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        Assimilate All Talents

    
    
    
    
                At level 2, most people unlocked their first talent; those who didn’t were considered fortunate, as they had the potential to unlock rarer talents requiring higher levels. The world's most rare and powerful talents were revealed at level 5.

But what if someone didn't obtain a talent?

Luck quickly turned to misfortune as they were labeled talentless, with no hope of gaining a talent. Sol was one such person who was unable to unlock his talent, but he refused to give up. He persistently fought and trained every day, slowly increasing his level despite the disadvantage in skills. He held onto the hope that, one day, he would be bestowed with a talent like everyone else. As years passed, his determination began to wane until one fateful day.

You have leveled up! +5 Free stats.

Talent Unlocked - [Siphoner]!

This event marked the beginning of his story.

---

Cover art by Fireytika

Things to expect:

-Protagonist that grows not only in levels but as a person.

-His main goal isn't power so don't expect him to rush to the peak.

-Complicated characters and stories with mysteries that aren't quickly answered. A lot of things happen for a reason and come back later.

-Earlier chapters have mistakes from me being a new author but quality greatly improves later on.

            

    
        Chapter 1: Stubborn (Revised)

    
    
    
    
                At the break of dawn in the large town of Initium, located near the edge of the human kingdom of Crestelia, the day began for 18-year-old Sol.

Leaving a small house at the southern edge of town was a young man with short, dark brown hair. With a lean body but an overall strong physique noticeable through his arms and thighs that stood out the most. He had no outstanding features besides a thin scar that started from his left cheek and ended on the bottom of his chin. The young man was heading out the door to do the same thing he had been doing for the past 4 years, wearing cheap everyday clothes and equipped with a backpack and a worn-down sword given as a gift by a shop owner out of pity. He started heading to the Adventurers Guild.

As he passed by a bakery owned by an elderly couple, the elderly woman saw him pass by and sighed under her breath. She turned towards her husband inside and said, "I know we see him do this every day, but it still hurts knowing that such a hardworking young man is given such a fate."

Her husband looked back at her from the oven, shaking his head. “There isn't much we can do except hope he will one day give up and stop endangering his life."

"It's been 4 years since his leveling ceremony, and he hasn't stopped yet. I don't know what level he is now, but he must have already passed level 10, and no one has ever unlocked their talent after that. Even the legendary talent of the princess was obtained at level 5."

"Can’t blame him for trying, hopefully he will soon realize his limits before he gets hurt or worse..." her husband replied as he watched Sol walk past their shop.

"Dear?! The bread!"

As his wife called out to him, the elderly man's focus returned to the task he was doing, and he noticed the bread he was baking was in the oven for too long and quickly took it out.

"Phew, looks like it's still good."

Sol, oblivious to the conversation that took place, headed towards the Adventurers Guild with a determined look. Being too focused on his status screen, he suddenly bumped into someone and fell to the ground.

"Ah! I'm sorry, I wasn't paying attention." Sol apologized as he looked at who he bumped into and immediately regretted having chosen this path to the guild.

The man in full body armor and a tower shield strapped to his back was still standing unfazed. His gaze shifted downward as he looked at Sol and upon realizing who it was, smirked, "If it isn't the man who doesn't know his place in the world. How long will it take for you to understand that you are talentless?"

The man looking down at Sol was Jayce, similar in age to each other; they both took their leveling ceremony alongside other kids in the area. Town guards brought weak monsters that allowed the children to easily kill them and gain their talents. That day Jayce unlocked his talent of [Iron Wall], giving him a stronger body and defensive skills making him an excellent tank. All the kids got their first talent that day, all except for one.

Sol was the only child unable to unlock his talent even when he was helped all the way to level 5, which annoyed the many guards having to keep heading to the forest to find easy creatures for him to slay. This wasn't the first time this had happened; there had been extremely rare cases where children didn't unlock their talent at level 5. Children who couldn't discover their talents were simply regarded as the Talentless, their numbers even fewer than those with the rarest level 5 legendary talents.

People started treating Sol as a lost cause, unlucky to not have any talent, but most didn't go actively out of their way to belittle him, except for Jayce.

Sol stood up and laughed as he said, "Haha, maybe Jayce, now is not a good time, though I have to get to work."

Jayce scoffed, "Work? You mean that same pathetic quest you do every day. Herbalists and farmers can gather ten times more than you in their sleep.”

'God, how do I get out of this?' Sol thought to himself as he looked around.

Luckily, he didn't have to look for long as he saw a group of people heading towards them: a wizard, a huntress, and two swordsmen.

"Hey Jayce, let's get going, we don't want to lose that boss to another party," said one of the swordsmen.

Jayce looked back and said, "Yeah, yeah. Let's head out."

He then walked past Sol, bumping him into the ground again as he met up with his party.

The party members noticed Jayce's actions but turned a blind eye to it to prevent conflict before they even headed out.

Sol watched the group walk away for a bit but got up once again and headed towards his original objective, the Adventurers Guild.

As he entered the building, he saw it full of people either drinking with their party members or looking at the quests they could take.

'Drinking in the morning… That's adventurers for you.' Sol thought to himself as he saw a group already wasted before the day even began.

Sol looked around a bit as he made his way over to a short, red-haired receptionist who instantly recognized him.

"Hey Sol. Same quest?" The receptionist asked him.

"Yep, thanks Annabel. Also, you don't have to tell me the details. I already know them."

The receptionist named Annabel grabbed a paper from under the desk and handed it to him, saying, "Nope, too bad, rules are rules. 5 copper per Laturn Herb you find. You need to find 5 at least, and they can be found outside the west gate and a bit north. But Sol, before you go, we need to talk."

"Huh? What's wrong?"

"No, nothing is wrong, but I'm worried about you. Doing this every day for the past 4 years. I admire your dedication, but as you get to higher levels, the disparity of talents and skills become even bigger. Eventually, the monsters will be so strong that no matter what traps or tricks you pull, they can instantly kill you."

Sol took in what Annabel told him and with a determined face said, "I know, but for some reason, I feel it somewhere inside of me that I do have a talent and that if I keep at it, eventually it will appear."

Annabel sighed and said, "But Sol you have been at this for years maybe it’s time to consider other paths, you know? What level are you at right now anyways?"

"19, almost 20."

"What?!" Annebel exclaimed and in a hushed voice asked, "Sol, you are much closer to that limit than I thought. After level 25, even the most common monster will have multiple skills and start gaining special talents that weaker monsters don't have. You won't be able to defeat them at that point; please don't do anything rash."

Sol looked at the sincere concern on Annabel's face for a minute in silence. He said to her, "You are right, how about this, this level up will be my last, if I don't unlock a talent, then I will give up and do as you say."

Annabel stared at Sol for a minute in silence but eventually agreed, "Okay fine! If you don't unlock anything, you will apply to work here as a receptionist. You have practically spent most of your free time here when you are not on quests anyways and know a lot of the ins and outs better than the average adventurer."

"Alright. If I don't obtain a talent at my next level up, I will apply for the job."

Sol started getting ready to leave, and before he went, he looked back at her once again.

"Thank you for giving me a chance."

Sol made his way through the streets and straight to the west town gates, this time uninterrupted, and handed the quest paper to the gate guards who gave it a quick glance and let him through.

'Can't leave town without a quest or merchant order, thankfully this low level quest can be taken by anyone even if they haven't unlocked their talent,' Sol thought to himself as he walked out of the town.

Most towns and cities implement these measures as it was very dangerous to leave town and venture into the wilderness. Monsters could appear at any moment and if one wasn’t strong enough they couldn’t do anything but accept their fate. This didn’t mean that people were unable to leave if they wanted to, like with the adventurers guild there were other loopholes one could use to gain passage out of the town, this obstacle mostly functioned to prevent children and those unprepared from leaving the town.

Sol headed out on the path and once far enough away from the town, he started going south, towards the forest called Direwood Forest, named after the dire wolves that reside in it. Before entering dangerous territory, he made one final check of his status before going in.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: N/A

Level: 19 Exp: 19880/20000

HP: 200MP: 100
Str: 25Vit: 20
Agi:25Int: 10
Wis:10

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills:

Passive Skills:
[Basic Swordsmanship] Lv 2, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 1

Active Skills:

[Basic Swordsmanship] Lv 2: Increases sword damage by 10%

[Basic Trapmaking] Lv 1: Increases trap effectiveness by 5%

'It took so much effort to gain just these two skills,' Sol thought to himself as he remembered how it took him a full year to learn swordsmanship, and it took even longer to gain trapmaking. If one doesn't have a related talent, the skill grows much slower, and some skills are impossible to attain without a talent for them.

"I'm just a little short of level 20, and if I still don't get a talent, then I’ll do as Annabel said," Sol told himself as he walked into the forest.

Sol slowly made his way into the woods and searched for a good place to set a trap. 30 minutes later, he found a gap between two trees that looked like they were often used by dire wolves in the area. Sol took out some rope from his backpack and looped it over a branch of the tree above him, then pulled down on the branch to create tension. Identifying where on the ground Sol believed the dire wolves step on based on the tracks, he made a noose and disguised it with leaves and dirt.

"Now all that's left is the trigger."

Sol grabbed another piece of rope and tied it between the two trees so that when stepped over, it would release the mechanism to pull the dire wolf who stepped on it into the air, making them unable to attack.

After setting the trap, Sol climbed up the tree and began to wait patiently. After waiting around 20 minutes, Sol was alerted by the movements of the bushes. Holding his breath to be quiet and not alert the dire wolf, he waited patiently to see what appeared.

What came out of the bushes was, in fact, the dire wolf Sol was hoping to catch, in its mouth a recently killed rabbit, and it seemed to be making its way back to its group. As it slowly approached the trap, Sol got tense and prepared his sword to kill it as swiftly as possible.

'This dire wolf looks pretty big and should be around level 21, maybe even 22,' Sol thought to himself as he got ready.

The dire wolf passed between the two trees and stepped directly over the trap, instantly triggering it, and the rope yanked on the dire wolf's leg, sending him up to the trees. In shock, it dropped the rabbit it was biting onto and looked around in panic, but before it could even howl, a shadow swooped down and slashed at its throat.

The dire wolf, still alive, tried to attack Sol but upside down and tied, making it unable to put up any real resistance and quickly got repeatedly slashed by Sol. Eventually, the dire wolf perished under his blade, unable to get a single attack in.

You have slain a Lv 22 Dire Wolf! Gained 160 Exp (160%)

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

"Nice! I thought I would have to kill 2, but luckily, this one was a higher level," Sol exclaimed. For every level under the slain creature, the experience gained is increased by 20%.

Sol quickly checked his talent screen and sighed, "Unfortunately still nothing. Annabel is right; it's ludicrous to think I will somehow gain a talent at this level when no one has gotten a talent after level 5."

He started to pack up the trap he made to prepare to head home. He will head to Annabel later to talk about his future in the guild.

Just as he finished packing up, he heard a loud noise and explosions not far from where he was. Wanting to get away as quickly as possible, he ran in the opposite direction until he heard loud footsteps heading straight towards him—the sound of multiple dire wolves!

"Not good!"

            

    
        Chapter 2: Silver Wolf

    
    
    
    
                Without any other choice, he dropped his backpack and ran away from the wolves as he searched for a tree to climb before they caught up to him. As he was running, Sol also allocated his available stats into agility, hoping it would give him a better chance of running away.

As he ran, he saw a tall tree that was thick enough to not be easily felled by the wolves and quickly climbed it. When he got to the top of the tree, Sol looked down below as the wolves ran past the tree he was on, not paying him any attention. His gaze followed the pack of wolves and eventually landed on a small clearing up ahead where a confrontation was taking place.

'It's them!'

A massive wolf with silver hair stood in the middle of the clearing facing a man with a tower shield and full-body armor; just behind him stood a wizard, a huntress, and 2 swordsmen. It was Jayce and his party. It seemed the fight just started, and the Silver Wolf called in for support.

The Silver Wolf charged towards the group and got met with Jayce's tower shield blocking its approach to his other companions. The wizard cast massive fireballs and launched them at the giant wolf while the huntress shot a barrage of arrows. As this happened, the two swordsmen split up and attacked the Silver Wolf's sides, trying to neutralize the limbs.

As this was happening, Sol kept quiet up on the tree, hoping he wouldn't be caught up in this or spotted by another dire wolf.

As the dire wolves from all sides arrived, they were enraged at the sight of their leader being attacked and joined the fray, with almost a hundred wolves launching at them.

"I will focus on the wolves!" Screamed the huntress as she started firing rapidly at the wolves. There were too many to take on alone, and the wizard had to help in attacking the grouped-up wolves with area spells. Many wolves quickly died by the combined might of these two strong adventurers.

Seeing its pack slaughtered, the Silver Wolf's mane began changing color from silver to dark yellow and it howled with rage. When this happened, all the dire wolves' eyes started changing to red, and their attacks became much more powerful and erratic.

One of the swordsmen warned his party, "The leader has a group buff skill! We need to clear these wolves quickly!" The two swordsmen left the Silver wolf to focus on helping clear the dire wolves.

This left Jayce alone on the task of keeping the Silver Wolf back, and he couldn't keep it under control for much longer.

While injured from the attacks from the group at the beginning, the Silver Wolf caused it’s hair to start crackling as electricity coursed through its hair. It raised its claw and slammed down onto the shield. What followed after was a blast of lightning that launched the man away and knocked him out.

"Jayce is down! We need to leave!" The Wizard screamed as he cast another fireball, clearing out the last of the dire wolves.

One of the swordsmen returned to confront the Silver Wolf and said, "Not yet! I will handle the Thunder Wolf King's attention; we can still beat it!"

The group decided to stay and fight, to the dismay of the wizard, but he wasn't going to abandon his party and kept fighting as well.

The wolf began charging up another electric attack. With her sharp eyes the huntress noticed immedietly and warned the others, "The wolf is charging another big attack; get ready to dodge!"

The swordsman nodded his head, and when the wolf raised its claw, he dodged out of the way in anticipation. But contrary to the parties expectations, the Thunder Wolf King didn't slam down and attack. It instead blasted the charged electricity behind it, propeling itself forward into the parties backline.

"Watch out!" Yelled the Wizard, but before anyone could react, the Silver Wolf clawed the huntress and slammed down on her, crushing her instantly.

The wizard tried to quickly make space between the two, but it was too late as the wolf approached and made quick work of him as well.

The two Swordsmen knew the fight was unwinnable at this point, but escape wasn't an option as the Thunder Wolf King was much faster than both, even if already heavily injured from the long confrontation. The two men decided to fight till the end, as even then there was a small chance of survival. While the two traded blows with the Thunder Wolf King, they eventually both succumbed to their grave injuries and died as well.

The Thunder Wolf King wasn't in much better condition, being so close to death after a drawn out fight. It also fell onto the ground next to the two swordsmen.

Sol, seeing this whole fight, gave him a new perspective on how lucky he was to not have encountered that creature before. He made his way down and walked towards the clearing.

Seeing the dead bodies of the adventurers made his face pale as he walked over to the Thunder Wolf King.

'Although I feel bad stealing the corpse of another group's kill, I will make it up to them by giving them a proper burial.' Sol thought to himself as if almost trying to find justification.

Sol inspected the body of the Thunder Wolf King and thought to himself, 'A wolf boss' teeth, hide, and claws should go for a lot of money back in the city, but with it being so massive, I will just have to settle for the teeth.'

Sol grabbed his sword and stabbed through the jaw into the head of the Thunder Wolf King to remove the jaw from the body, but as he did that, the Thunder Wolf King's eyes shot open and stared directly at Sol.

"Shit!" Sol screamed as he jumped back and faced the wolf.

The Thunder Wolf King struggled to slowly get up to face Sol, but as it did with the sword still lodged in its jaw, it opened the wound even more.

With blood seeping out of its jaw, it slowly walked towards Sol as each step seemed to cause more blood to fall out. Two steps away from Sol, it raised its claw trying to muster any sort of attack, but before his strike could decend on Sol it instead collapsed onto the ground. Any semblence of life it had before vanished as the light in it’s eyes dimmed.

You have slain a Lv 50 Thunder Wolf King! Gained 140,000 Exp (700%)

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

Talent Unlocked- [Siphoner]!

            

    
        Chapter 3: Siphon

    
    
    
    
                "What?!" Sol exclaimed as he looked at the notification screen.

Immediately opening the status page, Sol saw what he had striven for the last 4 years.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner]

Level: 25
Exp: 10,060/35,000

HP: 200MP: 100
Str: 25Vit: 20
Agi:30Int: 10
Wis:10

Available Stats: 25

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 1, [Analysis] Lv 1

Passive Skills:
[Basic Swordsmanship] Lv 2, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 1

Active Skills:

"Haha… Hahaha!" Sol started laughing, and tears flowed out as he felt the weight that had been holding him down for the past 4 years disappear.

After a few minutes, he calmed himself down and looked back at his status screen but this time confused.

"I have never heard of this talent and the skill that shares its name, though I have heard of analysis. It's a common skill usually given to talents in production or inspections. Is my talent related to production?"

Sol then opened the description of his talent to gain a better understanding.

[Siphoner]: The body has a high affinity for adapting and learning from others. Able to take the skills of recently slain beings and adapt their abilities to your body. Unlocks [Siphon] and [Analysis] skills.

[Siphon] Lv 1: Siphon 1 skill from a recently dead being.

[Analysis] Lv 1: Allows one to view the status of items and others.

"So I can essentially learn every skill?! No wonder this took so long to unlock."

Eager to try out his new skill, he looked back at the Thunder Wolf King and used [Analysis] on it.

Name: N/ARace: Thunder Wolf King
Talents: [Natural Leader], [Lightning Affinity]
Level: 50

Talent Skill:
[Group Enrage] Lv 5, [Thunder Blast] Lv 8

Passive Skills:

Active Skills:
[Leap] Lv 4, [Body Slam] Lv 4, [Claw Attack] Lv 7

"So the attack that one-shotted Jayce was [Thunder Blast]... The way the Thunder Wolf King used it to attack and move quickly is incredible. I have to grab that skill."

Sol then used [Siphon] on the Thunder Wolf King and selected [Thunder Blast]. He then got a system prompt.

Siphon failed, unable to obtain talent skill without related talent.

"What? Does that mean I can only go for general skills?"

Sol then contemplated a bit and decided to go with [Claw Attack] as he didn't have any active attack skills.

Siphoned [Claw Attack], adapting technique to body…

Suddenly Sol's mind was flooded by the technique. He saw himself holding a sword as he gathered mana on the edge of his blade and slashed downwards. The effects were plain to see; it was much faster and stronger. It then showed himself using [Slash] in a myriad of directions.

This went on for what felt like months until suddenly the Sol in his mind sheathed his sword.

Learned [Slash] Lv 2!

Sol then opened his eyes and looked around himself but saw that nothing had changed at all; it all happened in an instant.

"I see… I can learn general skills, and [Siphon] will ingrain them into my mind and body. It also seems like it adapted the [Claw Attack] into something I could actually do, since I don't have claws to perform it." Sol said as he then went to check his new skill.

[Slash] Lv 2: Gathers mana in the blade to increase the power of an attack. 20% increased damage. Mana cost: 10

While Sol was glad to finally have a real skill, he then gazed at the dead direwolves nearby and got an idea.

"[Siphon]!"

Siphoned [Claw Attack], adapting technique to body…

…

After siphoning the skills of 60 dire wolves, Sol maxed out [Slash] and got a prompt.

[Slash] reached max level, evolve skill?

Sol immediately nodded his head and said, "Of Course!"

[Slash] evolved into [Cross Slash]!

[Cross Slash] Lv 1: Gathers mana to the blade to increase the power and speed of an attack, slashing twice. 150% increased damage. Mana cost: 25

Every level of [Slash] increased the power of the attack by 10%, but when it evolved, it directly jumped by 50%!

"It needed way more dire wolves than I thought it would take." Sol contemplated as he realized that the reason it took more and more for each level up is not just the experience required but also that lower-level skills have diminishing returns on increasing a higher-leveled skill.

"For the rest of the wolves, I'm going to focus on siphoning a [Leap] rather than [Body Slam], as all of them also have it and only a few have body slam."

"I also can't imagine myself slamming my body into my opponents…"

After another round of [Siphon], he managed to gain and level [Leap] to level 6.

[Leap] Lv 6: Launches the user in a burst of Speed. Distance: 11 feet. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

"This can be used for approaching or escaping enemies quickly."

There was also another gain from his repeated siphoning.

[Siphon] leveled up! (1 -> 2)

[Siphon] Lv 2: Siphon 2 skills from a recently dead being. Increased efficiency in retaining levels.

Once done with all the wolves, Sol then looked towards the dead party members. After contemplating for a minute, he then gathered his resolve and walked towards the closest person, the huntress.

"I am sorry, but I hope you understand. I will still try to give you a proper burial." Sol said as he used [Analysis] on the nearest body.

Name: JulianaRace: Human
Talents: [Hunter], [Wind Archer]
Level: 42

Talent Skill:
[Tracker Vision] Lv 6, [Wind Shot] Lv 2

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Bowmanship] Lv 2, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 4, [Silent Steps] Lv 4, [Tracking] Lv 6

Active Skills:
[Power Shot] Lv 6, [Rapid Fire] Lv 6, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1

The huntress, Juliana, had way more skills than the Thunder Wolf King that it made it difficult to decide which two to take. Eventually, Sol decided on [Basic Wind Magic] and [Silent Steps], as he doesn't have a bow to use half the skills available and would rather not steal from a corpse.

That was a line he wasn’t willing to cross.

Learned [Silent Steps] Lv 2!

[Silent Steps] Lv 2: Reduces noise made by 20%.

Learned [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1!

[Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1: Can cast basic wind spells, mana cost varies.

After that Sol repeated the process with the two Swordsmen choosing the same skills they both had, [Intermediate Swordsmanship] and [Parry].

Learned [Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 3!

[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 3: Increases sword damage by 130%.

Learned [Parry] Lv 4!

[Parry] Lv 4: 20% to parry attacks with a weapon.

After that Sol made his way to the wizard's body and used [Analysis] on it as well.

"Huh, I thought the wizard would have loads of different skills but he has fewer than the huntress."

Name: Nathan TrevantRace: Human
Talents: [Fire Affinity], [Fast Comprehension]
Level: 46

Talent Skill:
[Combustion] Lv 7, [Accelerate Mind] Lv 5

Passive Skills:
[Quick Cast] Lv 6, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv 5, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 6

"I guess that's why he essentially only casted explosions during the fight."

The wizard seemed to have focused on a few skills and leveled them higher than spending his energy on multiple skills like the huntress and swordsmen did.

With not many options Sol quickly decided on [Intermediate Fire Magic] and [Quick Cast].

Learned [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4!

[Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4: Can cast intermediate fire spells, mana cost varies.

Learned [Quick Cast] Lv 4!

[Quick Cast] Lv 4: Increases spell cast speed by 40%.

Finishing up with the wizard, he finally made his way to Jayce that was launched far away from the fight with a somber look.

'I know he treated me like worthless trash, but he never crossed the line or committed any heinous acts. And whenever there was trouble in the town he was the first to step up. As much as I didn't like him, he doesn't deserve death for it.'

Sol then sighed as he used [Analysis] on his corpse.

Name: JayceRace: Human
Talents: [Iron Wall], [Robust]
Level: ???

HP: 25/???MP: ???
Str: ???Vit: ???
Agi:???Int: ???
Wis:???

Talent Skill:
[???] Lv ?, [Grit] Lv ?

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Shield Mastery] Lv 6, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?

Active Skills:
[???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?

Showing a completely different status from all the previous bodies, Sol was at first confused. But as he stared at Jayce and saw the very slow rising and falling of his chest, the truth dawned upon him.

"He's alive?!"

            

    
        Chapter 4: Hanging by a Thread

    
    
    
    
                "God, I was such an idiot. I didn't even check if any survived; I was too focused on my new talent."

From the little he could gather of Jayce's status, likely due to the level disparity between them, Sol noticed that Jayce was hanging on by a thread.

'I don't even have any way to heal him. If only I had some potions...'

"Ah, wait!"

Sol immediately got up and ran to the bodies of the other dead party members.

"Sorry, but it's to save a life."

He then quickly started rummaging through their belongings, in their bags and pockets, for anything to help Jayce. The two swordsmen did have potions, it seemed, but all that was left were empty bottles, probably consumed during the fight.

He then moved on to the wizard, but he only had mana potions which would not help right now. Finally moving on to the huntress, Sol found a single health potion in her bag.

'I don't know if it's lucky or unlucky that you died before you could even use it, but thank you.'

He then headed back to Jayce and poured the contents of the vial into his mouth. Sol then checked his status with [Analysis].

Name: JayceRace: Human
Talents: [Iron Wall], [Robust]
Level: ???

HP: 59/???

He watched as his health slowly rose out of danger and sighed in relief.

"I gotta get him back to town."

Sol then lifted up Jayce and realized the man was too big and heavy with his armor. Sol didn't know how to remove the armor nor did he want to take the time to find out and instead used his available stats to increase his strength by 15 and his vitality by 10. Giving him a boost enough to carry Jayce all the way to the town.

Twenty minutes later, Sol finally saw the town walls and waved to catch the guards' attention. The guards sent 2 people to meet him halfway and helped him take Jayce back to the town to receive medical attention.

'Hopefully, there is a priest available that can quickly heal him.' Sol thought as he waited in the guardhouse.

Sol was told to wait as he needed to answer a few questions over the events that occurred.

"Good Evening, Sol. My name is Phillip, guard captain of the western gate. I know we haven't met before, but I have heard of you before."

"You have?"

"Yes, multiple times, in fact. From the leveling ceremony and your daily outings over the past 4 years. If it wasn't for the guildmaster asking me to let you pass, I wouldn't have let you outside the gate even if you have that silly excuse for a quest."

Sol chuckled nervously, "Haha, guess it wasn't just a loophole in the rules."

Phillip smiled back and shook his head.

"Though today I hear of you about another matter, so please do tell me why you were in the Direwood forest?"

"I was trying to unlock my talent," Sol stated, as there was no point in covering up such an obvious lie.

Phillip stared at him for a bit then shook his head, "I would reprimand you, but after doing this for 4 years, I don't think it would dissuade you from continuing."

"So besides your dangerous outings, please explain what happened to Jayce and his party."

Sol recounted all the events that took place from him climbing up a tree to hide and witnessing the entire fight against the Thunder Wolf King.

"Jayce and his party managed to slay the Thunder Wolf King in the end?"

"...Yes."

Sol contemplated saying that he finished the monster in the end but decided not to because all he did was finish it off by pure luck. He also felt it wasn't right to take credit and reward for that quest.

"You are a terrible liar, did you know that?"

Hearing Phillip call out his lie made Sol freeze on the spot and look back at him nervously.

"Relax, kid, you got lucky, right?"

Sol nodded rapidly.

Nodding his head back, Phillip said, "It's okay. I will send men to collect the bodies and bring them back to town. I will also make sure the quest reward is given to their family."

"Thank you, Phillip."

"Don't thank me; if it weren't for you, Jayce would have died out there along with his party members, and we wouldn't know until much later. Now get out of here; it's getting late, and I want to clock out."

Sol was then quickly kicked out of the guardhouse by Phillip. With the sun setting soon, Sol was left thinking about how much had happened today.

He then made his way into town and towards his home, planning to visit Annabel at the guild tomorrow. Stopping on the way to buy some food to eat at home, he arrived just as the sun finally set.

His house located in the southern part of town could barely be considered a house. It was only a single room that was 4x4 meters. While small, it had all his basic necessities, a bed in the corner, a shelf for his tools, a small closet, and a small table with one chair. Spending most of his time outside either in the guild or in the forest, it was more appropriate to call it a place where he eats and sleeps.

Sol put the food he bought on the table and quickly ate it in silence. The moment he was done, he went to his bed and instantly fell asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 5: Purpose

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, Sol woke up a little later than he normally did. The first thing he did upon waking up was check his status screen:

Race: HumanTalent: [Siphoner]
Level: 25
Exp: 10,060/35,000

HP: 300MP: 100
Str: 40Vit: 30
Agi: 30Int: 10
Wis: 10

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 2, [Analysis] Lv 1

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 3, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 1, [Silent Steps] Lv 2, [Parry] Lv 4, [Quick Cast] Lv 4

Active Skills: 
[Cross Slash] Lv 1, [Leap] Lv 6, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4

Sol smiled, "It wasn't a dream."

He then got up and got ready to head over to the guild, passing through the same route as yesterday.

The elderly woman in the bakery watched as he passed by and then looked to her husband, "Honey, he seems different today."

"How so?"

"Not sure, but he is smiling and acting as if he is about to fly. Do you think he got a girlfriend?"

"Him? Impossible, all he does is leave town every day. When would he find time to meet a girl?"

The couple kept gossiping as Sol arrived at the guild and made his way in.

Once inside, Sol headed straight to Annabel's counter. As he approached, he saw Annabel glaring at him, and he braced himself for this unwinnable situation.

"You fought the Thunder Wolf King? What were you thinking?!"

Annabel reached over the counter and smacked him over the head.

"Ow! Hey! I didn't know it was still alive. I thought I could gather its teeth to sell them back in town."

Sol rubbed the area that got hit as he then realized something.

"Wait, how did you know what happened; it's only been a day?"

"Did you forget who my father was?"

"Right…"

Annabel's Father, William Deliban, is the current guildmaster of Initium. It would not be surprising if he was the first informed of the incident, being the commissioner of the quest on the Thunder Wolf King.

"I'm not mad at you, Sol. I'm mostly mad at the fact that you could have died yesterday, and I could have stopped you if I was more insistent." Annabel then grabbed some papers from under her counter and presented them to Sol. "Here, I got the application form to become a guild receptionist. My dad already knows that you are qualified for the role, and if he dares to deny you, I will not talk to him for a month."

Sol glanced at the papers and gave a nervous chuckle. "About that, Annabel…"

"Oh no you don't! You said if you didn't unlock your talent you would apply. You are not getting out of this!"

"But I did unlock my talent…"

Annabel started chuckling, "Haha, nice one," but as she kept looking at Sol's expression, she realized he wasn't joking.

"Seriously?"

"Seriously."

"This is serious, Sol; we should talk somewhere else." Annabel then got up from her chair and brought Sol to one of the private rooms in the guild.

Once they arrived at the simple meeting room with a table and 6 chairs, they both took a seat.

"You actually unlocked your talent at level 20?"

"No. When I got to level 20, nothing changed."

"Wait then how?" Annabel then pondered for a second but quickly realized based on yesterday's events what happened.

"Was it the Thunder Wolf King?"

Sol nodded, "Yes, when I killed him, I gained 5 levels and unlocked my talent at 25."

Annabel stared at him for a moment and with a serious expression told Sol, "This is serious, Sol, I believe you, and if what you are saying is the truth, then the whole kingdom will be after you."

Confused by what she meant, Sol asked her, "Huh? Why?"

"Sol, you understand how talents are unlocked, right?"

"Yeah, the system looks at the body of the person and determines their highest aptitude. It then gathers energy from each level up to optimize and improve the body to make better use of that aptitude, eventually unlocking their talent, right?"

"Essentially, yes. Now tell me what is the most powerful talent you know?"

"Wouldn't that be Princess Valerie's [Avatar Summoning]? When it was discovered, the entire kingdom held a celebration for her."

"Right. Do you remember what level she was at when she got it?"

"Level 5… I'm starting to understand what you mean."

Annabel sighed in relief, finally making him understand. "Yes, Sol. I don't know what talent you obtained, but if it required your body to arrive at level 25 to unlock, then it would have to be something absurdly ridiculous."

"Well, you are not wrong in assuming that."

"Exactly! So what do you plan to do?"

Stumped at her question, Sol sat there in silence, unable to come up with a good answer.

"I'm not sure, I haven't thought much past obtaining a talent. I grew up thinking there was nothing I am good at, and I was hoping that the moment I unlocked my talent, I would finally know what I am good at."

"Did it then?"

"Honestly, no. If anything, it left me more confused than before."

She looked Sol in the eyes and saw the sincerity behind them. With a sigh, Annabel shook her head at him.

"Sol, do you really think talents given by the system are everything that defines that person?"

"I mean, kinda?"

"Wait here for a second." Annabel stood up and walked out of the room, leaving Sol alone to his own thoughts.

‘Isn’t it impossible to be the best at anything if you don't have a talent for it? You could spend years learning blacksmithing and produce lower quality goods to someone who had a smithing talent for a few months.’

A few minutes later, she returned holding a metal plate and a small bag.

"Answer me something real quick, what do you think I am good at?"

About to ask what it has to do with the current situation, Sol held himself back and instead thought of an answer.

"Um… You are the best guild receptionist I know?”

“Why is that a question?!”

Sol continued, “Your memory is wicked good. You are able to perfectly transcribe documents you had only seen once and keep everything organized. You are also really good at throwing things, never missing, which is why I can never beat you at darts."

Annabel chuckled at his description of her. "Look at this." Annabel then handed over the metal plate she was holding.

Looking at the plate, he saw it filled with information. More specifically, Annabel's status.

Name: AnnabelRace: Human
Talent: [Cooking]Level: 14
Exp: 6,750/15,000

HP: 100MP: 70
Str: 15Vit: 20
Agi: 15Int: 13
Wis: 7

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills: 
[Preserve Ingredients] Lv 3

Passive Skills: 
[Cooking] Lv 5, [Basic Bowmanship] Lv 1, [Calculations] Lv 2

Active Skills: 
[Rapid Cook] Lv 1

"Cooking? Why do you work as a guild receptionist then?"

"Because I want to."

"Huh?"

Annabel smiled at his confusion and elaborated, "Just because one has a talent for something doesn't mean that’s what they have to do. You might not believe me, but I actually wanted to be an adventurer. I dream of being able to go on adventures and travel the world like my dad used to. After gaining that talent in my leveling ceremony, dad would take me out of the city every so often to protect me while I leveled up, hopefully my next talent will be with bows as I really enjoy using them."

The image of Annabel wielding a bow and sniping enemies made Sol laugh in his head as he had never seen her fight, but he understood her point.

Annabel continued, "Just because I had a talent for cooking, it doesn't mean I have to go and open a restaurant. Even when you didn't have a talent, you could do whatever you wanted, the same thing applies now."

"What I want to do…"

            

    
        Chapter 6: Night Visit

    
    
    
    
                "I don't know, Anna. I need to think hard about this."

"Of course, this is your future," Annabel said as she nodded. "But Sol, you should not tell anyone about your talent, at least not yet."

"You're right, but I trust you, Anna, and maybe if you know a bit more, you can help me figure out what to do."

Annabel shook her head; while curious, she knew that whatever it could be would be extremely dangerous to simply know about. There were also many ways to extract such information from a person, so the fewer who knew, the better.

"I know you can figure it out, Sol, but before you go, there is something I want you to take. To protect you from others finding out your secret." She then handed over the small bag to Sol.

Wondering what was inside, he opened it to see a small locket. Knowing there was more to it than meets the eye, Sol used [Analysis].

Locket of Safekeeping
Rare

Skills: 
[Block Perception] Lv 5, [Mind Shield] Lv 3

[Block Perception] Lv 5: Renders the user immune to the effects of [Analysis] Lv 5.

[Mind Shield]: Protection against Lv 3 and below mind-related abilities. Ex. [Read Thoughts], [Mind Invasion].

Realizing how precious this item was, Sol was left speechless.

"Anna… Thank you."

Sol then thought to himself, 'I have only ever touched common items my entire life. This must cost hundreds of gold.'

Annabel then put her index finger over her lips and said, "Just don't tell my dad." She then stood up and looked at Sol. "Alright, that should be everything. I need to get back to work."

Sol also stood and started heading to the door to leave, and on the way out, he realized something.

"By the way, Anna, one of the skills I gained was [Analysis]."

Hearing Sol say that, Annabel's face went red in embarrassment. The next thing Sol saw was a hand smacking him on the back of the head.

"Idiot! Why didn't you tell me sooner!"

"Ow! How was I supposed to know you were going to share your status page?"

Having no good comeback to his question, Annabel smacked him again before heading back to work.

Sol, having no more reason to stay, walked out of the guild as he thought about what he could do with his life. Not having any set direction, Sol just wandered through the town, seeing all kinds of people in their day-to-day lives.

He passed by a group of adventurers as they celebrated their recent victory.

He saw a blacksmith dedicating all his focus to his creation.

He watched as guards patrolled through the town, keeping a vigilant eye out for any suspicious activity.

Soon the sun began to set, and Sol headed back to his home, with no answer to Annabel's question.

Sol lay in bed and let his mind wander, thinking of what he had achieved so far in his past as to maybe help him figure out his future.

'I haven't done anything really. I guess you can call it an achievement to dedicate the past 4 years to unlocking my talent, but that doesn't leave any impact.'

His gaze then fell onto his worn-down sword and shook his head as well.

'I may have slain the Thunder Wolf King, but that was by pure luck and not something I can do even now with my new talent.'

As Sol kept pondering, he suddenly heard a knock at the door.

"At this hour?"

He got up from his bed and walked to the door to answer it, and when he did, he was surprised by who it was.

"Jayce?! What are you doing at my house?"

It was Jayce in his casual clothes, which let one see how he truly looked under all his armor. Tall and toned is the best way to describe him as he was taller than most men and has muscles that can put even the strongest guard to shame.

"Hey, is now a good time?" Jayce asked as he took a glance inside Sol's home.

"Yeah, sure. Come inside."

Sol led him in and then realized a problem. There was only one chair.

"Sorry, I don't have a lot of guests. Take a seat, I will sit on the bed."

Nodding his head, Jayce then took a seat by the table. What happened after that was dead silence as the two young men stared at each other, not knowing who should speak first.

Eventually, Sol asked, "So… What are you doing here at this hour?"

Jayce then took a deep breath before he said, "I know we never were on the best terms. We had our leveling ceremony together, and when we didn't get our talents at level 2 I was happy we were lucky. Then I unlocked my talent at level 3, but you still didn't. When I saw that, I was jealous. I thought you would unlock a unique or even legendary talent that would put mine to shame. So when I saw that after level 5 you still didn't unlock your talent, I was relieved. In that feeling of superiority, I took every chance I could to make sure you knew I had a talent and you didn't. For years I did this, I knew it was wrong, but I did it anyway."

"What are you trying to get at?" Sol asked, as this is something they both already know.

"What I am trying to say is that you had every right to leave me there; I would have died, and nobody would know. But you didn't. When I woke up this morning, they told me it was you who dragged me, armor and all, back to town."

Jayce took a moment to pause, thinking back to when he woke up in the church.

"My first thought when I heard that was, 'Why?' and suspected that you had an ulterior motive for doing so. But when the guard captain came and told me your account of the events, including you forfeiting the reward, I realized something.”

Sol tilted his head at what he said.

"What did you realize?"

"Regardless of what the system says, you are special. You have more heart and determination than anyone else. These past 4 years, you could have given up at any moment, from my treatment or lack of results, but you didn't. There is no one in this town who can beat you in that department, so even if you have no system-given talent, I believe you will eventually do something great."

Jayce then stood up and faced Sol.

"I am sorry for the way I have treated you; if you ever need anything, anything at all, let me know, I will be the first to stand beside you.”

Finishing what he wanted to say, Jayce then walked out of the house, leaving Sol alone.

'This feeling…'

A warm feeling coming from his chest and spreads to the rest of his body, Sol feels happy.

"I know what I want to do."

            

    
        Chapter 7: Newfound Purpose

    
    
    
    
                The next day, Sol woke up and started his day as he normally did, heading straight to the Adventurers Guild.

Most who saw him paid little mind, as they were used to seeing him every day. But little did they know that that day marked the end of this routine.

Upon arriving at the guild, Sol sought out Annabel. Instantly noticing the change in his demeanor, she inquired, "Hey Sol, did you figure out what you wanted to do?"

"Yes, I think I want to help people. But to do that, I need to become stronger."

Seeing the determination in his eyes, Annabel chuckled. "Hahaha! Why does that not surprise me at all? That's just like you, Sol."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"I mean, it's something you have already been doing every day. It's funny how you didn't notice until now."

"What? Since when have I been helping people?"

"Every day after you come back from outside, gaining experience, you end up helping around in the guild one way or another. From helping me with documents, advising new adventurers about local monsters, and even taking over as a receptionist when I was sick on more than one occasion. That's why I thought you would make a great guild receptionist."

"When you put it like that, I guess I always found myself helping others."

"Exactly, but now I'm curious: what made you finally realize that you love to help?"

Sol then recounted last night's encounter with Jayce to Annabel and how he felt afterward. She knew how Jayce treated Sol and personally disliked him for it, but hearing how he tried to make amends made her see him in a new light.

"I see. In that case, I think the perfect profession for you is obvious. Become an adventurer. You get to explore the lands and take quests that help others. Though there is one issue."

"What is it?"

"Hmm, we should speak in private, as it is more sensitive, and you know how people love to eavesdrop around here. I have my break in an hour so wait a bit till then."

Sol nodded his head. "Alright, I will be by the quest board then."

He then left to check out the new quests while he waited for Annabel to be free. An hour later, they met again in the private meeting room.

"Your circumstances are a bit different, Sol; registering you would be dangerous."

He quickly understood what Annabel meant, as he knew how guilds operate.

"The guild will record my status information. With an irregular talent like mine, it will be quickly picked up."

She nodded her head, relieved he grasped the situation.

"With the way guilds operate, if you register and someone notices your anomaly, they will report it to their respective kingdoms. Essentially, the whole world will know your name overnight."

Guilds kept tabs on adventurers using a card system. When a new adventurer registered, usually around level 1-5, they recorded the information of their status and gave them a card that they could use at any guild branch to bring up their record. The information of any adventurer could be accessed from any guild branch in the world.

Sol shuddered at the thought of everyone knowing his abilities.

“So then I shouldn’t become an adventurer?”

“Who said that you can’t? You have a very cute and kind receptionist here who can simply make you a guild record and issue a card.”

“Oh! A fake!”

“Can it be called fake if it was issued by the guild itself? The only thing you have to do is make sure you never lose that card. It will be a mess to reissue.”

If an adventurer lost their card, they needed to show their status page again to obtain a new card, effectively updating it with the latest information. If Sol did that, it would immediately spell trouble. Most people don't lose their card, so their records tend to show when they were low level, hiding their skills and abilities.

“Wait Anna, while I appreciate that you are willing to do that for me, won't you get in huge trouble if you get caught?”

“While this may be the first guild rule I ever break, I doubt my dad would ever let anything happen to me if I get caught,” Annabel said with a smirk.

‘Shameless. Even dragging the guildmaster into this.’

Sol shook his head and gave in.

“Thank you Anna, I don't know what I would do without you.”

“At best, get dragged to the capital and be treated as a hero. At worst, killed before you could grow.”

“Yikes, really giving it to me straight.”

“Yep, to make sure you remember when you become a big deal to not forget about the one who made it possible.”

“Of course, I could never forget about the cute and kind receptionist who made it all possible.”

Blushing a bit at being called cute, Annabel quickly said, “I'm gonna go get your card now.” then immediately darted out of the room.

After 10 minutes of waiting, Annabel returned with a bronze card and handed it over to Sol.

“You already know the rules, and my break is running out, so I will keep it short. You are starting out in E rank; if I put you any higher, it would be suspicious as you have no previous record, so you will have to start from the bottom like everyone else. I would suggest you keep your level a secret until you rank up once or twice. But there is one more thing you need to do.”

Annabel's face saddened a bit, and Sol quickly picked up on what he needed to do.

“I need to leave town.”

She nodded.

“It would bring a lot of attention if you suddenly became an adventurer. Everyone here already knows you didn't gain your talent, and if you started taking quests, people will connect the dots. Come with me to the counter, I have an idea.”

They both then headed over to the main area of the guild building. Annabel got behind her counter and grabbed two papers from underneath and showed them to him.

“First, you need to accept the quest for Lanturn Herbs,” Annabel then said in a low voice, “Use it to leave town. Don't worry about it impacting your record, as we don't keep track of people who accept these simple gathering quests, just who turn them in.”

Annabel then presented another paper.

“This second paper is for a quest that I think you will be interested in. Kobolds from the Andor mountains have left their cave and have been pillaging a small farming village up north. Kobolds are relatively weak, being around level 5. Additionally, their numbers are relatively few, so it was designated as an E rank quest. Now, here is the best part: this quest has not been put on the board yet; this quest is just for you.”

He took the paper and confirmed the details of the quest.

“Huh, this is odd. It says that they have been stealing a lot of food. But that's not normal for kobolds to do.”

“I thought the same. I wouldn't be surprised if it were goblins, but kobolds are cowards; they hate fighting. Maybe they ran out of food?”

“That's impossible; they are omnivores and can easily sustain themselves off cave moss and rodents. That's why they don't even have to leave their nests. Either way, these kobolds are attacking these villagers and stealing their food. I'll take the quest.”

“Great! When you do complete it, you should then head north to Noctside. There you can turn in the quest and focus on getting stronger.”

Nodding his head, Sol put away both quest papers and got ready to leave. But before heading out, he walked around the counter, surprising Annabel, and quickly hugged her.

“Thank you for everything, Anna.”

They hugged each other as Annabel laid her head onto Sol’s chest, and this moment lasted for a while, other receptionists and adventurers looked at them but they didn't care. But as time passed, Sol reluctantly separated himself from her.

Annabel looked up into his eyes and said, “Promise you will come visit.”

“I promise. See you later.”

He then walked out of the guild without looking back, afraid that if he did, he would stay.

            

    
        Chapter 8: First Quest

    
    
    
    
                Once outside the guild, Sol took out the bronze card Annabel gave him and used [Analysis] on it.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talent: [Sword]
Guild Rank: E

‘Looks realistic, really gotta hand it to Anna.’

Sol put the card away and headed home to begin preparing for his journey.

Arriving at his house, Sol grabbed his worn-down sword and headed to his bed. He jumped on the bed and with his sword, he jammed it into the wooden planks in the ceiling, dislodging one of the planks. Reaching inside, he grabbed a small leather pouch and looked inside.

“240 copper. Not a lot, but I should have enough for the basic necessities.”

With the money in hand, Sol headed to the cheapest general store in town and bought a backpack, since he dropped his last one when he was chased by dire wolves. While there, he also bought other basic supplies and tools he might need on his journey. In total, it cost him 180 copper.

The leftover 60 copper were spent on non-perishable food, and with that, he was ready to go.

Sol then made his way over to the west gate to leave the town and was stopped by a guard as usual.

“Papers?”

He then handed over the papers for the Lanturn Herbs; the guard gave it a quick glance and handed it back to him.

“Alright, but before you go, someone wants to talk to you.”

The guards led Sol to the guard station where he was interrogated last time; inside, he saw Phillip.

“Hey kid, take a seat.”

Finding it suspicious to be called back here, especially after the Thunder Wolf King incident ended, Sol sat down and trembled a bit in fear of the worst.

“Is there any reason why I was stopped?”

“Heh, calm down kid. It wasn’t me who asked to see you; he should be here soon.”

“What? Who?”

Phillip smirked at Sol and said, “You’ll see.” He then walked out of the room, leaving Sol nervous.

Being alone with only his thoughts, Sol started thinking of reasons he could have been stopped for, and he could only think of one.

“Did they figure it out that fast? Oh no! Is Anna okay?!”

“I’m at least glad you care about my daughter after the stunt she pulled for you.”

Sol quickly looked around the room but didn't see anyone, but he recognized that voice.

“Guildmaster William…”

On the other side of the table, a man appeared as if he just came out from behind a curtain made of air. A towering figure easily reaching 7 feet with long red hair that looked like a lion's mane faced down Sol.

“Hmmm, she even gave you the locket I gave her…” As he said that, the Locket of Safekeeping flew out from his person and landed on William’s hand. “Tell me Sol and be truthful, why did Annabel forge your adventurer record?”

Sol knew there was no point in lying and on top of being a bad liar already, William knew that whatever it was that made Annabel willingly break the rules must be big.

Taking a deep breath, he answered, “I unlocked my talent.”

William's deadpan face showed a hint of surprise upon hearing his answer. He stared at Sol for a while longer before sighing at the mess he got himself involved in.

“Shit… What level?”

“25.”

“By the gods… and here I thought you did it in desperation to level up faster.”

Sol shook his head and responded strongly, “I would never do anything that would put Anna at risk.”

“I know kid, that’s why I came and gave you a chance to explain.”

“So… What do we do now?”

William handed the locket back to Sol, “You will leave as you planned, and I will approve your adventurer registration.”

“Wait, approve?”

“Of course. All applicants that register with the guild need to be given the final approval by the guildmaster. Not many know of that rule, but I am surprised Annabel forgot about it.”

“I see. But you aren't going to report me to the Kingdom.”

“If it was any other person, yes. But if I report you and Annabel finds out, she will be furious with me.”

A guildmaster afraid of a receptionist… In reality, it's a father afraid of his daughter's wrath.

“Thank you, Guildmaster.”

William waved his hand dismissively, “Don't mention it, now get out of here.”

Sol nodded his head and left the guard house. He walked past the guards unobstructed this time and left town.

Walking on the path leaving the town, he eventually took it up north towards the village that sent the request for help.

The trip to the village went by peacefully as monsters were regularly swept, so they have learned to stay away, and there are also no bandits near Initium town. While Sol spent a lot of time in the nearby forests training and doing simple quests, he never really left Initium. So the only knowledge he has to go off is the maps he studied back at the guild. Luckily, the road that headed north had no forks, and he could simply follow it the whole way.

Hours passed as Sol arrived at the village right before dusk. He walked past the farmland as he noticed a good amount of it was empty and full of holes. When he got nearer to the village, he saw a humble wooden sign with a single word: Nestral. From the quest information, he knew he was at the right place.

Entering the village, he approached the first person he saw and talked to them.

“Hello, my name is Sol, and I am here to help you with your Kobold problem.”

“Oh! You arrived fast; we only just sent the request last night. You should speak with the village guards; they will fill you in.”

Given directions, Sol headed to a house where the two guards of the village resided and quickly met them. One of them was a short man carrying a spear while the other was a woman with a sword.

“So you are the one that took our quest? You look a little… under-equipped,” the woman said as she looked at Sol's casual clothes and worn-down sword.

Sol tried to act more confidently to reassure them and responded, “It's all I need to take care of some kobolds.”

Neither of them were fully convinced, but they nodded their heads anyways as kobolds were very weak, so even complete beginners could defeat them.

“Alright, I will explain more as the quest description didn't cover all the details. The kobolds, as of 10 days ago, have been heading out of their cave and taking our crops. At first, we didn't really mind as they only took a little from the edge of the farmland, but every day since they come and take more and more. We tried to stand watch and kill them when they tried to come again, but whenever they saw us, they ran away. We could personally go and kill them in their nest, but if we do, we leave the village completely defenseless. That's why we need you, I'll show you on the map where to go, and then it's all up to you.”

“Sounds simple enough; I'll rest for an hour then head there.”

If Sol said that he would head there immediately, the two guards would have found that extremely foolish. Even if kobolds were weak and could be easily killed, one should not fight when they weren’t at their peak if given a choice. Sol spent hours walking to the village, and a short rest would put him at peak condition. Unknowingly by saying this, Sol gave the guards much more reassurance that they aren't dealing with a complete rookie.

“Would you like some food before you go?”

Accepting the offer, Sol received a warm meal and got some rest.

An hour later, Sol left Nestral and headed to the cave where the kobolds reside.

            

    
        Chapter 9: Variant Kobold

    
    
    
    
                Heading out of the village, Sol made his way to the cave where the kobolds lived. Being informed that their numbers were around 20, he felt confident about being able to take them all on, as his basic sword attacks, which did more than double damage from [Intermediate Swordsmanship], would kill them in a single strike.

Sol then toggled his passive ability [Silent Steps] to minimize the sound he made and sneaked towards the kobold cave.

Once the cave was in sight, he hid behind a tree and peeked over to see 3 kobolds loitering outside and used [Analysis] on one of them.

Name: JibRace: Kobold
Talent: [Throwing]
Level: 4

HP: 30MP: 10
Str: 5Vit: 3
Agi: 7Int: 3
Wis: 1

Talent Skills:

Passive Skills:
[Basic Throwing] Lv 2, [Foraging] Lv 3

Active Skills:

Sol also inspected the other two kobolds but found nothing too different from the first. One also had the [Throwing] talent while the other had [Nimble] with no talent skills. This didn't surprise Sol, as not all talents gave talent skills, and even if they did, it did not guarantee gaining them. Even for talents that had multiple different talent skills, one may be unlucky and receive none.

Watching the kobolds for a while longer, he saw one of them take a nap and judged it as the best time to attack. Sol quietly approached, trying to keep his presence as low as possible, and once he got close enough, he wielded his sword and used [Leap] at them.

Not given any time to react, the nearest kobold was swiftly struck.

You have slain a Lv 4 Kobold! Gained 30 Exp.

“Eek?!”

The other kobold yelled in surprise but was instantly met by Sol’s sword and also killed before it could muster any resistance.

You have slain a Lv 4 Kobold! Gained 30 Exp.

The final kobold that was still sleeping throughout the fight was then silently killed, clearing the cave entrance.

You have slain a Lv 4 Kobold! Gained 30 Exp.

‘Normally, I wouldn’t have anything to gain from these low-level enemies, but with my talent, I can still gain something significant.’

Sol then used [Siphon] on their bodies and took all the skills they had, as each only had 2. In total, he obtained [Basic Throwing] Lv 2, [Foraging] Lv 4, and [Agility Up] Lv 1.

‘I can even obtain attribute skills easily.’

Skills like [Agility Up] are ones that give a direct increase to one's base stats, commonly known as attribute skills. There is one for every stat, and theoretically, anyone can gain the skill. The problem is that attribute skills require years of training to gain even the first level of the skill. Unless you have the talent for it, if one has the talents that pertain to that stat-increasing skill, then one can gain it quickly, and leveling takes much less effort. If it would normally take the average person 4 years of dedicated training to increase [Agility Up] from level 1 to 2, someone with the talent for it would be able to raise it in a few months.

[Agility Up] Lv 1: Body becomes faster and more flexible. Agility +5.

‘Since these attribute talents are common, with some effort, I should be able to easily max out all the attribute skills. This is insane; it's rare to max out one, but to be able to max out all of them?’

While Sol wanted to think about the incredible possibilities he could do with his talent, he had a more urgent task at hand. Sol grabbed the bodies of the slain kobolds and hid them away from the entrance. Once Sol was done he looked towards the cave and headed in.

The cave itself had a very narrow entrance, likely to prevent larger monsters from entering, but once inside, he found it much more spacious. There was lighting provided by glowing moss, and a few crude torches were placed where there was a lack of moss.

Trying to be as quiet as possible to avoid alerting the entire kobold group, Sol slowly made his way deeper, occasionally killing random stray kobolds, siphoning their skills and hiding their bodies. Sometimes there were no good hiding places and Sol had to drag them to the darkest corner away from sight and hope they weren’t found anytime soon. In total, Sol killed 8 kobolds and eventually found a passage that led to a large area that had been dug out.

There he saw 6 kobolds kneeling on the ground before a much larger kobold, and unlike normal kobolds who only had a few scales on their shoulders and back, this one had them covering its entire body like armor.

Never having heard or read of this type of kobold before, Sol used [Analysis] on it to learn more.

Name: Rak-UnRace: Variant Kobold
Talent: [Draconic], [Gluttonous]
Level: 21

HP: 1000MP: 300
Str: 55Vit: 50
Agi: 20Int: 15
Wis: 30

Talent Skills:
[Scale Armor] Lv 3, [Dragon Claw] Lv 4, [Endless Appetite] Lv 8

Passive Skills:
[Basic Unarmed Mastery] Lv 4, [Leadership] Lv 2, [Foraging] Lv 1

Active Skills:
[Charge] Lv 2, [Rapid Consumption] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 3

‘That answers why the kobolds have been stealing food; a variant appeared among them.’

Variants were beings who had been born with mutations that made them significantly different from their brethren. The system enhanced the mutation and empowered it, forming a special talent. Variant strength could vary wildly, as it could make them much stronger than their peers or weaker but special in a certain aspect. In this case, it greatly enhanced the overall power of the kobold, which was bad news for Sol.

‘While I think I can take it solo, with those normal kobolds, it will be much harder. I'm gonna need to figure out how to draw them out.’

As he was thinking of a plan, he heard the variant kobold speak.

“Bring food.”

One of the normal kobolds replied nervously, “Others g-getting food.”

“NOW”

“Y-yes, we bring food!”

The kobolds quickly stood up and headed to the exit, not wanting to stay and face the wrath of their leader.

The problem was that the kobolds were heading straight to where Sol was hiding.

‘I need to move!’

Sol immediately backed away from the room and headed to another passage that didn't lead to the entrance, hoping none of the kobolds would stop by where he was hiding.

The place he ended up hiding in was where the kobolds seemed to normally sleep, with a lot of sticks and leaves in small piles making simple beds. There, Sol also found 2 sleeping kobolds, which he promptly took care of, and waited for the group to leave the cave.

After waiting for 15 minutes and deeming it safe, he left the resting area and sneaked back to where the variant kobold was. This time there were no other kobolds, making it the best time to attack.

            

    
        Chapter 10: Magic

    
    
    
    
                Using the less illuminated parts of the cave to his advantage, along with [Silent Steps], Sol closed the distance to the variant.

The variant kobold, completely unaware, waited with an impatient attitude, likely waiting for the kobolds to bring more food. The moment he got within 10 feet, Sol went into action using [Leap] to bridge the remaining distance and used [Cross Slash] on him.

“Argh! Who?!”

The variant kobold survived the attack and responded with [Snap Punch], firing his fist fast at Sol.

Using his sword to parry the blow, Sol succeeded and was left unharmed but was launched back 5 feet.

Once separated, the variant finally got a better look at his assailant and shouted, “Human! Die!”

Keeping [Analysis] active to monitor the variant kobold's health, he saw how much damage his strongest attack did.

HP: 743/1000

‘I would need to land 3 more of those to win. This might be tougher than I expected.’

While the variant was much stronger and tougher than Sol anticipated, on the bright side, Sol was much faster and able to react to his attacks and find more openings.

Both parties exchanged more blows as Sol landed a few decent normal attacks but couldn't find an opening to execute another [Cross Slash].

Wanting to finish the fight before any other kobolds appeared, he started brainstorming. Sol then got an idea that would tilt the odds in his favor.

“Make the wind move in my favor, [Tailwind]!”

Suddenly, he felt much lighter as wherever he moved, he faced no resistance and was instead assisted and pushed by the wind. He checked his mana reserves and noticed this basic spell only cost him 15 mana. This left him with more than enough to use [Cross Slash] two more times.

With an even higher speed advantage, Sol landed many more blows and even found an opening to land [Cross Slash] once. He no longer needed to even risk parrying attacks as he could dodge them with ease, thanks to the buff he received from the spell.

“Slippery human! Stay still!”

The variant kobold was getting frustrated at his antics but had no way to stop him. If it used [Dragon Claw], Sol dodged to the side and got a quick attack in. If it tried to use its fastest move [Snap Punch], it was either dodged or parried. It didn't even bother trying to use [Charge] as when it tried it once, it gave Sol the opening for [Cross Slash].

After fighting continuously for 30 minutes straight, Sol managed to lower the variant's health to 230, making it one well-placed [Cross Slash] away from victory. But Sol didn't get cocky or reckless to try and finish the fight faster. If he risked it and took a full blow from the variant, its abnormal strength would severely wound him. He also had no need to risk it as the fight was almost over with the variant helpless against him.

But as fate would have it, Sol would soon have another problem.

“Human! Human!”

The group of kobolds had returned alongside the other kobolds who had left to find food. In their hands, they were carrying crops, wild plants, and a few dead rodents but dropped them the moment they saw their leader attacked.

The variant kobold, seeing his reinforcement finally appear, ordered them to attack.

“Attack! Kill human!”

The kobolds, having no powerful fighting strength, resorted to throwing rocks, crude spears, and even the food they gathered at Sol.

While it would do little to no damage to Sol, he had no choice but to evade to the best of his abilities as getting hit would slow him down, leaving an opening for the variant kobold to exploit.

Sol ran around the variant, trying to position himself so that the variant stood between him and the group of kobolds at the entrance. This forced the kobolds to slow down their attacks in fear of hitting their leader.

‘This stopped the attacks for now but they will eventually spread out and attack me from multiple angles. Think Sol, how do I get out of this.’

He then took a quick glance at his skills as he looked for a solution to his dilemma and spotted one.

‘It's risky but it's better than taking them down one at a time.’

Springing immediately into action, Sol ran past the variant towards the kobolds at the entrance, prompting it to chase after. Sol dodged and parried the attacks thrown at him as he got close enough to use [Leap], jumping over all the kobolds.

The variant then joined the group of kobolds and prepared to charge after him, but Sol was already one step ahead, casting a spell.

“Flames gather and condense to one, expand outwards and blast my foes, [Explosion]!”

Sol felt as all the mana left in his body left his body, commanding the fire element to gather in a single point.

A small dot of light flashed in the middle of the group of kobolds only lasting for a second. The next moment, a sudden blast of fire erupted from that point, incinerating all the kobolds. Yet one still remained, the variant. While standing, it was still stunned from the explosion.

HP: 23/1000

Sol, feeling absolutely spent, gathered his remaining energy to run up and slash at the variant with all his might. His sword entered through the left shoulder of the variant kobold and traveled down all the way to the heart, cutting it in half. The sword, already worn down from years of usage, could not last any longer and snapped at the hilt, leaving the blade stuck in the heart of the variant.

You have slain a Lv 21 Variant Kobold! Gained 2500 Exp.

“I… did it…”

Seeing the notification message confirming its death, Sol’s vision immediately went dark.
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                When Sol woke up, he felt as if he had been tossed around by a troll. With his body in pain, he mustered the energy to get up and assess his surroundings.

The bodies of the kobolds were scattered everywhere away from where the blast took place, and the variant kobold lay near the center with a metal blade stuck in its chest.

“Why do I feel so exhausted…”

Trying to figure out why he felt this way, Sol opened his status page to find out more.

MP: 0/100

“Ah… I overdrafted.”

Mana overdraft is a common symptom many inexperienced mages face. When the spell they use costs more mana than what they have, it will most likely fail. But if the mana cost of the spell and the amount of mana the user has are not too far apart, the spell may succeed using ambient mana to finish the spell. The downside of this is that it leaves the user with no mana, which makes them feel as if they ran a 24-hour marathon. The other symptom of mana overdraft is that the user's mana will not recover for a period of time. Sol had never used mana before, so he was not used to feeling these symptoms.

“I need to take time to properly practice the skills I learned before using them in battle like that.”

When Sol used [Siphon], he gained the skills by experiencing them being used in his mind. While he could cast the spells without issue, he didn't have a proper understanding of the cost each spell had, nor had he properly incorporated them into his fighting style.

Willing himself to move, he made his way to the variant’s body.

He smiled proudly and said, “At least it was worth it.” Sol then used [Siphon] on the variant.

Learned [Basic Unarmed Mastery] Lv 3!

Learned [Snap Punch] Lv 2!

‘Now I don't need a weapon to fight enemies, though I would rather have one.’

Slowly walking around the room, Sol used [Siphon] on all the kobolds. With them having almost no skills, there was no need to choose.

Learned [Strength Up] Lv 1!

[Basic Throwing] leveled up! (2 -> 4)

[Foraging] leveled up! (4 -> 7)

[Agility Up] leveled up! (1 -> 2)

Once Sol finished learning the skills of the kobolds, he sat back down to rest and recover a bit more before heading out.

Resting for 30 minutes, Sol felt better and decided it was time to leave. He walked out of the cave and headed back to the village. On the way out, he didn't spot any other kobolds, so he judged they had all died, and the few that lived had escaped already. If a few kobolds really did escape, it wouldn't be an issue; they had no more reason to attack the farms with the variant dead, and even if they did, they were too few to pose a threat.

Making it outside, Sol noticed that the sun was already up, and it was midday. From the moment Sol entered to the end of the fight, not much time actually passed, being only an hour. The rest was him passed out from the mana overdraft.

“My first quest, and I spent the majority of it sleeping? What a grand start to my journey…”

Eventually arriving at Nestral, he headed directly to the guards’ house and met with them.

The woman, upon hearing Sol’s report, asked, “You found a variant? Well, that explains the odd behavior of the kobolds.”

The man nodded his head and said, “When you left, we were later attacked by kobolds again. For a second, I thought you had perished.”

“I'm sorry about that. I made a small mistake, but I managed to take down the variant along with most of the kobolds.”

“It’s okay; things can’t always go according to plan. But thank you; with this, your quest is complete. We will sign your quest paper so you can receive your reward at the guild.”

Sol handed over his paper to the man, and he walked away to find a pen to sign it.

The woman still in the room asked Sol about his future plans, “Where do you plan to go from here?”

“I will keep heading north to Kerman city, where I plan to stay for a while.”

The man walked into the room again and handed the quest paper to Sol. He then said, “On foot, the trip to Kerman city is 8 hours. Are you going to head out tonight? We have a spare bed here if you wish to stay the night and leave early tomorrow.”

Contemplating his offer for a second, Sol decided to accept. Sol would rather not travel while having mana overdraft.

“Thank you; that would be great.”

“No problem, I will show you where you can stay tonight.”

Led to an empty room, Sol finally laid down on the bed and relaxed. Although Sol slept at the cave, it was on the floor and it wasn’t real sleep as instead he was unconscious. Even though it was still daytime, Sol quickly fell asleep.

On the morning of the next day, Sol woke up. Feeling much better than yesterday, he checked to see if this change is also reflected on his status.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talent: [Siphoner]Level: 25
Exp: 13,200/35,000

HP: 300MP: 100
Str: 40 (+5)Vit: 30
Agi: 30 (+10)Int: 10
Wis: 10

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 2, [Analysis] Lv 1

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 3, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 1, [Silent Steps] Lv 2, [Parry] Lv 4, [Quick Cast] Lv 4, [Agility Up] Lv 2, [Foraging] Lv 7, [Basic Throwing] Lv 4, [Basic Unarmed Mastery] Lv 3, [Strength Up] Lv 1

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 1, [Leap] Lv 6, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 2

“My mana is full again, and I don't feel the symptoms of mana overdraft anymore.”

Getting out of bed, Sol washed his body and changed to another set of clothes he had in his backpack. He then headed out to the kitchen and saw the two guards already there chatting with each other.

“Morning, we’re about to have breakfast; want to join us?”

Sol nodded his head and took a seat.

The trio ate their food and had some light discussion. It was a simple meal but Sol was never one to be picky and was starving after yesterday's encounter.

“Thank you so much for letting me stay the night.”

“No worries; are you going to head out soon?”

“I plan on leaving right now actually.”

“Really? Well then, we wish you safe travels.”

“Thank you.”

Sol walked to leave the house but abruptly stopped after remembering something and turned around.

“This is a bit awkward, but I never got your names.”

The guards looked at each other and laughed. “Name’s Jessie, and the idiot over there is James.”

“Who you calling an idiot!”

The three laughed.

“It's been nice meeting you two. Hopefully, we’ll meet again in the future.”

After saying their goodbyes, Sol left the village of Nestral and resumed his journey north towards Kerman city.

            

    
        Chapter 12: Fundamentals of Magic

    
    
    
    
                Following the dirt path up north, Sol continued on his journey. While having never traveled these parts or anywhere for that matter, he found it simple following the traveled path.

While traveling, Sol started reflecting on his performance in the kobold cave and decided that while walking, he would practice some of his magic to gain a better understanding.

“I only know two spells from [Basic Wind Magic], [Tailwind] and [Wind Cutter]. The huntress I learned the skill from seemed to have recently picked up the skill.”

When Sol siphoned a skill, he obtained all the experience from the previous owner. For physical skills, this tended to not be an issue as it mainly improved his techniques and increased power. For magic, it worked a bit differently; each level of any magic skill did not actually give the user new spells upon reaching them. The spellcaster needed to learn the spells on their own by mostly studying from other mages or books. The other, much harder way to learn spells was to research and create them from scratch. Luckily for Sol, he had a third way to learn them, and it was through [Siphon].

Having already cast [Tailwind] before and knowing its effects, Sol chose to try out [Wind Cutter].

“Gather and slash forward, [Wind Cutter]!”

Holding his hand forward, Sol saw air gather in front of his palm before launching itself. It flew faster than an arrow and collided with a tree. Inspecting the mark left on the tree, Sol saw that the spell cut a third of the way through the tree before stopping.

“It took 10 mana to cast, and it looks about as strong as my basic attack.”

While Sol had a much lower intelligence stat, being only 10, its power rivals his 40 strength. The downside being that such a spell costs mana and could only be used 10 times before he runs out. Unlike his normal attack which he could use hundreds of times before getting tired.

Getting a better understanding of his wind magic, Sol then moved on to try out his fire magic. Siphoning it from an experienced wizard, the fire spells he knew outnumbered wind by a lot. The only problem was that almost all the spells are only for damage.

“[Fire Bolt], [Fire Blast], [Fireball], [Flaming Sphere], [Explosion]. These all serve the same purpose, the only difference being the mana cost and power. It seemed the wizard only had a one-track mind for just doing the most damage possible.”

The only two non-attack fire spells he learned from the wizard were [Control Flame] and [Fire Wall].

“Last time I used [Explosion] as it was the strongest spell I knew, but I should stick to these weaker ones until I raise my wisdom a bit more.”

After giving every spell a try to gain a better grasp on their cost and impact, Sol stopped practicing as he felt much more confident in his magical abilities.

By the time the sun was at its peak, Sol guessed he was a little over halfway to the city. On the way there, he encountered other people traveling south but only exchanged greetings before the travelers continued on their way.

Eventually, Sol did encounter some friendlier people willing to approach him. They traveled with a carriage, being pulled by 2 horses. There were 4 adventurers guarding the carriage, and when the merchant driving noticed him, he stopped the horses and greeted Sol.

“Hey there, young man, are you heading to Kerman alone?”

“Yeah, I am. I plan to stay there for a while.”

“Really? I wouldn't recommend going there at this time.”

“Huh? Why?”

“Frostaxe Clan has been getting real active at the border lately. There might be another invasion soon.”

The Frostaxe Clan was the Kingdom of Crestelia's northern neighbors. They were a clan of Orcs who have made the freezing Orna Mountains their home. While called a clan, their numbers were similar to a small kingdom, and their land was even bigger than the Kingdom of Crestelia. The problem with their territory was that the majority of it was located in harsh winter mountains, making it hard for any civilization to prosper. The orcs who made it their home had developed special resistance against the cold, but even so, they wish to constantly expand to more habitable lands. This puts them at eternal odds with Crestelia as they had plenty of rich soil and good weather almost all year round. The Frostaxe Clan had tried to invade and take these lands for the past 40 years to no avail, but every time they invaded, they caused a lot of casualties and destruction.

“So soon? Didn't the army push them back a year ago?”

“Yeah, but they're back again. On top of that, the bandits have been getting more active near the city, likely taking advantage of the chaos. Do you still intend to go?”

After contemplating for a second, Sol nodded his head.

The merchant helplessly shook his head at his response.

“Alright, don't say I didn't warn you. Good Luck.”

The merchant then pulled on the reins, making the horses start moving again. The adventurers didn't say anything but gave Sol a nod of acknowledgment before following their employer.

Sol watched them leave and turned around to continue on his way.

…

In a forest located not far from the city, four men hid behind some trees and watched the road. One of the men had a bored expression as he looked at their leader.

“I still think we could have taken them.”

“Are you crazy? Why take the risk when half of our normal crew isn't here today. It's better to wait for easier prey.”

“But no one is going to leave the city at this time, and with those orcs causing trouble at the border, who would come to the city?”

“We know that, but news hasn't spread far yet. We can still catch a few unlucky people heading to the city, speaking of which.”

The man who seemed to be the leader looked at the path as he saw a young man wearing simple clothes carrying a backpack making his way towards the city. He didn't even seem to be carrying any weapons.

“What about him boss?”

“Look at him, he's got nothing on him, why bother?”

The lackey insisted, “Hear me out boss, we can capture and sell him to the underground market. Should fetch us a few gold. If he has a good talent, it might be hundreds of gold.”

“We don’t do that Isaac, you know this.”

“Boss, c'mon. We haven’t got anything good recently and we even let that carriage slip past. You want us to starve?”

The men all looked at their leader for his decision. The leader knew from their expressions that he had to make a choice he didn’t agree with.

“Okay. Let's get in position then.”

The men then spread out to all directions to prevent any chance to escape, and when they were in position, the boss signaled them to start.

            

    
        Chapter 13: Bandits

    
    
    
    
                After his encounter with the merchant, Sol continued along the path and entered the forest. He encountered new creatures he had only read about before, and seeing them in person was an enjoyable experience.

Sol had his guard down. Not being used to traveling, he was more focused on taking in the new sights, like a tourist. Even though the merchant had warned of bandits, Sol completely forgot, as it was overshadowed by the news of the Frostaxe Clan preparing to invade again.

Suddenly, an arrow flew past Sol’s face. Then, the four men moved into sight as the boss yelled at him.

“Don’t move, or the next one won't miss! Drop the bag!”

Being threatened by bandits for the first time in his life, Sol complied out of instinct and took off his backpack, tossing it on the ground.

“I don’t have much money, just some copper. Please let me go.”

The bandit who was bored before the encounter twirled his dagger while looking at Sol and, with a sinister smile, said, “Let you go? We don't want your damn copper, we want you.”

'What? What could they want from me?'

Feeling he had to do something before they captured him, he used [Analysis] on the middle-aged bandit who looked like the leader.

Name: BrockRace: Human
Talents: [Axe], [Strong]
Level: 19

HP: 310MP: 110
Str: 41Vit: 31
Agi: 21Int: 6
Wis: 11

Talent Skills:
[Fell Cleave] Lv 3

Passive Skills:
[Basic Axemanship] Lv 9, [Strength Up] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Heavy Swing] Lv 4, [Leap] Lv 2, [Charge] Lv 2

‘Wait, is he actually the weakest?’

Quickly using [Analysis] on the other three, Sol discovered that the others were even weaker, being a level or two lower, and one hadn't even unlocked their second talent yet.

‘I would be more confident if I had a sword. My damage would increase greatly.’

“Hey! Stop looking around, get on the ground!”

Noticing that the bandit lacking a second talent was holding a sword, Sol sprung into action.

“Make the wind move in my favor…”

“Shit! He can use magic, shoot him!”

“[Tailwind]!"

Sol then dashed towards the sword-wielding bandit and, before the man could react, met him with a [Snap Punch] to his face.

[Snap Punch] Lv 2: Throw a straight punch at high speeds. Chance of stunning target. Cooldown: 2 minutes.

The bandit was knocked out and launched backward, dropping his sword.

Sol quickly picked up the sword and kept running to make it difficult for the bandit archer to land a shot. Brock and the other bandit with a knife tried to give chase, but Sol was too fast for them.

Before taking on the leader, Sol decided to go for the bandit archer first and remove him from the equation. Dodging an arrow and parrying the other, he quickly reached the archer.

Unable to put up proper resistance, he was slashed by Sol, breaking his bow in the process. Giving a regular punch to knock the archer unconscious, Sol returned his focus to Brock and the knife wielding bandit.

“Leave, you can't win.”

“You're just a fast rat, get him, Isaac.”

The knife bandit, Isaac, sprinted forward much faster than before, and Brock used [Charge] to accelerate as well.

Seeing both run at him, Sol moved his empty hand towards Isaac and cast a spell.

“Gather and slash forward, [Wind Cutter]!”

A blade of wind flew out and cut into Isaac’s leg, making him fall to the ground.

Brock charged past Isaac, getting close enough to attack, and used [Fell Cleave] on Sol.

Deciding that parry might not work on such a strong attack, Sol decided to meet it with his strongest sword skill and used [Cross Slash].

As the heavy axe met Sol's sword, sparks flew, and the weapons bounced off each other.

“How?! That skill more than doubles my damage!”

‘The combined effect of [Intermediate Swordsmanship] and [Cross Slash] increases my damage by almost 300%.’

Brock didn’t use [Fell Cleave] again, likely because it was on cooldown. Sadly, Sol couldn't verify that as his [Analysis] skill was not high enough.

Using his massive speed advantage, Sol attacked his limbs to neutralize him. After a few basic attacks, Brock couldn't fight anymore and dropped his axe, too weak to wield it.

Sol took a moment to look around at the scene of the brawl. The bandit swordsman was still knocked out, with his body leaning against a tree. The bandit archer was sprawled on the ground, with a broken bow by his side. Isaac was awake but reeling in pain from his legs. Brock was kneeling on the ground, out of energy, with a defeated expression.

“I guess this is where it ends. I guess you were right, Isaac. Should have gone for the carriage.”

“Nah boss, who could have guessed this would happen.”

With both bandits talking as if they had already died, Sol felt a bit awkward and interrupted.

“Umm, I'm not killing you guys.”

“Huh?”

“You're not?”

“Uhh, no. I was just going to take you to the city and turn you in.”

Both bandits looked at each other in disbelief. Brock then shook his head at Sol.

“Kid, I would rather you kill me now.”

“What? I don't recall hitting you in the head.”

The thought, ‘How naive is this kid?’ ran through Brock's mind.

“Listen, it doesn't matter if you kill me now or turn me in to the city, as the outcome will be the same. If the guards don't execute me on the spot, I will be jailed, and if lucky, I will be sent to the mines to work until I die. At worst, we will be killed at a later date. There is no good outcome for us.”

“I see…”

“If you understand, then it would be a mercy to kill us now rather than send us there. That or let us go.”

Sol was conflicted. He understood the truth, and the “good” solution would be to kill the bandits and move on. He would even gain benefits from doing so by using [Siphon]. But Sol couldn't muster the resolve to kill another human, he had never done it before. Sol had at most seen dead bodies of adventurers who died against wolves or other monsters but this was a step too far.

If he didn’t kill them and let them go, it was very likely the bandits would keep attacking others on the road. It’s not like they can retire, move to the city, and live a simple life.

There was still the option to turn them in to the city, but that would simply be taking the burden of killing them off him. The bandits would still die in the end, and that didn't sit well with Sol.

Contemplating for a long while, the bandits awaited his decision.

“Let me ask you something, why did you become a bandit?”

“...We all have different reasons. I used to be an adventurer, but a quest went awry, and a noble died. Since my party couldn’t even catch the killer, the noble’s family directed their anger toward us. I was the only one of my party to survive. Didn't have anywhere to go, had to make money somehow. One thing led to another, and… well, here we are.”

“In Isaac’s case, while he can be annoying at times…”

“Hey! What does that have to do with why I became a bandit?”

“Heh. Isaac is your average alley kid, used his [Quick Hands] talent to pickpocket. Got caught, but luckily escaped and joined our group. Very few choose to be bandits; it's simply the hand they were dealt.”

“I see, I think I know what to do.”

Sol then backed away from Brock as he moved to where he had dropped his backpack. He picked it back up and began to walk away.

“Wait. You're actually going to let us go?”

“Yeah. It might be something I regret in the future, but right now it feels right.”

In shock at being given a second chance, Brock warned Sol.

“Kid, you're naive as hell. Even if most didn't choose to become outlaws, we have all committed sins. We will likely go back to robbing others. Acting like that will eventually bite you in the ass.”

Brock didn't know why he was trying to give justification to Sol to kill them. Unknowingly to Brock, Sol reminded him of himself when he was younger and that made him want to warn him, to prevent Sol from repeating the same mistakes.

“Maybe so, but I hope you take this opportunity to change your future. How long do you plan to keep robbing others? Eventually, you will encounter another strong person like me and die at their hands instead. But I believe you can do better. You did not get a choice to become a bandit, but now is your chance to change that. Once I leave, you have a choice; you can choose to go back to banditry, or you can choose to do better. You can choose to do something that you truly want to do.”

Having no response to his rebuttal, Brock was silenced.

“What I want to do… I see… In that case, I thank you for this chance.”

Sol waved as he walked away, hoping this was the right choice.

            

    
        Chapter 14: There is Always a Choice

    
    
    
    
                After Sol left the bandits, Brock gathered them all and retreated back to their base. Their base was located deep within the forest inside an abandoned mine. The mine itself was very small, initially believed to have gold but instead had a similar-looking ore called pyrite, better known as fool’s gold. The mine was then quickly abandoned and later discovered by bandits, making it their home.

Inside, a stench of alcohol lingered in the air as five men lounged around a makeshift table, drinking.

Upon seeing Brock, one of the men waved him over.

“Hey Boss! Got anything good today?”

Brock, still in deep thought over Sol’s words, didn’t respond to their question. Isaac spoke up instead.

“Man, we got messed up today. We found this guy who we thought was an easy mark, but he completely whooped our butts. Luckily, he was an idiot and let us go, ain't that right, boss?”

Still unresponsive, the bandits grew a bit worried, and Isaac nudged his shoulder.

“Boss, are you good?”

“Uhh, yeah. I'm gonna go lie down in my room; it's been a long day.”

Brock then left the men and headed towards his room, lying on his bed. From his bed, he looked around his room and saw the state it was in. Originally the storage room of the mine, it was rather spacious and sparsely decorated with wooden furniture. The only two things of note in this room were the desk with letters sent between other bandit groups and black market merchants and a rather big chest full of “spoils of war.”

‘What's the point of all this money if I can only use it in the black market? They upcharge the prices and only sell me things like weapons and crappy furniture. What's the point? At first, I became a bandit because I had nowhere to go, but is that true now?’

The amount of money he had was more than enough to sustain a whole family for an entire year, but here it was rotting away. Wondering if this was all his life would amount to, he started to wish for something better. It might be too late to be an adventurer, but that wasn't the only option.

‘I can leave, go to another city, or even leave the kingdom. The Holy Kingdom of Delvania is a bit away, but it's doable. I can start from scratch.’

With newfound determination, Brock decided to break the news to his men.

“Boss, you’re leaving? Why?”

“That kid gave me a lot to think about, and I realized he was right. I may not have chosen to become a bandit, but that doesn't mean I have to stay as one. I don't want to be hunted by the law every day, nor do I want to die stealing gold.”

The bandits, hearing his declaration, were speechless. They didn't know what to say, whether to encourage or dissuade him from leaving.

After a moment of silence, one of the men asked a question.

“Where will you go?”

“Delvania. While I can't become an adventurer, as I have probably been blacklisted, I can apply as a guard with my skills or something else. I am not totally sure yet. What I am sure of is that it will be on my terms.”

Seeing the resolute expression, they knew they couldn’t persuade him to stay, and his words even affected some of them as well. Some of them, though, believed Brock was making a mistake. They believed that what they had going on right now was a pretty sweet deal. No responsibilities, a lot of money, booze, and some even liked playing with their captives.

Brock, having led these men for years, knew what each of them was thinking. He then decided to give them all two options.

“Boys, I'm old, but I still want to live however many years I have left how I want to. You all, on the other hand, are still young, you have your entire life ahead of you; why waste it here? If you wish to come with me to Delvania, feel free to join me; let's turn over a new leaf.”

The bandits were stunned at his proposal, to just up and leave the kingdom. It was a big decision. After 30 minutes, half of the bandits decided to join Brock; the other half decided to stay. Of those who chose to stay, Isaac was included. He didn't believe he was fit for society with a talent like [Quick Hands], which he only believed was good for daggers and stealing.

With that, the bandit group officially disbanded, with half leaving the next day hoping for a better future while the other half simply joined another bandit group, continuing the vicious cycle.

…

While a certain bandit group was making a big decision, Sol arrived at Kerman city, surrounded by a 10-meter high stone wall.

‘Woah, this completely overshadows the wall back in Initium. That one was only 3 meters.’

Upon getting closer to the city, he saw the gate with a small line of only 5 groups entering. Queuing up as well, the line moved quickly and was eventually facing a guard. The guard appeared very bored but proceeded with his job.

“Identification?”

Sol then showed his adventurer's card, silently hoping they didn’t figure out it’s a fake.

“Alright, 5 copper.”

“Huh, there's a fee?”

“What did you think? All visitors need to pay to enter the city.”

Opening his backpack to find his money, Sol sighed in relief to find out he had enough and paid the guard. The guard confirmed the money and responded monotonously.

“Pass on in.”

After encountering a man who clearly didn't enjoy his job, Sol entered Kerman city and looked around. He saw a big cobblestone road wide enough to fit two carriages that stretched all the way into the heart of the city. On the sides, there were buildings of all kinds, and from the distance, he saw two incredibly tall towers which he believed were mage towers.

‘Finally, I made it.’

            

    
        Chapter 15: Kerman City

    
    
    
    
                Making it to the city, Sol was a bit overwhelmed and didn't know where to go at first but quickly decided to simply head to the Adventurers Guild. After asking around for directions, he quickly made his way and arrived at the building.

The Adventurers Guild of Kerman was much grander than the one in Initium. Instead of wood, the building was made from bricks, and it was almost double the size, reaching four stories tall. Sol almost missed the place until he saw the sword, cane, and shield emblem that represented the Adventurers Guild.

Walking inside, Sol saw multiple receptions attending the adventurers and noticed that some lines were ridiculously long.

‘Why is everyone lining up over there? There are 3 other lines with almost no people.’

Peeking at the front of the line out of curiosity, Sol noticed that all the long lines had a beautiful receptionist attending them. Understanding the reason why those lines were long, Sol chuckled as he made his way to a male receptionist who looked bored as he waited for someone to approach.

Seeing Sol approach, the male straightened himself as he smiled at him. Now standing straight, Sol saw the receptionist’s name tag which read: Trevor.

“Welcome! What can I help you with?”

“Hey, I want to turn in a quest.”

Sol handed over the quest papers, and Trevor checked over the details.

“Oh wow, that was fast. We just put that quest up on the board. Did you accept this somewhere else?”

“Yeah, I was planning to stay in this city for a while and I took this quest on the way.”

“I see, it also says here that you encountered a variant kobold? Did you obtain any proof?”

“No, was I supposed to?”

Trevor nodded his head.

“While you can still complete the quest, encountering a variant could raise the grade of the quest, giving you more points to rank up. Just cutting off a piece of their body like an ear or finger would be enough as we have people who can use [Analysis] and identify the level and type of creature.”

‘Ah, that's unfortunate, I completely forgot about that as it almost never happens.’

“Welp, if there is a next time, I will make sure to bring proof.”

“Sorry, man. Here is the reward for the quest.”

Sol then received the 5 silver reward and pocketed it, but before leaving, asked Trevor a question.

“I plan to stay here for a while. Do you know any good places to stay?”

“There is a good inn called The Rusty Bed. Don't let the name fool you; the owner has a bad sense of humor. It's pretty cheap, only being 50 copper a night, breakfast included, and they always have rooms available.”

Not knowing how to react to that name, Sol simply nodded his head.

“... Alright, I'll trust you on that.”

“You won't regret it.”

Sol then said his farewells and left the guild building and looked at the sun nearing the horizon.

‘I will come check the quests available tomorrow. It's already late, so I should head to the inn.’

Arriving at The Rusty Bed, Sol saw a normal inn in most aspects. Besides the name that stands out, the other thing of note is that on the signboard instead of a normal picture of a bed, it is instead a bed with a leg broken being tilted to the side.

‘Ok, that's a bit funny.’

Entering the inn, Sol saw a wide room with tables scattered around and a stage on the far end. Near the entrance is a counter attended by a middle-aged woman.

“Hello dear, welcome to The Rusty Bed.”

“Hi, do you have any rooms available?”

“Yes, of course! How many nights would you be staying?”

While Sol plans to stay in the city for a while, he doesn't have enough money to stay for a long time.

“For now, four nights. Would it be possible to extend my stay later?”

She nods, “You can extend your stay however long you want; just let us know and pay the nights.”

Sol then handed over 2 silver and received a key.

“Your room is the 3rd door on the right. Breakfast is at any time before noon; just let us know, and we will whip something up for you. Also, every Friday is open stage night, feel free to come and enjoy the shows.”

“Sure, I'll go if I have time.”

Sol then went to his room. Upon entering, he found it was actually much nicer than his actual home back in Initium. Although the room is the same size, the furniture is much nicer, and there is even a table with 4 chairs. Leaving his backpack on the table, Sol threw himself onto the bed and enjoyed the soft mattress.

‘With this, I truly begin my adventure. Currently, I am too weak to really make an impact, so I should focus on getting stronger first. Tomorrow I will head over to the guild and see what quests I can take.’

The next day, Sol woke up early in the morning and ate the breakfast provided by the inn. He then made his way over to the guild.

Going to the E rank quest board, Sol looked at his options.

‘Find Frost Thistles… obtain Moonlight Water… rescue a missing cat?’

Looking through the E rank quest, almost all of them involve no combat and are mostly gathering type quests. Only three quests involve any sort of fighting.

‘Slay Goblins, Pest Control: Giant Termite, Gather Wolf Teeth. These are the only quests I can take that involve combat. In other words, it's the only quest that will raise my skill and experience.’

While Sol has siphoned skills off his enemies, he can’t actually level them up himself. For example, Sol’s [Intermediate Swordsmanship] level will take years of dedicated training to level up once, unlike someone who has the talent [Sword] who can reliably increase its level from training. The only skills Sol is actually able to level by training are [Siphon] and [Analysis]. So to keep improving, he must take on quests that allow him to use [Siphon] to gain and increase the level of his skills.

‘Speaking of which I need to use [Analysis] more. While [Siphon] has leveled up, I have barely used [Analysis] unless I'm in combat. I should use it whenever I can.’

Sol then realizes that he hasn't even inspected his “new” sword either and quickly checks its details.

Iron Sword 
Common

Attack: 15-20 
Durability: 250/275

‘It's still better than my old sword.’

Bringing his attention back to the quests, Sol decides to take all three of the fighting ones and in addition to that, he took every quest related to herbs.

‘While I'm outside I can use [Foraging] to find the herbs easily while looking for enemies. Completing so many quests will rank me up faster so I can take on better quests.’

Taking the small bundle of papers, Sol went to the reception area to accept those quests. Finding Trevor’s counter empty again, he went to him.

“Hey! Did you stay at The Rusty Bed?”

“Yeah, you were right. It was surprisingly good.”

Trevor nodded his head in agreement.

“So what can I help you with?”

“I planned to accept these quests.”

“Sure, let me just see them real qui- woah man! Why so many?”

“Well, I planned to complete the gathering ones while I searched for the goblins, termites, and wolves.”

“Do you have [Foraging] or something?”

“Yeah.”

“Ah, that makes sense then. Alright, I will process it. Just give me one moment.”

Sol was then given a single paper with the information of all his accepted quests.

“Alright, with that, you should be able to leave the city, and the guards won't charge you for it.”

“Thank you, Trevor.”

“Just doing my job. Stay safe out there, Sol.”

Parting ways with Trevor, Sol then made his way out of the city to begin his mass quest spree.
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                As the ranks of the quests were all E-rank, Sol did not have a hard time completing them. When he found the targets of the quests, he could kill them in a single attack. The only problem he faced was taking too much time finding the enemies to kill for his quest, but when he did, they were killed easily. On the bright side, it gave him a lot of time to use [Foraging], finding all the herbs to turn in all his gathering quests; some could even be turned in twice with the amount he found.

[Foraging] Lv 7: Ability to find food, herbs, and other wild plants. Range of detection: 7 meters.

For every level up, it increased the range he could detect, and combining it with [Analysis], he quickly found all he needed.

Sol would have gathered more, but his backpack was already full to the brim, and trying to stuff any more would crush them.

While he was done with the gathering quests, it took Sol 3 more hours to complete the monster slaying quests.

As an additional benefit from using [Siphon], he gained a few new skills, mostly thanks to the goblins.

[Basic Bowmanship] Lv 2: Increase damage with Bows by 10%.

[Sprint] Lv 2: Temporarily increase base movement speed by 10%. Duration: 10 seconds. Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Surprisingly, the giant termite gave Sol a good skill.

[Harden] Lv 4: Hardens the user's skin, increasing defense by 20. Duration: 40 seconds. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

‘When active, it will be the same as wearing leather armor.’

Defense is a stat that is commonly seen in armor, with a full common leather set usually providing around 20 to 25 defense. Sol sadly has never been able to buy armor as it is expensive, and he never had the funds to spend on what he used to consider a luxury.

In addition to gaining new skills, he has leveled up old ones too. Repeated use of [Analysis] has brought it up to level 2, increasing its potency. At higher levels, [Analysis] allows seeing through higher-leveled beings, penetrating through skills like [Block Perception], and can even be used on equipment other people are actively using. Usually, one must be holding the item to see its details.

From the skills he has siphoned, [Leap] and [Agility Up] leveled up once, but sadly the number of wolves he killed was not enough to raise [Cross Slash].

“All in all, the gains from this one trip are great. If I do this a few more times, I should also be able to rank up.”

Sol then made his way back to the guild to turn in the quests, once again seeing Trevor alone while the lines for three beautiful receptionists have at least 15 people in each of them. At this point, Sol feels that it has to be more than just their beauty, right? Even women line up for their line instead of other shorter ones.

“Hey Trevor, I'm back. I have been meaning to ask, but why are most people lining up at their lines? It can't be just because they are beautiful.”

“Well, that may be the reason for some of them, but the majority line up for their talents.”

“What talents do they have?”

“They all have the [Nurturer] talent.”

“All three of them have the talent? Isn't [Nurturer] a rare talent?”

Rare talents are talents people unlock at level 3. While talents are not officially ranked by the system, people have implemented the same ranking of items to them as it seemed appropriate. Level 2 talents are common, level 3 is rare, level 4 is unique, and level 5 is legendary. This does not necessarily mean that higher-ranked talents equal more powerful, but generally are considered better by most.

The [Nurturer] talent is especially rare even for its level as it gives them the talent skill [Nurture]. The skill increases the growth of skills and makes them level up much faster. There are only two downsides: the first being that it will eventually run out, having to be reapplied every 24 hours and the other that it has a level cap on who it can be applied to. As the skill level increases, the growth percentage rises, and it increases the level cap.

“Yeah, our guild branch really lucked out in discovering those three; currently, they can give their buffs up to level 50 people.”

‘Wow, that's insane, I am a little tempted to line up now as well, but it would not do much for me.’

As Sol’s talent only makes leveling [Siphon] and [Analysis] possible there is no real reason to gain the buff. Instead of lining up, he could spend it spamming [Analysis] or using [Siphon] the dead.

Trevor then asks Sol with resignation.

“Do you plan to line up as well?”

“I thought about it, but no, I don't think it would be worth it for me.”

Hearing that, Trevor gets really excited.

“Really?! I'm glad!”

“Huh? Why?”

“Well, it's because I rarely get to do anything whenever it's their shift. So I just spend it doing nothing. While at first I was fine with getting paid to just sit here, eventually, it just became so boring that I started to hate it.”

“Damn, sorry to hear that, man.”

“It’s okay, luckily a few people still come to my counter. Speaking of which, how can I help you?”

“Oh yeah. I plan to turn in my quests.”

“Okay, which ones?”

Sol then presents his backpack full of herbs,

wolf teeth, goblin ears, and termite antennae to Trevor.

“All of them.”

“Woah, you really went all out. Are you past level 10?”

Sol nodded.

“Ah, I see, well, let me get this processed real quick.”

After verifying the parts and counting them, Sol in total completed all 23 quests and 6 repeat completions.

“Alright, the total reward is 78 silver and puts you one fourth of the way over to D-rank.”

Sol received the reward and asked Trevor.

“Really? So I just need to do three more rounds of these quests and I rank up?”

“Yep, soon you'll be able to take better and more lucrative quests.”

“Sounds great! I'll see if I can rank up in the next few days then. Thanks, Trevor.”

“No problem, Sol.”

Leaving the Adventurers Guild, Sol then grabbed something to eat before heading back to The Rusty Bed to rest for the night.

            

    
        Chapter 17: A Mistake

    
    
    
    
                Sol spent the next 3 days repeating the quests. He took the chance to buy a bigger backpack to store more items to bring back as well. Overall, his gains from doing these E-Rank quests had already surpassed what Sol used to gain in a year back in Initium. Granted, he only took one quest, and it was to just leave the town; he still was amazed by how much money he was making.

Currently, Sol was on his fourth trip doing the quests, making this the last one he needed to rank up. Normally, it would take a normal E-Rank adventurer at least a month to produce these results, but by making use of a single skill for gathering herbs, it created outstanding results.

In addition to that, thanks to [Siphon], Sol was able to level up [Leap] and [Strength Up] by one, [Harden] and [Sprint] by two, and [Analysis] by one from repeated usage.

Halfway through the day, he was traveling through the forest, with a better grasp of the layout, he knew the better spots to search for his quest targets.

“All I am missing from the monster quests is the termites; I always find them near the road to the city.”

Making his way to the road he initially took when he arrived at Kerman, he heard the sounds of fighting. At first, it didn't surprise Sol as he had encountered other individuals and parties hunting in these woods, but it sounded like it came from the road. Finding it odd, he went to investigate.

Upon arriving Sol saw a carriage being attacked by bandits. 6 guards were defending against 14 bandits, and the guards were losing ground. Sol was about to leap in to help the guards until he was shocked at who the bandits were. He recognized two of them from when he was attacked on his way to Kerman city.

‘No… I let them go, and they really just went back to stealing. Was I wrong? Should I not have let them go?’

Hundreds of thoughts raced through his mind as he felt regret from his actions. He truly thought he might have convinced them to strive for a better future, but seeing them still in their ways, Sol was stunned.

The fight did not wait for Sol as eventually, one of the guards was struck down by the dagger-wielding bandit Isaac. Seeing this brought Sol back to reality.

‘Now is not the time! I need to help them, and I can't hold back!’

Sol then used [Sprint] as he dashed into the fray, using [Leap] to quickly approach and slash down with his sword at the nearest enemy, killing him instantly.

The bandits were surprised but kept fighting as it wasn't the first time someone intervened in their robbery. The guards, on the other hand, were elated at the reinforcements and fought with more vigor.

Blocking out the fact he just killed another human, he focused on the fact he was saving others.

“Make the wind move in my favor, [Tailwind]!”

Casting a spell to move even faster, Sol dashed between the bandits, slashing at them with a force he didn't know he had, killing most bandits in one hit. Those who survived the initial attack were quickly met with a second, sealing their fate.

Seeing his friends die to Sol, a bandit screamed at their leader.

“This guy is too strong! We gotta get out of here!”

Isaac, who was focused on fighting the guards, turned to look at who was interfering with them and was shocked upon seeing Sol.

“Fuck! It's you!”

Seeing three more bandits fall to his blade within seconds, Isaac started running away.

‘Shit! He isn't holding back this time! I need to hide!’

Before he could get very far, Sol chanted from a distance.

“Burn my foe to cinders, [Fireball]!”

From Sol's extended hand, a ball of fire a meter wide launched towards Isaac. He tried to dodge out of the way but was still hit by half of the sphere, burning his body.

“AHHH! IT BURNS!”

Still living after the blast, Isaac was left rolling on the floor in pain. Seeing that he was out of commission for now, Sol focused his attention back to the bandits still fighting, wanting to prevent any more innocent deaths that he caused.

Making quick work of the remaining bandits, the carriage and the people were finally safe.

Knowing the area was now safe, a chubby middle-aged man walked out of the carriage and introduced himself.

“Thank you for saving us! My name is Hughbert, a merchant of the Stellar Trading Company. While I thank you on behalf of the company for saving my merchandise, I truly wish to thank you for saving my son and daughter. Come out, children, and say thank you.”

Out from the carriage, two little heads peeked out, still a little shook from the encounter. Both were still children looking around 10 to 12 years old.

The little girl spoke out first.

“Thank you!”

“Yeah! Thank you, mister!”

Hearing the word mister, Sol cringed a bit as he wasn't even 20 yet.

“I'm sorry I couldn't come sooner.”

The guilt from letting the bandits go still weighed heavily on his mind.

“Nonsense! If it weren't for you, those bandits would have killed us.”

Being reminded of the bandits, Sol turned to look at the scene of the fight with bodies of the dozen bandits dead on the ground. The fact he killed them all made Sol feel nauseous.

“Speaking of which, young man. What do you plan to do with them?”

“Pardon?”

“The bodies. You basically killed them all on your own, so I say you earned it. Do you want us to help you take them back to the city for the reward?”

Not having dealt with bandits before, as Initium was lucky to rarely have bandits, Sol was unaware that bandits could be turned in for a bounty. The reward itself could be considered very generous to the point people have dedicated themselves to doing it for a living, commonly known as bounty hunters.

“No, it's okay. I just need a moment.”

Seeing the look on his face, Hughbert started to understand this may have been his first kill.

“I see, young man, I have an offer for you.”
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                “Hmm?”

“If you don't wish to take them to the city, that's fine, but they still need to be buried or incinerated to prevent them from rising as zombies and attacking others. We can bury them for you, but in return, I ask you to allow me to take their weapons and armor as those can still be sold. Of course, you will be fairly compensated. How does 50 gold sound?”

The guards were shocked at the offer. Not at the burying of the bodies but at the gold he offered. Fifty for a few used weapons and armor? That amount could get someone 2 rare-ranked items. Could it be as thanks for saving their lives? Out of professionalism, none of the guards spoke up.

Sol, on the other hand, thought a bit negatively of the merchant for exploiting the dead. But not wanting to leave the bodies out to rot or even worse, rise back as undead, he decided to accept his offer. Little did Sol know that Hughbert gave these terms on purpose to ease the burden of his first kill.

“Great! Here is 50 gold.”

Sol accepted the money silently and watched as the guards stripped the bandits of their gear one by one and took them to one side of the road. It was done quickly and efficiently like they had done this many times before.

As he watched the guards move the bodies, a thought crept up from the back of his mind.

‘I should [Siphon] the bodies.’

He was stuck in a predicament. While he knew he needed to use [Siphon] to grow stronger, more specifically use it on humans who had more skills and variety, he couldn't bring himself to profit off their deaths. He went back and forth between siphoning and not until he realized something.

‘I have already done it once before and I need to do it more to become stronger. If I hold myself back, I will never achieve anything.’

With shaky resolve, Sol went and siphoned the skills off all the bodies. Since it had no visual effects when using [Siphon], it just looked like he was walking and seeing everybody one by one as if inspecting the people he killed. Seeing this, Hughbert shook his head and sighed, thinking Sol was feeling regretful for killing a bandit.

Eventually, they arrived at the body of Isaac and noticed he was still alive, breathing irregularly with burn marks covering half of his body.

“This one is still alive, Sir Hughbert. Should I finish him?”

Giving a glance at Sol, Hughbert looked back at the guard and nodded.

Sol winced as the guard's sword stabbed into Isaac's chest quickly ending his life.

“Young man, this may be hard to watch, but we cannot show mercy to these people. If we let them go, they will go on to attack others.”

Sol nodded his head as he understood exactly what Hughbert was saying. After all, he just experienced it first hand what would happen if he let them go. Sol then looked at the guard’s lifeless body being placed in the carriage and hardened his resolve.

‘Never again. I will not let this happen ever again.’

Once all the bodies were buried, Hughbert started preparing to move. He then saw Sol looking at the dirt mounds and decided to help him out.

“Young man, would you like to join us heading back to the city?”

Snapping Sol back to reality, he responded to the merchant.

“Yes, thank you.”

Sitting inside the carriage on the way back to the city, the children kept pestering Sol.

“It was so cool! The way you ran so fast between them, ending in a single hit!” The boy then mimicked sword slashes with whooshing sounds.

Sol denied it, “It wasn't that impressive.”

“Yes, it was! And then when one was getting away, you made that big ball of fire! It flew so fast and took him out!”

Sol throughout the ride back was being constantly praised by the children who saw him fight, and at some point during the trip back, he started playing with them and laughing. Upon seeing this, Hughbert smiled and gave himself a pat on the back.

‘The boy’s dark thoughts seem to have been pushed away for now.’

On reaching the city, they decided to part ways. The children said their thanks again, and Hughbert had a quick chat with Sol.

“It's been nice meeting you Sol. Remember to come visit my shop; I'll be sure to give you a great discount.”

“Haha sure, thank you, Hughbert. I'll be sure to stop by if I need anything.”

The store Hughbert managed was an exotic herbs shop under the flag of the Stellar Trading Company. He profited off importing herbs that didn't grow in the kingdom from the neighboring territories. Because it involved crossing borders, it was way more lucrative than simply moving goods within the kingdom. The downside was it was much more dangerous. Many apothecaries and alchemists frequented his store as his merchandise was one of the most varied in the city.

Parting ways with the group, Sol was feeling much better and headed straight for the guild. Like usual, he went straight to Trevor’s counter and turned in the quest items.

“32 E-Rank quests complete for a total of 1 gold and 6 silver. Congrats Sol! With that, you have officially ranked up to D-Rank!”

“Phew, I was worried for a second as I didn't get to finish them all today.”

Trevor shook his head.

“You were just shy of ranking up, so even 10 more would have done it. Hand over your adventurers card and I'll change it to your new rank.”

Handing over the card, Trevor went away to process his new rank. While Sol was mentally exhausted after today's events he couldn't help but feel a little excited to finally reach his first milestone. It didn't take long for Trevor to come back and present to him his new card.

Looking much better than his previous bronze card, this one was made of iron instead. The status information on the card did not change except for the rank stating D instead of E.

‘With this I can now take on better quests; I should go check on the D-Rank board tomorrow and see if any quests stand out.’

Thanking Trevor for his help, Sol made his way back to The Rusty Bed to sleep and recover.
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                Next day, Sol felt much better and, with renewed energy, headed over to the Adventurers Guild to check out the new quests.

Looking through the available quests, Sol noted that they were generally meant for adventurers who were around level 15 to 25. While he was within that range, he felt that the difficulty increase didn't go up by much, but the real issue came with the time it took to complete them. Some required clearing out encampments, others obtaining items from dungeons, and a few were to hunt down bosses or variants.

‘Overall, these quests look rather easy, but that's because of my current status, which is much stronger than the average D-Rank.’

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner]Level: 25 
Exp: 14,430/35,000

HP: 400MP: 100
Str: 40 (+10)Vit: 30 (+10)
Agi: 30 (+10)Int: 10
Wis: 10

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 2, [Analysis] Lv 3

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 3, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 3, [Silent Steps] Lv 5, [Parry] Lv 5, [Quick Cast] Lv 4, [Agility Up] Lv 2, [Foraging] Lv 7, [Basic Throwing] Lv 6, [Basic Unarmed Mastery] Lv 3, [Strength Up] Lv 2, [Basic Bowmanship] Lv 4, [Basic Axemanship] Lv 4, [Iron Stomach] Lv 2, [Tracking] Lv 5, [Vitality Up] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 1, [Leap] Lv 8, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 2, [Sprint] Lv 5, [Harden] Lv 6, [Power Shot] Lv 2, [Concealment] Lv 3, [Wide Swing] Lv 4


‘Sadly, I cannot take the rank-up test to skip this, as they will also check my status page to confirm if I qualify. On the bright side, the number of quests needed to rank up from D-Rank is much less than E-Rank because the quests take longer to complete. I can also take on dungeons, but currently, I don't need to level up; I need to rank up and gain more skills.’

Starting at D-Rank, adventurers' combat capabilities were proven enough that they could challenge dungeons. These dungeons were created by the God of Transformation, Proteus, by using the raging mana in the atmosphere and focusing it into one location. The end result was dungeons, semi-sentient creations that produced monsters and traps. These places, while dangerous, were perfect for people to level up. They just had to be careful not to be killed and consumed by the dungeon.

After looking through all the options for a while, Sol eventually decided to take the Goblin Camp Extermination quest. His reasoning was that goblins are humanoids and tend to use weapons, so their skills would be related to them, and it would be more beneficial to Sol to [Siphon] those than clearing out another monster nest. In addition to that, the quest stated that the group was led by a goblin shaman, and Sol hoped to obtain its magic skills from them.

After accepting the quest, Sol headed out, and before leaving to the location, he decided it was best to spend some money buying armor and a new weapon. Even if it was an easy quest killing goblins, it was better to be safe than sorry.

Stopping by an armor shop, Sol outfitted himself with common leather armor, increasing his total defense by 25. Common rarity gear did not provide any skills or special traits, but it was relatively cheaper, only costing Sol 3 gold.

With the rest of the gold in Sol’s possession, he decided to spend it on acquiring a rare weapon and headed to a blacksmith to see their selection.

Overwhelmed by the number of weapons at first, Sol used [Analysis] on them all to find the best weapon that suits him. After going through them, he found two that stood out the most.

Warhawk’s Talon
Rare

Attack: 50-60
Durability: 750/750

Skills:
[Sharpness] Lv 4, [Penetration] Lv 4

Crystal Blade
Rare

Attack: 45-50
Durability: 600/600

Skill:
[Spell Focus] Lv 4, [Mana Regen] Lv 4

Warhawk’s Talon was focused on pure physical damage. The skill [Sharpness] increased damage by a further 40%, and [Penetration] ignored 20% of the enemy's defense. If Sol wielded this weapon, his damage would increase by more than double.

Crystal Blade, on the other hand, was created for swordsmen who could also use magic. [Spell Focus] increased magic damage by 40%, and [Mana Regen] increased the regeneration speed by 40%. This weapon would make magic much more viable to cast more during combat as he was currently only able to cast it once or twice.

After deliberating the options, Sol ended up buying Warhawk’s Talon. Sol’s current strength lay in his swordsmanship and physical skills. While magic has the potential to be incredibly useful, Sol doesn't have the current stats and skills to use it like a proper mage. He is lacking important skills that increase regen, empower spells, and doesn't even have [Intelligence Up] or [Wisdom Up].

The sword ended up costing him 32 gold, being one of the better rare-ranked weapons in the store. This left Sol with a little over 18 gold. Taking the chance to look around item stores for any interesting tools or items he could use, he ended up buying nothing. The only item he found he truly wanted was a rare space ring that had a pocket space that one could store whatever they wanted inside. Sadly, the cost of the cheapest 1-meter cube space ring started at 100 gold.

The only item of similar nature he could find with his budget was a porter’s backpack with a spatial enchantment cast on it. The weight of the backpack didn't change, but it could hold triple of what his old bag could hold. It only cost him 5 gold for the backpack, so Sol took the deal. With his newly increased carrying capacity, Sol went and bought a few more things he would need on the road and left to complete his first D-Rank Quest.
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                Deep in the forest outside of Kerman city existed a small encampment created by goblins. Originally spread throughout the forest, not posing much of a threat, they had gathered under the banner of a leader. Their leader was a goblin shaman who was believed to be around level 18.

‘Or at least that's what the description says.’

Sol was currently hiding in the branches of a tree, using the vantage point to look over the small encampment. The goblins were surprisingly decent at building simple structures, as their camp was surrounded by a fence with tall trees being used as lookout towers. Inside the camp, Sol saw a few simple huts and one which was twice the size of the others.

‘That one should be the shaman’s.’

While Sol could burst into the camp, killing all goblins on the side, he learned from his previous experience with the kobolds to never underestimate a quest. Things could always go sideways with unexpected variables, so he planned to watch the camp until he saw the shaman and used [Analysis] on him.

Name: WerbleRace: Goblin
Talents: [Water Affinity], [Rituals]
Level: 19

HP: 150MP: 350
Str: 10Vit: 15
Agi: 20Int: 25
Wis: 30 (+5)

Talent Skills:
[Aqua’s Protection] Lv 3, [Healing Ritual] Lv 1

Passive Skills:
[Quick Cast] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regen] Lv 3, [Leadership] Lv 1, [Wisdom Up] Lv 1

Active Skills:
[Basic Water Magic] Lv 6, [Basic Rituals] Lv 2

‘It’s not strong; if I can surprise attack it before it can cast any spells, it will die in one hit.’

Looking around for the best area to sneak in, Sol made his way through the back of the camp with [Silent Steps].

‘Once I take out the shaman, all the other goblins will be lightwork.’

Sneaking through the back of the encampment, Sol tried to do it as quietly as possible, but there were moments he had to silence goblins who were in the way. The most problematic goblin was one who was up in a tree keeping lookout. Sol had to use [Basic Throwing] to throw a rock to knock it down from the tree and [Sprint] to run up and quickly finish him off.

‘I should buy something to deal damage from a distance; I don't want to make noise casting spells. Maybe knives or a bow would work.’

After quickly using [Siphon], Sol proceeded to sneak into the largest hut. He saw no one was currently inside and looked for a good hiding spot. With a lack of furniture, it made it hard to find a good place to hide. Luckily while looking around, Sol noticed the roof of the hut had a support beam he could fit in if he squeezed himself.

Getting up the beam, Sol got in position. All that was left was to wait until the shaman decided to go back to his home to rest. Unfortunately for Sol, after waiting for over an hour, he regretted choosing this spot.

‘Damn, this is way more uncomfortable than I thought.’

Having to stay there for an extended period, his body got a sore, but luckily not long after thinking that, a figure made its way into the hut. It was the goblin shaman; it walked towards one of the fur rugs on the ground and lifted it, seemingly looking for something.

‘This is my chance!’

Dropping from the support, Sol fell on the shaman and with a sword in hand used [Cross Slash].

“Gree?!”

Against Sol’s expectations, the shaman survived. The moment his sword was about to end the shaman, a veil of water protected him at the last moment and shattered. Not too surprised since Sol saw his status beforehand, he immediately followed up with another [Cross Slash].

You have slain a Lv 19 Goblin! Gained 300 Exp.

Confirming its death, Sol then left to clear out the rest of the camp. The sounds of goblins dying filled the air for the next half hour.

“Heuman!”

“Arghh!”

“Ree!”

Eventually, Sol cleared them all, and silence returned to the forest. After sheathing his sword, Sol wiped his brow.

“Phew, that was pretty easy. They didn't know what to do once I killed their leader.”

Once done, he then proceeded to use [Siphon] on all the bodies. There were almost a hundred goblins in the camp, and likely because of having a leader to guide them, the quality of skill was higher than random goblins in the forest.

Many skills leveled up, but the two most important that leveled up were [Intermediate Swordsmanship] and [Siphon].

[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 4: Increases sword damage by 140%.

[Siphon] Lv 3: Siphon 2 skills from dead beings. Increased efficiency, lowers the longer they are dead.

‘It took much longer to raise my swordsmanship by only siphoning the basic version of the skill. If I am correct, the amount needed to increase its level by one takes 10 times more effort. Siphon also changed, but sadly it didn't increase the number of skills, though it seems I am no longer limited by the time of death.’

Compared to the level 3 version of the skill, [Siphon] did not seem to have changed much, but it no longer required the bodies to be recent. Another thing that Sol almost missed was that it can be used on multiple bodies at a time. The bodies still needed to be close, around 10 meters, but it made siphoning bodies much faster and easier.

Once done with all the normal goblins, Sol made his way back to the hut of the goblin shaman and siphoned him too. Between the four options available, Sol decidedly chose [Basic Water Magic] for the first one, but the second one was a bit harder to choose. He didn't need [Quick Cast] as it wouldn’t be enough to level it up, but he was very curious at what [Basic Rituals] could do. In the end, he decided to pick a skill he is really lacking, which was [Increased Mana Regeneration], as it would allow him to use not only magic but skills that cost mana like [Cross Slash] more often.

Finished with the shaman, Sol was just about done with the camp but remembered the shaman looking for something in the hut before attacking him. Looking under the fur rug, he found a dug-out hole with a small box inside. Opening the box, he found a leather-bound book and a small idol. On reading the cover, Sol realized it is an introductory book on water magic. From the spells he learned from the shaman, it seemed they only got halfway through the book. If Sol wished to learn the rest of the spells, he would have to use [Siphon] on someone who knew the rest of the spells or start reading himself. Either option didn't bother Sol as he could study in his free time.

Regarding the small idol, Sol wasn't sure what to make of it. It looked like a goblin except much taller. It was wearing a crown and a cape, making it look rather regal for a goblin. Using [Analysis] on it just returned a bunch of question marks giving him no real answers. 

‘Maybe I need to level up [Analysis]?’

Until Sol leveled up [Analysis] he wouldn't know what it was meant to be, so for now, he put it away in his backpack.

Sol looked through the goblin camp one more time, trying to see if he missed anything of note. It was a wasted endeavor as Sol didn’t find anything else of interest, but that didn’t bother him. The book itself is already valuable as he can sell that for at least 20 gold, so he has no complaints.

Having nothing more to do here, Sol headed back to the city to turn in the quest.
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                Back at the guild, Sol turned in his quest to Trevor.

“Welcome back. How did it go?”

“Nothing much, really. These quests weren't too difficult for me.”

“Huh? That was one of the harder D-Rank quests, and you found it too easy?”

“Yeah, I took out the goblin shaman, then everyone else was light work.”

“Hmm… Have you considered taking the rank-up test? You clearly seem to be stronger than your current rank.”

Sol shook his head and said, “I did, but it really isn't an option for me.”

“Why?

“I don't want to update my status page.”

“That's fair. Most people want to keep such things a secret. There is another way to rank up fast, but it's a little riskier.”

“What is it?”

“Join the frontlines. Currently, Duke Ferdinand is recruiting any adventurer starting from D-Rank and up to join the frontline against the incoming invasion. If you outperform, the reward can go up accordingly.”

Because of the upcoming invasion of the Frostaxe Clan, a mass recruitment campaign had started.

“I see, it sounds like a good deal, but I don't think I can handle the chaos of a war.”

Trevor nodded and explained further.

“You don't need to actually fight; there are many roles one can take. They need all kinds of people to support the fighters. You can register as a healer, messenger, trackers, repairers, etc.”

‘Hmm, healers? I did learn a healing spell from [Basic Water Magic].’

“Can I register as a healer?”

“Yes, but I didn't know you can also heal. Your second talent must be special.”

“Haha… Yeah.”

“Alright, I can register you. In a week's time is when they believe the invasion will start, so you don't have to leave the fort yet. Till then, I recommend you visit the dungeon and increase your level. Anything can happen, and being a bit stronger can be the difference between life and death.”

“Mhm, you're right. Can I get more information on the dungeon?”

“Sure, the dungeon guide is 5 silver. Sorry, I would give it for free, but I don't want to get in trouble.”

“No worries, it's just 5 silver.”

Sol paid for the guide and put it away in his backpack to read later tonight.

“I also recommend you take some quests related to the dungeon before you go. Since you are heading inside, might as well make the most of it.”

Agreeing to his suggestion, Sol took on three quests that could be completed while delving into the dungeon. Finishing all he had to do for the day, he said his farewell to Trevor and headed back to the inn.

On the way to his room, he waved at Miriam, the middle-aged woman who co-manages the inn. After staying for a few nights, he talked with her and her husband, Harvey, on more than one occasion.

“Hello dear, are you coming to open stage night tonight?”

“Oh! I forgot it was today; I'll be sure to go.”

Making his way to his room, Sol spent the rest of the evening studying the guide to the dungeon.

After reviewing all the relevant information, Sol learned about the layout, monsters, traps, and items. He felt much more reassured to delve into the dungeon. By the time he was done, Sol heard music coming from downstairs and realized the event started and headed down.

At the first floor of The Rusty Bed, a lot of people mingled and ate food as others took turns going on stage to perform. There were no real rules on what to do on stage but to simply have fun. The majority of people sang, played music, or danced, but there were a few other performances. One did magic tricks, and someone else did real tricks with magic.

Sol found an empty table and ordered food while enjoying the environment. While waiting for his food, someone walked up and spoke to Sol.

“Hey, do you mind if we sit here?”

The man who asked was accompanied by two other men, all wearing the casual uniform of the army.

After sitting down, they ordered some food and made friendly conversation with Sol. As they drank more, the soldiers loosened up, and the conversation tilted into them letting out their complaints.

“Maaaan, we held them back a year ago and they're already back. Can’t we catch a break…”

“You said it, brother. I wish we could just take the fight to them.”

One soldier shook his head, “We would if we could, but they live up in those cold ass mountains. We would struggle bringing the whole army there, and the supplies needed would be insane.”

“At least we have the adventurers helping out,” one of the men sighed, then looked towards Sol and asked, “Speaking of which, you're an adventurer, right Sol? Are you going to join us in defending the border?”

Being suddenly brought into the conversation, Sol nodded his head.

“Yes, but not as a fighter. I will be healing the wounded.”

Hearing him say that made the soldiers happy.

One of them patted him on the back, “Hahaha! Glad to hear that! If I ever get wounded, I'll be sure to find you.”

Sol nodded, “Of course, I will make sure to heal you good as new.”

The other men also spoke up.

“Hahaha, we’ll hold you to it.”

Sol enjoyed the atmosphere, taking this chance to relax after working hard for the past few days. As the evening reached the end, one more person went up to the stage. It was Harvey himself, the other co-owner of The Rusty Bed. When people saw him going up on stage, some took this as the chance to leave as quickly as possible, confusing Sol.

One of the soldiers noticed Harvey walking up and spoke quickly, “Alright, time for us to go. I am already going to war; I don't want to suffer any more than I have to.”

‘Is it because of Harvey? Is he kicking us out?’

The group quickly left, leaving Sol at the table, and soon he understood why.

Harvey cleared his throat.

“How do you make holy water? You boil the hell out of it.”

‘Oh, no.’

“What does a zombie vegetarian eat? GRRRAAAIIINNNNS!”

‘No, no, no.’

“What do you call a fish with no eye? Fsh!”

‘It's so much worse than I thought.’

“What was the last thing grandpa said before he kicked the bucket? ‘How far do you think I can kick this bucket?’”

Unable to withstand any more jokes, Sol quickly escaped back to his room and prepared for his dungeon trip for tomorrow.
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                The next day, Sol made his way to the northern part of the city. Right outside of the city walls, a small mound jutted out of the ground with an entrance inside. That was the Osuga dungeon of the city. Almost every city had a dungeon within close proximity, as there were many benefits to doing so.

The first obvious one was the easily accessible leveling location, allowing many adventurers, guards, and anyone able to enter and grow stronger. The other one was the effect a dungeon had on the nearby area. A dungeon fed off ambient mana to sustain itself, calming the wild mana in the area. If there was no dungeon, the mana could keep gathering and eventually create natural disasters. From violent storms to creating elementals, it could cause a lot of damage.

This was why most cities were built near a dungeon, with the rank ranging from at least D-Rank to A-Rank. While there was one more dungeon rank above A which was S-Rank, almost no city was built next to them for the dangers they posed.

Not only was the risk of dungeon outbreaks higher, but higher ranks produced stronger monsters. At a certain point, the dungeons would begin to emit their own mana that could cause the surrounding environment to take similar properties as itself. A famous example was the A-Rank Atlantus dungeon, which was an underwater dungeon. When it ranked up to S-Rank after consuming the mana of many strong adventurers, it started to naturally terraform its surroundings, causing the nearby area to flood, sinking an entire city.

Learning from their mistakes, no nation dared to build their cities near high-ranked dungeons unless their properties were relatively tame. Some dungeons didn't have any special environments, and very rarely did they even have beneficial environments that positively affected their surroundings.

Arriving at the dungeon entrance, Sol saw it guarded by two soldiers. After verifying his rank, they allowed him through and gave him a friendly tip as well.

“Be sure not to go past floor 5. That's where C-Rank monsters start appearing.”

Already knowing this information from the guide, Sol nodded his head and ventured into the Osuga dungeon.

Once inside, Sol was surprised by what he saw. A wide expanse of cave systems, similar to what he saw in the kobold cave, but much larger. The passages to other rooms could even fit an entire carriage easily. The open areas and passages were illuminated by glowing rocks scattered throughout the ceiling of the dungeon.

"If I remember correctly, the enemy of this floor is rock beetles.’

It didn't take long to find one.

Race: Rock BeetleTalents: [Defensive]
Level: 5

HP: 140MP: 10
Str: 6Vit: 14
Agi: 3Int: 1
Wis: 1

Passive Skills:
[Scuttle] Lv 2, [Physical Resistance] Lv 1

Active Skills:
[Harden] Lv 1, [Bite] Lv 2

(A/N: Omitting blank sections of the status page for ease of reading)

The first floor only consisted of these beetles, an easy enemy for most people to take down. Sol made quick work of the beetle.

You have slain a Lv 5 Rock Beetle! Gained 30 Exp.

The moment the body touched the ground, it rapidly sunk into the ground and disappeared.

“This is why I thought it would be a bad idea to [Siphon] in this dungeon.”

The dungeon consumed all dead beings quickly. This was why when someone died in the dungeon, their body was never recovered, converted to mana and never to be seen again. That was the main reason why one couldn’t enter the dungeon without at least being D-Rank, as at least then the adventurers had more experience and wouldn't die as easily.

‘Though there was a small gap before it was consumed. I wonder…’

Sol searched for another rock beetle, and when he found one, he killed it as easily as the first one. He was constantly monitoring the beetle’s HP, and the moment it hit 0, he used [Siphon] as quickly as possible.

Learned [Physical Resistance] Lv 1!

He also siphoned [Harden], but there was no message. He did receive the skill experience, but it wasn't enough to level it up.

“Hoh? This changes everything.”

Originally, Sol didn't believe that going to the dungeon would be very beneficial as the bodies were rapidly consumed by the dungeon. Still, if he times it just right, he can still use [Siphon]. At most, it would then be useful to quickly level up, but now he can achieve both.

Testing it out with a few more beetles and failing every so often, he eventually got the hang of it. With small enemies like the beetles, an ideal strategy was to kick them up in the air and siphoning before they hit the ground works to delay the dungeon from absorbing it.

In the process, he leveled up [Physical Resistance] to level 3.

[Physical Resistance] Lv 3: Reduces Physical damage by 15%

‘If I max it out, it will cut all physical damage by half. The dungeon's theme is earth-themed, so there is a good chance many of the monsters have this skill as well.’

But then Sol realized something.

‘Wait. What if I max it out? Will it stay at max, or does it evolve to a stronger version? Has this even been done before?’

To level up skills, one has to use them often. The speed in which it grows also depends on if one has an associated talent, but some skills like [Physical Resistance] rarely get leveled. The reason for that was because to level it up, one must be physically attacked a lot. Few people have the ability to endure such a punishment, and even if they can, would they? No one was willing to take a beating for a 5% physical damage reduction.

‘But with [Siphon], I can find out. I'm really curious what it will become.’

Following the map provided in the guide, Sol quickly maneuvered through the fastest path to the next floor, killing any beetles he saw on the way.

            

    
        Chapter 23: Boss Floor

    
    
    
    
                SLASH

After delivering the final blow to an earth slime, Sol quickly kicked it up and used [Siphon] on it.

[Physical Resistance] leveled up! (7 -> 8)

[Mana Perception] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

“Phew, these slimes gave surprisingly good skills.”

When Sol first entered the 4th floor and saw the earth slimes, he found it weird that they were on a later floor. However, this variant of slime had solid defense that required at least four sword attacks and could even manipulate rocks, launching them at fast speeds. He would have grabbed the skill that allowed him to control rocks if he could, but it was a talent skill, unfortunately. That didn't mean he wasn't happy with [Mana Perception] as this was a skill he was sorely lacking.

[Mana Perception] Lv 6: Can perceive the mana around you. Range: 30 meters.

While the description was rather short, it allowed Sol to see mana, which is usually invisible to most people. Since slimes don't have eyes, this is the way they perceive their surroundings. What is especially useful is being able to see other people and monsters, as they contain dense mana in their bodies, making it easy to spot and prevent being surprised.

Sol also started using magic more often in his fights using his wind and fire magic, as this dungeon featured a lot of creatures with [Physical Resistance], making them slightly harder to kill.

‘While I could keep killing these slimes, they are too easy, and I could gain more experience and levels if I delve deeper.’

So far, the strongest monster Sol has encountered were these slimes ranging around level 18. To gain more experience that can significantly increase his leveling speed, he should go deeper. Though, to do that, Sol must first beat the 5th floor boss.

On the 5th floor, there exists only a single passage and a doorway; upon crossing it, one is transported to one of the many separate rooms on that floor and must defeat the boss inside. On the bright side, once complete on the entrance of the 6th floor, there is a teleport circle that can take one back and forth to the main entrance.

‘The later floors, the enemies are around level 30, and with my abilities, I believe I can take them on. The boss should also not be an issue.’

Heading to the next floor, Sol confidently passed through the gate and was taken to a long room that looked like the bottom of a canyon. The walls had different-colored layers all the way up to the roof, which had the glowing rock much bigger than the ones he had normally seen in this dungeon. It shone brightly like the sun down on Sol with the heat making sweat form on his forehead.

There is one other being in this room with him. A giant monster the size of an ogre with hard brown skin with cracks throughout that show yellow lines throughout its body. It had no weapon but was wearing a belt with many teeth and bones hanging off it like trophies.

Sol used [Analysis] on it.

Name: Firma-TerRace: Earth Giant
Talents: [Terraformer], [Mighty]
Level: 20

HP: 1050MP: 250
Str: 100 (+20)Vit: 95 (+10)
Agi: 30Int: 30
Wis: 25

Talent Skills:
[Landslide] Lv 5

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 2, [Strength Up] Lv 4, [Vitality Up] Lv 2, [Physical Resistance] Lv 5

Active Skills:
[Harden] Lv 5, [Rock Buster] Lv 4, [Earth Wall] Lv 4, [Rock Throw] Lv 6

‘120 strength?! While I can use [Harden], [Parry], and [Physical Resistance] to mitigate the damage that will definitely hurt a lot. It also has [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] multiplying its damage…’

“I just have to not get hit then, right? Make the wind move in my favor, [Tailwind]!”

Casting a spell to be more agile, he ran towards the Earth Giant.

Seeing the tiny human approach, it roared and threw a nearby rock at Sol. It traveled frighteningly quickly, but Sol was more than fast enough to dodge out of the way and combined [Sprint] and [Leap] to close the distance.

Now within melee range, Sol used his strongest attack, [Cross Slash]. Hoping it did a lot of damage, Sol quickly checked the Earth Giant’s HP.

HP: 982/1050

‘That did almost nothing… It is simply too strong against physical attacks.’

Sol then jumped back, and a fist slammed where he was just standing.

“Alright then, let's try this then. Burn my foe to cinders, [Fireball]!”

A sphere of fire then flew and landed directly on the stomach of the Earth Giant.

Checking the HP once again, Sol saw the difference in attacks.

HP: 903/1050

‘The number was just barely higher. If my intelligence was higher, this wouldn’t be an issue…’

While magic is much more effective on the Earth Giant, with his pitifully low intelligence stat, even if he is using a powerful spell, there is only so much damage it can do.

While formulating the ideal strategy, Sol sidestepped as a large rock landed right beside him. The Earth Giant roared in anger at the slippery human.

‘Sadly, I don't know any spells that can add elemental damage to my weapon, so for now, I should just use basic attacks and cast [Fireball] when my mana recovers. At the current rate my mana recovers, I should be able to cast it once a minute.’

That is how Sol’s drawn-out fight with the Earth Giant truly began. Sol approached and slashed at it dealing pitiful damage ranging around 10 to 20. Whenever he recovered enough mana, he would then make distance and throw a [Fireball] at its face.

At one point when Sol was closing the distance after he casted a spell, the Earth Giant surprised him and used its talent skill [Landslide]. The walls of the room shook as chunks dropped all over the place.

“Woah!”

Dodging as many as he could, he still got hit by one but used [Harden] to reduce the damage. He still took 60 damage from the blow and took him out of his rhythm.

The rocks and debris that fell from the walls did not disappear, so Sol could luckily use it as cover and recover his composure.

Using the rocks to his advantage, Sol weaved through the obstacles and continued the fight.

5 minutes later, Sol cast his final [Fireball] finishing the Earth Giant. It groaned as its enormous body fell toward the ground. Before the body hit the ground, Sol remembered to use [Siphon] just in time.

You have slain a Lv 20 Earth Giant! Gained 12,500 Exp.

Learned [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1!

[Strength Up] leveled up! (3 -> 4)

“Phew, I was scared for a minute. Hopefully, these deeper floors will be worth it. But before continuing, I should head back and rest; it's been a long day.”

Making his way to the entrance of the next floor, Sol touched the sigil on the ground marking it with his mana pattern. This allowed him to be able to teleport directly to the 6th floor from now on.

Teleporting back to the entrance, Sol returned to The Rusty Bed and got some rest for tomorrow.
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                Back the next day with renewed energy, Sol felt ready to tackle these next floors. Taking the teleport sigil at the entrance to the 6th floor, he looked at the passage that led deeper into the dungeon.

“Today I will definitely level up, but whether I can again depends on how many higher-level enemies I can beat.”

After killing the Earth Giant, Sol was 3000 experience shy of leveling up, and these next floors would consist of monsters from levels 25-40, which was around the same level as the average C-Rank adventurer.

From the dungeon guide Sol bought, there were two monsters he really wished to [Siphon]. The first was the Sentient Gems and Earth Elementals. The first because they knew earth magic, being the last of the four basic elements Sol still didn't have, and Earth Elementals, the strongest monsters in this dungeon. They were known for being incredibly durable, not only having the [Physical Resistance] skill but [Natural Armor] as well, which he wanted to obtain for himself.

While Sol usually fought with the intention of not getting hit, he wasn't perfect. For example, when he was fighting the Earth Golem and was surprised by the landslide attack which took out a fifth of his HP, if not for taking cover, a direct hit from the golem could have finished him. This was why he needed higher defense to cover for this weakness. His plan was to first evolve his earth magic to intermediate and then descend for the Earth Elementals. If he saw any other good skills, he would also pick them up along the way.

With the plan in mind, Sol ventured forth into the dungeon.

…

On the 8th floor of the dungeon.

Sol faced a glowing orange gem with multiple rocks floating around it. It conjured rock spikes and launched them his way. Sol rolled out of the way and began casting a spell.

“Burn my foe to cinders, [Fireball]!”

A ball of fire whizzed through the air and landed directly on the Sentient Gem, dealing the final blow. Sol quickly used [Siphon] as usual just before it was consumed by the dungeon.

You have slain a Lv 35 Sentient Spirit! Gained 1400 Exp (280%)

[Basic Earth Magic] leveled up! (8 -> 9)

[Increased Mana Regeneration] leveled up! (7 -> 8)

“Phew. It really was worth it to come deeper into the dungeon. The experience gained alone is insane; I only need around 40 kills for each level up at this rate. I can reach level 30 by today if I am fast enough. Not to mention the skills I have gained as well.”

Sol opened his status screen to see his progress.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner]Level: 27 
Exp: 24,380/45,000

HP: 400MP: 150
Str: 40 (+20)Vit: 30 (+10)
Agi: 30 (+15)Int: 15
Wis: 15

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 3, [Analysis] Lv 3

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 3->4, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 1->4, [Silent Steps] Lv 5->7, [Parry] Lv 5->6, [Quick Cast] Lv 4, [Agility Up] Lv 2->3, [Foraging] Lv 7->8, [Basic Throwing] Lv 6->9, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Strength Up] Lv 4, [Basic Bowmanship] Lv 4->7, [Basic Axemanship] Lv 4->7, [Iron Stomach] Lv 2, [Tracking] Lv 5, [Vitality Up] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv 8, [Physical Resistance] Lv 8, [Mana Perception] Lv 6

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 1->2, [Leap] Lv 8, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 2, [Sprint] Lv 5->7, [Harden] Lv 6->9, [Power Shot] Lv 2, [Concealment] Lv 3->4, [Wide Swing] Lv 4, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 5, [Basic Earth Magic] Lv 9

(A/N: Some skills have leveled from his raid on the goblin camp and others from the dungeon itself.)

These past two level ups Sol spent his available stats on his intelligence and wisdom as he wanted to be able to use magic more reliably. If he had access to more mana, the fight against the Earth elemental would not have been that tedious and risky.

‘I think around 10 more should rank up earth magic and I can also max out [Increased Mana Regeneration].’

About to move to the next area to find more Sentient Gems to defeat, he heard the sounds of combat not far away. This didn’t surprise Sol, as it was probably a party of adventurers, and it wasn't the first time he had encountered them. Usually when he bumped into other parties, at most they greeted each other before quickly parting ways. No adventurer liked to meet others while diving into a dungeon in fear of being robbed and killed. If they ended up perishing, no one would even know as the dungeon consumed all who died inside.

Sol, about to head to a different passage to avoid confronting the group ahead, overheard them.

“There are too many goddammit! We walked into a monster house!”

‘Monster house?!’

A rare occurrence in a dungeon where the dungeon produces too many monsters in a single area. The amount of monsters is completely dependent on the available space and mana the dungeon has, but it's at least 10 times the normal amount. The reason why a dungeon would create so many monsters clustered together still eludes the greatest researchers. What people do know is that it is extremely dangerous and requires a large group to deal with it so that it may return to normal.

Sol knew the dangers of a monster house but hearing the screams of the party in danger he ran in their direction.

Entering the area, he saw a party of four being besieged by 30 Sentient Gems casting spells towards the group. The shield bearer at the front was doing his best to protect his allies, but with so many, he could not block from all directions. The mage, priest, and warrior stood behind him trying to push back the attackers to little effect.

The shield bearer despaired, seeing this hopeless situation, and faced his teammates, “RUN! I will hold them back as much as I can! We don't all have to die here!”

The adventurers behind him were not foolish; they knew it was impossible to turn this around but were reluctant to abandon their teammate.
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                Before they could decide to fight or flee, they heard running from a distance, quickly followed by a chant.

“Rise from the ground and create an impenetrable shield, [Stone Wall]!”

The ground in front of the shield bearer shook as a wall of stone rose from the ground, blocking off all of the Sentient Gem’s attacks.

Sol shouted at them, “This way, quickly!”

The adventurers, without hesitation, ran towards the passage Sol was at. The wall Sol created was hit by a barrage of stones that broke it down within 10 seconds, but it gave the group all the time they needed.

The moment the party entered the passage, Sol cast another spell.

“Rise from the ground and create an impenetrable shield, [Stone Wall]!”

And another.

“Rise from the ground and create an impenetrable shield, [Stone Wall]!”

And one more for good measure.

“Rise from the ground and create an impenetrable shield, [Stone Wall]!”

Three walls back to back blocked the entire passage, draining almost all of Sol’s mana. By placing the walls against each other, he hoped the thickness would reinforce the defense of the wall.

“That should hold them back for now, but let's not stick around; follow me!”

Sol led the party through the route he came from and arrived at the entrance of the floor. The entrance and exit of every floor are the only safe spots where no monsters can appear, as the monsters don't travel between floors, with the exception of dungeon outbreaks.

Finally getting a chance to breathe, the adventurers collapsed on the ground, with the mage even sprawled out on the floor.

The warrior caught his breath and talked to Sol.

“Huff, Huff. Thanks man. You saved our asses.”

Sol smiled back at him, “No problem, I'm glad we all got away safe and sound.”

The shield-bearer then spoke up, “Hey, thanks for saving us, but I’m still bleeding. Can you heal me, Maddie?”

The priest shook her head. “Sorry, Frederick, I am absolutely spent, so you gotta wait a bit while I recover some mana.”

“Ugh… Fine, it's not life-threatening anyways.”

Sol then interrupted and suggested to him, “If you don't mind, I can heal you.”

With [Increased Mana Regeneration] at level 8, it allowed him to recover a decent amount of his mana by now. More than enough to cast a healing spell or two.

Surprised, Frederick nodded, “I won't ever turn down a heal.”

Sol searched through his mind for the water-based healing spell and cast it on him.

“Form a veil of water to mend and restore, [Aqua Ring]”

Water then appeared above Frederick, and like a curtain, flowed through his body downwards. His cuts and bruises disappeared as the water coursed through his body. 5 seconds later, the spell was complete, and it left Frederick healed and conveniently dry.

“Woah, never experienced a water element heal spell before. Feels weird, thanks!”

Maddie then asked, “Thank you for saving us, what’s your name?”

“I'm Sol, and no problem, I just happened to be in the area.”

“No one simply dives into a monster house to save others. Most would escape to report it as soon as possible to prevent more deaths. So truly, thank you.”

Unsure how to respond to her statement, Sol responded with another question instead.

“What do you all plan to do now?”

“Us? Head back. I think we had enough life or death encounters for one day.”

The mage sprawled on the floor, sat up and yelled, “For a day? More like a week, gonna take a break after this and just stick to easy quests.”

The warrior shook his head, “Spooked so easily from a small setback, how are we supposed to become the number one party in the city with that mentality.”

Sol tilted his head curious at what the warrior meant, “The number one party?”

Frederick nodded, “Yep, it's pretty self explanatory; we just have to be considered the strongest and most active party in the city. I know it's a bit embarrassing to gloat after being saved, but we are one of the top five parties in the city right now, Radiant Historia.”

The warrior spoke with a determined expression, “We actually came to the dungeon to level up to catch up to the number one party in terms of levels, and when we participate against the invasion, we will definitely accumulate enough merit to reach B-Rank. Then we will hold the number one spot.”

The mage interrupted, “That's if we don't die before then. We stumbled into a monster house because someone confidently said there was ‘nothing to worry about, it's just some floating rocks’.”

The warrior being called out defended himself, “T-that was just a fluke, Caiden! What are the odds of walking straight into a monster house!”

The mage, Caiden, shook his head, “It’s that kind of careless mentality that will prevent us from reaching the top. We need to take a step back and analyze the situation.”

“If all we do is ‘analyze,’ we will never get anything done! We should just go and do it!”

Thinking he had heard enough bickering, Sol tried to change the conversation.

“If you are heading back, do you want me to accompany you all and protect you?”

Frederick, taking it as a chance to stop the two from fighting, responded, “No thanks. You have done more than enough for us. Once we rest up, we can make the trip back with no problems.”

Sol thought to himself, ‘I am just a bit away from maxing out my skill, so I should stay and finish it.’

He then told the party, “I understand, I will head back in then.”

Sol began to walk back into the 8th floor of the dungeon to get the last Sentient Gems as he heard Maddie yell at him.

“It was nice meeting you Sol! Hope we see you again.”

Sol nodded back, “Me too.”

Sol then headed back to the dungeon to gain more levels and finally started maxing out some of his skills.

            

    
        Chapter 26: Max Mana Regeneration

    
    
    
    
                After his encounter with Radiant Historia, Sol returned to his routine in the dungeon, this time staying far away from the monster house to avoid being overwhelmed by more than 30 Sentient Gems.

After killing 20 more Sentient Gems, Sol was able to evolve [Basic Earth Magic] into [Intermediate Earth Magic] and maxed out [Increased Mana Regeneration].

[Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1: Can cast intermediate earth spells; mana cost varies.

[Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX: Increases mana recovery speed by 500%.

Sol was glad upon reading the descriptions of these two skills.

‘With [Increased Mana Regeneration], my worries of running out of mana during a fight have greatly lessened. While I still am unable to cast any intermediate earth spells, as the Sentient Gems did not know any for me to learn, I have become much more efficient in casting basic earth spells.’

This not only covered his weakness regarding having enough mana but also opened the doors for him to be able to use earth magic almost as well as his fire magic.

“Now I am able to defeat the Earth Giant ten times faster than what it originally took me. But that's enough fighting for today; I should complete the quests I have been postponing and turn them in.”

When Sol originally bought the guide to the dungeon, he also accepted three quests at Trevors. While one can’t easily take monster bodies out from the dungeon, there are other things one can find inside. When the dungeon creates the environment, it also produces many other by-products that have various uses. For example, this dungeon has plentiful minerals and gems one can find and mine. Even the glowing gems that are found all over the roof and walls of the dungeons providing a light source are a crucial component to make magic lamps.

Sol then spent his remaining time collecting the requested items that are found throughout the dungeon. Having already walked through the floors and having the guide as a reference, he was able to finish it by the end of the day.

With his backpack full of minerals and gems, Sol made his way back out of the dungeon and turned in his quests. When leaving the Adventurers Guild, Sol was contemplating how he could increase his leveling efficiency with the few days he has left.

‘If I want to make the most of it, I should not spend time on any more quests. At least for now. I also noticed that some people set up camp in the dungeon. If I can afford the items for it, I should camp in the dungeon as well.’

With a plan in mind, Sol toured the different camping and adventuring shops in the area and got all the essentials needed to stay overnight in the dungeon: a sleeping bag, preserved food, and other tools to make sleeping on the cold stone floor of the dungeon more bearable. Surprisingly, he found all the items cheap until he realized they also sell items that have high rarities like the Warding Tent.

Warding Tent 
Rare

Skills: 
[Camouflage] Lv 3, [Temperature Control] Lv 3, [Energizing] Lv 3

‘It was very tempting, but it was more than double the price of Warhawk’s Talon… I can’t buy it even if I wanted to.’

After his shopping, Sol went back to The Rusty Bed but unlike his normal routine of immediately going to bed, he actually sat by the desk and took out a book. It was the basic water magic book he obtained from the goblin camp.

“Magic and You: The Road to Discovering Your Water Talent”

Using the knowledge he already gained from the goblin shaman, Sol was able to skip to the second half of the book. Starting from the point the shaman left off, Sol began to read with his full attention.

…

2 hours later.

“Enchant my weapon with the strength of a typhoon, [Water Blade]!”

Moisture from the air started gathering around his Warhawk’s Talon and slowly covered all the blade. Just as more water gathered, it started to swirl and expand, creating a strong complementary force to his sword. Just as Sol was about to celebrate, the water swirl started shaking and becoming unsteady. He tried to correct the spell but quickly lost control, and the water splashed in all directions, getting everything in the room wet, including himself.

“... This is much harder than I thought it would be. I thought magic was easy because it's just a simple chant but it takes a lot of control to form and maintain the spell.”

Because Sol learned all his spells from siphoning off enemies, the techniques and knowledge of that specific spell were ingrained into his body. Subconsciously, Sol has been casting these spells with no issue because of that, but now that he is learning a new spell, his lack of true knowledge and talent is stopping him from successfully casting.

If he had talents affiliated with the type of element he was studying, it would make the process of learning much easier. There are also skills that magic talents are able to gain that increase their reading proficiency and their magic manipulation. Both of which would make the challenge of learning spells much easier.

“While I know I can learn the spell, it will take me significantly longer than the average mage to do so. Maybe I should just sell the book.”

In the end, Sol decided not to sell the book as he can use it to learn slowly at his own pace if he ever had some free time. It’s not like he was in desperate need for gold.

Closing the book for tonight, Sol jumped into bed, appreciating the soft feeling of the mattress as he wouldn’t have this luxury when he delved back into the dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 27: Earth Elementals

    
    
    
    
                Back in the dungeon, Sol proceeded to the 9th floor, the floor after the Sentient Gems. This floor was the final normal floor with regular enemies, as the final 10th floor was the boss floor of the Osuga dungeon.

Sol walked out of the stairway that led back to the 8th floor and looked around. Unlike lower floors where Sol had seen many people camping, this floor only had 4 groups. It seemed they were all packing up and getting ready to head deeper into the floor. Even though there was no light this far underground, adventurers kept a clock to keep track of time so that when they left the dungeon, their sleep schedule wasn't affected.

After giving a friendly wave to his soon-to-be roommates, Sol ventured into the floor.

‘Earth Elementals are not only the strongest normal enemy of this dungeon but also have [Physical Resistance]. I can max that skill and even if it doesn't evolve, I still gain a 50% physical damage reduction.’

Setting his plan in motion, Sol began searching for his first Earth Elemental, and it did not take long to find one. Even without [Mana Perception] to find them by their mana signature, it was easy to spot as it was essentially a huge boulder with arms and legs, each loud step it made caused the earth to shake a bit. Once within line of sight, Sol then used [Analysis] on it.

Name: N/A Race: Earth Elemental 
Talents: [Rock Solid], [Unbreakable] 
Level: 39

HP: 900 MP: 100 
Str: 65 (+20) Vit: 70 (+20) 
Agi: 40 Int: 10 
Wis: 10

Talent Skills: 
[Gaia's Favor] Lv 3, [Grit] Lv 3

Passive Skills: 
[Natural Armor] Lv 5, [Strength Up] Lv 4, [Vitality Up] Lv 4, [Physical Resistance] Lv 6

Active Skills: 
[Earth Hammer] Lv 7, [Rock Throw] Lv 5, [Burrow] Lv 3

Seeing the Earth Elemental's skills, Sol’s jaw dropped.

‘Not only does it have [Physical Resistance], but it also has both [Vitality Up] and [Strength Up]!’

Looking at the skills, Sol quickly arranged an order he wished to acquire them in.

‘I don't know if I have enough time to max out all the skills before I have to go. Definitely want to get [Physical Resistance] first since I'm close to reaching the max level for it. Then the attribute increasing skills, and after that, I will get one of each to see which is best to focus on next.’

Knowing this enemy is purely built against physical attacks, Sol started casting the intermediate fire spell [Explosion].

“Flames gather and condense to one, expand outwards and blast my foes, [Explosion]!”

A small dot flashed right in front of the Earth Elemental, and before it could even react, an explosion suddenly burst forth.

BOOM

Even though the Earth Elemental easily weighed more than a ton, it flew back and smashed against the rocky wall.

Sol then checked how much health it had left and compared it to his mana supply.

Health: 654/900

Mana: 95/200

‘I only need 3-4 casts to kill it, with my mana regeneration rate, I can cast it every minute. Then I only need 4 minutes for each kill.’

Sol then did just that, dodging its attacks with his speed advantage. The Earth Elemental only had single-target attacks and very slow speed, so it wasn't very difficult to dodge, unlike the Earth Giant boss.

You have slain a Lv 39 Earth Elemental! Gained 6000 Exp (300%)

4 minutes later its body was falling to the ground, and Sol quickly used [Siphon].

[Physical Resistance] leveled up! (8 -> 9)

[Vitality Up] leveled up! (2->3)

‘Oh? I didn't know I was that close to leveling up [Physical Resistance]. Also, for the highest level enemy in the dungeon, it was pretty easy, this is the perfect floor to level up.’

Although it was easy for Sol, that was all thanks to his magic which the Earth Elemental had no resistance to. For a normal party of adventurers with a composition of tank, melee, mage, range is anything but easy. The physical damage dealers having no way to reliably deal damage have to keep the attention of the Earth Elemental while the mage waits to regain enough mana to cast a hard-hitting spell. The mage themselves is also always in danger of being on the receiving end of a rock flying towards them and critically injuring them with their pitiful amount of health.

Few people have the mobility to quickly move and deal great damage, and those that do usually have unique or legendary talents. Sol even goes a step beyond them and fights such a monster when it's 10 levels above him.

‘Looking at what I have gained so far, it's ridiculous. I originally entered the dungeon to level up, add points to wisdom and be able to heal more reliably the soldiers and adventurers at the fort when I go. But with the skills I have gained, it's more like I am training to be an unkillable tank. Not that I'm complaining.’

With the area clear, Sol then proceeded to the next area to find more Earth Elementals, and it did not take long as every passage had one or two loitering in them. In addition to that being on the deepest floor that requires parties to be around level 40, it was relatively barren. Meaning there was no issue in finding plenty of enemies to kill.

…

Hours passed as Sol searched and killed almost a hundred Earth Elementals.

THUD

You have slain a Lv 39 Earth Elemental! Gained 6000 Exp (300%)

[Natural Armor] leveled up! (Lv 7 -> 8)

“Nice! It leveled up again.”

[Natural Armor] Lv 8: Increased defense value by 80.

'This skill is insane, it gives me the same amount of defense as heavy armor without any downsides. Though it is weird it wasn't included in the guide, all the other skills were. Maybe its because it's a passive that only increases armor? But [Strength Up] and [Vitality Up] are similar to that as well.'

After thinking about it for a minute, Sol shook his head.

'Regardless of whatever the reason was, this is a great boon. I will keep leveling it up alongside the other two attribute skills. But that's for tomorrow; I should head back and set up my camp at the entrance.'

Giving one last look at where the Earth Elemental died and disappeared, he returned back to the floor entrance to rest for the next day. Sol repeated this for the next 2 days until it was time to leave the dungeon and join the border army against the Frostaxe Clan’s invasion.

            

    
        Chapter 28: Sunshine

    
    
    
    
                Leaving the dungeon, Sol took in the fresh air and basked in the evening sunlight.

“Ahhh... The sun feels so nice.”

Having spent three whole days inside the dungeon, Sol was feeling a bit gloomy by the end of it. Sol wasn’t used to spending so much time without the warmth and light of the sun, and while he didn't notice it at first, each consecutive day felt slightly more depressing, with him almost losing motivation to stay down there.

While walking back to the city, Sol opened his status page.

‘It was worth it in the end.’

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner] Level: 35 
Exp: 14,380/165,000

HP: 900MP: 400 
Str: 40 (+60) Vit: 30 (+60) 
Agi: 30 (+15) Int: 30 
Wis: 40

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 3, [Analysis] Lv 3

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 4, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 4, [Silent Steps] Lv 6, [Parry] Lv 5, [Quick Cast] Lv 4, [Agility Up] Lv 3, [Foraging] Lv 8, [Basic Throwing] Lv 9, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Basic Bowmanship] Lv 7, [Basic Axemanship] Lv 7, [Iron Stomach] Lv 2, [Tracking] Lv 5, [Endless Vitality] Lv 1, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Physical Resistance] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Natural Armor] Lv MAX

Active Skills: 
[Cross Slash] Lv 2, [Leap] Lv 8, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 1, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 2, [Sprint] Lv 7, [Harden] Lv 9, [Power Shot] Lv 2, [Concealment] Lv 4, [Wide Swing] Lv 4, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 5, [Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX

‘With a higher mana pool and max level [Increased Mana Regeneration], I will definitely be able to pass as a healer. I also maxed out the armor, strength, and vitality skills, and luckily, the two attribute skills evolved.’

[Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1: After rigorously training your body, your base strength has increased by 60.

[Endless Vitality] Lv 1: After rigorously training your body, your base vitality has increased by 60.

He also gained three new active skills, but they weren't that useful. [Earth Hammer] could only be used with a hammer, which he was not proficient in nor had. [Rock Throw] paired well with [Basic Throwing], but it only empowered attacks made with rocks. It was powerful for the Earth Elemental because of its size, essentially acting like a catapult, but Sol isn't going to start carrying around giant rocks just for this skill. The only useful skill he gained was [Burrow].

[Burrow] Lv MAX: Travel underground unimpeded by dirt, rocks, and metals. While underground, travel at half movement speed. Mana cost: 5 mana per second.

A situational but nonetheless great skill for escaping or moving past obstacles. That's why Sol focused on maxing it out over the other two skills.

Sol made his way through the city, watching how people went about their lives, and eventually arrived at the Adventurers Guild.

Like usual, Sol walked towards Trevor’s counter.

“Hey Trevor, I'm back!”

“Hey man! How was the dungeon?”

“I gained way more than I could imagine.”

Trevor’s expression showed his sincere happiness.

“Glad it helped. Does that mean you are ready to join the border defense?”

Sol shook his head, “Mostly, I just have to buy some supplies before heading out.”

“Of course, make sure you prepare as much as you can. War can get very messy.” Trevor then realized something and asked Sol with a smirk on his face, “By the way, did you come to visit little old me? I don’t recall you taking any quests after you turned in the last ones.”

“Yeah, that's true, but is the quest for glowing rocks repeatable?”

“It is. Did you bring some back to turn in?”

Sol nodded. On his way back from the dungeon he had to pass by floors 9 to 6 to use the teleport sigil to leave, Sol decided to gather the glowing rocks on the way back to make the most of the trip.

Handing over the glowing rocks, which were no longer glowing after being removed from the mana source which was the dungeon, looking like normal rocks. Trevor then took them all and with a magnifying glass, he inspected each one.

The magnifying glass Trevor was using is a common tool used by any business related to items. While it is a common grade item, it has one skill which is a level 1 [Item Analysis]. It is a weaker version of Sol’s [Analysis], but it can be used easily by anyone to see the details of any unique and below rarity item.

“Woah Sol, the quality of all of these is high. Did you go past the 5th floor?”

Not knowing there was a difference in quality of the glowing rocks, he used [Analysis].

Glowing Rock
Common

Quality: High

“I did, but does the quality go up the deeper you go?”

“Yes, while it's not confirmed as there are some exceptions, it is generally believed that the quality increases the closer one is to the dungeon core. I don't know much about it, but I heard it had something to do with mana purity.”

As Trevor explained, he had some questions regarding Sol’s status page as some things didn't add up. With his initial talent being recorded as a common talent in swords, he was also proficient in water magic and could delve deep into the dungeon alone where it normally took a party of C-Rankers. He kept these doubts to himself as it was rude to ask about an adventurer's talents, and he didn't want to make things awkward between them.

“Alright, with the quality and amount you brought, the reward is 5 gold and 50 silver. Here you go.”

Not knowing Trevor’s thoughts, Sol simply thanked him and took the money.

“By the way, where is the meeting place to leave for the fort?”

“It’s by the north gate; there is an open courtyard normally used for guards to train their skills. Can’t miss it. They are heading out tomorrow at dawn, so wake up early.”

“Thanks for the heads up.”

“No problem, stay safe out there.”

Not too worried as he would stay back in the fort, Sol confidently assured Trevor he would be fine and headed out to make some last-minute preparations.

            

    
        Chapter 29: Joining the Group

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, Sol headed to the northern gate and saw a big gathering of over a hundred people.

Most of them were adventurers, easily spotted by their clothes and armor of different styles and colors with no real cohesion as a group. The other people were soldiers who had a different air to them. They all wore standardized leather, metal, and cloth uniforms depending on their specialty, and they weren't randomly all over the place but instead surrounding the perimeter and entrance of the courtyard.

Three lines of different lengths formed at the entrance, but not knowing which one to wait behind, Sol walked to the nearest posted guard to ask them.

‘He looks familiar, but it's hard to tell.’

Before Sol could ask the guard where to go, the guard addressed him first.

“Line up ov- oh wait! You're that man we met at The Rusty Bed. Sol, right?”

Sol realized that the man looked familiar because he was one of the soldiers he met at the open stage night.

“What a coincidence! I almost didn't recognize you with your armor, Oliver.”

“Glad you're here. So what's up?”

“I just wanted to ask which line I should get behind.”

Oliver nodded and then pointed over to the shortest line. “That's the one for healers. As you can see, we are sorely lacking in healers, so any and all are appreciated. I'll be counting on you.”

Smiling back, Sol responded, “Of course. I will do my best.”

Sol then went to the shortest line and waited for his turn. As he waited, he overheard the conversations between the soldiers and the adventurers of other lines.

The female soldier attending the fighter's line was running on autopilot and asked, “Name, rank, and specialty?”

The adventurer brandished his sword and proudly exclaimed, “D-Rank, and I am the best swordsman in my rank.”

Not even addressing the latter half of what he said, the soldier responded, “Alright, you're in the backline, protect the ranged adventurers.”

Clearly not happy with his placement, the adventurer grumbled, “Wait, put me in the frontline. I can take down those orcs easily.”

“Yeah, I think not. Even if I wanted to, D-Rank can only be placed in the backline, so go to that group or leave.”

Simmering in his anger, the adventurer begrudgingly nodded and walked over. He originally wanted to be part of the vanguard to accrue a lot of merit for the rewards but was shut down before he could even try.

Sol’s line kept moving, and he arrived in front of a male soldier.

The soldier looked at him with a displeased expression.

“Hey man, you're in the wrong line; fighters are in that one.”

“Huh? I'm here as a healer.”

Hearing the word healer, the soldier did a 180, and his attitude became significantly nicer.

“Wait, really? Sorry about that; your outfit confused me. Do you have a type of sword talent as well?”

Sol looked down and saw his leather armor and sword strapped to his belt. Realizing what caused the confusion, he laughed and explained.

“Haha. No worries, I also have the [Sword] talent.”

“I see, again my bad, too many fighters have tried lining up here thinking it would be faster. What's your name, rank, and specialty?”

“Sol, D-Rank, and Water magic.”

“Great! You will be put in the second healer group. Your group will stay at the fort to take care of any wounded.”

“Where does the first group go?”

Not bothered by the question, he responded, “The first group will accompany us to the frontline for immediate medical attention. Those who are wounded but aren't as urgent will be transported back to the fort for you to heal. If you really want to, I can move you to the first group, but I wouldn't recommend it unless you were C-Rank.”

“Isn't there a rule that doesn't allow D-Rank in the frontline?”

The soldier nodded, “Yeah, but that only applies to regular fighters. If they aren't strong enough, they will simply get in the way. Healers are different; while you are closer to the action, a lot of soldiers will be protecting you. But even if we are protecting you, I wouldn't recommend it as anything can happen in battle, so you need sufficient strength to protect yourself as well.”

Sol then contemplated on what to do.

‘While I am probably stronger than the average C-Ranked adventurer, that's only if I use all my skills at my disposal. Currently, the talents I'm pretending to have are [Sword] and [Water Affinity], so I can't use any other magic or skills. Let's not risk it before I can protect myself from powerful forces.’

“You're right; I’ll stay with the second group.”

“I'm glad. You have a bright future ahead of you; there is no need to risk your life so soon for some merit.” He then looked over to the first healer group. “Sadly, not everyone listened to my advice.”

‘I declined for a completely different reason…’

Obviously, Sol won't disclose the real reason for declining, so he thanked the soldier and made his way to the second healer group.

On the way, he recalled how differently they treat normal fighters and healers.

‘It makes sense; while these fighters are here to simply beef up the numbers, healers are essential, and nobody wants to antagonize them.’

If a soldier is bold enough to pick a fight with a healer and they happen to get injured, the healer can just choose not to heal them. There have been cases before of this happening, and it has led to very humiliating deaths. The healer would also get in trouble, but as they are too important, the punishment tends to just be a decrease in payment. People have learned from these incidents to never mess with the healers.

Nearing the second healer group, Sol saw a total of 50 cloth-wearing people gathered around and talking between themselves. Sol’s arrival was received a little awkwardly as he does not look like your average mage or priest.

One of the healers walked up to Sol and asked, “Umm, are you a healer?”

“Yep, nice to meet you all.”

Sol then joined the second healer group and got to know them. Eventually, one spoke up over his equipment.

“Weird you don't have any spellcasting equipment; will you be okay later?”

“I should be, why?”

“Well, having nothing to increase your mana or mana regeneration will affect how much you can cast; I don't know if you can keep up with the wounded without it.”

Unlike normal leather or metal armor, cloth or robes tend to be the favorite choice for spellcasters. Not because of their defense values, as even rare robes only add 10 defense, but the additional effects it provides to casting magic. The effects provided vary depending on the equipment, but the most common ones are increasing wisdom, mana regeneration, and empowering spells to do more for less. So while mages and priests can wear heavy metal armor, it doesn't benefit them as much as a good robe.

While dressed unconventionally, Sol has the advantage of maxing out [Increased Mana Regeneration], which is much stronger than the average robe's effects.

“It’s fine. I think I’ll manage.”

“Alright, if anything, others can pick up the slack anyways.”

After an hour of waiting for everyone to be registered, their group got on carriages and left towards the fort.

            

    
        Chapter 30: Fort Northwind

    
    
    
    
                It didn’t take long to arrive at the fort. A structure composed of solid stones with its walls reaching 10 meters and thick enough for soldiers to patrol on it. Built to be the barrier to prevent invasion from the Frostaxe Clan, it was designed in a way to make it as inconvenient as possible for creatures of their size to use in case of it being captured.

Besides the main gates and courtyards that needed to be big enough for carriages, all the rooms were around 7 feet tall. For a human, it might be a bit uncomfortable, and taller people would bonk their heads every so often, but it was much worse for orcs. An adult orc’s height started at 7 feet, making it impossible to navigate and even worse to live in. If captured, the orcs would be unable to realistically mount a proper defense against the kingdom from retaking the fort, so they would only have two choices. They could try to defend it with its disadvantages or destroy the fort, either way, the Kingdom of Crestelia would be able to easily regain the land.

Sol, along with all the recruited adventurers, was led into a courtyard where the soldiers usually train. All the training equipment like training dummies and specialized equipment for leveling certain skills had all been moved to the sides, and in the middle, a small wooden platform had been erected. Without all the equipment in the middle the courtyard was actually pretty spacious, easily having enough space for the 300 adventurers and more.

Being herded in like cattle, the adventurers didn’t know where they should go and wandered around until a man dressed in their officer's uniform walked onto the platform and took out a green crystal that had runes engraved onto it. When he spoke into it, his voice was amplified, and everyone in the courtyard could hear him.

“Everyone gather around!”

The man then patiently waited as the unorganized mob gathered around the podium and quieted down. After 15 minutes of waiting, the man decided it was time to talk.

“Welcome, I thank you for assisting us in our time of need. My name is Xander Pared, Commander of Fort Northwind. It has barely been one year since the Frostaxe Clan attempted to breach into our kingdom. I even see some familiar faces among you who stood alongside us during the last invasion, and to you, I sincerely thank you for your service. Now, I know you are all adventurers and have more… unrestrained nature, but this is an army you are joining. While we don’t expect you all to have the training on military formations and discipline, we do expect you to follow the orders of your designated leaders. You will advance and retreat on their orders. Some of you might think this is beneath you, but there is no negotiating over this; if I see anyone going against orders or trying to be a hero, it won't end with just failing the quest but also military punishment.”

He paused as he scanned the crowd for their reaction. Seeing nobody openly speaking against him, he elaborated further.

“Think of it as fighting a boss monster; one individual cannot beat a boss. Only with the combined effort of adventurers with different talents can one safely defeat one. The same principle applies here; we work as a team, and together we will push them back with minimum casualties.”

He then smirked at the crowd.

“After all, we have thwarted them once before and we will do it again. For Crestelia!”

The adventurers caught up in his speech also started cheering along.

“For Crestelia!”

“For Crestelia!”

“For Crestelia!”

Letting the crowd calm down once more, he gave instructions.

“Everyone already knows what group you are a part of. I will now dictate where each group should go.”

One by one different groups were called ranging from combatants like melee fighters and archers to supporting groups like scouts and messengers. Most groups were called in two different batches, one being the frontline group consisting of C-Rank at the very least and the backline group which was mostly D-Rankers. Then Xander called for the group 2 healers to go to their designated leader. Sol followed instructions and went there as well.

The leader of his group was an older woman noticeable by the slight wrinkles on her face and with long blond hair and wearing priest robes that dragged against the floor. She had a kind motherly aura to her that made those who were in her group feel reassured and safe. Once all the healers of group 2 gathered around her, she introduced herself.

Sol also felt a similar sense of security, but he didn't dare to underestimate her because of what he saw with [Mana Perception].

With [Mana Perception], he could see the invisible and intangible mana in the air and in people. If everyone around him had an amount of mana to fill a bucket, then this woman had enough to fill an entire bath. Sol knows that mana isn't the only determining factor of strength but when he used [Analysis], he was left even more surprised.

Name: ??? Race: ??? 
Talents: 
[???], [???], [???] Level: ???

HP: ??? MP: ??? 
Str: ??? Vit: ??? 
Agi: ??? Int: ??? 
Wis: ???

Talent Skills: 
[???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?

Passive Skills: 
[???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?

Active Skills: 
[???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?

Sol was barely able to hold in his surprise. For a second, he believed all group leaders were as strong as her and used [Analysis] on a few of them but quickly realized that she was different.

‘Not a single detail was revealed? When I used it on Jayce even when he was 20 levels above me I could still see some information. The skill has leveled up since then so I should be able to see something, anything, right?’

As if detecting Sol’s attempt at [Analysis], the woman looks directly at him and smiles.

‘Crap.’

“It's rude to stare, young one.”

“I'm sorry! I was just curious after seeing the mana density!”

Making no attempt to deny her comment or play dumb, Sol immediately fessed up not wanting to anger her and incur her wrath.

“You can see mana? Interesting… It’s fine, but tread lightly, others might not be as easy going as me.”

Feeling relieved as Sol felt like he just survived a near death encounter, he immediately thanked her.

“Yes! Thank you!”

            

    
        Chapter 31: Medical Ward

    
    
    
    
                The other healers of the group were confused at the interaction that took place between them, and some thought he might be a pervert, but others who were more astute noticed something more took place.

Noticing the weird stares, Sol could only respond with a nervous chuckle, but luckily the woman spoke up, grabbing everyone's attention.

“Greetings, everyone. I am Diana, a humble priestess of the Church of Caela, and I will be the leader of this group.”

Hearing the mention of the Church of Caela, another priestess wearing similar robes as Diana asked a question.

“Sister, may I ask why you are in the army? I don’t recall us being ordered to join any forces.”

Diana nodded.

“I was not sent here by the Church, but how can I just stand by and watch as my country gets invaded by the orcs? The least I can do is tend to the wounded; isn't that the same for you?”

Blushing a bit from being called out, the priestess looks away in embarrassment.

Diana smiled and continued, “It’s okay. We don't violate any rules as long as we don’t take any lives in this encounter, so you needn't worry. Now follow me. I will show you where you will stay these next few days and where we will take care of the wounded.”

The group is led inside through one of the fort's many interior entrances, and they immediately see a wide room with many beds lined up one after the other. Diana then gave a rundown of how things will work.

“This is the medical ward. When they bring the wounded back from the field, they will come from the entrance we just took in here. It is up to you to treat them in whatever way you can. Overall, it won't be very difficult for those who can use healing spells, but remember that it may heal wounds but not exhaustion. Give them time to rest and properly recover before discharging them. Also, whenever you tend to your patient, remember to take their information and record it on a notepad for later; this is just to keep track of those who are not currently on the frontline and so we have a better idea of how many are wounded.”

Reaching the end of the room, Diana then turned around and continued.

“There is one more thing you should all know. I may be designated as your leader, but I will not be here to manage you all.”

Confusion rose from the group. One of the healers then asked.

“Why, miss?”

“Our group is a bit special in the fact that we aren’t facing any real combat. You don’t need anyone to tell you what to do as you only have one job. While I can stay here and supervise, it would be better if I used my powers granted by Caela to assist the more urgent cases along with the first group.”

Hearing her explanation, the group understood it made the most sense.

“Would we be fine without any leader then?”

Diana shook her head.

“No, one is still needed. Which is why one of you will need to step up to fill that spot. To manage the overall operations and resolve any disputes that arise. Whoever thinks they are up to the task, speak up.”

Diana’s gaze then swept past everyone as if judging whether they were able to lead the rest. When she looked at Sol, it stayed on him for a brief moment before continuing to the rest.

Silence filled the medical ward; no one seemed to want to speak up at first.

Sol was reluctant to volunteer as well.

‘All I know is how to cast a basic healing spell; how am I supposed to know how to manage a group of healers…’

Eventually, one of the healers dressed in mage robes spoke up.

“If no one can decide, what if we choose whoever is the highest level? At least they have more experience and could resolve things better.”

Other healers nodded at his argument, finding it acceptable and decided to choose that way.

Diana smirked but did not say anything to influence their decision, leaving it in their own hands.

‘I will let them learn the hard way that level is not associated with capability.’

One male healer in mage robes then spoke up.

“If that is the case, then I should be the leader.”

“Huh? What level are you?”

The man then proudly stated, “Level 32.”

Out of confusion, one of the healers blurted out,

“What, aren't you C-Rank then? Why are you in this group?”

He laughed at the question and elaborated, “I am still technically D-Rank as I rarely complete quests and work as a private contractor. I just happened to hear about the invasion happening again this year and joined.”

Sol was intrigued by what he meant as a private contractor but didn’t ask.

“So is me being the leader acceptable for everyone?”

People in the group started nodding, not having a problem with him being the leader.

Seeing the matter was settled, Diana then spoke.

“Perfect, but you forgot something.”

The man, confused by what she meant, tilted his head.

“Your name?”

“Oh, right! Sorry about that everyone, my name is Hilbert.”

Diana nodded her head and then spoke to the group.

“Okay, with that settled, let me show you all to your living quarters.”

The group was taken deeper into the fort to a hallway filled with many doors not too far apart from one another.

“You can just choose whichever room you want. You are lucky as most people in this fort have to sleep in communal areas.” Diana shrugged, “One of the small privileges of being a healer.”

Everyone then split up and chose their rooms. Most claimed their rooms without any problems, but somehow discord arose.

Two women were arguing at the doorway to one of the rooms.

“Hey! I already put my stuff there!”

“I called dibs on it first!”

“I didn't hear that!”

Diana saw them arguing but did nothing as she stood by smiling and watched.

Hilbert was placing his personal belongings in his room unaware of the events transpiring.

Sol watched as no one went to intervene and shook his head.

‘Oh brother.’

            

    
        Chapter 32: Discord

    
    
    
    
                Sol saw as nobody moved to intervene between the two women, so he decided to see what he could do and walked towards them.

“Hey, what's the problem?”

The two looked at him a bit annoyed at first at someone intervening, but the woman with brunette hair answered.

“I put my stuff in this room, and when I left to talk with someone, I saw her coming in and taking it like her own.”

The other woman with light blue hair responded to her claim.

“Yeah, but that's because I called that room, and you went and took it anyways!”

“And I told you I never hear any dibs! I already put my stuff there; can't you find another room?”

The two women then began arguing again right in front of Sol.

“Hey! Hey! Calm down, I’m sure we can solve this.”

Hearing this, the two women quieted down to hear what he had to say.

“I get that you both want the room, but is there a specific reason why you want this one?”

The brunette shook her head.

“No, I just put my stuff in the first room I saw.”

Sol then looked at the other blue-haired woman, and she nodded.

“I have insomnia, so I tend to walk outside at night as it helps me sleep later. This room is close to the exit, so I don't have to worry about waking others up at night.”

Hearing her response, the brunette felt guilty.

“Why didn't you say anything?”

“I'm sorry; I overreacted and should have led with that.”

“No worries, I’ll get my stuff and choose a different room.”

The brunette then went into the room and picked up her personal belongings and placed them in her bag. The blue-haired woman saw this and looked towards Sol.

“Thank you, what’s your name?”

“Sol, and no worries; we are all on the same boat.”

The brunette walked out with her bag in hand and also thanked Sol.

“Yeah, thanks. Fighting with each other is not how I wanted to start this quest. See you around, Sol."

Sol smiled in response.

Diana, watching the entire interaction from afar, showed an expression of approval and walked away to attend to other matters.

Sol, having diffused the situation, also left to go find his own room and quickly chose from one of the few available rooms.

He entered the room and dropped his bag on the ground. The room had no decorations, and it was even smaller than his old home back in Initium. It had just enough space for a bed, a desk, and a closet. Sol unpacked all his things which took not long as he didn't bring much to begin with.

Once he was done, he left and joined a small group of healers who invited him to check out the other areas of the fort. The small group, consisting of 8 of the healers, explored different parts of the fort, gaining a better understanding of their surroundings and each other.

The brunette and blue-haired woman were also part of the group, and Sol learned their names while talking with them. The brunette is Nataly, and the blue-haired woman is Caroline. Both women got along surprisingly well. After their argument got resolved, they started talking and found out they had a lot in common. They chatted about many different subjects, and eventually, the other healers were curious and asked Sol about his sword.

“Hey Sol, so are you a magic swordsman? If so, why did you choose to join us healers?”

When Sol accepted the quest to join the battle, he initially chose a healer to avoid the chaotic battlefield, but now he isn't so sure that's the sole reason. Still unsure of the real reason himself, he just gave a noncommittal answer.

“I wanted to take this as an opportunity to practice my water magic.”

They weren’t fully convinced that was the reason, but no one questioned it.

Eventually, their conversation led into spellcraft and healing knowledge, which Sol felt completely out of the loop on.

“So you modified [Life Dew] to make more sap? How?”

“At first, I thought it was just a matter of increasing the amount of mana I put into the spell, but that just made it stronger. It was only until I started changing the chant by including the keyword bountiful to the spell that it produced more. Still haven't figured out the mana consumption part out because now it costs way more than what it should.”

“Have you tried…”

As their conversation went deeper into spellcraft theory, Sol couldn't keep up. While [Siphon] does give him the spells and the unconscious control over the spell, he does not know anything about the fundamentals. He thought one just had to say the chant and move the mana to where it needs to go, but apparently there is much more to it. Eventually, Sol just tuned them out as he paid more attention to the layout of the fort and committed it to memory.

As the group made their way throughout the fort, they saw many different professions being briefed on their tasks, and some of them were learning basic drills to get in the flow of working with their group. They even stumbled into the first healer group, and they seemed to also be going over their positioning and responsibilities. Some are able to directly heal people in the middle of combat, but others have spells like Sol’s [Aqua Ring] that are more effective but hinder movement during the healing process.

As the evening came, all the healers of the second group met up once again in the medical ward. The reason for their gathering was because Diana summoned them for an announcement.

“Good evening, everyone, I have some important news. Our scouts have spotted the Orcs advancing down from the mountains, we expect them to arrive tomorrow. As we discussed before, I will be joining the first group to assist the more urgent cases. Rest up; tomorrow is going to be a long day.”

Everyone was then dismissed and was left to their own devices to prepare for tomorrow.

            

    
        Chapter 33: First Patient

    
    
    
    
                As the sun rose on the open snowy field, two armies were stationed facing each other. The kingdom forces numbered over a thousand strong and were positioned with their backs against the fortress 500 meters away, giving enough space to advance and retreat as needed. The orc army faced the human army 1000 meters away, their numbers not lesser than the humans. Even though both armies were a fair distance from each other, one could still feel the pressure each army exuded at each other. Tensions ran high as adventurers, soldiers, and orc warriors alike waited for the signal from their superior.

One orc broke from the army and moved to the middle between the two forces. While it was wearing leather armor and wielded a large hammer on its back, it also had a flag symbolizing it was a messenger. A messenger from the human side ran to meet him in the middle and received a letter, which he then confirmed was nothing dangerous and took it back to the Commander.

Xander on his horse towered over nearby soldiers, making it easy for the messenger to find him and deliver the letter. Upon receiving it, Xander dismissed the messenger and opened the letter.

“Hmm… Usually, they don't bother with letters.”

After reading its contents, Xander laughed, making the other soldiers wonder what the contents of the letter were.

“Hahaha. Now you won't hold back? What have you been doing these past forty years, Chieftain Kuruck? Playing pretend?”

He recalled the messenger.

“Send a letter back to them. Tell them they can try whatever they want, and we will push them back every time.”

The messenger wrote down the short message and delivered it to the orc army.

Xander waits until the message has been delivered to start ordering his men.

“Tell the vanguard to get ready for their charge. Have earth mages roughen the terrain, make it as hard as possible for the orcs to run at us. We should be wary, they appear desperate.”

…

Between a group of large orcs stood another orc who looked as if he was a different race. Towering over his brethren at 10 feet tall stood Chieftain Kuruck. Wearing full metal armor that covered even his face made his expression indiscernible. The surrounding orcs looked at him with respect and dared not to make much noise in his presence, which goes against the normal nature of rowdy orcs. They all waited in silence as their orc messenger brought back the response from the humans.

Receiving the letter, Chieftain read its contents and scoffed.

“I gave them a chance. We are running out of time, so we can’t fight with our previous tactics. From today onwards, we are throwing away our pride as orcs for our survival.”

The orcs frowned hearing his statement, but as much as they wanted to fight and die like an orc, they needed to think of their children and their future.

Chieftain Kuruck then faced a very short orc who was barely 7 feet tall and gave him his orders.

“Tell them to begin the operation. The rest of you, with me!”

The Chieftain then led the orcs as he charged into battle as all his men roared behind him.

The short orc ran to the back of the army to finish a plan they had started a year ago.

…

Meanwhile, at the medical ward.

Sol laid down on the bed staring at the ceiling. Since the battle hasn't started yet, no wounded have come, leaving him bored.

He then flipped over to Nataly, who was sitting on the bed next to him and asked, “Do you think the battle has started yet?”

She shook her head, “Trust me, you’ll know when it starts.”

Almost as if on cue, Sol felt the ground slightly tremble along with the battle cries of orcs and humans alike.

“CHAAAARGE!!!”

“RAAAAAH!!!”

Sol sat back up.

“Guess it started.”

“Yep, now we just wait to see who is brought in.”

The group did not have to wait long as 15 minutes after the battle started someone was already brought in.

“Help! This man took an axe to his leg and the axehead got stuck in his thigh!”

All the healers stood up to attend to the man, but it quickly became a mess.

“Come here, I will tend your wound.”

“Place him on the bed first, what are you doing?”

“Oh, rejuvenating light plea-”

“Wait! At least take the axehead out before closing the wound!”

It was absolute chaos as 30 healers scrambled to take care of one wounded person. The soldier who was carrying the wounded man did not know what to do. Eventually, their leader Hilbert spoke up.

“Everyone stop! This isn’t getting anything done. One healer per patient, nothing more. I will take care of him for now so place him on the bed.”

The healers backed away knowing that stumbling over each other is not going to help anyone, and they let Hilbert take care of him.

Once placed on the bed, Hilbert skillfully removed the axehead from the man’s leg and proceeded to cast a healing spell to close the wound.

“Benevolent light, gather and cleanse this wound, [Healing Light].”

A ray of light shined from his hand towards the man's leg, and the wound started to slowly close.

As Hilbert was healing the man, a wounded soldier was brought in.

The healers, having learned from the previous experience, decided to just let one person tend to the soldier.

Time passed as more and more wounded were brought in, and eventually everyone was taking care of someone. Then even more issues arose.

“Hey, watch it!”

“Sorry, I have to get to my other patient.”

As the medical ward got more and more wounded, the healers and other personnel kept bumping into each other as they had to move to their patients that were spread out in the different beds. Sol was also having to move around as his two patients were a few beds away. On one of his rounds to check on his other patient he bumped into another healer.

‘This is ridiculous; we just keep getting in each other's way. I spend more time moving between people than actually tending to them.’

The medical ward is not even at maximum capacity, but every healer had at least two people they are currently treating, but because they were all taking turns in who treated the next patient, where they were placed was haphazardly all over the place.

‘I wish I could just stay by the same two or three beds. It would be so much easier… Wait, that's it!’

            

    
        Chapter 34: Bringing Order

    
    
    
    
                Sol stopped in his tracks as he thought of a solution and was about to call the other healers, but someone bumped into him.

“Woah Sol! Why did you suddenly stop?”

“Sorry about that, Caroline, but I just got an idea. Can we gather all the healers for a minute?”

“Are you sure? We are all kinda busy.”

“Yeah, I know, but these people aren't critically wounded and I just need a minute. It will save us a lot of time later.”

“Ok sure, I'll let the others know.”

Caroline and Sol split up to gather the other healers, and it did not take long as most were shuffling between their patients.

“Why did you gather us all?”

“Well, I’m sure we are all tired of having to run between patients and bumping into each other.”

All of the healers nodded in agreement, even though it has not even been an hour since the battle started, they have been bumping into each other left and right.

“In that case, instead of us taking turns with who gets the next patient and placing them in the nearest bed, let's assign each of us a work area. There are 30 of us and 100 beds so if we all have 3 beds that are next to each other we won't have to run around anymore and can just stay in one spot.”

A surprised expression appeared over the healers. One healer in blue mage robes spoke up.

“Damn, why didn't we think of this before? But what about our current patients?”

“We are going to have to change who is taking care of them. Once we reorganize we will have a much easier time managing new patients.”

“Makes sense, but how do we make sure we all get patients equally? We can’t just send them to the nearest bed.”

Not having thought about that, Sol could only think of one solution.

“Someone will have to stay near the entrance to guide the patients to where they should go.”

Nataly then asked, “Who would be willing to do that, though? We are supposed to heal the wounded. Wouldn't the person directing not have enough time to take care of patients? They might get penalized.”

“Well, this was my idea, I will do it. I think I am able to take care of one person while also guiding people in.”

Another healer worriedly asked, “Are you sure you wanna risk that?”

Sol nodded, “I will take responsibility in case anything happens.”

With everyone agreeing to the new setup, Sol assigned all the healers to 3 beds and he took a single one by the entrance. As more wounded came, Sol assigned them where they should go, and a semblance of order finally arrived at the medical ward. Few people walked around now, freeing the area and saving a lot of time having to run around.

This didn't mean there weren't any problems. Every so often a healer had difficulties with a patient and they didn't know what to do.

A healer was having trouble removing an arrow wound and went to ask Hilbert what he should do.

“Hey Hilbert, one of my patients has an arrow wound lodged in his tendons. I would remove it but it's a barbed arrow and I don't know if my healing spell would be able to restore torn tendons.”

Hilbert, who was at the moment casting [Healing Light] did not stop and while healing answered.

“Don't know, busy. Ask someone else.”

“But it-”

“Not now, I need to concentrate to not waste mana.”

Coming no closer to solving his problem he began looking around to someone who was free to help him. As he scanned the room he saw Sol just finish leading a patient to another bed and went to ask him for his help.

“Sol, can I borrow you for a second?”

“Yeah, something wrong?”

“Well, this patient…”

After explaining his dilemma Sol did not know how to help.

‘I am the worst person to ask this… How am I supposed to know…’

Either way Sol decided to see the patient to see if he could come up with something.

The wounded soldier was just as the healer described. An arrow was lodged into his right arm and penetrated deep into his tissue. The barbed arrow was designed in such a way that pulling it out would tear tendons and that kind of damage would require a much stronger healing spell. With no one here having access to such spells making such actions ill-advised.

After staring at the wound for a long minute Sol got an idea from his hunting experience.

‘When I was experimenting with different types of traps for the wolves I once tried to use a barbed spear that once attached to the wolf they couldn't remove it. Although it succeeded it was hard to land the spear half the time and when I was done trying to remove it was a pain as well. I found it easier to just push the spear all the way through the body, but would that work here as well?’

Sol saw that the arrow was already more than halfway through the arm; it seemed easier to just push it rather than drag it all the way back.

“What if we push it out instead of pulling it?”

When the wounded man who was lying on the bed heard Sol’s suggestion his face paled. The healer on the other hand put his hand on his chin as he looked back at the wound pensively.

“You know, that actually might work. From the wound the arrow made in the entrance, it seemed it entered cleanly. If we just push it out the exit should be the same. Let's try it.”

The man wanted to protest as he wasn’t really in the mood to experiment on treating his wound but it seemed the two healers made up their minds.

Sol looked at the healer and instructed, “Alright you prepare the spell I will push it out, on my mark.”

The healer nodded and prepared to cast, “Water filled with life gather in my hands as I pass your blessing to others-”

Sol then pushed the arrow out the other side and then completely removed it.

The wounded soldier yelled, “Mother fucker!” before passing out.

“Now!”

“[Sacred Water]!”

Casting the healing spell the moment the arrow left the body the wound started closing before blood could escape the wound. The hole on both sides rapidly closed leaving only a small scar where the wound used to be.

The healer, done casting the spell, looked at Sol and smiled.

“Thanks Sol, I was worried since no one was available to help me.”

“No problem, if you need anything else let me know.”

Sol glanced back at the now healed soldier who was still passed out and left to return to his duties.

            

    
        Chapter 35: Emergency

    
    
    
    
                It had been 3 hours since the battle started, and the group of healers had gotten into the rhythm of things. When any trouble occurred, healers went to Sol to ask for his opinion, and while not a medical expert, he could give his opinion, and if he truly had no idea, he would ask others for their opinion. Together they all filled each other's gaps in knowledge and know-how, making them all learn and improve rapidly.

“Hey Sol, can you come check this out?”

Sol nodded, “Yeah, I’ll be right there.”

Sol had just finished guiding another wounded to a bed and was about to head over to see the issue when he noticed something weird. Being able to see mana thanks to his [Mana Perception], he saw quite a few mana signatures moving underneath him. At first, he thought he was just seeing things and moved close to investigate. He exited the medical ward into the courtyard outside and moved directly on top of where he saw the mana figures. Seeing the shape of the mana figures, he noticed they were humanoid in shape, but that brought up even more questions.

‘Who are all these people down here?’

Suddenly he heard a voice behind him.

“What are you looking at?”

“Ah!”

Sol jumped as he turned to see who spooked him. It was Nataly; she followed him outside as she saw him leave and was curious if something happened.

“Haha, sorry didn't mean to scare you.”

Sol shook his head.

“It’s fine. I noticed something strange below us.”

“Huh? Below?”

She looked at the ground but seeing nothing odd, she looked back at him with a confused expression. Not wanting to make Nataly think he was crazy, Sol elaborated.

“I can see mana, people, plants, anything really. While the range is relatively short, I noticed multiple mana figures underground. Do you know by any chance if the fort has a basement?”

Nataly shook her head.

“No, when we explored around yesterday, I don't recall anything like that, though.”

“How odd…”

Sol then looked back at the ground and saw that the mana signatures were slowly moving upwards.

“I'm going to check it out. I'll be right back.”

“Huh?”

Before Nataly could ask what he meant by that, Sol used [Burrow] to sink into the ground.

After moving 5 meters downward, his head popped out into an underground passage. It was dark and hard to see with only torches faintly illuminating the immediate surroundings. In the darkness, Sol looked at the figures he saw above ground and almost yelled in shock.

There he saw orcs digging a passage upwards leading into the fort. Loud sounds of pickaxes smashing the dirt and rocks as other orcs shoveled them into a cart and took it away. There were also orcs who were handling small sacks and placing them a few meters apart from each other.

Not wanting to risk detection, Sol immediately ascended back up before any orc walked near him. Sol then rose out of the ground, eliciting a yelp from Nataly who was as surprised to see him appear as she saw him disappear a few seconds ago.

“Woah Sol! Didn't know you could do that. Was that a spell?”

Sol faced Nataly with a grave expression.

“I’ll explain later; there are orcs digging under the fort!”

“What?! We need to let the Commander know!”

Agreeing with Nataly, Sol called for the nearest soldier to bring a messenger immediately. Seeing the urgency in both of the healers' faces, the soldier obliged and ran looking for one.

When the messenger arrived, Sol explained what he saw and urged him to let the Commander know as quickly as possible. Sol even debated whether or not to cast [Tailwind] on the man to go faster but held back as he already has shown a lot of his abilities.

Having done what he could to inform the commander, Sol then faced Nataly as there was one more thing they had to do.

“Let's go; we need to move all the wounded.”

Sol started to walk but Nataly stopped him as she didn't understand.

“Slow down Sol; you need to explain a bit more than that.”

“Sorry, you're right. I saw the direction they were digging and it was ramping up towards the medical ward. I think that's where they are going to appear from.”

Both of them then headed back into the medical ward and started to mobilize all available people to help transport the wounded to the canteen. It was the most ideal location that was furthest from the medical ward but had enough space for the 80 currently wounded men and women.

As they were relocating the wounded from the medical ward, Hilbert angrily stopped Sol.

“What do you think you are doing?!”

“Orcs are digging underneath us. We need to move all the wounded away from here.”

“That's ridiculous! Even if it’s true you don't have the authority to move everyone.”

“What authority! People will die if we don't do anything!”

“Fine! Move them if you so insist, but my patients are staying right here!”

If Hilbert wanted to stay Sol didn’t care that's his choice, but to also risk the lives of other people is taking it too far.

As they were arguing Hilbert saw one of the healers move his patient and barked at him to stop. The healer who was the one that Sol helped with removing the arrow shook his head.

“No, I will take them to the canteen. I trust Sol, and if he says orcs are digging underneath us, I believe him.”

Other nearby healers also nodded in agreement. Hilbert wanted to argue back, but with all the healers siding with Sol, he had no choice but to go along with them. There was also no point in Hilbert staying as his patients were taken so he decided to evacuate with them.

“Fine, but I will let Diana know this was all you.”

“Have it your way.”

Not wanting to deal with Hilbert anymore, Sol continued to help facilitate the transfer. Because everyone acted quickly and orderly the whole process was done in under 10 minutes.

The transfer was done just in time as when the last patient was placed in the canteen Sol heard a loud explosion.

KA-BOOM

“ATTACK!”

            

    
        Chapter 36: Collapse

    
    
    
    
                Moments before the explosion.

The orcs stopped digging and finished their preparations. The short orc who was assigned to this operation by Chieftain Kuruck inspected the dug-out area when another short orc came up to him to report.

“The tunnel is done, and the powder is in place, by your orders Daruck.”

The short orc, Daruck, was the fifth son of Chieftain Kuruck. The reason he was so short compared to the average orc was not because of his growth but because he was a child. Even as a child, he had already taken a leadership role among his people and led this plan.

“Get all the men ready and send word to my father we are starting.”

All the orcs then moved away from the end of the tunnel as one orc lit a fuse before joining the rest of his men.

The spark of the fuse moved until it reached one of the small bags placed on the end of the tunnel, and the moment it made contact with the bag, a huge explosion shook the tunnel.

KA-BOOM

The roof of the tunnel collapsed, taking along the room that was above it. The passage then gave way to a path upwards. Daruck then gave the order to charge.

“ATTACK!”

The orcs roared as they ran out to the surface, weapons at the ready.

Hearing the explosions, Nataly ran to Sol.

“They are already here! Did you hear back from the Commander yet?!”

With a serious expression, Sol shook his head.

“What do we do? We barely have any soldiers stationed here. It’s just a skeleton crew!”

Thoughts raced through Sol’s mind, trying to figure out what to do. Sol then mumbled to himself.

“We need to protect the wounded, the non-combatants and stop them from taking the fort until reinforcements arrive. The only way to do that is…”

Sol glanced at Nataly and made up his mind.

“Nataly, keep an eye on the others.”

“Wait, me?”

“Yeah, I’ll be back.”

“Sol don't g-!”

Before Nataly could finish talking, Sol had already used [Sprint] and was running towards the now collapsed medical ward.

As Sol ran through the open courtyard, he saw a few other soldiers running towards the explosion with the same intentions as himself. They all ran with weapons drawn, ready to hold back the intruders as long as they could.

Arriving at the now-demolished medical ward, the dust just settled as orcs charged out from the entrance. They looked around but were surprised to find only soldiers with weapons ready to meet them. Orcs, not being ones to shy away from a fight, charged directly at Sol and the soldiers.

Before trading blows with the orcs, Sol scanned them all with [Analysis] to gain a better understanding of his opponents.

Name: Nargol Race: Orc 
Talents: [Strong], [Hammer] 
Level: 33

Name: Sodagh Race: Orc 
Talents: [Axe], [Undying] 
Level: 31

Name: Abbas Race: Orc 
Talents: [Spiritualist], [Wise] 
Level: 38

‘About as Strong as a C-Ranker. If it was just a few, then it's not a problem but…’

Sol looked at the hole in the ground as he saw more and more orcs appear. The faces of the soldiers who came to help paled as they saw over a hundred orcs. The 20 soldiers and Sol were at a clear disadvantage.

Regardless, they had to fight and resolutely charged at the orcs.

Sol ran ahead of the group and met the first orc with his Warhawk’s Talon and used [Cross Slash].

As his sword moved, it made deep gashes in his chest in an X shape. Because of his massively increased strength from [Gargantuan Strength], which was the equivalent of dumping 12 levels into his strength, his sword showed no mercy as it instantly slew the orc.

‘No notification… I have heard of it before but it’s the first time I see it.’

There is only one way to level up with the system, and that is by killing other creatures and gaining experience, but there are exceptions to this rule. Humans, elves, orcs, dwarves, and many other races do not give experience if they kill each other. Because of this, a term has become popularized to refer to them as a whole, the privileged races. This is not the only difference of being one of the privileged races; another big difference is the ability to distribute available stat points wherever they choose. At first, people theorized it was a matter of sentience, but that was quickly shut down as races like goblins, kobolds, and lizardfolk are very much sentient. Able to create societies, language, and culture, these races even sometimes trade with the privileged races yet they for some reason aren’t included and can be slain for experience.

After killing the orc, Sol felt a tinge of guilt at killing again but he did not stop. Maybe it was because of the urgency of the situation, the fact he had killed others before or that they are not human but he has become less averse to killing. He also did not forget out of habit and used [Siphon], taking the two most useful skills before continuing to his next target.

Sol used [Cross Slash] on every enemy without worrying about the cost as he had drastically improved thanks to his dungeon experience. Thanks to his wisdom increasing the amount of mana and [Increased Mana Regeneration] influencing the rate in which he absorbs mana from his surroundings he was able to cast the skill with no regard.

Orcs fell one after another to his sword as he moved between the orc group using [Siphon] on any body he spots be it orc or human. He focused on increasing skills he already had but if he saw a good or interesting skill he didn't hesitate to learn it.

[Tracking] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

Learned [Wisdom Up] Lv 2!

Learned [Heavy Blow] Lv 4!

[Agility Up] leveled up! (3 -> 4)

[Silent Steps] leveled up! (6 -> 7)

Learned [Crippling Strike] Lv 3!

Even though Sol was killing them quickly, their numbers were too much, and they were slowly losing ground. As more soldiers died eventually Sol was surrounded on all sides. He used [Parry] and blocked as many attacks as he could while still dishing out damage, but he still took many hits. If not for the fact he has the incredible combination of [Endless Vitality], [Physical Resistance], and [Natural Armor], he would have died by now. Even so, the hits added up, and his health was entering worrying levels.

Health: 367/900 
Mana: 285/500

While it was true Sol was holding back in fear of exposing too much, even if he wasn't, the outcome would have still been the same. If he tried to use magic, the surrounding orcs would interrupt his chant, and he didn't have the weapons to use half of his other skills like [Power Shot] or [Earth Hammer]. Skills he could use were useless compared to [Cross Slash] and [Parry], so that was all he really could do.

Luckily for Sol, he was not fighting to win.

The orcs who saw he was getting more and more wounded taunted Sol.

"Hahaha! You were a worthy foe; it took many of our finest warriors to take you down. Too bad you die here!"

Hearing their preemptive celebration, Sol chuckled back at them.

“What's so funny, human?”

“Heh… I was never fighting to win, just until they showed up.”

With his [Mana Perception], he saw through the crowd of surrounding orcs a group charging towards him. They were the soldiers and adventurers from the frontline who came back to help.

The humans yelled as they charged at the orcs.

“Die orc scum!”

            

    
        Chapter 37: Reinforcements

    
    
    
    
                One hulking giant of a man wielding a ridiculously large sword led the charge as the soldiers ran behind him. Orcs were never one to turn down a fight, but when they saw that huge brute running at them, they knew they were screwed.

The moment the man reached the orc group, he slammed the flat side of his large sword into the chest of the nearest orc, sending him flying back, knocking down 16 orcs behind him.

Daruck, who was overseeing the fight from the back, stumbled back in fear when he saw that man.

“Why?! Why are you here?! What happened to Champion Teldgulg?!”

The giant man laughed and spun his blade in a circle, taking down 4 orcs before responding.

“Teldgulg? Haha! You should have seen his face when the A-Ranker we recruited and I beat him to a pulp! I have never seen an orc run away so fast!”

Daruck’s face paled, knowing he had failed the mission entrusted to him by his father. The moment this man showed up, all hope was lost.

The soldiers who followed behind the man caught up and joined the fight. They broke into the group of orcs and made a beeline toward Sol to rescue him. The orcs stood no chance as they were against the elites of the army.

One of the soldiers who broke the encirclement around Sol spoke to him.

“Follow us, kid!”

Sol nodded and ran behind but not before using [Siphon] on all the bodies that had just dropped, courtesy of the giant man.

[Basic Axemanship] leveled up! (7 -> 9)

[Endless Vitality] leveled up! (1 -> 2)

Learned [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3!

[Cross Slash] leveled up! (2 -> 3)

Learned [Charge] Lv 4!

Sol saw many notifications appear in his vision, but he had to ignore them for now. He followed the soldiers that cleared the way and quickly escaped the fight.

Back in the brawl, the orcs flew left and right, smashing into walls, floors, and other orcs. Daruck watched with a heavy heart as his clansmen fell to one single man but did not give the order to retreat, and no orc tried to run away.

The reason for not doing so is that there is no point.

All the orcs knew that they could not escape once that monster of a man set his eyes on them, and without any equally strong warrior to hold him back, there was nothing they could do.

Another thing the orcs could do is surrender, but that will never happen. Orcs are a very prideful race, the fact that they had planned a sneak attack on the fort was shocking enough as they detest fighting dirty. Even so, they would rather die than surrender, at least then they would die a proud orc death.

The giant man did not stop his blade for even a moment as more and more orcs fell. Eventually, only 5 orcs remained as they stared the man down. The man then looked at the remaining orcs.

“I won’t bother asking for you to surrender, so just answer one question. Who gave you the black powder?”

Daruck scoffed at him, “Just kill me now, Olfred.”

The giant man, Olfred, sighed, “So be it.”

Mana gathered into Olfred’s giant sword as he swung it horizontally. A thick wave of mana then left his sword as it traveled rapidly towards the orcs. Daruck saw this and did not try to resist and instead simply closed his eyes and murmured something.

“Sorry, father, I tried.”

SLASH

The wave of mana cleanly cut through all 5 orcs, and their bodies collapsed on the ground with their upper and lower bodies separated.

Olfred finished with the last of the orcs, made his giant sword suddenly disappear, and then turned back to join his men in assessing the situation.

…

“Why did you run in there?!”

Sol was currently lying on one of the spare beds in the canteen surrounded by worried healers as he was being treated by Nataly, who was taking the chance to also reprimand him.

“Do you know how lucky you are? If it wasn’t for the reinforcements, you would have died!”

Sol saw the sincere worry in her eyes and in the eyes of all the healers.

“Sorry about worrying you all, but I had to do something. If we didn’t stop the orcs at the tunnel exit, they would have killed everyone and destroyed the fort.”

“Yeah, but-”

“It’s okay, I survived. Speaking of which, what of the other soldiers who joined me?”

Nataly froze at his question, not knowing how to answer. Before she could say anything, a deep voice answered for her.

“Dead, only you survived.”

Sol looked to where the voice came from and saw the giant man who single handedly beat over a hundred orcs. Having heard of the fate of the other soldiers who went with him to protect the men and women of this fort, Sol looked downwards and clenched his fist. His nails dug into his skin, almost drawing blood, but Sol did not notice.

‘I wasn’t strong enough…’

Suddenly, a big callused hand slapped him on the back with a strong force that almost launched him off the bed.

“Cheer up, kid, you're a survivor. Celebrate the fact you are alive.”

While Sol knew these words were to make him feel better, it didn't help.

‘I only had enough strength to protect myself, and even then I could have died here if they took any longer.’

This event showed just how weak he truly was. That no matter how strong he was against individuals when against an army or those who were truly strong, he does not stand a chance.

‘What a fool I was to think I was strong. I am only stronger than the average C-Ranker, maybe B-Ranker if they're on the weaker side. Even if I am strong, I can still be overwhelmed by numbers… If I was stronger, none of those soldiers would have died…’

Seeing his encouraging words did not improve the young man’s mood, Olfred was unsure of what to do. He wanted to help Sol feel better since he knew how hard this young man fought to protect everyone but felt helpless.

‘Man… I am a fighter, not a therapist…’

No one said anything as they did not know how to comfort Sol, but someone spoke up.

“Why the fuck are you blaming yourself for their deaths?”

“Huh?”

            

    
        Chapter 38: Weak

    
    
    
    
                The one who spoke was Hilbert. He pushed through the healers and onlookers and approached Sol.

“Don't 'Huh?' me. You know exactly what I mean. They chose to run in there to stop the orcs alongside you. If they didn’t join the battle, I can assure you that you would be dead right now.”

Nataly was about to interrupt him as she felt he was going too far, but a hand fell on her shoulders, holding her back. She turned back to see it was Olfred who silently placed a finger on his lips.

“But if I was just strong-”

“But you're not. You're weak, I'm weak, most of us in this room are weak. But you know what you did even though you are weak. You warned us, moved us to a safe place, and then proceeded to protect us. Even when some of us were resistant to your help.”

Hilbert was clearly referring to himself, but no one pointed that out.

“I know your type. You know what you should do instead of wallowing in your self pity? You could stand back up, go thank the men and women who died for us and train harder so it doesn't happen again.”

While Hilbert’s words were rude, they resonated with Sol.

“Ha… You're right. I'm such an idiot.”

“Glad you understand, now if you will excuse me, I have to get back to work.”

He then turned around without hesitation and returned to his patients to tend to them, not caring what the other healers and onlookers do or think.

Sol watched as he left before chuckling to himself before turning to face the rest of the onlookers.

“Alright, everyone, I’ll be fine, so you all should get back to your duties as well.”

The healers nodded and left to return to their tasks. Olfred stayed as he wanted to ask Sol a question.

“Sol, right? Have you seen Diana anywhere?”

Sol shook his head, “She said we could handle this on our own and left to join the first healer group on the frontlines.”

“Haha! Did she now? Sounds just like her.”

“Did you not see her there?”

“No, I don’t doubt she is there though. But I won't get a chance to see her unless I seek her out.”

“Why?”

He grinned at Sol with an expression that told him he was asking a very silly question.

“Because I doubt the orcs are strong enough to make me fall back for healing.”

“Ah…”

Sol was very curious about exactly how strong Olfred was but did not dare to use [Analysis] as he already learned from his mistake with Diana. Instead, he decided to ask upfront.

“Umm, sir-”

“Just call me Olfred. I don't care about formalities.”

“O-Olfred, if you don't mind me asking how strong are you?”

Olfred, not bothered by his question, answered.

“Hmm, if I had to put an adventurer's rank to it, I would be in the upper levels of A-Rank.”

“Really?!”

A-Rank adventurers are very rare. It is not a simple matter of leveling up and having high stats, but one also needs to train their skills and talent skills to a very high degree. The reason for this is that monsters tend to be inherently stronger than people of the same level for a variety of reasons. There were a lot of B-Rank adventurers who managed to get to a high level but were unable to reach A-Rank because of the limitations of their skills and talents making them unable to fight against monsters of similar levels. That is why people who reached A-Rank tend to have unique or even legendary talents; not only do they have an advantage with better skills but their growth tends to be faster as well.

That meant it was very likely for Olfred to have a unique talent at the very least.

Olfred nodded at Sol, “Yup, anyways I need to go. I will leave half of my unit here to help secure the fort, we can spare that much at least since the battle is almost over. By the way, kid, I saw a bit of your performance holding them off on your own, impressive. So chin up, I know you're gonna go far.”

Olfred gave Sol one final pat on the back, this time knocking him off the bed.

“Haha! My bad, you should take this as a sign to gain some weight and build some muscle. Defense and vitality won’t help against force like this; you should keep that in mind for the future.”

Getting up from the floor in pain, Sol nodded.

“Will do…”

“Good, see ya around.”

Olfred casually waved as he walked away without a care in the world.

Seeing him finally leave, Sol sighed in relief.

“Phew, I am glad he is easygoing, but I swear if I hang out around him, he might just accidentally kill me.”

Sol looked at his status page and saw his recently healed health drop by 100.

‘He didn’t use any skills and yet he did that much damage when I had [Natural Armor] and [Physical Resistance]...’

Finally left alone, Sol climbed back onto the bed and saw the many notifications on his status page. When Olfred killed the remaining orcs, Sol used [Siphon], gaining a lot of skill levels and a few new ones as well.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner] Level: 35 
Exp: 14,380/165,000

HP: 902/1000 MP: 500 
Str: 40 (+60) Vit: 30 (+70) 
Agi: 30 (+20) Int: 30 (+10)
Wis: 40 (+10)

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 3, [Analysis] Lv 3

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 5, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 7, [Silent Steps] Lv 7, [Parry] Lv 9, [Quick Cast] Lv 5, [Agility Up] Lv 4, [Foraging] Lv 10, [Intermediate Throwing] Lv 1, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Basic Bowmanship] Lv 7, [Intermediate Axemanship] Lv 2, [Iron Stomach] Lv 4, [Tracking] Lv 10, [Endless Vitality] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Physical Resistance] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Natural Armor] Lv MAX, [Wisdom Up] Lv 2, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2, [Basic Spearmanship] Lv 8

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Leap] Lv 9, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 4, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 2, [Sprint] Lv 10, [Harden] Lv 9, [Power Shot] Lv 4, [Concealment] Lv 4, [Wide Swing] Lv 7, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 5, [Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Heavy Blow] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 7, [Charge] Lv 6, [Rage] Lv 5

A lot of skills leveled up, and a few even gave Sol a prompt to evolve them. Without hesitation, he selected yes to all of them.

[Foraging] evolved into [Nature Sense]!

[Tracking] evolved into [Pursuit]!

[Sprint] evolved into [Blurry Steps]!

[Nature Sense] Lv 1: Vast experience in foraging allows you to easily find anything mother nature can provide. You are also able to sense the general direction of any foragable as long as you have enough knowledge about it.

[Pursuit] Lv 1: Nothing can escape you when you are on the hunt. With a variety of tracking methods and experience, you will know the best way to track someone. If the trail runs cold, there is a small chance to intuit where to go next.

[Blurry Steps] Lv 1: Your legs have adapted to the strain from high bursts of speed. When activated, your movement speed increased by 300%. Duration: 5 minutes. Cooldown: 30 minutes.

Although Sol felt stronger, he didn’t let it go to his head. Today clearly showed how weak he was for many reasons and he needs to work much harder to improve. Finishing with his status page, Sol closed it and lay back down in the bed hoping to get some rest.

            

    
        Chapter 39: Time of Death

    
    
    
    
                Sol tried to rest, but it didn’t take long for someone to come and ask for his help. The battle outside the fort had ended with the humans' victory, and they had arrived back at the fort. A lot of wounded were brought along with them, and it was up to his team to take care of them.

With a low sigh, he got back up to help the healers.

While exhausted, his job was not very physically demanding. Sol did what he was doing before the orcs infiltrated the fort and directed the wounded where they should go while casting [Aqua Ring] on his patients.

Time flew as the evening light approached. The healers had finished their job, and the wounded were left to rest while they took a much-needed break. They all decided to join the soldiers and adventurers who were eating dinner in the courtyard as the canteen was currently being used as the new medical ward.

Sol sat alongside his fellow healers as he ate a warm meal. The chefs prepared a simple but filling meal of tri-horn deer meat with frost beets that combined to make a very savory dish. Sol took a bite of the meat as it melted in his mouth.

“Wow, how is this so good?”

Caroline, who was sitting near him, answered.

“The chefs probably have a high skill level, check your stats.”

Opening his status page, Sol saw he gained 3 temporary points in vitality. He then used [Analysis] on his plate.

Tri-Horn Deer with Frost Beets 
Common

Effects: +3 vitality for 30 minutes

“The effect doesn’t seem that great…”

Caroline shook her head and explained, “A friend of mine who had a cooking talent told me how it works. When cooking a dish, one can add their own mana to enhance its properties, granting greater effects. But when the skill gets high enough, they don’t need to add their own mana for a dish to gain effects as their skill allows them to naturally draw mana from the surroundings into the dish. I doubt the chefs wasted their energy making mana-enhancing dishes for us normal people so for every dish to have even a basic enhancement is impressive.”

One of the healers then chimed in, “I heard that if they evolve their cooking skill, they can even enhance some ingredients that don’t require cooking. Can you imagine eating an apple and it gives you 20 agility?”

A few laughed at the concept, and jokes kept being tossed around. Eventually, everyone finished their meals and retired for the night. Sol would have joined them if not for having to do one more thing.

He split from the others and went towards a very isolated area of the fort. Away from the canteen and dormitories was a walled-off section of the fort guarded by two soldiers. Seeing Sol’s approach, the two men stopped him.

“Halt! What is your business here?”

“I wish to see the fallen and thank them.”

The two soldiers looked at each other, and without any verbal confirmation, they let him pass.

Sol passed through and into the enclosed area where he saw bodies lined up from wall to wall. A stale air permeated the entire area as Sol approached the bodies. He looked at them with a solemn face but with a hardened resolve underneath.

‘I’m sorry, but for me to improve, I must do this. I hope you will forgive me.’

Sol then raised his hand and used [Siphon], grabbing the most useful skills he saw.

Learned [Meditation] Lv 1

[Rage] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

[Snap Punch] leveled up! (2 -> 3)

From left to right, Sol was methodologically siphoning skills, but after the 50th body, he noticed something.

‘The skills are rising way too slowly.’

To confirm something, Sol opened the skill description for [Siphon].

[Siphon] Lv 3: Siphon 2 skills from dead beings. Increased efficiency, lowers the longer they are dead.

‘I know it said it had lower efficiency the longer they were dead but it's not even been a day…’

In total, after siphoning 50 bodies, he could only increase the level of 5 skills by one and gained only 2 new skills. If the skill level isn't at least 7, Sol couldn’t even gain the first level of the skill and needed multiple tries of the same skill to gain it.

‘While it loses in quality, I can at least make it up in quantity.’

After going through 50 corpses, there were still over 200 more to go, so the gains can still be considerable.

Because [Siphon] at level 3 allowed Sol to siphon multiple bodies at a time, he was able to go through them all rather fast. 15 minutes later, he was already done.

From all the skills he gained, Sol was able to raise [Leap] and [Parry] to level 10 and was given the prompt to evolve it. Without hesitation, he accepted.

[Leap] evolved into [Ground Shrink]!

[Parry] evolved into [Counter]!

[Ground Shrink] Lv 1: Launch yourself in a designated direction with blinding speed. Maximum distance: 10 meters. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

[Counter] Lv 1: Skillfully able to deflect an attack and create an opening. If the user attacks in that window it will deal 50% more damage.

‘While the cooldown for [Ground Shrink] increased, the distance and speed which I can cover it is near instant. If I didn’t own the skill and know exactly how it worked, if I saw someone else use it I would think they are teleporting. They don't even leave an afterimage. With [Counter], it will enable me to deal insane damage by not only creating more openings but if combined with [Cross Slash], not even the tankiest person can survive that.’

Besides a lot of general skills leveling up, [Analysis] also gained a level. Though its description did not change.

With all the bodies siphoned, Sol gave the bodies one final thanks before heading back to his room. While it was still evening and people were celebrating, Sol was exhausted. Not only was he healing and dealing with problems all day, but he also had to fight as well and he wasn’t used to such long fights. The only reason Sol hasn’t passed out yet is thanks to his high vitality, but mentally he was already checked out.

Sol did not make any stops on the way and even avoided people in fear of being asked to do something and headed straight to his bed. The moment Sol landed on his bed he instantly fell asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 40: Private Meeting

    
    
    
    
                The next morning all the healers from the second group were summoned by Diana for a meeting. Since their medical ward was currently reduced to rubble, they simply chose to meet outside in the courtyard. The area was a tad chaotic from people training and sparring, but there was a relatively quiet area at the end of the open area where they could talk in peace.

Diana looked at all the healers with an undecipherable expression as they silently waited to hear what she had to say.

“So… who wishes to give me a rundown of what happened? Hilbert?”

Being called out, Hilbert took a step forward and spoke with a serious expression.

“I’ll be honest, Miss Diana, this experience showed some inadequacies. I knew I wasn’t leader material, but thought I could try my hand at it again. Anyways, the one you should be asking is not me, it’s him.” Hilbert pointed with his thumb backward towards Sol.

Not expecting this from Hilbert, Sol tilted his head and asked, “You sure?”

Without hesitation, he nodded, “Yeah, go ahead.”

Sol walked forward, towards Diana, as she watched his approach with an undiscernible smile.

“At first, our group had organizational issues as we took patients in without order, causing problems…”

Sol narrated yesterday's events all the way till the orc breach in the fort. The only thing he reported differently was his personal actions against the orcs. He made no mention of his performance not because he wanted to hide his ability but because he felt weird talking about himself. Even though he was downplaying his role in the defense, Diana had already received a report of the events and knew how he was the one to warn everyone and the first to jump in to fight.

“Thank you for your report, Sol. Now with today’s news, it looks like we all get to go home today.”

A few healers gasped in disbelief. One of them spoke up and asked, “So soon? Doesn’t it usually last 3 to 5 days?”

Diana nodded, “Normally yes, but it seems their entire invasion hinged on taking the fort and flanking the front lines. The moment they found out their group infiltrating the fort perished, they retreated.”

Having heard the explanation, most healers took it at face value except for Sol.

Wanting to clear his doubts, he asked, “Miss Diana, a few things don’t add up. For example-”

“Wait, Sol.”

Before he could continue, Diana stopped him.

“Come talk to me after the meeting.”

‘Maybe it's sensitive information?’

Not wanting to overstep, Sol held his questions for later.

Diana then continued the meeting, informing all the healers of a few things they should know. It was mostly mundane information like at what time they leave, where to eat now that the canteen is a temporary medical ward, and other minor things. It was wrapped up relatively quickly, and everyone left to do their own things before heading back to the city.

Unlike the others, Sol followed Diana to a part of the fort he hadn't been in yet. When he explored the fort yesterday, they went to most areas but were stopped by soldiers from entering this small section as only higher-level personnel were allowed. Here is where the more important rooms are located like the war room, the vault, and even the Commander’s room. Diana led him through the hallway until they reached a door indistinguishable from the rest.

Pulling out a key, Diana opened the door, which led into a room similar to the dormitory Sol stayed in last night but at least five times bigger. Because it was much bigger than the standard dormitory room, there was also a round table with four seats and a walk-in closet. It was also much better decorated with chandeliers emitting a flameless light, paintings of landscapes, and a small shrine by the window that Sol could only assume is for her goddess, Caela.

“Come, sit down.”

Diana gestured for Sol to take a seat by the round table. When he sat down, Diana produced a teapot from thin air and made some simple tea. She poured a cup for Sol and herself and then sat on the opposite side of the table.

“We can talk here without anyone except Caela hearing in.”

Sol grinned as he doubted a goddess would eavesdrop on their conversation and asked the doubts that plagued his mind.

“I have not personally met orcs before yesterday, but from what I have read, they aren't the type to use these tactics. There must be a reason why they would go against their ideals and risk such a plan, right?”

Diana nodded.

“You're not wrong. Why do you think they are going against their honor, which is all they stand for?”

Sol took a sip from the tea as he thought about her question.

“Well… For the past 40 years, they have been trying to invade the kingdom. I originally thought it was because there was some diplomatic dispute, but from what I saw yesterday, it seemed that they are desperate.”

“That's because they are.”

“Huh? Do you know why?”

Instead of answering, Diana took out a translucent crystal that had symbols engraved onto it. Sol saw as a thin thread of mana entered the crystal making it shine a little brighter and from it he heard words.

-What?! It wants 1000 more this year? He took 1000 last year as well, does his hunger know no bounds?!-

-Y-yes, Chieftain. He said we must send more as he already ran out…-

-Fucking monster!-

-What will we do, Chieftain?-

-We will accept that woman’s offer. Let Daruck know and prepare. May Ragnar forgive us…-

The crystal’s light dimmed likely to show the message is complete. Sol with wide eyes looked back at Diana.

“Was that…”

“The current Chieftain of the Frostaxe Clan, Chieftain Kuruck. The recording from the Sonoran crystal came from one of our church assets. For now, I can’t say anything else regarding the issue, the only reason I am showing you because I felt you would go investigate on your own and get in trouble.”

“Even so, isn’t this a big secret? Won’t you be in trouble for showing this to me?”

Diana chuckled, “It’s fine, the news will spread eventually, but I don’t suggest you go around telling people about this.”

“I understand, but why do you have that?”

She does not answer and gave Sol a simple smile that lets him know that she won’t tell him why. Understanding he won’t get an answer out of her, Sol took another sip from his tea.

“Instead let me ask you something, What outer god do you follow?”

Sol felt his body stiffen as an invisible pressure overwhelmed him. He struggled to breath as he felt a hot wave from his stomach travel to his head as he lost control of his body. He tried to fight back against whatever was causing it, but it was useless as he instantly answered the question against his will.

“I don’t know what an outer god is.”

“Huh?”

The pressure holding Sol down faded away as he looked at Diana’s confused expression.
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                “Wasn’t expecting that answer…”

No longer being pressured by that invisible force, Sol was panting as if he had just run a marathon. He was able to quickly recover thanks to his high vitality, but it was a harrowing experience nonetheless. Once Diana saw that Sol had recovered, she apologized.

“I’m truly sorry about drugging you with Verdanera, but this is a matter of our world’s safety.”

The tea Sol drank had been spiked with a rare drug called Verdanera, which induced the body to answer a question truthfully. This was different from a normal truth drug where one could choose not to answer or give half-truths. The only downside of Verdanera was that only one question could be asked, and after that, the body became immune to its effects for the next 24 hours.

Still reeling a bit from the after effects of the drug, Sol asked, “The world?”

Diana nodded as she pulled out a small stone idol. It looked like a goblin wearing a crown and a cape. Sol immediately recognized it as the idol he had found at the goblin shaman’s hut from the quest he had taken a while back. What confused Sol was the fact that Diana had gotten a hold of it, as he had left it in his room back at The Rusty Bed.

“Did you break into my room?”

“Not me personally, but that’s beside the point. Where did you get this?”

Not wanting to be forced to drink that drug again, Sol simply told the truth about where he found it.

“I found it in a goblin camp near Kerman city. The goblin shaman who had it treasured it alongside a book on basic water magic, so I took them both.”

“I see… I’m glad I verified beforehand before informing the paladins.”

“The paladins?!”

Sol didn’t know he was that close to getting the strongest warriors of the Church of Caela to hunt him down. Each paladin went through rigorous training by their church to become their strongest sword in times of need. Their numbers were few, but even their weakest paladins started at B-Rank, with the majority being at the peak of B-Rank and only limited by their talents. That didn’t mean they didn’t have any A-Ranks. Each church had multiple A-Rank paladins at their disposal to enforce justice.

Even if they sent a squad of their weakest B-Rank paladins, Sol knew he stood no chance and would get killed if he couldn’t escape.

“Why would paladins get involved? What even is an outer god that would cause such a reaction?”

Having felt that she owed him an explanation, Diana elaborated.

“Paladins purge the world of evil, which includes followers of evil gods, but there is another category of gods they hunt as well. The other type of gods are outer gods; they are gods not from our world. We are not sure where they come from, but every time one appears, they cause trouble by bringing foreign beings, causing destruction, or, worst of all, choosing a champion.”

“A champion, is that the outer god version of chosen?”

The chosen were people the gods designated to be their representatives. They had a direct line of communication with their god and were able to borrow power directly. If the chosen was strong enough, they might even be able to channel their god through their body and allow them to possess them for a limited time. While this relationship between man and god was very powerful, it was not easy to create. The chosen needed to have an affinity for the god’s law, which meant having a talent in a similar domain. They also needed to align with the god's personal beliefs, as when they shared the power, it conflicted if they had opposing natures. The biggest limitation was that there could only be one chosen per god; the only way to select a new one was with the passing of the previous chosen.

“Yes, they are the same as a chosen, but we call them champions to differentiate those selected by our world’s gods and outer gods. Another way to differentiate them is by their status page.”

“How will it be different? Is it a unique talent?”

“No, the chosen of outer gods are bestowed unique skills that the system can’t recognize. When you use your [Analysis] on a champion, you will know.”

“Ah, really? But that goblin shaman had a very normal status page.”

Diana’s face made a grave expression when she heard that.

“Then he wasn’t a champion, and if that’s the case, they are still out and about.”

“Why did that shaman have the idol?”

“The champion must have been spreading the faith of…” Diana pointed with a hint of disgust at the idol. “This thing. The faith this idol emits can maybe be used to track him…”

She raised her head and looked back at Sol, “I know you may not trust me after this, but you must understand that when outer gods are involved, disaster always appears. If you are able to forgive me, please find me when you head back to Kerman city. Go to the church of Caela and ask for me. I will need your help to find the harbinger.”

‘What?’

While he could understand being drugged and pressured to answer as he was suspected to be the harbinger, Sol found it ludicrous to be asked to help them find it. He thought he could trust Diana, especially after she forgave him for using [Analysis] on her, but this soured whatever relationship they had. The crux of the problem was that if what Diana was saying was to be trusted, then this harbinger could cause a lot of damage. He only felt slightly responsible over the matter, not because of Diana, but the fact he found the idol in the goblin camp and did nothing with it. If he had turned it in to the right authorities or the church, this wouldn’t have happened to begin with.

Resolutely, Sol declined, “No, trust is hard to build but easy to break. While I understand why you poisoned me, that doesn’t mean I will let bygones be bygones. I will come visit you back in Kerman but only to tell you what I know. After that, I want nothing to do with this.”

Disappointment was evident in her expression, “You're right, I’ll try to make it up to you someday. Either way, I’m thankful for whatever information you can provide.”

With the matter settled, Diana stood up and escorted Sol to the door. Before Sol could leave, Diana remembered something last minute.

“Oh, I almost forgot. The Commander wishes to speak with you. Remember to stop by his office as soon as you can.”

Sol nodded and parted ways with Diana. Since he was already close to his office, Sol decided to just head there now. After asking for directions from a nearby soldier who was guarding the hallway, Sol quickly arrived at the door to Commander Xander Pared.
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                Sol lightly knocked on the door.

A mature, rough voice answered through the door.

“Enter.”

The door creaked open as Commander Xander came into view. Wearing the same uniform as when he did the orientation speech, the man was sitting behind an ornate wooden desk, processing a tall stack of papers. As he passed another paper to his finished pile, which was almost double the size of the other stack, it made Sol wonder how long he had been working.

“Sorry for intruding, but I was told you called for me.”

His gaze rose from the paperwork as he took a good look at the young man who had entered his office.

“Hmm, you're Sol?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I see. Take a seat. I’ll be with you after I finish this requisition form.”

Sol sat down and let his gaze wander around the room as he waited for Xander to finish. He noticed that while the room was finely decorated, there was a distinct lack of personal belongings. While he had never worked in an office environment before, from his time with Annabel, he knew she tended to have a few things on hand and kept them around her work area for convenience.

Sol let his thoughts wander as to why this was the case until Xander signed the paper and faced him.

“I summoned you to my office to thank you. Without your message warning me of their plans, I would have been none the wiser. They would have taken the fort and led a flank on my men, which would have caused untold amounts of casualties. Not only that, you also ran into the fray to hold back the orcs until the reinforcements arrived, not even knowing when they would get there. Very few would be willing to risk their lives like that for the greater good, and for that, I offer you a place under my wing. Would you like to become the Lead Healer?”

While Sol knew he was called for his actions to warn him the previous day, he didn’t expect to be offered a position with actual power. If he took the position, he would command over all medical staff in the fort and be paid very well for doing so. Most, if given the opportunity, would take it in a heartbeat, but unlike most, Sol could only shake his head.

“I’m sorry, Commander, but I will have to decline your offer.”

As if expecting this answer, Xander just nodded.

“Understood, may I know why?”

“While I was tempted to accept, I won’t be able to realize my goal if I do.”

“And what is your goal?”

With hesitation, Sol answered, “I, uh, still don’t know…”

“Hahaha!”

Hearing the outrageous answer, Xander couldn’t help but laugh loudly. His deep voice reverberated through the room until he managed to calm himself down.

“Hah... So you don’t accept my offer because it would impede your goal, but you don’t know what you're trying to achieve… Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?”

Embarrassed as he couldn’t deny his statement, Sol nodded.

“I know it sounds crazy, but it’s how I truly feel. At first, I thought what I wanted to do was simply help others, but after yesterday's events, I feel that while I do want to help others, it’s not in that way.”

“Hmm. There are many ways one can help others, Sol. You could be a savior who fights the strong to protect the weak. You could also be a charitable man who uses his wealth and affluence to raise others around him. As many ways as there are to hurt others, there are to help as well; it may take you a while to find it.”

“I know, and that’s why I can’t stay in this fort. I need to go to new places, meet new people, and hopefully gain a better understanding of what I truly want.”

As Xander heard Sol speak with determination, he understood there was no way to convince him to stay. In that case, there was something else he could do instead.

“I hear your resolve. I would still like to reward you somehow, so how about I give you the same reward as the A-Rank adventurer we recruited?”

Surprised at being given the same reward as an A-Ranker, Sol asked in disbelief, “Wait, really? Was what I did so important to be compared as what the A-Ranker was recruited for?”

Pondering his question, Xander shook his head, “You're right, what you did was actually more than what he did. How about double the A-Ranker’s reward?”

“That’s not what I meant!”

Xander knew that Sol was underestimating his impact on the battle and laughed, “Haha. Even so, you did much more than him. He was hired to help us win the battle, but if the orc plan succeeded, we could have lost in the end, and even if we won, the casualties would have been enormous. If we compare what he did, which was just kill exactly 159 orcs and team up with Olfred to make their champion retreat, to you warning us of the infiltration and holding it long enough for reinforcements, you created the most impact on the overall outcome of the war.”

Having no way to refute that logic, Sol could only relent, “Fine… In that case, what was the reward?”

“For the A-Ranker, it was to select one item from our vault. So you get to select two.”

“Really?!”

The vault was where the most valuable and rare items were stored. Either taken from the enemy or placed there as a reward to be given to soldiers for their service to the kingdom, this vault had many magical and rare items. There were not a lot of items stored inside, but each item stored in the vault went for at least 500 gold. For Sol, who only had 13 gold and 54 silver to his name, it was a ludicrous amount.

One could almost see gold coins appear in Sol’s eyes as he was blinded by the money, which made Xander laugh.

“You gotta work on hiding your facial expressions. Also, remember you are not allowed to sell the items selected from the vault.”

Being brought back to reality, Sol could only sheepishly chuckle, “Sorry, I was a bit overwhelmed as I never had anything so expensive before. I promise I won’t sell them.”

Xander nodded with a smile, “Glad you understand. Come with me then to select your reward.”
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                The Commander himself led Sol to the vault that was heavily guarded. Four elite soldiers guarded the main entrance while four more were stationed in the vicinity as they vigilantly watched the area. As Xander neared the soldiers, they all saluted and made way for him as he approached the vault.

The entrance of the vault itself was two black metallic doors covered in blue lines and drawings. Sol didn’t know what they meant, but he correctly identified them as runes. With the amount of runes etched onto the door, it was clearly done by an advanced engraver. Once near the door, Xander took out a small metal orb and pressed it against the door, and as if reacting to its presence, the doors slowly opened.

Xander turned back as he beckoned Sol, “Come in.”

“Woah…”

The vault was a rather large room with pedestals and wall mounts presenting all sorts of items, from weapons and armors to odd objects that served a niche purpose. Sol was overwhelmed at the many options available to him.

Seeing how stumped he was, Xander spoke, “Take a look around. There are descriptions written on the plaques so you know what they do. Take your time, but don’t make me wait too long.”

Not wanting to waste the Commander’s time, Sol immediately left to find the best two items that would suit his needs. He also didn’t have to read from the plaques as he could use [Analysis] to quickly learn of its details.

There were slightly under 100 items to choose from, so to speed the process up, Sol decided to ignore the defensive items and armors.

‘I already have insane durability, so I currently don’t need anything like that.’

Eventually, Sol narrowed down his selection to four items, two weapons, and two items.

Pollen Bow
Unique

Attack: 150-200
Durability: 1250/1250

Skills:
[Mana Arrow] Lv 8, [Pollen Cloud] Lv 8, [Grappling Vines] Lv EX

[Mana Arrow] Lv 8: Create an arrow from the user's mana. Mana Efficiency: 80%.

[Pollen Cloud] Lv 8: Launch a flower arrow that bursts into a pollen cloud. When inhaled, it will cause poison, nausea, confusion. User is immune to its effects. Mana Cost: 150. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

[Grappling Vines] Lv EX: Shoot an arrow of twisting vines that wraps around the target, immobilizing them. Strength and duration of roots are proportional to mana used.

Lavamancy Staff
Unique

Attack: 40-60
Durability: 1100/1100

Skills:
[Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv 8, [Fire Amplification] Lv 8, [Eruption] Lv 4

[Fire Amplification] Lv 8: Increase power of fire spells and abilities by 160%.

[Eruption] Lv 4: An engraved spell. Create a split in the earth where lava will erupt from, scorching everything within 20 meters. Requires [Intermediate Fire Magic] or [Intermediate Earth Magic]. Mana Cost: 250.

Spatial Ring
Unique

Skills:
[Pocket Space] Lv 8, [Time Dilation] Lv 5

[Pocket Space] Lv 8: The ring is connected to an 8x8x8 meter pocket space to store items for safekeeping. Creator has placed restrictions to not allow living organisms inside with the exception of plants.

[Time Dilation] Lv 5: Time within [Pocket Space] can move 5 times slower or faster.

Immunizing Belt
Unique

Skills:
[Poison Resistance] Lv 8, [Status Cleanse] Lv 4

[Poison Resistance] Lv 8: Increases resistance and recovery to poison.

[Status Cleanse] Lv 4: Cleanse the user from one current ailment. Cooldown: 12 hours.

After scouring through the entire vault, Sol found these items to be the most useful to the current him.

The Pollen Bow was an option because Sol had a wide variety of skills but couldn’t use some of them without the right weapon. There were hammers, axes, and spears as well, but with his sword covering his melee fights, he needed a ranged option for when he can’t use magic or cannot cast. It also had the interesting skill of [Pollen Cloud], which can poison a group of enemies, making them easier to defeat.

On the other hand, instead of spreading out his variety, he could go about improving his strongest magic, which was fire magic. The Lavamancy Staff would drastically increase the power of his fire spells and give him access to another powerful spell. While he wasn’t sure if [Increased Mana Regeneration] would further increase his regeneration overall, the staff would drastically increase his magical might.

The Spatial Ring was chosen as a quality of life item making his life easier. It allowed him to store a lot, and he wouldn’t have to carry his backpack around anymore. It also could accelerate or decelerate the time flow inside the space, but he personally had no use for that. Sol could see it being useful for preserving food or accelerating plant growth, but he has no need for that.

Immunizing Belt was also something he chose that had a niche use. The only reason he was now considering it is because of his recent experience with Diana. Although he understood why she drugged him and the severity of the matter he did not enjoy it. If anything it taught him a lesson to be more wary of others and with this item he will have a way to counter poison and status afflictions should it ever happen again.

After weighing the pros and cons, Sol decided on taking the Pollen Bow and Immunizing Belt. While the Lavamancy Staff could increase his power of fire spells, he didn’t only have access to fire magic. Fire magic may be his strongest magic right now, but that’s only because he hadn’t learned any intermediate spells for the other elements. As Sol siphoned from other spellcasters that would change, even yesterday he learned a fair amount of new spells from siphoning the bodies of the dead soldiers and adventurers. If he ever did get a staff it would be one that enhanced all types of magic, not just one.

The belt was picked over the ring because he still has no need for such a big space. While useful, his backpack with the basic spatial expansion fulfilled all his needs for now. If he ever wanted a ring in the future Sol believed he could make enough money to buy the one eventually. The belt catered to his needs better as it could save him if he was poisoned or afflicted with status effects as currently even with his high defense he had no way to counter such things.

Sol grabbed the bow and belt and brought them to Xander who was waiting by the entrance. Although Sol searched through the entire vault, thanks to using [Analysis], it only took him 10 minutes to decide.

“Commander, these are the items I will select for my reward.”

Xander looked at the belt and already knowing what every item in this vault does he simply nodded his head. When he saw the bow the man was confused.

“A bow?”

Realizing his blunder, Sol didn’t know what to say. It completely escaped his mind that he was portraying himself as a swordsman with access to water magic. Sol tried to quickly make up an excuse.

“This is… for a friend.”

“A friend you say?”

“Yes, she has always wanted to be an archer but her first talent didn’t help her in that aspect. Hopefully with this bow and unlocking her next talent she will be able to pursue that.”

The first excuse that came to Sol’s mind was Annabel. She said she had always wanted to an archer but her talent did not develop in her favor. Thinking back on it now, Sol felt like an idiot for never knowing. He always thought he was unlucky for never gaining a talent when people like her gained talents in things they never wanted.

“I see, she is very lucky to have a friend like you.”

Sol shook his head.

“No sir, I’m the lucky one.”
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                Sol parted ways with Commander Xander, but not before the man mentioned that the offer for a permanent position would always be available to him. Politely declining one last time, Sol made his way back to his room to pack up as the caravan to head back to the city left soon.

He made his way down the hallways wearing a new dark brown belt with an emerald buckle and a braided vine bow with fluffy ends similar to dandelions over his shoulder. While the belt looked relatively normal, he still drew the eyes of a lot of strangers, as someone wielding a bow and sword was an odd combination. Once Sol noticed the stares, he grabbed the bow and held it in his hands as if he was delivering it to someone, which lessened the overall attention on him.

Arriving at his room, Sol quickly packed his belongings in the backpack. Thanks to the spatial expanded backpack he bought a while back for the gathering quests, he had more than enough space to store all his personal belongings. As he was about to place the Pollen Bow in the bag, he stopped as he stared at it and thought back to what he had said to the Commander.

‘Should I head back and help her unlock her second talent?’

Sol considered the possibility of heading back to Initium and helping her level up to unlock her talent. While he knew it would greatly accelerate her growth, he quickly threw away the idea.

‘Anna would be furious if I even offered to level her up.’

While Annabel did not mind being helped, she drew the line with handouts. Sol remembered the time her father, Guildmaster William Deliban, offered to give her pocket money to buy a dress she really wanted. She later ranted to Sol that she didn’t want it if it was simply given to her; she had a perfectly good job and could buy it herself when she got her next payment. Sol at the time thought it was weird, as her father and boss were the same person, so the money came from the same source, but he was not stupid enough to mention that in front of her.

‘She did mention her father was helping her level up in his free time, but I doubt he is doing anything besides watching over her in case something happens. She probably got to level 14 all on her own.’

After discarding the idea to head back to Initium, Sol stowed the bow in his backpack and slung it over his shoulder. Although the backpack weighed a lot for an average person, thanks to Sol’s abnormal strength, he could easily carry it on his back.

There was not much time left before they had to leave, so Sol decided to head there early and wait. On arriving, he noticed that he wasn’t the only one who had that idea and saw some of the healers grouped together by the gates.

One of the healers noticed him and waved over, “Hey Sol! Come join us.”

“Hey Mitch, are you all waiting for the carriages?”

The healer who called him over, Mitch, nodded. “Yeah, we have nothing to do, so some of us decided to come here and talk while we wait.”

Along with Mitch were 15 other healers Sol worked with, including Nataly and Caroline.

Nataly then asked the group, “What do you all plan to do back at Kerman?”

“Hmm… I’m not from Kerman, so I will probably do an escort quest that heads back home.”

“I’ll just rejoin my party and head into the dungeon.”

Everyone discussed their plans for when they headed back to the city, and from their answers, most were originally from Kerman and would simply join back with their parties, while others had their own plans.

Caroline asked Sol, “So you plan to stay in Kerman for a while?”

He nodded, “Yeah, just until I become C-Rank.”

“Why don’t you join a party then while you're here?” Nataly chimed in.

"Maybe, but I don't really know any parties…" Before he continued his sentence, he remembered that he did get acquainted with a party, Radiant Historia. Maybe he could team up with them to complete a few quests, and although they almost perished from the monster house they seemed fairly strong. They mentioned they were almost B-Rank, since Sol saved them from the monster house, there was a good chance they will let him join their party.

"Actually, I may know a party who is willing to take me in."

Nataly seemed disappointed by his answer, "Aww... really?"

‘Did she want to ask me to join her party?’

Seeing her disappointment, Caroline looked at her in disbelief, “You wanted to invite him to your party? Won’t that be a waste with two healers; the experience will be split even more.”

“Well, I was thinking he could act as a swordsman, you know? He's very strong, and my party lacks a swordsman.”

The two girls went on a tangent about his versatility in not only being able to deal damage but also cast magic, which could open up a lot of possibilities. Sol didn’t even say anything as they just made their own conjectures, not wanting to accidentally spill anything unnecessary. By the end, they simply concluded that he was too good for their party and deserved a C-Ranked party, which was what he was originally going for, sparing him the need to decline Nataly’s invitation.

The group of healers talked for over an hour until it was finally time to hop on the carriages and leave. Sadly, they weren’t able to pick who they sat with as they were evenly distributed among the carriages. Even more unfortunate was the fact Sol was placed in a carriage filled with moody and quiet people and had to awkwardly endure the whole ride back in silence.

Thankful that Kerman was not too far from the fort, Sol arrived as the evening light covered the city. He hopped off the carriage and was going to head to the adventurers guild until he noticed the hordes of adventurers doing the same. Not wanting to spend the entire evening in a line, he decided to just head over tomorrow and went to a nice restaurant to eat dinner. While the food at the fort was not bad, it had a very mass produced feeling, and all he wanted right now was a warm hearty meal.
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                The next morning, Sol left The Rusty Bed and made his way to the Adventures guild. The rowdy atmosphere of the guild reminded Sol of the one back in Initium but much louder. Even so, it was nice to know that one thing was constant no matter where he went.

Seeing Trevor working behind his counter with few customers as usual, Sol headed over and was quickly attended.

“Welcome back Sol! How did the defense go?”

“A few bumps along the road but overall a success. I was told I could claim the quest reward from the fort defense here.”

Trevor nodded, “Sure can, I already knew you would ask for that and got your records ahead of time.” He then reached under the counter as he pulled out a file. “Haven’t read it yet so let’s see…”

As he skimmed the paper, Trevor’s eyes widened a bit, “Woah, says here they wished to elevate the reward to A-Rank.”

“Really?!”

Although the Commander said he would give him the double the reward as the A-Ranker they recruited, Sol didn't think that also included the quest rewards…

“Yeah, I don’t know what you did but this paper with the seal from the Commander says you earned it. With the amount of points the A-Rank reward gives, it’s more than enough to rank you up to C-Rank. Sadly, while point wise it could launch you all the way to B-Rank, the rules won’t allow it.”

Sol nodded as he already knew that was going to happen. While it was normal for certified guild partners like military organizations or nobles to raise the quest reward for outstanding performance, there are limits to prevent it from being abused. One of them was that when ranking up, the surplus points that are left over from ranking up are null and void. This rule was put in place because of the actions of nobles abusing the system to quickly rank up their own people. There were other rules to combat the loopholes, as no one wanted to see a bunch of A-Rankers that had no actual ability. For example, the physical test for B-Rankers to rank up; if they couldn’t demonstrate the power of an A-Ranker, then it would be quickly seen in the test.

“That’s fine, that still means I’m a C-Ranker.”

Trevor smiled as he also pulled out a heavy pouch, “Yep, and you still get the full monetary reward. It’s out of their pockets after all.”

Accepting the heavy bag of 200 gold, Sol thought to himself he would have to go shopping to get some new gear. Sol also handed his adventurer’s card to get it changed to reflect his new rank. Trevor then left to process the new card as Sol started to ponder his next course of action.

‘I originally wanted to party up with Radiant Historia till I got to C-Rank, but that happened way sooner than intended. Should I go to a new city? Maybe soon but not yet. There are still parts of the city I haven’t seen yet and would like to explore.’ He also remembered another matter he had to attend to, ‘I… also have to stop by the church and tell them what I know.’

Trevor promptly returned with a shiny new silver card. The craftsmanship of the card itself was also of a much higher quality with no scuffs or abnormal bends on the edges.

“Alright, that should be everything Sol, need anything else?”

“No, I might check the board to see any interesting quests.”

“Let me know- ah wait. Sol, I should probably warn you.”

“Hmm? Warn me about what?”

“Well, you have been rising in the ranks pretty fast, you have only been here for a little under 2 weeks and made more progress than most. But that comes with some negative attention, I’d be careful not to go around telling others about your progress.”

While Sol had seen some super rookies back in Initium he never thought it was a bad thing; if anything, people celebrated having another capable person, “Has something happened?”

Trevor was conflicted on whether or not to elaborate, eventually he decided it was better to warn him, “Well… I’m not supposed to speak of this, but for the past 5 years, many rookies who have been ranking up fast eventually disappeared. At first, everyone thought they died outside adventuring, but some have disappeared when evidence showed they never left the city. A huge investigation was launched, but that was years ago and nothing came from it. What I’m trying to say is be careful, nobody knows where they go, but none have been seen since.”

Not expecting to be suddenly brought into a conspiracy, Sol felt a bit helpless and could only reassure Trevor, “I won’t tell anybody so don’t worry okay? I actually planned on leaving Kerman in a few days.”

Trevor felt saddened by the fact Sol was leaving but also relieved as it would be safer. “I’m sad you're leaving so soon, but it will be safer if you did. When do you leave?”

“Not sure yet but probably in a week's time.”

“Alright let me know when, we can go out for drinks before you go.”

Although Sol wasn’t much of a drinker, he agreed as he wouldn’t know the next time they would see each other. Saying goodbye to Trevor, Sol headed over to the board just to see the quests available to him here.

‘Slay rat king, gather midnight essence, escort caravan…’

A lot of these quests either fell in the party-required category or required long travel time. While he could probably go and kill the rat king himself, it was a quest that required a party to prevent foolish adventurers from fighting it alone for the high reward. Eventually Sol’s gaze landed on one that piqued his interest.

‘Sparring practice?’

If it was just normal sparring he wouldn’t mind, but this quest says that it specifically required someone with talents in both magic and a weapon. A rare combination as is, but it on the paper the quest giver is apparently the noble house of Valencia. While he didn’t recognize the family name as he wasn’t from this city he wondered why they would put up this quest when they likely had personal guards who could act as sparring partners.

Sol shook his head, ‘While interesting, I should probably slow down on questing for a while. I don’t know who could be kidnapping all these rookies, but better not give them a reason to go after me.’

Turning away from the C-Rank board, Sol left the Adventurers guild and made his way to the Church of Caela. He already told Diana he would head there to tell them all he knows of the harbinger, so he might as well get it out of the way.

            

    
        Chapter 46: Church of Caela

    
    
    
    
                In a dimly lit room with only the blue glow of a gem functioning as its only light source, an older looking man with neck length grey hair sat on a large couch as he patiently waited for something. Not long after, a younger but sharp eyed man came in with a folder.

“You have it?”

The sharp eyed man did not respond but instead handed over the file to the older man. Not minding the lack of verbal response, the older man opened the file and read the contents.

“Hmm… Only 4 this time around.” He then grabbed a quill and crossed off two names. “These two are too old; likely already worked as a private mercenary before, hence their quick rise. These last two, though… get Red Sands and Weaver on this; they should suffice.”

Responding with only a grunt, the sharp eyed man left to do as commanded. The old man, alone once more, looked back at the file.

“Fewer every year… Maybe we should start expanding to Initium…”

…

Sol already knew where the Church of Caela was located. From his time in the city, it was hard to miss the towering cathedral made of pristine white marble. As he entered the large welcoming doors, he saw that the inside did not actually have a roof, and each section closer to the altar at back of the church was more elevated than the last. It was similar to a giant staircase, as if trying to get a little bit closer to the skies.

While Sol was not a follower of any god, he did know a fair amount about them, including Caela, the Goddess of the sky. Back when the world was still new, the land, skies, and seas were in constant turmoil, life found it very hard to survive and thrive. It was not until the appearance of Caela, Kellam, and Naria that stabilized the rampant energies of the world. Naria calmed the seas, Kellam stilled the earth, and Caela silenced the skies. Once they brought peace to the planet, that was when the different races could finally flourish, bringing about the rise of civilizations.

Sol knew the stories and believed them as well, but he never became a true follower of any god. When he failed to receive his talent at the leveling ceremony years ago, his first reaction was to pray and ask for any god to help him and give him a talent like everyone else. But no matter how much he prayed and offered, his plight was ignored. Eventually, Sol subconsciously started blaming the gods for never gaining a talent and stopped praying to them. Although he finally gained a talent years later, he knew it was not because of the gods' intervention, and that it was likely the gods themselves had no control over it. That revelation broke the image of the gods he initially had, making him realize they were not as omnipotent as he was taught to believe.

After sorting out his personal feelings, Sol went to the nearest priest he saw to ask to meet with Diana.

Upon seeing his approach, the elderly female priest talked to him with a gentle tone, “Welcome, sky child. Are you here to remove your scar?”

Instinctually, Sol’s hand moved to touch the sharp scar that ran from his cheek to the bottom of his neck. It was the last thing he had of his parents and while a sad memory, he would never part with it regardless of how it looked.

“No thanks. I’m here to meet with Diana.”

Not expecting that name to come up, the elderly priest was shocked, “S-sky Touched Diana?! W-wait right here.”

‘Sky Touched?’

Sol saw as she scurried off in a rush; it seemed he underestimated how much influence she had here. While Sol knew about the general details of the church, he never heard of that rank. From what Sol remembered, in ascending order was Sky Watchers, Sky Speakers, and Sky Chasers. So he was not sure how much higher Sky Touched was, but from the priest's reaction, it had to be fairly high ranked. Diana never mentioned her status in the church before and Sol honestly didn’t really care what role she had here so he didn’t bother asking. It did not take long for the elderly priest to return as she briskly walked towards him.

“Please follow me.”

Initially believing he was going to be taken up the comically large stairs, Sol was surprised to actually be led to the far left side where a door led underneath the stairs. Inside were hallways leading to different rooms for sleeping, supplies, and more.

‘Well… I guess they still need a roof for sleeping and day to day matters.’

Being led through the winding passages, they quickly arrived at a door. The elderly priest quickly excused herself and left Sol outside the door. Sol mentally prepared himself as he knocked on the door.

“Come in, Sol.”

Entering the room, Sol saw Diana sitting on a light blue couch as she gestured for him to take a seat on the couch in front of her. Taking her offer, Sol sat down as he waited for Diana to speak first.

After a minute of silence, she eventually spoke, “Would you like some tea?”

Sol’s body tensed up as he stared daggers at Diana.

“Haha… Sorry, bad joke. I was just trying to lighten up the mood.”

Realizing he had been too on edge, Sol took a deep breath to calm his rapidly beating heart.

“Haaa. It’s fine. Let me just tell you what I know.”

Sol then narrated his journey from the moment he accepted the quest to heading to the goblin encampment to hiding in the hut of the shaman and waiting to kill it quietly, and finally clearing out the rest of the camp. He also marked on the map where the camp was and anything else of note on the way.

“So at no point did you find anything that could be from the Harbinger?”

Sol shook his head, “No, the only thing that stood out was the idol you now have.”

Not pushing for more information, Diana nodded, “We have already been to the camp and found nothing, but now with more context and the idol, hopefully we will be able to track it down.”

“Alright, hope you find them.”

Deciding to try to bring him along one more time, Diana asked, “Is there any way to convince you to join our search? We will issue a quest if needed and pay generously.”

“No, I already told you I want nothing more to do with this. I’ll be heading out now.”

Diana sighed. “Alright. May Caela bless you.”

Not interested in any rewards, Sol left and headed out of the Church. Even if the rewards matched the ones given by the commander, he simply didn’t feel he could trust Diana. Outside of the church, Sol pondered what he could do now. Taking this time to slow down a bit he decided to go do some shopping as he gained a surprising windfall earlier today.

            

    
        Chapter 47: Odd Shop

    
    
    
    
                Sol walked towards the market district as he thought about what he needed to buy.

‘Some new clothes, a quiver, and arrows for the bow, what else… Ah, it would be nice to buy a weapon of every type just to try them out, but that's too much to carry around. Maybe I should buy a small spatial ring since I have the money.’

Originally, Sol did not pick the unique Spatial ring as a reward because he could easily find one in the city as long as he had money. Now thanks to the money he gained from the quest reward, he had more than enough to buy a common spatial ring, which would make his life much more convenient. Since he planned on buying multiple things today, Sol decided to get a ring to store things first and went searching for a magic item shop.

As he looked around for a good shop, he thought about using [Mana Perception] to simply pick the store with the most ambient mana surrounding it. What surprised Sol was that when he did search this way, the shop with the most mana surrounding it was not a building but a small carriage parked between other stalls in the market street. On the side of the carriage, an opening was made, creating a makeshift counter. Behind the counter was a young girl no older than 12 with silver hair that reached down to her neck. She looked very bored as she leaned on the counter and stared at a toy windmill as its blades spun from the wind. Sol saw no wares being displayed, which made him doubt whether they even sold anything, but the mana he saw led him to believe they definitely had something special.

Seeing his approach, the young girl straightened up, “Customer! What would you like?”

Sol was confused; she asked what he wanted before he saw any of the wares?

“What do you have?”

“Oh umm…” She looked around behind her, “A lot of things!”

‘Is this her first time selling anything? Where are her parents?’

Most would have left by now, but Sol knew she had something interesting back there, so he stayed.

“Okay… how about we start from the basics, do you sell food, armor, items, weapons?”

She looked behind the counter and turned back, “Things!”

“... Can I see one of them?”

“Sure!”

She turned around again and grabbed the first thing she saw. “Here, look!”

It was an earring with a small feather hanging off it. Sol used [Analysis] to find out more.

Harpy’s Fall
Rare

Skills:
[Glide] Lv 5, [Wind Blast] Lv 6

[Glide] Lv 5: Activating will decrease the user's weight to be as light as a feather. The user will be able to glide across the air to traverse obstacles. Duration: 5 minutes. Cooldown: 4 hours.

[Wind Blast] Lv 6: Use stored mana to create a vicious blast of air pressure. Damage increases based on intelligence. Cooldown: 30 minutes.

‘The effects are pretty good…’

Sol returned the earring to her, which made the little girl sad.

“Are you not going to buy it…”

The little girl started sniffling and looked like she was about to cry, in an attempt to distract her before she did, he asked to see more “things”.

“Do you have any rings?”

The girl sniffled a bit before nodding and bringing out a box full of rings.

‘Spatial rings, magic amplifying rings, status resistant rings… Gods, why are there so many…’

Although a lot of them piqued his interest, he ended up choosing the spatial ring he was initially searching for.

Spatial Ring
Common

Skills:
[Pocket Space] Lv 2

[Pocket Space] Lv 2: The ring is connected to a 2x2x2-meter pocket space to store items for safekeeping. The creator has placed restrictions to not allow living organisms inside with the exception of plants.

“How much for this one?”

The girl stared at it for a while but did not answer; instead, she grabbed a thick book from under the counter. She opened it, revealing a cute picture book which seemed to act as an item catalogue with small descriptions written next to them. It took the girl a while to find the page with the rings, but eventually, she did find the right one.

“It's umm… 120 gold! But it says I can lower the price by 20 gold if they are nice. You seem nice!”

Sol was honestly speechless; were her parents so irresponsible to just leave her here alone? He even looked around to see if he was being watched and it was some elaborate prank, but it simply wouldn’t make sense if it was. Another thing that didn’t add up is that his [Mana Perception] is showing a mass of mana throughout the entire carriage himself, but so far no items had such dense mana. Putting that thought aside, he took 120 gold from his backpack and handed it to the girl.

“No, it’s ok. I’ll pay in full.”

Sol just couldn’t bring himself to take advantage of her.

The girl excitedly put away the money, “Wow! Mom will be so proud!”

“Speaking of which, where is your mom?”

“Mom's busy with work, but it's ok! I will run the shop while she is gone.”

“She left you to manage the store on your own?”

“Yes! She said it would be good… good…” It seemed the little girl forgot what her mother told her but it wasn’t hard for Sol to figure it out.

“Practice.”

“Practice!”

This conversation really took a lot out of Sol. While he liked children he sometimes found them to be a bit exhausting. The only reason he hasn’t left yet is because he is still worried over her safety.

“Will you be okay here? What if someone comes to bully you?”

“Bob will protect me!”

“Bob?”

“Yep! Bob say hi!”

No voice responded, but instead the carriage itself started shaking as one of the front wheels wiggled as if they were… waving as Sol.

‘No way…’

Bob (Living Rune Construct)
Unique

Skills:
[Physical Resistance] Lv Max, [Reinforced Armor] Lv Max, [Rune Algorithm] Lv 6, [Spell Matrix] Lv 6

‘What the-’

Having never seen such a thing in his life, Sol had no idea what to say. At least he was assured of the little girl’s safety. He also now knew the source of the mana he saw, originally thinking it was something inside the carriage it was actually the carriage itself.

After composing himself, Sol spoke, “I see… Thank you for looking after her, Bob. I should get going, take care of yourself… umm what's your name?”

“Chloe! Oh and tell your friends to come to my shop!”

Embarrassed to tell the little girl he had almost no friends in this city, he nodded his head, “Haha… will do Chloe.”

Leaving the little girl and living rune construct behind, Sol, equipped with his new spatial ring, went to do some light shopping.

            

    
        Chapter 48: Porra

    
    
    
    
                The bell on the doorway chimed as Sol exited the weaponsmith with a new hammer and spear crafted by one of their apprentices. The weapons were of simple common rarity, but he bought them to practice with the passive and active skills related to other weapons.

After meeting Chloe and buying the spatial ring, Sol went to a few other shops, buying clothes, some tools, and a quiver with some arrows. Although Sol bought arrows and weapons to try out new skills, it was unlikely he would find a good time to do so. He couldn’t go to the guild training grounds to practice, because it was open to the public, so that option was immediately crossed out. The only option Sol could think of was heading out of the city to a secluded part of the forest, but after receiving the warning from Trevor, he didn’t believe isolating himself and giving the rookie kidnappers an ideal time to strike a good idea. Luckily, the skills gave him a basic understanding so he could sufficiently use any weapon if needed, but it's one thing to have the knowledge and muscle memory crammed in your body and another to actually use it and feel it for real.

As Sol left the market district, he looked upwards and saw the evening light spread through the sky. It seemed his meeting with Diana and shopping took longer than he thought. He was about to head to the inn until he realized that he hadn't really explored the nightlife of the city.

‘It should be fine, I can’t stop living just because of a warning. Besides, there's probably going to be a lot of people out and about, from what Trevor said they disappeared without a trace.’

Not wanting to be held back by fear, Sol decided to stay out tonight just to see what this city had to offer. Back in Initium, the town had a rather lackluster nightlife with the most popular activity being drinking and on the rare occasion festivals. He was curious about what was different in this big city.

…

Crunch

“Wow! This is really good! Can I have another?”

A big bearded man gave a hearty laugh as he handed Sol another fried dough stick the man called Porra.

“Sure, but don’t ask how it’s made. It’s grandpa’s secret recipe.” The man said and gave a small wink.

Sol nodded and took another bite and savored the rich cinnamon flavor. He then paid the man for the second Porra before continuing his walk.

‘I guess this is what they meant by the city never sleeps.’

Originally, Sol thought there were going to be at most two or three more activities to do at night in the city, but he was very wrong. Just from what Sol had seen, there were theater plays, colosseum matches, art exhibits, and even a night market which was where he was currently at.

As he walked through the market, he saw a lot of unique goods imported from other nearby nations. From fine elven woodworks and jewelry to even orc weapons and materials that were somehow smuggled across the border without being caught by the orc soldiers. Sol didn’t buy any of the items though as none really interested him. He did overhear from one of the merchants that there was an auction held every month that had really unique and interesting items which did pique his interest, but he didn’t have the funds to even attempt buying something from there so he gave up on the idea for now.

By the time Sol realized it was already well past midnight. Thinking it was a good time to call it a night and head back to the inn, Sol began to make his way past the busy streets. Even at this late hour, many people crowded the market district and some were even just beginning their night activities.

As Sol left the market district, the crowd of people started thinning until fewer and fewer people were in the vicinity. At first, Sol didn’t find it odd until he noticed that it was completely barren; there weren’t even guards patrolling the streets and although he was knowledgeable of the city patrol routes he found it weird he hadn’t seen a single guard in the past 5 minutes.

‘Am I overthinking it?’

Sol scanned the area with [Mana Perception], but with the limited range of 30 meters, the most he could see was the mana signatures of people in their homes. It was also hard to differentiate if they were hostile or not so he could only question whether his gut feeling was wrong.

‘I probably am.’

It was then at that moment that Sol let down his guard that they struck. A blood-red blur jumped from the roof of a far building as they dashed towards him. Sol wasn’t even given a chance to react before the red figure threw a bag of red powder that covered his entire body.

Once hit by the powder, Sol finally reacted and took out his Warhawk’s Talon from his space ring to strike back. The red figure hopped 10 feet back, exiting Sol’s range with his sword, but he didn’t let that stop him. Sol activated [Ground Shrink], instantly closing the distance with what appeared to be a single step but was a powerful singular burst of speed and used [Crippling Strike], targeting their legs to prevent them from escaping.

Though Sol couldn’t see their expression behind the red hood they wore, he knew they would be surprised by his instant attack. But as fate would have it Sol ended up being the one surprised as when his sword slashed their leg, it went through as if it was made of sand. Some of it even flew and got in his eyes confirming he wasn’t imagining it.

The red figure moved like the attack did nothing to them and instead of following up an attack, kept its distance. It watched Sol like a wolf stalking its prey, walking around him waiting for the opportune time to strike. Seeing that they weren’t escaping nor attacking, Sol took this chance to use [Analysis] on them.

Name: AlexRace: Human
Talents: [Gathering]

Level: 6

HP: 100MP: 30
Str: 6Vit: 10
Agi: 8Int: 3
Wis: 3

Talent Skills:
[Herb Preservation] Lv 4

Passive Skills:
[Foraging] Lv 5, [Pathfinding] Lv 2

While [Analysis] did show him the results, he instantly knew they were a complete fabrication. The opponent must’ve had some kind of skill or item that deceived the results. Not able to get any more insight from [Analysis], Sol was left with either getting it from their mouth or simply getting away while he could. He also doesn’t understand the purpose of the red powder they tossed at him in the beginning but from the fact they seem to be waiting for something he assumed it was some sort of poison. Luckily it seemed the level 8 [Poison Resistance] from the Immunizing Belt had done its job perfectly as Sol didn’t even feel its effects.

The enemy might’ve had more tricks up their sleeves but from what Sol had seen so far he liked his odds.

“Now then. Are you ready?”

            

    
        Chapter 49: Poke

    
    
    
    
                Realizing the red powder had no effect on their target, the red figure decided to knock him out physically. Though they would rather not damage the product, if it happened they knew the boss would understand.

Unsheathing two short curved daggers from the back of their cloak, the figure pounced toward Sol. Like a jaguar going in for the kill, they burst at an incredible speed that easily doubled Sol’s maximum speed. Just before their daggers entered Sol’s shoulder, he used [Counter] to knock back their attack. The blow was easily repelled thanks to his much higher strength, but the counter window it created was nonexistent as the assailant immediately recovered.

The red figure abused their much higher speed to launch more attacks on Sol, and he was unable to [Counter] all of them, taking some minor damage. Luckily, the daggers were barely able to penetrate his skin from the combination of his multiple defensive skills.

After enduring 20 stabs from his opponent, Sol’s health still sat at a comfortable 884/1000. There were times Sol took a hit on purpose to guarantee landing one of his attacks, but the assailant easily predicted when he was doing so on purpose and didn’t fall for it, easily dodging or using the sand skill to nullify it. Multiple slashes and strikes later, Sol had yet to land one single blow on the red figure, and it was really starting to annoy him.

‘Now I know how the Earth Giant Boss from the dungeon felt. I’m going to get poked to death at this rate.’

His health dipped a bit further to below 400, and while he does have [Increased Health Regeneration], the effect wasn’t too pronounced to really impact his recovery rate.

Sol took a step back, and the opponent did the same. The red figure's thoughts eluded Sol, so he instead focused on how best to counter his opponent. Currently, Sol’s life wasn’t at risk from their attacks as they were too weak to really do anything besides light cuts. He could use magic to supplement his attacks, but considering their speed, he doubted any projectile would land. Sol was also unwilling to use any magic but water as he didn’t know who was watching, and if these assailants believed he was a greater threat, they would send more skilled assassins after him.

It seemed the red figure was now noticing the little effect their daggers were doing and produced a small murky green vial. They popped it open and poured it on one of their daggers. Obviously, Sol wouldn’t let them do as they pleased and approached to stop them before they could continue preparing. The assailant seeing his charge didn’t pour the liquid on the other dagger and instead prepared to meet his attack.

Sol’s used [Wide Swing], a skill suitable for all weapons to prevent them from sidestepping his attack. The red figure activated the sand skill again, neutralizing his attack, and slashed at his swinging wrist with the coated dagger.

A sharp burning feeling coursed through his arm. It wasn’t poison but acid.

“AHH!”

Sol recoiled from the pain and backed away from the enemy.

‘This is bad… I just can’t land a good hit, if I could just land one clean hit then I can finish it.’

His mind raced as he thought of all his available skills and spells. He was even tempted to use a new spell [Fire Wave] to sweep the area and burn the enemy. But before he could do so he remembered another spell.

‘I may not need any other magic. If their body turns into real sand then maybe…’

With a plan in mind, Sol ran at the enemy while casting a spell.

“Enchant my weapon with the strength of a typhoon, [Water Blade]!”

As water gathered on the blade, Sol used [Ground Shrink] to appear next to the red figure. The assailant, having already seen this move before, jumped sideways, perfectly sidestepping his approach. Sol was ready for this as the moment he arrived at his destination, he used [Blurry Steps], a skill he had kept hidden until now, to stay close to the assailant.

With his speed three times faster than before, Sol was able to close the gap quickly and land a [Crippling Blow] on the assailant. The same sand neutralized the damage from the blow, but the water from the blade had a very interesting effect on it. The sand got wet, and the left leg of the red figure was blasted off. Even as the skill that turned the assailant's body to sand deactivated, the leg did not reform.

Balancing themselves on one foot, the red figure could only hop to move, making it much easier for Sol to land attacks. This did not mean the opponent would make it easy for Sol, as even with one leg they could dexterously bob and weave his relatively slow attacks and with no intention to retreat the assailant landed two more attacks with their acidic dagger.

The burning feeling did not spread through his body but instead lingered. While the adrenaline was helping with the pain, it was impossible to ignore it completely. Sol’s left wrist, right shoulder, and waist burned as the acid kept eating away at him. Hoping this counted as a status effect, Sol used the Immunizing Belts skill [Status Cleanse], and the painful feeling went away as the consuming acid stopped working, but the damage it had already done couldn’t be erased.

Luckily for Sol, the clarity from no longer feeling the burn allowed him to carefully plan his next attack to finish the fight. Wielding his sword with one hand, Sol used [Snap Punch] to force them to activate that sand skill. Then with his sword, he followed up with a [Crippling Blow] on their remaining leg, breaking their ankle. Having no way to stand, the red figure fell onto the ground, and with somehow their face still shadowed by the cloak, turned up to look at him. Sol pointed his sword at their neck to prevent them from trying anything funny. While Sol could finish the assailant here and now, what he wanted wasn’t death but answers.

“Surrender. Just tell me who sent you-”

“Oh my… Sandy lost? Hahaha, I can't believe it! I can’t wait to tell the others.”

            

    
        Chapter 50: Strings

    
    
    
    
                Sol turned to the source of this flamboyant voice that interrupted him and saw a rather gaudily dressed man in a blue suit coming out of a nearby alley. Over his shoulder was an unconscious young woman. Instinctually, Sol used [Analysis] on the man to hopefully find out more.

Name: Sonya Race: Goddess 
Talents: [Seduction], [Sex], [Lovemaking]
Level: ∞

HP: ∞ MP: ∞ 
Str: ∞ Vit: ∞ 
Agi: ∞ Int: ∞
Wis: ∞

Talent Skills: 
[Succ Succ] Lv Max, [Prostitution] Lv Max

Passive Skills: 
[Bedwarming] Lv Max, [Kama Sutra] Lv Max, [Seduction] Lv Max, [Bargaining] Lv Max, [Goldigging] Lv Max

Active Skills:
[Thrust] Lv Max, [Charming Gaze] Lv Max

‘D-did he really change his status page just to call the Goddess of Love a whore? Is he crazy? If the church finds out their pope might come to personally kill him…’

Sol obviously didn’t believe the man was the real Goddess of Love, Sonya. He was still amazed at the fact someone had the courage to write such blasphemy on their status page. Did he have some sort of grudge against her specifically or is he just getting some kind of sick kick out of doing this?

The flamboyant man turned to Sol and asked, “So tell me, darling, how did you do it? Catch her by surprise with a rare skill? Skillfully struck when her [Sand Shift] was on cooldown?”

Sol didn’t answer, not knowing how to deal with this psychopath. His first instinct was to save the unconscious girl, but if that man was anywhere near as strong as the red-cloaked person he just fought, then he was unsure if he could save her and escape. He also feared the man using her as a hostage, and Sol wasn't willing to disregard her safety or even life just to win a fight. Sol stood still, sword still hovering over the neutralized assassin on the ground, hoping it would stop the man from doing anything reckless.

The red cloaked figure, not fearing the blade to their throat, finally spoke for the first time, breaking the silence.

“Water. Fast.”

Short and to the point. It was a rather androgynous voice, making it hard to tell what the gender of the cloaked figure was. Sol wasn’t sure if it was their real voice or another deception from a skill or item similar to what he saw with their status page.

“Hahaha! No way you're telling me you lost in terms of speed!” The flamboyant man’s arms waved around as he slapped his knee. After laughing for a few more seconds, he stopped and wiped a single tear that formed from the laughter. “Alright, alright, enough joking around. Do you want help or not?”

“High physical and poison resistance.”

“Hoh? So not a good matchup for you, fair enough. I’ll also take that as a yes.”

Frustrated by the flamboyant man’s nonchalant attitude, Sol wanted to already run him and smack him with his sword but held back because he wasn’t confident in not hurting innocent woman slung over his shoulder in the process. He was expecting the man to not fight while carrying the woman so when he put her down, Sol planned to strike fast and hard the moment he did.

The flamboyant man raised his right hand towards Sol. Not knowing what the man planned to do, he got ready to dodge out of the way. The flamboyant man knew what he was thinking and let out a chuckle in response.

“Hehe, too late darling. You’re already in my web.” As he finished his sentence, he moved his index finger slightly.

Suspicious of the flamboyant man's confidence, Sol used [Charge] to run away and make some space between them. He wanted but couldn't use [Ground Shrink] or [Blurry Steps] as they were both still on cooldown. Sol was only able to take one step before almost imperceptible strings made of unknown materials closed in and wrapped around his body. The strings constricted as they stopped all his movements. Even his sword was wrapped in these strings holding it tightly in place.

“What the-!”

Sol struggled as he tried to use his strength to break the strings and a few did from the sheer force, but seeing this the man used more mana to reinforce the strings, becoming even harder to break.

The flamboyant man walked towards the immobilized Sol with a cocky look on his face.

“Did you really think I was talking just to make fun of Sandy over there? While I do take any chance to do so, I was also setting up my web the entire time. You're still wet behind the ears, darling, but don’t worry, your new owner will teach you soon enough.”

Sol stopped struggling as he couldn’t break free from the strong bindings and instead decided to conserve his strength. The flamboyant man saw the still determined fighting spirit behind Sol’s eyes and chuckled.

“Hehe, I truly can’t wait to see what becomes of you.”

“What do you mean? What do you want with us?”

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about it. Speaking of which, let's keep you quiet for now.”

The man then moved his fingers again, and a bundle of strings braided together to create a sort of rope. The rope moved to Sol’s neck and wrapped around, choking him. Sol gasped as he struggled to breathe, but with his windpipes closed, there was nothing he could do and passed out.

“Now with that settled…”

The flamboyant man lightly kicked the red-cloaked assassin on the ground.

“Hey, how long do you plan to stay on the ground? Grab some sand and reform your leg already.”

Not responding to the man's provocations, the red-cloaked assassin monotonously gathered the sand on the ground around their leg, and it slowly reformed back to normal. They also took a red potion vial from another hidden pocket and drank half and poured the other half on their injured leg, quickly closing the wound. Now with both legs fully recovered, they stood back up, their expression still unreadable under their hood.

“You just gonna stand there? Stop dwelling on the fight and pick him up, the obfuscation barrier you set up is going to dispel soon, and I’m not carrying both targets.”

In an almost mechanical way, the assassin lifted Sol in a princess carry, and with both targets in their possession, they disappeared into the nearby alleyway.

            

    
        Chapter 51: A Dark Place

    
    
    
    
                A damp smell permeated the area. Sol’s chest rose and fell fast as his body was unused to such humid air. That in turn roused him from his slumber; he rose and looked at his surroundings. The room was almost pitch black, only illuminated by the light that escaped from under a metal door. Everywhere else he looked was a solid stone wall with no windows except for one that had a full metal door.

Sol’s hand passed over his throat, still feeling the fresh bruise from being choked unconscious. Taking into consideration his fast health regeneration speed, he surmised he wasn’t knocked out for long. After gaining a better feeling of his surroundings, he checked whether he had any of his personal belongings. As expected, everything of value was gone, including the spatial ring.

To most people, this would be a hopeless situation, but the moment Sol saw the stone walls, roof, and floor, he actually felt reassured. He activated [Burrow] and watched as his hand easily submerged into the cold hard floor.

‘At least I can easily escape, but even if I do, I would no longer be able to stay in this city. They will chase me to either silence me or capture me for whatever they wanted in the first place.’

Sol didn’t immediately escape, not only because he didn’t want to go into hiding or leave until however long it would take to fully crush whatever operation they had going here. He wanted to stop them now permanently, but he wasn’t sure how. So he decided to wait a bit and see to gain a better understanding of what he was up against while he planned a way to stop them from doing this again.

‘Trevor said they have been doing this for years… Kidnapping people who simply stood out amongst their peers were taken to do god knows what. That other girl too… I can’t just abandon her…’

Sol wasn’t the type of person to leave someone behind. Even if he didn’t know a single thing about them, not even their name, now that he knows they are in trouble, he will save her while trying to prevent this from happening again.

‘Unfortunately I lost all my stuff but I can get it back soon enough if I play my cards right.’

Sol used [Mana Perception] to gain an understanding of his surroundings outside of his room. Though hard to make out based on just mana signatures, there was one he recognized, his spatial ring.

Sol had noticed this from his repeated usage of this skill that everyone and everything had a slightly different mana signature. Initially, Sol believed that mana was just mana, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Mana existed mixed into everything and in turn slightly changed and in a way polluted the mana. People, for example, would have different quantities, shapes in the way it's stored in their body, they pulsate in different ways, and even their colors can vary. The same applied to items, and Sol remembered the colors and shape his ring gave off. There is a chance it could just be another spatial ring, but the way it pulsated reminded him of his. Sol memorized the location he saw it for later and focused on trying to find his other belongings.

‘Nope, the rest look unrecognizable. Though it seems the girl who was kidnapped alongside me is right next to me.’

Sol saw the mana signatures of a few people moving out and about above him, some moving into his range of perception and others leaving it. It seemed that wherever he was held, there was a good amount of traffic. Next to him, he saw one long mana signature of a light purple that darkened the further it left the center of the body. It looked rather dense compared to the ones above and on top of that, they seemed to be lying down on the same level as the ground next to him.

Using [Burrow], Sol poked his head through the wall, and his suspicion was proved right. He saw lying on the ground the same young woman that got taken along with him. At the time, he didn’t get a good look at her, and even in this darkness, it made it a bit hard to see, but he could barely make out her general features. Her hair started light brown, but as it passed by her shoulders, it changed to a really light orange. She had an average height slightly below 6 feet and looked to be around 18, similar to Sol. The young woman was still alive, evident by the gentle rising and falling of her modest chest.

Sol pulled his head back from the wall and returned back to his room. At least he knew she was fine, for how long still remains to be seen. Having nothing to do in the empty room, Sol moved to one of the walls of the room and sat down using it to rest his back. He then opened his status page to see if there was anything he could do while waiting.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner] Level: 35 
Exp: 14,380/165,000

HP: 1000 MP: 500 
Str: 40 (+60) Vit: 30 (+70) 
Agi: 30 (+20) Int: 30 (+10)
Wis: 40 (+10)

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 3, [Analysis] Lv 4

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 5, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 7, [Silent Steps] Lv 9, [Counter] Lv 1, [Quick Cast] Lv 7, [Agility Up] Lv 4, [Nature Sense] Lv 1, [Intermediate Throwing] Lv 1, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Basic Bowmanship] Lv 7, [Intermediate Axemanship] Lv 2, [Iron Stomach] Lv 5, [Pursuit] Lv 1, [Endless Vitality] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Physical Resistance] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Natural Armor] Lv MAX, [Wisdom Up] Lv 2, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2, [Basic Spearmanship] Lv 9

Active Skills: 
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 1, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 4, [Blurry Steps] Lv 1, [Harden] Lv 9, [Power Shot] Lv 4, [Concealment] Lv 4, [Wide Swing] Lv 8, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Heavy Blow] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Charge] Lv 7, [Rage] Lv 6, [Meditation] Lv 2

‘Practicing skills won’t increase any of the skill levels, but maybe meditation can be useful.’

[Meditation] Lv 2: Calms the mind and enters into a state of peaceful meditation. Increases mana regeneration by 10%. Increases concentration by 6%.

It was a skill he gained when siphoning from the bodies at the fort. Feeling like giving it a try, Sol changed to a cross legged position as he activated the skill for the first time.

Sol found his senses dulling, and the slight pain from the bruise on his throat disappeared completely. He also found it much easier to think and used this time of calm to reflect on his skills and spells. He hadn’t had much time to analyze his skills and especially spells on how best to use them. For example, when he was fighting the assassin, he spent too much time coming up with a proper plan. If he simply had a better acquaintance with his spells, he would have been able to solve the fight much faster.

Starting from the element he knew the least spells for, wind, Sol contemplated the usage and applications of each spell. Time passed as he gained a better understanding of each spell beyond simple memorization; eventually, Sol saw a mana signature heading towards his room and stopped practicing. By then, Sol was already done with wind and was in the middle of water spells.

A light knocking sound came from the metal door.

‘Why knock? I'm the prisoner…’

“Come in?”

The door creaked open, flooding the room with light, and in walked the flamboyant man. His outfit had changed from his blue suit to a leather polka dot jacket and green pants.

“How you doing sleepy head?”

            

    
        Chapter 52: Small Window

    
    
    
    
                “I don’t believe I’ve introduced myself. Name’s Weaver, and no, it's not my real name but everyone calls me that so it basically is.”

“...”

Sol really didn’t know how to deal with this man, Weaver. He acted at his own pace, but after being tricked by him once, Sol didn’t let his guard down. After meditating his new spells, Sol had a spell he believed would be a great counter against Weaver’s strings, at least before he hardened them.

“This is the part where you introduce yourself, you know? Well, I already know who you are so it doesn’t matter, just know we are gonna go over combat techniques these next few days.”

‘He is going to teach me?’

“Why?”

“It's to raise your value, silly.”

Though he didn’t like being treated like a commodity, if what he said was true then wouldn’t this be a pure benefit for him? At least up to the whole being sold part.

Trying to find out more, Sol prodded for more information, “Who am I being sold to?”

“Couldn’t tell ya. The highest bidder who wants you, I guess. But maybe the boss decides to keep you if he finds you useful, but I doubt it, you don't seem to have any covert skills.” Weaver turned back to the door. “Just wanted to check in on you. I’ll be back in two hours, don't have too much fun without me, darling~.”

The heavy metal door creaked back shut as darkness enveloped the room once more.

“Two hours, huh… Good thing I only need one.”

While meditating, Sol came up with a few possible plans and with this two hour window, he had more than enough to execute the one he believed had the highest chance of success.

Sol used [Burrow] as he sank into the ground below him and using [Mana Perception] to avoid any people, he traveled upwards to the surface. After giving one last check to make sure no one was near, he ascended through the dirt and popped his head out of the ground.

The light of dawn basked in his face as he looked around to see where he was at. Shoddily constructed homes littered the area with badly maintained roads full of holes and cracks. Sol was in the slums of the city. Taking one last look to remember where the base was located, he dove underground and headed towards the adventurers guild.

No matter the hour, the guild was always rowdy from the constant flow of adventurers either starting or ending their day. Sol looked for Trevor and saw him casually conversing with a few other guild receptionists at a table. He briskly walked towards him as he had no time to waste.

“Yo Sol. You're a bit early, give me a minute to clock in.”

“We need to talk, it's an emergency.”

Catching on to the severity of the situation from Sol’s tone, Trevor's face hardened as he followed Sol to one of the meeting rooms. It was only now Trevor noticed that Sol’s clothes looked scuffed and torn with a fresh bruise surrounding his neck.

“You good? Where did that bruise come from?”

“You were right, they came for me.”

A look of surprise was shot back at Sol, “The rookie kidnappers?!”

Sol nodded, but he wasn’t here just to inform Trevor what happened.

“I need you to inform the guildmaster. I know where they are located.”

“Holy shit, alright man. Wait here. Should I also bring a healer?”

“No. I'm fine, just hurry.” Sol needed that bruise to stay there for now with the plan he had in mind.

“Okay, okay.”

Trevor scurried to report this matter as fast as he could. Maybe it was the level of urgency or that it involved the rookie disappearances but Trevor returned quickly with a tall woman in tow. The woman was easily half a foot taller than Trevor and had straight laced silver hair rolling down to her waist. The way it perfectly covered her back sort of resembled a silver shield. Trevor stayed by the doorway as the woman moved closer to Sol.

She sat down on the opposite side of the table and asked, “Is it true?”

Sol gestured towards his cut and burned clothes, his bruised neck, and overall dirty appearance.

“Is this enough proof?”

“Not really, but I will take any chance I get to finally solve this. Tell me everything you know.”

Obliging to her request, Sol narrated how he and another young girl got kidnapped.

“Both of them were strong, I would say mid to high B-Rank in terms of strength.”

“I see the girl you described… sounds a lot like Rebecca. Now I’m sure you aren’t lying to me. And you're telling me you defeated these B-Rank kidnappers?” While she knew that Sol wasn’t lying she found some parts of his tale suspicious. Sure he had been climbing the guild ranks much faster than normal but that didn’t mean he should be able to square up against B-Rankers just yet.

He shook his head, “I had an advantageous matchup against the red-cloaked one, while she was much faster her attacks and poison didn’t do much to me. The weird man who is called Weaver is a completely different story, he defeated me in a second. He could control near-invisible strings and I stupidly let him set up a trap while he was talking. I was then captured and taken to the underground base in the slums I told you about.”

“So you escaped? How?”

Not planning to hide [Burrow] anymore, he answered, “I have a skill that lets me travel through the ground, and their base is located underground.”

“Interesting…”

“Now I need your help.”

Assuming what Sol was going to ask, she waved her hand dismissively, “Sure, I’ll send a squad of B-Rankers and two A-Rankers on the case.”

“No, not that. I want you to rescue me and Rebecca. Oh and to get my stuff back, I don’t want any of the adventurers who raided the place to claim it was theirs.”

The Guildmaster was befuddled, “Rescue you? Are you going to sneak back in?”

“Yes. I thought about it and I know nobles have to be involved in this somehow. I don’t want to attract the ire of an angry noble who had his base destroyed so I just want to be treated like someone rescued in the raid. That way I won’t end up being targeted by whoever orchestrated this.”

Hearing his reason, the Guildmaster smirked. Not many knew the involvement of nobles in this case and the fact this young man figured it out so quickly put a smile to her face. If he truly did plan to go back in, there may be more he could do than just sit and wait to be rescued.

“Sure, both requests can easily be accepted, but if you plan to go back in I actually have a proposition you might be interested in.”

            

    
        Chapter 53: A Quest?

    
    
    
    
                Unsure of how he could help while pretending to be a prisoner, Sol let her continue.

The guildmaster began by confirming his suspicions, “You're correct in thinking nobles have played a hand in this. We’ve known this since we launched the investigation years ago. It’s because every month, all the noble families of the city requested the monthly rank report. It was a record of all the adventurers who had ranked up in the last month. When the nobles received it, they sifted through and compared last month's report to find the recent youths who had rapidly risen in the ranks.

“Originally, this wasn’t a problem. It’s a common way for noble families to find promising talents and recruit them. It was until 5 years ago that from that list they targeted youths and kidnapped them. We checked everywhere in the city and even sent investigators to nearby towns and cities to search, but we simply couldn’t find any of the missing adventurers. We even checked every slave we found and verified their identities and after months of searching, no leads turned up.”

Sol couldn’t help but interject, “Why didn’t you stop giving them the rank report? Or remove any possible targets from it?”

A sigh escaped her lips as she shook her head, “I wish we didn’t have to give it to those nobles, but their influence is too great to ignore. Near the beginning of the investigation, I did attempt to change the report to remove those who could be in danger, but they quickly found out.” As The Guildmaster recalled the events, she had a pained expression. “That year, the guild was forced to cover half of the quest reward nobles put up, and they got their damn list in the end.”

‘Why do you look more pained over the loss of money than the missing people…’

This brought his opinion of the Guildmaster down a bit, but he understood why. Running a guild wasn’t cheap, and to be forced to cover half of the quest reward might not be a lot for one quest, but it quickly added up. The nobles would also likely take advantage of this by doubling the reward for the quest they planned to request, increasing the likelihood of a better adventurer taking it while not impacting their bottom line as the guild will cover it for them.

Compared to the giant loss in gold, losing a few adventurers doesn’t seem as big of a deal. Sure, they were up and coming rookies, but adventurers die every day in this line of work. The reason she seemed so invested seemed more likely attributed to the fact that such crimes are happening consistently under her watch. Her reputation had most likely taken a big hit, leaving this case unresolved.

Not knowing Sol’s opinion of her, the Guildmaster continued, “The likelihood of a noble family being involved is undeniable. The crux problem is not whether a noble family is behind this but which. Kerman is home to multiple noble families, some much larger and more influential than others. We can’t accuse any family without undeniable proof.

“This is where you come in. Since you already plan to go back in to be “rescued” and can travel through the facility unhindered, I would like to give you a quest. There will be two objectives: obtain proof of the noble or noble family involved and find where all the kidnapped adventurers have gone. I dont have a reward in mind yet but be sure it will rival an A-Rank quest, I will find something appropriate for you.”

Sol took a moment to process all this information. She wanted him to snoop around and find the evidence, but that's much riskier than what he initially planned. If he got caught at any point while searching, it was over, and he would have to escape by himself and leave that girl behind. There was also one more thing that didn’t add up to Sol.

“But why not gather the evidence when you raid the base? I already told you where it was.”

“If we simply raid the base, they will have more than enough time to hide or destroy any evidence. Not only that, I suspect that there are a few guild employees who work at the behest of the nobles. If any warn them, then the whole raid will be for naught. We may destroy the base, but the noble will be fine by the end of the day, and if they really wanted to, keep doing the kidnappings.”

Silence overtook the room as Sol debated whether he should accept or not. He was already involved whether he liked it or not and personally didn’t want this crime ring to continue existing. Sol wasn’t a vengeful person, but these people were truly evil and deserved what was coming to them. The A-Rank reward is also a nice cherry on top. While Sol wanted to consider the proposition for longer, he was still on a short timeframe and decided to follow his gut.

“Alright, I’ll do it.”

The Guildmaster’s eyes lit up; she finally felt a spark of hope after 5 years of failing to solve what had been plaguing her guild. “Perfect! I will prepare a spatial ring with a few necessities and a weapon for emergencies.”

She then signaled to Trevor, “Go grab one of the spatial rings from storage and fill it with dungeon raid set C and add a rare sword as well.”

Not expecting to be suddenly ordered, Trevor’s eyebrow twitched, ‘You said “I” but I gotta do it?’

Holding back his inner thoughts from showing on his face, he replied, “On it Guildmaster.”

It only took Trevor 5 short minutes to come back to the room. He appeared out of breath from rushing around the guild. He presented a plain gray ring to the Guildmaster, which she accepted with a simple nod.

“Thank you, Trevor.” She brought the ring closer towards another more expensive ring that was on her right hand. A gentle glow emanated as the two rings made contact. Once the glow ended, she handed the gray ring to Sol.

“In addition to food, tools, and a weapon, I added a few things you will need for the quest. The most important being a memory crystal which I want you to place wherever you believe their leader resides, a meeting place would be a good place as well. The second item you should keep in mind is a short distance communication gem. Whether you believe it’s time to start the raid or you have something important to report, don't hesitate to use it.”

Sol received the ring knowing that was not the only thing received. He felt a heavy weight of responsibility of not only his life and Rebecca’s but of every future victim these criminals set their eyes on. With a determined expression, his gaze moved from the ring to the Guildmaster.

“I will do my absolute best.”

            

    
        Chapter 54: Return to the Base

    
    
    
    
                Sol left to return to his cold dark cell under the slums, leaving the Guildmaster and Trevor in the meeting room. With Sol gone, the Guildmaster focused her attention on her receptionist. She stood up from her chair and handed Trevor another communication gem.

“Trevor, I am going to assign you to this quest. Stay in touch with Sol and report to me anything of note. I will be busy for the next few days.”

Trevor respectfully took the small gem, “Yes Guildmaster, but may I ask what you will be doing?”

She gave a small smirk, breaking from her normal serious face, “I’m going to gather some old friends. Can’t gather adventurers through normal means so as to not alert these nobles. If you can’t find me, you can report to Abigail; you can trust her.”

“Will do Guildmaster.”

The Guildmaster was about to leave the room but suddenly stopped, “Oh and one more thing.”

“Yes Guildmaster?”

“This is an around the clock assignment, but if you complete this successfully, I will give you that extended vacation you've been working towards.”

Trevor almost jumped out of happiness, “Really Guildmaster?!”

Responding with a simple nod, she left the room, leaving one last parting message, “Don’t let me down Trevor.”

Trevor saw her leave and pumped his fist in the air from excitement.

…

Sol avoided as many people as he could on his trip back to the underground base. The fewer people who saw him out and about, the better, as he didn’t want his kidnappers to somehow hear of him being out and about.

Traveling only via [Burrow], Sol also used [Silent Steps] and [Concealment] to lower his sound and presence as much as he could. Sol soon arrived at the slums and moved through the dirt and stone towards the mana signature of Rebecca, who was his cellmate. Once closer, he saw that she was already awake, evident by her mana signature pacing around the room with a wobbly gait.

Sol struggled on whether or not to let Rebecca know of the plan, and after some deliberating, he decided not to. If she knew, there was a chance of accidentally leaking it to their captors. The risk was already high enough with Sol having to pretend with his poor acting skills, and it wasn’t a gamble he was willing to take.

Sol continued further and came out of the back wall of his prison. There was a small worry at the back of his mind that someone came to check up on him while he was gone, but evident from the still tightly shut door, Sol believed it was fine. The only loose end from his quick expedition was the spatial ring he brought.

On the way back, Sol had already inspected the insides of the ring. The Guildmaster said the truth; it contained supplies like food and equipment for all occasions and a rather nice dark blue sword.

Blue Ripple
Rare

Attack: 45-55 
Durability 587/650

Skills: [Water Amplification] Lv 4, [Twin Water Magic] Lv 4

[Twin Water Magic] Lv 4: When casting projectile-based water magic, a second projectile is created with leftover mana. The second projectile has 40% efficiency.

‘Trevor probably picked this because he knew I could cast water magic.’

The [Water Amplification] skill was the same as the one Sol saw from the Lavamancy Staff back when he was choosing his rewards in the fort’s vault. The only difference being this one boosted water rather than fire, and it's at a lower level.

Mentally organizing all the new things he had acquired, he still needed to hide this somehow. The problem was there was no furniture or anything really in the room. He could try to chip away at a small area to hide the ring in, but he had a better idea.

‘Not sure if this will work, but might as well give it a try.’

Holding the spatial ring between his fingers, Sol used [Burrow] to submerge his right hand under the stone. There he let go of the ring and retracted his hand. The ring no longer being held by Sol was no longer under the effects of [Burrow] and stayed 4 inches under the floor.

Sol’s idea worked and he could hide the ring perfectly, but it also gave him a new fear.

‘If I ever run out of mana while underground, I have effectively buried myself alive…’

With that thought now living rent free in his mind, Sol tried to distract himself by continuing his mental organization of spells. Last he left off, Sol was halfway through his water spells, so he picked back up where he left off. He activated [Meditation] to give him a boost to concentration, which surprisingly helped out a lot, and began.

…

Time flew, and before Sol knew it, over an hour had passed. Just as Sol was starting to tackle his earth spells, a knock came from the door.

“Darling~, I’m back~!”

‘Oh brother…’

Sol truly wished he had the other assassin that barely spoke over Weaver, but likely based on the fact he beat them, they weren’t going to be left alone in a room with him even if he had no weapon. Well, no weapon as far as his captors knew.

This time Weaver didn’t wait for a response before opening the door, wearing a completely different outfit. This time he was wearing a tacky button-up white shirt with an apple pattern and white cloth pants. It made Sol wonder how many outfits this man had for him to change so many times within mere hours of each other.

“Did ya miss me? Don’t say no, I don’t think my heart could handle it…”

Not even bothering to respond, Sol stood up and patiently waited for him to actually do what he came here for. Seeing no reaction from his captive, Weaver chuckled as he shook his head.

“Tsk, you're no fun. Fine, let’s get started.”

His tone changed, and what could only be explained as the vibes the man gave off shifted, taking a more serious tone. Sol had already felt something similar to this when Weaver used his strings to instantly capture him.

Still keeping the smile on his face, Weaver produced a wooden sword from his spatial ring and tossed it over to Sol.

“Let’s see where you're at.”

            

    
        Chapter 55: A Brute

    
    
    
    
                Grabbing the wooden sword midair, Sol didn’t expect much but used [Analysis] to see what he was working with.

Practice Sword 
Common

Attack: 1-3 
Durability: 100/100

‘Yeah, I doubted they would give me a real weapon.’

If Sol was given this sword and told to fight another C-Ranker, he could easily clobber them. While the attack damage was the worst he had ever seen on a weapon with his monstrous strength, sword passive and active skills, his damage would rival or maybe even surpass the average C-Ranker with a rare weapon. The problem is that he is fighting no C-Ranker.

Weaver stood confidently in front of Sol, waiting for his first move. Sol was unsure if it was cockiness or confidence, but there looked to be no worry of being overpowered by him.

‘It doesn’t matter, I guess, since I don’t plan to escape.’

After hyping himself up, Sol brandished the wooden sword and ran towards Weaver with no skills besides [Intermediate Swordsmanship], just to test the waters.

Seeing the young man running at him, Weaver maintained his smile as he took out something else from his spatial ring. It was a human, and the moment it came out, it sprang forward to meet Sol’s charge.

It approached frighteningly fast and met Sol’s sword with its fist. The strength its fist carried almost rivaled Sol’s, but after Sol put a bit more force into it, the human pulled back. Not expecting his opponent to suddenly pull back, Sol fell forward following the trajectory of his attack. This created an opening the human did not miss, and it sent a jab into his stomach, sending Sol flying back to the back of his cell.

“Gaaah!”

Gasping for a second before recovering, Sol got a better look at his opponent now that they have separated. A look of shock came over his face as he realized he wasn’t fighting a human but some kind of wooden puppet. It reminded him of the wooden dolls sold at toy stores, the difference being this one is much bigger and dressed in the blue suit Weaver had the night of his abduction.

“Ohh? That was quick, I was expecting a bit more out of you.”

Although Sol knew he was saying that to rile him up, he couldn’t help but get angry and want to prove him wrong. He got back up and moved his wooden sword in front of his torso, gripping it tightly with both of his hands.

“Again.” Sol said as he faced the puppet with fierce eyes.

The smile Weaver had grew slightly bigger, “That’s the spirit~!”

…

Sol was lying on the ground, his wooden sword a foot away as the wooden puppet stood two feet away holding an uppercut pose. Just a few moments ago, Sol thought he had the puppet on the ropes, but then it swept its leg. Sol managed to successfully parry with [Counter], but while his sword was near the legs, the puppet threw an uppercut while balanced on one leg. It came fast and strong, smashing into Sol’s jaw, sending him on his butt.

Weaver recalled the puppet into his spatial ring and waited for Sol to recover. Still reeling from the blow, Sol managed to at least sit up straight. He noticed the wooden puppet was gone and looked towards Weaver.

“Well… Gotta say, darling, you are awful at fighting.”

Sol wanted to rebuke, but after getting his butt whooped for the past three hours, he found it hard to retort.

Weaver continued, no longer having his peppy tone, “You’re strong, I give you that, all your stats look to be around early B-Rank though your skills are a bit behind. If that was all, I’d say you're a premium product, but goddamn. Your fighting experience is nonexistent. It’s all or nothing with you.”

Although Weaver was correct, Sol couldn’t help but grumble, “It’s not like anyone has taught me…”

Weaver immediately switched back to his upbeat tone, “That’s why you have me, darling~!”

‘Does he have multiple personalities or something? Switching on the dime like that…’

Unaware of Sol’s thoughts, Weaver continued, “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure to whip you into shape in these next couple of days. Ohh~ I just can’t wait to see how much you sell for; you might be our best product yet!”

‘Shouldn’t they know how much I’m worth based on my skills? Wait a minute, he said a while ago he assumed my stats to be around B-Rank. Did they not use [Analysis] on me?’

Realizing that didn’t add up, Sol couldn’t help but ask, “Have you not used [Analysis] on me yet?”

With a childish grin, Weaver shook his head, “Nope and we don’t plan to.”

“What? Why?”

Weaver looked around as if making sure no one was eavesdropping, but the action was pointless as it was just them in the enclosed room, “Well~, when we sold products before, the clients complained we showcased all their skills and abilities to hype up the price. Since when they bought it everyone in their circle knew all~ their abilities effectively lowering their value. So we implemented a new policy, no [Analysis]. Our description of you is based on what the guild records state and our assessments. I even came up with a fun term for it! Mystery Box!”

Seemingly proud of coming up with the name all by himself, Weaver gloated some more, “The name caught on quick so they even renamed the auction from Rising Talents Auction to Mystery Box Auction!”

In an attempt to dig up more information, Sol asked a follow up question, “Where is the auction even held? Never heard of it before.”

“Jeez~ you really ask a lot of questions. Oh! How about this, to make training more fun let's make a deal. If by the end of the training session you win against the puppet, I’ll answer all your questions. Deal?”

A chance to have all his questions answered appeared before Sol, and he wasn’t going to let it escape him.

“Deal!”

“Hehe… Good luck then! See you tomorrow!”

Weaver twirled around and in a light skip arrived at the door, opened it in an excessive manner, and left. The door closed, and the sound of a heavy lock reverberated around the room.

No longer feeling the adrenaline after the training session, Sol’s stomach started growling. Hoping Weaver was still nearby and could hear him, he tried to call out to him.

“Hey! When do I get to eat!”

            

    
        Chapter 56: Showroom

    
    
    
    
                In a humid dark room, a young man with messy dark brown hair in torn clothes sat on a small stool as he took a bit of preserved jerky. It was a bland salty taste that made him wish he was eating anything else at this moment.

‘In the end, they didn’t bring any food…’

Sol was grumpy as he waited for three hours, hoping they would bring him anything to eat, but he simply couldn’t wait any longer and retrieved the ring hidden under the stone. From the spatial ring, he took out two jerky strips and a wooden stool so he could at least stave off the hunger until they remembered their prisoner needed to eat too.

‘If no one is coming till tomorrow, then maybe now is a good time to explore a bit.’

Finishing off the last chunk of jerky in one single bite, Sol stored the stool back in his spatial ring and checked his surroundings with [Mana Perception]. Since Weaver left him here, Sol had yet to deactivate the ability in fear of being caught red-handed, and it was starting to hurt his eyes a bit. Even so, he ignored the strain in his eyes and made sure there was nobody moving about in the base.

From what Sol could see, there were at most 8 other mana signatures besides Rebecca’s that were also underground with him. For now, Sol only planned on exploring areas void of people while also remembering the unique mana signatures of all the people he saw.

‘Alright, no more delaying it. I got this!”

With a quick mental pep talk, Sol walked towards the iron door and used [Burrow] to phase through it. He appeared in a narrow hallway lit by crude wall sconces. The passage was not much different than his cell, save for the fact the air was much more bearable. Still humid but overall preferable compared to his cell.

Sol saw that besides his cell and Rebecca’s situated next to his, there were 3 more cells. He knew for a fact there was nobody held in them from his [Mana Perception], so he ignored the cells for now and headed down the passage that only had one exit.

Outside the passage was a much nicer hallway that extended to his right and a door on the opposite side of where he left. Since heading right was where all the mana signatures were, he decided to just head forward for now. Maybe some other time he would check that area when there were fewer people or no other place to explore.

There, he found two more rooms. The first was a shower, which Sol was very tempted to use but managed to hold back. He didn’t want to touch anything as he didn’t really know how attentive the captors were. Besides, if he truly wanted to wash himself, he knew a good water spell to clean his body. Since they knew of his ability to use water magic, it wouldn't be an issue if he used it when he was back in his cell.

The next room was much larger, almost four times the size of his cell, and in it was a fancy stage with red velvet curtains. The stage itself took more than half of the room, and the other half there was a simple stand with a crystal ball on top. Curious to know what it was, Sol used [Analysis] on it.

Transmission Orb 
Rare

Skills: 
[Image Transfer] Lv EX, [Sound Transfer] Lv EX

‘It’s similar to the communication gem I got from the Guildmaster, but this one also sends images. This should be where we are going to get auctioned at.’

The room was too small to accommodate the buyers of the auction, but with the Orb, Sol surmised that the attendees all watched remotely. It made Sol wonder how many people attended this event and how deep did this go.

Having nothing else to do here, Sol was going to explore other parts of the base but stopped as he saw a mana signature moving down the hall. They were heading towards the cells, so Sol quickly dived underground with [Burrow] and returned to his cell.

Back in his cell, Sol waited as the figure approached his cell, but before reaching his door, they entered the one next to his. Worried of what they planned to do to his cellmate Rebecca, Sol watched through the wall as he saw the light purple mana burst towards the dark brown mana. An exchange could be seen from how the mana flowed from each person, but Rebecca’s purple mana signature was blown to the back wall.

Although worried for her wellbeing, Sol knew they wouldn’t go too far based on how much Weaver emphasized his value. He doubted they would do anything permanent. Sol still kept watching as the two figures interacted based on the movement of their mana, but it was overall very hard to make out what he was looking at.

From the movements of mana signatures, he guessed they were doing similar training to what he did a while ago. Sol wanted to watch more, but the pain in his eyes from constant use of [Mana Perception] was starting to really hurt. He had no choice but to deactivate the ability for now and get some rest.

Storing his spatial ring under the stone ground again, Sol decided to clean himself before sleeping and casted a cleaning spell. There were a few spells to pick from, but Sol simply chose the one that left the least mess.

“Watery mist sweep away all dirt and grime, [Cleansing Mist].”

The water from the humid air gathered into a small misty cloud that passed through Sol’s body, picking up any dirt and dried blood from not only his body but his clothes as well. After the spell was done, he felt much cleaner and ready to finally get some rest. Sadly, with no furniture of any kind, he had to settle with sleeping on the cold hard ground.

After finding a good spot, Sol laid down as he closed his tired eyes and gently drifted to sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 57: Second Day of Training

    
    
    
    
                Sol woke up to the grinding sound of the metal door opening as Weaver came in.

“I’m baaaack, darling~!”

Weaver was now dressed in a formal white suit with a lot of unnecessary tassels. The sound of his wooden boots echoed in the cell. Still groggy and sore from sleeping on the hard stone floor, Sol begrudgingly sat up as he saw the man enter.

Weaver produced a chair from his spatial ring and gestured for Sol to take a seat.

As Sol sat in the chair, he couldn’t help but ask, “What about breakfast? Or lunch, I don’t even know what time it is down here anymore.”

Weaver laughed, “Of course, you'll get to eat! Buuuut only after you finish today's lesson.” After saying that, Weaver took out a blackboard and wore some obviously fake glasses.

With his usually playful tone, he said, “Class is now in session!”

“...”

“While I know you can cast water magic, I am not an expert in it as my magic is a bit unique. I am well versed in fighting and that is what we will focus on today. So let me begin class by asking my favorite student a question, what does the swordsmanship skill do?”

Not knowing why he asked such a basic question, Sol answered anyway.

“Umm, it helps me improve my techniques and power carried in each attack, increasing the damage?”

“Ding Ding Ding! Correct! But I’m gonna let you in on a little secret …” Weaver leaned into his ear and Sol shuddered a bit as he whispered, “You don't need to go all in on every attack.”

Holding back the urge to smack the weirdo, Sol asked, “Why not? Won't it end the fight faster?”

“Maybe if you were fighting a low leveled monster or another newbie like you, then sure. But as you fight stronger enemies they will have more experience and with just pure technique can close the gap in skill levels and even stats. Though I doubt you will be fighting anyone like that in the near future, you still need to work on the basics.”

Weaver took out a white chalk stick and began to write on the board.

“We don’t have too~ much time for the auction, so let's focus on the basics. First, we have your strong attacks, these are the ones you use to deal the actual damage or even finish the fight in one blow if aimed at a vital area. You mostly do this already, but we will go over improving where you should focus on actually committing your strikes, I saw yesterday how you went all in on attacking the puppet's limbs and while it may incapacitate your opponent, there are enemies who can keep fighting after losing a leg. For example, Sandy tends to lose her limbs often during tough fights because of her [Sand Shift] skill.”

Sol nodded as he witnessed that first hand when “Sandy” lost her one leg but was still able to fight and even landed two more acidic strikes on him. Although he won in the end, that was still mostly thanks to having passives that countered the damage of all of her attacks.

“The second type of attack will be a weak attack. These are to wear down your opponent by inflicting smaller injuries when you can't commit or land your main attack. These attacks can be faster, focusing on landing a hit over dealing a lot of damage while not committing too much power into it. When fighting someone equal or stronger than you, it is especially common to use weak attacks to force them to block or parry and you quickly recover from it to follow up with even more light attacks or a bigger attack.”

Weaver with his chalk stick wrote on the board “Weak Attack” and circled it seven times.

“You really gotta work on this one, darling~. But there is one more attack we will go over.”

He continued writing, and below “Weak Attacks”, there now was “Feints”.

“Feints are similar to weak attacks in the fact that you don't commit your all into the attack but with a different purpose. Weak attacks are meant to be numerous and to bother your opponent but feints trick your opponent into thinking that it is your real attack. You would make a grand motion as if you are committing to a real attack but with no real force behind it. The opponent will react with a block or focus their attention on it and then you will move your sword into position for a real attack that bypasses those defenses.”

 ‘Ahh, that’s what Sandy did with me…’

Before getting captured by Weaver, Sol fought the red cloaked assassin which used similar tactics. Fake attacks that tricked him to block them and in turn created an opening they exploited. They also peppered him with quick but low effort attacks that would have eventually worn him down if he didn’t turn it around in an instant.

Weaver recalled both the blackboard and the chair sending Sol to his butt. With a grunt, Sol stood back up and glared at Weaver.

“So, for today’s training, we are going to work on the two different kinds of attacks you're lacking in, weak attacks and feints. Let's~! Get~! To~! It~!”

Summoning the same wooden puppet and wooden sword from yesterday, Sol was once again made to fight. Although it was his captor teaching him, since these combat techniques were an overall good thing to learn, Sol didn’t hesitate to fully focus on learning them. There is also the ongoing bet he had with Weaver to get all his questions answered if he won against the puppet which motivated him even more. So after organizing his thoughts Sol grabbed the wooden sword and charged towards the puppet.

            

    
        Chapter 58: Songbird

    
    
    
    
                The moment Weaver left his cell, exhaustion overtook Sol as he slumped to the ground. Four hours of intense training where a single mistake led to a hard beating wore him down. It wasn’t just physically intensive but also mentally as he had to learn to read his opponent and differentiate a real attack from a weak one or a feint.

Feints overall were the worst if he committed himself to using [Counter] on them as it would not connect and he would be left completely open to a solid jab in his stomach or a kick to his sides.

By the end of the session, Sol did not win once against the dummy, though that was taking into account that he didn’t use any non-sword related skills. While Sol did want to win to gain answers he doubted Weaver would accept that loss if he didn’t use what he was taught to win. The man would likely have a fit and go harder on him. On the bright side before Weaver left he did leave Sol with some food.

Sol was starving from his training and excitedly opened the box he received to finally eat a nice meal. His expectant expression was destroyed the moment he saw what was in the box. There was a hard piece of bread and broth, not even meat or vegetables but the leftover broth.

Sol rarely cursed but upon seeing this he wanted to shout every expletive in the book at whoever made this meal and ban him from entering a kitchen ever again.

‘What the fuck is this? I don’t even know if it’s safe to eat!’

Even though Sol had [Iron Stomach], a skill that reinforced his digestive system to handle more and worse food he really didn’t want to eat the food provided and luckily he didn’t have to. After retrieving the hidden spatial ring Sol took out more dried jerky and a pouch of water. Even though it tasted bland it was infinitely more preferable than eating that poor excuse of a meal.

While eating Sol decided to take this chance to contact the Guildmaster and inform them of what he knew so far. From the spatial ring Sol took out the communication gem and he wanted to examine it more but the room was too dark to do so. But luckily Sol remembered of a fire spell he knew and decided it was better now than never to try it.

“Summon a small wisp to light the dark, [Candlelight].”

A small red wisp of fire came into existence gently illuminating the surroundings. The fire hovered over Sol’s shoulder as he further inspected the communication gem. It wasn’t a raw gem but processed with almost invisible lines traced across. While Sol wasn’t an expert in magical items he had heard from others that when mana is inserted into the gem it resonates with its identical twin and essentially echoes whatever is said from one to the other.

That’s as much as Sol knew and he just wanted to look at it out of curiosity as he had never seen a communication gem before. Once he had seen enough Sol inserted a small amount of mana. The gem vibrated softly as if linked with its twin on the other side of the city.

…

In the Adventurers Guild Trevor was leaning against his counter bored at the lack of people approaching him for assistance. Just as he contemplated taking a break a gem under his counter started vibrating. Surprised at the timing he stumbled to grab it but luckily did so before it fell to the ground.

Trevor inserted a bit of mana to complete the resonance connection and answered.

“Songbird here, what do you need Molerat?”

A voice emanated from the crystal.

“Songbird? Molerat? Is that you Trevor?”

“Shhh we aren’t supposed to use our real names.”

“What? Why?”

“Umm, I actually don’t know… My girlfriend said that's what spies normally do.”

The voice didn’t respond as they tried to find the logic in what he said.

“I guess I am spying on these people but where did she hear that from?”

“A book...” Upon reflection, Trevor realized that he maybe shouldn’t have taken her advice.

“...I see. Anyways, I found out a few things.”

“Oh really? Let me write it down.”

Sol, speaking from the small gem, narrated his findings of the auction room and how he believed they were sold. He put a greater emphasis on the transmission orb he found thinking it could maybe be used to track down the buyers in the auction. Trevor did have some knowledge of how these types of magic objects worked and knew it could not be done.

“Hate to break it to you Sol but that item sounds like it is modified for open transmission. Which means anyone who gets an orb with that frequency will be able to watch and send messages back. While it can't be tracked directly, there is a limit to how far the transmission reaches. If we get the orb we can figure out how far it goes and narrow our search, I doubt it reaches to the far ends of the kingdom.”

“Well, at least that’s something… That's all I have for now, I’ll try sneaking around again later and hopefully find something else.”

“I wish you the best of luck, stay safe.”

The other party seemed to have cut off the connection as the communication gem stopped vibrating. Trevor put the gem back where it was and put away the report he wrote to turn in later. It wasn’t urgent and the Guildmaster wasn’t in the building so he decided to wait till later.

…

Back in the dark stone cell Sol deactivated the communication crystal and put it away. He doubted anyone would check in on him until tomorrow so he was free to snoop around. After hiding away the ring Sol once again used [Burrow] to leave his cell and continue exploring the underground base.

            

    
        Chapter 59: Upping the Difficulty

    
    
    
    
                RIP

Sol’s sword quickly jabbed into one of the puppet’s shoulder joints, making its arm move slightly slower. The wooden puppet, unfazed by the damage, tried to kick him, but Sol was already out of its range by the time it could even attack.

“Oh my~!” 

Weaver sat by the metal door on a reclining chair, sipping a cold drink as he willed the puppet to move in a half-assed manner. Watching Sol land a fast attack impressed him; this was the third weak attack in a row he successfully did. It wore down the wooden puppet and made it move slower, making each attack easier than the last. If Weaver did nothing, then it was possible for Sol to eventually win, but as the young man still hadn’t done a successful feint yet, he decided to increase the difficulty.

Taking one last sip of his drink, Weaver put it down as he used a skill on the puppet. Mana coursed through the near-invisible strings controlling the puppet as threads grew and entered the damaged areas. The strings then wrapped around the torn joints of the puppet and weaved into it, repairing all the damage. 

Once finished using the skill, Weaver produced a real sword from his spatial ring and tossed it to the puppet, who grabbed it and, with renewed vigor, faced Sol once more. Sol looked at the puppet fully fixed and with a real weapon in its hand, while he had a wooden sword, and couldn’t help but feel the injustice.

“Hey! This isn’t fair!”

“Life isn’t fair~. If life was fair, you wouldn't be here in the first place, darling~.”

Sol was going to refute, but before he could, the wooden puppet charged at him, and he had no choice but to focus on the fight at hand. 

…

“You're getting better, too bad you couldn't win today~.”

Sol sprawled on the floor again, and he could barely respond.

“You… gave it… a weapon…”

“Well, it would be too easy if you won the bet that way, and that would be no fun. But congrats! You can now understand the fundamentals of a weak attack so all you have to work on is your feints!”

Leaving on that note, Weaver retrieved all the items, left a box on the ground, and left the cell, locking the door once more. Sol, still too tired from the training, stayed on the ground for a few minutes before getting up and retrieving the box. Upon opening the box, it was moldy black bread with broth, but this time it had a meat chunk in it, likely whoever was pouring it accidentally let it fall in.

Sol opened the box, knowing this was the standard of the food, and after seeing it, he tossed it into his spatial ring before taking out some dried jerky. It’s been three days since he had been “trapped” in this cell, and at this point, Sol no longer cared about the food, but still checked because of his bad habit. He already knew what was in the box, but if he didn’t open it, there would be a lingering thought at the back of his mind whispering that maybe it's not what he expected.

After finishing his jerky, Sol took out a piece of paper from his spatial ring and, after casting [Candlelight], he examined his work. It was a map that crudely detailed all the areas he had explored as he found it easier to draw a map than to memorize it. 

The map currently had a few areas he had discovered these past few days, each outlined with labels. There was the prison area that he and Rebecca currently had the pleasure of staying in. A halfway away was the showroom and shower which he found on the first day. On his second day, he traveled in the other direction and found a canteen, storage room, and kitchen. Yesterday Sol found some kind of lounge room and dormitories which he was only able to see because he found a new way to use [Burrow].

When Sol was sneaking through the halls yesterday, he saw the mana signature of a man running his way, and to hide, he used [Burrow] and jumped into the wall. As he watched the person run past the hallway, Sol leaned close to the stone wall, and he noticed he could very faintly see what's on the other side without using [Mana Perception]. He hadn’t noticed before as he usually entered and exited the ground too fast, but now that he knew he could do that, there were more areas he could explore even when people were inside.

The only downside of using [Burrow] to lurk around was the mana cost. It cost 5 mana per second to maintain it, but with [Increased Mana Regeneration], Sol recovered a little over 4 mana per second. It meant he could maintain a burrow for only 8 minutes before he had to resurface and recover his mana.

Even with that time limit, Sol believed it was more than enough to explore a room he had been eyeing since day two. Sol used [Burrow] to pass through the wall and proceeded to walk down the hallway without worry as he knew no one was nearby. It was until he got near the dormitories that he used a burrow and traveled underground to a room he always saw someone in. People would enter and leave the room often, but there was a mana signature that always stayed in that room, and the few times they were gone were inopportune moments for him to check it out. Silently traveling beneath the floor, Sol arrived outside the room, and he slowly closed the distance between him and the wall so he could peek at what was inside.

Because there was a thin layer of stone between Sol and the room, it looked as if there was a gray filter put over his vision. Luckily the room was well-lit, and Sol was able to see what looked to be a personal study and an older looking man with neck-length hair sitting behind a desk as he wrote something down.

            

    
        Chapter 60: Evidence

    
    
    
    
                Sol saw as the mature man focused on whatever he was writing and found this an opportune moment to use the memory crystal given by the Guildmaster. He sifted through the spatial ring and took out a black box with a crystal embedded on one side. While he had never used a memory crystal before, luckily there were instructions on how to use it included in the ring. Sol moved through the wall near the roof of the study as he saw a shelf that he believed he could hide the recording device on.

Silently activating the memory crystal, Sol's hand slowly appeared from the wall as he gently placed the device on top of the shelf, angled to get a view of the entire room. The man still writing didn’t notice his actions, and Sol was able to retract his hand back into the wall without any problems.

Just as Sol finished placing the device, the door to the office swung open. It took Sol completely off guard as he forgot to pay attention to his surroundings while he was planting the memory crystal.

“Hiya boss~!”

Weaver strutted into the study as he approached the desk of the man. He sat on the desk as he continued talking, not caring if he was busy at the moment.

“Soooo~. Just finished today's training with the sword boy. He is learning much faster than I anticipated. Soon he will have all the basics and be ready just in time for the auction~.”

The mature man put down his quill as he looked up to Weaver with a strong gaze.

“How is his mental state?”

“Hmph! Better than it should be. Even with the lengthy training, poor food, and total isolation, that kid still seems to be going strong. He might have a skill that improves his mental fortitude.”

“Do you think he will be able to resist it?”

Weaver paused for a moment to think about the question but shook his head, “Doubt it, even if he has skills that improve his mind, it would eventually be worn down by the combined factors.”

The mature man nodded, “What of the other one?”

“Her? Don’t know, that's Sandy’s problem, not mine.”

Weaver froze as he felt the sharp gaze of the mature man.

“What did I say about calling her that? It’s Red Sands. And I asked you, so find out now or else…”

Sol saw through the wall as the usually carefree and mischievous Weaver became silent as he trembled hearing the man’s threat. Weaver struggled to talk but was able to eke out a reply.

“... Yes sir.”

“Then go.”

“Yes sir.”

Weaver then scurried off to find Red Sands to get an answer regarding the other prisoners' progress. Sol also took this chance to leave as his mana was slightly over 100 so his [Burrow] time was running short. He decided to head back to his cell as he didn’t want to explore while low on mana.

Traveling back through the floor, he quickly arrived in his room and thought back on the conversation he overheard between the older man and Weaver. There were many questions that had arisen from that conversation, but only one stood out to him the most.

‘Why do they care about my mental state? It’s not like obedience collars need that…’

Obedience collars were the common method to handle prisoners and slaves. Although it had obedience in the name, it didn’t actually control the actions of the collared party that well. The collars would be connected to a controller which could send a signal to shock and even incapacitate the wearer, making it near impossible to resist their owners. It was still possible; they could not control the speech of the wearer so it was possible to ask others for help and if they somehow escaped the control of the controller then they were essentially free.

Sol had already found it weird he hadn’t been collared already, but based on what the Guildmaster told him, the kidnapped adventurers weren’t found after sifting through all the slaves in the city and the surroundings.

He tried to think of what other possibilities it could be, but there were simply too many. Talents were as abundant as fish in the sea so maybe they had the help of someone with soul magic to bind them to their owner or maybe a special crafting talent that can make improved versions of the obedience collars.

Not able to come up with any answers, Sol decided to contact Trevor and ask for his opinion.

“Honestly, I don't know, man. Talents that have the possibility to control other humans are tightly monitored and as far as the guild knows only three such people are in the city. One is in the craftsman guild while the other two work directly for the kingdom, and they only came to this city two years ago so it couldn't be them.”

“Well… what should I do? I’m not sure how they plan to enslave us, but I don’t really want to find out when they actually do it… Is the memory crystal I planted enough for evidence?”

“Sadly, no. Unless it catches them explicitly naming the noble or the noble themselves appear in that study then we can arrest them. We can’t check the memory crystal until we retrieve it, so it's a gamble if the raid happens and the crystal doesn't record any hard evidence.”

Trevor was also stumped; it was a risk for Sol to stay for too long. Based on what they learned from Weaver, the auction was happening on the weekend. Sol had three days before then. If it was up to Trevor, he would just do the raid tomorrow; he wasn’t happy with risking Sol’s life, especially when this was a problem the guild should have solved years ago.

“Wait. What if I get that book the old man was writing in? I couldn’t read it from where I was, but it could be a ledger or some other kind of documentation.”

“You're right! But are you sure you want to do this?”

Sol nodded even though he knew Trevor couldn’t see him through the communication gem.

“Yeah. I want to see this through; I also don't want them to have any chance to ever recover and rebuild.”

“Okay… I will let the Guildmaster know.”

The communication gem stopped glowing, Sol put it away, and he laid on the stone ground with his arms crossed behind his back as he stared at the ceiling.

‘When my mana recovers, I will go back to that study and see if I can steal the book. There also might be other incriminating evidence I should keep an eye out for.’

With a plan in mind, Sol waited for a minute as his mana quickly recovered, and he used [Burrow], traveling beneath the stone to the study. Knowing exactly where to go, Sol made it there in less than a minute and kept an eye on not only the man in the study but also the mana signatures outside just in case Weaver or anyone else headed to his cell.

…

Sol spent over three hours cycling between hiding in the walls, watching the man go about his day, and heading back to his cell to recover his mana. Over this period of time, Sol had found out a bit more about the man. While everyone called him Boss, one over-enthusiastic subordinate called him Boss Cane.

Cane didn’t just run the Mystery Box auction but also had his hands in a few underground markets. From what Sol could gather, he was well-connected and could obtain a total of 10 unique items for this auction. Apparently, the auction didn’t only consist of Sol and Rebecca as the only products, but they were the main draw for these bidders.

Unfortunately for Sol, the man never left the study. Whether for work or rest, Cane did it all in the office. At one point, a subordinate came in asking if he wanted to eat, and Cane told them to just bring it to him.

After another cycle of going back to his cell and recovering his mana and heading back, his luck finally turned around. Cane was writing in his book as a subordinate came into the study with an urgent message.

“Boss! We have a problem! The Street Wyverns broke into one of our safe houses! We are holding them back, but I think they want to steal one of our auction items.”

“What?!”

Cane stood up as he left with his subordinate to teach the Street Wyverns not to mess with his business and territory.

Sol, who saw this all happen, silently celebrated as he waited for them to get further away. Once he was sure they wouldn’t suddenly turn back, he entered the room from the back wall and immediately pocketed the book in his spatial ring. Sol gave the hidden memory crystal a peace sign before going back into the wall.

…

Back in his cell, Sol cast [Candlelight] as he pulled out the book from the spatial ring. He looked at the book, hoping this would be all he needed to finally put an end to all of this. Sol opened the first page of the book as his expression went from serious to bewildered as he read the first lines.

“This… isn’t a ledger, but a diary?”

Although it wasn’t what Sol expected, he wasn’t discouraged and instead thought it could be even better than a ledger. If his personal thoughts are written down and they date back to when the kidnapping started, this could be all the evidence the guild needs.

            

    
        Chapter 61: The Diary

    
    
    
    
                Sol didn’t really care about Canes' personal life so he skimmed through the book until he got to what really interested him. The first entry that stood out to him was a little over five years ago.

—

4/16/513:

Found a good location. An abandoned slave prison from when it was legal to enslave elves. Funny how it will serve its purpose once again.

4/25/513:

That noble brat kept requesting for loyal fighters. How the fuck was I supposed to do that? I dealt in illegal slaves, but how was I supposed to make them loyal?

4/26/513:

Managed to appease the brat by convincing him he could train them to be loyal. Made some bullshit up on disciplining them, and he ate that up.

5/2/513:

Ha! One of his slaves escaped and informed the authorities. Can’t believe he let them out of his sight. Good thing I had them blindfolded the whole time or this place would have been compromised.

5/15/513:

One of my subordinates unlocked a second talent, and it's quite rare too. For some reason, I thought back on that noble brat's first request. Loyal fighters, huh? Maybe that's possible now.

—

Although it was Cane’s journal, he seemed to be wary of mentioning any names, places, or information that could be compromising. Sol found it hard to glean any useful information from these passages, but he kept reading nonetheless.

—

6/3/513:

Although his skill level was low, we found it pretty easy to mess with the mind of a random slum dweller. Whether it would work on stronger people still needed to be tested.

6/4/513:

A merchant who got banned from the adventurers' guild came to me for a servant. I gave him the slum dweller and managed to sell it for triple the original price. People were willing to pay good money for a loyal slave, but it could be more.

6/8/513:

There is an up and coming adventurer who is surprisingly fast and can cast lightning magic. I sent my men to capture him so we can test out how much effort is needed to recondition him.

6/14/513:

When we captured the rookie, we immediately tried the skill on him, but it failed. The most we could do was make them temporarily believe something, but it wore off after an hour. It was not until I beat him near death that the skill worked. We made him believe the injuries were from an accident from his lightning magic and we saved him.

6/15/513:

After the first conditioning, all mental changes after were much easier. Not only did they stop resisting, but it seemed once the skill's mana tainted their body it also made other changes much easier. We found a buyer and quickly sold him.

—

Reading how this man treated people so easily like products to simply be sold disgusted Sol. Later months described his testing process as Cane learned how best to mentally exhaust his victims then condition them. Sol found it really difficult to read the inner thoughts of this twisted man. As a coping mechanism, Sol stopped seeing him as another human but as an enemy who he would soon stop.

—

11/20/513:

A noble decided to invest in our business. They liked our products and decided to give us the Rank Report. Apparently nobles used that list to find promising recruits from the adventurers; now we can do the same. In return, he wanted early access to the products, and I had no problem with that.

2/4/514:

One of the products was returned to me today. I asked them if there was an issue or he broke through the conditioning, but apparently they just found him weird. Apparently, his attitude was too informal for being a personal manservant, and he played too many pranks on other servants. If that was the only issue then it would have been fine, but he pulled a prank that embarrassed the noble's daughter.

Either way, I was left to dispose of him, but after seeing his skills it would be a damn shame to let it go to waste. I'm thinking it would be better to recondition him to work for me. He was good at controlling threads and as strong as a C-Ranker so he would be useful in capturing other rookies. I might as well also rename him to better fit his new role; I’m thinking Weaver.

—

It was so unbelievable that Sol couldn’t help but exclaim, “What?! Weaver was one of the kidnapped adventurers?”

Sol wouldn’t have guessed by how willingly the man kidnapped others as if it was a game to him. It made Sol wonder, does Weaver know what they did to him?

—

2/13/514:

Worked so much better than I thought. Instead of sending multiple men who are weaker to secure one person, it's much easier to just send Weaver who could bind the target and immediately silence them. No more mess and it’s much harder to track since he doesn’t leave any trace.

I am considering keeping a few other products for myself as they made my life much easier.

—

A whole year passed of Cane repeating the same daily routine. His business slowly grew as he gained more subordinates and “conditioned” products as he liked to call them. He wrote how he gained a reputation in the black market and was offered to sell products on their behalf with his connections to other influential people and families.

Eventually, he stopped doing direct selling and switched to an auction for two reasons. The first was to make the price more competitive and gain more money and the second was because there was a lack of high-quality adventurers to capture and condition. With a lower supply, Cane decided to use an auction to make his buyers fight for it, which gained him much more money.

Sol continued to read until he found another entry of note.

—

8/2/515:

The latest target was a tough one to grab. She could turn her body to sand, which completely nullified Weaver's strings. Weaver said she almost managed to escape, but her skill's duration ran out and he knocked her out before it could be used again.

She was now in her cell, after a few days of starving and training, her mind should be ready for her conditioning.

8/6/515:

Weaver informed me she was ready, so together with my right hand, we went to begin the conditioning. The procedure was perfect, and in the end, I decided to keep her for myself. Her talents fit perfectly for capturing other targets and could be useful where Weaver isn’t. To make sure she didn’t turn out eccentric like Weaver, I made sure to condition her to believe she was nothing but a tool that obeys me. Similarly to Weaver, I also renamed her, giving her the name Red Sands.

—

‘Even her…’

The red cloaked assassin who lost to Sol was also just another victim. The damage this man had done to her even surpassed Weaver not only enslaving her but even taking her free will.

‘No wonder she barely talked or even reacted to pain.’

Sol’s fist clenched. To him, this was worse than death, at least then it would be over and have some agency in the way they go out. This took any choice, any agency they had over their lives and shaped it as their own. Even their thoughts were not their own. Something about this truly made Sol furious like never before.

Even in his anger, Sol kept reading. The rest was the same for the next few years, with Cane continuing this awful business. It was not until he got to diary entries from a year ago that he finally found something that could connect Cane to nobles involved.

—

2/17/518:

Fucking Valentino wanted to stop providing the Rank Reports. I had to threaten that fat lump of meat that if he did I would never sell him anything again, that I’d even cut him off from all other black market dealers. That put him in his place for now, but I better start finding other sources of the Rank Report just in case.

4/14/518:

Managed to finally close the deal with the Gulmar House; that made it four noble houses that are invested in my business. I'm lucky their daughter got sick and I knew just the right drug in the black market that could cure her.

—

7/27/518:

The latest targets have arrived. A boy who could wield the sword and water magic and a girl who could enchant objects and people. At first, I thought the girl would go for more, but Weaver spoke highly of the boy based on his initial impressions. He didn’t just have abnormally high stats but had skills that made him really strong against physical attacks. I should consider whether or not to keep him; I already know what I would call him, Tranquil Blade.

—

‘Me too?’

Cane was thinking of also keeping Sol and using him to kidnap even more people. Sol was surprised but it didn’t change his plans as he planned to start the raid before they used whatever skill “conditioned” people on both him and Rebecca.

It was not until Sol read the latest entry that everything changed. The entry wasn’t complete as Cane stopped midway to deal with the Street Wyverns messing around in his territory.

—

7/29/518:

I'm starting to think my right hand no longer wants to work under me. Lately, he had been taking the initiative to start his own business and while he said it’s to grow mine I doubt it. Just because he got lucky and gained the [Mind Shaper] talent-

—

Sol dropped the book in shock.

            

    
        Chapter 62: The Past?

    
    
    
    
                Sol’s hands trembled as the book fell, producing a loud thump. His breathing became rough as memories of the past flooded back to him. Memories that he thought he had already come to terms with resurfaced as he was forced to remember and relive the past once more.

The [Mind Shaper] talent was considered a unique talent, but even in terms of unique talents, it was almost never seen. They were so rare, in fact, that there were only around 50 [Mind Shaper] talents in the entire world at any given moment. They had the rare ability to directly affect the minds of people unlike any other mind-related talent. Most mind-related talents would vary widely from telepathy, telekinesis, mind reading, clairvoyance, and so much more. [Mind Shaper] was a branch of telepathic abilities which could permanently change the mind of their targets.

Normally this type of talent was classified as one of the more dangerous ones that the kingdom of Crestelia would keep an eye on as they could enslave people to their whims. But based on the diary entries, the subordinate lucked upon the [Mind Shaper] as his second talent. Since it was hard to track all gained talents after the first initial talent, people like him sometimes slipped under the eye of the kingdom. The rarity of the talent meant nothing to Sol, as whenever he thought of someone with that talent he thought of the man who killed his parents.

Sol was reminded of the past when he was 10 years old. His house was broken into one night, and his mother and father, who were both blessed with combat talents, fought the invader. What neither expected was the man to be a [Mind Shaper] and he used his abilities on Sol’s dad, tricking him into believing the invader was his mother. As the fighting continued, Sol came out of his room because he heard the loud noises and saw his father kill his mother.

Still under the influence of the invader's control, Sol’s father was about to kill Sol as well, but just as his father’s blade shallowly cut into his neck, he managed to break free from the control. Furious at being made to kill his wife, Sol’s father went crazy with the single goal to kill the invader. In the end, he managed to do so but suffered grievous mental damage that he was unable to recover from and passed away shortly after.

After that traumatic experience, Sol was taken to an orphanage where he spent the next four years until his leveling ceremony. Once he completed the leveling ceremony, the orphanage could no longer take care of him, and he had to find a way to live on his own. Normally when people unlocked their talents it wouldn't be too hard to find a job, but Sol never unlocked his. This was when Sol started doing the basic gathering quests every day to leave the town and level up. He refused to believe he had no talent and worked towards a single goal since that day.

Done reliving the past, Sol only wanted two things: the end of this kidnapping ring and the death of Cane and the man with the [Mind Shaper] talent. He never wished for the death of another person, but in his eyes, these two men who treated others like products and took away all agency in their lives didn't deserve mercy. Sol had the evidence they needed, the noble complicit in this business would also face their punishment. With all pieces in place, he made the call.

The communication gem gently glowed as it connected to its twin. Trevor's voice soon came from the gem.

“Yo Sol, Any news?”

Skipping the pleasantries, Sol responded, “I have a diary with all the proof we need, how soon can you start the raid?”

“The guildmaster arrived an hour ago so let me check.”

After a short minute of silence, another voice came from the gem, it was the Guildmaster.

“Does the diary have all the names?”

“Yes, a total of four noble houses were involved. Two families made the decision together and the other two were actions of just one person from the family.”

A laugh came from the gem, “Hahaha! Finally! I can't wait to put those bastards in their place! Good work, speaking of which I finally found a good reward that would fit perfectly for you.”

Sol tried to steer the conversation back to the topic at hand, “Can you start the raid then?”

“Yes, keep the diary in the spatial ring. I have to inform my allies to gather so we can begin.”

“How long will it take?”

“Hmm, they already know the situation so they should be ready to mobilize in a moment's notice. At most half an hour.”

“Perfect, thank you.”

“No, thank you. I'll see you soon.” With that final message, the communication gem stopped vibrating as its light faded.

‘Is she personally coming as well? Good.’

Sol felt reassured that the Guildmaster is participating in the raid as well. The reason for which was because one cannot become a Guildmaster without being strong. This is not only to handle the rowdy adventurers but also to be the last line of defense of the guild. A guildmaster needed to be at the peak of power which was A-Rank. Though since A-Rankers were very rare not every branch had the luxury to have one. In those cases what is put in place is a temporary Guildmaster, they have all the administrative power as a real one but can be ordered by any true Guildmaster. The requirements to be a temporary Guildmaster are much easier only having to be B-Rank.

With the call done and the raid soon to take place, Sol managed to calm down a bit. His thoughts were still all over the place, but he was finally past the initial shock of being so close to another [Mind Shaper].

‘It will soon be over…’

…

Cane arrived back in his underground base. The Street Wyverns were easily taught their place thanks to him and his conditioned subordinates killing half of their gang. Cane could have easily commanded the death of the entire gang, but he used them sometimes to keep an eye on the streets or harass his opponents. It seemed that Cane had let them grow too confident as he hadn’t been keeping a tight leash on them, but that wouldn't happen again.

Arriving back in his study, he wanted to write his thoughts in his diary like usual. He was going to take it out of his spatial ring, but he realized it wasn’t inside it.

‘Hmm, must've left it in the rush.’

He looked around his desk but couldn’t find the book. He knew for sure that it couldn’t be anywhere else, and none of his subordinates dared to enter his study when he wasn’t inside. Cane quickly realized it was stolen and called for a subordinate.

“What’s up boss?”

“Gather everyone. Pack everything up, we need to leave as soon as possible.”

“Huh? S-sure, what about the prisoners?”

“Get Weaver, Red Sands to protect Gus while he conditions the products. Make it so they act obedient and follow our every command, it doesn't have to be thorough just long enough to last until we get to the safe house.”

“On it boss!”

The subordinate ran off as his yelling could be heard from outside the door. Calling everyone to get off their asses and pack everything up.

            

    
        Chapter 63: [Mind Shaper]

    
    
    
    
                To settle the turbulent thoughts in his mind, Sol decided to try using [Meditation]. Sitting cross-legged on the ground, Sol activated the skill and immediately felt his mind sharpen. At first, the increased concentration made it worse as it forced him to only think of his parents' death, but with some effort, he was able to steer the focus on categorizing his spells. His breathing stabilized as he organized a few more spells in his mind until he heard the sound of the metal door opening.

‘That's odd. I thought we already did today's training.’

Weaver, the red-cloaked assassin who Sol now knew was Red Sands, and another man whom he had never seen before entered. Wearing a luxurious white silk outfit, this bald man gave an unsettling feeling.

Weaver, with an annoyed look on his face, took out a chair from his spatial ring and gestured for Sol to sit. Having read the journal, Sol already knew what they were planning and obviously didn’t comply.

“C’mon darling, we don't have a lot of time. Although I would’ve liked to have more fun with you, we gotta cut this short, don’t make us do this the hard way.”

Sol quickly assessed his options. ‘I could leave with [Burrow], but then I wouldn’t be rescued, which would put all I have done to not attract attention to waste. I could resist and be triple-teamed and likely lose. If it was just one, I could manage, but three is too much. Even if I use all my skills and spells at my disposal, I am unsure if I can beat them in a head-on fight. The last option is to undergo the so-called conditioning and resist it. The way Cane described it in the diary was that it was only truly effective after starving and exhausting the target. I am in my peak condition thanks to my high vitality and also the food supply the Guildmaster provided, so I have a good chance of resisting it.’

There was a standoff between the young man and the trio, but the bald man quickly broke the silence.

“Enough of this, tie him down if you have to.”

Weaver and Red Sands stepped forward ready to restrain Sol, and at that moment, he decided on the best course of action. Sol raised his hands and slowly walked towards the chair.

The bald man scoffed, “Good. This will make it easier.”

Sol chose to endure the process. He knew that escaping would ruin the entire point of staying in this cell, and fighting would likely end up with him still being strapped to the chair. It was better to conserve his energy for the mental battle as he could pretend to be under its effects until the rescue team arrived.

The bald man placed his hand on Sol’s head as psychic energy traveled from the palm into Sol's head. They felt like tiny hands pushing into his brain and while not painful it was very disturbing. The energy poked around as if trying to understand what it was working with before beginning the actual procedure. The moment it tried to tamper with Sol’s mind something unexpected happened.

Sol, who was ready to resist the process and recover from its effects as fast as he could, felt nothing as the energy bounced off the moment it tried to do anything. The bald man frowned as he also felt this resistance.

“The fuck? Are you sure he has been weakened?”

Weaver nodded, “Yeah, I made sure of it.”

The bald man looked back at Sol’s head as if peering inside but eventually found the answer.

“It’s like I am hitting a solid wall. This isn’t normal even if they are in perfect condition. It’s as if… someone shielded him.”

Sol, hearing the bald man's words, tilted his head in confusion.

‘Shielded? I don’t know anyone who could even do such a thing.’

The bald man continued, “Even so, I should be able to break past it. It will just take more effort.”

He took out a potion and drank it, boosting his psychic abilities. The bald man then placed his hands on Sol’s head to try a new strategy. The energy once again flowed into his mind, but this time the energy didn’t spread out and instead gathered to one point to break through the barrier. Next thing Sol knew, the energy smashed into the barrier. Even though Sol didn’t take the brunt of it directly, it still felt like he got hit with a hammer.

“Argh!”

The first attempt at breaking the barrier failed, but the bald man didn’t give up. He repeatedly smashed into the barrier, making Sol’s head feel like it was inside a giant bell. Eventually, a crack appeared. It wasn’t big, but enough for the bald man to do his job.

The bald man sighed, “Goddamn. I have never encountered such a strong mental barrier.”

He began the conditioning process once more, sending the invasive energy through the tiny gap. Since they were in a rush, they only needed temporary obedience, so the bald man focused on shutting down Sol’s conscience.

As he did, there was another unexpected event. The barrier in Sol’s mind reacted to the intrusion and went from defensive to offensive. It grabbed hold of the bald man’s energy and followed it back to the mind of the man invading his body. The barrier protecting Sol was not gone as it had left to attack the intruder of the mind it was protecting.

The bald man noticed the attack and tried to defend himself, but he stood no chance. He was only able to pierce the barrier after consuming a mental-enhancing potion, and the hole he made was minuscule. With the full force of the barrier attacking, the defense he could muster was pointless. The rampaging psychic energy of the barrier shredded his brain by destroying every single memory he had ever created. The bald man could only watch as memories of his childhood were destroyed, his teenage years erased, and his adult life consumed into nothing as this energy took everything.

As this happened to the bald man, Sol was completely stunned. Not because of the bald man’s energy that tried to change his mind, but because when the barrier left, something deep within Sol’s mind was unlocked. Memories, one’s he had no idea were tampered with and sealed away under the barrier’s protection.

            

    
        Chapter 64: The True Past

    
    
    
    
                A ten year old boy was outside with his parents on a picnic. The mother was tall and fit with long silver hair tied into a ponytail. The father had dark brown hair and looked average in body and height but when next to the woman he could be seen as short. The young boy had been excitedly waiting for this day as both his parents were usually busy working and he rarely got to spend time with both of them at once. The young boy carried a large picnic basket, while his dad offered to carry it, the boy wanted to prove how he had been getting stronger lately. The father saw him struggle to carry the basket but knew how the boy could be stubborn and planned on praising his strength when they arrived.

Arriving at the location, the boy placed the basket under the canopy of a large tree. The boy was a little out of breath, but he tried to hide it. His father, seeing through his clumsy act, simply smiled and praised him.

“Wow, Sol! Maybe in a few years, you will be just as strong as your mom!”

The mother rolled her eyes at his comment, but Sol’s eyes sparkled.

“Really!?”

“Of course! Just make sure not to allocate all your points to strength. You don't want to be a pure brute lik-” Before he could finish his sentence, a fist just out of his field of view came and punched him in the shoulder, “OW! What was that for!”

The mother glared at the father menacingly, “Do you really wanna know?”

“... No, ma’am.”

The child giggled thinking they were just playing around as they do this often.

The family chatted as they set up the picnic and sat down to eat the packed lunch. The father played around by creating illusions of animals out of thin air and teaching Sol all of their characteristics. They looked incredibly realistic even with the way their walking left imprints on the ground; it was a very well developed skill.

Eventually, Sol asked a question he had been wondering for a while.

“Hey Dad, how did you and Mom meet?”

His mother looked at his father with a worried expression. She wasn’t sure if it was the right time to explain their circumstances.

“It’s fine, Sylvy. Now is as good a time as ever.”

“Okay, just make sure to skip the embarrassing stuff.”

“What?! But that's the best part!”

Giving a look that says “no means no,” the father relented.

“Fine… I'll start from the beginning then. Sol, I didn’t used to be a good man, I was, in fact, a very bad one. I would use my talents for my selfish desires. At that time, there wasn’t a limit or line I wouldn’t cross to get what I want. I stole from nobles, merchants, and heck I even stole directly from an Adventurers Guild vault. I would use my illusions and mind skills to easily trick people into giving me what I want.”

Sol knew of the illusion magic but not of the other one, “Mind skills?”

“Yeah. My talents are [Illusion Affinity], [Mind Shaper], and [Dark Affinity]. It was super easy to just make people do whatever I wanted. But even with all the wealth and people under my control, I was never truly happy. I was wanted dead by three kingdoms and even the Sapphire Scales Alliance, the price of the bounty they placed on me was honestly a bit ridiculous. Either way, I wanted out of that life and one day released everyone from my control and left.

“It was not until 4 years after my disappearance that I met your mother. The Elite Knight that served directly under the King of Crestelia, Sylvia Minfel. She was given the super important task to hunt down the evil Black Tongue. Or as you better know him, your dad, Roman!”

Young Sol was shocked and he turned to his mother, “What?! Mom, you tried to kill dad?!”

Seeing her son’s face, she couldn’t help but feel embarrassed at how it turned out, “Haha, yeah...”

Very invested in the story, Sol wanted to know more, “What happened?”

Sylvia couldn’t bring herself to continue as the next part was extremely embarrassing. Roman, on the other hand, spoke excitedly of their encounter.

“So apparently someone recognized me and reported me to the kingdom; she came alone as numbers don't mean anything to me. The only reason she was sent was because she recently unlocked a unique talent called [Clear Mind]. It greatly increased her resistance to mental manipulation and other similar skills. What’s funny is that she came for me right after unlocking that talent! She barely practiced her skills at all and I could easily make her see or believe whatever I wanted. So as a prank, I made her see-”

With her face completely red, Sylvia interrupted, “No! Not that part!”

Enjoying his wife’s embarrassment, Roman laughed and skipped that moment. He knew it also wasn’t appropriate to explain to a child the naughty things he made his mother see.

“After that, I left her be, I stained my hands with blood enough for multiple lifetimes and I had no intention to hurt any more innocent people. I very much enjoyed the quiet life just living my day to day life. Unfortunately, a certain knight did not give up on her mission. Your mom kept trying to end me in the ‘name of justice’, so I kept giving her similar pranks. Eventually, after pestering me enough times, I got bored of the same pranks and took her out to dinner. She at first declined as I was her enemy, but I told her I would stop pranking her if she did so she accepted. One thing led to another and well… we somehow fell in love.

“The day we found out we were blessed with a child on the way, we decided to make it official. The problem is that Sylvie is an elite knight under the crown and I am a wanted criminal. The only way we could live in peace together was for both of us to fake our deaths. It wasn’t hard to do honestly, I just made a really big illusion where me and your mom had an epic fight to the death. After that, we traveled from the far east of the kingdom to the west and settled here in this town.”

Sylvia patted Sol on the head, “Then you were born, our little sun.”

The sun was starting to set, and the family packed up their picnic and headed back home. Sol would have just been happy with spending time with them, but he also had the unexpected surprise of hearing how his parents met. Overall, the young boy’s mood was through the roof and even after a long day of having fun, he still had energy to spare. At least that’s how he looked because the moment he landed on his bed, the boy immediately fell asleep.

Later in the night, the boy was woken up by a loud explosion. He raised his head in a panic as he heard the sounds of fighting coming from the living room. Sol opened the door out of his room and witnessed his parents fighting against a full squad of ten knights.

A high-ranking knight yelled at Roman, “It’s over for you, fiend! You can no longer elude us now that we have a saintess that can divine your location!”

Sylvia stood in front of Roman, protecting him with her old knight shield she kept from when she served under the crown.

One of the knights, seeing the crested shield, screamed in anger, “You vile monster! Undo your mental manipulation and let her go!”

Sylvia was the one who responded, “I’m under no one's control! He couldn’t even control me even if he wanted to.”

What she said was the truth. Although Roman was able to easily mess with her mind and prank her when she initially hunted him down, ten years have passed since then and she had trained all of the abilities to their peak. She had long since been immune to his mental powers and even if she wasn’t, Roman had not used them since Sol was born.

The high-ranking knight commanded, “She is too far gone! End this now!”

With permission granted, the knights all took out round glass orbs that had fire swirling inside waiting to be released. They tossed the orbs and shielded themselves as the moment they touched the ground near the couple they exploded with a deafening boom.

Sylvie activated the skill of her shield to protect them both, but they didn’t notice Sol who opened the door. Shrapnel from furniture flew all over the place as a piece of wood stabbed into the young boy's neck.

As Sylvie dropped the barrier, she looked around to assess the damage and saw Sol lying on the ground.

“No! Sol!”

Roman now noticed his son bleeding on the ground, and a raging fury overtook him. He had sworn to himself to never use his [Mind Shaper] talent ever again, but now Roman wanted to see these men die for hurting their son. With a wave of his hand, his dormant mental ability awoke as it swept through the knights.

The knights came prepared and were equipped with unique ranked mental resisting items, but only legendary items could even try to block Roman’s powerful manipulation. The psychic energy removed all mental limiters of the body including self-preservation and placed one powerful command at the forefronts of their minds.

‘Kill Yourself.’

The knights all raised their weapons without hesitation as they stabbed themselves in the same place Sol was injured. Roman believed it to be a fitting punishment for their crimes.

While Roman was finishing the knights, Sylvia ran towards Sol who was barely conscious. The young boy looked at his mother as he tried to speak but was unable to do so with blood in his throat.

“Shhh, don’t worry Sol.” Sylvia then took out the highest quality potion she had and poured half of it on Sol’s neck; the other half she poured into his mouth. The wound rapidly closed, leaving only a scar that ran from his bottom left cheek to the middle of his neck.

Seeing his condition stabilize, Sylvia sighed in relief. Roman, who just arrived next to her, asked an important question.

“What do we do?”

Sylvia felt hopeless, “What can we do? You heard it yourself, they have someone that can track us. They can find us no matter where we go.”

“If it was just us two, we could easily escape but Sol…”

“I know… I don’t want him to live on the run forever.”

They both stood in silence as they both knew what they had to do, but neither wanted to say it. Roman knew this was going nowhere and spoke up.

“Sylvy…”

“No.”

“But we have to-”

“No!” She cried as she hugged Sol tightly.

Roman hugged Sylvia from behind, “He will live a normal life. In four years, he will gain a talent and make the best of it.”

Through her crying, she asked a question, “What if they use him to find us? What if they hurt him and we aren't there to protect him?”

“You already know the answer to that. They are tracking us, not him. I will erase us from the minds of everyone in the town, make it seem like Sol’s parents died in a home invasion. I will not erase Sol’s memories but lock them instead, they will only unlock when he is strong enough.”

Sylvie weakly nodded as she passed the barely conscious Sol to Roman.

“Dad…”

“I’m sorry, Sol, this is for your own good. Come find us when you unlock your second talent. We love you.”

Placing his hand over Sol’s head, he performed one of the most advanced mental changes he had ever done. Perfectly storing all his memories in a secure place and replacing them with fake ones. Then he placed a mental barrier with his will infused inside of it with only one objective, to protect Sol’s memories by whatever means necessary.

Once done, Sol passed out and Sylvie looked at Roman.

“What if he never unlocks his second talent?”

Roman chuckled as he found that notion preposterous, “He is our son, he fully inherited your stubbornness and my quick wits. Even if he unlocks the world's worst talent, I know he will find a way to succeed.”

            

    
        Chapter 65: Knew All Along

    
    
    
    
                Hundreds of memories flooded back to Sol; the childhood he knew was an entire fabrication. After overcoming the initial overwhelming sensation of the resurfaced memories, Sol only had one thought.

‘Mom and Dad are alive?’

While that was the first thought that came to his mind with his memories restored, he couldn’t help but doubt them. There was a small doubt in the back of his mind whispering that it could all be part of the bald man's plan to influence his mind, but he quickly dismissed it. It didn’t make sense to change these memories, and Sol had no thoughts of obedience at all, which was their original goal. Additionally, the unsealed memories didn’t erase the fake ones, as if left untouched to allow Sol to determine which were the real memories. There was one last piece of evidence that made Sol determine that they were real, and it was by what became of the bald man who tried to tamper with his mind.

The bald man was now collapsed on the floor with his eyes rolled upwards. Sol saw the barrier leave his mind and travel to the bald man, so he knew this was done by it. It seemed his father left him one final means of protection in the very low chance another psychic ability tried to tamper with his mind.

As much as Sol wanted to understand what all this meant, his current situation did not permit it.

“WHAT. DID. YOU. DO?!” Weaver was furious but held his hand as he had no idea what just occurred. The bald man was still technically breathing, but Weaver could already deduce he was gone forever. While the bald man's body was alive and breathing, the mind itself had been shattered with no chance of recovery. Even for another specialist in memories and matters of the mind, they would be unable to do anything as the memories were completely erased, there was nothing to save.

Red Sands stood behind Weaver, unfazed by his outburst. Her orders were to protect Gus, but she did not see Sol do anything; hence, she didn’t have to take any action. Though seeing the bald man collapsed on the ground, the edges of her mouth, hidden under the obfuscation of the magical cloak, curved slightly upward.

Sol knew it was caused by the psychic barrier, but he pretended not to know.

“I don’t know! He just collapsed.”

“Don’t bullshit me! Fuck! The boss will…!”

Weaver appeared more scared at whatever Cane would do to him rather than the comatose bald man. He realized there was only one way to save him from the boss’ wrath.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck! You crossed the line, Sol! Your corpse will hopefully appease him!”

Alarm bells rang in Sol's mind. Weaver’s fingers moved as strings sprang out to kill him. This would have caught Sol off guard in the past, but these last few days he had not only been practicing the basics of combat but was also devising the best way to counter Weaver. With his life in danger, Sol didn’t hold back and cast the best spell to best counter Weaver.

“Cover my body in flames, [Flame Aura]!”

A thin layer of fire covered Sol’s body, and the strings that rapidly approached burned at the slightest touch. Weaver retracted his strings in surprise.

[Flame Aura] was one of the easiest and fastest spells that Sol knew. Although it’s an easy spell, it is rather inefficient with a high mana consumption to maintain the concentrated fire. Taking into consideration Weaver’s quick and flexible strings that can come from any direction, Sol knew the best way to counter them was to cover himself from all directions.

“A dual mage, you're full of surprises aren't you. You think I have never fought with a fire mage before? You’ll quickly run out of mana if you spend it that way, so I’ll just wait it out.”

Sol knew the downsides of the spell, and even with his ridiculous mana regeneration, he could only maintain it for at most ten minutes. While he could fight Weaver, there was a small spark of hope in his heart after what he read in the diary.

“We don’t have to fight! You may think you are loyal to Cane, but that's because you were brainwashed just like every other victim!”

“Hahaha!”

Weaver laughed at his claim. Sol believed it was because it sounded too hard to believe.

“I know it's hard to believe, but it’s true. I took his diary and read how he sold you, but after you got returned, they brainwashed you again! They did the same with you, Red Sands, they took everything from both of you!”

Red Sands stood as poised as she had been the entire time, while Weaver kept laughing.

“Hahaha! You don’t think I know that already?! That bastard used me as his personal secretary for an entire year; I already read his damn diary. Those nobles threw me away because they didn’t like how I behaved! The only person who ever accepted me was that motherfucker, albeit in a twisted way. As long as I obey him and avoid his… punishments, everything is dandy.”

Sol couldn’t believe he was fine with this. He was brainwashed and used to commit crimes for someone else's benefit.

“What about who you used to be? What about all the crimes you committed?!”

“Haha, what about it? Those adventurers don't give a fuck about me; why should I care what becomes of them. I also get to enjoy certain privileges by working under one of the biggest crime bosses in the city, who can complain. As for my memories, maybe they manipulated me to think this, but I honestly don't care who I used to be. If anything, fuck the past me for being so weak to get captured.”

‘He’s too far gone…’

“By the way, is your mana ever gonna run out soon? We still have to wrap this up.”

Sol glanced at his mana, which just dipped under 300; he still had plenty of time. While Weaver was a lost cause, maybe Red Sands could be persuaded. Sol wanted to believe it was possible to break free from this brainwashing they were put through.

            

    
        Chapter 66: Half Baked

    
    
    
    
                Noticing Sol’s gaze at Red Sands, Weaver chuckled, “Don’t bother. They turned her into a mindless tool; that's all she will ever be. Even I thought Cane went a bit too far with her modifications, but you can’t argue with the results.”

Sol knew what he meant from the diary, but even so, he believed he could get through to her, as naive as that sounded.

“Just because they forced her to believe that, it doesn't make it true. Red Sands, you can choose to do whatever you want with your life! You aren’t a tool to be used!”

Weaver walked over to Red Sands, who was awaiting orders, and knocked on her head. He hit rather hard, not enough to do any real damage but enough to make a low sound.

“See? Nobody's home. I should know I was there when they did it. Ah… You should have seen her face at the time. She was kicking, screaming, crying. So many emotions and less than five minutes later they were all gone, now she doesn't even bat an eye at losing her limbs. I even get to use her as a punching bag sometimes to relieve stress if I perform well enough.”

“You’re a psycho!”

“What if I am? At least I'm having fun with it.”

Sol’s mana was nearing half. He couldn’t afford to keep talking and wasting his mana, so he backed up to where he had hidden the spatial ring under the floor and swiped it with [Burrow].

This didn’t escape Weaver's sight, “You had a spatial ring?!”

Although Weaver said he could wait out the mana drain of the spell, he had other ways to circumvent fire mages. Multiple daggers appeared from his spatial ring, and his countless strings started grabbing them midair. With a wave of Weaver's hand, these daggers were launched towards Sol.

Although the amount of daggers flying at Sol felt overwhelming, he didn’t despair. He took out his sword, Blue Ripple, and used [Counter] on those that targeted vitals and ignored the rest. Relying on his extremely high defense against physical attacks, Sol used [Charge] towards Weaver.

Weaver took out an iron shield and used his strings to block Sol’s [Charge]; he then turned to yell at Red Sands.

“What are you standing around for!? Help me, you idiot!”

Red Sands heard his plight but didn’t move.

“He killed Gus; your orders were to protect him, right?! Then at least avenge him!”

Sol noticed the advantage he had over Weaver, as not only did the fire make him immune to Weaver's highly flammable strings, but Weaver was also starting to lose his composure. Red Sands at this moment also unsheathed her hidden daggers.

Still holding on to hope, Sol kept trying to convince Red Sands, “You don’t have to listen to him! Is this truly what you want to do?”

Red Sands paused, making Sol believe he was getting through to her. Weaver also noticed this and was astounded; he had never seen Red Sands defy an order before. More daggers flew at Sol as Weaver faced Red Sands with a contemptuous glare.

“The fuck you gonna do then? Even if you leave here, you have nowhere to go. You don't even know who you used to be, just follow orders like a good doggy. You also don’t want to be punished by Cane; you know what he will do to you.”

The stoic Red Sands shivered at the mention of punishment from Cane. Whatever their Boss did to them when they didn’t perform must truly frighten them. Sol didn’t know what kind of punishment it was, as even in the diary, whenever they were punished, Cane didn’t elaborate further. Even so, there was one point in Weaver's argument Sol could refute, and although it wasn’t a guarantee, he hoped it was good enough for her.

As Sol performed a [Cross Slash] on Weaver, he spoke, “It may be possible to regain your memories! I know someone who can do it!”

Weaver laughed, as he didn’t believe him, “Haha! Sure, man. You know someone with an extremely unique talent that specifically deals with memories. What is he also a [Mind Shaper]?”

As he spoke, Weaver subtly used his strings to pick up the daggers that had fallen past Sol and launched them back at him. This didn’t escape Sol's sight as he used [Harden] to further increase his defense value. The daggers were launched towards him incredibly fast, but they bounced off his body, leaving only a slight red mark.

“Goddamn, what is your body made out of, Adamantium?”

Sol ignored Weaver's comment and continued trying to convince Red Sands, “You heard from that bald man how there was a barrier placed on my mind; that should be proof enough! There is a way to help you!”

At this point, Weaver stopped arguing with Sol over Red Sands. He was fully convinced that even if she could form independent thoughts, she knew what awaited her if she disobeyed. Instead, he focused on the fight at hand against the kid who had been perfectly countering his attacks so far.

“If those puny daggers aren’t enough to beat you, then how about this!”

Strings from all directions gathered and formed around his right arm in a beautiful and intricate pattern. From Weaver’s spatial ring, he then took out a verdigris-colored longsword. Gripping the sword with his string-enhanced arm, he slammed down towards Sol.

Sol used [Counter] to negate the blow, but he felt the incredible strength that blow contained. He refused to believe that Weaver was innately that strong, and the strings covering his arm enhanced his strength somehow. Even so, Sol didn’t despair and stood his ground; he used what he learned against Weaver, but he quickly realized it was a mistake.

“Fucking idiot. Using half baked skills against the one who taught them to you.”

Although Weaver taunted him, it wasn’t that bad of a choice. While Weaver could easily predict what each type of attack was aiming for and counter them perfectly, it still is better than only using his strong attacks and leaving himself open to attacks. The worst of Sol’s attacks were his feints, as Weaver could easily predict when they were coming and used a few strings or a random weapon held by strings to knock it away.

Locked in a stalemate, Weaver was regaining his cocky composure, ‘Heh. Keep fighting, your mana will soon run out, and then I can fight for real. I didn’t even need Sandy for this, but I can’t wait to report it to the Boss so she can get punished.’

Another obvious feint from Sol swung targeting his left shoulder, and Weaver controlled one of his daggers to intercept it. Just as the sword was about to make contact with the dagger, it suddenly sped up and gained much more weight to it. Sol used [Heavy Blow] at the very last second before it made contact.

The dagger, not meant to be used like a shield, shattered as the swing continued, barely losing any momentum. It cleaved into Weaver's shoulder and smashed him into the ground.

“GUHACK!”

Weaver didn’t have a lot of points put into strength or vitality, at best, he compared to a body-focused C-Ranker. This one blow took more than half of his health.

‘He faked a feint?!’
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                ‘I'm glad that worked…’

Since Weaver knew all of his patterns, Sol decided to try something completely different. Based on how Weaver treated his feints, he decided to do a feint all the way until the last second where he then switched to [Heavy Blow]. While he could’ve used [Cross Slash], a move that dealt more damage, it didn’t carry the same weight he needed from [Heavy Blow] to bypass the weak defense and still hit just as strongly. [Cross Slash] distributed its attack into two separate ones; while overall it did more damage, the power of each individual swing was less.

Sol held the absolute advantage now, with Weaver on the ground and grievously wounded, the fight was already as good as won. Sol could've had mercy with Weaver, found a way to revert the effects of the brainwashing after capturing him, but he had clearly chosen his side. Weaver was brainwashed to obey but not to enjoy the crimes he committed and even abused Red Sands who was in an arguably worse predicament.

Just as Sol was about to bring down his sword for the finishing blow, he noticed in the corner of his eye Red Sands took a step towards them. Unsure if she planned to save Weaver or attack him the moment he struck, Sol held back his final strike as he eyed Red Sands warily.

Sol backed up a few feet as Red Sands approached the fallen Weaver and stared at him in silence. She was either very confident that Sol wouldn’t strike her or did not care if he did, as she left her back completely open to Sol.

Weaver coughed a mouthful of blood as he looked at Red Sands and commanded her, “Hurry... give me a potion…”

She stared back in silence, her expression always unreadable thanks to the magical cloak, but a small mumble could be heard. She spoke so quietly Sol could only pick up the last two words she said.

“-hate you.”

“Wha-”

SHLICK

The next thing Weaver felt was the cold metallic sensation of a dagger lodged in his heart. He was barely able to process the betrayal before his body stopped functioning and he stopped breathing.

‘Didn’t expect her to kill him…’

Although Sol could understand why Red Sands would kill Weaver, he wanted an answer from her perspective because he knew her emotions were essentially erased by the brainwashing.

“Why did you kill him?”

Red Sands removed the dagger from his chest and stowed it within her cloak. She then looked back to Sol and did not answer immediately, as if trying to figure out the answer herself.

Eventually, she spoke, “Want to.”

For most people, that could be justification enough to end someone's life, but she wasn’t most people. Red Sands, who had lived the past three years only taking action when ordered to, actually decided something for herself. It was a huge step in the right direction of recovery, even if her first desire was to kill someone else.

It also gave Sol the confirmation he needed to know that with the brainwashing, there was a mistake Cane didn’t realize in the process. Just because one was made loyal after the brainwashing, it didn’t mean they would stay loyal. They had to either continuously reapply the conditioning every so often to maintain the effects at their peak or actually give them a good reason to stay loyal with rewards or good treatment. 

Weaver was a case of the latter actually enjoying the benefits of working with them which is why he stuck around for so long. With the way they treated Red Sands, it was plausible she would have eventually been able to break free on her own without Sol’s intervention.

“I assume you want to recover your memories as well?”

She gave a small nod before moving behind Sol and taking position there. Although Sol believed she wouldn’t attack him after killing Weaver, he still kept his guard up. He wasn’t too worried though as he knew Red Sands had few means of actually hurting him.

“What are you doing?”

“Following.”

“Umm, I’m not going anywhere yet. I still have to wait for the raid party to rescue me.”

Red Sands silently stared at Sol as if asking what she was supposed to do with that information but didn’t ask any questions. Feeling the need to elaborate further, Sol explained the plan he came up with with the Guildmaster and how they were about to raid the facility. Once he was done explaining it, he realized another problem.

“What will you do? I may be able to explain that you were forced to follow them because of the brainwashing, but I don’t know if they will still hold you responsible for the kidnappings you committed…”

The assassin offered no input as to what he should do, leaving the decision to Sol. 

“Quietly escape this place for now and meet me later at The Rusty Bed inn. There I can explain how we might be able to get your memories back.”

Maybe it was the way Sol worded it that sounded like an order, Red Sands nodded and left the room to gods know where. Hopefully later, she will show up again at the inn, and they could talk further, but it will probably be Sol doing most of the talking.

With all urgent matters settled, Sol looked back at the two bodies and remembered he still had one more thing to do.

Name: Weaver Race: Human 
Talents: [Threads], [Puppets], [Dagger]
Level: 64

Talent Skills: 
[Predators Web] Lv 7, [Puppet Repair] Lv 4

Passive:
[Thread Control] Lv Max, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 6,  [Intelligence Up] Lv 4, [Wisdom Up] Lv 5, [Precise Coordination] Lv 7, [Increase Mana Regeneration] Lv 3, [Throwing] Lv 9, [Intermediate Dagger Mastery] Lv 4

Active:
[String Enhancement] Lv Max, [Thread Creation] Lv Max, [Thin Slice] Lv 7, [Puppet Enhancement] Lv 6, [Vital Stab] Lv 6, [Backstab] Lv 5

‘I can finally see his true status. Even his name is Weaver, huh.’

The name section of the status page always reflects what they currently believe to be their name. It’s not impossible for someone who had lived under another name for long enough that they treat it as their real name for it to reflect in their status page. In this case being renamed after the brainwashing made the status page change to the new name as such.

Sol had tried [Analysis] multiple times during his training sessions with Weaver but was never able to actually glean anything from it. Weaver’s status page was always changing into the names of the different gods and goddesses, usually making fun of them in some way. For example, with Ragnar, the God of War, he gave himself fake skills in running away, surrendering, and other skills along that line.

Now that Weaver was dead, the item was no longer in effect, and Sol was left with a tough decision. He needed to pick just two skills from this wide spread of rather powerful abilities, which could be incredibly useful.

            

    
        Chapter 68: Limited Options

    
    
    
    
                Sol was facing an internal dilemma.

‘If I wasn’t limited to just two, this would be so much easier. The main issue is that Weaver’s strongest ability, [Thread Control], required at least three other skills to be able to use just as well as him. There was also the problem of the skill itself degrading in the siphoning process and becoming level 9, which would also weaken them even more…’

Although Sol wanted [Thread Control], he also needed [String Enhancement] and [Thread Creation] at the very least for it to be useful. If not, then the strings would be easily broken in any encounter, and he would also need to carry a constant supply of them. In addition to also being able to control them anywhere near as well as Weaver, he would need [Precise Coordination]. That made it a total of four skills to barely compare to Weaver’s actual combat prowess. Even if he chose two of them now, he doubted he would meet anyone with similar skills in the near future, and he wouldn't hunt them down just to complete it either.

With only being able to take two skills, Sol had to think of it from another perspective, to enhance his current abilities and skills common enough that he could reliably keep leveling them. The first easy pick was [Mana Efficiency], as he knew it would greatly improve his spellcasting ability. The second, after examining all the other skills, he ended up choosing [Precise Coordination] because Sol believed it was the evolved version of the skill [Coordination].

Attribute-enhancing skills could be gained later, and Sol felt it would be better to gain them in dungeons like what he did with [Strength Up] and [Vitality Up]. [Intermediate Dagger Mastery] was tempting as well, but he rarely used other weapons at this moment, so it could be held off for later.

Both Skills degraded by one level but Sol was still satisfied with the results.

[Mana Efficiency] Lv 5: Reduced mana cost of all spells by 25%.

[Precise Coordination] Lv 6: Superior bodily coordination allowing for incredibly precise movements or multiple well coordinated actions at once.

[Mana Efficiency] was an important skill Sol lacked compared to most mages. With it, spells that had a constant or high consumption of mana were more usable and he might be able to keep them active permanently. For example, with [Fire Aura], Sol should be able to now maintain it for as long as he wants, granted he casts no other spell simultaneously.

The other skill Sol chose, [Precise Coordination], did exactly what Sol hoped it would. It made his body control much better in ways he didn’t think were possible. Now he could switch attacks easily and even do complex maneuvers that required a lot of focus and attention to detail. Overall this skill greatly supplemented his combat prowess.

There was one more body Sol had to deal with, and it was the body of the bald man. When Sol used analysis on him, he realized a problem.

Name: GusRace: Human
Talents: [Calculations], [Mind Shaper]
Level: 29

HP: 250MP: 400
Str: 15Vit: 25
Agi: 30Int: 40 (+10)
Wis: 40

Talent Skills:
[Accelerated Thought Process] Lv 4, [Mind Mold] Lv 4

Passive Skills:
[Mathematics] Lv 3, [Prediction] Lv 1, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 5

Active Skills:
[Psy Blast] Lv 3, [Psychic Manipulation] Lv 4, [Telepathy] Lv 3

‘This man…’

There were two main issues with Gus; the first one was that all his skills had barely been trained. For five whole years since Gus gained his psychic abilities, his highest skill was in manipulating others and even that wasn't very high. Gus wasn’t able to develop his psychic abilities because of Cane heavily monitoring his actions. Fearful of being overthrown by Gus, Cane only allowed him to use his abilities when under heavy supervision.

The other big issue is that Gus was still technically alive, at least his body was. Although Sol's logic told him he was unable to use [Siphon] as the bald man was still alive, a gut feeling led him to believe he somehow could.

Of the limited selection of skills available, [Basic Psychic Mastery] needed to be taken. It was a core skill that he needed if he wanted to grab any of the active skills. Similar to weapon skills like [Cross Slash], it required the appropriate weapon to use. Unlike weapon skills, these didn’t need any physical tool to use, but if Sol selected [Psy Blast] and [Telepathy], he would still be unable to use them as he didn’t have [Basic Psychic Mastery] to control the skills.

For the second skill, Sol was unsure what to pick. He decided to cross off [Psy Blast] as he already had plenty of offensive means and deliberated over [Psychic Manipulation] and [Telepathy]. [Psychic Manipulation] could be useful in a number of scenarios and even possible to help Red Sands restore her memory, but after remembering that the skills will likely degrade, it might be impossible to repair the amount of damage by himself. In the end, Sol decided [Telepathy] could serve a better purpose for more scenarios.

Selecting [Basic Psychic Mastery] and [Telepathy], Sol felt the strands of mana leave his body as they combed through Gus. The body began to convulse on the ground as [Siphon] was extracting the ability. Sol was worried it might have actually failed until he saw the system prompt.

Learned [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2!

Learned [Telepathy] Lv 1!

[Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2: Increases the effectiveness and power of all psychic abilities by 10%.

[Telepathy] Lv 1: Create a one way connection to the mind of one other person within 30 feet. Cost: 1 mana per second.

‘It degraded so much…’

Sol knew exactly why as he felt it. [Siphon] scans the body and the brain to learn the inner workings of the skill before bestowing it onto Sol. Because Gus’ mind was completely erased, any knowledge on using the skills was gone, and Sol was left with just the basic muscle memory the man used to have. From what he understood, even if Sol killed Gus and then used [Siphon], the end results would have been the same.
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                Done with siphoning the skills, Sol begrudgingly began to search Weaver’s corpse. He hated the idea of looting others, but he direly needed something that Weaver had on him. After searching for a while and removing a few other magical items like his spatial ring, shoes, and belt, he finally found it.

Deceiver's Earring
Unique

Skills:
[Status Deception] Lv 8, [Item Camouflage] Lv 7, [Facial Disguise] Lv 4

[Status Deception] Lv 8: Create a fake status page that others will see when using [Analysis] or [Inspect]. Can have three saved presets to swap between or toggle off at any moment.

[Item Invisibility] Lv 7: The item blends into obscurity, becoming perfectly invisible.

[Facial Disguise] Lv 4: Can slightly modify the wearer's face for a limited duration. Duration: 12 hours. Cooldown: 1 week.

Sol almost didn’t find it until his hand accidentally brushed against his ear, where he felt something metallic. It seemed the item's invisibility was still in effect even after Weaver's death, likely because it didn’t require the user's mana to maintain.

The quality of the item honestly surprised Sol, as he didn’t expect it to be a unique item. Sol didn’t truly know how far the connections of Cane went, as he was one of the most influential crime bosses in the city. Not only that, but because Kerman was located on the border of the kingdom, they were right next to not only the Frostaxe Clan, but Sylmasera and the Holy Kingdom of Delvania, making it extremely easy to access their markets to gain rare goods.

Sol didn’t have any piercings but the item magically latched onto his right ear. Once in place it once again became invisible. Since Sol had his Locket of Safekeeping taken from him Sol decided to make a preset just in case anyone felt like peeking into his status. He made the fake status page consistent with his current public abilities, with [Sword] and [Water Affinity] as his two talents.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Sword], [Water Affinity]Level: 35 
Exp: 14,380/165,000

HP: 350MP: 400 
Str: 40Vit: 30 (+5)
Agi: 30 (+5)Int: 30 (+10)
Wis: 40

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills: 
[Water Form] Lv 4

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 2, [Parry] Lv 7, [Quick Cast] Lv 7, [Agility Up] Lv 1, [Vitality Up] Lv 1, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2

Active Skills: 
[Cross Slash] Lv 1, [Sprint] Lv 6, [Wide Swing] Lv 8, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 6, [Heavy Blow] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 5

‘I also rolled a few skills to their pre-evolution just in case. I made up [Water Form] on the off chance they ask how I was able to escape. Hopefully they won't ask me to show them…’

The spatial ring Sol retrieved from Weaver was rather lackluster. It was full of clothes, wooden and cloth puppets, and common weapons. The only truly valuable item from all of this was the ring itself, which could hold 27 cubic meters of space. It was the same as the one given to him by the guild, but Sol knew he would have to return it when the raid was done, so it was nice to get an upgrade.

Sol also found some magic shoes off Weaver's body, but it was only rare and its effects increased mana regeneration marginally, so it meant nothing to him. Sol stored it in the ring as he could at least sell it later.

Once Sol was done looting Weaver’s body, he heard a loud explosion which shook the ground. While explosions underground would scare most people in fear of a collapse, Sol wasn’t frightened because he knew those performing it wouldn’t damage the actual structure of the base.

‘The raid finally started.’

…

The Guildmaster, donning her full adamantium armor that covered her whole body including her face, led her old party members into an open hole in the ground.

“Let’s go.”

One of the party members, a larger tigerkin with metallic claws, looked at the explosion and asked The Guildmaster a question, “Hey Loraline, I know you asked for help with these criminals, but doesn’t this seem overkill? Honestly, you could have done it with just the two of us. Why invite all five of us?”

The Guildmaster Loraline opened the visor of her helmet and looked back at her party. A tigerkin warrior, a human berserker, a human witch, a female catkin scout, and a catkin archer. They were her old party from her adventuring days; some joined her in the beginning of her journey, others joined midway, and a few were lost along the way. Out of all the people in this world, these were the few she trusted the most and could trust with her secrets.

“The public reason is they ruined my reputation. I need to give a show of force to not be underestimated. The real reason… Well, I miss you guys. You should come by more often.”

The witch found her usually stoic party leader very cute, “Aww! Why didn’t you say anything? You know we would do anything for you.”

“I have… but you are all busy with your nations or businesses…”

The witch remembered the letters she had received before to visit, which usually came at a bad time when she was either traveling or working on a big project in the Apothecary Guild. The rest of the party had similar reasons for being unable to go and only came because Loraline made it sound urgent in her message.

“My bad…”

“Yeah, we should have stayed more in touch…”

“Sorry…”

Everyone's sincere apologies made Loraline happy, “It’s okay. Let’s deal with these criminals and celebrate our reunion after!”

The tigerkin clashed his claws together, “Haha! Sounds good!”

The scout giggled, “Alright, but Sato is paying for my share.”

The archer protested, “What?! But I paid for you last time Mia!”

“You're the older one so of course you gotta pay for your cute sister!”

The human barbarian interrupted, “Settle this later. I want to clobber someone already!”

With the barbarian putting everyone back on track, the party dove into the hole and began their attack on the base in full force.

…

Sol at first was confident in the raid party safely neutralizing the entire base, but what he saw from his [Mana Perception] frightened him. Some moved incredibly fast, instantly taking down their opponents in one interaction. One mana signature cast spells that flooded entire rooms and passages with mana with the aftermath leaving multiple bodies on the ground. The scariest of the two were the two mana signatures that could not be stopped by anything. They even ran directly through walls Sol knew were there, so he could only assume they just destroyed the wall and anything else along the way.

He knew there would be A-Rankers in the raid, but it looked like they were all that ridiculously strong. While the level of power was honestly frightening, Sol felt motivated to one day reach that level of power.

One of the mana signatures was quickly running down the hall heading towards the cells. This led Sol to believe he was about to be rescued. While he was correct, he was wrong in who was saving him as just before the mana signature reached the door, the wall behind Sol shattered as a human wielding a large axe came through. Two seconds later, the metal door opened, revealing the catkin scout.

The barbarian immediately bragged, “Haha! Told ya I’d get here first!”

She pouted, “That’s not fair! You just bulldozed through the wall.”

“No one said I couldn’t!”

Mia grumbled but couldn’t deny it, “Hmph, fine! You win.”

Sol saw the interaction between the two adventurers and couldn't help but wonder.

‘This is the rescue party?’
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                The barbarian wiped some debris off his shoulder before looking at Sol.

“So you’re the rookie that escaped but snuck back in. Hahaha! Never heard of such a thing before, but I respect the guts it took to do that.”

Mia scanned the room and saw the two bodies on the ground.

“Woah, what happened here?”

Sol wasn’t sure what to say as a lot happened. For now, he just answered vaguely.

“They were trying to brainwash me with a [Mind Shaper] and, well, this is the aftermath.”

Mia then poked the bald man's body, checking for any reaction. “Is this the [Mind Shaper]? Why didn’t you tell us?”

Sol was too ashamed to say he simply forgot in the moment as he had too many thoughts at that moment.

“Well… As you can see, he was already taken care of.”

The barbarian patted him on the back. “Good work! Now where is the girl that got kidnapped as well?”

Mia responded, “If you came in the normal way, you would have seen other cells in the hallway.”

“Oh really? In that case…”

The barbarian prepared his axe to break through the wall next to him, but Mia stopped him just in time.

“Wait! What if she is right behind the wall? You're gonna crush her!”

“Oh shit, you're right. My bad.”

‘Wait, so he didn’t know I was far enough from the wall before he burst through?’

The trio left the passageway, and they opened the door to the adjacent cell. Inside, they saw the young woman with brown hair and light orange tips in broken, dirty clothes. She stared back at the group, frightened at who these people were.

Mia, being more sensitive than her large brutish friend, approached slowly and eased her worries.

“Hi there. We are adventurers here to rescue you, you're safe now.”

Rebecca was at first wary of these unknown individuals but after being comforted by Mia and handed some spare clothes she had in her spatial ring, the young woman trusted them. She hugged the catkin, and she let herself cry as she released all the pent-up stress and anxiety she had accumulated over the past week. Sol and the berserker stood near the entrance, both looking at one of the walls as if it was one of the most interesting things in the world.

Once Rebecca managed to calm down and stand up, the group then moved towards the exit. On the way there, Sol saw the collapsed subordinates all over the place. It seemed none of them managed to get away in time as they were being rounded up by another catkin with a bow and a human witch that levitated the bodies with some weird magic.

The barbarian waved at his two party members, “Yo! We found 'em.”

The witch levitated 3 more people to where they were grouping them all up and gave a small wave.

“Nice work, Loraline should be in the study.”

The barbarian, Rebecca, and Sol headed to the study as Mia was pulled into helping with moving the people by her brother.

Inside Cane’s study, the trio found Loraline sitting behind the desk as if she owned the place. Cane himself was tied down to a chair with a missing arm. He was given treatment to prevent bleeding and a basic potion to restore his health to safe levels. Although it wasn’t well known, Cane was a strong A-Ranker. Even so, he didn’t hold a candle against Loraline who showed no wounds or even dents in her armor.

Just as there is a gap in power between early B-Rankers and late B-Rankers, it is even more noticeable with A-Rankers. So even if they are in the same rank, some A-Rankers could easily defeat multiple other A-Rankers. The main reason is that there was no higher rank, at least no higher rank officially acknowledged by the Adventurers Guild. Sol didn’t know why that was the case, but he once read from guild archives that it had something to do with qualitative change.

Loraline welcomed the group. “Welcome, as you can see we are just wrapping up. Could you tell me where you placed the memory crystal?”

Cane knew of his diary being stolen but upon hearing of a memory crystal his eyes shot open. At first Sol didn't react as Loraline didn't call out his name and he found it weird that she didn't but assumed she had a reason for it.

Sol nodded and pointed above the shelf, “Of course, up there, Guildmaster.”

Rebecca, hearing this, was confused as she thought they were both captives held in the cells, but she refrained from asking as she believed it was some plan orchestrated by the Guildmaster.

Loraline reached over the shelf and grabbed the memory crystal. Cane's face paled as he didn’t know for how long it’s been up there and with that in addition to the diary he knew he was done for.

He could only beg for mercy, “Please, Miss Loraline, let me go. I promise I can be a great asset to you. My connections to not only the underground scene in Kerman but also the three nearby nations must surely be of use to someone of your status.”

Loraline continued to examine the memory crystal, verifying if it was in working condition, and without looking back spoke.

“I have no need for anything material, just the names. But as it happens, I already have that, don't I?”

Picking up on her cue, Sol took out the diary from his spatial ring and handed it over to Loraline. It was now that he understood she was deliberately avoiding saying his name. Sol assumed it was because of the deal he made with her to hide his involvement and he was correct.

Showing the book in a subtle but taunting manner infuriated Cane. He had built up his underground empire for years, all for it to be taken down in a single day.

With her stoic expression, Loraline added, “Fear not. You won’t rot in prison alone. I’ll make sure all who protected you will join you as well.”

The Guildmaster then turned her focus to the two rookies, “This isn’t an appropriate place to talk, let's head back to the guild.”
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                Loraline left her old party to deal with both the criminals and the city guards. As they hadn’t informed the city’s ruling house of the raid that took place, a lot of guards had gathered because of the explosion. Their response time was slow because it was in the slums, a place where the guards turned a blind eye to, but when the commotion became big enough they were forced to intervene.

Luckily, Loraline could use her position as Guildmaster to guarantee the arrest of all the criminals, and she doubted the nobles would intervene to protect them. At most, they might try to save Cane. Which was why she left her party to keep an eye on everyone, especially Cane, to make sure he didn’t mysteriously disappear.

Back in the Guildmaster's personal office in the Adventurers Guild, an assistant poured Sol and Rebecca tea before leaving them to their discussion.

“First, I would like to apologize to both of you for what had happened. While the guild isn’t responsible for the safety of adventurers, as part of the job requires taking risks. They kidnapped you because of our lack of ability to safeguard your information.”

Sol already knew this so he simply nodded his head, but Rebecca was shocked at the information.

“So they only went after me because information leaked from the guild?”

“Essentially yes. From the diary we recovered, they also decided based on a few other factors like age and word of mouth, but the main component was the report on the latest adventurers that ranked up. We were finally able to locate where they held the kidnapped adventurers and obtained evidence that we can submit to the crown so that we can punish the nobles involved. Even so, it was our fault you both were involved so if there is anything the guild can do for you, let me know.”

Rebecca sighed and shook her head, “I'm just glad it's over, but if you can get me new leather armor since mine was damaged from their attack, I would appreciate it.”

“Of course, that’s a simple matter.” Loraline called in her secretary.

“Yes, Guildmaster?”

“Can you please escort Rebecca to the guild storage and let her pick out a suitable set of leather armor? It can be of rare rarity.”

Rebecca’s eyes lit up, “Rare?! Really?!”

Her old set of armor was common and she honestly just expected to get a similar set, but for it to be rare was a pleasant surprise. A set of armor normally costs more than weapons so a rare one could sell for around 100 gold.

Loraline shook her head, “It’s nothing, just make sure to put it to good use.”

“Thank you, Guildmaster!”

After thanking Loraline, Rebecca stood up and left with the secretary to pick out her new gear.

Now it was just Sol and Guildmaster Loraline alone in the room. Loraline took out a ring from under her desk and handed it over to Sol.

“Here. Your ring and everything you told us you had is in there as well.”

Sol accepted the ring and gave it a quick scan to find everything was indeed inside. His Warhawk’s Talon, Pollen Bow, Immunizing Belt among the most important of them. After receiving his ring, Sol also returned the one lent to him by the guild.

“Thank you.”

“No problem, but that was only part of the deal. I mentioned back then I would also reward you with an A-Rank reward. After looking through our storage, I believe I found something appropriate for you.”

Loraline took out from her spatial ring a pair of leather boots that ran up to his knees. Just before Sol could use [Analysis] on them, Loraline handed Sol a magnifying glass. Sol had used [Analysis] so frequently he forgot most people didn't actually have [Analysis] so he accepted the identification tool and used it on the boots.

Blessed Boots of the Sky
Unique

Defense: 50
Durability: 1500/1500

Skills: 
[Magic Flight] Lv 8, [Wind Barrier] Lv 8, [Thunder Step] Lv 8

[Magic Flight] Lv 8: Magical winds carry the wearer allowing them to fly. Duration: 15 minutes. Cooldown: 4 hours.

[Wind Barrier] Lv 8: Activate to create a temporary barrier of wind that blocks attacks, durability increases with skill level. Cooldown: 1 hour.

[Thunder Step] Lv 8: Once activated, the user's next step will create a thunderous boom, shocking and stunning nearby beings. Cooldown: 5 hours.

The boots had great effects. One for offense, defense, and support, overall a fantastic item.

But Sol had never seen a blessed item before, “Does blessed mean anything?”

Loraline nodded, “It means the item has been personally blessed by a god, which improves the item. The enhancements vary depending on how much effort the god involved puts in so it’s hard to tell how much they actually improve the original item by. What we could tell was that it was blessed by Caela herself.”

“Didn’t this cause problems with the Church of Caela?”

Loraline chuckled, “It sure did. Those fanatics believed we should have handed it over without any compensation. They even tried to pressure us when we denied them, though their influence here is weaker than in the Holy Kingdom, they can still cause some damage to the economy and the guild. To appease them before they did anything drastic we had come to the accord that we will only give the boots to someone both parties agree is worthy.”

She flicked the boots, “Honestly, I don’t care who gets them I just didn’t want to give it to the church for free. Since they didn’t want to pay for it I would send a request every so often asking if it could be used as a reward. They have always denied me before until today. I don’t know if they got tired of leaving the boots to deteriorate in our storage or they think for some reason you're worthy but these are now yours.”

‘Diana definitely had something to do with it. The question is, what does she gain from doing this?’

Sol had a few theories but didn’t voice them aloud. Either way, he had no solid theory and even if they planned something he wouldn’t turn down a great pair of boots.

“That should be everything Sol. Thank you for your help in finding those responsible. I made sure to keep your name out of it so it shouldn’t cause any problems for you.”

“Thank you, but there is one more thing I want to ask. What about those already brainwashed adventurers? Can we find and restore their memories?”

To this question, Loraline made a hard face, “Honestly, I don’t know. From the diary you gave me we can identify where some of them were sold to but not everyone. Even if we do find them, our guild branch or any other branch I know of doesn’t have anyone with the capabilities to restore the minds of these people. The most I can do is contact a mind reader but they don’t have the ability to affect memories.”

“What about the kingdom? Surely they must have someone who can help.”

She shook her head, “Maybe, but people with mind altering abilities are extremely rare. Most who are able to do so can only alter the mind temporarily. Those who are able to do it more permanently are extremely rare and as far as I know nobody in this kingdom is able to do so. Maybe there is someone that managed to hide it like that grunt for Cane but I wouldn’t know where to begin searching.”

“I see… Can you at least find them and explain to them what has been done to them?”

“Yes, I already planned to do that. We can't punish every noble who bought them as their collective power is too strong but we can free them from their service. Sadly because of the brainwashing they might choose to stay with them in the end.”

Sol understood the Guildmaster was unable or maybe even unwilling to expend any more effort on the victims. He decided not to push any further.

“I understand, thank you for all your help so far.”

“I’m just doing my job. Have a good day, Sol.”

“Thanks, you too.”
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                After exiting the Guildmaster's office, Sol had a quick chat with Trevor. There really wasn’t much to talk about since they kept in contact daily, but it was nice to see each other in person.

Sol headed back to the Rusty Bed Inn to finally get some rest in a nice bed. Sleeping on the cold stone floor really made him appreciate the soft feeling of a good bed.

Entering the inn, he saw Miriam, the kind lady who runs the inn alongside her husband, Harvey. She saw Sol and gasped before power walking over to him. It looked like fast movements hurt her, but she didn’t care as she approached with a worried face.

“Sol, you're back! Are you okay? We were worried as we didn’t see you for days.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, I got caught up in a long quest. By the way, is my room still available?”

Last time Sol stayed in the inn, he reserved his room for three more days, but then he was captured for an entire week. He didn’t leave anything important besides some dirty clothes and his backpack with some outdoor gear, but he still decided to ask.

“Oh, don’t you worry about that. Business is slow here so I left your room as is.”

“Wow, Thanks! Here, I’ll pay for the missing days and for tonight as well.”

Miriam didn’t want to accept the money, “No, it’s fine, the room would have been empty anyways.”

Sol shook his head and insisted, “It’s okay, think of it as thanks for being such great hosts.”

She relented, “Oh, you flatterer. Fine, but come downstairs later for dinner. I’ll make something special just for you.”

“Will do, see you later.”

Heading back to his room, Sol found it exactly how he left it with only one small difference. The goblin idol he left by the desk was gone, but he already knew who took it. What surprised him was the fact everything looked essentially untouched. Sol wouldn’t have even known someone came inside if not for the missing item.

Sol went to the bed and laid down, feeling the soft mattress on his back.

‘Finally, I can get some rest.’

Just as he was about to close his eyes to rest for a few hours, from the corner of his vision, he saw a figure looking at him from the window. Sol felt his heart almost jump out of his chest as adrenaline rushed through his body, ready to fight. It was not until he saw who it was that he calmed down.

‘Red Sands…’

Sol got up from his bed and opened the window to let her in.

“You know you could have come from the front door…”

She ignored his comment and simply stated, “Memories.”

Almost as if asking to hand them over, Sol could only awkwardly chuckle.

“I know, and I do intend to help you to the best of my ability.”

Sol narrated his conversation with the Guildmaster regarding what she would do with those other victims and how they didn’t have access to anyone who could help them.

“I wished they would have an easy solution on hand, but I still have an idea of someone who can help you.”

Sol wasn’t the type to continue talking without input from the other person, but Red Sands didn’t say anything and simply waited for him to continue.

“Uhh… My dad was the one who placed the barrier in my mind that protected me. He also has the talent of [Mind Shaper]. The problem is… well… I have no idea where he is. Last time I saw him was when I was 10, but because something happened, he and my mom had to go into hiding. I have no idea where they could be right now.

“While it’s true I have no idea where they could be, I know someone who does. The issue is that the person is a bit high profile. Do you know who the Saintess is?”

From Sol’s memories, he remembered one of the knights mentioned that his father, Roman, can’t run away as they will find him with the help of the Saintess.

Red Sands shook her head. She was never briefed on anything that wasn’t related to her targets.

“8 years ago, a young girl with a legendary talent was discovered. She was a commoner who had the legendary talent [Fate] able to see glimpses of the future. The whole kingdom celebrated when it was found out and she was taken to the capital, officially titled as the Saintess. My parents had to go into hiding because of… things my father did in the past, and I’m almost certain the saintess is using her ability to track him down.”

Sol then pulled out Warhawk’s Talon from his spatial ring.

“The plan is simple, since we can’t simply approach the Saintess and ask her where my dad is, I am going to become a knight!”

Sol then struck a pose similar to those of knights he had seen in the past. He felt awkward doing all the talking and wanted to add some movements to maybe ease the awkwardness.

Seeing Red Sands' lack of response, Sol felt like talking to a brick wall.

“So, uhh yeah. I’m sorry I can’t help you restore your memories immediately, but if you can wait until I find my dad, I can promise you there is no better person to help you. How does that sound?”

After a period of silence, Red Sand shook her head, “No.”

“Huh? Why?”

“Follow.”

While Red Sands kept her sentences to a minimum, much to Sol’s dismay, he understood what she meant to say.

“You want to come with me? Are you sure?

“Yes.”

Having another companion to join him on the long trip to the capital isn’t a bad idea, and Sol didn’t really have a reason to deny her. The only issue that he could see arising was his talents and skills being known to Red Sands, but he doubted she would go around spreading that knowledge if that ever came to be. He also realized there might be a positive effect on Red Sands if she traveled and saw more of the world.

“Sure, why not. Even if we can’t find my dad anytime soon, maybe the sights of new places and people can help awaken the memories. It’s a long shot but who knows.”

Sol then looked at Red Sands and noticed an issue.

“If we do travel together, I don’t know if the assassin getup would be a good idea. It will bring a lot of unwanted attention especially if we are going to the capital.”

Red Sands nodded in understanding and took off her cloak, Sol was finally able to see what she truly looked like underneath. She had short black hair that didn’t interfere with her sight or clothes. What stood out the most were her light red eyes that with a deadpan expression, pierced directly into one's soul.

Sol originally thought she was called Red Sands because of the cloak and her sand body skill, but it seems the red actually came from her eyes. He had never seen eyes like hers before, so he stared for a bit too long. Luckily, it seemed the assassin didn’t care, and Sol quickly collected himself.

With a small cough, Sol asked, “What should I call you? It feels awkward calling you Red Sands.”

“Don’t know.”

“They didn’t call you any other name?”

She nodded and started listing a few names, “You, idiot, trash, Sandy…”

“Wait! Those aren’t names, and I’m pretty sure Weaver called you Sandy in a mocking way… I meant names like Samantha, Olivia, Amber…”

“Amber.” It seemed she liked that name.

Sol was just naming a few as an example, but she chose one from them.

“No, that's not what I- Ugh this is exhausting. Amber it is…”

He didn’t want to argue with her and force her to come up with her own name. Sol was fine with the fact that she at least picked it for herself rather than it being given to her. With that out of the way, he decided to finally get some rest.
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                Sol had his eyes closed as he tried to get a nap, but the presence in the room made it really hard to fall asleep. He opened his eyes and turned towards Red Sands, now going by Amber, who was silently watching him as Sol tried to get some rest.

He couldn’t bring himself to chastise her, so he decided to get up and get some food instead.

“Do you wanna get some food?”

Amber simply nodded and followed Sol downstairs, where they saw Miriam. The kind owner noticed the young woman following Sol and found it odd as she knew for certain she was not a guest staying here, nor did she come in from the entrance. She didn’t pry though, as she had seen stranger things in her life anyway, and this didn’t even make it on the list.

“Good evening Sol, do you want dinner now?”

“Yeah, and can my friend get a portion as well?”

“Of course, let me set the table.”

Sol and Amber were seated at one of the tables near the theater stage, which also doubled as the dining hall. It did not take long for Miriam to bring out the food, which was a plate of grilled chicken with a wide assortment of vegetables.

Sol thanked Miriam before diving into the savory food, which he had sorely missed these past few days. Every bite felt like it was healing a tiny bit of his soul that was damaged by every piece of jerky he had to endure. It was after his 5th bite that Sol noticed Amber hadn’t touched her plate.

“Is everything alright?”

“Not soup.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

Amber managed to muster a few more words than normal, “Can only eat soup.”

“Do you have a weak stomach or something?” It then dawned on Sol that this might also be another order she was forced to follow. He decided to break that now.

“If it’s something Cane ordered you to do, forget about it. Honestly, forget everything he told you, I doubt he ever told you anything with good intentions. Just give the food a try, I promise you won’t regret it.”

With a small nod, Amber picked up a fork and cut a small piece of beef. Her hand was unsteady as she fought her ingrained habits and took a bite of the meat.

“So? Do you like it?”

Amber didn’t respond as she took another bite, and another, and another. She quickly started eating the meal as if she was eating food for the first time in her life.

Sol smiled as he saw her enjoy the food, ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’

It didn’t take long for the pair to eat their meal, as one missed the taste of a good meal and the other was discovering the joys of food beyond plain soup.

Done with their meals, Miriam went up to retrieve their plates, and Sol found it a good opportunity to ask for another room.

“Thanks for the food Miriam, it was amazing. I was wondering if you had another available room for my friend here.”

“Why of course. Would you like hers to be next to yours?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Amber had no money, Sol guessed it was because she had all her expenses paid for by Cane. Sol didn’t mind and paid for her room as well as he thought it would be better if they slept in different rooms. While he didn’t mind sharing a room as he did plenty of times when he was in the orphanage, it felt weird with Amber as she had a habit of staring at him.

“Okay Amber, tomorrow we will plan our journey to the capital and buy the things we will need. We can also check the Adventurers Guild for escort quests that head that way as well.”

Amber nodded and left for her room. Sol also went to his room and eyed the bed once more.

“Finally, the soft mattress, it calls for me.”

Sol couldn’t wait to sleep in the bed, and the moment his butt touched the mattress, he heard a knocking sound from the door.

‘Whyyyyyyyyy!’

Being denied once more the rest he rightfully deserved, Sol opened the door to find Harvey, the other owner of the inn, with a worried expression.

“Harvey? What's the matter?”

“It’s that umm… There is someone from the Church of Caela looking for you.”

‘Ah, I knew accepting those boots will come back to bite me.’

“Alright, I’ll head downstairs in a minute.”

Harvey sighed in relief, “Thank you.”

While all churches were seen as a force of good in the world, some people find their presence to be a bad omen. Not because they hated the churches or the gods, but whenever paladins or priests appeared on a mission or task, usually trouble followed them. It’s a fair assumption as their job was to unroot evil and spread the name of their god to all corners of the world.

Sol took this chance to equip all his items he received from Guildmaster Loraline, especially the Immunizing Belt, although he doubted she would pull the same stunt twice.

Fully equipped minus the leather armor, Sol headed downstairs to see what Diana wanted from him now. Heading down the stairs, Sol’s assumption was correct, and Diana was waiting for him.

“We meet again Sol.”

“Hello again Diana, what brings you here at this hour?” Sol asked respectfully. While he could respond rudely with every right as he already made his stance clear with her. She did apologize for her actions and even allowed him to receive the blessed boots. Though the second point isn’t proven, he was sure she had a hand in that.

“I came here to warn you.”
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                In one of the tables of the theater located near the corner of the room, Sol and Diana were seated.

“Warn me? What for?”

“Remember the harbinger we were hunting?”

“Yeah, What about it?”

Sol hoped this wasn’t another attempt to recruit him to join the search for the harbinger. He already made his stance clear, and even if they gave him the Blessed Boots of the Sky, it wouldn’t change his response. Even if he was willing to help he had to travel to the capital to find out his parents location from the saintess.

“I didn’t plan to involve you after you made your stance clear, but you might be in danger. This harbinger has been extremely elusive, and we have yet to catch him, but based on reports and evidence, we have reason to believe they are after you.”

“Why me?”

“Because you killed their first follower. That shaman was apparently someone the harbinger cared for deeply, and he resents whoever killed him. A few who have survived their encounter with the harbinger all report him asking for the person who killed his shaman.”

Sol found this hard to believe, “Can a goblin even care for others? Aren’t they monsters?”

Diana shook her head disapprovingly, “Goblins are social creatures, just like us. Just because they're considered monsters doesn't mean they don't feel and think just like us. They may have different values or customs, but that doesn’t stop them from being able to form relationships and bonds. You will do well to keep this in mind when encountering other races and monsters alike.”

It seemed that Sol hit a nerve, and honestly what she said didn’t sound wrong; he had just never thought of it that way.

“I see, I’m sorry if I hit a nerve.”

“It’s fine. I just have good friends that are goblins. Some are even fellow followers of Caela.”

Sol had never thought of monsters as more than just stronger beasts, which was why he never had difficulty killing enemies like kobolds and goblins. Knowing that even goblins can become loyal followers of gods was a lot to process. While he wanted to take time to think of his previous actions, he had other matters to focus on for now.

“So… the harbinger is looking for me. Does he know it was me?”

“As far as we can tell, not yet. Luckily, very few people know of your involvement in this, so its efforts so far have been in vain. I’m still warning you as that can change at any moment, so always have your guard up. Hopefully, we will subjugate the harbinger before it can find you, but as I said, this one is especially elusive. It somehow manages to disappear every time one of our stronger members gets near its location; we believe it is thanks to his bestowed skill that he is able to evade us.”

Now understanding the reason for the visit, Sol still had one more question.

“What about the Blessed boots, I know you had a hand in it.”

Diana let out a small laugh, “Haha, was it that obvious? Think of it as an apology for what I did before. I can tell by the fact you still have your guard up that you still haven’t truly forgiven me. Though another reason why I permitted Loraline to give the boots to you is because I believe you have the potential to go far. With those blessed boots, I am sure Caela will protect you until you get there.”

Sol was speechless. While he hadn’t yet forgotten being poisoned, he saw she was trying to put an effort to mend the relationship. Sol wasn’t sure why she was going to such lengths for a C-Class adventurer, and he didn’t fully believe the reasons she stated. He thought she would ask him to turn in the boots that rightfully belonged to the church or something along those lines.

‘Maybe I am overthinking it. There's a line between being wary and shutting out others.’

Sol could see he was becoming a bit paranoid. He didn’t want to live always being wary of the ulterior motives of others. That didn’t mean Sol would blindly trust everyone, but he will at the very least give the benefit of the doubt.

“Thank you for the gift. It will be useful when I travel to the capital.”

“You're going to the capital?”

‘Whoops, should I have let that slip?’

It’s too late to take back what he said, so he simply nodded.

“Yeah, in a day or so.”

Diana had a look of relief, “That’s probably for the best. Not only is the capital a great place for growth as they have the only A-Rank Dungeon in the kingdom, but it will also be safer for you. The harbinger is mostly active around this city and nearby towns, and the capital is far south, so they won't be able to find you even if they figure out it was you.”

“I forgot about the dungeon! I’ll definitely check it out when I get there.”

“It’s a difficult dungeon. I would recommend entering once you're B-Rank and find a good party. I know you are a strong magic swordsman, but there is only so much an individual can do.”

‘It might be impossible if I was just a magic swordsman, but I am confident I can manage.’

Sol’s level may be behind a normal B-Ranker, but because of his attribute skills, he was just as strong as an early B-Ranker. If one added all his other skills, Sol was confident in being able to solo the dungeon if needed. At most, he might have to stick to the early floors until his level catches up.

Not voicing his real thoughts, Sol agreed, “Hopefully a strong party will be willing to take me in.”

“I'm confident you will find a party suitable for you. I have taken more of your time than I intended, I'm sorry. May Caela watch over you from the skies.”

“Thanks, send word to me once you deal with the harbinger.”

Diana nodded before leaving the inn. Sol did not wait around and immediately went back to his room. He eyed his bed, and with a determined expression, he jumped towards it.

“Sweet dreams take me away!”

A loud bang was heard from below Sol.

A muffled voice screamed from under his floor, “QUIET!”

Sol didn’t know the walls were so thin and quietly apologized, “Sorry…”

He laid on his bed and closed his eyes as sleep quickly took him to the land of dreams.

            

    
        Chapter 75: Honeymoon

    
    
    
    
                Next morning, Sol, with Amber following behind, got breakfast and headed to the Adventurers Guild. The breakfast was a simple meal just to jump start their day, but Amber really enjoyed it. Though it didn’t show on her face, Sol could tell by the way she quickly ate it. She only slowed down when Sol advised her that she could savor the taste longer if she ate slowly.

At the guild, Sol was looking at the board for escort quests that led to the capital. While they could travel on their own, it would be much easier if they took a quest. Traveling in a group was much less dangerous as it would make it less likely for them to be attacked, as bandits and monsters were less likely to attack larger groups of people. 

That was also the reason Sol was attacked when he was traveling to the city. A lone young man would appear to be an easy target for anyone with bad intentions. Sol wasn’t afraid of being attacked on the road, but it would be incredibly inconvenient, especially when sleeping. No one else would be there to take turns keeping night watch.

Because Kerman was bordering three other countries, a lot of merchants passed by here on their way to the capital, where they could sell their goods for the highest price. Sol had plenty of options to choose from, ranging from E-Rank all the way to C-Rank. 

“What do you think, Amber? Should we take this one?”

Sol pointed at a C-Rank quest for escorting 5 carriages for a large merchant company. As usual, Amber offered no input.

“Wow, you're right, Amber. In the description, it says they will take a half-month detour to bring their goods to their branch stores.”

At this point, Sol felt like he was going insane, but he thought this fake conversation could be good for her. Sol wasn’t a scholar who studied people or the mind, but he believed constant practice and experiencing normal life can help Amber build more personality, at least until they found his father. It definitely wasn’t because he was bored and decided to joke around.

“Oh, this one is good. A direct escort to the capital; it will take a week at most.” 

Sol grabbed the quest paper off the C-Rank board and took it to Trevor, who had his empty line as usual.

Trevor waved as he saw Sol approach. His mood seemed especially good today.

“Sol! My man! What can I do for ya?”

“Hey, you look extra peppy today. Did you get a raise or something?”

“Hah, I wish, no. It's even better! I'm going on a honeymoon!”

“You're married?!”

If it was any other person, he wouldn’t be surprised, but Trevor was almost the same age as him, being only a year older. In the times they had talked about their personal lives, Sol didn’t even get a hint of the fact Trevor was seeing someone, much less married to someone.

“Haha, yeah. Her name is Julia.” One could see how lovestruck he was, as the mere mention of her name brought a smile to his face. “I have been working overtime this past month so that I can accumulate enough days to go to the Ausen Village. They are famous for their hot springs, and we have both wanted to go for the longest time. It’s far so for a round trip I needed three weeks, and I still needed to work for two more weeks to be able to go. But because I helped you with the kidnappings, the Guildmaster gave me the rest of the time off I needed!”

“I'm happy for you, Trevor. I guess we will both be leaving Kerman for a while.”

“You too?”

Sol handed over the escort quest paper to Trevor.

“Oh, you're heading to the capital? For how long?”

“I don’t know yet, until we find what we need.”

“We?” Now is when Trevor noticed Amber behind Sol. Trevor thought she was just another adventurer waiting in line. “I see, so you're both taking the quest?”

“Yeah, speaking of which, Amber, do you have an Adventurers Card?”

Amber shook her head. She had no need for it, and her old one was thrown away by Cane.

“Can she still register for the quest?” Sol asked.

They needed to both be registered for the escort quest as he doubted the merchant will just let a random stranger tag along for the ride. 

“Not unless she registers as an adventurer, but even then, she would have to start from scratch, reveal her status page, or take the rank up exam.”

Ranking up the normal way would be tedious and take too long. Sol wanted to be on the road as soon as possible to not only help Amber but also find his parents. The option to reveal her status page was not ideal as it would be permanently recorded in the guild, which could later be used against her. Sol knew the guild wasn’t a perfect organization and saw firsthand the effects of people using leaked guild information. He wouldn’t want that information to fall into the wrong hands.

The last option was to take the rank up test. While it was a requirement for B-Rankers to take a test to rank up to A-Rank, it was possible for lower ranks to take it as well. This option wasn’t ideal as it would take a while to find someone capable of administering the test. Amber was easily a B-Ranker, so they would have to find at the very least a B-Ranker to administer the test. If they're lucky, it could be done by tomorrow, but if not, then it could take a week.

“Is the Guildmaster in today?” Since all the options weren't ideal, Sol will just have to make a new one.

“She is, but are you sure? I know you both talked yesterday, but you can’t just approach her without a good reason.”

“I’m sure, trust me.”

Sol was confident the Guildmaster would at the very least hear him out since it had to do with one of the victims of the kidnapping.

            

    
        Chapter 76: [Hidden Blade]

    
    
    
    
                Trevor headed to inform the Guildmaster. It didn’t take long for him to come back and escort Sol to her office.

“Welcome, Sol. Trevor already informed me of the girl. I hope you don’t expect me to simply give her a C-Rank card for free just because you asked.”

Sol shook his head, “I don’t, but I hope you will lend a helping hand as it's something you're involved in.”

“What do you mean?”

“She is one of the people who were brainwashed by Cane. While I know you can’t help her regain her memories, I am hoping you could at least help me speed up the process of getting her an adventurer's card. I am going to help her find someone who can restore her memories.”

Loraline looked at Amber in surprise as she didn’t expect to meet one of the victims so soon. She was more focused on punishing the noble families involved and left the task of finding the victims to her guild staff.

“I see… Fine. I’ll help you with this, but don’t expect any other favors. I’m not running a charity here.”

Guildmaster Loraline took out a paper to write down the specifications for Amber's card. For the rank, they decided on C-Rank. While Amber was as strong as a B-Ranker, Sol didn’t want to push the Guildmaster generosity too much, and it's fine with just C-Rank; they could both rank up together if anything. For the talent section of the card, Sol didn’t know what to put; he asked Amber for her first talent as he still couldn’t use [Analysis] on her. She still had the item that deceived his skill, so it was pointless to check.

“[Hidden Blade].”

“Alright, [Hidden Blade] it is. What name do you want for the card? Her current name or her old name?”

“Wait, you have her old name? Do you have any other details about her?”

Sol completely forgot the guild had records of all the victims, and they could track her past that way. It wouldn't be the same as restoring her memories, but it was a good solution if they couldn't find his father.

Loraline shook her head, “The guild only keeps track of their status page and quest records. Rarely do we go out of our way to investigate someone's background. For only her name, it will just take some digging to find it in the records.”

After one call from her secretary, Loraline produced a thick list of files. She began to quickly skim through them while talking.

“These are all the victims we know so far, but if we narrow down the list based on registered talents, there is only one [Hidden Blade]. Ah, here it is. Leah.”

Sol looked towards Amber, “Do you want to go by Leah?”

After a moment of silence, she shook her head and spoke, “Amber.”

“Huh? Are you sure?”

“Amber.”

Sol couldn’t read her thoughts, but it appeared to him that she had grown attached to the new name she had chosen for herself. What Sol didn’t know was that one of the commands Cane gave to Amber was to forget her old name and never use it. Although the brainwashing had weakened over the years, her subconscious was rejecting the name as it was commanded.

Loraline finished writing the last of the details before delegating the rest of the process to her secretary. 

“Go downstairs; Trevor will give you the new card. I am sorry to cut this short, but I have to go meet with the Verhearts regarding the corrupt nobles.”

“Don’t let them off easy. Thanks for the help, Guildmaster.”

“Trust me, I won’t.”

Sol and Amber headed back to the main reception of the guild where Trevor promptly arrived with the new card. 

Name: AmberRace: Human
Talent: [Hidden Blade]
Guild Rank: C

“Thanks, Trevor, can we both take the quest now?”

“Yep, give me one minute.”

In less than a minute, Trevor was able to process the necessary work and gave Sol two similar quest papers, one for each of them.

“You're all set. I would suggest buying food and supplies before meeting with your employer. They are not required to bring supplies for you, so you are probably going to have to manage on your own.”

“Will do. Enjoy your honeymoon, man. I’m happy for you. I don’t know when we will see each other again, but let's swap stories when we do.”

“Haha! I doubt I’ll have any interesting ones to share, but sure.”

With one final wave, Sol and Amber left the guild to make preparations for the long trip. The timing of the quest lined up perfectly with them having to meet with the employer in a few hours, which is just enough to buy all the essentials they will need.

Sol already had most of the essentials for surviving the outdoors, but with the addition of Amber, he needed to get more for both of them. New sleeping bags, cooking utensils, clothes, and more. Sol also stocked up on spices, which he now considered an essential for the outdoors. 

Sol didn't care about spices or even food for that matter. Back when he lived alone in that tiny house, Sol lived day to day with what he hunted outside or cheap food. Even before then in the orphanage, Sol ate whatever they managed to find for the kids, which usually was donated food or very cheap. Ever since he came to Kerman, Sol had been enjoying good food more, and he had developed a more expensive taste. He didn’t mind, though, as he had the money to spend on such luxuries.

During their shopping, Sol noticed Amber didn’t have a spatial ring, and although he didn’t have the money to buy another ring, he had two thanks to Weaver and the one he bought from Chloe. Sol kept Weaver’s ring as he already transferred most of his stuff to it and gave Amber the other one.

“Here, with this, you don't have to carry all your personal belongings.”

She accepted the ring and mumbled something, but Sol couldn’t catch it.

“Huh? What was that?

This time Amber spoke a little louder, “Thanks…”

Sol didn’t expect her to actually thank him.

‘Maybe I was right, and she is improving from hearing and experiencing normal conversations.’

“Of course! If you need anything, let me know. Oh and take this.”

Sol gave Amber 5 gold and 100 silver.

“Here, with this, you can buy some things for yourself; don't worry about it and spend it as you wish.”

Amber accepted the money and stored it in the ring as the two continued shopping. Two hours later Sol was done with buying the things they would need on their trip. Sadly, the money Sol gave to Amber sat in her spatial ring untouched the entire time. Sol tried to encourage her to spend it, but she wouldn't budge.

With their preparations complete, Sol and Amber headed towards the meeting place with their employer who they will be protecting all the way until the capital.

            

    
        Chapter 77: Familiar Face

    
    
    
    
                By the southern gate of the city, there was an open area commonly used as a meeting spot for merchants before heading out of the city. Sol and Amber arrived near the entrance, and Sol began to look around.

“The quest description said to meet here, but I think we’re early. No one is here.”

Sol was looking for a good spot to sit down and wait, but then he heard a voice from behind him.

“Is that you, Sol?”

Sol turned around to see a chubby middle aged man accompanied by four guards driving a wagon to the meeting spot.

“Hughbert? What are you doing here?”

Hughbert was the exotic herbs merchant Sol saved when he was still new to the city. It was all thanks to him that Sol was able to buy his first real weapon, Warhawk’s Talon.

“I'm here to meet two adventurers that will accompany us to the capital. Don’t tell me that's you two, what are the odds?!”

“That’s us. But I thought you already had personal guards. Why are you hiring adventurers now?”

“Ahh, that… After that bandit attack, one of them died and two quit. They quit two days ago when I already had this trip planned so I had no choice but to outsource some muscle from the Adventurers Guild. But boy am I glad I did that, I feel reassured knowing you're coming along.”

Sol laughed, “I’m just glad it’s someone I know. I’ll do my best to protect you.”

“Likewise. And who is our other beautiful companion?”

“That’s Amber. Amber, say hi.”

With her expressionless face, Amber nodded.

“...She’s not much of a talker, but I can guarantee she is an incredibly skilled fighter.”

Hughbert smiled in understanding, “A pleasure to meet you, Amber. Let's get this show on the road then. Are you ready to set off? The sooner we get to the capital, the better.”

“Ready whenever you are.”

“Perfect! Let's go.”

The group left the southern city gates with Hughbert driving the carriage and everyone else walking besides it. As they were walking, Sol made casual conversation with Hughbert.

“Are your kids not coming along this time?”

Hughbert shook his head, “No… after the last trip, they have become scared of traveling. When I asked if they wanted to come, they said they would stay with their mom and tend to the shop. Honestly, I prefer they stay in the city where it's safer, but I also don’t want them to become afraid of the world outside.”

“I don’t have any kids, so take this with a grain of salt, but maybe wait until their leveling ceremony before traveling outside with them again?”

“That’s what my wife said, but what if neither gets a combat talent like me. I don’t want them to have high expectations in gaining a combat class just to be disappointed. They might become one of those people who never leave the city, and I don’t want that to happen.”

Sol had no advice for the merchant and was racking his brain to figure out a solution. Hughbert could tell what Sol was thinking and laughed.

“Ha, I'm not expecting you to have all the answers. There is no perfect solution to parenting. We can only try our best to hope they turn out alright.”

Time flew as the group traveled to their destination. The route Hughbert planned didn’t stop by any towns or cities to rest as they would continue moving until night came. They encountered no issues on the way aside from the wild monster who was stupid enough to attack them. Needless to say, the monsters didn’t stand a chance, and the group continued on their merry way.

As night approached, Hughbert made the decision to find a good spot to rest for the night. A little off the road, they found a nice area and made camp. Sol unpacked his tent before helping Amber, who was struggling with her tent, to build hers.

For tonight, they decided to use the food they bought in the city before it went bad. Sol wasn’t an expert in cooking, but he knew how to cook meat and prepare vegetables. Before he began to cook, Hughbert offered to have one of his guards cook for everyone as he had a cooking talent. Sol accepted and wasn't disappointed as the guard took out his personal utensils to prepare a great meal for everyone.

During their meal, the group shared stories, and from these interactions, Sol could see how he treated everyone with respect. Even his guards spoke to him semi-casually, and Hughbert didn’t mind, even joking around with them.

“Sol, I’ve been meaning to ask, but what do you plan to achieve at the capital? Are you planning to train in the A-Class dungeon?”

After swallowing a mouthful of food, Sol responded, “Yes, but it's not the main reason. I plan to become a knight.”

Sol had no intention to keep that fact secret as he needed to not only become a knight but one high ranked enough to be able to approach the saintess. If all went according to plan, he will have to make a name for himself in the capital.

“Hoh? Never took you for one loyal to the crown. Why become a knight?”

Hughbert was right; Sol wasn’t really loyal to the crown. He lived most of his life in a small town away from politics and influence, so at most he identified as someone of the same kingdom. Sol couldn’t say he was joining just to chase down his parents, so he made up an excuse on the spot.

“I heard they provide free training and have ample resources to nurture promising people. I think I qualify for that, so why not make use of it?”

“Good luck with that; you’ll need it.”

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“The process to become a knight is much harder than that of a regular soldier.”

Hughbert could tell Sol knew little of the process, and as someone who had been to the capital many times, he decided to share what he knew.

“To start, the minimum strength needed to apply is C-Rank. I heard that in other kingdoms they also require you to be a noble, but here strength is most important. While you don’t have to be an adventurer before applying, you need to be about as strong as a C-Ranker. To do this, they go through a few tests like checking your status page and a physical test. Though I don’t know what the physical test is as they change it every year.

“You're lucky you decided to join now as I heard the tests begin in less than a month. That should give you time to research more and prepare.”

Sol generally knew the same details but didn’t know they checked your status page. His Deceiver’s Earring should be enough to trick whatever item they use to see one's status. Sol also had plenty of time to train and prepare to figure out how he will stand out in the exams to be given higher priority and jobs.

Sol thanked Hughbert for the information, and the group began to pack up to sleep for the night. Having a lot to think about, Sol didn’t want to sleep just yet and offered to take the first night watch. The guards appreciated the gesture, and all tucked into their tents to sleep.

“Amber, you should also get some sleep.”

She shook her head before sitting down next to him. He wasn’t going to force her to sleep, and so they both stayed up as Sol thought of the future.

            

    
        Chapter 78: EX Skill

    
    
    
    
                The next few days of traveling went smoothly. Hughbert, at one point, explained that this route was relatively safe as it was a common route used by merchants. Soldiers would periodically sweep the route, making it much safer; the only real danger could be stray monsters new to the area or bandits who stalked the route for easy prey. That's why Sol and Amber were hired to escort them; with six total fighters escorting one single carriage, most bandits wouldn’t find it worth it to attack.

That's not to say they were never attacked.

“Sharp winds dice my foes, [Razor Wind]!”

Near-invisible blades of winds launched out from behind Sol towards the ten bandits who stood blocking their carriage. The bandits believed it would be an easy score as they almost doubled those defending the carriage. What they least expected was to also be fighting a magic user.

One of the bandits at the front of the group put up his shield, “Shit!”

Just before the blades of wind hit the group, a large transparent orange shield of the same design as the bandit’s shield appeared in front of the group. The wind blades slammed against the shield, blocking most of the attack before disappearing.

Sol’s eyes perked up upon seeing that shield, ‘I hope that wasn’t a talent skill.’

One of the other bandits yelled to his comrades, “Split up!”

The bandits quickly made space between each other to prevent being hit by another large spell, but it didn’t matter.

Amber instantly appeared behind one of the bandits before silently slicing its neck. Before the body hit the floor, she was already moving to her next target.

Sol didn’t stand idly and also went on a rampage using the spell [Tailwind] and the skill [Blurry Steps] to increase his speed even further as his sword cleanly bisected an unlucky bandit.

The guards wanted to initially join in and help them fight but quickly realized they weren't needed. Even if they tried to join, Sol or Amber would kill the bandit they were going for before they could get close. Not even a minute later, all bandits lay dead on the floor.

Hughbert’s jaw dropped as he watched how easily the duo dealt with the bandits.

“By the gods Sol. You have improved so much since I last saw you.”

Sol removed his sword from the shield bandit's chest and gave a simple nod.

“I went to the dungeon and trained a bit there.”

“A bit? Hahaha! You call this a bit?”

Hughbert pointed at the fallen bandits, “Last time my men at least held them back while you finished them off, but now they couldn't even clash blades before it was settled.”

Not used to receiving praise, Sol tried to shift the conversation to a different subject, “What should we do with the bodies? Split the items?”

“Normally it would be split evenly, but honestly you two did all the work. I think my men and I can agree you both deserve all the spoils. Though if you do wish to sell them, I promise I’ll give you a fair price.”

Sol looked used [Analysis] on all the items he saw and none caught his eye except for the shield.

The Protector 
Rare

Defense: 60 
Durability: 764/850

Skills: 
[Wide Cover] Lv 5

[Wide Cover] Lv 5: Summons a larger version of the shield that covers a wide area. Defense is five times its base value. Duration: 5 seconds. Cooldown: 1 hour.

‘So it wasn’t a skill. Still a good item nonetheless.’

While Sol didn’t have any skills related to shields, that was quickly resolved.

Learned [Basic Shield Mastery] Lv 9!

Learned [Block] Lv 8!

Sol didn’t stop there and used [Siphon] on all the bandits.

[Concealment] leveled up! (4 -> 7)

[Power Shot] leveled up! (4 -> 8)

[Basic Bowmanship] leveled up! (7 -> MAX)

[Basic Bowmanship] reached MAX level, evolve skill?

Without hesitation, Sol hit yes as he wondered why the system asked if it should evolve the skill. Who would ever say no?

[Basic Bowmanship] evolved into [Intermediate Bowmanship]!

[Intermediate Bowmanship] Lv 1: Increases Bow damage by 110%.

‘I haven't even used the bow once…’

Sol had been wanting to practice with his other weapons but the timing had never been in his favor. Even the day where he bought a few common weapons to try them out was the day Weaver and Amber kidnapped him. Since then he couldn’t find the alone time to try them out.

‘When I get to the capital I will definitely make some time to practice. The dungeon would be a good place to do so.’

After siphoning the other skills from the bandits and gaining a few more levels in some skills, Sol was able to evolve another skill. One that had been underutilized since he cleared the goblin camp.

[Silent Steps] reached MAX level, evolve skill?

[Silent Steps] evolved into [Muffled Movements]!

[Muffled Movements] Lv EX: All movements are silenced. Mana can be used to muffle other sounds.

Sol didn’t believe the notification at first and opened his status page to make sure.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner] Level: 35 
Exp: 14,380/165,000

HP: 1000 MP: 500 
Str: 40 (+60) Vit: 30 (+70) 
Agi: 30 (+20) Int: 30 (+10) 
Wis: 40 (+10)

Available Stats: 0

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 3, [Analysis] Lv 4

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 5, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 9, [Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 1, [Quick Cast] Lv 7, [Agility Up] Lv 4, [Nature Sense] Lv 1, [Intermediate Throwing] Lv 1, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Intermediate Bowmanship] Lv 1, [Intermediate Axemanship] Lv 2, [Iron Stomach] Lv 5, [Pursuit] Lv 1, [Endless Vitality] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Physical Resistance] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Natural Armor] Lv MAX, [Wisdom Up] Lv 2, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2, [Basic Spearmanship] Lv 9, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 5, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2, [Basic Shield Mastery] Lv 9

Active Skills: 
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 1, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 4, [Blurry Steps] Lv 1, [Harden] Lv 9, [Power Shot] Lv 8, [Concealment] Lv 7, [Wide Swing] Lv 8, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Heavy Blow] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Charge] Lv 8, [Rage] Lv 8, [Meditation] Lv 2, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Block] Lv 8

‘My first EX skill…’

Technically Sol’s Pollen Bow also had an EX skill, [Grappling Vines], but it couldn't be considered truly his. There was a clear difference between a MAX level skill and an EX one. MAX levels have reached their peak but there was nowhere else for them to go and couldn’t become stronger. EX skills on the other hand have also reached the point of perfection but can still become stronger or weaker depending on how much mana or power one puts into it.

Sol couldn’t increase the physical damage reduction from [Physical Resistance], which was at MAX level, it would always be at 50%. [Muffled Movements] on the other hand could extend beyond just his body and he could use mana to negate the noise of an object or a surrounding area. The mana cost could increase depending on the level of noise and the area it covered but as long as Sol had the mana it was theoretically possible to make an entire city silent. It’s possible it could go even higher and Sol shuddered at the possibility of silencing an entire world.

‘It’s possible but the mana cost would be insane. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to do that.’

With the help of Hughbert’s guards, the group took all the valuables off the bandits and buried the bodies a few feet away from the road. Neither Amber nor Sol wanted any of the weapons or armor with the exception of the shield so they sold the rest to Hughbert who gladly took all of them and paid 15 gold for it.

Once Hughbert was done storing all the items in the carriage’s boxes that had a spatial expansion enchantment the group started moving again.

            

    
        Chapter 79: Crestel City

    
    
    
    
                A few days after traveling on the road, Sol could see a high stone wall in the far distance. Beyond those walls stood a castle with the flag of the Kingdom of Crestelia flying at its highest point. Seeing the castle, Sol knew they had reached their destination.

Hughbert saw Sol’s amazed expression and smiled, “First time at the capital?”

Sol nodded, “If it looks big from this distance, how big is it up close?”

Hughbert stroked his chin, “Hmm. I don’t know how big exactly, but it's at least five times bigger than Kerman.”

“Five times?!”

Sol thought Kerman was big as is since it was three times bigger than Initium, but for the capital to be even bigger absolutely baffled him.

“This is the beating heart of our kingdom, so of course it has to be the best. Population, power, economy, you name it, the capital is number one in all aspects.”

As the group neared the walls, its size seemed to become ever increasing, easily reaching 100 meters and spanning around the entire city. Since Hughbert knew Sol didn’t know much of the capital, he felt like giving a small history lesson on how the wall came to be.

“The wall was built 500 years ago soon after the kingdom was established. They weren’t originally that tall, but giants appeared trying to destroy the kingdom. I believe the war lasted for almost an entire century and only ended because the kingdom developed giant slayer weapons, which led to the extinction of the giants. Since then, the wall has undergone slow but steady improvement. The biggest of which are those faint blue lines, do you see them?”

At first, Sol couldn’t find what Hughbert was talking about, but now that they were closer, he could see faint blue lines that covered the entirety of the wall in a very beautiful pattern. The lines reminded Sol of the big metal doors he saw in the Fort Northwind’s vault.

“Don’t tell me that is-”

Hughbert smirked, “Runes. Engraved through the entirety of the wall. They enhance the wall's defense and dampen impacts. The biggest benefit of these runes is that the wall automatically maintains itself off the ambient mana, similar to the dungeon. This, in turn, halts the growth of the A-Rank dungeon from becoming S-Rank and also benefits the city. It’s truly one of the kingdom’s greatest marvels.”

Taking another look at the impressive wall, Sol couldn't help but agree with that sentiment.

The group reached the entrance of the city where two lines awaited them, one was for carriages and the other was for individuals. While the individual line was shorter, Sol and Amber stayed with Hughbert as it would be rude to just ditch them here. By the time they reached the gate, it was already evening.

One of the guards approached Hughbert while another entered the carriage to inspect the goods.

“Purpose and Identification please.”

“Trading exotic herbs and some bandit weapons.”

The guard in the carriage opened each box to make sure they weren't bringing something illicit into the city. After a minute, the guard hopped off the carriage and gave his coworker a thumbs up.

The guard made way for the carriage, “You're good to go, welcome to Crestal.”

The carriage passed through the large wooden gate and successfully entered into the city. Once inside, one could see how much better Crestal was to Kerman. Perfectly even brick roads that were wide enough to fit five carriages side by side. Beautiful homes and buildings that had a unique style to them. The most outstanding thing in the city is the regal castle located in the middle of the city, standing tall as a symbol of the kingdom's prosperity.

Hughbert stopped by the side of the road and faced the adventurer duo.

“This is it. Thank you for accepting my quest, Sol and Amber. I’ll send one of my guards to the Adventurer’s Guild so you can claim the reward. But remember if you need anything, feel free to find me. I’ll be in this city for about a week before heading back to Kerman.”

“No problem, I’ll be sure to look for you if I need anything.”

Sol didn’t actually intend to find Hughbert if he needed help but said so to be polite. The duo then parted from the merchant and left to learn more about the city they would be living in for the foreseeable future.

…

The golden light from the sunset disappeared as the starry night took over the sky. Sol had learned as much as he could from asking random passersby about good inns, important locations, and any information they had about the knight tests, which he learned were actually called knight selection.

The knight selection was a yearly event where the kingdom recruited the best and brightest of their generation. To apply was really simple, Sol just had to sign up for the selection in one of the available locations, one of them being the Adventurers Guild. After that, he just had to show up on the day of the selection, where the candidates would go through three tests. The first was a simple identity check by verifying one's status page to make sure they aren’t a felon and also have the stats and skills to meet the requirements. Next was a physical test which changes from year to year. The final test was apparently a tournament where those who performed the best in the second test would compete for the number one spot.

The tournament was considered as a big event and many of the people Sol asked excitedly talked about it. Sol could understand why Hughbert didn’t mention the tournament as by passing the second test he would become a knight. The final test was more of a show for the citizens of the city with the grand prize for the winner being promoted to Knight Captain. Sol didn’t know how strong the other candidates would be but he believed with some training he had a chance of winning.

He didn’t want to win the tournament for the sake of winning but instead because it would make it much easier to make contact with the saintess. A higher position could give him the influence he needed to approach the saintess and get the information both he and Amber needed.

Winning the tournament had now become Sol’s new goal to find his parents and with that in mind, the duo went to a recommended inn to rest for the night.

            

    
        Chapter 80: Dungeon Guide

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, Sol and Amber headed to the Adventurers Guild to receive their quest reward. The guild was located on the main road entering the city, so it wasn’t very hard to find.

The building was very different from other guild branches; not only was it larger and built of smooth stone, it didn’t have a door in the entrance. Instead, it had a very open design with pillars that reinforced the roof instead of a wall. It allowed for large amounts of people to shuffle in and out without congesting the main entrance. As the duo entered the building, they saw no tables or bar that is usually common in guilds, and there was no smell of the usual alcohol.

To the left of the entrance were the large quest boards. At the back were the guild receptionists lined up and efficiently working through the large quantity of adventurers. On the right, there was another set-out counter, but they were handling the quest rewards and also buying materials the adventurers brought. Overall, it was a very efficient system that had to be implemented or else they wouldn’t be able to deal with the amount of adventurers.

Sol decided to first receive the reward for the escort quest before deciding his next move and walked over to one of the counters. The receptionist was a short-haired woman with a green bandana.

“Good morning, how can I help you?”

“Hi, I just want to receive the reward for a quest and ask you a question if you don't mind.”

“Sure, let me first issue the reward.”

Sol and Amber handed over their guild cards and quest paper which the receptionist received and took out a metal slate and started tapping on it. Sol had never seen that before and was curious at what it did.

“What’s that?”

While still tapping on the slate, she responded, “This is a remote archive, it lets us access all guild records stored in the local archive. So if I put your information in it I can find your quest information faster than having to go comb through the records manually.”

Sol knew the pain of having to sift through guild papers with Annabele, “That's really convenient. Why isn’t it used in other guild branches?”

The receptionist shook her head, “It’s too expensive. I think this is the only branch that uses this in the entire kingdom. It not only requires a lot to create it and people with the right talents but it needs to be maintained by those people monthly. Our branch can do it because of the amount of adventurers generating profit for the guild and the other side businesses we deal in.”

“Side businesses?”

“Yeah, like selling weapons, armor, or buying materials off adventurers and trading them to merchants for a good price. Also, I just confirmed your quest completion, here is your reward.”

The receptionist handed Sol and Amber 5 gold each.

“Thanks, I also wanted to know about the dungeon, where can I get that information?”

“We also sell dungeon guides for Necropolis if you would like one.”

“Sure, how much is it?”

“15 gold.”

Sol did a double take after hearing that amount, “15?!”

She nodded, being used to that response, “Yes, but I promise you it’s worth it. It’s an in-depth guide of all explored floors including maps, possible traps, and monsters.”

“The dungeon isn’t fully explored?”

“As far as I know, no. But some speculate a few A-Ranker parties of the kingdom have fully explored it already and haven’t released any information. Still, the guide explains until floor 42 which should be more than enough.”

‘She is really making an effort to convince me to buy it and it's working. Does she gain a percentage of the profit or something?’

Sol remembered how well the dungeon guide he bought in Kerman served him, so he decided to fork over the money. The receptionist gladly accepted it, which made Sol believe he was right and she did gain a part of the profit.

The receptionist brought out a large book and put it on the table. It was a thick book with the title “Necropolis Guide” written on it. Sol dreaded having to read all of it as he stored it in his spatial ring.

“Will that be everything?” The receptionist asked while tilting her head.

“Yes… thank you.”

Sol and Amber left the counter to let the receptionist attend to other adventurers. They moved towards the quest board to see if there were any quests to complete inside the dungeon.

Similar to other guilds branches, the boards were divided by rank and Sol scanned the C-Rank board for any dungeon related quests. He planned to complete quests while in the dungeon to rank up faster, but there was one problem, he couldn't find any quests for the dungeon. All of the quests required leaving the city to subjugate monsters or help a nearby village or town. A few were also located in the city but none for the dungeon.

It was only until Sol’s gaze accidentally landed on the B-Rank board that he figured out why.

‘It’s an A-Rank dungeon, the minimum recommended rank to enter is B-Rank…’

Obviously, the guild won’t post quests for the dungeon at the C-Rank board as no C-Ranker in their right mind would delve into the dungeon.

While Sol didn’t care much for his adventurer rank, it was very important to be able to accept these quests. He needed a way to earn money to fund their dungeon diving and living expenses. Luckily, there was still a way to do so.

‘We can just sell the materials that are listed in the B-Rank quests and sell them to the guild.’

Sol perused the board and found a few quests that fit his needs.

“Gather soul shards, gather dark essence, gather shadow roots…”

Sol memorized these quests and would keep them in mind when they entered the dungeon. They could then gather them and sell them to the guild. He was sure there would be a loss in profit from selling directly rather than a quest, but he couldn’t be too picky with his methods right now.

            

    
        Chapter 81: Preparations

    
    
    
    
                Leaving the Guild, Sol headed to one of the registering locations for the knight selection. He decided it was best to get it out of the way before he spent days at a time inside the dungeon training.

Near the Adventurers Guild was a guard station likely placed there to respond quickly to rowdy adventurers. There was a small line leaving from the guardhouse which Sol and Amber joined.

The plan was for Sol to become a knight, but now in the line, Sol remembered that he didn’t ask Amber if she would also take the test with him.

“Hey Amber. Do you want to register for the selection with me?”

She immediately shook her head, “No.”

He didn’t expect such a quick response. “Huh? Why?”

Amber didn’t respond as if saying no was enough of a reason. Sol wasn’t going to force her to answer so he just let it be.

‘It's hard to get a complete answer from her, but she probably just doesn't want to.’

The line moved quickly and it was soon Sol’s turn to register. The two guards managing the registration were kind and explained everything he needed to write down. Sol also had to present his adventurers card if he had one and after filling the paper he was officially registered.

Heading out of the guard station, Sol felt relieved.

‘They asked for a lot of information but thankfully not my talents or skills.’

While Sol could use the Deceiver's Earring to create a fake status page, he was currently working with the one he made back in Kerman. He still hadn’t figured out what kind of talent and skills he wanted to present himself with in the knight selection. Sol knew he had to show more of his abilities to impress the people presiding over the selection, but he didn’t want to show all of it.

For now, Sol knew he had to include the [Sword] talent as the first one as it was already registered in his adventurers card. For his second talent, he was thinking of using the unique [Magic Attuned] or maybe even the legendary [Sage]. He knew it had to be a talent that allowed him to use magic as it was a big part of his strength.

For the last talent that most people unlocked around level 60, Sol believed it had to also represent another aspect of his strength that was hard to hide, which was his unnatural durability. He didn’t know many talents that shared affinity with [Physical Resistance] and [Natural Armor], but it did remind him of Jayce back in Initium.

Jayce had the rare talent of [Iron Wall] which Sol could impersonate, but that talent was more focused on defending with a shield rather than fortifying the body.

While pondering over the different combinations, Sol realized his time could be better spent on other matters.

‘Forget it, maybe when I gain new skills from the dungeon I’ll be able to form a better status page for the selection.’

Sol turned to Amber, “Let's go buy supplies. We will need them for the dungeon.”

Heading from store to store, Sol bought all the supplies they would need, which totaled a hefty amount. Similar to the dungeon guide, it seemed almost everything cost more than double the price back in Kerman. It made Sol have to plan his spending more as he only had around 50 gold and until he secured a source of income he didn't want to spend it all in one go.

After buying food, dungeon tools, and special containers for collecting dark essence, which was one of the items he could hopefully sell from the dungeon, Sol made one final stop at an apothecary.

‘While I can heal us using the [Aqua Ring], it’s not ideal to use in the middle of combat or if something happens and I can’t or don't have time to cast spells.’

The door chimed as the duo entered the small apothecary. There were all kinds of bottles with different colors and labels slapped on them lined up in an orderly fashion. The one tending to the store was a skinny man whose face was covered in soot and was missing hair off the top of his head. He also sported a large mustache, but half of it seemed to have been burnt off.

Sol couldn’t help but worry, “Are you ok?”

“Why of course, why wouldn’t I be?”

“Well, I don’t mean to be rude, but it just looks like you took an explosion to the face.”

“Ahh, that. Don’t worry about it, I was just experimenting with a new potion.”

Sol was astounded, “Is potion making dangerous?”

The man laughed, “Hahaha! Not if you follow the instructions, but where is the fun in that? Either way, it’s nothing a good hair growth potion can't fix. But forget about me, how can I help you?”

Forcing his eyes to look at the man's eyes and not his burnt hair, Sol spoke, “We just want some health and mana potions.”

“Sure, sure. What rank?”

“They have ranks?”

“Not officially, but it makes it easier to know how much they generally restore. For example, D-Rank health potions heal around 200 health, C-Rank heal around 500, and B-Rank heal around 1000. Same for mana potions, but we also have other potions with different effects. Some can increase your attributes and others can cure poison.”

Although Sol was curious about the other potions, he didn’t have the money to spend on trying them out and focused on the two important ones.

“Just health and mana for now. How much for C-Rank mana and B-Rank healing?”

“C-Rank mana is 50 silver and B-Rank health is 1 gold per.”

Sol barely managed to hide his surprise after hearing the price.

‘Just two health potions will equal all that I have spent on supplies…’

Knowing it was still a necessary purchase, Sol decided to buy them anyway.

“Okay… Can I get 10 mana and 10 health potions.”

Sol placed 15 gold on the table, a large portion of his money. The man nodded and handed over the potions to Sol, which he split with Amber and they stored them in their spatial rings.

“Hope they serve you well. Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Will do, thank you for the potions.”

With a final wave, the duo left the store. By now, it was already noon but there wasn’t really anything else to do.

Sol looked at Amber and asked, “You wanna explore the dungeon?”

She looked back with her usual expression and shrugged.

“A shrug… I’ll take that as a yes! Let's go!”

            

    
        Chapter 82: Necropolis

    
    
    
    
                Sol looked at the marble mausoleum in front of him. The marble was a dark and dirty color as if tainted by whatever lay below. It also emanated a depressing atmosphere of death. Sol turned his gaze away from the mausoleum and saw the bustling people and buildings all around located 10 meters away from this building.

The dungeon itself was inside the city, located in the western part but close to the center of the city. Maybe because it was situated in a populated area within the city walls there were guards and even knights stationed at key locations there at all times.

Although the area could be considered extremely safe from the numerous guards and knights, the people appeared to be avoiding the area subconsciously. Whenever normal people passed through the area they went around rather than walked through the open plaza and Sol could understand why. The feeling of death wasn’t just in one's head, it was very real. The dungeon emanated deathly energies that could cause health issues to those without high enough vitality.

“Necropolis…” Sol turned to Amber. “Are you ready?”

Amber nodded her head as she was always ready.

The two walked to the entrance that was manned by two guards. The one on the right looked at Amber nodding before turning to Sol and nodding as well.

“Aight you’re both good to go?”

“Huh? Really?” Sol thought they would at least check his guild card and was worried they would deny him because they were C-Rank, he still came because he wanted to give it a try.

The guard on the left answered for his friend. “Yeah, he has the [Battle Sense] talent and from it got the talent skill [Battle Assessment]. He can tell how strong you are by a single glance.”

“Wait so it’s like [Analysis]?”

The one on the right shook his head, “No, I don’t actually see your status. It’s more like… a feeling I get on how strong you are. It basically tells me the results of what would happen if we fought. For example with you it currently tells me I can’t win against you even if my friend here joins.”

Sol was relieved. ‘I thought he could see my status for a second there…’

“Is that why you don’t check the cards?”

“Sorta, we don’t only allow adventurers guild members into the dungeon. We allow the churches, guards, knights, soldiers and other guilds in as well. Since there was a lot of inconsistency in the way we verified whether they were strong enough for the dungeon they decided to send people like me here. Some organizations didn’t make it easy for us to verify their information, specifically the church and knights. So I just check with my skill if I can beat you in a fight and if it says no then you're good to go.”

The other guard chimed in with a grin, “Heh, you should have seen his face when an A-Ranker showed up. His legs trembled so much he fell on the ground and couldn’t get up until they left.”

“Oi, shut it. You would have too if you had the skill.”

The two guards began to bicker and Sol couldn’t bring himself to intervene. The guards appeared to have forgotten about them, and since they already received permission to enter, Sol and Amber just walked past them into the dungeon.

After walking down the stairs leading down the crypt and entering the first floor, the atmosphere reminded Sol of the humid air of the cell he was kept in back in Kerman. It wasn’t humidity though, the death and dark mana filled the air making it much heavier and corruptive. It wasn’t enough to stop or even bother the duo, but it was definitely noticeable. If it was a normal person below level 20 they would have been immediately incapacitated or turned into an undead.

Before proceeding any further, Sol took out the dungeon guide he paid good money for and opened the first page. It immediately started with a map layout of the first floor and the types of enemies one could encounter.

“Hmm, this is different from the Osuga dungeon in Kerman. There are multiple types of enemies per floor and they stay the same until the boss floor which is at floor 10. It says here for floors 1-9 there are Awakened Gladiators, Awakened Shieldbearers, Skeleton Hunters and Skeleton Mages. Their numbers and level increase per floor and later floors they roam in groups similarly to adventurers.”

While it worried Sol they would have to fight multiple enemies at once, the guide says the groups in the first floor had at most 3 enemies, so on the off chance they can't win, it should be easy to run away.

“Let’s look around and see if we can find a straggler.”

The two navigated the maze like passages which would have confused most people but with the help of the map it wasn’t an issue. To facilitate the search of a lone monster away from other adventurers, Sol used [Mana Perception] to extend their range of search. After avoiding a few larger groups, they eventually found a lone undead.

Name: N/ARace: Awakened Gladiator
Talents: [Axe], [Rage], [Resilient]
Level: 60

HP: ???MP: 100
Str: 160 (+20)Vit: ??? (+50)
Agi: 55Int: 1
Wis: 5

Talent Skills:
[???] Lv ?, [Grit] Lv 8

Passive Skills:
[Living Corpse] Lv MAX, [Intermediate Axemanship] Lv ?, [Strength Up] Lv 4, [Defiance] Lv 6

Active Skills:
[Destructive Charge] Lv 3, [???] Lv 3, [???] Lv ?, [Death Cyclone] Lv ?, [Rage] Lv ?

‘[Analysis] isn’t high enough to see all the details. Thankfully the guide has the status page of every known enemy. Though the level of skills may differ between them.’

Amber unsheathed her daggers ready to take on the large muscle ridden zombie. The gladiator was unaware of the duo’s presence and she would make use of that advantage. Just before she could silently run in and hit it with a flurry of blows before it could know what hit it, Sol grabbed her shoulder.

“Wait a minute. Let me have a go at it first. You can jump in if it looks like I need help.”

Sol was eager to know how he fared against the Awakened Gladiator.

            

    
        Chapter 83: Awakened Gladiator

    
    
    
    
                Sol used both [Concealment] and [Muffled Movements] to silently approach the Awakened Gladiator. It hadn’t noticed anything and continued to slowly wander down the passage, but before it could take another step, a sword suddenly slashed into its neck.

The sword managed to penetrate through the skin and muscle, but the moment it made contact with the spine, it lost its momentum. It was a strike with only his sword passive skill affecting it so Sol wasn’t too surprised.

The Awakened Gladiator now understood it was being attacked. Completely unfazed by the sword in its neck, it gripped its battle axe and spun ferociously. The startup of the swing was almost nonexistent, reaching incredible speeds in less than a fraction of a second.

Sol’s sword was lodged in the creature's neck and he knew he couldn’t pull it out in time to counter it and instead retrieved the shield from his spatial ring and used [Block].

A loud bang resounded from the collision and blew Sol back a few feet. Safe from any immediate attacks, Sol checked the Awakened Gladiator's health.

HP: 1132/1500

‘It did much less than I thought it would. It’s probably because undead are generally more resilient than living beings. Even a deep cut to its neck won't stop it unless it went straight through.’

Sol lost the element of surprise, but he wasn’t worried as he was confident in being able to come out on top regardless.

With his sword still lodged in the Awakened Gladiator’s neck, Sol was left without a weapon, but it gave him the perfect excuse to try out something new. Sol brought out the Pollen Bow from his ring and pulled back the string as mana gathered in the middle, creating a light blue arrow.

The Awakened Gladiator finished his spinning attack and looked towards Sol with a primal hatred for the living. It charged straight at Sol at frightening speeds. In surprise at how fast it approached, Sol pumped a lot more mana than he originally intended into the bow, making the light blue arrow much more solid and darker. Before the Awakened Gladiator could reach Sol, he let the arrow loose, it left a faint blue trail as it flew to its destination.

The arrow flew directly into the head of the Awakened Gladiator and, as if there was no resistance, its entire head was blown away. The arrow kept traveling and hit the wall behind the Awakened Gladiator and continued to travel 10 feet through the stone wall before finally dissipating.

You have slain a Lv 60 Awakened Gladiator! Gained 240,000 Exp (600%)

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

Sol didn’t expect the arrow to deal so much damage, but it made sense the moment he checked his mana.

MP: 247/500

‘I only meant to use around 100, but when it came charging, I spent too much mana on it. Even the intermediate fire spell [Explosion] didn’t cost even a third of this one arrow…’

While it worked out and instantly killed the Awakened Gladiator, it was an absolute waste of mana. Sol needed to work on improving his usage and composure as well. In retrospect, before shooting an arrow, he should have used the bow’s other ability [Grappling Vines] to first immobilize it or used [Blurry Steps] to outspeed it and run out of its range before attacking.

This was a good learning experience as it was his first time actually using a bow, but he was confident in being able to rapidly improve. He could also take this chance to try out other weapons to gain a better understanding of them.

With his thoughts in order, Sol went to use [Siphon] on the body but then noticed a problem. It was already gone, leaving only his sword clattering on the ground. He picked his sword up with an embarrassed grin.

‘Whoops, I forgot that dungeons take the body immediately.’

Sol turned to where Amber was hiding, “Thanks for letting me have this one. Let's find you a lone enemy so you can also give it a go.”

He began to walk to the next passage in search of another enemy, but Amber suddenly stood in his way.

“Something wrong?”

She nodded, “How?”

Although it was a very vague question, Sol had been becoming fluent in Amber and understood what she meant. Since they were going to be companions in the long run, Sol didn’t want to constantly hide and suppress his abilities around her. He was also getting tired of the constant lying with everyone he met. Keeping track of his lies, who knows what, and what can he show had been slowly eating at his mind. He just wanted someone to know the truth at this point, and while the first person he wanted to tell was Annabel, he didn’t know when he would next see her.

“I have a talent that lets me learn the skills of other people, well, dead people. It’s why I have a wide assortment of skills though most are lagging behind in skill level.”

Though Sol said the truth and could have gone more into detail, knowing Amber she only wanted to know the main details, so he kept it brief.

Amber asked one more question, “Legendary?”

Sol shrugged, “Maybe? It could be considered legendary as it's the highest tier, but I unlocked it as my first talent at level 25.”

It appeared she gained all the information she wanted and proceeded to turn around towards the passage in search of enemies. Although Amber didn’t treat it like a big deal it could be attributed to her not knowing much besides fighting in general. Regardless, Sol felt his secret was safe with her and a weight was lifted off his chest.

The two wandered the halls until they eventually found another Awakened Gladiator. Amber unsheathed her daggers before approaching her target. Her combat style mostly revolved around striking first and dealing with her target quickly with a flurry of blows.

Amber planned to do just that, making no noise as she appeared behind the Awakened Gladiator who was completely unaware. With both daggers, she didn’t target the head or neck like Sol but instead went for its right arm that wielded the battleaxe.

She precisely targeted the cubital fossa, the part of the arm that connected the forearm from the arm, and the shoulder. The Awakened Gladiator responded by raising its axe and using the same spinning move the other one used on Sol.

When it tried to do so, the right arm that carried most of the power in the swing snapped with its elbow turning in an unnatural way and its shoulder being ripped out by the strong force. The large axe flew away and hit the nearby wall.

Being disarmed both figuratively and literally, the Awakened Gladiator was unable to respond to the flurry of blows Amber unleashed.

While undead couldn’t be affected by pain or damage to vital organs, they still needed their limbs to function. Missing its weapon it was unable to use most of its skills.

Sol watched as Amber dismembered the Awakened Gladiator while keeping an eye on its health.

‘The moment it dies… again, I’ll siphon its skills.’

It didn’t take long for that to happen as its health dropped rapidly and hit zero.

Learned [Defiance] Lv 5!

[Rage] leveled up! (8 -> 9)

[Defiance] Lv 5: Chance to brush off mental status afflictions. Efficacy increases with skill level.

[Rage] Lv 9: Let pure anger take control unlocking ones bestial strength. Increases strength by 90%, but also lowers cognitive functions by 50%.

Sol chose [Defiance] as it would be another passive to stack onto his already strong lineup and upgraded [Rage] to hopefully evolve it soon and maybe lose its downsides. Even if it doesn’t lose the negative trait it's a good trump card when only pure strength is required. Sol considered learning [Living Corpse] but just going by the name he wasn’t sure what could happen. It could be a [Claw Attack] situation and change into something he could use like [Slash] but it could also turn him into an undead. Even if it didn’t it didn’t sound like a positive skill and would likely bring downsides as well. It simply wasn’t a risk Sol was willing to gamble on, he didn’t desire power that badly.

The Awakened Gladiator’s body fell and was absorbed into the floor of the dungeon. Even the arm and battleaxe that was cut off disappeared along with it.

Sol walked over to Amber. “Nice work! Are you over level 60?”

She shook her head, “56.”

He was impressed by how easily she took the Awakened Gladiator down even though she was slightly behind in level. The biggest contributor to her victory was where she targeted first. Amber knew her strength wasn't high enough to finish it in one blow and instead opted to disable its biggest strength, its weapon, and then go for the kill. She also used her massive speed advantage to launch tens of stabs and strikes in areas that would do the most damage.

While Sol’s combat style wasn’t similar to Amber's, he could learn a thing or two from her performance. Sol was about to continue finding more enemies but then he remembered something crucial as he wasn't used to working with a party.

“Ahh, I got no experience from that.”

Sol had never partied with another person before so it completely escaped his mind when they were preparing for the dungeon. Experience isn’t shared and only the one who dealt the final blow gained all the experience. To remedy this a link ring was required. These rings could attune to each other and those who wore them shared experience as long as they were near one another. Without them it would be difficult for parties and especially healers or supporting roles to level up and become stronger.

“Amber I forgot to get link rings. Although we could keep going and take turns getting the final hit it would be tedious and time consuming. Let’s head back for now.”

Amber nodded, though she didn’t mind continuing without the rings, she knew it would be more efficient to do so.

With a unanimous decision, the two made their way back to the surface, treating today as simply testing the waters.

            

    
        Chapter 84: Link Ring

    
    
    
    
                Somewhere within the Necropolis dungeon’s first floor, the sound of metal tearing into flesh could be heard. A brown-haired young man clashed against an Awakened Gladiator while a black-haired young woman slid beside him and stabbed a Skeleton Hunter who was about to shoot an arrow at his back.

The young man knew the Hunter was aiming for him but trusted his companion to deal with it as he finished off the opponent in front of him. With his back covered, he went in for the kill as his sword slammed down with extreme force.

You have slain a Lv 60 Awakened Gladiator! Gained 100,000 Exp (500%)

[Defiance] leveled up! (6 -> 7)

The young man turned to assist his companion, but before he could do so, he saw another system message.

You have slain a Lv 60 Skeleton Hunter! Gained 100,000 Exp (500%)

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

He quickly turned around and used [Siphon] just in time.

[Agility Up] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

[Intermediate Bowmanship] leveled up! (3 -> 4)

“Thanks, Amber.”

Amber gave Sol a brief nod as she sheathed her daggers.

Sol was glad the shared experience still gave him the bonus for being underleveled. ‘These rings really do make it convenient.’

Link Ring 
Common

Skills: 
[Experience Link] Lv 2

[Experience Link] Lv 2: Forms a connection between other link rings and shares experience gained between the wearers when in close proximity.

With it, there was no worry about who got the final blow, and they could fight without holding back.

Sol checked his status page and smiled. ‘Leveling here is so much faster.’

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner]Level: 40
Exp: 140,380/280,000

HP: 1050MP: 500
Str: 40 (+60)Vit: 40 (+70)
Agi: 40 (+30)Int: 40 (+10)
Wis: 40 (+10)

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 3, [Analysis] Lv 4

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 5, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 9, [Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 1, [Quick Cast] Lv 7, [Agility Up] Lv 6, [Nature Sense] Lv 1, [Intermediate Throwing] Lv 1, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Intermediate Bowmanship] Lv 4, [Intermediate Axemanship] Lv 2, [Iron Stomach] Lv 5, [Pursuit] Lv 1, [Endless Vitality] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Physical Resistance] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Natural Armor] Lv MAX, [Wisdom Up] Lv 2, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2, [Basic Spearmanship] Lv 9, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 5, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2, [Intermediate Shield Mastery] Lv 2, [Defiance] Lv 7

Active Skills: 
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 1, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 4, [Snap Punch] Lv 4, [Blurry Steps] Lv 1, [Harden] Lv 9, [Blast Arrow] Lv 3, [Concealment] Lv 9, [Death Cyclone] Lv 8, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 5, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Destructive Charge] Lv 4, [Rage] Lv 9, [Meditation] Lv 2, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Barricade] Lv 3, [Barrage] Lv 2

A few of Sol’s skills had undergone evolution from siphoning the skills one time like [Charge], [Wide Swing], [Heavy Blow], [Block], and [Power Shot]. There were also new skills he gained from the Skeleton Hunters and Awakened Shieldbearers; they had yet to find a Skeleton Mage. He had also gained four whole levels since they began exploring an hour ago. For most people, it would take days to gain one level, but every kill gives Sol a hundred times more experience than fighting an equal level enemy.

Although the feeling of leveling up was exhilarating, Sol knew it wouldn't last long. As every level up required even more experience than the last while at the same time reducing the level gap bonus. By the time Sol reached level 55, the progress would slow down significantly, and there he would have to make a choice.

Sol could either keep battling the same enemies and level up slowly or go to deeper floors and fight stronger and larger groups of enemies. The choice was obvious to Sol. He was confident in being able to punch above his weight class, and there was also the added benefit of stronger enemies having better skills which he would love to take for himself.

Sol turned to Amber, “Think we can handle groups of three?”

Amber nodded.

“Alright, let's head deeper then.”

With the help of the guide and [Mana Perception], it wasn’t difficult to find more enemies. With every enemy they encountered, Sol rotated between different fighting styles to become better at using them. Sol would mostly stick to using his reliable sword, other times he would take out the bow and sometimes he would add magic into the mix.

Sol wanted to practice with other weapons, but when he did so with his axe and it met the battleaxe of an Awakened Gladiator, his axe ended up broken in two. The weapon was a simple common one he bought to try out back in Kerman and simply wasn’t durable enough to handle the strong undead with a superior weapon. Sol wasn’t keen on breaking the other common weapons he bought, so he stuck with just using his sword and bow, but even his sword was starting to show signs of wear.

Warhawk’s Talon 
Rare

Attack: 50-60 
Durability: 537/750

Skills: 
[Sharpness] Lv 4, [Penetration] Lv 4

It had only been one day, and the durability had sharply decreased, but it was mostly Sol’s fault. The durability was impacted the most whenever Sol met the enemy’s weapon head-on to use [Counter]. Once he noticed, he stopped trying to block their blows as he didn’t want his weapon to suddenly break.

Three hours had passed as the two slew the groups of undead they encountered until they finally found the last undead they had yet to encounter. A black-cloaked skeleton roamed the passage escorted by two Undead Shieldbearers; it looked different from any other undead encountered so Sol used [Analysis] on it.

[Analysis] leveled up! (4 -> 5)

Sol used it often, so he wasn’t surprised it finally leveled up.

‘Nice, but [Siphon] is starting to fall behind, I hope it levels up soon.’

Name: N/A Race: Skeleton Mage 
Talents: [Fire Affinity], [Chant], [Mana Absorbing] 
Level: 60

HP: 900 MP: 1200 
Str: 15 Vit: 40 (+50) 
Agi: 45 Int: ??? (+20) 
Wis: 100 (+20)

Talent Skills: 
[???] Lv 7, [Bane] Lv 5

Passive Skills: 
[Living Corpse] Lv MAX, [Intelligence Up] Lv 4, [Wisdom Up] Lv 4, [Increase Mana Regeneration] Lv ?, [Quick Cast] Lv 8

Active Skills: 
[Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 5

Because Sol had increased his level and skill level, more details were shown. Although the undead mage had fewer skills than other enemies on this floor, Sol didn’t let his guard down as magic could be unpredictable and harder to counter.

Sol whispered to Amber, “That's a Skeleton Mage, take it out while I distract the Awakened Shieldbearers.”

Without waiting for confirmation, Sol jumped in front of the undead and began casting.

“Sharp winds dice my foes, [Razor Wind]!”

            

    
        Chapter 85: Skeleton Mage

    
    
    
    
                Wind blades appeared and flew towards the two tower shield wielding undead. It was an obvious attack, and the two Awakened Shieldbearers reacted by both using their skill [Barricade]. Sol also had the skill and knew its details well.

[Barricade] Lv 3: Take a defensive stance that greatly enhances defense by 300%. Duration: 10 seconds. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Sol had fought these undead before and learned the skill for himself. It was a great skill that allowed one to block powerful attacks, but it had one glaring weakness. Once it was activated, they couldn't move for the duration.

“Amber, now!”

A blur jumped out from the side and dashed towards the Skeleton Mage. Its skull was chattering as it appeared to be casting a spell, but before it could finish, Amber arrived behind it. Unleashing a flurry of stabs, the cast was interrupted, stopping whatever spell it was about to cast upon Sol.

Being caught unprotected, the Skeleton Mage was unable to endure the swift onslaught, and its health was reduced to zero before the [Barricade] duration was complete.

You have slain a Lv 60 Skeleton Mage! Gained 84,000 Exp (420%)

[Intermediate Fire Magic] leveled up! (4 -> 5)

[Quick Cast] leveled up! (7 -> 8)

With the death of the mage, the two shieldbearers were easy pickings for the duo and were quickly dealt with.

You have slain a Lv 60 Awakened Shieldbearer! Gained 84,000 Exp (420%)

You have slain a Lv 60 Awakened Shieldbearer! Gained 84,000 Exp (420%)

[Barricade] leveled up! (3 -> 4)

[Intermediate Shield Master] leveled up! (4 -> 5)

[Siphon] leveled up! (3 -> 4)

Seeing the last system message, Sol's eyes widened, and he immediately checked the updated description.
[Siphon] Lv 4: Siphon 3 skills from dead beings. Increased efficiency, lowers the longer they are dead.

‘3 whole skills… That will make leveling skills much faster.’

Sol was amazed by how long it took to level up the skill. He wasn’t sure if it was normal for skills to take that long, but if he compared it to [Analysis], it did seem to grow slower. He felt like there was something lacking to make it grow faster, but he didn’t know what could be that missing ingredient. While he wanted to take time to figure it out now, the main goal was to become stronger for the knight selection.

Sol turned towards Amber, “Give me a minute to figure out all its spells.”

Amber gave her usual nod and reclined on a nearby wall. Sol had briefed Amber a bit more on how his [Siphon] skill worked and how it could be used to learn the spells of fallen enemies. The guide lacked a proper list of spells the enemy could use, and rather than figuring out the moment they cast it, it was better to learn the spells himself.

With additional concentration thanks to [Meditate], Sol analyzed the shortlist of spells the Skeleton Mage knew. Of all the spells it knew, only one could realistically pose danger to them.

Sol stood up from his meditative pose and called to Amber.

“Most of the spells it knows are projectile based, [Fireball], [Burning Wave], and [Fire Blast] to name a few. Those don’t worry me because we can dodge them pretty easily. The tricky one is [Incinerate]. If they successfully cast it, the target is instantly lit on fire; the only way to evade the spell is by losing line of sight before it finishes casting. Do you have a way to do that?”

Amber nodded while raising her hand and swiping to the side, releasing a wave of sand that obstructed vision. It lingered for a few seconds before disappearing into the air.

“Yep, that should work. I don’t have anything like that, but I have a spell or two that could work instead. Let's keep going.”

The two continued to travel deeper into the dungeon while slowly making their way towards the next floor. If Sol were alone, he would have to slow down and level up more before heading to the next floor, but with Amber, who could target the Skeleton Hunters and Skeleton Mages, it made it much easier to take down groups.

The more time they spent in the dungeon, Sol was having to rely more and more on his bow and magic rather than his sword. Although he had been avoiding taking hits with his sword, sometimes he had no choice, and the damage was adding up to the point that scratches could be seen throughout the blade. The bow was much more preferable for these fights as Sol also found the sweet spot in mana usage for the mana arrows to deal considerable damage without spending too much.

Of the four enemies they encountered, the only dangerous one was the Skeleton Mage, which if left unchecked, would rain down destruction upon them. That's why they would repeat the same tactic of Sol distracting the group as Amber sneaked around and finished off the mage before it could cast any spells.

Sol’s skills rose slowly as they finally arrived at the stairs of the next floor. There was no sun in the dungeon, making it hard to tell the time, but with a watch Sol bought when they were making preparations, he knew they had been in the dungeon for 10 hours. Before proceeding to the next floor, Sol decided to do an equipment check to make sure everything was in order.

‘Everything is fine except for the durability of my sword…’

Warhawk’s Talon 
Rare

Attack: 50-60 
Durability: 494/750

Skills: 
[Sharpness] Lv 4, [Penetration] Lv 4

‘It’s still good.’

Sol had been careful with his sword not taking any strong hits with it and only using it to deal damage. He now took the brunt of hits with his sword instead and mixed in even more magic to his fights to not wear down his weapons as much.

“Hey Amber, how are your daggers looking?”

Wordlessly, she presented her daggers filled with scraps and scratches to Sol.

The Lost Twins 
Rare

Attack: 45-55 
Durability: 632/800

Skills: 
[Penetration] Lv 5, [Severing] Lv 4

“Okay they look fine as well, you down to keep going?”

Amber nodded.

The two decided to delve to the next floor, wanting to make the most of this trip.

            

    
        Chapter 86: [Shortened Cast]

    
    
    
    
                An Awakened Shieldbearer slammed its shield towards Sol, who responded in kind with his own shield. As the two shields locked, Sol’s sword swung on the side and slashed the shoulder of the undead. It cleanly cut through the shoulder, and its entire arm fell off, leaving the Awakened Shieldbearer trying to defend with one arm. Unable to put much force behind its shield, Sol was able to kick it to the side, exposing the undead. Sol immediately put away his shield in his storage ring.

“[Flame Grasp]!”

Fire coursed through Sol’s left hand as it went and grabbed the undead's throat. It didn’t feel any pain, but the fire rapidly burned through its neck, and with a hard grip, it snapped.

You have slain a Lv 61 Awakened Shieldbearer! Gained 72,000 Exp (320%)

‘The evolved skill really makes using magic in fights much easier.’

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner] Level: 50 
Exp: 980,450/1,500,000

HP: 1200 MP: 850 
Str: 50 (+60)Vit: 50 (+70)
Agi: 50 (+40)Int: 50 (+35)
Wis: 50 (+35)

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 5

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 5, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 9, [Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 1, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Agility Up] Lv 8, [Nature Sense] Lv 1, [Intermediate Throwing] Lv 1, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Intermediate Bowmanship] Lv 6, [Intermediate Axemanship] Lv 7, [Iron Stomach] Lv 5, [Pursuit] Lv 1, [Endless Vitality] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Physical Resistance] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Natural Armor] Lv MAX, [Wisdom Up] Lv 7, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Intelligence Up] Lv 7, [Basic Spearmanship] Lv 9, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 5, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2, [Intermediate Shield Mastery] Lv 7, [Defiance] Lv MAX

Active Skill
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 1, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 8, [Snap Punch] Lv 4, [Blurry Steps] Lv 1, [Harden] Lv 9, [Blast Arrow] Lv 7, [Concealment] Lv 9, [Death Cyclone] Lv 8, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 7, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Destructive Charge] Lv 8, [Blinding Fury] Lv 2, [Meditation] Lv 2, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Barricade] Lv 6, [Barrage] Lv 6

Being able to siphon 3 skills at a time made it much easier to increase all his skills evenly. A few skills had evolved as well with [Rage] becoming [Blinding Fury] and [Quick Cast] becoming [Shortened Cast].

[Blinding Fury] Lv 2: A blinding rage consumes the user, unlocking monstrous strength. Increases strength by 140%, but also lowers cognitive functions by 70%.

[Shortened Cast] Lv MAX: Able to chant the spell mentally before verbally speaking the activation phrase.

‘I hope I’ll never have to use [Blinding Fury].’

The skill became much stronger, but so had its downsides. Sol had refrained from testing it out in fear that he would attack Amber. Before it evolved, it was hard enough to control himself that he was unable to cast spells or think of anything besides charging at the enemy.

On the bright side, [Shortened Cast] was an overall benefit to Sol. He no longer had to chant verbally, giving opponents a heads up that he was casting a spell, and could instead chant in his mind instead. It made it much easier to also use in the midst of battle as he found it difficult to cast while clashing blades.

Sol turned to Amber, who was not far away finishing off a Skeleton Hunter. It did not take long for Sol to see another message.

You have slain a Lv 61 Skeleton Hunter! Gained 72,000 Exp (320%)

[Intermediate Bowmanship] leveled up! (5->6)

Amber walked over and pointed at a nearby wall.

Sol's gaze tracked where she was pointing and saw a black blob leaking from the walls.

“Oh, some dark essence, nice catch.”

He walked over and took out a specialized container for the dark essence, which magically sucked in the black goo. Dark essence was a rather dangerous material, unsafe to even touch. The only reason it had high demand was that it was a catalyst in creating highly poisonous or corrupting weapons. Though useless in this dungeon as most enemies are immune to poison and corruption, it is overall extremely powerful against most living beings.

After collecting all the dark essence, the two proceeded deeper into the dungeon, aiming to get to the next floor as quickly as possible. With their current supplies, the plan was to somehow manage to get to the 5th floor, check if they were able to make it to the 10th floor, beat the boss, and unlock the teleport sigil. If they didn’t think it could be done, they would turn around and head back before they got stuck without food and water.

Water wasn’t as big of an issue as Sol knew multiple water spells that create drinkable water. The only problem could be the food which they had enough to last two weeks and while the first floor only took them a day it would only get harder from there.

While walking through the passages, Sol pondered to himself.

‘Will I ever unlock a second talent?’

Sol had recently arrived at level 50 and was nearing the level range of when most people unlocked their third talent, and yet he hadn’t unlocked his second.

‘Maybe this is my only talent? If it is, I can’t really complain.’

It allowed him to learn any skill he wanted with the only limit being that they don’t grow naturally. Even so, his skill leveled at a much faster rate than most so it wasn’t a problem. Still, the thought of him only having one talent made him demoralized, as it meant this was all there was.

Sol clenched his fist.

‘No. I refuse to believe that. Just like how I kept training and leveling before I gained [Siphoner], I’ll keep going and eventually unlock another talent.’

Soft groans could be heard down the passage they were heading towards, a clear sign of an impending battle. Amber unsheathed her daggers and turned her gaze to Sol.

With the strong determination that there was still more to uncover Sol brandished his sword and shield ready to face the incoming undead. The four undead, two Awakened Gladiators, one Skeleton Hunter and Skeleton Mage saw the duo and roared.

Running ahead of Amber Sol raised his sword towards the group as he finished reciting a spell in his mind.

“[Explosion]!”

            

    
        Chapter 87: 4th Floor

    
    
    
    
                In the entrance of the fourth floor of Necropolis, there were two tents erected. Sol yawned as he walked out and took out cooking utensils to make a simple breakfast. It had been three days since they began their dungeon trip, which meant the more perishable food would soon become bad.

Since that was the case, Sol decided to make a hearty breakfast using all the ingredients that would soon decay.

Sol spoke to himself as he prepared the food. “The last of the ham, some eggs, and a salad…”

Although Sol lacked any cooking-related skill, that didn’t mean he couldn’t whip up a delicious meal. Once he set all the ingredients to the side, he began to cast to start a fire.

“[Lasting Flame].”

A red flame the size of a cabbage appeared in Sol’s hand as he guided it under the pan. Commanding the fire to stay where it was, he proceeded to cook. The sound of the sliced ham sizzled as the smell spread through its vicinity.

Not long after, Amber appeared from her tent, staring at him expectantly.

“Morning. Take a seat, it's almost done.”

Obediently, she sat on nearby stone furniture Sol had erected last night when they arrived. It was two simple stone chairs and a table courtesy of the [Stone Craft] spell. While a beginner-level spell, it’s a rather unusual one that allows one to mold stone to any desired shape. The only downside was that one must know the specific spell chant and formation to make each variation. Sol only knew the variations of the spell the earth mages from Fort Northwind knew. He didn’t know the fundamentals and spell theory to craft his own creations, but he didn’t mind.

Sol plated the food and passed it over to Amber, who responded with a simple nod and began to eat without hesitation. By the time Sol cooked his food and plated his, she was already done and gave Sol a look that said she wanted more.

“This is the last of it…”

Although Amber’s emotions were hidden behind her blank stare, Sol could tell she was disappointed. He didn’t know his cooking was that good to want another serving.

Sol had an internal struggle seeing her face and in the end relented.

“Here… You can have half of mine.”

With his fork, Sol passed over half the food on his plate to Amber’s plate, which she began eating immediately. In fear of having to give away more food if she finished before him, Sol began wolfing down his food as quickly as possible.

Once the two were done, they packed up camp and dived back into the dungeon.

Sol opened his status page as they walked.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner] Level: 59 
Exp: 2,600,190/4,200,000

‘Just a little bit more. Surely this time will be the one.’

Sol had relapsed to his old habit before he gained [Siphoner], believing the next level would be the one where he unlocked his second talent. Having been rewarded for his years of dedication in pursuing a talent had led Sol to believe the same could happen again.

The two navigated the passages following the shortest route provided by the guide to the next floor until they encountered another group of enemies.

‘Seven of them…’

The enemies each floor not only increased in level but also in quantity, with the group's size and frequency of the encounters going up a notch.

The group ahead consisted of three Awakened Gladiators, one Awakened Shieldbearer, and three Skeleton Mages. Normally, Amber would take care of the backline before they could cast a single spell, but it seemed they no longer had that luxury.

“Amber, take one of the mages. I'll cast [Incinerate] on the other. Take care of the last one while I hold off the rest.”

With a nod, Amber suddenly disappeared, as if blinking out of existence. Sol had never seen her do that and was confused for a moment.

“Did your skill evolve?”

Amber reappeared, nodded, and without elaborating any further disappeared again. Although Sol couldn’t see Amber with his eyes, when he activated his [Mana Perception], he was able to catch her small mana signature. The skill appeared to even suppress mana, which made it hard to see here even with the skill but not impossible.

Not sure how long Amber could stay invisible, Sol began casting a destructive spell to start the battle.

“[Explosion]!”

A small spark appeared in the middle of the undead before erupting into a violent explosion.

‘I can’t believe this is still one of my strongest spells…’

Although he had learned other intermediate spells, currently, no other spell could do as much destruction as [Explosion]. It also helped that undead were inherently weaker to fire, causing more damage as well.

The undead lost a chunk of their health but without feeling the pain of the burns on their bodies, they ran towards Sol. The three Awakened Gladiators led the assault as they used [Destructive Charge], wanting to smash Sol with their greataxes. The Awakened Shieldbearer followed behind, though slower than its fellow undead, while the mages stopped at a safe distance and began casting spells.

At this moment, Sol took out his bow and used [Grappling Vines] to slow down their pursuit while he mentally chanted his next spell. The root arrow flew towards the group and tangled on the legs of the undead, which made them stop in their tracks. That only lasted for a small moment as the Awakened Gladiators, still under the effect of [Destructive Charge], broke the vines and continued their charge.

The vines barely held back the group, but it bought Sol just enough time to finish his spell.

“[Incinerate]!”

One of the Skeleton Mages who was casting was suddenly lit aflame. It still kept trying to cast its spell, but the fire burned too strongly, quickly turning its bones into ash. At the same time as one Skeleton was being lit on fire, another was stabbed in the spine as Amber appeared out of nowhere. She didn’t stop at one attack and repeatedly attacked the Skeleton Mage in a merciless fashion, killing it at the same time as the one on fire.

You have slain a Lv 64 Skeleton Mage! Gained 110,000 Exp (200%)

You have slain a Lv 64 Skeleton Mage! Gained 110,000 Exp (200%)

[Intermediate Fire Magic] leveled up! (8 -> 9)

The last Skeleton Mage turned away from Sol and directed its hate for the living to Amber, who was much closer. Sol knew she could handle the last one by herself, so he focused his attention on the incoming enemies instead.

Placing his bow away for now, Sol brandished his sword and used [Death Cyclone] on the approaching undead. Sol violently spun as he gained more and more momentum, and the moment his blade made contact with the first Awakened Gladiator, it cleanly cut through them. The same happened for the second Awakened Gladiator, being perfectly separated from its lower body.

You have slain a Lv 64 Awakened Gladiator! Gained 110,000 Exp (200%)

You have slain a Lv 64 Awakened Gladiator! Gained 110,000 Exp (200%)

Only the third Awakened Gladiator survived as the first two slowed the sword's momentum enough that the blade only went halfway through.

Unfazed by the pain in its torso, the undead raised its battleaxe and cleaved downwards. Sol let go of his sword and used [Ground Shrink], which instantly moved him 15 feet away. The skill moved him much further away than where he intended, but it was not a problem. Sol took out the Pollen Bow and charged its [Mana Arrow] skill with 50 mana. After some testing against other undead, Sol found 50 mana to be the sweet spot to deal a lot of damage without going overboard.

The arrow flew true and landed between the rotten eyes of the Awakened Gladiator, finishing it off.

You have slain a Lv 64 Awakened Gladiator! Gained 110,000 Exp (200%)

Sol slew all three of them in a matter of seconds before the Awakened Shieldbearer could even arrive. Just as Sol was about to face his last enemy, he saw another message.

You have slain a Lv 64 Skeleton Mage! Gained 110,000 Exp (200%)

The situation for the Awakened Shieldbearer became very grim. If it had any sentience, it would’ve run away, but with only having hatred for the living in its mind, it ran towards Sol without a shred of self-preservation.

Needless to say, the two made quick work of the last undead. It was unable to retaliate against attacks from both sides and perished under their combined might.

You have slain a Lv 64 Awakened Shieldbearer! Gained 110,000 Exp (200%)

The duo successfully defeated their first group of enemies on the fourth floor without any problems. Sol gave Amber a thumbs up, but it was met with her usual silent stare.

“Let’s keep going, I’m close to leveling up.”

            

    
        Chapter 88: [Transformer]

    
    
    
    
                As the duo reached the end of the fourth floor, Sol hadn’t leveled up just once but twice and still hadn't unlocked his talent. Even so, he didn’t lose hope and kept fighting with the same vigor as before.

Sol slashed the legs of a Skeleton Hunter, and as it lost its balance and fell, Sol brought his sword up and slashed down with the full force of [Fell Cleave]. The bones shattered under the powerful attack, instantly ending the undead's existence.

You have slain a Lv 64 Skeleton Hunter! Gained 88,000 Exp (160%)

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

Talent Unlocked- [Transformer]!

“I DID IT!”

Sol couldn’t help but exclaim out loud from the bottom of his heart. Amber, who was not far away, gave him an odd look before continuing to stab the Skeleton Mage in front of her.

Sol wished he could sit down and properly read all the details, but there were still two Skeleton Gladiators who wanted a piece of him, forcing him to deal with them first.

…

The two arrived at the entrance of the 5th floor. After unlocking the talent, Sol was eager to take his time to sit down and properly see what he gained. Sol even held himself back from opening his status page until they arrived, as he wanted to dedicate all his attention to it.

Amber was unused to seeing Sol impatient but complied with his requests and picked up the pace. When they arrived Amber began to set up the camp while Sol created a stone table and two stone chairs and sat down.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 62
Exp: 44,190/5,400,000

HP: 1250 MP: 1000 
Str: 60 (+60)Vit: 60 (+70)
Agi: 60 (+40)Int: 65 (+40)
Wis: 60 (+40)

Available Stats: 5

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 5, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 5, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 9, [Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 1, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Agility Up] Lv 8, [Nature Sense] Lv 1, [Intermediate Throwing] Lv 1, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Intermediate Bowmanship] Lv 7, [Intermediate Axemanship] Lv 7, [Iron Stomach] Lv 5, [Pursuit] Lv 1, [Endless Vitality] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Physical Resistance] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Natural Armor] Lv MAX, [Wisdom Up] Lv 8, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Intelligence Up] Lv 8, [Basic Spearmanship] Lv 9, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 5, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2, [Intermediate Shield Mastery] Lv 8, [Defiance] Lv MAX

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 1, [Basic Wind Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Fire Magic] Lv 9, [Snap Punch] Lv 4, [Blurry Steps] Lv 1, [Harden] Lv 9, [Blast Arrow] Lv 7, [Concealment] Lv 9, [Death Cyclone] Lv 8, [Basic Water Magic] Lv 6, [Intermediate Earth Magic] Lv 1, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Destructive Charge] Lv 8, [Blinding Fury] Lv 3, [Meditation] Lv 2, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Barricade] Lv 7, [Barrage] Lv 7

‘Both skills start at EX?’

Sol didn’t recognize the talent name just like he had never heard of [Siphoner]. It also felt like it took way more levels to unlock this talent but Sol couldn’t be too sure as he did gain his first talent at level 25 which made predicting this much harder.

Sol opened the talent skill descriptions to gain more insight to what they could do.

[Aggregate] Lv EX: Combine the origins of multiple skills to create or discover a new skill. Warning: The skill may not be better than the original skills. +1 Permission level.

[Reinterpret] Lv EX: Analyze the true meaning of a skill and reinterpret its origin. Can greatly accelerate the leveling of skills or change them at their origin. +1 Permission level.

‘Definitely above legendary like [Siphoner]...’

There was a lot to unpack from the two skill descriptions, Sol didn’t know where to begin. [Aggregate] sounded simple enough with letting Sol combine skills into a new skill. He could already think of a few which would combine perfectly. The second was less straightforward, allowing Sol to level skills which he hadn’t been able to do before but also change them.

‘What did that last part mean? Permission for what?’

Sol checked his status page, but nothing else changed. Not knowing what it could be for, he decided to put that to the side and try out the new skills. 
‘With [Aggregate], I think I’ll first try creating a skill I know. I think I have enough skills for it to work, but the warning worries me.’

Sol activated the skill, expecting some kind of prompt to appear and let him make a selection. Contrary to his expectations, what he instead saw were many faint colorful strings emanating from his body. At first, he panicked not knowing what was coming out of his body, but when he focused on one of them, he could tell what it was.

Touching the light green string, Sol spoke, “This is… [Nature Sense]?”

Looking at other strings, he could instinctually tell which skill was which and he could even touch them. When Sol touched them, he could see the memories of those he had siphoned and their usage of the skills. In some of them, he could even see himself using them.

After sifting through the memories for a long while, Sol was left wondering how to proceed from there.

‘Okay, these are all my skills, now how do I combine them…’

Sol tried to move them with his hands, but they wouldn’t budge. He could feel them and read information in the strings, but the moment he attempted to force them in a direction, his hand would phase through. After some trial and error, Sol figured out he could will the skills to move with his mind.

Sol willed all his magic skills into one bundle. When he did, they began to shine brightly as they merged into a much thicker string. The individual strings all pointed in seemingly random directions but when they combined the new string pointed at a completely new direction. All of the combined knowledge from Water, Earth, Wind, and Fire flooded his mind in a way he had never experienced.

While still commanding the strings to combine, Sol understood much more about the four skills and how they were similar yet very different. They each tapped into a different force of nature with drastically different properties but did so in the same way. With chanting as a message and mana as the conduit, they were able to transform their mana and nearby mana to the element of their choosing.

They gave commands and with mana carrying them out, spells were created. Although it seemed obvious from how chants worked, the difference was the language and wording used for each element. Fire was strong and fierce, water was always changing from gentle to torrential, wind was fast and free, earth was hardy and straight to the point; the chants followed those principles when designing their spells. While spells could command the elements to do almost anything, for example, casting a fire spell that heals, it would never be as powerful as an equal level healing water spell. Their natures were too fundamentally different.

Reaching an epiphany with elemental magic, Sol finished the combination and saw a new system message.

Learned [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 4!

[Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 4: Can cast intermediate spells of the four primal elements, mana cost varies.

Sweat dripped down Sol’s forehead; the process was much more exhausting than he thought it would be, but he was very happy with the results.

‘The level seems to be the average of all the combined skills. Although the power of my fire spells has gone down a bit, all my other elements have risen.’

Sol also noticed the skills were gone without any prompt, which he found odd as usually any change in the status had a notification for it.

Even though the process was tiring, Sol's high vitality allowed him to quickly recover, and he was eager to combine more skills.

The next hour flew by as Sol carefully curated the best skills to combine. He combined all his weapon skills to hopefully create an all weapon mastery skill. Sol included [Intermediate Unarmed Master] and [Intermediate Throwing] hoping it wouldn’t ruin the results.

Learned [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 5!

[Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 5: A master in all forms of combat, increases weapon damage by 150%.

Although Sol’s current bow damage took a hit from this new combination, he was pleased with the results and was confident he could level it faster than before. Similar to when he combined his spellcasting skills, he gained a similar understanding of the true essence of combat.

All weapons served a fundamental purpose to fight, and weapons were simply a means to an end. It didn’t matter if one used a spear, sword, axe, shield, or one's bare hands; they could all equally be used to end a life. Like one's fist, weapons were to be treated as extensions of one's body, and one must know when and how to use them. After the combining process, Sol felt more in tune with his weapons, but he wouldn’t truly know the change until he tried them in combat.

After combining his weapon skills, Sol debated which to combine next. The last two results were skills he predicted he would gain based on skills he had read about before, but from here on out, he was unsure what new skills he would create. The warning in [Aggregate]’s description said the results could be worse than the original skills, and it worried Sol that he could end up ruining some good abilities he currently had. He would have to carefully consider the synergies of the skills and how they would merge before proceeding.

            

    
        Chapter 89: I Can Name It?

    
    
    
    
                Pondering for a long time about which skills to combine next, he decided to test it with unimportant skills first. Sol willed [Basic Trapmaking], [Nature Sense], and [Iron Stomach]. He believed they all shared similarities in wilderness survival and could create something related to self-sustainability.

It was not until he began combining skills that he suddenly felt the need to also include [Pursuit]. Sol wasn’t sure why, but his gut hadn’t led him wrong yet and willed the gray string that represented [Pursuit] to join the other three skills.

Something was different with this combination. When he combined the weapons skills and his magic skills, the strings seemed to lead to a predetermined location. Now, they seemed to be directionless, aimless. They were moving from one side to another as if trying to latch onto a new direction that would tie all the skills together.

Sol was worried the process would fail if this kept going, but eventually, it seemed to hook onto something and fully tied all the skills together.

Learned [Wild Hunt] Lv 1!

[Wild Hunt] Lv 1: Those you designate as prey will never be able to escape you. Once a prey has been designated, you will always know their exact location at all times within 100 miles. If further than 100 miles, you can once a month communicate with nature to find their location.

Sol mumbled to himself, “Could this be considered a success or a failure?”

The addition of [Pursuit] influenced the end result of the skill way more than he thought it would. Although he didn’t care much for the other skills, which is why he used them in this test, most of their effects were erased to make way for this one.

‘Was it because I didn’t have any idea what it should become that this happened?’

It was a theory, and there was one way to prove it. Sol chose a new set of skills to test if he could influence the direction they combine into.

The strings representing [Blinding Fury], [Blurry Steps], and [Meditation] began to move closer to each other. While at first glance, it seemed like these skills had nothing in common, Sol believed their effects when combined could produce a complimentary effect.

The strength and power from [Blinding Fury], the speed from [Blurry Steps], and the concentration from [Meditation] to balance out the negative effects of the rage skill. Keeping an image of what he wanted them to become at the forefront of his mind, Sol willed the strings together.

They twisted and tied together, and unlike when he made [Wild Hunt], this one was locked onto one direction. The process went much faster, and soon he was met with the results.

Learned [???] Lv 1!

New entry detected.

Permission level 1 confirmed.

Name the new skill.

Wiping the sweat from his forehead, Sol asked out loud, “I can name it?”

[I Can Name It] Confirm name?

Sol’s eyes widened as he quickly yelled, “No!”

The system erased the previous name and asked once more for a name.

Amber, who heard his scream, looked over to him trying to figure out what happened. Sol gave her a helpless smile and shook his head. He would have spoken up to explain, but he didn’t want to accidentally name the skill something weird.

‘That was almost a disaster.’

Sol shuddered at the thought of fighting someone and pulling out his trump card [I Can Name It].

‘What do I name it…’

Similar to previous combinations, Sol instinctively knew what this new skill could do. It managed to reach his expectations and even surpass them in some aspects which put a smile on his face. After pondering for a while, he decided on a good name.

“Limit Break.”

Error. That name is already taken.

“Rats…”

Error. That name is already taken.

‘Are you kidding me?’

“Last Stand.”

Error. That name is already taken.

“Outburst.”

Error. That name is already taken.

‘...This is gonna take a while.’

…

Seventeen tries later, Sol was able to come up with a decent name for the skill.

[Overpower] Lv 1: Temporarily increase strength, agility, and intelligence by 120%. Duration: 30 seconds. Cooldown: 4 hours.

The downsides of [Blinding Fury] were gone, and not only was strength increased, but agility and intelligence as well. An overall powerful skill he could use to turn a situation around. Even with its short duration of 30 seconds, with the amount it increases his stats by, Sol was confident he could resolve it within that time limit.

It did cost Sol’s [Blurry Steps], which drastically increased his speed temporarily, but if he needed speed, he could use [Ground Shrink] or [Destructive Charge]. This new skill directly increased his agility stat, which not only affected his speed but his reaction time and dexterity as well.

‘It’s also at level 1, so it has a lot of room to grow. But will I be able to use [Siphon] to increase its level?’

Since this is a new skill, that means no one in the world had it. Sol didn't know how he was supposed to level it.

‘It’s possible that using [Siphon] on the skills that made this new one can increase its level, but if that doesn’t work, [Reinterpret] could help increase its level.’

Sol decided to try [Siphon] later when exploring the 5th floor and leave [Reinterpret] until he was done combining other skills. There was still one more skill he wanted to combine.

The strings for his defensive skills [Natural Armor], [Physical Resistance], [Harden], and [Defiance] all began to combine. Sol was originally not going to include [Defiance], but he wanted this skill to be more than just physical defense; he wanted it to protect him from anything and everything. Sol guided the skill combination with a mental image of him standing still with all sorts of attacks flying at him, weapons, arrows, spells. The moment they made contact with his body, they would simply bounce off with some shattering upon contact.

The strings felt his will and pointed into a direction immediately. Now that Sol knew he had to guide the combination, the process was becoming even easier each time. Soon he saw a new message.

Learned [???] Lv 6!

New entry detected.

Permission level 1 confirmed.

Name the new skill.

Sol crossed his fingers as he hoped the name he had in mind wasn’t already taken.

“Invincible Body.”

[Invincible Body] Confirm name?

Relieved, Sol exclaimed, “Yes!”

[Invincible Body] Lv 6: Increase Defense by 220. Nullify physical damage by 30%. High chance to ignore mental status effects.

After reading its description, Sol shook his head, ‘It’s incomplete.’

The results could be said to be more than great, but Sol knew there was more that could be done. Although Sol had a strong vision of what it was meant to become, he lacked the foundational blocks to build it. This didn’t worry Sol as he knew he could later combine more skills into this one and perfect his creation.

Sol took this moment to check on his new status page.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 62
Exp: 44,190/9,700,000

HP: 1250 MP: 1000 
Str: 60 (+60)Vit: 60 (+70)
Agi: 60 (+40)Int: 65 (+40)
Wis: 60 (+40)

Available Stats: 5

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 5, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Passive Skills: 
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 1, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Agility Up] Lv 8, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Endless Vitality] Lv 2, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Wisdom Up] Lv 8, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Intelligence Up] Lv 8, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 5, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 5, [Wild Hunt] Lv 1, [Invincible Body] Lv 6

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 1, [Snap Punch] Lv 4, [Blast Arrow] Lv 7, [Concealment] Lv 9, [Death Cyclone] Lv 8, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Destructive Charge] Lv 8, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Barricade] Lv 7, [Barrage] Lv 7, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 4, [Overpower] Lv 1

Sol placed his 5 available stats into intelligence as he thought to himself, ‘I can combine more skills but it would be better to wait a bit more before doing so.’

Sol was specifically thinking about his attribute enhancing skills. The combination wouldn’t really bring about any fundamental change, and he would rather evolve them all first before doing so, in fear of his strength and vitality bonuses lowering drastically to compensate for the other lower leveled skills.

The process was much more involved than he initially believed and he still had many questions. He wanted to know where those strings led and why a mental image was so important, but these questions could only be left unresolved for now.

All that was left was to test out [Reinterpret], but even with all his excitement to try it out, his body's exhaustion won in the end, and Sol decided to sleep for the night. Sol didn’t even bother to set up his tent as he took out his sleeping bag and went to sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 90: [Overpower]

    
    
    
    
                Sol woke up not knowing how many hours had passed. He took out a watch from his spatial ring and looked at the time.

‘I slept for 10 hours?!’

Maybe it wouldn’t have been as surprising if it were a normal person, but Sol is anything but. His high vitality allowed him to function for much longer, and its recovery speed was also much higher. Out of habit, Sol still slept every day, but at most it would be 6 hours.

‘That skill took way more energy than I thought…’

Sol got up and looked around to see Amber sitting by the stone table eating dried jerky. Sol didn’t know where she got the jerky from as he didn’t recall her ever storing food in her ring.

Sol moved over and took a seat as well, and he apologized to Amber, “Sorry, I overslept. I can make lunch right now if you want.”

Amber nodded with more vigor than usual. Sol felt bad because he was the one who cooked all their meals, but he didn’t know why she didn’t wake him up.

Sol began to take out cooking utensils as he continued to speak, “Next time just wake me up. It’s my bad for oversleeping… Huh? I could swear there was more salted fish… Well, there is still more than enough for lunch, but we might have to hurry to the 10th floor, we are going through food faster than I thought.”

Little did Sol know that Amber took his ring while he was sleeping to attempt cooking for herself. She did her best to replicate how Sol cooked, but she lacked the intuition one needed to know how strong the flame should be and how long to cook the fish. The results ended up either too raw or fully burnt. It confounded Amber how Sol managed to make it look so easy, especially because she recalled him mentioning that he didn't have any type of cooking skill.

After wasting 4 fish, Amber gave up and cleaned up the mess. Although Amber wasn’t good at cooking, she knew how to hide her tracks; the only thing that couldn’t be replaced or cleaned were the missing fish, which were currently stored inside her spatial ring.

Amber watched intently as Sol cooked, as if trying to figure out what sort of magic he was using to cook food. Sadly, there was only one spell involved, and that was the one he used to start the fire; everything else was personal experience from his orphanage and living alone.

The two ate their meals and packed up the camp. It took no time at all as there was almost nothing to pack. Sol didn’t even take out his tent yesterday as he was too exhausted by that time, so he only had to store his sleeping bag and cooking utensils.

Soon the two began heading out of the safe area in the entrance of the floor, with Sol feeling a bit regretful.

‘I never got to try out [Reinterpret], if it’s anything like [Aggregate], it will likely take a lot of time and energy to use it. Best wait until we get to the next floor.’

Having to put his other new talent skill on the backburner for now, he shifted his focus on completing these floors as soon as possible. Sol wanted to try out his new active skill [Overpower] to get a feel of its power before using it in a real life or death situation and losing control.

He wasn’t worried about the skill being on cooldown while navigating the 5th floor, as he doubted the rise in difficulty would be enough to make him need it.

…

Two Awakened Gladiators stared Sol down with their rotten eyes before raising their axes and charging towards him. Sol and Amber had already defeated the other enemies, so only these two were left.

Sol’s muscles tightened as they began to squeeze every ounce of power out of them. His mind felt clearer than ever as he could see and feel every single detail in front of him.

These were the signs of [Overpower].

Sol stored his sword and shield in his spatial ring and used [Ground Shrink] to appear next to the undead almost instantaneously. Time felt slower to Sol as he felt he was able to run circles around the undead before they could even react.

With his bare fists, Sol launched four punches total in less than a second. He didn’t use any skill to enhance his attack, and with his raw stats, obliterated the heads of both undead.

You have slain a Lv 65 Awakened Gladiator! Gained 96,000 Exp (160%)

You have slain a Lv 65 Awakened Gladiator! Gained 96,000 Exp (160%)

[Overpower] leveled up! (1 -> 2)

[Gargantuan Strength] leveled up! (1 -> 2)

[Overpower] Lv 2: Temporarily increase strength, agility, and intelligence by 140%. Duration: 40 seconds. Cooldown: 3.5 hours.

Sol had used [Siphon] on the Awakened Gladiator’s [Blinding Fury] skill, but he didn’t regain the skill, but the experience went towards the combined skill. Unlike lower floor versions of the enemy, they have higher skill levels, and the [Rage] skill evolved into its superior version.

In theory, that meant the skill should level up faster, but this was the 36th Awakened Gladiator he defeated and siphoned the skill from. From this, Sol could gather that all combined skills would level more slowly but could also gain skill experience from multiple skills, which should hopefully even out.

Looking at the updated description of the skill, Sol was shocked, ‘A 20% increase per level. So at MAX level it will be 300%? Oh my gods…’

At 120%, this skill was already incredibly strong, but it could become much stronger. It made Sol wonder if there were other skills as strong as this one.

‘Maybe, high level skills are mostly kept a secret except for the famous ones.’

Sol grinned at the thought of siphoning those powerful skills and combining them to reach even greater heights.

‘Although we have been fighting B-Rank enemies on the 21st floor, A-Rank enemies will appear, and they must have really powerful skills.’

Sol was by no means a battle junky who lived for the thrill of battle, but he enjoyed the feeling of gaining new skills. It could be because he lived most of his life never having any with the exception of two skills he gained after years of effort, and now he was able to obtain any skill he wanted.

The idea of gaining these powerful skills motivated Sol to move faster in hopes of getting to the real A-Rank section of the dungeon. The two, in turn, began to clear undead groups faster as they hurried to the 10th floor.

            

    
        Chapter 91: [Perfect Balance]

    
    
    
    
                The duo blasted through the dungeon and made a lot of progress in just three days.

Sol decided to pick up the pace more because of the food that had been disappearing much faster than he thought. This wasn’t because they were eating a lot or they were underprepared, but because a certain assassin kept waking up in the middle of the night to attempt to learn how to cook.

Amber wasn’t used to failure, as she always completed whatever tasks she was assigned to do. It wasn't until she tried cooking that she faced defeat in the appearance of a burnt fish. All her attempts the past three nights had ended with failure, and while most would ask for help to be taught, she decided to learn on her own.

They were able to zoom through the 5th and 6th floor in one day and the 7th and 8th floor in a day each. They would have gone faster, but there was a new level of difficulty added in these later floors.

The groups of undead would contain ten enemies, and their skills were much higher than earlier floors. If it was just that, then they could still easily defeat them, but with bigger groups, their fights took longer, and the noises they made attracted other undead groups.

This was the true difficulty of the 7th to 9th floor, or at least it should’ve been.

Sol’s sword slammed downwards as he used [Fell Cleave] to split a Skeleton Mage in half. The sheer force easily destroyed the entire skeleton with no chance of recovery. The odd part was the sounds of bones being crushed and the sword hitting the floor were gone. This was because Sol used [Muffled Movements] to silence all the noises from the battle.

With no noise being made to attract other undead, the two were able to fight without any issues. The only downside was Sol having to refrain from using spells like [Explosion], as the louder the sound, the more mana was required to silence it.

You have slain a Lv 69 Skeleton Mage! Gained 124,000 Exp (140%)

[Intelligence Up] leveled up! (9 -> MAX)

[Intelligence Up] reached max level, evolve skill?

‘Finally, it took a while.’

Skeleton Mages were the rarest of the four undead one could find in these floors. Even in these deeper floors, the groups would usually only have one or two Skeleton Mages; very rarely would it be three.

Of the five attribute-enhancing skills, only [Intelligence Up] hadn’t evolved yet. Without any hesitation, Sol hit yes and awaited the results.

[Intelligence Up] evolved into [Augmented Intelligence]!

Sol didn’t bother to check its new description, as he could already guess from the other attribute skills that it would have the same effect.

‘Now I can finally combine them!’

Sol had held back on using [Aggregate] on the five skills to not drag down [Gargantuan Strength] and [Endless Vitality]. Although they are still one level higher than the rest, the decrease will be less drastic than before.

Looking over to Amber, who was not far away, Sol whispered, “We can avoid fights now; let's head straight to the exit.”

Amber nodded as they both proceeded quietly through the labyrinth. It was very easy to avoid fights if the two wanted to, since they both had stealth skills, with Amber’s at a higher level than his. Using [Mana Perception], the duo got a heads up before any got too close, and they would either hide to let them pass or circle around.

An hour later, they arrived at the stairs that led to the next floor. The two headed down to see the usual safe area at the beginning of floors, but instead of normal passages leading inside, there was a massive marble door.

Sol spoke while sizing up the door. “The boss room…”

Instead of charging headfirst into the boss room, Sol created some simple stone furniture, and the two sat down and rested. They had been blitzing through the dungeon much faster than anticipated, and even though their bodies can keep going, it would be unwise to do so.

The two rested, ate food, and Sol even took time to merge his attribute skills. If it was merging one skill, the energy consumption wasn’t actually that bad; it was only exhausting last time because of his consecutive combinations. Sol had a clear picture of what it should become, and without much hassle, was able to gain the new skill.

Learned [Perfect Balance] Lv 1!

[Perfect Balance] Lv 1: All attributes grow in perfectly balanced harmony. All stats +60. Increases lifespan by 50 years.

‘My lifespan increased?’

Sol wasn’t expecting that bonus on top of the original effects. He had also never heard of a skill that directly increases lifespan; the only way people could increase it was by increasing their vitality, but even that had limits.

At most, humans could extend their lifespan by 100 years by heavily investing in vitality, but only the desperate would do such a thing, as it usually left them severely lacking in the other attributes. It could also cause complications if they grew their stats in such an unbalanced manner.

If someone was level 20 and they put every single stat they had into vitality, their body would find it extremely difficult to move. Their body density rises, and their skin becomes too durable that their strength would be unable to move it. Similar problems would arise if one dumped all their stats into strength and nothing into agility or vitality. Their muscles would tear themselves apart from any strong movements, and they would find it very difficult to control themselves without enough points in agility.

This was why most people were taught to balance their stats and make sure no one stat was three times larger than any other stat. Intelligence and wisdom could be more lenient, but even so, one couldn’t forget to put points in them, or they would suffer from hypersomnia.

That was partially the reason for Sol’s balanced stats, but it was also because he wanted to excel in both magic and fighting. He had the chance to do both with the help of [Siphon], and he wasn’t going to waste the opportunity.

Still analyzing the implications of a skill that increased lifespan, Sol helplessly shook his head and closed the skill description.

‘I never really worried about how long I’ll live for. I just wish to make a meaningful impact before I go.’

Having rested enough, Sol took a glance at his status page one more time.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 67
Exp: 7,378,740/17,100,000

HP: 1300MP: 1250
Str: 65 (+60)Vit: 70 (+60)
Agi: 65 (+60)Int: 70 (+60)
Wis: 65 (+60)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 5, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 1, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 5, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 2, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 6, [Wild Hunt] Lv 1, [Invincible Body] Lv 6, [Perfect Balance] Lv 1

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 1, [Snap Punch] Lv 4, [Blast Arrow] Lv 9, [Concealment] Lv 9, [Death Cyclone] Lv 9, [Earth Hammer] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Destructive Charge] Lv 8, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Barricade] Lv 8, [Barrage] Lv 9, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 3

Confident in taking on the boss behind the door, Sol and Amber stood up and made their way to the large door.

            

    
        Chapter 92: Gravedigger

    
    
    
    
                The dungeon door opened and it teleported the duo to one of the many boss rooms located on the floor.

The two appeared in a large tomb with large coffins lined up on both sides and two imposing statues that flanked the door to the next floor. In between them and the door stood a hulking gray-skinned brute with a metal coffin slung over its shoulder.

Name: N/ARace: Gravedigger
Talents: [Death Affinity], [Large Weapon], [Death Absorbing]
Level: 70

HP: 1500MP: 300
Str: 150 (+70)Vit: 70 (+80)
Agi: 70Int: 30
Wis: 30

Talent Skills:
[Death Throes] Lv 7, [Deadly Aura] Lv 5

Passive Skills:
[Living Corpse] Lv MAX, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 2, [Vitality Up] Lv 6, [Death Absorption] Lv 5, [Defiance] Lv 8, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 4

Active Skills:
[Last Rites] Lv 9, [Concussive Blow] Lv 9, [Coffin Slam] Lv 7, [Weapon Enhancement] Lv 8, [Create Undead] Lv 8, [Death Cyclone] Lv 8, [Blinding Fury] Lv 5

‘Just like the guide said.’

Having the guide they bought from the guild, the two already knew what they were getting themselves into. Sol only checked with [Analysis] just to be sure.

Amber went invisible while Sol took out his sword and shield and screamed to draw its attention.

“Let's do this!”

The Gravedigger stomped the ground as it let out a bestial bellow before charging towards Sol.

As it took its first step, Sol had already finished casting a spell.

“[Incinerate]!”

A raging fire overtook the Gravedigger as it burned away its health. Unfazed by the fire, it continued charging without any hesitation. Once it got within 10 feet, it swung its giant coffin towards Sol.

Sol’s speed heavily outclassed the Gravedigger, and without the use of any skills, he leaped to the side as the coffin smashed into the ground. Finding this the perfect moment to strike, Amber appeared out of thin air behind the Gravedigger and plunged both her daggers into its back. Sol didn’t know what skill she used, but it dealt massive damage to the Gravedigger.

Health: 584/1500

It was already at a third of its health, and it had yet to land a single attack.

Furious at the tiny humans, the Gravedigger raised its coffin ominously as black strands of energy seeped into the coffins on the sides of the room. The Gravedigger’s mana dropped drastically, and the coffins affected by its skill shook as they slammed open, revealing skeletons.

Sol used [Analysis] on a random one that held a sword.

Name: N/A
Race: SkeletonTalents: [Sword], [Speedy], [Savage]
Level: 60

HP: 700MP: 300
Str: 100Vit: 70
Agi: 90 (+10)Int: 10
Wis: 30

Talent Skills:

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 4, [Agility Up] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Slash] Lv 9, [Heavy Blow] Lv 7, [Sprint] Lv 6

Not all skeletons were the same; some had shields, others had axes or spears, but they all had the same level of strength.

The minions the Gravedigger created were rather weak. Sol could kill them in one blow if he put some effort into it. The only issue was that there wasn’t just one or two that it created, but over 50 at once. All the skeletons once out of their coffins ran at the two.

“Go invisible!”

Sol told Amber to go invisible so he could attract the attention of all the skeletons. Amber nodded and disappeared without hesitation, knowing that he could manage on his own.

With no one else to target, the skeletons surrounded Sol while the Gravedigger fell back cautiously, knowing there was another enemy still lurking about. Sol noticed that the boss’ health was constantly regenerating, and it was much faster than what [Increased Health Regeneration] could provide.

Sol used [Cross Slash] on the nearest skeleton as he thought to himself, ‘That has to be [Death Absorption].’

Sol correctly deduced that its health was recovering because of [Death Absorption], a skill that instead of resisting death mana absorbs it to recover health. Sol tried to cast another [Incinerate], but his line of sight kept getting blocked by the skeleton group.

The encirclement of skeletons reminded Sol of the orcs from when they launched their surprise attack. At the time, Sol was helpless against the amount of enemies that surrounded him, even though he was stronger than them individually.

A small grin appeared on his face.

‘I’m much stronger now.’

“[Water Blade]”

Turbulent water formed around Sol’s sword as he gripped it with both hands as he used [Death Cyclone], sweeping through all the skeletons like butter. The already powerful skill was further enhanced by the water enchantment, making it impossible for the skeletons to resist.

Sol kept spinning with his blade as new skeletons entered his range and were met with the same fate. The skeletons were not smart enough to back away and kept approaching the deadly whirlpool like moths to a flame.

As the skeletons were dying, Sol tried to use [Siphon], but it ended in failure as his attack was so powerful it shattered the bodies of the skeletons, making it impossible to [Siphon] anything from them. On top of that, no experience was given as they were temporary creations.

Soon, all the skeletons perished, and Sol stopped spinning. He turned to see the Gravedigger fighting for its life. It used its rage skill but it simply made the fight much easier for Amber who could better predict its attacks and dodge out of the way.

Amber kept the boss busy while Sol fought the minions and launched devastating attacks the moment it showed any openings. Even though it was healing constantly from [Death Absorption], its health was below 300.

Sol knew Amber could finish the boss on her own but joined in to help anyways. The two made quick work of the Gravedigger as it could only use brute force now that it was all out of mana.

You have slain a Lv 70 Gravedigger! Gained 830,000 Exp (160%)

Learned [Death Absorption] Lv 4!

Learned [Create Undead] Lv 6!

Learned [Weapon Enhancement] Lv 7!

With a loud thud, the large Gravedigger fell onto the ground and was promptly absorbed by the dungeon.

Sol went up to Amber and patted her on the back, “Nice! Let’s get out of here and sleep on a real bed!”

His words appeared to have fallen on deaf ears as Amber didn’t respond; she instead started making her way to the exit. Sol helplessly shook his head as he followed behind her to the door.

The door was large and heavy, but with a strong push, it opened and the two were teleported to the entrance of the 11th floor. In front of them were the passages that led deeper into the dungeon, and behind them was the door that would teleport them directly to the 9th floor exit. Just to the side was a magic circle that the two walked over and touched, imprinting it with their mana pattern.

The two teleported to the first floor and walked outside of the dungeon. The sun was at its peak by the time they left, and they were met with the vibrant city of Crestel. Waving at the guards stationed at the dungeon entrance, the two made their way to the Adventurers Guild, wanting to sell all the items they collected in the dungeon.
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                The two made their way through the busy streets and arrived at the Adventurers Guild. Sol was ready to sell all the items they had collected in the dungeon and make a tidy profit. He mostly just hoped it would be more than enough to cover their expenses as they also needed to get better weapons.

Warhawk’s Talon
Rare

Attack: 50-60
Durability: 72/750

Skills:
[Sharpness] Lv 4, [Penetration] Lv 4

Sol had done his best to mitigate any damage to the blade, but even so, it had piled up and it's on its last legs. He needed to repair it or buy a new weapon, and either would require money which he didn’t have a lot of. Sol knew it was better to get new weapons as they were going to fight stronger enemies the deeper they go into the dungeon; their current weapons will eventually not be able to match up.

They went to the shortest line they could find and were eventually attended by a rather short receptionist. Sol almost mistook him for a kid if not for the impressively large beard they had.

‘Is he a dwarf?’

Sol had never seen a dwarf before, but he had heard about them. The dwarfs were known as a powerful race of craftsmen and warriors, at least they used to be. Sol didn’t know the specifics, but Dwarfs once had a glorious kingdom at one point famous throughout the entire world. But at some point before the system appeared, which was commonly referred to as the dark age, it all disappeared. The dwarfs without a place to call their home moved to other kingdoms with a large majority taking refuge in the Holy Kingdom of Delvania located northwest of Crestelia.

Some fairy tales said that their kingdom once stood in the northern mountains above Crestelia, but no one had been able to find proof. That didn’t stop dwarves from traveling into the Frostaxe Clan’s territory to reclaim their lost legacy.

Dwarfs were rather rare to see in Crestelia, but in the capital of the kingdom, it was much easier to encounter those of other races.

The dwarf behind the counter smiled as he spoke to them, “What can I do for ya?”

“Hi, we are looking to sell a few dungeon materials.”

“Sure, sure. Can I see the quest paper?”

Sol was confused, “Do we need one? I thought this branch bought materials from adventurers.”

Sol recalled the conversation he had with another receptionist who told him that this branch buys materials from adventurers as a side business.

The dwarf had a troubled look as he spoke, “We do buy materials. It’s just that we don’t allow adventurers to sell specifically dungeon materials without having the quest for it. It’s to prevent lower-ranked adventurers from sneaking in or bribing the guards to enter the dungeon just for them to die when facing those monsters. If you want, I can register the quests, so you can turn them in, I just need your cards.”

Sol didn’t know there was a protection mechanism in place for dungeon materials; he assumed they did it this way because they have no control over the guards at the dungeon gate who don’t even verify adventurer cards.

“The thing is… We are C-Rank…”

The dwarf's expression goes from shock to slight anger mixed with disappointment.

“The hell are you going in the dungeon then?! What’s up with young adventurers wanting to die so badly! You don’t need to even take that risk; you could just do quests at your level and live comfortably. Do you need quick money that badly?”

The dwarf let his anger take over for a moment as he was tired of encountering adventurers who had no self-preservation whatsoever. The moment he finished his short rant he realized what he did and apologized.

“I-I’m sorry. That was very unprofessional of me.”

Although Sol was berated by the dwarf he knew it came from a place of kindness and worry over his well-being.

“It’s fine, I understand. How about this, what if we both take the rank up test? Could we come back later and sell the materials then?”

Surprised at the suggestion the dwarf asked, “Sure you can, but why didn’t you do that before diving into the dungeon?”

Sol didn’t have a good excuse for that; he simply didn’t think they needed to waste time ranking up.

“I… didn’t want to waste time doing quests or schedule a rank-up test that could be a week later, but if it's the only way to sell the items I’ll do it.”

The dwarf shook his head, “You don’t gotta wait a week. We have B-Rankers here on standby all the time. Just request a rank-up test and you can be done in less than 30 minutes.”

“Ahh…” Sol felt like an idiot.

It could be said that it’s not his fault for not knowing as he wasn’t from this city; he was used to the practices of the guild branch back in Initium and Kerman. Even so, he should have found it odd that there were repeatable collections quests only in the B-Rank board and not in C-Rank board.

The dwarf made no further comment, not wanting to embarrass Sol any further, and instead offered to submit the application for him. Accepting the offer Sol and Amber were led by another guild employee to the testing location.

They were led down the stairs to a large open area beneath the guild lobby. There was training equipment of all kinds and bleachers where guild employees and associates were watching the tests while on break or eating lunch.

The guild employee that brought them here took them to the bleachers and told them to wait until they were called.

Having nothing else to do Sol began to watch the rank-up tests that were happening. The current fight was between an archer and a spearman. The spearman sported a very noticeable guild emblem leading Sol to believe that they were one of the examiners.

From the side, he could hear the other employees idly chat and bet between each other if they would pass or fail.

“Think he’ll pass?”

“Nah look at his face, he isn’t confident he can win.”

“Oh? You wanna bet on it?”

“Heh, sure. I won’t say no to free coins. 20 silver.”

“Aight bet.”

The archer launched a volley of arrows that the spearman gracefully avoided. The spearman didn’t bother to use their spear to deflect any arrows as with just his reflexes he could move out of the way in time. The archer kept shooting his arrows in a stationary position and used a skill to empower them further, making them shoot much faster.

This didn’t stop the spearman as he moved at a rhythmic pace and was fast approaching the archer. By the time the archer noticed the spearman was getting too close it was too late to make space as a spear swung from the side and knocked his bow away.

The fight was over in less than a minute. It was so fast that some spectators asked their friends who had more battle knowledge on what went down. Sol on the other hand had a bored expression on his face.

‘Slow.’

To Sol, the fight was unbearably slow. His incredibly high agility and intelligence boosted his perception to the point he could see every movement of the two fighters. The fight looked more similar to a choreographed dance rather than an actual battle. Without using [Analysis] Sol was easily able to tell that the archer was around D-Rank and the examiner low C-Rank, which explained the lackluster battle.

The spectators paid whoever won their small bets and the next adventurer was called to take the test, sometimes by the same examiner or a different examiner depending on the rank they are testing for. Contrary to the first battle Sol watched, most passed their tests as adventurers wouldn’t apply to take this exam without being confident in their skills beforehand. The few who did fail tended to be lower ranked and overestimated their abilities.

After a few more fights Sol’s name was called and he walked onto the field.
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                The one who stood opposite Sol was a mature black haired man with a thin sword hanging off his waist. Sol assumed he was an agility based fighter and used [Analysis] to get a better understanding of what he was up against.

Name: AxelRace: Human
Talents: [Ghost Blade], [Nimble], [Phantom]
Level: 79

HP: 820MP: 900
Str: 91Vit: 82
Agi: 110 (+30)Int: 27
Wis: 90

Talent Skills:
[Ghost Form] Lv MAX, [Phantom Dance] Lv 6

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 7, [Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 4, [Agility Up] Lv 6, [Tracking] Lv 5, [Basic Trapmaking] Lv 3, [6th Sense] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Blurry Steps] Lv 6, [Puncture] Lv 8, [Backstab] Lv 7, [Phantom Image] Lv 5, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 4, [Quick Draw] Lv 3, [Invisibility] Lv 3

‘A true B-Ranker…’

This was going to be Sol’s first fight with a true B-Ranker. While it could be said that both Amber and Weaver were B-Rankers in their own right, they were just barely at that rank. If not for the fact that there was no B-Rank dungeon in Kerman, those two would have been much stronger.

Axel’s level was over ten levels higher and specialized in speed that surpassed Sol’s even with the help of [Perfect Balance]. But that didn’t discourage him. Sol believed he could easily win against the man if he went all out, but there was no point in doing so. From the fights Sol had seen, he didn’t even need to win; he just had to show he had the strength of a B-Ranker.

“You ready?” Axel didn’t even bother introducing himself.

Sol focused up and responded, “Yes.”

With both fighters ready, they immediately ran at each other. Axel didn’t use any skills as he first needed to assess if Sol was qualified to withstand them, or he could accidentally end up killing the test taker. Sol noticed this as well and responded in kind with just his sword and nothing else.

The two blades clashed, and Sol even managed to push Axel back, but before he could capitalize on the advantage, the man slipped to the side and let the force of Sol’s sword slam into the ground.

Now understanding that Sol had the minimum strength to survive his attacks, Axel disappeared into thin air.

‘Just like Amber’s skill. Probably the same one.’

“You have the strength, but are your skills up to par?”

Sol turned around to the man holding his thin sword, waiting for Sol’s approach. This confused Sol as he didn’t understand why Axel went invisible just to appear a few feet away. Out of instinct that something was off, Sol activated [Mana Perception].

‘It’s not real!’

The man standing before Sol was a clump of pure mana; it was not a person but a mirage created by [Phantom Image]. The real examiner was off to the right in a perfect position to flank Sol if he approached the fake.

Sol knew it was a fake and could run directly at the examiner, but Sol wanted to keep to himself the fact he could see mana. It was incredibly useful for moments like these, and with a stand of spectators, he decided to attack the dummy.

“[Scorching Ray]!”

A narrow beam of concentrated fire erupted from Sol’s hand and flew towards the fake. The moment the fire made contact with the fake examiner, it phased right through. The image fluctuated from the mana colliding with each other, and Sol put on the best surprised face he could.

The examiner didn’t expect Sol to have ranged capabilities and had to move towards Sol before he caught on to the trick. Unfortunately for Axel, Sol had already figured it all out.

Waiting for the examiner to get a bit closer, Sol gripped his sword and used [Death Cyclone] to attack in every direction. Sol made it so he perfectly timed his attack to just scrape the examiner, which took him out of his invisibility.

One thing he learned from exploring the dungeon with Amber was that her invisibility skill stopped working the moment she took the slightest bit of damage. It almost never happened, but sometimes a Skeleton Mage would cast a large area spell which would just slightly graze her.

Being taken out of his invisibility, Axel was taken aback at the incredible timing. He didn’t know if it was luck or instinct, but being perfectly countered really annoyed him. Axel was technically supposed to end the fight now as he could tell Sol was more than qualified to be a B-Ranker, but he wanted to kick him down a peg.

Axel used [Blurry Steps] to absolutely trump Sol in speed and launched multiple skills towards Sol. He didn’t aim for any vitals but places where it would definitely hurt if hit. Even if Axel went too far, he wasn’t worried as they had healers stationed nearby in case of any accident.

Being on the receiving end of all these attacks, Sol responded with one of his new skills, [Weapon Enhancement].

[Weapon Enhancement] Lv 7: Enhance two aspects of your weapon: Sharpness, weight, speed, etc. Mana cost varies depending on the strength and type of enhancement.

Sol enhanced his sword's speed so he could keep up with the multitude of attacks and its durability to survive the incoming onslaught. With every attack he countered, another came right after. This went on for 10 full seconds, and while the casual spectators loved the intense fight they were watching, a few were confused as to why the fight hadn’t ended yet. A few more battle-hardened employees knew that this was no longer a normal test and were considering whether to interfere or not.

Before they could enact any actions to stop the fight, one of the attacks slipped through Sol’s near perfect defense, and a wide slash hit his waist. The attack produced a pained expression on Sol’s face, and before he could recover, the examiner used [Blurry Steps] increased speed to kick Sol with full force. Sol was sent a few feet back as he fell on his butt.

Axel, who finally managed to knock Sol to the ground, sheathed his sword as if it was light work. Little did the spectators know that his hands and feet were slightly trembling from the overexertion of skills within a short period.

“You passed. You did well for a rookie.”

Keeping a neutral face, Sol nodded. “Thank you.”

Axel walked away as a healer nearby came to check on Sol.

Sol declined the healer's help, “No, it’s okay, it’s just a flesh wound.”

“Are you sure? I can heal the cut.”

“It’s fine, thank you.”

The healer was unsure why Sol was being so stubborn over it but decided to let him be.

Sol stood up and walked to the bleacher next to Amber.

Uncharacteristically of Amber, she asked a question.

“Why lose?”

Amber knew Sol was never going to go all out, but even without doing so, he could win against that fight. When Sol was a much lower level, he was able to defeat her with less, and the instructor and her had a lot of similar skills.

With a wry smile, he looked at his health.

Health: 1299/1300

The next second, Sol’s health maxed out, and the small cut was already gone. Sol purposely allowed the attack to go through and pretended to get knocked down just to end the fight. Sol didn’t know why the examiner was going all out, but if he compared it to others who took the exam, he was already more than qualified.

Sol could see that Axel was annoyed during the latter half of the fight, and he guessed it was because of the way he countered his sneak attack. It was better to just let the examiner believe he had won and go about their day rather than make an enemy of a guild employee who could make his life much harder.

Sol used [Telepathy] as he didn’t want anyone to hear his reason.

It’s better not to make unnecessary enemies by bruising someone's ego.
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                Sol could have left and gotten his new card, but he wanted to see Amber’s fight. There was no doubt in his mind that she would pass, but he still wanted to see how it went. Sol doubted he would get any details if he asked her later.

Initially, Sol believed Amber was going to fight the same examiner, but surprisingly, someone else called her name.

It was a short woman who had very fierce eyes. She sported the same guild badge Axel had, and a cute toy hammer dangled off her wrist. Sol didn't see any real weapons and was curious about what she could do, so he used [Analysis].

Name: Terresa Race: Human/Dwarf 
Talents: [Gigantify], [Titan Hammer], [Blacksmithing] 
Level: 81

HP: 1400 MP: 500 
Str: 130 (+35) Vit: 120 (+20) 
Agi: 85 Int: 35 
Wis: 50

Talent Skills: 
[Enlarge] Lv 9, [Titans Arm] Lv 6, [Analysis] Lv 3

Passive Skills: 
[Intermediate Hammer Mastery] Lv 8, [Defiance] Lv MAX, [Strength Up] Lv 7, [Vitality Up] Lv 4, [Forging] Lv 2, [Observation] Lv 3

Active Skills: 
[Extended Hit] Lv 3, [Concussive Blow] Lv 8, [Destructive Charge] Lv 4, [Earth Shatter] Lv 4, [Charged Smash] Lv 5, [Bludgeoning Tempo] Lv 5, [Mend] Lv 1, [Weapon Refinement] Lv 1

[Analysis] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

‘Oh? Nice.’

Paying little attention to the level up of his skill, Sol was initially surprised at the fact that the woman was a half-dwarf; if not for the status page, he would have thought she was just shorter than normal. Tossing the random thought to the side, he focused on her third talent.

‘Unfortunate. She probably got a job here because of it.’

For a multitude of reasons, adventurers would eventually retire. The most common reason for them to quit adventuring was because they got a bad talent for fighting. While it was possible to still fight and be an active adventurer, it would become unfavorable for them further down the line. It’s similar to being a talent behind your opponents; they would have a higher variety of skills they could draw upon which could be the deciding factor between life and death.

This was why few adventurers would continue that lifestyle when they got a bad talent. It was already risky being an adventurer and for it to become even riskier was a dealbreaker for most.

Those who retire from adventuring have a lot of options to choose from, but the most popular of them all was to get a job in the guild. The pay was good, and they had first-hand experience adventuring and working with the guild.

Sol wondered if he would also become a guild employee when he retired someday.

Sol shook his head. ‘That day is still far away.’

Focusing back on the fight between the examiner and Amber, Sol heard the examiner speak.

“Begin.”

Amber instantly vanished, Sol followed her movement with [Mana Perception]. She was running to the side, getting ready to flank the examiner.

Terresa smirked, understanding that she was dealing with an assassin, and unhooked her toy hammer from the bracelet it dangled from.

What happened next flabbergasted Sol.

Terresa raised the mini hammer all the way up and brought it down to the ground. As it fell, it rapidly grew in size until it reached 10 feet long. It was double the size of the half dwarf, and when it hit the ground it violently shook as a wave of dirt and dust flew everywhere. It was as if someone just dropped an entire house on that spot.

Amber not only stumbled a bit from the impact, but the dirt and sand that hit her deactivated her invisibility.

Now exposed, Terresa charged towards Amber with a grin. Having lost the element of surprise, Amber had to resort to using her speed advantage to dodge and retaliate.

Thankfully for Amber, Terresa was nowhere near as fast as her, and she could dodge with ease. The fight favored Amber, with her narrowly dodging the hammer swings and throwing in a jab or slash in between.

It was until one of the swings that Amber was narrowly avoiding suddenly grew even bigger and was impossible to dodge from its current trajectory. Terresa purposefully used the same attacks to lull Amber into a false sense of security before switching gears at the last second.

Unable to dodge, Amber quickly reacted and used her skill [Sand Shift]. Her entire body became sand as it was smashed and scattered in different directions. Terresa watched as the sand began to reform 10 feet away as an uninjured Amber appeared.

The skill had leveled up a lot during their time in the dungeon, and she was able to do much more with it. The only downside was the much higher cost in mana, which she had never invested much into.

Amber was fully reformed and ready to continue, but before she could charge back in, Terresa shrunk her hammer to its original size.

“Congrats! You passed. You are more than enough to be a B-Rank. Go speak to that representative over there, and they will take you to get your new card.”

Amber didn’t respond; instead, she stowed her daggers away and walked back to Sol. The examiner was left a bit confused at the lack of any enthusiasm at passing the test. Terresa didn’t care that much and shrugged before walking out of the field so another test could take place.

Sol, who was watching the fight, didn’t know who would have won if they continued. While Terresa surprised Amber last minute with that attack, he doubted it would work twice.

‘The ability to change the size of your weapon at will is frightening.’

Being able to change the size of your weapon at any moment could take your opponent by surprise and be the deciding factor. One could extend the length of a spear, greatly increasing their reach, or shrink a large weapon to better suit combat in small areas. If applied correctly, it could be an incredible ability.

Once Amber arrived next to Sol, he stood up, and they walked together to the receptionist who was waiting for them by the exit.

“Congratulations on passing your exams. Please follow me to receive your new adventurer cards.”

The two followed the receptionist up the stairs and were led to a small waiting room while they processed the new cards. They didn't have to wait long, as another guild employee came with the two new cards. They were shiny blue, representing the second highest rank of adventurers.

The cards were coated in an extremely thin layer of durium, which was an extraordinary metal known for its high durability and resistance to change. The stronger the impact it received, the more it resisted; the only way one could manipulate the metal was by heating it for a long period of time before slowly changing it to their desired form. It was a rigorous process, but at least that much effort should be given for B-Rankers who were considered the elites of the world. Only A-Rankers, who were the peak of strength in the world, stood above them, and they were considered anomalies who surpassed common sense, some more than others.

Sol received the new card, and with them, he was able to sell all the acquired goods from the dungeon. Since they gathered materials from floor 1 to 9, they had gathered a hefty amount. It took over 5 minutes with guild tools to assist the process to calculate the total sum. In total, they had gained 648 gold.

Sol tried to split the money with Amber, but she declined to take any of it. She wasn’t used to actually having income and didn’t really know how to spend it properly.

Placing half of the gold in his spatial ring, Sol handed over the pouch with the remaining gold and insisted, “Take it. You earned it, and you’ll need it to fix your weapon or buy a new one.”

She appeared to go through internal turmoil over accepting the money, but after another round of persuasion, she finally relented and accepted.

Glad he could give Amber her fair share of the earnings, the two left the Adventurer’s Guild to get some well-deserved rest at a nearby inn.
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                In his room, Sol was finally able to get some respite after an exhausting week of dungeon diving. Sol lay on his bed as he tried to go to sleep but struggled to do so after 15 minutes.

‘My stats are too high…’

Sol's internal clock and habits told him he should rest, but because his intelligence and vitality were simply too high, his body had already recovered to its peak. With nothing to do, he decided to keep working on his talent skill [Reinterpret].

[Reinterpret] Lv EX: Analyze the true meaning of a skill and reinterpret its origin. Can greatly accelerate the leveling of skills or change them at their origin. +1 Permission level.

Activating the skill, Sol was brought to a white room, not physically but in his mind. Here he was able to review in depth any skill he wanted to learn more about how it worked, how he could improve it, and even change it.

Sol had already used it a few times whenever they were resting in between the dungeon floors, but he had yet to get any significant value out of it besides a skill level or two increasing. Today he planned to go a bit further and try to change a skill into something new.

“How about… we try with [Earth Hammer]?”

A skill Sol never used as it required the use of a hammer to create an earth shattering blow. It was a skill he was willing to tamper with and change just to try it out.

In the white space, he could do virtually anything to analyze the skills. He could repeatedly use them with no cooldown or cost as it was all in his head. Sol could also create a clone of himself using the move so he could analyze it from different angles. Whether to slow down or pause the movements of the clone, anything was possible.

Sol began by creating a clone with a regular hammer and commanded it to use the skill. Mana flowed from fake Sol’s body and into the hammer as it then slammed into the ground creating a ripple effect on the ground that caused waves of earth to spike up and around the center of the impact.

Taking note of how the mana moved through the body to create the ripple effect, he began to test out ways to change it. Trying to use the skill with different weapons brought mixed results with sharp weapons doing almost nothing and other blunt weapons having better effects.

Having many things he wanted to test, Sol thought to himself, ‘This will take a while.’

…

Sol was right, hours passed as he attempted different ways to use the skill and even tried to make it into a spell which had poor results. He simply didn’t have enough knowledge on spell theory and mana manipulation to make it work but he managed to turn the skill into a much more flexible ability.

With a single stomp, mana flowed from the real Sol’s legs and a wave of earth spikes sprung out from around him. He then stomped again but this time the spikes only extended forward.

‘This is much more useful and faster than swinging a big hammer to produce the same effect.’

The real benefit of using the original [Earth Hammer] was the spikes that erupted around the user. Sol managed to remove the weapon from the equation as he found it a useless requirement to activate the skill and could now use it with anything that made contact with the ground.

It could be with a single stomp, punch, and even slash with his sword. Once it made contact with the ground, he would send the mana into the ground in a way that created spikes however he wanted. They could spike up in a straight line, a cone, a circle, and much more. The only difference in each attack would be the mana cost varying as the further away it goes from his body the more mana it would cost to create.

Satisfied with his results, he decided to exit out of [Reinterpret].

…

Sol opened his eyes and was immediately met with a system notification.

[Earth Hammer] transformed into [Terra Spikes]!

[Terra Spikes] leveled up! (5 -> 8)

[Terra Spikes] Lv 8: Upon impact, create earth spikes that launch from the ground in whichever way the user desires. Mana cost varies.

‘It reached level 8 in one go?’

Sol didn’t believe that to be the case. When he thought back to his time in the white room, he felt moments where the newly transformed skills took a small leap in quality. It had to be then when it leveled up but he didn’t get a notification for it.

‘Do I not have system messages in the white room?’

Sol used [Reinterpret] again to go back into his mind and tried to open the status page, but nothing happened. It felt a bit surreal not having access to the system while he was in there but it made sense in a way. Not only was this in his mind, it also felt like a completely isolated space where only he existed. The system was not a part of Sol, so it was excluded from the white room.

‘I never noticed till now…’

While feeling silly for not noticing until now, Sol looked outside the window and noticed the sun was beginning to rise.

‘I spent all night in [Reinterpret].’

Even though Sol didn’t catch a lick of sleep, he felt better than ever. His body and mind were in great condition even though Sol spent the entire night changing and improving his skills. It was an efficient way to train while also resting. Sol decided to do this every night to improve all his skills one at a time. He wanted to be as strong as possible for the knight selection and more importantly the tournament. Sol didn’t know how strong his competition would be but it was better to be safe than sorry. After all, he only had a little less than two weeks remaining to prepare.

            

    
        Chapter 97: Sending a Message

    
    
    
    
                In a noble mansion located in Crestal, a stern but dependable looking man with black hair looked at a younger, more wild looking man with fiery red hair.

The young man spoke in a slightly irritated tone, “Do I really need to go through with this charade, my lord?”

The young man emphasized the word "lord" in a slightly exaggerated way, but the lord didn’t pay any mind to the tone of the young man.

The lord nodded, “Yes, you do. We need to send a message to the people that the royal family's power is weakening. When you defeat everyone in the tournament and express disappointment in the lack of strength of the new generation of royal knights, the people will begin to feel unsafe under the protection of the crown. We must start laying the foundation to win the hearts of the people before starting our plan in full. The current state of the kingdom is slowly becoming more dire every day, and when the princess takes over-”

The red haired man has already heard the spiel before and interrupted him. The young man was not afraid to interrupt the noble because he had the strength to act how he wanted.

“I understand that, but I still don’t think this is a good idea. Wouldn’t this cause friction between the kingdom and the nobles? Won’t this lead to civil war?”

“There has always been friction between us and the crown. We keep each other in check, and that's how the balance is maintained. The problem doesn’t lie with the princess herself but those who move to control her. If she had been properly trained by the king we wouldn’t have this issue in the first place. Unfortunately, he was too confident in the late prince becoming the future ruler and focused all his attention on him but-”

The red haired man finished his sentence, “Monster house, I know.”

The lord's eyes twitched, ‘It's rude to interrupt, you know?’

The lord didn’t speak his thoughts out loud and continued, “...If we want our nation to survive, we need to take a page from the book of the Sapphire Scales Alliance. We need to remove the centralized source of power and instead create a parliament containing the large noble houses. This way we each have equal say and work together rather than be kept apart by the crown.”

The man took a sip of tea he had on his desk and continued.

“Civil war is inevitable. The most we can do is start it on our terms and gain an advantage. You know as well as I that the current situation isn't getting any better. Just recently, Fort Northwind was almost lost to the orcs and it would have led to a full-on invasion if it wasn't stopped by pure luck. We tried to send reinforcements to the fort but were stalled for days because the king was too sick to approve of it at the time.”

The young man sighed in defeat. “Fine… and I assume I should also announce at the tournament that I will become a knight for your household? Praise your noble house while I’m at it?”

The lord shook his head, “No, that would be too obvious and would stir the pot too much. We will announce you joining my house a month after the tournament.”

“Haaah fine. Can’t believe I got wrapped into this mess. I'm too young to be inciting revolutions.”

The lord started laughing.

“Hahaha! If the younger generation isn’t leading the change, who will? You expect us older people to bring change in the world? We barely have any time left in it so why would we? I'm only doing this for my family and my responsibility to my subjects. Remember, the ones who bring about true change will always be young people like you, Victor.”

Not fully believing his words, Victor answered dismissively, “If you say so, Sigurd.”

…

After eating breakfast with Amber, Sol headed out to spend some of the money they had to improve their gear.

Store to store, the two searched for weapons trying to find the perfect one for them. They only had one small problem.

“They’re all so expensive…”

Sol sighed for the 15th time today as he saw another price tag that surpassed 500 gold. The two had been trying to find a good unique weapon all day, but the price was simply too high.

As Sol walked into the next store he was pondering possible options. ‘We can pool our money together and buy a weapon for Amber while I stick to the bow and magic until we can afford another weapon.’

Sol already had a unique rarity weapon, but he liked to use melee weapons when they closed the gap. Sol could also use [Reinterpret] to change some skills to better suit barehanded combat, but that would take a while.

‘If we don’t find anything cheap, I’ll consider it.’

Now paying attention to the store they entered, Sol noticed that he may have entered the wrong shop by mistake. The walls were decorated with weird contraptions of gears and springs that somehow moved on their own. Sol originally entered the store because he saw the weapons sign outside, but there appeared to be no weapons as far as he could tell.

“Welcome to Gearworks! Your one-stop shop for mechanical wonders! I’m Fabio, how may I help you?”

The one who spoke was a small man similar to the half dwarf examiner but was much more slim and had a sharp jawline. It made Sol wonder if he was of another race, but refrained from using [Analysis] as he found it hard to gauge how strong he was. Sol didn’t want to repeat what happened with Diana and accidentally incur the wrath of a powerhouse.

“Oh, sorry. We entered here by mistake, we were looking for weapons.”

Fabio's ears perked up as a merchant's smile sported his face, “Well, you're in luck! I just so happen to have a brand new weapon never before seen!”

            

    
        Chapter 98: Lipon

    
    
    
    
                From a table, he brought over a small ornate box and opened it, revealing what appeared to be a weapon handle. It was oddly shaped with a hole where the blade or handle would normally be attached. Sol used [Analysis], but nothing appeared; he didn’t know whether this was a prank or real.

“This is the weapon?”

“Yes! It’s a true marvel, combining the best parts of alchemy and tinkering, creating what I like to call a Lipon.” Fabio produced a small metal cylinder with a light blue liquid inside and showed it to Sol before demonstrating how it worked. “First, you insert this cartridge charged with pure elemental essence into the bottom of the handle here. Then, once you hear the click and you know it's locked in place, you grip the handle like so and pull back on the trigger here…”

As he pulled back the trigger from the hole on top of the handle, a burst of ice blasted outwards as a curved sword of ice was formed.

Using [Analysis] again, something actually appeared.

Elemental Ice Sword
Unique

Attack: 145-175
Durability: 900/900

Skills:
[Sharpness] Lv 7, [Frost Touch] Lv 7, [Ice Shatter] Lv 7

“And tada! You now have an ice sword! It doesn’t only just create blades but hammers, whips, you name it! All you have to do is have the right pattern slot in place.”

Fabio opened a small compartment on the side of the handle and took out a tiny metal rectangle with a sword engraved on it. After showing it to the two, Fabio inserted the pattern back in its place and continued with the demonstration.

“Once you're ready to put away your weapon, all you have to do is hit this button here. It will close the valve and stop fueling the weapon.”

Hitting the button, the ice sword began to evaporate, losing its source of power until all that was left was the simple handle.

“Soooo? What do you think?”

Fabio was trying to market this weapon extraordinarily hard, and honestly, it was a pretty good weapon all things considered. It was versatile, being able to form a variety of weapons, and it can do different elements depending on the needs of the occasion. It would be hard to swap on the fly, but that was a downside that Sol could live with. There was only one worry that could dissuade him from buying it: the price.

“How much is it?”

“This fine engineering marvel can be yours for 400—no, 350 gold!”

‘Still too high, maybe I can bring it down some more so we can also get Amber a unique weapon.’

Making an unwilling expression, Sol spoke, “Hmm, I think that's too high as there are a few problems with this… Lipon. The elemental weapon looks to be on the weaker side of unique weapons, which could be offset by the different weapons it could form, but who has talents with multiple weapons? You would need to find someone with a [Weapon Master] talent at the very least, and they could probably afford better weapons.”

Surprised at the criticisms, Fabio nodded, “That’s true, but even with only one weapon pattern, the Lipon can be of any element with the right cartridge!”

“That's the second issue I wanted to talk about: how long does each cartridge last? Wouldn't want it to run out during battle. Also, how do I go about getting more of these cartridges?”

“A full one will last for about 5 hours, but no one fights for that long continuously. You can turn it on and off and conserve it so it lasts about 5 hours of combat. For how to get more… there's three ways. You could buy it here for 20 gold each, fill it with elemental essence you buy or find, or if you have a mage friend they can fill it up for you. After testing, we found it takes around 800-900 mana to fill one container. We can give you the spell scroll so your mage knows how to fill it with their elemental affinity.”

Sol found this extremely useful for him as he could fill it with dark essence found in the dungeon or with his own mana and fill it with earth, water, wind, and fire.

‘If it was anyone else, this would become a money sink… Ah, wait!”

Putting on his most convincing face, Sol negotiated, “That’s even more reason why it shouldn't be that high. 350 gold for a weapon that needs more money for it to actually work? I would get it if it was 150, 200 would be pushing it, but 350?”

Fabio had a difficult expression; he couldn’t deny it was a huge flaw for long-term use, but he couldn’t lower the price that much either.

Sol presented an offer, “How about this: 150 for the Lipon, 20 for the ice cartridge, and the last 30 gold in however many empty cartridges. I’ll see if I am able to fill them with dark essence from the dungeon, but I’ll still need other elements so I’ll have to come back for more. On top of it all, I plan to participate in the upcoming knight selection.”

Fabio tilted his head not knowing what that had to do with this.

“You know the final test for the selection is an optional tournament for all the participants. When I fight in front of the entire city, I’ll do it with this.” Sol held up the Lipon. “I’m sure this will garner a lot of attention to you and your shop.”

The man sighed, ‘I have no guarantee he will qualify for the test, but if he does…’

The thought of the free marketing he would receive from the event made his mouth slightly water.

“You drive a hard bargain, kid! You have a deal! 200 for the Lipon, the ice cartridge, and 30 empty ones. What pattern would you like for the Lipon?”

Hiding the excitement at convincing the man, Sol asked, “Can I have all of them?”

“Huh? All of them?”

Sol quickly realized his mistake and quickly made up an excuse.

“Well, how am I supposed to showcase your weapon if I can’t show one of its defining features? I have a few weapon skills that aren’t tied to one specific weapon.”

“Oh, I see, sure then.”

Fabio took the Lipon and placed it back in its ornate box, he left the ice cartridge still inside and also added 30 empty cartridges neatly in the box. Fabio also took another smaller box from a nearby drawer and opened it showing a variety of small metal rectangles. On them were the pictures of weapons engraved onto the metal that made it easier to identify which creates what.

“Here, these are all the different patterns I have managed to make so far. Be careful with them as they are delicate. Though don’t worry once inside the Lipon it is well protected.”

Receiving two boxes, Sol stored them in his spatial ring and handed Fabio the 200 gold.

Fabio smiled and thanked Sol, “Pleasure doing business with you. I hope you make it to the finals.”

Sol smiled back and nodded, “Thanks, I’ll do my best.”

With a final wave, the two left the shop and headed back to one of the previous weapon shops. Since Sol obtained the Lipon for a cheap price, the two could pool their remaining money and buy Amber a unique weapon as well. Luckily, daggers tended to be cheaper than other weapons as they were smaller and required fewer materials, so they found a decent unique one for 400 gold.

            

    
        Chapter 99: Rest

    
    
    
    
                With both of them having powerful new weapons, they spent the remaining money on resupplying their food and other items. Sol especially stocked up on more food in fear of running out.

If it simply wasn't for a certain someone trying to learn how to cook while in a dungeon, it wouldn't have been a problem in the first place. While Sol didn’t know exactly how the food was disappearing, it had happened so much that it couldn't be attributed to him miscounting anymore.

Sol knew it was Amber as it couldn't be anyone else, but since she hadn’t asked and instead sneakily swiped it, he assumed there must be a good reason for it and let it be for now. He also gave her some of the food to store in her spatial ring so she didn't have to keep stealing from him. This also made it easier to keep track of the remaining supplies.

Done with the shopping, Sol didn't want to dive back into the dungeon so soon. It was a dreary place and the only company they had was each other. There were other parties delving in the dungeon as well, but the two stayed clear of them to prevent conflict. The only company he had in the dungeon was Amber, and while he appreciated her presence, she wasn’t that great of a conversation partner.

Even if he didn't want to dive back in, he had no choice as the knight selection takes place in a little under two weeks. Sol knew he had to prepare as best he could and believed he had just enough time to make it to the 21st floor. While it only took them a week for the first ten floors, the guide showed the later floors were much larger and even traversing through them while avoiding traps and enemies would take hours. Though they had to jump back into the dungeon soon, it didn’t mean they had to right at this moment.

While walking through the bustling city streets, Sol looked at Amber and told her the plan, “How about we take the rest of today off and tomorrow we can head back to the dungeon?”

Amber nodded and followed behind him like usual.

Sol stopped and turned back to her, “We don’t have to be together to relax you know. Is there nothing you want to do or see?”

Amber didn't respond as she gazed back at Sol. The two were locked in a sudden staring contest for a full minute until Sol awkwardly looked away. Sol could tell this was heading nowhere and decided to take a more direct approach.

“Okay how about this, let's split up. You can do whatever you want or nothing at all. We can meet up back at the inn before dusk.”

Amber nodded and disappeared from his view using her invisibility skill. Sol knew she left because he could see her mana signature sift through the busy streets without touching or bumping into anyone on the way. He didn’t know why she went invisible to leave, but he didn’t really care that much; she had done weirder things.

Sol also worded what he said like an order so Amber would actually follow it. Sol seldom ordered Amber around as he knew why she obeyed to a fault and felt guilty for doing so but he had to. Not only did Sol need some alone time, but he didn’t want Amber to grow attached to following him around. Sol knew she had next to no independence thanks to the mind alterations, but recently he had seen her express herself from time to time. So Sol felt this was a good chance to give her a small push.

Now alone, Sol turned to the bustling streets and wondered.

“Hmm… where to then?” Sol didn’t really know what the city had to offer besides adventuring related matters so he was stumped on what to do.

Sol wandered aimlessly through the city and eventually found a nice park to relax in. Sol sat on the grass under a tree as he watched the people go on their walks or chat. He felt it was a nice change of pace from constant fighting. There was only one problem.

Sol's fingers were tapping the grass impatiently as he was bored out of his mind. It had been less than five minutes and he already wished he was doing something else.

‘Have I become restless?’

Sol shook his head; he had always been this way. He was never one to sit still and watch others; he always had to be doing something. Even before obtaining [Siphoner], Sol would spend his time helping or studying information in the guild whenever he wasn’t hunting to level up. It made Sol feel uneasy whenever he wasn’t doing anything.

‘Might as well improve my skills…’

Sol used [Reinterpret] and was taken back into the white room in his mind. He wasn’t worried about what would happen to his real body as he was aware of his surroundings at all times. The only difference was that it felt like it was in the back of his mind.

This gave Sol an idea. “What if…”

With a wave of his hand, the edge of the white room gained color as it formed into the image of the park in his surroundings. People in the distance could be seen walking by as a nearby Sol was sitting under a tree. It was all happening in real time.

“Wow, this makes it much more pleasant.”

Ignoring the fake Sol sitting by the tree, Sol summoned another clone and practiced a variety of skills. Sol wasn’t sure which one he should focus on so for now he will try a few and see if there were any he could change or drastically improve.

            

    
        Chapter 100: Variant Skill

    
    
    
    
                Hours passed as Sol practiced with his skills. If there was one thing he learned from changing [Earth Hammer] into [Terra Spikes], it was that it was much better to analyze every aspect of the skill and find direct ways to improve them rather than mindlessly repeating the skills over and over. While repeatedly practicing would eventually level up the skill, it was much slower, and learning how the skill actually worked improved Sol’s ability to better control it.

It was like switching from blinking automatically to manually. The movements of the mana, the way his body moved, it was mostly subconsciously ingrained by [Siphon] and the system. It was when he took manual control that he could learn to create the earth spikes without a weapon to act as a medium.

Sol also found out that gaining [Terra Spikes] was mostly a fluke. He found some skills much harder to fundamentally change and others much easier. One of the skills he practiced, [Ground Shrink], was one of the harder ones to change. The most he could do was find ways to increase the power of his legs to move faster while also increasing the recovery time to use it again.

The only skill he was able to slightly change was [Barricade]. While it drastically increased defense, Sol found it too inconvenient for the skill to also immobilize the user. He found out he could cancel the skill by changing the way he locked his body when using the skill. It would keep its strong pose to handle the brunt of attacks but if needed he could stop at any time.

There were also skills Sol couldn’t practice with at all, or at least didn’t know how to. [Wild Hunt] was the prime example. Since the white room was only so big and he knew everything that occurred in it, there was no good way to verify how it worked in action. The second effect was also impossible to use, as whenever Sol tried to communicate with nature, he felt like his mana was trying to contact something but whenever it did, nothing responded. Sol knew this didn’t work because there was no nature in this white room, so he could only practice it in the real world, but he didn’t want to do that as the month-long cooldown was too long to test it out.

Sol noticed it was getting late and decided to end today's practice. Although he decided to stop now, he knew he would probably keep practicing back in the inn at night. Leaving the white room, Sol saw a few messages pop up.

[Ground Shrink] leveled up! (1 -> 2)

[Snap Punch] leveled up! (4 -> 6)

[Basic Psychic Mastery] leveled up! (2 -> 3)

[Concealment] evolved into [Invisibility]!

[Barricade] transformed into [Barricade (Variant)]!

‘Variant?’

The name reminded him of the variant kobold he fought. Variants were different or mutated versions of monsters, Sol reasoned it was the same with skills.

[Barricade (Variant)] Lv 9: Take a defensive stance that greatly enhances defense by 800%. Can be canceled early. Duration: 5 seconds. Cooldown: 2 minutes.

Sol wasn’t surprised by the effects as he already knew what the changes were going to be, so after giving it a glance, he closed the skill description and made his way back to the inn. When Sol arrived, he noticed Amber was already there in the dining hall. She was being berated by one of the cooks, and Sol couldn’t really make out what they were talking about.

“Why the hell did you think it was a good idea to use sugar-”

Sol overheard a little bit of what the chef was saying before the man suddenly stopped. The cook now looked nervous, like he was on thin ice with the woman in front of him.

“Hey Amber, is everything alright?”

Sol couldn’t see it from the table blocking the view, but Amber silenced the cook with her unique dagger, pointed menacingly at his thigh. Amber herself couldn’t explain it, but she didn’t want Sol to know she was learning to cook, at least not yet.

The cook being poked with the dagger understood what she wanted and spoke up, “Nope! Everything. Is. Just. Peachy!”

“Uhhh, okay? I’m gonna head up for the night, tomorrow before dawn let's meet up and head to the dungeon.”

Amber nodded, she hid the dagger back in her spatial ring, which relieved the cook and also left to go to her room. Sol followed behind as he went to his room leaving a cook who was terrified over what almost happened.

“Fuck… Why did I say yes to teaching her just because she was pretty?”

The cook lamented over his poor decision and hoped she would never approach him ever again. To be honest the cook believed everything was fine during the lessons, the only odd part was how she rarely spoke. It wasn’t until just now that his life was in danger. Luckily for him, Amber would be in the dungeon for the next two weeks assuring his safety for a while. At least until they returned.

Sol back in his room didn’t plan on sleeping but to instead continue practicing. Sol decided to focus on the ones he wouldn’t be able to level up by using [Siphon] in the near future. Activating [Reinterpret] and appearing in the white room once more Sol summoned his clone and restarted his practice session.

…

Just before sunrise, Sol exited the white room.

[Snap Punch] leveled up! (6 -> 8)

[Counter] leveled up! (1 -> 3)

[Blast Arrow] evolved into [Exploding Arrow]!

[Barrage] evolved into [Unending Volley]!

[Exploding Arrow] Lv 1: Launch a heavily mana charged arrow that deals massive damage in an area. Mana cost: 100.

[Unending Volley] Lv 1: Enter a focused state that allows one to rapidly fire an endless volley of arrows. Fires 5 arrows per second until users concentration breaks or reaches exhaustion.

A few skills had leveled up, and two of them had even evolved. Sol knew when the skills evolved in the white room, as he felt a much bigger change with the two skills compared to normal level ups. Feeling refreshed and ready to go, Sol got ready and headed downstairs.

Sol ordered breakfast for himself and Amber, and just as the food was being served, she arrived. The two ate their meals and, ready to take the dungeon by storm, headed to Necropolis with the intention of reaching the peak of B-Rank by the time they left.

            

    
        Chapter 101: 11th Floor

    
    
    
    
                The teleport sigil on the 10th floor flashed as Sol and Amber appeared out of thin air. Sol looked around and noticed they were not alone, with a few parties also getting ready to dive into the dungeon.

Sol had seen other parties before while diving into the dungeon, but they avoided making any contact with them. There weren't any rules that prohibited making contact with other parties, but there was a higher degree of danger doing so in a dungeon. If for some reason conflict arose from stealing someone's kill or over resources found and it ended with a fight, any who died would be forever lost in the dungeon. There wouldn’t even be a body to recover if that happened. No one wanted to die that way so they usually kept to themselves.

At least that was usually the case.

“Attention! I better not see any of you on the 13th floor, western side! Our party will be hunting there and will attack any trespassers on sight!”

The one speaking was a rather intimidatingly tall sharp jawed man who stood in front of a group of 30 adventurers.

‘How do they plan to gain any experience with such a large group?’

Sol had a small misconception as to why these people were in the dungeon. This group had no intention to level up, but to instead harvest the valuable resources of the dungeon. All these adventurers couldn’t progress anymore in their careers for a multitude of reasons. Some were dealt poor talents that made it harder for them to fight the stronger enemies on deeper floors, a few of them had debt they had to pay off, and others simply didn’t want to risk their lives and now devoted themselves to making easy money.

They claimed the west side of the 13th floor because with their quantity, they would be able to strip it clean of resources. The monsters didn’t pose a threat with their numbers making it an easy job. The only downside of this resource gathering was that it stripped the dungeon of everything it had. The materials don’t regrow that fast so they had to rotate between different floors so they could maintain high earnings. This caused a lot of friction with other parties who were smaller and were unable to find anything good after the huge group passed through the day before.

Although the other parties had a lot of resentment towards the group, the large group vastly outnumbered the other parties and it would take all of them joining together to pose a threat to them. Some had tried to report their behavior to the Adventurers Guild, but they were told that nothing could be done. They weren’t doing anything technically illegal; it fell in a legally gray area. The group wasn’t claiming dungeon territory as their own, they just stated they would be there and warned them to not interfere with their hunting. As far as the rules were concerned, that was normal party behavior.

Sol took note of the area so he could avoid it later. Although Sol didn’t like the way they were acting, it was a lot of people and he wouldn’t start a brawl just because he disagreed with their methods. The two walked past the other adventurers and made their way to the dungeon passage but were stopped by one of the members of the large group.

“Hey you! Stop! You’re gonna have to wait until we are ready.”

Sol spoke back now annoyed, “What?”

“Ya heard me. You don’t have to wait long, just give us five minutes.”

The dismissive attitude really peeved Sol but he still didn’t want to get in a tussle with them, so he let it be. Sol turned around and took a seat on the floor nearby with the thought that if they did take too long he and Amber would just use [Invisibility] and sneak past them.

Amber followed silently behind Sol and leaned against the wall next to him.

A few minutes passed and three people came from the teleport sigil. The trio headed to the large group and the middle-aged man in front was apologizing to the group.

“Hey everyone, sorry we’re late.”

The sharp jawed man was the one who spoke back in a half joking manner.

“You had us waiting, almost thought y’all were gonna no show.”

“Nah, wouldn't miss this for the world. There was a long line for potions today.”

The sharp jawed man turned to his other group members, “Everyone ready?”

The ones sitting stood up and everyone nodded. The sharp jawed man led the group to the passage as the other parties waited for them to leave.

Seeing they were finally on the move, Sol stood up and with Amber made their way to the passage before once again being stopped. This time by an orange haired woman who led a smaller party of 4 other adventurers.

“Hey, you should wait a bit longer.”

Feeling this was getting ridiculous, Sol almost shouted at the woman but managed to hold himself back. Even so, his patience was running thin.

“Why? Is there a line for ten entire floors? Isn’t there enough space for everyone?”

The woman shook her head, “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. We are all waiting for that group to get further ahead. If we follow behind them too closely they will think we are trying to either backstab them or take the materials for ourselves. More than a few groups have disappeared that way.”

Seeing she meant well, Sol felt guilty. “I’m also sorry. I thought you were gonna be like them.”

She laughed, “No worries. Water under the bridge. I can tell you’re new here so let me give you a tip. I suggest you take it slow for a day or two and let that group get to their hunting spot. Then you don't have to risk accidentally bumping into them.”

Sol understood her reasoning, but he didn’t have the luxury to spend time on the earlier floors.

‘Time is limited, but we should spend some time fighting the enemies on this floor before fighting their stronger versions.’

Sol appreciated the tip. “Thanks, I'll keep that in mind.”

“No problem, see ya around.” The woman waved her hand and returned to her group to wait.

Sol sat down and waited; eventually, ten minutes later one of the parties judged it was a good time to head in. Others seeing the party move in also stood up ready to go inside.

The duo watched as party after party went into the dungeon until only they were the last ones.

“You ready?”

With a simple nod from Amber, the two also headed into the 11th floor of the dungeon, ready to tackle these new and stronger enemies.

            

    
        Chapter 102: A Day In The Life

    
    
    
    
                In the center of Crestal City stood the royal palace, built by the greatest architects, builders, and mages the kingdom had at its disposal. It was intended to stand tall and strong, symbolizing the eternal prosperity of the kingdom. Not only was the palace large enough to house an entire army, but it also implemented the best security measures the kingdom could afford.

An entire magic array covered the palace, negating almost all stealth skills, including invisibility, and preventing the use of any magic that didn’t take place in the training grounds. The only way one could cast magic outside of the training grounds was by having an emblem that was only bestowed to trusted individuals by the royal family. These individuals could be grand mages, knight captains, or other important personnel. The emblems were attuned to those they were bestowed upon to prevent thieves from making use of the stolen emblems.

In one of the countless rooms of the palace, a 22-year-old young lady with long golden hair sat behind a desk. She wore an extravagant blue and white dress that complemented her already charming appearance. The young lady, none other than Princess Valerie, the future queen of the Kingdom of Crestelia, reviewed document after document, trying to make sense of the madness written on them. She had been reading these documents all night, evident by the bags under her eyes.

A knock was heard as a maid entered the room.

“Your Highness, it’s time for today's lesso-” The maid paused when she saw Valerie’s tired face. Although the maid should have been used to seeing this by now, it still saddened her every time she saw how much Valerie silently endured.

Putting down the papers in front of her, Valerie nodded. “Thank you. I’ll be ready soon, I just need a moment.”

The princess opened a nearby drawer and took out a glass bottle with light orange liquid inside. She drank the entire bottle, and immediately her complexion improved. The potion she drank was a rousing potion, but not just any normal potion could have such fast and powerful effects, especially for someone of her level. This one had to be at the very least of unique rarity.

The higher someone's stats are, the less effective weaker potions are. A common example would be health potions. To someone with 1500 health, a potion that only heals 200 is just a drop in the bucket, and sometimes if the wounds were too drastic, it won’t even manage to heal that much in its attempt to prevent more health loss.

Valerie had high enough vitality that she could endure a few sleepless nights, but she hadn’t slept once since the loss of her brother, the crown prince, three weeks ago. Not because she was mourning his loss; she had yet to even be given the chance to do so because all of her brother's responsibilities now fell onto her, and she had to catch up quickly.

Valerie was never expected to take over the kingdom, and she herself never wanted to either. She got along great with her brother, and following her father’s suggestion, she never took any lessons on managing and leading the kingdom. This was to prevent any factions from seeing Valerie as a potential ruler and working towards dividing the kingdom in an attempt to gain more power.

Now that came back to bite the royal family, with Valerie’s brother now dead from a dungeon monster house and her father severely ill from unknown causes. She had to learn everything she needed to know regarding ruling, managing others, and diplomacy as quickly as possible before her father passed away.

Fully recovered thanks to the potion, Valerie stood up, fixed her dress, and made her way to where the military formation expert was waiting to teach her.

…

After another exhausting lesson, Valerie had some free time between now and her next lesson. She didn’t plan to rest and was instead making her way back to her study to review other lessons until she was stopped by one of the most important people in the palace.

It was another young woman the same age as Valerie with blue hair that cut off at ear length. She wore traditional white robes, which also worked as her formal attire for the role she had in the palace. She was Wendy, the kingdom’s saintess. A very common name, but how could her commoner parents know she would unlock the extremely elusive talent of [Fate].

While Valerie wanted to head back to continue studying, she knew she had to make time for important people like Wendy.

“Good morning, Wendy. Have you been able to see anything yet?”

Wendy shook her head. “Barely. I don’t know who tampered with fate this hard, but they made it impossible to really see anything.”

“Really? But didn’t that happen a week ago?”

“Yes, but…” Wendy paused to think of a good way to explain it to someone who can’t see the lines of fate like her. “Whenever someone tampers with fate, they usually cause ripples to spread throughout it; usually, it's like dropping a pebble in a lake, small ripples. This, however… it’s like they dropped a massive boulder into the lake; everywhere I see, all I can see are the massive waves. Even a week later, the ripples still make it hard to even tell what they did, but yesterday I was able to see something.”

“What did you see?”

“They changed the fate of a single individual. I didn’t even think it was possible to do that. What's even more important is that whoever this person is, he is currently in the capital.”

Surprised, as this could become a disaster for the kingdom, Valerie asked, “What?! Can you pinpoint their location? Maybe if you see them in person, you can find out more.”

“It’s not possible. I can only see fate for a limited time, and there are too many people in the capital to sift through all of them. All we can do is wait until the ripples settle and try to figure it out from there.”

Valerie sighed internally, it was another problem to put on the never ending list.

“We can only hope for the best then.”

“Yes, I just thought you should know.”

“Although we can’t do anything now, the moment you find out the smallest of details, let me know as soon as possible.”

“Will do, Princess.”

Bidding farewell, Valerie headed back to her study, and before reviewing the material, she took out another potion. This one was a mental acuity potion that helped focusing and retaining information. By this point, she was sick of constantly consuming potions, but she had no choice if she was to fill the vacancy left by her brother.

            

    
        Chapter 103: Dead Prowler

    
    
    
    
                In a secluded part of the 11th floor, Sol was alone as he crouched, scanning the area for potential traps. The guide didn’t pinpoint the exact location of where they could be, as traps, once activated, disappeared and rearmed in different locations throughout the floor.

The guide did explain what kind of traps to look out for, which was why Sol was checking the floors for grooves to avoid accidentally stepping on anything. Sol had yet to find one, so he was mostly working off what the guide said.

It was at that moment when Sol was looking at the ground that a figure appeared behind him and plunged downwards with a dagger. Sol suddenly turned around with his shield appearing from his spatial ring, completely blocking the blow. Amber appeared behind the enemy, as she had been waiting for it to appear, and stabbed downwards with her new dagger. Sol had already noticed the figure trailing behind them, waiting for them to let their guard down. That was why Sol told Amber to go invisible and wait to attack at the perfect time, and why he purposefully made it seem like he was looking for traps.

Out of its stealth, Sol used [Analysis], though he already knew what they were dealing with from the information they had read ahead of time.

Name: N/A Race: Dead Prowler 
Talents: [Stealth], [Dagger], [Instant Killer] 
Level: 72

HP: 549/1400 MP: 300 
Str: 80 Vit: 90 (+50) 
Agi: 150 (+40) Int: 10 
Wis: 30

Talent Skills: 
[Vanish] Lv 7, [Critical Eye] Lv 5

Passive Skills: 
[Living Corpse] Lv MAX, [Agility Up] Lv 8, [Intermediate Dagger Mastery] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 4, [Muffled Movements] Lv MAX, [Basic Throwing Mastery] Lv 8

Active Skills: 
[Ground Shrink] Lv 4, [Crippling Strike] Lv 9, [Blurry Steps] Lv 5, [Backstab] Lv 8, [Disarm] Lv 4

A Dead Prowler. A stealthy assassin with most of its skills and abilities centralized on gaining the first strike that could grievously wound those who were caught unaware. But once it lost the element of stealth, it was light work to deal with them.

With daggers plunged into the Dead Prowler's back, Sol withdrew the Lipon and pulled its trigger, sending a deadly ice blade outwards.

Elemental Ice Sword 
Unique

Attack: 145-175 
Durability: 900/900

Skills: 
[Sharpness] Lv 7, [Frost Touch] Lv 7, [Ice Shatter] Lv 7

‘It’s the same.’

Using the same elemental cartridge that the weapon came with, Sol used [Cross Slash], leaving trails of ice on the body of the Dead Prowler.

You have slain a Lv 72 Dead Prowler! Gained 270,000 Exp (200%)

Learned [Disarm] Lv 3!

Learned [Backstab] Lv 6!

[Invisibility] leveled up! (1 -> 3)

[Disarm] Lv 3: Send a perfectly aimed attack at the opponent that forces the target to involuntarily release their weapon. Cooldown: 3 minutes.

[Backstab] Lv 6: A powerful attack committing the user's entire body. Deals 300% increased damage. Cooldown: 4 minutes.

After processing the knowledge of both skills, Sol wasn’t that amazed by either of them.

‘Backstab is okay, but it has a lot of requirements to successfully land. It really is only viable when using it as a surprise attack. Disarm is a great skill for fighting other people, but here it only works on certain undead.’

In the 11th to 19th floors, only the Dead Prowlers and one other enemy wielded weapons. This made the skill not very useful at this moment, but Sol knew that in the knight selection, it could surprise his opponents if well-timed.

‘I should level it up and keep it as a trump card. The other two skills I’ll take will be [Agility Up] and [Blurry Steps] for [Perfect Balance] and [Overpower].’

With the monster dead, Sol turned to Amber for her opinion.

“What do you think about the Dead Prowler?”

“Smart.”

Amber didn’t have to think about a response, as she already knew based on its actions. Sol nodded in agreement. The undead from the 1st to 9th floors barely had any sentience; the Skeleton Mage was the only one who could barely think, and it was just to cast the most appropriate spells; it still attacked blindly. Though they had only fought the Dead Prowler, it showed them that they would have to be on guard at all times.

“The guide also said these were the easiest enemies…”

With a party member who could detect enemies or a magic tool that had a similar function, the Dead Prowlers were rendered useless. The other enemies didn’t have such an easy way to counter and tended to be prolonged fights. The only saving grace was that these enemies tended to be solitary and roamed the floors alone, and if they did group up, it would at most be in groups of three.

With the Dead Prowler that was following them now dead, they could continue their search for the other three types of enemies that they will encounter on these coming floors.

…

Hours passed as the duo reached the end of the floor. They had fought more Dead Prowlers, Spectres, and Animated Armor but were unable to find the last enemy listed in the guide, which was Shadow Amalgamations. The Spectres provided magic-based skills improving his [Mana Efficiency] and an interesting skill called [Life Drain].

[Life Drain] Lv 6: Absorb the life force of the target. Absorption rate based on intelligence.

The other enemy, Animated Armor, helped Sol improve his [Invincible Body] as it had multiple of the skills that combined into it. It had other good skills, but Sol decided it was best to focus all his effort on improving his defense.

Checking his watch, Sol noticed it took them almost 16 hours just to reach the stairs, which amazed him how such a large structure could exist under the capital.

‘If for some reason this dungeon collapses, wouldn't a giant sinkhole appear in the city?’

It was a random thought, as Sol had never heard of such a thing happening, but theoretically, it sounded possible.

Heading down the long staircase, Sol saw a few of the parties from early today setting up camp. He did notice how the large group from before was not here.

Looking around, Sol saw the orange haired woman and decided to find out where they were.

“Hey umm, you?”

The woman chuckled. “Samantha, but most call me Sammy.”

“Nice to meet you Sammy. I’m Sol. I was wondering where that big group went.”

“Oh them? They should be by the 13th floor by now.”

“What?! How?”

Sol and Amber were by no means slow, quickly dealing with the enemies they encountered. What mostly slowed them down was checking for traps to avoid accidentally triggering corrosive gas or cave-ins.

Sammy explained, “They have just about everything in their group. Traps are easily found thanks to their trackers, and enemies don’t stand a chance when they attack as a mob. They can also move really fast thanks to their wind mages who cast spells to increase the group's speed.”

Sol felt jealous of how fast they could traverse the dungeon. Even if Sol used agility-enhancing spells like [Tailwind], they could still accidentally fall for traps as they had no good way to identify them.

“I see, thank you.”

“Yeah, no problem. If you have any other questions, you can always come to us.”

Sammy turned back to rest with her party, and Sol went with Amber to set up their camp. Sol took out his tent, but he couldn’t bring himself to set it up.

“Hey Amber. How long do you think you can go without sleeping?”

            

    
        Chapter 104: Tired

    
    
    
    
                “Amber, back up!”

Amber leaped back as multiple earth spikes rose from the ground and pierced a large suit of armor. Half of the spikes broke against the extremely durable armor, but the rest managed to break through, shredding the metal.

Now immobilized by the earth spikes, Sol quickly chanted his new favorite spell.

“[Incinerate]!”

A violent flame erupted, consuming the moving suit of armor. The metal began to melt under the intense heat until the core that was protected beneath the armor couldn't withstand the damage anymore and broke.

You have slain a Lv 74 Animated Armor! Gained 270,000 Exp (200%)

[Invincible Body] leveled up! (6 -> 7)

‘Finally, it leveled up.’

When fighting the Animated Armors, Sol had only been siphoning the skills that were combined into [Invincible Body]. Even after going through an entire floor, it had yet to level up once. Only now was Sol finally able to make some progress.

‘Could be for a variety of reasons, but it’s likely because each skill now contributes much less to the overall skill.’

Sol opened his status page to look at his progress.

Name: Sol Race: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 69
Exp: 2,630,740/19,600,000

HP: 1400 MP: 1400 
Str: 70 (+70)Vit: 70 (+70)
Agi: 65 (+70)Int: 70 (+70)
Wis: 70 (+70)

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 6, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Passive Skills: 
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 3, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 3, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 7, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 3, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 6, [Wild Hunt] Lv 1, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 2, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Exploding Arrow] Lv 1, [Invisibility] Lv 5, [Death Cyclone] Lv 9, [Terra Spikes] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Destructive Charge] Lv 8, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Barricade (Variant)] Lv 8, [Unending Volley] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 3, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement] Lv 7, [Disarm] Lv 7, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Life Drain] Lv 5

Out of all Sol’s combined skills, only [Invincible Body] and [Perfect Balance] have been able to level up. Sol was a bit worried at his lifespan apparently increasing by another 50 years, but he decided to leave that impending existential crisis for his future self.

Turning to Amber, Sol could tell she was tired, and he felt slightly guilty over his actions. Fifteen hours ago, Sol suggested they didn’t rest, but instead kept going until the 13th floor and rest there. Sol logically argued that the further they got, the more they could level up and improve. It was also possible to do because of their increased stats, allowing them to function for longer periods of time.

Sol got the idea from hearing of the large group that bulldozed through the dungeon. There was no real reason to stay and rest for so long when they could keep going. Other parties weren’t able to do this, as their party members specialized in different fields and invested in different stats, so some who hadn’t increased their vitality enough wouldn't be able to keep going without resting.

The only problem was Amber didn’t have vitality as high as Sol. While a physical fighter, her stats were more invested in agility and strength, with vitality lagging behind on both. If they weren’t fighting Amber would have been able to go multiple days without sleep or rest but combat consumes a lot of stamina and tires one out quickly.

Luckily for Amber, they were reaching the end of the floor and she would be able to get some well-deserved rest soon.

…

Upon reaching the entrance of the 13th floor, they noticed how there was a sectioned off area with a rather large camp set up. In the entrance of the camp were three adventurers who were guarding the area. Sol easily guessed it was the camp of the large group.

Sol went to a nice spot not claimed by anyone and set up camp. Sol also built Amber’s tent, as he could tell, even with her attempts to hide it, how tired she was. The moment Sol finished setting her tent, she immediately went to sleep without bothering to eat food.

‘I may have gone too far. Let's take it one floor at a time from now on.’

Although Sol still had energy to spare, he had to take into consideration the wellbeing of his companion. Sol should have known by now that if he asked Amber if she could do something, she would always agree, even if it would be difficult for her.

Sol made himself a quick meal and entered his tent. He didn’t plan on sleeping, but instead was going to try combining new skills. Taking his time to review all the skills through the strings [Aggregate] showed, Sol decided to first combine something easy.

The reddish-hue string of [Exploding Arrow] began to wrap around the grayish white [Unending Volley]. The process was very easy, as he only chose to combine two skills, and soon he saw the results.

Learned [Bombardment] Lv 1!

[Bombardment] Lv 1: Unleash a devastating rain of exploding arrows that destroy everything in its path. Mana cost: 25 per arrow. Fires 5 arrows per second until the user's concentration breaks, reaches exhaustion, or mana depletion.

From the skill description alone, Sol felt like it was a good improvement, but he wasn't too sure if its strength was greater than the individual skills. Sol wanted to try it out but was unable to do so, as from its description, it would be very loud and he didn’t want to bother Amber who was sleeping. It was at that moment Sol had an idea and used [Reinterpret].

Entering the white room, Sol didn’t summon a clone and instead manifested a copy of the Pollen Bow in his hands and a quiver full of arrows on his back.

Sol took a deep breath to calm his aim. Once he was ready, he used [Bombardment] and launched the first arrow.

Arrow after arrow was released as his hands blurred from his quiver to his bow. Multiple arrows flew with their tips glowing hot red as they reached the end of the white room.

BOOM BOOM BOOM

Loud explosions reverberated in the room as the entire area kept constantly exploding from the exploding arrows. Soon the explosions stopped as he looked to see the damage. The entire side of the white room was scorched and blown apart; Sol knew if he had to take that attack it would severely hurt him.

Sol noticed how the area it was impacting could be even bigger and with a single thought expanded the walls of the room further. Once expanded, Sol released another barrage and assessed the damage.

The skill could easily cover a 30 meter area, but that was if he spread his shots. Sol was also able to focus the destruction onto a single point and completely obliterate a small 1-meter area.

Needless to say, the skill was much stronger than before, leaving Sol completely satisfied.

Sol exited the white room and decided to continue combining other skills to see what he could make.
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                A few hours later, Sol looked at the descriptions of his new and enhanced skills.

[Invincible Body] Lv 6: Increase Defense by 220. Nullify physical damage by 30%. High chance to ignore mental status effects. Increased health regeneration by 300%. Able to slowly regrow small body parts.

[Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 7: Enhance two aspects of your weapon: Sharpness, weight, speed, etc. Able to apply life stealing properties in place of one enhancement. Mana cost varies depending on the strength and type of enhancement.

[Storm Blitz] Lv 8: Violently spin your blade towards a direction using momentum to further increase its destructive power. Continuous use will increase the distance and power of each subsequent spin. Chance to lose control increases the longer it’s in effect. Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Sol realized he could have added [Increased Health Regeneration] to [Invincible Body]. It ended up degrading the skill back to level 6, but Sol believed it to be worth it. It gained the additional effect of slowly regenerating small body parts. Sol wasn't sure exactly how small it could regenerate, but he wasn’t very keen on losing a hand just to find out.

Sol also combined [Life Drain] into [Weapon Enhancement], removing the skill's main weakness. Originally, to use [Life Drain] required physical contact to be used, but Sol mostly used weapons when fighting. Sol would have to let go of his weapon to make use of the skill which made it hard for him to make good use of it. Now Sol could enchant the weapon itself to gain the life stealing properties. This change wasn’t drastic enough to become its own new skill, so it only became a variant version of the original skill.

‘So [Reinterpret] isn’t the only way to make variant skills… Would it be possible to make variant skills without [Reinterpret] or [Aggregate]?'

If Sol thought about how [Reinterpret] functions, he would understand that the way the skill changed was based on how he directly changed it after analyzing and improving it. The talent skill made the process much easier by providing an environment where he could completely envision and practice with skills endlessly, but it was possible without it.

Sol had yet to see variant skills and didn’t know if anyone else had even managed to do such a thing, so he changed his focus to the only other actual new skill he made. Sol combined [Destructive Charge] and [Death Cyclone], which became [Storm Blitz]. Without trying it out, Sol felt like it was a decent upgrade but not anything amazing. How it used to be, [Death Cyclone] couldn’t be used while moving. It worked well in the earlier floors, but in this section of the dungeon, enemies wouldn't blindly charge into a sword if they saw it coming.

Having a higher sense of awareness made [Death Cyclone] essentially useless. Sol hoped by adding the not often used skill of [Destructive Charge] would give him more agency in moving around while keeping the destructive power of the spin.

By the time Sol finished his skill improvements, Amber came out of her tent looking much better than before. With higher vitality, the recovery speed also increases, so what would normally have left someone sleeping for over half a day was only a 6 hour rest for Amber.

Sol made a savory meal for both of them using the supplies they bought beforehand. Sol’s cooking was once again rapidly devoured by Amber, and the two headed off into the dungeon.

The enemies they encountered were no match for the coordinated efforts of the two, and they had already developed strategies for each enemy type with the exception of one they had yet to encounter.

When fighting Dead Prowlers, they would have to bait it into attacking first. If the Dead Prowler realized the two knew it was there, it would immediately run away, using all its movement abilities to get as far away as possible. While the two could give chase, it would be unwise to do so, as the guide stated that Dead Prowlers would try to bait chasers into traps or other enemies.

Specters mostly relied on their talent skill [Soul Fire] to deal damage. They mostly fought by flying at their enemies and burning their health and mana with multiple debilitating skills. The only way to prevent them from doing so was to never let them touch you. Their only weakness was their relatively slow speeds. Sol and Amber were able to easily maintain their distance, leaving the Specter helpless to their onslaught of attacks.

The most troubling of the enemies were the Animated Armors. The pure chunks of walking metal were so incredibly durable that Amber was not able to deal much damage even with her unique daggers. Their only reliable source of damage was the usage of magic, so their strategy had to change accordingly. Amber played the role of distracting the Animated Armor as she dodged its attacks while Sol cast spell after spell.

The duo continued taking down undead after undead until they saw a pitch black root that appeared to consume even the light surrounding it.

Sol exclaimed, “Look over there, Amber! We haven't seen any materials until now.”

Having to trail behind where the large group had passed through, there were no materials or resources to be found. That group had completely stripped the dungeon of everything it had. Now that they were on the 13th floor, they had a real chance of finding materials.

The two had found a shadow root, one of the rarer materials one could find in the dungeon. It was a highly concentrated version of dark essence useful for a variety of industries, making it worth a good amount. The guild paid 40 gold per shadow root, and the two were in rather dire need for money after spending most of it on upgrading their weapons.

Sol commented to Amber as he took out the tools to remove it. “This one looks especially potent, never seen one absorbing light.”

Carefully removing the shadow root from the wall it sprung out of, Sol was about to put it in his spatial ring until he heard someone shouting from behind him.

“Hey you! Put that down!”

            

    
        Chapter 106: Pushover

    
    
    
    
                Sol was caught unaware as he forgot to check his surroundings properly because the shadow root took most of his attention. The one who yelled at him was a tall man with long arms that almost reached his knees. His arms weren’t extremely long, but long enough that they were noticeable from a single glance. The man was accompanied by 4 other adventurers who had a look of anger mixed with annoyance.

“We’re letting you off with a warning. Put that root on the ground and leave.”

The man made it sound like he was doing the two a favor while still robbing. This especially peeved Sol.

“What? No. We found it first. Also, we aren't even on the western side of the floor.”

Sol had chosen a route that specifically didn’t enter the west side of the floor, though it did go near the center of the floor. They had to take this path as it was the fastest route and going all the way around the east side would take more than a day.

“Like we give a shit. We want that root.”

Sol wasn’t one to pick fights, but he also knew when to stand his ground. If Sol did as they said, they would see him as a pushover. They will take him compromising as a sign of weakness and take even more from them.

If they could take from him once, who's to say they couldn't take from him again?

The man gripped the handle of his sheathed sword.

“Last chance, kid.”

The adventures behind him began to slowly unsheathe their weapons. They wouldn’t hesitate to attack if Sol didn’t surrender the item.

Keeping his eyes fixated on the group, Sol spoke to Amber telepathically.

Stand behind me, but get ready to fight.

Amber couldn’t respond as the skill only allowed for one way communication, but she didn’t have to, as she silently took position behind Sol.

This didn’t escape the eyes of the long armed man as he disdainfully gave the order.

“Kill 'em!”

Surprisingly, the one who acted first was one of the mages in the back, but he didn’t cast any attack spells.

“[Harden Earth]!”

The mage’s mana spread through the ground in a way Sol had never seen before. It didn’t seem harmful, so it left him confused. Hoping that it wasn’t some kind of trap for later, Sol ignored it and took out his bow and used [Bombardment].

Multiple arrows with glowing red tips were launched with the intention to carpet bomb the entire passage. Before the arrows could reach their destination, the other mage cast a spell just in time.

“[Wind Wall]!”

The trajectories of the arrows were sent in different directions away from the party, with a few flying back towards Sol.

Not expecting his own attack to be turned against him, Sol quickly took out his shield and used [Barricade (Variant)], activated its [Wide Cover] and also activated his boots [Wind Barrier] just in case. Sol knew how devastating the arrows could be and didn’t know if his shield would be enough to cover for both of them.

As the barrier of wind formed, the first arrow made contact, erupting into a powerful blast. The other arrows that were deflected in other directions also began to blow up, and a terrifying chain reaction occurred. Arrows caught in the initial blast began to blow up, and the entire hallway became scorching hot.

When the explosion began to die down, Sol checked the durability of his shield.

The Protector
Rare

Defense: 60
Durability: 156/850

Skills:
[Wide Cover] Lv 5

‘It was nearly full just a moment ago…’

Sol put away his shield as he looked at the other side of the hallway to see the other party, surprised the duo came out unscathed.

One of the adventurers who had a rapier asked her allies, “Is that a unique shield?”

The long armed man nodded, “Probably, if so, you're in luck, Renard.”

The large man who wielded a tower shield called Renard agreed, “I have been wanting to get a smaller shield for a while now.”

“Sure, you can have it. Tristan, block their escape. Renard, lead the front.”

The earth mage Tristan cast, “[Earth Wall]!”

Tristan raised his shield as he began to move forward with his party not far behind.

Behind Sol and Amber, a solid wall rose much stronger than Sol’s [Earth Wall] when he used it long ago.

The wall didn’t scare Sol as he could break it with some effort, but even if he did and escaped, the group could pursue them easily. Sol turned back to Amber, but before he could even say anything, he realized she was gone.

‘She must be looking to take out the mages.’

Sol didn’t have to ask to know her intentions; the two had fought long enough together they could assume what each other was thinking.

‘If that's the case, I’ll get you the opening you need!’

Removing the Lipon from his spatial ring, Sol swapped out the cartridge with another one he had been wanting to try out. Pulling the trigger, a raging fire erupted from the handle as it quickly took form into a fire sword.

Elemental Fire Sword
Unique

Attack: 145-175
Durability: 900/900

Skills:
[Sharpness] Lv 7, [Burn] Lv 7, [Heat Wave] Lv 7

It took Sol a bit to understand how to transfer elemental mana into a cartridge, but once he figured it out, he made one of each element he had. Sol found that the attack and durability are the same for all the elements, but the skills changed slightly, but they also stay consistent. The first skill was based on the pattern fitted into the handle, which meant [Sharpness] for swords. The second one was a status affliction skill and the third was a skill that consumed a large portion of the cartridge's mana to release a special attack.

With his blazing sword in hand, Sol immediately released [Heat Wave] at the approaching group. As if sentient, the scorching fire blasted towards the man in the front.

Renard laughed as he raised his shield towards the wave of fire. “You think this is hot?! My mom cooks with fires hotter than this!”

Just before the fire reached Renard, he used [Barricade] to resist the attack.

Seeing the man use that skill, Sol knew it was the perfect opportunity and yelled.

“Now!”
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                Renard, unable to move while under the effects of [Barricade], saw spikes of rock and marble erupt out of nowhere targeting the woman with a rapier and the long armed man. The two were caught by surprise as the woman had a spike penetrate her leg while the long armed man managed to get out of the way in time.

The two mages were shocked at the earth spikes and began to move to help their friends, but the moment they did spelled their doom. Amber appeared behind Tristan and stabbed directly into his neck. The earth mage was unable to even scream as his lungs filled with blood; his team was completely unaware of his plight as their attention was focused on the raging fire and earth spikes.

Unable to do anything, Amber finished the man off with one more well placed stab in the heart. Leaving before the man's body hit the ground, Amber repeated the same attack on the wind mage, finishing her off as well without any noise and retreated back to stealth.

By the time the fire from [Heat Wave] died down and Renard was freed from his skill, two of his friends were already dead and another injured. No one saw who did it, but they could all guess it was the woman who was nowhere to be seen.

They weren't able to process the death of their comrades as Sol amped up the attack, charging towards Renard with his flame sword. The shield and elemental blade clashed with Renard's eyes shooting open with surprise at the fact he was losing in a contest of strength.

Renard yelled in frustration. “Shit! Help me!”

His teammates wanted to help but had to focus on watching their surroundings instead. They knew if they created the smallest of openings, that assassin would do the same she just did to their mages. The injured adventurer was even reluctant to drink a health potion in fear that would be enough to incur an attack.

Under such conditions, the two could only watch as their friend was attacked by Sol helplessly. Under Sol’s onslaught of attacks, eventually, Renard’s shield became nothing more than scrap metal. Sol was about to deal the finishing blow, but he hesitated.

‘Do I really need to kill them?’

Though it was but for a single moment, Renard noticed the opportunity and took it. With the remains of his shield, he threw them at Sol, hitting him in the stomach. It didn’t do any significant damage, but it pushed Sol back far enough that it gave Renard some breathing room.

Freed from Sol’s attacks, Renard tried to back up to join back up with his allies. As he was moving back, Amber came out of invisibility and stabbed him in the back. Although Renard had full body armor, Amber could attack the gaps in his armor with unparalleled precision.

Now that the two adventurers could see Amber, they immediately jumped in to save their friend. The combined effort of the three made it hard for Amber to dish out any substantial damage.

This all happened within a few short seconds, and when Sol recovered from being knocked back, he saw Amber being cornered by the three adventurers.

‘Now isn’t the time to hesitate!’

Sol used [Ground Shrink] to near instantly appear next to the adventurers and Amber and used [Cross Slash] on Renard and the long armed man, creating a large gash on both of their bodies.

“Guhah!”

“Grahh!”

Both of them stumbled backward, but Sol didn’t let them have any breathing room. Sol released an onslaught of skills on the two men as Amber targeted the lone woman with the rapier.

Sol finished Renard off this time with [Fell Cleave] as Amber killed the woman. The long armed man, being the last of his team alive, screamed in anger.

“YOU FUCKING ASSHOLE! YOU WON'T GET OUT OF HERE ALIVE!”

“Funny. I was thinking the same thing.”

Sol raised his sword as he slashed downwards at the man, but just before the blazing sword could make contact, a bright light flashed in all directions, blinding Sol and Amber.

Next thing the two knew, the long armed man was mysteriously gone.

Sol was confused. “He didn’t have any skills for escaping… How did he get away?”

Unable to find the man with [Mana Perception] and with no tracks to follow with [Wild Hunt], Sol had no idea where the man went. The two stood in the aftermath of the battle, with four bodies laying on the ground, not knowing what to do.

This gave Sol even more questions. “Why aren’t the bodies disappearing?”

Everyone knew that all who died in the dungeon were consumed by it, but for the first time, Sol was seeing this not be the case. With so many questions, Sol decided to stop trying to make sense of it all and instead think of what to do next.

“Amber, let's loot the bodies.”

If the bodies weren’t going to disappear, it meant they could obtain all the items that would have normally disappeared without any issue. Sol also took the chance to [Siphon] the skills from the dead adventurers.

[Mana Efficiency] leveled up! (7 -> 8)

[Counter] leveled up! (3 -> 4)

Learned [Piercing Lunge] Lv 5

[Piercing Lunge] Lv 5: Condense mana to the tip of your weapon and lunge forward, penetrating through most defenses. 150% increased damage. Mana Cost: 30

‘Does less damage than other skills but can easily go through armor. Not bad.’

Not long after they were both done looting the bodies, the ground rumbled, and the dead adventurers were absorbed into the ground.

Seeing the bodies disappear, Sol now knew what was the cause of the dungeon's delayed reaction.

‘That earth mage's spell [Harden Earth] temporarily makes it impossible for the dungeon to take away bodies.’

Sol siphoned the magic skills of both mages to learn new spells and in turn discovered why Tristan began the fight with that spell. It was so when they killed Sol and Amber they could loot their bodies.

Thinking of how fast they were to cast the spell and their actions as a whole, Sol clenched his fist.

“These people… have done it many times before…”

Amber turned to him not knowing what he was talking about. She understood it was about killing other adventurers but didn’t understand why it angered Sol this way.

Sol didn’t bother to elaborate his feelings. “Forget it, let's just go to the next floor.”

…

Near the entrance of the 13th floor, a blinding light shined, illuminating the dimly lit area. Two adventurers who were guarding the camp of the large group saw this and hurried over.

Arriving, the two men see the long armed man heavily wounded.

“Holy shit… Is that you, Omar?”

Omar spat blood and looked at them.

“Of course, it's me you idiots! Get me a potion!”

The two scrounged through their belongings and quickly gave him the best potion they had. Drinking the potion, Omar’s wounds began to rapidly close, and he thought back to what just happened.

‘FUCK! Made me use the damn life saving item! I’ll make you two pay!’

Not waiting for his wounds to finish closing, he spoke to the two adventurers.

“Give me a damn communication crystal!”

One of the men handed over a crystal they had for emergencies. It began to gently vibrate in Omar’s hands as a voice answered from the crystal.

“What happened?”

“My team is dead, but you won't believe what I found.”

            

    
        Chapter 108: Void Root

    
    
    
    
                Sol and Amber ran through the passage as Sol spun around with his bow and released a barrage of explosive arrows. However, the arrows didn’t manage to reach their destination as a multitude of projectiles of fireballs, arrows, and daggers collided with them midair, causing them to explode prematurely.

With his arrows negated, the remaining projectiles continued towards the duo.

“[Wind Wall]!” 

Sol casted like he had never cast before, quickly creating a massive wall of wind that deflected the incoming projectiles.

With an exasperated face, Sol thought to himself, ‘Are they really going to keep us here till we die?!’

…

Four hours ago, on the 13th floor of Necropolis.

Sol and Amber made rapid progress through the floor. They knew the group would seek retribution for killing their allies, so they planned to make themselves scarce and head to the next floor as soon as possible.

Upon nearing the exit, Sol noticed ten mana signatures standing near the exit.

Sol quietly told Amber, “Multiple people are guarding the exit, let's go invisible and sneak past.”

Although Sol was able to easily defeat a B-Ranker, that was only the case when they were alone. The power of numbers is very frightening, and together they could cover for each other's weaknesses. Sol got a taste of that firsthand when he fought the previous group of five, with his own attack being bounced back towards him.

The only way Sol saw himself winning against such numbers was with the help of [Overpower], but at its current level, it would only last for a minute. Sol wasn’t sure if that was enough to win the fight, and there was no point in risking it.

Both of them went invisible, and Sol trailed behind Amber’s mana signature as they approached the exit. As they turned the corner of the hallway, Sol was able to see who exactly was blocking the exit. They were all people Sol recognized from the big group of resource harvesters, with the sharp jawed man who appeared to be the leader in their midst. Sol used [Analysis] on them to get a better understanding of what they can do.

Name: Erin Race: Human
Talents: [Sword], [Water Affinity], [Foraging]
Level: 87

Name: Remona RighartRace: Human 
Talents: [Blazing Spear], [Tracking], [Throwing]
Level: 88

Name: CassadyRace: Human 
Talents: [Iron Wall], [Enduring], [Building]
Level: 87

Name: Urian StillmoreRace: Human 
Talents: [Light Affinity], [Multicasting], [Amplifying]
Level: 89

There was a lot of variety between the adventurers blocking the exit, but most of them had one thing in common. Most had one talent that wasn’t related to combat. One of the few exceptions to this was Urian, the tall sharp jawed man, who held a more authoritative presence in the group.

Sol and Amber were nearing the group, and once they were 15 meters away, they heard one of them yell.

“Someone's here!”

The one who yelled was one of the swordsmen. Sol had no idea how he knew they were here, as he had no skills that allowed him to detect or see through their invisibility.

The one who acted first was Urian, instantly casting a spell.

“[Revealing Light]!”

An orb of light appeared above him, illuminating the surroundings. Next thing Sol knew, he and Amber’s invisibility was removed.

Now exposed, Sol took a stance in front of Amber to protect her as he tried to settle this peacefully. Sol knew it was unlikely to work, but he wanted to give it a shot at least.

“Let us through! I promise you'll never see us again.”

Urian took a step forward as he looked at the two of them and spoke in a morose manner.

“I am not one to resort to conflict, but you did kill 4 of our friends. How do you plan to make amends?”

Sol’s eyes twitched. ‘They attacked us first...’

The man’s shamelessness was too much even for Sol, but he could understand there was something Urian wanted.

“What do you want?”

“Hand over what they died for, give us the root.”

“What? Is that all? Just the shadow root?” Sol couldn't believe it, not only the fact they were willing to let him go but also that they only wanted the shadow root. It just didn’t add up.

“...Yes. Just the shadow root.”

Urian’s reaction elicited even more confusion from Sol. Sol racked his brain to figure out what Urian’s angle was, time passed as the two were in a staring match.

“Fine, sure. You can have it.”

Sol took out the shadow root from his spatial ring. Once it was removed, it was as if light wasn’t allowed to exist near it, being eternally sucked inside.

One of the adventurers saw it and mumbled to himself.

“It’s real…”

Though he only said that to himself, his voice reverberated in the quiet hallway, making it so everyone heard him.

Sol, puzzled by his reaction, used [Analysis] on the shadow root. At the time they removed it from the wall, Sol didn't get to check it with [Analysis] like he normally did because he was interrupted by the adventurers.

Void Root
Legendary

Quality: Near-Perfect

Sol stuttered as he read the rarity. “L-l-legendary?!”

Sol had never encountered legendary items, but he had heard stories of how heaven defying they could be. One of those stories featured the legendary helmet of The Holy Kingdom of Delvania. It gave the wearer the ability to summon enormous spears of light that could destroy entire mountains. Although this was only a material and couldn't do much as it was, it was still a priceless treasure that was worth a fortune.

‘Now I understand why Urian wanted the shadow— no, the void root.’

Urian furiously looked at the adventurer who spoke up on accident before turning to Sol with a demanding tone.

“Hand over the void root. Now.”

Given one final chance, Sol was torn between giving it away or keeping it and facing the consequences. After weighing both options, Sol decided.

‘This is a once in a lifetime chance.’

Sol stored the void root in his spatial ring. The moment Urian saw this, he ordered his allies.

“Kill them!”

            

    
        Chapter 109: Screw This

    
    
    
    
                When Urian gave the command, a wave of attacks was launched towards Sol and Amber. It would have been a beautiful spectacle if not for the threat it posed to the duo.

“[Earth Wall]!”

The initial attacks were met with a solid wall of earth, and although it was much stronger than before, when hit with a multitude of attacks, it easily broke apart. It was not an issue as Sol knew it wouldn’t last long; he just wanted to stop the attacks for a moment.

The two ran back into the dungeon passages, trying to lose the chasing group, but they managed to follow them wherever they went. They had people who could track and others who could enhance the team's mobility, making escape impossible.

Sol originally thought they would give up, but after four hours, he realized they would stop at nothing to obtain the void root.

‘We need to fight back!’

Although Sol wanted to jump headfirst into the group and defeat them, he knew it was not going to be easy. They covered each other's weaknesses too well, but that didn’t mean there were no options.

Sol’s mind raced as he thought of different solutions.

‘We can either separate them somehow or I use [Overpower] and launch a huge attack, hopefully killing a few.’

Both options weren’t ideal, but it’s what Sol could think of on such short notice.

‘I don’t know how we could separate them, so what can I do with [Overpower]? Fully charged [Mana Arrow]? [Terra Spikes]?”

Sol didn’t have many skills that allowed him to use all his mana in one go. Nor did Sol manage to learn any powerful spells that consume a lot of mana. The best spell he had was a new wind spell, but it didn’t have the power to turn this around.

Just as he was debating what to do, a golden arrow flew out of a nearby passage and turned midair towards Sol. Instinctually, Sol took out his shield to block it.

The arrow was spinning as it collided into the shield and spun with vicious power. Cracks on the shield from previous battles grew until it couldn’t withstand the damage anymore and broke. The arrow continued spinning, and Sol was forced to use [Wind Barrier] to slow it down further as Amber came with her dagger and slashed it in half. Only then did the arrow finally cease moving.

“Screw this!”

Sol threw away the shield as it was broken beyond repair and activated [Overpower].

Time slowed down as Sol’s body unlocked its stored potential. His rough breathing calmed as he looked through the wall with [Mana Perception] and saw the pursuing group.

Completely focused on the mana signatures of the incoming group, Sol raised both of his hands and slammed down onto the ground.

[Overpower] increased his strength, agility, and intelligence. Although it didn’t increase Sol’s overall mana supply, the massive increase in intelligence gave him control over the limited supply he had like never before. He could even control ambient mana to a certain extent to follow his will.

All of Sol’s mana gathered in his hands as he sent it all underground towards the mana signature.

…

The pursuing group at the time numbered 20; more than half of the entire group was dedicated to pursuing them. Their number had been steadily increasing as time went on, as nearby adventurers joined in to help their allies. Only a few stayed in the exit to make sure the two didn’t slip by, including Urian.

The scout leading the group suddenly stopped.

Omar, who had completely recovered and joined up with the group, asked. “What happened? Did you lose them?”

The scout shook her head. “No, they suddenly stopped. I think the golden arrow you shot wounded one of them.”

The archer chuckled pridefully, “It better have. I spent 100 gold on that driller arrow and used [Seeking Shot]. I doubt they could block it.”

One of the more cautious adventurers warned the group, “We should still be careful. Cornered rats always bite back. Don’t want to lose anyone else.”

A few nodded grimly. They didn’t expect the situation to change drastically within a day. A few were mad at how unlucky they were; if only their deceased friends found the root first, then this wouldn’t have been an issue.

They moved forward with caution, but before even turning the passage, the ground began to rumble ominously.

“An earthquake in a dungeon?!”

No one had ever heard of such a thing happening in a dungeon before, but this feeling was indistinguishable from a normal earthquake.

“No! It’s mana!” One of the mages yelled. Though they were unable to see it, they could feel the mana in their surroundings gathering with another foreign mana.

“We need to get out- Gah!”

By the time they realized it, it was too late as a spike rose from the ground and stabbed into the one who was talking.

It didn’t end there, as more spikes rose from the floors, the walls, even the roof, all targeting the adventurers. Those who were too slow were unable to react as multiple spikes came from different directions, killing them without a chance to fight back.

A few of the stronger and faster adventurers managed to dodge or break the initial earth spikes and tried to leave the hallway they were on. As they neared the end of the hallway, spikes rose, blocking their exit; the spikes overlaid over one another, creating an incredibly durable wall.

An adventurer slammed his huge axe against the spikes, breaking through a few before getting his hand broken by another spike that rose to fill in the gap.

“FUCK! My hand!”

His hand now stuck in the wall of spikes made him helpless to the other spikes that came from the roof like jaws. His high vitality, for the first time, worked against him as he didn’t immediately die but was unable to free himself from the multiple spikes penetrating his body. He was forced to endure being stuck there, losing blood while hearing the screams of his allies being killed behind him.

‘I can no longer hear them…’

The adventurer hoped it was because of his impending death that he lost his sense of hearing, but then he heard the sound of his blood dripping onto the floor.

Unable to even see the scene behind him, the light in the adventurer's eyes faded full of regret.

…

“Haa! Haa!”

Out of breath, Sol collapsed on the ground. Amber could only watch in confusion as she had no idea what he just did. Still thinking there were people chasing after them, Amber tried to lift Sol to carry him to safety.

Sol motioned for her to stop. “No… It’s fine. They're all dead.”

Sol unsteadily rose to his feet as he looked at the little mana he had left.

Mana: 13/1400

Using so much mana in one go was more strenuous than Sol thought it would be. Sol felt as if he lost all the blood in his body, which made him extremely dizzy. Pushing through the pain, Sol walked towards the hallway where the carnage took place.

Turning the corner, the duo saw an incredibly awful scene which Sol had caused single handedly.

“I think I’m gonna be sick…”

Sol immediately threw up.

            

    
        Chapter 110: Dungeon Giveth...

    
    
    
    
                The entire hallway was full of spikes from all directions, with the adventurers' bodies being pierced and left dangling midair. There were a few corpses that were pierced into the ground that the dungeon hadn’t claimed, and Sol knew why.

‘I hardened the ground and filled it with my mana to create the spikes, kinda similar to the [Harden Earth], but without the final step of making them launch towards people.’

Since the bodies weren’t getting absorbed by the dungeon anytime soon, Sol did his best to [Siphon] the bodies while holding in whatever was left of his lunch. Sol, by now, was used to dead bodies, but this was simply on another level.

By focusing on the adventurers' status plates, it made the process much more palatable as Sol selected the skills and let [Siphon] do its thing.

[Disarm] leveled up! (7 -> 8)

[Intermediate Weapon Mastery] leveled up! (6 -> 7)

Learned [Seeking Shot] Lv 6!

[Wild Hunt] leveled up! (1 -> 2)

[Overpower] leveled up! (3 -> 4)

Learned [Mana Slash] Lv 2!

Many of Sol's skills leveled up once or twice, giving him a rather decent overall boost in power. After siphoning the last of the bodies, he opened his status page.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 71
Exp: 9,210,095/27,300,000

HP: 1400MP: 1400
Str: 75 (+70)Vit: 70 (+70)
Agi: 70 (+70)Int: 70 (+70)
Wis: 70 (+70)

Talent Skills: 
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 6, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Passive Skills: 
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 5, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 9, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 3, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 7, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [Danger Sense] Lv 7

Active Skills: 
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 2, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 5, [Terra Spikes] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Barricade (Variant)] Lv 9, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 7, [Disarm] Lv 8, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Bombardment] Lv 1, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 5, [Seeking Shot] Lv 6, [Mana Slash] Lv 2

The only two new skills Sol believed to be worth taking from the group were [Seeking Shot] and [Mana Slash].

[Seeking Shot] Lv 6: Fire an arrow that guides itself towards your target with mana. Unable to circumvent walls and other obstacles. Mana Cost: 75.

[Mana Slash] Lv 2: Compress mana on the edge of the blade and send it flying towards a direction. Distance: 6 meters. Width: 1 meter. Mana cost: 50.

Sol considered entering the hallway and looting the bodies, but from a glance, he could tell most of their equipment had been shredded by his attack, and the only valuable thing they could have were their storage rings. The main issue was Sol no longer had control over the spikes he created, and even if he did, he had no mana to remove them. As it was, the hallway was impossible to traverse with the spikes blocking everything.

‘It’s not worth it. At most, they'll have 1000 gold. It’s a lot of money, but we should make that much by the time we reach the 20th floor.’

Instead of spending time trying to break through the spikes, Sol chose to get some rest and recover. After all, they will have to break through the remaining adventurers that were blocking their exit.

Unable to rest in any safe area, the two had to settle with finding a dead end and Sol casting [Earth Wall] to block the entrance. It prevented monsters from wandering into their temporary camp, but it couldn't be considered safe. At any moment, they could be attacked by monsters or adventurers alike if the remaining ones decided to chase them down.

Even though all Sol wanted right then was to get a full night's sleep, he was unable to do so as he had to maintain [Mana Perception] just to be safe.

‘Why are you sleeping so peacefully…’

While Sol had to stay awake and keep watch, Amber slept without hesitation, which made him extremely jealous. Even if Sol decided to sleep he wasn’t sure he would be able to fall asleep as quickly as she did because his worries would keep him awake.

Four hours later, the two had rested enough and prepared to set out towards the floor's exit.

…

At the exit of the floor, Urian was standing guard along with four other adventurers. The other five were resting, as they eventually realized this was dragging on for too long and implemented watch shifts so they would be in their peak condition.

One of the adventurers standing guard whispered to Urian.

“Hey, we haven't heard from them in a while. Could it be… they got the void root and bailed?”

Urian didn’t respond.

“You know, keep it for themselves. Bigger cut-“

“Shut up, will you? I know what you're insinuating and no, they wouldn't do that.”

Urian didn’t trust all the ones who were chasing Sol and Amber, but he didn’t have to trust them all. There were a select few in that group who he could truly trust and knew they wouldn’t betray him like that. If someone in the group tried to convince the others to betray him he would know.

“… Then why haven't they called to say anything?”

Urian didn’t respond immediately; he hesitated, letting his allies know what likely happened.

“They're probably dead.”

“What?! Could those two be A-Rankers?”

“Doubt it, they wouldn't have run in the first place if they were. It doesn't matter if we are the last ones alive, do you plan to leave? They have a void root; even if we split it between all of us, we would each have enough money to do whatever the hell we wanted for the rest of our lives. Would you really throw away this opportunity?”

One of the nearby adventurers chimed in, “Besides, even if they are A-Rankers, I doubt they would be completely unhurt after fighting 20 B-Rankers. The two we left in the floor entrance also haven't seen them, so they must be injured or stuck fighting monsters, hopefully both. I just hope they don't die somewhere, and we lose the root to the dungeon.”

“The dungeon giveth, the dungeon taketh away…”

The old saying elicited a few chuckles in the group, raising the mood as they continued to wait for the duo with the priceless material.

            

    
        Chapter 111: Crystal Arrow

    
    
    
    
                Sol and Amber carefully approached the exit of the 13th floor, and like before, Sol was able to see the group blocking the exit.

“Sneaking by won't work. They will just see through our invisibility.”

Uncharacteristically, Amber had a suggestion.

“[Terra Spikes]?”

Sol shook his head.

“I’d rather not. Such an attack drains most of my mana in one go and leaves me extremely exhausted. If we get attacked afterwards, I won't be of much use. At most, I can use [Overpower], but not with full power [Terra Spikes].”

Sol peeked over at the group without getting spotted before continuing.

“On the bright side, there's only 10 of them in total. Should be doable if we get the drop on them. Who should we target first? Urian?”

Sol thought it would be ideal to take out the strongest opponent first, which in this case he believed to be Urian. From the skill list alone, Sol didn’t know what spells Urian knew, but he did know how versatile light magic was. It was great at healing, defending, supporting, and attacking. Although it lacked in power compared to fire magic, its versatility easily made up for that weakness.

Amber shook her head and pointed at an average-looking adventurer. Sol had seen his status page but didn't see anything special; their talents were: [Dagger], [Throwing], [Quick]. An average looking adventurer with only common talents.

Sol had no idea why Amber suggested that man first but didn't immediately dismiss her suggestion as he knew there must be a reason for it.

“Huh? Why him?”

“Belt. Spell bombs.”

Sol leaned over and saw the belt full of small spheres, but he had no idea they were spell bombs until she pointed it out. Since Sol was only able to use [Analysis] on people and not their items, he had been unconsciously ignoring them.

Spell Bombs were extremely expensive consumable items that could store a spell inside them. When thrown, the spell would be instantly unleashed without any casting required. Unlike normal spellcasters who can normally only cast one spell at a time, one could simply throw all the spell bombs they had and unleash a devastating attack.

The only downside was that one couldn't put just any spell inside, as some spells required them to be guided by the caster. That meant most spells stored inside didn't differentiate friend or foe, attacking whoever was caught inside the radius of the released spell. This was why they were commonly referred to as spell bombs, although the system had a different name for it: spell containers.

“Why does he have so many? I heard they were extremely expensive.”

A spell bomb with an intermediate-level spell would cost at the very least 50 gold, while advanced spells were even higher starting at 400 gold. The worst part was they were unable to tell what kind of spells were stored inside until it was too late. The man they were looking at had 4 strapped on his belt and however many more he had in his spatial ring.

‘Keeping them on his belt for quick access just to avoid the slight delay in using a storage ring. I don't think he would hesitate to throw them at us the moment we appear.’

Sol took out his bow and looked at Amber.

“I’ll try to take him out first. You ready?”

Amber nodded and went invisible. Though it would be easily countered by the light spell, it would force Urian to take the time to cast it, effectively making him waste a chance to attack.

Sol was also ready and began to funnel mana into his bow as he used its skill [Mana Arrow]. At 20 mana, it was as strong as a normal arrow, but Sol wanted this first attack to succeed no matter what and continued pouring more mana.

At 50 mana, the light blue arrow became slightly more opaque. It was as strong as an uncommon arrow.

At 100 mana, the arrow turned dark blue and opaque to the point it was hard to see through it. It was strong as a rare arrow.

At 200 mana, it was now fully opaque as the deep dark blue radiated terrifying power. It was as strong as a unique arrow. With this much mana condensed into a single arrow, it was as powerful as the golden arrow used against Sol but without the additional skills the arrow was shot with.

Sol didn’t stop there.

At 300 mana, the arrow became pitch black and solidified into a form of pure crystallized mana. The bow began to creak and groan as it was never meant to handle this much mana at once. Most archers didn’t tend to invest points into wisdom, so the creator of the bow never made the bow with the intention to handle such a quantity of mana. Instead, the bow was made to be efficient, making the most out of the little mana supply archers normally had. This meant that even with only 300 mana, the arrow rivaled the power of an advanced spell in terms of pure power.

Sol stopped inserting mana as he could feel the bow couldn’t handle more. Without turning the corner, Sol used [Seeking Arrow] and locked onto the adventurer's mana signature. With confidence that this couldn’t be blocked with spells or skills, Sol let the arrow loose.

FWOOM!

Sol could barely follow the arrow the moment it left his bow as it flew at a speed he didn’t think was possible. A dark line was formed from his bow as it turned left towards the adventurers guarding the exit.

The ones standing watch were paying attention to their surroundings, but no matter how prepared they were, they couldn’t be ready for the black crystal arrow.

“Watch-!”

“[Wind-!”

One of the adventurers tried to warn the others while another tried to block the attack, but neither were able to even finish their sentences as the arrow pierced and flew straight through one of the adventurers, obliterating him. The other adventurers turned to look at what became of their friend with pure shock. What they saw was only the lower half of their friend, as the upper half was gone as if completely erased from existence.

The mana arrow did not stop after killing the adventurer and continued straight into the dungeon’s wall. It drilled straight through like paper, and it was impossible to tell when or if it would ever stop.

You have slain a Lv 76 Spectre! Gained 330,000 Exp (220%)

An unlucky Sprecte in another passageway confirmed to Sol, the arrow was still moving at that time.

            

    
        Chapter 112: Urian

    
    
    
    
                Not wanting to give the group time to assess the situation, Sol launched towards them while wielding the Lipon with a fire cartridge and used [Storm Blitz]. With each step Sol took, his spinning sword's speed increased exponentially. The fire of the sword began to form a vortex of fire, about to collide headfirst into the adventurers.

Urian, seeing the approaching mass of fire, yelled at one of the adventurers who were originally resting behind him.

“Ray! Stop him!”

The short but built adventurer named Ray brandished their thick shield and used [Destructive Charge] to collide headfirst into the fire.

‘This shield has a fire resistance skill! I can hold him easily!’

With confidence, Ray slammed right into Sol and was met with a terrible bang.

“GAH!”

Ray was launched barreling into the group of adventurers behind him, knocking two down with him who were unluckily in his path. Ray looked at his shield in shock; it was completely bent and twisted out of shape. This wasn’t because of the sharpness of the fire sword but because of the sheer force of Sol’s [Storm Blitz].

After colliding, Sol didn’t stop spinning and continued into the group, burning all those nearby him. Even though Ray sacrificed his unique shield to stop Sol, it only slowed him down temporarily.

“AGH!”

“IT BURNS!”

Two adventurers who were closest to the blazing tornado died without being able to retaliate. While Sol wanted to take their skills, they had to, more importantly, capitalize on the surprise attack before they reorganized.

Sol was going to continue spinning, but he could feel himself losing more and more control as each second ticked by. With no other choice, Sol used the last of the moment to launch towards two nearby adventurers, killing one and injuring another before he stopped spinning.

Now having a good opportunity, Sol quickly siphoned the dead adventurers' skills before the dungeon took the body.

[Piercing Lunge] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

[Ground Shrink] leveled up! (2 -> 3)

Sol ignored the injured adventurer as he was already out of commission and focused on the more important enemies.

“[Light Spear]!”

Two rods of pure light appeared above Urian, and without waiting a second longer, he launched them towards Sol. He wasn’t the only one to attack, as all the adventurers saw this as the best time to strike.

“[Blood Vines]!”

“[Torrent]!”

Aside from mages who had to audibly recite the spell, the remaining archer shot empowered arrows, and the two melee fighters took position in front of the ranged allies to protect them just in case.

Sol saw the attacks all heading towards him and didn’t worry as he used [Terra Spikes] to create a protective wall around him. Pumping more mana into the spikes than usual, they were extra durable and could be deployed near instantly without having to recite any spells beforehand.

Upon contact with the spikes, explosions occurred, creating a thick dust cloud that spread in all directions. As the dust settled, half of the spikes were still standing, and Sol was safely in the middle of it, protected.

“[Harden Earth]!”

While enduring the attacks, Sol was also casting a spell at the same time.

‘I’m not gonna let the dungeon get any more bodies before I use [Siphon] on them.’

Seeing Sol unharmed made a few adventurers begin to regret their decision of fighting Sol. One of them noticed the mood changing and tried to keep them motivated.

“That has to be an item; he can’t use it again so soon!”

Urian nodded and yelled as well.

“He can’t take on all of us; we outnumber him 6 to- huh?!”

When Urian turned to rally his allies, he noticed the other two mages lying on the ground dead. The other adventurers also realized now and couldn’t believe they died without making any sounds.

Urian’s face paled as he realized he was next.

“[Shimmer Shield]!”

A barrier of light took form around him, and just in time, as the moment it finished forming, Amber appeared behind him with her dagger, hitting the barrier causing cracks to form.

“[Revealing Light]!”

The light appeared above him as he glared towards Amber furiously. A second sooner and he would have died along with his other companions. Now with the magical light shining above him, Amber could no longer go invisible, but that wasn’t a problem anymore.

“AHH!”

“GUH!”

“HELP-!”

While Urian was busy with Amber, Sol made quick work of the remaining 3 adventurers and finished off the wounded one from earlier.

[Counter] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

[Barricade (Variant)] leveled up! (9 -> MAX)

[Barricade (Variant)] reached MAX level, evolve skill?

Sol put away the system notification for now and turned his gaze towards Urian. His barrier was barely holding on, and with one attack, it would easily shatter.

Amber raised her dagger, and with a normal slash, the barrier broke. Sol neared with his blazing sword ready to take his life.

With Amber on one side and Sol on the other, Urian knew he was screwed if he didn’t think of a way out of this.

“Wait! Please! You can gain a lot from not killing me!”

Sol paused. “Yeah? How so?”

“I can- I can get you a lot of money! I have a stash back in my house!”

“Is that all?”

While Sol needed money, he didn’t think he needed to keep him alive just to steal his life's savings.

“I’ll do whatever you want! Light mages of my level are rare. I have a lot of good spells you could use, and they are especially effective against the undead of this dungeon.”

“You're right; your magic would be useful.”

Sol chuckled at his morbid joke.

Urian saw a glimmer of hope.

“Right? I promise I’ll follow you obediently if you give me a chance!”

STAB

“W-what?”

Urian looked down and felt the burning sensation of the elemental sword in his chest. He looked up at Sol, shocked, as he uttered his final words.

“Why…”

Urian’s body slumped as it lost its final signs of life.

Learned [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7!

Learned [Multicast] Lv 6!

[Mana Efficiency] leveled up! (9 -> MAX)

Sol cut off the mana supply to the Lipon and put it away as he answered Urian’s question.

“I killed you because I couldn’t trust you.”

            

    
        Chapter 113: [Multicast]

    
    
    
    
                With the last of the adventurers dead, Sol and Amber looted the bodies, taking what was useful to them. Sol’s mood wasn’t that great, as he didn’t like the fact that he had killed someone who was begging for his life.

‘There was no choice. We were enemies, and he saw too many of my skills.’

While Amber also used to be an enemy, Sol knew she had no choice in the matter, and now they were working together to find his parents. Urian, on the other hand, was begging to be his follower out of fear of dying, and Sol simply couldn’t imagine trusting that man with the way he previously acted.

Besides the multiple spatial rings that had plenty of gold and items, the total wealth of all the adventurers' rings didn’t compare to what was stored in Urian’s.

Spatial Ring
Rare

Skills:
[Pocket Space] Lv 5

“What an absurd amount of resources…”

The five meter cube was almost completely full of materials gathered from the dungeon. It appeared that Urian was holding onto all the materials they found for safekeeping, likely to later divide it equally among the adventurers.

“We could both get unique armor and more with this much money.”

Armor tended to be more expensive than weapons because of its life-saving purpose and the amount of materials required to make it. Amber made a move to begin stripping their armor, but Sol stopped her.

“Just take the weapons. None of the armor is unique, and while the dungeon is going to consume them, at least let them go with dignity.”

Because of the copious amounts of materials they could sell to the guild, the two were no longer in dire need of money. There was no reason to strip them naked just for a couple of hundred gold when they would soon have thousands. Even with just the rings that were either common or rare, they would net over 1000 gold.

Amber didn’t question Sol and handed him the rest of the weapons so they could sell them later.

Receiving the weapons, Sol thought to himself, ‘I'll have to sort out which to keep and sell later.’

Just before Sol stored them in his spatial ring, he noticed one of them was a unique dagger.

Serpent Fang
Unique

Skills:
[Numbing] Lv 7, [Corrosive Edge] Lv 6, [Crushing Fang] Lv 7

“Here, take it. You normally dual wielded daggers, right?”

Before they bought Amber’s new dagger, she wielded two rare ones. While Amber could still use them, they were nowhere near as effective as the unique dagger and didn’t last as long either. Amber could still deal great damage with only one weapon, but Sol knew how strong she was when she had two.

Amber nodded and silently took the dagger off Sol and placed it in her spatial ring.

“Alright, let's go then.”

Done with the bodies, Sol and Amber descended to the 14th floor to get some real rest.

...

Six hours later, Sol woke up in his tent feeling reenergized.

Sol stretched as he walked out of the tent.

‘I didn’t even check the system messages or train with [Reinterpret].’

Not getting any decent rest as he had to keep watch, Sol just missed the feeling of turning his brain off and didn’t bother to do anything else besides sleeping.

‘Let’s deal with the system information and the weapons.’

[Barricade (Variant)] reached MAX level, evolve skill?

“Obviously.”

Giving the system the go ahead, he soon saw his new skill.

[Barricade (Variant)] evolved into [Unpassable Bulwark (Variant)]!

[Unpassable Bulwark (Variant)] Lv 1: Take a stance to block all attacks that come your way. Attacks that come near the user will gravitate towards the shield, unable to attack those behind you. Can be canceled at any time. Enhances defense by 1200%. Duration: 30 seconds. Cooldown: 30 minutes.

Sol was very satisfied with the upgraded skill.

‘It became much stronger, and luckily it kept the variant benefit.’

Sol also took this chance to see his status page.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 71
Exp: 9,540,095/27,300,000

HP: 1400MP: 1400
Str: 75 (+70)Vit: 70 (+70)
Agi: 70 (+70)Int: 70 (+70)
Wis: 70 (+70)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 6, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 6, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv MAX, [Mana Perception] Lv 6, [Mana Efficiency] Lv MAX, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 3, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 7, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [Danger Sense] Lv 7, [Multicast] Lv 6

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 3, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 5, [Terra Spikes] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Crippling Strike] Lv 8, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 7, [Disarm] Lv 8, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Bombardment] Lv 1, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 5, [Seeking Shot] Lv 6, [Mana Slash] Lv 2, [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7

‘A few skills have leveled up, but there is still a lot to do. I now have access to light magic, and I need to take some time to process all the spells I learned. I also need to figure out what to do with skills that have a lot of potential but have fallen behind, like [Snap Punch].’

Sol didn’t want to fall into the trap of only using a few skills when he had an opportunity no one else had. There were just two problems that stood in his way. The first was that he was only a single person; although he had a plethora of skills, he could only use so many at once. The second and more important problem was that Sol only had so much time.

If Sol wasn’t trying to level up as fast as possible in the dungeon while also on a time limit for the knight selection, he would be able to dedicate time to the more forgotten skills. Sadly, there was not much Sol could do regarding that and could only continue to push on.

As Sol was taking out cooking utensils, he mumbled to himself, “I wonder what I should make for breakfast today…”

While making breakfast, Sol was also reviewing the spells he learned from Urian. Light magic was more versatile than Sol thought. There was a spell for almost any scenario: healing, damage, shielding, even movement.

Light magic by itself was a massive gain for Sol, but there were two other benefits as well.

[Mana Efficiency] Lv MAX: Reduced mana cost of all spells by 50%. The user has much finer control over mana and can manipulate ambient mana better.

[Multicast] Lv 6: Able to cast a spell twice at the cost of more mana. The mana cost of the second spell: 130%.

‘[Mana Efficiency] finally maxed out, making spells even more cost effective with the added benefit of easier control over ambient mana. I originally thought [Multicast] would let me cast two different spells at a time, but instead, it lets me cast the one spell twice.’

Wanting to try it out, Sol chanted in his mind.

“[Wind Cutter]!”

Two blades of near invisible wind flew out of his hand and slashed the nearby wall.

‘The cost is higher, but it’s absolutely worth it. Not just with casting [Explosion] twice, though I imagine it would hurt a lot. I can also cast [Tailwind] and other supportive spells on both myself and Amber at the same time. There may be more I can do, but I’ll need to take some time to try it out.’

Yet another thing Sol had to do in his ever increasing list of tasks.

Amber appeared, coming out of her tent with her hair slightly messy.

“Mornin’, Amber. Give me a minute, the food is almost ready.”

Sol served Amber and himself a portion as they both sat down to eat a warm meal. The two didn’t really talk, as Sol found it hard to get more than two words out of Amber at a time, but he was fine with that.

Soon, the two were done and packed up their camp, ready to dive into the 14th floor.
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                “[Light Spear]!”

Two spears of light soared through the air and pierced the heads of two Spectres. The pure light burned them from the inside out as they burst out of existence.

You have slain a Lv 78 Spectre! Gained 396,000 Exp (220%)

You have slain a Lv 78 Spectre! Gained 396,000 Exp (220%)

“Woah. Light magic is super effective, only needing one attack.”

The duo was back to their normal dungeon grind, and Sol had been giving light magic a try along with a few other new skills. Even though [Light Spear] was overall weaker than [Explosion] or [Incinerate], not having the damage radius or continuous damage of either, it completely destroyed the undead. This was because of the antithetical relationship between light and dark magic.

These undead were able to move and live because of dark magic and its variations like necromancy, but when they were attacked by such a concentrated spear of light, their entire being would begin to unravel. The same could happen with a concentrated attack of dark magic on light based beings. When the opposing force was introduced into their bodies, light constructs would similarly be destroyed by the opposing energy being inserted into their body.

With the two no longer being hindered by other adventurers, they were able to blaze past the enemies of the 14th floor.

“[Wind Stride]!”

Sol cast an intermediate wind spell that enhanced the duo's speed. With the spell, the two were able to move even faster without having to stop to kill an enemy or two on the way.

Although Sol was able to do this before, they refrained from going too fast in fear of waltzing directly into traps.

Sol put on a monocle as he thought to himself, ‘Luckily traps are no longer a problem.’

Glint Glass
Rare

Skills:
[Highlight] Lv 5, [Mana Perception] Lv 4

[Highlight] Lv 5: Improves the wearer's vision and automatically marks abnormalities in their surroundings. Range 25 feet.

Ignoring the useless [Mana Perception] as he already had a higher level version of it, [Highlight] made it much easier to notice anything out of place. This meant that Sol could lead the way and avoid anything that was suspicious while Amber followed closely behind.

‘The only downside is how awful it looks.’

Sol knew some people could pull off a monocle, but not him; his face was not mature, nor did he have the appropriate clothes that went well with it. It made Sol wonder who designed it this way when it would be used by adventurers.

With the two going much faster, they were able to reach the other side of the floor within six hours.

Sol turned to Amber excitedly, “We can do two floors a day at this rate! Oh, that is if you are ready to keep going. Want to rest for an hour or two first?”

Having learned from his previous mistake, Sol asked for Amber’s input because if he didn’t, she would keep quiet like usual and overexert herself again.

“One.”

“One hour? Sure, I can make some food as well.”

The two made their way down the stairs, and Sol used earth magic to create a simple cooking station.

After whipping up a light but filling meal, Amber sat and rested while Sol spent the remaining time improving his other skills with [Reinterpret].

Within the time limit of under an hour, Sol was unable to do much, but he tried to level up [Snap Punch]. It was one of his easier to comprehend skills, so Sol believed he could make some good progress.

After going over every step in the technique, Sol managed to make it slightly faster, but even before leaving the white room, he knew it wasn’t enough of an improvement to level it up.

‘It’s fine. I’ll have time to improve it later when we get to the 16th floor.’

Sol didn’t mind it too much; one hour was not a lot of time to improve even with such a great learning environment. Exiting the white room, Sol noticed Amber was ready to go.

Sol put on the tacky monocle as he stood up.

“Alright let's go, but keep an eye out on materials. Even though we have a lot, it never hurts to get more.”

Amber gave a simple nod.

“Let's go then, [Wind Stride]!”

…

While running through the 15th floor of Necropolis, Sol noticed a large mass of mana nearby.

‘Could it be?’

Sol stopped running and gestured towards Amber to stop as well.

“I think I found the Shadow Amalgamation. Let's quietly approach—never mind! It already found us! Get Ready!”

The large mass of mana had begun moving towards their destination at a frightening speed.

Amber unsheathed her daggers, and Sol took out his Lipon and pulled the trigger, releasing a large axe made of solid rock. It was a surreal sight of solid rocks growing out of the trigger, forming an axe stronger than steel.

The reason Sol had an earth element axe was that he had been giving other weapon patterns and elements a try. Their enemies weren’t much of a challenge, making it a good opportunity to practice, but with the enemy fast approaching, Sol didn’t have the time to swap it back to the sword pattern he was the most comfortable with.

‘It’s fine, most of my skills can also be used with the axe.’

Just as the axe finished forming, a loud thumping sound could be heard, followed by the sound of ghastly groans and moans. It was as if a stampede of orcs was heading their way.

From around the corner, a hand of a giant figure came barreling down the hallway. It was massive, taking almost the entire hallway, which could easily fit two carriages. It was a large round mass of dead corpses with over fifty limbs flailing wildly. The countless heads that popped out in places that should have a head groaned in pain as if their own existence pained them.

Sol's eyes shot wide open. Though he had read of it beforehand in the dungeon guide, the picture they provided didn’t convey how grotesque and vile this creature truly looked.

“A Shadow Amalgamation!”
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                Name: N/ARace: Shadow Amalgamation
Talents: [Shadow Affinity], [Corpse Eater], [Reaper]
Level: 80

HP: 1500MP: 1300
Str: 90 (+70)Vit: 100 (+50)
Agi: 85 (+20)Int: 45
Wis: 80 (+50)

Talent Skills: 
[Consume Corpse] Lv 8, [Shadow Scythe] Lv 5

Passive Skills:
[Living Corpse] Lv MAX, [Collective of Souls] Lv 5, [Corpse Sacrifice] Lv 5, [Gargantuan Strength] lv 2, [Agility Up] Lv 4, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 5, [Magic Resistance] Lv 5, [Life Perception] Lv 5

Active Skills:
[Shadow Hands] Lv 8, [Shadow Tag] Lv 6, [Shadow Form] Lv 6, [Body Slam] Lv 8, [Soul Screech] Lv 4, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4, [Destructive Charge] Lv 8

‘Isn’t it way too strong? How long has it been eating other undead?’

Sol knew the Shadow Amalgamation was stronger than the average undead found on the floors, but even knowing that, this one seemed extraordinarily strong.

‘The dungeon guide did say that their strength varied depending on how many corpses it had consumed but…’

Shadow Amalgamations were very different from the other enemies in the dungeon. They had the ability to grow, although with some restrictions. They could grow by consuming the corpses of other undead or adventurers in the dungeon, with each body added to its ever growing size. A few of its skills even grew depending on the number of corpses it had consumed. Adventurers who happened to run into these older Shadow Amalgamations had to be prepared for a long fight as they were much larger and stronger.

There weren’t many details written about Shadow Amalgamations as anyone who tried to study them would be quickly discovered, resulting in a fight, but it was assumed that it roamed the hallways attacking adventurers and undead alike in its pursuit of power.

Now facing such a large monster, Sol and Amber had to move quickly and gain the first strike.

“[Light Spear]!”

Two javelins of light were flung into its massive body, creating two foot wide holes.

The Shadow Amalgamation yelled with its countless heads and launched multiple shadow hands towards the duo.

Amber jumped away and went invisible to find some kind of weak spot in the giant mountain of flesh. Sol, on the other hand, stayed to maintain the monster's attention solely on him.

Sol took out a shield he looted from the adventurers and used [Unpassable Bulwark], massively increasing his defense. The shadow hands all began gravitating towards his shield.

“Hrgh!”

The hands slammed onto the shield with incredible force and began to pry the shield away from him. Before it could rip the shield off Sol, he caused the ground to launch a thick earth spike that pierced all the hands in front of him, destroying them all in one attack.

“My turn!”

Sol canceled [Unpassable Bulwark] and stored his shield back in his ring, then with a strong step, launched himself towards the Shadow Amalgamation with his earth axe in hand.

The Shadow Amalgamation screeched and created more shadow hands, which moved to crush Sol.

Sol gathered mana into the edge of his axe’s blade and swung, releasing a wide slash of mana that cut the approaching hands once more.

Finally arriving near the body of the Shadow Amalgamation, Sol took his axe and swung it, releasing multiple skills consecutively.

“SHRIIIEE!!!”

An ear piercing scream rang out from the heads that felt like a thousand small needles were being inserted into Sol’s head.

“Arghh!”

Sol felt a lot of pain. but was able to resist some of it with the help of [Invincible Body]. Just as he regained his bearings, a shadow hand came out from the side aiming to hit Sol. Just as it was going to slam into him, Amber appeared out of her invisibility and cut it with her daggers.

‘How is she immune to its effects? Oh, I see!’

Sol channeled his first EX level skill, [Muffled Movements], and silenced the sound in his near vicinity. In an instant, the piercing screams could no longer be heard, and Sol could fight unhindered once more.

“[Light Flood]!”

Sol used [Multicast] to cast the spell twice as two powerful rays of light emitted from each of his hands and pierced into the Shadow Amalgamation.

Mana: 643/1400

‘This is draining my mana like crazy! But if I keep this up, we can kill it!’

The Shadow Amalgamation flailed from the two beams piercing its body and began tilting forward to crush the ant causing it pain.

Its giant body was about to crush Sol, but just before it could do so, Sol stopped channeling the spell and used [Ground Shrink] to move away from the giant creature.

‘I almost didn’t notice because I couldn't hear anything…’

[Muffled Movements] did not only block out the painful screams but also inadvertently made it harder to tell what was happening in Sol’s surroundings. Sol made a mental note to be more attentive while checking the Shadow Amalgamation's health.

Health: 523/1500

‘Almost there…’

Now further away from the fight, Sol saw Amber appearing and disappearing, cutting off limbs and heads when able to, but he realized something.

Health: 523/1500

‘Its health isn’t going down?’

Sol realized a vital detail of the Shadow Amalgamations. Shadow Amalgamations added bodies onto themselves, but it’s not truly part of its body. They are simply extensions that are controlled and enhanced by the main body which meant that attacking these exterior bodies did not actually harm the undead.

‘If that's the case, then where is the main body?’

The mass of flesh was so large it made it impossible to see what's underneath.

‘If it lost health that means we hit its main body at some point.’

Sol regretted not keeping a closer eye on the health of the enemy and decided to attack places he hit before.

“[Light Spear]!”

Sol began casting spears of light and targeted everywhere they had hit before since the start of the fight. Sol also informed Amber of the situation via [Telepathy], and she also tried attacking previously hit locations.

While dodging the attacks of the Shadow Amalgamation, the two had yet to lower its health and instead it had been rising.

Health: 745/1500

‘It’s recovering…’

The only consolation that their efforts weren’t going to waste was that the size of the Shadow Amalgamation was steadily shrinking, from body parts being cut off or destroyed by light magic. If the two kept this going, eventually, they would whittle it down and slay it, but Sol wasn’t sure if he had the mana to keep going for long.

Mana: 403/1400

Sol had to lower his mana consumption, but that meant he was unable to constantly throw spears and other magical attacks. Sol was going over his skill list in hopes of having something to find its main body but didn’t have anything that could do that. Even [Mana Perception] was useless as all he could see was the mana spreading throughout the entire body. The only solution Sol could think of was casting another big spell.

‘If I had more mana I could cast [Light Flood] again, but it would take a while to recover that much… Wait, I can’t believe I forgot we bought that!’
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                From Sol’s spatial ring, he retrieved a small bottle with a light blue liquid inside. It was one of the mana potions he bought outside the dungeon. It had been sitting in his spatial ring forgotten the entire time they had been in the dungeon.

The only reason Sol remembered the potions was when he was sorting the spatial rings he obtained from the other adventurers. All of them carried their own supply, which suddenly left him with a lot of consumable potions he had never even used before. At least until now.

Chugging the entire bottle, Sol felt a refreshing wave of energy coursing through his body. His mana recovered by a third, giving him the energy to truly finish this off.

Sol telepathically communicated with Amber who couldn’t hear him from using her skill to block off the screeching.

Fall back and cover me. I'm gonna brute force this.

Amber gave a look of acknowledgement and went in for one final attack, sand began to swirl around her daggers as she released it towards the massive monster. Like a tidal wave, it slammed into the monster with the force simultaneously pushing Amber backward towards Sol.

‘Since when could she do that? Never mind, I’ll ask her later.’

This was the first time Sol saw Amber using sand in an offensive way. Most of the time, she only turned her body into sand to negate attacks.

“[Revealing Light]!”

Two bright orbs of light radiated, banishing the darkness, making it harder for the Shadow Amalgamation to conjure its shadows. Sol had wanted to use this before, but it would have also made it impossible for Amber to go invisible as it would negate her invisibility.

The Shadow Amalgamation could still create its shadow hands and did so, but they were noticeably weaker and much thinner. With its main form of attack hindered, Sol charged towards the monster while preparing his next spell.

The few shadow hands that the Shadow Amalgamation could create were sent out towards Sol, but they were intercepted by Amber. Sol charged through the opening and chanted the final part of the spell.

“[Light Flood]!”

Double casting the spell, the two wide beams of light penetrated the giant creature. Sol could see all the heads screaming but was unaffected by their wails thanks to [Muffled Movements].

‘It’s working!’

Health: 530/1500

The main body was somewhere inside, and with [Light Flood], it hit it regardless of where it hid. The only downside was that it left Sol vulnerable to attacks, but he didn’t have to worry about that.

The Shadow Amalgamation kept creating shadow hands to stop Sol’s attack, but they were all cut apart by Amber swiftly. When it realized that making the shadow hands was futile, it tried to crush Sol with its massive weight.

It swayed to slam downwards, but before it could do so, Amber once again intervened. Amber’s entire body transformed into sand and became a large pillar wedged between the ground and the Shadow Amalgamation, keeping it in place.

Health: 302/1500

‘Just a little more!’

As a last ditch effort the Shadow Amalgamation created a giant scythe out of shadows and slashed downwards towards Sol. The scythe was weakened by the light but it still posed a high threat to Sol. From the giant pillar of sand that was Amber a pillar of sand shot out to collide against the scythe and hold it back. It weakened the main body of the sand pillar as it had to split a good amount of its sand to block the scythe but it worked in holding it back.

Sol looked up to see a giant pillar of sand which was Amber holding back the Shadow Amalgamation and its shadow scythe. The sand pillar was shaking, it didn’t seem like Amber could keep it up for much longer.

Seeing that he needed to hurry up, Sol used [Overpower], giving him a massive boost in controlling mana. Sol canceled one of the [Light Flood] beams and focused all his energy on empowering the other one. This rapidly consumed even more mana, which he compensated by drinking another mana potion.

The beam of light grew even wider than the total size of the original two beams and with much more power it blasted into the Shadow Amalgamation.

The Shadow Amalgamation screeched in pain as the light invaded its insides, unable to do anything. It tried to struggle but was held in place by the sand. Light started leaking out from its insides as its massive body was no longer able to contain the opposing force wrecking its insides.

“WREEEE!”

With a final screech, the Shadow Amalgamation burst with corpses that were once part of the outer shell being released, exposing its true insides. It was a small undead surrounded by a semi-transparent heart made up of smaller hearts that were stitched onto it. The heart was torn open with the small undead inside missing both arms and a leg.

Sol stopped casting [Light Flood] and looked at the small undead.

‘So this is the real Shadow Amalgamation.’

It looked no different from normal undead except for its hair. The small undead's hair wasn’t even hair but shadows flowing out of its head like fire. The undead glared back hatefully towards the duo. It had spent weeks collecting all those bodies, growing and becoming stronger, just to lose it all in a single fight. It pained it to see the bodies it had painstakingly preserved being absorbed by the dungeon.

The facial expressions of the Shadow Amalgamation didn’t escape Sol’s notice.

‘This monster… has sentience?’

Sol knew that monsters were capable of intelligence equal to the level of humans and other privileged races, but that was only outside the dungeons. Inside the dungeon, it was common knowledge to treat them as less than animals, running on pure instincts to kill any intruders. At least animals knew when to run away when a strong enemy appeared, but dungeon monsters would attack regardless without any care for their lives.

‘Is it unique or do monsters gain more sentience at higher levels?’

From what Sol understood, this undead wasn’t that different from others of its kind, the only difference being that it was stronger than average. Sol was more inclined to believe it was because the enemies were getting stronger.

‘I guess I'll find out later when I fight the boss. If it is because they are stronger, fights will get harder from here on out.’

“[Light Spear].”

One light spear manifested over Sol as it launched towards the undead, putting it out of its misery. Even if it had sentience, Sol couldn’t just let it go, it would kill him and Amber if it had the chance and anyone else it came across.

You have slain a Lv 80 Shadow Amalgamation! Gained 702,000 Exp (260%)

Learned [Magic Resistance] Lv 4!

Learned [Life Perception] Lv 3!

Learned [Shadow Hands] Lv 7!

            

    
        Chapter 117: Trust

    
    
    
    
                Sol was in a good mood as he and Amber raced through the dungeon. Not only did they finally encounter a Shadow Amalgamation, he finally got a long desired skill.

[Magic Resistance] Lv 4: Reduces magical damage by 20%.

‘I’m a step closer to completing [Invincible Body]! I also got two other good skills.’

[Life Perception] Lv 3: Able to perceive the energy of life in all living beings within a 15-meter radius.

[Shadow Hands] Lv 7: Create and control shadows in the form of hands. They can stretch and attack as an extension of your body. Mana cost varies.

‘[Life Perception] is absolutely useless in this dungeon because all the enemies lack life, but it can help with covering the gaps with [Mana Perception]. [Shadow Manipulation] is more versatile and is a great new way to attack.’

Sol had realized that [Mana Perception] didn’t work all the time. Sometimes the person had too little mana to really see them through the sea of ambient mana, or they were able to disguise it to a certain degree, like Amber when she went invisible. Sol hoped that [Life Perception] could compensate for that flaw.

You have slain a Lv 80 Animated Armor! Gained 702,000 Exp (260%)

You have slain a Lv 80 Spectre! Gained 702,000 Exp (260%)

The normal enemies still posed no trouble for the duo as they sped through the vast floor. In only 8 hours after entering the floor, they had already arrived at the exit and set up camp for the night.

While Sol made dinner, he was troubled over his increasing curiosity.

‘During the fight, Amber completely turned into sand and even became a huge pillar that could hold off the Shadow Amalgamation. Should I ask about her skills?’

Sol was really curious regarding her talents and the skills that allow her to perform such feats. He also knew if he asked she would even let him use [Analysis] on her, but he felt like he would be taking advantage of her condition if he did.

While turning some meats on a grill, he mumbled to himself, “Am I overthinking it?”

“Always.”

“Yeah, you're prob- WHAT?”

Sol spun around to see Amber right behind him, watching him cook the meat. He didn’t notice she was behind him the entire time, silently learning how he cooked meats.

“Was… that a joke?”

“Yes.”

It took Sol a moment to process her joke, but he soon began to laugh.

“Hahahaha! You're probably right.”

Sol wasn’t laughing at the joke because the joke was hilarious. The reason he was laughing was that this was the first joke Amber ever made, and it made him extremely happy.

‘Every day she breaks a little bit more out of her shell.’

The shell being the powerful mental manipulation and brainwashing she was put under.

“Hah… I’ll stop overthinking and ask you then. Can I see your status page? I can show you mine as well; I’m just very curious about your recent abilities.”

Amber didn’t answer but instead reached for her hand and removed a ring before handing it over to Sol.

“This is…”

Obscurer’s Ring
Rare

Skills:
[Status Deception] Lv 7, [Obfuscation] Lv 2

Sol asked once more, “Are you sure?”

Sharing one's status was a big deal. It was akin to sharing one’s deepest secrets, which was why most rarely shared those details unless they had to. Even parties that have worked together for years would never share the exact details of their status page.

Amber’s red eyes looked directly at Sol’s eyes, and with confidence, she stated, “I trust you.”

The two continued to stare at each other for almost a minute until Sol heard the sizzling sound of meat, pulling him back to reality. Quickly flipping the meat, Sol responded back.

“The trust you place in me… I promise I won’t let you down.”

Name: AmberRace: Human
Talents: [Hidden Blade], [Sand Body], [Sand Queen]
Level: 74

HP: 850MP: 550
Str: 100Vit: 60 (+25)
Agi: 125 (+45)Int: 30
Wis: 40 (+15)

Talent Skills:
[Distort Weapon] Lv Max, [Sand Incarnate] Lv 1, [Will of the Sand] Lv 3

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 6, [Intermediate Dagger Mastery] Lv 9, [Intermediate Throwing] Lv 4, [Enhanced Reflexes] Lv 6, [Agility Up] Lv 9, [Vitality Up] Lv 5, [Wisdom Up] Lv 3, [Sand Sense] Lv 5

Active Skills:
[Ground Shrink] Lv 5, [Blurring Speed] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 8, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 8, [Cross Slash] Lv 7, [Disarm] Lv 9, [Assassinate] Lv 4, [Flurry of Blows] Lv 7, [Sand Geyser] Lv 2, [Sand Manipulation] Lv 1

“[Sand Queen]?!”

Sol had never heard of that talent before, but that wasn’t what surprised him. There were countless talents in the world, and no one was expected to know even the most obscure talents except for scholars of that field. Even though Sol had never heard of the talent, there were some ways to tell the rarity of a talent based on their names.

Rarer talents tended to sound grander or more impressive than lower rarity talents. Amber’s talent had the word queen in its name, similar to other legendary talents. As far as Sol knew, there were no talents below legendary that had words like queen, king, and saint in their name.

Amber simply nodded to Sol’s surprise like it was a simple matter. Her own perspective was abnormal towards owning a legendary talent because she didn’t really know how rare and special they were. She was taught that legendary skills were stronger than normal, but that was the extent of her knowledge. Cain at the time didn’t think that information was worth teaching her.

She also only recently obtained it when she became level 60 and had yet to develop any of the skills she now had access to. Because the duo had been racing through the dungeon and focusing on leveling over skills, Amber had mostly been using skills she was used to over the new skills.

Sol plated the meats on the side and turned back to Amber and removed his Deceiver's Earring.

“I know you don’t have [Analysis], so you can’t see my status page, but it's only fair I reciprocate the trust you placed in me. One of the adventurers had this in their spatial ring; use it on me.”

Sol handed over a small white marble.

Status Eye
Common

Skill:
[Single Use Analysis] Lv 3

Status Eyes were expensive tools that some adventurers kept with them in case they encountered an enemy they had never seen before. Sol initially planned on selling this as it was useless to them with him having [Analysis], but he felt it would be better used this way.

Amber received the Status Eye and looked at Sol, who was smiling patiently as he waited for her to use it.

Crack!

The marble cracked and shattered into tiny particles. Sol was sure it worked as he could see Amber's eyes moving as she read his status page.

            

    
        Chapter 118: [Superior Mana Control]

    
    
    
    
                Sol and Amber ate their food while discussing each other's status pages. Although Amber kept her responses short, it was much more frequent than before. Sol also noticed during the conversation that she lacked a lot of common sense regarding talents and skills and tried to explain as best he could.

“When you unlock a talent, you don’t always get general skills right off the bat, you have to discover them yourself. That's usually not a problem with common or well-known skills, as those are documented in detail, but I don’t know much about [Sand Queen]. I can tell it's a legendary talent, but that's about it. I have no idea what kind of skills you would be able to learn and develop just from the name, but it’s obvious they would all be sand-related. We can check in the library later if there's any more information about it.”

“Mhm.”

Amber gave a small nod as Sol thought to himself how ridiculous her lineup is.

‘She has the rare [Hidden Blade] followed by what I think is the unique [Sand Body] and tops it off with a legendary [Sand Queen]. Getting any of them would normally be more than enough, but she got increasingly better talents. To top it all off, each talent helped her learn different attribute skills, and if she gained [Wisdom Up] when we first entered the dungeon… for it to already be at level 3…’

Sol believed Amber was an anomaly for being so talented. Sol knew he was even more so of an anomaly, but his growth was mostly dependent on others, while Amber’s growth was all hers. It didn’t help either that Sol’s growth was not just dependent on others, but they had to die as well for him to gain anything.

‘Forget it, I also have [Reinterpret], so I can also slowly develop my skills. It’s not the same, though…’

After finishing their meals, Amber and Sol went to their tents to rest for the night. Instead of his usual [Reinterpret] session, Sol wanted to combine a few skills instead. It would leave him tired by the end of it, but he believed it to be worth it.

Activating [Aggregate], Sol saw once more the strings that ran in multiple directions in a beautiful assortment of colors.

‘I have been wondering, where do these strings lead?’

Sol could only perceive the strings a few feet away from him, after that, they began to blur and disappear. He tried to somehow look further, but didn’t know how, so he just ended up straining his eyes.

‘Nevermind, let's just focus on the skills.’

Eagerly, Sol willed [Magic Resistance] to wrap around [Invincible Body]. The process was smooth as the string easily wrapped around the thicker one, as if it was always meant to be there. When Sol originally combined [Invincible Body], he also desired [Magic Resistance] to be a part of it, and that desire made the created skill more flexible and able to accept the new addition much easier.

[Invincible Body] Lv 6: Increase Defense by 220. Nullify all damage by 30%. High chance to ignore mental status effects. Increased health regeneration by 300%. Able to slowly regrow small body parts.

‘Amazing! It also didn’t decrease the skill level.’

It was an incredibly small and minuscule change to the description, but it was a huge step for Sol. The reason for the skill not degrading was solely because the skill was combined with [Magic Resistance] in mind; it completely adapted and became one step closer to being a complete creation.

‘Maybe I should add [Increased Mana Regeneration]? No, that may work, but I think it would be best to combine it with the other mana-related skills. This should be a purely defensive skill.’

Sol was worried it would muddy the waters, figuratively speaking. While he didn’t know for sure, he felt that it would stretch the skill too far in trying to do too many things at once.

‘Now what else can I make?’

…

An hour later, Sol only managed to combine two new skills. It’s not that the process itself took a long time, it was solely because he was indecisive over which skills to combine.

[True Sight] Lv 6: Open one's eyes to the truth of the world and see what most cannot. Perceive mana and life within a 30 meter radius. Able to pierce through most illusions. Extremely rare chance of obtaining a premonition.

[Superior Mana Control] Lv 1: You have taken a large step in mastering the manipulation of mana. Able to bypass the need to chant spells in their totality at 50% decreased efficiency. Increased mana regeneration by 500%, can also manually recover mana faster. All mana costs decrease by 50%. Able to multicast three spells at once at 50% higher cost.

[True Sight] came from a combination of [Mana Perception], [Life Perception], and [Danger Sense]. Sol made a mistake in adding [Danger Sense] while focusing on creating a perception ability. This in turn combined into a skill that also allowed him to see through illusions but it completely changed his ability to detect danger and instead now had a small chance to see the future.

‘I don’t know if trading [Danger Sense] for a small chance to see the future was worth it, but I can’t take it back now. Hopefully, it doesn’t just tell me what I’ll eat for dinner a week from now…’

The second skill Sol created, [Superior Mana Control], came from a combination of [Shortened Cast], [Increased Mana Regeneration], [Mana Efficiency], and [Multicast]. Overall it was a net positive increase, improving on most of the previous skills. The biggest gain from this newly combined skill was that it kept most of the previous effects while resetting the level back to one, meaning it had evolved in the process as well, allowing it to grow once more.

‘If I increase this to level 10, won't spells cost no mana? How is such a thing possible?’

Sol had no idea how it would be possible for spells to cost nothing and was excited by the possibility of being able to cast spells nonstop. Although Sol could have kept combining skills, he was tired after the creation of [Superior Mana Control], which took the most concentration to successfully create. He decided to call it a night and get some rest as in a few hours they would have to race through the dungeon once more.

A few hours later, Sol woke up and with a refreshed mind and body made some breakfast. Amber joined him not long later as the two ate peacefully in the dark and dreary dungeon.

Done with their meals, the two once again ventured into the 16th floor of the dungeon with renewed vigor.

            

    
        Chapter 119: Festive Mood

    
    
    
    
                The city of Crestal was more active than usual. Travelers of all kinds made their way to the capital of the kingdom for one thing: the knight selection. Some were adventurers trying to make a name for themselves or obtain a more stable job. Some were merchants who came to capitalize on the influx of people to sell their rare wares at a higher price. Some were just ordinary people who came to watch the selection for their first time or as a family tradition. Regardless of why, the city was reaching peak capacity from the massive influx of travelers.

The residents were prepared, as this happened every year. The streets were decorated with flyers and banners featuring the knight’s emblem and portraits of famous and popular knights.

In an attempt to be as prepared as they could be, adventurers, mercenaries, and other combat professionals looked for better gear and hopefully tips on what the second round of the event could be. While they all failed in finding any hints, a lot of money was spent on items, weapons, and armor to give them a leg up in the competition. While they didn’t know if they would fight together, against, or alone in the second round, it didn’t hurt to be as prepared as they could.

On the roof of a building located near the Adventurers Guild sat a man with fiery red hair, looking at all the new people shuttling in and out of the building.

“Weak, weak, super weak, wait, does he even qualify as C-Rank?”

The one estimating the power of his soon to be competitors was Victor. He didn’t have to do this, but he was bored spending his time indulging in luxuries or training at the mansion.

“I was hoping someone here would at least stand out, could all the strong people be in the dungeon now- Oh! Her!”

Victor looked at a tall brown haired young woman with a spear on her back. With no skill that allowed him to view other people's status page, Victor learned how to judge the strength of others by pure instinct. From the way their body moves and the aura they carried themselves with gave Victor the feeling that she was brimming with power. He could easily tell that the woman was above B-Rank, which meant she could actually pose a problem for him. But when he looked at her, there was something that felt unsettling.

‘Why does she give such an odd feeling?’

Victor couldn’t explain it, but there was something different about that woman. He decided to watch over her for a while longer to make sure she didn’t pose a real threat to the city. While he was planning to incite a revolution, that didn’t mean he didn’t care about the residents of the kingdom.

He spied on the woman for two hours, following her silently as she went about her day. She booked a room in an inn, browsed a few stores, and eventually registered for the knight selection. Nothing she did was odd and out of place, yet Victor still had a bad feeling.

While watching the woman, Victor saw as she passed by a poor girl and gave her some food she bought nearby. She said something to the girl, but Victor was too far to hear anything. Even so, the act of kindness threw him off further.

‘Am I overthinking it? Do I feel this way because I might lose to her?’

The woman began to move once more and made some distance. Victor was going to hop to another roof to continue following her, but just as he was about to do so, he felt something coming his way fast.

Victor quickly reacted and conjured a small barrier of fire in front of him; the next moment, something smashed the shield. It wasn’t strong enough to break through it, but Victor got the message.

“I’m not allowed to watch anymore, huh.”

Having only a weird feeling and nothing concrete, Victor decided to let it go. While he could continue stalking her, it would be a waste of time if she already knew he was following her, and if it devolved into a fight, it would be even worse. He considered informing Sigurd, but it wouldn’t have mattered if he did. If she could detect him, then any B-Ranker, even if they have stealth talents that he didn’t have, would also be easily detected.

Victor looked towards the sky with a large grin on his face.

‘Guess we’ll just have to settle it in the arena.’

…

Two days later, Sol and Amber arrived at a large door at the end of the 19th floor. They didn’t encounter any difficulties on the way and were lucky enough to stumble into two more Shadow Amalgamations, though much weaker than the first one they encountered.

“Let’s take a 10 minute rest before we go in.”

“Okay.”

Sol made some simple furniture with earth magic and sat down while looking at his status page.

Name: SolRace: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 80
Exp: 79,612,100/81,377,000

HP: 1450MP: 1650
Str: 80 (+70)Vit: 80 (+70)
Agi: 80 (+70)Int: 80 (+70)
Wis: 80 (+90)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 4, [Analysis] Lv 7, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 6, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 3, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 7, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [True Sight] Lv 6, [Superior Mana Control] Lv 1, [Fortified Soul] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 3, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 7, [Terra Spikes] Lv 5, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 1, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 8, [Disarm] Lv 9, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Bombardment] Lv 1, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 5, [Seeking Shot] Lv 6, [Mana Slash] Lv 2, [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7, [Shadow Hands] Lv 7, [Shadow Form] Lv 5, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4

‘Not many skills leveled up, and only [Crippling Strike] evolved to [Debilitating Strike] because of [Reinterpret]. Though I did gain a few new ones.’

[Fortified Soul] Lv 2: Your soul has become stronger, increasing slightly in size and capacity. Minor resistance against attacks against your soul. Wisdom +20.

[Shadow Form] Lv 5: Turn yourself and others into shadows and travel through them. Mana cost varies.

[Empowered Strike] Lv 4: Empower your next attack making it 40% stronger. Cooldown: 15 minutes.

‘I’m surprised [Collective of Souls] became [Fortified Soul], but it makes sense as I only have one soul. Glad it didn’t do something crazy and split my soul in pieces or developed multiple personalities…’

Sol took a gamble on siphoning [Collective of Souls] as he had no idea what would come from it; luckily, it changed to his benefit and even increased his mana capacity. Another benefit not mentioned in the description was that his mind felt clearer, less clouded. Though he wasn’t completely sure that was from the skill.

The other two skills were great additions with [Shadow Form] functioning similarly to [Burrow] or Amber’s [Sand Incarnate]. The only downside was that it didn’t work in the presence of light which was why the Shadow Amalgamation never used it during the fight. Sol continued casting light spells which made the Shadow Amalgamation unable to run or negate attacks by turning parts of its body into shadows.

[Empowered Strike] was the simplest to understand of the new skills, but it worked in odd ways. Sol couldn’t understand how it truly worked even though he siphoned the technique from the undead. It appeared even the Shadow Amalgamation didn’t know much of the technique and used it with the limited knowledge it had. It could empower physical and magical attacks without any additional cost to a rather large degree. It simply just worked.

‘I’ll have to dedicate some time later with [Reinterpret] on [Empowered Strike]; maybe I’ll find out more in there.’

A few minutes later, Sol and Amber were ready and opened the door to the boss floor, transporting the two to the boss most B-Rankers didn’t dare to fight.

            

    
        Chapter 120: Handless Fiend

    
    
    
    
                Name: N/ARace: Handless Fiend 
Talents: [Magic Hands], [Chromatic], [Instant Reflexes]
Level: 90

HP: 1000 MP: 1150
Str: 40Vit: 50 (+50)
Agi: 115 (+40)Int: 100 (+70)
Wis: 115

Talent Skills:
[Create Magic Hands] Lv MAX

Passive Skills: 
[Living Corpse] Lv MAX, [Relay Magic] MAX, [Enhanced Reflexes] Lv 8, [Mana Efficiency] Lv MAX, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv 8, [Agility Up] Lv 8, [Augmented Intelligence] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Chromatic Red] Lv 9, [Chromatic Orange] Lv 9, [Chromatic Yellow] Lv 9, [Chromatic Green] Lv 9, [Chromatic Blue] Lv 9, [Chromatic Indigo] Lv 9, [Chromatic Purple] Lv 9

The Handless Fiend was a tall, slim creature. Although it had arms, it lacked hands at the end of them. The most ominous feature of the fiend was its face. It wore a mask, but through the holes, one could see pulsating flesh rhythmically beating beneath it.

‘The guide says this monster is considered the peak of B-Rank…’

Even with knowing the information beforehand, Sol knew this wouldn’t be an easy fight.

“Humans…”

An eerie voice full of disdain emanated from the monster.

“So, it can talk.”

Sol knew this would happen eventually after seeing the Shadow Amalgamation, but seeing a dungeon monster talk for the first time was a weird experience, to say the least.

“Humans… must…”

It continued to mumble to itself and didn’t respond to Sol’s comment.

“Huh. Guess its consciousness isn’t all there yet. Let's go, Amber.”

Amber nodded and retrieved her daggers while Sol began to chant a spell.

“[Shimmer Barrier]!”

A semi transparent shield appeared, enveloping Sol, and another around Amber.

‘Just in case.’

The Handless Fiend saw the light magic and became furious.

“Humans… must… DIE!”

Out of nowhere, a floating hand appeared above the Handless Fiend and shot multiple small yellow orbs in quick succession at the duo. Even with the barrier, neither planned to find out how much it could endure so they both used [Ground Shrink] and moved out of the way.

The yellow projectiles landed like a rain of arrows, peppering the small area where they used to stand.

“[Light Spear]!”

A spear of light flew towards the undead. Because it was an undead, Sol planned to mainly use light magic that was much deadlier to it than any other kind of magic.

The hand that was above the Handless Fiend moved in front of it as it glowed green and created a barrier. The spear of light smashed into the barrier but did nothing as it was fully blocked by the shield.

Amber ran towards the fiend with the intention of closing the distance. When she arrived within 10 feet of the undead, a new hand appeared with a menacingly red glow. A red beam was soon unleashed towards Amber. Too late to dodge, Amber protected herself by turning her body to sand.

The beam of intense heat broke through the light barrier and burned the sand, turning it into a dirty yellow glass. Amber didn’t stop as she smashed her now partially glass turned body into the red hand, breaking it. Amber released the now turned glass from her sand body and summoned new sand to take its place before turning back to normal.

While this was happening, Sol didn’t stand idly by, he launched spell after spell and was met with the green barrier blocking his attacks.

Tired of his light spells being countered, Sol took out his bow and began to charge up a condensed mana arrow. With his increased control over mana, the process was much quicker than before as he quickly released an arrow charged with 200 mana.

The arrow was shot directly at the green hand. The fiend, sensing the power in the arrow, turned its attention away from Amber for a moment to deal with the greater problem. Along with the green hand, two new ones appeared, one glowing indigo and the other blue.

The blue hand launched crescents of blue mana towards the arrow in an attempt to change its course, while the indigo hand curled into a fist before launching itself at the arrow.

The arrow received the blue attacks without slowing down, but when the indigo fist arrived, it directly punched the arrow, changing its trajectory slightly. The arrow destroyed the indigo fist in the process and still hit the green barrier, but only on the edge. It pierced a hole clean through the barrier and the hand that created it but flew past the Handless Fiend, leaving it completely unharmed.

Though Sol hoped for more, he could accept the outcome. ‘At least the shield is broken.’

With no more shield, Sol took out his Lipon and unleashed a sword of light, powered by a cartridge he filled a day ago. Sword in hand, Sol charged in while using [Mana Slash] to send a few waves of sharp mana towards the Handless Fiend.

Sol thought this time for sure his attack would connect, but once again, a green hand appeared and created another barrier just as strong as the previous one.

‘There’s no cooldown on resummoning the hands?’

Along with the green hand, a blue and purple hand appeared. The blue one launched the crescents towards Amber while the purple one directed itself towards Sol and glowed brightly but nothing came out of it.

Sol suddenly became sluggish as he felt like he was carrying a large boulder on his back. It wasn’t enough to stop him completely, but it slowed him down significantly. Amber, on the other hand, dodged to the side, evading the blue crescents, but Sol remembered what type of attack it was and warned her.

“The blue ones chase you!”

The warning came just in time as Amber turned around and witnessed the blue crescents curve behind and boomerang back towards her. Amber swung her daggers, sending a few waves of concentrated sand towards the crescents, colliding with them.

Two new hands appeared, glowing red and orange. The orange hand was huge compared to the other hands, reaching almost 5 feet tall. The orange hand joined the blue one as it curled into a fist and launched itself towards Amber.

The red hand moved towards Sol as it charged up a beam in his direction. The bright red laser blasted towards Sol, and he took out a shield he previously looted to defend against it. The shield began to melt because it was only rare, and Sol knew it wouldn’t last long. Sol had to quickly figure out how to get out of the beam's way and the effect of the purple hand.

‘The gravity of the purple hand only affects a 5 meter radius, but I can't move while blocking the beam! [Ground Shrink] is still on cooldown, should I use [Overpower]?’

Sol knew [Overpower] would definitely be enough to break through the purple hand’s gravity field and the red hand’s beam, but it would take a chunk of the duration of the skill. Sol wasn’t sure if the remaining time would be enough to defeat the Handless Fiend, and if he didn’t, it would leave him extremely tired afterwards.

‘I just need to focus on getting out of the gravity field. I can’t use [Shadow Form] because of the beam's light…’

Sol ran through the possibility of few other skills, but none really worked in this scenario, but then he had an idea.

‘It’s crazy, but it might just work!’

            

    
        Chapter 121: Many Hands Make Light Work

    
    
    
    
                Sol moved mana into the ground like he would normally with [Terra Spikes], but using his experience from when he first changed the skill, he slightly altered the effects.

The ground slightly shook as the earth beneath Sol's feet blasted outwards, raising a pillar of earth. Instead of its usual jagged and pointed cone shape, it emerged as a pillar with a flat surface. The strong force blasted Sol into the air and out of the zone of the gravity field.

[Terra Spikes] leveled up! (5 -> 6)

‘Huh?!’

Sol was surprised to see it level up naturally, but while flying midair towards a boss wasn’t the ideal time to question whether it was a fluke or not, so he put it to the back of his mind for now.

The red hand changed its trajectory to continue firing at Sol, but it trailed behind too slowly, giving Sol the breathing room he needed to retaliate. While still in the air, Sol swung two [Mana Slash] towards the two hands.

The hands were easily sliced by the attack, disintegrating by the time Sol landed on the ground.

He turned to Amber and saw she had already taken care of the giant orange hand and was finishing off the blue one with another sand attack.

Sol took this moment to check the Handless Fiend's mana.

Mana: 530/1150

‘It’s still got about half, huh.’

Although the two had yet to damage the undead once, it only has half of its mana left. If they kept fighting as is, it would eventually run out of mana. But there was something that bothered Sol.

‘It’s strong, but it hasn’t gone all out yet.’

As if on cue, the Handless Fiend decided it has had enough. It raised its handless arms as the seven hands formed behind it of each color. The red, yellow, blue, and purple hovered above it, while the orange, green, and indigo ones moved in front of it.

At that moment, all the projectiles were launched towards the duo. The gravity was multiplied under Amber as the red beam and indigo fist blasted towards her. The blue crescents and yellow projectiles flew towards Sol, with the large orange one moving to crush him. The green hand stayed behind, maintaining its protection.

Like a composer, the Handless Fiend moved all the hands in perfect synchronized order. With all the hands working as a team, similarly if not better than an adventurer's party.

Sol and Amber defended against the onslaught in their own ways. Sol dodged where he could but simply took the brunt of it, trusting in his strong body. Amber, on the other hand, completely turned to sand, somehow negating the effects of the gravity and allowing her to move and dodge the red beam. The indigo fist was especially useless against Amber, as when it blasted a hole through the sand, it would simply reform.

“[Razor Wind]!”

Needing to act quickly, Sol multicasted his fastest spell. Originally, the spell would create a few tens of wind blades, but what appeared was over a hundred. Sol directed them all to the barrage of projectiles heading his way. The yellow projectiles and blue crescents collided with the wind blades, creating a blast of energy. From the blast, Sol emerged running, massively closing the gap to the Handless Fiend.

The giant orange hand trailed behind, wanting to crush Sol before he could arrive at the undead. Sol turned to it and gave a mischievous smile.

“See ya!”

Earth rumbled beneath him as another pillar of earth emerged and launched him towards the boss.

Flying towards the boss, nothing else stood in his way besides the green hand, which acted as its final defense. Gripping onto the light sword, Sol activated its third ability, which released a powerful ray of light.

The Handless Fiend knew the attack would break through its barrier, so it unsummoned the giant hand and resummoned it in front of it. The light broke past the green barrier and destroyed the hand before continuing towards the orange hand, which took the rest of the attack. It then created another green hand behind the orange hand just in time as it was destroyed as well.

The second green hand also broke, but it was enough to stop most of the attack. Only a small portion of the light went through and burned the Handless Fiend.

“Humans!”

The Handless Fiend screeched in anger while creating four new hands.

Health: 730/1000
Mana: 123/1150

Sol grinned as he saw the remnants of his attack do so much damage to the Handless Fiend. While a boss it wasn’t very durable and would lose out in that department to the Gravedigger that was 20 levels below it. The reason it was strong was that it could attack with such ferocity that most parties would wipe within the first minute against it, unable to get past the seven hands.

‘Time to finish it off!’

“[Explosion]!”

Three small flickers appeared surrounding the Handless Fiend. It quickly reacted and shielded itself with the green barrier and the orange hand just as the explosion went off.

BOOOOOM!

The explosions took out not only the two hands protecting the Handless Fiend but the other five that were resummoned nearby. Before it had time to summon any more, Amber created a blast of sand underneath her and launched herself towards the fiend. She copied Sol’s idea with [Terra Spikes] but with her own set of abilities created an extremely similar effect.

She flung herself through the aftermath of the explosion and with her two daggers attacked the Handless Fiend.

“WRAHH!”

Sol could hear its ghoulish screech as Amber mercilessly attacked in rapid succession, instantly emptying out its health.

You have slain a Lv 90 Handless Fiend! Gained 3,025,000 Exp (300%)

You have leveled up! +5 Attribute points

Learned [Chromatic Red] Lv 7!

Learned [Chromatic Green] Lv 7!

Learned [Chromatic Purple] Lv 7!

[Siphon] leveled up! (4 -> 5)

Sol was overwhelmed with a flood of system messages.

‘[Siphon] leveled up again!’

Ignoring the rest of the notifications, he opened the description of [Siphon] immediately.

[Siphon] Lv 5: Siphon 3 skills from dead beings. Can additionally siphon one talent skill. Increased efficiency, lowers the longer they are dead.

‘Talent skill?!’
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                Still in the boss room, Sol’s eyes were fixated on the new description for [Siphon].

[Siphon] Lv 5: Siphon 3 skills from dead beings. Can additionally siphon one talent skill. Increased efficiency, lowers the longer they are dead.

‘I can finally get talent skills!’

Talent skills were a mixed bag in terms of quality, some having minor effects like accelerating the growth of plants without the use of magic, while others were strong like Amber’s [Sand Incarnate]. Sol was extremely eager to gain a new talent skill, and he already had his sights set on a talent skill he could get right now.

[Chromatic Red] Lv 7: Create a powerful red beam from a focus point. Can’t be simultaneously used with other chromatic skills.

[Chromatic Green] Lv 7: Create a protective green barrier from a focus point. Can’t be simultaneously used with other chromatic skills.

[Chromatic Purple] Lv 7: Create an intense gravity zone from a focus point. Can’t be simultaneously used with other chromatic skills.

After learning the chromatic skills, Sol knew that while individually useful, they would not come close to the level of power the Handless Fiend showcased. This was because he couldn't use more than one at a time. The Handless Fiend had a way to circumvent it, which was by using its talent skill.

“Hey Amber… Can we fight it again?”

She turned to Sol and tilted her head.

“Why?”

It wasn’t that Amber was opposed to fighting it again, but the initial plan was to get to floor 21 and head back. They would then spend the next week in the city practicing their skills. Sol himself also needed to spend time combining and improving skills and needed more than just the late night sessions between floors.

“Well, two reasons. My talent skill leveled up and I can siphon talent skills. The second is that the Handless fiend has quite a few good skills.”

“Sure.”

“Really!?”

Sol knew it was a bit selfish to revisit a fight just for his own growth, so he was extremely glad she agreed.

“Mhm, food first.”

“Sure sure, whatever you want.”

The two left the boss room and appeared at the entrance of the 21st floor. It looked identical to the other floors, but the ambiance was completely different. It was eerily quiet as there were no adventurers there, unlike the 11th floor.

Making their way to the teleport sigil, they activated it before setting up a makeshift camp. Sol prepared the best food he could using whatever food they had left in their spatial ring. They would soon head back to the city so there was no point in conserving it, giving him the freedom to go all out.

‘Hmm… While Amber is happy with most foods, I noticed she enjoys savory food more than anything, so let's go with a meaty dish.’

Sol took out hornbill tenderloins and marinated them before tossing them onto the grill. While the meat cooked, he took out a marimo salmon and removed its scales and skin before placing it on a pan over the fire. Finally, to balance the meal, Sol took out an assortment of vegetables and diced them into a salad while the meat cooked.

To make the salad tastier, he also added salt and lemon juice, which gave it the extra punch it needed.

Proud of his work, Sol plated the meal and presented it to Amber, awaiting her judgment.

“...Thanks.”

Though only a small thanks was given, Sol saw Amber immediately digging in with her expression saying everything he needed to hear.

Sol smiled as he also began to eat, though he liked savory food, he was one who preferred salty foods more. Regardless, Sol's eyes widened as he tasted his own creation.

‘Woah. I outdid myself this time.’

The two ate in a happy mood that brightened up the gloomy dungeon atmosphere.

…

Thirty minutes later, the two were standing once more at the 19th floor gate to the 20th floor boss room. When they took the door to head back to the boss room, it instead teleported them to the other entrance on the 19th floor. Now all they had to do was open the doors once more and be teleported to the boss.

“You ready?”

“Mhm.”

Amber gave a nod as she unsheathed her daggers.

“Let's go then.”

Sol pushed the doors open, and the next moment, the two were teleported to one of the countless rooms that house the Handless Fiend boss.

“Humans…”

“Yeah, yeah, we get it. [Explosion]!”

Not planning to give the boss any breathing room, Sol immediately opened up with [Explosion]. Three lights flickered around the fiend as explosions erupted out of them.

The Handless Fiend had insane reaction times and quickly summoned a green hand to cover itself.

Amber created a pillar of sand and launched herself towards the boss while Sol kept the pressure on it.

“[Explosion]!”

“[Explosion]!”

This sort of multicasting expended a lot of mana rapidly, with each cast costing a little over 200 mana. Within seconds, Sol had already depleted over a third of his mana.

Every wave of explosions, the Handless Fiend was forced to recreate the green hand to shield itself while using the giant orange hand to cover the small gaps in recreating the green hand.

It made an attempt to summon other hands to attack, but it wasn’t able to create hands too far from its body, so they were also caught up in the explosions and destroyed before being able to do anything.

By the time the third wave of explosions ended, Amber was already within 10 feet of the boss. Sol stopped casting not only to avoid hurting her with the explosions but also because the fight was already over.

The biggest weakness of the Handless Fiend was its overall weak body. Once someone got close and past the barrier, it was light work to end its life.

With only 10 feet left, Amber used [Ground Shrink] with her daggers ready; she slashed at the Handless Fiend as she dashed past it.

“WRAHH!”

The Handless Fiend wailed in pain and summoned a red, blue, and yellow hand to attack Amber, but before it could attack, three arrows appeared and pierced all three of them. Sol was using his bow to provide support from a distance.

Safe from the hands, Amber unleashed a torrent of attacks similar to how she finished off the last boss, ending its life in a single moment.

You have slain a Lv 90 Handless Fiend! Gained 3,025,000 Exp (300%)

Learned [Chromatic Blue] Lv 7!

Learned [Chromatic Yellow] Lv 7!

Learned [Chromatic Orange] Lv 7!

Attempting to siphon [Create Magic Hands]...

0%...2%... ERROR

ERROR: Target_Not_Found

Canceling attempt…

Attempt canceled successfully.

‘What?’

The messages popped up in rapid succession; in total, not even 2 seconds had passed. Reading through the messages once more, he quickly understood the problem. Sol turned his gaze to where the boss was previously standing, its body already absorbed by the dungeon.

‘Guess it’s not as fast compared to siphoning normal skills.’

With a sheepish expression, Sol turned to Amber.

“Hey Amber… Can we fight it again?”

“...”

If anyone else was put in her shoes, they too would be speechless.

            

    
        Chapter 123: Obtaining a Talent Skill

    
    
    
    
                “WRAHH!”

The Handless Fiend took a light spear into its chest, finishing it off for good.

You have slain a Lv 90 Handless Fiend! Gained 3,025,000 Exp (300%)

Learned [Chromatic Indigo] Lv 7!

Learned [Relay Magic] Lv 8!

Attempting to siphon [Create Magic Hands]...

0%...2%...4%...

This time the process wasn’t interrupted because Sol cast [Harden Earth] before killing the boss.

Sol patiently waited as the percentage increased until another message popped up.

100%

Assimilating talent skill. (Note: This may hurt)

“Hurt? Guh! AHHHH!”

Sol fell to the ground with his entire body in pain. It was unlike learning any skill where the knowledge would normally be ingrained into his mind. It was as if his own body was changing in ways he couldn't comprehend to obtain the access to the ability.

Sol felt his hands burning so he looked down to see that they were no longer there. But just as he was lamenting the loss of his hands, two appeared in front of him, floating in the air. They felt like a part of his own body even though they weren’t connected physically. Just like his now gone hands, he could control the floating hands, making them slowly spin around and move their fingers. It wasn’t just two hands, Sol felt like he had countless hands waiting for him to call upon them.

Learned [Create Magic Hands] Lv 9!

When the painful sensation began to cease, Sol knew the process was over.

‘My hands…’

Sol raised his arms in a hurry, but to his surprise, his hands were there, completely unharmed. Sol closed and opened them as he felt the sensation of his hands once more, but he couldn’t help but doubt them after what he saw.

‘Are these hands really mine? But what I saw…’

Amber walked over to Sol and placed her hand on his shoulder, waking him from his confused state.

“You okay?”

“Oh uh, yeah. Sorry about that, I got the skill.”

Amber could see it in his eyes that he was lying, but she didn't know what to say. The look on his face reminded her of someone who was just healed after being tortured, unable to comprehend the pain they went through and left wondering if it ever happened. While healing magic could take away the physical scars, the mental ones would linger for much longer.

“Huh? What are you doing?”

“Waiting.”

Sol saw Amber sit down on the ground next to him. Though she couldn’t comfort him with words, she would wait until he was able to carry forward.

The two sat in silence as Sol kept touching his hands and other things in his near vicinity. There were no words that could describe how he truly felt, his hands were completely identical to how he remembered them, but something still felt off.

‘It was like… I traded my hands for new ones…’

Maybe in an attempt to make sense of it all, Sol turned to Amber in hopes she saw something.

“Amber, did you happen to see my hands disappear for a moment?”

She thought back to when she saw him on the ground a minute ago and shook her head.

‘Did I really just imagine it?’

If it was true, and Sol hoped it was, it still didn’t explain why he saw them disappear.

‘Was it a pain-induced hallucination or something more? Forget it, thinking about it further isn’t going to help and will just make me more confused. These are my hands regardless if they aren’t the same as before.’

Sol stood up and dusted himself off before offering a hand for Amber to get up as well. She grabbed his hand and got up.

“Okay now?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine as long as I get some rest. Let's go.”

The two left the boss room and made their way to the teleport sigil and were transported to the first floor of the dungeon. By the time they left, it was late in the morning, and after fighting a boss three times back to back, the two were very tired. Even though neither of them was significantly hurt, and they killed the boss rather quickly, it took a lot of energy and mana to do so.

‘Woah, the city is absolutely packed right now.’

Sol noticed during the walk to their inn that there were many more people than normal. It didn’t take a detective to figure out why; decorations were put up everywhere, and even the nearby chatter gave it away.

“You're participating too? Do you want to team up?”

“Sorry, I already got a party and historically in past knight selections that had tests that required teamwork, groups of 4 usually performed better.”

Further off, a merchant was announcing to the passersby.

“Fifteen percent off weapon and armor enchantments! Get an edge over the competition!”

Likely because of the 15% discount, a huge line could be seen trailing out of his store; the merchant planned to make a big profit off the ridiculous amounts of adventurers and other professions in the capital.

Sol and Amber navigated through the crowd until they arrived at the inn. Even the inn was packed full of people, with one arguing with a young man who was manning the counter. Sol didn’t recognize the youth, but he guessed he was the son of the innkeepers.

“How do you not have any rooms either! This is the sixth inn I’ve been to!”

“I’m really sorry, but we are full as well… I could show you on a map a few other inns that might have a room…”

“Where do you think the last five inns sent me?! This is a damn wild goose chase!”

The man, frustrated by the unavailability of every single inn he had been to, slammed his fist down on the counter.

“Please calm down! How about we-”

“Fuck off!”

The man threw a punch towards the receptionist in anger. All the spectators were shocked, and a few began to move to stop him, but they were too far away to get there in time.

Just as the fist was about to reach the young man's face, the attacker felt his body become incredibly heavy. His fist’s trajectory curved downwards as he lost his balance and fell towards the ground. Before the man could process why he felt so heavy, the weight was already gone.

“Huh? What was that!”

He looked around in a panic, but all he saw were four big men surrounding him.

“I think it’s time for you to go.”

“B-but!”

The attacker was more concerned over what caused him to feel so heavy all of a sudden, but no one cared. One of the men grabbed him by the shoulder and dragged him outside.

“You're drunk; come back when you're sober and learn some manners.”

“I haven’t even drank today!”

“Sure, buddy.”

With a rough toss, the man was thrown outside the inn. He considered going back, but the look of the four men gave him the feeling he would regret it if he did so. The man quickly got up and ran away, frightened he would anger them further.

As this was happening, Sol and Amber stood in the crowd, watching the man run away. Sol’s left hand that was in his pocket glowing a dark purple stopped glowing when he decided the man would no longer be an issue.

“Let's get some rest, Amber.”

“Okay.”
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                Sol awoke to the loud sounds of cheering outside. When he peeked outside the window, he saw two rowdy adventurers competing to see who was stronger. They were both carrying multiple kegs full of beer. Sol didn’t know how the competition between the two began, but it drew a large crowd of people cheering with each new keg added onto the stack. It was no longer just a contest of strength but also of balance in maintaining the tall tower of kegs still and steady.

‘Heh, let me cheat a little.’

Sol peeked into their statuses and saw that one was 10 levels higher with all around higher physical stats. Already knowing who would win between the two, Sol sat in his bed and looked at his status page.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 81
Exp: 2,612,100/89,470,000

HP: 1450MP: 1650
Str: 80 (+70)Vit: 80 (+70)
Agi: 80 (+70)Int: 85 (+70)
Wis: 80 (+90)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 5, [Analysis] Lv 7, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Siphoned Talents:
[Create Magic Hands] Lv 9

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 6, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 3, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 7, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [True Sight] Lv 6, [Superior Mana Control] Lv 1, [Fortified Soul] Lv 2, [Relay Magic] Lv 8

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 3, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 7, [Terra Spikes] Lv 6, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 1, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 8, [Disarm] Lv 9, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Bombardment] Lv 1, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 5, [Seeking Shot] Lv 6, [Mana Slash] Lv 2, [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7, [Shadow Hands] Lv 7, [Shadow Form] Lv 5, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4, [Chromatic Red] Lv 7, [Chromatic Green] Lv 7, [Chromatic Purple] Lv 7, [Chromatic Blue] Lv 7, [Chromatic Yellow] Lv 7, [Chromatic Orange] Lv 7, [Chromatic Indigo] Lv 7

Sol didn’t have a chance to check out his status page after siphoning the talent skill and was surprised by the new section that appeared.

‘A new section? I didn’t even know that was possible.’

It wasn’t that he was specifically told that status pages were static and always the same, but it was considered common sense. Even monster status pages were the same, even though they usually lacked names, leaving that section blank.

‘Besides the new section, I have a lot of active skills… Since I woke up early, I have time to combine something into a new skill before I meet up with Amber downstairs.’

Strings of all colors sprouted out of him in many directions. He ignored the usual skills for now and focused on the group of newly acquired skills. As if they were meant to be together, all the chromatic skills were heading in the same general direction, and Sol just had to give it a little push for them to merge. The process was extremely easy, almost as easy as when Sol added [Magic Resistance] to [Invincible Body].

[Learned [Polychromatism] Lv 7!]

[[Polychromatism] Lv 7: Channel the power of all seven chromas. Release one chroma in a monochrome attack. Able to combine two chromas into a duochrome attack, gaining the properties of both chromas. Can further combine the power of all seven chromas into a full spectrum attack, gaining the properties of all chromas. Mana cost varies. Duochrome cooldown: 1 minute. Full spectrum cooldown: 50 minutes.]

‘All seven colors into one attack? How would that even look? Though it has a few requirements for me to even use it.’

If one only had [Polychromatism], they wouldn't be able to combine all seven colors into one attack because it still required different focus points from where the colors originate from. Sol could only emit two colors at most naturally. By using both hands to channel a different color, he would be able to perform the duochrome attack. The full spectrum would require more exit points for the colors, and even if Sol used both his feet and head to somehow channel 3 more colors, he would still end up 2 focus points short.

‘Good thing I went out of my way for the talent skill.’

[[Create Magic Hands] Lv 9: Summon hands to aid you in your endeavors. Can summon up to nine hands that have 45% of the user's physical attributes. Does not retain the user's intelligence or wisdom attributes.]

‘Nine hands? The boss only summoned seven more… Oh, it's because it could only release one color each. But they also have a portion of my attributes?’

Sol summoned a hand to test something out.

‘It’s not working?’

Sol attempted to use [Analysis] on the hand, but nothing appeared. It reminded him of his Lipon, but even that had a status page once he activated the weapon. If he couldn’t see its status directly, there was another way to test its power.

The hand floating in the air curled up into a fist and launched towards Sol. Sol replied in kind and punched back. The two fists collided with a boom, but the results were quickly shown. The floating hand was launched backward into the wall of his room.

‘Yeah, it's about half my strength. I didn’t even hit it at full strength, and it was easily launched back.’

Continuing with his testing, Sol summoned more hands, and after a bit of trial and error, he figured out how to delegate the colors to each hand. Now, seven hands floated around him, each glowing in its own color.

Sol tried to channel the power of the color red into his hand, but nothing happened.

‘So I can still only channel one color at a time no matter what. What do I do with these, then?’

As Sol asked himself, two more hands appeared. Reminded of the strength the hands wielded, Sol tossed a rare sword and rare axe he had from his spatial ring towards both of them. They both caught the weapons easily and began to fight each other with them. Sol silently judged the two hands as they sparred.

‘It's not as strong as when I wield it but…’

The floating hand wielding a sword charged mana into the sword and performed a [Cross Slash]. It destroyed the axe-wielding hand, making it poof out of existence, and the axe it wielded was dropped onto the ground.

‘They can cast skills as well.’

The only downside of casting skills through the hands was the mana cost being higher, but a new skill helped in that department as well.

[[Relay Magic] Lv 8: Creates a better connection between the user and their constructs, mitigating mana loss and assisting in mana transfers.]

This connection didn’t just work one way, where Sol only gave mana to supply the hands with skills. The hands could gather ambient mana and also send it his way, increasing his mana regeneration rate. This would help Sol with his mana management, but now that his magic hands would also be using mana, he would probably be spending it much faster than before.

“Ugh, my head is starting to hurt…”

Sol’s head began to hurt, managing so many hands at once. They all felt like a part of his body, and even the sensation when they touched the weapons was felt by Sol. Although Sol had skills that helped in enduring the pain and controlling the hands like [Invincible Body] and [Precise Coordination], having maintained so many hands active for over half an hour of testing was starting to take a toll on his mind.

All the hands disappeared at once, and Sol stood up from his bed.

‘It's time to go meet up with Amber anyway. I’ll have to continue testing later.’

“One more! One more!”

The sounds of cheering could still be heard outside.

‘They're still going at it?’

Peeking over once more, the crowd was even bigger, and it wasn’t just two adventurers balancing kegs but 6 of them. The original two adventurers were shaking unsteadily as the 8 kegs of beer began to wobble. Suddenly, one of the adventurers lost their balance as a strong gust of wind hit their tower.

“Noooo!”

The kegs began to fall, but they were all caught by other nearby adventurers. They would never allow good beer to go to waste.

“HAHAHA! Now you have to drink a whole keg!”

The one who won between the original two was surprisingly the adventurer who was 10 levels below the other one.

“Drink!”

“Drink!”

“Drink!”

The audience began to chant as the loser grabbed one of the kegs and tried to drink it all in one go. Without spilling a single drop, he actually managed to drink the entire keg down and slammed it onto the ground.

“WOAAAAH!”

The entire crowd went wild. But the adventurer wasn’t done yet. He grabbed another keg and yelled.

“This isn’t even my full power! Witness me!”

The keg lifting competition quickly devolved into a keg drinking competition.
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                After meeting with Amber in the lobby, the two headed out to the city to take care of a few matters.

“First, we should stop by the guild and turn in the stuff we collected, then we sell the weapons we don't need, and finally, stop by Gearworks and see if he can do some maintenance on the Lipon.”

It was hard to tell at first, but over time, the Lipon was taking damage from the fights and usage over time. Sol simply didn’t notice because the Lipon without any elemental weapon active had no status page. It was only until the maximum durability of the elemental weapons slightly decreased did he notice the problem.

The two made their way to the guild, which was packed full of adventurers. All the lines were ridiculously long, and even after the guild set up a few temporary counters, the lines weren’t decreasing anytime soon.

“Ahh, guess we’re gonna be here for a while.”

Based on how packed the capital had been since they got back, Sol knew it didn’t matter if they came at a later time. Choosing one of the lines for quest turn-in, the two queued up and hoped it wouldn’t take long.

The line moved at a slow but steady pace. Thirty minutes later, it was finally their turn.

“W-welcome, how may I help you?”

A rather young receptionist attended them. From the way she spoke, it was clear she wasn’t used to speaking the rehearsed lines yet.

“Hi, we just want to turn in the gathering quests for Necropolis. A couple of times if possible.”

“Sure! Just take the items out here so I may inspect them.”

Sol hesitated, “Are you sure? There's quite a few.”

“Of course! I can handle it.”

Sol nodded before proceeding to take out material after material from his spatial ring. What the receptionist thought was originally going to be 10-20 items quickly began to pile up. When she turned to see Sol’s face, she could tell that the adventurer wasn’t going to stop anytime soon. In fact, he was taking out items from the spatial rings faster than before.

“Wait! Wait! That's too many!”

The pile of soul shards, dark essence containers, and shadow roots took almost all the counter space and was in danger of spilling over. Even the nearby adventurers and other receptionists stopped their actions to look over at the absurd amount of materials.

The young receptionist was, needless to say, overwhelmed by the pile of items and didn’t know where to begin counting and processing them.

“I- uhh…”

“I’ll take it from here, Lily.”

“Ingrid!”

The young receptionist was saved by a mature woman with sharp eyes who came over when she noticed the disturbance.

“Good Afternoon, my name is Ingrid, and I will be handling your quests and other matters today. Please follow me.”

The overly professional attitude threw Sol a bit off. It was normal for receptionists to be professional, but not to this degree; they mostly dealt with rowdy adventurers after all.

“Okay, thank you.”

After stuffing everything back in his spatial ring, Sol and Amber were led to a private meeting room within the guild building. They sat around a large table and were served refreshing drinks by a guild employee Ingrid summoned.

“Please take out all the quest materials.”

Sol nodded as he emptied out six cubic meters worth of materials. The majority of the materials came from looting the large group of adventurers, but almost an entire cubic meter came entirely from the two of them. As they went deeper every floor, they found more and more materials to gather, and there was no reason to not collect them.

‘This will take a while…’

Sol took a sip of his drink as he let his mind wander until Ingrid was done.

“104 soul shards, 68 dark essence containers, and 38 shadow roots. That will allow you two to turn in the three gathering quests a total of 104 times. You’re one short on turning in another soul shards quest, but considering the total amount, I’ll consider that one complete as well, coming to 105 quests total. The total quest reward is 3920 gold. Would you like them in gold or platinum coins?”

Sol almost spat out his drink in surprise for two reasons. The first was the total amount of gold, especially because he didn’t even sell all of it. They decided beforehand to keep 10 dark essence containers for Sol’s Lipon and the void root to hopefully commission something incredible. The second reason Sol was surprised was that it only took her a single moment to calculate everything.

“Already?!”

“Yes sir, would you like them in gold or platinum coins?”

Ingrid didn’t treat it like a big deal and continued with her job.

“Umm, can I have 1020 in gold and the rest in platinum?”

“Of course. Do you have an empty ring I could deposit the coins into, or would you rather it be given in a pouch?”

Still shaken up by the amount, Sol’s hand unsteadily handed Ingrid one of his empty rings.

“S-sure. Here you go.”

“Thank you sir. I will be back with your reward promptly.”

Ingrid stood up, gave a polite bow, and left the meeting room. The moment the door closed, Sol let out a large sigh.

“Almost 4000 gold…”

Amber tilted her head, “A lot?”

He looked at her with a ridiculous expression, “Amber, we only had 50 gold when we first came to this city. Even after we reached floor 11, we could barely afford better weapons for the both of us. With 4000 gold… I don't even know how to spend it all…”

“Oh.”

‘She really doesn’t have any concept of money…’

Sol was about to try explaining all the things they could buy with that much money, but the door opened and Ingrid came inside. She walked towards Sol and handed him the ring.

“Inside the ring is the total quest reward, 29 platinum coins, and 1020 gold coins.”

“Thank you.”

Sol stood up, ready to head out but was called back by Ingrid.

“Please wait a moment. There is still one more matter to discuss.”

“Huh? Something else?”

Ingrid nodded, “Yes, would you please recount the events that took place between your party and the party of Urian Stillmore in the Necropolis dungeon?”
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                “Ahh, was the quantity too much?”

“Yes, that much would normally take around two months for a party of your size.”

Sol wasn’t too surprised at being caught. He should have known the ridiculous amount of materials would raise an eye or two over how they acquired so much. Yet there was something that didn’t add up.

“How did you know we had conflict with Urian and his group? Couldn’t it have been with another party?”

Ingrid shook her head, “Urian Stillmore and his entire party have been missing for almost an entire week. They tend to return every 5 days. They are currently the only large gathering party, and their absence was noticed by many. Other gathering focused parties are also unable to gather anywhere near the amount you brought in. Now could you please recount the events that took place?”

Though Ingrid was being patient and answered his questions, Sol knew that he would get in big trouble if he didn’t start explaining soon.

Sol recounted his side of the events and made sure to omit details like the void root. Instead of Urian’s party hunting them for the void root, it was instead them trying to avenge their allies who died in a scuffle with the duo. It wasn’t that he was worried over the guild knowing he had a legendary material; he was more worried about outside parties that may uncover that information. Sol knew the guild would never try to directly take something from him, at most they would offer to buy it.

“After we thinned their numbers with sneak attacks, the amount of people guarding the exit was thinned enough that we could take them on. It was a hard fight, but we managed to win in the end.”

Ingrid didn’t interrupt him at any moment, and once he was done, she only gave an understanding nod.

“Thank you for explaining the events; that will be everything.”

“Really? You don't have any questions?”

Sol found it weird that Ingrid had no questions at all; he kept some parts especially vague as he didn’t want to reveal more than necessary.

“If you wanted me to know more details, you would have already said it. There is no way for the guild to validate any claims over what occurred in the dungeon, and the other party is dead. Taking into consideration the previous actions of Urian Stillmore’s party in other cases, it’s not surprising for them to be the instigators.”

“I see… we’ll be heading out then.”

Ingrid gave a polite bow along with a few other pleasantries as Sol and Amber walked out of the meeting room.

…

Once Sol and Amber left the meeting room, Ingrid headed towards the third floor of the adventurers' guild. That floor is mostly reserved for administrative personnel and offices, including the office of the Guildmaster. Normal receptionists didn’t tend to enter this floor, but Ingrid wasn’t a receptionist. She was the Guildmaster’s personal secretary.

“Excuse me, Guildmaster. I have come to report the Urian Stillmore’s gathering party case.”

As Ingrid entered the office, it appeared as if she had teleported into the middle of a forest. Plants grew everywhere, on the floor, walls, and even the ceiling. Natural light flooded the office from the glass ceiling that allowed these plants to thrive in an indoor environment.

Sitting behind an elegant desk with a beautiful yet natural design was the Guildmaster of Crestal City, Orion. A young man with vibrant green hair sat behind his desk as he held a clay pot in his hands.

“One second, Ingrid, I’m almost done.”

Focused on the task at hand, Orion placed a small seed in the pot and held his hand above it. A powerful energy full of life descended from the young man's palm into the clay pot as it was infused with his incredible energy. Once he was done, the Guildmaster placed the pot on the side of his office and watched as his mana nurtured the little seed.

It didn’t take long for the seed to sprout and grow. It didn’t stop growing and eventually broke free from its pot and latched itself onto the floor. Though there was no dirt, the small tree didn’t need any as it already had all the nutrients it would need for the rest of its life. It continued to grow until it nearly reached 8 feet, and its flowers began to bloom. Blue and white flowers covered the top of the tree that shimmered beautifully under the sunlight.

“Sir, what did I tell you about growing trees indoors?”

Orion chuckled, “You said not to grow any because it would collapse the floor, but what if I grew a plant that reinforced it instead?”

Just as he said that, the tree’s roots spread and drilled into the floor in a pattern while its main trunk merged into the wall. The main root traveled through the inside of the wall all the way into the first floor where it spread its roots again, attaching itself to the foundation.

Though Ingrid couldn’t see what the tree was doing, she could tell by Orion's expression that he succeeded, and what was more worrying was that he looked like he wanted to go even further.

“If I allow it to spread through the entire guild, it would reinforce the entire building as well. Not only that, but I can use it to attack from anywhere at any moment… It may cause a few—no, a lot of cracks in the bricks, but it should be fine…

“Please don't go overboard, sir. It would likely break the rune defenses we already have in place.”

Ingrid tried to be a voice of reason, but she knew if he truly wanted to do that, there was nobody who could stop him.

“My defenses would be stronger than those silly runes, but fine. I don’t want the engravers complaining I ruined their work. Now tell me about the Urian case.”

“The adventurer duo admitted to defeating Urian Stillmore’s party over…”

Ingrid perfectly recounted the entire set of events that Sol said without missing a single point. It was when she was done that Orion asked a question.

“So how much of that do you believe?”

“65%, sir.”

“Oh? What stood out to you?”

“There were no contradictions or obvious lies in their story, but it simply isn’t realistic for a party of two B-Rankers to defeat 34 B-Rank adventurers, even with surprise attacks. Additionally, it was odd how relentless Urian Stillmore’s party was in chasing the two. Urian Stillmore’s party only kills other parties who don’t back down against them; something else must have happened for them to resort to such extremes that they blocked the exit. The most likely possibility is that the two adventurers obtained something special.”

“I see, doesn't matter though. Just close the report and call it a day.”

Ingrid nodded her head. While she personally would have investigated further, she would follow the orders of the Guildmaster.

“Yes, sir. By the way, sir, will we try to encourage a large resource gathering party to form? The loss of Urian Stillmore’s party will impact our total revenue by 0.03%.”

Orion looked at her with an amazed look. His secretary was sometimes way too numbers oriented.

“No, we don't have to do that. Adventurers will notice the void left by Urian’s party and quickly fill it up. It will resolve itself within a week.”

“Understood, sir.”

Ingrid gave the Guildmaster a small bow and left to write up the case report and change the status of Urian’s party from missing to dead.
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                Leaving the guild, Sol couldn’t help but be in a good mood. Though the fact that the guild knew of his direct involvement with the death of 30 B-Rank adventurers did weigh on his mind, it was completely overshadowed by the spatial ring he was currently holding.

‘4000 gold… Where do I even begin in spending it all?’

“Weapons.”

Amber spoke up from behind him, reminding him of the plan he made for today.

“Oh right. But now that I think about it, do we need to sell them? What will we even do with the money…”

“Food?”

“Haha. Amber, we have more than enough food for multiple lifetimes.”

Chuckling at Amber’s priorities, Sol wondered what to do with the weapons.

‘Ah right!’

“Alright, let's sell some of the worst ones and keep the rest. I actually have a use for them.”

The duo headed through the busy streets and stopped by a few weapons stores, selling half of their weapons. They sold the worst of the weapons, but even then, they were rare weapons and even a few unique ones. Even if they were unique, Amber only used daggers, and even if Sol kept them, he wouldn't use them over what he currently had or the other better weapons. Of the weapons Sol kept, there were 3 swords, 2 spears, 2 axes, 1 hammer, 1 whip, 1 pair of spiked gloves, 3 different elemental staffs, and a throwing knife. Most of them were unique, with the exception of the throwing knife and the whip, which Sol just kept to give them a try.

After selling the rest of the weapons, they received an additional 2349 gold. Receiving even more gold, Sol gave up trying to process what to do with all of it for now. For someone like him who was used to living on a few copper a day, it was simply too much.

‘Maybe when I find my parents, I can retire from adventuring…’

It was a small whisper in the back of his mind, but it was quickly denied.

‘No, there is still so much I want to do. Maybe in a few years but not anytime soon.’

Done with selling the extra weapons, the duo headed into Gearworks. Unlike other stores that were full of adventurers trying to buy the best items and weapons they can afford, Gearworks was completely empty. It was a nice change of pace from the packed and loud stores.

The short man Fabio was seen cleaning one of the large clocks at the back of the store. When he looked up and saw Sol and Amber, he immediately went to greet them.

“My favorite customers! How has the Lipon been working out for ya?”

“Great honestly. The only big issue I have with it is the hassle in changing the pattern slot; it simply takes too much time. But besides that, it's great!”

Fabio nodded in agreement, “I hear ya. The design flaw flew over my head when I was making it because I didn’t expect people to want to change the pattern slot often. But when you mentioned it last time, I began to think of a solution; follow me!”

The two were led to the back of the store where there were no longer clocks and other simple gadgets. Many weird and unique tools and creations were here that Sol had never seen before. Sol could generally understand the intended purpose of a few items like a chair with metal spider legs attached to it and a large metal glove that had a large spike attached to it.

They arrived at a workbench which had another Lipon like Sol’s. It looked a bit different but overall was essentially the same.

“This is the new and improved Lipon 6.0!”

“6.0?”

“Yes, I made a few versions before yours but there was always one thing or another that could be further improved upon. Extended cartridge, improved mana efficiency, a trigger for those who can't wield mana… The list goes on. The point is I took your criticism to heart and made it possible to load three different pattern slots at once. Look here.”

Fabio opened the pattern slot compartment that had been slightly increased to accommodate two more patterns.

“To switch between them is extremely easy; you just have to turn the top part of the handle one notch and it will instantly change the pattern to its new form.”

The short man demonstrated it by turning it on and showcasing the water elemental sword swap between an axe and then into a mace.

Sol was impressed by the new additions.

“Woah… Does that mean this one is ready to go?”

“You want it?”

Sol nodded, he could already think of a use for it in battle.

“I could use a dagger pattern and change it to a long sword mid fight; the extended reach would definitely catch my opponents off guard.”

“Huh, never thought of it that way. Alternatively, I could also make it so that the weapon produced by the Lipon can change its size on command. A dial that reduces or increases the mana supply would work…”

“Oh! I never thought of it that way…”

The conversation quickly sidetracked into how to further improve the Lipon’s capabilities. Though Sol didn’t know much about the technical aspect on how it would be done, he was providing his own opinion on how he would use it which led to a very insightful conversation.

During this time, Amber patiently waited nearby as the two men were in their heated discussion. It was not until half an hour later that Sol finally got to the point of why they came today.

“I initially wanted to ask if you could repair my Lipon, but I think I should just buy the new one.”

Fabio handed over the latest Lipon to Sol while shaking his head.

“Nonsense you don't have to buy it. It's because of you I could improve it in the first place. Plus we have our deal going on, I want you to use my latest version to shine during the knight selection!”

“Please, I insist. I know you worked hard in making this one from scratch and I would feel bad just taking it for free. Name a price.”

The two were both firm in their stance, neither wanting to budge. Eventually Sol conceded.

“Fine, you win. Can I buy some cartridges at least?”

“Sure how many?”

“300!”

“YOU CALL THAT SOME?!”
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                Sol laughed upon seeing the reaction of the short man. He didn’t need that many cartridges, but this way he would at least be paying the man for his work.

Fabio sighed, “I don’t even have 300. I have to make those by hand, so I only have a little over 100. Is 100 good enough?”

“Yup, I’ll take it.”

Sol handed 100 gold and received the new Lipon along with 100 empty cartridges.

“By the way, why is it that the Lipon doesn't show up with [Analysis] unless I activate it?”

“Ahh, that's the curse of every good crafter.”

“Curse?”

“Well… not exactly a curse per se, but something that every good craftsman worth their salt will encounter when creating something new. If the weapon or item is too unique or unheard of, there is a good chance the system won't recognize it or treats it like a normal object.”

Sol didn’t quite understand how it was a problem.

“But how is that a curse? That doesn't stop it from being usable, right?”

“No, no. The real issue arises with trying to sell them. People tend to be suspicious towards items not recognized by the system, for a good reason. It makes it harder to verify its authenticity, which leads to a lot of counterfeits or fakes being sold. That's why I demonstrated the Lipon last time to prove it worked. The same can't be said for all items, especially if they are consumables. Because of that, most craftsmen tend to not invent new creations and stick with what is already known, in fear of it not being well received. I’ll be honest, I wouldn’t be so invested in the Lipon if not for the fact that the system at least recognizes it when it's activated.”

“That's unfortunate then. Is that why I never saw these types of items before?”

“Hmm? You're an adventurer, no? You should have seen the remote archive the guild uses to store and retrieve information remotely.”

“Oh! I didn’t know that.”

“Yup, larger organizations are more likely to have something like that implemented as the remote archives have been around for 200 years or so. It’s actually one of the examples people point out when referring to system unrecognized items.”

“Well, I hope yours takes off then. From what you say, it won't be easy.”

“That's why I have you! Even if you don't win, make sure to show off the Lipon as much as possible.”

“Hah, I’ve been working hard, I’m sure I’ll make it to the finals..”

Sol fully intended to keep his word, but now knowing how much it mattered to Fabio to showcase the full power of the weapon, he would do his best in doing so.

“Oh, by the way, what if there was a way to unleash the full power of a cartridge in one attack-”

“Nope! You already gave me waaaay too much to work with. Save the rest of the ideas for the Lipon 8.0.”

The two laughed as Fabio showed them outside of his workshop.

“Alright, I’ll leave those ideas for after the knight selection, see ya later.”

“Stay safe, kid.”

Leaving Gearworks, Sol looked at his new Lipon.

‘Funny, I went in to fix my old one but now I have an even better one.’

Done with all their tasks for the day, Sol decided it was about time they relaxed after working so hard the past week.

“Let's take a break. Do you want to walk around the city or go somewhere?”

“Training.”

“Really? Didn’t we just do a whole lot of that in the dungeon?”

Amber shook her head.

“Skills. Not levels.”

It had slipped Sol’s mind that her growth, although fast, had been hindered because they had been spending a lot of their time fighting undead in the dungeon. While battling does help with battle knowledge and sometimes skills, most people didn’t consider it as a good way to train one's skills.

There were two superior ways of training skills: the first was repeated usage, and the second was studying and manually improving. The first was considered the easiest and sometimes even faster way of training, while the second was considered a gamble. One could drastically improve a skill within a day or spend days meticulously studying a skill just to not find any way to improve it. Sol was lucky he had [Reinterpret], which gave him an extremely unfair advantage in analyzing every single aspect and also gave him unlimited mana and stamina to continue without break.

“Oh, my bad. Sure, we can do that. Where do we go to do that?”

‘Maybe the guild, the underground training area was pretty large, but there are many eyes there. We could also go outside the city and find a quiet place in the nearby forest…’

Amber, without hesitation, answered.

“Dungeon.”

“The dungeon? We just returned from there yesterday… and you want to go back in?”

She nodded. “21st floor. Empty. Big.”

“I can’t deny that, but even so…”

They had not even been back to the surface for over 24 hours, and Amber wanted to head back inside.

“I was hoping for… something not a few miles underground.”

Amber was very practical, which was why she chose the dungeon. Few venture to the 21st floor unless they are A-Rank, and it was a very open area allowing even large scale skills to be practiced, which meant it was the perfect secluded space to train. She didn’t understand why Sol was unwilling to head back inside, as they had already spent weeks in the dungeon. A few more days wouldn't change anything.

Seeing Amber’s questioning state, Sol relented, “Fine, but can we at least come and stay in the inn and not camp out in the dungeon?”

“Okay.”

Amber considered it a loss in time from having to travel between the locations, but it wasn’t egregious enough to impact her training.

Sol sighed in relief but then thought to himself.

‘Since when did she start becoming so vocal about her opinion?’

The time in the dungeon blurred, but he believed it was when they shared each other's status pages. The thought of that made him smile.

‘Maybe we won't need dad by the time we find him.’
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                In the 21st floor of the Necropolis dungeon, the teleportation sigil activated as two people appeared.

“I can't believe we’re back already…”

Amber ignored Sol’s comment and went to an open area to begin her training. Sol watched for a minute as she showcased a few of her new sand skills.

‘Might as well make a resting area.’

Though they were both heading back to sleep at the inn, they would still need a place to rest throughout the day.

“[Create Earth].”

Creating the usual furniture consisting of simple chairs and a table, Sol also made a cooking area for later.

‘I guess I should start as well.’

Sol went to an area away from Amber and looked at his status page.

Name: SolRace: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 81
Exp: 2,612,100/89,470,000

HP: 1450MP: 1650
Str: 80 (+70)Vit: 80 (+70)
Agi: 80 (+70)Int: 85 (+70)
Wis: 80 (+90)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 5, [Analysis] Lv 7, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Siphoned Talents:
[Create Magic Hands] Lv 9

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 6, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 3, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 7, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [True Sight] Lv 6, [Superior Mana Control] Lv 1, [Fortified Soul] Lv 2, [Relay Magic] Lv 8

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Ground Shrink] Lv 3, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 7, [Terra Spikes] Lv 6, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Fell Cleave] Lv 8, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 1, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 8, [Disarm] Lv 9, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Bombardment] Lv 1, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 5, [Seeking Shot] Lv 6, [Mana Slash] Lv 2, [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7, [Shadow Hands] Lv 7, [Shadow Form] Lv 5, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4, [Polychromatism] Lv 7

‘Hmm. I really want to see what the full spectrum attack looks like.’

Sol summoned seven hands around him. While Sol could have gone to the white room, he wanted to see its full power in the real world. The white room had limited space, and when he previously practiced big attacks like [Bombardment], he was unable to fully exhibit its full power within the restricted area.

The seven hands began to glow their respective colors. None of the hands changed significantly, with the exception of the orange hand that began to grow until it reached two meters.

Sol didn’t go all out yet and first tested the power of each hand. Red had its powerful beams. Orange was large and heavy. Yellow had its numerous projectile orbs. Green had its protective barrier that could even withstand the red beam. Blue had its sharp crescents that would always move towards where Sol targeted. Indigo made its hand faster and stronger. Purple could create 5-meter zones where gravity is amplified or inverted.

‘Alright, let's try duochrome first.’

He randomly chose the red and green, which then moved towards one another. Through [True Sight], he could see the mana of both colors mingle as a red beam was unleashed from where the two energies met. The red energy didn’t blast outward but instead moved in a coil until it created a dome of energy.

Sol couldn’t understand how the beam moved in such a way, but he immediately understood its effects.

‘Let's try out its defense with a [Terra Spike].’

A spike emerged from the ground towards the red barrier, and upon contact, it was evaporated. Unlike the green barrier that only blocked, the duochrome combination of red and green created a barrier that disintegrated whatever made contact with it.

‘How much effort would it take to break through it?’

Sol created earth spike after earth spike, each one stronger than the last. It was not until Sol made an extremely compact earth spike with 200 mana that there were some results.

This shocked Sol. ‘This is ludicrous. It only cost 20 mana per second to maintain and accounting for my mana regeneration, it really only cost 15. Is [Polychromatism] that much stronger?’

Sol stopped channeling the duochrome shield and thought to himself.

‘I can maintain it for as long as I want, but when I stop, it enters the cooldown…’

He also realized that cooldown applied to the full spectrum as well. So now Sol had to wait for a minute before he could try the full attack.

After waiting for a minute, Sol gathered all seven hands and channeled the full spectrum.

As if knowing what to do, each hand took position around the larger orange hand and began to slowly rotate around it. Each hand contributed its color into the orange hand that acted as the main hand in the formation. The hands rotating around began to accelerate faster and faster until all one could see was the afterimages. Energy from each hand was woven into the middle of the orange hand in a truly inexplicable way.

Feeling the energy reach its peak, Sol felt it was time to release it. ‘Now!’

A meter long white beam emanated from the large hand, it grew to two meters before compacting back down to one meter. It headed in a straight line towards the nearby dungeon wall.

BOOM!

The white beam continued to drill into the wall continuously until Sol realized he was missing something.

‘This has all the properties of the colors, right? What about…’

The white meter-long beam split into almost a hundred smaller beams that headed in every direction, but when Sol willed them to go towards the wall, some beams did a 90 degree bend while others curved and landed directly where he wanted. As a final command, the white beams moved in different directions, drilling and slashing at the walls not unlike whips. He wanted to continue trying out new attacks with all the colors, but he felt his mana draining extremely fast. The hands stopped rotating around the large hand, stopping the release of the large beam.

[Mana: 433/1650]

‘How long was that? 20 seconds at most, and it took nearly all my mana. Granted I didn’t start when it was full, but still…’

Sol didn’t keep an eye on his mana and measured the consumption, but he guesstimated it would last him around 40 seconds before he ran out.

‘Still, even within 20 seconds, this level of destruction…’

Now that the white beams no longer blocked his vision, he could see the scene of destruction before him. The wall was littered with holes and deep cuts throughout, which would normally be very hard to do in a dungeon. There was also a large hole a meter wide that continued deep into the wall, which even Sol couldn’t see the end of.

While Sol was looking at the destruction he caused, Amber was not far away, also watching. She stopped training when she heard the loud booms and beams coming from his attack. Though one couldn’t see it from her face, her fist was clenched so tightly that her nails dug into her skin. She turned back to her area and went headfirst into training with much more vigor.
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                Within the royal palace of the capital, a section was under the full command of the Order of Royal Knights, commonly referred to as the Royal Knights Headquarters. That was where the knights trained, ate, and slept whenever they were not on any missions or campaigns.

While the royal family was officially considered the highest commanding power, for day-to-day matters regarding the Royal Knights' operations, the commander of the knights, Zaman Secondhand, took that role. He was the main decision maker on where funds would go, what missions would be prioritized, and, as of recently, was in charge of this year's knight selection.

Zaman Secondhand walked through the Royal Knights Headquarters with confident strides as he headed towards his destination. Knights who happened to see him made way for his passage. One could see in their eyes how much respect they had for their Commander.

If knights were asked how they would describe Zaman Secondhand, there were a few defining characteristics. Some called him a natural leader, others called him the most tactical knight they knew, but there was one defining characteristic that stood above all.

“Ah, Commander. You're right on time as usual.”

Punctual.

Somehow, Zaman was never late or early. While it was common for people to be slightly early or late, that logic didn’t apply to Zaman. Even if unpredictable events happened that would normally delay a person, they wouldn't affect the Commander, as if some mystical force would never allow it to impede his schedule. No one had ever seen Zaman arrive early or late, not even by a minute.

Zaman took a seat at the conference table with other high ranking knights who arrived before him.

With a professional smile, he spoke, “Let's begin today's meeting.”

These high ranking knights covered a variety of topics from ongoing missions to updating the lunch menu. Zaman didn’t voice his opinion often and let the group decide what they believed to be best, only inputting his opinion when he deemed it necessary. Eventually, they reached a topic that required his direct input.

“Commander Zaman, the window to sign up for the knight selection had ended and we were looking at the number of participants… Frankly, it's too many. Almost triple of last year. We only have 200 open spots this year, should we automatically disqualify the lowest leveled applicants?”

It was a question that had been weighing on the mind of a big eyed knight who had been in charge of the applications. He believed it would be best to simply raise the base requirements from low C to high C-Rank, which would cut off a big portion of the applicants. In his personal opinion, it would be a waste of time to hire lower leveled recruits and end up spending even more resources leveling them up.

Zaman shook his head.

“No, all who applied deserve the right to a fair testing process. Not only that, but we would also be missing out on potential talents that would eventually outshine those higher level applicants.”

“Then what should we do? It's fine for the first test, we just check the status page, but what of the second test? We don’t have enough available knights to watch over so many applicants.”

“Hmm, the second test was a battlefield illusion, correct?”

“Yes, Commander, we would split the forces in two and see how they would organize and fight each other.”

“Scrap the plan.”

“Yes—wait, what?”

The big eyed knight's eyes widened even more. A lot of money was invested in preparing the illusion formation and illusionists to maintain it. To do away with it felt like a waste to the knight.

Zaman elaborated, “We will still use the illusion formation but let's change the rules. Instead of two battlefields, let's make it into an elimination event. Each applicant will individually face illusion enemies of the same level as them at increasing difficulty. Those who pass a certain amount of rounds against the illusions pass. This way, we don’t have to watch over everyone; those of poor quality that can't even beat opponents of the same level will be quickly eliminated.”

Side chatter erupted from many knights.

“It’s possible… We won't have to watch over them either, as those who lose will be kicked out of the illusion.”

“Will the illusionists we hired be able to change the formation in time? We only have 3 days.”

“Hah. They're illusionists, don’t they often brag about how easy it is to change illusions to their likings?”

“Quiet down, everyone.”

The room fell silent upon Zaman’s words.

“Someone call the illusionists and inform them of the changes, also tell them I will later provide the plan for the increasing difficulty.”

A short and round knight stood up and spoke, “Yes, Commander, I’ll handle it!”

Zaman was about to end the meeting until the big eyed knight spoke up again.

“Commander, in addition to the normal applicants, we also received two odd ones, both are A-Rankers.”

Confusion arose from the knights. A-Rankers applying to become knights were extremely uncommon, much less two at once. Most people become knights for stability or in hopes of using the resources to break through to A-Rank. If they were already A-Rank, it would defeat the purpose to apply in the first place.

While the addition of two A-Rankers would definitely bolster the kingdom’s might, all the knights found it suspicious.

Zaman gave his verdict, “Do a background check on both of them, see if we can uncover the real reason they are applying. Send two squads to investigate both of them and request assistance from the Royal Shadows.”

A few knights raised their eyebrows while others sighed at the mention of the Royal Shadows. They were the secret agents that worked directly for the royal family, collecting information or silencing threats. Not even Commander Zaman could order them. Only the king was able to mobilize the Royal Shadows, but with the king’s current state where he was only conscious sporadically through the day, it would be unlikely for them to respond to their request.

“Even the princess can’t command them until she ascends to the throne. I don’t think they will listen to our request.”

“That doesn't mean they are idly doing nothing; they are still actively collecting information but simply not acting upon it unless it follows an order previously given by the king. We can only hope that a previous order given by the king aligns with sharing this information with us…”

The knights believed it to be worth a shot and would send a representative to contact them later. Zaman ended the meeting and left the rest of the knights in the conference room. The meeting ran a bit later than usual, and he had a training lesson with the princess soon on the other side of the castle. Though it normally takes at least 20 minutes to cross that distance, Zaman didn’t worry because he would always arrive on time.

            

    
        Chapter 131: Freedom

    
    
    
    
                The evening light enveloped the city as two figures emerged from the Necropolis dungeon. It was Sol and Amber, returning after a long day of training.

“Freedom!”

The two guards glanced at the duo and, upon recognizing them, offered a cordial nod before returning to their duties. For the past three days, every time the two exited the dungeon, the young man among them always uttered something along those lines, and the guards had grown accustomed to it by now.

“No, no, no. This time, it's for real. I’m not going anywhere near this dungeon for at least a month!”

“Sure, see ya tomorrow.”

“No, I mean it!”

The guards chuckled. After hearing similar declarations for the past three days followed by their return the next morning, they couldn’t interpret it any other way.

“I’m participating in the knight selection, so I actually won’t be here.”

Upon hearing about the knight selection, the guards took him seriously.

“Well, damn, boy. I wish you luck tomorrow. I’ve heard rumors that it would be more difficult than past selections.”

“Really? How so?”

The guard shook his head. “One of my knight buddies said there were too many applicants this year, so they had to raise the bar higher. That's about all I know, though.”

Sol nodded but wasn't too worried.

“I should be fine. I didn't spend almost an entire month down here for nothing.”

The guard laughed. “Well then, guess we’ll be seeing you around more, or maybe even have the pleasure of working under you, Sir Knight.”

The guard emphasized the last part in a joking manner.

“Haha, I’ll be sure to treat you well under my command. See ya around.”

Bidding farewell to the guards, Sol and Amber headed back to their inn. Compared to how the city was three days ago, it seemed the festivities had calmed down to some extent. It was as if the population was taking this moment to rest before the true festivities of tomorrow. Most who came to compete also abstained from the celebrations to avoid waking up with a hangover on the day of the test. However, there were still those who decided to party regardless of the possible consequences and even went out of their way to buy expensive detoxification potions. While these potions would help alleviate most symptoms of a hangover, there would still be a slight groggy feeling.

Arriving at the inn, Sol bade Amber goodnight before heading to his own room. He sat down on the bed and opened his status page.

Name: SolRace: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 82
Exp: 13,218,000/98,417,000

HP: 1450MP: 1650
Str: 85 (+70)Vit: 80 (+70)
Agi: 80 (+70)Int: 85 (+70)
Wis: 80 (+90)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 5, [Analysis] Lv 7, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Siphoned Talents:
[Create Magic Hands] Lv MAX

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 8, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 3, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 7, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [True Sight] Lv 6, [Superior Mana Control] Lv 1, [Fortified Soul] Lv 2, [Relay Magic] Lv 8

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 7, [Ground Shrink] Lv 5, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 7, [Terra Spikes] Lv 9, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Primal Rend] Lv 1, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 1, [Telepathy] Lv 1, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 8, [Disable] Lv 1, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Bombardment] Lv 1, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 8, [Seeking Shot] Lv 6, [Mana Slash] Lv 5, [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7, [Shadow Hands] Lv 7, [Shadow Form] Lv 5, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4, [Polychromatism] Lv EX

‘Sadly, I wasn’t able to max out [Terra Spikes] by the end of it, but I should be fine as is.’

After experimenting with [Polychromatism] and its varied attacks, Sol realized his time would be better spent training the skills he would use in the knight selection. While the magic hands and chromas were ridiculously strong, it wouldn't take a genius to put two and two together and connect him with the boss of the 20th floor.

This didn’t mean Sol missed the opportunity to increase the skill levels. Once he found out how potent the full spectrum was, he would take Amber and quickly fight the boss once every hour, though it couldn’t be considered a fight but a one sided annihilation. With one full spectrum attack, he was able to obliterate the boss’s green hand and destroy it and everything behind the boss. Sol had to hold back so there would be an intact body for him to use [Siphon] on. The skill didn’t evolve but became EX, allowing Sol to channel the power of duochrome without cooldown and with even more power than before.

For the other skills Sol actually trained, he focused mostly on his swordsmanship. It had been falling behind in lieu of more magical skills, but he didn’t want it to stay that way. He had the ability to become a master of everything, so why would he limit himself to just magic?

[Fell Cleave] evolved into [Primal Rend], though meant for axe weapons, a sword would work just fine in delivering the devastating attack. [Disarm] evolved into [Disable], now not only making the target lose their weapon but also paralyzing the limb. No other skill evolved, but Sol spent time evenly training [Cross Slash], [Ground Shrink], [Counter], [Piercing Lunge], and [Mana Slash]. These were the skills Sol believed needed the most urgent attention so they would be up to par for whatever test may come.

‘I also figured out what final talent I want to bring.’

Sol opened a new status page, but it appeared very different from the original one. It was the status page created by Deceiver’s Earrings.

Name: SolRace: Human 
Talents: [Sword], [Water Affinity], [Terraformer]Level: 82
Exp: 13,218,000/98,417,000

HP: 800MP: 950
Str: 110 (+60)Vit: 80
Agi: 100 (+30)Int: 50
Wis: 70 (+25)

Talent Skills:
[Water Strike] Lv 7, [Solid Steel] Lv 5

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Swordsmanship] Lv 7, [Counter] Lv 8, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 1, [Agility Up] Lv 6, [Wisdom Up] Lv 5, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 5, [Shortened Cast] Lv MAX, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv 5, [Physical Resistance] Lv 2, [Natural Armor] Lv 1

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 7, [Ground Shrink] Lv 5, [Primal Rend] Lv 1, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 1, [Intermediate Water Magic] Lv 7, [Blurring Speed] Lv 5, [Disable] Lv 1, [Mana Slash] Lv 5, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 8, [Terra Spikes] Lv 9, [Burrow] Lv 6

‘Sadly, I wasn’t able to level up [Terra Spikes] one more time. There was some kind of bottleneck, but it should be fine as is.’

The final talent in Sol’s lineup was [Terraformer]. On one of the trips back from the dungeon, Sol took an hour to rummage through the Adventurers Guild library for possible talents that he could impersonate. It was there that he found the unique talent [Terraformer], though he felt the name was familiar he just couldn’t quite remember where he had seen it before. Regardless, he chose that talent because it not only excelled in reinforcing the body but also in the manipulation of the earth, allowing Sol to use [Terra Spikes] and [Burrow], which were both incredibly useful skills.

He also tweaked a few skill levels, raising those that should be higher, and manipulating his attributes to match up with his skills. For talent skills, Sol had to get creative to somehow make believable talent skills. For [Water Strike], Sol would combine the spell [Water Blade] with [Empowered Strike], making it appear much stronger than the normal spell. With [Solid Steel], Sol would just treat it as the reason his body was so strong from [Invincible Body].

With this setup, Sol believed he could perform extremely well in the knight selection, regardless of whatever test they threw his way. Closing both status pages, Sol rolled into bed to get a good night's sleep. He could practice further with [Reinterpret], but he wanted his mind fully rested for tomorrow.

            

    
        Chapter 132: Crest Square

    
    
    
    
                Sol woke up early at the break of dawn. He met Amber downstairs and enjoyed a hearty breakfast. Many other travelers and adventurers were also in the dining area, but most were eating in a hurry. The first status verification test for the knight selection was early in the morning, and no one wanted to be late.

“Hey, Amber, what are you gonna do while I am taking the test?”

Between bites of her food, she gave her usual one word response.

“Train.”

“You're going back to the dungeon?!”

Sol had noticed since two days ago that Amber was very dedicated to her training. Even he couldn't focus on training like that for such a long period of time without the help of [Reinterpret].

“What about tomorrow?”

“Train.”

‘Is this how she normally trains?’

He wasn't too sure, as this was the first real time he saw her training. Everything else before that was simply leveling, which was very different. Still, too much training could be detrimental, so he attempted to subtly suggest her take a break.

“Alright… but tomorrow is the tournament part of the knight selection. You should go watch; maybe you'll be inspired by some of them and learn something.”

Amber paused eating as she considered his suggestion.

“Okay.”

“Perfect! Cheer me on while you watch!”

Sol struck a pose, flexing his surprisingly well-toned biceps. His overall active lifestyle, paired with a healthy diet and with a final push from [Perfect Balance], helped him start building some muscle.

“No.”

“Arghh! My heart! I don’t think I’ll make it!”

Once the two finished their meals, they went their separate ways. Amber headed to the dungeon once more, while Sol moved toward the center of the city.

While walking through the city, Sol went through his preparations once more. He prepared and did everything he wanted except for one thing.

‘I never got to do anything with the void root…’

The void root still sat in his spatial ring unused, but it couldn’t be helped. Sol didn’t know what to do with it, as he had never dealt with such a rare material. At first, he thought it would be fine to just go to any blacksmith and ask what they could do with it, but then he realized how dangerous it could be. The blacksmith could easily run away with it and sell it, securing enough money to live luxuriously for the rest of his life.

Sol needed to find someone trustworthy to handle it, and there were currently two alternatives he could think of.

‘I could ask Fabio, but I don’t want to distract him from his work. If everything goes to plan, he will also receive a huge influx of customers for the Lipon. The other alternative is only possible when I become a knight. The royal knights surely have some kind of connection to trustworthy crafters who could take my commission.’

If Sol was more well connected, this wouldn’t have been a problem, but he spent almost all his time in the city in the dungeon, so there wasn’t much he could do.

Soon, Sol arrived where the knight selection applicants were gathering, Crest Square. An extremely large plaza situated near the heart of the city and directly next to the castle. Most of the time, it was a normal plaza with residents and travelers moving between it as a shortcut, but its real purpose was to host events and, very rarely, as a speech venue for the royal family.

The area was packed full of applicants, most of whom were human, but there were surprisingly a few of other races: Dwarves, halflings, and even one elf from what Sol could see at a glance. As the requirements for becoming a royal knight were based only on the abilities of the applicants, race wasn't considered. This didn’t mean there wasn't discrimination against those races, but at the very least, the tests were designed in a way that discrimination couldn't play a part in them.

After registering with a knight who had a slate similar to the ones used in the Adventurers Guild, he was led to a section of the plaza for the registered applicants. Nearby was a large tent where they were being shuffled into.

“Welcome, everyone! Queue up behind any line before you for the status check!”

Inside the tent, Sol queued behind a line at random. Because the line was pretty long, he was already starting to doze off until someone called out to him.

“Sol? Is that you?”

“Huh? Nataly?”

The one who called out to him was Nataly, the brunette mage from when he participated in the fort defense back in Kerman. She was queued in an adjacent line and happened to see him.

Sol was shocked, “What a coincidence! I didn’t think I would see you here.”

“Same! Hey, mind if I hop over to your line?”

Sol glanced at the man who was waiting behind him; the man understood without Sol having to ask.

“Go ahead, it's not like it will change how long we all have to wait here.”

“Thanks!”

Nataly moved next to him and gave him a fist bump. Though Sol tried to hide it, he was a bit confused by her appearance here. This didn’t escape her notice.

“You're wondering why I'm applying, right?”

Sol didn’t deny it, “Well, yeah. Didn’t you say you specialize in healing? A royal knight needs to have above-average fighting capabilities. Don’t get me wrong, healing is important, but wouldn’t it be easier to apply as a healer in the army?”

She chuckled, but Sol could feel it also carried a hint of sadness.

“Where do I begin… Remember when I invited you to join my party?”

“Yeah?”

“When I met up with them, we decided to tackle the C-Rank dungeon in Kerman. We usually stuck to the early floors, but we leveled up recently and we got better at using our second talents, so we thought we were strong enough to tackle the later floors. Overall, it was not bad; the Earth Elementals were a bit hard to kill, but that's it. It was when we tried to tackle the boss of the dungeon that we messed up. It was a huge spike in difficulty fighting the Earth Serpent, not only was it twice as durable as an Earth Elemental, it was very fast and was able to wield magic. The fight was very one-sided; we could barely hold it back.”

“How did you manage to defeat the boss? You can't leave without defeating the boss.”

She shook her head, “We didn’t. One of my party members, Liam, gained access to space magic from his second talent. We all covered for him while he created the portal to escape, but we couldn’t hold back the boss for long. Having one less person in the fight made it even harder and… and then they started dying. One after the other. I did everything I could, summoning plants to protect and heal them, but even with intermediate-level spells, the wounds were too severe. By the time Liam opened the portal, it was just us two, we both jumped through as quickly as we could. We appeared at the boss room entrance; when I turned around, I saw Liam with a hole in his stomach from a jagged rock. I think the boss cast a spell that followed us through the portal. I didn’t even have any mana at that point to heal him, but even if I did, it was too severe to even do anything… After he passed away, I was the only survivor on the 9th floor of the dungeon.”

            

    
        Chapter 133: Status Check

    
    
    
    
                ‘Spatial magic… someone with such a rare talent died…’

When Nataly mentioned spatial magic, Sol’s first thought immediately went toward the lost potential of the talent. Depending on the rarity of the spatial talent, Liam could have become a huge figure in the future.

“Wait. So the portal dropped you off at the 9th floor?”

He quickly realized what that meant.

She nodded, “I was stuck there. There was only so much food, and I didn’t know when the next party would arrive, so I had to start climbing back down alone. With my life on the line, I became surprisingly good at nature magic. I only really knew healing spells and how to summon plants, but I managed to combine the two into a really unique spell. I don’t know if I am the first to create something like this, but I was able to defeat two monsters at once! I was also lucky I found a party on the 7th floor who were kind enough to help me out.”

“I’m sorry to hear about the loss of your party, but I still don't get why you are applying to become a knight.”

“Shh! Don't interrupt; I was getting to that!”

‘I completely forgot how much she liked to talk…’

The same thing happened when they were at the fort before the invasion began. Sol remembered when they were exploring the fort and how she would always be talking about magic or some other topic.

“So, as I was saying. The party helped me escape, and once I was outside, I realized how much I improved when I was exposed to danger like that. That doesn't mean I’m gonna throw myself in harm's way on purpose, but I ended up discovering a path in nature magic I want to explore. I later heard that the knight selection was happening soon and a few of the benefits. Did you know that all royal knights have access to the first level of the royal library? I’m sure there are some dusty books with all sorts of magic spells and techniques; I’m sure that's where I can further improve this new style I'm working on. On top of that, as knights, one of the missions we might get assigned can be diplomatic ones to other countries. If I am able to join one that heads into Sylmasera, I’ll hopefully be able to learn from the elves who excel at nature magic.”

Sylmasera was the domain of the elves, a kingdom settled in the heart of the Great Forest, which was located west of Crestelia. While the kingdoms had some trade relations, Sylmasera didn’t allow strangers to enter their borders without permission. This mostly stemmed from the violent past the two nations used to have. Almost two centuries prior, the humans of Crestelia used to invade their borders to capture and enslave elves. It led to many skirmishes between the humans and the elves until the royal family of Crestelia signed a peace treaty with the Matriarch of the elves. The treaty was originally only meant to stop the fighting and the enslavement of elves, but the king of Crestelia at the time took it a step further and officially abolished slavery in its totality.

Though the humans of Crestelia don’t attack elves and think of them as neighbors, the elves haven’t forgotten. Elves were a naturally long-lived race; though the ones who committed the acts of enslaving the elves were long dead, the ones who were victims of these acts were still very much alive. It was hard to forget such a crime when it happened within their lifetimes, which was why they closed their borders and scarcely allowed outsiders inside. Even for trading, merchants are only allowed to travel to a border city, which was where they obtained access to their elven wares.

“Oh hey, it’s your turn.”

Time flew thanks to Nataly’s story, and they arrived at the front of the line.

“Right. Well, I hope you find what you're looking for; who knows, maybe someone can teach you. Good luck on the tests.”

“Thanks! You too.”

Sol approached the stand where a knight sat with an orb and a slate on the side.

“Name?”

“Sol.”

“Put your hand on the orb, Sol.”

[Analysis Orb
Rare

Skills:
[Analysis] Lv 7]

‘Okay, it should be fine.’

He used [Analysis] to quickly verify the ability of the orb. He knew for a while now that his biggest risk would be during the inspection if the item used could pierce through the Deceiver’s Earring’s level 8 [Status Deception], but luckily his fears were unfounded.

Sol placed his hand on the orb as a status page emerged from it, facing towards the knight. From where Sol could see, it appeared his earrings worked their magic and made the fake status page appear.

“Hmm, I see. Oh…”

The knight's face went from shock to sadness as he gazed upward to Sol with a look of pity.

“You must have had it rough, huh.”

‘What?’

Sol was confused by what the knight meant. Was there something wrong with his status page? Luckily, the knight gave him a clue of what he meant.

“While it's a good skill, be careful in training it. Too much pain can make someone lose their mind.”

The knight was referring to [Physical Resistance]. A skill that required someone to endure a lot of pain just to increase its level by one, and that was only if you had a talent that helped with its growth.

“Oh, umm. Yeah, I don’t plan on it, it just sorta happened.”

The knight nodded. He kept looking at Sol in a way that made him feel like he was a victim.

“Your status passes the check, this is your token. Take it and head over to that group to head towards the second test.”

The knight handed him a small token with a number on it, 241.

“Thanks!”

Sol walked away, and Nataly waved at him as she went up next. He didn’t wait for her, as he knew they would meet up later, and went to where he was directed. On the way there, he noticed a few outbursts every so often from people who failed the status test. Either from forging their status or simply not meeting the base requirements. A few knights were dispatched to escort those people out.

‘I could understand a reason for those who forged their status. I did it too… but why apply when you aren’t strong enough? Just wait for next year.’

Maybe there was a story behind their actions that completely justified them, but Sol didn’t know them. With his current circumstances, he had no right to judge them.

            

    
        Chapter 134: Second Test

    
    
    
    
                He eventually arrived at the furthest area of the large tent where knights were checking the tokens of the applicants. After showing his token to one of the knights, he waited with the rest of the applicants for further instructions.

“This group, follow me! We're going to the second test!”

Sol, along with the mass of applicants, were taken outside the tent and towards the royal palace.

“Woah…”

A few applicants expressed their awe as the huge gates of the royal palace opened. The scene could only be described as beautiful. Everything from the perfectly trimmed and maintained garden to the polished stone floor and even the large gate that was elegantly decorated with decorations and the emblem of the royal family.

Sol could only think of one word, ‘Fancy.’

While they were led inside the royal palace, they didn’t actually enter the castle. Instead, the group of applicants were led to a large dirt area almost five times as big as the Crestal Plaza they were at before.

‘An army could fit in here…’

Sol was correct; that entire area was mainly used for army training. Soldiers would go there and train or work on their skills, but it was also used to practice military formations and strategies. But today the royal knights had booked the entire area to utilize it for this year's knight selection.

There was already a large group of applicants waiting there which Sol’s group was led into joining. Although there were hundreds of people there, because of how big the space was, it didn't feel cramped.

Since they were left waiting, some applicants began to mingle, trying to get to know others and maybe even form alliances. No one knew what kind of test it would be, but it wouldn’t hurt to have some allies. Sol was approached by some who had those kinds of intentions, but he politely declined. He didn’t think he needed others to pass this test, and he also couldn’t easily trust them to help each other in passing the test; who knew if they would end up betraying each other to remove competition.

An hour later, all the applicants had arrived, totaling almost two thousand. It was then that the ground suddenly began to shake. Sol turned to see a large cluster of mana from a spell gathered as a large podium was raised. It was high enough so that everyone could see, but those at the far back had trouble clearly seeing the figure without any sight enhancing skills.

A man dressed in a gold and white royal knights uniform walked up to the podium.

“Welcome, applicants. My name is Zaman Secondhand, Commander of the royal knights.”

Zaman could be heard clearly by all who were there, even though he didn’t appear to have any tool that amplified his voice in any way.

“I’m proud to see so many men and women willing to join our order of knights to defend and protect our kingdom, our home. I know many of you have been waiting out here on this sunny day to prove you have what it takes to join us, so I won’t take much of your time. The second test will begin now.”

At his cue, a wave of energy coursed through the area, hitting all the contestants.

‘What is this feeling?’

Sol’s mind became cloudy for a moment, and he instinctively fought back against the feeling, easily breaking free. Two of his skills, [Invincible Body] and [True Sight], worked in conjunction identifying and resisting the invasive magic.

“An illusion?”

He looked around to see that everyone around him was now laying on the ground asleep. It appeared he wasn’t the only one to resist the spell, as from the two thousand applicants, 50 were left standing, resisting the effects.

Zaman nodded approvingly at those still standing before speaking.

“I commend you all for staying awake, but I must ask you to allow the spell to take you. The second test will take place in a world of illusions, and instructions will be given once inside. If you are innately fully immune to illusions, come forward, and we will commence an alternative test. Though I must warn you, it will be much harder than the original test.”

Sol thought to himself, ‘I don’t need to make it harder for myself, I just need to perform well enough to be in the tournament.’

Nobody walked up to the stone podium; Zaman took it as a sign of everyone accepting to be pulled into the illusion and gave the signal to one of the illusionists near him.

“Take them under.”

Another wave of energy coursed through the area similar to the previous one. Sol didn’t fight back this time and allowed it to take him away.

When Sol blinked, he appeared in a completely new place. He looked around and was awed by the sight before his eyes. He was standing alone at the top of a tall 30-meter-wide tower. He looked over the edge and could see it was at least 50 stories tall. In addition to that, he noticed his tower wasn’t the only one there; he could see thousands of towers in the distance, each having someone equally confused on top of them.

“Welcome, everyone, to my wondrous challenge!”

A voice boomed from the heavens with a jovial tone.

“I spent months painfully and carefully crafting the best trial ever conceived! It would have been one for the ages, something you would tell to your children and pass it through generations! But that is not this test! Because too many of you applied, we had to switch things up a bit!”

Though nobody was able to see the speaker, from the tone, everyone could tell he wasn’t happy with this change.

“Your test is to get to the bottom of the tower! Now don't try to be a smartass and jump off the side! That's instant disqualification! You all must travel down floor by floor until you reach the bottom. At each floor, there will be enemies you must defeat to progress, each floor progressively harder. The difficulty is based on your level, so don’t complain if you lose on the 5th floor; it will scale to match your strength!”

‘So to pass, we need to get to the bottom most floor?’

Many had this question on their mind, and as if able to hear their thoughts, the voice answered.

“You don't have to get to the first floor! You will pass if you reach the 25th floor. On that floor, there will be the option to leave the illusion or continue. Those who continue will then be competing for a spot in the final test, the tournament! Oh, and one final rule, the time limit is 5 hours! Good luck!”

            

    
        Chapter 135: Top to Bottom

    
    
    
    
                As the voice disappeared, everyone heard the sound of trumpets signaling the start of the test. Sol could see people on other towers running towards the stairs in an attempt to save as much time as possible.

‘Five hours for 50 floors means we only have six minutes per floor. No time to waste then.’

With the time limit in mind and knowing it was best to defeat the easier enemies quickly, Sol ran to the stairs and jumped down them. At the bottom of the stairs, he could immediately see his foe.

Name: John DoeRace: Human
Talents: [Slashing], [Tree Feller], [Strong]
Level: 82

HP: 800MP: 400
Str: 140 (+20)Vit: 80
Agi: 110Int: 40
Wis: 40

Talent Skills:
[Wood Breaker] Lv 4

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Axemanship] Lv 2, [Strength Up] Lv 4, [Parry] Lv 5

Active Skills:
[Fell Cleave] Lv 5, [Cross Slash] Lv 3, [Sprint] Lv 3, [Charge] Lv 5, [Leap] Lv 6

Not even a second later after confirming the strength of the enemy, a fist collided against its face, turning it into dust.

“Can barely be considered a B-Ranker.”

It had the attribute points but none of the actual skills to back it up. With confidence, Sol was able to instantly decimate the fake human with just his fist.

Wanting to keep the momentum, Sol flew towards the next set of stairs ahead of him. He didn’t know how hard the later floors would be, so every second counted.

…

Outside of the illusion, Zaman and the rest of the knights watched over the unconscious bodies of the applicants.

“Yikes, that guy over there is gonna wake up with back problems.”

One of the knights pointed towards an adventurer who fell unconscious in a bowing dog pose.

Zaman, giving one last glance to make sure nobody was still awake, gave the next orders to his knights.

“Send the men to straighten those who fell… awkwardly. Then reposition throughout them for when they start waking up. Escort those who fail to the palace gates and those who pass to the royal knights headquarters.”

It was easy to tell who failed the test by the token they held. It not only functioned as an identifier for the applicant but had two more functions. The first was to pinpoint the targets of the illusion formation. It wouldn't do to also drag the knights inside the illusion accidentally. The second function was the floor counter. On the other side of the token, a number would appear once they left the illusion; the number representing how far the applicant made it through the tower.

The knights receiving their orders mobilized and spread throughout the mass of applicants. Seeing them leave, Zaman turned to the cloaked individual next to him. He was holding onto a foggy orb as he constantly poured mana into it.

“What's up, boss?”

It was the same voice as the one everyone heard from inside the illusion.

“Hand me an orb.”

“Sure, sure, I got a spare. You know how to use it?”

Without answering, Zaman received one of the orbs and inserted mana into it similarly to the cloaked individual next to him. As he did, the fog in the orb cleared, and the image of countless tall towers could be seen.

‘Let's check on those who resisted the illusion.’

…

“[Tsunami]!”

A large wave of water rose behind Sol as it cascaded towards the group of four orcs. Even with their large bodies, they were swept away by the violent waters and crashed into the wall. Their bodies turned to smoke, which gave him the signal that they were defeated.

‘Sadly, I don’t gain any experience or skills from this as their bodies just poof into smoke.’

Sol ran towards the stairs of the 25th floor. He made incredible progress, easily defeating the enemies he encountered. The enemies he would encounter changed a lot through the floors. It wasn’t only a slight increase in level and skills. Every so often, the number of enemies increased, and there would be times when the enemies weren't even humanoid, but none of them posed a big enough problem for Sol.

“The 25th floor in only 20 minutes. This was way easier than I thought…”

In Sol’s defense, none of the enemies have yet to even match those found in Necropolis. At least those undead could survive his casual attacks.

Arriving at the 25th floor, Sol encountered a large behemoth with the head of a human, the body of a lion, and the tail of a scorpion. He immediately recognized the type of monster he was fighting, which was something he had heard about in stories.

“A manticore, just like the ones from those stories…”

They were sometimes the final enemy in fairy tales where the hero rescued a princess. Dragons were also commonly used in these types of stories, but most considered it to be too unrealistic even for fairy tale standards. After all, everyone knew dragons didn’t exist; dragons were just exaggerated versions of drakes. As to why Sol read fairy tales with plots revolving around a hero saving a princess, he could only blame Annabel for that.

Name: John Manticore DoeRace: Manticore
Talents: [Predator], [Untamed Power], [Venomous]
Level: 88

HP: 1500MP: 550
Str: 160 (+40)Vit: 110 (+40)
Agi: 100Int: 25
Wis: 55

Talent Skills:
[On The Hunt] Lv 8, [Mad Dash] Lv 8

Passive Skills:
[Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 7, [Strength Up] 8, [Vitality Up] Lv 8, [Poison Resistance] Lv 8, [Hunter Vision] Lv 4, [Tracking] Lv 8, [Intermediate Unarmed Mastery] Lv 8

Active Skills:
[Iron Claws] Lv 7, [Tail Slam] Lv 8, [Tail Spike] Lv 8, [Venom Injection] Lv 8, [Crushing Maw] Lv 6, [Ground Shrink] Lv 5, [Rage] Lv 9

‘Oh? It’s stronger than me in one attribute.’

Until now, no enemy could rival Sol in any given attribute, even with the fact that he had his attributes spread out evenly. Though the Manticore surpassed Sol in strength, he didn’t worry. At most, it could rival an Animated Armor from Necropolis.

“Let’s see if you can handle more than one attack. [Harpoon]!”

            

    
        Chapter 136: Manticore

    
    
    
    
                A lance of water formed and launched toward the Manticore. It saw the incoming attack and used [Ground Shrink], dodging out of the way and sending an attack of its own. Its tail flicked as it sent multiple sharp spikes from its tail toward Sol.

‘Is it me or is it smarter?’

The illusion enemies were getting stronger each floor, but it wasn’t an issue because they wouldn’t even dodge and attack directly, similar to the undead of the first to tenth floor of Necropolis. Sol didn’t even have to think as he launched any kind of attack that they wouldn’t bother dodging, but it appeared not to be the case anymore. Unbeknownst to Sol, these enemies he treated lightly have eliminated over a thousand applicants, with the floors that spawned multiple enemies being the toughest people faced. Just because they charged recklessly didn’t make it less of a threat to other applicants, and they struggled when faced by multiple assailants.

With more applicants eliminated, the illusionists maintaining the formation could focus on improving the enemies for the ones that remained, increasing not only their intelligence but also reaction speeds and durability, increasing the threat they posed even further.

Though this didn’t matter to Sol.

The spikes that flew toward him were reflected by the earth element Lipon as Sol followed up with [Ground Shrink] to immediately appear in front of the Manticore.

“ROAR!”

Sol shuddered from the roar but not because it frightened him, ‘It’s weird to see a human face produce such a sound.’

He jumped upwards and executed his recently evolved skill [Primal Rend]. Spinning like a saw blade, Sol slammed into the manticore. The manticore saw the attack coming and tried to move out of the way but was still caught inside it, getting its tail and back leg cleanly separated from its body.

Missing a leg and its tail, it roared once more in anger as it went into [Rage]. It lost what little intelligence it had and clawed toward Sol with its front claws.

Sol chuckled, “Thanks, you just made it even easier for me. [Harpoon].”

It sacrificed its intelligence for power, making it once more the same as the dumb enemies he had faced before. The water lance formed once more and launched toward the Manticore. In its anger, it didn’t dodge and attacked the water lance with its claws.

The lance tore through the claw and pierced its entire leg, not stopping even when it reached its main body. The [Harpoon] spell’s biggest strength was its penetrative power, drilling and tearing into whatever was unfortunate enough to be in its way.

The Manticore’s eyes widened in pain as even with [Rage] numbing its senses, the feeling of its body being torn from the inside out was excruciating to say the least. Because of the complex formation and the objective of the test meant to be as real as possible, they simulated even the pain of the enemies. Fortunately for the Manticore, its pain didn’t last long as the water lance pierced through its heart and ended its life.

In a burst of smoke, the Manticore evaporated. Sol turned off the Lipon and turned his gaze to the stairs of the next floor and noticed a door there as well.

‘I see they didn’t make it subtle.’

Just having a door would be enough to let the applicants know that it was the exit, but the creator of this illusion went further than that. Many signs and glowing lights surrounded the door with writing such as: “Exit here!”, “Get out while you can!”, and “Honey, time to wake up!”.

A few made him chuckle, ‘At least they had fun with it.’

After taking a few moments to appreciate the signs, Sol headed to the stairs. Obviously, he wouldn’t leave the illusion; if he did, then he would definitely not qualify for the tournament, defeating the entire point of becoming a knight in the first place.

‘Hopefully, the enemies become more interesting, kinda boring if it's just this…’

…

Outside the illusion, Zaman and the other illusionists positioned around the formation were viewing and managing the illusion. Most of the applicants have woken up by now and were escorted off the premises. A few made a scene and attacked nearby applicants still under the effects of the illusion out of anger from failing but were easily neutralized by the knights on standby. If they weren’t able to defeat the enemies in the illusion, what hope did they have fighting against the knights who were much stronger?

As Zaman was watching, a few applicants still inside the illusion, a knight ran up to him.

“Commander, two have already passed the test! All the way to the first floor no less!”

“17 and 1318?”

“How did you know?”

“Those two are a special case, don't worry about it, take them to the headquarters; it will be a while until the other applicants start… oh? Someone just reached the 25th floor.”

The knight who reported the two that passed was confused. Why did the Commander not care about the two who already made it to the 1st floor, and instead, someone who just beat the 25th floor? The knight understood it was extremely fast as well as it had only been 20 minutes, but it paled in comparison to the two that already defeated the entire tower.

Zaman knew what the knight was thinking, “We already knew of those two, so that much was expected. I didn’t think someone else would reach the halfway point so fast. Did I make it too easy?”

Zaman looked up and saw how the number of applicants in the illusion had decreased by half, immediately shutting down that notion.

‘241… He was one of the ones who were also able to resist the illusion.’

Feeling suspicious that another A-Ranker was taking the test, he scanned the area and found Sol’s unconscious body. Though Zaman had no skills to view someone else's status page, he could sense the general strength from his many years of experience.

‘He’s not an A-Ranker… but he is much stronger than most B-Rankers.’

Zaman was elated by the fact that there was someone truly special within this batch of applicants. So far, he had been rather disappointed especially because of the high turnout this year.

Planning to watch more of Sol’s performance later, Zaman manipulated the orb to show the towers of the two applicants that already completed the tower, at least what was left of them. The tower of applicant 17 was relatively intact, but it had a hole right in the middle of it leading straight through to the center. Applicant 1318’s tower, on the other hand, was on fire, and not just one floor but the entire tower. What was on fire wasn’t even the worst of it, as straight through the middle a large hole of melted stone shot down to the bottom of the tower.

            

    
        Chapter 137: Stalker

    
    
    
    
                One hour after the start of the exam, two people were in a large room located within the royal knights headquarters. One was a brown haired young woman who was sitting near a bench, polishing her spear, while the other person was the fiery red haired Victor, who watched her from a distance as she worked.

‘I should probably introduce myself.’

Victor was certain the woman recognized him from when he was spying on her a few days ago. It wouldn't hurt to try to make amends and, if possible, recruit her to his cause.

With confidence, Victor walked towards her and spoke, “I’m sorry for following you last time. It's rare to see new A-Rankers. Nice to meet you, I'm Victor.”

The woman didn’t pause as she continued maintaining her spear.

“It’s odd to see another A-Ranker take this test. What's your reason for doing so, if you don't mind me asking?”

Victor was being unusually polite compared to his usual self for two reasons. First, he didn’t know how strong she actually was; between A-Rankers, the disparity in power can be huge, so it's best not to risk it. Second, he was also trying to find out why she was trying to become a knight in the first place. Anything the royal knights could offer, so could noble sworn knights, so he hoped he would be able to convince her to change sides, effectively weakening the strength of the royal forces.

Still unresponsive to his presence, Victor grew annoyed. He never had a good temper to begin with.

‘Does she really think she can ignore me?’

“I don’t know who you are or where you are from, but that kind of attitude won't help you last long here. If you aren’t willing to connect with others, why are you even bothering with this? Don’t you care about making a good first impression?”

The woman chuckled, “That's rich coming from a stalker.”

“I apologized for that!”

“Don’t care. Go away.”

It had been a while since Victor had been treated with such disrespect. Only an A-Ranker would dare to treat someone like this, but besides watching her for a while, he didn’t cross any lines. Why was she so antagonistic towards him?

The temperature in the room suddenly skyrocketed, and a few pieces of wooden furniture caught on fire from the sheer heat he radiated. If it were anyone else in this room, they would have immediately caught on fire.

Noticing his unintentional effect on his environment, his eyes widened. ‘Shit. Remember what Teach said. Control the fire, don’t let the fire control you.’

Victor took a deep breath, and the room’s temperature began to stabilize. The woman was unfazed by the indirect attack as it wasn’t enough to hurt her; at most, it made her feel hot.

“Fine. Be that way. You better not regret it when I wipe the floor with you in the tournament.”

Victor scoffed as he turned away, planning his next steps. An A-Ranker in the tournament would be unexpected and might ruin their plans, even if he wins. It would not have as big of an impact if he had a very close match against his opponent.

‘I gotta let Sigurd know. Fuck, this complicates things.’

…

Tens of arrows flew at frightening speeds, some headed straight toward their target while others curved in the air and approached from different angles.

Their target, Sol, twisted his body in incredible ways thanks to [Precise Coordination], dodging the arrows and deflecting those he couldn't.

The source of the arrows was a squadron of level 95 elves that immediately attacked Sol while still running down the stairs. Needless to say, he was initially surprised as the enemies normally waited until he approached first.

Spikes of earth rose from the ground, killing one of the elves, while the rest dodged in perfect synchronicity. As they dodged, more arrows were released toward Sol in an endless barrage.

“[Guard Current]!”

A big stream of water came from the side and blocked most of the arrows as Sol jumped over it and closed the gap between the elves. Sending a [Mana Slash] towards the group further away, he continued the sword's trajectory and slashed into a nearby elf. Now within melee range of all the elves, it was easy to finish them all off one by one, and not long after, he was the sole survivor.

‘This is getting a bit hard… I wish I could go all out…’

If Sol truly went all out, the fights would be child's play, defeating these enemies in an instant, but he knew how illusions worked, courtesy of his father. He knew that whoever controlled the illusion was able to watch him and his every movement within the illusion, which meant he had to keep up his own illusion of being a water earth swordsman.

In fact, even with his limited skillset, there was a way to abuse the fights and win easily, but Sol opted not to do so. The tower was made entirely of stone, which meant he could use [Burrow] and travel all the way down, evading all the fights. The problem was that if his suspicions were correct and he was being watched, then he doubted he would pass the test if he did so. Another option would be to use [Burrow] and get the jump on every enemy on each floor, but he believed it would also be received poorly. This was why Sol, at most, used that skill to quickly dodge attacks or to approach and attack, but he never stayed underground for more than five seconds at a time.

‘Will this self imposed restriction on [Burrow] even matter? I’m losing out on time…’

It was approaching close to two hours since the start of the test. Sol had no way to track the progress of other applicants, so he didn’t know if he was doing better or worse than them. He could only hope that he was in the lead of the pack and hopefully the first to finish. Little did he know that two had already finished long before him, but they were anomalies compared to the rest of the applicants.

“Arghh! Whatever. I'll just go even faster!”

The best solution to his own made up problems was sometimes the simplest. Sol stopped comparing his progress to other applicants he had no way of knowing, deciding to focus on the task at hand and put even more effort into beating his enemies.

‘Limited skills? I’ll just have to use them even better than before!’

With the plan of “trying harder” in place, Sol ran down the stairs toward the 9th floor.

            

    
        Chapter 138: Last Floor

    
    
    
    
                ‘He’s going even faster?’

Zaman, viewing the performance of a few applicants who caught his eye, was amazed when he went back to look at Sol’s progress.

‘He was already ahead of the second fastest applicant by 10 floors, and now the gap is widening even further…’

Unlike Sol, the other applicants had to tackle each floor slowly and plan their actions accordingly. They couldn’t jump headfirst into a group of elite elven archers and come out unscathed; instead, they would try to take them out one at a time or charge up a big attack and deal with the remaining enemies.

This left the Commander speechless. If he could already go this fast, why didn’t he do so before? All the other applicants were struggling in every battle, and that could be seen in their expressions, but not Sol’s. The face of the young man had told Zaman he found these fights tedious at best and he just wanted to hurry up.

‘It was almost as if… no… could it be?’

Zaman broke into a fit of laughter once he realized the truth. The illusionist next to him gave him a weird look as it came out of nowhere, but he knew better than to question his client, especially when they are the Commander of the royal knights.

“He really thinks there are other applicants on his level?”

Having a better understanding of this unique applicant, Zaman could tell he recently gained that strength, and while he didn’t have any problems wielding it, he lacked common sense in some areas. There were a few other mistakes he noticed, but nothing that couldn’t be corrected with some light guidance.

‘If he became a knight captain, having his own squadron would help in that matter.’

Zaman then sighed. ‘Sadly, with two A-Rankers in the running, that won't be happening. Once he becomes a knight, I can try to put him on the fast track to captain, but that will take a while…’

The Commander had little hope in Sol winning the tournament and gaining the rank, but with a little bit of help, he could expedite the process. That was if he found Sol could meet his expectations.

‘Still, those two…’

As if on cue, a knight came running to the Commander.

“Commander, I have received word from the Royal Shadows…”

From the knight’s expression, he already knew the answer.

“They declined.”

“They did, Commander…”

Another sigh left the man's lips. “It was worth a shot. If those two truly wish to join our ranks, let them, but keep an eye on them until we uncover their backgrounds.”

“Yes, Commander!”

The knight left to relay his words among the knights. Left back to his own devices, Zaman turned to the sphere once more and at the perfect time as well.

…

An earth spike launched from the ground and flew towards a large elemental ice bird called Frost Tail. Unlike other [Terra Spikes], it didn’t just extend from the ground; it was completely detached from it, becoming an actual projectile. Alongside that earth spike, ten more were launched, smaller than normal sized spikes but much faster as well. The Frost Tail swerved in the air as it dodged the wave of spikes flying towards it, but it wasn’t able to rest easy as the attack wasn’t over yet.

From above, ten more spikes appeared as they dropped down with frightening speed and precision towards the Frost Tail. It didn’t expect an attack coming from above it, making it unable to evade it in time. Its body was pierced and sent spiraling towards the ground, but before it could even land, another earth spear extended from the ground much bigger than the rest as it pierced the Frost Tail.

The bird was unable to attack once in the face of such an onslaught, even though it was a much higher level than its opponent. It glared hatefully at Sol in its final moments before disappearing in a poof of smoke.

Even though Sol just completed the 2nd floor fight and it was one of his fastest fights yet, he was left disappointed.

‘Why won’t it level up yet?’

Sol was thinking about [Terra Spikes]. Before the start of the knight selection, he had felt he was a single step away from leveling it up, but he was missing something. Even though the skill hadn’t been leveling up, he had been improving the skill in power and efficiency and even invented new ways of attacking, yet it didn’t reflect on his status page. If he had to explain the feeling, it was like being able to smell food nearby but no matter where he looked, he couldn’t find it. It was close, he knew it, but just didn’t know what he had to do to push forward.

‘I have to be missing something, but just what is it?’

Sol wondered if this had happened to others before and if so, maybe someone could show him what he was missing.

‘Oh, maybe the royal library has a clue.’

He remembered what Nataly said before, that royal knights had access to the first floor of the royal library. It was a repository of centuries worth of information; if the solution had to be somewhere, it would likely be there.

‘I’ll worry about it later. Test comes first.’

Sol ran down the last flight of stairs ready to fight whatever enemy it may be and complete the test.

Halfway down the stairs, he could already see his opponent, but when he realized who he was fighting, he completely stopped in his tracks.

‘How is this possible?!’

The one who stood before Sol, guarding the first floor of the tower, was a royal knight, wearing their signature white and gold-trimmed armor alongside a large shield and sword, but it wasn’t just any knight. She was a tall woman with shining silver hair tied into a ponytail and someone who Sol never expected to encounter here.

‘Mom?’

It was none other than Sol’s mother, Sylvia.

            

    
        Chapter 139: Illusion Sylvia

    
    
    
    
                ‘Is this part of the test? Is there some special meaning in fighting my mother?’

Sol couldn’t understand why the final enemy was his own mother. It didn’t help that she stood not far away, patiently waiting with a neutral expression for him to initiate the fight.

‘Maybe it’s a test in fighting against someone you would never dare to fight?’

He ran through a few possibilities, but each made less sense than the last. Was this drawn from his own memories, or did the royal knights already know his background and put it here to send a message? Nothing made sense, but at the very least, there was one undeniable truth.

‘For me to pass, she must die.’

Name: SylviaRace: Human 
Talents: [Final Guardian], [Innate Power], [Clear Mind]
Level: 102

HP: 2200MP: 600
Str: 150 (+80)Vit: 150 (+70)
Agi: 100 (+30)Int: 50
Wis: 60

Talent Skills:
[Protection Domain] Lv MAX, [Limit Break] Lv 8, [Clear Mind] Lv 5

Passive Skills:
[Advanced Swordsmanship] Lv 1, [Advanced Shield Mastery] Lv 1, [Perfect Counter] Lv 1, [Gargantuan Strength] Lv 3, [Unending Vitality] Lv 2,  [Agility Up] Lv 6, [Precise Coordination] Lv 4, [Physical Resistance] Lv 4, [Magic Resistance] Lv 4, [Defiance] Lv MAX, [Mental Shield] Lv 5

Active Skills:
[Grand Cross] Lv 1, [Shatter Step] Lv 1, [Shield Bash] Lv MAX, [Counteract] Lv 1, [Shock Absorption] Lv MAX, [Orbital Shield] Lv 1, [Blurring Speed] Lv 2, [Mana Shield] Lv 9, [Mana Slash] Lv 9,  [Last Bastion] Lv 2, [Avenge The Fallen] Lv 3, [Decimate] Lv 9, [Hallowed Ground] Lv 7

Sol knew she wasn’t real, but she was definitely going to be the hardest fight yet. Not only was she 20 entire levels above him, she had access to advanced skills Sol had never seen before. There was an additional level of difficulty added on top of fighting the illusion of his own mother.

‘It’s fine. It will be fine. C’mon, Sol, just fight it out. It's not real.’

Sol activated his Lipon, releasing a sword of solid stone. The illusion understood that as a sign to begin the battle and took a stance with her shield raised.

“[Water Cannon]!”

A blast of concentrated water was released towards Sylvia as she used her shield to receive the brunt of it. Sol expected her to do that and used [Ground Shrink], appearing behind her in an instant. With his rock sword, Sol used [Cross Slash], creating a two-pronged attack.

Before his sword could reach her, it collided against a solid surface. Sparks flew, and out of nowhere appeared a magical white shield floating between them.

‘Not yet!’

Not done with his attack, mana was sent beneath Sylvia, and a sharp earth spike erupted beneath her. No other shield blocked the attack as it collided against her and launched her into the air. Because Sol opted for speed on the earth spike over power, it was unable to even penetrate her armor as she was launched upward.

While midair, the illusion responded calmly as she pointed her shield towards the roof of the floor and bashed her shield towards it. 

BOOM!

The roof shattered as debris fell down while simultaneously launching her back towards Sol at frightening speeds. She repositioned her shield, making it face the direction she was falling directly on him.

In the brief moment before impact, Sol knew that he couldn’t afford to get hit by that. Her pure strength trampled over his without any additional skills.

Sol sank underground, hoping to avoid the brunt of the attack. Her shield hit the ground, and another loud boom resounded, sending shockwaves into the air and underground.

[Health: 1370/1450]

Even though he was underground and dodged the biggest impact of the attack, the shockwave itself hurt him. Ignoring the pain, Sol launched out of the ground and released a [Mana Slash] at her exposed back.

The magical white shield appeared once more and received the sharp wave of mana. The shield shook from the impact, but besides that, not even a scratch appeared. The shield began to glow as that very sharp wave of mana it received was sent back towards Sol. With his sword, he slashed the attack in half as the residual wave cut into the wall behind him.

Sol was flabbergasted. ‘This is absurd. How strong is her defense?! She can even return attacks back towards me?!’

Even knowing all her skills, there were many he didn’t recognize, and he could only go off their names to figure out their effects. Sol opened her status page again, but before he could revise it, Sylvia came charging towards him once more.

With her strength much higher than Sol’s, he couldn’t receive any of her attacks directly. On the bright side, their agility was even, which meant he could at least react to her attacks on time and dodge. But he needed to figure out a way to win, or this would never end.

Tens of earth spikes fell from the roof towards the knight who raised her shield above her head in response. As if blocking the rain with an umbrella, the spikes smashed against it, but they didn’t even make her buckle. Earth spikes then rose from all directions as they tried to clamp down on her.

The orbiting shield was unable to block all the spikes, and eventually, a few broke through the first line of defense.

“Finally! [Tsunami]!”

Not wanting to give her any chance to recover, Sol cast one of his biggest water spells to break her balance.

With attacks from all sides, the illusion gave a wicked smile that raised alarm bells in Sol’s head. Suddenly, a surge of powerful energy erupted from within her. With her sword in the other hand, she swung it downwards into the ground, releasing a shockwave that violently decimated her surroundings. The earth spikes shattered, the roof completely collapsed, and the large mass of water exploded and splattered in all directions.

Upon seeing this scene of destruction, Sol only had one thought.

‘WHY IS MY MOM SO STRONG?!?!’

            

    
        Chapter 140: Unreasonably Strong

    
    
    
    
                Zaman watched the fight between Sol and his mother, or as he knew her, Knight Sylvia.

The illusionist by his side was also watching the fight through his own orb and commented out loud.

“Impressive. To reach the final floor in a little over two hours, but unfortunately he had to fight her. Well, any other knight would have been impossible to beat as well, but she is extra hard.”

Zaman nodded in agreement. “Of all the knights he could have fought, he got paired with the Walking Fortress. It won't be easy to get past her defenses.”

When the Commander gave the order to change the test, he added a surprise twist for the final floor. The opponent of the final floor would be randomly selected from over a thousand knights who had disappeared or fallen in battle.

The Commander lamented, “It's unfortunate she ended up getting controlled by the Black Tongue. If that hadn’t happened, we would have been able to see her reach such heights in real life…”

The illusion of Sylvia didn’t represent her actual prowess but an empowered version of what could have been. All her levels and skills were raised to fit appropriately as the final boss of the test.

“Still, something doesn't add up. I instructed that the final floor pair the applicants with knights that shared similar traits. These two could not be any more different; one's a physical defender, and the other is a magical attacker. The only similarity is that they both use swords, but that's not the main focus for either of them.”

The reason for needing to be similar was to show the new recruits the future they could hopefully reach one day. In addition to that, there was the chance to learn from their predecessors who were no longer with them and have a chance to learn some of their skills. Zaman could have also added knights that were actively serving but he could just assign them later to teach them if needed. The formation was expensive to maintain, so he chose to make the most of it and see if some of their lost techniques could be revived.

The illusionist next to him began to sweat.

“Well, uhh… yeah. Boss, the thing is…”

“You don't know?”

The illusionist shook his head and sighed before explaining what he knew.

“It’s not that I don’t know, but I can’t give you the answer you want. You were the one that gave us the illusion formation. We know how to turn it on and change the settings, but the deeper intricacies of how it works elude us. I believe it has something to do with the artificial intelligence of the formation. It's what identifies the levels of the applicants and automatically adjusts the strength of the enemies. I can assure you that the formation found some similarities between the two, which is why they were paired; I just can't tell you what it was exactly.”

Unbeknownst to the two, with the requirements to match those with similar traits, the illusion formation struggled to find a proper match for Sol. It simply couldn't find any that matched all of Sol’s skills and talents. His true status page was revealed to the illusion formation, but it didn’t care or have any way to report it if it did. It only followed the settings it had in place to find something of similarity, which it did. After sequentially cycling through all the knights and their records seven times, it found the familiar traits that the two shared and went along with that as it couldn’t find any other alternative.

Zaman waved his hand. “It’s fine. This will still be a great learning experience for the young man.”

…

BOOM!

Explosions and shockwaves had completely destroyed the surroundings. If not for the walls of the tower being reinforced, it would have already collapsed on top of them.

As another shockwave boomed, Sol ran away from it as quickly as he could.

‘This is ridiculous! Is her [Limit Break] ever gonna run out?!’

For two entire minutes, Sol had been playing cat and mouse with his fake mom as she destroyed her surroundings with every attack. This wasn't just blind destruction but carefully executed to make it as hard as possible to run and hide. Even [Burrow] proved useless as shattering the ground hurt and revealed him.

‘Gods, I wish I included earth magic in my status…’

With earth magic, he would’ve been able to reinforce the ground and at least prevent it from exploding. Sadly, he didn’t add it to his repertoire of skills because [Terraformer] somehow didn’t gain earth magic.

‘The books I read about the [Terraformer] talent showed them controlling earth directly without the need to cast spells… It’s similar to [Terra Spikes], which was why I went with it. Wait a minute!’

Sol was suddenly hit with a wave of inspiration, which he hoped was the missing part holding the skill's evolution back. Another shockwave headed his way, and Sol started implementing his idea immediately. Earth rumbled underneath him as he was launched into the air by a pillar of earth. Midair, Sol attempted to use [Terra Spikes] again. Normally, he wouldn’t be able to do that, but after siphoning [Relay Magic], he had gotten better at transmitting his mana remotely. Like an invisible tendril, Sol’s mana commanded the earth to launch a volley of spikes towards the illusion.

Tens of spikes were launched from the walls and parts of the roof still intact, attacking the illusion from all directions. Fake Sylvia saw his attempt to attack her from all sides and had a look of contempt that gave a ‘This again?’ feeling.

She swung her shield, sending a shockwave from the sheer force and destroying most of the projectiles. The few that survived were soon blocked by her shield and the magical shield that orbited around her.

Sol knew that the attack wouldn’t work; he just needed to buy some time. While the projectiles were still in motion, he was frantically trying to change the skill in a way he never could before and this time without the help of [Reinterpret]. Instead, Sol activated [Overpower].

With his massively boosted intelligence, time felt slower as he had much more time and magical capabilities. With [Overpower], Sol could also brute-force the fight, but it would be too obvious if he did that, and he also wanted to see if his idea was correct.

Using the earth pillar as a reference for changing the effects slightly, blocks of earth began to rise in different shapes. Some were malformed, and others had unique shapes on purpose to better understand how to change them to his desires. Within seconds, Sol had created a museum's worth of earth figures and shapes. None were bigger than a foot tall to minimize mana consumption.

“Now for the real deal!”

            

    
        Chapter 141: [Terra Manipulation]

    
    
    
    
                A large three meter mass of earth rose from the center of the tower just as Sylvia finished blocking the earth spike attack. She turned to the large rock and put up her shield, expecting it to be thrown at her, but it stayed in the air, floating.

[[Terra Spikes] leveled up! (9 -> MAX)]

[[Terra Spikes] reached MAX level, evolve skill?]

Sol ignored the system messages. He was too focused on controlling the mass and couldn’t afford any distractions. He could feel the weight of the massive rock through his magical connection and didn’t have much time left with [Overpower], so he had to make this quick.

‘COMPRESS!’

The mass rumbled as it shrunk down half a meter and became significantly harder, but Sol didn’t stop there.

‘COMPRESS!’

‘COMPRESS!’

‘COMPRESS!’

[Natural evolution has begun to occur!]

Each compression was more drastic than the last. The originally three meter large mass shrunk down to half a foot. It was extremely dense and somehow heavier from the mana infused into it. The color changed as it squeezed out all the impurities, making it now pure brown. It also took the shape of something Sol was very much used to making: a spike.

For some reason, the illusion did not attack during this time. At first, it could’ve been explained by her initially believing the mass would be thrown at her, but while it was compressing, she had every chance to interrupt it. She instead continued to hold the shield stance but with a different expression on her face. If before it was full of contempt from his flimsy attacks, now it was a mix of approval and even excitement.

Sol saw her expression and understood what the illusion wanted. “You want to take it head on? Fine! Have it your way!”

He dropped his Lipon, and as if he were throwing the spike with his own hands, he pushed with his entire body, sending most of his remaining mana into the spike.

FWSHOOM!

A shockwave stronger than the ones created by the illusion blasted air, knocking Sol backward. The spike was sent at a frightening speed directly towards fake Sylvia. In response to the incoming attack, she overlapped the orbiting shield with her own and another shield condensed of mana on top. In addition to that, she activated another skill that made her entire surroundings glow, making her even stronger.

CRACK!

In an instant, the spike made contact with the first mana shield, breaking it instantly.

CRACK!

The orbiting shield fared no better, being punctured directly through the middle.

SHREE!

The final shield held off better than the previous two, creating a terrible screeching sound as the metallic shield began to crack under the pressure. Sol was worried the spike would stop there, but he still had hope as the mana he propelled it with was still active, continuously trying to push forward. Soon the same sound rang out.

CRACK!

The spike broke through the final shield and drove straight through the illusion's torso before continuing past it and into the wall of the tower.

[[Terra Spikes] evolved into [Terra Manipulation]!]

Sol saw the message and, while glad it finally evolved, he was more focused on the illusion still alive before him, though not for long.

[Health: 82/2200]

The most amazing part was that the illusion still lived even though the spike punctured through her torso and destroyed everything in its way, including her heart.

Sol complimented the illusion of his mother, “I'm not sure if it's because of your incredibly high vitality or because it's an illusion, but the fact you still live amazes me.”

He then thought, ‘As expected of my own mom.’

She coughed up blood and spoke weakly, but no words came out. Sol couldn’t read her lips so he didn’t know what she was trying to say but she repeatedly kept trying until her health reached zero. Unable to say her final words, she disappeared in a puff of smoke.

‘What the—?’

...

“What the fuck did I just watch?!”

The illusionist was shocked and awed by the sheer display of power he had just witnessed. The fight was considered impossible by everyone who knew the rules of the illusion. It was meant to show the applicants what they could hope to achieve and to learn from them. The illusionist couldn’t believe someone actually beat them.

Technically, the two A-Rankers also beat the knight on the first floor, but it wasn’t a fair fight to begin with. The illusion formation was unable to simulate anything of A-Rank level because it would consume too much energy to maintain. It was theoretically possible if the illusion formation was used to trap just one A-Ranker and create only one A-Rank enemy to match them, but that was highly impractical for the test, not to mention a waste of resources.

Zaman was also shocked but managed to better conceal his expression.

“To have an epiphany mid-battle… That attack also almost reached the level of an A-Ranker.”

He did plan for the recruits to learn from fighting the fake knights, but he didn’t expect someone to show results in the midst of battle.

The Commander turned to the man next to him.

“Did anyone else see that fight?”

The illusionist sent mana into his orb and checked on his other illusionists who were maintaining the formation before shaking his head.

“No, boss. They were either watching other candidates or eliminating rule breakers.”

“Good. Speak not of this to anyone.”

The illusionist felt chills on his back from the Commander's tone. “Y-yes, boss!”

Zaman then looked not at his orb but at the young man in the distance who was waking up from the illusion. He didn’t have to keep what had just occurred to himself, but if he didn’t, it would surely attract the attention of a few parties he would rather avoid. The problem wasn’t the power he showcased, it wasn’t impossible to reach that level of strength—it was at most rare, what was truly unique was his ability to learn and adapt at any time. If this wasn’t just a pure stroke of luck and the young man was indeed a genius, then the Commander needed to be careful with this information. He put away the orb and made his way back to the knight headquarters. Nothing he could see from the other applicants would impress him the same way that young man did, so there was no point in staying. On the way back to his office, he pondered strategies and methods to help the young man reach his full potential.

            

    
        Chapter 142: Pugilists

    
    
    
    
                Sol was led by a knight to a large waiting room filled with people relaxing and chatting. Almost 100 soon to be knights were there, talking and getting to know their future comrades.

‘Guess I was nowhere near the first to finish…’

While it bothered him a bit, he knew most, if not all, didn’t get to the final floor. Even for him, the final floor was pretty hard, and if not for his mother letting him finish the attack, it would have been much harder.

“Yo! You finished pretty fast. Did you try to go for more after 25?”

Sol turned to his left and saw he was approached by a friendly-looking adventurer who was dressed rather lightly, wearing loose cloth pants and a sleeveless shirt. It was odd because most adventurers would have some decent armor, even if it was just reinforced leather.

It all began to make sense once his gaze moved towards the weapons he saw strapped to his belt.

‘Claws, huh. So he’s a pugilist?’

Sol had read about these types of fighters before. Pugilists generally referred to combat experts that fought exclusively with their fists using martial arts. The most important thing about pugilists was that there were two kinds: wild pugilists and mystic pugilists. Wild pugilists would focus on their physical stats and would usually wield animalistic weapons; a rare few were even able to transform parts of their bodies into animal parts. Mystic pugilists, on the other hand, balanced their attribute distribution and utilized mana in unique ways. Both types of pugilists had even more subcategories, but they were usually generalized under the two umbrella terms. Sol guessed the one before him was likely a wild pugilist, given that his weapons didn’t appear to have mana channeling capabilities.

“Yeah, I kept going. Did you?”

“Yup! I only managed to get to the 21st floor. The ogres were too big and too many for me to handle, haha! How about you?”

Sol wondered whether to keep it a secret what floor he arrived at, but it made no sense to do so. He planned to compete in the tournament, which only the best-performing applicants could participate in, which meant he would get exposed anyway later on.

“I made it to the first floor.”

The pugilist immediately started laughing.

“Hahaha! That's a good one!” The man then noticed that Sol wasn’t laughing with him. “Wait… you’re serious? You actually made it to the bottom?”

Sol nodded in response.

“On gods?! Let me see your token!”

“Sure.”

He took out his token and flipped it, showing the side with just the number 1 on it.

“You actually reached the end…”

‘Is he sad I made it further?’

“That’s awesome! Yo guys, check this out!”

Sol was about to comfort the man, but it seemed he didn’t need to. The pugilist, excited to find someone who actually beat the entire test, called out to a few nearby applicants he had recently met.

“Woah, really?”

“No way!”

“Is he the first to complete it?”

Soon, a small group formed around Sol as more people showed up, either impressed or curious about the man who beat the test.

The pugilist asked, “What was the final boss? A few of us have been speculating on what it could be. I think it was a winged tiger!”

Adventurers began to voice their guesses as well.

“Nah, they are similar to manticores. Maybe it's a drake?”

A woman nearby shook her head. “They wouldn’t fit. The floors aren’t high enough, and unless it’s an earth drake, most would be weaker thanks to the roof. It’s probably a giant.”

“A giant would have the same issue!”

“A small giant, then! It’s an illusion, is it not? Just make it smaller!”

“Why couldn’t it be a drake then with that same logic?”

It quickly devolved into an argument, which made Sol sigh. He didn’t know what to answer.

‘I don’t even know what to say. Did everyone fight my mom, or was it just me? If not my mom, then what would other people fight? I’ll just keep it vague…’

“It was a knight.”

The adventurers stopped arguing upon hearing the answer.

The pugilist spoke, “A knight? Like a royal knight?”

“She had the armor of one, so I guess so.”

A swordswoman sighed. “Aww, I was hoping it would be a vampire. I have always wanted to fight one.”

“There would be no fight. You would instantly die against a vampire or be turned into their thrall.”

“Huh?!”

Everyone was surprised as a young woman with brown hair and a long spear suddenly appeared and spoke to the swordswoman. Even Sol was unable to notice her approach. For someone to be able to approach a group of skilled adventurers without their knowledge meant they either had a special talent or they were very strong. No one called her out for her sudden appearance and continued the conversation.

The pugilist spoke, “Do you really know about vampires? I thought no one had even seen a vampire in decades.”

The swordswoman agreed, “I found a few books that even speculated that the vampires all died out. That's why I hoped we would see one in the illusion.”

The spearwoman did not explain any further and walked away, leaving the rest of the group puzzled.

‘She had encountered vampires before?’ Sol thought as he looked at her walk away.

The pugilist asked, “She was one of the first people here, right?”

A large man nodded. “Yeah, I was one of the first 20 to arrive, and one of the people who arrived before me said she and some other guy were the first to arrive. A few of us tried approaching them but they weren't very talkative.”

“For her to be able to sneak up on all of us… Did she not care about the tournament and stopped at the 25th floor?”

“Only the knights overseeing the test would know.”

The group continued chatting from topic to topic, with Sol also adding his own input every so often. They were a nice group of people, so he didn’t mind becoming friends with them. He just hoped that when he got the information on his parents, his parting from the royal knights wouldn't turn them into his enemies.

            

    
        Chapter 143: Abstained

    
    
    
    
                More people slowly trickled into the waiting area until the five hour mark, officially ending the test. In total, 187 people passed the test, with the last applicants either barely passing the 25th floor or failing on some floor after that. Of the two thousand applicants, less than 10% passed the test. Most were eliminated on floors that pitted them against multiple enemies.

“Everyone gather around!”

One of the knights called for everyone's attention. Beside that knight were a few other knights and Commander Zaman, who spoke to the applicants.

“Congratulations to you all. You will all soon become knights, the last line of defense of our kingdom. You all come from different walks of life, commoner, noble, it matters not. What matters is what you will do now that you are here. We will go into more detail during orientation because there is still one final test, only for those who performed above the rest: the tournament. This tournament isn’t just a whimsical test thrown into the knight selection; it holds a special place among our traditions that date back to when our organization was founded. People from all over come to watch the tournament, not only for the entertainment but because they get to see the future defenders of the kingdom. To those who will be chosen to participate in the tournament, make sure to keep this in mind when you fight on the stage.”

‘In other words, no underhanded tricks…’

Sol understood what the Commander implied by the end of his speech. The people expect the royal knights to be honorable and trustworthy; it wouldn’t do to use underhanded tricks during the fights. This would be severely disadvantageous to certain applicants who specialize in more roundabout ways of fighting, but it couldn’t be helped.

The Commander continued his speech for a minute longer before wrapping it up.

“Now we will begin to call upon the top 16 applicants to come up and follow us to go further into detail.”

He gave a nod to the knight beside him, who took a step forward and began to call out the numbers of the applicants going to the tournament, starting from last place. The knight also stated which floor the applicants managed to reach.

“16th place, number 753, 11th floor…”

One by one, people from the crowd emerged as they were called upon.

“6th place, number 1903, 3rd floor.”

“5th place, number 712, 2nd floor.”

“4th place, number 1112, 2nd floor.”

“3rd place, number 241, Full clear.”

Sol raised an eyebrow and stood up, ‘So I got third, huh…’

It was disappointing to hear he didn’t get first after all the effort he put into clearing the tower as fast as possible, but he didn’t use all of his abilities, so that served as some consolation to him. He walked over and joined the other group of contestants as the knight called the next person up.

“2nd place, number 17, Full clear.”

“I abstain.”

“Huh?”

The knight and everyone in the room looked towards the brown haired woman who spoke up. The knight asked once more to confirm.

“You don’t want to compete in the tournament?”

“No.”

Most of the crowd was confused. She was clearly one of the best contenders to win and be immediately promoted to knight captain; it didn’t make sense to turn away the opportunity. Victor, who was also within the crowd, had an incredulous look on his face, which quickly turned to joy. Commander Zaman also had a unique expression as he was trying to figure out the angle of the A-Ranker. There was nothing they could possibly gain from being an ordinary knight; the resources they had for the base rank weren’t worth it for someone like her.

The knight looked towards his Commander for insight on what he should do. While it wasn’t the first time someone refused to participate in the tournament, it was usually one of the lower ranked applicants. It was not an issue to simply swap them out for another applicant, but this was different. One of the best fighters, who would surely put on a good show for the audience, didn’t wish to participate.

Zaman asked the woman for confirmation, “If she does not wish to participate, then she doesn't have to. All ranks will be rolled up, and rank 17th will join the tournament.”

The knight nodded. “Yes, sir. 17th place, number 312, 11th floor.”

An excited mage jumped out of the crowd and, without complaint, joined the tournament contestants' group. He knew he had no chance of winning but was eager to make his debut and, if he performed well enough, make some connections to accelerate his rise to fame.

The knight then called the first-place applicant. “1st place, number 1318, Full clear.”

Sol prayed in his thoughts, ‘I hope 1st place also concedes. It would make my life way easier.’

His wish was quickly squashed as Victor walked towards the group without saying a single word, but even without the man saying anything, his emotions could easily be seen.

‘Guess he’s also happy she forfeited.’

While Sol was thinking this simply eliminated one hard fight in his path to winning, Victor already believed this tournament was in the bag.

‘Hahaha. I was worried for nothing.’ Victor then gazed towards Sol, who was also looking at him. ‘Heh. He thinks he stands a chance.’

With all 16 applicants chosen for the tournament, a knight led them to another room.

The rest of the applicants who weren't taking part in the tournament were taken to the residential area of the headquarters. There, they would get their rooms assigned and be oriented on the upcoming weeks, as they wouldn’t become knights just yet. They needed to be trained on a variety of subjects ranging from combat and tactics to etiquette, as they would also be dealing with nobility and representatives.

With the top 16 in a smaller conference room, Zaman personally appeared and shed light on the full rules of the tournament.

“I will keep this brief as I have another meeting soon. This tournament will be a seeded bracket where you will face off against opponents in one on one elimination. There are no second chances: you lose, you're out. The tournament will take place over the course of three days. The first day will be the round of sixteen, the second day the quarterfinals, and the third day will be the semifinals, followed by the finals on the same day.”

Sol found this weird. ‘Couldn't this all take place in one day? Surely we have healers to fully recover between matches.’

The Commander omitted this fact regarding the tournament, but it had the additional function of boosting the economy of the city. With merchants of all kinds traveling to the capital to make a fortune, the tournament needed to be split into multiple days to give the merchants and their artisans enough time to make specialized merchandise of the contestants.

Sol didn’t speak up as he didn’t find it too important to clarify and listened to the rest of the rules. Most consumables were banned, and they could only bring two unique rank items to the fight. While they wanted it to be a spectacle, they didn’t want the contestants to bulldoze the competition with better items. All the contestants were at least B-Rank, so it was expected for them to all have at least one unique ranked item by now if they were savvy with their coins. While unique ranked items were powerful, with each contestant having at most two, they believed it would be balanced out so the truly stronger contestant would win.

Once done going over a few more specifics, the Commander ended the meeting.

“That will be all. Follow Knight Jacob, who will lead you all to your accommodations. I won’t see any of you until after the tournament, so I will say this now. Good luck, and may the best fighter win.”

            

    
        Chapter 144: Future Bricklayer

    
    
    
    
                ‘My own room…’

Sol was escorted to one of the rooms in the residential area of the royal knights' headquarters. He didn’t get to pick the room, but he didn’t mind, as he knew they were all identical. It was a 4 by 4 meter room, the same size as his small home back in Initium. The only difference was that it was much nicer. It had a proper bed similar to the ones used in inns and furniture that was of much better quality than the handmade table and chair Sol had built for himself.

“So much changed in two months.”

From his small home in a faraway town, he would soon be a royal knight, one of the most highly regarded positions in the kingdom. Sure, it was only temporary until he obtained the information he needed for himself and Amber, but it was a big achievement nonetheless.

Sol took off his leather armor and lay on the bed.

“Oh, now that I think of it, I did evolve a skill.”

[[Terra Manipulation] Lv 1: Take control of the earth and bend it to your will. Sand, dirt, stone, and non magical metals fall under your domain. Able to create permanent earth out of mana at a higher cost.]

“Interesting…”

With a small portion of his mana, a perfectly square rock appeared out of thin air. Even after Sol removed his mana and cut his connection from the rock, it didn’t disappear.

“It’s much purer than normal stone, and it even lasts forever. Normally, earth magic would either command already existing dirt and stone to move, or it would create some, but it doesn’t last forever.”

The common earth spell [Stone Shot] was an example of the latter type of earth magic. It would create a small rock from the mana and shoot it toward the target. After impact, the rock would dissipate back into ambient mana.

While neat, Sol didn’t find it more important than the other effects of the skill.

“Well, if I ever want to retire, I could become the best bricklayer in the city. The real benefit from the skill is that I now have full control over the element.”

As long as he had the mana, he could create whatever he wanted. During the fight against his fake mother, Sol was able to compress large amounts of stone into an extremely dense and powerful attack, but there were countless other ways he could use it as well.

Reflecting back on what the skill used to be, Sol chuckled. ‘To think this used to be a hammer skill.’

He was very happy and proud of the fact he was able to turn a skill into something he could truly call his own. He had developed and grown the skill like other people would instead of leveling it up with [Siphon].

Closing his status page, Sol wondered what he should do now.

‘I could go explore the headquarters or meet with some of the other new recruits…’

While thinking of what to do besides lie in bed, his eyes moved to his leather armor.

‘It’s about time I get an upgrade.’

It was common rarity armor he had been using, which he never bothered to replace. The main reason for not doing so was because of the time it would take to find armor that would fit him. It was very important with armor to not only choose it based on its capabilities but also whether or not it fit the user well. Even if the armor was only slightly uncomfortable, being tight or loose in some places could spell victory or defeat.

‘I don’t know if I can find a good set of armor today, but I might as well try.’

It was early in the afternoon, so with the rest of the day free, he got up and left his room.

“Yoooo~! It's the future winner of the tournament!”

A somewhat familiar voice called out to him. It was the pugilist he met earlier today, alongside a few other recruits.

“Oh hey, what are you all up to?”

“Nothing much, we were exploring the headquarters. Did you know there is a private open air bath? Sadly, we can’t use it unless we are Captain rank or higher. You just got here after the tournament stuff, right? Wanna join us in checking this place out?”

Sol shook his head. “Maybe later. I’m thinking of getting new armor for the tournament.”

The pugilist had a pensive look on his face. “New armor at this time? Well, if you need one on such short notice, I might know a guy.”

Sol felt it was weird for the pugilist, who barely wore armor, to know someone in that field, but it could’ve been some other connection that bonded the two. He was elated at the fact he didn’t need to wander around looking for someone.

“Really?! That would save me a lot of time.”

The man smiled back. “No problem. So first, head to the market district…”

The pugilist told him the directions, and he did his best to commit them to memory. Once he finished, the man remembered one final detail.

“Oh, and when you get there, tell them you want Weaver. The others aren’t as good nor as fast as him.”

“W-Weaver?”

Hearing that name out of nowhere truly surprised Sol. He would have never expected to hear that name once more, especially because it's not even a name but a nickname.

“You know him?”

“No, it's just an odd name. Also, it doesn't sound like he sells armor, but clothes.”

“Yep, but that's the best part! His clothes are as good as armor, trust me. You can keep the flexibility of clothes and the special effects of armor. The only downside is the lower defense rating compared to other armors of the same rarity, but if you are using that common ranked armor I saw before, then it will be a massive improvement.”

“How did you know it was common?”

The pugilist looked at him with pity. “Have you looked at it? It looked like you got it for 5 gold.”

‘I got it for 3…’

Sol was embarrassed at how he had been wearing noticeably bad armor and realized it would have been better to wear none at all. His body was naturally stronger than the armor, and it wasn’t like the defense value added to his total defense. Defense values associated with the armor only apply to the armor itself. If an attack passes through the gaps, then the defense values would be useless.

The pugilist slapped him on the back.

“Hey! Don’t worry about it. Just make sure to tell Weaver that you will wear it for the tournament. Give him some extra motivation to make it better than normal!”

Sol nodded weakly, still reflecting on his foolish actions. “Thanks… I’ll do that.”

            

    
        Chapter 145: Terrence

    
    
    
    
                “So this is the place.”

Sol had arrived at a rather ordinary store with a tailor needle sign. It wasn’t hard to find, as he had already passed through the area before; he just never thought to go inside.

Entering the store, rows upon rows of clothes lined the walls. Most of it was casual everyday wear, but a sizable section was dedicated to fancier outfits that he wouldn’t be surprised to see a noble wear.

A woman near the entrance, wearing a professional dress, said, “Welcome. What are you looking for? We have outfits for every occasion.”

“Hi, I’m trying to get a custom made outfit by tomorrow. I was told to ask for Weaver.”

The clerk raised an eyebrow. “Tomorrow? Wait here for a moment while I ask him.”

Sol watched as she walked through a door at the back of the store and thought about her reaction.

‘Is it too short notice?’

It was his fault for not dealing with this sooner, but he had prioritized his training, which even now felt like the right idea. Even with all his efforts, he only got third place, which luckily became second because one of the competitors didn’t want to compete in the tournament.

Sol didn't have to wait long, as the clerk came back.

“Please follow me. He wishes to discuss the commission.”

He nodded and followed her into the back of the store. Beyond the door was a large workshop with many tailors creating all sorts of outfits. The walls were lined with large rolls of cloth in different colors and textures. A worker walked up to one of the cloth rolls, unrolled a large rectangle, cut it off, and took it back to his station.

‘Is this how they make clothes?’

Sol looked at one of the tailors as he made a needle levitate in the air, weaving through a red dress, making an exquisite pattern. Most of the workers had similarly magical means of making clothes. After using [Analysis] on a few of them, he realized that while they all had similar talents like [Tailor], they had drastically different talent skills.

The two soon arrived at a workstation where a middle aged man with graying hair waited with an inquisitive gaze. Before any words were spoken, his eyes were judging Sol and, more importantly, his outfit. A light scoff could be heard from the man, and Sol knew it was directed at his clothes based on where he was looking. Because Sol didn’t feel the man was strong, he used [Analysis] without hesitation.

Name: Terrence UrasectRace: Human
Talents: [Magic Tailor], [Threads]
Level: 42

HP: 400MP: 700
Str: 30Vit: 40
Agi: 65Int: 25 (+10)
Wis: 50 (+20)

Talent Skills: 
[Enduring Quality] Lv 9, [Enchanted Thread] Lv 7

Passive:
[Advanced Tailoring] Lv 2, [Mana Efficiency] Lv 6, [Intelligence Up] Lv 2, [Wisdom Up] Lv 4, [Increase Mana Regeneration] Lv 2, [Nimble Fingers] Lv MAX, [Thread Control] Lv 8, [Muscle Memory] Lv 6, [Trained Eye] Lv 6

Active:
[Prudent Touch] Lv 8, [Layered Enchantment] Lv 3, [String Enhancement] Lv 6, [Thread Creation] Lv 9, [Magic Weave] Lv 5

‘[Magic Tailor]? Never heard of that one before. Also, glad to know his name isn’t actually Weaver.’

While he wasn’t knowledgeable about all talents, he could easily tell it was a better variant of the common [Tailor] talent.

By the time the two men were done inspecting each other, the clerk had already sneaked away to resume her duties of tending the front of the store.

Sol spoke up first, “Are you Weaver?”

Terrence nodded. “The one and only. How did you hear about me? If it's not for clothes, don't bother.”

‘Not for clothes?’

Sol didn’t know what he was referring to, but he explained himself to prevent any misunderstandings.

“Aron told me about you. I need combat clothes for the knight selection tournament.”

Aron was the name of the pugilist. Sol asked for his name before leaving, as it felt awkward not knowing each other's names after talking for so long.

“The tournament? You're competing?”

The mention of the tournament made Terrence’s ears perk up. He didn’t expect to meet one of the contestants in person.

“Yeah, I don’t really need armor that slows me down, and I heard you work fast.”

The tailor nodded in agreement. “No one here is half as fast as me when I try, but damn, kid, you're really coming here on short notice. Isn’t the first round of the tournament tomorrow?”

“Yeah… I was busy these past few weeks. Is it doable?”

Terrence didn’t respond right away as he made a few internal calculations.

“Hmm, maybe. But only if it's at most rare. I can't make anything unique in just one day.”

Sol nodded. “That's fine. I can only bring two unique items to the tournament, so it can only be rare at most.”

“Then it can be done. Here, take a look at this catalog and let me know what kind of enchantments you want on the outfit.”

He received a thin book of enchantments that detailed their effects. There were almost 200 enchantments with comments on each one. Some were complementary with others, and some could not be used alongside others as they had contradictory effects or didn’t mix well, resulting in lesser effects. Because it was only a rare item, it could at most hold two enchantments.

While Sol was perusing the catalog, a measuring tape floated in the air and approached him.

“Stand still while I get your measurements. I don’t have a lot of time to wait for you to decide.”

As the measuring tape flew and wrapped around his body, he noticed that it was actually connected to a thin string, which was what was being manipulated.

In a flash, Terrence was done measuring his body.

“Have you decided on the enchantments yet?”

“Yeah, is [Wind Favored] and [Mending] okay?”

He nodded. “Both are popular choices, especially the [Mending] one. Then that's that. I’ll get to work now. Oh, and I’ll be choosing the style. No offense, but the only fashionable thing you are wearing are those boots.”

Sol looked down to see the cheap clothes he had on. The only decent thing he was wearing was the unique rarity Blessed Boots of the Sky, which were given to him as a reward. Not having much of a sense for fashion, Sol agreed with the man.

“That's fine. When should I pick it up?”

Terrence shook his head. “You're staying at the royal knights' headquarters, right? I’ll have it sent over to you. It will be at your door by tomorrow morning.”

“You can deliver it to the royal palace?”

A grin appeared on his face as he proudly explained, “I have made outfits for the entire royal family. The princess's ceremonial dress was even sewn by me.”

“Woah, that's awesome!”

“You're lucky I am free right now to take your commission. Now about the price, it's gonna cost 450 gold total. That's already including all the materials needed to make it.”

‘Wow. 450 gold for rare clothes.’

If it was a few weeks ago, Sol would never buy such expensive clothes that were within the same price range as a unique weapon.

“I’ll pay in full now.”

Sol handed 4 platinum and 50 gold coins without hesitation.

“Great, now get out. I have a lot of work to do.”

“Will do, thanks!”

Sol left the man to his own devices and walked out of the workshop. He didn’t really know what kind of outfit he would end up receiving tomorrow, but with his lack of fashion sense, anything would be better than what he was wearing right now.

            

    
        Chapter 146: Song of the Wind

    
    
    
    
                “Today’s the day.”

Sol was lying on his bed reminiscing about yesterday's events. After returning to the knight headquarters, he spent some time with Aron and his ever growing group of friends. They spent the evening celebrating in the dining hall, telling stories of their adventures and why they were joining the knights now.

While reminiscing about last night's fun, a knock came from the door.

‘Are the clothes here?’

It was early in the morning, but in just three hours he was going to have to be in the arena. He hoped Terrence was able to finish in time, but even he knew it was a big ask to make a magically enhanced outfit in less than half a day's time.

Sol got up and opened the door to reveal Aron. He was unable to hide the look of disappointment on his face.

With a mischievous grin, the pugilist asked, “Were you expecting someone else?”

“Yeah… Went to the place you suggested, and he said he could do it on time, but I still haven’t gotten the clothes.”

“Oh? You mean THESE clothes?!”

Aron took out a wooden box and handed it to Sol. His eyes widened in surprise as he didn’t expect Aron to have it.

“Woah, thanks! But why do you have it?”

“Heh. Long story short, I bumped into the delivery man. Made some light conversation and found out he wanted to finish his deliveries early today so he could watch the tournament. So, being the kind and benevolent man I am, I told him I would deliver the packages that were for the royal knights, and here I am!”

“So he just gave you all his packages?”

“All 21 of them! You're the last one I had to deliver. I would’ve been here sooner, but I got distracted talking to some noble lady, sorry about that.”

“No wait, that wasn’t what I meant. He trusted a complete stranger to just deliver them?”

Sol couldn’t comprehend the delivery man just trusting someone he randomly met to deliver all his packages. He could only assume the delivery man was very eager to watch the fights later today.

Aron shook his head, “Nah, I know him.”

‘Oh, good.’

Aron continued, “Yeah, I met him at a bar once.”

‘You're still basically strangers!’

Sol couldn't understand how Aron could earn the trust of strangers so easily. It was like he had a talent or skill for it. He had noticed this before with how easily Aron quickly became friends with everyone he met. There was just something about him that made others easily trust him.

“Well, thanks again. I should change into it and head over to the colosseum.”

Aron nodded, “I’ll get out of your hair then. Good luck!”

The pugilist spun in place before heading off to meet with some other recruits who were going to watch the tournament.

Sol took the box and placed it on his desk before opening it.

“Oh! This is perfect!”

[Song of the Wind
Rare

Defense: 40
Durability: 750/750

Skills:
[Wind Favored] Lv 6, [Mending] Lv 6]

The chest piece was a natural dark green shirt that had a refreshing feeling to it. It was layered and tailored to fit closely to the body, with a wrap-around design and secured with belts and straps. The form fitting pants were brown with an elaborate pattern around the thighs, giving it a rich texture.

After putting it on, Sol cast the water spell [Mirror Water] to see his own reflection.

‘I look like some kind of hunter, but I kinda like it.’

Besides the aesthetics of the outfit, the functionality didn't disappoint him either.

[[Wind Favored] Lv 6: The winds actively assist you in every action. Overall speed is increased by 30%.]

[[Mending] Lv 6: The clothes slowly repair themselves over time using ambient mana. Can be accelerated by inserting the wearer's mana.]

[Wind Favored] functioned similarly to the beginner wind spell [Tailwind], but better. The resistance from the wind was equally negated, but the push the wind provided was much stronger. If with [Tailwind] Sol was able to leap 50 feet without any skill, then with [Wind Favored] he could jump 80 feet instead. The only downside was that the acceleration provided by the enchantment was purely physical, unlike the agility attribute that also increases reaction speed. This meant the wearer had to be careful not to lose control of their speed and accidentally launch themselves into a wall.

Sol gave himself one final look before storing his previously worn clothes in his spatial ring. He also put away his Immunizing Belt, as it was a unique item, and he was only able to use two. He wasn’t worried about not having the belt for the tournament. While it had good skills, they weren’t needed for the competition. He doubted anyone would use poison after the Commander's subtle warning, and [Status Cleanse] had been slowly becoming more obsolete as Sol leveled up some of his passives. While there were a few status afflictions he had no way to counter, he didn’t think the belt had more potential value than the Blessed Boots of the Sky.

Done with his preparations, Sol left his room and made his way out of the royal palace through the service exit. The main gate he first entered the palace through was rarely opened, either for large events like the knight selection or for the royal family and other important individuals.

Sol made his way through the loud and busy streets toward the Lionell Colosseum, named after a hero from the early years of the kingdom.

As he neared the large colosseum, the crowd became denser and denser until he found it hard to move closer. Sol tried to skirt around a few people, but it was too clustered to move past them.

‘Damn. Am I going to be late?’

A feeling of anxiety rose within him as he realized that it might be a possibility. Before the panic set in, he realized he was overthinking it.

‘Wait. I can just use [Burrow].’

Sol immediately sank into the ground and propelled himself toward the side entrance of the colosseum reserved for fighters and employees. While traveling through the dirt and stone, he realized he could use [Terra Manipulation] to speed himself even further. With a little bit more mana, Sol traveled even faster, fully negating the movement penalty of [Burrow].

‘Oh, this is pretty useful. Now that I think of it, I can even launch attacks from underground.’

More ideas of how he could use his newly evolved skill passed through his mind until he reached the side entrance. As Sol emerged from the ground, a shriek was heard.

“Ah! Who are you! Don’t make me call the guards!”

The one Sol inadvertently scared was the colosseum employee in charge of watching the side entrance.

“Sorry about that, miss. I’m actually one of the contestants.”

Sol quickly showed his token, which served as identification, and calmed the woman down. After apologizing for misunderstanding, the woman directed him toward his waiting room, which also had a window view of the colosseum's arena. He took a seat on a luxurious couch as he looked toward the spectator area, where people could be seen funneling in and taking their seats.

“Might as well relax for a bit. I have the last fight of the day.”

            

    
        Chapter 147: First Match

    
    
    
    
                “Good morning, everyone! Today is a wonderful day! The sky is clear with no cloud in sight, as if the gods themselves cleared this day for this very moment! Today is the 487th annual knight selection tournament! A glorious day for the new knights to show off their prowess in full display of the entire kingdom.”

Cheers erupted from the audience as an announcer appeared in the middle of the arena. The platform beneath him began to glow as it floated off the ground and into the center of the arena.

“My name is Oeser Sobren, your announcer for these coming days! It's my job to keep all of you informed and give the play-by-play for those who can’t keep up with the fighters' amazing speed!”

Oeser’s platform floated as it looped around the edge of the arena.

“People from all over the kingdom have gathered to witness these knights! I even know a few of you have traveled from nearby kingdoms as well! From common folk to nobles and even Princess Valerie herself, everyone has gathered for this special occasion!”

Oeser pointed towards the VIP section of the spectators' area where Princess Valerie sat alongside other prominent figures. She didn’t expect the announcer to specifically point her out, but with grace, she stood up and waved at the citizens.

“WOAAAH!”

Everyone cheered at the sight of their beloved princess.

“I’m sure everyone wants me to shut up already and start the match, so let's get on with it! To start the first match, we have the man who achieved first place in the knight selection, give it up for Victor!”

Victor walked onto the arena, smiling and waving at the audience.

“And on the other side of the arena, we have Reginald!”

A large man carrying a massive claymore walked onto the arena and brandished his weapon, causing the dust around him to scatter.

“While he may have placed 16th among the contenders, don't mistake it for him being weak! That means he is the 16th best among the nearly two thousand applicants. Everyone who is competing in this tournament can’t be treated lightly!”

Among those in the VIP section sat Commander Zaman, who shook his head at the announcer's words.

‘Maybe some other year, but not this one. I see a few have noticed it already.’

Zaman’s gaze moved towards the leaders of non-royal family factions: the young-looking man Orion, who was the guildmaster of the Adventurers Guild, alongside the other guildmasters of the other profession guilds; the three nobles, Sigurd, Vanessa, and Ian, who were the figureheads of their respective noble factions; and the foreign representatives from Sylmasera, Delvania, and the Sapphire Scales Alliance, who had come to spectate as neighbors to Crestelia.

Each group had their own ways of assessing the strength of the contestants, and all had already figured out that Victor had A-Rank strength. None said anything or questioned Zaman's decision to include Victor in the competition, as it was under his jurisdiction to run it how he wanted, but they all understood the winner was already decided.

The announcer continued, “The rules are simple. You will fight until one side is unable to continue or surrenders. No potions or other consumables are allowed, and only two unique items can be used by each fighter. Are both fighters ready?”

Reginald yelled, “Yes!”

Victor nodded.

Oeser took out a wand-like item and pointed it in the air, “Then begin!”

The wand hummed as it shot out an array of colorful lights alongside an explosion that could be heard throughout the colosseum.

Reginald instantly used [Blinding Fury], massively increasing his strength at the cost of his consciousness, and blazed towards Victor. Normally, Reginald wouldn’t commit to such a risky move off the bat, but he had heard rumors of how strong his opponent was. If the rumors were true, he didn’t stand a chance unless he went all out from the start.

Oeser narrated as the fight continued, “Reginald is starting off strong with [Blinding Fury]! A risky but powerful move that more than doubled his strength! It seems he wants to end the fight already!”

With only the thoughts of winning in his muddled mind, Reginald used a combination of movement skills to charge towards Victor. His massive unique sword swung down with all his strength as he used [Fell Cleave].

“[Flame Burst].”

Fire erupted around Victor in all directions with incredible force. The fire not only burned Reginald but also blew him away towards the other side of the arena.

CRASH!

Reginald's body slammed into the wall of the colosseum, creating a large crater. Burns covered his entire body, charring a significant portion of it. The crowd waited with bated breath for the man to stand up and fight once more, but as each second passed, the realization dawned upon everyone that he was already knocked out.

Oeser stuttered in shock, “W-w-wow! What a fight! With a single cast, Victor was able to stop Reginald’s powerful charge with [Flame Burst] no less!”

Medical personnel ran onto the arena and placed Reginald on a stretcher, taking him away for treatment.

“For those who aren’t well-versed in magic, [Flame Burst] is a beginner-level spell! Almost every new fire mage learns it, as it's usually taught in magic academies and books as one of the easiest spells! But this wasn’t any normal [Flame Burst]! Victor's mastery over magic is so high he is able to increase the grade of the spell from early beginner all the way to early advanced grade!”

“VICTOR!”

“VICTOR!”

“VICTOR!”

The audience cheered for the winner of the duel as the man himself gave the crowd another wave and walked out of the arena.

Sol, who was spectating silently while sipping a drink, almost spat it out after seeing how quickly the match was decided.

‘I didn’t think I had to use [Analysis] against my competitors, but it seems I underestimated them.’

            

    
        Chapter 148: Above 100

    
    
    
    
                Before Victor completely left the arena, Sol tried to use [Analysis], but the results weren’t very informative.

Name: VictorRace: ???
Talents: [Blaze Mage], [?? Master], [Passion ???]
Level: 1??

HP: ???MP: 2???
Str: ?0Vit: ???
Agi: 1??Int: ?6? (+??)
Wis: ??? (+??)

Talent Skills:
[???] Lv MAX, [??? Theory] Lv ???, [Heart Fire] Lv 8

Passive Skills:
[Sagely Wisdom] Lv ?, [???] Lv 4, [???] Lv ???, [???] Lv MAX, [Increased Mana Regeneration] Lv ???, [???] Lv ?, [Mana Perception] Lv 5, [Spell Concentration] Lv ?

Active Skills:
[Advanced Fire Magic] Lv ?, [???] Lv ?, [???] Lv 5, [???] Lv 4, [Mana Ward] Lv 3, [???: Rage Fire] Lv 1

‘Above level 100…’

The only real information Sol was able to obtain from the [Analysis] was that Victor was above level 100 and that his fire magic was at the advanced level. Two things he could already tell from the fight he witnessed.

Victor noticed the attempt to peek into his status page and ignored it because Sol wasn’t the only one to do so. Hundreds of spectators who had [Analysis or items with similar effects used them on Victor so many times that he lost count. Most weren’t even able to see what Sol saw, as few had a high enough level of [Analysis] to make up for the level gap.

Sol sighed, “He's almost or even already A-Rank. How am I supposed to even win against that…”

After Victor left the arena, the announcer introduced the next two fighters. Sol considered using [Reinterpret] to further practice as the matches went on but decided against it. It was best to see what the other competitors were capable of even if he doubted they would be anywhere near Victor’s level.

The resounding voice of the announcer echoed in the room, “Let the fight begin!”

…

“In the end, they were all within expectations.”

Sol just witnessed the second-to-last fight of the day that ended in a victory for the 4th place fighter. She was against the 13th place swordsman, and with the skillful use of her spear, she was able to attack out of his range as she riddled him with injuries.

‘I guess it's my turn.’

A knock came from the door. It opened to reveal an arena employee.

“Sir Sol, you are up next.”

“I’ll head over now, thank you.”

Standing up from the couch, he walked to the arena where he would be pitted against the 15th-ranked fighter.

As Sol made his way to the arena, Oeser was wrapping up his analysis of the fight.

“With Lapis’ agile movements, Ulmar was completely unable to retaliate! Once she wounded him enough, she finished him off with the skill [Long Sweep] into [Pole Slam]! I gotta say, folks, I don’t think anyone in this tournament can match her in pure speed! But remember! Speed is not the only deciding factor here!”

Oeser moved towards the center of the arena.

“We have seen a wonderful display of abilities and talents today, but we have one more fight for all you fine folk! On one side we have the 15th-ranked contender, Wayland!”

A mage sauntered into the arena with a relaxed smile.

“On the other side, we have the 2nd-ranked contender, Sol!”

Sol walked in stiffly as if he had a bad leg.

‘So many people are watching…’

Sol walked awkwardly because he was trying his best to walk normally, which in turn became abnormal. It hadn’t dawned on him until this moment that he would be fighting in front of so many eyes, and the realization unnerved him.

‘Just focus on the fight, nothing else.’

He took a deep breath, calmed himself down, and focused solely on Wayland, who stood not far away from him. Sol used [Analysis] on the man and discovered it wasn’t going to be a hard fight, which helped him relax. He managed to recover just in time as Oeser took out his wand and pointed it to the sky.

“Let the battle commence!”

“[Wind Cutter]!”

A sharp blade of wind was immediately released and flew towards Sol. In response, Sol chose to meet the basic wind spell head on and activated his Lipon, releasing an elemental fire sword. With a wave of the sword, the wind was easily dispersed.

Oeser commented, “What is that sword?! It appears to be some kind of elemental weapon, but it's different from others that normally have a metallic blade that the element is enchanted upon!”

Sol charged forward towards Wayland, who had no intention of letting him get close and cast another spell.

“[Soaring Winds]!”

Wayland soared into the air and flew far enough away to not be in danger of Sol’s fire sword.

“Masterful play by Wayland, this puts him not only safe from Sol’s blade but also in the perfect position to rain down spells.”

“[Gale Blades]!”

Large blades of wind descended upon Sol, who made no attempt to move out of the way. The wind blades landed upon him, creating a large cloud of dust.

Oeser exclaimed, “Could this be it for our fighter?! No! It’s not!”

As the dust settled, a large dome of stone covered the area of impact. Underneath the dome, Sol stood safely, untouched by even a single wind blade. The dome parted, and one could hear him chant from within.

“[Water Cannon]!”

A blast of concentrated water ejected out of the opening in the dome and traveled at frightening speeds towards the mage in the sky.

The radius of the water was too wide to fly out of as [Soaring Winds] wasn’t the fastest flying spell. Wayland hastily cast a spell to get himself out of harm's way but was unable to finish casting in time.

“[Wind Bu-!”

The water blasted the poor man directly in the face, knocking him out of the sky and sending him plummeting towards the ground.

Though Wayland was hit, because Sol didn’t attack in full force in fear of accidentally killing him, he was still conscious and able to fight.

“[Glide]!”

Gentle winds carried the mage as he glided away from Sol, hoping not to be hit with another [Water Cannon].

“Incredible! What an amazing counterattack from Sol and a good recovery from Wayland! The fight ain't over yet!”

Sol smirked at Oeser’s commentary, ‘It already is.’

            

    
        Chapter 149: End of the First Day

    
    
    
    
                There was a special detail about [Glide]. Once you cast it, the direction you traveled couldn’t be changed. Sol knew this, as he also knew the spell, and prepared a surprise for Wayland.

Wayland glanced back at Sol, who didn’t move from his position, and breathed a sigh of relief.

‘Thank the gods he didn’t chase. Once I land I’ll—’

The wind mage was unable to finish his thought as he noticed the ground slightly rumbling. He was only four feet off the ground and could see the slight shake, which rang alarm bells in his mind.

Suddenly, from four sides, the ground rose and formed another dome not dissimilar to the one Sol made before.

In response, Wayland stopped channeling [Glide] and quickly tried to cast a spell to get him out in time.

“[Updraft]!”

Wind blasted the mage upward, but it was already too late. The earth dome closed above him, causing the mage to collide head first into the dome.

Oeser leaned over his platform, ecstatically commenting, “What an amazing use of the [Earth Dome] skill, not only defensively but also offensively! Sol took advantage of the [Glide] spell’s inherent weakness, which can only head in a predetermined direction, and trapped him where he was going to land! It’s amazing he knew of that, as he doesn’t even wield wind magic! Now how will Wayland get out of this one?!”

Though Oeser was wrong about the skill Sol used, it wasn’t too far from the truth.

Wayland, stuck like a bird in a cage, didn’t give up and cast the only spell he knew that could possibly get him out of the earth dome.

“[Piercing Winds]”

A small tornado of wind emitted from his hand as it began to drill into the dome.

“Why won’t it break!”

Wayland had funneled almost all his remaining mana into the spell, but after so much effort, he was unable to make a small hole for light to enter. What he didn’t know was that Sol was actively sending more mana and reinforcing the dome, making it an endurance fight between the two of them. Wayland had no way to compete with Sol’s large reservoir of mana and his much more efficient use of it. By the time Wayland ran out of mana, Sol had only used less than a fifth of his.

‘Time to end this.’

Feeling that he had dragged the fight on long enough, Sol manipulated the dome to begin shrinking. As it shrunk, he created a small opening and made it so that Wayland had to stick his head through it or be crushed.

Sol walked and approached Wayland, who was now just a head sticking out of a mound of dirt and stone, and asked, “Do you surrender?”

The mage nodded in amazement and slight fear, “I surrender!”

Wayland understood, after wasting all his mana, that he didn’t stand a chance. He was unable to even break through the dome after using his strongest single target spell.

Sol nodded and released the earth that bound him. Wayland stumbled face first onto the ground as he was released suddenly, causing him to lose his balance.

“Sorry about that. Let me help.”

The dirt floated off his face and scattered onto the ground, and a hand then reached out to help him get back up.

Wayland looked up at Sol and grabbed his hand, “Thanks.”

Oeser silently watched their interaction before announcing the results, “And there you have it, folks! What an intense fight where both competitors played to their strengths! With that, we conclude the first day of the knight selection tournament! Make sure to come back tomorrow as the fights will only get more intense from here on out!”

As Sol made his way out of the stadium, he noticed something.

‘So this is how they could tell I used [Analysis] on them.’

With a deluge of spectators simultaneously using [Analysis] on him, he actually noticed that there was a very slight, almost unnoticeable trace of energy that tried to poke and prod him. With the hundreds of [Analysis] attempts being made, it became significant enough that he could finally detect them.

‘The majority are stopped by Annabel’s Locket of Safekeeping. The few that got past were blocked by the Deceiver’s Earrings. That's good to know.’

It was a thin dual layer that covered his body and denied the entry of most of the attempts. It wasn’t mana but something not too dissimilar, which Sol could only describe as energy. He didn’t know enough about it to understand how it worked, but he was at least assured that nobody managed to pierce through his protections.

Sol had no reason to stay in the colosseum, and it was too early to head back to the royal palace, so he decided to head towards Necropolis. While most of the duels between the new knights were within his expectations, the first one with Victor was the only one that alarmed him.

‘Maybe if I go all out I can win, but I only have [Intermediate Water Magic], [Intermediate Swordsmanship], and [Terra Manipulation]. I need to see if I can hold my own against strong enemies with just those three.’

Sol planned to fight the Handless Fiend with his self-imposed limits to see how he fared against it. If all went well, he might even try to enter the 21st floor and try his hand at a few semi-A-Rank enemies. They weren’t as strong as true A-Rankers, but they were definitely above B-Rank.

‘It's too late to level up, and the skills I can gain from those enemies can’t be used in the tournament, but hopefully, I can get some inspiration or something. As I am now, I think I’m gonna lose if I don’t improve quickly…’

As Sol arrived at the entrance of Necropolis, a figure appeared behind him.

“Oh. Hey Amber. Did you watch the fights?”

Amber nodded.

“What's your thoughts on the first fight, the guy named Victor?”

“Strong. Stronger than you.”

Sol grinned, “I thought as much. He did that so effortlessly, and I couldn’t even see much when I used [Analysis] on him.”

Amber tilted her head, “Train?”

He chuckled, “All one can do.”

            

    
        Chapter 150: Sparring

    
    
    
    
                “Take this!”

A giant block of stone came down from above and smashed towards where Amber stood. A cloud of dust exploded from the impact. Within that dust, sand scattered and formed into a humanoid figure.

In her sand form, she swung her arms, creating and launching a wave of sand knives towards Sol.

A wall of stone rose from the ground and blocked the sand knives. Once the attack was blocked, Sol commanded the wall to move forward, and so it did, sliding across the floor towards Amber.

A pillar of sand blasted her into the air as she carried that sand along with her, creating a giant fist that hurtled towards Sol. In response, he created an equally large fist out of stone to meet hers.

BOOM!

Both fists exploded, and the force knocked both of them away from each other. With distance between them, Sol began to create a highly dense stone spear, knowing it would be able to break through her sand attacks. A large stone spear formed, and just as he began to compress it, Amber suddenly appeared ten feet away and flung another wave of sand knives.

Sol was forced to abort the earth spear and used the uncondensed large mass to block the attacks instead. As he did, Amber somehow appeared behind him and held a knife to his back.

“Too slow,” she commented as she stowed her dagger.

“I know. I still can’t condense stone as fast as I want.”

Sol and Amber were sparring because his original plan to fight the 20th floor boss and 21st floor enemies didn’t pan out as he wanted. It wasn’t that he couldn’t win; it was the opposite. His fight against the Handless Fiend did not take more than ten seconds as he crushed it with stone cubes from all angles. The 21st floor enemies were too strong; he was unable to kill them with just the skills in his fake status.

After defeating a few enemies on the 21st floor, besides obtaining a few new skills, Sol didn’t see any improvement in the skills he actually used for the tournament. It was then that Amber suggested he spar with her instead. She had been getting ridiculously strong during her training as she was finally able to develop her [Sand Queen] talent. She was at the point of being able to defeat the Handless Fiend equally as fast as Sol.

It was at that point the two became sparring partners. Sol limited himself to just the skills used in the tournament, and Amber went all out. This resulted in her winning most of the time, but that didn’t bother him; he just wanted to improve his skills.

As they sparred, a surprising benefit occurred. Sol’s [Terra Manipulation] and Amber’s [Sand Manipulation] were very similar, which meant they could be applied in similar ways. The two would inspire or teach each other better ways to use their skills during their fights, helping both of them come up with new attacks and techniques. Even though Sol wasn’t using [Reinterpret], his [Terra Manipulation] had leveled up twice in this short amount of time, which he didn’t even know was possible.

Once they realized the benefits, they focused on solely using their manipulation skills to fight. Sol hoped that by doing so, it would level up more and hopefully become strong enough to contend against Victor.

“It’s getting late, we should head back and continue tomorrow after the fights.”

Though Sol wanted to continue sparring, their high intensity fights began to take a toll even on him. He assumed Amber didn’t fare much better, but she was very good at hiding that kind of stuff.

Amber agreed, and so they used the teleporter sigil to leave the dungeon. He gave her one final wave as he headed towards the royal palace while she headed to the inn.

Once Sol arrived back at the royal palace, a few people tried to invite him to celebrate with other new recruits, but he declined them all and returned to his room.

He lay on his bed and thought to himself.

‘I need to focus on making it faster. As it is, it takes too long to condense the stone. Amber was able to easily take advantage of the time it took to condense it, and I don’t think Victor would sit around and wait like my illusion mom did.’

With a direction to improve upon, Sol used [Reinterpret], sending himself into the white room. With endless energy and mana to try and experiment all he wanted, he was able to continue his training.

His main focus was on condensing, which was his strongest attack if he was able to complete it. His hope was that by morning, he could cut the time it took by half. With a goal in mind, he began controlling the stone in the white room.

...

A knock was heard from the door. Sol, within the white room, noticed the disturbance, so he left the white room and was immediately met with a system prompt notifying him of his progress.

[[Terra Manipulation] leveled up! (3 -> 5)]

Ignoring the message, as he already knew it had improved around that much, Sol went to answer the door.

“Hey Sol! I’ve finally found you!”

“Hey Nataly. What's up?”

She was baffled by his nonchalant attitude. “What's up? Do you even know what time it is?!”

Sol shook his head. He had completely lost track of time within the white room.

“Oh my gods! The fights are about to start! Luckily, you go last, so if we run, we can still make it.”

“Wait, really?!”

“Yes, really! Let's go!”

The two immediately booked it outside of the knight headquarters and out of the side gate of the royal palace. On the way to the colosseum, a huge crowd of people blocked the streets, making it hard to get past.

Sol could use the same trick as last time to go underneath them all, but he didn’t want to leave Nataly behind after she went out of her way to remind him.

“Nataly, hold on to me.”

“Huh? What do you meeeean!”

The ground shook as a circular platform of stone launched from the ground and flew into the air. Sol grabbed hold of Nataly so she wouldn’t fall off and controlled the platform to fly towards the colosseum.

“I'M GONNA FALL!”

Nataly was in full panic mode as they zoomed through the sky.

            

    
        Chapter 151: Second Day

    
    
    
    
                “Nice, we made it just in time!”

Sol hopped over the couch and took a seat just as Victor and his opponent, Evan, entered the arena.

“Hooray…”

Nataly followed not far behind, flopping onto the couch, frazzled and exhausted. Though Sol controlled the stone platform to move at half the maximum speed, for Nataly, who invested most of her attribute points into intelligence and wisdom, her body was barely able to handle the wind pressure. If not for Sol holding onto her, she would have fallen off immediately.

‘Maybe I should have cast [Tailwind] on her… whoops.’

Though not intended for such usage, [Tailwind] does negate wind resistance, which would have made the ride much more comfortable for both of them. He would keep that in mind next time he decided to pull another stunt like that.

Turning his attention back to the arena, he heard Oeser announcing the start of the battle.

A colorful array of lights emanated from his wand as he yelled, “Begin!”

Sol’s eyes were wide open as he carefully watched Victor’s every move. He even used [True Sight] to further analyze the movement of his mana. It was then he noticed something peculiar.

‘Why is his mana so dense?’

If normal mana usually appeared as a transparent liquid, Victor’s looked like a red orb in the middle of his chest that radiated highly concentrated mana.

‘I haven’t heard or seen this mana core before. Is that some kind of talent skill, or is that how I can take my magic to the next level?’

As Sol tried to gain any further insights, the fight began with Victor’s opponent launching a volley of arrows towards him. They all flew true, guided by Evan's skill, making them extremely accurate.

Victor didn’t show any reaction as a thin layer of fire appeared around him. The arrows all burned upon contact, leaving only small fumes of smoke.

Oeser commented for the spectators, “Victor’s fire is too hot for arrows! Will Evan find a way to overcome that barrier?!”

Evan frowned, but he already expected this outcome from watching yesterday’s match. That was why he went into the city yesterday and bought five heat resistant arrows. They cost him a good amount of coin, but the arrows had a high melting point of 4000 degrees Fahrenheit. It was 50% more heat resistant than iron, which he hoped was enough to get past whatever defenses Victor placed.

Nocking one of the heat resistant arrows on his bow, he used [Penetrating Shot] to further increase its power and released it.

Oeser announced, “Are those metallic arrows I see?! Evan came prepared after watching yesterday's match!”

The arrow flew fast and collided with the shield, but what happened next shocked the unaware spectators and even Oeser.

“The arrow bounced off?! How is it possible for [Flame Barrier] to do that?! The flames of the barrier also have physical properties?!”

Even Oeser was unable to understand how that was possible. He couldn’t just attribute it to Victor’s advanced version of the spell, as it didn’t explain how he made the fire tangible and solid enough to bounce the arrow off.

Sol, who kept a watchful eye on the mana through [True Sight], knew.

‘Just before it collided, Victor fed the barrier a large amount of mana, causing it to burst flames outward. He then controlled the force onto one point and blasted the arrow away. It wasn’t the fire but a concentrated burst of hot air that did it.’

The amount of control required to do such a thing was impressive, to say the least. Sol understood that Victor wasn’t just a strong opponent but a smart one too. There was one more detail that alarmed Sol.

‘He didn’t even use his own mana. All of this just now had been ambient mana he was controlling…’

Not a single wisp of mana left Victor's body during the fight. So far, it was all done from ambient mana, essentially casting with no mana cost. Sol knew if Victor wanted, he could command all the nearby mana and create a large spell to crush whoever stood before him, but he hasn't. Victor had only used beginner level spells that he modified to handle more mana.

Back at the fight, the arrow clanged on the floor, which Evan looked at with a grimace on his face. He knew it didn’t matter if he used all his heat resistant arrows if they couldn’t get past the barrier.

“You done?” Victor yawned as he asked.

Evan didn’t respond as they both already knew the answer to that question.

“I su-”

“[Fire Bolt].”

Before Evan was able to finish his sentence, Victor chanted a spell. What would normally be a six-inch ball of fire became a six-foot flaming sphere that traversed across the arena, instantly slamming into Evan.

“GAH!”

Evan was sent flying and landed in the exact same spot where Victor sent his previous opponent. The crater that was fixed by colosseum staff the day before was created once more as a half burnt man slumped onto the ground.

Oeser announced the results, “We have a winner, folks! Victor once again dominates his competition!”

“VICTOR!”

“VICTOR!”

The audience chanted his name once again as the winner himself looked at Evan with a disgruntled look on his face.

Oeser had an eye for drama and immediately jumped at the opening, “Victor doesn’t look too happy even though he won! Could it be that his opponent left him dissatisfied?! Is there anyone who can match him in this arena?!”

As Victor walked out of the arena, he laughed in his head, ‘Acting is kinda fun.’

“Hmm, doesn’t it seem a bit forced?” Sol asked Nataly, who managed to recover during the fight.

She nodded with a serious expression, “He looks constipated to me.”

“Pffff! Haha, what?! Take this seriously!”

“I am! At the very least, it looks very fake.”

The two of them, who had a closer view of the arena, were able to better see his facial expressions and could see it wasn’t very natural. The rest of the audience, on the other hand, with the exception of a few individuals, believed it and ate it up.

Nataly continued, “Still, I hope you win. At least then you become a captain and I can join your squad.”

“You want to join my squad? Wouldn’t you rather have someone more experienced?”

She shook her head, “I’d rather join someone I know and trust. Maybe an experienced knight captain would be better, but I don’t know them. Who knows what kind of person they are? Maybe they will relegate me to only doing menial tasks or maybe the other extreme of being ordered to do constantly risky tasks and missions. Maybe they will directly take advantage of me and do even worse—”

He stopped her before she spiraled further. “No one will do that. I’m sure they wouldn’t make someone like that knight captain.”

Nataly disagreed, “You say that because you wouldn’t do that. That's why I trust you. You really think they wouldn’t promote a bad person to knight captain? Didn’t you just see that fight? I swear I heard Evan about to surrender, but Victor didn’t even let him and hit him with a fireball instead. If he wins then that type of person will become a captain.”

Because they were close enough, the two were faintly able to hear Evan try to surrender before being attacked by Victor. The audience, on the other hand, were too far away to hear him properly.

“Yeah, I get what you mean.”

“Good! Then make sure you win against him. Become knight captain and put me in your squad.”

“Haha! I never intended to lose to begin with, but sure, once I win, I’ll put you in my squad.”

            

    
        Chapter 152: Variant Human

    
    
    
    
                Sol and Nataly watched the next two fights, which were rather evenly matched compared to Victor's fight. All four fighters did their best, not only showcasing their abilities but keeping the audience entertained.

Though the audience loved the matches, they all began to realize that the winner of this year's tournament was already decided. No one had been able to defeat their opponent as easily and one-sidedly as Victor, and they knew it wasn’t just a matter of bad matchups.

As the winner of the third fight was decided, Oeser gave his final commentary about it.

“What a phenomenal fight! The way Kayla pushed Piren to reveal his trump card of [Multicast], which allows him to double cast [Frost Wheel]! Though it won him this match, now his opponents know and will be ready for it! The real question is, what will they do with this information?!”

Sol stood up from the couch and headed towards the door.

“Good luck, Sol!” Nataly cheered him on as he left.

He appreciated her support and smiled back, “I’ll be back soon.”

Oeser introduced both fighters onto the arena. Sol’s opponent was Lapis, who ranked 4th among the applicants. Contrary to her name, Lapis’ dark green hair, which cut off at her neck, shimmered under the light of the sun. Of the two thousand applicants, she was one of the five people who actually managed to reach the end. Sadly, she and the 5th ranked applicant weren’t able to defeat the knight at the final floor, which left them both one step away from the finish line.

Though she would have liked to defeat the knight she was paired against, she wasn’t displeased with the outcome. She was paired up with a knight who attained near perfection with the spear, and in their duel, she was able to learn a lot. Even though it had only been two days since the exam, she had already improved her skills significantly and now believed she had a chance of winning if she ever had the opportunity to rematch against the knight.

As both of them walked onto the arena, Sol used [Analysis] like usual.

Name: LapisRace: Variant Human
Talents: [Viper Spear], [Serpentine Steps], [Viper Blood]
Level: 65

HP: 700MP: 400
Str: 70 (+20)Vit: 70
Agi: 115 (+70)Int: 30
Wis: 40

Talent Skills:
[Viper Bite] Lv 7, [Serpentine Steps] Lv 8, [Poisonous Blood] Lv 2

Passive Skills:
[Intermediate Spearmanship] Lv 9, [Counter] Lv 6, [Strength Up] Lv 4, [Blurring Agility] Lv 2, [Increased Health Regeneration] Lv 4, [Poison Resistance] Lv 6, [Weakness Exploit] Lv 4, [Enhanced Reflexes] Lv 2

Active Skills:
[Piercing Lunge] Lv 9, [Ground Shrink] Lv 7, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 5, [Blurring Speed] Lv 7, [Mana Lunge] Lv 2, [Rising Viper] Lv 3, [Spear Fall] Lv 3, [Pole Slam] Lv 7, [Triple Stab] Lv 8, [Twisting Serpent] Lv 7

Sol was surprised upon reading her status.

‘Variant Human? She doesn't look any different than other people.’

Just as monsters could mutate and gain abilities normally impossible for their race, the same could happen to humans. Mutations could occur for many reasons, and in the case of Lapis, it was due to her ancestry. At some point during the dark age, one of her ancestors had an intimate relationship with someone who was commonly referred to at the time as the Snake Goddess, Lakshmi. Though at the time the children born from such a relationship didn’t carry any of her traits, that didn’t mean they didn’t carry her blood. Every few generations, someone in her family line would awaken a portion of her dormant blood.

Though he found it interesting that she was a variant human, he also felt pity at her current misfortune.

‘She specializes in poison and debilitating opponents before finishing them off. Since she can’t use poison, she is essentially handicapped.’

This didn’t mean Sol was underestimating his opponent. He knew very well from yesterday how fast she was, and even without her poison, if he wasn’t on guard, he could lose in an instant.

‘This is why I came prepared.’

Sol took out his Lipon and waited for Oeser’s signal.

“Are both fighters ready?!”

Both of them nodded as they held their respective weapons.

“Then without further ado, begin!” Colors emanated from his wand, signaling the start of the duel.

Lapis immediately launched forward, running towards Sol in a mystifying way. Like her feet slid across the ground without any friction, she held her spear straight and lunged.

Being prepared for such an approach, Sol held his unactivated Lipon and slashed forward just as he pulled the trigger. A wave of cold wind blasted outwards, coalescing into a frozen blade. With his ice sword, Sol met her lunge with [Cross Slash].

The first strike parried her spear upwards, while the second went towards Lapis. She reacted to the second slash by carrying the momentum of her deflected spear to collide the bottom half of her spear with the second slash, negating its attack. The force of the second slash also pushed Lapis backwards, and she allowed it to in order to gain some distance and regain her posture.

Oeser commented on the quick exchange, “What a start! Beginning with an incredibly fast attack and responding with an equally strong counterattack, this fight will definitely be a good one! But do my eyes deceive me?! Sol’s weapon can change elements?! From fire to ice, what else can it do?!”

Sol smirked at Oeser’s commentary, ‘Perfect. Just the reaction I wanted.’

He chose to use the ice element for this fight for two reasons. The first was to get that reaction from Oeser. He knew that the drama queen would make a big deal out of anything he could and draw more attention to the weapon, which would fulfill his promise to Fabio. Sol planned to slowly unveil the weapon's capabilities one at a time to make it more impressive to the spectators.

In fact, the Lipon had already drawn the attention of many adventurers and merchants since yesterday, and they had been searching for the maker of the weapon. If it was something that could be reproduced, a lot of people would want this kind of weapon.

‘Now for the second reason I chose ice.’

            

    
        Chapter 153: Fairness

    
    
    
    
                With [Ground Shrink], Sol narrowed the distance between himself and Lapis in an instant. He swung his sword, but it was smoothly deflected by her spear. The two exchanged multiple attacks and skills within a few seconds, keeping the audience on the edge of their seats. Sol’s attacks were heavy and strong, while Lapis’s were fast and precise.

Everyone believed the match was even until Lapis stabbed forward with her spear. Sol swung to block it, but just as his sword was about to meet the shaft of the spear, it curved in a way that would normally be impossible and stabbed into his side.

As Sol was surprised by this maneuver, Lapis was equally surprised.

‘How tough is his body?’

Though [Twisting Serpent] allowed her to curve her spear in unnatural ways at the cost of lower damage, she was barely able to stab half an inch into Sol’s side.

Before Lapis could retract her spear, Sol took this window of opportunity to strike and finally landed an attack of his own. He only managed to shallowly cut her left forearm before she jumped out of his attack.

Though shallow, the single cut more than satisfied him.

‘Now let's see how effective it was.’

Sol didn't stop there and ran after her, continuing his onslaught. Lapis tried to defend as she did before but found it much harder to do so. She felt sluggish, and soon two more attacks got past her, cutting her once more.

She leapt back and searched through her body, quickly finding the cause.

Oeser figured it out as well and informed the spectators.

“That sword! The cold energy is making Lapis slower! It must have the [Frost Touch] skill! Does that mean it has a status skill for fire as well?!”

The small cuts on Lapis became frosted over as it spread through the rest of her arm and invaded her body. The cold energy slowed her movements and reaction speed.

[Elemental Ice Sword
Unique

Attack: 145-175
Durability: 900/900

Skills:
[Sharpness] Lv 7, [Frost Touch] Lv 7, [Ice Shatter] Lv 7]

[[Frost Touch] Lv 7: Attacks made with this weapon freeze the target, temporarily lowering their agility by 14%.]

As Sol continued his flurry of attacks, he noticed that Lapis was becoming slower than he initially expected.

As Sol landed another cut on her, he asked himself, ‘Shouldn't she still be faster than me?’

Sol’s agility was 150, while Lapis’s was 185. Even with the 14% decrease, her agility should be around 160, which was still faster than him. But the reality was that he was actually faster than her by a small amount.

“Lapis is being pushed back! She has lost her only advantage, so what will she do now?!”

Oeser commented as Sol unleashed attack after attack, weaving skills in between as she struggled to keep up.

This made Lapis rather frustrated.

She wished she could use her other skills but knew they couldn't be used in this setting. Zaman drew a line, and she knew the usage of poison crossed it. She also knew better than to get on his bad side. It still didn’t make her feel any better as she received attack after attack, slowly arriving at her inevitable defeat.

As Sol unleashed another [Cross Slash], the first slash was so strong it knocked away her spear. The second slash came soon after, and in response, she closed her eyes and braced herself for what would surely hurt a lot.

Lapis waited, but she felt no pain. She opened her eyes to see the ice sword a few inches away from her.

Oeser commented in surprise, “Sol stopped his final attack! Is he waiting for her to surrender?!”

Sol shook his head and spoke, “This isn't fair.”

With the exception of a few astute individuals, the rest of the audience was confused by what he meant.

In the VIP area, Zaman and a few knights were curious about what he was up to.

One of the knights asked Zaman, “Should we stop him?”

The Commander shook his head, “No, I want to hear what he has to say.”

Sol looked at Lapis and asked, “If not for the fact you were holding back, it wouldn’t have been so one-sided, right?”

She widened her eyes in surprise. She didn’t know when he figured it out, but she nodded in response.

“I won't ask you to go all out as you have a good reason for not doing so, but the least I can do is make it even. [Warm Current]. [Life Drop].”

Two intermediate water spells were chanted back to back. The first spell caused a warm wave to wash over Lapis, curing the effects of [Frost Touch], and the second spell healed all her wounds.

Once she was fully healed, Sol deactivated his Lipon.

Oeser was shocked, “Does Sol not plan to fight with his weapon?!”

“What? No, I’m just changing the element.”

In one fluid motion, Sol popped out the ice cartridge, inserted another one, and pulled the trigger, releasing a sword made of stone.

“It can change to earth as well?! It can actually become any element?!”

With the new elemental sword in hand, Sol asked, “How about it? This one also has a status ailment, but it's for lowering defense.”

Lapis was still confused by all of this, “Don’t you want to win?”

He nodded, “I wan- no. I need to win.”

“Then why risk it? Why throw away your advantage?”

“I just don’t want to win that way. It's not fair to you, and it wouldn't be earned for me. So how about it? Ready for round two?”

All eyes were on her, waiting for her answer. She took a step back and went for her spear. Oeser loved everything that was happening, and since no one told him to stop them, he prepared his wand once more.

Oeser excitedly announced, “We are going into a second round, ladies and gentlemen! Let the figh-!”

“I surrender.”

Before he could finish, Lapis interrupted him. She put away her spear in her spatial ring and walked out of the arena.

“HUH?!”

Oeser wasn’t the only one shocked; everyone, including Sol, was surprised at her response. Sol was about to follow after her to ask why, but was promptly stopped by Oeser, who whispered to him.

“I know you're confused, but stay for a second.” He then exclaimed out loud, “What a surprising twist! Our winner for this round is Sol!”

Sol had to force a smile and wave at the audience, who chanted his name, before he could finally chase after her.

            

    
        Chapter 154: The Tea

    
    
    
    
                Once Sol was free from the gaze of the public, he looked around the colosseum in search of Lapis. After asking a few employees, he found her just as she was leaving the colosseum.

“Wait!”

She turned around as she heard him call out to her. He could tell she wasn’t in a great mood, but it didn't feel like it was directed towards him, more towards herself.

“What is it?”

“Why did you surrender?”

“Because I lost.”

“I get that, but you had another chance. Didn’t you want to win?”

“I did.”

Sol felt like he was running in circles. “Then why?”

Lapis didn’t immediately respond as silence surrounded them for a few seconds. She then gave a deep sigh.

“I came prepared for your water magic and, more importantly, your earth skills. If we fought again, there was a chance I could have won, but even if we did, I already lost to you in another way. If I was in your place, I would have used [Frost Touch] to my advantage, even if it was unfair. I can tell how much you want to win, and yet you chose to risk your guaranteed victory just to give me a fair chance. I may have been able to win physically, but I lost to you mentally. You gave me a lot to think about. See ya, I’ll be rooting for you.”

Lapis spun around and began walking away once more but paused to say one final thing.

“Oh, and you may have won this time, but next time, I’ll wipe the floor with you.”

Sol chuckled. “Sure, you can even go all out. Just let me know where and when.”

He was also curious if he could win against her with just his fake status page. Obviously, if he truly went all out, it would result in a similar ending, but what he actually wanted to see was how he fared against her poison without the help of the Immunizing Belt.

With Lapis now gone, Sol went back to his waiting room to pick up Nataly.

“Welcome back! What happened with Lapis? Tell. Me. Everything.”

The moment Sol returned to his waiting room, he was immediately interrogated by Nataly. She saw what happened in the arena, but she knew that Sol would go after her.

“Nothing much. She wants a rematch later.”

“I don't buy it! Spill it!”

Sol didn’t really want to go into detail about his short discussion with Lapis because it felt a little too personal to share. He still didn’t understand how his actions made her rethink her own actions.

‘I only did it because the rules were unfair to her. If it was anyone else or in a real fight, I would have continued all the same. Maybe it has to do with the earned part...’

He could only assume Lapis did or was achieving something, but not in the way she felt was earned properly. Regardless, it wasn’t his matter to pry into, so he didn’t ask her to elaborate.

Nataly was still begging as he was deep in his thoughts. “Pleeeeeease. I gotta know!”

“Why do you even want to know? You don’t even know her.”

She looked at Sol, insulted that he asked such an obvious question. “Why?! Because of the drama! C’mon, spill the tea!”

Nataly continued to pester Sol, but he didn’t budge an inch.

“Forget it, Nataly. Let's go back to the headquarters.”

“Ugh, fine, Captain.”

“I’m not your captain.”

“Not yet! Getting used to calling you that before it becomes official.”

“Please don't.”

The two left the colosseum and split up to their respective rooms. Once in his room, Sol wondered how he would fare against Victor once more.

‘The status page doesn't give me much to work with, and no one has been able to push him far enough to even use his own mana. I wouldn’t be surprised if he was A-Rank with what he has shown, so assuming he is, how am I supposed to even win?’

This question still plagued him as, even with his training yesterday, he couldn’t confidently say he could win against an A-Ranker.

‘There might be one way... but I’ll only get one shot at it.’

Even with his self imposed limitations, Sol felt he had a real shot at winning if he played his cards right.

Not wanting to waste any time, Sol immediately went into action. He left the royal palace and made his way to Necropolis. On the way there, more than a few people recognized him.

“Isn’t that Sol?”

“It is!”

A small crowd formed around him consisting of the spectators and fans he had garnered from the tournament. Though Sol was unaware of this when he left the arena chasing after Lapis, Oeser fabricated a convincing story of how his chivalrous actions moved her heart so much she could not stand in his way. This moved a lot of people, and he quickly became a fan favorite.

Though there were four competitors still in the running, the spectators had mostly rallied behind two of them. The first group were those amazed by Victor's absolute power and how nonchalantly he defeated his opponents in one move. The second group were those who rooted for Sol, either because of his sportsmanship or how he was portrayed as a true knight by Oeser.

“I’m sorry, everyone. I'm very busy; I need to get ready for tomorrow!”

Sol felt overwhelmed, not expecting to become such a popular figure that he would be surrounded by people. Not wanting to forcefully push them all away, he tried to reason with them, and only after a few guards intervened was he able to sneak away with the help of [Burrow].

Arriving at the entrance of Necropolis, Sol waved at the guards as usual and teleported to the 21st floor, which unsurprisingly wasn’t empty. Amber was already there training and utilizing her sand skills in various ways.

“Hey, Amber! I have a few ideas I want to try out. Can we spar for a bit?”

            

    
        Chapter 155: Never Too Late

    
    
    
    
                “Ladies and gentlemen! Today’s the big day! By the end of today, we will know who among these soon to be knights stands above the rest and earns the title of Knight Captain!”

Cheers resounded throughout the colosseum. The audience was split into two main groups: those who supported Victor and those who supported Sol. Though there were a few fans for the other two contestants, most had already concluded that they didn’t stand a chance of winning.

Those supporting the fighters were easily identified by the hats, shirts, and other merchandise inspired by the contestants. Talented crafters had created all sorts of items, but one was the most popular. People waved elemental swords of fire, ice, and earth throughout the arena. The elemental swords weren’t real but expertly reproduced by crafters to appear similar to Sol’s Lipon. Made out of cloth like materials and painted into the appropriate element, they had no real capabilities but served perfectly as memorabilia for fans to wave around.

“I see many of you have bought shirts and other items to show your support for the fighters, and I love it! Wow! Some are more passionate than others! That woman over there is fully geared in Sol merchandise! What a committed fan!”

Oeser pointed at a woman with bright red eyes who was fully geared from head to toe in Sol paraphernalia. The woman was Amber, who, on her way to the colosseum, overheard from a merchant that one should buy those items to show their support for their favorite fighter. She found it logical to support Sol in his endeavors, which were also for her sake, and bought out the merchant's entire stock. What she couldn’t wear was sitting in her inventory unused. 

Upon being called out by Oeser, Amber immediately went invisible, disappearing from everyone's sight.

“Aww! She’s a shy one, but passionate nonetheless! Let's not waste any more time; I’m sure all of you can’t wait to see some action! Without further ado, let's start the first match of the day.”

As Oeser introduced the first fight of the day, which was Victor against the 11th ranked contestant, someone within the VIP section stood up and made his way to Commander Zaman.

A young man with vibrant green hair approached the knights, and upon seeing him, one of them who was seated next to Zaman stood up and allowed the young man to take a seat.

“Hello, Orion.”

Orion sat down next to Zaman and slumped in his chair. Without wasting any time, he immediately got to the point.

“Why did you let him compete?”

Orion pointed with his chin towards Victor, who was walking onto the stage to meet his opponent.

“Because he earned his place by placing first in the test.”

“Noooo, really? I thought it was a lottery for who gets to compete. You know damn well what I mean.”

Zaman found it odd that Orion was irritated. The Guildmaster was known for being more laid back and went with the flow.

“Did you find something?”

Now it was Orion's turn to be confused. “You didn’t?”

“Our intelligence gathering… has been rather slow lately.”

The Royal Knights weren’t specialized in covert intelligence gathering, which was mostly left in the hands of the Royal Shadows. Most outsiders, including Orion, didn’t know that, as the existence of the Royal Shadows was an extremely well kept secret. What the Royal Knights were better at was completing missions and leading campaigns. They sometimes had missions where they gathered intelligence, but it was usually under the public eye, which was ill suited for this scenario.

Orion raised his eyebrow in suspicion. “I see… Well, regardless, it’s too late now to change anything.”

“It’s never too late. Explain.”

Zaman hated the concept of something being too late to change. If one had time to talk about how late it was to change something, that time could be better spent actually doing something.

The two stared at the arena in silence as Oeser announced the start of the match. The wand shot an array of colors, and Victor's opponent immediately dashed towards him.

Orion sighed. “Sorry for the poor word choice. It’s not that it's too late, but not wise to take action now. Stopping the tournament now will give them even more leverage, which they will use against you. It's better to let it play out now and hope for the best. I would tell you more, but I don’t want to be seen taking any sides in this conflict.”

Zaman didn’t respond as he watched Victor cast a single spell and knock out his opponent instantly.

“We have a winner, folks! I believe this also beats the record for the fastest victory ever at 2.34 seconds! The previous time was held by a knight who won and became Knight Captain of his year! Is this a sign?”

With the fight already over, Orion stood up and said one final thing before leaving.

“While I’m staying neutral, that doesn’t mean the other guilds are. Tell the princess to begin gaining favors and try to win them over. Oh, and I wouldn’t bother with the Alchemist Guild.”

“I see… Thank you, Orion. I’ll remember this favor.”

“Don’t mention it.”

...

“Daaaaamn, that was quick. He even set a new record.”

Aron leaned forward in amazement at how quickly Victor took care of his opponent.

Nataly scoffed, “That's nothing! I’m sure Sol could also break the record!”

Aron wasn’t sure. “Maybe if his opponent surrenders.”

“He just might. Everyone he has fought has surrendered.”

“Hey, guys, I’m right here…”

Sol was sitting not far away, hearing the two of them discuss his own capabilities. The three of them, along with 20 others, were in his waiting room, which was completely unexpected.

At first, it began with Nataly meeting him in the morning to accompany him. He didn’t mind and let her tag along. Soon after, they bumped into Aron, who tagged along because he wanted to see the waiting room since he heard it was very nice. It was there that Sol made a mistake.

The addition of Aron somehow attracted more of the new knights, whom Aron took the liberty of inviting to come along and join them. At first, Sol didn’t mind the first or second person joining, but it quickly spiraled out of control, and now it became a “Sol watch party” in his waiting room.

Although it was unexpected, it made the atmosphere much more lively, and in the end, he was happy with this outcome.

“Alright, guys, I’m heading out.”

“Good luck!” 

“You got this!” 

Everyone gave their support as Sol headed over to the arena to meet his opponent. The audience cheered upon seeing him enter, with many waving their fake Lipons in the air.

“And for our second fighter, give it up for Henral!”

A man carrying a large shield lumbered into the arena. There were noticeably fewer people cheering for him, but that couldn’t be his fault. Though he had put on a wonderful display of his strength in the previous two days, Oeser didn’t paint him like he did with Sol as a chivalrous knight.

“Are both of you ready?!”

Sol nodded. “Yes.”

Henral grunted. “Hmm.”

“Then begin!” Oeser’s wand shot out the colorful array, and the duel officially started.

Henral immediately spoke. “I surrender.”

The colosseum quickly fell silent.

From the audience, a loud spectator could be heard wondering, “Doesn’t this break the record for fastest victory?”
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                Nobody expected the preliminaries to start and end in seconds, so Oeser had to resort to entertaining the audience to fill the time. He did a rather good job, jumping on what a spectator blurted out and debating whether Sol’s instant victory counted as the new fastest victory.

By engaging the audience, he was able to understand the general consensus. After a full ten minutes of debating, it was decided that it didn’t count. Even those who rooted for Sol had to agree that while it was technically the fastest victory, it wasn’t because of his strength but because his opponent surrendered without a fight. Some argued it could be attributed to Sol’s strength, suggesting Henral didn’t believe he could win, which was why he surrendered. However, others argued it would set a bad precedent to count it.

It wasn’t until Zaman gave the signal to start the finals that Oeser breathed a sigh of relief. Stalling an entire crowd for an extended period of time without any preparation was an exhausting endeavor, but at least he had a new story to brag about to his friends in the entertainment industry.

“Enough stalling! Let’s get on with the match you’ve all been waiting for! On one side, we have Victor!”

Victor walked onto the stage, waving at the audience. Unlike other introductions, Oeser went more in-depth this time.

“Ranking first among all who took the test, standing above the rest since the very beginning! With his advanced mastery over fire magic, he has defeated all his opponents in a single move! The one who will face off against this seemingly unbeatable foe is Sol!”

Sol appeared, waving at the crowd while trying to see if he recognized anyone.

‘Commander Zaman… a few other knights… I don’t see Amber. Is she hiding somewhere? Wait, is that Fabio?’

He spotted Fabio within the crowd, waving two fake Lipons in the air with extreme vigor. At first, Fabio didn’t think much of his agreement with Sol. As long as his invention appeared on stage and drew some attention, he would have been happy. Imagine the tinkerer’s surprise when his shop was flooded the first day of the tournament with merchants and adventurers alike who were in search of the creator of the Lipon. The day after that, even more appeared, and he got the opportunity to sign multiple lucrative deals and create connections he could only previously dream of.

As Sol watched Fabio wave his fake Lipons in amazement, Oeser continued with his introduction.

“Sol ranked second, apparently only losing to Victor in terms of how fast they completed the test! A skilled swordsman, water mage, and earth manipulator, what can’t he do?! Everyone who has fought him has surrendered, clearly understanding the difference between them and him! I dare say that if anyone could stand a chance against Victor, it's Sol!”

With both men in the arena, Oeser asked for the final confirmation.

“Are both of you ready?! Also, don’t say yes if you're just gonna surrender the moment it starts!”

Laughter rang through the colosseum at Oeser’s jab at Henral’s actions.

Sol nodded, “Ready.”

Victor simply nodded while internally wondering to himself, ‘Should I convince him to surrender? Would be more impactful that way… Nah, it wouldn't be any fun if that happened.’

Oeser raised his wand. “Well, without any delay! Let the battle begin!”

Sol brandished his Lipon and activated it, unleashing his elemental water sword.

“A new element appears! My sources informed me that it's a new weapon called a Lipon and it was created right here in this city!”

Victor didn’t show any reaction to the elemental sword. He had already done his own investigation utilizing Lord Sigurd's resources and found it was an interesting but useless weapon for him. It functioned poorly as a wand or conduit for casting, and once he heard that, he stopped caring for it altogether.

Stifling a yawn, Victor thought to himself, ‘Let's end this quick.’

“[Fire Bolt].”

A massive ball of fire barreled towards Sol, stronger than most intermediate-level spells. Prepared for this sort of attack, Sol chanted a spell of his own.

“[Water Cannon]!”

A blast of water collided against the ball of fire, creating a thick cloud of steam covering the entire arena. While Sol’s [Water Cannon] was slightly weaker in terms of pure power compared to Victor’s [Fire Bolt], the two spells perfectly canceled each other out. There was no trick behind this, water simply triumphed over fire. This elemental advantage was one of the reasons why Sol believed he had hope in this fight.

“Wow! The steam created from their spells colliding has covered the entire arena!”

“[Hot Air].”

A blast of hot air pushed all the steam upwards, once again revealing the arena. While Victor didn’t need to rely on sight and could perfectly see Sol within the smoke, he needed the spectators to witness the fight.

‘Why is he wasting time clearing the steam instead of attacking?’ Sol thought to himself.

He wasn’t surprised at losing the cover the steam provided, as of the few skills he knew Victor had, one of them was [Mana Perception]. He didn’t bother moving from where he was as he channeled mana into his next spell and into the ground as another [Water Cannon] and earth spikes were sent towards Victor.

“[Flame Barrier].”

A veil of fire covered Victor, hot enough that the water evaporated and the earth spikes were blasted away by the air pressure.

With an audible yawn, Victor tauntingly asked, “Is that all?”

Sol chuckled, “I’m just getting started. [Downpour]!”

From above, a powerful deluge of water shot down like arrows towards Victor, while underneath the ground shook as spikes rose with the intent to impale him.

The rain above did nothing but pester Victor, while the spikes that appeared within the [Flame Barrier] snapped upon making contact with a thin layer of mana that covered his body.

“Sol got past Victor’s barrier, but the earth spikes broke against another barrier! Could it be Victor has another defense skill active at all times?!”

Oeser needed more information to pinpoint exactly what skill was doing that, but regardless, he had to keep the spectators informed.

Thinking this had dragged on for long enough, Victor spoke. “Time to end this. [Fire Bolt].”

A large sphere of flame appeared, then another, and another. More continued to appear around Victor until the ambient mana became thinner as a result. Eventually, 25 flaming spheres floated in the air, waiting for his command.

“Go,” Victor commanded.

All at once, the 25 flaming spheres launched towards Sol, who had to abort his current spell chant and take evasive actions. The 25 spheres landed throughout the arena, resulting in multiple explosions that shook the foundation.

The shockwaves of the explosion caused even Oeser on his floating platform to almost fall off.

“Woah! Over 20 enhanced [Fire Bolt] spells at once!” Oeser then stealthily whispered into a small communication gem with a worried tone, “Wasn’t that a bit overkill? Can we verify Sol is fine?”

Oeser played it off to the audience like it was fine, but he and some spectators began to also worry if Victor’s attack was too much. As the dust from the explosions settled, people searched, but to their surprise, Sol was nowhere to be found.

“Where did he go?!” Oeser exclaimed.
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                Victor was also surprised. Not because Sol disappeared, but because he saw that his bombardment was completely evaded. Even though he had held back to avoid accidentally killing Sol, it seemed that his attack was actually not powerful enough.

Tracking the movements beneath him through [Mana Perception], Victor leaped backward into the air. Soon after, Sol burst out where he once stood and activated the Lipon’s third skill, [Violent Whirlpool]. It cost a third of his water elemental cartridge, but in return, a large blast of water ejected from his blade at close range. This was powerful enough to extinguish Victor’s [Flame Barrier] but was unable to hurt him thanks to his second barrier. Though unhurt, the force was enough to blast him 15 feet backward as he slid across the floor.

“Sol dodged his fireballs by going underneath the arena! Not only did he evade it completely, he also launched a surprise attack on Victor, forcing him to move for the first time!” Oeser announced excitedly.

The water that wasn’t evaporated by the now quenched [Flame Barrier] scattered throughout the entire arena.

“[Fire Snakes]!”

Deciding to step up his game a bit, Victor finally cast his first intermediate spell. Three large twisting pillars of fire shot outwards and curved towards Sol.

“[Tsunami]!”

A large wave of water rose behind Sol as it passed over him and met the three fire snakes. Though this spell definitely cost the most mana for Sol, it did its job perfectly in extinguishing the snakes.

Victor continued to cast spell after spell, now using intermediate level spells, but as Sol found ways to either dodge or counter them, Victor grew more and more annoyed.

‘I know Lord Sigurd said I should keep it to basic spells to undermine them all, but I’ll never beat him at this rate.’

He swung his arm, sending a large wave of fire, which Sol countered by casting [Ocean’s Protection], creating a dense barrier around him as he broke through a small part of the fire wave. After breaking out, Sol didn’t even attack but instead waited for Victor’s next spell.

“Sol broke through the large wall of fire!” Oeser exclaimed.

While the audience was loving the drawn out fight, Victor was already past the point of annoyance, ‘This rat keeps avoiding me.’

It hadn’t escaped his notice that after Sol used the Lipon’s active skill and didn’t break through his final barrier, he had stopped attacking altogether. Sol would still cast a spell or launch rocks at Victor, but none of them had any intention of actually doing anything besides bothering him.

‘He knows he can’t win with those attacks, so what the hell is he planning?’

A water arrow collided against Victor’s barrier, doing nothing but spraying water in his surroundings.

His eyes twitched in fury, ‘Fuck it.’

He began to mumble a spell for longer than two seconds.

Sol’s eyes widened in alarm, ‘Definitely not a normal spell to take that long. I don’t know if I have a counter for that… Should I start for real? No, I still need more time!’

With [Terra Manipulation], Sol caused the ground beneath Victor to sink in hopes of making him fall in, but to his surprise, the man floated in the air, held up by his own mana.

“[Mystic Confluence]!”

As a last ditch effort, Sol cast a spell at the cost of a large portion of his mana. Water appeared from both sides of the arena and crashed into each other with Victor stuck between them. Not only was the collision of two bodies of water extremely powerful, but it also had the added effect of flooding the area with the water element, making it harder to cast non-water spells.

From within the turbulent waters, Victor was unharmed, his body emanating intense heat that boiled and evaporated any water that got within one foot of him. Two more seconds passed, and he finished casting his spell.

“[Infernal Star].”

The crashing currents began to boil as Victor levitated out of the water, holding a shining white light. Even from a distance, people could feel the intense heat it radiated, and even Sol, who had an incredibly tough body, began to sweat.

‘I don’t think I can survive that if I get hit by it directly. It’s not ready, but it’s all I’ve got.’

As this occurred, Sol realized he was no longer able to hear the audience. This wasn’t because they were quiet but because the colosseum workers activated the arena’s barrier.

Outside the barrier, Oeser explained to the crowd how it worked to reassure them.

“Don’t worry, folks, we have just activated the barrier! This is just a precaution as it appears the fight is now reaching its peak! Unfortunately, the barrier also blocks sound based attacks as a safeguard and can’t be deactivated, but worry not! We do not need to hear their words but see their actions! Let’s see who comes out on top!”

Holding the burning star over his head, Victor spoke, “I’m only gonna say this once, surrender. You don’t have to die here.”

Victor was pissed at the fact he actually had to cast an advanced level spell just to win a fight against someone who wasn’t even A-Rank. Though previously he had been elevating spells to the advanced level through his mastery of magic, it never held the same power as a true advanced level spell.

“Can you give me some time to consider it?”

“No.”

“Pretty please?”

Victor had enough of his games. “Enough stalling, good luck surviving th—huh?!”

Victor’s instincts screamed at him, warning him of something deep below. When he looked down, he saw incredibly dense mana enter his range of [Mana Perception], coming from deep underground and heading towards him frighteningly fast.

Sol smirked upon seeing Victor's shock, giving him the confidence that it just might work.

“Nah, I don’t think I’m gonna surrender.”

The ground trembled and cracked, revealing a one foot long spike made of partially crystallized stone. It flew through the air, still heading straight towards Victor.

“Shit!”

With how dense the spike was, he wasn’t going to risk it with his mana barrier. The star originally intended for Sol was sent downwards to intercept the dense rock.

The star exploded upon contact with the spike, resulting in an explosion that expanded throughout the arena. Sol dived underground to take cover from the indirect attack as Victor used it to blast himself away from the spike's trajectory.

The fiery blast was contained within the arena’s barrier, for if not, the weaker members of the audience would have been severely or fatally burned.

Once the explosion subsided, Sol reemerged and saw Victor perfectly unharmed but livid. After emerging, Sol saw his spike was red from the heat it had absorbed but had survived the blast, which meant he could still use it.

Levitating the red hot spike, Sol pointed it towards Victor and asked, “Do you want to surrender?”
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                “Surrender?” Victor asked, as if making sure he heard correctly.

“I still have my spike while your star is gone. I won't give you time to cast another, so surrender.”

“Hah… Hahaha…” Victor chuckled, the sound growing louder until it became hysterical laughter.

“HAHAHA! YOU THINK I NEED SPELLS TO BEAT YOU?!”

Intense heat began to radiate off Victor without any sort of spell. The ground beneath him heated up, melting and sinking.

Without hesitation, Sol launched his dense spike towards Victor. In response, Victor punched at the incoming spike. The punch itself had no finesse or technique behind it, just one single emotion, rage.

An intense blast of fire shot out of his hand, meeting the spike with such heat that the ground beneath the trail it left also melted. The spike, taking the full brunt of the flames, resisted for only a moment before it began to melt. Sol did his best to push it through the fire while preventing it from fully melting with [Terra Manipulation], but the flames were too powerful.

Sol’s earth spike, which he had been stealthily condensing throughout the entire fight, was rendered a useless pile of molten lava in seconds.

“IT WAS OVER THE MOMENT YOU GOT ME PISSED!”

Victor's rage fed the fires, causing them to grow larger and wilder, spreading throughout the arena in all directions. Sol was still able to endure the flames, but only because they weren’t targeting him, instead uncontrollably burning everything in the surroundings.

This was completely out of Sol’s expectations. ‘His rage makes the fires stronger?! How is that even possible?!’

Sol backed up to the edge of the arena, watching Victor's body release flames in all directions, some even hitting the barrier and causing cracks.

Seeing the cracks on the barrier, Sol realized this was getting way out of hand. “Okay, I surrender! You can calm down now!”

“YOU FUCKING CALM DOWN! FUCKING B-RANK TWAT TELLING ME WHAT TO DO!”

Victor always had a bad temper. Once he got mad, it was very hard for him to calm down, and it became even worse when he became A-Rank. Because he was forced to bottle up his anger to prevent his surroundings from catching on fire, it only made those moments when he let his anger loose much worse.

“I’M SICK OF YOU AND THIS STUPID TOURNAMENT AND EVERYTHING!”

His anger wasn’t solely directed at Sol but everything he had been bottling up inside since his last outburst. This saved Sol, as it meant the fires weren’t directed at him, and he just had to focus on dodging the stray flames that came near him.

“YOU'RE STILL ALIVE?! FUCKING HOW?! THIS IS ALL BECAUSE OF YOU!”

‘Oh no.’

Sol’s luck was short-lived as Victor, in his rage, noticed that he was still alive throughout his tantrum. The once directionless fires had a target as they all headed towards him with the intent to reduce him to ashes.

With no other option, Sol was prepared to use [Polychromatism]. It was his strongest ability, and utilizing the green’s power, he hoped it would be enough to shield him from the flames.

Just as Sol was about to summon the hands, the fires suddenly dispersed. What were unstoppable flames were suddenly extinguished as a figure stood where they once rampaged.

“Commander Zaman?”

Sol saw the Commander of the Royal Knights standing in the middle of the arena, dispersing the fires that had been released from Victor with his halberd. With a swing, it would easily cut through the flames and cut them off from their source of power, which was Victor. Without any rage or mana feeding the flames, they quickly died out.

With an authoritative tone, Zaman spoke, “Stop.”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP!”

Flames emerged once more, but this time heading towards Zaman. With his halberd in hand, he walked through the flames, slashing with extreme precision and destroying all the raging flames until he reached Victor. 

BONK!

With the butt of the halberd, Zaman hit Victor in the head, sending him headfirst to the ground. Though this made Victor more livid, it also worked as a wake-up call, reminding him that he had lost control of himself. He knew if he didn’t compose himself, it wouldn’t just end with a single bonk on the head. He clearly felt the difference between him and Zaman. While on the ground, he steadied his breathing and did his best to calm his thoughts, eventually lowering the temperature around him back to normal.

Once he regained control of his emotions, Victor stood back up and faced the Commander. With the situation now safe, Zaman called for the barrier to be deactivated and announced the end of the tournament.

“Victor is disqualified from this tournament and from joining the Royal Knights. Sol wins by default.”

“What?!” Though he had just managed to calm his temper, it almost accidentally unleashed itself once more. Knowing he stood no chance against the man in front of him, he once again stifled his rage and asked, “Why? I won!”

“When I entered the barrier, I heard Sol clearly surrender, and you continued with your temper tantrum. Not only that, you also lost control of your technique and let it loose upon everything around you. If not for the barrier in place, you would have killed many in the audience. We have no need for someone as careless as yourself in our organization.”

Sol raised an eyebrow. ‘So he was inside the barrier for a while? Why did he wait until I almost died to intervene?’

The Commander had snuck inside the moment the barrier was erected, but he silently waited for the perfect time to intervene. There were two reasons for doing so. The first was to see how far Sol was able to go against someone of a higher rank who went all out. The second was to let Victor’s rage ruin whatever plan he had when he joined the tournament. It was a golden opportunity to not only discredit him but also justify kicking him out of the Royal Knights. Thanks to the warning he received from Orion, he knew it would be best to get rid of Victor on his own terms.

Victor was humiliated and shamed in front of the entire colosseum. While he wanted to protest, he knew it was over. It was never his intention to even endanger the people; he was doing this all for them in the first place.

He no longer spoke. Arguing would dig him deeper, and it was clear to him the plan had failed. His only option left was to turn around and walk away, trying to maintain whatever was left of his dignity.

Once the hot-headed Victor was gone, Zaman went back to his seat, letting Oeser wrap up the tournament himself. 

Still stunned by the events that had taken place, Oeser tried his best to continue like normal.

“Umm… Well folks! That sure was something! After such an incredible fight, we have our winner! Give it up for Sol! The winner of the 487th annual knight selection tournament!”
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                A band played upbeat music in a tavern as everyone inside celebrated. People from all walks of life drank and enjoyed the joyous atmosphere that had spread throughout the entire city. This tavern, although similar to many others scattered throughout the city, stood out because they were the ones proudly hosting the winner of the tournament, Sol.

Sol sat at a round table along with Nataly, Aron, and others he had met during his short stay at the palace. He didn’t intend to go out drinking after winning the tournament, but when he returned to his waiting room, Aron said that they “couldn't not celebrate.”

Though it was meant to be a joyous occasion, Sol couldn't help but ruminate as he stared into his drink.

Aron leaned over and poked his drink, causing ripples to appear on its surface.

“You know you're supposed to drink it, right?”

Sol sighed, “I know. It's just that I can't get it out of my head.”

“What? Getting whooped by Victor just when you thought you won?”

Nataly gasped, “Aron!”

“It’s true, though,” Aron casually said as he took a swig of his beer.

Though it was crudely put by Aron, Sol somewhat agreed. “Kinda. It was more the fact that my strongest attack melted in seconds. That spike was condensed from 10 cubic meters of stone, and it was nothing to him. No spell or anything complicated—just him being really angry made it melt into a pile of molten stone. How is that even possible?”

Sol thought his plan was perfect. When he was in his room wondering how he could win, he remembered that from the little information Victor’s status page provided, his [Mana Perception] was only level 5. Knowing that Victor could only see mana within 25 meters and the fact that his strongest attack required time to form, he knew the best way to win was to create it outside of his vision. Thanks to [Relay Magic] and [Supreme Mana Control], Sol was able to extend his reach deep underground and, throughout the fight, he would slowly divert mana towards condensing the spike.

In the end, his plan did technically work. The spike was strong enough to even withstand an advanced level spell and still be usable afterward. If it wasn't for the absurdity that occurred afterward, he knew he would have won.

Aron shrugged, “He’s an A-Ranker. Those guys don't make sense. I wouldn't think about it too hard. If anything, you should be proud of forcing him to actually go all out.”

Sol tilted his head, “You don’t want to at least know how they got that power?”

Nataly agreed with him, “I’m also curious, but I doubt an A-Ranker would take the time to teach me.”

Placing his finished drink on the table, Aron shook his head, “It wouldn’t matter if you knew how. A friend I know who knows this guy who worked for a merc—”

Nataly threw a light jab at his elbow, which hurt her more than it hurt him.

“Ow! Are you made of iron?! Anyways, get to the point!”

Trying to hold back his laughter from watching her hurt herself, he continued, “They told me that every A-Ranker achieved that type of power by attaining some sort of enlightenment. It’s not something that can be written in a book, as apparently they touch upon something that defies common sense. They did say it was possible to maybe teach it if they shared talents, but I never heard of anyone becoming A-Rank after being taught like that.”

Still hung up over the fight, Sol asked, “So you're telling me… Victor attained enlightenment on being angry?”

Aron smirked, “Why don't you ask the guy?”

“Nope, rather not. Don’t think he will be too happy seeing me. It took Commander Zaman hitting him on the head for him to calm down, and I don't think I can do that.”

“Then stop thinking about it and drink! I heard we have a long day tomorrow.”

“Alright, fine…”

Knowing he wouldn’t get any answers at this moment, Sol grabbed his drink and indulged with his friends. Though normal alcohol didn’t do much to people with high vitality like him, fortunately, brewmasters and alchemists had already solved that problem by creating higher potency alcohol. And since people had varying degrees of vitality, they even created a tier system for the drinks.

Nataly was drinking a tier 3 brew, while Sol and Aron were drinking a tier 6 brew. The two men’s drink was potent to the point that someone with less than 40 vitality would die within minutes of taking a small sip of it. But even with such a potent drink, it really only gave Sol a light buzz at most.

With alcohol, music, and lively company, the group enjoyed themselves through the night until it was time to return to the Royal Knights Headquarters. Sol returned to his room and flopped onto his bed with a loud, extended groan.

‘I should have stopped after 15…’

Thinking that the first few drinks weren’t doing much for him, he ordered more and was even challenged by Aron to see who could drink the most. Normally, he wouldn’t drink a lot, but the previous drinks were getting to him, and he accepted the challenge. He didn’t even know who won by the end of it, and while still trying to remember who came out on top, he fell asleep.
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                The morning after the celebration, all the recruits were summoned to the main hall and told to wait there. As Sol stood in the crowd, two people approached him from behind.

“Hey Aron. Hey Nataly. How are you both holding up?”

Aron, as energetic as always, gave him a thumbs up. “Doing great! I’m excited to do knight stuff!”

Nataly, on the other hand, appeared to struggle to stay standing. “How are you both alright? Didn’t you guys even have a drinking contest?”

“Wait, you remember that? Do you know who won?” Sol asked. Even after waking up, he still didn’t know who came out on top.

“I remember it happened...” Aron admitted, but he also didn't know who won.

“You both puked! Nobody won. Can you tell me how neither of you are hungover?” Nataly demanded.

Aron offered his solution. “Hangover potion. You should always keep one on you.”

“Do you have any more?” she asked hopefully.

“Sorry, I did say keep one on you, not two.”

Nataly turned to Sol, hoping he could help her.

Sol asked, “Don’t you know any spells to cure it?”

“I can’t cast any spells. Something is preventing me from doing so,” she replied.

Aron interjected, “Oh yeah, I heard about that. Magic here is restricted by some kind of array. You need special permission to be able to cast spells in places outside of the training area.”

“Here, put this on for a second.” Sol handed over his Immunizer Belt, which was his hangover cure. The moment Nataly wrapped it around her waist, a refreshing feeling coursed through her body, expelling all the toxins she drank last night.

Feeling alive once more, she energetically spoke, “Wow! That works fast. Thanks!” She handed the belt back to Sol, who quickly put it back on. As he finished adjusting his belt, he realized a tanned man in full knight armor had appeared in front of the crowd of recruits.

Behind the man were 20 more knights who formed an orderly line behind him.

“My name is Lawrence Redrand, one of the five Grand Knights. I will be overseeing your training and making sure all of you are prepared to become full-fledged knights. Any questions?”

Lawrence scanned the group of 186 recruits, which no longer included Victor. One person in the crowd raised their hand.

“So we aren’t knights yet?”

“Hahaha!” The knights behind Lawrence laughed at the question, not because it was a stupid question but because they remembered when someone asked the same question the year they joined.

Lawrence raised his fist, silencing the knights behind him, and answered, “No. Currently, all of you are decent combatants, but there is much more to being a knight than fighting. You must learn to work together as a team, accomplishing things you couldn’t accomplish alone. You must also learn our traditions and values that you must uphold. And finally, you must learn to behave as a knight, which includes court etiquette, among other topics. So, to reiterate, no, none of you are knights yet, but I know all of you have the potential to become one.”

He gestured to the knights behind him.

“These men and women behind me are all Knight Captains. All of you will be divided into squads to train under them for the coming weeks.”

Sol's eyes widened. ‘WEEKS?! Will I be able to meet the saintess as a recruit?’

He hadn’t realized there was a training process to becoming a knight, which, looking back on it now, was a complete oversight on his part. At least he wasn’t the only one surprised by this, as it seemed almost no one knew this was part of the process. The only difference between the other recruits and Sol was that he didn’t plan to stay long; he hoped he would be able to leave soon after joining.

Lawrence went over a few details before wrapping up his speech.

“Besides the large training sessions, which I will be leading, you will follow the commands of your Captain. Your squad has already been decided beforehand after taking into consideration your abilities. Knight Captain Lisetta will call upon her squad first.”

A knight took a step forward, lining up with Lawrence, and began calling out the names of 10 recruits. After she was done, the next Knight Captain called for their group, and the process repeated itself, thinning out the crowd.

Aron was eventually called up. “Welp, that’s me. See ya around.”

Nataly was also called up for a different squad. “I don’t know anyone in my group...”

The Knight Captains began to take their completed squads away, each heading in different directions depending on where they intended to begin their training. Sol waited for his name to be called, but even as the last Knight Captain called his members, he wasn’t included.

Sol and Lawrence were the only two left in the main hall after everyone had left, leaving him very confused.

“Umm, Sir Lawrence, am I not part of any squad? Am I training under you?”

“Normally, yes, but not this time. You’re learning under someone else. Follow me.”

The two made their way through the large headquarters, eventually entering the area of high-ranking knights. The four knights that stood guard parted ways.

‘I never got to explore this area. It doesn't look much different from the rest of the headquarters.’

The only noticeable difference was the lack of knights, and the few he saw he assumed were at least Knight Captains. Eventually, they reached a door with a metal emblem adorned on it. 

Lawrence gave it a knock. “It’s Lawrence. I brought Sol.”

A familiar voice came from the other side. “Good, let him in.”

Lawrence gestured for Sol to go in. Opening the door, he saw Commander Zaman standing by a window overlooking two squads that were already training outside.

“Welcome, Sol. Take a seat.”

Sol sat down on an unbelievably comfortable chair and stayed silent, not knowing what to say. This was the first time they were actually meeting each other, and he didn’t want to leave a bad impression by saying something rude.

Zaman chuckled as he took a seat as well. “No need to be so stiff, young man. Hmm, we already know each other's names, so there's no point in introducing ourselves… What's your favorite food?”

Not expecting to be asked an icebreaker question, Sol had to ponder over it. He had eaten a lot of food in his short time traveling, but if there was one he wished he could eat again, the answer was obvious.

“Porras.”

            

    
        Chapter 161: Light Reading

    
    
    
    
                “Never heard of them. What are they?”

“It’s like a fried dough stick with sweet powder. I only got to try it once in Kerman.”

“Hmm, that's where you participated in the defense against the orcs and made meaningful contributions, correct?”

“Uh, yeah. Did you investigate me?”

Though it was slightly worrying to know someone investigated his background, Sol wasn’t concerned about anything incriminating appearing. He knew he had done a good job of keeping his abilities consistent, and it wasn’t like his past would incriminate him for anything. The only person who knew his true reasons for joining the Royal Knights was Amber, and he knew she wouldn’t spill anything.

Zaman clarified to ease his worries, “Just the normal check to verify your identity. But imagine my surprise when I sent a letter to the Adventurers Guild of Initium, where you originally registered, and Kerman’s Guild. The guildmasters personally wrote back and they both wrote highly of your character, which wasn’t what I was even asking for, but it reassured me nonetheless.”

A slight smile formed on Sol’s face. It wasn’t just that he was in the clear, but that the guildmasters were both willing to vouch for him, which was very touching.

“Guildmaster William Deliban also asked me to relay a message to you. He said a certain someone is grumpy you haven't written once and he begs you to send a letter before he loses his sanity.”

“Oh no…”

He instantly knew who Guildmaster William was referring to, and it made him feel guilty. With the exception of when he was kidnapped, he had so many opportunities to write Annabel a letter, but it had completely escaped his mind. He knew that Annabel would have sent him a letter if she knew where he was, so it fell on him to send the first message.

Zaman placed his hand on Sol’s shoulder and gave him a knowing look, “You have my condolences.”

“Thank you…” Sol nodded back, knowing he would have to soon face an unwinnable battle.

Scratching his chin, Zaman spoke, “Maybe I should have left that for the end, but let's get into the real reason I called you in here.”

Stifling the dread for later, Sol nodded. “Yes, Commander.”

“As the winner of the tournament, you are guaranteed the rank of Knight Captain upon completing your training. This means you also need to be prepared not only for the responsibilities of normal knights but those of a captain as well. Normally, you would mentor under one of the Grand Knights, but four of them are out on missions, and Lawrence is too busy handling the rest of the recruits and filling in for the other Grand Knights while they are away. So that leaves me to fill that role.”

"You will be teaching me?" Sol asked, not realizing how incredible of an opportunity it was to learn from Zaman Secondhand himself. Every knight would jump at such an opportunity, as every knight who learned from him eventually became an important figure. The five Grand Knights weren't exceptions; they had each received his guidance at some point in their careers. Even Princess Valerie was currently being taught by him, and if she were asked who among her teachers was the best, she would undoubtedly choose Zaman.

“If you are willing. I don’t have a lot of time on my hands either, but I will make it fit into my schedule.”

“Of course I’m okay with that. When do we start?”

“I assume you know how to read, but can you write?”

“I can read, but I’m not used to writing, so it looks awkward.”

Reading was extremely common throughout the world; after all, they needed to be able to read their system status. What wasn’t as common was writing. The further one lived from larger cities, the less likely they were to know how to write. Sol was fortunate enough to have some experience writing from helping around the Adventurers Guild, but that’s the extent of it.

“We will work on your writing later, but for now, I can assign you some material to study.” Zaman took out four books from his spatial ring and spread them out on the table.

Sol glanced at their titles: Crestelia Court Etiquette, Crestelia Common Laws 1, Royal Knights Origins, Basics of Leadership.

At first, he thought they would be interesting books like those he had read in the Adventurers Guild before—related to monsters, talents, or interesting events—but none of that was found here.

‘I can force myself to read them over the course of two weeks…’

“I want you to finish these books by the end of the week.”

Sol’s eyes shot open. ‘That’s in five days!’

He couldn’t bring himself to openly defy his orders.

“Yes, Commander.”

“Once you finish those, we can begin our first lesson at 7:45 AM. Be prepared, as while we go over exercises, I will be asking you questions over the material.”

“Yes, Commander…”

“Because you still need experience with teamwork, you will also participate in Grand Knight Lawrence’s large training sessions. Do you understand?”

“...Yes, Commander…”

Zaman nodded in approval and crossed his arms. “That will be all for now. It should serve as an adequate start to your training. Next week, we will go into more advanced material.”

‘Are you trying to kill me?’

Sol gathered the books into his spatial ring and accepted the task he was given, trying his best not to complain. He bade the Commander goodbye and headed back to his room, knowing that if he didn’t start now, he would have no chance of finishing by the end of the week.

            

    
        Chapter 162: Sonoran Orb

    
    
    
    
                Sol was in his room, sitting behind his desk with a large green orb in front of him. From the orb, a familiar voice asked a question.

“He said you will be done with all the material in a week's time?”

He nodded. “Yeah, Commander Zaman said I mastered all the material faster than anyone else he has taught, so at this rate, I will be able to finish my Knight Captain training at the same time the other recruits finish their regular knight training. Apparently, it was going to take me two months to finish the training, but I seem to have shrunk it down to one.”

“Didn’t you also say he was teaching the princess? Wouldn’t that make you even better than her?” the voice said in a joking tone.

Sol immediately denied it. “Don’t even joke about that. Remember that the Sonoran Orb can be intercepted by others. Also, I’m sure the Commander was probably exaggerating.”

He knew the Commander was not exaggerating, as he wasn't the type of person to do so, but for his safety and hers, it would be best to make it clear in case another party was listening in.

“Yeah, you're probably right. Anyways, I have to go now and take care of some documents. Stay safe, Sol.”

“Thanks, you too, Anna.”

He stopped feeding the orb mana, causing it to lose its green color and become light gray. The orb was his solution to the predicament he was in for forgetting to write to her during his travels. It was expensive, costing him 800 gold for the pair of orbs, but it was a price he was easily willing to pay.

At the time of buying it, he found it weird it cost so much, but the merchant told him it had to do with the rarity of large Sonoran crystals big enough to be carved into long-range communication items. The smaller, more common ones that fit in one's hand that he had even used before were very cheap, being at most 10 gold, but they had nowhere near the same capabilities.

It also took a while for her orb to be delivered, so even though he bought it soon after being reminded by Zaman, they had only been able to talk since last week. At first, she was furious at his lack of communication, but the ability to talk in real time appeased her enough to forgive him.

Storing the orb in his spatial ring, he headed out of his room and toward the training grounds for today's large-scale lesson.

As he walked through the halls of the Royal Knights Headquarters, he reflected on his overall growth. While the training given by Zaman was grueling, it couldn't be denied that it was also rewarding. His knowledge had expanded far beyond what he previously knew, learning more about the kingdom, the knights, warfare, and etiquette that he had been sorely lacking. This didn’t reflect on his status page, which didn’t change much besides the time he dedicated to training with [Reinterpret]. But it was also thanks to [Reinterpret] that Sol was able to quickly understand and memorize all the material.

Name: SolRace: Human 
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 82
Exp: 13,218,000/98,417,000

HP: 1450MP: 1650
Str: 85 (+70)
Vit: 80 (+70)
Agi: 80 (+70)Int: 85 (+70)
Wis: 80 (+90)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 5, [Analysis] Lv 7, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Siphoned Talents:
[Create Magic Hands] Lv MAX

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Counter] Lv 9, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 8, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 7, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [True Sight] Lv 6, [Superior Mana Control] Lv 1, [Fortified Soul] Lv 2, [Relay Magic] Lv 8

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 8, [Ground Shrink] Lv 6, [Snap Punch] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 7, [Terra Manipulation] Lv 6, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Primal Rend] Lv 2, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 2, [Telepathy] Lv 3, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 8, [Disable] Lv 1, [Backstab] Lv 6, [Bombardment] Lv 1, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 8, [Seeking Shot] Lv 6, [Mana Slash] Lv 5, [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7, [Shadow Hands] Lv 7, [Shadow Form] Lv 5, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4, [Polychromatism] Lv EX

‘Two more levels and my psychic mastery evolves.’

His most commonly used skills had only increased by one or two levels because he needed to show some results to Zaman that he was still improving. He didn’t actually spend much time training those skills these last three weeks; his biggest focus was actually [Basic Psychic Mastery]. Though one of the more challenging skills to improve within the white room, he chose to work on it because it was his only shot at actually being able to finish all the reading material.

After much trial and error, he found a few ways to use his psychic abilities beyond just [Telepathy]. One of the gains from investing in the skill was the ability to increase his mind's speed, allowing him to read and process information faster. The other benefit was improving his mind's ability to absorb information and retain it permanently. This meant he was able to memorize the books and recite them from start to finish if he needed to.

‘Still, the system didn’t recognize these two abilities. I should just call them pseudo skills for now.’

Not being sure whether the pseudo skills were good enough to be recognized by the system or whether they were considered part of [Basic Psychic Mastery], he just let it be for now. It wasn’t like the answer was going to appear before him anytime soon.

As Sol arrived at the training grounds, he saw the usual activities occurring. Groups of recruits were practicing various drills, sparring with each other, and discussing various subjects. He looked through the crowd and spotted Nataly and Aron. On his way over to them, Aron noticed him.

“Yo, Sol!” Aron called out, waving him over. “You're finally out of your cave. Grand Knight Lawrence should be here soon.”

Sol’s face slightly twitched at Aron’s joke.

‘You don’t know my pain.’

These past three weeks had been more than arduous for him. If not for the fact that he gained those pseudo skills, there was no way he could have finished all the material in time. Even with the help of his beginner psychic abilities, there was still a lot to read, which kept him stuck in his room for the majority of his training. While everyone else still had free time between their lessons, Sol was afforded none of that. Whenever he finished ahead of time, Commander Zaman would quiz him, and after passing, he would give him the next set of books with an even shorter due date.

“What have you guys been doing lately?” Sol asked.

Nataly answered, “Our captains made our groups spar against each other in the forest. I had to defend a box while Aron’s squad had to break it.” She then added with a smirk, “You wanna guess who won?”

Seeing Aron’s disgruntled face, Sol decided to get some payback.

“Hoh? You lost, Aron? Didn’t you brag about being stronger than Nataly because you made it further in the tower?”

Aron shrugged helplessly. “My team had no way to counter her plant monstrosity. It kept regenerating over and over again. Like, what am I supposed to do at that point? I just punch things hard.”

“Should’ve played around it~.” Nataly taunted.

Sol agreed. “She’s not wrong. Wasn’t your objective to destroy a box? Why not keep her plant monster busy while someone sneaks around and breaks it?”

“We did send someone, but they got caught. Can’t do much about it.”

Sol was about to ask for more information, but a commanding voice echoed through the training grounds.

“Form ranks!”

            

    
        Chapter 163: Sandman

    
    
    
    
                After running drills in the training grounds, Sol left the palace and headed towards the dungeon. Taking the teleport sigil down to the 20th floor, he saw Amber practicing as usual. Sand moved like water, swirling around in a giant whirlpool until she noticed his presence and made the sand scatter.

“Hey, Amber,” Sol said as he neared. “Any progress with the palace?”

In the few times he managed to finish all his training and reading material ahead of schedule, he would visit Amber to spar or talk, though he did most of the talking. Last week, he mentioned if it was possible for her to sneak into the castle and look for records and information regarding his parents' whereabouts.

‘I doubt it would be easy to infiltrate the palace, but it's worth a shot. If not, then I just have to continue with the knight stuff.’

Amber pulled out a map from her spatial ring. It was incomplete, mostly around the center, but a few details gave him an idea of what it was.

“Is this a map of the palace? Does that mean you got in?”

Amber shook her head. “Outside, view from wall. [Invisibility] doesn’t work.”

“It gets canceled?”

She nodded.

“My bad, I should have tried using [Invisibility] myself before asking you to sneak in. It could be the same thing that prevents the usage of spells in the palace or something else. Forget about it then, I’ll just keep working on my own angle. Before I go, do you wanna spa—”

“No.” Amber cut him off. “Want to help. Not just train.”

Sol crossed his arms in front of him, not knowing what she could assist him with. Sneaking into the palace was clearly not going to work if she couldn’t maintain her [Invisibility].

“Hmm… Do you think this city has a black market?”

While he knew of the existence of black markets, it was recently reminded to him by his reading material. One of the books regarded the habits and locations of illegal merchants and their markets. It was one of the more interesting books he read, so it remained at the forefront of his mind.

“It does.” She confirmed.

“How do you know? Have you gone there?”

She shook her head. “Cain said it.”

“Cain, huh…”

The boss of the gang that kidnapped him and brainwashed Amber, Cain had created many connections throughout the years of managing his illegal business, including the black market of Crestel City. If there was a black market in this city, then he knew what she could do.

“Can you go there and get information about the palace? I'm sure some guard or maid has been leaking information for some extra gold. Also, see if you can find information on the Black Tongue—that's what my father used to go by.”

“Okay.”

Sol was about to warn her of the dangers, but remembering who he was talking to, he was confident she could take care of herself.

‘If anything, they are the ones in danger.’

After giving a small prayer to whoever would be unfortunate enough to bother her, the two had a short sparring session. It only lasted for half an hour, and he gained no skill levels in the process, but it was a nice way to let off some steam. Sol was either cooped up reading or holding back during training, so at least here he could try out whatever he wanted.

The two exchanged blows with their weapons, and eventually, it evolved into an exchange of sand and stone. He didn’t plan to only use [Terra Manipulation] as he was no longer in a rush to improve it and summoned two hands from the talent skill [Create Magic Hands]. He gave them each a weapon, and they promptly flew towards Amber and executed [Cross Slash] and [Debilitating Strike].

The hands' attacks were slow in her eyes. With her two daggers, she was able to deflect them away without any trouble.

‘Let's increase the difficulty!’ Sol thought to himself as he called upon more hands.

Two more hands appeared, and after tossing them more weapons, they joined the fray. Each hand had a different weapon as they executed skills weaved into their normal attacks. Amber dodged and countered the attacks gracefully, unperturbed by the increased enemies. The four hands weren’t fast enough nor strong enough to do much besides keeping her busy.

‘Two more then!’

Two more hands appeared, and with six hands attacking from all sides, she was starting to get overwhelmed. She was forced to turn her body into sand, making her mostly immune to the physical attacks, but they still scattered her sand body whenever they landed. In response, she gathered sand and used a newly obtained skill to even the odds.

Small mounds of sand were created as they wobbled and rose, looking similar to a humanoid figure. The sand men then formed scimitars out of sand and attacked the hands. There were four sand men total as they clashed with the floating hands. Their blades were as solid as steel, and the sound produced from their clash rang loud in the dungeon.

As the sand men and hands fought, Sol and Amber weren’t idle. They had been continuously launching attacks with sand and stone creations. Tens of more exchanges happened over the next few minutes until they decided to stop today's spar.

They both could have taken the fight further, but Sol didn’t have that much time as he had to stop by one more place before heading back to the palace.

“Let's stop here.”

Sol’s hands returned to him as Amber’s sand men lined up idly next to her. Taking a look at the sand men next to her, he commented.

“Two more than last time, and they are stronger too. What level is [Sand Soldiers] now?”

“Eight.”

Sol was in awe. “Wasn’t it level two last time? Have you been focusing on it?”

Amber nodded. She found it useful compared to her normal [Sand Manipulation] as they had some level of autonomy. Besides the base cost of creating them, they functioned very similarly to Sol’s magic hands, which was the original source of inspiration for her.

“That's amazing! I would like to stay and help you practice with it, but I got one more thing I gotta do today. Take care and let me know if you find anything in the black market.”

            

    
        Chapter 164: Lipon 6.5

    
    
    
    
                Walking through the city streets, Sol kept getting recognized by others constantly. Thankfully, now that a few weeks had passed, they no longer surrounded him. Instead, the ones who recognized him would whisper among themselves.

Though they were whispering, Sol was able to hear them clearly, and they all generally said the same things.

“Isn't that Sol?”

“Where is he going?”

“What’s he doing?”

They always asked the same questions wherever he went. It was an odd feeling for him, as even an unremarkable thing like walking through the city became a memorable moment that they would tell others about.

‘Should I use the Deceiver’s Earring?’

Sol decided against it. He had no real reason to hide from them, even if it made him slightly uncomfortable. He reasoned it was best to keep that for when he truly needed it.

Soon, he arrived at his destination: Gearworks. Upon entering the store, he found it was extremely lively. Good-looking shopkeepers were tending to the adventurers and merchants until one of them spotted Sol. The shopkeeper passed the client he was tending to another coworker and went to greet Sol.

“Good evening, Sir Sol. Are you here to meet Mr. Fabio?”

Sol nodded. “Can you check if he is busy?”

“You know he will always make time for you.” The shopkeeper gave a polite bow before leaving to the back of the store to notify his employer.

Not long after, a jovial voice was heard.

“If it isn't Sol! How are you?” Fabio greeted Sol with a giant smile on his face.

“Great, and I can see the hired help has relieved your stress.”

“By the gods, it sure has. Don’t think I could have managed any longer on my own.”

Before the tournament, Fabio didn’t have any employees, but because of Sol's performance in the tournament, his shop had quickly become a popular store for special weapons and tools.

If the Lipon was the reason many initially came, the other wondrous items he made were the reason they stayed.

Fabio gave a look around his store before giving Sol a smirk. “Follow me! I have something to show you.”

The two headed to the back and entered what looked like a small storage room. It had shelves of items that couldn't fit in the store without causing clutter. Another door was at the back of the storage room, and heading past that, they entered Fabio’s workshop.

Originally, there was no storage room, but with more customers, he quickly kept running out of his more popular products, so he sectioned off a small area of his workshop to store inventory. The walls were not necessary, but Fabio still wanted to maintain his workshop’s privacy, even from his employees.

Fabio led Sol to a table that had one Lipon on it.

Sol grabbed it and looked it over. “Is this—?”

“Yup, the Lipon 6.5!”

“6.5?”

“Well, the improvements in this version were mostly quality improvements. New mana lens that slightly increases the power amplification and a scroll wheel that can control flow to amplify or reduce the size of the weapon. It’s not big enough of a change to call it 7.0.”

“That’s still great! It feels better to hold as well.”

Fabio nodded. “I got some input from other adventurers as well. There are other improvements I want to add, but each subsequent addition becomes more difficult than the last.”

“How so?”

“Well, I have to be extremely careful with each addition to not interfere with the other mechanisms. With every new addition, that means another thing I need to account for. But on the bright side, I made a more streamlined version for regular customers.”

Lifting the Lipon in his hand, Sol asked, “Is it any different from this one?”

“It’s a more simplified version without all the bells and whistles. It doesn’t have functions like the increased pattern slots, as I heard most adventurers would only stick to one anyway. I’m not gonna complain though; it’s easier to make and requires less materials.”

Sol was about to place the Lipon back on the table to shift the conversation to something else, but Fabio stopped him.

“Take it. It’s yours.”

“Are you sure? How much is it?”

“Nothing. You saw how packed it was in there. That’s all because of you.”

Sol had indirectly brought the short man more profit than he could dream of. Fabio’s pride would not allow him to ask for more money from the young man who had already made him rich. Sol wanted to still pay for the man's work but didn't insist as much this time around. After all, he still hadn’t even filled the 100 cartridges he bought last time.

“Thanks. I actually came here today for a different reason. Do you think you can make something with this?”

From his spatial ring, Sol retrieved a black root. Its mere presence made the surrounding area darker as light was sucked into it.

Fabio’s jaw dropped upon seeing it. It took him a few seconds to regain his composure.

“Is this what I think it is?” In awe, Fabio reached his hand outward. “Can I see it for a moment?”

Sol nodded and handed the void root over. With the root in his hand, Fabio took it to a nearby workstation with a lot of tools. He pulled a multi-lens apparatus over the void root and inspected it.

Like a child who had obtained the toy they always wanted, Fabio inspected every angle of the root, from the top that condensed a high amount of energy to the tips at the bottom that sucked in the light.

Lifting his head from the inspecting equipment, he commented, “Not only is this a legendary grade void root, it’s even in perfect condition. How did you get your hands on this? Did a high-ranked knight give it to you as a reward?”

Sol shook his head. “No, I’ve had it for a while now. I think it was a week before the tournament.”

“AND YOU KEPT IT FROM ME THIS ENTIRE TIME?!”

            

    
        Chapter 165: Stupidly Lucky

    
    
    
    
                Being on the receiving end of Fabio’s intense stare, Sol could only embarrassedly scratch his head.

“I wanted to give it to you sooner, but I was busy at the time. After the tournament, you were busy. I just didn’t want to distract you from your business.”

Before the tournament, Sol was more focused on getting stronger to be prepared for whatever might come his way. After he won the tournament, it was Fabio who became busy, dealing with merchants and clients every day while also having to make items and equipment daily to keep up with their demands.

Feeling Sol’s sincerity, Fabio calmed down.

“Hah… Sorry about that. I overreacted a tad bit. Still, you are stupidly lucky to stumble into this.”

Sol nodded in agreement. “If I was a minute later, another group of adventurers would have gotten it.”

“What? No, that’s not what I mean. If it was a literal minute later, it would have disappeared by then.”

“Huh? How?”

When Sol found the void root, it was stuck to a random wall on the 13th floor of the dungeon.

Noticing he wasn’t very knowledgeable about the material, Fabio asked, “How much do you know about the void root?”

“Only what the [Analysis] results show, which isn’t much. I checked the dungeon guide, but it didn’t have anything on it either.”

“I’ll start from the beginning then. Take a seat.”

Two chairs walked towards them and stopped in front of the workstation with the void root on it. Sol wasn’t weirded out by the chairs, as it wasn’t the first time he dropped by and was used to the random inventions. The two sat down, and Fabio began to explain more about the material.

“It makes sense for it not to be included in the guide. After all, void roots don’t appear often, only once every 100 to 150 years. There is no real point in including it in a guide when adventurers don’t have a chance to even find one in their lifetime.” After giving some context, Fabio continued to his main point. “Now for why you were lucky to find it when you did. Well, that’s because the void root would be nurtured by the dungeon itself. It would be moved from floor to floor wherever there is dense energy to feed it.”

Sol had some doubts. “Does that mean the dungeon is sentient? Why would it nurture the void root anyway?”

“Only A-Rank dungeons show signs of sentience, but that’s not the point.”

“I feel like you’re glossing over something important…”

Ignoring his comment, Fabio continued, “You’re lucky because the void root would be moved frequently. Reports of the last time it appeared mentioned adventurers who found one, celebrated, and during their celebration, it got absorbed back into the wall. This happened more than a few times, and it was generally estimated that it would only stay in one place for around five minutes at most.”

“I see, but what can you make with it?”

While understanding how rare it was, Sol was more interested in what he could do with it.

Fabio placed his hand on his chin. “It can be made into a lot of things… really depends on your needs. Overall, it’s a highly potent energy source. It gains its void energy from absorbing all types of energy.”

“All types of energy?” Curious, Sol activated [True Sight] and saw even mana was being sucked into the root.

Fabio nodded. “Yup, you only see light because it’s the most noticeable, but it’s also absorbing mana right now. I have only read about it, but it also absorbs heat, gravitational, electrical, and sound energy. There could be more, but I’d have to test it myself.”

“Can it be used to absorb attacks?”

“Definitely, but you are focusing on just one part of the void root. All the energy it absorbs turns into void energy, which means you have a near-infinite supply of one of the most dangerous forms of energy.”

“I’ve never seen void energy. How strong is it?”

Fabio stood up and grabbed the void root. “Good question. I’ve been wanting to know that myself. Follow me.”

Sol was led to the edge of the workshop where a one-foot cube metal box with a rod on top sat on a table.

“I prepared this to run a few tests if I ever got my hands on one. I’m glad I can finally make use of it.”

For a while, Sol had been noticing how knowledgeable Fabio was regarding the void root, so he decided to ask about it while Fabio placed the void root in the box.

“Why do you know so much about the void root?”

Closing the metal box, Fabio said, “It’s the only reason I came to this city in the first place. Legendary materials are incredibly rare to find, appearing randomly throughout the world with very few locations where they could consistently appear, like the void root. I found out that another would appear soon and moved here two years ago. At first, I tried to explore the dungeon myself, but with its random migrations, it didn’t matter if I was on the 1st floor or the 40th. I couldn’t search the entire dungeon myself, which is why I thought about hiring help or buying it if it was found. That’s why I created Gearworks in the first place.”

Sol had always felt since he first met Fabio that he was stronger than he appeared, but to casually say he was on the 40th floor surprised him.

“Do you need the void root for something then?”

It worried him that there would be a conflict of interest, and while he liked Fabio, he wasn’t willing to just give away a legendary material.

Luckily, Fabio’s next words eased his fears. “Nothing particular, I just wanted to take a good look at it and figure out how it generates void energy. Whether I can replicate it would be up to my own abilities. Now let's see what it can do.”

He activated the box, which began to hum gently as it stimulated the void root inside. The rod on top of the box began to glow dark purple as both men watched.

“Energy extraction is successful. Now, let me release some of it… Oh shi-!”

The rod glowed ominously brighter as it released all the energy at once, sending a thick ray of void energy into the sky. It pierced through the roof of the workshop, creating a foot-wide hole as the ray of void energy obliterated everything in its path. Through the newly created hole in the roof, the two could see clouds in the distance being pierced by the ray as well. They continued to watch in silence until it disappeared in the far-away sky.

Once the void ray was gone, Fabio opened the box to check on the condition of the void root.

“There goes a quarter of its energy…”

Now it was Sol’s turn to be mad. “A QUARTER?!”
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                Fabio scratched his head sheepishly.

“Yeah, my bad. The moment I opened the release mechanism, all the energy burst out at once. But don't worry! Like I said before, the root converts all types of energy into void energy, so it will recover in due time.”

Sol sighed in relief, remembering that the root could generate more energy over time.

“How long would it take to charge back up?”

“Hmm, hard to say. Letting it recharge naturally heavily depends on the ambient energy, but it's also possible to feed it your own mana or create a gathering array to collect energy faster. Here, let's try with 800 mana.”

Fabio released mana from his body, which was instantly absorbed by the tips of the root. He then cut off the supply and checked again.

“... Well, the conversion ratio isn't ideal. Even though it absorbed it all without an issue, the amount of void energy it generated was less than a tenth of what was wasted. It would take around 10,000 mana to recover what was lost and 40,000 to charge it from empty.”

Sol ran a few calculations in his head.

‘I would need around a week of depleting and recovering my mana to fully charge it. It would take longer considering I need mana for training and my eventual job as a knight captain… I also can’t just empty out my mana in case of an emergency. Mana potions are an option, but they would eventually become a money sink, which isn’t worth it. Considering everything, it would realistically take around a month, less depending on ambient energies.’

Sol glanced at the hole in the roof and the clouds above, punctured by the void energy ray. Even though it would take a long time to fully charge it back up, he couldn’t deny the results.

“So, are you able to make something out of this?”

Fabio confidently nodded. “Of course! I’ll just need some time to test it properly, but I already have a few ideas. Maybe two gloves, one that absorbs energy and one that emits void energy. We can also go down the Lipon route and make a self-sustained void energy blade. Maybe even a cannon that releases it all in one go…”

Sol interjected because he knew Fabio would continue listing ideas endlessly, “Just make whatever you think would make the best use of it.”

“I can promise you that much! Just you wait for my next masterpiece!”

Seeing Fabio so excited to work with the void root, Sol felt glad he had given it to him.

“Can’t wait. Good luck, and let me know if you need any help.”

Fabio gave him a thumbs up as he put on a thick pair of goggles.

“Will do. If you happen to find any other legendary materials, remember to bring them to me.”

“Haha, I doubt I’ll stumble into another one so soon.”

...

“We have received word of a legendary material being discovered in the Orna Mountains. You will set out in a week's time.”

“Huh?!”

Upon returning to the palace, Sol was summoned to Commander Zaman’s office, where he was given important news.

“Aren’t I still in training? And isn’t that Frostaxe Clan territory?”

Though he had many questions regarding this mission, those two were at the forefront of his mind.

“With your fast progress, you were going to finish your training in a week's time, which lines up perfectly for this mission. And while the legendary material is indeed in their territory, it's close to the border, so we don't have to travel too deep into their mountains. The best part is that the Frostaxe Clan is unaware it's even there.”

“How do we know it's there?”

“Because it was discovered by the Saintess herself.”

Upon hearing of the Saintess, Sol's eyes perked up.

“She divined it?”

“Indeed she did.”

Knowing the Saintess was the source of the information, Sol thought this could be the chance he was waiting for.

‘If I’m the one to recover the material, I can maybe use it to meet with her.’

“What are the details, Commander?” Sol eagerly asked.

Zaman chuckled. “Someone's excited for their first mission. You will lead one of the three squads of the mission. The problem being, you still don’t have a squad of your own. We can’t delay the expedition date as the Saintess said if we leave any later, the Orcs will catch on. What we can do is bend the rules a little and let you pick the members of your squad before your training is complete. That’s why I called you here today.”

From Zaman’s spatial ring, two stacks of papers appeared and dropped onto the table.

“A knight squad normally has five to ten members, but as a rookie captain, you can only have five at most. This stack contains the newly enlisted knights, while the other stack contains veteran knights that are available to be moved into a new squad. I suggest you pick three knights from the newly enlisted and two more experienced knights from other squads.”

Seeing that the two stacks of papers combined were thicker than most books, Sol nervously asked, “How long do I have to decide?”

“You have until tomorrow morning.”

Sol looked past the Commander towards the window behind him. The sun had already set before he even arrived at the palace.

‘Another sleepless night it is…’

Zaman added more to his pile of work. “Once you select your members, I will then give you a budget for supplies. I’ll arrange the transportation, but you will be in charge of submitting the requests for food, tools, and other essentials for the mission. You have until the day before the expedition to arrange everything.”

Sol despaired as he had even more work to juggle while still completing his final week of training, but for a chance to meet with the Saintess, he had to take it.

He took the stack of papers and put them in his spatial ring while asking, “Will that be all, Commander?”

Zaman nodded. “Remember, you can always come to me if you need advice.”

“Thank you, Commander.”

Sol left Zaman’s office and headed straight to his room. Once there, he took out the two stacks of documents and immediately began going over them.

Sol moved the stack of rookie knights’ documents to the side and focused on the veteran stack.

‘I already know which three I want to add, which saves me a lot of time. Now I can focus on finding veterans that complement the team I have in mind.’
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                A week had passed, and the newly enlisted knights had all completed their required training. A small ceremony was held, but it consisted of a simple speech given by Commander Zaman before they were once again reorganized into new squads based on the judgment of the captains that trained them.

At least that was the case for most of them. In a small meeting room within the Royal Knights Headquarters, Nataly, Aron, and Lapis sat, all wearing brand new knight uniforms. These uniforms had little function for battle but were suitable for formal occasions like the graduation ceremony they had just attended. In addition to the formal uniform, they also received two sets each of rare knight armor, tailored to their preferences and battle styles.

They all sat in silence until Nataly couldn’t handle it anymore and asked the other two, “Do any of you know why we are here? My captain didn’t say anything when I asked.”

Aron tilted his seat back as he pondered, “We might be getting recruited to some top secret squad where we uproot the corruption that has infected the palace.”

“I highly doubt that,” she immediately dismissed his idea.

“Well, that’s how Gary was pulled into his secret squad.”

“Who’s Gary?” Nataly could already feel where this was going but asked anyway.

“A knight who joined seven years ago. On the day he graduated training, he was immediately put into a secret squad that focuses on internal corruption. Though they only added him because one of their members died and they needed a replacement.”

“... So Gary just told you about his secret squad?”

“Yeah, pretty much. Should he have not told me?”

“You said the word ‘secret’ like three times!”

As if realizing it now, Aron made a surprised expression, “Oh, yeah. That makes sense. Don’t tell anyone I mentioned that then.”

Nataly slumped back in her chair from Aron's antics. She couldn’t wrap her head around how Aron became so well connected, but in a way, she could understand, as she was also one of the people in his giant web of connections.

“So you don’t know anything then. What about you? Lapis, right? Do you know anything?”

Lapis, who had been keeping to herself so far, just shook her head, not knowing the reason either.

The door opened as Sol entered, followed by two other knights. One appeared slightly older than them with a lean body, while the other was a much older middle-aged man with a short beard. The two knights took as Sol spoke.

“Sorry for making you all wait so long. I went to personally inform these two they would be joining us as well.”

Nataly stood up with an elated look on her face, “Does that mean?!”

Sol nodded, “Yep, welcome to my squad.”

Aron hit his fist together, “Haha! I’m glad I was wrong about the corruption squad!”

“Did I miss something?” Sol tilted his head.

Nataly shook her head, “Ignore him. You know how he can be.”

“Right. Well, anyways, I selected the five of you to join my squad. And while I already know all of you, none of you know each other, so I believe introductions are in order. Who wants to go first?”

Nataly’s hand shot up, “Oh, me!” Sol gave her a nod, so she continued, “I’m Nataly. I specialize in nature magic for summoning and healing. I actually met Sol way befo—”

“Sorry, Nataly, but let's keep it short. We have to leave soon. Who’s next?”

Sol was worried it would become another one of her long winded stories, and it was true they didn’t have a lot of time, so it wasn’t like he was lying.

“I’ll go then. Name’s Aron. I punch really hard, and on occasion, I kick as well. I’m more specifically a wild pugilist that focuses on strength as my main attribute, so expect me to hit really hard but not as fast as other pugilists.”

The slightly older man spoke next, “I’m Rexford, but most people call me Rex. I’m extremely perceptive, with skills that heighten my vision and hearing. I filled the role of scout in my team, but I also know my way around a sword.”

With Rex’s introduction done, Sol turned to the last two that had yet to speak, the aloof Lapis and the grumpy looking middle-aged man. Neither seemed to want to speak up first, so he made the choice for them.

“Duncan, you're next.”

“I’m Duncan, served in the Royal Knights for 20 years. I am a heavy shieldbearer, and I can use mana to create barriers too.”

Though he didn’t appear too happy to be here, he still introduced himself properly. Sol nodded and turned to the last person who had yet to introduce themselves.

“Lapis. I wield a spear and poison.”

Though she kept her introduction incredibly short, her mind was racing at incredible speeds.

‘Why did he pick me?! Last time we spoke, I vented about my feelings and right after, I challenged him for a rematch! I’m an idiot!’

Her mind was in panic mode, but it was hidden under her aloof demeanor. She had hoped she would see Sol again on her own terms once she was ready, but now she was in his squad. There was no way to avoid him anymore.

Hearing her short introduction, Sol didn’t push her to say more. “I’m sure you all saw her performance in the tournament, so you all know what she is capable of. Before I get into the next topic, does anyone have any questions?”

Some of them shook their heads, while others kept quiet, meaning he could continue.

“Alright then, we already have our first mission. We are setting off to the Orna Mountains with two other squads in one hour.”

Nataly jumped from her seat. “One hour?!”

“Isn’t that a bit last minute?” Rex asked.

“Do we even have the supplies needed for such a long trip?” Duncan was less affected by the last minute nature of the mission but more concerned with the logistical aspect.

Sol felt their rising worries and quickly spoke to reassure them. “Don’t worry, it’s a bit last minute, but I have already gone and prepared everything. All you guys need to do is pack your personal belongings and meet me at the stables.”

“May I see the requisition list, Captain?”

Duncan knew that the captain was in charge of preparing supplies, and with his new captain being a recent recruit, he was worried about setting out without critical supplies.

Sol nodded, “I knew you would ask that, Duncan, so I brought it with me. If you think I missed anything, let me know and I’ll fix it.”

Reading over the list, Duncan’s eyes widened in surprise. “Nothing’s missing. Food, toiletries, tools, tents, even medical supplies. Can I ask why you included health potions when we already have a healer?”

Duncan knew the answer himself; he just wanted to ask Sol to make sure it wasn’t a fluke.

“Though Nataly and I can both heal, it would be foolish to rely on us for all injuries. If we run out of mana or are separated for some reason, the rest of you still need a way to recover in case of emergencies.”

He handed the list back to Sol and then said, “I’ll get ready to set off then. Is this meeting over?”

“Yes, you're all dismissed.”

Everyone stood up from their seats and left for their rooms to take whatever they would need. They wouldn’t be back for a while, so they would need clothes and other personal items to last the entire trip.

Sol waited until his newly formed squad was far away enough to let out a loud and long sigh.

“Thank gods it went well. That was incredibly stressful.”
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                It was Sol’s first time truly being in a position of leadership, and though Commander Zaman had prepared him for this moment, it was nonetheless very stressful. The transition from practice to the real deal was jarring, to say the least, but he felt like he did a good job. Sadly, he wouldn’t know for sure, as he couldn’t ask his own subordinates if he did well—it would ruin the image he had just built up.

‘At least I know I did the supply requisition correctly thanks to Duncan. Though it felt like he was testing me with that last question, from his reaction it looks like he agreed with my answer.’

Reflecting back on the meeting, he felt like he did a great job picking the members as well. Following Commander Zaman's advice, he strived for a diverse set of skills which would cover each other's weaknesses.

Sol also took into consideration that he wasn't planning on staying and created a team that would still be able to function without him. They did lack a bit in magic diversity with only one true mage in the squad, but as Sol’s squad obtained merits, they would be allocated more knights. For now, Sol and Nataly would have to do as the magic users.

‘Mages can be added later, but the more pressing matter is whether we can actually complete the mission. Nataly and Aron are still C-Rank, so we are lacking a bit in terms of power, but as long as the orcs don’t catch us sneaking into the mountains, it should be fine.’

If Sol had more time to prepare, he would have brought the whole squad to the dungeon and brought them all up to at least level 80. Sadly, time was not on their side because each day that passed increased the chance of the orcs discovering the material. If they did find it, then the difficulty of the mission would go from hard to impossible.

‘I don’t regret including them in the squad. Even if they lack levels, Nataly has summons which are useful on many occasions, while Aron is very strong. He is also crazy good at networking and information without even trying.’

Happy with his team, Sol left the meeting room and headed straight to the stables. He already had his things packed and ready to go, though it was more apt to say he never unpacked in the first place. He had two spatial rings he never sold, and that was where all his personal belongings were stored. The amount of space the two rings had was much more than his old home back in Initium and was much safer than just leaving it in his room.

Arriving at the stables, he saw three carriages with two hornsteads pulling each carriage. Unlike horses, hornsteads were C-Rank six-legged monsters with incredible endurance, able to run for three days straight without rest. They did this by cycling the legs used to run every hour. Hornsteads were even able to sleep while running, and the driver of the carriage could gently steer them without much issue.

These monsters were incredibly useful, if not for their huge appetites and their slow reproductive cycle. That was why the Royal Palace only had 50 of these monsters in their stable and only used them for missions where speed was vital.

Sol noticed he wasn’t the first to arrive, as the two other squads assigned to this mission were already there and ready to depart.

“If it isn’t the rookie captain! Come over here!”

A man and a woman who were discussing near the carriage called Sol over.

‘Judging by the emblem on their uniform, they’re both captains.’

Sol approached and introduced himself, “Knight captain Sol, are you two leading the other squads in this mission?”

The man nodded, “No need to be so formal, we are the same rank after all. I’m Yolter and she is Pinema.”

“Say, would you mind telling us what route you were given?” Pinema asked with a kind smile.

Sol’s immediate thought was: ‘Is this some kind of test?’

“We aren’t supposed to divulge that information to each other.”

Pinema waved her hand, “It’s fine, it's a simple mission so there is no danger in saying it.”

Sol stood firm, “No, I don’t believe a mission to retrieve a legendary item would be as simple as you say. Even the mission details were clear that we would not tell anyone our route.”

“... Right, I almost forgot,” the woman said while internally cursing him. ‘Dammit, why is this newbie such a stickler for the rules? It’s not like he is capable of getting there before us.’

Because of the sensitive nature of this mission, the squads would travel different routes with different public objectives. They didn’t wish to alert orc spies or human traitors to their groups traveling north to orcish territories. As a precaution, they weren't supposed to divulge their routes to the other squads either, in case one got caught by the orcs and had that information extracted.

While they weren’t supposed to ask each other, Pinema did so with the goal of finding out who would arrive at the location first. The objective of the three squads was to obtain and bring back a legendary material, but therein lay the problem. Only one squad could bring it back, which meant only one squad would get the large amount of merit and reputation while the other two would only receive a small amount of merit comparatively.

It’s not often that a legendary material is found, and usually, it would be a huge matter involving many organizations and parties fighting for it. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity to obtain a legendary material where all the credit would fall onto one squad. If they wanted to climb higher beyond just knight captain, and they did, they needed to be the ones to obtain it.

Though Sol was unaware that the amount of merit of completing this mission was huge, as he never completed any other mission before, his desire to obtain it first was strong.

This wasn’t a normal mission; this was a race.
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                The atmosphere between the three knight captains turned sour as Sol remained firm on his stance. Yolter and Pinema didn’t divulge their routes either, so nobody knew where the others were heading.

Yolter thought to himself, ‘Even if I knew their routes, I can’t do anything with that information. I’ll just have to go as fast as I can and hope for the best.’

He believed it would serve no use to him to know their routes, especially if one of theirs was faster than his. He also knew it was possible for one of their routes to be quicker, as his path didn’t go directly north but instead went northeast and corrected straight to the objective around the halfway point. Even if he rushed the hornsteads, it would take a little under two weeks to arrive at the Orna Mountains.

The three captains shared empty pleasantries until Sol's squad finally arrived.

“It was nice to meet you both. Good luck on your journey.”

Sol excused himself from the awkward atmosphere and headed to his team gathered around the carriage.

Everyone had changed from their formal uniforms to armor. Aron, Lapis, and Rex all wore the same light armor as Sol, the only difference being that Aron’s armor was even lighter without shoulder guards and other parts he deemed unnecessary. Duncan was the only one wearing the heavy variant of the knight armor, with a tower shield strapped onto his back which he carried effortlessly. Nataly, being the only true mage in the group, was easily identified as such by her drastically different armor, which was essentially just robes designed in the style of the Royal Knights.

They all looked ready to go, but Sol couldn’t help but notice something wasn’t right.

“Rex, why are you carrying three large bags? Don’t you have a spatial ring?”

Rex had a sheepish smile as he answered, “Well… I used to share a ring with someone, but we are no longer in the same squad. Will this be a problem?”

Sol was about to comment on how stupid that was, but besides the fact that it would be inappropriate for a captain to say that, he remembered what he read in Rex's profile and could somewhat understand why.

“It’s fine. For now, let me hold onto it in my spatial ring to not weigh the carriage down. We need to get to our destination as fast as possible.”

Rex nodded and handed over his bags.

As Sol stored them in his ring, he asked the rest of the squad, “Is everyone ready to set off?”

“Yes, Captain,” Duncan affirmed while the rest nodded.

“Alright, let's go then.”

Soon, they were off to the north. Aron, being given the driver responsibility today, drove the hornsteads out of the palace and the city, catching the eyes of many as the monsters weren’t commonly used. The other two squads headed out in different directions, one leaving west, another east, while Sol’s squad headed straight north.

Once they were far away from the city, Sol used [Muffle Movements], creating a thin barrier surrounding the carriage to cover their noises. Rex raised his head in confusion as he felt the skill activate around them.

“I know I didn’t explain much besides the fact that we are heading to the Orna Mountains, so let me explain now. Our main objective is to retrieve a legendary material that we believe is near the border. We don’t know what it is exactly, but we do have a general description: it's a bluish-white fruit that is growing off a tree made of ice. Once we get there, we don’t have to wait for the other squads unless we determine we can’t get it alone.”

Aron yelled in shock, “Our first mission is to get a legendary fruit?! And here I thought we would be doing big league stuff a year from now.”

Internally thankful he used [Muffle Movements] in case of eavesdroppers, Sol nodded.

“But remember, until we obtain the fruit, no one can know where we are going. We are crossing into orc territory. If they catch word of us heading there, we will face fierce resistance. If anyone asks, say we are going to Chilton to clear out a bandit encampment.”

Chilton was a town that was right on the border between the two nations. While it was usually the job of the army and local forces like the Adventurers Guild to deal with such matters, it wasn’t uncommon for knights to be sent to take care of it sometimes. This was especially understandable once they knew that this was a newly established squad, so it could be seen as a practice exercise for them.

The knights all nodded, understanding the seriousness of this mission, except for Duncan, who leaned back with a frown and let his thoughts drift.

...

Grand Knight Lawrence was in Commander Zaman’s office discussing the three squads that had just set off.

“Zaman, did you really give him such blatant favoritism? On such an important mission too?”

Lawrence wasn’t too happy with Zaman that he even dropped the formalities.

“What do you mean, Lawrence?”

“You were supposed to assign the north route to the most capable squad. I know he is your student, but he has no actual experience besides adventuring. They will now arrive three days before the other two squads. If they get caught by the orcs patrolling the border, they will raise their guard making it much harder for the other two squads so we can kiss that fruit goodbye.”

“I don’t see the problem, Lawrence. I did assign the most capable squad the north route.” Zaman pulled six papers from his ring. They each had the name of one of the members of Sol’s squad. “Take a look at the people on this squad. They have three peak B-Rankers, Sol, Lapis, and Duncan, so they don’t lack in terms of firepower compared to the other squads. Next, we have Rex, who is a mid B-Ranker, but he is one of the most perceptive men we have. He will easily spot the orcs patrolling the border, so it's just a simple matter of walking around them. Lastly, we have Aron and Nataly, both are C-Rankers, but they have unique skill sets. Though I’ll admit Aron’s is less useful in this mission, Nataly's magic is extremely versatile. Remember, the objective is a fruit. Her nature magic might be vital in recovering it.”

Reading over the documents, Lawrence’s eyes widened in surprise. Even in situations outside of this mission, this team appeared well equipped for whatever may come their way.

“Commander… Did you select the members of this squad?”

Zaman shook his head, “Not one bit. It was all him.” He tapped on Sol’s paper. “The only input I had was when he asked about the other A-Ranker from the test, Itaya. I cautioned him against it only because we still don’t know why she decided to join us. Speaking of which, how is she fitting in with her team?”

“All is normal. She is obediently following her captain for now. I’ll let you know as soon as I find something.”

“Please do. I’ll contact Guildmaster Orion and see if he knows about her as well.”
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                “[Restricting Vines]!”

The ground cracked as green vines shot out and wrapped themselves around a large raptor-like creature. Its abnormally large claws tried to cut the vines, but the vines restrained its movements, not allowing it to retaliate.

“Scree!”

With the raptor-like creature fully immobilized, Aron swooped in for the killing blow.

“Hah!”

Using his skill [Bear Punch], his fist carried a frightening amount of strength as it collided with the poor raptor-like creature. A large hole was created as its insides blasted out through the other side of its body, killing it instantly.

Its body dropped to the ground where 13 other monster corpses lay dead not long ago.

Finished with the last enemy, Aron turned around and gave his team, waiting in the caravan, a thumbs up with his hand drenched in the monster's blood.

No one was perturbed by his hand as they knew it wasn't his blood, and after traveling for a few days, they came to realize his way of fighting was rather messy. It was undeniably powerful, but the end result usually left him covered in blood and dirt.

Rex, who sat on top of the carriage, gave a thumbs up back and some encouraging words.

“Nice job! You're both getting faster each time.”

This wasn’t the first time their group was attacked. Wild monsters would occasionally travel close to the road and attack them, not knowing who they were messing with. Whenever it was C-Rank and below, they would let Nataly and Aron take them on as practice and only intervene if the enemies' numbers were too high. They would only really take action when a B-Rank pack of monsters appeared, which had only happened once in their journey so far.

Sol hopped off the carriage and looked at the scene of the massacre. After quietly siphoning the monster’s skills, he raised his hand and said, “I’ll take care of the corpses.”

Holes appeared underneath the raptors as they fell six feet under. The pits then closed up, leaving no trace of the monsters. It was an instantaneous cleanup.

“Let's keep going then. We are four days away from Chilton. Duncan, would you take the reins?”

“Fine.” Duncan gave his dispirited reply, which had occurred often throughout their journey.

‘He always does what I ask, but he's always grumpy. I thought he would get more friendly as we traveled, but if anything, it's getting worse. I should talk to him.’

The group boarded their carriage again and set off. Once they were in motion, Sol moved to the front of the carriage and, through the opening in the front, asked Duncan.

“Duncan, can we talk?”

With his hands on the reins, Duncan nodded. “Sure, Captain.”

Sol passed through the opening and took a seat next to the middle-aged man. There was more than enough space on the coachman's seat for the both of them, so it wasn't a problem. Taking a moment to feel the nice breeze of wind blowing on his face, Sol used [Muffle Movements] to silence the area around the two.

“I’m using a magic item so no one can hear us. I've noticed you haven't been in a good mood since we left. Is everything okay?”

“Why wouldn't it be?”

“Well, today I woke up and found three trees with a fist-shaped indent on them. I'm pretty certain that was you.”

“Couldn't it have been Aron?”

Sol laughed. “Haha, it couldn't have been him. We both know if he punched those trees, he would have let us know. In fact, he would do it in front of us to show how strong he is. Also, if it was him, those trees wouldn't be left standing. He doesn't know the meaning of restraint.”

Aron had, in fact, already done that before when he challenged Rex to a contest of strength. He confidently stated that even though he was C-Rank, he was still stronger than Rex. They got into a heated argument over who was stronger until they decided to put it to the test.

The challenge was simple: they would both attack the same object and whoever did the most damage would win. But because nothing in their vicinity was strong enough to withstand their attacks, they asked Sol if he could make boulders for them. Unfortunately for them, Sol denied their request because they were on a mission.

Unable to rebuke his sound argument, Duncan admitted it. “Fine. It was me. Couldn't sleep last night.”

“But why?”

Duncan considered for a moment making a random excuse but ended up deciding against it and being truthful.

“Because you put me in this squad. I was about to get promoted to captain, but you ruined that chance and put me here.”

This was news to Sol. “You were going to get promoted? I didn't know.”

Duncan huffed. “Well, I was. My previous captain, Easel, informed my squad he was retiring. That meant someone in my squad would be promoted to take his place. I've been waiting 20 years for this chance and just when it was within my grasp, you came and told me I was transferred. How could I not be mad?”

“I see, but did he tell you that you were going to be promoted?”

Duncan shook his head. “No, but I know I deserve it. Regardless of the time I served, I also have the highest merit and one of the highest success rates on missions throughout my entire career.”

Hearing Duncan’s side of the story, Sol quickly connected the dots.

“I get why you're mad at me, but do you know why I chose you for my squad?”

This question was a no-brainer to Duncan. “I have 20 years of experience. Unlike Rex, who was only here for four years, I can help you look out and prevent mistakes rookies normally make.”

Sol nodded. “Yeah, that was my initial reason, but then I read more into your file. Among all the knights I could choose from, you are the only one with more than 15 years of experience. Why is that? Anyone who has stayed longer than that would have either already retired or been promoted. I’m sure you know why.”

He nodded. “My third talent…”

            

    
        Chapter 171: A Real Chance

    
    
    
    
                “[Splendorous Cooking]. A non-combat talent. When you joined, you were still C-Rank and hadn’t unlocked it yet. But when you did unlock it, I noticed you were transferred to different squads frequently for over a year.”

Duncan sighed. “I remember. Nobody wanted me at the time. I kept getting transferred so much I thought about quitting then and there.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because being a knight has been my dream since I was a young boy. When I enlisted, I was just happy doing my job and keeping my country safe, but I still wanted the opportunity to rise higher and do more than what I was currently doing. Even after gaining my third talent, I didn’t give up and trained hard. With fewer skills than other knights, I focused on making the few I had much stronger, beating quantity with quality. Eventually, I became strong enough to stand beside them despite my third talent. Everything finally lined up for my promotion and then…”

“About that…”

This next part was a little hard for Sol to say. He didn’t want to be the one to break the news to Duncan, but if he didn’t, no one else would have. He would have continued believing he had an opportunity to move up in the ranks and continued fighting for what was a lie.

“The list of available knights for transfer I got… it only includes knights that their captains don't consider essential. You were the only member of your team on that list. In other words…”

Duncan’s body tensed up as he clenched hard onto the reins, accidentally giving the hornsteads the command to go faster. All the people on board the carriage felt the strong jostle from the hornsteads accelerating, but their high stats rendered them unaffected by it.

“I wasn’t even considered for the promotion…”

“No, you weren't.”

The two sat in silence as the hornsteads pulled their carriage on the bumpy road. This revelation felt like a punch in the gut to Duncan as he realized that once again he would be stuck as a regular knight for his entire career.

“I never got to the true reason why I chose you. Initially, like I said, it was because you had the experience to help me where I’m lacking. But after delving into your history, I wanted to give you a chance. A real one.”

“A real chance?”

Duncan turned his head in confusion.

“I honestly find it ludicrous that you have not been promoted yet. Your record is flawless and you have more experience than most. It simply doesn't make sense to leave you at the lowest rank.”

“Are you sure? Maybe I'm not worthy to be captain.”

While Duncan himself knew that he was worthy to become captain, his confidence took a hit when he found out he wasn’t even considered for the promotion.

“You should know from experience that while power is the main deciding factor, it's not always the smartest. Just because they are stronger doesn't mean they would make better decisions than a seasoned veteran. I can understand giving opportunities to young people like me, but to completely disregard your ability because of one talent is crazy. I’m sure if Commander Zaman knew of your case, he would have already intervened.”

Commander Zaman only managed the promotion to Grand Knight, which was a step below him. He could also directly intervene with lower knight ranks, but he refrained from doing so unless it was absolutely necessary. There were over four thousand knights; if he had to manage them on a case-by-case basis, he would never get any work done. In other words, he was completely unaware of Duncan’s plight.

When Sol requested Duncan’s addition to the squad, Zaman approved it because of his good record and years of experience. He had no idea Sol was already considering his replacement.

Duncan usually kept his emotions in check, but these past few moments had been a rollercoaster. From anger to despair to immense gratitude, tears began to flow down his face as he spoke with a huge smile.

“Thank you. For giving me a chance.”

Sol patted the much older man on the back. “I should be the one thanking you. You've helped me more than once already.”

Throughout the journey, Duncan intervened multiple times to prevent Sol from making a bad call or to suggest better alternatives. Even though he was angry at Sol at the time, he still put it aside to make sure the mission wouldn’t end in failure or stumble into unnecessary difficulties. Before they even set off, Duncan made sure to verify the supplies to ensure they were all there and of good quality. According to Duncan, at times, workers would sometimes misjudge the life expectancy of some perishables or not properly check the condition of the tools.

As the moment passed, Duncan wiped his tears and suddenly had a question about something Sol mentioned.

“You said the knights you could choose were only those that their captains don't consider essential. Why was Rex not essential? I know for a fact he is one of our best scouts.”

“Oh, Rex?” Sol chuckled. “He broke up with his girlfriend. Apparently, it was a pretty ugly breakup, and they were both in the same squad.”

“Sheesh. That's why you should never date another member of your squad.”

“I’m sure he learned that lesson the hard way.”

“Hahaha!”

The two men enjoyed some small talk as they continued traveling north until Nataly reminded Sol that he still had the noise barrier active. He deactivated it and joined the rest in the back, sharing stories of their adventures.

            

    
        Chapter 172: Chilton

    
    
    
    
                The two hornsteads pulled the carriage with their four front legs, letting the back two rest. Nataly was in the driver’s seat, making the monsters run at a moderate pace. The air had become colder, with a thin sheet of snow covering the road ahead, and she was worried the hornsteads would slip and fall if they went at their maximum speed.

Rex felt the cold air and peeked his head outside. Far in the distance, he could see a tall and expansive mountain range that, at their highest points, pierced the clouds.

“I can already see the Orna Mountains!”

“Really? Let me see!” Aron poked his head out and saw the beautiful mountains that completely covered the northern horizon. “Wow, that's unreal…”

Everyone gazed at the mountain range in awe until Duncan snapped them out of it.

“We should arrive at Chilton soon. We should get ready.”

Sol agreed. “Once we take care of the bandit encampment, we will sneak up the mountain.”

Aron, who was still sightseeing, asked, “Wait, we are actually taking down a bandit encampment?”

He thought it was just a cover story for their real objective.

“It’s on the way, and they have been causing a lot of trouble to the nearby towns. It’s also good for if we get caught by the orcs in the mountains. We can just say we were chasing bandits up north and went too far.”

Sol knew it wasn’t the best excuse, but it was a common one used between nations to prevent the issue from escalating further. Though with how hostile the orcs have been these past few years, it’s likely they will go with a “kill now, ask questions later” methodology.

Not long after, they arrived at the snowy town of Chilton. Though called a town, it was just a large village that lacked a lot of facilities a normal town would have.

As they got closer, they began to notice that something was wrong. The fence that surrounded the town was broken in many sections, and the majority of the houses were either destroyed or broken into.

The hornsteads came to a halt, and everyone got off the carriage to survey the situation. It was eerily quiet with nobody in sight.

Sol checked his immediate surroundings with [True Sight], but being restricted to just 30 meters, he was unable to find any other signs of life.

“Rex, can you scout the area? See if you can find anyone.”

“On it, Captain.” Rex jumped onto the roof of a building before promptly hopping to another one. He continued doing so as he carefully checked his surroundings while looking for any signs of life.

Sol watched Rex hop between buildings as he thought to himself what to do next.

“We were only informed that the bandits attacked travelers, but it appears that information is a bit outdated.”

“They were clearly attacked, but besides some blood, I don’t see any bodies. They may yet live,” Duncan pointed out.

Lapis circled from the other side of the carriage, holding her spear tightly, ready for battle. Though there was nobody around, she wasn’t going to let her guard down.

“But why would they capture them?”

“Maybe to sell them as slaves? Doesn’t the black market deal in slaves?” Aron said.

Duncan disagreed, “No, there's no black market near here. Unless a new one was recently established near here, I don’t think they could transport an entire town's worth of people to the one located near Kerman.”

Nataly gave Duncan a weird look.

“There’s one in Kerman? I lived there for two years and I never heard of it.”

“It’s one of the biggest ones in the kingdom. We have tried to shut it down multiple times, but as long as the four A-Rankers that control it live, we won't be able to do much about it.”

While they were discussing Kerman’s black market, Rex came walking with five people trailing behind him. They all appeared to be fighters based on the armor and weapons they each possessed.

“Found these five searching for others as well. They went out hunting this morning, but when they came back, it was already like this.”

One of the hunters, with puffy red eyes, got on his knees in front of Duncan.

“Please save our families, Sir Knight! Those bandits attacked while we were away! But we’re sure they’re still alive! We scoured the entire town and found no bodies! We think they captured them all!”

Duncan gave a side glance to Sol, wondering if he should be the one to respond, given that he wasn’t the captain. Sol thought about it and gave him the signal to take the lead. Not only was Duncan more experienced with handling people, but he was also older, having a reassuring aura.

“Rest assured, we will help you save your loved ones. I know you're in a rush to save them, but before we can go, I need you to answer a few questions...”

While he questioned the hunters, Sol and the squad made preparations. They found stables to keep the hornsteads and parked the carriage in a safe place.

Duncan asked them various questions regarding the town's overall strength and the recent bandit activity. Though the hunters answered all his questions, it was obvious from their expressions that they wanted them to hurry up. Duncan understood they were worried for their loved ones and reassured them that they needed all the information they could get to know what they were dealing with.

After a few minutes of questioning, Duncan gave Sol a report on his findings.

“Apparently, the bandit encampment we were tasked to take down no longer exists. They and a lot of smaller bandit groups in the area joined up under someone's leadership, and they now operate out of an old fort. Based on the town's destruction, the fact that they only had C-Rankers, and the lack of dead bodies, leads me to believe they have B-Rankers and not a small amount. On the bright side, there is no evidence of any A-Ranker. How should we proceed?”

Sol leaned back against a wall of a destroyed house as he pondered what to do.

“I’m not that worried about fighting the bandits. Based on your information, I think we can take them on pretty easily. My only worry is the townspeople. If we attack head-on, they will likely use them as hostages.”

Duncan nodded in agreement. He estimated there were at least ten B-Rankers based on what they previously knew of the old bandit groups. During the fight, they could intentionally attack the captured townspeople to force them into a bad situation or threaten them with killing them all. It also wasn’t an option to disregard the townspeople's safety and let them die at the bandits' hands if they could prevent it.

“We need to check the situation out first. Call Rex over. He and I are going on a quick scouting mission.”

            

    
        Chapter 173: Zayn

    
    
    
    
                The old fort in the Orna Mountains used to serve as an important choke point in stopping the Frostaxe Clan from invading the kingdom. Over the years, though, the landscape changed, and the route that the fort originally defended became too hard for the orc army to traverse. Avalanches became more common in the area, forcing the orcs to find alternative routes, which eventually led them west towards Kerman.

The fires and lanterns within the fort had been lit once more after so many years.

“Life is good.”

A large man leaned back in his throne-like chair. A woman bound in chains next to him trembled as she fed him from a tray of exotic meats.

The man was Zayn, the current leader of the bandits in the northern region.

The woman tried to keep her arm as steady as possible as she fed him but couldn’t help but tremble a little. Still, she managed to feed him without dropping the meat or making any other mistakes.

“See? Was that so hard?”

Zayn spoke not to the woman bound in chains but to a man who lay on the ground missing his right arm. He had made the unfortunate mistake of accidentally dropping a slice of meat on Zayn’s lap, which resulted in him swiftly losing his arm. His right shoulder had already been healed, leaving a short stump. They didn’t want him to die, after all.

As the woman continued to feed him, a bandit entered the room.

“Boss, we—”

“Boss?” Zayn asked with a menacing tone.

The bandit shivered in fear. It had only been two days since his old bandit group was absorbed into this one, and he hadn’t completely adjusted.

“L-lord Zayn, we have the total numbers. We captured 2,432 people from Chilton, and they are all currently locked downstairs, with the exception of those two.”

“Good.” A smile grew on Zayn’s face as he thought to himself, 'That’s half of this month's quota. Another raid like that and we’re golden.'

“Tomorrow we are raiding Sipenan.”

“So soon? But—”

“Did I fucking stutter?” Zayn interjected, instilling more fear into the bandit.

He hadn’t been here for long, but he knew what happened to those who went against him.

“Do as I say. After this raid, we will live like kings for the next month.”

Though scared, the bandit was also excited at the prospect.

“Yes, my Lord!” The bandit bowed before heading off to tell the others.

Watching the bandit scurry off, Zayn chuckled to himself.

‘Fear keeps them in line, but to truly make them work, they need rewards.’

Left alone, Zayn went back to enjoying the handfed delicious meat. That was until a woman entered with a much more authoritative presence.

“Tomorrow? Really?”

“Why not? We would then get the rest of the month to have fun and relax.”

Zayn didn’t treat her like the bandit that was previously here. She was one of the few B-Rankers in their group and deserved some level of respect, even if she was weaker than him.

She facepalmed. “Don’t you think making two entire towns disappear will attract some attention?”

“Oh, so one town’s worth of people disappearing doesn’t?”

She made an ugly face as she couldn’t deny it. “Still, isn’t this too fast?”

Zayn reassured her. “Once we are done with the next town, we go silent for a month. The pressure should die down after that long.”

“Fine, I hope you're right.”

Neither of them actually knew if it would play out how they wanted, as it was their first time raiding entire towns, they were playing it by ear.

“By the way, when are they coming to pick them up? We aren’t going to feed them, so it’s on them if they die.”

Even if they wanted to feed the captured townsfolk, they had nowhere near enough food and water to sustain them for more than a meal.

“I already contacted them when we got back. They should be here around tomorrow morning.”

The woman nodded and began to leave. “You have fun then. I’m gonna get hammered.”

‘Tomorrow?’

Unbeknownst to the two of them, someone had been listening in the entire time underground. Sol didn’t see anyone else approaching with [True Sight], so he assumed there wasn’t anything else he could learn from them and used [Burrow] to scout the fort further.

He had already found where the townsfolk were captured, in a stone building near the center of the fort that used to be a prison. It wasn’t made to accommodate so many people at once, so instead of using the cells to keep them locked up, they were simply shoved into the building and locked inside.

While the situation for the townsfolk was tragic, it was even worse for the few who could fight. Those who could fight had been locked up elsewhere, specifically in the main building of the fort, which also housed a smaller prison. The people locked up there were much more dangerous, so to prevent any accidents, the bandits had cut off their arms, making it so if they did escape, they couldn't do much.

Sol was furious when he found them in that condition, but he refrained from doing anything rash. He had seen everything he needed to see and traveled underground to the outside of the fort, where he emerged a mile away.

‘Rex isn’t back yet. Guess I have to wait.’

While he explored the fort and its buildings, Rex was tasked with getting an overhead view of the fort and assessing the bandit forces. It was hard for Sol to do that as he couldn’t see or hear that well while underground. After 30 minutes of waiting, Rex returned.

“Yo, Captain. Want me to tell you what I found?”

“You can tell me once we regroup with the others. We are low on time.”

            

    
        Chapter 174: Corpsebloom

    
    
    
    
                “We only have tonight to save them then,” Duncan said after being briefed on what Sol and Rex saw in the fort. The entire squad was discussing the bandit problem in one of the still intact buildings of Chilton.

Sol nodded. “Our priority is saving the captured people first and foremost, so we can’t just charge right in. Here's what I have in mind…”

…

When the moon was at its peak, the bandits at the abandoned fort went to sleep, with the exception of those who were forced to keep watch. Though the majority wanted to drink and party all night after a successful raid, they were told they had to raid another town tomorrow. No one wanted to get hit by a random arrow because they were too tired to react in time.

One bandit who was posted on the wall of the fort let out a loud yawn. Another bandit close by gave him a soft jab on the waist.

“Hey man, don’t fall asleep. You know what happened to the last guy who did that.”

How could he forget? He had watched as the poor bastard was publicly executed after getting brutally mutilated.

“I swear, he makes us work harder than the damn army. I thought we became bandits to get away from all that. No responsibility, do whatever you want…”

“Not to mention his weird nobility kink. Why is he forcing us to treat him like some kind of lord? Does he get off from it?”

“Hah! Maybe.”

The two went back to watching in silence. The bandit who almost fell asleep looked towards the starry night sky, a faint smile appearing on his face.

“I never really took the time to look at the stars. They’re rather pretty, aren’t they?”

“Oh yeah, you're right.”

“You know, maybe the night shift isn’t so bad. It’s the only time this place is actually quiet, and it feels like I'm away from it all.”

The bandits were always rowdy, with constant drinking, yelling, and brawling. Now that they were asleep, it made the sleepy bandit realize how nice the quiet could be every once in a while.

“Plus, we don’t have to go in tomorrow’s raid. We can sleep in while they do all the hard work.”

“Heh, true that.”

The two bandits returned to their silence as they watched their surroundings once more.

The sleepy bandit rubbed his left eye as he spoke again, “Hey Omar, what if we do this every nigh—OMAR?!”

The other bandit, Omar, was now lying dead on the ground as a woman with short dark green hair removed her spear from his chest. In the short moment the sleepy bandit was rubbing his eye, she leaped up the 20-foot wall and killed Omar in a single strike.

“Atta—!”

The sleepy bandit called for help, but before he could finish yelling, Lapis swung her spear and decapitated him immediately. He was but a weak C-Rank and didn’t have any way to respond to her incredible speed.

Alongside the wall, the other bandits posted had also been killed in a similar manner. Rex was able to silently leap up the wall and take down his two targets. Nataly and Aron had to work together as she summoned vines to choke one of them while Aron took down the other. Duncan stood next to Nataly not only because his heavy armor didn’t let him jump up the wall but also to protect Nataly as she cast her spell from a safe distance.

Once Duncan and Nataly received the all clear from the ones on the wall, she chanted a spell to bring them up as well.

“[Rising Beanstalk].”

The ground slightly trembled as a thick stem of a plant rose from beneath the two of them, carrying them up alongside the wall. Once they reached the top, the two hopped onto the wall and saw the six bandit bodies lined up.

“This should be enough, right?” Rex asked.

Nataly nodded. “Yeah… Gods, I really hate this spell.”

Though she protested, she chanted the spell regardless. She put her hands together as she reached the end of the chant.

“[Corpsebloom Seeds].”

She opened her hand to reveal six murky green seeds. She handed them to Aron as she didn’t want to do the honors herself.

“Put them on their chests.”

Aron did so without complaint, as he wasn’t one to be so easily grossed out. After placing a seed on each of their chests, the seeds cracked open as roots grew and dug into their flesh.

“Quickly throw them away!” Nataly urged them. Once the process started, it was irreversible.

Rex grabbed two and chucked them far to a building near the wall. “Toss them over there, that's where most are sleeping.”

Lapis and Aron nodded, throwing the rest of the bodies in that direction.

“Huh?!”

A bandit who was still awake and going on a walk saw the bodies land near him and yelled in surprise. Others who were also awake came over to check it out.

“What the—?! Are we under attack?!”

“Wake the others!”

As the bandits scattered to wake the others and prepare to fight back, the seeds kept silently growing inside the corpses. Soon the bandits were awake, and they all rushed outside with their weapons in hand. One bandit with a vision related talent pointed at the wall and yelled.

“Over there!”

“What is that?!”

Another voice yelled, coming from one of the bandits who was checking the bodies. A small blood red flower bud had grown out of the body's chest and was about to bloom. As the petals opened up, the bodies expanded like balloons, and before anyone could even understand what was happening—

BOOM!

All six bodies exploded with violent force, blasting anyone unfortunate enough to be near them. Almost fifty bandits were caught in its radius, with the closest ones immediately killed and those further away critically injured.

Back on the wall, Duncan watched the scene unfold with cold eyes. He didn’t care for the death of the bandits but noted that it was the perfect time to strike.

“Time to go loud. Let's go!”

            

    
        Chapter 175: Going Loud

    
    
    
    
                The five knights leaped down the wall. While Duncan couldn’t jump up the wall, it wasn’t an issue for him to hop down, even while carrying Nataly in his arms. After placing her on the ground, he took out his shield and got ready for battle.

Though the explosion took out a decent number of bandits, it didn’t even total a third of their overall forces. The bandits came running towards their group with weapons drawn, exuding confidence.

One of the bandits rallied those who were still hesitating. “It’s just five of them while we are in the hundreds!”

Lapis, Rex, and Aron charged headfirst into the fray, while Duncan stayed back to protect Nataly as she chanted.

Lapis dived into the middle of a group of bandits, who without hesitation attacked her with various weapons and skills.

“What?!”

“How is that possible?!”

The bandits gaped in awe as she dodged every single one of their strikes. She bent her body in unnatural ways, making all their swings and stabs just miss her by an inch. As she dodged, her spear moved as well, striking out at the most opportune times, killing the unlucky bandits in one motion.

As the numbers surrounding her grew, she crouched down and held her spear up. Her hands rolled to the bottom of her spear as she gripped it and used her talent skill [Viper Bite]. The spear came to life as it bent and rapidly stabbed all those near her.

The bandits that were stabbed yelled in pain but quickly realized they weren’t badly injured.

“Keep going!” a bandit urged.

They continued to attack Lapis, but she either perfectly moved her body out of their trajectory or her spear bent itself in the way to block the attack.

As the onslaught continued, something went awry for the bandits. Out of nowhere, they began collapsing on the ground with their eyes rolled upward. Upon closer inspection, they were the bandits she stabbed with her talent skill [Viper Bite], and the area they were stabbed moments ago turned black as the poison did its job.

Not far away from her battle, Rex and Aron were working together to clear out their own group.

Rex used his short sword to cut down the bandits as they came, none able to withstand his strikes. He was strong and precise, each cut aiming between the gaps of armor, requiring little effort to cut through.

Aron stood behind him, covering a smaller area. Though he was only C-Rank, he was also much stronger than the average C-Ranker. He wouldn’t have been able to become a knight if he wasn’t.

The bandits discovered he was the weakest of the three and chose to target him, but that turned out to be a mistake. Just because he was a wild pugilist didn’t mean he had no way of attacking groups of enemies at the same time.

Aron let out a roar and slammed both his hands together, releasing a booming shockwave that stunned those in front of him. He then punched forward with his skill [Howling Fist], which sent a strong blast of force to the stunned bandits.

Any bandit within a straight 15 foot line from that strike was violently smashed backward into more bandits, resulting in nearly 30 dead or critically injured.

“Woah,” Rex commented as he slashed two bandits with one swing. “Can you do that like ten more times?”

Aron shook his head. “I can do it again in like five minutes.”

“Ah, we’ll probably be done by then. Look over there.”

Rex pointed with his chin towards Nataly and Duncan.

The two were surrounded by nearly a hundred bandits but were unable to get within five feet of them thanks to the glowing silver dome around them. Duncan had used his talent skill [Shimmer Dome], which completely protected them. Even the bandit mages were unable to do anything, as their strongest attacks could only make the barrier shake slightly.

Within the safety of the barrier, Nataly had been chanting non-stop.

“[Tree Sentinel]!”

From the ground, a massive tree sprouted. Its trunk at the bottom split in four as it stood up and began attacking the bandits. Bandits did their best to deal with the monstrosity, but it was five times their size, and a normal swing would send them flying.

A tank specialized bandit stood in its way and did his best to hold it back. While doing so, he yelled for the help of the mages.

“We need fire spells!”

“…emerge and burn all in my way, [Flame Pillar]!”

One was already chanting it the moment he saw the tree sentinel appear. A pillar of fire erupted from the mage’s staff as it burned the giant tree. The tree easily caught on fire, but immune to the pain, it continued swinging, though it wouldn’t last long.

Luckily, Nataly was almost done chanting her next spell.

“[Wild Growth]!”

The tree, though still on fire, began to regrow its burnt parts rapidly. Eventually, the flames died out, and a tree twice as big as before emerged. It slammed downwards, sending the poor bandit that had been holding it back two feet into the ground before turning its attention to the bandit mages.

The bandits did their best to stop the tree, but it regrew from everything they threw at it, and it ended up making the tree bigger and stronger. Normally, they would focus on taking down the mage that created it, but they were unable to get past the silver barrier, forcing them to take on the tree monster instead.

As this happened, Nataly was chugging a mana potion. The cost of maintaining the tree monster and the regeneration spell was rapidly consuming her mana. Fortunately, they had more than enough potions for her to keep this spell combination active for over a full hour.

A few bandits had noticed that the battle was not going in their favor against any of the five enemies and tried to silently disappear from the battle. This didn’t escape the notice of Rex, but he didn’t do anything to stop them.

‘I’ll just find them when we’re cleaning up later. Wonder how the Captain is doing though.’

…

A few moments prior to the brawl.

BOOM!

Within the main building of the fort, there were private rooms that used to be used by high ranking army personnel when the fort was still in use. Now those rooms were inhabited by Zayn and 12 B-Rankers who were rushing out of their rooms with their weapons drawn.

“Does anyone know who is attacking us?” one of them asked.

Another shook their head. “No, but could it be the orcs?”

The woman who met with Zayn earlier that day spoke, “I could see them from the window. It’s five knights; they are likely here for the captured townsfolk.”

Zayn quickly formulated a plan. “They either don’t know how many B-Rankers we are or they know and think they can win regardless. Let's not take any chances. Larry and Nedvar, take this communication gem and head to the prison downstairs. If I give the signal, kill them. That should make them hesitate.”

Larry took the gem from Zayn and ran downstairs with Nedvar.

“The rest of you, with me. Let's show our strength in numbers.”

The bandits nodded and followed behind him, but before they could go, a wall of stone blocked their exit.

A taunting voice came from behind them. “Hoh? Show me the strength in your numbers then.”

            

    
        Chapter 176: No Excuse

    
    
    
    
                Zayn took a step backward in surprise.

‘How long has he been there?!’

Sol had arrived not long after the initial explosion. The bandits discussed their plans, completely unaware of him. He was not even in the walls with [Burrow] but standing quietly in a corner with [Invisibility] and [Muffled Movements] active. He had already checked their status pages and knew none of them had any way to detect him, so he simply waited to make his entrance.

The group of bandits were on edge with their hands on their weapons, ready to fight, but Zayn didn’t give the command to do so.

“Well? I’m waiting. It’s eleven against one. Are you all that afraid?”

Zayn knew better than to charge in after such an obvious taunt. It was clear to him this stranger was confident in taking them all on without an issue.

‘I didn’t want to play the hostage card so soon, but…’

Just as he was deliberating to threaten Sol with the hostages, one of his allies, still befuddled from drinking the past few hours, lost his sense of fear and attacked.

“Die!”

The bandit swung his metal quarterstaff, which grew three times its size as it closed the distance in a blink of an eye.

Sol stood still, making no move to dodge or block the quarterstaff. The drunk bandit had a smug grin on his face, believing his attack came too fast for Sol to react in time.

Ding!

When the quarterstaff hit his body, a metallic ringing sound came out as it bounced away.

Sol turned his head slowly to where he was hit and said, “You know, I usually dodge attacks, but your attack was even weaker than an Awakened Shieldbearer. Are you sure you’re B-Rank?”

Awakened Shieldbearers were one of the weakest enemies in the Necropolis dungeon. Their stats mostly leaned towards vitality, but their strength was nothing to scoff at either. If Sol didn’t actively defend against the undead's attacks, it would still hurt a little bit, but this bandit couldn't even do that much.

The bandit was undoubtedly B-Rank, the problem was that he was the bottom of the barrel of B-Rankers, they all were. He barely reached this rank after much effort with his common talents, and yet it was nothing to the man that stood before him. 

“Screw you!” The drunk bandit was furious at being talked down to in such a way. He retracted his quarterstaff back to its normal length and charged forward. He believed his original attack didn’t do anything because of the skill’s effect of increasing his weapon's length at the cost of power.

Sol felt this was getting tiresome and raised his hand. “Yeah no. I’m done with you.”

From his hand emerged a red beam that shot forward with frightening power. The drunk bandit was only able to widen his eyes in surprise before the beam blasted into his face and exited from the other side.

The rest of the bandits who watched this paled in fear. They knew they stood no chance.

Sol took out his Lipon in front of the fear-stricken bandits and activated it, releasing a blazing sword.

“Stop! We can’t beat you, but you can’t kill us!” Zayn yelled.

“Oh yeah? Why not?”

“The townspeople! If you kill us, my men will kill them all! I doubt you can finish us all off and save them in time!”

“Do it then.”

“We’ll let them live if you let us—! … Wait. What did you say?”

Zayn thought Sol would at least listen to his demands, but his response completely threw him for a loop.

“I said do it. Give the go-ahead to your friends that went downstairs. I won't stop you.”

Sol deactivated his Lipon as a show of good faith.

The bandits looked at Zayn nervously; no one knew what Sol was planning.

Zayn’s hand trembled as he took out his communication gem.

“Larry, kill half of them.”

Seconds passed with no response from the gem. It made Zayn and the other bandits think the worst had happened.

‘Are they dead?! Did he kill them the moment they left?!’

“Zayn, bad news!”

The bandits collectively sighed in relief, thankful they were still alive, but the next words that came from the gem made that relief short-lived.

“All the prisoners! They're gone!”

Zayn panicked. “What?! Are you sure?!”

“Yes! We looked everywhere and they’re go—!”

Mid-sentence, the other side went completely silent.

“Larry? Are you there?”

Sol spoke in a neutral tone, “Don’t bother, they're already dead.”

“How?!”

Soon after Zayn asked that, four floating hands rose through the floor and positioned themselves behind Sol. Because the hands were like an extension of his body, they were naturally able to use skills like [Burrow].

Zayn was at his wits' end. They knew he could kill them easily, yet he was giving them false hope before promptly crushing it.

“Stop playing with us! If you're gonna kill us, just do it already!”

None of the bandits wanted to die, but as things continued to develop, what little hope they had was long gone.

“Oh, you finally noticed I was playing with you. Took you a while, wasn’t making it very subtle. You wanna know why though?”

“Does it matter?” Zayn knew he had no choice. He never did the moment Sol appeared.

“It's because the sight of you all makes me livid. You all reached B-Rank, albeit barely, but you still did. You could easily become wealthy off farming B-Rank dungeons and missions. Even C-Rank dungeons would be incredibly profitable and would require little effort. You all could have lived a good life with the power you had.”

As Sol continued to speak, the angrier he became. His emotions were so strong they began to affect the mana around him, making the bandits feel very real pressure.

“So why the fuck are you all here? Attacking, plundering, and hurting innocents.”

A woman spoke, trying to appeal to his kindness, “Some of us had no choi—.”

Before she could finish, a stone spike erupted from the ground and stabbed straight through her chest.

“You all damn well had a choice! None of you are level 15 bandits that can easily be killed if they encounter the wrong person! Need to eat? Go hunting. Need money? Dungeons and monster parts exist. Wanted by the kingdom? With your power, you can easily cross the border and start anew in another country. There is no excuse to behave the way you all have.”

One of the bandits got on his knees and begged for his life.

“Please let me go! I promise I’ll do as you say! I’ll leave the kingdom, I'll start over and be a good person.”

Sol activated his Lipon and swung his blade, sending a highly concentrated [Mana Slash] towards the man, bisecting him in two. Whether the bandit truly meant what he said and would have changed his life for the better would never be known.

“No. I made that mistake once already. I won't do it again.” From his spatial ring, he retrieved four weapons and tossed them to his hands, which dexterously grabbed them.

“I don’t usually get to be alone for long, and I have been thinking of a few skill combinations, so please cooperate while I try them out.”

            

    
        Chapter 177: Worse than a Monster

    
    
    
    
                As the fighting outside was nearing its end, Sol stood at the back exit of the main building, away from all the chaos, looking at a small mound.

“At least now they will give back to the world in the form of nutrients.”

“M-m-monster…”

A bruise-covered Zayn shuddered as he dangled in the air, wrapped around by metal chains. The chains weren’t attached to anything but floated in the air. Sol had taken them from the prison downstairs a while back and was curious to see how well [Terra Manipulation] handled metal. Needless to say, it worked just as well but with a few downsides.

Metal wasn’t as plentiful around him as stone and earth, making it hard to use in large quantities. It also felt different to control compared to normal earth, which had a more clay-like feeling. Metal felt like dry clay, and while it was still possible to move and even bend it however he wanted, if he wasn’t careful it would snap, though that could be useful in its own way.

“At least monsters won't mutilate hundreds of people; they will give them a swift death. Doesn’t that make you worse than monsters?”

Sol had long stopped seeing these bandits as human; he didn’t even consider them animals. What they did was beyond redemption in his eyes, and it was his job to enact justice on behalf of those hurt by them. Beyond their actions, Sol’s mood was also awful because, even though he saved the townsfolk, those combatants who had their arms amputated would not be able to get them back. Magic that regenerates limbs was rare because of how difficult it was to perform. Only advanced magic users were able to cast such spells, and the other alternative, potions, were also extremely expensive.

As things stood, there was no way for Sol to help them regain their limbs, and the thought of that plagued his mind. What would they do when they returned to Chilton? Nothing. All they could do when they returned was live out the rest of their lives handicapped. They would need constant assistance from their loved ones, and if they had no one to lean on, they would have to pray the community helps them.

“Please just kill me already…”

Zayn's pleas snapped him back to the present, and Sol turned around to finish the last loose end.

“Sure, just answer one question. Who told you to capture them? If you answer honestly, I’ll make your death as painless as possible.”

Zayn froze as he heard the offer. Not because it resulted in his death regardless, but because it would finally be over. In the past five minutes, he had seen all his allies die in various ways, some swift but others excruciatingly painful. The worst of which was when Sol tried to use [Basic Psychic Mastery] to dig through one of the bandits' minds to gain a better understanding of the skill. [Reinterpret] couldn’t simulate the minds of others, making practicing the skill a very slow process.

For his first attempt at infiltrating the mind of another person, it went about as well as one would expect. What Sol originally wanted was to simply comb through the bandit's memories, but his technique was so poor it was akin to using a rusty spoon to perform surgery. The bandit wailed and screamed throughout the slow process until his mind was completely shredded to pieces. Sol was only able to see some glimpses of the bandit's memories by the end of it, but it was nothing useful. He hoped to find the information he was currently asking for with this method, but it appeared he needed more practice before he could do that.

Luckily, he left Zayn alive as a backup, who eagerly accepted his offer.

“It was the orcs! A small group of them crossed the border and gave us an offer! If we give them 5000 humans every month, they will give us supplies, weapons, and even a safe haven if we get caught and have to retreat!”

Sol raised an eyebrow in intrigue. “How will they take them back with them? Is the old path accessible again?”

“Please, I answered your question! Kill me!”

The chains wrapped around Zayn tightened as they dug into his skin.

“You're in no place to negotiate. Answer the question.”

Zayn let out a small gasp as he felt the air being squeezed out of his lungs from the pressure. It wasn’t tight enough to choke him but tight enough that he would feel a perpetual lightheadedness. Not soon after, he yielded.

“Okay! Okay!”

Sol controlled the chains to loosen and allow Zayn to take a deep breath.

“The old path is still too treacherous. No one below B-Rank can make that journey. The orcs discovered a large labyrinth of tunnels recently that they believe encompass the entire Orna Mountain range. They only recently charted a path that led to an exit nearby here.”

“Where is the entrance?”

“I don’t know! I swear! I told you everything I know!”

“I see. Is there anything else you haven't told me?”

“No!” He shook his head vigorously.

Sol tapped his chin pensively. “So you just happened to forget to mention that they are coming to take the townsfolk tomorrow morning? I’m sure it didn’t slip your mind because you wanted me to stay looking for the tunnel entrance and stumble into the orc army, right?”

Zayn’s face paled. ‘How does he know?!’

He left that small detail out in hopes that after his death, Sol would stay near the area and stumble into the orc army. Their forces would surely be stronger than the bandits', and he hoped it would be enough to kill the monster before him. It was his final act of revenge, but even that was thwarted.

Being caught in his final lie, Zayn trembled, thinking he would not get the easy death he craved.

Sol activated his Lipon and a fire blade formed. He thought for a moment before saying, “You thought you could pull a fast one on me. I should make your final moments pure agony, but you should consider yourself lucky.”

He swung his flaming sword without the use of any skill. It cut cleanly through Zayn’s neck, finishing him in a single moment.

‘You're lucky the main fight is almost over and you have an interesting talent skill.’

Sol needed time to siphon talent skills, and while he had already taken the regular skills of the other bandits he killed, he didn’t have the time to take all their talent skills. Sol braced himself for the eventual pain as he began the process.

‘No pain, no gain.’

[Attempting to siphon [Impact Bubble]...]

[0%...40%...80%...100%]

‘So fast?’

Completely outside of Sol’s expectations, the skill reached 100% in four seconds.

[Assimilating talent skill. (Note: This may hurt)]

            

    
        Chapter 178: [Impact Bubble]

    
    
    
    
                ‘It tingles.’

As the ability was assimilated into his body, Sol felt his muscles tingle and become stronger. It didn’t take long for the process to be over, and he saw the system notification:

[Learned [Impact Bubble] Lv 2!]

[[Impact Bubble] Lv 2: Able to create a small area that stops anything that enters it. Size and strength of the bubble increase with level. Mana cost: 50.]

Once the talent skill was completely assimilated into his body and he understood how it worked in depth, he felt it was a decent skill. He decided to try it out and used the skill. In front of him, a small half-foot-wide transparent white bubble appeared. It floated completely still in the air before him.

‘It’s not invisible, so people can react to it, but it appears instantly and anywhere within five feet. I can just time its usage well.’

To probe its capabilities, Sol reached out with his hand and touched it. Like touching a wall, his hand didn’t even enter the bubble. It was only until he applied more force that his hand began to slip inside. The deeper he went to the center of the bubble, the stronger the stopping force was.

Sol shivered, ‘Yuck. Feels like I’m touching a slime.’

After removing his hand, Sol wanted to give it one final test. With a normal sword he picked up from one of the bandits he killed, he slashed at the bubble with all his might.

Crack.

Like glass, the bubble shattered, unable to handle the power of his swing.

‘So after a certain point, it will break. I was hoping it would at least slightly slow it down.’

The shattered remains of the bubble dissipated as he put away the sword.

Sol lamented, ‘I wish I could test it further, but the fighting just ended.’

He no longer heard the sounds of battle, so he assumed it had ended. It wouldn’t take long for Rex to find him, and he would rather not get caught using a skill that wouldn’t make sense for him to have.

Sol quickly buried Zayn along with the rest of the bandits. Not long after sealing the earth over him, a voice was heard behind him.

“Hey Captain! Need any help?” Rex said as he came around the corner.

“I’m just about done here. How was it over there?”

“Pretty easy. Honestly, Nataly did most of the work.”

“She did?”

It wasn’t that he didn’t have a lot of faith in Nataly, but she was only C-Rank. There were three B-Rankers in the fight, and Rex believed that she still did better than them.

Rex nodded. “I think she got around half of them on her own. Every time her massive summon swung its arms, it took down like five people. The rest of us lack abilities that can take down large groups like that.”

Sol understood what he meant. Rex himself specialized in scouting and tracking, so while he could fight, he didn't really know any flashy or big moves. Duncan was focused on defense and had little ways to fight besides using his raw attributes and a few offensive shield skills. Lapis, as the second strongest after Sol, had a few ways to deal with groups, but once again specialized in fighting smaller groups of enemies. Aron was similar to Lapis except that he only had one ability to deal with multiple enemies.

“I’ll try to find someone to help fill in that gap when we finish this mission.”

Normally, when a squad was newly formed, they would start at five members and grow as they gained merit. Sol knew once they completed this mission, the merits they would obtain would be more than enough to add a new member, maybe even two.

“Yeah, that would be ideal, Captain. Welp, I gotta go. See ya in a bit.”

“Where are you heading off to?”

“Some bandits thought they could slip away and hide during the battle. Just gonna clean it up while you tend to the townsfolk.”

Rex then dashed away towards the area he saw a few run towards. After clearing the areas he knew they were hiding in, he would do another sweep throughout the fort just to be sure.

Sol went around the main building and saw the rest of his squad picking up bodies and placing them in a pile.

Nataly was the only one not carrying bodies and instead letting small walking shrub summons take care of her workload. She was the first to notice Sol and waved him over.

“Hey! How was your end?”

Sol shrugged, “Rather lackluster, but I got some important information from them. Did you all encounter any issues?”

Duncan tossed a body onto the pile and answered for her, “There were no issues during the fight, Captain. Though there is the matter of Nataly drinking a third of our mana potion supply.”

“A third?!” He expected a few potions to be used throughout the fight, but a third was way beyond what was acceptable.

She didn’t deny it. “Yeah… but I got the most bandits, so it evens out, right?”

Sol turned to Duncan, “Did you tell her why that's bad?”

He shook his head. “No, I thought it would be best if you explained it to her.”

“I don’t understand what the issue is. We still have enough for the rest of the trip.”

“That's not the issue, Nataly. First of all, did you need to use that many potions? Would someone have gotten hurt if you didn’t?”

“Well, no, but it ended the fight faster.”

“There are two reasons why you shouldn’t have used so many. First of all, you never know what will happen in a mission. Maybe we will encounter another problem out of our expectation like these bandits. You should already know from being an adventurer not to waste your consumables like that.”

“But what's the harm? We can always request more when we get back.” She still didn’t see the problem with it as she wasn’t an adventurer anymore.

“Do you think the supplies are free?”

Nataly nodded.

Duncan felt the need to clarify for both of them. “They didn’t go over those things during training. It was mostly teamwork, situational drills, and rules. Usually, the captain would explain it to their new members.”

Sol looked at him with eyes that asked, ‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner?’

Duncan didn’t claim responsibility, “Don’t look at me. I had a lot on my mind when I was pulled into this squad.”

Sol sighed, knowing it wasn’t right to blame him, and returned to the main subject. “Nataly, none of the things we got were free. The second reason we shouldn’t be wasteful is because they all cost merit. Besides our weekly gold salary, missions earn us merit. As a newly formed squad, we were given an amount to start with to gear us up. Because our first mission required us to travel so far, I had to forgo getting us new weapons and better armor and spent all our merits on our supplies for the trip. When we get back, we can either keep the supplies or return them and get a refund as long as they are in good condition.”

Nataly’s eyes widened in surprise but quickly switched to sadness. “So we still have to worry about money… I thought knights didn’t have those issues…”

Sol chuckled. “Haha, I wish.”
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                Nataly looked pitiful. She thought she was free of having to manage her spending but only now found out it was the same as before.

Sol patted her on the shoulder, “It's not all bad. With the merit system, we have access to special and unique goods that can't be found on the normal market. When we finish this mission, we will get a lot of merit to spend and get everyone better gear.”

Besides Rex and Duncan, who had been knights for a while and had obtained better gear than the standard armor, the rest of them had only received the standard rare rarity armor since joining. A huge reason people try to join the Royal Knights was for access to new spells and gear unobtainable by normal means. The only catch was that it required merit to buy, not gold. This was done to prevent wealthy merchants and nobles from bribing knights to buy those items with gold and then take them for themselves.

Nataly felt a bit better after hearing that and nodded. “I’ll try to be less wasteful.”

He smiled, “Thank you. But remember, don’t hesitate to use them if you think you must. I don’t want you to hold back when you truly need to use a potion or some other consumable.”

“Mhm!” She nodded with a big smile.

“Yo Cap! We’re done piling the bodies!”

Next to the pile of bodies, Aron called out to him. When there was a large number of dead bodies, the way to deal with them to prevent them from becoming undead or attracting other monsters was simply to burn them, but with Sol around there was an even easier option.

But before doing so he had to do his due diligence. They were all gathered in one spot making it much easier to do in one go.

[Learned [Cooking] Lv 2]

[Learned [Basic Ice Magic] Lv 6]

[[Snap Punch] leveled up! (8 -> 9)]

[Learned [Low Kick] Lv 5]

[Learned…]

After tens of messages of new skills or level ups, he took a step back and with a light stomp, the ground beneath the bodies caved in 50 feet deep. The bodies fell, causing a loud thump when they reached the bottom. The ground then filled itself back up, leaving no trace of the bodies.

“Alright, now that we cleared the open area, let's bring out the townsfolk.”

The five of them moved towards the large prison first and opened the doors, revealing an almost empty prison except for Rex, who was already inside finishing off five bandits.

As he cut down the remaining bandit, he waved at his allies, “Hey, just finishing up the last of the bandits.”

Aron asked, “Were they hiding here?”

Rex nodded, “At first they came to get a hostage, but when they couldn't find any, they chose to hide here instead. Speaking of which, are you here to bring them out?”

Sol nodded as he made his way to the rightmost wall. When he did, he manipulated the ground in front of him to slide open, revealing a stone staircase. The squad walked down the 40 steps until they reached a large room underground.

As they reached the bottom, over a thousand eyes turned to look at them. These were the townsfolk that were captured by the bandits. Before the raid even took place, Sol went ahead and hollowed out a large area beneath this prison and the smaller one in the main building, convincing the people to hide underneath while they fought the bandits. While some were apprehensive, the sight of his knight uniform reassured the majority.

An old man emerged from the crowd; he was Famner, the mayor of Chilton. He looked at the six of them and asked, “Are the bandits finally gone?”

Sol nodded and gave his best confident smile, “The bandits have been dealt with. You can all go home now.”

From within the large crowd, chatter could be heard.

“The bandits are really dead? We’re safe?” a haggard woman asked.

“We are!” a man cheered with as much energy as his tired body could muster before stumbling over.

While the thousands of people were celebrating, Sol looked at Duncan and silently asked for his help getting everyone out of there.

Duncan understood what was asked of him and stepped forward. “Let's get you all out of here! Please walk in an orderly fashion up the stairs!”

…

An hour later, when the moon was long past its peak, the six of them managed to get everyone outside without any mishaps. This included those trapped under the smaller prison in the main building. They required the help of some of the healthier townsfolk to help carry those severely wounded upstairs and outside, where Nataly and Sol gave them medical attention. There was nothing they could do regarding the lost limbs, but they could at least ease their pain.

While they tended to the wounded, Rex, Lapis, and Aron hunted in the nearby area so they could cook up a meal for everyone. It took them a few trips with their spatial rings full of wild animals, but eventually they had enough to feed them all. Duncan didn’t help with hunting as he worked alongside the leaders of Chilton to make some preparations and arrangements, including recruiting over a hundred chefs to cook all the meat they brought.

It was only when the sun could be seen on the horizon that everything that had to be done was done, but there were still other matters they had to discuss. For that reason, the squad regrouped, with the exception of Rex who was given another task, in the main building alongside some of the leadership of the town.

“So with our town in ruins, we should use this fort until we rebuild the homes,” the old mayor Famner said.

Duncan agreed but had some reservations. “It would be a good plan if not for the fact that a large group of orcs will soon come with the intention of capturing all of you. We know not their strength or numbers, so it's a risk to stay and fight.”

An armless man with a fierce gaze nodded. “Besides you knights, the only fighting force we have are the few hunters and adventurers that weren’t here when the bandits attacked."

An elderly woman looked at the armless man worriedly, “Are you sure you don’t need to rest, Grahan?”

The armless man, Grahan, scoffed. “Bah! I’ll be fine. I may not have any arms, but I’m still the temporary guildmaster of Chilton’s Adventurers Guild. More importantly, do we know where the orcs are coming from?”

While he lost his arms, his spirit still raged strong. He was the only B-Ranker in the entire town and was actually stronger than Zayn. The only reason he ended up this way was because he was ganged up on by the B-Rank bandits.

Sol shook his head. “Sadly no, all they knew was that the orcs were using tunnels they found in the mountain. I sent Rex to search through the perimeter of the mountain to see if we can find it so we can collapse it, but so far he hasn’t found it.”

            

    
        Chapter 180: Good News

    
    
    
    
                Grahan sighed, “Damn shame. We can’t head back to Chilton either; it's too cold for some of us to survive the trip, and even if they do, there are few buildings left that can be used. We need at least two days before we can actually move back.”

“What about reinforcements? Have we received word from Shritonon yet?” Famner asked.

Shritonon was the name of another town nearby. It was situated a bit further away compared to Chilton, but they were the closest help they could feasibly get.

An armless robed mage nodded. He was Palter, the leader of the town guards. “They are sending help, but it won't be till later in the day that they arrive. Even with their reinforcements, I don’t think we will stand much of a chance.”

Sol sighed, “Then we can only hope Rex finds the entrance. If he doesn't, then we will have to move everyone back underground again and hope the orcs don't linger around for long. If their forces aren’t too strong, we can try fighting them.”

Famner shuddered at the thought of going back underground. “Let's hope it doesn’t come to that. By no means am I unthankful for you hiding us down there, but it was stressful wondering if you would ever come back. If by some misfortune you and your knights perish, we will all starve down there.”

The knights understood his reasonable fears. If the underground space Sol made wasn’t so deep in the ground, then the townsfolk would at least be able to dig themselves out. But if he did make it closer to the surface, there was a good chance they would be detected by the orcs.

Sol assured him to ease his worries. “It's only a last resort, and if they are too strong for us to handle, we won’t fight but instead work on making a tunnel that leads away from the fort.”

The tunnel was the initial plan when the squad was discussing how to save the people without risking their lives. It was feasible, but they chose not to do so because he would have to create the tunnel slowly to prevent tremors on the surface and possibly alert the bandits. At the time, they had a time limit and couldn't take their time to silently make a tunnel, but now it could be put into action if needed.

“That’s good to know, thank you.” Famner smiled, but in his eyes, one could still see he was slightly worried. Who could blame him? None of this was ideal.

The squad and Chilton’s leaders discussed a few more matters before adjourning the meeting. As everyone left, Sol stood up to leave, but someone walked towards him, causing him to pause his actions.

“Lapis?”

Lapis waited until the last person left the room to speak.

“What will we do about our real mission? Won't the other two squads beat us to it if we take too long?”

Sol shrugged helplessly, “Our mission was to also eliminate the bandits, but the situation just developed in ways none of us could have expected. We can’t leave until we deal with the orcs.”

She didn’t argue back, but Sol could see she was hesitant about something given the slight signs of anxiety on her face.

“Alright, what’s the real issue? Knowing you, I doubt you really care about recovering the material, so just tell me. Maybe I can help.”

Lapis showed signs of hesitation as she couldn’t decide whether or not to speak of her problems. As she was deliberating, Sol felt a slight vibration from his pocket. Reaching in, he pulled out a communication gem, one that was linked to Rex.

Sol glanced at Lapis, who waited for him to answer. Seeing that she wouldn’t speak about it for now, he inserted a small amount of mana into the gem, activating it.

“Rex, please tell me you have good news. I really don’t want to bury over two thousand people underground.”

From the gem, Rex’s excited voice came out. “I found it! I’m on my way back now!”

Sol felt a wave of relief wash over him. “Thank the gods. I’ll meet you outside.”

He stopped inserting mana into the communication gem and put it away for now. He then turned to Lapis.

“Looks like this will all be over soon.” Sol paused for a moment as he remembered Lapis' issues. “Lapis, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to, but if you do, I promise I’ll do my best to help you. It's nothing to be ashamed of to ask for help.”

After traveling with Lapis for a while, he had gained a good understanding of her personality. She was surprisingly similar to Amber in how they both usually kept to themselves and didn’t rely on others for help. But unlike Amber, where it stemmed from how she was manipulated and taught, Lapis’ felt like it originated from pride. As if her being unable to do it alone was something to be ashamed of.

Lapis didn’t respond as she stood there contemplating his words. Only after a brief moment of silence did she turn around and walk out of the room.

Sol could only shake his head helplessly. ‘If she won't tell me, there’s nothing I can do about it. I’ll worry about it later, I need to go meet up with Rex.’

Soon after arriving outside, Rex returned and led him and Duncan to the location of the tunnel while the rest of the squad stayed behind in case of an emergency.

After running through the snowy forest, they arrived at the foot of the mountain. It looked no different from any other mountain that was littered throughout the mountain range.

“We're here!” Rex said.

Both Duncan and Sol knew that he wouldn’t lead them here if there wasn’t something here, so they began to scan the area. It was not until Sol used [True Sight] that he noticed the abnormality.

“This is… an illusion?” Sol asked as he saw the two carriage-wide tunnel entrance that was three feet in front of him. He had no idea it was so close in front of him until he used the skill.

Sol took a few steps forward, and once he did, he disappeared from Duncan’s sight. Duncan felt a strong headache as he asked Rex.

“Where did the Captain go?”

Even though he saw Sol walk forward and disappear, he was unable to recall where he was.

Rex grabbed Duncan's hand and led him three feet forward, taking him into the tunnel. Once he was inside, Duncan’s headache went away and he could see the tunnel properly.

Rex explained what he knew. “I think it's an illusion, but also some kind of array or spell that makes one forget or subconsciously avoid it. I ran past this area three times before I noticed I kept running around this spot because of my footprints. But when you enter the tunnel once, you are immune to its effects.”

Duncan looked around the tunnel and commented, “I see no runes or enchantments. I don’t think the orcs were behind whatever magic did that.”

Sol hummed out loud, “Weird, but it doesn't matter. Let's collapse this tunnel and get out of here.”

            

    
        Chapter 181: The Tunnel

    
    
    
    
                Sol emitted mana into the walls and roof and commanded them to collapse.

But nothing happened.

In his confusion, Sol tried using even more mana to make the stone above fall down, but nothing was happening.

“...Captain, did you start already?” Duncan asked, not seeing any change.

“I… I can’t control it,” Sol stated. He withdrew his mana, realizing it wasn’t effective, and inspected the tunnel in hopes of finding the reason why.

He neared one of the walls and ran his hand across it, feeling the smooth and cold surface. Seeing it up close, he began to find out why [Terra Manipulation] wasn’t working.

Sol exclaimed, “This isn’t stone! It's some kind of magical alloy!”

His [Terra Manipulation] was only able to control non-magical metals and even though he felt he could make a connection to the alloy he was unable to bend or move it to his will.

Duncan was shocked, “All of it?!”

Sol nodded, “Apparently so.”

All three were shocked at the revelation. At first glance, it looked like smooth stone, but it was actually an unknown magical alloy. What was even more shocking was that it covered every surface of the tunnel.

Rex moved to one of the walls and drew his sword. He slashed at it with all his might, but when he checked to see the damage, there was not even a scratch.

Rex nervously spoke, “Uhh, Captain. Didn’t the bandit leader say that the tunnels expand the entire mountain range?”

Sol nodded with a grave expression.

If this magical alloy was used to build every single passage in the entire network of tunnels, it brought about many questions. How long had this been here? Who built it? Why? And the most important question of all: Are the makers still alive?

“We need to report this as soon as possible,” Duncan was in awe, but he immediately thought of what their next action should be.

Sol agreed, “We will, but first we need to block this exit.”

Rex, who was touching the wall out of curiosity, asked, “How will you do that if you can’t control the alloy walls?”

“Let's go outside, I’ll show you.”

Leading the two outside, Sol turned away from the tunnel and sent mana into the area in front of him. A massive chunk of earth rose from the ground and slowly moved towards the tunnel entrance. With a rumbling sound, the large mass of dirt and stone was squeezed into the tunnel, blocking the passage.

Duncan inspected it but had his worries. “This blocks it, but it's not hard enough to stop them from digging through.”

Sol knew that as well, which was why he didn’t release his control of the dirt and began to compress it. He continued to compress it until it became a solid four meter block. After placing it in the tunnel, he turned to Rex and asked, “How long do we have till dawn?”

Rex jumped up a nearby tree, looked towards the slight light coming from the horizon, and then at the moon.

He hopped back down and answered, “Judging by the moon's position, I’d say less than an hour.”

Sol felt relieved, “I should be able to finish on time. Hopefully these orcs aren’t the type to arrive early.”

In the next half hour, Sol repeated the process of lifting a large mass of dirt, compressing it to four meters, and placing it like bricks in the tunnel. When he placed one brick next to the other, he would also merge them with [Terra Manipulation], making it one continuous piece of seamless wall. He continued the process until he finished not only the first wall but two additional layers to ensure that even if the orcs tried to dig through, it would easily take them a few days to break through.

Even with [Superior Mana Control], Sol had to drink three mana potions to keep up with his mana usage, but because of them, he was able to finish ahead of time.

As Sol placed the final block and merged it into the wall, he immediately sat down on the ground in exhaustion.

He was completely exhausted from the constant usage of [Terra Manipulation] combined with the constant depletion and refilling of his mana.

Duncan walked over, sat next to him, and slightly chided him, “You should have stopped at the second layer. It would have been more than enough.”

In between Sol’s labored breaths, he spoke back, “Maybe… but you never know… if they have some digging talent… or something like that. Needed to make it… so it would take them at least… five days… to break through…”

Duncan didn’t say anything but instead smiled back, “This kid really overthinks things sometimes. But it never hurts to be too cautious.”

“So… what will we do with that?” Rex, who was standing nearby, pointed towards a massive crater not too far away from them. To not make multiple large holes on the ground, Sol instead made a massive one so random people or animals wouldn’t accidentally fall inside. With a single big crater, the odds of creatures not seeing it and falling in are much lower.

Duncan shrugged, “Don’t worry about it. It shouldn’t hurt anyone, and we are pretty far from any towns or villages to be a problem for them. Let's wait until the captain recovers, and then we head back. What do you say, Captain?”

Sol was too tired to respond and instead gave a thumbs up while laying on the snow.

...

In the tunnels, a group of orcs traveled in eerie silence. Orcs were normally more rambunctious, but these were no ordinary orcs. They were disciplined and served as part of the main force in the Frostaxe Clan’s army.

Behind them was a long line of carriages with large metal cages commonly used for transporting prisoners. What pulled them were large goat creatures called bully goats, which served a similar role to horses for the Frostaxe Clan. The mountains were too perilous for normal horses but not for bully goats, who were resistant to the cold and could even climb up extremely steep surfaces. The only downside to the goats compared to horses was their slower speed, but they made it up with their incredible endurance.

The goats, who had been pulling the heavy prison carriages all day and night, stopped as the group in front of them stopped as well.

In the front of the group of orc soldiers, an orc that was two feet taller than the others looked at the wall in front of them. It looked identical to the walls around them with its smooth surface and grayish color.

The towering orc yelled out with his deep voice, “Tolrag!”

From within the group of soldiers, one ran out with a panicked expression. He was Tolrag and was one of the explorers sent to chart out the tunnels when they were discovered. He was recently added to this group to act as a guide for the orc army.

“I’m here! Great Warrior Gildash!”

For the orcs, the title of Warrior referred to those that were B-Rank, as only they could be considered real warriors. Great Warrior stood slightly above that, reaching the peak of B-Rank and having a leading role in the orc army.

Gildash looked down at the orc and asked with anger laced behind his every word, “Did you lead us astray?”

Tolrag shook his head fervently. “No! I would never!”

“Then how do you explain this?!” Gildash swung his massive sword against the wall in front of him, causing a loud thud before bouncing back. There was not even a scratch on the wall in front of him. There would have been a mark on the wall if the orc swung with his full strength, but because he firmly believed it was like the other unbreakable walls he didn’t commit his full power to the swing.

Tolrag immediately got on his knees and begged for mercy. “I’m sorry! I must have taken a wrong turn! Let me right my wrongs!”

Gildash would have cut down the poor orc where he knelt, but he was the only one who could possibly guide them back outside, that was if he didn’t get lost again. Tolrag guided the army as they went back the way they came, while desperately hoping he would not make another mistake. Little did he and the rest of the orcs know that he already had taken them to their destination.
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                A full day had passed since Sol blocked the tunnel entrance. During that time, they hid everyone underground once more and vigilantly watched their surroundings on the off chance that there was another tunnel where the orcs could emerge from. Only when the reinforcements from Shritonon arrived six hours later did they judge the situation to be truly safe.

The townsfolk celebrated outside, feasting on a wide array of wild animal meats and produce brought from Shritonon. While they celebrated, the squad had another meeting with the leaders of the town.

Sol spoke plainly. “Kerman city sent word that they will help with the rebuilding efforts. They should arrive in two days' time. We would stay and help out as well, but we must get going.”

Famner nodded in understanding. “You needn't worry about us. You have done more than enough for us already.”

The mayor believed their squad had already gone above and beyond for their town. Even though their entire town was pillaged and they were all captured, not a single life was lost. He couldn’t have asked for a better outcome.

The armless Grahan agreed. “All that's left is to rebuild our home, and we don’t need you for that. I’m sure there are more important things your team should be doing.”

Though the temporary guildmaster worded it bluntly, the rest of the town leaders agreed. They no longer required their strength. The bandits had been taken care of, and the orcs weren’t coming anytime soon. Though there was still the issue of the majority of the town's fighters being crippled for life, that was the town's problem to solve. None of them expected Sol and his squad to cure them as very few people were able to do such a thing.

Sol nodded. He personally wanted to stay longer and make sure no other threats appeared, but there was another important mission waiting for them. He couldn’t delay it any further.

“I hope the recovery efforts go well. We will head out the moment Rex returns with the carriage.”

They all bid each other farewell, and the squad went outside the fort to wait for Rex, as it wouldn’t take long to bring the carriage from Chilton. Twenty minutes later, Rex arrived, and they all set off towards the Orna Mountains to complete their original objective.

While in the carriage, Sol asked Duncan if they had received word from the Royal Knights yet regarding the tunnels.

Duncan shook his head. “No. Grand Knight Lawrence and Commander Zaman are currently busy putting out some fires, and it's too big of a decision to decide what to do without them.”

Aron, curious as ever, asked, “Fires? What's happening in the capital?”

“Not sure. They only told me that the two of them are meeting with a group of nobles to address some issues.”

“We’ll have to leave the tunnels for another time then,” Sol stated.

“If what you told me was true, then we should be sent to explore it later, right?” Nataly asked. She didn’t get to see the tunnel, but how they described it sounded really mysterious and interesting to her.

Duncan nodded. “Maybe. It could also be assigned to the Royal Army or be given to a nearby lord to explore. If we were the only ones that knew of it, then we would be able to go in with the Commander’s or a Grand Knight’s go-ahead. But since Chilton knows about it, word has likely already spread to nearby areas. I don’t know who will get the rights now; there's even a chance it becomes a free-for-all.”

While the tunnels were in orc territory, that wouldn’t stop the Kingdom of Crestelia from trying to explore it. After all, the two sides were technically at war, even though it was mostly the Frostaxe Clan invading the human kingdom. The tunnels were a complete mystery, but the fact they ran throughout the entire mountain range would lead many to believe it could hold great treasures and secrets. Many would jump at the opportunity to be the first to explore it, and even though Sol blocked the exit, it wouldn’t stop people from coming to find it or other entrances for that matter.

As their carriage made its way to the foot of the mountain, the hornsteads stopped under the shade of a tall tree, and the six of them got off the carriage.

Duncan advised them to stop here. If they went any further on the carriage, the orcs hiding throughout the mountains acting as border patrol would easily spot them.

Sol took out a map from his spatial ring and presented it to his squad. On it was drawn the entire Orna Mountains with a red circle near the southern area.

“This is the general area where they believe the material is at. Area-wise, it's 50 acres. It's a lot to cover, but we should be able to comb through it within a day. Rex, how far was your perception range again?”

“230 meters. I should be able to detect them way before they notice us. But if they are using something like [Invisibility], then it drops to 60 meters.”

This range wasn’t Rex’s maximum vision range, as that was until the horizon, but his limit of awareness. Even if someone was hiding behind rocks or trees he could sense their presence from a ways away.

“Perfect, then let's put on the coats and make our way up.”

Everyone retrieved snowy white coats from their spatial rings. They were rare cloaks with only two skills: [Presence Reduction] and [Camouflage]. With the amount of merits their squad had, Sol wasn’t able to afford these cloaks at all, but luckily he didn’t need to. In mission details, they were allowed to use these cloaks for free. Normally, equipment wouldn't be provided like this, but the importance of not getting caught was too high to risk sending the squads without some way to hide themselves.

The squad placed the hornsteads and carriage inside a cave Sol quickly made and began to make their way up the mountain in search of a legendary fruit.
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                “Two hiding behind those trees. We can circle around this way.” Rex whispered to his allies behind him.

Rex led their squad deep into the Orna Mountains and navigated them through the orc sentries that were scattered throughout the area without any issues. There weren’t too many orcs, so for the most part, the squad was able to travel in a straight line to their objective.

The steep mountains and freezing weather would normally be impossible for most people to travel through, but for this group, it couldn’t even slow them down. Even Nataly had invested a decent amount into strength and vitality, allowing her to pull her own weight.

The squad evaded two more orc patrols and soon reached the location marked on the map.

Aron pulled back the hood of his cloak and felt the cold air around him. “Is it just me, or is it getting much colder?”

Nataly instantly agreed, “I’ve noticed the winds became harsher as well.”

Rex stroked his chin as he spoke, “We are higher up in the mountain.”

Duncan shook his head. “This change in temperature is too drastic. Could it be coming from the legendary item?”

Sol agreed with Duncan’s theory. “It may be the case. We were told it was growing from a tree made of ice. Maybe it also made its surroundings colder as a side effect. Let's head wherever it feels the coldest and see if it leads us straight to it.”

Everyone agreed it was worth trying and ventured further into the area. After walking around, they quickly determined which direction had the sharpest decrease in temperature and headed that way.

As the temperature continued dropping, it had long passed what would have been acceptable for the normal human body to withstand. The winds also became harsher as a dense blizzard consumed their party. It not only became harder to walk but also to see, as even Rex’s vision became heavily limited to only 30 meters, while the rest could only see 10 feet away.

Traveling 200 meters towards the source of the blizzard, the cold was no longer something even C-Rankers could easily withstand. Aron was the least affected because of his attributes and skills focused on his physical body, but Nataly fared much worse.

She trailed behind the group, shivering and sneezing loudly. “C-c-c-can we take a break? S-s-start a fire or something?”

Even Sol was starting to be affected by the hard winds, so he could only imagine how the others, who weren’t as durable as he and Duncan, were feeling.

He turned back to see how Nataly was holding up, but there was someone else who was faring way worse than her.

“Lapis?! Are you okay?!” Sol asked in shock.

Unlike Nataly, whose face looked dry and reddish, Lapis’s skin was unnaturally blue, and she was shivering underneath her coat.

Lapis played it off as best she could. “I-i-i’m f-f-f-ine. K-k-keep g-g-going…”

She tried to continue walking but stumbled over. Sol caught her just before she hit the snow.

“You're clearly not fine! Let's take a moment to rest. Rex, do you see a steep mountainside anywhere?”

Rex nodded. “We just passed by one. I’ll take us there.”

The group turned back and walked slightly away from their initial path, where they arrived at a mountain wall. Sol used [Terra Manipulation] to hollow a small cave, and the group went inside. Shielded from the harsh cold winds, they started a fire to warm up. The moment Lapis felt the warmth of the fire, she immediately passed out.

“She’ll be fine. It's from exhaustion,” Nataly stated after checking her.

They took out a sleeping bag and laid Lapis on it so she could get some rest. Since it appeared none of them were going anywhere until she recovered, they made themselves at home.

Sol made some simple furniture with [Terra Manipulation] while Duncan took out cooking tools to prepare a meal for everyone.

When Duncan was done, he gave everyone a portion.

[Warming Ioculen Soup
Rare

Effects: +20 vitality and [Cold Resistance] Lv 2 for 6 hours]

Sol couldn’t hide his surprise when he inspected the soup's effects.

“Twenty vitality and cold resistance for six hours?!”

Duncan nodded with clear disappointment on his face. “If I had more ingredients to work with, I could have doubled its effects and duration.”

‘This was with what he had lying around?’ Sol couldn't believe it.

This was the first time Duncan actually cooked for the group and made a system-recognized meal out of it. When Sol previously asked why he didn’t use his [Splendorous Cooking] talent, Duncan told him it was because they didn’t need it. It cost mana and good ingredients to make meals with decent effects, so he would only do so if he had a surplus of ingredients or a good reason. His skills also weren’t at the level that makes even his most simple meals empowering yet.

Aron tasted the soup and felt its effects. “Wow! This is way better than potions!”

“I don’t know about that,” Duncan said. “Potions and cooking have their own strong points. If we compare an equally skilled alchemist and chef, the alchemist's potions will have stronger effects, while cooking tends to have a much longer duration.”

Rex agreed but added his own opinion. “In this case, cooking is better as we don’t know how long we have to endure this cold.”

“Let's hope this will help Lapis endure the cold better…” Nataly said while looking back at the sleeping Lapis. Her skin color was back to normal, making the rest of the squad feel relieved.

Aron looked at Lapis with curiosity. “Why do you all think the cold affected her like that? She definitely has more vitality than most of us except for Duncan and Cap.”

“Never have I seen nor heard of such a thing. Could be unique to her talent.” Duncan's wealth of experience couldn't add much in this case. 

The rest of the squad discussed possible reasons for what may have caused it while Sol silently ate his soup. He believed he already knew the reason for her weakness to the cold since they fought in the tournament. His ice element Lipon affected her way more than he predicted, and it happening again here further cemented his theory.

‘Her variant blood gives her a severe weakness to the cold…’
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                While their squad was camping in the cave awaiting Lapis’ recovery, back in Crestal City, a certain tinkerer was trying to get rid of a pair of city guards from his doorstep.

Fabio raised his voice, “I’m telling you, I have nothing like that! Even if I did, I have a license to handle class L goods.”

Class L goods referred to items of legendary rarity or other goods that could rival them in power. If someone unskilled handled such goods, many things could go wrong. For example, with the void root Fabio was hiding from the guards. If an incompetent craftsman tried to handle such an item, the likely result would be an explosion of void energy that erases everything within a two mile area.

The guard was still unconvinced. He pointed at the tied man on the ground. “Then why is this the eighth time that someone tried breaking into your shop?”

Fabio spread his arms in an exaggerated manner. “I don’t know! Ask him, not me!”

The guard didn’t respond. They had already questioned this thief and the others that were turned in the past week. None spoke of their purpose, and the ones that did only said they wanted a Lipon for themselves.

The guard could believe their objective was Lipons if they were normal thieves, but they weren’t. All the thieves Fabio had turned in were peak B-Rankers with ties to the black market. If they wanted a Lipon, they had the money to buy as many as they wanted.

His gut told him there was more to it, but they couldn't just barge inside and search the place.

While the guard was staring daggers at the short man, the other defused the situation. “The city guards thank you for capturing these thieves. We will send more guards to patrol this street. If you want, we can also post guards in your shop to dissuade other thieves.”

“No thanks,” Fabio said plainly. He knew the guard’s true intention in offering that. If he accepted, the guards posted in his shop would spy around to find out what he was working on.

While Fabio knew that even if they discovered the void root, they wouldn't forcibly take it from him; it would become very annoying. They would pester him constantly to either buy it off him or send their scholars to research it.

The second guard casually laughed at Fabio’s response. “That's fine. If anyone else tries to break in, you know where to find us.”

The second guard began to walk away while dragging the thief, but upon noticing his friend was still staring daggers at Fabio, he grabbed his arm and dragged him away as well.

Fabio watched as they left. Once they were gone, he let out a sigh.

“I need those goons to stop coming…”

Fabio’s original plan for today was to build the energy regulator and figure out a solution for the base frame, as everything he had was unable to endure the root’s power. But if more thieves kept coming, it would slow his progress down. It was time he did something about it.

‘If she is still there, she could also solve my frame issue…’

It was someone Fabio would rather not see after a certain incident, but if there was anyone who could forge a frame that could endure the powerful void energy, it would be her.

It would be killing two birds with one stone. Logically, it was the best course of action, but Fabio couldn't help but let out a groan.

“Ugh, let's get it over with then.”

Fabio returned to his workshop and made preparations. He walked over to a wall and pulled a lever, causing shutters to drop down on all sides of the workshop. They were outfitted with runes that warded against all kinds of break-in attempts. Invisibility, intangibility, even spatial magic were nullified within the workshop.

He then sent mana to a few of his creations, which hummed to life. A large metal golem with two duranium pillars for arms took position near the door. Two four-legged metal spiders climbed the walls to the roof, where they waited in silence. As a final measure, he opened a panel on the floor revealing over 50 metal humanoids. They weren’t as strong as the golem or the spiders, which could rival a peak B-Ranker, but they could easily overwhelm them.

Satisfied with the measures in place, Fabio grabbed a spatial ring that had his personal equipment. Where he was going, he needed ways to defend himself if needed. He also stored the void root in his ring. Even with all the defenses in place, there was no place safer than on his person.

‘Luckily the void root isn’t volatile and can be stored in a spatial ring.’

The reason he activated his defenses was not to protect the void root but because no good craftsman leaves his workshop unprotected. He had other important projects he didn’t want others to steal.

Leaving his workshop, Fabio headed towards the slums. When he reached the entrance of the slums, he turned and entered a random alley. After making sure nobody was watching, he took out a funny looking hat from his ring. The rim of the hat was normal, but it expanded outwards, not unlike a bloated umbrella.

‘Don't want others to know I have connections to the black market.’

When he put on the hat, it whirred to life. The top half spun clockwise as it emitted clear waves of mana that surrounded Fabio. Once it reached its full activation, Fabio disappeared, concealing not only his appearance but also his odor and mana.

Making his way out of the alley, he went into the slums proper. Though called the slums, as the capital of the kingdom, it was still well maintained to a certain degree. The reason it was called the slums was not for what was visible to the public, but for what was hidden underneath.

Fabio weaved his way through the streets, avoiding bumping into any unknowing passerby, and eventually arrived at a food stand that was placed in front of an alleyway. A big, muscled man tended to the stand while every so often yelling his prices.

Without removing the concealing hat, Fabio whispered so only the man working the food stand could hear, “Lucky Cross.”
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                The man wasn’t spooked by the sudden voice speaking to him, as it was not the first time it had happened nor would it be the last. He gave a subtle nod and reached for a small metal box attached to the underside of the food stand, sending a small amount of mana into it. Seeing the man’s actions, Fabio continued past him, where a stairway appeared.

The stairs led him to a complicated maze of tunnels meant to confuse those who accidentally stumbled into them. But for Fabio, he simply followed the hidden signs that soon led him to a large open area underground.

Buildings of different sizes lined the street with lamp posts illuminating the underground area. The buildings served all sorts of purposes, from shops and warehouses to homes, gang hideouts, and certain entertainment businesses.

This was the black market of Crestal City. Located in the capital of the kingdom, the royal family and their forces were well aware of its existence but allowed it to operate with a few regulations. For one, it was the only black market that didn’t deal in slaves and had the least civilian-related deaths.

Fabio ignored everything around him and continued to his destination. On the way there, he recognized someone passing by him.

‘Isn’t that the girl that follows Sol? Amber, was it?’

Though she was wearing a cloak to prevent others from identifying her, Fabio could easily see past it. Amber walked past him, unable to see through his hat’s effect. Though Fabio was curious as to why she was here, he wasn’t going to spy on his friend’s companions.

Soon he reached his destination, a stone brick building that emitted heat just by being near it. He walked inside past the guards and saw a forge with over ten blacksmiths hitting their metals with hammers or in another part of the forging process.

Fabio removed his hat, revealing himself to the smiths, and asked, “Where’s Taliya?”

The blacksmiths all paused in fright as a man suddenly appeared in their workshop. In the black market, anything could happen, and most of them were worried Fabio came with violent intentions. Seeing that Fabio was waiting for their response, one of the more experienced smiths was the first to recover and asked back, “Master Taliya is currently working on a commission and doesn’t like to be disturbed. We can inform her later if that's alright with you.”

“Tell her now, just say Fabio’s here.” He knew how she could be when working on a project, but if she was truly remorseful over her actions in the past, she would stop working and come to see him.

The experienced smith hesitated, not wanting to be the one to interrupt her. He turned to look at the other smiths and saw none of them move to inform their master. A few shook their heads, and others made a small praying gesture, wishing him the best.

The experienced smith had no intention of going against the stranger who was much stronger than him, from how he magically appeared and how he casually invoked his master’s name.

With resignation, the smith spoke, “I’ll go inform her now…”

When the smith left, Fabio thought to himself a bit further about how he wanted to go about this. He wasn’t able to think beyond a few preliminary thoughts before a woman came running out from the back. She was a tall, muscular woman wearing a tank top and worker slacks. Though her face was a little on the rougher side, no one could deny that she was a beauty nonetheless.

“Fabio!” she yelled in elation but also some surprise.

She opened her arms to hug him but froze when she saw his conflicted expression. She quickly realized that he did not come to visit her because he forgave her.

The two stood in silence, not knowing what to say. Taliya remorsefully waited for him to speak first, as it all depended on him whether their relationship would ever go back to what it was.

After what felt like an eternity of silence and after seeing her expression, he felt that maybe it was time to forgive, or at least try. With a slight smile, he said, “It’s been a while, Little Miss Forge.”

Hearing a nickname she hadn’t heard in years, a smile grew on her face as she nodded, “It has, hasn’t it?”

The smiths who were overhearing their small exchange exchanged confused looks, as they had never seen this man before nor heard anyone call their master by such a silly nickname. One of the smiths found the name really funny and couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Heh. Little Miss Forge…”

FWOOM! BOOM!

Out of nowhere, a blue hammer and a fire blast flew past the head of the smith and created two dents in the wall behind him. He was barely able to process what just happened when two voices yelled out at him.

“Only I/he can call her/me that!” they both said simultaneously while menacingly glaring at the poor smith. Taliya had her open hand outstretched while Fabio had a hollow rod-like object attached to his forearm with a fire elemental cartridge inserted.

The smith’s legs became weak, causing him to fall on his rear. He was about to beg for forgiveness but realized the two had already turned their attention away from him.

“Should we continue this in my forge?” Taliya suggested.

Fabio nodded, “That would be preferable.”

The two left to the back, leaving many confused smiths wondering who that man was, but they knew they would likely never find out. The one who was almost killed breathed a sigh of relief, thinking how lucky he was that the two he offended didn’t kill lightly. Those types of people were rare in this area. It wasn’t uncommon to die in the black market after accidentally offending a powerful person, so for them to only threaten his life, he would take that as a win.
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                Entering Taliya’s private forge, Fabio looked around in curiosity but realized that it looked oddly familiar. From where the massive furnace was placed to the anvil's location, and even small details like the order of the tools in how they were hung on a wall.

“Your forge is set up exactly like his…”

She nodded. “When I first came here and built my forge, it looked drastically different. But when I began to work in it, I had this constant feeling of discomfort, and whatever I worked on never felt quite right. It was only when I rebuilt it to resemble his that the feeling went away.”

“Hmm, I know what you mean,” Fabio said as he thought of his own workshop, which was also modeled similarly.

Before he went into the main reason for coming to her, Fabio asked, “By the way, who is she?”

Fabio pointed with his chin at a young woman with short brown hair that shimmered under the light of the forge. She looked rather young, not even past her twenties, and was completely focused on hammering what appeared to be a chestplate. She was so focused she didn’t even notice Taliya leaving and coming back with Fabio.

“Her? Let me introduce you. Lisa! Get over here!” Taliya yelled but failed to catch the attention of the girl who was reaching the most crucial part of her creation. She was hammering in an opelian metal wire through the grooves she had previously carved out in the chestplate. If done successfully the armor would gain magic dispersing properties mitigating a lot of potential damage, if done wrong it might focus the magical attack onto one focus point resulting in the death of the wearer.

Taliya noticed she was at a delicate part of the process and hesitated to call her again as she didn’t want her to fail. At the same time, she didn’t want to keep Fabio waiting.

Fabio could tell she was conflicted as she had the same mannerisms and expressions as before. He tapped her arm to stop her from calling out further.

“Don’t worry about it, you can introduce me later.”

Taliya felt a slight sense of relief and nodded. “Okay, let's talk over there then.”

The two moved away to avoid disturbing the young woman and sat down on metal chairs. Though the chairs were hot, it was better than using wood as it would catch on fire in such an environment.

“So… what brings you here?” Taliya nervously asked.

Fabio went straight to the point. “I need your help. Black market thieves keep trying to break into my store, and it's causing the guards to become curious about what I’m working on.”

“At Gearworks?” Taliya asked in surprise, quickly changing to anger. “They dared after I marked your shop as protected?”

Taliya had long known of his shop since it first opened. Although she couldn’t bring herself to visit, she used some of her leverage in the black market to protect the store from thieves and gangs. This was the main reason none had tried to rob him when he first settled into the city, even shortly after the knight selection tournament where all his products were becoming hot commodities.

Fabio's eyes widened as he didn’t know she did that. He hid his surprise before she could notice and asked, “Do you not want to know why?”

She shook her head. It didn’t matter the reason; if he didn’t want to tell her what he was working on, she wasn’t going to pry any further. She instead focused on narrowing down the possible culprits.

“To send so many peak B-Rankers, it has to be one of the Big Three.”

The Big Three referred to the three strongest forces in the black market, all led by an A-Rank powerhouse: the Fire Whisperers led by Ryogan, the Rat Pack led by the Rat King, and the Charm Sisters led by Witch Madelyn.

“I think it is likely being done by the Fire Whisperers as it doesn’t sound like something the other two would do. But just to be sure, I’ll send them all a warning. If they don't knock it off, I won’t make or repair another piece of equipment for them,” Taliya resolutely stated.

While it may appear as barely a threat, all three forces would take her threat very seriously. They would immediately stop if they were the ones doing so, and if they weren’t behind it, they would search for who was. Her services were vital to all three forces as she was the only A-Rank smith in the entire black market. If she halted the repairing and creation of peak unique rank weapons, it would cripple their fighting power.

If she stopped her services for too long, the A-Rank leaders' weapons would deteriorate, and no one could fully repair and improve them like her. If the kingdom then caught wind of their damaged weapons and armor, they would likely use it to their advantage to further impose more restrictions or even take the opportunity to cleanse the black market.

Fabio was also surprised by how adamantly she stated that as he knew her dealings with the Big Three also greatly benefited her.

He blushed and scratched his head awkwardly, “I didn’t think you would go that far for me. I was even planning on offering something in exchange for your help.”

While jeopardizing her relationship with the Big Three was a substantial risk for her, she still stood by it. “Nonsense, I clearly told them not to mess with you. When I find out who is sending them, I will make them bleed. You don't need to offer anything for me to intervene.”

The edges of Fabio’s lips raised when he heard her words. He then put on an exaggerated dismayed expression and woefully spoke, “Oh really? Guess I’ll have to find someone else to help me with the void root.”

Taliya sprang out of her seat and exclaimed, “Did you say void root?!”
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                Any decent craftsman worth their salt in the city knew of the void root. It was one of the few legendary materials that had a consistent appearance recorded over the years. Many of those craftsmen calculated that around this time it would once again appear and were making preparations to hire adventurers or delve themselves in search of the elusive treasure. Taliya herself was no exception and had already sent her own parties in search of it.

Fabio nodded with a grave expression. “I’m afraid so. Every test frame I used to contain the root wouldn’t last more than three uses before breaking. If only someone could make something strong enough to contain it.”

“I can! I can! Please let me help!” She couldn’t conceal her enthusiasm as she basically begged him to participate. If anyone who knew her saw her now, their image of a strong willed, no-nonsense woman would shatter.

“Hmm, I don't know…” Fabio said as if it were an extremely hard choice.

“Pleaaaase! I haven’t even seen a legendary material since becoming an A-Ranker! I’ll follow your lead!” She had no shame as she continued to beg, all that was left was for her to get on her knees to beg.

“I suppose you can help…” He spoke as if he were unwilling to accept her help but it was honestly a no brainer. He just couldn’t help but tease her.

Taliya pumped her fist in the air. “Yes! I have a few rare metals I collected in preparation if I ever found it. We can try them out and find out which has the best synergy with the void energy.”

She went on to list every material she had collected and possible creations they could make but realized all her plans only took into account her abilities.

“With my [Hammer of Creation] and your [Energy Gearworks] we might even be able to make a real legendary product!”

Fabio was inclined to believe her. At first, he thought it would be at most pseudo-legendary, as one legendary material would likely be insufficient to make a true legendary item, but adding her skills and precious materials it might be possible to make something more.

Her excitement was beginning to infect him as well, causing him to feel eager to get back to work. “What are we waiting for then? Let's get to it!”

“Master, who is he?” Unbeknownst to the two, the young woman had finished the chestplate and noticed her master speaking with a stranger. She found it especially odd as her master never allowed anyone, even the leaders of the Big Three, into her private forge.

Taliya completely forgot her apprentice was in the room and hoped she didn’t witness her earlier display. She straightened her back and let out a dry cough. “Ahem, I should probably introduce you two. Fabio, this is Elizabeth, Lisa for short. She is my one and only apprentice. Lisa, this is Fabio… my senior.”

Fabio looked at Elizabeth curiously. “So you took an apprentice…”

Though he had many questions, he refrained from asking them at this moment in front of her apprentice.

Elizabeth presented her hand outward in a professional manner. “Nice to meet you, would you rather Master’s Senior or Fabio?”

Her attitude was out of his expectations.

Taliya patted her apprentice's head and reassured Fabio. “She’s a tad serious, but pay it no mind. You get used to it rather fast.”

Fabio nodded and shook Elizabeth's hand. “Just call me Fabio.”

“Understood, Fabio,” she responded plainly.

Taliya then clapped her hands. “Alright! Now that that's out of the way, let's get to work! Lisa, I’ll need your help as well.”

“Yes, Master.”

Taliya dashed from one side of the forge to the other, grabbing tools and materials while Elizabeth heated the furnace once more to prepare the melting and shaping of metals.

Fabio watched as this happened while thinking to himself, ‘Don’t you want to see the void root first before anything else?’

He could only sigh as he realized that in some ways she hadn't changed one bit. He mentally braced himself for what would most certainly be an exhausting week.

…

Later that day, inside the hideout of the Fire Whisperers, a furious voice roared through its halls.

“Worthless pieces of shit!”

Crack!

A glass table cracked from the force of the fist that slammed down on it. The fist belonged to Ryogan, a rather handsome man with flowing black hair. Even while furious, he didn’t look unsightly, but the one who stood in front of him couldn’t help but look away in fear.

“Eight! Eight of you idiots can’t steal from a damn tinkerer!”

As Taliya correctly guessed, he and his group were indeed the ones behind the thievery attempts. When his informants told him of void energy blasting out of the roof of Gearworks, he immediately coveted whatever caused it.

“I would go myself, but that bitch protected his shop! I have too many eyes on me to make a move myself. Dammit!”

Ryogan slammed the glass table once more, this time with more force, completely shattering it.

The one who stood on the other side of the now broken glass table suggested nervously, “M-maybe we should stop. We don’t want to antagonize the Hammer of Destruction.”

They both clearly knew Fabio’s store was under Taliya’s protection, but the allure of whatever created that void energy beam was too great for him. It was exactly what he needed, not to be used as a weapon, but to learn and take his magic to the next level.

“Fuck it, I’ll go myself. [Rift Walk].”

Ryogan took one step and vanished in a flash of purple light.

The next moment, outside the back of Gearworks, a purple light flickered as Ryogan appeared. He looked around in confusion.

“I swear I meant to teleport inside… Did they set up a barrier?”

While he was teleporting, he felt like he hit a wall, causing him to be expelled outside just short of his real destination. He wasn’t sure what it was exactly, but it was definitely some kind of spatial magic defense.

If he couldn’t teleport inside, that was no matter to him. After all, he wasn’t most known for his spatial magic. He reached his hand outward and was prepared to burn a hole in the wall until he felt someone approaching him extremely fast.

‘They found me already?’

He lowered his hands as he knew he wouldn’t be able to continue. Not a moment later, a voice asked from behind.

“What are you doing here, Ryogan? You know you aren’t allowed aboveground in the city.”

He turned around to face the person that interrupted him with an innocent smile. “C’mon, Grand Knight Lawrence. Can’t a man go on a walk every once in a while?”

The Grand Knight obviously didn't buy it. “I doubt you did much walking, given there is still residual spatial magic in the area.”

Ryogan scoffed. “What do you know, [Rift Walk] has ‘walk’ in the name, so I’m clearly walking. How did you find me so fast? Normally it would take you around five minutes.”

Lawrence didn’t answer as he stared the man down. “I’ll give you a chance to teleport back now. If you don’t, well, I don’t mind taking down one of the leaders of the Big Three.”

“... [Rift Walk].”

He didn’t dare stay any longer, and in a flash of purple light, he vanished once more. He reappeared back in his hideout where his lackey that was about to leave jumped in surprise.

“You’re back already! Did you get it?” the lackey asked out of curiosity.

Ryogan didn’t respond but stared daggers at the poor fool.

“Get out.”

“Y-yes!” The lackey scurried off without hesitation.

Though he was furious and he wanted to vent his anger, he wouldn’t randomly kill his own men. He wasn’t like the Rat King who killed his closest allies for even the slightest reason.

Ryogan took a seat behind the shattered glass desk and leaned his head back as he stared at the ceiling contemplatively. ‘If only Lawrence wasn’t in the capital, I could easily break in and take the void energy item before anyone else arrives. He’s simply too fast, and now that they can detect me faster than before, I have an even shorter window of time to operate in the city. I can’t keep sending my best men there either just to get captured by the guards…’

Though it seemed that his chances of obtaining the void energy were bleak, he didn’t plan to give up. He took out a communication gem and sent mana into it.

‘Time to call in a few favors.’
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                While Fabio and Taliya began working together on what would surely be their greatest creation, Sol’s squad had been resting in a small cave, safe from the harsh blizzard.

They talked about a variety of subjects eventually pivoting to their goals. Most of them lined up with what Sol knew of them, like Nataly’s desire to improve her nature magic and Aron wanting to push the limits of his body to the extreme. But Rex’s goals surprised him. He wanted neither knowledge nor power but money. Not for the sake of having a lot of money, but to buy one of the latest boats made by the Sapphire Scales Alliance.

According to Rex, these boats could weather any storm and fight off massive sea monsters. He said he would need such a vessel if he wanted to venture beyond the known lands and explore into the unknown, which had been his biggest wish since he was a child.

“How much would one of those boats cost?” Sol asked. Surely something capable of what Rex described wouldn’t come cheap.

“Last I asked one of the alliance merchants, it was 42,000 gold.”

Aron’s mouth went agape. “42,000?! Rex, are you even close to that number?”

Rex closed his eyes as he ran the numbers mentally. “Hmm, gold wise I have a little over 2,000, but I also have a lot of saved up merit, which if I converted it all to gold, would be over 10,000.”

Duncan was surprised when he heard the amount. The merit to gold conversion was 1:10, meaning Rex had accumulated at least 1,000 merit. Merit from a normal mission usually earns a squad 30 to 100 merit, but that is split between the squad members.

Even Sol couldn't help but harbor some jealousy as he was reminded of the sleepless nights before their journey where he had to carefully plan on what to spend the 50 merits he was given as starting funds. Many times he wished he had just 10 more merits so as not to be forced to choose some supplies over others.

Duncan had to ask, “Have you spent any merit at all since joining the knights?”

Rex nodded. “Of course! I spent 50 merits on this sword and 80 for my armor.”

“That’s it? No [Nurturer] blessings, skill books, lessons, or even items?”

These and other benefits, like access to the Royal Library, were the reason the knights became one of the strongest forces in the kingdom. The [Nurturer] talents the kingdom had employed were not the same as those in Kerman, as they had trained and evolved their [Nurture] skill to [Enlighten], massively increasing the growth of skills and the duration. Skill books were also another hard to acquire item, as they could only be made by people with [Writer] or [Legacy] talents who pass down a user's knowledge to written form, allowing others to read and gain the skill themselves. While this method of learning skills wasn’t perfect, it was undoubtedly better than attempting to learn by oneself.

Rex shook his head innocently. “No, I didn't feel like I needed to, honestly.”

Duncan simply couldn’t believe Rex made no use of these opportunities and others while still being one of the stronger knights in the order. He himself thoroughly used the resources available to push him to become one of the strongest knights in the order despite his last talent. If Rex spent his vast wealth to improve himself instead of saving for a boat, he had no doubt he would be just as strong as him, if not stronger.

He slumped forward in defeat. “Gods, and for you to reach mid B-Rank without any of those resources… I would call you a monster if not for the fact we have two bigger monsters in our squad…”

Duncan mumbled the last sentence, but Rex and Sol easily picked up on what he said and neither knew how to respond because what he said wasn’t wrong. Sol and Lapis were honestly bigger monsters in that regard, as they both were not only younger than Rex but had already reached the peak of B-Rank without any help or additional resources that the Royal Knights provided. In retrospect, it made the old man wonder why either of them joined in the first place, as the Royal Knights didn’t have much to offer for either of them. It wasn’t like they had a sure way to help them break through to A-Rank.

As Sol was about to ask more regarding the surprising amount of Rex’s wealth, suddenly the resting Lapis jumped to her feet, catching everyone by surprise. She reached for her spear but realized it wasn’t near her, but laying by the campfire with the rest of the squad. She didn’t remember much of what happened; the last thing she could recall was when they were still outside traversing through the blizzard.

It was when she saw the rest of her squad sitting around a campfire, awkwardly staring at her, that she remembered what happened and composed herself.

Sol was the first to break the silence. “How are you feeling, Lapis?”

“Good, we can keep going,” she stated once she got her bearings.

Her abruptness took them all by surprise, and Aron blurted out, “Already? You just woke up.”

She nodded and urged them. “Yes, let's go.”

The knights weren’t sure what to do and looked to Sol for his decision.

Sol shook his head. “We aren’t going anywhere yet. At the very least, we aren’t leaving until you eat this soup.”

“I’m not hungry.”

Lapis wasn’t lying when she said this; she truly wasn’t hungry. Her body was strong enough to go without eating for a week if she didn’t want to. Even if she fought or did rigorous exercise, she could last more than three days without eating. This was the case for all high ranked people, for their high vitality or mana as they both nourished the body in their own way, making them need less food. This didn’t mean they should forgo eating as they would weaken over time, but it was possible nonetheless.

Still, Sol wasn’t asking her to eat in case she was hungry; he explained, “The soup will give you [Cold Resistance], courtesy of Duncan. With it, you will be able to better endure the cold.”

Hearing the benefits, she was no longer as apprehensive to eat. She took a bowl from Duncan, who served it for her, and ate it without hesitation. But what occurred next shocked the squad.

“... Is she for real?” Nataly asked, dumbfounded.

“I have no comment,” Rex said as he looked away.

They all watched as Lapis tilted the bowl and poured the soup's contents directly into her mouth. She didn’t bother to use utensils or anything, opting instead to consume the meal as quickly as possible. In less than ten seconds, she was already done. She handed the now empty bowl back to a bewildered Duncan.

“Done. Let's go,” Lapis said as she grabbed her spear and signaled with her eyes for the rest of them to stand up.
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                Sol felt helpless watching Lapis devour her meal in seconds as he hoped she would take at least five minutes eating it. It would give her enough time to adjust after waking up, but it appeared she didn’t want to afford that time for herself and would rather get moving.

He stood up and packed his things. “Alright, if that's what you want, let's head out.”

Sol wasn’t going to force her to rest. He tried the nice way and failed, but at least now she wouldn’t freeze to death from the blizzard. Though he would like to know the reason for her urgency, it was unlikely she would confide in him yet.

The rest of the squad stood and got ready to leave. They stored away their items back into their spatial rings and put out the fire. When done, they all headed out of the cave once more to face the frigid cold, this time more prepared.

Sol didn’t notice much of a difference besides it feeling less cold than before, but for the others like Nataly and Lapis, the difference was much more drastic.

Nataly was shocked at how drastic it was compared to before. “Wow! It’s much more bearable!”

Sol nodded. “Then let's keep going. Rex, lead the way.”

“On it.” Rex moved ahead of the group and led them back on track to find the source of the magical blizzard.

With limited vision, Rex was still able to see 30 meters ahead, allowing the group to avoid perilous terrain such as deadly chasms and perpetual avalanches. Every mile they traversed, the blizzard increased in potency until eventually it was no longer just snow buffeting the squad.

“Ice coming our way!” Rex warned the squad.

After hearing his warning, Duncan immediately pulled out his shield and used his talent skill [Shimmer Dome] to envelop the group in a silver light barrier.

Not a moment later, a crackling sound was heard as the barrier was pelted by sharp pellets of frozen rain and hail. Unlike normal hail that was round and would at most bruise if one were hit by it, these ice shards would easily pierce straight through thick metal sheets.

Luckily, the cracking sound was from the ice shattering upon smashing onto the barrier, as it held up well against the onslaught.

“Can we walk with the barrier?” Sol asked, as he didn’t see the hail ending anytime soon.

Duncan nodded. “It can, but I’ll need a lot of mana to maintain it.”

Sol handed him his share of the mana potions without hesitation. “Use as many as you need.”

If the potions ran out, Sol didn’t plan on taking the ones he had distributed to the rest but instead used the ones he still had from before the knight selection. From the adventurers he killed in the dungeon and the ones he bought, he had a decent supply of inferior quality potions compared to the ones given by the Royal Knights, but he hoped it would be enough to get to their destination.

Duncan received the potions and, without hesitation, marched forward against the hailstorm. Rex continued to lead the way until they walked for another mile.

During that mile, Duncan went through his supply of mana potions and half of the ones given by Sol until Rex saw the end in sight.

“I see it! A blue ice tree!”

Everyone's eyes lit up as they pressed forward more energetically than before, knowing that the end was in sight. As they approached, the tree was finally within everyone's sight, and they could see it for its grandness.

It was huge, with its trunk 5 meters wide and towering beyond their vision. Through the hail, they could see a faint dark blue light.

Rex squinted as, even with his enhanced vision, he couldn’t see it too clearly. “I can’t see it well, but that should be the fruit.”

Aron agreed, but he noticed there was now another problem. “How do we get it then?”

“I could fly up and grab it,” Sol said.

He had the Blessed Boots of the Sky, which had the skill [Magical Flight]. It would be faster and less painful than climbing the ice tree.

Duncan was hesitant about the suggestion. “Are you sure? Even if you can endure the hailstorm, the fierce winds may make it impossible to fly.”

The rain of ice shards had only become stronger as they neared the center, and if not for the silver barrier protecting them, the squad wouldn’t have been able to make it this far.

While Sol believed he could endure the ice, he wasn’t sure if the boots could endure the winds. If he was on his own, he could try combining it with an intermediate-level flight spell to increase its potency, but it would raise a lot of questions from his squad if he did.

Sol and the rest of the squad went silent as they thought about how they could reach the fruit unharmed.

It was then that Nataly had an idea. “Maybe we don't need to go up.”

“What do you mean?” Aron asked.

“While this tree is completely made of ice, it still adheres to the rules of nature and life. That's why it bore a fruit, right? In that case, if I cast nature magic on it to make it drop the fruit, it should work.”

Seeing as no one else offered any other suggestions, Sol gave her the thumbs up. “Worth a shot, give it a go.”

“Alright! [Ripen]!”

Nataly instantly chanted the spell [Ripen], which was commonly referred to as a nature mage's first spell. Its effects were simple: it would accelerate the growth of a fruit, but that wasn’t the reason she cast this spell in particular. When a fruit was already ripe, the spell would then sever the stem from the tree.

A small amount of mana entered the ice tree, causing it to gently glow. Because this tree was made of ice, one was able to see a greenish light travel through it and head upwards beyond the hailstorm.

The tree rumbled mysteriously as the hailing around them began to lessen and reverted to the previous blizzard. While none of them could see if the spell worked, something clearly happened.
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                Rex fixated his gaze upward and noticed the dark blue light above grow in size as it approached them.

“It's coming down!” he excitedly announced.

The blizzard began to clear, allowing them all to see the falling object: a glowing dark blue cone shaped fruit with scale like ice leaves encompassing the top half.

Seeing it in free fall, Sol leaped into the air and used his boots’ [Magical Flight] to catch it before it hit the ground.

The moment his hands held it, he felt a burning pain in his palms.

‘It’s freezing!’

Even with his durable body, he feared he would lose his hands if he held it for too long, so he immediately stored it in his spatial ring.

Once safely stored, Sol gently flew back down towards his squad where Duncan had already deactivated his barrier.

Lapis was the first to ask, “Did you get it?”

Sol nodded and pointed to the spatial ring on his right hand, but he noticed something was off. The normally bronze colored ring had become slightly pinkish.

He didn’t know what it meant, and before he could ask, Duncan approached and worriedly looked at the ring.

“This isn’t good… the spatial ring can't contain the fruit for long.”

Sol looked at the ring, slightly worried, and asked, “How long do you reckon it will take?”

“That depends. Did it hurt when you held it?”

He nodded. “It felt like my hands were on fire. I can maybe hold it for a couple of seconds before my hands freeze off.”

“That’s not good, but it should be safe for a few hours, a day if we’re lucky. We need to keep an eye on the ring. There is no durability on its system description, so we can only go off how it looks. It will get redder the closer it is to breaking. When it reaches a deep shade of red, we’ll have to transfer it to another ring before it breaks, or we will lose the fruit.”

When the ring breaks, the contents wouldn’t simply spill onto the ground but instead be lost forever. Spatial rings were connected to an unoccupied piece of space located somewhere unknown, and if it breaks, it would be dropped there. While theoretically it was possible to find the items once more, it would be incredibly unlikely as they wouldn’t stay in one place but drift in the endless cosmos.

While worried about his ring suddenly bursting, knowing he had some time before that occurred eased concerns. After all, it would be a short trip back, and they could stop by a town or city on the way and buy something better to contain the fruit. For now, he transferred all his items from one ring to the other as a precaution so only the fruit was inside it. When he was transferring them, he noticed how some of his tools and items were completely frozen but should still be functional after letting them defrost for a while.

“I’ll keep an eye on it, but let's head back fast. I don’t want to break too many spatial rings before finding something else to contain it,” Sol declared.

They all agreed, but there was still one more matter of concern. Rex pointed at the ice tree and asked, “So what should we do with this?”

He was thinking it could be another valuable material. Though the tree towered tens of meters above them and was definitely too big to take away, they could still harvest some of its “bark.”

Nataly, being the biggest expert on trees, approached the tree and touched it to gain a better understanding. After touching it for a bit, to the point her hand felt a bit numb, she retracted it and shook her head.

“I feel it's no longer alive. I think all the energy it was using as nutrients to sustain itself all went towards the fruit, so now it’s about as strong as regular ice. It’s just an elaborate ice sculpture now.”

Though disappointed, none were too hung up about it. After all, they got their main objective without a hitch. All that was left was to return.

With no more deadly hail or fierce blizzards to slow them down, they all assumed it would be an easy trip back.

...

On a nearby mountain peak, four orcs were keeping watch over what they called the unceasing blizzard. While the area was prone to natural disasters such as blizzards and avalanches, they found that this blizzard never ended.

The orcs did try to venture inside, but when they reached the deadly hailstorm, they stopped their advances. The region didn’t have many B-Rank orcs, and the few that tried to venture inside couldn’t last long under the barrage of icicles. Instead of assembling a better group to venture into the blizzard, they decided to call upon a Champion, an A-Rank orc, to investigate instead. Unfortunately, Champions were very busy, and since the blizzard didn’t seem like an urgent matter, it was not until recently one was sent to investigate.

While three orcs were playing a card game to pass the time, the orc who was on watch noticed an abnormality. The large blizzard he had been watching for days suddenly stopped. With the snowstorm no longer obstructing their view, he could see the large tree made of pure ice and six miniscule figures next to it.

“Oi! Tuklar, get over here!”

Tuklar groaned in annoyance as he had a winning hand. He placed his cards face down and eyed them both to not peek before walking over.

“Why’d ya call me?”

“The blizzard is gone! Use those eyes of yours to tell me who those people are down there.”

Tuklar's eyes widened in surprise as he looked and saw the blizzard was indeed gone. He then used his skill [Focused Sight], which amplified his vision greatly, allowing him a much better view of the situation.

“Those are… humans!”

“Humans?!”

Even the two playing cards yelled in surprise. They stood up and ran over to see the situation.

“We need to inform the Champion!”

“On it!”

One of the orcs took out a communication gem and activated it. Soon a bored voice was heard from the gem.

“What is it? I told you I would get there tomorrow.”

“Champion Kirgar, the blizzard is gone, and a group of humans are there!”

“What?!”

Even Kirgar couldn’t hide his surprise, but a moment later he gave them his orders.

“Inform all the orcs in the area! Do not let them leave these mountains! I will be there soon!”

With that, the communication gem’s light dimmed, indicating the other side of the gem was no longer active. The orcs knew the Champion was now rushing his way over and didn’t call back but instead pulled out other communication gems to inform the other orcs patrolling the mountain.
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                A short minute after the group began to make their way down, Rex felt multiple gazes on him. He covered his mouth with his cloak and softly spoke.

“Captain, I have bad news. We got spotted.”

Everyone’s body tensed, but no one made any large movements. They knew if he was informing them quietly, it was because they were only watching and not attacking, yet.

“Where?” Sol asked.

“All around us, at least 30. More keep entering my range of perception as we speak. They are all staying 200 meters away for now.”

‘For them to not attack immediately means they're waiting for something, likely reinforcements. In that case…’

Not planning to stick around for more orcs to surround them, Sol quietly whispered the plan.

“On my mark we run. I’ll carry Nataly so we can go faster; Duncan is the next slowest, so the rest of us will match his pace.”

While he was confident they could win against these orcs, they had the ticking time bomb of his spatial ring breaking. He had to keep a constant eye on it for any changes, and the transfer process wasn’t instant either.

Nataly's cheeks reddened at the thought of being carried but held back on making any comments given the situation they were in. The rest of the squad gave light nods in response.

They continued with their normal pace as Sol didn’t immediately give the signal. It was not until their group was halfway up a tall mountain when he suddenly stomped with his foot, causing the earth to rumble and reveal a tunnel he quickly made with [Terra Manipulation].

“Now!” he signaled.

“Eep!”

Nataly yelped as she was lifted and princess-carried by Sol. Though she was warned ahead of time, she couldn’t help but be a little surprised at how suddenly it occurred. He ran into the tunnel with the rest of the squad following right behind him. Once they were all inside, he collapsed the entrance while expanding the tunnel until it reached the other side of the mountain.

The orcs who were watching from a distance realized they had been spotted and took action.

“Charge! We can’t let them get away!”

The orcs split into two groups. The first went to where Sol collapsed the tunnel and began to open it with the help of their mages, while the rest circled the mountain.

While the orcs were removing the blockade, Sol and the squad had already emerged through the other side of the mountain. He chose a thin area in the mountain to minimize his mana consumption and so they could get back to running on open terrain. If he had the mana to spare, he would rather just make a tunnel that led directly outside the mountain range, but even if he did, the orcs would simply follow the tunnel behind him and eventually catch up.

When their entire squad left the tunnel, he collapsed the exit once more and turned to Rex.

“Rex, lead the way!”

“On it, Captain!”

Rex ran ahead as he kept track of all the orcs who were not only chasing after them but were also coming from all directions, including the ones they avoided getting here in the first place.

From his other spatial ring, Sol retrieved two communication gems and passed them to Nataly, who he was carrying.

“Try contacting the other two squads to see if they're in range!”

Nataly nodded and inserted mana into both gems, but after doing so for a few seconds, neither of them showed any reaction. Neither responded to their call as they were outside the gem’s 100 mile range. Because their squad was given the direct route, that meant they arrived much sooner than either of them, but that also meant they wouldn’t get any support anytime soon.

Sol saw this and mumbled, “We're on our own then. Keep going! We should cross the border in an hour!”

The squad continued to run, making much faster progress leaving than when they originally sneaked in. Because they were going as fast as possible, many orcs on patrol and on the lookout easily spotted them and tried to hinder their escape.

“Halt, humans!” yelled an orc that was followed by seven other orcs with weapons drawn. They stood in the way, ready to attack.

No one in the squad responded to their commands and instead continued charging straight towards them with their own weapons drawn.

Lapis stabbed forward towards two orcs. The spear stabbed straight through the first, and as it exited them, it turned and stabbed the other in one motion.

Rex swung his sword lightly, cutting the necks of two without any resistance.

Aron wasn’t far behind as he followed up with a flying spinning kick, hitting two orcs squarely in the head. It wasn’t enough to kill the two, but it knocked them out.

Duncan used his massive shield to slam the last orc, and even though the orc was a full head taller and twice the muscle mass, the shield slam crushed the poor orc.

Nataly and Sol were the only ones who didn’t attack and weren’t attacking unless forced to. Nataly needed time to cast spells, and on top of that, nature magic wasn’t known for its speed. In the time she cast a spell, the fight would normally be over. For Sol, he had his hands full with Nataly, and he was trying to conserve his mana for if he needed to do any big plays with [Terra Manipulation].

Even without their participation, the small orc groups they encountered didn’t stand a chance. Most were usually C-Rank, and the few B-Rank orcs they encountered were immediately taken down by Lapis. The most the orcs managed to do was slightly slow them down, but even the blizzard did a better job at that.

Sol found their relentlessness odd. ‘They are throwing their lives away to slow us down by a few seconds. To what end?’

As the squad continued to run, they climbed and arrived at one of the higher plateaus in the mountain range. From there, they had a view of the Orna mountain range, and a few more mountains south, they could even see the northern forest of Crestelia. While a beautiful sight, there was only one problem with it: numerous orcs could be seen rushing towards them from multiple directions as they relentlessly pursued them.

Aron eagerly spoke, “A few more mountains and we're home free. Hopefully the orcs don’t follow us into the kingdom.”

“They shouldn’t. The army would quickly mobilize to intercept them. The Kerman reinforcements to Chillton would also hold them off,” Duncan assured him.

“Wait, why are the orcs no longer approaching?” Rex asked after noticing they had all suddenly begun to either retreat or spectate from a distance. He scanned the surroundings once more and found one orc two mountains away that was not retreating.

Alarm bells rang in his head when he saw the faraway orc, and even without skills like [Analysis] to confirm his suspicions, he immediately called out.

“They sent an A-Ranker after us!”

Just as he yelled that, a massive swirl of mana began to gather on the faraway mountain. Snow and ice swirled like a tornado, growing and growing. When the tornado dispersed, a massive hundred foot tall snow giant stood where the orc once was and roared, causing avalanches throughout the mountain range.

The squad felt a rising sense of dread. Knowing the might of A-Rankers firsthand, Sol immediately yelled, “Run!”

            

    
        Chapter 192: Snow Giant

    
    
    
    
                Without hesitation, the squad ran in the opposite direction of the giant snow abomination. None of them dared to even think of actually fighting the A-Ranker.

Unfortunately, the direction they were forced to run towards did not lead out of the mountain range but deeper into it. Nothing could be done about it, as the orc Champion appeared between them and the exit of the mountains, clearly on purpose.

The only silver lining of this situation was that the A-Ranker didn’t appear to specialize in speed, given the fact they were still alive.

The squad slid down from the plateau onto the mountain slope, using whatever method they had to move faster. When going down a mountain, Duncan would use his silver barrier to form a makeshift sled as they bulldozed downwards. When going upwards, Sol would use [Terra Manipulation] to create footholds to run upwards and tunnels in thin parts of the mountain to cut directly through it.

Sol considered making a tunnel that went deep underground and sealing it off but decided against it because he didn’t know if the orc had special means to follow them underground. When he used [Analysis] on the snow giant, the status page was filled with question marks. At least with Victor, he saw little bits of information, but there was truly nothing he could decipher from this foe.

The orcs who littered the mountain range spectated the squad with glee, and none stood in their way. Some orcs even moved out of the way when they ran towards their direction.

Two orcs that were watching from a distance saw the snow giant with a reverent gaze.

“Champion Kirgar is as domineering as ever. The moment those humans saw him, they immediately ran away.”

The other orc nodded. “It's very like humans to run in the face of adversity. They killed many of our brethren, but I am happy their sacrifice was not in vain, and they will get to go to Ragnar’s heavenly battlefield.”

Ragnar was the God of War, whom the orcs fervently devoted themselves to. It was ingrained into orc culture that those who died a meaningful death on the battlefield would be able to join Ragnar's army and fight to their heart's content. The orcs that died today may not have impeded the squad by a lot, but their collective sacrifice bought their Champion enough time to arrive, which meant that their deaths did have meaning.

As the squad climbed yet another mountain, they could see the snow giant once more, and it was steadily closing the distance. While its massive body appeared to lumber slowly towards them, every step it took covered a massive amount of distance.

At first, there were two mountains' worth of distance between them, but now it was just one.

Seeing this, Sol urged, “We need to go even faster!”

The rest nodded seriously while Lapis rolled her eyes at him stating the obvious. They jumped down the mountain and slid down once more while looking for means to move faster.

When the snow giant reached the peak of his mountain, it paused for a moment as it saw them slide down and raised its right arm towards them. The snow rapidly condensed until its hand became a large spear of ice the size of its 40 foot long arm.

Without needing to make any throwing motion, the spear launched forward and flew in a straight line towards the mountain the squad was on.

When the squad was sliding down the slope, none of them saw it launch the attack, but they didn’t need to. The mountain rumbled as a spear blasted out through the mountainside not far above them and continued flying in a straight line until it hit the next mountain ahead, causing a large crater on the mountainside.

‘He has the power to destroy mountains…’ Sol thought to himself in shock.

They were lucky the snowman missed, at least they all thought so until they heard a loud sound.

Wumpf!

They looked to the source of the noise and noticed the spear caused the mountain to shake enough that a large upper snowpack collapsed, and it was quickly developing into an avalanche.

“If we get caught in that, we might as well be dead!” Rex yelled with a pale face.

The avalanche was nowhere near enough to kill them, but if they ended up buried under the snow, it would severely slow them down, and they would be easily caught by the snow giant.

Sol quickly formulated a plan and yelled, “Duncan! Reinforce the barrier in all directions!”

“On it!”

Duncan didn't know what he was planning, but he would follow his orders regardless. The barrier that was being used as a giant sled expanded until it covered them from all directions.

The avalanche was picking up momentum and would soon catch up to them. Having to act fast, Sol passed Nataly to Lapis while he focused on sending mana into his surroundings. A second later, a pillar of stone rose from the snow and smashed into the barrier from the back, blasting them downwards even faster. He repeated this two more times until he could no longer raise a stone pillar fast enough to boost them further.

Now blasting down the mountain at an unprecedented speed, they were no longer in danger of the avalanche catching up, but an even more terrifying problem was presented before them.

“Aren’t we going too fast? We're gonna crash into the ground!” Aron panicked as his eyes could barely keep up with how fast they were going.

“I don’t think my barrier can withstand the impact…”

“It’s going to be fine!” Sol assured them but kept his real thoughts to himself. ‘But only if I angle this right…’

Sol sent mana once more to the ground ahead of him, reinforcing the earth and causing it to rise at a curved slope.

Seeing they were heading right towards this curved stone, they began to realize his plan and the absurdity of it.

Nataly also began to panic. “You made a ramp?! What if we launch ourselves straight into the mountain?!”

Sol nodded and responded while focusing most of his attention on making the ramp angle perfect, “At this speed and angle, we should be able to fly over the mountain…”

“Should?!” Nataly felt like she was going to faint.

He nodded again but noticed their speed was slowing down from the friction of sliding down the mountain and smashed the barrier again with a stone pillar to boost them back to maximum speed.

Nataly couldn’t bear to watch anymore. She hugged Lapis and buried her head in her chest while screaming.

“We’re all gonna die!”
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                The orcs were having a great time watching the humans run from their impending doom.

“Bahaha! They’re gonna die trying to escape!”

“They are only B-Rankers. There is no way they will survive such a collision with the ground.”

One of the orcs then noticed a stone ramp rise further down the mountain.

“Is that a ramp? Wait, don't tell me…”

“Won’t they just launch themselves into another mountain?”

The entire region was full of mountains. There were countless high and low points, and launching themselves in such a way would likely result in them just crashing into another mountain.

The orcs watched as the ramp bent and curved until it reached a 75-degree angle. The squad in the barrier then accelerated once more with another stone pillar boost.

One of the orcs watching couldn't help but wonder.

“Even if they do launch over the mountains, won't they die from the fall?”

Another orc nodded. “This will probably be one of the most ridiculous deaths I have ever witnessed. Even Lomreg’s death wasn’t as crazy as this.”

“Wasn’t he the one that died from his beard catching on fire?”

The orc nodded. It was an especially unfortunate death because it wasn’t meaningful, which meant the unlucky orc couldn’t go to the heavenly battlefield.

...

The squad had very mixed emotions as they barreled towards the ramp. Nataly wouldn’t let go of Lapis while screaming. Lapis ignored her and braced herself. Aron appeared to have his life flashing before his eyes. Rex bent his knees in anticipation of the pressure from the momentum. Duncan, as the creator of the barrier, reinforced it as much as he possibly could with a dire expression. Sol was still actively compacting the ramp as much as he could to endure their extreme velocity and couldn’t afford any distractions, so he ignored the rest of his squad's reactions.

At their speed, they reached the ramp in mere seconds, and though Sol did his best to make it as durable as possible, cracks appeared on the ramp. It still endured, and the next moment the barrier slid across its surface and launched upwards at a frightening velocity.

“Gah!”

“Ack!”

Everyone groaned in pain as they collapsed onto the floor of the barrier. The sheer pressure from drastically changing directions would have crushed any normal person.

Even during the intense gravitational pressure, Duncan managed to maintain the barrier, though it now had many cracks throughout its surface.

The squad soared into the sky and headed forward towards one of the mountain peaks.

Rex, who stood up after adjusting to the pressure, commented, “Looks like we don't have to worry about crashing…”

They kept rising and rising and far surpassed the mountain peak. Soon they were almost a hundred meters above the mountain until their upward momentum began to slow down.

Thousands of meters in the air, the view was incredibly breathtaking. They were so high up that they could even see a few cities, though they were only small dots in the distance.

High up in the skies, Sol paused as he saw the sight, but suddenly he felt a stinging sensation in his eyes. Without warning, [True Sight] activated on its own as his vision became cloudy, and he saw many undecipherable or twisted images bending and contorting.

Sol quickly realized what was occurring. ‘Is this a premonition?’

He thought back to the skill’s description.

[[True Sight] Lv 6: Open one's eyes to the truth of the world and see what most cannot. Perceive mana and life within a 30-meter radius. Able to pierce through most illusions. Extremely rare chance of obtaining a premonition.]

Understanding what was happening, he didn’t try to resist the skill. The vision blurred into view as he saw a similar view as the one he was just seeing from the sky, but it was focused on one mountain in particular. It was much taller than the rest, being almost double the size.

‘Isn’t that Orna’s Reach? The tallest mountain in the world?’

He hadn’t seen it before but had read of it as research for this upcoming mission.

He tried to look around for more information but realized he couldn’t move his gaze at all. It appeared that he had little agency in what he was being shown. Before he could ponder what it meant, the vision began to change.

The clear blue skies disappeared, and now he was in a dark cave. He was facing the entrance where an orc stood blocking the exit.

‘He looks like the A-Ranker before he became the snow giant. Does he corner us there?’

The orc was speaking, but he couldn’t hear what he said.

‘I can only see… I can’t hear what he is saying, and now that I think about it, I can't feel anything either. But from the looks of it, he looks distressed?’

Sol wasn’t sure, but from the orc’s facial expressions, he appeared to be pleading towards him, but he couldn't understand why.

The vision changed once more, but nothing appeared different. He was still in the cave, and the orc was still standing in the entrance.

‘Wait, why is he not moving?’

The orc stood eerily still with his hands outward as if trying to defend against something. The next moment, cracks appeared across the orc’s body. The cracks spread through its entire body until it shattered into countless ice shards.

‘He died?! How?!’

The orc appeared completely helpless to whatever fate befell him. Once the orc was reduced to pieces, his gaze moved away from the orc and down to his hands in the vision. They were covered in fresh blood.

‘I killed him?’

Sol didn’t understand how that was possible. Even if he went all out, he had no ability to destroy the orc like he just saw.

He waited as the vision faded, hoping the next one would enlighten him, but no new vision appeared. He felt like he was being pushed out, and that was all he was going to get.

He then heard a faint voice call out to him.

“Captain!”

It grew louder.

“Captain!”

And louder.

“Cap- Sol!”

Suddenly Sol was back to the present, still far above in the sky. He was a bit out of it from the visions and looked to the voice that had been calling to him.

“Huh, what happened?”

Rex, who had been calling out to him, pointed behind them. Two large ice spears were flying towards them with deadly precision.

“We need to dodge that somehow!”

            

    
        Chapter 194: Orna’s Reach

    
    
    
    
                The two massive ice spears flew toward them, and following their trajectory, they weren’t going to miss like last time.

The sight of that instantly roused Sol awake. While he wasn’t sure what to make of the visions, he had to survive this attack first.

‘I need to change our trajectory and fast!’

Sol thought of all his skills and spells, but none had the ability to change their trajectory fast enough. That was until he remembered a new skill he had obtained.

Feeling it was worth a shot, Sol spent 50 mana and used [Impact Bubble]. He placed it at the front left side of the barrier, and the next moment everyone felt a jostle and fell to the left.

“What was that?!” Aron asked as he got back up.

The next moment, two ice spears flew right by them, missing by just an inch.

“It missed?” Nataly didn’t understand how that was possible. She was sure it was aiming right for them.

Rex shook his head. “No, look at where we are heading to now. We’re going around 10 degrees to the right now. We hit something, and it changed our trajectory.”

Rex was correct, but he wasn’t sure what they could have hit. This was because the [Impact Bubble] was created and broke the instant the barrier hit it. Though the skill was meant to stop anything that entered its sphere of influence, their velocity was still too great. Though it was destroyed immediately, it still slightly changed their direction, which was more than enough to evade the massive spears the snow giant threw at them.

Sol wanted to clarify what he did to his team, but he then noticed something in the distance. It was the very same mountain he saw in his vision. It wasn’t very far, and if he used [Impact Bubble] three more times, they should land near it. He wanted to explain his plan to the others, but Rex warned him once more.

“More attacks incoming!”

The snow giant continued to form ice spears and launched them in quick succession.

Having to take evasive maneuvers, Sol repeatedly used [Impact Bubble] to its fullest to veer out of the way of the attacks. By now, gravity was beginning to take hold of them once more, and they were heading downwards fast.

A total of six ice spears flew toward them, but with careful placements of [Impact Bubble], they all slightly missed. Some more than others, with the closest call being mere inches from the barrier. Even from such a massive distance, the snow giant's aim was impeccable, and if not for them dodging, all of them would have directly hit.

Rex had finally caught on to what was happening. He managed to catch two times where a transparent bubble appeared and immediately broke upon hitting the barrier.

“Captain, did you make those spheres?”

Sol nodded while looking ahead. They had fallen down enough that they had fallen in between the mountains once more. That meant the snow giant no longer had a direct line of sight to continue his attacks, but now they had to deal with gravity.

“Yes! Now brace yourselves, I’m gonna slow our fall!”

Everyone did as he said and braced themselves. Once they were 100 meters from colliding against the mountainside, Sol spammed [Impact Bubble]. Though he was only able to create and maintain one at a time, they instantly broke upon hitting the barrier, so he quickly made another one. Each one slightly decreased their velocity, and the lower their velocity was, the more each bubble lasted before breaking. When they were only 10 meters off the ground, they had slowed to the point that the bubble was finally able to bear their weight and speed to actually hold them in place.

Duncan, exhausted from maintaining his barrier for so long, released it, causing them all to drop to the ground. They all dropped onto the snow and stood up with shaky knees.

“I feel like I ran through twenty walls…” Aron said while doing his best to keep his lunch in his stomach.

Even Sol was slightly shaking from the ludicrous escape they pulled off. From the intense pressure when they took off to the bumping around from the [Impact Bubble], no one would feel good after that.

Everyone wanted to lay down and rest, but Sol knew they had to keep going only a little further, so he did his best to motivate them.

“We are almost there. Once we get to Orna’s Reach, we’ll be safe.”

“Huh? How so?” Duncan was puzzled as Sol had never mentioned the place before.

Sol froze as he didn’t know how to explain his visions. “It's the, umm… the Saintess! She told me we should head to Orna’s Reach.”

“What? Then why didn’t we head here in the first place?” Nataly asked.

“I was told not to divulge it unless we were in trouble. Something about knowing your fate will change it too much.”

Sol felt he would get caught in his lie if he kept answering their questions, so he pushed all the blame to the Saintess he had never even met.

Aron tilted his head as something still didn’t add up. “But what—”

Sol interrupted him before he was asked something he couldn’t explain. “I’ll explain later! For now, we run! Lapis, carry Nataly, I’ll need my hands free to better manipulate the earth.”

Lapis nodded and swung Nataly over her shoulder like a sack.

“H-hey! Wait!”

Lapis ignored her pleas, and together they ran towards Orna’s Reach, which was only a mountain away from them. As they climbed the peak of the mountain, they saw the snow giant quickly closing the distance. It appeared to be trying much harder to reach them, but it was still a ways away.

Sol took the little time they had on the mountain peak to take a good look at Orna’s Reach.

‘Is there a natural cave entrance, or did I make it with my skill?’

He was looking to see if he could find the cave from the vision. He hoped he didn’t have to make the cave himself as he had no idea where he had to make it. Luckily for him, he saw a trail on the mountain marked with unlit torches, which he followed until a small cave.

“Everyone follow me!”

...

As the snow giant ran after the humans, Kirgar, who was inside of it, was beginning to panic.

‘Why are the humans heading there?! Do they know what lies inside?!’

It made even more effort to run after them, but he knew he wouldn’t catch up to them in time. He could only curse himself for not being fast enough.

While running after them, the orc suddenly had a thought.

‘What if I tell it they are sacrifices?’ Kirgar’s eyes widened. ‘Yes! That may work! It will always uphold its deal!’
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                Though Kirgar formulated a plan in case the humans headed to that cave, he didn’t stop attacking. After all, he would much prefer not to interact with what was inside, so he would rather kill the humans before they got there.

As he controlled the snow giant to climb the mountain the squad landed on, he saw them halfway up Orna’s Reach. Soon they would arrive at the cave, and if that was indeed their destination, he had to act fast.

The snow giant perched itself on the mountain and began to morph. It shrank and compacted, taking on a new form. It became a ballista with three channels that could hold massive bolts.

Just as he was about to begin making the massive bolts, he stopped himself and frowned.

‘I can’t use my main attack. It will destroy the mountain.’

Fearing whatever was inside, the ballista morphed once more into a square shape. The square had hundreds of bores spread across its front. It was a hwacha.

With his command, the ice arrows filled the bores, and he launched them without any delay.

Hundreds of ice arrows streaked through the air, aiming straight for the humans.

Though confident they wouldn’t survive if they were hit by these arrows, after seeing how relentless they were in escaping, he refilled the hwacha and shot another volley.

...

Sol and his squad continued to climb the mountain. They were going as fast as they could, using any means. They completely ignored the well-maintained path of the mountain and climbed directly up the vertical walls with stone steps created with [Terra Manipulation]. They also used all the movement skills they could, but no matter how fast Sol, Lapis, Rex, and Aron could go, they had to match Duncan’s pace.

Other people would have considered dropping the weakest link, but no one in this squad even entertained the thought. Not even Lapis, who was more of a lone wolf, considered it.

Rex, who had kept an ever-vigilant eye on his surroundings, was the first to point out what the Champion orc was doing.

“He made a ballista out of snow! Wait, now it's some weird box!”

Duncan looked back and immediately knew what it was. “It's a hwacha! It can shoot hundreds of arrows instantly!”

Just as he informed them, they saw hundreds of ice blue arrows launch from the snow hwacha, covering what felt like the entire sky. It also didn’t stop with just one volley. Volley after volley was continuously launched.

“Watch out!”

Everyone used their movement skills to dodge the arrows. Everywhere they landed, they created small craters from their sheer power.

‘There has to be a way we survive this! I saw us reach that cave in the vision! It has to happen!’

Sol wracked his brain hard on how they could survive dodging them, but no matter what, he realized it wasn’t feasible. Soon their movement skills would run out, and they would find it much harder to continuously dodge.

‘Wait. What if we don’t have to dodge?’

Sol glanced at the craters left by the arrows. While frightening in power, it wasn’t like the previous massive ice spears that destroyed mountains.

As he realized this discovery, he saw Duncan slow down, his skill [Full Metal Stride] ended, and there was an arrow heading right towards him.

Sol brandished his Lipon and released the fire elemental sword. He used [Ground Shrink] towards Duncan and followed up with [Counter].

The flaming sword collided with the arrow, creating a sizzling sound before the arrow was knocked away.

Though the arrow was still powerful, it was possible for him to block it if he put his all into it. He judged each arrow had the power of a full strike from a peak B-Ranker, which was insane given the countless arrows raining down upon them. Luckily, they didn’t need to block all the arrows.

“The arrows are only as strong as a full strike from a peak B-Ranker!”

Sol yelled and didn’t elaborate further because he didn't need to; they understood what he meant and acted accordingly.

Rex continued dodging, but when there was no way to do so, he would use his sword to parry them. Though the arrow was strong enough to push him back, he would sometimes use the knockback to his advantage to move to a more ideal location.
Lapis, who was still carrying Nataly, didn't change much from her previous actions. She was able to perfectly evade all the arrows thanks to her high agility, [Enhanced Reflexes], and her talent skill [Serpentine Steps]. Even with Nataly weighing her down, she was able to slither past all the attacks without much issue.

Duncan was the least fearful of the arrows now that he knew their limits. He held his shield above his head as he endured the rain of arrows directly. He found this much easier than trying to dodge, as it was not his specialty.

Aron… hid under Duncan's massive shield and shamelessly took cover. His few movement skills were on cooldown, and his only way to parry the ice arrows was with his fist, which he didn’t believe would come out unscathed after one attack.

The squad continued climbing but at a much slower pace. Having to dodge and block the ice arrows hampered their progress, but on the bright side, Kirgar hadn’t moved from where he was launching the attack.

...

Kirgar mumbled to himself as he watched the squad continue to climb, “So these humans aren’t only good at running.”

Initially, he believed the human invaders had unusual skills for infiltrating and escaping, but it appeared they were also strong enough to withstand his diluted attacks. Even though the ice arrows weren't as strong as his main attacks, it was still similar to releasing hundreds of peak B-Rank attacks.

“This will be my last volley. I’ll continue chasing if this one doesn’t kill them.”

Ice arrows were formed inside the hwacha once more, but he didn’t release them yet. An evil grin rose on his face as he thought of a devious plan. He turned his attention to one of the arrows loaded onto the hwacha and concentrated much more energy onto it, packing it full of deadly freezing energy.

“Let's see how they block this one.”

The last volley was launched at the squad. Kirgar didn’t wait to see the results and began to chase after them.
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                “We’re almost there!” Sol yelled to motivate his squad.

It wasn’t a lie either, the cave was within sight. A few more meters of climbing and a final sprint were all that stood in their way of reaching their goal.

“That orc is running after us again!” Rex pointed out as he saw Kirgar launch one final volley before leaving the snow hwacha behind.

Aron chuckled. “Heh, he finally realized he couldn’t hurt us with his weak arrows.”

Duncan rolled his eyes as he held his massive shield above his head.

“Says the one hiding under my shield.”

“I’m not hiding! I’m, uhh… conserving my energy!”

“Sure…”

Duncan said sarcastically as he blocked tens of ice arrows.

Aron’s antics lightened the mood as they prepared to dodge the final volley of ice arrows. Thinking it was the same as the previous volleys, they used the same methods as before.

It worked for the most part until one inconspicuous arrow headed toward Nataly and Lapis. Like usual, she would use her overwhelming agility to perfectly dodge the arrows and treated the next one the same. She sidestepped around it, anticipating its trajectory as it neared.

The ice arrow landed next to her, but unlike the other arrows that soon disappeared after collision, this one remained. It glowed ominously as it began to emanate a freezing energy. The snow under it quickly began turning into ice and expanded outward.

Everyone felt its energy; even Duncan and Aron, who were the furthest away, could feel it emitting freezing energy.

“That’s not a normal arrow! Get away from it!”

Immediately after Sol’s warning, the ice arrow cracked and burst into countless deadly shards of ice packed full of power in all directions.

Duncan used his shield along with multiple defense skills to cover for himself and Aron, while Sol used [Overpower] and [Ground Shrink] to grab Rex, who was the closest to him, and got away as far as possible. Lapis and Nataly were not as lucky, being the two closest to the special ice arrow and the ones with the least time to react.

Lapis used all her movement skills simultaneously but quickly realized no matter how fast she went, they wouldn’t be able to avoid the ice shrapnel. But she also realized that it didn’t mean they both had to get hit by it.

Without hesitation, she tossed Nataly away toward the cave, brandished her spear, and swung at her using [Pole Slam]. The shaft of the spear smashed into Nataly and knocked her as far away from the ice arrow’s shrapnel.

“Gah!” Nataly yelled in pain as she was flung and landed near the entrance of the cave. Though Lapis did her best to hold back to not kill Nataly with her strike, it still left her critically wounded when she landed near the cave.

The next moment, Lapis’ back was riddled with ice shards, each containing incredibly deadly ice energy. Her armor was torn open as blood scattered everywhere.

“Lapis!” Sol yelled as he ran to her. The entire area was littered with ice shards, and their crushing sounds could be heard as he sprinted to her while still under the effects of [Overpower].

He looked at her wounds and couldn’t help but grimace at how bad they were. Her entire back was shredded open, and ice shards dug into her back, causing her body to turn blue from the cold energy.

Rex quickly appeared by his side and had a similarly ugly expression from seeing her injuries. Though it was bad, he had to warn him of the incoming threat.

“We have to move! That orc is coming here fast!”

Sol glanced and saw Kirgar in the distance, riding on a wave of snow, heading toward them frighteningly quick. He would arrive in under a minute if nothing was done about it.

“Grab Lapis and Nataly, take them to the cave! Give them as many healing potions as you need to and get Nataly to check on Lapis when she recovers!”

Rex nodded and lifted Lapis while Duncan and Aron moved to grab Nataly.

“What about you?” Rex asked before he left.

Sol watched Kirgar get closer with each passing second and spoke with a heavy tone.

“I’ll… try to slow him down.”

Sol knew he had to buy some time for them so they could treat Lapis and Nataly.

The others wanted to stay and help but knew there was little they could do here. They grabbed the injured women and took them inside the cave. Once they were gone, seven hands, each glowing in a different color, appeared around him and began to rotate around the orange hand. As the surrounding hands wove their energy into the orange hand, Sol calculated his chances.

‘I have never used [Overpower] alongside [Polychromatism]. With level four [Overpower], my intelligence nearly triples, so it should be much stronger than last time I tested full spectrum. Even though I used it before to save Rex, I still have a little under a minute left. Hope it's enough to push him back.’

Just as he finished his thought, the hands blurred, which was a visual indicator that the full spectrum attack was ready. Without hesitation, he gave the command and a large beam of pure white blasted out toward the orc.

As Kirgar was riding the wave of snow, he saw the incoming beam and immediately felt a sense of danger. Instinctively, he controlled the snow to swerve to the side and dodged the beam that blasted straight into the mountain.

‘This! Was one of them secretly an A-Ranker?! No, that's impossible.’

He didn’t see the reason in holding back till now, so he realized it was more likely that one of them was using their trump cards.

For a moment, he thought the attack was over until he heard rumblings from inside the mountain. His instincts screamed for him to move again. When he did, a beam blasted out of the mountain before splitting into countless smaller beams and curving back toward him.

Seeing the countless beams targeting him from multiple angles, a huge battle loving smile rose on his face. Adrenaline coursed through his body as he roared.

“I love it when they fight back!”

            

    
        Chapter 197: Promise

    
    
    
    
                Kirgar maniacally laughed as he dodged the countless beams. From where he stood, all he could see were the white beams that moved in unpredictable ways: some circled around to attack his back, others zigzagged toward him, a few burrowed through the ground and emerged beneath him, but most simply went for him directly.

He rode the snow and navigated it through the web of beams looking to burn a hole through his chest. Even when Sol made it so the beams would attack in a way that was impossible to dodge, the orc would create walls of ice to block a side and create an opening.

‘He’s toying with me…’

Sol could tell the orc wasn’t truly going all out against him and was just having a blast evading the attacks. He hadn’t even transformed into his snow giant or conjured other snow creations to protect him.

Sol remembered from the visions that the orc appeared in the cave unharmed. Which meant all of this wouldn’t stop him, and he could see why. The orc was agile enough to dodge the beams, and when there was no choice, his ice was strong enough to block them. Maybe only the main beam would be able to hurt him, but it was too slow at turning unlike the smaller beams.

Sol took out a mana potion and chugged it down, replenishing his quickly depleting mana supply.

‘I’ll leave him here then. Hopefully he doesn't get bored and charge through it all.’

Knowing there was nothing he could do here, he continued to feed the full spectrum his mana but left for the cave to check on Nataly and Lapis.

Fortunately, the full spectrum didn’t require his full attention as it could automatically target anyone he designated thanks to the power of chromatic blue. There was a downside of it becoming more predictable, but he knew it wouldn’t hit the orc either way.

Entering the cave, Sol looked for his squad and spotted them huddled together at the end of the cave, which had an oddly dark blue wall. He approached and saw Nataly coughing blood while desperately chanting her most potent healing spell.

“[Life Dew]! [Life Dew]!”

Drops of light green sap fell on Lapis, revitalizing her with the energy of life. Though it was Nataly’s strongest healing spell, the wounds slowly mended while freezing blue lines continued to spread outward from her back and had reached her waist and neck.

“Out of the way! [Life Drop]!”

Rex stood up and allowed Sol to take his spot as he also joined in healing Lapis’ wounds. While her back was closing faster than before, the veins of ice continued to expand outward, only slower than before.

‘It's not enough!’

Sol chugged another potion before he ran out of mana from full spectrum and placed his hands on her bloody back. He began to chant every useful spell he knew to help her recover. He didn’t hold back.

“[Flame Boon]! [Light Cleanse]!”

The fire spell bestowed cold resistance and vigor to fight off the encroaching frost, but the spell was quickly canceled as it was overwhelmed by its polar element. [Light Cleanse] fared slightly better, but it only served to slow the spread as it continued to spread until it reached either her head or her heart.

Everyone was surprised by him using spells of different elements, but they knew it wasn’t the time to ask. What was more shocking was that even with spells from four different elements, it wasn’t enough to stop the ice infection. The ice arrow was specially created by Kirgar, and it contained energy that almost rivaled one of his true attacks like the massive ice spears.

But Sol didn’t give up and continued to spam his three spells in rotation. Nataly helped as well by continuously chanting her healing spell while Aron fed her another potion.

But no matter how much they tried, the ice continued expanding.

“Dammit! [Light Cleanse]!”

Sol chanted another spell, but he suddenly felt a hand grab his. It was Lapis, who was barely conscious and felt numb from the ice energy ravaging her body.

After a lot of struggle, she managed to eke out a few words.

“Royal Library… third floor… Ophis…”

“Ophis? What does that have to do with anything?”

As much as Sol wanted to understand what she meant, she ignored his question and handed him her spatial ring.

“Take it… and promise…”

[Health: 12/700]

Sol had kept an eye on her health the entire time, and no matter how many spells he cast, even when he multicast them, the number didn’t go up. It only delayed the inevitable, and he could no longer deny it.

“Okay… I promise.” Sol spoke with a heavy heart. All he could do now was comfort her in her final moments, though he desperately wished there was something else he could do.

Hearing his words, Lapis formed a faint smile. She stopped resisting, allowing the ice to finish her off. It rapidly spread to her heart and froze it instantly before spreading to other parts of her body. She began to crystallize until her entire body froze over and became an ice sculpture.

The squad watched her final moments with different expressions ranging from sorrow to rage.

Sol clenched his bloody fist in anger. But he wasn’t allowed to dwell in his own thoughts for long as a deep booming voice resounded in the cave.

“I thought I told you orcs to bring them alive. They serve little purpose to me dead.”

Everyone stood up and looked around in tense confusion.

“I don't see anyone… Could it be an A-Ranker that specializes in stealth?” Rex wasn’t able to detect anything.

Sol gave his squad a signal to group up as they moved towards the end of the cave. They put their backs against the backmost wall, and Sol called out to the mysterious voice.

“Who’s there?!”

There was a pause of silence as the voice realized that the visitors weren’t the usual ones he had. The whole cave began to rumble as the wall they were pressing their backs against began to move. The squad leaped back to face the wall, but it was then that they realized it was no wall.

A massive eye was revealed, taking up the entire back wall of the cave. What they thought was a wall was only its eyelid.

The deep voice spoke in a puzzled tone. “Humans? And you're not offerings?”

“What? No, of course not!”

Sol instantly rebuked as he feared that this massive being would suddenly kill them thinking they were offerings. Though he wasn’t in a good mood after witnessing Lapis’ death, he had to move forward because if he didn’t they might all soon join her.

“Ah, then you have come to trade?” The deep voice spoke with somewhat eagerness. “I feel a great source of energy nearby.”

‘From offerings to trade? He switched tones fast…’ Sol was unsure how to proceed with this being, but he tried to take it from the top.

Sol spoke in a respectful manner. “I’m sorry, but we don’t know who you are. We came here seeking shelter and were unaware you lived here.”

“Seeking shelter? Interesting. First, let me introduce myself. My name is 𝜟Ƶลꗪలల٢ ᗫɨ ⨈ల٢ ⧨లԂɨⱦØล 〒٢లลꗪɨ℃. But you may call me Orna.”
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                “Orna Mountains…”

It was clear to the squad that this being was the reason the mountain range got its name.

The creature hummed in agreement.

“I laid claim to this land many centuries ago as my domain while I recovered from my wounds. I then went through many long cycles of hibernation until one day I discovered a tribe of orcs had laid claim to land around me as theirs.”

Sol nodded as he followed along. “The Frostaxe Clan came and you demanded tribute?”

“No. The clan I speak of is the Mystic Blood Clan.”

‘Mystic Blood Clan?’

Having never heard of such an orc clan, he turned to Duncan, the most knowledgeable, but even he shook his head in confusion. Duncan couldn’t even begin to guess how long ago it could have been.

Orna continued. “At first, I didn’t mind their presence and focused on recuperating until I realized my recovery had begun to slow down. This clan made use of the elemental energies in the region for their own purposes, which in turn left me with less to absorb. At the time, I was furious and rained down blizzards and frigid winds in the entire region to force them out of my domain. But no matter what I threw at them, they endured. Their clan not only remained but thrived under such conditions, and eventually, they discovered my presence. I was impressed by their resilience to endure my wrath even in my weakened state, so I offered them a deal. If they wished to continue living in my land and taking my resources, they must pay its equivalent back in life essence. I even added the additional benefit of protecting them from external threats.”

As he narrated his story, Sol felt a brief but sharp stinging pain. It was from his hands, the ones he left outside fighting the orc. He felt they were all simultaneously destroyed. He knew the orc was done playing around and was on his way.

Not long after the destruction of his hands, Orna paused his story and his massive eye glanced at the cave entrance.

“Hoh? Another guest? What an eventful day.”

The orc Champion Kirgar had appeared at the entrance. Sol saw him and moved in front of his squad, prepared to fight if he had to. Kirgar ignored his actions and instead focused his sight on the massive eye.

‘Damn! It’s awake! I can’t believe I let myself get distracted!’

He could only blame his battle junky nature. When he faced the beams, he found momentary joy and completely lost sight of the big picture. It was only when he felt the rumbling of the ground from the being’s awakening that he realized his mistake. Now he could only hope it was not too late.

“Oh Great Orna! I offer these humans as payment! I hope you accept!”

The faces of the squad members paled.

“What?! He’s lying!” Aron yelled in shock at how shameless the orc was.

Kirgar glared at Aron, sending shivers down his spine. He would kill them all where they stood if not for the being watching them.

“Great Orna, the decision is up to you if you wish to take their life essence! Though they are few, I'm sure they have enough life essence worth over a hundred men!”

What Kirgar said wasn’t false, and Orna could tell as well how they had more essence compared to the normal sacrifices.

Aron opened his mouth to rebuke further, but Rex covered his mouth and shook his head. None of them knew Orna’s temperament. If they spoke poorly or angered the massive being, they were sure they wouldn’t leave this cave alive.

The cave was deadly silent as they awaited his judgment. As they waited for what felt like an eternity, Orna spoke.

“No, I don’t accept these humans as sacrifices.”

“What? Why?!” Kirgar couldn’t help but ask.

“They weren’t brought to me by you; they came here of their own volition, so they are guests. Though they would be worth almost a tenth of this month's payment, their lives are not yours to spend.”

Kirgar gritted his teeth, hoping it would turn out differently, but he didn’t dare to speak against Orna. He already considered himself lucky that it didn’t become mad from him questioning its judgment.

The massive eye turned back to the squad. “Now then, dear guests. Should I continue with my tale?”

They all nodded. They were not only curious about what happened after but also didn’t dare say no.

Orna hummed in a pleased tone. It seemed the old being longed for some friendly company, and the orcs recently hadn't made him happy. “Where was I? Oh yes, the Mystic Blood Clan. They accepted my offer as they had nowhere else to go. They were able to meet my quota by performing a ritual that siphons a small amount of life essence from everyone who participates. It condensed all that essence into a crystallized form they called a life cluster. Though I was told they felt slightly weaker for a day or so, they would recover their spent life essence in due time. I was especially satisfied with this arrangement as it expedited my recovery by a millennium.”

Ignoring the being’s ridiculous sense of time, Duncan placed his hand on his chin and couldn’t help but ask, “Then why doesn’t the Frostaxe Clan do the same? Why sacrifice their own people and people of other nations?”

The massive eye turned to Kirgar, and though one couldn't see its facial expressions, the way its eye narrowed slightly showed disappointment.

“Ask him yourself. I would rather receive life clusters instead of sacrifices. I even passed the knowledge of the ritual decades ago.”

Kirgar felt the many eyes on him, including one massive eye. He knew what they wanted to hear, even without them having to say it.

“We tried! But the ritual doesn't make any sense! It has runes, enchantments, alchemy, and more all jumbled together, and it says we also need a Soul Shaman to perform it, but nobody has even heard of that talent!”

The brightest orcs had racked their brains trying to figure out how they could perform the ritual, but after decades of failure, they had reached the conclusion that it was impossible. This was why they changed their focus towards invading other lands to not only obtain sacrifices but also for the long-term goal of claiming a piece of land outside of the mountain range.
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                Orna spoke with a tone filled with disappointment. “I gave you all the knowledge regarding the ritual and even told you about the dwarven city so you could find answers there, yet all I hear of is your clan's incompetence. Oh, how I miss the days of the Mystic Blood Clan.”

Kirgar clenched his fist. His people had done their best, but this creature never considered it good enough. It always compared them to the previous orc clan and spoke highly of them at every opportunity.

“Wait, dwarves? They also lived here?”

Sol had heard that there used to be a dwarven kingdom in the Orna Mountains, but no one had been able to find any trace of it.

“Yes. Not long after the Mystic Blood Clan and I formed a beneficial relationship, dwarves requested an audience with me. They asked if they could also live here under my protection. The orcs at the time weren’t in favor of it until the dwarves reassured them they had no intention of living on the land. They wanted to live under it.”

Rex was the first to piece it together. “Under it? So those tunnels…”

“The dwarves constructed tunnels throughout the region with their city hidden somewhere inside. I informed the Frostaxe Clan about them in hopes they would learn how the dwarves held their ritual, which I was told was different from the Mystic Blood Clan. But they have yet to find their city.”

Orna did not know or really care at the time where in the tunnels the city was located. Because of that, it was only able to provide the location of the few entrances it could recall from memory.

“So what happened? Where did the orcs and dwarves go?”

Sol doubted the dwarves still lived there because if they did, the world would likely know about it. Something must have happened to both races that they were no longer here.

“I am unsure. I was asleep at the time.”

“What? But didn’t your deal include protecting them?” Aron blurted out his thoughts as he understood something bad likely happened to them.

The squad members all glared at him to keep his mouth shut. None wanted to irritate this being, and it wasn’t the time to question its story.

Orna let out a remorseful groan in response. “I know and I can only blame myself. I failed to uphold my end of the deal, which caused severe backlash. It set my recovery back a millennium.”

‘It injured him?’

This question appeared in the squad’s minds. Sol could only think of one way that could be possible.

“Was this deal witnessed by the Goddess Naria?”

Naria was known to most as the goddess of the sea, but she was also worshiped as the goddess of trade. It was said parties who made an agreement with her as witness must fulfill their end of the bargain or suffer divine retribution.

“Naria?” Orna scoffed. “She doesn't even understand the true purpose of trade. No, it was my own power that caused it. My very own law of trade punished me for not upholding my end of the deal. Speaking of which, I haven’t been completely honest with my guests.”

Everyone’s bodies became tense as they worried he did, in fact, want to kill them and take their life essence. It didn’t help that it spoke of a goddess like someone they knew from across the street.

“Since I awoke, my intuition has been telling me there is a very profitable deal we can make. You mentioned you desired safe shelter. I assume from this orc, correct?”

Sol breathed a sigh of relief as for a moment he thought this was heading in a different direction and nodded.

“If you can offer something of sufficient value to me, then it can be arranged and more. I can even harvest this orc’s life essence if you desire.”

“W-What?!” Kirgar shouted. He was shocked at the fact that his life was being used as a bargaining chip.

The eye gazed at him and the voice resounded through the cavern.

“Your clan is late on last month's payment. You still owe me 2,000 mortals' worth of life essence. Collecting your essence will at least cover a fourth of that.”

“T-that…”

The Champion’s first thought was to run away, as far away as possible, but he didn’t. The first reason was because if he escaped, his clan would likely be punished for it. The second reason was because he knew he couldn’t escape even if he wanted to. He didn’t believe he could take more than three steps before this being ended his life.

The eye turned back towards the squad, but its gaze was clearly more focused on Sol.

“So how about it? I can sense you have something of value to me.”

Sol was stunned as he didn’t understand how it could perceive that, but he just surmised it was through methods beyond his understanding. Regarding things of value, Sol had many things that could fall under that category: gold, unique weapons, even the charged elemental canisters could be sold for a large sum of gold, but he felt that none of that would interest the being.

‘There’s only one thing that could interest him… but if I give it to him, we fail the mission.’

He could easily conclude that the only valuable item Orna would be interested in was the fruit they recently obtained, but he was very conflicted about handing it over. He felt that if he did, it would make Lapis’ death all for nothing. He then wondered if she would still be alive if they had simply surrendered to the orcs and gave them the fruit.

Sol mentally sighed, ‘No point in dwelling on what I could have done better. I need to focus on how the rest of us can survive now.’

From his light red spatial ring, he retrieved the legendary fruit. The moment it appeared, the surrounding temperature dropped significantly.

‘I never actually got to see its description.’

Sol used [Analysis] on it as he didn’t get to do it last time.

[Winter’s Kiss
Legendary

Quality: Perfect
Effect: Consumption would increase all attributes by 50. Vitality and Wisdom increase by another 50. Greatly increases ice affinity. Caution: Extremely high chance to kill the consumer. High chance to transform the consumer into an ice elemental. Medium chance to transform the consumer into an elder ice elemental. Low chance to not transform the consumer. High vitality and ice affinity would provide better odds.]

‘This is… insane…’

If Sol ate it, all his attributes would increase by over 30%, while Vitality and Wisdom would increase by over 60% of their current value. It was the same as gaining 70 levels worth of attributes, and there was also the added benefit to one's ice affinity. The only problem was that he wasn’t very confident in being able to eat the fruit without either dying or becoming an ice elemental. He felt like he would have to wait a long time to be able to actually consume it.

The squad appeared conflicted when he pulled the fruit out for the same reasons Sol was hesitant, but none spoke their thoughts. Kirgar’s jaw dropped when he felt the energy radiating from the fruit, as he couldn’t believe they were carrying such a treasure.

‘Was that the cause of the blizzard?’

Kirgar could instinctively tell that the fruit would be extremely beneficial to him. If he ate it, his strength would soar by a large amount, and his ability to manipulate ice and snow would greatly increase as well. He regretted not arriving sooner to claim the fruit for himself, but as he did, he realized that too many times today he regretted not getting sooner. This could no longer be attributed to bad luck but his own incompetence, and he understood that well.

Orna’s giant eye widened as Sol presented the fruit to it. Sol’s hands felt like they were on fire as he held it, but he endured the pain and waited for its response.

“I cannot accept this trade.”

“What?”

Everyone was initially shocked that even this wasn’t enough to satisfy Orna. Fortunately, they all misunderstood.

The Winter’s Kiss floated off Sol’s hands as it levitated in front of the giant eye. It inspected it as it gave its judgment.

“This is worth much more than just protection. I need to offer more to make this a fair deal. Do you perhaps wish to own half the mountain range? You can even choose which part of the region, whether the current orcs' territory or the abandoned dwarven territory.”
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                Surprisingly, Kirgar was the first to speak.

“Please, human. Don’t take our land. We have nowhere to go; our clan would perish if you forced us out.”

Sol turned to face the begging A-Rank orc but couldn’t help but feel resentment.

“You killed Lapis and you expect me to listen to your pleas?”

Each of his words was heavy and laced with suppressed rage. Kirgar could tell Sol was furious about the death of his comrade and knew he wouldn’t be forgiven. But that didn’t mean his clan had to suffer for his actions.

“Direct your anger at me, not my clan. I was the one who killed her. If you take our land, tens of thousands of orcs will perish to Orna’s wrath or die trying to invade other nations.”

No nation would accept such a large number of orcs, as it would destabilize their country, which was why the only option left to them would be an all-out war in hopes they could carve out a territory large enough for their clan.

Sol knew such a war would completely dwarf the one he saw at the fort two months ago. Their clan’s existence would be on the line, and they would be forced to mobilize every man, woman, and child they could in hopes they could claim new territory. The deaths in such a war wouldn’t just be from the orcs but from whichever nation they decided to invade, which would either be the Holy Kingdom of Delvania or his Kingdom of Crestelia.

Regardless of which nation they invaded, he didn’t want to be the cause of so many deaths from both sides.

Sol reassured him, “I won’t force the orcs out of their homes. But you will pay for her death.”

“Thank you…”

Even though Kirgar’s fate was sealed, he was glad he prevented the death of his clan.

Sol then turned back to Orna, who had been waiting patiently for his decision.

“Great Orna-”

“Just Orna is fine. You are a guest, and we are conducting a trade after all.”

“You really like trading, huh.”

Sol accidentally spoke his thoughts out loud and immediately apologized.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way!”

Orna let out a booming laugh that shook the entire cave.

“Haha! Do not worry, human, it's true after all. I simply love the act of making a deal, from finding out what both parties desire to finding a solution that benefits all involved. Sadly, it's something Naria still doesn't understand. She sees trading as an absolute contract, and it doesn't matter if one or even both parties come out unsatisfied. Ah, but don’t tell her that; she needs to learn it on her own.”

‘I don’t think I’m going to talk to a literal goddess anytime soon…’

The more he conversed with Orna, the less terrifying he found it. Sure, it was a being that could nap through entire centuries and easily cause extreme natural disasters even in its self proclaimed wounded state, but it was starting to give the feeling of a wise old man who sits out on the front of his house and talks to anyone who passes by.

“Then about what I was saying. Orna, I don’t want to own half of the region. But I have a suggestion. Can you no longer demand tribute from the orcs?”

Sol didn’t really have any desire to own such a large piece of land. What would he even do with it? He would rather the orcs no longer require tribute so they no longer had a reason to invade their kingdom.

The squad was surprised at what he was asking, but no one was as surprised as Kirgar. He didn’t understand why a human was going so far to solve their problems, but he felt touched nonetheless.

Sadly, Orna didn’t find it acceptable. “While it's honorable for you to help their clan, even when you are clearly enemies, the fruit is only worth at most five centuries of tribute. After that, I would have to collect once more. But even so, it wouldn’t be in my favor as the fruit would then not expedite my recovery by much. Only by combining the fruits with tribute can I hope to recover within the next millennium.”

Kirgar’s face darkened as he realized their clan would have to pay tribute for centuries. He doubted their clan could survive in these lands for so many years before they all became sacrifices for it.

Sol also understood this wouldn’t solve their problem, even if Orna accepted that condition, so he tried to find another angle.

“What if… we perform the ritual for life clusters?”

“Uhh… Sol, how do you suppose we do that?” Rex asked. As far as he knew, nobody in their squad was an expert in rituals.

“I don’t mean right now, but we can go to our kingdom and share what we know. If we work alongside the knowledge Orna has and what the orcs have discovered in their attempts to perform the ritual, we might be able to solve it.”

Aron was speechless. “You want our kingdom that has been constantly invaded by orcs for the past 40 or so years to work alongside the orcs?”

Even Kirgar didn’t see how that could happen. Orcs weren’t the most receptive to help from outsiders. He wasn’t even sure if they would accept it.

While everyone doubted his plan, two saw the potential.

Duncan placed his hand under his chin and spoke his thoughts out loud. “It might be possible… Not only would it solve the orcs’ tribute problem so they no longer have a reason to attack us, it would likely open the door for many advancements in magic. I don’t think the kingdom would be against such an arrangement.”

Orna agreed. “If the orcs could produce life clusters once more, my recovery would also be much faster.”

Sol further added, “We could also tackle it from the dwarven side and search the tunnels for their kingdom. If we find it, we can find out how they made the life clusters. We would just need some time to do it.” He then turned to the large eye. “So what do you say, Orna? Do we have a deal?”

Orna was silent, but one could see how its eye wrinkled, not unlike how it would when smiling. Sol believed deep underground, this massive being was grinning. The ground shook as he laughed once more.

“Hahaha! This is why I love a good trade! Everyone wins! You have yourself a deal! But there is one more thing I wish to add.”

“Huh, what is it?”

“If this plan of yours works, I gain a steady supply of life clusters once more, the orcs would no longer need sacrifices, and your kingdom would no longer be invaded. But you and your allies do not gain anything. I will amend that!”

The ground began to shake again, but this time the ground in front of Sol began to crack. The ground split open as three large reptilian scales rose from the ground in front of him.

Orna spoke with a slightly less energetic tone; it clearly took a lot of effort from him to present those three scales.

“Human. In my long life, few mortals have interested me as much as you have. If not for the fact your laws don’t align with mine, I would have selected you as my chosen. Instead, I present these scales, each imbued with one of my laws: the Law of Frigid Winds, the Law of Trade, and the Law of Dragons.”

“You're a dragon?!” Sol shouted in surprise. He was also confused at the mention of laws as he had also heard the Commander mention it before during his training. At the time he thought it was referring to the rules in how some techniques worked but it seemed there was more to it. He made a mental note he would ask the Commander when he returned.

“You didn’t know?” Orna thought it was obvious. He wasn’t hiding it and even said his draconic name.

Sol and the rest of the squad shook their heads. How were they supposed to know they were bartering with a dragon?

Kirgar explained to Orna, “Oh Great Orna. Dragons are considered a myth to most. Besides you, nobody has seen another dragon.”

Orna let out a hum in acknowledgment. “I see. I can understand why. After all, there is only one other dragon in this world.”

‘There's another?!’

The squad's understanding of the world was flipped upside down.
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                Orna directed the conversation back to the main point.

“Then let us review the deal once more. In return for this energy rich fruit, you will receive my protection in this region where none are allowed to harm you and your allies, three of my scales, and a decade to learn and perform the life cluster ritual. I will also inform the orcs to cooperate with your kingdom in the research of the Mystic Blood Clan’s ritual and the exploration of the dwarven tunnels. If they don't cooperate, I will forcefully evict them from my domain. Oh, and also the life of this orc.”

Orna treated Kirgar's life as an afterthought at most, but Kirgar didn’t forget. He was ready to embrace his death and knew he couldn’t avoid it.

Sol glanced at the orc and realized it was all happening according to the visions. He remembered his previous pleas and how they matched the second to last vision; the final vision ended with him being reduced to small shards. He glanced downwards and saw his hands stained with Lapis’ blood. He just had to say the word, and the premonition would be complete.

He glanced at Lapis’ body that had completely turned to ice and felt a rising sense of rage. He never wanted to say yes so badly in his entire life. He wanted this orc to die for what he had done. But a voice whispered at the back of his mind, asking an important question.

‘If I see another vision like this, do I follow it like before? Can I even change what I see in the visions?’

It was because he followed the visions that Lapis died. He should have known the blood was either his or from one of his squad members; there was no other alternative looking back on it now. But this was the future, maybe even fate itself. He didn’t know if he could actually go against it, even if he knew what occurred. If he did know and tried to prevent Lapis’ death, could he? And if he let the orc go, what if Orna killed him anyway for personal reasons to pay back the debt? What if he died soon after as fate caught up to him?

Sol wanted to say yes and let the orc pay for what he had done, but he also wanted to let him live to see if the future was set in stone.

As he was deep in thought, he felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Duncan looking at him solemnly.

“I know you’re conflicted between avenging Lapis and letting him live to facilitate cooperation with the orcs. The decision is solely yours as Captain, but let me share something I’ve learned over the years. Violence always begets more violence. An A-Ranker like him is very important to their clan, and his death would create resentment not unlike the one you hold for him now.”

Though Duncan was wrong about the reason Sol was conflicted, he raised a good point which Sol had never thought about. Sol had completely forgotten about how important the orc’s life was to the Frostaxe Clan. A-Rankers were few, and even the loss of just one would be very painful. If Kirgar did die, the orcs would easily connect his death to them and, in turn, to their kingdom, leading to repercussions further down the line.

Sol turned to see his allies, and though none of them spoke their thoughts, he could clearly see their own opinions on the matter based on their facial expressions. Aron appeared to be more in favor of sparing him. Rex was indecisive on the matter. Nataly, on the other hand, carried a look of deep resentment to the orc, clearly wanting his death. After all, Lapis sacrificed herself to save her.

Seeing his own squad split on the matter, he couldn’t go with the majority decision; it was up to him. Orna stayed silent as well, not wishing to influence the human’s decision. Even Kirgar remained silent; he knew he had no choice in the matter and believed he was already dead. His only comfort was knowing that his killer would save his clan even after what he had done.

Eventually, he came to a decision. One that he hoped Lapis, wherever she was, would understand.

“No, he can live.”

Everyone showed different reactions: surprise, understanding, and even disagreement. Kirgar was extremely grateful for being granted such mercy.

“Really?! Thank you, savior!”

Kirgar already considered Sol the savior of his clan. He cared greatly for his people, and seeing Sol go through such effort to save their future impacted him greatly.

Sol glared at him. “That doesn't mean I forgive you. I will never forgive you.”

Though the threat came from someone much weaker than him, Kirgar still felt chills. He felt that Sol was the kind of person to remember a grudge and come back later to dish it back tenfold.

Orna then spoke. “Might I offer a suggestion, human? If you don't wish for his death yet seek retribution, there are other ways he could pay for his actions against you and your deceased companion. He could serve as the ritual's focus for the duration of his life.”

“The ritual’s focus?”

Sol still didn’t know much about the life cluster ritual. Kirgar, on the other hand, did and took a step back in shock.

“F-for my entire life?”

Orna confirmed and explained. “When the ritual is performed, all participants offer a sliver of their life essence, but to combine it all into a life cluster, a medium is required—the focus. They would receive all the life essence, temporarily overloading their body before ejecting it into what becomes the life cluster. It is by no means a painless process, and those who serve as the ritual’s focus lose a greater share of their life essence by the end of it, leaving them drastically weakened for an entire month. Normally, it would be a role they take turns performing, but it's possible for just one to carry the burden.”

“So, if he does it every month, he would be in a perpetual state of weakness for the rest of his life.”

“That is correct.”

Sol turned to Kirgar. “Though your opinion doesn't matter, how does that sound to you?”

Kirgar lowered his head in resignation. “My life is yours to decide, savior.”

In a way, he could consider himself fortunate he would still have a life to live. While orcs all desire a meaningful death, that didn’t mean they would actively seek death.

Sol faced Orna’s eye and nodded.

“Then let it be so! I declare this deal now in effect!”

Once the dragon stated that, everyone suddenly felt some kind of intangible connection being formed between each other. It didn’t linger long before disappearing, but if they thought about it, they could feel it was still there.

Orna explained. “Now that it's been declared, any party that fails to uphold their side of the agreement will face the law of trade's punishment. Though in the case of you humans, there is no punishment if you fail to make the ritual work; I would simply be allowed to once more accept sacrifices as payment. The orc, on the other hand, if he doesn’t serve as the focus for even one ritual, will face a punishment on the same level that I experienced centuries ago. And unlike me, I doubt you could endure even a second.”

The dragon made it very clear to Kirgar that he shouldn’t take the deal lightly. The orc shuddered before shaking his head up and down extremely fast.

“I understand, Great Orna!”

Seeing all was done, Sol walked over to Lapis’ body and kneeled beside it. He gently lifted her body, careful not to cause it to crack, and placed it in his spatial ring. When he arrived back at the kingdom, he would give her a proper burial.

He stood back up and gave Orna a light bow.

“It's been a pleasure to meet you, Orna. We will head back and report to our kingdom so we can decide our next course of action.”

“Likewise, human Sol. But before you leave, remember to take this. Give it to your scholars to help them get started on their research.”

A thick book popped into the space in front of them. When Sol held it and read its title, he realized he didn’t recognize any of the words. Clearly, it was written in a different language, and he didn’t know any other language than the common tongue. He stored it in his spatial ring and decided to leave it to the scholars to figure out.
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                In the royal palace, Wendy, the Saintess, was in her private chambers. She had just returned from a meeting where she shared her recent foresights. She didn’t have much control over her fate readings, so they were usually random. Most were mundane visions like weather patterns, crop harvests, and other events that were useful to know ahead of time. Occasionally, she would foresee important events such as natural disasters, dangerous monster attacks, or, recently, the appearance of a legendary fruit in the Orna Mountains.

She removed her white hood, revealing her short blue hair, and flopped onto the bed exhausted after a long day. Wanting to rest, she soon got up, intending to attempt once again to see who had altered the fate of the city and the individuals involved.

"Even though the ripples are gone, I still can’t find any trace of what they did... Still, I must try."

She sat down in front of a table with a unique pattern, etched with many sigils. It had been crafted by the kingdom's finest runesmiths to help her channel her powers better.

Before she could activate the table to enhance her abilities, her skill suddenly activated on its own. Her eyes turned into a starry blue night sky as she peered into the vast web of fate. A few seconds later, she blinked, and her eyes returned to normal. Though it had only been a short moment, time seemed to stretch when viewing the web of fate, feeling like minutes had passed to her.

"Someone changed the future?"

Events she had previously foreseen had now shifted. Instead of battles against orcs that she had predicted for the coming months, she now saw humans and orcs working together to explore a labyrinth of tunnels. The idea of humans and orcs cooperating felt preposterous, and she wouldn’t have believed it if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

She stood up from her scrying table, no longer intending to peer into the future. Once she had seen the future, whether actively or passively, it would enter a long cooldown, forcing her to wait until she could try again. She pulled the hood of her robe back up and left to report the changes she had foreseen as soon as possible.

...

A week later, the squad arrived at the city gates of the capital without incident. Kirgar ordered the orcs to let them through, and aside from the occasional monster attack, they faced no obstacles on their journey back.

Despite their successful mission, the squad returned with a somber mood. Some might have considered their mission a great success despite its complications, but the squad themselves did not share that sentiment. It had been their first mission together, and one of their members had died, among other problems. Duncan and Rex, who had experienced similar events in the past, tried to maintain morale, but their efforts had only a partial effect on Aron. Nataly was furious that Sol had spared Kirgar's life, despite the benefits. From her perspective, if she had been the one to die, she would have wanted her comrades to seek revenge, no matter what.

Sol spent almost the entire journey in silence. He only moved or spoke when directly addressed or when making camp for the night but would then return to his silence. The squad wasn’t sure if his silence stemmed from regret over sparing Kirgar or from grieving the loss of their companion. At one point, Duncan attempted to lift his spirits with a pep talk, but received only a lukewarm response.

"Captain, we're here."

Unknown to the group, Sol wasn’t silently dwelling on the past with regret. While he mourned Lapis' death, he was focusing on the future, determined never to repeat the same mistake again.

[[Snap Punch] evolved into [Flash Fist]!]

[[Intermediate Weapon Mastery] leveled up! (8 -> 9)]

[[Backstab] transformed into [Vorpal Blade]!]

[[Vorpal Blade] leveled up! (6 -> 7)]

Sol opened his eyes after another successful training session but to him it wasn't enough. He channeled all his anger and frustration into self-improvement. He despised feeling helpless when faced with a true A-Ranker and was determined never to experience it again. Previously, becoming an A-Ranker had been a distant goal, something he would achieve slowly over time. But how many more of his comrades would die before he reached that level? He no longer simply wanted to become an A-Ranker; he needed to become one. He opened his status page to review his progress.

Name: SolRace: Human
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]Level: 82
Exp: 13,732,000/98,417,000

HP: 1450MP: 1650
Str: 85 (+70)Vit: 80 (+70)
Agi: 80 (+70)Int: 85 (+70)
Wis: 80 (+90)

Talent Skills:
[Siphon] Lv 5, [Analysis] Lv 7, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX

Siphoned Talents:
[Create Magic Hands] Lv MAX, [Impact Bubble] Lv 2

Passive Skills:
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Reflect] Lv 1, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 8, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 8, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [True Sight] Lv 6, [Superior Mana Control] Lv 2, [Fortified Soul] Lv 2, [Relay Magic] Lv 8, [Cooking] Lv 7, [Omniway Footwork] Lv 6, [Basic Smithing] Lv 6, [Enhanced Sight] Lv 4, [Basic Alchemy] Lv 4, [Basic Carpentry] Lv 5, [Poise Stance] Lv 4

Active Skills:
[Cross Slash] Lv 9, [Ground Shrink] Lv 8, [Flash Fist] Lv 1, [Invisibility] Lv 7, [Terra Manipulation] Lv 8, [Rock Throw] Lv 4, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Primal Rend] Lv 4, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 2, [Telepathy] Lv 3, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 8, [Disable] Lv 1, [Vorpal Blade] Lv 7, [Bombardment] Lv 2, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 8, [Seeking Shot] Lv 7, [Mana Slash] Lv 6, [Intermediate Light Magic] Lv 7, [Shadow Hands] Lv 7, [Shadow Form] Lv 5, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4, [Polychromatism] Lv EX, [Low Sweep] Lv 8, [Basic Ice Magic] Lv 8, [Mana Burst] Lv 4, [Repair] Lv 5, [Rising Slash] Lv 4

After briefly acknowledging the changes, Sol stood up and gazed out of the carriage window. He saw the towering wall surrounding Crestal and the people waiting in line to enter the city. As Royal Knights, they were able to bypass such lines and proceed directly to the gate, where regular soldiers welcomed them.

“Welcome back, sir knights.”

Upon confirming their knight emblems, a soldier approached with hesitation.

“Um, sir knights, we need to inspect your carriage. Please step outside for a moment.”

Sol, Aron, and Nataly stood up, prepared to comply, but Duncan and Rex were surprised. They knew something was amiss.

Duncan fixed his gaze on the soldier and asked, “What’s the meaning of this?”

Clearly nervous, the soldier stuttered slightly before responding.

"W-we’ve received orders to inspect every Royal Knight carriage. One knight squad was caught smuggling illegal goods, so now we have to check all knight squads. Please cooperate…”

Duncan frowned upon hearing this. The Royal Knights were generally considered clean compared to other organizations. While there had been some corruption among the lower ranks in the past, Commander Zaman had purged those elements long ago. Since then, promotions to higher ranks verify their character and moral integrity, including Sol, who had been unknowingly subjected to moral tests during his training.

For a Royal Knight squad to be involved in illicit actions was serious. It suggested that their captain likely knew about it, which could tarnish the reputation of the entire organization if word got out and judging from how this matter didn't get secretly buried it likely already did.
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                Sol could see from Duncan’s reaction that this wasn’t normal. It was his first time entering the city as a knight, so he thought it was standard procedure for their carriage to be inspected, but now he understood it wasn’t the case.

“Let them inspect the carriage. We have nothing to hide.” For now, Sol chose to comply, planning to get to the bottom of it later.

Duncan nodded and got off. He wasn’t against the inspection; he was just worried about what it meant.

The soldiers quickly inspected the carriage, not wanting to waste any more time than needed, and promptly let them into the city.

When they arrived at the castle, they returned the unused supplies and the hornsteads to the stables.

Sol received the refunded merits and looked at his squad.

“All that's left is to report to Grand Knight Lawrence or Commander Zaman what happened, but only I need to do that. The rest of you can get some well deserved rest. Later we need to meet up and discuss what we will do with her…”

“She didn’t leave behind a will?” Rex asked.

Sol shook his head, “No, we also don’t know if she had any family, so there is no one we can contact.”

Because their squad was immediately thrust into their first mission, there were a lot of things they skipped. They hadn’t even seen their new sleeping quarters, which were solely for their squad. Another was leaving behind a will, which was usually the captain's duty to collect from his squad. The only ones who already had a will were Duncan and Rex, but the rest didn’t, not even Sol.

The squad agreed they would meet up later to decide on her funeral and they all left to go to their quarters together. Sol was the only one who went the opposite direction as he went straight to Zaman's office. As he walked through the halls, he glanced at his right hand where Lapis’ spatial ring now resided.

Sol peeked into Lapis’ spatial ring, curious as to why she was so adamant for him to take it. He didn’t find anything special inside; there were a few spears, armors, and some useful tools and items. What he did find interesting was the number of dresses stored inside—he didn’t take her for the type of person to enjoy such cute designs.

When he was looking through her potions, he stumbled upon something odd: two red vials he initially thought were potions, but no system message appeared when he used [Analysis]. Upon further inspection, he realized the dark red color was actually blood. He didn’t know why she carried two vials of blood, but thought it might have been related to her third talent of [Viper Blood].

While looking at her ring, he remembered her final wish. ‘Ophis huh… I’ll check it out as soon as I can.’

Soon Sol arrived at the door to Commander Zaman's office. He was about to knock but he faintly heard two familiar voices on the other side of the door.

“...bastards… clearly planted…”

“I know… wait… right time…”

‘Maybe I should come by later.’

As soon as Sol finished his thought, he noticed they stopped talking. The door opened, revealing Grand Knight Lawrence.

“You're back already?” Lawrence thought the mission would have taken a bit longer. Zaman, on the other hand, who sat behind his desk, wasn’t surprised as he had already heard of their return ahead of time.

“Yes, Grand Knight. I have some important news to report, but should I come back later?”

Lawrence glanced back to Zaman, who gave a single nod.

“It’s fine, we just finished. Zaman, I’ll see what I can do regarding the incident.”

“Thank you. I’ll delay signing the papers as long as I can.”

Lawrence then left, and Sol entered the office, closing the door behind him.

With a friendly tone, the Commander spoke, “Welcome back, Sol. How was your first mission?”

Sol showed a complicated expression as he wasn’t sure how to succinctly answer that.

“There were many, umm, complications…”

He told Zaman what happened in the mission. From the bandits and the impromptu rescue operation of the townsfolk to them obtaining the fruit but then losing it in a trade with a creature previously thought to be only from fairy tales. He didn’t omit anything from his retelling with the exception of him briefly seeing the future, delaying Kirgar back with [Polychromatism], and the multiple magics he used in the attempt to heal Lapis.

Needless to say, the Commander went through a wide range of reactions from amazement to shock and finally sadness over hearing of the loss of such a promising knight.

“My condolences. Lapis’ death… was unforeseen.”

Sol shook his head, “No one could have predicted it would turn out like that. Although it was my first mission, I know there is always a risk and the unexpected can happen. I can only improve and never let it happen again.”

Zaman gave a sincere smile but shook his head.

“I’m glad to know that you will strive to do better. It's all we can do to honor those who have fallen, but that's not what I meant. I gave you that mission because I was assured by the Saintess that there would be no casualties. I wouldn't have assigned you such a mission otherwise, no matter how good it would be for your reputation and future.”

Sol widened his eyes in surprise. He had already guessed the Commander assigned him such a mission for such a reason but it wasn’t confirmed until now.

“So nobody was meant to die…”

Zaman nodded and shared his theory of what could have happened. “I'm not sure what could have happened, but I have a hunch it had to do with the dragon. A week ago, she said the future changed and we would soon be in a cooperative relationship with orcs. What you just told me confirmed it. I believe that dragon changed the future into something that suited him better. After all, if we succeed, he gets the life clusters you mentioned.”

“Oh… yeah it could be that.”

He obviously knew it was him who changed the future. It seemed his choice to spare the orc had a much bigger impact than he thought.

‘It's good to know I can change the future if I have another vision.’

The Commander noticed he had a rather lackluster response and found it odd. He considered asking for his opinion on the matter, but decided against it and instead changed the subject.

“So when you gave the dragon the fruit, he offered three of his scales in return? May I see them?”

Sol nodded and retrieved them from his inventory. Each scale was huge, being a meter tall. When the scales were revealed, the Commander frowned.

‘Such powerful auras… especially that one.’

The one that stood out the most was the scale bathed in the Law of Dragons. Compared to the other two, it had a much more dominating presence.

Sol was confused by Zaman’s reaction as he sensed nothing of the such, but it wasn’t because he was too weak. It was because the scales were bestowed to him and his squad—they would not release their aura onto them as their owners.

Sol pushed the three scales to him and said, “While we failed to retrieve the fruit, I believe these scales are more valuable.”

He didn’t have any intention to hide or keep the three scales to himself. Although he didn’t know what they could do as [Analysis] didn’t work on them, the findings of the mission belonged to the Royal Knights.

Zaman agreed, “It likely is. Originally, the mission reward was 500 merits, but with the bandits and these scales, I would say it's more around 1000. We need to appraise them and find out what they can do before I can say for certain.”

Zaman then reached out to take the three scales, but something unexpected happened.

            

    
        Chapter 204: Trade Scale

    
    
    
    
                The Law of Frigid Winds scale easily entered the Commander’s spatial ring, but the other two scales resisted fiercely and expressed their disagreement. They flooded the room with their auras that contained their intent, and though no thoughts were transmitted, the two understood what each scale expressed.

“So it's like that…” Zaman mumbled in awe.

Sol was also shocked. “Orna didn't say this would happen.”

The two scales flat out refused to be given away and had different conditions for such a thing to occur. The Law of Dragons scale said it would only obey those who were recognized by a dragon. Obviously, such a condition couldn’t easily be met, so Zaman briefly considered if he could take it by force, but his instincts told him his odds of winning against this inanimate scale were not in his favor. The Law of Trades scale, on the other hand, refused simply because it didn’t want to be given away for free. For it to change hands, the scale needed to be traded for something else of value.

As for why the Law of Frigid Winds scale obediently entered the Commander's spatial ring, it just didn’t care who its owner was.

The Commander didn’t blame Sol and found this situation more interesting than the fruit he originally wanted. “It’s fine. Nothing can be done about one with the Law of Dragons, but we can at least negotiate for the Law of Trades scale.”

Sol nodded; he wouldn’t say no to more merits.

“Hmm… How about 500 merits for the scale?”

The moment Zaman made his initial offer, the Law of Trades scale began to levitate and hovered over the two.

Sol was stunned. “Is it… overseeing the deal?”

“It seems we know what this one does. It probably has a similar effect to what that dragon did to your squad and the orc when you made the deal.”

The scale then vibrated as if in agreement but released its intent once more to express it was still dissatisfied.

Zaman frowned. “I need to offer more? For an inanimate object, you sure have a lot of guts.”

The scale expressed it was worth much more than simple monetary value and that other benefits should be added.

As Sol understood its intent, he made a weird face. ‘Wasn’t I the one that had to negotiate? Why is it negotiating on my behalf?’

Feeling left out, Sol had a suggestion. “How about on top of the merits, I also receive access to the third floor of the Royal Library?”

“The third floor?” The Commander made a serious expression. “The third floor contains kingdom-level secrets and information. What sort of information are you searching for there?”

“I heard there was information on something called Ophis there.”

Sol didn’t mention it was Lapis’ final wish as he was unsure how the Commander would react.

After considering it for a moment, Zaman nodded, “I will allow it, but you can only choose one book and you can't remove it from the library either.”

“Then we have a deal, right?” Sol asked.

The scale emanated its intent, still unsatisfied.

Zaman almost fell out of his seat in shock. “You want more?!”

Sol looked at the scale and thought, ‘This might take a while.’

…

Half an hour later.

“1000 merits, one Royal Library third-floor book, free and complete access to the second floor for your entire squad, 10%- no, 20% discount in the merit shop, the right to choose and accept any mission, and finally three weeks of paid leave. Is that finally enough?!”

The Law of Trades scale expressed a somewhat reluctant acceptance. It conveyed that his offer barely reached its minimum value, and it would accept it if Sol agreed to as well.

Zaman let out a sigh of relief as he felt his entire body ache. As to why he was in such pain, it was because the scale got tired of Zaman slowly increasing what he offered and unleashed a powerful electric shock that hurt not only his body but his soul as well. Before, the Commander thought the Law of Dragons scale was the strongest of the three, but that was only because it didn’t conceal its power. Once the Law of Trades scale began punishing him, he realized it was just as strong and that he was helpless under its attacks.

With every punishment increasing in power, Zaman carefully considered what he was able to offer in exchange for the scale. At no point did he consider giving up, especially when he was shocked mercilessly. In fact, it made him more determined to obtain it. It not only had some level of sentience but also was much stronger than him, who could be considered among the stronger A-Rankers.

Relieved the scale was willing to allow the exchange, Zaman turned to Sol with pleading eyes.

Sol nodded. He would have accepted long ago if he could. He felt pity but was also impressed his Commander was able to endure such punishments repeatedly.

With both of their confirmations, the scale glowed brightly, and the two felt an invisible connection form between them. They subconsciously both knew that failure to uphold either side would result in a deadly version of the previous punishments.

The Commander then attempted to place the scale in his spatial ring once more, and this time it obeyed, entering without resistance.

Having that as confirmation, he was finally able to relax.

“Hah… that wasn’t easy, but its power is indisputable.”

Sol agreed. “It would be especially useful for merchants and nobles to guarantee whoever they make deals with upholds their side.”

After witnessing the power of the Law of Trades scale, he felt it was useful but knew he would never be able to get the most use out of it. Only someone who frequently made deals with other parties could truly benefit.

A smile grew on Zaman's face. “You're absolutely right. Don’t tell anyone, but I plan to give this to the princess. Right now, more than ever, she needs allies she can trust.”

“Should you be telling me this?”

He let out a short laugh. “Haha! No, I suppose not. Regardless, this took longer than expected. I will make sure to arrange everything for you by tomorrow. I have other matters to tend to, so for now, you're dismissed.”

“Yes, Commander.” Sol stood up from his seat and gave a salute before heading out of the office.
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                Two days had passed.

It had been a hectic two days as the squad had a lot of paperwork to do, which they had skipped over because of the mission. Once it was all sorted out, they also held a funeral for Lapis, finally allowing her to rest. As they didn’t know much about her background, they decided to give her a standard knight funeral.

After it was all over, the squad felt slightly better, especially Nataly. She was the one who took Lapis's passing the hardest because she couldn’t help but wonder if Lapis hadn’t been carrying her, maybe she could have escaped and survived. Still, seeing her burial allowed her to come to terms with it all. Her anger towards Sol eased up as well, but she still disagreed with his decision.

Now the squad was each doing their own thing. Rex was resting while Duncan and Aron were training. Nataly was making use of their free pass to the second floor of the library to learn new intermediate nature spells while also trying to invent her own. Sol spent most of his time training as well, either improving or combining skills.

After taking care of a few matters at noon, Sol also headed to the Royal Library to finally cash in on the book he was owed. When he arrived at the library, he was at first confused, as from the outside, it looked like a one-story building, but upon entering, he was amazed by what he saw.

Books lined the long room with a main central bridge that branched off towards the walls. Stairs led downwards at the four corners of the library, leading to four more floors beneath the room. From where he stood, he was able to see all of it in all its glory.

“Hello, sir knight. Are you new here? I can show you around if you want.”

A quiet voice called from behind Sol. He turned to it and saw Phineas, a young man wearing a dark green robe, who upon seeing Sol’s face, jumped back in surprise.

“Oh my gods! You’re Sol!”

Sol nodded but didn’t recognize Phineas and asked, “Do I know you from somewhere?”

He shook his head, “I saw you fight in the knight selection! The way you held your own against Victor even though he was an A-Ranker was amazing! After that day, I went to check the record of previous tournaments, and ever since the founding of our kingdom, nobody has ever done that! You're a total badass!”

‘Ah… it’s a fan.’

Sol was somewhat used to such interactions, but that was usually outside of the palace. Normally, he would politely turn them away, but this time he could use the man's help.

“I’m glad my performance left a mark on you, but I still have a ways to go.”

Phineas agreed. “Once you become an A-Ranker, you will wipe the floor with him!”

Sol nodded, “You said you could show me around, right? Can you take me to the third floor?”

“Third floor?” He looked surprised. “Almost no one can go down there. Did you get permission?”

Sol took out a small metal slate with the number three on it. “Yeah, this works, right?”

“Yes, absolutely! Um, just follow me.”

The two made their way to one of the staircases and walked all the way down to the bottom of the fourth floor. On the way down, Sol couldn't help but ask, “Didn’t we pass the third floor?”

Phineas laughed and shook his head. “Haha, no, this entire open area is the first floor. Heh, if you think about it, it's really just one very tall room that requires stairs to reach the top. At the bottom, there is a central staircase that leads to the second floor, which is two stories tall, and finally the third floor, which is only one story tall.”

“That’s… a lot of books.” He wondered how many books there were in this massive library.

At the stairway leading to the second floor, two guards were posted guarding a solid metal door that blocked access deeper into the Royal Library, but this didn’t pose an issue for the two of them. Phineas worked there, and Sol showed his knight emblem, which worked as his pass to most places.

The two were allowed into the second floor without issue. As they continued to walk down the stairs, Sol spotted Nataly in one of the seating areas, deeply engrossed in a book. He decided not to bother her and continued further down until they arrived at the stairs to the third floor. It was much more heavily guarded with an entire knight squadron keeping watch.

“Access slate?” one of the knights asked.

Sol nodded and presented the metal slate. Seeing it was real, one of the knights took out a metal box.

“First, you need to place all your spatial rings here. They will be safe inside, and you will hold onto the key. This is just to prevent people from stealing books. Though there are other measures against theft, it's better to be safe than sorry.”

Once Sol placed his three spatial rings in the metal box, it was locked, and he was handed the key. The knight then took the metal slate and inserted it into a small opening in the door, which caused it to slightly shake before unlocking.

“You may enter now. The librarian inside should have already been notified of your arrival.”

“Understood, thanks.”

Sol waved and began to walk down until he realized Phineas wasn't coming along. The young man saw his gaze and shook his head sadly.

“Unfortunately, I'm only a senior librarian. I can't head to the third floor. It's okay, go on without me. I’ll see you when you head back out.”

Sol smiled and waved him goodbye. “Alright, I’ll see you soon then. Thanks for accompanying me.”

Phineas smiled back and waved as Sol walked down the stairs once more.

He walked down a much longer flight of stairs until he finally arrived at a rather small room. There were around twenty bookshelves worth of books, which was nothing compared to the previous two floors. Besides the books, there was a counter where an old woman was sleeping behind. Her mouth was wide open as she loudly snored, being the only source of noise in the entire room.

‘She looks pretty old; I don’t want to wake her… I’ll just look for the book on my own.’

Sol used [Muffled Movements] to silently walk past her and approached the first bookshelf, but just as he reached for a book, he felt something small hit him on his back. He turned around to see a ruler clattering on the ground with the older lady now awake and yelling.

“Oi! Don’t touch anything!”
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                “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to disturb you.”

Sol didn't really mind the old woman throwing a ruler at him, and he knew these books were all restricted.

The old lady scoffed, “Well, I’m awake now. You must be Sol.”

He nodded. “And you are?”

“Minlarei, but that doesn't matter. I heard you want to know about Ophis.”

“That's right. Is there anything about that here?”

Minlarei nodded and took out three books she had already separated ahead of time. “Honestly, it's a subject not worth researching, but that's not my problem. Come take your pick.”

Sol approached and read the three titles: Remembrance of the Old Gods, From Poison to Life, and Ophis: A Legacy Untold.

“I can only choose one, right?”

“Yes, but I have read all three. I can help you narrow your choice if you want.”

Sol was surprised at how willing she was to help after yelling at him not long ago.

‘Well, it is her job to help me with what I need. Though I’m not really sure what I’m looking for.’

After thinking about it for a while, he decided to ask her opinion.

“I don’t really know exactly. It’s not really for me but for a friend who passed away. She just said to come here and look for Ophis.”

The librarian pondered for a moment before asking, “Was your friend perhaps a variant human?”

Sol’s eyes widened, and he didn’t deny it. “Yeah, she was.”

Minlarei slid one of the books forward without hesitation. It was Ophis: A Legacy Untold.

“This one should have what you need. Don’t ask me what; read it yourself. Also remember, these are one-of-a-kind books. There are no other copies, so handle it with care. This means no bending corners, writing notes, or anything else that could damage the book. You can sit over there.”

She gestured to a long table by the opposite wall with comfortable looking chairs lined across it.

“Thank you.” Sol took the book and headed to where he was told. The chairs were as comfortable as they looked, and he quickly got settled in. The book was rather thick, and even with his pseudo psychic skill to memorize all he read, it would still take a while.

He skimmed the introduction, which was mostly the author's personal information and how hard they worked in gathering and confirming all the sources.

—

Ophis, the great serpent. People say it was not born a god but earned its divinity through countless years of effort. It was originally known as the god of poison and feared by its enemies and worshipers alike. Few were able to withstand its toxic blessings to truly obtain the benefits they held.

Those that could, however, survive its blessings became unparalleled. They were called Serpent Devout and their average strength rivaled those of Chosen. Mind you, there was only one Chosen per god, so even with its small following, this elite group of Serpent Devout was a powerful force and none dared to challenge them.

This was during a time when the gods were much more active and took a more proactive approach to spreading their faith. Borders were usually defined by the influence of their gods, and nations only existed with a god as their main pillar of support. As such, there came a point when Ophis believed he had created enough Serpent Devout to expand his small borders and gain prominence amongst the other gods. So Ophis sent his followers towards the north and east, fighting a war on two fronts…

—

Sol continued reading about the divine war, which the author wrote as if it were a common occurrence until, a few pages later, a conclusion was reached.

—

Though Ophis was winning the battle against Ragnar, who received help from Proteus and Minerva, they were all forced to cease their conflict. This was because of the invasion of the Outer Gods, which occurred in the year 2817 of the Kioran calendar. It came suddenly and unexpectedly, with many gods falling and rising during this time.

—

There was a footnote in this section that referred to two books titled Remembrance of the Old Gods and The War for the World. Sol remembered the first title from when the librarian showed it, but the second one he guessed was somewhere in here or gone from the passage of time. Regardless, he continued reading.

—

Focusing on the events that Ophis was involved in, he joined forces and defended the eastern continent alongside the gods he once fought against. The four gods previously mentioned all worked together. Ragnar used his War Domain to enhance his allies while also summoning the spirits of dead warriors to join the battle. Proteus created dungeons, a never ending source of monsters, to also push the overwhelming number of enemies back. Minerva blessed all the fighters, further increasing their strength and also created the strategies for attack.

While all three gods were powerful in their own right, it was Ophis and his elite group of Serpent Devouts who led the battlefield and took down most of the stronger enemies and multiple gods. Even so, the Outer Gods still outnumbered our gods, and they were slowly being pushed back. If nothing changed, our world would have been lost to these foreign enemies.

This was why Ophis, along with other powerful gods, convened to discuss how they could turn the war around. None of them could have expected that there was a traitor in their midst. The God of Mist secretly joined the Outer Gods for unknown reasons and snuck a large number of Outer Gods to the meeting, which launched a surprise attack. Many gods died that day, including Ophis.

—

‘Huh? He died?’ Sol was confused as he was only halfway through the book. For the main subject of the book to be dead halfway through didn’t make sense. It was similar to writing a cliffhanger when the protagonist was in the middle of an important event. Sol didn’t know where this led and continued reading once more.

—

After the massacre, the Outer Gods left to chase after the fleeing gods while the corpses of many gods lay in the area. It was within the many corpses that the dead body of Ophis began to change.
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                Not much was known as no one was close enough to witness it, but testimonies stated that a few minutes after the deaths of many gods, a pillar of golden light emanated from where the dead gods lay. The golden light was brimming with a type of energy never before seen, and after a few seconds, it disappeared. In its place, Ophis appeared. The god no longer looked as it did before; its massive serpent body had green scales that shimmered with a golden hue, and its previously foul and toxic presence had changed to one many considered holy. This was the moment when Ophis, the God of Poison, became the God of Rebirth.

Its revival was unprecedented. While it was possible to revive mortals with the laws of some gods or with certain rituals, for a deceased god to rise once more was considered impossible.

—

‘So it's possible to revive people?’ Sol’s eyes perked up upon reading that. From what he knew, that wasn’t the case. Even A-Rank healers, who could bring someone back from the brink of death, couldn’t heal them once they drew their last breath. If it was possible to do so, he didn’t understand why Crestelia or any other nation, for that matter, weren’t reviving important people left and right at every opportunity.

‘It has to be either too expensive or have specific requirements.’

Those were the only two reasons he could think of, and thinking back to how Minlarei reacted when he confirmed Lapis was a variant human, he began to have some hope. Sol didn’t miss the context clues, and it led him to continue reading to confirm his suspicions.

—

Many theorized what sort of revelation or enlightenment Ophis went through that changed his nature in such a fundamental way. Some say he was already practicing the Law of Rebirth, and it was only when he perished that he was able to finally comprehend it. Others believed it was due to a change in the way he understood poison as not only something that kills but also heals. Few even claimed it had to do with him being a serpent and treating his previous life like an old layer of skin, simply shedding it.

Though countless theories were tossed around, no one truly knew what caused the change. We only knew what happened after his revival.

The Outer Gods who were pursuing the fleeing gods felt a disturbance from Ophis’ revival and sent many of their forces to investigate. When they found him floating above the corpses, they attacked without hesitation. Ophis fought back much stronger than before, taking down five enemy gods before dying once more. But he didn’t remain dead.

Ophis rapidly reformed his body and fought once more, this time taking down ten Outer Gods before perishing again. But just like the previous death, he arose once more. This cycle of death and rebirth continued until over 40 Outer Gods perished at his might, and the rest escaped, not having any method to counter his seemingly endless rebirths.

With the surprise attack over and many gods from both sides dead, the gods of this world reconvened and formulated a new strategy to defend the world. After a long discussion, it was decided that Caela, Goddess of the Sky, Neitarel, God of Supremacy, and Ophis (now officially recognized as the God of Rebirth), would lead an attack straight into the floating metal fortress of the invading gods. They knew it served as the central base of operations for the Outer Gods, and with its destruction, their forces would be disorganized, leaving them vulnerable.

No other god would join them in that attack, as they were needed to defend and draw the attention of the Outer Gods. It wouldn’t matter if they did join, though, as these three gods stood in a realm of their own, much stronger than any of their companions. Though Ophis only recently reached that level of might, he had every right to stand beside them as they launched the attack and caused one of the most important moments in history: the activation of the system.

—

“The system didn’t always exist?!” Sol’s jaw dropped in shock.

“Quiet over there!” Minlarei yelled at him, and he could only give a weird look back.

‘We’re the only two here, and you also yelled louder than me…’

Regardless, he was curious about how that came to be, but what he read next left him wanting more.

—

Once the three gods launched their attack, they broke into the flying metal fortress easily, as the Outer Gods defending it were few thanks to the efforts of our gods. Unfortunately, there were no witnesses that could state what occurred inside the fortress. Not long after the god trio breached the fortress, many explosions were heard, and the fortress began to fall into the land below. Before the city-sized fortress hit the ground, Caela and Ophis were seen escaping and gaining a lot of distance as a black mass expanded from within the fortress, consuming everything in its path. The black sphere continued to expand, with strong winds harshly pulling anyone nearby until it grew twice as large as the fortress.

Many at the time believed it was the end, but the black sphere appeared to have reached a critical point and suddenly shrunk much faster than its initial expansion, disappearing in a few breaths. A large crater was left in its place, with everything that was pulled inside gone. Neitarel, who went inside with the other two gods originally, didn’t escape and was declared dead by Caela herself.

A few seconds after the disappearance of the flying metal fortress, everyone across the world, no matter their race, origin, or even if they were underlings of the Outer Gods, saw the same message appear in front of them. It read the following: [Activating System V0.7.12].

—

‘V0.7.12… So it was incomplete?’

Though information was severely lacking, he could at least gather that the system was not in a complete state when it launched. It was technical lingo he picked up from Fabio, and it began to make sense when he thought about it. Sometimes the system simply didn’t work as intended, with items not recognized by the system and its overall inflexible nature. There may be other issues he didn’t know about, but it appeared it wasn’t meant to be this way.

The next few pages went into great detail about all of Ophis’ actions during the war and how they used the destruction of the flying fortress to their advantage. Many Outer Gods perished, and after a few more years of war, the remaining invaders declared defeat and left the world. This didn’t mean all enemy gods and forces left; a good amount surrendered, and after a long period of resistance, they became residents of the world.

Sol then arrived at the conclusion of the legend of Ophis, and even though he was at the end, there were still a good amount of pages left.

—

After the world was finally declared in a state of peace, many gods began to disappear for various reasons. Some went into cultivation to further advance their understanding of their laws, while others left the world in pursuit of answers to the many questions in their mind. The ones that stayed somewhat active split into different factions, but their influence on the world was practically nonexistent compared to before, when they waged wars for dominance.

Ophis was famous throughout the world as one of the three great gods that turned the tide of the war. Instead of utilizing his fame to further his influence, Ophis summoned all his Serpent Devout for an important announcement. According to the descendants of the Serpent Devouts, Ophis said the following:

“The world is finally safe. The invaders have been defeated, and safeguards have been put in place so this never happens again. It’s finally time for me to depart. I have been holding off from doing so to ensure that you, my faithful, had a safe place to call home. Now that you do, I have no more reason to remain, for I must enter the cycle of reincarnation. May we meet again in another life.”

Ophis didn’t give his followers the reason he must enter the cycle of reincarnation, but many scholars have theorized it was to further advance his understanding of the Law of Rebirth. Though a small but vocal group believed it was because his constant rebirths didn’t come for free, and he would have to pay them back by living countless lives. Regardless of the reason, this was the last known sighting of Ophis, and it’s presumed he had entered the cycle of reincarnation.

Everyone believed this was the end of Ophis’ legacy, but many decades after Ophis’ parting to his next life, a huge discovery was made. A descendant of one of the Serpent Devouts discovered their blood not only contained poisonous blood from Ophis’ blessing but also trace amounts of another unknown power. After many years of research and trial and error, the descendant learned it was actually a residual trace of Ophis’ Law of Rebirth within their blood, and they also figured out a way to activate it.

—

As Sol continued to read, his eyes widened with each sentence, and he yelled in excitement.

“This! This is it!”

“WHAT DID I SAY?!”
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                Tuk.

Another ruler hit Sol on the back of his head. He turned to see Minlarei glaring at him.

“Last chance! You yell again, and I’m kicking you out! I don’t care if you're not done reading!”

‘But you're louder than me… You were even snoring a while ago.’

He gave a nod in response and returned to his book. He wasn’t about to pick a fight with an old lady. He secretly checked her level, and it was only 26. Even so, he wasn’t going to use the difference in power to bully her for technically doing her job. Though she was rude about it, it was his fault for sneaking past her to look through the restricted books himself. He was sure she was still mad about that.

The last forty pages of the book went into fine detail about the research and how one would go about activating the latent power of rebirth. There was a long list of materials, many of which he had never heard of, ranging from potent poisons to the blood of powerful beasts. All of it would then be mixed into a massive pool of blood-like liquid where the blood of the dead descendant of the Serpent Devout would be finally added. The researcher who invented the method realized the easiest way to activate the blood was by simulating the conditions in which Ophis first revived. That was why there was one very important material that Sol wasn’t sure how to go about acquiring.

‘The blood of a god or the blood of 500 priests. The blood of a god is out of the question, but maybe we can pay priests to donate blood?’

If he managed to gather everything, then there was a high chance it would work. As for why it was a high chance and still not guaranteed, even the author couldn’t give a true reason. After a lot of tests with different descendants, they realized it had a higher chance of failure the longer they had been dead. They attempted to find the cause, but by all means, it should work regardless of how long they had been dead as the blood was shown to activate. The author believed it could be because the deceased had already moved on to their next life, and as long as they hadn’t done that yet, they could be brought back.

Sol wouldn’t miss this chance he was given to fix his past mistake. He used the pseudo-psychic skill to memorize all the ingredients and instructions. Once he was done, he closed the book and returned it to the librarian.

“Huh? Already?”

Minlarei was surprised he was already done; it had only been a little over two hours, after all.

Sol nodded and gently placed the book on her counter. “Yes. I found exactly what I needed, thank you for your recommendation.”

The old librarian considered recommending he stay a while longer, as she severely doubted he memorized all of that in such a short time, but seeing his absolutely sure expression, she refrained from doing so. She instead checked the book to see if there were any damages and, realizing it was the same as before, handed back a small metal slate.

“I hope it works out for you then. You can use this to get out.”

Sol took the key and said goodbye.

Sol left the third floor and continued to head up the stairs all the way until he finally reached the entrance once more. On the way back up, he didn’t see Phineas, who had returned to his duties.

The first thing Sol did was head to the requisition center to determine if they had the materials for the activation of Lapis’ blood. Luckily, she left him with two vials of her blood, so he didn’t have to go dig up her grave.

After checking what they had available, he found most of the materials were already there, especially the poisons. This saved him a lot of time having to find these materials himself, but there was a small downside.

‘The total is over 600 merits…’

That wasn’t even all the material, and the rest he could only find himself or request them to obtain. Requesting them to source the rest of the materials would cost more than double its normal price, meaning in all it would be over 1000 merits even with the 20% discount he had from his deal with the Commander.

‘I don’t have enough merits… for now I’ll buy all the ones that are already in stock.’

Sol purchased over 50 poisons, herbs, crystals, and other rare materials and crossed those off his list. He had 428 merits left after exchanging for them and left the requisition center.

Later in the day, he called for a meeting with his squad who met in their private meeting room.

“Umm… What is this?” Nataly asked when Sol presented a short stack of papers of alchemical formulas and a long list of materials. Sol took some time to put the instructions on paper so he could show them to his squad.

“It’s a resurrection recipe.”

“Huh?!”

Aron, who was leaning back on his chair, almost fell over in surprise.

The rest were shocked, they couldn't believe it. Duncan looked at the formulas, and though he had no knowledge of alchemy, he could still see it was highly advanced.

“How did you find this?!”

“Remember Lapis’ request? I followed up on it and…”

Sol recounted the short version of the book. He went over who Ophis was, his connection to Lapis, and the latent power of rebirth hidden in her blood.

Nataly was the first to celebrate. “We can bring her back!”

Rex mumbled in disbelief, “This… sounds absurd. I don't mean to sound negative, but are we sure this can work? If not, then we would be wasting a lot of time, money, and only be left with disappointment.”

“It was on the third floor of the Royal Library. It wouldn’t be kept there if its contents didn’t contain incredible secrets and knowledge,” Duncan said. While he hadn’t been there himself, he knew that was where the kingdom's most important knowledge was kept; there was no chance of a book with false information being kept in there as well.

His logic convinced Rex, which brought him on board as well.

“Then all we need is to get the remaining materials and a good alchemist. Does anyone know one?”
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                “I know two, but I think one of them is currently out of the city,” Aron said casually.

Sol thought to himself, ‘Why am I not surprised? I bet he could become close friends with the princess if he had a chance to meet her. Too bad she lives on the other side of the palace and rarely comes over here.’

Duncan suggested a different idea. “We could also request the help of the alchemists that work here in the palace.”

Sol nodded. “Let's go with the palace alchemists. Duncan, send word to them and find out how much they want to synthesize all this.” He then turned to Aron, who appeared a bit disappointed that Sol didn’t go with his recommendation. “I have another job for you. The bigger issue is gathering the missing materials.”

“The blood of 500 priests… that's not all their blood, right? I know we want to bring Lapis back, but I don’t think killing 500 people is something we can do.”

Rex wasn’t sure if he could go along with it if that was the case. Luckily, it wasn’t.

Sol shook his head. “No, we only need a pint from each. Though I’m still not sure how to go about doing that…”

He considered asking Zaman’s help in doing so but didn’t want to rely on him. It was better to visit the church in the capital personally and see if he could buy it or come to some other agreement.

“By the way, what church is in the capital?”

“I’m pretty sure it's the Church of Caela,” Nataly said uncertainly.

Duncan and Rex nodded to confirm she was correct.

‘It's always them, huh… Well, they do have the most influence in our kingdom, so it makes sense they’re in the capital.’

Sol wondered how they would react if he asked for their blood. He didn’t think it would result in them becoming hostile; at worst, they might tell him to screw off.

“I’ll see what I can do on that front, but we are still missing a few other items on the list.” Sol then pointed at the list of ingredients. “These are the ones that weren’t available in the requisition center. Aron, do you think you can find them?”

Aron was surprised, “Me? Are you sure you don’t want to ask Duncan or Rex?”

The two experienced knights had lived much longer in the city than him, and they likely knew where to go about obtaining such items.

Sol shook his head, “I’m certain you can do it. Just do what you do best.”

“Punching stuff?”

“... The other thing you do best.”

“Other thi-? OH! I getcha!” Aron quickly realized what he meant. He wasn’t oblivious to his own abilities after all; he knew he was good at making connections everywhere he went. It wouldn’t take him long to get in touch with the right people who had what they needed through his incredibly good networking skills.

“What about us two?” Nataly asked and pointed at Rex. It didn’t sit right with her doing nothing in the efforts to revive Lapis while Aron and Duncan had their own tasks.

“Once Duncan is done speaking with the alchemist, the four of us will go do a few missions while Aron gets the ingredients we need. When we’re not on a mission, just keep doing what you were doing: hitting the books, learning, getting stronger.”

Nataly nodded. More than anyone, she didn’t want to be a burden like last time.

Sol continued, “By the way, Rex…”

“Yeah?”

“I noticed you have been rather idle lately. Have you considered joining Aron and Declan in their training?”

Though it had only been a few days since they returned, everyone had been training to further improve themselves except Rex. He mostly lounged around in the squad's quarters, and while Sol could understand resting after a mission, Rex didn’t appear to have any plans to do anything else soon.

Being suddenly put on the spot, Rex couldn’t look Sol in the eyes and turned his gaze away, embarrassed.

Sol sighed. “Look. I’m not trying to put you on the spot like that, but all of us need to be stronger. None of us want a repeat of what happened.”

Rex slowly nodded. He knew Sol was right. After all, he knew the attack that killed Lapis would have killed him as well if Sol hadn’t grabbed him in time. That knowledge had been silently gnawing at him from the back of his mind for a while. On top of the fact he had a recent breakup he still wasn’t over, he simply couldn’t bring himself to do anything besides eat and sleep. The worst part of it all was that he was doing it as a coping mechanism, and he didn’t realize it until Sol pointed it out.

“I’ll try,” he said somewhat hesitantly.

Duncan placed his hand on his shoulder and reassured him, “Don’t worry, training your body will clear your mind. I’ll make sure to give you a good workout. You’ll feel much better after a few days.”

Duncan’s words didn’t reassure Rex as they made him dread what sort of exercises he had in mind, but he knew it was too late to back out now. He could only accept his fate.

With a plan of action in place, the meeting was adjourned. Aron left the palace to see if some merchants and acquaintances he knew could connect him with someone who had the missing materials. Duncan went to the alchemist's workshop that was in the palace with the blood revival instructions to find someone who was able to help them. Nataly returned to the library, while Rex went for a walk as he wasn’t mentally ready to begin training just yet.

Sol went to his room and sat on his rather large bed. He then opened his status page.

Name: Sol  Race: Human  
Talents: [Siphoner], [Transformer]  Level: 82  
Exp: 13,732,000/98,417,000  

HP: 1450  MP: 1650  
Str: 85 (+70)  Vit: 80 (+70)  
Agi: 80 (+70)  Int: 85 (+70)  
Wis: 80 (+90)  

Talent Skills:  
[Siphon] Lv 5, [Analysis] Lv 7, [Aggregate] Lv EX, [Reinterpret] Lv EX  

Siphoned Talents:  
[Create Magic Hands] Lv MAX, [Impact Bubble] Lv 2  

Passive Skills:  
[Muffled Movements] Lv EX, [Reflect] Lv 1, [Precise Coordination] Lv 6, [Basic Psychic Mastery] Lv 8, [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] Lv 8, [Wild Hunt] Lv 2, [Invincible Body] Lv 8, [Perfect Balance] Lv 2, [Death Absorption] Lv 6, [True Sight (Variant)] Lv 6, [Superior Mana Control] Lv 3, [Fortified Soul] Lv 2, [Omniway Footwork] Lv 6, [Poise Stance] Lv 4, [Novice Craftsman] Lv 6  

Active Skills:  
[Cross Slash] Lv 9, [Ground Shrink] Lv 8, [Invisibility] Lv 7, [Terra Manipulation] Lv 8, [Burrow] Lv MAX, [Primal Rend] Lv 4, [Debilitating Strike] Lv 2, [Telepathy] Lv 3, [Unpassable Bulwark] Lv 1, [Intermediate Elemental Magic (Variant)] Lv 5, [Overpower] Lv 4, [Create Undead] Lv 6, [Weapon Enhancement (Variant)] Lv 8, [Disable] Lv 1, [Vorpal Blade] Lv 7, [Bombardment] Lv 2, [Storm Blitz] Lv 8, [Piercing Lunge] Lv 8, [Seeking Shot] Lv 7, [Mana Slash] Lv 6, [Empowered Strike] Lv 4, [Polychromatism] Lv EX, [Mana Burst] Lv 4, [Repair] Lv 5, [Rising Slash] Lv 4, [Shadow Body] Lv 6, [Close Combat] Lv 1  

‘I still have a few skills to combine, but once I’m done with those, I’ll work on leveling them up further.’

Of the many skills he used [Aggregate] on to combine, the most notable ones are [Novice Craftsman], [Intermediate Elemental Magic (Variant)], [Close Combat], and [Shadow Body].

[[Novice Craftsman] Lv 6: A beginner that has dabbled in many different trades. Could barely be considered a jack of all trades, but the potential is there. The experience in multiple fields gives the user a crafter's intuition.]

The first skill was simply a collection of crafting techniques and practices he had combined from other crafting-type skills. His ability to craft didn’t improve by much when combined, but he gained something called a crafter's intuition. It was a sixth sense with anything crafting-related, like being able to tell when to remove metal from a forge or the ability to sense whether an alchemical ingredient had gone slightly bad.

[[Intermediate Elemental Magic (Variant)] Lv 5: Adept in multiple elements, mana cost varies.]

It didn’t say which elements he could cast, but Sol didn’t need the system to tell him which. Nothing really changed when he added [Intermediate Light Magic] and [Basic Ice Magic], but that's to be expected. It was similar to his [Intermediate Weapon Mastery] that only contained knowledge of the weapon skills he had siphoned.

[[Close Combat] Lv 1: Unleash a series of punches and kicks that don’t leave a gap between each strike. Each consecutive attack is 10% stronger than the last. Cooldown: 5 minutes.]

It was a much more powerful skill compared to its original two skills [Flash Fist] and [Low Sweep]. The combination of the two resulted in a powerful skill that could serve to break a stalemate. Not only was he able to launch an unending attack of powerful punches and kicks, each one would be stronger than the last one. Theoretically, if he continued such an attack for long enough, it should reach the level of an A-Ranker, but only if his body could handle the burden of using the skill for so long.

[[Shadow Body] Lv 5: Turn one's whole body to shadow, becoming immune to physical attacks. Physical attacks change to the shadow element, gaining corrosive properties. Can expand and shrink at the cost of mana. Mana cost: 25 per second.]

Though [Shadow Form] and [Shadow Hand] were greatly underused skills, Sol didn’t abandon them. Their combination turned into a much more complete skill compared to the previous skills, making it now one of his stronger skills.

He refrained from using this skill because he was afraid of drawing the attention of those much stronger than him, but he knew this wouldn’t last forever. He was aware he had made small mistakes, like when he saved the party Radiant Historia in a dungeon by using earth magic. While he never regretted saving them, if they spread word of his actions, people might investigate, especially now that he was a rather well-known figure. One day his lies would catch up to him, and he knew he had to be ready.

            
