
Table Of Contents


    
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
            
        
        
            
                	
                    Blacksmith vs. the System
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 1
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 2
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 3
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 4
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 5
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 6
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 7
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 8
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 9
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 10
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 11
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 12
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 13
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 14
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 15
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 16
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 17
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 18
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 19
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 20
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 21
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 22
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 23
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 24
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 25
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 26
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 27
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 28
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 29
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 30
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 31
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 32
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 33
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 34
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 35
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 36
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 37
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 38
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 39
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 40
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 41
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 42
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 43
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 44
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 45
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 46
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 47
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 48
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 49
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 50
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 51
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 52
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 53
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 54
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 55
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 56
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 57
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 58
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 59
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 60
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 61
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 62
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 63
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 64
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 65
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 66
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 67
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 68
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 69
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 70
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 71
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 72
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 73
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 74
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 75
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 76
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 77
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 78
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 79
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 80
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 81
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 82
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 83
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 84
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 85
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 86
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 87
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 88
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 89
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 90
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 91
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 92
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 93
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 94
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 95
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 96
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 97
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 98
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 99
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 100
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 101
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 102
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 103
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 104
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 105
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 106
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 107
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 108
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 109
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 110
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 111
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 112
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 113
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 114
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 115
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 116
                

            
        
            
                	
                    Chapter 117
                

            
        
    




    
        Blacksmith vs. the System

    
    
    
    
                The world had changed when the System arrived, alongside the Cataclysm that filled the world with monsters. The technology was gone, replaced by classes and skills that allowed the people to fight back. 

When Devon ended up as a Blacksmith, a class that didn't grant Intelligence, he had to face the reality, that his old career that he loved - mathematical sociologist - was over. Instead, he had ended up as yet another discarded member of the production class, overshadowed by the existence of the System Shops to the point of total marginalization. 

But, what if all he needed was to reapply his scientific thinking to the System... 

--

The schedule will be 7 chapters a week for the foreseeable future, subject to change based on the general response. 

            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                "Hey, Devon, I have your letter as well," the postman said even as he walked through the workshop floor, passing around parcels and collecting coins as payment. "You have the payment, right?"

"Five silver. Right, Sam?" I asked, but his expression showed that it was not the case.

"No, the rates went up, now it's six," he said.

"Again?" I asked even as I dropped my hammer, a frown on my face. "It's getting too much. How the hell are we supposed to communicate with the other enclaves if it goes like this?"

He sighed even as he looked at me. "It can't be helped, boy. Another outpost has fallen, so the letters from the coast have to be moved through another distant post. We're not the only courier service that increased the cost."

I reached into my pouch and checked, but I knew what I would find. Five silver, and several coppers. I blushed even as I begged. I hated it, but the letter was too important. "How about you let me pay the old price? Say that you promised or something? I'll pay you extra once —"

"Maybe you should stop, Devon," Sam said with a sigh, his pitying tone hurting me worse than the time I smashed my hand with a hammer. "How many times has it been?"

"It's different this time. I can feel it," I answered. "I promised that I would work for free. With my education, they are getting a bargain. You know that…" But my confidence didn't help as Sam passed me a letter, one that was too thin to be good news.

I checked the letter, only to throw it into the fires of my forge immediately. "Another rejection," Sam asked.

I didn't answer. I couldn't. Not when he spoke in that kind tone, like I was a stupid child. I said nothing as I pulled my pouch and passed five silvers to him, all the money I had been able to save after a month of working overtime. "I'll find you next month. I have another admission prepared. I heard they were setting up a new think-tank in the ruins of Cleveland."

"Maybe you should stop working on the workshop and start going into dungeons. It has been three years, and you're still not even level 10, and you know the walls of the town are hardly —"

"That's enough Sam. I'm sure you have a lot of garbage to carry," I cut him off sharply. I hated myself even as I said that. Sam was just trying to look out for me, one of the few people that even bothered to do so. He didn't deserve my anger.

He wasn't the one who had refused to acknowledge my abilities because of a stupid fluke.

I hated his kind, understanding gaze even more. "See you around, Devon. Try not to kill yourself with your stubbornness."

I sighed even as I grabbed my hammer once again, and pulled the red-hot sword from the flames. I smashed it again and again, the way the sword trembled under my hands providing a good distraction. I used to hate repairing stuff when I had first started, but after three years, it had turned into a hobby. A good way to keep my hands occupied while I focused on reworking the formulas.

But, today, I found it difficult to lose myself in the comforting world of math, not when I had to deal with another rejection. It hurt … though, it was the stupid reasoning of it that hurt. I would have accepted it if it was just about my capabilities, rather than my Class.

I had been rejected because I was a Blacksmith. A common class, one that didn't even give a full range of Stats. Just Strength, Vitality, and Dexterity.

It was why I didn't even bother reading the latest rejection letter more than a sentence, where they told me that my Class disqualified me from any kind of position in a think-tank.

Nothing else mattered. Not the fact that I had graduated college when I was sixteen, with double degrees in Math and Sociology. My doctorate in mathematical sociology didn't matter, or the fact that I had been the leading name of my field before I even hit twenty-two.

Not when the Cataclysm hit, bringing the System along. Suddenly, no one cared about my groundbreaking papers that had the potential to reshape the socio-economic structure of the next century.

Just because I didn't have Intelligence as a stat. Another sign of how our society degraded since the Cataclysm hit. Everyone chased bigger numbers to fight against the Cataclysm. A group of golden heroes, each identified by a mystic source of power and empowered through a convenient, easy-to-use interface, fighting heroically to stem the tide.

It was a wet dream for objectivist individualism that even Ayn Rand couldn't comprehend.

I slammed the hammer again, watching the sparks fill the room. Truthfully, I might have accepted my defeat with grace had Intelligence actually made people Intelligent. But, no, it did not, not any more than Charisma actually making people charismatic.

For the last three years, starting merely a week after the Cataclysm, I had interviewed almost a thousand people with Intelligence — sometimes openly, but mostly disguising it as a conversation at the bar while plying them with drinks — until I had developed a solid understanding of how it worked.

It functioned more like a computer had shown in someone's mind. Perfect for finding the square root of six different ten-digit numbers before multiplying them in less than a second, or calculating the Pi to the ten-thousand digit immediately … but not helpful for actually working on the science behind it.

It was like hiring someone as a researcher just because they had their own expensive computer. Most of what they could do, I could easily replicate as long as I had a decent computer… Too bad the electronics didn't work properly anymore, anything more fragile than a calculator had long fried during the initial days of Cataclysm, taking most of the infrastructure along with it.

"I just need an assistant with Intelligence, and I can still be useful," I growled in frustration as I continued slamming, the usual lack of calm as I worked not helping. Still, even as my focus wavered, my Repair was doing most of the work.

I paused when most of the surface work had been completed, touched the hilt, letting my sole perk Analyze do its work.

The inner structure of the sword flashed in a moment, showing me that there was still a subtle crack in its surface, one that would weaken the efficiency of its enchantment. How it would weaken, or why, I didn't know.

There was no impression that was fed back by Repair, which didn't include any magical repair knowledge, even if it was proficiency level 24, almost about to get a second perk.

No, I learned that through repeated practice, even though I ended up ruining several weapons in the process. Sharpness Enchantment was a simple one, just several lines of condensed mana, and it worked properly as long as I resolved the blockage.

I finished repairing it before I quenched the sword in mana water, another use of my [Analyze] confirming that it had been properly solved.

It was rare for someone to have a skill with such a high level, one benefit of the endless overtime I had pulled, trying to afford the ever-rising courier fees.

I sighed as I left my private forge room, and started walking toward the desk, carrying only one weapon. I frowned when I realized which supervisor was currently manning the desk. Mark. Not exactly my favorite person. "Only one weapon, again?" he asked with a nasty smirk.

"As usual, special order," I said even as I put the weapon down. "The structural damage is repaired completely, and the enchantment should be working as usual."

"Perfect. Let's see how much money our resident genius deserves for it," he replied with glee as he flipped open a book, and made a show of checking the numbers. "Wow, a whole sixty copper. You're rich! I'm sure, this time you can buy that perk reset stone. I heard that the last one went for three gold."

"Thank you for keeping an eye on me, Mark, I appreciate it," I answered, trying to keep my voice cool. His nasty laugh showed that I wasn't exactly successful. The fact that he was right only rankled me more.

As I walked back to my forge, I could see the others visiting the desk, and none of them carried less than five pieces of gear with them, despite the fact that none of them had their [Repair] as high as mine. All because, when Repair reached Level 10, I chose Analyze over [Efficient Repair], arrogant enough to plan forward how it would help me after I got a proper research job once the society started to recover.

Even if it didn't, I assumed that the ability to repair enchanted weapons would allow me to make much more money. It looked like it would … until a dungeon nearby started dropping repair spells for mages. Just like that, the high-end repair market was gone. And, as the number of mages that could cast it continued to increase, even that was at risk.

I needed to reassign my perk. Something I could have achieved easily a year ago. That time, Perk Reset stones — the cheapest way of achieving it — went for about sixty silvers, while I was able to save almost ten silver a week, which I wasted by hiring people to collect some data, arrogant enough to think that I was getting a head start for my job as a researcher.

Now, my [Repair] was almost Level 25, and once it reached there, the Perk Reset stone would turn useless, since it only worked on the last Perk received.

Improving skills got harder and harder, especially without renewed challenges, but even my most optimistic calculation — as a function of quality, work time, and a sudden exponential spike for the practice required to reach the next stage — suggested I had less than a month before I needed to purchase it.

Or I would get stuck with [Analyze] forever.

When I arrived at my private forge, instead of picking another weapon, I extinguished the fire, grabbed my hammer — the only thing I owned in the entire forge — and walked out of the workshop.

For once, I decided to cut the day short.

I had an important decision to make.

            

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
                I liked having a nice glass of white wine while making monumental decisions, preferably a French Riesling of a decent vintage.

Unfortunately, it was not a luxury I was able to afford any more. Pre-cataclysm goods had long turned into an incredible luxury, even the cheapest box of wine would probably go for a gold coin during an auction. I didn't think I could survive even seeing the price tag of my favorite vintage for such occasions.

Not when I couldn't afford even the local moonshine. With only forty copper in my pocket, I would be skipping dinner for the next week and instead eat more during lunch — the greatest, and only perk my current job offered.

I took the long road back home, enjoying the bustle of the streets. It was a rare treat, as I was usually working during the day. And, it was rare to see people on the streets during the night. While it had been almost three weeks since a curfew had been declared, people were still reticent walking around during the night, afraid of another breach.

Not exactly an unjustified fear. The monsters were far more active during the night, and while the town had both walls and multiple patrols, they weren't exactly a guarantee of safety. If they were, the last emergency curfew wouldn't have been just weeks away.

I let my finger dance at the handle of my hammer even as I examined the buildings that were a mixture of wood and stone, with no signs of pre-Cataclysm architecture. They had been long destroyed during the first months of the disaster, the rebar steel in the walls far more valuable than anything else.

Though, they weren't the only things that had been destroyed. Anything that contained metal had been long ruined, usually cast into bars, forged into weapons that had been demolished just as quickly as they were made.

That trend finally stopped after the discovery of the first System store, allowing for the exchange of goods and materials. It wasn't cheap, but an enchanted sword in the hands of a high-level warrior was far more valuable than a thousand held by others.

The discovery of the System store was the first real hit for the production classes. Before, we were a critical part of the defense. Not just Blacksmiths, but Farmers, Carpenters, and many others. After the System store had been discovered just fifty miles away, that changed. We had been first reduced to repairing, and even that was at risk.

"Such fascinating developments," I muttered. Despite all the problems it had created for me, I was still captivated by the situation. After all, I was still one of the premier sociologists in the world. It was my passion to understand how human behavior shapes and is shaped by various social aspects.

The irony was that, even as humanity was going through its single greatest change, I neither had the time nor the data to understand what was going on. And, no one cared about it, because my class didn't have Intelligence as a stat.

When I arrived at my home — a tiny room that was more similar to a prison cell than a residence — I found a paper hanging on my door.

A notice, declaring that, by next week, my rent would be increased from three silvers a week to five silvers. A very steep increase. "That might as well happen," I growled even as I ripped it off. The room was already near the wall, and absent of anything that could be framed as luxury other than being a single-person residence — including a window.

But, I couldn't live in a shared room. Not because I would hate it, but because I needed the space. I opened the door, carefully shuffling through piles of paper that covered every inch of the room, each half as tall as me.

The reason I had to live alone. My library.

Everything I was able to find as I went from home to home while people destroyed every inch of the old buildings. I didn't know if anyone else bothered to save old books, but even if they did, they were probably hoarding them as much as I did.

While the pre-Cataclysm wine went for exaggerated prices, the same wasn't true for the old books — or any other classical art form, but those I didn't care about as intensely — which had been mostly treated as a nuisance.

Instead, people cared about the new books, ones that had been either acquired through dungeons or purchased through the System store, describing the secrets of the magic, skills, and perks, some magical enough to directly improve the skill proficiency of anyone that was lucky to read it.

Compared to those, some old college textbooks weren't particularly valuable.

Getting a shared room would mean that I had to get rid of them all.

"God, I need a drink," I growled as I threw myself on the bed, burying my face into the pillow. I had too many decisions to make. The first one was whether to continue applying to the newly established research centers, hoping that someone would allow me to work there. I was willing to work for free as long as I could get a closet to sleep in. I was even willing to bribe someone — unfortunately, I lacked the money to do so.

Focusing on acquiring the Perk Reset stone was another option. If I worked hard enough and sold all my assets — including my hammer, I thought even as my fingers brushed against the handle — I might be able to afford it before my skill got improved. Even then, it was a close call. The latest price increase had truly surprised me.

Then, of course, there was my nascent library. The increase in rent meant that just to maintain my room was enough to cut my weekly savings by almost half.

I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the sudden, suffocating weight. Desperate, I reached my mind, calling the System, seeing eight lines of text that were more important than anything else I had done in the past, and would do in the future.

[Blacksmith - Level 7]

[Health 210/210]

[Vitality 14 / Strength 14 / Dexterity 7]

[Skills (3/5)

Repair (Common) - 24 [Analyze]

Forge (Common) - 8

Overhead Strike (Basic) - 4 ]

"Depressing," I muttered even as I dismissed the screen. None of the information there was a mystery, or even changed recently. With the sole exception of [Repair], the last time one of my skills had increased was a year ago, when I was forced to fight against a runaway monster, and it was even longer before I actually leveled up.

I neglected leveling up for two reasons. For one, it wasn't really valuable when it came to repair work. Most of the time, repairing a weapon only required a fraction of my Strength, and increasing it more wasn't exactly a priority.

Of course, if it was just the relative uselessness, I would have still worked to level up. Extra power and health were not something I would turn up my nose in such a dangerous world. But, there were two problems with it.

The first problem was simple. The stronger someone, the higher the cost of living. The higher levels required more energy, which meant more food consumption, preferably higher quality with more energy density. That alone was problematic enough.

Then, there was the fact that it was expensive for a Blacksmith to level up. The easiest spots to level up had long been monopolized by the stronger groups, both the dungeons and the wilderness.

Anyone that wanted to level up either had to pay for the access, or brave the wilderness as a part of a party. Considering my financial situation was my biggest problem, the first was not an option. It was at one point, but I had prioritized my research over it, which now lay in a corner of my library, gathering dust.

The second wasn't exactly any better. There were only two groups that would accept a low-level Blacksmith, the absolute amateurs that would most likely die in the wilderness…

And, exploration teams.

These were experts who pushed into the wilderness, searching for mines, new hunting spots, and even occasionally connecting with other towns. They had been critical in reestablishing the connection with the rest of the state after the Cataclysm, where even the geography had been reshaped, constantly penetrating through the wilderness.

Unfortunately, while they had achieved a lot, their death rate wasn't too much lower than the amateur parties. They might be well-equipped professionals, but the dangers they faced were much higher. In the world after the Cataclysm, the unknown meant danger.

But, also, potential riches. A good discovery would mean an incredible payday, one where even the meager share that would be given to me as a Blacksmith would be measured in gold rather than silver. If I had enough gold, I could not only purchase everything I needed, but also afford to move to one of the new cities with the research organizations, getting one step closer to success.

I always avoided that, hoping to find myself a place that fit my skills rather than my [Skills], but maybe it was a mistake.

Maybe I had been too arrogant.

With a deep sigh, I stood up. It was time to make a change.

            

    
        Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
                I disliked Broken Tankard.

It was a loud and crowded pub, filled with people who were far too happy to start throwing punches at the slightest disagreement. Violence was something I hated even before people started to have superpowers, and it had become a perfectly acceptable form of self-expression once more. Also, the drinks were overpriced and terrible, and the food was even worse.

Despite all those, it had one redeeming factor, one that made sure I had ended up visiting the place many times. It housed the single most active job board in the whole town for the people who were not a part of the guilds. People looking for parties, specialist jobs, trainers, guides, miners…

I bypassed the crowd and walked toward the receptionist's desk. Only to be interrupted by a familiar face. "Wow, that's a sight for sore eyes, Devon. Do you need information on the dungeons again, or are you buying information on the other towns?" Rosie greeted me. "We have managed to connect with another cluster, and I have some interesting stuff for you."

Rosie was an interesting woman. She was young, cheerful, personable … and absolutely deadly in combat. I didn't know what her class was, but it was clearly something better than a mere warrior. I had seen her go through a large group of wannabe gangsters who decided that trying to force her to pay a protection fee was a smart decision.

It was not. There was a reason the pub had turned into the de facto center for the independents. She had enough strength to ensure that she could hold the payments in escrow without being targeted by thieves — naturally, for a modest fifteen percent cut — or intervene as a third party in case of disputes.

She wasn't exactly a bank, but it was close.

She was also too important to deal with an unimportant washed-up Blacksmith who made wrong bets in this new world until he turned completely irrelevant, but I had been a customer of hers since the beginning, so we had some rapport.

I shrugged. "Unfortunately, no," I answered as I lifted my pouch, which was noticeably empty. "This time, I'm looking for a job."

She frowned. "Follow me," she said as she gestured, and I followed her to her office. "Don't tell me you're having problems with the workshop. Is it Mark?"

I wasn't surprised that Rosie knew about my new supervisor even though it had been a while since my last visit. Her business relied on information. "No, he's annoying, but not enough to kick me out. I'm still the only one that can repair the sharpness-enchanted weapons."

She said nothing, and I sighed. I had already made that decision, but it didn't make sharing any easier. "I decided to take a different job. Outside," I commented.

That earned a raised eyebrow. "That's a change of pace for you," she commented. "What happened to Mister I'm-not-a-barbarian-thank-you-very-much."

I shrugged. "He had been screwed up badly because he had misread the situation," I said with a shrug.

"Oh, it's rare of you to admit that," she said. "What are you looking for?"

"Preferably as a part of the group that's not filled with complete idiots," I said. "Security over speed, but I need at least three gold coins as payment, but I wouldn't say no to more," I explained the conditions.

My request was not excessive. Three gold coins were hard to earn in the town, but the same wasn't true for expeditions outside. A good working day meant somewhat around one and a half silver for me most days, and that was with working overtime.

Meanwhile, even a mediocre day outside for a hunting party brought more revenue. Anyone with revenue below five silver would be complaining about a slow day, and a good hunter easily had a revenue of twenty silvers a day. A gold coin in five days.

A lucrative business … but one with a terrible rate of mortality. The exact rate was hard to pin down with many hunters going on long expeditions, sometimes choosing to just settle in another town without informing anyone.

Still, even without exact numbers, it was enough that a hefty hazard premium for the jobs outside the wall had become commonplace, with three times being the accepted benchmark, adjusted by the exact circumstances and need.

Meaning, that just by accepting to repair weapons outside, I could expect to earn at least five silvers a day rather than one and a half at a minimum. More, if it was a more dangerous job, or something that required my abilities.

The post-Cataclysm economy was difficult to understand, especially without a central authority to guide it.

The only thing that prevented it from completely collapsing into barter was the System. For some reason, the dungeons actually produced money. Not just metals, but actual coins, stamped by the System. It was possible to melt them, but considering they were the only currency accepted in the System Stores, no one was stupid enough to do that for material gain.

Ordinary gold and silver were far less valuable.

Of course, I still didn't understand why a hundred copper coins equaled a silver coin, and a hundred silver coins equaled one gold. It was a weird fixed exchange rate … or, perhaps, not so weird, not in a world where monsters popped from every corner and every single person had superpowers.

"Perk Reset stone?" she asked. I nodded, not surprised by her accurate guess. "You want to switch to Efficient Repair."

"Looks like the best method," I replied. "With the repair spell getting more and more ubiquitous, it looks like the best way."

She paused, hesitant. Interesting.

Of course, I didn't believe that she was actually hesitant. Not even for a second. While I trusted myself to read people well — one benefit of working as a professor for years — Rosie wasn't as easy to read. I saw her hesitation, because she wanted me to see. "Come on, let's not waste time. Just spill it," I said.

She frowned before her expression settled to a calm smile. "Fine, ruin my fun," she said. "You want to change your skill just because you want to make money, right?" I nodded. "There's a better way for you to do so. It's still a secret, but…"

"Let me guess. You're willing to introduce me to them for a finder's fee," I said.

"It's good to do business with smart people," she said. "It's such a pity that you didn't get a class with Intelligence."

I didn't respond to that. Rosie was too smart not to know my frustrations about that topic, meaning she was doing it intentionally to unsettle me. Another trick that my old career as a professor helped me to handle. Mobbing through snide comments was hardly unfamiliar.

She seemed to realize that it wasn't effective, but that didn't seem to bother her. I liked her, but she was not a particularly nice person. "A new dungeon is discovered. It's about a week's travel," she said.

"I see," I replied, tensing. "You want me to join them? Why?"

"Yes, and for payment, I just want you to write a report."

"Really?" I asked. "Even if I don't have Perception or Intelligence."

She waved her hand. "I'm not worried about it. You might not have a good class, but I'm aware of just how much you know about the dungeons," she commented. "I just need a detailed report from you about the place, and I'll not even ask for a cut."

Coming from anyone else, that statement would have scared me. Despite my best efforts, I didn't know much about the dungeons, but considering their importance, even the little knowledge I had could have turned me into a target. The only reason it didn't scare me was the fact that Rosie was the middleman for all those transactions, and knew exactly how much I knew. Not to mention, my research focused more on the general details and how it affected the nearby towns rather than more militaristic details that people cared about.

While I spent a lot of money collecting data, the data I did collect was not something most people found useful. I wasn't trying to find the ideal skill and class combination to raid a dungeon efficiently, but to understand its impact on the communities around one.

Ironically, it made me even better for her purposes. However, it was clearly not as simple.

The discovery of a new dungeon was not a simple thing. Every dungeon was essentially a pocket universe, or at least some kind of expanded space. Their geography and the hazards hidden within had little to do with the location they were in.

They were also filled with all kinds of monsters, some just enlarged beasts, some too bizarre to contemplate. Every step in a dungeon carried the risk of death. Yet, people raided them regularly. One reason was for survival. Letting a dungeon sit untouched too long was never a good idea. Its potential continued to build up … until one day, it broke, spreading those nightmares around.

Yet, that wasn't the main reason people were desperately searching for dungeons. They searched for it, because every dungeon represented a giant economic opportunity. There was no guarantee what kind of treasures it would spawn. The repair spell it had generated that ruined my income was a good example.

"And, they need a blacksmith?" I asked. "One that can repair enchanted weapons? Why?" It was obvious with her comment about not changing my perk.

"The dungeon doesn't have any mana," she explained.

A smile appeared on my face. That changed things. Unlike Health, which was easily replenished by food, mages relied on the mana from their surroundings to replenish it. A cheap, renewable source was why a repair spell had ruined our business. While it took half a day for me to repair an enchanted weapon, they could repair dozens with ease.

A scale I could never match.

But, if the dungeon had no mana, it meant that they had to rely on mana potions and other portable sources. And, those methods were expensive, ridiculously so.

Meaning, I would not only get far more money than I had expected, but also I would be an important part of their logistics. The more importance I had, the safer I would be because the fighters would protect me.

As far as risking my life went, it was a good deal.

"That sounds like a fascinating deal," I said. "But, I have two conditions." She nodded, gesturing for me to speak. She didn't warn me about not having any excessive requests, as I wasn't a moron. I might be lucky enough that my unique perspective was valuable, but it had limits.

And, it was safer to leave things on the table than to push excessively.

"One, I need a small storage room. I need a place to keep my books and other stuff," I said.

"Easy."

"And, I want you to negotiate with the expedition for me. You can take a ten percent cut from my share," I added.

"Oh, interesting," she said. "Sometimes, I forget how smart you are. Fifteen percent."

"Deal," I said. As much as I needed money, Rosie's involvement would help more. Not only did she know the details of the expedition better than I did and could assess the value better, but also it was a way to signal her protection.

When working with a bunch of people I wasn't acquainted with, it was better safe than sorry.

            

    
        Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
                Once my deal with Rosie was done, I didn't even wait for her confirmation before visiting the workshop to resign and empty my apartment.

One underrated benefit of Strength was that it made moving much easier. No need to call friends and arrange for pizza and beer. And, once I brought things to the storage room Rosie provided at the basement of Broken Tankard, I spent the rest of my time rearranging my books, wondering if I should bring any.

Ultimately, I decided to pick some scientific journals that were about mechanical engineering and metallurgy, which I had purchased when I was still making good money. They hadn't been as useful as I had hoped, partially because I lacked the basics. While having one of my bachelor's degrees in Math helped me to understand the gist of the topic easily, ultimately, I wasn't familiar with the basics of engineering enough to make a difference.

Though, to be fair, I didn't really push myself. Back then, I was still confident that my career as a Blacksmith was temporary, a blip before I once again started working as a researcher.

Now that I was facing another opportunity to make serious money as a blacksmith, I didn't want to miss my chance. The dungeon without mana was a good opportunity regardless of what it would produce.

This time, I planned to take advantage of the opportunity in front of me before it was gone.

Naturally, the dungeon would stay there for a long time, but sooner or later, other blacksmiths would join the fray. Perk Reset stone was not unique to me, and it wasn't my genius that gave me the ability to repair enchanted weapons. It was easy to figure out as long as someone was willing to spend some money.

The number of blacksmiths capable of it would increase, and as a consequence, the money we could make would go down. Simple supply and demand.

Once I picked the books I would bring along, I went upstairs to her office. I knocked, and she invited me in.

She wasn't alone. Two other people were sitting on the other side of her desk, both female. One of them was a redhead, and wore a robe while the other was a blonde and was dressed in a thick chainmail. Their outfits radiated the distinct aura of an enchantment. It was subtle, but working with enchanted weapons for years had given me a good sense of their potential.

Neither enchantment was weak, but the one on the robe was much stronger than the armor's.

The one with the robe spoke first. "So, you're the reason we have to take the long road. Merely Level 7, how disappointing," she commented, which earned a glance from her armored friend … bodyguard. Not for nothing. Using skills that checked other's abilities was considered as rude as just going through someone else's phone pre-Cataclysm.

"I presume so. Assuming, of course, the deal is complete," I answered, not reacting to her rude and obvious attempt to establish control. She was clearly unaware of how much information she had revealed by declaring that. Not only was she rich — identification skills were strategic resources, therefore very expensive — but also that she was coddled. The entitled declaration was not just rude, but also it revealed a pretty important secret of her own.

She reminded me of one of my more entitled students.

From her wince, I could see that the blonde understood exactly what her companion did but said nothing.

"Mostly. You just need to check the details," Rosie said as she pushed a piece of paper toward me. I read, doing my best to keep my expression neutral, but I wasn't sure that I succeeded. The deal was good. Too good.

"I hope that he's as good as you promised," the redhead spoke. "If not, I might change my mind about the rest of your promises."

"Don't worry. Ten more blacksmiths that fulfill the conditions, and a hundred warriors, in two weeks. I keep my promises."

That explained the generosity of the deal even more. Rosie was using me as some kind of proof of concept. It actually made me feel better about the extremely generous deal.

First of all, I would receive two silver every hour while I was at the repair station regardless of the work, with bonuses based on my success rate and efficiency. That alone was an incredible deal.

Then, there were additional lines about them supplying me with tools with different enchantments if they needed me to repair anything other than a simple sharpness enchantment, as well as giving me the right to join the fighting for two hours under the protection of someone called Eleanor to help me level up.

There was even a line about compensation if I got attacked any other time than my leveling journeys.

It was a good deal. Too good, even. I looked at Rosie, whose smile looked very soft and friendly. At that moment, I realized that maybe I shouldn't have just believed that I got lucky. Rosie had another reason for arranging it.

What, I didn't know. I was tempted to pull back, but I couldn't. I got greedy, believed myself smart, and swallowed the bait. Now, I had to deal with the consequences. At least they wouldn't be deadly.

Rosie had a weird sense of humor, but she was not malicious … at least toward people who didn't antagonize her.

"I can't believe we have to travel all day just to pick up a mere blacksmith," the redhead muttered.

"Maria," the armored one whispered, her tone kind but filled with a warning, no doubt warning her companion about being rude. Maybe she was a friend as well as a bodyguard. Amusing.

"What? I'm right. We have more important things to worry about," she said.

"You should have double-checked your calculations, then," she replied, and the redhead blushed. It gave me a better idea of what was going on. Then, she turned to me. "I'm sorry about Maria, sir. It's her first time leading an expedition and she's tense. I'm Eleanor," she said.

"Devon," I said as we shook hands. "I hope that I can help you, but do you mind sharing the details?"

"Later," Maria cut in, even more abrasively after she had been admonished. A spoiled student, indeed. Too bad I couldn't threaten her with dropping her participation score. "We need to be at the camp by dawn. I don't want to delay the raid any more than necessary."

I looked at Rosie once more. She had explicitly mentioned that the dungeon was a week away. She responded with an amused smirk. "See you around, Devon," she said with a big smirk. "Make sure to hang on tight."

Then, it clicked. "We're going to fly there," I said, my face getting paler.

"Is there a problem?" Maria asked.

"No, just surprised," I said, not willing to admit my … distaste for the spoiled young woman who was clearly looking for a chance to mock me. It would be unpleasant enough.

Eleanor seemed to catch the reason, but she just nodded. Not ideal, but better than nothing.

"Good. Then, let's go. We have wasted enough time," Maria declared as she stood up, her gaze locked on Rosie. "Make sure you hold up your end of the bargain. You don't want to cross my family," she declared, with a hint of threat.

"Of course not," Rosie replied, but I didn't miss the way her smile tightened. Another mistake on Maria's part. Rosie didn't like being threatened. But, coming from someone that might as well be a spoiled trust fund kid — or, whatever the equivalent was in our new society — it was easier to shrug off.

Looking at their maturity, it was hard to believe that they were more or less at the same age, just below twenty-five. Then, I chuckled, realizing that, even in my mind, I sounded ancient rather than my true age, merely thirty-two.

Starting to work as a professor before my twenties distorted my perspective a bit too much on that.

"Let's go," Maria said as she looked at her bodyguard, and didn't even look at me. I followed them after putting on my helmet. There was no hiding my identity from anyone relevant, but I preferred not to be a part of the gossip.

I followed them to the outskirts of the town and arrived at the gates. According to the laws, the gates were supposed to stay locked all night with no exceptions. Eleanor didn't even need to say anything. She just made a gesture, and the guards opened the door, looking nervous. I would have understood if their nervous glance was targeting Maria, but they were looking at Eleanor like that.

There must be a story behind it, but I didn't ask. I was too busy psyching myself up for the upcoming encounter, wondering about the exact method of flying. The destruction of the technology meant there were no planes or helicopters — good riddance — but the replacements were hardly better. A slew of magical items, starting from flying carpets, replaced them. I never had the money to use them in the first place, so it didn't matter until now.

But, when I saw our mode of transportation, I froze. Mounts. Flying mounts. Two griffins, tied to a tree like horses, a glowing shield around them, though whether to keep them captive or to protect them, I didn't know.

"Have you ever ridden a Griffin?" Eleanor asked kindly. I shook my head, not in the mood to answer. "I'll help you," she said. I followed. The beast looked calm and obedient, not unlike a well-trained horse. I wasn't scared of it, at least as long as it was on the ground.

As I climbed behind it, the straps of the saddle moved automatically to wrap around me. "Now, all you need to —" Eleanor started.

"Enough, we wasted too much time already," Maria called from the other griffin, and started to fly.

"Sorry. Just relax and don't worry. You don't need to worry. It's actually very safe," Eleanor said, which made my apprehension even worse. It reminded me of the constant insistence of the flight attendants about how their flying death traps were actually perfectly safe.

Then, the griffin stretched its wings, and we were in the air. I grabbed the saddle desperately and closed my eyes. It was worse than a plane. At least, there, as long as there was no turbulence, I could convince myself that I wasn't flying.

It was impossible here, not with the wind flowing around my face like a whip. Not with every flap of the wings shaking us worse than even the worst turbulence.

Worse, soon, the cries of monsters reached my ears, interrupted by a sudden flash of red. I couldn't keep my eyes closed, not with the monsters around us. I watched as Maria casually burned a flying monster that would have killed me instantly.

I hated my new job already.
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                We arrived at the camp at dawn. As much as I hated the necessity to keep my eyes open more than necessary, I forced myself, trying to catch the important details. It was smaller than I expected. A wooden palisade around about twenty wooden buildings, surrounded by double the amount of tents. Also, there was quite a bit of empty space.

The number of guards I could see on the wall was less than I had expected. I could only count a dozen on each wall, each armed with bows, but the safety of the camp suggested that they were stronger than our town guards.

Even from such a great distance, the quality of their armor was apparent, and each of them were marked with a stylized griffin. I hoped that it was a guild, and not one of the new houses that was popping out, quick to declare themselves as nobles.

Three years had passed since the Cataclysm, and the political situation was still in flux.

The rest of the camp was barely stirring into movement. A quick estimation suggested that there were about three hundred people currently in the camp, including the guards. Less than I expected considering the size of the camp. I assumed that they were at the dungeon.

That was all I was able to assess until the vertigo hit, forcing me to close my eyes once more. I had fought against monsters many times, but still, heights were my greatest enemy.

"Finally, we're here," Maria called loudly as we landed, stretching her legs. Eleanor helped me to step down. I appreciated her help. I doubted that I would have been able to do so without help. "Hey, are you alright?" Maria asked, noticing my state.

"Just a cramp. It's my first time riding a griffin," I replied, doing my best to be calm and collected. I failed. Luckily, Maria didn't care about me enough to pay attention to why I was reacting like that. "Eleanor, let's go. Father expects a report."

"Just a minute. Let me show Devon his workshop first," she said. Maria didn't look happy. "The sooner he settles, the sooner he starts working. We need sharpened weapons to move deeper. We're running low," she said.

"Alright, but don't waste too much time. We still need to lead the team to the dungeon," she said before moving to the central building.

While Eleanor led me toward another building, I looked around, trying to catch the movements. "Anything I need to know," I asked. "We haven't been able to talk a lot."

"There's nothing too exciting," she said. "It's a lower-tier dungeon, populated with some kind of giant beetle with thick armor. Fire magic would have been a good way to deal with them, but the mana density prevents it from being a sustainable solution. But, they have several weak spots. Sharpened weapons are the most efficient method of taking them down."

"Ah," I said. Suddenly, I understood the reason for the good contract. Sharpened weapons were cheap — compared to other enchanted weapons, still starting somewhere around fifty silver at a minimum for second-hand ones — and useful, but their durability was their biggest problem. "Their shell degrades the weapon even more, right," I asked.

"Worse. They have some kind of secretion that ruins the edge," she replied. "Even with multiple weapons assigned to each person, it goes slowly. And, we can't keep going to the nearest town for repairs either."

Understandable, as even with a flying mount, travel wasn't exactly easy. We didn't struggle against monsters because Maria was strong enough to deal with them easily. However, it wasn't exactly smart to assign the top combatant to logistic work.

Especially when there was a limit to the carrying capacity of the griffins.

"I see," I replied, considering the implication. The fact that the edge was the part that was being damaged was good news. It was far easier to sharpen a new edge than repair structural damage, which meant that I would be making even more on bonuses than I had initially expected. "How about my work… The contract outlines my job requirements, but nothing else."

"You're going to join our team of blacksmiths. We currently have six capable of repairing enchanted weapons, each with both Analyze and Warm Blow. Seven with your inclusion. There's also a dozen other apprentices that are working hard to raise their Repair over twenty-five with some disposable weapons so they could join the main work."

I frowned, wondering whether I should mention that I didn't have [Warm Blow] yet, which was a perk that allowed the blacksmiths to repair the enchanted weapons without heating it too much, as it had the risk of destabilizing the enchantment. Then, I decided against it.

There was no mention of the perk in the contract, and I could fix the weapon without it. No need to give them useless information that could change their mind. People had weird expectations when it came to Stats and Skills, seemingly determined to ignore that we were not robots, and could easily surpass their limits.

The lack of Warm Blow didn't mean I couldn't keep up with the others. It would be some help, but even without it, I could keep up with the performance requirements outlined in the contract easily. All the tricks I figured out during the three years I spent working overtime were enough. All I needed was to be careful about the heat.

I didn't rely entirely on the instincts fed to me by the skills.

In the end, I decided to stay silent. In the worst case, I could focus on bringing my Repair Skill to the next level. It should take only a few days as long as I was willing to ruin some weapons.

Eleanor continued to talk, giving me a quick tour of the camp while I watched. "And, this is the forge, where you'll be working —" she started, only to freeze.

I assumed the reason was the tall, armored man at the center of the room. He was decked in full plate armor. On his chest, there was the symbol of a griffin like the guards, but it was far more intricate. All of it identified him as a high-ranking member of the same group, but another thing commanded my attention. One that was radiating an aura that demanded respect and adulation.

Charisma.

I cursed internally. Of all the stats that were brought by the System, I hated Charisma the most. On the battlefield, it worked wonders, allowing people to fight with a greater focus and coordinate better. In social life, it was disgusting. It was like an airborne drug.

Luckily, it was a pretty rare stat, and none that possessed it deigned to live in a small town, making sure I never had to deal with them.

Even without my own prejudices relating to the existence of Charisma wielders, I could sense that he was bad news from Eleanor's reaction. Up until now, she had given me the impression of a kind, affable woman despite her very obvious power.

The moment she saw him, her attitude changed, radiating a dark, dangerous feeling. It was like I was standing next to a giant sword, ready to spill blood. "Sir Thomas, how can this servant help you?" she said, but I had heard people less frustrated being thrown into the garbage. She didn't bother hiding her hatred.

"Is this the way a retainer should act, Eleanor? Why aren't you on your knees?" he said, his smile mocking. His Charisma turned even more pointed, focusing on Eleanor. Her legs trembled, but she resisted it.

I took a step back, not willing to be affected. I hated the impact of Charisma, especially since the level difference made it very difficult to resist.

"As the sworn sword of Lady Maria, it's not appropriate, my lord," she replied.

Thomas smiled. "How fun," he said. "I wonder how long you'll be able to resist until you beg for me to save you from your grievous mistake."

"This humble servant doesn't deserve your concerns, my lord," she replied. As I watched them absentmindedly, I couldn't help but be fascinated by the way culture had changed in merely three years. Centuries of traditions relating to democracy and equality had been abandoned, replaced by a mockery of tribal politics, often with a cursory veneer of medieval nobility.

I never understood how such a drift could happen in less than a year, which was another reason I had been so enthusiastic about joining the rare research institutes that were finally popping around — only to fail.

Thomas smirked, no doubt about to follow up with another subtle insult, but his expression changed when Eleanor grabbed her sword. "Don't worry, Eleanor. We're old friends. I'm just worried about my dear cousin, and wanted to see if I can help any."

"She's busy, and she doesn't want to see you," Eleanor replied. "But, feel free to visit and see if she changes her mind."

"Oh, what a pity," he said, his smugness back. "I'll just deal with my mission and leave, then," he said.

"Your mission," Eleanor asked.

"Yes. The family council honored me with an emergency mission of protecting one of the trade routes. And, I'm here to get the necessary resources."

Eleanor froze as he passed her a sealed envelope. "No. That's against the deal. We have been promised no interference."

"From our side of the family, and we fulfilled it. We can't help it if the family council assigned me with a critical mission that's more important than a mere dungeon's subjugation." He smirked as he looked at the blacksmith. "Anyone employed directly by the family, follow me. You have your orders," he said.

I watched from the side as the majority of the employees had left the room, leaving only five behind.

Eleanor followed them, panicked, and the rest of the blacksmiths followed her, no doubt wanting to leave.

I considered following them but decided against it. I had no idea what would happen, but there were two options. Either the operation was dead, or it would continue. If it continued, getting familiar with the workshop and the weapons would be useful.

And, if the operation was dead, I better repair a few weapons. Maybe I could push Repair to the next rank before they kick me out.

After all, even if they failed, the dungeon wouldn't disappear. Another team would establish a new camp, where I could work.

Either way, it was better than watching a pointless competition between a bunch of rich kids to finalize.
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                Decision made, I ignored the shouts outside as I focused on examining the forge. A forge that was far more expensive than the ones I had ever worked in.

The first thing that caught my attention was the fire at the center, spilling out of the forge. I walked closer, feeling its extreme heat even from a distance, far more intense than I was used to working with. Still, I walked to the edge, letting the heat wash over me.

[-1 Health]

It was too much for me to resist all day. At least, not without adding a few more levels first.

Still, I stayed at the center, watching the golden flickers dance in the fire, trying to understand the reason for the intensity. Only to realize that the fire was eating the fuel at a shocking speed. Likely, it was some kind of enchantment to enable a higher heat.

It was fascinating to attain such a high degree of heat in an open fire. I took a step back even as I started examining the forge. It was both plain and flawless, which marked it as another product of the System store. I didn't even want to imagine how much it had cost.

I turned my attention to the anvils and the other tools, using the Analyze to get a better sense of their enchantment. I couldn't identify them without working on a lot of similar samples, but the sheer number of enchantments was enough to prove their quality.

"Troublesome," I muttered even as I continued to check the room. They had spent a serious amount of capital on the forge, the kind that I hadn't ever seen. No wonder Rosie was willing to make a big deal with them.

It was a tumultuous situation, the kind where a wrong move could cost me my life. The prudent thing would be to keep my head down and get away… but then what? What did prudence give me other than being discarded and ignored?

I could probably keep my head down until the operation ended up in failure, but I would find myself in the same situation. With each passing day, the value of my class was getting lower and lower. Yes, a political battle within one of the upstart new so-called noble houses was dangerous, the kind that could end up in my death.

But, that was a valid concern for every expedition.

The rewards, however …

"No risk it, no biscuit," I muttered even as I grabbed one of the unused hammers, far better than my own poor tool that doubled as a weapon. As I twirled it in my hand, I moved to the side, where a shockingly large pile of damaged weapons laid. The pile had hundreds of weapons, while a connected room held even more.

However, as I hovered above the pile, a sour smell hit my nose, coming from some of the weapons that hadn't been cleaned properly. I ignored it momentarily and picked from one of the clean weapons.

The weapon I had pulled was some kind of short sword that was reminiscent of a thicker gladius as I closed my eyes and focused my Analyze ability, examining its inner structure.

Even without Eleanor's earlier explanation, I could understand the reason for it. While it had some structural cracks that limited the impact of the Sharpness enchantment, it was nowhere near enough to turn the weapons useless.

No, that honor went to the edge, worn out as if it was dipped into a vat of acid. Though, curious, I touched one of the unclean ones, wondering why they kept them so tainted. But, I saw that they weren't more damaged than the clean ones.

The impact wasn't as simple as the blood being acidic, but I shrugged. Each monster had its own unique problems, and while I would have enjoyed pondering about it, I was mature enough to admit that it was more of an intellectual curiosity than a practical concern.

I didn't need to care about the political crisis that was going on, or the way those monsters degraded the sharp edges of the weapons. I just needed to focus on my job.

For the moment, I needed to start repairing. I walked back to the forge, letting the heat wash over the magical metal. I closed my eyes, using [Analyze] to keep track of the heating process. I ignored the heat brushing against my skin, and let the System do its thing.

[-1 Health]

"Fascinating," I muttered as I watched the process of the metal reaching the ideal temperature for reforging. In my old forge, it would have required twenty minutes for the edges to heat up enough without destabilizing the enchantment.

It would have been easier with the [Warm Blow], but lack of it wasn't a bother. It was all about the timing. I pulled out the weapon, ignoring my skill's instinctual suggestion to keep it in the flames longer, knowing that it would warp and weaken the enchantment.

I used my hammer instead of one of the better tools lying around. Not because of a sense of nostalgia, but to avoid introducing too many variables. With a practiced ease, I started hammering the edge, careful not to distort the enchantment even as I destroyed the edge completely.

If the damage to the edge was lesser, some sharpening would have been enough, but not with this. I ignored the next step my skill was suggesting, which was to add more metal to bring the weapon to its ideal weight. It would help, but it would also increase the work time almost ten times.

Especially without [Warm Blow] to keep it going, forcing me to continuously heat up the metal to keep it searing and soft without turning molten.

Ordinarily, I could never get away with such a shortcut, even though it would make absolutely no difference. The moment even a new Blacksmith touched it, their [Repair] skill would trigger to inform that it was not correctly repaired, and I would have a reputation for shoddy work.

No one really cared about acceptable performance degradation.

I was hoping that my new employers would have a more open mind. They were dealing with a monster that destroyed multiple weapons a day. A faster repair should have been a more than acceptable tradeoff.

Assuming, of course, their operation continued, but that was a different problem.

I let my skill guide me as I delivered blow after blow, achieving a smoothness that I could never achieve in its absence. I might not want to follow its suggestions religiously, but that didn't mean it was useless.

Especially since it was hard to truly use the Stats productively without the assistance of the skills.

I started humming even as my hammer landed again and again, reshaping the distorted metal that had been degraded by the acid, only stopping to heat the metal.

Forty-five minutes later, I moved away from the grinding stone, having just developed a new edge. I ignored the niggling of my skill at the back of my mind, repeating that it was not completely fixed. It was like leaving the house without turning off the oven. A constant annoyance.

Unpleasant, but considering I was able to finish the work in fifteen minutes when the contract required me to sharpen merely six weapons a day to start earning bonuses, more than acceptable. The clean whistle of the sword was only possible with a working Sharpening enchantment. Who cared what the Repair skill said?

I just needed to convince my new employers of that fact.

Taking a break was tempting, especially since the heat had been punishing. Even using Health to recover, it left my skin raw and tingling. It was not pleasant. However, I didn't have such a luxury.

I grabbed a new weapon. It was time for another experiment, to see how much improvement the new tools would bring.

Once again, the benefits of the Repair reduced the adaptation period significantly. The first attempt took slightly more than half an hour. The second one shaved a few extra minutes. By the sixth, I was able to maintain a steady pace to bang down one at the twenty-minute mark, and that was with several breaks I used to check the new process.

Without them, a steady pace of fifteen minutes was doable.

I decided to impress my employers. I started repairing one after another, the metal gleaming with a healthy sheen under my consistent blows. It was fun, steady work — one that would have been much better without the constant push at the back of my head.

It was already noon when I had a visitor. Eleanor was back, with an exhausted expression on her face. An expression that shifted to wonder and shock the moment she noticed the number of weapons that were waiting for her. "What's going on?" she asked, tense.

"I'm working hard to earn my bonus, of course," I said, trying to add some levity to the situation. It didn't work. "Since someone just took away all the experts, I decided to see if I can find a way to go faster," I explained.

"How. I thought you only had Repair."

"Well, yes," I said. "Before I explain, check the weapons first and see if they are properly fixed," I said. I didn't want to explain what I did before she checked the results directly, not wanting to prejudice her. It was a very critical part of any experiment that required subjective assessment.

She frowned as she tested the weapons one by one, with a slight frown on her face as she assessed them. Yet, the clean whistle of the sword was unmistakable. "It feels alright," she admitted. "Now, explain."

"I used some shortcuts that don't exactly follow the Skill completely, so, technically, they are not completely repaired." She said nothing, but her expression shifted from affable and confused to sharp. It would have scared me, but against Thomas, she had been much scarier.

I gave her a detailed summary of the process, which mollified her somewhat, but she also looked confused. "Looks promising," she said even as she took five swords. "Follow me, we're going to explain it to Lady Maria."

I followed her with a sigh. I hoped that the redhead wouldn't be too frustrating.

            

    
        Chapter 7

    
    
    
    
                I examined the camp as I moved forward. As far as I could tell, the camp population had dropped significantly to something around two hundred, which no doubt made any dungeon incursion a bigger challenge. Even working overtime, most of that number had to be dedicated to camp defense, which probably ruined any chance of making decent progress with the dungeon until the reinforcement Rosie promised arrived.

I had a feeling that Rosie would offer them another batch of recruits, naturally with some premium for emergency recruitment. But, I kept my mouth shut about that. Whatever deal they had was between them.

I just wanted to make some money. And, maybe, get a few skills in the process.

We soon arrived at the largest building. "Wait here," she said as she went inside with the swords. I said nothing, ignoring the hesitant glances of the camp visitors, no doubt wanting to ask the newest face some questions.

Their anxiety was understandable, but I deliberately avoided their gazes, not giving anyone a chance to interact. Whatever that was going on was complicated enough to make sticking my head out — any more than I already would once I started churning out a ridiculous amount of swords, at least — an unwise choice.

"You can come in," Eleanor said when the door opened once more. "Lady Maria is ready to see you."

I nodded and followed her, taking note of the decorations. It was well-furnished. Much better than what I would expect in a camp in the middle of nowhere. Either Maria was even more spoiled than I had assumed, or her family was even richer.

Either way, the trouble they posed had just got bigger.

I refrained from sighing in despair even as Eleanor led me to an office that was filled with parchments, leather-bound books, and many glowing objects, all clearly enchanted.

"Eleanor tells me that you can repair five times faster than our other blacksmiths. How?" she asked, trying to look serious and in control. She wasn't particularly successful. Luckily for her, the memory of her burning multiple monsters with a wave of her hand was more than enough to compensate.

I thought about breaking down the process, and dumbing it down to the most understandable piece, but after some consideration, I decided against it. She didn't seem like someone who would appreciate anything she couldn't understand.

"May I ask how familiar you are with math, my lady? I'm using some scientific methods to expand the benefits of the skill. It allows me to bypass some of the steps given by the Repair skill."

"And you know it works, how?" she asked, the challenge in her tone clear.

The answer was simple trial and error, but I had a feeling that she wouldn't appreciate that. "A proper explanation would call for some detailed formulas. May I proceed with it?" I asked.

I caught a hint of panic on her face before she looked frustrated. "I was a college senior when the Cataclysm hit, and more importantly, I'm a Fire Mage. With Intelligence, I can easily understand anything a mere Blacksmith could come up with."

Her confident declaration made me even more confident about my choice. I paused for a moment, remembering some of the formulas I had read in the journals I had found. Formulas were nothing more than intellectual curiosity as they were mostly random, scattered articles with no proper link.

Still, they were good enough to dazzle an overconfident student whose understanding of math probably ended in algebra, and Intelligence was not useful in understanding completely unfamiliar concepts.

"Let's start with a simple basis. JMA equation for the recrystallization process of metals. The formula is simple." I paused for a moment, jotting down the first formula.

[X(t) = 1 - exp[-(kt)^n]

"X represents the volume fraction of the material of transformation, t represents time, k is constant, and n represents an exponential of dimensionless number that reflects the dimensionality of the growth and nucleation behavior during the transformation…"

She tried to hide it, but I taught for years. The glassy expression of a student who had lost track was too familiar to miss. Under any other situation, I would have slowed down, and explained every concept one by one. This time, I threw more and more complicated concepts.

I wasn't good enough in material sciences, but dragging the discussion to a more pure math basis wasn't too hard. Fifteen minutes later, I was deep into a small, confusing lecture on the fifth-order differential equations and their effectiveness in solving wave propagation.

"Enough, I have got the gist of it," Maria cut in, unable to keep her frustration. "The math looks solid, and Eleanor already confirmed the weapons are good enough. So, go ahead and start teaching the others how to do it. We'll need a lot of swords soon."

I was about to cut in, when Eleanor cut in first. "We currently don't have any other Blacksmith in the camp, madam."

"How? Only the six of them were under family contract."

"Yes, but we still hired the others through the usual channels. That contract has the escape clauses. They … they decided to pay it off."

"They paid fifty gold each," Maria gasped. "That bastard must have given it. Can't we …"

"We don't have evidence," she said.

"I'm sure Rosie could find a few more experts in the case of our current emergency. They don't need Level 25 Repair. As long as they have Analyze, I can teach them," I offered. I thought about asking Maria for a bonus, but I chose against it. I had already annoyed her enough. I could talk to Eleanor about it. "But, I can't repair all day," I said.

"Why? You already signed the contract," Maria said.

"Because my level is not high enough. Four hours already drained most of my Health. I need to be at a higher level."

"That's easy," Maria said, looking at Eleanor. "Where's the closest wild spot we could visit," she asked.

"But, I can't leave the camp with the guards gone, and we don't have any guards strong enough to help him."

"Doesn't matter. I'll help him," Maria replied. "I can't stay here and defend the camp without depleting our mana potions. Just escort him to the armory and give him armor. I don't want him dead."

"I will do as you wish. Should I arrange for an escort—"

"No, I don't need any," she replied, her tone final. Eleanor looked frustrated. Maria sighed. "You know we can't afford any. Not unless we are willing to clean the dungeon entrance again."

Eleanor sighed. "You're right, but I don't like it," she said. Then, she turned to me. "Follow me," she said.

I followed as she brought me to the basement, which was filled with weapons and armor. Most of it was the type the guards had been wearing, but a few of them looked better. "I don't have to tell you if anything happens to her…"

"I understand," I said. I didn't appreciate being threatened, especially since Maria was far stronger than me, but it was not exactly a helpful conversation to have. Instead, I focused on something more productive. "My contract doesn't have anything to do with teaching," I reminded her.

"You want more money," she said, her tone not exactly welcoming.

"That would help, but I have something else in mind. Something that could help your side as well."

"What do you need?" she said.

"I need books from before the Cataclysm," I replied. "Preferably about material science, manufacturing, and similar topics, but I'm alright with anything. If it has numbers, it might help."

"What's the point?" she said.

"Well, you have seen my trick with repairing the edge. I can only do that because my calculations gave me the ideal temperature to work on the edge. There's a chance I can find an even better method as long as I have the necessary material."

"And, you can do that as a Blacksmith," she said.

I shrugged. "I have a Doctorate in Math," I said, giving her a simplified version of my background. No need to muddle it with my other expertise. "And, unlike what most people claim, math can still be useful."

"Not as useful as skills," Eleanor replied.

"Probably," I said. I strongly disagreed, but after three years of having the same conversation many times, I was bored of explaining to people why it was ridiculous to restrict themselves to the System just because it was easier. "But, I'm assuming you don't have one of those useful skills, or you would have already given it to your old blacksmiths."

"Well, no," she said. "Skill stones for production classes are hard to find. The System Store hardly stocks them, and they rarely drop from dungeons."

I sighed. I certainly knew that, which was a pity, because the biggest advantage of production classes was having more skill slots. One unfair detail, of many. "So, that's why I'm asking for books. I assume it won't be too difficult for you. Even I was able to collect some, and I live in a small town."

"Probably, I need to check it," she said. "But, meanwhile, we can discuss your salary —"

"No, I'd rather leave it to Rosie," I replied, cutting it short. The situation was too complicated for me to navigate. I didn't even know what kind of money I could ask for. "But, I wouldn't say no to a combat skill if you have any."

"You use hammers, right?" she said. "You're lucky. We have one uncommon hammer skill. We also have several uncommon sword style variants if you're interested," she added.

"For now, it's better if I stick with hammer skills," I said. It was better to stick to one weapon, especially since it paired better with my class stats. However, I was fascinated by the casual manner she pulled a glowing rock from a box and threw it at me.

[Skill Stone: Hammer of Might (Uncommon)]

As the notification popped, I was glad that I chose to bargain with Eleanor rather than Maria. She was certainly the more generous one. Not for no reason, as I had just solved their biggest logistic challenge, but I knew many that would spit on my face rather than listen to it.

I was more than happy.

I closed my eyes, absorbing it slowly.

[Overhead Strike (Basic) 4 - Hammer of Might (Uncommon) 1]

I groaned. It was the second time I was absorbing a skill stone — since repair and forge had come with the Blacksmith class — but replacing a similar skill felt much more different. It was dizzying and painful. I barely registered Eleanor checking several armors to find one that would fit my size.

Absorbing skills was painful.

            

    
        Chapter 8

    
    
    
    
                I had acquired a new set of armor, a new uncommon fighting skill that increased my fighting capabilities significantly, even a proper warhammer on my back. Unfortunately, none of them helped against the challenge I was about to face.

Another flight. This time, with my new boss.

I said nothing as I climbed on my part of the saddle, and grabbed the leather tightly, glad that she wasn't particularly observant. I didn't exactly enjoy talking to people about my anxieties, and even if I did, my new boss was not exactly the ideal target.

"Ready?" she asked as she climbed with far greater grace.

"Yes, my lady," I replied. I might find the sudden shift back to feudalism ridiculous, but my feelings weren't strong enough to risk annoying my new boss who could successfully imitate a flame thrower. And, admittedly, the fact that what they paid me for a day's effort was more than I made in three years helped quite a bit as well.

"Good," she said as she commanded the griffin, and once again, we were suffering an unnatural, disgusting activity that humans weren't supposed to experience. I took a deep breath, ignoring the vertigo as we flew, Maria easily took down any flying beast that dared to drift closer.

I expected her not to deign to speak to me. I was wrong. "Do you play chess?" she asked without a preamble.

I sighed. Even when dealing with vertigo, I could understand her aim. While my earlier trick with the math lesson convinced her that I knew what I was doing, it also annoyed her. She wanted to prove herself.

"Yes. I was a high-ranking master before the Cataclysm," I replied, doing my best to sound proud rather than frustrated. My past with chess had been rather checkered. It was a fun game, but I had always hated how people equated it as a shortcut to prove how smart they were. And, as a genius who started teaching at a premier college younger than almost all of my students, I had been challenged many times, forcing me to learn more just to stay on top.

After the Cataclysm, it got worse. Suddenly, playing chess to prove capabilities became common. Intelligence stat allowed people to make calculations faster and multitask better, a devastating advantage to play against in a game of chess. I was quick to stop playing after that. I wasn't entirely free of competitiveness, and being demolished every time I played was not fun.

But, it looked like that was about to change.

"Do you want to play blind chess to pass the time?" she asked, her enthusiasm clear.

"Of course," I answered, doing my best to fake enthusiasm. She just asked, but I decided to take it as an order. If all it took to be demolished in a few chess games to get her in a good mood, I was more than happy to make that sacrifice.

Especially if it distracted me from the fact that I was in the air. I closed my eyes. "Pawn, e4," I said. A classical move, one that led to many of the classic openings. A few moves later, I had a significant advantage. Not only did I have absolute control of the center, but also I was ahead by a pawn.

Unfortunately, that advantage was temporary. My knowledge of openings gave me a great advantage during the first ten moves, but the moment the game settled, that advantage started to dwindle. A knight cut through the side in an unexpected move, but every attempt I made to defend pulled me deeper into the quagmire.

I sighed as I tried to come up with a good move, but failed repeatedly. Most of the moves she had made felt ridiculous. Her fundamentals were horrible, and the strategic implications didn't matter.

Unfortunately, none of those mattered when she could simply outthink me, like she was using a computer to calculate her moves. I felt like a sickly boxer fighting against a giant. I held the advantage in technique, but it didn't matter against an enemy that could shatter my bones with each move.

"I surrender," I called in frustration at move fifty, about twenty moves after my defeat had been set in stone. In any chess tournament, such a move would have been derided as pointless pride, but Maria clearly enjoyed taking my pieces one by one to lord over her superiority.

"Good game," she said, her voice far more cheerful. "Another one."

"It won't be easy this time," I replied, doing my best to sound confident. Luckily, Maria wasn't observant enough to understand I was indulging her with fake competitiveness.

As I started with another classic move, I wondered if there was a chance to make it more fun. Maybe if I could tailor my game against her. Not to win. No, that part was truly hopeless. But, I could try and optimize my game to counter her advantages as much as possible, and lose gracefully.

Also, any distraction from my current activity was a welcome bonus.

For the next several games, I focused on the way she played, trying to reverse-engineer the approach. While she played very good chess, it was very different from playing a chess grandmaster. It wasn't even like playing against a chess engine. It was more like the reverse. Bad strategic moves, only to be resolved through sheer creativity until I found myself in a position that was impossible to comprehend based on any sane application of chess theory.

It was not a complete surprise. I had already known how Intelligence worked thanks to my previous research — at least in general terms — and I had played against other people with high Intelligence until it became too frustrating.

However, it didn't make two people play chess the same way. Strength allowed people to hit harder, but people still had their own fighting style. Some chose relentless direct assault, while others fought carefully, and defensively.

Maria, to my absolute lack of surprise, belonged to the first category. She started slow, probably to enjoy her upcoming victory, but the moment she started playing seriously, she delivered attack after attack. I tried to trap her, but her Intelligence made it easy to catch them.

"And, checkmate," she called as we landed, smiling smugly. "That makes it, thirteen to zero."

"I'll get you the next time," I fake-growled, trying to convince her that her victories bothered me. To be fair, they would have … but it was bliss compared to focusing on the silent torture of flying. Playing against her required my full focus, distracting me from the fact that we were floating.

"We will see. We still have the return flight," she said.

I looked around, taking note of our surroundings. An empty plain, with no humans in sight. Instead, there were a lot of monsters. Some vaguely looked like animals, as if they were painted by an impressionist painter who was suffering from a drug overdose, while the others vaguely looked humanoid.

A nightmarish horde that was currently gathering toward us.

"I'm going to burn them until they can't move. Just walk through the piles and smash them," she said, utterly calm.

I couldn't blame her, not when she easily destroyed a hundred creatures with a wave of her hand, leaving mostly cinders. I moved forward immediately.

It was a great opportunity.

I stood in front of the first beast, a giant wolf immobilized thanks to its incinerated limbs, my hammer rose and fell. It was a familiar move, one that came from my Overhead Strike skill. I was glad that my new Uncommon skill had a similar move, allowing me to adapt with ease.

My hammer fell with far greater impact than I was used to, showing the difference between the two skills. The difference between the two tiers was not for nothing.

"Move faster, we don't have all day," she shouted.

"Sorry, boss. New skill jitters," I replied even as I moved. Only when I was smashing the third one, I realized that I hadn't used the more formal call. "Sorry, my lady," I said, not wanting to annoy her.

"I like the boss better. Use it when we're alone," she replied, laughing.

I smiled as well. She wasn't nearly as unbearable as the first impression suggested once she warmed up. I smashed two more immobile beasts, and a notification arrived.

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) 1 - 2]

"Fascinating," I muttered. It was not easy to raise skill proficiency levels, or my overhead strike wouldn't have lagged merely at four. However, the basics were hardly a secret. Skills leveled up more based on external feedback than anything internal.

For example, using more precious materials made [Forge] improve faster, and the better — and more damaged — the target weapon, the faster [Repair] developed.

And, for combat skills, the stronger the beast that had been killed, the easier they leveled up. Their damaged state reduced the feedback significantly. It was hard to gauge, but the first wolf alone probably would have improved the skill by two stages, and maybe even given me an actual level as well.

Though, considering it would have ripped me apart easily, I was more than happy to take the reduced feedback. I killed a few more until the System responded once more.

[Level 7 - 8]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength,, +1 Dexterity]

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) 2 - 3]

"I have just leveled up," I informed her. As much as hiding it was tempting, I didn't forget her casually using a spell to check my level. No need to take big risks for small benefits, particularly since she was being considerably generous while helping me.

"Faster than I expected. Very good," she said. "Let's see if we can bring you to your first threshold," she called.

That made me gasp. The first threshold was level twenty-five. And, in three years, I was merely level seven. Yes, I didn't prioritize it, but that didn't make the gap any less impressive.

"Yes, boss," I replied, tightening the grip on my new warhammer, and moving between targets. There was no heroics, no unexpected developments, nothing. Just a steady massacre of monsters without even bothering to harvest one, leaving material that was potentially worth hundreds, rather material that would have been worth that much if they weren't burnt to cinders, and we had the ability to carry them back to the camp of gold, behind.

Soon, however, I realized another problem. Maria was getting bored. Understandable. While it was a thrilling activity that strengthened me significantly, it represented nothing but boredom for her.

"Pawn D3," I suddenly called.

"E6," she replied, her boredom replaced by some amusement. Constant defeats were not fun, but I was more than happy to accept it considering the speed at which I was leveling up. And, it helped me to analyze her play style even more. The more we played, the better I fared.

When she finally called for us to stop, it was already dusk. "Let's move back. It's not safe to hunt during the night."

I wanted to argue against it, but my arms were hurting too much to do so. Even with the System, there were limits to my endurance. "Yes, boss," I called instead. And, it wasn't like I had any right to complain.

[Blacksmith - Level 22]

[Health 660/660]

[Vitality 44 / Strength 44 / Dexterity 22]

[Skills (3/8)

Repair (Common) - 24 [Analyze]

Forge (Common) - 8

Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 7]
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                I woke up at dawn. And, a quick bath later, I rushed downstairs — my room was conveniently above the workshop — feeling very enthusiastic about getting back to work. Normally, I would say that my work ethics weren't driven by external factors, and it was true … to an extent.

But, not only was my new employer far more generous than I had expected, giving me a higher salary and assistance for leveling up, but I was also doing something other than just following the instructions of my skill.

A better salary, incredible benefits, and more fulfilling work…

While I was still a researcher at heart, and saw my class as more of an impediment than a career like the rest of the world seemed to, I had to admit that those perks made suffering far more acceptable. I was ready to work —

Only for that enthusiasm to fade immediately as I arrived at the workshop and found a scrap of paper waiting for me. One that had only one line.

'We advise you to find a different job,' the paper read. Next to the paper, there was a fat-looking pouch. I was tempted to touch it, but instead, I waved to one of the camp workers. "Please inform Lady Eleanor that there's an emergency at the forge," I said.

He looked unhappy about my interruption, but it wasn't the first time I worked with people. I delivered the order confidently before going back in, implying that it was only expected for him to follow my requests. With the camp already in flux, he followed.

While waiting for her, I pondered about the message. I didn't want to dismiss it out of hand, as it was clear that I had found myself in a messy situation. Before the Cataclysm, such a thing might have meant character assassination in the media. In this new world order, the character part was not excess.

I wasn't entirely happy about the risk, but the uselessness of previous efforts taught me that I couldn't avoid risk without accepting I would live an ignoble, unremarkable life, seeped in utter boredom.

I wasn't ready to accept that.

Which was why I called Eleanor — one of the two that ruled the camp — and the more relevant party when it came to threats. Camp security was her responsibility, and I preferred to coordinate with her rather than ignoring it. She was the closest thing to a cop, and I rathered not to touch the evidence before she arrived.

As for why I was a target, it was obvious. I had just solved one of their biggest logistical challenges, and clearly, it was not a secret.

She arrived five minutes later. "I hope it's something important. We need you working," she said, frustrated. I could see that the challenge of running the camp below the ideal population was getting to her.

"This was waiting for me when I arrived," I said, pointing at the paper and the small pouch.

She said nothing, but her frown tightened. She pointed at it, a slight glow on her to suggest she was able to use magic as well. "You haven't touched it, right?"

"No, I thought it'd be best to leave it to an expert."

"Good call," she said even as she used the flat side of her sword to put the parchment into a small bag, then checked the pouch. "It would have burned the moment you touched it. Though, I'm impressed you're able to refuse bribery. Fifty gold coins is not a small amount." I gulped at hearing that. "Having second thoughts," she asked.

"No. I'm just afraid of what they'll do next if their first move is to bribe me with more than what I was making yearly," I replied. Unfortunately, that was not an exaggeration. I was certainly startled.

She paused. "Don't walk around without your armor, and stay out of the shadows," she said. I nodded. It was a smart choice. At least, it wasn't as uncomfortable after my leveling. Also, I was surprised by the ease with which I had accepted the risk of a possible assassination. But then, violence had become a far more acceptable method of dispute resolution since the Cataclysm.

Assassinations, duels, muggings, bandits… A lack of a central government was already showing its impact.

"Anything else?" I asked.

"No. I'll post two guards to defend the workshop just in case. They'll also bring your food. Stay inside, and start working."

"Any idea about the daily target?"

"As much as you can manage. The dungeon operations will slow down until the next batch of recruits arrives, but it won't stop completely. Until we can hire more Blacksmiths, you're the only one that can keep us going."

"I'll do my best," I said, making a mental note to take stock once I took a break. Eleanor walked away. "You forgot something," I said, pointing at the pouch still sitting on the anvil.

"No, I didn't. Take it as a bonus for your loyalty." With that, she left.

I checked the pouch, only to find out that she was right. Fifty gold coins, a fortune to me. Being richer was certainly nice, but it only made me more stressed. It meant that their enemies were willing to spend fifty gold just for a chance to weaken the camp and slow down the dungeon.

"No risk it, no biscuit," I said to myself, repeating the motto I had decided the day before. At least, I was benefiting greatly from the risks I was taking. It could have been much worse. Many people had died for much smaller rewards.

Fifty gold represented the possibility for a lot of things: new skills, better equipment… and, most importantly, it was enough money to throw around to get a position in one of the new research institutes, at least as an intern.

But first, I needed to work. I first focused on bringing the forge to an ideal temperature. Only when the heat hit my face hard enough to feel like I was burning, I grabbed a damaged sword, and started working.

[-1 Health]

The occasional consumption of health was much easier to ignore after almost tripling my reserves. The sword heated up quickly, and my hammer danced. "Fascinating," I muttered even as I felt the metal reshape under my blows. Yesterday, I used every scrap of knowledge I had gathered over the last three years to reduce the repair time to fifteen minutes.

This time, my work on the blade was done in four minutes, mostly because I didn't need to reheat the sword again. With my increased level, I was able to complete the task in one attempt.

It was more due to increased Dexterity, rather than Strength. It wasn't that the latter was useless, but for the task of reforging an edge, the added control was far more useful.

An hour later, I was looking at fifteen swords that had been repaired to pristine condition. "Now, what to do?" I found myself asking. I could slow down intentionally, but that would make it problematic if they noticed my intentional reduction.

And, the better I performed, the more I could demand.

With that decision made, I continued working, pushing my attention to the limit. It was quite tiring. One disadvantage of not following the instruction of the skill was that it got mentally exhausting. I couldn't just let my mind wander while the skill handled the hard work.

But, with hard work, came an unexpected reward.

[Repair (Common) - 24 - 25]

[Perk Options — Warm Blow / Efficient Repair / Inspect (Analyze)]

"Huh," I muttered as the notification popped without a warning, informing me that my Repair had been improved ahead of schedule, giving me multiple dilemmas.

The most obvious dilemma was which perk to choose from. Warm Blow was the most obvious choice, which would boost my ability to repair the swords even faster. With it, there was a chance I could further cut the duration of my work in half.

Efficient Repair was also useful, providing me with a chance to make a living even after leaving the camp. I didn't even know that Efficient Repair was offered in Level twenty-five again. If I knew, I might have committed to a different plan — not that I was complaining.

Ultimately, however, I chose Inspect, the advanced version of Analyze, which was supposed to provide even more information. I might have chosen differently a couple days ago, but now that my earlier commitment to Analyze had proven its benefits, I decided to lean on it.

But, even as I made that choice, my mind moved to the next implications. Namely, the speed at which my skill had managed to reach the next stage.

It was enough to throw away my earlier model of skill improvement. Worse, I had no idea about what had caused the change. Maybe my rapid leveling allowed it to get to the next stage. Or, maybe it was just the quantity of the weapons that allowed me to improve them, as I had been repairing them at a far faster pace.

But I was not repairing them with perfect adherence to the suggestions of my Repair skill either, which should have slowed down the process.

"What a fascinating question," I muttered as I smirked, feeling excited. I couldn't answer it alone, but soon, I would have multiple experimental candidates who would work directly for me.

What better opportunity to actually collect some data to build a better model could there be? I had tried to collect that information before, but self-reporting was notoriously unreliable.

I didn't expect to discover anything new, as I had no doubt many people had been working on how skills worked. The direct benefit of such knowledge was too important. Unfortunately, the importance also meant that it stayed a secret. There were many differing public opinions, but gossip deferred from the scientific process.

"Finally, a chance for proper scientific study," I said in excitement. It wasn't exactly the way I preferred. I rather worked on the mathematical models and conceptual designs while my doctoral students dealt with the boring experimental stuff, but at this point, I would take even the most boring experiment over the monotony of repairing the same weapon over and over.

I was actually starting to like my new job.

            

    
        Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
                "Now, let's see if picking Inspect was worth it," I said to myself even as I grabbed another damaged weapon. I dragged my finger over the blade as I closed my eyes, a subtle mental command was enough to activate the feeling.

The internal structure of the sword appeared in my mind once again. I wanted to focus on the physical structure first, as the Inspect increased the amount of detail I could catch significantly. I was able to catch many microfractures and other stress points. The details of it were fascinating.

But, not as fascinating as the details I was able to pick up about the Sharpness enchantment. With Analyze, all I could see was a bunch of straight glowing lines that stretched from the hilt to the tip. That much had allowed me to reactivate the enchantment by repairing the metal of the sword so far, but its magical aspect had been incomprehensible.

Not anymore. Well, not the incomprehensible part. I could merely see some kind of movement in those previously opaque lines of mana, without any corresponding knowledge of what was going on. But, that didn't ruin my mood. I was confident that I could leverage it.

Though, preferably later as far as the magic was concerned. As much as I wanted to start poking around with the enchantments, I knew that it was not a good idea. I had neither the tools nor the necessary safety measures. I didn't even know what would happen if the enchantments got damaged, whether they just faded away or exploded.

"Baby steps," I muttered even as I shifted my focus to the aspect I could understand. The physical components. Not just the first one, but every blade I had repaired. "Some changes are necessary," I muttered as I realized that my earlier process had weakened the edge unnecessarily. Not exactly critical when fighting against beasts that destroy the sword after a few successful hits, but a major problem against anything else.

Still, an easy fix for the future.

I noted that I should return to my repair task, ideally to impress my new bosses with my success, but the temptation of another plan started to stir. A plan that had long been ignored because of its immense cost. A cost that was no longer relevant thanks to the overstocked workshop.

Improving my Forge skill.

The Forge was an often neglected skill. A choice that was made not just by me, but the other Blacksmiths as well, for one simple reason. Unlike Repair, Forge was expensive to improve, requiring a lot of attempts. And, even when it succeeded, people preferred to buy pre-made enchanted weapons from the System Shop, at a relatively cheap price.

The cheap weapons had made Forged ones obsolete, especially since it took hours, sometimes days to forge a weapon according to the directions of the Forge. As a result, improving the skill required months of dedicated effort and money. Some Blacksmiths took the risk during the first year, usually sponsored by richer patrons, hoping to find some kind of synergy between the two skills.

They failed.

I could have tried the same, but those days, I was more focused on collecting the data for my research proposal, which had been a similar waste. Not to mention, I didn't want to spend months improving a potentially useless skill. If repairing a weapon according to the System instructions was a chore, forging a weapon was slow, tedious and torturous.

"Let's see if wasting material could help," I murmured even as I pulled a few ingots and threw them into the forge, softening them. Repair improved despite cutting corners. Maybe Forge would as well. The only problem was that I wasn't sure if I could turn the results back to ingots, because they were not pure but alloys.

Due to their process of forging, alloys could be tricky to refine back.

It was a fact that was true for even the ordinary steel that the world relied on before the Cataclysm. There were hundreds of types of steel based on carbon content, cooling process, and other minute additions, and they couldn't simply be turned back.

It was even more relevant for the new alloys, which included many other types of materials, some exclusively from dungeon drops, which was the reason why Forging caused the loss of material. It wasn't some kind of disappearance.

Of course, just like Repair, Forge's skill came with some instinctual understanding of the recipes and methods for new alloys, including the mixing temperatures, process and timing, and cooling methods.

For the moment, with my Forging below level ten, all the information I had was ordinary, requiring no exotic dungeon drops and other complicated stuff. Back in town, I had calculated what it would have taken to actually bring me to my first perk.

Technically, I could have done it for less than twenty silver as far as the material cost went. It was acceptable … but when I included the rent for the forge, and the loss of income from dedicated time, that amount had spiked to four gold even on the most optimistic scale. Using cheap materials meant that I needed to spend weeks on a single point. A waste for a skill that could potentially turn out to be useless.

But, that was back then. I had a forge dedicated to me that I could never afford otherwise, working with alloys I couldn't purchase.

There was still a chance that it could be a total waste, but the temptation was too strong … particularly since I could mislead Eleanor. Not by fudging the numbers, of course. No need for that when I could simply claim that those experiments were how I managed to cut the repair time to four minutes.

An innocent white lie. I had told much worse lies during grant applications.

Science might be an honorable pursuit, but the same wasn't true for grant applications.

I grabbed multiple ingots of a bronze alloy variant — one that was stronger than steel — and threw them into the forge, letting them heat up, while going through the designs that the skill provided, trying to pick the simplest one.

I settled on a small dagger. Normally, it would have been a terrible choice, as there was little chance it would be sold — daggers were not exactly the preferred weapons for slaying giant monsters — but since they would go to waste, speed, and material consumption were more critical.

Once the material was ready, I focused on the skill, trying to find the most ideal method. Unfortunately, even as my hammer landed for the first time, there was no reaction. My skill level was too low to work on the material.

"Frustrating," I muttered. I was hoping that there would be some kind of suggestion. There wasn't. I did my best to follow my past experiences to forge a dagger. Using long tongs, I rotated it meticulously as I beat it repeatedly, flattening it. Then, I folded the metal into two, heated it, and repeated the process.

Only for the metal to crack. A failure. A spectacular one.

"I wish it triggered the repair," I said. Unfortunately, for that, a weapon first needed to be completed based on System specifications. Another clumsy detail of the System.

I tried four more methods, wasting four more ingots. Ironically, since my mistakes were so catastrophic, the weapons didn't exactly turn useless. I could still use them to Repair —

"Oh, I'm a moron," I cursed myself, realizing that I had missed something very obvious. Yes, the Forge skill didn't tell me how to work with this particular alloy. But, Repair did.

With a big smile, I grabbed another sword, but this time, I followed the System's suggestions religiously. An hour later, I was not even halfway done with repairing the sword — not having Warm Blow was slowing my work considerably — but that didn't ruin my smile.

I had already learned a lot about how to use the alloy without fracturing the metal, and the detailed information provided by Inspect already showed its worth, though only because I had spent some time trying to understand every metallurgy resource I could find.

I made another attempt to forge a dagger. This time, I managed to fold the metal six times before I ruined it. This time, it was useless even for repair work, but I didn't care. I heated up another ingot and made another dagger. This time, I only folded the metal four times before I started shaping it.

In every objective standard, it was a terrible dagger. It was structurally weak, brittle, lacked the necessary tempering to properly hold an edge, and had multiple stress points that were begging to be snapped. Stabbing someone was more merciful than giving them this dagger as a weapon.

Yet, none of those details could ruin my mood. A notification popped.

[Forge (Common) - 8 - 11]

[Perk Options — Masterwork / Intuitive Forging]

I froze as I read the perk offers. Masterwork was one of the options I expected, but to my knowledge, the other perk was supposed to be Frugal Forge, which worked in a similar manner to Efficient Repair. Masterwork, on the other hand, provided better designs, but they cost more to complete.

"Why can't the System give explanations for perks," I muttered, frustrated even as I found myself in a dilemma. Should I pick Masterwork, or take the risk. But, even as I bit my lips in worry, I knew what I would do.

I had very little use for Masterwork. Even ignoring the name, just the fact that I was getting a previously unknown Perk was a good opportunity. It was very likely that I was not the first one to discover such an opportunity, but people didn't go around sharing secrets.

I made my choice.

[Forge (Common) - 11 [Intuitive Forging]]

Curious of its impact, I started working on another ingot, forging another dagger. Once again, there was no detailed connection from the System, but as I worked, I noticed a change. Occasionally, I was getting a slight suggestion, allowing me to catch some big mistakes.

This time, I managed to fold the dagger properly ten times, and the rest of the process was smoother as well. Once the dagger was completed, I received my reward.

[Forge (Common) - 11 - 12]

"Excellent," I muttered as I melted the daggers to destroy the evidence, and returned to my repair work. Improving my Forge skill had been nice, and discovering a new trick to use Repair to improve Forge was even better.

However, I couldn't ignore the role played by the extremely valuable tools in the forge, the kind that I wouldn't come close to purchasing even with my newfound wealth.

I needed to keep my employer happy. Luckily, all I needed was to repair enough weapons to keep them satisfied. And, since I had yet to reveal my latest achievement of dropping it to four minutes, that was relatively easy to accomplish. Just another improvement to a rate of twelve minutes was enough.

I received another notification as I worked, which put an even bigger smile on my face.

[Repair (Common) - 25 - 26]

Sometimes, hard work was its own reward.
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                When the evening finally arrived, I had no plans other than eating before collapsing onto my bed. My day had been incredibly productive, but also exhausting. I just needed to sleep, wake up early, and come up with a new proposal that would convince Eleanor to provide me with more ingots to improve my Forge skill further.

I could probably excuse the disappearance of a few bronze ingots by failures and experiments, but I couldn't use all of them easily.

But, those plans died when the workshop door opened and Eleanor walked in. "Lady Maria asks you to join us for dinner," she said, her voice kind, but I didn't miss the subtle threat in her tone like it was my fault. I had a sense of what was about to follow, so I decided to distract her.

"Does she want to listen to my report directly? Good, I have news," I said, quick to distract her with a lengthy explanation of my improvements until her gaze became glassy. "In summary, I managed to reduce the repair time for a further three minutes toward the end."

"Impressive, very impressive," she said as she looked at me. "I didn't know Blacksmiths could do that."

"We don't, because everyone is happy using their skills without changing anything," I replied, unable to suppress a genuine flicker of anger. "I understand why the quick improvement of the skills was more tempting. I use them to great effect as well. But embracing them to the point of abandoning everything we had learned while establishing civilization is absurd."

I didn't expect her expression to tighten. "Don't tell me you're one of them. I should have known," she said, her attitude once again radiating the same sharpness she had revealed when she had faced Thomas. It was not good news.

I raised my hand in surrender. "I feel like there's a misunderstanding," I said calmly. "Who are … them?"

My surprise must have looked genuine because she calmed down. "You know, the Purists," she said.

"I have no idea who they are," I replied. "From the context, I'm guessing it's some kind of political movement or a cult. But, I have been living in a godforsaken small town since the Cataclysm, and apparently, we're not important enough for them."

She looked at me carefully, trying to see if I was lying. Soon, the sense of sharpness disappeared, suggesting that she believed me. "They are not a political movement," she replied. "They are a bunch of terrorists and murderers that believe that the System is some kind of curse that drains us completely. They are trying to kill everyone with the System, believing that by killing enough people, the System will disappear, and we can go back to civilization."

"What a bunch of morons," I spat out. "Even if they were right, what do they think will happen when the whole infrastructure disappears once again. Just more deaths. Unfortunately, Einstein was right when he declared that human stupidity is limitless."

"Good. I would have hated to kill you," Eleanor replied. I gave her a shaky smile. Being threatened by summary execution was not a fun time. I understood where she was coming from, but that didn't mean I enjoyed it.

"Now that we resolved that minor misunderstanding," I started, proud that I kept my voice from trembling. "You mentioned dinner."

"Yes, follow me," she said.

"So, I have a question about the supplies," I said. "I believe I can improve the repair time even more, but I need to experiment some more."

"What do you need?" she asked.

"I still need books about material science if possible. More information is always helpful," I said. If it wasn't for the tricky subject matter, I would have questioned her about why asking for old books didn't trigger her suspicions, but praising the civilization did … but then, a viable answer popped up. Considering those Purists assumed mass murder was a good way to bring back civilization, I was sure that they didn't bother working on the other part.

Another unreasonable cult, this time idolizing the past rather than a religion or a cult leader.

"I'll try to prioritize it," she answered. "What else?"

"I need to use the ingots during those experiments, and some of them will be wasted. I need your permission to use them. Also, having more materials and different types of weapons will be helpful as well. Maybe even some with different types of enchantments. Dungeon products will be useful as well."

"Dungeon products are easy. We already have an excess of them. Ingots are a bit more problematic. We have some in excess, thanks in big part to your new repair method, and you can use one ingot for every ten weapons you repair," she offered. "But, that means you'll receive your salary and bonuses based on the original contract."

"That works," I said. While I wouldn't say no to more money, I was more enthusiastic about experimentation. "And, one last thing," I asked.

"That list is getting a bit long," she said.

"All of them are mutually beneficial," I said. "The better I get, the faster I can repair."

"Fair point," she said reluctantly.

I was lucky that she wasn't exactly a good negotiator. "I need a private forge," I said. "Not now, but once the other workers join me. I can't try new techniques in the middle of the others. It'll distract them from their work," I explained.

"I'll try, but no promises. Even a small forge is not cheap," she replied. "But, once the others arrive, you can still have two hours alone every day. The rest, I'll try to get as soon as possible, but don't expect much for at least ten days."

"The next caravan?" I asked.

She nodded, and that was all we were able to talk about before we arrived at the dining room. It was once again unnecessarily opulent, with a long table at the center, but Maria was alone in the room. "Finally," she said, raising a glass. Her tone was slightly slurry. Not exactly drunk, but definitely cheerful.

"Lady Maria," Eleanor said coldly, though I had a feeling that I was the target.

"Come on, girl. You know I hate that stuff when we're in private," she said. Eleanor's gaze sharpened. I flinched. I didn't realize that I had already been promoted to the good friends category. Apparently, my attempt to keep her entertained worked better than I had expected.

"Yes, Maria," Eleanor said with a sigh, and sat down. I sat down as well.

"Enjoy, Devon," Maria said with a generous gesture.

Befriending her was a dangerous thing. But, as I poured myself a glass of wine — a luxury that I had been craving for a long, long time — I found it difficult to take long-term risks into consideration. "Delicious, but very complex," I muttered. "Almost like a cocktail rather than wine. I'm guessing it's not an old wine?"

"No, it's from our newest winery. Alchemists can brew some fascinating wines," Maria explained.

"True," I admitted. While I still preferred a properly aged wine, the new one was certainly incredible as well. I took another sip.

"So, how was the first proper day of work?" she asked. "Also, D3," Maria said, taking another sip.

"It was more productive than I had first expected," I said, giving a detailed breakdown of the day, except my forging experiments and my unexpected perk, and explained my success. Playing a chess game at the same time was rather difficult. Maria was half-drunk, which made it slightly easier, but not enough to prevent me from losing miserably.

Losing repeatedly was far more annoying when it wasn't there as a tool to distract me from the lack of solid ground under my feet. So, when her moves slowed down as she listened to my report, I was glad.

"You already reduced the repair time to twelve minutes. That's good," she said, her smile wide. "Can you reduce it further? That will allow us to get away with hiring even less Blacksmiths, right?" she said.

"We better hire the original amount we planned. We don't know how far it'll be reduced. And, having some extra capability won't be too bad," Eleanor replied.

"I'm confident that it could be reduced to eight minutes as long as I continue to work on it," I said, careful not to over promise. Another trick, this time from publishing papers. It was always better to split any scientific discovery into multiple pieces and publish separately. That way, I could collect more rewards.

"That deserves a reward. I'll bring you to another leveling tour the moment I have time," Maria promised readily. It was an excellent offer.

"Only if I'm not preventing anything important. Otherwise, I can just join the dungeon parties to level up slowly," I offered. It was easy to make sacrifices when I knew it wouldn't be accepted. The message they had left in the workshop this morning already raised the possibility of an assassination. And, even without that, dungeons weren't exactly the safest location for a blacksmith.

"Nonsense. Since Maria wants to help you, you should allow her," Eleanor replied.

It further confirmed my assumption. They wouldn't risk me. Even if they didn't care about anything else I could potentially do for them, my life was critical until I could teach the other Blacksmiths how to repeat my methods.

I didn't care too much about whether they would continue to treat me the same way once that part was done. I still had a week, which should be enough to get another perk from Forge and improve my Repair skill significantly.

From there, I could use that offer to make a deal with Rosie, ideally targeting the same dungeon.

And, most importantly, another leveling trip would bring me to level twenty-five, the first threshold, which would actually increase my class bonuses.

"A fruitful discussion," Maria said. "It's time for another game. C3."

I managed to hold back my sigh as I responded, trying to prepare myself for a few more spectacular defeats…
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                I finished repairing another sword, and reached to my left, and pressed a button, triggering the primitive feeder I had constructed. Since the repair time had been dropped to just below three minutes, walking to the damaged pile to pick a new weapon was actually slowing me down, especially when the first fifteen seconds were waiting for the sword to warm up.

The feeder not only brought the sword closer but also placed it at the edge of the forge so it started to warm up properly while I finished polishing up the sword in hand.

That, alongside other improvements, allowed me to drop the Repair time to three minutes. "Assuming, of course, this stupid device stops malfunctioning," I muttered even as I turned to the side. There had been some trouble with the feeder despite its simple mechanical structure.

It was harder to make things without the convenient schematics from the System.

However, when I looked at the machine, I noticed something different. It didn't feed, because there weren't any. The swords had been repaired. All of them.

"Well, that was faster than I had expected," I muttered. It had been barely five days since arrival, and not only was I able to meet the daily consumption but had also finished the backlog. Of course, that was only because the dungeon operations had been slowed down to a crawl once Thomas took away their best fighters. Once the new recruits arrived, I wouldn't be able to meet the demand alone. Still, it was a fascinating achievement.

If I played it well, I could get some more concessions from Eleanor, who was mostly responsible for running the camp despite the fact that Maria was supposed to be the leader. A dynamic that I started to get familiar with since I had been invited to their dinners regularly.

Technically, I could bypass Eleanor and ask Maria directly. She was much more careless when it came to financial matters — one disadvantage of a privileged upbringing — which meant she would be even more generous. However, I ignored that temptation. Doing so would sour Eleanor's feelings. Maria might have warmed up to me, but I doubted that it was to the point of ignoring her best friend's negative suggestions.

No, I wouldn't take that risk for a potentially minuscule reward.

Especially since my hard work came with some incredible rewards of its own that made any payment from them just a bonus.

[Blacksmith - Level 22]

[Health 660/660]

[Vitality 44 / Strength 44 / Dexterity 22]

[Skills (3/8)

Repair (Common) - 36 [Inspect]

Forge (Common) - 23 [Intuitive Forging]

Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 7]

My Repair skill had improved by another ten points as I had worked on the swords, which played a role in my increased performance. Too bad it was already slowing down. During the last work day, I merely gained a point for Repair. The benefits to my new process was slowing down, which meant that I would probably need weeks, maybe even months to reach fifty points.

Then, I chuckled. "It didn't take long for me to get greedy, did it?" Just a week ago, I was expecting it to take a month to just improve from twenty-four to twenty-five, and now, I was looking for a similar timeframe to reach the next threshold and feeling as though it was going to take too long.

The sensation of getting better in three days in a way that should have required years of work was truly addictive. My improved skills had not only given me better instincts when using my tool, but also more information.

However, I wished that information was freely available rather than triggering when required.

"Now, what to do?" My Forge skill was yet to clear the threshold, but unlike Repair, it had been intentional. I had been hoping to do some research and see if I could find something about the conditions to trigger the unusual perk.

I didn't ask Eleanor or Maria about it. Even if they knew such a thing was possible, I doubted that they would know the conditions to trigger it for Blacksmiths. They were not really interested in the process, just the results.

And, if they didn't know, seeking such information might have made me even more of a target.

Maybe I was paranoid about not revealing it. It was entirely likely that Eleanor would confirm that it was a well-known fact among warriors of their calibers.

But there were too many ways it could go wrong, and I had already achieved too much, which had already marked me. I didn't want to push my luck too much.

That left two options: I would either waste time trying to read the same dozen journals on material science, hoping to learn more … or I would take the risk to push Forge into the next threshold.

Pushing myself to the next stage would have been simple. Just by forging three more daggers, I would reach there. But, I was starting to have a different plan. One that depended on whether Maria would trust me enough to let me borrow an item from her.

Or even enough to reveal whether she had one in the first place.

The enchantments like sharpness, piercing, and resistance were relatively common. The System Shops held them in abundance. But, there was also much rarer equipment that increased Health and Mana capacity, which were invaluable for anyone fighting in the field.

There were also rumors of items that directly increased Stats … but that's all they were: rumors. Their existence certainly made sense, but ironically, that made it even harder to guess whether they were real or not. Even if they existed, they would certainly be too valuable even to borrow, and I couldn't ask for them.

Luckily, for my plan, I didn't need to ask for that. Just an item to increase Mana would be more than enough to test my theory. If it worked, excellent. If not, I wouldn't lose anything.

I just needed to wait for the next dinner to probe for the opportunity.

But I wasn't planning to waste time waiting for said opportunity. I grabbed a sword with Sharp enchantment. It wasn't made of the mysterious bronze alloy, but a more ordinary type of iron, the kind that many people had.

I had purchased it from one of the guards, paying forty silvers for it. It would have been a steal if it wasn't for its significantly damaged state. It wasn't just the blade that was damaged, but also the enchantment, making it far less efficient. Forty silver was a significant overpay.

However, considering that I couldn't risk ruining the bronze swords without annoying Eleanor, it was a good trade. For the last two days, I had been using my Inspect perk on it repeatedly, trying to get a better sense of how Enchantments worked.

I had been working on it for two days, poking and prodding the enchantment to understand how it worked, but to no benefit. To be fair, claiming that I had been playing around with the enchantment was a better way to describe it. I had no ability to manipulate the enchantment itself, so I had been deliberately breaking and repairing the metal, trying to get a better sense of how the enchantment worked.

I had spent quite a bit of time on it, and all I achieved was to weaken the enchantment even further. I felt like a caveman repeatedly banging a computer case hoping to learn how it was made.

But, I had to start somewhere. And, the caveman banging on a computer might have better luck if he could get a real-time view of all the internals. Every little bit counted.

I was lost in my thoughts when the door opened. I looked up, expecting Eleanor, bringing another batch of swords to repair. Instead, it was Maria. "Hello, boss," I greeted her cheerfully.

"Did I finally catch you wasting time on the clock?" she asked, far too happy to do so.

I chuckled. My cheer was not just about the opportunity to ask for a chance to borrow her items. It was genuinely amusing to see her longing for a chance to tease me. Not due to any malice, but because for once, she wanted to be on the other side of the experience. Mostly, it was Eleanor trying to convince her to be more responsible and hardworking.

"Unfortunately, not the case, boss. I ran out of swords to repair," I replied, more than happy to crush that particular hope, earning a cute pout back.

"Good, then I don't need to plan anything before we go for another leveling trip. Let's go."

"Right now? We don't have much time before it's evening," I commented. "Factoring in the flight time, we will have less than an hour. Do you think it's worth it?"

Maria shrugged. "Maybe, but I have just finished dealing with that annoying woman, and I don't have anything else to do. Since you don't have any work as well, why not use it. Or are you afraid of losing again, professor?"

"Never," I said, playing into her hobby of demolishing me in chess. "However, I have some experiments to run before the recruits arrive…" I started, knowing that she would ignore that. "Actually, since you're here, I have a quick thing to ask."

"Go ahead," she said.

"May I borrow one of your items, one that grants Mana? I have a feeling that, by using it, I might actually figure a trick to bypass it."

"No," she said, her smile gone.

"Sorry if it was too much to ask," I quickly said, not wanting to annoy her too much.

She shook her head rapidly. "No, that's not it," she said. "I said no because it wouldn't work. Any items that grant additional Stats or Mana only work up to a percentage of the existing state," she said.

"Meaning, it won't work if you don't have the original stat. I see," I said, unable to hide my frustration. I had been very hopeful about that fact.

"Sorry about that," she said.

"Not your fault," I answered. It wasn't like she was the one that decided how the System worked. Still, it was frustrating to see the plans I had worked for during the last few days had been ruined because of one detail. One that was quite common in her circles if the ease she revealed that was any indicator, along with the confirmation of the existence of Stat boosting items.

"I can try to help, I don't have anything to do," she offered, no doubt taking pity on my mood.

I was about to refuse … but then, I changed my mind. It might not work … but then, it might.

"That would be excellent, boss," I said with a big smile.
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                "So, what's the plan," she said, looking excited.

"We're going to start with something simple," I said even as I started thinking about what to try. I had already designed several experiments, but every single one of those relied on mana under my direct control as I played around with the broken enchantment. I had no idea how to replicate it directly.

A challenge.

"Like what."

"First, let me warn you. Experimenting is a slow process. It might take hours and days before I make even the slightest progress," I said. That warning could change her mind, but it was better than the alternative.

The last thing I needed was for her to blame me for misleading her.

"Don't worry. Unlike what Eleanor claims, I'm not a child with poor attention span," she replied. "Now, what do I need to do?"

The answer was simple. I pointed at the forge. "Can you imbue the flames with some excess mana," I said.

She frowned. "I don't know. I never tried. I usually try to cast more effectively, not less."

"It'll be a good experiment for you too, then," I said.

"Sure, but why do you need it?" she asked.

"I'm wondering if I can forge a mana-infused ingot," I said.

"Do you think you can do it?" she asked, even more excited than I had expected her to be.

"Maybe," I suggested, careful not to feed her excitement even more.

"Good, because they are quite rare in the System Store," she replied. "If you can figure out a way to do it, it would bring us considerable income."

I frowned, though it was not about her already staking a claim on the results of a possible success. That, I was used to. In academic research, the results were usually split between the university and the organization providing the grant, leaving nothing but a couple papers for the researcher.

Also, the world was too dangerous for me to have sole possession of anything truly valuable.

No, I was frustrated, because she had lazily confirmed another thing that I had only theorized about. I had thought that I knew how much living in a small town had been holding me back. Learning the enormity of my mistake was not fun.

I ignored my spiraling frustration as I pulled an ordinary iron ingot, one of the many Eleanor had provided for my experiments.

While such ingots had been used a lot during the first days of Cataclysm — often to hastily forge piles of weapons that shattered helplessly against the monsters — lately, they were only used to make arrows, javelins, and other disposable items.

And, even then, they were used against weaker targets. Anything dangerous required a better alloy that had been forged with dungeon products. They couldn't even be used to repair the weapons from the System.

Those ingots could be purchased from the System store directly — which was the cheaper method — but Forge offered a more expensive alternative, using some of the dungeon products to turn ordinary metal into alloys that could hold the enchantments; and, as a result, could be used to repair enchanted weapons.

However, it was not even popular before the repair spell started to become commonplace. After that, it had fallen completely out of favor.

During the last few days, I had used that method several times to forge a few different alloys, which only worked when I followed the System instructions to the letter, and any diversion easily ruined it.

Still, it hadn't been a waste. I used Inspect every step of the way and reached some conclusions about how it worked. Essentially, those dungeon products dispersed across the alloy, which effectively functioned as foreign particle inoculation by allowing the metal to crystallize around it. Once the metal cooled around those particles, they dispersed, providing the metal some kind of extra energy that reminded me of Health.

Not exactly the same, but similar enough.

I wasn't planning to replicate it using Mana. That much had been a mere curiosity. But, somehow trapping mana into ingots was the best way I could come up to leverage Maria's sudden offer to help. It was a long shot, but maybe Intuitive Forge would help bridge the gap.

While Maria continued to experiment with her magic, focusing steadily on the small flame dancing on her palm, I pulled several papers and filled them with formulas.

Unfortunately, to my shame, they were less about representation — I still didn't know enough about metallurgy to accurately model a completely new process — and more about convincing Maria that I knew what I was doing.

Hopefully, it would be enough to convince her that I was actually working for something rather than poking around blindly.

While I was scribbling the notes, Maria finally spoke, barely ten minutes after she started. "I have done it. One elemental spell, with extra useless mana. It's easier than I had expected."

"Only because you're talented," I said. I had no idea about the difficulty of it, but when it was doubted, going with a compliment felt like the safe choice. "Now, you need to make that flame larger and apply it directly on the metal, infusing it with mana."

"That sounds … easy," she said. "That can't be all, right?"

I chuckled. "Not even close. Do you want me to explain what we are doing?"

"Sure. I don't have anything else to do. And, I can have a break from demolishing you in chess."

A little bruised pride was certainly worth the assistance of a high-level fire mage. I didn't even know how much I would have to pay if I needed to hire someone to do the same.

"Fair. Now, onto the lesson. Melting the metal could only be defined as a preparatory step. Only when the metal is properly melted, which is iron in our case, can the alloy-making process begin properly."

"But, don't we only have iron there? I thought alloys were a mixture of multiple metals."

"Not necessarily. The common definition is a metal mixing with another substance. For example, steel is made from a mixture of carbon and iron, and the carbon comes directly from the coal."

"Is this what we're doing?" she asked.

"No. The first round is essentially a control group for our experiment. I want to see how iron and mana interact without any external factors. I'll observe the process through my perk. That way, I will know how it works in its natural conditions. That way, I can measure the success of our upcoming attempts."

"Can you detect mana?"

"Only when it's interacting with a metal directly, like enchantments. But, it's just the outer structure. Their inner aspects are inscrutable to me." Well, that was not completely true after I received Inspect, but I didn't mention that.

With that, I quickly shaped the molten metal into fifty coins, split into ten equal groups of differing sizes, five coins in each group. Maria looked like she was about to ask something, but I gestured for her to be silent.

Stretching my Inspect into multiple groups was not difficult, but I couldn't split my attention. Instead, I quickly scribbled a long line of data. Only when the mana dispersed completely from all coins, I stopped.

"What was that?" she asked.

I smiled. "It's simple. Each column represents one coin. The numbers are between zero and one. Zero represents no mana, and one is the moment you stopped infusing mana."

"But, why are there five samples for each size? Is there anything different in any of them?"

"Basic scientific principles. Having multiple samples will give me a better idea of the underlying process, and make sure my conclusions are scientifically accurate."

"Sounds like a lot of extra work," she said. "Does it really make a difference?"

"Yes. It's often that the underlying data has some unique problems that affect the process. For example, one of the metal coins could have an air bubble or some other impurity. Drawing the wrong conclusion could ruin everything. Duplicates help reduce the risk."

"Sounds like a chore," she said.

"It often is. That's why I miss having my own students. That way, I could throw data collection to them, and deal with the fun parts."

"Nothing about math is fun," she replied heatedly.

I chuckled. "I feel like I'm about to agree. I still need to calculate the correlation and the confidence intervals. It's going to be a chore."

"I thought you liked math."

"Not this," I answered even as I jotted down the formula for how to calculate correlation. "I need to calculate this for every group by hand. Even the most basic analysis requires thousands of calculations. Without a spreadsheet program or a math engine, it's going to take all night."

"No, it won't," she said with a smug smirk.

"What do you mean?" I asked, and she smirked as she wrote the numbers underneath each column.

"Here are the results."

"What is — ahh, Intelligence," I said.

"Exactly," she said, her smile wide. "I told you, I'm amazing at math."

While I didn't treat anything that could be copied by a spreadsheet proper math, I wasn't moronic enough to actually say that. Especially since she had just done the work of a computer with ease. "Yes, you are," I said with a big smile.

"Good, now that you're finished with the boring stuff…"

"Not exactly. We still have another experimental round," I said, feeling far more enthusiastic. "But, first, do you want me to explain what exactly I'm trying to find?"

"Sure," she said.

"I already told you that melting the metal and mixing the components is more like step zero. The real process starts when the metal starts to cool down. Just like how ice doesn't melt immediately, all of our molten metal doesn't exactly freeze at once. It starts with tiny seeds spread in its structure, called nucleation," I started explaining.

She nodded, listening carefully.

"The second step is the crystal growth. Once the nuclei are formed, they start attracting the surrounding atoms, creating patterns in the metal. There are many factors for the shape of those patterns, from cooling methods to shape."

"Is that what we are trying to do," she asked. "Trying to trap mana in crystal patterns?"

"Somewhat. The process doesn't stop even after the metal cools down. The metal continues to change even after cooling down, slowly settling down into a more stable state, usually affected by the chemical structure. It's called solid-state transformation. Ideally, we need to make sure that the mana doesn't escape even after that process is complete. But, you're right. The initial objective is to trigger some kind of crystal structure that keeps the mana in."

"Sounds complicated," she said.

"Frankly, it is," I answered. "If it wasn't for my Perks and the help of Skills, I wouldn't even dare to attempt it. Normally, discovering a new usable alloy requires the combined efforts of hundreds of people, state-of-the-art equipment, and years of effort. We're using skills to bypass a lot of those steps."

"Interesting. You're really good at explaining. No wonder you're a professor."

"I wasn't really good at the beginning, but that's what a decade of experience gives you," I replied.

She froze. "A … a decade. How old are you?" she gasped. "I thought you weren't much older than me."

I smiled. Of course, it was impressive that I started teaching that early. "I'm thirty-two, but I started teaching when I was seventeen, during the second year of my doctorate," I said proudly. In a world filled with people obsessed with stats, it was rare that I found a chance to brag about my greatest achievement.

"T-that's good," she said, blushing slightly, but looked relaxed. Why her reaction had changed like that, I had no idea. But then, I shrugged. She looked happy enough, which was all that mattered.

I had experiments to run!

            

    
        Chapter 14

    
    
    
    
                "… Nothing yet?" Maria asked even as I went through my notes.

I sighed. I could see that she was getting bored. While she had been interested in my lesson at first, as we reached the four-hour mark, she was getting bored. I couldn't exactly blame her, not when her job was switched between acting as a forge and a spreadsheet calculator.

Therefore, I needed to entertain her. Playing chess to help her pass the time would have been a nice option, as she was still entertained by demolishing me, but I couldn't exactly split my attention between my experiment and playing chess.

It was already stretching my abilities to the limit.

I paused for a moment to compose an answer, one that I would give to a donor asking for another grant despite the failure of a previous experiment. And, the best way to do that was to sculpt even the most basic of results into something fascinating. "We have already made incredible progress," I said.

"We did?" she asked, surprised. I didn't blame her.

"Of course we did," I said as I quickly scribbled some notes, which was essentially the summary of what we did, put in fancier terms. "Look, we already have a good sense of how base metals behave. Copper holds mana longer, but has a lower capacity. Meanwhile, iron almost acts like a semiconductor when mana is concerned. Pewter helps to stabilize mana flow, while aluminum reflects. Those are critical pieces of information that we hadn't previously possessed."

"Really?" she said. "The numbers weren't that different, none of them were able to hold mana longer than half a minute. Most of them were completely inert even before cooling down."

"You're looking at it the wrong way. We already know that various metals react differently. The reason, we don't know yet, but we can start working on identifying it once the books on metallurgy arrive. It has to be something about their physical structure. The interaction between macro structures and atomic crystallization is promising ..." I said, and from there, I spun a rather lengthy explanation about how mana might interact with the material.

Some of that lecture was grounded on my observations about enchantments and weapons, but most of it was wild theories that sounded impressive but had no basis.

"I see," Maria said, once again too proud to admit she lacked the context for half of my explanation. It was mean, but when facing the opportunity to experiment even more, I couldn't refuse the chance. "Let's continue. What's the next step? Are we going to continue testing metals?"

Ideally, I would have continued to test the metals, at least for a month, maybe more. Even without the possibility of a lucky discovery at a certain point of mana density or cooling pattern, having a wider range of materials to test would have been incredibly beneficial.

Unfortunately, I had a feeling that if I said that out loud, her interest would evaporate immediately. I couldn't forget the fact that while it was a very important experiment for me, it was nothing more than a way to pass the time for her. If we still had TV, she wouldn't have even been here.

"Of course not. Now, we're going to see how the alloys given to me by the dungeon products would work when holding mana," I said, curious about the implications. "We'll start with some of the common material and work our way up."

"Are we going to do it for different sizes of coins?" she asked.

I wanted to, but once again, time constraints forced me to take some shortcuts I didn't like. And, I would much rather have a wide range of materials first before the dungeon products. "No, the earlier experimentation already gave us a good baseline for how the size affects the process. While there's a chance for some unexpected interactions depending on the size, it's better we work on a standard size first."

With that, I started another set of experiments, creating hundreds of coins, each mixed with various dungeon parts based on the recipes provided by the Forge skill.

All failed, spectacularly, and obviously even without running any kind of statistical analysis. They functioned worse than ordinary metals. I thought about telling Maria that, but, at the last second, a glance at the pile of swords changed my mind.

I decided to use it as a sample. I grabbed a fresh ingot, and started smashing it with the express purpose of ruining it, every blow changing its structure.

With Inspect, I kept a careful note of every single change, trying to understand what had been going on with the process as I destroyed it slowly, section by section, stretching my Inspect to the limit as I tried to memorize the structures that let out of the mana, and comparing it with the results of the other experiments as far as I could remember.

Not exactly an easy job, even with all the guidance from the skill. I was once again fumbling in an area that I knew very little about, my three years of practice as a Blacksmith were not as useful as the few fragmented journals I was able to get.

I would pay a lot for a complete introductory book on metallurgy. Unfortunately, considering all the books I had came from ruins of the libraries, I wasn't exactly teeming with options.

I had destroyed five more valuable ingots before I had managed to develop a decent idea of what was going on, not helped by the very complicated structure of the alloy. The ingots weren't uniform, filled with many different internal patterns, including orbs, hexagons, and diamond-like structures.

But, as I destroyed them repeatedly, I realized that the mana was exclusively held in the hexagon structures. Why, I had no idea. Maybe it was something about the shape, or maybe it was about the inoculation material it required to trap mana.

"We have a direction to experiment," I declared.

"Really, that's good," she said excitedly. "Do I need to put in more mana into the flame?"

"Not yet," I said. "Actually, you can even take a dinner break while I experiment on the structure."

"No, it's too exciting, I want to stay," she said. "Maybe we can finish it tonight."

It was certainly optimistic, but rather than trying to explain that to her, I started working once again, adding all types of dungeon products that Eleanor had provided me to help my experimentation. Crystallized monster blood, grounded armor plates, and all types of other stuff.

Some had formed the hexagonal structure I had been searching for, but not when mana was introduced. It just destabilized, refusing to form. "Can you explain to me how it feels to use mana?"

"In what way?" she asked.

"I don't know, just general impressions. How does it feel? Is it a soft sensation, does it fight against your control. How does it feel to use mana through a skill, and how does it feel to use it directly?"

"And, you think that would help?" she said.

"Maybe. At least, it wouldn't hurt," I said.

She paused for a moment. "Alright. It's a different feeling, particularly before and after using it. In the beginning, it's like a soft current, or a calm ocean, still and waiting. But, once I touch it, it turns into a raging inferno, begging to be let out. But, a blast without control lets out nothing but an ineffectual flare."

With a wave of her hand, she released a weak flash of fire. A second move sent a concentrated blast that melted the stone she had targeted. "Both attempts used the same amount of mana, but the first one was directionless, helpless. The second one was a concentrated blast, working on a pattern," she said.

"Can you draw the pattern?" I asked.

"Maybe an outline," she said, suddenly blushing. "I … I'm not the best at drawing. Too bad you can't get magic skills as external skills," she said.

"Why is that?" I asked. "Other than wasting a skill, of course."

"It doesn't work. Unless you have corresponding stat points, you can't absorb the skill," she explained. "Are you sure you want me to draw? It won't look good."

"Doesn't matter," I said, ignoring the implications of what she had revealed. It was another thing I hadn't known. Instead, I examined the pattern she had drawn carefully. It was a complicated, confusing pattern, but I could see a vague pattern of hexagons at the center. "Does the mana flow from inside to outside?"

"Yes," she confirmed, treating it as a casual question. It was not. A sudden inspiration hit me. Not the inspiration from Intuitive Forging — it felt distinct enough to be recognized — but a more ordinary kind, the same thing that I always felt when a mathematical model clicked in place.

"Once I reach that ocean, I give it a mental push, and the energy flows through the pattern, getting wilder and wilder until it suddenly transforms into fire."

"Is it heat, or fire," I asked. This time, it was to distract her as I cut my hand deliberately, bleeding some on the fire. Not just blood, but also as much Health as I could imbue, and the wound recovered immediately.

[-15 Health]

"Hard to say. How do you distinguish them —" she started, only to freeze as she sniffed. "Is that blood?"

"I was careless. A little work accident," I said even as I showed my hand, the wound had already recovered. "Can you imbue the fire with mana as usual? Your explanation inspired me."

"Fine," she said, and I repeated the process. I mixed the Health I imbued into my blood as an inoculation agent while I let the hexagon pattern establish, working with a razor-sharp focus. I pulled the small piece of metal from the fire, and put it into water.

The moment I did so, I felt the familiar feedback from the System. One that confirmed my success even before I read the notification. I closed my eyes for a moment, enjoying the sense of triumph —

One that immediately turned into shock the moment I read the notification. I gaped at the result.

[Forge (Common) - 23 -> Mana Forge (Rare) - 10]

I didn't know what was more shocking: The fact that the skills could transform unaided, or the fact that they could jump two stages directly to Rare. Or that there were Production skills of that rank. Too many questions, enough to make me freeze in shock.

A shock that transformed into a different kind of shock when I heard the door open, followed by some kind of sharpness that threatened to drown me. I only calmed down when I realized it was Eleanor. "What's going on … here," Eleanor gasped, panicked, frowning as she looked at Maria.

At first, I thought it was because she had a bad day. Then, I followed her gaze, and blushed and turned away. Lost in my mind, I didn't notice that her robe was rather disheveled. Understandable, as the forge was a hot place, but that didn't make my blush any less intense. Her cleavage was rather … impressive.

"Maybe you should fix your dress, my lady," Eleanor said pointedly.

"Sorry, it was just getting hot," Maria replied. I avoided her gaze, not wanting to make it any more awkward.

"Yes, a fire mage got bothered by the heat. Very reasonable," Eleanor said. Her tone sounded sarcastic, but I didn't understand why. "Sorry Devon. There's an emergency meeting," she said as she dragged Maria away.

"Be ready for the leveling trip tomorrow —" Maria said.

"No. You have a thing. You can't go," Eleanor cut her off even as they disappeared, leaving me alone in the forge.

It had been weird, but soon I pushed it aside.

I had a new skill to play with.

            

    
        Chapter 15

    
    
    
    
                I couldn't help but frown as I twirled my hammer thoughtfully. The changes in my Forge skill were fascinating.

[Mana Forge (Rare) - 10 [Intuitive Forging]]

Too bad it had come with some interesting but potentially dangerous implications. How dangerous, I had no idea, mostly because I didn't know what was common knowledge, what was known but kept as a secret for strategic reasons, and what was genuinely secret among the elites.

I was glad that Eleanor's awkward yet pointless intervention had been timely enough to give me a chance to come up with an explanation, bending the truth as necessary.

The first fact was the rank of the skill. The existence of rare skills wasn't unknown, but every time I had heard about them, it was in the context of external skills, and exclusively as combat skills. That was true for basic and common skills, and especially true for uncommon skills.

There was a reason why Eleanor was able to give me that skill almost without thinking, yet failed to get even one Uncommon skill for their Blacksmiths despite their urgent need.

Rare production skills were hard to come by.

And, now, I had a Rare production skill. It would have been dangerous enough if it was an external skill. But, it was a class skill.

It was common knowledge that a common class skill was better than an external uncommon skill despite the latter granting more knowledge, for one simple reason. Class skills granted perks, while external skills did not.

This was why every warrior was obsessed with getting an improved version of their skill, improving their rarity, but still maintaining their Perk advantage.

I was aware that I didn't know everything — a fact that was getting more and more clear with every passing day. Maybe external skills could grant Perks but require higher proficiency. Not many people focussed on improving their external skills. I was familiar with a few people with production classes who decided to focus on combat, and brought their external combat skills to forties without receiving a perk, but it was hardly conclusive evidence.

But, even if that was true and external skills began getting perks starting from level fifty, it would give my Rare skill two additional Perks, making it far more valuable than another skill.

And, in addition to all of those factors, my new skill allowed me to create mana-based alloys, which could be strategically very relevant even if the System Shop had been selling them for cheap. And, even if it was not, it was still valuable.

"Damn, what a complicated mess," I growled. I should be feeling pure happiness rather than frustration. What happened with my skill was potentially dangerous for too many reasons. I decided to keep it a secret until I could interrogate Maria more about skills. That way, even if she didn't reveal strategic secrets, she would reveal what was common knowledge.

"But, that's enough gloom," I said as I slapped my cheeks. "Let's see what this new skill can do."

I tapped into my skill by melting an ingot of ordinary metal, which offered me multiple recipes instinctively. Methods that only included the required materials but also a direct infusion of mana.

The first thing I realized was just how lucky I had been. My crazy weird method had apparently only worked because there was no environmental mana to interact with it when Maria infused the flames. The same technique would have failed if we were in a less hostile location.

Was that a lucky coincidence? Certainly, but I wasn't the first scientist or inventor who had gotten lucky. Many products, from penicillin to rubber, had been discovered by accident.

Luckily, the skill had included many methods to actually use the mana present in the environment during forging, meaning I wouldn't need to beg Maria in the hope of improving. It also meant that, as long as I was in the camp, I couldn't do any mana forging, which was a bummer.

I wanted to play with my new toy.

"Patience," I muttered even as I repeated the same treatment for other base metals. I had discovered about a dozen different mana ingots, mostly copper and bronze, each designed for a specific type. The variant that was used for swords was absent, and so was any iron-based recipe.

Clearly, my skill level was not high enough.

A problem that I could hopefully solve without mana. It would be very frustrating if it only improved by forging mana ingots from scratch.

Just to be comprehensive, I started by forging ordinary metal daggers. Naturally, there was no response. I spent my next three hours forging the standard dungeon-based ingots and using them to forge various small weapons.

My patience didn't go without a reward.

[Mana Forge (Rare) - 10 - 11]

"Excellent," I said even as I stopped using them. Ultimately, the aim of that exercise was to understand whether ordinary materials could improve the skill, or whether mana alloys were a necessity. Confirming that it was not, I happily reached for another bronze ingot and turned it into a dagger, though I still repeatedly touched the swords to give me direction.

This time, the forging process lasted much longer, more than an hour. However, I was more than happy 'wasting' time, because the resulting dagger was a fascinating work.

[Mana Forge (Rare) - 11 - 16]

"A remarkable jump," I said as I paused, processing the new recipes I had received, the number of them available to me ever increasing. "Should I delay or continue?"

For once, I didn't care about wasting ingots. I had already wasted more than the allocated amount, but Maria's involvement gave me a good excuse for how much I had used. After all, wasting a few extra ingots was better than wasting Maria's day. At least, that should be convincing for Eleanor.

I stopped for a simpler reason. I was uncertain whether delaying reaching the next threshold would be a good choice. My previous success with Intuitive Forging suggested that the activities leading to the improvement impacted the perks, and the surprise improvement of the skill further confirmed it.

But, after considering it for some time, I decided against it. There were still perks I would be allowed to pick from at level fifty to consider if I wanted to modify it. Also, I had no idea what kind of perks it would offer in the first place, making it an even more complicated affair.

Then, I froze. If skills could change, and the perks at the thresholds could change, then, what about the classes? Was there a way to change them? Improve it, maybe?

A wild assumption that was supported by nothing, but not an impossibility. And, if it was true, I would learn it tomorrow when Maria escorted me to another leveling trip — unless Eleanor had her way.

"I hate testing theories on myself," I said, but my frustration was rather meek. If my theory was wrong, it wouldn't matter. I would continue being a Blacksmith. But, if I was correct … I didn't even want to imagine.

Six more daggers later, I received the notification I had been looking for.

[Mana Forge (Rare) - 16 - 25]

[Perk Options — Modify / Masterwork / Mana Manipulation]

"What an annoying reward," I muttered. I had no idea what Modify meant, and while I knew what Masterwork was, I didn't need it. Mana Manipulation was the best choice under the circumstances.

I wasn't particularly worried. If worse came to worst and the perk turned out to be useless, I could always use the Perk Reset stone directly. The price of three gold, which had previously been hovering over me like an executioner's blade, didn't even register anymore.

"How quickly things can change." I couldn't help feeling conflicted about it. All the benefits were also a warning. Things could improve … but also turn into disaster.

"Now, to try the next part," I muttered and turned my attention to the available sources of mana. The ingots, and the daggers. After a momentary thought, I first turned my attention to the leftover ingots that I had destroyed during my experiments with Maria. They were already mostly useless, meaning I could play with them with ease.

A few smashes later, I had once again breached the mana they contained. However, unlike the previous time, the mana had stuck to my hammer, following it. It was a small, instinctive thing. Next to nothing.

But, next to nothing was far better than nothing.

"Let's see if I can double-dip on the same trick." I brought one of the daggers I had just forged, and started destroying a small section of it. When it was just a deformation, the structure could be repaired by ordinary methods. However, once the mana it had contained leaked, the suggestion of the skill had changed, needing new material to replace the section.

A suggestion I ignored. Instead, I started steadily demolishing another dagger, trying to use the mana from it to essentially reforge that tiny section with my mana. It had been a slow, wasteful process. Not only had I destroyed five daggers, but also wasted two more fresh ingots in the process.

Certainly a terrible method to use in a mana-dead location like the camp, but I didn't care about that.

All I cared about was the notification that had appeared in front of me.

[Repair (Common) - 36 - Mana Repair (Rare) - 25]

"Success," I said. The poetic thing would have been to throw myself into the bed with a happy smile. Instead, I scoured the forge, removing every sign of my successful experimentation. No need to ruin everything due to a bout of carelessness. I didn't worry about oversleeping. Since my leveling trip with Maria had been most likely canceled, I had a rare chance to spend a morning in bed.

Too bad I didn't have a nice cup of coffee to enjoy once I woke up. Sometimes, the loss of the small comforts hurt the worst.

Dreaming of a steaming cup, I continued to work. In the end, I barely managed to drag myself to bed, but as I slept, I was happier than I ever remembered being since the Cataclysm…

I had missed the sweet taste of success…

            

    
        Chapter 16

    
    
    
    
                My dreams of sleeping until noon had been ruined by a sudden stirring. Panicked, I opened my eyes, only to see Eleanor looking at me with a sharp expression. "Explain!" she ordered.

I froze. I hadn't expected to be discovered, not after spending the whole night cleaning. Could it be that Maria had revealed something and Eleanor managed to connect the dots.

One good thing about being forcibly woken up by a scary woman with an even scarier aura that felt like a sword, my exhaustion had dispersed quite easily, my mind working overclocking in panic. The first question was what exactly she knew.

I had many secrets. Some mild, like the fact that my Forge skill had a perk it shouldn't have, and some significantly more radical, like my Forge skill, wasn't just Forge anymore. Answering the wrong question would only make the problem more troubling.

I decided to pick the safest option first. "I'm sorry. I have used more bronze ingots than we had agreed upon, but Lady Maria said that —"

"I'm not talking about it," she growled, her aura tightening further. I knew she wasn't talking about it, but the challenge was to know what she was talking about. "Tell me, what are your intentions towards her?"

This time, I didn't need to fake my expression of shock. I truly didn't understand what she was trying to say. "Is this about wasting her time by asking for her help?" I probed, confused.

She said nothing, examining my expression. I had no idea what she was looking for, but she must have found it because her aura receded once more. "Good, you know your place," she said.

"Of course, ma'am," I replied, a hint of military respect feeling appropriate. I didn't know what it was, but nodding in acceptance seemed like a safe bet.

"Good. Now, prepare. You'll be leaving with Maria soon. No funny business. Understand?"

With that, she left as sharply as she came. Her sudden intrusion into my living space was annoying, but the camp was similar to a military operation. And, there was no privacy in the military. Especially when I was the weaker party.

I quickly donned my armor and took my helmet. I touched them, enjoying the wave of new information provided by Mana Repair, allowing me to enjoy the intricacies of the products even more. Multiple enchantments overlapped, creating a confusing overlay, one that I doubted that I could handle even with my current abilities. But, if I could find a workaround —

I stopped that line of thought. As much as the idea of playing around with them was fun, I couldn't afford to do so. Unlike the swords I brought to repair, my new armor and hammer were not disposable assets. Damaging them would attract undue notice.

And, even if I was willing, I didn't have time.

"Ready for another day of adventure," Maria greeted me cheerfully.

"Always," I replied, this time, not even faking my excitement. I was looking forward to clearing the first threshold, curious what I would find. Not to mention, I had many questions that needed to be answered, and Maria was the best candidate. She was strong and came from a strong family, which meant she knew far more secrets than I did. Combined with her careless approach to secrets — at least minor ones that didn't matter to her — she was the best target for probing.

I had thought about asking Eleanor, but her erratic behavior this morning had changed my mind.

For the first part of the flight, we played chess. Maria crushed me even harder than usual, though I was happy. Between moves, I managed to wheedle some stories from her. Mostly stories of previous battles, mostly about how she single-handedly managed to save the day.

She was clearly bragging, but that didn't make her stories untrue. I had seen her destroy thousands of monsters without breaking a sweat. I couldn't even imagine just how impressive she was when she actually faced a threat requiring her to push herself.

" … And then, I created a wall of fire, enveloping the monsters as I hit from the side, saving the elites of the guild from certain destruction," she finished another story.

"Wow, fascinating," I said. "You must have been really proud. I wish that I could fight just as well, saving people rather than … being a worker." That was so far from my true sentiments that it wasn't even funny. While I envied the benefits of the stats granted to others, the last thing I wanted was to spend my days on the battlefield, risking myself every day.

I much preferred staying in my forge and tinker. It was not a replacement for a proper research project, but it was far better than going around fighting like another grunt. The world had enough of them already.

"If only I could change my class," I baited. Faking sorrow wasn't too hard. I just focused on the fact that I was thousands of feet above the ground, and started shaking.

Maria noticed my distress as she shifted in her seat, hugged me, and patted my back. A surprisingly kind move from her, which made me feel guilty about manipulating her. Still, I was already committed.

"Too bad the class promotion is not triggered by external skills. You would have made an excellent warrior with your determination," she said, revealing a piece of information that I had been searching for.

"Yeah, it's a pity that it only works with class skills," I said, acting like it was something I knew all along. "Worse, it's impossible to get skills for Production classes."

"Not impossible, but very difficult," she responded. "There had been one auction for Uncommon skill, though ultimately we weren't able to afford it."

"You couldn't afford it?" I asked, shocked.

She blushed. "Well, only because this operation is … well, complicated. Our budget is limited, so ultimately, we decided an Uncommon Repair skill was not worth paying for."

"May I ask how much it went for?"

"Two hundred platinum coins," she replied, which shocked me. A platinum coin was worth a hundred gold coins, making that skill worth twenty thousand gold. I thought myself rich just because I had fifty gold coins.

The new economy didn't make sense. Though, it was inevitable when money was generated by killing monsters, and used in mysterious shops with even more mysterious goods.

"Are all uncommon skills that expensive?" I asked.

She snorted. "Not even close. My own Rare meditation skill had merely cost four platinum coins. It's just the rarity driving up the price. Some groups are trying to find a way to trigger upgrades for production classes. It's a waste of effort."

"Why?" I asked.

"Because a rare skill is a minimum requirement to trigger a class upgrade," she said. "People worked very hard to trigger class upgrades for production classes during the first days of Calamity.

"Before we discovered the System Shops," I completed.

"Exactly. With the shops in place, the production classes are pretty much useless —" she started, only to freeze. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean it like that!"

"Don't worry about it. I can't blame you for telling the truth," I said, once again looking despondent. But, I was very happy with her unintentional insult. It meant that she would be looking for an opportunity to change the topic. "Too bad we can't upgrade the skills ourselves, right?" I asked.

"Yeah, it would have been nice not to depend on dungeon drops for rare skills, not to mention anything higher," she muttered in frustration. "You can't believe how long I had stayed in a dungeon just to get my epic skill."

"I'm sure there's a good story there," I responded, changing the topic once more. Her words already confirmed to me what I needed to know. I could ask further, but I decided not to appear too curious.

I had already received my most important answer. Rare production skills were either unheard of or their existence was suppressed.

I didn't know which. There was a possibility that I was the only one that achieved it in the whole world. If I said that to someone else, they would certainly feel like it was arrogance. However, I couldn't discount the possibility due to a combination of several unique factors.

First, the fact that I was a genius was an undisputed fact. Otherwise, I couldn't have been one of the leading figures in my field before my peers could even finish their education.

Then, there were the three years I spent constantly working as a Blacksmith, which gave me some unique insights that proved very useful.

In addition, I had been lucky. Extremely so. If Maria hadn't been a fire mage, if I wasn't working in a location without environment mana to interfere, the experiment would have failed.

Yet, the biggest differentiator was a difference in belief. Everyone was dazzled by the benefits of the System, too ready to discard the learnings of the past. Maybe because technology had failed us, they believed science did as well.

A mistake. Technology was just a tool. If it was broken, you could always just develop a new one. Science, on the other hand, was a way to dissect and understand the world. It helped our ancestors to understand the mysteries of thunder and the seas.

I had no reason to believe it couldn't do the same for the System.

But, ironically, my discovery had given me a reason to keep my head down. Science had allowed us to understand the world, but it didn't always end well for the scientist in question. Galileo was almost burned at the stake, and Giordano Bruno was actually burned. Many other scientists had been killed, ostracized, or otherwise ruined for revealing the truth.

Particularly if that truth affected the established economic benefits.

No, as much as I wanted to reveal the truth, I didn't dare to.

"Amazing. Then what," I muttered, not paying attention to Maria's story other than knowing when to nod and encourage — an ability I perfected in endless department meetings — while I charted the next stage of my strategy.

"Then, we gathered together and …" she said, then paused. "Too bad we have to stop. We have reached our destination," she asked.

"Of course," I said, then looked around, and realized it wasn't the same location. "We're not at the same place, right?" I asked.

"No," she replied. "Since you are already at level twenties, I decided that we can handle a more dangerous location."

"Whatever you say. You're the expert," I said. I wasn't entirely happy with it, but trying to argue against it was pointless considering she didn't even ask my opinion in the first place.

I twirled my hammer. It was time to fight.

            

    
        Chapter 17

    
    
    
    
                The moment we landed, monsters gathered around us like moths to the flame. Then, Maria took action, turning that into a rather unfortunate pun.

While she fought, I tried to feel the mana around us, but failed. I had managed to feel the presence of mana when I had been working, but that was only through a combination of two of my skills. Without activating them, I couldn't sense the mana around me.

I wondered if it would have been different if I spent my time practicing yoga — or other activities that I wrote off as nonsense — instead of working on science, but I didn't really care about it. Too bad I couldn't just get a skill like Meditation without corresponding Stats.

However, even as I moved to the first wounded monster, I was thinking of ways to cheat. Luckily, I had my multipurpose hammer with me along with the warhammer. I looked toward Maria, and saw that she was busy with the next wave of monsters.

It was the best time to experiment. I pulled my multipurpose hammer, and tapped against the surface of my armor, doing my best to activate my Mana Manipulation perk.

As I did that, the head of the hammer worked like a magnet, some mana gathered to its head. I maintained my focus even as I smashed it against the wounded monster. It dispersed before I could kill the monster.

"No matter," I said as I moved to the next wounded creature, repeating the trick again and again. My increased Strength allowed me to kill them with much more ease, though my faithful hammer was struggling under the blows.

Success, however, was fleeting. I was familiar with switching between the effects of the two skills. I had pulled that trick between Forge and Repair many times. Unfortunately, back then, I was pulling that trick between swings, just as a way to check the designs.

Now, I was trying to maintain the mana around the hammer, which was significantly more challenging. Switch too soon, and the mana dispersed. Switch too late, and the System didn't register it as a use of Hammer of Might.

Worse, I was under a time crunch. The first wave of the monsters was the most dangerous one. Distracted by it, she wouldn't notice my trick with the hammer, but that wouldn't be true once the number of attacking monsters dropped to a manageable level.

Just as I was fearing I would have to stop before I could finish my experiments, I managed to switch just in time. The monster died under the blow, and a notification appeared.

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) 7 - 13]

Success. Well, technically, partial success, as the skill didn't suddenly turn into a mana variant, but what I got instead was one of the reasonable results. The external skills and the class skills were different, so the lack of an upgrade was understandable.

This meant that the best-case scenario was out, but that didn't make the experiment useless. Not only did it confirm the viability of the skill upgrade method for other skills, but also gave me a chance to upgrade my sole combat skill far faster.

Ordinarily, improving combat skills faster required fighting against more dangerous monsters, just like how repairing more valuable weapons improved repair faster. However, it had certain limits, particularly for someone like me with little experience in combat. After all, killing a wounded beast in one blow didn't improve it as much as a deadly fight where one pushed oneself to the limit.

The jump of six skill levels for one blow, when the target was lying helplessly, was incredible enough. It meant that I had a rapid way of increasing my combat skills, which mattered a lot. I might not like fighting, but it was far better to be good with a hammer and not need to use it.

The post-Cataclysm world was filled with dangers by default. Having a better skill was certainly worth it. Every point mattered, particularly for an uncommon skill, which was harder to improve. Improving six points with one blow was incredible indeed.

While Maria was distracted, I killed fifty monsters with mana blows successfully, though I attempted many more. Technically, I could push my luck more, but factoring in diminishing returns and increasing risk of getting caught, I decided against it.

The rewards were rather fascinating.

[Level 22 - 23]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength, +1 Dexterity]

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) 13 - 53]

As much as confirming that external skills not granting any perk even at proficiency level fifty was a bummer, I was very happy with the gains. With an uncommon fighting skill at level fifty, I was actually qualified as a decent fighter, the kind that the expedition groups would try to hire rather than me trying to join them. Combined with my improving Strength, I was actually confident of defeating the monsters that were attacking us.

Well, one by one, with breaks in between. If I dared to come to a location like this without Maria's assistance, I would have been shredded into pieces easily.

Ignoring the dreams of enacting the life of Conan the Barbarian, I shifted back to using the warhammer, and started demolishing the immobile monsters. Not an epic tale of cutting through the wilderness, but the steady effort of a workman, smashing again and again.

"How is it going?" Maria asked as she approached. I felt a sense of mana invading my body, one that disappeared just as quickly. "Level twenty-three, very good," she said.

I realized two things in quick succession. Her identification spell didn't work on skills, just levels, or she would have reacted in a much more extreme manner. And…

I had just experienced a very close call, one of neglect. I never faced it, but it was not impossible for the others to have skills or spells that could see through not only the level but the other details.

"A quick question. How does your Identify skill work?" I asked.

"Nothing too fancy," she replied. "It just shows the level of the target, and nothing else. Unfortunately, a basic one has its limits."

"Are they even harder to find than Production skills," I asked, always happy to learn more.

"Basic ones are, but the better versions are much easier to find," she replied.

"Really?" I asked. "That doesn't make sense."

"It does when you factor in the requirements," she said. "The basic one only requires Essence stat, but the common one needs both Essence and Perception. Not exactly a common combination," she replied.

I nodded, feeling slightly more relaxed. It meant that I wasn't facing the risk of revealing all my secrets immediately. Especially since it was rude to use Identify on people so it shouldn't be too big of a risk.

Still, I made a note not to walk around in the camp. The last thing I needed was to get caught by a spy.

Inconvenient.

"So, are you ready to pass the threshold," she asked.

"Frankly, no. I don't even know what I need to do."

"First, you need to prepare yourself for horrible pain," she said.

"Oh, really?" I asked, chuckling. She wasn't a good liar.

"Yes, when the mana hits, it feels like fire going through your veins. It's the kind of torture you can't imagine," she said. I gasped in fear, acting like I believed her. She started giggling. "Don't worry. You don't need to do anything. It's like getting a new perk. Once it hits, you get a choice."

"Even if I have only one option," I asked.

"Yes. It's probably a safety measure. Once you trigger it, you start absorbing mana from the environment immediately, which can trigger the approach of monsters. Worse, you can trigger it in the middle of a mana-dead environment. It wouldn't be pleasant."

"Is it safe to do it here? Should we go back to town?"

She chuckled. "Don't worry. With me defending you, there's no risk," she guaranteed. "Do you think there's a monster in a ten-mile radius that can threaten me?"

"No, you're amazing," I said, enjoying the way she blushed. For a rude young woman, she was certainly weak to compliments.

"I … shut up and continue working. That's enough for a break."

"As you wish, my lady," I said, giving an exaggerated bow. She smiled. Now that she warmed up to me, she was easy to deal with.

[Level 23 - 24]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength,, +1 Dexterity]

"Another level," I called, after another fifteen minutes of steady monster killing. Working in a more dangerous location was paying dividends. Another twenty minutes later, another notification arrived.

[Level 24 - 25]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength,, +1 Dexterity]

[Class Upgrade: Blacksmith / Mana Mender / Mana Crafter / Mana Blacksmith]

"Well, that's a surprise," I muttered, once again cursing the necessity of a blind choice. And once again, I was making a choice with little information, solely based on the impressiveness of the name.

Mana Mender felt like a name for a class that focused on repair work. Carrying the indicator of Mana made it seem more impressive, but it was still enough to be eliminated.

Mana Crafter felt like a better option, but the existence of a mender implied that it would focus on the production side. More tempting than turning into a repair expert. The ability to mass produce weapons would have ensured a living for me without revealing myself.

However, ultimately, I chose Mana Blacksmith. The only reason I was able to discover the secrets of the skill upgrade was because I was able to play around with two skills, combining the information they offered. Choosing to prioritize one seemed like a bad idea.

Especially when level fifty didn't seem too far away.

As I chose, another notification appeared in front of me.

[Class upgrade - 01%]

I wasn't able to feel the movement of mana around me, but it must have been intense, as I could actually feel the air reacting with it, slowly circling me. Monsters at a distance started to move more vigorously, only to fall to Maria's flames.

She even maintained enough control to leave them wounded.

"No need to stand still, go kill them," she said. "It'll make the process go faster."

"I would much rather try to feel what's going on with my body," I said. "It's fascinating."

"Sure, but it'll last longer," she warned. I ignored her as I closed my eyes, feeling the mana flow to me. I might not feel it outside my body, but it was a subtle stirring feeling once it reached my body. Merely a tickle and nothing more.

I decided to follow her suggestion and start killing monsters. Mostly because I didn't want to make her suspicious. What if better classes required more time to change? By killing monsters, I could muddy that number more.

By killing monsters, it took ten minutes for class change to complete, and I was barely able to generate an impression of the process. A lost opportunity, but not enough to ruin my mood.

Not with my new class abilities in front of me.

[Mana Blacksmith - Level 25]

[Health 660/750] [Mana 0/120]

[Vitality 50 / Strength 50 / Dexterity 37 / Essence 13]

[Skills (4/9)

Mana Repair (Rare) - 25 [Inspect]

Mana Forge (Rare) - 25 [Intuitive Forging, Mana Manipulation]

Meditation (Common) - 1

Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 53]

            

    
        Chapter 18

    
    
    
    
                "Congratulations," she called as the mana around me calmed down. "Now, you belong to a new tier. How does it feel?"

I killed another beast and realized that my movements were noticeably smoother. For a moment, I thought that it was my increased Dexterity, but her reaction suggested that there was another reason. "Smooth, like I weigh much less," I said.

"That's because stepping over the threshold makes you get more aligned with your stats. It's very helpful," she said. "You'll notice the difference even more as you push yourself," she said.

"Certainly a welcome change," I answered even as I moved on to the next monster. "It feels amazing."

I wanted nothing more than to sit down and absorb mana now that I actually had the ability to do so. However, I ignored that temptation, for one simple reason. The moment I gained Essence, the world had shifted slightly, giving me the ability to perceive mana. Meaning, that Maria would notice easily if I tried to absorb any.

It was almost visual, though it didn't suddenly distort the world with a blanket of blue or something equally annoying. I could just … perceive it. The quick way I could dismiss developing a completely new sense was a good indicator of just how ridiculous the System was. Miracles lost their quality of wonder once they became commonplace.

I killed another beast, focusing on other changes. Compared to other things, the slight increase in my Dexterity was less notable, but certainly welcome. A lot of complicated forge work required fine motor control and timing. Dexterity helped with both.

However, the real surprise was the sudden appearance of the new skill: meditation. The Skill mages used to collect mana.

I wondered if the appearance of it meant that it qualified as a class skill, or it was just an external skill. I would have questioned Maria about it, but I had already asked too many questions about some potentially sensitive topics. I didn't want to alert her.

Especially since I just needed to raise my meditate to level ten to figure that out. No inconvenient questions were necessary. I just needed to show a little patience. I killed another wounded monster instead of using the skill I wanted to use.

[Level 25 - 26]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength, +2 Dexterity]

Double points in Dexterity, which was less impressive than getting a point in Essence. It looked like these points arrived in an alternating pattern. Not a particularly useful information, but it was always better to know more.

Speaking of knowing more, I had one more thing I needed to learn: how Identify worked. Previously, the only thing that I felt was a subtle whisper. I wanted to see if anything would be different now that I had the ability to perceive mana.

"Look at my level," I declared to Maria proudly, almost smugly.

"Another upgrade, congratulations," she responded, but I was more interested in the line of mana that stretched from her to me, tickling as it touched me … and nothing. There were no complicated mana structures that appeared whenever she cast it. Just a touch.

Then, maybe it made sense. After all, it was a skill, so it made sense it worked similarly to my Inspect perk. That didn't require any mana either. Mana just being there to create remote contact while the skill handled the rest was an easy assumption to make.

Whether that assumption was true, I didn't know yet, but it was how science worked. Make assumptions, design experiments, and then validate.

"Level twenty-six. Impressive," Maria said, easily checking my level without any further mana fluctuations inside me. Still, it was good that I could detect if someone used it on me. Well, unless my assumption was correct. Then, I would need to be careful when touching anyone. "We might bring you to somewhere around thirty-five as long as we work hard."

"Well, I'm a hard worker, not to mention I have endless stamina," I declared proudly, mostly to play off her enthusiasm. It might have been the biggest benefit of the System. I hadn't been a fan of exercising before the Cataclysm, so getting some external help was certainly welcome.

"You do?" she said, but I noticed a blush on her face. Maybe it was due to exhaustion. She must have been pushing herself harder than I had realized.

"C3," I called, once again starting a chess game. Since she was getting exhausted, I better provide her with some entertainment to keep her going.

More levels meant more safety. We changed locations multiple times, moving once the monster density had decreased, but as the place was starting to get dark, I reached level thirty-two. Not exactly as high as Maria wished, but more than incredible for my purposes.

But, before leaving, I wanted to try one more thing. "Hey, do you mind letting one go without wounding it? I want to see if I can take it down unassisted. And, a little combat practice with my new abilities wouldn't be amiss."

"Good idea. Skills improve faster when you fight directly," she said as she looked at the horizon. "And, we can still stay around ten minutes until it starts to get dangerous." Then, she frowned. "I'm not ready to listen to another lecture from Eleanor."

I chuckled, amused that she cared more about Eleanor's words than the significantly increased danger factor from monster attacks. I had to admit, being strong had its advantages.

"Thanks," I said. "Do you mind letting go of something strong but slow?"

"I have just the monster," she answered as she adjusted her spells, and soon, one that looked like an animated tree stump lumbered toward me.

"Excellent choice," I said as I moved toward it. Slow with incredible endurance, the target was truly a good choice. Especially since I had misled her about the aim of my practice a bit. While I wanted to practice, the aim was the opposite of what Maria had thought.

I had two objectives. First, I wanted to get used to holding back. Bringing any skill to even twenties was supposed to be a significant hurdle. Bringing it above fifty in less than a day was flat-out suspicious. So, I wanted to get used to sandbagging my physical prowess. And, as an added bonus, if I had to reveal it, I could mention that I had been working hard during my leveling trips.

It would make a good cover story for anyone but Eleanor. I doubted that anyone but her would go to Maria and ask for the exact time I spent working on my skill rather than leveling.

"Come on, buddy," I said even as I circled around the beast, my hammer raised high. It lashed against me with one of its branches, but was met with a blow of my hammer. The beast was strong, but I was stronger, easily parrying the attack. "Wow, it feels good not to be thrown away," I said. Blacksmith might not match most Warrior classes in Strength, but we weren't too far behind them. Double stat points were still respectable.

But, Strength didn't exactly translate to combat capability. An Olympic Weightlifter could lift more than a heavyweight boxer, but that wouldn't have prevented them from being demolished in the ring. Skills were that important.

And, now, that was not a problem for me anymore. I swung my hammer with a perfect, eerie accuracy, parrying the next two attacks, before I reflexively took a step forward and smashed the trunk twice. Hammer of Might showed its name, demolishing the tree.

"Damn," I muttered in frustration. I wasn't planning to take it down that easily, but I wasn't able to hold the skill back. The sudden improvement had affected me more than I had expected. I looked at Maria, expecting a suspicious gaze.

"Very good," she just said instead. "All that killing really improved your skill, right?"

"Yes," I said, more than happy to be underestimated. "How about if you let out something slightly faster?"

"One large bear, coming up," she said cheerily as she allowed it to pass.

I chuckled at her callous attitude, like she wasn't letting forward a beast that would have killed me easily in several blows before my little discovery with the hammer skill. I dodged and parried its attacks easily.

Multiple times, the skill pushed me to lunge forward to take down the bear. Just as the name suggested, Hammer of Might was a very aggressive style that focused on leveraging the benefits of the Strength to the max.

Luckily, thanks to controlling my Repair skills for three years, I was familiar with how to ignore the suggestions from the skills selectively. It was harder to apply during a combat scenario, but as I practiced against the bear, I was getting the hang of it. I managed to stretch it to one minute before I killed it.

However, I did receive a nasty blow while doing my best to keep back. Recovering from it took quite a bit.

[-42 Health]

"Careful," she warned. "Do you want to stop, or…"

"Nothing more than a flesh wound," I said, ignoring the fact that, without Health to help me recover, it would have likely killed me from internal bleeding. "We only have a few minutes. Let's not waste too much time."

"Good point," she said. A few more fights, and I was having a much easier time controlling it against active targets. From here, all I had to do was to practice alone for a while, and it would give me what I needed. "I think that's enough for the day," I called. "It has been another amazing day. Thank you very much. You're amazing," I said, leaning a bit heavily on the compliments.

But, she certainly deserved it, helping me progress that much.

"My … pleasure," she said, her voice surprisingly stilted.

She must have been really tired of stammering like that. I made a note to find an appropriate gift for her. She deserved it.

            

    
        Chapter 19

    
    
    
    
                For once, I was smiling even as I pulled myself to the back of the griffin despite my trembling hands. The trip had been productive enough that even my phobia couldn't ruin my excitement.

[Mana Blacksmith - Level 32]

[Health 960/960] [Mana 0/160]

[Vitality 64 / Strength 64 / Dexterity 48 / Essence 16]

[Skills (4/10)

Mana Repair (Rare) - 25 [Inspect]

Mana Forge (Rare) - 25 [Intuitive Forging, Mana Manipulation]

Meditation (Common) - 1

Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 53]

"Do you mind if I ask you a question about a skill you have," I asked. The moment I did, she tensed up. Understandable, as it was rather rude to ask such questions. Of course, using identification magic on people without permission was even ruder, but I wasn't entirely surprised by her double standards.

It wasn't the first time I had dealt with the upper crust.

"Which one?" she asked, her tone deceptively calm.

"Just meditation," I replied quickly. "That's how every mage absorbs their mana, right?"

"Just the ones too poor to afford a better variant. Meditation kind of sucks," she said with a haughty chuckle. I didn't care about her unintentional insult. I much preferred that to a tense Maria who would second guess every question. "Why do you ask?"

"I was thinking of the mana alloy experiment we tried. Maybe if I know how mana behaves, I can develop some new experiments."

"About that…" she muttered. "I will be busy for the next few days. The caravan bringing the new recruits is passing through a dangerous spot, and I have to go defend them."

For a moment, I considered volunteering, tempted to spend some time in a location that didn't lack mana, but that thought went as quickly as it arrived. Just because I had gotten somewhat stronger didn't mean I should turn into a barbarian throwing myself into potential danger.

Slow and steady.

"Even better," I said, which surprised her. And, I even saw a hint of hurt on her face. "I need some time designing new experiments and working on some theories. If I prepare enough, I can make sure I don't bore you with repetitive stuff. Science can be somewhat monotone," I rapidly explained.

That earned a chuckle. "Don't worry. I don't find your company that offensive," she said. "I would have loved to spend more time, but with this damnable challenge —" she added, then cut herself. "Anyway, you were asking about meditation."

"Yes. How does it work?"

"Hmm, it's hard to describe it to someone lacking mana sensitivity. But, the easiest way to say that, the mana outside our bodies is different, reluctant to interact with us. Meditation allows us to align with the mana outside our bodies and pull it into our bodies."

"That's it?" I asked. "Any other use?"

"No, that's it," she answered. "It's a fundamental skill, but that's it. The rarer variants have more advantages, like selectively absorbing different types of mana and such, but at its core, it's limited."

"Interesting. And, are there any patterns as you pull it similar to the structure of the spells you use?"

She paused for a moment, thinking. From her attitude, I could see that she hadn't spent a lot of time pondering about it. A waste, but I wasn't surprised. Almost everyone was like that. Just like most people didn't know how electricity actually worked before the Cataclysm, most people didn't really care about the finer mechanics of skills.

A waste.

"It's … softer," she finally replied. "The spells usually work in hexagonal patterns at the center, surrounded by more complicated mana structures. Meditation lacks that. It's more like a gentle spiral."

I wanted to ask a few more questions, but I could see that her frustration was already building up. "Thanks, it helps," I said, ignoring the temptation to ask more. "B3," I called instead.

"Interesting start," she said as she responded, her mood shifting in an instant.

"Well, I have to keep you on your toes. Sooner or later, I'll win," I replied, more than happy to distract her from her earlier failure. I knew that she didn't like to look weak, and she was proud of her, well, Intelligence and intelligence. She would ponder on the question I asked if only to dazzle me the next time.

It would work far better than bombarding her with questions she couldn't answer on the spot.

Even as we played chess, I could see that it was working. Many times, the mana around her stirred and started flowing to her, only to cease its flow and reverse. Unfortunately, while Essence allowed me to see the way the mana moved, it proved supremely useless to glean anything. No more than I could understand a hurricane by just looking from the outside.

The mana just gathered around her in complicated patterns before disappearing into her body.

Still, I was hopeful that, once we landed, she would have interesting insights for me. Too bad those hopes were dashed the moment we landed, and found Eleanor waiting for us. She glared at me. "We have an emergency meeting, my lady," she said.

"Sure. Devon, do you want to join?" she asked.

"He has some emergency repairs he needs to finish," Eleanor cut in. I was pretty certain I did not, considering the halted state of the dungeon operations, but her glare was easy to read.

"True. I need to stay ahead of the curve until the other blacksmiths join in," I replied, not willing to antagonize Eleanor just to join their important meeting.

"Alright," Maria said. "Have a good night," she said, and I went back to my workshop. A lot of damaged weapons were waiting for me there. A quick count confirmed their numbers at eighty. I could easily repair them in under five hours, even lower if I pulled some new tricks thanks to my improved skills. Enough to finish everything before going to sleep despite my exhaustion, but I did not do that.

First, Eleanor was still under the impression that it took me just under ten minutes to repair a sword, so it would be suspicious if she arrived only to find the order was complete. More importantly, I had yet to test my Mana Repair and Mana Forge skills properly.

I had been too busy trying to get rid of any evidence regarding my success to test them properly.

Of course, I had used them to make a few new weapons and fix a few others, but it was mostly following the directions of the System. Certainly not something I would call a proper test, let alone experimentation. "First, let's gather some more data," I muttered even as I started repairing the weapons.

Previously, I wasn't able to see mana. The Inspect skill gave me a good idea about what I had been doing, but the difference was stark. In contrast, Essence didn't give me the ability to see the mana trapped in the metal, but I could use it alongside Inspect to change that. Previously, I was using an X-ray, and currently, I was using a combination of X-ray and MRI, giving me a lot more information than I had expected.

And, with that information, far too many tricks to fix the weapons came to mind. I wondered if I could figure out some kind of cold forging trick with mana. Without a need to continuously heat up the swords, the repair would take even less time.

Intriguing, and utterly useless for the current situation. After all, the whole reason they needed blacksmiths to repair the weapons rather than using repair spells was the lack of environmental mana.

Technically, it was not correct. I knew that repair spell took a hefty chunk of mana. I didn't know the exact numbers, but I had seen mages at work. They had to stop and meditate after a few times. Hard to guess the exact number without knowing their levels, but I would be shocked if it cost less than a hundred mana.

Depending on how much mana I would need, technically it could still be sustainable even without environmental mana. Of course, that was just a theory. I still didn't know exactly what a point of mana represented, how much it would take to repair a sword, the cost of mana supplements, the speed of repair…

Ultimately, however, it was nothing more than a thought exercise. Regardless of the result, I couldn't use it here, because I wasn't planning on revealing my rare skills. I continued to repair the swords, trying new tricks thanks to my ability to better view the structure.

A routine task, but not without its rewards.

[Mana Repair (Rare) - 25 - 26]

Seeing my class skills improve had always been a nice thing, but it turned into something truly wondrous now that I was aware of the benefits. So, I was more than happy to stretch the work to try new tricks with the hopes of gaining more points. It meant I was once again pushing myself to work instead of sleeping … but it wouldn't be the first stretch when I neglected sleep.

Too bad it made me crave a hot cup of steaming, bitter coffee. Or several.

I ignored that desire as I worked, discovering some new tricks thanks to my enhanced vision. Some of those tricks even triggered some nice responses from my Repair skill, allowing it to improve far faster than I had expected. As midnight came, I had merely finished repairing ten swords.

But, the other benefits made it worth it.

[Mana Repair (Rare) - 26 - 34]

One of my class skills had improved significantly. Now, it was time to see if I could repeat it with my newest skill.
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                I took a deep breath in preparation for using my Meditate skill, my gaze already turning toward the only source of mana available.

The ingots.

I knew that what I was about to do was wasteful. It was like destroying a brand new phone for its materials, so far below its value it was borderline disrespectful. I still didn't have a good idea of how much mana each ingot contained in terms of mana points, but if I were betting, I would be betting on single digits.

Low single digits.

"Doesn't really matter," I muttered as I reached the first ingot, heated it up, and started to destroy it methodically. It wasn't the first time I was trying to extract mana from the ingots, so I was familiar with the process. At first, I destroyed a tiny portion, hoping that it would be enough to trigger the skill.

It was not. The little mana I managed to generate dispersed no matter how much I tried to interact with it. I repeated the process again, doubling the size of the pieces, but I failed every time. There was not even a response from my Meditation skill. It didn't even engage with the mana.

I focused on the remaining half. First, I heated it up more, not just turning it red, but even melting the edge. Then, I raised my hammer, took a deep breath, and demolished it as quickly as I could, turning it into a liquid putty.

Then, I closed my eyes, and engaged my new skill once more. This time, I felt momentary feedback, similar to the instructions I got when I tried to repair something. I crossed my legs and took a position, but unfortunately, those instructions disappeared before I could pull some mana.

"Close enough to show viability, but not enough to actually work," I muttered even as I heated up another ingot. The skill required a really strict pose and flow, very different from the ease Maria had displayed while she was gathering mana, but I couldn't compare myself to her when it came to mana manipulation.

Not when my skill was just at one point.

"Let's try again," I said as I positioned myself perfectly before I destroyed the ingot. The mana radiated freely, and I let the skill run, not bothering to ponder on its impact or process. I just let the skill do its job. Most of the mana still dispersed, but I didn't care about it, not when a small part of it stuck around me, grabbed by the skill.

The mana slowly circled around me before it started to approach closer. It took more than a minute, but I was fascinated with the process. The tendrils of mana circulated around me, getting closer and closer as if they were planets orbiting the sun.

Then, they touched my skin. From there, they disappeared with a soft tingle, replaced by a notification.

[+1 Mana]

I tried to understand the process. I tried to touch the reservoir of mana in me, but it failed utterly. Not a surprise. I had Health for three years, and I could barely channel it, and I needed to injure myself beforehand to trigger the flow.

"Now, let's see if I can use it," I said as I raised my work hammer, and used my Mana Manipulation perk. A glow appeared on my hammer as I felt a tingling sensation travel through my hand.

[-1 Mana]

I tried to absorb it back … but it just dispersed. All my effort had just evaporated in one blow, but I didn't let that bother me. Ultimately, it was just another experiment. One that was more expensive than I would have liked, but an experiment nonetheless.

I destroyed another ingot, once again letting the skill catch some of the mana while the rest dispersed. This time, I paid more attention to the movement of the skill, feeling a sense of rotation inside me, similar to how I felt whenever I used to inspect.

The mana pulled toward me. It was a slow, painstaking process, too complicated to understand with just one attempt. I let the mana seep into my skin once more.

On the next attempt, I tried to interrupt halfway. It worked to give me a better understanding of the process, but the mana that was under my control had dissipated before I could absorb it. A waste, but considering I wouldn't have been able to do anything with a few points, not exactly a big one.

I thought about using the last five ingots, but I decided against it. Every ingot represented a chance to improve my Mana Forge skill, which was more important than another ineffectual experiment. I had already understood the basics, and while I wanted to experiment more, I needed hundreds, maybe thousands more repeats. One more repeat wouldn't help.

I just needed to decide what to do with the sole point of Mana I had. "I wonder if I can release it by reversing the meditation technique," I said to myself. It seemed like a reasonable risk. I closed my eyes, trying to visualize the same effect, wanting to see if I could control it like my other skills.

Unfortunately, I failed to engage the skill. Helpless, I destroyed another ingot, the presence of mana allowing me to trigger the skill. I tried to replicate the same effect, but pushing the mana instead of pulling. An operation that was much harder than the summarized description would have suggested.

But, I did it —

[-1 Mana]

[Meditation (Common) - 1 - 8]

Any other time, I would be very happy to see seven points of jump in my new skill. But, right now, I had other priorities. Like, the worst pain I ever felt hitting me hard, like someone had been ripping my insides. I pushed my Health into overdrive in panic, trying to fix whatever I had ruined even as I vomited blood, dazed and shivering.

The discomfort lasted for minutes while I laid on the ground, somehow managing not to shout, but it was a close call. I kept my voice suppressed, and only because I could feel that whatever damage that was done had recovered.

[-582 Health]

"Well, that was a way to improve," I muttered as I stood up, realizing just how close I had pushed myself to death. It seemed that I had become arrogant in my recent chain of successes. It was a close call. I had lost almost two-thirds of my Health in one mistake, and that was with all my leveling up.

I didn't even want to imagine what such a botched attempt would do to a mage. Most of them didn't have Double Vitality to absorb the damage of accidental self-harm. And, that was only one point of mana.

Even though I had improved my skills far more than I had been expecting, I wasn't entirely happy. The pain had been horrible, and the damage had been devastating. I stood up to go to the small attached pantry, cooking a large piece of monster steak. It would slowly recover my lost Health, but it would take a while.

So, before eating it, I took one of the emergency concentrated potions designed to replenish Health, filling it completely. Luckily, a workshop was a dangerous place with a lot of fire and sharp objects, so keeping a stock of health potions was always a smart idea.

A chain of notifications appeared, showing the slow recovery. Even with the potion, it wasn't exactly an instantaneous process.

[+1 Health] … [+1 Health]

At the same time, I grabbed a second one, preparing myself for another attempt. Painful and risky as it might be, the ability to rapidly increase my Meditation skill was too valuable. Not only did I need to support my two skills, but I also needed to discover its secrets as fast as possible.

I wanted to see if I could improve it to a higher grade before reaching level fifty, and see if I could get a new class. The risk was acceptable, especially since this time I had brought a second potion, ready to assist.

First, I destroyed another ingot, using Meditation to absorb it. The initial pattern stayed the same. Some kind of illusory orb inside me, spinning while it captured a point of mana into its orbit, slowly dragging it close. However, the higher skill level allowed me to absorb mana faster.

[+1 Mana]

I crossed my legs, taking a deep breath to prepare myself for the torture … and reversed the flow.

[-1 Mana]

[Meditation (Common) - 8 - 11]

[Perk Options — Efficient Absorption / Controlled Flow]

As much as I would have loved to ponder on the new stats, I was too busy vomiting blood as I trembled. For ten more minutes, I lay down, trying to catch my breath as Health did its job.

[-519 Health]

"The damage wasn't as bad," I muttered as I forced myself to accept the pain. It was a good sign. Maybe, someday, I could repeat it without almost killing myself.

I drank the potion as I stood up. I pondered on which perk to choose, but after a while, I settled on Controlled Flow. Once again, if it turned useless, I could just use a Perk Reset stone. Then, I destroyed one last ingot, absorbing the mana. There was a slight increase in absorption speed, but not enough to be about a new perk.

Then, I used my mana attack trick, and noticed the gathered mana was easier to control. "Excellent," I muttered. Control was a much better perk than faster absorption for me; both as a blacksmith and as a scientist.

And, if it made my reversal trick less suicidal, even better.

I wanted to go and sleep. Depleting my Health twice left me even more exhausted than I had ever been, and the mental load of a close call with death wasn't any easier to swallow. Yet, before going to bed, I cleaned the forge twice, making sure I got rid of all of the evidence.

No need to ruin everything due to a bout of carelessness.

My bed looked even more inviting than I had remembered. I threw myself to its depths. The darkness claimed me before I could hit the bed.
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                When I woke up, my body was still aching somewhat, reminding me that using Health from the System to heal wasn't exactly perfect, or painless.

"I can't believe I was that reckless," I muttered, my body reminding me of the cost of trying to use a skill without understanding it fully. It was arrogant of me to self-experiment without properly assessing the situation. I had assumed a mere one point of mana wouldn't be a problem.

At least, instead of a painful injury, I had received some upgrades to my skill, as well as a valid way to rapidly improve it. Curious to test, I went to the forge, and intentionally damaged one of the swords before repairing it again.

"Wow, controlled flow is amazing," I muttered as I repaired the weapon. It allowed me to somehow nudge the enchantment to the side while repairing. It didn't have too much of an advantage when I was repairing the sharpness enchantment, as I had long learned how to bypass it.

Instead, I had pulled a broken weapon from the pile Eleanor had provided for me to experiment with, one with a simple durability enchantment. I wasn't able to repair those before, because the enchantment was shaped more like a web, making it difficult for me to work on the metal without breaking the enchantment.

Now, with my ability to nudge the enchantment to the side without destroying it, I was actually able to repair it. It was a slow process, taking almost an hour of my time before I could even reach halfway. Theoretically, mana blow might have been usable, but with each blow requiring at least one point of mana, it was not something I could test.

I quit there, because I had nudged too hard, and the enchantment had destabilized.

However, that was not exactly bad news. A small mana cloud appeared as I destroyed the enchantment. It was less than what had been revealed by destroying the ingot, but with my improved Meditation, it was just enough for me to capture it.

[+1 Mana]

"That's a nice surprise," I muttered, my smile growing. The broken weapons that were here for my experiments were not as valuable as the bronze ingots, meaning I didn't have to choose between improving Repair, Forge, and Meditation. It was good news.

"Now, to the not-so-good one," I said as I prepared myself to repeat the same reversal trick. I needed to see if my newest perk would help me reduce the pain somewhat. However, this time, I first went to my bedroom.

I didn't want to be caught by a visitor. I closed my eyes, focusing on the flow of the mana, reversing the rotation of the orb as I pushed the mana out. The pain hit, but it was far less than I had expected.

[Meditation (Common) - 11 - 13]

[-85 Health]

"Success through self-mutilation. My psychologist would have had a field day with it." For a moment, I wondered if he was still alive, but that was just a momentary thought. Thinking if the friends from before the Cataclysm were alive or not was a quick road to ruin.

Especially for someone like me, who had the misfortune to experience the disaster while traveling for a conference on the East Coast, and was caught halfway, surviving only because I chose to drive rather than fly … away from everyone I had ever known, lost in a town in the middle of nowhere.

"Focus," I muttered even as I went downstairs once more, picked some more broken weapons, and started destroying their enchantments for extra mana, only to push said mana out of my body.

Every repeat damaged my body somewhat, but I ignored the potential risks. It was not my usual careful attitude … but what had following my careful attitude for three years given me? A pile of rejections while I eked out a pathetic living, barely able to afford a room that I could keep my books in.

No, some risk was inevitable.

With that in mind, I repeated the same trick. As meditation reached twenty, I was required to exude three points of mana to increase Meditation once, but considering the damage it created had already dropped to single digits, it had become an acceptable tradeoff.

By midday, I had reached the point I had been searching for.

[Meditation (Common) - 24 - 25]

[Perk Options — Efficient Absorption / Contained Flow / Enhanced Sensing]

"Oh, a difficult choice," I muttered as I examined the benefits. Contained Flow was clearly the next step of Controlled Flow, and taking it was tempting. But, in the end, I chose Enhanced Sensing.

The moment I did so, my ability to read the mana patterns had increased. I could see some surface-level details on the enchantments … which were naturally incomprehensible, like trying to understand how a computer worked by opening the casing.

Still, it was better than looking from the outside.

I broke another enchantment, and confirmed the same thing was true for the mana cloud. Rather than seeing a featureless fog, I found myself looking at … a fog with slightly more discernible features.

Well, it was still only a Perk to a common skill.

The same was true for the absorption. I could see that, as the ephemeral sphere rotated, the mana patterns turned slightly more discernible. And, that allowed me to reverse the rotation smoothly. Three more attempts, and I had succeeded once more.

"No pain," I said happily. Finally, I was able to repeat that trick without hurting myself.

Of course, now that I had cleared the next threshold, the improvement of the skill would slow down noticeably. I doubted that I could get it to reach thirty even if I destroyed every weapon and material I had in here, including the forge.

An acceptable loss, as being able to improve a mana skill in a location with no environmental mana had already been pushing it. I just needed to return to the town, and meditate in my room safely to increase it even further.

Honestly, a part of me was telling me to quit and go back to town, maybe even migrate to one of the cities with a better environment, preferably with a System Shop. But, one thing prevented me.

I didn't know if I would be able to actually use the System Shop. Every city had certain rules when it came to using those shops, as not everything was sold without limit. Eleanor had already revealed that the bronze mana ingots had a certain quota every day.

No, even if it slowed down the improvement of my newest skill, the opportunity to push my two production skills higher was too valuable. Not to mention, quitting suddenly would anger my new bosses, which was not exactly smart.

I could always change my mind once I had taught the other blacksmiths how to repair the weapons.

With that, I returned downstairs, forging another dagger to test the benefits of Meditation and my newest perk. "Beautiful," I muttered.

Having meditation didn't change the way I forged the weapon based on the skill, which was not surprising. It was clear that the autopilot of the System was working with far better detection than what it allowed me to access.

Technically, it meant that Mana Forge drew no benefit from increasing Meditation. It looked like the only reason that I received that skill was to gather mana, and trust Mana Forge and Mana Repair to use it.

Not exactly a rare event. The origin and the objective of the System were a mystery, but the working principles were not. It clearly expected every user to follow its guidance to rapidly improve. It had certain benefits to it, as I had experienced with my external combat skills.

Of course, there was the skill upgrade aspect, a great reward for overcoming those limitations, which made the subject a little murkier.

"Either way, it doesn't make my new perk any less valuable," I said to myself as I continued forging. Meditation might not benefit Forging directly, but my newest perk allowed me to observe the process even better.

Especially when I stopped occasionally to use Inspect, which gave me a completely new set of information. With multiple methods of observation in place, I was able to watch the process of the skill more carefully, learning more and more.

And, observation was the cornerstone of science. It was the seventeenth century when humanity discovered the existence of bacteria, and it wasn't because we suddenly became more intelligent. No, we simply invented the microscope, revealing the existence of a whole new world.

From there, many mysteries had been solved one by one. That had been true for X-ray, radar, and heat sensors … every time our observation methods increased, the developments followed.

No, I didn't care if increasing meditation didn't suddenly enhance my Forging abilities. It made me learn and discover faster, which was all I needed. All I needed was to work with full focus and discover more and more secrets.

However, when the door opened, I immediately interrupted my work, even smashing the dagger hard enough to ruin my work. I guessed it was not Eleanor, as she didn't bother keeping the sound down. Meanwhile, servants opened the door carefully, trying not to disturb me.

Unfortunately, inadvertently, they still ruined it. I immediately threw the dagger into the fire, letting it melt completely. Instead I pulled another sword, acting like I had been repairing them.

I didn't want others to realize just how much of my time I spent experimenting on unrelated subjects. I expected another servant to walk forward … instead, it was a mana cloud.

A nasty surprise.
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                I was glad that I chose to fake repairing a sword, as it meant that I could cede control to the skill while I observed the approaching mana cloud … one with a roughly humanoid shape. Considering they had to open the door to enter, it was less likely to be a spell.

What was more likely was that they were someone under an invisibility spell. Someone that was most likely holding a weapon, considering the mana cloud on the right was a foot longer than the one on the left. From a purely technical perspective, I didn't know if the intruder was an enemy.

After all, there might be a perfectly reasonable explanation for someone sneaking into my forge while I was busy, holding what was most likely a dagger.

I spent a second glancing toward him, and was barely able to catch some kind of outline. The mana fog didn't cover it despite overlapping, because despite the way my mind interpreted it, it wasn't exactly a visual object.

Once I caught that outline, the figure of a bearded man became visible, like it was one of those pictures with a visual illusion. Some kind of camouflage spell that I would have never caught without Essence helping me.

And, even with Essence, I would have missed it if the camp hadn't been in a mana-dead location. The fog of mana that clung to him was weak enough to mix with the background, had the background not been clean.

I barely held back a gulp as I started going through my options. There were only two. I could raise an alarm and hope that the reinforcements would arrive faster than he could kill me, or wait for five seconds, and deliver the first blow.

The first option, I might have chosen if it wasn't for one fact: Hammer of Might was a style that was designed for overwhelming offense. Good at fighting against monsters, but not as good at fighting against another man who might be stronger than me.

No, I had no choice but to go with the second option. That was where my advantage lay. He was walking directly toward me, with no attempt to stick close to the walls or otherwise avoid me. Clearly, he had no fear of being detected. Not a bad assumption, considering only a chain of flukes allowed me to detect him in the first place.

He was walking slowly, whether it was the limitation of the spell he used or his arrogance, I didn't know, but either way, it meant I would have the chance to deliver one free blow. One that was too valuable to pass.

Even as my mind churned those options, my body was moving under the control of my skill, maintaining the illusion that everything was going well. The only exception was my heartbeat, getting faster and faster as I realized that I had to kill.

Again.

One of the worst things about the post-Cataclysm world was that murder had turned far more acceptable. I had to kill twice, both against muggers thinking to make a quick buck over my corpse … before the discovery of the repair spell ruined my business and I was one of the richer people of the town. Both times, I hated the feeling.

But, I didn't hate it enough to let someone assassinate me.

My hammer repeatedly landed on the surface of the sword as he closed in the distance. He was one step away from me when I flicked my wrist and threw the sword toward him. It was a very effective distraction, as the sword was hot enough to glow red.

Even with the System, it was nearly impossible to avoid a point-blank attack, particularly if the target didn't expect it. He still made a valiant effort to lean to the side sharply, his movement ruining the spell protecting him.

I didn't even wait until I used my work hammer to attack him. Unbalanced, he wasn't able to dodge, and the attack landed on his head.

And, killed him before he could even make a sound, unlike his head, which shattered loudly. I shivered even as he collapsed to the floor.

Health cured a lot of things, but a destroyed head was not one of them. I started shivering even as I looked at the door, waiting for the guards to arrive, but they did not. I breathed hard, trying to process the fact that I had just killed someone else.

I hated the feeling.

A minute passed, and the trembling of my hands subsided. Still, there were no guards. For a moment, my mind went in a conspiratorial direction, wondering if the guards had been a part of the issue. Then, a simpler possibility occurred.

They probably ignored the sound. The forge already had good noise isolation, and the constant sound of crashing was easy to ignore.

I was about to shout when I finally paid attention to the bearded man's outfit. It had the sigil of a griffin, like the ones the guards had been wearing before Thomas took all of them away. Worse, it was more complicated than what the guards had, and similar to what Eleanor had been wearing. Not exactly the same, but both included enough silver.

That couldn't be good news, I realized even as I changed my clothes before walking to the door. One that I couldn't handle alone.

When I opened the door, I found the assigned guards squatted in a corner, playing dice.

As much as I wanted to curse them for their lack of vigilance, I did not. If someone wanted to enter the forge while invisible, they would, and their lack of vigilance only made them more confident. "Yes, sir," the guard said, looking panicked.

"There's a small issue with the forge. Please go and get Eleanor. Tell her that it's very urgent."

"Are you sure?" the guard said. I nodded. "Your funeral," he said, then looked at me. "It's not about … this, right?" he asked, looking at the dice game they were playing. His partner looked equally scared.

"I don't know what you are talking about," I said with a wink. They looked relaxed.

I returned, the ordinary discussion calming me down somewhat. I didn't touch the crime scene but tried to come up with a story to tell. The general events had no problem. Ultimately, I didn't need to explain why I killed someone who had snuck up on me invisibly.

But, I couldn't tell her that I had noticed the mana.

"The steam," I muttered. It was a good excuse, one that could explain the timing. Quenching a sword created a thick cloud, and claiming that it was a lucky shot came from panic was enough. It just changed the facts slightly, turning into an accident rather than an intentional choice. I actually let some of the steam appear, in case she would be careful enough to check that.

I doubted it, as Eleanor wasn't that attentive, but it was better safe than sorry. After it saved my life, I was even more reluctant to reveal my ability to use mana.

I waited in the corridor, ready to block anyone but Eleanor. Luckily, at this point, she trusted me enough to arrive herself. She looked harried and exhausted. "I don't know how you heard it already, but yes, there won't be any new ingots for a while. You have to stop experimenting for a while."

At any other time, that statement would have earned a bigger reaction. "It's not that, and we'll talk about it later. Follow me," I said as I walked to the main forge. She saw the body and tensed. The sharp aura was back.

"Explain," she ordered.

"It was an accident," I started.

"An accident?" she asked. "How? And, why was the steward here talking with you when he was supposed to be gone already?"

"I don't know," I said. "He was invisible when he entered."

Her eyes widened, showing that she understood the implication. "Traitor," she growled. It was a scary word, even when her gaze was firmly on the corpse as she said that. It was scarier when she started looking at me. "Invisible, or camouflaged."

I shrugged. "I have no idea. I just noticed some kind of weird movement in the steam when I quenched the sword and slammed down my hammer. The aim was … an accident."

She looked at me for a moment, before she walked to the corpse, and started to examine the body. "A nice blow," she said, which was not exactly what I was expecting for killing a member of their house, but I was glad to take it. A tasteless compliment was much better than being turned into a scapegoat.

Her compliment showed that she had accepted my version of the story. I was glad that I didn't touch the body, which made my version much more credible.

"Don't tell anyone what has happened!" she warned as she crouched down, and started to go through his belongings.

"Of course," I replied. At this point, it was clear that the success of the dungeon operation was linked to some kind of internal political battle, the kind that made assassination and bribery the first tools to be used.

I wasn't necessarily happy that I was a part of it, but the moment I killed him, I had become too involved. Now, even if I managed to convince Eleanor to terminate my contract — which was not a given — I couldn't get away. Not after killing one of their members.

For better or worse, I was a part of the conflict.
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                Finding myself mixed in a conflict I had no idea about was not a pleasant feeling, but it was far from the worst case. I certainly didn't expect to end up as a primary assassination target as the sole blacksmith.

However, the flip side of the problem was equally interesting. Since their conflict was bigger than I had expected, it meant that they would be willing to accept some demands that might otherwise be assumed to be excessive. The more problems I solved, the more I could ask for.

Assuming, of course, I didn't reveal my upgraded skills. That particular secret was still too volatile to reveal.

Since I had decided to show off, I decided to focus on the biggest problem while she continued to examine his pockets. "Would I be wrong assuming that he's somehow behind our most recent supply problem?" I asked.

"Supply problem?" she asked, surprised.

"The bronze ingots. You mentioned it when you arrived before I showed you the body," I said.

"Ah, right," she said, then paused. "Yes, that's correct. He was here to refuse our latest request. Apparently, there had been some problems with the System Shop."

"What kind of problems?"

"We have purchased the swords and the bronze from the same System Store. It's in the middle of nowhere, and it's currently defended by four families. Our Griffin family is one of the five families that have shares in that System Store, which meant we could purchase some of the limited stocks every week. But, the traitor here informed us that there was a dispute about the shares, so the next delivery will be delayed."

"Supposedly," I said.

"Right," she said. "Since he proved to be a traitor, that might have been a lie," she said, looking relaxed. "Maybe there's no problem. I just need to fly and check. It'll barely take a few days."

"Maybe," I said, then paused. "Or, there's actually a problem, and he's deliberately underselling the importance of it to prevent you from seeking an alternative solution until it's too late."

I wasn't entirely honest in saying that. If the problem was as serious, he wouldn't have tried to assassinate me. From their perspective, I was just a blacksmith that could work a little faster. I would have been useless without bronze.

Not a nice thing to do, but it wasn't the first time I fibbed some of the details to get a bigger grant.

Still, thanks to a lack of remote communication, it would take a few days to check the situation, and meanwhile, I could use that as an opportunity to push for some new experiments. It wouldn't be with that particular bronze alloy, but it was a sacrifice I was willing to make.

"You're right," she said, looking tense. "We have enough stock to keep us going for a few weeks, but if we are delayed, we will have to stop just as the dungeon starts operating. I need to fly there myself."

"Maybe that's not a good idea," I said, happy to delay things a bit more. "You're the strongest person in the camp. What if something happens in your absence." She looked thoughtful. "And, wouldn't it be better if you kept the fact that you're suspicious of him a secret? I don't know exactly what you are dealing with, but I'm sure it'll be helpful."

"What do you mean?" she said. "He died in our camp while trying to assassinate someone."

"Did he?" I asked. "Or, did he leave the camp and disappear?"

"What do you mean?" she repeated.

"You mentioned that he had already left. Did you watch him leave, or did you just assume?"

"I watched him leave on a griffin an hour ago," she replied, then paused. "I see. Since he had already left, and he returned under invisibility, we don't have to explain anything. We have dozens of guards who would swear that he had left safely. Wilderness can be dangerous, even for someone at level sixty-seven."

I couldn't help but tremble when she mentioned that number. "That high?"

"Yes. He bragged about it a lot during our meeting. You were really lucky."

I gulped. I was lucky indeed. If I didn't follow Maria to that leveling trip, I would have been dead. A good reason to get even stronger. "It makes sense. I'm sure Rosie will be happy to confirm the situation at that shop for a price. She's good at finding out stuff like that," I said.

There was no harm in sending some work for a nominal ally, especially since I needed her goodwill. I had a lot of questions to ask her during our next meeting.

"A good point," she said. "Still, it doesn't solve the main problem. If there's a problem with the supply, we'll be in trouble."

"What if we can find an alternative to bronze swords," I asked.

"No. We tried everything. That's the cheapest alternative we can purchase that doesn't just melt completely. Anything weaker, and the weapons get destroyed completely. And, anything that's too strong to resist the effect completely is not enough to make it economically feasible. We calculated them ourselves."

"That's probably true, but that's not what I was talking about," I replied. "What if we forge something ourselves?" I said. "I'm sure there's a mine nearby, and even if there's not, there's too many ways to buy ordinary metal. And, we have a dungeon next to us, providing us with a lot of excess material. As long as we use them to forge weapons, we don't have to deal with a long and dangerous supply chain."

"We already thought of that. The dungeon has no material that can be used to make any alloys, let alone one that could resist the corrosion of those damned monsters," she countered.

"No, that's not correct," I said. She looked confused. "There's no material with a recipe that's already included in the skill," I corrected. "We can experiment and see if there's an alternative," I said.

"Would that work?"

"Maybe," I replied.

"What do you mean, maybe?" she said.

"It's an experiment. I can't guarantee you results, certainly not in such a short time," I said. Admittedly, I was more interested in the opportunity to experiment endlessly in the next five days than the possibility of success. "But, either way, it's not a big investment. Some ordinary metal, and a lot of material that you get from the dungeon. And, it's not like I'm too busy," I said.

"Makes sense," she said.

I paused for a moment as inspiration hit. The opportunity was actually greater than I had first realized. "Actually, there's something else we can do," I said, hoping that she would buy the idea.

"What?"

"Well, it's clear that your opponent wants to prevent Maria from succeeding in her mission. It's inevitable that they'll have some spies, and they might do something more excessive if we make any progress. And, we still need a better story for the death of our traitor."

"He died in the wilderness. It's good enough."

"As an official one. But, the one that sent him here knows better … unless, of course, there's a better explanation."

"Spill."

"We frame it like I have died, and during the process, the forge somehow exploded, burning the building. You can say that there was a second unidentified corpse. Meanwhile, we bring the forge to a basement that people can't access, where I work alone, hidden from anyone but you," I said. "That way, you won't have to dedicate a team trying to save me from assassins."

"And, you would be alright living in a basement without getting to go outside?"

"It wouldn't be the first time I locked myself in a dark room trying to solve a problem," I said. "And, there's a lot of people that walk around wearing helmets. I can always disguise myself as another newly hired guard. A beard and some hair dye should solve everything."

She looked at me with a frown. "You come up with that plan quickly," she said.

I couldn't help but smirk, my mood was admittedly too good for someone who had been just assassinated. But, the idea of a private lab where I can actually experiment to my heart's content was a good tradeoff. Still, I wasn't above using guilt to push the limits of science. "There's something about being assassinated by invisible people that really inspires me," I snarked.

"Good point," she admitted guiltily. After all, the defense of the camp was her responsibility. If I was found dead with no assassin around, it would be a big black mark against her. Not to mention, without my teaching, there was no guarantee the other blacksmiths could discover the repair trick in a reasonable timeline.

In both ways, I had saved her ass.

She pulled a ring from the dead man's finger and threw it to me. "Put this on, and don't make any sudden movements," she said. A little morbid, but I still put that on. A weird, fuzzy sensation covered me even as my skin started to show what was behind me.

An interesting effect.

I walked a little, careful not to make any sudden move. "Good, now follow me," she said. I did so, staying behind her to not run into anything or anyone. We stayed near the walls, and soon, we were at the center building, which functioned both as a headquarters and a residence for the two.

Interesting choice, but considering it was the most defended building, it made sense.

I pulled the ring from my finger and put it in my pocket. It was a beautiful survival tool for emergencies. Eleanor said nothing, too distracted by the next steps to care about an item with limited effectiveness under most circumstances.

For me, it might be the difference between life and death.

"You're familiar enough with the building," she said, clearly unhappy about the fact. "Go to the basement and pick a room that we can fit a forge into. I'll return in an hour."

As I walked toward the basement, I couldn't help but think that she was right. I was too chipper for a man who had just survived an assassination attempt.

But, the payoff made it worth it.
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                "And, that's the last piece," she said as she placed the forge. Thanks to its nature, it had been easy to carry, though how she excused its extraction from the forge building, I didn't know … or care. All I needed was to connect the fire to the building chimney, and that would be enough.

"I'll start working immediately," I said, looking at the pile of dungeon materials. A lot of crystals, and some herbs, but the most attention-grabbing thing was the pieces of a large shell. "Is this from the dungeon creature?" I said.

"Yes. That's the most common enemy. Some kind of distorted bug with a few weak points, that releases some kind of acid spell when dying. It destroys the weapons."

"And, I'm guessing using hammers is not an option."

"No," she replied. "If the shell is broken, the System Store doesn't take the purchase," she said.

"Do you mind if I quickly check something," I said. She nodded, and I touched the object. Thanks to the meditation, I could feel that the shells contained quite a bit of mana in them.

"Good," I said, smiling as I examined it.

"What do you mean, good?" she asked.

"It's good material. High tensile strength, probably stress resistant as well," I said. "Promising for experimentation."

That was patently not true. I was excited because I could use those shells to practice my skills. I didn't feel guilty or felt like I was really cheating them. I could always pay them back by reducing the repair time even further. To their knowledge, it was still around eight minutes.

"Don't expect to have a lot of them," she said. "They are the greatest income source of the dungeon. The System store purchases them without a limit."

"For how much?" I asked.

"Twenty silver coins for now," she said. My eyes widened. That was good money. "Hopefully, it won't drop too much once the number of shells increases."

"The shops do that?" I asked.

"Sometimes," she replied. "They can be difficult to predict. Sometimes, the price drop is permanent, and sometimes it just fluctuates."

"Do you mind if I try something?" I said, curious how the mana would react. I broke a corner, only for a small plume of mana to burst out. However, the pieces still maintained their mana content, That was good news.

"Excellent," I said.

"What do you mean?"

"I have to break them for my experiments," I said. "So, you don't have to bring me the intact ones. Just bring me the damaged ones. The more, the better."

"Do you really need that many samples?" she asked.

"Edison had run more than ten thousand tests before inventing the lightbulb," I replied. It was a gross misrepresentation of the real process, but fibbing the history of technology wasn't the worst thing I had done today.

"Alright, the broken shells should still be near the dungeon. I'll make sure to arrange their delivery. Same with the metals."

"Excellent," I said, not bothering to hide my happiness. Once she disappeared at the end of the stairs, I was alone in the basement. My smile was even bigger as I destroyed a small corner of the shell. Its mana content was far denser … but I noticed something interesting.

The mana from the monsters was a little cloudy. I only noticed that while meditating. Absorbing took almost four times longer, the meditation skill separating some kind of chaff from it. I had no doubt that it would be very inconvenient for a mage, who'd spend a lot of mana fighting.

For me, it was a benefit, as that cloudy effect made the mana stick together longer. When I destroyed a bronze ingot, I was barely able to absorb a tenth. With the shell, I was able to absorb more than half before it dispersed.

[+1 Mana]

Excellent efficiency. "Maybe I'll be able to improve the process even further," I muttered. However, as tempting as it was to start playing around, I decided to delay it until the broken pieces had arrived. I needed to look like I was working.

A tidy workspace was a good first step … a good step that had paid off in an unexpected way. A familiar surge from Mana Forge skill gave me a recipe for a new alloy, which used two of the crystals, the shell, and one of the herbs to be mixed in for some reason.

It also required a lot of mana for every ingot, which meant it couldn't be done in the dead zone efficiently.

"What an interesting coincidence," I muttered. Along with the recipe, came a lot of information. Information that included some kind of anti-corrosion property. It would have helped the profitability of the dungeon immensely.

Too bad I had no plans of revealing my mana forging to them as it touched my secrets.

"But, that doesn't mean I can't try to replicate a weaker version of the effect," I replied. After all, they didn't need a perfect solution, just a workable one. If I could come up with an alloy that didn't require mana, the other blacksmiths could replicate it easily.

It shouldn't be impossible. The System didn't include any such recipe, but it didn't matter. It was just like repairing the edge. The System didn't include any direction that couldn't be defined as perfect.

But, even an imperfect copy wouldn't be easy. I would probably need to start with creating a few ingots to understand the nature of the alloy, not just its final properties, but also the in-between steps.

Then, I need to turn that into a dagger and test it on the dungeon beasts, as well as the other weapons to understand exactly how the corrosion effect impacts the metal, and see if that could be achieved without mana.

Which would be followed by hundreds of attempts as I tried to come up with a stable alloy that didn't shatter immediately and resisted corrosion.

Still, I was hopeful, mostly because I didn't need anything that was close to usable in any other context. It can be brittle enough to shatter after a dozen blows, which would have been unacceptable for any other condition.

But, not here. As long as they could kill four to five beasts without shattering the weapon, it would be profitable.

"Excellent," I muttered even as I continued to tidy the workshop. The best thing, even if their bronze supply was not cut, it would make sense for them to continue funding my experiments. The money I would consume would be nothing compared to their potential benefit.

Even better, once I found a method, I could release multiple versions of the same metal, slightly improving its performance every time.

That trick had been good enough for the academic papers. It would be good enough for this as well.

"If all goes well, I should be able to make enough money to get a position in the research institute."

Bribery was not something I wanted to resort to, but it was better than the alternative. However, I didn't want to hurry up. My previous failure had taught me a good lesson about the importance of emergency funds.

As much as it rankled me to delay my return to the scientific community, I had learned my lesson. "And, it doesn't mean I have to delay my research. I can always pay Rosie to collect some data for me, and focus on exploring the System in the process."

I smiled happily as I got the fire going while I systematically destroyed half of the shell, carefully absorbing the mana that was let out.

[Mana 14/160]

For anyone else, that was not a notable amount of mana. For me, it represented my first opportunity to forge a mana alloy. Not even a full ingot, but barely a piece as big as my thumb.

It was a copper alloy, which was a happy occasion. Copper was one of the easiest metals to process, which was why it had been the first metal humans had used en masse.

Of course, it was also soft and brittle enough to incentivize the first primitive attempts at metallurgy, forcing the ancient people to actually experiment until they discovered bronze, which fueled our first real civilization, an ancient bronze civilization that sprawled across the Mediterranean sea, with the first global web of trade between Egypt, Hittite, Greece, as well as other European and Asian civilizations, all to ensure a steady supply of tin and copper.

Unfortunately, once international trade collapsed, so did those civilizations… The Bronze Age collapse was one of my favorite periods to study as I tried to map the impact of a similar collapse on our civilization.

Three years after the Cataclysm, I was ready to acknowledge the irony…

"Less pondering, more working," I spoke to myself even as I started working on forging a copper mana alloy, following the suggestions from the skill as I melted the copper. The process had been relatively simple. The recipe included two different crystals, both finely ground, one herb, and a coarsely ground shell of the dungeon monster.

Mix the first crystal to molten copper, then burn the herb right underneath and let the crystal absorb the energy it radiated. Let it cool down to a red-hot state before starting to temper the metal and fold a few times, then start to add the coarsely ground monster shells while folding the metal, using the mana to keep the process stable and grow the crystals, keeping the metal merely red hot at the process.

The second crystal was to be mixed with the water, and used to quench the metal once the forging was complete.

A simple process that failed spectacularly, which was not a surprise. Not only did using the recipes from the system not always guarantee success — the level of the user, in particular, impacted the results quite a bit due to benefit from the stats, and skill level played an even bigger role — but also I wasn't following the recipe completely.

The full recipe required me to make one standard-sized ingot, and I didn't have the mana to do it. Adapting it to a smaller piece was not a trivial process, as it changed many important details, from the speed the metal cooled to the folding patterns.

But, that failure meant nothing as I started taking notes, incomprehensible to anyone but me.

I was already in love with my new working space.
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                "You look tired," was Eleanor's first words when she visited me the next morning, pushing a huge cart that was taller than her with ease. It weighed at least three tons, but stats were useful for more than just fighting.

"I want to make sure I don't disappoint you," I said, which was once again not exactly the truth. However, keeping the supervisor unaware of the intricacies of the experiment budget was never a bad idea.

I was simply lost in the excitement of experimentation. The mana from the solitary shell only allowed me to make two more attempts, and only with smaller pieces. Both had been abject failures, but they provided enough data for me to gather some clues.

I had enough of the first blue crystal and the herb to start experimenting. It wasn't enough to even get close to success. For now, anything that managed to stabilize was roughly as strong as a sandcastle, but I wasn't after the end result.

No, I needed to understand the process of crystallization and the shape of macrostructures. That was only the first step before I could start the real experimentation. Too bad I lacked the necessary background, and relied on a knowledge base that was cobbled together.

"Good. I hope they will be useful," she said as she pulled the cover of the cart, and showed that it had not only contained all types of metals but also piles and piles of broken shells. "Would that be enough?"

"Not even close, but it will be good enough to start," I said, not willing to turn down my only mana source. She looked surprised. "I can try to ration them, but using them excessively would allow me to process them faster. Since they are garbage, what's the harm."

She frowned. "Bringing them here might be suspicious," she admitted.

"You're the commander. I'm sure you can find a good reason," I said, already touching them to test their mana content. A slight frown appeared on my face as I noticed some of them had much less mana than the others. The smaller they were, or the dirtier they looked, the more mana they had lost.

I realized why the System shop only bought the undamaged ones. The moment they shattered, they started to leak mana.

"Something wrong?" she asked.

"No, it's just that the older ones look like they have decayed somewhat. The fresh ones would work better," I replied.

"Should I not bother with the old ones?"

"No, the more, the better," I said. "Maybe there's some benefit to using decayed ones." It might even be the truth. Using organic materials for alloy making was not exactly a topic that science had covered. Even if someone explored it, it was probably nothing more than a niche field.

How I wished I still had the internet.

Once she was done with the delivery, I expected her to leave, but I noticed that she was still waiting with a smirk on her face. "What's going on?" I asked.

"I have another delivery," she said as she threw me a backpack. I opened it, only for my eyes to widen. It was filled with papers. Mostly magazines, with several journals mixed in. I pulled out the first journal, flicking it with excitement that I had never shown before the Cataclysm.

Most scientific articles were boring, derivative articles that merely introduced a fraction of new knowledge while they pandered pointlessly, only minutely different from a hundred other articles I could find with a quick query.

But, with that option gone, every article represented the crystallization of human ingenuity, with ideas I could never come up with on my own.

I flipped the first article, reading the abstract out loud. "A two-dimensional mathematical model for a process of solidification of a binary alloy in the presence of an electric field as a free boundary problem."

"So, useless?" Eleanor asked. I turned to look at her, and she flinched and took a step back. I took a deep breath, realizing that I might have got … a tad angry. "Not useless?"

"Of course not," I said.

"But, there's no electricity anymore. It doesn't work with mana, even in the dead zones."

What she had said was true. During the first year of the Cataclysm, there had been a lot of attempts to restart technology. Three main targets were steam, gunpowder, and electricity.

Among the three, electricity had been the one that had been abandoned first, for a very simple reason: Mana didn't get along well with electricity. Once they mixed in, the results were unpredictable. Sometimes, it fizzled and melted, sometimes it exploded. I didn't know if anyone properly completed those experiments in mana dead zones, but considering monsters let out mana when they died, I didn't know how much it would have mattered.

The gunpowder and steam had been abandoned for simpler, logistical reasons.

Ironically, the reason gunpowder had been ignored was the reverse of the process it had led to its adaptation. During the fifteenth century, gunpowder weapons were less powerful and less accurate than the bow and arrow, yet it had been adopted because training an archer took years, it required immense strength, and making arrows was much slower than making small metal balls.

The exact opposite was true for our circumstances. With the System, a decent archer required mere days to turn into a marksman that could comfortably compete in the Olympics, the physical strength came from leveling up, and ammunition could be simply purchased from System shops, and reused for a long time.

That had been true the first few days, and it was even truer now. At this point, where people could heal from a lot of wounds, gunpowder weapons simply lacked the necessary stopping power.

The steam engine, on the other hand, could have been technically useful, but a simpler fact stopped it. While steam and fire weren't as volatile as electricity when interacting with mana, it was still enough to make the idea of a steam engine made of ordinary metal useless.

The alloys that the blacksmiths could forge could be useful, but that meant a radical increase in cost. A steam engine had to be large to be useful, which meant at least five tons of metal. A ridiculous amount, considering a sword required less than four pounds, and the ingots the System sold were usually between one and two pounds.

A steam engine took enough metal to arm a whole town. Hardly an acceptable tradeoff, particularly since anyone with high strength could match the power of a steam engine.

It was for a reason our old technology had been abandoned, which I was more than alright with. It was how technology worked.

What truly rankled me was abandoning the process of science with it.

I took a deep breath, suppressing my desire to deliver a long explanation. "It doesn't matter if electricity doesn't work. We can't use the process described in the articles in any case. They are not exactly manufacturing plans. I need them to give me ideas to try."

"And, it'll work?"

"It worked to drop the repair time to eight minutes," I said, ignoring the temptation to inform her that I had already reduced it even more. No, that part could wait. I needed it in case my other experiments failed. "But, as I said, I can't promise results, not until I can find a proper direction."

She looked unconvinced, but after a while, she shrugged. "You're the expert, professor," she said before turning and walking away.

I could see that she was trying to annoy me by tacking on that last part, but I didn't care. I was more interested in going through all the books. Not all of them were about material sciences, but related topics. Mechanics, control systems, thermodynamics… None of them were particularly useful for a blacksmith, but I was still happy about their presence.

More information was not something I would turn my nose up at. Just because they weren't immediately needed didn't make them useless.

My first real disappointment was about the condition of the material. Not all books were intact. Some of them were half-burned, while the others were missing pages, moldy, or dirty enough to make reading a chore.

It was clear that whoever had them treated them as garbage. "What a disappointing loss," I muttered even as I carefully went through every book and journal, categorizing the information they contained.

Once that was done, I started reading the first article, a summary of the performance of two different industrial casting processes of aluminum with regard to their final tensile strength.

The actual conclusion part of the article was useless. First, I didn't work with aluminum, and even if I did, I was hardly at a point of caring which of the two methods would be more useful, when both processes were optimized to create several tons of metal for every batch, for plants that probably created a thousand tons each day.

The sense of scale between our old and new world was worlds apart.

I read it carefully, because the article went quite a bit in detail about the merits of various types of water cooling, and, in the process, went into a lot of detail on how hydrogen bubbles could damage the integrity of the metal, and how a certain combination of iron salts could be used as a solution. The process was roughly similar to the impact of the second crystal.

By comparing the information provided in the article with what was provided by the System, my mind was churning a lot of new ideas.

Before even finishing the article, I had six experimental setups I wanted to try, and that was merely the first article.

"We're going to have a lot of fun," I said as I looked at the rest of the books. Mathematical sociology might be my one true love … but sometimes, there was no harm in straying.

Not when I could feel another revolutionary development ahead of me.
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                As much as I wanted to spend the next month reading every book Eleanor had brought and carefully learn everything I could, I knew that it wasn't the best method to go forward. Improving my skills as far as possible by creating mana alloys was the far superior option.

The amount of information skills contained was incredible, and the perks were even more fascinating.

So, I restricted myself to reading material science articles that were relevant to my objectives, and merely skimmed the rest before I started to work on the forge.

This time, I had a large pile of broken shells to keep me going for several days. The best thing was that, it wasn't really wasteful. I already needed to break them into small pieces to use for forging, so they wouldn't be useless.

I stopped only when my reserves had been filled.

[Mana (160/160)]

Reserves weren't enough to forge one ingot, which meant I didn't have the luxury of following the recipe directly. I could have easily compensated for it with my Mana Manipulation perk, but the lack of environmental mana erased that possibility.

Meaning, I had to try more than a dozen times before I successfully forged a piece as small as my thumb. Even then, I would have failed if it wasn't for Intuitive Forging giving me some last minute burst.

"Regardless, a success," I muttered as I flipped the small piece. It was a sign of progress. The first mana alloy I had ever forged. "Too bad the System didn't reward me." Still, it didn't surprise me too much. What I had done was much harder than just using one of the bronze alloys to forge a dagger, but the System didn't measure difficulty the same way I did. Sometimes, it helped.

But, not always.

For Repair, that had been about both the general value of the weapon, and the extent of the damage to an equal measure. But, the sequence of the recipes that had been revealed made me suspect the materials had played even more of a role than I had first estimated.

Copper clearly didn't move the needle once the skill passed level twenties, while the bronze alloy's effectiveness had been dropped. "Maybe I should try working with iron," I said as I walked toward the cart.

Even a partial success could push my skill higher. There was no harm in trying, afterall.

However, even as I reached for an iron alloy, I caught a more distinctive glint behind it. An ingot of silver.

"Surely not," I said, about to ignore the idea the moment it occurred. Silver and gold were not exactly useful material when it came to practical applications, and they weren't exactly common in the first place. Some people had collected a lot, trying to fake the System Currency, only to fail. Trying to make anything usable out of silver had failed the same way.

But then, none of those attempts had been done by a blacksmith that could use mana directly. I could have tried to mix the silver with the granules of shell and the other crystals, but I did not. Not when I had an easier option.

I cut my hand and bled on the molten metal, pushing some of my Health into my blood.

[-129 Health]

It was rather ghoulish.

I started to use mana blow trick, trying to taint the metal with my mana as I shaped it into a rough, thumb-sized cylinder. It was tricky without System directions, but my earlier successes had already taught me enough. Merely fifteen seconds later, I quenched it in water.

[Mana Forge (Rare) 25 - 29]

I was shocked by the ease with which I had managed to improve my skills. A changed attitude and a generous experimentation budget was working wonders. I sighed, realizing just how big of a mistake my earlier desire to seek stability had been. Luckily, it was not too late.

However, while the skill confirmation had been interesting, the ease with which I was able to embed mana into silver was even more interesting. It was able to crystallize around mana even better than bronze, taking almost ten times the amount of mana without any problems.

Fascinating.

"Let's see if we can turn you into something useful," I said to the silver as I started tapping it gently. It was a spectacular failure, shattering under my blows, but I didn't care. I just melted it to cleanse it of my mana and blood, and repeated the process, stopping only to replenish my Health.

Of course, the experiment I was using was not cheap. The food I was consuming to replenish my Health was not cheaper than using dungeon materials for forging, and the resulting metal was barely increased. But, the System counted it as a success, which was all I needed.

Two hours was all I needed to reach fortyies, and then, the gains slowed down. I could have slowed down there, but I did not. Instead, I went in a simpler direction and changed the material.

Gold.

There was no gold in the material Eleanor had brought, but it didn't matter. I already had gold coins. I immediately melted five gold, forever ruining their ability to be used in System stores. Five gold coins barely gave me ten grams to work with, which, considering the density of the gold, was a tiny amount.

There wasn't even any mana that burst out, which was a pity.

Five experiments, all ending in failure. Probably, it wasn't enough to trigger the System. I still noted the results as well as I could have managed.

It was frustrating, but not frustrating enough to slow me down. I was tempted to melt the rest of my coins, but a hundred grams was still not a lot of gold. And, it represented my current fortune, which I might end up having to rely on in case of an emergency.

I decided to delay that experiment, and try something else.

"Time to try changing up the experiment," I said as I mixed that tiny amount of Gold into the silver, and repeated the experiment. It absorbed the mana even better, though similarly, it took more mana to count as a partial success.

I was glad that I didn't try to experiment with silver or gold at first, or the System might not have upgraded my skill.

[Mana Forge (Rare) 42 - 46]

"Let's see if I can turn you into a weapon," I said. This time, the material had actually been malleable enough not to shatter while forging, though it was not exactly usable. But, it was hard to care when I was rewarded with another notification.

[Mana Forge (Rare) 46 - 52]

[Perk Options — Modify / Masterwork / Creative Forging (Intuitive Forging) / Mana Control (Mana Manipulation) ]

A tougher choice, this time between Mana Control and Creative Forging. A better mana control was tempting, but considering Meditation was already helping me on that aspect, and that I needed to invent more materials for alloy variants, I chose Creative Forging.

They might not have been as useful for me, but it was critical for more funding.

Then, I paused as I put my hand on the silver. "Just like I suspected," I muttered. Once I had reached fifty, some new methods had been unlocked. Some better bronze alloys, but also some simple silver alloys. None of them used pure silver like I tried to, and instead used a much more minuscule amount.

Checking those processes, I could easily deduce its function. Silver was excellent to hold more mana, allowing the weapons to be more dense. But, even a small dagger forged that way would require thousands of points of Mana to actually forge successfully, which was not something I could do without environmental mana.

And, that meant that failing to trigger the improvement with gold as my material might not have been about the amount, but the mana density of the alloy. An interesting problem, but one I decided not to solve immediately. The next perk was at proficiency level one hundred, and even with all my tricks, it was inevitable that it would require more mana than I could extract from the broken shells.

Which meant that improving Repair was the far more efficient option. "Let's cheat the System again." There was no suggestion from the System on how to repair the damaged dagger, but applying the information I had gathered from forging on repairing was even easier. All I needed to do was to keep the Inspect skill active, so that the System registered the activities as a part of the repair effort.

"Recycling is fun," I muttered even as I repeated the same process again and again. The only thing I wasted was my Health-enhanced blood, which was certainly renewable.

Damaging and repairing the same dagger repeatedly was not a fun process, especially when I had to stab myself again and again, but it was easy to endure as I watched my Repair increase.

And, when I had reached the next threshold, I immediately picked Advanced Inspect as my Perk. The other options looked good, but with the way I used it, getting an even more detailed view of the internal structure of the metals was too critical to sacrifice.

"Now, to understand mana better," I pondered, wondering whether I could push my Meditation to the next threshold before Eleanor's next visit.

Not taking advantage of all that source of mana would have been a waste.
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                During Eleanor's next visit, I wasn't able to bring my Meditation skill to a higher level, but it was close. A few times, I tried to practice my combat skill, but without an enemy to target, its progress was very limited.

I had ceased my attempt to devour mana and instead grabbed the paper in front of me, making a show of taking notes.

[Mana Blacksmith - Level 32]

[Health 960/960] [Mana 0/160]

[Vitality 64 / Strength 64 / Dexterity 48 / Essence 16]

[Skills (4/10)

Mana Repair (Rare) - 62 [Advanced Inspect]

Mana Forge (Rare) - 59 [Creative Forging, Mana Manipulation]

Meditation (Common) - 42 [Controlled Flow, Enhanced Sensing]

Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 53]

I had to admit, I was fascinated by the development I had made. The only thing that lagged behind was my level, which would have to stay where it was until Maria returned to accompany me for another trip.

Eleanor returned, pulling another huge cart, but looked shocked when she looked at the pile in front of me. "You have already used more than half?" she asked.

"Well, yes," I replied. "I told you, experimentation can be expensive. Besides, does it matter? I thought all of them were useless."

"That might be so, but they are not unlimited. We barely have two more deliveries like this, and we run out of that stock," she said.

"We can always break intact ones," I said.

She looked unhappy about that. "We can't waste our only source of income, not when we're already running in the red," she said, cutting sharply. "You have already wasted enough. Any more, and you'll have to hunt them yourself."

I was about to reveal some kind of partial success, when I stopped. "Wait, is that an option?" I said.

"Normally, I would have said no, as you don't have the Dexterity required to stay out of their path but…"

"I don't need to hit their weak points. I don't need the shells to be intact," I completed.

She nodded. "Actually, that might work. You still have the ring of camouflage, right?" she asked.

I nodded.

"Good, you can use that to leave the camp with me. And, once we get there, you can disguise as a guild member here to check the dungeon, thinking of joining the camp. That way, we can excuse the broken shells as some kind of sample your guild requires. There are several spots that you can use alone easily, especially with your Hammer of Might. It's not a permanent solution, but we're already operating under the dungeon's limit until Lady Maria returns with the new recruits, so there's no waste."

"Excellent. That way, I can also observe those monsters destroying the weapons. It might give me a better direction about my experiments."

"Nice point," she said. "Unfortunately, even the safe spots are relatively dangerous. You need to increase your hammer proficiency further before you can move alone."

"It's already at twenty-seven, is that enough?" I asked. It was half of the real number, but even that was an absurd number.

A good choice, as her surprise was apparent, but not the point of shock. "Already," she said. "I underestimated you. Let's give you a new set of armor, pick a couple extra hammers, and we can move," she said.

"Do they destroy the blunt weapons as well?" I asked.

"Not at the same rate. The lack of an edge makes them last longer, but eventually, they get destroyed as well. Still, four hammers should be enough to take down about forty, which should be what you can take down and bring in."

"Excellent. I just need to bring a few ingots so I can repair my weapons," I said as I followed her.

"Can you do that without a forge?" she asked.

"Yes, but it'll be slower," I said, which was a bit of misrepresentation. Technically, there was a way I could do so, but it would be pointlessly inefficient. I wanted to bring them because I wanted to see if I could use mana forging as a cold forging method. "By the way, do you have a sword skill I can use?" I added. "Something that focuses on defense. I love my hammer, but I don't think it's a good weapon to use against an assassin."

"Hmm, you receive one point to your Dexterity, right," she said. I nodded. "I have an uncommon skill called Stalwart Guard that focuses more on shield than a sword. We purchased several during the initial tests, but it didn't work as well as we had hoped against the insect monsters."

"Exactly what I need," I replied as I followed her to the armory once more. She pulled that skill stone from a dusty shelf, showing it wasn't touched for a long time.

[Skill Stone: Stalwart Guard (Uncommon)]

I immediately absorbed it, ignoring the pain and discomfort. While having two melee skills was a waste for most warriors, production classes received too many skill slots to care about that. Having a new style that could help me defend against another potential assassin was worth using a slot.

Especially since improving it would take much less with my mana trick.

Once the pain of absorbing an external skill faded, I tested it a bit. One of the gladius-style short swords I had spent most of my time repairing worked wonderfully with it, but only when I had a shield ready.

"Not bad," I muttered. Paired with a large shield, it could be used against someone with a larger armor. Once that was done, I slipped the ring back to my finger, activating the spell effect. Once that was done, I followed Eleanor to the griffin, and sat behind her.

She said nothing at first. I grabbed the saddle desperately, wishing for a distraction. But, since I was supposed to not be there, I couldn't say anything. The vertigo was even worse while watching my skin change color constantly.

Apparently, the camouflage spell didn't count the back of a griffin as moving. A weird, arbitrary rule, but at this point, I was used to them.

"You can remove the ring," she said.

"Finally," I groaned as I put it in my pocket.

"You're getting more used to flying," she said.

"Y-yeah," I answered, which was all I wanted to say about the subject. "Why don't you tell me about the dungeon?" I said. While it was important, I was even more desperate for a distraction.

"Sure. You have been in a dungeon, right?"

"A few times, but merely for observation," I said, which was true. Dungeons were truly fantastical. Self-sustaining closed spaces that didn't correspond to their physical surroundings, constantly generating monsters that were capable of dropping items once killed like a video game.

Unfortunately, they were as fascinating as a venomous snake. They appeared without a distinct pattern. Some of them were easy to handle, and turned into a source of economic prosperity. The others were too dangerous to handle, requiring a dedicated force of experts to delve into the depths and destroy it.

And, some of them just went undiscovered, growing more and more until they exploded, spewing an army of monsters.

I had visited a few of them with hired escorts — when I was reasonably wealthy — to see what had been going on, but once I realized I lacked the tools to even start penetrating their mystery, I lost my interest.

The stars were fascinating as well, but I didn't continuously look at the sky and hoped to figure out how a main sequence star worked.

"Really? Most people prefer to level up in the dungeons. It's certainly more efficient, and drops help."

Another fun detail. Only in dungeons, did monsters drop items. Outside, they just killed and died.

"No. I didn't fight most of the time," I said. "It's rather new."

"Nothing to be ashamed of. It makes your improvement even more impressive," she said. "Now, the first thing you need to be careful of is that dungeons always have a mist that blocks the view. It depends on the type, but even the best one is merely more than three hundred yards. Our dungeon has a fifty yard range. Not exactly horrible, but enough to remove the probability of ranged combat. We have some flare scrolls for emergencies, but you need to angle them correctly for the people to notice."

"Understood," I said.

"The monsters inside are not exactly fast, but they can turn and twitch surprisingly quickly, which makes hitting their weak spots a challenge. Also, be careful about their mandibles. They can cut through armor. And, once you kill them, you have less than a minute before their shell melts, which can be difficult solo."

"Not for me. I can just rip a large piece," I said. "How about the drops?"

"Nothing much. Their drops are pretty rare in the first place. Mostly some basic skills, a couple common ones, and a few spell schemas. Nothing that goes for more than a few silver, basically negligible with the current scale."

"What about the crystals and the herbs?"

"Those grow on the dungeon walls, and the System Shop buys them. Some of them can even go for a gold or two."

"I'm guessing they are rare, or they would be the main source of income," I said.

"Yes. They grow on their own, and require constant exploration. Other than them, there's not much vegetation in this dungeon. It's more like a lifeless desert of stone, interrupted only by some shrubbery."

"Sound drab," I said.

"I prefer drab over complicated every day. Once, I fought in a jungle dungeon. Trees everywhere, hiding venomous monsters behind. It was pretty much hell."

I shuddered. She was right. Lifeless desert sounded much better than a jungle.

"Luckily, it's merely stuck in a constant twilight rather than darkness, so we don't have to deal with torches. Now, about the movement of the monsters. The first thing you need to pay attention to is…"

Most of the points she mentioned were obvious, but I still listened to them with rapt attention.

It was much better than focusing on my current mode of transportation.
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                "Don't forget to keep your helmet on, just in case," Eleanor said even as we landed. Only when the movement of the griffin stopped, I opened my eyes once again. "Your beard is impressive, but let's not take a risk."

I scratched my beard. Forcing it to grow faster was one of the pointless tricks I could do with Health. I just needed to keep it focused on my face, and it quickened the hair growth. A little bleach, and I comfortably looked like someone in mid-forties rather than thirty-one.

Not all disguises needed to be elaborate.

"Sure," I said even as I looked around, taking note of the environment. The first thing that caught my gaze was the gate made of glowing energy, about ten feet tall and half as wide, enough for two people to pass at once.

Dungeon Gate. The biggest problem Earth had ever faced, but also the biggest source of our growth. Talk about a mixed bag.

Interestingly, contrary to my expectation, there was no mana around the glowing gate. I had always assumed that they were dense in terms of mana. Another curiosity I wanted to explore, but it was not the time.

Around it, was a fortress to defend it, garrisoned by merely twenty guards. It was one benefit of mana dead location. The monsters around were much weaker, though inability to employ mages for anything other than emergencies reduced even that advantage somewhat.

It wasn't a fully fledged camp, but more of a keep, with merely a few buildings in its limits. From the open gate, I could see a secondary wall outside, currently holding several carriages, probably there to transport the gains to the camp.

Looking outside, I could see why they hadn't simply built their frontier camp next to the dungeon. It was on top of a hill, making any large-scale construction difficult. On the flipside, it was easy to defend against the monsters. A benefit, as it was a well known fact that monsters had a tendency to attack dungeon gates from outside.

A defensible location made a dungeon more valuable. And, one advantage of a mana dead location was that the number of monsters was considerably lesser. No wonder they continued to operate the dungeon even after Thomas took the official guards away.

However, it was clear that the fort wasn't relying just on an easily defensible position. It had four large towers, each holding three siege weapons. Large ballistas, to be exact. Their presence was rare, but they were still a part of defending towns.

I couldn't help but sigh as I looked at them. The existence of the siege weapons had been another problem that prevented the growth of the Blacksmiths.

They were just rarely used. A part of it was the cost. I didn't know for sure how much they cost, but considering our town only had a dozen of them to defend a much larger area, I guessed that they were valued based on platinum coins. Their ammunition was equally expensive, but effective, perfect for taking larger monsters that threatened the stationary defenses.

Ironically, their use case prevented the blacksmiths' growth even more.

One problem was making them. There was no recipe for making siege weapons in our Forge and Repair skills, something that continued to be true for my mana variants. Which meant, no easy construction.

If that had been the only problem, it could have been bypassed. Ultimately, the design of a ballista wasn't exactly the most complicated thing. Even if we couldn't make them as good as the other weapons, as long as blacksmiths could forge them for cheaper, the quantity could be used to cover up quality. Once the walls were covered up with hundreds of ballistas, the towns would be even more secure.

The real problem with that strategy was that using siege weapons didn't trigger the System. It meant, no matter how many monsters had been killed by siege weapons, there was no System feedback, meaning no leveling up, and no upgrade of skills.

And, since the monsters' attack on the town was one of the safest ways people could level up, the blacksmiths that tried to develop that direction had been quick to abandon that path. It was another reason to believe that, in the larger scheme of things, Blacksmiths were truly useless, even among the other production classes.

A fact I had also believed up until very recently.

Maybe I would try my hand on making some ammunition. Making an actual ballista was equally tempting, but since I either needed to coordinate with a woodworker, or forge it purely out of metal, which would take too much material.

Not to mention, I could hardly hide it when someone visited.

"I know it can be stressful to enter a dungeon, but please focus. You're representing your guild," Eleanor called, pulling me out of my pondering, also reminding me that I was supposed to be an employee for another guild.

"I was just checking the quality of the defenses," I said loudly. "We need to make sure the dungeon won't be any trouble."

"Not to worry. We're very careful to defend both sides," she said. "Now, follow me."

I did, and stepped through the glowing gate. A brief vertigo hit me as I was enveloped by light.

The next time I was on the ground, I was in a land of twilight, surrounded by a thick mist. At the edge of the mist, tall walls rose, far thicker than the ones outside. Sixteen towers rose high, tall enough that I couldn't see their top, but I had no doubt that they held multiple ballistas.

As I examined the defenses, I was starting to believe that I might have misunderstood the true power of the Griffin family. It wasn't just the number of siege weapons. I didn't know much about the dungeons, but I knew that not many organizations dared to establish permanent encampments inside the dungeon.

It made the operation far more efficient, but it also required a significant commitment to defend. It explained why Thomas taking the family forces away troubled them so much. Without the encampment, they would have been able to just reduce the number of trips but still work with a somewhat high efficiency.

Now, with their forces split into three different encampments, they had to keep their operation slow until the caravan could arrive with the new recruits.

No wonder they were losing money despite the incredible sales price of a shell.

I began to pay more attention to the operation as I followed her.

Unlike the other side of the camp, there were no buildings inside, just several open carts and a few workers currently piling them with bloody shells. "For now, you can use our fortress as a staging ground, but when your guild gets here, they need to establish their own fortress near ours," she explained loudly enough for the others to hear. "For now, you can borrow one of our carts, but you have to drag it yourself."

"That's agreeable, Lady Eleanor," I replied, playing the role even as I grabbed one of the carts and pulled it with me. It was not a challenging job for a blacksmith.

We didn't say anything more as she led me outside, and I dragged a cart with me. Meanwhile, she passed me a small bundle. "In here, there's a map, and multiple flares. It shouldn't be any risk unless you go too deep, as the monsters can't move fast enough to keep up with you, but be careful," she said. "I won't be able to stay with you. I have a patrol to lead."

That was not a surprise. Dungeons were treated as a prime leveling spot, mostly because the risks inside were predictable, especially near the gate. Assuming, of course, there were regular patrols deeper to keep the monster density manageable.

I didn't answer her immediately, but instead watched a scene at the edge of my vision. At a distance, there were two warriors, facing against an insect that was about two feet tall and five feet long, including the dangerous looking mandibles. One had poked it with a long spear, made of ordinary wood. The moment it poked against the shell, the wood started degrading.

The monster attacked him with a surprising burst of speed. He dodged the attacks multiple times, carefully leading it to his partner, waiting for an opportunity. Only when he caught the monster in the middle of its attack, he stabbed, sinking the blade to its mouth.

When he pulled, a sickly glow was around his sword, looking ruined. He probably could use it once more, but it would be the limit. However, the monster was not dead yet.

It required another stabbing, which turned the sword mostly useless. The two warriors managed to take an insect down in tandem in less than a minute. When it died, a small cloud of mana appeared. It dissipated even faster than usual. Even with my Meditation far higher than usual, I shouldn't be able to absorb a point.

I smiled. While meditation wouldn't have worked, the same wasn't true for the mana blow trick I had improvised. It latched it to mana directly, so it should allow me to catch some mana.

I continued to watch as the one that had been playing the bait pulled a few weird looking implements, and used them to pull the largest piece of shell while keeping it pristine.

Interestingly, once the beast died, touching the shell didn't cause any damage.

The shell piece they took was the biggest one, but it was still just a small piece, roughly round, from the center of its back. "They only take one piece?" I asked.

"That's the only piece that can be sold for eight silver," she replied. "The other pieces merely go for a silver, and it's hard to extract them on time."

I didn't ask what she meant. When they pulled back, the monster started fading into some kind of weird blue and white light that matched the dungeon's entrance.

Another feature of the dungeons. Absorbing the dead monster back.

Merely two minutes of work, and they were eight silver richer. Of course, minus all the costs, the fee for the access rights to the dungeon for access, and the cut the guards of the System Store would take… Still, not a bad profit.

"Looks easy," I commented.

"It is, when they are alone," she answered. "When they are more crowded, properly taking them down is very troubling." Then, she looked at my hammer. "Not for you, of course," she said as she led me away from the camp.

We walked about half a mile, before she brought me to a rocky area which limited mobility significantly. "This is the best place for you," she said. "Our hunting teams don't get near here because it's hard to properly bait them without a proper movement area."

"But, it's perfect for me," I said even as I moved toward the nearest monster. It attacked me, but stepping sideways had been easy. I smashed my hammer down and retreated from the path of the attack smoothly.

My skill might be offensively oriented, dodging was still a part of it. It still took ten blows to bring the beast down, almost a minute.

Of course, that was without using mana.

"Excellent. You have eight hours before we return. Don't get too far away, or do something stupid," she said before she walked away.

I twirled my hammer. For the first time, I was feeling excited for a fight.
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                I took down a few monsters while Eleanor walked away, still holding back, ripping the shells carelessly from their bodies. I didn't absorb the mana from them, both as a test of my abilities without mana assistance, and as a precaution in case she was still nearby.

Naturally, there was no reaction from the System. The insects were decent enemies, but not enough to help someone around level thirty to level up immediately. By spending about a minute each monster, the leveling efficiency would be much lower than trying to fight outside.

Then, there was the weapon destruction effect. While it wasn't as much as directly plunging into the mouth of the beast, every hit to the shell degraded the weapon somewhat. It was impossible to notice it with the naked eye, but with the Advanced Inspect, I could easily watch the damage. That effect got even stronger once a shell was cracked.

It was some kind of spell, sticking to the surface of the metal to worm itself to the surface, almost working like acid for a second before fading away.

It was interesting, but I couldn't focus on it as much as I wanted. Watching one of them bite a huge rock into two was enough to remind me that this operation was not without risk. Maybe I could spend more time testing it if the guards capture and immobilize one.

For now, it was time to improve my combat skills, and maybe gain a few levels. I first pulled the cart behind a rock. The monsters didn't seem to care about inanimate objects, but even if they did, I didn't care. Instead, I moved deeper into the rocky area, holding a broken shell in my hand.

Once I was sure that no one was around, I smashed it aggressively, and drained its mana.

[+3 Mana]

"Well, that was much less than I had hoped," I muttered. Normally, I would be able to drain almost twenty mana from a similarly damaged shell, but it was without the dungeon absorbing it back. Not that I cared much.

Then, I pulled the map Eleanor had given me, and examined it. The map only showed the first floor — as there were similar glowing passages that led to other floors — which was roughly circular.

With a radius of ten miles.

And, as if the idea of a pocket universe wasn't fascinating enough, I also knew that ten miles was relatively small as far as dungeons went. Truly fascinating.

Too bad I was here, inside an incredible miracle, only to kill monsters like a barbarian rather than exploring it as a proper scientist.

The map showed the patrol areas and the safe spots clearly. Eleanor had given it to me to keep me from getting into trouble, but I had the exact opposite intention. For me, it represented the best areas to operate.

"But first, a test," I muttered as I moved toward another monster, and pushed the mana to the head of the hammer. Though, once again, I was able to repeat the trick of mana attack only when I thought of the hammer as a forging tool.

Though, even as I faced the monster, and barely dodged the attack, I realized a small problem. Focusing on my Forging skill meant that the reflexive footwork didn't arrive. I was barely able to switch skills before throwing myself to the side, rolling painfully.

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 53 - 55]

"Note to myself, be careful about switching skills," I muttered as I looked at the corpse of the monster. If that blow didn't kill it in one hit, it wouldn't be that easy.

I sat on the ground, watching the mangled remains of the beast. The mana blow, even if it was just worth three points, increased its effectiveness against the shell significantly. It had turned the loot completely worthless.

More importantly, since its shell had been destroyed completely, the mana cloud around it was much thicker. More than enough for me to catch some using Mana Blow. Meaning, I could deal with multiple monsters without the need for stopping to replenish my mana.

I was still stuck near the cart for almost half an hour, hunting the monsters until my mana reserves were full, and killing twenty more insects in the process. Without holding back, I was able to shatter their shells in merely four or five hits even without using mana. But, without mana, there was no rapid skill increase.

Absorbing Mana was a slow process, but even half an hour was only possible because of my high Meditation skill. If it was below twenty five, I wouldn't have been able to take even a drop of mana from the greedy pull of the dungeon.

I fully intended to use the Mana Blow trick to kill the beasts rather than using my stored mana, but wasting an hour was acceptable for additional safety.

"It's time," I muttered even as I moved forward, my hammer flipping in my hand as I left the safe area behind, and moved toward the edge of the dungeon.

The landscape got rockier and rockier, but I didn't care about it. I was more interested in the density of the insects. I deliberately positioned myself so that multiple monsters moved toward me at the same time.

The first one, I killed using my reserves. Unlike trying to reverse the flow of Meditation, mana leaked out of my body smoothly to land on my hammer head.

[-4 Mana]

A single blow, and the target had been dealt with. This time, knowing that it would die in one blow, I hadn't thrown myself to the side in panic.

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 55 - 57]

Instead, I shifted back to Mana Forge, which allowed me to gather the mana around my hammer far faster than I could with Meditation. A step forward, and another beast died. Killing them unassisted allowed my skill to improve far faster.

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 57 - 59]

"Let's go," I muttered as I moved deeper recklessly, especially once I realized that using mana blow prevented the erosion effect from their shell sticking to my hammer, preventing durability loss.

A dungeon where I didn't need to share with others was an incredible treasure, especially one that fit my skill configuration perfectly. It was the perfect environment to use the benefits of the System. So, when I drifted away enough to see a swarm of insects, the count easily reaching hundreds, I moved forward.

The only thing that I paid attention to was not to be surrounded by the swarm as my hammer danced, my movement getting smoother and smoother.

Once my hammer skill reached seventies, it only started to increase once with every kill. At around eighty proficiency, it started going up once in several monsters. A pity, but not a big one. Having an external combat skill in the eighties was already fascinating enough. After improving my skill so much, I was able to shatter the shell with one hit, even without using Mana.

The skill didn't increase my Strength, but it gave me many new tricks to create an unbelievable sense of leverage, which was only possible due to Dexterity helping my body move.

As I destroyed the insects, their bodies continued to disappear. However, not all of them had disappeared into nothing. Several of them had left glowing orbs behind. Skills.

However, I didn't have time to stop and take them, since I was dealing with a swarm of huge insects. Instead, I continued killing, and counting.

As my skill proficiency passed the hundred and fifty mark, an even more welcome notification appeared.

[Level 32 - 33]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength,, +2 Dexterity]

I started moving smoothly. It was even more efficient than leveling with Maria's help. Experiencing it directly, I could understand why people were charging for dungeon access. Fighting against only one type of enemy made things far easier.

As I fought, I realized an unexpected situation. As I continued to kill, the surrounding monsters started to get antsy. Still, I wasn't deep enough for it to be a risk, so I merely decided to deal with the mess.

I fought for almost twenty minutes without interruption, which was a challenge that would have exhausted any warrior. But, that was another benefit of being a Blacksmith. There were some classes that didn't even receive Vitality, while most of them only received one point. Blacksmith received double, giving us a considerable endurance even without burning Health to reinforce the muscles.

As I fought, another reward arrived.

[Level 33 - 34]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Essence]

When the onslaught was over, I had killed a total of five hundred and forty six monsters, though there was no sign of it other than a few glowing orbs, the rest had long disappeared. However, I didn't bother gathering the skill stones just yet.

While I was curious to check them and see if there was anything useful, something else was far more important.

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) - 100]

[Perk Options — Shattering Blow / Smooth Step]

I was as happy to learn that there was an unexpected benefit to leveling external skills as much as I was happy about leveling once more.

Too bad it seemed to hit its limit by reaching hundred, not improving further. Another choice." Smooth Step was tempting. It was clearly related to dodging, which was helpful. However I chose Shattering Blow.

I already had a new skill focused on defense. For the moment, trying to focus on my strength seemed like a better idea.

That way, even without mana, I could deal with a horde, an ability I could reveal to Eleanor. Not today, maybe, but it would be convincing after a few more trips. It would still be hard to swallow, but I could always spin a tale about discovering my aptitude toward fighting with a hammer, maybe mixing with some kind of desperate battle against ten thousand bugs.

It was well known that the desperation of death helped skills improve faster.

It would mean potentially revealing a secret — that external skills granted a Perk once they reached proficiency one hundred — but I wasn't afraid of it for multiple reasons. First, I had a feeling that it wasn't a big secret. I was sure that bigger organizations had long discovered it.

Unlike my Mana Skill upgrade, its discovery was far more straightforward. Meaning, it was a secret I could give up safely to improve her impression of me.

I made a note to proudly declare that I had already reached sixty today. A good lie benefited from a good foundation.

Then, I started walking toward the glowing skill orbs.
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                I walked around the battlefield, collecting the skill stones. Not that it took a long time, as there were merely fifteen of them. It meant, about only one in thirty of the beasts had dropped a skill.

Of those fifteen skill stones, nine of them didn't react, showing that I lacked the prerequisite conditions to activate them. And, since the dungeon didn't drop anything truly rare, I guessed it was related to missing stats rather than anything I could match. Perception, Charisma, Wisdom … and, my biggest achilles heel, Intelligence.

That, or they might be some commonplace spell schemas or construction recipes that required a specific ability. Then, I started examining the six that I received.

[Skill Stone: Overhead Strike (Basic)]

[Skill Stone: Ice Blast (Basic)]

[Skill Stone: Nurture (Basic)]

[Skill Stone: Nurture (Basic)]

[Skill Stone: Swipe (Basic)]

[Skill Stone: Stab (Basic)]

Ice Blast had immediately caught my attention among the available skills. A magic skill, something incredibly tempting in more ways than one. However, no matter how tempting it was, I didn't absorb it immediately.

A dungeon wasn't the best place for starting a new experiment. It was better to focus on the one I had in front of me.

The other five skill stones weren't as interesting. Nurture was the sole class skill of Farmers, which was a class that was even more unfortunate than Blacksmiths. Not only were they limited to receiving only one point of Vitality, but they also received only one class skill, which could be used to hasten the growth of the plants.

One that used their Health in return.

They almost exclusively worked in greenhouses, growing food. While monster meat could be used as a food, metabolizing the enhanced food they produced was faster. The basic variant, in particular, was useless at this point.

Of the three combat skills, two of them were worthless. At this point, the basic skills were plentiful enough to be picked for a few copper coins, and even a common combat skill wasn't too different. I hadn't changed mine before, mostly because I hadn't been planning to go to the trouble of improving my proficiency from the start.

Actually, absorbing Stab was tempting as well. Just like how Overhead Strike was a basic hammer skill, Stab was a basic spear skill. Adding another weapon to the mix was an alluring idea, particularly after confirming that I was able to gain a Perk from improving external skills.

A simple perk, maybe, but only through the existence of my Perks was I able to break through the limits of the skills.

"One step at a time," I said even as I collected the skill stones, not absorbing any of them.

Before absorbing them, I needed to confirm that the rapid improvement trick actually worked with weapons other than hammer, which was not a given.

"Let's see if it works," I muttered even as I retreated back toward my cart. On the way, I had killed a few insects, but I didn't bother using any mana. Instead, I focused on collecting their shells to put on the cart. It was better to be safe than sorry.

When I arrived, the cart had been untouched. I put the shells I collected there as well as all skills except three — Stab, Nurture, and Ice Blast — before I changed my weapons to sword and shield. It was finally the time to test the skill properly.

I attacked the air. My movement was direct, straightforward, and most importantly, incompetent, which was inevitable. One point of proficiency didn't mean much, and the glaring mistakes were even more obvious after bringing another combat skill to hundred.

I ignored them, and instead tried to use mana in my storage to attack. It would be easier to use than Mana Blow.

[-2 Mana]

It failed.

"That's not good," I muttered. I was very confident that I could use the mana to enhance the attack, but it didn't even take hold around the sword. I tried the same thing multiple times, trying to modify the shape of the mana.

Even when I depleted most of my mana, it failed. My unfamiliarity was not helping. "I need to watch a swordsman use mana attacks," I deduced, which was not exactly easy to find. I didn't know if Eleanor was capable of using mana. She might be depending on the class, as there were multiple hybrid classes. But, I didn't see her use one. And, I couldn't ask her about it without looking suspicious.

She wasn't like Maria, willing to entertain my random questions. Nor was she careless enough not to realize she would be revealing potential secrets.

Waiting for Maria was the easiest way. It was likely that she had a melee external skill that she could use for emergencies. I remembered that she carried a dagger. However, I needed to wait almost five days for her. There were other ways to handle things.

"And, I don't need mana for the first step, do I?" I said to myself. Just because the mana trick didn't work didn't mean I didn't have any other option.

I made a simple forward attack with the sword a few times, then switched to hammer, replicating the attack. Of course, the weapons were really different, but so was the difference between one point of proficiency and a hundred.

More importantly, there was a lot of overlap between two melee skills, just like there was a strong overlap between Repair and Forge. The concept of balance, momentum, maintaining a distance … all had been a relevant part of it.

It took merely five swings to improve my skill once.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 1 - 2]

I was more than happy to discover another way to improve the skill. Clearly, it wasn't too effective, barely matching the speed of killing monsters, especially with the momentum lacking. I practiced for ten minutes.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 2 - 11]

The improvement was nice, but not as high as it could have been. It slowed down significantly once I passed the ten point mark. It was barely enough to fight against monsters.

However, I didn't rush to fight against them immediately. I only had one shield, and I didn't want to ruin it with a mistake.

"Speaking of shields," I said even as I paused, focusing on the skill once more. I referred to it as a sword skill, but it wasn't, was it? It was a sword and shield skill. Once I reached ten proficiency, several moves that included the shield in a more offensive manner had opened up.

That put a big smile on my face for one, good reason. In terms of momentum, a shield attack was more similar to a hammer than a sword. "Let's try it again," I said. I started another round of practice, this time focusing on shield attacks over sword ones.

The skill continued to rise. Half an hour of practice had been enough to bring my skill to a new stage.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) - 25]

"Cheating is fun," I said even as I started moving deeper once again. While I had been fighting, I had been interrupted by the occasional monster, but I chose to deal with them using my hammer. It was the first time I was going to use a sword.

I approached an insect, trusting the skill to do its job. When the beast attacked, I took a step to the side, and slammed it with my shield. Unbalanced, I followed with multiple attacks, a combination of shield and sword, relying on the direction of the skill.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 25 - 26]

The reward was nice, but the damage to both my sword and shield was considerable. No wonder they dealt with the monster by distracting it.

Still. It was a reasonable sacrifice. The damage to weapons would explain how I was able to improve the combat skill that quickly. An improvement I wanted to reveal, at least to some degree. It would be less suspicious than suddenly defending myself with incredible proficiency if the need arose.

"Now, the next trick," I said as I tried to time my attacks with a mana burst.

It wasn't like the mana blow. It didn't impact my attack. However, it managed to interfere with the corrosion effect, preventing the weapons from slowly getting damaged. It was another trick, but not a particularly valuable one. Simply repairing them was easier.

"Still, it's always better to know more rather than less," I said, more than happy with my performance.

After killing a few more beasts, I started experimenting once more, doing my best to correct the skill based on the feedback of the hammer attacks. I occasionally switched weapons just to refresh my memory.

Soon, another dozen insects fell under my attacks, and I ripped their shells before they faded. Though, even as I repeated the attack, I noticed an interesting detail. The ones with their shells ripped didn't seem to drop skills at the same rate.

"Interesting. Too bad it's not statistically significant," I pondered. I needed to kill a lot of beasts and test it that way. However, first, I wanted to finish improving my sword skill. I continued killing, not only collecting shells, but also improving the skill high enough to — hopefully — impress Eleanor without alarming her.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) - 41]

"Impressive, but not groundbreaking," I finally said. The best part, the way I improved it was actually replicable. She could test it with another hammer expert, and they would get some results.

Not at the same level, but enough to keep her from getting suspicious.

I returned to the cart to drop my sword and shield along with the excess shells. Then, I moved deeper, hammer in hand, feeling strangely excited that I would be able to run the experiment myself. The day had been filled with fascinating discoveries.

Maybe that had been my mistake all along, I decided. I relied on others to collect data, rather than doing it myself.

I had another experiment to run.
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                After killing another three hundred monsters — half with their shells ripped, half left intact — I had received three rewards, with ascending importance. I had collected six skill stones. I had reached level thirty-five.

And, I gathered enough data to reinforce the idea that the intact monsters had a higher likelihood of dropping a skill stone. I received two stones from the first group, and four from the second. It could still be a coincidence, but the numbers were still reliable.

At the same time, I noticed that whenever a skill stone appeared, the glow had been slightly brighter. "Let's try something else," I muttered even as I found another small group. This time, when I killed them, I made sure to pile their corpses together.

I expected them to disappear in sequence, but ten of them had disappeared at the same time, leaving a skill stone behind. "I wonder if that's a coincidence."

It turned out that, it was not. Whenever I piled at least ten monsters together, there was always at least one skill stone. Even better, they were not exclusively basic, and there had been some common mixed, but the results were tempting. I wanted to try increasing the number, but there was a limit to the number I could pile alone.

The moment the first one reached the time limit, they all disappeared together.

For that, I needed to go deeper.

"I'm probably trying to discover something that's already known," I pondered even as I moved farther away, not even bothering to bring back the shells I collected. Instead, I just demolished them to replenish my mana as an insurance.

With an uncommon skill maximized, I wasn't afraid of the risks of the first floor, but that was not an excuse to be careless.

This time, I didn't stop until I found an even bigger swarm. The mist prevented me from counting the full numbers, but their distribution pattern suggested that there were at least five hundred of them. "At least another level," I muttered, but I didn't attack them directly. Instead, I searched for a nice, defensible spot with a solid rock behind me.

There were two reasons for it. Fighting without worrying about attacks from behind was more fitting to my style. And, with the monsters attacking en masse, I didn't need to waste any effort piling them together.

Once that was done, I went to attack the first one. The swarm reacted as one, chasing me to the spot I had picked. What followed was a man against a thousand monsters, a daring and incredible fight … or, at least, it should have been.

Instead, it was no different than repairing a hundred swords at once. Interesting trick, but once it was discovered, the process was almost routine. Mostly, I dealt with them using the standard Mana Blow trick, and whenever the numbers turned tricky, I relied fully on skills, Shattering Blow easily solving the trouble.

I just needed to let out a point of mana to prevent the backlash from damaging my hammer.

In the end, I killed almost a thousand monsters, yet gained merely one level, showing that I was already reaching the limits in terms of gaining a level. I doubted that I would be able to gain even one more level today.

However, I didn't care about that, and collected the skill stones. I had another fifteen skill stones in hand. Most of it, I wasn't able to properly read. But what I had received from the largest pile I had managed to gather — thirty-eight insects — had already reinforced my assumption.

[Skill Stone: Nurture (Uncommon)]

I wondered if there were any uncommon skills in the mix. Too bad I wasn't able to read most of them. I decided to keep them separate and ask Maria later. Better safe than sorry.

However, the Nurture skill, I absorbed. I had no reason not to. Unlike common skills, I already knew that uncommon ones could grant a perk, and as long as I act creatively, I should be able to raise it to its limit and get a Perk.

[Nurture (Uncommon) - 1]

And, while having a combat perk was convenient, it didn't fascinate me as much as getting another trick that relied on production skills. The synergy possibilities were incredible.

Assuming, of course, I could make it work.

Curious about how it would go, I moved to one of the rare half-dead thorny plants, and put my hand on it. I felt a familiar energy move inside me, and went through my finger. It was a subtle feeling, one that I would have missed if I hadn't been playing around with my Vitality for the last three years.

To my shame, I was not making any progress. The best trick I had been able to discover was to imbue my blood with Health, which only came useful due to sheer coincidence. I never even thought about acquiring a Nurture skill to test.

Mostly because, up until I had combined Forge and Repair, I hadn't even thought about using skills to improve each other.

Sometimes, all it took was a new look to a paradigm shift to open a completely new path.

As I used Nurture, I could feel my Health moving in a smoothness I could never replicate even as it departed my finger and disappeared into the plant. I repeated multiple times, wasting some of my Health, all without getting any feedback other than the leaves getting greener.

[-92 Health]

"That's enough experimentation," I said even as I left the plant behind. I wasn't annoyed with my lack of success, as it was only the first impression. It wasn't even a proper failure. The talk I had given Eleanor was not just for show.

I was used to tangling with a complicated problem for months without getting a result, persisting. "Looking back, it was the mistake that led me stuck in that dead end job for three years, ignoring the obvious," I pondered. I was so used to succeeding when I had put my mind into it, I didn't even bother working for the alternative path even as I decided to join the budding research organizations.

Though, I wondered what my old therapist would say. Maybe something about unhealthy focus on achievements, or something about seeking comfort in familiarity in face of disaster.

"Maybe one day, I'll learn," I muttered, wondering if she was alive. A thought that I abandoned once I started killing monsters once again, but with a twist.

This time, I focused on using the sword. Technically, it was a good piece of equipment, because it stunted my performance significantly. In three hours, I could kill at least three thousand with the hammer, maybe more if I was lucky and find a larger swarm, which would give me not only enough materials to keep going for a long time, but also help me gain at least another level or two, even with the rapidly lessening effect of the weaker monsters.

However, it wasn't worth the suspicion it would generate. I couldn't show an incredible improvement in both techniques during the same day. Showing off my sword skill was not the safer option, but there were certain advantages.

Like asking her some questions on how to use a sword. Even if she didn't have the ability to use mana, she still had at least a Rare skill. Any insight she provided might help me improve my second skill even further.

Also, I had to admit, trying to come up with new ways to deal with the giant insects was more fun than I had expected. I was getting more and more used to weaponizing my shield, and I had the advantage in pure strength as long as I didn't just try to tank their charge.

A few shield bashes put them in an unbalanced state, slowing their attack, giving me the chance to deliver a killing blow.

The only problem with the style was the weapon degradation. It damaged them far more than the method the others had been using. Considering the price and rarity of the ingots that were used for repairs, I would have been operating at a loss even without factoring in the taxes and various expenses.

However, not caring about making ends meet was truly a luxury. I just repaired them directly while using ingots. I didn't even need to start a fire, just used mana directly to merge the alloy ingots with the shield and the sword.

Raising Mana Repair over sixty had opened up a lot of new opportunities. Of course, I still pulled several bushes and set a small fire, just enough to mislead Eleanor.

I could have repaired them even without using the material I brought along, but that would have required a real fire, intense enough to soften the metal so I could infuse it with mana once again, which was not exactly easy to set up.

A smirk appeared on my face as I imagined myself in the dungeon, with a huge forge setup, swatting monsters and repairing weapons. A nice dream, but a little bit too noticeable for my taste.

I continued killing monsters while practicing the skill, but I only managed to gain four more points, showing that I had already depleted the benefits from my other combat skill. So, halfway, I changed focus and started trying to figure out how to use mana attacks.

Though, once I depleted my mana, I stopped. Eleanor might return early, and I didn't want to get caught playing with Mana. I still didn't know if she could use — or at least sense — mana, but until I was sure, I would go around with empty mana reserves.

I didn't have any success, but toward the end, I managed to time it perfectly to at least protect the sword. It was probably useless, as anyone that could use mana would have been targeting more profitable dungeons. While this dungeon had been a source of fortune for me, ultimately, it wasn't really anything worthwhile in the grand scale.

Or, they wouldn't have used it as a tool for a bet.
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                Eleanor arrived as I was in the middle of another fight. She walked toward me rather than running, but I could see her freeze for a moment even as I fought against the monster, throwing it around easily.

It was hard to pinpoint the skill level without some direct tests, but a rough guess was far easier. Even a conservative estimate would put that over thirties. I said nothing as she approached, stabbing the monster through its mouth after a fight that lasted about half a minute.

"Wow, incredible performance," she said. I was surprised, not by her words, but her smile. It was the first time I saw her lips stretching that much. "How did you pull that off?"

I smiled, curious if I could leverage it for another advantage, but in the end, I decided to stick to the familiar excuse. While revealing what was possibly a secret rankled me, I was almost certain that it was common knowledge for people at her level.

There was no way the whole world had missed something that straightforward for three years. "A little luck, a little skill," I replied.

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"I'm sure you noticed that a skill improves faster if someone has been more competent if they were familiar with the subject," I said.

"Of course," she said as she shifted her stance. "You can't believe how glad I am for picking fencing as a hobby even before the Cataclysm," she said, her sword shifting to a familiar stance, yet lacking the smoothness of a skill.

It might be the first real personal information I had from her.

"Exactly, that's the part of the reason I improved quickly," I said.

"Really, you did fencing as well?" she said.

"No, but I had visited my fair share of renaissance fairs, jousting and playing fake knight," I said. She frowned, clearly not finding it reasonable. Not a problem, as that was just there for a later stage, when others failed to copy. "Though, the real benefit had been forging," I said.

"What do you mean?" she asked, looking confused.

"Swinging a hammer for three years taught me a lot about how to swing heavy objects the best way, especially with my Hammer of Might as a template," I said even as I used a shield attack. It was an aggressive downward swing, one that was most similar to the movement of a hammer.

"I see, clever," she said, but I could see her smile fading to a look of boredom. She was not really interested in it. Understandable, as what I had revealed would only be effective for beginning. Three years ago, it would have been extremely valuable, but currently, there were easier ways to increase skills.

Like finding a dungeon that fitted well with the skill before starting to kill, like the insect monsters and the hammer skill.

"Of course, I still managed to raise it to forty-five. Even with the similarities, it should mean that I have a talent for the sword," I added, curious whether it would make her interested. Her earlier reaction convinced me that it was a safe move.

"Forty-five, in eight hours? Impressive," she said even as she raised her sword. "Let's see how good you are. Defend yourself."

With that, she dashed forward. She was faster than I had expected, but not enough to keep me from pulling down my shield to parry her attack. I drew my sword as well, defending myself under her repeated attacks, getting faster and faster.

I didn't hold back. I couldn't, not when I had to act reflexively. She started moving faster, her hits getting harder and harder. "You're relying on blocking too much," she said as she moved her sword faster than I had expected.

If she had been aiming for my neck, it would have killed me. Health was useful, but it didn't cure decapitation. Instead, she aimed for the center of my shield, trying to push me back. She succeeded, and I stumbled back.

"Interesting, you're better than I had expected," she muttered, then her eyes widened. "Of course, double Strength. It pairs really well with Stalwart Guard."

"Probably," I said. "It's really good for a blacksmith. With it, I'm confident I can defend myself longer against the next assassination."

"Good to have confidence, but don't overestimate yourself, nor underestimate any opponent," she said even as she attacked again. This time, rather than trying to break my guard, she moved around me. It took three attacks for her to press her sword against my throat.

"Noted," I said, making a show of gulping in fear. I already knew that she could kill me easily, but showing some fear was not a bad idea if it would make her feel better.

After all, she still controlled my experimental budget.

"Put on your helmet and follow me," she said. She started walking, and I followed her. "So, did you manage to collect enough for your experiments?"

"Enough for three days, maybe a week if I try to be conservative," I said.

"Really?" she asked as she looked at the cart, which had been filled with a lot of broken shells.

"I can stretch it further, of course, but it'll slow down the experiment," I replied. "Instead of that, why shouldn't I return tomorrow for another collection."

"I can't ferry you with me. I only visit the dungeon once every five days to clean the lower levels to prevent an overrun."

"You don't have to. There's teams moving between the dungeon and the town constantly, right?" I asked.

"Yes, once every four hours," she said. "It's mostly to transport the gains."

"And, would it be suspicious if a guild representative assigned his house while he tested the dungeon? We can even move the forge there," I said. She looked reluctant. Understandable after the assassination attempt.

Luckily, I had already seen that she wasn't very happy with Maria spending time with me for some reason. "And, that way, I won't be living in the same building with Lady Maria. It's improper," I said.

"Good point, but I don't have time to arrange a new residence," she said. "We'll say that you're going to stay as a guest in the main building. I'll set up a new place before Lady Maria returns."

"Just make sure that we have an excuse to bring in and out a lot of materials," I said.

"Don't be too greedy," she warned.

"I'm not," I said. I was being greedy, of course, but it was not a good idea to say it. "But, while the other blacksmiths learn how to repair faster, I might still need to repair swords. If I have a way, your job will be easier," I said.

"Good point," she admitted again.

I was tempted to give her some more ideas, but I could see that I had already pushed her to the limit. "If you don't mind my asking: Why do you have to come here every five days?" I said.

She looked at me, surprised. "You know what a dungeon overrun is," she said.

"Yes. It's what happens when a dungeon is left unattended too much, and the gate breaks," I said.

"It also happens between floors," she explained. If the bottom floors left to grow, sooner or later, monsters burst out.

"I see. That sounds dangerous," I said. "But, why don't the guards clean the lower floors? Is it that dangerous?"

"Not particularly," she said. "It's just inconvenient."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"The second floor is similar to the first, but it has two differences. The vision range is merely forty yards, and there's a second kind of insect with a ranged attack."

"Is it deadly?" I asked.

"No. It doesn't hurt the skin," said. "However, it damages the weapons and armors significantly. A lot of families tried various combinations, but it's still unprofitable. The lack of mana makes things too hard," she said.

My mind already went to the corrosion resistant material I could make based on the Rare recipe. Suddenly, that had turned even more valuable. I decided to keep it a secret.

"How about the other floors?"

"The third one is even worse. The mist is even thicker, and there are occasional giant insects that are even more dangerous."

"I'm guessing that they are worth more."

"Yes. They go for a gold, but it doesn't matter," she said. "They are not common enough to make their hunting profitable, but still strong enough to kill anyone unprepared. A bad combination."

"How about the fourth floor?" I asked. "Or are there only three floors?"

"No, there are at least four floors," she said.

"What do you mean, at least?"

"Because it's not a desert but a bog, constantly rotting weapons and armor. Even high level weapons would be damaged by it."

"Really, is there no way to resist?" I asked.

"Not any that makes any financial sense," she said. "It would have been different if the dungeon granted any rare skill, but it's not worth it. Rare Nurture would have been useful, but the dungeon is too weak to grant anything above basic in a default state. It's not worth the effort to get the Rare variant."

Interesting, I thought. Her words implied that my trick of piling the monsters together was well known trick. That, or they had better methods to do the same. Either way, it didn't really matter. I decided to ask another question. She was in a good mood after I had displayed my sword skill, and I didn't want to waste it.

"How about the risk of overrun?" I asked. "What if there are even bigger monsters?"

"Not a risk," she said. "Even if there are stronger monsters, they would first fill the third and second floors. I would catch them long before they reach the first one," she explained.

She had just confirmed that no one would go down to the fourth floor because it would be a waste. Not for me, not with my corrosion-immune alloy.

Suddenly, I was glad that I kept my shut about the possibilities.
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                "Do you think anyone would recognize you?" she asked.

"I don't think so," I said. "To their knowledge, the blacksmith you brought along is already dead. And, I didn't interact with many people. As long as my beard grows a bit more, no one should."

"Good," she said. "Then, we're going to register you as a guild representative of that wretched woman."

"Rosie?" I asked.

"Yes. Her guild is already registered here?"

My eyes widened. While Broken Tankard had always been a very good business, Rosie had never shown an interest in establishing a guild. The sudden change was interesting, but not entirely in a good way. Eleanor and Maria were dangerous on a battlefield, but the same wasn't true for anything else.

Rosie was much sharper. Keeping things secret from her would be far more difficult even without being in her employ.

Guilds were weird entities. Their exact legal standing differed from town to town, especially since every town operated independently, at least when practical matters were concerned. It meant that the legal system was long gone, and disputes were handled in an informal manner.

Our town, for example, had something similar to an elder's council, where respectable — meaning strong or rich — citizens took collective decisions. I hadn't interacted with them much, but I had observed the decisions they took.

More often than not, those decisions showed that they were more than happy to treat the guilds as independent entities, accepting the way they disciplined their members as long as it wasn't too excessive; and their definition of excessive didn't exactly match with mine.

No, I didn't want to suddenly put myself under the authority of Rosie.

Technically, I did that with Maria — and indirectly, Eleanor — but it was a mere business relationship. I had no doubt that, if I taught their blacksmiths about how to repair fast before disappearing, they would just wish me luck.

"I don't think that's a good idea," I said. "If I work for her, she could easily find out everything I bring out." She looked at me suspiciously, probably about the fact that Rosie had introduced me.

"Really? Didn't you work for her?" Eleanor asked, surprised. "Don't you trust her?"

"No, I worked with her," I said, quick to highlight the difference. I realized that Eleanor assumed the relationship between me and Rosie was more similar to hers with Maria. Knowing Rosie, it was something she implied, but never openly said.

"She isn't my employer, but a business partner. I had purchased her services many times before I … fell to hard times. I trust her as a business partner, but it doesn't mean I want to declare my loyalty to her," I said. "Oaths of fealty are serious things."

They were not, but Eleanor was clearly more inclined to that feudal mode of thinking. I wondered if it was the impact of hanging around people with Charisma, or just the natural inclination of seeing a new order in chaos.

Either way, one good thing about living in a small town, people with Charisma didn't deign to live in such a small place.

"Of course, loyalty is a serious thing," she said. "But, that means we don't have an easy solution."

"Don't we?" I said. "With the guards gone, I'm sure you're interacting with a lot of new guilds. Register me under a new one," I said.

"Really, you have a Guild Mark?" she said.

It didn't feel like a random question. "What do you mean?" I asked.

"It's an item that drops from the dungeon, like skill stones. It allows guild members to connect," she said.

"Really? I never heard of them," I said. "And, I'm pretty sure the ones in our town don't have any."

"It has a lot of benefits while operating in a dungeon," she said, then paused.

From the way she paused, I could see that she didn't know about those benefits either. So, I didn't bother asking more. "I'm guessing it's not exactly cheap?"

She chuckled. "Of course not. You need to destroy a dungeon to acquire one. I didn't even hear of one being sold." She paused again. "Actually, I'm not even sure they can be sold."

"Then, I'm sure that, as the commander of the camp, you can arrange an unofficial guild for me, and I'll be the leader."

She paused, thinking. "Alright, but only temporarily. I won't let you get everything you want just because you can repair weapons."

"How about this: I'll do my best to train the blacksmiths for you like I promised, and in the meanwhile, do my best to handle the overflow. You just need to arrange the delivery for the guild hall secretly until the training is complete, so I won't get assassinated. And in exchange, you'll arrange a guild hall that I can use both as a forge and a small team. You won't have to fund my experiments going forward, and, after three months, I'll start paying rent just like any other guild."

She looked surprised. "Are you sure? Even without a Guild Mark, establishing a guild is a serious thing. It feels sudden."

It was, but only because I didn't actually expect her to allow it. Letting a guild to be established in town, even a budding, troubled one like their camp was a serious affair. She must have been even more impressed by my fighting ability than I assumed.

Every other time I asked anything, she had been acting like I was begging for free food. But now, she was actually treating me as a peer.

"Alright. I'll even give your guild one person access for a month, but you have to pay tax like everyone. Take it as a gift from me. But, if you want to expand your guild, you have to join the weekly bidding like any other guild."

"Sounds fair," I said.

"And, I'll take the forge away the moment the other blacksmiths arrive. We don't have a spare. You have to source your own equipment."

"Tough, but manageable," I said. "But, I still need to use it occasionally to experiment."

"Only if you're willing to pay rent and mix in with the other blacksmiths," she said.

"What about the supply risk?" I asked.

"I thought about it, and I don't think it's an acceptable risk," she said. A sudden change. She must have realized that I had exaggerated the risk to get more material.

Admittedly, she would be right. I didn't think they would have tried to assassinate me if they could cut supply.

It would have scared me before visiting the dungeon. But, now that I had a better understanding of what was going on inside of the dungeon, I was confident that utilizing forged corrosion-resistant equipment was more profitable than importing mana alloys.

If I played my hand right, I would make enough money to fund my experiments. And, the best part, I was doing something that would benefit them.

I just needed to make some serious progress beforehand.

"Fair," I said.

"You must be really confident that you can find a way to invent a new material," she said.

It was a reasonable suspicion. "Fifty-fifty," I said. "Of course, I'll be willing to sell it to you for a reasonable price. Maybe for permanent access spots?" I asked.

"Sure. We'll discuss it based on the material's performance," she said. "As long as it doesn't cost more than double, I'm willing to pay for it."

As I followed her, we started talking about other formalities, which I could handle easily. I had managed too many projects as a professor to be slowed down by little details.

However, the more I discussed, the more I realized her opinion about the new alloy I promised to develop. She was certain that I could actually develop it — which was true — but she also had very strict assumptions about its limits.

Since it was not provided by the System, it had to be strictly inferior.

That approach irked me, but I wasn't in a hurry to change her mind about it, and ruin her mood in the process. Since she believed that I was certain to succeed, she could have insisted that developing an alloy for them was a part of the contract, and I couldn't sell.

Her goodwill was valuable. It was also the reason I was pushing things at an uncomfortable pace. I didn't want to miss this opportunity like I had done before. All it would take was another dungeon drop with some stupid new enchantment to ruin my budding business, and I needed to make some money beforehand.

Of course, while I wanted to make money, it wasn't the only reason. After everything I had discovered, having a space that truly belonged to me was vital.

Important enough to push some limits and look suspicious. Luckily, I had excuses in place to distract others from my real secrets. Maria had helped me level up, and Eleanor provided me with multiple valuable skills. Together, they went a long way to explain any casual questions people might have, especially since no one had any reason to interrogate them about the details.

There were still some risks, but those were acceptable.

So, I said very little once I stood behind Eleanor while handling the registration details. Though, my eyes widened when I learned when they were purchasing the undamaged shells for only two silver.

I expected a hefty cut, but that still surprised me.

"You can always not sell and bring them to the System Store yourself," she countered mockingly. She had a point. They had to be transferred by a caravan, and the nearest System Store was almost two weeks away. "Just one silver," she said, then added. "Even if they are broken."

It worked for me as well. After all, I wasn't planning to bring most of them out in the first place.

Still, it was a successful trip. Not just in terms of gains, but it actually made Eleanor warm up to me. And, that meant I could actually do a lot more than I was initially planning.

I couldn't help but appreciate the irony. I had so much to offer, but the two greatest opportunities I had gotten in this Post-Cataclysm world had nothing to with it. Maria helped me far more than necessary because I was good enough to entertain her playing chess, and Eleanor was impressed by the rapid improvement of my sword skills.

I didn't expect to end up like one of those useless rich kids that only got the job because they played golf with the CEO.

Life was unpredictable.
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                "This is your new house," Eleanor said. "You have until the return of the caravan to make it a livable place and move here permanently."

"Beautiful place, very airy," I said teasingly. Not an unfair comment, considering I was standing in front of an empty stretch surrounded by a thin wooden rail. I needed to build a building from scratch. I deemed two of my new home's details to be the most important.

The first thing was the location. It was outside the walls. However, it was neither a slight nor a revenge attempt. At a distance, I could see a secondary wall building. Apparently, once the caravans arrived, they wanted to push anyone that wasn't directly employed by them to an outer town, which was a common practice.

Reasonable as well. While mana dead locations were not as valuable, a large dungeon was still enough to vitalize the place, especially since the loot could be sold directly for silver. There was less potential, but also less danger. I was sure there would be people who would appreciate the opportunity.

The second, even more shocking thing was the size of the compound that had been given to me. It was larger than I had expected. A large rectangle, almost ten thousand square-feet.

"You have my trust that you can make a nice place," she said. "I already asked workers to build a small wooden cottage with a stone cellar in addition to a wall around the compound. The rest is up to you."

Another benefit of impressing her with my sword skills, I guessed. "Sure, as long as you keep the fact that I'm a blacksmith a secret. I don't want to lose my head to another assassin," I said.

"Sure, we can say that you're a Fighter. You certainly fight well enough to be one," she said. "Since it's our town, no one would check it. Still, just in case, don't walk around too much until we have other blacksmiths with your quick repair trick."

"Yes. And, as long as I wear a helmet while teaching, everything will be fine," I said. Maybe it was excessive, but one assassination attempt had done wonders to make me a more paranoid man. Luckily, the conditions of the attempt had been rare enough that it shouldn't be replicated even if my fake death had been discovered.

They couldn't simply send another combatant as capable as Eleanor immediately, and anyone weaker would be relying on an invisibility trick, unaware that I could see them.

No one would expect me to have Essence stat.

With that done, we returned to the part of the town that wasn't under construction. "Are you going to go to the dungeon tomorrow as well?" she asked.

"I plan to," I replied.

"Make sure to rest well, then. Dungeon visits can be surprisingly exhausting."

"Fair point," I said, but once I arrived at my temporary residence, I headed straight to the forge.

Once I had returned from the dungeon, I immediately started working. I had three immediate objectives, sorted from the most exciting to least. Playing around with Nurture, practicing Meditation, and forging myself two new sets of tools.

I started with the least exciting option. Forging two sets of new tools. The bigger set was for my own forge, made of iron alloys. Not many blacksmiths could make them, but some could. Most blacksmiths had to make do with such equipment, unable to afford anything better.

Of course, I had plans of making something more impressive, made of mana alloys, but if I did that right now, Eleanor would rightfully assume that I had used her stock — which was better than the truth. I still needed to build a proper fire pit and some other stuff.

But, an anvil, and hammers of varying sizes, and metal tongs were critical.

Still, I had four days to forge them. I did not finish them as soon as possible, because they were here as a cover for the second, more portable set. One to be hidden in the dungeon.

Eleanor already suspected that I had made progress with anti-corrosion material, and she might actually decide to check my things, even after I moved to my new residence.

My solution was simple: Just build a forge on the second floor of the dungeon.

Her explanation was clear, no one would be there, and as long as I picked a nice concealed spot, no one would really discover it. It wouldn't be a complicated, fancy forge, but I don't need anything complicated. I could simply use mana to bypass some of the requirements.

Once that was done, I moved to the next topic: meditation.

During my dungeon trip, the thing that slowed me down the most was my Mana reserve. Draining Mana from monsters had been the slowest part of the process. It had been bad enough while fighting, and it would slow me even more once I started to forge mana alloys.

It would be even more important once I got a skill for magic. But, I wanted to start practicing with a fire spell. That way, even if it turned useless in every other way, I could still use it for smithing.

"Now, let's start," I muttered even as I smashed the first shell, absorbing it greedily.

[+2 Mana]

Then, I reversed the flow, pushing it out.

[-2 Mana]

"Not bad. Let's try to increase the intensity," I muttered to myself, curious if I could trigger the growth by using more. However, I didn't dare to. I still remembered how much damage one mana could cause. I didn't want to lose control and end up dead.

Instead, I repeated the same trick again and again, going through all the shells. Luckily, it was not a waste, as the broken pieces could be eventually used for anti-corrosion alloy.

Twenty minutes and almost three hundred points of Mana later, another notification appeared.

[Meditation (Common) 42 - 43]

"Excellent," I said, and continued practicing, ignoring the temptation to pull and release more mana. As long as I could bring Meditation to the next threshold before morning, it was enough. I wanted to have Efficient Absorption at a minimum.

It was already dawn when I finally reached my target.

[Meditation (Common) 49 - 50]

[Perk Options — Efficient Absorption / Augmented Flow / Purification]

"Thank god that Perk Reset stones exist," I said even as I looked at the unexpected third entry. After spending all night trying to absorb mana from monsters, I was almost entirely sure that Purification referred to the act of isolating that excess energy from monster mana.

I picked that.

"Jackpot," I muttered after I broke another shell. Previously, draining the mana from a destroyed alloy was almost four times faster than draining it from the broken shell. Draining from monsters was still slower, but this time, it was a far more reasonable difference. About twenty percent, I guessed. A more accurate assessment required several experiments.

"Too bad I have very little time left to test my new skill," I muttered. I only had half an hour before the first group left the town for the dungeon, and I wanted to join them. While understanding how Nurture worked was important, it wasn't as important as trying to set up a second forge in the depths of the dungeon.

An idea that had only appeared in my mind because monsters didn't attack abandoned objects as long as they didn't block their path, as proven by the cart I brought not getting damaged.

"Later," I decided even as I looked at three objects that were in front of me. A seed, a broken branch, and a small herb from the dungeon I brought along, each in a separate pot.

First, I put my hand on the broken branch, and started feeding it with Nurture. As my Health started to slowly disappear, the leaves of the broken branch began regaining their green, but that had been the full extent of the change.

[-16 Health]

I continued to feed it, feeling that I could still push, curious of the change. I pushed more and more. And the branch stirred while a small root grew into the vase. The skill was controlling the movement of the Health, which moved in an incredible, impossible to understand pattern.

I couldn't even begin to comprehend the movement, and I couldn't use Inspect to compensate for it either. After all, it was not made of metal, and the System didn't trigger, no matter how much I tried.

[-184 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 1 - 2 ]

"Not bad." While I hadn't thought about using Nurture before, I had collected a lot of information about it. While bringing a plant to optimal condition was easy, forcing growth took too much Health, making it economically unfeasible.

And, most farmers couldn't casually throw hundreds of Health to a single plant. I moved to the dungeon plant, trying to push it to an optimal state.

It didn't even react. Something was missing.

"Interesting," I said as I moved on to the seed, flooding it with my Health aggressively until a tiny sapling appeared. Incredible, but not when factoring in all the mana I had forced into it.

[-462 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 2 - 3]

Forcefully improving a skill by just spending a lot of Health rather than finding a clever workaround was not as fun, but I still managed to grow it faster than most farmers were able to do in a week. The difference in Health was simply that important. I ate a quick meal before I sat down, picking another seed, this time feeding it slowly.

The pattern of feeding a seed had been far simpler. Maybe I could get a better idea if I practiced enough.

However, even as I focused on it, my mind wandered. Mostly to the unfortunate plight of the Farmers.

While all production classes were unlucky to some degree, none was as unlucky as the Farmers. They were by far the most common production class, which was never a good thing. The more common a skill was, the less valuable it became.

To make the situation even worse, they received only one Vitality with each level up and nothing more. Their only skill was Nurture, and without Strength, the only combat skills they could learn were the basic ones.

They should have still been able to make money, especially with the amount of food the world consumed.

However, the biggest problem was that monsters were drawn to the vitality of the plants. The bigger the farm, the more monsters it drove. It prevented them from just picking a nice mana dead location with weak monsters and working independently.

In the end, they ended up gathering together near the big cities, working in the huge greenhouses that supplied the consumption while being protected by others that took all the profit. With the food critical to replenish Health, the amount a city consumed was truly incredible.

Still, there were always more Farmers than was needed, driving the money they could earn even lower, most of them below level five as they labored hopelessly, working hard to keep with their individual quotas.

Of course, theoretically, the solution to that problem was simple. All it would take for the stronger people was to just decide to support the weak properly. Just let them access a friendly dungeon, and bring them up to a higher level.

But, similarly, all the problems with Capitalism would have been solved if billionaires were nicer, Communism would have worked if the officials were not corrupt, and Monarchy would have worked too if the kings cared about peasants more than they cared about their glory.

As a sociologist that had spent my whole life trying to understand how human behavior had worked in aggregate, I knew that it was hopeless. Solitary humans might be merciful and fair, but humanity was not. Or, we wouldn't have waited to ban slavery until it was financially unsustainable.

Humanity was selfish, and the individual power given by the System made it only worse.
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                I let my mind wander even as I moved with the group, walking toward the dungeon, easily matching their pace even as I walked on foot.

High Vitality meant that running while wearing thick armor barely counted as exercise.

Using Nurture had reminded me of the plight of the Farmers, which had distracted me. There's not much I could do for them now, but that wasn't true for the future. I just needed to experiment more. All I needed was to find a way to upgrade their Nurture skill like I had upgraded my Forge and Repair skills.

Well, that, and find a way to teach people without getting myself killed in the process. People in charge loved small, incremental developments they could control, but they didn't like systemic changes.

At all.

It was why I revealed my improvement of sword skill easily even though it was exceptional, while keeping Mana Forge desperately hidden. Nothing would change even if all Blacksmiths turned into excellent warriors. At most, we would match a common warrior, operating under the same restrictions.

Mana Forging already had the potential to reshape the current economic landscape, but I couldn't imagine what would happen if all Farmers suddenly had better classes.

While I was not a historian, as a sociologist, I had studied many social shifts in history, enough to know that people didn't really like it when people upset the apple cart. And, while I didn't fashion myself a Revolutionary desperate to reshape the world to my vision, I also wasn't stupid enough to miss how others would see me.

And, people with such radical ideas didn't exactly end up well off. They either died in a variety of unpleasant ways, or fought with the society until they won, and ended up in charge. The former was obviously what would happen, but the latter didn't sound any better.

It was impossible, of course, but even if it did happen, it was a horrible choice. Despite everything, I was a scientist. There was nothing more satisfying than understanding how the world truly worked. While at first, I hated the System for ruining that, I was slowly coming around.

It was just another mystery to solve. One that conveniently came with its own toolkit.

"So, a new guild," one of the guards asked, distracting me from my thoughts. "I thought you were a guild representative. What changed?"

The guards must have been gossiping. Understandable, as a new guild, one that had been escorted by Eleanor was notable. We didn't try to hide it, as we decided that an old friend of Eleanor from a dungeon was a good, uncomplicated story most people would buy.

Unfortunately, that came with a lot of gossip. No one gossiped like patrolling soldiers.

"I was, but after seeing the dungeon, I realized that it was a good opportunity to make some money, especially since it's ruled by an old friend. I had some money saved up, which was enough to pay the penalty and still rent a nice piece of land."

"You're a more daring man than I am," the guard responded.

"No risk, no gain," I replied. For the rest of the way, I chatted with the guards. Well, they chatted while I listened. While none of the topics they had been talking about actually interested me, as long as I looked vaguely interested, most people were happy to carry the small talk.

Another trick I had learned during my decade as a professor. No workplace was free of intrigue, but the academy was particularly egregious on that aspect. Inevitable with a bunch of overachievers fighting for very limited budget and acclaim.

Trying to keep your head down and focus on your research never worked. Maintaining a friendly distance with the custodial staff paid well for me, since most of my coworkers were more than happy to treat them as invisible.

Having a few casual acquaintances among the guards would only cost me a few free drinks.

We continued to chat even as we passed through the dungeon gate, and arrived at the encampment inside the dungeon. "Are you sure you want to go alone?" one of the guards asked even as I moved inside. "It'll be easier with someone to distract them and get the shell. They won't take it if there's even the slightest crack."

I shrugged. "Not exactly a problem. I don't care about a few silvers. I just want to explore the floor and select which part of the dungeon is the best place to set up an operation once I start hiring," I said.

"Good point," he said, laughing a bit excessively to look friendly. Jokes of rich people always landed better for some reason.

Acting like I had no financial difficulty was another calculated choice. I didn't have a lot of money — forty five golds sounded like an incredible amount, but it wouldn't last long once the guild started operating.

But, having a reputation for being rich was a good way to stay under the radar once I started buying some weird skills.

I still picked a cart to bring with me, the biggest one available. "Wow, that's an ambitious choice," the guard called. "Someone is having mixed feelings about not needing money."

Of course I needed money. And, I would have loved to fill the largest cart available with a thousand shells, which would have given me a nice payday of forty golds. Without the need for repair, it would have been an excellent investment.

But, there were two problems with it. First, I couldn't explain why I didn't need to repair my sword. While I could rent them — there were already a small pile of familiar swords in the corner, which people could change for pristine ones for a price — it would cut into the profit.

It wasn't Eleanor's fault. I was familiar with the process, I knew that they were already running it near the cost. I had discovered many ways to make the process faster, but that only solved the urgency aspect. Ultimately, it still consumed the same amount of mana alloy, which was more than ninety percent of the cost.

And, while I could repair the swords myself, bringing a thousand shells without exchanging swords would have been noticeable.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason. The real reason was that I couldn't kill a thousand monsters on my own. Not without damaging the shell.

Unfortunately, I still needed the cart. More exactly, I needed the material of the cart. It was a mixture of iron and wood, both the cheapest alloys. For me, they represented far more than what they were valued on the market.

"Not exactly," I said. "I plan on getting some samples from the environment. Broken rocks, soil samples, things like that. You never know what can be discovered in a dungeon."

"Be careful. You know how the beast could be when we start damaging the dungeon too much," he said.

"Thanks," I said, happy with the warning. Because, I didn't know how they could be. "By the way, how much do we need to pay if the monsters destroy the cart?"

"Five silvers," he warned. My eyes widened, but he misread the reason. "I know, it's a rip-off. They cost something like eight coppers. But that's how the dungeons work. Everything is a ripoff."

He was true about overcharging, but I didn't care about it. For me, it represented the easiest way I could get some metal for the forge I was planning to build. While I had the most fundamental tools, I still needed an anvil to experiment properly. A proper fire pit would help as well.

Dragging a cart or two with significant damage that coincidentally broke off their most metallic parts was easier to explain.

"True, but that's life," I said. "Maybe one day we can get strong enough to monopolize a dungeon."

"That's the dream, but it's impossible without accessing a good dungeon to level up first," the guard replied. "That, or trying to level up in the wilderness like a crazy person."

"A wise assessment," I said as I turned my back and left. He had a point about the wilderness. Unless escorted by someone like Maria, trying to level up in the wilderness was a very dangerous affair.

As I left the small fort, I moved deeper. A monster attacked while I was still in the range of others. I could have pulled my hammer and killed it in one blow, or at least, I could have disoriented it with my shield.

However, I did neither. Instead, I moved around the beast, relying on the sword attacks to keep it distracted before I picked a moment to stab it through its mouth.

Having a reputation as primarily a sword user was another part of my new identity. One that was probably even more important than anything else. Connecting an expert swordsman to a poor blacksmith was even more difficult.

That's why I took it down, but when I ripped the shell with my bare hands, I saw a lot of people wince. It was a good display, but it still damaged the shell enough to make it useless.

"What a waste," I heard one of the hunters murmur.

"Rich people, man. They are all the same," the other replied, though his whisper wasn't as weak as they first thought.

I smiled as I walked away, feeling confident that my new identity would hold. Still, even as I moved, I made sure to stop multiple times in the view of the others, getting soil samples, broken rocks, even dried plants, wanting to sell my commitment to understanding the dungeon even more.

That way, they wouldn't question when I returned midday to replace a damaged cart.

With that, I pulled the cart deeper and deeper, until I arrived at a concealed spot that was not near any of the five gates that led to the second floor. I didn't want anyone to start wondering where I was. Then, I damaged the cart and ripped more than half of its metal, spending some time reforging the edges to make it look like it was destroyed by a monster attack.

Then, I walked toward the gate farthest away from the entrance. Eleanor's map helped me immensely. Too bad she didn't give a map for the second floor as well. It would have made moving around without risking myself far easier.

With that done, I cut a direct path toward the second floor, the immediate surrounding of the gate empty.

I switched to my hammer, and stepped through the gate.
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                The moment I stepped through the gate, I got charged by multiple monsters. I could easily count forty of them around me, making it a challenge. That would have been dangerous enough, but a few of the insect monsters had stopped their charge to spit out some kind of discharge.

Eleanor had mentioned that their attacks only damaged armor, but I wasn't willing to test it. Instead, I dodged them first before I turned the momentum into a charge, shattering the armor of the first beast. I was glad that I didn't rely on the mana blow to deal with them, as it would have made dodging the insects far more difficult.

Instead, I let expertise from the skill handle the challenge, limiting my involvement only to a strategic level, dealing with the ranged attackers first. Ordinarily, it would have been a bad idea to jump into the middle of a horde of monsters even if they were weaker.

But a combat skill at its limit was truly wondrous.

"After dealing with that attack, I understand why exploring new dungeons is such a perilous journey," I muttered even as I took a deep breath. Just trying to get into a new floor was difficult, and that was after it was cleaned by Eleanor just yesterday.

I couldn't even imagine the difficulty of facing a completely new dungeon, with no idea of what it might hold. It also explained why they had spent all that money to defend the other side of the entrance.

"Still, not all is bad," I said. With traversing between floors even more difficult than I had expected, people shouldn't walk around carelessly, meaning my forge was even less likely to be discovered.

Only once I dealt with the monsters, did I decide to examine my immediate surroundings. Just as Eleanor had stated, the mysterious mist was blocking more of my sight. I walked, however, halfway in, I pressed my hand on a herb and used Nurture.

[-9 Health]

This time, it worked. I moved deeper. The same attempt didn't work when the plant was outside the dungeon.

However, while that was another interesting experiment to run, it didn't have any priority. I needed to discover the entrance to the third floor first.

I pulled a piece of paper, carefully mapping my surroundings, not wanting to get lost. It was a slow, laborious process, the limited visual range making it far more difficult. I didn't want to get lost.

However, as I walked away, I noticed that it wasn't too much of a problem. Even as the mist had covered the dungeon gate, I could still see its glow. I considered it to be of interest, as it hadn't worked that way from the other side.

I wondered if it worked the same way for the main entrance. If it did, the walls had been thick enough to block the sight.

I walked directly to test its limit, only stopping to kill the monsters — and spending some time piling them to get better skills. One ranged attack, I deliberately let it deliver a glancing blow. It hurt somewhat, but nowhere strong enough to actually qualify as damage.

[-5 Health]

However, it damaged the armor and weapons even more than the feedback corrosion effect.

"Huh," I exclaimed, but before making a move, I started searching for the gate to the third floor. Amusingly, it had been easier than expected. I just needed to follow the path with the least amount of monsters, making a careful note of every milestone on my way to make sure I wouldn't get lost, only slowing down to replenish my mana completely.

Going through the third floor would be even more difficult.

While walking, I found a lot of crystals and herbs, far more than I could use in a short period. After all, it clearly took a while for them to grow, and the first floor was too crowded for them to be found regularly.

Maybe I could make a stockpile near the forge. Once I revealed the anti-corrosion metal, they would be far more valuable. Which was true even if there were other blacksmiths with the same recipe.

It was better to be prepared.

Following Eleanor's path, finding the third gate hadn't been that difficult in terms of practical matters, but I was confronted by a swarm twice. Three hundred monsters had managed to slow me down somewhat, but I was at the next gate almost an hour later, and that was with stopping enough times to create a map.

I was not exactly a cartographer, but creating a guide for myself wasn't that difficult.

"Now, the real challenge," I muttered as I twirled my hammer. At the next gate, there would be a giant bug, which would have been a troubling encounter even without mixing it with the other beasts. I was tempted to return, and try to convince Eleanor about having a second location to experiment. It would be much safer.

But, that was my pre-Calamity perspective talking. I tried to stay safe for three years, and where did that get me?

Nowhere.

I took a deep breath, tightened my grip on my hammer, and prepared myself for a fight, already making plans on how to handle a giant monster depending on its size and position. Eleanor had mentioned them to be rare, but I wanted to be prepared for the worst case.

As I stepped to the third floor, I found myself facing another swarm that had gathered around the gate. There were about fifty of them, a mixture of ranged and melee variants, but there was no giant variant. "Excellent," I muttered even as I dealt with them rapidly, slowing down just to kick them into a pile.

That way, I received Common skills rather than Basic ones. Unfortunately, I had two more Common Nurture skills, one common spear skill, and another that didn't react to me.

How annoying.

"I wonder how rare the giant insects are," I questioned as I tightened my grip further, and started walking forward, once again careful not to lose my way. The second floor was larger than the first, and the third was larger than the second.

About a mile away from the gate, I faced the first giant insect. "Hey there, buddy," I said while circling the monstrosity, testing its speed. In a straight line, it was faster than its smaller counterparts, but it was slower to turn.

I approached it from the side and smashed one of its legs. It shattered temporarily, but I could already see it was recovering from the damage. Meanwhile, I could feel my hammer degrade far compared to when I dealt with its smaller counterparts.

"That's annoying," I muttered even as I rotated around it, and used Inspect to check the damage. It was a good thing I did, as not only was it damaged more, but there was also a persistent effect that stuck around. A burst of mana stopped it.

[-1 Mana]

I deliberately circled it twice, testing its limits. However, I avoided its back, afraid of a nasty surprise. My concern only got stronger once I noticed it trying to reverse direction. Carefully, I rotated around it, testing it a while longer, making sure I wouldn't be met with a nasty surprise while switching skills.

[-12 Mana]

I might not push more than a couple points of mana outside with meditation without killing myself, but things doing that was much easier under the command of the Forge skill. It settled around the hammer, ready to smash the nonexistent metal into pieces.

One that turned my strike devastating as it landed. The hammer was protected, while the leg stopped recovering. I struck it again and it stopped moving. Another blow and its mandible had been broken. Three more blows, and it stopped moving.

I pulled back, waiting for it to disappear, not even trying to pull its shell. There was no need to take the risk in case it was playing dead or had another nasty surprise.

There was none. It faded, leaving behind another skill.

[Skill Stone: Nurture (Common)]

"Nice," I muttered even as I twirled it in my hand. Not because I needed another Nurture skill, but because it was the first time a higher rank skill dropped from the monsters without piling them together. Confirming that the giant monsters weren't too hard to deal with was another benefit.

After testing my attacks on a few of them, it would probably be much easier. I was immediately struck with a desire to hunt another, this time to rip mana-dense sections of its shell to see if it had other uses.

But, that was for later. First, I continued moving deeper and deeper, searching for a nice hidden spot for my forge.

In the end, I found a sharp cliff with almost nothing. One that I could dig a deep hole to set up my forge, and bury whenever my work gets finished. However, I didn't have anything to dig with.

Luckily, I was a blacksmith who could forge with mana, and one thing I didn't lack was mana. I quickly forged a huge pick and an equally large shovel, both designed to put my strength advantage to use. They weren't as good as it could have been without a proper fire, but mana was a good way to compensate.

As I dug a pit, I learned the reason for not damaging the dungeon. The more I dug, the more monsters swarmed toward me. Which was excellent news.

After all, I needed a lot of mana.
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                "Wow, they are burning better than I had expected," I said as I settled a crude crucible on top of the hearth that held the fire, the iron it held had already turned into a white hot liquid, ready to be purified. Nearby, there was an anvil that was cooling down.

I was so happy that I could cheat with mana, as otherwise, I would have had to work hard to set up a proper blast furnace. I still might if I wanted to increase my production rate, but for the moment, this was sufficient.

"Now, let's gear up," I said and used the available metal to make myself a full set of gear, including full body armor, a large tower shield with sharp edges and a spike that I could drive into the beasts, a war hammer made of pure metal, and a thick, stout sword that was designed to work perfectly with Stalwart Guard technique.

According to the information my skill had provided, all of them were perfectly immune to corrosion.

A small part of me couldn't help but feel disappointed. Letting everything be handled by a skill was very underwhelming, but considering the potential benefits, I was more than ready to ignore that detail.

It had been merely three hours, which was an incredibly short amount of time; but then, having my Mana Forge skill that high had provided me with many benefits. It would have been even faster, but …

I lacked water to quench the metal, which meant I needed to use mana to compensate for it, slowing the process. Luckily, with my increased Meditation, I was able to refill my mana far faster, allowing me to bypass my biggest problem.

At least, for the moment. For the future, I needed to find a reason to bring some more water inside. Maybe I could set up a small garden on the first floor, arguably to test whether I could create a sustainable setup for myself to get some extra Health.

It wasn't a novel idea. The current dungeon was hardly the biggest one imaginable. There were other, bigger dungeons, and for some of them, it was more efficient to set up gardens to provide food rather than transport them from outside.

I doubted that it was the case for our dungeon, considering the desert environment surrounding it, but I just needed an excuse. Between that, and going to the fourth floor just to bring some water, a fake garden was clearly the better option … once I had others in my guild that could handle that.

My new, nameless guild.

"Actually, it might be easier to test the fourth floor first," I said even as I put my finishing touches to the set. After all, the whole point was to stay hidden. It would probably avoid attention for a while, but sooner or later, people would start poking around.

Still, I didn't need to hurry up. Actually, it wasn't even certain that I would be able to find the way to the fourth floor. Not with the way my sight was blocked.

"I'm trying to handle too many projects," I said even as I started moving. I collected my tools, and left my equipment buried, but left the forge uncovered. I wanted to see if the monsters would attack and destroy it.

They shouldn't, but it was better safe than sorry. It wouldn't bother me if my current setup had been destroyed, but it wouldn't be the same if they attacked equipment I had worked harder to put together.

"But first, let's see if I can get a renewable source of wood," I said. The plants I used didn't have any seeds, but trying to grow plants using saplings should have been sustainable.

It worked … after a fashion.

[-280 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 3 - 5]

"Nice jump in skill level," I muttered. It was a nice surprise, but maybe the damage to the plant had affected the skill development, just as the quality of the weapon affected Repair. However, I didn't start experimenting immediately.

I was not exactly happy with the amount of Health it took, and the resulting limited impact. But then, I was trying to force growth in a dead land, lacking any kind of water. Hardly an efficient method. While some interesting ideas popped into my mind, I ignored them.

"Nurturing Nurture is not a priority," I said, then groaned, glad that I was alone. It was not a pun I was proud of.

I moved away from the forge, letting the monsters gather around it again, to see if they would attack it. Luckily, it stayed untouched even when I deliberately drew a small-sized swarm near it. It was excellent news, as this meant that my plans to create a new forge on the fourth floor were viable.

As long as I confirmed the anti-corrosive Mana alloy worked as well as my skill suggested. I spent an hour cleaning the immediate surroundings of the forge, collecting skills, other dungeon materials, and various samples, but the real aim was to test the anti-corrosive Mana alloy under repeated stress.

It passed perfectly, even when I deliberately hacked at a giant bug multiple times to push it to its limits. It not only resisted the effects of the smaller insects but also the giant ones', which had been far easier to deal with without worrying about the destruction of the weapons. It meant that I could slowly hack them to death using my sword and shield combo, the stronger enemy once again speeding up the growth of Stalwart Guard, finally passing the fifty proficiency mark.

My attempts to figure out the mana attack, on the other hand, didn't work as well.

A talk with Eleanor seemed to be necessary to push it to the limit as I had done with the hammer skill. But, that required an opportunity. Maybe after Maria had returned, during another dinner... Assuming, of course, they would continue to invite me.

However, even as I tested those advantages and made plans, I couldn't help but wonder about why the dungeons existed. More importantly, why were they so convenient? The biggest challenge the current dungeon provided was the corrosion effect, and it had all the materials needed to solve that.

And, the recipe it required was conveniently included in a Rare skill, a classification that was supposed to be easy to attain for other classes according to Maria's ramblings, mentioning categories such as Legendary casually.

"Maybe I should keep a lid on this anti-corrosive material a bit," I decided. My success was making me a little nervous. It wasn't always good to be too successful.

Ironically, that immediately changed my plans in an interesting way. While I hadn't promised Eleanor that I could invent anti-corrosive material and openly warned her that it might fail, I was very much aware that she took that as a certainty.

Meaning, I needed to preemptively counter any loss of goodwill she might get from it. The most obvious way … improving my abilities with the sword.

"A little trip upstairs is in order," I said even as I cut the trip a little short, even suppressing the temptation to test the shells I took from the giant monsters. It was frustrating because I was looking forward to discovering the differences between the two, curious whether there were any differences other than their mana density.

I wanted to change the carts and get more metal, and not just because I wanted to prepare for the future. No, I wanted to forge swords of different shapes and sizes and see if they would work. At the same time, as I climbed up, I was examining the Sharpness enchantment on the sword, wondering if it would give me a clue.

The mana blow from the forging was more like a thick, confusing web that reminded me of a complicated knitting pattern, but the details were a mystery.

Mana was essentially still a black box for me.

As I climbed up, I tried to channel the Mana discharge in multiple thin lines, trying to replicate sharpness enchantment in some way.

I refilled my mana almost ten times during the long trip between the third floor and the first floor, only to fail at every single attempt. It didn't even give me a new skill point in anything. Not even in Meditation.

It was the flip side of forcing skills to grow unnaturally. There was no easy benefit to be gained from the routine activities.

"I'm so lucky that I don't have to ration my Mana," I muttered even as I arrived at my broken cart, and filled it with mostly random garbage. I dragged it out of its hiding spot, dragging it back to the main area.

"Hey," I said as I waved at a familiar guard.

"It looks like your trip has been a little unlucky," he said.

"Unfortunately," I replied even as a couple of workers arrived to pack them to be delivered to the town. Another service I could use for a limited time. "Why don't I get a new cart for the second trip."

"Sure, but I can't waive the penalty," he said. "It doesn't matter that you brought the cart back. You still need to pay five silver."

"Doesn't matter," I said as I looked around, only to notice a stall nearby. "What's that?" I asked.

"A few people trying to sell the skills they got from the dungeon. A total ripoff," he said.

"Well, it's better than going back to town," I replied. "Is there anything useful?"

"Maybe if you want to change your sword style for more efficient hunting, but I don't think a Common skill is worth it," he said as he pointed at my bulky shield. It wasn't as big as the tower shield I forged, but it was still big.

"No. It's not like I'm going to spend my days killing monsters. I'm here to laze around and watch others make money for me."

"That's the dream," the guard replied. However, even as we chatted, I went to the skill rack. Everything they were trying to sell was common and basic. Understandable. While I was able to get uncommon skills, I had to kill a lot of monsters at the same time for it.

However, it did give me a sad confirmation. I wasn't able to learn anything above basic when it came to magic skills. The lack of Intelligence stumped me once more. I still spent ten silver there, purchasing one of every skill.

Including one that I had been trying to get all day.

[Skill Stone: Fire Bolt (Basic)]
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                For the second trip, I didn't destroy the cart completely. While it was a good way to get some extra iron, it would be suspicious if I brought back every single one with significant damage.

Instead, I spent some time reforging the parts. There were several thick metal bands, which I melted and reforged with a stone core. It was too much effort for something that could be purchased for three copper coins, but the opportunity cost was too critical.

Only after I was finished with the cart and arrived at the second floor, I actually absorbed my newest skill. My first real magical one.

[Fire Bolt (Basic) - 1]

Did I expect it to be useful in any kind of combat situation? Not particularly. Basic skills were basic for a reason. But, I was sure that it would be situationally useful during my smithing. The ability to reheat the metal locally, for example, could be really useful.

But, the real objective was to give me an idea of how to use mana.

I was tempted to start playing with it immediately, but I managed to hold myself back until I arrived at the third floor, afraid that someone would stumble upon me. Throwing fire bolts around was not exactly a good way of progressing.

Still, before trying it for the first time, I made sure to clean my surroundings. I didn't want to be interrupted. With that, I looked at a rock thirty feet away, opened my hand, and triggered the skill.

The first time using a new skill was always weird, and it had been even more true for the fire bolt. The mana burst out of my hand, with an intensity I could have never imagined.

[-100 Mana]

I tensed even as I felt the mana take shape in my hand, rotating and transforming in a complicated pattern that I couldn't begin to understand. I had already assumed that the mana blow was complicated. Watching my mana reshape under the control of the skill was nothing less than a true miracle.

A fire appeared from nothingness and collided against the rock with an eerie precision.

Well, at least, it was the perspective of my scientist side.

From a tactical perspective, it was just garbage. It took almost ten seconds for me to channel the spell. It consumed a truly ridiculous amount of mana, and for all of it, I had nothing to show but a projectile attack that moved slower than an ordinary arrow, which could easily be dodged.

I was glad that I hadn't wasted a skill slot for Ice Blast the day before.

Of course, its tactical uselessness meant nothing. I could already imagine a dozen different ways I could use it for my experiments. But first, I needed to push it to the limit and see if I could glean any insights that I could apply to my sword attack.

My first instinct was to stop and see if I could modify the skill somewhat. With the perks from multiple skills allowing me to interact with mana, it felt like a worthwhile experiment to run. However, I still remembered how trying to do that with Meditation blew on my face.

"Maybe not now," I muttered even as I searched for another monster. After a few quick takedowns followed by absorption, I was ready to cast again. A few more times, I targeted my skill at the rocks, but there had been no improvement.

Just like any other skill, it required a lot of repetition. Unfortunately, unlike other skills, every repeat required a lengthy pause as I refilled my mana. Luckily, it took less than five minutes to hunt the necessary monsters and absorb them.

Before the perks, filling my Mana reserves took closer to half an hour.

The next step was to target the monsters, but I wasn't in a hurry to do that. I wasn't able to even walk while trying to cast the spell, and ten seconds was too long to deal with the monsters. Instead, I stopped by my temporary forge, dropped the new batch of iron I had brought with me, and changed into the anti-corrosive set.

Even then, I didn't attack a monster immediately, but searched for a specific opponent.

What I was looking for was one of the creatures with the ranged attack. I cleaned their immediate surroundings and used the shield to block their attack, which gave me the leisurely ten seconds I had required.

[-100 Mana]

[Fire Bolt (Basic) - 1 - 6]

"Wow, that's a nice jump," I muttered. Targeting stronger monsters always helped, not to mention improving basic skills was easier than their better variants. "Now, let's see what changed."

Another attempt, once again targeting a ranged monster. This time, the spell gathered faster, something like eight seconds, not to mention flew faster and burned brighter. A nice range of benefits, though mostly incremental.

A few more repeats and I soon reached the improvement limit.

[Fire Bolt (Basic) - 23 - 25]

The casting time had dropped to just below five seconds, which was barely enough to attack the giant beasts. I tried that just to be on the safe side, but it didn't go up.

It turned out that people were right about the limits of the Basic skills. Worse, there was no Perk.

A pity. An extra perk would have been useful.

Once it reached the limit, I decided to test a few other things. I wasn't able to move while casting, because it was somewhat anchored in the air. However, my experience with the camouflage ring showed that such requirements were rather arbitrary.

But, breaking it was a mission for another time. At first, I attempted interrupting spells. It was not as hard as I feared. Nothing like the disaster reversing the meditation technique had triggered. It was easiest when I interrupted once I let out all the mana, but interrupting halfway was also safe.

It just gave me more resistance, but at this point, I was used to interrupting skills exactly when I wanted to. Three years of practice was truly useful.

Unfortunately, I couldn't learn much from the way the mana moved. Despite what I had hoped, it wasn't the exact same pattern every single time. While it had roughly the same shape, even getting a rough sense was next to impossible.

Suddenly, I understood what Maria meant by it being impossible to sketch properly. Truly, what she was able to draw was leagues more complicated than what I had been able to even comprehend.

"Alright, now I understand why they need Intelligence," I groaned. It probably required Intelligence to direct and control the mana, which was a level of multitasking even a skill couldn't handle alone.

Well, at least, that was my current working theory, one that I couldn't examine one way or another. One that I wanted to push more, but could not.

The trick with the sword was far more important. Unfortunately, I didn't have a sword technique that was anywhere close to anything I had in my forging techniques. Though, there was a chance it existed, but I wasn't able to access it.

Another arbitrary restriction.

A spear, on the other hand, could be classified as a chisel if one squinted enough. There was no reason for it not to work. I still needed a skill, but that could be mixed with the search for the dungeon door for the next floor. All I needed was for me to slow down slightly to make sure the monsters I killed connected. It didn't take too many small monsters to make sure every giant bug dropped a skill of Uncommon variety — which now I could distinguish thanks to a quick talk with the skill vendor.

Previously, I wasn't able to get much information on it, with most people hiding the information. Understandable, as when I had the money to buy skills, they were still rare enough that even common ones had required connections to acquire.

And, once they started to get more common, I was poor enough to be treated as a nuisance. In that regard, my current stage showed a significant difference, in which I looked like an adventurer with a lot of money to throw around.

Of course, it was still nothing more than a reasonable hypothesis. I fired up the forge once more and started creating a multitude of different chisels, ignoring the limits set by the System. And, if at one point, those chisels had started suspiciously like short spears, it was surely an accident.

"Not bad," I said as I waved around my ugly chisel made entirely of metal, with a thick wedge at the front.

"Now, all I need is to set a search pattern," I said as I moved a while. It didn't take long for me to realize that the density of giant monsters varied greatly based on the direction I picked. Eleanor had already mentioned that the giant ones were mostly spilling from the next floor.

"Probably the right path," I muttered even as I shifted to my hammer, angling myself to avoid the charge of a giant monster while making sure the second one had been blocked by the first. It was challenging enough even without factoring in the ordinary monsters making things more complicated.

Luckily, the new armor was allowing me to block the corrosion attacks, or dealing with the combination of monsters would have been a messy challenge.

But, while it had been difficult, I made sure to slowly immobilize the giant ones first before it disappeared.

The reward had been equally impressive.

[Skill Stone: Swift Spear (Uncommon)]

A short but painful absorption period later, I concentrated, targeting the nearest stone, treating it as a target I needed to shape as a grindstone. The mana pattern appeared in front of it. At this point, switching between attacks was a common trick.

[Swift Spear (Uncommon) 1 - 7 ]

"Marvelous."
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                "And, stay down, ugly bastard," I said even as I pushed my abomination of a spear through the skin of an even uglier giant insect monster, feeling excited and satisfied at the same time.

After all, I had just brought a skill from nothing to its limit in less than half an hour.

[Swift Spear (Uncommon) 98 - 100]

[Perk Options — Fleeting Step / Charge]

"I wonder if that's a record," I said even as I ripped the shell of the giant monster I had taken down, and started my trek back to the forge. Now that the skill had reached its limit, I could create a more fitting weapon than the ugly monstrosity I had created to abuse the mismatch.

Just like Hammer of Might required a proper heavy-headed hammer to show its benefits, Swift Spear required something tall and with a decent elasticity to properly show its power.

While I probably couldn't create something that would show the full potential of the technique without high-grade wood — as there was a limit to the elasticity that could be shown by a pure metal handle — I should still be able to replicate it somewhat.

However, while I was on the way, I made sure to choose a perk option, one that didn't require even the slightest thought. Fleeting Step.

After all, I had my Hammer of Might for situations that required power, and Stalwart Guard was excellent when I needed to defend myself. Meanwhile, Swift Spear, true to its name, focused more on mobility. It wasn't exactly my strongest suit, but considering the effort it required, I was still more than happy to take it.

Fleeting Step transformed the skill somewhat, giving me an even better ability to dance between the attacks. But, even as I tested it, I could feel that, somewhat, it was my stats that weren't supporting it properly.

My guess was that my Dexterity had been barely enough to allow me to learn it.

"Not that I'm complaining," I groaned as I charged among a small swarm, intentionally letting them surround me, yet dodging them with ease. Not even a splatter of a ranged attack landed on me. I could have dealt with them easily, but instead, I let them attack me, while I limited myself to deflecting their mandibles.

Just because I had a skill at its limit didn't mean that I could use it well.

The skill was fascinating, especially with Fleeting Step mixed in. It allowed me to dance among the attacks from the monsters with the elegance of a dancer. It didn't make me run faster at longer distances, but it actually helped me to climb the cliffs and other surfaces.

I couldn't simply climb a ninety-degree surface, but anything with a rough surface was a fair deal. If a mountain goat could climb it, I had a fair chance. "Fascinating." Of course, in a world where people could actually fly, it wasn't as fascinating, but that was just the reality.

It meant I could actually ditch the swarms by using the natural impediments, which was a good thing. That way, I didn't have to kill the monsters in the first two floors, which should keep the others from getting suspicious about the lack of monsters in a certain direction.

"And, that's not the only benefit," I muttered as I switched weapons, and started engaging with monsters using Stalwart Guard. I had already used my lessons from the hammer technique to improve it, and when it came to it, sword and spear had much more in common regarding the fundamentals.

Which was why, the progress I had made when I had arrived back at to forge was only to be expected. More than enough to impress Eleanor.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) - 57]

The best part was that I hadn't even pushed it to the limit. But, for once, I decided to slow down. I wanted it to look impressive, not unbelievable.

Once I forged myself a new, seven-foot-long spear, I decided to leave everything but my hammer in my forge. Searching the gate for the next floor while running as fast as I could manage seemed like a fitting task.

One particularly great advantage I had was my Strength, allowing me to break the shell just as easily without waiting for the beast to attack. It was even a better fit for hunting on the first floor without damaging the shell as long as corrosion wasn't a concern.

But then, without the corrosion effect, a lot of things were easier.

As I faced my next challenge — four giant monsters in one horde — I was suddenly glad that I decided to add the spear to the mix. Hammer had the necessary power to take down the beast in one hit as long as I could hit a weak spot thanks to Shattering Blow, but reaching that weak spot had been the problem.

With Fleeting Step, I could simply climb on top of them, the corrosion effect uselessly crashing against my metal greaves.

Suddenly, the fights were less like a deadly struggle, and more like an action movie. Cheating was truly fun. Once I climbed to their back, all I needed was to switch to the hammer. One blow and the giant insects died.

Too bad piling four of them together still granted me with an Uncommon skill, one that I couldn't even use.

I had been hoping for a Rare one.

"Maybe next time," I muttered even as I continued my dedicated dash, not even slowing down to pick up the shells or the crystals. The only thing I slowed down for was to take note of the various geographical features to prevent myself from getting lost.

No, I just wanted to find the gate, and while the density of the giant monsters had given me a direction to search, it was not exactly a compass. And, the twenty-yard vision range wasn't exactly making it easier.

The dungeon fog — which was not a real fog but a weird energy — was a mixed blessing. Its existence was an inconvenience to be sure, but only because it was there, I had dared to set up a hidden forge.

"Finally," I shouted in celebration when I arrived at the gate I had been searching for. Around it, there were eight giant monsters, which had been not exactly inconvenient to deal with with the trick of combining two skills at their limits.

I was able to kill all of them in under one minute. Throwing them together had been the bigger challenge.

They were not exactly small. Even with my strength, I couldn't casually pile them.

"It's worth it," I said when I found a skill that had been glowing in an unfamiliar pattern.

[Skill Stone: Nurture (Rare)]

I examined the skill. It was rare, yet it didn't have any kind of qualifier. I wondered if it was something that could happen for all skills. Was there an inferior version of Mana Forge that I could get from dungeons, or was it only something that was relevant for the Nurture skill…

Frankly, it wouldn't be the first way the System discriminated against the Farmer class.

I was tempted to absorb it, but I decided not to. It was tempting, but it was far from the most urgent task I had in mind. I put it in my sack before I turned toward the next challenge I wanted to face.

The gate.

"Unto the breach once more," I said as I took a step forward, finally ready to face the next batch. It was a risky step, one that I would have been far more reticent to take without Swift Spear and Fleeting Step. But then again, it wasn't the first time the dungeon offered a nice solution to the problem it presented.

As I landed, the first thing that caught my attention was the mist. Not just the dungeon energy we referred to as such, but a real one, enough to make the vision even more difficult.

That meant I had no idea how many monsters I had to deal with. But, I could already count six giant monsters mixed with a true swarm.

They charged.

I jumped.

Frankly, I didn't know what I could call the following encounter. It was a baffling mixture of boring and exciting. My conscious mind treated it as a disaster, wave after wave of insects popping out of the mist to overwhelm me, like I was in a desperate last stand.

But also, it was boring. The only thing I really paid attention to was keeping track of the death of the first monster of the pile while they routinely disappeared because I had been using them as a platform to fight rather than letting the bog close around me.

But, their disappearance was not a waste. As, without exception, they all faded into Rare skill stones. Two of them were Nurture, which I recognized without touching. The others were a mystery. However, the endless wave of attack continued, preventing me from checking it.

The monsters continued to appear endlessly, showing me the reason why Eleanor regularly cleansed the first two floors.

It was truly endless. I fought and fought, the battle slowly turning into something as routine as forging another weapon.

I would have complained if it wasn't for a very welcome notification.

[Level 36 - 37]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength, +2 Dexterity]
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                An hour after I had passed through the gate, after killing almost five hundred giant insect monsters, and even more smaller insects, I finally stopped pushing forward, and started to retreat. I might not be physically exhausted, but it was not true from a mental perspective.

But, being under constant siege by monsters had grown exhausting despite the relative tedium.

I wondered if it was an ordinary problem, or if it was what happened to a dungeon that had been left unattended for a long time — Eleanor explicitly mentioned that she wasn't coming down to the fourth floor to cleanse.

However, the reason didn't matter in the short term. Either way, it meant that I had to delay my plans to move my forge into the fourth floor. I might have to spend an even longer time than I had expected.

Still, even as I retreated back to the gate, I wasn't feeling defeated. The incursion might have been exhausting, but it was also profitable. I was holding almost a dozen Rare skills, and even more Uncommon ones — unfortunately, all of them were either unusable for me or another copy of Nurture.

Then, there was the other, even more concrete benefit.

[Level 37 - 38]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Essence]

And, they were not the only discoveries. Some of the rocks I touched reacted to my Forge talent. They contained iron. It wasn't dense enough to make it worth my while to collect it. Even the richest rock had an iron content of barely more than five percent, which meant that collecting and processing them would have taken a lot of time even if I wasn't attacked by monsters every second.

The trick with the carts was far more efficient. Still, it was always pleasant to have an alternative path. Also, it was convenient enough that I didn't need to go back to the forge or destroy a part of my weapon to forge a large bucket, bringing water and soil samples together.

The main objective was to test it for forging, to see whether it could be used for quenching the weapons I forged to cool down, freeing me from the need to use mana to compensate. But, that was not the only purpose I had in mind for it.

I wanted to test its effect on Nurture as well, which was why I didn't scoop just water, but also the mulch from the bottom. Considering how the other materials worked, it was worth a try.

It was not a suggestion from my skill that led me to that decision, but my common sense. Well, that, and the memory of my considerable success, using silver and gold to push my Forge skill higher. There was no reason it wouldn't work on Nurture.

It wasn't the first experiment I did. I had already tried that with a half-dead cutting, but the constant corrosion effect had destroyed it before I could even start my experiment. Luckily, it didn't affect flesh.

"Now, let's try it," I muttered even as I dug a small pit, and put a palm-full of mulch and water. Then, I followed up by putting another cutting, ready to fill it with Health through Nurture.

It failed.

"Alright. Even that's too much," I muttered. This time, I decided to reverse the direction slightly. I put another cutting into the ground and flooded it with Health until it started showing signs of growth.

[-182 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 5 - 6]

Once again, a wasteful burst, barely able to turn the cutting into a sapling. But that was the fate of experimenting. I reached into my pocket, ready to take a concentrated food pill … only to find they had been already destroyed by the corrosive attacks. "Alright, that was an oversight," I muttered. I hadn't expected it to work that way.

The leather pouch survived, but the signs of degradation were still obvious.

However, the map I created had been destroyed as well.

Luckily, my memory was still fresh, and I was confident I could go back without being touched, or I would have been in big, big trouble.

It looked like moving to the fourth floor wouldn't have been as easy as I had expected.

However, without the ability to refresh my Health, I needed to stop my plans of pushing Nurture to its limit. "One last experiment," I muttered even as I took a drop of water, and put it in the roots. The small sapling had immediately started wilting.

I put my hand to its surface. A flood of Health counteracted the corrosion. When it ended, the sapling was slightly taller. Not enough to be worth … in terms of growth.

[-133 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 6 - 9]

Increasing the skill was a far more valuable benefit. "A note, bring a lot of food to replenish health tomorrow," I said, curious about how far I could push Nurture here, and whether it could grow a small woodland for me to actually benefit from it.

Also, it was finally nice to discover a trick to improve Nurture. Disseminating it alone would solve a lot of problems Farmers faced. I just needed to find a way to spread that without ending up being assassinated.

Or, one that would trigger a bloody labor dispute. Empowering workers and lower classes historically had been a bloody affair, and that was before the people with power had the ability to cut metal and summon lightning.

No, it required a lot of finesse.

"I know what I will be experimenting on tonight," I said. I had turned the bucket into an anti-corrosion metal, but I made sure to cover it with a more ordinary alloy.

From outside, it looked like an ordinary water can, which meant, no one would pay attention to it. It was important. While bringing some water samples was not wrong, it would also reveal that I had gone deep enough to reach the fourth floor.

I still stopped by my forge and buried it with a layer of dirt to keep its presence a secret, and left my other set there, including my spear. However, while I did that, I still broke a thick stick of wood and roughly shaped it until the System started to treat it as a spear.

Fleeting Step would be useful for getting out of the dungeon.

Running full speed without slowing down, it didn't take long for me to reach the gate to the first floor. Just to be on the safe side, I spent ten minutes hunting, collecting enough broken shells to fill the cart, enough not to be suspicious.

"It's such a pity," I muttered even as I examined the broken shells. I would have received more than twenty gold for them if they were not broken. However, I didn't have the ability to remove them without causing damage. Even if I had, carefully removing it would have been too challenging.

"What if I create a small device for it," I muttered, my mind already working on how to do it. The skill didn't have any such plan, because it didn't include any device with moving parts, but as long as I come up with a working design, it should be doable to make a hand-powered device, maybe one with a simple crank and multiple blades…

On the way back, I chatted with the guards. When I arrived back at my temporary residence, however, I didn't start playing with it. While I had a general idea, I didn't know how long it would take to create a working copy.

Or, even if I could.

As much as I was tempted, pushing Nurture to the next stage was a better idea.

I once again picked three pots, one with an herb from the dungeon, and two others. While I made the preparations, I ate a quick meal, which replenished my Health, even faster than I had been used to. Still, it took time.

The first result from the experiment, using the water from the fourth floor made the dungeon herb react. That alone was an interesting output, showing that it was possible to grow those plants outside the dungeon.

Whether it was worth the effort was a completely different thing. The empirical result was … underwhelming. Meanwhile, even a small drop of it had been enough to kill the other two plants, and Nurture was not enough to save them.

"Progress," I said still. In the next step, I used some of the materials I had prepared for forging, mixing them with a drop of swamp water. I didn't have to work hard or think, because my experiment methodology was essentially a rough version of my anti-corrosion material experiment.

Some of them, I even flooded with my mana to see if it helped. That, it didn't. I continued to experiment.

Was it absurd to try and make a fertilizer almost the same way I tried to prepare an alloy? It certainly should have been … but an hour into the experiment, I was looking at an empty water bottle and a dozen herbs with various states of growth, which disagreed with the absurdity of my methodology.

What I had managed to make was more of a poison than a fertilizer. It was certainly not worth the effort from any productivity angle.

But, from a System enhancement angle, it was a completely different story.

[Nurture (Uncommon) - 34]

Amusingly, I had a feeling that what really improved the skill was not the growth aspect, but the poison aspect, while curing it pushed the skill higher. Unfortunately, the water I had brought with me was gone, preventing me from experimenting further.

I needed to return to the fourth floor for more material first.

Luckily, I had a lot of other things to do … including my first prototype of a shell removal machine.

            

    
        Chapter 41

    
    
    
    
                "What are you doing?" Eleanor asked the moment she entered the forge, her gaze immediately locking on the device in my hand.

"I'm trying to find a way to get the shells off the beasts faster," I said.

The moment I said that her interest faded. "Already trying to make your guild more profitable," she said, but I could sense a hint of disdain in her tone. I didn't exactly blame her. Hunters were production classes just like Blacksmiths, but, unlike us, they had a reason to actually be outside.

That meant that finding Hunters above level twenties was far easier than finding high level Blacksmiths, which meant they didn't need to deal with the same problem. And, unlike Warriors, they would be more than happy to work in a low-risk, low-pay dungeon. In a world where skills could increase by killing monsters rather than working for years, the value of labor was not much.

And, more importantly, unlike Blacksmiths, Hunters would be arranged by the guilds, meaning it was not her problem.

"Not exactly," I said. "It's just a good way to test the elasticity of the metal while I work on trying to discover something that can resist the corrosion. It helps me focus," I said even as I pointed at the various materials that were cluttered about, trying to convince her that I was focused on helping them.

"Good," she said as she noticed the fresh sign of experimenting. I had used those to improve Nurture, but she didn't need to know that. "How was your first proper day as a guild master? Anyone suspicious?"

"No. The story about an old friend deciding to set up a new guild works well enough. Altogether, very believable. The weapon change especially helped. No one should suspect a genius swordsman to be a blacksmith."

"Genius? Someone's feeling arrogant. Come, we need to solve it."

I chuckled as I followed her. Her desire to have another spar was transparent. I wasn't complaining. Not only did I want to impress her, but also watching her fight was interesting. I might always learn something from her.

I still couldn't figure out how to use a mana attack with my sword. It would have been very helpful.

This time, she brought me to a sparring room, and threw me a wooden sword and shield. She just grabbed a sword. "It's going to be painful, isn't it?" I asked. With a real, enchanted blade, she had to hold back. With a wooden sword, she didn't have to.

"I don't know what you mean," she replied.

"Well, no pain, no gain," I said as I positioned myself, focusing on the technique. While being beaten painfully was not my ideal midnight activity, I wasn't exactly complaining either. Sparring with her would be a good way to figure out a few new tricks.

At least, it wasn't as ghoulish as constantly cutting myself to bleed on metal, which had been the method I used to push Mana Forge and Repair.

"Attack first. I want to see just how much you have improved," she said. I attacked, not bothering to hold back the slightest. After all, for that reason, I hadn't pushed my Stalwart Guard to the sixties. Her eyes widened as she took a note of my improvement, which was the only sign of distress. Her blade still easily blocked everything without even taking a step.

It felt intentional, so I started to rely on my shield more than it would have been reasonable in another situation. "Fine," she growled as she took a step back, then lunged forward.

Her sword lashed, but I managed to avoid it … barely, and only by somehow mixing the Fleeting Step into the mix. It allowed me to avoid her attack.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 58 - 59]

It was a fascinating feeling. It felt like something clicked for a second, before disappearing. And, it was equally clear that the System had acknowledged it. It was very difficult to improve skills through sheer practice, especially after pushing them higher.

Her eyes widened once more. "That's not a part of the Stalwart Guard," she said.

"I guess not. It was just a stroke of inspiration," I replied. "I tried to copy the way you moved, and it … worked.

"You truly have talent. Too bad you're not a warrior," she said. "Still, once you reach level fifty, I'll gift you a Rare skill."

"Is this what's needed to use Rare skills?" I asked.

"Indirectly," she said, and I looked at her. "Unlike uncommon ones, where you just need to have the Stat in question, rare skills have higher Stat requirements. Not all of them are the same, but the ones that are worth using usually require a hundred at their Primary stat. There are very few strength-based styles that would fit your style well."

"That would be excellent," I said as I nodded, more than happy with the prospect of a hard-to-get Rare skill that would fit well with my style. Especially since it would just replace the Stalwart Guard rather than occupying a new slot.

"One condition. I want you to bring the proficiency to at least eighty before you reach level fifty."

"I think I can bring it to a hundred," I replied, deliberately acting proud. After all, since the aim was to impress.

She just snorted, clearly not believing it. I didn't blame her. If I hadn't been abusing the way skills overlap, there was no chance that I could even get close to it. What followed was an hour of non-stop sparring that had been as intense as I had feared. I tried to mix Fleeting Step in as many times as I could manage.

It didn't work as much as I wanted, but considering the impressed expression on her face, even that was exceptional.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 59 - 66]

"Actually, you might be right. You are learning even faster than I expected. You might reach a hundred, easily. Maybe I shouldn't wait until you reach fifty."

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"When you push a skill at Common or above to its limit, it gives you a perk," she said. "Usually, it's not worth going through all that effort for an external skill, but there's a benefit. When you have a Perk, it brings the requirements down for the next tier skill. That way, either you can get a Strength focused one early, or go with a different Rare skill."

I made a show of looking surprised. "Then, wouldn't it be better to learn the Common skill before upgrading it step by step?"

She chuckled. 'Unfortunately, no. Upgrading a skill through a skill stone resets it," she said. "The perk goes away."

"Even for class skills?" I asked as it was not my experience. "Not that it's really relevant for us poor Blacksmiths."

"Yes, even for them," she replied. Interesting, as in my experience, the Perks stayed. However, maybe there was a difference between making the skill evolve directly and using a skill stone.

Of course, even if that Perk disappeared, I wasn't exactly willing to write it off as a loss. It still taught me a lot.

I decided to change the topic. "I'll still try to bring it to a hundred. It teaches a lot," I said. "Do you mind if I use the other floors to practice?"

"Go ahead, if you think you can handle it," she said.

"Of course, I can," I replied. "Actually, why don't I clean the gates for you. I can easily deal with the giant ones. After all, I have a hammer to slowly break their legs."

She frowned. "Are you sure? Ranged attacks can be troubling to deal with, especially with the corrosion effect."

I smiled. "That's easy. I just need to make a shield out of stone to defend myself against the ranged attacks. Then, I can just discard it and make a new one."

"Still, it can be dangerous," she muttered. "Try to defend against this," she said as she took several steps back. I waited, expecting her to pick some stones or other ranged items. Instead, she had raised her sword. When she brought it down, some kind of energy cut through the air, targeting me. It was a thin, weak blade.

I raised my shield to block it. Before it even landed on my shield, she attacked again, this time moving slower. I defended myself to the best of my effort, doing my best to rely on dodging rather than blocking, which got even harder as she started moving around.

"Alright, you can defend yourself," she cleared. "You just need to be careful if there are multiple giant insects on the third floor. It's not likely, but it's better to be safe than sorry."

"Good point," I replied. "Still, having stronger enemies should help me to raise my skill faster. And, once I do it, I can take over keeping the gates secure. I owe you one, and you're too busy to waste a full day there."

"You would do that?" she asked.

"Of course. As I said, I owe you," I replied, acting like having access to lower floors wasn't a treasure for me. "However, I'll need the maps for the second and the third floor. I shouldn't get lost."

She nodded. "Easy. Now, let's spar some more."

"Before we start, may I ask what that attack was? Some kind of mana attack?" I asked, despite knowing it was not the case. I wasn't able to feel any mana in her attack. Yet, it was somewhat familiar.

"No, it's a special attack from a class skill," she said. She didn't mention the perk name of the skill name, clearly intending to keep it a secret.

"How does it maintain its shape without mana?" I asked.

"By using Vitality, of course," she replied, which surprised me. I didn't even think that such a thing was possible.

"Really?" I asked. "Do you mind if I examine how it works from a close range?"

"How?" she asked.

"I think I can use my Analyze skill to properly examine it," I replied. I wasn't faking my enthusiasm. While it was a big request since it potentially touched the secrets of her skills, the possibility of learning from it was more important.

"Alright, but never reveal anything about it to anyone else."

"Of course," I said as I stood next to her, and grabbed the hilt together with her, my fingers over hers to catch the movement of Vitality. She froze, and I noticed that her face was red. For someone of her level to be exhausted, she must have had a tiring day. "Go ahead," I said.

"A-alright," she stammered as she swung the sword. Meanwhile, I kept my eyes closed, using my best to stretch my Advanced Inspect to the limit to carefully examine the way the sword shifted. The way Vitality had been shaped inside the sword had been fascinating.

The best part, unlike the complicated patterns of mana, it was easy to understand … well, relatively. At least, I had a rough idea after she had repeated it a dozen times.

"I think that's enough," she pulled. "I … I have a long day tomorrow."

"How about the spar?" I asked, but she was already walking away.

"I'll just take a rain check," she replied and walked away.

"Whenever you want," I called, which was a completely genuine reaction.

Why shouldn't I be, when that meeting had solved three serious problems at the same time.
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                As I walked through the third floor of the dungeon, I felt even more enthusiastic. I wasn't able to see Eleanor in the morning, but thankfully, she hadn't forgotten to drop the maps of the first three floors.

She even marked the doors to the fourth floor — with a note warning me to stay away for my safety — which meant I didn't need to search the entirety of the huge area. And, that area was truly huge. Almost thirty miles in radius. Combined with the limited visibility, it would have been torture to search through it.

I truly needed it. After realizing that my plans of setting a forge on the fourth floor were more infeasible than I had realized, I decided to move my small forge to a new spot. And what better location than the gate that was farthest from any entrance.

Having a real map made moving easy, and I was strong enough to pull everything — including the large crucible — with me easily. This time, knowing I had to move, I brought it with me.

I didn't need to leave the cart on the first floor after taking over the gate protection and maintenance. And, having the cart with me, I didn't need to waste the material from the beasts I killed, piling the broken shells into it.

When I arrived at my destination, I picked a hilltop a mile away from the gate leading to the fourth floor. After some effort to set everything at the forge, I started digging a small pool not too far away from the gate, and covered its bottom with anti-corrosive metal. It was a thin layer, but it should be enough to maintain it.

Then, I forged two large buckets, but I didn't bring them with me.

Instead, I changed into my combat set, took the spear and hammer with me, and jumped through the gate. After experiencing the sudden onslaught at the other gate, I was prepared for the challenge. However, being prepared didn't make the challenge easier, particularly since I had been doing my best to rip the broken shells.

I needed a lot of material for my setup to improve Nurture.

Since I wasn't trying to push through the monsters, I filled my oversized buckets before going back, carrying some of the stuff. Several trips later, I had enough water to swim in if I wished, which meant I could experiment as I wished.

I filled one of the buckets with the best fertilizer with the least poison I was able to come up with, and brought it near the forge. Behind the hill where I set up my forge, there was a small deep valley. One that was perfect for growing an experimental orchard.

"Let's try it," I said as I set twenty cuttings from half-dead shrubberies, and fed the first one with a drop before flooding them with enough Health to satisfy the requirement of the skill.

[-22 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 34 - 35]

"Excellent," I said, happy to see a response from the System. I was even happier to see that the sapling had grown considerably, sprouting almost two inches. Not exactly a great amount, but considering it only took a smidgen of health and a drop of poison-fertilizer, the growth was incredible nevertheless.

While using dungeon water allowed the dungeon plants to grow outside, the actual growth was next to negligible compared to what I had achieved inside the dungeon.

I repeated the process even as I grabbed one of the vitality-dense bars I had brought along — this time with enough presence of mind to leave them on the third floor — to replenish my Health slowly, once again amused that a Blacksmith could increase the skill level faster.

[-410 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 34 - 49]

Still, whenever I repeated it, I focused on the sensation of Health leaving my body, doing my best to get familiar with it. I had already been planning to learn how to use Health directly, to see if I could push Repair and Forge higher by using just silver — as finding a sufficient amount of gold to forge weapons seemed to be a challenge — and Eleanor's attack had only intensified that desire.

It was a dangerous world, and having an extra weapon was always welcome.

After several rounds, my Nurture had stabilized in the mid-fifties. Which would have been an easy pattern.

Instead, I returned and mixed another fertilizer, this time both the poison and fertilized effect stronger. However, for this batch, I also mixed the purest fertilizer I could manage. After playing around, I realized the best way was to use a stronger poison effect.

While, at the same time, giving the plant enough material to trigger its growth.

"It can't be that easy," I muttered as I replicated the same process with a sapling I had brought from outside for this exact purpose. It … died.

Terribly.

"Not a surprise. It doesn't have any inherent resistance," I muttered. "Maybe if it's stronger," I said. I used some water from outside I had brought for this exact purpose and carefully enhanced its growth. Soon, I was looking at a sapling that was two feet tall and looked far healthier than the others.

It cost me almost ten minutes, and three hundred Health. And, it didn't even increase my skill.

Then, I used the cleanest dungeon fertilizer I had discovered. One drop had been enough to make it wilt helplessly. I tried to reverse it, which cost me even more.

[-219 Health]

To make it even more annoying, there was no skill improvement.

"Alright, it's clear that the dungeon plant has some kind of resistance to the poison aspect," I determined. The mechanics were no doubt interesting, but I didn't have the equivalent of Repair to properly analyze it.

"It looks like the theme of the day is pointless repetition," I said even as I increased the number of saplings. Soon, I was feeding them with stronger and stronger fertilizer first, pushing them to a certain size before I poisoned them.

My Nurture skills climbed higher and higher. Then, noon arrived. I had depleted the small pool I had created, but it was not for nothing. I had reached my glorious point of success.

"Beautiful, " I said even as I looked at my small, unambitious tree plantation. None of the trees were taller than my height, and they were the ugliest little things I had ever seen with crooked branches and thin, listless leaves.

But, it represented two things. One, unlimited fuel for my forge.

Two, another beautiful experiment.

[Nurture (Uncommon) - 72]

"Let's see if you'll be able to survive the poison," I said even as I used the shovel to carefully uproot it from its place while I stuffed my mouth with some extra food. Then, I brought the tree next to the gate.

I left the tree behind as I went down, killing the monsters around the gate — their presence wasn't as intense, but I still had to kill several giant monsters. Then, I broke their shells into a mixture of small and big pieces and picked a small spot near the gate that wasn't submerged in water.

The wet mulch wasn't too difficult to dig.

Then, I returned to the third floor and brought the small, ugly tree I had brought with me. The moment it arrived, it started to wilt.

I immediately put my hand on its surface, pushing as much as Health as I could manage in short bursts.

[-42 Health]

[Nurture (Uncommon) 72 - 74]

Unfortunately, despite that, the tree started to wilt rather than grow. I repeated the attempt multiple times, each attempt slowing down its demise to some extent. But, ultimately, it ended up as a dead, dried tree, and my current health was insufficient to resolve the issue.

However, while it was a sad loss, there was a great benefit to it as well.

[Nurture (Uncommon) 99 - 100]

[Perk Options — Growth / Harvest]

"Excellent," I muttered even as I went back to the third floor, once again going back and forth until I had refilled the pool. Not only that, but I had also added a hundred more saplings to my little tree plantation.

With the skill already at its peak, I was able to grow those saplings far more efficiently, both in terms of Health required and time. Raising a small orchard didn't even take enough time to reach midday.

Now, it's time for another forging experiment," I said. I cut ten of the trees and used them to create a nice cozy fire, capable of easily melting and cleansing the limited silver I had.

This time, I tried to engage Nurture to push Health directly to the molten metal, followed by slowly feeding mana. It worked enough to hold the material. Unfortunately, suddenly, it was my speed of releasing mana that was a problem.

"Luckily, it's not a big problem," I said as I looked at the large pile of broken shells, each representing an incredible amount of mana I could directly use in the form of a mana blow. Especially since the new trees had been able to burn brightly enough to release the mana from the shells completely.

"Fascinating," I said as I rapidly started to forge the smallest silver daggers I could manage, using the poisonous dungeon water to quench them, and then destroying them just as quickly.

Now that I wasn't trying to ration the mana I was able to use, the skill started to rise rapidly once again.

When it was past midday, I was looking for a beautiful new text.

[Mana Forge (Rare) 99 - 100 ]

[Perk Options — Modify / Masterwork / Rapid Forging / Mana Control (Mana Manipulation) / Durable]

If there was a further variant of Creative Forging, it would have been a tough choice. Without it, Mana Control was the clear option. Maybe, with that, I might break the limit on my sword skills.

However, as much as I wanted to try that, improving Repair was more important. So, I forged the strongest, most mana-dense silver dagger I could manage before systematically destroying and repairing it until the skill reached its limit.

I didn't even have to think before I chose to improve Advanced Inspect, as it was still my single most important Perk.

[Mana Repair (Rare) - 104 [Observe]

Mana Forge (Rare) - 102 [Creative Forging, Mana Control]]

"Beautiful," I celebrated, ignoring the temptation to tinker with them even more. With the materials in hand, I had already reached the limit. For the next stage, I needed gold, probably in bulk, and likely even more mana than I could get from the broken shells of giant monsters.

So, as much as I wanted to play with them more, I decided that it was time to fight some more.

However, not before I completely reforged everything.
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                Forging a completely new set of gear had been an exciting prospect. Even if the skill didn't give me a better variant of the anti-corrosive alloy with some silver mixed in, the difference between sixty points and a hundred points was incredible enough to make it worth the effort.

After all, such a radical jump didn't just bring with it more materials, but completely new techniques to use. Some of those techniques revealed new ways to use Mana to manipulate the underlying material, while the others were purely physical methods like folding the metal more and more to manipulate its crystallization structure.

However, I didn't choose to forge the best weapon that was offered, for one simple reason: It required a long and delicate forging process, requiring me to turn the metal into a sheet before folding it back again and again for hours for every ingot.

While it would have made the resulting weapon considerably better, I didn't have a week to forge a weapon and a month to forge a piece of armor.

No, a set that used most of the silver I had while still being forged in under one hour was the best option. I compensated for some of the weaknesses by using an excessive amount of mana, while the others stayed in place.

Even this was only possible thanks to Creative Forging and Mana Control, a combination that allowed me to bypass a lot of restrictions inherent to these techniques, though the quality suffered significantly.

I wondered just how incredible my weapons would have been had I chosen the Masterwork path, but it was just an idle curiosity. Ultimately, my new set was more than enough to handle the challenges offered by this dungeon, and that was all that mattered.

"Still, it had been an interesting experience," I muttered as I spent ten minutes, and used the last of the available silver to make the shell removal device I had been trying to make. It worked beautifully, but it was not commercially viable.

Simply because it was too precious. The device I had envisioned last night had many moving parts out of necessity, and they didn't work very well. Instead, what I forged was essentially three small thin knives with an absurd elasticity and even sharper edges, perfect to scoop under the shells.

Unfortunately, its materials were too precious, which would be suspicious.

"I can always keep it with me while showing the prototype," I decided.

I needed the money it would bring.

Technically, with my current abilities, there were far better methods of making money. I could go and start forging mana alloys in a mana-dense location. I didn't know how much a silver mana alloy would go for, but ten gold coins for an ingot was far below the actual price.

Unfortunately, I didn't know a way to do so without suddenly becoming a 'guest' to one of the stronger families. After all, I didn't just offer rare resources, but a chance to replicate, which was the kind of thing that needed to be monopolized to maximize its impact.

"Hunting insects is more than acceptable," I decided. Maybe I could try something better once I believed myself to be strong enough, but I still had a lot to do before that step. Even with all the things I had solved, I was still three years behind schedule.

Even as I started walking toward the fourth floor, I started thinking about how to close that gap. The most urgent step was obvious. Before reaching level fifty, I needed to find a way to improve my class skills to the next stage.

Which, in turn, would give me a better class once I reached level fifty. Hopefully.

Of course, I couldn't exactly experiment blindly. Even with the Mana variants of my two skills, I had a solid direction of where to go. I had worked with mana alloys, and Maria had helped me by infusing mana into the metal. Even then, only the coincidence of being in a mana dead zone allowed me to make that jump.

For the other possible improvements, I needed direction.

For direction, I needed information.

And, for information, I needed money.

"Let's hunt," I said, even as I delved into the fourth floor. I had achieved a lot, but I still had some time. And, I wanted to see if the improved equipment helped me against the giant insects.

The short answer, it did. Immensely.

Before, I still needed to use a combination of spear and hammer styles against giant beasts, climbing on top of them before using the hammer. It wasn't slow by any means, taking less than ten seconds.

But, the difference between ten seconds and one blow was too much. Suddenly, I was able to push the spear art to the limit as I ran through the bog without even slowing down, each blow killing a giant insect. Most of the time, I didn't even bother changing my path to kill one of the smaller ones.

The increased speed had paid off greatly. When I finished the time I had allocated to pure leveling, I had already improved further.

[Level 38 - 39]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength,, +2 Dexterity]

[Level 39 - 40]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength,, +1 Dexterity, +1 Essence]

On the way back, I shifted to the sword, trying to replicate the mana attack.

To my shock, it took only three tries for me to succeed … somewhat. It was a combination of a minute amount of silver conducting mana better than I had expected, my new Mana Control perk allowing me to control the flow better, and a greater understanding of how to shape it to get an approximation of a cutting edge.

[-2 Mana]

I stopped using the sword once the skill proficiency reached the low seventies, which I had accomplished easily by killing a dozen insects. I slowed it down, once again trying to stay within reasonable bounds.

With my spear and hammer skill in place, the only function of the sword skill was to impress Eleanor.

However, as I passed near the dried remains of the tree I tried to raise, I decided that I still had time for one more experiment. And, with the small plantation in place, even if Rare skills proved harder to improve than I initially assumed, I could always go the slow way.

I went back to the third floor, once again refilling the small pond. Then, I grabbed the Rare skill stone, and absorbed it.

[Nurture (Uncommon) 100 - Nurture (Rare) 1]

"That's a big drop," I muttered even as I started using the rare variant, trying to see how it changed, trying to compare it with the other variants.

The first thing I noticed was that it was far more effective when it came to dealing with the poison aspects, easily cleansing it from the sapling with a little bit of mana. That had been incredible enough, but also the growth effect was more pronounced.

Then, there was the final result. The saplings that had been enhanced by the Rare variant looked far more healthier. Its branches were smoother and thicker, and the leaves were brighter. It actually looked like a tree rather than a sorry excuse.

The only disadvantage was that the skill was slower to grow. The poisoned tree trick had been able to push the old skill to eighties easily, while the Rare variant slowed down at below fifty. Though, considering it was functioning better at that level, it was hardly a drawback.

"And, it's not like I don't have a method to handle it," I said even as I uprooted another tree, refilled my health by eating — glad that my Vitality made that process even faster — and went back to the fourth floor.

"Let's see how long you'll be able to survive," I said as I buried the tree that was as tall as me. I injected it with a burst of Health.

[-22 Health]

[Nurture (Rare) 42 - 46]

"Excellent," I said, and repeated the trick, curious just how much I would be able to push it before it died … but it didn't take long for me to realize I had made a slight miscalculation.

The rare variant was better at dealing with the poison aspect … to a significant degree. Which meant, the tree wasn't slowly corroding, but actually growing, a pattern that had started to get more and more obvious.

Ten minutes later, I was looking for a giant tree that hovered above me, taller than twenty yards. An important detail, because I could see its branches without being blocked by the dungeon mist. Interesting.

[Nurture (Rare) - 82]

"How curious," I said even as I walked back, only to realize my vision range still included the tree. Only when I walked back, I realized that, effectively, there was a second bubble around the tree, which overlapped with mine. The moment I walked away sufficiently, the mist blocked the way.

Since I needed to keep things going, I moved back, wanting to add seven more trees around the dungeon gate. Having a better vision around the gate would have made my life much easier.

Raising seven more trees allowed me to raise Nurture back to nineties, which took another half an hour. A nice surprise. Another surprise followed soon after.

The insects avoided the fully-grown trees.

Another fascinating little detail.

"Incredible," I said, but while I wanted to play around, it was also true that I needed money. A lot of money. For that reason, I went back to the third floor, and used a combination of shell extraction device and the new silver spear with great efficiency.

Thanks to the device, it took less than a second to extract the shell without damaging it, which was an incredible activity. Extracting a thousand shells took barely more than an hour, traveling took more than the task itself, and even then, it wasn't much.

The third floor was teeming with monsters, which gave me more than enough prey. I might have even extracted more, that would have been suspicious even with the extraction device.

With that, I piled everything onto the cart, and started going up.

When I arrived, the guards looked at the cart with a shocked expression. "Wow, that's an … incredible haul. Particularly since you're alone."

"Nothing too much," I replied even as I smiled. "A good friend of mine made this for me. It's a bit of trouble to maintain, and I paid a hundred gold for it, but it's worth it." It was not without reason I gave such an absurd number. It needed to look like something that was not affordable.

"Really, what does it do?" the guard asked.

"It helps extract the shells," I said. "Also, I was lucky to find a swarm or two, and a few good Samaritans were kind enough to exchange weapons with me so I didn't have to return every hour."

"Wow, really," he said.

"Of course," I replied even as I raised my sword, and told a quick story about how I achieved it while also showing my sword skills. An explanation … and if someone was having some thoughts, a warning.

When I left the dungeon, I was thirty gold coins richer. It would have been thirty-two, with some spare silver, but the extra, I left as a tip.

Well, I let them record as such, at least. Currently, they weren't paying with coins, but giving some kind of credit, which could be used for services. It had to be redeemed in the town, after all the expenses from repair fees to guild rent had been paid.

Still, a reputation for generosity wouldn't harm. Especially when, tomorrow, I would probably borrow at least twenty swords to make things more believable, which was technically against the rules. Everyone could borrow three swords, and had to bring them back in an acceptable condition to get a new one.

Getting twenty swords would eat into my profits even more, but I didn't need Eleanor to start wondering if I discovered some kind of resistant alloy this early on.
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                When I returned to the town, enthusiastic about testing the limits of the improved core skills, Eleanor was already waiting for me. This time, she didn't say anything even before she drew her sword and attacked.

"Good evening to you as well," I called even as I drew mine and countered her attack, even parrying hard enough to push her back.

"I thought that it's better to check whether you're slacking," she said even as she attacked again. I countered her easily. This time, it was less about her holding back, and more about where we were fighting. A tight corridor, which was far more advantageous for Stalwart Guard.

Of course, that advantage wouldn't be enough for me to win against her if she started fighting seriously, but the fact that she had to take me seriously in the first place was enough to show how much I had grown.

We fought for two minutes before she pulled back, clearly satisfied. I barely added ten points since our spar, but considering the increasing difficulty of upgrading a skill, it was still incredible. Believably so.

"I heard that you managed to hunt a lot of insects today," she said.

"Yes. Trying to take them in one blow is a good trick, especially with the stone shield trick," I replied. "The second floor is not as hard as I had initially feared. Giant ones are even easier to deal with a hammer. Though, it was hell to maintain the little contraption I made. I had to repair it maybe twenty times."

"That's what you get for trying to rely on machines rather than proper skill," she said.

I strongly disagreed with her absurd statement. No matter how convenient the skills were, it was not an excuse to not to attempt recreating technology in some way. However, I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to annoy my boss … or was she technically my business partner. Maybe a client?

Then, I shrugged. Regardless of her exact title, she represented my access to the dungeon. I could humor her. "Unfortunately, I need the money to recruit when the caravan arrives. So, unless you have a couple thousand gold coins you want to lend me without interest, I have to play with these devices."

"Good point," she said. "I would have, but I have put everything I have to bid for the dungeon along with Lady Maria. We even borrowed some from the family. Or, I would have done that easily."

I thought about asking her just how much it cost, but I held my mouth shut. Being too nosy was not a good idea. "Any plans for the night?" I asked.

"I need to go back to the town," she replied. "I have another meeting with that b — Rosie. Do you want to come?" she corrected, her tone signaling that they weren't getting along. A change from the earlier attitude. My best guess, Eleanor was getting annoyed at Rosie's business acumen. Not that I blamed her.

Rosie was a dangerous opponent across the table.

"Depends," I said.

"On what?"

"On how much Rosie actually knows about the dungeon, and how invested she is in its success," I said. "There's no way a beard and a new skill would make her believe that I'm a new person."

Eleanor nodded, clearly not having considered that. "She is the one that found us the suppliers for the skills, and she was the one that found the new blacksmiths. Also, she invested a lot in her new guild here. Don't you trust her?"

I paused for a moment, considering. Before, I would have said that I trusted her immediately. While she had always looked out for herself, that was not a bad quality in a dangerous world. She had a reputation for sticking to the deals she made.

I knew that intimately. When I was still using her to collect data about the surrounding towns, I had carefully analyzed the data she provided to make sure it was not fake. Faking data, even with people with Intelligence, was not an easy job, especially against me.

After a decade of reviewing papers for various journals — a terrible, thankless part of academia — I was pretty familiar with how fake data looked. Just to be on the safe side, I even ran some statistical analysis to make sure everything was acceptable.

While it was not conclusive evidence, it was a strong positive mark to her case. Combined with her significant investment to the town, it was fair to assume that she could be trusted … with my identity. Not anything else.

Especially since there was a good chance that she would be moving here to operate her new guild. Revealing my identity was easier than playing hide and seek. And, with her being aware of my identity, I could start making purchases through her once again.

The best thing about it was that she was too used to my weird purchases, so a few potentially risky subjects should just go under the radar.

"Fair, let's go," I said, hating myself that I was actually volunteering to fly. However, I needed to do so, because I had too many things to do in the town. I wanted to buy new skills, experiment with environmental mana, and even see if I could hire some people to work for me.

Then, I froze, remembering an important fact. "Actually, do you have anything that can block Identify?" I asked. "We don't want anyone checking my class."

"Good point. Wait here," she said as she brought me a bracelet. "Be careful, though. It doesn't last long. Only activate when you're suspicious, and turn it off once the situation passes," she said.

"How does it work?" I asked as I looked at the ugly gold bracelet with emerald and ruby studdings.

"Just hold it in your hand and focus, it'll trigger," she said. "But, be careful. It's an active enchantment, and it's already mostly drained. It can probably last only for ten more minutes."

"Alright," I said, ignoring the temptation to just start examining it. I tried that on the camouflage ring, only to end up disappointed. The ring itself was a boring Mana alloy, and everything was done with Mana.

Which, it had a limited amount of, with no way to refill — at least no way I could figure.

Still, it didn't bother me, I had a good feeling that I could actually block someone's mana if they tried. I just needed to be careful if someone tried to touch me, and that was it. The bracelet, I just needed as an excuse.

"Let's go," she said. I nodded,

Merely ten minutes later, I had been cursing that decision as I grabbed the griffin, scared out of my mind. I had been a passenger on Eleanor's griffin twice, and both had been pleasant experiences — as far as it could be when one flew on top a giant mutated bird with a stupid lion legs that couldn't even manage to flap its wings smoothly; an opinion I held with absolutely no bias.

Unfortunately, one of those trips had been between the town and the dungeon, which was a very small distance with constant patrols keeping the wild monsters away. During the other trip, we had Maria dealing with the monsters with her flame attacks.

Without her, Eleanor was the one to handle them. In melee range.

It wasn't the monsters that scared me. I trusted Eleanor to handle them, and even if I didn't, I could have used Stalwart Guard to protect myself.

No, it was the fact that our Griffin had been dealing with most of the attacks, which made it jerk and twist, worse than even the worst turbulence. Without strength, I wouldn't have been able to hold on.

Eleanor said something, but I wasn't able to process it as my ears rang, spots appearing in my eyes. I recognized the panic attack easily. I took deep breaths, but it didn't work.

I closed my eyes, repeating myself that I wouldn't actually die if I fell. With Health to recover from, a fall from terminal velocity wouldn't be deadly unless I landed on my head. Unfortunately, that didn't work any better than repeating the plane accident statistics in my mind had before the Calamity.

It was torture.

Not even the sudden change in environment as we entered a mana rich atmosphere had helped me. When we landed, I threw myself on the ground, my legs trembling badly. "Are you alright?" Eleanor asked.

"Not particularly, no," I answered, not even in the mood for a lie.

"Come on, let's bring you to the town," she said even as she presented her arm. I grabbed it, and let her drag me toward the gate. However, halfway in, my shakes started to disappear.

Faster than I was used to. It was not normal.

"What's going on?" I asked.

"We have just stepped into the peace zone," she said.

"Peace zone?" I asked.

She paused. "I sometimes forget that you don't really know a lot about big stuff," she said. "Is it possible that you forget that I even said that?" I didn't even bother answering her.

"Alright, but keep your mouth shut. It's a small addition to the formation of every town. It radiates a weak calming effect to prevent stress build up, making sure people don't go around fighting every day. However, the effect is too weak to actually stop people if they are aware, so it's not exactly announced. Too bad we can't really afford it for our town yet. They are cheap, but in our case, we can't afford to supply it with mana."

"A reasonable precaution," I said, glad that I had the excuse of being sick to explain the utter disgust in my tone. A permanent calming effect, affecting my mind. Constantly in the air.

I couldn't even begin to explain why it was a bad decision to keep people under a constant mind-altering effect. Even assuming that there was no side effect — debatable — one thing had been scientifically proven.

A certain amount of stress played an important role in any kind of innovation, or drive to succeed.

Looking back, I couldn't help but wonder if it explained why I had lost three years of my life, limiting myself to sending applications while trying to collect some meager data rather than doing … anything else. I had always assumed that it was just my old world habits.

But, was it?
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                As I followed Eleanor, I did my best to ignore the giant question about having something called calming field over every single town. I failed. Somehow, it nauseated me worse than that horrible flight experience.

I tried to ignore it, but failed. Something was bubbling inside me. For the first time, I wanted to feel like raging. Worse, now that I knew that there was something to look for, I could feel that anger draining out of me slowly. The weaker my anger got, the smoother the draining had become. Soon, even though I knew what to look for, I couldn't identify the effect.

I couldn't handle the idea.

"Actually, do you mind if I go kill a few monsters? It'll calm me better," I managed to squeeze between my clenched teeth.

"I understand the feeling. Go ahead. I'll be at the Broken Tankard," Eleanor said.

I nodded thankfully before I turned and started walking away. The darkness, I welcomed as I moved away from the town, ignoring the road, which was safer — but not safe — as I cut directly toward the nearest woodland.

It was one of the hunting areas maintained for the low-leveled people, with an hourly access fee. At least, during the day.

It was too unpredictable during the night. Exactly what I needed. I wanted to destroy things without being observed by anyone. For the first time in my life, I wanted to lash out and destroy. The more I thought about it, the more I realized that it was the reason for my state, obediently sending applications to the new research groups without taking initiative.

One of the guards shook his hand. "Hey, buddy. You can't come here during the night —" he started.

I just threw him a gold coin. An abject waste of money, but I didn't want to talk with him. With my hands shaking with anger, I didn't know how he would react.

"Alright, but if you have any problem, I didn't see you," the guard said as he put the coin into his bag before walking away.

I ignored that as I delved into the forest, my blade dancing to cut and skewer any monster that was stupid enough to come close. I moved deeper and deeper, killing more and more. It didn't make me any less angry, but gave me a sense of control, enough that I could start processing my anger.

While the idea that I might have wasted three years of my life was a horrible realization, it wasn't the reason for my rage.

Not even close.

I was furious, because having a calming field effect going on constantly was nothing less than a true disaster. Of course, there were many reasons it was a horrible disaster, like potential impact on brain chemistry, but on those, I didn't know enough to make a judgment call.

I could only make a certain judgment from the perspective of a sociologist. And, that judgment was clear.

It was a disaster, which had the potential to be worse than the Calamity itself.

Though, I was glad that I didn't have to tell someone else about that. I doubted that I could realistically convey the significance of it to someone that was not an expert. And even then, it wouldn't be a simple conversation.

In a way, stress was like gravity. Without it, thinking that we would be jumping happily was a good dream. In reality, our bodies would turn into malformed abominations with countless defects, because every little biological function we had depended on gravity to shape it.

Stress had some function for our minds and the society.

Just like gravity, there were many harmful effects caused by stress. Chronic health problems, impact on productivity, leading social conflicts, aggressions, damaging relationships, burnouts, and many other effects that would take too long to list…

Yet, it was a proven fact that stress, in moderate doses, was a critical aspect of motivation. It sharpened focus and drove the individuals to become better. From a certain point of view, it was also the reason most successful people had been maladjusted — a list that included me, if I were to be honest.

It drove people to adapt, grow, and innovate in unpredictable ways. Without that drive, people could still push themselves and excel, but they rarely became exceptional. In a way, it generated excellent accountants and gym teachers, but not many true scientists or record breaking athletes.

That alone explained why most people didn't even think of pushing the limits of the System but obediently followed the easiest path to improvement.

Of course, fighting constantly against monsters was a stressful activity, but it didn't make people innovate. Too much stress impacts creativity in a completely opposite manner, stifling it and forcing people to stick to their traditions and habits even more. Especially habits like killing more monsters to get stronger, which was an obvious choice.

It didn't exactly happen like that for me … but then, I could hardly call myself a normal, well-adjusted human being. I was the reason my psychologist had been able to send her child through college without student loans.

"I hate it," I growled as I destroyed another monster. "We are dealing with a magical disaster and literal monsters, yet we're still our worst enemy."

I wasn't exaggerating. Just by stopping people from experimenting, those calming fields might have killed more people than the first wave of Calamity. A massacre of grand scale.

That alone would have been horrible enough. But, there were many other critical functions of stress in society. For example, it played an incredible role in social bonding. Stress drew people together, both seeking comfort of the group, and trying to overcome the challenges together.

Yet, people had been living in relative, forced calm, then went out to fight against monsters to get an enhanced dose of stress, not just from the fact that they were fighting for their lives, but it was likely that they also suffered withdrawal effects from leaving the calming field, at least to a level similar to trying to quit smoking.

Which meant, any group that worked together had turned even more close knit and loyal. A good thing during a fight, as people weren't afraid of being abandoned by their fellow fighters. But a horrible thing from a societal perspective.

"Codependent" was a word that people loved to throw around, but it was a dangerous thing. It made people stay in cults that drained their money and linger in abusive relationships until it killed them.

In our current situation, codependent was an understatement —

"Fuck, that explains why everyone follows people with Charisma like lost puppies," I growled even as I punched the nearest tree, leaving a deep indent. It didn't break my gauntleted hand. I wish it did. Not only had people turned more loyal, but Charisma was probably able to replicate that effect, at least partially.

Which meant that anyone with Charisma was essentially microdosing people constantly when they had been struggling with addiction symptoms.

Combined, it was even more devastating than ordinary. It meant, every guild was some kind of a frat house on steroids, led by what was essentially a cult leader.

It also explained one of the biggest questions I had, the strong drift on social values and ethics. While I had some theories, I had always been weirded out by how quickly a world built on the idea of freedom and individuality — at least, to some degree — had been able to regress back to medieval principles in less than three years.

The peace fields presented a much better explanation.

I reacted that badly, because I had already studied the concept before Cataclysm.

The idea of artificially adjusting people's emotions and drives to create a 'better' society wasn't exactly a new idea. The CIA had famously experimented on the impact of the drugs, not to mention many famous science fiction books examined the concept as a thought experiment.

Of course, as a famous sociologist that could actually model impacts of such concepts, I had sufficient access to some of the studies that hadn't been revealed to the public yet. People often underestimated the number of contingencies that the government had for any kind of an emergency, from disease outbreaks to a sudden nuclear attack.

Ironically, even the Cataclysm was prepared for … technically. A total collapse of electrical infrastructure along with a hostile invasion sufficiently fit the theme. Of course, it didn't help even a bit when the Cataclysm hit, because, ultimately, those plans needed to be implemented on time.

However, they weren't the only ones that commissioned such studies. There were many eccentric rich people that tried to solve every problem the world had through their sheer genius. Of course, those genius ideas were often one-liners like building a huge underwater city before leaving the 'easy' part to the experts.

I remembered it, because I had been harassed by a particularly annoying one years ago. It was called Horizon Institute, and they had been obsessive enough to harass me for a month, offering me a frankly ludicrous amount of money to work for their genius founder.

But, no money was worth working for a bunch of crazy people, especially since I had been more than comfortable with my finances thanks to a few peripheral projects I had done for tech companies. A few startups had paid in shares, which then appreciated more than I expected, freeing me from the necessity to indulge them.

It was particularly satisfying to throw the gold watch they had given me as an apology to the garbage. It had been less satisfying when I actually went and paid for a replica to be made when the dean started to nag me about upsetting important donors.

"Those were the days," I muttered even as I continued to kill, going deeper and deeper into the forest, letting my anger drain out of me while I let my skill lead me. In a way, it was like Meditation.

A very violent variant.

I continued, spending some more time before I started to walk back. "It is ironic that the conspiracies about chem-trails had suddenly turned real," I said, but my chuckle sounded dark even to my ears.

Not a surprise, considering what would happen if I tried to convince people about my conclusions. I didn't know if the peace fields were some kind of intentional conspiracy to somehow manipulate humanity, or if it was something they used simply because it helped people in power. Ultimately, it didn't matter.

It took decades of fighting to limit tobacco usage, where the industry lied, cheated, bribed, used legal troubles, and that had been only one recreational industry. Trying to convince the people that were actually fashioning themselves as feudal city lords and medieval nobles that one of the fundamental aspects of their power was harmful…

There was only one question about what would happen if I tried. Would I be treated as a madman and dismissed, or quietly assassinated?
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                "Time to return," I said to myself serenely, and started walking back.

Of course, I knew it was not true acceptance. However, once the heat from the realization was gone, I was able to put it back into the pile of things I would deal with in the future. It was a big disaster, one that could potentially change the world, but it wasn't something I could deal with blindly.

And, the first step was to confirm that it was actually the situation. Admittedly, studying it wouldn't have been too easy. Even the simplest experiment I could think of, which was to give two groups some kind of tricky problem that was disguised as an IQ test, required me to access at least a hundred people, and hold experiments in two different locations.

Observing the new town was not an option, as there were too many variables to come to a conclusion. Maybe if I had the data from at least a hundred new towns, and a proper computer to process it —

"Not the time," I said. While it was tempting to spend the next month coming up with fascinating observation methodologies that might solve my issue, it would have been ultimately counterproductive. Even the cheapest setup I could envision required a lot of money to run. More importantly, it would have been too obvious.

There was one important question about the peace fields: Whether they were intentionally there to control the society, or if that was just a side effect. As much as I wanted to dismiss the first option as a crazy conspiracy theory, I couldn't. And, until I could, I didn't have the luxury of experimenting freely.

I was even happier that I hid my Mana Forge and Mana Repair after this revelation.

Instead, I needed to use the opportunity to experiment with environmental mana. We wouldn't stay here for long, and I had already wasted most of my time. It would be even more annoying if Eleanor wrapped up her business with Rosie.

Luckily, I could always use the excuse of getting inspired about sword technique if she was angry. It should mollify her.

Meanwhile, I found a nice concealed corner, leaned against a rock wall, and started using Meditation to gather mana.

To my surprise, it was slower than using the monster parts to refill my mana. Considerably so, but it didn't take long for me to understand the reason. I barely ran the technique for a minute before the Mana density around me had dropped considerably.

That hadn't been a problem with the monster parts. I could always shatter more.

I stayed like that, absorbing more and more mana, while the density around me continued to drop. Reaching back up to three digits took more than fifteen minutes. There were certain ways to increase Mana density, that much was common knowledge, but guessing how effective they would be was something else.

"Alright, that explains why mages don't stick around in small towns," I said. That fact alone had changed multiple plans I had about my future. However, that didn't mean my experimentation was over. Instead, I broke a few silver coins even as I dug a pit and snapped a few branches.

I was just about to reflexively reach into my pocket when I remembered I had a more convenient way of creating fire. And, casting a spell was faster than slowly releasing it back.

I raised my hand, ready to lose a hundred mana.

[-68 Mana]

"Alright, that was interesting," I muttered even as I noticed the relatively small drop in the number. But, I didn't need to think about the reason.

Even as the spell was in progress, it started pulling Mana from the environment as well, faster than I could manage with my meditation. Not only that, the spell had actually gathered faster, almost four seconds rather than full five.

Interesting concept.

It also explained why they couldn't defend the town with Maria. I had assumed that it had been just the cost of Mana regeneration items, but clearly, it was also about resource efficiency and casting speed.

"Ignore the implications," I said even as I threw the broken silver coins into the fire and melted them, and bled on them with my Health, followed it with mana.

[-85 Health]

[-9 Mana]

"It doesn't work," I muttered even as I had attempted a few times. But, the same experiment that had allowed me to create a Mana alloy for the first time didn't work when there was some Mana in the atmosphere.

Even following the System recipes were harder, forcing me to isolate the environmental mana. It was doable, but even that was slower. An environment without external interference was much better.

I stayed in the concealed spot for one more minute, draining my remaining Mana in the form of a Mana Blow. For that, environmental Mana had no impact. Mana simply stuck around the blade until it lost its cohesion.

I practiced until I had made enough progress to support the excuse for my sudden inspiration.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 73 - 76]

Then, I paused, thinking if there was any other experiment I needed to run. I did not.

But, I had an observation I wanted to make. On the way back, I drifted near one of the farms that supplied the town with most of its fresh produce.

"Hey, this is private property," someone warned as I walked toward the nearest tree.

"Don't make a big deal. I'm feeling peckish," I said. He looked ready to fight, but when I flipped a silver coin his way, he was quick to change his attitude.

I went to the nearest tree, and snapped an apple. Meanwhile, I just wanted to examine the tree from close up. The tree was draining some Mana from the environment. Very slowly, probably not amounting to more than a point every hour, but looking carefully, the movement was clear.

A stronger evidence was the greenhouses deeper into the farm. Unlike open fields, they had multiple guards around them, who wouldn't have appreciated my presence, no doubt. However, I didn't need to get closer. Even from a distance, I could see the way Mana gathered toward the building.

They likely had some kind of enchantment to increase Mana density.

Of course, I watch not just the greenhouses, but also the way some of the night workers operated, trying to get a better sense of the process of farming. I didn't learn anything other than Mana also playing a significant role in farming, but it was a good exchange for a silver coin.

Also, the apple was delicious.

When I reached the door, the guards didn't allow me inside because of the curfew. I could have mentioned Eleanor's name and entered, but it made a good excuse for my disappearance, so I just shrugged and walked back.

While I didn't think I could avoid stepping into another peace field forever, I didn't want to do that. Not before I could properly process the realization that I had been magically drugged for years. Though, the scariest thing had been the effects.

And, how easy it had been to excuse any stupid decision, staying in the town and working obediently, waiting for a convenient break rather than doing everything I could.

Of course, it wasn't some kind of fear that kept me away. I knew that, after three years of exposure, another night wouldn't be harmful. However, going back into the town also meant talking with Rosie.

And, that woman was far too sharp to deal with such a thing.

I wanted to browse some of the Basic and Common skills I wanted, and maybe purchase a few of them, but it wasn't critical enough to force myself. For once, I decided to be lazy and indulgent, rather than being drugged to behave so.

While waiting for her, I pulled my sword once more to practice, this time without killing the monsters. It was still more relaxing than calming exercises and ordinary meditation. I hated sitting around doing nothing.

Eleanor returned almost an hour later, and when she did, I was much calmer. "Hey, where were you?" she asked.

"Sorry, I know I was supposed to be joining you, but I had been hit by a sudden bit of inspiration," I said, trying my best to sound excited. "It increased by three whole points, reaching seventy-six."

Luckily, Eleanor was far more excited about the prospect to question the tone of my voice. "Wow, that's amazing news!"

I was strangely glad when she drew her sword and charged at me, and we started sparring. It was even better than practicing, as it forced me to focus fully. We sparred for almost twenty minutes before she reluctantly pulled back. "I still have a meeting at the camp about the construction of the second layer of the town. We need to go back," she said.

"Alright," I said. "How was the meeting?"

"Typical, filled with more bean counting than I'm happy with; but we do what we must," she said.

"And, how did Rosie react to my situation?"

"She didn't," Eleanor replied, which surprised me. "Since you didn't come, I assumed you changed your mind about revealing that to her. We can go back and tell her if you want."

"It's not really that important," I said. "We can always meet the next time."

"But, it means that you flew for nothing. I know how you … don't like flying."

"That's true," I said, amused by her attempt to tiptoe around my almost crippling fear of flying. "But still, I benefited from the visit more than I expected. It's worth it."

"You're right. Three points of proficiency in a couple of hours, particularly when it reaches seventies, is no joke. It's worth a little distress."

It was not what I meant, but I wouldn't have corrected that even if I wasn't intentionally trying to mislead her. Instead, I joined her on the griffin.

For the first time in my life, I was actually looking forward to flying. Any distraction from the shocking revelation was welcome.
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                When the next morning arrived, I moved down the dungeon with a renewed passion, dragging the cart with me at full speed, not even slowing down by anything but the giant monsters. I left the smaller ones behind.

I didn't even sleep a wink after my revelation, still trying to process the potential implications of the peace field. A naive part of me was telling me to reveal the truth to the public and trust people. Luckily, that part had been battered even before the Calamity, so it was easy to silence.

Of course, the real reason I was able to silence it was having a better path, unlike pre-Calamity world, where trying to convince the masses to support me so that I could start working on the problem, with vague hopes of finding definite evidence to prove my conclusion was my only option.

Which then would have triggered a decade long political battle where utterly idiotic politicians mangled the truth just to score cheap points.

The System offered an alternative: personal power.

"Talk about an unhealthy coping mechanism," I muttered as I killed yet another monster that stumbled right onto my path, and stopped next to the forge, which was still on the third floor. I dropped everything there, changed to my silver anti-corrosion set, and passed through the gate, ready for a fight.

A fight that hadn't arrived yet. The monsters circled the tree line I had created, looking agitated — or at least, that was what I assumed was something like anger, insects were not exactly easy to read — as they circled the tree line, appearing right at the edge of the expanded range provided by the trees.

However, they were closer to the bodies of the tree than they were the day before, which meant that the effect might be temporary or include other limitations.

"Still, even if it's temporary, a forge could be set on the fourth floor. It's just a matter of picking a nice spot," I said, speaking to myself.

But, that meant that I needed to make a decision. The spot on the third floor was more than enough as long as I wanted to use it as a personal forge. I had already forged everything I needed, and even if I wanted to improve something, I could keep the forge buried until I decided to do so, along with the chopped wood from the temporary plantation.

Temporarily, it was alright to keep it on the third floor, but once the town had reached its full capability, things would be different. Sooner or later, someone would want to scope the area and see if there was something useful.

Which meant that I couldn't keep my forge out in the open, let alone expanding it further to produce more equipment. Which, I needed if I ever to make enough money to purchase more expensive skills and help others grow.

Technically, I could set a forge somewhere else. Finding a nice cave or another spot in the wilderness to set a forge was an option, so was setting one up under the guild's name, but both options had problems. Setting one in the wilderness would mean that the logistics would become more of a challenge. Meanwhile, one under the guild would have spies poking around it sooner or later.

In comparison, having one on the fourth floor had neither of those problems. The only challenge was to bring metal inside, but even that could be solved by melting the rocks with iron content I had detected. Collecting them would be a hassle, but not to the same degree as trying to smuggle a few tons of metal inside.

Even my cart trick wouldn't be sustainable once the scale reached a high enough level. Luckily, silver was much easier to smuggle, as the alloy still required a relatively tiny amount.

"That means I need to discover a spot rich in iron," I said. Inspect Perk from Repair could be used to examine rocks to see their metal content as long as they had more than a certain percent, and a quick test showed that Observe was even better.

Unfortunately, it required a touch … or did it? I couldn't help but remember the way Maria used Identify, with a line of Mana stretching toward the target.

"Maybe I could replicate it," I said as I quickly forged myself several thin silver-iron tubes, trying to expand the sense of Repair. To my surprise, it worked, but after six feet, the amount of details I could get started to drop significantly.

"Excellent," I said even as I started expanding the test, creating a tube as thick as my thumb, with a hollow center, which was the limit of getting any kind of detail.

I heard the existence of skills for this exact purpose. Unfortunately, all but the Basic one required Perception, and I doubted the Basic version was worth the attention the purchase of it would bring. I might change my mind if I couldn't find anything for the next two days, but for the moment, I decided to limit myself to my newfound solution.

If I could find a decent iron deposit on the fourth floor, everything would be dandy. If not, I could decide which strategy would be the better option.

However, as I pulled my trick, I couldn't help but wonder if I could use Observe on the movement of Mana, trying to get a better sense of what was going on. All I would need to do was to create a thinner tube and push the Mana through it.

It wouldn't come close to being perfect, but anything was better than the fizzled perception I had. While Essence allowed me to sense it, the Mana was more like a blob with fuzzy edges.

Hardly enough to make a judgment.

I was tempted to push that on top of my to-do list. To start understanding the secrets of Mana was just that important. Unfortunately, there were a lot of things to do, including finding an alloy that interacted with Mana the way I wanted it to.

That alone was a task that might potentially take days, not to mention it was hardly the only challenge in my plan.

"Focus on setting up the logistics first," I muttered even as I grabbed the thin tube, and pushed it to the ground. I didn't fear it breaking, as Mana alloys were extremely strong.

Just to see if there was any possible deposit, I spent twenty minutes checking the third floor, but I wasn't able to find any. If there was, it was either in a deeper spot, or more localized.

Then, I went to the fourth floor, and started using the stick every ten steps, covering the area around the gate. I wanted to understand the nature of the area, but in the process, I discovered that the depths of the dungeon had a limited amount of iron.

It wasn't high, less than a percent. It meant, a pound of iron would require more than a hundred pound of ores, and that assumed I could extract all of it. However, it was still good news. Especially since I carefully went through the entire area, and discovered two types of underground plants that reminded me of potatoes, and a new type of dungeon crystal.

A new type of crystal represented the possibility of developing new alloys, making it incredibly valuable for my purposes. And, while the underground plants weren't immediately valuable, the fact that they were able to survive in the weird environment of the bog was promising enough. I could potentially use these new plants to push my Nurture skill further even if I couldn't find any use for them.

I put them in the sample bag before I started moving once more.

Once I left the protective field of the trees, I picked a direction, started the exciting life of mineral prospecting, interrupted by waves and waves of monsters, enough to raise a lot of people to a new level. "Nice," I muttered as I found my first inferior deposit, which contained a mere five percent iron density. I quickly dug a pit there, mostly as a signpost so I wouldn't miss it, and continued to go deeper.

Once again, half a mile later, the dungeon door disappeared behind the mist. I pushed half a mile more just in case before I returned, and started repeating the same thing from a different angle. Ideally, I wanted to set up the forge where the dungeon gate wasn't visible.

The harder it was to discover, the better.

I walked back and forth, killing monsters in the process. However, even as I spent half a day killing giant monsters, there wasn't a level up, nor was I able to discover any usable skills. I still piled them on top of each other, trying to get Rare skills, but I either got ones that were incomprehensible, or I got another Rare Nurture.

Still, I continued. It was a tedious task, but persistence was a virtue. And, I didn't want to settle on that deposit with five percent content. Especially since it was already close enough to the gate, which made it a troubling target.

Then, I discovered a nice rocky outcropping, one that would be more defensible than anywhere else. I started searching its immediate surroundings more carefully, and soon, I discovered a lovely deposit, one that reached almost ten percent iron content.

"Beautiful," I said. I knew that such a purity would not be even treated as a mine outside, but I didn't care. Once again, its value was relative.

My luck must have turned, because one of the skills reacted.

[Skill Stone: Quake Hammer (Rare)]

"Fascinating," I muttered. Any other skill, I might have delayed absorbing it, afraid whether my Mana trick would be able to push it to the next level, but a Hammer skill was different. With the way it synergized with Forge, I would eventually raise it to its new limit.

It was an excellent test target.

Especially since I had two more skills that were extremely useful for combat.

However, despite my excitement, I still returned to the third floor first. No need to get distracted in the most dangerous spot I could currently access.

[Hammer of Might (Uncommon) 100 - Quake Hammer (Rare) 1]
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                Once I absorbed the Quake Hammer skill, I didn't immediately start using it. Instead, I sat down, legs crossed, like I was about to meditate, my hammer on my lap, processing the new set of information the skill had brought about.

Just like Hammer of Might, Quake Hammer was an offensive skill that relied greatly on the concept of one deadly blow, but it left its user open to retaliation if the attack failed. That, I was familiar with from Hammer of Might. Assuming they would have a similar development pattern, the skill would have some defensive maneuvers as it improved, but ultimately, it didn't matter much.

Because, if needed, I was confident that I could employ Fleeting Step to avoid most of the danger the current dungeon might provide.

Time that I spent running around was paying off.

"First, let's give ordinary practice a whirl," I said as I stood up, and swung the hammer several times, merely following its suggestions, even though it had many issues that could easily be fixed. Understandable, as among all the techniques I had, Hammer of Might had seen the most use.

Learning was much easier when there was a magical force correcting every mistake one might make, but that wasn't it. I also had two other techniques for different styles, and learning them had allowed me to understand my new skill even better.

Well, at least as far as how to move my body. The fighting skills used the power from the Stats in a way that defied physics — or, at least, the classical understanding of it — which was not something I was able to learn.

At least, not yet.

"Still, every little bit helps," I said as I continued attacking the air, doing my best to correct the moves based on my old understanding of Hammer of Might, though I mixed some tricks from my two other styles wherever I deemed appropriate.

As usual, the reward only arrived once I stopped.

[Quake Hammer (Rare) 1 - 26]

"Fascinating," I said, but my words weren't about the improvement. It was certainly welcome, especially since it gave me a better way to improve stronger skills than mere repetition, which meant I wouldn't be helpless even if the Mana Blow trick stopped functioning as a cheat.

No, my interest was a new attack that had been unlocked. I swung my hammer, targeting the nearest rock. It didn't break, but shattered.

[-10 Health]

"My first proper attack," I realized even as I repeated the attack four more times, trying to get a sense of what it was.

It felt like an enhanced version of the Shattering Blow perk, but with additional benefits. The greatest difference was a rush of vitality, wrapping around the hammer head as it landed, giving it an incredible destructive power.

It was similar to Eleanor's ranged attack, but unlike hers, mine didn't have the ability to modify the intensity of the blows, or use it as a ranged tool. Whether those features would reveal themselves as I improve the skill, I didn't know.

Though, if I were the bet, I would have said the first one was far likelier than the second one. A ranged hammer attack didn't seem intuitive.

But then, it wouldn't be the first time the System defied common sense. While the attack seemed effective, it wouldn't be too useful on the fourth floor. I could already kill the giant monsters in one blow, and more importantly, I couldn't use my Health as a disposable tool down there easily.

I still didn't have a way to bring food or other things without them degrading in a few minutes.

"Vitality attacks are a problem for the future," I said even as I moved to my next test, and used a mana blow.

[Quake Hammer (Rare) 26 - 27]

[-5 Mana]

"Alright, that's bad," I said even as I started moving to the forge. While improving one point of skill with one blow seemed like an excellent improvement, the skill was still merely in its twenties. This meant that, for a Rare skill, mana blow wasn't as much of a cheat as the previous stage.

Meaning, no easy push to the peak unless I found a new method — another experiment I added to the list rather than starting immediately, as it was something I could work on during the night. I just needed to stand in front of the forge while testing the hammer technique.

I decided to use most of the silver I had brought to create a brand new set of foreign equipment instead: tongs, hammers, chisels, two sets of anvils. The small portion, I had left for further experiments. After that, I used the remaining iron to forge a cart made purely of anti-corrosive alloy.

Wasteful, but I had a lot of things to carry around, including trees. I couldn't simply carry them. After everything had been done, I dug a nice hiding spot that was concealed with a rock, and put the old set there. There was a chance they would be useful.

Then, I created a smaller hiding spot near the gate to put my food, my old equipment, and the other stuff I had to leave on the third floor to protect them until I could find a storage method that protected from the corrosion aura.

Another item for my ever-growing list. "I need a bunch of doctorate students to make them deal with the nonsense —" I started, then reflexively corrected myself as I smiled, remembering how angry the others got when I phrased it like that. "No, give them valuable learning opportunities."

I sighed wistfully, missing the times I could spend my time locked in a room, working on a particularly tricky model for a month straight. Running around killing monsters and building stuff might be something I turned out to be proficient at — with the System's extreme help — ultimately, it was not what I desired to accomplish with my life.

I was just doing that to create an environment for my research. Just like how I had to deal with a bunch of old men whenever I needed another grant.

"It's still better talking to a grant committee," I growled even as I stepped into the gate. Given the choice, I always preferred a giant army of insect monsters over a grant committee. For one, they had a better personality.

I didn't drag the cart forward immediately. First, I snapped a healthy looking branch from the tree, and moved toward the spot I picked for my forge.

It died halfway.

"Not good," I said even as I went back, wondering what to do. I couldn't simply uproot a tree… could I? Of course, I could also create a line of trees that led directly to the spot, but it would take too much time.

Carrying a tree was easier.

With that in mind, I first went to the forge spot and emptied the cart. I knew the monsters didn't attack inanimate objects unless their density had reached a certain point. Still, I spent half an hour cleaning its surroundings.

A part of it was collecting the material. I needed the shells from the large beasts to boost the growth of the trees. Also, it gave me a chance to improve my Hammer skill by using the old trick of chaining mana blows.

[Quake Hammer (Rare) - 81]

Unfortunately, even when killing giant monsters, its cheat-like ability started to lose its effectiveness. I could probably push it to a hundred with a week of dedicated effort, but that would be the limit. Of course, for anyone else, that improvement would have been nothing less than a miracle, but for me, it was not worth the effort.

Assuming, of course, the situation didn't change radically.

However, just because the development had stalled below the old skill didn't mean that I was unhappy about replacing my old skill. The existence of the Health attack alone would have been worth it, as it opened a brand new research avenue for me.

Then, there was the difference between the Rare and Uncommon skills. Even without the special attack, the Rare skill outperformed my old one significantly.

It was an unexpected benefit to use the hammer skill as a mining tool, but I wasn't complaining. I dug a bunch of pits, and filled them with broken pieces of shell, and topped it up with my strongest fertilizer mixture. Then, I went back to the giant tree, uprooted it completely and put it on the cart.

Even with my strength, dragging it had been a chore. Luckily, as I dragged it, the monsters avoided me. A good benefit, though not one that was worth the effort. I still had to use Health on the tree multiple times to keep it alive.

Hard work, but certainly satisfying, I thought as I looked at the giant tree hovering proudly. Next, I started picking nice branches that could function as cuttings, and started boosting their growth. After the first time it finished, I realized that I had to make a lot of trips just to eat and replenish my Health.

I forged a small silver box from the remaining silver, making the best anti-corrosive metal I could achieve. Maybe it would work. I tried that, because otherwise, I would have to spend my time going back and forth just to replenish my Health.

Air-tight silver box worked somewhat. The next time I opened the box, I found the food starting to show signs of degrading, but it was still edible. However, the moment it connected with air, it started degrading even faster.

So, I modified the box even further. It was essentially a lunch box with multiple air-tight compartments. Not enough to maintain the food overnight, but just enough to keep my Health up while I explored the fourth floor.

"Now, let's get to work," I said. I had a lot of work to do if I wished to be done before noon.
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                Setting up my new — and hopefully more permanent — forge took half of my available time. However, it was certainly worth it. Three layers of trees surrounded it to give me a perfect vision of my surroundings.

There was even a small farm where the root plants I discovered had been growing en masse. I hoped to use them to replenish my Health. However, I was yet to eat despite feeling the intense vitality it contained, because I still needed an expert to confirm that it was edible and not poisonous.

System allowed Health to solve most problems, but it didn't solve every single ailment.

And, setting the encampment came with its own reward.

[Nurture (Rare) 92 - 97]

However, as much as the plants that surrounded my farm were an incredible achievement, it was nothing compared to what laid at the center.

For once, the main forge was sitting on a raised platform made of iron-covered stone, giving it an elegant feeling. The only reason it wasn't a full wall was that it would have blocked my view. Even when working, I didn't have the luxury of staying hidden.

Instead, I forged a few metal sheets that I might raise in case I'm doing something particularly sensitive.

Too bad I didn't know how to make corrosion-resistant glass. Ultimately, Forge and Repair were both focused on metal, limiting the available information I could access. While I was confident that I could figure out a way, glass wasn't exactly on top of my list of required materials.

No, that honor went to discovering a lesser variant of the corrosion-resistant material. Well, more accurately, finding a version that was simple enough that I could argue that I discovered it through sheer repetition.

Too bad I never had a common variant of the Forge high enough to know whether a recipe was included there. If it was, revealing it wouldn't have any risk.

Technically, that also meant that my experiment might be unnecessary, but I decided to conduct it nevertheless. Even if it turned out to be useless, it would be a good test run for the experimental procedure so that I could perfect it before I could start with my real experiment.

My desire to test how various metals and alloys interacted with mana in my desire to understand mana better.

Currently, I had merely one small shelf, made of pure iron — as the wood didn't resist corrosion once it was cut out of the tree. Each shelf had a chart — once again an iron sheet — for me to take note of the experimental details and results.

Even a small shelf used up a lot of material, but I was happy with it. Ideally, I planned to make a hundred of such shelves. After all, a proper experiment required thousands of samples.

To be able to produce all of it, I needed a lot of material, hence the existence of the thirty-feet blast furnace sitting on the low ground, to refine the iron ore into pig iron. It wasn't a design from the System. Instead, it belonged to me.

I didn't know why the System didn't have it. Maybe it was a part of a different class, or maybe the System disdained even the simplest type of mass production — I wasn't exactly exaggerating when I called System the wet dream of Objectivists.

Either way, I had to design blast furnace myself completely. Luckily, the working principles of a blast furnace were simple. Create layers of iron and coke — purified coal — and burn starting from the bottom. Iron melted and gathered at the bottom, while the waste products floated up.

However, in medieval times, raising iron to melting temperature couldn't be achieved by open flames. Hence the blast furnace. It not only used bellows to pump air, but also had a huge chimney, creating a suction effect.

Combined, they were barely able to raise the temperature to the necessary level. Luckily, for me, neither bellows nor coke was necessary. Thanks to their intense vitality, the wood from the trees would burn intensely enough.

Which was good, because making a bellow was very difficult when one was restricted to metal only, without any elastic materials to make things easier.

"Beautiful," I muttered even as I moved toward the open pit with a raised hammer, ready to gather more ores. Then, I paused, my mood slipping a bit. Despite my attempts, there was already a layer gathered on top. Clearly, there were some water leaks from the bottom, and the more I dug, the worse it would get.

A pump was necessary.

"Or, maybe a steam engine," I muttered with an amused smile, mostly because the first steam engines had been used to pump water out of mines. The world had changed, but the problems stayed the same.

Admittedly, a simple pump would be enough for a surface deposit. Combined with my Strength, it would be far more efficient than a steam engine. Not to mention, it would consume a couple of tons of iron to build.

Wasteful and pointless, but I couldn't help but admit that the allure was there, especially if I could link to a conveyor belt to free me from the task of going back and forth.

"Actually, that might not be a bad idea," I said. The world had abandoned the existence of steam engines because they were not worth the cost. People with Strength could easily use simple pumps for free, and even the simplest alloy was expensive.

Even the simplest steam engine that could survive in a post-Cataclysm world would cost enough to be measured in gold coins, while the same thing could be achieved in paying someone less than a silver a day — which would probably be cheaper than the fuel it consumed.

It was not for no reason the production had been stuck to a feudal balance. Especially since, if there was a need for automation, magic was there to compensate.

However, it wasn't out of a principled stance that I wanted to build a simple steam engine. I had a simpler problem. I didn't have time.

It didn't matter that a steam engine wouldn't be as efficient as me. My current power was still a secret, and I needed to find a way to free myself from simpler tasks if I ever wanted to scale up the production.

It would be hard work, but when the alternative was to hire people and trust them to keep it a secret…

"First, let's start producing iron," I said. Ultimately, the whole plan depended on an abundance of iron, measured in tons; which sounded a lot, but considering the pre-Calamity world measured the yearly production in billions of metric tons, it wasn't as impressive.

"I wonder if this is the first iron mine in this new world?" I asked myself. Technically, it was possible. After all, the outside world was filled with excess metal, especially when it came to simpler stuff. Why bother going through all that trouble when scavenging was easier?

I sighed, ignoring the problem as I raised my hammer, ready to shatter the deposit under my feet. Of course, traditionally, a pickaxe was a much better tool to deal with semi-solid rock, but I had a different plan.

[-10 Health]

The hammer hit the rock, and about a cubic foot of material had shattered into small pieces. It wasn't the typical way the rock should behave under such an attack, but the life energy that surrounded the hammer worked wonders.

A cubic foot of material didn't sound too much, but considering the material density, it certainly was. Iron was a relatively dense metal, almost eight grams of density, which meant four cubic feet of iron weighed about a metric ton.

Of course, the raw material wasn't as dense, but even with it, and the low purity ratio had been factored in, a cubic feet of raw material should give me almost twenty pounds of iron. It was all I could steal from a cart without things getting suspicious.

There was a reason I spent my precious time creating my current setup.

Ten blows had been enough to fill the blast furnace for the first few layers. I dragged the cart up, but before going to the furnace, I stopped to chop down a tree.

Unfortunately, I wasn't able to prepare fuel beforehand, as the moment I cut the tree, it started rotting. I tried to make charcoal, but it didn't prevent the process, meaning I needed another experiment just to have long lasting charcoal.

However, I ignored that necessity as I created the layers, and lit it on fire, once again using my fire bolt. Wasteful, but since it was holding a skill slot, there was no harm experimenting a bit more.

[-100 Mana]

I watched as the flames covered the open mouth of the furnace, and a slow wind started to pick up. Soon, the bright red drops of iron were already gathered at the bottom of the bellows, the heat hitting my face hard.

If I was still below level ten, I would have taken a step back. Instead, I watched proudly as a dark smoke started to rise from the top, along with a sharp, disgusting smell that suggested it was contaminated by a great amount of sulfur.

Meanwhile, the molten iron glowed brightly as it dripped down from the tap at the bottom along with the slag, finally adding some color to the opening, gathering in the large crucible.

"Beautiful," I muttered despite everything, including the disgusting smell. It was the first step of success.

Then, I turned and walked back to the mine.

I still had a lot of material to excavate.
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                "Beautiful," I repeated as I looked at the forge area, still feeling surprised by the change I was able to achieve in less than four hours. The huge blast furnace was still spitting out fires, but was at its last batch. At the same time, the number of iron shelves I built had reached more than a hundred, though the number and sizes of their sections varied.

Some of them even had iron doors in case I wanted to isolate the samples from the environment. It was a poor substitute for a sterilized environment, but it was good enough.

Still, it was temporary. The next step was to dig down to create a basement for those materials, but I delayed that a bit. After all, I was already digging a huge pit to mine the iron ore. It would be easier to use that rather than trying to dig a second pit.

However, while those changes had been nice, the real source of pride was the steam engine that sat on top of another iron platform, sputtering as it consumed the last of its fuel. The more I dug, the more water seeped into the resulting pit, so I had to make the pump faster than I had been initially planning.

As a result, it was a simple atmospheric water engine, an early type of steam engine famous for being inefficient. It had a huge cylinder, which was filled with hot steam to rise to the top, and once that reached the top, it triggered a switch, which cut the steam feed. Another flip opened, spraying some cold water to cool down the steam. Condensing steam created a vacuum, and atmospheric pressure dealt with the rest.

Then, it repeated the cycle.

It was inefficient and bulky, but it was also mechanically simple enough that I was able to put it together in mere minutes.

And, inefficiency was easy to deal with thanks to the intensity of the fire. Too bad I would have to redo the whole setup to add a separate condensing chamber and a flywheel tomorrow, which would require a complete redesign, which would allow me to add a crank to connect to the feeder of the blast furnace, automating that part as well.

I didn't do so immediately, because I needed to check the designs. While I knew how such an engine worked conceptually, the exact mechanical details weren't as clear. And, like anything else mechanical, the System was utterly helpless.

"There is always a gap between the theory and the application," I muttered even as I walked away. I still had some time to experiment, but not without sacrificing hunting time.

Today, I wanted to increase the number of shells I collected to fifteen hundred, which would give me a revenue of sixty gold, which would give me the necessary money to build a modest residence and hire some guild members. Technically, I could get away with hiring something like twenty members, and build an elite team that could generate me some income, but I didn't want that.

No, I needed to hire as many people as I could manage. The more crowded they were, the more nonsensical tasks I could slip in — like coming up with some designs for a steam engine.

Trying to build a tech base was not a one-person job.

Maybe I should look into hiring farmers in bulk. Not only could I give them a better living, but it would also give me a way to use the excessive number of rare Nurture skills I had while giving me an excuse to move a ludicrous amount of carts around.

I doubted that I would be able to make a profit, but I didn't really care.

I went back to the third floor and used the extractor to start hunting. First few, I killed using my sword, pushing the skill even further

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 79 - 91]

Admittedly, by increasing that much, I was playing it a bit risky, but the promise of a Rare skill that I could publicly use was too valuable. Especially since I was confident in my method of improvement.

"Speaking of methods," I muttered even as I switched to the spear, and started pushing my health through its heft, trying to replicate the Vitality attack without the assistance of the skill. I pushed merely a point or two, trying to shape it.

Every time I killed an insect, I tried to use that attack. And, I failed. Again and again.

From a certain point of view, what I had been doing was a waste of time. It wouldn't take long before I would upgrade both skills to rare, which would give me superior Vitality attacks. However, that was the exact reason I had been trying to do so.

The Vitality attack from the hammer was even more complicated than the Mana Blow from Forging. And, even Mana Blow, I wasn't able to properly reverse-engineer. If I ever wanted to discover the trick behind Vitality attacks, I needed better insights.

"First, the movement," I said even as I paused, trying to put together the impression of the two energies. From what I could tell — from my extremely limited perception — Mana behaved mostly like a gas, though there were aspects where it behaved more like a liquid.

Except for the times it reached certain geometrical patterns and suddenly solidified, which was what enabled the delivery of the Mana attacks.

Of course, that was just how it reacted in Mana Attacks using the weapon as a medium. I didn't have the slightest idea what actually happened while casting a spell.

In comparison, Health was more consistently liquid, but the feeling it gave differed between uses. When it was used for healing, it flowed almost gently. When used as a part of the Nurture, it had a slow, sluggish feel, almost like tar.

When used to support an attack, it felt more like mercury, rapid yet heavy at the same time. The feeling of my hammer attack and Eleanor's ranged attack had been similar enough.

However, it differed at the point of trigger. Mana simply dispersed after the attack — whether it vanished or simply took a form I couldn't perceive was another question — while Vitality, for the lack of a better term, burned.

However, it wasn't a sense of burning life flames. Maybe implosion was a better descriptor, but ignition still felt more accurate. However, regardless of the term, the process was clear. The energy dissipated, turning into the effect of the attack.

At least, that was how the Quake effect worked. The Health spread into some kind of shatter pattern, then at once, ignited to shatter the target. Combined with the blow from the hammer, it shattered the target perfectly.

"Maybe that's what I'm doing wrong," I said even as I stood up, ignoring the slight delay it would cause. Ultimately, I was trying to replicate the feeling of a hammer attack with a spear. And, as much as the scientist inside me wanted to argue that it shouldn't matter, considering the way the System worked, it likely did.

And, since a hammer attack required that smashing effect, maybe I should try to lean into a piercing concept —

"I'm a moron," I muttered even as I slapped my head. I had missed something even more obvious. Yes, a spear method of delivering damage was piercing, but my variant was also about movement. Both the Perk I chose, and the name of Swift Spear implied it.

I closed my eyes as I ran a few steps, using Fleeting Step to change directions rapidly, climb a steep hill, and even make a few pointlessly complicated dancing moves, replicating a ballet routine perfectly. And, the more I repeated it, the more I realized the distinct concept of the Fleeting Step.

Just like the Vitality attack from the Hammer Art carried a sense of earthquake.

"I hope I won't blow my feet off," I muttered even as I used Fleeting Step again, but this time, I pushed that mercurial variant of Vitality to my feet.

[-1 Health]

Pain hit me.

Yet, I laughed, simply because of the source of pain. It wasn't my legs like I feared, but my head. I wasn't able to compensate for the sudden burst of speed and lost my balance. "Again," I muttered as I stood up.

For the next twenty minutes, I stumbled around like I was reenacting a drunk scene from a terrible comedy. Yet, every repeat only made my smile bigger and bigger. I might not be able to stand on my feet, but it didn't change the fact that I was able to imitate a Vitality attack, and did so on something that was not actually an attack.

I was able to use it … somewhat. It allowed me to burst forward in a straight line, but it was certainly loud. Also, it was hard to maintain balance if I tried to push over twenty yards.

"Let's see. What's the core of a spear technique? A quick, merciless piercing attack," I said, trying to focus on that concept, trying to imitate the shape of Mana as I used a chisel to stab the nearest stone. My spear sank deep.

"Success," I chuckled. Of course, it wasn't the fact that I was able to stab through a rock, which I could have done before. No, the proof was the ragged, uneven edge.

Then, even in success, I froze. Since I could somehow empower the movement perk with life energy, could I do the same with other perks.

Like Observe?

I could feel my heart beating with excitement. If that was possible, the implications were incredible.

It looked like I knew exactly what I would be doing tonight.
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                I had a large smile on my face, flipping and playing around with a coin in hand, using Observe to examine it. There wasn't anything other than perfectly aligned microstructures inside the metal, surrounded by a complicated enchantment I couldn't even begin to comprehend.

However, this time, my aim wasn't to solve anything. I just wanted to push Observe to its limit, to get a better understanding of what was going on. It had been easy to empower the spear attack and the Fleeting Step. Ultimately, it was an external object.

The Observe Perk wasn't as clear-cut. I didn't even know where to target. The object I was observing? My eyes? My brain? The latter two, in particular, weren't exactly easy concepts. I still remembered how close I came to killing myself when I had tried to reverse Meditation.

Pushing a burst of life energy that I had modified blindly to a weapon was one thing, my brain was something else. Still, even with the risks, it was hard to ignore the temptation —

My thoughts were cut short when I arrived at the gate and saw two people waiting. From the way their posture shifted, I guessed that I was the target. I shifted my shield slightly while I looked at them at the same time, trying to see what was going on.

Unfortunately, due to the dungeon mist blocking my view, when I saw them, they were already forty yards away. Not exactly a dangerous distance, but not safe either.

"Hello, friend," one of them called loudly, their weapons in hand. It wasn't exactly a friendly call.

I didn't bother hiding my sudden tenseness as I looked at the two. I vaguely remembered seeing them at the dungeon, hunting monsters with a relatively decent success rate. They were not weak. However, unless they were hiding their power very well, they weren't strong enough to threaten me.

Even with what I had revealed to the public — a strong warrior, capable enough to start his own guild — it shouldn't be enough for the two to target me. Then, there was another problem. How did they know I would be at this gate?

It wasn't the one I used in the morning. I chose to use different gates, as it made cleaning them easier. Then, why were they waiting here, where it was more dangerous, instead of ambushing me when I appeared on the other side.

It was already suspicious before one of them touched a ring, a thin line of mana appeared, and went through the door.

"So, what's this about?" I asked, staying in place, trying to decide what to do. The message explained how they were at the gate, as obviously, they were just on the lookout.

"Since you are lucky while hunting, we thought that you might share some of your riches with the less fortunate," one declared, trying to sound confident, but unable to hide his tenseness.

I didn't need to read his tone perfectly to understand what was going on. This was a premeditated ambush, one that had nothing to do with the shells, or a mere payout of sixty gold coins. While that sounded like an incredible payout at face value, they had used an object that was capable of sending messages across dungeon floors.

While I wasn't exactly familiar with the high-end magical item market, even the cheapest communication devices were measured in gold coins, which was the reason the world once again relied on letters and parcel delivery for communication.

To send messages between dungeon floors, which were famously isolated, would be expensive. Prohibitively so for two robbers who were weak enough to restrict themselves to a low-level dungeon with a hostile environment.

Meaning, they weren't here for the cart. Still, it required one last test. "Fine, take it. I don't need any trouble for measly sixty gold pieces," I said as I started walking away, though I picked a diagonal route so that their target would be obvious.

"Hey, wait," they said and started to move toward me, but before they could pick up speed, I was already running back. However, I didn't run away.

No, I had a different plan in mind. Whoever planned the ambush was targeting me, and running away meant that I would be blind. Instead, I deliberately took a wide circle, the Fleeting Step allowing me to move easily. When I arrived at the gate, they were still searching for me in the mist, too loud.

I ignored them as I put the camouflage ring from my pocket, and put it to my finger. However, I remembered how the slight glow allowed me to discover its previous owner, and also hid behind a rock. Also, the camouflage effect was hardly flawless. It wouldn't fool anyone with Perception if I waited out in the open.

I took a deep breath, trying to ignore the fact that I might end up taking another life. It was not the first time, and I was just trying to defend myself, but it was still an uncomfortable thing for me. Waiting for them to arrive while the two desperately searched for me made it even worse.

It felt more like cold-blooded murder than self-defense, and not for no reason. There was neither a judge nor a jury that would classify what I was about to do as self-defense, claiming that I had ample time to retreat. The legal system was long gone, along with the other conveniences of modern civilization, but for three years, I refused to embrace the Wild West mentality.

I would have retreated … if it wasn't for my most recent discovery about the so-called peace wards. I could feel in my bones that their existence was a bane to humanity, but I couldn't simply rely on past laws as my personal ethical framework.

But, I was also aware of how bad of a slippery slope it could be. A complicated question … one that I failed to resolve when six people stepped out of the dungeon door, only to see a full cart, but no sign of fighting.

The way they dressed was interesting. Their armor looked poor, and they were carrying a sword and a wooden staff, like they were here to hunt in the dungeon. However, the way they walked showed that they felt no danger from the dungeon.

"What's going on?" their leader shouted while one of them split from the group, moving to deal with an approaching insect.

"Sorry, sir. He turned out to be a coward. He escaped," the lookout shouted, and the leader started shouting about incompetence. However, seeing that the two lookouts were alive, their alertness had dropped significantly.

The two returned, and the leader chewed them up. Meanwhile, I carefully watched the one dealing with the monster, trying to get his measure. It was not a simple task, but as I watched him bisecting a charging monster easily, I could make a few guesses.

The first was his sword skill. With my own sword skill near the peak, I was able to read it relatively easily. It wasn't exactly an accurate call, but it was at least a Rare one, with the potential to be even better. However, from the smoothness of his actual delivery, I would guess his proficiency wasn't too high. Merely in the twenties if it was Rare, potentially even lower if it was even better.

Something I could use to my advantage. The higher the proficiency of a skill, the more it helped its user deal with more complicated situations, something I knew from experience.

I stayed hidden, now observing not the one dealing with the stray beasts, but the others.

Right now, with the distance between me and them, there was no benefit of charging forward. Whether I let them go while staying hidden or wanted to attack, time worked to my benefit.

Also, if I was being honest, I wanted one of them to confirm that they were here to kill me. Killing people was a more difficult decision than killing mindless monsters.

I waited and watched, trying to see where they had come from. The leader was clearly not too experienced, as he was wasting time chewing out failure when he could chase me. Of course, it would be the wrong move with me hidden behind them, but he didn't know that.

Instead, I turned my attention to their weapons. Unlike their armor, their weapons were works of art. Smooth, made of an alloy I couldn't recognize immediately, and clearly enchanted with something far fancier than a commonplace enchantment like Sharpness.

Not the kind of weaponry a bunch of bandits who wanted to make a quick buck would carry, which further confirmed a ploy. Technically, they could be here to make me an offer, but at best, it would be the kind that came with the dreaded 'or else' statement.

"Alright, just find him and kill him. I'm sure he went to the nearest gate," the leader called soon enough. I smiled darkly. At least it solved my ethical dilemma.

I watched, waiting for them to act … and maybe learn how they discovered my identity.
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                I watched silently as the group shuffled about. "How should we split?" one of them asked.

"Call me leader, you arrogant swine," the leader responded, which gave me a clue about the state of their group. They had not been together for a long time. "Just for that, you have to go and find him alone."

"You can't be serious. You think you're my owner just because you got hired a day before us?"

"I'm the only one that has an Epic skill," the leader declared smugly. "Do you want to come and test it?"

I listened to them carefully, trying to understand what was going on. They were an interesting choice for a group of hired muscle sent for an assassination mission where someone level seventy had failed before. Though, maybe they had — rightfully — assumed that the steward had only died because of his carelessness, and a team of thugs would be able to kill me based on sheer numerical advantage.

But, if it was the case, they were clearly not briefed fully.

I wished that I was wearing the silver alloy set I had forged for myself. I left them below to keep under the radar, but it was clearly a mistake. I would have been feeling far more confident if I were wearing weapons that would hold against them.

Ultimately, as long as they split, and I can ambush the remaining ones, I would be able to deal with them soon enough.

"Leader, maybe we shouldn't be taking it lightly. I don't think he'll be happy if we fail. It would be bad if he blames you for this moron's idiocy," one of the others intervened, showing common sense to deflate the tension.

I respected that attitude. Too bad it marked him as a priority target. The last thing I needed was someone calm and calculating to help.

"Alright, he can take the two idiots here," he said. "Since they failed their only task, they can redeem themselves. He will be slowed down by the monsters, so you can catch up easily."

They argued a little more, but I wasn't able to hear all of it, busy slowly retreating. I kept the camouflage up until I was safely in the mist, and after that, I shifted my location, using Fleeting Step to look for a nice ambush location, merely two hundred yards away from the dungeon gate. I knew the general direction they would be taking, and finding them would be easy.

I just needed to follow the sound of fighting.

Still, I was happy that I cleaned the immediate surroundings, or, even with Fleeting Step, I couldn't have avoided the monsters without making too much noise.

Once I found a nice ambush spot, I activated the camouflage ring once more, waiting for them to pass under me, shuffling slightly to make sure I would be merely a few yards away from them when I was forced to drop the camouflage field.

To make my job even easier, they were arguing as they ran, not paying enough attention to their surroundings.

I waited until they passed me and then attacked, targeting the one with the Rare skill first. To his credit, he managed to react to my assault in time, far faster than I had expected. His Dexterity score must have been amazing.

Unfortunately, he tried to parry my hammer strike with his sword.

[-50 Vitality]

My full-powered attack taught him the disadvantages of doing so immediately. His sword didn't break, but merely deflected. He tried to throw himself to the side, but it was too late. It might have been different if he was wearing armor that matched his sword in quality … but he did not.

The other two weren't even able to react. Technically, a hammer was considerably slower than a sword in combat, but that was only true when comparing the skills of equal rank and proficiency. They died just as easily.

"Hey, morons, what's going on?" the leader shouted. I frowned, unhappy that they had caught on to the fact that something was wrong. A mistake on my part, but I didn't have the time to regret it.

"A monster swarm. We're surrounded, and the idiots are already dead," I shouted back, hoping that the panic would cover up the fact that I didn't sound the same. At the same time, I grabbed one of the bodies and dragged it away.

It was a hasty plan, but not a terrible one. It was clear that they had been gathered together recently, and their hiring was obviously a hasty job, meaning that they weren't used to their tactical acumen.

I took the sword, his cloak, and his pouches away, but touched nothing else. I threw the body to the nearest monster that was in a relatively concealed spot, and retreated more, gathering and agitating monsters near a hundred-yard radius, but killed none, deliberately turning them into a swarm.

Then, I once again ditched them by climbing up a steep cliff using the Fleeting Step. Once again, I activated the ring, watching them from high up.

"I can't believe you broke another vial. You're a disgrace," the leader shouted. "I'll make sure to deal with you."

I had no idea what that vial was other than what I could derive from the context. I pulled open the pouches and found one bottle that was glowing with energy. I didn't know how it worked, but a quick tap on the glass confirmed that it was breakable.

I threw it to a distance, right at the edge of my field of vision. A small flash of mana spread, and then I was hit by a subtle smell. Just like that, the monsters started gathering wildly. My eyes widened, wondering what would have happened if I used that on the fourth floor.

Maybe it would have gathered enough monsters to give me an Epic skill. However, at that moment, I was more than happy with wasting it. One against five, each with Rare skills with the exception of their leader, who had an Epic skill, was not a favorable confrontation.

I would take any advantage I could. The monsters rushed toward them, accompanied by the sound of fighting. Some of the monsters started to attack me despite my concealment.

"That's a problem," I said as I started running, ditching them. However, the smell of the potion they had used to trigger the swarm was still enough to make them chase more than they were used to.

Once again, I circled their approximate location, and once again prepared to attack them from behind. Ultimately, it was my best chance.

When I found them, they were already dealing with the monster wave, careless enough to spread so that they could deal with the monsters more smoothly. Currently, only two of them were visible due to mist. A mistake, one that I could truly leverage thanks to my newly discovered trick of enhancing Fleeting Step with Health.

As much as I wanted to, slowly getting close to them under concealment was not an option, as it wasn't effective against the monsters.

Instead, I moved forward as smoothly as possible, using my newly acquired sword against the monsters to avoid making loud sounds. Though, it was certainly a smooth experience, both the quality of the sword and the enchantment made the task even easier.

Notably, even with its apparent quality, it still degraded as I killed the beasts. It was considerably slower, but it still did.

"Finally, you're here," one of them began talking as he caught me from the corner of his eye while I approached even closer, the cloak and the sword enough to disguise myself as my past victim. I walked closer, keeping the cloak tight around me.

Before I could kill the two, I entered the field of view of the third one. It was the one that I identified as the smart one. "He's an imposter!" he shouted. The speed he noticed despite everything suggested he had perception.

A big problem. Luckily, without proper armor, they couldn't just ignore the monsters and regroup. I caught up with the first one before they could. With our weapons equal, the proficiency difference proved deadly.

Before the others could arrive, I had already decapitated him. "Quick, gather together," the calm one shouted, recognizing the threat. It was too late. I switched to my hammer even as I used the enhanced version of the Fleeting Step for the first time.

Covering twenty yards in an instant, making a loud noise in the process.

[-7 Health]

"He's not a warrior, but some kind of rogue!" he shouted.

It was interesting. Not the part that he assumed I was a rogue, as he clearly misread the Fleeting Step. The interesting part was that he assumed that I was a warrior, and not a blacksmith. But, the implications of that, I could think about later.

He tried to defend himself, but he wasn't ready for me to switch to a Hammer. And he was certainly not ready for a full blow.

[-50 Vitality]

Lack of information was always deadly. Health was useful against monsters, but against people, it wasn't as effective unless it was paired with a strong set of armor to protect the vitals. Health wasn't enough to recover from a body shattered into minced meat.

While the leader, with his Epic skill, was the biggest threat, I hunted the remaining three first, their unfamiliarity with the insect monsters making it a smooth achievement. The way they fought against in the midst of the insect swarm belied their unfamiliarity.

"You think you can fight against me? I own an Epic skill. I'm untouchable," the leader shouted as I attacked him.

"Good point," I shouted back even as I moved back, looted the four fallen ones out of their weapons and pouches, and retreated with a loud fanfare, using Health-Enhanced fleeting speed quickly several times.

At this point, the swarm had grown big enough to exhaust him. I retreated back to the gate, listening to him fight even as I forged myself an iron spear, using the benefits of my advanced Forging to my benefit. It was a thick piece of bulky garbage, but it didn't look like it. It looked like something a king would use during a parade.

One with a nasty surprise hidden inside.

I worked on it until the sound from the insect swarm started to lessen, then, I rushed forward. "You again," he growled, but his eyes widened as he saw my 'amazing' spear, glowing blue. "A magic spear!" he gasped in fear.

So, when I threw it against him, he treated it as a deadly plague. That was the other problem with skills. While they gave perfect combat advice, that advice relied on the perception of the user.

A deep, crackling wave of vitality energy gathered around the sword as he countered the spear, which shattered into pieces. It wasn't a deadly explosion, nothing more than thin metal shards.

It was enough to make him close his eyes in panic. I closed the distance with another burst, one last hammer blow enough to bring the fight to an end.

I pulled his body from the middle of the swarm in case I needed the evidence, and I continued to kill the monsters.

I needed to come up with a convincing story.
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                I barely came up with a reasonable method of action once I was done dealing with the swarm, which took more than strictly necessary as I continued to rip their broken shells even as I dealt with the last few monsters.

Technically, that part was not necessary to sell my story, but I didn't want to waste the opportunity to bring a lot of forging material back to the guild. While I didn't need them for my experiments anymore with my new setup, there was no harm in having them.

I could still use them to run experiments at night. More importantly, they would give me a convenient excuse to explain any sudden development I might achieve.

Of course, bringing all of it out meant that I couldn't hide what happened from Eleanor, but luckily, that was not a good strategy in the first place. Most of the details, I had no problems revealing. The only tricky part was to explain how I managed to deal with five people with Rare skills, led by one with an Epic skill.

Ironically, the shells — both intact and fragmented — came in handy when delivering my story. A little story of arrogance, and how they started fighting about who would get what I had collected. So, they only sent one to kill me while the others continued to argue.

Then, a shield attack broke one of the vials while we fought, triggering a swarm. Their unfamiliarity with the swarm allowed me to pick them off one by one.

It was a good story. I even had the evidence … in the form of a half-filled vial.

Naturally, I kept some for myself. The moment I was sure that the swarm wouldn't spill upstairs, I rushed down to the third floor, hiding one of the swords and two and a half vials there. And, while I was there, I even forged myself a sixth fake one just to keep the evidence complete.

Unfortunately, whatever they had used to communicate was a single-use device, and the enchantment was gone, leaving only an ordinary ring behind.

"A good story, but it needs one last touch to be believable," I muttered even as I pulled my new sword, using it to kill the straggling monsters, mana dancing around the blade.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 79 - 100]

[Perk Options — Stout Defense / Determined Swing]

I completed the progression, because a skill at the limit, alongside a Perk, would make the story of taking them down more convincing. Not to mention, as an added benefit, the exciting life-and-death struggle against the six enemies while being trapped in a swarm was exactly the kind of thing that might push me to my limits.

As for the perks, I picked Stout Defense. While the idea of having another attack perk was not exactly unappealing, my experience with Fleeting Step had changed my mind. The auxiliary abilities were certainly useful as well.

Stout Defense was a complicated thing, almost the reverse of Fleeting Step, which focused on enhancing mobility. My new perk seemed like it would allow me to stand against blows that would have otherwise sent me flying. However, it was just a feeling, as it was difficult to test it without an enemy.

Monsters would have made a good sparring partner to test it, but only if I was wearing my anti-corrosive set. Otherwise, their mandibles would just cut through my shield. Truthfully, even with an anti-corrosive set, it would be troublesome to practice. However, I still wanted to.

The special abilities were too convenient to be ignored.

"I was lucky those idiots didn't have their skills any higher," I said. None of them even used any special attacks, which made it likely that they hadn't brought their new skills up to twenty-five.

A stupid enemy was a beautiful gift.

"A lot of work," I grumbled as I walked to finish the last step, which was collecting the broken glass from the vial. Extra supporting evidence wouldn't hurt.

Once that was done, I finally stepped through the gate, pulling a cart that was filled to the brim with shells behind me. The only reason it didn't collapse was the few modifications I had added. The good thing was that there weren't a lot of monsters around the gate.

It was weird, as with the delay, it was already nighttime, which meant the hunting operations should have ceased. Of course, while the dungeons weren't affected by the day-night cycle — at least, to my knowledge — with the current number of operators, it didn't make sense to work in multiple shifts.

And, for the current setup, a certain number of teams working at the same time was critical, or the monsters started to group together, making the process cumbersome.

So, the sudden decreased density was troubling. I didn't abandon the cart, but I was ready to do so in case of trouble. Fleeting Step gave me the confidence to retreat, but not enough to feel safe.

The realization hit when I arrived at the fortress that was defending the dungeon entrance, only to find a scarred mess. The walls were still in place, but I could recognize the deep marks in the stone.

"Halt," the guard shouted.

I removed my helmet. "It's me, Arthur," I shouted, giving the fake name I used, which I was willing to admit was an homage to the famous King Arthur.

"Wow, you're alive," the guard responded. "Impressive achievement. Especially with all the load."

"Well, I got locked in a swarm. I had been fighting for hours," I replied. Together with the signs of insect bites on the walls, I was starting to get a good idea of what had happened. The door opened, and I walked in.

Was I feeling a bit tense? Certainly. But, I still entered for one reason. If my assassins could control the fort, they wouldn't have bothered to set sentries at each gate.

I was trying to find the best way to grill him, when a familiar figure burst in, but her exhaustion was clear. "De — Arthur. You're alive!" she gasped, her relief clear.

"Yes, but it was a close call. I have a lot to tell —" I started, only for another familiar figure to walk from the mist. This time, one that was not as welcome.

Thomas.

The slight delay in his step was one of the two things he showed when he saw me, which would have already been enough for me to guess. But, his gaze lingering on the sword, with an obvious tint of recognition, was even more clear.

Not that I needed anything to be suspicious. The words of my attackers had already revealed that they were there to assassinate a guild leader and not a blacksmith. That had surprised me when I first heard it, but seeing the state of the fort, I had a good idea of what had happened.

They triggered an artificial monster wave. It was nowhere near enough to destroy the fort, but it probably killed most of the hunters, especially if they were caught unawares.

It was a transparent ploy, which was why I said nothing. Eleanor was not stupid, and there was no chance she wasn't suspecting Thomas. And, she was more direct than me. The fact that he was alive meant that we couldn't touch him.

"So, this is your friend that's … brave enough to set a guild in this godforsaken town," Thomas said, with clear distaste toward either my apparent age — I looked in my late forties with the bushy beard and the few silver, bleached hair mixing with the black — or the fact that his assassination plot had failed.

Eleanor's expression twisted in anger for a moment before it smoothed. "I don't see how that's any of your business, Sir Thomas," she replied, managing to keep her tone mostly smooth, then she turned to me. "It's good that you're alive. Follow me."

"Wait a second, Eleanor. I want to hear it as well. I want to know how you failed in such a spectacular manner. I still need to report it to the family, along with the disappearance of the steward."

"The latter is not my problem, Thomas. You have already questioned all the guards under your Charisma, and they confirmed that he left. I can't be responsible for the security of any visitor," she said, then smirked. "Especially since someone had taken all the family guards for a more important mission. Maybe you should explain that to the family head."

Thomas didn't look happy with the accusation. "Maybe I should interrogate him as well, just in case," he said, and a familiar pressure landed on me. Charisma.

I hated it, but I was happy to note that, compared to the last time, it was much weaker. Previously, I wasn't the target, yet I froze helplessly. This time, despite being the focus, it was just all of my instincts shouting at me to obey and kneel.

Being on a higher level helped significantly. Charisma was incredibly useful, but as a tool for subjugation, its effectiveness dropped significantly.

Admittedly, it was far from something easy to ignore. It was still a primal sensation, begging me to kneel just to avoid the feeling. If I tried to fight against him, it would be an incredibly difficult thing. It was why people with Charisma were treasured and feared in equal measures.

Yet, a chuckle escaped my mouth. I couldn't help it. The fear effect felt too familiar.

It was a weaker version of what I felt whenever I tried to fly.

Thomas immediately pulled his Charisma at my reaction, his expression showing abject terror. At the same time, his two guards stepped forward, like they wanted to defend him, while Eleanor stood in front of me.

"I'll report your failure to the family again, Eleanor. You can't rely on hired help," Thomas said as he turned and left, the two guards followed, keeping themselves between me and Thomas.

I watched them, not making a move.

Wondering what the hell had just happened.
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                "Follow me," Eleanor said, and we started moving toward the gate.

"What should we do about the body? It belongs to the attacker," I said.

"Anything incriminating?" she asked.

"Nothing except this," I said as I showed her the bottle, not trying to hide it.

She frowned even as she opened her hand. "A lure potion," she said even as she examined it, then put it in her pocket. The pieces of glass were taken by the guard. "Follow me," she repeated.

I did. I had enough presence of mind to keep my mouth shut about the sixty gold I was supposed to get from the shells. Everything had its time and place. Eleanor had dragged me to a room and pulled some kind of gem, which radiated a soft blue glow.

Suddenly, all the voices from outside ceased. "No one can hear us," she said, her voice the most serious I had ever heard. "Now, what was that?!"

"What was what?" I asked. She looked angry, but I opened my hands in surrender. "I genuinely don't know. We have too many things to talk about. The death of hundreds of people, the lure potion, the fact that I managed to deal with six dangerous assassins, the fact we had to let that monster go despite it being obvious he had done it?"

"None of them," she said, her tone getting more and more serious. "It's about how you rejected the weight of his Charisma. Only people of higher levels can do that. So, either someone trained you for a long time to resist the effects, or you have been lying about your level —" she started, only to stop.

Probably because I looked shocked. I had no idea why it was such a big deal. But then, I knew very little about the secrets of Charisma. "Wait, can resisting Charisma be trained?" I asked before I shook my head. "Sorry, scientist reflex. To answer your question, I didn't resist the effect. I was scared shitless."

She didn't seem convinced. "What about that laugh? It was obviously not a fake. No one can really act under Charisma. It must have been genuine, or Thomas wouldn't have bought it!"

"Wait, can he read my mind?" I asked.

"No, but he can sense your emotions," she said, looking even more confused.

I chuckled again when I realized exactly what had happened. She was starting to look angry. "Sorry, but I promise you, you'll find it amusing as well," I promised.

"I doubt it," she replied frostily.

I couldn't help it. I started giggling. Realizing that after everything, potentially the biggest part of my problem had been solved by a misunderstanding was funny … in a hysterical sort of way. "You know how I'm … kind of tense when flying," I asked.

"Frozen in terror," she said.

"Yeah, being under Charisma reminded me of that. With the stress of everything, I couldn't help but find that amusing." Eleanor looked at me as if trying to see if I was lying. I couldn't help it, I started to laugh even more. Absent-mindedly, I recognized it as not genuine amusement, but a hysteric release of shock. "Good … that … you … silenced …" I said, trying to speak.

I collapsed, laughing.

She watched me like I was crazy, but soon, she started giggling as well. I didn't know how much time we spent, laughing like a couple of crazy people. I didn't know how much time passed before we managed to calm down. She shrugged just as much, which was understandable. She was probably even more stressed. At least, I succeeded. She still needed to explain her failure to Maria.

Though, from what I had seen, Eleanor would have been beating herself far more than Maria would admonish her about an external sabotage.

The pressure did weird things to our minds.

"So, my involuntary giggle made him assume that I was a higher level than him," I asked once we finally managed to calm down. She nodded. "But, why did he escape?"

"Using Charisma like that is an insult. You can challenge him to a duel for it, especially if he did so publicly, and I was there as a witness."

"And his level is?"

"A hundred. It's a known fact that he's trying to pass the threshold. He just lacks the necessary resources" she said.

"People need resources for that?" I asked. "Do I need to prepare anything for level fifty?"

"No, only level hundred requires resources," She said.

"What kind of resources?"

"I don't know. Family secret," she said. "Apparently, it differs from class to class. But, it's well known that they are expensive. It's why we bet everything on this dungeon. Otherwise, we can't buy them for Maria once she reaches level one hundred."

As much as I was tempted to question her from about six different directions, most of it related to the level hundred threshold and why it required resources, but I forced myself to focus. "So, they believe that I'm over level hundred, that's a problem," I said. "I doubt that I can fake it."

She pondered for a moment. "Maybe not. Thomas doesn't exactly have a reputation for bravery. We can probably say that you are at level hundred, but you're unlucky enough to have a Militia class, it'll be believable."

Militia was probably the weakest class that was still classified as one. It only received three stats, evenly distributed between Strength, Dexterity, and Vitality. Of course, they compensated for this somewhat by having one melee and one ranged combat skill, which they could upgrade to their preferred weapon with a Stat stone.

It gave them much better combat flexibility compared to classes like Blacksmith with higher base stat gain, making them much more preferable as guards and other roles.

As my own experience had shown, Perks mattered. A lot.

I thought about accepting it, as it would make my situation more secure. That way, I could develop safely … but would it be truly safe? It had been a close call. "No, let's not explain it further," I said. "Maybe even let the guards gossip how Thomas had been scared of me."

"Are you sure?" she said.

"Yes," I said. "I prefer if he doesn't send any more assassins. Today, I survived by sheer luck," I said.

"Good, that was about to be my next question," she replied. "How did you survive a group of assassins? I doubt they were weak."

"Luck and incompetence," I replied. "Mine, and theirs, in that order." She looked intrigued, and I gave her a long, detailed tale of my imaginary fight. It was more or less what had happened, but some details like using the lure potion had turned into an accident, which allowed me to kill the first one and take their much better weapon, followed by a tough battle where I pushed my sword skill to the limit.

Including my ability to halfway copy a vitality attack; one with a corresponding tale of how close I had come to death before inspiration struck.

"Show me," she said.

"Sure. But, I don't need to tell you we have to keep it a secret, right," I said. Knowing the Rare skills would come with one at twenty-five proficiency, and how combining it with a Perk helped, it felt like a good compromise.

With her bias for sword skills, she would have no trouble accepting it. Not only that, but it would also explain the rapid development I planned to show once I upgraded to Rare skill.

The best part, while it was an impressive achievement, it was nothing more than a pointless gimmick from her perspective. I even had planned a long explanation where I would reveal my Rare Nurture skill and how it had helped me to control my Health.

She didn't even ask that, accepting my achievement as a display of my talent. "What a waste it is that you ended up as a Blacksmith," she sighed deeply.

"And what a waste we don't have time to spar," I said, happy to end my story without any hard questions.

"Yes, I have a lot of things to do," she said. "Who would have guessed that bastard can get his hands on pure lure potions."

"I'm guessing it's the thing in the bottle," I said. "What exactly is it?"

"A controlled substance, made from a recipe," she said. "The function is simple. It radiates a smell that draws the dungeon monsters at a certain radius to a target, depending on the dose and amount used."

"I'm guessing it's not usually used as a full bottle," I said.

"No, usually, it's used as a diluted mix," she said.

"But it's not forbidden," I said.

"No. They are not really a risk to any mature dungeon operation," she said.

"Because there are not enough monsters to create a swarm in a dungeon with continued hunting," I said.

"Exactly," she said. "Of course, we were supposed to have sentries preventing exactly that, but with the family guards gone, we're already overextended. Still, I should have been prepared. I just didn't expect that bastard to be vicious enough to kill that many people just to take over the command. That's my mistake," she said.

She didn't seem particularly torn up about the deaths, and more about them representing her failure.

I didn't like it. I wanted to blame her, but it wouldn't be fair. She was fighting for a long time, and during that, she clearly saw a lot of death, to the point of losing her sensitivity to it. It was just how the human mind worked, so I couldn't even blame the System for it.

We got used to it in order not to go mad.

She sighed. "I need to go and visit the caravan, to talk with Maria. We have a lot of work to do to keep the guilds investing in the area. But, some of them would try to pull back. Do you mind staying here tonight to keep an eye on the dungeon? It should be over, but I'll feel better if you're here as well."

"Sure, just keep it in mind when I need a favor," I replied, acting like the ability to stay in the dungeon without raising suspicion was not something I wanted in the first place.

Especially the alternative meant staying in the town, which didn't feel as safe with both Maria and Eleanor gone.

"Deal," she said as she squeezed my hand.

"However, I can only promise help about the monsters. I won't get involved with the guards. That can get complicated if there's a spy among them. I need to stay aloof if I'm to convince people I'm really strong. Maybe I can hunt some more monsters. I'll be even faster with my new Perk," I said.

"Good point. But, don't tire yourself too much. We still have to spar once I return."

I couldn't help but chuckle as I followed her out.

She had only one track of mind.
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                While I was asked to stay in the dungeon, I didn't have command over the guards. However, I also went to a secret meeting with Eleanor after the crisis. She left in a hurry and I stayed back. It meant the guards had no idea exactly where I stood.

Thomas running after a confrontation with me complicated things further.

It was a problem because they didn't know what they were supposed to do if I gave them an order. Of course, in a fair world, it wouldn't matter, but life wasn't fair. Making a wrong choice meant that they would be blamed.

"Don't worry. I'm just here to keep an eye on things, and make sure that there's no accident from the second floor," I said, which simultaneously comforted them and explained my disappearance. "Just give me a new cart, and record the old ones," I said.

"What should we do with the broken ones?" one asked.

"Just pack them and send them to the town. They'll be useful for my guild," I said. "Also, pass me a cart."

"Do you need swords, sir?" one asked.

"No, those should keep me going for a while," I said, pointing at the multiple swords I had on my waist. It was wasteful to use them against monsters, but luckily, it was not a problem for me. Their only use was to explain why I wasn't coming back with a lot of destroyed weapons.

With that done, I left, dragging my cart away, and preparing myself for a sleepless night. "Well, maybe I can take a nap on the fourth floor if it gets unbearable," I muttered, amused by the unexpected benefit. But, otherwise, skipping sleep for a night shouldn't be too hard.

I was used to it.

However, as much as I wanted to go to the fourth floor and start working, I didn't disappear immediately. Just in case, I wanted to show myself a few times first, in case there was a spy that would pull another trick.

Naturally, I didn't waste my time. Instead, I pulled one of the swords, using Observe to examine the sword. It was a good opportunity to multitask, as not only was I curious about the secrets hidden inside a higher-grade weapon, but I would also be able to finally test Observe properly. I had been running around since I upgraded it, which meant I wasn't able to test it properly.

A part of that delay had been a lack of need. Pushing myself to the limit while producing that gold alloy to trick the System had given me enough of a boost that just listening to the System directions and relying on Creative Forging to adjust the designs had been easier.

Technically, I had used Observe while building the atmospheric steam engine, but it was more about checking the macro details that even Analyze could have caught. Hardly a way to test the limits of my new perk.

More importantly, I was excited to learn the secrets of a weapon from the System Store.

However, as much as I wanted to start with something radical, I ignored that instinct. Instead, I started with using Repair, trying to get the path to Repair the weapon.

There was none.

It was not a surprise. The reason I was able to repair the other weapons was that the Sharpness enchantment was simple enough to be ignored while repairing a simple weapon, but even the more complicated bronze mana-alloy weapons I had been initially hired to mend required Warm Blow as a prerequisite.

I had basically bypassed that requirement by doing the repair manually. From the System perspective, what I had been doing was cheating.

Clearly, for the more complicated enchantments, the Mana Repair variant wasn't enough, and I needed one — or possibly multiple, considering I wasn't receiving a suggestion — perks.

I had Mana Control, which was enough to bypass the enchantment and work on the metal without breaking the spell structure, but Repair skill didn't know that. They both might be Class skills, but the perks weren't transferrable.

A pity.

Of course, that didn't mean I couldn't restore the weapon if I wished to do so. One trick was even obvious. I could strip one of the swords from its enchantments, and replicate the damage on the other one, then use it as a cheat sheet.

An absurd solution that was too cumbersome to be useful in any situation that wasn't exactly specific. "Well, not so absurd," I muttered even as I chuckled. Ultimately, what I had been planning to do wasn't too different. I would strip the enchantment, essentially ruining the sword, then destroy it repeatedly in different methods.

Just a more comprehensive version of the first model.

I had to, because as much as I wished, the weapons couldn't be repaired the same way. The differences between different materials; not just completely different ones like bronze and iron, but also two variants of the same main alloy.

Problems started at the base material level. Mechanical properties alone had many subsets. Just the ability to deal with external force had many categories of measurement, brittleness which defined the likelihood of shattering without deformation, hardness which defined its surface strength, fatigue which was about resisting repeated and long-term force, tensile strength was about the maximum force that could be applied, resilience which defined its ability to absorb energy while bending…

They were all about the ability to deal with external forces, and it wasn't even a comprehensive list. There were manufacturing properties, the way it reacted to heat, and chemical features like reacting to rust or other external attempts.

Those features had changed wildly between alloys, meaning working with a new alloy without the System's assistance was an incredible study.

They weren't exactly a problem for me for two reasons. First, I had been relying on the System suggestions a lot to compensate for any problem. Second, I wasn't exactly trying to maximize the potential of any alloy. As long as it was workable, I would be happy to use it.

After all, it didn't matter whether a fork was made of silver or steel. As long as one avoided making one out of glass — at least, ordinary window glass — it would work.

Unfortunately, all those details meant that I needed to learn how to repair each weapon type from scratch. Some, like the case of bronze weapons, were doable. Meanwhile, it would likely not be really useful for more complicated, unique weapons.

And, in the case of the weapon I had in my hands, it was a bit more complicated. I had only six numbers, which wasn't really enough to make it worth the trouble of learning. I could forge pure weapons that could surpass their enchanted performance as long as I was willing to spend the time.

Unfortunately, bringing them out in public without a source to explain their existence was troubling. I didn't want Eleanor to be suspicious. While I trusted her about most things, I had no intention of testing her when selling me out would solve Maria's problem.

It meant I had to spend time learning about them.

For the next hour, I used Observe, focusing on learning the nature of the weapon without the benefit of the skill. It was an iron-silver mix, and there was too much silver, enough to compromise the integral structure and base strength of the metal.

As for other stabilizing materials used, they were a mystery. I could break the enchantment to find out what they were … but, I could also go with a simpler route instead.

"An anti-corrosive plating." It was a rough solution, one that would undoubtedly reduce the quality of the swords even more, even weaken the enchantment, but I didn't care. The whole point was to explain why I could kill thousands of beasts without borrowing bronze swords to Eleanor.

Technically, I could have claimed the same without adding the plating, but this way, I could lend the other five to my future guild members without it being suspicious.

It wouldn't have convinced any spies Thomas had, who would have known about the issue with the swords he had armed his assassins with, but it wasn't too much of a problem. If he continued to believe that I was near a hundred, new swords weren't exactly a problem.

I only needed to go to the trouble to convince Eleanor.

I spend the next hour at the first level, slowly adding a layer of coating to the sword. Since it was a process that was more reliant on mana than heat, I didn't bother going down to the fourth floor. The dungeon was kind enough to give me all the supporting material I needed, and the iron, I could always take from the cart. As for silver, I used the fake sword I had brought with me.

The experiment lasted almost two hours, and the only reason I was able to do that was the Mana Control Perk, allowed me to slowly detach and reattach the mana links between the enchantment and the metal.

Even then, the first one was almost a spectacular failure. The enchantment lost the link with the metal, which turned completely useless. The enchantment was still there, just useless.

The others, I had various levels of success with. But, the real success was that I got more familiar with Observe. Not enough to dare trying to overcharge it, but still satisfyingly so.

"Customization for the win," I muttered even as I walked toward the fort once again, wanting to show myself for one last time for the evening, casually mentioning how the assassins were kind enough to grant me weapons that worked excellently in the dungeon, knowing it would be eventually reported to Eleanor.

I had some real experiments to run. It was time to get a better understanding of Mana and Health.
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                Once I had returned to the fourth floor, the first thing I did was add another layer of trees and kill every beast surrounding the forge. The existence of lure potions scared me. All it would take was for someone to throw one into the center, and my forge would be ruined.

The monsters didn't even have to attack directly. Just the existence of giant insects, stampeding wildly, would be enough to ruin my work.

While I doubted that another layer of trees would help, there was no real harm in expanding my safe zone.

However, once that was done, I started my experiments. My aim was to understand how mana moved at a macro scale. For that, I finally raised the silver and iron pole with an empty center, which I previously used to search for iron deposits, and started my incredible experiment.

Which was to push mana from one side, and try to observe its movements before it dissipated.

It was a simple experiment, but it would help me better understand mana in its natural state. Merely observing didn't help. Only a limited amount of information could be derived from looking at a glass of water. Worse, in my case, that glass was opaque, and I could only look at it from fifty feet away.

It was impossible to overstate just how bad my understanding of mana was. For example, whenever I broke a shell, the mana cloud disappeared soon after. However, I didn't actually know what happened. Was it some kind of energy that disappeared completely like light? Maybe it was like heat, and it searched for some kind of equilibrium with its environment, and I just lost the ability to perceive it once it dropped below a certain level...

There were limits to what indirect observation would bring. I couldn't even assume that it didn't disperse just because of the existence of mana-dead locations. After all, heat dispersed, but there were still places that were freezing and boiling hot on Earth.

Trying to deduce fundamental working principles from macro systems was an extremely difficult task. Admittedly, even direct observation wasn't easy. Or, the ancient philosophers wouldn't have had such misguided assumptions about the way the world worked.

"Let's start simple," I grumbled even as I pushed some mana to the center of the pipe, using Mana Control to deliver that as a ball, hoping that the mana would follow the pipe's direction.

The aim of the experiment was simple. I wanted to understand how mana moved in its natural state. My observations weren't exactly conclusive. In its free state, it reacted similarly to something in between liquid and gas, however, it was not consistent It changed freely for no reason … well, no apparent reason, at least.

However, whenever I used the perk Mana Control, it turned into some kind of extremely malleable tactile material, not unlike some kind of soft plastic. It had been similar to when I used Mana Manipulation, but, for the lack of a better term, it felt more … liquidy.

"I wish I studied material sciences more," I muttered. When I had been studying, I had readily dismissed anything mechanical or material-based as an area of study, feeling that they had long reached the bottleneck of development, instead choosing to dabble with computer engineering before I finally picked mathematical sociology as my final direction. After that, I abandoned anything on the physical side, though I still worked on the software part.

Coding my own models, at least the core components, was always easier than trying to explain them to someone else.

However, my lack of grounding on the more experimental side of things was coming to bite me in the ass. I probably could have come up with a lot of interesting experiments if I had been more familiar with the more esoteric side of the material sciences.

Instead, I needed to start from scratch.

"Let's begin," I muttered.

[-5 Mana]

The setup for the experiment was simple: Maintain a hold on the mana using Mana Control, bring it to the center of the pipe, and shift to Repair the moment I let go of the mana, hoping that it would give me enough time to observe it.

It failed.

Spectacularly.

The mana just dispersed before I could get a sense of its movement. I repeated the experiment, this time with more mana. The result had been the same, but I didn't let that stop me. I repeated the experiment a hundred times.

The only thing I gained, was the dispersion shape of the mana being slightly affected by the pipe. Unfortunately, even that was a bit doubtful, as the silver and iron mixture had let the mana pass through. Whether there was no resistance, or there was only a slight resistance, I didn't know.

"Back to the drawing board. I need a material that resists mana better," I said. Unfortunately, due to the way Observe worked, I needed to rely exclusively on metals.

Worse, while the Mana Forge offered many materials, it didn't exactly come with an analysis report. I instinctively knew which metal would hold a better edge, and which one would be more durable, but it didn't index them based on their mana resistance.

I was curious whether it was not available, or it was something that would be unlocked once the conditions were fulfilled — whether it was finding the raw materials, or reaching a certain skill proficiency.

However, that question, at least in the short term, was just one of idle curiosity. I needed far more gold than I currently had in my possession to improve them further … and, that was assuming I could infuse enough mana to trigger a System response, which was not exactly a given.

"One step at a time," I said to myself and started on my experiment.

The first step was easy. I just needed to make a box, put mana in, close the box, and watch its dispersal. It was a simpler setup than the pipe, which, I had to admit, was a bit too ambitious of me.

The first rule of experimentation was to start from the most basic alternative. And, for that, I had to go back to the third floor, as the ordinary materials would have been just destroyed on the fourth floor.

Luckily, I had kept my third-floor forge intact, just buried. I made a dozen boxes made of available materials. Copper, bronze, iron, silver, and, with the tiny amount of it I had, gold. All except gold, I had created both pure versions, vitality-only alloys, and mana alloys of.

Then, I infused several bursts of mana into each material, trying to get a general sense. Of the pure materials, iron functioned the best for my purposes, while gold performed the worst. Of course, another way of saying that was that gold might be an excellent conducting material for mana, but that was currently not the experiment.

Also, technically, I couldn't call that effect conduction without a lot more experiments. After all, I still didn't know whether the mana was disappearing, or just reaching a point below my detection capabilities.

Then, there was the performance. Across the board, mana alloys performed the worst, letting the mana pass through easily. "Interesting," I grumbled, my mind already wondering whether that fact had anything to do with better mana alloys allowing for stronger enchantments. Maybe it was creating a medium to collect the environmental mana.

"One step at a time," I said again while still taking notes. One benefit of working on the third floor, it allowed me to use paper.

Meanwhile, alloys made out of Vitality were more of a mixed bag. Some of them performed better than their pure variant, some of them worse. None of them were good enough to work for my purposes, but it was still valuable. It meant that, possibly, there was a solution.

"Next, the shape," I said, and forged a hundred different shapes from pure iron, from simple cubes of various sizes and thicknesses to exotic curvy shapes that would have challenged even the most complex 3D printer.

I didn't expect much, which was why I was surprised to notice a hexagonal prism performing excellently, somehow forcing mana to linger inside for a significantly longer time. Yet, the moment it started slipping through the surface of the metal, it started dispersing.

There was no reason I could think of that would cause a hexagon to somehow work better … but then, that was the point of experimentation, wasn't it? To understand how things had been working.

"Let's find an answer," I said even as I forged a dozen hexagons, of varying sizes and shapes. Then, I started pushing mana inside and observing the results. Soon, I had a sheet of paper in front of me, and I started trying to find a formula that explained the phenomena.

Unfortunately, it was a very tedious calculation by hand. The simple arithmetic operations didn't give me any results, but that wasn't too much of a surprise.

However, after going through some common formulas, I actually managed to find a good formula. One of the classics.

Newton's law of cooling. I first played with the transfer coefficient and transfer surface area, confirming that those two rules held true. Then, I started increasing mana density, and calculated the rate of the mana transfer.

I found out that, similar to heat energy, the higher the mana difference, the faster the transfer.

Interestingly, the formula only worked when I assumed that there was a certain gap between environmental mana and what I could detect from the environment, which was very strong evidence for my theory that the disappearance of the mana meant that it was below my detection threshold.

It had many interesting conclusions, but none of those conclusions were really relevant. Especially since I still wasn't certain whether the core conclusion I had driven was accurate, or if I was misrepresenting the principles.

Unfortunately, I didn't have the luxury of repeating the experiment a hundred times in different forms to conclusively confirm it.

I still had other experiments to run.
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                I decided to hold the first iteration of the next experiment on the fourth floor. While I was afraid that the corrosive effect might ruin the experiment, considering the trial and error process I had to go through, I felt that it was an acceptable compromise.

I could always use the anti-corrosive material on different floors to confirm my conclusion, but the reverse wouldn't have worked.

Before starting, I mined another huge pile of iron ores, and refilled the blast furnace. I didn't need more iron under the circumstances, but it was not an excuse to waste the capacity. I could always store the excess. Also, watching the rhythmic movement of the steam engine was calming, reminding me that my work was not for naught.

I forged a hundred different variants of anti-corrosive alloys, each shaped into the same hexagonal cylinder with thick walls and a hollow core, and half a foot tall. A boring process, so the reminder was certainly welcome. I only stopped to refill the blast furnace, and occasionally to mine more iron ore — which was rapid thanks to Quake Hammer.

Then, I filled each of those containers with five different intensities of mana, noting down the rate of dispersal for each set — this time writing them on clay tablets as paper disintegrated on the fourth floor — while leaving the containers on the shelves I had created.

Once the results were compiled, I picked the ten most promising results and created ten variants for each result. And, I repeated that cycle until I was looking at five hundred different cylinders. Luckily, with my Forge skill above a hundred, forging all those different materials barely took four hours.

"A good halfway result," I said. Without the skill to help me, even with a modern materials lab, the same experimental cycle would have taken months, and a dedicated team of tab technicians, manufacturers, and assistants.

I could have continued to experiment, but I decided to visit the first three floors, and maybe even leave the dungeon momentarily to see how it worked outside. For the trip, I only took five cylinders with me, making sure there was a great performance variance between them. I wanted to bring more, but it would be too suspicious.

Hiding the cylinders wasn't the only preparation I had made for the trip. I stopped by the third floor and reforged the armor I wore whenever I went outside. Its surface stayed the same, but I added two layers of protection underneath.

I still remember how easily I was able to kill my assassins due to their poor armor. Just because I was in disguise didn't mean I had to wear substandard armor.

With that done, I tested the experimental hexagonal cylinders and observed the dispersal rate of mana change between the third and the fourth floors. Mana dispersed faster on the fourth floor. The difference was significant, but the relative dispersal rate stayed the same between the cylinders.

That much could have been accounted for by environmental differences, but the mechanics were in doubt. A glass of water cools down at different paces in a room and in a freezer. But, the cooling rate would be different if the glass was in front of a ventilator as well.

My current setup wasn't designed to detect the difference.

"One step at a time," I muttered even as I traveled between the floors, and confirmed that it was true for the first two floors as well. The higher the dungeon was, the slower the mana dispersed.

And, since I was returning to the camp, I spent some time hunting insects on the third floor, bringing another thousand shells to the guards. Just because I was experimenting didn't mean I had to stop making money. It was also a good chance to check in with the guards and confirm there was no problem.

Finding out mana dispersed at different speeds in different dungeon floors had been curious. But, ultimately, the difference had been minor. However, the real interesting phenomena occurred when I walked out of the dungeon to 'get some fresh air'.

The mana dispersal rate outside was far weaker. Even on the first floor, the mana I pushed in had merely stayed in for two seconds before disappearing completely, while outside, it stayed in the container for almost thirty seconds. The difference was resounding.

What was even more interesting was the direction Mana flowed. Inside the dungeon, the mana had dispersed in every direction at the same time. Meanwhile, outside, the dispersal seemed to be moving toward the ground. It was hard to be certain, particularly since I needed to keep the cylinders concealed from the guards.

My new status didn't mean I could act with impunity.

I wished that I could stay out to observe the differences between the dungeon and the outside world more, but I didn't want the guards to notice anything extraordinary. I could go into the wilderness, but I didn't want to do so without Eleanor around.

It would be a pity if I died in another assassination attempt.

This meant that, the difference between the dungeon and the outside world was added to the list of interesting phenomena I couldn't explore any further because of more immediate concerns. "Frustrating," I grumbled as I started walking through the empty wasteland of the dungeon once more.

On my way back, I chose to practice an enhanced version of the Fleeting Step, this time dragging the cart behind me. It was an interesting experience. I fell many times, and broke the cart more times than I wanted to admit, but the improvement had been interesting.

Once I returned to the fourth floor, I brought my attention back to my material research. However, in the third cycle, the returns started to not be so worth it.

Still, I had my material. First, I created another thin tube, this time in a hexagonal shape, and kept one end blunt.

[-20 Mana]

"Success," I muttered as I used Observe on the tube again to examine the movement of the mana. This time, rather than just slipping out of the tube, it stuck around, dispersing in a directional manner, giving me the chance to get a feel for the mana movement.

It didn't teach me anything practical, but that was the nature of scientific experiments. The aim was to reach a better understanding, not to develop anything useful. Once the working principles were in place, the technology would inevitably follow.

Speaking of technology, I wondered if I could scale up the tubes enough to function as mana storage. I forged two more tubes. From the outside, they looked the same, but one of them was solid, while the other was made of thin layers, kept apart by the thinnest connectors I could forge.

The layered one kept the mana inside far longer. The difference was between three seconds and eight seconds. At first glance, it felt like an unimportant practical difference, but it was not so.

At this point, forging required more and more of my mana, which meant I had to take a lot of breaks to destroy the shells. However, maybe I could create a device, and link it to the steam engine. Add in a simple gravity feeder, and it would output mana far more regularly.

Creating a crank system that would power that device, and making sure it ran constantly wasn't easy … but then again, I didn't need to do so for an experiment. A manual variant was much easier to create.

Soon, I was looking at another layered tube, with a thick crusher attached to the end. I used it to shatter the shell piece into smaller pieces, and a burst of mana followed.

With an unexpected result. While the pure mana passed through the layers easily, the same wasn't true for the tainted energy. It stuck around, unable to penetrate the layer.

"That's interesting," I muttered. Up until now, I had been running the experiment using my own mana, as it was far easier to control and measure. And, excited by the progress, I didn't even consider how the tainted part of it would have reacted.

From an absorption speed perspective, it wasn't really important. I already had Purification, which made the absorption much faster.

However, it didn't mean it was useless. On the contrary.

Excited by the process, I immediately forged another hexagonal tube, large enough for me to fit in, and with a hexagonal door that could be sealed from inside. Then, I sealed myself in with my hammer, and with a lot of shells, and started shattering the shells.

The pure mana escaped easily, but the same wasn't true for the taint part. Its density started to get more and more intense. Once I destroyed half of the shells, I crouched down, and started channeling my Meditation skill.

It took fifteen seconds for the first notification to appear.

[+1 Mana]

However, rather than stopping, I kept going. I could feel the strain as I ran the skill, which signaled excellent progress. I stopped only after a minute had passed, ignoring the rare notifications of mana alert.

What was really valuable was the one that appeared once I stopped.

[Meditation (Common) 53 - 61]

"Beautiful," I muttered, happy that my research was already paying dividends. I wondered why the jump was so sudden. But, at this point, I was used to seemingly nonsensical ways skills could jump. Luckily, one thing I wasn't lacking was shells. I repeated the same thing again and again, running the skill longer every time.

[Meditation (Common) 61 - 78]

[Meditation (Common) 78 - 92]

[Meditation (Common) 92 - 99]

"One more to receive my perk," I said as I repeated the experiment once more. I received my reward.

Just not the one I had expected.

[Meditation (Common) 99 - Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) 1]

"That's interesting, but it's a waste of Perks," I examined. I could have always repeated the same thing with Skill Stones … or could I, I suddenly added. After all, I still didn't know if I had the prerequisite stats for the Uncommon version of the skill.

Then, once I checked the skill, I was met with another surprise.

[Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) - 1 [Controlled Flow, Enhanced Sensing, Purification]

My perks were still in place.
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                "Let's see what's the difference between the two methods," I muttered even as I focused, and attempted to activate my newly obtained skill. An imaginary orb once again started rotating, though both the speed of the rotation and the pull were far less than I had expected. I actually had to open the hatch and disperse most of the tainted energy that had been collected to succeed.

[Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) - 1 - 7]

"At least it improves faster," I said, and I shattered a few more shells. Another minute of meditation gave me two more mana points.

[Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) - 7 - 19]

"Well, no perks," I growled. While I didn't expect more perks, I had still been hoping for that to be the case. I pushed again, which brought my skill's proficiency to its thirties. The sphere started rotating even faster, already surpassing the performance of the Common variant had on its level fifties.

However, the more interesting part was that, once I passed level twenty-five, I could feel that it wasn't a singular method anymore. Instead, I could feel a second option, a sphere with a deep gap around its equator line.

It was not a straight line, but a wavy gap, almost like a trench, or a water canal.

Switching between the two had been instinctual, but the actual application of the skill was not. As I rotated, the sphere moved sluggishly, with the foreign energy clogging its flow. It was an interesting experience. The skill was giving me direction, but I failed to actually push it.

The reason soon became clear. The tainted energy, for lack of a better word, was clogging the structure. I had a good idea of what the function of that line was, so I opened the hatch once again to cleanse the room of the tainted energy, slowly increasing intensity once more.

The gap at the center almost worked like a centrifuge, the mana was gathered there, while the tainted energy was pushed to the surface, essentially separating the two factors.

"Interesting," I said even as I focused on the shape of the channel. It felt immutable. But then, as I repeated the process a few more times and pushed it above fifty, it changed. I could feel that I could transform both the surface of the sphere, and the shape of the ditch.

However, when I tried to do that, I was met with something I hadn't faced ever before. The Skill refused to engage, like I was trying to lift a weight I wasn't capable of lifting.

"I wonder if it's due to my lack of stats," I muttered. I vaguely remembered the sensation when I had first acquired Mana Forge, but back then, I didn't have too much time to process it. I couldn't help but feel excited, wondering whether it would mean I could unlock another Stat while leveling up.

But, I wasn't in a hurry for that. I still had a lot of experiments to run. Level fifty was the biggest opportunity I had to upgrade my class once more, and I wanted to maximize the opportunity there.

Still, while it didn't rotate automatically, that didn't mean I couldn't reshape it. Curious, I transformed it to a simple hexagon and rotated … it pushed both mana and tainted energy away. "Interesting." I maintained the hexagonal shape and used it to run the process in reverse and discharge my mana.

It worked far better.

I ignored it temporarily. I had a lot of time to experiment. Instead, I started gathering and releasing mana again and again, increasing the density of the tainted energy whenever the skill development stalled.

Soon, another bonus arrived.

[Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) - 98 - 102]

[Perk Options — Advanced Purification (Purification) / Superior Sensing (Enhanced Sensing) / Efficient Absorption / Channeled Flow (Controlled Flow)]

I chose Superior Sensing, as it was the one that would help me most when discovering the secrets of mana. I was glad to do so. I could actually see some more details. Unfortunately, they were hard to describe, and that enhanced visibility only worked while I was meditating.

Soon, the maximum density of tainted energy I could achieve stopped giving me benefits, which meant that the immediate benefits had stopped. Not that I was complaining. I had already pushed my meditation to an incredible level.

[Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) - 134 [Controlled Flow, Superior Sensing, Purification]

"That's enough meditation for today," I said to myself, even as I stood up, and left the hatch. With two of my tasks complete, I was about to focus on creating the steam-powered crusher.

Now that I could refill my mana completely in seconds, breaking the shells actually turned into my biggest problem. However, once I stepped out of the steel coffin I had created for myself, I had to delay that. The reason?

The density of the insects around my base had increased significantly as if someone had broken a weak lure potion. But, I didn't start looking for a spy because of it, since the aired-out concentrated tainted energy was a much better explanation for their presence.

"Interesting discovery," I muttered even as I rushed forward. I chose to use a sword, as it was a good opportunity to work on the mana attack. I was prepared to work hard to create something even halfway usable.

So, when I bisected the first giant insect effortlessly, I was actually surprised. Unlike my previous attempts, the mana edge solidified around the blade effortlessly, enhancing the cutting edge perfectly. It almost looked like I was using a skill … but then, it was not. Whenever I used a skill, there was always a slight sense of separation.

The difference was subtle, like the difference between riding a bike and swimming. Both gave a sense of control, but the former was reliant on the shape of the tool more than the latter.

In my case, the skill still handled my movements, but the mana around the blade was under my direct influence, changing shape through my control, weakening, and strengthening as I focused on the mana field.

It didn't take long for me to understand the source of the sudden improvements. My experiments.

After all, I had spent several hours working with mana. And, more importantly, it was not mere repetition work, but experimental work that had forced me to interact with mana, both directly, and based on different materials.

The more I practiced, the more I realized that change came from many different directions. One was simple. By repeatedly using Mana Control to shape and release mana again and again, I had gotten more familiar with the way mana moved, and the uncommon variant of the Meditation had further improved my understanding.

Of course, what I was doing with the mana blade was nowhere as tight as using Mana Control. Still, using it repeatedly gave me a better instinct for mana's liquid form — or, at least, what I temporarily named, as it was not exactly an accurate descriptor — which translated somewhat into the more solidified form a mana attack used.

Then, there were my insights on the movement and dispersal of mana, particularly understanding how it roughly followed a similar path to Newton's Law of Cooling. That alone gave me a better idea of how much mana to push into the structure. More importantly, knowing that there was still a mana cloud around me even if I couldn't detect it allowed me to compensate for it.

However, the biggest benefit came from an unexpected source: How the mana interacted with the metal itself.

During the experiment, I had created hundreds of different alloy variants, focusing on nothing but the way they interacted with mana. Of course, I had just focused on observing the way they kept the mana contained, but since that was done with Observe, I had caught far more minute details than just the speed of dispersal.

And, after thousands of observations, I had managed to get a better sense of how to maintain that mana field. "Suddenly, I'm glad that I haven't destroyed the containers," I chuckled even as I continued to cut down the giant insects, trying to angle my attacks so that I could kill the beasts and remove their shells at the same time.

Of course, that way, I was only able to get a broken shell, and it dropped the skill quality considerably, but I didn't care for either the sales potential or the skills. The most important thing was to have even more material for my experiments.

Once the density of the monsters had been dropped to a certain degree, I went back to the shelves, and forged another set of containers, this time going the opposite direction, and focusing on creating a metal that allowed the mana to flow freely.

What followed was another cycle of experimentation. I alternated between using a hammer, sword, and spear, sometimes using the mana blows through the Mana Forge skill, and sometimes experimenting with it directly. It was another session of experimentation someone else would have classified as boring, but not me.

No, I was too busy inventing a new mana attack for my Quake Hammer.

[Quake Hammer (Rare) 83 - 85]

"Success," I said even as I looked at the horde of monsters surrounding my base.

But, as I looked at them, I only saw walking proficiency points.
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                "Too bad I have to stop," I complained even as I smashed another giant insect, and started walking back. I had drifted away from it to hunt even more giant monsters, which had been even easier with my new hammer technique … especially since, once I got far away from the base, I stopped bothering to collect the shells.

I hadn't brought the cart with me, and bringing them back would be an unnecessary chore. However, just because I didn't bring back the shells didn't mean that the adventure wasn't useful.

[Quake Hammer (Rare) - 142]

The new variant of the mana attack once again pushed the skill to develop smoothly, until it stalled after one hundred and forty. Reaching a hundred points gave me an even better vitality attack, with its effects spreading to everything in a two-foot cone.

Unfortunately, it also consumed more than a hundred Health, meaning it couldn't be used casually. At least, not before I confirmed whether the root plants I was raising on the fourth floor were edible.

I wanted nothing more than to return to my lab and continue experimenting on mana attacks. Unfortunately, I needed to show my face upstairs occasionally. Which meant, I had to waste another hour hunting the ordinary monsters.

"I can't believe how quickly the money loses its allure," I muttered. Now that I was getting richer, I immediately lost interest in working for more money. I wanted nothing more than to stop hunting, and focus on my experiments.

However, I learned my lesson from the last time when I assumed that money would be coming indefinitely. Even with all the tricks I had discovered, making money wasn't that simple. I was able to monopolize the dungeon only because nobody else had discovered how to handle the corrosion effect, allowing me to make a ridiculous amount of money every day.

But, that income could disappear just as easily. All it would take was one of the ploys of Thomas to succeed, or someone else to find an anti-corrosion enchantment or come up with another solution.

"Maybe I should start delving deeper," I examined. While the idea of finding the entrance to the fifth floor was a very time-consuming adventure, it might prove to be necessary. Unfortunately, it needed to stay an idea, at least for the moment.

Instead, I once again went to the third floor, about to start the tedious process of hunting, when I remembered how the monsters of the fourth floor had reacted to the concentrated tainted energy. "Why not multitask," I muttered even as I went to the fourth floor and brought the chamber here.

It weighed more than a ton, especially when it was filled with broken large shells, but my metal cart easily handled that weight, while my strength handled the carrying. Once on the third floor, I closed myself in once more, and started to break the shells. The mana easily escaped the room, while tainted energy stayed in.

However, I didn't waste too much time. The moment the mana density had dropped below a certain point, I opened the hatch, and the tainted energy rushed out.

Which immediately triggered a swarm that wasn't any less impressive than the one triggered by the lure potion. Luckily, without the need to fight off a team of assassins at the same time, it was far easier to deal with.

I continued cutting them down, the sword in one hand, the extraction device in another, multitasking to play around with the shape of the sword attack even more. With the number of monsters attacking, extracting all of their shells was nearly impossible.

I was just about to see if I could modify the mana field around the sword in a way that would allow me to kill the monster and get the shell at the same time, something more interesting caught my gaze.

Some of the monsters were moving away.

It was the first time I had seen the monsters actually behave like that, which I felt like an incredible discovery. One that I wanted to observe. However, instead, I just followed and killed them, not even taking away their shells.

It felt like letting them go away would have been irresponsible.

Only after I dealt with every monster that was trying to get away did I start playing with the mana field around the blade, trying to extract the shell and kill the monster in one blow. When the swarm finally calmed down, I was yet to succeed in that, but I made some nice progress.

Still, I was more excited about the experiment rather than adding another sixty gold coins to my account.

"So, what's going on?" I asked as I arrived at the base, and noticed the guards were looking stressed.

"The news is not good, sir," one of the guards whispered. "I heard that two of the guilds had already pulled back from the operation. And, it looks like others are considering pulling back as well."

"Oh?" I asked.

The guard nodded. "Yes, the news of the dungeon disaster has spread, and some of the guilds are already packing up."

"Really?" I asked.

"Yes. Everyone fears that we'll end up getting fired."

"Don't worry, the other guilds pulling out is excellent news," I answered, loud enough for the guards to look surprised. "Well, the less guild there is, the more money I would make," I said. Then, I smiled excessively widely. "And, I doubt any other guild masters would be generous enough to tip you guys with gold coins, right?"

I was speaking loudly to maintain their morale.

"Right, sir," the guard replied, relieved.

The world might have changed to an unrecognizable mess, but money still solved all problems.

"Now, count all of it and record it on my account," I said as I took a new cart, once again going down. Only after I had left the fort behind, I frowned.

The news of guilds pulling back was certainly not good. If Maria changed her mind about operating the dungeon alone, a lot of plans I had would have been ruined. The biggest reason I was able to achieve everything in such a short order was their lax management.

I wasn't sure if I could do the same if they changed their mind and sold the dungeon operations to someone else.

Technically, my bragging about hiring a lot of people and earning even more money from the dungeon was not a lie. I could do so, but doing so would be troubling. Having only five more fighters, each armed with one of the modified looted swords would make me a lot of money.

However, expanding that operation further didn't have the same advantage. Trying to build a guild that could single-handedly operate the dungeon meant that I needed to reveal some secrets, which, in turn, made me an even bigger target for assassination.

"No need to borrow trouble from the future," I muttered even as I passed through the gate. Ultimately, it was just gossip, and I didn't know the real scale of the problem

However, there was nothing I could do about that before Eleanor and Maria returned with the caravan, so I didn't want to waste my time.

Instead, I returned to the fourth floor. I had another experiment to make.

For that experiment, I decided to keep things simple. I went back to my hidden base and created another tree ring just a hundred yards away from the outer ring. Then, I made a cage out of the strongest anti-corrosive material I had.

Capturing one of the ordinary monsters had been slightly more troubling, but then I dragged it to the center of the woods.

Then, I made a copy of the container I used to practice meditation. I could have brought the other one back from the third floor, but that would mean that I had to carry that back and forth whenever I wanted to use it to trigger another swarm.

Assuming, of course, there wasn't a disastrous consequence.

Once the container was complete, I positioned it against the cage, and once again broke multiple shells into pieces, periodically leaving the beast under its effects.

After three bursts, the beast started to struggle, trying to run away. However, the cage was strong enough to hold it back, so after several attempts of breaking out, it started to turn listless. Then, it fell into a coma.

It was the first time I saw a monster sleeping, or doing anything that could be defined as living. So, I stayed there to watch it, curious about what was going on.

I didn't waste my time. At the same time, I started practicing with my sword, once again focusing on the mana field around the blade. Soon, I had already succeeded in spreading it two inches away from the edge blade, which gave it an incredible cutting ability.

However, it was unnecessarily mana-consuming and unstable. The moment I stopped providing extra mana, it flickered slightly, and it destabilized immediately.

"But, what if I modify the sword to better channel the mana?" I muttered, already deciding on what to work on next. Maybe I could copy the general shape of a sharpening enchantment, adding some hexagonal tubes into the metal to channel the mana better.

Such a modification would have made the sword weaker, but still, it was a worthy experiment.

However, those thoughts had been interrupted when the monster woke up, only to attack me with a ranged spit.

I didn't expect monsters to be able to evolve.

This had implications… but exploring this revelation would take some preparation, as triggering that evolution had been very wasteful. It used the material from almost ten giant insects. Hardly cost-efficient for practical purposes.

The mystery behind this occurrence, on the other hand…

            

    
        Chapter 60

    
    
    
    
                "I need to find a way to contain mana for longer," I muttered as I returned to the forge, and started working. Which meant that I needed more materials, which in turn required more time spent on mining and operating the blast furnace.

With my Quake Hammer, the actual mining didn't take too much time. Carrying the ore to the blast furnace and loading it, on the other hand, took much longer. "No, I need to automate things. I continued working on another steam engine.

This time, it was the improved version, with a separate condenser chamber, meaning the steam cooled down in a separate chamber. That way, the cylinder didn't have to heat up and cool down repeatedly. Therefore, not only did the power strokes move more regularly, but it was also more power efficient.

The trickier part was to connect the power arm to a set of gears and power shafts to convey the power into other materials. Originally, it was not that difficult. Just a thick fabric line would be enough. Unfortunately, here, the fabric didn't survive long under the constant corrosive effect.

"It looks like I have to forge a lot of gear," I said and began working. An hour later, I was looking at a brand-new steam engine, with multiple moving wheels, and gears to transfer power. Then, I started forging a conveyor belt. Unfortunately, I needed to make the moving parts out of thin metal plates rather than another simple fabric.

It was wasteful, but I didn't have any other options. Inventing new materials wasn't as easy without the skills helping me to skip some critical stages midway. A few tricky mechanical parts were difficult to work out without any rubber or plastic, but I managed to do it.

Barely. However, it was more or less the limits of what I could achieve mechanically without additional effort.

The ultimate setup was simple. I had connected the new steam engine to multiple gears, allowing it to take over three critical roles at the same time. Working the conveyor belt, which was connected to a large reservoir into which I piled the raw iron ore I mined. Pumping out the water from the mining pit to keep it easy. And, feeding the blast furnace with materials and bringing away the excess. Well, blast furnaces, as I had built two more to benefit from the automation, which allowed me to stockpile refined iron, just in case.

As for the old atmospheric steam engine, I moved it next to the forge and fashioned it into a simple crusher that would destroy insect shells. It had a main output line, which would channel most of the mana toward the forge so I could use it to reshape metal.

I tried to come up with a way to channel the excess tainted energy toward the secondary experimentation area, but I failed. While the metal contained the tainted energy much better than mana, it was still not enough for it to reach the target almost two hundred yards away.

I might have tried to figure out a method of somehow forcing the monsters to evolve into something more profitable, but I did not. It was just an experiment to understand the dungeon's secrets better, not to mention it was a good way to prepare for the fifth floor.

So, instead of creating a pipe System, I just created an inner cage to hold the foreign energy from the broken shells, which I could carry manually.

With that done, I started another set of experiments. A whole new set of containers, this time all made from the same alloy, but integrating hexagon shapes in different ways. Some, I etched the metal with hexagon shapes. Some, I created overlapping layers of thin containers with nothing but air in between.

As I worked, I periodically visited the cage to feed the monster with the tainted energy, watching it get more and more agitated. Since I expected it to transform into a giant insect, I even forged a new, reinforced cage.

Of the two experiments, the container one was the first to give a positive result.

The best performer was the one that I had shaped as a modified beehive, with the hexagon structure spreading not only as a layer but as a three-dimensional structure. It had outperformed any other container significantly, holding mana inside for more than a minute before it dissipated completely.

It had potential.

"I wonder why hexagons contain mana so much better," I thought to myself. Unfortunately, when it came to science, why was often far more difficult to discover than how. Repeated experiments could discover the latter, but the former required a much deeper theoretical approach.

And I lacked the information necessary for that.

In the end, I decided to take the beehive pattern as an interim success, and start working on a way to mass produce it. While experimenting, I basically etched every hexagonal pattern directly with mana, which allowed me to forge them perfectly.

Unfortunately, it was difficult to make anything truly large-scale using that method. I tried to simplify the design. In the end, I came up with the idea of casting two thin sheets of metal: one smooth and one with a beehive pattern. Then, I would layer them multiple times, and then cut the whole layered sheet into six pieces and weld it together as a hexagonal cylinder.

However, creating a setup for casting was a level of automation I wasn't ready for. Instead, I had forged one by hand, enough to confirm that the principle worked well enough.

"Mass production is not urgent," I muttered as I grabbed another container filled with tainted energy and rushed toward the captured insect. During the last blast, it started trying to get away, so I was hoping to trigger the next development.

It did, but to my surprise, it didn't transform into a giant one, but a flying one.

"Well, that's not good news," I said even as I watched the monster fly with surprising effectiveness. The biggest weakness of the ordinary monsters had been their mobility. However, their flying variant clearly didn't share the same flaw, which was not encouraging for the future.

Even I wasn't sure whether I could handle them if they collapsed around me like some kind of three-dimensional swarm. Not unless I had a better attack.

"Alright, creating a ranged mana attack is back on track," I said as I walked back to the forge.

Of course, this meant that I needed to start my containment experiments from the beginning, this time to find the best patterns to actually increase mana conductivity.

After all, I was still a Blacksmith, and making tools to enable ranged attacks first was much better than blindly practicing the same technique again and again.

***

Just like that, with the absence of Eleanor and Maria, I found myself locked in a routine for the next two days. I stayed in the dungeon and didn't go back to the town. Most of my time, I spent in my hidden base, alternating between trying to discover new variants of monsters and new materials, and restructuring the base, utilizing the wide availability of materials.

Though, several times, I went upstairs to bring ever-growing piles of monster shells. I had managed to figure out how to cut the shell with a mana attack directly, which allowed me to make almost a hundred gold with each trip. Three trips a day, and two days later, my account had almost reached eight hundred coins, a level of money I couldn't have imagined before.

However, making more money had been the least interesting part of my time.

Experimenting with monsters was far more interesting. I had discovered two new variants of the normal-sized creature, which included a faster melee variant, and an armored one; and three variants for the giant one, one with an even thicker shell, a ranged variant, and one that looked like a burrowing type.

And, while I was experimenting with that, I also discovered why the monsters had been gathered whenever parts of the dungeon had been destroyed. Whenever it was destroyed, the same tainted energy was free, though the amount was not enough to be noticed by my Meditation. The Observe caught it, but only barely.

While it was interesting, the emergence of the new monster types was dangerous and, therefore more important. The potential existence of a flying one was problematic enough, forcing me to make some significant modifications to my base. I had not only created a roof over the forge, but also turned it into a roof garden to dissuade any possible attackers.

The potential risk of the burrowers had been easier to handle. I had just added a thick metal floor to the base to make sure there wouldn't be any nasty surprises if the dungeon started to have more monsters.

The trick with the lure potion had been dangerous enough, I didn't believe that it was the only way people discovered to sabotage dungeons, not even for a second. While I didn't like the general attitude of this new world when it came to research and discovery, not for a moment did I believe that the same negligence applied to dungeons.

Dungeons had military implications with an immediate return, and no research that offered short-term improvements to the military had funding troubles. I had no doubt that the new research institutes I had been applying to — unsuccessfully — were focusing more on that than anything else.

However, while redesigning the base and experimenting with the monsters had taken a lot of time, it wasn't the end of my research. I had also experimented with metals, which gave me an iron-silver alloy that was particularly good at conducting mana.

After several more experiments, I was able to discover that while hexagons were good at capturing mana, triangles were good at directing.

All that remained was to weaponize it.
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                As much as I wanted to start forging the sword that could potentially allow me to use better mana attacks by leveraging the new materials and properties I had discovered, I didn't do so immediately.

Instead, I sat on the ground and started working on a conceptual design and making some rough calculations based on my observations. It wasn't particularly easy to figure out the necessary design. I tried to do my best to get inspired by electrical system structure. It could have even worked if I was dealing with a perfect insulator and a perfect conductor, but neither material had been perfect for their role.

And, my skills were singularly unhelpful. Every single design I could access relied on one type of material, whether it was an alloy or a pure metal. What I was trying to do with the sword was more of a composite material, with layers of different alloys and shapes.

While the rough calculations helped, there was a limit to what I could achieve without a computer to do anything computationally intense. In the end, without any supporting materials, at best I could come up with a rough design.

It was a short sword, nothing too complicated. A shorter, thicker scimitar, to be exact. The one end had been made entirely of mana-resistant hexagonal pattern, as fine as I could manage, to prevent the leakage, and the main body also had a similar outer layer. However, there was a thin layer of conductive silver-iron alloy that started from the center, and went forward to reach the center.

Forging it hadn't been fun … because, with every move I made, I had to ignore the asinine suggestions of my skills to 'correct' the process, which would have ruined everything. It registered the composite approach as a mistake, and Repair was even worse.

Still, I bit my lips ignored the intense sense of wrongness, and managed to finish it.

"What a piece of junk." I examined the sword with a big smile. Admittedly, it was not for no reason that my skill had been giving me an incredible amount of negative feedback about my invention. It was thick, poorly balanced, and unwieldy. I doubted whether it could survive even one hit, as the hexagonal gaps had destroyed its integrity. And, the conductive alloy I discovered was too soft to support the center.

Still, it didn't matter. It was just a training wheel equivalent.

"Let's try," I muttered even as I focused on my mana. A mana glow immediately appeared around the blade, extending two inches without problem. More importantly, it was stable. I swung the sword a few times more, shifting between skills to get a better understanding of the flow.

It was a beautiful process. I was able to extend the mana flow almost half a foot before it destabilized. "Excellent work," I muttered even as I tried a ranged attack. And failed.

It didn't matter.

I went back to the drawing board, and changed the design multiple times, trying to find a way to achieve ranged attack. Unfortunately, I was soon met with an unfortunate realization. I had reached the limit. Not the material, but the technique. Just like swordsmanship gave me better control and tactical awareness, Forge gave me better control of the minute details. And, I needed to improve it to get finer control.

For that, I needed gold.

I looked at my remaining gold coins, wondering if it was worth the sacrifice to enhance the speed of improvement. Eleanor and Maria should arrive in one or two days at most, and I could probably arrange the delivery of pure gold, which must have been cheaper than system gold coins.

I just needed to wait two days, maybe one extra for material delivery. Was it worth wasting forty coins, especially since there was no guarantee that the amount would be enough to trigger the System and improve the skill further?

I was reluctant because it meant losing all my money. While I already had eight hundred coins in my account, it was just a promissory note. There was no bank to cash it, and there was no government I could sue them to get if they decided to hold it.

There was a reason most transactions were based on cash, and even that was only because of the existence of the System-backed coinage.

However, delaying three days, when I had solved every other problem standing in my way, was unbearable. "Why wait," I concluded even as I pulled the coins and destroyed them, turning them into raw material with confidence.

Then, I went to the forge and forged a small stiletto dagger made of pure gold, the smallest weapon I could imagine. The System didn't respond. I tried again, this time once again bleeding over it and using the Health trick, and pushed all the mana I had in my reserves.

[-200 Mana]

It didn't trigger again.

"Let's see if you will work," I said even as I looked at the steam-powered crusher I had in place.

I spent easily two thousand points of mana. It failed again. "Alright, no surrender," I said even as I repeated the experiment. This time, I made a couple modifications to the setup, expanding the crusher area to make its mana output even more intense, started it, and forged another gold dagger.

It only responded when I spent roughly twenty thousand mana points, something that would have taken a lot of time to crush by hand and interrupt my forging repeatedly. The forging alone took ten minutes.

The reward was worth it.

[Mana Forge (Rare) 102 - 117]

"Industrialization for the win," I muttered even as I looked at the small, beautiful dagger in my hand. Curious, I tried to use it to create a mana edge. It conducted mana better than the alloy I discovered, but my sword maintained a better edge.

Confirming the viability of my composite design and my path to improve the class skills at the same time.

I once again started with the repetitive act of forging, damaging, repairing, and destroying. With my setup in place, I was able to extract mana easily. As an added benefit, the tainted energy was collected in a container, so whenever I ran out of material, I just needed to go to the edge of the base, open the container, and fight against the resulting swarm.

I was glad that I came up with a way to cut the shell with a mana blade, as it made the process far faster. And, I didn't even need to carry them back. I just needed to put them in the conveyor belt, and they would go back on their own.

Excellent work.

Too bad the conveyor belt was too much work to expand even at moderate distances. Conveying power mechanically had its limits, not to mention every yard of metal belt took some time for me to forge and assemble.

Not the best use of my time, especially when the monsters were kind enough to visit my base in the first place.

As usual, improving the skill got harder the more it improved, and the incredible amount of mana it required to trigger made it even more difficult. However, in the end, I received my reward.

[Mana Forge (Rare) - 202]

[Mana Repair (Rare) - 201]

The perk selection had been almost trivial. Advanced Observe was a no-brainer. And, while I might have been split between Advanced Mana Control and Advanced Creative Forging, I only received Advanced Creative Forging as an option, which I accepted.

Advanced Creative Forging didn't allow me to forge the composite weapons, but every little bit still helped.

"I wonder when I will be able to push it to the next stage," I muttered, feeling impatient. It was greedy, I knew, but I didn't care. Now that I had discovered the method of improvement faster and faster, I couldn't ignore the addictive pull of its sensation.

I wondered if platinum would have given me the same boost gold did. Admittedly, the only reason I believed that was the fact that the next coin in the System was the platinum coin. Still, the theory was worth experimenting with.

But, even if it did, I couldn't even imagine how much mana it would consume in the process. The mana requirement between silver and gold to trigger the system had gone up almost thirty times. I didn't want to even imagine how much it would require for platinum, assuming the original trick held true in the first place.

Which, unfortunately, was not guaranteed.

"Prioritize," I grumbled, reminding myself about the more important problem. One step at a time. I still needed to solve the issue of the ranged mana attack. However, instead of making a new variant of the sword, I started experimenting with gold, wanting to utilize its superior conductive properties.

With the setup in place, it didn't take too much time to design a gold variant that conducted mana far better. Then, I simply replaced the silver core with the golden one, focusing on the hexagonal structure at the back of the scimitar.

An hour later, I was looking at a successful ranged attack. It barely went five yards before it dissipated, but I didn't try to improve it. Instead, I destroyed the sword and instead started to work on a new weapon based on the same principles.

A hammer.
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                For the hammer, I wasn't exactly designing a ranged attack the same way I did with a sword. I could, but there wasn't too much of a point. It wouldn't give me any benefits. Instead, I picked a different direction.

Namely, the quake attack.

For that, I designed a new hammer. Its surface was covered with hexagons, gold and silver conductive patterns etched inside it like wires to not only carry the mana, but also distribute it in the same pattern as the Quake attack.

With this brand-new toy, I was able to create a weaker version of the quake effect. To test, I was once again at the mining pit, using the hammer to steadily destroy ore deposits, replenishing my reserves at the same time.

I tried to use it on the monsters. Unfortunately, the weapon proved too fragile, shattering upon impact. And, since I had a limited amount of gold, I couldn't make a dozen hammers to bring it with me.

But, since I needed to replenish my ore reserves in the first place, I just continued crushing ore and loading it to the main feeder for the conveyor belt. Occasionally, I went back to the forge to redesign the weapon.

Of course, from a single-attack perspective, there were not many benefits to actually creating a mana attack, as the vitality attack was already superior. Yet, I focused on mana attacks first despite that.

While the vitality attacks were strong, they were also costly.

Of course, mana attacks cost even more to achieve a similar effect. Combined with the fact that my mana reserves were much smaller, its utility was supposedly limited.

If it wasn't for one important fact: Cleansing Meditation allowed me to absorb mana far faster than I could replenish my Health. While my high Vitality allowed me to metabolize the food faster to replenish my Health, all but most concentrated extracts required several minutes to refill my reserves of Health. I just needed to stand still for five seconds to replenish my mana.

And then there was the fact that Health was a literal tool for survival… Armor could help to survive a lot of things, but it didn't make me impervious. Blunt force trauma, in particular, still required Health to recover from.

However, the biggest part was that I didn't have the research on vitality that I had on mana. I needed to once again experiment on many materials to understand how they worked when interacting with solid materials.

And, the recovery speed of Health meant that I couldn't easily replicate it.

Not without a large number of assistants.

With all those factors included, trying to develop a mana attack was the better path until I had the necessary manpower.

I swung my hammer again, this time crushing a shell into pieces, and used meditation to absorb it. Five seconds of standing still, and my mana was replenished once again. "Maybe I should try and see if I could figure a way to meditate while moving," I muttered even as I swung my hammer again, destroying another small section of the ore mine.

[Quake Hammer (Rare) 184 - 185]

So, I started trying to activate the meditation effect whenever I tried to move around, but it didn't work as well as I had hoped. Whenever I tried to move, the mana shape destabilized or stopped rotating, which made the process of figuring out how to Meditate while moving rather annoying.

I could maintain the existence of the orb, but without the movement, it didn't work.

However, repeated attempts failed to give a result. "Well, do I actually have to," I suddenly realized. After all, I had already realized that mana had been reacting to the shapes. Why not transform that orb into a different shape.

But first, I decided to finish improving Quake Hammer to its limit. As much as the idea of experimenting with Meditation had been tempting, I didn't want to do so immediately. Instead, I chose to focus on Quake Hammer.

It required two more trips to the forge to optimize the structure of the hammer based on trial and error before I could actually start delivering a decent facsimile of the first vitality attack, but it still depleted all my mana.

[-200 Mana]

[Quake Hammer (Rare) 199 - 200]

[Perk Options — Persistent Tremor / Shatter / Swift Dodge]

"What a tough choice," I muttered. Swift Dodge was easy to ignore, as I had long adapted to using Fleeting Step without using the spear art as a crutch thanks to repeatedly using it to move around. The choice between Persistent Tremor and Shatter, on the other hand, was harder to decide on.

I had a feeling that, with my combat style, Shatter would be more useful, but I still chose Persistent Tremor. The implication was that it would create a lasting effect, and the experimental value of such a thing was too important.

"Let's try," I said as I used it on a thick section of ore.

[-300 Health]

"Well, that's expensive," I muttered even as I examined the surface. Unlike Quake Hammer, the attack didn't disappear at once, but maintained its presence between the shattered pieces, throwing them around wildly.

It still had a mere two feet radius, but the devastation was incredible. It would work incredibly against a monster … or an armored human.

Though, I didn't want to imagine how the remains would look.

I first moved back to the forge and activated the crusher. Then, as the mana flowed around me, I activated the meditative orb, but I didn't rotate it, curious if it would absorb. It did, just very slowly despite the density around me.

I turned that into a hexagonal prism, and, even without moving, the effect of rejecting mana was displayed, but it was weak. It implied that, along with the shape, the movement was also important. Soon, I added a triangle to the intersection point, and it started channeling mana inside, once again with an absurd slowness, certainly not enough to make it worth it.

I added a triangle to every corner, but after a certain point, I was struggling to maintain the shape of the entity even without rotating it, as if I was trying to juggle a dozen balls in the air. Trying to maintain the shape of the orb was an interesting experience. I couldn't just do something and start ignoring it.

Every piece of construct required me to maintain it separately while rotating seemed to be using something completely different.

I reduced the number of triangles and started rotating, but it failed. While the sphere — which I was starting to realize was not exactly a smooth structure, but the surface details were a mystery — was able to function better the faster it rotated, the triangles lost their effectiveness.

The lack of stats, I realized. No wonder Intelligence was a critical requirement for every mage. The sheer focus necessary to maintain even half a dozen shapes was incredible.

I stayed like that for hours, repeating various methods to increase mana absorption, but the best I could get was one point of mana in twenty minutes. Hardly groundbreaking.

Maybe the research institutes were right in rejecting me —

"Nonsense," I growled even as I shook my head. It was absurd to feel depressed, especially after my string of successes. Absurd enough that I would have suspected that there was some kind of spell over me. But, an easier guess was in place.

It was the side effect of what I was doing with the meditation.

When I stood up, I felt tired and drained, like I had been lost in the deepest recesses of a dark depression, tired in a way I had never felt before. "Alright, that's enough experimentation for today," I muttered as I started tidying up everything.

It was the second time Meditation had caused some kind of trouble. Maybe I shouldn't play around with it without consulting Maria first.

While I was mentally drained, I felt fine physically. So, I chose to pick the cart and went back to the third floor. However, after a few attempts of removing the shell with a mana attack, I realized that trying to use Mana turned out to be much more difficult. So, I stopped that as well and instead relied on the ordinary spear and extractor combo to collect.

I was exhausted mentally, but I didn't feel like sleeping. Some pointless, mind-numbing physical activity might have been exactly what I needed.

And, if I could make more money in the process, even better.

Since I had been distracted by the latest set of experiments, I decided not to go up before collecting around four thousand shells, which would explain my longer-than-usual disappearance.

I could always say I took a trip to the third floor.

As I fought, I could feel that weird exhaustion disappear slowly. It wasn't completely gone, but the sudden listlessness had disappeared. Still, I didn't stop until I collected the target number of shells.

I went back to the fort, only to be greeted by smiling guards. "Good news, sir," one of them declared happily. "We have just received the news. The caravan will be here in just an hour."

"Excellent," I said as the guards rushed toward the cart, enthusiastic about processing it. My habit of leaving big tips was already doing wonders.

Hopefully, it would also help when it came to recruiting. My experiments needed help. Just a few people would be enough, but finding someone trustworthy seemed like a challenge. Instead, I could just hire a bunch of people to work in the dungeon, both to help me make money, and to allow me to identify trustworthy assistants.

I wanted nothing more than to rest, but with the arrival of the caravan, things wouldn't be as simple.

"So, does anyone have any interesting stories about the first days of this dungeon?" I asked, which was just an opportunity to question them.

Now that Eleanor and Maria had arrived, I needed to decide on a solution that was just innovative enough to help without being too suspicious.

I much preferred experimenting over killing monsters…
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                While I knew Maria and Eleanor were on the way, I stayed in the dungeon nevertheless, talking with the guards to learn about the various methods that they had used to explore the dungeon. It started as listening to them about the stories, but soon it turned into a Q&A session as they proved very willing to answer my questions, where I started to ask very pointed questions about the tactics they had used to first explore the dungeon and determine its profitability.

At first, I was surprised by the candid way they answered the questions, even with Eleanor leaving me in charge unofficially. At first, I assumed it was my generous tipping that had earned me this privilege, but even that felt a bit excessive.

Then, it clicked. It was my power. More accurately, their perception of my power. From their perspective, I was already at least level hundred — with the gossip split equally on whether I had passed the threshold — and with that power, came respect.

It was just that I underestimated the intensity of it.

It was my mistake considering my job. While equality had always been more of an idealized concept than a true reality, it didn't change the fact that, before the Calamity, all people had been in the same baseline. Yet, even then, people had a tendency to idolize the strong and the famous. It was inevitable.

Ultimately, humans were social beings, and the more complicated the society, the more we relied on heuristic patterns of thought. In the past, the rich, the strong, and the famous had been revered.

Here, a sufficiently high level meant all three. Levels meant power, in a direct, visceral way that was impossible to ignore. Then, with the world economy regressing to a primitive level, power also meant riches. It was a reason that there wasn't anyone above level fifty trying to get into this dungeon. They had better dungeons to make money from.

Dungeons that didn't require them to get away from what passed for civilization.

More importantly, the ones that didn't put them in the middle of a political dispute.

This meant that, other than Eleanor and Maria, I was perceived to be the only high-level person here, and with that, came respect. However, it was one thing to acknowledge it in theory, another thing was to live through it. Even as a professor, I wasn't used to it, though that was mostly due to my age making it difficult for my students to respect me.

Suddenly, I was glad that I didn't have to deal with it for long. Arthur was a fake identity, one that I would abandon as soon as I made enough money. But, that was for the future. I still had too much to learn here.

I continued questioning them, trying to learn the tactics they had used. It seemed that they had already utilized some of the more obvious methods. Spears had worked to kill, but their wooden handles degraded even faster under the corrosive effect.

As for bows, the cost of ammunition made it unsustainable. Special arrowheads were required to penetrate through the thick shells of the monsters, which inevitably ruined the arrow itself, making it more expensive.

I questioned whether they tried to raise some native plants. They confirmed that they tried and abandoned it quickly. Apparently, the native dungeon plants pushing back the dungeon mist was a known trick, but it wasn't well explored, because there were better magical alternatives that could dispel that mist and reestablish better visual clarity.

Alternatives that didn't work in a region that lacked mana — or, as my experiments showed, had a low mana density. And, according to them, the desert nature of the dungeon meant that growing any kind of plant was not worth the effort.

It meant that no one had bothered to experiment with the water from the fourth floor, at least properly. I could have revealed that, but it would have told Eleanor that monopolizing the fourth floor was possible despite the corrosive effect, which would ruin my business model.

Instead, I wanted to try something simpler.

"Lend me your bow. I want to try something," I asked one of the guards. While they didn't use them for hunting insects as it was expensive, some of them were still armed with bows to defend the fort.

Not many of them, which was probably why Thomas' trick had been that devastating.

He passed the bow immediately, but I noticed the hesitance as he passed the arrows. "Just two arrows is enough," I said. "And take ten shells from the latest order. It should be enough, right?" I said. I knew it was overpaying, but it was always better to keep people happy while asking for a favor.

I went back into the dungeon, once again relying on the mist to hide me from the view. But, instead of targeting them directly, I reached into my bag, and pulled a skill stone — one of many I carried with me — which I had been planning to consume.

[Skill Stone: Shoot (Basic)]

"Let's add a ranged attack to the mix," I muttered even as I consumed it. The sensation of absorbing a skill was disorienting as always, but a basic skill was easy to ignore.

[Shoot (Basic) - 1]

The first few times, I used the bow to aim at the rocks, testing the skill. Just like the other basic combat skills, shooting only came with the most basic motion, nothing else. It gave me a general understanding of how to hold, how to pull back, aim, and shoot.

Even with the skill barely at one, I was able to hit a target accurately from ten yards away. Dexterity helped me with aiming, but the greater the distance, the more inaccurate my aim became. Compensating for that inaccuracy was possible, but it slowed the process of aiming even more.

There were several reasons that most people preferred melee over ranged. The first was the logistic challenge. While arrows could be used multiple times, they were still more fragile than weapons. They broke and got lost, and collecting them was a significant chore. Not to mention, it meant it was harder to replenish them during longer expeditions.

Especially since the best arrows came from the System Shops, like everything else.

As a result of all these factors, not only was killing monsters from the range more expensive, but it was also more challenging. Stronger monsters were either armored, which made arrows a very bad — or expensive — method of dealing with them; or they had been agile enough to avoid arrows even after they were shot, making the task of hitting them at a distance impossible.

Sometimes, they had just excess vitality, requiring an absurd amount of arrows to take down.

They were not really useful other than for support — unless someone had a special class — because magic was much more effective as a ranged weapon. Stronger, more accurate, and, most importantly, cheaper.

Well, cheaper anywhere with abundant mana. But, even in mana dead zones, it was probably a close call. Of course, the biggest reason for their relative lack of use was that they required Perception, even for their Common variant, which was not exactly a common stat.

And then, there were even fewer classes that had Perception and Strength at the same time, the second stat necessary to use bows with higher draw weight. Of course, they were still useful in many circumstances, especially near settlements, and more expensive crossbows with certain enchantments removed some of those drawbacks.

When all those facts combined, it explained why they were not as popular as melee while exploring dungeons, even in ones like ours.

"Now, let's improve it," I said. I could have practiced it again and again until I was confident in taking down the beast. Instead, I touched the arrow I had borrowed, and modified its surface with my mana, adding a few hexagons and arrow structure to make it better to hold mana.

Then, I pumped it with mana, treated it as a spear, and shot it to a nearby target. The rock I targeted had been demolished.

[-9 Mana]

[Shoot (Basic) 1 - 25]

One step was enough to maximize the basic skill. "Excellent," I muttered even as I used the other arrow to practice a few more times, getting a better sense of the abilities and limitations of the skill. I quickly made a few simple bows and crossbows, all made purely of metal, reusing the bowstring from the bow I had borrowed.

Of course, those bows were useless garbage. Pure metal was not a good material for making bows. However, since my aim was to understand which weapons triggered the basic skill, it still worked.

And, a smile popped on my face when I noticed crossbows were included on that list. It gave me an idea for an interesting pitch. I broke down the weapons I forged into base metal — mana once again allowing me to bypass very cumbersome steps under automatic control of my skill — and returned to the fort.

Eleanor was waiting for me there.
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                Eleanor didn't say anything material until we were once again riding the griffin.

"I didn't miss the sensation of flying," I said, grabbing the saddle tightly.

"We can walk if you want," she offered.

"No. I like being assassinated even less," I replied.

"Sorry about that," she said. "It was our mistake. It won't happen again."

I nodded. That promise was worth nothing, but I appreciated the intent behind it. "So, how was the recruitment?"

"Good," she said. A one-word reply was not out of the ordinary for her, but I was able to catch a chipped tone, which meant it wasn't particularly good.

That would have put a smile on my face if we weren't currently mid-flight. Unfortunately, it took something far more incredible than the prospect of great riches to put a smile on my face while I was being tortured by the fact that there was no solid ground under my feet.

I kept my mouth shut as we covered the short distance between the town and the dungeon. I wanted to close my eyes as well, but the ability to catch a glimpse of the caravan that approached was too important to neglect.

It was a significant crowd, more than I had expected. Even a rough head count suggested at least ten thousand people, maybe even more. However, their subpar equipment — along with Eleanor's dissatisfaction — suggested that there weren't many elites among them.

Once we landed, we immediately walked toward the headquarters. Some distance away from us, I could see many blacksmiths going on a building that was no doubt the new forge, but this time, there were many more guards.

My failed assassination — the first one — had taught them the importance of security.

Maria was in her office, with a dark expression on her face. It immediately turned into a shocked expression, which was followed by a giggle. "D-Devon?" she asked, shocked by how I looked. I didn't blame her. The thick beard and long hair looked ridiculous, but it was a good disguise. "You look … distinguished."

"The word you're looking for is old," I replied as I sat across from her. Technically, my action was a little presumptuous for the medieval culture people were insistently pushing. A week ago, it would have earned a very disapproving glare from Eleanor. Two weeks ago, Maria would have punished me with second-degree burns.

Neither of them even blinked, showing how much progress I made in turning myself into a critical part of the town management. It was good, as that was the only reason I was willing to stick around a location where I was facing the risk of assassination.

"As much as I want to mock Devon for his horrible beard, we have more important things to talk about," Eleanor said as she sat next to us. She didn't wait for an invitation either, though it was more about the relationship between Eleanor and me. She was a stickler when it came to propriety around the other people, and the fact that she was willing to relax near me meant a lot.

Their trust might have made me feel bad for tricking them, but luckily, I was able to come up with a method that would actually help them.

"True," Maria said, with sadness back on her face. "All but six of the guilds have pulled back from the agreement, and of that six, five of them had reduced their investment."

"Only that annoying woman is willing to stay. She even promised to increase her investment," Eleanor said, talking about Rosie.

"What about all those people?" I asked.

"Support staff," Maria replied. "Almost eight thousand of them are Farmers, and most of the rest are the various classes here to build the second wall, secure the farms, and do other support work. We barely had three hundred people to join the dungeon, meaning it was only a hundred and fifty teams. Slightly more than what we had before Thomas proved what a monster he is. And, almost half of those teams work for Rosie."

"Is it a problem?"

"Somewhat. They are low-leveled, so it'll take a while for them to get into the rhythm."

"We can't support the town with that much operation. We couldn't before, and we certainly cannot now."

"Really, that many Farmers?" I asked. "That's surprising."

"Not really," Eleanor replied. "The current batch of food we have came from the city, and they are dense enough to make logistics not a problem. But, we can't keep importing food. Maintaining such a long trade route through wilderness is next to impossible."

"That, and it's really difficult to grow food on a mana dead zone," Maria completed. "Even in the mana-rich areas, the best farms rely on mana-gathering wards to feed the plants."

"I didn't know farmers could use mana," I commented, acting unaware of the secrets, which would allow me to ask follow-up questions.

"They can't, but the plants absorb it. The poorer the environment, the more Health they need to grow the plants. At one point, they spent more Health than they could get from the food, making it a problem."

"I see," I replied. "Can't we use some of them to plant trees in the dungeon, then? I'm sure it'll be helpful."

"We tried, but alchemical fertilizers are required to do anything in the dungeon, and they are too expensive to be used in scale, especially in a hostile dungeon environment like a desert."

I wondered if it was Eleanor and Maria's inexperience that was making them miss the obvious solution of mixing them by hand and experimenting, or was it the dependence on the System that made people ignore the common sense solutions?

Admittedly, both were possible.

As much as I wanted to let them talk a bit more to despair so that they could appreciate my solution more, I decided to give them an alternative. "Actually, I might have a solution for you?"

"Really?" Maria had gasped.

Meanwhile, Eleanor smiled. "Yes, I forgot about that," she said as she turned to Maria. "Our sword genius here can actually kill a thousand monsters in a day. While it's not enough to keep us going, it should be enough to bridge the gap. As long as we delay the promised payment for the Farmers, and delay a few payments, we should be able to work until we hire a second batch."

"But, what about the Blacksmiths," Maria replied. "We need Devon to train them, so that they can learn how to repair the swords the same way."

"We need to cancel that plan," Eleanor said. "It's a waste for a sword genius to waste his time in the forge. He needs to spend his time developing his Rare skill," she said.

"Rare skill?" I interrupted.

Eleanor passed me a small box. "Surprise," she said, her smile wide. "Finish learning it, and I'll do my best to find you an Epic one."

Maria seemed to be unhappy about that. But, why, I didn't know. My best guess was that she didn't like Eleanor changing her plan without consulting, but even that was sketchy. Maria trusted Eleanor more than that.

"Actually, I have a better plan. One that not only solves both our problems but can actually increase the dungeon production significantly. However, I need you to trust me on how to handle it," I said. Both turned toward me. "I have discovered a way to make corrosion-resistant material."

Their shocked gasps were a thing of wonder. "That changes everything. If we can arm everyone with swords made of them —"

"No, that doesn't work. The material shatters quickly," I said, quickly cutting that path. "But, it's good enough to make arrowheads."

"So, are you going to teach it to the other blacksmiths," Maria asked.

"No, we can't do that," I said. "Whatever family dispute you have leading Thomas to sabotage you, it's clear that he's determined to pull something even harder. If we reveal that we can forge arrowheads that could be used in the dungeon, he might escalate."

"What's your plan?" Eleanor asked, but from her gaze, I could see that she was already convinced. And, I was sure that it had nothing to do with the plan, and everything to do with my melee performance.

"What would Thomas do if I occasionally received a box from the outside, filled with arrowheads," I asked.

"He'll do his best to find the delivery and rob them," Eleanor said.

"That, or he'll find which System Store you're purchasing the arrowheads from, and bribe them to stop doing business with you," Maria added.

"And, it means, he won't have that much time sabotaging the camp," I said. "However, I need both of you to swear that you'll never reveal I'm the one forging them. Not even to the rest of your family. Let's just maintain the fiction that I'm an old warrior friend. I don't want to die to an assassin's blade."

"That's a good idea," Eleanor accepted. Technically, I didn't know just how sensitive that ploy was, but I wasn't willing to take the risk. "But, how are you going to forge them?"

"Easy," I said. "I'm going to set up a forge in the depths of the second floor, and forge them there. The boxes will only have the raw materials. As long as you order the guards not to search me, it'll be enough."

"That sounds good. What about the blacksmiths?" Maria said. "We still need them to repair swords."

"Easy," I said. "I will write them some notes, as well as forge you a set of weapons from bronze ingots without enchantment. They can use it to quickly level up their repair. Just don't forget to have them sign better contracts this time."

"Sounds good —" Maria started, but Eleanor interrupted.

"We can't afford it," she said. "We're already deep in red, and mana alloys are expensive."

There, I smiled, ready to deliver the big stuff. "What if I sell the intact shells to you for two silvers each," I said. It would have been a terrible sacrifice on my part if I hadn't been earning far more from the dungeon itself.

"Really?" she asked. "And, will it be profitable at that level? We don't have many sharpshooters."

"The recipe I discovered requires some silver, so no. I still need you to purchase it for me secretly. I won't be able to break even, but I should be able to keep going as long as I spend half a day hunting," I said, which was another lie. Using an iron alloy would be more than enough for the arrowheads, and I certainly didn't lack that.

But, I needed an excuse to bring piles of silver inside the dungeon, so a little lying was inevitable. Especially since, the more profitable I made it for them, the less incentive they would have to try to get the recipe and teach it to other blacksmiths.

"And, everyone will think that we're paying you four silver, so we can earn more money than people expect. It will give us an edge during the auction."

"You can even tell that we have a deal, and you're purchasing the shells from me for five or six silvers," I said. "That way, it'll be more believable that I'm a level hundred."

"Good idea, professor," Maria said. "Too bad you're still garbage at chess."

"I'll defeat you one day," I responded, more than happy to play into her enthusiasm and entertain her.

"That still doesn't solve the problem of recruitment," Eleanor interjected. "We need to have a lot of archers."

"No, we don't," I said. "I just need permission to recruit among the farmers while one of you went to the nearest town and purchased a lot of crossbows for me."

"But, they still need the strength to pull back."

"Not if I hire a couple workers with Strength only tasked to rearm the crossbows," I replied. I was confident that I could figure out a small device that could figure it out, but no need to overwhelm them with too many ideas at the same time.

Maria looked at Eleanor, and they shared a pointed glance showing agreement.

Just like that, my first step to monopolize the dungeon was complete.
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                The meeting didn't end after we agreed on the details of my guild. There were still a lot of small details that needed to be determined. They were unrelated to me, and most of it was exhaustingly monotonous like the town layout and patrol schedule, but I stayed.

Having even an unofficial say in the town's development was too important to be ignored. Since I seemed to have been defaulted into the management of the town, I was happy to embrace it.

Once the meeting was done, we split. Eleanor went to meet with the guards to arrange the new patrol schedule, trying to make sure there would not be any problems. Maria flew to the nearest city to purchase as many crossbows as she could carry on a griffin along with some alchemical fertilizers. I didn't need it since I had a better alternative, but I had requested some in order to have an excuse for keeping those plants in my possession.

Meanwhile, I stayed at the headquarters for a while, writing notes on how to improve Repair quickly, then forging a set of weapons in increasing complexity that could be damaged and repaired at the same time.

They should be able to use that combination to quickly push their Repair skill to forties, which, combined with the Warm Blow perk, would allow them to repair the enchanted weapons. I didn't write down my own Repair trick, instead derived a full set of simpler tricks that could be used with Warm Blow.

The situation was complicated enough without another Blacksmith stumbling their path into Mana Forge.

As for the recruitment, I asked the guards to handle that, and ask for volunteers. Knowing how the warriors could treat the production classes, I made it very clear that I needed volunteers, and not coerced farmers.

If none of them wanted to join me in the dungeon, which was possible considering the danger, so be it. I could always find a different method. I wanted to improve, but not through forced labor.

Not when I could finally do something about it.

Once I stepped out, I found a sergeant I was familiar with from the dungeon waiting for me, but I couldn't remember his name. Luckily, my new status meant that not remembering people's names wasn't treated as something rude. "What was your name, sergeant? Sorry that I'm bad at names."

"Harold, sir," he said. I wondered if it was his real name, or if he was one of the people that changed theirs for a more old-timey feeling. But, I didn't ask. It would have been pointlessly rude. "The potential recruits are waiting for you, sir," he said.

"Where are they?" I asked.

"They are at the farm. I thought bringing a crowd here might be too much."

"A crowd," I asked. "You remember what I said about no coercion, right?"

"Of course," the sergeant said, looking surprised. "I actually had to turn down bribes to bring them forward," he declared.

"Really?" I asked. "I would have thought that Farmers wouldn't have been willing to risk themselves in a dungeon."

"Not when you offer them double what they are already getting."

"What?" I said. "I thought I offered them only a silver a day, with performance bonuses?"

"Yes, double what they are making," Harold said. "We offer them half a silver, plus food and residence. Honestly, Lady Maria's offer was already generous enough. Apparently, they had almost fifty thousand farmers respond to the application, so they were able to pick the best."

"What about the danger?" I asked. I had known that farmers were struggling, but not to the point of moving to a potentially dangerous new town.

"Well, some of them. The money is already more than what they earned in the city. After removing costs, they are lucky to earn a silver a week in the city. Most barely break even," the guard explained. "More importantly, it's hard to level up in the city. They have to save for months to get access to even the simplest dungeon."

"So, my offer to work in a dungeon…"

"Frankly, you can probably find volunteers that would work for free. It's a waste of silver," he said.

"Interesting," I said. "No wonder they didn't even ask about how much I will pay for the bonus," I said, which made the guard skip a step. "What's wrong?" I asked.

"The performance bonus? That's more money?" he asked, surprised.

"Well, yes. What did you think it was?"

"I thought it would be the right to kill monsters so that they can level up," he said, surprised. "That's the traditional way. The opportunity to be protected by someone at level one hundred while doing so…"

I frowned. I knew that the situation with the Farmers was bad, but I had clearly underestimated the extent of their plight.

"I didn't know that," I said. Suddenly, I realized that my offer of letting them hunt monsters with ranged weapons was more attractive, enough that I could probably make them pay for the privilege through weeks of physical work.

Not that I had any intention of actually doing that. What was the point of such cruelty? Just to keep salaries low? It was like the worst parts of capitalism and feudalism mixed in to create an unholy abomination.

Humanity… somehow always capable of making a bad situation worse. Even when there is no need.

I said nothing as we left the town, and started walking toward the farming center, where the farmers were working hard to tile the land and plant, leading the horses. The part nearest to the town was being turned into an orchard, while the more distant parts were being tiled to the beast land.

With the beasts pulling the plows, the process was fast. While Farmers only had Vitality as a stat which didn't give them the ability to deadlift half a ton with ease, it was still enough to raise their endurance to an inhuman degree. They tiled the land with a steady pace, showing more enthusiasm than I had expected.

However, as I came closer, I realized that their steady work had a frantic edge, and I could already hear a few whispers about the guilds leaving the caravan to go back. They were probably assuming that some of them would be fired and sent back.

Admittedly, it was a realistic fear. Without my intervention to save the finances, Maria was already considering delaying the payment, and firing some of them to reduce the cost was the logical next step. Especially, with the number of guards gone, it would be a reasonable setup.

"The volunteers for the dungeon, gather around," the sergeant shouted. "Sir Arthur is here to make the selection for the team that'll join his guild."

The workers froze before they all started to gather, already pushing each other. "Anyone that creates a commotion will be disqualified. I don't want a stampede!" I shouted, which had been enough to freeze them. "No running. Walk calmly, and don't push each other."

Even as I shouted at them, I didn't blame them. I knew exactly where they were coming from. It wasn't even two weeks ago that I would have been a part of a similar group. Not for a silver coin, maybe, but five coins would have made me just as desperate.

While they gathered in a calmer manner, I climbed on a rock so that they could see me, and looked at Harold. "Listen to the rules well. I don't want any guard violating them either," I warned him.

"Understood, sir," he said enthusiastically.

Machiavelli might have had a dubious reputation for his statement about it being better to be feared than loved, but his book had another, lesser-known quote that was certainly true. If one could arrange it, it was best to be loved and feared at the same time.

Luckily, the inherent threat of someone level one hundred — even if it wasn't exactly true — and my new role in the inner circle handled the fear part, and my generosity worked well for the loved part.

"I'm sure the guards had mentioned what I want to do. I need people who will accompany me to the dungeon. I have already arranged with Lady Maria, so I can borrow you for a day or two before you return to your tasks," I said. "Since we have that many volunteers, I want to make a few changes."

"I'm willing to work for free—" one of them shouted.

"I'll pay a silver as long as I can spend five minutes hunting in the dungeon!" another one shouted.

"I will —"

That looked like it could turn into a stampede. "Enough. No commotion," I shouted. While I didn't want to act like a jerk, trying to explain something to eight thousand people at once was not an easy thing. That was why I didn't explain the exact details of the offer. They seemed to be ready to kill each other for an opportunity to visit the dungeon and kill a few monsters after a full day of work.

I didn't want to see what they would do if they learned the job was to kill monsters from a safe distance.

From a pragmatic perspective, I could have easily convinced them to work for a pittance, or even sign some very punishing debt contracts, which I could easily enforce because of my direct contact with the management. I had no doubt that many in my place would have done exactly that.

It was pointless. I paused for a moment, which both allowed them to process the importance of the moment, while also giving me a chance to adjust my recruitment plan. My initial plan was to just hire the volunteers to join my guild, but I decided against it.

Not only could it turn messy to give them the opportunity, but it was also a waste. The higher their level, the less benefit they would get from killing monsters. I expected them to reach level fifteen quickly, and progress to twenty-five at a reasonable pace, only to be stalled during their class upgrade due to the lack of mana.

I decided to level up all of them. While it might slow down setting up my operation, it would give Maria a bunch of farmers who could work longer and produce more food. Selling it back would have been cumbersome, but it would mean the town could grow without expanding the number of farmers, which would be a bonus.

And, I doubted she would have a problem with increasing the self-defense capabilities of the farmers. Giving them both Stab and Shoot, which was produced in the dungeon, would make things very easy.

I just needed to prepare a set of armor for all of them so they didn't die in an accident.

"Now, let me explain the rules. We're going to set up a small raffle, and every volunteer will have a number. We will be rotating the dungeon workers, so all of you will have the opportunity to level up. The ones that impress me in the dungeon will have the chance to join my guild directly for even more payment. But, anyone who risks their fellow farmer's life in the dungeon will lose that chance. Safety first!" I warned. "Feel free to change your mind if that's not attractive."

No one answered, their enthusiasm growing. I was about to stop when I realized how people could act when faced with such opportunities. "There will be no buying and selling your places in the line, and anyone that tries to force others to give up their place or anything else, I'll deal with personally," I warned.

Then, I pulled my sword as I jumped down, cutting the huge rock I had been standing into smooth pieces with a few Vitality attacks.

Sometimes, the best way to avoid punishing anyone was to show the power to do so.
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                I stayed with the Farmers while the raffle was being prepared, and watched while the schedule was set. I even made a copy of it in the view of everyone. I had no intention of checking the schedule of eight thousand Farmers, but just having that opportunity would intimidate some with bad intentions.

I didn't have the time to micromanage them, so such subterfuge was necessary. Then, I left, leaving the task of arranging the operational details to Harold. I needed to rely upon him a lot for this task.

There was a benefit to handling the management of the Farmers through Harold. It was a well-known fact that not being seen too many times helped reflect a sense of authority, which was why even the generals before the Cataclysm didn't fraternize with the rank and file, but it wasn't the reason I didn't stay with them.

No, I had a simpler reason. I had a lot of work to do in the dungeon.

Since I had officially mentioned to Eleanor that I would be building a forge in the dungeon, I needed to do so. For that, I would have to set up another forge, this time in a hidden corner of the second floor, maybe dig a cave for it. Admittedly, I had no intention of actually using that forge. It would be entirely for show.

I just needed a location for Eleanor if she wanted to visit.

Meanwhile, I would be splitting the actual task of forging the required materials between the third and fourth floors. The armor and the spears I planned to forge had to be made on the third floor, as they would be made of ordinary materials, and just staying on the fourth floor would destroy them.

Luckily, the arrowheads would be corrosion-resistant, so I could handle their forging on the fourth floor.

It was important. Unlike the armor sets and spears, I would be forging an absurd number of arrowheads, and on the fourth floor, I could use the steam engines to make the process even faster. And, the less time I spent on routine tasks, the more time I would have to explore the fourth floor without people getting suspicious.

I was glad that I had revealed part of my subterfuge to Eleanor and Maria. Not having to hide everything from them meant that I could do much more. Just the fact that I could bring sealed boxes in and out of the dungeon was a game changer.

"Now, the hard part," I muttered as I left the town behind, and started walking the road between the dungeon and the town, alone. I wasn't walking because I was suddenly unafraid of another possible assassination, but because I was afraid of them.

It was a simple bluff. The thing that was keeping me safe was Thomas' erroneous belief that I was above level hundred. Even if he suspected that there had been something wrong with using Charisma, he would still believe that I was near that point.

It would make assassinating me the worst way to sabotage the town, especially when Maria and Eleanor were around. Luckily, my earlier stay in the dungeon could easily be explained as staying to protect the dungeon rather than trying to stay safe.

"I just hope he'll think like that," I said even as I left the road and started to walk in the wilderness. Naturally, many wild monsters attacked, but they were not even a challenge to my Stalwart Guard, let alone my Quake Hammer.

With its proficiency at its limit, the skill was truly amazing. For example, I could confidently face a team of assassins even if they chose to attack together. I wouldn't, of course, not if I had any other choice. Why should I have suffered a brave last stand when I could easily ambush the enemy?

If it wasn't for my confidence to defend myself — or at least, escape — I wouldn't have dared to walk into the wilderness. After all, there was a chance that Thomas could ignore all the reasons that made me a bad target and attack me.

"Now, let's get to work," I said to myself even as I found a small cave and entered it. After killing the monsters inside, I paused for a moment and used my Cleansing Meditation to absorb the mana they let out.

[+15 Mana]

Monsters outside didn't have that much mana in them, so killing almost thirty of them barely gave me fifteen points. No wonder mages didn't want to live here. However, I noticed something interesting, which was only possible thanks to Cleansing Meditation.

The monsters outside also had a minute amount of tainted energy. Not as intense as the monsters in the dungeon, and likely not the same kind. But, it was an interesting detail. However, it wasn't the time to explore that.

I started digging a tunnel through the dungeon floor, my Strength allowing me to handle that task at a quick pace, especially when I could use Vitality attacks against any rocks. Using mana would have made things easier, but I wasn't entirely sure that I had no one following me.

I traveled almost a thousand yards like that, and, at my point of exit, I used the camouflage ring to walk another three hundred yards, found a new cave, and repeated the pattern twice.

Once I finished that, I modified the surface layer of the armor completely. The shape, the patterns, everything. Luckily, I had long designed my armor to be two-layered, with the top layer only there as a distraction, so it worked well enough.

I even created a new, large spear to give my alter ego a different identity. Of course, it was not actually a spear, but a hollow tube, which I used to check for mineral deposits. Luckily, iron oxide was easy to recognize. And, since I was merely searching for something with around five percent purity, rather than above fifty percent like any sane commercial operation would, I was able to find enough material to forge my boxes.

Not having the necessity to carry boxes of iron helped.

The reason for my complicated travel plan and disguise, which included even some material sourcing, was simple. Once I started arriving with the mysterious metal boxes, people would start looking for them. I needed a reasonable excuse. So, once I was deep in the wilderness, I used the ores from the surrounding area to create a simple, sealed metal box that was larger than my body.

The box had two features. On its surface, there was a stamp, with the text of Mystery Delivery. And, inside, there was another stamp, with the phrase 'Better luck next time'. The trick was simple. Once I started arriving at the dungeon with boxes that were supposedly filled with treasures, people could start looking for them.

I created those boxes as a simple trick. Once I buried enough of them, it would give them a good idea about the method. My secretive supplier would bury hundreds of boxes around, and supposedly inform me about the correct delivery.

For that reason, the boxes I forged were nothing I couldn't do when my Forging was merely at ten. After all, they were merely decoys.

That, along with my growing reputation as someone supposedly at or above level hundred, should be enough to deflect the attention.

For the next eight hours, I went deeper and deeper into the wilderness, using Fleeting Step to move faster than should have been possible, leaving boxes in the hilltops and valleys, each far away from one another, creating a very complicated treasure hunt. I could have done so without much fear because the monsters in the mana dead zones weren't as dangerous.

Of course, that should make living in mana dead zones a better option. It meant the area was more secure. However, the economic disadvantages created by a lack of environmental mana — like the fact that we needed almost ten farmers just to support one warrior operating in the dungeon — were obvious. Then there was the even more important fact that leveling was difficult.

Technically, both could be bypassed. Unfortunately, the security was not always guaranteed. It was safer under normal circumstances, but not during exceptional events. There was always a chance of a dungeon break from an undiscovered gate, or a monster horde could drift near while they were migrating.

There was a reason that our current town had many expensive and rare siege weapons.

Well, that, and the nighttime was still dangerous.

Once I had arrived near the dungeon, I modified my armor back to its previous state, once again using mana allowing me to bypass some cumbersome steps. I created ten of those delivery boxes, and even created a fully metal cart I could pull along, and arrived at the dungeon.

In front of the dungeon, there was a line, where the guards were carefully patting down every entrant to make sure there wasn't anyone smuggling dangerous lure potions or other items of sabotage.

"Hey, why's he not being searched? He's bringing that much stuff inside —" one of the new arrivals questioned. A guard silenced him by poking him with the end of a spear. The others in the line were quick to get the message.

I deliberately acted arrogant and aloof, different from my attitude around the guards. With my fake identity getting more and more complicated, the less interaction I had with the others, the more I could maintain that.

The guards said nothing even as I brought a huge delivery into the dungeon. I moved at a leisurely pace, ignoring the people trying to follow me without being too suspicious. After all, they didn't dare to follow me to the second floor immediately. And, the moment I arrived at the second floor, I demolished the cart and the boxes back into ingots.

I used Fleeting Step to disappear into the dungeon mist, making it impossible for anyone to follow me even if they were inclined to do so.

I had a full night to forge everything I needed.
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                I first stopped by the fourth floor to bring a large cart filled with iron ores. These ores would be used for all the necessary materials, which came in three main categories. Namely, armors, weapons, and various other implements — farming, construction, shell removal, and arrow making.

The function of each category was obvious. However, their design was not straightforward. As long as I had the silver, I could easily forge fifty copies of my armor that would keep them safe from anything that the first three floors could throw at them. But, that was not an option because of the nature of my cover story.

While everyone else should believe that I was getting deliveries from an enigmatic delivery company, Eleanor and Maria were aware of the truth. So, if I armed the Farmers with a high-quality silver-iron mana alloy set, they would catch on that something was wrong.

Luckily, that level of defense was not exactly necessary for the first and second floors, considering they would be armed with crossbows. It just needed to survive one or two attacks from the monsters.

Instead, I decided to use a design from the System: a loose plate armor, which should be useful against both insects and human threats without hindering their mobility too much. I had used the design from the skill wholesale, without making even the slightest change.

These sets of armor were similar to those that could be purchased from a System Store. Yet, it was something an ordinary Blacksmith should have been capable of, as long as he spent a lot of money and consumed a lot of materials to improve his Forge skill, which should keep Eleanor and Maria from asking too many questions.

Creating fifty of them in one night was a bit excessive, but I could always claim that I had spent the last week doing that. However, those fifty armors were barely worth a few gold coins when purchased from the System store, so there would be no such questions.

There was a reason people didn't care much about Blacksmiths. The System Store always had better and cheaper alternatives.

Unless, of course, one decided to be a little unconventional.

Of course, the desire to make them look like System store purchases wasn't the only reason I stayed loyal to the design of the skill. Using the skill directly meant that I could forge the armor far faster. A part of it was the high proficiency, making the earlier steps easier. The other part of it was the skill guiding me on exactly how to use mana to bypass many steps, from the alloy structure settling crystals, to proper cooling.

It was hard to keep track when I could easily forge an armor in less than a minute. An absurd speed that was only possible because the material wasn't mana alloy. Forging those still took far more time.

However, speed wasn't the only reason. Quality played a role as well. While I was able to come up with a lot of specialized designs, from a more generalized perspective, they were still extremely inferior.

The same was true for the first set of spears I had designed. They were made of the same iron alloys I used on the armor, which would work well against any threat, including humans.

Once that was complete, I went to the fourth floor, but I didn't immediately start forging arrowheads. It would be faster for a day, but considering the amount and the scale I required, I didn't want to spend an hour every day wasting my time on repetitive work.

Instead, I created myself a nice setup. It had three steps. First, in a large cauldron, I would mix molten iron with the dungeon crystals and finely ground giant monster shell — which I could hunt en masse believably thanks to my improved sword skill — while I used my mana to stabilize the process, giving me the necessary raw material.

After that, I would pour the mixture onto a large tray, with arrow-shaped holes in it, with a lid that overlapped. Together, they functioned like a traditional sand casting. Of course, in that traditional casting, sand was used, because the molten metal would meld together.

Then, I put that tray into specialized shelves to cool down, and worked on a second tray.

For that, I covered the bottom layer with a layer of sand, so it could be separated easily, and the top part could be pulled. Once I did so, the arrowheads came as one connected sheet. To deal with that, I designed a huge scissor, made of composite structure. It allowed me to use an oversized mana blade to cut the arrowheads from the bottom.

The system was still primitive, but only the first part required me to use the Mana Forge skill.

As long as I had the materials ready, I would be able to forge tens of thousands of arrowheads at once.

The ability to use Mana during forging was just as big of a game changer as using it during combat. Too bad I couldn't sell my products openly without turning myself into a target. If I could, I would have just moved to a city and worked from the safety of a proper workshop rather than in the middle of a dungeon with a permanent corrosive mist that destroyed everything that wasn't designed for its unique nature.

Once the arrows had been completed, I brought them to the third floor before sealing them inside identical iron boxes, to be used in the morning.

With that, most of the preparation had been completed.

The next task was simpler. I finally opened the box Eleanor had brought for me.

[Skill Stone: Blade of Retribution (Rare)]

It was a domineering name, which was the only thing I knew. When I asked Eleanor about it, she had just smirked playfully and asked me to trust her. I chose to do so, particularly since it wasn't exactly as critical of a decision as she might have considered.

Ultimately, for me, a sword was a supporting weapon at best.

Of course, there was no reason for Eleanor to sabotage me, particularly through an expensive tool like a Rare skill. I had no idea about the current state of the skill market, particularly when it came to the more expensive skills.

Without thinking any longer, I accepted.

[Stalwart Guard (Uncommon) 100 - Blade of Retribution (Rare) 1]

After the discomfort had disappeared, I once again grabbed the fragile composite sword with gold filling, designed for ranged attacks. A few mana attacks were enough to push the skill to a high level.

[Blade of Retribution (Rare) 1 - 79]

As the information flowed into my perception, I started analyzing the merits of the fighting style, and the first thing I could say was that Eleanor had picked well. The sword was truly excellent for a Blacksmith who decided to embrace the blade over the hammer.

In a way, it was not too dissimilar to Stalwart Guard, as it relied on defense and strong counterattacks, relying on the pairing of a shield and a sword, but there were significant differences as well. It was optimized for a bigger, almost oversized sword — though it could still function well with a smaller one — and it was more mobility-dependent than Stalwart Guard.

I had to admit, even without the advantages that came from the tier upgrade of the skill, Blade of Retribution was a much better style. Stalwart Guard was better for fighting as a part of a small team maintaining formation while relying on the shield. Blade of Retribution was more reliant on mobility and footwork.

It was even better for my case, as my Dexterity was higher than an ordinary Blacksmiths', which meant I could fight better.

"Now, to improve, or not to improve," I asked a tree. Unfortunately, it didn't answer, leaving the decision to me. The decision was tricky. Improving meant that I could defend myself better, particularly against public threats where I might be reluctant to show my Quake Hammer.

And, it wasn't just another assassin I was thinking of. If I were Thomas — or, one of his advisors — I might have bribed a few other people to find a reason to fight me. Unfortunately, for a warrior and a guild leader, there would be times I couldn't refuse such challenges, particularly if they were nonlethal.

Not without raising a lot of questions that are best left unasked.

Alternatively, I could have kept my improvement slow, which would be more convincing to Eleanor. In the first half, I could claim that it was the learnings from the Stalwart Guard, but anything above a hundred would be a harder sell.

A tough decision, indeed. Though, I had to admit, even the ability to ask such a question was a luxury in the first place. It was only my systematic approach and my extensive preparation — mixed with some considerable luck — that had allowed me to ask such questions in the first place. Anyone else had to improve the old-fashioned way.

It was easy once I figured out the trick behind it … but then, I wasn't exactly sure that was the case. I claimed the same when I was eleven and started learning college-level math questions on my own.

In the end, I decided to maximize the skill. On one hand, failure meant I needed to find an excuse to give Eleanor, while on the other, failure might mean death. "I just have to refuse duels for a week or two," I decided. Hopefully, exhaustion and being busy setting up my guild would be a good excuse. She should be busy as well.

Even if we were available, I could still try to sandbag the duel. It would be hard, but the closer our skill level, the more believable it would be.

In the end, anything under a month to max out a Rare skill would be suspicious, so I didn't even bother to try.

Instead, I spent an hour practicing everything that was granted by the Rare variant to make sure I had a good handle on what it offered below a hundred, before I went near the trees, and started targeting the insects with the ranged mana attacks.

Those ranged attacks were significantly worse than just cutting them directly, but the fragile blade couldn't handle it. And, the aim wasn't to kill them, but to maximize the attack.

[Blade of Retribution (Rare) 196 - 200]

[Perk Options — Strike of Retribution / Swift Step / Unbroken Guard]

"Difficult choice," I said even as I read the available options. Strike of Retribution and Swift Step were both equally appealing. In the end, I decided to choose the Strike of Retribution, which turned out to be a ranged vitality attack.

It merely consumed forty Health, and delivered a smooth cut. I was happy with its existence.

But, even as I practiced, I realized that I neglected to check one important piece of information. I didn't know if Perk Reset stones worked on higher-tier skills.

"Another problem for the future," I muttered even as I started working on a new sword design, my new Perk already teaching me new things.
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                The rest of the night had gone well. I even had a chance to catch a short nap. One that barely lasted three hours, but it was all I could get sleeping in the dungeon.

Once that was done, I went to the third floor, piled everything into a new cart — which included a small batch of fertilizer mix — and went back to the second floor, then the first floor, deliberately using the gates at the opposite sides. The gate was a good place to camp. It was away from the operations, while it was also fitting to expand the operations between two floors.

When I arrived at the first floor, I found Harold, along with fifty farmers, each holding a crossbow, practicing with targets they had set in a corner. "Good initiative," I said to him.

"My pleasure, sir," he replied, while the rest of the Farmers looked settled into their roles.

"Take four guards with decent Strength, and follow me," I said. "You'll be responsible for the defense of the new camp." That was not a part of the agreement I had with Maria, but sometimes, it was better to ask forgiveness than permission.

Not that they would have refused. Our deal was heavily skewed to their favor — something deliberate on my part — while five guards were nothing they couldn't give up.

I wanted them for two reasons. First, they would be responsible for cranking the crossbows until I could make a device that could handle it, but, more importantly, they were there to prevent any possible harassment from other guilds.

The guards might have refused, but my reputation for generosity proved useful. Instead of trying to get away from the task, the guards were competing for the opportunity. And, the best part, they still worked for Eleanor.

No other guild's freelance work would have been treated as such an advantage. Admittedly, I would have shared that opinion a week ago, when I was trying to scrape funds for my experimentation, but the current situation wasn't the same.

"Gather together, and don't make too many sudden movements," I warned the farmers. "We will protect you, but if you panic and run away, I can't guarantee your safety."

Then, I left the command to Harold, who was far more capable when it came to handling things while another guard started pulling the cart I had brought. Meanwhile, five of the farmers were dragging a large, wooden water tank with wheels, which was necessary to slowly grow the trees.

I took the point, killing the monsters with a slash while I used the extractor — the old, clumsy one made of bronze — to remove the shell.

"Watch carefully, you'll be doing that as well," I warned them even as we slowly traversed for a distance.

It was a good chance to show the process and remind them about my capabilities at the same time. The Rare skill flowed even more smoothly, enough to fascinate them. I was so lucky that Thomas had sent his assassins without proper time to practice, or my fate could have been different.

"We're here," I said as we finally arrived at the spot I had picked as my guild's permanent camp. The epicenter was just a hundred yards away from the dungeon gate leading to the second floor. Meaning, we didn't have to deal with it currently, but as we expanded, the small fort could grow to take it in, with a corresponding defensive structure on the second floor.

With the ability to easily produce arrowheads, it should be easy to scale up. I just needed to purchase more crossbows.

The rigidity of metals didn't allow me to make a bow out of them entirely.

"Now, I want you to be responsible for the camp security while I handle the construction," I said to Harold and the guards while I passed them five swords I took from my assassins, which I had modified further.

"Sir, are you sure?" Harold asked as he grabbed the sword, his expression wide. "These must cost a fortune."

"They are valuable because I won them in battle," I responded. "So, I won't be happy if they leave the camp."

"Wouldn't it be better to use them to hunt directly," he asked.

"Not unless you're confident you can kill two thousand insects a day," I responded. His widening gaze told me that it was not exactly a viable strategy. It wasn't a surprise. Any guard that was willing to join a new dungeon where they could only level up to thirty — well, forty was the absolute limit, but that was hardly efficient — wouldn't have a valuable class.

And, getting Rare skills wasn't exactly easy, even with my setup. It required piling multiple giant monsters, and then it needed to give a combat skill rather than Nurture, which seemed to be the most common skill stone.

"Still, wouldn't it be better to find five elites and rely on the swords to finish the dungeon?"

"No," I said, but I didn't bother explaining further, maintaining a sense of mystery. "Just kill any beast that gets near," I said. The guards looked hesitant. "Don't bother trying to keep the shell intact. Just cut them, and shout if there's any sign of a swarm," I said.

I cracked open the first metal container, one with farming implements and other construction tools, though they were made of more ordinary alloys. "Now, grab a shovel, and start piling the dirt to the side," I ordered while I started digging a deep pool, which not only started to agitate the nearby monsters but also the farmers.

"Sir, shouldn't we be responsible for manual labor?" one of them asked hesitantly.

"It's faster this way. Just grab a shovel, and start piling them to the side. I want a square, with twenty yards on each side, to my left." For now, it was just a slightly elevated ground where the crossbowman could stand.

It was small, but once completed, it would function as intended.

Once the pool was deepened enough to easily hold all the water we had brought, I let it pour. It was not the ideal way, but since it was going to be a temporary one, it should function well enough.

Sometimes, good enough is all that's needed.

"Now, who has the highest farming skill," I called. They looked hesitant. "Anyone with Farming above twenty-five," I asked. None of them raised their hands, but their regretful expression showed that they were not happy about it. "Fifteen?" I asked. This time, three people raised their hands.

While that number was low, I couldn't blame them. After all, didn't I suffer from the exact same thing when I was trying to improve Repair and Forge?

Production classes required a lot of resources to improve. And, if they were valued enough by their previous employer, they wouldn't have accepted Maria's offer to come to a mana dead zone.

"Good, how about Perks," I asked. While asking about the Perks might be considered invasive for the combat classes, production classes didn't share the same concern. Particularly the Farmers. "Tend," two of them answered. "Resistance," the third one answered.

"Alright, all of you, come here," I said even as I pulled three potted bushes I had brought from the third floor. I wanted to see how their abilities stacked.

For two of them, I put some alchemical booster and watered them well. At the same time, I used some of the broken shells that the guards had collected in the process to the base of the plant. For the third plant, I didn't add any alchemical boosters and assigned the one with Tend to it.

"Now, I want you to use thirty Health on the plants," I said. They did, looking exhausted in the process.

The two plants only got slightly greener, while there was no reaction with the one without an alchemical booster.

"I … I gained a point of proficiency," one with the Resistance perk gasped. One of them with Tend shared the same expression, while the one without the alchemical booster looked disappointed and fearful at the same time.

"No need to panic, we're just testing," I said. "Go and eat something," I said even as I called two more with Tend perk. "Now, I want you to spend all of your Health to keep the plant alive," I said. Then, I added a few drops from my alchemical mixture.

The plant died, while the two who tried to save them looked shocked and guilty at the same time. "We're sorry, sir —" they started, their panic obvious, only to fall silent when I gestured.

"Don't panic every time," I said. "We're just trying something here. Now, is there any improvement?"

"No, sir," they said, which didn't surprise me. A dead plant was a clear-cut failure, and skills rewarded success. It might have been different if they could have improved the plant until they stopped feeding Health, but even as they used the skill, the plant died.

"Should we set a Nurture circle, sir?" one of them asked.

"Nurture circle?" I asked.

"We pick a plant, add a lot of fertilizer, and use our Health one after another to enable the growth. It's the fastest way to grow plants."

"Interesting, but we don't need to waste time on it for the moment," I said. Instead, I uprooted one of the bushes, and put my hand on the other. "Just set a bucket chain."

"S-sir. Too much water without a Nurture circle would kill the plant —" he started, only to gasp when I put my hand on the bush, and fed it with my Health.

[-42 Health]

The difference between Common and Rare Nurture showed a difference. I didn't spend any more Health than they did, but the bush not only grew, but it also transformed, its misshapen branches straightening as it turned into a tree.

It was good, but not as good as using the poisonous water from the fourth-floor swamp.

The farmers around me froze, gasping in shock as the newly apparent tree had grown to an incredible size. "You have Nurture, sir?" Harold asked, shocked, who was close enough to watch the show.

"Of course, you never know when you're going to need some emergency food in the wilderness or a dungeon," I answered.

"Well…" he started, but I could see the hesitancy in his face, often when people were about to say something extremely insensitive. I guessed that there was some prejudice about warriors 'wasting' a skill slot.

"We can talk about it later," I said. "Now, you bunch look like you have a question."

"S-sir. If we're not needed to grow plants, why are we here?" one of them stammered, no doubt afraid to be discarded. I hated the way poverty and discrimination ground people's will into dust. But, fixing it would be a slow process.

Especially since the people in power preferred it to stay that way.

"You're here to kill monsters, of course," I responded. "Why do you think you're training with the crossbows," I said. The shift of emotion was fascinating. "But, you can't start leveling before we finish growing these trees. Now, buckets!"

This time, they moved at a fascinating speed.
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                "Not bad," I called twenty minutes later, examining the tiny orchard we had created, though speaking out loud was mostly for the benefit of the new hires, as they still looked skittish.

After all, the orchard was underwhelming compared to what I had created, there were merely ten trees, and only one of them was as tall as me. Nine of them were smaller. I could have triggered their growth just as easily, but the water we had brought was mostly gone, and the rest was earmarked for the next experiment.

Technically, Nurture was incredible enough to force their growth even without water and other nutrients, but then it would have slowed down enough to be completely pointless.

"Next, break a branch, and heal it with Nurture," I said. Alchemical fertilizer Maria had allowed the tree to generate a new branch, but it was slow progress. My mixture worked much better this time since the tree was strong enough to handle the poison.

"T-three points," one of the farmers gasped, looking shocked, while all the others looked regretful.

"Don't worry, all of you will have a chance to improve your skill to at least twenty-five," I said, underselling the potential significantly. Luckily, improving a common Nurture skill was hardly extraordinary.

People did not try to optimize it, because there was no strategic value to it, not when Farmers were the cheapest talent in the market.

I thought about offering them one of the Rare nurture skills, but I decided against it. While it might be the cheapest Rare skill, it was still a rare one, and I didn't have hundreds of them. Keeping them for the ones that I eventually wanted to hire was a better option.

Once the branch was ready, turning it into a crossbow bolt was easy. I already had the device to cut it into the perfect shape, and plugging it in place was just as easy. More common arrows would have used some special glue, screws, or another solution to make sure the connection stayed secure. Since our arrows would shatter at one attempt, there was no reason to risk it.

As for fletchings, fashioning one out of wood was enough. It wasn't the ideal material, but it didn't need to be. With the mist in place, we were only trying to hit targets at thirty yards. Even without a skill, that was an achievable target.

With a skill guiding the attack, against a monster that only charged at a straight line, missing was harder than hitting the target. And, with the material of the arrow especially effective on them, it was inevitable.

"Now, try and see if you can pull the bow back," I said. Unfortunately, without Strength, only two of them were capable of it, and both of them struggled for almost a minute. I made a note to put together a simple device to assist it.

"No matter," I said even as I quickly cocked every crossbow, the pressure as light as a feather under my touch. "Harold, leave one direction free and come here," I said. "You're responsible for reloading the crossbows."

"Yes, sir," he said, but I was able to catch his slight dissatisfaction. It might be a while since I had to deal with a bunch of overeager doctoral students, but I knew exactly how people looked when they received a task they disdained.

A problem that was best nipped in the bud. "Look, they are still a bunch of people with no combat experience. I need someone excellent to command them from up close, someone that can keep them alive." It helped that I was being honest. His role wasn't exactly glamorous at this point, but very important.

Harold had the necessary common sense to manage the situation.

"I won't disappoint you, sir," he said.

I nodded before I returned to the front line, where five farmers were looking scared and excited while they held the crossbows. "A-are we really going to kill monsters, sir," one of them asked, like he still couldn't believe it.

I didn't blame him. Dungeon access was an expensive luxury. Well, at least ones as smooth as our current one, with an open, straightforward surface. Based on what I had collected, the really dangerous ones — the ones that were even more hostile than the fourth floor — worked in reverse, with guilds getting paid to control them. But, those were not relevant for Farmers.

"Yes," I said. I thought about mentioning that I planned to give some of the profit as well, but I kept my mouth shut about it. No need to overwhelm them.

We waited a bit, and soon, an insect drifted forward. All of them shot at it at the same time, and two of them missed in a hurry. Still, three bolts were enough to kill the insect as they shattered inside it.

It wasn't a coincidence. I had already tried it before, and anti-corrosive material functioned akin to poison for these monsters. It penetrated through the armor only due to its unique properties, shattering in the process. And, the pieces worked like poison, because they were made from the shells of the giant variants.

"I … leveled up," one of the farmers gasped.

"Good, but next time, wait until it gets into thirty-yard range before shooting, and use your skill properly. Also, don't shoot at the same time, but take turns. No need to get too excited."

"Now, bring the crossbow to Harold, and pick a new one," I said, and watched them kill the monsters as they got near.

"Should we extract the shell," one of the others asked.

"It's not urgent," I replied. "I don't want you to start extracting before you put on armor. I don't want friendly fire," I said.

I let every single of them kill a few monsters, before I asked another question. "Is there anyone that's still below level ten?" I asked. No one answered, but their smiles were a bit silly, like they were drinking. I didn't blame them. The sensation of leveling up was fascinating, especially in the lower levels. And, for people who were unlucky enough to receive Farmer class, it was even more incredible, as most of them weren't even level five.

They might be receiving only one Vitality and nothing else, but it still meant twenty Health points, and faster conversion of food, both critical for their farming abilities. Also, I was observing them. While the lack of stats meant that their outward potential didn't match what others were showing, Vitality still gave them a general improvement.

For example, they were able to load their crossbows without assistance. It was still slow, so using the guards as a chain was still better, but I was hopeful that it would turn unnecessary soon. At least, for the current ones, which were pretty much the weakest on the market.

I would still need to figure out a solution if I were to ever upgrade them.

I didn't allow them to start collecting before every single one of them donned the armor, and got used to moving in it. Luckily, the System design was lightweight, ergonomic, and adjustable, making the process easy.

Only then, I allow them to start collecting the shells, the extractors working just as well as a hunter using his skills. "Excellent work," I said even as I started assigning tasks. "Now, we're going to have five teams. Hunters, construction workers, farmers, arrow makers, and a reserve force. To start, fifteen will be hunters, and ten will be in the reserve force."

"What is the job of the reserve force, sir?" a farmer asked.

"For the moment, collecting shells and making sure crossbows are loaded. However, in case of a swarm, I want you to be able to distribute crossbows to everyone while you all pull back to the fort."

"A swarm. Is that likely, sir?" another asked.

"Maybe," I responded. "But, it's nothing that can't be handled as long as we build the keep. And, with me here, there's no need to fear any swarm," I explained.

I waited until the farmers started operating, and soon, they started collecting shells. The numbers were not particularly impressive — well, by my standards, as I had no doubt that they would easily surpass any other guild's output with ease — but it didn't bother me.

After all, it was just a proof of concept, one that had worked. The first floor of the dungeon wasn't teeming with monsters, so the number of monsters that chose to attack us was the main limiting factor. It would change once I was confident enough to let them roam without supervision, and it would get even better once I let them establish another fort on the second floor.

As the hunting team and reserve team spread around the base, the guards stayed back, doing nothing but watching with their swords in hand.

"It looks promising, sir," Harold said as he got near me. "But, wouldn't it be better if we can find hunters? That would be far more efficient I think."

"Sure, as long as you can find me a thousand hunters in less than a week, we can do that," I replied, and his eyes widened.

"A — a thousand, sir," he gasped.

"A thousand, for each shift, rotating with eight-hour patterns," I added, which made his eyes widen.

"I … I don't think that will work, sir," he said, looking reproachful. "Not unless Lady Eleanor allows you to monopolize the first floor, and even then, it won't be efficient. There's a limit to the number of monsters. Maybe a thousand in total, rotating in three teams?"

I chuckled. "Oh, I didn't know the dungeon only had one floor," I responded. His eyes widened as he realized what I was talking about. And, once pointed, he didn't question it. After all, the biggest challenge on the second floor was the presence of the ranged attackers, easily destroying armor and weapons.

Crossbows had better range.

"What's next, sir," he asked.

"Three things," I said. "I want you to arrange for professionals to build a two-layered defensive encampment around the warehouse. Nothing too tall. Just five feet would be enough, but make it thick so that monsters couldn't chew through it easily. I want another wall around the dungeon gate in case of an emergency."

"And, the third one, sir?"

"I want you to come up with various scenarios. Assassination, monster swarms, fighting with other guilds, each solution prioritizing the lives of the guild members over material savings. And, make sure to train everyone on how to respond."

"I won't disappoint, sir," he said.

"I hope you won't," I answered even as I grabbed the empty cart, and walked toward the gate leading to the second floor. "Now, you take the command while I go and hunt on the second floor."
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                Going to the second floor and leaving the operation alone was deliberate. While I wanted to set up a sustainable hunting operation, I didn't forget the real reason for it. Money was nice, but it was still a side benefit. A space I could freely experiment in was the part I truly valued.

Yes, I could stay there to improve the camp far faster, but the more I stayed with them, the more dependent on my orders they would become. It was another lesson I had learned from my old career as a professor, trying to lead the doctorate students. I might be able to answer their questions far faster than they could come up with on their own, but that meant they couldn't solve problems on their own.

I needed them to operate independently. I deliberately added the task of designing emergency drills to Harold, as a challenge and a test. After all, I needed someone to deal with the guild operations, and he seemed to have the right mixture of deference and initiative. As an added benefit, it was someone trusted by Eleanor enough to be put in a position of command.

Amusingly, I was the only guild leader who would classify that as a benefit. In the end, guilds and the town had a complicated relationship, a mixture of both economic and military forces. Hiring one of the guards would reveal a lot of secrets that a guild would have liked to keep hidden.

Information asymmetry was a more dangerous weapon than any sword.

That was not the only disadvantage of my operation. Technically, by letting the operation develop in a way that didn't require me to solve the problems directly, I was potentially creating competitors. Now that I had revealed the arrowheads, it wasn't impossible for someone to reverse engineer it — or, failing that, start purchasing similar equipment from System shops to test it. It might mean some of my guild members splitting to build their own guild.

Luckily, that was not a concern for me. The more guilds operated in the town, the stronger the town would get, which meant I could operate more freely. And, if I really wanted to make money, I could easily sell it to other guilds.

With the ability to mass produce, it would be much easier.

While it was not a problem for me, it was one for the other guilds. I didn't know how bigger guilds handled that risk. Eleanor had mentioned that there was some kind of method that the bigger guilds had to prevent it, but even she didn't know too much about it, making it a difficult solution to implement.

"It's hunting time," I said even as I rushed to the fourth floor at full speed. There was a reason for my hurry. Now that I had established a guild, I was responsible for it. I didn't particularly care for the efficiency of the operation, as I could already make the necessary ammunition en masse, which meant that, even with all the potential problems, it would still be profitable.

Their security, on the other hand, was a completely different matter. Even without possible interference from Thomas, the other guilds wouldn't be happy to see us succeed. And, the dungeon was a dangerous place.

My presence could easily intimidate them, but if I made a habit of staying away from the base for a long time, they might start to get ideas. It meant I had to show up often, preferably with a random pattern, to make sure they couldn't plan around my absence.

For that, Fleeting Step helped, but I couldn't help but wonder if the advanced version of Swift Spear included an even better variant.

So, when I arrived at the fourth floor — switching to my best set in the process — I stopped by the base just enough to get my crusher, before I moved to the other side of the second ring, which I created to capture the beasts. There were already a lot of giant monsters, but they weren't enough for my purposes.

I tightened my grip over my hammer, crushing a few shells to replenish my mana completely. Then, I opened the box, triggering an artificial monster swarm. Then, I killed thousands of monsters, my hammer moving like I was in front of an anvil, not bothering to remove their shells, knowing that it affected the skill drop rate significantly.

I was glad that I had long learned to use a weaker version of Fleeting Step without the assistance of the skill, as it allowed me to stick to using Hammer while I dealt with the horde. It was critical, as without the vertical mobility it gave me, allowing me to climb on the monsters with ease, I might have ended up buried under their bodies.

The utility of mobility was difficult to overstate. For once, I was glad that the Stats were not very well defined. While every Stat had a role based on the class, Blacksmiths received Dexterity to improve hand-eye coordination, but it also increased footwork and general flexibility as well.

It was certainly beneficial.

As I killed thousands of monsters, I made sure to leave them in piles of fifty, which guaranteed the drop of a Rare skill, their shape and glow making them easy to distinguish. Unfortunately, that ease didn't apply to the content.

After an hour of steady hunting, I managed to collect a hundred skills, and sixty of them were Nurture. Of the remaining forty, I had two more Quake Hammer and the rest was incomprehensible because I lacked the prerequisite stats.

"Frustrating," I said even as I created another pile of monsters. It truly was, especially since I couldn't level up no matter how many monsters I had killed. I wondered if the other types of monsters could help me level up. Unfortunately, I didn't have the opportunity to experience that. Maybe if I could find the fifth floor —

My thoughts had been interrupted by the new skill stone that appeared, which gave me exactly what I needed.

[Skill Stone: Breeze Spear]

The moment I got that, I went back to the base and absorbed the skill. At this point, improving a Rare combat skill was something I had already optimized. A composite spear to allow me to use mana attacks in ranged form was all I needed.

It took me barely twenty minutes to improve it to the peak of nothing. I was happy to note that Breeze Spear was even more reliant on mobility. Combined with what I had learned from my Fleeting Step, it allowed me to move even faster.

[Breeze Spear (Rare) 197 - 200]

[Perk Options — Floating Stride / Hurricane Stab / Mercurial Dodge]

"Please no," I gasped even as I read the Perk options. One in particular caught my eye:. Floating Stride. I wanted to ignore it and choose Mercurial Dodge, but in the end, I still chose it. The ability to move faster was exactly what I needed.

"Surely not," I said, trying to convince myself, but the moment I used it, two things happened. I lost a hundred health.

And, my skill took over my body and I jumped. Soon, I found myself floating twenty yards in the air, my body clenched with fear. The fear was intense enough to forcibly disturb the control of the skill, and I landed on the ground with a loud crash, the metal armor and the metal floor creating a very explosive sound.

"That wasn't so bad, right?" I asked myself. "Merely twenty yards, and even landing on a metal surface didn't damage me. Harmless."

Unfortunately, my amateurish attempt at self-therapy didn't work as well. I still sat on the ground, my hands trembling badly while I breathed in and out, trying to stave off a panic attack. Doing that with my skill should have felt safer than relying on a griffin or a plane.

After all, I trusted the skills enough to deliberately trigger a swarm of monsters consisting almost exclusively of giant insects and fight against them. Why couldn't I trust them to give me a vertical jump ability of twenty yards, with some kind of floating mixed in?

It was only rational, right?

Unfortunately, as much as we wanted to believe otherwise, we were not rational creatures. Hell, as a sociologist, I made a living out of studying how that shaped our society.

It took five minutes for me to even stand up. "I'm so glad I need to visit the first floor," I said to myself even as I went back, the attacking monsters were merely a nuisance. Once I was on the second floor, I started hunting, once again using the mana trick to quickly kill the monsters and remove their shells with one hit.

Ideally, I should have been trying to integrate the Floating Stride into my moves. It was an excellent time. Instead, I relied on the movement trick I developed based on Fleeting Step, unable to bring myself to repeat it.

I remembered my old therapist likening facing my fears to fighting monsters. It turned out that she was wrong.

Fighting with monsters was easier.
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                When I stepped through the gate to return to the first floor with another cart holding five hundred shells, I met with a welcome sight. The small outpost had progressed far more than I had expected.

The internal fort I envisioned was already completed with solid bricks, perfect enough to suggest the involvement of a specialized class, and the second ring was already half complete. And, that wasn't even the only change. Nearby, there was a pool that was almost ten times larger than what I had dug that was also considerably deeper. From that pool, a half-completed water canal stretched deeper.

As I drifted closer, I started to be able to capture more details. Soon, I came to an expanded tree plantation, with almost a hundred saplings in place, though the growth of the new ones was much lower. Those changes were based on my orders, yet, the progress was surprising.

Then, there were the ones I didn't order. The first thing that surprised me was the number of people in the camp. When I left, there were exactly fifty-five people there. But, as I approached, I could easily count a hundred, with more out of my view.

Most of the new additions were Farmers. The number of hunters and reserve forces was leveraged as fifty. And, with all of them committed to the hunt, their hunting efficiency was high. A few people were running into the deep, only to return with two or three monsters chasing them, their movement too fluid for them to not have Dexterity.

Once the monsters they brought along drifted into the range, the crossbowmen took them down.

The extra runners weren't the only additions. Outside the second wall, there was a second team of farmers, growing an orchard of fruit trees, with smaller plants like tomatoes spread in between. Outside all, there were twenty guards defending the encampment.

While I took in the changes, Harold approached. He silently gestured to the cart, and the workers rushed forward to take and empty the cart. "An excellent haul for an hour of work, sir. Almost half of ours," he said.

An obvious way of underlining his success, but I could see that he was tense. The reason was obvious, the development of the outpost was outside my orders, and he was afraid that I would disapprove. "Good work," I said, removing that fear. "How are the contingency plans coming along?"

He paused. "T-they are in development, sir," he said. As he said that, he glanced at the extra guards that were standing around, implying that the security was not in doubt.

"It's good that you prioritized the development, but don't do that at the expense of security. Once you finish the second wall, start drilling the emergency plans. I want to see something impressive when it's time to change shifts."

"I will do that, sir," Harold replied.

"I like people that show initiative. Work for me well, and you won't be disappointed. Just make sure to protect anyone that works for us, and don't shortchange them for their efforts," I said.

"Yes, sir," he said. His desire to argue against the second part was apparent, but he kept his mouth shut. I had a feeling that my reputation for needless generosity was proving useful.

With that done, I didn't say the farm that was growing food. It was working well, and considering the constant consumption of the farmers to raise the dungeon trees, having a local source of food was a good idea. Especially since we would soon have hundreds of farmers around.

"Continue the operation. I want to check the tree plantation," I said even as I walked toward there.

"Sir," farmers called, treating me like royalty. It annoyed me, but considering the alternative was dealing with constant assassination attempts, I decided to keep quiet. I ignored them even as I checked the base, wondering if I should raise the trees to their maximum height.

Having the ability to see more than fifty yards would have made the challenge of running the farm easier. However, it would also require a lot of alchemical boosters, which I currently lacked. And, for the moment, it was better if people didn't realize the benefits of the water from the fourth floor mixed with the giant insect shells.

At least, not until I could move my forging base to the fifth floor.

I said nothing even as I used my own fertilizer to quickly trigger the growth of the trees on the plantation. It consumed half of the water, but provided enough trees to sustainably support a thousand crossbowmen I envisioned as long as farmers continued to tend to them.

Farmers watched my performance, split between fascination and jealousy. I wanted to talk with them, but I was afraid that talking too much would reveal some of my secrets. "Continue," I said with a gesture instead and went back to Harold.

"I need a better cart, something I can work with pedals," I said. "Though, make sure that it stays simple, I need to be able to fix it," I said.

"Yes, sir. I'll work on it immediately," he said.

"Not you. You have a more important task. Delegate it to someone else," I reminded him. "Actually, delegate it to three different people, and let each of them bring one. A good way to pick trusted workers, right?"

"You are wise, sir," he said. It was a bit excessive, considering I just wanted an excuse to have three different designs I could examine for my own eventual take. I could have done it myself, but it would be a loss not to use resources when available.

"Good. They don't have to be perfect, just make sure I can move on it faster," I said.

With that, I once again left the growing outpost behind, thinking about my next step.

Moving to the fifth floor.

Asking for the designs I could work with pedals was a part of it. After all, if it could work with pedals, it could work with a steam engine powering it, meaning I could bring most of my base, including the metal paneling, at once. I could maybe even uproot a few trees if I could properly put it in place.

Combined with some kind of rail I could lay on its path and collect once the cart passed, such a model seemed to be viable for a one-time move.

Ambitious, but achievable. All I needed was to find the dungeon gate leading to the next floor, which wasn't exactly easy, especially alone. The dungeon mist had reduced the visual range to twenty yards, and the fourth floor was huge. I didn't know the exact size, but considering the third floor was somewhere between thirty and forty miles from one end to another while the first floor was merely ten miles, even my most conservative guess was around fifty miles, and eighty miles was not out of the question.

"And, can I travel to it repeatedly even if I discovered it," I thought even as I considered the possibilities. The first three floors had unique cliffs, rocks, and other features that could be used to navigate, but the fourth floor was not like that.

It was difficult to separate one pile of wet dirt from another, and even worse, it was not exactly stable. Unfortunately, the only method I currently had in mind would increase the chance of discovery much further. I needed to decide which was more important in the short term: Discovering the fifth floor, or keeping my forge hidden on the fourth floor longer.

"The fifth floor," I decided even as I once again moved deeper into the fourth floor, using the mana separator, once again using it to trigger a monster wave, this time using Breeze Spear to get used to it in combat … while, of course, not using the perk I had received.

The increased number meant that the dead monsters were piling up larger and larger. However, as much as the prospect of getting an Epic skill was exciting, it wasn't my priority. My plan was simpler. I knew that, once the previous floors were filled with monsters, some of them started to spill to higher floors.

Four times, I repeated the trick, going in around my base in a circle, but all those attempts failed.

Either there weren't any different types of monsters on the fifth floor, or I was too far away from the gate leading down. Since my experiment already showed the existence of other types of monsters, I was more inclined to believe it was the latter.

Though, either way, it needed to be tested. I needed to get deeper into the dungeon. And, the fastest, most secure way was to create a path of trees going deeper into the dungeon.

While that was a viable path, it had two disadvantages. If someone stumbled upon its existence, it would lead them right to my base, but it could be handled by leaving some gaps and false trails. It would still be a risk, but considering the other guilds were yet to send their main forces, the time was the safest for it.

Once they took note of the money my guild was making, they would inevitably send more forces, and some of them would inevitably explore the dungeon. As long as they were willing to spend money, corrosion could be defeated.

By using sufficiently strong equipment, if nothing else. The corrosion effect was strong, but it lost its effectiveness against better equipment.

I needed to discover the fifth floor before that happened. Whether to move my base deeper, or just to visit and level up further — hopefully — was to be seen.

However, that brought me to the second problem. Currently, I had only one method of traversing the dungeon. Creating a line of trees that was miles long. And, it would be a slow and laborious process…

"Unless, of course, I decided to upgrade my skills," I said as I looked at the three identical skill stones, their glow more intense than all the Rare ones. Epic skills, and while I currently couldn't see which skill they were, considering the drop rate, they were certainly Nurture.

And, I just needed to push my current Rare variant to its limit before I could explore its abilities.

"It's experimentation time," I said to myself.
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                Before I started experimenting, I visited the first floor to show my presence and keep the area secure, again with a cart filled with shells. This time, there were no surprises. The defensive walls were sprouting at an impressive speed that would make a Roman legion proud, while the others were already in place.

Everything was perfect. All I needed was to purchase more crossbows, and the corner of the first floor would belong to my budding guild. I could probably take over all of it, but expanding into the second floor was the better option.

If I took over the first floor and made a lot of money, it would either push the other guilds away completely or encourage them to explore the lower floors to make money like I did. Neither option was good for my objectives.

I returned to the fourth floor, my mind already churning on how to improve Nurture. The pattern of improvement was simple. I just needed to use the poisonous variant of the energy while I used my Nurture skill.

It was a simple plan, but there was one practical challenge. The only reason I was able to push the growth of the Nurture was the poisonous nature of the swamp water, which allowed me to push it further. However, just like any other challenge from the System's perspective, its improvement effect dropped off significantly after a certain point.

I tested to see if the tainted energy worked as a better poison. Unfortunately, it did not.

"Let's start doing some chemistry experiments," I said. When it came to chemistry, I knew even less than material science. The latter, I worked hard to educate myself after the Calamity, and working as a Blacksmith for three years gave me a lot of practical experience.

Chemistry, I knew nothing about. I couldn't even start guessing if the poison was some kind of organism or disease, a type of metal poisoning, or some kind of magic effect that bypassed the easy methods.

"Luckily, that doesn't mean I can't learn," I said. It was the whole point of science. Experiment and learn.

And, with the abundance of materials available, setting up the experimental setup was easy. I thought of three easy directions. Boiling, straining, and spinning. Three easy methods to get a general idea about the direction I should follow.

Boiling was straightforward. I just needed to get a container full of muddy water, boil it, and see if the evaporation concentrated the poison. Considering the number of open fires I had in place with the blast furnaces constantly running, preparing the necessary environment barely took a minute.

I even set up an angular metal plate over it to catch the steam and direct it to a secondary container, just in case the poison component moved with the steam.

While that boiled, I forged a number of metal sieves, each with different mesh sizes. For a few of them, I even went to the trouble of creating hexagonal gaps in case it had some kind of mana effect that would be affected.

Hexagon patterns didn't help, but the material choice did. Using silver somehow reduced the poison effect, while iron, even the anti-corrosive variant, didn't destroy it.

Third, I created a centrifuge. At least, a simple variant. The top-tier scientific centrifuges before the Calamity could rotate over a hundred thousand times per minute. I knew that, because I remembered one of the geneticists bragging for a whole meal about getting a grant to purchase one with an RPM of over two hundred thousand with some other specifications as well, with a price tag of over a million dollars.

Instead, even with my skills helping me, I was lucky to reach 300 rotations per minute on my current device. While my forging skills helped me to handle the material challenges, the real challenge came from the mechanical aspects. It was not as straightforward.

Still, it should be enough to work.

Once my setup was complete, I ran a set of experiments, which gave me three inputs. First, boiling destroyed both the fertilizer effect and the poison, leaving something closer to pure water. Not enough to drink it, but then the setup wasn't exactly designed for pure isolation.

A more rigorous distillation setup might have given me pure water. Not exactly critical under the circumstances, but nice to know in case of an emergency. It meant that even if I got lost, I wouldn't die from thirst.

The second set of experiments was simpler. Using sieves was somewhat helpful. It wasn't exactly perfect, as the material on both sides contained both fertilizer and poison effect. The ground particles had worked more as a fertilizer, while the water acted as a poison.

I still put both materials on the centrifuge, which allowed the dirty water to coalesce even further. Once again, the water part carried the poison part. However, separating it from the water didn't exactly make it more potent.

I created several large iron trays, and poured the water into a thin layer to make sure it evaporated faster, and kept that tray away from the flame, barely bringing it to a low simmer. Not enough to boil it, but enough to hasten the evaporation.

That was the closest to the flame. The others, I kept farther away to better understand the impact of the heat.

And, once I set those trays and left them to evaporate, I went upstairs once more, dropping another thousand shells and watching the operation a bit. Then, I went to the second floor, and five minutes later, I returned with a broken cart and picked a new one. Maybe it was slightly paranoid, but considering Thomas killed more than a hundred people in his latest attempt, I didn't consider it below him.

It was better to keep any potential spy guessing.

Once I returned to the fourth floor, I started experimenting with the water in the trays. The damage to the plants confirmed that evaporation was a good way to increase the poisoning effect on the plants, but heat somewhat damaged the process.

"How fun," I muttered. The effect of the heat made the creation of poison water difficult, but not impossible. Luckily, I had the steam engine to provide constant motion.

First, I created a huge water reservoir, made of entirely metal, with an adjustable sieve at the bottom. It had a channel, which constantly dripped water into a centrifuge powered by the steam engine, which rotated at around 400 RPM. As the centrifuge rotated, the particles moved toward the edge, but spilled only when the water amount had turned too much.

Meanwhile, there was a small gap at the center, which allowed the purer — poisonous — water to flow to another channel, which led to multiple, layered trays that collected the water. Each layer, except the bottom one, had a Pythagorean cup setup, meaning water had been collected slowly in a layer, and once it reached a certain height, it started to drain until it reached the minimum level.

Not too different from using a hose to drain a gas tank.

And, to complete, there was a ventilator attached to the steam engine, creating wind to enhance evaporation speed.

As each layer evaporated, the ones at the lower layers started to gather denser poison. That way, the process was sustainable without constant supervision — other than cleaning the sieves occasionally — giving me a selection of poisons of different concentrations to choose from, which I could use to improve my Nurture skills.

Since I needed to improve my Nurture ability quickly, I built the tray system larger than necessary. It consumed almost fifteen metric tons of corrosion-resistant iron, with each tray spreading almost a thousand square feet, which was the size of a decent three-bedroom apartment. Connected to each tray, there was a reservoir that didn't drain even when the suction setup was triggered, allowing me to get a sample from whichever layer I wished.

As I worked on adding more trays to the bottom, the first layer reservoir and the tray had been filled, and the tray section had been drained thrice, while the second reservoir had collected a decent amount.

Unfortunately, the evaporation process required some time, meaning I needed to work more.

"Let's try it," I said even as I scooped a small bucket from both the first and the second reservoirs. And, I used the first one on a mature tree.

[-48 Health]

[Nurture (Rare) 97 - 99]

"Not bad, but it could be better," I said even as I took a cutting from the tree, and grew a new one.

[-123 Health]

[Nurture (Rare) 99 - 106]

"Much better," I said even as I repeated it a few times. The poison from the first layer lost its effectiveness at just above a hundred and thirty attempts, while the second one kept me going a bit more. When I finished, my Nurture skills had developed significantly.

[Nurture (Rare) - 152]

It was promising. Once the fourth reservoir had enough poisoned water, I should be able to complete it, but I had no intention of breaking the setup once I completed it. After all, since each layer constantly evaporated, it would take longer and longer for the lower layers to be filled with water.

Without a doubt, the Epic variant of the skill would require even more potent poisons.

There was another benefit of keeping the setup. It could be used to rapidly increase the skills of the other Farmers, which might actually unlock better variants if we pushed it far enough. Maria had already confirmed that class upgrades were not a secret.

However, I didn't know if there was any difference between doing that through skill evolution and skill stones. Testing that with a few volunteers might actually help. However, at this point, I couldn't do that with the eight thousand farmers currently working. I had already rocked the boat enough for the moment.

Once again, just because it was an open secret for the powerful families didn't mean I could reveal it without putting a target on my back.

Well, another target.

"Patience," I said even as I moved toward my mining pit to crash some more ore, refilling the ore feeder for the blast furnace. However, I noticed that the deposit was running out.

It was good that I was planning to start an expedition once I improved my Nurture skills to the limit. Since I was going to create a path with the trees, adding some rails and a small, steam-powered engine to bring back the ore wouldn't be too difficult.
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                "Code red sixteen," Harold shouted, and the hunters immediately released their arrows before retreating, while all the farmers currently in the garden retreated into the first layer, each grabbing a spear as they climbed the walls.

A few more orders, and the outpost was ready to face a vicious swarm.

A successful drill.

"Very good," I shouted. "Speedy response, and excellent work. You can return to your jobs."

Harold gave several orders before he approached me. "How was it, sir?" he asked.

"Good, but it can be better. Make sure to continue practicing, especially with the new intake. I don't want them to die halfway."

"Understood, sir," he replied. "By the way, the carts you have asked for are already here. Would you like to see them?"

I nodded, and he brought me inside the second wall, where three different carts were waiting for me. The cart portion was done well, but the same couldn't be said for the connection between the pedals and the wheels.

It looked like I wasn't the only one struggling with the more mechanical aspects. It was workable, but in a way, it struggled with the same problem most of my equipment did, high-quality material used to replicate smart design principles.

It looked like I either needed to find someone that was trained as a mechanical engineer, or start studying the mechanical engineering aspects more seriously.

Before I could leave the outpost for another trip, a guard had called. "You're here, sir Arthur. Excellent. Lady Maria requests you for a meeting."

I looked at Harold. "Make sure that everything goes well. Make sure to add another pool to expand the gardens, and handle the shift change," I said. "Also, be extra alert for the possibility of sabotage when I'm not in the dungeon."

"As you wish, sir," he responded. I nodded. I appreciated Harold's efficiency. He was competent enough to rely on for a lot of things.

I ditched the guard, not wanting to lose too much time moving at a slow pace. While I couldn't improve Nurture to the degree I wanted, it didn't mean I had nothing to do. If nothing else, I could try to get more Epic skills. While I probably couldn't activate Quake Hammer before my Strength reached a hundred, making preparations wouldn't hurt.

Then, there was the issue of the iron ore deposit about to be depleted. I could recycle some of the equipment like the old experimental devices if needed, but I much rather find a new one.

Just like my primitive poison refining setup had shown, I didn't know when I would suddenly need a lot of iron for another step. Not to mention, as the arrow consumption increased, I would need more and more of it.

The trip back to town was not eventful. I used the facsimile of the Fleeting Step I had long learned thanks to the Perk guiding me, and merely ten minutes later, I was at the town. To my surprise, Maria was not at the headquarters, but at the outer town that was going through rapid construction, watching the show.

"Impressive, right?" she asked.

"It certainly is," I said, but truthfully, I wasn't sure. Yes, watching the people juggle weights measured in tons through direct application of their physical might was impressive, but it couldn't rival what we were able to achieve before the Cataclysm had destroyed our technology.

Even before, I felt that we had been too hasty to abandon that path, and my own experience in the dungeon had only confirmed it further. Yes, the skills were amazing, but that didn't mean we had to give up on the benefits of the scientific method.

We watched the show silently before Maria waved her hand, and created a bubble to block sound. "I have good news and bad news," she said.

"Let's start with the bad," I said.

"Alright. We were only able to get three hundred more crossbows."

"Really?" I asked, surprised. "It was not a problem I expected to encounter. Was it Thomas?"

Maria sighed. "This time, no. We underestimated the guilds that are trying to get involved. They swept the market and purchased all of them. A few of them are trying to sell them with absurd markups, while the others want us to sell them arrows."

"Still, buying all of them…"

She shrugged. "Crossbows are rare weapons to begin with. Often, magic or melee are the better options. Moreover, most archery classes prefer a bow. They are much more efficient."

"True," I said. "Still, altogether, it's not too bad. The first problem is a bit annoying, but could be acceptable depending on the markup. If they want to purchase arrows, it's even better. I can even sell them to you in bulk, and you can resell them. However, just note that my stocks are not infinite, so don't sell them cheaply," I said.

"But, it would reduce your profits."

"Not necessarily. As long as I can add a little profit to the sale, I should still be making enough to sustain the guild. Don't forget that I'm only earning two silvers from each shell, which is just above my cost. As long as you sell it for two silver coins, I'll be making a small but sustainable profit. And, I doubt that even if you're willing to sell, an agreement can be done in a few days."

"True," she said with a chuckle. "They are pushing their luck a lot, thinking that we have no choice but to fold to their demands just because most guilds are not interested in a weak dungeon that's too far away from the trade routes. We're lucky that the System shop that accepts the shells is not too far away."

I paused. "I recommend searching for alternative System shops that might purchase those shells. Now that the production issue is solved, it's the best point to exert pressure from."

She looked tense. "Do you think that will work?"

"Maybe. Better safe than sorry," I said. Silence stretched for a moment while she considered my words. "So, what's the good news?" I asked.

"The silver delivery is arranged. Five tons. Moreover, I managed to get almost two hundred pounds of raw gold for you to experiment with, though I had to pull a few favors. I even went to the trouble of bringing the gold with me. The silver will be delivered with the next caravan."

"That's excellent news," I said. "How about raw platinum." However, even as I asked that, I wasn't very hopeful. She would have mentioned it if she had managed to acquire that.

"Unfortunately, we failed to find any," Maria responded. "The price at the System shops is simply too high, all the platinum had been long sold. That's true for the gold as well. You're lucky that using gold as decoration is back in fashion, so it's not impossible to find."

I nodded. While the absence of platinum was a bummer — I was looking forward to using it to push my skill forward aggressively — the gold delivery was excellent news. I should be able to create a setup that would allow me to push it to the limit, which would hopefully trigger another evolution.

I needed that before I reached level fifty. The opportunity for a class upgrade was simply too valuable.

"Speaking of the dungeon, is there a way to trigger class upgrades for Farmers?" I asked. "I have a few Uncommon and Rare Nurture skills I collected while exploring. I wouldn't want them to go to waste."

"You can, but I wouldn't recommend it," she replied.

"Why?" I asked.

"Not really worth the effort," she said. "Even if you use Rare Nurture for class upgrades, the results are underwhelming."

"How bad?" I asked.

"One point of Strength or Dexterity for every five levels bad," she said with a shrug. "Not exactly worth the effort."

"And, how about pushing the skill to the limit," I said.

She shrugged dismissively. "Who would go through all that trouble," she said. "Ultimately, Nurture is the cheapest Rare skill you can find on the market by far, merely going for a few gold coins. Also, Rare skills grant better perks."

I thought about asking for more, but I could see that she was already getting bored. I decided to end that talk. "It's disappointing. Still, even a point every five levels is useful, at least for the ones I hire for my new guild. At least, I could do some proper hiring. No need to waste time."

"Your call," she said, utterly uninterested.

"How about a chess game or two before I returned to the dungeon," I offered, and her disinterest was replaced with a smile.

"Perfect. But only a few games. I have a lot of work as well. B3," she said, starting the game with an unconventional opening. I responded, and our discussion had shifted away from the dungeon operations.

I was happy with her lack of interest in the potential of the Farmer class. Once again, her bored answers allowed me to understand what was common, and what was not. Just the confirmation that Rare Nurture could be used to give them Strength or Dexterity was valuable enough.

It meant that I could help them improve their class without raising suspicion.

Dexterity would make it so they can use Basic Shot more efficiently — too bad the Common variant required Perception — while Strength meant that they could actually use Combat skills. In this dungeon, especially, having a Hammer skill could be a lifesaver against a swarm, as I knew from first-hand experience.

Especially if I armed them with weapons of my own making. Together with some stronger crossbows, they could actually operate independently on the third floor safely, opening a lot of interesting possibilities.

Of course, while she dismissed the value of letting Nurture develop naturally, I wasn't exactly sure. My meditation had evolved automatically, maybe due to the adverse conditions. It meant that the setup I had created to increase the concentration of poison from the swamp could be used to make their skills evolve as well, maybe even unlocking better classes in the process.

However, that couldn't be used without a basis for trust — and before I understood just how big of a secret it was.

Between the first and the second games, I decided to ask her another question. One that I couldn't ask the guards without ruining the identity of an experienced dungeon delver. "Quick question. Is there any way to see more through the dungeon mist?"

"Without spending a lot of mana, or spending a fortune on alchemical boosters?" she asked. I nodded. "No, not for this dungeon," she said.

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"In other dungeons, you can always travel to the last floor to kill the domain creatures, which gives you a crystal. This crystal, when absorbed, allows one to see farther through the dungeon mist, but with the way the fourth floor is, it's not really a viable path," she said.

"Can't you just use the crystal from a different dungeon?" I asked.

"No, that's unique for each dungeon," she said.

I nodded, adding that to the topics to be researched.

But, that was for the future.

Tonight, I had another date with my skills, to see whether my Mana Forge or Nurture would reach Epic first…
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                I left the dungeon with another cart, accompanied by five hundred farmers and ten guards who were about to join the operation. Part of the cart was filled with the crossbows Maria had purchased for me.

Unlike what she had thought, I wasn't particularly disappointed with the situation. While I welcomed the extra income the expanded hunting operation might grant me, at this point, I could leave the dungeon naked, and I would still consider the expedition to be a huge success.

At this point, Maria needed it far more than I did, meaning she had to be the one to visit the various towns and purchase crossbows. And if I needed it … I could always try to figure out a way to create a composite bow.

My Skills didn't include woodwork, but that didn't mean that I had to stay incapable of it. All I needed was to figure out how to make a half-decent bow part out of wood, and the rest could be made entirely of metal.

As for bowstrings, purchasing them was still viable. The guilds might purchase all crossbows around the nearby towns to pressure Maria, but purchasing all of the bowstrings was a move of a completely different scale.

Of course, the cart didn't only contain the crossbows, but also several sealed empty boxes. The gold Maria had brought wasn't a part of it, as I decided to just turn it into a thick plate and wear it under my armor. Considering its importance, I didn't want to take any risks.

It was possible, while three hundred pounds of gold sounded incredible, from a pure volume perspective, it wasn't too much. If liquified, it would be around one and a half gallons. It was heavy, but my Strength allowed me to carry it easily.

Admittedly, once I arrived at the dungeon, it proved to be an unnecessary precaution, but better safe than sorry. I led the crowd to our outpost, which had grown even more in my absence. "Sir," Harold greeted, followed by a quick summary of the operation.

The performance was decent enough. I could identify several points that I might have done differently, but I ignored the temptation of turning into a micromanager and let him deal with those details, only adding a few strategic commands, both in terms of how to handle the old operation, and how to expand the new ones.

"Should we expand to the second floor?" he asked.

"Not yet. But, make sure to identify the best performers, and let them join the guild directly. Twenty of them for now," I said, and passed Harold twenty Rare Nurture skills.

"We're trying for the class upgrade, sir?" he said without any prompting.

"Yes," I said, unable to help but sigh, realizing that it was not a feature that was particularly hidden like I had first assumed, at least, not three years after the Cataclysm. It was probably a bigger secret when I still had the money. "Just make sure to pick good candidates. Calm, smart, ambitious but not too ambitious. Most importantly, smart enough to keep their mouths shut about secrets."

"Perfect foot soldiers, I got it," Harold said.

I nodded. After all, he wasn't wrong. While I had no intention of letting the ones Harold picked learn my true secrets — even Maria and Eleanor wouldn't be able to touch house secrets, let alone Harold or the people he picked — letting them operate on the second floor already required revealing some secrets that were best kept under wraps.

I didn't expect those secrets to be kept away successfully. Even without magical means like a camouflage ring, there were too many ways to dig out secrets, including simple bribery.

However, there was a difference between an ambitious recruit selling secrets for several gold coins, and an arrogant one bragging to everyone after a night of drinking. I couldn't prevent the former, but the latter was easier to deal with.

"Excellent. Make sure to work them hard. Tomorrow, we'll start building an outpost on the second floor," I told him.

With that, I left him to organize the operators while I immediately rushed to the fourth floor. The first thing I did was to remove all the gold from my armor, and place it into the forge. It was tempting to start working on forging gold items immediately, but I turned my attention to the poison refinement setup.

With some poisonous mix already gathered on the sixth tray, I had an easy way to push Nurture to the limit. It merely took half an hour, and the poison at the fifth tray had been enough. All I needed was to repeatedly poison and cure a tree.

[Nurture (Rare) 196 - 200]

[Perk Options — Bountiful Growth / Efficient Harvest / Lingering Tend]

I picked Bountiful Growth, spending a few minutes to test its effect. It helped me to grow the trees far faster.

Too bad I didn't even begin to understand how it affected the original setup. And, without understanding, I couldn't reverse engineer it. A great loss. I might have done so if I had a few months to delve deep into the secrets of Nurture.

Unfortunately, that was simply not an option.

Instead, I pulled one of the skill stones I couldn't have deciphered before, and smiled at the notification.

[Skill Stone: Nurture (Epic)]

I absorbed it. What followed was not exactly pleasant. I had absorbed many different external skills, which gave me a general sense of what to expect. However, the sensation of absorbing an Epic skill was still more unpleasant than I had expected.

[Nurture (Rare) 200 - Nurture (Epic) 1]

However, the reward was worth it. "Let's try it," I said even as I moved toward a tree that was completely grown and touched its bark, trying to use only one point of Health, wanting to understand the differences.

[-5 Health]

To my surprise, I wasn't able to use one Health. A few more attempts showed that the least I could use had turned to five health, and it only increased in multiples of five.

That was not the only difference. The Health, for the lack of a better term, felt different. In a way, it was similar to how Vitality attacks had changed the form of the Health, but instead of turning solid and sharp, it transformed almost the opposite manner, soft and docile.

The difference was interesting. The impact, however…

"Incredible," I gasped even as I watched the tree grow after one continuous burst of Health.

[Nurture (Epic) 1 - 14]

Due to the poisonous nature of the environment, I wasn't expecting to succeed at growing anything before I visited the third floor and pushed the skill to a certain, high level. To my surprise, it worked better than I had expected.

Some more practice with Health showed that I could still use the old form of Health for Nurture, but it had no effect on improvement.

I raised several trees. The effectiveness of the skill had grown further, and I slowly lost the necessity to improve the amount of Health I used by multiples of five, but I was still unable to drop it lower. Even more surprising, the growth of the skill had stalled barely at its forties. And, even after I had started using the six different intensities of poison I had collected, I wasn't able to reach a hundred.

[Nurture (Epic) - 92]

However, that inability didn't mean failure. Even with Epic Nurture barely below one hundred, I was able to grow trees effortlessly, both in terms of time, and in terms of Health required. Epic Nurture was more effective when dealing with the corrupting influence of the poison water, meaning the trees could grow far more cheaply without being restricted by the swamp, allowing me to explore the region faster.

However, it wasn't the only benefit I had derived from my Epic skill. While Rare attack skills had various Health-based special moves, they all worked in similar manners. Epic Nurture allowed me to work with Health in a completely different manner.

After an hour of practice, I was able to create that denser variant of Health more smoothly, and it had some interesting implications, particularly for Fleeting Step. Some experimentation later, I was able to create a variant that allowed me to move smoother.

When using the softer variant of Health, the movement wasn't as fast, but it was far more flexible. With those benefits combined, it was obviously the correct decision to improve Nurture.

Too bad I couldn't improve my other skills to Epic before I reached level fifty, which was why I hadn't focused on hunting beasts for Epic skills. Even with my skills maximized, I still needed a hundred points in my stats to be able to absorb Epic skills.

But, with the prospect of my class tempting me, I decided not to hurry up when it came to leveling up.

Not before I pushed Forge to Epic level.

Or, maybe more.
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                [Mana Repair (Rare) 293 - 297]

"Well, that was straightforward," I called even as I finished forging a very intricate silver-gold sword that gleamed densely with mana. To my surprise, improving Forge hadn't required anything particularly clever. I just needed to forge various types of pure gold equipment and push the skill higher and higher.

That way, I was able to bring both skills to the threshold before dawn, even when I took multiple breaks to show my face upstairs, making sure everything was going well.

During the forging process, the only change I made was to stop bleeding into the molten metal. Unlike the earlier bursts, the denser Health I learned thanks to Nurture was easier to control, staying in the metal and allowing Mana to latch on easily.

That, combined with my steam-powered Mana crusher providing a Mana density that could hardly be matched outside, allowed me to rapidly push Mana Forge near the limit in less than eight hours. The ability to monopolize a dungeon floor was certainly an incredible opportunity.

It had been a shockingly efficient process, even when I didn't neglect to improve my Repair skills in the process. Currently, both skills are at the edge of improving.

"Let's just hope improving them again won't be too hard," I muttered even as I forged another weapon, this time pushing Forge to its edge.

[Mana Forge (Rare) 299 - Mana Forge (Epic) 1]

The sensation of improving a Class Skill was much smoother than absorbing an external skill stone, but that wasn't because it contained any less information. The biggest thing, the Forge skill came with its own way of condensing Health, one that was different from both Nurture and combat skills.

It was closer to Nurture when it came to feeling, but with more viscosity. It felt heavier and moved slower. The differences were noteworthy. The modified energy worked far better to bond with the metal. And, more importantly, it was under the direct control of the skill, meaning the improvement in the skill quality was incredible.

But, all this improvement came with a very unfortunate side effect. Just like it had been the case for the previous mana attack trick, its effectiveness to improve had dropped considerably. Luckily, that was not my only trick.

While the skill was at one, it only contained the recipes for copper. Instead of forging them again and again, I once again used Nurture to imbue gold with mana, pushing my skill forward once again. It wasn't as rapid as the previous attempts, but it was rapid enough.

Unfortunately, its effectiveness stalled when I finally reached a hundred and unlocked the proper forging recipes for pure gold. A big problem, but I preferred to focus on the benefits first.

For one, I learned that the different types of metals actually required slightly different types of Health to maximize their potential benefits. It also meant that there might be other ways of using Health that created some unusual patterns.

That was a research direction that required far more than just a day to explore comprehensively.

Worse, I was afraid that it was too much for one person. Unfortunately, I wasn't in a position to hire people, not without opening a dangerous box that I might not be able to close back up.

I repeated the same effort with the Mana Repair, and soon, both my class skills were Epic Grade. Interestingly, unlike Meditation, the skill name didn't change. I had a feeling that, just like the Perks, it changed by the actions leading to the improvement.

Unlike External Skills, Class Skills seemed to have a memory for the actions leading to their improvement.

[Mana Repair (Epic) - 101 [Advanced Observe]

Mana Forge (Epic) - 102 [Advanced Creative Forging, Mana Control]]

However, even as I looked at the incredible development of my skills, I had a frown on my face. My trick of forging with the environmental mana had stopped working even when I was working on gold.

The reason for it was simple. Epic Mana Forge didn't just have a method of condensing Health, it had a way of condensing Mana as well. From a certain point of view, it was excellent news, as it allowed me to forge incredible weapons.

Like the tiny spearhead in my hand, which was a unique iron-silver-gold alloy, based entirely on the new condensed Health and Mana I was able to utilize. It was superior to anything else I had in my possession. Not only was the material stronger and more flexible, but it also maintained an absurdly sharp point that could pierce through a rock without using any Vitality or Mana to reinforce the attack, and the thin wings it had on the side had an edge sharper than anything I had forged previously.

These attributes alone made the weapon incredibly valuable, but those paled compared to its real features. It enhanced the impact of Vitality and Mana attacks to a shocking degree. Not only was it easier to use those attacks, but also the damage was stronger than I was able to forge previously.

Several times stronger.

However, despite all the newfound advantages, its inability to use environmental mana was a deadly drawback. It meant I had to stop, absorb the Mana, deplete it back in just two blows, and repeat the process. It meant repeated pauses while working.

And, for the tiny spearhead I was holding, I had to stop almost two hundred times, which had extended the time of forging drastically— and this new method of forging was hardly time-efficient in the first place. Even the tiniest weapon I could think of took almost three hours to make. Forging a sword would take a full day, and I couldn't even imagine how long it would take to put together an armor set.

That timeline didn't annoy me from a practical perspective, though. I was sure that this tiny spearhead I was holding would go for an absolute fortune if sold in an auction. It would probably be enough to buy the dungeon I was currently in.

It was a bit of a stretch, but I was confident in my assumption. I had already used Observe on Eleanor's sword back when I was learning the Vitality attack from her, and it was not made of anything that could compare to what I had in my grasp. And, Eleanor was rich enough to be a minority investor. If she was able to purchase something made of my alloy, she would have.

Knowing her, she would never turn away the opportunity to purchase a better sword.

More importantly, she was part of a large family, and worked as a bodyguard for one of their core members. I suspected that the family purchased a sword like that for her if it was possible. Meaning, either they didn't have the access, or it was valuable enough not to be given to a guard.

Either way, it meant I needed to be even more careful. The previous ones, I was afraid of revealing because I didn't want them to affect their profits. However, my new creation was of strategic significance.

That kind of importance could get assassins involved, and not the ragtag bandit Thomas had sent. Professional ones.

Admittedly, my experiences with Assassins were limited. Most of my knowledge came from the Pre-Cataclysm era, when I had temporarily joined a government project as a consultant. While my role as a sociologist was merely peripheral, I still had to go through a weeklong training to avoid assassinations due to regulations.

The number of ways someone could be assassinated was truly shocking, and that was before magic turned into a part of the world, adding thousands of other methods. "I wonder if there's an Assassin class," I said with a deep sigh, but stopped wondering.

Ultimately, I was not ready to reveal my secrets before I got a better understanding of the landscape, and that hadn't changed.

Unfortunately, the need to keep a secret wasn't my biggest problem. No… My biggest problem was a simpler one.

It would take a long time to improve Mana Forge to its limit.

I lost the ability to rapidly improve my skill by forging hundreds of weapons in quick succession. I had tried a few tricks, but the moment recipes with gold appeared in the skill, none of those worked. It seemed that I had to use the methods in the skill to forge the weapons.

And, even the simplest weapons were requiring tens of thousands of mana to be forged. I would be lucky if I got a skill point in three hours, and it would probably get more challenging as I improved.

"How quickly one gets spoiled," I sighed, mocking myself. A month ago, I was happy to increase one proficiency point in less than a month.

Now, I was turning my nose to improving my Epic skill because a day would mean improving it only in single digits. I was still hopeful that platinum would benefit me the same way gold did, but I needed to work harder to get my hands on some.

Alternatively, maybe I could figure out a way to automate a portion of the process, or try to see if the more dangerous dungeons contained materials that could allow me to bypass some steps.

"Let's shelve Forge and Repair for the moment," I ultimately decided even as I started forging myself a collapsible spear shaft, steel with a gold core, though it was made with the old methods.

Since I had already created myself a superior weapon, there was no harm bringing it around for safety. And, once that was done, I went upstairs.

I wanted to be there for the creation of the outpost for the second floor.
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                When I arrived at the first floor — as usual carrying a huge cart filled with shells to the brim — everything that was required to move to the second floor was already in place. I saw several carts filled with construction materials, escorted by workers, which meant the second-floor encampment could be built even faster.

I didn't arrange any of them. It must be Harold who handled it all, which was fortunate. I walked further, only to see Harold talking with someone. His posture suggested that whoever he was talking to, wasn't pleasant.

"What's going on," I said even as I approached.

"Sir. We have a representative from the guilds gracing us with their presence," Harold said, but his distaste was clear.

"Speak," I said.

"Honorable guild leader. I'm just here to deliver you a letter," he said as pulled an envelope.

"From whom?" I asked.

"It's from a few other guilds that are looking to establish a local chapter in the dungeon, sir," he said as I opened the letter. I didn't need to fake a frown as I read the long and meandering letter. On the surface, it was just asking for an informal dinner where the guild masters could meet and discuss strategies, to be hosted in the town in a few days.

However, reading between the lines, there was another message, one that was not particularly hidden. It suggested that I keep the dungeon operation light until we could have a meeting.

While there was no other explicit mention of their plans, the intent was obvious. They wanted to establish a small cartel, one that could pressure the town into giving them a higher share of the profits.

"Tell them that I will attend the meeting," I said. The nameless messenger smirked while Harold frowned. I turned to him. "Start working. We have to start building the outpost on the second floor. The sooner we start, the sooner we can start making a fortune," I added loudly.

Just like that, their expressions changed. "Sir," the messenger started, but froze when I looked at him.

"What, do you want me to give up a fortune just because of a letter," I said. "I'm not here to make a pittance."

"I'll deliver that message, sir," he said before he turned and left.

Harold said nothing as we watched him move away. I could see him tense, and I didn't blame him. I wasn't feeling too different. In a more ideal world, I might have actually accepted their offer and maintained a low-key position.

Unfortunately, at this point, my wagon was firmly hitched to Maria's side. A part of it was I owed them. Not all of their assistance had been intentional, but without their initial help, my life wouldn't have been so easy.

Though, even ignoring that, supporting Maria was clearly the better option for me. They not only represented my only source of income, but they provided me unrestricted access to the dungeon, one without many uncomfortable questions being thrown around. Those two advantages were the cornerstone of my incredible development, and I wasn't ready to give them up.

Unfortunately, this meant that we had made some very determined rivals that would benefit from our failure.

"We should reinforce the security, sir," Harold said.

"Do that. Feel free to invest eighty percent of the profit back to security. And, purchase anything Eleanor is willing to give up based on credit."

"Isn't it a bit daring, sir? If anything goes badly, we might lose most of our income."

"No risk it, no biscuit," I replied confidently. Admittedly, it was a significant diversion from my earlier attitude, as I was hoping to get a nice egg's nest in case, but the latest transformation of my skill had changed my mind.

That qualitative improvement meant that, one way or another, I would make money in a way that wouldn't be ruined by a new dungeon drop. A few extra golds I would be getting from the dungeon had suddenly turned useless.

It was a nostalgic feeling, one that I had lived through before. Back then, it was a trivial algorithm for a dating app that had unexpectedly given me a fortune that had allowed me to focus on my work rather than pandering to every little boring old man who thought themselves to be geniuses just because the university needed their donations.

And, this time, it was the Forge skill that gave me an opportunity for financial independence, the kind that not only allowed me to not have to worry about my personal income, but also research grants.

The irony was that both options — mathematical sociology as a discipline, and Blacksmith class — had been treated as useless options that could never be used to make a living by society.

Sometimes, stubbornness paid off.

I let my mind linger on the other things as I watched Harold organize the operation. The temporary construction workers were already separated into teams, but, to my surprise, only sixty crossbowmen split from the group. I would have expected him to pick more.

I asked about that when Harold walked to me once again. "They are the ones I preliminary picked for the guild, sir."

"The reason?" I asked, more out of curiosity than anything else.

"They are the only ones that show the mixture of initiative and the obedience we need," he said. "I thought it's better to expand a bit slowly rather than hiring people that would wash out after a few days."

A good point, but I was curious about his rationale. "And, you know that, how?"

"I was a marine before the Calamity, sir. A sergeant, to be exact. It helps me to see who will stick out and who won't."

"A good point," I said. "But, it must be hard to see the country you have fought so hard for disappearing into nothingness."

"Nothing I could do, sir," he said before he started explaining exactly how he picked up the candidates he had chosen.

The ease with which he had dismissed the value of his service and his country was interesting, mostly because it was a widespread phenomenon. I had tried to study that during my first days, but unfortunately, it was more of a psychological study than a sociological one. During the first days, I had just assumed it was the sheer impossibility of the Cataclysm breaking the old world order irrevocably.

But, now that I had discovered the Peace Field affecting every single town, I couldn't help but wonder if there was any external reason for people so easily abandoning their old-world allegiance and higher concepts.

And, if there was one, whether it was accidental … or intentional.

I sighed even as I shelved that track of thought as yet another topic that I would look into when I had time. Or, as it exceedingly became likely, if I had time. The number of research topics I wanted to explore was getting more and more bloated.

I missed having doctorate students whom I could throw those low-priority questions at. Maybe I should start looking for a similar arrangement now that I had the necessary resources. Maybe I should pay a visit to one of those research institutes that kept rejecting me and poach a few people. Poaching their best members with excessive payment would have been a fitting payback.

However, as much as I wanted to create a recruitment roadmap that doubled as a revenge plan, I had other things to focus on. Things that might not be as important in the grand scheme of things, but were certainly more urgent.

With the decision made, I focused on questioning Harold about the general direction for his recruitment and the security protocols as we walked toward the gate that connected the first and second floors.

And, I added a few twists of my own.

"Really, sir? Don't you think large silver murals on every wall are a bit excessive? It would take several tons of silvers at the minimum. It won't be easy."

"Showing off wealth helps display confidence," I said. "Not only do I want silver, but also I want you to cover the inner chambers with gold."

I could see just how bewildered that request made him. I didn't blame him, trying to make a dungeon fort pretty in such a gauche way was not a good statement. Unfortunately, the real reason was too important to reveal.

My Observe perk could only be used through metal. Silver and gold were much better than iron. Covering the walls with ugly murals would mean that, with little effort, I could establish an impressive scale of security.

Not to mention, having a near-unlimited source of silver and gold around would certainly be useful at some point.

"That's enough strategizing," I said even as I stood at the dungeon gate. "It's time to fight."

"Shall I go first, sir," Harold offered.

I thought about letting him do so in order to see his potential, but I decided against it. In a world where individual combat capability was the most important asset, a leader had to lead from the front to have even the slightest hope of fostering loyalty.

Even if the enemy was a bunch of insect monsters I could swat as easily as mosquitos.
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                "[Nurture (Epic) 109 - 110]

I sighed as I used another concentrated dose of swamp poison to further push Nurture to a higher level, earning twenty more points in the process. However, that was not the only thing I gained. As the proficiency of my Nurture skill passed one hundred, it experienced a qualitative improvement, allowing me to choose between growth and other options like better fruit yield, stronger structure, and other features.

It was not helpful for the task next in line, which was to create a path of trees toward the possible direction of the fifth floor that would also function as a mining path, but eventually, it would be useful.

There was never any harm in more utility.

My process of exploration was direct. First, I created a huge mining cart, and temporarily added a simple lever so I could use it directly. Ultimately, I wanted to add a steam engine to make it easier to pull, but that could be delayed until it was necessary.

Then, I forged a huge number of railway tracks, which was easier to do once I created a casting system similar to the one I had used for the arrows. The Epic grade Forging skill allowed me to handle it even faster thanks to the increased mana control.

A realization hit me. "I don't actually need to create trees all along the path, do I?" I said excitedly. All I needed was to bury those tracks under the swamp, which would allow me to find it without creating a giant path of trees that would be visible.

That didn't mean the effort I had put into Nurture was useless, as I still needed the roots of the trees to solidify the ground under the tracks enough that my tracks wouldn't simply sink down, not to mention keeping the insects away was a critical step while I used the steam engine when I eventually brought the base to its new location.

Not to mention, considering the number of times I had to go back and forth, running without worrying about monsters would be useful.

However, It also meant that, once that was complete, I could cut the trees to prevent the others from easily discovering my new base. It was particularly important since I had managed to turn the other guilds into a potential enemy when I refused their offer to establish a cartel.

Once preparations were done, I finally started moving away from the dungeon gate, laying a new railroad, with two layers of trees on each side of the path, with Epic Nurture allowing me to raise these trees in seconds.

As I moved deeper, I was also doing two additional things. Every time I laid a track, I checked the ground for iron ore. I had discovered a few deposits with five percent purity, but I just marked them before moving forward instead of excavating them. I was hoping for a higher purity.

At the same time, after every ten rails, I crushed several shells in the separator, then, released the tainted energy, triggering yet another monster swarm. That way, I was able to check the monster density and direction, which allowed me to adjust the route slightly, always going toward the direction where the monsters were the thickest.

As an added benefit, I was able to test my newest spear. It was amazing. Be it Mana or Health attacks, all flowed smoothly, allowing me to kill even the giant insects from a distance with one blow.

"I need to forge a whole set for myself," I said. I was thinking of not only weapons, but also a thick full-plate armor set that increased my safety factor significantly. "No, two sets," I added as I realized that I still needed to wear my old armor outside. I could modify the inner layer of the armor, but the outer layer had to stay the same.

I could probably get away with one sword as long as I made it look identical to the looted sword I carried with me.

Just like that, I found myself lost in another routine, and a week passed, where I split my attention between exploring the dungeon deeper, forging myself a new set, and repeatedly visiting the first two floors to keep an eye on my growing guild and make some preparations for some unfortunate eventualities.

The exploration part was a modest success. Since the fourth day, I was getting attacked by the flying insects at an increasing frequency, which gave me the hope that I was going in the right direction. Unfortunately, considering my process of exploration required me to constantly lay down rails, it was slower than I'd have preferred.

For that reason, when I discovered a new iron deposit near the railroad I was creating, I created a simple steam engine to move my old base. The move took less than I expected for a simple reason: While I carried the forging equipment and other sensitive items, I left most of the iron behind.

I used that iron to create an underground chamber filled with various weapons, from iron javelins to a sealed iron tunnel with several half-complete traps that required a touch of Mana to be completed. It was a good mixture of an escape tunnel, a safe house, and an underground fortress that I could use defensively.

Having near-unlimited anti-corrosive steel was useful for more than one purpose.

The concept was nice enough that I built another underground base on the third floor, but kept the entrance buried, just in case I had to deal with assassins again.

Of course, while working on all of that, I had constantly visited the outposts, and even started sleeping at the fort on the second floor. At the surface, it looked like overconfidence, as a dungeon could be a dangerous place, but for me, it was much safer than the town, especially since the first version of the guild building was already complete, and I didn't have an excuse to sleep at the headquarters without raising some problematic questions.

Not to mention, we didn't have enough people to defend both locations, so prioritizing the dungeon was the obvious decision.

However, what took the most time was forging my new equipment that was based on the new capabilities of my Epic skill. It took a week for me to create a full set of armor, modify the other one that I was wearing outside, and create three weapons. The hammer, in particular, took a lot of time due to it requiring a lot of metal, but considering how important the hammer was to deliver a devastating amount of damage to any insect I might face on the fifth floor that might be armored enough to shrug off my other attacks, I didn't want to take a risk.

I liked my new weapons. Unfortunately, while that intense session of forging took almost half of my time, it only contributed five points to my Mana Forge skill, which was absolutely glacial compared to my old progress.

On the other hand, my Epic Nurture was growing leaps and bounds. It was already nearing a hundred and ninety, which was significant progress considering its nature as an Epic skill. The poison distillation setup I had was working well enough.

I was already working on the design of a second one, though this time, I would probably integrate a better filtration mechanism, and a more decent centrifuge, aiming for at least ten thousand RPM.

The last thing I did was to practice the Floating Step despite my distaste for flying, as the deeper I went into the dungeon, the more critical my traveling time was getting. Luckily, I had found a workaround when I was working on my metal safe houses. As long as I practiced it in an enclosed space, the Floating Step kept me from flying upward.

It resulted in some very painful collisions, but that pain was much better than actually floating into the sky like a balloon with a snapped string. I was yet to make as much progress as I had wished, but even with limited gains, I was able to make the Fleeting Step faster.

It was worthwhile as the distance I needed to travel across the fourth floor increased more and more.

"Too many things to do —" I started to complain, only to freeze when I met a very welcome view. A sudden, glowing gate, right into my vision.

The fifth floor.

While it was an exciting prospect, I didn't rush immediately. I started by surrounding the gate with five rings of trees, just in case there was a nasty surprise waiting for me on the fifth floor.

One that followed me.

However, that was not the extent of my preparation. On the railroad, I had been dragging a large cart that was filled with iron tracks. With my tools, turning the remaining iron into some kind of war wagon that was covered with iron spikes was not a difficult task.

I could use that war wagon as cover, a platform to climb on, or even a safe box if necessary.

I pushed the box, and followed in.
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                The moment I stepped on the fifth floor, I was greeted with pain. It wasn't sourced from an attack — not for the lack of trying, as every inch of me had been surrounded by monsters. Flying insects, giant monsters, armored ones, crowded enough to cut each other's path.

No, it was the very breath I had taken that had hurt me, burning my lungs like acid.

[-17 Health]

That wasn't the only source of pain, as the moment I stepped in, I found myself in waist-deep water, and the amount that slipped burning like acid. Luckily, I was prepared for that, and jumped on the metal wagon I had created. That way, not only did I not have to fight buried in waist-deep water, but I was also safe from the underground attacks.

I appreciated it. While the underground attackers weren't any stronger than the others, their attacks came from a different vector, forcing me to pay attention to them as well. The situation was complicated enough, with my vision dropping to almost three yards.

Things would have been far more complicated if my armor couldn't just shrug off all the ranged attacks. I danced with my spear in hand, the improved alloy easily piercing even the armored shells thanks to the blue glow sticking around the weapon.

I stayed on top of the wagon, fought with a speed I had never done before as I pushed my Rare skill to the limit, not even finding a moment to grow a plant. The monsters were simply too many in numbers. Maybe I should return to the fourth floor to replenish my Health, to avoid a dangerous situation. It was difficult to count, but I might be killing a dozen monsters every second.

But, before I could make such a move, I was greeted by a very welcome notification.

[Level 40 - 41]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength, +2 Dexterity]

That was enough reward for the first expedition, I decided as I jumped through the gate, returning to the fourth floor, to adjust my plans.

The first thing I did was to open one of the silver containers to consume a dense nutrition bar, replenishing my Health. The fact that the very air of the dungeon was dealing damage to me was not something I had expected.

I couldn't help but shiver as I imagined what would have happened if my weapons and armor weren't immune to corrosion. Would have they just melted away and left me defenseless against the monster horde, all the while the very air itself burned my body.

Yet, even as I processed all the ways I had gotten close to the dungeon, one thing was clear. The dungeon was not unlike a puzzle, with each level increasing the difficulty, but one that was easily dealt with as long as one learned the appropriate lessons from the earlier floors.

The only problem was that I wasn't entirely sure I was learning the 'right' lessons. Even as my skills improved, which unlocked new, more complicated recipes, every single one of them had been designed for usage by individual warriors. Not even a siege weapon, let alone anything more complicated. Even the carts and other logistic items were not included.

"No time for such pondering," I spoke aloud, disrupting my own train of thought even as I stood up, ready to prepare for the second invasion. As much as I wanted to return to the base and create a few plans, I needed to confirm a few more details about the fifth floor.

However, first, I needed a mask. Luckily, I had already experimented on the poison while I was trying to isolate it, and knew two things about it. Silver worked well to neutralize it, and so did heat.

Fashioning a breather based on those two principles wasn't too difficult. The silver part was trivial, and even the heat part was not too difficult. I just made sure to heat up the outer layer and add an insulating layer in between.

I made the silver part detachable as well, so, if needed, I could always use my sole magic skill to heat the mask back up. I didn't see that coming up, but there was no harm in being prepared.

"Now, the tedious part," I said even as I went back to the fifth floor, once again resisting the pile-up of the monsters. My breathing was once again uncomfortable, but this time, not every breath resulted in a loss of Health, so I chalked it as a success.

So, I stood on top of the war wagon, fighting against a veritable horde, their corpses piling around before they disappeared periodically. They presumably left skills behind, but I didn't have the time to check the waters for those.

None of them were able to touch me, but that didn't make their presence any less intimidating. As I fought against them, I started to understand why dungeon breaks were such a dangerous subject even more viscerally.

Alone and wearing the appropriate gear, the insect monsters were not a threat despite their great number. After all, there was a limit to the number of beasts that could attack me at once, and the disparity in equipment and mobility prevented that from turning into a problem.

Yet, I could easily imagine the same amount of beasts overwhelming the defenses of the town with ease. I sighed even as I continued to fight, dealing with the endless swarm I had triggered. Thrice, I needed to return to the fourth floor to rest, and during one of them. I went back to the second floor to check the dungeon hunting.

I was still afraid of a sabotage attempt from the other guilds.

During the third trip, the numbers in the swarm finally started to lessen, but it wasn't the only pleasant surprise. Another pleasant notification appeared.

[Level 41 - 42]

[+2 Vitality, +2 Strength, +1 Dexterity, +1 Essence]

"Finally," I cheered when I killed another beast, only for it not to be replaced by another attacker. At least, not a melee one. The ranged attacks continued to rain over my armor, but they were easy to shrug off.

I could have moved to hunt them, but instead, I returned to the fourth floor brought back a large sapling, and used Nurture to grow it.

[-96 Health]

[Nurture (Epic) 96 - 97]

Soon, I was looking at another towering tree. The additional notification was welcome. However, the moment I pulled back, the tree started to die, which showed that the same tree wasn't able to resist the corrosion of this level.

"That's not good news," I muttered. Exploring the fifth floor without the assistance of the trees was not acceptable.

Luckily, its degradation was not instant. So, I quickly raised six more trees, surrounding the gate with a nice field, which finally expanded my vision. It was a welcome change, as it meant I wasn't fully blind.

With the expanded vision, dealing with the ranged attackers was easier. The only problem, I had to periodically cure the trees. The expanded vision was worth the trouble, and the occasional points I received from the skill were well worth it.

Unfortunately, there was no chance that the trees would survive in my absence, which was not acceptable. I needed a more permanent solution.

However, before I started that, I made several quick trips between the fourth and the fifth floor, using the excess iron to create a raised metal platform surrounding the gate, not unlike a pier.

Constantly walking through corrosive mud was not my idea of a good time. Only after I had finished setting up the area, I turned my attention back to the trees. I was tempted to try using Epic Nurture to somehow increase the poison resistance of the trees. I knew that was possible, as some of the farmers had that as a Perk.

But, after helplessly trying that for half an hour, I paused, realizing the obvious pitfall I had fallen into, constraining myself to the System because of convenience.

Why not use a technological solution, one that many startups had been trying to implement on the scale before the Cataclysm.

Hydroponic farming.

I created several huge metal boxes, and filled them with soil from the fourth floor. Then, I set up another steam engine to pump water through silver heated filters, weakening the poison considerably.

The anti-corrosive floor meant that the roots of the tree couldn't grow just as deep, but that deficiency was easy to deal with using Epic Nurture. Which meant, an hour of effort was enough for me to create ten layers of trees, allowing me to set up a base successfully.

Once that was done, I scooped the skills from the water. Every single one of them was Epic, and none of them was currently usable for me.

I stored them back on the fourth floor before returning to the fifth floor, spending most of my time working on my base. After all, with the way things were, trying to explore the fifth floor was not exactly a time-efficient action.

Especially since I couldn't simply spread the trees.

However, my plans had been disrupted when the dungeon mist had suddenly split into two.

Revealing a gargantuan insect, charging forward!
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                "God damn it," I growled even as I threw the work hammer to the side, grabbed my spear, and moved aside. The last thing I expected was to be attacked by a gargantuan monster, tall enough to tower over me in a suffocating manner.

A desperate dash was not exactly the ideal way of measuring, but roughly eyeballing it, I measured it to be somewhere around two hundred yards tall, and about forty yards wide. An absurd size, reminding me of a battleship rather than a land animal.

A beast of that size shouldn't have been possible without being crushed under its own weight, particularly as an insect … but then, I was in a pocket dimension, using magic to hunt giant corrupted monsters.

It was three years too late to talk about what was possible or reasonable.

I turned my attention to more practical concerns, trying to understand its physical capabilities. It was huge, yet, despite its size, it reacted to my escape with shocking speed, adjusting its charge. Without the Fleeting Step, I would have ended up between its mandibles. I was glad I didn't have to test the durability of my armor in such a way, not with the way the ordinary anti-corrosive iron from the hydroponic garden snapping under its weight.

I didn't optimize the metal I used on the garden for durability, but even without it, it would have tanked the attack of an ordinary giant insect with limited damage. Yet, against the gargantuan variant, it wasn't able to resist the slightest.

Worse, as it drifted closer, the air I breathed gained an acrid quality, like I had forgotten to replace my silver air filter after using it for an hour. And, since that bitter smell got more intense the closer the beast got, it was easy to assume that the beast radiated some kind of intense corrosive aura.

The speed at which the distant trees wilted confirmed my theory.

Dodging didn't mean my problems were over. As I moved away, I was attacked by the other monsters. The burrower variants burst out of the ground, and the fliers fell down, trying to suffocate me, while the giant ones charged. However, there was something unusual in their approach.

Up until now, during every single encounter I had, the beasts had been attacking me recklessly, always picking the closest path possible with the exclusion of everything else. This time, it was different. The fliers circled around me in confusing patterns, the giant ones attacked in a way that forced me to a certain direction, and the burrowers did their best to block my path as they burst out of the water.

They were showing tactical acumen. It was elementary, but due to the numbers they attacked with, it was still effective. And, as if the situation wasn't complicated enough, their new tactical awareness meant that they could ignore the fear effect that was spread by the trees. Combined with the rapid destruction of the metal platforms under the mandibles of the gargantuan monster, the defenses I had created for myself were being destroyed with incredible ease.

In response, I drew my sword and released several ranged mana attacks, each attack cutting through several flying bugs before dispersing. As I did that, I jumped on the back of one of the giant monsters, using it as a platform, which prevented the borrowers from tangling with me.

Five ranged attacks were all I could throw out before my Mana drained completely. There, I switched to my spear, one hand slashing with ease. At the same time, I used my feet to roughly crush the mana-dense shells of the slain beasts, using the opportunity to replenish my mana.

Luckily, their tactics were not only elementary, but also rigid. As I jumped between the giant monsters, the attacks of the swarm slowed down, and their movement shuffled in a manner that could be called confused.

The gargantuan one didn't appreciate it, doing its best to turn to face me.

Luckily, for some reason, the mist around it was gone. It was similar to the effect of the trees in terms of the end result, but the process was clearly the opposite. In practical terms, the trees repulsed the mist, while the gargantuan beast was pulling it toward itself, devouring it, similar to using Meditation in a Mana-dense location.

I circled around it, leveraging its most obvious weakness, which was its turn speed. However, calling it a weakness was a stretch. It rotated remarkably well for a monster that was the size of the warship. Even with my improved Fleeting Step, taking advantage of that required me to stick close to it.

And, the closer I got, the more disgusting the smell started to get, warning me that my filter was reaching its limit.

I couldn't help but shiver even as I split between circling around the beast and dealing with the swarm, afraid to imagine dealing with the gargantuan beast without my long list of advantages. I stayed away from its attacks even as I focused on thinning the swarm, focusing exclusively on the fliers.

Whenever I filled my reserves, I used Mana attacks to whittle their numbers, or I switched to spear. Reducing the tactical complexity of the situation before I tested the endurance of the titanic insect seemed like a good idea.

However, despite my successful focus on fliers, the swarm showed no change of pattern, suggesting that their new tactical acumen was not only elementary, but also quite rigid. Another welcome change.

Only when the density of fliers reached a point where I could ignore them, I jumped on top of the gargantuan beast. The moment I stepped on its back, my lungs started to ache, its corrosive aura surpassing the limit of my filter.

[-6 Health]

It did not matter. I stabbed its back with the spear, first without covering it with mana. It sank well enough. Unfortunately, the beast was far too large for it to be effective. The sword reacted in a similar manner. Neither result surprised me. I switched to my hammer.

It was time to show it how a Blacksmith fought.

I brought down the hammer, using the mana attack I had designed based on my Quake attacks, depleting all of it in one attack.

[-210 Mana]

A large part of its shell shattered, and for the first time, it let out a sharp sound, one that I recognized as pain. It was good, but the even better part was the burst of mana that spread as I shattered its shell, allowing me to replenish my mana in quick order.

Its mana was far more dense in what I called tainted energy, but my Cleansing Meditation skill allowed me to separate the two efficiently, allowing me to replenish my mana as I delivered another attack … and another.

I had a feeling that the battle against the gargantuan beast was supposed to be an incredibly difficult battle. And, without the gear I had created with my Epic Skill, which allowed me to resist its corrosive aura almost completely, it would have been.

Even the iron I tagged as anti-corrosive proved to be only corrosion resistant, the broken remains of the platforms darkening and rusting at a shocking speed. Instead, it turned into a steady, almost tedious, process, not unlike another forging session. My hammer landed again and again, using its mana against itself.

Its shell recovered from the damage, but not at the same speed I could damage it, slowly weakening under my attack.

Yet, even with all my advantages, an hour after I started, I was still attacking against it. If it wasn't for the weakening of its corrosive aura as its shell got more and more damaged, I would have to retreat back to the fourth floor to replenish my Health.

Instead, I stayed on top of it, steadily destroying its shell and the flesh underneath, my hammer landing on it again and again … until the beast stopped moving, and burst into a sudden blast of light.

The sudden disappearance of the beast meant I found myself falling down. My limbs clenched in fear as I found myself in free fall, barely able to pay attention to the movement of the light. It gathered into a point, almost like it was about to turn into a skill stone, but when I got near, it turned into light back again, and infused my body.

It was a weird, ephemeral sensation, like there was some kind of connection between me and the land around me. It didn't last long, but when it faded, it left me with a nice surprise.

My range of vision had just doubled.

"So, it makes the gargantuan beast a dungeon boss," I said to myself even as I started dealing with the remaining swarm. It wasn't exactly a big surprise, as the length of the battle, along with all of its abilities, suggested that to be the case.

But, confirmation was always welcome.

I went back to the fourth floor, as I was exhausted, both physically and mentally. Not to mention, I needed to replenish my Health.

When I arrived on the fourth floor, I was greeted by a very welcome surprise. My vision range wasn't increased by three more yards as I had feared but directly doubled. Excited, I returned to the earlier floors, and realized that the same pattern held true.

I gulped, realizing its importance. An expanded range of vision would be useful while exploring the fourth and fifth floors, but it wasn't what excited me the most.

No, that honor went to the tactical flexibility provided by the ability to see more than the other people in the dungeon. It would solve my biggest fear, which was to be ambushed.

Maybe I should see if I could tempt the attacks from more dungeon bosses before I went back.
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                In the end, I was able to kill three more gargantuan beasts before exhaustion won over me.

To my surprise, finding them had been the easy part. All I needed to do was to grow a lot of trees, and once the number had passed a certain point, a gargantuan beast attacked. While the reason for their hatred was a mystery — the disruption of the mist was my best guess — the effect was not disputable.

It helped me to draw them closer, and my vision expanded significantly in the process.

As I absorbed the resulting light, my vision increased even further. Session one added three more yards to my vision, the third one added almost four, and the last one added slightly more than five, which was more than I had expected.

Compared to that, the excitement from another level up, bringing me to level forty-three, faded in importance.

Initially, even my most optimistic assumption was for it to turn into some kind of additive effect, with each boss monster expanding adding some more to my view, while the more realistic assumption was for its effect to lessen with each consumption.

The quasi-exponential growth it was displaying was certainly welcome.

I was tempted to hunt a couple more, but my need for a nice, long sleep proved to be more important. I was exhausted.

Walking around in the dungeon with a significantly expanded range of vision felt amazing. Even with my skills and armor ensuring my safety, walking around blindly in a monster-filled pocket dimension was not a comfortable feeling.

Especially since I had already dealt with two assassination attempts.

Once I reached the second floor, my range of vision barely surpassed two hundred yards, which was an incredible benefit against any potential assassins. And, that advantage would expand even more as I continued to hunt for the gargantuan beasts.

With every day, the dungeon was starting to feel like home.

Once I reached the outpost, I decided to check the immediate surrounding area, making sure to stay outside the view of the hunter teams, watching the way they operated. I had checked their operation many times, but the benefit of distant observation was valuable.

I immediately caught two problems. The new recruits who had classes other than farmers were bullying the farmers. It wasn't anything too extreme, mostly slurs, mixed with occasional pushes and shoves, but I decided to nip that in the bud.

I might lack the power to fix that anywhere else, but I wouldn't allow that to happen in my own guild.

The second thing I noted was several farmer teams, doing their best to steal some of the shells, embezzling from my profit. That, I decided to ignore. It was not ideal, but there was a limit on how much I could pay them before my actions started to be treated as not just stupidly generous, but actually suspicious.

And, I had too many secrets to handle such a suspicion. Letting them steal a few was a good idea. Maybe I should ask Harold to create a semi-official channel so that they weren't ripped too badly by the other guild members.

Harold was not in the base, so after a quick walk in the base, I returned to my room. "Let's see," I muttered even as I put my hand on one of the silver murals that covered my walls, using my Advanced Observe Perk to check every place that was connected to it, checking the existence of various metal seals I had created.

It was not paranoia when I had multiple enemies, with one of them already showing a willingness to kill me.

Then, I moved to the next stage, which was sealing the room. Locks, even the intricate ones that could have been used as a bank vault, were not secure in a world with both Dexterity and Perception. However, as a blacksmith, I had a much easier trick. I welded the door shut.

It was not impossible to breach the reinforced door, but it was impossible to do so without alerting me.

Only after that, I laid down, not removing my armor. Sleeping in armor was not comfortable, even with Health to resolve the worst of my stiff body, but it was another sacrifice I had made for my security. I closed my eyes, letting sleep claim me, my overactive mind replaced by restless dreams that were impossible to remember.

However, even that restless sleep proved to be a luxury, when I had been woken up by the insistent ringing of a bell.

"What's going on?" I asked.

"L-lady Eleanor is here for an urgent meeting, sir," the unlucky member said.

"Really, what a bad timing," I grumbled in frustration. "Just as I was trying to sleep," I added, and caught a surprised expression, one that he schooled immediately.

"Spill," I said.

He looked uncomfortable. "I don't know what you mean, sir," he said, looking panicked.

"No, you clearly wanted to say something. Speak," I ordered.

"I … It's just that I didn't see you work in your chambers for so long, sir. Ordinarily, you leave the paperwork to Sir Harold."

It felt weird, before I remembered to ask an important fact. "How long have I been in my room?" I asked.

"About two days, sir," he said.

"Working on new tactics is time consuming," I said, throwing out a simple excuse for the situation, one that might not have been entirely believable, but hierarchy had its benefits. People not bothering to ask questions was one of them.

I said nothing else as he led me outside, where Eleanor had been waiting for me. Her expression, more enthusiastic than anything else, suggested that she was here for a spar more than anything.

Luckily, it had been more than ten days since I had received the skill from her, so there was no harm in showing my great progress. Whether to reveal the full extent of it was a different question, which I would decide based on her reaction.

"Follow me," she said, her impatience clear. From anyone else, that dismissive attitude would have been a grave insult, but I knew that she was obsessed with the art of the sword as much as I was obsessed with my studies, so I understood her frustration.

I would have been equally irritable if I had been distracted by a week of non-stop meetings in the middle of my studies.

I managed to keep my desire to tease her suppressed until we left the outpost behind, knowing that teasing her in front of the guild member would affect the authority we had been reflecting. It had been a fact I had dealt with for a long time.

"So, how was your week," I asked even as we moved deeper into the dungeon. She groaned in frustration. "Come on, it can't be that bad."

"No, it's worse," she said, making a face. "Now that we're making some money, there's a lot of purchases that need to be done. More siege weapons, construction material for the town, new skills…"

"Sorry about that. I know it's all my fault —" I teased her, which she interrupted by throwing a rock at me.

"Don't be a smartass, or I'll bring you with me next time."

I chucked. "Hey, it's not like I had a better time," I said. "I spent most of my time forging the arrowheads, which left time for nothing else."

"Really?" she said, but I could see her disappointment.

However, her disappointment only made me amused. I chuckled even as I drew my sword and attacked her. She drew hers to parry mine, which launched a short yet intense duel where she stayed defensive, letting me show my abilities.

"Impressive," she said as she shifted from the defense to offense, and I found myself defending, while her attacks escalated more and more, her frown turning into a big smile.

I didn't hold back, but I didn't push myself to my full capacity either, and just relied on the sword skill.

A reasonable time had passed since I had received the skill, and even if she had realized that I had reached the limit of the Rare skill she had gifted to me, I could explain it. She already believed that I was some kind of sword genius, and even if she found that unconvincing, I could reveal the existence of the composite swords I designed to make the attacks more reliable.

"Not bad. You have worked hard," she said even as she started putting in an actual effort. She was nowhere near the real limit of her skill, but it was an actual challenge. In a way, the situation was very similar to the chess games I played with Maria.

I had no chance of victory — as long as we relied on swords only — but unlike Maria, Eleanor didn't enjoy a one-sided beatdown. Instead, she limited herself in certain ways to make our sparring an actual challenge.

However, just as we fought, I noticed something distressing. Two people, both dressed in black cloaks, approached us silently, paying more attention to the ground than their surroundings. Interestingly, the monsters around them ignored their presence, which I suspected to have something to do with the subtle blue glow surrounding them.

And, once they were about a hundred yards away from us, they stopped, waiting for something. My guess was that they were waiting for us to speak and confirm our identities.

It was not good news. I realized that, without exploring the fifth floor and killing the boss monsters, there was no chance for me to notice them. It was that confidence that made them act like that. "Try not to overemphasize the defenses of your extremities," Eleanor said even as she attacked from below.

"I don't want to lose a leg," I said while I defended and retreated at the same time, but my focus was on the unexpected presence of the two. The moment Eleanor and I spoke, confirming our identities through the mist, they started moving back.

Leaving me with a decision to make.
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                Even as I watched the two spies disappear into the mist, I didn't interrupt our sparring immediately. I didn't know the reason why they were here, and even though their presence was suspicious, I couldn't simply attack them. And, not just due to ethical reasons.

Information asymmetry was valuable in any circumstance, and had I attacked them, they would have realized that I possessed a way to see through the mist. Every other method I managed to learn about worked similarly to the effect of the trees, dispersing the mist to increase the range of vision, which worked for both sides.

Killing the dungeon bosses was the only method — that I knew of — that expanded the range of vision for the observer only. It was a strategic advantage I was not ready to give up. This meant that I continued to practice even as I wondered who was the target of the cloaked scouts: Me, or Eleanor…

My mind wandered even as I called my System. It was unnecessary, as I knew everything it would show. Still, I needed the confidence it would provide as I prepared to face a potential battle.

[Mana Blacksmith - Level 43]

[Health 1290/1290] [Mana 210/210]

[Vitality 86 / Strength 86 / Dexterity 65 / Essence 21]

[Skills (8/13)

Mana Repair (Epic) - 102 [Advanced Observe]

Mana Forge (Epic) - 107 [Advanced Creative Forging, Mana Control]

Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) - 139 [Controlled Flow, Superior Sensing, Purification]

Nurture (Epic) - 219

Quake Hammer (Rare) - 200 [Persistent Tremor]

Blade of Retribution (Rare) - 200 [Strike of Retribution]

Breeze Spear (Rare) - 200 [Floating Stride]

Fire Bolt (Basic) - 25

Shoot (Basic) - 25]

My distraction was punished by a ringing sound as the flat of Eleanor's blade slammed against my helmet. "You're getting lost," she warned.

"Sorry, I'm just getting used to the new skill," I said. "Fighting against the monsters is a different experience."

"That's why we have to practice," she responded. "You're lucky that I'm willing to waste my time helping you."

I couldn't help but chuckle. "And, it has nothing to do with the boredom you have accumulated through endless meetings."

She avoided my gaze, and a shy giggle left her mouth. "Anyway, you have improved quite a bit," she said, changing the topic.

"The dungeon is working for me," I responded, suddenly feeling encouraged. "Having access to endless materials is proving to be quite a boon. I came up with a few inventions, including one that allows me to catch if someone gets near," I said.

Technically, it was true. As long as I used a silver-gold alloy, I was able to expand the detection range of my Observe Perk quite a bit.

"Really, can you teach me?" she asked.

"Unfortunately, no," I said. "It requires me to use a perk I had received from the Repair skill, but it's still quite useful. By burying a silver web, I can detect the presence of monsters and people alike."

"Really, you did that through the Repair skill?"

"Yes. Is it a problem?"

"No," she said. "I just never imagined a production skill having combat application." She paused, and sighed deeply. "I can't believe just how big of a misfortune your class is. You're a natural-born warrior. You working as a blacksmith is a waste."

"Don't worry about it, I appreciate the variance," I said even as I walked to the perimeter, and buried a long piece of silver string — which I created in my pocket by manipulating mana. At the same time, I watched Eleanor very carefully, trying to see if she noticed my ability to manipulate mana.

It was a risky test, but with the prospect of an ambush, I wanted to see what I could and couldn't do near her without raising suspicion.

I was tempted to retreat, but after some consideration, I decided against it. I didn't know whether the potential ambush was targeting me or Eleanor, but either way, acting unaware of the potential ambush was the better option than scaring them away.

If I were to fight against these spies, I much rather do that in the depths of the dungeon. Even before I started hunting the dungeon bosses, I had the home-ground advantage in the dungeon thanks to all the buried defensive bulwarks I had prepared for this exact eventuality.

My ability to see through the mist was even more important

"Handy," Eleanor commented once I finished burying the silver string, and returned. Technically, what I buried wasn't enough to catch any interloper, but it was good enough to make my warnings credible if they returned. Even if they didn't return to attack as I feared, I could still warn Eleanor about potential assassins.

I wanted to keep my secrets, but not at the cost of letting Eleanor walk into the blades of a hidden assassin if I could help it. At this point, despite the number of secrets I had to keep from her, Eleanor belonged to the small list of people I could call a friend.

Speaking of friends, I wondered where Rosie was. Her guild was operational, but she was yet to return.

I elected not to ask Eleanor about it, but instead attacked her again, continuing our sparring session. I appreciated it, as even at the peak of the skill, the spar taught me a lot about fighting another human, particularly one that was flat-out better.

As we fought, the situation was interrupted by a sudden rumbling, and at a distance, the same two cloaked agents appeared at the edge of our range of vision once again, drawing a swarm behind them.

"Another stampede," Eleanor gasped as she pulled out of an attack. "Natural or manmade," she said.

"Definitely manmade," I said. "There's two people just at the edge of the swarm," I said.

"Not for long," she said even as she dashed forward to meet with the swarm. I bit my lip, holding back a curse as I followed her. She was as fast as me when I used Fleeting Step to the limit, making me glad I had gone through all that trouble to integrate Floating Stride into my repertoire.

Still, I let Eleanor ditch me before I started following her. "Wait for me, I can't move as fast as you," I shouted.

"Then, you can clean up!" she shouted, her attitude showing that she didn't feel the slightest hint of threat from the ambush.

While I understood where her sense of invincibility came from — I was dealing with a version of it myself — it didn't mean I approved. Especially since the enemy knew about both Eleanor and me being here, but despite that, they attacked.

As Eleanor went forward, the cloaked figure went behind the swarm, mana around them once again making the swarm ignore them. Eleanor burst forward, trying to engage with them. The swarm barely slowed her down, but she still failed to engage with the cloaked figures.

Despite that, the cloaked figures didn't try to ditch Eleanor. Instead, they retreated in a smooth manner, slowly drawing her to a certain location.

It was not something I was willing to allow. I started rushing forward, only for ten figures to appear from the mist. Nine of them were clad in pitch-black armor, while the tenth one was cloaked as well.

The cloaked one, who was clearly some kind of scouting class, directed the rest. I changed my direction slightly to catch up with Eleanor, only for them to cut my path.

I wanted nothing more than to retreat, but I couldn't do that without revealing I had detected their presence. And, at this point, it was not an acceptable sacrifice, so instead, I moved forward, but didn't show my Fleeting Step.

Soon, I found myself face-to-face with the three armored figures. "Get out of my path, or die," I called in faux anger even as the nine armored figures spread out, ready to cut my path. Their formation was enough to reveal what they had been trying to do.

It wasn't a formation designed to surround someone, but to support each other in case I tried to ignore them and push forward. That alone was strong evidence to suggest that they were trying to delay me.

Their armament suggested it as well. Their armor was heavier than I expected, and every single one of them carried shields. Their equipment was identical, making them look like some kind of an assassination squad.

I didn't want to engage with them, but I needed information. So, I rushed forward, and attacked the one at the center of the formation, my sword covered with Vitality. The shield was sturdy enough to resist the blow, giving them a chance to counter-attack if they wished.

It was a risky move, but a necessary one, because, during the brief contact, I managed to use Observe, which gave me a brief, yet accurate snapshot of the shield. I attacked a second one before the first recovered, ready to retreat before they closed around me.

To my surprise, instead of leveraging the opportunity, they stayed spread in their formation, showing their intent to delay me. That alone had granted me a very important piece of information. They didn't want to kill me but wanted to split me and Eleanor up.

I paused for a moment before I attacked the line again, but my intent was more about testing their equipment. It was new, not showing any sign of damage from anything but very brief sparring. No one had touched them since they had been purchased from the System Shop, not even to cast a repair spell — which was something I could distinguish at my current skill level.

They were also thick, heavy, and most importantly, optimized to resist sword attacks. As long as I used a spear or a hammer, I could have easily killed them.

It was purchased to delay a certain guild master who had famously only used swords. They targeted me, and not Eleanor, as Eleanor was too fast to be restricted by them.

Someone had gone through a lot of trouble to set up a unit to delay me. The only question, was whether they were trying to split Eleanor so they could kill me … or the other way around.

Ironically, I found myself desperately wishing that it was the first version, as that was destined to fail. At this moment, I had too many hidden advantages for such an attempt to succeed as long as I stayed in the dungeon.

Eleanor's abilities were not as much of a secret.

I needed to make a decision, and I needed to make it immediately.
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                "You bunch of whipper-snappers think that you can kill me," I laughed boisterously even as I suddenly started running away, but limited myself to ordinary running speed. "I didn't get to my age by stupidly letting people ambush me."

Before they could make a decision, I had passed the forty-yard mark. The cloaked one followed me from a distance, using hand signals to command the other armored figures. Once again, I enjoyed the luxury of having a better range of vision, as it allowed me to see their movements clearly.

They were happy to keep me separated from Eleanor.

That left the question: why bother setting things like that in the first place? Couldn't they have just ambushed Eleanor when she was alone?

I didn't waste too much time thinking about that, and instead focused on my first problem. How to ditch the cloaked scout, who was constantly updating the rest on my location. Then, I turned my gaze toward a nearby cliff.

At this point, I was familiar with Quake Hammer enough to create the same effect with a punch. It shattered the cliff, which came tumbling down.

That had two advantages. First, it was very loud, enough to confuse the scout who relied on his hearing. More importantly, the destruction of the dungeon fixture released the tainted energy that was captured in the dungeon, which pulled the nearby beasts toward me.

The scouts were able to prevent the monsters from attacking them by using some kind of item — which was another suspicious point, as I had no doubt such an item was extremely expensive, or it would have been a common gear for the dungeon guards — but the armored ones didn't have it.

This meant that, with the swarm between me and them, I was free to retreat.

The scout tried to follow me, but I didn't let him succeed. He was fast, but nowhere as fast as my modified version of Fleeting Step, which incorporated some principles from Floating Stride. Still, I made sure not to show that fully as I retreated back, bringing down two more cliffs on the way.

Then, I circled the whole area, moving at full speed, doing my best to calculate Eleanor's current position.

A minute later, I was looking at Eleanor, still chasing the two scouts. There was no threat there, so I moved forward, wondering what kind of trap was awaiting her.

I moved forward, hoping that the commotion Eleanor was creating to conceal my approach. Though, I didn't have to move too far. Following the path the scouts had been drawing Eleanor, I had found a relatively deep canyon. On both sides, there were two ballistas, ready to be launched.

Of course, that was not the full extent of the ambush. I could see almost a hundred people, their blades ready. I was able to recognize most of them as members of the various guilds, including a few leaders.

Seeing their identity, their ploy had turned apparent.

They wanted to kill Eleanor, and blame me for it. After all, Eleanor had publicly visited me before we left for the dungeon.

I had to admit, if they were trying that, it was a good ploy. It would not only weaken Maria's support significantly, but also force her to distance herself from her biggest supporter, forcing her to rely on the other guilds.

Assuming, of course, Maria was able to handle the loss of her best friend. Knowing her, abandoning the dungeon to her family while she left to harrow in her depression was a much likelier option.

However, while the plan offered a lot of benefits, trying to target both me and Eleanor at the same time made the plan unnecessarily dangerous. From the perspective of the guilds, safely dealing with Eleanor was safer than the alternative. Refusing their offer to collaborate wasn't that big of an insult.

Then, there were the resources that they had committed to the attack. The team I fought against before had been equipped to defend against me, which was a significant level of financial commitment.

I suddenly had a hunch as I circled the group, trying to see the face of a figure who seemed to be in charge.

A bodyguard of Thomas.

I had no intention of directly attacking the group. The existence of six ballistas alone was enough to make the position unassailable, let alone the forty extra fighters ready to intervene.

I reversed the direction, using Fleeting Step to cut the path of the two that had been pulling Eleanor into an ambush, and managed to cut their path about four hundred yards away from the ambush spot. I rushed with the full speed of the Fleeting Step, and cut their path from the opposite direction.

They were fast enough that I couldn't take them down easily, but I didn't need to do that. I just needed to slow them down. Eleanor caught up with them, her blade glowing with vitality, and a few slashes were all it took to kill them.

"What's going on?" she asked. "How are you this fast?"

"I also learned an Uncommon spear skill to surprise you during our spars," I said, quick to explain and give an excuse even as I focused on killing the swarm around us. "But, the ambush forced me to reveal my hand."

"I know. They are not as subtle as they think they are," she said.

"And, you're moving toward it regardless," I said, unable to suppress my shock.

"Well, yes. How else would I deal with them?"

"And, you're not afraid they have a force that's overwhelming enough to take you down?" She snorted dismissively. "Even if they have siege weapons?" I asked.

That made her eyes widen. "No, that's impossible. How do you know?"

"One of my attackers slipped it as I was retreating, trying to taunt me," I said, inventing a credible source to what I had seen.

"Your attackers?"

"Yes. My attackers. The moment you left me behind, ten more warriors appeared to cut my path, geared specifically so I couldn't support you."

"Still, I'm sure that together —"

"No," I cut her off. She looked frustrated, ready to refuse. Her attitude was radiating confidence to the point of recklessness. The fact that she was killing the monsters around us with incredible ease just reinforced the image.

I had to admit, her arrogance was not entirely unjustified, but the ambush that was waiting for her was too significant, particularly with the ballistas in place. But, I didn't know how I would convince her without telling her I had already seen it.

I was afraid that I had to reveal I had already killed a few dungeon bosses to convince her. It was not something I wanted to reveal, but it was better than letting her walk into a deadly ambush. My secrets were important, but not to the point of letting her walk to her certain death.

I would reveal it if I had to. But, before that, I had one more thing to try. "Please," I continued. "If you follow my lead, I promise that I'll spar with you every day for a week."

Bribery worked where honesty and common sense failed. "Alright. Don't forget it. Even if Maria wants to play chess, sparring takes priority."

"Deal," I said, doing my best to ignore the two bodies that we had left behind. "Now, follow me."

With that, I led her back to the initial ambush location. The squad was not there, but finding them hadn't been too difficult. Their scout had tried to bring them away, which was a valiant, but ultimately useless effort. My range of vision meant that I was able to see them even when they were trying to hide.

I still made a show of searching for them by going in the wrong direction first before switching. "Good instincts," Eleanor said as she dashed forward. "Take the scout while I deal with the armored ones."

I had no problem with that assignment. The scout split from the group, while the armored ones gathered together.

The moment I got out of Eleanor's range of vision, I sped up even further and caught up with the scout. I hurried up, because their actions made it clear that they were using a method to communicate with each other.

They acted like they had been promised reinforcements. Technically, it could be a lie, but I wouldn't bet on it. The enemy had invested too much into their ploy to turn back immediately.

I attacked the scout, using my Strength advantage to the limit, his lack of metal armor putting him in an even more disadvantageous position. The skill difference between us was stark enough that I could just rely on the skill to deal with him, which meant I could split my attention between my fight and Eleanor's massacre.

She was good. Intimidatingly so. I was aware that she had been holding back during our spars, but I clearly underestimated the extent of it. Her blade danced with an alacrity that I could never imagine matching.

I wondered if her Dexterity was that high, or if it was a difference due to the perks. Either way, she danced around the nine armored figures, making sure that their presence was more of a restriction to each other than actual benefit.

One of them had already fallen, and two others looked in critical condition.

Since she seemed to be in control, I once again rushed forward.

I needed to see what the main group was doing.
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                Finding the main group had been easy. I didn't have Perception, but the rushed movement of forty people, particularly when it was accompanied by a monster horde, was not too difficult. Luckily, not every single one of them had a movement ability, so they had to split their forces into two.

The main group, the bigger crowd, had rushed forward, while the second team, consisting of merely ten members, with six of them pulling the carts the ballistas were placed on, trailed behind them.

Their burst of speed confirmed that they were in communication with the other group, doing their best to catch up with Eleanor before she could finish with the armored team.

What I wanted to do was to talk with Eleanor and convince her to retreat, but I doubted that she would follow that suggestion. She was too confident, too headstrong.

I needed to equalize the stakes. The distance between the first and the second group wasn't far enough for me to deal with all of them before the reinforcements could arrive — the distance between the two groups was merely two hundred yards, and I didn't have the luxury of delaying them.

Luckily, killing them wasn't my objective.

I attacked them from behind, which cost them a valuable second before they could raise an alarm. They tried to put a defensive line around the ballistas as they shouted, trying to raise an alarm, but it was too late.

I was already on top of the carts, and delivered the mana variant of the Quake punch, figuring out if it would be enough to destroy an immobile target. It was not. The siege weapon was able to resist the attack better than I had expected.

Thankfully, letting out a secondary blast of mana, this time under the control of Mana Forge, had been enough to deal with them. An Epic skill, even if it was merely a production one, was an incredible asset when used correctly.

I didn't even need to destroy them completely, just damage the main shaft and add a large crack — one that I could repair just as easily if the need arose.

They made an attempt to catch me, but none of them had the necessary speed. I retreated, not only leaving them with their precious ballistas, which were turned into expensive junk, but also dragging a large box of ballista bolts with me.

I departed in a hurry, as I saw ten people splitting from the main group, including Thomas' bodyguard and three of five guild masters I had recognized. It was an elite force, one that I wasn't ready to confront.

I didn't expect Thomas' bodyguard to be as strong as Eleanor — or he wouldn't have gone through all that trouble to set up such a huge ambush — but that didn't mean he wasn't as strong as me. And, supported by three guild masters and a few other soldiers, he had an overwhelming advantage.

Unless, of course, I changed the equation somewhat.

I picked a route that was almost perpendicular to Eleanor's direction, which, as an added benefit, allowed me to stay near her without restricting my escape path. But, the real benefit was that it was on the path of the safe houses I had created, which also doubled as an armory, filled with javelins.

Manipulating their pursuit was easy. Several members of their party were faster than me unless I used Floating Stride, which was still not something I could use, but they didn't dare to confront me without the rest. So, they moved near the group, spread to cut my path in case I wanted to make a beeline for Eleanor.

I changed direction occasionally, acting like I was trying to do that to make the scouts' job of trying to find my location harder. Even with the help of Perception, tracking the location of someone solely by sound was not easy, especially when the man in question could incorporate wind into his steps, and monsters were hardly silent either.

When combined, my advantage in vision allowed me to easily avoid the traps they tried to place. I had to admit, their attempts weren't half bad both in terms of creativity and robustness.

In a way, it was like playing chess with Maria, where every move was done with a strategic robustness that I couldn't come close to matching. Unfortunately for them, it wasn't a chess game, where both sides had equal resources and equal information, where pure calculation ability of the stat and mindless repeating solved their problem.

It required them to systematically analyze the information granted by the Stat and direct it efficiently. Without a deliberate restriction and being pushed in the correct direction, the Stat didn't work. A classic garbage-in-garbage-out problem. They were not even able to understand the reason for their continued failures, still under the assumption that we shared the same range of vision, just setting even more elaborate traps.

In any other situation, I would have lamented about it being a waste, but coming from my enemies, it was always welcome.

It was appropriate to add some more complexity to their plight. I opened the box I had taken and pulled one of the bolts. It was mostly metal, but a quick check with my Repair skill showed me that the metal was nothing more than a relatively ordinary iron alloy, once again there to hold the enchantment in place.

And, the enchantment was far too complicated to even start making sense. I didn't waste any time before I threw it toward my enemies. It managed to catch them in surprise even as it hit one of them in the chest … only to bounce helplessly.

Whatever enchantment was on the bolt, it didn't trigger when I threw it by hand.

I threw two more, and they bounced off nearby rocks, and their lack of reaction implying that my method of using the bolts was utterly useless. Still, I threw a few more until I had reached one of my safe houses. I pulled the hatch to enter, placed the remaining ballista bolts there, and grabbed a bunch of throwing spears, as well as the spear-thrower I had designed.

Well, "designed" was a big word. A spear-thrower, or atlatl as my anthropologist friends insisted to call it, was one of the first inventions the early humans had ever come up with, believed to be in use for almost thirty thousand years.

It was attached to the bottom of the spear and folded against it. Then, the spear was thrown by the action of the upper arm and wrist. Atlatl acted as a low-mass, fast-moving extension of the throwing arm, increasing the length of the lever, and allowing the thrower to impart force to the dart over a longer distance, thus putting more energy and allowing for higher speeds.

Though, in my case, there was one other advantage. I designed the atlatl to hold my mana so that I could imbue the javelin as I wanted. Not only did it cause more damage, but, as an added benefit, it might have caused an outside observer to mistake the source of the attack, and assume that I had some kind of magical device rather than Essence Stat.

It wasn't a guarantee, but I had done all that was needed to do so, including making the atlatl needlessly ornamental, with gold and silver fittings on the surface. It did look like a weapon purchased from the System shop.

Now, it was time for a field test. I moved away from the entrance, zeroing in on my first target: The scout. Not only was he not wearing heavy armor, which made him a good target for the ranged attack, but also his direction was a critical part of their strategy.

I channeled some of my Mana to the spear, weakening its structure appropriately as I targeted him, and released it.

[-40 Mana]

To his credit, the scout tried to dodge the attack. The combination of Dexterity and Perception gave him a chance despite the mist significantly restricting his vision. When all of it added up, however, even his supernatural abilities didn't help.

The spear not only hit, but the weakened structure started to shatter into razor-sharp, mana-soaked shards as it hit his chest with enough momentum to shred his clothing. The damage was severe, but Health was already helping him to recover.

[-37 Mana]

[-28 Mana]

Two more spears, one targeting his head, stopped that recovery. I couldn't help but wince as I killed another man. It was not a good way to go.

"Take cover," one of them shouted in panic. The one with the Intelligence tried to give some orders to change it, quick to realize that ranged attack had only been effective on the scout because of his lack of armor, but his command went unheeded as the orders conflicted.

One disadvantage of mixing the various guilds.

I decided to fuel their worry even further. I threw another spear, but this time, the mana worked the opposite way. Rather than spreading through its structure to weaken its integrity, it focused on the spearhead, reinforcing the impact point as much as possible.

[-95 Mana]

Then, I threw it to the one with Intelligence, one that was doing his best to control them. The spear sank into his right elbow, making him drop his sword in pain.

Loss of the only calm voice didn't help their panic. It was a good moment to attack them … if I had the ability to deal with a team of armored soldiers. Unfortunately, I did not. Health made that process very troubling.

Even with the hammer I used against the gargantuan monsters, it wasn't a challenge I would be willingly embracing. Without it, it was hopeless. Instead, I had just absorbed the mana from a few shells while they tried to recover, threw two more spears at the stragglers, and forced them to gather together to defend against the inevitable assault.

Then, I ran away to meet up with Eleanor.

            

    
        Chapter 84

    
    
    
    
                I found Eleanor fighting a surprisingly effective hit-and-run battle, using her speed and Dexterity to the best of her ability. She wasn't incredibly fast. I could see that her speed was somewhat comparable to Fleeting Step, though it was considerably more flexible. She was making movements too sudden for me to replicate even with Floating Stride, and it helped her to be never surrounded.

However, while that ability helped her to never be surrounded, it wasn't helping her to actually deal the finishing blow. The reinforcements — the ones that failed to distract — had arrived, their numbers ensuring that Eleanor couldn't focus on one enemy at a time. There were a few bodies on the ground, but it was likely that they had been slain before the reinforcements had arrived.

And, whenever an exhausted one retreated back, the potions and concentrated nutrition bars were in place to help them recover their Health.

Eleanor was incredible as she danced around them despite the numbers, her confidence not faltering even for a second, but I could see that her fighting style had been geared more toward evasive action and defense than stopping power. Not shocking, considering stopping power was one thing Maria didn't lack. She just needed to keep Maria safe against the enemies while she spread destruction.

Unfortunately, without Maria, her lack of stopping power, particularly against armored figures, was showing. Her ranged attacks weren't enough to easily pass through the high-grade armor. Not that she was using them often, no doubt careful about depleting her Health.

Admittedly, I was tempted to just turn my back and leave. I didn't know what encouraged — or forced — Thomas to pull such an intense ambush, but it was certain that this wasn't the end. From what I could derive from my limited interactions in mind, he seemed entitled and greedy. A bad combination, particularly when confronted with failure.

Back before the Cataclysm, I had dealt with people like him a lot, often in the form of trust-fund students who were under the impression that their family money should somehow afford them a passing grade. But, occasionally, I had dealt with them as a part of a disciplinary committee — yet another pointless time sink I had to deal with before the Cataclysm — where I had to examine their 'discretions' quite a bit.

Rich and popular, they were not used to losing on topics they cared about, feeling entitled to success. Some just threw a tantrum before avoiding the topic of failure, while others doubled down.

Thomas clearly belonged to the second category, the kind that would take such a loss personally. Another attack would inevitably arrive.

In that attack, it was certain that he would escalate things further. Yes, I had my setup, but now that the proof of concept of dungeon exploration was in place, I could easily move my things to another location. It was a smart decision. Looking rationally, no one could claim that I actually owed Maria or Eleanor anything. Anything I took, I had paid back more than tenfold.

Yes, I earned a lot, but I didn't owe them for the benefits they hadn't intended to give.

However, it didn't change the fact that, since the Cataclysm, they were the first people I had truly bonded with. Hours of playing chess with Maria despite being demolished repeatedly, Eleanor's constant badgering for another spar, the long dinners whenever we managed to get some time from our busy schedule.

"God damn it," I growled as I had committed to a stupid, short-sighted, sentimental decision that I was sure would give me an endless amount of trouble.

I swung my arm, bringing the atlatl down.

[-46 Mana]

Another spear let loose. This time, I wasn't targeting a scout, on alert against the possible attacks, but one with his back turned at me, unaware of the risk. The spear exploded and took him from the back of his head.

The result wasn't pretty.

Once again, the dungeon mist worked to my benefit, especially since the scouts had been working hard to stay out of Eleanor's way, spread at the outside of the formation to track Eleanor to limit her mobility advantage. It meant, they weren't able to see each other, the shocked cries of the other fighters weren't enough to inform them about the true nature of the threat.

Before the crowd could even realize what had happened, I moved around, taking down all of the scouts. Eleanor looked equally surprised about the development, but it didn't prevent her from moving forward to take down the surprised attackers.

I stayed outside their range even after I had finished dealing with the scouts, this time aiming for the armor joints. The damage from the armor-piercing variant might not be as dangerous, but it still blocked their mobility enough to give Eleanor an opportunity. The tacit cooperation was enough to allow us to take down six more permanently before they pulled back into a defensive formation that made my throwing spears useless.

Since only two spears remained, it was not exactly a great loss.

Eleanor, realizing the situation had reached a stalemate, pulled back. I approached her from the other direction, and once I walked her into her field of view. She looked at me in shock, which was to be expected. What I was afraid of was to find suspicion or hostility. Luckily, those emotions were absent. I was sure of it, as Eleanor wasn't a particularly difficult person to read.

A part of me was glad that it was Eleanor and not Maria I had revealed it. While Eleanor had a sense of directness that didn't appreciate subterfuge, she was grounded enough not to take my sudden reveal personally.

At least, under the current circumstances.

She had enough presence of mind to not speak at the earshot of the others as we retreated back. She just made a questioning gesture, but when I gestured for her to follow me, she didn't complain, moving full speed as she followed me.

I didn't know whether it was the reveal of my surprise, or the overwhelming number of enemies that convinced her to retreat without complaining, but either way, I was too happy with the outcome to question it.

"Someone has been keeping secrets," she said, but only after we had put almost a mile distance between us and the hostile party.

"I have been told a little mystery looked good on a man," I responded even as I gave her a comical pose with my sword. With my bushy silver beard, no doubt ridiculous, but she didn't laugh. I shrugged. She must be still under the effect of the adrenaline.

She spoke almost a minute later, when we stood at the dungeon gate leading to the third floor. "Why are we going down?" she asked. "Shouldn't we return to the first floor?"

I was glad that she was asking about it rather than ordering what to do. I must have really impressed her. "Not before we pick some gear from my stash. We don't know if they have any other nasty surprises." With that, I stepped through the gate.

"Nasty surprises, like what?" she asked.

"Well, the ballista squad, for one," I commented casually, only for her to actually stumble.

"Ballistas, really?" she asked, shocked. For once, she actually looked unsettled. I didn't blame her. A lucky ballista shot might not have killed her, but it didn't need to. All it would have taken was for it to impair her mobility for a while, and the fight would have ended very much differently.

"Yes, all organized by a bodyguard of Thomas, I have seen him," I said, then gave her a quick summary of everything that happened, all while still running at her maximum speed, easily killing any monster that we came across.

She listened to me without interruption, but I was too familiar with her to miss her growing suspicion. I didn't blame her, as she lacked one critical piece of information that explained how I was able to outplay the enemy with such ease.

"Is it the camouflage ring?" she asked, finally interrupting me toward the end of my story, only to pause. "No, it doesn't make sense —" she continued, only to gasp in shock. "No, you can't be serious," she said even as she put some distance between us.

It wasn't the fear that made her retreat. Instead, she just raised two hands and raised six fingers from fifty yards away … a distance that I wasn't supposed to be able to see her.

"Four and two," I said, unable to keep a smirk away even as she looked absolutely shocked. I wasn't stretching the reveal to mock her. Instead, I was letting her piece things together on her own, hoping that it would help her to process the other secrets I was planning to reveal.

I didn't know if I would reveal all my secrets, but any decent subset would be shocking enough to be worth wasting a few seconds here.

She showed me a few numbers, and even wrote a few words in the air for me to read, which I told her with ease. As her shock melted into acceptance, she made one last gesture. "And, what's this number?" she asked.

It was one. A special one. "Well, that's just rude," I said with an exaggerated offended tone.

"Sorry, professor," she responded with a soft laugh even as she closed the distance, and we started moving once again. "So, you have managed to kill a dungeon boss," she commented.

"No," I said, and she looked insulted. It was a mean way of extracting information from her, but her disbelief just confirmed that there was no way of expanding the vision range without actually dispelling the mist — at least, to her knowledge. Old habits die hard. I quickly amended my statement. "I have killed four of them."

She fell into silence once again, thinking for a long while. "You consumed the crystals yourself, right?" she asked. I nodded. "No wonder you were able to outplay the ambush so easily," she commented. "Surprising."

I nodded. She was right. It was surprising, but she was handling it well. I must have impressed her more than I had expected for her to so easily accept my claim of soloing a dungeon boss, let alone multiple.

I just hoped that she would be just as accepting of all the other secrets I was about to reveal.

            

    
        Chapter 85

    
    
    
    
                Soon, we were standing in front of the cave that held my best gear. I could have gone in and grabbed my weapons immediately, but before doing that, I turned to her. "I need you to promise me something."

She gestured for me to continue. "Go ahead."

"I need you to swear that you'll keep what I'm about to reveal to you a secret. It's a matter of life and death," I said. For a moment, she looked affronted, like I had just asked her to deface a monument to her religion. It clicked. "Except Maria, of course," I added. "I know you two come as a package deal. I won't ask you to keep secrets from her."

I would have if it had any chance of working, but it was a moot point.

She lost her tenseness. "Better," she said. "But, I won't make any promises in her place."

"As long as you help me convince her to keep it a secret," I bargained. I wasn't entirely sure if it working, but I wasn't under any delusion. The moment I decided to help Eleanor openly, I knew that they would pay more attention to my actions.

It was inevitable. Previously, no matter how much potential I had offered, I didn't represent an actual threat. What I had displayed while helping Eleanor proved that I was able to fight on the same stage as them. It meant attention, which would eventually lead to the reveal of my secrets.

Voluntarily revealing them looked much better.

"Let's see what makes you so tense," she said even as I swiped the rocks from the entrance and revealed the safe house to her. There were several notable items, but at the center of the room stood my armor, placed on a mannequin, and next to it, stood my three weapons.

"Looks pretty, but hardly a big reveal," she commented even as I walked toward the stand. "I was kind of suspicious that you're holding back a new alloy based on the number of shells you collected without the assistance of your new guild, but mentioning killing a dungeon boss pretty much settled it. You need to be able to ignore the corrosion completely to actually spend that much time on the fourth floor."

"Fifth floor, actually," I corrected, which made her look at me with a sudden shock, which made me believe that it was a big deal. Admittedly, considering the difference between the fourth and fifth floors, it was certainly a big deal, but I seemed to guess that just by the mention of the fifth floor.

I needed to learn what was common knowledge and what was not.

"How?" she asked.

"Well, I'm sure this will answer some of your questions," I said as I threw her the sword, hilt first. She caught the sword, almost absent-minded, but the moment she swung the sword absentmindedly, she froze like she had been struck by thunder.

"Impossible," she gasped as she let Health cover the sword, which stretched significantly. "I … just…"

I smirked even as I realized the best way of getting rid of her. "Why don't you go out and test it for a moment and meanwhile, I can change."

She didn't even deign to answer my question even as she stepped out. I changed into the other armor, grabbed my hammer and spear, and went out. On my waist, I still had the sword I used publicly, which wasn't as good as the one I had given to Eleanor.

I wasn't stupid enough to try and get back the sword from Eleanor … at least, not before I forged one of her own that fit her style even better. I shrugged. I still had my hammer and spear, which was already more useful against the upcoming battle.

The hammer in particular. I could hardly wait until I smashed their faces and —

I paused, my own smug satisfaction made me do a double-take. I was thinking about killing people. It was a deep, solemn event. But, I was treating it as a challenge to be cleared, almost like an exciting problem.

I wondered if it had something to do with the fact that they were determined to ambush us, or if was I simply getting too used to violence because I had spent my days in violence. Yes, it was against mindless monsters, but it was clearly making me more callous to death.

"Maybe I'm the crazy one for actually trying to treat life as something sacred," I muttered as I continued to put on my armor. After all, people had been doing their best to treat life as a currency — and not a particularly valuable one — as they tried to climb the ladder of power, both the system and the social kind.

However, the moment I finished putting on armor, I abandoned those thoughts. Not permanently, but there were better ways to handle a potential ambush. Regardless of my own feelings — or lack thereof — the ones that ambushed us needed to be dealt with.

I was afraid of what they would do next.

I replenished my throwing spears, and left the hideout. Outside, Eleanor was practicing her skill attacks, her face contorted in a familiar excitement while the life aura around her sword was thicker than I had ever seen. "Let me guess, you have earned a few skill points."

"Try a lot instead. I have gained six points. It's absurd," she responded even as we started to run back. "Is this how you managed to improve that much in such a short time? I can see why you want to keep this a secret."

"Yes, I don't think a lot of city lords would appreciate the prospect of lower classes getting stronger," I said.

"But they would love to have those swords," she commented, looking confused.

"Enough to keep me a guest forever," I responded. "Before I make any kind of decision, I want to be strong enough."

"Then, why did you come here in the first place and play along," she said. "Aren't there better ways to access a dungeon."

"Well..." I said, realizing that she misunderstood the timeline of my development. I wanted to let her continue believing in that. Not due to any practical reason, but solely because I was ashamed. But, even the harmless lies had a way of coming out, and the last thing I needed was for her to believe my presence to be some kind of conspiracy.

So, as we traveled back, I gave her an abridged version of my story, up until their recruitment. It didn't take long, as it was hardly a riveting story. "Really?" she said, chuckling in amusement. "The genius professor wasted three years of his life doing nothing but sending applications."

I shrugged. As much as I wanted to defend myself about the impact of the peace field and how it potentially impacted people who lived in towns, I held back. Not because I wanted to keep it a secret, but because that particular topic needed far more time than we currently had to properly explain. "I have to admit it was not my finest moment, but it worked out. Without your help, I doubt I could improve my combat skills in such a short time," I said. I wasn't sure if it was entirely true, but being generous with credit was almost always a better choice.

"Yes, you owe me," Eleanor said, her smile widening. "Wait until Maria learned I managed to help you more than those silly experiments."

"I wouldn't go that far. After all, it was her experiments that allowed me to unlock Essence. Without her, I couldn't use Mana ..." I continued, only to stop when I noticed Eleanor had stopped, and was falling behind me.

"Y-you can use mana," she gasped in shock.

There, I realized that I had yet to mention that fact. "Well, yes," I said even as I raised the sword, and let the mana gather around the edge, which turned mana into something actually visible rather than something that could be sensed through Essence.

"How?" she repeated. "The only way to unlock new stats is to upgrade class skills, and the skill stones that allow it are nearly impossible to find," she said.

"Maybe, but it doesn't exclude upgrading the skill directly," I said. She looked at me blankly. "I'm sure upgrading the rarity of the skills through practice is not a secret."

"Well, no," she said. "But, it only upgrades to the rarer variant of the same skill."

"Not always," I replied, remembering my own experience with Meditation, which upgraded to Cleansing meditation. "And, sometimes, achieving something incredible, like creating a mana-infused metal alloy can actually upgrade the skill to a rarer variant."

She gasped. "T-that's a game changer."

"Believe me, I'm aware. Why do you think I'm keeping all those secrets? People kill for much less." I didn't have any concerns about revealing that to Eleanor, as paradoxically, it would help her to keep my secret even better.

Ironically, the bigger the secret, the harder it is to sell. My ability to forge weapons that even Eleanor couldn't access from the market was a secret she could have sold for a king's ransom.

The potential to upgrade production classes … was the kind of secret the buyer would have killed everyone just to prevent any accidents.

Hopefully, Eleanor was smart enough to realize that as well.

She stood silent for a while, her expression shifting. "We will talk about it later," she finally declared. "We have a battle to win."

"Don't worry, we will," I said, feeling excited at the prospect. The information I managed to glean from both of them allowed me to improve significantly. I was enthusiastic about what a true collaboration could bring.

But first, we had a battle to win.
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                "What do you see?" Eleanor whispered two minutes later, as we stood a distance away from them. Finding them hadn't been too difficult, as they retreated back to the canyon they previously wanted to use as an ambush spot.

"As far as I can tell, all of them are here, and they look tense," I said. "My best guess is, they are afraid of another attack."

"Good. They should be," she added even as her sword — well, technically my sword, but the more I watched her, the more I was convinced that it wouldn't matter — flashed, and another monster died without making a sound.

Her ability to kill the monsters silently was one reason we had managed to stay concealed despite our relative closeness. Two hundred yards wasn't close, but it wasn't that distant either. Luckily, without their scouts, it was much harder for them to hear anything.

Also, it helped that most of the monsters in the immediate vicinity had already been killed during either the earlier swarms or their return, and the few that remained fell to her attacks easily, her vitality attacks cutting the monsters' shells like butter.

"I would have said that we should return to the first floor and get some reinforcements, but I don't like their attitude," I said.

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"They are tense, but not really fearful. It feels like they are waiting for something."

"Maybe reinforcements?" she asked.

"Maybe," I said, then paused, thinking for a moment. "Actually, it might be risky, but I have an idea," I said. She looked at me questioningly. "I need you to attack them, but retreat just as quickly."

She smirked. I was glad that I was not the target of that smirk. "Well, I was looking for an excuse to test my sword properly," she said.

Her unilateral declaration would have been annoying if the sword was actually a rare commodity, but considering I merely require half a day to forge another, it turned into something endearing. "Unfortunately, no," I said to her. "You need to use your old sword."

"Why?" she complained, her tone uncharacteristically childish. Luckily, she had the presence of mind to not shout.

"Because we don't want to give out precious information during a probing attack," I explained. Despite not having the strategic awareness of a general, even I could recognize the fact that, with the System in play, every battle was like a puzzle game. A tense, deadly puzzle game where both parties held certain cards, and a surprise could be the difference between a win and a loss.

"Fine," Eleanor responded. "I'm going to attack first, then retreat, right?" she asked.

"Yes, just wait for my signal," I said.

"Which is what?" she asked.

"I'll attack them by throwing spears from the other side," I said. "Once you hear the cries of pain, attack unless I shout for you to stop, but be careful not to be surrounded," I said. "We need to make it look like a botched assault. And, I'll smash a rock with my hammer when it's time to retreat, which should still trigger a swarm. That way, you can retreat easily."

"Is it really necessary?" she asked.

"Humor me," I responded. "It's suspicious that they are staying in place rather than trying to escape. It doesn't make sense."

"Maybe they are over-confident. They might believe that, as long as they are in a group, we can't defeat them without reinforcements. Not that we will have any worthwhile support. Maria is not in town today, and none of the guards would be of use."

"Assuming some of them weren't bribed by them in the first place," I commented, and Eleanor nodded. "They would probably have agents at the dungeon entrance, ready to warn them if that was the case," I theorized.

"That's probably why they are overconfident, and think that they can survive. We have the advantage, we should press on," she said, and then her smile turned vicious. "With my new sword, I could carve through their armor easily, so their tactic wouldn't work."

"Still, if there's one thing I learned from chess or other games, it is that assuming the enemy is making a mistake without checking can backfire badly. And, since they already expect an ambush, we're not really losing a big opportunity," I said.

I was glad that I had taken the opportunity to destroy the ballistas, or such a probing attack would have been impossible.

Too bad they had already collected the wrecked ballista. Currently, they were at the side of the canyon, discarded like garbage. Their enchantments were still in place, and I could repair them just as easily as I destroyed them.

I should have dragged one of them away when I had the chance. A pity. Just as I was about to move, my instincts, which had been used intensively during my days as a professor, had tingled in warning. "Try to be on the side of caution. It's just a probing attack. No making excuses to test your new sword," I warned her.

"I wouldn't do that," she hissed, but I was sure that I didn't imagine the guilty look on her face.

"Then, we have no problem, and I don't need to threaten you with not forging you a matching dagger," I smirked back, enjoying her affronted expression. Now that we were on a more equal footing, she was surprisingly easy to tease.

I carefully circled the group before I once again pulled my atlatl, and released three short spears in quick succession. I aimed all three to their heads, as just because it was a probing attack didn't mean I was against thinning their numbers a bit.

Unfortunately, ranged attacks were much harder to land without a battle to distract them. The first spear was the closest it came to hitting the target, but even then, the guard was able to deflect it with a shield. The other two missed completely.

Meanwhile, from the other side, Eleanor charged silently and engaged with four guards. I expected the rest to respond immediately. Instead, the guards retreated back like they were overwhelmed. It was an obvious bait.

My attention was grabbed by Thomas' bodyguard, who, rather than joining the fight, had moved away from Eleanor before he pulled some kind of device and activated it. The resulting mana flare reminded me of the other attempts to communicate through dungeon floors, turning into a straight blue line before it stretched away … only significantly more intense.

Following that, he went forward, and called for Eleanor. "It's fun to see a familiar face," he called loudly as he removed his helmet. Too bad he was too deep into his camp for me to hit him with a spear.

"Georg," Eleanor called even as she stopped fighting and took a few steps back. "I should have known it was you from the smell."

"Well that's uncalled for, Eleanor," he said. "Just because we are working for different bosses doesn't mean we need to be rude to each other. It's just business." Eleanor snarled mockingly. "We're not here to hurt you, but to kill an enemy of my master. We were just trying to keep you distracted."

As they spoke, I circled the group once again, standing behind Eleanor in a position where she could see me, but the others could not, and gestured for her to continue talking, hoping that they would reveal something.

"You were just trying to kill my ally. Oh, that makes things so much better," Eleanor snarled in annoyance. "I should be thankful to your snotty master, then?"

For the first time, Georg looked angry. No, he was furious. A religious zealot fighting with another one style furious. He clearly took the insult to Thomas personally.

It didn't surprise me too much. I already had enough evidence to conclude that Charisma had an insidious effect. And, Georg had probably spent the majority of his time glued to Thomas, constantly under his Charisma. Add in the fact that he followed his orders daily, which was a good way to foster loyalty and dependence even without mixing in a supernatural pseudo-drug like Charisma.

I had a feeling that it would be useful. However, while he might have been zealous enough to defend his master's honor, that didn't mean he was foolish enough to rush forward recklessly.

"If you insist on intervening, I'll treat you as an enemy as well," Georg said in a chippy tone, acting like Eleanor wasn't the target for assassination in the first place. It wasn't convincing, but he was too angry to act in a convincing manner.

"Like you weren't going to before," Eleanor scoffed as she rushed forward to attack again, going further into the formation than I had requested. I signaled her, but she ignored it, moving deeper into the formation, where the enemy could surround her if they wished. I tightened the grip on my hammer, ready to rush forward if needed…

But, to my surprise, they only defended even as Eleanor pushed her luck. The reinforcements they had called must have been even stronger than I feared for them to miss such a golden opportunity.

Facing an unbreakable defensive line, Eleanor pulled back less than a minute later, and returned to my side. Together, we retreated enough not to fear them eavesdropping. "Did you find what you were looking for?" she asked.

"I might have found even more," I responded. "They called for reinforcements, and I feel that it's not good news."

"What do we do? Retreat?" she said, her distaste clear.

While that was a tempting idea, there was one problem. My guild was still there. They hadn't targeted it yet, probably because it was just a bunch of farmers, which made them a low-value target, not worth risking the ambush. But, if we tried to retreat … they had already shown that they had no problem killing hundreds of unrelated people just to inconvenience Maria.

"No," I said, my voice sharp enough to surprise myself. "They still don't know I can see through the mist. We go and intercept their reinforcements."

"That's more like it," Eleanor smiled viciously. Any other time, it would have been worrying. This time, it was the opposite.

I could acutely feel that I was changing, a scary concept in and of itself.
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                While deciding that ambushing the arrival would be a good strategic concept, it wasn't that simple tactically, mainly due to two factors.

We had no idea about the nature of the reinforcements. More importantly, if we left them alone for too long, they would inevitably alert the reinforcements, who would be ready for an attack.

"So, what do we do," Eleanor asked. "Do we just go and camp at the nearest dungeon gate, hoping to catch the reinforcements?"

"No, I don't believe that's the most efficient plan," I said, but didn't immediately declare it a bad plan. Until very recently, she had been my superior, and while she currently saw me as an equal, a little delicacy wouldn't hurt. No one liked an upstart with a lot of new ideas.

It was a lesson I had learned when I first joined the faculty.

Luckily, while she frowned at my declaration, it wasn't the deep, affronted expression that I feared. I didn't know if she respected my acumen more than I had realized, or if it was still the good mood from her new sword. The former would have made me happier, but I would still take the latter as well.

"That's not exactly an efficient plan. They might just use another gate to arrive here, and we would be screwed. And, we need to stay near to harass them. I don't want them to get the idea of targeting my guild to draw us to a fight."

"What do we do, then?" she asked.

I bit my lip as I thought, then my gaze flipped to the ruined ballistas. "We're going to use their original tactic, and destroy them with the ballistas," I said.

"How? We can probably take them, but they would realize that there's something suspicious."

"Not if we bury them," I responded. "Since they seem determined to attack

"Can't we just kill them?" Eleanor asked. "This new sword is incredible, and I'm guessing you're not too shabby with that hammer, or you couldn't have soloed dungeon bosses no matter the trickeries you used."

"True. I'm sure we can take them, but I doubt we could catch all of them if they decided to escape. And, more importantly, it would mean their reinforcements would stay hidden, looking for an opportunity. Wouldn't it be better to get rid of them all at once?"

Eleanor paused, thinking carefully. "Alright, professor. You have one chance to put your plan into action before we go with mine."

I smiled, doing my best to ignore that we were planning how to massacre about forty people, plus an uncertain number of reinforcements. That ignorance came easier than I was happy with, but once again, the immediacy of the situation forced me to ignore my own warping psyche and focus on practical matters.

Like, how to conceal my action of hiding my assault. The first step was to lure them into a false sense of security. Luckily, with the reinforcements on the way, they were also trying to kill time, giving us enough time to prepare.

During the first assault, Eleanor attacked from the front alone, still using her old sword to limit her threat level, while I supported her with several ranged spears. When Eleanor pulled back, she was already frowning. "I hope you're confident in your plan. I'm not used to failure," she warned me.

"Don't worry. It's clear that they want to kill time, and it gives us an opportunity," I said.

"If you say so," she said even as I accompanied her for another rush. "Huh, are you still using your sword?" she asked.

"Don't worry about it," I said even as I joined the assault, charging the mess from the opposite direction, expecting to fight in a combined manner. It worked well. I wasn't as good as Eleanor, but a maxed-out Rare skill, particularly one that worked well with my Strength build, was enough to keep the five guards that attacked me busy.

Then, I noticed that one of the guards engaging with Eleanor was struggling. I pulled a spear from my back and threw it with a smooth motion before the others could realize it.

I wasn't able to infuse it with mana in the middle of combat, but it didn't need to. The guard who was trying to engage with Eleanor did his best to dodge the spear that he noticed at the last second. Unfortunately for him, Eleanor was too experienced to let such a mistake go unpunished. Two attacks were all she needed to destroy his guard completely before decapitating him with the third attack.

Georg seemed to be uncaring of the loss, but the same wasn't true for the guild leaders. "Screw your plan," one of them growled as he rushed toward me, and five from the inner line joined him, all moving toward me.

"Idiots," Georg growled even as he quickly barked a few orders. The majority of the reserves attacked me, while Georg rushed toward Eleanor.

I stomped my foot to the ground twice, as Eleanor was too far away to see me, signaling her to continue with the plan. "Finally, little cowards joining the battle," I said, louder than necessary even as I took a step to the side, positioning myself at the edge of the hill.

"You have pushed your luck, Arthur," yelled the enemy guild leader, who I remembered talking to once or twice — though only if veiled insults and threats delivered by him while I gave one-word responses counted as talking.

"Oh, brave man," I responded, forcing a joviality to my tone. "And, it took only the support of a dozen warriors to face me," I said. Actually, an equal number of warriors were also trying to circle around me to pin me in place, but I acted unaware of that.

After all, they were supposed to be concealed by the mist.

He just growled in anger and attacked. Unfortunately for him, the skill mismatch was enough to keep their blades from ever touching me, and even if it wasn't my current armor was strong enough to take any blow that might slip.

None of the blows actually slipped, but it was the difference between trying to do rock climbing with a safety tether on, and without it. The former was much easier. I pushed forward 'recklessly' which positioned me between the two parties.

And, coincidentally, near the broken ballistas.

"Oh, big brave guild master can't defeat poor old me with just a dozen soldiers, and require more," I shouted as the second group joined the mess. "Too bad," I called even as I took a step back and switched to my hammer, ready to devastate the hill we were fighting on.

[-100 Health]

As I slammed my hammer on the ground, six different attacks hit me, but all bounced off helplessly. I didn't even feel them enough to actually require Health to cure me, but I still made a show of grunting in pain.

Quake hammer destabilized the edge of the hill we were fighting on, which created a landslide that had three consequences, two of them intentional. The first two consequences were bringing me away from the ambush as I used Fleeting Step to surf over the wave of rubble, and burying the ballistas as intended.

The third one, however, had been a welcome surprise. The guild leader and five attackers, who were responsible for the ineffective attacks against my armor, had tumbled down with me. And, unlike me, they lacked the skill to help them keep their footing on such unstable ground.

Before the landslide calmed down, my blade flashed several times, making sure they could never stand up. Not exactly an honorable victory, but considering how things had developed, I wasn't exactly burning with a desire to give them a fair fighting chance.

When the dust settled, I found the others looking at me from the fresh edge of the hill, looking horrified. I didn't blame them. One against twenty was supposed to be the odds for a decisive victory, especially once I recklessly pushed in between them.

The loss of six of their members, including one of the guild masters, when the best they could do was to scratch my armor was not that.

Though, while thinking that, I glanced down, only to see my armor completely pristine, without even a scratch, making me realize that they weren't even able to achieve a scratch.

Fascinating and scary in equal measures.

I pulled back, and Eleanor managed to ditch Georg with relative ease as she had the advantage in mobility. Though, watching them fight, I had seen that Georg wasn't any weaker than Eleanor, likely possessing a well-developed Epic skill, so I made a note not to confront him directly.

With everything in place, stealing the ballistas under the rubble went without a hitch. Eleanor continued attacking, while I split my attention between supporting her from range and using one of the most famous siege strategies in the ancient world.

I dug a tunnel.

Thanks to a combination of mana and Strength, digging that tunnel barely took me a minute, and the constant sound of battle kept that activity concealed.

Soon, we were looking at six ballistas, pristine after a few touches, hidden behind a rock. A quick supply run to the safe house meant that we had the ballista bolts back, not to mention a fresh batch of throwing spears.

"Not bad, professor," Eleanor said before as she started giving me a crash course on how to use them, which seemed simple enough with enchantments handling most of the work. "All we need to do now is wait for the reinforcements to arrive. Speaking of them, why do you think they have them?" she asked. "Wouldn't it be better if they had been a part of the ambush in the first place?"

"Not necessarily," I responded. "Don't forget. While setting the ambush, Thomas suspected that I might be over level hundred, which meant I was harder to target. With the visibility in the dungeon, they weren't sure to take both of us down. That way, once I retreated away from the dungeon, they could ambush me outside. Which means, we're going to have a difficult fight even with the ballistas."

Her smile was positively vicious even as she grabbed the hilt of her new sword. "It's good that I'm properly armed, right?"

I was glad she was on my side.
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                Just because we were waiting for reinforcements didn't mean we stopped attacking once the ballistas were ready and in place. On the contrary, we continued attacking even more, forcing them to defend themselves.

Their attitude changed from baiting us to defending earnestly, the recent loss of another guild master forcing their hands. They simply didn't have an option. Currently, the only one that could fight against us on an equal footing was Georg, meaning, whenever we attacked from two opposite directions, he had been forced to engage with Eleanor, while the remaining guild masters tried to defend against me.

With them focusing fully on the defensive and us holding back our trump cards, the battle had been locked into a stalemate. We attacked in bursts, allowing us to replenish the Health we consumed during our special attacks.

And, whenever we retreated, Georg sent another magical message to his allies. The intensity of the mana flare from those messages didn't match the first one, leading me to believe that the reinforcements were already in the dungeon. So, whenever we pulled back, I made sure to circle around the two positions to see if I could catch the reinforcements.

Which I finally came across them nearly ten minutes later, but their size surprised me.

More than a hundred people.

Admittedly, the numbers alone weren't that scary. The performance they put against the monster attacks showed that they weren't particularly strong. They were probably the rest of the guild members, the ones too weak to contribute anything other than a momentary distraction.

However, the same didn't apply to the eight that were at the center of the formation, each wearing pure black armor. They felt …

Dangerous.

Clearly, I wasn't the only one who felt this way, as none of the guild fighters walked near them. Whatever that was going on with them, it was not good news. They radiated some kind of primal fear. I would have almost suspected that they had Charisma, but it was not the same.

When Thomas used that, I could feel some kind of external pressure wrapping around me and pulling my fear to the surface … Here, it was a primal sensation, like I just came across a rabid dog, foams covering its mouth.

I gulped even as I retreated, suddenly glad that we had gone through all that trouble to steal and repair the ballistas. When I returned, Eleanor was just finishing eating another nutrition bar. "You're early," she said.

"They are here, just half a mile away, and getting closer," I said.

"Finally," she said with a sharp smirk. "What's the layout?"

"About a hundred guild fighters, low-leveled, and eight … I don't know who they are, but they felt … wrong." I didn't like the way I sounded plaintive, but I had no choice. I was basically trying to warn her against something that I didn't even know myself.

"Wrong, how?" she asked, her expression serious.

"I don't know how to describe it. It's more of an ephemeral feeling. But, it's intense enough that I want to target four of the six ballistas to them."

"Even if it means we can't catch all of them at once and most of them escape? You were the one afraid of it. Once they start to retreat, we won't have the chance to reload them."

"Yes, even then," I said. I wasn't exactly someone big on instincts, but what I was feeling from them was too intense to be ignored. "Now, let's conduct one last attack. We can't afford to alert them when we're so close to victory."

She stayed silent for a while, then nodded, approving the last-minute adjustment to the plan. It was good news.

"Stay with the ballistas and support me from range," she said as she tensed. "I'll switch to the sword the moment you release the first attack."

"I'll target the newcomers first. Just retreat when I launch the first one. It won't take long to release every single one of them."

"And, once two of them land, I'll switch to … your gift to me," she said, smiling surprisingly.

"Yes. I knew the moment I gave it to you I won't be receiving it back," I said, trying to sound exasperated rather than glad. I could see that she was trying to calm me down about what I had felt from them.

Eleanor rushed forward, and I started supporting her with spears I released through my atlatl, keeping an eye on the attackers. Attackers gathered on my flank, ready to spread to envelop me. They seemed ready to take me down.

Before they could even start their assault, I aimed the four ballistas toward the center of their formation, where the eight scary ones were still gathered reasonably close, and released the four bolts at the same time.

The difference between using the bolts on the ballistas and releasing them directly was like the difference between night and day. The moment I triggered, the complicated enchantment on the ballista flared to life, linking with the one on the bolt.

The bolt radiated mana as it flew toward its target, slower than I expected, which was a scary proposition as it had been accompanied by a loud buzzing noise. Combined, I could have dodged it if it was used against me, and so would Eleanor as long as she wasn't occupied.

No wonder they had set an elaborate trap to draw her out.

However, those thoughts were only on the passing. I was more interested in the way each bolt skewered its target before exploding into fragments, accompanied by a wave of mana, which started burning black.

Scary effect. Eleanor hadn't mentioned that detail.

It was an unexpected effect, but I didn't have time to waste on it. Eleanor had already retreated from her engagement, so I released the last two ballistas. This time, I aimed it at the hill, destroying their formation and footing before killing some of them.

Georg might not be as fast as Eleanor, but I still didn't want to risk targeting him with the siege weapon, and the rest wasn't exactly a priority target.

The moment I released the last two, I rushed forward. Reloading them was not an option since the enchantment required time to recover. So, I stopped with the ranged attacks, grabbed my hammer, and rushed forward.

I took several steps before the bolts had reached their target, exploding in a dangerous cloud of dust and … no flame. Certainly no black flame. I couldn't help but glance to my right, where the black flames were still burning strong.

But, at this moment, Eleanor had already jumped to the cloud of dust, and required my support … or at least, that was what I assumed before the cries of pain reached my ear. The sword, combined with the limited visibility worked to her benefit if the number of interrupted cries was any indicator.

However, before I could think a lot about it, Georg burst from the cloud, wanting to escape. "I got him," I shouted at Eleanor even as I closed in the distance, Floating Step making me even faster.

"You think you can defeat me," Georg growled as he turned to catch me. "I have seen the way you fought. You're clearly not as good —" he started, only to realize I was not wielding a sword, but a hammer.

A hammer that glowed with an intense blue hue. "Impossible," he shouted even as he raised his sword to parry.

I had to admit, it was a perfect parry. Sharp, strong, and angled perfectly to keep his weapon safe from any attack. I was sure that, even if I used the strongest hammer attack given by my Rare skill, it wouldn't have worked.

Unfortunately for him, that mana glow wasn't from Quake Hammer, but the enhanced, denser mana from the Epic Mana Forge, designed to purge the mana out of his sword.

[-10 Mana]

It wasn't a perfect method. Even the weakest external mana flow would have destabilized it. Luckily for us, the dungeon lacked such a fluctuation, allowing the mana to stick to his blade longer without my control.

"You think that being an Essence Warrior would save you," he growled. "Once those monsters arrive, you won't survive," he declared arrogantly. But, even as he declared that a cry reached my ears. A loud, bloodcurdling cry, one that I hadn't heard since the first days of the Cataclysm, when the concept of monsters was new.

The moment that cry reached my ear, I expected Georg to look arrogant and confident. Instead, he looked afraid, and hesitant. "No, don't tell me you attacked them with ballistas," he asked, with fear coloring his face. He took a step to escape.

Anyone else, I might have considered letting them go, wondering whether their intention was genuine, or they were acting. But he was the main person responsible for our plight, and even if his desire was genuine, it was too late.

I swung down my hammer, this time delivering a quake attack.

[-50 Health]

[-25 Mana]

He tried to parry again, but his weapon, already degraded by my earlier trick, was unable to handle the blow. His helmet managed to resist, but the quake aspects of it bypassed his armor sufficiently, enough to make him bleed through his eyes and ears, stunned.

I delivered another blow, finishing him off, for once happy with my own distorted perspective, allowing me to kill without hesitation.

I turned to support Eleanor, only to freeze. The initial dust cloud had settled enough for me to see her … and only her. Of the thirty-five remaining warriors, none of them were alive.

It would have been enough to celebrate, if it wasn't for the cries that were reaching our ears. "What's going on?" I asked even as I rushed to her side.

"I don't know," she said. "All I see is some kind of black flame that makes me very unsettled."

"Wait, you can see it as well? But, it's almost a hundred yards away," I asked.

She nodded grimly.

I paused, looking past the black flame, focusing on the edge of the mist … which had become jagged as if it was being siphoned.

Eerily similar to how it was around the boss monster.
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                "Good news is that we know why they wanted to ambush you outside," Eleanor said even as another pained cry reached our ears, only to be cut halfway. I wanted to admonish her, but the uncharacteristic tenseness in her tone stopped me. It was clear that she was trying to handle the shock in her own way.

Instead, I watched, trying to understand what was going on. The black flames were calming down, but the speed at the mist was gathering — which was something I had only seen on the boss monsters — had only hastened, increasing the visibility around us.

All except the black flames, which were letting out an equally black, suffocating smog, making me glad that my helmet had an integrated filter. Eleanor was already coughing.

I grabbed one of the spears I had yet to throw, and a flash of mana melted the iron, which I then used to fashion a breather filter, which would hopefully be enough to handle what was going on.

Even as I created that, I watched through the smog. We weren't able to see much, just several shadows, most trying to escape ineffectively, while the other shadows followed.

"What do we do?"

"I … we need to kill them," she said. "I have never heard of people being able to absorb dungeon mist, but it can't be good news. And, we need to do that now," she said as she took a step forward.

I grabbed her shoulder. "No," I said.

She looked at me, disappointed. "You can go if you want. We need to warn the fort, after all," she said, doing her best to hide her disgust. She wasn't very successful.

I appreciated the effort. "I'm not saying to retreat, but we can't just rush forward blindly," I said even as I started dragging her toward the ballistas. Her expression was alighted with understanding. "How long would it take for the ballistas to recover?" I asked.

"In a mana-dead dungeon? A lot," she said.

"What if we can supply it with more mana?" I asked.

"A minute, maybe two?" she responded.

"Good, keep the ballistas safe. I'll be back in a moment," I said as I turned, ready to use the Fleeting Step, hoping that I would be fast enough to go to the nearest safe house and return just as fast. I was already doing my best…

"A-am I," I found myself suddenly asking. The modified Fleeting Step was fast, but it wasn't the fastest thing in my arsenal. No, the fastest Perk available to me was the Floating Stride. One that I couldn't use due to my fears. And, now, Eleanor might die because of it.

"Come on, Devon. For once in your life, ignore your stupid fear," I growled, pushing myself. My hands trembled, and my legs lost their strength, but I bit my lips, the taste of my own blood filling my mouth. "Come on," I growled again.

And jumped.

The sensation of flying was as disgusting as I remembered. My whole body was locked in place, and I had been hit by a sensation of falling that played a part in some of my worst nightmares.

The desire to save Eleanor didn't suddenly cure me of my phobia. The sensation of flying was just as hateable and disgusting as I remembered, and not having anything underneath me made it ten times worse. Luckily, Floating Stride didn't require any input from me until I landed.

Well, landed was a generous description of what had happened. Crashed was a better descriptor, but my armor was there to take the worst of the damage, and my Dexterity meant I was able to roll to my feet with fascinating alacrity.

I jumped again. Then, I crashed again. And again… It was ridiculous, horrifying, and humiliating at the same time, but where a second might be the difference between Eleanor's death and survival, none of it mattered.

When I reached the safe house, I picked a huge pile of shells I had placed there for safety and a manual crusher. When I had been putting them there, I was certain that I was being excessive and paranoid. Now, I was furious that I hadn't littered the whole floor with them, maybe even with steam-powered variants.

Unfortunately, as usual, hindsight was the greatest strategic planner.

The return trip was more of the same, which meant I arrived at Eleanor's side with an undignified tumble. It would have been a horrible shock if it wasn't for one important detail.

Eleanor was surrounded by four men … no, monsters would have been a better descriptor. They were roughly man-shaped, but their skin looked like melted messes, and the way they fought was no different than beasts.

Very strong beasts, faster and stronger than Eleanor. Her armor was already half-ripped, with her recovery working overtime to cure her wounds. Her only advantage was the lack of coordination they had been showing. They were faster and stronger, but one thing they lacked was smooth control.

Suddenly, I was very glad that I had pushed myself, as she was already at her limit.

"Tag," I shouted even as I jumped to the mix, my hammer already dancing.

"No, they are too strong —" she shouted in panic, ready to help me when one of their attacks threw me away, but barely managed to dent my armor.

[-14 Health]

"My armor can hold them back, don't worry," I said. "Just fill the container with the shells, point the mouth to the ballista, and rotate the crank —" I explained, my words interrupted by another hit that threw me away.

They were strong enough to throw me around like a rag doll.

"Be careful, they are getting stronger," she warned even as she followed my command, which was something I was glad for.

"Noted," I said as I switched my weapon, donning my spear. The fact that Eleanor couldn't put them down even with her new sword meant that they were able to recover from a horrifying amount of damage. My hammer might have been capable of delivering that, but on a straight line, they were too fast.

Breeze Spear focused on mobility. As I shifted to it, I was able to dodge their attacks far more effectively. Not enough to avoid every attack, but maybe reduce their hits by sixty percent. For the rest, I relied on my armor, being thrown around like a toy.

However, as I fought with them, I understood why Georg had been very reluctant to bring them into the dungeon. Whatever their ailment was, it was getting stronger the more dungeon mist they consumed. A part of that transformation was them getting faster and stronger in real-time.

Luckily, that growth was accompanied by an even greater loss of control, which meant that, as time passed, it got easier to avoid their attacks. I started paying attention to the damage my weapons had been causing, expecting it to recover faster and faster.

To my surprise, the opposite was true. As for what was responsible, a hypothesis drifted to the top of my mind the moment I sensed a familiar aura around them, one that reminded me intensely of the fourth floor.

The mist was transforming them into something closer to the monsters of the dungeon, along with giving them the same weaknesses.

I wondered if I let the transformation go long enough, could I kill them alone. But, that curiosity wasn't strong enough to countermand when Eleanor warned me to pull back. I retreated, and the twang of the ballista followed.

A direct hit, reducing their number to three.

"Good work," I called even as I attacked them with mana, distracting them from ballistas. I did my best not to be distracted by the body, which started burning with the same black flames. I couldn't afford the distraction.

As I engaged with them once again, I was able to notice another, fortunate familiarity they had with a rabid beast. Their intelligence wasn't too far away. The pain from my spear suitably distracted the remaining three.

More importantly, dealing with the three of them was markedly easier than resisting four. The number of blows I was receiving had dropped significantly, then turned into nothingness when Eleanor shouted again.

I pulled back. Another twang of a ballista, and their number dropped to two. Then, yet another, and one remained.

To my surprise, once he was alone, he turned to escape. "Keep him back," Eleanor shouted. "We can't let him go free."

"Open the container!" I shouted even as I chased him — or was it a better descriptor at this point?

Eleanor seemed surprised by my shout, but luckily, her shock didn't prevent her from following that direction, as we lacked the time necessary for me to explain why. The transformed monster in front of us was too fast on a straight line for us to catch up.

And, I didn't want to imagine what might happen once it got loose in the dungeon.

The container parted open, and concentrated tainted energy radiated from the box. Just like the dungeon monsters, the transformed man seemed captivated by it, ignoring his — its — previous survival instincts to rush toward the box.

Under the tainted energy, its transformation started to hasten as it started to grow, as a disgusting mixture of a monster and a tumor.

"Focus on its limbs, and keep it immobile," I ordered Eleanor as I switched to my hammer, and we started attacking it. The concentrated dose of tainted energy hastened the transformation exponentially, but it also exacerbated its weaknesses to our silver weapons, which I had designed explicitly against the corrosive aura.

As we fought, Eleanor's armor, despite all the enchantments it had, didn't survive against the transformed creature's corrosion aura, slowly turning into a rusty mess.

Even then, it took almost half an hour for us to kill it properly. Its remains disintegrated, just like the other corpses, once again catching that distinctive black flame.

We collapsed to the ground, listless. There was a lot to be done, but none of them was as important as breathing…

"You owe me an armor," she growled between her desperate panting.

I just grumbled an answer. I was too spent to do anything else. But, I had to admit, after what had just happened, spending a day at the forge, working with metal sounded very tempting.
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                "And, that's the last of it. The dungeon is officially closed until further notice," Eleanor said the moment she returned to my side, sealing the dungeon gate.

"Everything done?" I asked.

"Yes, we evacuated every guild and the guards are on high alert, ordered to attack anyone that dares to breach without invitation. The only problem is that it'll take at least a day for Maria to return," Eleanor explained in quick order.

I nodded, admiring her efficiency. Merely an hour had passed since our close call, which was all she needed to put the dungeon on high alert and stop the operation. For someone who preferred direct action above anything else, her capacity to set up an organization was admirable.

I suspected it was Maria's flighty attitude to such aspects that had forced her to learn.

"I'm still not sure about closing the dungeon," Eleanor said. "We have handled the crisis well enough. Is it worth losing all that money just to trick them?"

"We have already discussed it. It's better to let them believe they had managed to cause some significant damage, maybe even that one of those … whatever they were … was loose in the dungeon. At least, until Maria returns and can make a decision."

"Fine," Eleanor said. She didn't look entirely convinced, but she assented. "But don't forget your promise. First, you're going to adjust this monstrosity into something more elegant," she said as she displayed her new sword.

I made sure to hide my smile, amused by the ease with which she was convinced to follow what she believed to be a wasteful plan. I must have been underestimating the value of my new sword to a significant degree. "Let's go," I said.

Both of us were fast enough to ignore the presence of the weaker monsters, so I didn't expect the trip to take that long. I was wrong. She killed any insect we came across, using vitality attacks, with a fascinated expression on her face.

It slowed our descent significantly, but I said nothing. The pleasure of watching a skill improve was unmatched even after doing that to more than half a dozen skills. For Eleanor, it was a new experience. I didn't want to interrupt her, but after her third detour, I had to speak. "Come on, miss swords master, we are wasting time," I warned her.

"No we're not," she said, her voice determined.

"Look, the faster we arrive at the fourth floor, the faster I can design you a sword that might give you a mana manipulation skill," I said. "But, if you want to waste that opportunity, it's your choice."

"Wait, you can do that," she said.

"Maybe," I responded, leery to commit it fully. "I have several ideas in mind, but whether they will work immediately or not, I don't know. We need to experiment a lot."

"Like how you have been experimenting with Maria," she said. For some reason, her tone was suspicious. Only when it was followed by a sudden realization, I understood where she was coming from.

"Yes. I might have slightly obfuscated how necessary those experiments were to help me repair the swords faster," I said, avoiding her gaze. I had no problem with that decision itself, but admitting the act of lying was never comfortable.

"You have a lot to atone for," she said, trying to look stern, but her smile was hard to hide. She didn't seem to care a lot about it, which didn't surprise me. After all, it was that act of lying that saved her life just an hour ago.

"So … a dagger as well?" I countered.

Her smile slid away. "If you think you can get away with a mere dagger, you're delusional. I need a full set of armor. Non-negotiable."

"You drive a hard bargain," I said, somehow maintaining a serious expression. "Now, let's go. We have dungeon bosses to hunt."

With that done, we started running full speed to the fourth floor. "So, you also use a spear," she commented as we moved.

"It's good to have a style that focuses on mobility and deflection," I responded. "You might think to add that as an external skill, assuming you have an empty slot."

"I do."

"Good, " I said, then paused. "Then, why didn't you learn one? It wouldn't be as strong as your main style, but even with all the advantages, an additional style can be helpful."

"Mostly because of a lack of time. Focusing on my main skill was the more efficient approach. Anything below Rare is too useless, and developing a Rare skill requires months even with access to a fitting dungeon. At least, it was supposed to," she corrected.

"Well, we just have to replicate it for you," I said. "I have struggled with that a lot as well, but it's not that difficult once one discovers the trick behind it. We can try it once we arrive at my base. I have a few Rare Breeze Spear samples. And, I still need some time to forge your armor." She looked hopeful. "Not one based on my Epic skill, that needs two full days," I corrected. "But, you still need an armor set that can resist the natural corrosion of the fifth floor."

"Fine. I guess it's a good way to utilize that downtime," she admitted.

I smiled, happy to see that her obsession with improving her sword skills didn't mean she refused a chance to diversify her abilities. And I knew that, with her Dexterity, her own variant of Breeze Spear would turn into a devastating weapon that could easily surpass mine.

Especially since she lacked a phobia that turned its biggest advantage useless.

We chatted even as we passed through another gate and arrived at the fourth floor, and a thicker mist surrounded us, making me glad for increased visibility. Though, not as much as it would have if it wasn't for the fog that hung above the swamp, which was annoying.

"Disgusting place," she growled even as her feet sank into the mud. "I was so glad when we discovered the corrosive effect would prevent us from exploring the place."

"Understandable," I said. "Wading through mud is not exactly my idea of a fun time either."

"Yet, you decided to build your base here," she said.

I shrugged. "Not because I love the environment," I said. "But, as a Blacksmith who can forge equipment that can resist the corrosion of this place, its strategic value is far more important than the less-than-pleasant environment."

"Fair. And, how the hell do you manage to find your path here? There's nothing for wayfinding."

"Here," I said as I crouched, pushing the mud away to show her the rails I had buried. "I laid them before. My skills allow me to detect their presence."

"You went through all that trouble just to find your path."

"No, it helps to move the carts around," I said.

"Carts, really?" she said even as we continued to run despite the mud. "Do you really need that much effort just to move a bunch of arrowheads around," she asked.

"Well, no," I said even as we continued to move. "But that's not the only thing I move around. After all, I have a proper base here."

"Calling a dinky little shack a base is a bit grandiose even for you, professor," she teased.

"Maybe," I said, letting the discussion linger as we continued to move until we finally arrived at my base. The moment her vision range touched the edge of the trees, a gasp escaped her mouth. "Not bad for a dinky little shack, is it?" I asked smugly.

"Well …" she said as she gazed upon my base, impressed. Her reaction was understandable, as the structure rose from the swamp as a single, monolithic structure, surrounded by multiple blast furnaces and steam engines. And, around them, there were almost ten discrete rings of trees to keep the base safe from the monsters.

It looked good, mostly because I had decided to put my excess of available metal to good use. Knowing that the fifth floor was too hostile to set up a permanent base — the persistent attacks from the boss monsters and air that put a vat of acid to shame was decisive enough — further incentivized me to put some more effort into my base.

Eleanor's shock was a nice side benefit.

"I have to admit, it's not as horrible as I imagined," she responded, then smirked. "For a dingy little base, of course."

I didn't bother answering her even as I disappeared inside, and came out with two things. A modified weapon, halfway between a sword and a spear to help her switch between the skills, which I threw at her, handle first, and as she grabbed that, I threw a copy of Rare Breeze Spear skill. "I'm sure this will keep you busy for a while."

"Explain how I am going to power-level the skill first," she said. "And, what's this abomination?"

I shrugged. "Simple," I said as I raised my hand. She threw it back. "Just start treating it as a sword, and start channeling a vitality attack. Then, halfway in, switch to your spear skill, and complete that attack. Considering you're using an Epic skill as a template, it should work."

"That's it?" she said.

"Yep, that's it. Trivial," I said. "Now, why don't you play with it while I go and start working on your armor." Seeing her enthusiasm, I had to quickly add a correction. "The temporary one."

"Fine," she growled playfully as she raised her hand, and the skill orb disappeared. She grunted as she closed her eyes, her discomfort clear.

I left to forge her armor.
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                I was happy to leave Eleanor outside while I worked on her armor. It wasn't that I had disliked her presence, but as I got better and better as a smith, it turned into a calm, meditative practice. Exactly what I needed after the ambush that we lived through.

An ambush where more than a hundred other people didn't survive.

Even as my hammer danced against the anvil with a steady rhythm, I pondered on my reaction. Or, more accurately, lack thereof. I had played a role in such a massacre, going as far as killing many of them with my own hands, yet I didn't feel any guilt.

There were no trembling hands, no wandering thoughts replaying the same event again and again.

It wasn't that I was struggling with the idea of killing them intentionally. They were the ones who had decided to plan an ambush for the express purpose of killing Eleanor and framing me, which would have driven me to an ambush of eight … whatever those were.

I was just rattled by my own lack of reaction. It wasn't natural. Yes, it was possible to make people more accepting of taking lives — hell, the militaries of all nations across history had many such methods — but those methods required a dedicated application.

Unfortunately, I had too many candidates to suspect. Maybe it was just a natural aspect of the System, somehow transforming my perspective as it got stronger — a scary thought if it was true. Spending so much time in the dungeon was another suspect. I had been spending a huge portion of my time fighting against mindless monsters, and it might have impacted me.

Even the crystals I received from the boss monster were suspects. Or, maybe I was dealing with a completely different issue.

"Maybe I can actually run experiments about it," I said, a genuine smile appearing on my face. It wasn't even too difficult. I just needed to create a detailed questionnaire, devise a few tests, and collect the data from the farmers every day, measuring their responses.

It should give me direction.

My smile widened as I realized just how big of an advantage I had. For three years, the best I could do was to hire a few people to do interviews, their answers suspect for many reasons. Now, I had access to a great number of subjects who would be happy to answer my questions.

My mind wandered over which principles I needed to adhere to so that I could collect the most accurate data without violating the ethical boundaries of science. The last thing I needed was to resurrect a scientific approach, only to immediately replicate shameful episodes like the Stanford Prison Experiment, or worse, the Monster Study.

My hammer danced, mingling with my mana to handle the creation process of the chainmail, every ring perfectly aligned, imbued with the right amount of mana and dungeon products, balanced perfectly to resist the corrosion effect of the fifth floor. The armor I forged for Eleanor might not be on the same tier as mine since I lacked time, but that didn't prevent me from creating the best one I could of a previous tier.

Luckily, with Advanced Creative Forging helping me handle most of the small details, I was able to split my attention between my work and my ethical principles for the upcoming experiment. It was a good feeling to have many thoughts flying in my head, designing the core principles.

The first principle was informed consent. It would be wrong to use people as scientific curiosities just because I was effectively their employer. They needed to understand what I was doing, and why. Also, they needed to understand that they had the right to opt out with no repercussions, and that their dungeon access was not dependent on their assent.

Then, there was the matter of confidentiality. In a world where magic worked in ways I couldn't fathom, I couldn't just rely on keeping my notes hidden to ensure privacy. I needed to devise a way to collect their input truly anonymously … even if that could potentially risk the accuracy of the collection.

A necessary sacrifice to maintain my ethical principles.

Finally, I had to ensure my research was just; which was not exactly an easy principle to define, let alone adhere to, in a world where people had been ruled by their inherent differences. It had already reached an unhealthy degree, as evidenced by my own experience of being rejected just because I didn't have what they deemed necessary.

I needed to be vigilant that any potential result shouldn't further the divide — regardless of the temporary practical benefits.

Of course, the ruling principle was still non-maleficence, the commitment to do no harm. Just like my discoveries relating to the system, I simply lacked the context of the potential implications of my discoveries, meaning I needed to be very careful about the ultimate aim of those studies —

My thought process was interrupted by Eleanor slamming my door open. Considering both the door and the wall were made of metal, it was … loud.

"I didn't know knocking on the door required a skill," I said bitingly, annoyed by her approach. Sarcasm was not the most ideal way of communication, but I didn't enjoy being interrupted while working on my real job.

Eleanor flinched at my words, and for a moment, I feared her anger. After all, she wasn't a post-doc trying to stay in my good grace. Luckily, she seemed not to be as arrogant as I feared. "Sorry, I didn't think. I was just … frustrated. I can come later."

"Not a problem. Just remember to knock the next time," I reminded her. I could have asked her to leave, but I had already lost my train of thought, and trying to reestablish it was not worth the effort, especially since her armor was halfway done. "Now, what drove you that mad," I asked.

A frustrated growl escaped her mouth. "The method you told me, switching the skills. It's not working," she said.

"Show me," I said, my hammer still moving rapidly, curious why it didn't work.

She raised my hybrid weapon, and it glowed with her vitality attack. Yet, a moment later, she paused, and the vitality dispersed. Only after five seconds, she managed to hit.

"Why are you lingering that much? Just switch between skills."

She looked at me, frustrated. "What do you mean, just switch between the skills. I'm trying. That's the fastest I can manage. And even that is painful."

"Really, painful?" I asked, surprised. I had been switching between skills for a long time, and it never caused pain.

"No, painful is not the right word, but I don't know how to describe it," she said.

"Uncomfortable?" I suggested.

"In a way, but uncomfortable doesn't feel like an intense enough word. It's far more intense. Almost like …" she started, only to fade. "I don't know. It's just difficult. Show me how you do it."

"Fine," I said, glad that I was making a chainmail for her, which was easier to interrupt for a moment. She threw me the hybrid weapon, and I pushed my health, covering the edge near the tip with Health.

[-10 Health]

I started a slow piercing attack, only to switch halfway, with only a momentary pause, finishing it as a spear attack. "That's how I do it."

"Is this the fastest you can manage?" she asked.

I was so glad I didn't have to consider the implications of every single detail I revealed to her anymore. "No," I said as I repeated the action, the delivery even faster.

"How can you do it that fast?" she asked.

I shrugged. "Probably practice," I said.

"Really, were you using that switching trick for a long time?"

"Not the switching trick itself," I admitted, feeling frustrated. If only I had been experimenting with the System properly since the day I had received it. "My life would have been much easier if I managed to discover it earlier. But, while using Repair on damaged weapons, I often ignored the suggestion from the skill. It's always a grating and uncomfortable sensation. Maybe I just got used to it."

"That's your answer? Practice for three years? We don't have the time for that. Don't tell me I wasted a precious skill slot for a Rare skill I can't develop."

I did my best to hide my smile, aware that Eleanor would take it the wrong way. I was familiar with her brand of freak-out. I had many high-performing students react that way when they finally faced a topic that they didn't immediately resolve.

Admittedly, it was also a habit I had to break through, back in the far-away days when I was still a student, which felt a lifetime away … well, two lifetimes.

"How about we solve the issue of improving your skill first, and work on switching skills later?" I offered.

"You have another way to improve skills quickly?" she asked.

"Not all of them, but it'll work for this one," I said even as I stopped working on her armor, and instead started forging a spear, using the composite method, following the pattern of the skill. Since I owned the skill, I knew exactly how every attack of Breeze Spear worked, which should be enough for Eleanor. "Try pushing your Health without shaping, and complete a basic attack," I suggested once I passed her the first spear.

"Just a simple attack. Are you sure?" she said.

"There's no harm trying, right?" I asked even as I started working on a second spear.

She nodded as she made the attempt, her burst of smile enough to confirm the efficiency of the method.

Forging the spears and occasionally guiding her about the Breeze Spear slowed my armor-making somewhat, but even then, it didn't even take half an hour to finish everything, and started traveling toward the fifth floor.

Eleanor insisted on bouncing around like a kite, using the Floating Stride. "Wow, you're right. This perk is excellent," she said even as she took another great stride. "Too bad I can't seem to switch skills as quickly as you. It would have been an excellent combination with my sword skill."

"We'll work on it once we take down a few gargantuan beasts and return to the first floor."

"Promise?" she asked.

"Yes, promise," I replied.

After all, I wouldn't have turned down the opportunity to have her willing cooperation.
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                "Wow, you really undersold just how disgusting the fifth floor is," Eleanor said the moment we appeared, and landed on the metal platform. Her voice was muffled due to the silver air cleanser, but it was still comprehensible.

Despite the loud rush of the insects that surrounded us immediately.

"You're lucky that I already installed the metal platforms," I replied even as I used my spear to deal with the fliers, leaving the giant ones to her. "It's not fun to drop deep enough to bury you to waist level."

"Oh, can we remove the platforms before we bring Maria here, please," Eleanor begged. "She hates her clothes getting dirty."

"We'll see," I said, both amused and heartened by her attitude at the same time. Amused, as it was a good prank. A touch mean, maybe, but not cruel. However, I was heartened by it for a more obvious reason. If there was one thing Eleanor was obsessed about, it was her protectiveness about Maria. Asking for my cooperation to prank Maria was the true proof that she had accepted me as a part of their little group.

I smiled, happy with the development, and not just because of the practical implications. A plight of growing up skipping classes was that having friends of my own age was more of a fantasy than anything else. It was childish to get excited at the prospect of a prank, but it didn't make it wrong.

Though, even I had to admit, planning a prank while buried under a monster swarm was a bit excessive.

"So, how do we go around finding a boss monster," she said. "This place is even more of a mess compared to the fourth floor, and I have no doubt that it's huge. Even in a newly discovered dungeon like this, finding one would take hours even if we're lucky."

"What if we don't find one?" I asked, and she looked surprised. "What if they find us?"

"Explain," she said.

"It's a trick I discovered, more out of a coincidence than anything," I said. "Keep the monsters busy for a moment."

"Sure," she said and walked closer to me, dealing with any monster that got near. Even as she fought, I could see her proficiency increasing noticeably, showing the benefits of her improved gear. It had many strategic implications, but I ignored them momentarily, instead focusing on repairing my primitive hydroponic farm setup which had been destroyed by the latest gargantuan monster.

Putting back the pieces took far less than creating a new one, and once it was properly repaired, I looked at her. "I'll disappear for a second," I said even as I went through the gate, and returned with a huge branch I turned into a sapling.

[-48 Health]

At this point, growing the trees had no impact on my Nurture skill, which was already above two hundred. "Wow, that's some rapid growth," she said even as she watched me grow a tree from nothingness in less than a minute. That allowed it to intimidate the insects somewhat, slowing their attacks.

"Really? You think so?" I asked.

"Yeah. I have never seen a farmer actually grow anything that fast, even with the assistance of the mana wards and alchemical fertilizers."

"That's because no one really cares about helping them increase their class skill. Even as an external skill, it has quite a bit of value."

"Really, that's just Nurture? Nothing else?" she asked.

"Yes," I said even as I cut a branch, turning it into firewood to feed the steam engine. With that started working, the water of the hydroponic farm started to flow properly, which was enough to counter the decay effect on the tree without me constantly healing it.

"Really?" she added.

"Yes," I said. "Well, Epic Nurture, but it's still Nurture," I said.

"Epic Nurture. And, you spent all that time to improve that to a usable level —" she started, her tone surprised, but undecided between angry and fascinated. At least, until it died halfway to her buildup. "Wait, you found a way to cheat somehow, right?"

"Cheat is such an ugly word," I said, unable to keep back a chuckle. "Creative innovation was a much better descriptor," I said.

"How?" she asked. I gave her a summary of what I did, skipping a lot of pertinent details relating to the process. Not because I wanted to keep it a secret, but because I didn't think Eleanor would care about the ideal centrifuge design, or how the natural corrosive poison interacted with heat. She frowned once I finished explaining.

"Sounds simple, right?" I said even as I finished linking the crusher with the steam engine, pumping the excess mana into the water. With the proper nutrition and mana balance integrated, the time I required to grow trees dropped to mere seconds, their presence sheer and overwhelming.

"Well, yes," she admitted. "It seems like a simple idea. It makes sense that someone else would also discover it."

"There's a simple explanation," I said. "The amount of metal I used in that setup, I could have forged a thousand swords easily, and sold every single one of them for at least ten gold."

"And, for ten gold, you can hire a thousand farmers for a day easily," she completed, realizing the scale.

"Exactly. Farmers are the single most common class, and no one cares about their situation. For most city lords, it's better to have a pool of employees desperate for work than a small cadre of capable elites."

"Well, that makes sense," she admitted. "You don't seem like you agree."

"Yeah, I'm weird like that," I said, dismissing the topic. As much as I wanted to lash out at her for ignoring the plight of people, I held back. I still didn't understand the true source of the cultural shift, but considering that its source was almost certainly supernatural, I didn't feel like blaming her.

It was an inevitable fight, but I rather have that discussion with some concrete information under hand. Just as I was thinking about how to change the topic, I noticed the tree leaves trembling. "Be ready. Boss monster will be here in less than a minute."

"Really, are you sure?" she said as she pulled near me.

I nodded even as I switched to my hammer. Its weight felt reassuring in my hand, even as the air grew heavy with the distinct smell of the boss monster, damp and decaying. Beside me, Eleanor tensed, showing the quiet precision of a predator, ready to lash out.

"Join me on top of the boss monster, and focus on the fliers first," I said. Just as she nodded, the gargantuan monster burst into the opening, causing destruction in its wake as it uprooted the trees and crushed the metal container.

However, no matter how big of a terror it was, the moment we arrived on top of it — Eleanor with one smooth Floating Stride, me with several short jumps over other insects — its biggest weapons turned useless.

"Don't forget to pass me the shells," I reminded her even as I brought down my hammer, shattering a great portion of the shell.

[-100 Mana]

"Wow, nice hit," she said. "Why didn't you use it during the fight?"

"Because we didn't need it," I said. "Too early, and we would have alerted them. And, once those … things joined, ballistas were the better option. Sometimes, the best card is one that is yet to be played."

"I don't think I could have kept myself back," she said.

"Don't sell yourself short. You managed to suppress the temptation to use my sword for a long time."

"I don't know what you are about. This is my sword," she responded even as she continued to cut down the fliers. I chuckled, appreciating her presence. With all the advantages I had managed to collect, killing a boss monster was almost completely safe, but considering it took almost an hour, it was boring.

Having someone to chat with was as valuable as her dealing with the constant annoyance of flying insects.

"Feel free to join me," I invited her once the number of flying insects stopped crowding us.

"My pleasure," she said even as she started to add her own slashes. I noted that her vitality attacks were able to penetrate the flesh of the beast more than mine, and the damage it caused lingered more. However, I recognized the dense nature of her vitality, similar to the one provided by my Epic Mana Forge skill. Though, it flew better than I expected.

"Is it an Epic Skill, or a Legendary one?"

She paused for a moment, looking like she wanted to refuse, then answered. "Unfortunately, merely Epic," she answered. "Legendary Skills that fit my particular stat distribution are hard to find," she explained.

"I'm sure we will be able to figure something out," I responded even as I continued to work on the dull, mottled green carapace. "Feel free to go back to the fourth floor to replenish your Health if you need it, by the way. I can handle it alone."

"That would be excellent," she said as she disappeared, and returned a minute later. When she returned, she attacked with renewed intensity, her attacks cutting the beast hard.

Twice, she had disappeared to replenish her Health, but even with that, it took merely ten minutes for us to take down the boss beast, nowhere near as time-consuming as doing it alone.

When the boss started to topple, I retreated, letting her absorb the energy alone.

"Wow," she said as the glow faded. "That was by far the easiest boss fight I have been a part of. No risk, no hassle. Perfect."

I smiled even as I started repairing the metal. "Production classes can come in handy from time to time."

"True," she said, then smiled back. "Let's see if we can take down the next one without letting it destroy everything. I'll cut its legs, and you focus on its head. What do you think?"

"Worth the effort," I responded, smiling wide.

I certainly wouldn't say no to killing more. Today's events had already proven the value of a better range of vision.
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                "And, that makes it ten," Eleanor said even as she absorbed another crystal, her smile widening. She was referring to the number of crystals she had absorbed, and I had absorbed an equal amount, each consumption increasing our vision even more.

With her tactic of cutting the limbs of the gargantuan beast — something she could achieve without any risk thanks to her absurd Dexterity — keeping my hydroponic garden mostly intact, I was able to expand it more, which drew more gargantuan beasts to us. Combined with the speed at which we dealt with them, killing twenty of them didn't even take half a day.

It was good to finally cooperate.

"Maybe we should aim for twenty, each?" she suggested.

"No, you said Maria might return early. We should be ready, just in case they target her."

That made Eleanor snort. "Yeah, targeting her directly. That's funny," she said. "You have never seen her fight, right?"

"I have seen it when she helped me level up."

It made Eleanor actually laugh, though, with the filter on, she sounded quite weird. "Oh, yeah, that. Believe me, that's nothing."

I shrugged. While it was hard to treat Maria as truly dangerous since the performance she revealed to me was something I could match if I forced myself, I couldn't ignore the fact that I had no true baseline on how strong she was. But, considering how our enemies had never created any trouble while she was in the camp, I was willing to take Eleanor's words at face value.

"Still, we can take a break and see if she has arrived. Not to mention, we better open the dungeon before people start getting too antsy. The sudden disappearance of multiple guilds will be difficult enough to explain," I said, then gestured. "Unless you want to spend even more time on the fifth floor."

"You're right. A break will be useful. Even with the filter, it smells disgusting," she said. With that, we passed through the dungeon gate, stepping onto the fourth floor. "Finally," she said, removing the filter. "So, what do we do now?"

"Nothing, we just go back to the first floor."

"We can practice skill-switching. I want to get a hang of it."

"Sounds good. Multitasking is never a bad idea," I said. "But, just to be on the safe side, don't practice that when I'm not around, alright?"

"Why?"

"Because I almost killed myself while experimenting with Meditation," I explained.

"Really?"

"Yeah," I said, shivering as I gave her a quick breakdown of just how close I got to death due to my own mistake. That was what I got acting like a sixteenth-century alchemist, recklessly experimenting on myself without any proper procedures. Desperation was a dangerous drug.

"Alright, I'll be careful," she promised, which I appreciated.

"Good. The System is still a mystery with some really weird restrictions, but it's clear that at least some of the restrictions from the skills are here to protect us. Unraveling them requires a much more careful methodology."

"Don't tell me that you're going to abandon us for one of the research institutes you're talking about," she said.

"I had such thoughts before, but my recent success gave me a better direction."

"Do you think you can do a better job?" she said.

I paused, thinking how to present it. I thought about hiding my opinions, but I changed my mind. Maybe a secondary perspective would help. "Not that. The opposite, actually. I'm a lone Blacksmith, yet all I needed was to monopolize the dungeon for a few weeks to transform the whole town. Why wasn't it copied anywhere else?"

"But, you're the one that said gaining a mana skill was a lucky break."

"True, but even without it, I could have scaled up easily. And, that was with me alone. Cooperating with other people …" I added, then my voice faded.

"You suspect something," Eleanor said.

"I suspect many things, but talking about them has no point until I get some evidence to support them," I replied. "Maybe all of them are wrong, and I'm a once-in-a-generation genius who solved the System, and people will adapt my discoveries happily, and we'll defeat the monsters that are challenging us."

"You don't believe it," Eleanor said, though she didn't exactly sound shocked.

"Of course not. How many high-ranking guild masters, family heads, or city lords that you know would be happy that their new position suddenly got less powerful."

"It would?" she asked. "Wouldn't people getting stronger increase their power?"

"It's a bit complicated, but not necessarily," I said.

"Why?"

I paused, thinking how to explain it without it turning into a lecture. Not that I didn't like teaching, but the middle of the dungeon was not a good place to explain the history of governments and how it related to individual power… especially since it was a loaded topic with many distinct opinions in academia, with significantly different views, from general principles like social contracts and constructs, ideas of enlightenment, labor theory, economic collectivist theories, class struggle, impact of technology.

It was closer to a complete undergrad degree than a lecture.

"I'm going to oversimplify it wildly, but we can summarize the current power struggle as a game. Currently, the ones holding power have four major advantages. Do you want to guess what those are?"

"Individual strength is the most obvious one," she said. I nodded. "And, I'm guessing having the elite military following their orders is another one."

"Partially," I said. "It's not just having the most elite forces. Back in the day, Roman Emperors had the elite Praetorian Guard, but those guards were responsible for more deaths and deposition than any enemy forces."

"They have the charisma to ensure their loyalty," she said.

"Exactly. I don't know how it works, but I'm guessing it's easier to use it to raise a small but elite guard utterly loyal to their leader than controlling the whole city."

"True," she said, confirming it. "Economy is probably the other one? What about the fourth?"

"Knowledge," I said. She seemed to scoff at the idea. I wasn't surprised by her attitude, as most people shared that dismissiveness. Mostly because, it was easier to underestimate the value of the knowledge they already possessed. It was why I was able to learn a lot from them without them realizing I was interrogating them. But, I needed to correct it. "Oh, so you think the knowledge on how to improve your new Rare skill was completely useless?"

"Well, no," she said.

"Then, how about the working principles of the dungeon? How, how to upgrade the class? What about —"

"Alright, professor," she said, cutting me off. "I got it. Knowledge is important. Still, I don't see why the city lord would react badly to having better weapons."

"Because they can't control the source," I said. "The System Shops might be expensive, and their wares might be limited, but they are under their direct control. They don't suddenly come out and demand civil rights, better living conditions, or a say in the ruling matters."

"I can't believe it," she said. "That means they are letting all those people die just because they want to keep their power. Did System really corrupt us that much?"

I couldn't help but chuckle. "Believe me, if you study history, you'll learn that we didn't need the System to not care about the deaths of millions of people. History is filled with kings and emperors sending their men to die just to invade territory that they would never step into. Or, if you're looking for a more recent example, look at the billionaires letting people work in conditions that were similar to slavery just to buy another yacht that they could show off to their other billionaire friends."

"It still feels unbelievable."

I shrugged again. "Frankly, it's just a hypothesis, one that I wasn't able to start exploring mathematically."

"How does math relate to all of it?" she said.

"Well, that's what I was working on before the Cataclysm struck. Mathematical sociology. Everything I just explained to you can be represented in a mathematical model. And, assuming the existence of enough granular data and a sufficiently strong computer, it's possible to predict how things might work."

"Does it work?" she said.

"Somewhat. At least, it helps to evolve sociology into a proper science. It's better than just writing books that were only read by other academicians —" I started, only to realize Eleanor was not exactly the correct target for that rant.

Old habits die hard.

"Yes. At least I believe that it can be used to understand some of the core principles of the situation, allowing us to look in the right direction. It should be helpful. But, first, I need to do some experiments."

"Experiments?" she asked, looking tense. She wasn't hard to read. I had no doubt she was thinking about the … things that we had fought, transforming into monsters halfway.

"Letting people fill some surveys, after a day in the dungeon, or after leveling up. Maybe some interviews after teaching them a new skill, and understanding how their perspective changed. A proper, scientific observation. Nothing crazy."

"Good," she said. "Because if those…"

"Believe me, I share your concerns," I said. "Ethics are an important part of science, and ignoring them for quick progress is not a good direction to go."

"Alright, that's enough talking. Teach me how to switch between skills faster," Eleanor declared. "Regardless of the potential danger, it's better to have a brave warrior to protect your big brain."

I chuckled, happy with her declaration. Her words might be flippant, but I had learned enough about her to know that the intent behind it wasn't as flippant.

Though, I doubted she understood the potential enormity of her commitment.
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                Unfortunately, working on switching skills wasn't going as smoothly as I expected. "Umm, do it faster?" I suggested.

"Really, do it faster?" Eleanor grumbled even as she repeated the attempt, which was not any faster than her previous hundred attempts. The only thing that changed was her condition. She looked exhausted, unnaturally so. It reminded me of the time I pushed myself trying to modify my Meditation skills.

It was a good idea to stop it. I just needed to find a way to present it to her, which was hard, as every failure was making her more frustrated. "Is this all you have? I thought professors are supposed to be good at teaching."

I couldn't help but blush. "Actually, no," I said. "I'm not exactly a good teacher of basics."

"Really? But, you were a professor for a decade. Don't you need to be a good teacher for it?"

"Not entirely. Being a professor has very little to do with actual teaching. That's especially true for my case, where research was more important."

"But, you were able to teach me how you have combined your hammer style with Stalwart Guard perfectly. And, there were the plans you prepared for the Blacksmiths, and they were able to learn from it."

"That's different. With the other Blacksmiths, I knew exactly what they knew, and what they didn't know since we share the same skill. Discussing martial skills with you is similar. You're the expert, which is something I could keep up with easily. Teaching the basics to someone is different."

"I hope it's not an excuse to stop teaching me," she said.

"Certainly not. Having a stronger protector is a necessity for a poor weak production class member like me," I said, which earned a snort from her.

"Yes, you're the epitome of weakness. Not even level fifty, and already soloing dungeon bosses."

I chuckled. "Speaking of making you stronger, I have a different exercise in mind."

She looked at me stubbornly. "I don't want to stop it before I can perfect it. It's more valuable. I don't care what else you have in mind."

"As valuable as gaining the ability to use mana?" I asked.

The way her expression froze was beautiful. "But again, you're the teacher. I should listen to you, right?" she responded, as if she wasn't the one that declared it earlier.

"Let's go and open the dungeon first. Then, we can work while watching the place. We might even catch a few spies."

"We don't want to reveal our training —" she started, then corrected herself. "We don't have to. We can just climb on top of one of the hills and watch everyone without obstruction."

"Exactly," I said as I glanced around, measuring just how much my range improved after consuming thirteen crystals in total. I was glad to note that my vision had increased exponentially. Even on the third floor, I could comfortably see farther than a mile. "Our enemies will have a nasty surprise the next time they try to infiltrate the dungeon."

"Yes, they will," Eleanor said.

"Why don't you go and reopen the dungeon while I pick up the necessary equipment," I said.

"Equipment?" she asked.

"Yeah, I need to bring a small forge to the first floor. Maybe some excess gold and other equipment wouldn't be amiss."

"And, do you think it would be enough?"

"Frankly, I don't know," I answered. "It's not like I have any baseline other than experiencing it myself. There was a chance that your Epic skill would make it easier. Or, maybe it would be the opposite, and it'll slow us down. Either way, we need to experiment and see."

"Fine," Eleanor said, disappointed by my lackluster commitment.

"See you in half an hour," I said.

"With one condition. We focus on teaching me how to use mana above everything else."

"Except for an actual emergency," I added, curious exactly why she had been focused on that aspect.

"Well, obviously," she responded, her smirk making me think that I had missed something. "Now, anything else?"

"Actually, yes," I said. "I want you to use every attack given to you by your skill while I observe the results."

"Do I have to walk closer?" she asked after a slight pause.

"No need," I said even as I passed her a small, thin gold chain. "Just wrap this at the hilt of your sword, and it'll be enough," I said.

She nodded even as she followed my direction. "Every single attack?" she asked.

"Yeah, from the simplest to most complicated, as slow as you can manage," I directed. "I'll signal you to stop once I get a good handle on their structure."

She cycled through her attacks, and each slowed down as I requested. Even as I did my best to memorize the attacks, I appreciated the display of trust she was showing. No matter what, the exact workings of her skill were a dangerous secret to give. I could design an armor to counter the special features of her vitality attacks, which would've made her life much harder in combat.

It was a good feeling to be trusted.

However, rather than lingering on that warm feeling, I focused on the concrete details of her skill to be able to help her properly. Not only would it be a good reward for the trust she was extending, but it would also help me.

A stronger Eleanor meant a safer dungeon.

Her attacks were interesting. Similar to my own Epic Skills — though in my case, they were limited to forging and farming — her sword skill had two types of release, which I temporarily named ordinary and dense releases. The ordinary release was mostly similar to my own combat skills, and the dense variant worked with similar principles, only more solid and damaging.

"I think I have learned enough," I said. "I'll pick up the necessary equipment while you handle the operation."

"Fine. But, you only have half an hour, alright," she said, unable to keep her enthusiasm down. I didn't blame her.

As we split, I went back to the fourth floor, and filed a large cart with necessary items. A set of tools, some vitality-dense wood to create a fire, a manually-operated crusher to create the necessary mana density, several portable mana-resistant plates I designed to create a portable room, a thousand pounds of iron, split equally between ordinary and anti-corrosive, and some silver and gold.

It was significant extra work to carry everything to the first floor rather than experimenting here, but after the most recent ambush, it was much preferable to keep an eye on the dungeon entrance. Especially since our increased vision had made that task much easier.

Since everything was organized on the fourth floor, piling up the necessary equipment didn't take as long as I expected, so I decided to forge several swords before leaving. I didn't expect them to work immediately, but having a prototype would be useful.

I closed my eyes, remembering that fateful day I managed to attain Mana Forge, trying to isolate the steps. I had captured the mana from the fire that Maria had kept, perceived its presence through Analyze, and then connected it through Health I had forced into the metal with my blood.

And, it worked, because the absence of the environmental mana allowed the weak pull of my Health to connect with mana.

"The absence of Analyze is going to be the biggest challenge," I decided even as I started forging multiple composite swords, ones that would transfer the mana in a similar shape to her attack. Trying to create an artificial mana conduit similar to her vitality attack might be useful.

At least, her ability to freely use vitality attacks meant that I didn't need to make her bleed constantly. That had been macabre enough when I was doing it on my own, but asking someone else to do the same was too much of a mad scientist's demand for me to feel comfortable with.

It was a good red line to embrace.

Once everything was done, I pulled the cart through the familiar path, curious how much my view had increased. On the third floor, it was already more than a mile. On the second floor, it was almost three miles.

On the first floor, the dungeon mist didn't block my vision in the slightest, allowing me to see everything as long as I climbed to a high enough place. "Excellent," I said even as I watched a dungeon monster come into existence. It wasn't too different from the way they evolved. The mist coalesced into something denser, followed by a bright intensity, and they came into being.

Leaving me even more curious about what a dungeon was … unfortunately, that was not a topic I was qualified to understand yet.

Instead, I picked up a nice steep hill, about three miles away from the entrance, a good place both as a hidden safehouse and an observatory which was tall enough that even the occasional explorer wouldn't see us at the top.

Eleanor returned before I finished setting everything up, though her mood wasn't as good as I expected. "What's wrong?" I asked once she arrived on top — with just one step thanks to Floating Stride, which I couldn't help but feel jealous of as my phobia prevented me from using it as freely.

"The guilds, they have left the town," she said.

"All of them?" I asked.

"Yes —" she started, but stopped as quickly. "Well, all but one. That annoying woman's guild stayed, but their numbers are nowhere near enough to keep the dungeon working."

"How about the Farmers?" I asked.

"Well, they are still here, but we can't keep the dungeon working with only them, not unless we can find a lot more crossbows," she said. Then, she paused again. "Why are you smiling?"

I felt giddy at the opportunity. "Tell me. Financially, how long you can keep the dungeon going without selling anything to the System Shop."

"Two weeks, and that's with stopping all purchases."

"And, how about if my guild continues to operate at the same pace?"

"We should be able to hold back quite a while, at least until the first payment for the debt is due," she said. "About three months."

That made me chuckle. "There's nothing to worry about, then. I could easily surpass the number of shells the other guilds could produce, with no additional cost. All I need to do is to figure out how to make a decent crossbow. It can't be that hard. A day, two at most."

"True," she said, looking thoughtful. "Why do you ask about the payment schedule, then."

"Because, wouldn't it be better to stockpile them while letting Thomas believe that his plot to hurt us succeeded to some degree? That way, he won't be in a hurry to plan his next attack."

"Makes sense," she said. "And, in the meanwhile, if I can figure out how to use mana attacks…" Her smile widened as she fell silent, considering possibilities as she grabbed the hilt of her new sword, excited.

I smiled as well, imagining the way her face would look once she realized she wouldn't be using her precious new toy.
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                "How do we start," she asked as she drew her sword, her smile bright.

"By sheathing that back," I responded.

"What, why?" she said. "You promised that we are going to focus on this above anything else except an actual emergency. There's none."

I couldn't help but chuckle even as I watched her attitude. "We are, but there are two things to take note of. First, we're going to start with a lesson on how I achieved what I did, so that you have a general idea of direction. Then …" I added, forcing a serious expression. "I'm not sure I'm supposed to say it."

"Is it bad?" she asked, tense.

"Yes, it's terrible," I said, barely keeping a smile down as I reached to the pile and threw her a sword. "This is the sword that you're going to use."

She already had a dubious expression on her face, but it transformed even further when she grabbed the hilt. Her expression of shock finally broke my determination not to laugh, and I fell down chuckling. "Alright, the joke is over. Give me the real sword," she grumbled.

"It's not a joke," I said, but she just looked at me with disbelief. "At least, the sword is not the joke part. Try using the simplest attack you have used. You'll understand what I mean."

Her expression didn't shift until she had attacked once, and even then, her expression turned even stonier. "You're serious," she said as she realized the general gist of the design. I nodded. "But, this is garbage. Poorly balanced, structurally weak, unwieldy. It's not even a sword."

"It's enough of a sword to trigger your skill, which is all we need," I said with a shrug. "That's something you have to deal with. At least, you don't have to start it immediately, as we need to start with a lesson on theory."

That didn't alleviate her frustration in any way. "I had forgotten about that part," she complained. "Can't we start with using this," she said, raising the composite sword. "I promise I'm not going to complain."

"Unfortunately, we can't do that. I need to understand how your skill works, and what perks you have to develop a better approach."

"What does it have to do with the Perks?" she asked.

"It's how I achieved my own upgrade," I said, giving her a summary of how I achieved my own breakthroughs. "As you see, without Analyze creating a bridge to sense mana, I couldn't have done it."

"But, I don't have a Perk like that," she said, looking panicked. "Does it mean that I can't use your method?"

"I'm hopeful that we can achieve it," I said. "We just need to make sure to create a basis. And, even without a Perk, I have some ideas that can be useful."

"Fine," she said. "I have three Perks, one upgraded, two baseline. The upgraded perk allows me to read and react to melee attacks better. One of the normal ones allows me to spend less Health on each attack, and the other increases my mobility."

"Doesn't sound ideal," I admitted without sugarcoating. "But, it doesn't mean we're helpless. Let's start with something simple," I said. "I'll manipulate the mana to match your skill."

"Would that work?"

"Most likely not," I responded. "I would be shocked if it did."

She looked confused. "Why are we trying it if you don't expect it to work?"

"Because there are certain basics I want to try, and it seems like the quick way to test some assumptions," I said, and once again attached the chain to the hilt of her sword. "Now, the same attack," I said even as I pushed mana through the chain, filling the gap.

Luckily, Repair allowed me to control mana just as well, meaning I could do so while using Advanced Observation. She used her vitality attack … only for it to cut through the mana, dispersing it. "Was it supposed to do something?" she said. "It felt the same."

"No. It's just a test. One of many," I said even as I started taking notes on a clay tablet.

"What's this? A spell?" she asked.

"No," I said, but chuckled. Her confusion was understandable. I was trying to take notes about the way vitality and mana interacted, which was a complicated topic. It was more symbols than numbers. Half of these symbols were esoteric mathematical symbols unfamiliar to anyone without a doctorate on the topic, and the other half, I had invented during my experimentation. "It's a way to record how my mana reacted to your vitality attack as a function of various stimuli."

"Why are you not using a paper?"

"Habit. The paper doesn't keep well on the fourth floor. This symbol, for example, refers to the fluidity of mana," I responded as I continued writing, expecting a follow-up question, excited to share my findings, which turned out to be a mistake.

Eleanor stopped paying attention the moment I finished my explanation, her interest wandering away. Instead, she turned her attention at the entrance, watching the movement of the guards, and the few guild members that stuck around.

I let it pass. She was not someone academically inclined, and trying to force the issue was useless. Instead, I focused on running the experiment repeatedly, asking her to shift to the other swords, trying to get a general sense of what was going on.

Then, I ran the whole set several more times, this time after putting her into that enclosed room and pumping it with various densities of mana, trying to understand how the density affected it.

"That's it," I called her.

"What do you mean, that's it? You can't be serious," Eleanor said.

I sighed in amusement. "I mean, we have to stop for a while, so I can do some rudimentary calculations and understand how your attacks react with vitality, compare it with my own attacks, and see if I can get a generalized relationship."

"Sounds complicated," she said.

"Well, you're not wrong," I said, which was an understatement. For all intents and purposes, I was trying to invent a whole new technological path, which was the kind that ordinarily took centuries. Without the System allowing me to skip some critical steps, I could have never had even a hope of succeeding.

"What do I do in the meantime?" she asked.

"I don't know. The calculations would probably take several hours, and there's nothing you can work on —" I started, only to pause as a wild idea occurred to me.

I wondered if it was possible to sense mana without Essence. At face value, it sounded absurd, but maybe it wasn't a waste of time. After all, Strength, Dexterity, Vitality, Intelligence, Perception, and Wisdom; every single of them correspond to things that exist in the human body. Even Charisma did, after a fashion.

Was it possible for Essence to be the only exception? Well, yes, but it was still worth the effort. But, if that was the case, was it possible to leverage it somewhat? Maybe I could reverse-engineer meditation somewhat, at least in general terms? Would it be possible to break down the concept of —

"Devon," she said as she shook me. "You haven't said anything for the last fifteen minutes. Are you alright?"

"Sorry, I just had an idea," I said, smiling sheepishly. "Sometimes, I do that."

"Anything you would like to share?"

"Actually, yes. Meditation," I answered. "I have an idea. It has a low chance of working, but we can multitask."

"But, I don't have the skill," she said.

"I know, but I'm not entirely sure the skill, or the stat is necessary. After all, farmers don't have Strength, but it doesn't keep them from lifting rocks, right?"

"If you think it'll help," Eleanor said, quick to accept the modified plan. "Now, what do I do?"

"Let's start with something simple. I'll set the crusher, and also create four pipes, mana only flowing out from one of them. Just close your eyes, and try to point one whenever you feel something."

"Why four pipes?"

"It's a classical blind experimental setup," I said. "That will allow me to statistically establish that you're not making a random choice."

She shrugged again. "You're the expert," she said, showing her disinterest in the finer parts of the experimental design. "Anything else I need to do?"

"No," I said even as I made the necessary additions to the crusher, and created the setup. She sat cross-legged on the ground, her eyes closed, trying to calm down.

I smiled as I watched her fidget. She could easily sit down and handle a meeting, but meditating meant she had nothing to distract herself from it. Her brows furrowed in concentration as she tried to force herself to meditate.

"Take deep breaths, and don't focus on the act too much. Just let your mind wander while counting your breaths," I said. "Meditation is not a competition, but an inner introspection. There's no hurry," As I spoke, she opened her eyes, looking at me suspiciously. "What's wrong?"

"It's weird," she said.

"It can be at the beginning. But, spend enough time, and it'll get more familiar."

She smiled. "No, not the meditation part. Focusing on the inner self, staying calm, vague instructions… And, since when are you telling other people not to hurry?"

"Well…" I said as I avoided her gaze, finding myself blushing. "I might have been repeating the way my therapist guided me during my sessions, back before the Cataclysm."

"And, did it work?"

"It wasn't completely useless," I said, though even that was a generous description. Eleanor's chuckles showed that she realized the same, but she still closed her eyes, which was all I could ask for. Then, after a few seconds, she opened her eyes. "What now?"

"Do you mind answering a question? A personal one?" I nodded. "Why do you mention the pre-Cataclysm world so much? You're the only one that I know that mentions it regularly."

"That's not the correct question," I said. "The real one is, why is everyone so determined to act like the System existed for centuries rather than three years?" Eleanor's eyebrows furrowed once again, but I could see that my statement didn't resonate with her. "Just chalk it to me being nostalgic," I said instead. "For now, let's focus on your meditation, and let's see if we can surprise Maria with it."

"Good point," she said as she closed her eyes again, leaving me to ignore that niggling question and focus on the practical problems.
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                We spent the next three hours working on the same issue. I forged a set of swords, she practiced with them, and while I worked on the data, she meditated. Unfortunately, for every five minutes of practice, I was spending an hour doing calculations.

I never wanted a computer more. Doing the calculations by hand was truly torture. Even the most basic calculations to lay down the basic statistical data like standard deviation and correlation took a considerable amount of time, especially since I had to split the dataset in different ways to identify some of the variables. Doing the same basic calculations again and again was very boring.

However, it was true that misery loves company.

I wasn't the only one struggling. Eleanor was more of the same. As I watched her, she shuffled in discomfort, meditating as she tried to somehow attune herself to mana. She was a woman who was used to resolving her problems through action, not inaction.

"Take a deeper breath —" I started.

It worked the opposite way. She exhaled sharply, the tension in her shoulders betraying her frustration. "I'm trying," she muttered, cracking one eye open to glare at me. "This isn't exactly my thing. Can't I just kill monsters until I get a new perk like you did."

I chuckled. "Technically we can, but we only have two shots in that. If you're willing to waste that opportunity…"

"Fine, be reasonable," she said as she closed her eyes again, her jaw set in a stubborn way that told me she was far from giving up. Unfortunately, it was also not helpful … or at least, I assumed it was not. I leaned back, watching her intently as she once again pointed at one of the four pipes.

Wrong one. Again.

I didn't feel like she was making any progress. Unfortunately, I had no idea whether it was the wrong method, or it was the lack of time. I sighed as I returned to my calculations.

"How about we take a break," she asked a minute later. "I don't think I have sat down like that for a long time. A visit to the town is a good way to stretch my legs."

"Sure, a little movement would do you good."

"Do you want to come?"

"Tempting, but I should visit the outpost instead. I trust Harold to keep things under control, but my presence should make it easier. We don't want them panicking."

"Good point," she said as she stood up, but didn't start walking immediately. "If Maria returns, should I have a talk with her alone?"

"That's going to be a fun talk," I said.

"Yeah," Eleanor said. "She has a tendency of … overreacting when surprised."

I was tempted to ask her to handle that discussion. Very much so. Unfortunately, I feel like I owed Maria enough to have that talk face-to-face. "No," I still said. "I'm the one that chose to keep it a secret. The best thing I can do is to be the one to explain it to her."

"Do you think that's a good idea?"

"Hell no," I answered, making her chuckle. "But I still need to do it."

"Your call," she said as she prepared to jump.

"But, I won't say no if you soften her up a bit," I added. She just smiled before she hauled herself away with a big jump, pushing herself faster than I expected, but rather than picking a direct path, she landed, and started killing the monsters on her path.

She must have been even more frustrated than I had realized. Suddenly, I felt pity for the wildlife around the town.

I went the opposite path, approaching my guild outpost. I expected a tight, tense environment. I trusted Harold, but with all but one other guild pulling back from the dungeon immediately after the mysterious death of multiple guild masters and more than a hundred members, it was the most rational outcome.

But, as I got closer enough to distinguish their mood, I realized I had misread the situation significantly. Instead of the dark and morose atmosphere I had been expecting, I met with people running around with purpose. Calling them cheerful would have been a stretch, but being excited and dedicated certainly would fit the bill.

The people saluted me as I approached, and I gestured for them to stand down. As I approached, Harold arrived from the gate, probably alerted by the guards about my arrival. "Guild master," he greeted as well.

"Follow me," I said as I moved some distance away from the crowd.

"Sir, may I ask what had happened in the dungeon? The official news says that—"

"I know what exactly the official news says," I said, as I was the one who suggested the official story about another dungeon swarm trigger, this time enhanced. It was an obviously fake story, but there was no real point in examining it. "A few people tried to assassinate me and Eleanor, and failed. Simple as that," I said.

"It's good to see everything is well, sir," he said.

"What about the guild?" I asked. "They look enthusiastic. I expected them to be stressed out after all the deaths."

He chuckled. "The opposite. The other guilds had been posturing a lot for a long time, so they were expecting the attack. Now that those posturing guilds suddenly … encountered a misfortune, they are even more confident about their position."

"Really? They were expecting to be attacked, and still volunteered?" I asked, surprised by it. After all, it was not a simple decision. For me, it took almost three years to finally change my attitude.

He shrugged. "They are Farmers. They know that this is the best opportunity they have to level up, and actually developing proficiency in a combat skill is a bonus. Combined, it's the best offer they could get."

"Still, all of them…"

Harold smiled. "Sorry to be harsh, sir, but you don't know what it's like to have a production class. For them, any chance to level up is a treasure. Either they need to pay a fortune for dungeon access, working for a whole year to just visit it once or twice, or they need to join an expedition. And, the ones that hire Farmers are more likely to use them as disposable scouts than anything else."

"Good point," I said, smiling at his assumption that I didn't know the plight of the production classes. But he still had a point. Even without my most recent bout of luck, my situation had never been that bad. Blacksmiths were not the luckiest class, but our situation was nowhere as bad as the Farmers.

For a moment, I was surprised by the general attitude, but then remembered every Farmer that had joined the camp was a volunteer, determined to seek their fortune. In such a situation, death was to be expected … and there was nothing if that expected death visited their enemies rather than them.

"Would you spend some time with them, sir? I'm sure your presence will be appreciated."

"I can't stay for long, but give me a tour of the latest changes," I asked. Since they seemed to believe that I was responsible for their deaths — not wholly accurate since those transformed men were responsible for most of the mayhem, but the difference was academic — showing them that I was walking around strongly should help.

As Harold guided me through the encampments on both floors, I was already making plans to scale our operations up. Now that the secret was finally out and I didn't need to hide the truth from Eleanor, I could actually arm them with proper anti-corrosive alloys rather than the weak variant that only worked on arrows.

With a ten-foot spear and proper plate armor, even farmers should be able to dominate the first three floors with ease, especially if we set another beachhead on the fourth floor, and use the water to grow the trees fully and create safe zones to avoid the occasional giant variant.

Yet, I didn't hurry to implement that, for two reasons. First, I wanted to finish the experiment with Eleanor. I could already help them by bringing their Nurture higher, which would trigger better classes. Even a partial stat bonus like Strength would have been a treasure.

As for unlocking their Essence…

I had to actively stop myself from imagining that. I didn't even know if it was possible for Eleanor, let alone integrating that at a mass scale. And, more importantly, I had a bigger impediment facing me. Maria's reaction was still a mystery, with a whole spectrum of possibilities from glad to furious.

It was also why I wasn't using the time to forge a thousand spears to arm them. I wanted to ask for Maria's 'approval'. I knew what her answer would be, but sometimes, letting the leaders make the obvious decisions was the best way to keep their mood upbeat after doing something to challenge their authority.

Luckily, Maria wasn't a particularly invested leader, so I didn't expect that to be too big of a problem. The personal sense of betrayal was the likelier reaction, the fact that I saved Eleanor's life would be enough to prevent her from feeling betrayed.

Should… Hopefully… Because, I had just seen Eleanor at a distance, accompanied by a robed figure, her redhead distinct even from a distance.

"Make sure to keep an eye on everything," I said to Harold as I started walking away. "I might not be around for a while."
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                I waited for Maria at the peak of the hill, ready to work on the next set of swords I would give Eleanor, just another little thing to keep her mood up. Eleanor could see me thanks to the bosses we had hunted, but Maria could not.

A little perfunctory, maybe, but doing my best was a good idea when facing a mercurial woman who could literally kill me with her gaze.

When they arrived at the bottom of the hill, Eleanor presented her arm. Maria grabbed, and then with a jump, Eleanor cleared the whole hill. "Hey, boss. Long time no see," I said, trying to sound casual. From the way Eleanor winced, I guessed that I wasn't particularly successful.

She looked at me, her gaze tightening. Then, she looked at Eleanor. "I'm guessing that you have skipped a few details in your story," Maria said.

"Well, not exactly," Eleanor answered. Maria's expression tightened."But, I might have neglected to mention just how close we came to losing if it wasn't for the surprise Devon was keeping."

"You almost died!" Maria gasped.

The shift was incredible, and scary. Up until now, Maria had always been the cheerful boss. Yes, she was arrogant, but it had been the spoiled kind of arrogance that I had gotten used to from my old job, falling somewhere between annoying and charming depending on the day. That hadn't truly changed even when she helped me level up.

But, the moment Eleanor admitted how close she got to dying, she lost that cheeriness. Her presence shifted … changed, a pressure radiating from her. It wasn't like Thomas, using Charisma. That was an unnatural, insidious feeling.

It was different for Maria. The pressure felt like the sudden turn of the weather right before a record-breaking storm, only this time, the pressure was truly suffocating. It was already intimidating before air started churning around her, surrounded by a faint shimmer of heat.

I was glad that she was looking at Eleanor. Eleanor avoided her gaze, shuffling on her feet. "Well, I didn't expect them to somehow bring six ballistas without alerting us. They set up an ambush. But, nothing happened. Devon made sure of it."

"Six ballistas?" she said, her voice tightening. "And, you didn't mention them before."

"I didn't want to talk about that in public," Eleanor said. Behind Maria, I nodded at her in appreciation. She was doing her best to present my secret as an absolute boon, which I appreciated. She could have easily twisted the situation badly just by shifting a few words around.

That sword was a well-deserved reward.

Maria looked like she wanted to continue, but after glancing at me, she decided against it. "We will talk about it later," she declared. Then, she turned at me, her gaze sharp, assessing, reminding me that, for all her frivolity, she still had a sharp mind unrelated to her stat distribution. "It must be an interesting secret to play a decisive role in a battle with six ballistas."

I thought about mentioning that I managed to hunt one of the gargantuan insects and expanded my range of vision, which was the method I had discovered the ambush. It would be the correct answer to her question, but I doubted trying to hide behind the technicalities would have helped.

Instead, I raised my hand.

[-20 Mana]

The sense of tension around her dissipated, but only because she was truly shocked. "How?" she gasped, looking surprised. Then, her gaze tightened, and she started to look actually angry. The shift surprised me, and then she spoke. "Who bribed you you bribe with that skill stone?" she growled, and the pressure returned, this time with revenge.

She didn't need to mention her thought process for me to guess what happened. Immediately after an ambush to Eleanor, she must have been thinking that I had been bribed to ambush Eleanor, only to change sides at the last second. A reasonable conclusion. Utterly wrong. But reasonable.

"Calm down and listen," Eleanor interrupted, probably coming to the same conclusion.

"I'm not in the mood to listen to a traitor," she started, and the opening we were in actually started to get hot.

"Do you remember the time you helped me to experiment on how to forge mana alloys," I commented.

The comment was random enough to distract her from her anger. "Yes, but —" she started.

"And, did you ever wonder why I didn't ask your help for the same experiment again?" I continued, careful to keep my hands out in the open.

"I assumed because you learned all you needed from it," she said.

"In a way," I said, which didn't help her confusion at all. "And, I'm sure you know once a class skill is pushed to the maximum, it evolves automatically."

"Not automatically, there are quite a few conditions, but yes," Maria said, which surprised me. I had assumed it to be automatic. That statement alone triggered dozens of questions, but I had a feeling that it wasn't the best time to ask them.

"And, did you know that class skills can also transform when you achieve something out of context," I added. "Something like actually managing to forge mana alloy without having any Mana?"

That made her pause. "You can't be serious," she said. "Experimenting with mana, without having Essence, is a fool's errand. It's impossible."

"Not exactly," I said. "I managed to use my vitality as a catalyst to somehow link with mana, which helped me to create a mana alloy. A garbage one, I have to admit, but it was enough to trigger my skill."

She frowned. "Impossible. The interference alone —" she started, but I cut her off.

"Which is not exactly a problem in a mana-dead location," I corrected. Technically, my experiments showed that it was merely mana-sparse rather than mana-dead, but it was not the time to fix that particular misconception.

"It's not possible," she said, dazed and confused.

"Which part?" I asked, feeling better. A confused Maria was a much better alternative than a murderous one who was under the mistaken impression that I had sold her best friend to her enemies for an extremely rare skill stone. "The part where I have managed to jump two rarity levels with one experiment, or the part where I managed to manipulate mana without Essence."

"Well…" she said, looking dazed.

I grabbed one of the swords I created for Eleanor and walked to her, which was also a small test. She didn't even flinch as I approached her with a bladed weapon, which was good news in terms of her trust. I flipped the sword and passed it to her. "Try it," I said.

"Why?" she asked.

"Just push your mana through it. You'll see."

She did so, and a glow covered the sword. It wasn't a particularly stable glow, the edges of it were fraying. But, it was still a mana attack. "Impossible," Maria gasped as she examined the way her mana reacted.

"Well, yes," I said, and couldn't help but feel smug. At least, for the first few seconds. As she continued to examine the sword, the frayed, fragile glow around the sword straightened into a perfect edge, which then lengthened, its brightness not something I could match even if I put all the mana I could store behind it.

Then, she turned that into a ranged attack, flying away. A trick that took me days to perfect, and she learned it in seconds, without even trying.

No, I wasn't jealous … much.

"And, this happened before you reached level twenty-five, so you got a new class," she said.

I nodded. "Yes, a class called Mana Blacksmith. It gives one essence for every two levels," I said.

"That's not much, is it?" she said, looking a bit surprised.

This time, it was Eleanor that spoke. "Not everyone is as perfect as you, Miss Legendary," Eleanor teased, making Maria blush. "I will be happy to get one point every four levels."

I chuckled alongside them, realizing that the biggest threat had passed. I had a feeling that being mistaken for a traitor helped quite a bit, channeling the worst of the betrayal Maria might have felt for keeping secrets.

After all, what was a small secret compared to such a heinous crime?

Maria nodded for a moment, then her eyes widened. "Wait, what? What do you mean?"

Eleanor nodded eagerly. "Exactly what you're thinking. We're trying to copy his method to see if I can somehow get the mana variant as well. We weren't able to make much progress yet, but we were only trying for a few hours."

Maria cut her off with a raised hand, her gaze locking on me. "You're helping her with mana?" she asked. Her voice was calm, but I could catch an undercurrent of excitement. "Is it possible?"

"Frankly, I don't know," I said. "But, there's no reason for it to be impossible. I already have several paths in mind, from forcefully melding her vitality attacks with mana, to meditation."

Maria's eyes widened as she turned to Eleanor. "You … meditating?" she said, followed by a chuckle. "That I need to see."

"Oh, it's just as amusing as you think it is," I commented, joining her in laughter. It would have been an excellent, calculated moment to join her, and use humor to deflect any remaining frustration she might have been feeling toward me.

Luckily, it was not necessary, as Eleanor trying to meditate was one of the funniest things I had been dealing with for a long time — not that there was much competition considering most of my time was spent locked in the dungeon, hunting monsters.

"Shut up," Eleanor grumbled as she crossed her arms, turning away from us. Maria caught my gaze, and we started to laugh even louder. And, soon, despite her grumblings, Eleanor joined as well.

It felt good…
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                "So, what do we do?" Maria asked a while later, playing with my backup sword, examining the sword I created based on the epic skill. Once we calmed down, Eleanor started meditating once more, while I helped Maria to catch up with the secrets I had been hiding.

"I still want to keep my abilities a secret as much as possible," I said. "We don't know how the world will react, and I don't want to test it before gaining enough power. I don't want to get experimented on or captured."

"I would have disagreed, but…" she said, letting her voice linger. She didn't say it, but what she was saying was clear. The fact that Thomas could pull such obvious attacks meant one of two things. Either he was relying on some kind of external support that meant he wasn't afraid of her family's response, or her family was implicitly supporting his actions. "Things will change once I break through the barrier."

"And, I'll do my best to help that," I responded, and she smiled gratefully. "Whatever you need."

"I need you to supply your guild members with actual weapons, and not just arrows. Can you do that?" she asked.

"Easily, but we need to be careful about it," I said.

"Why?"

"With the guilds retreating, your enemies believe that they have succeeded, at least partially. It's to our benefit to let them maintain that belief. Instead, they will focus on blocking our acquisition of crossbows and intercept the delivery of the arrowheads."

"And, since we can finally kill the bosses, we can catch any spy trying to infiltrate easily. Eleanor could defend the dungeon, while I stay in the town" she added, then looked at my crusher. "Especially if it's not that hard to replicate your machines. If we can generate enough mana to let me show a fraction of my true capability.."

"And, how much mana do you require to fight near peak efficiency, thousands of points?" I asked.

She chuckled. "Oh, not even in that ballpark. But, it's more complicated than just having mana. The distribution, the density, the nature of mana, the placement of other mages, all of them play a role," she said.

I bit the question that I wanted to ask down. But, this time, it wasn't about keeping it a secret, but more practical concerns. That question would release a thousand more, and the situation was still too complicated to indulge that way. "Yes, I can replicate them. It's not that hard," I said. "That way, storing the shells would have two functions."

"We need to be careful. Releasing too much of the Dungeon Pollution outside can have dangerous effects on the wildlife. It's a method that's only fit for emergencies before it gets too much."

"And, there's no such risk in the dungeon, right?" I asked.

"Not unless one got truly excessive. Dungeons can absorb it back."

Once again, I did my best to suppress the questions I wanted to ask. "Good. Then, as long as you think it's alright, we can move a large group of Farmers to the second and third floors permanently and start hunting on a truly large scale."

"But, what about keeping it a secret?"

"We can forbid them from going out," I said, and immediately, she looked angry.

"I don't condone imprisoning them," she said.

I shook my head, but I smiled. It was good to see her caring about their status. Admittedly, not imprisoning hundreds of people in a forced labor camp was the bare minimum, but sometimes, one had to grade on a curve. From what I had seen, there were not many in the ranks of power who wouldn't make that decision.

And, to be fair, I couldn't even blame that on the System. We had been the same even before the System, with countless examples both ancient and modern.

"Don't worry. We're not going to imprison them. We're going to recruit from a team of volunteers only, and explain to them that they will be on a six-month dangerous mission that they are forbidden to contact with anyone else, but with equally high rewards. Levels, Rare skills, and helping them to access better classes. Throw in a nice bonus of fifty gold at the end of the enlistment, and they will accept. It'll be like a Navy mission. And, we can claim that we sent them to set another outpost in the wilderness."

"Fine, it's a good idea. But, what about supplying them with food."

"That's even easier. It's an army of Farmers. Setting up a garden inside the dungeon is the easiest thing to do."

She nodded, and we spent the next ten minutes discussing the details, focusing on information security over anything else, including how to store collected shells safely in the dungeon. Eleanor listened to the discussion, but she let me take the lead.

At first, it surprised me … only when I noticed her smirk, I realized what she was doing. She was simply unloading the job she hated the most to me, leaving me responsible for the logistic details, more than happy to have more time to focus on her skills.

Especially with the prospect of gaining the ability to use mana.

"Too bad that there's no way to close doors for the dungeon," I said.

"Actually there is," Maria said. I looked at her expectantly. "Unfortunately, I don't know how," she admitted. "It's too big of a secret even for our family. It took a fortune for us to hire someone capable of doing that for the family dungeon, and even then, we had to close the dungeon for a week for them to do whatever they needed to accomplish to close the excess gates."

"Good to know," I said. Hiring such a service was out of the question both in terms of price, and in terms of trying to keep secrets, but knowing that such a thing was possible was already a benefit.

In science, sometimes, knowing if something is possible is the biggest part of the discovery. Not that dungeon landscaping was anywhere near the list of priorities, but knowing more was always welcome.

"I think that's enough about logistics," Maria finally cut it off. "You clearly know what you're doing. Let's talk about the important things," she said, her gaze turning to Eleanor.

I would have called it selfishness, but my most recent experience in combat refreshed my understanding of how important high-ranking combatants were. With her new sword alone, Eleanor could have dealt with everything but the weird transformed monsters. And, adding mana to her repertoire would increase her capabilities significantly.

Combined, she alone represented a bigger threat than all seven thousand Farmers even with their upgraded classes, so I couldn't claim her sense of priorities was inaccurate.

"Yes, how to improve her skill to the mana variant," I completed.

"Yes, let's discuss," she said, letting me take the point. I nodded in appreciation. Things would have been far more difficult if she insisted on leading the discussion. "We can say that there are three critical variables for my case. An act that triggered the skill, Health acting as a medium to let the skill register the action as my achievement, and a way for me to control the process."

"The first two parts are obvious," she said. "But the third…"

"Yeah, it was Analyze, a perk of my Repair Skill back then, that allowed me to trigger it. I don't know if there's a similar perk available for her skills."

"Is that why she has to act like a vase —" Maria commented.

"Hey, I'm not deaf," Eleanor interjected.

"Yes, but you're supposed to ignore the external factors. That includes the juvenile, poorly thought-out insults."

"Hey!" This time, it was Maria who exclaimed while Eleanor chuckled.

"To continue. Yes, that is indeed the reason. I don't know if it'll actually work, but it's a pretty harmless experiment."

"Of course. Only an idiot experiments on herself if there's a risk," Maria commented. I couldn't help but blush when she said that, which made her eyes tighten. "Is there anything you want to tell me?" she asked, her tone sharp.

"Well, no," I said. Her eyes tightened. "I don't want to say it," I added. Maria said nothing while I avoided her gaze. I felt less like a capable genius, and more like a naughty child. Admittedly, it was less about the sense of authority she radiated, and more about the enormity of my own mistake.

There was no good way to admit that I almost killed myself during a poorly designed experiment — if it even deserved to be called that. "I might have … rotated my Meditation skill in reverse." Her eyes widened. "When it was still below twenty-five."

She gasped. "How the hell are you still alive," she gasped.

"I have to admit, double vitality did most of the work of keeping me alive," I said, which didn't help Maria's sharp gaze. "But, I learned my lesson. I promise," I added.

"We will see," she said, her tone suggesting that she had just appointed herself as the safety officer for my experiments. I had to admit, it was not a bad existence. To be honest, it was a required position.

"Let me show what I gathered until this moment," I said even as I pulled the clay tablets that I used to take notes.

"What is this?" she asked, confused.

"They are the notes I took on the interaction between her vitality attacks and mana," I said. "I'm trying to create a sword that will overlap the mana component with her vitality attack, combining it into one devastating hit that would hopefully trigger her skill to —"

"No, I don't mean what's the function. I mean, what is it?"

"Oh, that," I said. "It's a mathematical model of the interaction between the Health and mana components, but it's an ongoing process. Unfortunately, without any literature, I was able to access, I had to invent some new symbols, and most of the models are pretty esoteric."

"And, this actually works?" she asked.

"Depends," I said.

"Depends on what?" she asked. "It either works, or it doesn't, right?"

"Not exactly. There are many functions for mathematical models. Accurately recording the available observation is one of them, predicting future behavior is another," I explained. It was quite a bit of simplification, ignoring several use cases, but I had to stay practical. "It works well enough to record what I can see, but actually predicting the behavior of alternate cases requires some work."

"What's the benefit of it?" she asked.

"How about sharing exactly what I can detect with my Advanced Observe Perk whenever Eleanor uses an attack, be it Health or mana?"

She paused for a moment, her eyes widening. "Teach me," she said, her tone conveying her enthusiasm.

"With pleasure," I said and started explaining to her every symbol I had used, regardless of whether I had invented it or not, as it was not fair to expect her to know esoteric symbols I dug out from areas like functional analysis and information theory.

A detailed primer class was in order…
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                “That’s enough,” Maria finally called. “My head is actually aching.”

“Alright, but you have made excellent progress,” I said. It was not an exaggeration. We were on it for almost four hours, and in that short amount of time, she had made enough progress to make even the most overachieving student proud as long as they had managed to replicate it in a week.

A part of it was about the Intelligence helping her, but not all of it. Her effort and general understanding also helped. Intelligence might not be able to help her internalize her learnings, or even memorize any faster — that apparently required Wisdom, which her class lacked — but it still helped her to keep many things actively in her mind, helping her to contextualize things faster than I expected.

“Really, it doesn’t feel like it,” she said. “Nothing I learned was useful.”

“You can already read my equations, and help me do the statistical calculations. Alone, running those analyses would have taken me a month at minimum,” I said.

“Really?” she said. “A month?”

Eleanor intervened. “Sometimes, you’re forgetting the value of having five hundred intelligence.”

“I thought you were supposed to be a vase. Shut up,” Maria said, blushing slightly.

I watched them argue, split between feeling shocked and happy. Shocked, because five hundred intelligence was shockingly high. For me, receiving double stats was already impressive, and that was with Strength and Vitality, the two most common stats.

The happy part came from Eleanor casually revealing one of Maria’s important secrets, and Maria not caring the slightest. It was a great way to show acceptance, especially since it was clear that they had done so immediately.

“So, what’s next?” Eleanor asked. “Don’t tell me I have to sit down like this for another hour? Because I need to visit the town and make sure everything is in order.”

“Well, no,” I said as I checked the results of the calculations. “I have a few ideas, but I’m not sure if I could implement them based on the equipment here. I have to forge a sword using the Epic skill to test it, and for that, I need my real forge. It’ll take at least half a day, so you can do whatever you need, even catch your sleep.”

“Really? Half a day? Is it that far away?” Maria interjected.

“Not really. That part merely takes a few minutes at full speed,” I said. “It’s the forging that’ll take the time.”

“Then, how do you forge all those arrowheads?” Maria asked.

”It’s about how Epic Skills, at least the ones I have, work. It creates what I termed dense mana.”

”That, we know,” Maria said. “It’s how every Epic skill works. But, I don’t understand the difference it makes. Doesn’t the skill handle all of it?” she asked.

“It’s less about the Epic, and more about how I handle the forging —” I started, only to realize that, during the experimentation, I always absorbed mana first before creating the composite sword, as it was easier and more efficient as long as I forged just one or two items. ”Let me show you,” I said even as I dragged the crusher next to my tools, and rapidly forged ten swords, each taking merely half a minute, manipulating the mana indirectly.

“Is this how you managed to climb to Epic quickly,” Maria said, her eyebrows creased.

“Yeah. It’s even easier to use Mana Control in mana-dead locations. Crushers provide me with a lot of mana. Once using material above the skill limit lost its effectiveness, I was able to increase my skill by mass-producing gold daggers.”

“Ingenious,” Maria said. “Is this why you asked for platinum?”

“Yeah. Since there’s a clear link between copper, silver, and gold, it’s worth testing platinum as well.”

Maria frowned. “Too bad I don’t have any platinum coins remaining, we could have at least tested it.”

I nodded. “True. I wouldn’t say no to an even better skill.”

“Maybe we can try selling a few swords. I’m sure they’ll fetch a fortune,” Eleanor suggested.

“No —” Maria and I responded at the same time. She chuckled as she continued. “We don’t have the channels to sell them while keeping it a secret.”

“How about the auction house?” Eleanor asked.

“Not really a secure channel,” Maria said. “Any sufficiently strong family could pressure an auctioneer to reveal what is being sold. It’s not a good method to sell things secretively.”

“Alright. This is where we split, then,” I said.

Eleanor nodded as she started walking away. Maria didn’t follow. “Maria?” Eleanor asked.

“I don’t have anything to do in the town, so it’s a good time to kill some dungeon bosses and level up, don’t you think?”

“Are you sure?” Eleanor asked, sounding a little frustrated. Maria nodded. “Maybe I should come with you, just in case.”

“No need,” Maria dismissed. “I’m sure Devon could protect me in case of any danger arising.”

That made me snort. The sheer pressure she created in her anger was still vivid in my memory. And, since the dungeon was filled with mobile sources of mana, I couldn’t imagine her somehow falling against any threat.

“Still, better safe than sorry, right?”

“No. You mentioned that you have important things to handle,” Maria said. “We can’t neglect the town.”

Eleanor looked like she wanted to disagree, so I intervened. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep her safe … not that she needs it.”

“Exactly,” Maria said, smug. Eleanor looked frustrated at first, but as she looked at my face, her expression shifted to something close to mirth.

“Fine,” she said. “I’ll be back here in ten hours.” With that, she jumped away.

“Is she gone?” Maria asked.

“Yes,” I said even as I started putting the equipment in the cave I dug, making sure people couldn’t stumble on it easily.

“Good,” Maria said as she looked at the distance. “Dungeon Mist is really frustrating. I’m glad that I won’t have to deal with it for long.”

“Tell me about it,” I chuckled even as I put the last item into the cave. “Trying to explore the fourth floor while my range of vision dropped below twenty yards was an experience, especially with monsters popping out endlessly.”

“How did you handle it?” she said.

“I discovered that I could use the trees to push away the mist,” I said.

“That’s the cost of keeping everything a secret,” she said. “You have to discover everything on your own.”

I gave her a sheepish smile. “I have to admit I might have been a tad too obsessive with secrets,” I said. “In my defense, if the wrong person learns it, I might end up locked in a comfortable prison, working all day to create weapons for them.” That was if I didn’t end up in a shallow grave, but that was a tad too morbid, so I didn’t mention it directly.

Maria sighed. “I’m sure my conflict with my family didn’t fill you with confidence either,” she said.

“It did play a role,” I admitted. “Now, everything is in place,” I said. “We just need to swing by the outpost so I can tell Harold to start recruiting volunteers, and then we can go,” I said. “Now, do you have a way to travel fast?”

She paused longer than that question deserved, which surprised me. “I do, but it’s a bit wasteful in terms of mana. We don’t want to stop and replenish constantly.”

“Not a problem,” I said even as I pulled the cart from the cave. I could have pulled her like a rickshaw driver, but I had a better idea. “Do you mind helping me with the calculations?”

“What calculations?” she asked, but she still helped me with them. After resolving a few critical design questions, I was able to link a small steam engine to the cart through several gears and a metal chain. However, most of her calculations had been used to design a more efficient steam engine than the rest of the car.

Putting a ten-ton monstrosity into a car — even a facsimile of it — was too much.

“Welcome to my automobile, milady,” I said, pointing at the ugly device that didn’t deserve the name of a car.

“A car, really?” she said.

“Well, if you squint hard enough,” I said. “It’s more like a steerable steam engine, it’ll be an absolutely horrid ride as it doesn’t have a suspension mechanism. For some reason, System has no spring recipe.”

“Really, why not?”

“Well, springs are surprisingly a modern invention. Maybe it doesn’t fit the medieval concept the System seems to be in love with,” I said.

Maria looked confused at my statement. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t worry about it, I’m just complaining,” I said, not wanting to go on a tangent about how the System was potentially affecting our perspective. Not without some concrete evidence, at least. “Now, are you ready for the ride?” I asked.

“And, how are you going to bring the car down from the top of the hill,” she asked.

“Easy,” I said as I grabbed it, then used the Fleeting Steps to easily scale down the hill. Admittedly, carrying the car, faster than its full speed kind of showed its relative uselessness for this use case, but the ability to design one was more important than its function.

Maria chuckled as mana flared around her, and she floated down with ease, sitting next to me. “Alright. Show me how fast it goes, then,” she said.

I chuckled as I pressed the gas pedal, feeling playful. The car itself was just as slow and uncomfortable as I had expected, barely going thirty miles an hour, with a horrible fuel efficiency. But, what it represented was far more impressive.

Also, it was fun. At least, initially.
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                “That’s enough. We’ll walk the rest of the way. We’re not riding a car before you figure out how to make springs,” Maria said the moment we arrived at the third floor. I didn’t blame her. While creating a car with her help to deal with the technical challenges had been a fun exercise, the same wasn’t true for the ride itself.

Calling it uncomfortable was like claiming the dungeon boss of the dungeon was a bit bigger than ordinary insects. The brief stop we had at the outpost — as I parked the primitive car a distance away — to talk with Harold about collecting volunteers felt like heaven compared to the ride itself.

So much so that, when given a choice between riding it for an extended period and flying, I didn’t know which one I would pick.

Me.

“Making the springs isn’t the biggest problem,” I said even as I placed it in the safe house. However, rather than leaving it like that, I disassembled the whole structure, turning it back into an ordinary metal cart, and took the small steam engine with me.

Carrying it on my back was not that hard. We started running. Well, I ran, while Maria floated next to me, flames dancing underneath, looking surprisingly solid. I didn’t try to decipher the shape of the mana, as it was far too complicated.

I was yet to succeed in reverse engineering my poor fire bolt spell.

“And, what is the biggest problem?” she asked, her tone showing no exertion.

“The lack of tires. I really need a rubber equivalent. Still, it was a fun proof of concept. It’ll be better once I tinker with it.” Her smile disappeared. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said. “It just hit me how you will destroy the business of many families, including mine.”

“Yours?” I asked.

“The Griffins. That’s what makes my family a powerhouse. We have a dungeon that produces a skill that helps us to raise and tame wild beasts. Griffins are our best product, but they are not the only ones. We sell a great number of tamed beasts of burden, and…”

“Fuel for a steam engine is far cheaper than raising and feeding one of those beasts,” I completed.

“Yeah,” she said, still looking surprised at the revelation.

I didn’t blame her. It was one thing to understand something in general terms, but understanding that it would have a direct impact on her livelihood was something else. It was a natural response. “However, you don’t need to worry too much,” I added. “There’s a long, long time until we can create an industrial base that can replace it.”

“Really? Why?”

“Three reasons,” I said. ”First, there’s no guarantee that it’ll actually work in more mana-dense locations,” I said. “I know that mana reacts weirdly when subjected to external stimulation, heat included, and not always in a predictable manner. I have no idea if an enclosed, high-pressure steam container would work in a location with more ambient mana, or a dungeon with different conditions.”

“And, mana-dense locations are the ones with the real economic value,” she said.

“Economic, military, and political,” I added, though under the circumstances, it was kind of redundant. In a world embracing feudality, the three overlapped inevitably to an extreme degree. “Then, there is the problem with metal production.”

“I thought you solved that.”

“Not exactly,” I responded. “Yes, my setup helps me to produce several tons of metal every day, but ultimately, I’m still using my skill to facilitate it. Truly scaling up requires solving several technical challenges. Until then, using the metal to produce swords, arrows, and other personal items is more efficient. The metal we used for the car could be used to forge a thousand swords.”

“And, what about the third reason?” she asked.

“The obvious one. I can’t reveal them without ending up assassinated. It represents a shift of power that’s unacceptable.”

“Then, how did such things happen in the old world,” she said. “Wouldn’t kings and other feudal lords be against it?”

“That’s an excellent question,” I said. “Unfortunately, the answer is not that straightforward. I can give you a ten-hour lecture, or a five-minute one, which one do you prefer?”

That earned a chuckle. “Those seem to be two wildly different options. Is there no third thirty-minute class?”

I shrugged. “It’s pointless. Five minutes is all I need to give you the key aspects and the general principles. Anything more requires a solid, structured background in history behind every topic, which will take at least ten hours, and that’s with your Intelligence helping you to learn faster.”

“Really. And, without it?”

“With the pacing of a good student? Probably two semesters, three to be on the safe side, with a reading list of twenty books.”

“Always a professor. I’m actually tempted to listen to the ten-hour version, but for the moment, the five-minute one will have to be enough. We have too much to do.”

“Fine. The way technology has spread has to do with timing as much as anything else. Before the Industrial Revolution started, the power balance between the feudal power, mercantile class, and kings had already changed due to the combined effect of gunpowder weapons and geographical discoveries. Combined, those led to the loss of power for many old authorities. The power of the kings had been enhanced enough to stop the feudal powers, leaving that social space for the newly rising merchant class.”

“Really? That simple?”

I chucked. “Of course not, but I’m summarizing aggressively. Spain had appeared as the first candidate for global power, but it bungled that opportunity through a series of ill-advised political moves, ending with a disastrous invasion by Britain, which left the British as the premier naval power, who used it to create the first real globe-spanning trade path. They invaded India, using the precious fabrics as a tool to fund their navy and purchase African slaves. They used those slaves to produce cotton in their new colonies in America. And then, they moved that cotton back to produce even more fabric.”

“Sounds vicious,” she commented.

“Without a doubt. Enlightenment and philosophy love to claim that the more we develop, the more moral humanity has become, but it’s nowhere near accurate. It’s more an application of incentives than anything else —” I added, then stopped myself.

A five-minute summary shouldn’t include a sidebar to explain economic determinism, game theory, and macroeconomics.

I paused for a moment, collecting my thoughts. It was a good place to pause, as we were looking at the gate leading to the fourth floor. “Be careful about the mud and water,” I warned her.

“Thanks,” she said as she floated higher. I passed through the gate first, quickly dealing with the insects that surrounded it. She followed, but seeing that I was able to deal with all of them immediately, she refrained from attacking.

I continued to explain as I led the way, cutting down the monsters with ranged attacks with ease.

“Anyway, the setup I had described created a unique economic situation where one country with a limited population suddenly wanted to increase the production of one commodity more than it was possible with its limited population; and a new batch of industrial powerhouses that was incentivized to solve it were born.”

“And, that led to technological development?”

“Yes, though luck played some part in it as well.”

“In what way?”

“Independent of other political aspects, England had already a patent system, which was initially used to grant favored people monopolies in core products like salt production, but that had been abolished due to public pressure from the new merchant class, leaving a diminished version that only granted temporary monopolies for new inventions.”

“I see,” she said.

“This meant that, through a number of factors, the British isles suddenly had a trifecta of rare events. A need for unlimited production borne from excess raw materials and unlimited market access, a new ruling capitalist class that desperately supported new developments to further their power, and a suitable legal landscape. Together, it meant that, for the first time, educated people had significantly more to gain from exploring new avenues than just serving as tutors and courtiers for the rich.”

“That sounds simple. But was all that really necessary?”

“It absolutely was. Those developments had turned Britain into the first real global superpower, however, it also created untold tragedies, both for its citizens and other countries. But, since it helped the ones in power, they pushed relentlessly.”

“And, you expect it to be the reverse.”

“Without a doubt,” I said. “One of the key aspects of what had been going on was the absolute military dominance of the British Fleet. It meant that, during all of it, none of the other powers, internal or external, could intervene with the process, no matter how much it hurt their position. The only way the other countries could even fight it was to embrace industrialism.”

“Don’t you expect that to happen here? If a city lord embraces it, the others would too?”

“Not necessarily. Here, we have elite forces, their power coming from monopolizing System Shops and best dungeons, each locked in their feudal domains, doing their best to prevent their rivals from getting stronger.”

“There’s no indomitable British fleet to protect you when the developments are in its cradle,” she said. “Is that why you think no one else has done what you have done?”

For a moment, I thought about sharing my other doubts, like the impact of peace fields and how I expected the System to transform our perspective, but decided against it. “Partially,” I admitted instead. “I have some other suspicions, but I don’t want to share them before I collect some data.”

“Why?” she asked, sounding put out.

“Because I trust you, and I don’t want to taint your thought process,” I said. Which had the added benefit of being somewhat true. “That way, once I collect the data, we can work on it without bias.” She nodded. “But, enough talk,” I said, pointing at the gate we had just arrived at, leading to the fifth floor.

I passed her the breathing filter, but she waved off.

“Don’t worry, you said that the heat neutralizes the poison. I can handle it.”

It looked like an unnecessary risk to me, but since she was the expert when it came to the dungeon threats and her own fire magic, I kept my mouth shut.

“It’s time for some action,” I said as I stepped through the gate.
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                The other side of the gate was as I had expected, filled with an army of insects that rushed forward, threatening to drown me, which I cut down rapidly with ease to create some space.

“Disgusting,” Maria said the moment she arrived, a red shield of mana hanging around her like a bubble, then she waved her hand, and a ring of fire exploded outward, killing hundreds of insects at once, burning them to ashes.

Which, incidentally, destroyed their shells as well. Their mana puffed into existence for a moment, only to be drawn in by the dungeon in quick order. “Thanks for the assist, but don’t forget. We need to preserve the shells for mana recovery.”

“Right,” she said with the slightest blush. “You’re right. I’ll be more careful.”

“By the way, how much mana do you have to throw around like that, if it won't be a private question,” I asked, surprised by the ease she had done so.

 “It is,” she said, but she continued to smile, so I wasn’t scared of her reaction. “Just above forty thousand.”

“W-what?” I gasped. Considering she was level hundred, I was expecting a lot. But, forty thousand…

”My class gives me ten Essence each level, which is enough to raise the number in the first place. Then, there is an item to increase my Essence further, and another to enhance mana points that it grants by every level… Combined, it goes up significantly.”

“Impressive,” I said, though I couldn’t help but feel jealous. It was a scary amount of mana. No wonder she didn’t need to stop to replenish her mana. “So, I’m sure I can leave you here safely for a second,” I said. She nodded, and I disappeared to the fourth floor to get another sapling.

Once I returned, setting up the hydroponic garden took only seconds, the process getting more and more familiar.

“So, you have Nurture as well,” she commented. “I can arrange for a skill removal stone if you want. We have several in storage, and now that you have thousands of Farmers to call upon, it’s a waste of skill a point.”

“It comes in handy too often,” I said.

“Are you sure? It’s … Nurture,” she said, her disdain clear.

“Once we finished with the dungeon,” I said, deflecting the request. I had no intention of doing so, as Nurture was a very useful tool, but I didn’t want to spend time convincing her of that. At least, not here.

“Good,” she said. “So, does the boss monster really just come rushing in,” she said.

“Yes. Should I assume it’s not common?”

“Might be,” she said. “But, the dungeons I operate in are usually split into two categories. Either the boss monsters are valuable enough that they are hunted the moment they are born, with the various teams competing for it, or the last thing you want is to come across them.”

“Fair point,” I said even as I finished setting the web of trees, including the steam-powered crusher, and piled it with mana. Adding a secondary mana exhaust that poured pure mana toward her while pushing the more tainted portion to the trees was easy.

She closed her eyes as the mana flow hit her, only to open them back again, surprised. “The mana … it’s pure,” she gasped.

“Well, yeah. I have a filtering mechanism there to separate the two portions. It’s not that hard.”

“Really? There are wards capable of doing that, but they are rare and expensive. This could be a game changer for dungeon exploration.”

“As long as we find a way to spread it around without accompanying assassination attempts,” I said.

“Good point,” she said, and focused on absorbing the mana with enough speed to shock me. A rough calculation told me that it would take less than five minutes for her to refill her mana reserves completely, and that was with her taking in every drop of mana the crusher produced.

Her true limit, I had no idea, and that was with her yet to pass the level hundred barrier … which was supposed to improve her abilities in a material manner.

It was a good realization, snapping my growing bubble of arrogance. I had improved a lot and gained some impressive victories, but it wouldn’t do well to forget that all of those victories came from situations I could manipulate to my benefit.

Someone like Maria could still kill a hundred of me with a spell in an open field of battle. And, from the speed with which she devoured mana, it seemed like that one spell wouldn’t be her limit.

I busied myself with adding more trees to the hydroponic garden, distracting myself from the sudden sense of inferiority. It wasn’t exactly fair, as not only did my class have very significant drawbacks when it came to combat potential, but I was also significantly behind her in terms of schedule.

I made sure not to let her realize any of it, as my personal crisis was hardly her problem. “The first boss is almost here,” I called her soon. “Should we discuss how to deal with it?”

“No need. Just give me a signal when it’s five seconds away, and leave the rest to me.”

I wanted to argue against it, as it seemed silly to fight a battle without a plan in place, but the way she told me that gave me pause. She seemed confident enough.

I decided to hold my complaints to myself, as there were two probabilities. First, her spell would put us in a dangerous position, but with several layers of trees around us, it would be easy to compensate. The second, she actually knew what she was doing.

Her confidence didn’t fill me with confidence, but I chose to trust her expertise.

“Now,” I said once the gargantuan beast approached the line with sufficient speed, and the mana started to gather in front of her. It was bright enough to signal that it was going to be a strong spell, but its structure was packed tight. I didn’t have the experience to measure the amount of mana she was putting into her casting.

But, it should be enough to wound the beast significantly. I still wished that we discussed tactics beforehand, but I could also see where she was coming from in terms of confidence. I prepared to rush once her spell went off, focusing on distracting the boss while she cast another spell.

… Only for it to turn unnecessary when the gargantuan monster had collapsed against the edge of the tree line, a giant flaming spear skewering through its center.

One spell. It was all it took to kill the giant beast, while I had to whittle at it slowly for an hour.

“How was that?” Maria said as she turned to me proudly.

“Amazing,” I said, which was certainly not an exaggeration. “What was it?”

“My strongest single-target spell,” she said. “Too bad it takes almost half of my mana to cast it once here,” she said as she moved near, and then absorbed the crystal that the dungeon boss had turned into.

While I wanted to watch her, gaping in shock, I had more important things to do. Like hunting the swarm that it brought along to supply the crusher. “So, you can take it down with one spell,” I said. “I’m impressed.”

“Yes,” she said, then frowned. “Unfortunately, it’s hard to use against smaller targets. It’s slow to cast, expensive in terms of mana, and its range is not particularly impressive.”

“It’s still a hundred times more powerful than the siege weapons,” I said.

She waved her hand. “Yeah, siege weapons are hardly worth using anywhere except when defending towns against monster hordes. Nothing that can rival a proper mage.”

I would have argued if it came from anyone else, but as someone who might match the devastation potential of a ship full of napalm, she had a right to make that comment.

“If the mage in question is you, certainly,” I said, which earned a big smile.

“Exactly,” she said. “Now, it has been a while since we had a proper game. Why don’t we have one while waiting for the next boss? I missed playing with you. You know how to make the games interesting.”

“Knight C3,” I called in response even as I continued hunting the beasts. Luckily, at this point, even using mana attacks was mostly automatic, allowing me to focus on the game even as I got piled on by the leftover swarm.

Too bad my full focus only meant a slower descent to inevitable defeat. Not that I was complaining, as it was far better than focusing on the fight. Nothing except the boss monsters came close to providing me with a challenge … and with bosses no longer a problem with her attacks, even that was not the case anymore.

So, trying to put up an impossible defense against her attacks seemed like a good way to pass the time as I expanded my little hydroponic forest, to see just how many boss monsters I could pull to fight us.
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                “I think we hit the limit,” Maria said once we spent fifteen minutes uninterrupted by any boss monster despite the size of the forest.

“Looks like it,” I responded. “Still, we must have killed almost fifty of them. Is that normal?”

“For a dungeon that has been left unattended as much as this one, certainly,” she said. “Every dungeon has its own limitations, but most spawn a new boss monster between a day and a week. To my knowledge, exceptions are rare, to both extremes.”

“I see,” I said. “Maybe you should have taken more of them.”

She waved her hand dismissively. “Nonsense. Ten of them are more than what I need, which should give me all the advantages I need even for an emergency. Ultimately, you will spend the majority of your time in the dungeon, so it makes strategic sense,” she said.

I nodded in appreciation. The thought process was certainly reasonable. “Still, fifty dungeon bosses in less than two hours. It has been a productive session,” I said.

“What’s next?” she asked.

“I still need to forge a few practice swords for Eleanor,” I said. “Do you mind helping me?”

“How? I don’t have the skill,” she said.

“Well, the last time you helped me, I managed to unlock a new skill, so I’m sure it won’t hurt,” I said, which was true. I already had several ideas, and even if all of them failed, she could still help me with the calculations.

“Good. I’m sure Eleanor can keep things going for a while,” she said.

“I’m sure she can, too. Whether she would enjoy it is a completely different issue,” I responded, which earned a chuckle.

“We all make sacrifices,” she said, smiling wide. We played only one game of chess until we arrived at my private workshop, which was close to the dungeon gate.

“Wow, better than I expected,” she said once I gave a tour of the place. “Though, all those tubes…”

“Proper experimentation takes time,” I said. “But, it did help me make a few interesting discoveries, like the fact that not all mana-dead locations actually lack mana. It just drops below our ability to detect.”

That made Maria cross her eyebrows. “No, that’s not true … is it?”

“To be fair, I didn’t do any experiment to collaborate the results, so it might be wrong, but the observation is solid,” I said.

“But Essence allows us to detect mana,” she said.

“Think of it like hearing. Just because you can hear doesn’t mean you will hear someone whispering at the other end of a corridor.”

Maria paused, looking unconvinced. “I don’t believe it,” she said.

“Let me explain the process, then,” I said, which turned into a lecture on Newton’s Law of Cooling. Luckily, I didn’t throw the tubes I had experimented away, meaning there were hundreds of samples to test the theory, so once I finished explaining the core principles, I let her do the experiment alone while I tended the various chores like cleaning the blast furnaces, refilling the feeders, chopping wood.

Once I completed all, Maria was still working with the tubes, her frown even deeper. I didn’t interrupt her. While I was sure I could convince her of my conclusion if I insisted enough, letting her see it on her own was a better way.

Not to mention, it was always a good habit to let one’s peers repeat the experiments. The history of science was filled with people who thought that they had made a groundbreaking discovery, only for someone else to point out a systemic mistake in their experiment setup.

And, while she was busy with that, I focused on creating the casts for the other mass-production items. For weapons, I decided to focus on spears, as it was simple enough to be used even without a skill, especially when against monsters that loved to charge in a straight line. Also, a shorter handle would turn them into throwing weapons, which was an adjustment they could make as needed.

The armor was a bit more problematic. I thought about making breastplates, but it would consume too much metal, and adjusting it would be troubling as well.

Instead, I decided to create metal strips that they could add to their clothes as they wished. Not the ideal protection, but it had the flexibility advantage. I had already produced hundreds of spearheads by the time Maria returned.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

That confused me. “What?” I asked.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated, louder.

“No, I heard you. I just don’t understand why,” I responded.

“Are you going to make me say it?” she said, looking a bit put out. “I’m sorry I doubted you.”

Only then, it clicked. “I see,” I said. “There’s nothing to apologize for,” I explained, but she didn’t seem to be convinced. I stopped what I was doing, and looked at her. “No, I’m being serious,” I said. “What I had was an observation based on only one experiment. The model makes sense, but it doesn’t mean that my conclusion was true. It’s always good for someone else to run the same experiment.”

“Really?” she said, perking up a little.

“Yes. That’s how we progress,” I said.

“And what if you had been wrong. Would you still have been happy?”

“Depends,” I said.

“On what?”

“Whether it was a silly mistake on my part, or I missed something fundamental. The former is never fun, but it certainly wouldn’t have been your fault. The latter could be even more interesting depending on what that fundamental detail would have been, and whether it could result in a more interesting conclusion.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I have made some of my important discoveries on the back of such mistakes. The key is to keep an open mind. Science is not about being right, but discovering the truth.”

“That sounds … interesting.”

I smiled. “I have to admit, it can be boring, or humbling, but ultimately, it’s a rewarding process. I would have done better if I hadn’t lost that approach after the Cataclysm.” A sigh escaped my mouth. “But, that’s enough talking. Let’s start working on Eleanor’s sword. I don’t want to explain to her that we have forgotten it.”

“Good point. She can be a bit touchy when it comes to her toys,” Maria chuckled. “What do you need?”

“The first thing I wanted to see is if you could copy the denser mana of anEpic skill,” I said.

“Show me,” she said. I did. “Again,” she asked, which turned into several repeats, occasionally interrupted by the refillment of my reserves. “You need something to expand your reserves,” she commented. “Too bad we don’t have the resources for it.”

“It’s not critical,” I said, which was partially true. Expanding my reserves by a certain percentage wasn’t critical, but I would love to have one such item and examine it, trying to figure out how it worked. I showed the mana blast again. “Do you think you can repeat it?”

“Maybe,” she said as she closed her eyes, which started another chain of attempts. “How about this?” she asked once it looked similar enough.

“I don’t know. Do you mind channeling it through a piece of metal so I can use Observe on it,” I said. She did, and I realized we were on the right path. “It’s good. Far better than I had expected,” I said. “The last time we practiced, you were having trouble pushing your mana out without the control of a skill.”

“Once I did that, I realized it was a good way to challenge Meditation, so I ran it repeatedly,” she said. “Though, I didn’t almost kill myself in the process,” she added, admonishing me.

“Yeah, looking back, it wasn’t my best moment,” I admitted. “Still, I can see that the practice is helping you,” I said. “Do you mind changing the flow like …” I said, only to pause before I grabbed some clay and turned it into a tablet, and wrote a mathematical line.

It was a long, complicated formula, but even before I could start to explain it, her eyes brightened. “I see,” she said as she repeated the mana burst.

I knew that she wasn’t trying to fake understanding, as her corrections turned the flow far too similar to mine. And, the differences were resolved after a few practice sessions. The only problem was that it stabilized faster than I had expected once she stopped controlling it, making it harder for me to take over through Mana Control.

“We need to get the process right,” I said. “I need to capture it before it gets destabilized. Maybe if we can add a temporary layer outside, kind of like a string around a bundle of sticks, keeping them together.”

“How?” she asked.

“How about this?” I asked, writing a line of formula.

“No, that won’t work. It doesn’t fit well with most of the data,” she said. “How about this?” she replied, writing one of her own, which, unlike mine, included the calculations jotted down underneath as well. I nodded in appreciation, as I couldn’t calculate the results with a glance.

“Looks more promising,” I said. A few more tries, and we managed to create a variant of the same mana flow, which stayed stable for a fraction of a second once she ceased her control. It was still a tight window, but luckily, timing was something that could be perfected with enough practice, especially since Maria was kind enough to help me without getting bored.

An hour later, we were looking at a small, completed dagger … well, Maria was looking at it.

I was more distracted by the notification I had just received.

[Mana Forge (Epic) 107 -> 108]

“Good news, it also gave me a skill point,” I said.

“Excellent,” Maria said. “Now, to our task.”

“With pleasure,” I said. With her help, I didn’t need to limit myself to only one sword. I could forge multiple ones, which would not only help Eleanor get a hang of it fast, but also it would give me some skill points.

A perfect mutual victory.
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                “Let’s call it a day,” I said as I finished forging another piece, this time a large cuirass to complete the armor I had prepared for Eleanor, completing the set. Maria was wearing one of her own under her robe, a thin chainmail that could resist not only physical, but also magical attacks — as tested by Maria herself.

[Mana Forge (Epic) 128 -> 130]

“Really, that early,” Maria said, looking disappointed. “We were just getting a hang of it.”

“Believe me, I want to stop even less than you do,” I said. “Your help is truly invaluable.”

“And, don’t you forget it,” she said. Then, she sighed. “But, you’re right. Eleanor must have finished with the town, and we shouldn’t keep her waiting.”

I nodded, wondering who would be more enthusiastic about the success of the experiment: Eleanor or I. For her, it represented significantly more power, a perfectly understandable desire considering the nature of the world we lived in, where power meant security, riches, and social credit, all at once.

But, for me, it represented validation for my approach, showing that I didn’t need to rely solely on blind attempts, hoping to get lucky. That my method was not just a line of coincidences, but actually had value.

I wasn’t under any illusion that I had unraveled the secrets of the mana. Not even close. If mana was electricity, a concept capable of supporting the modern world, I was a kid who was stabbing a lemon with random pieces of metal, trying to get a reaction, trying to make sense of the occasional tingling sensation. What I achieved was nothing compared to the potential of mana. It was a deep ocean, and even the surface would have taken a lifetime to explore.

While I still hoped to get Intelligence during my next class promotion, I didn’t believe that I could do it alone. Human progress was not something that was built on the backs of one person’s genius, no matter how appealing the idea was.

Though, I had to admit, my most recent chain of successes was enough to make me forget it momentarily. With the System helping me to connect the dots and work out the more complicated aspects, it was easy to forget.

Luckily, I wasn’t alone anymore, I thought even as I looked at Maria, who had been happily examining the dagger I had forged for her, a dagger whose mana had been provided by her, far more efficiently than anything I could have achieved.

After all, the biggest burst of mana I could create was limited by my own Mana Pool, and then I had to stop, meditate to refill it, then restart. And, such a slowing down was no different than traveling with a car, only to slam the brakes every few seconds. Doing that didn’t just reduce the average speed to fifty from a hundred, but to a few miles.

Her continuous mana output meant that I could finish something in minutes rather than hours … and that was with us nowhere near peak efficiency, giving me the method to push to the peak of an Epic Skill, or maybe even higher.

Only possible thanks to my new mathematical notation. Without it to communicate, I didn’t want to imagine just how long it would have taken to explain to Maria the exact shape of mana I had required. The method was nowhere near enough to truly replicate what I was generating, but if there was one thing my skills were perfect for, it was fixing thousands of small mistakes.

“Isn’t it hard to move?” She mentioned once I piled everything into one of the railroad carts I had prepared, and added four wagons behind, each piled with armor and spears — which I was able to forge more than the necessary number in the process.

”Not really,” I said. “The rails buried under the mud help a lot. I just need to slide it back whenever it slips. You can ride on it if you want?” I invited them with a smile.

“No thanks. One ride was more than enough,” she answered as she floated next to me, wasting her mana in the process. But, with the threat of the dungeon decreased to virtually zero after cleaning the fourth floor, again and again, it didn’t really matter.

Once we arrived at the fourth floor, I unlatched the wagons from the steam engine, and started to drag them with my own power. “Is this really necessary,” she asked.

“It’s easier than bringing the engine back,” I said even as I started pulling it away.

“Where are you doing? I thought you were going to set the new base up at the dungeon gate.”

“Yes, but not this one,” I said as I started pulling one to the opposite side. “This gate is the closest one to my private base. I don’t want to make it easy for others to stumble upon it.“

Then, I looked at the horizon, where a crowd was already waiting for me, one that I could only see thanks to my vision, which had expanded once more. Dungeon mist was no longer an impediment on the fourth floor either — though the ordinary swamp miasma was more than enough to block my view instead — and the third floor was perfectly clear.

“Actually, Harold is already there with the volunteers,” I said. “Which one would you prefer, joining me while I deliver the explanation, or going upstairs and start working with Eleanor.”

“I have had enough of dealing with everyone in the town, you can deal with your own guild,” she replied as she floated once again. “See you on the first floor.” Then, before she got too far, she turned to me. “And, make sure everyone actually volunteered, or we’ll have a problem.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. I understood her disdain for dealing with people perfectly. Spending my time leading people was not exactly what I wanted either. As for her warning about making sure people were volunteers, I wouldn’t have cared about it in the slightest if I hadn’t had the same intention.

Yes, she wanted to help them, but it was more of a general sentiment than a dedicated effort, more similar to a mayor who was visiting the soup kitchen to serve food once a month. It showed caring … but it was neither her best effort, nor was it the most efficient application of her time.

I didn’t really begrudge her for it, and not just because of our growing closeness. At least, it was better than what a lot of people were doing.

As I approached closer to the gathered crowd — almost two thousand people, more than I had expected — I slowed down, carefully watching the general attitude of the people, once again using an underrated ability I had developed back in my days as a professor.

Measuring the general attitude of a crowd. People reveal a lot through their general attitude when they think they aren’t being observed. It was surprisingly effective while teaching, during a conference, or even during a department meeting where someone had been trying some kind of low-impact white-collar ploy to get a modicum of power.

It was even more effective under the circumstances, as of the gathered two thousand farmers, most had been gathered in smaller groups, thinking that the thirty-yard visibility range of the mist protected them from observers, which made them free to discuss their plight with their friends.

I saw nothing but unbridled hope and excitement, with none of them showing even the slightest concern about the weight of living in the dungeon for the foreseeable future.

Not that I was surprised. I could understand the allure of power incredibly well. As I approached, I made sure to circle the group twice, making sure there was no one who was trying to hide their attitude. It was not a foolproof method, but it had to do for now.

I approached Harold, who had been patrolling the crowd, making sure to keep it safe. “Sir,” he greeted me once he was able to see me.

“How many volunteers have you managed to collect,” I asked.

“Two thousand, and that was with me picking and choosing. More than half of the available candidates wanted to join,” he explained.

“And, there’s no problem with the rules,” I asked.

“No sir. Every single one of them is happy to stay in the dungeon for an extended period, especially since you promised to help them promote their classes,” he said. “But, wouldn’t it be difficult to collect that many skill stones?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “How about the other condition?”

“Which condition?” he asked, only to have a look of realization when my gaze tightened. “The surveys?” I nodded seriously. “Of course, they don’t have a problem,” Harold said. “Half of them are willing to give their firstborn for this opportunity, let alone filling a few sheets of paper every day.”

“But, have you asked explicitly, and received their consent,” I said, not wanting to do my first large-scale experiment without informing them. They didn’t know exactly what I was looking for, but that had been a widely acceptable experimentation strategy for social sciences … as knowing the subject was enough to distort the experiment results.

“I have followed your instructions to the letter, sir,” Harold answered seriously.

“Good,” I said. “Then, follow me. We’re going to start setting the base properly,” I said, then gestured at the carts behind me. “But first, arrange the guards to sort through the equipment, and prepare everything for my speech. Once the speech is complete…”
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                Fifteen minutes later, the whole vibe had changed by the courtesy of two layers of trees I had grown, finally allowing the gathered two thousand people to see each other.

“You all gathered to address the call for a mission, one to keep our world a safer place, so that one day, our children don’t have to live in fear of monsters. I applaud your bravery!” I declared loudly, enough for the crowd to hear it.

The crowd shuffled, surprised by my declaration. “I have fought against untold dangers since that fateful day three years ago, and if there’s one thing I have learned, bravery doesn’t come from fancy Classes or impressive skills. There’s no Stat called Bravery or Courage. No, it comes from the people that dare to embrace the danger, regardless of their disadvantages, braving the unknown so that one day they can be strong enough to stem the tide. Here, I’m looking for two thousand such people!”

They watched me, some with doubt, others with a flicker of hope. I could see the shift in their eyes. It wasn’t my trite speech that was making the difference, but the display of respect from someone that they thought to be strong enough that they could never reach.

In a way, it wasn’t too different from receiving a compliment. It might be the lamest, the cheesiest compliments one could imagine, but if it came from a celebrity, it would still be enough to turn into a story they would tell to their children.

In a way, it was what was happening here. I was no different than a celebrity in their eyes, especially with all the gossip going on around me. I decided to reinforce it a little more. I drew my sword, and waved once, a mana blade rushing toward the tree line to cut down an insect.

The whispers of awe filled the opening, which even included the guards. My discussions with Eleanor had informed me of just how rare the existence of a magical warrior was, and since they would be staying here for the next six months, separated from the rest of the world, revealing that ability was a better idea than hiding it.

“People say that, since you’re Farmers, you don’t matter. That you’re only good for growing food. I say that’s wrong. You’ve faced bad seasons, monsters, bandits, and many bullies who wanted to squash you just because they were lucky enough to get a better class!” I continued, my gaze sweeping across the crowd. “I say no more! Here, I promise to help every single one of you to advance your classes!”

I paused, letting the words settle. “Harold, come here and explain to them how to improve their class,” I said as I stepped down from the rocks.

I could have done so, but I wanted to keep my speech short and impactful, while leaving the practical details to Harold.

As Harold started explaining it, I used the nearby gate to the fourth floor. After cutting down the monsters that had surrounded the gate, I rapidly grew ten lines of trees with ease.

I returned to the third floor with a cart filled with iron barrels, each filled with swamp water. I didn’t set a condenser, as the first stage of the process required diluted water from the fourth floor. Only when their skill reached Rare, would they require the help of the condenser.

When I returned, I gestured at two guards to take over the pulling of the cart, and two others rushed to dilute the water based on the previous requests. It was good to have competent assistance dealing with the minutiae of the activities.

With them accompanying me, we walked toward the center of the formation. Harold had not only finished his explanation, but also gathered the twenty volunteers that were closest to reaching level twenty-five.

“Let me show you how to improve your Nurture skill quickly,” I said even as I placed a small sapling on the ground, putting one drop of diluted swamp water underneath, following it with a blast. “As simple as this,” I said. “Try it,” I said even as I pointed at the next one.

“Yes, sir,” the first one said, and replicated my trick … poorly, pushing with his Health long after the little drop of water had been drained, which only wasted his Health.

“With shorter bursts,” I reminded him. “Did you deplete your Health?”

“I’m sorry sir. It won’t happen again,” he said, panicked. “I just wanted to show —”

I waved my hand, cutting his words. “Look, just eat something, and go back to the end of the line. Mistakes happen,” I consoled him. “There’s no harm. It’ll take a while to get it. Just remember to keep the skill usage to short, intense bursts. That’s how you’ll get the best result.”

“I won’t disappoint you, sir,” he said as he moved back, looking enthusiastic.

“What’s his name,” I whispered to Harold.

“Terry. He’s a good kid. Smart and ambitious, but with a good head. He’s a bit too enthusiastic though.”

“It’s a good combination for the youth,” I whispered, then gestured for the next one to walk closer. Even as they rotated, I continued to explain to them how to best use their Health to maximize the skill point gain, which was clearly not something they had prioritized before.

It was not a surprise. Production class skills improved rapidly as long as the appropriate materials existed. All the tricks I had applied just made the process faster.

Merely ten minutes later, every single one of the first twenty had their Uncommon skills, celebrating while the rest watched in fascination. “Should we start working on leveling, sir,” Terry asked, who seemed to be a natural leader in the group.

“Really, is that the extent of your ambition? Only Uncommon skills? How about Rare? Epic?”

“W-we can?” he gasped.

“Of course,” I said. “But, not for free.” His expression steeled, expecting me to ask for something truly extreme. ‘Help me organize the rest, and teach them,” I said.

“That’s it?” he said, looking shocked.

“Yes, that’s it,” I said, amused by his shock before he bounced to his mission with great enthusiasm. “Don’t forget to make everyone fill out their surveys before and after,” I said.

I couldn’t help but feel amused. I had tried to collect information about the System before, but even when I bribed my subjects with most of my available fortune at that time, their reluctance had been clear. A great contrast to the current situation.

I didn’t remember anyone following my teachings with such enthusiasm even before the Cataclysm, when I was a professor, despite my globally renowned credentials.

And, now, a couple layers of obfuscation and a display that I could have easily faked worked wonders.

Entertaining indeed.

But soon, I noticed some kind of argument toward the edge of the crowd. I walked toward it. “You must have been doing it wrong. Do it again!” one of the trainers growled, while another one infused the sapling with his Health, his fingers trembling.

I approached slowly, trying to understand what’s going on.

“Again,” the trainer ordered, looking tense, but not as much as the student, whose fingers were trembling even worse.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“S-sir, nothing,” the student gasped. “Please don’t send me away.”

“I’m not going to send anyone away,” I promised. “Now, tell me.”

“I … I don’t know. No matter what I do, my skill is stuck at ninety-nine, and it’s not improving.”

“Interesting,” I said. “Is there anyone that’s stuck at ninety-nine, unable to improve,” I asked, my voice booming. A sudden silence filled the area. “Don’t worry, I won’t kick any of you out. I swear on my honor!”

I had no problem giving that promise. Why would I, when they represented not a burden but an opportunity. Something unknown, one that I could use as leverage to expand my understanding even if just by a bit.

Even with all the credibility I had built, it took a while for them to start believing me, and I had to add a warning about punishment if they hid information. Ultimately, the crowd had split, and I noticed only two hundred out of two thousand had been unable to upgrade their skills naturally.

“W-what are we going to do, sir?” one of them asked.

“A torture awaits you —” I said, a habitual joke about paperwork leaving my lips before I realized the abject terror on their faces. “A joke about doing a lot of paperwork,” I corrected rapidly, realizing that jokes that were appropriate in an office environment might not be becoming of a guild master.

I threw a Rare Nurture skill stone to the leading tone that spoke. “See if you can absorb it,” I said.

“I can, sir,” he said.

“Do it,” I said, and he did so, which had been enough to dissipate the fear of the situation. “Now, as you can see, eventually, every single one of you will receive a Rare Nurture, no matter what, so you don’t need to feel stressed. But, before that, I want every single one of you to fill in even more paperwork,” I said.

Then, I turned toward the others, who had progressed their skills successfully. “Every single one of you!” I repeated.

After all, I needed data from both sides to identify the variable causing the difference.
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                “You were gone for a long time,” Maria said once I climbed up the hill with a few jumps. Eleanor was there as well, but she didn’t interrupt her task, her blade dancing between different forms, deaf to the world. “And, what’s in that huge bag?”

“There was a small development. Not all Farmers were able to upgrade their skills naturally,” I explained even as I put the bag down.

“How many of them?” she asked.

“About ten percent,” I said.

“Good,” Maria shrugged. “Then, they can stay there and deal with the logistics or something. We don’t need to replace them,” she said.

I paused. “Why?” I asked.

“Because they can’t upgrade their classes,” Maria said. “But, with all the secrecy you insist, we can’t do that. They have to stay there for the whole six months. We can’t afford to have a second location.” I continued to look at her, unable to contain my shock. “Did I say something wrong?”

“I mean, why would I want to replace them,” I said. “It’s an opportunity.”

Maria looked at me in confusion. “I don’t understand.”

“Did you know that some people couldn’t naturally upgrade their skills even if they hit the limit?” I asked.

“Well, no,” she said. “But, it wasn’t exactly something I explored. Getting the skill stones is almost always the better option,” she said.

“Assuming you can purchase the exact skill you want, of course,” I completed.

 “Naturally,” she said, tensing slightly.

“It’s not a personal attack,” I said. “Believe me, I much rather get the best option rather than accidentally killing myself experimenting.”

“Fine, let’s focus on why it’s an opportunity,” Maria said. “It’s probably just their perks or something.”

“That’s the interesting part, it’s not,” I said. “I have already checked the most obvious suspects. It’s not the level or the perks,” I said even as I opened the bag, showing the pile of paper inside.

“You can’t expect me to read all of it,” she said.

“Of course not,” I said, affronted, pulling a small booklet. Like I would never try to do a presentation without a handy little summary. Having two thousand people that I could order around made tabulating the data much easier, especially since I didn’t need to deal with the guard schedule, thanks to the trees being enough to keep them safe.

Naturally, I asked them not to pass level twenty-five, as the higher their Nurture, the better their new class would be. There was no punishment for refusing to listen, as all of them were adults. If they wanted to waste the potential opportunity in front of them, I couldn’t do anything.

The presentation included all the data I was able to collect. “As you can see, there’s no meaningful correlation between their levels, perks, or core demographic data.”

Maria looked confused as I showed all the ways it was unrelated. “And, is that … good? Why are you so excited about being unable to find the result?”

“Of course I am. It means there’s another variable that affects everything,” I said, then paused. “Well, either that, or I have committed some kind of systematic error somewhere in the process, resulting in useless data.”

“Is that likely?” she said. “It sounds obvious.”

“It’s far more common than you can imagine, especially when dealing with people,” I admitted. “For example, about the experiments about learning patterns —” I started, ready to share some interesting anecdotes, only to be interrupted by a cheerful cry from Eleanor.

“Yes!” she shouted.

Once I turned toward her, the source of her excitement was obvious. A sharp edge of mana, was noticeably under control as it extended from her blade, absorbing it from the steady flow of the crusher.

“Congratulations,” Maria shouted even as she moved to hug her. I chuckled as I watched them from a distance, happy with the success.

Eleanor looked at me. “What are you doing there, come here,” she ordered.

“Thanks. It won’t be comfortable when I’m dressed like this,” I said as I knocked on my armor.

“Nonsense,” she said as she moved to my side with one step, Maria still hugging her. She pulled me into the hug, which was one of the most uncomfortable moments of my life, for the simple reason that all three of us were wearing armor. The sound we made was not too dissimilar to a car crash.

They didn’t seem to care. “So, did you receive A new skill?” Maria asked enthusiastically once we were separated.

“Well, no,” Eleanor said. “But, since I achieved a mana attack, I can’t be too far off, right?” she said even as she moved in front of the crusher, and repeated.

I strongly doubted that was the case. I had three examples for that skill upgrade. Two of them happened on the first attempt, but my third one, Cleansing Meditation, only happened once I had pushed it to the limit.

Still, I said nothing as I watched Eleanor repeat her attack, her cheerful mode slowly dissipating into panic. “Why — is — it — not — working,” she growled.

“Let’s take a breather,” I called, stopping her.

“Is something wrong?” Maria asked as she looked at me, and Eleanor wasn’t too far away.

“Not necessarily,” I said, gesturing for Eleanor to sit down. She looked frustrated, but under my sharp gaze, she followed my invitation. Maria did that as well. “Now, before we start talking, I want you to remind both that Eleanor has just achieved a mana attack, and that’s a great win.”

“Using a specialized weapon that would shatter against any half-decent opponent, and with a giant machine behind my back,” Eleanor replied. “Hardly a useful trick.”

“I disagree, but let’s not focus on that for now. I just wanted to remind you that, we’ve been working for merely a day, and we’re already seeing results. Under any sane metric, that’s an incredible achievement.”

“I guess,” Eleanor muttered, while Maria nodded at me in gratitude.

“Now, let’s discuss why there’s no upgrade in your skill,” I said. “The worst case is that it’s a method that only works on Common skills, or using a skill stone somehow invalidates that path.”

Eleanor looked tense at the possibility, but Maria spoke first. “Do you think that’s possible?” she said.

“Possible? Yes. Likely? No,” I said. Admittedly, I wasn’t exactly confident in that conclusion, but I didn’t want to demoralize Eleanor any more than necessary. “That’s just the worst-case scenario, and I wanted to mention it.”

“What else?”

“What you have used is the simplest form of a Mana attack, with a density similar to my Rare Mana Forge. Every different skill has a distinct way of using Mana and Health with every upgrade after Rare. There’s a chance that we have to copy the Epic or the Legendary variant of a mana attack to trigger the skill.”

“That sounds complicated,” she said.

“It’s not simple, particularly since we don’t have a sample for it. But I’m sure we can figure out a way around it if things come down to that.”

“It means you have another idea,” Maria said.

“Yes. My own experience mainly relies on how I managed to improve Mana Forge. At that time, not only was my skill Common, but it was also still below twenty-five. And, even when I had upgraded to Rare, successfully creating a mana alloy gave me several points of skills.”

“Meaning, the Common variant counted that as an even bigger achievement,” Maria completed, understanding what I was getting at. Eleanor looked at her, looking confused. “He’s saying that, there’s a chance for an upgrade if you manage to get several points in one attack.”

“So I have to use it in combat,” Eleanor said, her forlorn expression immediately replaced by a vicious smile at the possibility of solving the problem in a way she favored. She stood up, ready to jump.

“Wait a second,” I said, stopping her again.

“What?”

“We still have things to discuss,” I said. She looked at me, impatient. “What if attacking the boss monster is not enough to solve the problem, and increasing your skill further only makes it harder,” I suggested.

That probability was enough to make Eleanor sit down, but I could see that it was a close call. Without the credibility I had built up on her, it might have easily gone in a different direction.

Though, it wasn’t enough to stop her from pouting.

“What are we going to do?” Maria asked.

“We have three paths, which could be run in parallel. First, we’re going to work together and see if we can design an Epic Grade mana attack,” I said.

“Do you think we can do it?” Maria said.

“Yes, especially since the System is not really stringent when it comes to measuring success,” I said. “Half of the alloys I created while I was speed-leveling my skills weren't fit to be used even as a butter knife. But, since they were made of a metal the System treated them as a higher level, it still gave me points.”

“Really,” Maria said. “That easy?”

“Is it any easier than killing monsters that others have wounded,” I said. “Every class has its advantages,”

“Fair,” Eleanor cut in. “What’s the other method?”

“We’re going to try to understand the factors behind the skill upgrade,” I said. “If we can isolate the critical variable behind it, maybe we can focus on that aspect.”

“Makes sense,” Maria said. “What’s the third method?”

“Before suggesting it, I want you to remember you can easily veto it, and I won’t be offended, alright.”

Maria looked at me, suddenly tense. “It better not be…” she growled.

I had no idea what she was thinking, but I decided to go fast just in case. “Improving my Forge skill is another option,” I explained hurriedly. “That way, not only will we see if skills could be upgraded above Epic, but if I can reach Legendary, I can forge even better weapons, which should be helpful for better attacks.”

“That’s it?” Maria said, her growing fury replaced with a smile. “It makes perfect sense. Why did you look so tense?”

“Because it kind of benefits me too much, and I don’t want to come across like I’m trying to benefit from the situation,” I said. Also, it was my guilty conscience speaking about my previous actions, but I kept that part silent.

No need to go poking around healing wounds.

“Don’t think about it like that. The stronger you are, the better,” Eleanor said, giving her entirely unbiased opinion, even as she caressed the hilt of her new sword.

Maria noticed that as well if her chuckle was any indicator, but she let that slide. “Exactly,” she said instead, then looked at Eleanor. “Of course, it means you have to go around helping the farmers upgrade their skills and collect their data while we work,” she said.

“I can do that,” Eleanor said.

“Of course you can. You just need to be careful of a few principles while you help them and record the results,” I said. “Let me write that down.”

“Sure,” Eleanor said, smiling, but as I quickly filled one paper and moved on to the second one, that smile trembled a bit. It turned into a neutral expression as I filled the second paper, and a frown replaced it as I was filling the fifth. “Is it too late to change my mind?” she asked, exasperated.

I just chuckled, but continued writing.

After all, a solid experimentation protocol was important.

            

    
        Chapter 106

    
    
    
    
                “So, how much of the instructions you gave to Eleanor were actually necessary?” Maria asked once Eleanor left.

“Oh, all of it,” I said.

“Really? All twenty pages of it? And, your handwriting is so tiny…”

I shrugged. “As I was explaining before Eleanor’s success interrupted us, it’s too easy to introduce bias to experiments. If I wasn’t going to run that experiment again later, I wouldn’t have let her run it. Her attitude alone might ruin the experiment.”

She didn’t look convinced. “If you say so,” she still agreed as she crossed her arms. “But, for the moment, should we go to the fourth floor?”

I paused for a moment, considering the merits of setting a fully-fledged base here, but decided against it. The first floor didn’t have enough monsters to keep us supplied with mana, considering the scale I planned to work at. “Sure, let’s go,” I said.

Security was a concern, but not a big one. All I needed was to check the second floor once every half an hour. Without the mist to block my gaze, keeping the dungeon safe was considerably easier. There would be no ambushes prepared that could avoid my notice.

As we moved down, we discussed upcoming technical challenges, and how we could improve our coordination even further. “Too bad we can’t sell what we craft without creating a commotion,” Maria admitted with a sigh. “I might try to reach my contacts, but most of those contacts I acquired through my family and…”

“You don’t know which ones you can trust, and which ones will immediately inform Thomas,” I said. “Understandable.”

“It’s not that I’m afraid of that little snot,” Maria said. “But, his external support scares me.”

“I’m guessing you’re referring to those men that had transformed into monsters,” I said.

“Exactly. I have never heard of something like that before. He always had shady friends, but something like that… no, it’s above his grade.”

I just nodded. Ultimately, I knew too little about her family situation and the rest of the world to even help her brainstorm, let alone actually help her come to a useful conclusion. “Let’s not waste our time theorizing about a motive,” I said. “We just need to focus on how to get stronger. So long as we can do that in secret, we can shatter their plans.”

Maria nodded. “Yeah. Even if we can’t figure out a way to give Eleanor Essence, having better weapons would multiply her combat efficiency.”

“In the worst case, we can help get her a Legendary skill,” I added.

“As far as consolation prizes go, that’s a good one,” she agreed. “Finding a Legendary skill that fits her style is already enough of a challenge. Then, there’s the Stat requirements to absorb those skills…”

“Exactly,” I said. “Still, we need to figure out the best way to help her. We’re still poking around blindly, and developing a proper theory would take a significant time.”

“Too bad we don’t have too much time,” Maria said. “If it wasn’t for his last trick, I would have assumed that Thomas was at his limit and would be leaving us alone, but that’s clearly not the case. Those men that were somehow able to absorb the dungeon miasma is not something our family knows of.”

“You suspect external support.”

“Yes,” she said, but I could see her hesitancy. She clearly didn’t want to vocalize her other suspicion, which was that his supporters were a part of the Griffin family. I let that slide. As long as she was aware of the possibility, there was no point talking about it. “I’m afraid that he’ll come up with something even more devastating next. We probably have at most a month before we start selling the shells, and it’ll make whoever this mysterious supporter will push him to attack again.”

“True,” I said even as I took a step to the side, dodging another monster as we moved deeper into the dungeon. “But, a month should be enough to qualitatively improve our power, enough to deal with whatever nasty surprise he has.”

“You think so?” she said.

“Yes. With the dungeon tamed, we can operate all three floors with ease, and even systematically exploiting the fourth floor is sustainable, meaning we could improve all two thousand to above level twenty-five with upgraded classes, with all of them armed with at least an Uncommon skill, each armed with the gear I made for them.”

She paused for a second, no doubt running the calculations far more accurately than the rough calculation I had done. “Unless we have to collect Rare Nurture as skill stones,” she said.

“Yeah, that assumes a significant portion will be able to improve naturally,” I replied.

“What if none of them can?” she countered.

“Then, we’ll have less of them. Maybe five hundred?” I said. She nodded, showing that the number made sense. “It’ll be worse, particularly if their next attack is against the town.”

She paused. “I wanted to say that even he isn’t that much of a madman, but…” she said, her voice fading. “I wouldn’t put it past him to deliberately trigger a monster horde against us.”

“Is it difficult?”

“Against a proper town, it’s very difficult. Collecting and directing enough monsters to overwhelm the defenses is enough of a challenge, especially since the other towns would send out their elites to deal with it, to prevent their town from being the next one.”

“And, since we’re so far away from the other towns, no one has to support us to keep themselves safe.”

“Exactly,” she said. “There’s a reason we were able to take over this dungeon on the cheap,” she said. I didn’t ask her what she meant by cheap, as I had a feeling the number would have scared me. After all, there was a difference between a cheap dinner and a cheap yacht. I didn’t want to distract myself with a pointless tangent.

“How long in advance do you think we would get warned against a monster horde?” I asked.

“Two weeks at a minimum,” she said. “We have daily patrols in the sky, and even the smallest monster wave is not stealthy. We would catch them easily.”

“I see,” I muttered, then I paused, wondering just how easily I could help people level up. “How far away is the nearest location with environmental mana?” I asked.

“If we’re willing to brave through some dangerous locations, four hours at this pace,” she said.

I nodded. This meant that, as long as we traveled light, an overnight trip should be enough to help the farmers level up. And, with a two-week notice, we should be able to level all of them up as long as I armed them properly and brought them to the fifth floor.

Not exactly an ideal option, as the moment we showed our advanced weaponry, the secret would be out. I wasn’t naive enough to think that I could convince two thousand people to keep it a secret, and the moment they realized we could access the fifth floor, they should realize we had killed multiple dungeon bosses.

The vision advantage was good, but it was hardly a decisive advantage it had proven to be so far if the enemy prepared for it.

“The ability to rapidly help them acquire better classes means that we should be able to raise enough forces to deal with any monster waves,” I said.

“At least, the ordinary ones,” she said. “It would be harder to deal with the giant ones,” she said. I curled an eyebrow. “You can think of them as the equivalent to a dungeon boss. Large, stronger, often with some kind of dangerous ability,” she said. “The lack of environmental mana means that they won’t be as dangerous as they could be, but still, they might be problematic, especially if they came with abilities that can counter me.”

If it wasn’t for her performance against the dungeon boss, I might have assumed that she was exaggerating a bit. With that, even her offhanded mention took precedence. “Do you think that’s likely?” I said.

“In a natural monster horde that would approach our town, next to impossible,” she said. “There’s no location with enough mana to actually support that kind of a monster, so it requires a lucky dungeon break. But, if it’s an artificial one … it feels almost inevitable.”

”And, how would it counter you? Some kind of magic resistance, enhanced mobility, invisibility.”

She sighed, forlorn. It was the first time I saw her in such a deep loss. “Frankly, all of them are possible. Maybe I made a mistake trying to force the issue of breaking through the level hundred barrier. Maybe we should stop this venture before it’s too late.”

A part of me was tempted to encourage her to do that. Unfortunately, I genuinely didn’t think that it was the best path. Not for her, not for myself. Not even for the thousands of farmers who chose to risk their lives to join a new town.

“Don’t worry. Two weeks is more than plenty to develop a special counter. If we can help Eleanor figure out how to use mana, her lethality would multiply significantly. Together, we should be able to deal with any beast that relies on invisibility or mobility.”

“What if it has other abilities,” she said.

“Then, we can find a different solution. Like siege weapons.”

“We can’t purchase more, at least not the kind that could help against the kinds of beasts we’d need help dealing with,” she said. “They are good against the weaker mobs, but against stronger monsters, they quickly turn useless.”

I thought about offering to start coming up with better variants, but after some thought, I decided against it. Finding the secret behind the natural skill upgrades, improving my class skills, figuring out the principles behind the mana attacks, developing a better system of mass production, designing better defenses for the town …

No, my list of activities was already too crowded. But, it might change if I could reach Legendary Forging.

Hopefully.

The rest of the journey had been filled with various topics of strategic significance, where we did our best to discuss the processes necessary for the next steps.
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                “I think I’m going to take a break,” Maria said, looking exhausted after hours of forging.

“It’s a very well-deserved rest, you were amazing,” I said. Considering she was still my boss — nominally — and someone who could evaporate me with a wave of her hand, any observer would have believed that I was doing it to get in her good graces.

It couldn’t be further from the truth. Calling the day productive would have been an understatement. With Maria helping me condense mana, I was able to establish my old production line again. My Mana Forge skill had improved by almost two hundred points, which was an incredible improvement for an Epic skill.

Alone, with my old setup, it would have taken at least a year, maybe longer.

Too bad once we passed the three hundred thresholds, the improvement slowed down once again, even with her help.

[Mana Forge (Epic) - 304 [Advanced Creative Forging, Advanced Mana Control]]

“So, what’s the situation?” she asked.

“Unfortunately, it’s as we feared,” I said. “Once we hit the barrier, the gold alloys don’t let me improve rapidly.”

“Meaning, we’ll have to get some raw platinum. I’ll do my best,” she said.

I nodded in appreciation even as I looked at the pile of gleaming weapons, mostly spearheads, though there were some swords mixed in. Technically, daggers would have been more time efficient in terms of skill improvement, but considering their relative uselessness on a battlefield, we focused on spears, with a small smattering of swords for elites with the necessary skill.

There was no harm in multitasking, and we had forged enough to supply a small army. Even without proper enchantment, they would be enough to create an elite force that could deal with a small monster horde.

My class might not have been as flashy as hers, but that didn’t mean it was useless.

”That’s an option,” I said as I looked at her, watching the way her face was showing exhaustion. The signs she was showing looked oddly familiar. It was the way I had looked when I had tried to reshape meditation.

Comparatively, using the Perk to manipulate mana, I was nowhere as exhausted.

“And, what is the other option?” she said.

“Let’s discuss it as we walk,” I said. “You have exhausted yourself, and we better rest. And, I can use the opportunity to work with the farmers again.”

“Fine,” she said as she stood up. “But, don’t deflect. I want to listen to what you have to say.”

I nodded as we started walking. “System rewards behaviors that it treats as exceptional,” I said. “For warriors, it’s killing monsters above their level, and for me, forging material that the System treats as over my level. One way to do that is to find the materials the System treats as higher level, but the other way is…”

“You want to forge something using a denser type of mana,” she said. “Aren’t you a little too ambitious,” she said. “We can’t just use my spells and hope that it works.”

“Of course not,” I said. “But, there’s nothing that stops us from theorizing a denser mana structure for Forging and copying that, right?”

“That sounds fanciful,” she said, but even with her exhaustion, I could see her eyes alight with interest. “Do you think it’s really possible?” she asked.

“If you mean whether it’s possible, I’m certain it is. Anything that skills do, it could be replicated without them, only with far more effort … or, the correct techniques. Whether only two of us could achieve it, or whether we could achieve it on a reasonable timeline is a different question. But, it’s still worth trying.”

“What if we can’t?”

“Simple,” I said.

“Really?”

“Yes. We get more people involved. No matter the problem, once enough dedicated people start working, it’ll be solved eventually.”

She paused, a pondering expression on her face. “But, how do we keep it a secret once more people get involved.”

I chuckled. “That’s the easy part. We don’t,” I answered.

She looked at me, shocked. “You, mister secrets, want to reveal it.?Then, everyone could just use the same knowledge to get stronger. Where would be your advantage?”

“Of course I want to reveal it,” I replied. “I want to keep things a secret because revealing them would get me killed. Once I’m reasonably sure that I won’t die to the blade of an assassin, that will change.”

“Reasonably sure,” she said, looking surprised. “Isn’t it a bit of a low bar when your life is concerned?”

I sighed, closing my eyes. “Maybe, but we’re living in a dangerous world already. Monsters are everywhere, people are quick to rely on violence, assassination was once again a socially acceptable dispute resolution, and dueling is acceptable for even the smallest slights. I'd rather die for a worthy cause than hide knowledge like a squirrel preparing for winter…”

“That’s…” she started, only to pause. “You really believe it.”

“Of course. I had never been a big believer in the philosophy of enlightenment, that civilization is something that always progressed toward a greater form, but if there was one thing I loved about it, the information was shared freely. Inefficiently, maybe, with many pointless steps in between to calculate the credit and rewards, but it was still shared freely.”

“And, you think it’ll make that much of a difference?”

“Of course. The last two centuries of human development skyrocketed because we can share information with ease, and more accurately. Now that every one of us has superpowers, it’s absurd that we can’t repeat it.”

She paused, her eyes tightening. “You are keeping something secret,” she said, her tone harsh.

I raised my hands in mock surrender. “I’m not keeping it a secret, but I didn’t want to share it before I gathered some data to give it some validity. I’m not even sure about the source. I can tell you, but I have one condition.”

“What is it?”

“You are going to listen to me without interruption. Questions to clarify are right, but I don’t want to turn it into a debate. At least, not when I’m explaining it for the first time.”

“Fine, I promise,” she said.

“Have you ever thought about how our culture has changed since the Cataclysm? Suddenly, we have collapsed into a feudal state, with every value we had accepted disappearing,” I asked.

“Yes, but isn’t it natural? The world changed completely. Technology has disappeared, many people died, and the government is gone. We still don’t know if any of the major cities are intact. Such a radical change, isn’t it normal for the people to embrace a new direction.”

“Yes and no,” I answered.

“Very clear, professor, thank you very much,” she said.

“No sarcasm in the classroom,” I declared, which earned a chuckle. “I’m trying to say that while a significant cultural drift is to be expected, there are two problems. The speed, and the direction.”

“I’m guessing there’s a lecture incoming,” she said as she shuffled, leaning forward.

“A summary, at least. Just enough to convince you that I know what I’m talking about. Cultural change, particularly relating to the aspects relating to power, might be one of the most studied phenomena in history, centuries before sociology had even been studied as a distinct scientific discipline. Countries like Rome had mastered the art of integrating the cultures of others into their own, while philosophers ranging from Plato to Confucius, Ibn Haldun to Hobbes studied the topic to understand the theoretical and ethical basis. And, from their hands, we have surprisingly well-preserved historical records. Similarly, we have countless modern studies on the topic, ranging from banal, small-scale topics like company cultural transformations, to modern immigration.”

“And,” she said, looking confused.

What followed was a compressed history of cultural transformation across the ages, going in-depth about the various aspects driving such transformations.

“If there was one thing that was common across all those topics, it was that culture, particularly when it came to adults, is one of the hardest things to change,” I concluded. “The adaptation happens slowly, with significant friction, people clinging to the older traditions even tighter and turning into extremists just to maintain their identity…”

“Doesn’t Charisma explain that?” she interrupted, confident. I wanted to remind her about her promise, but since I had seen her holding back during my lecture several times, I decided to give her a chance to address her concerns. “It’s well-known to have long-term effects.”

“Is it why using it on someone grounds for a duel,” I asked, to which she responded with a nod. I continued “The problem is twofold. First, I had spent more than a year trying to understand how the world has been changing, as a kind of pre-research

“To a degree, it explains the speed,” I said.

“To a degree?” she asked.

“Do you remember me mentioning I had been collecting some observational data before a dungeon nearby started to drop Repair spells and ruined my business?” I asked. She nodded. “I seem to remember that there was some data supporting the other direction, but it has been a while, and I don’t remember the results well enough,” I said. “But, even in the enclaves without people with Charisma, we saw a similar pattern.”

“Maybe they just stayed hidden,” she said.

“That’s certainly a possibility,” I admitted. “It’s one of the challenges of trying to make conclusions relying on self-reporting. There’s always the risk of lying, especially on sensitive topics. But, even if that’s the case, it doesn’t explain the direction. We suddenly have people in an apocalyptic situation, without contact, and with superpowers that include brainwashing. The world should have been in chaos, with crazy cults and weird religions popping out of every corner. Yet, we have a society that has pretty much homogeneously transformed to a new direction.”

“And, you think that’s unlikely? Why?” she said, but she was more curious than confrontational.

“Part of it is historical observation. When the opportunity presents itself, there are always ambitious people wanting to leave their mark, and once they succeed, they tend to be … creative. In this case, however, it happens the same way in hundreds of enclaves similar enough to be carbon copies. This level of convergence doesn’t make mathematical sense. It’s improbable.”

“Not exactly a convincing argument, right,” she said. “Improbable doesn’t mean impossible. Look at the world we live in.”

“It’s different,” I said. “Imagine rolling a dice a hundred times. If all hundred rolls showed the same number, would you just shrug and assume that you’re lucky, or suspect that you’re playing with the loaded dice.”

Her eyes widened. “Do you suspect that we’re playing with a loaded dice?”

I snorted. “Suspect is a major understatement. The more I dig, the more convinced I get. The real challenge is to understand where it’s coming from. It even makes mathematical sense. Let me model the situation for you. We have ten different groups, with an equilibrium model…”

She stayed silent, no doubt struggling to accept the conclusion. I had a feeling that, if it wasn’t for my recent string of successes, she wouldn’t have entertained it.

It reminded me of the story of Linus Pauling. He was one of the most authoritative people in the field of science as the only person in history who had received two unshared Nobel awards, turning him into an authority … but, as he got older, he used that authority to support several unsubstantiated claims, which then turned into common public misunderstandings, including Vitamin C being some kind of super cure.

“You gave me a lot to think about,” she said once we arrived at the first floor, looking at the keep at the main dungeon entrance. “Are you sure you don’t want to rest?”

“We still have too much to do,” I said and turned back, ready to have another meeting with the Farmers.
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                As I arrived at the third-floor outpost, I once again planned to stay outside, ready to observe the general mood. Admittedly, with the trees planted all around the base, they no longer had to deal with the dungeon mist blocking their view, so their behavior wasn’t as unfiltered.

There still was a difference between that, and how they would act with their ‘boss’ walking among them.

However, the moment I approached the outpost enough to catch the details, that plan had changed. I got caught flat-footed by the sheer transformation. The first thing that I noticed was the scale. The outpost now spread roughly as a circle of a mile radius. Every inch had already transformed.

Admittedly, while the scale was significant, it wasn’t truly impressive. I could probably achieve that scale alone if I pushed myself. Considering there were two thousand Farmers living there, transforming less than one square mile wasn’t exactly a miracle.

But, the way they had transformed…

I had trouble convincing myself that it was still the dungeon, the hostile place that regularly spammed monsters, and not a small corner of heaven. The rough desert of the third floor had been transformed into a beautiful garden. Every inch of ground had been covered with some kind of plant, be it flowers that had colors brighter than anything I had ever seen before, sprouting from between the blades of grass that looked sculpted.

The air was crisp, tinged with a complex scent that felt heavenly compared to the dust and dry smell of the third floor, let alone the swamp of the other two floors. I took a deep breath, feeling the life of the place fill my lungs.

It was overwhelming.

The farmers, in just one day, had carved a small paradise out of the wilderness. The terraced gardens sprawled on any cliff, and under each tree, there were gardens. Most of the gardens showed flowers and other decorative items, but the occasional plots dedicated to food looked equally impressive. Wheat and barley swayed gently, taller and more golden than I’d ever seen, while rows of vegetables and herbs flourished in neat, orderly lines, enough to satisfy anyone who suffered from OCD.

The trees caught my attention the most. They were tall and mighty, which wasn’t exactly a shock. After all, it was the way I had raised them, but any tree I had grown was wild, with branches sprawling in every direction. Their trees looked gentle and orderly without losing anything of their might.

Also, they looked three times as tall as the ones I had grown. Whether it was a perk or something else, I didn’t know, but either way, it looked amazing, especially with multiple tree houses poking out of them, their roofs covered in moss and wildflowers that looked rustic yet amazing.

Yet, the most interesting detail, among everything else, was the happiness of the Farmers as they walked around, the slight stumble in some of their steps showing that they were somewhat drunk. They were clearly in a celebratory mood.

I didn’t blame them. After all, they were under explicit orders not to hunt monsters until we brought their Class skills to the limit.

Still, as I watched them, I couldn’t help but wonder how much of their relaxed attitude was about my order to Harold and the other guards to not to enter any deeper than the perimeter. Initially, it had been a way to let them relax, as I had noticed just how tense Farmers acted around the other classes.

Not that they weren’t justified in feeling that way. After three years of being dismissed and treated like dirt, I didn’t even want to imagine how bad they had been feeling.

Thinking that, I approached Harold first once he moved away from the perimeter. “Sir,” he greeted me even as he threw a hesitant glance toward the new state of the outpost.

“You look tense,” I said as I gestured for him to walk closer, not wanting to alert the rest of the camp to my presence yet. “What’s wrong?” He looked hesitant. “Are you trying to see whether I’ll blame you for the situation of the camp?” I asked.

He nodded hesitantly.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “There’s a reason I asked you to stay in the perimeter. I want them to feel comfortable.”

“Is this some kind of test? To see who would continue to work hard to grasp the great opportunity you’re offering.”

“Nothing so complicated. It’s just that, for the first time in a long time, they had a chance to relax while having a reason to look positively towards their future. Just let them relax for a few days.”

“If you say so, sir,” he said.

“Don’t worry about it. Just stick to the perimeter, and don’t interfere with their schedule. I have my own reasons.”

That put a smile on his face as he accepted the answer, and we started talking about other details. Signaling the existence of some kind of future conspiracy addressed his concerns better than claiming that I was treating Farmers like humans.

I wondered if it was just another part of the nebulous indoctrination, or just the base human ugliness that always wanted to elevate ourselves higher by putting others’ pure worth as a living being into a debatable concept.

On the grand scale of the new social norms, Harold’s attitude was the best I could hope for.

A sigh escaped even as I finished the discussion with Harold, and circled the enclave, getting a more detailed breakdown of their activities, immediately noticing that Harold’s comments were biased. As I got closer, I noticed a training area which I hadn’t noticed before since it was on the other side of the outpost.

It was an open-air structure, where the Farmers had been practicing with their spears. Almost three hundred of them were there, using their dummy spears to practice, half of them without a skill.

Their actions were crude and shaky, showing their limited experience wielding weapons, but the same couldn’t be said for their determination.

At the center of the formation were five Farmers I had recognized from the first batch of volunteers, doing their best to teach them Basic Stab. A good preparation for the future.

I had initially thought about staying away, but even from a distance, I couldn’t help but wince as I watched them. Their intention was good … their performance, was not so much. Repeatedly showing the same attack and asking the others to repeat was suboptimal at best.

Yet, I managed to suppress the desire to rush forward and correct them, afraid that my intervention would ruin the small yet efficient setup they had managed to put together. Even if they didn’t stop their training, their instructors would without a doubt lose their courage to take the lead.

In the long term, it would hurt more than it helped. Instead, I stayed outside the tree line, taking some mental notes about how they could teach better, my own experience with the spear helping me to put a better schedule.

And, those spear-wielders were not the only group working hard. Another, smaller group had gathered near the edge, close enough that I could listen to them. There were merely fifty of them, but they were debating intensely about how to best modify the colors of the flowers, whether it was better to make that change once the flower had grown, or if it was more appropriate to adjust its growth continuously.

“Clever,” I noted even as I listened to them, the way they had used the skill was completely novel. From the application of their skills, I could easily assess that most of them were still at the Uncommon stage, and even with the added flexibility given by the Perks, I should be easily able to copy what they had been doing.

Just like, theoretically, someone receiving Repair as an external skill would theoretically be able to copy what I could … but just like how I got familiar with my skill, they had worked on theirs.

And, now that they finally had the opportunity to advance their skill, they wanted to take advantage of it just like I did.

I continued to listen to them from a distance, glad that they didn’t keep their voices low. It was a rare thing, to see people discuss their skills openly, but I could see why they had a different outlook. Nurture was not an offensive skill, or a valued production device. Its biggest value came from unlocking a chance to upgrade their class.

It meant that, for them, trying to hide the secrets of the skill represented something far lesser than what other people experienced. Not to mention, since I was the one who ‘gifted’ the method, they probably didn’t have the sense of ownership the other people had toward their skills, making it even easier to share their information.

A smile popped onto my face as I continued to listen, but soon, I decided to multitask. The fact that they were sharing information was a good thing, but the process they used for it was horrible.

As an academician with a decade’s experience who often had to manage my own research teams, I was used to organizing such processes. Moreover, since my mathematical sociology discipline had been a relatively new area that lay in the intersection of multiple disciplines — practitioners of which disdained each other — I was used to managing all types of conflicts.

However, while designing a better debate environment was easy, actually delivering that was a harder challenge. I was afraid that, the moment I showed some interest in the topic, it would distort whatever that was developing among them naturally.

Then, my gaze fell on Terry, the same young man who had distinguished himself during the earlier experiment. Unlike the other farmers, he wasn’t intimidated by the sheer prospect of talking with me, and he looked magnetic enough to convince the others.

Maybe I should arrange a meeting with him, and see if he was willing to take a new role.

It had been a while since I had a teaching assistant.
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                I wanted to talk with Terry, but I didn’t approach him for two reasons. First, singling out someone like that in a complicated situation was a bad idea. It already caused problems in my undergrad classes when I was a professor, and the current situation was far more complicated than a classroom.

Also, I wasn’t entirely sure that he would be a good candidate for the task I had in mind yet. I thought he was, but I had the luxury of time, at least until I could reach the next stage, and see if pushing them to Epic level was a viable option.

So, after stopping by Harold and asking him to gather them on the outskirts, I went to the fourth floor again. This time, I didn’t just bring the poisoned water from the swamp, but also the concentrated variants from the condenser, each bucket labeled with the concentration percentages.

“I need to upgrade it,” I said to myself on the way back. The machine was enough for my purposes, but not for two thousand farmers. I could just build up twenty copies to handle the consumption, but optimizing the design with Maria’s help seemed like the much better option.

When I returned, all two thousand of them had been gathered, their expressions ranging from excited to anxious. “There are some changes at the outpost,” I started. “I have never seen a dungeon so beautiful.” Some of them smiled, but even more of them tensed, as if they were afraid that I would follow with some kind of punishment. “Excellent work. Keep it up.”

It was good to see them relax, but the intensity alone was enough to show the extent of their terrible relationship with authority. Not that I blamed them. I partially blamed the System, but an even bigger fault was ours. As humanity, we were following our usual pattern of climbing over the downtrodden, uncaring of what we could achieve if only we were willing to give up a fraction of our selfish desires.

A part of me wanted to talk to them, tell them that they could feel safe here. However, I did not. First of all, I wasn’t entirely sure if that was a promise I could fulfill. The world we lived in was a dangerous place, and for all my improvements, I was still a character at the periphery. Just one person over level hundred would have been enough to demolish everything I had built with ease.

Then, there was the more practical reason. There was nothing that put people more on edge than someone insisting that they were safe, and he could be trusted.

“You know the drill,” I called. “Twenty volunteers first, fill out the surveys, and let’s see how far we can push those skills,” I called.

As they lined up, a hand rose. “Go ahead,” I said.

“S-sir. S-should we join as well?” he asked.

“When you say we you mean..?” I asked.

“T-the ones that failed to upgrade their skills,” he stammered.

“Sure, there’s no harm,” I called. “Just make sure to fill the surveys correctly. And, don’t worry, even if you can’t achieve it, I’ll eventually get Rare skill stones for every single one of you. It’ll just take longer.”

He nodded, as if speaking that had consumed all his willpower. The promise relaxed him, but not significantly. I watched a group of them gather together, noting that they acted significantly meeker than the others.

I noted it down, and wanted to check the surveys accordingly. It might be just about them feeling depressed, or it might be something important.

However, for the moment, I ignored it, and focused on teaching them how to use the different concentrations of poison and fertilizer to improve. With my own experience as a guide, calculating the ideal number of drops and the sequence was trivial. I just needed to solve a partial differential equation to decide which level of concentrate was appropriate for each skill level, optimizing the usage.

The amount that had been accumulated showed that it should be barely enough to bring everyone to Epic, but it was not enough to allow them to develop there. Which seemed like it would be a problem as the first twenty volunteers started to report their success.

Of the twenty, twelve of them managed to upgrade their skill.

“Very good,” I called, even as I started to tackle the latest problem, and how to increase the production of both the fertilizer and the stronger poison concentrates as much as possible. Not that it caused any frustration. It was a very good problem to have.

Unfortunately, it turned out that I got excited prematurely. The first volunteers had managed to achieve the desired rate, for the rest of the eighteen hundred with Rare Nurture, the success rate was slightly more than two percent.

I was disappointed, yet excited at the same time. Disappointed, because a thousand Farmers with Epic skills would unlock so many steps for the future, with great strategic importance.

Excited, because the difference was too big, and the sample was too large for it to be just a statistical glitch. It meant that there was a link between the act of volunteering and the ability to rank up.

“Good performance, everyone,” I called as the fifty farmers that had managed to reach Epic Nurture without skill stones gathered to the side, while the rest looked disappointed. “Now, for the ones that failed to improve, you have a choice. You can choose to upgrade your class and start fighting, or you can choose to delay your progress. You’re free to choose either, with no consequence. Your places in the outpost are not in danger either way.”

It wasn’t the best way to conduct a healthy experiment. A part of me wanted to split them randomly, and assign every single one of them a task. That way, I could conduct a proper blind study.

But, I couldn’t forget that, for them, it was a choice that would permanently affect their lives. And, the least I could provide was to give them a choice. “Don’t be in a hurry to decide,” I called once I realized some of them were panicking. “Even if you want to level up, you can wait until tomorrow.”

“What if we choose to wait, but still can’t improve further, what then?” another asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “There’s absolutely no consequence for delaying. If it changes, I’ll personally help you in your leveling journeys,” I promised.

“What if all of us choose to delay,” one of them said.

I shrugged. “Then you’ll stay here for six months and we work together to understand why it doesn’t work,” I said. “Even then, I’ll help you break through level twenty-five before you leave the dungeon, as long as it is what you want.”

I heard a scoff, one that came from one of the fifty that had managed to reach Epic. It was a woman in her early fifties as far as I could tell. “And, are we supposed to believe that you’re doing all of it for nothing?” she asked.

I couldn’t help but smile at her abrasive tone. Unfortunately, any entertaining answer that I could give was prevented by the presence of two thousand farmers listening to us. Not because I was afraid of a riot or something, but the exact opposite. They flinched in fear and looked at the old lady, like she had just opened the door for a serial killer.

“Of course not,” I said. “I have my own conditions for allowing such freedoms,” I said. “I want you to gather as a group every day, discuss all the new ways you can use Nurture, and write them down,” I said.

Everyone looked surprised. “That’s it?” the woman asked.

“If it’s not, you’ll learn in the future. Now, disperse,” I answered, my voice abrasive, as if she had touched a secret. She did not, nor was I feeling angry. The opposite. Unfortunately, I could see that the rest of the Farmers were panicking.

Claiming that I had some unspecified orders for the future calmed them down.

I could see where they were coming from. Sometimes, the free gifts came at the greatest of costs. I wanted to sit down and explain to them how important their help was for me, and what could be potentially achieved, but I held my mouth. Instead, I acted like I had a hidden agenda.

Though, I paused. Considering I was preparing them to defend the town against some unspecified threat, it was not exactly a lie, was it?

As the rest dispersed, I closed my eyes, doing my best to ignore my guilt. I didn’t want to be responsible for the lives of thousands of people, but yet stupidly, I had already taken that responsibility upon myself. And, now, it was too late to change my mind.

I just needed to do my best.

Once they dispersed, I turned to the fifty that had managed to attain the Epic variant, trying to decide the best way to explain to them how to continue progressing with their skill. The amount of swamp poison and fertilizer wasn’t enough for them to push to the limit of Epic, but any progress they made would be useful.

“I want one thing from all of you,” I said as I looked at them. “Since you have the Epic skill, you’re responsible for the practice groups,” I said. “But, don’t forget to take notes on the process.”

A hand rose. It was Terry. “And, how would we do that, sir?” he asked.

“Good point,” I said. “Pick something to take notes on, and gather around.”

It looked like I was about to give a lecture.

It had been a while.
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                “… And, that’s the last thing you need to pay attention to while helping members of your group develop their skills,” I continued explaining. “It’s easy to push yourself too much and expand all your Health to improve your skill, but don’t forget that, we’re still in the dungeon, and we have enemies. Safety first,” I added, which finished the long list of guidelines I wanted them to follow.

“Yes, sir,” they responded in concert, and for a moment, I felt like I was back in the classroom, and hit by nostalgia. Amusingly, I had always hated teaching in the classroom, treating the education of the undergraduates similar to a necessary chore like paperwork.

It was amusing that what I treated as a chore could turn into a fond memory. Benefits of a literal apocalypse, I supposed.

Though, that nostalgic feeling was not an accident. What I had initially planned to be a twenty-minute long tutorial had turned into a three-hour-long monster orientation session similar to what I held for every batch of grad students.

Despite the reminiscence I had felt, I made sure to take multiple breaks, giving them time to discuss and recover, and I used the gap to check the first two floors. It was fun to teach again, but I didn’t want to neglect security just because I was doing something comfortable.

And, to their credit, it looked like they learned what I was trying to teach better than a bunch of post-docs with over-exaggerated senses of their own importance in the world.

“Everything clear?” I asked. They said nothing, but I caught a few hesitant glares. “I’m not going to get angry if you missed something, or want some clarification,” I said. “None of you are children, and I don’t want to treat you as such.”

Even with that guarantee, it took a while for one of them to raise a hand and ask a question. “How are we going to check people’s Health?” he asked. “We don’t have any skills to do that.”

“Good question,” I said. “You don’t need to keep an accurate measure. Just roughly keep an eye on the impact, and occasionally remind them about the security.” They looked surprised, but I had a feeling it was less about the answer, and more about the delivery.

One problematic thing regarding the prevalent Feudal perspective was that people didn’t really appreciate questions from their ‘lessers’. Though, once again, I wasn’t sure how much I could blame I could put on the System, and how much of it generally fell onto our general human nature.

After all, I had seen many of my coworkers acting like they were insulted when asked questions. And, they were professors. Answering questions was an explicit part of their job descriptions.

That triggered a wave of question and answer, covering everything I had been speaking about during the last three hours. That was good news. It showed that they had listened. It was always a pleasant surprise to see students actually listen and learn, rather than sleeping in the class until the exam week before panicking about exam questions.

The Q&A session lasted equally long. “Then, let me ask a question of my own,” I said. They tensed, which made me chuckle. “Don’t worry. It’s easy. How do you make those flowers bloom with such incredible colors?”

They looked at me, surprised. “What do you mean, sir? We just … do?”

“Yes, but what are the steps that you follow?” I asked. “Do you let the flower glow first before focusing on the color? Or, is there a way to combine the two?”

All of them looked at me, surprised. Well, not all of them, I corrected. Just most of them. “Sir?” Terry spoke. “It might be different for advanced combat skills, but that’s not how Nurture works.”

“Maybe there’s a difference between an external skill and a class skill,” I said. “Explain to me how you do it.”

“I create an image and impose the changes I want. And, the skill handles the rest,” he said, like talking about how to breathe.

“And, is this like this for all of you?” I asked. They shared hesitant glances. “I’m asking, because, for me, it’s more like a numbered action list,” I said.

“Mine is more similar to that,” one of them admitted, then three others joined.

I paused for a moment, feeling shocked and annoyed at the equal measure. “S-sir,” Terry spoke, hesitant. I noticed the others looked at me, looking tense.

“It’s nothing you did,” I said. “I just realized I had missed something fundamental. Let me think about it for a minute,” I said as I stood up, and started walking.

Moving helped whenever I dealt with it.

After three years of trying to study the implications of the System, I realized that, not for once, had I asked any questions regarding how other people interacted with the System, assuming that it was the same way for all. For me, it was almost a step-by-step action list, one that I could modify as I wished.

I had just assumed that everyone worked the same way.

In a way, it reminded me of the time I had learned about aphantasia, which meant some people were utterly unable to imagine something visually. It was a condition that was about brain development, which meant people who belonged to that category couldn’t picture anything visually.

Of course, just because it reminded me of aphantasia didn’t mean that it was fundamental. Maybe it was just some kind of habit. And, there was a chance that it didn’t affect anything. And, even if it did, the discovery was something beneficial.

No, I was annoyed, because after three years of trying to study the System, I hadn’t even thought about questioning people about it.

Admittedly, the way people perceived the world was not something we questioned often, and even if we did, finding the right questions could be difficult. It was why, let alone complicated, abstract conditions like aphantasia, even simpler ones with actual life impact like color blindness or dyslexia could be challenging to discover.

However, it was a good lesson. Just because I had achieved some success in my solo research didn’t mean it was the best way to develop.

I chuckled. Just yesterday, I was smugly explaining to Maria about the importance of cooperation for science and human development. And, today, an impromptu workshop that I had treated as a chore — an important chore, but a chore nonetheless — allowed me to make a major realization about the way we interacted with the System.

Admittedly, I had no evidence to believe that it would be important. Maybe, ultimately, it would be as trivial as aphantasia — at least, to my knowledge as a layman, as I was not a neuroscience expert — or maybe, it would prove to be fundamental.

But, regardless, it represented an avenue of research.

And, it was time for the first experiment.

“Alright, sorry for the interruption,” I said as I returned. “Terry, you were telling me how to change the color of a flower,” I said.

“Yes,” he said, hesitant. Still, he went through his simplistic explanation again, while another one passed me a flower seed. I placed it on the ground, closed my eyes, and imagined how it would look once it grew.

A simple flower, with alternating white and black leaves.

[-4 Health]

It was a different feeling, as if I was trying to force a square peg through a round hole. Disorienting, but nowhere as disorienting as trying to quickly switch skills.

Or worse, trying to reverse Meditation.

When I opened my eyes, a flower of my exact specifications greeted me. I couldn’t help but smile at my success.

“Very good sir,” they congratulated me, but I could see that it was more about my position than the achievement. Not that I blamed them. It wasn’t the fact that they could do better, but also they had seen me raising a small forest in one breath. Compared to that, a little multicolored flower was not exactly a great achievement.

I ignored them as I repeated the same experiment, but this time, imagining white leaves, with little black straight lines going across.

[-4 Health]

This time, the results weren’t as impressive. The leaves were mostly white, but with most of the black straight lines had instead come out as gray blotches. However, the failure made me smile even more.

Was this the difference between me and the other blacksmiths when it came to modifying recipes and switching out steps? Maybe, maybe not… Either way, it was something to be followed up on later.

I thought about my team of pseudo-assistants, thinking about asking them to repeat the same test, maybe even repeat it for all two thousand. But, after a moment of deliberation, I decided against it. I was already asking them something outside of their comfort zone, and from experience, I knew that adding too many items to that list could backfire.

“Thank you, Terry. It was very helpful,” I said, which made him smile. Positive reinforcement was a critical weapon for any educator. “Now, I think I have burdened you with enough extra tasks. Why don’t I leave and let you go on ahead with them.”

“Thank you, sir,” they said as they stood up and dispersed.

I was happy to see them act more confidently in my presence. They were slowly stopping to act like they expected me to flip at them for the smallest mistake like an incompetent sergeant.

However, while that made me happy, my mind shifted back to my latest discovery the moment I left the camp, measuring the relative merits of the two approaches. The benefits of mine were clear. Without that systemic approach that dissected the System feedback into smaller steps, I could have never achieved what I did.

But, it was clear that their method had advantages as well. And, it was for me to find out how to maximize it for every skill.

As soon as I finished some of my ongoing projects…
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                The temptation to start playing with my skills to see the impact of the most recent discovery was difficult to resist but I managed to hold on and focused on the problem that was most urgent, with the data available to me.

What determined whether people could advance their skills naturally or not?

The data I had managed to collect, along with the other observations, suggested that it was not an accident. It seemed like there were some seriously strong correlations in terms of certain behavior patterns, like being outspoken, taking initiative, and general courage.

But, I did my best not to make a rash judgment. The correlation was clear, but one statement held true. Correlation didn’t equal causation. A simple sentence, but very hard to comprehend, and very dangerous when not applied properly.

Therefore, I ignored my desire to come to a quick conclusion just because I had noticed a beautiful statistical link and instead started to outline all the different analyses I needed to run once Maria returned, and how to process the data I got from Eleanor. Which variables to dig deep into, the possible causation links, and the data required to prove them… everything.

I was on the first floor, taking a large pile of notes, sitting at the same hilltop that we had used for other experiments, enough to make me glad that Dexterity also helped with the speed of my handwriting significantly.

I probably worked on the data for more than half a day, deciding all the ways to dice the survey results when I got interrupted by the arrival of Maria and Eleanor.

“Wow, you look busy,” Eleanor started as she arrived at the hilltop in one smooth jump, even swatching her giving me a sense of vertigo, carrying Maria at the same time.

“There’s a lot of data to go through,” I said.

She looked at it, but then I caught a hesitant glance on her face. “Would you be angry if I told you all your work here kind of went to waste,” she said.

I looked at her, suddenly afraid. “What do you mean?” I asked, afraid that she would admit tempering with the data as a joke or something equally asinine. Over my career, I had to deal with that particular ‘joke’ a few times during my career, by people who didn’t understand that I would have been more accepting if they set my bed on fire … while I was sleeping on it.

“Well … I kind of already solved the mystery of skill upgrades.”

“And, you expect me to be angry about it?” I asked, looking surprised.

“Yeah,” she added hesitantly, looking surprised. Next to her, Maria had a similar expression.

I chuckled. “The whole point of what we’re doing is to discover something. If you actually solved it, I’ll be happy.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Of course. Especially since we’re not working for a university that would fire me because I don’t have my name on the paper,” I added, shivering slightly. Publish or perish culture had been scarier than the dungeon monsters.

“That’s an admirable perspective,” Maria added.

“So, what’s this solved mystery?” I asked.

“It’s the dungeon,” Eleanor declared confidently.

“Really?” I asked.

“Easy,” she said. “I have helped five hundred farmers to improve their skills as you asked. Eighty percent of the ones that entered the dungeon had managed to get the skill upgrade, while the ones that did not, only thirty percent achieved it.”

“How about the nearest town?”

“Even better. Only ten percent of them succeeded,” she said. “It proves that …” she said, but then paused. “Right?” she added, probably due to my soft smile.

“Not exactly,” I said as I gestured for her to sit down. “What you have discovered here is called correlation, as in the relationship between two numbers. That's not enough to conclude that something in the dungeon allows them to break through their skill.”

“I don’t get it,” she said.

“It’s normal,” I said. “What you did is common sense, and for most cases, it’s enough to go through life. We take what we know, and link them together. Let me give you an old-world example, what would you say if I said ice cream caused heat strokes? If we check the data, the more ice cream sold, the more people are admitted to hospital.”

“That it’s total nonsense, of course,” she said. “People eat more ice cream when it’s hot outside. But, that’s obvious.”

“True,” I said. “But, you know that because it’s an example where we know why people get heat strokes. However, what if you don’t know the link in the first place. What if I told you that children who know how to play an instrument get into better colleges. Does it mean learning an instrument makes people smarter? Or just that they come from richer households that can afford to send them to private lessons. Or, maybe admission committees like it on their CVs.”

This time, both of them frowned. “But, it makes sense,” Maria interrupted.

“It does, because dungeons mean faster leveling and a lot of resources. Dungeons somehow influencing the level cap is believable as well,” I added.

“You don’t believe it,” Eleanor said, sharp enough to see what I was getting at.

“No, I don’t,” I said. “I have my own hypothesis about why.”

“And, what makes yours better?” she asked, challenging.

I liked her tone. “Nothing,” I admitted.

“Nothing?” she said.

“Well, nothing at the moment. What we both have is a bunch of observations, run through our common sense. It makes a good hypothesis, but that’s it.”

“Then, what do we do now?” she said.

“Well, there’s a reason I made them fill all those surveys. We’re going to check all the data and see if we can find some stronger correlation, and from there, start designing experimental and observational setups that might discover the causation —” I said, then I noticed that Eleanor looked ashamed. “Don’t tell me,” I gasped.

Her bag wasn’t big enough to hold all the surveys I had asked her to collect.

“Don’t worry, I collected them all. I just didn’t bring them with me, and left them at home.”

I let out a relieved sigh. “That’s good,” I admitted.

“Does it mean I have to go to the town and collect them?” I just nodded. “Not fun,” she complained.

“Well, that’s only if you want your mana skill. If you don’t…”

“Fine,” she grumbled before she left, leaving me alone with Maria.

Maria waited until Eleanor was far away before she started speaking. “You seemed pretty confident when you dismissed Eleanor’s assumption. Why?”

“Because of the same patterns I had noticed while helping the group at the third-floor outpost level up. Did you know the more outspoken they are, the higher their rate of skill upgrade appears,” I said.

“That’s …”

“Silly, absurd, nonsense?” I completed her sentences.

She blushed slightly. “Well, something along those lines. You’re claiming that the more courageous they are, the easier for the skills to upgrade.”

“Well, yes and no,” I said. “There seems to be a strong correlation that explains a lot, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it turns out to be complete nonsense.”

“What a waste of time,” she said, then paused. “Sorry. It just feels like…”

“A lot of wasted effort,” I added. She nodded sheepishly. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not an insult. There’s no scientist that hasn't come up with hundreds of nonsense, absolutely stupid ideas with absolutely nothing to do with reality, that any sane person wouldn’t have entertained for a second, achieving nothing but wasted time.”

“And, that’s useful?”

“Yes, because, occasionally, some of those ideas lead to the discovery of a fungus that can kill bacteria, saving billions of lives.”

“And, how do we separate those groundbreaking ones from hundreds of nonsensical claims?”

“We come to the fun part of science. There’s no easy way. We will constantly build hypotheses, check the data, validate results, and start with a new set all along, all the while hoping that we’re going in the right direction.”

“Sounds inefficient.”

“It is. Science is a lot like prospecting. A structured approach means that, instead of just digging blindly, you use advanced methods to check the ground. But, no matter how advanced your methods, you can’t find anything if there’s nothing there.”

“And, you are hopeful that courage is the answer for it. And, you can’t be serious in expecting the results in Eleanor’s data.”

“Actually, I somewhat did,” I admitted. “It’s a little more complicated than that. But, before I go deeper, let me share with you an interesting anecdote. Back in the old world, children born in the first three months are almost twice as likely to become a pro than the ones born from October to December.”

She frowned. “If you come to me with some horoscope nonsense—” she started.

I chuckled. “Not in the slightest. The mechanism is simple. We have split youth leagues based on age, which meant, from an absolute perspective, children born in January always had several months of development advantage. It means they get better opportunities, which snowballs into an overrepresentation.”

“And, how does it link back to the great difference between the ones that have accessed the dungeon, and those who did not?” she asked.

“Simple. It’s a tainted sample, similar to youth leagues. The farmers that joined us are volunteers.”

“The ones that are brave enough to leave the city and potentially risk themselves in a new town, joining people they knew nothing about,” Maria completed.

“Exactly,” I said even as I pushed a thick stack of papers in front of her.

“Are these your conclusions or something?” she asked.

I laughed. “No. Those are all the different analyses that we need to run. Each page describes an analysis, the method of calculation, and possible follow-ups based on the results.”

“B-but, there has to be at least five hundred pages here,” she said. “Even with Intelligence, it’ll take hours.”

“Yes,” I smiled, feeling excited that I was finally doing proper research work. “Isn’t science fun?”
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                After another half a day filled with the most exciting of all sacred and forbidden arts — statistics — Maria let out a sudden, frustrated growl. “Alright, I surrender. Your theory about courage makes perfect sense,” she declared.

I had to admit, I was impressed by her development. She was getting impressively capable when it came to using various mathematical models, far better than any undergraduate student I had the pleasure of teaching. As for doctorate students, it was not exactly a fair comparison, as their general math competency needed to be quite high to be accepted to work with me.

Yes, Intelligence was helping her to do the calculations faster, but it didn’t give her instant comprehension, and unlike her, my students had the advantage of modern software suites.

“You have come a long way in merely a few days,” I said.

She shrugged. “What can I say, you’re a good teacher,” she said.

I chuckled. It was a rare compliment for me to receive even before the Cataclysm. I wanted to tease her about it, but too bad I wasn’t able to extract myself from the latest problem.

“Alright. I’m learning what that expression means. Spill,” she said.

I sighed as I pushed her two sets of hand-drawn graphs, displaying the relationship between various personality traits and skill improvement performance. “Check them first,” I said.

She did so, looking unaffected. “I don’t get it. It’s confirming what we had guessed. Brave people show better skill development.”

“Not that,” I said. “Do you mind creating another graph, but this time, I want you to graph only the standard deviation of every single personality trait we have surveyed for.”

“I don’t see the point…” she started, only to pause. “The variance for the people that manage to improve is much greater than the others,” she said. “But I have no idea what this implies. Something good? Something bad?”

“First, some background,” I said, wanting her to understand my point. “You have already seen the personality tests I had put as a part of the surveys I asked them to fill out,” I said. “The one I used here is based on the five-factor model, which is the one we had commonly used for our past experiments. It’s not perfect, but it's still sufficient enough to be used for most general-purpose research projects that rely on self-reporting.”

“Meaning, you’re familiar with the results it should have produced,” she said.

“Yes, and the variance for the people that’s unable to upgrade their skills is low. Absurdly low,” I said.

“How absurd?”

“Well, I have worked closely with several psychologist friends during my career, including some studies on how various personality scores are affected by being members of self-selecting groups with strong self-reinforcement effects. The groups we examined ranged from fraternities to social support groups, and we even managed to work with a couple of religious groups that technically qualified as cults.”

“And?” she asked.

“The results of these groups were significantly lacking the general variance of the society, but none was as unified as the Farmers that failed to upgrade their skills,” I said. “Frankly, if I wasn’t the one that administered the tests, I would have assumed that they were a practical joke.”

“What does it mean?” she asked.

“I have a wild theory, but before I go further, I want to apply the same process to the guards,” I said.

“We don’t have enough guards with Common skills,” she said. “We already gave every single one of them an Uncommon skill as a joining bonus.”

“And, unraveling my weapons that help them to improve their skills rapidly is too risky,” I continued, agreeing with her. “We need to be back in town to run that experiment,” I added.

“We can’t. Not with everything here,” she said.

“Not right now,” I admitted. “For the purposes of assisting Eleanor, the experiment could be declared tentatively successful. We can focus on more practical tests for the moment, like whether we could teach how to use Mana to one of the farmers.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yeah. Eleanor is already able to use mana reasonably well, and we can’t delay it too much. Ultimately, the objective of the third-floor outpost is to validate whether a natural upgrade of the skills is a valid method. We have already confirmed the first part. Now, we just need to see if it can be applied to mana.”

“Really, that’s the objective of the whole outpost? How about hunting for more beasts,” she said.

“Well, that as well,” I said, waving my hand dismissively. While I appreciated the potential fortune and the welfare opportunity it represented intellectually, it hardly excited me on a personal level. “I have already identified a few candidates that are sharp enough to recognize this is a valuable opportunity and won’t blab about it easily,” I said.

“Do you want to bring them out immediately,” she asked.

“No, I would rather not. Not immediately,” I said. “Actually, I have a few questions for you first, about Meditation.”

Her expression tightened. For a moment, I was afraid that I had annoyed her by asking her about her secrets. “Why? Are you thinking about another suicidal experiment?”

“No,” I said, but under her gaze, I couldn’t help but wilt a little. “Not this time,” I said. “I promise.”

“Fine, but no experimenting without my presence, no matter how simple. Meditation isn’t as simple as it looks.”

“I promise,” I said, appreciating her concern even though the way her stern gaze lingered on me for a moment longer was annoying like I couldn’t be trusted. Then again, she did have a reason to fear that, right? “No experiments without you around.”

“Good,” she said, her posture relaxing slightly. “Now. Meditation isn't simple still. As the rarity improves, it starts to have a lot of variants that work better under certain situations, though the stat distribution helps as well. Some of them work better with Intelligence, while others are more fitting to be supported by Wisdom.”

“Any difference between the two,” I asked.

“Please no interruptions until the end of the class,” she said, though her smile showed it was more about mocking my teaching habits than anything else. Admittedly, another deserved blow. I chuckled. It was a good joke. “There are too many differences, but knowing how your mind works, you’re most interested in this: the ones reliant on Intelligence focus more on complicated shapes and rotation patterns that optimize the mana movement based on the environment, while Wisdom-based ones rely more on conceptual transformation.”

“Conceptual transformation?” I asked.

“Well, you had the Common one, and now you have the Cleansing Meditation. It’s a good example of the shape-dependent transformation, though it’s rarely used,” she said.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because, not everyone is crazy enough to optimize how to get mana out of dungeon products. They are too valuable to use like that by any sane person,” she said.

“So, does it mean it’s useless?” I asked.

“Not necessarily,” she said. “Though, it’s certainly specialized. Some dungeons, particularly in deeper levels, only contain mana deeply mixed with the taint. So, it’s still a popular choice for specialized dungeon explorers, especially since it works well enough with just Essence.”

“And, how about conceptual?” I asked.

“That works on a completely different principle,” she said. “Instead of a spell-like pattern, it often relies on a mental image of one strong concept, and then overlaps it with one’s center.”

“Patterns like what?” I asked.

“Well, it depends on the specific variant and the class, but I know some simple concepts like a raging fire, a calm lake, or an evening rain are all possibilities.” She interrupted me with a raised hand. “No, I don’t know much other than the general idea. Since my class is purely Intelligence-driven, I didn’t go any deeper. It’s just the nuggets from campfire chats as we attacked dungeons or tried to defend against monster waves. Nothing more.”

“So, no experimenting,” I said, realizing what she was driving at.

“No experimenting,” she said. “Not even with me. I wouldn’t even know where to start. As for the Intelligence-based meditation … it’s harder to describe. It constantly shifts according to the environment, not unlike a combat skill. It’s hard to explain.”

“Hmm,” I said, pausing. “How about writing it as a formula?”

“As a formula? How?” she said.

“Good question,” I said. “You remember my experiments with the hexagons,” I said.

“You can’t be serious. That doesn’t even begin to describe the complexity of it.”

“I know. That’s just where we start, and even with more empirical evidence, I could hardly build a reliable model of mana flow as a function of fluid dynamics. It’s very far from my area of expertise. But, as long as we get a general basis, it should work.”

“Do you think it will?”

“There’s no reason it shouldn’t,” I said, which, admittedly, was quite a bit of optimism. “And, even if we fail, spending a few days studying mathematics is never a loss.”

That earned a chuckle from her, before I started giving her a crash course on topology and algebraic geometry. It was a lesson I would have happily extended for a few days, but merely a few hours into our new topic, we were interrupted by Eleanor rushing from the keep.

And, she was too fast for someone bearing good news.
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                “What’s wrong?” Maria asked the moment Eleanor arrived. Eleanor said nothing, just passed a letter to Maria. From the way her face fell, I doubted that it was good news. Then, I noticed the familiar seal, a tankard with a crack, signaling that it was a letter from Rosie.

I said nothing until Maria passed the letter to me, and I read it quickly. “An undiscovered dungeon? Only three days from a breach?“ I asked.

“Yes,” Maria said, looking tense. “Can we trust her?”

I first thought that she was asking Eleanor, but they both turned to me, which was not particularly stress-free. It was a difficult call. I had worked with Rosie before, and she had never steered me wrong. While she had been a consummate businesswoman with an incredible ability to bargain, she had always followed her deals. Not just in the letter, but in spirit as well.

“I’m inclined to believe her,” I decided.

“Why?”

“She already had a good chance to betray us during the earlier debacle if she was so inclined,” I said. “Or, if she is hedging her bets, she would have pulled back her fledgling guild with the rest. It could be that she’s working for Thomas, and that they are pulling a dangerous double-bluff, but…”

“It’s unlikely,” Maria admitted. “She had been a key supplier during all of this, even more so than what we expected.”

“That’s right,” I said, then paused.

“Is something wrong?” Eleanor interrupted.

“Not really,” I said. “It’s just that Rosie has always been a very careful player. I had seen her fight. She could have done better than operating a busy inn in a small town, but she had limited herself. I had always thought that she was holding back because she lacked grand ambitions. But, maybe she was waiting for an opportunity to make a big play.”

That didn’t enhance Eleanor’s mood in any way. “That doesn’t make me trust her anymore.”

“And, I’m not trying to,” I said. “I’m just sharing my impression. Ultimately, my interactions with her are wildly different from what you have. But, sometimes shared benefits are all that’s needed to establish a good alliance.”

“And, sometimes, it’s not,” Eleanor said. “If she wants to forge a closer alliance, why is she not here?” I shrugged. After all, she had a point, and I didn’t feel particularly compelled to defend Rosie, especially since I had no idea what her plan was, only that she had one. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have sent me here, asking for a detailed report about the dungeon.

It felt like that was such a long time ago.

“Enough,” Maria cut in. “What she wants in the long term, or what we can put together doesn’t matter. The important thing is, do we believe her about the dungeon warning?”

“I do,” Eleanor admitted reluctantly. I nodded as well.

“Then, we need to decide what to do. Three days doesn’t give us a lot of time to move around.”

“How far is the dungeon?” I asked.

“Flying, merely half an hour, but if we’re to bring an army there, we need to move in a few hours at most,” Maria said.

“We’re not going to ask for reinforcements?” Eleanor said.

Maria looked conflicted. “We should, but from whom? It’s clear that my family put their support behind Thomas. We won’t receive anything but excuses from them. As for other guilds or nearby towns…” she added, not even bothering to finish her sentences. “No, we have to bring an army there and deal with it.”

“What if they use it as a chance to attack the town?” I asked. “Or, they ambush us while we’re dealing with the dungeon?”

“You suspect that it's bait. I thought you trusted Rosie.”

“Not necessarily a bait,” I said. “And, it’s not about how much I trust Rosie. She’s not omnipotent, and I’m assuming a dungeon could be discovered in many different ways.”

Maria nodded. “Yes. There are some products from the System shop that could detect the presence of a dungeon, especially if they are close to a breach and leaking dungeon miasma. But…”

“But, what,” I asked.

“They have relatively limited range,” Eleanor continued. “It’s rare for them to extend any more than a few hundred yards, and even the best one we used extended to merely half a mile. So, she has to know about it.”

“Or, she expected the probability, and sent scouts to check. Scouts that found what ours had missed.”

“Yes, they should have found it,” Eleanor added. “It looks like we have more traitors, hiding reports.”

“Not necessarily,” I interrupted. They looked at me. “Is it fair to assume that the patrol schedule is quite hectic since the guilds have retreated?”

“If anything, that’s an understatement. Especially with some of them assigned to your forces.”

“Trying to conceal scouting reports when the scouts rotate frequently is bound to be difficult, and even for Thomas, it’s a bad plan. It’s easier to just sabotage the devices used for detection.”

“You have a point,” Maria admitted. “Those enchantments are complicated, and it wouldn’t take a lot to break them consistently.”

“Should we check them?” Eleanor asked.

“It’s a good way to validate the report before we mobilize the case. That way, we have another evidence for or against before mobilizing.”

“Are we sure we want to alert them?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Maria said. “Does it matter? They will realize what’s going on once we mobilize either way.”

“No,” I said. “Are we sure we want to mobilize our forces openly?”

“What’s the alternative? Are we going to let the dungeon burst?” Eleanor asked.

Maria paused, her eyes widening after a second. “I see. Actually, it might not be a terrible idea,” she said. I smiled, while Eleanor looked shocked.

“You can’t be serious,” she said.

“Maybe. This is a mana-dead zone, so the danger-orienting from the dungeon shouldn’t be as bad. It’s probably something similar to ours. And, once it bursts, it’ll elevate the danger we’re in, but…”

“It won’t be as bad as splitting our forces and sacrificing our tactical flexibility,” I added. “The moment we spread our forces to two locations, we’ll give up strategic flexibility completely, and they can attack us however they wish.”

“What if the dungeon is more dangerous than we expect? Or, worse, it has a difficult-to-overcome ability like the corrosion we’re dealing with.”

“Easy,” I said. “We just need to send someone to check the dungeon, check the nature of the creatures, and understand if they pose any danger —” I started, only to pause. “Damn, I have to be the one to go, right?” I asked.

“No!” The answer came from both of them. “It’s too risky,” Maria continued.

“Not that risky. I have a good mixture of combat potential and mobility, and since I’m expected to be in the dungeon, my absence would go unnoticed,” I argued, which was the exact opposite of what I should be doing. They should be the ones who were pushing me to scout the area while I argued for my personal safety.

It was absurd, but it seemed like my new reality.

“But, what if something goes wrong? You’re strong, but…” Eleanor said, the silent implication being I was the weakest of the three of us.

“True,” I admitted, feeling no shame not being as strong as the two of them. I was closer to Eleanor, but as long as we were wearing comparable equipment, she was still better than me at a straight-up fight. “However, I’m not too far behind you, and we can’t send Maria to a secret mission alone.”

“Why not,” Maria argued. “I’m more capable than both of you, and as long as I bring along one of those crushers, I can replenish my mana easily.”

I said nothing, just turned at Eleanor. She coughed pointedly. “Well, you’re not exactly … sneaky,” she said.

“I can be sneaky,” Maria claimed.

“Not when you’re fighting,” Eleanor answered so that I didn’t have to.

“Fine,” Maria said, her pouting too childish for a woman who could do a convincing cosplay of a forest fire. “But, it still doesn’t mean that you should be the one to go.”

“No, it does,” I said. “Eleanor is right. What if the dungeon beasts come with a similar drawback. I’m the best candidate to assess it accurately.”

“Maybe both of you should go,” Maria countered. “I can hold the fort alone.”

Eleanor looked split at the suggestion, but luckily for her, she didn’t need to come to a decision. “No,” I said. “I’m sure she has spies who are watching her moves. Any long disappearance might alert them, and it’ll make it harder to approach the dungeon then. Going alone will give me better flexibility.” Eleanor looked ready to argue.

“And, we need you here to train the Farmers about the class,” I continued. “ I promised that I wouldn’t force them to upgrade early, but I still expect half of them to accept the offer and push for the class upgrade. We need you to train them to use their skills. We have three hundred spears ready, with some swords mixed in. It’ll be enough for them to use when leveling up.”

“Are you sure you want to leave?” Maria asked.

“That makes the most sense,” I admitted. “But, before leaving, let’s forge another five hundred spears just in case,” I added.

“In case of what?” Maria said, her tone sharp.

“In case I have to take a detour,” I replied, giving the most confident smile I could muster. “Don’t worry. I have every intention of coming back safely, but I will feel better if there’s no task waiting for me, forcing me into a disadvantageous timeline.”

They nodded, looking as frustrated as I was feeling. The last thing I wanted was to gallivant around, but unfortunately, the situation didn’t allow for anything else.
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                “And, this is the last one. Five hundred pieces, ready for any emergency,” I said, annoyed that all that work didn’t give me even a handful of points. It wasn’t surprising, but that didn’t prevent the blooming annoyance. “Along with the upgraded condenser, we’re ready to help the farmers improve as necessary. It’s time to leave.”

“Are you sure you want to take this risk?” Maria suddenly asked.

I sighed. While forging, Maria had asked the same question in various forms almost fifty times. In an abstract sense, having someone to care about my safety was nice. Unfortunately, that abstract acknowledgment didn’t prevent it from getting annoying. “No, Maria. My answer hasn't changed in …” I said, making a move of checking my nonexistent watch, “the last two minutes.”

“No need to be sarcastic,” she grumbled.

“I disagree. This is the perfect time to be sarcastic,” I said, a little snippier than I had expected. “Sorry, it’s just the best way, and we live in a dangerous world. There’s no truly safe option.”

“Fine. I get it. I just don’t like it when you’re putting yourself at risk for me.”

I shrugged. “Not much we can do about it,” I said even as I started packing my stuff. I had to travel light, but I still wanted to bring a full set of tools, several ingots prepared based on an epic recipe, ready to be transformed as necessary, and about a dozen javelins made of the same material. And, after some thought, I put two full lure potions I had looted from the previous dungeon attack.

It was one advantage of being a superhuman blacksmith. Anything else I needed, I could prepare on the field.

Together, we moved back to the first floor, focusing more on the practical side, including how to set a second

“Before you leave, I have a gift for you,” she said.

“A gift?” I said.

“Yes, a gift,” she said as she pulled a paper, and started writing on it. A bunch of partial differential formulas, mixed with some topology. I quirked an eyebrow. “This is how I fold my mana while I help you,” she said. “I have done my best to turn it into a formula in case you face any danger. “I don’t know if it’ll work, but…”

“I …” a gasp escaped my mouth, only to freeze. This was a big gift. No, more than just big. Incredible. I didn’t even have an idea how to start mapping the flows. When it came to physics, I was a novice at best, and fluid dynamics was one of the most troubling problems that plagued modern technology, often requiring supercomputers to solve most of the time.

And, in the old world, physics had been working with materials that didn’t suddenly decide between being liquid and gas for absolutely no reason.

While I examined the lines of the formula, trying to comprehend it, she finished writing another set of formulas, but she folded it up before I could read it. “This is the other part of my gift. But, I want you to promise you won’t open it unless it becomes absolutely necessary, and even if you do, you’ll do your best to be careful.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“My meditation formula,” she added, then paused. “At least, the best approximation I had.”

 I paused, not knowing what to say. It was an incredible gift, far bigger than the previous one, which was only a representation of my own skill, just in the form of a more generalized formula. This one represented one of her core secrets.

One that could potentially prove deadly to her if leaked, considering how fragile meditation skills were.

“I don’t know what to say,” I muttered.

She gave me a gentle smile even as she put it into my hands. “Then, don’t say anything. Just make sure to return safely.”

Before I could even figure out how to respond, she turned her back, and sped up with a flare of her mana, leaving me behind. I sighed as I watched her leave, trying to wrangle my own confusing feelings. This might be the single most thoughtful gift I have ever received.

And, I had no idea what I was feeling.

I let out a sigh even as I put both papers into a special container under my armor, securely fastened. Strangely, I felt no temptation to open the sealed letter, when a few weeks ago, the prospect of getting stronger would have been enough to treat that as a wish that was easily ignored.

I sighed even as I moved toward where Harold was waiting for me, with a metal box that previously held arrows. “Hello, sir,” he greeted me when I approached.

“Harold,” I greeted back. “Everything ready?”

“Yes, but…” he said.

“Yes, it’s as you have guessed. We detected another attempt, but this time, I decided to change the pace a bit. Let’s see how they’ll deal with an ambush,” I said, doing my best to look more confident than I was feeling.

Luckily, the longer my list of victories got, the less my acting mattered. Harold nodded in satisfaction. “That’s good, sir. But, what about the sudden change with the Farmer? I didn’t expect Lady Eleanor to help.”

I did my best to look smug. “I managed to convince her to train a team of elite fighters out of them, using a secret method,” I said. “That way, when I return, I’ll have a thousand elite warriors waiting for me in my guild.”

It was a lie, but it had enough truth mixed in to keep Harold focused and pacified. I didn’t like lying, but under the circumstances, the emergence of the dungeon was one.

“That’s ambitious, sir,” he said. “But, isn’t it a bit risky?”

“Not at all. It’s a reasonable precaution, and if it helps my finances somewhat, even better.”

He nodded. “Is there any way I can help?”

I was about to refuse, when I realized we had missed one detail. “Actually, yes,” I said. “You can make several plans, outlining the process of evacuating the town directly to the dungeon, and share them with Eleanor. The more serious we take the threat, the harder she would work to train our members.”

He nodded, looking like he had accepted my rationale. “And, are we going to maintain the same hands-off approach when it comes to the ones that don't want to upgrade their classes, sir? Maybe we shouldn’t miss the opportunity.”

I shook my head. “Don’t change anything for the moment. I have made a promise to them. Anyone who wants to focus on their skill improvement is free to do so. Don’t pressure them indirectly either.” Then, I paused. “Not that I expect too many of them to persist once the first batch of farmers return with their improved stats and show off,” I added.

Harold’s expression shifted into a big smile. “I see, that’s your plan all along. Very clever, sir,” he said. “We’ll do our best to hunt on the fourth floor and gather more Rare Nurture skills.”

It was not my plan. On the contrary, I was sad that the excellent experiment I had in place had been ruined in merely a few days. I could have convinced Maria that the experiment was too important, but it didn’t feel right to manipulate the situation to keep it going.

Not when it could affect their survival. We had initially planned that experiment to take six months, because we were under the impression that the worst thing that could happen was a monster wave, which would give us two weeks to prepare.

A surprise dungeon nearby was something else. I wondered just how much of it was pure misfortune, and how much of it was a part of Thomas’ — or more likely, his supporters’ — plan.

My best guess was that it was fifty-fifty. The appearance of the dungeon was pure misfortune, but I would be willing to bet a lot that the timing of the breach had nothing to do with its natural lifecycle. It was more likely that they had a way to prematurely shatter a dungeon.

However, ultimately, it didn’t matter. I just needed to find a way to infiltrate the dungeon, or should I fail at that, stay near until the breach occurred so I could get a glimpse of the monsters that it spewed.

“Yeah, a storage of Rare Nurtures wouldn’t be amiss,” I said. “Make sure to stockpile them. The more, the better.”

“Even if we collect a thousand?” he asked.

“I won’t say anything even if you collect a hundred thousand, as long as you don’t neglect your other tasks,” I said even as I started walking toward the large metal box. “Now, that’s enough chit-chat. Seal me up.”

He did so, and I ended up in the dark. I took a deep breath, preparing myself for the violence to come, once more against an enemy of unknown caliber.

This time without the home ground advantage our dungeon had provided.

I called in the System, hoping for a sense of security.

—

[Mana Blacksmith - Level 43]

[Health 1290/1290] [Mana 210/210]

[Vitality 86 / Strength 86 / Dexterity 65 / Essence 21]

[Skills (9/13)

Mana Repair (Epic) - 102 [Advanced Observe]

Mana Forge (Epic) - 313 [Advanced Creative Forging, Advanced Mana Control]

Cleansing Meditation (Uncommon) - 139 [Controlled Flow, Superior Sensing, Purification]

Nurture (Epic) - 219

Quake Hammer (Rare) - 200 [Persistent Tremor]

Blade of Retribution (Rare) - 200 [Strike of Retribution]

Breeze Spear (Rare) - 200 [Floating Stride]

Fire Bolt (Basic) - 25

Shoot (Basic) - 25]
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                Once I felt the tapping pattern at the crate, followed by a shift, I counted to thirty before I pushed open the hatch, and stepped into the ditch.

As far as plans went, this was a simple one. Once I hid in the crate that was mixed into a bigger delivery to the town, Harold brought me out, only to drop the crate into a deep ditch when the vision around them was blocked.

Just to be on the safe side, I dug a tunnel from the bottom of the ditch rather than climbing directly. Luckily, mana attacks were equally excellent at digging through hardened Earth as it was at killing monsters. I dug for almost half a mile before I finally arrived at the surface. And, once on the surface, I used the Fleeting Step to move in a straight line, almost perpendicular to my destination.

My little detour added some extra travel time, but it was a sacrifice I was willing to make. Since I suspected the sudden timing of the dungeon break was not a coincidence, it stood to reason that they had some people inducing the dungeon to break, and if there were, they would have scouts, particularly on this side of the town.

“However, the implications…” I muttered, suddenly feeling overwhelmed by what it would mean if my assumption that the dungeon break could be induced artificially was true. Did it mean that it was being used as a weapon, to get rid of the troublesome towns, or deal with enemies?

I wanted to say that humanity would never do something so cruel … but sometimes, knowing history was more of a curse than a blessing. Humanity was capable of incredible cruelty, particularly when there was a layer to isolate them from the action.

Like letting dungeon monsters loose.

“We will see,” I said to myself as I ran, dodging the monsters I faced. After all, the beasts outside didn’t share the dungeon monsters’ convenient feature of disappearing once they died, so killing them would create an inconvenient track. Luckily, I was fast enough to dodge most of them, helped by the fact that the surrounding area was cleaned regularly by the patrols.

During my journey to this unknown dungeon had a lot of time to think, particularly since I was taking the long route. So, I pulled the long page of formulas Maria had written, trying to model the way the mana moved. It was not accurate, but I didn’t expect it to be.

Mathematical modeling was a tricky process even though it didn’t look that way to a layman. It required a choice between abstraction and accuracy, particularly when studying systems with discrete parts that couldn’t be predicted easily, like turbulent fluids…

Or, people.

It was the whole idea I had based my career on, that as long as driving factors could be understood, the development of society could be predicted. Not in a perfect manner, but enough to guide the actions of the decision-makers about complicated topics. At least, the rare times they chose to care about the benefits of the people rather than the election results.

“Oh, the irony,” I said even as I continued to read all the formulas Maria had written for me. Before the Cataclysm, I often read various physics and math papers, trying to find ones that I could use for my own discipline. And, now, I was doing the exact opposite.

Well, the exact opposite as long as we assume mana was a phenomenon of physics, which was an assumption the jury was still out on.

However, the best part about this step was that it didn’t require a computer. It was required for the initial collection and processing of the data, but ultimately, that was what Maria had given me. But, once that data was collected, the benefits of computers dwindled to nothing.

Conceptual modeling required a very rigorous mathematical background, reinforced by clarity of thought and inspiration. It was why, even when computers were an option, I preferred to work with pen and paper.

As I got further away from the town, the density of the monsters started to increase, enough that I had to pull my spear to kill the occasional beast that was too fast to be ditched easily. But, even then, I held the papers in my right hand, trying to find a general function that not only confirmed the general objectives but was also simple enough to be useful.

It was a far trickier process to handle.

For example, asking for someone to pick an apple. While it was too simple to be classified as such, ‘one apple’ could be treated as a mathematical model. It was certainly an abstraction. It was certainly useful when asking one’s roommate to bring one from the fridge, however, it was less useful as a part of a recipe, where ounce and pound served as a much better representation.

And, it carried no information when it came to many other features, from whether it was rotten or not to taste. And, that was just what we called a descriptive model, arguably the easiest mathematical model to construct.

What I was trying to do was not a descriptive model, but a predictive one, one that could allow me to push the mana into that state without assistance from Maria. Even if she was willing and able to help me — which was not a fair demand in the first place — the process I used currently created a significant bottleneck for the production of epic-grade metal.

It was alright for making spears and daggers, but less so for swords and hammers. As for armor, it didn’t come close to being enough, and my experience against those transformed monsters had shown how critical of a role armor could play.

Then, there was the skill improvement aspect. Finding a way to artificially create ‘dense mana’ was critical if I wanted to reach Legendary before I reached level fifty and faced another opportunity to upgrade my class.

The trip to the area took almost six hours even at my full speed, as not only did I take an indirect path to the area, but I also did my best to stick to the forested areas and other canopies in case they had a flying scout, which gave me enough time to study the formulas she had collected, meaning it was the time to test them.

When it came to testing, my first reflex was to mentally complain about the lack of a computer once again. After all, the validation process of the model was as critical as the initial model, and only detailed simulations allowed to —

“Oh, I’m a moron,” I growled as the realization hit. In sociology, I had to rely on computer models, because for the topics I worked on, experimentation ranged from merely extremely unethical to plain impossible.

The same wasn’t true for smithing.

I had to admit, it was tempting to drop everything and start testing, to see if it worked. And, if I was dealing with a lesser threat, I might have actually done that.

Unfortunately, for the threat I was facing, that was clearly not the case. The only exception I made was to pause for a few seconds and write down my insights. I didn’t expect to forget them, but it was better safe than sorry.

Once I put my notes inside my armor, I stopped thinking about it, and instead checked the map given by Rosie. It didn’t pinpoint the location of the dungeon, just identified a valley as a potential target.

Curious, I had used a metal tube to check the content of the air, and noticed the presence of dungeon taint. It was light enough that I would have missed it if I had merely used Analyze, but Advanced Observe was much better for it.

And, the density increased as I got closer to the valley.

“As far as confirmations go, that’s a good one,” I murmured as I paused, doing my best to examine the geography of the place.

The valley was a double-edged sword for them. It concealed them from airborne griffin scouts and allowed them to funnel anyone who might stumble upon them accidentally, but it also gave me an angle to approach them without being noticed.

The climb was slow, almost tedious. As I approached, I was prepared to kill any wild beast that came close, but to my surprise, the mountain was empty. At first, I thought it might be the scouts that killed them, but then it clicked.

Tainted energy was a good way to lure the surrounding monsters.

Sneaking to a random mountain that was empty yet, teeming with monsters, would have been impossible. But, the situation was similar to the town, where most of the surrounding monsters had been killed, likely by attacking toward the dungeon gate, lured in by the energy from the dungeon that was about to break.

“Well, I’ll take any advantage I can get,” I muttered even as I climbed the steep surface of the hills with the surety of a mountain goat, glad that my phobia for flying didn’t trigger as long as my feet were on solid ground.

It didn’t make much sense, but no phobia truly did. However, I didn’t have any time to ponder upon the situation, as once I reached the peak, I looked down the valley.

Only to see a small, enclosed fort at the center.

I had my target.

            

    
        Chapter 116

    
    
    
    
                Once I saw the fortress that was built deep into the valley, with enough effort put into its construction to make it difficult to notice from the sky, I didn’t rush down immediately no matter how tempting it was.

Instead, I first picked an empty cave with a concealed entrance halfway down the mountain where I could drop down without being noticed, and started watching the place. My job was made easy by the fact that they didn’t have any patrol running at the side I was. There were several guards, but they were concentrated on the other side.

It was negligent, but it made sense. The biggest thing they feared was accidental discovery, and having hundreds of soldiers running around would be counterproductive to that aim. After all, even with a cursory aim, they could have noticed my presence easily.

The darkness of the night wasn’t too far away, so I decided to spend my time observing the area, trying to pick a vector to approach from. If it wasn’t for the advantages granted by Perception — which I suspected a considerable portion of the scouts would possess — I might have tried to sneak in, but I chose to wait, watching from a great distance.

Unfortunately, that was not a good way to gather information. The patrols didn’t change, but that was a poor way to make a judgment. So was the size of the fortress. Admittedly, the fortress looked too small to host more than a few dozen people comfortably, but with a dungeon gate there, that was not a good way to make a judgment either.

There might be just a dozen people like I suspected, or they might have an army hidden inside. I had absolutely no way of making sure.

“Maybe a little trick is in order,” I muttered as I went out to pick a small branch from a tree. Cutting one might get their attention, but growing one inside would not.

Once inside the cave, I used it to grow a few trees before cutting them into pieces. Soon, I was looking at a hundred human-shaped cutouts. Not enough to trick anyone during the day, but the same wasn’t true at night, which wasn’t too far away.

Though, the real trick was that, a few of them had tiny metal amulets, which would slowly radiate mana if I put a crushed piece of shell inside, radiating the sensation that someone was using magic against someone with Essence.

The rest of my time, I spent digging a tunnel to the bottom of the valley, right under a very sharp cliff where I couldn’t be seen from outside the moment I stepped out. As I worked, the night arrived, covering the valley in darkness. Afraid of being noticed, they were using no illumination sources.

“Let’s see how they’ll react to fear,” I muttered. Sneaking into the fortress was a challenging option. Unless, of course, they had something they feared distracting them. And, since they were plotting to take down a fire mage, what better way to do that.

“Time to test how effective my new trick is,” I said as I grew another tree in the cave, but this time, I focused on one idea.

Flammability.

The results were spectacular, creating a tree that did a nice impression of a chemical fire starter. I grew ten logs, and positioned them correctly. Yet, before making a move, I did one more thing. I dug several areas on the face of the mountain, doing my best to destabilize the whole structure.

Only after I activated the metal talismans, I lit them on fire.

By using my neglected Fire Bolt skill.

[-100 Mana]

It wasn’t just a sense of poetic justice that made me use that spell. It was likely that they had someone who could feel mana, and a fire spell, however basic, was a good way to alert them. And, with them raising the alarm, the guards would be met with several huge cylinders of fire.

It was like an old-fashioned magic trick, giving a hint, and letting the audience come to the wrong conclusion. Only, in this case, the reward for their cooperation was not entertainment.

The logs blazed into life as they rolled down the hill, creating an incredible commotion. Even as shouts of alarm rose from the fortress, I delved into the tunnel I had dug, rushing to the bottom of the valley while staying hidden, unable to help but feel tense, afraid that I would find enemies waiting for me at the end of the tunnel.

Unfortunately, there was no such thing as absolute safety in battle.

When I arrived at the bottom of the valley, I was met with a small army spilling out of the fortress, confirming my worst fear. Especially since, their presence didn’t mean that I could simply retreat.

The only good thing was that they didn’t look like a regular army. They wore familiar black armor, and the weapons they were wielding were equally impressive, but the way they moved didn’t feel like an army that was familiar with working together.

And, currently, they were between me and the fortress.

I switched to my hammer, and swung it against the face of the cliff I picked for this exact purpose.

[-25 Mana]

The modified move from Quake Hammer did wonders destroying a large section, but I moved as fast as I could to deliver three more attacks, hoping that it would be enough even as I depleted my mana to merely ten points.

It was.

The whole face of the mountain, with the vegetation on fire from the earlier logs, shifted down, creating a minor landslide. Unfortunately, while it could have easily taken down a mundane army, it merely inconvenienced the current one.

After all, I wasn’t the only one with supernatural abilities.

However, it was enough to create chaos. Some of the army had dispersed despite the orders, running away in fear. Some rushed to the mountaintop, moving around the small landslide I had created, toward the shadows that they could see at the hilltop.

Several people delivered orders at once, while the force split into multiple smaller ones as they tried to position themselves against the threat.

Meanwhile, I quietly modified my armor to look similar to theirs, renewed my mana by cracking a shell, and dropped my spear and hammer alongside my pack, bringing only a small satchel. I looked like just another soldier. I rushed forward, the cacophony allowing me to mix in with the group that looked the most disorganized.

It was an absurd trick, one that shouldn’t have worked, but I moved forward, aware that I had only one chance. Of course, I dared to do so because I could see that the general makeup of the army wasn’t too different from the ones that attacked me and Eleanor.

Should it come to that, I was confident that I could cut a path through them and escape, even if they had someone who had people that could rival Eleanor before she received my sword. The same wasn’t true if they had someone that could rival Maria … but, if they were willing to commit such an asset, they would have approached in a more direct manner.

It wasn’t a perfect analysis, but sometimes, pretty good was the limit of what one could achieve.

I moved in, the chaos of a poorly organized army helping me to hide my presence, particularly since I could see even more people, and the high amount of people attempting to leave the dungeon didn’t make doing so any easier.

Luckily, with the ongoing chaos, no one really paid attention to me even as I entered the fortress … only to freeze. I was expecting a dungeon gate.

Instead, I found two.

One of the gates was identical to the dungeon gates I had been passing repeatedly. A glowing, ethereal light.

The second was interesting. For one, it was larger, with more intense energy, but the more surprising part was the lines of energy: pure black in a way that reminded me of tainted energy. The process was equally interesting. The dungeon mist was roughly visible at the cracks, but it didn’t spill out.

What spilled out was tainted energy.

Then, right at the gate, stood a man wearing robes, radiating mana even as he kept his hand on the dungeon gate, using it to slowly widen the cracks. He looked lost in his task. Though, even as it spread through the cracks, I couldn’t help but be disgusted by his mana.

He had four guards, each looking more formidable than the ragtag army that was busy panicking, ignoring the crowd. They didn’t look like tangling with them was a good idea. Luckily, they seemed to be distracted by the commotion outside, one of the guards asking the robed man to stop. But, it looked like whatever he was doing wasn’t something that could be interrupted with ease.

Even as I glanced at the situation, I wondered what it meant for them to do what they were doing so openly. Were they that confident that their ragtag army would keep it a secret? Were they not concerned about their secrets being revealed… Maybe they were confident that, as long as Charisma was used, their secrets would stay safe.

Or maybe, they planned to silence the whole army to keep their secrets hidden once they outlived their usefulness.

That last one, in particular, was too horrifying of an idea, but from what I had seen, Thomas didn’t seem to be particularly respectful of human life.

The forces that we suspected to be behind him, were even less so.

I paused, thinking of my options. I could limit myself to the safe gate. But, doing so would rely on one very dangerous assumption: that the two gates lead to the same dungeon. An assumption that would cost us dearly if it wasn’t true.

I decided to check it first.
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                After the familiar sensation of slipping through the gate, I stepped on a smooth, stone floor, radiating heat. A dry, hot wind that felt like I had just opened the lid of an oven. Calling it uncomfortable would have been an understatement.

The dungeon mist here was a familiar sight, blocking my view of everything above seventy feet to the side, but what I could see was enough to make a judgment about the nature of the dungeon.

It was a volcanic environment, which had many dangerous implications. But, even before I could focus on that, something else scared me.

Ahead in the mist, there was another glow of a dungeon gate, cutting through the mist the way the others that led outside had been cutting. It was a dungeon gate leading outside. My heart chilled at the implications.

What if they could open multiple gates that were going in and out. The strategic implications alone…

“Focus,” I muttered to myself as I rushed in the exact opposite direction. The chaos I had created would inevitably calm down soon. I had limited time, and checking whether that gate was leading to a different location as I suspected was not something I could afford at the moment.

Especially since the nature of the dungeon made it very likely that we were facing the worst-case situation. The dungeon here was picked specifically to target Maria. Just bringing the news would have been critical. Maria was our greatest strategic asset, and just knowing that her magic wouldn’t work rather than having to treat it as a worst-case scenario was enough to justify my expedition.

However, that didn’t mean it was the only thing I could do. I moved deeper into the dungeon, ignoring the sensation akin to moving deeper into an oven.

The environment didn’t change as I moved, the smell of sulfur and ash filling my nose. I saw no sign of lava or open fire, but I wasn’t too surprised. After all, this was only the first floor.

I searched for dungeon crystals and beasts, but both of them proved rarer than I had hoped. Considering a small army had been loitering here, the lack of both wasn’t a big shock. Instead, I focused on collecting other things.

I picked a few rocks, only to be surprised when I caught hints of silver and iron within their structure. Too little, not worthwhile extracting, but its existence alone suggested there might be a deposit with higher purity.

Unfortunately, prospecting for it would not exactly have been a worthwhile use of my time.

Next, I focused on the plants. There weren’t many, but similar to our insect dungeon, I came across a few dead bushes that looked burnt, but still had living seeds. I collected both the seeds and branches.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to actually test their growth, not without wasting some precious time. I probably had less than a minute before they caught onto my subterfuge, which would have made it far more difficult for me to escape.

The obsidian and ash crushed under my feet as I continued, desperately searching for a monster. Just one would have been enough, one that I came across soon enough.

A giant lizard, standing at the edge. “Let’s experiment,” I said as I raised my hand, my mana flowing out in a pattern that was getting useful.

[-100 Mana]

The fire bolt flew toward the monster with eerie accuracy … and splashed against its skin uselessly, barely enough to get its attention. With a hiss, it rushed toward me, showing no hint of intelligence, similar to the insects I had gotten used to dealing with.

However, just because it wasn’t intelligent, didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. The biggest weakness of the insects was their lack of mobility. They relied on their armor and corrosion effect, which were easy to deal with as long as one was armed correctly.

The giant lizard, on the other hand, was fast and agile. It rushed toward me with an uncertain path, easily dodging my first spear attacks to claw at me. Admittedly, those attacks were deliberately slow and telegraphed, but it was still more than what the farmers could achieve.

Worse, that was not the full extent of the problem. As it smashed against my forearm, I was met with a very unfortunate notification.

[-5 Health]

It had some kind of a heat attack, not entirely unlike the corrosion attack of the giant insects. Five points of health was nothing significant, but considering it was the result despite my armor that had managed to handle most attacks with ease, it was not good news.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t ready to remove my gauntlet and see how much it would damage if I was wearing substandard equipment.

“That’s enough,” I muttered as I slashed my weapon, killing it with a single attack. A quick examination showed that its mana was concentrated at his front claws. A rapid slash later, I had two in my possession.

I didn’t wait for it to disappear, as the minute it would take was too precious to be wasted. Instead, I continued running at full speed in a straight line, killing six more before I came across the first dungeon crystal.

“Hopefully, they’ll be enough to reverse engineer an attack,” I decided as I turned back to the gate, hoping that it would be enough to return.

It was not.

When I had reached the dungeon gate, I could already see several people around the gate. At first, I assumed that they were pulling back the army, but that didn’t seem to be the case.

They seem to be guarding the gate against a possible infiltration. I thought about trying the other end of the gate, but considering the complete unknown it presented, I didn’t dare to.

Instead, I decided to pull a small trick. I changed my posture as I started walking toward the door with contemptuous disregard. “Emergency orders, let me pass through,” I said to the guards that were holding the line, and pushed one of them.

“Hey, careful —” he gasped, but I ignored him as I continued to walk toward the glowing gate. It was a simple, absurd trick, one that wouldn’t have worked against a more disciplined army, but I stepped through the gate, once again arriving at the valley, feeling like I was about to be saved.

The robed figure must have managed to stop whatever he was doing with the other gate, and was walking toward the current one. His bodyguards were with him, but all of them were looking at the other side.

They were clearly expecting the enemy to come from their other side.

Opportunity.

Even as I took a step forward, I pulled my sword, and used Fleeting Step to cover the distance. It was a risky call, one that would make my retreat far more dangerous, but whatever he was doing to the gate was too dangerous to be ignored.

I was willing to bet that, even for Thomas or the forces supporting him, someone who was able to manipulate gates was not something that could be replenished easily.

As I swung my sword, I could see his expression turning contemptuous, as if what I was doing was completely harmless. That same expression twisted once a thick blue glow covered my sword, but only after it shattered some kind of invisible shield with ease, it turned into panic.

Then, it was too late. He didn’t have a head anymore.

His guards reacted at once, but the way they were split, they couldn’t intervene fast enough. I rushed forward, ripping the satchel on my target’s waist even as I moved full speed. To their credit, the guards had reacted fast, closing on me with impressive speed.

One against four, I didn’t fancy my chances, even with my armor. They didn’t have to kill me. Just slowing me down was all they needed. Luckily, the fortress gate was still open.

[-20 Mana]

I used Floating Stride, levitating even as I rushed through them, trusting my armor to hold against their hurried attacks, betting that they would be only able to deliver glancing blows.

My sudden flight caught them by surprise, enough so that I was able to jump out of the gate, though even the fear for my own life didn’t prevent my body from locking in fear due to floating. As a consequence, I rolled on the ground in a very undignified manner.

That seemed to surprise the four guards enough to slow them for a second, which was all I needed to dart directly to the spot where I had hidden my supplies. It was less about their direct value — as they merely represented a couple hours of work at most, as long as Maria helped — and more about my acute need.

With the mountain filled with an army, I needed the full range of my abilities.

Especially since I had seen one of the bodyguards remove a familiar device and send a message.

            
