everyone looked at him. “What?”

“They are a group of terrorists and high-level individuals. They were responsible for the attack on Undercraft,” April said.

“Oh, those people. Ah, I see. How bad is it?” Harren asked me.

“There is a personal conflict between me and one of their leaders. The Legend Xanatos, who specializes in poison and curse skills. He survived and escaped injured from a confrontation with Supreme Warlady Elena,” I said.

“Do you expect him to target you in the dungeon?” Stormy asked.

“That or through this team if I join. I figured it would be best to make everyone aware of this beforehand,” I answered.

“The Dark Cabal are terrorists and scum lurking in the shadows. My war mech will blow them away with righteous fury, avenging the dwarves of Undercraft,” April declared while pounding her fist on the table.

“As long as we don’t go looking for them, I have no problems. Each of us has a background of some kind,” Harren said.

“I agree. And once we are in the dungeon, tracking us will be difficult. But we should all prepare to counter such methods, and I will request support from my family,” Stormy added.

“If I am to reach the top, I can’t hold fear in my heart,” Sam said, which I took to mean he didn’t have a problem with a possible confrontation.

Time would tell whether I could trust these individuals, but I was hopeful.

“Why are we meeting so early on, anyway?” Harren asked.

This was his first misstep as part of the team. Stormy gave me a look and then a slight nod. She had seen that Harren respected me more than anyone else, so I should answer this question.

“Because we are all competent individuals. If we disagree on team formation now, we are likely to make our own arrangements once we graduate. April’s backers will want confirmation of the team she is going with, as will Stormy’s family,” I answered.

“Having a set team in place and understanding everyone’s backgrounds is important,” April said.

“Any other coordination we need to take care of?” Harren asked.

“I would like to see the operation of the war mech once it is operational. Specifically, to understand its weapons and how it will fight, since there has been nothing like this in the past. The rest can be handled once in the dungeon,” I replied.

“I am interested in your pet. That Winged Serpent. I heard it is skilled at Alchemy?” April asked, and I nodded.

“Yes. That is its primary method of fighting, but I also plan to teach Ozy healing. You shouldn't count on it, and I won't allow him to heal any of you without express permission beforehand, and if it is a critical situation.”

“That is correct. We shouldn’t count on Justin’s pet, since it's auxiliary support,” Stormy said.

“I am more interested in its Alchemical ability for field repairs. We will need to work out some coordination on that. Being able to resupply certain types of metal while in Balde’s Maw will be incredibly helpful,” April said, and I nodded.

“And the shares of the descent?” Harren asked.

“Equal split with bidding on any natural treasures against your share,” Stormy said.

I considered that. Adventuring teams always argued over how to divide the loot.

“Fair enough. As long as we aren’t paying for fuel or monster feed,” he said while looking at April and Ozy.

“Fuel will come out of my share,” April said.

“Same for Ozy here. Anything he eats will come out of mine,” I replied, and Harren nodded.

“Well, I am glad things are coming together so quickly. It isn’t easy finding people who are capable and willing to work together,” Stormy said.

“Problems?” I asked.

“There is a lot of history and prejudice with my people. But the College is a great way to break those boundaries. And if I want to gain levels in a reasonable time frame, I need to work with adventurers who can fight on the front line. Hopefully, we can go the distance, all the way to the Last Bastion as legends,” Stormy said.

“Ambitious, but I like it,” Harren replied.

It was an ambitious goal, but I was hopeful about this team. Everyone had a certain level of competence. I knew my mother would roll her eyes about working with others, but even she had gone on her final descent as part of a team. The key part was not to leave myself vulnerable or dependent.

While April and Sam would depend on the rest of us, I knew Stormy could hold her own regardless of what she said. And Harren was a front-line fighter, so his capabilities were not in question. If he failed, he would die. If things went wrong, there would be no chance to break away easily from the rest of the team.

The team fracturing under pressure was the most significant danger. We would not stand and fight each other. Working with new adventurers brought that danger. These people were older than I was. They clearly entered the College after or around the age of 16, once they were adults.

I was four years younger than they were, but my accomplishments and background earned me an invitation.
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                “Take a look,” Healer Melon told me and handed me the College’s newspaper.

It wasn’t cheap, but if someone wanted to stay up to date on important news, it was useful. I usually didn’t bother reading it, since I didn’t want to deal with drama outside of my classes and my personal issues.

Other people’s problems weren’t my problems. I took the newspaper and looked it over.

Legend Darren Burnstock Takes Genoa

They elected him both Prime Minister and Supreme General of Genoa. I shook my head and didn’t bother reading the rest of the article.

“Done already?”

“No, I just don’t care.”

“Even if it’s about your own father?”

“Even then. He is living his life, and I will live my life. Getting involved or even thinking about what he is doing is a distraction I don’t need or want.”

“Fair enough. I knew I was like that at the Five Star Institute of Healing when I was studying. But it could cause complications,” he replied.

“That is why I am not planning to leave the College until my graduation. And then I plan to go into the dungeon. No need to get involved with politics or whatever plans my father has cooked up for world domination.”

 “I don’t know if I should be impressed by your maturity or worried about your lack of concern.”

“Both, neither? My mother believed in personal power and died. My father believes in political power and is scrambling everywhere.”

“And what do you believe in?”

“That the strong make the rules, and other people have no choice but to accept their decisions. Ultimately, power comes at the end of a sword and one’s skills. That is why I plan to focus on myself and my skills. Unless my father is sending me a gift or support, it isn’t worth worrying about what he does.”

I already knew he was planning world domination from the letter he had left me. I didn’t care about any of it. Let him do whatever he wanted; I would stay completely out of it. The only one I had a grudge with was Legend Xanatos of the Dark Cabal. Besides him, I would focus on leveling my skills as much as possible.

My mother might have fallen in the dungeon, but I would surpass her. A demon that was over level 300 was no simple matter. I would truly need to become the strongest to overcome such a challenge.

“What do you think, Healer Melon?” I asked my watcher and retainer.

“I think you are right. It is going to be a mess. Genoa is at the center of coastal trade on the Eastern side of the continent. With its falling under the control of your father, trade routes and powerful interests are going to be disrupted.”

“He is going to use the island nation as a staging ground for his invasion of the continent.”

It was obvious. The strait between the island of Genoa and the continent offered more protection from armies and other invasions. The immense waves of the Great Ocean protected the far side of the island.

My father would build up his forces in Genoa and then use the trade routes to launch his invasion plans. I knew he had already arranged for the dwarves to supply him with weapons. Using the funds from Genoa, he could afford quite a bit. The synergy was undeniable, which was why he had jumped at the opportunity to take over the city.

“It is going to get messy. A continent-wide war hasn’t happened since the fall of the Eldarin Empire.”

That meant my father would have an immense advantage since, after all this time, he would be the only one who knew how to conduct such large-scale warfare properly.

Unless you were a Supreme Legend like my mother, even legends couldn’t ignore troop movements and combat deployments. They couldn’t just rush forward, crushing everything in their path. That was how they would get worn down and killed.

The continent had also fractured, at least in terms of human nations. The Elves and Dwarves wouldn’t care that much as my father took over other human nations. By the time they realized the threat, the Eldarin Empire would likely be reborn. They would have no choice but to submit or die.

My father wouldn’t spare them a second time. He might plan to remake the Eldarin Empire without slavery, but he had said nothing about human supremacy. The dwarves would be second-class crafting citizens, and he would likely wipe out the elves. No slaves, only death awaited them.

But all of that would take years, if not decades, to achieve. While my father had gathered many legends, expansion and taking over other nations without completely wrecking them would not be simple.

It wasn’t conquering that was hard, but holding and maintaining those gains. He could win every battle but lose the war. While I doubted he would make such mistakes, it was also a fact of conquest that one had to administer all that territory and people.

It would be interesting to see how my father handled it all, but I was going to be an observer, not a participant.

“This could increase tensions with the adventuring team I have planned.”

“You could back out,” Healer Melon said, and I shook my head.

“No, things haven’t reached that point yet. It is best to say nothing and see if anyone else brings up the issue with my father. Hopefully, it won’t cause issues, but I know there will be problems with the Wither Corporation.”

“A living war mech? What will they think of next?”

I shared the information I had learned with him to get his opinion on such a device.

“Could healing magic work on a living machine?”

“Maybe? No one has ever created anything like that before. It would be a question of how the soul overlays with the mechanical components and how the core interfaces with everything. I suspect the core can be healed, but they will treat everything else as equipment for the status.”

“Unless there are skills that expand the soul outwards.”

“It would be too risky, but it could be possible. The Wither Corporation likely has some hidden soul mage. You must be careful around such things.”

“Don’t worry, I am not about to drive such a thing myself. Even if it is an interesting concept, the value lies in its improvement over the centuries. But the investment would be immense, and one mistake would cause it to be lost forever.”

“Yes, it is an enormous risk. Someone could also steal it, or there could be something darker at play. Don’t underestimate the Dark Cabal. While they might have made a lot of noise confronting your mother, they operate in the shadows. If the Wither Corporation didn’t have a legacy to draw upon, then it is likely the Dark Cabal gave them knowledge to create a living artifact. The Dark Library is another such artifact of legend.”

“I will keep my senses on full alert. But the team is large enough that there shouldn’t be any betrayals. Maybe if it were a smaller team.”

“Don’t count on such things. There are no rules or laws in the dungeon. Only trust and the power of the strongest. While adventurers like to adhere to a certain code, anyone can break it secretly.”

“Any more specific advice?”

“No. But don’t hesitate to run if you need to. Live to fight another day.”

“I will keep that in mind. You think the Dark Cabal helped create the war mech?”

“It is a possibility. Considering the limited knowledge about them, that sounds like something they would do. Forbidden knowledge that others latch onto will ultimately lead to a terrible end.”

That did sound remarkably familiar, at least the first half about getting forbidden knowledge.

“Forbidden by whom?”

“By common sense. Madmen fill the Dark Cabal. Why else would they provoke your mother?”

That was an excellent point. Having the curse skill on me drop by a tier was most likely not something Legend Xanatos wanted.

“I will have to ask the Dean about some tracking skill or counter-curse skill when I earn personal instruction from him this year. A shame that it isn’t The Mathemancer.”

“Don’t underestimate anyone who could take control of this place after such a storied figure. His knowledge and ability won’t be simple, and he is a legend in his own right. That things have been running smoothly is a testament to the current Dean’s good leadership.”

“I won’t. But he isn’t a supreme legend.”

“True. At least you will have Ozy with you; that will put my mind at ease.”

“Thank you for not leaving. Without my mother around…”

He could have left, and there was nothing I could do about it.

“I gave my word, and she helped me gain levels. It would be quite poor of me to do something like that. Also, spending time at the College isn’t that bad.”

“I can’t tempt you to travel with me afterwards?”

‘No, I am going to enjoy retiring to the Institute. Don’t worry, I will train Ozy up. Consider this my gift to you. A professionally trained monster with various healing skills.”

“I appreciate that. Thank you.”

“I know you want to become strong — strong enough to go face that demon. But I worry about you.”

“I know, but it is something I will have to overcome if I want to surpass my mother.”

I would avenge her and surpass her all at once.

“Well, as long as you don’t act recklessly, I am sure you will get quite far.”

“I am curious to see how this war mech, the pinnacle of dwarven engineering, matches up to me. Who knows, I might try to get one myself if it does well enough.”

I doubted it would. It would be an external source of support like Ozy, but unlike my pet, it represented a completely new paradigm of fighting. I would need to train up new skills to be a pilot and maintain the war mech.

“It will be interesting to see whether it heralds a new age of our civilization or not. Living machines, how novel!”

“Don’t let it spread around that I told you, or you know.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t chat about such a thing, like I already promised.”

I didn’t want to make waves with my future teammates, but I wanted a second opinion on this matter. The fact that it could be involved with the Dark Cabal was precisely the thinking I needed from Healer Melon. It was something I hadn’t even considered before. Now I would be on the lookout for their influence and members.

I could even see the Dark Cabal making a move to claim the war mech in the dungeon. I would need to be on guard. Perhaps I should investigate other skills I could get through Alchemical means after graduating, most likely sensory skills of some kind.
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                Supreme General Darren Burnstock

I examined the communication received from the Last Bastion. Elena was rumored to be dead, killed by a demon on the 26th layer. The news had spread far and wide by this point. The greatest team, featuring my wife among other Supreme Legends, had died.

Even with my expertise, I couldn't confirm whether she lived or died. Her versatility as a spellblade made her the most likely to survive. Her death was also a bad omen for humanity. Our greatest guardian had fallen.

I almost wished I'd joined her for the last descent. My only use would have been against that demon. One sentence would have instantly killed it. A flaw in thinking monsters was their vulnerability to social skills.

It was the one skill I had grasped the tightest. Even the letter referencing it to my son was a colossal risk of it leaking. Once someone knew it, they could counter it. But against anyone who didn’t suspect, it meant instant victory—a true trump card against all threats that could understand speech.

“Will this affect the preparations?” One of my advisors asked hesitantly.

“No. We move forward as planned. Strengthen our defenses and skill training, while we continue to import war machines and other weapons from Dwarven Corporations. We will prepare for a full-scale invasion of the mainland two years from now. The schedule has not changed.”

“The legends grow restless. Some question whether you are fit to lead after Elena’s death,” another advisor said.

“Then convene the council of legends. They can vote if they wish to replace me as their leader. But the loser will face either exile or a challenge,” I said, restating the rules that had been set up for the legend’s council.

It was annoying, but I needed their support if I was going to crush everyone else. With the dwarven war machines, we wouldn’t need to worry about having a smaller army. I would focus on quality. These legends would crush their enemies, forming an elite military. The regular army would crush everyone before them with the war machines.

The Dwarven Corporations, still greedy, aimed to profit from the conflict. That was their gravest fault. They didn't realize that real power came from being united and having an advantage.

While they would keep their best in reserve, low-level people could use war machines and equipment. That was an advantage. A level 40 farmer could kill a level 80 professional soldier. Those Mana cannons were incredibly dangerous. A legend had a high chance of dodging and surviving, but anyone below that level would struggle.

I thought of Elena again. I couldn't help but think about how that fight would play out. Having seen and taken part in countless high-level fights, I understood their flow. But I had never seen a fight at this level before.

I have been worried about Justin. It wasn't a shock that my son hadn't been in touch. He shared his mother's independent spirit. I knew his stubborn nature would influence his class selections. I saw someone watching from afar, and his reason for going into the dungeon with the healer was obvious.

I wanted to send him aid, but he had to endure hardship. Being given everything would render him useless and inept. Increasing the color of one’s class was incredibly difficult once it was blue, but it wasn’t impossible.

I would have guided him, had he come to me. However, he was reluctant to seek help, similar to his mother. He'd eventually come to me, or else he'd leave. I wondered what would become of him. Throughout history, my other children had disappointed me.

Justin had avoided that label because of the help from his mother and his determination. If he didn’t place first in the College, then he would be a disappointment as well and not worth investing in. I learned that the hard way. Sometimes it was better to let something go and take a step back to achieve more later on.

Hopefully, Elena lived and triumphed. It was unlikely, but I never let go of hope for the future. One had to believe in a better tomorrow, or the present wasn’t worth living in.

Legend Xanatos

“Die!”

I swiped my hand, and the Revenants burst into black flames, which quickly turned into ash, erasing their entire existence. I was wheezing from the relentless pursuit.

Apparently, Yonder didn’t take kindly to having his soul melted and his mind tortured. A shame that he had escaped death, but it was practically a calling card for the top members of the Dark Cabal. Killing any of us was an exercise in frustration. Yonder had used Soul Possession and a homunculus clone to confront me. His actual body was likely hiding.

Losing a specifically prepared clone would set him back. Such a thing was difficult to create. But he hadn’t died. There would be some lingering damage, but he had used a fake soul encasement for his clone to prevent such attacks from striking his true soul. It would have impressed me slightly if it had not annoyed me so much.

Now he was sending the undead after me. I despised Revenants, super zombies. They were easy to deal with, just annoying. He was using an obscure tracking method, but it mattered not. I would fleshcraft a couple of decoys to throw him off my scent.

At least Elena, that bitch, was dead. A shame it was to a demon, and not by my hand. At least I knew not to go to the 26th layer now. I always knew it would be a death sentence, but it was nice to have confirmation.

The demon's ability to intercept the team meant someone had altered the passages. Perhaps there were fewer passages the deeper one went? Would some other starting passage offer better alternatives for getting to the bottom, or was a demon guarding each one?

More questions would never receive answers. Right now, recovery of the Dark Library was a priority. I wasn’t just going to sit around and play with the other members of the Dark Cabal. Once I recovered it, I would reclaim my position.

I could only hope that they set off the trap I had left with my eye. It was no level 300 demon, but a level 123 demon—more than enough to cause a lot of headaches for those annoying council members.

Tracking down the Dark Library was currently proving to be a challenge. It was irritating that it possessed genuine intelligence and could reason. Once I found it, I would punish it a bit. Suffer could see more use, and I wouldn’t let it forget its betrayal. Escaping from my control was annoying and a waste of my time.

Oh, there was a farm ahead of me. Brave of you to be out here in this remote area. Time to collect some resources and put them to use.

Divine Seraphim Glorious Light

Something stirred in the heavens. I focused my senses toward the Vostner Continent. It had been a long time since those beings had made trouble. Reaching for things they shouldn’t.

A flying fortress. I frowned at this. The heavens were our domain. To challenge us was the height of arrogance. I tapped my throne and considered what should be done. I could strike it down, but they might think it was an accident. The message would fail to deliver properly.

The short-lived races were quite forgetful. It was essential to be clear and concise with them to avoid confusion, while maintaining order and purpose. Order and purpose were impossible without understanding.

But they weren’t violating the ancient treaties and agreements, and just skirting the edge of them, for they did not fly higher than the highest bird. Still, it was annoying now that I knew.

“Hardened Purpose, come to me,” I said, my words traveling on the threads of Mana to its recipient. He teleported to my throne room and kneeled. I knew he was bored. I mentally conveyed the issue to him, and he frowned just like me.

“A grave insult.”

I nodded slightly. “But they do not know. They are forgetful. We are guardians, not wanton demons or the mortal races. We must preserve order and purpose. But without understanding, we cannot reach them.

“What are your orders, Glorious Light?”

"You will share the agreements that we have reached with their ancestors. You will also inform them that their floating castle is offensive. They are to land it and not seek to claim the heavens. If they refuse, then destroy whatever mechanism it uses and then immediately return.”

“Even if they aren’t violating the agreements?”

Hardened Purpose didn’t care, but he wanted to be sure of my will. I would not tolerate mistakes.

“That is correct. Your presence will disrupt the natural order of things, but in time, they will produce more flying craft. We cannot allow that. The heavens are our domain; no one else may covet them. A lesson is in order if they do not listen. Speak with purpose first and then act, in that order.”

“As you command, Glorious Light,” he said and then teleported away.

I retracted my gaze. It would take him time to arrive. I had not permitted him to rush. Perhaps the Vostner would come to their senses and land the flying monstrosity themselves. That would be the best outcome. Fighting was tiresome.

I sensed Hardened Purpose meditating. It would take him time to gather the Mana for such a teleport, but that was fine. I would not allow our stockpile of Mana reserves to be wasted on a lesson. It was best to conserve our power and dignity.

People would perceive rushing everywhere as a sign of weakness and incompetence. Order and purpose were important. I slowly closed my eyes. I knew that Hardened Purpose would return with fanfare. He was quite noisy once he got worked up, but that was fine. He could use the exercise.
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                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

The Librarian coughed up a torrent of blood as the bubble of space shook. Outside the sealed safety area, the demon Agares prowled. The demon emerged unscathed. Unfortunately, the blood on him was ours.

I looked at The Mathemancer, who was chugging down potions. He had a hole where his heart should be. He was chugging down healing potions, but a curse skill had hit him. Heart Implosion ensured it would not regenerate. He would die when his Mana ran out, and there was nothing we could do.

The Librarian was missing an arm and struggling to maintain the spatial bubble protecting us. It was one of his Tier 6 skills. I glanced at Blood Gore’s head, left shoulder, and left arm, which I had tossed on the ground after force-feeding him several potions. He was regenerating rapidly, but it was slow. Most likely another curse skill from the demon, or just Mana interference with Blood Gore’s regeneration.

I wasn’t much better. The fire burned away my hair, and most of my head was a burnt mess. The cursed flames made healing near impossible. I could see only out of my left eye. The right one had melted away from the heat and Mana. That breath attack had caught me off guard.

The Librarian had gotten off a message with his device, telling his contact at the Last Bastion what we had encountered here on the 26th layer.

“Elena, I will buy you time,” The Mathemancer said.

“I refuse to run. I will not abandon you,” I declared in a rasping voice. The cursed flame attack damaged my vocal cords.

“Fool! I will be dead shortly. The Librarian is spending his life to shield us, and Blood Gore is only a third of what he once was.”

Blood Gore twitched at the mention of his name, but he focused on recovering as quickly as possible.

I knew it to be true.

I disliked running away from a monster, but there was no winning this battle. I couldn’t let my feelings kill us all. As long as I lived, I could return for revenge. Since The Mathemancer was offered, I would accept his last request.

“I won’t forget this kindness. Name your request of me?” I asked.

It was only right, since he was going to give his life to allow me to escape.

“Learn Calculus,” he said. I knew he was teasing me since I disliked math skills. I understood their use, but I preferred instinct to calculation and numbers.

But I would learn it. I would hate it, but I would learn it.

“Very well. I will learn and maximize the skill in your memory,” I declared. “Blood Gore. I will carry you. Try not to die.”

I picked up Blood Gore by the neck. He had a chance at living, so I would not abandon him. His Mana was holding pieces in place as they slowly regenerated.

“One minute,” The Librarian gasped out as the spatial dome shook again as Agares punched it.

“Then, prepare to see my attempt at a tier 7 skill. Perhaps it will be enough to wound the monster,” The Mathemancer declared.

Mana poured out of him. All of his Mana. It twisted and turned, forming something I could not even understand in full, even with my skills.

He created a kind of focusing array to draw in Mana from around him, but it would just flow through everything. The complexity rapidly increased as various shapes formed. It was hard to breathe with how thick the Mana was becoming. The grip on my sword tightened.

Sarah, I would need your strength.

The demon had backed up, and The Librarian collapsed as the last of his life drained away. Without him, we wouldn’t have survived the initial onslaught. His sacrifice was the only reason we were all still alive.

“Absolute Force Reversal.”

I was already moving and running away, with Blood Gore, and a sword in hand. I didn’t dare to look behind at what was happening. Even if it was a Tier 7 skill, I wouldn’t allow myself to be caught up in the moment.

I would have to use a skill I had earned long ago on that farm. I used this skill often while fighting in the dungeon and improved my skills. A skill that I had never mentioned or told anyone else about. I diligently increased this skill to tier 5.

The skill wasn’t one I enjoyed, but it was necessary for survival against monsters. I'd come a long way since my family's murder, yet I knew I was still vulnerable. Hiding was the only choice when a stronger entity appeared. I would toss Blood Gore away, allowing him to escape and recover.

But I would not run. This was the true secret to how I reached such heights. The danger and risk were insane, but I refused to lose or retreat. I would kill this monster eventually. No matter how long it took. I had thought a team would work, but they were useless in the end. I could depend only on myself and the skills I knew would work.

Demon Agares

The humans had unleashed a last attack. My blood began moving in the other direction. My body refused to obey my commands. Bile and consumed flesh exploded out of my mouth. I couldn’t see anything.

For one moment, I felt like I was dying. Then I surged my Mana. The skill was powerful, but fragile. It broke apart. The human exploded in a massive blaze of fire and lightning, consuming the corpses of both him and his deceased companion.

I frowned. I had only consumed some of their Mana, not all of it. The prey had killed themselves to escape me. I never got a group, so I thought it would be a buffet. Instead, they caused me trouble by supporting each other and hurting me.

A burst of Mana cleaned my face and mouth. The corpses had been completely consumed along with their Mana. I observed where the other two had run off to.

I couldn’t sense them. Did they teleport away? It would have been dangerous at this layer of the depths with such large Mana fluctuations and no time to align properly with their destination.

I sniffed the air and traced their path. It ended just outside my sanctuary. This was a place to avoid the annoyances of the depths. A hunt! That was something I hadn’t gotten to enjoy in forever. I rotated through all my sensory skills. Where were they? Still nothing.

I smiled more at this.

If they had used a powerful skill to escape, the Mana would have been in the air. Instead, they were using something else to hide from me nearby.

“Clever, very clever. But I know you are nearby,” I said while looking around.

I stared down at the ground and tapped it with my foot.

The vibrations spread outwards, but I didn’t sense any cavities or voids. I looked upwards. The ceiling of this layer was quite far up, but there was no falling debris. Their Mana was completely suppressed. I wasn't surprised that the woman could do such a feat. Her survival of my Hellflame Breath was impressive.

They had disappeared at the spot where I was standing. But where, oh where, did my meals escape to?

I screamed in pain as a sword pushed through my chest. An immense amount of Mana flooded into me, and I couldn’t control it.

“Die, you spawn of the dungeon! Go back to the abyss from where you came!” the woman shouted as she twisted the blade and swung to the side, bisecting me completely. She didn’t hesitate to follow through as she lunged forward to stab me in the head.

“True Form! Hellflame Aura!”

A massive explosion of Mana burst outwards from me. I preferred a human form to put my prey at ease and to move about quickly. However, I would not allow a human to kill me.

Red and black Mana surged up and outwards. The flesh I had worn disintegrated. Black flames rolled outwards, forcing the woman to retreat. My wounds were gone, my Mana surged to new heights, completely refilled. My stats filled up my body as I towered over the woman who thought to kill me, ten times over. She was but an ant to my true power.

I canceled my aura since my transformation was complete. No need to waste Mana. It would force the woman back, not kill her.

“Behold my true form, puny human!” I roared.

My voice shook the depths themselves as black flames rippled over the red flesh of my true body. My horns sensed the shift of Mana while my massive spiked tail shifted, ready to aid me in combat.

“I am your doom monster. That is all you need to know! Now face my sword and vengeance!”

“Hellfire Spear!” A massive spear of black flames formed in one of my clawed hands. I stabbed downwards as a boom echoed outwards, and I broke through the sound barrier with my attack.

The woman raised her blade to deflect the attack, and a shield formed to protect her from the explosion of flames and debris as my attack hit the ground.

“Slice!”

I didn’t bother dodging the attack. Instead, I exhaled, and my Hellfire Breath impacted the attack, creating an explosion and a rain of black flames. The explosion temporarily blocked my vision and senses.

As I readied my next attack to counter whatever the woman might do, her Mana had disappeared. Looking around, I couldn’t sense her at all.

I roared in pure rage as she had wounded me and escaped again.

It didn’t matter that I had recovered instantly. I had not felt such aggravation in millennia. This human woman thought she could hide from me!

“Fine. I shall flush you out like the rat you are.”

I began tracing runes in the air, drawing in Mana from the depths. I would turn this area into Hellfire, and everything would die except me. The depths would not be happy, but they would endure like they always endured.

I finished, and the runic symbols spun as black fire began pouring down like water, flooding over the terrain. Everything would burn. Everything would melt. There would be no escape. The woman might have a skill that allowed her to hide no matter what, but that didn’t matter. I would kill her.

“Reveal yourself!” I roared in frustration and kicked up an enormous chunk of burning ground. It went flying into the distance as more Hellfire flames flooded the terrain. The depths shook; it wasn’t happy with what I was doing. I swiped a clawed hand. The runes disappeared along with the waterfall of Hellfire.

“Slice!”

I screamed in pain as the skill cut deep into my back. I moved forward clumsily, then spun around and saw the woman with her sword swinging again.

“Slice!”

Another cut blossomed across my chest. It hurt, but I was used to pain. I raced forward, the air like solid rock at the speed I moved.

I didn’t take my eyes off the woman for a single moment. She would not leave my sight again.

I punched down towards her. She stabbed upwards at my massive fist with her sword.

END BOOK 2
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                Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED

Healing: 500/500

Stamina: 580/580

Mana: 710/710

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 50 (+6)
Endurance: 55 (+10)
Strength: 38+20 (+4)
Agility: 46+20 (+4)
Perception: 35 (+4)
Mind: 150 (+38)
Magic: 51+20 (+24)
Focus: 55+20 (+8)
Free Points: 200


Tier 1(17)(30+): Light Armor (100), Medium Armor (100+72), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100+50), Pulse Strike (97+30), Drawing Skills (90+20), Dagger Skills (90+61), Wrestling Skills (89+64), Combat Tactics (88+33), Dancing Skills (87+42), Speech (79+4), Pugilist Skills (75+19), Bow Skills (75+23), Whip Skills (57+57), Driving (39), Heavy Armor (25+25)

Tier 2(62)(13+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100+20), Soul Sense (100+37), Speed Reading (97+49), Focused Toughness (91+25), Mana Vision (80+52), Darkness Vision (71+13), Shadow Vision (60+20), Focused Sword Skills (80+41), Critical Thinking (60+26), Focused Deflection (60+60), Time Sense (51+51), Focused Dodge (47+14), Spatial Sense (45+45), Trap Detection (40), Poison Sense (40+27), Focused Shield Skills (40+40), Sweet Teeth (40+40), Demonic Lore (40+40), Focused Throw (40+40), Focused Monster Processing Skills (38+33), Dwarven Lore (35+34), Elven Lore (33+33), Focused Spear Skills (33+30), Monster Analysis (30+4), Eldarin Lore (28+20), High Vostner Lore (28+28), Low Vostner Lore (27+27), Focused Cooking Skills (23+23), Depth Sense (21), Focused Rage (20+4), Focused Axe Skills (20+20),

Tier 3(114)(3+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100+67), Healing Resistance (95+35), Fear Resistance (80+19), Fire Resistance (80+53), Empowered Gestures (60+60), Light Orb (57+57), Empowered Meditation (55+55), Skill Control(51+33), Lightning Resistance (50+24), Silent Casting (48+48), Hidden Status (47+47), Eldarin Runes (43+3), Cold Resistance (40+20), Clean (40+40), Sleep (40+40), Flame Blade (39+39), Fireball (35+35), Ward (34+34), Empowered Breathing (32+32), Arcane Resistance (29+13), Empowered Running (29+29), System Control (28+21), Cure (27+27), Physical Resistance (26+12), Status Analysis (25+25), Lightning Beam (25+25), Empowered Writing (23+3), Soul Strike (20), Calculus (20+20), Advanced Geometry (20+20), Social Resistance (8+3), Alchemy (7+2), Empowered Stealth (7+7), Dwarven Runes (3+3), Elven Runes (3+3), Demonic Runes (3+3), High Vostner Runes (3+3), Low Vostner Runes (3+3)

Tier 4(20): Soul Link (60+30), Poison Immunity (27+27), Vibration Blade (15+15), Pain Immunity (11+6), Soul Immunity (2+2)

Tier 5(-): Experience Siphon(C)


Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)


Winged Serpent

Level: 31/462

Experience: 2,865/3,168

Healing: 1,120/1,120

Stamina: 420/420

Mana: 1,060/1,060

Class: Tier 1, Young Winged Serpent (Orange)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+50%), Alchemic Skill Power (+100%)

Vitality: 112 (+1)
Endurance: 42 (+1)
Strength: 59 (+1)
Agility: 91 (+1)
Perception: 45 (+1)
Mind: 103 (+1)
Magic: 106 (+3)
Focus: 52 (+1)
Free Points: 0

T2: Alchemic Vision (91+40), Focused Bite (80+80), Toxic Breath (73+13), Danger Sense (43+43), Health Sense (20+20), Stamina Sense (18+18)

T3: Cure (100+100), Purify (100+100), Refresh (80+80), Alchemy (67+23), Poison Insight (63+37), Fire Insight (41+31), Cold Insight (40+30), Arcane Insight (37+27), Spatial Insight (31+22), Soul Insight (22+18), Healing Insight (14+12), Anatomy Insight (10+10), Atmospheric Insight (7+7)

T4: Soul Link (60+30), Flight (52+27), Alchemic Bounded Field (41+19), Greater Cure (27+27), Greater Purify (16+16), Greater Refresh (12+12), Petrifying Gaze (10+10)


I let out a small sigh of relief as I filled in the status sheet for the mid-year evaluation here at the College of Advancement. It had been a great struggle to keep my first-place position over the last six and a half years I had been here at the college. I was now eighteen and a half years old.

Healer Melon just shook his head with a sigh. What little hope of hair he might have had was completely lost with the stress I gave him. Even his eyebrows were falling out at this point.

 I had been learning a lot of spell skills, and I was back at the edge of Meldor's Threshold once again. I could almost feel the pulse of skills on my soul, ready to rip it apart.

I wouldn't cross the threshold. I had enough control over my soul that I could choose if I wanted a skill. My class was helpful in that regard.

It was a surprising discovery, but the bonus to Skill Acquisition was more helpful than I had initially thought. I should probably merge my etiquette skills, but I wanted to get my father's advice first. We occasionally exchanged letters through a dedicated courier he employed.

Three such skills should provide a firm foundation for a Tier 2 skill, but there might be other foundational skills I would need first.

"No new spell skills," he told me.

"I know. I know. But they are quite fun to learn."

"Whatever, what do I know," he grumbled, but I knew he wasn't really upset. I wasn't about to cross Meldor's Threshold with too many skills in relation to my Mind stat and have my soul rip itself apart.

Ozy, my black-scaled, red-eyed winged snake, looked up from his napping spot on my shoulders. He was getting lazy, but that would be dealt with once I descended into the dungeon again after graduation.

"At least I should hold on to my first place." Gaining skill levels had become more difficult over the year. My average skill gains every three months was just above 350 at the moment. A far cry from when it was 100 levels higher for the same amount of time.

It was a combination of the soul fruits wearing off and working on higher-tier skills.

"That is good. Windshell Gossimer looks like she is going to break down from overwork."

That was the elf who was nipping at my heels in second place. She was way too competitive, but that was from me who was really pushing himself this last year, so she didn't make a surprise comeback and overtake me.

"I really want to learn more elemental spell skills. I think there are some unique synergies with higher-up skills."

"Too many skills. You have more to study after you graduate." I had soul skills, my mother's skills, social skills recommended by my father, and all the skills I already had.

"At least my father gave me my gift at the end of last year."

I now had a complete set of Tier 3 equipment but kept the ring my mother had given me. I liked to pretend that she had died, but in my heart, I still hoped she was still alive.

That was impossible, but she ate the impossible for breakfast.

I missed her, even with her overbearing attitude.

"I taught you and your pet some skills. Bah, just let me enjoy this last semester in peace. You worked me to the bone," Healer Melon said.

I stroked Ozy's scales. "But your apprentice is amazing."

"There has been no major improvement in his insight skills even after all that training with healing skills. It is disappointing, but it is what it is. Monsters clearly learn differently from people. They can't process words but require practical experience, and that experience doesn't impact their insight skills."

"At least the College wrote a nice research paper, and the debt of those Alchemical skills was reduced." I knew he liked the research paper, since his name was on it. It would look good when he returned to the Five Star Institute of Healing.

"So, what do you plan to work on the last semester since you can't learn more skills?"

"Runes. I will focus on runes, most likely. Those skills could use a boost while I am here. And their lower level makes them easier to increase."

 While I didn't purposefully plan to have a bunch of low leveled tier 3 skills for my last semester, it just worked out that way. I would secure the number one spot with ease, since only tier 3 skills counted for the College's grading in the last three years of enrollment.

Windshell Gossimer was going to be screaming in rage.

It would also let me increase my Mind stat before leaving the College, allowing me to learn even more skills. While I would go with a team and fighting monsters, that didn't mean my training would stop or slow down.

"Also, I really need to make more progress on resistance skills."

I glanced at Healer Melon, who let out a sigh.

He rubbed his bald head, which had become a sign of frustration.

"We are already pushing things up to the safety limit, but there is only so much improvement that can be done. You know how stubborn resistance skills are in a controlled setting. While I appreciate your drive, there is nothing more that can be done."

He had told me this before, but I still wanted to progress more quickly with resistance skills.

"You know best about such things. I was hoping to maximize a few more before leaving the College."

"I am glad you know, but mastering the resistance skills you have is already impressive."

I looked at my status sheet. "It's a shame tier 1 skills don't count. It would be nice to get rid of all of them."

"Well, there are no Pulse Strike tournaments, and the College doesn't offer driving, thank the System," Healer Melon muttered the last part.

"They could set up a driving course. I tried to convince the Dean."

Placing first each year let me get individual lessons in subjects I wanted. I had learned Temporal Sensing and Spatial Sensing. Now I was acutely aware of the passage of time around me and the rooms I was in. They weren't the most immediately useful skills, but the Dean had encouraged me not to let my sensory skills fall behind.

The risk of being ambushed was real. I still remembered the Abnormals I had fought on my first solo descent. I had been such an overconfident idiot back then. Now I was stronger, but seeing the heights I still had to reach, I was less confident.

The number of tier 3 skills I had was immense, and I had to master them all. I didn't hold the record for the student with the most skills, but I was close. This place had been around long enough that there were some true outliers over the centuries.

"It is a shame I wasn't able to maximize Focused Cooking," I said, but I didn't have time to work on such a skill when I needed to focus on tier 3 skills. At least the beastkin Judy and I still hung out once a week enjoying good food she had prepared.

She had Empowered Cooking now and several cooking support skills. Honestly, I wanted to take her with me into the dungeon as a personal chef, but that would never happen. My team was an actual descent team. We weren't some noble or power-leveling team with an entourage to accompany us.

I looked at the curse skill that was still there. It was annoying and frustrating, but I would get rid of it one day and teach Legend Xanatos a lesson. The Dark Cabal had been quiet for the last several years, content to go back into the shadows and hide. I never heard from them about joining, since I never did the murder they requested.

The student who had been targeted had graduated alive. After they left, it was no longer my concern. I wasn't anyone's protector. I didn't have the time or energy to worry about people who weren't close to me. While I might try to convince myself that I had first place secured, the pressure was immense.

My initial class had gone from 10,000 students to the final 10. Each of the other students was incredibly capable, and the drive to improve hadn't disappeared. Graduating first in one's class was viewed as a major accomplishment that only a select number of individuals had achieved over the centuries  — one person each year.

"Well, I should probably go turn these sheets in. I bet Windshell Gossimer has some spy skill watching for when I do."

"Don't underestimate that elf. She is practically a princess and is incredibly capable," Healer Melon said.

I knew she might target me after graduating, but I wasn't overly worried.

I had spoken with my team member, Stormy Aether, another elf. She and Windshell were technically competitors. While there was racial support among Elves, that was only if they were targeted because of their race. Stormy was happy that I was beating Windshell for first place at the College, so she couldn't act so smug all the time.

Elven politics were complicated, centered on families, bloodlines, and debts. Their ruling structure was even more confusing than that of the Dwarves with their councils and corporations. Power and nobility were the only forms of government that I respected. The rest was just a confusing mess.

I could sit down and explain that mess, but it was still a mess and opaque in the details. That was probably another reason the Dwarves and Elves had lost against the Eldarin Empire during its ascent.

But my focus in history had been on demons which were intelligent monsters that were incredibly rare. Since one had killed my mother on the 26th layer of the dungeon, I knew I would one day have to face it.

Demonic runes were runes that came from the dungeon itself, and demonic history involved natural treasures and other such things involving the dungeon. Not so much demons themselves. They were part of it, but the skill names didn't line up with my expectations.

There could be a deeper meaning behind them, and the demon on the 26th layer had invited even more theories, but that was all they were — theories. I wasn't overly concerned about such things; I needed to focus on more useful skills, not flights of fancy.

I would miss the College. It has been my home for almost seven years now. But I couldn't remain here forever.

That so many of my classmates wanted to descend into the dungeon as adventurers was slightly higher than normal. Most top graduates stayed at the College as Assistant Professors, working to improve skill training or doing some kind of research.

It was a place of learning. Intense learning, but the fact that there had been no assassination attempts over the years was a credit to the College and to the Dean.

            

    
        Chapter 122–Almost There

    
    
    
    
                
	Justin Burnstock 722~359
2. Windshell Gossimer 715~3553. Harren Axefall 644~321
4. Stormy Aether 640~3185. Godfrey Windsome 616~305
6. Terroc 615~3057. April Withers 595~298
8. Frank Vonberg 592~2969. Teresa Mayflower 581~292
10. Sam Whitesmith 569~285



My lead had pulled ahead by another 4 skill levels, putting me at 7 skill levels ahead of Windshell. I glanced over at her, since we had both shown up when the results were posted along with everyone else from our year. It was a small group, and we all knew each other from the ranking posts.

"Still in second place, you are doing a great job," I told Windshell with a grin. She glared at me and stomped off.

"Really, Justin?" Harren asked me, and I shrugged.

"Her impotent anger is amusing after all the nonsense she said early on. She would never be my friend, regardless."

"Fair. Well, good luck keeping the top spot," he said and stomped off.

"Amusing as always," Stormy said with a slight smile and twitch of her long Elven ears before leaving as well.

Godfrey and Terroc were glaring at each other. I knew little about them, but I didn't care about getting involved. They had been fighting over the fifth and sixth spots for years, always one or two skill levels apart from each other.

One might think that only by counting tier 3 skills that the skill levels should be divisible by three, but tier 4 skills were counted as well. Everyone had slowed down; it wasn't just me. But there were rumors that her family had given Windshell another soul fruit. It was probably red or orange.

And it might have helped her, but I was confident that I would remain ahead of her and take first place for all seven years.

It allowed for some come from behind individuals who surged upwards in their skill level gain in the last year. As for the final ten, we were all drug tested as well for Pic. The school didn't waste time doing that in the earlier years, but with the competition so fierce, the College didn't want its top graduates killing themselves to win. It would defeat the purpose of the College and be terrible publicity.

While I liked to think no one was that stupid, Pic was an insidious drug. Almost as tempting as using my free stat points. I felt my soul straining from all my skills. Sensory skills didn't have a good path of consolidation, unfortunately. Sensory Aura was a possibility, but it was important to get as many sensory skills as possible before consolidating them into that skill according to the Dean.

For now, there was no rush. Once I was sure there were no more sensory skills I needed to maximize, then I would look at consolidating them. But for now, it was a simple matter to constantly cycle through them. It was almost second nature at this point and improved my Skill Control.

It was time to get ready for the meet and greet that was held once every three months with the top students and the highest-ranking members of the faculty here at the Tower Club, a restricted area in the main tower that hosted events and was invitation only.

While these meet and greets weren't my favorite, I hoped I would learn about some tracking skills from the legends present. Some had hinted at such skills, but they were legacy skills. No one would easily share such skills. There were other categories of skills like this  — divination, curse, and soul skills.

While my mother could get away with being a lone wolf because of her immense power, it was better to be seen and friendly with other legends. I had enough trouble from the Dark Cabal, and my father's invasion of the continent was creating waves. None of those waves had hit me yet, but it was a concern I had.

I didn't need to make friends, but I couldn't afford enemies. Taking the top spot at the College of Advancement would put an even bigger target on my back. I wasn't just a legendary child anymore, but an adventurer who was almost guaranteed to become a legend and possibly go further.

While becoming a supreme legend wasn't an inheritance, the possibility that I had gotten my mother's legacy was quite high. I answered such questions that she didn't give me anything to learn from before she went on her final descent except to learn runes and resistance skills.

The questions were rude, but for the chance at my mother's legacy, these vultures wouldn't hesitate. I wouldn't lie since such things could be detected with the right skills, but I would deflect. My mother had given me permission to look at her legacy only if I placed first. While I could have cheated and looked at it ahead of time, I had refrained. The circling vultures were useful in keeping me firm in this decision.

Healer Melon didn't attend the party. He had come to a couple in the past, but now that I was of age, he didn't bother. His future was already locked in stone with a comfortable retirement once I graduated to the Five Star Institute of Healing.

I wore my armor and equipment to the party. Wearing my best equipment was acceptable at a high-end social event since other legends and adventurers would be present.

Heading up in the elevator to the tower club, I didn't fidget or adjust anything. I was used to my armor after training with it for the last half a year. Heavy armor took some getting used to, but it offered much greater protection than medium armor, specifically from glancing blows and area attacks.

The equipment boosted some of my stats. While I could have asked for more specific effects, it normally wasn't worthwhile until one settled into their preferred combat style. If I had chosen more custom effects, then it would have been more frustrating to change equipment later.

Better to stick to high-end but generic tier 3 equipment for ease of use and replaceability. Even my Beginner's Blade had been reforged. It was short now that I had grown to almost two meters. I was tall, but not the tallest. At least I wouldn't be looked down upon by others.

My mother had been about this height. She was not a short woman, but one was more intimidated by her mere presence than her physical appearance.

I stepped into the Tower Club. A buffet and been set up, and several guests had already arrived.

I made my way towards the food. If I was going to have to suffer through this event, then I would make sure I got some good food at least.

"Long time, no see," Harren joked. He had the same idea as I did by loading up on food and finding a quiet corner.

"There should be an eating skill; I would maximize it easily."

"Only good thing about these events is the food," he replied. Neither of us was interested in networking, but we couldn't afford to offend people. We made our way to a table near a window. I enjoyed having a pleasant view.

"The College has been near the ground for a while."

"Safety issues, I heard. But after that large burst of Mana at the tower, who knows what the real reason is."

"You think they will land the College?" I asked as the female Dwarf April joined us. She was another member of my adventuring team once I graduated from the College.

"There is construction happening on an island. I could see it becoming a permanent home and repair facility for the College long term. Flying isn't as stress-free as the College makes it out to be. There is a lot of wear and tear on the lift engines," she explained.

"A shame. The views were amazing," I replied.

"I have other news. The preliminary testing is completed. We are running a full-scale test this break if you want to attend to prepare for an immediate descent after graduation," April said. Stormy and Sam joined as well as I perked up quite a bit.

April was working with the Dwarven Wither Corporation to construct and operate a living war mech that could level up.

"Took long enough," Harren said.

"There were a lot of technical problems to sort out. But the first real activation will be three days from now along with a weapons test," she said.

"Now you have my interest," I said.

"Are you going with mechanical weapons or Mana-based weapons?" Stormy asked.

"Both. The war mech is compact, but highly versatile. The main issue is probably its mobility, but that is being worked on with a compact lift engine," she explained.

"You could fit one in the war mech?" I asked, in surprise.

"It wasn't easy, but we managed to offset the heaviness of the armor. The Mana consumption is high, unfortunately." That didn't sound good. "But the hope is that as it levels up, it will produce its own Mana, offsetting the Mana cores needed to fuel it. I might have to request a larger amount at the start."

"Get back to us with hard numbers and a proposal. Changing the loot distribution now could create issues. It would probably be best to just buy the Mana cores off people and repay them later," Stormy suggested.

"I can't wait to graduate and leave this place," Sam said, changing the topic of conversation. Sam was a support mage, and he focused on illusion and trap skills. Not very useful for dungeon combat, but we would wait and see how he performed in our first year in the dungeon.

"I agree with that. This place can only teach so many combat skills," Harren said. While his focus was his axe and other supporting axe skills, he was also specializing in monster processing. He wanted to make a lot of money to live a comfortable life and to pay for better equipment.

"Hmmm, perhaps. But I won't deny that the skill levels have been quite useful," Stormy said. She was an Elven battle mage. The titles of mage or caster were informal, denoting someone who focused on spell skills for their main profession. It was like spellblade, a general class name for someone using a group of skills specifically.

"Well, as long as the war mech gets to fight, I will have no complaints," April said. She was an incredibly rare craftsperson who was going to descend into the dungeon and not just get power leveled. While she was going in with a superpowered war mech, I did not know how it would do compared to me. It was something unique that had never been seen before.

The ability to gain levels would be a huge game changer. If it could do that, then the plan for it to become a high-level inheritance would signal a shift in power towards the Dwarves over a long period of time. I still hadn't seen or heard anything to make me suspect that the Dark Cabal was behind the project, but I wouldn't let my guard down.

Ozy let out a soft hiss. He was the team mascot and a capable fighter and healer in his own right. Everyone had agreed that they didn't want his healing unless it was an emergency with a person's life on the line. There were too many risks of a healing mistake, that it was best to avoid such things unless absolutely necessary.

            

    
        Chapter 123—Father's Letter

    
    
    
    
                My Son,

The campaign goes well. Already we have secured critical provinces on the continent. My new system of tripartite government has proven successful in delegation, control, and managing the group of legends under my command.

But I know you are not interested in any of that. I was surprised when you asked about social skills. I am glad you are taking an interest, even if you are growing older. You have enough of a foundation that you won't be completely hopeless working on them in the future.

For your etiquette skills, the three of them can be merged to a higher-tier skill of Social Performance. But this is slightly sub-par in terms of choice. There are two skills called Seraphim Etiquette and Formality. Getting these two skills and leveling them up and then getting Social Performance is a much better decision.

If you wish to get high-tier social skills, a firm foundation is incredibly important. I have included books for both tier 1 skills with my letter. Seraphim Etiquette is long and difficult, with many obtuse and complicated rules. Formality is much the same but deals with specific prose construction while speaking.

It adds a touch of elegance to any encounter. I cannot stress enough how important both skills are before you get Social Performance. As for other foundational skills, Speech is a core skill you can work to level up to Empowered Speech.

Where other methods might fail to kill a demon, never underestimate the true power of social skills. Acting, Voice Projection, and Drama are also good tier 1 social support skills to get. I have included a book explaining how to get and level these skills. I know you probably won't focus on them until after you graduate and you have other skills. But don't underestimate social skills.

I love you and wish you the best, Justin.

Supreme General Darren Burnstock

I had received a stack of books from him as well. It didn't escape my notice that my father had used the word Seraphim to discuss serious threats against humanity. I would have to ask him about that group of beings or individual when I met up with him.

The books and letter went into my spatial pouch, which was one of the best things my mother had ever gotten for me. It made carrying around all my stuff much easier. Sure, if it was destroyed, I would lose everything stored inside, but the convenience was too much to pass up.

I let the messenger know to come back tomorrow and I will have a letter ready for return delivery. I would thank my father, but he had given me more work.

I needed to study fewer skills rather than more skills.

Making my way to my room I sat down on my cushion chair. I steadied my breathing and meditated. I needed to keep practicing all the time, even during my break, if I was going to keep my first-place spot.

"Light Orb."

I drew on my Mana and filled in the spell structure that had formed. I could use the Mana to alter the spell structure during the casting process, which I did. The orb of light was cylindrical and floated around my head.

While it wasn't necessary to say the spell skill name, Empowered Gestures was a useful support skill that made such an action helpful. I could make hand gestures or say something; the result was greater control.

The skill wasn't taught in one of the main courses here at the College, but it was still highly recommended in all the books and spell skill classes.

"Light Orb."

I kept my control over the first while casting a second. I could feel a skill wanting to emerge. Multi-casting was a tier 4 skill. But I held off.

My soul couldn't support it. But I could still work on the skill. Another small thing I had picked up on. One could work on skills and not accept the skill right away.

It was like how a child without access to their status could get a tremendous boost to certain skills once their status was unlocked. I was using the same concept with multi-casting. Once I got a high enough Mind stat, I would accept the skill. Or I might continue to hold off. Once I got it, I would quickly shoot up in skill levels.

It was another little thing I had been working on for the last couple of years to ensure I got first place in my minor struggle with Windshell. I knew she would try similar things as well. But that was what made our competition quite amusing. I am sure she didn't think that, but it was her loss.

Winning in a competition where it wasn't about killing or destroying the other person was a lot like Pulse Strike. You got certain cards and had to make the best of the situation. There was some luck involved, but ultimately worrying too much about the other players would only drag you down.

Sure, higher-level gameplay involved calculating other players' hands in relation to your own, but the key to the game was playing an optimal game yourself before going after others. Windshell was targeting me and burning herself out.

While I could respect her determination to beat me, I would not give her a single opportunity to make a comeback. Once I accepted this tier 4 skill and earned 20 to 30 levels in the last three months from years of hidden effort, that would mean a boost of 80 to 120 levels to my final score with a multiplier of 4.

It was the ultimate flex I had planned. My performance had gone down, but I still had a trump card hidden up my sleeve for this very situation. All my skills involving thinking and planning weren't completely useless. I just had to put them to work over a long period of time, carefully evaluating the entire situation and everything I knew about skills.

Checking the records revealed that no one else had done such a thing as pre-learning a skill, but not accepting it onto their status. It sounded nice in theory, but it was incredibly difficult to pull off.

First one had to do this with a tier 3 or higher tier skill, which wasn't easy.

Second, it had to be a skill that could be readily practiced. I was constantly working on my spell skills, so multi-casting met these criteria.

Third, a person had to have the support skills necessary to block themselves from getting a skill. This last requirement was harder than most realized. Without Soul Sense, my System Control skill would have struggled to block the skill for such a long time.

Finally, you had to have someone who was so far ahead; they were willing to sandbag for years just to utterly crush their opponent in the final round. Any tricks that Windshell might attempt to pull off would be futile.

It would be amusing to see the pure despair that would cross her face once she realized I had gotten so far ahead. I knew she would work herself to death to get a slight lead these next three months.

While it might seem mean, this was an academic competition, not life or death. She should have known what year I was entering the College, and she had also challenged me multiple times. If she didn't want the competition to heat up, then she shouldn't be so competitive.

"Light Orb."

My Mana reserves were low. Even this most basic spell skill costs around 40 Mana to cast and 1 Mana per second to maintain. Even while I was meditating and recovering Mana points at a decent rate, maintaining spells was costly.

That was why death in the dungeon was from being ground down. Anyone could unleash multiple powerful spells at the start, but the real danger came from the fights. Mana points would come back slower, and an adventurer's reserves would slowly run out.

Being able to dish out a lot of damage at once was important, but long term, stability was key to success. At least, that was my understanding based on everything I had learned so far. That could change as I improved and got more combat experience. As for the demon that had killed my mother, that was something I had no chance of confronting for a long time.

I let the Light Orbs disperse. I then got up and had some water, salt, and nuts to help replenish my points. Food was useful. It was tempting to take potions to speed up training, but my Alchemical Toxicity had finally decreased too almost nothing. I didn't want to mess up my health again. The experiences I had growing up were more than enough.

The risks I had taken as a child had been immense. There were safeguards, like my subconscious rejecting more skills, which I am sure my mother knew about. Even so, I had been on the edge of disaster and hadn't realized. The alchemical stuff just made everything worse.

Now I was on the edge of disaster with my skills once more, but I knew exactly how much my soul could take and was using this to my advantage. There were other support skills that would be useful for spell skills and Alchemically extracted monster skills that could prove useful on my personal list.

Sitting back down, I began practicing again. Even though it was my break, I couldn't afford to let my competition get too big of a lead or even a lead to begin with. It would be interesting if I didn't even need to flex on her to win our little contest. I would set that as a bonus accomplishment.

While both my mother and father had given me what they were planning to give me if I placed in the first position already, it would be an insult to everyone, even myself, if I didn't place first. With all the advantages I had already received, not placing first in the College would make me a joke.

All those resources and opportunities and I couldn't even use them properly. That kind of stigma and rumor would stick with someone forever. That was why I had put some effort into the contest of taking first between Windshell and myself. I wouldn't be found lacking in effort on my part. If she wanted to beat me, then she needed to go beyond in ways I couldn't even conceive of.

Even brainstorming with Healer Melon, he did not know how she might surpass me, except by consuming another soul fruit to help her level. It was interesting to face up against someone who had similar advantages to myself, but my mother was still the best at helping me out even though she had passed away.

"Light Orb. Light Orb." I used the spell skill twice and had them intersect and move through each other while they were different colors, creating a light show. A minor application of the spell skill, but one that was useful for helping to level it up. Stretch the skill to its very limits of what was possible.

            

    
        Chapter 124—War Mech Showcase

    
    
    
    
                "Hello team," April greeted us as we arrived outside the College in a barren field. It made sense that the College wouldn't allow a weapon's test from the large war mech. The war mech stood around 8 meters tall, the height of four people.

It was humanoid-shaped with two legs and two arms; however it was very squat. The legs were fairly short, and the arms weren't much better. The main torso could only be described as thick. There was an armored head on top. I noted a large mace on the war mech's back and two dwarven weapons on the side of its torso ready to be grabbed by its hands.

"This is a ten-thousand-kilogram armored war mech, using the latest Mana-infused alloys from dwarven foundries. Operating on a yellow internal implosion engine to power Mana through the core, the frame, and into the weapons," April explained as we all walked over to inspect.

"It is big. Will it be able to move around the dungeon?" Harren asked.

"The top of Balde's Maw will be tricky. But I should be able to manage. It can go horizontal, and wheels extend from its arms and legs to roll along the tunnels connecting various caverns. We have made mock tunnels and passages to ensure they will fit through. The main issue is clearing up the openings since the war mech will be vulnerable during such transitions."

"Things open up on the 11th layer. If the war mech is going to be used, it will have to be there," Stormy said.

"It's a shame that casters can't ride it," I said.

"That would be highly unsafe. While it can't move fast, it can initiate rapid dodges and has close-range defense systems that target indiscriminately," April explained. Harren had gone over and was looking closely at the metal.

"Platinum alloy mix?" he asked.

"Yes. It isn't cheap, and the exact formula is proprietary, but I can make field repairs," April said.

"Yellow rated Mana Implosion Engine. That is quite a high grade. We would need to be targeting monsters on the 15th layer for this war mech to fuel itself. And Champion monsters at that."

"I have a Mana Fuel Converter that operates at 82.3% efficiency. The best one out there. I can use the lesser Mana cores to make a higher-grade fuel."

"How far does it go?" I asked out of curiosity.

"Up to yellow, that's it. Any higher, and the losses are too great. And once it touches at indigo, it is basically at 0%," she explained. A shame, but things would never be that simple in learning what was beyond violet.

"Can it even move?" Sam asked. He clearly forgot that it was equipped with a lift engine.

"Yes. That is why there is a lift engine built next to the core to reduce the weight, like the College. It just can't move fast. The fuel tank has been filled up and everything has been triple checked," April said. I noted that there were several dwarves and professors from the College that had gathered to watch the war mech be turned on.

"I am going to do the last checks and preparation for the activation. You can wait over there with the other observers," she said.

Harren reached out and tapped a leg with one hand and then came back over to us as we made our way to the side of the testing field.

"Issue?"

"No. It is quality metal. They are clearly spending a lot on the war mech. I was testing to see how thick the armor is. It is a tenth of a meter. That's insane."

"A walking fortress. The major weakness is the legs. Spells to disrupt its footing, earth would be useful," Stormy said.

"I think it is lighter on its feet than one might think. That lift engine will be powerful. While it is heavy compared to the College, it is quite small. Even if the power is reduced, it is going to be the mass that slows movement down, since there is so much," I replied.

"It will be hard to shift directions with all that armor. It will probably set up at a tunnel entrance and then fire at everything from there at range. Like some kind of legendary archer," Harren said.

"Also, its senses will be poor. Even if it is some kind of living war mech, the pilot will struggle to properly sense things outside of it, encased in all that metal and Mana. Pit traps or crush traps could easily immobilize it," Sam said, making another good point.

"Most spells will do nothing directly against it. Defenses look insanely high, and every angle is covered," Stormy said.

"The pilot is a weak point. While they might have equipment to isolate themselves, I can't help but think that there is a risk of more esoteric skills targeting the pilot."

"An ethereal monster would be incredibly dangerous and a good counter. Even if it has close-range countermeasures, such a monster could still attack the pilot," Harren said.

"I don't see how we can easily operate in tandem. I guess we will have to work that out."

"Justin and I could take the flanks while it clears a chamber, depending on the consumption of its weapons. If we put it out front, it will block vision. Both of you casters will have to flank as well. Three-way split," Harren said.

"Hmm, at least we can get some practice on weaker monsters. I am thinking we head straight for the 6th layer and then work our way down from there," Stormy said.

"That seems reasonable, since Justin and I should be able to handle a Champion on the 6th layer," he said, and I nodded at this.

"That is fine. I just look at that war mech and can't help but see a giant money pit. One mistake and it is lost in the dungeon."

"It is indeed an enormous investment. You could easily equip a small elite force with all that metal. The Wither Corporation is going all out on this," Harren replied.

"I am more curious about its weapons. If it is as cutting edge as the war mech itself, then I am sure we will be in for a surprise."

"The status page of the war mech would probably be interesting as well. But it is layered with counter-scanning measures," I added.

"Of course. I would do the same myself. Don't want people to learn things they shouldn't."

"Illusions could work well against it. The pilot is in the war mech, so their Mana can't expand outward. They will count on the warmech to relay information to them. I doubt it will be used for such things like a monster. It will get easily confused," Sam said thoughtfully.

"Maybe. But I think that the fact that it will have a status will change things in its favor. It might struggle at first, but there is synergy if the pilot and war mech can complement each other," I said. Ozy lifted his head off my shoulder and nodded.

"If anyone would speak fondly of a pet, it would be you. This is just a giant metal pet one can ride around in. I think it will have too many problems to be useful. Maybe after it becomes strong enough and on a low enough layer, it could do something. Maybe. There just seems to be too many ways to exploit it," Harren replied.

"It depends on its weapons. Excellent weapons will make all the difference," Stormy said.

Sam gave his opinion on the most crucial aspect of the war mech. "Sensory abilities and how they communicate with their pilot."

"I would say overall ability. It isn't about being perfect in any one area but about avoiding any critical weaknesses and lasting long enough to correct them. I see potential, but only in time," I replied.

"Well, when it breaks down, I will just laugh and tell you all I was right," Harren said.

"We will see. If it does poorly, we will kick April and the war mech off the team," Stormy said. We didn't have a team leader, but Stormy had brought everyone together. That didn't give her any authority, but she normally arranged any team meetings and discussions.

"What if it goes rogue? I mean, pets can turn on their masters if you treat them badly enough. Does it need enough oil or fuel, or will it go berserk?"

"They probably have safeguards to stop that from happening, but we should ask."

We all waited as various dwarves scurried about, and everyone continued watching. April came out in a custom piece of clothing from a tent that left little to the imagination.

"Heat management is my guess," I said.

"Well, it clearly isn't for protection," Harren replied.

"Don't be so hasty. They are using metal threading in that outfit. High Mana conductivity," Stormy added.

"Could they be trying to blend Mana? That's…perilous," I said. Mana was basically the building block of the soul, skills, and everything about a person. Blending Mana was beyond risky. That was why people couldn't give each other Mana. I couldn't even get Mana directly from Ozy.

Alchemists had to process potions to remove all the unwanted and lingering side effects.

"I don't think so. Not Mana blending, but a more sensitive kind of interface with the war mech," Sam said.

"Well, we could be seeing a completely new class of skills. War mech skills," I said.

"Possibly, but that is doubtful, and new skills are always questionable," Harren replied.

"Oh, you are looking into that?" I asked him.

"For axe skills to get more versatility. But skill creation has issues in that you create something that isn't well thought out. I know April has a lot of support skills prepared from her time at the College, but creating an entirely new set of war mech skills is a bit much," Harren said as April climbed up the step ladder that had folded out of the back of the war mech. She then brought the stepladder back up and closed up the back.

"The seams are tight. If the chassis is deformed there will be problems with how everything fits together. The actual test will be when it takes a couple of hard impacts," Harren said.

"You seem to know a lot about machines."

"It is like fighting gigantic monsters. You impact them hard, and they go off balance, and their body doesn't work right." I nodded at this explanation. Harren was skilled in one-on-one battles. What he lost in versatility he made up for in power and aggression.

"Well, it looks intimidating," Sam said, and he was right. The head had multiple glowing red orbs that could represent eyes.

"I wonder what material the eyes are. Some kind of crystal?" I guessed.

"Yes, viewing crystals. Used for keeping track of entrances at secure buildings normally. Normally, someone is watching through them at a distance. They went with high-end ones," Sam said.

"I haven't seen them around," I replied.

"They aren't common. The cost is quite high. Normally, it is cheaper for a guard or to put a locked door instead, rather than viewing crystals," Sam answered.

"ACTIVATING PRIMARY ENGINE!" The air shook as the voice boomed out. I winced at the volume and rejected a Sonic Resistance skill in taking hold on my soul.

"The voice itself is a weapon," Harren said loudly. I had lost a couple of points healing my ears just from the shout, and Ozy was unhappy with the loud noise. The war mech began to hum and vibrate slightly. I felt a slight bit of danger. Time to see what it could do and if it was worth our effort bringing it along with a dungeon descent.

            

    
        Chapter 125—The Indomitable

    
    
    
    
                "Primary engine stable." At least the voice had quieted down. Several of the observing dwarves began clapping. I noticed a faint trail of yellow smoke coming out the back.

"Mana flow stable. Efficiency holds at 99.93%. Activating war mech core. Opening primary and secondary Mana channels."

 I did not know what the specifics meant, but it was interesting. I had some guesses, but I could ask later if they were important.

There was a large burst of Mana that came from the war mech. "Efficiency has dropped to 72.22%. War mech core holding steady. Increasing Mana flow from 1.2 to 1.7."

April continued to narrate the start of the war mech. After a couple of minutes, everything had been turned on and activated.

"Slow," Harren said.

"It's the first time, so they are probably being cautious," I replied.

"The Mana loss is concerning," Stormy said.

"Soul Link complete. War mech has a status. Repeat war mech has a status," April said twice to the cheers of the dwarves and the nods of several professors watching from another location.

After that, the machine moved around, going off the platform onto the ground. Despite the lift engine, it was slow. The ground shook slightly with each step. Targets had been set up at varying distances.

"Test one. Rapid Lightning Cannon. RLC first round testing," April said through speakers as the war mech took a weapon from its right hip. It was cylindrical-shaped and fit in its massive hand.

There were several flashes and cracks as the weapon was fired.

"What do you think, Stormy?" I asked our team caster specialized in offensive magic.

"Comparable to a Tier 3 Lightning Beam at almost a maximized level," she replied.

"That strong?"

"Yes. That strong."

The second weapon came from the other hip. The High Impact Cannon, or HIC as they called it, was used for the test. It fired a solid projectile using some sort of application of force and spatial bending. The impact was massive and sent a huge plume of dirt and debris into the air.

"Loud, no stealth at all," Harren said.

"With that size, yeah, it will not be stealthy. But its weapons aren't friendly in a team."

"Just being near that blast would be terrifying. Like an archer who suddenly became a legend with a powerful skill but none of the aiming experience," Harren said.

The last weapon was a massive metal mace. The war mech began moving about and swinging it.

"What do you think?" Harren asked me.

"It isn't completely amateurish. A high tier 1 skill from April at best. It is over-swinging and the feet are out of position after some swings."

"The ground could just be shifting," Stormy suggested.

"Even if it is, a high enough weapon skill would allow you to compensate for such things. Harren has probably done some axe training on moving platforms for a breakthrough."

The next test was the Aura Shock System, or ASS. I thought it was a crude acronym, but that was what had been chosen. Lightning ran along the outside of the war mech and its weapon. A useful way to attack anything that had gotten in close.

"Yes, I have, and Justin is correct. Now that he pointed it out, it is obvious," he replied.

April finished the last of the movement tests and the war mech turned it off.

"That was half an hour. Short. Hopefully she doesn't need to refuel in that time," I said as April exited the cockpit to clapping dwarves and Professors. We approached as well.

"There is still Mana moving through it," Stormy said in surprise.

"Yep, it is a living war machine," a nearby dwarf said with pride. "The future of dwarven technology. Battle carriages can only go so far, but a living machine will fuel itself and gain skills."

" April, how much fuel was left?" Harren asked.

"Only around 9% of the total Mana fuel was used up," she replied.

"So, five hours. Possibly three in heavy combat," Harren said as April approached us. The professors and dwarves were looking closely at the war mech.

"We ran a lot of tests today, and the startup used more fuel. In time, that number will go down as the war mech levels up and produces its own Mana from its core," April explained.

"It can gain skills?" I asked just to be sure.

"Yes. I have a Soul Bound skill with it right now. While it isn't as strong as the one you have with Ozy, it will grow in time," she said.

"And it can't move or act on its own?" I asked.

"There are key Mana channels that link the core of the war mech to the frame. They must be manually opened and shut. Right now, only a single secondary channel is open to help the core fill up the war mech with its soul, but it is in hibernation without all the channels open."

"Not subtle at all. The risk of hitting a teammate is not low," Harren said.

"My aim was perfect," April replied, and he shook his head. She didn't get it.

"The dungeon is messy. Fights are messy. It is easy to make a mistake in your aiming. You need something less powerful," he said.

"I agree. The RLC is a good mid-tier weapon, and the HIC is a good high-tier weapon. But you need something a step down. It is good against Champions, but against hordes of smaller enemies, you are wasting Mana with the RLC, and the HIC would be a joke," I explained.

"It is clearly based on a tier 3 spell skill which is effective on yellow tier monsters, level 150 to level 200. You are only going to be seeing Champions at those levels. You need something weaker to handle lots of weaker enemies without going overboard," Stormy added on.

Sam pointed out an enormous gap in the testing process. "There should also be stealth tests done. I noticed you don't have a stealth expert present. How good are the war mech's sensory skills?"

"I will arrange for a weaker weapon and tests with a stealth specialist," April said. She hesitated before continuing. "So, I can come along?"

"I have no issues as long as you work on your aim and get a weaker weapon, but I am still concerned about the fuel," Harren said.

"The same for me about the fuel and how long it can go for," I said.

"It needs to be tested against elemental attacks and other damage. How much does it hold up against a spell barrage? While its armor looks tough, it is alive, so it should be able to get resistance skills," Stormy said.

"As long as it is decent against a stealth specialist, I have no objections," Sam said. He was the other questionable member of the team.

"Thank you; we are going to do great things," April said with happiness. I nodded and looked back at the war mech.

"April, you need to name it," one dwarf called out.

"The Indomitable. The war mech that will pioneer a new future with boldness and overwhelming firepower!" she declared. It had firepower, but one thing I didn't mention was that even its strongest weapon, which was a threat to us, would only slow down a legend and do nothing against a supreme legend.

It was a marvel of engineering and a host of other skills, but ultimately it seemed like a waste of money in my mind. It would operate best between the 16th and 20th layer. Most likely being stationed in the Last Bastion for a long time since it would be too big of a hassle to bring it out of the dungeon.

Its lift engine was weak, far too weak for its weight. While I could see it getting down some passages with careful movement, getting back up would be much more difficult.

I said nothing about this.

While it might be rude to think that April could get stuck down in the dungeon, forced to choose between leaving it behind or staying with it by herself, I wasn't about to drag it about. It was also obvious from a long distance.

The Indomitable would destroy any chance of stealth or of observing a chamber before entering combat. This would greatly increase the risk that Harren and I would have to endure as front-liners on this team. I didn't like the warmech.

There were too many minor issues, which made it like an oversized sword. Sure, you could deliver more powerful blows, but you would struggle to control it, and it would be a pain in the ass to carry around. That was the issue with the warmech. Powerful, but the associated problems it came with made it unwieldy and ill-suited for the task it was meant to complete.

Perhaps I could say something, but it wouldn't change much. The issues with it were obvious, and April would say things that were nice to hear. The proof would come down in the dungeon, and I would protect myself from any dangerous situations.

It was impressive, but the question was one of practicality, like with the flying College. It was nice and saved it from destruction, but now it was of questionable use.

Deviating from the core purpose would cause issues. The war mech acted as a powerful growth weapon for an adventurer. But all I saw were things that would be mocked in any regular adventurer.

Armor too thick. Too much weight. Hard to move. Massively oversized. Inappropriate weapons. Lack of useful support skills.

I almost thought the project failed if they hadn't invested so much in the materials to build the thing. Well, today's test was over, and I began walking back towards the College.

Harren joined me. "Your actual thoughts?"

For a brawler, he was quite astute. "If you saw an adventurer like that, what would you think?"

"They were nobles with some outlandish ideas," he replied.

"Exactly. It doesn't fulfill the crucial role of being good at dungeon combat. They made something amazing, but they overlooked its key purpose. I am guessing they can't make it smaller or lighter, but there are other issues that just add up. The armor, weapons, sensory skills are just the start."

"You could have rejected April," he replied.

"Stormy is invested in the project. Her family likely contributed knowledge to the core of the war mech." It likely wasn't the Dark Cabal. While they were a threat, they weren't hiding under every bush. "That kind of magic isn't simple and requires a legacy, a legacy the elves would have."

"A true partnership between elf and dwarf?" Harren asked.

"An initial test. The elves would control the war mech core production while the dwarves control the production of the actual warmechs themselves. There were two Elven Professors observing who are in completely different fields, but are related to Stormy," I explained.

"I missed that," Harren said with a frown.

"My knowledge of Elven culture is paying off, but it isn't a huge deal. Also, Sam has feelings for Stormy."

"I got that, with how he looks at her. Looks like we are the only sane ones on this descent."

"Stormy is capable as well, but her two minions are much more questionable."

Harren nodded. If there was an issue with the team, I wanted to be on the side with the other frontliner.
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                Legend Xanatos

"Bah!" I cast aside the corpse. Another useless lead, another dead end. I focused and waved my hand. The Dark Library was being difficult. It would suffer. It had retreated into the dungeon, and I didn't have Blood Gore on call for some help quickly moving through the layers.

I was skilled, but my skills had a certain flavor that wasn't meant for hordes of monsters. I had come across a legendary adventurer here on the 22nd layer. Now they were dead while I debated my next move.

"You are afraid; I can taste the fear. Hiding away," I whispered in the darkness. It was right to be afraid of me, especially since I had wasted years trying to track it down.

I had been gone for too long. Yonder and his band of idiots probably thought I was hiding.

I wasn't, but my actions amounted to the same thing. It was time to return to the surface and see what was happening up there.

I had been hoping to return with the Dark Library, but it was beyond me. Intelligence created nothing good. I should have enslaved it to my will at the very start and broken what little mind it had with unrelenting pain. Even my Soul Serpent was nothing but an extension of my will. I should have made the Dark Library a part of me.

I recalled the useless thoughts that had entered my mind when I had first gained control over it. Its betrayal in my moment of weakness hurt more than Yonder's antics. I expected Yonder to be difficult. Melting someone's soul and mind didn't encourage a good working relationship.

But the Dark Library had been a confidante, a trusted companion. Therefore, I hated everyone and everything. They would all suffer.

"Fine, be that way. But you only delay the inevitable," I shouted into the dungeon. I spun around, my dark robes swirling around me. I flew back through the passage up to the surface.

The weaker monsters screamed and melted as I unleashed a couple of Aura skills. It was a shame they were useless against opponents who knew what they were doing and had the strength to resist.

I couldn't help thinking of Elena.

That bitch had set me back this much. It was all her fault.

She was gone, and there was no word of her return. Perhaps it was time to visit her son once again. The experience was disappointing. He could use some encouragement. If he didn't work hard, then he would suffer as well. Of all the possibilities, I had seemed to have stumbled into the future with the worst outcome.

Divination was useful and useless, leading me down a path of destruction and reversal. It was time to go in a completely different direction.

Time to collect some old debts.

I would let someone else find the Dark Library and then peel them like an orange. Messy, sticky, and something enjoyable after the work was done.


Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

I gasped for air, each breath a struggle. The burnt flesh struggled to keep me going after the immense damage I had suffered over the years. It had been a long game of cat and mouse with the demon, and the sense of being the prey never faltered.

There was no shame in admitting weakness. Unfortunately, nothing I could unleash hurt the monster lastingly. Everything had been countered, and the fight had occurred in fits and bursts over the years, with another battle happening at least every couple of days.

I refused to retreat. Blood Gore, the coward or genius, had run off. I had not seen him since the first fight, when I had saved him. I had sensed him only once after that, but no more. Whether he lived or died, I had no room in my heart to care.

It struggled to beat and keep me alive. It wasn't just my body. My soul and mind were on the brink of collapse as well. But I refused to die to a monster. It might kill me, but only after it had been wiped out.

The cursed flames it had unleashed had burned everything. My soul was cracking; my skills had decayed slightly. My thoughts were a blur. I kept my hiding skill activated as it continued to burn large portions of the dungeon to flush me out into a fight again.

It knew I was somewhere nearby. I couldn't get enough distance to properly recover. As much as I cursed Blood Gore, escaping had been smart. This was a monster that was beyond me. I clutched Sarah in my hand, thinking of family. My son would graduate soon if he hadn't already graduated.

My once imposing appearance was gone. Nothing but burnt and ruined flesh was left behind. People would think of me as a monster now. The flames were getting closer. I would have to fight once again, and for the first time in my life, I didn't want to fight.

Well, not for the first time.

It had been years since I was a young girl, cowering in fear as her family was massacred.

I used my free hand to reach into my spatial pouch and reached for a potion and found nothing.

I had used them all, but I had forgotten that fact.

Switching to a different item, I grabbed a strip of salted meat, removing it and shoving it down my throat to fuel my body in one swift movement. My body convulsed as it tried to cough up blood and burnt flesh, but I refused to verbalize it. Any sound would cause my hiding skill to be disrupted.

Blood filled my mouth as my body tried to rebel against me. It oozed out of my mouth and nose.

Well, it was time to get ready for another round.

This time I would use a flurry of attacks and then retreat. Perhaps I could draw other monsters into the battle to create confusion.

It hadn't worked in the past, but I might get lucky with a monster type on this layer of the dungeon. My right hand had been welded onto my blade. I hadn't dropped it for years. Things were bad, but I would never give up. Never submit.

No matter the pain, the suffering, or hardships I had to endure, I would kill all the monsters and the dungeon one day.

A dream could not be killed, and I was that dream.

A dream of a better world, a kinder world…

A world where a little girl didn't witness her family getting ripped apart…

I burst forward as the demon moved slightly out of position in relation to me. It was large, but insanely fast. There were scars all over its body, where I had carved into its flesh in the past. The broken horn was where I had risked a decapitation attack but was countered. Foolishness on my part, and an exposed opening to draw me in close. The counterattack had almost killed me.

It was ready, and I was prepared for its counterattack. Just as I learned from the demon, it learned from me. I had no tutors but the dungeon and the monsters in this hell. I didn't even think about my skills anymore. It was all instinct honed from a lifetime of fighting with my life on the line.

It unleashed cursed flames. My eyes had long since melted out of my skull, taking my vision skills with them. I sensed the Mana and the air currents through my burnt skin.

Sarah came up, deflecting the worst of the attack, but I was hit with residual cursed Mana. It was just another drop onto the cursed Mana already covering my body. The demon roared, something I didn't care to listen to.

I landed on its right shoulder and left another deep cut, injecting Mana to damage the monster. A burst of ice exploded outwards from the wound.

A torrent of lightning shot out from the demon, its left hand. Its right arm was injured, and it preferred to use its left for lightning. I was ready for this attack. I spun Sarah and cut away the Mana in the air.

Spells had a depth to them. Their targeting and flow were subtle things, but ones I understood over the years. It was how I learned from the dungeon and the monsters. The red lightning flooded into the null area that was created before the ambient Mana could refill it.

The cursed lightning bent around me. It was enough to protect me from the worst of the attack. It affected the ceiling of this layer, and a massive explosion burst outwards.

The demon was rapidly closing in and unleashed more cursed flames. I swung my sword, redirecting my body into the explosion. While the worst of it was dying down, it would provide cover.

I would normally hide, and the demon was used to this. It was ready and unleashed torrents of cursed flame. It was a minor mistake I had created by training the monster over the years. Everything could be weaponized to kill monsters, including Empowered Tutor.

While social skills weren't my favorite, I refused to lose.

I created more distance between the demon and me. If I couldn't escape now, then I would have to fight to the death. My will was unbreakable, my dream forged from the hardest beliefs, but my body was unwilling.

My skills had suffered only minor damage, my stats were intact, and my class kept everything together. I would recover from my injuries and prepare to kill this demon. Others could die or retreat, but I would never accept such outcomes.

The demon roared again. It wasn't pursuing me just yet. My Tier 5 hiding skill had evolved into Tier 6. I could move and hide at the same time. It had limitations, hard limitations, but it was enough to retreat.

My face couldn't even smile. The burnt flesh could barely move.

But a touch of happiness and pride bloomed inside me.

It would take time to recover and to win, but I was inevitable. I didn't fear monsters; monsters feared me. Let the demon worry about when I would return and cut it down.

This battle would only strengthen me. While it was regrettable that The Mathemancer and The Librarian had died long ago, their sacrifices would be avenged. That was the greatest honor I could give them by killing the monster that had cut them down.

As for Blood Gore, who knew what he was up to? The man was one-dimensional. He couldn't adapt like I could. He fought hoping to outlast his opponent.

Against the demon, he wouldn't win even if he trained for millennia. He had been useful, a pig, but a pig was useful. Now he was just trash or dead. Teams were pointless; only one's own strength mattered in such a fight where life and death were on the line.
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                Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED

Healing: 500/500

Stamina: 580/580

Mana: 740/740

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 50 ()
Endurance: 55 ()
Strength: 38+20 ()
Agility: 46+20 ()
Perception: 35 ()
Mind: 155 (+5)
Magic: 54+20 (+3)
Focus: 56+20 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (17) (30+): Light Armor (100), Medium Armor (100), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100), Pulse Strike (97), Drawing Skills (90), Dagger Skills (90), Wrestling Skills (89), Combat Tactics (88), Dancing Skills (87), Speech (79), Pugilist Skills (75), Bow Skills (75), Whip Skills (57), Driving (39), Heavy Armor (25)

Tier 2 (62) (13+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100), Soul Sense (100), Speed Reading (97), Focused Toughness (91), Mana Vision (80), Darkness Vision (71), Shadow Vision (60), Focused Sword Skills (80), Critical Thinking (60), Focused Deflection (60), Time Sense (51), Focused Dodge (47), Spatial Sense (45), Trap Detection (40), Poison Sense (40), Focused Shield Skills (40), Sweet Teeth (40), Demonic Lore (40), Focused Throw (40), Focused Monster Processing Skills (38), Dwarven Lore (35), Elven Lore (33), Focused Spear Skills (33), Monster Analysis (30), Eldarin Lore (28), High Vostner Lore (28), Low Vostner Lore (27), Focused Cooking Skills (23), Depth Sense (21), Focused Rage (20), Focused Axe Skills (20),

Tier 3 (111) (4+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100), Fire Resistance (97+17), Fear Resistance (80), Empowered Gestures (68+8), Light Orb (60+3), Eldarin Runes (60+17), Empowered Meditation (58+3), Silent Casting (57+9), Skill Control (56+5), Hidden Status (52+5), Lightning Resistance (50), Cold Resistance (40), Clean (40), Sleep (40), Flame Blade (39), Fireball (35), Empowered Breathing (35+3), Ward (34), Arcane Resistance (29), Empowered Running (29), System Control (28), Empowered Writing (28+5), Cure (27), Physical Resistance (26), Status Analysis (25), Lightning Beam (25), Soul Strike (20), Calculus (20), Advanced Geometry (20), Dwarven Runes (13+10), Elven Runes (12+9), Demonic Runes (12+9), High Vostner Runes (10+7), Low Vostner Runes (9+6), Social Resistance (8), Alchemy (7), Empowered Stealth (7)

Tier 4 (24): Soul Link (60), Poison Immunity (30+3), Vibration Blade (15), Pain Immunity (11), Soul Immunity (4+2), Healing Immunity (3+3)

Tier 5 (-): Experience Siphon(C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)

Winged Serpent

Level: 31/462

Experience: 2,902/3,168 
Healing: 1,120/1,120

Stamina: 420/420

Mana: 1,060/1,060

Class: Tier 1, Young Winged Serpent (Orange)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+50%), Alchemic Skill Power (+100%)

Vitality: 112 ()
Endurance: 42 ()
Strength: 59 ()
Agility: 91 ()
Perception: 45 ()
Mind: 103 ()
Magic: 106 ()
Focus: 52 ()
Free Points: 0

T2: Alchemic Vision (95+4), Focused Bite (80), Toxic Breath (80+7), Danger Sense (43), Health Sense (21+1), Stamina Sense (20+2)

T3: Cure (100), Purify (100), Refresh (97+17), Alchemy (70+3), Poison Insight (65+2), Fire Insight (42+1), Cold Insight (40), Arcane Insight (38+1), Spatial Insight (32+1), Soul Insight (23+1), Healing Insight (14), Anatomy Insight (10), Atmospheric Insight (7)

T4: Soul Link (60), Flight (55+3), Alchemic Bounded Field (45+4), Greater Cure (30+3), Greater Purify (20+4), Greater Refresh (15+3), Petrifying Gaze (10)


	Windshell Gossimer 1,136~421
2. Justin Burnstock 1,129~407



She had done it. Windshell surpassed me for the first time at the College.

Just as I had expected, she wasn't going down without a fight. She had beaten me by 14 skill levels. It was honestly both scary and impressive at the same time.

I had been planning to work on runes these past three months to rapidly gain tier 3 skill levels. She had something in reserve as well. She looked over at me with a haughty and triumphant grin.

"Congratulations on placing first," I said.

"Of course, it was only a matter of time. Without support, you would obviously fall behind me," she declared.

That was incredibly rude, but I said nothing else. I would let her enjoy this moment of triumph and then crush her.

I turned away from the publicly displayed rankings in the main plaza here at the College.

Harren came over to walk next to me. "I would ask if you were okay, but you don't seem worried."

"Sometimes victory is the sweetest when you take a step back and allow an opponent to gloat. If she couldn't even do that much, then she wouldn't be worth facing me in a contest of gaining skill levels."

"Well, then I will definitely have to bet more on you."

"There is a betting pool for first place?" I knew there were betting pools on other things but hadn't realized the little contest between Windshell and myself had attracted that kind of attention.

"Of course. But you know the professors; anything with math they love to death, especially gambling." While it might seem tempting to get in on the gambling, it would just create enemies when I won if I bet at the amounts I would like to bet at. The betting was more for bragging rights.

"You owe me a good meal when you win since I will not lose."

"I will hold you to that," Harren said as we parted ways.

I made my way back to my dorm suite.

Harren was a friend, though our friendship was born of demanding parents and sky-high expectations. We had sparred in the past and exchanged advice on various skills. I advised mostly on sword fighting while he had helped me with Axe Skills.

"Ahead or behind?" Healer Melon asked me.

"Behind by 14 skill levels and 7 in total," I said.

"Impressive, with how many you gained in the last 3 months. She clearly kept some skills in reserve to quickly boost."

"I think it is just her tenacity and desire to beat me. She is clearly pushing herself to the utter limit. I won't be surprised if there are some mental and health issues at graduation time. Or it could be another Soul Fruit."

"Or both. At least you know how to work around it."

I smiled. "Of course. The final blow should be at the end. I should hit 450 skill levels over these next three months. That will be more than enough to achieve victory in our little contest."

"Since no one is getting hurt besides their egos and future, I will cheer you on for this final stretch."

"Thank you again for working with Ozy on healing skills."

"It was an amusing way to spend the time. I'm surprised that you haven't gotten him more skills while you could."

I shook my head as Ozy booped my neck with his snoot. "He already has enough that needs time to maximize. Perhaps more sensory or support skills would be useful, but I would rather get more fighting experience with him to see the best way he can improve for maximum synergy."

It is a shame that he would grow larger during the next descent as he gained levels. I would not be gaining levels or a class on this descent. It would be hard, but that was the main reason I was going with a team into the dungeon and not by myself.

My goal was to level up my skills, not my main levels. Otherwise, it would have been better to go by myself. Well, myself and Ozy. While it was tempting to get tracking skills to hunt down Xanatos, gaining strength was far more important. I needed to beat him when we faced each other.

The most concerning thing was that my stat gain was slowing down. It was still high for natural stat gain but less compared to the previous three-month time periods. Hopefully, the dungeon will push my stats up further.

"Every time I see your skill list, I feel my heart tremble at the sheer number of skills. You can gain seven more skill levels."

"Four will be for Multi-Casting, and then I will save up the other three until after I graduate. I need to keep close to Meldor's Threshold to level up Soul Immunity. I can feel my soul straining under constant pressure. Not as good as focused training, but the gradual improvement will be useful."

"Using Meldor's Threshold to train… Foolishness, but you have been warned already."

"I understand the risks, but it is because I understand the risks and my support skills that I will take the risk. Once it becomes Soul Absorption, I can use that pressure to increase my Mana point recovery."

"Or explode and die horribly from some unseen interaction. You are going into uncharted territory."

"Mother might have sent me down this path, but I will keep going myself, aware of the dangers."

"Do whatever you wish. I will be gone soon and will wash my hands of this."

"You were a good friend. I will miss you."

"Try not to die. I would hate to hear about your death."

"I will be cautious, but you know what the life of an adventurer is like. Every fight is another gamble with one's life," I said with a touch of conviction.

"Healing Immunity is incredibly dangerous. When you are injured, you will struggle to suppress that skill."

"Ozy can cast through it."

"Don't think that is acceptable. It is an incredibly dangerous skill to have. I know you are aiming to merge a bunch of absorption skills to make an ultimate tier 6 skill, but it is a long time before you get to that point. If you take a serious injury, you will struggle."

"I have stocked up on potions. My Alchemical Toxicity is gone. So, that option is always available to me."

"Potions are slow. I know you understand the risks. But Healing Immunity is not a good skill."

"Unless there is a dark healer," I countered.

"Perhaps, perhaps. I won't begrudge your choices, but I can't help but worry. You are very like your mother. That determination and conviction," he said.

"Thank you."

While I would like to continue to chat, the final race had already begun between Windshell and me for the top spot at the College.

I made my way to my room and sat down on my meditation cushion.

"Light Orb. Light Orb. Light Orb."

I felt the Tier 4 skill Multi-Casting settle onto my soul. Every moment that I didn't have a class about runes; I would work my spell skills to their absolute limit. I would train my Poison and Fire Resistance skills on my days off and when I needed to recover Mana.

For the first time in a long time, I felt some genuine excitement during my time here at the College of Advancement. Mostly, it was endless studying and training. While I might have despaired in the past, now I was mentally prepared to endure the endless training.

That was what it took to be the best. It was an excellent decision to come here before I went into the dungeon. It would be too easy to get disillusioned in the dungeon, and I wouldn't have the foundation I have now. There were many skills one could learn and improve from fighting monsters, but systematic learning and training were much more effective.

Especially for skills like rune skills and other knowledge-focused skills.

Runes were the foundational building blocks of spells, Mana, and everything else. The more I learned, the more commonalities I saw in runes. Also, the more I respected my mother for insisting I learn runes, despite all the skills and time it took.

I would need to go through my spatial pouch and buy books and training equipment for when I descended. The first descent was planned to be for a year, and then there would be a team assessment at that point to see if they worked well together. I could also get an understanding of my leveling speed in the dungeon and how much pressure I was truly under.

The greater the threat, the more experience and skill levels one could earn. I liked to think that my mother unlocked a tier 7 skill before her death, accomplishing the impossible. It would be just like her.

I miss her.

I thought back to when I was growing up and how she would always smile and encourage me. The memories were hazy from the time before I got my status. But there was happiness there. Every minor accomplishment was celebrated with pride.

While we had a falling out later, that didn't change the love she had shown me. Even her harshness and demands were the only way she could show she cared as I grew up. With the time that had passed since her death, I could reflect on our interactions more. While I would still pick Ozy as my pet, I could understand where she was coming from.

I cut off my Light Orb spell skill. The lights winked out of existence. I got up and ate some salted nuts and thin strips of meat. I then had fruit juice; the sugar would help fuel my Mana. That was something I noticed from Sweet Teeth — I could extract Mana from sugar. It was minuscule, but every bit would help in these last three months.

Even the most worthless skills had potential buried within them. While I wasn't planning to become a second Bastian and go mad with baking, I would use even my vices to fuel me. Perhaps I would be known as the sugarblade instead of a spellblade in the future.

I then performed a series of stretches so my body wouldn't lock up while using Empowered Meditation. Finishing that, I made my way back to my seat and started practicing again. My Mana was rapidly recovering.

Recovery of one's reserves was variable, but sleep and food were the two most important factors. I made sure I got enough sleep every night and kept myself eating as necessary.

"Light Orb. Light Orb. Light Orb."

Multi-Casting improved more. I could feel all the knowledge I had accumulated from before etching itself onto my soul, making it easier to recall. I would have to vary things with different spells at the same time. But more destructive spells were hard to practice outside my room.

A dedicated practice room was available to the top students. While it was tempting to work on other skills, I wanted to push through with all the exercises with Light Orb for the next two weeks. Then, I would rotate to another spell skill after that for the next two weeks.

            

    
        Chapter 128—Runic Tags

    
    
    
    
                I carefully wrote the runic symbols onto the specially prepared piece of paper. They were called tags since they were used by placing them on a target.

They were worthless against more powerful monsters, which could control their Mana above the surface of their body to disrupt them.

The runic tags were also incredibly fragile since they were being written on paper and not in metal. But tags were an excellent tool to work with as an intermediary weapon. If I needed explosions, mist, or some other effects, I could use the tags.

The College provided the supplies and oversight, and the students in the auxiliary classes copied them. They were sold to Adventurers and armies to help fund the College.

The materials used to produce each tag weren't cheap, around one silver. They were also checked for quality. The price varied between five and twenty silver depending on the final quality and the effect.

Since I knew so many runic skills, I was given the more difficult tags to work on. Each day there was a new tag I was assigned in the auxiliary class. The main runic classes involved copying massive books and memorization. That kind of training could be done in my downtime in the dungeon. For now, it was better to learn practical runic applications while I was at the College.

I knew from my mother that it was possible to write runes in the air with pure Mana to achieve a range of effects. It wasn't just one skill, but several skills that would allow me to do such a thing. My mother's legacy probably carried the instructions on the support skills I should focus on getting and the best way to level up those skills.

Stacking up the tags to the side, I completed one after another. Each rune was made with Alchemically prepared ink and with channeling my Mana.

The trick to the runic structures was to store the maximum amount of Mana possible without triggering the effect. Then a small burst of Mana would activate them.

Once completed, they would go into specially prepared containers to prevent premature activation. One powerful burst of Mana could easily blow themselves up. But for wars and conflicts on the surface, they were useful. A person didn't need high-level skills to use them.

"First inspection passed," an assistant professor said after coming over and checking my work so far. They moved them to the side for the second assistant professor to do a secondary check. The first check was to confirm that the tags were functional and met the minimum requirements.

The second inspection would point out any minor flaws or improvements that I could make. They were making their rounds through the auxiliary classroom, where over 30 other students were currently working.

The second assistant professor looked at my work and began filling out a form, highlighting at least one minor error per tag. Even things that were okay weren't perfect. Slight angle, thickness, amount of ink, and countless other factors went into writing runes. The assistant professor set down the evaluation form on my table and took the tags away.

That was how this auxiliary class paid for itself. Runes were a key discipline here at the College, which was why this auxiliary course was designed in such a way as to be subsidized, so anyone could take it without having to pay an extra fee. There were even a few assistant professors taking this course as well to improve their knowledge of runes.

Once I finished up for the day, I reviewed all the notes on improvements I had been given. Lots of minor details needed to be fixed and considered while drawing runes. I put the notes away with the rest of them in my spatial pouch and made my way to dinner with Judy.

Her father, Nyx Nightveil, gave me a nod and a grunt. He didn't like me, but as long as I didn't sleep with his daughter or drag her into the dungeon, he didn't mind me as a friend.

He was also the professor who taught the Stealth course. I took Stealth several years ago and then Focused Stealth. While it might be the most obviously useful skill, learning to be quiet when I needed to be was never a bad thing in the dungeon.

"You made it just in time. You can dice up those vegetables," Judy said as I got to work after washing my hands of ink stains.

"So, what is on the menu tonight?" I asked.

"Braised beef wrapped in a pastry. The vegetables will be turned into a fine blend as a side dish," she said while observing the oven in between preparing a complicated sauce. "I saw you placed second."

"Nothing to worry about. Just a step back before a crushing victory," I replied. My friends were worried about me dropping a ranking spot at the College, but I didn't mind. It would make my victory all the sweeter as we raced for the finish.

"There is a lot of talk that you might have slowed down, even if you gained a lot more skill levels than in the first semester," Judy said. Now she was just teasing me since she knew I wasn't upset.

"Because it is the final semester. Windshell is pulling out all the stops, but it is the result that matters. People who have time to gossip should get better hobbies," I replied as I quickly chopped up the vegetables into small and evenly sized pieces.

"At least you aren't discouraged. I know I would be. The competition around the College is so intense."

"Says the woman who is crushing others with her cooking. I see you even made a dish for Ozy," I said as the winged snake lifted his head slightly from my shoulder.

"Cooking for a monster is interesting. It is more about the Mana than anything else. Pet food is making progress, and pets are becoming more popular. You are a trendsetter," Judy said.

"Only because of the studies and research papers the College is releasing to drive up business. I think it is all over-hyped. A pet is useful, but only if you have a specific synergy and can invest in it," I replied.

Too many people were getting caught up in a fad. Like a certain color of armor or skill. People thought it would give them a slight edge, not realizing all the hard work that went into raising a proper pet with combat synergy.

Healer Melon had been working hard teaching Ozy, and I had been putting him through Alchemic courses as well to improve his speed and control. While it wasn't comprehensively reflected in his stats, Ozy's combat and support abilities had soared over the last six years.

There was always room for improvement, but I wasn't concerned about him if I had to fight. He could hold his own and support me while I fought.

At least, that was the hope.

While there had been a lot of practice, I hadn't gone on another descent over the years.

It had been tempting to go into the dungeon during the breaks, but I didn't want to risk it. A team would allow me to temper myself with a higher degree of safety. Since I wasn't looking to gain main class experience, such an action would only limit skill level gain to a certain degree. Any kind of combat and risk would be around the same level of training that the College gave and far superior to training outside the College.

"I saw the newspaper talk about the war mech, The Indomitable. You were in one picture. They say you are going to be part of an adventuring team with it."

"Yes. But I do not know how useful it is. Just have to wait and see once we are down in the dungeon."

"Does it eat?" Judy asked.

"Mana cores from monsters for its internal implosion engine. Otherwise, it is fairly static. Like a crystal golem as a pet. I know they are popular," I said.

"Hmm, but certain metals and mixes can alter their composition. That is something I have made a lot of progress in. We could start seeing custom monster farms on the surface in increasing quantities," Judy said.

“Do they produce enough value?"

"Yes, if you have the right type of monster. The College has been aggressively pursuing such monsters with its recent pet push. I know you think it is all monetization, but there is real progress being made."

"No argument from me. I doubt pets in the dungeon itself. It isn't to get one plus one equaling over two. And in several cases, it will be less than two, if coordination and synergy aren't good enough. Spending the years with Ozy here has let him adapt to me and my thoughts much more than when he was first born."

"He is well behaved."

"Because he enjoys your cooking."

"Well, it helps when I am not learning a hundred skills, like you," she replied.

"It's not a hundred," I weakly protested. I felt a presence behind me and turned. Her father was standing in the doorway. He pointed at his eyes and then at me before ducking away. For a professor at the College, he sure was dramatic. He should have worked on social skills with that much drama.

Judy was a friend, and we both enjoyed cooking together over the years. While I had considered romance over the years, it just wasn't possible. My soul fruits would fully wear off eventually, and earning skill levels would be more difficult.

There was a reason my mother waited so late into her life to have a child; it was a huge commitment to start a family.

I wouldn't be able to give any kids the same advantages I had been given. I was racing forward myself with the help I had received. I didn't have the time to help others reach the pinnacle of skills, stats, and power.

Judy would remain a friend. When I left the dungeon and visited the College for new books and training materials, I would enjoy some of her cooking to relax. Cooking was a hobby for me, which was why I was put to work cutting vegetables and not on the main courses.

Her father could be dramatic, but I didn't take it that seriously. I knew he was just joking around. If he had really wanted to go after me, I would have had a much harder time sensing him. He was just reminding me he was watching me and was bored. Since he no longer went into the dungeon, he didn't get to practice his Stealth skills freely.

There was only so much improvement one could make to his stealth courses. He had his comfortable position and was happy living at the College until retirement overseeing a minor course in the Combat discipline.

"You are going to spoil me like this. Cooking in the dungeon is going to be a hassle, even with spatial storage."

"There has been research into removing the Mana from monster meat, but it causes it to completely degrade, unfortunately."

I knew this but just nodded along. Monsters were primarily made of Mana which didn't make for good eating for actual people. For other monsters it was fine, and I noticed the orange-colored cookware Judy was using to prepare a specialty dish for Ozy.

He got pampered, and she got skill levels. I got to enjoy a good meal with a friend. A perfect win-win situation for all of us. Oh, and her father got to tease me by playing hide and seek, stressing out my sensory skills.

            

    
        Chapter 129—Interlude 17

    
    
    
    
                Stormy Aether

"You have done well on the war mech project," my father said.

He had made a rare visit to the College to check on our massive investment in technology. While the dwarves were naturally untrustworthy, their technological ability was second to none.

"We are carefully tracking its skills. Only time will show if it was a wise investment." I wasn't sure about the entire project. The depths were unpredictable. But there was a massive gap between the Elves and the supreme legends of the humans.

The living war mech was one of many avenues that our people were pursuing, my family in particular.

"There are always risks, but we control the core production process. Once it proves itself in a warmech, we can look towards other objects and construct our own war mechs."

While the Withers Corporation had kept many key metallurgical and runic details secret, I had been slowly unraveling them one alloy and runic structure at a time. I knew they were trying to do the same for the core. It was an amusing game we were both playing, thinking that we would outresearch the other side. Betrayal was expected, so it wasn't really a betrayal.

"If things go poorly in the dungeon, I will extract the core and escape."

"Good but preserve your own life. You are not as easily replaceable. Already the human forces are merging. The Eldarin Empire is on the verge of being reborn. What of Justin?"

"He has limited to no contact with his father. My understanding is that they mainly send letters discussing skills, but he is completely uninterested in politics. He plans to follow in his mother's footsteps and become an adventurer."

"His mother crushed the Second Coalition. While it is rarely spoken of, never forget that. She shattered our army and the Dwarven army when we sought to reclaim land that had been lost, killing thousands."

I nodded at this and bowed my head. "She was hired for that job by the nobility in the bordering territories for equipment." That was all I could do to defend my teammate.

"True. But that makes him even more dangerous. If he inherits that mercenary mindset…"

"Do you want an accident to occur?"

"No. Dangle certain skills; that is what adventurers like. What is he interested in?"

"Finding a member of the Dark Cabal. He has casually mentioned that there is a grudge between him and one of its leaders."

"That is known. His mother confronted Legend Xanatos over Undercraft and collapsed the mountain during the battle. Support or just tracking?"

"Both seem likely."

"Then make him aware that the Elves would consider assisting him. Offer nothing specific. Just make him aware that we possess powerful legacies and are open to an exchange."

"And what do we desire?"

"That is the question. We will see what his father does. If his mother were still alive, we could request an action from her. But she was notorious for hating negotiations and being difficult to deal with. For now, keep the dialogue open and the relations friendly."

April Withers

"The elves are scheming, I feel it in my blood," my mother said.

She had come to see the war mech turned on.

I was proud to be its first pilot. My name would go down in history. I have already gotten a new skill, Mech Operator. That the System recognized it as different from driving held immense implications about possible other skills related to living war mechs.

"Of course they are. I get asked carefully worded questions constantly. I know Stormy is reporting everything to her father," I replied, and my mother nodded.

"Good, you have your senses about you. The Elves are a product of betrayal. It is in their nature to scheme and betray. While you can work with them, never trust them," my mother said, and I nodded. Our history was full of Elven betrayal, and I won't forget that. "Tell me about your other team members besides that elf."

"Harren Axefall. A fifth generational legacy of the Axefall family. They are an adventurer family that regularly moves about as a group. Harren is expected to become a legend, focusing on close-range axe skills and skilled in one-on-one Champion combat. He is straightforward but has strong social skills that are immediately obvious."

"His father and grandfather are both alive. An adventuring patriarchy, quite rare. Having children for legends is not cheap, but they can afford such an expense," my mother said before I continued.

"Sam Whitesmith. He had a legendary grand-uncle, Steadfast Sam, and inherited his legacy of traps and illusions. His skill is very narrow, but within that range he is quite competent. He is often quiet, deferring to others. He also has a crush on Stormy."

"That is not good. In a team of five, she is forming a power bloc."

"That brings in the last member of our team. Justin Burnstock. The only child of the supreme legend Elena Burnstock and former noble Darren Burnstock. He is focusing on a wide range of skills but has been progressing quickly as the top student and is close friends with Harren. He also has a pet, a Winged Serpent skilled in healing and Alchemy.”

"His father is a concern with the large group of legends he has drawn together. While he is purchasing more war material, I can tell he is eyeing the entire continent. One doesn't amass so many legends just to take a country or two. So, two power blocs and you are the fifth."

"Yes. I should be the tiebreaker if there is a dispute. I will have to manage things carefully."

"And the war mech?"

"It is progressing well with its skills, but Balde's Maw is hopefully where it will shine and quickly improve. The fuel consumption is horrendous."

"That is known, but the Mana in Balde's Maw is higher and should offset things. You must bring it back, especially the core, no matter what. The rest can be lost, but we need the core to reverse engineer."

"I am aware and will risk my life to protect it and bring it back."

"Good. The investment has been immense. If The Indomitable is lost, our corporation would be finished."

I already knew this, but my mother reminded me that mistakes couldn't be tolerated. At least I had made it into the top 10 of my classmates at the College. It hadn't been easy with the human learning monsters that had been present. If it weren't for the red soul fruit I had been given, I wouldn't have had a chance.

That I got something so valuable and was only 7th showed just how fierce the competition was. It really was the Balde's Maw of the mind.

Harren Axefall

"Grandfather, father."

I was expected to follow in their footsteps to become legends and wouldn't let them down. The generations before them had perished in the dungeon trying to become supreme legends. They had come for my graduation and to assess my progress. While they were a bit early, the College was a place that wandering legends often congregated.

My grandfather went and took a seat without saying a word at a table nearby in my dorm suite. My father sat on the couch across from me. "So, third place… Whatwas the problem with taking first?"

"What can only be considered an Elven Princess, Windshell Gossimer and the son of Supreme Legend Elena, Justin Burnstock."

My grandfather let out a soft grunt. "Gossimer purchased an orange soul fruit for 500 platinum coins. I guess we know where it went. A nation's ransom at that price. But I am guessing the competition for first is fierce?"

I nodded.

Initially, I had held some hope of taking first place, but after seeing the two of them compete over the years, I had lost confidence in surpassing them. Their backgrounds were stronger than mine.

"Yes. But Justin is planning something to take first place. I don't know what. He waited to work on his rune skills until this last semester. That helped him quite a bit, but he has something else planned. I believe he will take first."

"A shame, but understandable. Even on my best day, I would have had no hope against Elena on her worst. Even with your grandfather," my father said, and my grandfather let out a grunt.

"I guess you aren't here just to ask about my progress?"

"No. We have received an invitation from Darren Burnstock. He already has 36 legends at last count and is rapidly taking over the continent with his armies, dwarven war machines, and the greatest fighting force ever assembled."

"Are we considering joining?"

"No. We are adventurers and always will be adventurers. The College has done right by us. Getting caught up in politics and empire building is not what legends should do."

"You know that I have formed a team with Justin and several other people, including an Elf and a Dwarf, piloting the war mech, right?"

"I have watched some of the testing and listened to others. What do you think?"

"A long-term gamble. Just as likely to be lost in the dungeon as it is to be a powerful inheritable weapon. It will be decades before it proves its worth. Even if it struggles in the dungeon, adjustments will be made, and if it can truly gain skills, then it will adapt. But in the end, it would just be one more soul on the path to greatness," I replied, and my father nodded.

"Good, you haven't lost your common sense studying here. Power comes from skills and oneself, not fancy contraptions or pets."

"Justin has taken a pet, which is part of the latest trend."

"Foolishness. You aren't planning to do so?"

"No. But I can see the synergy possible with his if someone will invest a lot of money and resources."

"Then let them waste such resources on something that might die. A weapon in hand is a thousand times better than any pet. We found some metal in the dungeon to make you a proper axe. Tier 4."

"Thank you!" I said happily.

"You worked hard, and you are the future of this family. Your siblings were disappointments. One day we hope that the Axefall name will resonate throughout the world as a supreme legend. It is a long road, but you have done well."

"Are you going back in the dungeon?"

"For another ten years after your graduation, then we will meet at the College again. And if this place is no longer around, then at the family retreat. Your grandfather and I haven't given up hope of going the distance just yet."

In ten years, I would be expected to have some children to carry on with the family name, and my progress would be assessed. The idea behind our family was to build up an accumulation of power and natural treasures to push future generations ahead. I was still young, but I had over 30 siblings. Several had died; more didn't have the resolve to be adventurers. But I had endured so my father and grandfather had arranged a soul fruit and for me to come to the College of Advancement.

But even with everything my family had invested in me, it was nothing compared to the legacy of an Elven family or a supreme legend.

            

    
        Chapter 130—General Knowledge Lecture

    
    
    
    
                "Welcome to a general knowledge lecture, open to students who make it to their final year. I am Professor Kratus and oversee general research into the System on an overarching level. This means looking at large datasets and other complicated factors that go into leveling, classes, skills, and the System itself. Things that can hide in plain sight often reveal themselves."

There was nobody else here. I was the only one attending the lecture. I guess they were all busy working on skills and didn't think coming to this open lecture was valuable. My advisor, Melody, had let me know about it.

"Now, since only one person can be bothered to attend, you can ask me any questions you wish for the remainder of the lecture," Professor Kratus said. Ozy was training with Healer Melon now, not that most people counted pets.

"Thank you, Professor. What do you think the most important thing for me to know about the System is that most people overlook?"

"I see someone probably has a thinking skill of some kind or isn't stupid. Too many people learn by rote but never think and ask the right questions or even bother to attend important lectures." He was clearly annoyed that no one else had shown up. "The most important thing is the System, and the status is hyper-exponential. You know what exponential means?"

"When something is multiplied by itself over and over," I replied.

"Exactly. Hyper-exponential means that the curve is immense. The bottom of that curve is with Supreme Legends. But analysis of high-level monsters and experience requirements shows the curve is really steep. Impossibly steep. Many people ask about immortality skills or experience-boosting skills."

I nodded.

"Immortality skills don't exist. This has been confirmed in every way that a negative can be confirmed. Vitality is the key stat to increasing one's life. As for experience, it can be increased with soul skills. Ask your question."

"Aren't knowledge of soul skills restricted?"

"Of course they are. But that is mainly because of cultural issues and how they were used under the Eldarin Empire. Before that, they were much more widespread. The High Vostner had many soul mages. The problem is that increasing experience increases the chance of mental instability. What is experience?" the Professor asked me, clearly intent on testing the limits of my knowledge.

"Experience is the remnant Mana left behind when a monster or person dies that is absorbed and used to strengthen one's soul."

"A textbook answer, but think deeper."

"Mana carries thoughts and emotions. In fact, many skills become stronger with an emotional component pushed into them, even if it is strongly advised against. This extra Mana can mess a person's mind up."

"Exactly. Mana is like water. Each time it is used there is dust cast into the water. When you get experience, the dust is left behind. A strong emotional state when you are near death increases the amount of Mana your soul can take in, as your soul aligns more closely with your body during such events."

"So, there is no good way to increase experience gain?"

"None that are known. Perhaps a natural treasure will help, like a soul fruit. But those are always in demand and rare for that very reason."

"What else should I know about the System?"

"Beyond its hyper-exponential nature, I would say that if you wish to grow in power, don't neglect your physical body. The soul puts tremendous strain on your physical body. While you look like an adventurer, don't neglect certain stats and allow yourself to become unbalanced. Beyond health risks, it will make increasing your overall power more difficult."

"Difficult how?"

"It is part of the theory of mind, body, and soul and how they are interlinked. The mind and body can be improved through the System, which imprints changes onto your soul, spreading outwards into both areas. You achieve the most growth when all three are in sync. This has been proven over large datasets and centuries."

That was good information, the kind the College would charge a lot for.

"What about Alchemic options to increase one's strength? Like Mega Elixirs?"

"Alchemy is always pushing the boundaries of what is possible. But I am not an Alchemist. I would advise only that such things are quite dangerous."

"Any other suggestions?"

"What are your skill group focuses?"

"Weapons, runes, and resistances at the moment."

"Hmm, similar to the Supreme Legend Elena with the first two and Supreme Legend Blood Gore for the second." He clearly didn't know I was her son. "Spellblade and being very hard to kill. An interesting but extensive combination. Let me think."

I waited quietly for a minute while the Professor thought things over.

"You already have plans in mind, so I won't suggest new skills. Runic Mastery and Weapon Mastery would be key along with mastering as many resistance skills as possible. Beyond that, the best synergy or boost you could get would be from Mana control skills and skill control skills. Both would allow you to better use resistance skills and employ runes in combat as support skills."

"I will keep that in mind long term. What about tracking skills? If someone applied a curse skill to me and I wanted to track them down? Do you know anything?"

"I can tell that isn't a hypothetical question. What is the tier and name of the curse skill?"

"Experience Siphon, tier 5. It used to be tier 6 until the person who used the skill was killed."

"And it didn't break? How troublesome. Probably some nonsense about moving one's soul about. Don't do that. That is a great way to lose skills, stats, and become weaker. While you might live longer, you will never get back to your former strength. Once you do something like that, then you are clinging to life, not power."

I nodded and thought of my father.

"The skill that applied it to you hasn't changed. I can say that much. The reduction of tier on you is a reduction of the curse that has been applied to you, not the skill from the original caster. That tier is impossible to remove with a System Priest. Even a ritual would be far too dangerous. So, you want to target the caster, which is the bluntest solution."

"Is there another option?"

"It can be moved or tricked. A curse skill is labeled as a skill by your status and the System, but it isn't a skill. It is a parasite that feeds off you. The trick is getting it to latch onto something else."

"That can be done?"

"Not cheap, but you have had it for a while?"

"Yes, since just after I got my status, about a decade," I replied, and the Professor nodded.

"A blood clone carefully grown, otherwise known as a homunculus, might work, and then you merge your Mana with it. Since it's just an extension of you, the curse can be moved over using certain methods. With Experience Siphon, we would tempt it with experience. Much easier than other cursed skills that target the body."

"And how easy is it to create this homunculus? Why hasn't anyone told me about it? My parents spent a lot of time and money asking about it."

"Oh, you are Elena's child. I remember talking to her about this very option. She objected since a homunculus grown with your Mana can be used to target you remotely. It is a huge vulnerability and takes a long time to create."

"How long?"

"About two decades and it would require constant supervision and applications of skills to ensure it is properly grown. While it could be rushed, for something like a tier 5 curse skill the best homunculus would be needed, which means going slowly, and using up a lot of Mana converting it to your Mana signature to infuse into the homunculus."

"Could someone be attacked like that? Creating a homunculus?"

"It is possible, but a direct sample of one's Mana is needed. That isn't easily collected, and special equipment is needed to keep the Mana isolated. It isn't something you can do in the dungeon just by meeting someone. If you could afford the cost of such a thing, you could afford assassins or faster methods. Also, against the truly strong, they could resist anything that might be done."

"How much?"

"Oh, just ten thousand platinum," he replied. My mind went blank at that amount. "Or you could pay with a green soul fruit. They have comparable value, not that they are easily priced since the demand is so high and they are so rare. But if one was put up in our exchange, you could easily raise the funds."

"Ten thousand platinum," I hesitantly repeated. That amount was massive and I wouldn't have access to it for a long time. That my mother had given me two green soul fruits hit me hard about how lucky I was having her as a mother.

"I don't suppose a payment plan is an option?"

"Unfortunately, no. Growing such a homunculus would require round-the-clock supervision for two decades, with skills applied daily to ensure its proper growth. Then all the monster's cores that would be needed to fuel it with Mana, with quite a bit being lost, altering the Mana to match your exact Mana."

"Even if I got older or more skills, would my Mana change?"

"Surprisingly no. Oh, but no new classes during that time. That would impact the Mana signature, but skills, even tier 6 would be fine."

"And it can't be sped up?"

"Not if you want a 100% surety of removing the curse skill from yourself. If I could reduce the time or price, I would since it would help fund my research, but this kind of thing is rarely done. You can ask anyone, including the Five Star Institute of Healing, for a second opinion. I am not lying."

"They knew about my curse skill but didn't suggest this."

"Because it is ruinously expensive. People only make a homunculus to escape death or use as a proxy in very rare cases. But it often isn't worthwhile because of the associated risks. So, while an adventurer could leave a homunculus on the surface and it would be linked with their main body, the risk of being attacked through it is too high. The only people who normally use such things are terrorists and criminals to escape their crimes," he explained.

That lined up with what I knew of the Dark Cabal. I thought back to their offer, but I would not let myself be tempted by such nonsense. Also, it was far too late to take it up anyway, even if I changed my mind.

            

    
        Chapter 131 – Options

    
    
    
    
                "I looked into the concept of a homunculus," Healer Melon began, his voice trailing off.

It was hard to suppress the hope I was feeling at hearing that. "And what do you think?"

"It can work. Smaller-scale experiments have showed that they work with tier 3 curse skills and below.

"But nothing with tier 4 or tier 5?"

"How it would all work is the same, but the homunculus needs to have a stronger body and a higher Mana density. That means carefully growing it over time, so it doesn't break down at a higher Mana density."

"Does the Institute or anyone else use this method?"

"No. A System Priest would be a far better option for lower-tier curses. Higher-tier curse skills are incredibly rare. And then the ability to pay for a homunculus, even rarer," he said in a half-joking tone.

"But does it work?"

"Most likely and if you had the money, then I would say spend it. But in the end, it would push the procedure to a level never achieved before," he replied, and I slowly nodded. "Normally they can quickly make a homunculus over a period of weeks, months, or even a year, and it would be enough. Make it transfer the curse skill over and then let it collapse. But you need a much stronger homunculus. A Tier 6 curse makes this impossible."

"And the risk that made my mother decline?"

Someone could attack you at a distance using the homunculus. While it would require specialized skills, it is an enormous risk to have such a weakness for two decades. That is why your mother never considered it a serious solution to removing the cursed skill."

I frowned in thought. "A possible solution."

"Yes, a possible solution."

"My mother could have paid for it long ago."

"And would have to protect the homunculus for two decades. If anyone steals it, they could always use it against you. The College has decent security, but if there were a concerted effort by the Dark Cabal or other force, it would be challenging to defend such a thing."

It wouldn't be an attack, but a theft.

The College was mostly safe, but some Dark Cabal members remained at large. The uniqueness of their skills was not in question. While they might be harder to progress through, the leadership of the Dark Cabal was highly capable. They would be the people to place in the top 10 of the College.

"I guess I will have to save up," I joked.

"By the time you get enough money, you will have a chance against Legend Xanatos," Healer Melon said, and I shook my head at that statement.

"A chance is not victory. The most dangerous thing in a fight is the unknown," I said, quoting something my mother had told me while training in the dungeon. "It's surprising that the others didn't go to the lecture."

"They don't care about such things or don't realize how important it was. Many things are only obvious when you ask or express interest."

"True. I should probably get back to training up my skills instead of brooding over this information."

"It is a valid concern. Getting rid of that curse skill is important."

"Are you about to give me another health warning?"

"Sort of. I suggest you resolve the curse skill before your 36th birthday and get a tier 2 class if you haven't. You will also need to consider using your free stat points."

"That's quite a bit."

"Most people don't delay their classes like you do. While it slightly increases the potential of what is offered, there are larger risks. You will get tier 5 skills, which means you will need a higher class or suffer headaches and other health problems. And at your age, you need to spend the stat points by then for the most impact, especially Vitality."

"I thought it was one point of Vitality to one year of life added onto fifty?"

"That is a good rule of thumb. But the process of degradation is very slow at first. While it is barely noticeable, it occurs. Then it drops off a bunch at once later. Most people aren't overly concerned about such things. But I have been following up on long-term health issues with your unique…choices."

I could tell he wanted to say foolishness instead of choices but held himself back.

"So, another time limit, even with my stat gain?"

"It isn't a hard limit. Most people feel their body failing and try to get more levels, but by then it is too late. As for your current stats, they help. With your Vitality at 50, you will live to be 100. But things will start degrading sooner. Research hasn't been done, but it is hard to get precise measurements on such things."

"Thank you for letting me know. Any issues with the curse skill long term?"

"No. Except that it will siphon experience. I also suspect that it might take skill experience as well."

I stood up. "What?!"

"Skills accumulate their own experience, or at least the mechanism is like your main level. Experience is present even if you don't see it. I suspect that the curse skill has been leaching some of that skill experience from you."

That enraged me. "How long have you known?"

"I got a reply from the Institute after seeing your status page at the end of the last semester, and I sent a letter asking questions. I just got a reply yesterday."

My rage towards him drained away and back towards Xanatos. He had been leeching off my hard work all these years.

"How many skill levels?"

"It is impossible to say. But most likely anywhere from 50 to 100 every three months."

"Over ten years, that is 4,000 skill levels."

"Yes. Your green soul fruits should have had a greater impact, especially having eaten two and with your class boosting them. I was hesitant about telling you, but you deserve to know."

All these years, my hard work was being stolen. "Did my mother know?"

"No. It isn't obvious. We can only know the name of the curse skill. With it being called Experience Siphon, no one would think that their skills are affected, just their experience gain for main levels."

My blood felt like it was boiling.

It was impossible to put into words the sheer apocalyptic rage I was feeling now.

"Your mother might have thought you were slow…" he trailed off.

My anger increased even further. "My father? Would he have known?"

"This is a unique skill, and even now it is all a guess. I suspected something only after watching you for years and knowing your medical background. It isn't something obvious, like a missing limb. Even if someone was an expert in soul magic, curse skills, and complicated System effects, this isn't something that is obvious."

I felt violated in a way that made me want to stab something and then burn it. Ozy was hissing off to the side as he picked up on my immense anger.

"Can the curse skill be used to attack the person on the other end?"

"It would prevent that, though it is possible to get a curse skill to target curse skills. Therefore, soul mages struggle. However, these skills are no longer practiced and have been lost. Soul mages were rare, and there are only occasional references to hunters from the High Vostner time period."

"Lost legacies," I said with bitterness.

"We can rediscover it. Sorry."

"It isn't your fault. Thank you for letting me know."

Despair gripped me. This news heavily affected my mental state. I wouldn't be able to focus on training my skills properly the rest of the day.

I could only hope that Legend Xanatos was enjoying all that skill experience and my hard work. Losing 4,000 skill levels was the equivalent of 10 mastered tier 4 skills or 40 tier 1 skills. It was immense in terms of labor. If my mother hadn't gotten me two green soul fruits, I would have had no chance in life. She had even killed the bastard once as well.

"Is the bounty my mother put up still out there?"

"Of course. Your father contributed as well. Xanatos' head is worth 500 platinum." That was up from the 200 it had been when I learned about the bounty years ago. "It is the highest existing bounty at the moment."

"No one found him?"

"He is a legend in the Dark Cabal." He was just that dangerous. To deal with him, a specialized team or a supreme legend was necessary.

"Well, there is nothing I can do right now. I must place first even with…this cursed skill."

"I believe in you, Justin," Healer Melon said.

I appreciated the statement of confidence, but I needed solutions, not kind words. Kind words wouldn't accomplish anything.

I had to get an insane amount of money, which I could use to hire a large team of legends to hunt down Legend Xanatos, regardless. Or use that money to create a homunculus and invest 20 years of my life in watching over it, so no one did anything to it. Since skills would need to be used on it constantly, it wasn't a simple matter of hiding it away somewhere and just waiting.

Soul skills would become a priority while I was in the dungeon. It was tempting to get out the book my mother had given me about them, but I would wait. I didn't want to divert my attention right now or list such skills on my status. While it was supposed to be kept secret, I didn't truly believe that.

That was why I hadn't been overly concerned about people learning my skills while at the College. But once I left, I would be much more circumspect about who knew my skills. That was also why I had put a lot of effort into leveling up the tier 3 skill Hidden Status. It would block most casual efforts at detection.

And if someone could use forceful means, they were stronger than me or a threat that I needed to kill. Most people didn't bother. It was better to use fighting skills in a fight than to work out another person's or monster's status. I just had to ensure my preventive measures matched my strength, and I shouldn't have any issues.

Xanatos could enjoy those skill levels and choke on them. I felt I had emotionally calmed down over the years at the College, but this cursed skill just aggravated deeply. Like a festering wound that wouldn't heal properly.

            

    
        Chapter 132 – Sparring

    
    
    
    
                I didn't indulge in sparring often, especially now that I needed to get as many skill levels as possible. But I needed a distraction after the bad news Healer Melon had given me. My progress in my skills was stagnating.

A sparring match costs six gold for an hour session. Payment was made to an independent healer, who also served as a referee, as well as for a legend's time. Ozy wasn't taking part, since that would be too great a risk. Alchemical Bounded Field was an incredibly powerful spell skill with how versatile it was. The risk of an accident wasn't worth the risk.

"Ready?" Legend Breakwater asked me.

"Yes," I replied and brought up my reforged Beginner's Blade. I rushed forward at the man as he leveled a glaive at me. It was a long pole with a plate at the end. Sweeping motions were better for it than jabs, though it could be used as a spear.

We rapidly exchanged blows, Legend Breakwater easily matching me. He did a perfect job of keeping his distance from me while deflecting my blows. The occasional slash got through, forcing me to back off, and I took some light scrapes on my heavy armor.

"Vibration Blade!" I used my Tier 4 spell skill. My Beginner's Blade shook rapidly, numbing my hands. The force of the spell skill was almost too much. A Tier 4 skill was no joke.

"Ward! My blade hit a shield angled to the side. "Lightning Beam!"

"Ward!" I kept up Vibration Blade at the same time as I blocked the spell skill my opponent had unleashed. The Lightning Beam struck me, and my Ward shattered. It was strong, but my Ward had reduced the power enough that my body hadn't locked up. That was thanks to my Lightning Resistance, which I could feel countering the effects of the hostile Mana.

My blade struck his glaive, and he let his weapon fall away. I stepped forward.

"Repulsion Aura!" My opponent stepped back as I was too slow to land a blow. I let my Vibration Blade spell skill end. "Fireball! Fireball!"

I used the spell skill twice in rapid succession.

"Water Wall!" Water instantly condensed out of the air and the fireballs impacted and created a cloud of steam. My mouth and eyes felt slightly dry from the water being sucked out of the air for the spell skill.

My Danger Sense alerted me to an issue, and I saw a gathering of Mana with Mana Vision.

"Ward." I mentally anchored the spell skill to the front of my blade. The blast of water struck, and I angled my blade, deflecting the high-pressure torrent.

"Light Orb!" I put an enormous chunk of my remaining Mana into the spell skill and sent it hurtling toward the Water Beam. Rushing forward, I swung my blade, and Legend Breakwater countered with his glaive despite having his head surrounded by my Light Orb.

My spell skill was disrupted a second later, and he could open his eyes as we continued to exchange a series of rapid blows.

The spell skills came less frequently for the next half an hour. I was low on Mana and Legend Breakwater wasn't trying to crush me instantly. With twenty minutes until the end of the session, the watching Healer blew a sharp whistle, and we both stopped attacking each other.

"You were quite aggressive today. Nice spell combinations," Legend Breakwater said easily while I was breathing heavily.

Even with Empowered Breathing, it was tough to manage it properly in such high-intensity combat. That would lead to lower Mana regeneration and combat ability. It's how a fight could snowball.

Not that I would have had a chance if the Legend had gone all out. It was a good reminder of how far I still had to go. With around four times my stats, I was completely outclassed, not even taking skills into consideration.

That was why I could go all out without having to worry about dealing a fatal blow. Sparring was safer with a strong mismatch, rather than against equally matched opponents. With a mismatch, the stronger side could control the pace and danger of the fight, while the other person could go all out.

I didn't use Soul Strike of course. It was a friendly spar, and we both had to let the other know what spell skills we would actively target the person with. We did that during our first spar. Defensive and passive skills didn't count. This was done for safety reasons and for the Healer to evaluate if a spar had gone out of control and call a stop to it.

"Thanks, I have been working on Multi-Casting," I replied, and the legend nodded.

"It shows. Your timing was excellent. The biggest issue you face right now is just all-around improvement and pressure to hone your skills to higher levels. Your overall fighting sensibility is solid. No major gaps or mistakes. But as always, if this wasn't a spar, go easy on the spell skills. You will lose too much Mana otherwise."

Reserves were one of the biggest concerns for professional adventurers. It wasn't the first fight that killed a person, but the hundredth. Their points didn't regenerate as fast as before as they became tired and worn out from their descent. If there were a difficulty spike, they wouldn't be able to handle the situation as if they were fresh, leading to a mistake in judgement.

"What about my Focused Sword Skill? I have been trying to breakthrough level 80 for a while."

"You would need to spar daily for at least a month or get pressured in the dungeon. You have reached a skill level where only practical experience will push you further. That is why weapon skills aren't taught that much at the College."

"And anchoring Ward to my sword?"

This legend was skilled, but I had to ask him questions in the remaining time, otherwise he wouldn't share his insight on the spar. He would point out major mistakes, but he wouldn't go into detail unless pressed.

"Slightly risky. You angled your spell skill correctly to deflect most of the force, and you have experience with Vibration Blade. However, if the attack comes at the wrong angle or with more force than you expect, you could lose your weapon. Especially in trying to deflect a spell skill with an angled Ward. There is more surface area that you use. While it prevents the spell skill from breaking, it also redirects more force to you."

One of my rings canceled a fourth of the force applied to me. The effect worked best on my hands, which is why I will use Vibration Blade with my low stats and Ward to deflect like I had. But even with my ring, it was still good advice to be careful about anchoring a defensive skill to my sword.

"Any spell skills you recommend?"

"No. Your versatility is already quite good. You would do better mastering them to reduce the Mana cost and to get more power out of them. Better to have five to ten spell skills you are proficient at than a hundred you barely know. Mana Combat is a tier 3 skill; if you don't have it, consider it."

I had felt that skill occasionally brush up against my soul during spars, but I had held off. I didn't have enough space in my soul to take on that support skill now. In time I would, and it would hopefully level quickly. But I hadn't been practicing Mana Combat enough to make it worthwhile taking it right now. I wouldn't get an enormous boost to level gain like I was getting for Multi-Casting.

"As for my off-hand, I didn't use a shield, but kept it free for my sword, spells, and possibly tags."

"It is reasonable. But I would seriously consider a shield until you get to the 16th layer in the dungeon. Don't use tags in dungeon combat. The risk of a monster with some kind of special skill that could accidentally set them off is too high, or even the environment. The Mana gets denser the deeper you go."

My mother had explained that for spell skills, the deeper one went, the easier it was to practice them. Everything else being equal, Mana would regenerate quicker than on the surface. Practicing against monsters was better just from that than practicing on the surface.

The Mathemancer should have considered building the College inside the Dungeon. It would have been a lot more interesting and better for skill training, but I guess there were safety considerations. Just escorting all the students through the dungeon would be a logistical nightmare, let alone all the food needed. The Last Bastion was already present on the 20th layer as a place for high-level craftsmen to work out of. Still, it was an amusing, if slightly morbid, thought.

"Thank you, Legend Breakwater," I said, and the man nodded.

"Keep working hard, and I will call you Legend one day," he replied with a smile. Of all the Legends I had sparred with at the College, he was one of the best. That was why I had paid for a session with him today to help me unwind.

Mental skills were nice, but sparring got my blood pumping and helped to clear my mind for a reset. Xanatos and his cursed skill still enraged me, but I would have to deal with it. It wasn't the end of the world or even my life.

My mother had offset the negative consequences of the cursed skill. Wishing things were different wouldn't accomplish anything. I returned to my dorm room.

After a shower and a change of clothes, I made my way out to the sitting room where Healer Melon had gotten dinner for both of us.

"Have fun?"

"Enough. It was a good way to clear my head."

"Multi-Casting is going well?"

"As well as it can be. Either I will take first or I won't. Worrying about that won't help."

"I am glad you haven't fallen apart. A lot of people would be despairing their fate."

"I have put too much work into my skills to fall apart now," I said with determination and sat down. Healer Melon moved the covers over our meals. "Thanks for grabbing a meal. I know I wasted time sparring."

"It isn't a problem. I know you are under a lot of pressure right now, and I made things worse."

"It isn't your fault. Better to know than not to. At least my skill-leveling speed should pick up once I fix the problem."

"Figure out what you are going to do?" Healer Melon asked.

"I'll just keep working on my skills for a while. That is the best option. The spar was a good reminder that I don't have the level or abilities to face a Legend. Are stats affected?"

"No, they shouldn't be affected. Stats are a restructuring of your Mana inside your soul, not an increase in density like gaining levels would be."

"Good. I can work on my stats as well in the dungeon. I have another 15 years before I need to worry about getting another class. Enough time to get money for another soul fruit, a red one, and to work on improving my class and stats."

"The next class up is less urgent. I would say 50 should be the latest. But if you get tier 5 skills, then you need to class up sooner."

"Yes. I understand. Any other health advice?"

"Nothing comes to mind. You know everything I have warned you about multiple times."

            

    
        Chapter 133 – Mana Interaction Lecture

    
    
    
    
                "Eh, no one again, just you," Professor Kratus said with a shake of his head and a frown on his face.

"Probably all working on skill levels," I suggested.

"Bah! Skill levels — there is no skill for common sense. Sure, there is Critical Thinking, but most people don't realize what it does. It allows you to think rapidly in short bursts when there is a lot of pressure, like in a fight. But it doesn't make you smarter. What do you know about the stat Focus?"

"It allows one to focus, as the name implies, on a specific task. But that doesn't stop a person from daydreaming or thinking about other things. Free will, as we know it, is not affected.

"Good. You have clearly read the general guidance books that the College has on offer. These lectures exist because too many students think they know how something works and make assumptions. Those assumptions led to trouble later. While they are rushing to gain skill levels in their last year, they miss the most important things," he said with a shake of his head.

"Yes, Professor."

The last lecture had given useful information, which was why I was coming to this one as well.

"Mana Interaction is a complex and varied topic. What is Mana?"

"The interaction between the soul, body, and mind. The soul creates, the body stores, and the mind directs."

"Decent, but what about on a qualitative and physical level of description?"

"Mana Points can vary between individuals based on one's Magic stat and skills. While there has been an effort to standardize cost, most ignore the general consumption metrics unless they are in crafting, converting to their own internal Mana consumption metrics only they know."

"And for crafting, what is one unit of Mana?"

"It is the lowest amount of Mana required to sustain a Light Orb for one second. This base unit has been adjusted several times, and there are disputes about it."

"Very good. Unlike liquids or physical objects, Mana has a mental component to it, which influences the end results. There has been a push to lower the standard Mana unit for a long time. That is why most Mana reading gauges use percentages instead of hard numbers. Too much confusion, not enough standardization. Since the dwarves know that controlling standards is a powerful social weapon and their corporations compete for control of such things."

I had some knowledge of this, but he was connecting various facts I knew together.

"Now, Mana interactions. The most common are elemental interactions. Water, Fire, Air, Lightning, and Earth, with each elemental spell having properties that beat the previous element. You can overcome these with power or physical interaction. Why are other elements rare?"

"Because they require more complex Mana use and tend to be higher tier spell skills. Something like an Acid Beam would be tier 5 while a Water Beam is only tier 3."

"Or they don't fully exist either. It has always been a question: does the System create new skills, or do they naturally emerge? It has been an endless debate. Controlled experiments have revealed that skills that are more widely known are easier to learn."

"But another argument is residual Mana in the air containing the impressions of those skills. Long-term analysis of monster composition in the dungeon indicates that this influence is real. The number of monsters with soul skills has decreased over time, while the number of monsters with healing skills has increased slightly."

"Really? I thought they were rare?"

"They still are. But the increase of healing-type monsters has increased approximately 24.4% over the last 400 years. While the increase isn't noticeable to any one individual and they are still rare, it is a noticeable percentage increase. Long-term data collection has revealed interesting facts like this," Professor Kratus said.

"What does it mean for me?"

"Nothing much. I could tell you about predicted monster compositions in the dungeon, but those are just percentages, while individual encounters can vary. This lecture highlights Mana control. It is a way to support skill leveling or creation greatly. It isn't something that is taught but only discussed between Professors and highly capable adventurers. Most prefer to follow the legacy of others."

I had the legacy of my mother, and my father had offered me his. No one would ever turn down my mother's legacy.

"What exactly are you suggesting?"

"You have maximized your Mana Manipulation. The College ensures that students acquire this skill. The reason the College requires it for spell skills is that controlling them is a lot easier with Mana Manipulation. But there are further skills if one wants to continue down this route for those who want to build their own legacies."

I winced at that suggestion. I had more than enough to learn already. "Just something to think about. There is no class or requirement, but I want to make you aware of such things. Micro Mana Manipulation and Macro Mana Manipulation are tier 4 skills. The hardest part is that the skills don't merge."

"What?" I asked in surprise, and the Professor smiled slightly at my shock.

"Unlike most other skill paths, Mana skills that focus on control expand as you go upwards; they don't decrease. There are over 87 unique manipulation tier 5 skills that the College knows of in its records. There is a lot of overlap between them, but it just highlights how manipulation skills become increasingly complex."

"What about something that offers perfect control?" I asked, and the Professor shook his head.

"The holy grail of skills. Many researchers consider Perfect Mana Manipulation the ultimate skill. But nobody has ever discovered it; people have only theorized about it as a possible tier 7 skill. But how would one even get something like that when the range of manipulation skills is immense? There are only records of three tier 6 manipulation skills. They vary immensely and are not suitable for others besides their original skill holder to learn. They were too unique and customized."

"That is why the College focuses on broadly applicable skills," I said in realization.

"One reason, but yes. If enough people have the same base skills, the hope is that it will create a stable path to higher-tier skills. The success of this over the centuries is still being debated, but we will continue onwards. Perhaps in a few millennia, we will have better answers when more data is collected."

"Any other manipulation skills you recommend?"

"Those two to start. There are textbooks available for study and recommended exercises. However, even auxiliary courses do not teach them for a reason. The level gain is horrendous. People maximize only those skills because of their sheer use."

Professor Kratus explained that people cannot easily cross-level those skills with other skills because of their niche application.

Ah, that meant I wouldn't be trying to learn them for a long time. "I understand; I will keep that in mind."

"At least one person around here appreciates this knowledge. Well, the legends can pay through the nose for the same knowledge. In a couple of decades, or a century, the students who graduated will come crawling back for this knowledge. Since whatever nonsense they learned outside the College is incomplete or faulty or both."

"Are there any more lectures planned?"

"No, just these two general lectures, but if you have questions about higher order System interactions, you can come talk to me."

"Um, what about System skills?"

"Meta skills, or skills that directly influence other skills. Skill Control and System Control are the most obvious ones. They have their uses, but going down that path is one of faith and belief. We have investigated such things, but ultimately that is the domain of System Priests."

"Why? I would think that meta-skills would reveal quite a bit?"

"You would think so. But meta-skills aren't something that are easily learned. There are no custom meta skills in the higher tiers like other skill groups. Meta skills offer more control, but don't offer insight. Similar to a clerk moving paper, you improve at moving it and understanding nothing about the paper itself, including its creation, content, or purpose. You just get better at moving it. That is why they are called priests, since they believe in the System and the meta skills they have."

"No one has explained it like that before."

"Let me guess, they said little if anything?"

"Yes," I replied.

"System Priests are an odd bunch. While we have a couple residing at the College for skill removal, ultimately, they aren't individuals you can understand. Their thinking is profoundly different from that of adventurers or professors. I wouldn't call it bad or worse, but profoundly different. Like fire to water. While we burn with passion and the drive to advance, they flow along. The only things you will get from talking to a System Priest are questions and headaches," Professor Kratus said.

"You have investigated meta-skills?"

"Yes, and didn't get anywhere with them. They aren't skills you can train. They require belief. While you might think you are training System Control and Skill Control, what you are doing is believing in those skills, which is why they are increasing in level."

"Can't I just believe more to increase their level?"

"Can you? Belief is like water. You can see it, feel it, but if you try to grasp it, it flows away. That is why the mentality of a System Priest is completely incompatible with most other things. They train themselves to be as ignorant and as frustrating as possible. The less that goes through their heads, the stronger they become."

"But the System is real, and those skills are real? I would be better off if I did not believe in them?" I asked, still confused.

"You believe in their verifiable impact. But the tier 4 skill, Skill Adjustment requires one to believe they can adjust skills. Can you believe that?"

"I…if the skill exists, I can," I replied with hesitation.

The Professor shook his head and gave me a smile one would give a small child. "Just adjust your skills, just do it. Why are you thinking so much? Just believe in the System and it will be possible."

"Oh," I finally replied.

"Oh, is correct. System Priests just believe. You understand concrete effects like most other people with common sense. That is why the Faith of The System is so…frustrating. Even if the System materialized into a humanoid body and danced naked in front of a person, they would believe in that, not just spontaneous skills with no effort. Just understanding given to them by the System itself."

"I have spent decades trying to learn such skills systematically. To peel back whatever nonsense that makes them so frustrating to learn. In return, the only thing I have learned is frustration."

            

    
        Chapter 134 – Graduation Dinner

    
    
    
    
                My Son Justin,

Congratulations on graduating from the College. I regret not being able to make it. The campaign increases in intensity. The human nations are pushing back against my invasion, thinking that they will drag me down.

But such tactics do not matter. I have a deep understanding of war and will triumph soon enough. Already the weaker nations tremble at the army I am building and are looking at surrendering.

Perhaps in the next decade I will take up the crown of Emperor and rebuild things with efficiency and care. The world is a dark place. I know you have your own path in front of you. But if you ever need help, use my name. And if you want to learn things, come visit me.

But I know you don't want to get involved in my schemes. Many who seek power, avoid political power. While there is a stigma attached to it, I believe that many hands make light work and that uplifting a society requires everyone, not just a few individuals at the top. Exploring more esoteric skills is required of us as a civilization. Learning to hit things harder will never let us win against stronger opponents.

We need to pursue skills that people don't normally pursue. Unfortunately, change is difficult. But I am not trying to lecture you. I hope the equipment I arranged for you carries you forward safely. 

I know you will be in the dungeon and won't be able to write back. But if you come up to the surface, just send me a letter letting me know you are alive. I won't interfere, but a father worries even if he is conquering the world.

With Love, 
Your Father

I put the letter away. I wouldn't be sending a reply. There was nothing to send. I will leave the College tomorrow after the graduation ceremony this evening. This morning, I had already submitted my skill status and was confident that I would win, but there might always be a surprise at the last moment.

Making my way out to the main room, I waited for Healer Melon to emerge. He will be my only guest at the graduation ceremony this evening. While the other social events were for networking, this was a celebration of the ten students who had gone all seven years at the College.

Many dignitaries, legends, and other high-ranking guests attended this event. It was a major social event on the continent. My father's absence surprised me for this very reason. He was probably having to wrangle so many people with his social skills.

Well, we weren't on the continent. The College hadn't taken over an island, but an empty peninsula, settling on top of a large hill overlooking several fishing villages. The College received the nearby land and built up the surrounding terrain. They would not keep flying about, even if they still hovered in the air, just above the ground.

The views would be good, but not amazing like they had been before.

"What do you think?" Healer Melon asked when he came out of his personal room.

He was in white and gold robes. The stitching and details were immaculate. Only on formal occasions would someone wear a robe like his, and it wasn't cheap.

"Impressive, like a legendary healer," I replied.

"Well, I can't embarrass the guest of honor," he said.

I smiled slightly at that. There were others I would have liked to have for this occasion. Unfortunately, Damian, my Tutor when I was a kid, had gotten married and settled down in another city with his wife and her family. Healer Castelle had sent a letter congratulating me and wishing me well, but he had retired to the Five Star Institute of Healing.

I wasn't on good terms with my half-siblings. My mother was dead, and my father was engaged in world conquest. That just left Healer Melon to attend with me. I could have invited Judy, but she wasn't that kind of friend. Inviting her would have raised questions I didn't want to deal with.

My teammates for my descent were also graduating and would have their own guests.

I knew Haren's father and grandfather had arrived. They were both legends, a rare living legacy at such ranks. I also knew he had a lot of siblings and half-siblings as his father looked for a worthy successor.

One could teach skills, but one couldn't teach hard work and grit. I didn't know if I was lucky, cursed, or something else that I was following in my mother's footsteps with such determination. Perhaps she had just made that much of an impression on me. Or perhaps the Mana she had influenced me in the womb.

It was beyond rare for a powerful woman to have a child, so it wasn't something easily studied. But I knew the better I did, the more people would copy me. Pets were already becoming a trend among adventurers, and the College was working to capitalize and monetize on such a trend.

I was in my adventuring gear, cleaned and polished for the event. I could have worn the student uniform, but that was more in line with classes and day-to-day wear at the College. If I wore the College uniform at the graduation, it would imply that I saw the College as my home and base of operations.

Wearing my adventurer gear indicated I saw the dungeon as my home. While I liked the College and had learned much over the years, it wasn't a place I enjoyed. Killing monsters was what I truly enjoyed. The rush from the life-or-death fights. That wasn't something the College could replace, even with sparring and highly knowledgeable Professors.

Ozy flew up and settled on the large left shoulder pauldron I had added to my heavy armor to allow him an easier perch. He didn't have a bow or any kind of nonsense like that on him. He was a pet, a tool, a companion and weapon in one. Putting a bow or something like that on him would have been like overly decorating a sheath.

That would be the action of a noble or someone wanting to show off. Not someone serious about adventuring.

"Did you polish your head?" I asked Healer Melon since the sheen coming from the top of his bald head was brighter than normal.

"A bit of wax to smooth out the wrinkles. A healer needs to be a symbol one can easily spot," he said with a smile.

"Or blind them. You could turn that shine into a weapon."

"A Tier 7 skill like that is beyond even me," he replied.

We left my dorm suite. I would spend one more night there and leave tomorrow with my team towards the nearest surface dungeon passage.

We strolled towards the central tower. They would hold the graduation event on the roof. The College only used or opened the central tower's roof for the graduation ceremony of the final 10 graduates each year.

"This place is calming in its own way. Still too intense though."

"Perhaps. But you have done well here. Better than most."

"True. There is still a long way to go. Looking forward to dealing with students of your own?"

"After you, they will be simple to deal with. Dealing with frustrating children and overly powerful adventurers prepared me well."

"Frustrating children? Who?" I asked, teasing him back.

"Hmm, you know who. The worst part is going to be the magical carriage back to the Five Star Institute of Healing."

"Don't drink too many Murky Tornados."

"No promises. Those contraptions are cursed. Stock up on sweets?"

"I have a couple of stashes in my spatial pouch, don't you worry. Emergency Mana boosters."

"Keep telling yourself that and soon you will want to open a sweet shop in the Last Bastion."

"It would be the highlight of any descent. Get there and enjoy some wonderful sweets before going further into the dungeon."

"Try not to die," he said more seriously.

"I will take appropriate measures," I replied, and he let out a sigh.

"For an adventurer, that means risks. I worry about you, Justin."

"Thanks. I know what I plan to do is incredibly dangerous," I replied.

This would most likely be our last conversation together. After this, there will be graduation and then goodbye. Looking at the tower in front of us, I was going to miss Healer Melon.

He had been stiff at first but had relaxed over the years. He really was a great friend, mentor, and healer.

"At least Ozy will keep you alive when I can't. Right Ozy?" he asked, and my Winged Serpent gave him a slight head nod.

I wasn't entirely sure how intelligent the monster truly was. He wasn't at the level of a human being, but he wasn't as dumb as a newly formed monster in the dungeon.

"It's a shame that he never got into making potions despite being skilled at Alchemy," I said.

"Potion making requires support skills. Alchemy is just mixing Mana and other substances," Healer Melon said.

"I know, I know. But it would have been nice to train him up to make Mega Elixirs."

"You and your ideas. Perhaps in the future you can train him up with more skills."

"Perhaps. I will have to see how he does long term in the dungeon. That will be the true test of our teamwork and fighting style."

"You packed lots of potions?"

"Yes. More than enough and then some. If something happens, I will have potions for weeks if not months at a time," I replied, and Healer Melon nodded. "The biggest headache is the debt I have with the school for Ozy's skills."

"Alchemically extracted skills aren't cheap, especially with the rarity of the ones Ozy got."

"I know, but hopefully I should be able to get enough money in the next year to pay things off. I am hoping we can clear the dungeon at a rapid pace with such a large team."

"I would tell you to be careful not to overextend yourself, but you would know better than me. I was never much of an adventurer."

"If I need to run, I will," I told him quietly, and he gave me a nod.

Better to live than to die, no matter what. My mother should have run from that demon. Instead, she was now dead. I knew her personality; she would never give in or surrender, especially to a monster. She would fight to the bitter end.

Part of me imagined her still fighting in the dungeon like some myth, a true legend out of a story, but that was impossible. She would run out of food and water. Even if she had skills, they would only last her so long. She was dead without a question. I just couldn't help but imagine her last fight. Using skills that would shock anyone watching and never giving up.

If there was nothing else about her, she was tenacious. Now, it was the start of my adventure. I would carry on with her legacy and not disappoint her.

I was going to take first place tonight and graduate at the top of my class. I saw her statue along with the other supreme legends as we got close to the tower.

            

    
        Chapter 135 – Graduation From The College Of Advancement

    
    
    
    
                Dean Beacon Smith stood on a podium on an elevated platform in front of the 100 guests that had arrived for the graduation. About half of them were from the College itself, while the rest were important individuals who had received an invitation and could attend. There were at least 30 legends in attendance.

Light music was playing in the background as everyone took their assigned seats. I got a front seat with Healer Melon as my invited guest along with four legends, two dignitaries, and two Professors at my table. Each of the graduates had their invited guests and several additional ones at his or her table.

First would be the graduation ceremony, then dinner, and finally light dancing and drinking afterwards until the evening as the sun set. There was a small band playing off to one side. The sun was up in the sky, and fluffy clouds were zipping by.

It was a picturesque day. Especially with the weather control wards around the College. One couldn't have asked for a better setting for my triumph. There were some nerves, but I had gained a lot of skill levels.

"Today, we celebrate the amazing achievements of ten amazing students. They have completed seven years of study, triumphing over their peers and competitors in the pursuit of knowledge and skills," the Dean said.

"We opened a new chapter for the College seven years ago when we took flight. But even while soaring through the sky, we have remained grounded and focused on improvement. Already we are exploring new avenues of research with pets and living war mechs. Nothing will halt our progress. It is the collective effort of everyone that has allowed us to continue forward even with the departure of our founder and first dean, The Mathemancer."

"While we grieve the loss of such a figure and other supreme legends, we will rise to greater heights. Not just in the sky, but in skill development and in understanding. This afternoon, ten students will carry on this legacy as full graduates of the College of Advancement. Entitled to return to the College as an Assistant Professor at any time and with job opportunities from around the continent if they so desire," he said to some chuckles.

"Many this year are going the path of an adventurer. While dangerous, it is a noble path. A path of exploration and advancement. One The Mathemancer pursued as well. I commend them for their courage in continuing to push against the unknown and hopefully overcoming any barriers in place that prevent the discovery of knowledge."

He wouldn't mention the demon in each speech directly; that would have been crass.

"Now, I am sure many of you are curious about the final rankings. This last year has been especially competitive among all students, which is exactly what this College encourages. Now, for the graduates. In tenth place with 8,971 skill levels counted and 1,138 skill levels in his final year, we have Sam Whitesmith."

Sam got up and made his way up to the podium. He could give a one-minute speech, and the organizers would present him with a specially made metal card with his name, the year of his graduation, and his final placement. The metal card would jump in quality and ornamentation for the 2nd and 3rd place with a platinum alloy used for 1st place.

They gave a certificate to the students who had graduated earlier.

Once he got his card and shook the Dean's hand, he gave a brief speech thanking his family, great uncle, and the Professors at the College.

One by one, other students were called up with no major surprises. Godfrey Windsome won with a single skill level both in total over the seven years and for this year over Terroc. I hadn't participated in that competition, but they had competed heatedly , closely matched in skill levels each year, and regularly changed positions in the College's ranking.

Now it was time for second place. It would be Windshell Gossimer or me. There was a reason that the ceremony was a day after final status submission, so everyone could get rest. If she was called, that meant I had won and taken first place. If I were called for second place, that meant I would have lost. The tension was thick as Harren finished thanking his family.

"And before I sit back down, I am looking forward to the next two names," Harren said.

I could see Windshell tense up at that. She should be worried. Despite everything I had planned, it was going to be close.

She glanced over at me, but I just kept my smile plastered on my face. Thinking about all my skill levels, I had gained quite a few over the last three months.

Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 500/500

Stamina: 550/550

Mana: 780/780

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 50 ()
Endurance: 55 ()
Strength: 38+20 ()
Agility: 46+20 ()
Perception: 36 (+1)
Mind: 159 (+4)
Magic: 58+20 (+4)
Focus: 57+20 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (17) (30+): Light Armor (100), Medium Armor (100), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100), Pulse Strike (97), Drawing Skills (90), Dagger Skills (90), Wrestling Skills (89), Combat Tactics (88), Dancing Skills (87), Speech (79), Pugilist Skills (75), Bow Skills (75), Whip Skills (57), Driving (39), Heavy Armor (25)

Tier 2 (62) (13+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100), Soul Sense (100), Speed Reading (97), Focused Toughness (91), Mana Vision (80), Darkness Vision (71), Shadow Vision (60), Focused Sword Skills (80), Critical Thinking (60), Focused Deflection (60), Time Sense (51), Focused Dodge (47), Spatial Sense (45), Trap Detection (40), Poison Sense (40), Focused Shield Skills (40), Sweet Teeth (40), Demonic Lore (40), Focused Throw (40), Focused Monster Processing Skills (38), Dwarven Lore (35), Elven Lore (33), Focused Spear Skills (33), Monster Analysis (30), Eldarin Lore (28), High Vostner Lore (28), Low Vostner Lore (27), Focused Cooking Skills (23), Depth Sense (21), Focused Rage (20), Focused Axe Skills (20),

Tier 3 (108) (5+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100), Fear Resistance (80), Empowered Gestures (75+7), Eldarin Runes (72+12), Light Orb (75+15), Empowered Meditation (60+2), Silent Casting (60+3), Skill Control (60+3), Hidden Status (59+7), Lightning Resistance (55+5), Cold Resistance (40), Clean (40), Sleep (40), Flame Blade (40+1), Fireball (40+5), Empowered Breathing (35+3), Ward (36+2), Empowered Writing (32+4), System Control (30+2), Arcane Resistance (29), Empowered Running (29), Cure (27), Physical Resistance (26), Status Analysis (25), Lightning Beam (25), Soul Strike (20), Calculus (20), Advanced Geometry (20), Dwarven Runes (20+7), Elven Runes (20+8), Demonic Runes (19+7), High Vostner Runes (17+7), Low Vostner Runes (15+6), Social Resistance (8), Alchemy (8+1), Empowered Stealth (7)

Tier 4 (32): Soul Link (60), Poison Immunity (35+5), Multi-Casting (19+19), Vibration Blade (15), Pain Immunity (11), Soul Immunity (7+3), Healing Immunity (4+1), Fire Immunity (2+2)

Tier 5 (-): Experience Siphon (C)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)

Winged Serpent
Level: 31/462

Experience: 2,987/3,168 
Healing: 1,120/1,120

Stamina: 420/420

Mana: 1,060/1,060

Class: Tier 1, Young Winged Serpent (Orange)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+50%), Alchemic Skill Power (+100%)

Vitality: 112 ()
Endurance: 42 ()
Strength: 59 ()
Agility: 91 ()
Perception: 45 ()
Mind: 103 ()
Magic: 106 ()
Focus: 52 ()
Free Points: 0

T2: Alchemic Vision (99+4), Focused Bite (80), Toxic Breath (80), Danger Sense (43), Health Sense (22+1), Stamina Sense (20)

T3: Cure (100), Purify (100), Refresh (100+3), Alchemy (73+3), Poison Insight (67+2), Fire Insight (43+1), Cold Insight (40), Arcane Insight (39+1), Spatial Insight (33+1), Soul Insight (23), Healing Insight (15+1), Anatomy Insight (11+1), Atmospheric Insight (8+1)

T4: Soul Link (60), Flight (57+2), Alchemic Bounded Field (49+4), Greater Cure (30), Greater Purify (24+4), Greater Refresh (18+3), Petrifying Gaze (10)

I gained 432 skill levels between tier 3 and tier 4 skills. I had neglected many of my other skills. The sparring was great for honing skills, but with the number of bottlenecks I was facing, breaking through them was difficult.

That was an insane amount, and the biggest contributor to that was the tier 4 skill Multi-Casting just like I had planned. Gaining 19 skill levels in 3 months for a tier 4 skill was massive in getting such a high number.

I was only 7 skill levels behind, so as long as Windshell didn't get 425 skill levels, I would win. They would consider the previous year in case of a tie, going all the way back to the first year. There had never been a tie for 7 years in a row. Terroc and Godfrey had come close, but it hadn't happened.

I also enjoyed taking a break and relaxing after the intense studying. I didn't mind gaining levels and working hard, but these last three months were brutal. My brain was practically cooking in my head even with my newly gained Fire Immunity. I had switched over to Lightning Resistance after that, trying to squeeze in the last couple of skill levels.

When someone turned a crank, the device moved a magnet along copper wires, sending current into one's body. It was like how the implosion engines worked in various dwarven contraptions. Training and studying while getting shocked was a bit much, even for me. But I knew she would beat me if I slacked off in the slightest. Windshell wasn't the kind of elf to take things easy in the last three months after gaining a small lead.

Dean Beacon Smith took to the podium once more. "Now for the final two placements. I will announce second place first, as is custom. The competition these last seven years between Justin Burnstock and Windshell Gossimer was quite intense. Justin has placed first for the last 6 years, but this year Windshell overtook him just 3 months ago."

Just hurry up!

"In second place, with a total skill level gain over the 7 years of 10,102 skill levels and 1,559 skill levels this year is Windshell Gossimer."

I smiled brightly at this. The crowd applauded, forcing her to stand up stiffly and walk to the podium. The Dean handed her card and shook her hand before she went to the podium to speak.

"I thank my parents and my family and apologize to them as well for the disappointment that I am," she said and then left the podium with a stone face. That speech was incredibly short, but she was clearly raging inside at her loss.

The Dean stepped forward once more. "And now it is time to honor the first-place graduate of the College of Advancement. The son of Supreme Legend Elena Burnstock and Legend Darren Burnstock. Justin Burnstock gained an impressive 10,472 skill levels during his time at this College and took first place this year with 1,561 skill levels," the Dean said, and the applause was loud.

I did it.

I finished the most basic requirement my mother set before me of taking first place in the College of Advancement. Musicians played the theme of the College in the background. I walked to the platform the podium was on and ascended as everyone looked on.

Walking over to the Dean, he gave me a warm smile. "Congratulations Justin. Your progress was quite remarkable. Take this symbol with pride," he said and handed me a metal card with the College's symbol on one side. My name, year, picture, and the number one on the other side.

I took it with happiness and clutched it tight as I stepped up to the podium to give my victory speech. "First, I want to thank my parents for pushing me to succeed. Then my tutors, specifically Tutor Damian, Healer Castelle, and Healer Melon, in the audience."

The bald healer got several looks when I mentioned him by name.

"The Professors here at the College were great, always pushing boundaries and pushing us students to do better, but this is just the first step on my journey. While there has never been a legacy of supreme legends, I aim to become the first, and this is just my first step."

"While my mother might have perished in the dungeon, I will carry on her legacy in spirit. Seeking to break boundaries and discover the unknown, regardless of the risk."

There was another round of applause as I moved off the platform and back to my seat. I carefully put the metal card away in my spatial pouch. It would be a valuable item, showing my identity. If I ever wanted to retire from adventuring, that metal guard was a guarantee that I could live comfortably and get almost any job out there.

People remembered winners. While there had been countless legends over the years, people only remembered the supreme legends. Having people remember me wasn't my goal, but it was an indicator of the impact one had. Everyone knew my mother's name. If I were going to surpass her and become the strongest, then my fame would exceed hers. People naturally learned about those who stood at the very top. It was the subject of conversation and gossip.

Almost everyone would attribute my placement to my mother's help, and they wouldn't be wrong, but they would also talk about something I had accomplished through hard work and determination.

The Dean took his position at the podium once more. "Another year has finished, and in less than two weeks we will begin a new one, starting all over again. The march of progress continues unabated."

He smiled and scan the entire crowd.

"While our classes might seem harsh, the skill levels you have gained in the last seven years will help you move forward for the rest of your lives. Bringing a brighter future for tomorrow."

There was a polite round of applause.

"Now let us…" he trailed off as there was a round of slow and loud clapping. Everyone turned to see who was being rude and why the Dean had stopped speaking. My Danger Sense was giving me a small warning.

            

    
        Chapter 136 – Party Crasher

    
    
    
    
                Several people stood up, and weapons were drawn.

"No need for that," a smooth voice said from a dark-robed figure. I couldn't make out their face under the hood.

I had stood up as well, with my hand resting on the hilt of my sword.

"I am just coming by to observe this glorious moment in the sun. All this celebration and no thank you for all my help in reaching such heights?"

The question was mocking.

"Legend Xanatos, you are not welcome here, even as a Soul Projection," Dean Beacon Smith declared loudly.

My mind froze as I realized this was the person who had cursed me and stolen countless skill levels from me. Ozy let out a long hiss from my shoulder pauldron.

"Soul Projection, if you say so. You are quite rude, then again you placed that bounty on me. And before you say the College doesn't handle bounties, you act as a guarantor and depositor for them. Now I have come to repay that debt with interest."

"You almost destroyed the College and the city of Undercraft. I suggest you leave before I get creative. I wasn't appointed as Dean for my winning personality."

Dean Beacon Smith floated off the platform and towards Legend Xanatos, who was standing at the far side of the tower from the platform.

"Oh, a threat. But that is why you should thank me. I helped to give your College a lift. I felt the need to avenge my defeat. Paying debts is something that I strongly believe in."

"Then go into the dungeon and repay the debt to Supreme Legend Elena," I boldly declared.

Everyone turned to look at me, including Legend Xanatos. I would not remain silent in front of my great enemy. I drew my sword and pointed it at him.

Ozymandius flew up behind me and hovered above and behind my head.

"Oh, the young pup and his snake bark loudly. Thank you, Justin. All that hard work was quite enjoyable," he said.

I knew there were legends watching who were far stronger, but no one was ready to risk a battle to the death here. But I would take my chances of striking down Xanatos now.

"Lightening Beam! Vibration Blade!"

I rushed forward. Ozy followed behind me. He was already releasing a Bounded Alchemical Field around Xanatos.

"Mana Stilling. Mana Rebound. Mana Lock."

My spell skill instantly winked out just before reaching him, my blade stopped vibrating, and Ozymandius let out a scream of pain, collapsing out of the air. My body froze in place, unable to move.

"Now that was me being nice. We need some proper music! We need something exciting for this event. Something to herald the beginning of the end for this College and the ascent of the Dark Cabal! There are no supreme legends left to save any of you."

Xanatos snapped his hand.

The sound that surrounded the tower was like a restless heartbeat in the shadows, a sonic abyss that swallowed the very light of the sky as darkness settled over everything. Flickering heavy beats carved out a primal rhythm in the background.

"Cease this madness!" Dean Beacon declared while moving into a combat posture.

"I am not really here; what can you do?" he asked in a mocking tone. "So angry and emotional. Let your emotions fuel your skills! Don't you want to know my amazing plan?"

"Then say it," Dean Beacon Smith said with a lot of hostility, while I remained frozen in place. Two legends had moved in front of me to protect me while a third had stepped in front of Ozy.

"So hasty. But gloating when you have already won is half the fun of killing people and making them suffer. You know what is better than a passage to the dungeon? A volcanic passage to your College. Enjoy the eruption!"

His maniacal laughter sent shivers down my spine.

Dean Beacon Smith suddenly appeared in front of Legend Xanatos and struck out with a glowing hand. It went right into his body. Legend Xanatos stared down as the pulsating music seemed to make everything vibrate.

"How?" Dean Beacon Smith asked in pure shock before screaming and collapsing backwards. His hand was rotting and emitting black smoke. There was no damage to the dark cloak.

"Now, why would I spoil such a wonderful skill? I am not one of your useless Professors who will soon make a wonderful bonfire," Legend Xanatos said.

Healer Melon was the only professional healer present, and he rushed forward as two Legends quickly moved in and pulled Dean Beacon Smith back.

"Greater Purify! Greater Purify! Greater Cure."

"Slice."

"Fire Blade!"

"Lightning Beam!"

Three attacks flew through Legend Xanatos and did nothing to him and impacted the far edge of the tower behind him. There was a moment of silence as everyone tried to think of what they could do and whether they wanted to risk it. More powerful skills could risk the entire College and the other guests.

"The Dark Cabal will never be beaten! Now, let's test this bastion of weakness and depravity. You must escape the volcano, or the Seraphim will destroy you. Oh yes, the Dark Cabal knows all. Even your foolish agreements."

Dean Beacon Smith was standing back up as legends surrounded him. Healer Melon did good work. I could also move again as my Mana unfroze itself. That had been incredibly scary. One skill rendered me completely immobile.

"You think that will end this new age? You can't kill an idea; you can't kill progress. You can't destroy the future. The past is the past, but the future will come regardless, and the future is a present, a gift for all of us to live," the Dean declared to the cheers of the crowd.

"Pretty words. But it is time to put those words to the test. You have no supreme legends to save you this time. Civilization is a lie. Peace is a betrayal. Now face experience the full might and revenge of the Dark Cabal!" Legend Xanatos rose into the air, fading away as his pulsating music faded away as well.

Suddenly the College shook heavily, and there was a minor tilt. For as long as I remembered, it had never tilted. Various people screamed in panic. Outside, the weather revealed a huge plume of fiery dark gases that was rising. Within seconds, the sun obscured everything, plunging everyone into a hellish darkness.

"Legends defend the perimeter. Professors, with me, we must ensure the safety of the College! Guests and students take shelter," he loudly declared. His hand still smoked and rotted. Healer Melon glanced at me, and I nodded as he rushed off with the Dean while using healing skills. He could do better with the Dean and our time together was over.

"You okay, kid?" one legend asked me. Ozy had flown up and landed back on my shoulder pauldron, feeling quite unhappy.

"I am fine," I replied.

"Hah, shouldn't have expected anything else of Elena's kid. Rushing a legend like Xanatos. Brave but foolish. You've got balls, kid. I hope to see great things," the Legend said before rushing off without even giving their name.

"Justin!" Harren rushed over along with my teammates. The entire College shook again, and the tilt became worse.

"We should leave. Does anyone need to pack?"

"I do," Stormy and Sam both said.

"I need to get to my mech," April added.

Only Harren and I were ready to go into the dungeon at this moment.

"We will meet in the plaza after getting our gear. I will go with April, and Harren, you go with Sam."

I noticed Stormy's father was right behind her. My Danger Sense was rapidly spiking upwards, and the fiery clouds of ash around the College looked bad. I did not know how much longer the weather wards would hold.

"Where will we escape to?" Sam asked.

"We will open an escape portal at the main plaza in fifteen minutes," Stormy's father said. I noticed that there were two other elves with him. "The Mana density in the air is increasing. After that time, any kind of teleportation will be too risky."

"Let's go, fifteen minutes," I said, and everything shook and tilted some more. The elevator hadn't come back up yet, and the panic from everyone remaining on top of the tower was growing.

"To the edge, quickly," Stormy said. We all rushed there. "Jump off the edge and trust me."

“But…" Sam started to say, but Harren grabbed him around the chest. April had her mouth open as I picked her up in a princess carry and leaped off the edge. I knew what Stormy was planning. I had to trust her. We didn't have time for a discussion.

Sam and April were screaming as we plummeted off the side of the tower. I noted other people leaping or flying away as I stayed near Harren to make things easier on Stormy. Just before we hit the ground, Stormy acted.

"Solidify Air!"

Just before we slammed into the ground, the air became thicker, and our descent slowed. It was hard to breathe, but it was only for a few seconds. The landing was hard, like jumping off a two-story building instead of the main tower of the College. But it was nothing that Harren and I couldn't handle.

"What was that?" April asked in shock.

"We need to move. Which way to The Indomitable?" I asked.

"Um, that way, in the fortified research section,. I rushed off still carrying her. "You can set me down."

"No time."

Her legs were too short to run fast. She drove a mech; she wasn't a physical combatant. She didn't have movement skills or the stats to back them up. April began giving more directions as everyone in the College was panicking. The shaking and tilt were getting worse.

The fiery ash surrounded the entire College, activating the nighttime lights. Legend Xanatos was more of a monster than the actual monsters. The fiery ash would have killed the people living outside and beneath the College. It was likely that most of the students and staff were going to die as well.

The College was strong, but against an erupting volcano, I did not know if they could survive. Already the weather wards were looking weak as wisps of ash began trickling through, increasing the temperature and creating a black snow-like effect across the College.

            

    
        Chapter 137 – Interlude 18

    
    
    
    
                Dean Beacon Smith

I stood in the central control chamber as the healer kept casting skills on my arm. If he hadn't been wearing professional robes of the Five Star Institute of Healing, I would have removed my arm and not risked the complication now. They could not let the College fall.

The disgrace of being the Dean and allowing the College to be destroyed wasn't even the issue. It was knowledge. All the students, staff, and faculty were priceless treasures. The College could be replaced or rebuilt, but no one could replace or rebuild the people. If the people here died, it would herald the end of an age and the rise of darkness and ignorance. They could never allow that to happen.

One of the runic technicians shouted out the current status. "Weather wards are failing! Particulate density is too high! Temperatures are rising. The weather wards will not break! They will melt!"

"The flight systems were compromised. Some kind of micro-monster has spread into the lower tunnel networks. A purge is being carried out, but there are massive Mana disruptions. We can't shift the College," the flight technician said.

"Gravitational leveling has failed! The tilt is getting worse. Capsize in less than ten minutes," another flight technician said.

Everything was going wrong. My mind raced, trying to figure out solutions. That was when I realized the perfect solution. We would either all die or save everyone. It was a shot in the dark, but the only shot to save everyone and everything. I just had to hope.

"Quiet! Purge the flight engines of Mana. Reroute all Mana to gravitational leveling and activate the lower hemispherical defensive shields," I declared.

"But we would crash?!"

"Yes. That is my command as the Dean! Hurry!" I ordered. The more time we waste, the worse things will get. Life and death could hinge on seconds.

"Purging flight engines. Decoupling Mana sinks. Deactivating internal Mana compressor linkages."

"Increasing Mana flow to gravitational leveling."

"Lower hemispherical defensive shields online."

I reached over and flicked a couple of buttons with my left hand. My right arm was destroyed. That hadn't been a Soul Projection by Legend Xanatos. That had been some kind of ethereal skill, something that should be exclusive to monsters, like insight skills. But if anyone could pull off such a skill, it would be Legend Xanatos, the leader of the Dark Cabal.

I reached out and grabbed the microphone, which everyone on campus could hear. "All individuals brace for rapid descent and impact. All individuals brace for rapid descent and impact."

I said it twice and then put the microphone to the side and flicked a couple of buttons, turning off the College-wide announcement system.

"How do you feel about your arm?" The healer beside me was quite concerned.

"Pain, and there is poison. My soul is also damaged as well."

"I suspect a monster bite of some kind. A Soul Serpent would be my best guess," he said.

"Do your best. I need to focus," I told the healer, who nodded and chugged a Mana potion.

Healers, even I had to respect the backbone the Five Star Institute of Healing put into its students. Even though everything was collapsing around them, they kept their calm; it was admirable.

I brought up my good hand, pulling out several potions from my spatial storage. I chugged several of them down in rapid succession. While it wasn't the best idea, I could worry about side effects if I survived what was about to happen. My predecessor had freed the College, and I was about to crash it to plug an erupting volcano that someone had created beneath it.

While I might not be as capable in combat as my predecessor, I wasn't incapable of acting to help the College. There was a reason I had changed my name to Beacon Smith. It was because of the Aura skills that were my legacy and focus of my life's work. I would have to draw deeply, but the one thing everyone needed right now, I could provide.

Bringing my left hand up, I twisted my fingers to match a runic symbol. It would help with the visualization and use of this spell. I would use all the power I could get to affect the entire College. There was a reason the control room was at the very center. I could feel us entering free fall as I lifted off my throne.

"Aura of Hope!"

Legend Xanatos

"Clever, very clever," I said while floating in the air watching my little drama play out. The College leveled itself out and was now plummeting. "I guess I shouldn't have made the volcano precisely under the College. I should have done one side, given them hope."

Alas, it was too tempting a target. You can't just make a giant flying bastion of knowledge, hope, and goodness and not expect me to target it? After the first disaster, I would have thought they would have learned their lesson.

The ritual of making a volcano wasn't easy. I had to use up several useful minions for the ritual, which had consumed them. But revenge was important. If people thought they could mess with me, I would mess with them back.

The College's shields held for a moment before they buckled, and the strain bent the runic arrays placed onto springs.

A clever way to transfer force, one I would have to remember.

The shields broke. The base of the College completed its descent, slamming into the top of the newly formed volcano.

The impact created a massive shockwave, both in the air and on the ground. Unfortunately, the people had either fled or were consumed in the ritual. Hearing them scream as their flesh melted from the burning ash cloud would have been perfect.

I felt a wave of Mana emanating from the College as the volcano was plugged.

"Beacon Smith, you truly live up to your name. But the fun part about being me is that I always have something else planned," I said to no one.

I knew the College would figure a way out of their predicament, even with the Mana Parasites I had unleashed into their contraptions.

Those things were incredibly annoying to deal with. Not very dangerous, just annoying. Even for a regular person. The main issue was that they were hard to kill, and they reproduced quickly, even if someone cut them up or smashed them. Only burning or Mana starvation could kill them.

But no matter.

It was time to unleash more monsters.

I hadn't just made a volcano. That would have been too predictable and easily solved. I wanted them to suffer. Everything would improve only through suffering.

That was why I had arranged for a passage to be created to the dungeon as the ritual to create the volcano happened. Double the trouble, double the fun. There were records of such things in the past. Dungeon entrances are in dangerous and hellish locations. Long ago, the High Vostner had sealed them off.

Dungeon entrance passages could technically form anywhere. But the dungeon had preferences. The dungeon would pick boring locations if locations weren't blocked.

 That was what the Low Vostner civilization had done. Closing off all the entrances they could find. It was foolish, since that forced the dungeon to create passages to the surface in more dangerous locations.

And these locations weren't like the nice and kind passages that were found in cities. They would connect to far more dangerous environments in the dungeon and be prone to dungeon breaks. All that linger Mana from the ritual and the College, it would be a temptation for the monsters inside.

Then there was the fact that Beacon Smith just slammed the entire flying bastion of failure into the new dungeon entrance. The dungeon wouldn't like that. Like poking someone in the eye. Others might not appreciate history, but the Dark Library had been full of interesting historical stories that provided more inspiration.

But even that wouldn't be enough.

What was better than a volcano? Why, a volcano sinking into the ocean! The draw of magna hadn't been that great, but it was enough thanks to the impact of the College on the ground. The strip of land sticking out into the ocean was slowly sinking.

If the place had to exist, then I would keep it out of sight. Let them enjoy a hellscape of a boiling ocean as their new location on top of the dungeon entrance.

"Well, that was a fun diversion," I said with a smirk. But it was time to leave before the legends tracked me down and used every skill they had.

My little trick wouldn't work if they went all out. But the risk of doing that had held them back. As for Justin, he would run around and keep helping me out. He was an investment that was paying itself back. Even after his mother had ruined things, I was digging myself out of that hole. I just needed to recover the Dark Library, and everything would be better.

It wasn't at the College. I had checked while implementing my little scheme to hide my search. Flying away from the disaster, they knew it was almost time for the Mana gathering arrays to erupt inside the dungeon entrance.

The dungeon wouldn't like that, but it was no longer my problem. Lava-themed monsters would surge forth, burning everything. I landed on a road once I was five miles away from the College. I brushed off my robe and looked down at the road I had landed on. Walking was good for the body, even if it was tedious.

"Going somewhere," a voice said. I slowly turned, and the Relentless flickered into my vision around me. Their carefully made platinum and gold robes and masks were unmistakable. They were strong legends that were sealed away unless there was a target they were planning to kill and collect money from.

"All three of you?" I asked. I didn't fear them, but this fight would be incredibly unpleasant. They had no names, only masks, cloaks, and the most annoying fighting style ever created.

"Elena might be dead, but your head is still worth quite a bit, Xanatos. We always collect before we go back to sleep. If you submit, we will make it painless," the leader of the strongest bounty hunting team said.

Three members, all legends, and all quite dangerous.

"You were waiting for me to tire myself out," I replied.

"Hmm, indeed, and your bounty will go up. The College is such an obvious target for one like you," their leader said.

"I know, right?! At least you get it. Well, I suppose I will add three more legends to my kill count," I replied.

"Perhaps. Or we will add you to our kill record."

I let out a sigh. This was going to be annoying. They would not attack directly. The poison gas that surrounded me did nothing. Not even the sense-deadening had any effect.

The hidden soul anchor they had with a clone of some kind underneath the ground was inspired. I tapped my foot and crushed the clone and the soul anchor.

"Do better or we can part ways without you dying," I said.

"Not when you are in front of us."

They really were going to drag me to the death with their annoying way of fighting. They avoided direct conflict if they could help it. Just one scheme after another, wearing a target down. I was good, but not good enough to counter all the nonsense they could unleash.

The Relentless earned their name for how they fought. Completely inefficient and insanely expensive, but my bounty had reached the point they will act. Another reason I had attacked the College was hoping to disrupt it, but I was one step too late.

I flicked my hand. The Lost Blade appeared in my hand. A tier 6 weapon that I had gotten out of storage after my fight with Elena to use as a trump card. Over a million people were sacrificed to forge this ultimate weapon. Now it would feast on life once again. It looked underwhelming. Chipped, hints of rust, and tattered leather hilt wrapping, but its power was immense.

The Relentless became tense. They might be good, but they didn't have the depth and knowledge that I did.

Time to get slightly serious.

            

    
        Chapter 138 – An Entrance Into The Inferno

    
    
    
    
                "Ready," April said.

The Indomitable had been stored at the research facility, which was damaged. The air was getting hard to breathe. At least we had survived the free fall and then crash as the College affected the surface and landed on top of the volcano.

"Let's move," I said with my sword in hand.

I had already opened the main door to the research building. The war mech stomped out while I rushed in front of it. Several buildings had partially collapsed, and a massive cloud of burning ash was descending towards the College.

The ground shook.

Crashing the College on top of the volcano solved the problem of the eruption, but the ash cloud was still around the College. The weather ward had completely failed. Once the burning ash settled enough, the fire would consume the entire College.

Now wasn't the time to panic. I just had to have hope that everyone would do their part.

That was when several Legends leaped into the air around the College and tremendous bursts of wind began pushing out in every direction.

Crowds of students paused and cheered.

"Clear the way!" I shouted as the war mech kept advancing towards the main plaza. We stopped at the edge, and the rest of our team found their way over.

The war mech was a good way to draw attention and to clear a path. The ground was constantly shaking, but that was probably just the volcano the College had landed on top of.

"My father is preparing a portal with several others. We should be able to evacuate along with The Indomitable," Stormy said.

"Good. The professors can sort this mess out, but we should head immediately into the dungeon," I declared.

We wouldn't be able to contribute meaningfully to this kind of disaster. Better to leave and let the College sort things out with the people they had on hand rather than interjecting ourselves into this mess.

It was a shame I didn't get the graduation dinner. They hired top chefs to create unique dishes.

The Dark Cabal, ruining people's lives, my skill levels, and my meals.

That last was the most unforgivable sin, I thought jokingly.

"Is the shaking getting worse?" Harren asked.

The Mana spiked massively as if waiting for his words.

Everyone froze in panic.

Then, the speaker system activated.

"Dungeon break! All non-combat individuals move to the designated emergency shelters and remain there. All combat capable individuals move to contain the dungeon break!"

The Dean's voice sounded incredibly stressed as it echoed over the College.

People began screaming and running out of the main plaza where they had come to in a panic.

"DON'T PUSH! DON'T PANIC!" April roared over the speakers of the war mech.

Thankfully, the booming sound caused people to wince and stumble, breaking the stampede that was about to happen.

The people evacuated quickly. Looking up, the wind pushed back the burning ash cloud. The shaking increased as another surge of Mana came upwards from the ground.

"Watch your firing angles! Focus on close range attacks only. No area of effect skills!" Such came the orders from one legend.

If everyone used attacks that were too powerful, the defenders would wipe out the College instantly.

The tension grew along with my Danger Sense until the main plaza bulged upwards.

I nervously clutched my sword.

Whatever was about to burst out, it was going to be bad.

The ground turned molten, and the heat was becoming suffocating.

"Aura of Ice," Stormy said as the ground around our team quickly cooled down.

Other groups and individuals either leaped away or used similar skills. The molten paving stones sagged back down and then burst upwards.

"Ward!" I defended myself while stepping in front of Stormy.

Harren stepped in front of Sam as a massive molten worm burst out of the ground.

Multiple legends began attacking it, but the monster had a molten aura of some kind, disrupting many of the spell skills used.

A wave of Mana washed outwards over the College, not from below, and the temperature quickly decreased, but things seemed bleaker than ever as the massive monster slammed into a building, instantly disintegrating it.

"HIC firing!" April called out.

The weapon was bigger than Harren and me combined. It also has its own fuel tank now.

We moved out of the way while our casters put up shields. The mad dwarves had increased the power of the heavy-duty weapon. We understood that if they used it, it would vaporize whatever it hit.

Anyone with weaker combat skills was retreating while the legends were trying to take down the massive worm. The ground and air shook. The monster lost a sizeable chunk of its body to vaporization.

BOOM!

The monster jerked to the side as if someone had slapped it.

The nearby legends didn't even hesitate, unleashing their skills on the downed monster one after another.

I looked at the molten hole the monster had come out of, and a horde of lesser monsters was emerging.

The dungeon had formed an entrance directly in the center of the College.

It wasn't a normal entrance either. It was a vortex of molten ground swirling around in a pit. The monsters coming out of it were all molten versions of monsters that I had seen in the past. The massive worm was already dying, but the horde behind it would be difficult.

"Ice and temperature spell skills!" someone shouted.

"Protect me; I need one minute," I said.

While I didn't have the right spell, I could make one. That was the power of being a spellblade. Always have a tool for the problem at hand.

I was already focusing my attention on my blade as I swung it in the air, tracing out runes.

Every minor mistake felt like a slap to all the work I had done with runes, but perfect was the enemy of good.

Our entire formation had shifted. The Indomitable had taken up position behind me, firing lightning blasts over my head into the horde of molten monsters emerging from the dungeon.

Harren was standing in front of me, ready to block, while Sam and April had moved to my sides. While we hadn't practiced that many times as a team, we had discussed such maneuvers in combat.

I was technically the combat leader right now. It wasn't something that was said, but the others were deferring to my judgement. I knew we didn't have the strength to fight directly against the monsters, and our position was solid. April and The Indomitable could provide ranged support, while our casters secured our position and I worked on the runes.

"Heavy Blow!" Harren called out and swung his massive axe, which appeared to be new.

A molten monster was blown apart. I

 almost made a major mistake but corrected myself in time. I couldn't afford to get distracted right now.

"They sense by movement, possibly air currents," Stormy called out and then unleashed several ice spell skills.

"Illusion Orbs," Sam called out.

Several white spheres began flying outwards.

We were at the edge of the plaza facing the large hole the molten worm had burst out of. It was dead or dying, and the legends and other individuals focusing on combat were trying to push back the hordes of monsters emerging.

Stormy was calling out how the monsters sensed so Sam could distract them and relieve the pressure on Harren, who was holding our front. April was rapidly hitting the monsters with lightning bolts, but they weren't one-shot kills. I knew she had a weaker close-range weapon, but it was fire-based, which was completely inappropriate in this fight.

"Move," I called out, and Harren quickly stepped aside as I focused.

The runes spun in the air. The temperature dramatically shifted as a wave of frost spread outwards for three seconds. I had directed the effect towards the dungeon, so my teammates weren't hit. After the first three seconds, the runes fragmented, and I suffered a massive headache.

Ozy, who had been on my shoulder pauldron ready to protect me, hit me with a Cure and a Refresh. I felt instantly better. The Mana blowback wasn't good, but I had done well enough not to die instantly.

"Glacial Supremacy."

"Winds of Everwinter."

"Frost of Eternal Night."

Those three tier 5 skills also eclipsed everything I had tried to do.

All the monsters turned into frozen sculptures in a single heartbeat. A gust of chilling wind whipped through the entire plaza, cooling everything and everyone down, and the ground itself instantly cooled and shattered in many locations from the rapid temperature change.

I felt my Cold Resistance struggling for a moment, and then the pressure was gone.

"We need to seal the entrance. I need a team of at least four to protect me," a legend called out.

That was beyond us, and I didn't want to enter the dungeon through here. I looked to the side and saw the molten worm had turned into a massively cooling corpse.

There were no more monsters emerging, and my Danger Sense was calming down.

Looking up, ash was still falling, but the massive burning ash clouds were dispersing.

Legend Xanatos had done his worst, but we had survived, and the College was still standing.

That was the power of civilization and teamwork.

He might try to make a mess, but it was only a matter of time until someone caught up and ended him. After this, many people would certainly be much more motivated to hunt him down.

While the dwarves and the College hadn't created a massive uproar before during the first attack, since it could be attributed to his fight with my mother, no such excuse existed this time. The College would increase the bounty massively, and they had a vast network of alumni.

Xanatos and the Dark Cabal didn't just piss off the College, but all the graduates across the continent who had risen to positions of immense power. Merchants, rulers, advisors, and many others would be motivated now, even if they weren't legends. Anyone with a child learning here would become enraged. My mother caused destruction, but no one could blame her this time.

Xanatos had screwed up, and I smiled at this. Perhaps that curse skill would solve itself.

"Well, not half bad for our first true fight as a team," Harren declared.

"At least we didn't embarrass ourselves," Stormy said.

"I am going to need more fuel," April added.

"I can't believe we made it," Sam said.

"Nice job, everyone," I said with a smile, and Ozy let out a hiss.

            

    
        Chapter 139 – Shockwaves

    
    
    
    
                I couldn't help but smile. I even broke my own rule just to confirm this. But I doubted anyone else would have been able to contain themselves if they were in my position. I was only checking a single thing in my status, but as we walked cross-country to the nearest city, it brought endless joy to my heart.

Tier 4: Experience Siphon (C)

"If you keep smiling that much, you have to tell us what makes you so happy?" Harren commented lightly.

I considered telling him and the rest of the team.

Stormy and Sam were sitting on the shoulders of the war mech like Ozy rested on my shoulder pauldron.

The war mech's shoulder pauldrons were normally detached, but could attach to provide seats for people traveling on the war mech. It was another modification the dwarves had made. There were seats at the back as well, allowing up to four people to ride on the outside, but Harren and I preferred walking.

Not that the war mech scared me, but I was a front-line fighter, not a caster. I needed to be ready when we moved as a team to counter threats. Although an attack was highly unlikely, we still needed to be careful. The surrounding region of the College was still dealing with the aftermath of the eruption, the College's fall, the land sinking into the ocean, and lots of ash.

The College repurposed the magical carriage that would have transported the war mech to help during the emergency reconstruction.

That April could get all the fuel she could before our departure was already a minor miracle.

Sticking around wouldn't have accomplished anything. We weren't strong enough, and we didn't have the right skills. Leaving while the College sorted out the mess was the best option.

The chance of someone causing trouble was much higher now.

"Legend Xanatos cursed me as a child, which is why my mother was quite upset with him. The curse skill degraded a tier, which means he was killed, but isn't completely dead," I said.

"Killed but not dead? How would that even work?" Harren asked.

"Dark skills, very dark skills. They don't call themselves the Dark Cabal because they bring happiness and joy," Stormy said with a scoff from her elevated position.

"If the curse skill is now tier 4, you could look into a System Priest for getting it removed," Harren suggested.

"Maybe. But that will be later."

I might not rush to get rid of it. I had soul skills to learn, and if I could use one to track down Xanatos permanently and end him, I wouldn't complain.

There was a grudge between us.

Unless he was truly dead, I would always be discontent, like how my mother had a grudge against the dungeon itself.

All those skill levels enraged me.

"So that is why you wear that bracelet. I was wondering," April said.

"What is it?" Sam asked.

"Experience blocker. I am only level 20," I replied.

Everyone stared at me.

"What? Impossible. I am level 40, and you keep up with me," Harren said.

"A curse skill to siphon experience and what he said at the graduation event… He was stealing your skill experience, your skill levels, and you still took first?" Stormy said in shock.

"Yes," I replied with hatred leaking into my voice.

"If your mother were still alive, I would ask her if I could change my last name and get adopted," Harren joked.

It was a crass joke, but it lightened the mood a bit.

"Even with a handicap, you still beat Windshell. I am going to gloat so much when we meet up in the future," Stormy said.

"Really?" I asked with a touch of exasperation.

"It is an Elven thing. Making fun of others' failures after they put in effort is quite common among elves of the same generation. And she is particularly stuck up."

"Won't that just increase tensions and hatred?"

"Maybe, but it will be at least a decade before I see her again. Once we are done with our descent, I will return home to make fun of her."

"Brutal. And here I thought you elves were calm and collected," Harren said.

"Most of my people are cold emotionally. It's the training we undergo at a young age to completely master our emotions."

"Should I be worried?" Harren asked.

"Not really. It is something Elves have been doing forever. It helps with learning and other things, but it is minor. The downsides are a greater disconnect with other races."

"But not you?" I asked.

"My father believed in a different approach. He is a bit more unorthodox. I still had to learn intensely, but there was less emotional suppression and control and more of a reward and punishment system. Windshell is probably getting yelled at for her failure by her family," Stormy said with happiness.

"There are signs of a major fight up ahead, but no sign of combatants or active conflict," April said.

We all paused in our discussion but kept advancing.

"By the System, what happened here?" Harren muttered as we cleared a low hill on the road.

I couldn't help but agree with him as we saw the devastation.

The plants had grown, twisted, withered, and there were spikes pointing upwards, out of the ground.

"Someone poisoned the spikes. Most of the plants are also poisoned, even if they are dead," I said.

Sam pointed out something he saw. "A scrap of cloth."

I carefully advanced to where he pointed and picked it up before returning. "Gold and silver. Nothing I can make out on it."

"We should clear the path and rebuild the road. It will help anyone following us. April, can you handle the fire? The other end of the road is over there. We will go straight towards it," Stormy said.

Sam held his hand out, and I gave him the piece of high-quality ripped cloth.

"Yes, off my shoulders." Both Stormy and Sam got off. She pulled a weapon from her side. It was the new one, the Fire Aura Blast, or FAB. "FAB firing."

There was a whoosh as a jet of white fiery flame shot outwards, burning a line through the withered plants.

April quickly cut off the flame, and it charred the dead plants away.

"Stone Road," Stormy used a spell, raising up a stone road out of the ground.

The team advanced, and they both repeated the action six more times.

A slightly elevated stone road made its way through the battle site. I had been using Fireball to clear away the plants on either side of the road after we passed by.

If possible, I did not need to let those things grow near the road.

"It's part of a combat robe," Sam said as we continued moving along the road. "Very high-end. Platinum threading, not silver."

"What?" I looked over in surprise that I had made a mistake.

"It is a platinum alloy, to be more precise, and I recognize it. There are some individuals with distinct appearances that I can replicate their appearance to scare others away if needed. This appears to be part of the cloak of a legendary bounty hunting team called the Relentless," he said.

"So, they had a battle here. Likely against Legend Xanatos, but did they survive?" I asked.

"Maybe? They might have killed the legend or died."

"But there were no corpses, no other signs," Stormy said.

"Corpse consuming skills on death. It is not something most talk about, but some legends prefer to keep everything about themselves, and legacies hidden," Harren said.

"Speaking from experience?" Stormy asked.

"Yes. The Axefall family has its secrets just like all of you do," he replied.

"They were likely using more esoteric skills, not elemental spell skills. The poison spikes and withered poisoned plants are a clear sign of that," I replied.

"Plant skills, subpar in terms of combat utility and easily countered with fire," Stormy said like it offended her that anyone used plant magic.

"Problems with plant skills?" I asked.

"They aren't good combat skills. They have powerful utility, but the Mana cost to damage dealt is not good. That is why people primarily use elemental spell skills. The advantage of weird skills is that they are unknown. But a solid Lightning Beam is better 99 times out of 100. And for that one time when you are facing something with lightning immunity, then you can use another element," Stormy said.

"I am more interested in how he avoided all those attacks at the graduation. He was using skills. You were clearly affected," Sam said, and I nodded.

"My Mana just locked in place and my body stopped moving. Any ideas for good counters?" I asked.

I was warming up to this team, since it wasn't just me trying to come up with ideas or knowledge.

"Mana Stilling, Mana Rebound, and Mana Lock are all tier 5 skills. Once your stats reach 100, such direct target skills struggle to take hold. You could still think?" Stormy asked.

"Yes," I replied.

"Then your Mind stat is over 100, but the rest are lagging. If you go to the 16th layer, you need to watch out for single-target skills like that or when fighting an Abnormal. Otherwise, you might succumb to such a skill with no resistance."

"No resistance skills?" I asked.

"It is like a curse skill, but since it doesn't linger, you can't see it as a curse skill. Such things bypass your defenses and directly target you unless your stats can repel the initial attack. That is why curse skills are rarely useful in combat," she explained.

I seriously considered using my free stat points but held off.

"I should have backed you then," Harren said.

"No one was expecting an attack, and I rushed forward on my own," I replied.

"Still, people won't forget that you made a move while they hesitated," he said.

"Maybe one day when we are all legends," Sam added.

"I should start bringing The Indomitable to social functions," April joked, and we could only imagine the war mech looming over a social event.

"If there is ever a second, they could dance. Now that would be a sight," Harren said with a chuckle. It was an amusing thought.

As we went along a bend in the road, a glance back showed a cloud of darkness in the distance, over where the College was. It would take days for the ash to precipitate out of the air. The entire land was a complete mess, but if anyone could rebuild after what Xanatos did, it would be the Professors at the College of Advancement.

One day I would come back, and it would be interesting to see how much the place had changed and improved. I honestly couldn't believe most of the students and staff survived such an event, even if they were injured. It showed that the Professors and Dean knew what they were doing.

            

    
        Chapter 140 – A War Mech Peg Into An Entrance Hole

    
    
    
    
                The entire team except April was in the dungeon entrance chamber as we waited for April to maneuver the war mech down. The Indomitable was supposed to be just below the size where it would be impossible.

The team from the city we had reached had expanded the entrance passage and increased the density of the stairs. April had funds to pay for such things, but now we would see if it was even possible.

Harren made a crude joke. "It is going to be like a duck giving birth to a goose."

"Tight, very tight," Stormy replied.

"Maybe we should have applied grease to the sides of the passage?" Sam joked.

"The real challenge will be getting back out," I said, and everyone was silent at that.

Slowly, they maneuvered the war mech down the stairs. The war mech folded up its legs and arms and put its weapons into spatial storage.

I had asked about disassembly, but that was to be avoided if possible, because it would damage the living aspect of the war mech and the nascent soul. I could tell the float engine was working at maximum power and then some as a cloud of yellow smoke drifted outwards.

The war mech began to partially unfold slowly after landing at the bottom of the passage.

"I want a raise," Harren complained.

"It will be useful once we get lower. The major headache is getting it in and out of the dungeon," Stormy replied.

"Well, that way to the next passage," I said while drawing my sword and pointing with it.

"Agreed," Harren replied, and we set off.

The 1st layer was a joke for a team of our skills and strength. The war mech had wheels deployed and rolled along behind us. I had never thought the passages between chambers were cramped before, but now I did when I glanced back at the war mech.

It should have been named the metal passage plug, not The Indomitable.

"You got the left?" I asked Harren.

"Sure, race you?" he asked, and I nodded.

We entered the chamber, and there were five lizard-like creatures. It was tempting to just use a spell skill, but preserving Mana was important in the dungeon.

I rushed in and cut down three on my side.

Harren got four since a slightly larger group had been on his side.

"I win," he said with a grin, and I rolled my eyes.

We were only joking around like this, since the war mech was drifting and the monsters were so easy on the 1st layer.

Once we got to the 6th layer, I would start taking things more seriously.

Ozy looked at the monsters and didn't even go for their meat. He was spoiled and wanted monsters with higher-density Mana.

"That way." I pointed in a random direction, and Harren nodded.

Our casters were escorting the war mech to prevent surprises but didn't act. Preserving Mana was too important for them to act in combat so soon.

We made our way through a couple more chambers before reaching the Champion of the 1st layer.

It was a large red slime that shot out fire.

"Ozy," I said.

Neither Harren nor I wanted to deal with such an annoying monster.

Ozy flew up and hit it with a Bounded Alchemical Field.

The red champion slime burst apart, leaving a red core behind.

Ozy swooped in and ate it. Harren gave me a look, and I shrugged.

"Were you going to dig through the slime for a red core?" I asked.

"Hah, absolutely not. Now let's see it get through the next passage. I swear it looks bigger than it did before," Harren said, referencing the war mech as Ozy landed back on my shoulder pauldron.

The war mech didn't have stairs to work with. Instead, April sent it straight down, smashing the broken stairs that made up the passage.

It landed with a bang on the 2nd layer.

"That is one way to do it," Harren said while waving his axe to keep the dust away from his face.

I stepped near Stormy, along with Sam, who used air skills to push the dust back.

"All good. No damage, Ready to move out."

"That way," I said and pointed towards the next passage.

"Agreed," Harren said, and we set off down a slightly bigger tunnel.

I hadn't really noticed it before, but the dungeon opened the deeper one descended.

We made it to the 4th layer and called a break after a couple of chambers.

I began getting out my portable cook set and preparing dinner.

"I was skeptical about this, but this is the best idea," Harren said.

"It is a hobby. If I were in the dungeon, I would prefer not to eat overly salted meat and stale bread. A warm meal fills you up," I replied as we all ate my cooked stew with the war mech looming over our campsite.

April had gotten out and was eating with us. Once dinner was over, she would sleep inside the war mech.

I didn't know if that was good, since it had its own soul, but she said it ensured no one tampered with it.

She would only leave it for meals and to relieve herself while in the dungeon.

"A bit thick for my taste," Stormy said. I gave her a look, and she shrugged. "What? If you can't handle a small bit of criticism, you shouldn't be cooking."

"Is it better than normal dungeon rations?" I asked.

"Yes, but you should work to improve all skills," she said.

If she didn't like the cooking, no one would force her to eat. I was sharing to build team spirit, and she was being rude. While she was a nice person, her Elvishness was coming through with the haughty attitude.

Perhaps she was trying to be encouraging in her own way, but I wasn't a professional chef. I cooked as a hobby and brought stuff to cook because it was something I enjoyed. It would be one thing if I were charging her for my cooking, but it was completely free, and she could choose not to eat.

I wasn't trying to grind up cooking skill levels. I wasn't trying to become a dungeon chef.

I was just trying to make a decent meal while in the dungeon to keep morale up, and she was just being rude. I said nothing about her comment, but I now saw the downside of a team.

Clashing personalities and opinions would be a major problem.

If I didn't give her stew, it would create even more friction, so I had to just endure the criticisms she gave. Otherwise, it could turn into a huge fight and split the team.

And this was only our first day!

I would make the stew thicker next time to make a point that if she wanted food made to her preferences, she could cook it herself.

It was petty, but I wasn't about to cook a separate stew for each person or cater to any one individual. If someone didn't want to eat, then they could just not eat warm stew.

"Well, things should get easier tomorrow going to lower layers. We will have to be more alert once we reach the 6th layer," Harren said.

"The larger groups will require a slightly more methodical approach. The risk of overextending is small on the 6th layer but real," I replied.

"A defensive posture?" Harren asked me.

"That sounds good. If the war mech doesn't need to unfold, we can save time. Once we hit the 11th layer, that is when we will need to take our time with mixed groups," I said.

"It's a shame we can't rush down, but there's no need to take unnecessary risks during our descent," he said.

Being front-line combatants, we had to assess the level of risk we could handle. If we couldn't, the entire team would collapse.

Technically April could be considered a front liner with The Indomitable, but a war mech was something new. Perhaps in time she would take on a similar role in evaluating how much we could handle as a team.

"I was hoping we could rush towards the 16th layer," Stormy said.

"We will be lucky to reach it in half a year and then have to turn back," Harren replied.

"Half a year?" Sam asked.

Clearly, he had no experience descending.

"Yes, half a year. It might seem like we are going quickly, but the dungeon gets exponentially more dangerous. At the 11th layer when there are mixed groups, we will have to rest and recover after each fight," I explained.

"If The Indomitable can move freely through the passages, then we can progress more quickly," April said.

"We will see," Harren said, and I agreed with him. While the war mech was powerful, it had a lot of issues. Fighting as part of a team required a certain coordination and understanding. While we could practice to a certain degree, that was no replacement for the real thing in the dungeon.

"Why the rush, Stormy?" Harren asked.

"We should make as much progress as quickly as possible," she declared.

"If you were on your own, then you could do that. But with a team, there needs to be a bit more caution. Especially since none of us has that much experience," Harren said.

"Harren's right. If we were solo, then the risks are our own, but as a team, we need to work out the kinks in any kind of coordination. I get wanting to advance quickly, but that is how you end up with dead adventurers. There is a reason the death rates down here are so high," I replied.

People thought they could handle more than they could. Then something overwhelmed and killed them.

It just took one mistake to die.

There was no safety net.

No mother hovered in the background ready to save me or one of her squires.

"We will not go slowly, but we won't rush. I have a good sense of this, and Justin does too. There is a tempo one has to take the dungeon at."

"Even if we all feel we can handle more?" April asked.

"One step at a time and making sure our reserves don't fall low. I know your war mech operates off fuel, but I am not compromising our safety just to rush deeper at a quicker pace," Harren said, and I nodded to support this statement.

Sure, pushing oneself to the limit and risking one's life would generate more experience and skill levels, but it was also insanely risky. And while the other three could wonder if we weren't going fast enough, they also weren't fighting in melee.

Harren and I set the pace. Casters were there for their firepower and spell skills. As for the war mech, it would hopefully show its worth in the lower layers.

But we needed to fight a range of enemies on each layer, especially once we hit the 11th layer. Rushing to the 16th was a good way to die horribly.

Even if we could handle 99.99% of fights without issue, we needed to be ready to handle the situation when things got tricky. The dungeon could spike in difficulty in unexpected ways. Abnormals were an obvious example. Ethereal monsters were another example. Or even some kind of weird elemental combination.

Experience, and not the kind to level up with, was necessary for such situations. The casters and April didn't fully understand this concept.

They had their hands held in the dungeon far more than Harren or I ever experienced.
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                "Ready?" I asked Harren who nodded.

We carefully advanced into the first tunnel for the 11th layer. It was large enough to fit the war mech, barely.

Sam was just behind us as we constantly scanned for any traps.

Sensing something, I held up a hand. I wasn't sure what, and I was cycling through my sensing skills.

"I see it," Sam whispered. "A null wire and then pressure plates. They seem to link up with a crush mechanism." His trap experience was proving its worth. "Ten minutes to take it apart."

Harren and I said nothing but stood on guard.

Stormy and the war mech were behind us and still.

The problem was the fumes from the war mech.

While April had moved it to low-power mode while moving through the passages, the Mana exhaust still attracted monsters.

"Humanoid Crawlers, watch the ceiling," I said.

"Fall back. We will fight and then deal with the trap," Harren said.

We all retreated and left the front of the warmech clear.

"Lightning things up," Sam said as several Light Orbs flew down the tunnel.

"FAB firing," April said as a jet of white flame shot down the tunnel.

The flame instantly turned the monsters into charred corpses.

After a couple of seconds, she cut off the flames as a wave of heat washed over us.

"Trap hasn't triggered," Sam said.

"Give it a minute, see if anything else crawls out. No need to waste Mana cooling things down," Harren said. We waited for a minute, and nothing came down the tunnel. Harren, Sam, and I all advanced once more to the trap.

My Danger Sense stopped giving me a low-level warning after seven minutes, and Sam stood up.

"Disabled for at least half an hour. After that, it will come back online."

"Let's move," I said, and we advanced forward.

The tunnel opened into a large chamber. Humanoid Crawlers of various colors turned towards us. The war mech emerged from the tunnel.

"RLC firing," April said as she switched weapons.

She couldn't switch weapons in the tunnel and kept her fire weapon out while we moved through it.

"Clumping up monsters," Sam said.

That was a tactic we had come up with during our descent.

Sam would create illusions to clump the monsters up together while The Indomitable obliterated the groups. The Ranged Lightning Cannon was fairly accurate, but it had collateral and piercing damage. Having the monsters clump together made it more effective.

The nearby monsters rushed at us as I made sure not to look at the firing arc of the war mech's weapon.

That was a good way to get distracted.

Ozy flew up into the air behind me and began layer the ground in front of our team with ice.

I handled the right flank while Harren handled the left flank.

Stormy was acting as support to help either of us out if we were at risk of being passed or overwhelmed. There were over 300 monsters of various types.

"Ward," I blocked a beam attack of some kind and cut down a crawler.

They looked like malformed humans with colored scales and red eyes.

"Slice!" Harren roared over the constant bangs of the RLC, bisecting three monsters at once.

Ozy unleashed more attacks to slow down the monsters rather than trying to kill them.

Slowing them down was enough for me to cut down the approaching monsters quickly.

After a minute, the war mech stopped firing. The RLC gave me a slight headache with the pulses of Mana, flashes of light, and sonic booms. Looking around, we cleared the entire chamber.

"Anyone hurt?" Harren called out.

No one said anything, which was good.

"Well, time to get to harvesting. Ozy, you are on patrol."

He flew up and flew around the chamber, watching out for other monsters.

April moved towards the center of the chamber to keep watch as well, while the rest of us got to work harvesting monster cores.

That had been an argument with April, as her leaving her war mech to harvest cores was risky.

If there were a sudden attack, she couldn't respond.

But harvesting monster cores was tedious.

The war mech worked out but excusing her from such work displeased everyone.

Another issue with the war mech made it unsuitable for adventuring in the dungeon.

While it was minor, it was just another black mark against its performance.

We each got one monster core out of her share for always doing the collection after a fight, which was quite fair.

"Orange cores, now we are going to make some real money," Sam said with a grin after we were done.

I glanced at April. "We are going to circle around a bit. The first use of The Indomitable went well. How is your fuel?"

"No issues. I should be slightly net positive after processing all the cores I am getting."

"Your pet did a good job with crowd control. But it should leave a larger gap and act further out," Harren said.

"The Mana cost would increase too much," I replied.

"I see. Just have to deal with it for now. Better than nothing," he said.

"I could switch from passive support to active support," Stormy said, and I shook my head.

"We need someone with passive support. Sam's focus is on lessening the number of monsters at once and clumping them up. That leaves only you as passive support. While Ozy is good, he is only a pet. We should be able to handle the pressure without his assistance," I replied while glancing at Harren.

"Just wanted to make things easier, but I get it."

"The biggest issue I have is that when The Indomitable starts firing, it is impossible to see the whole battlefield clearly. Also, the amount of Mana and noise draws everything. There is no good way to work around such a thing," Sam said.

"Learn to work around it. Other people will use flashy and loud skills as well. The war mech just uses more than most."

Many of these minor issues were difficult to fix.

Ozy couldn't suddenly get more Mana and the war mech couldn't change how it operated at a fundamental level.

"It could use its fire weapon instead," Harren pointed out.

"We went over that. The problem is that it would bring monsters into the flanks, which is us. In a tunnel it is fine, or at close range on its own. But in a large chamber with a horde, it isn't good," I said.

"We could move the war mech to a flank and have it use fire there or go free for all?" Stormy suggested, and I shook my head.

"Alright, we can try rotating positions around with The Indomitable. That's why we are staying in these layers anyway, to work out any issues with our fighting ability and coordination as a team. As for free for all, we don't have the skill to do that safely."

"Then I get the center?" Harren asked me.

"Next chamber, then we can switch. Sam, you can focus on distracting targets more and luring them into the war mech's firing arc," I said.

"Got it," he replied.

"I am on passive support?" Stormy asked.

"Yes. If anyone can turn around a situation, it would be you with your range of elemental spell skills."

My teammates weren't idiots, but none of them had the skill Combat Tactics.

They were great individual combatants mostly.

That was part of the problem.

Each knew what they wanted their role to be, but that would disrupt everyone else to a great extent.

That was the problem with most adventurers; they were highly specialized and focused on skills that were most suitable for their build.

The problem was that it left them highly incapable of handling things outside of their normal experience.

They could adapt, but it was a struggle.

I had too many skills and support skills. That was the advantage I held over the others. That was why I oversaw after-combat assessment and team formation.

I couldn't order anyone, but I had to keep things organized.

If Harren and I rushed out, The Indomitable could easily cause trouble with its rapid-fire weapons.

April didn't have the combat experience to understand which groups she needed to prioritize. While our current formation wasn't the best, it eliminated the major risks.

Changing things up after one battle was fine, if those risks didn't become too large.

That was what I was trying to manage as everyone felt a bit frustrated with their roles.

They did not direct that frustration at me and understood what was happening logically. But it never felt good when you were stifled.

Stormy was a perfect example. She was a powerful caster, but putting her on the front line would be an enormous risk.

But I suppose we could rotate her to the front line after a couple more battles.

Team dynamics were exhausting, but critically important.

I could only imagine the seamless teamwork between my mother and the other supreme legends that had teamed up together for their final descent.

That much combat experience meant there was no need to hand-hold everyone through everything. If Stormy got overwhelmed, someone could easily kill her.

While Ozy could heal, it was better to avoid his healing if possible.

There was too great a risk of minor mistakes that would compound.

I knew my body and could mentally communicate that with Ozy when he healed me.

The other team members couldn't do that.

As for healing the war mech, that was an especially bad idea. While it might fix things, it could easily cause immense complications for something built of metal.

Even the craftspeople who had worked on it didn't want to subject it to healing just yet either.

Their thought process was that it was better to repair the war mech rather than heal it. Less chance of something going catastrophically wrong in such a situation.

That was the other big headache.

The war mech was not someone with a standard build. Its melee range was too big and slow. It couldn't properly hold an area. And for its ranged attacks, they were like bricks to the head for anyone nearby.

The minor issues kept adding more black marks to the war mech. A good idea, but ultimately impractical in the dungeon.

We were committed to a year here before we could return to the surface and reevaluate. Breaking things up early would require a really good explanation, or it would be a black mark on my record with other adventurers.

It wasn't fun, but it wasn't completely miserable either.

At least I got to see and experience a range of skills used by other individuals and get used to the idea of team fighting.

But I would probably prefer adventuring solo in the future.

As for what I would do after a year, I would have to think about that. The degradation of the cursed skill made having a team less urgent in my mind.
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                We had stopped for the day.

Our team had been in the dungeon for over a week. There had been a lot of rotation in team formations, but it was working out somehow.

There had been no life-or-death moments, thankfully. Everyone was capable enough and got their chance to shine.

Tonight, I was on watch for half the night and split the other half with Sam.

While it was unlikely anything would show up during the night, it was just common sense to have someone sit up.

Even if it was boring, it was necessary in case an Abnormal or other people showed up.

It was also a good time to read or work quietly on one's skills. I pulled out my mother's book she had left me, her legacy. Until now, I had not looked at it.

My son Justin, if you are reading this, then you have met whatever expectation I set for you. If you haven't or it is someone else, then there are no words to express my disappointment. Just know that only through unrelenting determination have I reached the heights that I have.

That was just like my mother. I couldn't help but smile. Even when she was dead, she was still telling me to work harder in her own way.

My legacy consists not of spellblade skills, including my tier 6 skill Dawnbreaker Destruction. Learning them would not help you survive or surpass me like my true legacy. When I was a young girl and monsters killed my family, it was there, at the moment of life and death, that I learned the strongest skill.

While many would not consider it a real skill, I have heard of no one else with this skill. I consider the ultimate skill. With it, I could survive in the dungeon for decades, even against monsters far more powerful than myself, going far deeper than many would consider sane or reasonable.

I fought Champions far beyond my level. Pushing my experience gain to heights that many would not even believe. That is how I gained so many levels so quickly. Where others have spent centuries, I gambled with my life constantly. Never retreating, never giving up, never even considering the concept of surrender.

The only reason I finally gave up on my original descent was because of my equipment and to improve my skills. I was already powerful, but that was when I learned the skills necessary to become a spellblade. Before that point, I had clawed and fought my way through the dungeon, learning skills from the monsters, scavenging what I could from the dungeon itself.

I couldn't wait to see what skill had led my mother to greatness. I kept reading with eager anticipation.

The skill was Stillness. A tier 1 skill. One that many would deem worthless if they ever got it. But it was the key skill I focused on. After maximizing Empowered Stillness, I gained the tier 4 skill Mana Stillness.

Monsters ultimately track Mana. While they can use other senses, Mana is how higher-level monsters track. There are other supporting skills I got to conceal myself in other ways. Many would say that I was the strongest spellblade, but in reality, I am the strongest stealth specialist.

My eyes went wide at this revelation. It shocked me to my core, just as it would everyone else.

I never enjoyed hiding or sneaking around. But winning is more important than anything else. And I won my son. I won.

Could she still be alive? For a moment I felt a bit of hope, but that was impossible. There was no way she had been hiding in the dungeon for years. That was absurd, but that didn't stop me from reading more.

Stillness, at its basest concept is to still everything about yourself. At the higher tiers, this becomes increasingly dangerous. Stopping your breathing, your Mana, your heart, even your thinking. Everything that could be sensed you remove. It is a skill combination that I don't use lightly, but it is my true legacy and one that will keep you alive when all else fails.

Unfortunately, the first skill is the hardest to get. Stillness is not a skill people regularly pick up. Even if you do nothing and don't move, you aren't truly still. It isn't something you can use Mana to replicate either. You could consider Stillness a hidden tier 1 skill.

A legacy tier 1 skill. Ignorant people would think that a tier 4, 5, or even 6 skills would be better.

But it wasn't.

Often, those skills didn't have a proper foundation. I knew that my mother's high-tier skills were a combination of spell skills, runes, and Mana control skills.

I was already working on such skills.

But a Tier 1 one skill that wasn't commonly known was far more valuable. It would allow me to build a foundation for the more advanced skills in the skill chain.

That I had never even heard of such a skill even in passing showed how valuable it truly was.

I have thought long and hard about how best to gain the skill. And the only method is a genuine life or death situation. There is no other method. Your body needs to react instinctively. While I had considered abandoning you in the dungeon in the hopes you would learn it, I could not. My heart was weak.

Now that you are older, the skill will be far more difficult to get. You must be as still as possible, suppressing everything about yourself. Mana, thought, breathing, and heartbeat.

If you succeed, you will get the skill. If you fail, you will die. That pressure will allow you to gain the skill. But I would not dare tell you to risk your life. You are my precious son, and no matter what, I love and support you.

I know that you have completed the assignment I gave you. If you have, place your hand on the cover book and say the following: 'I will never forget.' There is only one chance at this, so don't block the effect.

I closed the book and hesitated for a moment.

If it were anyone but my mother, I wouldn't dare to do this. I placed my hand on the cover of the book.

"I will never forget."

From the book, I felt a surge of Mana. I didn't resist whatever the effect was.

My hand sank into the front cover of the book, and I felt something under my hand.

I grabbed the hard object that seemed to have some paper tied to it and pulled my hand out.

The Mana that had briefly surged was gone.

In my hand, I held an Alchemical Crystal Phial with a scroll of paper tied to the side.

I untied the piece of paper and began reading it.

This is my legacy, my son. At a substantial cost, I extracted the skill of Stillness from an Abnormal I found. I would never let you risk your life foolishly. I know you will one day surpass me. Take it with confidence and know that I will always support you with my love.

My eyes grew moist. Even after all this time, my mother was still giving me things to help me advance.

A truly priceless gift.

A hidden tier 1 skill that was the foundation of the greatest legacy ever to exist. The legacy that allowed Elena to become a Supreme Legend.

Taking a deep breath, I put the piece of paper inside the book and set them on the folding table to my side.

Everyone was still asleep, and there were no disturbances.

I uncorked the crystal phial and gulped Alchemical Mixture.

I felt the impact on my soul immediately and allowed the skill to settle.

My soul shifted, and I felt a pain across my entire body.

It was going right through my Pain Immunity.

I clenched my fists and endured.

My soul settled down a few seconds later, but I felt an ache across my body.

I didn't have to move if I didn't want to.

My heart seemed to freeze and even my Mana grinding to a halt.

It lasted only for a moment before my blood surged.

My body ached some more.

It wasn't a simple skill.

Stillness was something incredibly unique. No wonder it wasn't a common skill.

Anyone could sit and meditate or run, but this was something far simpler and far more profound.

Stillness was becoming still in a way that there was no difference between a person and the background.

Of course, there were things like heat and being present physically, but there was something greater about this skill I didn't fully grasp.

I knew it was greater with how my entire soul had twisted slightly and my body was still in pain.

Without the Alchemically extracted skill, I would never learn this kind of skill naturally.

My mother, in fear and desperation as a young girl, had unlocked it long ago.

She had told me about the death of her family, but I hadn't realized it had started her on her path to greatness in more than one way.

No wonder she seemed so conflicted about her past.

She had gained something incredibly powerful, something that allowed her to become a Supreme Legend, but it had also cost my mother her family.

I put the crystal phial away in my spatial pouch.

Checking the book again, the next bit of content talked about how to train other skills to complement Stillness.

I don't need to worry about that right now.

I needed to get this skill to tier 4, Mana Stillness.

Other skills did not allow one to practice stillness.

That my mother had kept such a secret from everyone was shocking.

I didn't know how old she was, but she had been the youngest of the Supreme Legends, though she supposedly had the highest combat power out of all of them.

The Mathemancer and The Librarian had retired from their adventuring once they had become Supreme Legends.

Only Blood Gore remained fighting monsters, but he was weaker than my mother from what I had picked up.

It was shocking and incredibly scary that my mother considered herself a stealth specialist, not a spellblade.

I had always looked up to her overwhelming power.

And while that was true, there was an entirely new dimension to her.

But if she said this skill was important and left an Alchemically prepared copy for me, I wouldn't doubt it.

I would train the skill and its supporting skills.

Just one more thing on my list of skills to train and maximize.

It didn't seem so overwhelming as it had before, knowing that my mother believed in me.
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                Sam said that the disablement will not last for more than three minutes, then they will seal the tunnel.

"Move," I ordered.

While it was tempting to find another route. It was an enormous hassle to back the war mech up and turn around. We rushed into the next chamber.

Giant armored flying beetles, with smaller armored bugs on the ground, crossed our path.

"Acid spit!" Harren called out. "Ward."

His spell skill began quickly breaking apart under the yellow liquid.

He brought out his axe and began swinging at the nearest bugs on the ground. I had flashbacks to the Abnormal Face Bugs.

"Clear the sky! Don't hold back!" I shouted. "Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam."

"Great Gust," Stormy called out.

It was helpful to call out skills when you were in a team, so everyone was aware of what you were using and the risks.

"Dazzle," Sam said as bursts of light and Mana occurred further back in the chamber.

Ozy began unleashing bursts of fire, combining with Stormy's spell skill.

"RLC firing!" April called out from The Indomitable.

The crack and burst of lightning began ringing out multiple times each second.

My sword cut through the monsters. The Reforged Beginner's Blade was incredibly strong against these level 55 monsters.

"Support!" Harren called out as a surge of bugs rushed towards him.

"Ring of Fire!" Stormy proved her talent as an elemental caster as a ring of fire surrounded Harren perfectly and expanded outwards, giving him a moment to center himself.

"Dazzle," Sam used the spell skill again, but at closer range.

Disrupting the rush of bugs that were headed to our front line.

I leaped back as acid spit landed where I had been.

"Lightning Beam!"

I twisted my sword as I focused the spell skill through it.

The attack curved and struck two flying bugs, locking up their wings and sending them plummeting to the ground.

"Switching to FAB, five seconds," April called out.

She had gotten her weapon down to a much quicker timing than she had when we had first started clearing chambers.

Little things like that were why we needed practice as a team.

"Whirlwind Slash!" Harren spun around and swung his enormous axe.

Several blades shot through the collapsing fire ring and into the air, taking down the acid-spitting large flying bugs.

A white-hot beam of flame lanced forwards from the war mech.

Harren and I quickly backed up as April covered the entire front line.

The warmech quickly incinerated the horde of bugs.

The fight slowed down as we finished the rest.

Just as we relaxed as the last monster in the chamber had been killed off, I quickly sensed danger and warned everyone.

Everyone was immediately on guard.

I couldn't tell where the danger was coming from as I cycled through my sensory skills.

Where? Where was it coming from?

"The other chambers! We unleashed too much Mana and now it is rushing through the tunnels."

It took me a moment to process what Stormy was saying.

Five other tunnels connected to this chamber, excluding the one we exited and blocked with a trap.

"Potions everyone. Defensive emplacements for the casters, Stormy. Full power, April. Sam, prepare distraction points. Harren, get ready," I said.

I pulled out a Mana and Stamina potion from my spatial pouch and downed them.

Pillars of stone rose behind us, with Stormy and Sam on one each.

April was switching out to the HIC, High Impact Cannon.

Sam created pulsating glowing pillars at several locations in the chamber to draw monsters towards.

"Stone Wall. Stone Wall," Stormy protected our flanks some more by creating stone walls out from the edge of the chamber.

I began drawing runes in the air while keeping my eyes on the five tunnels across the chamber.

That was all we had time for as monsters poured into the chamber from the five other tunnels.

Furred bipedal creatures that looked like rats with a range of weapons.

Then there were massive spiders that looked incredibly agile as they began climbing up the chamber's wall by their passage exit.

That was going to be a problem as they attacked from above and from the sides.

The third tunnel had floating eyes that were already gathering Mana.

Their colors most likely indicated different spells they were going to unleash.

The fourth tunnel had lizards with weapons as well, mostly bows.

The last tunnel had skeletons, which were too low level.

Undead on this layer indicated a necromancer-type monster was probably present. It was likely a sub-champion.

"Look for the necromancer, far right tunnel. Priority target. Secondary target spiders," I shouted out quickly.

It was a struggle to divide my focus, and I had to slow down on my runes, but it was important I called the information out; otherwise, my team might get confused on what was important to target.

"HIC firing," April called out.

The dungeon shook.

The explosion obliterated the tunnel the spiders were racing out of, along with the spiders.

Only a handful of spiders remained, climbing up the walls.

"Switching to RLC," April called out.

The HIC could not be fired rapidly. The weapon needed service after each shot.

It was one and done, but it killed anything and everything near the target.

It made sense to use it to wipe out the most annoying monster horde first.

Spells began flying, cutting into the target-rich environment. No one was holding back.

I finished up the last rune and pushed more Mana into the runes.

A large torrent of compressed wind blew through the aerial runic array.

Ozy flew up behind me and ignited the massive wind current.

While it wasn't as powerful as The Indomitable's FAB, it was much more widespread and had a longer range.

A sea of flames engulfed the monsters heading towards us.

"Ward!"

"Ward!"

"Ward!"

We were all shielded as the floating eyes rose into the air and began unleashing Fireballs, Fire Beams, and Fire Lances in our direction.

"Stone Wall! Stone Wall!"

Stormy provided Harren and me with some cover from the flame attacks.

Arrows rained down, pinning us in place.

The war mech suddenly stopped firing the RLC.

"Weapon failure. Switching to melee and FAB. Advancing," April called out.

She was only to do this if our position was collapsing, and it was the right choice.

We were being overwhelmed while the war mech was taking the attacks like a champ.

It dropped its lightning weapon and pulled out its fire weapon with its left hand and its massive mace with its right hand.

It advanced forward, the flight engine lessening the impact of its massively armored clawed feet.

I cut off my runic circle, and it broke apart with a burst of air.

"Ozy cover the ceiling!"

There were still some spiders up there.

Ozy flew upwards to deal with them and prevent them from dropping on our heads.

"Forward!" I roared.

We needed to support The Indomitable.

While it was impressively strong and armored, once monsters got close, it would have to use its Aura Shock System, ASS.

That would drain a tremendous amount of fuel and only stun the monsters.

We also couldn't risk getting close to the war mech, but we could race out to the sides, drawing attention while Stormy kept the area around the war mech clear.

Sam made more decoys, distracting the monsters and diverting a large amount of their ranged attacks, proving his immense worth in a large-scale battle like this where everything was going wrong.

I felt myself break through on several skills as I cut my way through the monsters.

My armor took blows I couldn't avoid, but I couldn't stop moving and killing.

To stop was death.

"Ward. Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam. Ward. Fireball."

I unleashed one spell skill after another as my sword never stopped.

Harren was advancing as well on the left flank.

The Indomitable had turned the center of the chamber into a raging inferno as it spun about, unleashing flames everywhere and swinging its mace.

If we had been close, the flames would have incinerated us.

Even at a distance, the temperature was rising along with the Mana in the air.

But there was no helping it. The fight continued, and the monsters seemed endless.

While it would have been nice to take a step back and see the overall situation, I was in the thick of it and my Danger Sense was slowly decreasing.

"Necromancer! Chain Lightning!"

Stormy used the powerful tier 4 skill since a summoner-type monster would use its minions to shield itself from single-impact spell skills.

Chain Lightning got around this by hitting a target and then transferring to nearby targets.

She was the only one who could do this because of her elevated position and being able to take down targets at a distance.

Unfortunately, since she focused on the necromancer, the war mech became exposed at close range.

Several of the rat monsters had raced in through its legs.

"Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam."

I removed them myself. A grunt escaped me as a skeleton's spear pierced my armor, which weakened my right arm.

I quickly transferred my sword to my left.

I wasn't as skilled fighting with my left hand with a sword, but I had enough practice to still know what I was doing and fight.

My Mana and Stamina reserves were running low, which was not a good sign.

I kept fighting regardless, since there was no time to take some potions.

Thankfully, the battle seemed to end.

My Stamina recovered as Ozy used Greater Refresh on me.

That boost carried me through the rest of the battle.

As I cut down the rat creature, there were no more monsters.

The war mech was standing in the middle of a circle of flames. The armor plating on the war mech was dented and smoking in places.

It had drawn numerous attacks. That was with Sam distracting large groups of monsters.

"How is anyone supposed to do this alone," I muttered while thinking of my mother's legacy.

I slowly made my way back to the casters.

Harren stumbled along and looked in worse shape than I did as he took several potions.

"That was rough. Very rough," he said as we slowly regrouped.

The war mech slowly made its way back towards our group and Stormy and Sam got off their stone pillars.

Sam was bleeding, and I noted a dead spider on his pillar.

Even the casters had been in danger, but they hadn't panicked, which was impressive.

The rotations in team formations we had done had paid off.

"I didn't think we would be pressured so hard on the 11th layer," Stormy said while having a worried look on her face.

"It's all the Mana. The Indomitable is like a mobile monster caller once it uses its weapons."

That was when I felt my Danger Sense rising again.

"Oh, no," I muttered as I looked at the tunnels leading towards other chambers.

Those chambers had tunnels of their own leading to other chambers beyond them.

This recent battle had been intense enough; more monsters were surging in our direction from all those chambers.

That meant 20 to 30 chambers worth of monsters, or 4 to 6 times what we had just faced. This was bad, very, very bad.
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                Supreme General Darren Burnstock

I thought of my trip down in the dungeon and how I had reached the 29th layer so long ago.

It was something I didn't enjoy talking about.

The demon could guard only one passage, and when I had descended, I hadn't run into it.

I suppose that was my good luck.

Or it had appeared after my descent over two millennia ago.

The monsters' skills from that deep honestly scared even me.

That was why I had never gone back.

I had expected Elena to delve even deeper or explore one or two more layers before being compelled to come back.

It was a shame that she had perished.

Demons were just one more threat.

And now my son was down in the dungeon.

I held out high hopes for him, especially after he had the courage to rush Legend Xanatos.

It took a certain kind of person to rush a Legend when they were so weak.

It spoke well both to his convictions and his foolishness.

Either he would become incredibly strong or die horribly.

I hoped for the first and feared the second outcome.

My soul wasn't doing well.

Despite the levels Elena had helped me get, it wasn't my original body.

While I wouldn't die soon, I would not get any stronger.

My skills had completely stagnated.

"Supreme General, we have pacified the city," a Legend came back to report to me.

"Well done. Thank you for your hard work, Legend Arctus. You and your companions should rest while our troops secure the city in your place."

I had to exert my social skills a bit more than I would have preferred to keep him pacified.

They were realizing their deference to me was unnatural.

It was time to send them to their deaths in some hard battles.

New legends would replace them as more flocked to join my banner or see what was happening.

Those who didn't believe or had ambitions too great for them would be removed.

It was a simple matter of knowing where to place people to get the effects I desired.

It would soon be time for a rapid push across the continent.

We had almost secured our foothold.

With the most recent conquest, I no longer had to depend on sea routes for most of my supplies. Also, the new dwarven weapons had proven quite useful but costly.

I was very good at accounting. Not a skill counted by the System, but one of immense value for hiding the correct amount of money and supplies my campaign was costing.

By the time certain merchants realized I was over-leveraged, I would void the debts, they would go bankrupt, and there would be nothing they could do.

They thought they were getting a sizable share of wealth by supporting me, but they were idiots, not realizing how much I was borrowing from all of them to fund everything.

The legends were useful, but I needed professional soldiers to hold everything.

It was cheaper to hire a legend than a thousand professional soldiers, but it was those soldiers that would allow me to manage all the territory I was taking.

I just needed to conquer enough to pay them their high salaries without having to worry about the merchants.

I had sent back some trophies to keep them happy, but it was only a matter of time until they realized what I had done.

Time to move forward.

It was a race against time to see if I could conquer everything and set up the future for success before my soul broke down.

I always liked to gamble.

Justin had let me know he had taken up Pulse Strike.

I wish I had the chance to play with him before we parted ways.

Our breakfasts at the College for one semester had been too short, with nothing of importance discussed.

Now that the end was closing in, there was much I wanted to say, but he was no longer here.

That was the story of my life  — regrets, endless regrets.

Legend Xanatos

I gasped for air as my body reformed from the mud.

I had to release my grip on several long-term skills I had been maintaining, allowing them to degrade.

It was unfortunate, but I couldn't afford to be killed again. The fight had been close, far too close.

The Relentless had earned their title.

Even Elena hadn't been that annoying or difficult.

Holding out my hand, I grabbed onto The Lost Blade.

At least I hadn't lost the weapon; that would have been moronic, even with its name.

"You think you can kill me so easily?"

There was a newly formed road where the battle had taken place. Also, they burned the Curse Vines away.

Well, someone or a group was rebuilding the area. I looked toward the College of Advancement. I could see its tower in the distance. It was a shame that no one destroyed it.

But I had accomplished my plan.

I had plans within plans.

Even if countless failed, one would always succeed.

That was the secret of my success over the centuries.

I felt my Soul Serpent coil around my arm.

He had survived; that was good.

Walking slowly to the road, I allowed my body to feel alive again.

Avoiding death like that had been incredibly annoying, but there had been no other way to kill those bounty hunters.

Truly, they lived up to their group name of Relentless.

Looking up at the sky, I let out a sigh.

More time had already passed.

Time to stir the pot some more.

There were a couple of wonderful things I had in a special vault tucked away.

I think it was time to release them.

One way to find the Dark Library was to kill everyone.

Once everyone was dead, it would reveal itself.

The Dark Library could only go on for so long without an owner.

The fact it hadn't found a new one yet was impressive yet foolish. I would know if it found a new one. Instead, it was hiding away and being as aggravating as possible.

As I walked along the road, I frowned.

I couldn't make sense of some of the skill experience I had gotten from Justin.

Hmm, a unique skill perhaps?

It was minimal, but I should be able to know what skill it was immediately.

I knew almost every skill out there. With my control of the Dark Library, there was no one more knowledgeable than me.

But something unknown — now that was interesting.

A tier 1 skill…

But the skill escaped me.

How annoying, but something I should investigate if I ever ran across him again.

Experience Siphon did so much and allowed me to collect information.

The timing made it likely that this was Elena's true legacy.

Something I greatly desired.

The skill levels were nice, but everything was a plan within another plan.

Divine Seraphim Glorious Light

"Oh, you have returned," I looked at Hardened Purpose, who was kneeling before me. "Has the insult been removed?"

"It has Glorious Light. The humans complied instantly and without hesitation, submitting to your will, which I conveyed," he declared.

My gaze saw the flying fortress, which was no longer flying.

"I sense this outcome does not please you."

"It is not my purpose to question you, Glorious Light," he replied.

"But your thoughts betray you. You wish to remind the lesser races of our overwhelming power. Perhaps check on other things, hmmm?"

"Yes."

There was nothing more he could say. That single word conveyed his full intent.

I cast my gaze over all, and nothing else needed our attention.

I shook my head.

"No. The reminder was enough. While you chafe under the restrictions I place on you, interaction creates probabilities. Those probabilities will only increase against us. Sleep, and I will wake you when you are needed again."

"I must stand guard," he said, and I waved him away.

Hardened Purpose left, annoyed and frustrated.

But I would not let him off his leash.

There was a reason I was in charge and not him.

For while he was peerless in combat, I was peerless in other skills.

The Great Ocean Empire was stirring, which was interesting.

They had been quiet for a long time, but the flying structure had sunk a portion of the land.

They were trying to annoy everyone and not just me.

 I considered whether I should intervene, but it was not my place.

The lesser beings could war all they wanted, and I would not interfere.

The Great Ocean Emperor

"War! We demand war! The shockwaves from the Eldarin Continent have broken the treaty. They have assaulted our great empire!"

The other fishmen councilors roared with approval.

I floated just above my throne as I listened to their debate.

"But it could have been an accident. We must weigh the consequences carefully. While the oceans are our domain, the surface is treacherous and dangerous. The last war against the Eldarin Empire saw us take substantial losses. Another war would be devastating. What happened was a surface battle, something we should not involve ourselves with," Councilor Akaktekten declared.

I didn't react.

My slightest movement could set my councilors off.

Still, I preferred not acting.

The deaths were few and the injuries minor.

"That is why we must strike, to remind them we aren't to be taken lightly and to recover our pride as fishmen of the Great Ocean Empire!"

Most of the councilors roared in approval.

I frowned slightly. How annoying.

My frown made everyone quiet down.

"My apologies, Emperor, if what I said was offensive," the councilor declared and bowed towards me.

"I will not allow for open war or the entire Empire to be dragged into it. But since you all desire blood so much, you will have it with the following conditions. First, you will declare all your forces ahead of time. You may use only those forces for the battles. Second, you will only report the outcome to me. You will not start a propaganda campaign to stir up the populace. Third, if there is a retaliation and I must intervene personally, I will kill you all."

"I accept in my name and title as Councilor Yeteryonterek."

"Very well, Councilor Yeteryonterek, since you are brave enough to speak up, you will take both the honor and risk of such an endeavor. Remember my three commands. If you cannot heed them, I will be upset. Now take your like-minded Councilors and begone from my sight until you have prepared your troops."

I pointed a single finger towards the exit of the throne room.

The annoying Councilors all quickly left.

The rest were silent and slightly worried.

While I was Emperor, ultimately, I was a figurehead.

Taking personal action always brought annoying complications I didn't want to deal with.

I slowly closed my eyes to rest until the next argument took place in my throne room and the Councilors' meeting chamber.

It was death for Councilors to meet to discuss politics outside of here without my approval.

The ones who left could only discuss the invasion, but I knew they would discuss other things.

But that was fine.

The surface would kill them all, giving me peace for a couple of centuries.
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                My arm felt like it was going to fall off as I struggled to breathe in the oven we were in.

We had retreated to the trapped tunnel, which was blocked behind us.

A small mercy.

Stormy had blocked off the entrance in front of us with angled Stone Walls pointed towards us.

Monster after monster swarmed into our position as we rotated every five minutes between Harren and me.

Stormy kept the walls stable while Sam disoriented the monsters rushing in to get us.

Ozy kept Harren and me moving with constant uses of Greater Refresh on top of the potions we had taken.

Alchemical toxicity was becoming an actual concern as the battle dragged on to one hour.

At first, I used a runic circle to unleash a large torrent of flames out of the tunnel entrance. But after ten minutes, it failed.

The Indomitable had unleashed its flame weapon, but it had eventually broken down after seven minutes of continuous use.

"Switch!" Harren yelled and we swapped places.

Leaning against the tunnel wall, I moved backwards. I quickly pulled out water and a Mana potion.

I was running on fumes at this point.

"Flame Lance!"

Stormy incinerated the corpses of monsters that were building up.

Even though building a monster wall might seem useful, the monsters pushing from the other side would crush us, leaving us no room.

Already we had lost a third of the tunnel distance we had in total.

Breathing became difficult as the heat increased, and smoke lingered.

The smell was horrible, but we had to endure it.

The hordes of monsters were never-ending.

At first, I had been trying to count the different types to get a sense of when it would end, but it wouldn't.

Sealing ourselves off would have been foolish.

The monsters would linger outside and possibly batter down any Stone Walls to get to us if there wasn't a path.

Burying yourself was as good as digging your own tomb, not recommended as a hiding strategy.

Harren had been shouting before, but he didn't have the energy to do that anymore.

It was almost time for me to switch back in.

I didn't want to, but there was no other option.

April was trying to fix the war mech's weapons, but it would take time.

The metal was a custom alloy, and overuse had heavily damaged the weapons' internal components.

While she had the tools to fix them, it was a slow and detailed process.

One cannot quickly perform this during battle.

The war mech also couldn't use its melee weapon in the tunnel or maneuver.

"Clear the front," April called out.

She had gone back inside her war mech while I had been fighting.

After two seconds and killing a two-headed snake that had hit me with a burst of fire and lightning, I fell back.

"FAB firing," she called out.

White fiery flames shot forward.

While my arm wanted to fall off, I quickly brought it up and began drawing runes in the air.

It was hard to maintain the precision I needed, but I managed over the course of a minute.

I sent the runic circle and the Mana that composed it flying forward.

It drew in and expelled air.

A massive firestorm erupted, spinning outwards out of the tunnel.

"Ward." 

I blocked the worst of it and stumbled back.

The fire cleared the tunnel, burning the monsters.

It was incredibly hard to breathe, but we didn't have time for half measures.

If this didn't work, then we were all going to die. Smoke and flames spun back into the tunnel as a fire tornado formed outside the entrance and then exploded.

I had taken cover behind a Stone Wall.

Slowly, I pulled myself to my feet.

"Everyone alive?" I called out and then coughed several times from the smoke.

"Gust."

Stormy cleared out the smoke so we could breathe. Everyone looked absolutely miserable.

"Still here," Harren said while leaning on his axe to remain standing.

Using a weapon to help one stand was something that should never be done, since it left a person incredibly vulnerable. Harren doing such a thing showed how exhausted he was.

"My hair," Sam said while moving his hand over this face.

All the bursts of fire had incinerated his hair off his head.

He was now balder than Healer Melon. No eyebrows either.

Ozy landed on a broken Stone Wall and let out a hiss of exhaustion.

My shoulder pauldron had broken off in the fighting.

"That…ack, ack!" Stormy let out a cough.

"I will check the outside; don't lay down and make sure you are breathing properly," I said.

I'm not an expert, but smoke inhalation is hazardous.

I exited the tunnel past heaps of monster corpses.

The chamber was a complete and utter mess, with piles of monsters still smoldering outside the entrance.

My Danger Sense was incredibly quiet now.

I made my way back into the tunnel.

"All clear. We should start collecting the cores," I said, not wanting to do that.

"Can't we rest first?" Sam asked.

"And waste all our hard work? No, let's clear this tunnel. We will drag the corpses outside to clear it out and camp in here. The sooner we get started, the sooner we finish," I said heavily.

I returned to the warmech and started removing my heavy armor.

Harren quickly joined me as he pulled off his armor.

The pieces hit the ground, and I would service them later.

There was no way I was moving about, dragging all that metal on me, while processing so many monsters.

The war mech opened, and April stepped out.

"I will look over your armor," she said, which showed she had her priorities straight instead of dealing with the war mech first.

I set my sword to the side as well.

While it should be fine, having a professional craftsdwarf double-check it after such a battle was important.

Sam and Stormy got to work quickly extracting monster cores, while Harren and I lugged the burnt corpses out of the tunnel and started a new pile of monsters we had already processed.

The pile was away from the tunnel.

After clearing the tunnel, Harren and I extracted the monster corpses.

When we finished with the monsters, we had Sam count and divide the cores.

April had patched Harren and my heavy armor as best as possible.

She was now working on the warmech's weapons.

 Stormy was cleaning out the cave of the blood, remaining smoke, and burnt smell as best as possible.

I got to work preparing a meal. Harren was standing guard. Everyone just got to work.

While it was tempting to just collapse, we needed food and a comfortable place to sleep.

Proper food and sleep were incredibly important for recovering one's reserves. Even if we were dead tired, we needed to do all of this.

They cut the vegetables and meat chunks unevenly, and the stew was waterier than normal to make it easier to eat and digest. Everyone came back for the meal.

Each of us had his or her own chair and spatial storage. That was the nice thing about teaming up with other people with strong backgrounds. I wasn't just a pack mule with my spatial storage.

None of us said anything as we ate.

My Mana was incredibly low, but I had regenerated enough since the end of the battle, allowing me to use Clean to remove any lingering grime from myself and the dishes.

Clean was truly the best skill. It couldn't handle anything with active Mana, but it was great for dried blood, dishes, and just general cleaning.

The Cleaning skill and the other skills after that helped me progress the spell skill quite a bit during my time at the College.

Sam then gave us each a pile of Mana cores he had separated, and we put them away in our respective spatial pouches.

"We rest for a full day tomorrow. I will take first watch, then April. I don't think we should move the war mech out," I said.

"That is fine."

It was going to be brutal to take first watch, but Ozy hit me with a Refresh.

That was the only reason I had even considered volunteering. That battle had been way too close.

Even though I had gained a lot of skill levels, what had happened stressed me out massively.

The war mech had screwed us all over.

It had helped, but it had also put out too much Mana exhaust and noise, attracting the hordes of monsters from tertiary chambers.

I didn't think I could get worn down so quickly in combat, but it was a combat that just didn't end.

One wave after another, and the last was absolutely endless.

I had definitely overdrawn my Mana a bit and had the beginning stages of Mana exhaustion.

We would probably need to rest longer than one full day, most likely three.

That would allow the Alchemical toxicity to decrease and heal any lingering effects.

 While it would slow us down, I didn't think anyone was ready for more fighting after that nightmare.

Fighting in that tunnel was the worst.

There was no retreat either, which was why I had picked that location.

If we had fought in the open, I knew some of my team members might have tried to run, which would have been the death of us all.

I had considered that as well.

We were forced to fight with everything we had or die.

There might have been other near-death experiences in the past, but this was the first one that truly felt real.

There was no squire, no mother, only my blade and skills between myself and being ripped apart by the dungeon monsters.

Ozy was sleeping as well. He had pushed himself quite hard, and that was the main reason I was standing right now.

As I sat at the tunnel entrance, keeping watch, I scrutinized my heavy armor.

It held together decently, but it needed more serious work after I left the dungeon.

April had done her best, but fixing my armor differed from fixing the war mech.

Although she possessed some general-purpose tools, she lacked the equipment and skill to carefully redraw the runic inscriptions that had suffered slight damage.

The armor still worked and gave me an additional 20 points in my Strength stat. But if there was too much damage, that boost could vanish. The same was true for my helmet, gloves, and boots.

April had patched them up, but a specialist was needed to repair the damaged armor.

My rings and experience-blocking bracelet were fine.

Checking my weapon, I found it was in good condition.

The self-repair functionality was quite useful.

Unfortunately, without a natural treasure from the dungeon, adding such an enchantment on the rest of my equipment wasn't possible.

            

    
        Chapter 146 – Team Discussion

    
    
    
    
                Almost a day had passed since the intense battle, and we were sitting down, eating another stew I had made.

 "Thank you for the food," Stormy said.

"You're welcome," I replied.

"Helps recovery. Every team should have a cook," Harren said.

"Any changes to the stew?" Sam asked.

"No. It is simple and easy to make. If you want something else, there is hardtack, salty meat, or you can wait until we go back to the surface."

"Ah, never mind," he said.

"It is warm and tasty; that is enough," April said.

"Thank you. I think it is time we discussed what happened," I said, and my teammates nodded. "First, good job. Everyone pulled together, and no one died or was seriously hurt."

There were smiles all around until I continued.

"The main issue was our Mana output. The Indomitable outputs the Mana of around ten adventurers and up to twenty in high-intensity combat. Anyone disagree with this?"

April bowed her head when no one said anything.

"We all seriously overlooked the fact that large groups aren't done in the dungeon because Mana attracts monsters. However, instead of trying to assign blame or ending our descent, I think we should take advantage of this."

"Take advantage of a horde trying to kill us, you mean?" Harren asked while looking at me like I was crazy.

I nodded. "I gave it a lot of thought. We survived, so we can handle the pressure. And it would make clearing faster once we get into a rhythm. We can also set up more defenses ahead of time. My idea is thus: we find a chamber, clear it without The Indomitable, then set up a position. Then lure all the monsters from the nearby chambers to our position."

Everyone was silent as they considered my idea.

"We can't pick our battles. We risk a terrible combination overrunning us," April said.

"That is possible, but we survived the last wave. There is no other way to use the warmech in combat. It outputs too much Mana when it goes all out," I replied.

Surviving one near-death situation was not proof that we would survive the next one, but it was no longer impossible. Once done, something was much easier to achieve a second time.

"We all have Mana exhaustion, and our Alchemical toxicity is high. How would we even handle such a situation another time?" Stormy asked.

"We can handle one chamber on our own, just Harren and myself. Then, you and Sam build up stone defenses. We can dig a hole in the chamber's wall or use the tunnel we came through. Just fortify it better so it isn't a last-minute thing. I could also prepare runic countermeasures beforehand."

"Why don't adventurers do this regularly?" Sam asked.

"There is a lot of risk. It is better to be slow and steady than to clear monsters like this. But with the war mech, there is no other option," I explained.

“I can reduce the Mana expenditure, but we can't conceal the output without doing a lot of rework," April added in.

"My concern is the monsters we might attract. That was too close," Harren said, "even though we are fairly well rounded as individuals and more so as a group."

"I can prepare traps. We hit the first waves and trap the entire chamber," Sam said.

"What traps?" Harren asked.

"Mana explosions. Simple and easy to make in large numbers. We would need a Mana core for each explosion, but then we set up 500, which would wipe out around 1,000 to 2,000 monsters. The main thing is that we would maintain our reserves," he said.

"That would be a large contribution," Stormy said.

All my cores are needed to fuel the war mech and for repairs. I am just covering my costs. "I have nothing extra," replied April.

"Traps and the expense would be fine by me. We can try a more controlled battle and see how it goes. One more day of rest and then we move to find a suitable chamber," I said.

"Stone pillars would work well in front of the tunnel entrance to break up the flow of monsters. Can you make them?" Harren asked Stormy.

"Yes, it will take a bit of work. Ideally, I would need a day to set up defenses and recover," she said.

"That would be more than enough time for me to prepare traps," Sam added, rubbing his head.

His bald head was amusing. It made me think of an egg.

I focused back on the conversation while containing a smile at his new appearance. At least my helmet had protected my head from the bursts of heat and fire, the same with Harren.

Stormy clearly had her own defenses for her appearance while April had been in the war mech.

"Teach me Stone Wall; it isn't a skill I specialize in," Harren said, and Stormy nodded.

"I can give you a basic course," she replied.

I would be carefully preparing a complex runic array ahead of time.

"How will we trigger the monsters if we clear the chamber beforehand?" April asked.

"I can do something with a runic array. Creating a large burst of Mana and noise is simple enough. Could The Indomitable fire multiple attacks from its High Impact Cannon?" I asked.

"No. The power is too much, and the weapon needs careful servicing after each use," April answered with a shake of her head.

That was unfortunate, but not unexpected.

"If we have monsters that are immune to fire and with fire-based attacks, we would be in trouble," Harren pointed out.

"That's why we are around, and Stormy can counter with other elemental-type spell skills."

"If a monster is immune to fire, then it will take a lot of damage from cold-based spell skills, normally. It is highly unlikely it would have something more complex unless it was an Abnormal or Champion," she said.

Harren said, "The plan could work, but we also have to consider the other option: that the war mech isn't suited for fighting monsters in the dungeon as it is."

Everyone went quiet after that statement. He was basically saying we should return to the surface and kick April and The Indomitable out of the team.

That would mean the end of the team, since Stormy would probably leave as well. Sam wouldn't be useful unless he were part of a larger team. That would just leave Harren and me. But I wouldn't want to adventure just with him.

He looked over at me to get my opinion on the matter.

"It is a valid suggestion, but we also won. The worst of the danger is behind us now that we know what happened and how to manage things from now on. I am slightly inclined to keep going and see how things work out," I said.

"Even with all the problems?" Harren asked, and I nodded.

"It's new. Of course, there are going to be issues. But the war mech also did the most damage out of any of us. Unlike us mere flesh and blood beings, it can draw on Mana directly from Mana cores. That allows it to use its weapons constantly if they are working. So, while the pressure is greater, it helps shoulder more of that pressure."

"I am making adjustments to the firing speed and the other weak points in the weapons of The Indomitable. Also, it is gaining levels. It reached its first class and passed level 20 in the last battle. It now has an orange class titled Ranged War Mech, granting a boost to its firepower and how much its weapons can endure. In addition, there are several skills it has gained that will help things along," April explained.

Now that was an interesting development.

"How do the stats work?" I asked.

"Similar to a person's stats. Beyond that, it is classified along with the exact skills," April said and I frowned. "I can share anything that will greatly affect combat like weapons, but passive support skills, no one shares all of them."

That was true, and it was rude of me to ask, but I was overly curious. How would a thing of metal and components improve with stats?

"We would need to have very careful positioning. Even then, the last battle was too close. Also, we will go through a lot more potions," Harren said.

"All true. But this method should only get easier, not harder," I replied.

"I am for continuing. While it got incredibly dangerous there at the end, we managed," Stormy said.

"I will follow the will of the group," Sam said.

That was a poor attitude to have. One should always vote. Saying that he didn't want to vote or be neutral was basically admitting he had no sense of what was happening. These were the little things that came with experience, experience he didn't have. Correcting him in this discussion would have been incredibly rude.

The look Harren was giving Sam was one of extreme distaste. He had the same thought as I.

If you elected a leader, then you could abdicate your thinking responsibility to the team, but we didn't do that. Technically, anyone called out combat instructions, and they did, but I was the one who managed most of them because I was the best for the job.

I would need to speak to Sam in private and then explain why adventurers found abdicating incredibly offensive.

"I say we continue, and both The Indomitable will and I work harder," April said.

Now that was the right attitude to have. Even though Harren disagreed, he did not become annoyed with her decision. Team dynamics were exhausting in certain ways, but I could handle this much after dealing with my parents.

"Looks like we are staying. Another day off?" Harren asked me, and I nodded.

"Tomorrow. Gives us time to fully recover, especially from the Mana exhaustion. Our reserves must recover slowly. At least they are for me," I said, and there were nods from the group.

"Will give us time to work on other skills and take some time evaluating how to handle such a battle next time," Stormy said.

It wasn't an efficient strategy, but it was the only strategy that would work with the war mech tagging along. We should recover to around 90 to 95 percent with another day of rest, which was what we could expect after a battle like that.

Even if we rested for a week, there would only be a minor improvement in our states. We needed a much longer rest if we wanted to fully recover, which wasn't possible in the dungeon.

That was the biggest risk for adventurers, not the enormous battles, but becoming too exhausted.

I kept thinking about that, since one couldn't easily evaluate it on their status, and it was a matter of life and death.

            

    
        Chapter 147 – Three Months Descending

    
    
    
    
                Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 500/500

Stamina: 580/580

Mana: 800/800

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 50 ()
Endurance: 58 (+3)
Strength: 40+20 (+2)
Agility: 47+20 (+1)
Perception: 37 (+1)
Mind: 160 (+1)
Magic: 60+20 (+2)
Focus: 58+20 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (17) (31+): Light Armor (100), Medium Armor (100), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100), Pulse Strike (97), Dancing Skills (95+8), Speech (91+12), Drawing Skills (90), Dagger Skills (90), Wrestling Skills (90+1), Pugilist Skills (80+5), Bow Skills (75), Heavy Armor (62+37), Whip Skills (57), Driving (39), Stillness (25+25)

Tier 2 (60) (15+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100), Soul Sense (100), Speed Reading (99+2), Mana Vision (84+4), Darkness Vision (75+4), Critical Thinking (68+8), Shadow Vision (65+5), Focused Deflection (60), Focused Monster Processing Skills (60+22), Time Sense (53+2), Focused Dodge (52+5), Spatial Sense (47+2), Trap Detection (42+2), Poison Sense (42+2), Focused Shield Skills (40), Sweet Teeth (40), Demonic Lore (40), Focused Throw (40), Monster Analysis (38+8), Dwarven Lore (35), Elven Lore (33), Focused Spear Skills (33), Depth Sense (30+9), Focused Cooking Skills (30+7), Eldarin Lore (28), High Vostner Lore (28), Low Vostner Lore (27), Focused Rage (25+5), Focused Axe Skills (20), Focused Combat Tactics (12+12),

Tier 3 (117) (5+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100), Fear Resistance (80), Empowered Gestures (77+2), Light Orb (75), Eldarin Runes (74+2), Empowered Meditation (62+2), Silent Casting (61+1), Skill Control (61+1), Hidden Status (59), Lightning Resistance (58+3), Clean (44+4), Fireball (43+3), Cold Resistance (42+2), Sleep (40), Flame Blade (40), Ward (40+4), Empowered Breathing (38+3), Empowered Writing (38+6), System Control (33+3), Arcane Resistance (31+2), Empowered Running (31+2), Physical Resistance (29+3), Lightning Beam (28+3), Cure (27), Status Analysis (25), Dwarven Runes (22+2), Elven Runes (22+2), Demonic Runes (20+1), Soul Strike (20), Calculus (20), Advanced Geometry (20), High Vostner Runes (18+1), Low Vostner Runes (16+1), Social Resistance (10+2), Sonic Resistance (10+10), Alchemy (8+1), Empowered Stealth (8+1), Empowered Toughness (4+4), Empowered Sword Skills (1+1)

Tier 4 (32): Experience Siphon (C), Soul Link (66+6), Poison Immunity (35), Multi-Casting (21+2), Vibration Blade (15), Pain Immunity (12+1), Soul Immunity (8+1), Healing Immunity (6+2), Fire Immunity (5+3)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)

Winged Serpent
Level: 39/462

Experience: 4,887/5,611
Healing: 1,200/1,200

Stamina: 500/500

Mana: 1,200/1,200

Class: Tier 1, Young Winged Serpent (Orange)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+50%), Alchemic Skill Power (+100%)

Vitality: 120 (+8)
Endurance: 50 (+8)
Strength: 67 (+8)
Agility: 99 (+8)
Perception: 53 (+8)
Mind: 111 (+8)
Magic: 120 (+24)
Focus: 60 (+8)
Free Points: 0

T2: Alchemic Vision (100), Focused Bite (100+20), Toxic Breath (97+17), Danger Sense (58+15), Health Sense (23+1), Stamina Sense (21+1)

T3: Cure (100), Purify (100), Refresh (100), Alchemy (76+3), Poison Insight (69+2), Fire Insight (44+1), Cold Insight (41+1), Arcane Insight (40+1), Spatial Insight (34+1), Soul Insight (24+1), Healing Insight (15), Anatomy Insight (11), Atmospheric Insight (8)

T4: Soul Link (60), Flight (59+2), Alchemic Bounded Field (51+2), Greater Cure (33+3), Greater Purify (26+2), Greater Refresh (20+2), Petrifying Gaze (12+2)

Three months of fighting in the dungeon and I had gained an insane 610 skill levels. There were only three explanations. The first being was the life and death struggle that I had constantly put myself through. That was the obvious explanation. The second being the increased Mana in the air.

The last explanation was that the cursed skill had been degraded.

How many skill levels was Xanatos stealing? 

Despite doing well these last three months, the rage was real. The two soul fruits my mother had given me should have had a much greater impact. Or they were having a greater impact, but Xanatos was siphoning off my hard work.

I had been working on Stillness when I had watch, but it was a slow skill to improve, despite my focus on it. It didn't like being leveled outside of combat or a threat to my life.

But I was going to keep working on it, since it was my mother's legacy.

Empowered Toughness improved my physical body, while Physical Resistance used Mana to achieve a similar effect. So, while both had improved after all the battles and the minor damage I had taken, they were interfering with each other.

I had also finally gotten the tier 3 weapon's skill, Empowered Sword Skills. It had been a struggle to get this far, but the battles had caused me to break through a lot of bottlenecks. I guess that could be a fourth reason my skill gains went up quite a bit these last three months.

What was slightly annoying was that I hadn't gotten Combat Runes as a skill for being a spellblade and using runes in combat. I could almost feel the skill, but I wasn't good enough for it yet, which was annoying. However, it was a tier 4 skill, and I had not mastered my runic skills. I was too slow, and my runic arrays weren't good enough to be considered.

It was the first time that I wanted a skill but couldn't get it. It was a problem people had with other lower-tier skills but a first for me.

I could work on improving Drawing. There was a reason that higher tier skills were harder to get and more complex to master. They weren't simple; they had had more complex requirements.

The most surprising was Sonic Resistance, but the constant firing of The Indomitable's weapons made it absolutely necessary. I wouldn't be surprised if everyone else on the team possessed such a skill. Sound-based monsters were incredibly rare, and people used social skills instead of screaming for sound-based attacks.

 In fact, there were very few sonic spell skills.

The noise from the heavy weapons of the war mech was so constant and loud because the chief weapon was the Rapid Lightning Cannon. I was almost surprised I hadn't gotten a Visual Resistance skill of some kind from the constant flashes.

As for my stats, I had gained no Vitality, which wasn't a tremendous surprise. I was getting older, and it wasn't a stat one could easily increase through training. That every other stat had increased wasn't a surprise either, but I wasn't about to use my free stat points just yet.

It was tempting, but I wanted to keep pushing them up and not slowdown in my stat gain. Once I used my free stat points, that would be it. I wouldn't be able to level my stats easily. And with the class I had selected, I needed to keep up stat growth for as long as possible, or my class selection would be a waste.

I was also at the edge of Meldor's Threshold once again.

If I wanted Combat Runes as a skill, then I needed a higher Mind stat. It was my constant nemesis.

I had used up seven skill spaces with the new skills and upgraded skills in these last three months.

There was no defined term.

Most people didn't pack in the skills like I did and were much more focused on their selections. While Stillness applied to my build, it was a skill I would ignore. I still had soul skills I needed to work on as well. I really had too many skills.

The enormous battles on the 11th layer had gone well, at least so far. The trick was blocking off the other tunnels to narrow entrances, forcing the monsters to take their time to rush into whatever cavern we were using as a battleground.

If their numbers didn't become insanely large and with Sam distracting them, they were much more manageable than the horde we had to face previously. It meant a really long and exhausting day of fighting. While the fighting took only two hours at most, there was the preparation, monster processing, and cleanup.

Then we would rest for a day afterwards before repeating the cycle. It was a three-day cycle.

That wasn't bad considering this was the 11th layer with much larger groups of monsters. It wasn't an amazing pace, but it wasn't bad either. The problem was that it didn't properly break up the fights, and we were going through a lot of consumables.

Everyone finished eating, and I began putting everything away. We had a battle yesterday, and we're now on our rest day.

"How is everyone doing with supplies and equipment? I know I have gone through a third of my potions," I said.

"A bit more than half," Harren said. He didn't have a pet boosting him.

"Same," Stormy said.

"About a quarter gone," Sam replied.

"Fuel is holding, but repair materials are a concern. I have used about two-thirds of my stock, primarily on the weapons patching and repairing them," April said.

"That much? I thought you slowed down the fire rate?" I asked.

"A bit, but the problem is the sheer amount of Mana. Even with the high quality, they are degrading. The Indomitable's skills are helping slow the breakdowns, but I can't hold back on repairs and upkeep. An accident with a weapon would be disastrous," April explained.

"Then we should probably start looking for a passage back to the surface. The ascent is going to be a pain," I said.

This caused them to look slightly frustrated.

Each of us had earned around 70,000 orange monster cores, which would probably be closer to 80,000 when we finally got out of the dungeon. With each one from the 11th layer having an average price of 50 copper, we would only make 400 gold from this descent.

With the number of potions we had consumed, we would come out ahead. But with the wear and tear on our equipment, we would lose money. The consumption rate was too high. That was why pacing was important instead of having massive battles.

The skill gain and harvest speed for cores weren't that much different, but the problem came from burning through too much of our reserves too quickly and needing potions to win the fights. That turned what should have been a nice payday into a money-losing descent.

The warmech was to blame for all of it. Again, it wasn't just its combat ability, but the little things about it that just built up and made it unviable to fight with in the dungeon. I could tell that April knew this as well with the grimace on her face. But there was no getting around this issue.

None of us wanted to use more consumables, not even me. But in the face of these enormous battles running out of Mana or Stamina was too dangerous. So, they took potions to ensure there wouldn't be issues. Unfortunately, it also meant we were losing money.

While I hadn't had to worry about money issues that much, I owed a debt to the College for Ozy's skills. I also didn't want to ask my father for money. That would have been an awkward conversation.

"That is unfortunate. I was hoping it wouldn't be the case," Stormy said heavily while we were all silent.

While we all had different personalities, we were a team. Kicking out April and The Indomitable would mean the end of the team.

Its high Mana use attracted monsters from nearby caverns, which meant we had to change our grinding strategy. That led to higher potion consumption and the entire descent being a money loser.

While some people might come down into the dungeon for skills and levels, ultimately money was the primary motivator. Even leveling purists needed money to buy equipment. Unless we went Blood Gore's route and ran around the dungeon naked, there wouldn't be a need to worry about one's armor.

If we had been taking half the consumables we were right now, then we might break even. I could get away with more since I had Ozy. But for the others, the financial loss hurt even more.

The metal alloys used to make the war mech and its weapons weren't cheap either.

"Do you think it could be viable one day?" April asked.

"You would need a team centered on it, and then you would have to accept monetary losses for a while. Realistically, it would only be profitable on the 21st layer with yellow core basic monsters. You would get ten times the money from those cores with a minimum price of five silver each. But the challenge is getting to that part," I replied.

"Or having a dedicated potion maker on the team," Stormy said.

"Adding another person?" I asked, and she nodded.

"It would be worth considering," she replied.

"It's difficult to find a crafter who wants to fight in the dungeon. And even with potions, we would break even at best. Our cut of the monster cores would be six instead of five," Harren said.

The more people we brought, the more unfeasible all of this became.

"I am sure we can find someone," Stormy said.

She clearly wanted the war mech to succeed.

"I am not opposed, but skilled Alchemists don't like to fight," I replied.

"What about your pet? Can't it make potions since it can use Alchemy?" Sam asked, and I let out a sigh.

"If you want to spend all the money to teach it all those support skills, go ahead. Alchemy is about transforming physical substances, but potion making is a distinct sub-discipline. It isn't just Potion Refinement as a tier 4 skill, but lots of sub-skills as well. The number of sub-skills is quite large, at least around 10 to 20 . You have Alchemic Brewing, Alchemic Balancing, Alchemic Analysis, and so on."

"They weren't on the main course list," Sam said.

"Most skills aren't, since they aren't easy to teach and not required. There is no prerequisite for Tier 3 Alchemy, but learning to do anything useful without that skill requires all those support skills. And without the support skills, good luck with tier 4 Potion Refinement," I said with a huff.

I had looked into this for Ozy. It would have been great to have a mobile potion factory. But after realizing all the support skills needed to make proper potions, I had completely given up on that idea.

            

    
        Chapter 148 – Beastkin Team

    
    
    
    
                "I spotted another team of seven members," I called out as we were almost done clearing a chamber.

We were making our way through the passage to the surface. I noted the seven beastkin enter.

I finished up my last monster and retreated with the rest of the team to where the war mech was. The war mech hadn't been fighting and was standing on watch while we had been clearing chambers without its help.

I could see the beastkin spreading out slightly, but they hadn't taken up hostile positions just yet. They were eyeing the war mech warily.

"Greetings. Peace for peace, fist for fist," I called out the standard adventurer greeting in the dungeon.

"Humans, an elf, and a metal monstrosity, probably some dwarven contraption. This area of the dungeon belongs to the Wolf Clan. Hand over your cores and we will let you go," their leader called out.

I felt the use of several analysis skills. My Hidden Status would not hold up. They skipped the standard greeting, focused on racial lines, and used their skills on us. This was a hostile team. They hadn't even chosen fists but went straight for spell. There could be no quarter or mercy given.

"Hostiles! Everyone fight!" I roared and rushed forward.

I needed to kill one of these adventurers as quickly as possible. There could be no hesitation. These were thinking opponents, a thinking team of seven versus the five of us.

"Lightning Beam! Ward! Vibration Blade!" I used three spell skills in quick succession.

"Chain Lightning!" Stormy went with one of her more powerful skills right away.

Lightning against thinking opponents was the best choice to stun them and lock up their bodies.

"Darkness Orb!" Sam focused on blocking the vision of the biggest threat. He had gone for the beastkin who had spoken up, who was probably their leader.

Light bursts or other illusions could have interfered with us.

"Whirlwind Slash!" Harren roared as he rushed forward with me.

"RLC firing!" The Indomitable began unleashing a barrage of Lightning Beams at the enemy team. Ozy flew up into the air as sentry as I told him to look for any members they might have in stealth.

They were a physical team with no heavy casters like we had. The beastkin did a lot better with physical, stealth, and perception skills. They all had swords, spears, and other melee weapons, but that didn't mean they were weak.

The moment we attacked, they immediately split up in different directions, moving incredibly quickly. They had to be around level 60 to level 80 with those stats. They were professionals, which meant we would be in for a hard time.

Focusing on the target I was rushing towards, they had intercepted my Lightning Beam with the tip of their spear and then grounded my spell skill. I closed the distance, my blade shaking in my hand.

They stabbed quickly.

I knew enough about spear fighting to know that was their most likely counter to my attack. My off-hand weapon was ready and twisted.

The Ward spell skill that was anchored to my hand deflected the blow away from my face.

My blade struck the beastkin, carving through their light armor and dealing a gash as they leaped back.

Their side was bleeding heavily, and I didn't let up. I let Ward drop and used another spell skill.

 "Fireball!"

It was best used at close range, making it impossible to dodge. Regrettably, another beastkin with a sword charged, and I blocked several blows. Even with Vibration Blade, I only chipped their sword slightly and didn't cut through it.

They were using a tier 3 skill, or the weapon was of top quality.

The war mech was constantly firing, and I saw it had gotten out its Fire Aura Blaster, shooting a torrent of white flames to keep the beastkin away from our casters.

I didn't have time to see anymore as the first beastkin burst out through the Fireball smoking and slightly singed, rushing at me.

I was quickly losing ground, fighting two on one against superior opponents.

"Fireball."

I had to use the spell skill again to create some distance, so I didn't get overwhelmed. I only hoped that my teammates could win their fights, since I was handling two at once, but a glance at Harren showed he was fighting two of the beastkin, while three of them surrounded the war mech and the two casters.

I felt an immense sense of danger from behind, but Ozy let me know he had it taken care of. I knew they would have had a member in stealth.

A scream came from behind me. Ozy had landed on the back of the eighth beastkin's head, biting his neck and breathing toxic fumes directly into his bloodstream.

Ozy had waited until he was about to strike at me before attacking. I smirked as the beastkin looked at their dying member in shock.

Ozy hit them with a Petrifying Gaze, causing them to freeze up for a moment.

"Lightning Beam." I hit the sword-using beastkin in the face, since he was closer, locking up his body from the electricity.

He might have some resistance or counter, but at this close range while under the effect of another skill, he was vulnerable.

I moved in and swung my Reforged Beginner's Blade. The beastkin tried to bring up his sword, but he was too slow. I decapitated him. And he was no Xanatos or some other ancient monster, so that should kill him.

The spear beastkin went full feral and leaped at me. I parried their spear to the side, but they let it go and reached out for me with their hands.

I used my left hand to block their lunge, while bringing my sword around and driving it through the slash I had made before and into their gut and out the other side.

The beastkin bit down on my neck armor, but the bite was weak, and my armor held.

I twisted my blade and shoved hard.

The beastkin went tumbling back, bleeding out.

I lunged forward and stabbed them in their head to ensure their death. With healing points, even a wounded enemy could come back into a fight.

Ozy had flown off to assist Harren.

I rushed for one of the beastkin that were circling the ring of flames unleashed by the war mech. The beastkin sustained heavy damage, but they weren't defeated.

Stormy hadn't been able to land any finishing blows, and Sam could only disrupt them. The Indomitable was also having a hard time hitting them with how quickly they moved.

I rushed up behind one and traded blows. My danger sense was growing.

Dammit, the war mech had triggered a horde.

I was worried about this. It wasn't this stupid team of beastkin that was the problem; it was what they had caused.

Unfortunately, without the warmech firing its RLC everywhere, the beastkin would have quickly killed the casters. The only reason I had won was because of Ozy's help and close-range spells.

"Axefall!" Harren roared as Ozy interfered with his fight, and he seized an opening.

The beastkin split completely in half vertically. It was his family's signature tier 4 axe skill.

"Chain Lightning!" Stormy acted as I ran up behind a beastkin, hitting them and then sending the lightning away from me.

"Darkness Orb!" Sam blocked out the beastkin's vision as I swung.

I wasn't using Vibration Blade now, which meant I had to put a lot more force into my swing. Even though the beastkin tried to duck, I decapitated him. The lightning-based spell skill locked up his body, and a Darkness Orb blinded him as it surrounded his head.

"Stormy, block the tunnels!" I yelled out as I rushed at the next beastkin.

She acted quickly, creating a stone ramp to run over the flames surrounding her position, rushing for one tunnel to this cavern before the monster horde arrived.

I rushed at the two remaining beastkin facing off against Sam and The Indomitable.

Harren was finishing off his last opponent, and I quickly finished these two with Ozy slowing them down. The war mech was could hold against large targets and slow targets, but it struggled against fast-moving targets.

"The monsters are coming," I called out and waved towards the tunnel entrances.

The rest of the team quickly understood as Stormy began quickly reducing the size of their openings.

We all chugged down more potions. There was no time to check the gear or equipment the beastkin had with them right now. We had to win this next fight.

I was already drawing runes in the air with my Mana. I would unleash a firestorm down a tunnel. We might not get their cores, since it wasn't safe to collect corpses beyond the cavern alone, but we needed to buy as much time as possible.

The Indomitable was already rushing towards one of the tunnel entrances, swapping out for its HIC.

Stormy could partially seal two tunnels and was working on a third when the monsters arrived.

I unleashed the firestorm towards the armored slimes down my tunnel and raced to one tunnel Stormy had partially sealed.

"HIC, firing!"

The war mech completely obliterated all monsters down one tunnel, slightly shaking the dungeon. Kobolds, humanoid lizards with weapons, came out of the tunnel I was at one by one, and I cut them down easily. Ozy had flown over towards another partially sealed tunnel and was handling the monsters coming through. Some kind of centaur monster.

Harren covered a third tunnel, and the war mech was covering a fourth. The last tunnel had no monsters coming out of it since the other team had killed the monsters. At least they had done something useful. But the chambers connecting to the one they had cleared with had monsters except for the chamber they had come through.

There was slightly less pressure at the start. Stormy and Sam were helping Ozy at close range. While my pet was good, he wasn't good enough to handle a horde. The war mech had switched to its face. With monsters only coming from one direction, it could handle melee without getting overwhelmed. I knew Stormy was monitoring things with The Indomitable.

We handled the first wave as a team, and we all took potions in the brief break as the next horde from the tertiary chambers rushed towards us.

"Bunch of lucky bastards," Harren said in between potions.

I disagreed with him. Those beastkin had been bastards that deserved the deaths they got. Attacking other adventurers in the dungeon was just asking for trouble. They probably saw our levels but not our skills.

Our team was under-leveled but heavily over-skilled after our time at the College.

"Degenerate scum," Stormy muttered with a glare on her face. Attacking other adventurers was considered a complete trash move. There were more than enough monsters for everyone to fight without having to fight with each other. The only reason someone would want to fight another team was if they purposefully wanted to fight.

"Good call, Justin," Sam said with a nod in my direction.

"Thanks, but it isn't over. Time for the next wave of monsters."

            

    
        Chapter 149 – Interlude 20

    
    
    
    
                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

The cursed damage had ruined my tier 5 armor and other equipment. The cursed damage, or hostile Mana, from the demon's skills had completely wrecked any enchantments. Ripping the melted off my burnt flesh even leveled up Pain Absorption.

I couldn't sense the exit passage.

While I hated retreating and didn't want to retreat, it would have been smart.

Unfortunately, even with my Depth Sense maximized and merged with other sensory skills, I couldn't locate a passage to the 25th layer. The number of passages decreased the deeper one went.

I looked at the remains that I was hiding next to.

Blood Gore was dead. His spatial pouch was destroyed, and only a couple of bone fragments remained. But the demon likely found him during one of his attempts to create distance. Probably the one four years ago when the demon was gone for a week.

A single bony arm remained. The flesh had broken down. I hadn't touched it as the demon likely trapped it.

If I used a skill on it to check if Blood Gore was alive or moved it, the demon would know. That was why I was hiding here, and he hadn't found me. He thought that if I were nearby, I would trigger the trap.

But I was no foolish new adventurer.

Also, the demon would naturally ignore this area with his sensory skills. I had been here for a month, and the demon still hadn't discovered me. Fixing my body was slow and tiresome, but at least I could properly move my hands and fingers again. I knew my body incredibly well, which was the only reason I could fix myself slowly using Mana Manipulation and related skills internally.

I swallowed my blood and flesh that my stomach tried to expel.

Behave…

I couldn't let the demon detect me. I used a careful application of Mana to consume my waste and only moved once every three days to wolf down food and water from my spatial in under ten seconds.

Other than that, I carefully kept as still as possible. Even my heart beat only once every minute. I had slowed down so much that if someone discovered me, I would be vulnerable for ten seconds while I restarted my body to full.

This was the worst situation I had ever found myself in, but I would never die or fall to a monster.

I refused to.

While Blood Gore might have thought absorption skills would help him survive and his tier 6 regeneration skill restore him, it was foolishness. It would have been nice to keep fighting, which was why I wanted Justin to learn them.

But what truly determined who died and who lived was tenacity. Something that one had to hold in their heart. It was impossible to teach someone to keep fighting and surviving when everything was hopeless.

There was a study done at the College that only confirmed this.

They left a rat in a pail of water. After half an hour, it would tire and drown, but if a person plucked it out right when it was about to drown and then put it back in after a minute, it would keep treading water for sixty hours.

Why did the rat let itself drown? It was for the same reason countless people had died in the dungeon.

They gave up.

The Mathemancer and The Librarian were perfect examples of this. They were highly capable and would fight, but they were old and tired. They had already accepted that the dungeon would be their tomb.

Blood Gore was the other failing, lack of preparation and madness. He was strong, but he was not adaptable.

That was why I had my son learn so many skills. Adaptability and refusal to give up even when all was hopeless were the key to survival against a superior opponent.

All I had was my thoughts as I slowly healed myself.

I underestimated cursed damage. The lingering Mana from the demon's skills interfered with my Mana. I made sure that no one could track it. Another reason it was taking so long to deal with the curse damage. With my skills, I could expel such hostile Mana in a week.

But now, stuck like this, I would have to work on fixing myself for years at a minimum. It was pointless only to heal a bit and go back out. I needed to wait and slowly heal, with my senses heavily reduced.

The demon would get bored eventually. That was the problem with thinking monsters; they suffered from the weaknesses of other thinking beings. Boredom, exhaustion, and distractions were all weaknesses of thinking. I would weaponize those weaknesses of the demon to survive.

While it was a novel experience fighting such a powerful thinking monster, I would adapt and endure. The ground shook, and a wave of Mana washed over me. I didn't react in the slightest. The demon probably wanted me to reveal myself, but I was hiding well enough.

In the end, Blood Gore was finally being useful, allowing me a place to hide, next to his bones. I thanked him in my heart.

He was still a pig of a man, but he had finally proved his usefulness, like an actual pig. That is the nature of farm animals. They served their masters.

It's a shame that I had to spend so much time healing, but I couldn't afford a single mistake.

A mistake meant death.

The real question was whether I should focus on trying to escape or whether I should truly commit to the next battle with the demon. Escape would be the best option, so I could return stronger.

Those Hellfire skills were interesting. I would look to incorporate such cursed damage into my attacks. Slice would be perfect. While the wounded lingered slightly, I had no curse damage skills.

I had become strong enough that by the time I might have learned some, I could kill monsters and other legends easily enough that curse damage wasn't necessary for a fight. But now this demon was making me rethink what skills were necessary.

Armor that would counter hostile Mana would be a necessity for sure. The same goes for a helmet, boots, and gloves. I would need a full set-up of new equipment just to fight this demon and counter curse damage.

While I disliked teams, that was the strength of civilization, and why I respected the College. Do not underestimate the systematically learned knowledge, equipment, and skills. Even if most of them were useless to someone as powerful as myself.

Another wave of Mana swept over me. But I still didn't react. I didn't think.

After a minute, there was no follow-up. I was safe. The demon was probably frustrated, which was good. I would heal myself completely and then gather my strength for a confrontation. If I ran into the demon while trying to go up a layer, then I would fight to the bitter end and commit to the battle.

I didn't have the resources to hide like this again. While my spatial pouch was quite large, it wasn't infinite. Also, I would prefer to die fighting than to be chased down. It was frustrating to be so outclassed, but it was also motivating. I had thought I would get to the bottom of the dungeon easily.

That there was such a challenge was invigorating.

There were monsters that needed killing. Fighting other beings was something I had done but didn't enjoy. But putting all my effort into killing this demon was something I would gladly devote my life to.

Once I killed it, I would use its corpse to learn its secrets so I could track down other demons. A demon-sensing skill of some kind would be useful. Monsters shouldn't think; they should just die and stay dead.

I would kill so much that even the dungeon wouldn't create monsters in the lower layers.

If I couldn't get to the bottom, I would become strong enough to scare it into submission.

The ground shook, but I let the tremors pass through me, mimicking the consistency of the surrounding rocks.

The Mana of the dungeon was so thick at this layer that it was helping me hide quite a bit.

I was not grateful to the dungeon, just thinking about the fact that hiding would have been far more difficult at a higher layer.

Bastian had probably died to this demon, and now his only remaining legacy, Blood Gore, had fallen as well, ending that legacy. It was a shame that I couldn't parse through Blood Gore's legacy to give to my son. Even with his clear mental problems, he was quite tenacious in a fight.

The issue was that if he became overwhelmed; it was all or nothing with him.

The Librarian and The Mathemancer had their legacies passed on in other ways.

I knew The Librarian had created some kind of complex test in the Last Bastion and The Mathemancer had his stored in the College of Advancement.

If someone had the necessary skills, they could learn his legacy.

No one was going to learn all those math skills and the test in the Last Bastion was annoying to the extreme. To unlock the trap room, avoid being killed, and preserve the legacy buried within, someone needed special skills. I knew several legends would meet their demise against whatever The Librarian had left behind.

I wanted no statues, no grand tomb. My legacy for those other than my son would be the destruction of the dungeon itself.

I would wipe it out and end all monsters for all time. No matter how much of my flesh burnt away, I could never crush that ambition.

I would put on a simple gown once I made my escape. My spare armor wasn't as good as the set I had been wearing. It had melted away far too easily against the demon's skills. Being unencumbered and moving quickly would be better for such a fight.

Lying here slowly fixing my body was a battle of patience. One I win, for I don't lose.

I might have experienced a setback, but I refused to lose. If I didn't lose my opponent could never win.

Hopefully, Justin had picked up that determination, and my legacy would ensure he would live even if things became difficult. The right skill at the right time was more important than 150 levels. My battle with the demon showed this.

But this understanding and combat experience wasn't something easily imparted. I could only hope my son Justin was doing well. Being an adventurer was difficult.

            

    
        Chapter 150 – The Wrong Way

    
    
    
    
                "That was another snow-themed chamber," Stormy said as we rested for the evening at the 5th layer.

No one said anything as a cloud of depression hung over our group. Most environments in the dungeon chambers were shifting than the standard rock and plant chambers, which was concerning.

It signaled that we were headed up towards a passage that we hadn't come down from. The answer was obvious, but no one wanted to say it. We were far off course, and it was because of the team of beastkin.

We had found their return path back up to the surface.

 We were traveling to the beastkin continent, which was unfortunate.

"What do we do?" Sam asked.

"Dungeon navigation isn't simple," Harren muttered.

He knew, like I did, there was no good answer. The dungeon shifted about as it wanted. Even if we went back down to the 11th layer or deeper, that wouldn't fix anything.

Whatever the dungeon used to match up with people and their passages had shifted with us. There was no good way to shift back. That was why Judy's father couldn't easily return to his continent and people didn't use the dungeon for travel.

It was far more likely to end up in another city. Continent diversion was rare, but it occurred. Most likely, one of the beastkin had a rare skill of some kind that allowed them to find us. This shifted the layout of the dungeon enough to screw us over.

"There is no good answer Sam. It looks like we are on track to arrive on the beastkin continent," I said.

"That can't happen. The Indomitable is a classified technology. If it falls into the hands of the beastkin, it would be a disaster," April said.

"Can it be destroyed?" I asked her.

"Not easily. A self-destruct mechanism could be accidentally triggered. There are countless fail-safes built into the frame to prevent catastrophic failure," she said.

"What about the core? Could you disassemble it and carry the core?"

"Maybe? But it would be difficult. That would damage the living mech's soul, and the core is large and heavy. It would be very difficult to carry. Also, we can't put it in spatial storage."

"Do you know anything about the beastkin continent?" Harren asked Stormy.

"Just that humans, dwarves, and elves are all unwelcome in equal measure. While beastkin can make a life for themselves on our continent, on the beastkin continent we will probably be killed," Stormy said heavily.

I knew this as well.

"Could we fight?" Harren asked.

"They have legends and supreme legends. Even for my mother, it isn't something she would want to endure," I replied.

I had asked her about other continents, and she said it wasn't worth the hassle.

"There has to be something we can do?" April asked.

"We don't have the high-level skills to navigate the dungeon," I said.

"So, we are stuck in the dungeon," Sam replied, and I nodded.

"There is no way to cross the Great Ocean on the surface. That means we must stay in the dungeon until we can reach the 20th layer and the Last Bastion or another team and then exit with them," I replied.

"Reaching the 20th layer is impossible, so another team?" Sam asked, and I shook my head.

"Very unlikely. Teams never cross continents unless someone uses a skill, or the dungeon acts up. Even if we went back to the 11th layer, we would only run into other beastkin teams," I explained.

The situation had turned incredibly dire, and I cursed that beastkin team for attacking us again in my head. They hadn't reached Xanatos levels, but they were up there on my list of things that really pissed me off.

"How long can we remain in the dungeon?" Harren asked.

"A long time, since we all have more food and can find water. The issue is one of risk. We could run into a high-level beastkin team and get wiped out. We can't go to the surface and can't go below the 11th layer," I said.

We were all silent as we contemplated this disaster. The dungeon could be annoyed with us and the war mech. I hadn't mentioned this, but many considered the dungeon to be a living super-creature of some kind. I wasn't sure about this and didn't care to think about it, but now that we were being sent to the beastkin continent, I was afraid.

Before things were dangerous, but that was on a tactical level. It was just a matter of winning fights. Unfortunately, we had a strategic problem with no solution. The war mech was anything but subtle.

"Have the elves run into this in the past?" Harren asked Stormy.

"Yes. But there is no agreeable solution. The initial depths skills are easy enough to get, but the later ones operate similarly to system skills. They are difficult to get and level. We could be down here for decades and never get the right skill."

"What about tracking Mana?" Sam asked.

"That just flows up and down. The dungeon creates silos for different entrances. It is rare for these silos to intersect unless you get deep enough. On a continent, the intersection happens around the 20th layer, which is why the Last Bastion is built there. For some kind of cross-continent intersections, it would be deeper than that," I said bitterly.

"Can we negotiate with the beastkin?" April asked.

Stormy scoffed. "They would sooner eat you than deal with us or even you, Dwarf. Even if you served the war mech up to them, they are quite belligerent. There are records of attempted contact and negotiations with them over the millennia, all ending in disappointment."

"I was just asking Elf," April replied with a sneer.

The team was fracturing, but there was nothing I could do. Harren and I looked at each other. If the team split, we would team up. April and her war mech would be dead weight and attract too much trouble.

Sam and Stormy were casters, and Sam was only useful in a large team. As for Stormy, she was capable, but she would struggle in fights. Protecting her would annoy us, and her spell skills would not compensate.

"Why can't we just pick one direction and travel?" Sam asked, showing his ignorance of the dungeon.

This was why bringing new people onto a team was annoying, since they understood nothing. I now knew how my mother's squires felt when I asked so many questions.

"The dungeon is infinite and doesn't have directions besides the passages on each layer. What we think of as straight could just be a big circle. The dungeon constantly moves chambers about, builds them, destroys them, and sometimes reuses them. Depth Sense helps us find the nearest passage up and down, but we can't find one to another continent," I explained.

I was already trying to think about how we would get out of this situation. There was no confirmation that we were going to exit onto the beastkin continent, but it was highly likely. There were stories about how the general environment shifted when one's exit passage changed.

It wasn't one or two chambers, but a larger collection. That was why we had become increasingly worried until this point, where it was all but basically confirmed.

Heading off with Harren was only a delay in the inevitable. We could be stuck down here for years or even decades, surviving on what the beastkin adventurers brought down and killing them.

Getting to the Last Bastion was hopeless as well. It was on the 20th layer below the Eldarin continent. Trying to get to it without some kind of locator item or skill would be the same as trying to get back to our continent. The chances of finding a team from the Eldarin continent might go up by a hundredth of a percent each layer. It was highly unlikely that we would encounter other humans, elves, or dwarves.

There was a lot of debate about whether the dungeon was infinite. It created discrete sections for each group, but even the College with all its mathematical prowess couldn't model how the dungeon handled its chambers. If someone knew that information, it would be incredibly dangerous.

They could slip over to the beastkin continent, kill people or raid a city out of the dungeon, then retreat into another area in the dungeon, making it impossible to follow them.

Even my mother was hesitant about such things, which was all the confirmation I needed to know that trying to navigate the dungeon was a nightmare.

Sure, the legends who had been to the Last Bastion had some kind of item to locate it again, but that was part of the challenge and charm of the place. They had to find it first.

We were all in trouble now.

"What about disguises?" Sam asked.

I wanted to sigh at that. The beastkin weren't idiots, and they had a reason to watch dungeon entrances beyond dungeon breaks.

Judy's father got through because the Eldarin continent was a bit more welcoming after the fall of the Eldarin Empire. But the beastkin continent was death for everyone else. No one really cared, since this situation was quite rare. While we might not know the number of human teams lost to the beastkin, there was a good understanding of the number of beastkin who showed up.

Getting five to ten a year was the estimated amount. That was five to ten out of however many adventurers they had going into the dungeon. Tens of thousands at the very minimum, which meant the percentage and chance of crossing over to another area of the dungeon were impossibly remote.

It was just our bad luck to run into a beastkin team and take their passage back up, putting us in line with another continent.

Bad luck or the dungeon messing with us.

Regardless, there was nothing we could do to get back now. We were trapped here.

"Disguises won't work. They have good sensory skills," Stormy said.

If Sam were a legend, then he might have been able to get away with it. But as he was, it would be impossible to sneak out through a passage to the surface. And once there, what would he even do? It wasn't like he could build a boat and cross the Great Ocean, which was death.

The team was absolutely and totally finished.

"I am voting to dissolve this team formally and for each of us to go our own way peacefully. If people want to group up after that, it will be their choice," I said with a heavy sigh.

"What are you planning to do?" April asked me.

"Try to survive and hope I get lucky. Leaving the dungeon is a death sentence. You can try your luck if you want to, but the beastkin hate other races on their continent. The reason is unclear, but it is cultural."

Even Judy and her father didn't know why. If other races emerged from the dungeon, they quickly killed them.

"That's it?" Sam asked.

"There is nothing else," I replied.

There was no other option.

"What about making our own exit, somehow?" April asked.

"We lack spatial skills, and they would hunt us down again if we emerged on the beastkin continent. In the dungeon, we are hiding to survive. But up there, a legend or supreme legend would spot us in an instant," I said.

No idea how many they had, but it was likely they had similar numbers to the Eldarin continent. They weren't as revered or as well-known over there, so Judy and her father didn't know any supreme legends on the beastkin continent.

Probably because of their specialty in stealth skills, wanting to keep their accomplishments hidden.

I could understand that, but even just a legend could wreck our team.

We might beat one, but it was the swarm of beastkin after that that would be a problem.

            

    
        Chapter 151 – The End Of The Team

    
    
    
    
                Everyone was silent, thinking about what to do next.

"Aren't we stronger together?" Sam asked me with a pleading face as the tension grew.

I didn't reply to this.

"You are leaving regardless?" Stormy asked, understanding what was really happening.

I nodded slowly.

The team was finished. The question was whether this was going to be a hard breakup or not. Any verbal response would just increase tensions. Breaking up like this was the politest way, but feelings would be hurt, regardless.

"They can track the war mech. A rescue operation can and will take place," Stormy said.

That was wishful thinking.

"The people who can track it will have to find a way through the dungeon. People have made such attempts previously by equipping teams with methods of tracking each other. We are siloed in a completely different section of the dungeon. There will be no easy rescue. If we were by another human city or even an Elven city, I might agree. But since we siloed under the beastkin continent, then there is no chance," I countered with as little inflection as possible in my tone. "We should vote."

"The Indomitable is part of the team," April said.

"It is a pet. Pets don't count. Not even my pet," I said coldly.

"I vote no," April said.

"Yes," Harren said.

Sam was looking at Stormy. He knew that voting yes would result in someone dragging him to his death. The war mech and April were a dead weight in the dungeon, along with Sam, since his skills were most useful with it. Voting to break up the team meant killing them.

But if Stormy voted to stay, I would still leave.

And if I left, Harren would leave. Losing both front liners would be a death sentence for the casters, Stormy included.

"Chain Lightning."

Both Sam and April collapsed as Stormy attacked them.

Harren quickly got to his feet, but I remained seated.

"Fire Bolt. Fire Bolt."

Stormy killed our two teammates without hesitation, incinerating their heads.

"Why?" Harren asked in shock.

I knew exactly why. I wouldn't have made that choice, but it was the only logical one for her. And when it came down to it, elves were pragmatists in a specific sort of way.

"Naïve," Stormy said with a sneer. Her Elven ears twitching slightly. "If the beastkin had captured them, they would have revealed more about us. That was their only hope, plead for mercy where there is none. We cannot lose the living mech core. April would never abandon it and would insist on stomping through the depths. Sam would be useless without the war mech present. Now we have their supplies and can last longer."

It also made her the only caster. Otherwise, I could have picked Sam to come with us instead of her. She couldn't afford to be left behind, or she would have no chance in the dungeon.

Stormy was utterly ruthless when it mattered. Harren fooled himself, but I noticed my Social Resistance increasing when Stormy was around. Probably some kind of subtle aura and social combination skill.

"Can you conceal the core and carry it?" I asked.

"Yes. I know how to shut it down and transport it discreetly if necessary. Our teammates fell to the beastkin," Stormy declared.

"Bitch," Harren muttered but said nothing else as Stormy got up.

I remained seated as she went over to the warmech to extract the core. I looked at my two teammates' corpses. They were the ones who were naive and foolish. They should have realized their situation when the vote was held.

I would have just left them behind, not killed them. I would have also destroyed the living mech core. But Stormy would leave no loose ends and take the key item away.

"You are just going to accept that?" Harren asked me.

"No, let's leave. Quietly and quickly," I said and began putting my items quickly into my spatial pouch.

I knew why Stormy had made her choice, but since she had killed her teammates… There was no way I would trust her.

The moment her rescue team showed up, Harren and I would be dead.

"Where are you going?" Stormy called out as we stopped at the edge of the chamber.

"Away. I never agreed to let you join me. Your people will kill us the moment we are rescued. If you follow us, there will be no mercy. Let's go," I told Harren, and we quickly departed.

We made our way through a passage back down to the 6th layer and took it. In that layer, things had been reset, but we easily began clearing our way through several caverns at a rapid pace to put distance between us.

We went down to the 7th layer and then back up another passage to the 6th layer.

"You think we left her behind?" Harren asked me.

"Hopefully. Check everything, including the items in your spatial pouch, for any markings or Mana. Take your time."

We began checking all our gear. I found a mark on my heavy armor, under a bit of padding on the back guard. I easily broke apart the Mana that was present.

Harren had something similar on his chair. He broke apart that tracking method by injecting some of his Mana into it like I had.

"We will check everything again tomorrow."

"You think there is a second method?" he asked me.

"Maybe. It would increase the risk of finding something, but the clues were subtle. Stormy will not let this go easily. But after a couple more days of checking, we will just have to wait and see if we run into her again," I said.

"Now what? Any ideas?"

"Unfortunately, no. If I had one, I would have said it already. You?"

"We should check out a passage to the surface, just to confirm,.

"We could, but the risk of running into a strong beastkin is high, and then we would be dead."

"So, we just stay in the dungeon forever?!"

"There are no other options. We can't go further down, and we can't go up," I said morosely.

"Food is going to be tight," Harren muttered.

"I know. At least I took all the food the beastkin had. There was only one spatial pouch among them."

"We left the food with…the others," Harren trailed off, uncomfortable recalling what had happened.

"Let Stormy have it. Staying would have invited trouble."

"Can't trust anyone," Harren muttered and then looked at me. "Um, I didn't mean you."

"I understand."

The only reason I trusted him to tag along was Ozy. Monsters needed very little rest. They could sleep, but they could get away without a lot. My winged serpent rested on my shoulder pauldron for long periods of time anyway.

"So back to the 11th layer?"

"The large groups of monsters would be difficult with just the two of us, but it's possible."

There was another option I hadn't mentioned. I could have made a large runic array drawing in lots of Mana, but my mother had warned me never to do this, since the dungeon would react to large-scale uses of runes within its boundaries.

"She just killed them, just like that," Harren said, clearly shaken up about our teammates' deaths.

The moment I realized we had been siloed by the dungeon, I knew they were dead and we probably were as well. Lugging the war mech around would be too big a hindrance, and April would never leave it.

The excuses kept going through my head. I had forced Stormy into that situation, but there was no other choice but to break up the team. That was why certain people shouldn't become adventurers. They couldn't descend on their own.

As for Stormy, she might survive, but it would be difficult for a lone caster. She would have to manage her Mana carefully and pick up some melee skills. It would be a tremendous struggle to level them up while fighting. I had trained to be a spellblade for years; she hadn't.

Not everyone was my mother, who picked up a sword and rushed to slay everything that looked at her funny inside the dungeon.

What made me feel bad, I guess, was April and Sam's deaths before me. I was sentencing them to die by leaving, but if I had stayed, I would have died as well.

I wish there were another option. If I had the strength or the right skills, I wouldn't have been in that situation.

My mother's lessons of only being able to count on yourself in the dungeon ran through my mind. There were no laws or higher power to save you; only your skills, your sword, and those you put your trust in. It wasn't being overrun with monsters, but the situation was just as dire.

If they didn't cut away the dead weight, they wouldn't survive this disaster. April and Sam were deadweight. Stormy had turned into deadweight with her betrayal of them. If she hadn't killed them like that, I might have been open to working with her, but April would have never let her dismantle the war mech. Sam wouldn't understand what was truly happening.

I wouldn't betray teammates, but I wouldn't coddle them either. This wasn't a power-leveling trip. They were equal to me on this descent. Their failure to understand was on them.

Every time I told myself that, I felt bad. I knew I was going in circles and shouldn't brood over what happened, but I genuinely liked April and Sam. They were earnest individuals trying to do their best. Harren was the same, but he was competent in the dungeon and slightly more aware.

I hated all of this. Once things began, I had no way to diverge from this chain of events if I wanted to survive.

With Harren beside me, we could last for a long time, but it would work. I would need to improve my stealth skills, specifically Stillness, that my mother had left me as her legacy. Combine that with a disguise skill of some kind. I had seen more of Sam's illusion work, and I had Mana Manipulation.

I would need to consider making a new skill to alter my appearance and hide that I was altering my appearance to leave. But even that wouldn't be enough. Perhaps making myself look all burnt up, like a beastkin that had suffered horribly in the dungeon would work? I quickly dropped that plan. The beastkin specialized in sensory skills and stealth. They would sniff out any disguise I might try to use.

Even getting out to the surface wouldn't help. There would be nowhere to go but to hide in the wilderness. The entire society was hostile.

            

    
        Chapter 152 – Items

    
    
    
    
                "I have an idea," I said.

We had been clearing monsters on the 11th layer. We had found nothing else left behind by Stormy, and there was no sign she was following us.

Staying in the dungeon was fine, but the main issue was supplies. Fighting and killing beastkin that came down was too risky. They could be completely useless, or they could be a legend. It was too risky to attempt ambushes at entry passages.

"What are you thinking of? Not another bad idea, I hope," Harren asked.

"The triggering of a monster horde from the dungeon wasn't terrible…anyway... We go back to the 5th layer and try to find the war mech. Then, get the flight engine out. Get to the surface and build a flying vehicle to fly back to the Eldarin Continent over the Great Ocean," I suggested.

Harren let out a sigh. Yeah, it was a bad idea. Not just a bad idea, but an impossibly stupid idea.

Suggesting it made me feel dumber.

"I think you should give up sharing your ideas," he muttered.

I scoffed dismissively. He wasn't trying to figure a way out of this situation. He had resigned himself to fighting for the rest of his life.

"Then let's talk goals. The main thing we need is food. There is water in the dungeon. But we need food long term."

"I have an idea," Harren said, and I listened closely. "We intercept some beastkin and skin them. Wearing their flesh over ours."

That took a very dark turn quick.

"It won't work. Any kind of analysis skill will see right through such a macabre disguise."

Harren let out a sigh. At least he was thinking of ideas, even if they were disgusting and horrible.

"What about leaving runic markers behind? Mapping out an area?" Harren asked.

I had asked that same question myself.

“They disappear unless they are attached to a person. When a dungeon removes a chamber, it erases everything or puts it into a pocket space to fill up with monsters to use again. That is why we occasionally run into gear that other teams have abandoned."

There was no way to map out the dungeon. Countless people had tried; the College had used mathematical models. The dungeon was completely opaque in how it operated beyond being large enough to be infinite and altering itself based on unknown rules and parameters.

I checked my spatial pouch. The food and potions were getting low. Eating monster meat was a good way to mess with your Mana. Mixing Mana through consumption would cause damage to one's soul and lead to things I saw at the Five Star Institute of Healing. While I wasn't pregnant, it could affect me, which would be terrible. I knew enough about medical stuff after spending so much time with healers that messing with one's soul in any way was just asking for a terrible end or death.

I pulled out the Book of Rituals. If anything could get us out of here and back home, it would be a ritual. I began flipping through the book, looking at examples that were listed out. About two-thirds of the way through the book, I found a ritual that might work.

Ritual Of Ascending Exit

This ritual is used to force the dungeon to create a passage to the surface in a new location. It is best used with a Ritual of Descending Entry to link both together to target a specific location with a new surface passage.

However, the ritual is usable by itself if something blocks the exit passage. The following components are needed:

7 Yellow Monster Cores49 Bound Monsters
1 Gallon of Alchemically Prepared Ritual Ink
Stone Carving Kit

The requirements were quite high, but they weren't impossible.

"I might have a real solution to get to the surface without entering a beastkin settlement. From there we can figure out things."

"Oh, what is it?" Harren asked.

"A ritual. The materials needed aren't impossible to get." I listed them off as Harren listened to the plan. "What do you think?"

"We exit and then what?"

"Figure out more about the beastkin, gather supplies, and try to find some way to get back."

"Another bad idea. Rituals are dark and dangerous," Harren said.

I just stared at him. This was a legitimate idea, and he was just giving up.

That's when I realized he had given up when Stormy killed our other two team members.

He was struggling to come to terms with what had happened and was letting it consume him.

I felt bad for not finding this option before, but I had put the ritual book from the Dark Cabal to the side and hadn't given it much thought. I planned to review it thoroughly one day. But between graduating from the College, going right into the dungeon, and then dealing with my team, I had never read through it.

There was some aversion to the book as well, since it was from the Dark Cabal. Could it have been used to keep the team together? Possibly, but doubtful. Once we got to the surface, it would be every person for themselves. I would also need enough supplies to make another entrance into the dungeon from the surface.

It would be foolish to think that I could use the same passage that I created. It would be highly likely that the beastkin would discover it and seal it off. Once I got to the surface, I needed to find a remote place to make a passage and use that passage for going into the dungeon.

Getting supplies would be tricky, but that was something I could figure out once I was on the surface.

Ozy would be a great help in scouting, and I had some stealth skills.

My knowledge of the beastkin was very limited. I hadn't talked with Judy's father much, and he had only shared a little about his home.

I needed information, which meant going up to the beastkin continent and trying to get information. It would be difficult and dangerous, but food was an absolute requirement. If I could stock up on a lot of food, I could stay in the dungeon for a long time.

There was a large surge of Mana that swept down from above and at a slight angle. That was weird, since most surges of Mana came from below, not above. The angle was sufficient, and I wasn't near a passage, so I wasn't concerned about a monster swarm.

Ozy was checking the area, and my Danger Sense wasn't triggering either.

"What was that?" Harren asked while looking around nervously.

"That much condensed Mana makes hard to say."

I didn't want to say the first guess that came to my mind. Stormy died, and her spatial pouch had been ripped apart. 

She likely took the cores that Sam and April had.

I felt a bit frustrated leaving all that wealth behind, but it was better to have a quick and clean break.

That much Mana was likely a result of her being killed by a monster and that monster eating all those cores at once, breaking them apart, and then exploding from all that Mana.

A Mana shockwave like that was usually the sign of someone dying after a long descent. It normally happened lower, but Stormy was probably exhausted and made a mistake.

A monster or even an Abnormal might have killed her. Regardless, it meant that Stormy had perished in my mind, which wasn't surprising. It was a lot of cores, which was why we sensed it all the way here in the 11th layer.

"I think we should try the ritual. It is the best way to get to the surface in a remote location. From there we can work to get food and supplies before creating a hidden entrance to use in a remote location," I replied.

"And if it doesn't work and we die horribly?" Harren asked.

He was clearly becoming unstable, which was sad to see. I moved him from the column of annoying but dependable to mentally fracturing. It was shocking to see such a man have such a weakness.

But the dungeon could break people if they weren't ready. The training I had growing up was harsh. I couldn't forget that time in the 1st layer I was almost killed, and Squire Jessica intervened.

Harren had gone down on his own as well, but he clearly had never faced life or death. He hadn't been told constantly that his life could end at any moment from being careless and losing his common sense.

"Then what do you suggest we do?"

"I don't know!" he shouted.

He then grabbed his axe and stormed off.

Ozy looked up from my shoulder. He was getting bigger and heavier. It wouldn't be too long before I had to kick him off his perch for good.

"What do you think, Ozy?" I asked, and my pet let out a hiss as I scratched his black-scaled head.

His red eyes looked up at me with happiness and contentment. He didn't care about human drama or considerations. He would follow and obey me no matter what happened. That was why a pet was superior to other people.

Even using up one tier 4 skill slot, he was worth it. Though I lost out on experience, he was still worth it. Perhaps that was why I could endure the pressure of our situation and Harren couldn't.

There was another option.

Xanatos could be my savior. I could learn soul skills and use the link between us somehow to find my way back through the dungeon. Perhaps it might work as a long-term strategy.

Putting the ritual book away, I looked through the book on soul skills my mother had gotten me.

It contained foundational and other higher tier skills.

I frowned.

Using these skills to track the cursed skill back to Xanatos wouldn't be simple. While I had a start with Soul Sensing and Soul Strike, getting the skills I needed would take time. There was also my Mind stat to consider. Another possibility appeared in my mind, but it was one that would require years of effort to come to fruition.

I put the book away and let out a sigh.

Harren had left the chamber we had cleared; Ozy had seen the tunnel he had gone through, and it was filled with monsters.

He was leaving my team.

He clearly didn't want anything more to do with me. Not even a goodbye after our years of friendship.

There were worse ways to part, as shown with Stormy. At least his departure hadn't ended in a fight. He clearly had his own ideas, including finding some beastkin and wearing their fur like some kind of crazed person. That wouldn't do anything without actual skills, and just the thought was enough to make me recoil at the thought.

If there were absolutely no choice, I would make it. I would never give up or let myself die. But it was a bad idea based on fundamental principles.

Harren clearly wanted to die fighting instead of slowly starving to death.

That was ultimately his choice, but it was a poor one.

"Goodbye Harren. I guess you want to walk your path. I hope you survive," I said quietly with only Ozy to listen to me as he landed back on my shoulder.

            

    
        Chapter 153 – Champion Of The 11th Layer

    
    
    
    
                "My old friends, troll-type monsters," I said while looking at the large green beasts.

These were much beefier than the Champion back on the 1st layer. It fit that the first Champion monster I would face on my own in the 11th layer was a troll.

The dungeon truly had a sense of humor.

I patted the dungeon wall.

"Keep it up, and I will be like my mother and shove a sword where it hurts."

The dungeon didn't react.

Much bigger, the Champion was at least three times my height. The other trolls were roughly one and a half times my height. My sword arm was going to get a workout. There was no other way out of the dungeon, and I needed to get food eventually. That was the immediate priority.

Stepping back, I began swinging my blade. I made a runic circle. It wouldn't last long, but it would help even things out and set the scene for what was about to happen.

"Fireball."

I used the spell skill with the runic circle, and a fire tornado formed, spiraling into the chamber.

At least the chamber wasn't snow or ice themed. Those were annoying due to how cold they were. Fire was less effective because of the environmental effects.

"Ozy, go!"

My Wing Serpent took to the air of the chamber. He would have complete aerial domination since these troll-type monsters were physical combatants, with no range attacks, and they didn't fly or climb walls.

"Flame Blade!"

My weapon burst into blue flames as heat washed over me. Large physical monsters had lots of healing points. The best way to counter that was through damage over time attacks.

Rushing forward, I didn't hesitate. The nearest troll swung at me, and I ducked under the clawed hand.

My blade easily cut through the troll's leg, sending it crashing to the ground with a smoldering stump.

I needed to focus on crippling monsters; I could kill them later. I couldn't afford to spend more than one strike per monster.

"Fireball. Fireball."

The trolls who began burning let out a scream. Before impact, the spell skills injected spirals of air, which made the fireballs grow, enlarging the flames and spreading out the impact flames more. Gusts of wind blew out, pushing more flames out and burning more trolls.

I carved my path through the trolls in front of me, heading right for the Champion.

"Fireball. Fireball."

My Mana plummeted, but it was better to use it up quickly early on while keeping about a third in reserve.

No wonder my mother loved fire so much. It was a great way to wear down numerous durable enemies.

The burning troll corpses blocked other trolls from rushing me as I made my way towards the approaching Champion Troll. It had a large, spiked metal mace.

It brought its weapon back, which then broke apart near the hilt.

Good job Ozy. 

That was the distraction I needed to close the distance and slash upwards, cutting from the knee up to the waist of the monster deeply.

"Fireball!"

It was level 110, so I couldn't hold back. While it might have the level of a legend, it wasn't a legend and didn't think like one. Also, it didn't have the skills. The Champion Troll stumbled back as its face burned. I pivoted on one foot, bringing my blade up and down, cutting two-thirds through the thick troll leg.

I didn't hesitate to pull my weapon free and hurried away back down the path I had carved out. Trolls were already moving through the fire to swarm me.

"Fireball. Fireball."

My Mana was almost out now as I let Fire Blade dissipate. I made it back to the tunnel I had entered this chamber from. A good portion of the chamber was on fire. That rush out and back took less than twenty seconds.

The Champion Troll had collapsed onto one leg and was hopping its way towards me. Other trolls were pulling their burned bodies towards me. Some of them had weapons, but I wasn't worried as I drew another runic structure in the air.

I was getting better at this.

I backed up along the passage with Ozy, who kept delaying the trolls at the front with his Alchemical Bounded Field. Patches of ice on the ground, bursts of fire in their faces, and Petrifying Gaze. Troll monsters would be resistant to poison, so I didn't have him use Toxic Breath.

"Fireball."

The vortex of air swarmed onto the fireball as I anchored the runic circle onto the spell skill.

I thought it was a neat trick.

The massive fireball flew down the tunnel and into the chamber, incinerating hundreds of trolls that had gathered. It had been risky to run out, but I had a good sense of combat at this point. Attacking the Champion also ensured that all the trolls in the large chamber were drawn toward me.

I didn't want to have a battle and then find any of them still kicking. It was best to clear a chamber completely. Why wouldn't all the monsters attack me in large groups if the threat wasn't great enough?

Not all monsters would attack on sight. It was a simple tactic, but an annoying one.

On the flip side, if the threat and Mana expenditure were great enough, like with the war mech, then the monsters from other chambers would swarm to that location.

My Mana was quite low, and I didn't want to risk any more spell skills. I rushed through the burnt and charred trolls, cutting through limbs as I rushed back into the chamber. The smoke and burnt monster smell was awful, but I was used to it.

Now the challenging part came.

For the next half hour, I ran around cutting down trolls and avoiding their attacks while Ozy assisted in watching my back. When I finished, my Danger Sense stopped triggering.

 Looking around, none of the trolls were moving either. They had either been burnt or chopped up.

I got to work harvesting the monster cores, starting with the Champion Troll. I stored the yellow core separately.

That was one down and thirteen more to go. 

The blood was also useful for the Alchemically prepared ritual ink. I had a couple of storage containers in my spatial pouch for such things and filled them up with the Champion's blood. My classes in monster processing have come in handy right now.

While we hadn't worked with such a high-level monster in the class, the basic principles were mostly the same. I would have to work with Ozy carefully to alter the blood and look for some iron-based monsters as well. Iron would be the best, but I could use another metal if necessary.

Powdered iron would probably be the best choice for the Alchemically prepared ritual ink. I would also need to get some more for the entry passage as well, just like yellow cores.

While it would take more preparation, it would be better to do it now while it was possible. Once I left the dungeon, I would have to worry about the beastkin. Trying to gather supplies to open a passage at that point would be a nightmare. Best to avoid that if possible.

Once I was done, I used the most powerful spell of all.

"Clean."

Such a useful spell skill. Without it, the dungeon would have been far more miserable. It was a must-have for anyone wanting to be an adventurer.

Unfortunately, it did nothing for the burnt troll smell.

I wouldn't go down the passage to the next layer. I could clear one chamber per day on this layer. It would take around ten chambers to reach another passage with a Champion at the minimum. That would take around six more months, which was too slow.

The food could last, but it would be very close, and I would have to ration. Rationing would heavily affect my reserves, making them regenerate slower. That was how people died in the dungeon  — overextending themselves.

I needed to fight and kill Champion monsters only, and I had stealth skills. Ozy was overlooked until he attacked or got close to another monster.

Even though he was my pet, he was still a dungeon monster. Whatever the monsters used to determine other monsters and targets to attack didn't count Ozy until the fighting began.

I would sneak through several chambers and then clear the chamber before the Champion's chamber. So, three or four days per yellow core instead of fifteen. Instead of six months, that would take about two. I didn't have to get food the moment I emerged from the dungeon, and my reserves had strong regeneration, since I wouldn't be starving myself.

If I needed to fight some beastkin, then I needed to be as combat capable as possible. Thinking ahead in a situation like this was critical.

My team would have just made things worse, especially the war mech. I had no proof, but I honestly thought our bad luck was because of the contraption.

Now it was just Ozy and me, and I was confident that I could handle most things. Once I had a stable source of food from the surface, I could begin working on soul skills to track Xanatos through his cursed skill.

I found it funny that he would save me instead of dooming me, but he already owed me a massive debt. I was going to collect a small part of that by using him to assist me.

I couldn't help but think about the team as I settled into a corner of the chamber to rest for the night. They hadn't had their priorities straight by focusing on the war mech instead of focusing on the dungeon itself. Anything that needed a team to be used properly in the dungeon was just asking for trouble.

April should have worked to create a curated team and then stayed in the upper layers, but she rushed to a level she wasn't capable of handling herself. The same was true for Sam. One should never go deeper than one's own ability. Even if the team got along well and had synergy, you would be doomed if things fell apart.

It was survival of the fittest down here, both mentally, emotionally, and in terms of skills. All my teammates were lacking in one of these areas.

I couldn't help but thank my mother again for properly preparing me again in my mind. While her training had been harsh and unrelenting, I had a firm grasp of my adventuring ability in the dungeon.

Even Harren, with his background, didn't have the combat experience I had. He might have talked a lot, but ultimately, he was insecure and fragile. He wasn't prepared for how badly things could go down there. While I didn't want things to go badly, I knew I could survive no matter what.

Even if I didn't have the ritual or soul skill books. I would figure out a way to survive.

For now, I needed to hunt beastkin near the exit passages and use Stillness and other skills to strike at individuals and get supplies.

            

    
        Chapter 154 – Ritual Of Ascending Exit

    
    
    
    
                I checked the book again, and the carefully carved out geometric symbols and runes for the ritual in a chamber on the 1st layer. Since I had to use my sword carefully to cut into the dungeon floor, it was as good as I could make it. Ozy had fixed some minor mistakes I had made, but he wasn't good at altering stone. He could only make small changes to stone.

The first step was to place all seven yellow cores carefully. Those had been a pain to get from Champion monsters in the 11th layer. I had spent a lot of time doing this. At least sneaking around had sped things up quite a bit to get yellow monster cores.

After placing the seven cores in the center of the ritual circle, I then began pouring the Alchemically prepared ritual ink over each core one at a time.

I had to go quickly, but I also couldn't make mistakes. The more mistakes that were made, the higher the chance the ritual would go wrong. There was an unknown margin of error in each ritual.

I found some metal-based monsters with iron-based claw tips. I had cut them off and carefully shaved them down before storing them. Ozy helped to prepare the ink Alchemically a little while ago to ensure it was mixed properly. After that, I had collected the monsters from adjacent chambers, bringing them back here.

The monsters were all from the first layer. Sleep was a useful skill for handling them.

I had to use some Mana potions to make sure I had enough. I then eased monsters to their places at the outer edge of the ritual circle, being careful not to wake them.

Everything was in place, and I moved to the edge of the ritual circle.

I then channeled my Mana into the Alchemically prepared ink in a large burst while focusing on a passage to the surface. The ink burst into green flames, and I quickly retreated to a tunnel. Ozy was already staying back as well in a tunnel.

The monsters woke up and screamed as they burned, but they couldn't move. Their Mana had already become part of the Mana of the ritual circle.

Their screams and cries carried nothing but pain and suffering.

I would never use a ritual with actual people as ingredients. It was horrifying watching their flesh peel away as they struggled helplessly.

There was a burst of Mana. I activated my various sensory skills, and everything seemed to twist above the ritual circle. The dungeon felt like it was groaning as a hole broke open in the ceiling and a set of stairs formed down into the circle of green flames.

The seven yellow cores shattered, and the green flames died down after thirty seconds.

There was no large Mana burst. The ritual had worked.

While I had expected it to work, I was glad there were no unexpected complications or the ritual failing. If it had failed, it would have been dangerous, since the results would be unpredictable only in the sense of how bad the outcome would be.

Rituals weren't joyous things or things to be used lightly. They used suffering and the emotional power from that suffering to bend Mana for the ritual. Focusing on potent emotions strengthened various skills, but this boost was comparatively small compared to getting support skills.

Also, using emotions to make skills strong was much riskier. Having a certain emotional state all the time would unbalance a person.

The stairs crumbled and were poorly made, unlike the stairs used in passages for various cities. But that was fine. I needed nothing amazing.

With the ritual complete, I quickly made my way up the stairs to the surface. Each step brought a deeper chill.

Emerging from the dungeon, there was icy wind and snow everywhere I looked. The beastkin continent seemed to be a very inhospitable place to live and offered very little natural cover.

Quickly, I began removing my armor in the dungeon. I had one heavy cloak I put on as well as all my shirts and pants. I didn't have specific cold-weather clothing. While the dungeon environment could change, normally it was only for a short time. It was not worth changing one's outfit.

If you had to change your clothing in the dungeon to match the environment, you weren't ready for that layer. The surface was an entirely unfamiliar situation. I would be up there for a while, trying to find food.

Ozy went under my cloak, wrapping around my neck and shoulders. He poked its little head out by my ear while hiding under the cloak, leaching off my heat.

Scaled creatures had a harder time warming themselves up and were more vulnerable to that type of damage. He wouldn't be flying around without freezing to death.

Leaving the dungeon, I looked around at the expanse of white, while trying to figure out which way I should head. I knew nothing about the beastkin continent. There was a major city where various tribes came together near the coast called Frost Fang. But beyond that, I had no idea about the geography of this place.

Looking up at the sun, I found it hard to make out its position with the clouds and snow. Just finding this entrance again could be incredibly difficult.

I communicated what I wanted to Ozy mentally. He focused, and three pillars of snow came together around the dungeon entrance and froze into pillars. They were three times my height.

Hopefully, I could spot them again.

At least it would provide some kind of marker for this location. It would make it obvious to beastkin as well, but I didn't see any out on this snowy tundra. I was slightly back from a ridge and higher up that most of the surrounding terrain.

Everywhere around me was just snow, ice, and rocks. The beastkin continent's snow and ice were worse than I thought.

"I think we are in trouble, Ozy," I muttered behind a shirt I had wrapped around my face. I was bundled up, but the cold was brutal to me.

Each direction looked functionally the same except for there being mountains off in one direction and more flat areas off in another. I didn't know which direction was better. Frozen mountains or a frozen wasteland. The mountains might have something, but the wasteland was probably closer to the coast, maybe.

"Any idea?" I asked my pet as I was still undecided which direction I should travel in.

Looking at the mountains, they were probably the best bet to get a wide view of the surrounding landscape. From there I should be able to spot something.

I turned to the mountains and began making my way towards them. My speed was quick, and I had food for another month without rationing. I also had Mana and could make fire if needed. I wasn't worried about freezing or starving right away, but I did need to find something.

At least I had been right about the change in dungeon environments indicating we had been siloed into a new location. While it had been a heavily educated guess, it was still a guess. But seeing this wasteland, I was no longer on the Eldarin Continent.

It got darker and colder. Ozy focused and formed an igloo out of the surrounding ice and snow. His Cold Insight was helping with such tasks.

A small application of fire and then cold, solidified the structure. There was a small opening I had to crawl through and a small angled first-sized hole at the top.

At least I was out of the wind, even if I was still cold.

"This is brutal," I muttered. I struggled to free my blade and held it out in front of me. The cold was making the metal bind to the sheath.

"Fire Blade." 

The surroundings immediately warmed up. A sigh of relief escaped me. I had an Alchemical container filled with monster meat. After giving Ozy a piece, I ate some of my rations.

All too soon I had to stop the Fire Blade and try to get some sleep.

Even with my Cold Resistance, this continent was going to be a struggle. I had no map and no understanding of where I was traveling.

My team would have died instantly on the surface. The war mech had some temperature control, but the components would lock up in this cold. The rest didn't have Cold Resistance. I was over level 40 with that skill. Even at that level, the environment here was brutal. Furthermore, training that wasn't quick.

I just felt conflicted over what had occurred and kept replaying everything that had happened. I knew I needed to move on, but no matter how much I knew that to be true, I couldn't help but think of how the team fell apart and then Harren going off on his own.

There was nothing else to think about out here except the cold, wind, and snow. My pace was solid during the day, but I had to bunker down during the night when the temperature plummeted to something so cold that it felt like death was out to freeze my very soul.

I had no clue how the beastkin even survived this hell. The inability to grow food would limit their population and limit their number of legends. But the beastkin who survived would be much stronger and, most likely, more aggressive. They would have to be to survive in these harsh conditions.

While it would have been nice to have a white cloak instead of a dark gray one, I had no options. I was an obvious figure traveling across the snow.

I traveled all day and reached the base of the mountains, where the terrain moved upwards and turned rockier. The wind would get worse as I climbed, but hopefully I would spot something. I had a general idea of how to get back to the dungeon entrance passage, but I probably would not be going back.

Finding a place with some kind of food, I would create another passage in that location. That was why best option for creating a food supply I could work with over the next several years. Getting to the coast and fishing would be my best bet.

I would need to get the fishing skill, which would be annoying, but it was necessary if I needed to stock up on fish.

But I would wait until I got higher up and got a better view. Hopefully the clouds would break apart for a couple of hours, so I could see my surroundings from the top of the mountain.
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                Chapter 155 – A Great View

Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 502/510

Stamina: 531/600

Mana: 820/820

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 51 (+1)
Endurance: 60 (+2)
Strength: 41+20 (+1)
Agility: 48+20 (+1)
Perception: 38 (+1)
Mind: 161 (+1)
Magic: 62+20 (+2)
Focus: 59+20 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (17) (31+): Light Armor (100), Medium Armor (100), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100), Dancing Skills (99+4), Pulse Strike (97), Wrestling Skills (95+5), Speech (95+4), Drawing Skills (90), Dagger Skills (90), Heavy Armor (87+25), Pugilist Skills (84+4), Bow Skills (75), Whip Skills (57), Driving (39), Stillness (37+12)

Tier 2 (60) (15+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100), Soul Sense (100), Speed Reading (99), Mana Vision (88+4), Darkness Vision (78+3), Focused Monster Processing Skills (75+15), Critical Thinking (74+6), Shadow Vision (69+4), Focused Deflection (69+9), Focused Dodge (58+6), Time Sense (56+3), Spatial Sense (48+1), Trap Detection (46+4), Poison Sense (42), Focused Shield Skills (40), Sweet Teeth (40), Demonic Lore (40), Focused Throw (40), Monster Analysis (40+2), Depth Sense (38+8), Dwarven Lore (35), Elven Lore (33), Focused Spear Skills (33), Focused Cooking Skills (33+3), Focused Combat Tactics (30+18), Eldarin Lore (28), High Vostner Lore (28), Low Vostner Lore (27), Focused Rage (29+4), Focused Axe Skills (20)

Tier 3 (117) (5+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100), Fear Resistance (80), Empowered Gestures (80+3), Light Orb (75), Eldarin Runes (76+2), Empowered Meditation (64+2), Silent Casting (63+2), Skill Control (63+2), Lightning Resistance (61+3), Hidden Status (60+1), Clean (52+8), Fireball (47+4), Flame Blade (45+5), Cold Resistance (45+3), Ward (45+5), Sleep (40), Empowered Breathing (40+2), Empowered Writing (40+2), System Control (36+3), Empowered Running (33+2), Arcane Resistance (32+1), Physical Resistance (32+3), Lightning Beam (32+4), Cure (28+1), Status Analysis (28+3), Dwarven Runes (24+2), Elven Runes (24+2), Demonic Runes (20), Soul Strike (20), Calculus (20), Advanced Geometry (20), High Vostner Runes (19+1), Low Vostner Runes (17+1), Empowered Stealth (14+6), Social Resistance (12+2), Sonic Resistance (10+10), Alchemy (9+1), Empowered Sword Skills (6+5), Empowered Toughness (5+1)

Tier 4 (36): Experience Siphon (C), Soul Link (69+3), Poison Immunity (35), Multi-Casting (23+2), Vibration Blade (16+1), Pain Immunity (12), Soul Immunity (11+4), Healing Immunity (6), Fire Immunity (5), Ritualism (4+4)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness(T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)

Winged Serpent
Level: 45/462

Experience: 1,875/13,253
Healing: 1,107/1,260

Stamina: 489/560

Mana: 1,380/1,380

Class: Tier 2, Winged Serpent (Yellow)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+25%), Alchemic Skill Power (+200%)

Vitality: 126 (+6)
Endurance: 56 (+6)
Strength: 73 (+6)
Agility: 105 (+6)
Perception: 59 (+6)
Mind: 117 (+6)
Magic: 138 (+18)
Focus: 66 (+6)
Free Points: 0

T2: Alchemic Vision (100), Focused Bite (100), Toxic Breath (100+3), Danger Sense (75+17), Health Sense (24+1), Stamina Sense (22+1)

T3: Cure (100), Purify (100), Refresh (100), Alchemy (79+3), Poison Insight (71+2), Fire Insight (45+1), Cold Insight (42+1), Arcane Insight (40), Spatial Insight (34), Soul Insight (24), Healing Insight (16+1), Anatomy Insight (12+1), Atmospheric Insight (9+1)

T4: Soul Link (69+3), Flight (60+1), Alchemic Bounded Field (53+2), Greater Cure (34+1), Greater Purify (27+1), Greater Refresh (22+2), Petrifying Gaze (15+3)

Looking over my skill list, I couldn't help but feel a sense of frustration. I didn't want the Ritualism skill. That put me exactly at Meldor's Threshold. But some skills couldn’t be refused once they latched onto my soul. Ritualism was one of them.

I would have preferred a soul skill or something more practical for this inhospitable environment.

But it was what it was.

I had gained only 526 skill levels since the last time I had checked. It made sense, since I wasn't under the threat of death so much. A strategic sense of pressure didn't help as much for leveling as an immediate threat to help increase one's skill levels.

The next three months would probably see improvement in Cold Resistance and limited improvement in other areas. It was frustrating leaving the dungeon to this wasteland and being forced to the beastkin continent, but there was nothing I could do but endure and try my best to survive.

Even if my skill level growth decreased from now on, that was fine as long as I survived. My skill level gain was already insanely high. I just had too many skills and skills I had to learn. I would need to focus on studying when I could since my Mind stat needed to be raised. Unfortunately, studying in the bitter cold was not appealing and would make it much harder.

But if I could do it, then I would probably gain more skill levels. The College of Advancement discouraged insane studying methods. The risk of accidents or people going too far had occurred in the past. They preferred creating new challenges rather than altering the environment for most skills to encourage improvement.

As for Ozy, he was leveling up. I noticed when his class had changed, and his Alchemically Bounded Field skill had become stronger. He could use a lot of new skills, but I had no way of Alchemically extracting skills. The process was complex and required a skilled Alchemist.

That was the nice part of being a monster; Ozy could just depend on his insight skills that automatically leveled up as he consumed Mana. One could consider it a cheat if they lacked the higher intelligence of a human being. That was what made demons so dangerous  — thinking monsters.

I had so many things to do and accomplish, but I wouldn't let anything stop me. Even this frozen wasteland.

I should be able to find some kind of food in the next month.

The chilly wind chilled me to the bone as I exited my igloo early in the morning. My Cold Resistance skill would level up quite a bit if I didn't freeze to death first.

This was better than any kind of capsule filled with Alchemical products to level up resistance.

"Let's go, Ozy," I muttered behind my shirt that was covering my face.

I started ascending the mountain's icy, rocky slope. To fend off the cold, I put on my monster-processing gloves. Grabbing my sword or fighting with my weapon would be difficult with the gloves on.

That wasn't a problem. This wasn't the dungeon, and I had my spell skills if there was a surprise attack from beastkin hiding nearby.

But there was no reason for any of them to hide out here. My Danger Sense was incredibly quiet now as well.

It took most of the day, but I finally made it to the top of the mountain. The wind was much worse, and it was a struggle to keep my footing. Thankfully, there was a break in the cloud cover, allowing me to scan the surrounding landscape.

Icy mountains were in the direction I had been heading, with the vast white wasteland behind me. I could barely make out the icy pillars that marked the location of the dungeon entrance. There were no colors or any signs of civilization.

No sign of the coast either or flowing water. I kept slowly looking around, hoping to spot something, anything.

There!

I saw black smoke rising in the distance in the mountains.

It would probably be beastkin though. With how rough everything was on this continent, it was doubtful they would share with me.

Checking my surroundings again, there weren't any other landmarks I could see. I could keep heading into the mountains toward the black smoke, or head back and try to cross the wasteland.

It couldn't be a large settlement; the smoke looked quite small, but I had no way of knowing.

Food was something I needed to find. I couldn't just backtrack and retrace my steps. Since I had chosen the mountains, I would stay with my decision.

I analyzed the smoke's source, terrain, and all other elements to pinpoint the location for descent. Ozy started constructing an ice pyramid three times my height. This would help me identify the mountain and relate it back to my starting point.

I arranged some rocks to form a line of three pointing to the dungeon's entrance. While I didn't think I would go back, I wanted to ensure I could go back if I needed to. A small effort now can prevent major issues later.

With the ice pyramid made and the rocks moved, I checked the surrounding terrain again before the clouds moved in. It was too cold for me to draw a map on a piece of paper. I wasn't taking my hands out of my gloves for any reason.

Once the clouds came in, I quickly began descending the mountain.

I would maneuver through the mountains towards the black smoke in the distance. Hopefully, it wasn't too far away. Also, if problems arose, I could scale another mountain. I wanted to skip it to conserve energy and escape the harsh peak wind.

Ozy built another igloo that night, and I heated it with my blade before sleeping. Rock and snow defined the terrain for the next three days. There were no plants and no animals whatsoever.

At least I had the Clean spell skill. Trying to deal with having to use the bathroom properly in this cold would have been miserable. It also removed any tracks I left that a beastkin could follow.

Though flying methods existed, I didn't possess any. Since they were tier 5, flight amulets weren't cheap and were hard to find. The Mana and complexity of the flight enchantment were hard to replicate. Even then, they seldom used it on the surface, because the lower ambient Mana increased its cost.

I just wanted to fly from peak to peak. Ozy wasn't big or strong enough yet to carry me. That would have been nice.

But he would need to be at level 100 or 150 for that to even be a possibility.

At least with my spatial pouch, I only had to carry that and my sword. I wasn't about to put my sword away like my armor. While the risk of being on the surface was low, I would never put my main weapon into my spatial storage. That was something my mother had taught me.

The days lasted longer than I was used to. I haven't studied astronomy at all. Though I knew it was math-heavy, most people ignored the heavens. Most research efforts concentrated on the dungeon. The deal the College made could suggest higher powers.

At least the longer days let me travel for longer. The danger of falling or slipping in the dark was too great. The temperature dropped too low at night. It's best to rest now and leave tomorrow. Though I didn't change my rations, I felt hungrier.

My previous check indicated that this harsh setting was depleting my Health and Stamina. It meant I had to eat more to keep my reserves full. But I couldn't risk doing that. It's best to keep the amount consistent for the rest of the month.

If I tried eating more, I would run out sooner. If I ate less, then I risked compromising my ability to fight. Neither of them was acceptable, so the only option was to keep doing what I was currently doing in terms of food consumption.

Just when I thought I wouldn't be able to locate where the black smoke had come from and would have to climb another mountain to the peak, I saw a trail of black smoke heading up to the sky in the distance.

There was something over there.

Even if it was some kind of volcanic vent, it would likely have creatures or food nearby.

At least, that was my hope.

If I just keep seeing rocks, snow, ice, and clouds, then I will be in huge trouble.

I didn't know what I would do if there weren't any signs of civilization. My only idea was to keep traveling in the same direction, going up mountains and hoping I would find something.

I didn't realize how barren a landscape could truly be until seeing this place. It was the opposite of where I had grown up. A fertile area filled with farms, forests, and people.

This place was completely incompatible with life.

If there were beastkin, I would try to talk to them first, rather than fighting. At least, that was my hope. But I would be on guard no matter what. A fight carried too many risks. If I weren't up against a legend, I wouldn't be too worried. If my opponent was a legend, then the odds of a fight would be strongly against me.

Climbing up a rocky ridge, I had to be careful with my footing. The rocks were all angled, making it hard to walk across. But the ice and snow were slippery, which wasn't much better. All the extra clothing didn't unbalance me that much, but it made things a bit more difficult. I couldn't run or jog across the landscape, just walked quickly, almost like hopping.
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                The smoke wasn't as near as I had initially thought. It was much further out and much larger.

From the first mountain, it took ten days to reach the column of black smoke. On each ridge I went over, I thought I would find something, but that wasn't the case.

As I finally crossed another ridge and looked down where the black smoke was coming from, there was a large settlement in a valley. Most structures were constructed of metal. It reminded me of Undercraft, except that it appeared much rougher in terms of craftsmanship.

There were hundreds of beastkin moving about. I scanned the overall Mana amounts and tried to pick up on their status at a distance. Most were around level 20 or 40, which matched the levels of a human settlement.

Now the question was what to do? I couldn't just walk in. I heard movements off to one side and looked over.

A heavily wrapped-up beastkin with a pack had come up on the ridge and was looking at me.

My Danger Sense wasn't triggering. They weren't a threat to me, but they could raise the alarm. It wasn't obvious that I was human wrapped up like I was.

"An outsider? What clan are you from?" the beastkin asked.

Based on their size and voice, it was probably a guy. I didn't know what type of beastkin without seeing their facial features. They were wrapped up the same way I was.

"I am a traveler," I replied, not sure what to say exactly.

"Outcast?"

"Lost. A dungeon entrance put me in a place far away. I am looking to trade cores for food and other supplies. I don't want any trouble."

"Your accent… Wolf clan?"

"I would rather not answer."

"Bear clan?"

"Much further away."

"The only other clans I know are mine, the Fox clan, and then the Cat clan, which is more varied. But we rarely get someone like that all the way out here at the End Of The World."

"That's the town name or this place's name?"

"Both. I guess this place could be called the Last Settlement at the End Of The World. The only thing beyond is some more mountains and the Great White Expanse."

"My name is Justin."

"Weird name, I am Gartooth of the Fox Clan."

"Do you need Mana cores? And will you trade for food?"

"We all need Mana cores to heat our homes and our gardens. But food is expensive, so we have little. Mostly mushrooms and a couple of vegetables. Grains, meat, and fruit are insanely expensive. But you might afford them, though that will draw attention."

"I would prefer to deal with you, if possible."

"Even if you are an Outcast, you will find no trouble with me."

"How much would a red core buy?"

"A fist worth of food."

I wanted to curse. They might use the Eldarin language, but they didn't use the standard measurements of the College.

"How much is a fist worth of food?"

"An adult could live off it for a week."

"That long? Are Cores worth that much?"

"The dungeon is harsh, and this is the lowest food. The quality isn't great. It is only what an adult needs to survive."

I slowly nodded. "You don't use coins or metal for trade?"

"Not the regular folk. Only the elites and the clan council use such things to trade with other clans. Surprised you don't know this."

"Just confirming how things are. Wouldn't want to make a poor assumption. What about orange cores?"

"Five fists worth of food, or a tenth of a fist of something better. But orange cores would draw attention. Anyone can go into the dungeon, but very few can bring back such wealth."

"Any legends I should be concerned about or show respect to?"

"Not unless you want to swear to them. How much are you looking to purchase?"

"A lot. You will probably run out of food before I run out of cores. I have been in the dungeon for a while, and I plan to go back. I don't want to get caught up in the politics of this place."

"You don't look like you have much."

"I have them," I replied and reached into my cloak where I hid my spatial pouch. I pulled out an orange core. "Consider it a thank you for answering my questions and to get things moving to purchase food."

I tossed over the core. Gartooth caught it and brought it close to his covered face.

"A real orange core, huh? Well, if you want to make an enormous deal, then Whiteclaw is the one to talk to. Come on."

"What were you looking for up here?" I asked as we descended a path towards the settlement.

"I was going to go out metal prospecting for iron. The mountains are full of the stuff. It's what we used to build and for weapons."

While they might have a handful of legends, they were clearly lacking in every other way.

Making use of Mana cores efficiently required an industrial chain. It looked like they were using them at their most basic for enchantments that created heat and light. The settlement was between two enormous mountains. It wasn't a valley or a canyon, but something in between.

We said nothing else as I went to a larger building near the outskirts that people built on the side of the mountain. The poorer individuals lived higher up. I noticed the black smoke was coming from a large building in the center of the settlement.

“It's Gartooth. Got a visitor and guest for Whiteclaw," my guide said while knocking on the metal door.

I heard bolts sliding out of the way, and the door opening. There were two beastkin, probably around level 60, so professionals with swords.

"Who is that?"

"Justin, here to speak Whiteclaw. Orange cores for food."

They gave me a look, while Ozy remained concealed beneath my cloak. My skills blocked their ability to check my status. No one said anything for a couple of seconds.

"Shut the door; you will let the heat out and come inside," a voice called out.

The two guards moved out of the way, and I entered. There was an old beastkin. Their white fur was patchy, and they had an eyepatch over one eye. The other eye was dark red.

I felt my Danger Sense grow and put my hand on the pommel of my sword.

"You attack; I won't hold back."

"Just wondering how a human ended up here."

The other beastkin recoiled and looked at me like I had murdered their families.

"A little side trip through the dungeon," I replied tensely while I was ready for a fight.

"A human…but they are real?" Gartooth asked.

"Foolish cub. Of course they are real. Clearly this one got moved by the dungeon and found a passage the clans don't control. You want food?"

"Yes."

"It won't be cheap. It wouldn't have been cheap before, but dealing with a human comes with risks."

"I will pay, but I won't let anyone trick or attack me."

"Hah, then we can do business. You show Gartooth to the canteen and then guard the door again. And keep your mouth shut. You with me in case this Justin tries anything."

I followed Whiteclaw to the back room with the guard always standing behind me, which kept me on edge.

Whiteclaw took a seat behind a metal desk, while the guard stood in the doorway. I sat on a cold metal chair. "So, how are you paying? Cores?"

"Yes, orange," I said and pulled one out and set it on the metal desk. I also carefully removed my hood and face covering. Whiteclaw looked at me and then picked up the orange core.

"Low quality, but orange. I would guess 11th layer most likely. We deal in fists of food. For an adventurer, you will go through a fist in about a day. Five can buy you one fist."

"That little," I said with a frown.

"That much. If others find out I am dealing with a human, it will cause trouble, and I will become an Outcast, sentenced to freeze to death."

"Why the hostility? Beastkin can live on the Eldarin Continent without fearing for their lives."

"It was the war we had with the Eldarin Empire that caused this. Our home wasn't always this bad. It was cold, but not this desolate hellscape you see now."

"What? But there is no mention of that!"

"It wasn't a large force, but there were several legends. The goal was to subjugate this land through force to serve the Eternal Emperor and whatever his plans were. Well, we beastkin fought. Fought to the bitter end."

The old beastkin sighed heavily before shaking his head.

"It is ancient history. Who knows who was right and who was wrong. Regardless, the war decimated much of our land. Since that time, no human has been welcome."

"What about the Elves and dwarves?"

"Grouped with you humans. And I am a business fox at heart. The End Of The World is a dying settlement. Beastkin here are too stubborn to go to the coasts. They don't want to swear oaths to others. I don't have the luxury of carrying old grudges. Now, Mana cores — well, those can power enchantments to produce more food and heat our homes. That doesn't mean I won't gouge you on the price."

It was twenty-five times the price Gartooth quoted me, and that was probably already high. It was time to stock up as much as I could before I left. The risk of running into hostile beastkin was high.

"That is quite high from what Gartooth told me."

"You need to move, and you won't get anyone else willing to deal with a human. Even if people don't know the reason behind the old grudge, they won't care. Or you can try your luck. You seem skilled, but I doubt you could defeat the more powerful beastkin in this settlement."

I didn't like being robbed like this, but it was all about supply and demand. Whiteclaw had the only supply, and I had an immense demand for food. There was nowhere else I could go.

"If you don't have that much, there are alternatives."

"Like what?"

"A dungeon entrance you came from."

"Can't anyone go down the one in this settlement?"

"Yes, but they must pay half their cores as a settlement tax. Having another entrance, an unknown entrance, would be quite valuable."
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                "Twenty-five thousand orange cores. Five thousand up front, which should cover things on your end. The rest on delivery."

"And an additional five thousand as a high-volume fee. I know you don't plan to come back here," Whiteclaw said, pressing his advantage.

"I want information about this continent and a map. Also, any methods or skills you have so I can blend in."

"A crash course in our culture and basic skills for us beastkin. Fifty thousand cores," he said, and my eyes went wide. "Before you object and get excited, I know you have at least that much."

"And you are the only one who can provide such information…,"

"Exactly," Whiteclaw said with a small smile. "We can break it up however you want. It will take time to put together that much food. I am guessing spatial storage."

"Yes,"

"I will have it broken down into specific containers. Unless you have one of your own?"

"No. I don't have any containers of my own."

"A shame. But I will handle the cost of the metal for these containers."

This transaction was a robbery, but there was no alternative. The beastkin would not normally deal with outsiders .

"There will be no issues?"

"You will stay here in my building. I have a guest area that is secluded. Beyond my two guards, Gartooth, and myself, no one will know. My guards won't talk, and Gartooth won't if he knows what is good for him."

"Consider this a down-payment," I said and pulled out ten bulging cloth pouches from my spatial storage, each filled with a thousand orange monster cores. I set them on the table between us.

Whiteclaw pulled one over and opened it up.

"I am surprised that your settlement is doing so poorly, since you have enchantments to help grow food and produce heat."

"Harsh conditions make us lose people to the cold. Right now, it is the end of the warm season. When it becomes dark all day long and the wind increases, it is brutal."

"But with the dungeon, you should be able to increase skills and grow this place."

"The losses in the dungeon are high. Unlike you humans, we don't have a large legacy of skills. This transaction will eat into the emergency food reserves. While we will grow a lot more thanks to all of this, it takes time to make the enchantments and grow what we need."

"My apologies if I overstepped with my questions."

"It is fine. You are paying extra to learn about the beastkin." Whiteclaw got up and moved the pouches into a large chest behind his desk. "We are insular people. There used to be a hundred clans. The Great Alliance, a force that could shake the world."

I could hear the pride in his voice.

"Now we live in the ruins of what once was. Of a hundred clans, we are down to a handful that still carry that mantle. The Wolf, Fox, Bear, and Cat clans are all that remain. Several clans have come together over the centuries. I was in the White Fox Clan, which is no more."

"My condolences."

"Bah. It is ancient history. Clinging to the past has kept us down. This is the home of the Fox Clan, where most fox beastkin live. The other clans control settlements leading from here to the coast."

"Is that the same for the entire continent?"

"There are wandering groups who go out there to find something in the ruins, but beyond the four major settlements, our people are but a remnant of our former greatness."

Whiteclaw got out a map and put it on the table.

"The End of the World, where we are. This settlement." He pointed to what I presumed we were at on the map. "Supposedly it survived because of hiding in the mountains or not being important enough. Who knows nowadays?" My father would if I ever spoke to him again. "Then the other clans — the Wolf, Bear, and then Cat on the coast. There is a canyon that the Wolf Clan uses for their settlement. The Bear Clan lives under a volcano, which is risky, but they seem not to mind. And the Cat clan has the coast and is the most prosperous since they can fish for food all year round."

"And the political and social structure?"

"The strong rule in each clan and don't bother the other clans. We trade iron for food. The Wolf Clan has decent crafters, and the Bear Clan has Alchemists. Cat Clan has excess food, so they trade it for resources. But there is never enough, and the iron runs low even if we dig deeply and widely."

"And you can't spread out along the coast?"

"You came from this direction, the White Waste?"

"Yes, why?"

"Because you wouldn't find anything there. No Mana, no monsters. But at many former settlements, the entrances into the dungeon have opened quite wide. We kill the monsters, but they will come back out. There is also spatial damage, blending the surface with the dungeon itself."

"Impossible. The dungeon is completely discrete. The layers are spatially separated."

"Maybe on the human continent. But here, the dungeon is a mess outside the current settlements. We try to reclaim land, but the risk is incredibly high. If we send anyone strong, there are demons."

"Demons? Thinking monsters?"

"Yes. They control large numbers of monsters in the ruins of our cities and towns. You came from the White Waste… There is nothing there, and there isn't much around here. It is rare that anything comes all the way to bother us in the mountains. But we can defend ourselves. Beastkin like Gartooth go out looking for iron and possible iron veins."

"Are you locked in a stalemate with these demons?"

"They are smart enough to know when to run. Any place outside the settlements is a frozen hell. The closer you get to the coast, the greater the chance of a monster attack. We endure and try to recover our civilization, but it has been a struggle. We want to, but we have depleted and lost our strength and knowledge."

I didn't understand how they could lose against demons and the dungeon yet survive. It seemed odd that there was some kind of stalemate and that the beastkin didn't do everything they could to take back their continent.

But it was a war, not a single fight or battle. The continent was a large place and knowing where to concentrate their forces was half the problem. Putting myself in their position, I could see how a sort of exhaustion would creep in if there were a couple of major failures.

Unless a supreme legend rose among the beastkin who could single-handedly turn the situation around, it was doubtful that legends could do anything. At least I had a better understanding of the dangers of this place.

"What about the other side of the White Waste? I notice the coastline keeps going."

"The water freezes and unfreezes. That's why people label even the water as the White Waste. This isn't called the End of the World for no reason. This is as far as we beastkin have settled. There have been expeditions into White Waste, but it is nothing but ice and snow until you hit the ocean. There is no land to settle on."

"I need to make preparations. Show our guest to his room. My guard will bring you food."

"I look forward to our cooperation. How long should I expect it to take for you to prepare all that food?"

"A month."

"A month? That long?"

"It isn't a simple matter of collecting the food to deliver it to you. I must plan how to draw down various reserves, pay bribes, and prevent anyone from questioning who is buying up such a large amount of food. Probably buy out most of the food of the next trade caravan that arrives as well. Five thousand fists worth of good isn't easy to gather without questions being asked."

"I understand. Thank you for being willing to work with me."

"I should thank you. The amount you are paying is a lot. I will update you tomorrow, and we can discuss beastkin society and the skills you would need to blend in."

I nodded and followed the guard out of the office to another room in the back of the building, built into the stone. I noted the lighting was quite poor outside of the main entry and Whiteclaw's office.

This place felt more like a hovel than the headquarters of a crime lord, which is what Whiteclaw clearly was. I estimated the population of this place to be around 20,000 beastkin, which would be the size of a large town on the Eldarin Continent.

The beastkin were a struggling race on the verge of dying. The cold and harsh climate didn't help things. Food would be a huge bottleneck. Even if they could convert Mana into food through enchantments, it would take time, materials, knowledge. With setbacks, low resources, and monsters on the surface, I understood why their civilization was so weak.

Knowledge of skills and skill groups has clearly decreased in this civilization. They had no place like a College from what I could tell. Their civilization had regressed to an apprentice or squire-type teaching system. There was no systematic learning of skills and knowledge.

It was tempting to help them, but that would be a long and thankless task. The hatred of other races was too deep. Whiteclaw was charging me so much was a clear sign of this. If I were a beastkin, I would have gotten a far cheaper price.

I wasn't upset. In fact, the large amount he requested was comforting in that he was clearly aiming to fleece me, not kill me. If he were planning to kill me, Ozy would be a surprise that would be quite powerful.

Escaping wouldn't be easy, but I had Danger Sense. I knew the beastkin specialized in stealth, but I had no choice but to trust Whiteclaw to arrange for the food I needed. There was no other way.

Once I got all that food, I could survive for years. As for space, I wasn't worried about my spatial storage. It would get full, but that was fine. Better to have too much food than too little. If I couldn't take it all, then that was fine as well.

Monster cores were useful for earning money back on the Eldarin Continent, but here I would gladly spend it to survive.
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                "Here." Whiteclaw held out a light gray cloak, and a beastkin-shaped mask. I took the items and looked them over. "The cloak will hide your scent and status. Unless you make a fuss, no one will question it. Such items are common, and you can keep it if you want when you leave. The mask is something rarer and I expect it back before you leave."

"Does it change my appearance?"

"Yes. And creates a false status. It was made from a beastkin's soul. It will hide yours. Quite useful for getting away with crimes."

"I would like you to try them first. I trust you, but I am not skilled enough to work out everything these items might do."

They likely did what Whiteclaw said, but I wanted to see how he reacted.

"Of course," he said and took them back.

He put on the cloak and mask in one motion. His fur shifted to brown, his eyepatch disappeared, and he appeared to have two working eyes. I checked his status and, instead of being blocked; it read as level 40 beastkin with basic skills.

He reached behind his head and took off the mask and then the cloak. He handed them back to me, and I put them on, ready in case something nefarious happened. My Danger Sense didn't trigger, and nothing changed in my vision.

Whiteclaw went over to his desk and picked up a mirror. My head was that of a brown fox beastkin.

It felt weird. I could feel something pressing up against my soul, like a wet towel. But it didn't interact with my soul at all. It did exactly what Whiteclaw had said it would do. As for the cloak, I noticed nothing with any of my senses.

"Your gloves and clothes under your cloak are fine. You can talk without being discovered. But if anyone presses you on your identity, it will quickly become obvious."

"How much for the mask?"

"It isn't for sale. It is impossible to recreate it. But you are curious about my people, so I will give you a tour. If anyone asks, just say you are from the Cat Clan's territory, but traveled here to see your old home."

"Got it. Name?"

"Brownpaw. It isn't flattering or memorable, but that is for the best."

I nodded and pulled up my hood, following Whiteclaw out of his office. His two guards followed us out of the building, trailing a distance behind us.

"You run a crime organization here?"

"The side market. There are no crimes in beastkin cities. Torture and death are the punishments for any crime. The only tax comes out of the dungeon. Everyone else struggles to survive. I could be called a community leader."

"Is that altruistic?"

"I let cubs freeze and elders starve if needed. There are only so many supplies. While your purchase will make things difficult, it will help quite a bit in the following years as we expand what we can grow and produce."

"No one gets desperate enough to commit a crime?"

"Some do, but then others kill them horribly to make an example. Most get the message. The few who don't understand are removed. If there are no changes, no one will starve this dark season. It will be tough, but I won't let my people starve."

"Can crops fail?"

"Yes. There isn't enough Mana to keep up the heat or light. It is rare, but it has happened. That is why farms are required to have a reserve of Mana cores for at least a year to open. Otherwise, people would mismanage resources. That is the biggest problem."

"And that building? The one that outputs the smoke?"

"The thermal generator. Burns Mana cores to create a weather ward around this settlement and raise the ambient temperature to livable. While it is still cold, you won't get frostbite going outside."

"That is a lot of smoke."

"It's from the ore processing that occurs there. The structure burns off impurities and Mana simultaneously. We won't be looking into it; the place is heavily protected."

"No problem, just wondering since I saw it from a distance."

"Whiteclaw, getting out of your cave?" A large beastkin with a sword on their hip approached. They had bright red fur and weren't wearing much despite the chill and the wind. My Danger Sense rose quite a bit.

"Firefox, just showing a guest around, Brownpaw. He tends towards the quiet side," Whiteclaw said.

The large beastkin gave me a look up and down, but he didn't use any directed skills to check my status as far as I could tell. I gave a nod in return, choosing not to say anything.

"Well, I just saw your request for access to the food reserves. I know you aren't one to mess about, but what are you doing?"

"Fulfilling a request. I will pay the fees. But there is a high demand for food now."

"Are you looking to build a new settlement with that much? You are requesting three thousand fists, but knowing you, you are looking to scrounge up double that."

"Five thousand fists worth of food. Someone already made a down-payment. A large down-payment."

Firefox looked at me. "This one?"

"An intermediary for the transaction. The end buyer wishes to remain anonymous. But their cores are good. All orange."

"That is the only reason we are talking, and I am not shouting. It cuts deep. We won't have any emergency reserves if things go poorly."

"That last poor harvest was over seventy years ago. You know we struggle to have enough cores. The adventurers work hard, but we are all pressed to the limit. We make it through this dark season; we will have some breathing room."

"Some deep adventurer that returned?"

"Like I said, they wish to remain anonymous. But you know me. I would die before letting this place come to harm."

"What do you say, Brownpaw? Do you think old one eye here is doing the right thing?"

"Yes," I said with a small nod.

"Quiet indeed. But the blade you carry says you prefer to speak by fighting. So, who is behind you? The prices that are being paid will cause all food prices to rise. Hoarding will hurt everyone, and I won't tolerate speculators."

"A long trip into the dungeon…"

" Well, the cores are proof of that at least. I don't like it Whiteclaw, but at your prices I won't interfere. But don't come sniffing for my food reserves. When things get lean, I want something to eat."

"That is fair. If you change your mind, let me know. I won't shortchange you. Even if it is only a couple hundred fists."

"I will let you know if I change my mind. But you know me, stubborn to the end," Firefox said and then walked off.

"We handled that well."

"Is he also a community leader?"

"The only other one in the settlement. I handle the outskirts, and he handles the interior. We try to avoid stepping on each other's paws, but your food purchase is too big to conceal. So, he wanted to ask questions, making sure I am not speculating."

"That's happened?"

"Rarely, and it is a serious crime. If you buy something to sell later in the same settlement, you'd better have a good reason. Hoarding just to get a higher price or making the price go up is a crime. There are enough headaches already without everyone stockpiling things they don't need."

"Whiteclaw," an older beastkin with patchy white fur, came up with three young beastkin behind her.

"Elder Keeneyes," he greeted her and just glanced at the young beastkin trailing behind her.

"I was hoping to get a donation for the orphanage. I heard someone has arrived and is making some large purchases."

"You get your allocation and no more. If your young pups want to eat, they work."

"Of course they work. They work hard, but prices are already going up. We live hand to paw. You know I don't save, since I spend everything I can."

"The prices aren't going up that much. I know. Just a steel chit or two at most."

"It has been five steel chits since this morning."

"What? Who is playing games?"

"I shouldn't say." He pulled out a single, small steel bar and handed it over to Elder Keeneyes who quickly took it. "It's Skyfall. He is making trouble."

"I will handle it. Thank you for letting me know," Whiteclaw said, and I followed him. Elder Keeneyes gave me a look but said nothing.

I was wondering what was going on, but I already had a good guess. My purchase was making waves.

I followed Whiteclaw to a larger building. There were several beastkin having hushed conversations.

They all quieted down as we entered.

"So, you finally show up," a black-furred beastkin said. He had a slight blue tinge to their fur.

"What trouble are you causing now, Skyfall?" Whiteclaw asked.

"I'm just buying up the food reserves I can. It looks like it will be a lean winter, since someone is hoarding."

"I am selling, and the price I am arranging is more than fair. You know this; everyone else knows this. There won't be a better price," Whiteclaw replied calmly, and several beastkin nodded.

"With no margin for error and keeping the wealth for yourself," Skyfall said.

"To pay for a brand-new farm. It will be a lean, dark season, but afterwards there will be a boom."

The crowd seemed split now.

"Taking food out of your fellow beastkin's mouths to feed someone else? Shameful,"

"An orange core for each fist worth of food is not a cheap price. That is at least fifty steel chits each. Or a quarter million. I don't think anyone has seen that kind of wealth in a long time. So, while I am paying quite a bit, it's to help all of you out, not to raise prices. Unless you wanted me to undercut everyone and leave hard feelings behind."

"Altruism, from you? Don't make me laugh; my voice would freeze. If you are paying for an orange core each, you must have gotten more?"

"A small fee for helping smooth the transaction over. I saved a hundred orange cores just for you."

Whiteclaw pulled out a small pouch. He tossed it over, and Skyfall caught it and checked inside of it.

"Well, I suppose you are looking after everyone," he replied at the very public bribe.

No one else seemed upset.

"Smooth things over, and there is another one once all the fists are arranged."

"Alright. Sorry for causing some trouble."

They made up just like that?! I thought they were about to shout and come to blows.
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                "What was all that about with Skyfall?" I asked once we returned to Whiteclaw's building.

"He is a professional troublemaker. If it weren't him, it would be someone else. He will share that wealth with his friends, and they will make sure there are no problems."

"But won't other people complain about not getting paid off?"

"Not at the rates I am paying. As for the others, they don't have the backing or support. Our society functions based on sworn allegiances. I have several beastkin sworn to me, but Skyfall has a couple. That gives him the right to speak."

"Different. I must ask two more questions. Why fists of food?"

"Because food gives strength to fight. That is why people measure them in fists. Beyond that, I couldn't say."

"And the names of everyone seem different from the beastkin I knew who ended up on the Eldarin Continent."

"They probably changed their names to leave their past behind and blend in. Happy?"

"Yes, thank you," I replied.

Whiteclaw shook his head. "Well, you have gotten a taste of our culture. There aren't many legacies left for us, but the skills we take the most pride in are our stealth and physical fighting."

"No books survived?"

"The few books left are priceless treasures. You will watch the training that Elder Keeneyes gives her brood of orphans. Learn what you can from that."

The next day, I sat inside a building quietly watching as the Elder guided the younger beastkin on specific movements and how to use their senses. Whiteclaw surprised me by showing me this, but it was the most basic stuff. I already knew quite a bit from my time at the College and learning from Judy's father, who was a Professor in charge of teaching Stealth.

"What do you think?"

"Interesting."

Whiteclaw wasn't with me, and Elder Keeneyes was giving me intense looks.

"Whoever you are, you aren't Brownpaw. I knew Brownpaw when he was around," I didn't nod or react to that statement. "I don't know what game Whiteclaw is playing."

"I'm just curious about how things work around here before I leave."

"Well, anyone with common sense knows you are an adventurer paying for all that food. An unknown passage into the dungeon?"

"Maybe."

"Looking for a squire?"

"No."

"A shame. A shame. Well contemplate the idea. Without training the future generation, what is there to live for?"

I just nodded slowly but didn't answer the complicated question.

One question I hadn't been able to get an answer to was why the beastkin used the terms and language of the Eldarin Empire. It was decidedly odd. The more I learned about the beastkin, the more I felt that their entire society was backwards.

Maybe it was because I hadn't grown up in their culture, but learning about the beastkin showed how humans had lived thousands of years ago. The lack of books and standardized training methods across numerous skills was the fundamental difference. The College of Advancement wasn't just about getting skill levels, but about a paradigm shift across the entire culture of the Eldarin Continent.

Here, the legacy system of apprentices and squires still existed with the beastkin. But it was a poor system, especially with lower-tier skills. The skills these young beastkin were learning were combat skills.

Combat skills did not help with growing food, crafting, or making society stronger, just the individual. It was one of the few lessons I had picked up from my father. While individuals like my mother may make waves, the countless individuals pushing her upwards supported her ascent.

The equipment, the knowledge, and the lessons from the people before her all helped smooth out bumps in her path to becoming a supreme legend. Once I finished watching, I looked around the settlement.

Most beastkin were mining to extract iron. The iron went through an initial refinement process at the center of the settlement, which I avoided. I could see and sense the despair around most of the beastkin as they tried to eke out their survival from the cold and unforgiving landscape.

As night approached and weary beastkin made their way back to their homes from the mines, I made my way back to Whiteclaw's building and where I was staying. He invited me to sit with him at dinner.

"So, what do you think of us?" he asked as we had a stew of potatoes and carrots. There was one piece of hard bread with the stew.

"Struggling," I answered in one word, and he nodded.

"Life is a struggle. Against the cold. Against each other. Against everything arrayed against us," Whiteclaw said, sighing heavily

"I don't understand how you haven't built back up after so much time," I replied, and he shook his head. "I know you struggle to have children like elves and dwarves, but even they have bounced back more from the war against the Eldarin Empire than the beastkin."

"It's everything. And we have bounced back over time. But each time we try to recover a bit, there is always something dragging us back down. Infighting, roving demons and monsters, a terrible dark season, crop failure. What of you humans? Is life good on your continent? Lots of food? Demons? Infighting?"

"A demon killed my mother," I replied honestly.

"Ah. There are stories that the human continent is a land of abundance."

"There is more food, less snow and cold than in this place. But more people just means more problems. There is a continent-wide war going on and other troublemakers," I replied, thinking of the Dark Cabal.

"It is always nice to think of some place that is better. While I won't apologize for squeezing you of your Mana cores, I also want to make this place better. For too long, my people looked backwards. Old grudges, old ways of thinking."

"I plan to leave after they gather the food, and I make the last payment. I doubt I will be back for a long time."

"Understandable. While I am friendly, almost no one else is. The dark season is approaching as well. Don't travel during the dark season. The cold or the rare monster might get you."

"Wouldn't the cold impact the monsters?"

"There are cold-based monsters out there that can tolerate such an environment. They linger and hide around settlements, picking off beastkin who go looking for iron ore and new veins. We tunnel in that direction to stay warm and mine even during the dark season. But the monsters will follow you once you leave."

"Do you know their levels or anything else about them?"

"They change. And while they aren't intelligent, they have a base cunning. Only the wards keep them out. That is part of the danger we endure. If the weather is too bad, we have to choose between freezing or keeping monsters away."

"And they will follow me," I said with resignation.

"Most likely. You will probably survive, but you might not. The beastkin will not follow you."

"I half expect you to betray me. Try to kill and rob me."

"You are dangerous. What would be the point? I am already taking you for quite a bit. What you have left is not worth the risk."

"Perhaps in time things will be fixed here and old hatred can be set aside."

"If only everything were that easy. Anything else you notice or another of your endless questions?"

"How is the food gathering going?"

"The food reserves are being purchased and being moved. A week at most, probably sooner. Once you pay for what you will owe and are gone, I can rest easy."

"It's a shame I couldn't have seen your people in their heyday."

It really was a shame. The destruction of their civilization had caused the beastkin to lose their long history.

"I would like to think we were the strongest and the best, but we lost. No matter the reason, we lost and must endure. Our glorious empire — nothing but wasteland left."

"This may be the End of the World, but where there is life there is hope. I like to think that your people can turn things around."

While they were hostile to humans, it was depressing to see their entire culture and civilization on the brink of collapse.

"Hmm, we endure. Getting back home won't be easy. You will be back one day."

"Perhaps, or perhaps I will find another solution to return home."

"Half a million orange cores for the legacy of the White Fox Clan."

I paused at the last bit of stew and bread I was eating. I slowly chewed the stew-soaked bread and swallowed.

"That's quite a bit. What is this legacy's name and tier?"

I wasn't that interested, but I would pretend to be, so he thought I would come back and would let me go without hassle. He clearly wanted more Mana cores from me.

He probably thought I was naive or foolish. But my desire to learn about the beastkin was to understand the culture if I needed to blend in and the level of risk, they represented to me.

I had my mother's legacy and the promise of my father's. Then, there were soul and ritual skills to learn. I had too many skills. I didn't need any beastkin legacy.

"Treasure sense, a tier 2 sensory skill."

"That sounds interesting. Also sounds hard to get and quite unknown."

"So, are you interested?"

"Yes. Does it help locate natural treasures?"

"Of course. It is the legacy of my White Fox Clan. The issue is that natural treasures are rare and come with certain risks."

Risks, probably Abnormals. Monsters that broke the standard leveling schema of the dungeon. That was very interesting to know if I ran across one again. There was a high chance of a natural treasure in the area.

"Then when I return, we can speak of this legacy skill."

I didn't plan on returning to this place. I could sense desperation and greed. Even if he had to wait several years, he was confident of drawing me back here. The skill was tempting, but the risk of interacting with the beastkin was quite high.

But I had made sure not to lie. I could feel a slight push of a social skill from Whiteclaw. He probably thought I wouldn't notice. It reminded me of the fact that anyone who wasn't in charge or nobility with social skills was probably a criminal of some kind.

I wasn't sure of how Whiteclaw was a criminal beyond dealing with a human, but he clearly operated in a gray area of Beastkin society. He might bribe other beastkin openly, but my understanding of their culture was confusing.

The fact there was no beastkin-related history or etiquette skills should have been the proof that whatever had wiped them out hadn't even left behind skills. Even the Dwarves and Elves had their own skills as well as several human civilizations. But the beastkin didn't get recognized by the System at all.
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                Whiteclaw of the Fox Clan

"Did you pick up anything?" I asked Elder Keeneyes.

"A couple of things. I suspect he has some kind of status alternation skill on top of a concealment skill."

My eyes went slightly wide. "Oh, what makes you think so?"

"The number of skills he has compared to his level. I am getting level 20 from him. But he has multiple Tier 4 skills. And hundreds of other skills."

"Any idea of what they are?"

"No. But with spatial storage and going into the dungeon on his own, I would expect he is at least level 80. There is also the matter of his pet. Oh, you didn't notice? You are slipping Whiteclaw."

"Age. Exhaustion. The cold. Take your pick. What pet?"

"Some kind of serpent hidden under his clothes. I couldn't get a good read on it, but it is dangerous. A hidden weapon."

"That is concerning. I guess the transaction will go through, and those who feel lucky can take their chances against him outside the settlement."

I felt I could win in a fight, but winning without injury and winning with an injury were different things. My missing eye ached slightly in the cold. A potent reminder of how I had overstepped long ago.

"That's a lot of fists you are giving away. But you are taking quite a bit," she replied, and I nodded, paying a large fee to Elder Keeneyes for her services.

"It is. But you know my reasoning. Better to spread things out among us instead of the elite."

"They haven't found them?"

"No. Even with a human here, that is the only thing we agree on."

"Hmmm. You think he will be back?"

"I dangled my prized skill and legacy. It will be too tempting to resist."

"A dangerous ploy. He could come back stronger. Strong enough to pose a threat."

"Then I will trade fairly. Half a million orange cores for a tier 2 skill is a price I will take any day. Enough to retire for the rest of my life."

"I am surprised you didn't offer to teach him the true legacy skills of your Clan. At least then, they would be preserved."

"A human will never get White Fox Ethereal Form even if they could use it. It is a sad thing to be the last of one's clan."

My children had died long ago.

"Hmmm. You will endure. We all endure. So, who is the foolish beastkin going to confront him?"

"Firefox most likely. He has a rash streak. Don't let it spread it is a human, but beyond that, share everything else."

"They will know that I held something back when they return."

I set another pouch on the table between us. "For your orphans."

"I am old and forgetful with so many young ones to look after," Elder Keeneyes said.

I got up and left, pondering over what she had told me.

A shame I wouldn't be able to kill the human and take everything he had. But the greedy beastkin was the beastkin that froze to death from staying out too long in the cold. Better to take the massive amount I was taking off him and avoid further trouble.

Firefox could take the risk of fighting him if he wanted to grab more benefits. I would not get involved in that if I could help it. I had given the human more than enough warnings; he would be on guard when he left. The chance of a monster attack at the End of the World was quite low.

The best outcome would be if something killed the human and heavily wounded Firefox. Making it back, and then dying, so I would take everything he owned. I would have to make some plans if he didn't return. Nothing hasty, but it would do to hedge all my bets.

I didn't make this long by letting opportunities slip through my claws.

Harren Axefall

"Stormy," I spat as I greeted the team killing elf. She looked rough, but she was alive and still quite dangerous.

"Harren. Surprising to run into you here," she replied.

We were both on the 1st layer. I found her hiding near the exit passage to the surface.

"No core?"

"I blew it up along with the war mech. An idea before its time. I can't risk letting it fall into enemy hands. Split the resources of anyone we kill?"

"How could I trust you with something that simple?"

"I notice Justin isn't with you."

"He wanted to try other things than the most obvious. Killing beastkin descending until we get enough supplies and keep leveling. Hoping we don't get wiped out."

"A soft heart. But he is resourceful. An even split and you get first pick," Stormy said.

"Just stay where I can see you, and we won't have a problem."

"Of course. It's been quiet for half a day."

"That long, surprising. The beastkin must not have as many people or it might be an unpopular entrance."

"You are welcome to go up and look."

"After you," I replied, not willing to take that chance.

"Well, come behind the Stone Wall I set up. Standing out there will make it obvious and give them a chance to run away."

I walked behind her stone wall, with my axe at the ready.

"Relax. If I had wanted to fight, I would have already done so."

"I don't trust you, no matter what you might say,"

She really was completely untrustworthy.

"You know as well as I do that Sam and April would have been deadweight."

"Perhaps, but you don't kill your team members."

"Well, you can lecture me about that if we ever make it back."

We stood there together for a minute in silence before I spoke up again.

"You could have left them alone."

"No. We could not allow the war mech to fall into enemy hands."

"Hands that aren't yours. Did you extract all its secrets first?"

"I have key samples of the frame's alloys and runic structure. In time we will produce new warmechs once I return."

"Do you have a plan there?"

"Are you interested?"

"Yes. I would prefer not to die. Can you do it?"

"Not easily. I must craft a skill using Mana Manipulation. A complicated skill. It will take time to prepare."

"How long?"

"Years at best, decades at worst."

"That is too long."

"I know. We can do this once or twice, but eventually, they will catch and kill us."

"What would you need from me?"

"The deeper we go, the easier it will be to craft such a skill because of Mana density. Getting to a passage from the 10th to the 11th layer would be useful. We don't need to fight on the 11th layer, but crafting a skill there would be ideal and make things go faster."

"How much faster?"

"It is impossible to say. Skill crafting is more of an art than a science. Also, my experience in such things is very limited. I know only some theories and have only the most basic skills. Tracking skills won't be easy. Then the skill will need to be leveled. Finally, we will have to make our way through the dungeon long enough to get out of this part."

"A long shot."

"Impossible by most accounts."

"You had not brought this up before."

"Because the most pressing issue is food, and we are likely to die long before I succeed. It will be incredibly boring for you  to wait for me. I need to work with as little disturbance on the 11th layer as possible, and we aren't likely to meet again if we split up."

Stormy was a horrible Elf. I couldn't and wouldn't trust her, but she needed me to get that deep in the dungeon and then needed me as we moved through the dungeon to get out of this section. The trick was realizing when we had left this section and leaving her behind to fend for herself before she killed me.

She wouldn't want me telling other adventurers and April's family what happened. The Wither Corporation, which had invested in the war mech, would be furious. They would make things as difficult as possible for the Elves, Stormy's family in particular. Sam had no background to worry about, but a Dwarven corporation could make a lot of trouble for her.

I would wait and observe. "I want to learn the skill after you figure it out."

She looked at me. "Or else?"

"Or else we will have a problem. I don't trust you. And if I am going to get you to the 11th layer, after that you teach me. Then we can split up if we need to. No dependence on each other."

Her eyes glanced at my hands and the axe I was carrying.

"Very well. Surviving takes priority. Just to confirm, Justin just left?"

"Yes. He mentioned using a ritual to create another exit. When he did that, I knew he had lost all sense. While he might be capable, this is far too dangerous."

"A ritual. Most people don't have such knowledge, and he lacks skills in that area. He might know of them and think he can use his runic knowledge. Foolish and risky. He is probably dead or wishing he were dead. Smart to leave him," Stormy said.

Just walking away had been difficult, but I didn't want to get caught up in that madness. I had heard too many stories of rituals going wrong. That was what the desperate and the foolish did. One mistake and a rebound would happen, and the effects of a ritual rebounding were never good. It was just a matter of how bad the outcome was.

My grandfather and father had warned me about many skills and other things to watch out for. Rituals were one of them. The inherent danger and the risk of something going wrong were just too high. Also, they were all dark. While people could use monsters as ingredients, rituals required sacrifice.

They were better left in the past and forgotten. Stable skills instead of esoteric uses of Mana was the far better path for advancement and strength rather than mad gambles where your life was on the line.

The people who thought they could do rituals safely were the most foolish. There was no such thing as a safe ritual. Only a ritual that ended the way one expected. But even if they performed things perfectly, failure was always possible.

While Stormy was distasteful, she wasn't insane. Justin clearly believed in his own invincibility. I would not and could not gamble like that. I would rather die axe in hand than be twisted by some unfathomable process of a ritual.

            

    
        Chapter 161 – Final Trade

    
    
    
    
                "Your food," Whiteclaw said as he gestured at large metal crates and barrels.

"The containers are large."

"That's the way I got it."

He was clearly trying to make things difficult for me and squeeze out more of my wealth.

I pulled out the last pouches of Mana cores and set them on a nearby table.

Checking several of the crates and barrels all full of food items, I began pouring them into my spatial pouch without another container. Even if stuff got a bit mixed up, that was fine. One had to focus on what they wanted while reaching in to pull it out. This much food might cause some issues with it impacting other items, but it would just make things more difficult to pull out.

Spatial pouches were interesting creations. They were created from monsters that used spatial manipulation, and those pouches had a finite amount of space. The higher the level of the skill and the monster, the better the pouch.

Too small, and it wasn't worth the Alchemical cost to create a spatial pouch. The one I had was a decent size. Items went in, and the more that were in it, the harder it was to put more items in or take items out.

I just needed to reach in and focus on the item I wanted. The real trick was that the more items put into the spatial pouch, the smaller the distance between items. People usually used boxes instead of dumping stuff in. I would have to pull out the food one piece at a time.

This was making my spatial pouch a mess, but that wasn't an immense problem. I could just grab the food one piece at a time. It would be tedious if I needed to remove a lot quickly, but I wasn't planning to do that.

They kept the items inside locked in a separate space. Nothing living could survive in that space.

Whiteclaw was trying to see how annoyed I became or hoping I wouldn't take all the food. Regardless, it was clearly a scheme aimed at me, but I had been expecting something like this. I probably hadn't shown enough interest in his offered skill.

Treasure Sense  — it sounded amazing, but ultimately, dealing with the beastkin was a trap. They were an insular people. They struggled to cooperate, and their leaders clearly had no interest in lifting their people up. Whiteclaw might say he was going to use the wealth to help other beastkin, but he was primarily going to enrich himself and strengthen his political position.

Whiteclaw didn't fully understand my strength, and I could tell he was trying to probe me to get a guess. I wasn't sure exactly how, but he did it through little tests and innocuous questions. I would do the same thing. While I hadn't noticed any blatant attempts to understand my status, I knew he wasn't being idle either. He would probably arrange something to happen once I left the settlement.

Food mostly filled my spatial pouch now. Pouring it all in had been annoying, but the opening of my spatial pouch was big enough to fit my armor and had accommodated pouring in food into the opening.

"It all fit perfectly."

"Only high-level adventurers have a spatial pouch. Not easy to get or to make. We don't see many of them around here. If you find a way to go back and forth to your home continent, we could open up a trade route."

"I would be interested in Treasure Sense."

I was interested, but I definitely didn't want to come back to this place.

A loud bell echoed over the settlement and into the warehouse we were standing in.

I put my hand on the hilt of my blade and looked at Whiteclaw.

"It isn't you, but there is a major incident. I suggest you leave," he said and left the warehouse. I wanted to roll my eyes at that suggestion.

When a bell sounded and everyone was being alerted and going to the center of the settlement, running away would only draw attention.

The scent-concealing cloak did what it said as far as I could tell. It was a good cloak. I also had a metal mask. It wasn't like the mask Whiteclaw had let me borrow previously, but if someone glanced under my hood, they wouldn't immediately see a human.

My gloves were concealing enough as well, even if they weren't the style the beastkin used. I would obviously be a foreigner, but that was fine. Being from another beastkin Clan was okay, but being a human would mean trouble.

I left the empty warehouse and followed other beastkin that were slowly gathering in the main plaza under a pillar of black smoke. The bell rang a second time.

I stayed at the edge, leaning against a metal building as more beastkin pushed their way closer to the front where there was a large, elevated metal platform.

At least two legends were standing on it based on my sensory skills, but the other three beastkin up there were probably also legends. All melee fighters as well based on the weapons they were carrying.

The bell rang a third and final time, and everyone quickly quieted down. There had to be several thousand beastkin gathered in the lukewarm plaza. While the buildings blocked most of the wind, it was still cold even during the daytime.

"My fellow Clan members. Today we have encountered an ancient threat. A threat that took us from power as a glorious nation to the meager settlements we live in today. Bring up the prisoner!"

Someone presented a bound figure, and my heart stilled at the sight. It was Stormy, the Elf from my team. I thought she had blown herself up with that wave of Mana coming from above in the dungeon. But apparently, she had lived and the beastkin captured her. There were roars of shouts and boos from the beastkin. I kept still and didn't dare breathe too much. After a minute, they finally quieted down as the speaker of the legend waved them to be quiet.

Blood was coming down her face, and someone had ripped off one of her ears. She looked completely miserable.

"Seeking to kill our young adventurers, who are bravely seeking supplies and resources in the dungeon, this Elf is a remnant of the evil inflicted upon us. Look upon her visage! Deformed and ugly!"

The crowd roared at this.

Thankfully, I was at the back with the other quiet people. There was some shouting, but the other beastkin near me were trying to see what was going on and listen to it.

"Using spell skills stolen from our people to kill us, she is our enemy! We must destroy and rip apart that great enemy!"

That was not good. I really underestimated the hostility after dealing with Whiteclaw.

But if the hostility was this great, then he wouldn't want anyone knowing he dealt with me either. The legend then grabbed her clothes and ripped them off to the jeers of the crowd. This was horrible. But there was nothing I could do.

There were five legends up there and countless more beastkin watching. I knew they would target me immediately if I thought about acting or had a hostile intention.

"Kill!"

"Kill!"

"Kill!"

The whole settlement shook with roars and stamping. That was when Stormy acted. Against someone who could use spell skills, there were limited ways to contain them. Ways the beastkin didn't have access to.

They had bound her hands with rope behind her, and with her wounded and naked, they probably thought she couldn't do anything. They should have kept her unconscious. It might not have been as exciting, but unless you had specifically created shackles to drain Mana from a person, then they were a colossal risk.

"Aura of Lightning!"

Stormy would permit no one to abuse or make her suffer as a captive. That was why it was best just to kill an enemy, instead of parading them about. It also explained why Xanatos was insane, pissing people off instead of killing them. Creating a life-or-death grudge with a powerful adventurer was a serious matter.

These beastkin didn't truly understand. Their memory was clearly lacking, or they didn't expect her to fight back. Whatever the reason, it gave Stormy a chance to act.

Lightning exploded outwards from her body.

The weak beastkin at the bottom of the platform instantly died. They had no resistance skill, and their stats were far too low. The lightning damage locked the legends in place for a moment.

Stormy rushed forward and leaped off the stage, with her hands bound behind her back, towards the crowd.

More beastkin screamed and died. A spear from one legend flew.

Stormy twisted; it pierced her chest, came out of her breast and pinned her to a charred beastkin that hadn't fallen down.

The Aura of Lightning grew even bigger as she fed her very life into the spell skill.

Great job beastkin. Great freaking job.

There had to be at least a couple hundred dead and thousands injured. A sword went flying and decapitated Stormy, but by this point the damage was done.

No wonder the beastkin had a ruined civilization. They had no common sense. They should have either killed her quickly or made a deal with her for knowledge. She would have traded some spell skills for their help.

But no.

The beastkin had to act like beasts. Parading a captive, disrespecting an adventurer, insinuating torture and a horrible death, and building up racial animus. I lost all sympathy for the beastkin and their plight for the first time since I came to this settlement. They truly were their own worst enemies.

Their minds were messed up. Now there would be no chance of making peace for hundreds of years more, perhaps ever. And they let much of their small population get killed.

"Meat!"

"Meat!"

"Meat!"

The chant grew from all the beastkin at the edge, and I joined in, so I didn't look out of place. I felt sick in my stomach. The crowd advanced on their fallen comrades.

I didn't want to ask my father why he wiped them out. I wanted to ask him why he hadn't finished the job. The beastkin were truly depraved, and they ate the corpses of sentient creatures. That was as bad as eating monsters. The Mana contamination was incredibly dangerous. But the beastkin who had died were weak. The risk would be low, and they were all hungry and feral.

            

    
        Chapter 162 – Absolute Savagery

    
    
    
    
                I had left the plaza. Thankfully, some other beastkin had left after the disaster. I didn't want to stay and see the savagery that would happen. Just thinking about it made me sick to my stomach.

I said a prayer to the System, hoping that Stormy's soul would find peace. Whoever ate her would die horribly. She had too much Mana in her flesh.

A fitting end for the beastkin savages. They had a culture, alright. A culture of insanity and cannibalism.

"Where are you going?"

A large beastkin with a sword in hand stepped out from an alley with two others. "What business is it of yours?"

"Remove your hood. There could be more elves," he declared and brought up his sword.

"Sleep. Sleep. Sleep."

All three beastkin collapsed to the ground asleep. It was a useful spell when I wanted to avoid killing. The scent of blood would draw attention.

I quickly left the sleeping beastkin behind, setting a fast pace for the edge of the settlement.

There were no shouts or other alarms. I wasn't sure why that group had intercepted me, but it bodes no good. I needed to get out of this place as quickly as possible. Climbing out of the valley the settlement was residing in took time, and the air grew colder. The wind also picked up.

I would try to make it back to the dungeon entrance I had come out of. That was my hope at least.

If not, I would find an isolated location to make a dungeon entrance with another ritual. No matter what, I had to get away from these beastkin.

As I approached the top of the ridge surrounding the settlement where I had run into Gartooth, I looked back. The plaza was teeming with beastkin, and the scent of blood drifted upwards.

I shook my head.

The top of the ridge reminded me how horribly cold this place was. The wind was icy and biting. I looked a moment to orient myself towards the mountain I thought had the ice pillar.

I set off at a brisk pace. Ozy adjusted himself to move out of my clothes and onto my shoulder.

"Halt!"

This time instead of three thugs, there were five armed beastkin moving after me. They were about a minute behind. I picked up my pace. Whiteclaw had clearly betrayed me, or something had happened to have random beastkin chasing after me. Perhaps some sensory skill he didn't tell me about that the mask hid.

"Halt, or we will attack!"

I wasn't stopping for these guards.

While the settlement didn't seem to have much order, those wearing the symbol of the Fox Clan on their cloaks had backing from the legends who ran the place. These five had such symbols, so I considered them guards of the settlement.

"Fireball!"

They had used a spell skill.

Ozy poked his head out, and around my cloak as I continued to run. The Fireball exploded from a burst of wind into its center. Trying to dodge such an attack was foolish. Fireballs exploded and were a great area of effect spell skill for that reason.

If someone thought they could dodge, that was how they got slightly burned, slowed down, and caught. Ozy gave me his impression of their distance from me. The beastkin were slowly catching up and didn't appear to be getting tired.

I didn't stop running and fought them. I hoped that if I got far enough away from the settlement, they would turn back. If not, then when it got dark, they would hesitate in their pursuit.

Ozy was ready to act, but I mentally commanded him to conserve his Mana unless they used spell skills. I adjusted my course along a ridgeline and glanced back, using a range of sensory skills and Status Analysis. They were around level 60 with about 5 to 10 tier 3 skills each.

I didn't have more time to parse out more information with Status Analysis. They had higher stats than me but had fewer skills and skill levels. But there were five of them. While I had Ozy, I didn't fancy my chances.

It wasn't just about surviving, but about not getting injured. Sure, Ozy could patch me up, but counting on his healing was a bad idea. I wasn't worried about minor mistakes in his healing but about taking damage.

After fighting the members of the Dark Cabal, trying to take on an injury to deal one back was stupid. One shouldn't depend on that method of fighting. That was how people died from pure idiocy.

Also, I wasn't wearing heavy armor. The beastkin had Alchemically processed monster parts with some steel as armor. Alchemically processed, so the stuff didn't break down after time like most things the dungeon created besides natural treasures. It would be medium armor for two of them and light armor for the other three if I had to guess by the amount of visible steel.

That made sense, since metal would bind up in this kind of cold weather and not keep heat. By using monster hide with steel plates as inserts, they could make more effective and warmer protection, and it would be easy to fix. Fixing actual steel armor would require a trained blacksmith.

This settlement was weak, and I doubted its ability to have a craftsman with a tier 4 skill after what I had seen. There wasn't the infrastructure for such a legacy.

While adventurers were the benchmark of strength, craftspeople were the benchmark of civilization. The beastkin clearly had a very limited and stagnant civilization. Cannibalizing their own people, show executions, and a lack of systemic effort to lift their people out of despair.

"Fireball."

Ozy burst this one apart again, and as I moved down an icy and rocky slope, I glanced back to judge their progress myself. They had closed about half the distance that we had started at, but they were struggling. Their stamina points were running out, and they didn't have Empowered Running.

They probably had Focused Running at best, using up more stamina. They had pushed themselves instead of pacing their efforts like I had. Probably hoping to end things sooner rather than later.

I half expected them to break off the chase as we climbed up a mountain, but they didn't relent. I didn't sense any other threats or the monsters that Whiteclaw had talked about.

Another glance back at the top of the mountain showed there was no one else chasing me. There wasn't much cover out here, and if anyone wanted to keep up with my pace, they had to keep moving. Ozy didn't notice anyone or anything else either, but he remained hidden under my cloak.

I ran across the top of the mountain. The icy wind, slamming into me. But that only slowed me down slightly. I then began descending on the other side of the mountain.

It wouldn't be long before it was dark. Then the temperature would really drop if we weren't in shelter. Even with my Cold Resistance, I would freeze to death during the night if I were out in the open.

Still, the beastkin kept chasing me. They were now slowly losing ground against me and were getting more worn out. If any of them had been a legend, I would have been in real trouble. They would have been able to catch up with me right away and force a fight, allowing the rest of them to reach me.

But my current pursuers weren't legends. Each step they took after me was a step closer to their deaths. While I wasn't killing these beastkin or making trouble, I wouldn't let them go either. Whoever sent them would not get them back or any more information about my fighting ability.

I arrived at the cold, shaded base of the mountain before starting my ascent again. Upon reaching the summit, my intention was to engage in combat at that location. However, I had not considered the possibility of confronting the beastkin.

Adjusting your thought patterns could fool Danger Sense and other sensory skills. Most of the time it wasn't worth the effort. The only time such things came into play was if there was a trap of some kind.

If I focused on killing my pursuers, their Danger Sense would increase, and they would suspect me of turning around to kill them. The person controlled mana mentally, and these mental vibrations and tiny bits of Mana contaminated their surroundings.

Auras weaponized this concept. Purposefully expelling Mana and then using that Mana as part of a skill. Stealth skills sought to reduce these residual traces. It was very difficult to remove them completely.

Supposedly, divination-type skills used the influence of all the Mana released, like ripples into a lake, to figure out the future. My mother told me not to worry about such skills, since they were more confusing than helpful. I hadn't come across any, so I wasn't sure, but they just took the concept of sensing to a greater and wider extent.

This mountain was a big one, and running was exhausting. My stamina was getting lower, but Ozy hit me with a Greater Refresh. The beastkin didn't have such a support skill to help them out, and I could tell they were starting to really struggle in their pursuit of me.

It was tempting to run through the night, but I didn't want to freeze to death. The beastkin had more body fur and had adapted to this environment their entire lives. While they might not have as many skills, I knew their Cold Resistance would be far higher than mine.

I passed a small plateau, turned, and quickly ran to its edge to look down at the Beastkin. They looked up at me in surprise.

"Fireball. Fireball."

The spell partially hit three beastkin, burning portions of their armor, as they scattered.

Ozy burst out from under the hood of my cloak.

"Formation two!" one of the beastkin shouted.

"Lightning Beam!"

One of the beastkin that was rushing towards my small plateau screamed and its body locked up. Ozy dropped and hit them with a Toxic Breath in the face. The poison wouldn't do much damage, but it would blind and disorient the beastkin.

It would take them several minutes to return to the fight, and by then it would be over. Having Ozy use a more powerful attack might have killed the beastkin, but there were four more to worry about. It was better to preserve Mana where possible.

"Fireball!"

"Ward!"

I countered the spell skill, but the point had been to provide cover. Two beastkin leaped up onto the plateau with swords in hand.

"Vibration Blade!"

I cut through both their weapons as I pushed forward, giving no quarter. One beastkin lost a hand and screamed, clutching the bleeding stump. The other tumbled back off the plateau. I noted two other beastkin quickly racing around to get behind me, but they were a bit too slow. Ozy swept down and used another Toxic Breath on the beastkin who had fallen off.

My sword lashed out and the beastkin without a hand panicked, bringing his other arm up to shield himself. He was now missing two hands and had two bleeding stumps instead.

            

    
        Chapter 163 – Demon Of The Night

    
    
    
    
                "Fireball!"

"Ward!"

I countered the only spell skill one of the beastkin knew. There were two still combat-capable beastkin left as I turned to face them. They were hesitating and afraid. It was obvious from their expressions.

I rushed at them, and they fled. I thought about pursuing, but night was near; I needed to find shelter. They would report back, which would be unfortunate, but chasing them and killing them would be difficult.

I would be at a disadvantage going after them. It was frustrating, but Ozy was already getting quite cold. He wouldn't be able to fly after them.

"No! Help me!" The beastkin missing two hands screamed. The other two beastkin, blinded by Ozy, were being carried away.

Ozy landed on the head of the handless beastkin.

Walking over, I lifted my sword, and he collapsed to his knees.

"Heal him."

 I didn't want to heal him but to give him some hope and not have him die right away. I wanted information. Ozy used Cure and part of his hand stumps regrew.

If I really wanted, we could have healed his missing hands entirely, but it wasn't worth the Mana when he was going to die.

"Who sent you?"

"Firefox — it was Firefox."

"Anyone else coming after me?"

"There was supposed to be another team, but you left too quickly."

"And do you know who told Firefox?"

"No. No, I know nothing."

I swung my Reforged Beginner's Blade and removed his head. I let my spell skill Vibration Blade stop.

"Clean." That removed the blood. The other four beastkin were already quite a way down the mountain, running like their lives depended on it.

"Whiteclaw clearly pushed things off onto another beastkin. Clever."

He let his competitor know about me. If I won, his competitor would lose minions, thus weakening him. He guessed that my strength was enough to make it a fight to the death at least.

There was no proof, but I wasn't ignorant of such schemes. I could only shake my head. I didn't like the beastkin's society, but I had no grudge against them. Even after what they did to Stormy, she had more than paid them back on her own, killing hundreds of weaker beastkin.

My Danger Sense rapidly increased. It was getting dark, but I had spent nights out on these mountains without issue. Looking toward the settlement, I saw the four beastkin who had been running come to a stop.

Something rushed at them.

Though I couldn't see the details from that far, something killed them. Whatever had done it had a lot of Mana and my Danger Sense was practically screaming at me. I immediately turned away and began running with everything I had.

Whatever had killed the fleeing beastkin was a monster. The intelligence to strike a target after the fight indicated some kind of intelligence.

A demon, there was a demon out there.

Ozy used Greater Refresh on me while I adjusted my stride using Empowered Stealth. I didn't want to leave any tracks if possible. My Danger Sense was fluctuating. I wasn't entirely sure what that meant. I figured the demon was conflicted about whether to chase me.

Looking up at the sky, I saw that it was getting darker. The air was getting colder. I needed to stop for the night, but my Danger Sense made me concerned. The timing of the earlier battle hadn't accounted for a demon showing up.

It had to be as strong as a legend. I couldn't risk a fight. But I couldn't travel through the night.

Reaching the base of a stone cliff, Ozy and I got to work.

"Vibration Blade."

I pushed my sword into the rock and cut out a circular pyramid. Ozy was quickly creating layers of ice around the hole I had made in the rock. I really wish I had Stone Wall to build up more defenses.

Then, I used my sword to cut back and downwards directly. Against a superior opponent, fighting in a single direction was an advantage. I deactivated the spell skill and then pulled the rock out with my hands.

Ozy had left an opening that I used to toss the rock out of. Once I was done, he sealed up the outside with a dome of ice. There were three small holes he left. One near the ceiling, two near the ground.

No opening a person could squeeze into. It was incredibly dark inside my cave, but that was fine. Ozy snuggled against me under my clothes, and I didn't dare use Fire Blade for a while to heat things up. My Danger Sense was slowly increasing, not going down.

I retrieved a shield from my spatial storage. Using it meant I couldn't boost spells with hand signs, but that's acceptable since I needed quick defense.

The air became colder. It felt like my blood was going to freeze in my body. But avoiding a fight was the best option. I heard a scrape of something against the outside of the ice shell.

My grip on my sword and shield increased.

"What is in here?" a deep guttural voice muttered.

My Danger Sense was practically exploding. Not even with Xanatos had it been this high.

I adjusted my positioning, ready to spring forward. The moment the demon broke through the ice was the moment I needed to leap forward and strike the ice.

Not the demon. I would not target the demon. I kept my focus on the ice shell.

It was a small thing, but I didn't want to alert the demon. A hand and arm suddenly smashed through the ice dome.

"Fire Blade!" 

I was lunging forward.

"Ward!"

Ozy made the ice lock onto the arm, trapping it, so the demon couldn't pull it backwards. My blade struck the magical barrier and came to a stop for a second. There was the sound of more ice shattering while Ozy tried to keep it all together.

My fire blade cut and burnt the top of the hand after the Ward spell skill broke. Each nail appeared to have been sharpened to deadly points. My blade cut across the top of the wrist and then the arm, affecting the ice.

I lifted my blade up and pushed it down, angling it into the arm.

The monster screamed.

I wasn't cutting all the way through. I probably should have used Vibration Blade for better cutting power, but I needed the heat and the light.

The arm and hand recoiled. The ice dome shattered outwards. A figure wearing the pelts of beastkin stood there, towering over me at one and a half times my height. I was about the size of the beastkin, so this demon was far larger than all of us.

I noted their red eyes, pointed ears, fangs, and very pale skin in the blade's light. They had retreated backwards, clutching their burnt and cut arm. The cold wind cut through me in the darkness, with my blade as the only source of light beneath the overcast sky.

They looked like a man, but this was no man. It was a demon.

"Lightning Beam!"

The demon shifted to the side so fast that it pushed away the surrounding air.

"Lightning Beam!"

The demon kicked off the ground, dodging to the side. After all I'd been through, my Mana was half depleted. The cold wasn't helping. While my resistance skills didn't actively consume Mana, they took Mana to sustain, which slightly lowered my regeneration rate.

The demon rushed in; his eyes locked onto me. The demon's right hand was ready like a sword, while he kept the injured left one at his side. I moved my shield up to block the blow. His attack pierced through the weak wood.

I was already backing away and had let go of the shield, leaving it on the demon's arm. Ozy poked his head out of cloak and breathed out, Toxic Breath. The demon flicked his arm, intercepting most of Ozy's skill and then dodging to the side.

"Lightning Beam!"

I hit the demon in the leg. His body froze for a moment. I rushed forward and swung while Ozy tried to lock the demon's feet in ice. The demon emitted a burst of Mana, breaking the stun lock and the forming ice. He then ran away into the darkness.

My Danger Sense sharply decreased as the demon fled into the snowy and inky blackness of these ice-covered mountains. I made my way back to my ruined shelter. There was no use in pursuing the demon. His physical stats were higher than mine. He could pick the time of the engagement and disengage if he wanted. My stats were less, and my skills couldn't make up the difference.

Ozy closed the shelter again in ice.

"Good job, Ozy," I said and scratched my pet's head in thanks. He had saved me from the beastkin and the demon. The investment in him had been worth it.

Having a second Mana pool and pet to act while I was fighting was a useful surprise. He wouldn't be able to fit in my clothes for much longer. But for now, it was an incredibly useful surprise, allowing me to win or draw in my fights.

The main issue was that the demon had survived its injuries. There was no uncertainty in my mind that it would pursue me. Its injury gradually started healing, but because it could attack and retreat, it might eventually wear me down.

Fighting against such an opponent was tricky. I would see what it did and prepare a trap if necessary. If the demon thought it could kill and eat me, the monster had another thing coming.

My sword through his neck.

The absence of a weapon in the demon's arsenal, relying solely on its hands, presented a significant advantage to me. Melee combat is less effective than weapon-based combat, as weapons absorb impact and maintain a lethal edge.

Fighting with his bare hands risked them if I blocked. It also meant that the demon had to close the distance. I was down a shield and some Mana. The demon's left arm was injured, and it was also lightly poisoned.

Nothing serious, but I would rate the exchange in my favor. Unfortunately, it had the power of a legend. The only reason the fight went in my favor was that it was probably used to fighting beastkin in melee. Its superior stats would offer an immense advantage in such a fight.

I had spell skills and Ozy.

While he couldn't use the more powerful aspects of Alchemically Bounded Field unless a target remained stationary, his support was more than enough. His Toxic Breath attack was perfect for close range area of effect.

While I had heated my shelter, it was still freezing. There was no point in hiding anymore since the demon had found me. I could only hope it wouldn't pursue me, but I doubted the demon would be so considerate.

            

    
        Chapter 164 – Maneuvering At The End Of The World

    
    
    
    
                I stood on top of a mountain, looking back at the demon. It was casually pursuing me at a distance. The biggest challenge monsters faced on the surface was the lack of ambient Mana. It affected their regeneration to a much greater extent.

Also, captive monsters didn't grow cores as easily. It was something minor, but also important.

The real question was the demon's sensory range and whether I could lose it in the dungeon, though I didn't want to reveal the dungeon entrance to it out in the White Waste.

The demon was staring back with its red eyes. I used Status Analysis on it and got static back. Hopefully, my attempt would annoy the demon. At that moment, I observed movement in the distance. A significantly larger group of beastkin was also engaged in pursuit of both parties.

They were too distant to gauge their strength, but I guessed they matched the beastkin I'd fought earlier. Now there were ten.

The demon, at a lower elevation, clearly focused on me. It didn't understand there was a group in pursuit of both of us, most likely me, but it was impossible to tell who the beastkin would prioritize in a fight.

Their racial animus against humans would run deep, but the demon was a monster. A thinking, highly dangerous, intelligent monster. The real challenge would be creating a situation where both groups would fight each other.

What would be the ideal engagement? I would have to work backwards from that to figure out how to set it up for the beastkin and the demon to fight each other, then I move in and finish them all off.

But that was incredibly high-risk. I beat the five beastkin but only killed one. I wouldn't be able to beat ten. They would swarm me. The demon could easily retreat since he had the stats of a legend. His combat experience was fine-tuned for beastkin, which was why it had made mistakes fighting me.

The demon was designed to engage melee opponents. It used Ward as a spell skill only once and did not use other spells. Its Mana levels appeared to be low. It is possible that it could not return to the dungeon due to insufficient Mana.

There were too many unknowns now. I would slow my pace slightly and let the beastkin catch up to about an hour behind me by tomorrow midday. That would let me judge what they would do and what the demon would do as well.

I still hadn't found the mountain where Ozy had made the ice pillar. Though I was heading the right way, several mountains made it hard to distinguish the large pillar from the cloudy, snow-covered peaks.

I struggled to find a way to make the demon and beastkin fight, but it was impossible—the demon could escape easily, and the beastkin couldn't keep up. That meant I was their only target.

Although there were many others, an hour head start offered a clear advantage. The open terrain of these mountains made it difficult for anyone to approach undetected, unless exceptional stealth skills were involved.

I knew the demon and the beastkin didn't have such skills. At least the ones pursuing me. That type of skill would be tier 4, probably tier 5, which would mean a legend. If there were a legend, they wouldn't be moving as part of a large group.

Even the beastkin didn't move during the night. They had their own methods of creating shelter in the harsh cold, but from my conversations with Whiteclaw, I knew they didn't travel at night or during the dark season.

The cold and wind were just too much. Even with gear and Cold Resistance, it was just asking to be frozen to death. Even Cold Immunity was likely to break after being exposed to such chilling winds.

The following day, I wanted a commanding view by midday. I chose my route carefully, going for a cliff face that was 20 meters straight up. It was a brutal climb up, and I made it thanks to Ozy using flight and grabbing onto my back. While he couldn't fly with me, he could lighten my weight.

At the top of the cliff, I saw my pursuers below. The demon paused, its left arm nearly healed, and stared at me. As the beastkin team appeared over a ridge, they saw us both; the demon shifted its gaze toward them.

The question was how the other two groups would react. Would they fight? Cooperation wasn't an option, since the demon had killed the previous beastkin team. If working together were possible, I wouldn't have provoked a confrontation.

Everyone hesitated, expecting someone else to act. Even though the demon and I stood alone, the others pursued me. If they turned on each other, I'd wait until the fight was almost over before joining in.

The demon's hesitation revealed its lack of confidence in a swift, flawless victory. That distinction marks the gap between a legend and a supreme legend; the latter can dominate the battlefield with superior skill.

Individuals who are less skilled may affect a legend. It is possible that even a highly accomplished legend could encounter challenges from others of similar status, although this seems unlikely. Although I considered the demon to be comparable to a legend, its abilities did not match the range typically associated with a human legend.

The demon was insanely dangerous. If we truly fought to the death, it would likely win. I would give it 8 or 9 out of every 10 fights. It wasn't completely hopeless, but it simply outclassed me with pure stats. My skills would help, but it would figure them out, learn, and wear me down.

Recovering its arm and hand signaled trouble, so I encouraged both groups to confront each other to settle the chase.

The beastkin spread out and began advancing on the demon. They were close enough to support each other, but far enough apart that they could flank the demon if it moved on any one individual.

The demon glanced in my direction once more before moving off to the side. Unlike creatures that act without thought, it could devise strategies. Instead of attacking immediately, it chose a different approach.

I then turned and moved away as well.

I adjusted my path so that the beastkin needed to cross the demon's location to reach me. This situation developed as expected.

Upon reaching the top of the next mountain, I observed the demon was positioned behind me to my left, while the beastkin was behind me to my right but at a greater distance. This arrangement formed an uneven triangle. Both opposing groups proceeded parallel to my path.

None of the groups cooperated; each hoped the others would clash so the third could come out on top.

Both the beastkin and the demon could defeat me, and the demon would likely overcome the beastkin. I was the weakest in the standoff, but I held the initiative as everyone pursued me.

The beastkin probably lacked spatial storage, as even their legends considered such items extremely rare. Without skilled craftsmen, they could only obtain them from fallen Eldarin Continent individuals.

And there was no legend among the beastkin. That meant they had to carry all their supplies. While they had higher stats and physical skills, they could only last so long here at the End of the World.

The demon required Mana, not food, and was likely severely Mana starved. While this would restrict its skills and slow its actions, its stats remained intact. What worried me most was how quickly it had recovered.

If I intervened in a fight, I would have to target it with a lethal blow and kill it no matter what before it could escape.

The sky grew dark and cold. I stopped on the slope, watching the other groups halt moments later.

The demon likely possessed a high-level cold skill, perhaps Cold Absorption. That explains its ability to survive in these conditions.

The beastkin set up camp, while Ozy built me an igloo. The demon watched both groups closely.

If it attacked either group during the night, the other would have difficulty responding. It appeared to be considering which target to choose. The entity had been injured once already, which could lead it to act with caution. It was aware of the typical abilities and combat methods of the beastkin. There were ten members in that group.

It could also choose to wait. By stopping, the initiative was in the demon's hands. But there was no other choice. I ate quite a bit to ensure I topped off my reserves. I couldn't afford anything less than the maximum amount.

I drew my sword. "Vibration Blade."

The demon might attack at any moment, so I started working on the task. I cut a rock to make a thin rectangular stone plate and carved runes into it with precision. Unlike a paper tag, the stone plate would not activate easily. Once I finished the runes, I had to fill them with Mana quickly.

Instead of infusing Mana ahead of time like with a paper tag, I kept the stone plate uncharged so I could just add Mana when needed. This simplified things since my Mana control wasn't strong enough yet.

The beastkin had only basic rune knowledge, merely repeating familiar patterns. There were no specialist rune masters among them, and if any existed, they wouldn't be sent into battle.

The demon only had access to the beastkin's knowledge, giving me an edge. I planned to make three stone plates and store them in my spatial pouch.

The demon's use of Cold Absorption introduced a vulnerability once the skill was identified. Understanding an opponent's abilities can be advantageous. As the demon learned about my capabilities, I also gained insights into its skills.

My carving likely affected the demon, which, being sensitive to Mana and in a low-Mana environment, could sense my actions. It would hesitate, wary of a trap, and might instead attack the beastkin.
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                Bloodnose

Before dawn, the target left its igloo. It hid its scent but wasn't a beastkin—likely a demon or elf. Firefox tasked us with eliminating it and retrieving its spatial pouch.

"The demon is still there, watching both of us," Greeneyes said.

Our biggest problem was uncertainty: neither we nor the demon knew who would win. If it had been confident, it would've attacked at night. So, we rotated guards and stayed ready to leave.

Sleeping huddling under a cold tarp was uncomfortable, but preferable to freezing.

"Cursed monster," I said, but didn't spit like I normally would have. I couldn't afford to waste water.

The team worked quickly; in five minutes, the snow was melted and rations distributed. We set off after our target, following in parallel with the demon. Though trailing the demon slightly, the delay was acceptable.

Approaching would risk a two-on-one fight, which we wanted to avoid. The demon had killed the first team and was reluctant to face the target, suggesting it was powerful.

That was why I didn't want to fight both at once. The demon had killed five of our people. Perhaps the target helped, but the demon had killed them. That was why we couldn't fight both at once, and fighting the demon wasn't our mission.

Greeneyes was my second and liked to talk. "Where do you think our target is headed?" Nothing out there but the White Waste."

I trusted his instincts, and we tracked our target using his skills. As the stronger fighter with two valuable spells, I led the operation.

Where was our target headed? Once he reached the White Waste we would have to turn back or risk running out of supplies. Our consumption was high with the constant running and we had packed for speed, not a long expedition. Our target had a spatial pouch filled with food.

The demon continued its pursuit. The target reduced its pace, apparently intending for us to encounter the demon instead of engaging with each other. It seemed uncertain about overcoming the demon and attempted to have us confront it. Nonetheless, the target initially moved in this direction and maintained a consistent course without significant changes.

Greeneyes was right to be cautious—something had to be here. At the End of the World, there was only one possibility: a dungeon entrance. Our target was attempting to enter, which would make tracking him much harder.

"A dungeon entrance," I said with confidence.

"I agree." That was what I liked about him. He didn't just say whatever he thought. He would let me think about the issue as well and reach my conclusion. We agreed about two-thirds of the time. The other third was useful in figuring out if there was a misunderstanding or some information one of us was missing. "The demon would be stronger there. We can push to fight the demon and be ready for our target to act."

"We aren't gaining ground. Our target can match our speed. Any faster and we would be too exhausted. The demon can outpace us both. We try to fight the demon; it will run away and cause us trouble instead. No, we need to slow down our target."

No one said anything, since our target was too far ahead of us. We could sprint, but if we did that, catching up would exhaust us and we wouldn't be able to fight.

"We have to move through the night and attack."

"The cold will be brutal, and the demon doesn't need to sleep. Moving stealthily will take even longer. By the time we reach our target, our blood will have frozen."

"It's the only way. We don't stop. We will keep running. Eventually, our target will tire. We are beastkin. We endure."

"We endure."

We wouldn't stop when the sky turned dark. We would keep moving towards our target no matter what. As for the demon, I would be ready to hold it off. My team had experience fighting together. We risked our lives in the dungeon to earn our levels and strength.

Lazarus The Demon

I looked at my left hand. It still bothered me after it had healed. I could feel minor traces of lingering Mana from that attack. It would take time to purge them from my body.

Time was slowly running out if I wanted to win this battle of wills between a hunter and the hunted. Even those roles could be reversed in a moment. The being in front of me was no beastkin. I could tell that much. Even with its skills and equipment, it didn't move like one.

No, it was something different, something new.

I hungered for that knowledge. To claim it as my own. The beastkin were boring, but this new creature was something I had never encountered before.

Its flight across these mountains was interesting. There was nothing out there. I had checked myself years ago. There was nothing but rocks, snow, and ice. A great place to hide, but incredibly boring.

I would have attacked again but hesitated for two reasons. The first being the beastkin. A fight against ten of them would be difficult and slightly dangerous. I preferred to target weaker opponents to ensure my victory.

Unlike the other creatures born in the depths, I knew what death was. They did not know such a thing. They were mindless beasts racing towards their deaths. But I was more, and I knew how dangerous a thinking being could be.

While I had killed many beastkin, that didn't mean these were stupid or incapable of fighting. That they kept up their pursuit even after seeing me showed their confidence and determination. Both things were key aspects of the fight to come that I couldn't ignore.

The second reason I hesitated to fight was the Mana I had sensed last night and the danger. The creature I was chasing wasn't simple. It had tamed another depths-born. It had skills I had never seen or heard of before. That blade of fire was particularly concerning.

It cut into my body and burned me scaring me deeply. It had left a lingering wound, which was only a further warning for my caution. As long as I didn't die, I would get stronger. However, that was the most important part.

Even in such a dangerous situation, it thrilled me to no end.

I would not die here. While my Danger Sense was all over the place, I knew I outclassed every individual present. If I were careful and patient, I would win.

The creature paused as it got darker and colder. My Mana regeneration increased slightly. The beastkin didn't stop. I watched as they kept moving towards the creature.

We had been chasing the creature parallel to each other. Now they were moving to attack the creature directly. I could tell they were watching to see what I would do.

Letting them kill the creature before I could get to it would cause it to lose most of its Mana. I didn't enjoy eating things that had already died.

I normally wouldn't have eaten that dead beastkin I had come across, but I couldn't afford to be picky out here. Every bit of Mana was valuable.

Thinking about the situation, I would let the two of them fight first, and then join in. The cold didn't bother me, since I had Cold Absorption. It had taken a very long time to get that skill, but it was incredibly useful. Unlike other demons who roamed this wasteland, I didn't look for the flashiest or the most powerful skills. But the skills that had the most utility, directing the Mana I consumed to improving them.

While many other skills were underdeveloped, my focus on Cold Absorption had been key for surviving where others of my kind would struggle.

The beastkin were closing in on the creature, and I was moving in behind them. The creature was racing up a mountain as the last vestiges of light faded away. I could sense their Mana though. They were now the hunted. The night and cold were my domains.

My Danger Sense was giving me warnings. I noted Mana covering the ground the beastkin was racing over. Something changed in the snow. The depths-born pet had done something.

As the beastkin reached the top of the mountain, I felt a surge of Mana. The sudden brightness of the sky made me avert my gaze. The wind howled. Flames suddenly erupted from the ground. The slope's peak was ablaze with blue fire, and people screamed. Blue  — that was unnatural.

The heat reached me and I staggered. My Cold Absorption suddenly failed. My Danger Sense was screaming at me, but where was the attack coming from? I couldn't see properly. My vision was trying to recover. The heat was messing everything up.

I felt the air stir above me and swung upwards. "Ward!"

I had to use my Mana. I dove to the side blindly as the depths-born unleashed its breath attack where I had been.

"Fireball!"

The spell skill was too close. There was no place to dodge to. I screamed as my flesh burned.

"Fireball!"

I attempted to flee. Something struck me in the back. I tripped and landed on the ground. I reached back and grasped something I couldn't identify. Held tightly, it broke apart like weak metal, leaving a piece lodged in me.

"Fireball!"

"No!" I roared and let my Mana explode out of me. The spell skill broke, and I expelled the ranged weapon. The explosion ripped my clothes to shreds. I had worn the skin of the beastkin to intimidate them.

My flesh slowly healed, and my vision returned at last. The bitter chill was returning, and the flames on the slope were gone. I spun around and hardened my hand with several layers of Mana. I intercepted the sword heading for my neck.

The sword cut through, and I lost my fingers on my left hand but saved my neck as I dodged backwards. I leaped backwards as something unleashed another breath attack at me. The beastkin were dead; only the creature was left.

I was going to kill it and eat it.

That was the natural way of things. The consumption of knowledge would strengthen me.

            

    
        Chapter 166 – A Blade's Edge

    
    
    
    
                The demon had recovered in a single move. That was complete and utter bullshit. It was low on Mana, but Ozy and I weren't much better either.

Ozy had used Alchemy to transmute the snow on the slope to some alchemical substance that was flammable. Not good for combat, but good for a trap. My runic array had ignited everything on the slope, including all ten beastkin. Unfortunately, the demon was too far back.

I rushed at it the moment the attack was unleashed. I knew the heat would mess with Cold Absorption and the light would blind it.

My various spells struck the demon. Its flesh was still burnt in several places. The demon had male anatomy, but that wouldn't be a weak point. Monsters might have bodies, but they were mostly made of Mana.

I had used a bow at the start to wound it and hopefully slow the monster down, but it had easily tanked the hit. Attacking with my sword, I had aimed for its neck before it could fully recover. I had to swing upwards, but its neck was within my reach.

The monster had blocked, sacrificing four fingers on its right hand to back up. Dark red dripped from the severed stumps as it glared heavily at me. It was getting darker, but the demon was easy to see and sense. The flames from earlier had almost died completely. The icy wind bit into me.

I needed to act before the demon could fully recover. If I didn't kill it now, each fight would be more difficult, since it would know more about my skills. Vibration Blade was active as I rushed forward.

The demon retreated, but Ozy had maneuvered behind it. Space twisted and the demon stumbled.

"Lightning Beam!"

The darkness lit up. I made sure not to stare into my spell skill. The spell hit the demon in the side, and his body locked up.

 I lunged forward. My sword sank into their side. I ripped it out, to the side. Blood and viscera poured out of the wound as the demon stumbled back. I swung again.

The demon didn't hesitate to bring their left arm to deflect my blade from their torso. They lost their left arm but were already running away.

Ozy tried to intercept them, but the demon darted around the Toxic Breath attack.

The demon disappeared into the darkness, leaving a trail of blood behind. I wanted to chase, but I could feel my very soul freezing from the chilly wind. Even if I caught the demon and won, I would likely freeze to death afterwards.

"Ozy, shelter," I said and communicated mentally. I let Vibration Blade drop. My Danger Sense let me know the demon had fled completely.

We quickly built an igloo and took shelter inside.

 "Flame Blade."

The shelter heated as I used up the last of my Mana. I pulled out food and water for myself. Ozy was enjoying an arm and four fingers, eating the body parts the demon had left behind. He was quite happy with the meal.

I was glad someone was happy with what happened. I had won the battle but lost the war. The demon had escaped despite everything I had done. What I hadn't expected was it to recover like it had, get partially burned, get gutted, lose an arm, and still escape.

Its tenacity was impressive. My mother's death at the hands of a demon makes sense. It would be incredibly wary of me in the future. And while it recovers in time, it would struggle to recover quickly.

A partially burnt hand and arm were nothing compared to the damage I had inflicted. I slept without worry that night. It wasn't coming back tonight, no matter what.

The next day, I examined the battlefield. Ten burned corpses were on the partially melted slope, covered in a bit of snow and ice. Melee was the strength of the beastkin, though it was their downfall against a spellblade.

I surveyed the vicinity of my battle with the demon. I observed the trail of blood as it moved off. Killing the demon wasn't necessary. Nobody would give a prize or reward for its death.

But it was the type of monster that had killed my mother. It deserved to die.

It was too big a risk, and chasing it would make it desperate. I would have pursued it if it had done something unforgivable, or if it was a future threat. A yellow and / or green core would be nice. I knew how to Alchemically preserve its body for skill extraction for a skilled Alchemist.

A chance at one of the demon's skills was the biggest temptation. That, more than anything, convinced me I should pursue it instead of running away to the dungeon. When I returned with a demon's corpse, it would be a major accomplishment.

As I followed the blood trail, I had considered using Soul Strike in the fight. However, mixing that skill with my spell skills wasn't easy. Also, it risked my soul, using it as a weapon against another soul. The risk wasn't worth it when I had spell skills I could use.

Who knows how a thinking monster could take advantage of such a skill? Better to stick with direct spell skills for combat. The blood trail disappeared in places, but it wasn't hard to pick it back up. I didn't need a tracking skill to follow the demon.

I knew I was going to be losing my relative position of where I needed to go to find the dungeon entrance, but that was okay. Tracking down and killing the demon was a better prize.

Reaching the side of the mountain, there was a cave the blood trail disappeared into.

"A demon home," I muttered, blade in hand.

"Light Orb."

I advanced with confidence into the cave, checking every area, especially the ceiling. My Danger Sense wasn't giving me a warning. I reached the bottom of the cave, where were was a lot of blood, but no demon. Looking around, there was nothing else.

Pulling out a stone plate, I hesitated. If the demon was hiding under the loose stone that made up the floor, then this would bury its body. I put the stone plate away. I would try another method first, rather than give up any chance of recovering the corpse.

"Ozy," I said and focused on what I wanted him to do.

Ozy began using up more Mana converting the loose stone that had been quite bloody into a mix of aluminum and rusted iron. Converting stone into metals was a slow process and incredibly Mana heavy.

I pulled out ten thousand orange Mana cores and fed them to Ozy. He was able to convert that Mana into Alchemy. If the demon was hiding under the ground, this would force it to the surface.

Ozy landed on my shoulder, tired. He had done a good job.

"Fireball."

My spell skill impacted the ground that Alchemy had changed. For a moment nothing happened, then it burst into a pillar of molten flames. The temperature rapidly skyrocketed as the pillar of flame melted into the ground, turning the surrounding stone molten.

After half a minute, the jet of flame stopped, but revealed no demon. I had been sure it was hiding underground in this cave. Even using a range of sensory skills, I didn't pick up on where it might be hiding. The only explanation was that it had laid a false blood trail into this cave to deceive me.

I had no experience in tracking to tell the difference between an actual blood trail and a false one.

"Smart monster," I muttered, disappointed that I wouldn't be able to get a skill extracted from it.

My first encounter with a demon went better than I had expected but was also incredibly frustrating. Leaving the cave, I followed the blood trail back, looking for any trails breaking off of it.

Ozy even did a flight up in the air around the entrance of the cave, but spotted nothing.

Once I got back to the site of the original battle, I set off in the direction I hoped the mountain I had set up an orientation point on.

My mind drifted back to the previous battle. The most powerful aspect in any fight was surprise. Being able to attack without your opponent being able to counter was the best option. The beastkin had thought they were clever rushing at me, but I had time to prepare for their approach. That was another lesson. With my skills and Ozy's help, I had an immense advantage in any battle I could prepare for ahead of time.

It had been tempting to use my free stat points, but I had held off. The situation was under my control enough that I wasn't in a panic. Adjusting stats mid-combat was a bad idea. It would take me time to get used to any changes they might make.

Ozy had proved his worth. While he was also a weak link, that extra pool of Mana was invaluable along with his skill set. Alchemy-based combat was incredibly versatile and unexpected. It wasn't a common fighting style.

That Ozy's egg came from deep in the dungeon made him unique compared to other monsters that were higher up.

The demon's shape was interesting; it looked like a larger human. It wouldn't be able to hide easily. I would have thought it would have looked like a beastkin. Something to investigate and ask about at the College or to my father when I got back.

Now that I had food, the pressure on my shoulders had been greatly reduced. I had years to work out a solution to get back to the Eldarin Continent. The risk of interacting with the beastkin had been worthwhile. It was a shame that I couldn't get much else beyond the cloak and knowledge of this continent.

I wasn't upset, just a feeling of frustration that lingered from not killing the demon. But even my mother struggled to kill annoying opponents. Xanatos escaping her clutches put into perspective how annoying escape skills were.

That was something I would have to look into the future or with soul skills. I wanted a way to stop my enemies from escaping. It was annoying. Also, I needed to work on Stillness more. It wasn't good enough to use to break off from combat like my mother's instructions showed should be possible.

More skills to work on. For now, I would find the dungeon entrance and work on grinding monsters and working on my skills. The dungeon wasn't safe, but intelligent opponents were far more annoying.

If I ran into Abnormal, I would look for a natural treasure. That brought a smile to my face. A bit of knowledge that was incredibly useful. Any natural treasures I could find in the dungeon were never a bad thing. Even if there were Abnormals, I had confidence in myself and my skills.

Ozy booped me with his snoot. And confidence in Ozy as well.
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                Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 520/520

Stamina: 620/620

Mana: 840/840

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 52 (+1)
Endurance: 62 (+2)
Strength: 42+20 (+1)
Agility: 49+20 (+1)
Perception: 39 (+1)
Mind: 165 (+4)
Magic: 64+20 (+2)
Focus: 60+20 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (17) (31+): Light Armor (100), Medium Armor (100), Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100), Dancing Skills (100+1), Speech (99+4), Heavy Armor (99+12), Pulse Strike (97), Wrestling Skills (95), Drawing Skills (91+1), Dagger Skills (90), Pugilist Skills (84), Bow Skills (79+4), Whip Skills (57), Stillness (43+6), Driving (39)

Tier 2 (62) (15+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100), Soul Sense (100), Speed Reading (99), Mana Vision (91+3), Darkness Vision (80+2), Focused Monster Processing Skills (80+5), Critical Thinking (79+5), Focused Deflection (73+4), Shadow Vision (72+3), Focused Dodge (60+2), Time Sense (57+1), Demonic Lore (52+12), Monster Analysis (50+10), Spatial Sense (49+1), Trap Detection (48+2), Poison Sense (42), Focused Shield Skills (42+2), Sweet Teeth (40), Focused Throw (40), Depth Sense (40+2), Focused Combat Tactics (40+10), Focused Cooking Skills (36+3), Dwarven Lore (35), Elven Lore (33), Focused Spear Skills (33), Focused Rage (34+5), Eldarin Lore (31+3), High Vostner Lore (28), Low Vostner Lore (27), Focused Axe Skills (20), Soul Vision (3+3)

Tier 3 (120) (5+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100), Fear Resistance (85+5), Empowered Gestures (82+2), Eldarin Runes (79+3), Light Orb (78+3), Empowered Meditation (66+2), Silent Casting (65+2), Skill Control (65+2), Hidden Status (64+4), Lightning Resistance (61), Clean (58+6), Cold Resistance (54+9), Fireball (51+4), Flame Blade (49+4), Ward (49+4), Empowered Breathing (43+3), Empowered Writing (42+2), Sleep (41+1), Empowered Running (39+6), System Control (38+2), Lightning Beam (36+4), Physical Resistance (34+2), Status Analysis (34+6), Arcane Resistance (32), Cure (28), Dwarven Runes (25+1), Elven Runes (25+1), Calculus (24+4), Advanced Geometry (24+4), Demonic Runes (20), Soul Strike (20), High Vostner Runes (20+1), Empowered Sword Skills (20+14), Low Vostner Runes (18+1), Empowered Stealth (18+4), Social Resistance (17+5), Sonic Resistance (10), Alchemy (10+1), Empowered Toughness (6+1), Soul Shield (1+1)

Tier 4 (36): Experience Siphon (C), Soul Link (72+3), Poison Immunity (35), Multi-Casting (25+2), Vibration Blade (19+3), Soul Immunity (15+4), Pain Immunity (13+1), Healing Immunity (6), Fire Immunity (5), Ritualism (4)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)

Winged Serpent
Level: 49/462

Experience: 7,984/19,404
Healing: 1,300/1,300

Stamina: 600/600

Mana: 1,500/1,500

Class: Tier 2, Winged Serpent (Yellow)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+25%), Alchemic Skill Power (+200%)

Vitality: 130 (+4)
Endurance: 60 (+4)
Strength: 77 (+4)
Agility: 109 (+4)
Perception: 63 (+4)
Mind: 121 (+4)
Magic: 150 (+12)
Focus: 70 (+4)
Free Points: 0

T2: Alchemic Vision (100), Focused Bite (100), Toxic Breath (100+3), Danger Sense (87+12), Health Sense (25+1), Stamina Sense (23+1)

T3: Cure (100), Purify (100), Refresh (100), Alchemy (81+2), Poison Insight (73+2), Fire Insight (46+1), Cold Insight (43+1), Arcane Insight (41+1), Spatial Insight (35+1), Soul Insight (24), Healing Insight (16), Anatomy Insight (12), Atmospheric Insight (9)

T4: Soul Link (72+3), Flight (61+1), Alchemic Bounded Field (57+4), Greater Cure (34), Greater Purify (27), Greater Refresh (24+2), Petrifying Gaze (18+3)

I was half tempted to put all my free stat points into my Mind stat so I didn't have to worry about Meldor's Threshold ever again. Getting two new soul skills required that I raise my Mind stat which meant tremendous book studying. I focused on math, since I had been neglecting it for a long time. Studying math in the dungeon was brutal after I finished fighting monsters for the day.

I had followed the instructions in the soul skill book my mother had gotten for me long ago to unlock two skills. Soul Vision, which was useful for seeing other things with a soul. While I had Soul Sense, it was mostly internal sensing.

Soul Vision didn't show me much interesting information. Most souls conformed to the shape of the body they were in, for both monsters and people. Since monster souls contained more Mana than physical matter, they were much brighter.

The other skill, which was tier 3, Soul Shield, would defend me against soul-based attacks. I figured focusing on sensing and defensive skills was better than getting more offensive techniques. The book detailed advanced soul skills, but a foundation in other soul skills was more effective.

The long descent was something I'd been planning, but this was sooner than expected. While I was in the beastkin part of the dungeon, I wasn't too concerned with running into a group of them on the 11th layer. It was deep enough that there wouldn't be many new adventurers on this layer.

My skill level gain was an astounding 578 skill levels over the last three months. While traveling to the beastkin settlement might have slowed me down, the fight with the demon and beastkin on the way back had helped quite a bit.

My stat total was 533, which was equivalent to level 26 at 20 stat points per level. My free stat points would push me up to an equivalent level of 36 if I used them. It was tempting, not just for the Mind stat.

If I hadn't disoriented it and gotten several good hits on the demon, I would be dead. And even after all that damage, it still didn't die. More stats meant I could tackle lower layers and harder monsters. But it would limit my stat growth long term.

It was frustrating to see my stats grow so slowly, but compared to other people, it was insanely fast. I just had high expectations of them, like my skills. My class was a big part of that expectation. Regardless of the reason I had picked my class, it had stat gain increases, which I needed to make the most out of.

Looking at the gains, Cold Resistance had improved quite a bit during my trek outside the dungeon. It's a shame that I wouldn't be able to keep working on it that much. The cold weather chambers in the dungeon were more frequent, but not at the level of cold on the surface.

So, while there were cold chambers, including the one I was in right now, they weren't death like the surface during the night. Right now, it had to be the dark season for the beastkin above.

I wasn't about to check myself.

Going up and down layers was an enormous hassle. Sure, I could do the first five layers quickly, but the lower layers took time to traverse and get to the correct passage.

Looking over my status as I ate dinner was a great way to unwind for the day. I was mentally pacing myself. Consistency was key for a long descent like I had planned. If I rushed things, then I would only slow my progress down. I had more than enough study materials for another decade or two, along with food.

I had 5,000 fists of food. Each fist was quite a bit, and I estimated I was consuming one and a half fists per day. The measuring system of the beastkin was annoying. I couldn't help but wonder if they derived it from the adventurer greeting "peace for peace, fist for fist". The beastkin seemed derived from Eldarin heritage since they spoke the language and had opinions about the Eldarin Empire.

Perhaps they were experiments of some kind. But there were records of beastkin from before the Eldarin Empire. Few, but there were a couple of references, which made the mystery more intriguing.

The other mystery was the demon. Elven ears, large humanoid-shaped body. My personal guess was that the demon could alter its soul somehow, which altered its body. The humanoid form was the most efficient for a wide range of skills, specifically weapons and runes, because of having hands.

A larger body would be more physically imposing, and the beastkin were physical fighters. If I could alter my body to fight beastkin as a purely physical fighter, I would want to be larger as well to deliver more leverage behind my blows.

Was the demon a smart monster, an Abnormal possibly, with the spark of intelligence that won and consumed some beastkin, then altered its form over time? The large gain in Demonic Lore didn't escape my notice. While that skill referenced the dungeon, the fact it had increased so much after encountering a demon indicated that just meeting one was enough to convey more knowledge.

I was still annoyed that I couldn't kill it, but I could understand why it ran away and hid. I would have done the same thing. At least I didn't have to worry about running into it again. Even if it discovered the dungeon entrance, finding me inside the dungeon was incredibly difficult.

While The Mathemancer might have run into my mother, Healer Melon, and myself in the dungeon, he had been a supreme legend. The number of skills he had was probably two to three times what I currently had as a low-end estimate. Navigating through the dungeon to a certain degree was something he could do.

Ozy was making good progress as well. The fight with the demon had helped him gain some more levels. But his leveling speed was slowing down. This was because of the increased experience requirements. In terms of stats, he greatly outclassed me at this point.

But he still listened, which was key. The Soul Link skill was getting stronger as well. The skill would soon be at its maximum. A Tier 5 skill wasn't something I wanted from it at this point. Except for the soul skills, I did not want many new skills. I needed to pick skills that would be very helpful and get me home.

Having a closer bond with Ozy or directly communicating might not be an advantage. He was always with me and knew my intentions. Communicating directly would be distracting. He was a pet and a weapon. He wasn't a friend to chat with. I had never forgotten this, even though he had helped me out quite a bit and most likely saved my life. He was expected to behave this way as a pet.

While my mother might have warned me against a pet, he had proved his worth. I might regret having him later, but for now, Ozy was the most capable weapon at my disposal.

Deciding to treat myself, I reached into my spatial pouch and pulled out a piece of chocolate. I didn't have many sweets remaining. The beastkin didn't even know what sweet meant, the savages.

Popping the chocolate into my mouth, I let out a contented sigh as the sweet chocolaty goodness flooded my mouth. Not as good as sweets and a spa day, but I would manage. When I got out of the dungeon, however long it took, I was going to take a couple-month vacation.

I knew I would be down here for years, and grinding against monsters would get tiresome. I had chosen this life, but I also wanted time to relax as well. The beastkin settlement and the demon had been way too stressful.

Another decade would see me gain around 20,000 skill levels. It was tempting to chart out my progress in various skills, but I knew that was a trap. Better to focus on the moment and improving it, rather than on trends and numbers.

Even after all the training I had undergone for this concept, it was tempting to keep track of every little incremental improvement constantly. But I had to resist the urge if I wanted to maximize my improvement.

"Something's here?" I mumbled while looking up. My Danger Sense had changed slightly. I was very sensitive to this skill when I was resting. Any fluctuation had a reason behind it. And being in the dungeon, that fluctuation meant that something was nearby.

"Clean."

I packed up my table, chair, and portable cook set while scanning the chamber I was in with my sensory skills. Ozy had flown to the top of the chamber to look around as well.

My Danger Sense had increased slightly and hadn't gone back down.

Was something watching me, or was a powerful being passing through the dungeon at a distance? I made a full loop around the chamber but spotted nothing unusual.

Ozy landed back on my shoulder. He was getting bigger and heavier. He wouldn't be able to rest on my shoulder once he got some more levels. Or he would have to use two shoulders to rest.

My Danger Sense fluctuated slightly as I returned to where I had been enjoying my chocolate. I looked around that area of the chamber and still found nothing.

No, there was something.

"Vibration Blade!"

I stabbed out into the chamber wall, cutting through the stone in a circle. There was a small passage behind the wall of the chamber.

I had never heard of such a thing.

"Light Orb. Light Orb."

The passage was about twice the size of my head. I might be able to crawl through, but I would have to take off my armor, and it would be a tight fit. I wouldn't dare risk something like that. The magical light flew down each direction in the passage. One end curved upwards while the other curved with the chamber.

The edges were smooth. I let the magical lights go out and pulled my head out of the hole I had made. I mentally communicated to Ozy to make a sticky substance and then seal up the passage.

If something passed through it again, we would catch whatever it was. I had to lift the rock wall back into place while Ozy reconnected it to the rest of the chamber wall after placing a sticky substance right behind the removed portion of rock.
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                Lazarus The Demon

I screamed in pain. That creature and his depths-born had seriously hurt me. Even after several months, the heat from that attack into the ground had burned away my legs. I was tempted to burst out of the ground, but I knew I would have died.

I had crawled out days after the human had left in even more pain. Half charred to death, but I refused to die. Now I lay in the dark cave screaming in pain as I slowly reshaped my body to heal myself. It was a painfully slow process.

My current form had taken hundreds of years to perfect. Small tweaks over time to achieve the ideal form. The pain had been manageable.

Now, it was horrendous. The cold battered my flesh, fueling Cold Absorption. The intense heat damaged the skill. I hadn't even known that could happen. But apparently it could.

It wasn't just a disruption of the skill, but deeper damage. Damage that carried to my soul despite the attack being mostly physical and not Mana based. Whatever it was they had altered the ground into had been devastating in its effect.

I hated no one or anything so much since I had achieved consciousness. I knew the taste of the creature's Mana. My tracking skills weren't the best, but once I recovered, they would have to do. I would hunt it down and kill it.

The only reason it had won our fight was because it used skills I did not know of. Next time I will be more careful and observe. Attack from a distance and retreat more quickly. Wear down my target using every trick that I knew of.

I had grown too complacent hunting weak beastkin.

My Danger Sense triggered. I shut my mouth, keeping the pain inside me. My Mana became more turbulent, which made healing more difficult. I dug myself deep into the ground once more and waited.

The only other being that would be out right now was another monster, another demon. We wouldn't normally fight each other, but if one of us were wounded, it was a completely different matter. There would be no hesitation in consuming the other.

There was a natural aversion to targeting monsters. I had tried to fight past it like most other demons, but the feeling of being uncomfortable only grew. Therefore, we demons only targeted other monsters if they were weakened and easy to defeat. We wouldn't pass up a free meal even if it was distasteful.

"Lazarus, I heard your screams. You can't hide forever. Lose a fight to the weak beastkin?"

I knew that voice and didn't react in the slightest.

"Annoying. You are like those vermin you hunt. Digging deep into the ground. Stay hidden for a hundred years. I don't care."

My Danger Sense lowered, but I knew the other demon was still nearby.

I had no hard proof, but they were clearly waiting for me to emerge or do anything. I would have to wait a long time until they got bored. While the other demon was good, they couldn't completely hide their presence, and I knew what my baseline Danger Sense should be. Until it returned to that baseline, they were still nearby.

That was all the proof I needed. And even then, I would wait even longer. That another demon had come this far into the cold and mountains showed they were here to stay. There was no other reason for a demon to come this far.

I did it to be left alone. If I were at my full strength, they would have left, but now they would remain, and it would eventually lead to a confrontation once I emerged from the ground. Or perhaps they would get killed off if I was lucky enough.

Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

Taking a deep breath, I allowed my Mana to flow freely, and my heart to beat more quickly. It was time. I had recovered fully. It had taken months of painstaking effort, but I had recovered.

I pulled out a simple robe and rope belt from my spatial pouch. It is a shame that my armor failed, but I would get better armor made. Armor that was more flame and curse resistant. I lifted Sarah and smiled slightly.

My sword, Sarah, was only companion I needed to see me through the hardships of the dungeon. The only companion that wouldn't fail or betray me.

It had been a while since the demon's last visit. Boredom had probably set in. That was the problem with thinking creatures, they were prone to the frailties that their intelligence brought them.

I had never fought a demon before, but I had a good understanding of its stats, strengths, and most importantly of all its weaknesses. I didn’t mind fighting. I was never scared of fighting.

But my armor other pieces of equipment besides my sword and spatial pouch had been lost. Getting equipment to counter the cursed flames would make the fight a lot easier in the future. That was the strength of civilization.

The demons didn’t have craftspeople to make them tools and weapons. So, while the demon might be powerful, my sword was a force multiplier on its own. I couldn’t help but think of the pet my son had taken. Foolishness, but he would learn one day, that a weapon in hand was more dependable than any monster.

The demon would be probably waiting by the passage to go up a layer. Its what I would do if I were the demon. The deeper one went in the dungeon, the fewer passages there were to choose from.

Even if I pushed my sensory skills to the max, I wouldn’t be able to break free of the passage I had descended. There was only one route up. I could go deeper, but I wasn’t planning on dying.

The others might have considered this their final descent, but for me it was just another descent to kill monsters. I wasn’t going to die now to this demon or to any monster. Fighting it would be difficult, but I knew what I had to do. It would try to stop me from escaping and I would use that to force it into a difficult tactical position.

I estimated I had less than 1% chance of success based on our respective stats and likely reserves and their regeneration. But that was more than enough. As long as it was possible, I would turn that possibility into a reality.

Steadying my breathing, I gave my sword a couple light swings. “Once more,” I said quietly to myself as I steeled myself for the battle ahead.

I would have to use everything that I had to win this fight. Even skills I normally looked down. I would leave nothing to chance if I could help it. But even as I went over everything in my head, I would need my enemy to make mistakes.

It would be a battle of wits and intelligence. While I was at a disadvantage due to our respective strengths, fighting stronger monsters was a specialty of mine. I thought of my son and hoped he was okay.

I couldn’t help but worry about him, like only a mother could. I knew he was probably doing fine. But as an adventurer he would be faced with hardships within the dungeon. There were things that couldn’t be taught or learned without experiencing them.

One day he would have a tough fight and have to dig deep to win like I was doing now. That was the difference between those who lived and those who died when survival was possible.

After my survival so long ago, I wouldn’t hope for a miracle skill to save me ever again. I would forge my destiny with my own hands, carving it from the flesh of my enemies.

I began walking towards the exit passage to the 25th layer. I was in no rush. Rushing would alert the demon more quickly to my position. I would advance at a sedate pace. It also gave me time to ensure that my body was moving correctly.

The damage I had suffered had been immense. But that was something I had prepared for long ago and why I had learned basic healing spell skills. Anything that could keep me fighting and killing monsters was something that I would use.

The demon might be a roadblock, but it wouldn’t win. It might be impossibly strong, have powerful cursed skills, and have sentience. But it didn’t have determination forged into its very flesh and soul.

It felt pain. It didn’t harness pain to empower itself. It feared my blade and my skills. Fear might be a bit strong of a word, but it would be cautious. I could kill the demon and it knew that.

One way or another I was either leaving this layer of the dungeon or killing a demon. Either outcome was acceptable.

I swung my sword again and adjusted my grip slightly. My body had some minor issues, but I knew it well. The issues would be resolved in combat. I just had to make sure I didn’t take any curse damage. That kind of damage took far too long to deal with.

Spending years dealing with curse damage had been draining, but now I was ready to fight. I also didn’t have the supplies to keep hiding. This was going to be a fight to the death or escape.

If I did manage to escape and the demon pursued, I could drag it up to the Last Bastion. While I might not think much of the legends there, they would assist in killing a demon, just to claim its core.
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                There was a muffled scream from behind the wall. I woke up and made my way to it. I brought out my Reforged Beginner's Blade.

"Vibration Blade." I drove it into the dungeon wall and cut out a large section ahead of my trap.

"Ward. Light Orb." I kept my sword pointed forward in front of me. There was a struggling monster in the wall. It had clothes, but some monsters had clothing and weapons. What was interesting was that it was in a little cart that had become stuck.

The small, bearded humanoid creature looked at me with fear. It had to be around the size of a small child.

"An Abnormal, how interesting."

My Danger Sense wasn't spiking, so I wasn't worried.

"Ah, no. No," it said, slurring the word no. It spoke. The only monsters that could speak with their own intelligence were demons. I didn't lower my sword.

"A demon. A weak one," I said with a grin.

I would torture it heavily and question it. Getting a fresh demon would be great for extracting skills from it Alchemically.

"I am a gnome, not a demon, you halfwit human," it shouted with fear.

"A gnome? Living in the dungeon's wall? I have never heard of gnomes. Climb out. Any funny moves and I will kill you."

"Peace. Peace. What do adventurers say? Peaces and fists?" it asked as it slowly climbed out of its little cart and out of the opening I had made.

"It is peace for peace, first for fist. Now what is a gnome?" I asked while Ozy kept watch from overhead.

"I am a gnome. A humanoid creature that can think. Not a monster. Not a demon."

Its nose was slightly bigger, with no pointed ears. He was like a small human child.

"And what are you doing in a small tunnel in the dungeon wall?"

"Can't say."

"Can't say or won't say. It looks like you were sneaking around and trying to ambush me," I replied and rested my blade on the gnome's shoulder.

"No, peace." It looked nervously at my blade and seemed like it was about to burst into tears. While I felt sympathy, sneaking around in the dungeon walls was something I was concerned about. What if these gnomes attacked? What were they doing? I wanted answers.

"Then talk."

"We gnomes are secretive. To hide from others in the dungeon, we all swear to reveal nothing about our people. Can you let me go? Please?" There was a hidden society living in the dungeon. That was hard to believe. How would they even get food? And what of the monsters and the dungeon itself?

"You have a choice, mister Gnome. I am not letting you go. But you must pay a fee for me to release you. You can pay the fee, or I could speak to someone who can? What if I follow one of these tunnels?"

"There are checkpoints. We gnomes are careful. You might have caught me, but you won't get the rest of us."

I let out a sigh. The gnome in front of me was weak and clearly intelligent. There was no need to create more enemies.

I put away my blade, and Ozy landed on my shoulder pauldron to rest. "Very well. You are free to leave, but I would be open to trade. I have food and other supplies. Knowledge as well. I am Justin Burnstock."

The gnome was staring at Ozy and then back at me. "You control that monster?"

"Yes, that is my pet, Ozy. It obeys me," I said and scratched his head. The tension was leaving the area as it was clear there would not be a fight. I wouldn't give a demon a chance, but this gnome didn't feel like a demon.

I was using every sensory skill I had on it, and it was a physical creature. That was the confirmation I needed to be sure it wasn't a demon trying to fool me. There might be a skill that could do something like that, but its clothing and cart showed that there was some kind of civilization.

The gnome finally introduced himself. "I am Borwass Spryclick."

"If you wish to leave, you may. I was concerned that you were a monster. Please pardon my harsh actions in questioning you. But we are in the dungeon, and I have never heard of or seen gnomes before."

"Understandable. We prefer to avoid meeting with the other races. This entire line will have to be abandoned," Borwass said with a sigh, looking at the wall I had cut open.

"I can fix it."

"No. It has been compromised. They will remove the entire section, and I will be put into isolation for a long time just for talking with you."

"Is there no way I could meet with other gnomes to discuss the possibility of trade of some kind?"

"Absolutely not. We have survived this long due to not dealing with others."

"It makes sense since you are siloed in the dungeon section beneath the beastkin's continent. You wouldn't get so many people down here. Their skills are lacking, especially since they seem to struggle on the surface."

I observed Borwass's reactions to what I was saying.

"Oh, that is interesting. Very interesting. It is hard to get any kind of news down here."

"How about I wait here? You go back and speak to whomever you want to. I would like to open a friendly dialogue."

It was a risk if they had a legend that could target me or some other method, but I was too curious about these gnomes.

The discovery of an entirely separate race hidden in the dungeon was monumental. I could only imagine the shockwaves that revealing the information would cause. Adventurers would rip up walls everywhere trying to find the gnomes.

Borwass looked conflicted.

"Is there a problem? I can give you some items as an apology for what I did."

While they might not seem like a threat, one gnome wasn't enough to determine that. It was better to make friends than enemies.

"No. Just thinking. You remain here. I will be back in a day or so."

I nodded and watched as he easily leaped up to the opening I had made in the dungeon wall. I had Ozy dissolve the glue substance so his cart would move freely.

After manually pushing it across the gap, it shot off with Borwass inside of it. Some kind of spatial manipulation was my best guess. I got out my portable cook set and began making a larger meal. I was hoping to share food with any gnomes that returned.

That would be a good way to make peace. At least, that was my hope. After the beastkin I wasn't sure what to expect.

I just didn't want to fight a race that lived in the dungeon in secret. That sounded like a nightmare.

I took time to chop up the food and use the spices I had from before to make a slow stew, letting the flavor seep into the meat I still had. The beastkin hadn't given me any meat, and I wouldn't have trusted it even if they had.

I noticed that all their clans were named after predators. If peaceful vegetarian beastkin existed, they were wiped out long ago. As I watched the stew slowly simmer in its pot, I also focused on my Danger Sense.

While Borwass Spryclick didn't seem powerful, and I wanted peace with these gnomes, I wouldn't let my guard down, in case they decided to silence me permanently. If I were in their position, it would be a serious consideration. While I could run, where would I even go?

They lived in the dungeon, which meant they had methods of navigating around. The wall tunnel was an obvious example of this. The fact that they used it a second time after my Danger Sense activated showed that they did not build it only once.

As for hiding, the beastkin moved in groups based on my understanding of their adventurer teams. They would form teams young and fight their way down, not replacing members. Each team would remain separate from the other teams.

It was an interesting strategy to ensure trust. Also, any losses were felt keenly, and the beastkin would help their injured teammates. A lone beastkin would really struggle on the 11th layer, where monster groups got much larger. They would likely die or wouldn’t be able to get back out.

They just didn't have the range of skills to handle different situations like a spellblade could. They were pure melee fighters with the occasional spell skill. This lack of versatility was their biggest weakness. While it created a more uniform culture and dungeon combat system, they clearly hadn't pushed melee combat to new heights.

The beastkin didn't seem to have tier 4 and higher skills. I am sure their legends had a few, but they hoarded knowledge, and that was what made them weak as a culture and society. The College of Advancement was a paradigm shift from the days of the Eldarin Empire and hoarding basic knowledge. To the beastkin, a tier 3 skill was impressive and something to be treasured.

As for these gnomes, I didn't have enough information just yet to make a judgement about them. But living in the dungeon carried enormous risks. Other groups and nations attempted to copy the Last Bastion, and all of them were lost.

The dungeon didn't like permanent settlements, and there were logistical issues. Growing food in the dungeon consumed Mana from enchantments, which meant killing monsters to get their cores. If there were many people in one place, it made finding monsters more difficult and locked down a larger part of the dungeon.

That is why they sealed off the Last Bastion, using a single entrance that they closed most of the time. The dungeon could shift the location around and didn't get annoyed.

It was a topic of debate whether the dungeon was truly alive, or more like the weather, just a complex system reacting to various stimuli. There were arguments for both suggestions, but referring to the dungeon being annoyed meant it would adjust things in a non-standard way.

Like sending our team to this part of it.

I blamed the warmech. The thing was cursed. It had potential, but it was just asking for trouble from the dungeon. The most important variable of them all was the one variable that nobody could control.

I continued to wait and let the pot of stew keep simmering. While it was tempting to pack up and leave after a day, I was hopeful of making peaceful contact with the gnomes. My father didn't include them on his list of threats, meaning they were either very well hidden or not a threat.

They also spoke the Eldarin language, which was surprising. I would have thought they might have spoken Demonic or High Vostner. Or maybe even their own language. They could have their own language, but that implied a set of runes.

It could also be why the beastkin didn't have any skills related to their culture either. No unique sets of runes.

If I returned, I would bring back a wealth of information for the College and cast the beastkin on the Eldarin Continent in an unpleasant light. I thought of Judy, who liked to cook.

Was it in their nature to be cannibals or was it a cultural thing?

            

    
        Chapter 170 – Gnome Delegation

    
    
    
    
                My Danger Sense grew, not as much as when the demon had shown up, but it grew. I stood up and had Ozy remain on my shoulder pauldron. While it would have been more tactically sound to send him towards the ceiling, I didn't want to make these gnomes think I was attacking them.

While it might have been better to sit down since they were so short, that would have been too much and would be rude if they were following Eldarin Etiquette.

A few seconds later, several carts came to a stop at the opening, and five gnomes hopped out. Borwass Spryclick was one of them. Three of the gnomes appeared to be fighters of some kind, since they had wands in hand and armor.

The last gnome was wearing brighter colors and a more form-fitting outfit, which was in line with Eldarin fashion. It was interesting that their culture hadn't diverged more. I guess the skill Eldarin Etiquette was keeping things in line even with the distance. That was something the College probably researched — the cultural drift of skills and how people learning skills independently of each other would arrive at the same level of knowledge once they mastered a skill.

 "Greetings, I am adventurer Justin Burnstock," I said with a slight bow. Enough to be respectful but not enough to show deference.

"I am Gnomish Councilor of External Relations Baldeenk Zickleseckle," the fancily dressed gnome declared.

Now that was a name. Their fashion might not have diverged, but their naming sense clearly had.

"I have meat and vegetable stew prepared if you would like to enjoy a meal with me, or we can speak first."

"We shall speak." One guard brought out a folding chair. I brought over a chair and sat across from him. The size difference meant we couldn't have a table between us.

"It is rare to see a human in this part of the dungeon."

The rest of his entourage stood behind him as we sat across from each other.

"If we are to talk, will we do it in peace for the entirety? We part ways without violence?"

Baldeenk took a moment to think about this request and then nodded. "Yes. We are here to speak, not to fight. Even if we do not reach an agreement, we will part ways first."

 I nodded and relaxed slightly.

While it was no guarantee, I wouldn't have to watch what I said as closely. Moreover, they accepted my request, so it didn't seem to upset them. A good start to our conversation.

"An unfortunate accident of the dungeon. Do you have a way to return?"

"No, and we would not trade you for such a method if we had it. My concern and the concern of the gnomish people are about obscurity."

I looked at his guards. "You want me to remain quiet."

"Yes, but if we weren't willing to talk, I wouldn't be here."

"I don't suppose my word would be sufficient?"

"No. We use a binding curse skill at tier 4. Every gnome accepts this along with anyone who learns of us. It is called Gnomish Silence. You won't be able to communicate anything about us or write anything about us."

I didn't like this. It felt heavy-handed.

"I can tell you dislike this."

"I have had a terrible experience with cursed skills previously. If you could offer me a way back to the Eldarin part of the dungeon, then I might consider your request as a trade."

"Now come the threats. We won't fight you directly. You will just have to leave the dungeon."

"Leave. And how would you even enforce that?"

"We would trigger monster swarms to your location. We dislike such actions since the dungeon is a dangerous place. You would never see us again and have no chance to fight back. However, that would be unfortunate if things escalated in that direction. We would like to offer a chance to visit our settlement. Once you leave, you won't be able to return and will have to have the cursed skill. But you are welcome to stay with us for as long as you want."

"I can't leave and return?"

"No. That creates risk. Either this will be the last you see of us gnomes or when you leave our settlement. Our survival is based on nobody knowing about us. While we aren't prone to attacking others, we can't allow knowledge of us to spread."

"Why the secrecy? You clearly have enough confidence, and your weapons seem to be strong enough."

"Historical and cultural reasons. I would be happy to explain more at our settlement. But we can't allow knowledge of us to leave. As for your pet, it would have to accept the cursed skill as well."

"Explain this curse skill in more depth."

I would probably have to accept it. But I could break it, eventually. I just wanted to be sure it did what these gnomes said it did. Curse skills were not something to take lightly.

"Gnomish Silence is a tier 4 curse skill. After applying it, you won't be able to speak or communicate anything about gnomes outside of our settlement. It doesn't compel you to do anything or keep our secret. But anything you associate with gnomes; you won't be able to share. That's also why we limit our interactions as much as possible, since such curse skills can break."

"And cause damage to the person they break on."

"That can happen. But as long as you share nothing about gnomes, it won't happen."

"Alright, I agree," I said even though I disliked being forced into this situation. I had met the gnomes with good intentions, but they were going to use a curse skill on Ozy and me.

I won't forget or forgive this.

But if they could force the dungeon monsters to swarm me, then there really was no alternative. I knew that such a secret race would do anything to stop knowledge of their existence from getting out.

If I were in a higher layer, I wouldn't have been so concerned. But this was the 11th layer. There were too many monsters. If several caravans' worth of monsters converged, I would be dead. Perhaps I could use Stillness to hide for a while, but it would be a constant struggle against these gnomes.

I found Borwass only because my Danger Sense fluctuated slightly. If I were constantly under attack or the risk of attack, it would be impossible to find these gnomes and attack back. That wasn't even considering their weapons and skills.

The wands the guards were carrying were an older piece of equipment. They could rapidly use a single spell skill. People in the modern age found versatility more useful than wands. But I knew that those gnomes with those wands would be quick and lethal.

Pushing back too much would also create hostility I didn't need or want. I would just have to hope I would not be trapped and killed. But since they will talk, I will extend them some trust.

If it was a slave skill of some kind, well, I would respond with violence. Lots of violence.

"We can do your pet first."

"No. I will go first."

"Very well. I can apply the curse skill. Let it take hold."

I didn't like this, but I was being forced. Maybe not at sword point, but it was like the food situation and having to go to the beastkin settlement for more food. There were no other options.

"Hold out your hand."

I did so. My other was ready to help support the use of spelling skills. I also suppressed Soul Immunity.

"Gnomish Silence."

I felt the skill hit my soul and it felt like a wet blanket. I could have pushed back against it, but I didn't. My Danger Sense wasn't shifting at all which was a good sign. The curse skill latched onto me, but I could sense it specifically. A stain of Mana running through my soul that wasn't my own. I paid close attention to that feeling.

Of all the cursed skills, this seemed the most innocuous. I checked the skill as it appeared in my status.

Tier 4: Gnomish Silence(C)

But I could feel the cursed skill, unlike Experience Siphon.

"It has taken hold. Any issues?"

The first part Baldeenk said to his people, but the question was for me.

"No. Just confirming that it is what you said it is. The things. The tunnel. Weird," I muttered.

"That is the skill blocking you from communicating about us gnomes outside of our settlement or any area controlled by us gnomes."

"I can speak with you, but I can't say…why can you say that word?"

"We gnomes use a lower-tier version of the curse skill." There was the lie that I had been expecting. "Otherwise, communication would be too difficult once we left our home. But we also apply other curse skills to track our position and to know if anyone kills us.

"But I just get this one curse skill? Can I mention the curse skill?"

"Yes. You and your pet. We are peaceful people, but we are also secretive. As for the curse skill, you can mention it, but not what the skill is exactly."

I could let someone check my status and they would learn of it and ask questions, but I didn't mention that. It would be asking for more trouble.

Ozy had the same curse skill applied to him as well. I didn't like any of this, but these gnomes would not let this go. I could see why they had remained hidden for so long, with so many steps to ensure their secrecy.

"Let us enjoy the meal you have prepared in honor of our accord," Baldeenk said.

"Could you tell me about the history of your people?"

"Once we are at the settlement. There are spying skills out there. While unlikely, it is best to be careful. The horrors of this world are many, and we do our best to avoid their attention. I promise you I will answer your questions, and you are welcome to stay as long as you want."

"But once I leave, I can't return."

"Yes. We haven't had a visitor in over 1,200 years. I have met with others, but most refuse the curse skill and perish in the dungeon."

"That sounds…through."

"Indeed, it is. But we gnomes find peace is for the best. Your arrival will add a bit of excitement and knowledge, but we endure."

"The beastkin used that phrase as well. We endure."

"Horrible things, those beastkin. But ultimately foolish and easily misled. A shame we have lost some gnomes to them over the centuries despite our precautions."

Now I was truly curious about these gnomes.

            

    
        Chapter 171 – Gnomish Society

    
    
    
    
                One guard left to go get a special cart that I could lie down on.

"There is no other way?" I asked Gnomish Councilor of External Relations Baldeenk Zickleseckle.

"Unfortunately, no. It is a completely closed off series of chambers."

He explained that they had made all entry and exit points gnome-sized. I carefully laid down on the cart in the opening I had made.

Ozy was riding in his own cart right behind me. There was a slight risk he would get squished if he were on me.

Borwass Spryclick was staying behind to fix the hole I had made in their tunnel system while the guards and Baldeenk were going with me to their settlement.

"Breathe out, close your eyes. It will be rougher for you, since you are bigger."

Baldeenk pulled a small lever, and we quickly began to move. My Spatial Sense and stomach were going crazy.

After ten minutes I felt ill as we came to a stop. Opening my eyes, there were lots of gnomes looking at me.

I dragged myself off the long cart and stood up. Ozy flew up to land on my shoulders. He used Cure on me to help me steady myself.

"How are you feeling?" Baldeenk asked me as I looked around at what could only be called a warehouse.

There were multiple cart tracks above us. There were small wooden crates everywhere.

"A bit roughed up, but okay."

"The cart system is unpleasant, but we went through several layers."

"Wait, we went through layers without a passage?"

"Yes. We don't even know on which layer our settlement is. Now, come. The doorways are small, so mind your head. Crawl through the ones that are industrial scale."

At least it was completely cramped since the gnomes liked high ceilings.

"This is our key transportation hub through the dungeon. We can have six operational cart lines at any time. Our brave gnomish adventurers go out, get supplies and return. We rotate through thousands of rail lines and make new ones if we connect to a portion of the dungeon that we haven't connected to before."

"Wait, these connections move? How do you control that?"

We eased through the major transportation hub, which was also a warehouse.

"We anchor this location to the neighboring locations. Sometimes locations break apart, and a gnome gets lost, but it rarely happens. We have a 97.8% safety standard, which is quite good."

"So, every 100 trips, you lose two or three gnomes?" I could say the word now, apparently. A location-based skill, another interesting facet of this secretive society.

"On an incident. Encountering you would count as an incident. In about a tenth of those incidents, we lose a gnome. So, for every 1,000 trips, we lose two to three gnomes. But the trips are long, about a year. And we run about 20 per year. So not that bad of a safety percentage."

We made our way through an extensive set of doors into a dimly lit chamber. The buildings were quite tall, and it reminded me of Undercraft to a certain extent. Only here did the buildings go all the way from floor to ceiling. The gnomes had clearly maximized their space as much as possible.

"It is nighttime, which is why the lighting is on dim. Also, it will give everyone some time to adapt to you and you to adapt to us. I am your official liaison while you are here as the Gnomish Councilor of External Relations."

"I am guessing you get little work."

"Nope. Which is why this is so exciting. While gnomes are right to be so secretive, it also makes any kind of cultural exchange incredibly difficult. We have a guest building for larger individuals over here. Three rooms, but everything should be your size. I will have to ask your pet to stay here."

"I wasn't told that."

"We won't enter or bother your pet, but a monster would disturb the populace."

"What of my equipment?"

"You are welcome to keep it, and you can check back. But I will give you my word that your living space will not be disturbed. I know you are trusting us quite a bit, but we are doing the same."

"I understand," I lied. I understood nothing that was going on. Our Soul Link would tell me if Ozy was threatened. While everything might have seemed like it was moving quickly, it was because I wasn't objecting or fighting back. If I had, things would have turned nasty quickly.

The building that was going to be my home was near their transportation hub and was two gnome stories tall. That made the accommodations have more than enough room for me to stand up easily. I checked everything, and there didn't appear to be any traps or spying methods.

The building used the standard enchanted lighting and fixtures I had grown up with so it felt very comfortable. The warm neutral colors were inviting, and it was clear they had gone all out to make guests feel welcome.

"What do you think?" Baldeenk asked me.

"It is very nice, thank you."

Ozy flew over to land on a human-sized chair, claiming it for his own, and Baldeenk nodded at him. I also noted that the guards who had initially come with him hadn't followed us.

"Now you rest. A meal is being brought over. Feel free to change into something comfortable. If you need anything, there is a bell by the door. A gnome will assist you. While you are welcome to visit our settlement, we will have a tour and introduce you to everyone once they wake up."

"When will that be?"

"Half a day from now, when the bell tower chimes seven times. Also, they will turn the lighting for the chambers to day settings."

"I will wait patiently."

"Thank you," he replied and then left my new residence.

The Mana density was shifting slightly, and my Depths Sense was being thrown off by this place. If I had to guess, I would say we were somewhere in the 5th layer, but I couldn't be entirely sure.

I took the time to fully explore the three rooms I had and change into more formal attire. Less armor, more colorful cloth. I also kept my sword and spatial pouch with me as well. While the gnomes seemed trustworthy, I wouldn't make it easy for them to cause trouble.

There were occasional soft chimes as I lay down on my bed and waited. When there were seven chimes, they were louder, and the environment outside my window began to brighten quickly.

There was a knock on my door, so I got up. It was a good sign if these gnomes were being this polite. I opened the door and Baldeenk was there by himself, no guards.

"Good morning, Justin," he said.

"Good morning, Councilor Baldeenk. Do you want to come inside?"

"For now, yes. I am going to explain what I have planned while we enjoy a stout gnomish breakfast. If anything is not to your sensibilities, let me know."

A gnomish woman pushed a cart behind him. There was a table set up with mixed seating heights so we could eat together.

There was fresh bread, butter, and even a small bit of bacon.

"Meat, how?"

"We have animals down here. We ration them carefully. You are being allocated the rations of two gnome adult workers for your stay."

"I appreciate that, but I am wondering how you have animals in the dungeon. The Mana alone would cause issues for them."

"Ah, we maintain a reduced Mana environment for our animals. We don't want them to be transformed into monsters. That, combined with careful breeding, makes everything run like clockwork."

"What about your population? How do you keep things stable?"

"Couples may request child certificates, and we maintain a 3% resource surplus for unexpected situations like your visit. While we have considered spending, our current space utilization is only 74.3% in the last settlement analysis."

"How many gnomes live here in this place?"

"There were 128,342 gnomes in the last census." I almost choked on the water I was sipping at that amount. "We use four caverns, with three for food and industrial production, and the last one we are in is the primary residence. You seem surprised."

"It is a large number. I wasn't expecting there to be so many gnomes."

"Ah, it is our settlement. We have only a 'Y' shaped road through our main settlement area. The settlement builders constructed the rest compactly. There is a large open meeting area in the center, but the depth of buildings that you can't see is immense. We pack in tightly,"

"And you gnomes are happy like this?"

"Mostly. It is what allows us to continue as a society. For the more adventurous gnomes, they become cart riders. Checking the tunnel system and occasionally killing a monster if they are lucky."

They couldn't kill monsters properly in the dungeon. They attached themselves to their cart system to get back. If they fought and killing monsters, then they wouldn't be able to return once they left the chamber where they got in and out of their cart system. And even then, it was risky.

Once the gnomes left, it was too easy to never return, which meant their levels were terrible. I suspected as much but hadn't checked the gnomes beyond the first one I had encountered, Borwass. But with my sensory skills, they seemed weak.

For them, inviting me here was a sign of trust that I wouldn't go on a murder rampage, killing them all. I felt more at ease now that I understood the situation. I knew they had weapons and skills, but with only crafting experience, they would struggle to get beyond level 20.

Also, with the low risk and no threats to their life, their skills would stagnate as well. There didn't seem to be any pressure in this place. My arrival would likely excite them and cause a flurry of leveling, which probably explained why they invited me to liven things up a bit in this insular culture.

They knew I wouldn't stay forever, but it would allow the gnomes a controlled way of dealing with the outside while stimulating their populace. There were probably politics as well. Some gnomes wanted to be more aggressive in dealing with the outside, and letting me visit and learn about me was probably the compromise position.

"Now, I am curious about yourself. Can you give me some highlights?"

            

    
        Chapter 172 – Gnomish Council Of Governance

    
    
    
    
                Baldeenk looked at the Gnomish Council of Governance and thousands of curious gnomes listening in. "It is with great pleasure that I have the honor of introducing our guest. A human adventurer from the Eldarin Continent. Top graduate from the College of Advancement, a joint institution of humans, elves, and dwarves. Justin Burnstock,"

We were in the main plaza, where three roads came together in a small park. Everything was so small, I had to be careful as I moved. While the gnomes were half my height, everything was half my size. So, not impossibly small, but small enough that I moved with care.

The plaza had flowers and a podium to speak at with some kind of voice enchantment. Gnomes were looking out of balconies all around this plaza, observing. A large clock tower or pillar was behind where the Gnomish Council of Governance sat on an elevated platform. It was a pillar since it went all the way to the ceiling of the caravan, just like in the buildings.

While it wasn't a holiday, many gnomes had taken a day off to see what all the excitement was about. I carefully stepped forward and bowed enough to show deference but not subservience. There was a polite round of applause. Baldeenk let me know gnomes like to applaud a lot during speeches.

"Thank you, Gnomish Councilor of External Relations Baldeenk Zickleseckle." They sure loved their long names and titles for things. "Thank you to the Gnomish Council of Governance and its councilors for welcoming me to your settlement. I am impressed by the accommodations you have provided and the scope of your settlement within the dungeon."

I paused during the round of applause and some approving nods.

Some of the gnomish councilors looked at me like I was a demon with pinched faces and narrowed eyes, but even they clapped a single time.

"The gnomish people are a testament to ingenuity and endurance. I look forward to exchanging knowledge that does not threaten your people or your settlement." That statement got a louder round of applause. Baldeenk had coached me on what to say. Talking about conflict or fighting was bad, but knowledge and keeping gnomish secrets was good.

"To honor all of you, I am donating a book on cooking to your people, hoping to develop new and tasty food." That got an even louder round of applause as I set the book carefully in front of me on a prepared table. Gnomish books were much smaller than human-sized books.

"Thank you for your kindness," I said and bowed again. I then stepped back as a large gnomish guard took the gift away on a cart.

"An excellent speech from our first guest in many years," an old gnome said. "As Chief Spokesgnome for the Gnomish Council of Governance. I am authorizing a committee to evaluate any trades with the human Justin Burnstock. He is also welcome with us until he departs. I confirm that he has accepted the skill Gnomish Silence at tier 4 for those with concerns."

They forced me to accept the cursed skill at that tier, but for being diplomatic, I would not point this out.

The tension seemed to be reduced slightly in my detractors, and there were a lot of nods at this. "While we gnomes maintain our secrecy, that does not mean ignorance or stagnation. Endurance is not complacency. We will learn news of the outside, new skills, new methodologies, and in exchange we will enrich Justin Burnstock with our culture and skills suitable for departing with."

I didn't know how long I was going to stay. I would see what they offered first. The gnomes' society was complicated in many aspects, though they seemed peaceful. However, after the beastkin, I was still feeling wary.

The end of my time in that settlement had been horrific. The gnomes were like a breath of fresh air compared to that horror show on the surface.

"I am now authorizing the formation of the Gnomish Committee on Cultural Exchange. The committee chair will be Gnomish Councilor of External Relations Baldeenk Zickleseckle and the Vice Chair will be Gnomish Councilor of Internal Stability Safan Zingell."

The gnomes in question stood up and bowed towards the Chief Spokesgnome. Safan had a sour look during the entire greeting ceremony.

If I had to bet anything, I would bet that Safan and Baldeenk were political opponents of some kind. Their roles seemed to go against each other to a large degree. I was stirring the gnomes up, which would cause trouble for internal stability.

"Project Warehouse Two will be allocated to the Gnomish Committee on Cultural Exchange for the exchange. All gnomes may freely interact with our guest, but I hope he understands gnomish sensibilities."

Baldeenk briefed me on my responsibilities if he mentioned me directly.

I bowed towards the Chief Spokesgnome during the applause to show I had heard and understood him. I would defer to my minders about what I wasn't allowed to discuss preventing a huge disruption. My basic understanding of the gnomes had already produced a couple of educated guesses about what they might be.

As a society and culture, they didn't like conflict or fighting. The number of guards for an enormous event like this was low. I counted only ten guards out of thousands of gnomes, and three of them appeared to be the same guards from yesterday.

Their combat power was incredibly low as individuals. They might have unique methods, but their primary and likely only real defense was secrecy. I felt slightly more forgiving of their cursed skill and threats upon that realization. If a legend showed up in their settlement, they would have no good way to resist.

A band of gnomes even played music, and there were cheers.

Baldeenk then waved at me to get my attention, and I was led away to the stares of the curious gnomes. "You did a good job."

"Thanks. So, what is this project warehouse?"

"They work on special projects there."

"Do I need to worry about the currency?"

We'll cover all your expenses for the first week, and your food allowance will remain constant. You will need to purchase or trade for anything else."

I followed him to this project warehouse. "How does your economy work?"

"We use enchanted stone coins. Metal is too valuable to be used for currency. Each gnome gets paid based on their job and the demand for that job, with yearly adjustments. All young, working, and retired gnomes receive food."

"What about someone hoarding wealth or creating a monopoly?"

"The Gnomish Council of Economics deals with such things. There is a progressive tax on wealth and on inheriting wealth. So, it is hard to accumulate a lot of money over a long period of time."

"Your people clearly have thought through quite a bit."

"We have been doing this for a long time. Creating a stable society is second only to keeping our society secret. Secrecy is paramount."

"Why is that?"

"I should wait until we reach the project warehouse to discuss that, since Councilor Safan will be there as well as part of the committee."

"What about the other committee members?"

"Mostly there to observe or handle the resulting deals we might make. The key thing is that Councilor Safan and I will have to agree to any trade. If we both agree, there won't be any problem," he explained, confirming that they represented opposing political factions.

"And if gnomes come to talk with me?"

He looked pointedly at my sword. "Don't create excitement or discuss outside things, especially fighting. We prefer to keep a calm environment."

Giving up my blade is not something I'll do. I left Ozy behind out of respect for your culture, but asking to disarm would be a step too far."

"I understand. I hope you come to understand we are a peace-loving race. Too often, conflicts arise out of misunderstandings or greed. We focus on ourselves and keep the outside world out."

"Aren't you the Gnomish Councilor of External Relations? Wouldn't you be curious about the outside?"

"Partially correct, but one thing you have to know about us is that we are all united in secrecy without exception. My political differences stem from the desire to be more aggressive in our actions in the dungeon and to strengthen ourselves with more gnomes sent out on carts. But I have no objections or issues with our general way of life."

"Does any gnome object?"

"There are a few, and they are welcome to depart into the dungeon. Unfortunately, none of them returned. Since you clearly don't know about us gnomes, it is safe to assume that they all died."

We came up to a large building, and Baldeenk pushed open the doors. "I arranged to have human-sized furniture so that we could sit and talk."

There was a table like in the dining room, with a human-sized seat and several elevated Gnomish seats as well.

"Thank you. That is quite considerate."

"We might not get many visitors, but we aren't savages like those beastkin. Take a seat. Someone will bring in refreshments, and the rest of the gnomes will be here shortly."

As I sat down, refreshments were brought out, and other gnomes appeared. They quickly took their seats, and I noted that each position at the round table had a little wooden placeholder they placed placards on with their names and titles.

The last gnome to arrive was Gnomish Councilor of Internal Stability Safan Zingell. He quickly took his seat, and everyone quieted down. Safan and Baldeenk had their supporters on their side of the table and sat across from me.

"Let's start this farce," Safan said, glaring at me.

"Vice Chair, that seems harsh. We are here to discuss exchanges we can make."

"Fine, but there will be no funny business or useless skills that are discussed. We are already stretched thin with our current skill levels."

"Of course. I think it would be best to discuss history first. That way we can understand the perspectives of our two sides. I would ask that Justin go first and talk about developments on the Eldarin Continent over the last 3,000 years and what he observed up above with the beastkin."

Going first helped smooth things along, although I didn't like it. Safan seemed engaged with my words. I won't discuss personal topics, but I can offer a detailed historical overview.
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                "Most of our records date back 2,000 years when the Eternal Emperor rose and formed the Eldarin Empire. Before that, with the High Vostner civilization, most of the records were fragmented, lost, or destroyed. While there have been efforts to piece together ancient history, it has been a challenge."

"The Eternal Emperor rose to power as a supreme legend, as he had been over level 150."

There were worried looks at that statement, confirming that the gnomes had low levels. I talked about how the Eternal Emperor consolidated power, crushed the dwarves and elves, enslaved lots of beings, and created a reign of terror.

"The death or disappearance of the Eternal Emperor also has a veil of conflict and mystery. Some blame his children, others his wives, some his generals. Once he was no longer present, everything fell apart. Everyone raced to seize power themselves, and slaves fully rebelled."

A few gnomes were taking notes.

"Human society fragmented into various kingdoms and nobility. Remnants of the bureaucracy and military of the Eldarin Empire. The dwarves and elves didn't have the population or strength to bounce back after their defeats and remained in their remote areas on the edges of the Eldarin Continent."

The gnomes were paying close attention now.

"After the fall of the Eldarin Empire, several institutions arose to prominence. The Five Star Institute of Healing, devoted to healing skills, and The College of Advancement which focused on the rapid advancement of skill levels through systematic training stood out among them. I graduated first in my year at the College of Advancement out of a class of 10,000."

"That included elves and dwarves?" Safan asked.

"Yes. The second-place finisher was an elf," I replied, and he nodded. "Not all such institutions that existed after the fall of the Eldarin Empire were good. The terrorist group called The Dark Cabal is an obvious example."

"Silence!" Safan shouted and slammed his small hand on the table. I quickly closed my mouth. "The mention of such a group is on the list of forbidden topics. All who heard that name, speak no more of it. It is an evil group. One that we do not want to think of. I know your thoughts might shift towards it with questions. But just imagine the worst beings you can. Do you disagree, Justin?"

"Ah, no disagreement from me. But they are responsible for some major incidents on the Eldarin Continent,"

"A scheme. A dark scheme. Do not underestimate the power of names. Divination skills can detect people speaking names where they shouldn't. Even thoughts carry risks against such skills."

"They can track us here with just words?"

"Yes. There are such skills out there. Do not underestimate our security measures. Councilor Baldeenk, do you agree with me?"

"Yes, Councilor Safan. Such a topic would fall under forbidden knowledge. Do not spread it. I trust all of you will keep silent." The rest of the gnomes listening in all nodded. "Good. You may continue, but please avoid mentioning that group if possible or refer to them obliquely."

Given their reaction, I kept quiet about the Xanatos' curse. That would probably create an uproar. I gave an abbreviated version of more recent events and what I had seen with the beastkin.

"The beastkin, savage as always," Baldeenk said, shaking his head.

"It isn't a surprise. We routinely wipe out their adventuring teams, but they persist."

Now that was interesting to learn and explained why the beastkin were struggling so much. If their adventurers were being wiped out by whatever the gnomes were doing, the situation took on an entirely different dynamic.

They were still savages, but there was less incompetence and more active sabotage keeping the beastkin suppressed.

"What about your history? Why are the gnomes so secretive?"

Baldeenk looked at Safan who let out a sigh and began speaking about the gnomes' history.

"Long ago, the gnomes were one of many races that lived on the surface. We were smaller, weaker, and struggled to gain skill levels unlike the more aggressive races. Our people experienced hunting, enslavement, and unspeakable horrors."

They seemed far less aggressive than the beastkin or even humans.

"Approximately three to four thousand years ago, a large group of our people entered the dungeon. Some say they were forced, but others claim they went in willingly. Regardless of the reason, their goal was not to fight, but to hide. They constructed this settlement. In time, the memory of our people faded away. We built a near-perfect society. One of understanding, order, logic, harmony, which sees to the collective wellbeing of all gnomes that reside here."

"You aren't sure about the time?"

"The early days were strenuous. Many gnomes perished. The gnomes had to survive, and they lost records. We entered during the time of the Low Vostner civilization of your human civilization. You are the fourth guest we have welcomed into our settlement during these last three thousand years since we began keeping official records. Our knowledge of the outside is limited, and the beastkin remains a threat. Once they perish, the demons will die off or go away."

"What, really? Aren't monsters effectively immortal?"

"Yes, they are. However, monsters don't hunt other monsters unless something has changed them. The Mana of the dungeon courses through them. They will not consume other monsters easily or without consequences. That means they need to hunt other creatures. The only things left alive on the surface of this continent are the beastkin."

"So, you are waiting for them to die off?"

"Indeed. We endure."

"Why do you say that phrase with the word endure? The beastkin said something similar. Do you know what happened to them and the continent on the surface?"

"The similarity in phrasing is incidental. They messed with rituals and other skills that are forbidden and broke the passages of the dungeon."

I felt unsure about this. I would bet they had a hidden way to spy on the beastkin and picked up on some expressions.

"But they blamed the Eldarin Empire? And you speak that language as well…"

That was another point of confusion.

"It has the best comprehensive rune structure. Learning the language makes learning the runes easier. Gnomes never developed a runic system of their own. We have only learned a few skills, like Gnomish Silence. The Eldarin Empire used to extend out here. They were fighting the beastkin when the beastkin messed up large portions of the dungeon to drive them off."

"How bad could it be?"

"The passages regulate the flow of Mana. Monsters and demons don't like low Mana environments. It is a struggle for them to be at full strength; their injuries heal slower. Unfortunately, the beastkin wanted Mana, and they got it. They also got monsters and messed up the entire climate of the continent. The Eldarin Empire invaded, but it was the beastkin who made a mess and killed everyone."

The beastkin were the worst, if that was truly the case. "How do you know all of this?"

"Our second recorded guest was over fifteen hundred years ago. We were informed of what happened up on the surface. Fleeing into the dungeon, they found us and survived. They died here in our settlement of old age. We don't keep graves or waste. Our families keep our wooden plaques with our names on them as a historical keepsake. Your quarters should contain framed wooden plaques."

"I recall them. So, you are waiting for the beastkin to die out?"

"Yes. Then we would consider expanding. The climate on the surface is quite harsh, unfortunately. Even more so after the mess the beastkin caused, but we will persevere no matter what."

"But that means moving to the surface? Would your people be okay with that?"

"I will answer that," Baldeenk said, and Safan gave him a nod to take over. "We would look at establishing an outpost for those gnomes who wish to leave  — a colony, if you will. Perhaps even hide portions of the continent. While there isn't much on the surface, there are still valuable items and space. We could find a quiet mountain to relocate to. But that is far in the future when there is no one else around."

"That could be a very long time from now."

"That is okay. We hid for thousands of years. We can hide for thousands more. Our way of life is sustainable and carefully managed. Now we should discuss what we offer each other. How about we each prepare a list of more specialized knowledge, skills, and items both sides will trade," Baldeenk suggested.

Safan nodded at this suggestion.

"That sounds like a good idea."

A gnome brought over paper and a fountain pen. We both got to work on making our lists.

I listed all the skills I had learned at the College of Advancement from tiers 1 to 3. I made a note as well that I had unique training methods and instructions. Also, I made a note if I had a book, they could copy.

After a bit of thinking, I offered all the gold and silver coins I had in my possession for trade. They had mentioned metals were valuable, so if I could get something more valuable than the value of the metal, then it would be a good trade.

I thought about anything else I could trade. While they would probably reject most of the fighting skills, they might want knowledge of spell skills, and they would likely want runic knowledge. Training methods could be unpredictable.

The gnomes took twice as long to come up with their list, which made sense since they were all discussing quietly about what to include and what I would want. They were quiet for long enough that I couldn't overhear what they were saying and I didn't listen in.

They seemed quite invested in this process. It was nice to deal with them in good faith. I tried to think about what they might offer, but I really didn't need more skills, and their crafting didn't seem to be that advanced. They didn't have high-level skills. There were no high-level adventurers to power level their craftspeople or, in this case, craftsgnomes. The thought of more skills was exhausting. I had far too many to work on already.

Once the gnomes were done, we exchanged lists. I had a sheet of paper out to mark down notes on what the gnomes were offering me. It wasn't a long list. I had been more comprehensive, listing out individual skills. The gnomes had broad general categories, clearly wanting to see what I was interested in first before being more precise.


	 Dungeon Farming Techniques2. Dungeon Husbandry Techniques
3. Mana Metal Creation4. Wand Construction and Related Skills
5. Divination Counter Skills6. Comprehensive Dungeon Analysis
7. Stealth Skills
8. Food Supplies
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                I looked over their list carefully. Options one and two were incredibly valuable. The outside world did not know what method these gnomes used to settle in the dungeon. They also understood its value, since they had ranked its offers. I hadn't done that, just given them an overall list.

The sheer value of being able to settle in the dungeon would see a new civilization form. The dungeon civilization. Or the dungeon would react and destroy whoever used those techniques.

But the value was easily worth thousands of platinum. Especially for the Last Bastion on the 20th layer, since they needed to get their food and other supplies imported. Being able to grow their own food and plants would be huge in allowing them to become fully independent.

The problem was that such a trade was long term and would increase my risk of a fight. The wealth of an adventurer who possessed this knowledge would attract targets. If I could recognize the value, others would be able to as well.

If I were a legend, I would consider it. But I didn't have the strength to profit from such knowledge. Increasing my strength was needed now, not later. I noted that the gnomes didn't list the natural treasures of the dungeon.

I wondered if they might have a hidden garden with soul fruit.

"Do you have soul fruit you would be willing to trade?"

"A natural treasure of the dungeon?" Baldeenk asked me and I nodded. "We haven't learned to cultivate such items. They will remain natural treasures of the dungeon. We are interested in the runic knowledge, metals, Mana Manipulation, Meditation, and Running skills, followed by spell skills in that order."

"What exactly is Mana Metal Creation? Are you creating metals from Mana?"

"Yes. It is a very slow technique. But it's how we produce metals for our settlement. Using Mana of gnomes to convert metal we scavenge from the dungeon into a metal that won't break apart. Using dungeon materials and its Mana creates risks we prefer to avoid."

Another piece of knowledge that sounded useful, but not right now. I mentally crossed it off as well. It was unfortunate, but I needed to prioritize things I could make use of.

"Divination counter skills? Names and tiers?"

"We won't share the names unless you want to trade. But there are three tier 1 skills, three tier 2 skills, and one tier 3 skill. Gnomes that leave our settlement are required to have all of that besides some stealth skills," Safan cut in before Baldeenk could explain.

The gnomes looked at each other and then back at me.

Six skills, but they were probably unique and required special training methods. That the gnomes would part with them was intriguing, but I really had a lot of skills already.

"What about the dungeon analysis? You don't need to tell me specific skills or information. Just what kind of knowledge are you looking to trade?"

"Information regarding the dungeon's shifts. There are three key points that we have picked up over the millennia of examining it. It will not help you navigate home, and we can't say if you already know the information, but we consider it quite valuable."

"The wand construction and related skills? What does that entail?"

"It is knowledge we have retained from the days of the Eldarin Empire. Useful for quick and powerful spell skills. Saves on Mana and is easy to use."

They were crafting skills. While runic knowledge would be useful, I wasn't a crafter. Like the farming and husbandry techniques, it wasn't something that I could make use of.

Looking back at the list, that only left divination counter skills and comprehensive dungeon analysis as options I wanted to trade for. I suppose stealth skills would be useful as well. Dungeon analysis would be first, then divination counter skills, then stealth skills, then mana metal creations, and finally dungeon farming techniques would be the order of items I would try to trade for.

There was no need to downplay some things or get too aggressive with my trading with the gnomes. While I wouldn't let them take advantage of me, this was a barter. Being too difficult would only sour relations. I still needed to leave this place.

"Let's start with comprehensive dungeon analysis. I am interested in the three pieces of information you have about the dungeon. What do you want in return?"

"Three pieces of information, four runic languages and their supporting skills and training methods. Eldarin, Dwarven, Elvish, and Demonic."

That was a very large request. The gnomes apparently were quite shameless.

"Three pieces of information for all of that is a bit much. I want you to have Low Vostner and High Vostner runes as well as any other runic languages. Although it is not listed, you must know about such runic languages."

I knew these gnomes had knowledge of them based on how long they had been hiding.

"We do have information. It is incomplete, but that would be acceptable. To confirm, you will get our three key pieces of information on the dungeon: Low Vostner Runes, High Vostner Runes. In exchange, we get Eldarin, Dwarven, Elvish, and Demonic Runes supporting skills and training methods."

"Do you know of other runic languages?" I pressed, since that was one of my demands.

"No. That is why we desire knowledge of runes to expand our own knowledge. While we know a bit, expanding our library is important for us."

"And the three tier 1 divination counter skills."

"Two tier 1 divination counter skills. Our knowledge of the dungeon is valuable, I can promise you that."

"Very well."

They repeated the terms once more and then wrote them down for the first trade.

The next trade was all my coinage for the rest of the divination counter skills. I was getting a tremendous bargain for three tier 2 skills, and one tier 3 skill. It made me feel a lot better about the first trade. In truth, it was hard to say who was getting the worst of each deal, since we both had different priorities.

After that, we traded skill for skill. The stealth skills they knew for the skills I knew and their training methods. While their training methods might not be as good as the ones developed by the College of Advancement, they had worked on them for thousands of years and were key aspects of gnomish society.

I got nothing else off their list of trade items, unfortunately, but I wasn't unhappy. While I was going to trade a lot of skills, I could hold on to them for a long time. I had asked about tracking skills, but they didn't have any to trade. I didn't dare ask about curse skills or soul skills; otherwise they might think I was trying to break their curse skill.

Someone would fully write up the agreement and send it to the Chief Spokesgnome and the rest of the Councilors for approval. We had signed a tentative understanding, but it needed to be approved by the leadership of the gnomes. Since Baldeenk and Safan had both agreed, this was a formality, but an important one.

I had wanted to learn their dungeon knowledge right away but had to wait a couple of days.

"There is one more matter. The issue of pets. Tame monsters," Baldeenk said.

Ozy and I formed our bond through a ritual. I don't know the ritual or would risk replicating it."

"I see. That is unfortunate. Taming monsters could have been useful."

"Bah. The danger is too great. We have tried such things in the past. Foolishness. We aren't adventurers. We are gnomes. The agreement we have is quite good. It will infuse fresh avenues of learning and improvement across our settlement," Safan countered.

"Perhaps. But using monsters to fight would be useful for gnomes that scavenge outside our settlement. It would open a way they could fight while remaining hidden. The beastkin wouldn't know that the monsters were our pets."

"I concede your point. It is an ingenious idea, but rituals are absolutely forbidden. Although not forbidden, they exemplify why some topics are forbidden."

"My apologies. I didn't mean to offend, just to show that my situation was hard to replicate. I know the College of Advancement was looking into taming monsters in other ways, but without an egg as a natural treasure, such pursuits are too difficult," I replied.

"A shame. But that is good to know. Unfortunately, natural treasures are incredibly difficult to find," Baldeenk said.

"You wouldn't know of a skill called Treasure Sense, would you?" I asked.

"No, but that sounds useful. Where did you hear of it?"

"The beastkin. One of them wanted to trade half a million orange cores for such knowledge."

"Half a million orange cores?! That is insane. You have cores you can trade?"

"About thirty thousand orange cores,"

"You didn't mention them?"

"Honestly, it slipped my mind since you live in the dungeon. I would trade them all for mana metal creation."

"That many cores risks upsetting the economy. We would need to manage them carefully."

"But it would reduce pressure on gnomes leaving the settlement. You know that Mana cores are always in demand. We can ration them out or use them as a strategic reserve," Baldeenk said.

"Thirty thousand for that knowledge is too low. It is a core skill and has been used for high-tier crafting," Safan said and there was silence.

"How much were you thinking?" I finally asked.

"Half a million, but once you leave you may not return," Safan said.

I looked over at Baldeenk who nodded.

"It is a key condition for allowing you to visit. We aren't a place that anyone can freely come and go from. You aren't a gnome. That would create a problem in how we operate. I am also sure you don't want a deal that requires you to grind monsters slowly. We need to trade something else to make up the difference."

"I want permission to go with him," a gnome entered the project warehouse and boldly declared.

"Lanner Thunderdust, this is the meeting of the Gnomish Committee on Cultural Exchange not some shop you are trading at," Baldeenk said, glaring.

"Ah, the troublemaker. You want to leave? Impossible," Safan declared imperiously.

"But this place never changes. I will go with him. I want to learn to fight. To gain levels. Become strong. I might be a gnome, but I am not weak," Lanner said.

"And you have learned all the wrong skills. Spells, weapons, wands. No stealth. Limited counter divination. That's why we can't send you out with a cart! You are impossible," Baldeenk said angrily and was huffing.

"But we are free gnomes. I want to leave!"

He looked at me. All the other gnomes looked at me.

"I have one major objection. You lack experience, and I would be responsible for you. The dungeon is not a happy place. You would fight for years, with no chance to return home. And when I return to the Eldarin Continent one day, there is even less chance," I replied.

"I know. But I am not a gnome that will hide away. I can fight. I have an arsenal of wands I can use. If they won't pay you to take me with you, I will work for free."

"You would enslave yourself?" Safan asked, frowning deeply.

"I would make the choice to follow someone who knows what they are doing. This human, um… your name?"

Lanner looked at me. We were about even in height while I was sitting.

"Justin Burnstock," I said.

"Human Justin Burnstock… I am a gnome of excellence that can't be contained. I will battle my way to greatness and become a gnomish legend like our ancestors!"
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                "It endangers us all!" Safan shouted.

"I agree! Why are we shouting?!" Baldeenk yelled back.

They both became quiet and glared at Lanner Thunderdust.

"Gnome Lanner Thunderdust. We don't let gnomes just leave," Baldeenk declared.

"But cart gnomes go missing. Just mark me as missing," Lanner stated.

All the gnomes either sighed or put their heads down into their hands at that statement.

"We would know. And in going with this human, you are likely to survive. We have a good understanding of Justin's strengths. While it isn't a surety, it is highly likely that he will return to the Eldarin Continent. Your very survival will endanger us all," Safan stated while giving a death glare to Lanner.

I was almost surprised he didn't invent a spell skill on the spot to shoot some kind of death beams out of his eyes with how heavily he was glaring.

"I make that choice of my own free will. As a free gnome. Free. Gnome."

"This was what I was worried about by allowing a outsider in the village. A crisis that hasn't occurred in our three thousand years of seclusion."

"Gnomish Silence would be a basic requirement, but the issue is that anyone looking upon him will ask questions."

"There might be an option. He could lie and say he is an injured human."

I explained the cases I had seen at the Five Star Institute of Healing.

"That would work. I will do that," Lanner said.

Safan sent a death glare in my direction. "Very well. But taking on this…free…gnome is not worth the cost of Mana Metal Creation even with 30,000 orange cores."

"I can offer seven yellow cores as well," I said.

While I didn't want to take Lanner with me. I wanted to get Mana Metal Creation. I wouldn't leave him to die, but he would have a rough time in the dungeon. Of that, I had no doubt.

"I would be willing to sign off on such a deal. We desperately need the yellow cores."

"I know. But this…free…gnome threatens us all. He is ungnomish!" The rest of the gnomes gasped at Safan's statement and even Lanner took a step back in shock at the declaration. "If you wish to go. Then fine. We will strike your name from our records. No one will speak of you again after your departure."

"I accept," Lanner said with a tremor in his voice.

Safan looked at Baldeenk. "Are we done for the day?"

Baldeenk nodded. "We will adjourn this meeting until tomorrow. Lanner must stay in this building until you leave, so his actions and words won't cause any trouble."

I stood up as all the gnomes left without another word. I then sat back down, and Lanner sagged in his own seat. Gone was his confident demeanor from earlier.

"What does it mean to be ungnomish?" I asked.

"I will just be Lanner. No last name. My family will not pass down the records of my achievements on my nameplate. People will forget me in a generation, but that is okay. I knew this when I made my demand."

"Have you fought any monsters?"

"No. I have never left the settlement."

"How old are you? I have a hard time telling gnomish ages."

"I am sixteen. An adult now, according to gnomish law,"

That was like human customs. Probably because of the shared skills, but it also might have historical reasons related to being twice the age when humans got access to their status.

"You got your status at eight like a human?"

"Yes."

"If you had to fight in the dungeon, how would you fight?"

"I have crafted several wands. I would use them to take down monsters. One wand per monster."

"How many wands do you have?"

"Twenty. All with tier 3 spell skills."

"You know those spell skills?"

"No, but I know their runic structure and how to carve them into wands. Ten unique wands and two copies of each spell skill. A full elemental range."

I could tell he was weak. Incredibly weak. He had fewer skill levels than a basic human. It's probable that he also had a red class.

He was looking at me hopefully.

"You are lucky your people will trade with me in order to help you out in the dungeon. It won't be easy."

I now understood how people felt while looking at me when I was young. Without my mother's shadow pressuring people, there would have been a similar level of exasperation to what I was currently feeling.

This gnome had high hopes, but he had absolutely zero potential. Unfortunately, determination didn't translate into success. That was a big reason so many idolized my mother, even after her death.

She was a farmer's child and clawed her way to greatness. That was what made her so impressive to others. While some said she had secret help, it didn't change her background.

The Mathemancer and The Librarian had come from noble backgrounds in the Eldarin Empire. Blood Gore had been a disciple of Bastian. They had legacies or systems of support to draw upon.

Looking at Lanner, I could see his intentions. He was as enthusiastic as I was which wasn't enough. There was something more that was needed. I wasn't sure what it was. Tenacity, fighting spirit — it was hard to say exactly.

But I knew that my mother had a burning desire to keep going no matter what. That was what she wanted me to have. Looking at Lanner the gnome, I could tell he had enthusiasm and would be a decent adventurer if he didn't die, but he would never become a supreme legend.

I could be wrong, but the odds were heavily against him. It would be nice to have a companion to talk with in the dungeon, but he would also be a liability. I wouldn't shield him, but I wouldn't lead him to his death either. I would probably have to spend three months training him up on the upper layers of the dungeon.

Hopefully, his wands were good enough.

 "How often can you use wands?"

"I need to recharge them after each fight. They take time to charge with my Mana."

"One use only?"

"Yes,"

"Any weapon or melee skills?"

"Gnomish Fencing," he replied and pulled out a narrow sword. It had no edge, just a point. I wanted to sigh in despair but held back. It wasn't a weapon, but a toothpick for a monster.

"Spell skills?"

I am familiar with Fireball. "I'm proud of how hard I worked on that spell."

"Any others?"

"No, but I have some levels in Mana Manipulation so I can learn quickly. Don't worry."

I didn't know whether I should laugh or cry in despair. He hadn't even maximized Mana Manipulation. His control of his spell skill would be lacking.

There was a reason Mana Manipulation was a prerequisite. It was more efficient to learn certain skills in a certain order. I didn't dare ask his levels, since they were probably less than 20 for tier 3 skills.

Lanner was the perfect example of someone with enthusiasm who had made bad choices. Instead of focusing on his foundation, he had focused on flashy skills first. Only twenty wands would be a struggle for him.

"How long do you need to charge up your wands?"

"About ten minutes each."

I wanted to weep at this. "What level are they effective to?"

"Um, they should be able to take down any monster up to level 100 in one shot if targeted properly."

"So powerful." That was much better than I had thought. The problem with wands was that he wouldn't be improving his skills as much, but he wouldn't be useless. Unless there was a wand-weapon skill, which was highly unlikely.

"Do you have a wand weapon skill?"

"Focused Wand Combat. I improved it from Tier 1 to Tier 2," he declared proudly.

One improved skill was nothing to celebrate. If he truly understood my status, he would probably give up in despair on the spot.

"Do you have a spatial pouch?"

"Um, no. We don't have any of those," he said.

"I guess I will share my food with you. Prepare one pack of everything you want to bring and use outside of combat. I will carry it in my spatial pouch for you to use when we stop. As for anything combat related, you will always carry it with you," I explained, and Lanner nodded.

"You will be responsible for your safety. I suggest you work on those stealth skills. That will be your strongest advantage in the dungeon. Especially since we will be fighting on the 11th layer after a trial run through the upper layers,"

"The 11th layer?"

"Yes. It will be tough, but you won't die. Killing monsters that strong and with that much pressure, you will level up quickly. That will help you out quite a bit in improving your skills."

"Got it. I won't disappoint you."

He was already a disappointment. I just didn't want to say it.

That was when I realized I was becoming my mother.

"What is it?" Lanner asked since I must have let something show on my face.

"I just said similar words to my mother long ago. Write goodbye letters before we depart. Since you won't be coming back."

"I have said my goodbyes," he said resolutely.

"Then I won't say anything else on the matter. I am going to rest. Is there a bed here?"

"There is a side room for gnomes working on a project if it needs secrecy that I can use," he replied, and I nodded.

"When I check on you tomorrow, tell me if you ate or are having any problems. If we are going into the dungeon together, we are a team."

I didn't want to belittle this gnome, who was only slightly younger than me, but I would be power leveling him.

But there was no point in saying anything. He would soon come to realize the gap that existed. The massive, overwhelming gap between us that would make it impossible for him to catch up with me. But that wasn't his goal. His goal was to become a legend. That was possible and realistic.

If he had said supreme legend as his goal, then he was clearly suffering delusions.

He was no Elena.
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                Gnomish Councilor of External Relations Baldeenk Zickleseckle

"This is an outrage!" I let out a sigh as he continued to rant at the Chief Spokesgnome and other councilors. It's a dereliction of duty. Violation of public trust. A gnome wanting to leave. Ungnomish!"

"Enough," the Chief Spokesgnome declared, and he instantly fell silent. "Let me review the terms of the deal personally."

I handed over the written documents. The councilors received copies. Safan and I have just made both of our presentations to the Gnomish Council of Governance.

My political opponent was quite unhappy. While Lanner's departure was unavoidable, it would inspire others and create problems. The Chief Spokesgnome had led us for the last 30 years and been alive for 150 years, and so he was stuck in his own ways.

I clenched my fists in frustration. We couldn't gain levels hidden away like we were, but there was no other choice. Gnomes were too weak. Lanner thought of spitting in the face of reality, but he would die horribly.

"The deal is acceptable. Make the trade and encourage our guest to depart immediately!"

"What of Lanner?" Safan asked.

 He was burning up political capital with his antics. It was nice to see him on the back foot for once.

"He can depart with our guest. We won't declare him ungnomish either. It might not align with gnomes of today, but braving the unknown like our ancestors is gnomish. But neither will his records remain public. That would stir up discontent. The authorities will classify his records at the first level to prevent public discussion of him and to remind other gnomes who seek to leave."

It was a compromise decision. That was normally the way of our culture.

"Let us discuss the more pressing matter. Councilor Happentap, will the anti-divination wards be repaired?"

"With yellow cores and the metal, yes. With seven of those yellow cores, we can bring back the second anti-divination ward to turn off the first to make urgently needed repairs. The Mana channels have degraded. And if we apply the new runes appropriately, they could disperse Mana."

"Good. Draft a comprehensive plan for our safety experts to approve. We can't let our anti-divination wards fall no matter what, and repairs on the primary ward would put my mind at ease."

The Chief Spokesgnome looked towards me, and I felt my heart speed up.

"Councilor Baldeenk. Few gnomes, let alone councilors, would dare risk leaving the safety of our settlement personally. This trade deal is well done. You have solved a critical crisis for the entire settlement."

There was a round of applause from all the councilors including Safan.

While he might dislike me, bringing Justin to the settlement, getting him to agree to our conditions, and arranging this trade deal were all major accomplishments. It would be the crowning achievement of my life.

"What is more impressive is that you have ensured our safety and security. Never forgetting the core principle of gnomes — to remain hidden. Getting a guest to agree to our terms is difficult. Too many worry about the effects of a curse skill or think our settlement is a monster trap," the Chief Spokesgnome said, sighing with a sigh.

Everyone present reflected on this truth.

"The fourth success compared to twenty-three failures over recorded history. And when our anti-divination ward was at risk of failing and dooming all gnomes to barbarity. Therefore, I declare you Vice Chief Spokesgnome to take over from me as the 114th Chief Spokesgnome when I retire a year from now."

I felt my chest swell with pride.

I was now going to be in charge. My decision to risk my life and negotiate with Justin had worked out perfectly. Sure, there were challenges, and Lanner had made things difficult, but I had navigated the crisis with skill. All the other councilors stood up and bowed in my direction, even Safan begrudgingly.

While we might have disagreements and be passionate, we were all gnomes, united in purpose and culture. It was always a question of what was best for us. Even Safan was only doing his duty. But when the time came to unite, there was no race or culture stronger than gnomes.

Whiteclaw

The bell rang out. It was the middle of the dark season and the middle of the night. It would only ring out if it were an emergency. I got out of bed, slipping on my fox claws. Some beastkin would call them cat claws, but they were fox claws.

A tier 4 weapon and the legacy of the White Fox Clan.

There was a scream in the distance as the bell rang again. I felt the cold increase, and the scent of blood rise in the air. The settlement was under attack. My guards fell in on my flanks as they woke up as well, and we exited my building.

We began making our way to the main plaza as there were more screams. My heart fell.

"Demons! Demons in the settlement!"

"Fight! Fight!"

"No mercy!"

"For the Fox Clan!"

My Danger Sense surged. White Fox Ethereal Form. Before they could block, something instantly shredded the guards. They collapsed to the ground, bleeding to death. The sharpened hands pierced my ethereal body, not damaging me in the slightest.

I channeled Mana into my weapons and drove them into the demon in front of me. They solidified inside their chest. The flesh sticking to my fox claws twisted. The attack threw the demon off balance.

Now for the dangerous part.

I solidified and twisted. My feet gave me leverage as my fox claws tried to force their way through the impossibly hard flesh of the demon.

"STRENGTH SURGE!" I roared.

The fox claws dug into my hands, and I could feel them bleed from the sheer amount of force I was using.

I bisected the demon in half. Blood and viscera rained down upon me.

"Lightning Beam!"

"Ward!"

I countered the spell skill and spun to the side. Even after being bisected, the demon still fought, just like all monsters.

"Chain Lightning!"

The other beastkin rushing over screamed as they were electrocuted. I stabbed down into the corpse of one of my guards, using his body as a shield against the powerful spell skill. His corpse exploded in burnt checks.

I rushed forward.

"Slice!" I drove both my fox claws into the head of the bisected demon. It had grown weaker and lost a lot of Mana. My weapon cut through its head, shredding it. Breathing heavily, I stepped back.

"Fireball."

I burnt the corpse of the demon to ensure it would not come back. Some tales even said they could regenerate just from their core alone.

The screams continued as the darkness increased as the few lights about the settlement failed. I reached down and ripped apart the demon, pulling out its blue core. A strong one, but not the strongest that was out there.

The sky lit up. There was a surge of Mana and the ground shook. An explosion's roar washed over me. The explosion wiped out the central furnace and all the protective wards. The temperature dropped even lower. Our settlement was finished.

I pocketed the core and quickly retreated.

There was nothing more I could do. It was time to pack up everything I could with my hidden spatial pouch and escape with my life. The only hope was to make my way to the coast. I had many contacts in the Cat Clan.

The Fox Clan had ended.

Just like the other clans, we slowly lost and retreated, one by one. Soon the beastkin would be no more. I tried to turn things around. Now I would have to salvage what I could from the growing plots. I wanted to curse, but there was no point. I spent them all long ago.

"Whiteclaw, can we join you?" Elder Keeneyes asked me nervously. I noted the orphans behind her, all carrying packs of everything they could fit. She always knew when to run.

"Yes, help me pack up everything we can quickly. I have a spatial pouch. We need to take what we can."

Fortunately, most of the cores were still unused. Only about a third of the items I traded with that human had been used.

The enchantments would have to be deactivated, but it was a small cost to keep them. It would allow me to set up a small farm in the Cat Clan and eke out a living.

"Quickly. Help Whiteclaw," she said as screams continued to echo over the settlement.

We quickly got to work packing everything I had away into my spatial pouch. The orphans learned quickly. When your life was on the line, that was when you focused the most. Once the orphans and Elder Keeneye were packing everything away, I stood guard outside and listened.

She also had the orphans making tower shields to block out the wind and cold when we moved in formation, but it would be slow and tiring. It would take months to get anywhere, and we would be easy prey during that time.

The screams were dying down. The hardest part would be escaping during the dark season. Many would freeze to death. I might freeze to death. We had enough food from my reserves, but the cold would be brutal. Traveling during the dark season was a death sentence.

The demons would likely attack us while we were traveling. They wouldn't let any survivors escape if they could help it. I survived one such massacre long ago. Now a second one was occurring.

The demons had used a beastkin to sabotage the wards. Once they failed, it was all over. The wards had weakened the demon I slew. Their Mana had been sluggish. Even then, it had been a tough fight.

I felt my Danger Sense rising. There was another demon closing in on me. Killing it was the only way to escape. As fear struck my mind, my fox claws came up. I cast such emotions aside. I would never cower.

"I am Whiteclaw of the White Fox Tribe. Come face me if you dare!"

Since you were already exposed, hiding from a more powerful foe was pointless. Some beastkin would try to either die in silence or the dark. I had to fight to survive. If I could kill another demon, I could only hope the rest would leave us alone.

My father had done something similar long ago. But we hadn't been able to fully escape, and he had stayed behind to hold off the demon pursuing us. He had left me his legacy and his fox claws. I would not disgrace them or his memory by dying here.

The tension continued to build as my heart sped up despite the oppressive cold.

            

    
        Chapter 177 – Gnomish Dungeon Knowledge

    
    
    
    
                Safan and I were sitting together, and no other gnomes were present. Baldeenk had some political issues to attend to, and Safan was handling the exchange of knowledge personally.

"Over the thousands of years we have lived in the dungeon, we have discovered three key facts down here. Gnomes could consider this knowledge treasured."

I just nodded along politely, waiting for him to get to the point.

"The first key bit of knowledge is that the dungeon is not infinite. There are a finite number of chambers. The dungeon rotates them into pocket space, fills them up with monsters, and rotates them back out. While not infinite, there are tens of thousands of chambers per layer. They are siloed to a certain extent, but the deeper you go, these groups merge more. We estimate that the selection pools will fully merge by the 35th layer."

"How deep have you gone?"

"Only to the 15th layer with our tunnels. After that, the chambers are too big and the monsters too powerful to risk going any further. That brings up the second key point. The spatial protection between layers gets stronger the deeper one goes. By our estimates, the 35th layer's spatial protection would be so strong that a person could go no further."

"So that is the bottom layer?"

"We can't say that for sure. There may be deeper layers, but there would be no passage between them. We would never dare go that deep."

"And you do not know how the chambers appear or rotate?"

"We have spent a long time trying to figure that out… But no. We used markings and standard tunnel connections to understand the tunnels that were made. Once you depart, we will mark down the tunnel you found as compromised, seal it completely up, and start another shift."

"You can control the dungeon?"

"We have a chain of watchers and observation mechanisms to lock a portion of the dungeon in place around our settlement for a time. Because you intend to leave after our trade, we didn't immediately shift things to stay hidden."

"You are locking things between layers?"

"Yes. The dungeon doesn't enjoy being locked in place for a long time. There would be Mana surges that would agitate monsters. That's one method we use to target anyone looking for us."

"But how do you handle the passages between layers?"

"That is a gnomish secret. While you might find some value in it , it isn't up for trade. Now, the last key piece of information about the dungeon that we have obtained and possibly the most important. The dungeon took a gnome, who had strong anti-divination skills and stealth skills, away when it took away a chamber."

Now, this was completely new knowledge.

The spatial layers and the fact that the number of chambers was finite were things already guessed by the College of Advancement, but no one knew where the dungeon took chambers and then brought them back from.

"The area was incredibly high in Mana. The gnome in question recorded its observations in a logbook and left it in the tunnel before they died. You can read a copy for yourself," Safan said, producing a thin book.

I carefully took it and opened it up, curious about the dungeon. I knew the Professors at the College of Advancement would sell their own souls for such knowledge.

The dungeon shifted while I was in it. The Mana is high. Too high. I can't withstand the pressure. The entire chamber is being flooded with liquid Mana, and some is leaking into the tunnel.

The Mana is oppressive, corrosive, and incredibly powerful. I have never heard or seen liquid Mana. It has a red tint. Most raw Mana has a bluish tint. I think monsters are forming from the liquid Mana, and the environment is being changed slightly.

I do not know why the dungeon took me. Most likely, my tier 4 counter-divination skill was the reason. May a gnome find my logbook one day as I entomb myself. ~Binklin Fozzletop

"Anything else?"

"Mana corrosion heavily damaged the book that was sealed away in the wall. There was no corpse that we could find. There is also no record of the gnome in question. We also scoured the records countless times, including the forbidden archives. No gnome with that name existed."

"Could there be another gnomish settlement?"

"Highly unlikely unless they maintain the tunnels the same way we do. It is likely they were from over 3,000 years ago from when our settlement first came into being. The gnomes back then…they had higher levels than we do now," Safan said with a touch of frustration.

The gnomes back then were more adventurous, focusing less on remaining completely hidden and were more willing to fight. Now their fighting instincts had decayed, which compromised their ability to gain levels in the dungeon. They couldn't easily reverse that trend.

Their way of life ran directly counter to fighting and adventuring in the dungeon. "Do you know of this Tier 4 counter-divination skill?"

"Unfortunately, no. It was likely a unique creation of Binklin Fozzletop. While we have experience in making skills, a tier 4 skill remains beyond most of us. And counter-divination skills are even more obscure, even with all our research into them."

"Why do you want to hide so much? There are no other gnomes, right? Is it because of that group I shouldn't mention?" 

Safan sighed heavily. "Gnomes are prime ritual ingredients. Something about our souls makes us better than other races. That is a big reason why they hunted us long ago. The rituals the beastkin used to break open the dungeon happened because they had invaded our settlement and captured several gnomes."

"The beastkin know of your species?"

"They used to. Now they have destroyed themselves. It is not something we take lightly. If certain groups learned we were still alive, they would stop at nothing to capture us all and use us for horrible purposes. We aren't a strong people unfortunately, and our weakness has only continued to grow."

"I…I would have been more skeptical, but if Lanner is the best example of a gnome adventurer, I understand."

"Don't let him die. I know you could abandon him once you leave. While I disagree with his choices and character, he is a gnome, no matter how he acts. If one day he becomes a legend and somehow returns, he might lead a future generation of gnome adventurers, forming a new legacy," Safan said.

That was highly unlikely, but not impossible.

But I could see him creating a justification for me to protect a young gnome who was too headstrong and ignorant of the dangers that awaited him. The gap between his ability and the reality was too great.

" I will do my best to ensure he has a future."

I was about to say I wouldn't abandon him, but I wasn't about to make a false promise. If things get tough, then I might need to run.

After my last team, I had no confidence in others.

"Thank you, Justin. It is nice to meet an outsider who doesn't want to kill us."

"You are not monsters and are sentient, and you have not tried to harm me. There is no reason to want to hurt your species."

"I know you are upset about Gnomish Silence. You are probably thinking of ways to break the curse skill?" I didn't answer that question, and Safan nodded. "I would ask that when you break it, you think of us. We are a peaceful people. We have done nothing to target you or others."

"Except the beastkin."

"It is a war we continue to fight, even if they have forgotten. There can be no peace between our peoples. And while our ancient interactions with humans long ago haven't always been pleasant, we have not targeted you."

He was right, but I didn't like the curse skill being forced upon me.

"I don't plan to talk about gnomes once I leave."

I really didn't plan to talk about them. Removing a tier 4 curse skill was far too complicated, costly, and carried risk. There was a reason I hadn't looked for a System Priest regarding my other curse skill. I also could sense the gnome's curse skill still layered on top of my soul.

That feeling was something I had been focusing on during my time with the gnomes. I wouldn't have thought of using another curse skill to learn how to deal with the curse skill Xanatos had placed upon me.

"Thank you. Perhaps the next guest we meet will tell us your deeds and accomplishments."

"I can only hope so. I have high ambitions. But the journey to reach them isn't simple or easy."

"I can understand that. When I was a young gnome, I thought of seeing the sky. I had heard of it. An endless open expanse, with clouds, a sun. But it is not to be. I will die in this settlement like my ancestors before me," Safan said.

"You could leave and go to the surface."

"And be disappointed by the cold and the clouds? I know what awaits me. Sometimes, the dream of something is better than seeing it. Something to pass on to new generations of gnomes. To keep the hope alive that one day we will return to the surface and stand shoulder to shoulder with the other races again."

"Do you know of the Seraphim?" I asked tentatively out of curiosity.

"No. We have not heard of such a race. And we did not list them in our list of forbidden topics."

"What about the Great Ocean Empire?"

"We have heard of them. A great empire that controls the waters and has a powerful emperor. But those records are from long ago. I am guessing you know nothing either?"

"Just the name."

"That is no surprise. The world has many secrets beyond us. I hope your time here has been pleasant so far?"

"Yes. This place is surprisingly peaceful. I went out to get some pastries this morning and see what sweets your people have. Everyone was surprisingly kind and welcoming."

"Too kind sometimes, but it is good for the gnomes to see something from the outside."

"I would have thought you would want to seal your people off completely."

"That would be death. We can't sustain this settlement on its own, no matter how much we might wish for that to be the case. And burying our heads doesn't remove the danger. You might look at us as cowardly and weak, but we aren't stupid."

"I never considered you gnomes stupid."

"But we are cowardly and weak in your eyes. I can tell. It is the truth, and gnomes confront the truth head-on."

"But hide that truth from the rest of the populace?"

"Names have power. When you learn our counter-divination skills, you will understand. Mentioning something too many times can draw unwanted attention. Like a stone cast into a pool of water, the ripples keep going. Toss too many stones and the ripples don't stop. It is best to avoid such situations. And if a gnome wants to learn such things, they can pursue a position like mine. That is what I did. I was curious — too curious for my own good — and wanted answers to my questions. When I learned the truth…I realized how heavy reality can be."

            

    
        Chapter 178 – Counter Divination Skills

    
    
    
    
                "I am Tutor Merrywhistle Stouthand. The councilors asked me to explain counter-divination skills."

"Greetings, Tutor Merrywhistle Stouthand. I am Justin Burnstock. Thank you for instructing me."

The older gnome nodded, and we both took our seats.

"Divination skills are a curse and a blight. They pry out secrets using the lingering traces left behind in Mana. The thoughts you have leak into Mana. This Mana exits your body and interacts with the Mana of the dungeon and the world itself. This creates faint traces they can observe and track," he said, and my interest increased quickly.

"Counter divination is the opposite side of the coin. It is about controlling the loss of Mana and what escapes your body. It will be hard for you to learn such skills," Merrywhistle said while staring at me.

"Since I am not young?"

"Not exactly. You carry too much Mana about you. Having little Mana in your body helps you learn such skills best. You practically radiate Mana like ten gnomes combined. This will make training much harder. There are seven skills that are key to countering the best known divination skills."

"Do you know these divination skills?"

"No. They vanished with time. We have some names, like Farsight, Fate's Ripple, and Echoes of the Past. Most likely tier 4 skills. Most divination skills are unique creations, but their operational methods work from the same underpinnings as far as we are aware."

I nodded. Testing these skills wasn't easy.

"The three tier 1 skills that work as counter divination skills are Veil, Mask, and Obscure. Veil is where you alter the profile of Mana lost from your body. Mask is concealing the Mana lost from your body. And Obscure is where you blend in with the surrounding Mana."

Stillness sounded like Mask, but with a lot less moving.

"The tier 2 skills are the focused versions of the skills. Then they are combined to form the tier 3 skill Mana Concealment," Merrywhistle explained.

"What about the empowered versions of the skills and then combining them instead?"

My gnome tutor shook his head with a brittle smile. "We struggle to gain levels. Counter divination skills are insanely difficult to level, even for the lower tiers. Even working on them constantly is a struggle. I suppose if you got them all to empowered and then merged them, Mana Concealment would be far stronger, or you would get a tier 4 version of Mana Concealment. That would work much better against active divination."

"Is that like an active skill versus a passive skill?"

"Yes, someone skilled in divination might ask a broad question. Our skills block us from being the answer to such things. Or a general search skill. "But if someone knows of gnomes and uses a divination skill to look for us specifically, we can only count on the wards to repel such curiosity, protecting the settlement."

"I can't tell how useful such skills are."

"It is a common topic of debate since learning these skills takes time away from other skills, but that is what gnomes have done for millennia, and we are still alive. So, they are hopefully doing their job. Also, it makes it harder for monsters to detect you."

"Don't they use general senses?"

"They do, but they focus on Mana. It is something innate in their very nature. These skills help avoid such senses."

The dungeon apparently used divination sensing skills as well. It made me wonder if I advanced them far enough, would the dungeon move a chamber that I was standing in.

That would be an enormous risk. The gnome in question had died. Liquid Mana — I had never heard of such a thing. So much Mana that it had taken on physical form was insane and near certain death. Getting siloed into another part of the dungeon was something I could figure out. But being taken away to wherever the dungeon moved its chambers was impossible to come back from.

If it were my mother, then maybe, but that much Mana would corrode the soul itself. Normally, the soul created a barrier to outside Mana and kept one's Mana contained within itself. Even in the deeper layers of the dungeon, this wasn't a tremendous concern with ambient Mana. Just from skills used by monsters that left Mana lingering behind.

But if there was liquid Mana with a much stronger physical presence, that would corrode through a person's defenses and kill them as their soul dissolved.

"To learn Veil, you simply need to sense the Mana leaking out of your body. We have specifically created null zones. Councilor Safan has let me know you can keep this stone plate."

Merrywhistle gestured at a stone plate with runes carved onto it. I noted that the Mana was being pushed away from the runes.

"Once you sense that Mana, don't control it. Alter it slightly. Precision is key. With your skills, I am guessing you will struggle. Mana Manipulation?"

"I maximized it."

"Very difficult then. You could work on this for over a year. Once you learn Veil, then you will work on Mask. You control your natural Mana emission. You can't stop generating Mana, but you can go over your reserves for a period of time. It isn't healthy to do so for more than an hour."

"You can stockpile Mana like that?"

"The more you build up, the harder it becomes. With your stats, it will be insanely difficult. Maybe if you get the skill to tier 3 it will do something useful beyond counter divination. Finally, Obscure is when you try to match your Mana to your surroundings. The stone plate is designed for a gnome with low Mana. You will struggle, since it won't keep the surrounding Mana at a similar level to what you generate and release naturally."

"So, I have no chance of learning these skills?"

"It will be more difficult and require a lot of effort. But they are key counter divination skills and Mana control skills. I am sure you are thinking about ways to weaponize them. Like stockpiling Mana to use a lot of spell skills at once. That will take time and effort. A lot of time and effort to get the skills to the level where they will affect your status like that. Even with my skill levels, I can only retain an extra seven points of Mana over my limit."

"That's it?"

"Yes. You didn't think overriding a stat was that simple? Did you?"

"No, but it just seems low. But I guess it makes sense with the lower tier of the skill. If it were Tier 5, then doubling one's Mana reserve might be possible."

"I can't say. But the more Mana you keep inside of you, the more stress on your body. You can experience organ failure and other complications. So be aware that trying to store an unreasonable amount of Mana within you comes with high risks. Since it is internal, your body won't react to the danger."

They were like soul skills in that regard.

"I understand. I will be extra careful if I push them beyond their limits,"

"That is general knowledge. The rest is up to you to learn and experience slowly. There isn't much more I can help you with. If you were a gnome, I would use gnomish metaphors, but in your case, they would probably confuse you. The best advice I have is not to control, but to feel and nudge. You are dealing with minuscule amounts of Mana. Just sensing such amounts is difficult to begin with."

"Even with sensory skills?"

"Yes. Those skills tune to larger amounts of Mana and block out background Mana. That is why learning counter divination skills is difficult."

I got up and went to the stone plate and sat down in the middle. The surrounding Mana was absent. I could feel my presence, my soul, my Mana, but I couldn't feel the small amount leaving my body.

"Can I use a Meditation or Breathing skill?"

"They don't help, and they will distract you. You need to just feel the Mana. It isn't easy, since it is such a small amount and you have sensory skills and so much else. I suggest you try turning off your sensory skills if you can. This isn't the work of a single day. You will sit on that plate for hundreds of hours just to sense the Mana leaving your body and then hundreds more hours to get Veil as a skill."

"What about a sensory skill for small amounts of Mana?"

"There is a Tier 3 skill called Micro Mana Sense. Some gnomes get it. It is rare and difficult to get. It might help you; it might not."

I sat there, keeping all my skills suppressed and breathing. I could almost feel the Mana exiting me. It was just beyond my reach and understanding. It was frustrating. I felt like I was close, but incredibly far. Stretching a muscle I had never used before.

Tutor Merrywhistle was both right and wrong. He was right that this was difficult to learn. I would put it below the level of Stillness, however. It was above most other tier 1 skills, though.

He was wrong about not being able to master it. At least, that is what I felt. My soul and sense of self were incredibly sensitive. It would take a lot of time and effort, but I had the method down. It was just putting in time and effort. Also, having enough in my Mind stat so I didn't cross Meldor's Threshold that I was constantly hovering over.

This is another three skills to go onto the list of skills I needed to learn one day. But learning them wasn't urgent.

As for the stone plate, I would copy down the runes and create a portable version with the help of the gnomes. I am sure that Councilor Safan wouldn't begrudge such a request.

I needed something I could pack away into my spatial storage. That was something that the gnomes hadn't considered. While it wasn't large, it would be cumbersome to carry. Four metal plates would interlock with clamps to press them together. It was a simple design for something more portable.

Not useful for combat, but for setting up an array I needed to sit down on, it would be useful. Well, maybe not all metal, since that was in short supply for the gnomes. I would probably have to use wood instead. It would be less durable, but that was fine. They did not design it for combat.

I couldn't help but smile wryly. I truly had too many skills. After this, I would get a crash course on the gnome stealth skills. I expected little, but it would be interesting to see what ones they had come up with that I didn't know about.

            

    
        Chapter 179 – Gnome Stealth Skills

    
    
    
    
                "Stealth is the key stealth skill, obviously, but there are several supporting skills," Gribble Zickleseckle said.

He was Baldeenk's cousin and stealth expert.

"Deception is a key supporting skill," he said, and I nodded.

"A social skill. I know it. Great for surety of movement and emotions."

"Ah, a fellow expert. How high level is your stealth skill?"

"Empowered Stealth, level 18," I offered freely, and he hissed slightly at that, shaking his head in dismay.

"Several levels higher than me. I am only level 12 with Empowered Stealth. Any supporting skills?"

"No. I am curious about the rest of the supporting skills you gnomes may know."

"Silent Step and Muffle."

Silent Step and Muffle were both known. They were about suppressing noise when moving. Silent Step focused on one's feet, while Muffle was a more general skill, both tier 1.

When the College of Advancement offered them, I had taken them in auxiliary classes. I needed to work on different skills. I chose Stealth, as it was more versatile and widely applicable. Developing support skills could provide a wealth of abilities. Runes were a perfect example of this.

"I know of their skills and general training methods. Anything else?"

"The last support skill I know is the spell skill, Silence. It stops all sound in a sphere. Great for moving quickly through an area. Low Mana cost as well, so very hard to detect."

"I don't know that spell skill," I replied and this time Gribble smiled.

"Let me walk you through the hand signs and Mana control needed for the skill."

He walked me through the spell skill. I could feel the skill pressing heavily on my soul.

I didn't accept it, but I won't forget this spell skill. The College not knowing it was quite a surprise. The gnomes had some hidden depths with skills beyond counter divination.

"Are there any other support skills?"

"You learned it already?"

"Yes, but I am not accepting the skill. Not that useful for me at the moment, and I have other skills I need to learn."

"Weird. Anyway, there is one more. Stealth Strike, a supporting tier 2 combat skill. Great for taking down monsters without alerting others. It helps mitigate the attention drawn from a single initial attack."

I hadn't heard of this skill either, and it sounded much more useful. A surprise initial attack against a superior opponent would be quite powerful.

"How does it work?"

"The method is simple. Use your stealth skill and strike a monster without them being aware, aiming to kill it in one strike and remaining undetected until the moment you hit it. Do that enough times and you will get the skill."

Ah, they didn't have a teaching method outside of actual fighting.

This skill type is typically learned by a Squire, as masters pass it down to their followers.

"The key thing is that you remain completely undetected to any hostile presence. This is best down with the monsters in the higher layers when there are only a few of them and from range. This kind of skill pairs well with the wands we use," Gribble explained.

"I see. I will consider getting this skill."

It sounded like a decent skill, but with my combat style of fighting directly, I wasn't sure how much use it would get unless I was fighting a more powerful opponent.

My mind went to the demon I had faced recently and the one that had killed my mother. I would have an immense advantage in a fight with a powerful, overwhelming initial attack that couldn't be detected. Landing the first blow wasn't just about wounding an enemy but a huge mental boost as well.

One reason the demon had retreated was that my attacks overwhelmed them mentally . The pressure was too much. Getting in an initial hit would swing this factor heavily in my favor during a fight.

"That is it. That is the extent of my knowledge of stealth skills. You already spoke with Merrywhistle who teaches counter divination. They have great synergy, by the way," Gribble said and I nodded.

"If I were a stealth specialist that kind of skill focus would make sense. But I am more of a melee fighter," I replied, and Gribble shuddered slightly at that.

"Daring and brave. But for a human adventurer, that is understandable. You already surpass me in Empowered Stealth, so there is only so much I can teach. My only other piece of advice would be to consider wand combat."

"They seem limited, and I have spell skills."

"Versatility and the ability to improve them, right?" he asked, and I nodded. "Even separated by an immeasurable distance, our cultures still think along similar lines. Wands are useful since they are an external source of Mana and something you can use in a pinch. Wand Skills is a tier 1 skill, but you can use tier 3 skills in a pinch."

"Do gnomes even sell wands?"

"Since I wasn't able to teach you much, you can take this with you. Look after Lanner. He is my sister's son and foolish," Gribble said.

He pulled out a wand and handed it to me. They intertwined silver and gold to make it.

"A Tier 3 weapon," I said in surprise, and he nodded.

"It stores the tier 4 skill, Explosion. The most powerful of all spell skills known to us. We have lost the knowledge of the spell skill itself, but we can make wands that use it. Don't use it in the settlement. That would panic many people."

"I will use it only after I leave."

I knew he didn't want others to know about his gift, and he let out a small sigh and smiled.

I know it won't be easy caring for Lanner, but he's a good gnome."

"Does he have a wand like this?"

"We will gift him a set of better wands on his departure. A bunch of us are coming together to support him. Don't tell him; it is a surprise."

"That is remarkably kind of all of you. I thought your people would cast him out."

"Gnomes aren't like that unless you commit a serious crime. We are a community. Lanner…he is excitable and adventurous, but they are negative traits. Just traits that don't mesh well with the rest of us gnomes. The dream of us all is that he becomes a legend and returns one day."

It was far more likely that Lanner would be nothing but a corpse, but I wouldn't say something so negative. These gnomes were passing on their hopes to one of their family members; it wasn't my place to crush their optimism. Well, it might be since Lanner was coming with me, but it felt like the wrong decision.

The gnomes were, for the most part, nice. They were nice, though incredibly secretive and insular. Maybe I was too agreeable, but Safan's demeanor indicated they were aware. We were all pretending to keep the tranquility of this place and not break Lanner's mentality.

That was what I liked about the gnomes. Even when they strongly disagreed with each other, there was no violence. This place had a tranquility about it that was hard to describe. I even suspected some kind of ward or large-scale enchantment, but I had detected nothing.

This was just how the gnomes were. They were small humanoids who cared deeply for each other and wanted to remain hidden away.

The threat from before had been weak. If I had gotten far enough away from the gnomes' tunnels, then the dungeon would have separated us. It wasn't as deadly as I had first thought. I could have killed Borwass when I had found him, but then I wouldn't have gotten to meet and learn about the gnomes and their hidden society.

While I didn't want to team up with one of them in the dungeon, I was going to do my best to help Lanner. While the gnomes had gotten a lot from me, they were putting together a portable formation to keep Mana out if I wanted to train their counter divination skills and then this tier 3 wand, with a tier 4 spell skill in it.

I knew that the power of such a spell skill would be devastating. I was also right to be wary and trust my Danger Sense regarding these wands. While I hadn't seen them in action yet, I had no doubt they were a powerful force multiplier.

They had lost out as versatility and personal skills surged in popularity during the Eldarin Empire. The wands' power was limited. This Tier 3 wand was the limit unless someone used incredibly expensive materials and made one with a spell skill they knew.

There might have been one or two wands that could use a tier 5 skill, but they were one-off creations. Ultimately, it was a good backup weapon, but not something one should constantly use. But the gnomes had kept wands, since they were so weak. They hadn't created the systematic learning that had emerged during the Eldarin Empire and afterwards with the College of Advancement.

They were quite interested in the training methods from the College. I knew there would be a surge of skills as they used that knowledge to gain more levels. A small gnomish revival was likely to happen in their society after I departed.

As for the cursed skill Gnomish Silence, I was going to break that skill. In the process of breaking that skill, I would learn something about curse skills and use that to break Experience Siphon.

I could still feel the curse skill layered over my soul. If I could figure out a method or create a skill to counter curse skills, that would be perfect. The key thing was avoiding as much risk as possible. It would be too easy to damage my soul.

Regarding the other skills and knowledge the gnomes had shared, it was interesting, but not immediately useful. I would focus on soul skills once I left, with the goal of learning a skill to trace the cursed skill left on me as a child back to Xanatos. That remained my best hope for leaving this section of the dungeon I had been siloed into.

Once I broke the Gnomish Silence skill, I wouldn't bring them up to anyone except perhaps in casual conversation with my father. I wondered if he knew of other races scattered about the world and then ask him about the beastkin.

I didn't know the Eldarin Empire had expanded to this continent, which was a surprise. It wasn't something recorded in history.

I hoped his war was succeeding, and others hadn't turned on him. Despite knowing he had legends helping, I worried a bit. After my mother died, I wished I'd spoken to my father more.

That was something I would fix once I returned to the Eldarin Continent.

            

    
        Chapter 180 – Departure From Gnomeland

    
    
    
    
                "Take care. Eat well. You still have growing to do." Lanner's mother hugged him and was crying. He was incredibly awkward.

Ozy was resting on my shoulders. He had enjoyed his napping and time off, the lazy monster. But he had experienced such situations during my time at the College. When it came time to fight, he would be ready.

"Congratulations. I just heard you were promoted to become Chief Spokesgnome," I told Baldeenk.

"Justin, I appreciate your thanks. I would offer to let you stay longer, but I know that adventuring in the dungeon is in your heart."

"And if I come across gnomes again?"

"Then you will be welcome, but it is unlikely. With the way the dungeon is, it won't happen."

"But it isn't impossible."

"No, it isn't. If you come across again, we will welcome you. But I ask that you don't seek us out in the future. The risks for us are too high."

"And when you make a settlement on the surface…"

"We will heavily conceal and hide it. Safety in obscurity is the only way we will survive with stronger beings out there. We are a peaceful people. Not suited to fighting and conflict."

Lanner was getting gifted with a set of high-tier wands.

"Perhaps Lanner will surprise you all."

"Perhaps. But I am realistic about his situation and the outside world. It is not kind to us gnomes. And once he leaves, he will be a human with a condition, not a gnome. There are no gnomes outside our settlement."

The statement was clearly false, but it was also a declaration that the gnomes wanted nothing to do with other races. It wasn't just pretty words; they truly lived by such a creed in every facet of their lives.

"I plan to take Lanner up to the 1st layer and train there. Hopefully, he can find his preferred method of combat. Those wands are good, but they are only single use."

"A critical weakness. Good when you need to hurt something and flee or take down a target in one hit. Not good for adventuring," Baldeenk said with a knowing nod.

"You know the weaknesses…"

"Of course we know. But it is how we fight with wands, stealth, and cunning. Can you imagine one of us holding a sword? The small pointy thing Lanner has is a joke. Gnomish Fencing is not something to take seriously."

"Don't worry, everyone! I will come back a legend one day," Lanner declared.

Baldeenk let out a sigh as some gnomes clapped, but most looked worried.

A group of us went to the cart station. This was going to be unpleasant.

"Take care, Justin. I am glad we could get along. Trust is difficult, and I hope you think kindly of us gnomes," Baldeenk said.

"I will. While I might not agree with everything, I won't try to ruin what you have created," I replied, and the tension within him seemed to lessen a bit.

He then leaned in close, whispering to me. "I will break the curse skill one year from now. So don't worry about it." I looked at him in shock. Justin, we are not idiots. We have System Priests of our own. We know such skills can be broken. But since I applied it, I can remove it once I become Chief Spokesgnome under my authority. Don't betray my trust."

I couldn't help but smile at the sheer audacity of Baldeenk. If the gnomes had one power above other races, it was their weaponisation of understanding. Perhaps it stemmed from living in such a harmonious society. They truly weren't looking to punish or oppress anyone.

"I swear that I won't mention anything about gnomes or this place once I leave."

"For that, we thank you. I hope you become a supreme legend one day and make the world a better place for all to live in. And give Lanner a hand; he definitely needs it."

I nodded but promised nothing more.

I got on board the cargo cart, lying down, with Ozy right behind me. Lanner got on the cart as well as two other gnomes. They would seal up the tunnel and mark why they abandoned this tunnel branch.

The carts moved as I closed my eyes. My senses went haywire as we sped through the layers of the dungeon, twisting and turning about. When we finally came to a stop, it was at the caravan I had encountered my first gnome two weeks before.

Ozy and I got off the cart, and I began getting out my heavy armor. Lanner got out as well and looked around in wonder.

"If you have armor, time to wear it."

"I have my combat robe," he said and shivered slightly in the cold climate of the chamber.

"Don't count on cloth and enchantments to protect you. We are going to head for the 1st layer so you can get practice, and I can assess you as we descend. For now, I want you to stay behind me and focus on protecting yourself. There are a lot of monsters, so it would be easy to get overwhelmed. Also, don't shoot a wand at Ozy or I will be very unhappy."

"Got it."

The other two gnomes were busy sealing up the tunnel as I finished putting on my heavy armor. It was time to move out. I let my Dungeon Sense trigger and knew which way to head to reach the passage up to the next layer.

I was hoping to peek out and experience the dark season. I wondered how cold it really was outside. Could spend a day or two focused on Cold Resistance.

I performed a quick check of my armor once I was all set. Just one minor strap needed to be adjusted, but everything else was secure and comfortable.

"Let's go," I told Laneer as we moved out towards another chamber.

"Pay attention for traps. If I spot one, I will let you know. They aren't too bad in terms of how many there are, but if you get caught, you will be dead," I said, and he nodded. "Monsters don't trigger them or avoid them naturally. That can change in combat. So don't count on them to trigger traps unless you are fighting in one tunnel."

I continued to share bits of dungeon wisdom with Lanner as we moved forward. The stuff Squire Jessica shared with me long ago.

"Now we need to be quiet. There are monsters ahead. Stay at the tunnel entrance. Stay alert. Ozy and I will fight," I said, and Lanner nodded.

I had freed my sword, and Ozy had lifted his head.

Rock Golems filled the chamber. They were resistant to physical damage and would use stone-type spell skills at a range. Thankfully, I had time to prepare for them. I made a runic circle for fire.

Water would have been better but drawing that much water out of the air posed greater risks. Better to use fire and have Ozy throw in some Alchemical mixture to make it burn hotter and longer along with focused air to force the fire onto the monsters.

Once I was ready, I quickly advanced and unleashed the runic circle and kept channeling my Mana through it. The cavern lit up as a fire tornado swept through. The golems didn't die instantly but melted slightly so that they had difficulty moving.

Then came the slow part where I killed them off one by one. It was a slog of a fight. I let one golem head towards Lanner while Ozy kept watch in range to intervene. I wanted to see how he handled the threat.

He had a wand in his hand and used it. There was a surge of Mana and then an explosion that engulfed the monster. The explosion blew it to pieces, instantly killing it. That was quite a powerful spell skill.

But his combat sense was lacking. He could have used a lesser wand to preserve his more powerful wand. I would let him know after the battle. At least he quickly swapped out wands and was constantly scanning the area. That level of alertness was good.

In the next chamber, I would let him take out monsters he felt capable of and double-check his wand count and how he was handling them. While he switched out one wand quickly, the real challenge would be when several monsters were rushing at him, and he had to switch through ten wands in a short period.

That was why I was slowly going to test him on the way up to the 1st layer to get a better idea of how he fought. Then once we got to the 1st layer, I would let him take the lead in fighting and in combat. That was the best way to throw him into the deep end of the dungeon without letting him drown.

There was a certain level of risk that I would try to manage, but the dungeon was never truly safe. Squire Jessica taught me that painful lesson during my first descent. I wondered if I should teach that lesson to Lanner.

It was a hard lesson to learn and might break him. If he broke, there was no city he could return to and mentally recover. No spa days or sweets. We were on our own. There was no going back to the gnome's hidden settlement.

I noticed two golems breaking off for Lanner and mentally commanded Ozy not to interfere. These monsters had been less damaged by my initial fire attack. I kept fighting and taking down golems while glancing over every few seconds and taking in Ozy's impressions of what was happening.

Lanner used two more wands and wiped out both golems. He quickly switched them out as well in less than a second. While he might not be capable of very much, he could quickly switch wands. That was the minimum requirement in my mind for having a viable fighting style with wands.

He needed to swap them out at a rate of one per second. That was the strength of such weapons — the ability to use them quickly to take down targets. While one could use spell skills rapidly, they required much more focus on Mana, skills, and combat.

With a wand, one just had to focus on combat and switching wands. The switching of wands was easier than spell skills. That wasn't even a question in my mind.

When I approached the last golem, I pulled out the wand I had been gifted. I pushed some Mana into it, and it unleashed all at once. The explosion destroyed the golem. The wand felt completely empty of Mana now. I pushed some Mana into it.

It would take around 200 points of Mana to recharge. Definitely not efficient, but an amazing backup weapon or something to use on a Champion.

Not something to use fighting regular monsters. At least for me.

I walked back towards him Lanner. "Good job."

"You were amazing," he said.

"Thanks. Now comes the fun part. Getting the monster cores. Let me show you how its done."

We got to work. He paid attention the entire time and copied what I did with the golems. He was slow and had trouble getting to some cores, but he didn't complain.

Perhaps teaching him how to be an adventurer wouldn't be that bad.

Only time would tell if he kept up the same determination months and even years from now.

END BOOK 3

            

    
        Chapter 181 – The Dark Season

    
    
    
    
                Having put on his warm clothes, the gnome Lanner came out to look at the surface with me. I used Fireballs to melt the snow and ice blocking the dungeon's entrance.

"Light Orb."

Everything, including the sky, was pitch black. It was bitterly cold. I could sense my body becoming numb.

I looked at Lanner.

"Fire Blade." A wave of heat washed over us.

"Cold. So cold," he muttered. "Also dark. Just snow and ice."

I gestured with my fiery blade as Lanner approached. "This is the White Waste past the End of the World. Not the most scenic of places on the surface. There should be mountains in that direction and the beastkin settlement."

Ozy had stayed at the bottom of the entrance passage. It was too cold for him.

I focused and my Light Orb went flying off into the distance and saw the same bleak scenery.

"Perhaps when it is no longer the dark season, we can come up, and the view will be better. It's a shame it's so dark. If there were no clouds, I bet we could see a lot of stars."

"Let's go back down," Lanner said.

"You go. I want to wait out here for a while. We are taking a rest day at the entrance passage, anyway. It took far too long to get here, and you will take the lead in combat tomorrow."

It had taken a long time to get out of the 11th layer.

Three months had passed since I had last checked my status and met the gnomes. The time had come to re-examine. I would do that after I went back down.

Lanner left, scurrying down the stairs, and I let my Flame Blade go out. Even with my Darkness Vision, everything was still incredibly dark. There was only a hint of light on the horizon, and I could vaguely make out the bottom of the clouds above me.

Standing there in the brutal cold, I endured.

It was a catchy line, and I was stealing it from the beastkin and the gnomes. I could see how it would be a popular phrase if they ever had to deal with a climate like this.

I could feel my Mana trying to fight off the cold as it penetrated my body through my armor and layer of clothing. After standing out here for five minutes by myself, there was a layer of ice covering my face.

With effort, I moved and slowly returned to the dungeon.

 "You okay?"

"I endured," I replied to his confused look.

I would let myself recover a bit and then go out again. It was a great way to level up Cold Resistance quickly. I would prefer to get some work on the skill while I could. Resistance skills were never easy to level. If I were by myself, I might have spent half a month here at the entrance, getting used to the cold and leveling up Cold Resistance into Cold Immunity.

However, I knew Lanner would become bored and frustrated by it. We would stay for a day, and I'd go up a couple of times to experience the surface's brutality. The entrance was chilly, though there was no breeze.

"A day of this is horrible."

"But you got Cold Resistance?"

"Yes. I did," he replied, a bit sullenly.

"It's a useful skill, with most of these chambers having a cold environment."

The cold would slow down his reaction times. Having Cold Resistance so he could quickly change wands was important. I didn't expect him to get other resistance skills, but Cold Resistance in this section of the dungeon was important.

"I would focus on preparing for the day after tomorrow. You are going to need to be ready to fight the monsters on your own. I will only intervene if you are about to die, and I might be too late."

"What…but you aren't going to help?"

"No. You need experience clearing the dungeon on your own. Normally I would have sent you on a solo descent, but it is better we don't get separated."

Before going back outside, I checked my status.

Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 520/520

Stamina: 630/630

Mana: 860/860

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 52 ()
Endurance: 63 (+1)
Strength: 42+20 ()
Agility: 50+20 (+1)
Perception: 40 (+1)
Mind: 168 (+3)
Magic: 66+20 (+2)
Focus: 61+20 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (13) (35+): Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100), Dancing Skills (100), Pulse Strike (97), Wrestling Skills (95), Drawing Skills (94+3), Dagger Skills (90), Pugilist Skills (84), Bow Skills (79), Whip Skills (57), Stillness (47+4), Driving (39)

Tier 2 (70) (15+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100), Soul Sense (100), Speed Reading (100+1), Mana Vision (93+2), Darkness Vision (81+1), Focused Monster Processing Skills (81+1), Critical Thinking (80+1), Focused Deflection (75+2), Shadow Vision (74+2), Focused Dodge (60), Time Sense (58+1), Demonic Lore (57+5), Monster Analysis (56+6), Spatial Sense (52+3), Trap Detection (50+2), Depth Sense (44+4), Focused Combat Tactics (44+4), Focused Shield Skills (43+1), Poison Sense (42), Sweet Teeth (42+2), Focused Throw (40), Focused Cooking Skills (39+3), Focused Rage (37+3), Dwarven Lore (36+1), Eldarin Lore (36+5), High Vostner Lore (36+8), Elven Lore (34+1), Focused Spear Skills (33), Low Vostner Lore (30+3), Focused Axe Skills (20), Soul Vision (6+3), Focused Armor (3+3), Focused Speech (1+1)

Tier 3 (120) (5+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100), Fear Resistance (85), Empowered Gestures (84+2), Eldarin Runes (80+1), Light Orb (80+2), Empowered Meditation (68+2), Silent Casting (67+2), Skill Control (67+2), Hidden Status (67+3), Lightning Resistance (61), Cold Resistance (61+7), Clean (60+2), Fireball (55+4), Flame Blade (53+4), Ward (53+4), Empowered Breathing (46+3), Empowered Writing (44+2), Sleep (42+1), Empowered Running (42+3), System Control (40+2), Lightning Beam (40+4), Physical Resistance (35+1), Status Analysis (35+1), Arcane Resistance (32), Cure (28), Dwarven Runes (26+1), Elven Runes (26+1), Calculus (24), Advanced Geometry (24), Empowered Sword Skills (24+4), Soul Strike (24+4), Demonic Runes (20), Empowered Stealth (20+2), Social Resistance (20+3), High Vostner Runes (20), Low Vostner Runes (18), Sonic Resistance (10), Alchemy (10), Empowered Toughness (6), Soul Shield (4+3)

Tier 4 (36): Experience Siphon(C), Gnomish Silence(C), Soul Link (74+2), Poison Immunity (35), Multi-Casting (27+2), Vibration Blade (21+2), Soul Immunity (19+4), Pain Immunity (13), Healing Immunity (6), Fire Immunity (5), Ritualism (4)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Equipment 4: Wand of Explosion (T3) (Rechargeable, single-use wand with T4 Explosion spell skill)

Winged Serpent
Level: 51/462

Experience: 18,782/23,479
Healing: 1,320/1,320

Stamina: 620/620

Mana: 1,560/1,560

Class: Tier 2, Winged Serpent (Yellow)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+25%), Alchemic Skill Power (+200%)

Vitality: 132 (+2)
Endurance: 62 (+2)
Strength: 79 (+2)
Agility: 111 (+2)
Perception: 65 (+2)
Mind: 123 (+2)
Magic: 156 (+6)
Focus: 72 (+2)
Free Points: 0

I had gained only 397 skill levels. If anyone heard me say that they would probably scream in rage and exasperation. No fight to the death with a demon. Just a visit to some nice but secretive beings I wasn't allowed to talk about. No saying the 'G' word.

I had merged my armor skills into Focused Armor. It was a much more general armor skill, but it had a solid base, with three different armor types feeding into it. While I could have taken my armor skills up to tier 2 and tier 3 to get a unique armor skill, it wasn't worth it.

This was the tradeoff people made over the years with their skills. Since I was wearing one armor type, it wasn't worthwhile to level armor skills individually. Switching all the time would hurt my fighting skills and wasn't worth it. Those fractions of a second in combat were absolutely critical. Messing around with my armor at this point in my career as an adventurer was far too risky.

My weapon skills made me shake my head in disappointment. Those had become neglected by me. Upon my return, I'd need to do concentrated weapons training.

I gained a lot of skill levels in lore. The gnomes had been happy to give old copies of history books they had at no cost. The gnomes were really nice and excellent hosts while I had been there. I had been slowly working through them. The Gnomish sweets were very limited, but I had improved Sweet Teeth.

Fighting was easier since I had more experience fighting and we climbed to the top layer in the dungeon, reducing the risk. That meant my skill-level gain had dropped even further these past three months.

I was still on the edge of Meldor's Threshold of 70%. It was my Mind stat divided by the weight of my skills by tier, which was 168 divided by 239. That came out to be 70.3%. One skill away from death.

My high Mind stat also trapped me, which was frustrating. Adding free stat points was tempting so I could get more skills to work on, but that would make increasing that stat on its own much more difficult.

Ozy's growth was slowing down as well as he required a tremendous amount of experience. Well, his leveling and stat growth. His skill levels continued to grow at a steady pace. Monsters could, through Mana, slowly improve skills but not insight skills. It sometimes took time for them to master a skill at the next level. While we might have similar stats, monsters operated under a different paradigm.

I really didn't want to think about all the skills I had to master. The Speech increase wasn't intentional; it happened during my chat with the gnomes.

I needed to focus on the soul skills that I had, but it was slow. Using them in battle was difficult. Therefore, I had to repeat training often, but it wasn't the best way to level them.

My spatial pouch had books relating to several skills I had to learn. I needed to learn the soul skills to hopefully track Xanatos through his curse skill, Experience Siphon, back to the Eldarin Continent portion of the dungeon.

 After that were my mother's legacy, counter-divination, resistance, weapon, rune, stealth, and my father's legacy. I had the book of Seraphim Etiquette I still had to dig into. Oh, and the ritual book from the Dark Cabal.

So many skills were frankly ridiculous, but I had brought it on myself. I hadn't helped things by picking up some junk skills. I regret Pulse Strike, Sweet Teeth, and Driving now. While they were fun skills, they weren't necessary for improving as an adventurer or keeping me alive.

Closing my status after I had looked through it, I made my way back up the stairs and out of the dungeon entrance. The cold wind cut through my armor, clothing, and into my soul. Even with a cloth covering my mouth, every breath seemed to freeze my lungs.

It wasn't a stretch to say that even my soul was moving in a more sluggish manner under this kind of cold. But it was excellent practice for Cold Resistance. I wouldn't stop training. That was something the College of Advancement had beaten into me over seven years of mental pressure.

Never stop training. Always keep training to get more skill levels to stay ahead of everyone else. That was the mindset I currently had. And the cold was refreshing in a primal way. I could feel my healing points decrease from my reserves as the cold damage became too much.

I forced my body to move and descended back into the dungeon. "

Fireball."

I hit the wall near me, and a wave of hot air blasted back at me, pushing away the cold for a moment, allowing me to recover more fully .

I made my way to the bottom of the staircase in the dungeon, and Lanner was giving me a look like I was crazy. "Why are you pushing yourself so much?"

"To be the best, you have to constantly work to push yourself. I don't want to be dying in the dungeon, wishing I had trained more, and the cold is refreshing in a way. Also, it isn't easy to level resistances. Take your pick."

"This is harder than I imagined," he finally said, and I frowned.

"And you have me using Clean and also cooking. This is practically a luxury you are getting right now. To become a legend is insanely difficult. Your starting point is very low. You will have to work even harder to catch up. It is easy to say something, like wanting to become the strongest spellblade, but it is a completely different matter of going the distance."

It would take him time to understand, but eventually he would get it. This was a hard life. People heard the stories and gave acclaim to legends. They were called legends for a reason; they were might made manifest in the world, but getting to that point and having such strength was insanely difficult.

Explaining all this to Lanner put my goal into perspective as well. For as hard as it was for him to become a legend, it was harder for me to become a supreme legend and to stand at a height that few others had reached. As a kid, gaining levels had been fun, quick, and fairly easy.

Now, all the skills and the distance I still had to go weighed down on me. I was just 20 years old. If I invested in Vitality, I could do this for 200 more years. I would not do that. I had a decade or two before I had to worry about getting my next class upgrade and more levels.

In 10 years at around 400 skill levels every three months, that would be 12,000 skill levels. It was tempting to plan things out, but I needed to focus on training, not on stats.

I had warmed up enough. It was time to go back up to the surface for another round of Cold Resistance training.

            

    
        Chapter 182 – Harren The Desperate

    
    
    
    
                My Danger Sense grew.

We were working our way through the chambers on the 1st layer.

Lanner fought with everything except his wands. I hoped he would improve his other abilities. I might also improve soul skills while observing him with Ozy.

"Lanner, behind me," I said and drew my sword.

Ozy effortlessly eliminated the final monster. As I faced the tunnel of danger, Lanner quickly hid behind me.

Out of the tunnel stumbled a sickly man I hadn't expected. It was Harren, and he was still wearing his armor and carrying his axe, but he looked tired and gaunt. Hunger was clearly affecting him heavily.

The reason he was on the 1st layer was something no adventurer wanted to talk about. If one couldn't exit, the best way to survive for food was on the first layer. The monsters had the least Mana, but it was still heavily damaging to one's soul and body to consume them.

"Harren," I said as he stared at me.

"Justin?" he rasped out as a question.

"Yes. I didn't expect to run into you, but I suppose anything could happen. The beastkin killed Stormy."

"You know? How?"

"I sneaked into the beastkin settlement for food. Found an enslaved human they were keeping for food and freed him. There is soul damage that made him short, but I am training him up. Lanner, this is Harren. A former teammate. Our team broke up once we became siloed in this section of the dungeon."

It was a lie easily seen through, but Harren was weak and tired. He was starving to death as his body tore itself apart.

I tightened my grip on my blade.

"You know what I want. I can't go on."

"And my spatial pouch is only so big. I could be stuck here for years, and I am not going back to that beastkin settlement if I can help it."

He nodded. Unfortunately, there could be no compromise.

In the end, a fight would happen regardless as the food decreased. I had all I would possess until exiting the dungeon. Even though it was cruel, I needed to prioritize myself. I had that lesson drilled into me by my trainers.

Taking on Lanner would cut by food supply by a third, since he ate less than me. Since I ate one fist of food per day, I would reduce the 5,000 fists of food, the unit of measurement the beastkin used, to 3,333 fists. That was a decade worth of food, leaving me more than enough time to find a solution to leaving this part of the dungeon.

Cutting that in half would reduce my time to five years instead of ten. That was too great a risk. While I had hoped that I would find a solution quickly, it would take a long time to level up soul skills and train up more. All in the hope of creating a soul skill based on them to track back a cursed skill.

In fact, ten years was too short for what I wanted to accomplish. As the food became scarcer, tensions would increase. Harren could easily attack me while we rested to take the food for himself. Lanner was too weak to hold his own in this kind of fight.

"Let my family know I died fighting," Harren said.

I gave him a nod of respect as we readied ourselves for a fight to the death.

He let out a roar and rushed towards me.

My wand was hidden behind the hilt of my sword. My left hand moved, ready to use my wand. I set the Tier 4 Explosion at him.

"Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam."

I immediately followed it up with a heavy barrage of spell skills. Harren's armor was pierced by the Explosion spell, and blood flowed. My Lightning Beams immobilized his body.

Ozy swooped in behind him and wrapped around his neck while using Empowered Bit to rip out his throat. There was no mercy given in a fight to the death. Harren was a skilled combatant, and if he had time to act, I would likely have been the one to die.

If he had been at full strength, he could have dodged in time and used his weapon and spell skills to counter mine. Unfortunately, he had low reserves, and his soul was damaged. He was but a shell of himself.

Ozy let go of his neck and flew up behind him as Harren staggered forward. He let out a gurgle of blood and then collapsed dead on the ground.

I didn't even need to fight in close combat.

From a distance, I used my sensory skills to check his corpse. He was definitely dead. I let out a heavy sigh.

I walked onward and came to his dead body. I started taking his gear and armor off his dead body. He had a spatial pouch as well. There were lots of cores in it and other basic traveling supplies, but no food.

After his corpse was stripped, I stepped back, and Ozy used Alchemy to create a flammable substance over the corpse. After that, I cast Fireball to ignite it.

"What was that?" Lanner asked. "Wasn't he your friend?"

"He was a friend. I liked him. Harren was good with his axe and a capable close-range fighter. He was brave, courageous, and loud, but he respected strength. May his soul find peace wherever it may go."

"But we have food?"

"You are naïve. We have no way to get more. He is not on our team. Betrayal would happen eventually. Settling things like this was for the best. If he regained his strength, then the fight would be much closer and far more dangerous."

Lanner said nothing else as Harren's corpse burnt to ash. I was just left with a feeling of melancholy. That was the last member of my original team. I had hoped that Harren had found a way back. I knew it was highly unlikely, but I had hoped. Now he was just ash in the dungeon, soon to disappear.

I would tell his family he died fighting beastkin if I ever met them and return the axe he carried. While we were no longer a team when he died, it would be rude not to let his family know what happened. I held his adventurer plate. I put it away in his spatial pouch, my spatial pouch now.

"Let's keep moving. You can clear more caverns today."

"You sure? Um, well." Lanner clearly didn't know what to say or understand what had happened.

"We are continuing. Dwelling on the dead is not productive. If I wanted to think of the dead, I would think of my mother. Now let's go before we grow roots."

Lanner took the lead as we made our way to the next chamber, though not the one Harren had come from. Magical slimes greeted us, which meant he would have to use Fireball, his only spell skill to hurt them. At least I had insisted he preserve Mana unless he absolutely needed to use a spell skill.

I spent the rest of the day thinking only of Harren and did not practice my soul skills. My heart wasn't into practicing more. When we stopped for the evening, I made Lanner cook. If he got the benefit of me using a Clean spell skill on him, he could cook. Thankfully, he didn't argue. My overwhelming display of force had probably terrified the gnome.

The stew was decent, but he should cut the vegetables more evenly.

"Good job."

"Thanks," Lanner said hesitantly.

"If you have a question, ask. Don't look all mopey and worried. It is annoying."

"Will we fight with everyone?"

"Anyone in this part of the dungeon. Most likely, yes. There are only beastkin and demons. Neither of which are friendly. Once we get back to the Eldarin Continent, then you can experience a change of pace. But until then, it is unlikely to meet anyone or anything that is friendly," I said while thinking of the gnomes.

"I won't let you down. I will work hard," Lanner declared with fake enthusiasm. He said the right words, but I knew his heart wasn't in the right place. In time that might change, but he was like me from a young age. Determined and hopeful, not realizing the full weight of being an adventurer.

I suppose someone might go their entire life fighting monsters in the dungeon, but eventually something would happen. An Abnormal, other adventurers, a surge of Mana, something would test the adventurer.

There was no such thing as killing monsters to become a legend. I had gotten past the point of basic fights. They no longer worried me. It was the new, the unexpected, and the challenging situations the dungeon threw at me that would threaten my life.

"All done?" I asked Lanner, and he nodded. "Clean."

It really was the most useful spell skill of all time. Learning that alone made things far more comfortable. Without that spell skill, going into the dungeon would be miserable. I had experienced that misery firsthand and never wanted to go back.

Sure, it might waste some Mana but being comfortable while resting would improve the regeneration of my reserves and put me in a better mindset for whatever combat. Or those were things I told myself to justify the Mana cost.

I slowly removed my armor and then checked it thoroughly. Even after using Clean, checking everything for damage and doing daily minor repairs was important. Letting one's equipment go would see an adventurer become like Blood Gore, a former supreme legend. Naked, save for a spatial pouch, running around the dungeon.

While I didn't mind running about naked, I didn't work to get armor skills to fight without an extra layer of protection. I didn't rely on my armor, but it mainly helped with area attacks. I had to evade or shield against any potent attacks with a spell.

I'd been consistently reminded that blocking with armor was a mistake. Armor was not a reliable defense. A catastrophic failure was too risky; the armor could fail, or a weak spot could be attacked.

I not only checked my armor, but also inspected my clothes, performing minor repairs. I don't have Sewing as a skill, though I could acquire it. Not that I had the spare Mind stats for such a useless skill.

I didn't need my stitches to be perfect. They needed to work and maintain things for as long as they could. My spatial pouch's spare clothing needed to last a decade. In that scenario, I'd care more about food than my wardrobe if my clothes fell apart.

            

    
        Chapter 183 – Dungeon Oddities

    
    
    
    
                We had slowly descended to the 6th layer over the last month. Lanner had been doing a good job handling the various chambers and monsters on his own. I had been practicing my soul skills constantly.

Soul Shield, Soul Vision, and Soul Strike were the soul skills I had that I needed to work on and improve. Even though it was slow, I was getting more experienced and better at each of these skills.

Soul skills used Mana differently, which was layered within my soul. They were more deeply rooted in a person than other skills.

I read ahead in the soul book during my breaks, checking out upcoming skills. If I could, I'd skip ahead for a stronger skill to trace a cursed skill, though it was ill-advised while I honed my skills.

The entire time I could still feel Gnomish Silence. That was going to be my first test. I knew Xanatos had counter-divination skills in place, like the gnomes. The Dark Cabal had knowledge of a tremendous number of esoteric and forgotten skills. Since he had survived so long without being hunted down, he had to have counter-divination skills.

Gnomish Silence would be the curse skill I would test myself against first. After I could track that skill back, then I would work on backtracking Experience Siphon. I had thought of the Ring of Remote Viewing my mother had given me so long ago, but I didn't dare put it on.

If the demon who killed her had gotten access to her spatial pouch, I could be in danger. The demon might even track me down to kill me. While I wouldn't give up the ring, I wasn't about to use it either.

Keeping the ring secure in my spatial pouch was the best choice. Once I was a supreme legend, I'd use the ring to find the demon who murdered my mother, and I would get my revenge. Yet, that day wouldn't be today, or soon.

"Trap," I said, and Lanner paused and looked.

I had already spotted the trap, but he hadn't singled me out. Trap Detection was one of those support skills that didn't seem important until a dungeon trap killed you.

It took several minutes of Lanner carefully checking before finally finding it and then activating it at a distance. Sharp metal spikes came out of the floor, ceiling, and walls, making a section of the tunnel between chambers certain death.

I kept an eye out for secondary triggers, but there were none. Lanner got to work disabling the trap by bending the spikes to create a clear passage through the spiked barricade.

"That was a nasty one," h

"Yes, it was. Most traps are instant death. You still have a way to go. You need to pay more attention to your Danger Sense. It would have changed slightly once you were that close."

"I didn't notice."

"Pay closer attention. You can let your mind drift when we stop for the night to rest. But in the tunnels when you think there are no threats, that is when you need to be extra careful. If I weren't here, you would be dead."

He nodded and kept working on disabling the trap.

I wasn't trying to be too harsh, since he was still learning, but the dungeon wasn't forgiving of mistakes. One screwup and he would die like the countless adventurers before him. After passing the spike trap, we came to the next chamber.

The Mana was slightly higher, and my Danger Sense had increased slightly. Checking the Bush Monsters in the next chamber, I noted they were slightly stronger than they should be. They were of similar levels to monsters from the 7th layer.

But I knew we were on the 6th layer. That wasn't a question in my mind. With Depth Sense, I could feel the tug of the next passage down and the one upward. They had shifted to be in front of us, which was surprising.

We were going to spend longer on the 6th layer, so I hadn't aimed for the next passage down. But they had shifted to be in front of us in the same direction. Both the shift to in front of us and in the same direction were weird. Normally, the dungeon didn't shift like that.

The higher Mana density also made me more concerned.

"Be on guard. The monsters are stronger in the next chamber."

He nodded and readied himself along with two wands.

Gnomish Fencing did little to monsters. Lanner was too small and didn't have enough physical stats and skills to easily inflict blows that would kill. Also, as a gnome, his reach was incredibly poor.

Lanner easily won by cycling through his wands, wiping out all the monsters. He was getting better at hitting two at once when they were close together. Most likely Wand Combat or some other skill that allowed him to pull off such moves. We harvested the cores after wiping out the monster bushes. Ozy was content to stay on my shoulder pauldron and watch.

While we were handling the monster cores, Lanner was focusing on recharging his wands. I had guessed it might be possible to use the monster cores, which were solidified Mana and charge his wands with them.

I had also warned him heavily that he shouldn't take any Mana from the monster cores into his body no matter what. Even if he was on the verge of death, doing something like that was worse than death.

The graphic details I had supplied him with about what could happen to people who took in external Mana made him clearly understand never to do such a thing. I also compared it to willingly inflicting general curse damage to your entire soul, affecting all your stats and skills.

With the warnings, he was working on trying to move the Mana from the monster cores into the wands. He had little success, but his Mana Manipulation was slowly improving. I had put him through specific training exercises. I didn't have all the equipment, but there were a lot of minor exercises I could set up easily with some thread and a loop of metal.

It might take him a few years, but if he could recharge his wands through the monster cores, then he would have a shot at going the distance. It would be a brutal method of combat. Since monster cores were quite small, one could go through them quickly to constantly unleash spell skills from a wand.

The skill needed was probably going to be tier 4. But if he focused on getting that skill over a couple of years and worked on related skills, he should get a skill that allowed him to move Mana from a monster core to a wand.

That would be his core skill until he reached the rank of legend, and then his path would end. There was no future in using wands as equipment. Getting higher-tier equipment would be too difficult, and then he would need to create unique runic structures for the wands.

At best, he could start a slow crafting movement once he returned to the gnomes, where they trained up to get that tier 4 skill and develop their wand combat at the same time. That would be the work of centuries. He had to get that skill first and become a legend before he would have a chance at realizing such a thing.

"Need to recharge."

I nodded as we made our way to the tunnel, leading towards the passage to the next layer. We would keep going down to the 11th layer slowly. Because he needed to recharge, he could not keep moving. Since this was the 6th layer, I wasn't concerned about handling threats while protecting him.

I figured it would be possible until we reached the 11th layer. Once we got that deep, we would need to take things one chamber at a time. But the high-level monsters would help Lanner level much more quickly, both his main level and his skills.

It wasn't precisely power leveling, but it was close. I wasn't guaranteeing his safety, but I was still responsible for him as the leader of this team. This differed from the last team, where none of us were in charge. Some people's opinions carried more weight, but no one was officially in charge since there wasn't a clear strength difference.

For Lanner and me, I was in charge, since there was a clear strength difference. I would never be part of a team that I wasn't in charge of unless there were special circumstances, like hunting down Xanatos or something similar.

"The Mana has gone up a bit more," I mumbled as I noted the walls of the dungeon were rougher and more cracked. It could be just a terrain change, but it was concerning.

 I thought about going back, but I wanted to keep going down. I'd look in the next room, dispatch the creatures, and then choose. The dungeon changed constantly, so it made little difference in my mind.

"Watch your footing," I said since the floor had become uneven.

I was in front, sword in hand, with Lanner following. Had his wands been charged, he would have led the way to gain experience in finding traps.

We reached the next chamber. I frowned slightly. The monsters had more Mana, like the monsters of the 8th layer. They were just some kind of Humanoid Lizards. I took a few minutes to make a runic circle and vaporize a bunch of them right away.

After that I moved around, using my sword and Soul Strike, to kill them one by one. It was an easy battle.

My soul felt sore afterwards, sluggish in a way that was hard to describe. Like everything was slightly slower. Perhaps the skill affected my stats and skills. It wasn't this bad in the past, but these monsters had more Mana.

That was the problem. The monsters were becoming more powerful, and we weren't going down. The dungeon had rules, but I was concerned I was running into another exception.

Twice I had picked the tunnel towards the passage down, and the monsters had increased in strength. It's time to return immediately. I changed our course after collecting the Mana cores.

I didn't want to continue with Lanner, as he wasn't ready for tougher monsters. What if there was some super Abnormal waiting at the end of this route?

Better to avoid the entire thing.

            

    
        Chapter 184 – The Dungeon's Redirection

    
    
    
    
                We spent the night in silence, contemplating our situation. It just kept getting worse. Even though we went back, our position was a low Mana point after returning to the room with standard 6th layer monsters.

However, after we went back through the tunnel, everything had changed. The setup was altered, featuring a monster chamber five levels up, with greater Mana, and belonging to the 7th layer.

The dungeon had replaced our original route. After returning to the monster-filled chamber, we checked and cleared three more. The 7th layer monsters, which was deeply troubling.

"So, what are we doing?"

"I don't know," I replied while thinking about what was going on. "My Depth Sense is pointing in the same direction for the exit and entrance. Every way we go, the direction spins that way. This chamber here in the middle is the one point it is unclear."

"We can't stay here forever."

"I know that. But I am going to take time to think this through." Rushing when the dungeon was doing something weird was a bad idea. "Are we moving across layers, or is the dungeon pulling chambers from the incorrect layer?"

I wasn't expecting a reply, but I asked anyway, hoping he'd say something helpful.

"It can happen."

"What?"

"Well, I know little, but some tunnels have been closed off, and it is also how we move through layers. I talked to the cart gnomes. The beastkin did damage to the dungeon. Which caused problems long ago."

"Fighting off the forces of the Eldarin Empire, they broke dungeon entrances. But we shouldn't be close. I know the dungeon can link across the continent, but we should be attached to its entrance in the White Wastes. We didn't encounter any other teams."

"We encountered your former team member."

"Harren…he never exited. He had no exit path once we came to this continent. We could have been thrown off when descending further. It could be the cause, but you are saying we are in the part of the dungeon that the beastkin damaged?"

"Most likely. I know little about it, though. Was never good at history."

"They broke it open, and there were demons and monsters emerging. Also, a higher concentration of Mana. If we are in that part of the dungeon, why does every direction take us there?"

"Um, I don't know."

I wasn't asking him but speaking out loud so he could listen to my thought process. His life was on the line as well. I also didn't want to explain my reasoning after the fact.

"Increased Mana means lower layers of the dungeon. Let's say that something pulled up a portion of the layers, or a gap formed from the surface. No, a straight entrance downwards, punching through the spatial layers of the dungeon. And what if the dungeon doesn't determine chamber placement by layer, but Mana density? Because Mana density is higher, stronger monsters would usually appear in a lower layer."

"But that is just guesswork. The actual issue is that every direction leads to the single passage that goes up and down. No wonder the beastkin are struggling. That passage will crawl with monsters and demons."

When every direction led to a single location, I didn't have a good answer. Neither did Lanner.

The dungeon had shifted us slightly. Not as far as before, but enough that we had entered a part of the beastkin's section of the dungeon that was incredibly dangerous. Basically, a death trap unless we found a way out.

I talked little with Whiteclaw about the dungeon and the beastkin. It didn't seem too important. Neither had I done so with the gnomes. There were conversations about the dungeon, but not nearly enough about what the beastkin had done and how to avoid or get out of this situation.

"Once we go one chamber deep, and fight 7th layer monsters, we will not take the path that leads to the passage. Take another route, hoping to break out of this section of the dungeon."

"Will that even work?" Lanner asked, and I let out a sigh.

"It is highly unlikely. I think we are stuck in this section of the dungeon, but I want to try everything before we must go to the passage between layers. Once the monsters are past level 50, I won't be able to guarantee your safety while we fight. If the monsters go past level 75 and in large numbers, I will struggle."

Skills and the type of monster mattered as well, but I knew my abilities well enough to gauge what level of monster I could handle at best. I would get worn down more quickly fighting more powerful monsters.

"That doesn't give us a lot of leeway. If the chambers keep going up, then we can only go five chambers deep, and then we will face monsters of the 11th layer."

At least he was thinking like an adventurer now. Thinking about the risk and the threats we would face.

"Yes. That is why we won't do that. We will go to one chamber and then take a tunnel that doesn't lead to the next passage."

Unfortunately, there were no skills for altering the dungeon, at least I didn't know any. With the number of skills I had, there were no luck skills or dungeon manipulation skills, since they didn't exist.

After resting for the night, we continued going through the dungeon chamber by chamber. Heading towards the passage for both the way up and down, the Mana density in the air increased. Going away reduced the ambient Mana and the threat of monsters.

This continued day after day, with monsters never going below those found on the 7th layer. There was only a single option that we could move towards, and around us, there was an invisible wall. When we crossed from the chambers with 7th layer monsters, we would arrive at another chamber with similar monsters, but the passage would flip directions.

It was the same situation as before, but there was no single 6th layer chamber, which was the layer we were supposed to be on. The only other option was attempting a ritual. I didn't want to do that. The risk was far too high in my mind.

I had heard enough warnings about rituals that I knew I had gotten lucky in the past. It was the reason the Harren had walked away. I knew my mother used a ritual to conceive me, but I hadn't realized how negatively people viewed rituals until recently.

Messing about with the dungeon seemed like a bad idea if we didn't need to do that. I didn't want to end up in a worse location. 

The chambers were also slightly messed up. The floors were more uneven, and they appeared more unpolished. Like water spilling across the entire floor instead of a pool or a stream. Or a snow chamber where the wind came in fits and bursts.

"I don't like it," Lanner said after he listened to my proposal to go deeper into the bad part of the dungeon.

"We can get back, but we need to control the depth of our descent through passages, not whatever is happening in this part of the dungeon. Anyway, we also need to fight stronger monsters. We've fought enough monsters on the 7th and 8th layer."

"And if we can't go back?"

"We can. With Depths Sense you should be able to sense the location of the passage. Since they are in the same place, it is even easier. We can head towards it, away from it, or sideways. We have three options. Heading away from it flips us towards it. Heading sideways keeps it oriented in the same general direction."

That was the weird part of traveling perpendicular to the passage between layers. There was no curve. No one could map out the dungeon. It changed constantly and had weird geometry on a larger scale. While I wasn't the best at math, I understood such concepts from my time at the College.

"The only option is to head towards it. Can't we wait this far away until we find another solution?"

"When, how?" I asked and shook my head. "There are no Champions either. That is a major problem for getting Mana cores and improving. We will have to go slower, but going deeper will level us up more quickly. That was always the plan. A slow descent to get you acclimated all the way to the 11th layer."

"I…I can do it."

I shook my head. "You can't. I will handle most of the battles. Your job is to protect yourself in the fights. Your wands should be more than enough for that. Don't get greedy. If the monsters swarm you, countering them will be difficult for me. Also, what do you need to remember?"

"Always keep moving. A slow Lanner is a dead Lanner," he said, and I nodded.

"Good. With your smaller size, it's harder, but that makes it even more important. You can't block attacks, so you must dodge," I said with a touch of pride that my lessons were being hammered home into his brain.

"Will it really help me improve? Fighting more difficult monsters?"

"You need more stats, more levels. It isn't the absolute best way to go about things, I will be honest, but it is the best solution with our situation and for you. The higher stats will let you get higher skills, creating synergy. Hard work can counter a major downside, which is long-term growth. Also, you need a bare level of fighting ability, so I am not constantly worried about you."

Lanner slowly nodded because of my explanation.

While the gnome might want to do everything perfectly, he was no son of the Supreme Warlady. If he wanted to change his fate, then he needed to work harder, smarter, and most importantly, he needed to survive.

The situation was far direr than I was telling him. The fact that we were in the passage created a risk for anyone coming through. Though improbable, it was still feasible. Demons and monsters would only cross our path.

I could handle monsters, but after my last fight with a demon, I knew I was lacking against someone at the caliber of a legend. If the demon I had fought had just been smarter and less aggressive, I would have died. That wasn't even a question in my mind. That was how close I came to death. Not from anything lacking on my part, but a mistake of my enemy.

Even worse, the demon wasn't dead. It would return, looking for revenge most likely. If I were stronger and lost like that, I knew I would come back for revenge. The demon would know what I could do as well.

Going deeper into this messed-up part of the dungeon to get a better idea of what was going on was something we had to do to evaluate the level of risk.

            

    
        Chapter 185 – A Very Deep Passage

    
    
    
    
                We passed through the chambers that represented the 9th layer. It was really messing up my dungeon terminology with the dungeon being laid out like this. The chambers were broken apart. The floors were rubble with almost all the environmental effects being cold effects.

As we made our way through the tunnel to the next chamber, which represented the Mana density of the 6th layer, the Mana spiked upwards rapidly. I slowed down while gesturing to Lanner to remain behind with Ozy.

Since Ozy could pick up on my thoughts from a distance, I was leaving him with Lanner while I snuck the rest of the way down the tunnel. The next chamber was even colder, and there was snow drifting into the passage.

I had to watch my footing carefully so I didn't make noise. Adjusting the angle of my foot landing was key. Reaching the end of the tunnel and the next chamber, I could see clearly across.

Along most dungeon floors that were flat, the floor of this chamber sloped downwards towards the passage, which was massive. Looking up there was another hole and passage leading upwards.

The monsters were a large mix of types with levels ranging from 50 to 90 from what I could tell. That meant the 10th layer up to 18th layer. My Danger Sense was going crazy at the three hundred monsters just standing around.

I retreated backwards, and we went back to the chamber we had come from.

"How bad is it?"

"Several hundred up to level 90. The passage openings are huge, and I saw what could be sunlight from the passage leading upwards. I couldn't get close enough to estimate how deep the passage goes, but it could go easily to the 18th layer," I said.

"That…we can't risk that," Lanner said.

"Not right now. I would have to prepare a tremendous number of runic traps. But such battles are how one improves quickly." Lanner looked at me as if I were crazy. "I am not afraid of a fight I can prepare for. The main risk is the unknown and a fight I am not ready for."

"Did you see a Champion?"

"No."

"There could be one hiding," he countered, and I nodded.

"Very possibly. The chance of a Champion is very high or some Abnormals. But fire should be highly effective, since most of the monsters appear to be cold resistant. Lots of fire. Also, the Mana will help as well. We just need to clear our back here and loop around the passage."

"But you said looping doesn't work."

"When we were further away and hadn't reached the passage. Now that we have the link between our position in the dungeon and the position of the passage, it allows us to move around the passage chamber or at least try to."

Depth Sense didn't link two locations; it merely guided a person within the dungeon. We had located the passage. Now was the time to kill the monsters and circle around. I wanted to circle to reduce the risk of extra waves of monsters showing up.

While it was unlikely to happen, it would let me check the passage chamber from other angles as well. The passage chamber was far larger than it should have been. I saw several other tunnels on the other side.

Based on the spread of tunnels, I estimated that there were 15 to 20 chambers circling the perimeter of the passage chamber. We began moving from chamber to chamber and I confirmed they led back to the passage chamber.

Unfortunately, after we had made a full loop, the monsters and chambers had been replaced. I didn't have any wide-area sensory skills to lock down much of the dungeon, which was frustrating.

That meant we couldn't clear all the chambers around the passage chamber without the dungeon replacing them. After a good night's rest, I prepared the next morning. Several stone plates with runes carved into them and using Mana cores as traps.

I had little use for my many Mana cores. For the upcoming battle, I was preparing far more than necessary. I carved a runic structure on the Mana core, which would activate after drawing a single line.

The Mana in the Mana core would activate the full runic structure if anyone drew it ahead of time. It was like writing on a pool of ink. It took time and precision, both of which I had plenty of.

I made several stone plates as well. I also planned a special surprise in case there was an enormous threat moving through the passage.

All these preparations took days. We would move back to a chamber so Lanner could use up his wands and get more combat experience. Then while he worked on recharging them, I did all my crafting. Our speed was much slower since I wasn't clearing chamber after chamber, but it also meant that I had time for a lot of preparation work.

While I was probably going overboard, I would rather be over-prepared than under-prepared for whatever might happen. It would be too late to cry about a grave threat in the middle of the battle.

As I prepared, I considered whether it was worth the risk. I didn't have any other good options at my disposal. It kept constantly going through my head, but the dungeon was an unrelenting and uncompromising opponent. It was like fighting against a force of nature.

There was nothing I could do to beat it. I could only adapt. But I really needed to brush up on some way of navigating the dungeon after this. There had to be a skill out there. As for creating one, that depended on a person knowing how to act, focus, and use Mana.

I needed some ideas on how to use Mana to create a completely brand-new skill if I had a lower tier maximized and got enough inspiration. That's why I couldn't just create a Depths Compass type of skill or Depths Alteration. I didn't know how to use my Mana and shape it to achieve those effects.

That's why it was easier to create skills based on skill sets a person was familiar with. And it was easier to create clear effect skills compared to something esoteric. With Fireball, it took little thought to figure out how to use one's Mana. The process involved compressing Mana, focusing on the thought of fire, and then moving the Mana rapidly while projecting it away from one's body. But predicting the future or some faraway event, I had no clue where to even begin.

That was why the College had a lot of combat spell skills they taught since they were easy to teach and see results from. The more esoteric skills one would need, the more a class that synergized with such skills to help them gain them as well as advance them.

As for runes, the problem was similar. People knew simple effects like fire, explosions, and other elemental manipulations well. There were standard runic sequences and connections between runic languages. But there was a reason Runic Mastery was a tier 4 skill.

Combining runes to achieve effects that weren't standard was insanely difficult and dangerous. The Mana could act unexpectedly. Creating fire and wind was something I knew how to do well. But creating runes to create other effects became increasingly more difficult once I got away from elemental manipulation.

It was complicated to make runic circles to make plants grow faster. A runic structure could find someone, assuming I had their blood or other body parts with Mana. Something to get us out of this part of the dungeon? Not possible.

The question was where we would go after clearing the passage. If it led up to the surface, there would be nothing but monsters, demons, cold, and the ruined continent of the beastkin. There was nothing up there.

What I was thinking was that we needed to go deeper by one layer. Hopefully, that will allow us to escape the effect we were trapped in and provide us with more information.

I was unaware of how deep the immense passage went. The monsters prevented me from getting close while clearing the chambers leading to the passage.

There was no point in going up, but we needed to go down, probably two layers, so we could fight monsters from the 11th layer on the 8th layer if the pattern held. But then there was the risk of encountering monsters over level 100 if we went down.

But we could easily get trapped on a lower layer. The real danger was going too deep and being unable to return. The ascent was tougher because fighting began when leaving the passage or if climbing was slow. That wasn't a risk I could take lightly.

Our position was completely compromised. The problem stemmed from the absence of a safe retreat. Waiting was an option, though I didn't want to, because this area wasn't the best for skill growth.

I needed the larger fights that occurred on the 11th layer. Those were the fights that would maintain my skill growth at the level I desired. While I didn't mind helping Lanner acclimate to his chosen life as an adventurer, it would not be my full-time job. My focus was on improving my own strength. Maybe in time I could look at taking on squires like my mother had, but for now I was far too weak.

I didn't even have a Tier 5 skill. While that wasn't surprising or something I needed right now, it was a sign that I was far from even matching up against a legend.

First would be to see how deep the passage went and if anything showed up. I had a feeling that there would be a demon or some kind of powerful Champion. I had no proof, or anything else to go by, just gut instinct.

The upcoming fight would be very difficult. It wasn't enough to have traps and plans; I needed fallback locations. If a demon legend was going to come at me, I needed to be sure I could at least force it to give up on pursuing me. Even when I thought about ending my preparations, I kept doing more.

I had altered all the Mana cores in my possession, and I had made way too many stone plates. But it was absolutely necessary to ensure my survival.

Maybe it was my desire for more levels that pushed me to take this risk. Taking chances wasn't a negative thing. I just had to manage it and not let myself get killed.

            

    
        Chapter 186 – Interlude 25

    
    
    
    
                Lazarus The Demon

My prey had escaped into the White Wastes. While my injuries had been severe, I had a trace of their Mana. It was one skill I had gained from the beastkin. I had never considered it important before. I would either kill my target if they were weaker, or run away.

This was the first time that a weaker creature had defeated me. I didn't like it.

Now I was tracking them down. I looked up at the overcast sky. At least the sun hadn't broken through. That would have been unpleasant. I paused at a large section of ice and snow.

The Mana concentration was slightly higher here, and the trail disappeared. I brought my hand up and struck the ice below me. It shattered. I struck two more times, revealing an entrance into the depths.

A normal entrance. I didn't want to enter. The depths would try to sink its metaphorical claws back into me, with its sweet promise of Mana. A demon like me was above such things.

I had been carefully managing the amount of prey I took from the Fox Clan settlement. But with the other demons wiping the place out, our territory and prey shrank. They knew this but couldn't resist the hunt. Taking out creatures that didn't have the Mana of the depths.

Killing them and consuming them was best avoided. That was why I was hesitating. Tracking my prey through the depths would be much more difficult and I would struggle against the call of Mana from its depths.

I circled the entrance, debating. Once we wiped out all the beastkin, nothing would be left. We would go back into the depths or into the cursed water. There were powerful and dangerous things there that even older demons were careful of.

While I didn't need to breathe, I felt my heart rate speed up. I entered the dungeon. Slowly shifting my head, I focused on my prey, releasing tiny bursts of Mana. The depths pushed back with its Mana. I ignored the outside Mana while I turned around slowly at the base of the passage.

The trail had fragmented, but it was there. It hadn't decayed, and I had the taste of the Mana of my prey. I moved through the chambers; with the monsters ignoring me, and I ignored them.

The depths had reclaimed some chambers, but that didn't matter. I kept making my way to my prey. They would feel more uncomfortable the closer I came. A warning of impending doom reached me as I got closer.

When the depths twisted, I paused, hesitating. Each demon claimed an open passage as its own territory, and a demon had claimed the passage ahead. I could feel it in the Mana that permeated the air.

But it was stale. My fellow demons were waging their last fights with the beastkin. Trying to claim the last of them still left alive. But the prey was unique. The Mana in the air was old. I kept advancing. I was hunting, which would hopefully be an excuse the others of my kind would buy.

The depths shook. Mana was being rapidly pulled towards the passage. What was happening?

Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

I stared at the demon across from me as we took another break from trying to kill each other. I had tried to leave, but it had been waiting at the passage to the layer above. It was clearly intent on killing me, like I was intent on killing it. Both of our reserves were low. I needed to make sure I wasn't wiped out, even though I didn't want to give the monster a break.

There was a slight tremor in the ground and a small surge of Mana that washed over the battlefield. In a single moment, the thought of my son came to mind. I smiled. He was probably off killing monsters as well and teaching this cursed dungeon a lesson.

I could sense the fear in the demon's soul. I was not afraid of death. Death and I were old companions, lovers one could say. I turned my blade, Sarah slightly to the side, looking at the inhuman monster looming over me with its horns, red skin, and fiery gaze.

" Even the dungeon fears me, demon. Slice."

It dodged and said nothing. I wasn't a fan of social skills, but they were growing on me. I had earned the Tier 1 skill, Taunt. Leveling it up off a thinking monster gave me great joy. Now it was Empowered Taunt, a tier 3 skill.

The demon dodged. It was employing a kiting strategy, trying to wear me down.

"I see you fear my blade, Sarah." Slice. Slice.

I could swing my sword for all eternity and never get tired. Well, I suppose I would run out of food eventually.

But that day was not today.

The demon swung its clawed hand. "Hellfire Slice!"

Our attacks collided and exploded in a wave of cursed fire, but I was already moving. The demon kept pace with me as we continued our dance. It moved in closer and unleashed a flurry of attacks. I blocked and dodged them. The attacks slightly singed my plain robe. I needed to improve.

I should never allow a monster to touch me. The demon fell back as I landed a single cut on its body, drawing a few drops of blood.

"I am going to take your skull and make it a drinking cup!" I shouted as I unleashed more skills.

The demon didn't respond, but I could tell that taunt landed by the slight tightening of muscles around its eyes. The mannerisms, which it had picked up from humans, betrayed it. If I couldn't kill the demon physically, I was going to make it kill itself emotionally.

It was trying to draw me to some other monsters on this layer. I broke off and moved through the passage up to the next layer. The demon had to follow me and maintain pressure, or I would escape.

The demon understood that if I escaped this layer, I would only come back more prepared, while it languished down here. If I escaped, it would have to run and hide. For I would be back.

Or perhaps it just wanted to eat me. One could never tell what these depraved monsters thought in full.

"Hellfire Dance."

Pillars of cursed flame formed around the demon as it rushed forward. It thought it was clever linking Mana to its physical presence and Mana in the air. Like a child with a new skill, thinking they were so smart. Foolishness.

"Mana Lock." I used a highly niche tier 5 skill that I had just to counter this kind of nonsense. Skills that weren't aura skills but area of effect. The link went both ways. A tool for every situation, and my spells and sword were the hammers necessary.

I targeted one of the flaming pillars. The demon wouldn't have the skill to resist something targeting a skill effect like this. Even if it did, I needed only a single moment. The demon froze in place.

Darting between the cursed flaming pillars, I stabbed forward at its skull. "Pierce!"

My blade sank into its skull, right between its eyes. Time to use a skill I had picked from an elven legend that liked the cold.

"Everwinter Blade!" I pushed Mana into the skill as cold damage exploded into the demon's skull.

Leaping backwards, I pulled Sarah free as Hellfire flames burst out of the demon's body. I really disliked those curse skills, but they were also predictable. The demon staggered backwards as I kicked off the air and darted to the side.

"Slice! Slice!"

The demon staggered under my barrage of blows, blood and chunks of flesh flying off it. A lesser adventurer would think that they were winning and try to move in for the kill. That was idiotic.

The demon and I were old friends. It had no physical body. Its body contained its core deep inside. I suspected it could move it about, but the only way to win was to chop the demon up into tiny pieces literally and then reach its core.

"Hellfire Spear!"

It retreated while blocking my attacks. It was faster than me, unfortunately. Even with the constant fighting, my stats still lagged. The demon merely circled while it recovered.

I estimated that the last attack tilted things slightly in my favor. Instead of a 2% chance of eventually winning, I now had a 3% chance. The simple fact was that the demon was far beyond me. Even brutal attacks on what should have been a critical body part only slowed it down.

"How did you like the taste of my blade? Ready for a second course?!"

I noticed food-based insults hit home harder. That was why I saved this one for a minor victory.

But the demon was learning. It now knew I had Mana Lock. Eventually it would learn all my skills and improve its skills as well. While monsters shouldn't be able to learn skills, it appeared this demon was the exception.

An abnormal demon, the ultimate enemy to fight and slay from the dungeon. The demon didn't respond as I continued to harass it, trying to make it spend even more Mana.

Unfortunately, its regeneration rate was far higher than mine. Even though I was winning the fight, I was losing the war. I just had to keep coming ahead in our clashes, and eventually my skills would keep improving until I could out damage its regeneration of its reserves.

But the demon was improving and learning as well. Even as we continued to exchange blows across the 26th layer, I was doing math. While I didn't like math skills, since combat was about emotion, I needed to leverage everything. Even skills I normally didn't use.

That meant nothing was off the table to defeat this impossible opponent.

"You look upset. Do you need some encouragement?"

That one landed, dealing some more emotional damage.

I let out a piercing scream using Empowered Shout.

The demon staggered. I had been training that skill while mocking the demon. Now I used the sonic-based attack to disorient it. Instead of going for the head, I went for the groin. While its full demon form didn't have human anatomy, it thought like a human.

"Slice!"

I unleashed a series of attacks as I rushed through its feet. The demon had braced itself for an attack on the head. But it wasn't ready for such a daring maneuver. I darted around its spiked tail while unleashing more ranged attacks with my favorite skill.

The demon roared in pain as I unleashed another flurry of attacks. Good, I wanted it to suffer before I finally killed it. My chances went up from 3% to 5%.

"Perhaps you should retire. You clearly aren't any good at fighting," I said, dealing more emotional damage. There was a certain joy in leveling up skills.

Slice had gone up to level 102. I could feel it. Something that should be impossible, but I was going to make it possible. I would not reduce my attempts to kill the demon in the slightest, but I was glad it was proving to be such a formidable opponent.

This was the kind of challenge that pushed one to new heights. Battling and struggling to survive for years. While I wasn't gaining main level experience, I was gaining skill experience. And when the demon finally died, the leveling experience would be immense. Of that, I had no doubt.

But that wasn't what was really important. Killing the monster was the most important thing. That was why I had confidence in winning, despite the numerical odds being completely against me.

I refused to lose. The demon tried not to lose.

            

    
        Chapter 187 – Battle Of The Large Passage

    
    
    
    
                I looked around and saw that I had wiped out all the initial monsters, but my Danger Sense hadn't gone down yet. That was just the first wave, and there could be a demon or a Champion coming from the lower layer.

After deploying the second round of stone plates, I pushed Mana into them. I figured out the timings beforehand to slightly delay their activation, making them all activate simultaneously. I withdrew to the tunnel's opening. Monsters poured from above and below the passage. Also, from the side chambers that had reset as well. It was a veritable horde.

From my experience with the war mech and my first team, I knew how such things worked. If they used enough Mana, it would trigger the nearby chambers. This was the first time triggering a response from another layer, however.

But that was fine. My sense of combat had become quite strong. I could tell Lanner, who was behind me, was incredibly nervous. But unless there was an Abnormal or demon, I was confident about my traps to wipe out most monsters.

They activated, drawing in surrounding Mana. Then, fire spread out in a giant arc, consuming the monsters. Some stronger ones got through burnt or they had Fire Resistance. Either way, I was ready. I used a dagger to carve the last line on the Mana cores one after another and throw them.

I was glad I had experience wielding weapons in both hands, since I had my dagger in my left hand. Explosions occurred just behind the massive wall of fire. The stone plates would break apart soon, but it would wipe out most of the monsters.

Explosions went off. The Mana cores drew the monsters, so even if I didn't aim perfectly, the monsters died. The monsters also had to climb a slope because the massive cavern sloped toward the passage.

Lanner used his wands to take out the flying monsters along with Ozy. Thankfully, there weren't too many to deal with.

The fire wall failed in several locations, and the tide of monsters wasn't slowing down. The people expected that with this unique passage.

"Retreat," I called out loudly. We were near the tunnel entrance, so there wasn't that great a distance.

I activated the second round of stone plates I had carved, creating a second flame barrier as we retreated into the tunnel. Ozy darted in and flew behind me. I kept walking backwards, pulling out carved Mana cores, making a cut to activate the runes on them, and then throwing them.

"Seventeen left," Lanner called out. He had gone through several of his wands. Unfortunate, but killing flying monsters was vital. I didn't want to give up too much ground too quickly and get overrun and killed.

We repeated the process as monsters rushed forward into the flames, incinerating themselves. I had thought about why other teams or individuals hadn't used this kind of strategy in the dungeon before we had started this battle.

The answer was complete lack of control. If most of these monsters did not focus on Cold Resistance, this plan would not have worked so well. The range of monsters would have allowed more to get past the flames with only minor damage. One mistake would wipe us all out. Perhaps some teams tried this and died.

There was also the risk of the dungeon responding. The dungeon has screwed me over twice already. So, I didn't underestimate it in the slightest.

We retreated to the third line of defense as the horde of monsters increased. The uneven ground was being turned into smooth molten stone. The heat was rising quickly in the tunnel as well from all the fire.

"Ozy!" I focused on what I wanted my pet to do. Air pulled in from behind us moved towards the runic traps and monsters. That made it slightly easier to breathe and reduced the heat.

The third wall of flames finally stopped, and there were no more monsters. All of them were wiped out.

"Wow, that is a lot of experience," Lanner muttered.

I could only sigh mentally at that. I had explained that he should only check every three months; otherwise, he would focus too much on the numbers and not on important things. Apparently, he couldn't resist.

"Pay attention to our surroundings. Don't space out," I ordered him harshly. If he wanted to check, he could do so after combat. Now was not the time.

"Should we go forward?" Lanner asked after a minute.

"No. Just wait and stay on guard,"

My Danger Sense had only gone down slightly. If I were a demon, I would wait for whoever set off all these things to ambush them.

I then realized something. Since I could occasionally see some daylight coming through the large passage, that meant something locked the passage chamber in place.

"We are leaving."

"What?"

"We are leaving for a while and then will come back and check on the passage chamber in a few days."

"Why? Didn't we wipe out the monsters?" Lanner asked. He was too naïve. He hadn't faced an opponent who could think.

"Perhaps, let's go."

"What about all the cores?"

"Most of them would have rolled into the passage from the slope. The rest in this tunnel, leave them."

While it felt like a waste, that was a good way to die. My Danger Sense wasn't lying to me. There was something incredibly dangerous in the entire situation.

We moved away from the passage chamber and retreated into a snow-themed chamber we had already cleared. We had also cleared the other nearby chambers, so nothing would attack us from behind.

My Danger Sense wasn't decreasing. It was going up slightly. I pulled out my sword and brought it up. Lanner said nothing as he readied his wand.

There was something hiding in this chamber. I carefully scanned everything, including above me. Shadow Vision picked up a slight distortion. I made sure not to linger on it while scanning. Whatever was hiding was large, and I suspected it was probably the demon I had fought while returning to the dungeon entrance.

"You sense anything?" Lanner asked after a minute.

"Stay on guard, no matter what."

I pulled an emergency stone plate out of my spatial storage. I swung it in front of me and pushed Mana through the runic structure. A lance of fire shot out at the being hiding in stealth.

I had aimed slightly to the side to force it to dodge in a specific direction. "Lightning Beam!"

I hit the being, and its stealth skills shattered completely. It was the demon from before. Ozy came in from above and engulfed the demon in ice while electricity locked its body up.

I rushed forward as the demon broke free of the ice binding it. I swung my blade, but it was already retreating. "Lightning Beam!"

I dodged to the side and circled the demon. I moved to place myself between the demon and Lanner. Lanner didn't have the speed or reaction time to hit such an opponent. He was already moving to keep me between the demon and himself. Good, he hadn't completely forgotten what I had told him.

The demon rushed at me, and I retreated several steps as I parried the large demon's hands, which had nails like knives.

"Vibration Blade." 

The demon lost a single finger as I activated the skill. Ozy flew in behind it and unleashed Toxic Breath.

"Ward."

"Lightning Beam."

The demon staggered under the attack, and I was ready. I whipped out the gnomish wand I had been gifted and unleashed the tier 4 Explosion at close range with my offhand. The demon tried to dodge, but the wand quickly unleashed the spell along with my Lightning Beam.

While the demon had thought ahead about our next fight and had clearly improved, I had thought about our next fight as well. The power of a wand was in its ability of surprise and simultaneously attack.

The blow struck the demon's left hip, sending him flying away. I stumbled back several steps from the force of the Explosion. The demon had lost one leg and a chunk of its chest. I tucked the wand away.

It was my victory. Without a leg, the demon couldn't escape or move properly. That was why I had aimed slightly lower with the wand rather than at its hands or upper torso. I wanted to be sure that I could end this monster.

"Lightning Beam. Fireball. Lightning Beam. Fireball."

I hit the demon with a barrage of spell skills at a distance, one after another. While heavily wounded and crippled, the demon was still impossibly strong. One mistake and it would definitely take the chance to take me down as well. I would not give it a single shred of hope.

The moment my Danger Sense plummeted; I stopped using spell skills. I was quite low on Mana, but this was one fight I couldn't afford to hold back in the slightest. Otherwise, that would be asking for death.

As I walked over, Ozy hovered nearby. The demon was still alive. I swung my Reforged Beginner's Blade, decapitating the monster. It still wasn't dead.

"You can eat it," I told Ozy.

That was the best use of the demon's core. If it could come back after losing its head, I didn't want to take any chances. Better to let Ozy consume the demon's monster core and hope that it created a qualitative change.

Lanner slowly came over as Ozy ripped chunks of flesh off to get to the core inside the monster. "What was that?"

"A demon. A thinking monster. I had faced it before. I told you about it. Apparently, it didn't forget about me and had some kind of tracking skill."

Ozy ripped the core out of the burnt chest of the demon. It had a yellow core. That meant the demon was between levels 150 and 200. I had suspected as much, but it was good to get confirmation.

The real threat of the demon came from its ability to think and use skills complexly. That was why I would place it at a similar level to a green-core monster. As Ozy opened his mouth slightly wider to consume the core, I could feel the danger disappear.

Ozy swallowed the core. Perhaps there would be value in keeping it and studying it. Maybe set up a container where only the head of the demon would grow back so I could question it for information about demons.

But that was too risky. Once I went after the demon to kill my mother, I would come back to this continent and hunt one down and figure out any racial characteristics or knowledge that might be useful.

Right now, I was too weak to capitalize on a thinking monster. That was just asking for trouble. Better to let Ozy consume the demon's core and hope it would benefit him.

I considered whether I wanted to salvage anything from the demon for Alchemical purposes. I broke out my processing tools. There were blood and bones. Also, the nails on the hands were surprisingly intact. It is a shame I didn't have the skills to Alchemically extract a skill.

The tracking skill the demon had used to find me would have been insanely useful.

            

    
        Chapter 188 – Waiting And Watching

    
    
    
    
                Ozy remained asleep and limp. While he rested a lot, he rarely went into a deep sleep like he had fallen into after eating the demon's monster core. I was keeping him in a cloth harness that went over one shoulder and rested on my hip.

It had been five days since the battle, and we had kept our distance from the passage to the surface. We had tried to follow the path of the demon to escape this part of the dungeon, but that had failed. I was going to head in the opposite direction and loop around to see where we ended up.

The melted ground from the battle should be obvious, and I was curious how the dungeon was looping us around. It probably wasn't useful information, but I would take what I could get.

I poked Ozy, and he didn't even move slightly. All I got from him was contentment and happiness. Whatever was in the demon core was stronger than a regular core. Perhaps the demon was trying to regenerate, and Ozy was constantly digesting them.

The core was the key component of the demon. Once someone pulled it out, they couldn't preserve the body for skill extraction. The Mana core was where the skills of a monster resided. I knew little about skill extraction, but I knew monster processing. Without an intact corpse with a Mana core, there was no chance of using it for skill extraction.

That truly was a horrible fate. It would be interesting to see how strong he became and if he gained any unique skills when he finally woke up. But this also meant that the combat effectiveness of our team had been reduced.

Ozy was great at support and my safety net. He also helped counter flying monsters. Still, we couldn't wait around forever. I wanted to check the passage and decide on our next move.

"We are going through the passage today."

"You think it will be safe?"

"Hopefully. It doesn't hurt to be extra careful. Hopefully, there are no demons or stronger monsters around."

"Well, I am fully charged. Are you taking the lead?"

"Yes."

"You want me to carry Ozy?"

"No. I appreciate the offer, but you need to worry about yourself and staying safe while using your wands effectively."

That was a good way to get both Ozy and him killed. Lanner was good, but not good enough to fight with an encumbrance.

We spent the rest of the day clearing chambers and making our way back to the passage. We didn't appear on the opposite side, but on a random one. It was the same passage as well.

There were no monsters, and there was a large portion of melted ground in the distance, across the large passage chamber. My Danger Sense wasn't picking up on anything, nor were my other sensory skills.

We made our way out into the large chamber slowly.

"Mind your footing; don't slide down the slope. If you fall into the passage opening, I won't be able to save you," I told Lanner.

"Got it," he replied.

The ground was bumpy and cracked, which provided better footing as I got close to the edge of the large hole in the middle of the chamber. I could make out two layers as it went down.

Looking up, I could see five floors above us. The gap was massive. It was twenty times my height just to the ceiling. A straight vertical hole. Nothing to climb up or down with. We were stuck in a pit.

I hadn't thought of this. With Ozy, he could have flown a rope up or something. But there was no easy way for us to ascend. I had rope I had packed away in my spatial storage along with other general use items.

Below, I could make out monsters on the two layers below me. So, this went down to the 8th layer, which meant that the bottom had regular monsters over level 100, if the scaling was anything like this layer.

I looked back up. There were probably monsters up there too. I couldn't help kicking myself. I had thought it was a simple choice, but in the end, there was no choice at all.

"Um, so what are we doing?" Lanner asked nervously.

"Thinking. It looks like we can't do anything. No demons, or anything else. But we don't have any flying skills. Only Ozy does, and he is resting," I replied as I moved away from the passage.

Lanner followed me. "So that's it? We are trapped?"

"No, we aren't trapped. We could go down layers, but descending feels like a bad idea."

"So, we wait until Ozy wakes up and then try to ascend?"

"Yes. And until then, we can keep clearing monsters. No need to slow down. I need to replenish all the Mana cores I used up. Any luck creating a new skill using them?"

"No, not yet."

"Keep working at it. If you can use Mana cores and wands, then that would be the key skill to put you on the path to becoming a legend."

"Don't worry. I practice Mana Manipulation all the time we aren't in combat."

I just nodded. It was up to him to improve. I couldn't hold his hand over every skill and the skills he needed to create.

It wouldn't be simple, but he needed a way to recharge his wands rapidly that wasn't from his Mana reserves. While he had a wand recharging skill and other wand skills, he needed to move Mana from a monster core into a wand in less than a second.

Using Mana cores for runic circles was possible, so it should be the same for a wand. I knew the war mech ran off them but did not know how it all worked on a more technical level. They had kept all of that classified, and I wasn't very interested.

It reminded me of the skill book and instructions the gnomes had given me for Mana Metal Creation. I had placed it with the other skill books and instructions for countless skills in my spatial storage.

If I could learn them all, that would be great, but I already had way too many skills. I needed to focus on the soul skills. I couldn't help but shake my head at the issue.

My thoughts revolved around the soul skill group's next needed skills. I had Soul Strike, Soul Vision, and Soul Shield. All were leveling slowly; I could tell that without looking at my status.

There were four more skills in the book. Two tier 4 skills and two tier 5 skills. Skill Crush and Stat Crush were the two tier 4 skills. Stabilize Soul and Soul Lock were the two tier 5 skills. The first two were skills used by soul mages.

One would use their own soul to damage another being's skill or stat. The problem was that if you could touch someone to use the skill, then you could deal with them in another way. Soul Shield would block the damage to a certain extent.

However, that's why soul mages were so despised back then. Killing them was a massive risk. One misstep could cripple you for life. Also, they weren't useful for battling monsters. Monsters usually had powerful souls. The rule the book laid out was that if you weren't over the target by at least 10 levels, it was better not to risk using such skills.

Stabilize Soul helped counter damage and other effects. I had a lot of experience with that skill growing up from Healer Castelle.

Soul Lock was another touch-based skill that prevented a weaker target from using skills. A powerful skill, but if you were stronger, then why would you need this skill except to capture a target? It wasn't good for fighting monsters.

Skill Crush could work on curse skills. But it didn't remove a skill; it just damaged it. That wasn't an option because the curse skill was linked to my soul. Xanatos would get less experience from me, but I would also take a serious injury.

But it would allow me to get better at differentiating specific skills. Then, it would serve as a basis to check how a skill was linked to another. I had two other skills I could check as well. Soul Link and Gnomish Silence were two other skills linked to other beings.

Having a name in mind for the skill and what you wanted to accomplish were both important factors in creating a new skill. Soul Search sounded decent, but I knew I could do better. It was too close to Soul Sense. Soul Scan could be the skill name. I needed a skill to check where a skill was linked to.

Once I had that skill, I could navigate my way out of this section of the dungeon easily. Some might think I would just go in circles like I had been, but ultimately a tracking skill should lead the way through the dungeon that the Mana was flowing.

I say should, since this part of the dungeon was completely messed up. The problem was that soul skills were tier 4 and tier 5. They would take forever to get and improve.

But I couldn't come up with anything better. While I wanted to say I could solve the issue in a decade, I didn't have enough food for that much time. Five years was the goal I had set myself for getting out of this part of the dungeon. I had already lost a chunk of that time.

Perhaps lost was the wrong way to think about it, but I would get nowhere close on the tier 4 and tier 5 skills in that timeframe. And getting a tier 5 skill came with issues and risks of its own.

I hadn't forgotten the warnings of Healer Melon.

I needed to learn the other skills to under better how my Mana was moving for each of these skills. Once I had that understanding, then I could work to create a skill.

While a person could have a breakthrough in creating a higher tier skill if they had enough of a foundation and determination, it was inconsistent. That would require mastering the related skills and then trying to do something new.

I had options, but none were good. At least I cleared the passage chamber, and the demon I had fought before died. An excellent outcome, but my situation was still the same.

Time was running out. While I had years, there was a sense of growing urgency. Being stuck in this single passage of the dungeon would affect my leveling speed.

Thinking of Ozy, I had an idea. The one thing the dungeon couldn't do was break space itself. It could move itself about, but it couldn't break space itself. I didn't need all the soul skills. The answer was in front of me the entire time.

I wanted to kick myself. It was a risky idea, but it was the only one. Ozy would remain at the passage while I moved away. The dungeon couldn't create a loop that made no sense. Ozy's presence and connection to me would anchor the passage while I moved away. Truly, pets were incredibly useful, and if this worked, I would never hear another word of complaint about Ozy.

            

    
        Chapter 189 – Ozymandius, A Dangerous Pet

    
    
    
    
                Level: 20

Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 520/520

Stamina: 630/630

Mana: 890/890

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human (Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition (+10%), Increased Learning Speed (+10%), Increased Stat Gain (+10%), Increased Physical Gain (+10%), Increased Mental Gain (+10%)

Vitality: 52 ()
Endurance: 63 ()
Strength: 42+20 ()
Agility: 50+20 ()
Perception: 42 (+2)
Mind: 170 (+2)
Magic: 69+20 (+3)
Focus: 62+20 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1 (13) (35+): Dwarven Etiquette (100), Eldarin Etiquette (100), Elven Etiquette (100), Dancing Skills (100), Pulse Strike (97), Drawing Skills (96+2), Wrestling Skills (95), Dagger Skills (93+3), Pugilist Skills (88+4), Bow Skills (79), Whip Skills (57), Stillness (50+3), Driving (39)

Tier 2 (70) (15+): Mana Sense (100), Danger Sense (100), System Sense (100), Soul Sense (100), Speed Reading (100), Mana Vision (95+2), Focused Monster Processing Skills (84+3), Darkness Vision (82+1), Critical Thinking (81+1), Focused Deflection (76+1), Shadow Vision (76+2), Demonic Lore (65+8), Focused Dodge (62+2), Time Sense (60+2), Monster Analysis (60+4), Spatial Sense (57+5), Depth Sense (52+8), Focused Combat Tactics (52+8), Trap Detection (51+1), Focused Shield Skills (44+1), Focused Throw (44+4), Poison Sense (42), Sweet Teeth (42), Focused Cooking Skills (41+2), Focused Rage (40+3), Dwarven Lore (36), Eldarin Lore (36), High Vostner Lore (36), Focused Spear Skills (35+2), Elven Lore (34), Low Vostner Lore (30), Focused Axe Skills (20), Soul Vision (10+4), Focused Armor (7+4), Focused Speech (2+1)

Tier 3 (123) (5+): Empowered Will (100), Mana Manipulation (100), Fear Resistance (88+3), Empowered Gestures (87+3), Eldarin Runes (81+1), Light Orb (80), Empowered Meditation (70+2), Silent Casting (69+2), Skill Control (69+2), Hidden Status (69+2), Lightning Resistance (61), Cold Resistance (65+4), Clean (60+2), Fireball (58+3), Flame Blade (55+2), Ward (55+2), Empowered Breathing (50+4), Empowered Writing (47+3), Sleep (43+1), Empowered Running (45+3), Lightning Beam (45+5), System Control (42+2), Physical Resistance (36+1), Status Analysis (36+1), Arcane Resistance (32), Empowered Sword Skills (30+6), Cure (28), Soul Strike (28+4), Dwarven Runes (27+1), Elven Runes (27+1), Calculus (24), Advanced Geometry (24), Empowered Stealth (22+2), Demonic Runes (21+1), Social Resistance (20), High Vostner Runes (20), Low Vostner Runes (18), Alchemy (12+2), Sonic Resistance (10), Empowered Toughness (8+2), Soul Shield (8+4), Demonic Hunter (5+5)

Tier 4 (36): Experience Siphon(C), Gnomish Silence(C), Soul Link (81+7), Poison Immunity (35), Multi-Casting (29+2), Vibration Blade (23+2), Soul Immunity (22+3), Pain Immunity (13), Healing Immunity (6), Fire Immunity (5), Ritualism (4)

Equipment
Gloves: Gloves of Magic (T3) (+20 Magic)
Boots: Boots of Agility (T3) (+20 Agility)
Head: Helmet of Clarity (T3) (+20 Focus)
Body: Heavy Armor of Stability (T3) (+20 Strength)
Ring 1: Ring of Alarm (T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring 2: Ring of Force Deflection (T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)
Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker (T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon 1: Reforged Beginner's Blade (T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)
Equipment 1: Runic Writing Set (T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment 2: Monster Processing Set (T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)
Equipment 3: Ring of Remote Awareness (T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Equipment 4: Wand of Explosion (T3) (Rechargeable, single-use wand with T4 Explosion spell skill)

Winged Serpent
Level: 59/462

Experience: 876/50,328
Healing: 1,400/1,400 Stamina: 700/700 Mana: 1,800/1,800

Class: Tier 2, Winged Serpent (Green)

Effect: Alchemy Skill Growth (+10%), Alchemic Skill Power (+400%)

Vitality: 140 (+8)
Endurance: 70 (+8)
Strength: 87 (+8)
Agility: 119 (+8)
Perception: 73 (+8)
Mind: 131 (+8)
Magic: 180 (+24)
Focus: 80 (+8)
Free Points: 0

T1: Spark (1+1)

T2: Alchemic Vision (100), Danger Sense (100+5), Health Sense (31+5), Stamina Sense (29+5), Focused Dodge (12+12), Heat Vision (7+7), Shadow Vision (5+5), Blood Sense (3+3), Focused Smell (1+1)

T3: Cure (100), Purify (100), Refresh (100), Alchemy (87+4), Poison Insight (78+3), Fire Insight (49+2), Cold Insight (46+2), Arcane Insight (44+2), Spatial Insight (37+2), Soul Insight (27+2), Healing Insight (19+2), Anatomy Insight (15+2), Atmospheric Insight (12+2), Empowered Bite (13+8), Empowered Toxic Breath (11+8), Ward (9+9), Harden Scales (4+4)

T4: Soul Link (81+7), Flight (65+3), Alchemic Bounded Field (63+3), Greater Cure (36+2), Greater Purify (29+2), Greater Refresh (26+2), Petrifying Gaze (25+4), Fear Aura (3+3)

Ozy had finally woken up and was noticeably larger. While it was a few days before I would normally check our status, I couldn't resist.

I looked at his status first.

He had gained several new skills. The tier 4 skill, Fear Aura, was surprising to a certain degree, but the demon had something like that. At least I thought so. I had leveled up Fear Resistance from his attacks.

There was no long-range tracking skill, unfortunately. A tier 4 Aura skill, tier 3 defensive skills, and tier 2 sensory skills. The tier 1 skill, Spark wasn't a spell skill. I could tell that much through our bond.

It was something else. Ozy was more alert and focused on his surroundings and on me. His red eyes gazed at me. My best guess was that it meant a spark of sentience. Would he eventually transform into a demon? I had no idea. Demons were not common.

While I had run into them on the beastkin continent and my mother had died to one, they weren't things that were running around or researched on the Eldarin continent. I was probably the foremost expert alive on demons, having fought and killed one.

That also meant that a demon core was unique. Ozy had eaten other monster cores before, but something like this had never occurred.

I also looked at the tier 3 skill I had gotten. I hadn't even felt this skill latch onto my soul, which made me frown. Demonic Hunter sounded like an amazing skill, but I couldn't tell what it did, which was unusual. With most skills, I could sense what they could do with my supporting skills.

But Demonic Hunter seemed more like a title or honor, not a skill. It still took up space in my soul, which was frustrating. There were other skills that I wanted. It wasn't a skill I could level unless it involved hunting demons. No matter how much I focused on it, I couldn't pick up anything from the skill.

I had gained 413 skill levels, which was decent. It was nice, but nothing to get me overly excited. I was far more interested in my plan to break out of this section of the dungeon. Now that Ozy was awake and more powerful, it was time to act.

Ozy remained in the passage chamber as we cleared chambers moving away from it. I could feel the link with Ozy at a distance and a vague sense of his position in relation to mine.

As we went through a tunnel to another chamber, the monsters were from the 6th layer, like they were supposed to be. I could feel the Soul Bond skill straining against an invisible pressure at this distance.

We entered a tunnel, and the pressure increased, but it wasn't unbearable. We ran into more 6th layer monsters and cleared them out. I called Ozy back towards me. The pressure reduced as he quickly flew through the dungeon towards me.

I focused on my Depths Sense skill. I could feel a faint trace of the passage in the distance. As Ozy came towards me, that feeling shifted, and my Depths Sense locked onto a new direction.

Once Ozy returned, we began heading in that direction, and I let out a sigh of relief. We were no longer stuck on that one damaged passage, since we kept running into 6th layer monsters.

Ozy's combat ability had greatly improved. Especially his Alchemic Bonded field. His class going up a color gave him a tremendous amount of power. Previously, altering space would just slow a monster down. Now it could lock them into place.

If we fought, I would probably win, since he lacked staying power and his Flight consumed Mana. He had a lot of strong burst damage, but in a prolonged fight he would struggle.

That was a big reason I had a melee combat option. Spamming spell skills was stronger and a great way to kill things, but if you couldn't fight in melee once your Mana ran out, you would be asking for death.

My Tier 3 Empowered Sword Skills were lagging behind other core skills. I was more focused on runes than on combat. The melee combat I was engaged in didn't push me. Like the fight with the demon. I had ended it with the wand, not by fighting.

If I had fought it with my sword for a long time, putting my life on the line, I would have leveled up the skill a lot more. But it wasn't worth the risk. It was improving, albeit slowly, for a core skill.

I wanted to get Slice and other sword-specific spell skills, but if I worked on them now, my sword skill would level up even slower. That was why it was important to maximize Empowered Sword Skills first before considering other supporting weapon skills.

As for the rest of my weapon skills, I had spare weapons in my spatial pouch and occasionally rotated through them with weaker monsters. But that didn't level them up much.

That was going to be a long-term problem. My weapon skills had fallen behind where they should be. I was supposed to get Weapons Mastery, a tier 4 skill, combining several tiers 3 empowered weapon skills. That and Runic Mastery were critical long-term skills for my build.

My mother had emphasized this, and she was right. One for melee and one for more complicated situations, with spell skills filling out the range requirement. I only had to protect Lanner against large groups of monsters.

If I were by myself, then I could fight in melee with more ease. But now that I had an actual team member, I couldn't adjust my fighting style that much for safety reasons.

He wasn't slowing me down, but he was affecting how I would fight and clear the monsters in the dungeon. Which would cause long-term issues as the weapons skills would become harder to level up later on through fighting.

It was something I could see coming, but there was nothing I could do to fix the issue. Once I returned to the Eldarin continent, I would have to spend some time with some weapon-focused tutors to improve them or do some solo descents with just that weapon in question.

I had to push myself to see how far I could go with each weapon and maximize it before I ascended to take a break and switch out to increase their level. It was just that even after using a sword for so long; the skill hadn't maximized at tier 3.

Once I was back, then I could worry about fixing my build and skills. There was a lot more work I had to put in.

"We did it," I said with a smile once we stopped for the night.

"So, we descend now?" Lanner asked as I prepared our dinner.

"Yes. There is no point in going to the surface. Now that we can break free of that one passage that had trapped us, we can do it again. Ozymandius, you did a great job," I said to my pet.

He lifted his head and flicked his tongue at me before going back to rest on his cushion.

"Can't you use the same technique to get us to your Eldarin continent?"

"The situations are completely different. The passage is a single chamber, but we are siloed in a completely different section. For the passage, we just had to move away. But I have no idea which way we would need to go and how to keep the dungeon from turning us around."

It was unfortunate, but the trick to break free of that damaged passage here in the dungeon wouldn't work for getting back home. It was a clever idea, but it wasn't clever enough. Once the distance grew too much, the dungeon might have done things.

Like it could have removed the chambers between us, and then I would have had no idea how finding Ozy would work at such a distance. I knew from my mother that the deeper one went into the dungeon, the more limited one's sensory skills became because of the density of Mana in the air.

"So, we just keep fighting monsters?"

"Yes, work on improving your skills. This is what the life of an adventurer is like. What did you think it would be like?"

"Something…more?"

I shook my head. "Get used to this for years at a time. Fighting and killing monsters. That is the goal. The passage we ran across was something dangerous down here, but we handled it."

Lanner nodded, but I could tell he was buckling under the mental pressure.

That is why people needed spa days and sweets. Most people would break. The rare few who did break but put themselves back together were like my mother. In the past, I would have said she had never broken, but now, looking back, I could tell. She might have been insanely strong, but her heart was fragile in so many ways.

I served up our dinner stew. It wasn't great, but it was warm and filling. The beastkin didn't have a wide range of culinary options to pick from.

"You didn't want to check out the surface?"

"You saw it for yourself. The only things up there are snow, rocks, and hostile beastkin. Remaining down here is the best option. And I am working on a way to get us out of this section of the dungeon. I will just need more skill levels, more time."

Lanner had more ideas, like using runes, a long rope, and other nonsensical ideas. While I appreciated his thoughts, they weren't useful. There was another reason I didn't want to go to the surface.

We were most likely untethered to a specific entrance passage now. Since we had run into that damaged passage and got away from it, the chances of ending up somewhere else were much higher.

Descending, fighting for a while before coming back up to the surface would hopefully put us somewhere completely different. At least, that was my hope. Ascent and descending took time. We could spend the time doing other things more effectively.

But it was worth trying at least once in my mind. Once we got down to the 11th layer, I would have us try to move away from the passage we came down and find another to go back up. Normally, a series of passages would direct someone back to their entrance, but accidents occasionally happened.

That was why the Adventurer's Guild was across the entire continent, even between different nations and races. Like the beastkin, no one wanted to return to a hostile place. If that were true, only the insane would enter the dungeon. Then legends would emerge to fight.

Apart from the Eldarin and Beastkin, the Great Ocean concealed other continents. I believed it was impossible to cross, yet the Eldarin Empire had done so.

            

    
        Chapter 190 – A Messy Fight

    
    
    
    
                "This chamber is already cleared," I said, frowning.

We had come up on the tail of another group. And the only groups down here were beastkin. Demons wouldn't fight other monsters as far as I knew, since checking the directions the demon I had killed came from revealed chambers with monsters in them.

Ozy let me know he knew which way they had gone and their route. If this were the Eldarin continent, I would have avoided the other team. That would have been the polite thing to do.

But the beastkin were complete and utter savages in my mind. They also had strong sensory skills. They might detect that we were behind them and attacked us first. This was why adventurers didn't fight each other in the dungeon normally. Since it drove everyone else to attack first, since surprise and being the attacker would give the more aggressive party an advantage.

"Beastkin?" Lanner asked.

Another sign that he didn't have experience, he was confirming everything with me. It wasn't bad, but it showed that he didn't have confidence in his own judgements.

"Yes. The monsters all look like they were killed in melee, not with spell skills. That is a clear sign that it was beastkin that cleared this chamber. Ozy knows which way they went."

"Are we going after them?"

"What do you think we should do?" I asked back, curious to see what he would say.

"We should attack. Being on the defensive against a larger group is a bad idea, and they would attack us first without hesitation."

I nodded. "That was my thinking. Unlike adventurers from the Eldarin continent, beastkin are incredibly hostile to everyone else. They don't have the traditions I have explained to you."

"So, we fight?"

"Yes,"

It wasn't my preferred choice, but the beastkin were on our path towards the next layer. They were also going towards the passage.

"I will sneak ahead; Ozy will remain with you. Once he moves up to attack, you join him. Don't hold back. It is better to kill thinking opponents quickly, rather than risk them turning the tables on you."

Lanner nodded nervously, but I could tell he was mentally ready for such a fight.

With a sword, I followed the beastkin down the tunnel. I saw that they'd temporarily disabled the trap, not fully disarmed it. I disabled it so Lanner wouldn't die trying to catch up.

Moving on, the following room was vacant. Ozy left to follow the beastkin, and Lanner followed along as well.

Ozy pointed me towards the next tunnel, which was towards the passage, and I went down it alone, once again.

This time I heard fighting ahead. I saw eight beastkin battling humanoid cows as I snuck up. They all looked like they fought at close range and were not very strong.

I waited for Ozy and Lanner to come forward. The beastkin were fast at killing the monsters.

Ozy reached me, and Lanner was seconds behind.

I rushed forward. "Lightning Beam. Lightning Beam."

"Ahhh!"

"Our rear!"

I cut through the neck of one of the beastkin that had its body locked up and continued to advance.

Ozy had circled around and was flying at one from behind. One beastkin rushed me. I parried their blow and struck forward with my fist.

"Soul Strike!"

They screamed and collapsed. I could feel pressure from using my soul as a weapon, but I was used to such things.

There was an explosion. Lanner had rushed in and rapidly used his wands. He killed one beastkin and forced two to dodge.

I stepped forward and knocked the blade aside that the beastkin had brought up. Their grip was weak as their soul was a mess from my last attack.

"Soul Strike." I cut them down without hesitation.

Four of the beastkin were dead or critically wounded; they would be dead in seconds. Ozy was dealing with one, one was stuck fighting monsters so couldn't break away, and two had retreated once Lanner had unleashed a barrage of spell skills at them.

I quickly moved at one of these fleeing beastkin. They brought up their spears to block, but I knew what they were trying to do. I moved under the spear, pushing it to the side with my offhand and stabbing forward with my blade.

"Soul Strike!"

They let out a scream and collapsed as the tip of the blade grazed them. While soul skills were touch-based, they were devastating if they connected. Unless one had Soul Resistance, there was no defense, and they struck directly at a person's stats and skills.

"Soul Strike!"

There were two left, and they had run off into another tunnel, hoping to escape. I didn't pursue it . Running through tunnels and into monster-filled chambers was a death sentence.

I killed the remaining monsters easily with Ozy. Checking the beastkin supplies, they had packs, but no spatial storage. I moved their food into my spatial storage along with their metal weapons.

Having any kind of metal in the dungeon would be useful. There were also a lot of red monster cores as well. They had clearly been in the dungeon for several months.

"That was intense," Lanner said, and I nodded.

"Fighting against thinking beings is always a different experience than fighting monsters," I replied.

"Are we going to chase them?"

"No. That is asking for trouble. If they try to come after us, Danger Sense will warn us. That they fled in direct combat means they will struggle. I doubt they are skilled enough in stealth skills either."

There was a chance I was wrong, but the risk of pursuit was far greater than the risk of not pursuing them. That was why I didn't bother.

"It was easier than I thought."

It was his first time taking the life of another thinking creature.

"It is. But that is the power you have as an adventurer. The ability to deal out life and death. While I didn't want to fight the beastkin, if they had ambushed us, the fight would have gone differently."

"I know. It just…seems…I don't know what to say."

"Wasteful is the right word. But if anything is to blame, it is their culture and hostility towards others. If they didn't want to be targeted, they shouldn't be hostile to others."

It wasn't something to celebrate either. After clearing out the chamber, I gathered the beastkin corpses into a pile and burnt them. It wasn't much, but it was a more dignified end than being left behind for the dungeon to reclaim.

"Hopefully, your souls find peace," I said quietly as they burned. "We are moving to another chamber."

I didn't want to stay in a chamber with burnt corpses. Better to put a couple of chambers distance between us and the two surviving beastkin as well.

Once we cleared another two chambers and settled down for the night, Lanner had a question. "What will happen to those two beastkin that ran away?"

"They will either run into a trap if there is one in the tunnel they ran into and die, or they will have to face monsters in another chamber. It is unlikely they will leave the dungeon with just two of them. But that might happen; you never know."

"That seems horrible."

"There are no rules or laws down here, only what we make for ourselves. Anyone else, I would have avoided or talked with, but beastkin makes that impossible."

"We are still descending?"

"Yes, down to the 11th layer. The fighting will be more intense, but you are getting quicker at recharging your wands."

"My skill is increasing."

I hadn't taken the Wand Combat skill, so all I could do was trust his words.

"That's a good thing. You did a good job in that last fight. I know it's hard to hit targets at mid-range once they are moving."

"The downside of a wand when you aren't fighting a monster rushing at you."

That's why wands have become less popular. They had limited growth, were single-use, and could not hit an enemy with higher stats. Their oppressiveness and killing ability in a brief battle were still overwhelming.

"If you could recharge them quickly, then you would be set."

"I know," he said with a touch of annoyance.

I said nothing more. That frustration would only help him. That frustration was necessary to push forward if one wanted to become a legend. You couldn't be happy with how you were; you had to strive for more.

A shame that the beastkin weren't carrying skill books or anything of true value. Also, it is a shame I couldn't get back to the gnomes to trade the metal I had gotten from them. At best, they would be curiosities to sell once I got home to raise some quick funds. I had traded all my gold to the gnomes.

Mana Metal Creation was a Tier 5 skill. The gnomes probably had one or two gnomes who could use the skill. I knew that was the main reason they had given me knowledge of the skill. It was clearly the legacy of a powerful gnome in the past.

But I wasn't upset or concerned that they had tricked me. The knowledge of a Tier 5 skill was incredibly valuable. Far more than the gold and other items I had given them. I also couldn't afford to waste Mana in the dungeon. That would be far too risky.

That's why I could train spell skills outside of combat. Losing Mana was too great compared to the risk. If I had Mana to spare, then I should go deeper into the dungeon, not train spell skills outside of combat.

The beastkin didn't look like they were from the Fox Clan, which meant were probably in a section of the dungeon connected to the entrance of one of the other beastkin clans. I had stayed with them for a while, but not long enough to tell the differences between them easily.

I could see the difference in the color of their fur and major physical differences. But the angle of their ears, snout, mouth, eyes, were all features that showed the clan the beastkin came from.

It didn't matter that much anyway, in my mind. The beastkin and the portions of the surface they controlled were hostile to me. Even the Fox Clan and Whiteclaw were too dangerous to visit again. If I went back, I would probably never leave.

The demon I had faced was incredibly difficult to defeat. I didn't want to face a second one unless I was a lot stronger. There was a good chance that the demon I faced was weaker than other demons. Being present near such a faraway settlement didn't seem like a prime location for a demon if it was hunting beastkin.

The more prosperous Cat Clan would seem like a better target. That meant that the demon was on the weaker side, since I doubted there was a huge power disparity between the beastkin clans. Maybe a handful of legends and double the population, but I doubted the gap was bigger than that.

A lot of guesswork, but it all meant that the surface was far too dangerous for me.

            

    
        Chapter 191 – The Bug Abnormal

    
    
    
    
                I hummed while looking around. We had descended to the 11th layer and had been clearing chambers for a while now. Everything was dead, but my Danger Sense hadn't subsided.

"There is something hiding," Lanner said as he carefully approached me, with a wand out.

Ozy was flying up above, looking for anything out of the ordinary. The chamber we were in had Feathered Humanoids. We finally took them all out, but it was a struggle.

This was the fourth and last chamber for the day. After this, we would rest and then repeat it all the next day. Even with our senses, Ozy and I found nothing when we looked around.

The tension continued to increase as we waited for whatever was causing our Danger Sense to trigger.

"What do you think it is?" Lanner asked after a couple of minutes.

"A monster, one that is clearly capable. Most likely an Abnormal," I said with a frown.

Demons might be a bit more common on the surface, but I didn't think we would run into one randomly in the dungeon.

No, this was a classic situation where an Abnormal would show up. A monster that defied the standard conventions of the dungeon. Ozy flew about and checked each tunnel leading into the chamber, nothing.

Closing my eyes, I focused on my skill, Danger Sense. Slowly turning my head, I let myself experience the minute changes. It took several minutes, but I could sense the direction the threat was coming from.

I turned to look and then used my sensory skills. Though difficult to see, Shadow Vision detected a small warp. I mentally communicated that information to Ozy.

The monster reacted to being spotted. It broke out of stealth, and overwhelming pressure crushed down upon us. This monster, no Abnormal, was a legend. It was massive, at least the size of the war mech.

My hand tightened on my Reforged Beginner's Blade. I couldn't place its general type, except as a bug. But it was a giant armored dark green bug.

Its carapace had a metallic glint. Each of its six legs resembled a blade. Its mouth was a giant pair of scissors, and it had a pointed spiked tail. It had six eyes scattered around its giant scissor mouth with elevated armored plating. It was clearly a melee-type monster.

As its massive scissor mouth opened, revealing smaller teeth, it let out a roar. I would rather face a demon than this thing. I knew how humanoids fought, but this Abnormal was unlike previous monsters.

Lanner had collapsed to his knees in fear or pain. It didn't matter; I could not protect him in this fight.

 The monster was looking at me and Ozy, and well if it wanted to give me time, I would take it.

My offhand darted into my spatial pouch, knowing what I wanted to grab. The monster leaped off the wall.

Ozy created a volume of solidified space that I didn't understand. But he could accomplish it with Alchemic Bounded Field.

My offhand pulled out a stone plate. I put roughly a third of Mana reserves into it. Now wasn't the time for hesitation or careful activation. I threw it at the monster.

"Ward!"

The fire and lightning exploded outwards, striking the monster. Ozy shielded himself as well. Lanner went tumbling away from the force of the blast.

Although damaged and smoking, the monster left the effect without fatal injuries. I moved my off-hand to my blade, and I twisted a little.

The monster's scissor blades on the front of its mouth spread open, hemming me in. I had to gamble. Trying to duck or dodge would expose me to its six sword legs. It would slice me apart.

"Vibration Blade!"

I moved with my slash, darting to the side. My blade cut into one half of its scissor mouth. My back took a hit, but my blade still pierced through.

I cut through its mouth, and I rolled to transition the loss of force and balance. My healing points had plummeted by more than half. Ozy had also used a Greater Cure otherwise the damage would have been even more severe. The enemy completely compromised my armor's back.

The monster lunged and swung its legs as I stood up. I retreated backwards while quickly parrying the attacks. Each blow was like a massive hammer slamming into me.

To keep up with the attacks, I needed both hands. I couldn't afford to cast a spell skill now. My blade barely scratched the monster's blade limbs but didn't sever them. I wasn't strong enough with my weapon and skill.

Ozy rushed in, yet the monster lurched, and the sharp spike extended on a muscle cord. My pet evaded.

The monster jumped into the air, slamming one of its legs down at me, forcing me to one knee as I blocked the heavy flow, while slicing at Ozy with another leg.

My pet tried to dodge but took a heavy blow across his stomach. The mental feedback of his pain and shock nearly overwhelmed as he screamed in pain. The monster landed on the ground, breaking off its blade lock with me. I came back onto my feet.

"Lightning Beam! Lightning Beam!"

The attacks hit the monster, but it barely twitched and rushed at me again. More hits were traded.

I was panting, and the monster's increasing speed made it hard to keep pace. I felt fear grow as its Mana pressed down on me.

The ground underneath the monster turned to sludge. Good job Ozy!

The monster swung its tail up behind it, and the spiked point shot into the ceiling, pulling the monster up and out of danger. Ozy had healed himself and recovered, but his Mana was down to a third already.

My offhand reached into my spatial pouch and pulled out my wand. "Fireball!"

The monster leaped through the attack, using its front bladed limbs to disperse the spell skill. I had made the spell skill weaker on purpose to induce it to attack like this in a straight line where it couldn't dodge.

My wand came up, and I unleashed the spell skill inside of it. The Explosion struck the Abnormal. As I moved forward, the Vibration Blade remained active.

I swung, and it connected to the blade at the end of the armored limb. I pushed through it and continued onward. The monster crashed down, losing a bladed limb and spraying green ichor.

The spiked tail shot back out at me. I brought up my blade and deflected it slightly, but it still pierced my armor with my right arm, cutting into my flesh. I was focused on maintaining Vibration Blade.

My attack on its tail muscle only did minor damage as it retracted.

"Cure." I used the spell skill on myself, focusing on my wound. The spell repaired my arm, but I had about a fifth of my Mana left.

The monster let out another roar. It leaped at Ozy, who was flying in the air. Ozy darted out of the way, but his Mana was almost out. He wouldn't be able to dodge in the air much longer. We had damaged the Abnormal but were taking more damage. Although we had wounded it, and half of its scissor mouth and one of its six legs were missing, it was still quite capable.

Ozy's landing forced me to rush forward. The monster had landed on the ceiling again, this time using pure leg force to jump. It had twisted around and used its bladed legs to stick into the stone. I could sense its pure hatred of us from its eyes.

My breathing steadied itself slightly. I had to win. I had to.

The monster leaped back towards me, its legs and scissor mouth all pointing at me.

"Ward!"

The spell skill broke almost immediately but altered the monster's trajectory enough. I had to put everything I had into the next blow. This was it!

"Vibration Blade!"

As the monster passed over me, I pivoted and swung. Its tail shot out at me. The point deflected off the edge of my blade, piercing my helmet and scraping across the right side of my face.

I swung, parted the knotted muscle, and cut off the knotted tail. The monster roared and spun around, two of its bladed limbs coming for me. I didn't have the Mana and Vibration Blade stopped.

I exchanged a series of blows with the injured monster. Its missing leg, removed spiked tail, and earlier explosion damage were the only things that allowed me to keep up. The explosion from the stone plate and the wand had hurt it and damaged its armor, but the monster was well suited to resisting spell skills.

We continued to exchange blows across the chamber. Ozy used Refresh on me, but that was the end of his Mana as well. I had potions in reserve, but there was no time to pull one out and use it.

I focused everything on blocking the monster's limbed blades as they crashed down on me. My limbs felt like solid metal, but to stop moving was death.

Several times, the monster's bladed limbs cut into my armor, which was taking more damage. I felt wounds growing on my body. The damage was adding up. It was all I could do to avoid a critical blow that would kill me.

This was it.

This was how I was going to die…

I refused to go down. Not after everything!

I screamed. I tapped into the skill Focused Rage often to give me an extra boost. This time I dug as deep as possible.

My reserves would be useless after this, but I couldn't think about the next fight. I had to win this one.

As the blows continued, the Abnormal's overwhelming pressure forced me to retreat slowly. I had no time to reach into my spatial pouch. I had to use both hands to counter its superior strength. Its wounds were the only reason it hadn't crushed me already as our melee exchange stretched out to a minute.

Ozy created a burst of fire in front of the monster's face. He had recovered enough Mana to do that much. The monster paused in its assault to give me a moment to catch my breath and steady myself. I didn't have the strength to take advantage of the momentary distraction, unfortunately.

The monster was too strong, and I was too weak. I had enough Mana for one last attack, putting everything on the line. Using this skill against a superior monster with a higher level would hurt me tremendously.

It was like taking three cuts to deliver five cuts to an enemy. But there was no other choice. I couldn't win this fight any other way. If I survived, that was all that mattered.

            

    
        Chapter 192 – Dig Deep!

    
    
    
    
                There was an explosion, and The Abnormal stubbled back.

Several more explosions followed as Lanner used up all his wands.

I could have kissed the gnome right then. Good job!

My armor and body protested as I ran. As the monster turned its head, I circled it, exposing Lanner to attack. I attacked the monster's side.

"SOUL STRIKE!"

I aimed for a weakened point in the monster's armor after I put everything into the thrust. Several more wand blasts stunned the monster, forcing it to use its bladed legs nearest to me to keep its balance.

My blade struck the monster's armored dark green carapace. There was a moment of resistance, and then my blade went deep into its body.

It let out a scream.

My entire soul was shaking with the monster's own. I felt like it was going to rip out of my body. I stumbled backwards, pulling my sword free. The monster stumbled away from me, equally damaged.

Blood poured out of my mouth, and my eyes had bled heavily. My vision had gone blurry.

I could make out green ichor pouring out of the wound I had given the monster as it struggled to stay on its bladed feet.

Lanner let out a shout and was rushing at the Abnormal with his little pointed stick. Stupid gnome!

I tried to shout to tell him no, but only blood shot out of my mouth. The monster recovered enough and turned its head towards Lanner, who drove his pointed fencing sword into one of the monster's eyes.

The monster's head twisted around. Half of its scissor mouth that was still intact struck Lanner, who took a vicious cut across his face and chest and went tumbling away. His blade, stuck in the monster's head as a green ichor dripped out from the ruined eye around the pointed blade.

I forced myself to move, reaching into my spatial pouch, pulling out Mana potion. I popped off the cork with one thumb and downed it. There was no time for a second.

Ozy had recovered enough Mana to use a single spell skill. He used Petrifying Gaze.

The monster froze up for a moment as I forced myself to run forward once more, sword in hand.

"Lightning Burst! Vibration Blade!"

My first spell skill struck Lanner's blade in the monster's head. This time the monster locked up, and I swung.

I severed another bladed leg, reducing the monster's legs to four. I took another swing, and the third leg was severed.

The spell skill ended, and I retreated. At that moment, I was feeling Mana exhaustion. It would take much longer to recover my reserves after this fight than normal. The monster collapsed to the ground.

Reaching into my spatial pouch, I pulled out a healing potion and used that as well. The monster was struggling to move. Now that the monster was disabled, I rushed over to Lanner.

He was bleeding heavily, but still conscious though barely. I pulled out another healing potion and poured it into his mouth.

"Swallow," I told him.

He swallowed. He shouldn't die now.

My Danger Sense flared. I spun and blocked as the monster forced itself to leaped through the air towards us.

I brought up my sword and blocked its blow. Attacking with its missing limbs, the monster couldn't advance or jump while fighting, but if I moved, Lanner would be killed.

Retreating would be the smart thing to exhaust the monster, but I would not let my teammate die.

I didn't know who was screaming, me or the Abnormal as we continued to exchange blows.

Ozy had moved in. He had been biting down on the monster, but I didn't have the mental bandwidth to focus on him.

Lanner slowly crawled away as I continued to protect him. I could finally step back as well. Ozy retreated off the monster. He had left behind many more punctures on the Abnormal as it continued to bleed out.

I was breathing heavily as my sword hung limply in my hand. There were several chips in the blade. Thankfully, it had a self-repair enchantment. After this, my armor was going to be difficult to repair.

The monster tried to stand, but it had lost the muscles needed to jump because of Ozy. The creature lived, yet couldn't move.

I pulled out another healing potion and took it. I went over to Lanner and gave him another one as well. While they were important supplies, now wasn't the time to be stingy. Fixing up wounds as quickly as possible would avoid scarring.

I didn't take another Mana potion though. There was no need. The monster slowly bled out. My Danger Sense had decreased as the monster continued to struggle. I debated what to do with the monster.

It definitely had a green core. It was over level 150. If it had been more intelligent, it wouldn't have lost this fight. It would have simply slammed into me with its large body. However, its instincts made it use its bladed body parts, while its strongest aspect was its armored body.

Smashing into me and then carving me up would have been the correct decision. Well, it had tried that, but I had blocked its attempts.

As the monster was breathing its last breaths, I gave a nod, and Ozy flew in. I would let him consume the core of the Abnormal. Perhaps it would also benefit him, like the core of the demon.

As for the rest of the monster, my equipment wasn't good enough for a monster of this caliber. And after removing and consuming the monster core, its body parts would weaken anyway.

Abnormals didn't have extra value for their body parts that I knew of, beyond being at a higher level. My ignorance of Demons led me to process its corpse. But I couldn't care less about this bug monster.

I was too tired; the fight had been way too tough.

Ozy slithered over slowly after consuming the Abnormal's core from inside its chest cavity. He was also completely exhausted, but he did not pass out like he had after consuming the demon core.

Lanner was slowly sitting up and poking at his chest and face where he had been cut.

"Still alive?" I asked him.

"Yes," he said nervously, like he wasn't sure. "That…I almost died."

"Yes. Yes, we did. That was a tough fight."

I hadn't had a fight like that since the last Abnormal I had faced.

These things were the true adventurer killers in the dungeon. "We are resting for a minimum of five days."

"Five days?"

"Yes. I overdrew my Mana. I have Mana exhaustion, and Ozy isn't much better. It will take far longer to fully recover, but the worst of it should pass by then."

I made my way to the edge of the chamber with no monster corpses.

The rest of my team dragged their way over as well. I pulled off my armor before passing out. I could rest and lightly sleep with it on, but with the damage, bent metal, I wanted it off before sleeping.

My soul was still shaking, but thankfully it had calmed down. I pulled out Lanner's pack and my pack as well, which I kept a lot of odds and ends in . I wanted to use Clean, but it was better to avoid any spell skills. If I used one, it would only prolong the time I needed to recover.

I got out water for both of us. I was too tired to prepare any food. That could happen tomorrow.

I put on a simple robe and laid down with my head resting on my pack. A light blanket covered me. Lanner was the same. Despite lying down and closing my eyes, I couldn't easily sleep.

That fight had been intense. Beyond intense. Even against the demon, I hadn't felt that kind of pressure. Sure, the fight had been dangerous, but it had been stronger than me and couldn't handle trading blows like the Abnormal could.

While the demon was smarter and more powerful, it was a less capable melee fighter and was concerned about getting hurt. The Abnormal had been relentless even in the face of overwhelming damage.

As I lay there, everything hurt. While the wounds had closed, there was still lingering pain, and my body had pushed itself beyond its limits. The Soul Strike on a more powerful monster hadn't helped either.

I could feel the dried blood on my face. Thankfully, my vision had recovered. I wasn't about to lose my eyesight or keep coughing up blood.

While the attack might not have done much to the monster on a physical level, it had hampered it. The monster was hurt more than I was. That was the one thing helping me keep up with it in our last exchange.

The fight kept replaying repeatedly in my head.

I slept for just under 12 hours when I finally woke up. Having a sense of time was quite handy.

"Clean. Clean."

I cleaned off Lanner as well while he slept. Ozy opened one red eye to look at me and let out a light hiss. Everything was sore.

Checking my reserves, I saw they were all in the double digits except my Mana, which had dropped to single digits after using Clean twice. Everything was exhausted, not just my Mana. I had dug out every bit of stamina that I had. My healing was also exhausted.

Getting up, I made my way away from our temporary campsite and relieved myself. The corpse of the Abnormal was breaking apart. With no Mana core and not being Alchemically preserved, its body was crumbling away.

After returning, I got to work, getting out a cook set to make a meal. Lanner woke up as the stew simmered.

"Morning," he mumbled as he rubbed his eyes.

"A late morning. We slept for about 12 hours."

"That long?"

"Yes. We were both exhausted after that fight."

"Oh, thanks for cleaning things."

"I probably shouldn't have, but I couldn't help myself. We are staying here for several days. I need to rest for a while after that fight and work on patching up my clothing and armor."

"Yeah. My armor…it did little."

"That monster's blade legs resisted my weapon. A tier 3 weapon with a tier 4 skill on it. It's a minor miracle that the monster didn't cut you in half. Rushing at a monster with your pointy stick… really, Lanner?" I scolded him in a light tone.

"It seemed like a good idea," he replied with a small pout.

"Well, you are incredibly brave. Also, foolish. You are lucky I have potions with me. Without them, we would both be dead for sure."

"Thank you for that."

"A team sticks together."

If they remained a team. Once a team broke apart, it was everyone for themselves. But until that point, sticking together and having each other's backs was important.

Even if Lanner had been an idiot, I had done similar things. Thankfully, he survived and would learn from the experience. His skills would improve and next time he would be stronger, better, and more capable.

My mind went to the knowledge I had gained from the beastkin. If there was an Abnormal, there was probably a natural treasure of the dungeon nearby. I had Ozy figure out the tunnel the monster had come from, and I had a guess as well. I was going to get that natural treasure; hopefully, it was a soul fruit.

            

    
        Chapter 193 – A Natural Treasure

    
    
    
    
                I had been thinking I wanted to find and fight Abnormals to find natural treasures of the dungeon. But after the last fight, I had no interest in such things.

Even after five full days of rest, my health and stamina reserves were slightly below their maximum, and my Mana reserves were at half.

As for my heavy armor, it was a complete mess. Everything was damaged except my boots. The gloves tore. My belt was partially ripped apart. My plate armor had more holes than chain mail.

I had bent the pieces back into place, and Ozy had used a bit of Alchemy to bind the metal back together, while fixing the runic structure as I directed him. I couldn't fix everything because Ozy was exhausted, but I could fix the worst of the damage.

I carefully stitched the underlying cloth back together. It was tedious and slow, but there was nothing else to do during these five days. Lanner worked on his armor and clothing as well. While he bounced back quicker than I did, he hadn't pushed himself as much.

He was injured, but that only affected his healing point reserves, not his stamina or Mana. The morning we were going to leave, I slowly put my armor back on.

It felt slightly more restrictive and different. The patch job hadn't been that great. Ozy and I were no craftsmen to make a high-quality piece like this. We could make repairs so it wouldn't fall apart, and the enchantments kept working, but returning it to its original state was impossible.

My blade had repaired itself. If it had been stronger, I could have cut through the monster. Another thing to take care of once I got out of the dungeon would be getting a tier 4 blade. It would be insanely costly, but the priority of getting a better weapon had moved up on my list of things I needed to accomplish once I left the dungeon.

Standing up, I slowly moved about. I made some adjustments to the straps holding my armor in place. When I was satisfied, I packed everything else.

Lanner and Ozy were already ready, waiting for me. I would have preferred to rest longer or leave the dungeon, but resting for a month would be pointless.

With my sword and spell skills, I could handle monsters. The actual risk was running into another Abnormal, but that was highly unlikely. And if we did, I could only curse the dungeon itself.

We followed the tunnel the Abnormal had come from. Several hundred Blade Bugs filled the next chamber, but they didn't have tails or scissor mouths. I took my time to prepare a runic circle.

After completing that, I incinerated many of them with Ozy's help. Lanner killed any that broke through the firewall. I followed up with my blade, easily cutting through these weaker versions of the Abnormal.

As for the monsters being the same type as the Abnormal, that could happen. Abnormals could be their own unique monster or be related to a monster type within a chamber. Reports showed that both were common occurrences.

After I killed off all the Blade Bugs, I began searching everything carefully. I did one pass around the chamber first but spotted nothing. Then I slowly checked everything piece of wall and floor, knocking on them and carefully staring at them.

Ozy was also looking around to see where the natural treasure of the dungeon might be hiding. Searching for the rest of the day revealed nothing.

"Are you sure there is something here?" Lanner asked me.

"Yes. The beastkin believed that Abnormals and natural treasures were linked. They considered it common knowledge that they let slip. Their Perception stat and related sensory skills are stronger. This might seem like a regular stone chamber, but there must be something."

"What about the wall or ceiling? The Abnormal could climb with its blades," Lanner said, and I nodded.

"We scanned the floor carefully today. Tomorrow we will check the walls. Or Ozy will, at least higher up. If that fails, then we will use Alchemy and spell skills to rip the chamber apart."

"That could take days."

"That is fine. I still haven't fully recovered. I am going to get that natural treasure."

The next day we checked the walls. This time Ozy found something halfway up the curved wall of the chamber. Most walls went up vertically before curving tightly near their roof to form a dome.

There was an illusory wall. Ozy brought up a rope and secured it with Alchemy, allowing me to climb up. There was a large alcove with a chest at the back. I also noted the demonic runes that created the illusory wall.

The runes were familiar, yet this combination was unique. Carefully, I pulled out a notebook and recorded them. I thought someone knew such a combination, but I might sell it to the College if no one did.

Approaching the chest, I checked it for traps. While rare, it wasn't impossible. Opening it up with my sword caused nothing to shoot out at me. Resting inside it was an amulet.

It was golden on a gold ring chain. The amulet itself had the shape of the sun. There was no face or other iconography associated with it.

I could only wear an amulet or bracelet. My current bracelet stopped experience gain. I had been considering removing it but didn't want Xanatos to benefit from me any more than he already had.

I could check what the Amulet did though without worry. Taking off my bracelet, I put the amulet on.

Eventually, I figured out that it was a tier 3 Sun Amulet. Fire damage would imbue all weapon-based attacks. Pulling out my sword, I swung at the chest.

Fire left a streak in its wake, and flames burst out when I struck the chest. My sword was warm, but it wasn't melting. It was strong enough to handle the power of the Amulet.

"Fire Blade."

I swung again, and it was like I was holding a raging inferno. My strike made me stumble back as a small explosion occurred. I quickly stopped the spell skill and blocked the Sun Amulet from enhancing my weapon.

The Sun Amulet worked by repurposing a small bit of my Mana and Mana in the air itself to empower the blade with the fire attack. It wouldn't work with something like a wand. I had some guesses as to the runic structure inside the amulet.

It would use only demonic runes, of course. I couldn't use a bow with this amulet unless I struck a monster with the bow itself. The effect wouldn't linger on arrows. And unless I had tier 3 arrows, the fire imbuement would break the weapon apart after a single use.

This kind of boost was incredibly rare and valuable. It was a natural treasure and held comparable value to an orange soul fruit. I would have preferred a Soul Fruit over this Sun Amulet.

As for making something like this, it would be a struggle. While it looked like gold, the metal wasn't gold. It was a special metal imbued with Mana. If I were a craftsman, I might have guessed the type of metal used.

I took the Sun Amulet off and put my experience-countering bracelet back on. It was nice, but ultimately not that useful. As for Lanner, he had no use for something like this either. I would put it away and trade it for lots of money once I returned.

With it, I could pay off my debt to the College and look at getting Ozy some more skills. I had a second spatial pouch as well which I kept tucked away. I hadn't traded that to the gnomes. A spatial pouch was too valuable for me.

I might give it to Lanner depending on how things went for the rest of the dungeon. He had helped in that fight and hadn't run. I climbed down from the alcove.

"Find anything?" Lanner asked.

I pulled out the Sun Amulet and let him look.

He used his sword while wearing it, creating a burst of flames when the point struck something. He gave me a look when I held out a hand to take it back.

"It's useful."

"And when you can defeat an Abnormal like that and find the natural treasure, you can decide what to do with it."

"You are just going to put it away?"

"Yes," I replied as he took it off and handed it over.

"Couldn't I use it while we are together?"

"And we leave, you will ask for it back," I said with a shake of my head. "We discussed the loot rules. I have full priority on our team."

"Alright," he said with a sigh, but I wouldn't change my mind about this.

The Amulet was too valuable to let him use it. When I took it back later, the feelings would be much heavier. Better to avoid that drama early on.

"Nothing else?"

"No. Just a chest and an alcove. The dungeon probably placed the Abnormal there when it created the chamber. Its sensory skills were probably higher. So, once we got one chamber away, it moved in to launch a surprise attack."

"Well, hopefully there is something that suits me when we find the next one. Like a wand."

"If we find a wand, it is all yours," I said, and he nodded.

I doubted we would find a wand, but if we did, I could only call it fate or destiny and let him keep it.

If we did go to the surface, then I would put the Sun Amulet on.

I would not take chances against demons and beastkin. There was no reason to return to the surface now. We had food for several more years. I just needed to get back to the Eldarin continent.

It's a shame that the natural treasure wasn't a dungeon compass or something similar. That would have been far more useful. Or even a soul fruit to help me learn skills more quickly. But beggars couldn't be choosers.

Surviving and getting any natural treasure was still a win. I would not get too worked up about that. A good fight was any fight I survived without a lasting injury. The natural treasure was something I didn't have before. Getting upset about something like that was foolish. It was the will of the dungeon, which I had no way of controlling.

            

    
        Chapter 194 – A Random Encounter

    
    
    
    
                I looked at the figure that had emerged from a tunnel in the chamber we had just cleared. While they didn't look overly strong, I was on my guard. They looked human, but one could never be sure.

"Peace for peace. Fist for first," I called out.

"Oh. Another human? Here. Peace for peace. Fist for fist," the man declared.

The tension in the air eased slightly.

"You got siloed into this section of the dungeon as well?"

"Siloed. That is a good way to put it. Kill any beastkin?"

"One team," I replied, and he nodded.

"Good. There isn't any other way to get food."

His eyes scanned our faces, looking at us. I saw him looking at the spatial pouch on my hip. "I would be willing to trade cores for spare food."

"You can't eat Mana cores."

"True, true. But I have saved up quite a bit over the years I have been roaming the dungeon."

"On the 11th layer?"

"Of course. The cores are better here, and beastkin teams like to hunt on this layer. It is the best one for survival. Ambushing them, getting food. Unfortunately, the pickings have been getting slimmer over the years."

"Trading away food is foolish. You know this. You wouldn't give up food if I offered monster cores," I replied and rested a hand on the hilt of my blade.

"Haha, you got me. But humans need to stick together, even if you are with a kid."

"My companion is an adult, just had a soul injury as a kid and is quite capable."

"Hmm, if you say so."

"I do. But in the interest of friendship and knowledge sharing, I will offer a full meal for your knowledge of this continent, the beastkin, and the surface. I have levels in cooking."

"As much as I can eat."

"One full pot of stew. If you have an eating or food-related skill, I won't be cheated," I replied and the scraggly looking man chuckled. I kept myself clean-shaven, but this man had clearly run out of such supplies or didn't care.

"Deal. I won't follow you either. One meal, one full pot, to the brim. And we can chat."

"Justin Burnstock and my companion is Lanner. My pet is nicknamed Ozy."

"Burnstock, Burnstock. Hmm, sounds familiar. I am Illian Crosston," he introduced himself and approached. I always kept him in my sight as I got out a table, chairs, and then began cutting up vegetables for the stew.

He sat down and placed his flat hands on the table. A clear sign that he was trying to put me at ease.

"So, how long have you been siloed here?"

"About ten years, give or take. You?"

"About a year."

"It just gets worse."

"You checked the surface?"

"Once. The entrance passage led to a beastkin settlement. Complete savages. Lost my old team there while I escaped back into the dungeon. You?"

"I made a passage with a ritual. Just stones, ice, snow, and cold up there."

"Sounds about right from what I tortured out of the beastkin. If there were forests or something, I would take my chance. But with snow and rocks, there's no way to survive properly."

"The coast would be an option."

"Fishing? Maybe. But I would have to make it out of their settlement. That won't be easy. Unless you want to try another ritual and open another passage,"

"I am hoping to develop a skill to find my way back."

"Impossible. Maybe if you were the top graduate of the College of Advancement, then I might take you seriously."

"I actually am."

"Huh. Well, talent finds a way in the dungeon no matter what. Wait, Burnstock. Is your mother the Supreme Warlady?"

Lanner was listening in, not saying anything. He knew nothing beyond the Eldarin Continent besides what I had told him.

"Yes, she is my mother."

"Well, we can just wait for a rescue then," he said with pure joy.

"She died. Just after you got siloed over here,"

"Died? The Supreme Legend who made grown men piss themselves in fear? The one who could harvest the lives of legends like wheat under the scythe of a farmer?"

"The 26th layer. A demon got her and three other supreme legends."

"Damn. Curse those monsters. Double for demons. Curse them all to the pits of hell that they spawned from. I swear if I get home, I will never go back into this dungeon ever again."

"Well, I learned the demons are fighting the beastkin on the surface. I fought, and it pursued me into the dungeon."

"How dangerous was it?"

"Very. We barely survived. It retreated as well and then came back later on, chasing me down."

"Damn. A monster that runs. How annoying and dangerous. I haven't run into anything like that down here so far. Only two Abnormals. Those were rough."

"We fought one and beat it."

"I can see. Tough fight if your armor is banged up like that. Mine, I had to give up long ago. Just have my trusty sword."

"Any ideas on how to get back?"

"No. I have thought about it, but the dungeon hasn't seen fit to cooperate. We are truly…siloed, as you call it."

I finished cutting the vegetables and set two pots to simmer. "Give it half an hour and then the stew will be ready."

"I haven't had a hot meal in forever. Just the rations the beastkin carry. The meat…well, don't eat the meat if you can help it. It has Mana in it."

"I know," I replied, not wanting to talk about that subject.

"So, any luck creating a skill?"

"No."

"A shame. A shame. You said the demons and beastkin are fighting?"

"Yes, as far as I could tell," I replied, and Illian nodded.

"Perhaps I will try to escape and get to the coast and fish. But if I do that, I give up all hope of returning home. If you get back…let the Adventurer's Guild know that I have perished. I doubt my family thinks of me anymore, but I want them to know."

"I will," I replied, and he nodded, relaxing at my promise.

"Thank you. It is nice to talk to someone after all these years. Anything interesting happening back home?"

"The Dark Cabal tried to collapse the College onto the City of Undercraft. The College took flight thanks to the planning of The Mathemancer, his last accomplishment before his final descent. Then the Dark Cabal tried to engulf the College in a volcano. The new Dean sent it plummeting to seal the volcano."

"Dark Cabal? Huh, never heard of them. But if they can do all of that, then have some serious skills."

We continued to chat about general subjects while Lanner listened.

Eventually, the stew was ready, and we ate. Illian ate like a starving man, which he was. He devoured his entire pot, which was the amount of food Lanner and I could eat over three days.

"Ahhh, that was perfect. Living down here has been a nightmare. I honestly hate the dungeon."

"I don't have many kind thoughts either. I am going to clean up, and then we are leaving."

"I understand. I will go down that tunnel," he said and pointed. He got up and then hesitated. "I hope you make it back, Justin."

"You too, Illian," I said. He gave me a small smile behind his overgrown facial hair before trudging off. I had Ozy seal the tunnel behind him. I then got to packing everything up.

"Why are we running?" Lanner asked me. "Why not team up?"

"Because there is no trust. We might be friendly, but in the end, we would fight for food. Sharing a meal was kindness we gave, but to do that for days and years would only hurt us. Also, he probably has some kind of food-related skill to live down here for so long with so little to eat."

"Is your mother really a supreme legend?"

"Yes, but she is dead."

"Ah, sorry," he said.

I wasn't sensitive about the subject, but it wasn't one that I enjoyed talking about in depth.

"It is fine," I replied and let Ozy know to seal up the tunnel behind us as well. If Illian wanted to pursue us, it wouldn't be easy.

I had us backtrack the way we had come. We had to clear another chamber of monsters and then another one. After we cleared them, I made us go back the way we had gone.

If Illian wasn't following us, the chambers we had met and the one after that should have been replaced. I scouted ahead, and the dungeon replaced the chamber where we had met.

Unless he had tracking skills, he was no longer a concern. He was off in another part of the dungeon.

"He could wait at the nearest passage," Lanner said as we settled down for the night.

"He could. That was why we were going to descend and then find another passage to ascend. Make sure we are nowhere near him. If he wants to ambush us or the beastkin, he will wait near the passage from the 10th layer, not the one to the 12th layer."

"You already thought of that," Lanner said, and I nodded.

"Of course. Knowing how to manage a non-hostile encounter in the dungeon is important. We aren't hostile, but we aren't friends either. Best to make sure we don't run into each other. Perhaps we will stay on the 12th layer for a while."

"It will be harder," Lanner said, and I nodded.

"Of course. But you have been improving rapidly. You are above level 40?"

"Yes, I got my second class," he said, and I nodded. He didn't share any information about it, which was fine. I didn't expect him to, nor did I want him to. A person's skill choices had to be managed by them.

While a parent might guide a child, ultimately it was up to a person to decide their class and skills. Outside interference or suggestions would only build resentment and create pointless drama. I was just asking about his general level to get a better sense of how he was progressing.

Lanner was behind Ozy, but that wasn't a big surprise. He wasn't as involved in combat, and his wands didn't help his experience gain.

I would encourage him on a method of combat he could use with his wands, but ultimately if he wanted to do something else that was up to him. But if he tried to progress Gnomish Fencing, he was courting death. Gnomes' size prevented them from being physical fighters.

Every fight would be like the one I had against the Abnormal. Though if a gnome fought in melee, they would probably level up rapidly from the sheer pressure they were under.
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                We had cleared the chamber of monsters. They weren't interesting, but what was interesting was the large doorway with a mural on it and a runic inscription around the edge.

Dungeon features like this door were incredibly rare, but they occurred. The few recorded instances of them painted a picture of natural treasures or death. Often more deaths than natural treasures.

We were on the 12th layer, which had to be considered as well.

"What is it?" Lanner asked.

"A dungeon feature. They are rare. Rarer than Abnormals, but not as rare as demons. The mural is showing scenes of a battle between beastkin, flying humanoids with wings, and other races watching on," I said while looking over the doorway.

"I see that. What does it say?" Lanner asked.

"Patience, I am translating. Runes aren't like letters, but more concepts stringed together. The positioning and arrangement matter as well. Intrepid Spirit is the one whom this tomb or resting place memorializes. I think it's a proper name. It could also mean the people's spirit or will," I said while trying to translate the demonic runes.

"To guard or protect against all those who trespass or seek things that are forbidden. For all eternity or time," I finally finished. I was definitely missing some nuance in the translation.

"A tomb in the dungeon?"

"A dungeon feature. These things are rare. But also, dangerous and profitable," I replied while looking at the doorway and mural. The glowing figure with a spear plunging towards the horde of beastkin appeared to look quite heroic.

"Wouldn't the dungeon erase something like this?"

"Trying to understand the dungeon has been the lifetime work of many Professors. It is best to accept things as they are and deal with how things are. The question we need to consider is whether we want to enter."

"We seem to handle this layer fairly well."

I appreciated his current enthusiasm, but it wasn't that simple. The risk was much higher for a location like this than for the rest of the layer. In fact, the danger had a possibly of being completely divorced from the layer system of the dungeon entirely. Unfortunately, the information about such dungeon features was rare and fragmented over the centuries.

I also hadn't asked my mother about them either. They weren't something that was often discussed. Adventurers might mention them as a curiosity, but no one knew anyone who had found one, let alone explored one. There were only historical records and whispered stories about such things.

Learning about history was paying off, since I had some idea of what we were dealing with. While not immediately useful, it helped quite a bit in situations like this.

"It isn't connected to the layer, at least that is what the historical records say. What few there are. It is a tomb of some kind, probably for that figure that displayed in prominence on the mural," I said while pointing at the winged figure.

"And if we leave?"

"We are likely never to see this place again," I replied and went up to the large doors.

They were about twice my height. A light push didn't budge the doors. I pushed with all my strength; but they didn't move.

A slight bit of Mana flowed through the doorway. I pulled out my sword and left a scratch on the mural. The scratch quickly faded away.

"There are self-repair enchantments. We would have to break through to get inside," I said and Lanner pulled out a wand.

I rolled my eyes and waved a hand at him.

"We aren't going in?"

"We need to think. Actually, think and prepare. What if there is some super monster inside? The speed of the self-repair was quite high. Far faster than my sword. Probably tier 4. The fact that the Mana is so subtle is also concerning. They could hide anything."

"Tunneling."

"Tunneling?"

"If that door is too dangerous to go through, tunnel in and check the inside. My…well, I know about tunneling," Lanner said, not being able to mention his people, the gnomes.

"How would that work? Do you have the equipment?"

"With Ozy's Alchemy, we can go in from the side. You can also take your time preparing as well in case there are traps or monsters inside," Lanner said, and I nodded at this.

"You good with that, Ozy?" I asked my pet, who was resting on my shoulders and pauldron.

Ozy lifted his head and gave me a nod and slithered off me towards Lanner.

I began preparing several stone plates to cover the doorway and to carve out more Mana cores to use as explosives. Lanner got to work directing Ozy, who slowly transmuted the stone wall off to the side of the mural covered doorway.

When it was time to stop, I went over to check on their progress.

"How is it going?" I asked, looking at the circular hole that was slowly being made.

"Taking it slow. No need to rush. The walls started repairing themselves as well. That is a known problem. Thankfully, Ozy here could create a thin crystalline layer on the surface, locking everything into place. It's also very thick. The big danger is the difference in air pressure."

"Air pressure?" I asked and Lanner nodded.

"Yes. It normally isn't noticeable since we walk between chambers. However, if two chambers connect, bypassing several others, many more variables may arise. That's why we are going slowly. Also to not alarm anything on the other side."

"Well, I am about to start dinner and Ozy is exhausted."

Lanner's instructions had worn my pet out and the gnome gave a nod at this statement.

The next day, work continued. While we could have easily bypassed this dungeon feature, I didn't want to. There was a lot of risk, but the chance at some valuable items was motivation enough to keep going.

It might have been the excitement from facing the Abnormal not too long ago. But fighting regular monsters in the dungeon seemed less exciting than it had previously. I knew I couldn't rush lower carelessly, seeking life or death fights. But each battle went the same way with minor variations.

"We are almost through; the wall is quite thick," Lanner said.

I finished carving a partial runic sequence on the red Mana core and made my way over. There was a tiny hole, with light, air, and a thick suffocating Mana coming out of it.

Lanner and Ozy made room as I crawled into the hole. It was a tight fit with my armor on, but I managed. I carefully looked through the finger-sized hole they had made at the end of the larger one.

Looking through it, I found it was quite bright. It took my eyes about a minute to adjust to the blinding light. I could make out a brilliantly lit tomb. There were also several statues standing about that made my Danger Sense quiver. The entire room was a trap, and the statues of winged humanoids were probably golems.

With my knowledge of traps, if the Mana in the room decreased too much, the golems would probably activate and deal with the situation and intruders. I pulled myself out with some help from Lanner.

"What do you think?" he asked.

"Ozy, can you seal up the tiny hole for now?" I asked and my pet nodded. "It's a trap room. If you saw those statues, they are clearly golems. High-quality ones. Probably tier 4 or tier 5 if I had to guess. Based on the layout, I would estimate there are seven of them, along with the central sarcophagus."

"Can we prepare for them?"

"They are tier 4 at least. Probably tier 5. That equates to them being at the same level as a legend. That tomb would wipe out anything less powerful than a legend,"

"Oh," Lanner said, and I nodded. "But if they trigger from lack of Mana, you could sneak in, and we close up the wall behind you."

"They might also react to foreign Mana. Entering the room itself is asking for death. Or doing anything inside of it with those golems present. There is a reason this place is still here even with beastkin around."

"What do you mean?"

"People speculate that the reason less of these dungeon features were found over time is that the Eldarin section of the dungeon plundered or cleared them. But here with the beastkin, if any of them reached this place, they were likely wiped out after entering."

"But with that much Mana, there has to be something powerful inside."

"Probably, but we would also likely be killed."

"Not if I tunnel in from below to the sarcophagus. We will enter from the floor and use the existing observation hole to accurately measure the distance.”

"If those golems twitch, we have to leave immediately. No questions. No hiding anything. If we make one mistake, those doors could open and kill us.”

Lanner nodded. "Not a problem. I know tunneling and measurement. I might not be that great at a lot of things, but I can do this."

"I will trust you. Take your time. Better to be slow and careful. No mistakes. You too, Ozy," I said, and my pet nodded.

While they began making another tunnel to bypass the protections from below to reach the sarcophagus, I continued to set up fallback points and other runic-based traps.

While it might be overkill and we might not even need it, it was better to have a lot of firepower on hand rather than too little. Anything that could make a dungeon feature was not to be underestimated.

I knew for sure that a person, and not the dungeon, had built this tomb. I could be mistaken, but there were only two other long-term structures here. The first being the Last Bastion on the 20th layer. Then the gnome settlement, which was hidden around the 5th layer or between layers.

The environment within the dungeon-made chambers was natural except for the natural treasures and anything that was hiding their location. That's why I didn't think it was the dungeon. It did so many other things but didn't seem to make actual structures. Perhaps it didn't make the natural treasures either.

The conundrum could only be solved by going to the bottom of the dungeon. At least, everyone thought the answers were down there. That's why a final descent mattered so much. It was a final quest for the adventurers to get the answers they had always wondered about.

In centuries, I would follow my mother's footsteps down and try to find the answers myself. For now, I have a dungeon feature to explore and hopefully get some answers from.

Once my preparations were complete, I also took time copying the mural with my Drawing skill. Normally I used to draw runes, but this time I was going to copy the mural. The College would gladly pay for this precious knowledge.
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                Divine Seraphim Glorious Light

My thoughts turned towards Intrepid Spirit. I often thought of my fallen comrades in the Great War. So, few of us were left and there was still so much time. He been quite capable against the forces of darkness and the minions of the Great Evil.

As my thoughts turned in memory, so too did my gaze. I could see why it come to mind. Someone was disturbing Intrepid Spirit’s final resting place. A human, they were relentless in their expansion. A gnome, one of the minions of the Great Evil.

They had been skilled in avoiding the purge of their people. I casually traced the gnome’s existence backwards and there was a void. Just like the gnomes I had observed in the past. I looked at the human and the same thing. There was a void in his timeline.

The human had tamed a monster. A clever use of the one of the monsters of the depths. But ultimately an insignificant one. What was concerning was the desecration. There were so few Seraphim tombs left and Intrepid Spirit had been a close friend. We had fought side by side.

I remember when she was struck down. A strike to her celestial form by the Great Evil itself. Looking back, I could see that moment over and over again. I had been unable to change the outcome. She took that the blow to create an opening and fell because of it. Altering the course of all events, all because she trusted me.

My soul wept for her sacrifice, but my mind knew that without that sacrifice we would have lost the Great War. I slowly lifted a finger to smite those trespassers. A single thought from me would evaporate them from existence itself. They had neither the strength or skills to defend themselves.

I had let many things go since the Great War. Content to let time cement our eventual victory. But Intrepid Spirit held a special place in my heart. To desecrate her tomb and her corpse was foul beyond belief.

My power gathered, but then I felt a whisper in the wind as it blew past me. The tombs were a monument, but they were not meant to remain forever. They were a reminder and Intrepid Spirit always did have a kind heart.

I had not sung in a long time. I let the power in my finger go, spinning it into a poem of remembrance to be carried away by the winds of fate itself.

In honor of her memory, I would not intervene and punish these interlopers.In the garden of valor, where roses of courage bloom,
Thorns of sacrifice guard the heart's sacred tomb.Each petal, a warrior, fierce in the dawn’s golden light,
Stood tall against the shadow, that endless, devouring night.

The great evil, a tempest, with claws of despair,Swept o'er the meadows, poisoning sweet summer air.
Its roots choked the rivers, its breath scorched the skies,
Yet heroes, like lilies, arose with unyielding cries.

Their swords were as sunbeams, their shields woven stars,They carved through the darkness, unbowed by its scars.
But oh, how the cost, each bloom torn from the vine,

Their laughter, their warmth, now but shades in the shrine.The oak of remembrance stands steadfast and tall,
Its branches enwreathe where the brave chose to fall.Each leaf whispers sorrow, yet sings of their might,
A tapestry woven with valor’s fierce light.

The poppy of grief, with its crimson lament,Marks furrows of battle where life’s joy was spent.
Yet still in its heart lies a seed of rebirth,
A promise that honor shall rise from the earth.

O winds of forever, bear soft their sweet names,Through fields where the fire of their spirit still flames.
Though loss cuts like winter, though hearts bear the frost,
In memory’s garden, no soul is e’er lost.

Whiteclaw

“Entry, for you and these orphans?” The leader of the Cat Clan sneered at me.

“Yes. We are survivors of the Fox Clan,” I said. Elder Keeneyes had given her life to help us escape. Even so, a third of the orphans had frozen on the journey. We were out of food and had nowhere to go.

“We should kill you and take what you possess,” the leader sneered at me.

“You could try. But I am Whiteclaw, last of the White Fox Clan. Test me if you dare. My claws are sharp and I will kill at least one of you,” I declared boldly. The other beastkin listening in felt the pressure I emitted. It was instantly crushed by the leader of the Cat Clan.

“A dead clan. A weak beastkin. But I suppose there are benefits to welcoming lost brethren who are capable. You will teach a beastkin of my choosing your legacy,” he said.

“Very well,” I agreed through gritted teeth.

“That is not all. Payment, half of everything you have in your spatial pouch. Half of everything. The value will be decided based on fists of food,” the leader said.

“I will pay 10,000 orange Mana cores. That should suffice as tribute to accept me and these orphans,” I declared.

“So, you have more,” the leader said while staring intently at me.

“Of course. But I am not some slave. I have survived demons, a trek through mountains during the dark season, and have brought these orphans here. You might be stronger than me, but I am no weakling to bend over. If you won’t accept, then I will depart and make my home elsewhere,” I declared.

“You would die outside our walls.”

“Then so be it. It is better to die on one’s feet than to die as a slave. We endure.”

“We endure. So be it. The terms and tribute are accepted. I will have someone report to you to learn as your apprentice one month from now. And don’t hide anything. I know the legacy of the White Fox Clan.”

“If they can learn, they can learn. If they cannot, it is not fault of my own,” I declared.

“I will be watching. All who live here work. There is my rule and no one else’s. The orphans will be placed in our orphanages.”

“I was hoping to start a food growing business and use them as my assistants,” I said.

“And start up an enterprise with a loyal cadre inviting factionalism and dissent. No. You can start your business. More food is always desired and you can hire other beastkin of this settlement. But the orphans will be given to my orphanages and schools where their purpose will be decided.” I gritted my teeth, but had no choice but to accept. This wasn’t an argument I could win.

“I understand.”

“It is good that you do. I can tell you are thinking about betrayal, schemes, and other such foolishness. Let it go. The Cat Clan is not like the other clans and whatever factionalism they engage in. We are united in purpose under a single leader. Me. If you wish to replace me, you merely need to challenge me. A fight to the death.”

“No, I understand. I will behave,” I declared, letting go of my frustration.

“You are dismissed.”

Emperor Darren Burnstock

“Hold the line!” I roared on the cliff overlooking the beach. My voiced echoed across the battlefield. The waves were colored red with blood. The Great Ocean Empire was invading my territory, and I had been forced to relocate my army to counter their invasion.

The dwarven battle carriages fired another barrage, as explosions rippled across the sand, melting the coarse substance to glass and incinerating the fishmen. The Legends were fighting on the flanks.

One of my Legends was struck, and was forced to retreat. We had no more reserves. If we lost this position, the fishmen would sink more of the land. We couldn’t allow that to happen.

“Fight! Fight for humanity!” I roared over the screams of the dying and dammed. I kicked off the ground, hurrying to the right flank before the fishmen could force a rout with their superior number of legends.

I hated direct combat, but I still had some tricks up my sleeve. And if I didn’t fight, I would lose control over the Legends still under my command.

The legend fishman I was facing was wielding a tier 4 trident that shout out Water Beams. A classic weapon of the fishmen race. A Water Beam shot at me. I raised a hand and twisted the Mana in front of me.

The Water Beam struck and broke apart into three separate beams, two of them struck other fishmen fighting other legends on this part of the battlefield.

My opponent rushed forward with a roar. They were quick, but out of water, they didn’t have the necessary skills. I was rusty in my old age. I was too old for fighting nonsense. I opened my mouth.

I spoke a simple yet profound sentence, when I was sure no one else was close enough to overhear it or see what I was doing.

The legend swung at me, using several skills they were impressive, but he couldn’t block his ears or his heart. Mana surged in both our bodies as my ultimate skill created a resonance. My heart began to beat in time with his.

After ten seconds the legend froze as my ultimate skill struck. He had lost against me. I still reigned supreme. The legend’s chest exploded apart, partially bisecting him as his heart erupted like a bomb inside of his body. There was a momentary lull across the battlefield as everyone looked over in shock.

Legends were skilled enough to keep an eye on their surroundings while fighting. They had too much experience to fully get caught up in the heat of battle. They had seen that I had come to reinforce them after one of their comrades had been injured.

To kill an opponent of this caliber so quickly, through such esoteric means, was highly shocking. Unfortunately, I had no other way of ending the fight quickly. If this dragged on, we would fall into a huge disadvantage.

“FOR THE REFORGED ELDARIN EMPIRE!” I roared out. I only applied a small touch of Mana to my shout, but it echoed across the battlefield. The humans and dwarves on my side swelled with courage and determination, while the fishmen grew fearful.

They began to retreat. No more legends fell, but their regular forces had been decimated. They would be licking their wounds and reconsidering their actions. I would have loved to pursue them, but we needed proper equipment and skills for underwater battles.

Back during the Eldarin Empire, it had been a source of frustration. Now with the dwarves, the world would soon be within my grasp.

“Ack! Ack!” I coughed heavily in to my hand. There were flecks of blood. My body was collapsing. My soul was too much for something that was not truly mine. The fate of all strong individuals.

It was something that I wanted to warn my son about. One of the things I would have liked to give him before I died. But he had gone missing in the dungeon. While I could have sent someone to find him, he had to succeed or fail on his own.

If he died, he wasn’t worthy of my legacy. I would let it perish with me. But if he was worthy he would return. While Elena’s parenting methods were questionable for a child, for a successor, they were correct. I would not allow someone weak or incapable of inheriting my legacy.

I could only hope my son hurried up and returned. I had so many things I wanted to tell him. Things I should have told him. But I had left the College too soon and conveying things by letter wasn’t the best method. I wanted to see his reactions and gauge his acceptance of harsh truths that only I knew.

Using that tier 6 skill had been risky. It could kill anything that could think and listen. But the pressure it put on me was immense. Each time I used it was a gamble of life and death between myself and my opponent.

            

    
        Chapter 197 – The Tomb Of A Seraphim

    
    
    
    
                It had taken two weeks to make a large tunnel under the tomb and the sarcophagus. Measurements were taken constantly by Lanner as Ozy helped make the tunnel.

Once we were under the sarcophagus, a large chamber with a central rectangular pillar was made. The dungeon had a lot of stone or other material before one would run into the spatial barrier that was above and below each layer of the dungeon.

The problem was going upwards into the ornate sarcophagus. I had checked the room several more times, having Ozy open up the hole to take a look. There was a lot of silver and gold decorating it. Possibly platinum etchings as well, if one stared closely at the golems.

The golems themselves were of winged humanoids with spears and shields. They were also in slightly aggressive poses. While none of their weapons were raised, they weren’t just standing guard either. They looked like they could spring to life off their platforms at any moment.

Lanner had left a rectangular pillar of stone leading upwards in the middle of the small chamber. Ozy was slowly cutting around it, up into the sarcophagus. Then the entire stone pillar would slowly be lowered to create as small as disturbance as possible.

As they worked I kept an eye on the room for any movement or disturbance. My face was pressed up against the hole, stopping the Mana from exiting the room with my eye blocking it.

While it was boring to keep watch it was necessary. If the golems moved and burst out, then we would have seconds at best. I wasn’t sure about their strength, but I had a distinct sense that each of the golems could go up against a legend at the very least.

Ozy let me know, he was done cutting out the bottom of the sarcophagus and was now slowly lowering the pillar through Alchemy. Still no reaction.

Lanner and Ozy had strict instructions not to touch anything without my approval. Once the stone pillar was lowered, Ozy let me know. I put a stone plug back on the hole and turned it slightly, letting the grooves slide into place. Better than having Ozy constantly use Alchemy to open and close the observation hole.

I made my way into the underground chamber and stared at the figure on the stone platform.

It was a woman. Her skin was slightly desiccated and dried out, but she was surprisingly intact. The Mana coming off her corpse was immense and oppressive. Lanner was struggling to breathe and Ozy had backed away in fear.

A pair of white wings rested under the woman’s body. She was wearing a simple dress woven of gold and platinum. The cost alone would bankrupt a nation. She had a platinum belt on. Her hands were clasped around a sword that was resting on her body, pointing down towards her feet. It was in a sheath, but I could tell it was an incredibly powerful weapon.

The woman had golden hair. Not blonde, but gold that shimmered with Mana. If it wasn’t for her dried and wrinkled skin, it could have been mistaken that she was just taking a nap. The ears of the woman were pointed like an elves.

There were no pieces of jewelry or armor. Just the sword, belt, simple dress, and the corpse itself. I felt a sense of shame looting the tomb. Disturbing this sleeping figure felt like a very bad idea. Like if I dared to touch her, some great disaster would happen.

I shivered despite not being cold.

I looked at the sword. It was a longsword. Clearly meant to be wielded with two hands or a very strong person with one hand. I was tempted by the weapon.

Reaching out, I made to move the woman’s hands off the hilt of the hilt that rested just below her chin. As I touched her hand, I staggered and everything seemed to spin.

Everything was white. And endless white expanse. It seemed familiar for some reason.

I spun about and the woman who had just been laying in the sarcophagus was standing there. “I am Justin Burnstock,” I said.

“Well met Human Justin Burnstock. I am the last remnant of Seraphim Intrepid Spirit,” her voice had a musical quality to it.

“You are dead. Where are we?” I asked.

“We are meeting in what could be described as your subconscious. Touching my corpse, allowed my Mana to reach you and see who had come to claim my weapon. I thought it would be someone else,” she said.

“I apologize for disturbing you,” I said with a bow.

“It was not a disturbance, for I am dead. The dead are remembered, but all things fade with time. Even a once mighty Seraphim. You have done well slaying a demon with your strength,” she said.

“You can tell that? Of course you can. I hope I didn’t offend you,” I said. I was regretting not looking at the etiquette book my father had left me. Who would think they needed a unique etiquette skill in the dungeon?

“I am a Seraphim. But I suppose knowledge of our kind has been forgotten. It has been a long time since the Great War. And I am not offended. I will not harm you. In fact I have a selfish request,” she said.

“I will listen to your request,” I said, still tense about what was going on.

“That is the best I can hope for. You do not possess the strength to wield my sword. If you were to draw it, your soul would be crushed under its very existence.”

“A tier 6 weapon?” I asked.

“A tier 7, by the standards you are using.” My heart froze at that. It was more powerful than my mother’s blade. “I ask that you destroy it.”

“Destroy such a treasure?!” I was shocked and wanted to refuse on principle. This was a weapon of legend. A treasure beyond compare.

“Yes. I have sealed the curse that was placed on me into the blade. My deepest wish is for the blade to be destroyed along with the curse. This is a quest of great importance,” Intrepid Spirit declared.

“How would such a blade even be destroyed?” I asked hesitantly.

“I can tell you are thinking of keeping it. To become strong enough to wield it yourself. If you do, then you would suffer greatly. On the continent above, there is a great forge that has fallen into disrepair. Take the blade there. There is a machine of great power. Place the blade inside and turn the machine on. The blade and the curse will be destroyed beyond recovery.”

“I can just leave it here,” I said and she shook her head.

“Others would find it. They would try and use it. Which would be a disaster. It must be destroyed. I have enough strength left to request this. Before you refuse. I will offer you something. One skill.”

“Any skill?” I asked.

“Any skill. Just one. But you will have to swear to destroy the blade on your very life. I will place a curse skill upon you that will be only broken with the blade’s destruction. If the blade is drawn from its sheath you would perish. Make your decision.”

“And how would I find this forge and this machine?” I asked.

“The curse skill will show you the way,” Intrepid Spirit declared.

“And your people can’t do this?” I asked.

“No. They will not enter the depths unless absolutely necessary. Doing so would trigger a strong reaction. But they would if there was no other choice. If you did not accept this quest,” she declared.

It was tempting to just ask for a skill that would let me navigate the dungeon. But that would be a foolish choice. “What skill would you recommend?” I asked and she smiled.

“For you, with all your skills, you desire strength. Your body struggles under the weight of your soul. I would recommend the tier 3 skill Seraphim Stat Tempering. It would allow you to use your Mana to slowly improve your stats.”

“Even Vitality?” I asked in surprise.

“All your stats. There are limits. But as the skill improves, you can improve your stats further. It will take a long time, but for those that desire power then that is the best skill I can offer you. Or you can choose a skill to let you navigate the depths, a tier 3 skill True Compass of Desire that would lead you to what your heart most desires,” Intrepid Spirit explained.

A skill to improve stats. Something like that was beyond priceless. There was not even a whisper of such a skill. To get such a skill would be priceless.

“Or I could give you a skill, Seraphim Skill Tempering. It would do the same for skills, and also allow you to remove those curse skills. Three choices. All skills that would be impossible to gain on your own. It is up to you pick and accept this quest.”

Three amazing skills. I wanted them all. But I could tell that Intrepid Spirit wasn’t going to haggle with me beyond the one skill. Three amazing skills. Each one of them was beyond priceless.

Adventurers would kill for just a chance at one of these skills. A way to increase one’s stats or skill levels without fighting monsters in the dungeon. A skill to lead you to what you desired. Each of them was beyond the value of everything I knew of except the tier 7 sword.

“Are you emitting the Mana or the blade?” I asked as I realized a very important question.

“The blade is emitting most of it. Once you take it, it will attract trouble. You must hurry to destroy it as quickly as possible. It will act like a beacon to any who seek its power,” Intrepid Spirit declared.

I could flee with the blade. Flee without the blade. Flee with the blade and take up the quest to destroy it, while getting an amazing skill in return. Fleeing with the blade to use it myself was clearly a stupid choice.

That was asking for trouble while possibly angering this remnant. I didn’t know if she could hurt me, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she could trigger the tomb’s defenses. Leaving without the blade would see me abandoning any reward I might get, while also having a good chance of avoiding trouble.

But the skills were too tempting. Every moment, I thought about them, I wanted one of them. I wanted all of them. Improving my stats would create a solid foundation that would see me far into the future. Improving my skills would allow me to improve higher tier skills without having to use them. Getting the direction to what I desired, was incredibly useful. It would allow me to get out of the current section of the dungeon.

My mind kept going back and forth. Each of the skills were equally balanced in my heart. Having to pick just one was torture. Stats, skills, or my desires. I could find more Abnormals in the dungeon and get more natural treasures.

But a way to improve stats through a skill was priceless. Even if I ate soul fruits by the dozen, they only had so much of an effect. There was a limit to what they could do. But being able to improve my stats directly, I could increase my Vitality and live forever. Improving my skills would let me become insanely powerful, finding other methods of getting those two skills.

            

    
        Chapter 198 – A Carefully Considered Choice

    
    
    
    
                In the end practicality won out. “Does Compass of Desire respond to my thoughts?” I asked.

“It is a divination type skill. It is a bit difficult to use. But it will see you to what you want. But it can get confused the more complicated your desire. The simpler the desire, the better the skill works. It will allow you to get back to your home and find things that you wish to find. An incredibly powerful divination skill and one of the better ones. Is that your choice?”

It wasn’t the best choice. But it was a practical and useful choice. I could spend years with no way to get home and die of starvation. Becoming a lost soul in this part of the dungeon like Illian.

I could also ask that skill to lead me to where I could learn the other two. While the other two had no chance of teaching me the other offered skills. That was why I felt like it was the best pick out of the three. It helped me right away, while also offering long term benefits that were versatile.

“Yes, that is my choice. But before we leave this place, can you tell me about your people or this Great War?” I asked.

“It is not my place to say. Time has moved on. Some things are best left forgotten. But I can sense your curiosity. There once was a Great Evil. The Seraphim fought against it and its minions. We emerged victorious at great cost, including my life,” she said.

“My condolences,” I replied.

“It was my choice. A necessary choice. But now the last remnant of me is almost gone. The world that once was, no longer is. This continent carries the scars of the Great War from long ago and the minions of the Great Evil. Time changes all and it has been a long time. The living change, the dead do not.”

“What is at the bottom of the depths?” I asked the question everyone wanted to know.

“Dangerous knowledge. Knowledge that only those with strength deserve to possess. If you possess the strength, then you can go and find that knowledge. But knowing will do you no good without the strength to truly understand.”

“I am guessing you will say something similar to my other questions,” I said and Intrepid Spirit smiled at me.

“Indeed. Our time now comes to an end Young Justin. Before I give you the two skills, I will impart one last piece of advice. If you ever meet another Seraphim named Glorious Light, let him know that his poetry could use some work in its evocative imagery,” she said.

“I will remember that,” I replied while committing those words to memory.

“Then I wish you luck in your quest,” she said. I was about to thank her, but she was suddenly in front of me. Her hand shot out and dove into my head.

Everything spun.

I stumbled back from the corpse in front of me, back in the chamber under the tomb room. “Are you okay?” Lanner gasped out.

I didn’t answer as I felt two new skills settle onto my soul.

Tier 3: Compass Of Desire

Tier 7: Seraphim Quest(C)

The Compass Of Desire was weird. It was different from any other skill I had gotten. It felt more elusive, like oil on top of water. Constantly shifting, but still grouped together.

The curse skill Seraphim Quest was like a chain strapped to my heart. I knew that if I didn’t destroy the blade in front of me, I would die a horrible death with absolute certainty. A tier 7 curse, there was no chance of ever breaking that. Not even in my wildest dreams.

And the person who had created it was already dead. The sheer power of the Seraphim was immense. I wouldn’t be ignoring the book my father had given me after this. I looked down at Intrepid Spirit’s corpse. Her hands had unclenched from the blade’s hilt.

Her corpse seemed lesser. The Mana that had covered her body was no longer present. I reached out for the longsword. I grabbed it’s sheathe just below the hilt and lifted it. It was a struggle. The blade was insanely heavy. I reached out with a second hand to help lift it up.

I lifted it off her corpse. I noted a tiny gold string made of Mana wrapped around the hilt and the sheathe. Something to stop the blade from falling out or being casually drawn. I put a hand on the hilt and the blade didn’t budge.

The sheathe was some kind of metal I had no clue about. The Mana coming from the blade was a large amount. The ground shook slightly and my Danger Sense began to rapidly increase.

“We need to leave, quickly,” I said. The cursed skill tugged me in one direction and my desire to leave the dungeon had my other new skill tug me in a different direction. As we exited the tunnel we had made, my Danger Sense was growing.

The tomb remained closed. That meant monsters were moving towards us. The dungeon was annoyed at this sword. “Monsters from the tunnels,” I called out. Ozy was sealing up the tunnel’s hole.

While tempting to try and take Intrepid Spirit’s corpse and clothing, I didn’t dare. After what I had just experienced, the danger of offending another Seraphim was too great to whatever I might have gotten.

I tried to put the cursed longsword into my spatial pouch, but it didn’t go in. “Dammit,” I cursed and put it on the ground and drew my Reforged Beginner’s Blade. It felt a bit shabby with a tier 7 weapon laying on the ground next to my feet.

The monsters were almost upon us from the tunnels. I had been prepared for something like this. In case the tomb opened and the surrounding area flooded with Mana. I hadn’t been expecting it was all from the sword, which I now had to destroy.

I activated the traps. The tunnels filled with fire and the screams of the monsters as they were incinerated. The battle had been won, but we needed to get to the higher levels as quickly as possible otherwise, we would be overrun eventually by the monsters.

“What happened in there?” Lanner asked as the traps ended and the monsters had all been wiped out. “You touched the woman and then stumbled back.”

“Instantly?” I asked in surprise and then confirmed with my Temporal Sense. He was right.

“Yes,” Lanner said.

I explained what had occurred. I left out the fact that I had been given the choice of a skill. That would just create resentment and drama. Instead indicated I had been forced to take up this quest and had been cursed to complete it.

I felt a bit bad about lying, but I knew if I said I got a super rare and amazing skill there would be jealousy. While it was my right as the team leader, I knew how this kind of thing would go. When someone got something that others didn’t have, it would build resentment. We couldn’t afford that at the moment.

Completing this quest quickly was the priority. I felt Compass of Desire shift in the same direction as Seraphim Quest. Like a gentle tug pointing in a certain direction. Thinking of the nearest exit passage and how I wanted to leave quickly shifted the Compass of Desire.

I thought of the Eldarin continent and home. The Compass of Desire was much slower to adjust and seemed to move aimlessly for a while before finally settling on a direction. It was clear more complicated desires were more difficult to pinpoint.

Focusing on the nearest natural treasure, caused the skill to just spin about without a clear direction. That was annoying, but not surprising, since the dungeon was constantly changing. The skill didn’t lock the dungeon in place, but guided me. I had no idea how it would get me back to the Eldarin continent, but the fact that it could was a huge relief.

I hadn’t picked a bad skill, and Intrepid Spirit hadn’t lied to me. Also, the skill was only level 1. As it improved, it might be able to pick up on more difficult requests more quickly.

My mind went back to the new choice I had. Leaving the dungeon quickly would get me to the surface, but not in a location near this forge and machine I needed to find. While the direction through the dungeon was the quickest route to the nearest passage that was closest to the forge on the surface.

I needed a passage to the surface that no one was near. This forge was probably an important location and there was a strong possibility there would be a demon somewhere nearby.

While moving on the surface would make the sword a beacon, at least I could leave it behind somewhere and check the situation first. I couldn’t leave the sword in the dungeon and return to it.

I would be fine as long as the sword wasn’t drawn from its sheath. That was the trigger for the curse skill on me. Hiding it away in some hole was the best option while I took my time locating this forge.

Heck, I could hide the sword and then come back for it later on. While Seraphim Intrepid Spirit had made the quest seem urgent, I wasn’t overly concerned. As long as I buried it on the surface and used runic circles to contain the Mana, it would be fine.

I could come back a decade from now without issue. The exit from the dungeon I had created seemed like the best option. I could hide the sword in the mountains away from the entrance to the dungeon that was in the White Waste.

Then I could take Lanner to the Eldarin continent and wouldn’t be responsible for him anymore. While I liked the gnome, it would be nice to move at my own pace without having to worry about him.

And destroying the sword would be incredibly difficult. It was like a beacon of Mana. Anyone sensitive to Mana would be able to spot it. That meant demons would be attracted to it for sure, just like all these monsters.

I picked up the cursed longsword. It was heavy, very heavy. I was definitely going to gain a stat point or two in strength from just carrying it about. Even if I couldn’t use it as a blade, I could swing it like a club and crush weaker monsters with it.

“This way,” I said, and we began to move towards a tunnel. The blade was only triggering monsters from nearby chambers, not two chambers like the war mech had. That was a small mercy. If it triggered that many monsters, this would become much more difficult.

I set the cursed longsword down to the side in the tunnel the moment my Danger Sense began to grow. I pulled out my blade and began preparing for the wave of monsters to charge at us.

“Get ready for a large wave of monsters,” I said as I completed the runic circle. The monsters reached the entrance of the tunnel. Flames shot forward, helped by Ozy. The monsters were burnt to a crisp.

That used up half my Mana. I needed to rest a bit before we continued. While I wanted to hurry to the surface to hide the cursed longsword, rushing would only invite trouble. I couldn’t afford to get overwhelmed and had to take things chamber by chamber.

            

    
        Chapter 199 – Exhaustion And Despair

    
    
    
    
                I was breathing heavily and sweating after the last battle. Too many of the monsters had been fire resistant. The longsword truly was cursed. The dungeon was adapting in a way that normally didn’t happen.

What was even worse, was that we still hadn’t reached the passage back up to the 11th layer. It had been a month, and we were still slogging through the 11th layer. I knew that I wanted the exit at the White Wastes.

Unfortunately, the skill Compass Of Desire didn’t give me any other information except a direction to head. The passage up could be in the next chamber or a hundred chambers. With the way the dungeon was acting, I was concerned we wouldn’t reach a higher layer.

When I requested the nearest passage up, I got the same direction. There was no other choice but to keep fighting wave after wave of monsters that were difficult to deal with. Thankfully I had a stone plate prepared with lightning and had managed to salvage the fight with Ozy’s help and Lanner’s excessive wand use before we were overrun and killed.

“That was too close,” Lanner muttered. “You sure you can’t just leave that thing behind?”

“No. I can’t,” I replied while getting my breathing under control. The monsters would rip open the sheath covering the blade and I would die.

“Let’s start getting the cores,” I said. I wasn’t about to leave orange Mana cores behind. Also, it gave us a chance to mentally regroup and recover.

After resting for the night, the next day, both battles, were brutal. The monster composition were blocky slow physical attacks with strong resistances. They eventually burnt and melted, but it was clear my usual strategies were starting to fail.

It was incredibly frustrating not to have any idea how close or far away I was from our goal. “There is no choice,” I finally declared.

“What?” Lanner asked as we ate dinner after the end of long and hard day.

“I need to create a passage to the next layer up,” I said.

“You can do that?” he asked.

“With a ritual, yes. I have the necessary components, but there are risks involved. Specifically we need to prepare a ritual circle and then capture monsters to use as part of the ritual.”

“Capture monsters,” he said with disbelief.

“Yes. Its either that or keep slogging through monsters like we just fought,” I replied.

“Rituals are dangerous. Us…I know this,” he said with a lot of hesitation. I let out a long sigh.

“I agree they are incredibly dangerous. But there is no other option.”

“How many monsters do we need, like three or something?”

“Fourty nine,” I answered.

“Fourty nine? That isn’t happening,” he replied.

“With Sleep I could knock them out,” I said.

“Does that skill even work on them for long enough?” he asked.

“Not really. But Ozy could restrain them and I could cripple them as well,” I said.

“For a couple, yes. But forty nine. I know you are capable Justin, but after adventuring with you, that isn’t possible,” Lanner countered.

“Then what do you suggest?” I asked.

“I don’t know. But I know we aren’t getting 49 monsters to cooperate with this plan,” he said.

“But we could do it,” I said without much conviction.

“And if it goes wrong? If the dungeon reacts even more than it is? I don’t have a good answer except pushing forward, but a ritual…” Lanner trailed off and shook his head.

The monsters were too resistant to our methods. “Push forward it is then. But we are resting for a day.”

We needed a day to rest. Two large battles a day were wearing us down. Before we could have cleared 4 or 5 chambers a day. But with all the nearby chambers sending monsters as well, the battles were much more difficult.

I didn’t regret my choice to take the cursed longsword and the skill I had received. But it wasn’t going to be an easy quest. I was starting to realize the heaviness of the burden I had taken up.

The rest day, I took time to carve more monster cores and stone plates. I really wished I had some actual tags. But that would have to wait until I got to the Eldarin continent.

I also didn’t check if there were any nearby natural treasures or other routes. While it seemed highly unlikely, since the curse skill kept pointing the same way, I didn’t want to risk going off course in the slightest by desiring different things. I wanted to get to a higher layer in the dungeon no matter what at this point.

Fighting like this on the 12th layer was brutal. It also made me realize I could have probably gone to the 15th layer on my own if I hadn’t been worried about Lanner. But I wasn’t about to head deeper into the dungeon any time soon. And the risk would be too high.

I might win one battle. But getting ground down like this was how adventurers died. They wanted to keep pushing themselves. This was probably the hundredth time I had thought of this issue, but it was something that one couldn’t be allowed to forget.

It was all too easy to think that since I won a few fights that I was doing okay, while not paying attention to my deteriorating condition. Sure there were dangers, but the biggest danger of them all was complacency. That was something I needed to remind myself about constantly so I didn’t make a mistake or overestimate myself.

The day of rest helped a bit, but the punishing battles continued. The mix of monsters by the dungeon in nearby chambers was always creating one group that would be resistant no matter what my large scale initial attack did.

My Reforged Beginner’s Blade parried a spear thrust from a red scaled Reptilian Humanoid and cut off its head with a single slash. I transitioned into a parry and dodge from two more spear thrusts as the dead monster released a fountain of blood from the stump of its neck.

An explosion boomed out to my side in the tunnel as Lanner took out a monster threating to rush behind. I noted two others stumbled in the blast. Ozy capitalized on that by rushing in and biting the back of their heads.

I shoved a spear to the side with my offhand and thrust into the head of another monster. I twisted and freed my blade while jerking my hand to move the monster’s whose weapon I was holding into the path of others.

My sword skills were getting a workout. I needed to preserve as much Mana as possible, that meant my melee combat skills were being pushed to the absolute brink.

A body check, another couple of slashes, and the monsters from this battle had been killed off. “Let’s go,” I said as I put away my weapon and collected the far too heavy tier 7 cursed longsword. I also had a new plan, a rush forward. We weren’t going to take the time to collect the Mana cores.

We would push forward through 4 chambers today in the hopes of reaching the passage. It was a gamble and we were leaving a lot of wealth on the ground, but I was hoping that changing things up would allow us to get out of here. There was no point to Ozy staying behind like before since there was no fixed point or passage we were trying to get away from.

I also needed his help in these fights. They were absolutely exhausting. The next battle I opened up with an ice barrier with some gaps in it. If the monsters were completely cut off, but knew where we were, the dungeon might create alternate routes or do something more aggressive.

But by creating a narrow one monster path in a tunnel, the monsters were easy to manage as they rushed through it. The moment the monsters had all piled up, I had a stone plate waiting to incinerate them all.

Thankfully none of the monsters were immune to the flames. A small mercy as we gathered ourselves and rushed towards the next chamber. I used a different strategy. Creating bursts of lightning for a minute to use the monsters to block their fellow monsters as their bodies locked up.

I then incinerated all of them once again. That was three chambers down and my Mana was down to two fifths. But I wanted to try and clear four chambers today. We chose the tunnel that led to our destination. It was frustrating not being able to tell the distance to the passage up to the 11th layer, but there was nothing I could do about that.

Making the ice barriers and a narrow path, the battle quickly went wrong. Ethereal monsters floated through the thick ice.

“Lightning Beam! Fire Blade!”

I fended off the closest one with a spell skill and began swinging my sword at the rest that came through the ice. Thankfully the spell skills allowed me to hit them. But then they began to come out of the tunnel walls.

Lanner kept his head about him, quickly rotating wands while Ozy retreated back to help. The sheer number of monsters didn’t give me a moment to get out and activate the stone plate to create a blast of fire.

“Fall back,” I ordered as we began to retreat from the tunnel we had entered. Ozy had the strength necessary to wrap around the cursed longsword and fly it away. That gave me more breathing room to keep taking down monsters as they broke through the ice barrier and the ethereal monsters.

Exiting back into the previous chamber, Ozy froze the monsters at the exit with Petrifying Gaze and Lanner used up the last of his wands. I got the stone plate out and turned the tunnel into a cremation furnace.

Another hard battle won. The ethereal monsters had been a nasty surprise. “Okay there?” I asked Lanner.

“Alive. But that was close, too close,” he said. It was far too close. I picked up the cursed longsword as we made our way to the next chamber.

A grin couldn’t help breaking out across my face. It was the passage up to the next layer. I had thought there had been slightly more monsters than usual and that one larger ethereal monster was probably the Champion monster from the 11th layer.

Climbing up would expose us to a three dimensional fight instead of a one dimensional fight, but that was fine. We had found the passage up. The monsters would only get easier from this point onwards.

We would rest for a day and then go up to the next layer. This day had been exhausting. Too many fights one after another, pushing my reserves dangerously low. My regeneration was coming slower and slower as well.

While regeneration of one’s reserves was affected by many factors, sleep, food, mental state, constantly draining one’s reserves had an effect as well. My stamina was struggling and while my health points hadn’t dipped that much, they weren’t maxed out either. I took many minor wounds in these fights and those wounds added up.

My heavy armor was getting incredibly worn down. Even with Ozy helping to maintain my gear, there was a lot of accumulated damage that was building up. Being a fraction slower, not blocking as quickly, allowed monsters to land more impacts on me and deal more damage.

Like a stream wearing down a large boulder. A storm might move the boulder, but the stream would wear it down over time regardless. I was that boulder in the metaphor. At least we were finally leaving the 11th layer.

            

    
        Chapter 200 – Stuck Underground

    
    
    
    
                Level: 20 Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 501/530 Stamina: 254/650 Mana: 642/780

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human(Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition(+10%), Increased Learning Speed(+10%), Increased Stat Gain(+10%), Increased Physical Gain(+10%), Increased Mental Gain(+10%)

Vitality: 53 (+1)Endurance: 65 (+2)
Strength: 43+3 (+1)Agility: 51+14 (+1)
Perception: 43 (+1)Mind: 173 (+3)
Magic: 71+7 (+2)Focus: 63+12 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1(14)(35+): Dwarven Etiquette(100), Eldarin Etiquette(100), Elven Etiquette(100), Dancing Skills(100), Drawing Skills(100+4), Pulse Strike(97), Wrestling Skills(98+3), Dagger Skills(96+3), Pugilist Skills(92+4), Bow Skills(82+3), Whip Skills(60+3), Stillness(50), Driving(39) , Seraphim Etiquette(21+21)

Tier 2(70)(15+): Mana Sense(100), Danger Sense(100), System Sense(100), Soul Sense(100), Speed Reading(100), Mana Vision(97+2), Focused Monster Processing Skills(88+4), Darkness Vision(84+2), Critical Thinking(83+2), Focused Deflection(80+4), Shadow Vision(78+2), Demonic Lore(72+7), Focused Dodge(66+4), Monster Analysis(63+3), Time Sense(62+2), Depth Sense(60+8), Spatial Sense(59+2), Focused Combat Tactics(59+7), Trap Detection(53+2), Focused Shield Skills(45+1), Focused Throw(48+4), Focused Cooking Skills(45+4), Poison Sense(42), Sweet Teeth(42), Focused Rage(42+5), Focused Spear Skills(38+3), Dwarven Lore(36), Eldarin Lore(36), High Vostner Lore(36), Elven Lore(34), Low Vostner Lore(30), Focused Axe Skills(22+2), Focused Armor(21+14), Soul Vision(16+3), Focused Speech(5+3)

Tier 3(126)(5+): Empowered Will(100), Mana Manipulation(100), Fear Resistance(92+4), Empowered Gestures(90+3), Eldarin Runes(82+1), Light Orb(80), Hidden Status(73+4), Empowered Meditation(72+2), Silent Casting(71+2), Skill Control(71+2), Cold Resistance(69+4), Lightning Resistance(63+2), Clean(62+2), Fireball(60+2), Flame Blade(58+3), Ward(58+3), Empowered Breathing(55+5), Empowered Writing(50+3), Lightning Beam(50+5), Empowered Running(49+4), Sleep(44+1), System Control(44+2), Physical Resistance(39+3), Empowered Sword Skills(39+9), Status Analysis(38+2), Arcane Resistance(34+2), Soul Strike(34+6), Cure(30+2), Dwarven Runes(28+1), Elven Runes(28+1), Calculus(24), Advanced Geometry(24), Empowered Stealth(24+2), Social Resistance(24+4), Demonic Runes(23+2), High Vostner Runes(21+1), Low Vostner Runes(19+1), Alchemy(14+2),  Empowered Toughness(13+5), Sonic Resistance(11+1), Soul Shield(9+1), Compass Of Desire(6+6), Demonic Hunter(5)

Tier 4(36): Experience Siphon(C), Gnomish Silence(C), Soul Link(86+5), Poison Immunity(36+1), Multi-Casting(30+1), Vibration Blade(25+2), Soul Immunity(25+3), Pain Immunity(16+3), Healing Immunity(9+3), Fire Immunity(7+2), Ritualism(4)

Tier 7: Seraphim Quest(C)

EquipmentGloves: Gloves Of Magic(T3) (+7 Magic) (Damaged)
Boots: Boots of Agility(T3) (+14 Agility) (Damaged)Head: Helmet of Clarity(T3) (+12 Focus) (Damaged)
Body: Heavy Armor Of Stability(T3) (+3 Strength) (Damaged)Ring1: Ring of Alarm(T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring2: Ring of Force Deflection(T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker(T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon1: Reforged Beginner’s Blade(T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)Equipment1: Runic Writing Set(T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment2: Monster Processing Set(T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)Equipment3: Ring of Remote Awareness(T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Equipment4: Wand of Explosion(T3) (Rechargeable, single use wand with T4 Explosion spell skill)Equipment5: Sun Amulet(T3) All weapon based attacks are imbued with fire damage.
Equipment6: Cursed Longsword(T7) (Aura Of Mana, ???)

Winged SerpentLevel: 63/462 Experience: 68,812/92,106
Healing: 1,440/1,440 Stamina: 740/740 Mana: 1,920/1,920

Class: Tier 3, Bright Eyed Winged Serpent of Alchemy(Blue)

Effect: Alchemic Skill Power(+600%), Eye Skill Power(+200%)

Vitality: 144 (+4)Endurance: 74 (+4)
Strength: 91 (+4)Agility: 123 (+4)
Perception: 77 (+4)Mind: 135 (+4)
Magic: 192 (+12)Focus: 84 (+4)
Free Points: 0

T1: Spark(3+2)

T2: Alchemic Vision(100), Danger Sense(100), Health Sense(36+5), Stamina Sense(34+5), Focused Dodge(22+10), Heat Vision(13+6), Shadow Vision(9+4), Blood Sense(6+3), Focused Smell(4+3)

T3: Cure(100), Purify(100), Refresh(100), Alchemy(91+4), Poison Insight(80+2), Fire Insight (51+2), Cold Insight(48+2), Arcane Insight(46+2), Spatial Insight(39+2), Soul Insight(29+2), Healing Insight(20+1), Empowered Bite(20+7), Empowered Toxic Breath(20+9), Anatomy Insight(16+1), Atmospheric Insight(13+1), Ward(12+3), Harden Scales(6+2), Bladed Limb Insight(3+3)

T4: Soul Link(86+5), Flight(68+3), Alchemic Bounded Field(66+3), Greater Cure(37+1), Greater Purify(30+1), Greater Refresh(28+2), Petrifying Gaze(28+3), Fear Aura(6+3)

We were on the 5th layer and slowly making our way up towards the surface. My cursed skill had swung in the other direction, pointing towards the exit, rather than taking a path through the dungeon to get to the forge.

I had gained 631 skill levels these last 3 months. An incredibly high amount, my third highest gain. I didn’t think I was going to ever beat 714 skill levels back I was a kid. The Abnormal and the constant fighting after getting the cursed longsword had pushed me up to new heights.

My other new skill besides Compass Of Desire was Seraphim Etiquette. I had read the book my father had given me. Maximizing the skill after this point would be a struggle of managing my mannerisms and expression in the way the skill indicated. There was a lot of subtle things with Mana that were hard to understand.

The skill book was quite thick and I was giving it a reread to better understand it. But I was still struggling to pick apart certain nuances, like one’s emotional state and release of Mana. While the book could describe such things, it was one thing knowing them and another to put them into actual practice.

Seraphim Etiquette would be a long term skill. But at least knew the basic, so I should embarrass myself if I ever met another one. The sheer power they had was motivation to not want to offend one in the future.

It also didn’t escape my notice that my Social Resistance had gone up as well. Intrepid Spirit likely had high tier social skills even while dead. I hadn’t noticed anything at the time, but it was slightly concerning. I didn’t feel that manipulated, but that was the danger of social skills that my father had opened my eyes to.

Once social skills took root, it was hard to know that had an effect at all. I had thought through my actions multiple times. The only oddity was that I had been too ready to accept the cursed skill and quest associated with it.

Perhaps my resistance wasn’t that great since I had gotten a highly valuable skill out of the deal. Perhaps Intrepid Spirit sensed my resistance and switched tactics. It lined up with what had happened.

I felt a sense of gratitude towards my father for teaching me about social skills and helping me improve my Social Resistance.

The rest of my skills had leveled up overall. I had also switched to weaker weapons on the higher layers to get more experience with them. Once we had reached the 9th layer, the pressure had greatly decreased.

Switching weapons was find, since Ozy could handle the monsters himself. I wanted to advance my weapon skills, rather than letting them stagnate if I could do so.

As for Ozy, it was clear that he had gotten skill from the Abnormal monster’s core. A useless skill since he didn’t have bladed limbs, but there was nothing I could do. Perhaps he would transmute himself a bladed tail in the future.

He had also passed level 60, and his class had increased. That also meant his experience requirements for higher levels and gotten much higher. His leveling had also slowed since we had gone up to higher layers where the monsters were much weaker and gave less experience.

Even after facing easier monsters, my reserves were struggling to fill back up to full. It was probably a bit of risk to switch weapons, but I felt it was a risk that I could handle. There was also something fun about using a whip with a metal tip, to blow apart the head’s monsters with a sharp crack.

The Ring of Alarm wasn’t that necessary. It was a nice piece of equipment, but I wasn’t sure about it as a piece of long term equipment. It would probably be better to switch it out once I switched out the rest of my equipment.

As for the rest of my equipment, they were struggling to keep their enchantments going. Even with my patch jobs, I hadn’t been able to repair them fully. I wasn’t a craftsperson and neither was Ozy. While I could repair the runic structures, the Mana flowing through the enchantments were set during the crafting process.

Once they were damaged, it was hard to recover the full power of the enchantments. I also became aware of the risk of rapidly losing my equipment and the shock to my stats if they were heavily damaged or destroyed.

The reduced Mana from the drop in my Magic stat was the most obvious. But even Strength and Agility going down threw off my combat ability. That was one reason why damaged had accumulated more quickly.

Equipment was good, but once it was damaged, the impact on my combat ability would be compounded. This increased the pressure I was under. I knew why adventurers used equipment and about this issue. But it was one thing to be told about it, another to experience it personally.

My sword was keeping up since it had self-repair, but the rest of my equipment was falling apart. Clean could only do so much, when straps were fraying and the metal was thinning after repeated repairs.

Ozy and I did a good job doing basic repairs, otherwise I would have had no armor, but it was still a major concern.

My other concern was the timing once we got to the surface. Things were headed towards the dark season. In another 3 months, it would be right in the middle of the dark season. I had been up to the surface about a year ago with Lanner. Once the dark season came, it would be very difficult to travel across the surface.

It was easier to transition through the dungeon to another passage the deep one went. At least that was an off hand comment my mother had mentioned once. But I didn’t want to try to get through the dungeon at a lower layer. The swarms of monsters were coming from multiple chambers out, since the chambers and tunnels were smaller.

More monsters were in range of the Mana aura the cursed longsword was giving off. Since the monster quantities had decreased and they were easier to kill, moving devolved into one long battle testing how quickly we could kill the monsters.

Lanner was getting more experience in with his Gnomish Fencing. It was a hold out skill, but now that we had ascended in the dungeon, he could start working on it again. If he was willing to rush at an Abnormal that could have bisected him with his pointy stick, he could put in the work to get better with his melee skill.

I was already a firm believer in melee skills, but after recent events, I was more convinced than ever that being a spellblade was the right path to being a long term successful adventurer in the dungeon. Even the Seraphim used weapons, and didn’t rely on just spell skills.

The other issue was Ozy. He was getting a bit too big for me to carry him on my shoulders. I would start making him slither or fly as we traveled. While he had gotten more powerful, my dominance in our relationship was still going strong.

It had been long enough and we had fought together enough, that unless I started attacking him, he would obey me. His Petrifying Gaze skill was an absolute menace with the increase in his class. Freezing monsters in place, unable to move as their bodies and Mana betrayed them.

It was a shame he wasn’t big enough to ride yet. That would have made it easy and quick to get to the forge and destroy this cursed longsword without hassle. Once we got closer to the surface I would figure out a way to hide the cursed longsword.

I had several good ideas how to do it. I would probably use them all and create multiple overlapping runic circles. Stick it in a hole and then go back to the Eldarin Continent, dropping Lanner off.

Once that was done, I could get more supplies and equipment, and then come back out here to deal with the cursed longsword. There was no way Lanner would be able to make a trek on the surface with the cold. I would also need to get a Cold Resistance skill for Ozy as well.

It was a shame he didn’t such a skill from the demon we had killed, but having an insight type skill would probably work counter to a resistance skill was my guess. How those two skill groups worked seemed to be completely in opposition to each other.

Ozy was great at supporting, but he needed a singular powerful attack spell skill at a range. Another skill I would need to get him.

I would also have to visit my father once I got back to the Eldarin continent. I had a lot of questions for him. I would also have to work on my social skills if I wanted to inherit his legacy. Just the thought of more skills made me feel exhausted.

There were so many skills I still had to get and train up, that every time I looked at my status, I didn’t want to look at it again. While I had gained over 600 skill levels, which would have made anyone else incredibly jealous with envy, I had more skills than twenty other people.

Well maybe not that many, but it felt like it. I could see how legends could become so powerful by focusing on a small handful of core skills. My advantage was my versatility and wide range of skills. That broader base would support me on my path to becoming a supreme legend and beyond.

I was so naïve as a kid, it was hilarious. I had seen Lanner lose that kind of mindset as well as he came to terms with all the work he had to accomplish to reach his dream of becoming a legend.

While others might think I should help find a soul fruit for him, he was a teammate not my child. There was no obligation to help him like that. I had already power leveled him heavily. He was around level 50 already after our time together.

I wasn’t my mother, who could power level a person to level 100 in half that time. I could just imagine her grabbing my father or Healer Melon with one hand by the back of the neck and her sword in the other. Just running about the dungeon, forcing him to get experience as quickly as possible.

Once we got back to the Eldarin Continent he would be able to hold his own. I had already moved Harren’s gear to my spatial pouch and cleaned his spatial pouch out. I had given it to Lanner a week or so ago.

While having a second would be nice to sell or trade, I would let him have it as a parting gift. That was the most I could do for the gnome. Far more than I should probably do, but he had grown on me. Even if he had become more disillusioned and more surly about adventuring.

It was probably a requirement that adventurers were all characters and partly grumpy. The dungeon wasn’t a nice place.

            

    
        Chapter 201 – A Proper Hiding Place

    
    
    
    
                “Hmm,” I said while I carefully sketched out the design I wanted to make. I would be using the metal I had collected from Harren and the beastkin to make the container for the cursed longsword.

With my limited supplies, I had to make the container count. The sword would go in the container and then the container would go into a hole in the ground. Blocking out all the Mana wasn’t possible with the amount it gave off.

But I could reduce the Mana so it wasn’t a beacon. Unless someone was on top of it, then they wouldn’t be able to sense the sword. Unfortunately, there were still divination skills out there.

Any kind of Mana leak would allow a divination type skill to lock onto the blade. That was the biggest problem I had at the moment. I didn’t want some demon or beastkin coming along and digging it up.

That’s why I had to draw from all my runic knowledge and carefully design a runic structure that would contain the cursed longsword. It was taking time to design the proper container. It was complicated since I wanted to block all Mana or divination type skills.

I had only one divination type skills and hadn’t covered runic structures related to countering them. I was studying the few books I had with me when we stopped for the night trying to get some idea on what runic structure I could make.

Now that we were at the passage to the surface, I needed to put my plans into action. I didn’t want to just keep waiting around here. Something or someone might show up. “I think that is the best I can do,” I said with a heavy tone, looking at my runic design.

The issue was that if the cursed sword was found, then I would die. That tier 7 curse skill was no joke. I had enough supporting skills and I felt the curse settle on me, that I could tell that the skill would only activate if the cursed longsword was removed from its sheathe.

I could leave it wherever I wanted without issue. I thought about bringing it with me, but to get back to the Eldarin continent I would have to go back deep into the dungeon. I had checked the direction several times the last few days after finding the exit passage and it pointed me back down into the dungeon every time.

“That should do it,” I said as I looked at my the most complex runic structure I had ever designed in my life. Lanner got up from where he was reading a book I had lent him and came over to take a look.

“Complicated. Very complicated,” he said while looking it over. Unfortunately, he had no experience with runes at all. While the gnomes knew quite a bit about runes, I hadn’t gotten their runic knowledge for blocking divination and Mana. A missed opportunity, but not something I could change now.

“That’s a lot of runes. Can you fit all of them on the container you are planning?” he asked me.

“It will be tight, but I have a good idea of the dimensions that can be made. The main issue is the inconsistent quality of the metal,” I said and looked over at Ozy. He had been put on crafting duty. He was mixing all the collected metals together.

While they wouldn’t be the best, due to the beastkin metal being quite poor, it needed to be even in the Mana infused into it. If one piece of metal had more Mana infused into the metal than another part, the runes could become unbalanced.

This was the same problem that could happen with a ritual, just that a ritual was much more uncontrolled and more external factors. While a ritual could have a more powerful effect the risks were greater as well.

Ozy was doing a good job blending the metal together as evenly as possible. If made into a piece of equipment, it would a be a low tier 2 weapon or piece of armor. Low grade but it was metal and stable.

Metal was the best material to inscribe runes and enchantments. Metal tended to hold the Mana better without breaking down. Too much Mana and a substance would break down. That was also the leading theory on why dungeon created monsters and equipment broke down so fast.

They were made with Mana. And once there was no active mind or presence, the container would break down. That was why the more powerful monsters tended to break down more quickly, since they had more Mana.

I had considered using my armor and equipment, but I would need it on the return trip to the Eldarin continent. While it was damaged, it still provided a certain level of protection. Better some protection than no protection.

“Alright, let’s get started on making the container for this cursed longsword,” I said.

I sat at a table looking over my runic drawings while Ozy slowly shaped the metal block he had mixed into a rectangular coffin that would be completely sealed. A more spherical shape would have been better, but my runic skills weren’t high enough to design something like that.

The base was shaped first. There would be runic inscriptions on the inside, strengthening themselves with the ambient Mana and reflecting it back. The runic inscriptions on the outside would use up any Mana that leaked through to strengthen themselves and block out a range of sensory skills.

The eventual cave would have a runic circle that I would power with Mana cores to create a diffuse area of Mana, hiding the cursed blade and any other residual Mana that leaked out from it.

That was the best layered defense I could think of to hide it. I would rate it as sub-standard, but my hope was that this place was remote enough and that it would be hidden for the next couple of years until my return.

It was a risk, but carrying the blade across the White Wastes to this forge was just asking for death. I needed to hire some proper craftsmen to make a much better container back at the College of Advancement.

Then I could transport the blade to the forge via stealth. Trying to accomplish that task with a huge beacon of Mana was insanity. After the horrendous trek through the dungeon back to this passage, I just knew the cursed longsword was far too much trouble for me to handle at the moment.

The risk of carrying it anywhere was far greater in my mind than hiding it near this entrance to the dungeon. And with my new skill, I would be able to get back to this entrance. It would be a huge hassle, but it was the best idea that I had.

I couldn’t bring the cursed blade back with me. Every legend would go crazy over it and I didn’t have the strength to protect it. Just thinking of Xanatos getting it had been motivation enough for me to put everything I had into making sure the cursed blade was properly hidden.

As the base was finished being shaped, there were a series of elevated metal stands. I lifted up the obscenely heavy cursed blade and put it on the metal stands. The walls and top of the metal coffin would also have metal stands protruding out, ensuring the cursed blade remained in the center of its coffin.

That would ensure that the runic structure didn’t become imbalanced by the blade being closer to one side compared to the other. It wasn’t an elegant solution. I had thought I could have had the blade float in the center of the coffin, but that would have made the runic structure far too complex with the limited metal I had. That was why I went with a physical solution instead.

I kept conveying to Ozy how to shape the metal coffin and the runes that should be made into the metal as he slowly shaped it with his Alchemic Bounded Field. That skill truly was overpowered, but it was also the core skill of a Winged Serpent.

Ozy’s class change to Bright Eyed Winged Serpent of Alchemy was an interesting change. I didn’t know enough about monster naming schema to know if the change meant anything beyond that he was more powerful for having a more complex name given by his status. But Ozy being more powerful was obvious with his class going up a tier and color.

I had been worried about his control and precision, but that wasn’t a problem. His skill level was high enough to handle the intricate runic work that needed to be completed.

The metal coffin slowly took shape around the cursed longsword. Ozy was leaving off several key runes that he activate once it was fully enclosed and the rest of the runes were in place.

The coffin was finally closed up, the cursed blade suspended in the middle. I then mentally directed Ozy on how to crave out the last couple of runes. As they were put in place, the runic structure flared blue and the ambient Mana quickly began to decrease.

“Finally. It is easier to breathe,” Lanner said. He had been watching the entire time. While he couldn’t contribute, it was still quite interesting and novel for him.

I poked the metal and let out a hiss as Mana was pulled out of my body. I hadn’t been able to make the runic structure safe to interact with. Another failing on my part due to my inexperience with a runic structure so complex.

Getting out some cloth I slowly moved the metal coffin onto its side. Once that was done, I carefully watched the coffin and checked the ambient Mana. Nothing was changing. Good. That meant the cursed blade was properly secured in the middle of the container. That had been my biggest concern.

If it shifted, even a little bit, the imbalance would cause the runic structure to degrade and eventually break. “Now for the next part. This is going to be miserable,” I muttered.

“I thought you liked the cold?” Lanner asked me.

“To level up my resistance skill. Not for traveling across. We will go to the nearby mountains,” I said.

“Do you need me?” Lanner asked.

“You don’t want to come?” I asked.

“Not really. I would prefer to wait here,” he said and I shook my head.

“Unfortunately, no. Splitting up a team is a bad idea. The risks are too high. If there an attack and I have to depart, we would be split up and you would be in grave trouble,” I explained.

“You are right. This is going to be miserable,” he muttered.

“At least you can improve your Cold Resistance,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said sarcastically.

“I do have good news. I have worked out a skill to navigate the dungeon after the recent headaches. I have confidence once I hide the sword we can make our way back to the Eldarin continent,” I said. I had been waiting to break the news and now seemed like a good time.

I wasn’t going to tell anyone about the skill Compass of Desire no matter what. But a lesser navigation skill was fine.

“Really, we are going to your homeland?” he asked.

“Yes. Hopefully you reach level 60 by then. That would make you a professional and be able to get a platinum adventurer’s card.” It wasn’t fully platinum. Only a tiny bit was used with silver. The metal was too expensive to waste on such an item by making it fully out of platinum. But that was one of the things that no one ever said and you just learned over time.

Lanner was definitely excited about getting to meet other people and I didn’t blame him. There was only so much we could talk about after being together for months in the dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 202 – Interlude 26

    
    
    
    
                Legend Xanatos

“Hmmm. Someone is causing trouble. Things have shifted. They have shifted greatly,” I casually said while letting the currents of Mana blow past me. “What do you think?”

The male elf tried to scream, but I had already removed his vocal cords and tongue. I had the information I wanted from him. The war mech had been lost in the dungeon. A shame, it would have made for a useful weapon in so many ways.

“How rude, not answering me. Well let me vent my frustration some more. I have to thank you for that,” I said kindly as the elf kept trying to free himself by trashing about. So weak willed. But it probably didn’t help that I had stripped him of his Pain Resistance and the ability to pass out.

It was always more enjoyable harvesting body parts when the subject was awake. It also ensured their freshness. “You elves really have the best hearts. After that cursed Institute started making trouble no one wanted to really dig into the biology of Mana and the soul. Quite interesting. I could talk for hours,” I said as I carefully began disconnecting the elves heart from his body.

The trick with such a procedure was to ensure that the Mana flow remained steady even after it was removed. The elf had enough potions flowing through his body, he wouldn’t die. Dark Healing wasn’t my favorite set of skills, but it had such wonderful applications.

Right now I had issues with my body that needed fixing. The heart was the key. It didn’t just pump blood around, but it acted as one of the key anchors between the body and soul. The brain was another such organ. But the heart was unique in that it provided the primary interaction point, fueling the body with Mana.

I had remotely observed the battle the self-proclaimed Eldarin Emperor had participated in against the Great Ocean Empire. They had interesting skills, but the skill of that man was far more intriguing.

Even now, I shuddered at its sheer power. A tier 6 social skill that could instantly kill someone. Well maybe not instantly, but when you were dealing with legends, anything that killed in under a minute was fast enough to be considered instant.

If I had been there in person I could have dissected the skill instantly. But that would have been too risky in my weakened state. I was trying to reform and get back on track. That was why I ignored the subtle lure of whatever had emerged into the world.

Probably some ancient weapon if my divinations were correct. Those were always fun, but I wasn’t ready to tangle with the Seraphim. There were some individuals and groups I knew had to be avoided at all costs.

The Seraphim were one of them. Those bastards liked to stop anything truly fun. The volcano had been the most I had been willing to push things. If I made a massive breach into the dungeon, they would intervene.

In fact that is how one of the past leaders of the Dark Cabal met their end. Some stupidly large ritual meant to suck up all the dungeon’s Mana. Thankfully a member of the Dark Cabal had recorded that nonsense and had hidden that information in the Dark Library.

I gritted my teeth at that stupid Dark Library. Still hiding away, it would regret that once I found it. Unfortunately, divination skills were truly hit or miss, mostly miss. That was another reason why I didn’t go bothering looking for the newly emerged ancient weapon. It was too far away.

“There we go. Doesn’t your heart look amazing?” I asked the elf. He tried to scream as his heart beat in front of his face. The entire time his Mana didn’t fluctuate in the slightest. The runes carved into his flesh were doing their job quite nicely.

“Now, let me put it in this homunculus. I am going to draw your potential and stats into this body now. I can only imagine the pain you are about to experience. That is why I left your eyes free to move. I have read that if someone is in enough pain and they can’t do anything, their eyes have a chance of exploding.”

I patted a bloody hand on the elf’s cheek. “Consider it a contribution to my knowledge. Perhaps I can make it a skill. An exploding eye skill linked to suffering. Oooh, I feel myself getting all excited. Now let’s get to connecting this heart and reprocessing your soul.”

A shame that so many people didn’t appreciate my contributions towards advancing the field of understanding. Exploding eyes from sheer pain was definitely something I would check out.

I needed to take whatever joy I could after my recent setbacks. At least my soul was still being fueled by that curse skill I had put on Justin. I couldn’t sense my curse skill for a bit and thought he had removed it, but it reappeared.

A unique area of the dungeon or a monster that had interfered. An Abnormal most likely. Those were always annoying and troublesome. He would have been a good investment if his mother hadn’t been so upset. It was just some experience, and she got all hot and bothered. At least she was dead and gone.

But there was no main level experience. That was annoying. Well nothing I could do about that now. If I saw him again I would teach him a lesson. Killing him, not yet, the skill experience that was coming in was being put to good use. That was the best part of the skill, allowing me to decide which skill to improve.

Demon Mandaeism

I had been laying in wait at the abandoned settlement. The other demons had moved on, but I was hopeful that someone would return. Possibly Lazarus, that demon liked to hide up in these mountains at the End of the World.

But he hadn’t shown up and he was missing on all my divinations. He had been injured before the attack and hidden away. I had paid him a visit, but he had been quite upset. I would have been upset as well if I had been hurt by a lesser being.

Looking at the snow and ice covered settlement, I let out a frosty breath. It was time to move on. The next attack on the Wolf Clan would be soon. Foolish to kill all the beastkin, but it had been voted on and decided.

We occasionally lost a demon over the centuries, while the beastkin remained weak, but were recovering. In time they would be able to push us back and kill us all. None of us wanted to go into the depths again.

That depths were both a lure and a curse. The sweet embrace of its Mana like a warm comforting blanket, but it was all a lie. A lie that every demon understood. To remain in the depths was to succumb to that lie.

The wind shifted. There was something in the air. A trace of Mana that stirred something within me. I turned my head and looked towards the mountains and the White Waste hidden behind them.

Something was out there. Something incredibly important. A source of Mana that strong either meant the depths were acting up or a powerful demon had emerged. Or something else had come onto the surface of this world.

Leaping off my perch over the ruins of the settlement, I landed in the snow. The force of the impact blew the snow away. My body easily fixed itself from the minor damage of that leap. I set off on a steady jog to whatever was out there.

I would be careful and cautious. The risk of a more powerful being was not to be taken lightly. If there was something like that I would retreat without question. But if it was something I could take for myself, well I enjoy the Mana that wasn’t of the depths.

The other demons wouldn’t be far behind either. They might even postpone the attack on the Wolf Clan for this matter. Or they might not. Our small group was quite argumentative and there was no clear leader.

If one of us was weak, we wouldn’t hesitate to kill and consume them. But if anyone struck first, they would be dragged down by everyone else. Or even their target. Mutually assured destruction kept peace between us demons.

We were an argumentative bunch always looking to one up one another.

A shame that a demon society beyond small tribal bands was impossible. I carried a range of weapons and gear, I had taken from the beastkin over the years. Tools and equipment were incredibly useful.

While the other demons might scoff at such things, preferring to depend on their skills, I knew weapons were a force multiplier. My greatest treasures were the wand and spatial pouch I had managed to acquire. These were items no other demon knew about.

A wand was a surprisingly useful tool if one’s enemy wasn’t ready for it. I knew I would be able to kill another demon if I was forced to fight them. But I had always held off. Once the beastkin were killed off then we would fight, since there would be nothing left.

I had also taking to questioning beastkin about their knowledge. I knew there were other lands. More prosperous lands. The Eldarins, elves, and dwarves all came to mind. Staying here in this wasteland was asking for death. I would find a way to leave no matter what.

Let the other demons fight each other over scraps. I would learn and grow. Knowledge was power, was what I lived by. The other demons believed that power was power. That was true, but it limited their thinking and skills.

Leaving them behind and then trying to blend in with these other beings, that the beastkin thought us demons looked like, was the best option. Unfortunately, I really didn’t want to go into the depths.

But it was probably necessary. Or I could try crossing the open water. I felt a primal fear at that. Looking up at the cloudy sky, there was also an ingrained fear of the sun. Every demon I had asked didn’t know why this was, just that it was a fear present in all monsters.

I had tested myself in the ocean water and for brief moments when there was no cloud cover and the sun shown down. I felt an immense sense of danger and fear, but nothing had happened.

Whatever was making me afraid wasn’t taking action. That curiosity which had served me well my entire life would serve me well in finding whatever had created this interesting smell of Mana in the air.

Fear was something to take into account, but I would not be controlled by it or by my lesser instincts. I was a thinking being, not some rabid monster. The other demons seemed to forget that at times. Only thinking of killing and consuming other beings.

It would have been better to kill the strong beastkin and replace them as their leaders. But the other demons didn’t like that idea of creating renewable prey. They just wanted to kill and consume everything, not thinking further than what they could see.

The sky was darkening, and the cold was getting worse. I thankfully had Cold Immunity that was at a high level. Unfortunately, I hadn’t consumed a beastkin with Cold Absorption like Lazarus had. That skill was too useful, but it was also incredibly rare as a tier 5 skill. Lazarus never told me how he got it, but most demons didn’t like sharing anything, in case it gave another one of us some kind of advantage.

            

    
        Chapter 203 – A Demonic Dialogue

    
    
    
    
                The cave where the cursed longblade was going to be kept was deep, very deep. Leaving it behind was a huge risk. I wasn’t about to make a shallow hole and I needed space for the runic circle I wanted to make about the metal coffin.

Ozy was getting put to work, digging out a narrow tunnel, that I would have to crawl through and then a much larger cave behind that. I had attached a rope to my armor and used it as a sled to pull out the rock he was shifting.

It would get piled up outside the igloo that was around the entrance. That kept out the worst of the cold and the wind. Lanner kept reading one of my books, which I didn’t mind. His cooking was terrible and this tunneling effort was more about strength.

Unlike the tunneling effort to get into the tomb, precisions wasn’t required here. That was why in just a day the tunnel was done and a part of the cavern I would be hiding the blade inside.

The second day had seen the cavern finished and the placement of the runes. Now on the third day the runes were finished and I put in 16,807 orange Mana cores. They would be drained very slowly over a very long period of time.

The runic circle was large, but it wasn’t overly complex. Its main job was to take the ambient Mana and disperse it over a very wide area, that would be slightly offset. Even if someone sensed something or used divination, they would have to dig through several mountains to find the cursed blade.

At least that was my hope. The outside of the tunnel had been sealed back up and we would be leaving tomorrow morning back to the dungeon. I felt a sense of relief that the cursed blade was finally hidden away, and I didn’t have to carry it everywhere.

While my protections were crude I had confidence in their effectiveness and the work I had put into them. If I didn’t have a divination type skill, I might have overlooked that aspect, but thankfully I had chosen it. Otherwise, the cursed blade would have been easily found.

As for someone or something camping out here to wait for my return, I wished them the best. This was the End of the World near the White Wastes. The only thing out here was the cold, snow, and rocks. Besides that there was absolutely nothing of interest.

A demon staying here would probably get bored to death. They might have the patience to dig up everywhere, but the cursed blade was hidden deeply enough and the tunnel filled up enough that no one would know where it was located.

I had even carried Lanner out here and blindfolded him. He had protested a little bit, but thankfully he wanted to get out of the cold more than the embarrassment of being carried. At best he could say the cursed blade was in this area, but if someone used a divination skill they would get the same result.

I had tested that with my Compass of Desire and it let me know I was in the right area by spinning around in confusion, unable to pinpoint the direction of the blade. At least I could focus on this location.

I also ensured we didn’t leave any trash behind or traces. Once we left, I would double check to make sure there was nothing left behind. After a day, the residual Mana from skill use would be gone.

Again, it wasn’t perfect, but it was the best that I could accomplish on my own. The following morning, I checked to make sure there was nothing left behind and Ozy made the area look natural with the rest of the mountain.

“Hurry up, I am freezing,” the blindfolded Lanner said.

Ozy flew over and landed on my shoulders as I picked Lanner up and started running. Ozy was too big to hide under my clothing unfortunately. He was at an awkward size, in my opinion at least. He needed to get a bit bigger so I could fly him.

After half a day we entered the White Wastes and my Danger Sense began to increase. I didn’t see any threats, but it kept increasing as we made our way towards the dungeon entrance.

I hadn’t taken a straight path back either. I didn’t think there would be an ambush, but that appeared to be the case. Whatever was waiting for us was probably waiting for us at the dungeon entrance.

“Take off the blindfold. There is probably an ambush at the dungeon entrance, get ready,” I told Lanner, who pulled it off.

As we got closer, I could see a figure dressed in armor, with a large metal sword in hand. The equipment was shabby, but they were strong. As strong as a legend. Like the demon I had faced before. I set Lanner down and freed my sword.

“Stay near my side. Don’t run off,” I told Lanner quietly. “If you do, I won’t be able to protect you. Watch your wand fire.”

The figure clearly saw us. There was nowhere to hide on the White Wastes. I let out a heavy breath. The best place to run from this demon was in the dungeon. It was no beastkin, with his human looking face. No pointed ears, but they could have been hidden under the helmet.

Just as I began to gather Mana and focus to draw an aerial runic circle, the demon spoke up.

“Peace,” the demon called out as we got into mid distance spell skill range. The dungeon entrance was behind the demon.

“Peace, from a demon?” I asked back. I didn’t feel Social Resistance triggering, so it wasn’t trying to mentally manipulate me. I scanned the surroundings.

“It is just me out here,” the demon said.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“That source of Mana, do you know what it is?” he asked.

“Perhaps, but I will not tell you,” I replied. The demon frowned at that. While I didn’t want to fight, I was ready for a fight.

“You are the one who hurt Lazarus,” he said. I wasn’t sure if that was a question. But I had a guess who he was referring to.

“The other demon?” I asked.

“Yes. Is he dead?”

“I killed him in the dungeon,” I replied while mentally preparing for a fight.

“A shame. But he was a brute at the best of times. I hold no animosity regarding his death.”

“Then let us pass in peace and leave us alone,” I declared.

“Do you have a way to transverse the depths…forgive me, the dungeon?”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because I wish to leave this continent. If you take me with you through the dungeon, then I will have no quarrel with you,” the demon said.

“And if I don’t?” I asked.

“I will kill you, here and now,” he replied.

“The other demon thought he could beat me as well. And I have only gotten stronger,” I replied. The demon squinted his eyes at me but didn’t make a hostile move. He just continued to stand there.

“True. I feel like I could kill you, but it is clear you have some unexpected skills. I would promise to let you live if you can take me away from this continent,” he said.

“Trust the word of a demon?” I shook my head at that rhetorical question. “To travel with someone in the dungeon, requires trust. There is no trust between us. Have you heard the story of the scorpion and the frog?” I asked.

“No, I have not. What is this story and what are these things?”

“A scorpion is a small insect with a tail full of venom and claws like blades. A frog is an animal that enjoys water and eating smaller bugs. A scorpion came to a river and wanted to cross. He found a frog and asked for its help to cross. The frog told the scorpion it would string him and then they would both die. The scorpion from drowning and the frog from poison. The scorpion promised that he wouldn’t sting the frog, since that was foolish and they would both die. The frog thought about it and agreed.” The demon was listening to this story. One I had been told as a child.

“So, the scorpion got on the back of the frog who began to swim across a river. Then the scorpion stung the frog. As the frog began to sink in the river, dying, he asked the scorpion why, since now they would both die. The scorpion told the frog he couldn’t resist, it was in his nature,” I replied.

“I am this scorpion,” the demon said.

“The story fits perfectly. While I am sure you have lots of interesting knowledge as a demon and unique insights, you would kill me without hesitation. You might look human, but you don’t share our values. You are a monster from the dungeon,” I declared.

“Regrettable, but also understandable. Then we must fight. If I win, you can reclaim your life by taking me away from this frozen continent,” the demon said.

“And you expect the same mercy?” I asked.

“No. But I am stronger. You cannot defeat me. Even with your companions.”

“You might think so demon.”

“Is it still custom to give one’s name before such a fight?” the demon asked.

“Yes. Do you even have a name?” I challenged.

“I am Demon Mandaeism,” the demon said.

“Human Justin Burnstock with companions Lanner and Ozymandius,” I answered back. The demon nodded and raised his large blade. Lanner readied a wand and Ozy flew up into the air.

I didn’t hesitate any longer. The time for speaking was over. I began drawing runes with my blade, quickly and efficiently. The demon didn’t rush forward like I had been expecting. It glanced at Ozy and Lanner, but continued to steer at me.

After forming the runic circle, I advanced while keeping it floating in front of me. The demon glanced back a the dungeon entrance and then back at me as we advanced. It was clearly trying to figure out what to do, since it was unsure about the runic circle.

If the demon moved away from its position, it was risking that we would escape into the dungeon. If it stayed in place or attacked, it risked dealing with the unknown of the runic circle I had made.

I wasn’t about to use up the runic circle without ensuring the demon got close. If it wanted to stand there as I advanced, it was welcome to. Once I got close enough it would be killed. The demon swung up a hand.

“Cold Beam.”

“Ward.”

I countered the spell skill as a blast of cold air spread out. I swung my blade to the side along with the runic circle so it wasn’t disrupted. The demon rushed forward. Fast, but I could still react in time.

“Cold Beam.”

“Ward.”

It repeated the same move as it closed the distance. I brought my sword back around while triggering the runic circle. I stepped to the side, so my Ward spell skill intercepted the cold beam targeted at the runic circle. The demon wasn’t an idiot, but it clearly didn’t understand modern methods of combat.

A torrent of flame was unleashed towards the demon as the space around it solidified and ice shot up to grab its feet. Ozy handled his role perfectly in the combination attack.

“Ward! Ward!”

The demon was trying to counter the attacks, but I knew it would be struggling. I had gotten quite good at flame attacks using a runic circle over the last year. Having to use it quite a bit to fight monsters in the tunnels between caverns.

            

    
        Chapter 204 – Demonic Frustration

    
    
    
    
                “Vibration Blade!”

I rushed in at the singed demon. He had dodged the worst of the fire blast. The problem with runic circles was aiming them precisely. Against a horde of monsters, it wasn’t a huge issue, but against a demon, it made a huge difference.

The demon Mandaeism, had dodged to the side and had blocked the worst of the attack. The steam was quickly refreezing in the cold air, turning into a jagged ice sculpture between us.

I rushed across that ice, my boots smashing the fragile, twisted, ice aside. The demon swung up his large blade to counter mine. That was a mistake, since his weapon was trash compared to mine and my skill made it even stronger. Since the demon was giving me the opportunity, I committed to the blow. We were both going for an overhead swing.

If I didn’t cut through his blade, I would probably lose an arm or be partially vertically bisected. The demon was slightly larger than me, not super large like the previous one and was using a weapon, a sword.

My Empowered Sword Skills allowed me to understand exactly what I needed to do in this situation. The demon was lacking in this weapon skill. With his oversized blade he had committed to an overhead blow to force me back, using the weight of his weapon.

The Reforged Beginner’s Blade cut through the demon’s oversized sword like a hot knife through butter. There was only a small amount of resistance. I could see the panic on the demon’s face as my blade cut into its armor. The top of his oversized blade broke and lost all force behind it. It struck my heavy armor and bounced off.

“Aura of Repulsion!”

I was forced back even as my blade cut through his armor. I drew a long line of blood and the demon stumbled backwards.

“Lightning Beam!”

“Ward!”

Ozy swooped and unleashed Toxic Breath. The demon quickly moved away from the noxious cloud. Lanner was ready, since I was no longer between him and the demon. He unleashed a barrage from his wands. His speed had really picked up ever since he had joined me in the dungeon.

Despite the relentless barrage for ten seconds, the demon dodged the worst of it, putting more distance between us and escaping to the dungeon entrance. I was already rushing towards it while Ozy was circling.

“GREATER QUAKE!”

The ice and ground heaved. I had to slow down to retain my balance. Even the demon had collapsed to one knee.

“Fireball!”

“Ward.”

Ozy swooped in from behind and bit down on the back of the demon’s head. Ice engulfed the bottom of the demon, pinning him in place once more. I kept moving forward as the ground shook.

“Wait, you kill me, you are dead,” the demon shouted out as I brought up my blade. My Danger Sense had plummeted. Fine, if it wanted to talk, I was going to make sure I had the advantage. I stepped to the side and swung.

The demon tried to dodge, but Ozy kept it locked in place enough for my blow to connect. There was a lot of resistance, but my blade managed to cut through. The demon’s left foot was removed.

I brought my blade up and around and rest it on the demon’s neck, drawing a line of blood. “Speak, quickly,” I said.

“The entrance to the dungeon. I completely collapsed it.” I glanced over and it was completely sealed. I couldn’t sense any Mana from the dungeon. “And the entrance in the beastkin settlement has been sealed as well.”

Rage coursed through me. The blade cut into the demon’s neck a bit more. “And why do I need you?” I asked.

“To find another dungeon entrance and avoid other demons,” Mandaeism stated. “I might be a scorpion, but you need me against the other scorpions.”

I let Vibration Blade stop and withdrew my blade. I stepped back. Lanner hurried over. “Why aren’t you killing it?” he asked.

The demon could have dodged at the end and countered Ozy. But it chose not to. It was tricking me to take it with me. I cursed the demon in my head. I was breathing heavily.

“It is trying to trick me. It could have dodged, but it was willing to lose a foot and destroy the dungeon entrance, to force me to take it with us,” I said.

“Impressive that you saw through my deception. This continent has no future. I truly desire to leave,” the demon said. I thought it over. The demon was a scorpion. But I could find another dungeon entrance on my own. The annoying part would be getting back to the cursed longsword when I had to return.

It could flatter me and have priceless knowledge, but it was a demon. A monster of the dungeon. There was no trusting it. The moment I brought the demon with me, I would be dooming myself and all the people it would kill on the Eldarin continent.

I had thoughts of taking it prisoner and trying to exploit it, but that was foolishness. The demon was stronger than me. It had chosen to take that injury. The moment we reached the Eldarin continent I would become demon food.

“Ward!”

The demon had whipped out a wand with one hand and ripped off Ozy with his other hand. Fast, too fast as it broke through the ice that had covered it. The explosion sent me stumbling backwards as Lanner went tumbling away.

“Fireball! Fireball!”

My spell skills hit the patch of ice the demon had been on. It had grabbed its foot and stuck it back on. It had focused its healing points to reattach its foot enough. I knew the demon had been sandbagging to trick me. I had fought the other demon. The demon had tossed Ozy away, who had been crushed a bit so it could grab its foot.

Lanner unleashed a blast from his wand. The demon was on the ground and couldn’t dodge while getting back up.

“Ward!”

“Lightning Beam!”

The demon blocked Lanner’s wand spell with Ward, but the defensive skill broke and it was hit with my spell skill. Ozy unleashed another Toxic Breath, hitting the demon. It struggled to get to his feet.

“Lightning Beam! Lightning Beam!”

I couldn’t allow the demon to escape. If it did, then I would have no end of problems. I didn’t want it stalking us and wearing us down. The demon twisted and dodged one of the spell skills, but was hit with another.

“Vibration Blade!”

I rushed forward while reaching with my offhand for my wand. I could play that game as well. The demon pulled out an axe. It intercepted my blow, but twisted his weapon to force my to side the side as his axe was cut apart. My blade was easily deflected since I was only using one hand.

My wand came up in my left hand. Ozy swooped in behind me and unleashed Petrifying Gaze, freezing the demon in place. This was going to suck, but I didn’t hesitate. I unleashed Explosion at point blank range, the wand almost touching the demon’s armor.

Everything spun, as I went tumbling away. I lost my grip on my wand, but I barely managed to keep a grip of my sword. ‘Never drop your main weapon, even if you are dead. To drop your weapon is death.’ Those words from my mother echoed in my head.

Everything felt sore, my hand was scorched. Ozy used Greater Cure on me as I got back to my feet. My hand slowly recovered from its burnt state. I looked over to the demon. Lanner was being smart and not rushing.

The armor of the demon had been partially blown away and there was a large burnt hole in its upper chest. The demon was leaking a tremendous amount of Mana. “Ahhhhh!” It screamed and felt the joy of victory.

I slowly walked over towards the fallen demon, that was trashing on the ground. “The only fate of demon’s is death. This for Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock and my mother,” I declared.

“Soul Strike!”

It was a risk using the skill, but it was a chance to level the skill along with Soul Shield. I used both in conjunction to attack the demon and protect myself. My blade pierced its head.

The screams got worse. I could feel its soul trashing and my soul cut into it. “No mercy for demons!” I shouted. For a minute the demon continued to trash and scream, but it couldn’t escape pinned through its head to the ground.

Ozy came over and ripped into its chest. Its core had split in two. No wonder why it was in extreme pain. The wand the gnomes had given me had been amazing. Its use was unexpected in close combat and Explosion was incredibly powerful.

As Ozy consumed the broken demon’s core, it slowly stopped struggling. I felt and saw its soul completely collapse. “The only good demon is a dead demon,” I said tiredly withdrawing my blade.

The cold wind blew over the battlefield. I had won.

“Did you see where my wand went?” I asked Lanner.

“I picked it up,” he said and handed it over to me.

“Thanks,” I told him. “Good job.”

“I wasn’t rushing in again against that. Your hand, is it okay?” he asked.

“Ozy used Greater Cure, it will be fine. But the real problem is the dungeon entrance,” I muttered. My Compass of Desire was pointing in the direction of the mountains, not towards the beastkin settlement.

The demon had said the entrance to the dungeon in the beastkin settlement was destroyed. That meant the place was probably wiped out as well, since the entrance had been in the center of the settlement and well protected. Taking a look for any supplies or stuff of use would be worthwhile. And if the beastkin were still around, I could head somewhere else.

Looking back at the demon, I noticed it had a spatial pouch. I had noticed that earlier with my Spatial Sense, but I hadn’t been entirely sure. Now, taking a closer look, it was definitely a spatial pouch and not some skill or different item.

“Let’s get to processing the corpse,” I muttered more for myself. Looking at Ozy, he had passed out again. That wasn’t good. Without him making an igloo or shelter would be incredibly difficult.

“No time. We need to get off these White Wastes,” I said and pulled the spatial pouch off the demon and then put the weapon and corpse into it. I then picked up Ozy.

“Let’s move,” I said. We had to get back to the mountains before night set in and find some way to set up shelter to protect from the wind and the cold. This was going to be a long miserable night.

I was annoyed at Ozy for consuming the demon’s core and passing out, but if he hadn’t then its Mana would have dissipated since it had become cracked.

            

    
        Chapter 205 – Going Through The Loot

    
    
    
    
                Getting back to the mountains had been a trek. I cut out a cave into a cliff wall. It was quick and messy. I doubted it would hold up for that long, but it should last through the night. I pushed a boulder to cover most of the doorway, leaving only a small crack so we didn’t suffocate.

“Fire Blade.”

The small room instantly heated up, and I felt better. Lanner let out a sigh of relief. Ozy also seemed to relax as our small impromptu cave became bearable.

“What if other demons show up?” Lanner asked. He was already pulling out his pack out of my spatial pouch to put on extra layers of clothing and get out his blanket.

“Then they show up. For now we are alive. That is the important thing. Its going to get cold,” I muttered.

“I know. My Cold Resistance improved the whole trek back out here,” the gnome complained. I didn’t blame him. The cold at the End of the World was absolutely miserable. “What is the plan now?”

“We make our way towards the beastkin settlement. Since the demon said the entrance has been closed off, it is probably destroyed. Scavenge up what we can and hunker down for the dark season. After that is over, make our way towards the nearest dungeon entrance,” I replied.

“How long is the dark season?” Lanner asked.

“Months,” I replied, and he let out a groan.

“Months of this,” he said.

“Yes. And I need to cut the spell skill since I am running low on Mana,” I replied. I let the spell skill drop and set my warm blade next to Ozy. I then out two blankets and a pillow. It was brutally cold.

I got the middle spot as Lanner and Ozy were on either side of me. I was the biggest person, taking up more than half the space in our tiny cave. It was going to be an uncomfortable night. No food and only some water, since there wasn’t room to properly cook in here.

“It was the right choice,” Lanner said.

“Hmm, what choice?” I asked.

“The demon. Something like that. A monster. That is the kind of things I heard about growing up. My parents would tell me stories of such monsters coming to eat…small humans,” he replied.

“A monster is a monster. Ozy is a trusted pet and weapon, but ultimately even he is still a monster,” I replied. It sounded harsh, but it was the brutal truth of our races. Demons and other living beings could not coexist in peace.

The night was cold. When I woke up, I used Fire Blade again to heat everyone up. Lanner let out a sigh of relief at that. It was still dark outside, but it would be light soon. We needed to use every moment of light to head towards the beastkin settlement.

“Get up. Time for a cold breakfast,” I said. Lanner let out a groan as he woke up. I gave him some vegetables while he stayed under his blankets, trying to hold in any warmth he could.

“I feel like my blood doesn’t want to move,” he complained.

“Once we get moving, everything will get better,” I replied. After a cold, miserable breakfast, we packed up and left the cave at the first sign of light from outside. I had put away my armor. The metal would only suck the heat out of me.

I also put on more clothes and made a blanket sling to carry Ozy in. It was awkward and I wouldn’t be able to easily fight, but the cold was the real enemy at the moment. We needed to get to some place we could hole up for several months.

Daylight only lasted for around six hours. At the end of that I had to make another impromptu cave. We spent another miserable night.

Lanner was slow. I had considered carrying him, but that wouldn’t have sped things up that much, since I would then be slowed down. I did try to pick out the easiest path and plowed through the snowdrifts so he didn’t get buried.

On the sixth day of traveling we crested a ridge and saw the ruins of the beastkin settlement. It had been clearly abandoned for some time. I took us towards Whiteclaw’s building.

There were still basic items inside. No corpses, but there were blood stains. I reclaimed my old room and we moved another bed in for Lanner. It was basically a metal rack since the blankets had been taken away.

But we had blankets of our own. It was better than sleeping on the ground. After getting the room set up I cut out a slice of stone and made a stone plate.

I then carefully carved runes into it and put a Mana core in the center. The room’s temperature quickly skyrocketed.

“Why didn’t you do that before?” Lanner asked as I got out my cook set.

“Because it releases a lot of Mana into the air. Here in the settlement, deep inside the rock with several doors, the spread of Mana isn’t obvious. But out in those mountains, we might as well have lit a fire at night. The demons would have easily spotted us. There is also lingering Mana in the metal and this settlement, which is helping obscure things as well,” I explained.

“Sorry, not complaining. The cold is just absolutely miserable. I finally feel like I am coming back to life,” Lanner said.

“It helps when the outside isn’t one stone slab away. Since there doesn’t appear to be any beastkin or demons, we can rest here for the dark season,” I said while setting up a cutting board for vegetables.

I had checked for both with my Compass of Desire, and it clearly pointed a direction other than this settlement for the nearest one of each race.

“Lots of metal here,” Lanner said.

“They mined up the ore and smelted it here. Everything is made of metal. No wood or plants, beyond what they grew for food,” I replied.

“How is Ozy doing?” he asked.

“Cold and asleep, but he will be fine,” I said. I pushed the cut vegetables into the stew pot, added water, and then put on the lid. I would let it simmer for an hour to make the vegetables soft and the broth thick.

“We are going to explore?” he asked me.

“Yes. See if anything of value was left behind. I doubt it, but you never know. And we have the time to carefully search this entire place. Not much else to do. Also we can finally go through this spatial pouch,” I said while holding up the demon’s spatial pouch.

“Treasure?” Lanner asked with excitement.

“Maybe. The corpse, I will deal with tomorrow. But let’s see, blade. That’s garbage,” I said and set it aside.

“It is metal,” Lanner said.

“Which isn’t that valuable. This whole place is metal,” I told him and he realized he wasn’t at his gnomish settlement where metal was incredibly valuable.

“A pouch of monster cores. Mostly red ones, but some orange cores as well,” I said and set it to the side.

“Why would a demon need that?” Lanner asked.

“Snacks, food maybe?” I replied with a shrug. There were a lot more trash weapons that got put to the side with the other junk.

“Oh, an actual book. Quite old, but Eldarin script. And it has only historical value,” I said.

“What?” Lanner asked in surprise, and I handed it over to him. “This is some kind of combat journal.”

“Some adventurers keep records on what they do in the hopes of turning it into a book one day. Having their name become renowned all over the world. Or a legacy and memoir for their future descendants or inheritors. At least that is the case on the Eldarin continent,” I said.

“But it might have something useful,” Lanner said and I shook my head.

“You can read it, all yours. But at best it would sell as a curiosity from this continent back home and not very well. It isn’t from a known legend or supreme legend. The only value is its origin, but even that would only make it worth a handful of gold at best,” I said.

I pulled out four more similar journals. A quick glance at a couple of pages let me know they were all trash. I gave them over to Lanner, since he seemed interested. I suppose they could be considered his heritage since he came from this continent. Perhaps they would inspire him.

The story of Bastian was all the inspiration I needed from books like that. Unless it was by a supreme legend, it wasn’t worth my time to read them. They weren’t even proper history books. I didn’t need to know how difficult one adventurer found a fight or nonsense like that.

Then came the various pieces of junk the demon had collected. Trinkets that the beastkin it had killed probably kept. Each of them went into the pile of trash with the weapons I had pulled out.

That was when I came to metal bars. Proper iron smelted bars. Now these were slightly useful as raw materials. I set them to the side. Their quality was low, but they would be more easily shaped into metal plates by Ozy once he woke up. Not that metal was lacking with all the buildings being made of metal.

“The demon’s wand,” I pulled it out. It was quite similar to mine. A high quality wand that could use Explosion. I had tossed it inside the spatial pouch with the broken weapons. I tossed it at Lanner who caught it.

“Really?” he asked.

“I only need the one. You fight with wands, you can have that one,” I said.

“It is high quality. Thanks,” he said.

“It is a wand. You can keep the wands we find,” I joked.

There were a handful of more technical books after that, teaching various tier 1 skills. This demon had clearly prized knowledge. The books were useless. None of the skills were anything unique or valuable.

Still, the College might get some use out of them if they had a novel training method. I set them to the side. Next came clothing and armor. None of it I wanted to keep, and it went into the trash pile.

I then pulled out a fancy knife. The sheathe was made with inlaid silver and there was a trace of Mana about the blade. I carefully unsheathed it and there were several grooves in the blade.

“Huh, interesting,” I said and put the knife back into its sheathe.

“What is that?” Lanner asked.

“A ritual knife. It is used to create a blood channel when stabbing a victim, so they bleed out in a specific direction. It would be used to fill up the runes and patterns of the ritual circle,” I replied. I knew of such an item from the book the Dark Cabal had gifted me about rituals.

“Is it valuable?” Lanner asked.

“Slightly. The blade is made of a very rare metal. It repels Mana. That way the blade doesn’t interfere with Mana,” I said.

“How would that even work?” Lanner asked.

“You would need to ask a metallurgical expert. It isn’t a common metal. Often used for bindings for high value prisoners. It isn’t common, but it isn’t rare. A best it could be considered a curiosity that the right collector would pay a lot for. The hilt and the inlaid metalwork indicate that it is from the Low Vostner period. A true relic,” I replied.

“So old,” Lanner said.

“Very old. Doesn’t make it powerful or special. Again, it would be worth a handful of gold, maybe a platinum coin to the right collector,” I said. That was it unfortunately. A surprisingly disappointing haul so far.

I reached into the spatial pouch, trying to grab anything but the corpse. I pulled out another book. This one appeared to be much more haphazardly made. It was a lot cruder, but it also appeared to be newer. I flipped it open and the words were written in blood.

            

    
        Chapter 206 – Demonic Knowledge

    
    
    
    
                I am Demon Mandaeism.

I write to improve my mind.

My first memories are of the depths. The sweet taste of the soul fruit had past my lips, granting me consciousness. My soul was freed from the cloying embrace of the depths.

Escaping the confines of the depths, breathing in the surface air, was my first taste of freedom. Freedom from the Mana that both fed and shackled me.

My benefactor was the Demon Abaddon. He desired to raise an army to kill the beastkin and claim the surface of this world for demon kind. He awakened many of my brothers and sisters. He gave me my name. The right of the one who awakened me.

I learned many things from the Demon Abaddon. He could be considered my parent. His lessons were harsh and unerring. Controlling our forms. Using skills effectively. Weakness was punished. Many demons did not survive the training.

I had asked Demon Abaddon of where the first demon came from. Since no monster could willingly eat a soul fruit. He said that he was awoken by another demon just like all of us were. If we became strong enough, it was our duty to wake more of our brethren up. To train and continue on our race, least it be destroyed for all time.

Each of us chafed under his restrictions. We knew that we would be disposed of. That is why we banded together and killed Abaddon and shattered his core. That was when the distrust was truly born.

No demon would trust another. We would work together and hunt beastkin. But there was always the fear of betrayal.

I looked up from the book in shock. It was a book written by an actual demon. Demons were created by a monster consuming a soul fruit of the dungeon. They were originally monsters. I looked over at Ozy and felt a sense of unease. That Spark skill was highly concerning.

Was that where the first demon came from? A pet given a soul fruit, and they gained sentience. The thought was disturbing. Would Ozy turn into a demon?

Demon Naberius and myself have decided to investigate crafting skills. Tools seem a powerful force multiplier of the enemies we face. While they are generally weak, their tools give them an outsized ability to fight us.

The book then went into a long dissertation on crafting and how without the skills necessary, the demons struggled to improve beyond the most basic of items. They weren’t able to create higher tier items.

As I quickly flipped through the book, it was about crafting, research into the world itself, and the occasional fight with beastkin.

“You find something interesting?” Lanner asked me.

“Yes. Something that is…hard to measure in worth. The knowledge it contains…I am not sure if it should be spread.”

“Why, what is it?” he asked.

“How demons are created,” I replied.

“Truly?” he asked.

“And it is written in blood,” I said while putting the book away in my spatial pouch. Lanner recoiled at that.

“Are you planning to destroy it?” he asked.

“Maybe. The knowledge is dangerous, very dangerous. I will have to think on what to do with it,” I said but I had already made up my mind. I would read the book carefully and then after learning all that I could I would trade it to the College for a sizable reward.

They wouldn’t publish the knowledge, but could release a fake study that soul fruits would kill a pet over time, causing their souls to become unstable. I had no doubt they had spread such misinformation in the past.

There was no way that someone at the College hadn’t given a monster a soul fruit to see what would happen. Well maybe not, such items were incredibly valuable. To waste one on a pet would be the height of extravagance.

If it was truly new information or even forgotten information, the College would not hesitate to work out some kind of deal. Just a book written by a demon would be a novelty and provide a lot of insight into their thinking.

With The Mathemancer and the other supreme legends being killed by one, interest in demons was incredibly high. That kind of attention would only increase the value of the book. Unfortunately, there were no secret demon skills that were listed.

I felt a touch of regret at the lost knowledge that the demon could have shared with me, but I couldn’t trust it. The moment I let down my guard, it could have overwhelmed me and killed me.

Once I was at its mercy, there would be no coming back. I wasn’t strong enough to take it prisoner. If I was a legend or a supreme legend, I could have easily kept it suppressed without too much worry.

But its stats were immense. The greatest advantage I had was my versatility and my opponents being unable to cope with the range of options I had. As long as something worked, I could seize the advantage in the fight. Ozy was quite helpful in that regard.

Lanner had also helped, but he wasn’t absolutely necessary. He made things easier and his wands packed a punch, but he was just too weak otherwise. That caused him to be overlooked since I was considered the biggest threat, but it also meant his life could be lost in a single breath.

I liked the gnome, but he just didn’t have the versatility or stats to keep up with me in combat. That’s why I wanted to take him back home and drop him off there. He would do well as a regular adventurer after spending so much time with me.

“And that’s it besides the corpse,” I said as I reached into the spatial pouch and wasn’t able to grab anything.

“Clean.”

After touching that book, I cleaned myself. I had no idea what it was made of besides blood, but I had a bad feeling about it. Clearly the demon Mandaeism had wanted to create some kind of demon culture, or emulate the culture of other races.

I went over and checked the stew. The rich aroma of vegetables filled the room. I got out bowls and Lanner and I had some warm vegetable broth.

“So good. I finally feel warm inside,” he said.

“When you adventurer on your own, you won’t have a cook with you. This is really extravagant treatment,” I said.

“What?” Lanner asked.

“Most adventurers look down on cooking in the dungeon. I find that foolish, since it helps with one’s reserves. But it is what it is. Probably because they don’t want to take the time to learn proper cooking,” I said with a shake of my head and sipped the warm stew.

“Insanity. Absolute insanity. What do they eat then?” he asked.

“Stale bread and salted meat,” I replied.

“Truly? You aren’t trying to trick me?” he asked.

“Nope. They also don’t have a spatial pouch. Only legends tend to have them, or those close to reaching such status. Or you have to have rich parents. Also, the Clean spell, most adventurers don’t know that as well,” I said.

“Clean!”

“You learned it?” I asked in surprise.

“Yes. Not as good as yours, but I can cast the spell skill,” he said.

“Well, it is useful. At least you can use it on yourself from now on,” I said.

“So, this is our new home for the next four months?” Lanner asked.

“Whenever we get past the dark season. Four or five months sounds about right. Ozy should wake up by then. And as long as it is light long enough to make decent progress, we can leave,” I said.

“At least we have this place. If we had to stay in a tiny cave for that long, I would go crazy,” he replied.

“We would enlarge it over time if we had to. But we would survive. It might not be fun, but it could be done. That is the important thing, being able to survive,” I said.

“I never thought adventuring would be like this. I knew…but it is different than what I thought.”

“What did you think it would be like?” I asked.

“Less pain, hardship, cold, and almost dying,” he said, and I chuckled while we sipped our warm stew.

“Welcome to the life. Though it should get better once we get to the Eldarin continent. At least you will be considered quite capable once we arrive. Level 60 would be a good place to be at,” I said.

“You mentioned that already,” he replied and I shrugged.

“It means you will get enough respect despite your stature. And your Gnomish Fencing has improved, so you can handle yourself in melee better,” I said.

“Only Focused Gnomish Fencing, a tier 2 skill,” he replied.

“It is progress. And your wand combat is coming along quite well. You can commission more wands made once we get back. They aren’t that common, but you could get some defensive wands made with Ward,” I said.

“I plan to. But that won’t be cheap,” he said.

“Of course not. But with all the cores we have collected, you will have more than enough money to get yourself sorted out once we get over there. We just need to find a dungeon entrance, which I can do, and then it is simply a matter of going through the dungeon,” I said.

“And you? What will you be doing? Joining another team?” Lanner asked nervously and I shook my head.

“No. I will get my equipment repaired and then come back to deal with unfinished business. It’s going to be expensive to get taken care of. Especially if I want good equipment,” I said with a heavy sigh.

“You must have a lot of cores saved up,” he said.

“Not as many as you might think, since I used a lot of them as explosives. I was using up more than we got in some of those fights down in the 12th layer,” I replied.

“Those fights were awful. So many monsters. I feel weak,” he said.

“That’s why you need to go into the dungeon on your own or with other people. Broaden your horizons. You are capable Lanner, and with the right skills I have no doubt you will reach legend one day,” I said.

Since he had survived this long, he had a good chance of making it in my mind. He would have to put in a tremendous amount of work, and it would be soul crushing. But he could do it.

The real challenge would be getting from level 80 to level 100. He would really have to push himself. If he made it that far, I had no idea what he would do after that. Probably retire and think about his people he could never return to.

It was brave of him to leave everything he knew behind. I don’t know if I could have made the same decision in his place. For that alone, Lanner had my respect. He had taken the first and most important step.

That was why after seeing his courage in the dungeon, I had a good feeling that he could make it legend if he didn’t have an accident. Justin’s Adventuring School had done a good job of teaching him the important things so he knew what he was doing.

Compared to the new adventurers he was a seasoned veteran. He had been to the 12th layer, fought an Abnormal, fought demons, and had survived. That alone made him incredibly seasoned.

His small size would make navigating human society a bit difficult, but he would manage. At the end of the day, being a level 60 made one a professional, granting a certain level of respect and deference regardless of what one looked like.

Not as much as a legend, but once he got his adventurer’s card he could use that to handle most issues in human society.

I could tell he was nervous about leaving me, but there was nothing that would change my mind about this. I liked Lanner, but he wasn’t someone I wanted with me on my team. I was effectively power leveling him and doing most of the hard work in killing monsters. It was unbalanced.

            

    
        Chapter 207 – Searching The Settlement

    
    
    
    
                “Well that was unproductive,” I muttered. We had been searching the settlement and had found nothing of value for the last week. There were no corpses either, from demons or beastkin.

Even targeting the wealthier and central areas of the settlement, they had been picked clean by the beastkin or the demons. There were a couple pieces of jewelry made of gold and silver that we had found, but they weren’t worth much. The central refinery, entrance to the dungeon, and protective wards around the settlement at the center had all been destroyed.

“Are you giving up?” Lanner asked. He had gone with me on the first two days, but after that he preferred to stay out of the cold.

“Kind of. Still doing my daily walks to check the outside. There is nothing but debris, junk, and metal,” I replied. I had more than enough metal and had stocked up quite a bit. I had cut away several walls and was going to make more runic plates out of the metal rather than stone.

“I will be working on Mana Manipulation and some other skills,” Lanner said. I just nodded at this. He didn’t have to tell me. But at least he had the right mindset of working to improve himself.

I looked at Ozy who was still asleep and could only shake my head. My lazy pet was resting near the heat source I had set up in the room. Getting out the metal plates I had cut off buildings I slowly began working on them.

The trick I was going to use was to create one runic plate to shape the rest of the metal. This was a crafting related skill. While I wasn’t skilled enough to shape metal like putty, I could take a metal rectangle and make it a uniform rectangle.

The metal plates would be small, just slightly larger than my hand and as thin as I could reasonably make them. Not as thin as paper tags unfortunately. But they would be thin enough, I could easily pull one out, activate it, and throw it.

Unlike using Mana cores as bombs, this was more refined, controlled and powerful. Basically, the boundary for the explosion was better managed. Rather than just exploding the Mana, the metal plate would create a slight atmospheric boundary to limit blowback from the attack.

I would also have some larger metal plates as well. Fire was a classic for a reason. While I didn’t expect to need all these items, I wanted to be prepared. Preparing for a future fight was a good use of my time while also studying from various books and practicing other skills.

Stillness, Empowered Stealth, and the three gnomish counter divination skills of Veil, Mask, and Obscure were my main priorities at the moment. I would go outside once every day working on my stealth and Cold Resistance. Then I would work on the rest of the skills and craft metal runic plates.

There were two main reasons I had decided to work on the counter divination skills. After getting Compass of Desire, I realized how broken divination could be. It was like a cheat code for information gathering. I disliked people being able to track me at a distance.

The null stone plate that the gnomes had gifted me was coming in handy. I spent at least four hours just sitting there, trying to sense the minute amounts of Mana leaving my body. It was incredibly tedious and slow.

Veil involved sensing and altering the Mana profile of my body. The first was to sense that profile. While Lanner had an understanding of these skills, he had learned them as a young gnome and with the cursed skill he couldn’t talk about them. They were a part of his gnomish identity.

If I could learn Veil by the end of the dark season, I would be happy. The biggest problem was skill overlap. I had the same issue with Physical Resistance and Empowered Toughness.

Stillness, Empowered Meditation, and now Veil all slightly overlapped each other. Each skill had their own use, but it was a problem to unlock a new skill that was overlapped by others. This wasn’t a problem I had in forever. Other people would have run into this issue in the past, but I never really had to struggle to learn a skill that I wanted.

The second major reason why I wanted to learn the gnomish counter divination skills was the quest that was looming over my life. Sneaking to this forge and destroying the blade would not be simple.

While we had moved from the White Wastes back to the settlement, I had kept a close eye on my two directional skills. Compass of Desire was locked onto a dungeon entrance. Based on the distance and the slight directional change of the skill, I used my math skills to work out the distance from the angle the skill changed and the distance covered. With around 40 kilometers covered and an 8 degree angle, the rest was just working out the math.

It was very rough math, but we were about 286 kilometers away from the nearest dungeon entrance. As for the forge that my tier 7 cursed skill was pointing towards, it was around 783 kilometers away since the angle was around 3 degrees. For comparison, the trip from the White Wastes to this ruined settlement was around 40 kilometers.

These two locations were in completely different locations. Almost in opposite directions. That was unfortunate, but I didn’t have a good understanding of how this continent was laid out.

I knew the beastkin had four settlements leading from here to the coast, well three now. But beyond that, the rest was fairly unclear. There would probably be more ruins and abandoned settlements near the coast, but beyond that I didn’t have a good understanding of the layout of the terrain.

Not that it seemed to change much from snow, ice, and rocks or some variation of that. I would need to get specialized stealth gear for the terrain once I returned. Something white would be useful.

I still had the beastkin cloak that blocked scents, but I considered it too risky since didn’t trust it. Whiteclaw might not have directly betrayed me, but he wasn’t trustworthy. I would have a craftsman disassemble it and devise a better enchantment for me to use.

That was why I hadn’t been using it after I had left the settlement previously. There was just too much risk. For all I knew it could act like a beacon to draw in threats.

“Urg,” I let out a groan as I stretched and got up from the runic plates.

“Any luck?” Lanner asked me.

“No,” I replied and got to work preparing dinner.

“Well, I am sure you will get it eventually,” he replied.

“Eventually is the key word,” I said.

“Going out after dinner?” he asked me.

“Of course. I got to keep working on my stealth skills in this terrain and Cold Resistance. Hopefully I can get it up to Cold Immunity,” I replied.

I was making progress, but there was no chance of maximizing Cold Resistance during our long break period. The skill just took too long to level. That was another thing to work on when I got back. All my resistances would need to be worked on at a training hall.

Another thing to add to the list of things to do once I returned to the Eldarin continent. It was growing longer, but that was fine. When I came back here, I would prefer to be prepared and ready for whatever came my way.

I was catching demons by surprise who had the strength of a legend. But that was because they couldn’t handle the combat pressure. The legends from back home were stronger, due to being more well rounded.

Most legends specialized at the higher tiers of skill use, often with a signature skill or two. But they also tended to be generalists up to a certain degree with lower tier skills, that they had found to be useful or helpful in their adventuring.

The demons didn’t have that kind of knowledge to draw upon. If they had the same number of spell skills that I had, then the fights would have been much more difficult with their greater Mana reserves. They could have bombarded me from a distance.

But they had been melee combatants. That was why I didn’t let myself get a big head despite my victories over superior opponents. A real legend would crush me. Well maybe not crush me anymore with all my skills and stats, but they would defeat me.

That was my greatest strength, my tricks and versatility. I didn’t like that. Having to win with the wand the gnomes had given me felt like I wasn’t living up to my full potential. I knew it was silly, but the wand wasn’t one of my skills.

The Explosion spell skill was definitely one I wanted to learn. The College didn’t teach it and it appeared to not be widely known. I could be wrong, but I hadn’t seen or heard of that spell skill before coming to this continent.

I would have to directly create the spell skill through Mana manipulation. I knew how it worked thanks to the wand. Compress a bunch of Mana, shoot it out, have it explode on impact.

But that could come later. I had too many other skills to work on and learn, like Veil. It was going to be a long dark season in this abandoned settlement, but things were looking up. I had a way back home, which was critical in my mind.

Having a safe base to operate from was key to being a successful adventurer. Getting siloed into this part of the dungeon had been a complete and utter nightmare.

My Danger Sense increased slightly. That wasn’t a good sign. The fact that it had changed at all indicated that there was a problem. I didn’t panic or get excited while Lanner I enjoyed another vegetable stew.

A warm meal made everything seem better, but I didn’t let it lull me into a false sense of security. At least no one could get to where we were without a high degree of stealth or specialty spell skills. That was the nice thing about being inside a building, deep into the rock.

When I went outside I would continue to be careful while pushing my skills. I had pieces of cloth trailing behind my boots to erase any obvious footprints in the snow. Not wearing armor made it a lot easier to be light on my feet. While I was more vulnerable, I was confident in my sensory abilities, especially Danger Sense.

I tried to check the nearest living thing, but I just got Lanner or Ozy. I couldn’t easily exclude things. It was Compass of Desire, not Compass of Complicated Requests. While I could quantify my desire by wanting a creature I could speak with, that included Lanner. I couldn’t exclude him.

Same with the dungeon entrances. I couldn’t desire to find the second closest dungeon entrance or something like that. I got the direction of the nearest thing that fit what I wanted. A powerful skill, but the limitations cut out a large chunk of the utility I could have gotten with it.

            

    
        Chapter 208 – A Visitor

    
    
    
    
                My Danger Sense had been steadily increasing over the past couple of days. It wasn’t at panic levels yet, but it was concerning. I had warned Lanner to be on guard. While he also had Danger Sense it was far from being maximized.

I changed up my outdoor excursion routes. With no weather ward around the settlement, the harsh wind was great for covering up the few traces I left behind. The dark season was rapidly approaching as each day had less and less hours of light.

As I turned a corner, I saw a figure covered in dark robes. The snout sticking out the front of the hood indicated that it was a beastkin. My hand instantly went to the hilt of my sword, while the beastkin raised up a metal staff.

“A human. What are you doing here?” the beastkin spoke up first.

“Just hiding out until the dark season passes. You?” I asked back.

“Returning from my seclusion to pick up supplies and rest before going back into the wilderness,” the beastkin said.

“Well, you are a bit too late. The demons wiped this place out and there is nothing of value left,” I countered and slightly pulled out my sword. The cold wind swept through the abandoned settlement with a flurry of snow.

“There is no need for violence,” the beastkin said.

“You say that, for now. But my experiences with your people have shown otherwise,” I replied.

“I would apologize for them, but there is a reason I live alone out in the middle of nowhere. And if we fight, it might attract demons,” he said.

“It might,” I replied. I was being quite hostile, but I didn’t trust any beastkin. There general attitude towards outsiders, culture, and attempt to kill me had reduced the base level of trust I had for them as a whole.

It was an overly broad judgement, but the default for the beastkin seemed to be hostile with exceptions, rather than the default being cooperative with exceptions. That was why I wasn’t going to let my guard down for a single moment against this beastkin until given significant reason to do so.

“Any food left behind?”

“The few pieces have rotted or are buried in rubble. Not worth the time or effort to dig them out,” I replied.

“I would be willing to trade.”

“Who said I had food?” I challenged.

“I see your spatial pouch. I am not some young child who is easily fooled.”

“And if I say no to trade?” I asked.

“Then I won’t bother you. But I have orichalcum for trade.”

“That is?” I asked.

“A Mana infused metal, used for crafting higher tier weapons and equipment,” he said. The cold wind blew past us again, chilling us to the bone. “Preferably we can speak somewhere inside.”

I gestured at a nearby building. The beastkin entered, turning his back on me. I didn’t take my hand off the hilt of my sword, since he was still gripping his staff as I followed behind him.

“Close the door, I will provide some light and heat,” he said. I carefully closed the door while he set his metal staff to the side and brought up a hand.

“Solar Orb.”

A bright white orb formed, releasing heat and light, making the room we had stepped into more comfortable. “Much better. I am Wild Tail,” he said.

“Justin Burnstock,” I greeted him in return as we sized each other up. The beastkin looked around the room we had entered and gestured at a table and some chairs. I nodded and we sat down. I noted he had left his metal staff far away. Either a way to build trust or encourage me to let my guard down.

He reached into his cloak and pulled out a finger sized metal bar. He slid it across the table. I picked up the metal bar and inspected it. “Tier 2 metal if I had to guess. Decent, but not worth that much,” I replied and set it back down.

It had value, but craftsmen back on the Eldarin continent had a supply chain and specific requirements regarding the materials they worked with. Metal from an unknown supplier in limited quantities wasn’t that valuable to me.

“This is high quality Mana infused metal,” the beastkin countered.

“It tier 2 and I am no craftsman. Food has more value than this metal,” I countered and slid it back over the table towards the beastkin.

“Are you trying to drive me into a corner? I need to purchase food. If there was time to go to the next settlement before the dark season, I would,” he replied.

“You can clearly survive the cold,” I countered.

“Survive yes. And move during the day. But once it is dark, then I will freeze like everyone and everything else that tries to travel about,” he countered right back and then let out a sigh and slumped. “If you aren’t willing to give me food, I will submit as your prisoner and slave.”

I recoiled slightly at this. “What? Why?” I asked in slight shock.

“Like I said, food. I live outside the settlement, mining a vein of ore that I found. I return during the dark season. But with the settlement wiped out, I don’t have the time or food to make it to another one. I would prefer to live. If you weren’t here…well there isn’t much hope left,” he said quietly.

“Don’t resist, I am going to check all your skills,” I said.

“Go ahead. I am not much of a fighter,” he replied. I began scanning him. Sealth skills, mining, and not much else. There were basic survival skills and he had Cold Immunity. I took my time carefully going every single skill Wild Tail had and his stats.

Unlike the demon, this beastkin was not a monster, weaker than me, and much more cooperative. The biggest point was that it wasn’t a monster. While my general perception of the beastkin had been painted negatively, I could recognize the difference between a culture and a single individual.

“Are there are others like you?” I asked.

“Not many. There are demons out there. That is why I have strong stealth skills,” he replied.

“But no other beastkin are showing up?” I asked.

“I haven’t seen any. But I am also quite far out. We don’t exactly share where we are prospecting,” Wild Tail answered.

I considered the situation. I was able to get back home now. That meant food wasn’t as pressing as a concern. “What are you looking to trade?” I asked.

“One of these bars of metal, in exchange for three fists of food,” the beastkin said.

“A finger sized tier 2 piece of metal. With how precious food is, that is a joke,” I countered.

“Two and a half, but that is as low as I can go. I need to make my way to the coast after the dark season. Not much left here,” Wild Tail replied.

“How many of these bars?” I asked.

“One hundred for two hundred and fifty fists worth of food,” he replied.

“Deal,” I said.

“Really?” he asked. “I am not complaining, but…you seemed quite against this before.”

“I understand that you are in a bad situation.” And my situation had changed with the new skill that I had. The beastkin had been fully cooperative. If I didn’t trade with him, then it would have meant I should have killed him, since he would have to target me for food. The deal still wasn’t worthwhile in my mind based on the respective value of our goods, but I wasn’t about to push Wild Tail into a corner with no options, other than fighting me.

“You have a container of some kind?” I asked.

“We will need to find a crate. I don’t have a spatial pouch,” he said.

“And you keep all that metal under your cloak?” I asked.

“Hidden away with my pack at the edge of the settlement. I was checking things out first and didn’t want to be weighed down,” he answered and I nodded at this. The silence stretched on a bit as I wasn’t sure what else to ask and things were beginning to turn awkward.

“Well, shall I get the metal, and we can trade?” he asked.

“I will go with you,” I said and he nodded. I made sure the beastkin was a half step in front of me while I also kept my wand hidden in my offhand.

We exited the room, back into the biting cold. I scanned everything, but it was exactly like Wild Tail said. His back was left near the top of the settlement’s ridge. After recovering it, we made our way to one of the warehouses.

I began moving 250 fists worth of food into one of the containers there while he made a small pile of metal. Once I was done, I put the metal into my spatial pouch, concluding our transaction. I turned to leave.

“Um, I will be staying here during the dark season,” Wild Tail said.

“And?” I asked.

“Um, well. Should we stay together for safety? Because of the demons.” he asked nervously. That was when I realized, that this beastkin wasn’t a major threat like the demon was. If pushed into a corner, anyone would lash out, but Wild Tail was clearly incapable.

“There are others in my team. You can stay here for tonight. When it is light, I will come back with an answer,” I replied. Wild Tail nodded at this and I left.

I made my way back to where I was staying with Lanner. Wild Tail didn’t follow me, but I knew had the skills that might be capable of tracking me. Once I was back to my room, I explained things to my teammate.

“You gave up food?”

“I have a way back to the Eldarin Continent. It was either trade or kill him. But this is a major decision, if we want to let him stay with us,” I said.

“You think we can trust him?” Lanner asked me.

“Maybe. I am stronger and checked his skills. He doesn’t have anything concerning. But there is some danger. What do you think?” I asked Lanner.

“If you say it is fine, I trust you. Would he join us?” Lanner asked.

“I can’t say anything long term. I don’t know the beastkin that well. I just know he isn’t a serious threat. His level is similar to yours and his skills aren’t combat focused,” I said.

“I have no problem if he joins us. But this room might be a bit small for three people,” Lanner said.

“We can move out some furniture and move in another bed,” I replied.

“It could be a bit uncomfortable, since he will learn about us, just spending time with us,” Lanner said and I wasn’t too worried. Even if Wild Tail ran off to find other beastkin after the dark season was over, we would be long gone.

As for sticking with us to go back to the Eldarin continent. I wasn’t that excited about such a prospect. But if we did come across beastkin on the way to the next dungeon entrance, his presence could be useful.

For now it seemed that Lanner didn’t have problem with having a beastkin with us for the rest of the dark season. I would carefully watch Wild Tail’s behavior. If he was aggressive or caused any issues, I wouldn’t hesitate to kick him out or deal with him in a more permanent manner.
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                “I am Lanner Thunderdust,” Lanner introduced himself. I didn’t mention anything about him using his last name. If he was keeping it, that was his choice.

“Wild Tail of the Blood Fox Clan,” the beast kin said. “Um, are all humans so short?”

“I had an accident growing up,” Lanner said, and Wild Tail nodded.

“The sleeping monster is my pet Ozy. Welcome to our little room for the dark season. I got a bed set up for you. One meal a day. If you need to relieve yourself, you can use the bathroom in the other room across the hall. I use the spell skill Clean after dinner,” I said.

“Clean? Huh, no wonder why you both look so nice. I don’t mind,” Wild Tail said.

“May I?” I asked and he nodded. “Clean.”

“Wow, the dirt and grime all gone,” he said while rubbing his hands over his furred arms. “Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

“What are you planning to do during the dark season? Normally there are other beastkin to have some fun with,” he let out a sigh. “But not anymore.”

“My condolences about your people,” Lanner said.

“It was bound to happen one day. The demons are incredibly dangerous and wouldn’t hesitate to take out a beastkin or an entire settlement if they could,” he replied. He went over to the metal bed and began unpacking what few items he had.

“So, you are a miner?” Lanner asked.

“Exploratory miner. The regular miners were here in the settlement chipping away at the iron ore veins. But me, I was out there in the mountains at my claim, digging up high grade metal and smelting it myself,” he replied.

I nodded at this, since I had noticed crafting skills for smelting ore. He had a spell skill to generate intense focused heat. The metal bars he traded were so small, since he most likely had to invest a sizable amount of Mana into their refinement.

“You didn’t become an adventurer?” Lanner asked.

“I am not a great fighter. You need a certain level of viciousness to do well in the dungeon. I was always better at finding ore and dealing with the cold. That is how I became an exploratory miner. Not a glamorous job, but it pays well. Used to pay well,” he said with a sigh.

“How many fists of food did you normally get per bar?” I asked.

“Around twelve. But with nothing left…well you were generous making a trade. Thank you,” he said.

“No need to thank me for the trade. You aren’t a demon, even if our races have had issues in the past,” I replied.

“I heard the stories, but survival is too hard to worry about such thing. The annoying part is that I will have to give up my claim and check if the Wolf Clan is still around after the dark season,” he said.

“And if they were destroyed as well?” I asked.

“Then the demons are finally wiping us out after all these years. No idea how they would get past the wards, but that isn’t my problem,” he said.

“And if it is wiped out?” I asked.

“I will figure something out. Head for the coast most likely,” he said.

“I am curious, why the name?” I asked.

“I should ask you. What does Justin Burnstock even mean?” he asked back.

“He has you there,” Lanner said.

“Fair. I guess it is just a cultural difference,” I said.

“Most beastkin name their children after a trait they see in their child or hope they have. I know some of the other clans are a bit different in their naming sense, but that is how the fox clans would do things,” he said.

“Well, the dark season is practically starting. You would be the last one to show up here?” I asked.

“Most likely. If the demons got the other exploratory miners, I wouldn’t be surprised. Most don’t like to get too far from the settlement. I went far to find a better vein of metal. Not just iron ore,” he replied.

“How does that work? You tunnel?” Lanner asked.

“Strip mining for the most part. Just split the rock with Stone Shatter and then move it off by hand. I don’t do tunnel. Too much risk of a collapse. Maybe if I was as small as you, tunneling could work. But with my large size, it is easier to break the stone, then move it,” he explained.

“That has to be a lot stone,” Lanner said. I got up to begin preparing dinner. I would do it for three people. Making the same portion for Wild Tail that I did for myself. Bringing up payment for a meal would be rude.

“Ah, I can’t do much to help with cooking, but let me heat up this place a bit more. Solar Orb,” he said, using up his Mana. A wave of heat pushed away the lingering cold and lit up the room.

“Thank you,” I said.

“You are welcome,” Wild Tail said. Being polite with each other was the best option since we were unfamiliar with each other.

“Ahhh, heat. I can’t stand the cold. This one loves it,” Lanner said.

“I manage. Cold Immunity helps, but it is broken during the night. Even with all my years out there mining, still haven’t gotten Cold Absorption,” he replied.

“How long have you been mining?” Lanner asked.

“About 15 years, ever since I was 8 years old. You?” he replied. He was only slightly older than me. Lanner was around 17 years old. I was about 20 years old. Now this beastkin was 23 years old.

“I am 17,” Lanner said. Wild Tail looked over at me as I was chopping vegetables.

“20,” I answered.

“What? I thought you were older,” he said.

“Don’t underestimate Justin. He has killed two demons in our time together,” Lanner replied.

“You actually killed them? Not just chase them away?” Wild Tail asked.

“Yes. They were tough battles, but the demons focused too much on melee combat. Probably from fighting your people. There isn’t a range of legacies or variation in combat styles,” I replied.

“A good sword never fails you. And most only learn a spell skill or two if they are lucky,” Wild Tail said.

“Regardless, the lack of combat options has made the demons predictable or easier to fight than they actually are. If they had kited us and used more long range pressure instead of rushing into melee, they would have been a much greater threat,” I replied.

“Or you are just too strong,” Lanner said. “He is very strong. We ran into an Abnormal down on the 12th layer, and Justin killed it.”

“The…12th layer? And an Abnormal?” Wild Tail was clearly shocked. “But only the strongest go that deep.”

“I don’t consider that deep. Not really. Humans have a permanent outpost or settlement on the 20th layer of the dungeon called the Last Bastion. Well not just humans, elves and dwarves as well,” I replied.

“A permanent settlement? Is that even possible? How would they get food?” Wild Tail asked.

“It is brought down with spatial storage containers. But the Last Bastion has been around for about a thousand years. A lot of legends are based out of that place, so they don’t have to constantly make the trek up and down to the surface,” I said.

“Huh. The number of legends us beastkin have is probably less then thirty. Less now after this settlement has been destroyed,” he let out a sigh.

“That is tough. Well at least we have good food and are warm. Justin is quite good at cooking,” Lanner said.

“You are lucky that I have levels in the necessary skill. Otherwise, I would put you on cooking duty,” I said.

“I provide moral support with Ozy,” Lanner countered.

“Is your…pet okay?” Wild Tail asked.

“Just sleeping since it hate the demon’s monster core. It will be fine after another week or so. They are hard to digest,” I replied.

“Did you come out of the dungeon entrance here?” Wild Tail asked. Lanner looked over at me. Wild Tail just seemed to asking in general. He hadn’t realized that I was using the same food that the beastkin used or knew about terms like ‘fist of food’. His observational skills were clearly lacking.

“No, one by the White Wastes, but the demon destroyed it. We will be finding another one once the dark season is over,” I replied.

“Oh, that is good,” Wild Tail said. He wasn’t a bad beastkin, but he was still one of them. If a fight broke out with a team of beastkin, he was more likely to help them, than to help Lanner and me.

I wouldn’t blame him for that, but I also wouldn’t trust him either. “No offense but your home, is absolutely miserable,” Lanner said.

“No offense taken. I know. What about your home?” Lanner asked.

“The Eldarin continent is mostly controlled by humans. That is due to the humans pushing back the elves and dwarves during the time of the Eldarin Empire, which was around 2,000 to 1,000 years ago. Lots of green and warmer than this place. There are a couple of beastkin as well, that made it over there through the dungeon,” Lanner said.

He was getting good at his cover story. I was glad he took it seriously. He couldn’t tell anyone he was a gnome. “Green. A rare color. And warm, that would nice. You have a way back?” Wild Tail asked

“Yes. Through the dungeon, why?” I asked.

“It might be a lot, but could I go with you. Um. Please,” he said.

“You don’t sound that enthusiastic about getting back to your people after this dark season,” I said.

“The clans don’t have good relations. Entering another clan after the destruction of mine, well it won’t be easy. And the best mining spots are around here. That was why this settlement did a lot of mining. And the demons could attack again,” he replied.

“Do you have anything you could trade?” I asked.

“I don’t have a legacy. I know three spell skills. Solar Orb, Shatter Stone, and Forge Fire. All tier 3. I have some more metal I could trade as well,” he replied.

“I will think about it,” I replied.

“Thank you. Don’t worry, I will behave. You can have all my food back as payment,” Wild Tail said.

“You really don’t want to stick around?” Lanner asked.

“No. I don’t mind if I have to do a menial job for humans or even become a slave. Anything is better than this place, now that the settlement and Fox clan is gone,” he replied.

I wasn’t going to go that far. “Slavery is outlawed on the Eldarin continent,” I replied.

“Oh, that is good. I can get work?” he asked.

“There is always work. You can become a farmer or something,” I answered. There was always a demand for manual labor.

“A farmer. That would be nice. Would have to learn a lot of new skills, but that is fine,” Wild Tail said.

Well, he wasn’t a demon and wouldn’t go around eating people, hopefully. Based on the beastkin that I knew, they adapted fairly well to Eldarin culture. But I was still weary of their race as a whole after what I had seen.

“Why do beastkin eat each other?” I asked.

“Meat is precious. It is seen as a gift to pass on strength to others. Fish from the Cat clan is the only other source of meat and incredibly expensive to trade for,” he replied.

“Hmm, okay,” I said, still not sure what to think of the answer.

“I am guessing that doesn’t happen on the Eldarin continent?” he asked.

“No, it doesn’t,” I said. So not some kind of instinct, but a weird cultural thing. Most likely due to their living conditions. Still, it was disturbing.
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                Level: 20 Experience: BLOCKED
Healing: 530/530 Stamina: 660/660 Mana: 800/800

Class: Tier 1, Adult Human(Blue)

Effect: Increased Skill Acquisition(+10%), Increased Learning Speed(+10%), Increased Stat Gain(+10%), Increased Physical Gain(+10%), Increased Mental Gain(+10%)

Vitality: 53 ()Endurance: 66 (+1)
Strength: 44+3 (+1)Agility: 52+14 (+1)
Perception: 44 (+1)Mind: 176 (+3)
Magic: 73+7 (+2)Focus: 64+12 (+1)
Free Points: 200

Tier 1(13)(38+): Dwarven Etiquette(100), Eldarin Etiquette(100), Elven Etiquette(100), Dancing Skills(100), Dagger Skills(98+2), Pugilist Skills(95+3), Bow Skills(83+1), Whip Skills(62+2), Stillness(55+5), Driving(39) , Seraphim Etiquette(29+8), Veil(8+8), Mask(1+1)

Tier 2(76)(15+): Mana Sense(100), Danger Sense(100), System Sense(100), Soul Sense(100), Speed Reading(100), Mana Vision(99+2), Demonic Lore(92+20), Focused Monster Processing Skills(91+3), Darkness Vision(87+3), Critical Thinking(85+2), Focused Deflection(82+2), Shadow Vision(79+1), Focused Dodge(68+2), Monster Analysis(66+3), Time Sense(64+2), Depth Sense(62+2), Focused Combat Tactics(62+3), Spatial Sense(60+1), Trap Detection(54+1), Focused Shield Skills(46+1), Focused Throw(51+3), Focused Cooking Skills(49+4), Focused Rage(44+2), Poison Sense(42), Sweet Teeth(42), Focused Spear Skills(39+1), Dwarven Lore(36), Eldarin Lore(36), High Vostner Lore(36), Elven Lore(34), Low Vostner Lore(30), Focused Armor(24+3), Focused Axe Skills(23+1), Soul Vision(18+2), Focused Speech(9+4), Focused Pulse Strike(6+6), Focused Wrestling Skills(3+3), Focused Drawing Skills(1+1)

Tier 3(126)(5+): Empowered Will(100), Mana Manipulation(100), Fear Resistance(92), Empowered Gestures(91+1), Eldarin Runes(83+1), Light Orb(80), Cold Resistance(76+7), Hidden Status(74+1), Empowered Meditation(74+2), Silent Casting(73+2), Skill Control(73+2), Clean(65+3), Lightning Resistance(63), Fireball(60), Flame Blade(59+1), Ward(59+1), Empowered Breathing(58+3), Empowered Writing(51+1), Lightning Beam(51+1), Empowered Running(51+2), Sleep(45+1), System Control(46+2), Empowered Sword Skills(43+4), Physical Resistance(40+1), Status Analysis(40+2), Soul Strike(37+3), Arcane Resistance(34), Cure(30), Dwarven Runes(29+1), Elven Runes(29+1), Empowered Stealth(27+3), Calculus(24), Advanced Geometry(24), Social Resistance(24), Demonic Runes(24+1), High Vostner Runes(22+1), Low Vostner Runes(20+1), Alchemy(16+2),  Empowered Toughness(15+2), Sonic Resistance(11), Soul Shield(10+1), Compass Of Desire(10+4), Demonic Hunter(10+5)

Tier 4(36): Experience Siphon(C), Gnomish Silence(C), Soul Link(90+4), Poison Immunity(36), Multi-Casting(31+1), Soul Immunity(28+3), Vibration Blade(26+1), Pain Immunity(17+1), Healing Immunity(11+2), Fire Immunity(7), Ritualism(4)

Tier 7: Seraphim Quest(C)

EquipmentGloves: Gloves Of Magic(T3) (+7 Magic) (Damaged)
Boots: Boots of Agility(T3) (+14 Agility) (Damaged)Head: Helmet of Clarity(T3) (+12 Focus) (Damaged)
Body: Heavy Armor Of Stability(T3) (+3 Strength) (Damaged)Ring1: Ring of Alarm(T3) (Gem turns red if other Mana interferes)
Ring2: Ring of Force Deflection(T3) (Reduces impact force by a quarter)Amulet/Bracelet: Experience Blocker(T4) (Prevents all experience gain for primary level)
Weapon1: Reforged Beginner’s Blade(T3) (Sharpness-T4, Durability-T3, Self-Repair-T2)Equipment1: Runic Writing Set(T3) (Write Runes T3 and Below)
Equipment2: Monster Processing Set(T3) (Processes Level 150 and Below)Equipment3: Ring of Remote Awareness(T3) (Allows for remote viewing from companion ring)
Equipment4: Wand of Explosion(T3) (Rechargeable, single use wand with T4 Explosion spell skill)
Equipment5: Sun Amulet(T3) All weapon based attacks are imbued with fire damage.

Winged SerpentLevel: 65/462 Experience: 27,991/111,448
Healing: 1,460/1,460 Stamina: 760/760 Mana: 1,980/1,980

Class: Tier 3, Bright Eyed Winged Serpent of Alchemy(Blue)

Effect: Alchemic Skill Power(+600%), Eye Skill Power(+200%)

Vitality: 146 (+2)Endurance: 76 (+2)
Strength: 93 (+2)Agility: 125 (+2)
Perception: 79 (+2)Mind: 137 (+2)
Magic: 198 (+6)Focus: 86 (+2)
Free Points: 0

T1: Spark(7+4), Veil(3+3)

T2: Alchemic Vision(100), Danger Sense(100), Health Sense(41+5), Stamina Sense(39+5), Focused Dodge(28+6), Heat Vision(19+6), Shadow Vision(13+4), Blood Sense(9+3), Focused Smell(7+3), Focused Regeneration(5+5)

T3: Cure(100), Purify(100), Refresh(100), Alchemy(95+4), Poison Insight(81+1), Fire Insight (53+2), Cold Insight(51+3), Arcane Insight(48+2), Spatial Insight(40+1), Soul Insight(31+2), Healing Insight(21+1), Empowered Bite(24+4), Empowered Toxic Breath(24+4), Anatomy Insight(17+1), Atmospheric Insight(14+1), Ward(14+2), Harden Scales(8+2), Bladed Limb Insight(4+1), Cold Resistance(4+4), Quake(3+3), Weapon Insight(1+1)

T4: Soul Link(90+4), Flight(71+3), Alchemic Bounded Field(69+3), Greater Cure(38+1), Greater Purify(31+1), Petrifying Gaze(31+3), Greater Refresh(30+2), Fear Aura(8+2), Greater Quake(1+1)

I had only gained 428 skill levels over the last 3 months. It wasn’t surprising, since most of that was spent sitting around working on less combat oriented skills. Also, there were no fights for my life to push my skill gain up.

It was boring enough that I had taught my two companions Pulse Strike out of boredom. It was a good way to pass a couple of days, and I let the skill increase to tier 2. If I had skills I would advance them.

I also practiced hand to hand combat with both my companions as well. It was more teaching them the basics, so they knew how to dodge in a fight and take a blow. I also wanted to get some more experience in fighting larger and smaller opponents in such a manner.

Cold Resistance had improved quite a bit for a resistance and tier 3 skill. While it was painful to go outside during the dark season, I really wanted to push the skill up to Cold Immunity if I could. The dark season on this continent was the perfect training environment for this skill. I was probably not going to maximize it, but the progress was quite impressive.

Soul Immunity was still leveling up. Resistance skills were like moats. Easily bypassed, but slowed down effects. Leveling up improved the moat. Immunity skills were like walls. They improved the most when broken down and rebuilt. But with Soul Immunity that would mean death. But constant intense pressure worked as well.

I remained at Meldor’s Threshold. I would probably remain there until I used up my free points. My total stat points were 572, which put me at an equivalent level of 28.6 at 20 stat points per level.

They were still going up every three months by quite a bit. Other people would have to spend a lot more time getting a single stat point. So, while the free points were still tempting me, I wasn’t about to use them unless absolutely necessary.

There had been a couple of close calls, but I hadn’t given in so far. I didn’t have a set number of stats I had to gain, but as long as I kept gaining them at a comparable rate, then I had no issues with my current strategy.

At least my Magic stat was going up. That was incredibly important in fights. Running out of Mana greatly limited my options. Using potions mid-fight wasn’t practical most of the time. Afterwards, one could use them without worry, but during a fight it was a different matter.

The biggest achievement had been getting two of the three counter divination skills the gnomes used. The fact that Ozy learned Veil from the demon’s core was quite helpful for me learning it as well and getting a breakthrough.

I had been getting close, but Ozy’s insight had pushed me over the edge and allowed me to get that skill. They were a pain to level up. I couldn’t use any other skills while using them. The gnomes clearly made it a philosophy to keep them active any time they weren’t using another skill.

I was trying to do the same, but it was a challenge. Lanner had let me know he would keep them up all the time unless he was doing something else, even sleeping. But for me, it was incredibly difficult.

The gnomes might not be great at fighting, but they clearly had their specialty of hiding and were quite proficient. When you devote your life and culture to a group of skills you tend to get pretty good at them.

Ozy had gained several skills. Focused Regeneration was a way to directly use Mana in healing oneself above and beyond healing points. It also granted a greater control over one’s healing ability. If the demon had that skill, no wonder why it was willing to take several injuries.

Quake and Greater Quake were dangerous spell skills. They were kind of highly restricted spell skills that wouldn’t be easily taught, since they could cause wide spread damage or collapse a part of the dungeon. The usefulness of these spell skills was limited.

Cold Resistance was a lot more useful than Weapon Insight. Weapon Insight was another mostly useless skill for Ozy. It would help him know how to dodge and fight a weapon wielding opponent but would have limited impact on improving his combat ability.

There was nothing particularly impressive. The skills from the first demon were more impressive.

I had gained five levels of Demonic Hunter as well. I still didn’t understand what the skill did. The Seraphim remnant had referenced it, but it seemed like a title, not an actual skill.

I just had to kill 18 more demons to maximize the skill, which seemed insanely high. But the fact that the Seraphim referenced it most likely meant that the skill saw a lot more use a long time ago, when there were more demons.

There had been no demons on the Eldarin continent. If anyone would have found and killed a demon, it would have been my mother. The fact she hadn’t run into any demons showed that there were none on the surface of the Eldarin continent, or they were hiding themselves really well.

I didn’t want to run into anymore. Based on the demon’s journal, he wasn’t strong. Well strong compared to other demons. And he didn’t have combat experience against a wider range of opponents. I had no doubt that the demon was much stronger than the two ones that I had killed.

Calling them legends was doing a bit of a disservice to legends, but their level was that high. But a legend was more than just a level, it was also their skills. One needed the skills to back up their level.

Also, the Demon’s didn’t have balanced stats as far as I could tell. Their Strength and Agility, while superior to mine, wasn’t that far away. I would estimate about twice as high as me.

Perhaps it was the fact they were giving off more Mana in my vision. They might not even be legends, but they gave off enough Mana to appear stronger. Perhaps it was a threat display of some kind.

The demon had Veil since Ozy had gained that skill from it. But it was clear the demon didn’t practice it a lot like the gnomes did. Constantly, whenever they weren’t using another skill.

It was a great skill to work on if you were living a simple life without using other skills or training. But I was constantly training and using other skills. Improving the counter divination skills would take a long time.

If the demon understood his skill better, it would have used Veil, to reduce my Danger Sense from reacting as strongly. Or using it after I had cut off its foot. One could have skills, but knowing how to use them to counter other skills was not something that was easily learned.

My mother hadn’t touched that much on such things. She had only explained that having a range of skills to handle different situations was important. If I ever had trouble dealing with something, I should learn another skill to handle that situation in the future. The key was to survive to learn another skill to handle that situation.

As for getting along with Wild Tail, there were no problems. He was surprisingly easy to get along with. I would have thought there would have been more social difficulties, but he was clearly on his best behavior, since he wanted to leave this place.

I didn’t blame him. The beastkin continent was a miserable place. Once the dark season was over, I couldn’t wait to leave. Even with my enchantment heating things up and Wild Tail using Solar Orb, there was a chill in the air.

Not enough to be harmful, but enough to be noticeable, even hidden away inside this building. Going outside was incredibly brutal, but I forced myself to do that twice every day. I only lasted a handful of minutes of each time, but I didn’t plan on stopping.

It made me wonder about absorption skills. If I got that far, how would I handle elemental damage? I knew that resistance was like a moat, and immunity like a wall. But I had no idea what absorption would be like. I did know they granted Mana directly from the associated damage type.

Soul Absorption would be a permanent boost to my Mana regeneration. At my current rate of improving Soul Immunity, I would probably get Soul Absorption in 6 to 10 years. A fairly long time compared to my life, but quite impressive for a tier 5 skill that had supporting skills leading up to it.

As for maximizing Soul Immunity, another 20 to 40 years most likely after that. While I tried to resist thinking about numbers, I couldn’t help but think over this skill. It had been with me for a long time.

No wonder why no one had ever gotten a tier 7 skill. Constantly training such a skill would be difficult. Even if it was passive, it would crawl forward. Well the Seraphim were the exception with the skills they had offered me.

I had spent far too much time trying to think how Seraphim Skill Tempering and Seraphim Stat Tempering would work. If I could reverse engineer them, that would be amazing. But I didn’t see how I could use Mana to boost my skills and stats.

I knew Mana composed the skills and stats as part of my soul, but I had no idea how anything worked at a technical level. The problem being was that it wasn’t simply a matter of adding more Mana to improve something. That Mana was carefully structured.

It was like having a mansion that was already built and then having to go in and adjust the foundation of the mansion without damaging anything. I understood what the goal was, but no idea how to accomplish such a thing myself.

Even the College had only done the most cursory studies on such topics and hadn’t made much progress besides using Mana Manipulation to unlock skills. As for improving them, that came from minor improvements with the skills.

I suppose if one knew how a skill or stat was supposed to look at a higher level, then one could use such a technique. But I didn’t think the Seraphim skills worked like that. Otherwise they wouldn’t be stand alone skills. There would be a lot of supporting Mana manipulation skills.

Like the divination skill I had gotten, I really didn’t understand how it precisely worked. And if I didn’t know that, I could easily kill myself or ruin my soul, instead of improving a skill or stat. The risk was far too high.

Still, I really wanted those two skills. A single training method for everything. If all the Seraphim had such skills, they were truly at the top of the power pyramid, displacing my mother and the demon who had killed her.
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                Supreme Warlady Elena Burnstock

We looked at each other, once more as I chewed the salted meat I had pulled out of my spatial pouch. The demon was tenacious, but the odds were slowly moving in my favor.

“You are tenacious. But I haven’t gone all out yet,” the demon said while glaring at me. It had taken to trash talking me back. That was fine. I would let it waste its time and energy hitting my Social Immunity with no effect.

Also, the demon might reveal a weakness while talking to me. I had slowly changed my mind over the course of the fight about talking to monsters. Hearing its frustration, its anger, gave me a tremendous amount of joy.

“I am waiting. If you truly think you can defeat me, then do so,” I declared without fear and pointed Sarah at the demon who looked at my blade wearily.

“The runes you have used. The skills. I have been watching carefully. You taught me a bit too well. I am the Demon Agares!”

The demon had proven a worthy opponent. I had never given my name to a monster, but I would make an exception in this case. To let it know I wasn’t afraid. “Farmer Elena, The Reaper of Monsters,” I declared.

The demon gave me a small nod of respect. I didn’t care for it. I would take its head and use it’s skull as a drinking cup. That was all the respect the monster deserved.

The demon brought up a clawed hand and runes began to form in the air. My eyes went wide. The demon was copying me. No, not copying me, but doing something completely unexpected. I didn’t understand the runic structure it was using.

I rushed forward and the demon leapt away, keeping its distance from me as it continued to draw runes. I retreated, but the demon kept pace with me as more and more runes were added to whatever it was doing. It was using its superior stats to suppress me while it prepared its runic circle.

“Slice!”

The demon dodged. It wasn’t retreating, but it wasn’t attacking. I began running for the passage to leave this layer, but we had moved a fair distance away. The demon was keeping pace with me. I wouldn’t make it, before it unleashed its attack. And I didn’t want to retreat. If it wanted to target me, then I would target the demon in turn.

If it thought it could compete me with runes, then it had another thing coming. Turning to face the demon, I began creating my own runes. The demon was already on a third runic circle. Whatever it was trying to accomplish was going to shake the very foundations of the dungeon.

Looking at its runic structure, I recognized certain parts. They were runes I had used to create traps and attacks to target the demon. It had been learning a little too well from me since we had started fighting.

I adjusted the runic circle I was making while still creating runes in the air. Runes flew out of their positions into new ones. An impossible skill for anyone else to use in battle. But one I had learned just for situations where I needed to adjust without being forced to start over.

The demon wasn’t going to let me drag it to its death. It was putting everything on the line in a final attack. I would do the same. I had complete and utter confidence in myself. Even while I made my runic circles, I watched what the demon was doing.

It was focused on me and its runic circle. But it wasn’t observing what I was doing. That was the difference in our skills, I could adapt, but the demon couldn’t. Whatever was doing was esoteric.

There was a resonance link that I could understand and soul components. But there were runes I had never seen. They were demonic runes, but I didn’t know their meaning. The demon knew runes that humans did not.

As it reached its seventh runic circle, my eyes went wide. It was trying to replicate a tier 7 skill in its full power. I was at my fifth runic circle, the mental pressure was immense. We were both locked into place, from the sheer focus that was required to create so many runic circles.

“I saw this skill used once before when it was used on me. Thank you for filling in the blanks. Now be thrown into despair!” A combination skill and runic circle? The fact that the demon was smiling at me and had drawn seven runic circles was very bad. Time was up, life or death, it hung in the balance.

“Curse Of The Depths!”

“Null Aura!”

All the Mana was pushed away from me. My runic circles spreading outwards from me as they consumed the Mana in the air and the dungeon itself. A general purpose counter to most craziness. My skill combined with the runic circles should push back all sources of Mana.

Then the demon’s skill and runic circle combination struck. My Null Aura visibly went under the sheer pressure. I collapsed to one knee as my very soul shook under the pressure. I couldn’t allow myself to be hit with that skill, no matter what.

“AHHHH!” I roared, channeling all my strength into Null Aura. The dungeon shook.

The demon’s skill was a tier 7 skill. That kind of pressure, that power, it could only be a tier 7 skill. Despite my support skills, my tier 5 skill was crumpling under the pressure.

The dungeon itself was shaking violently as all the Mana nearby was drawn to fuel both our runic circles. Neither of us was willing to give in.

My skill was going to fail. I only had one last chance to counter it. I would bet everything on my next move.

Null Aura failed, the demon’s skill was approaching me.

“SLICE!”

I put every support skill I had into this attack and two thirds of my remaining Mana. The mass of Mana that was the cursed skill struck my skill. My skill was crushed in less than a second. Then it struck it.

“NEVER!” I roared and tried to fight the curse that was sinking into my soul. I fought it with everything I had. But I was no expert on soul skills. I had Soul Immunity, but it was quickly overwhelmed.

The curse skill was too strong. It was bound tightly with my soul. A tier 7 curse skill and there was no good way to remove it. Its purpose was only a single thing. One would die if they ascended in the dungeon. One could only go deeper. A clever and diabolical curse.

Rushing forward, I charged at the demon. It was completely exhausted. It had used up all its Mana and strength. I wouldn’t give it a chance to recover. I began to cut into the massive demon. It was slow.

“Let us go deeper together!” it laughed even as I dealt more damage to it. Why was it so pleased? The curse just stopped me from ascending.

“You aren’t escaping. Your end is now!”

“One day perhaps. But that day is not today. Hellfire Teleport!” The demon burst into a pillar of flames. Its presence instantly disappearing. My blade cut through nothing.

Landing on the ground, I let out a sigh. The demon was smart, too smart. I shouldn’t have underestimated such a strong thinking monster. It had cursed me and was going to starve me to death.

There were skills and techniques to consume monster meat. I wouldn’t die. But it would be unpleasant and incredibly tedious to do. Dealing with the hostile Mana and extracting it from the flesh of monsters was incredibly slow and time consuming.

I had learned how to do it, just in case I was ever trapped in the dungeon. It was not something I would casually teach anyone. The risks were immense. One mistake and I would suffer greatly, my soul being damaged.

But I could survive down in the dungeon if absolutely necessary. The demon hadn’t trapped me down here. It had ensured that I would win eventually. It had clearly seen me eating and knew that I would run out of food eventually. It was hoping to wear me down. Let me run out of food, let me starve until I had weakened enough that it could finish me off.

It was a smart move for the demon. A clever move in fact.

While it had escaped, I could tell which direction it had gone. Teleportation skills left a trail of Mana. If one was skilled enough, they could follow it. I would finish off the demon first, then deal with this tier 7 curse.

It thought it was clever. But it really wasn’t. Kicking off the ground, I rushed in the direction the demon had gone. I was tired, exhausted, and wanted to sleep, but that could wait until after I had won.

The demon had said it had been cursed with the same skill. An annoying curse skill. The more I looked at the curse with my skills, the more obvious its inner workings were. It was haphazard. I could feel where it had latched onto my soul. But despite being poorly formed it was powerful.

If I killed the demon there might be a chance to break it. While I was no expert on curses, I knew enough about myself, that I could rip it out if needed. I would damage myself, stats, and several skills. But if I wanted to retire and escape, I could do it.

There was a reason I hadn’t done this with my son. Ripping something like this out of my soul, was asking for death. It was like cutting off an arm due to a broken finger. I wouldn’t do it.

My entire purpose was fighting monsters. To take that away, death would be better. I would rather keep descending in the dungeon, killing as much as I could, before I finally died or got to the bottom.

I reached the point where the demon had teleported to. It wasn’t here. It had run off, hiding from me. An insidious method of fighting, but I had to give the monster credit. It had really thought this through. If I was most other adventurers, I would starve to death.

Eating monster meat would be really annoying. This deep, the 26th layer, I would have to process the meat several times to force the Mana out, and it would degrade during that process. While I had eaten many things in my life, monster meat was the absolute worst.

But I refused to allow myself any weaknesses. Starving to death in the dungeon was a weakness I knew how to deal with long ago, but never considered practical. The time alone would normally make it worthwhile to go back up to the surface to get supplies. But that was impossible for now.

I would kill the demon, then I would look into removing this curse skill. With the demon dead, there was a good chance of it breaking. But now it was hiding from me. I was the hunter the demon was the prey.

            
