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Chapter 1
Initiation


The fluorescent lights hummed above, casting a pallid glow over the wooden desks stacked with documents and the greenish-gray linoleum floor of the police station. Officer Alistair Ryser stifled a yawn as he leaned back on his armchair. It had been an uneventful shift due to the poor weather, so he was stuck with desk duty. Behind him, a door opened. Turning around, he saw his partner, Simon, with two cups of coffee entering the room, giving him a knowing smile.

"Our shift is almost done. I got us some pick-me-ups," Simon declared before handing one to Alistair.

"Thanks, man. I can't wait to get away from the paperwork," Alistair complained.

"Yeah, yeah, a necessary evil," Simon said sagely before sipping. "It's been a slow week, and Wihler gave the only interesting case to Enya and Ryan."

"Well, they were the first on the scene, and I don't envy them for having to write the report. Did they ever find that hand?" Alistair asked as he took a sip.

The coffee at the station had never been particularly good, but he had long since gotten used to it.

"Not to my knowledge. However, they found the wedding ring that was supposed to be on the hand," Simon said, sitting next to Alistair before taking another sip.

"Just the ring? Where did they find that?" Alistair inquired.

"That's the best part. In an open jar of pickles on the porch. Our guys almost missed it," Simon said with a severe expression.

He took a sip of his coffee while maintaining eye contact "I'm not falling for your shit again."

Simon's façade broke. "Worth a shot. It was in the bloody sink."

Murders were not common around the area. Like most in their police force, they coped with such grim topics with gallows humor. Simon, in particular, had a flair for dark jokes. Alistair's best guess regarding the case was that it was a domestic dispute that had gone wrong. He had a particular distaste for that kind of thing, so he put it out of his mind for now.

Looking at the clock, he noticed they had reached the end of their shift. He and Simon had the night shift, so it was early morning, and Alistair still had to buy Christmas presents for his family. With a nod, Alistair made Simon aware of the time. Simon took a quick glance before turning back.

"All right, let's get going, then. You wanna grab a drink?" Simon asked

"It's 8AM," Alistair said with a raised eyebrow.

"Hey, five o'clock was sixteen hours ago," he said with a cheeky smile.

"Sorry, I got things to take care of, but I'll catch you next shift," Alistair said with a smile.

"Your loss, man," Simon responded.

As they walked through the sterile concrete corridors, Alistair could only shake his head. They put their gear into their lockers and left for the entrance. The police station was a massive concrete castle with many winding paths and elevators and a steel gate closing off a courtyard and underground garage storing their patrol cars.

The fortification always impressed him, and he often thought, "If there ever is a zombie apocalypse, I am gonna set up shop here." It also meant it took them ages to just leave the building. As they exited, Alistair leaned in for their personal handshake as they bumped shoulders.

"See ya later, man," Alistair said with a smile, giving a quick wave, which Simon returned as they both jogged to their cars.

It was a snowy and cold day. Alistair hurried to his car to escape the biting cold. As he started to drive off, his car's multimedia system informed him that he had a phone call. Before leaving the parking space, he stopped in the intersection leading out of it to quickly check who it was. Realizing it was his mother, he accepted the call.

"Hey, Alistair, I'm surprised you picked up so quickly," his mother teased.

"Sorry, Mom, I am driving. You caught me before leaving the parking space," Alistair said.

"All right. By the way, Melissa and I managed to convince your brother to come over for Christmas, so I'd appreciate it if you'd come, too,” she said with a warm tone.

"Count me in. And wow, that's quite the feat. James tends to vanish into his own world with his girlfriend, never to be seen again. So, I assume sis is joining us, too, since she's helping you coax James out," he quipped with a smirk before making another turn. "Is there Anything specific you need me to bring?"

"A Christmas tree would be great. James doesn’t have the time to do it. Also, a girlfriend would be a nice surprise," she teased.

Alistair let out a deep sigh. "Same answer as yesterday, Mom. I don't really have anyone to bring this time," Alistair said, a bit tired. His mother was an incredibly caring person and couldn’t stop looking out for him even after he had long left her house. She visited him regularly to cook a meal and check if he was all right, often pushing him out of his comfort zone. Getting him hitched was just her latest project.

"If you would spend a bit less time just drinking with your buddies Simon and Remo, I'm sure you would—"

Suddenly, everything shifted as if ripped out of a dream, eyes wide, and his knee jerked as he found himself on a couch, not in his car.

"What the fuck?!" he said under his breath. "Did I crash?" he asked, looking around. The first thing that struck him was his eyesight. It was much better than it had any right to be, and his glasses were gone.

Looking around, he found himself in a modern but cozy-looking room. Many of the walls were lined with bookshelves.

At the same time, a small fireplace in front of him crackled peacefully, creating the only ambient sound.

Looking to the left, he saw a window front looking out to the night sky illuminated by an ever-changing aurora borealis.

Approaching the window, he saw a large lake down some rolling hills and a large mountain in the distance that suspiciously looked like the Matterhorn he visited once on vacation as a child. However, the surrounding landscape was all wrong. Looking back over his shoulder momentarily, he noticed the lack of a door.

"Where am I?" he asked out loud.

"You are within your Soulscape," a voice responded.

The hairs on Alistair's neck suddenly stood on end. Spinning around, he spotted an elderly man in a suit sitting in an armchair that hadn’t been there moments before.

Alistair bit his tongue, now firmly believing it was another of his vivid dreams again and felt relieved when it didn’t hurt.

"No, you are not dreaming. You just can't hurt yourself like that here," the man said.

Alistair inspected the man suspiciously, realizing he couldn’t make out his exact features and his own mind was in a strong haze. His head hurt as he tried to make out the man sitting before him.

"Am I dead?" Alistair asked in a worried tone.

"No, you are very much alive, perhaps even more so than ever before," the elderly man said in a soothing tone. "The Akashic Records have been initiated, and all restrictions have been lifted. Your universe is joining the fold."

"What does that even mean? And who are you?" Alistair snapped, slowly approaching the couch in the center to sit opposite the elderly man.

"It means exactly what I said. I am the system representative who will guide you through your initiation. I'm doing this for every individual in your universe right now," the old man stated with an expressionless face.

Upon hearing this, Alistair had to suspend his disbelief. Everything was strange, and he could swear the old man read his mind for a second there. For now, he would listen to the old gentleman in front of him. As a policeman, Alistair was used to stressful situations, but this was the strangest one he had ever found himself in.

"Good, now that I have your attention, I will say my piece. You may ask your questions after."

Alistair furrowed his brow at the statement but decided to listen for now.

"With the integration, everything has changed. The reality you once knew is being transformed, expanded, and reshaped to prepare every race for the changes. Everyone will be provided the tools to survive and perhaps even thrive in this new reality."

He gave what Alistair thought was a smile, but it was gone as fast as he noticed it.

"In a little under three hours' time from now, you will be transported to a trial world. Before that, you will be given choices, and you may ask me questions. Needless to say, after you enter the trial world, death is a real threat. You will arrive there alone and must survive for one year. After that, you will be placed back on Earth, which will be transformed at that point in time."

Having ended his spiel, the elderly man looked expectantly at Alistair. Alistair's frown only deepened as he leaned forward, folding his hands loosely together, looking at the elderly man in front of him. This whole scenario reminded him of some fantasy novel he read years ago, but ultimately, he decided to play along.

"All right, my first question would be why I can see so well? My body feels strange, and my head is a mess. Did you do something to me?"

"Every individual has their body reformed and all ailments removed, be that a physical or psychological ailment, without exception. However, this only applies to ailments recognized as such by the individual's soul. To guarantee a level playing field for everyone, everyone's body has been transformed to the minimum standard of humans in the post-initiation."

"That's…okay. You mentioned choices and a trial world. What kind of choices, and what is a Trial world?"

Alistair said, worried because he didn’t seem to wake up, and this was way too lucid to be a dream. The man waved his hand, and a menu appeared before Alistair.

"This is your status, and within it, you may glance at your records. You can summon it whenever you want. Nobody else can see this status, and you should be careful about sharing any information."

"As for the trial world, it is one among many. You will find monsters, dungeons, and other challenges within them. Due to its size, the chances of you running across another individual in your trial world will be negligible. You are offered the opportunity to grow more ful within, which will give you a chance to survive on your Home Planet, which will be a lot more dangerous than the Trial worlds."

Alistair stared in disbelief at the floating screen in front of him:




[image: image-placeholder]

[Status Tab]

Name: ??? / Age: ???

Race: Human

Level: 0 / Grade: 10

[Skills Tab] / [Title Tab]

[Stats Tab] / [Bloodline Tab]
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“What the hell? This is so video gamey, you can’t be serious?” Alistair said with a raised eyebrow.

“How you interact with your status is different for every individual. The fact that it is a screen has more to do with how your mind comprehends the records. Your world didn’t interact with many concepts and terms, so your mind is doing its best to translate anything I tell you into something understandable. For some, the status is a book. For others, just voices. Some races prefer psionic images. It is a screen because YOU decided it would be your preferred method of interacting with your records,” the elderly gentleman droned.

“This…is a lot to take in,” Alistair said. Three hours might not be enough time, he mused.




Chapter 2
Questions and Choices


Alistair ran his hands through his short hair, digesting the current information overload presented.

He wished he had a whiteboard to write it down. As he thought that, a whiteboard appeared on the wall, looking precisely like the one in his station.

“Okay, how does that work? Why is there a whiteboard there?” he asked as he rubbed his nose bridge.

The old man turned his head and looked at the whiteboard before answering.

“As I said before, this is your Soulscape. It is on the outermost layer of your soul. You have full control over it and can change anything you want. What you see is simply a representation of what you want to see in a home or resting place. You will be able to access this place later whenever you choose. However, keep in mind, time dilation is also in effect. The world outside is moving much slower than inside here, and you will be defenseless,” the elderly man said in an emotionless tone.

After his explanation, he turned his head back to Alistair, his body shifting and twisting for a fraction of a second before fixing itself.

If I can control everything in here, I should be able to make another screen and let it automatically take notes of what I want, Alistair thought. And as soon as he did, the screen appeared to note things following his thought: Akashic? Grades? Universes plural? The list went on as fast as he could imagine it.

After a few minutes, Alistair turned his attention back to the other screen that was still open.

“Why is my name and age marked down as a question mark?” Alistair finally asked.

“You get the choice to change your name and choose your age. Your chosen name will be displayed if somebody successfully identifies you. Consider it carefully because you will most likely live with that name for the rest of your life unless something drastic happens, so choose wisely. You may add or change your surname later, usually when creating a Bloodline. As for age, it's just visual changes. You will have the same life expectancy as others in your grade,” the elderly man said the last words in a more severe tone, which made Alistair perk up a bit.

Alistair considered for a moment whether he wanted to pick an alias or a different name but immediately discarded the idea. Age, however? He didn’t mind turning back the clock. Alistair was in his early thirties and considered twenty-four the year he was physically and visually the most impressive.

As he thought about it, this also meant that his family members would get that option. This would make finding them much harder, especially if his mother or grandpa were suddenly younger-looking than himself.

Ultimately, he decided to stick to his decision and set his name as Alistair, leaving the surname open and changing his age to twenty-four. His hairline fixed itself, and his face slimmed. Alistair noticeably lost a bit of bulk, and as he turned, there was a mirror behind him just as he desired, inspecting himself, his younger self looking back from the mirror. After standing there for a few seconds, he turned around.

“All right, what are these grades, and what is the Akashic Record?” Alistair asked.

“As mentioned before, the Akashic Record is the overarching system you find yourself in. It contains all records and paths. It is not unusual for a planet outside the system to not even have a term for it. Still, in simpler terms, it is the universe’s memory containing all there is and has been, and even what might be like words, thoughts, events, and emotions, that encompass all entities without exception.

“It is one of if not the most complex concepts to comprehend fully, but you can use it just fine without understanding it fully. Grades reflect how powerful you are by measuring your mastery over concepts and the quantity and quality of records. In short, to increase your grade, you require sufficient records.”

Alistair pondered for a while, gazing out at the aurora borealis in the distance. The floating window on his right side automatically added everything he had been told and his own interpretation of it.

I wish I had a feature like this when I had to write my reports, he thought, smiling to himself.

“You mentioned concepts a lot. Can you elaborate on that a bit? How do I gain records and levels?” He considered asking about the benefits of higher grades but reconsidered and pushed it down on the priority list.

“There are endless amounts of concepts. In simple terms, concepts usually refer to things you would consider schools of magic. There is the concept of fire but also a concept of heat and a concept of flames. These are often related and similar. However, a flame could be cold or not even made of fire. Keep in mind most concepts are combinations of others. By increasing your understanding of them, you may learn to control them.

“Still, almost every individual has a different Affinity for certain concepts that are closely related while showing no talent for others. Every progenitor of this universe will be informed of their strongest Affinity. In your case, it is kinetics, so you find it easier to master it and its related concepts. Of course, there are ways to figure out if you have an Affinity for something or not, but I am not permitted to tell you how,” the elderly man rattled off, and Alistair thanked the stars that everything was being recorded.

Alistair frowned at that, but he was quite excited about the prospect of kinetics.

“As for how you gain records and levels, levels mostly reflect your quantity of records but are also slightly affected by their quality. You gain records through your actions. The more extraordinary, the better the chances of obtaining titles that reflect your achievements and improve the quality of your records. Once you obtain a sufficient quantity and quality of records, you will level up. The most common way to acquire records is through combat.

“This new reality is one of kill or be killed, and you will always be at odds with something or someone and faced with challenges.” As the elderly man finished, Alistair wondered just how much time had passed, and as soon as he did that, a timer appeared on the wall, showing he only had a bit over 2 hours left, ticking down second by second.

Alistair could think of many ways to use such a concept and, for a while, he just imagined what he could do with such magic. His mind raced with great ideas but had to stop himself because he didn’t know how magic worked yet. But the prospect excited him, and sadly, the Avatar didn’t answer any questions about possible magic applications.

Shifting his attention back to his status, he opened his stats tab and expanded the RPG stats, Huh? he thought. But as he read the details of the different stats, he found them to be a poor label, and as soon as he thought about it, the stats terms changed into ones that he considered much more accurate.
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Stats:

Strength → Power [11]
Increases physical and magical damage as well as general speed and the ability to lift heavy things. Provides a small bonus to self-healing and stamina recovery.

-

Intelligence → Mental [12]
Increases magical capacity and determines the quality and quantity of mana [MP], increases memorization and comprehension capacity, and increases spell power by a large degree.

-

Dexterity → Control [11]
Increases motor skills and magic and energy control by a large degree and increases the ability to concentrate by a moderate amount, with a large impact on the efficiency of [SP] and [MP] usage.

-




Constitution → Body [11]
Increases robustness and vitality of the body, with a large impact on [HP] and [SP] capacity, moderate impact on damage reduction and environmental and magical resistance, and large impact on self-healing.

-

Wisdom → Mind [11]
Increases the defense of mind and soul, as well as mana regeneration by a large degree, and also increases the number of tasks possible at a time. It also significantly heightens the efficiency of attacks targeting the minds and souls of others.

-

Perception → Senses [11]
Increases reaction speed and fine control of senses like visual, smell, etc., by a large degree. It also increases instincts to a large degree, with a small bonus to [MP] and [SP] expenditure reduction.
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After a glance, he noticed that his Mental stat was one higher than all the other stats.

“All of my stats just changed their labeling, and my Mental is one higher than all the other stats. What is this about?” Alistair asked but suspected he already knew the answer.

“Your labels changed because your comprehension of them has changed or even grown considering your increase in Mental. Everyone sees their records differently based on their interpretation and comprehension. Your mental capacity increased because your comprehension has grown since your body reformed. Increasing your stats naturally without level-ups is possible but is usually a hard and slow process,” the elderly man said in a different tone than his usual monotone one. Still, Alistair could only guess at the system avatar's emotions.

Alistair continued asking questions about interpretations. The system didn’t show outright incorrect things, but it could be imprecise and misleading if one's comprehension was lacking, and the old man refused to give pointers on what is correct or the average of some things. Alistair would have to figure it out for himself, like everyone else.

With a glance, he noticed the timer was already down to little under one and a half hours. He had spent too much time thinking theoretical stuff and quickly continued his line of questioning.

“How high is the cap for increasing my stats outside of levels?”

“I cannot answer that,” the old man said in his monotone voice again.

“All right, are there more things you must tell me before the time runs out?” Alistair asked, glancing over the change of tone.

“Yes, you should pick up a starting skill because you have a small selection of suitable ones available right now, and you will be offered new skills in intervals. As you progress through your grades, you will gain between three and five options at a time. Skills you do not pick can be picked later unless you gain a mutually exclusive skill.

“However, unlike future skill acquisition, the skills you are offered right now will not be added to the unlearned skills list. Still, they may show up in the future. You will also be given a weapon of your choice and some basic armor. Be warned if you do not pick a weapon or skill in time, they will be randomly assigned to you.”

Sensing urgency and nervous excitement, Alistair immediately opened his skill tab.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Appraisal

Description: Imparts knowledge of materials and their related concepts to a medium degree. 
allows the user to recognize the value and uses of objects, materials, and Natural treasures

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Gunnery Proficiency

Description: Increases [Power] and [Control] when using firearms by a small degree and imparts knowledge of the use of firearms.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Ranged Proficiency

Description: Increases [Power] and [Control] when using any ranged weapon by a small degree and
imparts knowledge of the use of ranged weapons

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Melee Proficency

Description: Increases the overall proficiency, [Power] and [Control] by a small degree when fighting in melee combat and imparts knowledge of the use of melee weapons.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Kinetic Control

Description: Increases [Control] and understanding over Kinetic energies to a minor degree.
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Looking at the skills on offer, Alistair thought about their immediate and future uses and noticed a trend among them and some overlap. Most of these seem relatively passive, and are firearms not ranged weapons? Alistair thought before asking the question aloud.

"Are firearms not considered ranged weapons?" Alistair asked, confused.

"Firearms are considered ranged weapons," the elderly man replied.

"Can you elaborate on why there is an overlap and the meaning of it?" Alistair prodded.

"No, I cannot," the man said, slightly frustrating Alistair.

"Okay, then what's with the Rarity tags? Can they be improved after the fact?" Alistair said, hopeful to get an answer to this question.

"Yes, improving and changing skills is one of the ways you can increase your records," the elderly man responded.

All right! Kinetic control is suddenly a lot more alluring, Alistair thought.

"Can I learn to control kinetic energy or, for that matter, magic without a skill?" Alistair probed.

"Yes," the elderly man said. Alistair noted how the answers became shorter or were denied more often over time. Perhaps I am digging deeper than I was expected to? he mused.

"How can I learn to control magic or other concepts?" Alistair asked.

"Practice," the man said.

"Practice how?" Alistair muttered, growing a bit frustrated.

"I cannot tell you that," the elderly man said curtly.

"Am I running out of questions? Is there a limited amount?" Alistair probed, his frustration mounting.

"No, but I am not allowed to share certain information with newly integrated individuals for their own benefit," the old man said in a severe tone.

"Okay, how is not answering me to my benefit?" Alistair snapped.

"If you were told everything, it would detract from the records you could gain by discovering them yourself. It may even give you an advantage over others who fail to ask the same questions," the elderly man said, tilting his head for a second before snapping back straight immediately.

Alistair was taken aback for a second, and then took a moment to look at his long report on the side. He did get a lot of information, and he felt he had a much better understanding of what was going on than a mere hour ago, but looking at the clock, Alistair noticed he was down to roughly one hour and twenty minutes now.

Thinking of his weapon choice, he saw a lot of little windows he could swipe to the left with an image of a weapon and a short description.

"Can I try the weapons out?" As soon as asked, a sword appeared hovering just before him.

"Never mind," he mumbled as he grabbed the sword by the hilt, making practice swings.

He could switch the weapons with a thought, so he kept changing them and testing out how well he did with different weapons. Alistair had a lot of practice using a shield. Sadly, the only option with a shield was a short sword. He would have preferred a hatchet.

"Is there any chance I can switch one weapon for another so I can wield a hatchet and a shield?" Alistair inquired.

"No," the avatar responded to Alistair's annoyance.

"What can I expect to face when I get out there?"

"There will be challenges and monsters, but your new body will enable you to face them."

Alistair questioned the man some more. The situation reminded him a little of the Isekai genre, which he wasn’t exactly a fan of. The buckler and shortsword were not exactly his first choice, but they were the best given the selection. The avatar did reassure him, however, that he would have the chance to find different weapons. The elderly man was always annoyingly vague and refused to elaborate on many of the more detailed questions Alistair had.

"How many grades are there, and how do I recognize them?" he asked as he swung a halberd. Nice feeling but too large…" he concluded. This particular halberd had a far too long shaft, and the elderly gentleman had refused to shorten it to a reasonable length.

"The grades go from 10 to 1. After that, one reaches G for godhood. You recognize them by their presence, and you will be able to sense their overwhelming power. There are some thresholds within grades where you gain certain benefits besides an increased maximum age, like the need to eat and sleep vanishes and the loss of organs you no longer need and, of course, the ability to regrow limbs and survive even the loss of your brain," the elderly gentleman said with a smirk.

That was a lot more information. Again, I suppose this kind of knowledge is not secret and more of an incentive to increase your grade…also survive the loss of my brain? Alistair thought with a shocked expression painted on his face.

"Wait…godhood?" he said with a skeptical tone.

"Yes, becoming a god is usually an affirmation of one's path, bringing it to the pinnacle, and very few individuals manage to reach godhood. Some gods are created during the integration, usually embodying the religions and beliefs found on a planet with an enlightened species. These are called natural gods and are usually on the lower end of the power spectrum as far as gods go due to a lack of quality records."

Alistair glanced at the clock and decided it was time to make a call on his skill and weapon choice. He picked a shortsword with a large buckler, mostly because of the buckler, as he had a lot of practice with shields from guarding the local football matches. Also, the shortsword seemed unnaturally sturdy and made of a weird metal, the same as the buckler. He then decided to pick the Kinetic Control skill despite its Inferior rating. A momentary surge of knowledge swept through his mind, accompanied by a sense of familiarity.

For a moment, Alistair considered punching the wall to see if he could spread the kinetic energy but remembered that he couldn’t feel pain in the Soulscape, so it would have to wait.

Walking over to a bookshelf, he pulled out a blank leatherbound book. None of the books seemed to have any title or content. All the pages appeared to be blank. With a thought and some concentration, the report he had written on the floating screen was transcribed into the book, and he put it back as the title reads “My Initiation.”

He gave his status another look over, checking the rest of his tabs, discovering he had a title:
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Progenitor Of A New Universe

Effect:

+10% to all stats
Bonus skill: [Myriad Language Comprehension]

Origin: Provided to all initiates of a freshly Integrated universe for the lack of heritage Records.

[image: image-placeholder]


Skills:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Identify

Description: Allows the user to identify objects and other individuals by displaying their names and any insight available.

-

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Myriad Language Comprehension

Description: Comprehend all languages of the myriad races.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Kinetic Control

Description: Increases [Control] and understanding over Kinetic energies to a minor degree.
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Unsurprisingly, the Bloodline tab was empty. Having a few minutes left, Alistair let his gaze wander across his Soulscape. His status had been checked, and his report was stored. He felt ready, but there was one crucial question to ask.

“Is there any way to help my family and friends?” Alistair asked hopefully.

“No, you cannot help anyone but yourself for now,” the elderly man said coldly

Alistair slumped into the couch, dejected as he rested his head against its back, his gaze fixed on the ceiling. In a fleeting moment, the countdown displayed, signaling that only ten minutes remained. Alistair pondered the potential repercussions of figures ranging from dictators and criminals to politicians and even TikTok creators returning to Earth with superpowers.

"Earth is fucked," he concluded with a heavy thought.




Chapter 3
A New Reality


Alistair looked at the countdown: two minutes left. He put on the armor, grabbed the small backpack, and checked its contents. He found three bottles and used Identify on them while looking them over. Unsurprisingly, they were described as health, mana, and stamina potions. He stored them in his backpack and strapped the buckler to his left arm. The shortsword rested in its scabbard on his hip, and the simple leather armor covered his torso, shoulders, and arms.

Finally, he put on the leather boots, leaving his old shoes next to the couch. Taking one last glance across the room in case he overlooked an item or hint. He slightly nodded in acknowledgment that he was ready.

"That's it, then. Do you have any last-minute advice?" Alistair asked, looking at the elderly gentleman.

"Don't die," the apparition said with as little excitement as he could muster.

"Primo advice there," Alistair grunted.

The elderly man just looked at him for a few seconds before saying, "It is time. I wish you good luck on your path."

Alistair was booted out of his own Soulscape with the wave of the avatar's hand. After a short flash of darkness, he found himself standing in what looked to be a cave.

The cave was damp, and the only light source was slightly bioluminescent mushrooms. Alistair crouched down, pulling his shortsword quietly, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness.

Looking at the mushrooms, he tried to Identify them but only received bioluminescent mushrooms as a result. Better not touch them. They might be poisonous, or worse, have harmful magic. They might even be radioactive. I guess that could be one way to receive superpowers. That, or super diarrhea, he mused.

A few minutes passed while Alistair stood still in a crouched position, listening for any sounds. He checked the cave roof but could only make out rock and tiny stalactites. Water dripped on the rock and an occasional rhythmic clicking sound echoed. Finally, after some minutes, he felt confident that his dark vision was sufficient.

Alistair snuck slowly ahead, leaving the dead-end he found himself in behind, and followed the winding tunnel. He suddenly heard the clicking again, but this time much closer. Alistair slowly peeked around the nearby corner, seeing two spider-like creatures meandering across the cave floor. While he didn’t have arachnophobia, he wasn’t a fan, not at all.

Ew, ew, ew, why does it have to be giant spiders?! And why do their legs look like blades? Alistair questioned with a grimace.

He wasn’t a big fan of spiders and wished Enya was around. She liked those crawly things and had multiple exotic pets in her house. He could handle the lizards and snakes but drew the line at arachnids. Personally, he preferred cats and dogs.

Alistair suddenly froze. What happened to their family pets?

Alistair and his whole family had pets at home, and they were all considered part of the family. Did they just all die? He'd had his cat for almost twelve years and loved her dearly. The thought of her being dead made tears well up in his eyes, and a clump formed in his throat. Alistair fought the tears down. He didn’t know this was the case, as he forced himself to focus on the issues at hand.

After shooting the spiders a quick Identify [naichevix - lvl 1] [naichevix - lvl 2], a simmering fury grew within him, and he drew on it.

The naichevix closer to him was at a higher level but had its back turned to him. If he could ambush it, he might have to deal only with one of the dog-sized freaks.

He could see some natural light on the other side of the small chamber. He was close to the exit and could run for it if things turned nasty. He gripped the shortsword tighter.

I need to kill these things before they move, he concluded.

Dashing around the corner, he made an overhead swing to end the monster in one fluid motion. The naichevix reacted a fraction of a second too late as it turned to face him and, to his surprise, the shortsword cut into the creature's center of mass, almost bisecting it. It let out a ghastly high-pitched scream as it died, and the moment it did, a pop-up appeared at the corner of his vision.
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Notifications:

[Naichevix Level 2 has been slain]
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Still, that little distraction was enough for the other naichevix to leap at him, and he raised his shield arm to intercept it, but his mind was racing.

"These fucking things can jump?! WHY?" he yelled as he got goosebumps, and all his hair stood on end.

He managed to intercept the jumping critter with his buckler. Alistair had braced for the impact, but it was much lighter than he had expected.

Not skipping a beat, the screeching creature held on to his buckler and wrapped the rest of its many blade-like legs over it to lash out at Alistair. Reflexively, he smashed the buckler into the cave wall to his left before pulling back again to swipe the creature off his buckler with his shortsword.

It fell on the ground, squealing but not dead as he stomped down on it repeatedly. "I'm doing my part!" he huffed as he continued to stomp down until the creature stopped moving.

A small chime was heard, and a feeling of power rushed through Alistair's body. Subconsciously, he viewed the visual pop-up that accompanied the chime as too distracting mid-fight, but he still wished to be informed when something died. Hence, the system adjusted it to an audio sound only as the window disappeared from the corner of his eye.

The new chime sounded precisely like his phone notifications had. Shaking his head, he took a quick glance at the cave entrance.

With adrenaline rushing through his body, Alistair waited in his combat stance for any newcomers. Luckily, they never came.

After a few seconds, he felt the adrenalin draining out of his body as he checked his notifications.
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Notifications:

[Naichevix Level 1 has been slain]

[Level 1 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available. Skill selection available]
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Pulling up the stats tab revealed he gained another point in every stat and had one leftover stat point to assign. After looking at his scratched-up left arm, which had already stopped bleeding, he put his free point into the body stat to speed up the self-healing and reduce future damage until he had a better means of healing himself.

He checked his status and noted that his mana wasn’t drained during the fight. He had felt the concept of kinetics as the naichevix jumped him.

He was sure it dispersed a good bit of the impact force reflexively. Maybe my mana has regenerated itself due to a low cost, or perhaps it drew from my stamina pool instead? I will have to experiment with that, he mused.

With a thought, he pulled up the skill selection.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Body Splitter Slash

Description: Charge your weapon with a small amount of [SP] and unleash a slash strong enough to split your enemies apart.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Appraisal

Description: Imparts knowledge of materials and their related concepts when using identify by a small degree. Allows the user to recognize the value of objects and materials.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Melee Proficency

Description: Increases the overall proficiency, [Power] and [Control] by a small degree when fighting in melee combat and imparts knowledge of the use of melee weapons.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Stealth Proficiency

Description: Increases the proficiency with the concept of stealth by a minor amount, allowing the user to stay hidden from sight and sound better.
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So far, most of the skills on offer had been somewhat passive, so seeing an active skill was a welcome change. He noted how the appraisal skill had been downgraded from Rare to Common, and the description had changed slightly. Alistair recalled it mentioning something called natural treasures in higher-tier iteration.

Currently, I do not know when I will get my next skill choice. Stealth would be smart but not my preferred approach, and I'd rather have a way to defend myself and use at least one of the energy pools, so Body Splitter Slash is the obvious choice for now, he concluded as he picked the skill and felt information entering his mind.

Looking at the critters on the ground, he doubted he could salvage anything from them and didn’t want to touch them.

His sword still had a lot of gunk, which he removed by swiping his blade and splattering the gunk over the floor. Alistair then slowly sneaked toward the cave exit, eventually reaching the cave's mouth. Some weak sunlight illuminated the entrance, and his eyes only needed a moment to adjust to the light outside.

He found himself on an incline surrounded by trees, still throwing the occasional nervous glance behind. He could tell he was at the foot of an enormous mountain stretching to the sky. The mountain was seemingly endless from up close, as it was visible even through the high and thick canopy of trees surrounding him.

Feeling relatively safe, Alistair decided to remain in the cave and get a better feeling for the kinetic magic he had sensed earlier. His body had intuitively dispersed the energy upon the monster's attacks, and he spent a few hours punching and kicking the cave walls to get a better handle on the magic. Once he felt like he had tortured his toes and fists enough to the point where he could more reliably disperse the damage, he stopped, waiting for the pain to pass. He then decided to explore a little to secure some food and water and continue to practice later.

As he wandered into the forest, he spotted a light clearing in the distance that gave him a better view of the mountain behind him. Once he arrived, the sheer enormity of the mountain left him slack-jawed. "Yeah, I am not climbing that," he decided and spun around, going downhill, hoping for a clearing or a tree that would be easier to climb than the pinewood trees surrounding him.

After walking for about twenty minutes, he finally reached a clearing. As luck would have it, multiple tall, strange-looking trees with dark purple bark and thick branches going from the bottom to the top littered the edge of the clearing.

Alistair wondered if the tree was dangerous, but after some consideration, he decided he couldn’t be afraid of touching everything that wasn't normal. After testing the footing a bit, he climbed one of the strange trees to the top.

Once he finally reached the top, he let his gaze wander. A beautiful vista of mountain valleys stretched downhill, and he spotted a big lake and what looked to be ruins. There were multiple massive mountains in the distance but, for the most part, he saw rolling hills and plains dotted with small forests and ruins or was it rock formations?

It was way too far out to tell, and he suspected it would take him a few days to travel to reach the closest ruins surrounding a lonely hill with a prominent white structure on it. He also spotted movement in the plains, which were hard to make out.

Turning back, he looked over the forest to check the mountainside he found himself on but couldn't find any points of interest there. The sky was incredibly cloudy, and he hoped it wouldn’t rain because being stuck in wet clothing would be the cherry on top of this terrible day.

All right, priorities are food, water, and shelter, but I suspect being stationary is a poor idea. Those ruins are bound to have something interesting. That structure will probably provide some shelter, He mused.

From his vantage point, he spotted a small lake surrounded by a sparse forest in the plains ahead. Deciding to head in that direction for now, he started to climb back down again.

But before he even made it halfway, he heard a whistling sound and wings flapping. Alarmed, he spun his head toward the noise to find a creature best described as a sickly green and brown colored pterodactyl with too many accessories and a barbed tail divebombing straight toward the tree [yrthak - lvl ?].

Alistair just barely managed to grab one of the thick branches above him and pull his whole body up before the creature collided with the tree. Still, to his shock, magic seemed to envelop the beast's wings, crashing through the tree below him, causing the top half to topple with him still hanging on it. "Shit!" he growled.

Alistair pushed himself off the trunk of the falling half, slamming into some of the branches and falling farther before managing to hold on to one of them. It took him a moment to orient himself before he spotted the creature. It was already on its return flight, so he dropped down again and caught one of the thicker branches below him. From there, the ground would be about 3 meters away.

The yrthak let out a shriek as it passed by the tree above him, shortly followed by the crashing sound from the split tree finally hitting the ground. When Alistair reached about five feet above ground, the creature was almost upon him again, having somewhat stable footing on a massive tree branch. He had to make the call if he was to lash out or jump the rest of the way down.

Deciding discretion was the better part of valor, he jumped down the rest of the way, falling on his side and rolling off the dirt. His practice paid off as the impact was spread out and absorbed, lessening the damage he took. A quick glance over his status revealed that he had taken little to no damage so far. Alistair drew his sword and hurried into the forest, hoping to shake the creature off his tail, but the beast refused to be deterred and divebombed toward him in reckless abandon despite all the trees between himself and the beast.

With a snap decision, he positioned himself beside a thick boulder to his right. He turned around to face the menace chasing him.

Fine, let's do this, then, he thought as he charged his sword to unleash his first Body Splitter Slash. Alistair wished he had the chance to test it before it came to do or die, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. I gotta try and spread that impact into the ground because this is going to hurt a lot If I don't.

Straining his focus, feeling the adrenaline rush through his body as the creature headed right for him. It crashed and smashed right through the obstacles in between them, hurting it in the process but only slowing down a bit as it got lower to the ground and snapped at Alistair. He sidestepped to put the boulder between himself and the beak filled with sharp spikes before he lashed out at the creature's right wing, which had just smashed into the rock bruising the wing and throwing the beast slightly off course.

The blade, humming with energy, collided with the wing of the yrthak, which pulled back from the half-smashed boulder. Alistair still felt the impact rushing through his body as he tried to guide the kinetic energy into the ground below him. He was glad the environment had slowed the dumb creature as pain tore through his body, starting in his arm holding the blade and flowing violently through his torso before flowing into the ground through his legs.

Alistair heard a notification chime ring out as his blade cut halfway through the wing. He somehow managed to stand his ground. The blade ripped a solid chunk off the wing as the ground beneath him cracked and gave way, causing him to stumble downhill as the beast crashed through a pine tree.

An ungodly screech left it as some of its bones audibly cracked, causing Alistair's eardrums to pop and blood to flow down the side of his face. As he caught himself, he glanced at his resource pools, which had been reduced to almost a third of his total, with the exception of his mana. Fighting through the pain, he spun around toward the badly injured yrthak behind him. It flailed on the ground, one of its wings clipped as it screamed its lungs out, but Alistair couldn't hear any of it. If he could hack off that barbed tail, he would create a blind spot to finish the creature.

His body was badly bruised, but with the adrenaline still pumping, he powered through and rushed down the hill. Alistair charged another Body Splitter Slash. The beast, still flailing in pain, reacted too late as Alistair cut its tail clean off, opening an artery and causing it to lose a lot of blood. The barbed tail twitched on the forest floor as he started to stab the creature at the bottom end of its spine.

The beast tried to shake Alistair off and stand up, but its range of motion was too limited, and he kept stabbing and slashing at its now vulnerable backside. Alistair didn’t hear himself scream and kept hacking away at the creature. He didn’t stop even when he finally heard multiple notifications coming in.

Exhausted, he knelt beside the bleeding creature, taking in ragged breaths as the adrenaline slowly seeped out of him.




Chapter 4
Hunt or be Hunted


Breathing heavily, Alistair viewed his notifications before opening his status and noticed multiple highlighted tabs informing him that he had unspent points and a skill selection.
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Notifications:

The skill [Kinetic Control] has undergone a linear upgrade.

[Field-Boss Yrthak Level 10 has been slain]

Title Skyward Slayer [Legendary] has been obtained.

[Level 2 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

[Level 3 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available. Skill selection available]

[Level 4 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]
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"This was way too close,” Alistair huffed. Could I have run away? Maybe? The Field boss seemed rather persistent. I wonder if those screams attracted or scared off any monsters near here. Alistair glanced around worriedly. I should move soon, he concluded, assessing his situation. He desperately hoped that the self-healing included his popped eardrums.

Alistair wasted no time allocating all three of his stat points into the body stat. As the energies surged through him, he felt a wave of relief wash over him, accompanied by the gradual restoration of his hearing and accelerated healing. Wiping away a bead of sweat from his forehead, he paused to reflect on his newly acquired title.

Legendary already? he mused, taken aback by the unexpected advancement. While the encounter had been life-threatening, he couldn't shake the feeling that it was a bit premature. Remembering the old man's words about the system being based on his own comprehension, Alistair decided to keep an eye on it. However, he had more pressing issues at hand.

Standing, he orientated himself, trying to catch any movements or sounds in the distance. He sensed something near him and, turning to the corpse of the yrthak, he felt…something within its chest pulsating with energy that seemed to barely reach his senses. Approaching the body, he pulled his sword, starting to cut into the creature's tough skin. Having to work around its ribs, he cursed a bit because his sword was a poor tool, and his arm hurt worse than when he broke it on a skiing trip some years ago.

After a good minute, he pried a fist-sized gem out of the yrthak, grabbing some nearby leaves to wipe the blood off. He felt and could even see some magic within but had no frame of reference for what kind of magic it could be.

The beast had crashed through trees, but it was hard to tell if the same concept as the wings were in play because Alistair had to focus on his attack and distribution of kinetic energy, which took everything out of him. He still lost focus of his Body Splitter Slash as he had to concentrate on his other ability. Alistair shuddered. His arm would have been ripped off if he hadn’t focused on expelling the kinetic energy out of his body.

Alistair still felt the torn muscles and fractured bones. His arm was a dark blue to purple coloration. The fact that he kept swinging didn’t help, and he was sure this shouldn’t have been possible even with adrenaline rushing through his body.

Alistair strongly considered drinking his HP potion but held back because he had only one of them. He could tell his body was slowly but surely fixing itself, and his intuition told him that it would be a mistake.

Looking back at the dead creature again, something bothered him. He had hunted and butchered animals before and was no stranger to violence, yet he had never actually cut anything living with a bladed weapon before. He could overlook squashing oversized bugs, but this was different. He felt it as its bones were shattered and its wing was torn, and the adrenaline rush and the sense of danger had excited him.

The feeling of him stabbing its organs was still vivid in his mind. Alistair hadn’t enjoyed the sensation or the act of killing. Still, there had been a sense of accomplishment, particularly as he had received the title from the system and the relief he felt when he knew he was no longer in danger. Was that just him adjusting to the circumstances, or had the system messed with his dopamine, giving him a dose as a reward for overcoming challenges?

Alistair let out a deep sigh and put the core into his backpack. He was still out of breath and vulnerable. He wanted to drop everything, lie down, and relax briefly. He had been awake for over twenty hours, and his thoughts and memories were still muddled. He also felt like somebody or something was watching him, but no matter how hard he looked, there was nothing that confirmed his suspicion.

The reality that he would be potentially alone for a year chased by monsters, gnawed at him. The avatar had been vague on this, as if hiding something. Perhaps he could meet with others in the other trial worlds.

Alistair swallowed hard. Everything moved too fast, and he had to adapt on the fly in some cases quite literally, making him thankful for the military training he received. Viewing himself as if he was dropped into a video game at the whims of some incredibly advanced alien helped him put everything in a frame of reference he could understand and cope with. He would have time to review his situation once he found a place to hide and gather his wits. But, for now, he couldn't change his circumstances, and there was only do or die. Pulling himself out of reminiscing, he checked his new title and skill selection.
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Titles:

Tier: [Legendary]

Name: Skyward Slayer

Effect:

Grants a 10% bonus to [Body] and [Power] statistics

Origin: Acquired by single-handedly defeating a winged field boss with a level many times higher than your own.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Kinetic Catcher

Description: This skill allows the user to automatically absorb and effectively redistribute kinetic energy upon impact, diminishing the force and damage experienced. This ability comes at the cost of a small portion of [SP] and a minor amount of [HP], proportionate to the absorbed kinetic impact. To expel the accumulated kinetic energy from the body, the user must be in physical contact with a surface or object other than the source of the impact itself.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Shield Blast Bash

Description: Transform [MP] into kinetic energy, forcefully repelling opponents struck by the shield and dealing damage proportionate to the expended [MP]. The conversion efficiency is moderate.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Combat Acrobatics

Description: Enhances the user's control and footwork on challenging terrain, instilling a sense of stability and spatial awareness, passively tapping into the concept of stability and space.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Sense Magic

Description: Improves the users [Senses] when detecting concentrations of magic and concepts to a minor degree.
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Alistair's eyes went wide. "Wow. Thank God I picked Kinetic Control. High Affinity is no joke," he muttered under his breath.

Most of these skills seemed related to actions he had taken before. Presumably, the offered skills are based on that. Kinetic Catcher seemed like the obvious choice. Still, he had a lot of mana left because he needed an active way of spending it, which gave Shield Blast Bash some appeal. Skill gains were relatively fast based on his leveling speed, but he wondered if he lost out on skills by skipping a few levels. Ultimately, he picked the Kinetic Catcher skill for its reliability, knowing he could pick the other skills at a later point as he felt a trickle of information entering his mind.

Alistair glanced at the dead creature before continuing his way downhill. After ten minutes of walking, he heard multiple warbling sounds from where he had just left. Attracted it is, then, Alistair thought as he sped up his descent because his injuries hadn’t healed yet.

Taking the HP potion out of his pack, Alistair held on to it for the time being. The flask seemed quite robust. If he got attacked, he should be able to quaff it if he got an opening.

Hearing a rustling noise nearby, Alistair ducked down, moving behind the next pine tree and looking in that direction. However, he couldn’t see anything. Suddenly, a small whistle to his left made him turn his body just in time to catch the incoming arrow into his shoulder. To his and the monster's surprise, the damage vanished to almost nothing as it fell to the ground.

Using Identify revealed it to be a [khid - lvl 2]. The creature that shot the arrow could be best described as an upright wolverine about tall enough to reach his shoulders. It was covered in dirt, appeared crazed, and had an overly elongated head. The creature wore a sling pack made of a patchwork of different-colored furs.

Alistair could glean this before reaching the creature with his charge. The creature dropped the bow, and the claws on its bony fingers extended in length as it lashed out at Alistair. He intercepted the claws with his buckler before stabbing the creature through the torso, shoving it, and pinning it to the nearby tree. It scratched at him with its monstrous-looking claws, though they lacked power, and none of the attacks penetrated his armor as Kinetic Catcher dispersed the damage into the ground.

It let out a squelching scream. Pulling his sword out, Alistair continued stabbing the creature, keeping it pinned with his buckler. Its haphazard attempts to scratch him continued to do very little damage, and it died quickly enough. Although Alistair felt a little sick from the exchange, he soldiered through. He frowned as he realized the encounter had drawn the attention of more of them, as he could hear them warbling and closing in on his position.

Alistair sheathed his blade and grabbed its sling pack. Putting it on before running farther downhill before its friends showed up. I won't let a bunch of monsters eat me. I need to catch a damn break, he thought as he gritted his teeth while swiveling his head, looking for any opponents or places he could hide. Alistair found the former as he used Identify on them [khid- lvl 2] [khid- lvl 1]. The creatures immediately ran at him on all fours, making more horrid warbling sounds.

In the worst case, he still held the potion in his left hand. Did they intercept me, or was it a coincidence? Can they track me, and if so, how? Thank God they are so fragile. His mind racing, he tried to position a tree between himself and the stronger khid as he kicked the weaker one in the head.

To his surprise, the khid took to the air, slamming into a nearby tree and getting scratched by its branches.

Alistair skidded a little on the forest floor as he stopped and turned to intercept the bigger khid, using a quickly charged overhead Body Splitter Slash. The khid managed to move a bit to the side, taking a deep gash in its shoulder but avoiding a lethal strike. The momentum of his attack had stopped the khid dead in its tracks as Alistair gave it the coup de grâce.

A chime was heard but overshadowed by the warbling the smaller khid made nearby. Turning around, Alistair dashed a few steps before using the superior reach of his blade to cut its hand off. The shock stopped the creature as it clutched the bleeding stump, warbling as loud as possible before being saved from its torment.

Another chime followed as Alistair continued his run, not stopping to inspect the bodies.

A few minutes later, he heard more warbles behind him but still quite a way off. He refused to look back so as not to stumble over a rock or run into the forest's foliage. Luckily, the forest was relatively free of bushes and other vegetation, allowing him to run faster without hacking a path.

Then, he heard the sound of falling water nearby. He desperately hoped that they tracked him by smell, meaning he could use the water to shake them off.

Going slightly uphill, he reached the water with no khids in sight. The water stream was much more extensive and deeper than Alistair expected, and he sprinted to the nearby waterfall.

He saw a small waterfall lake pooling farther down the mountainside. The lake looked deep enough, and he still had his Kinetic Catcher skill. After taking a deep breath and a moment of hesitation, he stored the potion back in his backpack before taking the leap of faith.

The water was freezing cold, but he forced himself to swim against the current toward the waterfall proper. He suspected the waterfall would have some space behind it where he could hide, so he swam to the side with a protruding rock above, which redirected some of the water flow, allowing him to get past.

He expected a small climb but, to his shock, there were stairs behind the waterfall leading to what looked like a small alcove. Pulling himself out of the water, he ascended the steps with his blade drawn. What greeted him was a finely carved archway. Behind it, he found a tiled little room with a small gold and silver chest in the center.

"Okay, what the hell. I get the status thing, but this is totally video game logic," he blurted out before approaching the chest. Using Identify on it, he discovered it was a Sanctuary Chest Epic. Sanctuary? Does this mean this place is safe? he wondered before opening the chest and spotting a pair of bracers. Employing Identify on them as well.
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Item:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Large Storage Bracers Of Minor Healing.

Qualities:

[Soulbound] [Storage] [minor healing]

Description: Storage items are, by far, the most common magic items in the multiverse for obvious reasons: Everyone worth their salt carries at least one. These bracers have a capacity of 35 cubic meters of storage in a pocket dimension only accessible by the user. You may store anything other than living beings and liquids without a container. The bracers have a minor healing enchantment allowing the user to heal himself and others at the cost of some [MP].
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"35 cubic meters?!" he exclaimed before catching himself, tensing up. However, he realized the waterfall behind him was far too loud for anyone to hear him.

That was just about as big as a shipping container, which would make his life a lot easier. Grabbing them, he looked them over. They were made of bronze-colored metal and had beautiful, intricate symbols lining the entire length, with an almost flame-like symbol in the center. While putting them on, he heard a few chimes go off. Curious, Alistair opened his log.

[image: image-placeholder]


Notifications:

[Khid Level 2 has been slain]

[Khid Level 1 has been slain]

You have found a Sanctuary. The [Unique] skill Soulscape has been unlocked.
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Skills:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Soulscape

Description: This skill grants the user access to their soulscape, positioned on the outermost layer of the soul. It provides a unique interaction point for external skills of other individuals. Time dilation significantly increases within the soulscape, and recovery speed is greatly enhanced. However, entering the soulscape severs most external senses, making it crucial to do so only in a secure and guarded environment.
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"Hello, my old friend. Great to see you once again," Alistair hummed while reading the description. Pretty sure this means the location is safe? he concluded while looking around the room.

Alistair sat down and opened the sling pack, checking its contents. He found some wet, dried meats, berries, and small bones. The meats had a strange smell, but considering his changed body, Alistair would risk eating the meats and berries later if he was desperate for food.

With a thought, he sent the items, except for the tiny bones, into his storage. Alistair then did the same with his sword, stood up, and checked if he could summon it mid-combat. Apparently, he could.

So, he put it and the scabbard into storage, followed by his small backpack and potions.

Feeling safe, he sat in a corner and used the Soulscape skill. With a small flash, he was back in his comfy environment.

Looking around, nothing changed besides the absence of the elderly man. Probably for the best, Alistair thought as he started to create another logbook based on his observations and the message log entries of relevance. Finally, he plopped down on his couch to take a power nap. It had been a rough day.




Chapter 5
Hide Your Khids


Slowly opening his eyes after his nap, Alistair let out a sigh. Not dead yet. Time for some introspection, he thought as he stood up with a groan.

He had many things to consider, first among them being the sheer difficulty of this trial world. He couldn't be sure if his luck was just acting out again like usual or if it was the norm. Alistair had a reputation for having incredible luck and misfortune in the same measure.

However, most of the time, his lousy luck was limited to smaller ordeals like people spilling drinks over him or being at the wrong place at the wrong time. On the other hand, he was extremely lucky while gambling or when it truly mattered.

If most trial worlds were this dangerous, billions could die on Earth alone. You couldn't expect civilians to possess enough fighting proficiency to handle being trapped in a cave with dog-sized spider creatures, followed by giant flying critters ruining your day of exploring the land, and then being chased by unhinged furry monsters. He knew most of his family would struggle to handle this. His mother was tough and went through a violent divorce and other hardships. Alistair could see her managing if she didn’t run into a field boss.

His brother James was withdrawn but quite resourceful like himself, so he should be fine. His brother's girlfriend was also a bit of an adrenaline junkie and had invited Alistair to jump out of a plane for fun. So, she was probably doing better than him. His sister Melissa was a different story. She was always the little princess protected by her big brothers and mother. He didn’t see her empathetic and kind nature helping her in the trial. She was a kindergarten teacher for fuck’s sake!

Alistair's stomach lurched more as he wrestled with the many implications. How would children handle this? Pregnant women? And parents separated from their children.

Alistair wasn't the type to always expect the worst, but he kept worst-case scenarios on his radar. This time, it made him feel sick. He hoped the system was fair. After all, it gave them the trial to grow strong enough to adjust. From what he had seen, it wasn’t completely unsympathetic. He tried to distract himself from the bleak topics but still felt a tinge of sadness and fear gnaw at him if his family and pets were lost to him.

Positive thoughts…come on, he chanted to himself as he took in shaky breaths.

Alistair wasn’t the type to panic because he always felt himself a practical person who could rationalize things to calm himself. Still, Alistair was by no means unempathetic. Alistair was genuinely freaking out, which was a completely new sensation. Even as a policeman or grenadier, nothing really shook him before, but now he wanted to scream and punch things because this was too personal and close to his heart.

He took hours pacing within the Soulscape, thinking about the what-ifs, who was likely to make it, and who wasn’t. His emotions spiraled. The best and only thing he could do was to survive himself. Gathering his resolve, he tried to think of something more positive.

I'm going to work on the presumption that my trial is non-standard, he told himself. He wanted to… No, he needed to believe this.

Giving his status window a quick look, he noticed that his HP, MP, and SP were topped up. "Good. Now that I have a quiet moment, I need to use that opportunity to practice magic. Also, I should check which berries are good to eat," he murmured.

With a thought, he summoned one into his Soulscape. Huh, I wasn’t sure if this would work, he mused.

Alistair deftly plucked the levitating berry and used Identify, which spat out Berry. Inspecting the berry manually, he started to write down its features. Alistair checked if he could sense any magic from the berry to no avail. Giving it a quick sniff, he noted that it was odorless.

Can I take a picture of this here? he wondered as he focused on the berry while glancing at his report.

Sadly, there was no change, but that wouldn’t stop him. He attempted many approaches, like imagining the berry while looking at it. Finally, he tried to spend some mana by drawing on the energy within his body and, suddenly, a 2D image appeared in his report. Checking his mana, he had only spent one point, which he should regain fast enough. He then proceeded to eat the berry which, to his surprise, he could do within the Soulscape. He noted down the taste as slightly bitter with a sweet undertone. He summoned some more of the same type and ate some more of them.

If they are poisonous, I should be able to handle it. If not, I’ll know for sure. Let's hope I don't upset my stomach. I don't have toilets around here, he thought while looking at the berries in the palm of his hand.

After digesting them for a while, he planned to repeat this process for every berry and give each another glance with his Identify skill. Leaving his Soulscape, he sat cross-legged, holding a finger before him. He imagined a ball of light at its tip, attempting to guide the energies within him through his body. A sudden cramp made him stop.

"Ow, what the hell was that?" Alistair exclaimed before trying again, but the process yielded the same result each time, so he stopped.

He picked up one of the small bones and pinched it between his fingers, doing it again. His body, particularly his arm, hurt as they cramped, but the small bone cracked.

Weird. Do I need a clear mental image? Or am I pulling too much on my experience with kinetics? he thought as he scratched his chin.

Changing it up by switching to an image of a small flame and actively distancing himself from the feeling of kinetics still yielded the same result. After trying various variations, Alistair had to take a break and check his resource pools. He used almost twice as much stamina compared to mana. Maybe I got the energy pools mixed up and pulled stamina when I wanted mana, he considered, feeling confident in his deduction.

Adjusting his approach, Alistair focused inside himself, trying to feel the difference between his energy sources. He sat there, pulling and prodding at his energy pools, feeling mental images and sensations, trying to get a feel for them. The sun had risen by the time he thought he got the hang of the pools.

So, mana has an utterly neutral feel to it. It's malleable, easily colored by concepts I tried to apply to them, and flavorless if I had to describe it. In contrast, stamina felt familiar, rigid, and contained within my body. Considering how I had used it so far, it makes sense that kinetic energy would draw on it, he concluded.

His health was the hardest to pin down. It permeated everything within him, making it hard to distinguish. Interestingly, it was hard to draw on. Instead, it seemed reactionary, shielding and repairing the damage he took. Alistair was quite proud of the results. Maybe I got a knack for this kind of stuff?

He enjoyed experimenting with magic. He had always been a big fan of fantasy stories and video games as a teenager and, to this day, he occasionally played Dungeons & Dragons with friends he made over the internet, so being able to cast magic was a childhood dream come true.

Eating the last variation of the berry, noting and imaging his report, he stored the information in one of the bookshelves within his Soulscape. Checking his stats, he was pleasantly surprised most of his stats had almost doubled since he had last checked. Considering his level-ups and point expenditure, he must have gained another Mental stat and one more in control and senses based on the percentage bonuses and his observations. He concluded that the threshold seemed to be 0.7 before a stat got rounded up.

Wait…I am shit at math. How did I do these calculations in my head? A bit frightened by his newfound mental capabilities, he decided not to look too deeply into it.

Let's do something I'm not bad at…punching stuff! he thought joyfully.

His plan was to punch the wall, absorb the damage, and unleash the impact with his other fist back into the wall. Alistair had done much the same in the first cave and hoped that he would have an easier time with his new skill and improved insight and control.

Still, the window to pull it off was tiny. He would need to hit nearly immediately after the impact. He could slow the transference of kinetic energy a bit. However, it strained his body, costing him a disproportionate amount of HP and SP to do it. If he could store the kinetic energy to release later, that would be ideal, but was that even possible? It had to be. There were beings out there who reached literal godhood if the elderly gentleman from the initiation could be believed.

Alistair considered it and should have given the avatar a name…something like Steve. It would have been funny, but it didn’t scream uncaring gentleman. After thinking it over, he settled on Sebastian. Having accomplished his objectives, it was time to leave the sanctuary and hunt down some khids.

That sounds terrible. Who the hell names a monster khids with an h? he wondered. The name was almost asking for misunderstandings. Still, he felt it was necessary to hunt them as these monsters worked in groups and would attack him on sight, which was particularly bad in situations like the one he had already found himself in after killing the yrthak.

With a short shrug, he went to the water and quenched his thirst before leaping the gap between the waterfall and the shore. He was surprised that he managed to do it in one leap. Kneeling, he rubbed mud, pine needles, and leaves over his armor and clothes. He wasn't sure if these monsters tracked him by smell, but it couldn't hurt. After all, he wasn't in danger of having to socialize with anyone for the time being.

While trekking through the forest, Alistair noted landmarks he could make out, like extensive rock formations and sections with differently colored trees. As he did that, he picked up rocks and sticks of different sizes, storing them in his inventory while keeping his ears peeled for any warbling. After backtracking to where he first encountered the critters, Alistair head warbles in the distance. Lowering himself a bit, he approached the sounds.

After about five minutes, he caught up with the khids, three of them, dragging a dead…elk? But it was bluish and had a large furless and leathery sack along the front of its neck. Its fur had spots that further distinguished it from regular elks. A quick Identify told him it was a lomie. Looking over [khid - lvl 2] [khid - lvl 2] [khid - lvl 3], he deemed the fight quite manageable.

Observing them, they didn’t seem to have noticed him, and he could make out more warbling sounds in the direction they were pulling the lomie.

I should try and follow them. If I know where their nest is and how many of them there are, I stand a much better chance and can make better plans, he decided.

Alistair stayed low, using the ridge he was on to follow the khids, which were dreadfully slow at dragging the massive creature.

I'm still shocked these things figured out how to make a bow and bags. They strike me as rather dull and not that powerful, either. The only real threat is their numbers. Perhaps they have stronger individuals or leaders able to teach them, or they stole it from others and copied them, Alistair mused while waiting for the khids to finish their task.

Twenty minutes later, they approached a large grove surrounded by hills with a concave middle where he could make out primitive tents made from sticks, skins, and large leaves. From his elevated position, Alistair could observe most of the basin. Finally, he thought.

Within the camp, the khids warbled up a storm with quite a bit of infighting. Something nagged at Alistair, his intuition telling him something was unnatural.

After observing them for a while, some things stood out. Strangely enough, he didn’t spot any juveniles among them. It took a lot of work to keep track of them because of their indecipherable daily routine. He counted twenty-two with levels between 1 and 5, with an average of around 2.

I should kill these three before they reach the rest. It would reduce their numbers, and I should be close to leveling up. But how should I approach them? Should I walk around the ridge or backtrack? Alistair deliberated, considering his next move.

A sudden idea crossed Alistair's mind as he eyed the khids below him. He took a few steps back before sprinting off the ridge, aiming for the khid closest to him, dragging the hind legs of the lomie. Alistair's stomach lurched at the sound, and adrenaline rushed through his body as he landed feet-first on the first khid, crushing its bones under the sudden force. At the same time, he lashed out at the next closest, unleashing the impact he would have suffered from landing in his swing.

He cut the khid's head off in one smooth motion, hearing three chimes going off before facing the last one. Confused by the crunching sound, the khid spun around, and Alistair launched himself the moment his footing allowed, stabbing toward the throat of the khid, cutting its warble short, angling the sword horizontally while approaching and ramming into it destroyed its spine.

The fight ended within seconds, followed by another two chimes. Alistair shuddered at the sensations he felt during the fight as he took a few deep breaths before pressing on. That went a lot better than I expected, Alistair thought as the adrenaline trickled out of his body.

He felt a bit uneasy as he had gone out of his way to kill these monsters rather than have them attack him, but the quite mutilated body of the lomie reminded him of what to expect if he were to hold back. He then checked the notifications.
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Notifications:

[Khid Level 2 has been slain]

[Khid Level 2 has been slain]

[Level 5 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available. Skill selection available]

[Khid Level 2 has been slain]

Title Triple Vanquish [Common] has been Obtained.
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Alistair was quite curious about the title but prioritized storing all the bodies in his storage and moving away before he got spotted. He checked the title after reaching a small rock formation he could hide behind.
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Titles:

Tier: [common]

Name: Triple Vanquish

Effect:

Provides a +5 stat bonus to [Control] and [Power]

Origin: Obtained for slaying three opponents within your level range in less than 3 seconds.
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The Common tag didn’t surprise him in this context. He could see many people obtaining it, especially if they could use the environment or access some explosive magic. Not to detract from his little stunt, the stat bonuses were great at the moment. However, he assumed they would fall off in the future, but every little bit helped. It also meant the quality of his records had improved, which was always positive.

Alistair had initially considered putting his free point into power, but he changed his mind due to the title, so he put it into the body again. Why fix what is not broken? A smirk crossed his face as he navigated to the skill selection to pick his next.

What's in store for me this time?




Chapter 6
Divide and Conquer


With a thought, Alistair viewed his new available skills.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Akashic Report

Description: Allows the user to passively make reports of his thoughts as well as visual and audio records the user witnessed himself to be stored in his soul and accessible in his soulscape, tapping into the concept of akashic. These reports cannot be manipulated, and are safeguarded by the user's soul, and can be displayed to others.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Battle Focus

Description: The user taps into the concept of battle and time by burning [MP], slowing his perception of time by a tiny degree, and improving reaction time and other senses by a small degree while focused and in combat.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Botanic Proficiency

Description: Gives minor insights when identifying plants, herbs, Fungi, etc.
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Alistair contemplated his skill selection. He suspected that the rarity was closely aligned with his understanding of RPG mechanics, so a mix of the strength and usefulness of the skill and how hard it was to acquire. The issue was Alistair had no real frame of reference, and he wasn't sure if the system would account for that or not. Sebastian had mentioned that skills rated based on the current grade would degrade to lower tiers once he advanced grades, forcing him to keep polishing and improving his skills and, in turn, his records to stay ahead of the curve.

Alistair toyed with the idea of changing the terminology again. Still, he found it easy to understand and quantify, as it made sense to him why the skills he had obtained were ranked the way they were, although a bit generous, particularly when it came to titles, so he left it as is. He would revisit the issue once he met others to compare his terminology and scaling with.

Most of what Akashic Report offered was already within his abilities, and he currently had no one to share such information with. However, he could see a lot of potential in the skill once he upgraded it some more. For now, he decided to prioritize a skill that would be immediately helpful.

Botanic Proficiency seemed pointless, and Alistair suspected it might be covered by the Appraisal skill, which was still available to him.

But why offer it? A specialized skill rather than a general one? The system, influenced by his understanding, had clear advantages and disadvantages, especially if his comprehension needed improvement. Most of what he did was guesswork, but his improved mental faculties helped, and he was glad they didn't affect his personality or mindset. Snapping out of his considerations, he evaluated Battle Focus since it filled a niche similar to Combat Acrobatics, another skill he was considering.

The strongest contenders were Battle Focus and Shield Blast Bash. Both were active skills that would utilize his under-utilized mana. I think I'll go with Battle Focus. I don't know if I will use a shield in the future, Alistair thought as he selected the Battle Focus skill. A chime went off as soon as he did, and he checked his log.
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Notifications:

The Skill [Battle Focus] can be upgraded.

The skill [Battle Focus] has been upgraded to [Enhanced Combat Reflexes].
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Skills:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Enhanced Combat Reflexes

Description: Drawing from various concepts, this skill boosts the user's reaction speed, spatial awareness, and footwork. The user instinctively pays attention to their footing in challenging terrain, enhancing overall stability. During combat, the user can expend [MP] deliberately, slightly slowing their perception of time. This action further refines their reaction speed, granting a heightened level of responsiveness in battle.
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Alistair instinctively confirmed the upgrade immediately and was quite pleased with the resulting skill. A quick check revealed that the skill Combat Acrobatics was no longer on his list of available skills.

A bit of doubt settled in. Should I have waited in the hopes of a better skill upgrade? The skill struck him as quite powerful for a Rare skill. Perhaps it could have evolved into a weak Epic skill if he had waited. On the other hand, it could be for the better. He could upgrade it again to something even better if he acquired a compatible skill or further improved his abilities. It was also important to note that the system gave him the option to upgrade instead of doing it automatically.

He was a bit annoyed that the system hadn’t provided any information on how or what could happen besides stating which skill could be upgraded. If he combined two skills he actively picked, he would have one skill less than before, which could matter a lot. Also, was the skill upgrade offered because the system considered the two to fill the same niche or because he did?

An easy way to test this could be to pick Melee Proficiency. Perhaps he could combine them into something like combat or weapon mastery. He may want to specialize them and divide them between melee and ranged. He quickly entered his Soulscape to transcribe his thoughts before leaving it again.

Retaking his position on the ridge, Alistair observed the khids' camp. He planned to dwindle their numbers. Even if these creatures were not that strong, he might not be able to keep up if enough of them came at once. The more he fought and observed them, the less natural they felt. Alistair was glad they were nearly mindless monsters just out to kill him and others they found. If they showed more intelligence, he would be more hesitant to kill them.

The longer he observed them, the stranger things got. He even started to doubt they had built the ramshackle tents that were spread around the camp as he couldn’t see any of them working. Most of them wandered aimlessly, some fought and fucked each other, sometimes both. Alistair had also observed them gruesomely killing another creature without much regard, literally biting and ripping it apart as it still struggled. Alistair wasn't sure if they had the capacity for cruelty or if they simply lacked the sense to kill the creature first. Alistair didn’t wish to go out that way.

Besides observing, Alistair had been practicing magic by expending small quantities of mana to generate light or small flames and water. He could cause a small flame quite quickly after a while, but he couldn’t generate water. Was it an Affinity thing, or did water require the presence of actual water? A light was also easy enough. At some point, he cut himself to heal it with his bracers to get a feeling for the healing magic. Finally, after several hours, a small group of four khids left the camp and headed in his direction.

Alistair was still determining if he was lucky or if they were checking up on the hunting party. While jumping them was an option, they were not as slow and hunched over as the previous khids, and they switched between moving on all fours and upright, giving a much less reliable target from the ridge he was sitting on. Stress-testing his new skill could be worthwhile, regardless.

He should be able to use it mid-jump as it should count as part of the combat, and with the slowdown, he might be able to nail his kick or at least be able to use the impact with the swing of his blade. Thinking about it, he was surprised he didn’t get a skill offering for his practice of unleashing the impacts he took on his opponents. It may have had a much higher threshold.

Fortunately, the khids stopped below his position on the ridge, inspecting the tracks and blood on the forest floor. Not wanting to miss his window, Alistair jumped. Never mind! Get bent, fucker! Alistair thought, a smirk on his face as he activated Enhanced Combat Reflexes mid-flight to shift his feet's position to land on the first monster's neck and spine, crushing it under his feet, followed shortly by a chime.

He got the timing of his slash a bit wrong and was already cutting into the shoulder of the strongest khid present. His blade initially stopped partway through its shoulder blade but received a sudden burst as soon as the impact rushed through his legs and his arms, causing a small explosion of force that shattered the shoulder blade and spine, killing the khid as another chime sounded in Alistair's mind.

He dismissed his blade and pushed past the khid before resummoning the blade, using Body Splitter Slash with a diagonal attack, cutting the creature in two. As all this went down, the two khids he hadn’t killed immediately let out panicked warbling sounds, but only the last of the four khids had enough time to react to his assault.

Alistair braced himself for the tackle coming from his right, starting to turn and align his blade to stab the creature as it rammed into him but was again stopped dead in its tracks. This time, the kinetic energy flowed harmlessly into the ground beneath him. Alistair took a quick step back, stabbing the aligned shortsword into the creature's chest, pushing it a bit farther as the blade cut into its ribcage.

The khid grabbed hold of the blade with both of its bony hands, snarling at Alistair, who bent his left arm over his right before slamming the edge of the metal buckler into the side of the creature's head, crushing the skull and turning part of its brain into mush, as a chime rang out.

Using the leverage of his left arm, he pulled the sword out and let the body splay out on the ground. A quick glance told him the other critters had heard the skirmish, and the first ones were already appearing on the grove's edge. He quickly looked over his energy pools, noting them as almost full. He turned around and jogged away from the scene.

The mana usage of Enhanced Combat Reflexes turned out to be quite manageable, but the effect of slowing down the perception of time was quite negligible. The other effects were more complex to judge. He still fumbled about the timing of his first attack. Luckily, it didn’t matter this time.

The jump from the ridge and the transference of kinetic energy caused by far the most damage to him. As he jogged away, he considered just turning around and fighting them but decided that would be way too overconfident. He refused to be killed on his second day here. The group chasing him was pretty big, about eight of them. He should be able to handle the rest of the khids left at camp once he dealt with them.

Alistair managed to find a particularly hilly and rocky location. He dropped the bodies he had been storing, spreading them around in the hopes of splitting the group. He hid behind an extensive rock formation close to the entrance of the craggy terrain, laying the bodies out in a way that would make them easy to spot but kept them far apart.

He cut it a bit close and hid just before the first khids arrived. The group entered his kill zone but stood there for a moment before spotting one of the bodies.

Please, split. Notice the other bodies! he thought while peeking around the corner.

They warbled among themselves and approached the first body. After a few seconds, one of the khids motioned at another body, and the warbling intensified as the group split off.

Alistair ducked behind, waiting to hear more agitated warbling. He was sure they had spotted the last body. A few seconds later, Alistair peeked again before he snuck up on the closest group, charging his Body Splitter Slash.

He cut through two of the khids by unleashing it horizontally below their ribs to sever their spines, which worked out as he heard the chimes. Alistair hacked into the last khid and dispatched it as well. The other two groups immediately turned around and hurried back toward him. After hearing the chime, Alistair engaged the smaller group of two creatures.

While running up, one of the chasing khids shot arrows in his direction. Luckily, its aim could have been better, and it missed. Alistair activated Enhanced Combat Reflexes to give him a bigger window to dodge if it got a lucky shot off. He wanted to conserve SP, so he stuck to regular attacks against the two khids, which were more than enough.

The difference in power was evident, and he dispatched them before the others could reach him. With only three left, the fight was a foregone conclusion. They just didn't know it yet. Turning around, Alistair killed them one after the other. He half-expected the archer to run, but it just dropped its primitive bow and charged at him, which Alistair rewarded with a quick death.

Splitting their forces like that made the fight trivial. Alistair was confident that he could kill the rest of the khids. Looking up in the sky, he noticed the sun was slowly setting, so he decided to eliminate them before nightfall. He marched back toward their camp.

As the grove came into sight, Alistair started to sneak up on it, using trees and boulders as cover.

This might not have been necessary because the khids weren’t smart enough to post lookouts or patrols. On his way up the incline, he managed to snatch a khid passing by and slit its throat before it could let out a warble.

However, he regretted his lack of gloves as the slavering snout he held shut left his left hand covered in saliva. He tried to wipe it off on the nearest tree. Now, he needed to act quickly on a timer before they could smell the blood or notice its absence.

Reaching the edge, he leaned on a huge oak-like tree, looking down into the concave grove. He counted exactly a dozen khids left, which were relatively spread out. One he hadn't spotted originally stood out, so he used Identify after double-checking the others' levels. He focused on the shaman-looking khid. [khid Shaman – lvl 5].

This was the first time he had seen something that resembled a class, and he didn’t have a class himself. The other khid with a bow wasn't identified as a hunter, either, and he doubted it was a species thing. Alistair hunkered down a bit and considered his approach.




Chapter 7
Combat Trial


Alistair chose a route farthest from the khid hunter as it would be the most likely to spot him. The more he could thin the herd before engaging them properly, the better. The random nature of their wandering and infighting would have been problematic. Still, with their reduced numbers, he could use the rocks, trees, and tents to sneak closer, starting with a sleeping khid on the edge. Upon hearing the chime, Alistair pressed on.

Kneeling behind some bushes, he looked for new targets, but the ones he initially scouted had moved on, leaving him with two options: wait until one walked by or change course and kill the two copulating near the edge. However, this guaranteed the entire camp being alerted to his presence.

He sat there for a while, mulling over how to approach the issue. Could he distract them somehow? How would he do that? It took him a few seconds before an idea struck him.

Backtracking a little, he revisited the tent with the dead khid, taking out some of the sticks and other materials he had collected. Concentrating, he created a small fire using the dry sticks and grasses.

Sneaking back to his initial position behind the bushes, Alistair anticipated the khids running past him, allowing him to kill at least some of the stragglers in the chaos. He didn’t have to wait long until the tent caught fire properly, and the smell of burned hair started to spread, with smoke building at the location. It didn’t take the creatures long to follow the scent as they began to warble like crazy before rushing toward the source of the fire.

Observing them, he realized these critters were worse than useless. The first ones to reach the fire just stood before it, jumping and warbling. Soon enough, the hunter and shaman approached, but both were too far off to pick off. However, he managed to catch a khid coming too close to his hiding spot. He slit its throat and dragged its body into the bushes.

All the khids had passed his hiding spot, so he risked dashing behind a tree closer to the center.

Thinking he had succeeded as nothing responded, Alistair took a peek. The khids were still playing with fire as the shaman lifted its heavily decorated stick, and vines grew out of nearby trees, smacking away at the flames. Huh, that's more of a druid thing to do, Alistair thought as he dashed the final few meters before reaching two of the khids farthest behind. Go time!

Taking the first one entirely off guard, it died in one swing of his sword. As soon as he killed it and heard the chime, an arrow flew at his face. He tried to dodge it, but it still hit his cheek. With its kinetic energy sapped, it did little to nothing. Feeling pressured, Alistair used Body Splitter Slash with a very short charge to guarantee that he killed the second khid in one swing, or at least disabled it.

He didn’t need to worry as he heard the chime go off. As he charged a khid between him and the archer, activating Enhanced Combat Reflexes, he spared some attention to check the others. While some seemed to have heard the new commotion, more than half were still preoccupied with the fire, smacking the burning tent with clubs aided by the shaman.

As he reached the khid, it lashed out with a club, a novelty because, until now, they had been using their claws. Parrying the swing with his buckler, he used the opening to cleave into the side, smashing its ribs and toppling the creature over as another arrow flew at him.

He barely dodged it, seeing the blood gushing out of the creature. He didn't bother finishing it as he ran down the archer, who shot another arrow blocked by the buckler. He didn't want the kinetic energy of that one to be transferred, so it didn't. However, he didn't have time to consider that as he started to charge his Body Splitter Slash.

Just before reaching the archer, a large stake flew right at him and hit Alistair's shoulder, where it stopped and just flopped to the ground. However, the force Alistair had to absorb was no joke. It was much stronger than the force he experienced jumping from the ridge.

Pressing on, he unleashed the Body Splitter Slash, destroying the bow the archer used to block and leaving a big gash in its chest as it tried to fall back. Not giving it the opportunity, Alistair grabbed its arm with his left hand and brought the blade back up, ramming it through the skull of the archer followed by a chime.

Turning around, he had to run down the shaman, but the six khids left alive were almost upon him. The shaman had formed another stake growing out of the tree, which Alistair managed to dodge just in time by throwing himself to the ground.

With a quick roll, Alistair was back on his feet, but the first khid reached him and tried to tackle him, hurting its snout. The unmoving Alistair used another Body Splitter Slash to cut into the next wave of khids, cutting multiple appendages off as Alistair was driven back by the ferocity of the khids.

As soon as the creatures in front of him fell, a stake ripped through one of the khids before it impacted Alistair's chest. He felt his stamina fall further. He couldn’t afford to be hit much more than this before Kinetic Catcher sapped him of his stamina. He jerked his foot back reflexively as one of the khids tried to grab it. He heard another chime go off. He presumed one must have bled out.

He made a small circle around the pile of khids and tackled one of them, blocking his way as he ran through it. Alistair prioritized killing the shaman. He could kill the others later, and most were injured.

As he ran him down, the shaman's roots started to spring up in front of him, so Alistair took a leap over them, as he didn’t want to be between the khids giving chase and the vines. Suddenly, one of the vines lashed out, wrapping around his leg. Alistair twisted so he could cut the vine, succeeding, and he tumbled to the ground less than two meters away from the shaman.

Cursing under his breath, Alistair stood up. However, he noticed the cut vine was still wrapped around his leg, trying to squeeze his life out and hold him in place. Instead, it just slowly started to drain him by forcing him to disperse the pressure as well as limiting his range of motion a bit. He decided to continue his mad dash because he could already see that the next stake was almost ready.

Charging his Body Splitter Slash, Alistair struck out in a diagonal line aiming for the shaman’s neck. It moved too slow to avoid the blow altogether as it unleashed its stake prematurely to strike Alistair down. The stake hit his right shoulder, which made the path the kinetic energy had to take much shorter, sealing the deal as Alistair cut the shaman in half. As soon as he did, he heard multiple chimes and felt the vines on his leg fall off.

He was now dangerously low on stamina, but with the shaman dead and over half of the leftover khids literally disarmed, he managed to make short work of the rest of them. As soon as he killed the last of them, another chime went off, and a small silver chest appeared before him.

Using Identify, he saw it was a Combat trial Chest. He then rechecked his log, filtering the regular khids out.
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Notifications:

[Khid Hunter Level 4 has been slain]

[Khid Druid Level 5 has been slain]

[Level 6 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

Combat Trial [Khid Camp] has been completed!
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Wait, khid druid? I thought it was a shaman? Alistair hadn’t been using Identify on it during the battle, so he wasn’t sure if it was just his interpretation of its class or if it had the skill to obfuscate details about itself. He would keep an eye out for that in the future. With a thought, Alistair assigned his free stat point into his mind stat because he knew it was falling behind.

Kneeling, he opened the chest and found a pair of armored gloves in a mix of medieval yet modern style. They were made of a mixture of black and red bronzish metal, quite similar to his bracers. They also had a lot of intricate rune-like scripture all over them. Excited, he used his Identify to check his new equipment.
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Item:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Kinetic Combat Gloves

Qualities:

[Soulbound] [Kinetic Energy Conversion] [Blast]

Description: Crafted by the System as a reward for a kinetic warrior upon successfully completing a combat trial. These gloves enable the user to unleash a powerful ranged attacks by expending [MP] and [SP] to form and accelerate a sphere of manifested force infused with kinetic energy. The gloves boast a high energy conversion efficiency.

[image: image-placeholder]

"That sounds awesome! Also, kinetic warrior? Did I get a class?" he asked, curiously, pulling up his status while putting on his new gloves. But he could tell at a glance that nothing had changed.

No class… Weird. I want to try these gloves, but my stamina is way too low to be playing around, he thought.

The gloves felt incredibly comfortable and didn’t hinder his fine motor skills. They also fit perfectly with his bracers.

Taking a look at the druid, he checked its staff. At the tip was a crude gem. Using Identify revealed it to be a Beast Core.

With a wave of his hand, the staff was stored in his bracers. He then wandered over and started to collect the long vines left behind. After collecting the vines, he walked toward the center of the grove, where he knew the druid's hut was.

As he approached the center, he sensed energies flowing toward him. He couldn't quite place it yet, but after getting closer, he realized the energy came from a strange dark green sapling that looked like pink coral with the wrong color.

It was about one meter tall, and the energies radiated from it. Identify only revealed it to be a Natural Treasure, which wasn't much. He didn't regret picking Kinetic Control, but he sure would appreciate a Rare tier Appraisal skill right about now. With another wave, the Natural Treasure was uprooted and stored in his storage. Searching the village yielded no further worthwhile loot.

When Alistair left the grove and found his way toward the sanctuary, the sun had already set. It was much brighter than he expected. It was his first night outside without a roof or thick clouds above him. When looking up, he was shocked these were not moons! With the sun gone, he could see nearby celestial bodies. There were multiple planets in the sky, all of which looked like they contained life.

"Are those other trial worlds?" he blurted out. Regardless, the view was stunning.

He decided to relax near his sanctuary, letting the sounds of the waterfall and the visuals above absorb him. He tried to make out features on the closest planet, but details were still hard to discern. Before the initiation, he could have never enjoyed such details due to his bad eyesight. Despite the horrible initial impression of this trial world, he started to see the charm. Everything was just more…grand? He spent a few more hours watching the sky before returning to the sanctuary for his well-deserved nap.




Chapter 8
Mind Boggling


Waking up to the sound of rushing water, Alistair groaned as he sat up from the stone floor. "I need to make myself some bedding," he mumbled.

Standing, he stretched. Despite the lack of comfort from the previous day’s over-exertion, Alistair was in little to no pain.

He chose not to use his Soulscape because he viewed it as a risk that might cost him his life if he relied on it too much, especially if he had to wander around without a sanctuary to fall back on.

For the first time in what seemed like ages, he felt hungry. He usually had a healthy appetite, so this situation felt strange to Alistair.

He was sure that the stronger he got, the less need for food and water he would have, even without increasing his grade. It was strange to think about a life where most of his previous needs were not needed anymore. He started to descend the stairs, contemplating the idea of no sleep, no food, perhaps even breathing, and eventually stopping aging altogether unless he died or failed to advance further. Thinking about it made him feel conflicted about the prospect. What else would he lose or deem unnecessary?

He put the heavy thoughts aside by jumping through the waterfall to the shore. Lingering on all the negativity wasn’t healthy.

He took a stroll along the river until he reached a part where the flow was interrupted by rocks. He took the lomie out of his inventory and started to butcher it with his sword. He tried to skin the creature for its pelt but did a poor job, and the sword was a terrible tool.

He also needed to figure out how to tan leather or fur anyhow. He had been on a hunting trip before. Simon and his dad invited him once a few years ago, but a haze clouded the memories of the events. He only recalled he was supposed to remove all the meat and clean the fur properly. He also recalled Simon's dad telling him about people using the animal's fat or brains to tan the leather in the past.

However, Alistair didn’t remember what he was supposed to do with the fat. He hadn’t paid enough attention back then and now regretted it.

He also noted how the Elk seemed relatively fresh. Did the food not spoil in storage? That would be a huge boon. Giving up on skinning the lomie, he started to cut out chunks of meat and remove the organs. He considered tossing them away, but he might find a use, and it wasn’t like he could stain his storage. It would also give him a definite answer if stuff inside storage spoiled.

It took Alistair around an hour to set up a fire and cook the meat. Sitting on a rock looking out at the water flow, he started to dig in.

His eyes went wide. This is delicious! Shame I have no spices. This meat is giving wagyu a run for its money! The meat was gone too soon, and he couldn’t help but make a second serving.

Alistair had always been a big fan of good food. Whenever Alistair traveled, he chose targets with great cooking, like Korean and Texan barbeque, Japanese sweets, wagyu meat, or Italy, his favorite travel destination. Alistair would metaphorically and literally kill for a pizza right now.

Shit, am I ever gonna be able to eat a pizza again? Eh, worst case, I'll bring it back myself and get some pizza titles because if bringing pizza to the multiverse is not considered an achievement, then what is? He chuckled at the thought of Pizza Records.

After finishing his meal, Alistair's spirits were high. So, he decided now was a great time to test his new gloves.

He wandered until he found a clearing with isolated trees to see how powerful these gloves were and their range.

Stretching out his arm and flattening his palms, he aimed at a lone tree about one hundred meters out.

As he let his mana and stamina flow into the gloves, he felt the magic falling into place. He decided to spend 50 of each. He subconsciously realized he could add more mana to increase the acceleration. The effective charge-up time was less than a second, but he noted he could hold on to the charge with little to no energy loss if he kept his focus up.

Releasing the blast, it shot across the distance in a second, making a slight humming sound before impacting and obliterating the trunk, toppling the tree. "Bloody hell," he yelled excitedly. That was way overkill, and he could have charged it more! He continued experimenting and found that he needed more mana than stamina.

Analyzing the spell, he realized the mana was used to contain and accelerate the blast. At the same time, the stamina was converted straight into kinetic energy.

Considering that the transference of his fall from the ridge was about 9 Stamina, it didn’t surprise him that more than five times that amount in concentrated and accelerated form made for a devastating effect, especially since the concepts of kinetic energy meshed well with force and acceleration.

Increasing the acceleration and reducing the payload made the projectiles incredibly fast. Alistair couldn’t dodge them himself. He was unsure if he should continue using his sword.

But, then again, he had already invested in it. Alistair also had to admit that he enjoyed getting up close to fight monsters.

He might face opponents where his blasts were useless or less cost-effective than just slicing them up. It allowed him to fool opponents into thinking he was a pure melee combatant.

Alistair was satisfied and spent the rest of the day practicing his aim.

The following days were spent exploring his surroundings, Alistair curious if there were any more challenges nearby or if he had completed them all.

He dedicated most of his time to practicing and gathering, cataloging all kinds of plants, berries, and wild vegetables to find something to make his mealtimes more enjoyable and raise his morale. The days were primarily uneventful. He managed to hunt another level 4 lomie.

The two most exciting things were a small hidden bronze chest Explorer's Chest he found in a hollowed-out tree.

It contained a Hunters multitool, a common magic item he lovingly called the multiverse's equivalent of a Swiss Army knife. It could turn into any tool related to camping, including a pot or shovel.

It made him wonder if the loot was tailored to his immediate needs. He suspected that the type of chest had at least a significant influence on what kind of item it would be. Also, was this chest there from the beginning, or was the system spreading them out to reward his exploration efforts? Either way, he enjoyed exploring unknown land. It awakened a bit of wanderlust and a sense of wonder. The alien plants and trees, in particular, drove home that he wasn’t on Earth.

The second event happened on the fourth day of exploring.

He spotted a monster in the distance, but not a regular one. This thing was by far the most alien creature he had ever seen.

It walked on what looked like four stilts of wrapped bony tentacles, had a tail that was nearly indistinguishable from its head, and strands flowing in the wind, each seeming to have its own mind.

It had six tail-like protrusions on its back that occasionally rose like tentacles and were connected by gray skin, so those might be wings. It had beige-colored skin, and the strands were the same white as the nubs the hairs came out of.

It was a thoroughly ghastly looking creature, and he was afraid to even Identify it for a moment. What if it noticed the attempt? It looked so alien that he was worried it would use mind attacks or attack his soul directly. His mind stat was the furthest behind.

He considered unleashing a highly charged blast with extreme acceleration to ensure it died before it could attack. His body screamed to get away from that thing. What if it used those hairs to sense mana? A charge like the one he planned would reveal him to it immediately. Would it have some kind of magic shield? Could he break it?

Taking a deep, shaky breath, he used his Identify, revealing it to be a [screknids - lvl 9], and to his relief, it didn’t react.

Fear still pulled at him, and his head hurt from looking at it. His jaw locked as he clenched his teeth. "Screw it!" He charged as much and fast as he could, throwing half his entire pool at the task. Power hummed from his hand, and the hairs of the abomination flew in his direction as both its tail appendages and head pointed—or looked?—at Alistair.

A shiver ran down his spine, and his head felt like it was about to split apart.

He released the bolt, striking the creature as a massive explosion ripped it and the surrounding trees apart. The second the chimes went off, Alistair's whole body relaxed as if a huge weight had been taken off his shoulders. He was drenched in cold sweat, and his splitting headache had significantly lessened after the creature's death.

He checked his resource pools and found that all of them were nearly bottomed out. Alistair realized as soon as the thing died, he had already been under attack from the moment he looked at it. It had drawn him in yet kept him afraid, his mind occupied with distractions while it was sapping his energies.

He was sure it was some kind of mind attack, perhaps even an attack on his soul, but he wasn’t convinced that was the case. If this had gone on a bit longer, he would have passed out eventually. He tried to stand up, but his legs still shook. He puked and drew in ragged breaths before checking his log.
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Notifications:

[Field Boss Screknids - Level 9 has been slain]

Title Eldritch Mind Slayer [Legendary] has been obtained.
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Titles:

Tier: [Legendary]

Name: Eldritch Mind Slayer

Effect:

Grants a 10% bonus to [Mind] stat and increases mental fortitude.

Origin: It was acquired by single-handedly defeating a mind-devouring field boss with a higher level than your own in one attack.
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This creature was devious and incredibly dangerous. He could have been observing it, wondering if he could take it, then pass out and die due to indecision before he even realized what was happening. Alistair was confident the fear and indecision he felt were part of it. Perhaps it amplified his emotions, weaponizing them against him. He hated thinking of something messing with his head without realizing.

Was this the first time? Or did the system do something similar?

Regardless, he would make sure not to slack on his mind stat in the future. He wondered if all field bosses gave Legendary titles or if it was concerned with how he killed them and the level difference. Unlike the ythark, he felt the screknid was a much more difficult and horrifying opponent worthy of a Legendary title. But, then again, somebody specializing in the mind would hardly find the monster challenging, and he needed more data.

He stood up and marched back to his sanctuary, still nursing one of the worst headaches of his life, pondering if there were themes to these field bosses giving him titles for the different stats he had. If so, the Senses one would most likely be a sneaky creature ambushing him when least expected. The thought ignited his paranoia. He hurried over to the slain body, but a quick glance revealed that if the screknid had a core, it had been obliterated along with the creature and the nearby trees and underbrush. Alistair strained his senses as he headed back to the sanctuary, worried he would be jumped when he was most vulnerable.

Once he safely arrived at the sanctuary, he crashed from exhaustion but didn’t dare sleep because he feared being followed by an unseen monster. It took hours before he eventually relented and went to sleep.




Chapter 9
Croak in the Ruins


Waking up refreshed, Alistair massaged his forehead, the dangers of yesterday still fresh in his mind. He realized his fear was still amplified, even after the battle. He tried to have a positive outlook as knowing that mind attacks could linger was also good to know. However, he decided that the fear of a stealth-based creature was quite reasonable and not just paranoia. So, he spent the following days relatively close to home, gathering a decent food stock. However, having run out of opponents and growing bored, Alistair decided it was time to venture farther afield.

The screknid must have been a rather unlucky encounter, and he was glad it was a field boss and not one among many. He cursed thinking of that monster, the realization that hesitation could be a silent killer forming a pit in his stomach. Alistair hoped he could avoid crossing paths with such a cryptid monster for the time being. It had been a few days since he last leveled up, and he really should try to head toward the ruins in the distance and abandon the safety of the sanctuary.

Alistair traveled along the river, knowing from his previous explorations that it was the easiest way to navigate the forest. There were a lot of groves with strange and unfamiliar trees, which could be used as points of interest, but they were few and far between. The hours passed uneventfully, with Alistair occasionally investigating locations he suspected could have something hidden but went empty-handed for now. Eventually, he reached the end of the mountainside.

The forest gave way to hilly terrain, offering Alistair respite from the constant incline of the mountain. Glancing back, he marveled at the sheer magnitude of the land behind him. Some of the trees he passed were as colossal as the largest specimens seen on Earth, and he had spotted even larger ones in the distance when he climbed that tree on his first day. He still had some apprehension about climbing trees from that debacle.

What if it's a freaking dragon next time? was his line of thought.

Remaining vigilant, Alistair cautiously scanned his surroundings, wary of potential threats lurking nearby. His attention was drawn to what appeared to be ancient, abandoned ruins nearby, previously hidden by the trees. Slowing his pace, he cautiously approached the structure, ensuring he could easily find his way back to the river. A quick survey of the area revealed no signs of monsters.

As he neared the entrance, the silence of the place struck him. Peering into the structure, he noticed the collapsed roof allowing sunlight to filter in. At the far end, he spotted an archway, but his gaze was drawn to a rusted suit of armor wielding a halberd standing in front of it. Alistair decided against approaching it recklessly.

Using Identify revealed it to be a [guardian golem – lvl 10]. It was almost double his level, but Alistair felt more confident fighting it than the eldritch screknid as levels didn’t seem as impactful as he would have expected. The odds were he would enjoy a much better matchup against that golem as well.

He saw it as a chance to test his mettle against a foe more sophisticated than the club-wielding khids and other beasts. Yet, to tip the scales in his favor, he intended to soften it up with a few blasts first.

Alistair shot two blasts rapidly, pelting the golem, which stumbled back from the impact with big dents in its rusted armor. Blasts like these cost him very little, and Alistair's confidence rose as the golem struggled.

As he approached, he pulled his sword and shot another blast, which was blocked by what he suspected was a magical shield. The opaque shield cracked and vanished quite quickly. As Alistair approached, the golem pointed its halberd his direction and stomped toward him. The golem struggled to balance over the littered ground, which made Alistair glad of his Enhanced Combat Reflexes skill as he deftly parried the piercing strike aimed at his center of mass.

As Alistair passed the halberd, the golem sidestepped, twisted the halberd, and pulled the ax blade back before Alistair could attack, forcing Alistair to dodge. "Nice." He smiled, intent on using that move himself once he had his own polearm. While he was sure he would pick up the golem halberd, it looked so rusty and damaged Alistair wouldn’t feel comfortable using it in a life-threatening situation himself. He smiled again. This was going to be a much more fun fight. He was committed to battling it out in melee and limiting kinetics to counterattack instead of taking all the hits for him.

He worried It would only form a dangerous habit if he did. The golem stabbed at him again, and Alistair fell back again. The golem mixed in the occasional swings, which Alistair barely dodged. The creature had a level advantage over him and clearly specialized in power, which made it faster, though its control and senses seemed lacking. He also doubted the golem used a body stat. Its energy differed from his own. It was much closer to the feeling of mana, but every swing reduced its power.

It has a battery life, and each attack drains it, Alistair concluded.

"Can't keep it up, huh?" Alistair questioned as he dodged another swing.

"Don't worry about it. I hear that is common." Alistair was disappointed that his opponent couldn’t be provoked or bantered with. He simply had nobody to talk to besides himself, and the silence was getting to him.

Alistair continued this deadly dance for a while, getting better at reading the attack patterns and even getting the occasional glancing blow on the armor before pulling back again. It was an excellent time to test if he could block one of its blows and unleash the impact with one of his blasts so he may save on stamina, much like he did with his sword before. But blocking a halberd with a buckler was easier said than done. Alistair dodged and weaved, waiting for one of its powerful overhead swings.

Alistair didn’t have to wait long as he baited it into an overhead swing by pretending to overextend. He raised his left arm and stretched out his right. As the impact struck his buckler at full force, he channeled the impact, and the energy was immediately transferred to his right hand, but not through his body this time. It was caught in the force bubble faster than the eye could see, and Alistair unleashed the blast point-blank into the golem's helm, smashing it. Multiple chimes went off as the golem fell to its knees and collapsed.

Alistair did a quick sidestep to avoid having it fall on him. "Olé!" Alistair said as a clattering sound echoed through the ruins and, at the same time, the archway to his right took on an opaque sheen as a layer covered the passage. Curious as to what that could be, he checked his notifications.
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Notifications:

[Ancient Guardian Golem - Level 10 has been slain]

The skill [Kinetic Control] has undergone a linear upgrade.

[Level 7 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available. Skill selection available]

Hidden Dungeon has been unlocked 
[Level Requirement 8 – 12]
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Skills:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Kinetic Control

Description: Increases control and understanding of Kinetic energies by a moderate degree. Improves the user's ability to distribute energy within and outside their body for a short time. Improves the channeling of Kinetic Energy through items and skills by a high degree. Reduces damage caused to the user's body when storing and transferring energy through the body by a medium degree.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Kinetic Blast

Description: Tapping into multiple concepts, this powerful ranged attack can supercharge the user's [SP] or utilize a recently absorbed impact and convert it into Kinetic Energy. It compacts and primes the energy within a sphere of force formed from [MP] and accelerates the blast using [MP]. The result is a shot with adjustable speed at extended ranges with minimal energy loss. The energy conversion efficiency is significantly increased and may be further improved when supported by appropriate equipment.

-

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Explosive Stab

Description: The user taps into the concept of explosion to charge their weapon with volatile energies using [MP] and [SP]. The energy is violently released once the Weapon enters the opponent's body. The charge can be held for a short time, and the energy conversion efficiency is high.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Combat Assessment

Description: Enhances the user's assessment of the opponent, providing small insights into the comparative strength of the opponent and potential attacks likely to be employed by them.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Survivalist

Description: Enhances the user's proficiency in gathering materials slightly and marginally improves the quality. Additionally, it boosts improvised camouflage and tracking skills to a modest extent.
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This was quite the windfall—his first Epic skill! Alistair put his free stat point into senses, anticipating a hidden menace. After storing the whole golem and its halberd in his storage, he sat down on a pile of bricks. His first assessment was that the Kinetic Blast was a no-brainer. He had to pick it up at some point. It did what the gloves did, just better, and the gloves further aided the skill.

He could see himself using this skill for a very long time. He could even specialize in it. Alistair imagined he could make the blasts homing or summon multiple around him at once, bombarding his opponents. He wanted to work on and upgrade his skills almost immediately. The fact that the skill wasn’t tied to an item greatly appealed to him.

He strongly preferred not to rely on auxiliary items or rent things instead of owning them, a business practice he hated with a passion. Also, he might struggle if the gloves were damaged or unavailable. While he could theoretically cast it manually, it would take up more focus and attention than he could justify at the moment.

He was sure the Explosive Stab skill came from his mishap where he lost control over his energies. He doubted he would ever pick this skill. It was powerful, but he could do it himself, and the skill was quite messy. He might even blind himself with blood or something like that. "Yeah, hard pass on that," he said, ruling it out for good.

Combat Assessment struck him as a bit boring. The same rang true for Survivalist. He could see Survivalist upgrading into something worthwhile. Still, for now, it was outclassed by many of the other choices available to him.

The Akashic Report would also not be terrible right now. Alistair wished he could access his reports more safely to transcribe his newest insights because he thought Sebastian said something about kinetics and related concepts, but he wasn’t sure what the avatar had told him anymore. Regardless, Alistair was convinced that force, acceleration and explosion were closely associated concepts. He felt no resistance or difficulty while using them when compared to concepts like water.

After running through his decision-making process, he landed on Kinetic Blast. He wanted to shore up any weaknesses and bad matchups he had, but none of his available skills would do that. So, he would settle on improving one of the strongest, if not the strongest, attacks in his arsenal.

"Yeah, no fucking way I'm renting my strongest power," he said aloud.

He needed to look into creating a magic shield like the golem did. He strongly suspected many magic attacks of certain concepts could circumvent most of the protection his Kinetic Catcher skill provided. A fireball's explosion would still burn him, even if he absorbed the impact. An attack using electricity might be even worse. Thinking about it, electricity was also moving energy, so he may be able to disperse it.

It is all magic now, so science might not apply, he sighed. Gotta get myself electrocuted to figure that one out. He wasn’t looking forward to that.

Alistair finalized his choice and picked Kinetic Blast. Feeling power and control rushing through his body, he smiled to himself. Killing those khids was definitely worth it, he thought, chuckling at the phrasing of it.

Alistair's glance wandered as he spotted a tiny creature hopping into his sight line. A little green frog sat on a rock, looking at him. "Ribbit," it croaked.

Cute, Alistair thought, observing the frog. He spotted the occasional animals like birds, rats, and weasels in the forest or at least something resembling them. Still, he never really thought much of it. It cleaned its eyes with its hands as Alistair contemplated.

Are these animals also considered beasts or are they just there for weaker monsters to grow and feed themselves? he mused before turning his gaze back to the dungeon entrance and considering his approach.

I should probably enter it at level 8. It should not vanish by itself. I doubt the trial world would give me a dungeon I can't do yet just to take it away, Alistair thought as he stood up, touching the veil, but nothing happened. It was solid to the touch. Guess I should grind another level. It's still early midday. I might get it done.

He stepped away from the gate and walked toward the exit.

"Ribbit."

CRASH!

Something catapulted itself into Alistair's flank. Part of the impact was absorbed through the floor under his feet until he was flung away. The momentum didn’t stop as he was used to. He crashed through the wall, shooting the kinetic energy of the impact to the tiny thing in his flank, which was still pushing into him. As he did, he felt the thing distancing itself. He rolled over the forest floor before catching himself, holding his bruised side.

What the fuck?! he thought as he gave a hectic look back and just saw the tiny frog sitting there next to the ruins in front of the fresh Alistair-sized hole in the structure.

"Ribbit."

Before further questioning it, he glanced at the thing with Identify, revealing it to be a [repulsive frog - lvl 15].

"You gotta be kidding me?" Alistair asked, slightly dumbfounded.

There was his scary stealth monster, but somehow not what he expected. Its level was much higher than any creature he had seen, yet it felt much less threatening than it should be. It wasn't attacking him right now. Is it smart enough not to, or just the opposite? Alistair wondered. Should I attack it or just leave?




Chapter 10
Unexpected Companions


Alistair was effectively having a Mexican stand-off with a frog, and frankly, he found it embarrassing.

"Starting to believe something is in charge of my trial, and whoever it is has a pretty twisted sense of humor," he said aloud, glancing at the sky and looking for a sign, but nothing came of it. "Of course not…" Alistair muttered.

He was still trying to determine if this was the case. It struck him as strange that he encountered more field boss variants than actual regular monsters. They almost seemed to seek him out, and this frog was just the latest twisted joke in a long line ever since he came here. He hoped it was all a coincidence. If not, it wasn't all bad so far. Nothing thrown at me has managed to kill me, he concluded.

He was rewarded handsomely for surviving the ordeals. So, if something was in charge of him, at least it wasn't a cheapskate. But on second thought, that didn’t feel quite right, either, based on what the system avatar had told him. Earning records leads to titles, so it’s not like the entity is generous. It’s more that the system rewards me for surviving whatever the nebulous figure is putting me through.

A worrying prospect, it would take the future of many. It was…cruel. Then again, when has life ever been fair? He would succeed just to spite it at this point. Refocusing on the frog, he had a hard time imagining it was an accident. The creature was something he would disregard as a threat despite his increased alert state, especially how it could partly bypass his Kinetic Catcher skill by repelling him and causing him to lose the ability to channel impacts into the floor.

Now that he knew what he was dealing with, Alistair was determined to defeat that frog. He knew it was going to be a pain in the ass, but killing a field boss twice his level was bound to be worth his time. Alistair decided he would be best off fighting without his blade as hitting such a small target with his blade would be far too challenging.

"Ribbit."

Alistair got into a slightly crouched stance, activating his Enhanced Combat Reflexes skill, as he held his hands close to his chest, pointing his palms toward the frog. And as soon as he channeled his mana, the frog burst at him with incredible speed. Alistair tried to intercept it with his hands, but it slipped under his hands and into his lower torso. Alistair managed to redirect most of the impact into the floor until he was launched across the field and lost contact with the ground again.

Slight cracks formed on his ribs, holding on to his charge, and just as he was about to grab the thing with both his hands, it boosted off him, accelerating his flight into a nearby tree. Just before he hit the tree, Alistair released his shot at the frog, which was midair, slamming it as he added the impact of its boost to the blast.

To his shock, the explosion didn’t come, and his blast spun against the frog as if pressing against a magic field enveloping the frog. The blast was repulsed into the ground nearby, causing a giant crater from the explosion. He shot another blast loaded with the impact of the tree at the frog, which yet again ended in a power struggle before being deflected as well. Standing up, he eyed the creature as it landed. Alistair had to take it out now. He wasn’t confident he could find that tiny creature again if he left.

Should I lie down? Alistair thought it would give the creature a more challenging time but would slow his reaction if it had something else up its sleeve.

The damn thing is too fast; even with my Enhanced Combat Reflexes buff, I can't dodge. Should I try to accelerate myself? Alistair's thought process switched through many possible approaches.

Alistair could tell that the frog was losing energy faster than him but also had more of it, but he would rather not delay the fight for too long and attract more company. Alistair frowned as he tried to think of an appropriate approach and decided speed was the name of the game.

He had practiced self-acceleration with mixed results the last few days but felt confident he could at least improve the current situation. He prepared to accelerate himself, and as soon as he started, the frog pounced on him, but this time, Alistair managed to push himself out of the way as he began to rapidly fire at the frog before it could adequately land back on the ground. Most of the blasts found their mark.

The frog seemed to be appropriately agitated by now as it let out a constant vibrating sound. Sure hope that's not an ability and it is just pissed…he thought before preparing to catch the frog like a baseball catcher. It mindlessly flung itself at him again, as he trapped the creature within a sphere of force between his hands. He filled the sphere with violent energy as it struggled, hoping to end the battle quickly. It was a struggle of power as the frog tried to reflect the energies outwards while Alistair forced them inwards.

The buildup was highly concerning as it felt like he was forming a mini-nuke, and Alistair cursed. What the hell do I do? If this thing blows up, I won't have any floor to transfer this to! Slightly panicking, Alistair did the only thing he could think of, shooting the damn frog at the giant tree in the distance, hoping it would die in the explosion.

Alistair accelerated the blast as much as he could before it could blow up in his face as he took the shot. He saw the bolt whistling into the distance with the frog still trapped within.

BOOM!

As soon as it hit the tree, many chimes went off. The almost fifty-meter-tall tree and any other tree within roughly twenty meters were damaged and uprooted, forming a small crater. Alistair had barely managed to jump behind a tree to take cover as the blast wave reached him, chimes still going off occasionally.
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Notifications:

[Field-Boss Repulsive Frog - Level 15 has been slain]

Title Not So Hidden Slayer [Legendary] has been obtained.

[Bonguru Level 7 has been slain]

[Bonguru Level 8 has been slain]

[Level 8 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

[Bonguru Level 6 has been slain]

Title Devestator [Epic] has been obtained.

14x[Critter has been slain]
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Titles:

Tier: [Legendary]

Name: Not So Hidden Slayer

Effect:

Grants a 10% bonus to [Senses] and improves natural instinct.

Origin: Acquired by single-handedly defeating an elusive field boss twice your level.

-

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Devestator

Effect:

Enhances [Power] by a factor of 1.2 for area-of-effect attacks.

Origin: Earned by obliterating multiple higher-level creatures in explosive fashion.
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Alistair stared at the screen dumbfounded. "This doesn’t feel deserved. Also, what the hell is a Bonguru?" Frustrated, Alistair made his way to the site.

Alistair doubted there was anything salvageable from the monsters and was proven correct as there wasn’t much to be seen around the crater and broken trees. He then waited until his pools had recovered enough to enter the dungeon. The frog had been his most dissatisfying fight since coming to this place.

He hoped the dungeon would provide a more satisfying challenge. Perhaps he had hyped up the creature and its possible threat in his mind. Alistair noted how only the control and mental field bosses seemed to be left. Would he get a new title after getting all the stat-related slaying titles? Absentmindedly, he put his free stat point into mind. A few hours later, he felt ready as he approached the veil and touched it.
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[Do you wish to participate in the Dungeon Challenge?]
[Dungeon Difficulty level 8 to 13]

[Yes] / [No]
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Confirming the prompt, Alistair was teleported into a small room surrounded by benches and tables. To his shock, some people were already sitting around the table in the center of the room. The first individual who spotted him looked clearly like a male elf. He had blond hair tied back in a ponytail, revealing his horizontal ears. Over his right eye was a large bronze monocle with a cog-like aesthetic, and he was wearing a dark green trench coat and kilt. As the elf turned toward him, he could make out two magic pistols on his hips.

"Great, another inferior." The elf sneered, spitting on the floor, which got an exasperated sigh out of the woman beside him.

Alistair clearly recognized the woman as a succubus.

"Elves and succubi are real?" Alistair asked in surprise.

Alistair approached the table and noticed the succubus's surprised expression.

"So, you come from a world without?" she asked in a curious tone.

Looking her over, Alistair saw a slim figure with a somewhat small stature. Her ashen skin was paired with long black hair from which small black horns protruded. She looked somewhat sickly and tired, as if she had a bad cold. She wore what Alistair could best describe as a battle corset and tight leather pants, with a black tail wrapped around her waist. Her eyes, with red irises and cat-like pupils, met his gaze with curiosity. She smiled as he looked her over, and he realized his mistake.

"Apologies, I didn't mean to stare. Where I'm from, your race is nothing but a myth. I didn't expect to meet anyone like you. My name is Alistair," he said, embarrassed, eliciting a small groan from the elf as he distanced himself.

"I am Riseth. Fortune to you," she replied excitedly. "You're a human, aren't you? We have legends about your kind as well." She offered him the chair next to her with a welcoming gesture.

Alistair hesitated. "I am not sure how to say this, but succubi have a bit of a negative reputation where I'm from," Alistair said hesitantly.

"Oh," she replied with a deflated tone.

"In our myths, humans are great at fucking and can even increase one's power and lifespan by doing so," she explained with reverence in her voice.

Alistair felt slightly out of his depth but decided to play along for now. He could ask more critical questions later.

"Yeah, it's pretty similar, but in our version, you succubi are demons of lust, and in many accounts, they kill humans by robbing them of their life span during sex," Alistair told her.

"Sounds like a fair deal to me," she replied with a toothy grin showing tiny vampire-like fangs.

"I—" Alistair got out before he was interrupted by her bursting out in laughter.

"Man, you are fucking easy, yeah, no. We don't kill people by fucking. We do it for sustenance and the joy of it," she said, wiping a tear out of her eye.

"Wait, if you do it for sustenance, does that mean you have others in your trial?" Alistair inquired, hoping to steer the topic in a different direction.

"Great segue about that. I was hoping you could help a gal out," Riseth said with a flirtatious tone.

"Yeah, no, I'm not falling for that again," Alistair said, giving her a disapproving look.

"Oh, no, I'm dead serious. I don't have the means to sate myself out here, and I continue to weaken and might starve if I don't find a partner or reasonable alternative soon, and my options are rather limited," she said with a pained expression.

"As if I would mingle with lessers. The notion disgusts me," the elf said from his corner.

"I…am not unpacking that," Alistair said while facepalming.

"I understand, but please at least consider it. Just think of it as a fling from a party," Riseth requested before adding, "Your culture does have those, I hope?"

"Can we just exchange information first? I want to ask about a hundred other things. What is your name, by the way?" he asked the elf.

"You may call me Lord Adamar Virion Sylfaren Ialar of Thallan. I expect you to address me as such round ear," the elf said with gravitas.

"All right, Adam, what is your trial like? What kind of challenges did you face?" Alistair questioned as the succubus shook her head and let out a chuckle.

"It is Lord Adamar Virion Sylfaren Ialar of Thallan, not Adam, you primitive!" the elf spat.

Finding himself between a rock and a hard place, Alistair turned back to Riseth.

"You were right. Adam is not very cooperative. What's the deal with this dungeon?" As soon as Alistair asked, a display hovered in front of him.
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[3/5] To start dungeon dive
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"Ah," Alistair exclaimed over the cussing of the elf.

"I thought the system integrated a whole universe. Why does it take so long to find people?" Alistair wondered out loud.

"Maybe nobody survived to our levels yet?" Riseth offered.

"God, I hope not. Maybe it is because it has to do with it being a hidden dungeon? Though it wasn’t very well hidden from my end. How about your trial? What's it like?" Alistair asked Riseth as he sat next to her.

She cupped her chin, thinking before answering.

"How about this? I'll tell you mine if you show me yours?"

"So, demons do wordplay and fake promises just like the legends," Alistair stated while rubbing his nose bridge. This would be exhausting if he got nobody sensible to delve with.




Chapter 11
Meet and Greet


Looking him over, Riseth wore an apologetic expression. "All right, sorry. I am under a lot of pressure and feel like shit. My trial world is a bunch of badlands with canyons and, other than monsters, I am all by myself."

"As for why it takes so long, it might try to find species with shared biological needs. There could be species that don't breathe oxygen or would otherwise be incompatible with us," Riseth suggested.

For his part, Alistair mulled it over and agreed with her suggestion before giving her an understanding smile. He had experience dealing with people feeling withdrawal, and he could tell she was struggling.

"Don't worry about it. We will figure something out. Let's compare notes," he said reassuringly before hurriedly adding, "First, don't overshare your understanding of magic. It can harm others' records."

"Oh, yeah, that avatar said the same thing," Riseth recalled.

"What kind of challenges did you encounter? The moment I entered the trial world, I had field bosses attack me, and I obtained titles for killing them. Is this the same for you?" Alistair asked, desperate to know if others faced the same.

"What? No? But that sounds great. Are those titles any good?" Riseth asked, much more engaged than before. Even the elf in the corner seemed to listen to their conversation.

"Quite good but incredibly dangerous. I almost died twice and had to improvise for the third before it blew up in my face,” Alistair said, immensely relieved that those things were not the norm.

"Sounds rough. It would be a shame to die so young. I have mostly been exploring from a sanctuary. I found a combat trial where I had to kill humanoid amphibians."

"Sanctuary? What are you referring to?" Adamar curiously asked across the room.

"You are welcome to participate in the conversation, Adamar, but don't expect us to treat you respectfully if you don't extend the same courtesy," Alistair told him with a severe tone.

Adamar looked hesitant and unsure of how to respond before toning his aggression down a bit. "Fine," he managed. Exchanging looks with Riseth, Alistair saw her raise an eyebrow in surprise.

"A sanctuary is a hidden location where you can rest in safety. I found a chest in mine. Also, I am not that young. I changed my age from thirty-one almost a decade back when the avatar offered me the choice."

"That's still pretty young. I am about the same age, if I understand you right. Also, can humans not shapeshift?" Riseth inquired curiously.

"No, can you?" Alistair retorted.

"Sure," she said before becoming a teenage version of herself.

"I can change many details of my body. It's a common ability among many demonoid species," she said as she started to play with her hair. She turned back to her former self, but her hair changed color to red, highlighting her ashen skin even more.

"I suspected something like that, but it's nice to have it confirmed," Alistair said. Behind him, a small portal opened, spitting out the newest member.

Another elf, this time female, entered the room. She wore lace-up pants and combat boots with a black tank top. On her hip, she had what looked like a tribal tattoo. Her hair was black and straight. She had what looked like plated gauntlets, and her horizontal ears were even longer than Adamar's. She scanned the room, and Alistair waved her over. He noted how Adamar instantly stiffened and straightened when he spotted her.

"Hey there, come take a seat we—"

"Finally, a worthy conversation partner," Alistair was interrupted by Adamar, who almost yelled over him. Alistair and Riseth exchanged looks, shaking their heads.

"I feared I would be stuck with worthless lessers. My name is Lord Adamar Virion Sylfaren Ialar of Thallan. What may this noble lady's name be?" Adamar asked as he strode toward the newcomer, sneering as he looked at Alistair and Riseth before finishing the display with a deep bow.

A bit perplexed, the newcomer looked them all over before settling her gaze on Adamar. "I am Esta. If you excuse me, I have been offered a seat," she said curtly, giving Adamar a disapproving glance before walking past him to join Alistair and Riseth at the table.

"And here I was worried most elves were gonna have such a pleasant personality," Riseth said in a voice dripping with sarcasm.

"Yeah, fuck no. The guy gives me the creeps," Esta added, causing Adamar to look at her in shock.

"I am Riseth, this is Alistair. We were just talking about our experiences in our trials. Care to join us?" Riseth asked, flashing her teeth.

"There's no need for my lady to lower herself to join these short-ear savages," Adamar interjected before being interrupted by Esta.

"Don't my lady me. What does their ear size matter? You don't get to tell me what to do," she said, giving the elf a hostile look that made him retreat to his corner of the room with a befuddled expression.

"So, what are you guys? You look somewhat elven, but I expected aliens to look more…alien?" she said with a curious voice as another gate opened again.

Stepping through as if on cue, a much more alien creature entered the room. It had feminine features and was over two meters tall. It had muscular digitigrade legs, the body a dark blue and green shade with occasional colored spots and stripes. It stood upright. It had two sets of arms, one much more elongated and the other much more diminutive.

Its head rocked four horn-like ears, one pair on each side, with the horns connected by a membrane reminding him of a specific dinosaur. It had a pair of stark teal faceted eyes socketed in the angular head that was humanoid with short white and black tufts of hair on the back. But the most striking feature was a tail-like appendage exiting the top of its head, almost half the length of its body, with a thick stem ending in a sharp tip.

Alistair wondered how they balanced such a weight on their head. They could probably use it as a whip, and perhaps they did? The being wore a mix of synthetic and leather armor, long synthetic gloves, and inset gems on its elongated arms.

"Yeah, more something like that," Esta said with a starstruck voice.

"This is a good moment to bring it up. Do you guys believe something is in control of the trial? I had multiple encounters that seemed too strange to be random." Alistair hurriedly listed a few as a new screen informed him the delve would be starting in one hour and some minutes.

"I can't say I have," the alien creature said in a melodic voice.

"I'm sorry that was rude of me. I am Alistair. Come join us. We have about an hour, from the looks of it,” he said, a bit embarrassed to talk about its arrival.

"I am Es'ell. Are all of you of the same species?" Es'ell asked as she approached the table and sat down, creating an invisible structure to sit on. Alistair felt the energy, which felt as alien as she looked, not like regular mana or his stamina.

"We are not. I am Riseth, a succubi of the demonoid races,” she said but with a worried undertone, glancing at Alistair.

"I am a human. On my planet, we have many stories we thought were just made-up fantasies about a lot of species, so I have a somewhat broad view of many races, I suspect, but I can't say that I recognize yours," Alistair said as politely as he could, looking at the newcomer.

"Take my advice: do not rely on fantasies and limited data. I am a Qhut'al from planet Gacethea," Es'ell said in her melodic voice, looking at the two elves. Alistair appreciated the input. She—it?—was right. He shouldn’t make presumptions with such limited information.

"I am Esta, an elf, and I think the guy back there is one, too, but I don't think he is from my world, Uelara," she said with slight disgust lingering in her voice, as Adamar looked at them with a mix of confusion and hostility.

"That is a good point. Sir Adamar. What planet are you from so I may not accidentally fucking go there in the future," Riseth asked in a bittersweet tone.

"The likes of you would not be granted entry on Eldorion Prime, regardless," he huffed.

God, even the planet sounds pretentious, Alistair thought.

"So, your race is a starfaring one. What about you? Demons and humans?" Es'ell said, the melodic voice unchanged. They apparently didn’t show their emotions through their voice, Alistair thought.

"Starfaring?" asked Adamar and Riseth in concert.

"It means to travel to other planets and systems, usually with a ship or gate. My world Earth doesn’t have the capabilities. We can only travel to our orbiting moon. We have been in the process of reaching another planet in our system. Still, we made up stories about traveling among the stars and how to go about it,” Alistair explained.

"A nascent civilization of storytellers, how fascinating," Es'ell said as Alistair felt something touch his soul. He recognized it to be Identify, but he had utterly forgotten it in the excitement of meeting other individuals.

"I felt that," Alistair said in surprise.

"I apologize. Is this considered rude?" Es'ell asked.

"No, I don't mind. I didn’t expect to feel it because none of the monsters reacted so far. It's a worthwhile consideration in the future if I don't want to give my presence away, but while on topic, are you considered a female of your race?" Alistair asked with a bit of awkwardness, noticing relief settle among those around him. They were presumably glad not to be the ones having to ask.

"Yes, you may view me as such. I did ask the avatar during the initiation. Only races with true sapience feel it. Did you not take the opportunity to ask?" Es'ell asked.

They continued exchanging information during the wait time and gained a lot from the exchange.

Alistair learned that Esta was from a civilization with only elves. They had cultural values similar to Earth, although more united, traveled among their local systems, and had yet to find others among the stars.

They put a lot of value on equality and individualism. Their government was an intricate net of representatives ensuring personal freedom wasn’t impacted by their policies as they pursued balance in all things, which Alistair suspected would fall apart with the initiation of the system of the Akashic Records. She had a level of 10.

The demons from Riseth's world, Neshan, had a more corporate structure with a very loose social hierarchy and importance placed on one's reputation. They were very modern, but they put little value in traveling the stars. Her home planet was much warmer, with vast jungles, deserts, mountains, and canyons, and was overall much less diverse than Earth.

It wasn’t that hospitable, which is why they mostly lived underground and within mountains. The question about fire and brimstone only confused her. There were apparently myriad sub-races within the demon species, and she had a level of 11.

Es'sell's race, the qhut'al, initially came from a rocky mountainous planet with little vegetation and fauna. They mostly built platforms and plateaus around mountains, but they spread out to a handful of other planets. Es'ell mostly lived in space within space stations and ships and didn’t have much to say about her home planet.

According to her, they had little interest in expansion. They had encountered a handful of different races, some of which Alistair would call sci-fi tropes like all-consuming hiveminds, space nomads, warring species, and slaver races. He noted them all down as he shared the method of using the soul space to store knowledge, which was appreciated among those present, Es'ell in particular, who praised him for his ingenuity. She had a level of 13, which she chose to grind before entering.

Adamar joined the sharing circle, and while not revealing his true feelings, he approached it like a politician. His world was what Alistair considered about a century behind Earth and had a mixture of elven sub-races and humans. Humans and mixtures of them and elves were considered lesser and filled a semi-slave caste. They had a rigid caste system where much importance was given to one’s length of ears, with high elves having the longest. It made up their leaders and royalty. They had two significant empires vying for control over the world of Eldorion Prime. His level was 8 like Alistair's.

On the topic of trial worlds, he figured out that they all were quite similar. The environment was different, but the same challenges could be found.

He learned that his encounters with the field bosses were not the norm, but Es'ell had encountered something similar and fled. She mentioned that the creatures always seem to stay ahead in level when she crossed paths with them again until she killed it.

She didn’t wish to exchange the specifics of the title rewards but communicated it was indeed a slayer title. He also learned there were timed combat challenges, hunting challenges, and crafting challenges besides the ones he knew of.

The different trials put things into perspective. Alistair was no longer convinced a figure in the sky was controlling his environment. It seemed like a string of bad luck and him rushing into things. Another thing was that, the farther you went from your starting location, the more powerful the monsters became.

His insight on the eldritch creature and mind attacks earned him a lot of respect and gratefulness because knowing was more than half the battle in that scenario, and living another day was worth more than the lost records of learning about the existence of mind attacks.

Mid-conversation, a gate opened on the wall, followed by Information about the dungeon. Alistair turned to check his window.




Chapter 12
Into the Dungeon
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Group Dungeon

Type: [Assault] [Artifical]

Scenario:

This dungeon was artificially created by the Mornarn Kingdom to prepare their elite recruits to fight their enemy, the Navih, an insectoid Swarm collective comprised of multiple insectoid species threatening their realm. The dungeon is based on the lost fortress-city of Magral. You find the city overrun by the swarm collective and must defeat the hostile occupants and kill their leaders to succeed the dungeon.

Duration to Complete: [10] Days.

Victory Condition: The Dungeon will be split into three stages, with rewards handed out at the end of each stage and a final reward handed out based on [Group Rating] at the end of the Dungeon.

Rating: To increase the rating, complete objectives and challenges. Rating will happen as a group; no individual scores are possible. Losing a member comes at a heavy penalty; retreat is always possible, but you will abandon all potential rewards. You can not force others to leave. They must do so of their own volition, and the group rating is not penalized by members leaving.
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Objectives:

Kill the occupants of the first stage: [0%]

Kill the leaders of the first stage: [0/?]
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After reading, Alistair noticed that Es'ell was looking at the rest of the group expectantly. As soon as the last person was done reading, she spoke.

"We should aim for excellence in this dungeon. Our lives may depend on the gains we make in this dungeon. We should assign roles and share at least part of our capabilities. To achieve this, I nominate myself as the leader. My combat style revolves around levitating weapons, which only takes a little of my focus, so I can coordinate the group without issue. I also possess the highest level among us," she said, her melodic voice ringing out.

A bit taken aback, Alistair considered her proposal, which was rational. He wasn't much interested in taking the lead, but he could have if necessary.

He wasn’t excited about sharing his powers, but it was also probably necessary. Alistair heard Adamar scoff and stand up to protest. Still, the looks of everyone else in the room made him reconsider as he sat back down, deflated.

"This is a good idea, and I don't want to lead. I punch things with magic and can take a hit," Esta said confidently.

"I agree as well. I can take a serious beating as long as it is physical in nature. I can also blast opponents from range with my magic. The bracers I have allow me to heal, but they are not very efficient," Alistair said, raising his hand.

Slightly confused by Alistair's gesture, Riseth said, "I've got the healing covered, I got a strong healing ability, I can fly with my wings, and I use a long chain reinforced with magic to attack my opponents." Riseth smiled at the group.

"I can shoot opponents at a range, I am also competent at crafting, and I have some explosives available," Adamar said, garnering surprised looks from Alistair and Riseth as he fell in line with the group.

"All right, I will coordinate. Sir Adamar and Riseth shall stay close to me. Alistair and Esta are to engage enemies on the front. If opponents attack from multiple fronts, Alistair will cover our rear. This shall suffice as a baseline for combat engagement," Es'ell said, waiting to see if there were any complaints before leading the way to the gate.

Stepping through the gate with Esta, Alistair found himself in a small storage house. Sneaking ahead, he listened for any sound. The rest of the group entered soon after, and the gate remained open for anyone who wished to leave. A sickly sweet smell hung in the air, but no other sound could be heard.

The structure had no windows and just a big wooden gate and a side door to the wall next to it.

Approaching the door, Alistair peeked outside. The streets were empty, so he decided to leave.

Looking around, he first noticed a stone roof and cavernous walls illuminated by fires and large glowing fungi, and the occasional smoke plumes rising from the building, which could be spotted in the distance. From what he could tell, they were underground.

Riseth sprouted a set of wings before taking to the air, landing on a roof nearby before flying higher into the sky and checking the dungeon's layout.

Landing next to the group, she gave a quick report.

"All right, I spotted quite a bit of movement among the buildings. Many are in ruins. There are insectoid creatures all over the place, ranging from level 6 to 10. There seems to be a gatehouse straight ahead. If I were a betting girl, I'd suspect we would find the entrance to the next stage there," she announced.

"Sounds easy enough. Did you spot any other points of interest? I am pretty sure there will be more hidden objectives that can be unlocked,” Alistair said while looking at the group.

"I saw a few more prominent structures spread out among the city. There is a tower-like structure that way and a large bunker-like structure built into the cavernous walls that way." She pointed the respective directions.

"We should at least investigate those locations. Killing occupants will just add to our first objective. Is anyone opposed?" Es'ell's melodic voice rang out.

Nobody seemed opposed to the idea, so they headed for the bunker first. They were undisturbed by the enemy. So, they got to talking.

"This totally looks like a dwarf fortress," Alistair said offhandedly while inspecting the buildings in the distance.

"What is a dwarf?" Riseth asked before the rest could do the same, as they all looked at Alistair.

"Oh, it's another famous fantasy race we came up with, a race that looks like humans but much smaller and usually bearded. They are typically portrayed to live underground and are great craftsmen," Alistair stated.

"Interesting. If this turns out to be a dwarf fortress, your knowledge may become very valuable," Es'ell said but was interrupted by clicking sounds rapidly approaching.

Three daggers circled the group as a glaive appeared in Es'ell's hand. "Get in position," she said.

As soon as she did, multiple horse-sized plated arachnids bounded around the corner, making horrible clicking noises with their mandibles. Using his Identify skill on them, he revealed them to be navih drones. They had four curved mandibles with pale skin under dark shimmering chitinous plates and two scythe-like limbs in the front, which they used to stab and slash at the group. They had many faceted eyes and many small spikes covering their body.

Alistair ducked under one of the swings and unleashed a Body Splitter Slash, removing the offending limb and eliciting a screech from the drone. Some daggers struck the side of the creature before Alistair stabbed the exposed underbelly from the recoiling beast, pushing his blade down the length of the creature's body. The guts spilled out as the chime went off.

To his right, Esta seemed to have covered her fists in flames as she bobbed and weaved under the attacks. A long chain with an obsidian-like crystal at its tip smashed into the creature's head and unleashed a small explosion, giving Esta an opening to punch the beast in the mandibles. As she did so, the flames on her fist shot out and washed over the beast. A few bullets from Adamar struck it shortly after as the drone collapsed.

More drones came from the front and the back. Alistair swung back to the rear, blasting one of the drones, severely injuring it as it skidded forward toward the group. Still, before it could get back up, Es'ell sliced into the head with her glaive, killing it instantly.

As Alistair reached the center of their formation, another drone jumped off a nearby building, slamming into Riseth, who floated above the group while attacking the drones with her chain. With a yelp, she crashed to the ground with the drone on top of her, but before it could stab her, Alistair body-blocked the scythes, absorbing the blows with his back and right arm.

He then channeled the absorbed energy into a blast from his left hand, forcing the drone to recoil. Seizing the moment, Alistair swung his sword, executing a Body Splitter Slash that horizontally split the drone's face, killing it instantly.

"Thank you! Thank you! I'm sorry. I'll heal you right away!" Riseth scrambled.

"I'm fine. Keep going and watch out for future ones coming from above," Alistair yelled as he engaged more drones coming up on their rear.

As that exchange happened, Adamar pelted all the offending drones as if he had unlimited mana. At the same time, Es'ell's blade swirled and cut into drones, creating openings. She occasionally gave out directions and commands.

At the front, Esta seemed to have her whole body covered in flames and electricity, which lashed out whenever she made contact with the enemy.

Riseth's chain flew out toward Esta and stopped just short as energy was transferred to Esta, which was strengthened as her wounds stitched themselves back up again. The fight dragged on a bit longer until the drone bodies littered the street. During the short lull in combat, they hurried into an abandoned building, where they recovered while the drones passed their building toward the site they just left.

Alistair rummaged through the building but couldn’t find anything of value. While Riseth was busy healing the rest of the group with a tired expression, turning his attention away, Alistair checked the progress of their objective.
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Objectives:

Kill the occupants of the first stage: [8%]

Kill the leaders of the first stage: [0/?]
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"As long as we stick to guerilla warfare strategies, we should be able to handle these," Alistair said, looking out the window. This garnered confused looks from three of them.

"There is a word you used that was translated strangely. Your terms and explanation lasted much longer than the movements of your mouth," Es'ell said in her melodic voice, but he felt curiosity underlining her words. The only one who apparently had a word for guerilla warfare other than him was Adamar, which caused a small discussion within the group.

Alistair wondered when he would encounter this phenomenon himself. As he inspected his shortsword, he noted it had a few tiny nicks and scratches, but the blade was as sharp as ever. Alistair would need to see if he could obtain a replacement at some point. As he was checking the blade, Esta approached him.

"I noticed you seem to be proficient in force magic like myself. I see you worry that your weapon is slowly degrading. Have you considered making a temporary weapon with magic?" As she asked that, she stretched her arms out and forced magic to cover her forearm, and it extended outward, forming a katar-like blade.

"It might be worthwhile to try and figure out how to do that with your level. You should get another skill eventually," she added.

"Thank you. I haven’t considered that. That's a great idea!" Alistair said with a smile as he immediately focused on forming a sword out of force, which was much more challenging to construct and maintain than expected.

"Be warned, since reaching level 10, I haven’t obtained a new skill," Es'ell said, overlooking their exchange.

"This is just a guess, but many things have followed some kind of video game logic. I suspect you will gain another skill at level 15. The system has spread the skill gains out similarly to what I expected,” Alistair responded.

They exchanged information and found that Alistair had by far received the most skill points among all of them, which put a bit of a dent in his skill point theory.

"Interesting. Your species has the same preference for steps of five when numbering something," Es'ell said, with what Alistair thought must be curiosity.

They spent another half hour exchanging ideas and banter. They headed back out toward the bunker, killing another small group of drones before reaching the giant structure.

"I wonder what lies within," Esta said, looking the structure over.

"We are about to find out," Alistair said with a smile.




Chapter 13
Rampant Automatons


Alistair and the rest of the group entered the large bunker-like structure.

Inside were multiple corridors and stairways, all of which connected to smaller empty rooms and, finally, one large room with a thick metal gate.

Entering the large room, Alistair could make out what he thought were consoles on the side and writing on the walls and floor. Es'ell, Esta, and Alistair approached the console.

"I suspect there should be some instructions somewhere on how to open that big gate over there,” Alistair mused.

"I concur unless the console's creators didn’t do it for security reasons, but considering this is a dungeon, there has to be a way, right?" Esta said as she picked up a metal tablet.

From the corner of his eyes, Alistair noticed Riseth walking to the side of the thick metal gate and approaching something on the wall. As he turned to see what it was, he yelled out just a moment too late.

"No! don't push the—" he yelled as Riseth pushed a big red button next to the door. Mechanical parts whirred and moved as the gate shook a little before slowly opening.

"What? It's fine, the gates opening, and it seemed a rather obvious way to open the door,” Riseth said as the gate opened to the side and a notification went off.
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New Objectives:

Defeat the rampaging [Storage Guardian Golem]: [0/1]

Defeat the rampaging [Clockwork Sentry]: [0/10]
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A loud but short-lived bleat from a horn rang out as the corridors leading into the room sealed them inside.

"—big red button.,” Alistair finished his sentence, facepalming.

"I'm sorry…" she said, embarrassed, her ashen skin reddening.

"It's okay. This is probably faster anyway," he said before seeing a four-meter-tall metal monstrosity exiting the gate.

"Oh…fuck," he exclaimed as he immediately started running at it.

"I'll take the big one. Keep the little ones off me!" Alistair shouted. He knew he was a terrible match-up for the golem, who lashed out at Riseth with a giant ax arm. Riseth jumped and rolled off the ground as the ax buried deep into the rocky wall. She scrambled to get back into formation.

The giant monstrosity was made of a bronze-like material. It had a humanoid body shape, and its arms ended in weapons. Its right arm was an ax, and its left was a massive warhammer.

The sentries were similar in design and material, but they carried actual weapons, mostly spears, axes, and hammers.

Baiting the hammer blow out by moving into an ideal arc, he pelted the golem with smaller blasts to draw its attention as the rest of the group engaged the smaller sentries with ranged attacks.

Riseth screamed, "No, don't go there!" as the hammer came down on Alistair, who had a wicked smile on his face. He raised his shield arm over his head and stretched his right hand out to immediately release the blast back into the golem.

What happened next was a blur. Even prepared, the impact was too much, and he buckled under the sheer force of the blow. A large chunk of all his resource pools drained as he strained to contain the sheer amount of energy for a blast. Alistair felt a chain wrap around his chest and stomach as the bones in his arm shattered and his buckler dented out of shape.

As Alistair was yanked out from under the giant warhammer, he released a massive blast into the golem's chest.

The hammer cracked the ground as the blast connected and crumpled the golem's chest, flinging it back from where it came from.

Riseth caught Alistair as he screamed in pain from his shattered arm. He strained not to pass out from the pain.

"What were you thinking?! Don't you dare die on me!" Riseth yelled at him as she began healing his arm, which felt like all his splintered bones and torn muscles moved back into place. A rush of hot energy entered his veins as the searing pain threatened to overwhelm him. The fight was a blur, and as soon as he could think straight, he added the healing spell of his bracers to the mix.

Esta and Es'ell rushed to the front to stop the sentries from approaching Riseth and Alistair while Adamar threw out one of his explosives to disrupt a small group.

Chimes went off, and Alistair felt power flow through his body. He was sure he leveled up as more and more of the sentries fell.

Pushing himself up to see the fight, he noticed that the giant golem was still on the floor, flopping, trying to stand back up, but its mechanisms must have been severely damaged in the blast.

"Stay still while I fix you," Riseth said in a hushed whisper as she grabbed his right shoulder.

"I can provide some support from here. It's fine. I won't move much," he reassured her as he raised his arm.

"No, it's not fine. Stop acting tough. You almost got turned into paste!" she said, distraught.

Alistair was a bit taken aback. "I'm sorry. I overestimated myself and got tunnel-visioned and almost got myself killed. You saved my stupid ass… Thank you,” Alistair said, ashamed.

"Not the kind of tunnel-vision I want from you," she said as she lightly slapped his head.

Alistair chuckled but stopped as the act made the pain worse. During their walk toward the bunker, she mentioned that demons had a flair for playing with words and double-entendre jokes.

Riseth's features softened before sighing as she said, "Just paying back the favor. But don't fucking do something like that again," she said with a raised eyebrow. Alistair gave her an apologetic smile as he noticed that the pain in his arm had subsided substantially.

Alistair raised his right arm to blast the leg of a charging sentry, which fell over and was swiftly dispatched by Esta punching down on its torso with her electricity-covered fists. Adamar had his foot on a sentry, holding it down as he unloaded both of his magic pistols into its head. Es'ell stood guard and looked at him, and Alistair felt the disapproval. He pushed himself up as the last of the sentries were slain, only the golem still fidgeting on the ground.

Es'ell levitated some of the hammers the sentries had dropped and used them to bash the large golem until it stopped moving so nobody had to risk getting hit by a swing or wasting a lot of mana to finish it from range. While that was happening, she turned to Alistair, who scratched the back of his head.

"You need to learn the difference between bravery and recklessness. You would do well to properly gauge the opponent's strength before taking a big risk. You show a lot of promise, but it's a waste if you die," she reprimanded him.

He quietly nodded, shocked at his own poor judgment. Letting out a sigh, he checked his status and noticed that besides his level-up, he seemed to have earned a title.
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Titles:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Return To Sender

Effect:

Grants +10 to [Body] and [Control] statistics and enhances the efficiency of redirecting attacks by a small amount.

Origin: This title was earned by enduring massive amounts of damage, transferring it back to opponents much more powerful than yourself, devastating them on multiple occasions, and surviving the ordeal.
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Alistair was conflicted as he read what was on the screen, giving the group a mixed guilty and embarrassed look.

The system had rewarded him for this stupid stunt. He wondered if there was such a thing as records of recklessness that could affect him negatively.

"What's that look?" Esta asked with a raised eyebrow.

"I kinda got a title for my stunt," Alistair said, causing Riseth to throw her arms into the air and walk away.

"At least the Akashic Record seems to approve," Es'ell said as she turned away and started to collect all the weapons by having them float over to the group.

"Do any of you require one of these weapons? I have a use for them, but I only dare to lay claim on some of them,” she said.

Adamar spoke up, "I would like to claim one of the axes and a mace since I lack some close-quarter combat weapons."

"There is no shield or buckler in the mix?" Alistair asked hopefully as his buckler was bent and cracked. He stored the old buckler in his storage. The material seemed quite sturdy and had some sentimental value to Alistair. But before he could check, he was interrupted.

"Hey, Alistair, what is that new title of yours?" Esta asked out of curiosity.

After he explained it to her, Esta let out an impressed whistle, but most of them noticed the multiple occasions part. With his new gains, he put his free point into the Mental stat as his mana was falling behind. The title provided him with a massive boost for the time being. He wondered how fast individuals grew when they reach higher grades, as this already felt quite substantial.

Alistair took the time to store a few of the sentries in his storage. Who knew, once he returns to Earth, his brother or some artisan would love to analyze the golem and develop their own sentries based on the golem he got from the ruins and these sentries. Alistair would have taken the giant golem as well. But the thing was too big even for his storage.

"Sir Alistair." Adamar approached him, surprised Alistair turned to him. "Would you mind taking some more for me? I lack the storage magic and would very much like to examine the craftsmanship of these constructs," he said, and Alistair noticed how nervous the elf was and how hard he tried to be cordial.

"Sure thing," Alistair said as he stored a few more.

The group passed through the gate, where they found themselves in a storage area containing barrels of booze, ores, iron, and other metal bars. Completing the challenge opened a smaller secondary gate farther within. There were more metal bars, but those were of much different material. Alistair picked one of the two distinct metal types: a silvery-blue. It was incredibly light.

"I’m almost convinced this is mithril," Alistair said, examining the small pallet of bars. "Before you ask, mithril is a Legendary metal, incredibly light yet strong even without being an alloy. It’s typically used to make armor." He then focused on one of the bars and tried to Identify it. The result popped up: Mithril Bar.

"Ha!" Alistair exclaimed. "Now I’m almost certain dwarves inhabited this place."

"I’d love to have enough of this to make some armor," he added. "I suspect I’ll find a craftsman in the future who could create a splendid suit from it."

"This shouldn’t be an issue. There is enough of these materials for each of us. Do you know what the other metal is?" Es'ell asked.

Alistair picked up the metal. It was much heavier and jet black with a slight dark green sheen. He could feel the ambient magic being rejected by the metal.

"Hmm. Shot in the dark, it might be adamantine or orichalcum. Both of those are described as heavier metals. Their colors are described differently in every story, so it is hard to say. Adamantine is usually one of the hardest materials, and if fabricated into weapons, it can cut through stone like butter, orichalcum? I have no idea what it would do. This metal seems to reject magic, so maybe that?" Alistair mused aloud. Sadly, his Identify skill didn’t give him any info. It only said metal bar since he couldn’t Identify it with any certainty.

Storing a good chunk of the materials, he let Riseth and Es'ell, who both had their own storage, take the rest. Alistair took some of the barrels and regular metal bars in storage. Some of the party gave him a judging look, except Riseth, who seemed to approve of taking so many barrels of alcohol.

"Hey, a barrel is a barrel. I could use it to store other stuff later," he said as he emptied one of the barrels and stuck it into his storage. "Also, you never know when you could use flammable liquids," Alistair said somewhat defensively.

"He has got a point. Something to store liquids in would be handy," Esta said.

They took a break and made camp, taking naps in shifts. During this time, Es'ell figured out the console so they could leave the storage facility at any point. When they were done resting, they had nine and a half days left in the dungeon. After everyone had the chance to rest, Es'ell approached the console and opened one of the tighter corridors.

"The alarm that rang out may have alerted our enemies. Expect some resistance when we leave this place," Es'ell stated.




Chapter 14
Reception Committee


They walked out of the exit, and it quickly became apparent that Es'ell was right about opponents waiting outside.

A small horde of drones surrounded the entrance to the bunker. There were some different kinds of drones with much more prominent and elevated thoraxes.

In the middle of their formation was a 2.5-meter large insect with an incredibly thick thorax and a noticeable lack of legs. It had a somewhat snail-like lower body attached to an insectoid upper body and a squat cone-like head to round it all off.

"Ah, you finally deign to honor us with your presence. My drones were already becoming restless, and there were not many dwarves left to feed them," the large, slug-like creature said in a gurgly voice.

"Hah! called it!" Alistair said as soon as he heard the mention of dwarves.

"Excuse me?" the slug said.

"I wasn’t expecting we would be able to negotiate. What is your name?" Es'ell interjected in her melodic voice.

"No, you can't negotiate. You will be killed and eaten. Although you do not look that appetizing, I'm sure the drones don't mind. In the end, it does not matter," the slug said, letting out a gurgling laugh.

The group shifted uncomfortably, listening to the slug as they readied themself, exchanging silent glances. They knew it was about to go down.

"What's the point of talking, then, and why do you look like Jabba the Hutt screwed Jiminy Cricket?" Alistair questioned, taking his chance to taunt an opponent who could understand him.

Alistair once more regretted that he lacked the Akashic Report skill. Being able to visualize his joke to the opponent would have been hilarious to Alistair. There may be an elusive shit-talking skill out there.

"What?" the slug said, flabbergasted.

"It doesn’t matter," Alistair parroted as he unleashed a blast right into the face of the slug.

The moment he did, the rest of the group sprang into action beside him. Adamar threw multiple explosives into the crowd as Riseth swung her chain down in an arc, and it exploded in a small grouping of drones, blowing the closest ones to bits.

Es'ell unleashed a whole swarm of weapons into the enemy grouping, which hacked and smashed away at the drones. One of the maces clocked the slug in the mandibles. To their shock, the drones remained unmoving.

"The leader must be controlling the drones. Keep him discombobulated!" Es'ell said in an uncharacteristically droning voice.

Alistair didn’t need to be told twice as he rapid-fired blasts into the slug's head and upper body while Es'ell's mace kept hammering it. They managed to buy valuable time as the slug flailed its arms to defend itself.

"KILL THEM!" the Slug gurgled, spluttering liquids from its mouth. And it raised a magical barrier around itself, stopping the underpowered blasts and mace swipes.

As soon as it screamed the words, all the drones started charging their group, and the strange-looking creatures shot them with rapid-fire stingers from their thoraxes, which pointed at the group.

"Fall back! We can't take this kind of fire," Esta yelled as she crushed one of the approaching drone's head.

Alistair charged a large blast. He planned on ending the damn slug. He could live with a kill them command, but if the slug started to delegate them intelligently, it could become a pain in the ass.

"Burst his barrier!" Alistair shouted, and as soon as he said it, Riseth, Es'ell, and Adamar unloaded on the shield, which cracked and imploded as soon as Riseth's chain came down on it. He unleashed his charged blast as soon as the barrier fractured and fell apart in a hail of hexagon splinters, imploding the slug's torso and killing it.

They all ran back into the corridor, Alistair bringing up the rear, tanking the stingers fired by the odd drones, which harmlessly fell as soon as they made contact. They stopped around the first bend. Here, they could engage the enemy without getting shot.

Esta and Alistair stood shoulder-to-shoulder with a few spears floating above them. They didn’t have to wait long as the drones rushed around the corner just to be punched, stabbed, and blasted by the group. Alistair tried to form a force blade, and whenever he lost focus or messed up maintaining the blade in the heat of battle, he just switched to blasting the enemies from close range. After a while, drone corpses plugged the corridor, and the group fell back to the large room to open a different corridor and closed the old one.

"Alistair, what the hell is a Jabba the Hutt and Jiminy Cricket?" Riseth said with an amused tone as they prepared for the next wave.

"Don't worry your pretty head about it," Alistair said with a wink. "Once I get the skill to visualize images, I'll let you know."

"That would be a gross misuse of that skill," Es'ell chimed in as she worked on the console nearby.

"I mostly said it to get it out of my system and throw the guy for a loop," Alistair said, but he felt the others knew it was a flimsy excuse.

They proceeded to kill the drones in waves, with the ability to channel them until they choked corridors, making killing the drones trivial. By the end, Alistair had finally reached level 10. He decided to filter the drones out of his notifications as they cluttered them up, and just displaying the progress on the objectives was cleaner.
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Objectives:

Kill the occupants of the first stage: [69%]

Kill the leaders of the first stage: [1/?]

Defeat the rampaging [Storage Guardian Golem]: [1/1]

Defeat the rampaging [Clockwork Sentry]: [10/10]
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Kinetic Wave

Description: Drawing upon various concepts, this ability consumes [MP] and [SP] to unleash a surge of kinetically charged force magic in a wide cone directed by the user. The wave inflicts damage upon impact, pushing back anyone caught within, albeit with a minor loss of energy efficiency.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Force Blade

Description: Form a blade from force magic. It can be infused or coated with other concepts to enhance its damage. The blade has excellent mana efficiency.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Vicious Mockery

Description: Harnessing the concepts of speech and mind, the user verbally taunts and mocks opponents, subtly amplifying their frustration and other negative emotions. This skill inflicts slight mental damage at a small cost of [MP] and requires the opponent's ability to understand speech.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Leap

Description: The user spends a small amount of [SP] to enhance his legs to leap a significantly larger distance.
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Alistair let out a laugh. "Nice."

I wasn’t counting on my mockery to become a skill but seeing that the bard route is a possibility is intriguing, Alistair thought as he read over his new skills.

His laugh caught some attention, but most were busy checking their level-ups and titles. Alistair considered his choices and decided that while the Kinetic Wave skill would immediately be helpful, he would instead experiment with making his blasts explosive. That could push one of his skills into Legendary. The same applied to the Force Blade skill. He could see many ways to upgrade it. Alistair was confident that just adding the ability to form different weapons would rank the skill up. And he was pretty much sold on Akashic Report skill.
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Skills:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Akashic Report

Description: Empowers the user to effortlessly compile reports of thoughts, visual observations, emotions, and audio directly into the soul, accessing them within and without the user's soulscape. Rooted in the concept of Akashic records, the user's soul protects these reports and all other memories. The user can display any memories and reports to others.
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The skill had upgraded and protected his memories, but he could now manipulate the reports. Alistair suspected the reason was his wish to use this skill to taunt others.

Alistair locked his choice and picked the skill Akashic Report and increased his Mental stat again since he was using magic a lot and was always a bit short on mana.

He then opened his stat window and checked his progress. noting that all his stats had reached the early thirties or were close to it with the exception of his body and control stat which were both in the early forties already.

It had been a while since he last checked on his stats properly. While inspecting his screen, Riseth approached him and tapped his shoulder. "You got a moment?" she asked.

"Yeah, sure." Alistair swiped the screen away and followed her up some stairs. And the fact that she looked worn out wasn’t lost on him.

"I got a title for saving you. It's called Return the Favor," she said as she leaned against a wall, her shoulders slumping a little.

She is persistent, I give her that, Alistair thought.

"Does it do what I think it does?" Alistair asked incredulously.

"No, I don't think so, but you are not entirely off-mark. As a succubus, I could get such skills and titles, but I find them in bad taste," she said and shook her head. "No, the title strengthens our karmic bond. I'm not entirely familiar with what that means, but it says I can now enter your Soulscape. I also got an increase in my charm stat," she added hesitantly.

Alistair smiled at her. "Hey, relax. I appreciate your honesty and your help. I thought you were throwing another pickup line for a second," he laughed, and Riseth visibly relaxed a bit.

"It would be best if you didn't feel like you have to walk on eggshells around me, so feel free to be yourself, and yes, that includes hitting on me. You are growing on me anyway," he said nonchalantly, walking back down the stairs, leaving the flabbergasted Riseth behind.

After a few steps, he turned around. "Feel free to hang out in my Soulscape on our next rest. I'm curious how that works,” Alistair said, but then he noticed that Riseth was giving him an intense look and had an almost predatory grin on her face.

I might have screwed myself here…quite literally, he thought with a sudden flood of self-awareness. He shrugged and went down the stairs.

They wanted to move on soon after, but Alistair noticed that some of the drones had beast cores. With his hunter’s multitool, he cut them out and split them among the group. The largest core was found within the slug person. Alistair only stored one of the drone's bodies in his storage. He had limited space, and it slowly started filling up with junk and bodies. He might have to kick out some of the bodies soon.

The group headed for the large tower connected to the ceiling. On their way there, they killed some more drones, but nothing worth mentioning.

After about an hour, they reached the tower proper, and Alistair looked at the many pipes and valves all over the giant structure.

I wonder what they are for.




Chapter 15
Tower of Alchemy


Looking up at the tower-like structure, Alistair needed to crane his neck all the way back to look at the end of it connecting to the ceiling a hundred meters above. Now that they stood closer to it, they could see that the building had a broad base that reached about two to three floors up before funneling into the tower.

The whole structure was littered with pipes flowing into and out of the structure, most of them into the floor beneath them. The next thing that struck him was the sickly sweet smell he noticed when he first entered the dungeon.

Esta let out a whistle. "Could it be a factory of sorts?"

"Could be, but before we enter, is there any baby-proofing we can do to preemptively stop Riseth from unleashing untold horrors on us?" Alistair questioned, giving her a cheeky smile.

Riseth jabbed Alistair in his side. "Only if I can put you on a leash before you run off to do something stupid yourself," she said with a smile.

"Of course, you would want to put a leash on me," Alistair teased.

"Get a fucking room," Esta said, with a mixture of humor and slight annoyance. Alistair could make out Adamar's groan in the back of the group. He was surprised that Esta was familiar with that particular expression. Perhaps it was also automatically translated.

Before this could go on, Es'ell interjected, "Let's enter the structure and find out. We are on a timer. And we do not know how large the next two stages are."

They approached the door, which looked like a heavy blast door made of dark metal. With little effort, Alistair managed to open it, which revealed a big, tiled, sterile-looking metal chamber with another blast door at the end.

"An airlock? Or perhaps some kind of quarantine room? I'd rather not catch some kind of alien flu or plague,” Alistair said with genuine concern.

"Our bodies have undergone a transformation, and this is a curated dungeon. I am sure we are going to be fine," Es'ell responded.

"Good point," Esta said as she brushed past Alistair into the room and to the next blast door. Alistair shrugged and followed her inside with the rest of the group.

They had to close the door behind them before the other blast door opened. Alistair held his breath just to be sure.

What greeted them inside was a mixture of steampunk and modern lab, with pipes going all over the place into metal vats. Looking up, Alistair noticed that almost all the pipes eventually led up to the top, intersecting with metal stairs and walkways and leading into small rooms, building an intricate yet structured web of metal.

"Incredible," Adamar said in awe.

"Hey, there are more sentries," Riseth said, pointing at more of the clockwork monsters, but they seemed inactive in hollowed-out little sections all over the place.

"Wonder what triggers them this time? Should we smash them before they wake up?" Esta asked curiously.

"Don't you think that might be what triggers them? We don't know what objectives this place hides. We don't want to lock ourselves out of potential gains,” Alistair pointed out as he approached a door on the other side of the circular center room.

"Let's just check the side rooms for now," Alistair said as he pulled the door open. As soon as he opened the door, sunlight hit his eyes.

"What the hell?" Alistair said, confused as he shielded his eyes from the sudden bright light.

As soon as his eyes adjusted, he found himself in a garden. Far above him was a large crystal anchored in the structure's ceiling that functioned as some kind of artificial sun. The field was covered in alien patch grass with a very light teal coloration. Nearby were herb gardens and orchards zoned in by metal tube fencing. In the corner of the open field was a squat stone outcropping, forming another small room within this garden. The rest of the group entered shortly after. Adamar was in utter awe, Esta nodded approvingly, and Riseth's mouth was a bit agape before she caught herself.

They spent a bit of time exploring the garden. Alistair plucked some of the fruits, and they were absolutely delicious. Most of them had seeds, so he stored a good amount of them inside his storage. From his experiments, spoilage wasn’t an issue within the storage or, at the very least, slowed down.

He wondered if introducing new plants to a planet would be problematic or if they would even grow. He took out his multitool, turned it into a shovel, and started collecting soil and grasses. Maybe this would be helpful in the future. He could just use a small greenhouse until he knew more and having enough proper soil seemed like a good idea. He did the same with a handful of herbs, removing them with the soil still attached. He noticed that the herbs clearly gave off magic. Some reminded him of his HP pool, and others felt like mana.

"Guys, come help me out over here," he heard Esta call out.

He walked over to the small structure within the garden and noticed she was stuck with the sealed door. Alistair could feel magic emanating from it, but it had no visible handle. He had a good idea of what could open the door, but he wondered if anyone else could figure it out.

"It doesn’t seem to have a handle. Does it perhaps have a remote opening mechanism?" Es'ell suggested.

"Maybe there is a big red button for it somewhere," Riseth said, smirking before Alistair could say anything. He smirked back at her.

"Nope. I'm pretty sure this door requires some sort of magical key. At least, that's what the magic feels like. It's almost like it looks for something to correspond with it," Alistair said confidently, and as soon as he did, a new objective popped up.
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New Objectives:

Obtain magic key to open sealed doors: [0/?]
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"Astute as usual. I wonder, did your world truly not have magic?" Es'ell questioned.

"No, but I did spend a lot of my time in the tutorial fiddling with magic and sensing out my own body and the energies within," Alistair explained, a bit abashed by the compliment.

"So did most of us," Esta stated with a raised eyebrow.

Alistair shrugged it off. "I always aimed to become a detective. Figuring shit out is in my nature, I guess," he said before walking back to the entrance. "We should start looking for the keys. I doubt they are in here. There is probably some nice farming-related gear in there. It gives me the vibe of a storage shed," he added.

"Yeah, that would make the most sense," Esta agreed as she jogged to catch up with him.

Looking up at the artificial sun, Alistair felt a strong urge to take it with him. The incredible amount of magic radiating from it, along with the lingering concept of the sun, intrigued him deeply.

As he re-entered the circular structure, he decided to explore the left wing first. No one opposed his decision, and they were content with him leading the way.

The left wing of the building also had a very high ceiling, but instead of a garden, a much different view greeted them. A lot of metal vats lined the walls, with a massive one right at the end of the wing. Next to it was another sealed door. There were a lot of tables with what looked like alchemy and lab equipment, wildly mixed as if the ancient and the modern belonged together. It was clearly a working space for many alchemists.

"Hey, guys, check it out. These vats have labels and faucets," Esta exclaimed.

Alistair stored three tables with complete sets of alchemy tools within his storage. Luckily, the storage optimized the space within automatically, so he still had a good amount of space left. Riseth and Es'ell followed suit as they all started to grab equipment and empty flasks.

Alistair could see Adamar's dissatisfied look since he lacked storage himself. For her part, Esta didn’t seem to care and was busy reading the different labels on the vats.

A sudden loud THUMP interrupted their plundering spree. All their heads swiveled toward the massive vat at the end of the room.

"Oh, fuck," Riseth said as her weapon appeared in her hand. Everyone prepared as the top of the vat bent and broke as a giant liquid creature crawled out. Alistair used Identify to reveal [giant vat slime - lvl 17] accompanied by a chime announcing the new objective to slay the fiend.

The creature was almost as tall as the golem, with a gelatinous body that seemed to sprout many limbs extending toward the group. It had a reddish burgundy coloration, and its surface had a viscous sheen that seemed to have some kind of surface tension. Alistair couldn’t distinguish any actual features. It had no eyes or visible core or anything. It was just an amorphous blob out to kill them. Behind them, they heard clanking steps coming closer.

"Damn, do you think those sentries gonna help or attack us?" Riseth asked as she manipulated her whip at sharp angles and exploded the obsidian tip on the slime, causing it to shudder and ripple as parts of it splattered the nearby walls.

"I shall hold the entrance. If they are hostile, I will hold them off. I suspect my abilities are not as useful against this slime," Es'ell's melodic voice rang out as an array of weapons surrounded the entrance.

They were not friendly.

Alistair began blasting the burgundy tendrils, splattering the liquids all over while Riseth and Adamar supported him. Slowly but surely, the room was covered in red, like the messiest crime scene imaginable. For the first time since coming to the trial, Alistair wished he could see a health bar because he had no idea if the slime was untouched or about to die. As the slime approached them, it was as slow as molasses, but their escape was plugged by a swarm of Sentries, which put them on a timer.

"How's it looking with an escape route?" Alistair yelled over his shoulders.

"No good!" Esta yelled back.

"Shit," Alistair said under his breath. The slime was already halfway across the room. "There is one thing I could try, but it's gonna suck."

"What is it?" Es'ell asked.

"I could modify and supercharge my blast with explosive and volatile concepts. I did it before, but I don't know how bad the blast will be. Last time, I blew up an area bigger than this room, but I should be able to contain it,” Alistair said.

They exchanged looks and gave him a silent go-ahead.

Alistair focused on his blast and used both his hands this time. He focused on adding an explosive concept within his force bubble. Still, Alistair struggled, so he instead charged it with violent, uncontrolled energies while containing it with force. The mixture slowly but surely became unstable, and containing it became harder. He accelerated the blast as he wanted it to be buried as deep as possible within the slime before going off.

"Here it goes!" Alistair said as he launched the ticking bomb in his hands into the blob, which punched in with a loud, satisfying sucking sound.

For over a second, nothing happened, and Alistair wondered if he fucked up or if the slime managed to absorb his blast.

"Did you—" Riseth managed to say as the explosion went off, the slime exploded outwards, and a chime went off. However, they couldn’t celebrate because they were all covered in a thick layer of burgundy slime from head to toe.

Alistair wiped his face with his hand, splattering slime to the ground. Riseth, who had chosen a poor moment to speak, had it much worse as she was spluttering and spitting out slime.

Adamar, who had been pointing his guns right at the slime, was particularly displeased as he stared daggers at Alistair. The slime dripped off his raised guns and an exceptionally long string of slime fell from his horizontal ears.

"Next time when you cover me with your gunk, give me a damn warning," Riseth joked after she was done spitting out the slime and laughing with relief.

Even Esta and Es'ell got caught by the slime as they turned to check what the hold-up was.

"You really don't skip a beat, do you?" Alistair snorted, trying his best to suppress his laughter.

"Guys, some help?!" Esta said, punching the still-swarming sentries.

"Right, that’s still going on…" Alistair said, but before he left, he noticed a floating magic key and a large beast core below it. He swiped them for the time being in his storage and sloshed over to the entrance to help his group.

I really hope this place has a shower, Alistair thought.




Chapter 16
Battle Lust


It took the group little effort to defeat the funneled sentries. They were fish in a barrel. All they did was provide Es'ell with even more weapons. Alistair picked a poleax and two-handed warhammer that struck his fancy for himself. It was a good upgrade compared to the slightly rusted halberd he had acquired from the golem at the dungeon entrance.

Yet, there was one glaring issue: All of them were covered in slime. Luckily, it smelled metallic and not something more offensive. With a flex of her magic muscle, Esta pushed all the slime off her body, garnering looks from everyone around them.

"How did you do that?" Riseth asked in a surprised voice.

"My strongest Affinity lies in the concept of coating, so I just put a thin layer over my body and pushed it all off," Esta chirped.

"More importantly, why did you wait to do that?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Dramatic effect," Esta replied with a grin.

Alistair raised his eyebrow. Maybe Riseth's and his banter were rubbing off on her. He attempted to recreate her method, and the rest tried the same, but they all failed. Es'ell, in particular, seemed to struggle. Her distinct energy signature implied her way of casting magic differed from theirs.

"Any chance you can demonstrate?" Alistair asked with an embarrassed voice.

"I could, but there is a whole tank with distilled water over there." She pointed toward one of the massive vats with a faucet.

Es'ell, Riseth, and Adamar all frowned as they headed over to the vat.

Alistair stuck around. "I'd rather have that demonstration," he said. He would love to figure out how to coat his body. He could see a lot of applications, and the impromptu shower was occupied anyhow.

She put her hand on his chest, and he felt a thin layer of magic, almost like a second skin, covering his entire body. The foreign mana put him off a bit, but he sensed it. After fully enveloping him with the mana, it lifted off his body. It expanded as the slime was lifted alongside it, and almost like a reptilian, that second skin was shed and removed. During the process, Esta explained what she was doing, and the description aligned with what he felt.

"Thank you," Alistair said genuinely as he almost immediately tried to replicate the spell. Still, it ballooned out instead of sticking to him.

Might be useful for something else, but let's shelve that for later… Alistair thought.

"You're welcome, but before this is over, I want to have a match with you if that's all right?" she asked with some anticipation in her voice.

"What kind of match?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Honestly, just some sparring. Don't worry, I just want to punch you, really," Esta said in a mocking tone as she gave him a playful smirk.

"Fair enough, but be warned, punching me might not be as satisfying as you expect," Alistair replied, returning the smile.

"I'll take my chances," she said. Alistair hadn’t noticed it before, but he couldn’t remember her wearing anything but a smile while fighting, and he was the same. The rest of the group had managed to mostly clean themself as they approached.

The world Esta was from was the closest to his own, and the next question slipped before he could hold his tongue.

"Do you think we are still normal?" Alistair asked, cursing himself internally.

"What do you mean?" Esta asked, confused. The rest of the group also looked at him.

"We killed something that could talk to us, and I even enjoyed it," Alistair said, regret and aversion building within himself. Why was he asking this?

"I am really not the right person to ask philosophical questions. I was a mechanic before this. Normal is overrated anyhow," she said gruffly, shifting uncomfortably.

She clearly wished not to think or talk about it, and neither did he, for that matter. "Forget I asked," he said, pushing the useless thought to the back of his mind. It was a luxury he could no longer afford, he decided.

"Done," Esta said. He noticed how Es'ell wanted to say something before being interrupted by Riseth.

"Come on, Alistair. Let's go find those keys," Riseth said as she wrapped herself around his arm, tugging him away from the door.

"Your races have strange courtship rituals," Es'ell stated. Clearly misreading the entire exchange.

"Oh, my God," Alistair groaned, cringing a bit as he held his nose bridge with his free hand. Riseth started laughing.

Riseth let go of his arm as they moved the sentries out of the way to check the right wing of the compound.

This wing starkly contrasted with the garden. It had no light whatsoever. The group entered carefully, and they summoned small flames as light sources. As soon as they stepped a few meters, the doors shut behind them, and eerie green lights shone from glass tanks containing misshapen monsters popped up in see-through tanks all around them, with the largest one at the other end of the room, with yet another sealed door.

"They really do like putting the big bad at the end of the corridor," Esta commented, unimpressed.

"Honestly, not what I expected. Dwarves were not known for creating chimeras and other monsters in tubes,” Alistair added.

"Again, do not rely on your stories too much, Alistair," Es'ell warned him.

"Yeah, I know, just saying. How long do you think we have before these things break out and attack us?" Alistair responded, and as if on cue, all the misshapen creatures started wriggling and opening their eyes. As a chime went off, a new objective popped up.
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New Objectives:

Defeat the [Aberus Chimera]: [0/?]

Defeat the [Failed Chimera]: [0/20]
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To Alistair's displeasure, the glass tubes were pulled up, and the liquids flowed out and vanished through the grates on the floor. The unhinged creatures were a mixture of all kinds of animals, but Alistair could maybe make out half of them. The most common mixture seemed to be goat-like creatures, and there were also lizards, mountain lions, and bird-like creatures mixed within. Little thought was given to matching colors and schemes.

Es'ell's weapon arsenal was a massive boon. Her weapons were not as deadly as the rest of the group, but the crowd control was excellent. With the number of weapons she controlled, she had to focus almost all her focus on the task. Adamar stayed close to her, shooting down any creatures coming too close.

A poleax appeared in Alistair's hands as he charged ahead, the first failed chimera sprinting at him. It had a goat-like head and a cat-like body covered in stripes and tan fur. It had a wicked-looking scorpion stinger on its back. The creature leaped at him, unleashing an unhinged bleat, arms splayed as if it wanted to give him a bear hug. Alistair grinned, happy to finally hold a properly sized polearm to fight with. It felt comfortable and right to hold it.

Alistair activated Enhanced Combat Reflexes and put all his power into his thrust, ramming the poleax into the chest of the chimera. All the momentum it had ripped from it, as its arms and legs folded in front of him just out of reach, as he lifted the entire weight of the creature. It grasped the shaft of his poleax as its stinger shot out at Alistair, who managed to tilt his head out of the way as he strained himself.

Alistair then used his now superhuman strength to swing the chimera over his shoulder, crashing it into one of the glass containers, which shattered and sliced into the creature. He pushed his poleax through the creature, smashing the glass and pressing it into the floor where a chime let him know that it was time to move on.

A smile crept on his face. This is fucking fun! He embraced the thought as he ran up to the next chimera, a muscular two-meter tall humanoid with scaly skin and a lion's head. Its arms reminded Alistair of a bear. The transition of scales to fur was as stark as it could be.

Alistair made an overhead swing and struck the chimera in its furry left shoulder. It didn’t even attempt to dodge. The shock of the impact stopped the thing dead in its tracks as it failed to push on. Its knees buckled, and Alistair pulled the poleax toward him, ripping out the flesh as blood sprayed over him.

As the creature lost its balance, Alistair used the momentum of his pull to spin to his left and ram the butt-spike of his poleax into the creature's torso, pushing it back and putting it on its ass, spinning back around in one fluid motion, Alistair aligned the blade of the poleax as it swung straight at the creature's large neck. It was now at the perfect height as the lion's head was separated by the poleax's blade, sailing through the room. It was followed by two chimes and the feeling of power rushing through him.

He put his point into the power stat and pressed on.

Searching for his next opponent, he noticed Esta, who had jumped on a bull-like chimera's head to grab a flying chimera above.

Esta grabbed the thing by its goat-like legs as she twisted her body and slammed the bat-like body and hawk-like head into an operating table, where its neck snapped. Barely catching herself, she put her hands together and rammed her elbow into the back of the bull as electricity ran through her elbow and over the creature, singing the broad hairy torso. As she spun around, Alistair could see the same almost manic grin he had mirrored on her face.

The next chimera, a much lither variant, ran at him. He couldn’t place the disparate parts of this creature at all. It had a long, weasel-like head, but it was completely naked. No fur or scales covered its body. It had long retrograde legs and multi-jointed arms with bone blades sticking out of its flesh. Its elongated eyes had slits, and its mouth was filled with needle-like teeth. Its body had mostly gray skin, but the Frankenstein nature of it meant that some of the limbs had slightly different shades.

Dodging its swing by a hair, Alistair lifted his poleax and rammed the butt-spike into the knee of the chimera that just halted past him, shattering it. The creature squealed in pain as it fell on one knee. Alistair pulled the poleax back up, leveraging the shaft and spike and slamming them into the creature’s chin, successfully stun-locking it. With his weapon already in the correct arc, he brought it down with Body Splitter Slash, cutting the creature in two, shortly followed by a chime.

The rest of the chimeras were taken care of in short order. To their surprise, the large aberus chimera took its sweet time to get out of its tank and observed the battle from the other end of the room.

The creature was a large quadruped with a mostly furry body. Its front legs were scaled with long claws, and it had three heads, one dragon-like one flanked by two goat-like ones. Each of the goat heads had two sets of eyes. Its hind legs were amphibian and reminded Alistair of a frog. He knew he should be careful, but if it were to launch itself at the group, he should try to intercept it with his poleax.

Its extremely broad torso was covered in long black fur, and its tail was barbed. It reminded him of the yrthak field boss. Overall, the transition of its body parts was much more natural. The creature let out a deep, growling sound.

"If it launches itself at us, I will intercept it. Be ready to pull me out if it gets nasty, Riseth,” Alistair said as he went to the center of their formation, giving his poleax a quick twirl before lining it up with the aberus.

The rest of the group braced themselves as they moved to spread out. The creature's legs twitched, and Alistair felt magic emanating from them.

"Bring it!" Alistair growled, unable to suppress his smile.




Chapter 17
Primal Revelation


Alistair used Identify to size up the creature, revealing [aberus - lvl ?].

Alistair didn’t have to wait long as the creature launched itself but, to his dismay, the creature headed straight for Riseth. "Oh, no you don't!" Alistair shouted as he strained his focus to accelerate. He boosted himself by pumping SP and the concept of acceleration into his body and legs.

He activated Enhanced Combat Reflexes as he launched himself to intercept, giving him just enough distance to reach the beast by catching its flank as he drove his poleax into the aberus, just in front of its hind legs. He then planted his left foot on the ground, robbing the creature of its momentum. As the poleax ripped into it, it got stuck into its hip bone, cracking as the creature was redirected, almost wrapping itself around Alistair as Riseth managed to dodge the dragon-like claws lashing out at her.

The little stunt wasn’t without cost as Alistair's right leg spasmed and his muscles tore. He channeled mana into his bracers to heal himself as the barbed tail whipped around, smashing into him and draining his resource pools. Alistair wasn’t the only one who launched into action. Esta arrived shortly after, punching the left goat head with all her might, crushing one of its four eyes before unleashing a wave of force and pushing the creature away from Alistair and Riseth.

At the same time, a rapid stream of magic bullets pelted into the aberus as it spun around, catching itself before being impaled to a small array of spears and swords.

The creature realigned itself as it shook violently, dislodging all the too-shallow weapons, letting out a roar as it swiped and broke the rest with its barbed tail. Alistair managed to dislodge his poleax in time by pushing himself off the creature's flank. Sparks flew before him as the tail swiped across the metal floor.

Riseth's chain wrapped itself around Alistair, pulling him away as the draconic head of the creature extended out, revealing a long, leathery neck as it turned toward him. It had a shelled body where its draconic head could withdraw and extend like a snapping turtle.

Flames erupted from the draconic head, attempting to engulf Alistair, who was swiftly pulled out of the cone of fire. He tried to expand his force outward again, but it melted and shattered upon formation. As the flames washed over him, he shielded his face with his left arm. His gloves and bracers absorbed most of the heat, but his leather armor's sleeves burned away, searing his skin. Alistair grunted in pain as he was finally pulled out of reach, his skin blistered and scorched.

Esta unleashed a left hook into the lower jaw of the fire-spewing menace, trapping the flames within its mouth and hurting it in the process. Shortly after, she pushed off the aberus's broad chest, rocketing away as flames spewed from the soles of her combat boots. A magic bolt formed between one of the goat’s horns and shot out at her. The bolt missed and struck the floor, leaving a significant dent as it cracked out of existence.

Alistair, who had received some healing through the chains, was already running at the aberus again, jumping at it as the right goat head charged a bolt as well. Still, before it could fire the bolt, Alistair struck its horn with his two-handed warhammer. Alistair could feel the flow of mana within as he got closer and realized that its horns functioned as a focal point, much like he used his hands to form and direct spells.

As his hammer connected with its horns, it cracked, and the bolt lost focus and became unstable, causing it to explode. The damaged horn was obliterated, and the explosion burned out the aberus's upper sets of eyes. Alistair was caught midair by the explosion and flung away, but he managed to redirect most of the force by forming a blast and blinding the other set of eyes with his blast.

The aberus roared and stood on its hind legs, raising its draconic claws in a threatening display. It swatted Esta away, red blood gushing out across the room as its claws found purchase. A big gash appeared across her chest and shoulder, and she was flung in a different direction from Alistair, who slammed into one of the operating tables and couldn’t transfer the energy in time as Kinetic Catcher automatically spread the damage across his body. A feeling almost unfamiliar to him at this point.

Adamar threw another explosive orb at the giant chimera but only managed to distract it momentarily before switching back to targeted shots at the aberus's eyes. Adamar, with the occasional support of the others, had already managed to blind most of the creature's eyes. Only the dragon and one of the goats had eyes left to see them, and the elf tried his best to destroy the ones left.

"It is intelligent and can understand our speech. Do not announce your actions!" Es'ell's melodic voice rang out.

Riseth looked at Alistair, and he shook his head, hoping she would prioritize Esta, who was severely wounded on the other side of the room. He suspected Es'ell's words were more to draw attention to her before it could decide and finish Esta. Alistair checked his resource pools. It wasn’t looking good. His stamina was spent, and his mana was getting low. Alistair cursed as he pulled the minor stamina potion from his storage and quaffed it.

The liquid reinvigorated him the moment it entered his body, filling Alistair with a surge of energy. He immediately began charging a large blast as he closed in on the aberus. Es'ell's distraction had worked. The creature shifted its focus to her, its legs crackling with mana.

Alistair shouted, "Watch out!" as the Aberus pounced at Es'ell, oblivious to the grin on Adamar's face beside her.

About twenty weapons rose from the floor, intercepting the creature and embedding themselves in its chest and head. Es'ell had thrown everything within reach, from glass shards to tables, and even the kitchen sink.

Alistair noticed it before the aberus did: One of the tables had several of Adamar's explosives strapped to it. As the table neared the aberus, it flipped, exposing the payload to the creature. Its remaining eyes widened in realization.

A massive explosion rocked the room, bursting Alistair's eardrums again. The aberus was now completely blinded but still managed to crash into Es'ell, who had braced with her glaive. She was smashed into the wall, the giant body pinning her as her glaive buried deep into the creature. Adamar leapt aside just in time, letting out a scream as he narrowly avoided being caught in the impact.

"Shit!" Alistair cursed internally.

No chime went off. This is good and bad news, Alistair thought. He couldn’t see Es'ell and had to get the thing off her.

Still charging his blast, Alistair attempted to coat its magic shell with the concept of repulsion, but he had a hard time imagining it without shooting the blast prematurely. "Adamar, dodge!" Alistair shouted, but the elf couldn’t hear him as blood dripped from his ears. He unleashed his blast into the beast's side, flinging it a few meters away from Es'ell. Adamar had to scramble as the large aberus flew over him.

While running, Alistair saw Riseth as she hectically tried to stabilize Esta. She wouldn't be in time to save Es'ell, who looked like she had broken every bone in her body, her limbs bending in the wrong direction and in sharp angles with occasional protruding bones. Skidding to a stop next to her crumpled form, Alistair pulled the minor health potion from his storage and administered it to Es'ell.

He could see the changes visually as her limbs cracked and realigned into their proper positions. It was fascinating, but he had no time to watch. He pulled himself away from her and charged at the aberus, his poleax reappearing in his hands as he readied his Body Splitter Slash.

The aberus stumbled to its feet, its entire front burned, impaled, blistered, and covered in charred fur. One of its front legs was mangled. It turned, seemingly relying on audio cues as its draconic head could cover its hearing canals. The head shot out to bite whoever approached.

Alistair sidestepped the aberus's jaws and brought his weapon down like an executioner's ax. "Die already!" he screamed, beheading the creature with a powerful swing that cut through its leathery neck. Blood sprayed out like a fountain as the neck whipped around, nearly hitting Alistair. Only one goat's head remained intact as the beast stood back on its hind legs.

Alistair ran ahead. He was confident could tank a swipe if necessary as he dodged under the first swipe, and then jumped up, grasping the shaft of Es'ell's glaive with his left hand, pulling himself up with all his power. The aberus managed to swipe at his leg, but Alistair just channeled the force through the glaive, eliciting a bleat from the goat-like head as he rammed the point of his poleax into the open mouth.

The weapon was too large to fit, so it made the space it needed. As the last skull of the aberus was split and cracked, multiple chimes went off, and the familiar feeling of power filled his body.

The creature collapsed under its weight, and Alistair, still holding the glaive, was shaken as he struggled to regain his footing. Above the body, another key hovered. Alistair stored it and his poleax in storage. His hands and breath were shaky as the door to the outside opened automatically. He glanced around the room, ensuring nobody was dead, and sighed in relief when everyone seemed fine.

This had been Alistair's most protracted battle yet, and his muscles ached. The taste of blood lingered in his mouth, and adrenaline surged violently through his veins, making his head pound. Despite this, he couldn’t stop smiling. He reveled in the excitement of fighting for his life, knowing there was no way to pull back. It was eat or be eaten, sink or swim.

He replayed the battle in his mind, realizing he had once feared this feeling, afraid of becoming a monster. But deep down, he knew he had never truly considered rejecting it. Alistair clenched his fist, acknowledging that he had embraced this long ago. It was time to accept the change. And if he became a monster, it would be one of his choosing.

A chime sounded in his head. Alistair let out a breath he hadn't noticed he was holding and pulled up his notifications in confusion.
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Notifications:

[Optional dungeon boss Aberus Level 22 has been slain]

[Level 12 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

[Level 13 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

Title Trial By Fire [Epic] has been Obtained.

Title Primal Revelation [Unique] has been Obtained.
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Primal Revelation

Effect:

Grants 5% to [Senses] and [Power] statistics.
Bonus skill: [Primal Revelation]

Origin: A title bestowed upon those who embrace their primal instincts, reveling and thriving in combat. The system guards the title, preventing divulging the path to its acquisition or existence.

-

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Trial By Fire

Effect:

Grants +5 to all stats +1 free skill point.

Origin: Obtained for slaying a high-tier optional dungeon boss with a group.

[image: image-placeholder]

Skills:

Tier: [Unique]

Skill Name: Primal Revelation

Description: It enables the user to sense bloodlust to a high degree and hostile intent to a lesser degree; holders of the Primal Revelation title will always recognize each other.
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Alistair stared at the title momentarily before feeling a pull, looking over to Esta. Their eyes met. He could feel it. She also held the title.

Alistair was unsure how to feel about the title. Was it quite common, or were he and Esta a bit out there? Also, did holders of other secret Unique titles recognize each other, or was this a particularity of this title? Pushing that thought aside, he decided to spend his free stat points and put one into body and the other into Mental. His build profited greatly from having bigger resource pools and the ability to take a hit, and he could substitute power with his skills to a degree.

He was glad he now knew that there were titles that had their secrecy enforced. He tested the limits of sharing this knowledge but immediately realized this was also a system-enforced rule as he couldn’t speak up.

Walking over to Riseth and Esta, he immediately noticed the amount of blood Esta was lying in. She had lost quite a significant amount, and her clothes were soaked in it.

"Are you guys all right?" Alistair asked, looking in between them.

"Yeah, those level-ups and titles came in clutch. Damn thing got me right in the tit," Esta said, disgruntled. She tried to laugh it off but had a coughing fit.

Alistair wondered if she meant Primal Revelation when she mentioned titles, but he suspected that surviving such a brutal ordeal might yield different titles. Both Esta and Riseth looked drained and exhausted. Esta had a long gash across her chest and shoulder, with her tank top soaked in blood and haphazardly stitched back together, barely covering her modesty.

As he turned around, he noticed Es'ell and Adamar approaching. The potion had worked wonders for Es'ell, who now looked completely healthy. Before he could say anything, Es'ell pushed a minor health potion into his hands.

"Thank you for saving my life, Alistair. I am indebted to you," she said as she made a twisted bow with all her arms crossed, which Alistair presumed was a show of gratitude.

"Of course. I wouldn’t let you die, Es'ell. You would have done the same. You don't owe me shit,” Alistair said, smiling at her.

"I must say this didn’t translate very well, but I understand," she retorted.

"Did you all get that Trial by Fire title?" Alistair asked.

All of them confirmed this, but none had the energy to talk much. While recovering, Alistair decided to cut out the core of the aberus he had sensed. It was massive, almost the size of his head.

"Is it all right if I store this for now, too?" Alistair yelled over to the group.

"Keep it, it's your kill," Esta said. Alistair was about to protest, but he was interrupted by Es'ell.

"I agree. None of us has a use for it, and it seems a fitting trophy."

Nobody objected, so he wouldn’t press the issue. He suspected some parts of the chimera could be valuable, but butchering wasn’t his specialty.

"Now that we have two keys, how about we open that chamber there? Considering the difficulty, it should have some good stuff,” Alistair suggested.

"I am unsure if we should spend it on a room containing such monstrosities," Es'ell interjected.

"I disagree. We should use at least one key on this door," Adamar said.

In the end, they held a small vote. With two keys and three doors, the group decided to keep one key but use it in the alchemy room if they couldn't find the last key. They agreed to use the other key to open the chimera's treasure room immediately.

As soon as they approached the sealed door with the intent to use the key, it opened, revealing the treasures inside.




Chapter 18
Bountiful Exchange


As they entered the treasure room, their eyes were drawn to a hefty tome resting on a pedestal in the center. Flanking it were two long metal tables. On the right table lay keychains shaped like cages, while on the other were piles of bones and an abundance of draconic skin and scales, resembling the front limbs of the aberus.

"Okay, this might be a much darker reward than I expected," Alistair admitted. If Es'ell could hold an I told you so expression, she would have worn it now.

Riseth approached the left table and inspected the skins and bones while Adamar approached the keychains.

"Yes!" Adamar shouted as he picked one of the five key chains, unable to suppress his unbridled joy.

Concerned, Alistair picked up one of the tiny cages and identified it.
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Item:

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Storage Cage

Qualities:

[Storage] [Soul Stasis]

Description: Storage items are, by far, the most common magic items in the multiverse for obvious reasons: Everyone worth their salt carries at least one. This storage cage is a rare variant capable of storing living, non-ent beings in stasis. The cage has a capacity of 15 cubic meters of storage in a pocket dimension only accessible by the user; living beings must be either willing or subdued to be stored within. The higher the level of the creature, the more it will take up additional space within the storage.
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Alistair whistled. This cage offered a decent amount of storage, and the ability to store living creatures might come in handy. He already made plans to capture lomies to bring them out of the trial. They were very low-level but had a decent size and tasted absolutely delicious. Also, the line about willing creatures revealed the possibility of befriending a beast and bringing it out with him. His heart ached a little when he thought of his cat, Viv.

"Congratulations, Adamar. Looks like Christmas came early. You've got your own storage," Alistair remarked, giving the elf a pat on the shoulder. To his credit, Adamar didn't flinch or protest but returned Alistair's smile.

"Sir Alistair, would you mind exchanging the things you held on for me?" he asked as he attached the chain to his belt.

Everyone picked up their cages and spread the loot a bit more evenly, and Alistair was glad he could free up some space.

"Can I place a storage device within another, or will that create a black hole?" Alistair jokingly asked, earning puzzled looks from those around him.

With a shrug, Alistair attempted to put the cage inside his bracers. To his surprise, the cage was absorbed into his bracers. Instead of being stored, it added its storage capacity and compartmentalized itself so Alistair could manipulate the allocated space, as he now had two compartments within his storage.

"Okay, that's a really fucking neat feature!" he exclaimed as he admired his bracers.

He intended to transition to a ring or necklace eventually. The idea of his storage being a dangling key chain or part of his protective gear seemed a tad precarious to him. Alistair also had a gut feeling that he could separate the storage items and change their form to any it had integrated into itself.

The group followed his example, and soon, Riseth was reading the tome in the center while Alistair tried to identify the skin and bones. He suspected dragon, but his Identify skill didn’t confirm it. Perhaps some kind of draconic monster. Regardless, there was enough of its light yet incredibly resilient skin and scales to split between the group and make something once they found a craftsman.

After picking up the body of the aberus, Alistair turned back to the group. "This dungeon gives us so many materials. I am sure if we clear it, we get the opportunity to process some of it into gear," Alistair speculated.

"About that, any of you plan on using metal armor?" Esta asked Alistair, and Adamar confirmed almost immediately.

"How about we trade a bit instead of splitting everything equally."

After shuffling, Alistair claimed mostly metal, trading away all his bones and half of his skin for more metals. Riseth was happy with claiming the most skin, while Es'ell preferred bones, Esta and Adamar mostly kept an equal mix, with Adamar trading most of his bones for metals. After exchanging their materials, they returned to the garden to take a break before exploring the rest.

Riseth took the book and continued to read it once they arrived, sitting against a tree. Alistair spent his time digging up more herbs and soil now that he had more space to spare. After he was satisfied, he decided to check in on Riseth, who was still reading the book,

"So, how bad is it?" Alistair asked, leaning in to see what she was reading. She spared him a glance and smiled at him.

"Pretty fucked up at specific chapters, but I think I can use this with my strongest Affinity,” she said flippantly.

"Oh, and what's that?" Alistair was concerned that her Affinity would align with something like this.

"Offer me dinner first if you want to ask such private questions," Riseth said innocently.

"Yeah, right. You wanted to jump my bones the second you saw me, and now you want dinner first?" Alistair asked incredulously.

"What do you mean? That's exactly what I just asked for," Riseth said with a naughty grin on her face.

"Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Alistair laughed. He fell right for that one.

"Exactly,” Riseth chirped.

Alistair shook his head at her antics. "Can I borrow this for a few seconds?" Alistair asked while pointing at the tome in her hands.

She handed him the book, and he sat down next to her and entered his Soulscape with the book still in hand. He approached one of his bookshelves and pulled out a blank book. Mana flowed from one book to the other, the shape of the blank changing until it was an exact copy of the tome. It cost him about a third of his mana to do so. He then put it in a free space on his shelf.

"Nice view," he heard Riseth say behind him. He flinched in surprise and spun around as Riseth looked outside the window, observing the aurora borealis.

"Fucking hell, you scared me," Alistair said, still recovering from the jump scare as he recalled that she could enter his Soulscape now.

"Sorry, didn’t mean to spook you," she said innocently. Alistair knew she was lying.

"Is this your old world? It looks incredible," she asked, trying to change the topic.

"Parts of it," Alistair said, indulging her curiosity as he sat on his couch. He then pulled up a screen with the tome's contents before him, planning to leave Riseth to her antics for now.

He skim-read it and occasionally glanced at Riseth, who started to pace around the room inspecting it. He still had reservations about her, as he felt an odd attraction, and she seemingly just knew things about him. While she seemed friendly and was fun to be around, the introduction of magic and her species made him wary.

After a while, Riseth walked behind him, wrapped her arms around him, and cradled his chest from behind him.

"You got such a pretty young woman in your room, and all you do is read that stuffy old book about mutilating living beings. You are lucky you are cute."

For a moment, Alistair was at a loss for words, not having a proper retort.

Looking up, he wanted to say something but was shut up yet again. Riseth looked like a different person. Her face had taken a slightly different shape, and her skin wasn’t as ashen anymore. A predatory smirk painted her face, and her hair, black with burgundy highlights, was slightly waved. Her eyes were a much less predatory soft magenta color with much more rounded pupils. The only things that stayed precisely the same from before were her short black horns and thin lips and the sense of exhaustion and closeness he got from her.

"What? How?" Alistair managed.

"I told you I can change my looks however I like,” she said as she came around and hopped on the couch next to him.

"No, I mean, how do you know?" Alistair asked, a little worried. Riseth revealed many of his preferences for what he would consider beautiful, and she looked stunning.

"I am literally touching your soul right now. Of course, I know what you like. I did, however, put my own spin on it,” she said with a naughty tone poking his face as he stared at her with a flabbergasted expression.

"You really need to stop violating my privacy like this. You know way too much, and I know way too little. It's worrisome," he exclaimed.

"Apologies. Not the privates I wished to violate," Riseth said.

Alistair struggled to keep a straight face with her as his lips twitched.

“Calm down with the jokes for a moment. I am serious. I need you to explain some things to me,” Alistair said before launching into a short explanation of Earth's customs and perceptions.

Riseth listened intently before she let out a breath and facepalmed, a gesture she must have picked up from Alistair.

"Okay, sorry, that's on me. I put the sex before the dinner plans," she said. Alistair would have chuckled at the alien anecdote but repressed it as he wanted to know what her people's deal was.

She then outlined some of Neshan’s customs and courtship rituals. While there was a lot of overlap with Earth, there were distinct differences. Most notably, they were significantly faster-paced and could vary in etiquette quite a bit depending on the demon subspecies involved.

"Well, you seem to have pools like mana that regenerate over time, right?" Riseth queried.

"Yeah?" Alistair said slowly.

"Well, most demons have a sinergy pool, essentially sin energy SE, which does not regenerate naturally. A demon of gluttony is fine by overeating, for example, but most of us have other means we can go to a shop to buy groceries like SevenSins or Pepsin, which are soft drinks filled with the sinergy we need, but I can't exactly go grocery shopping right now. Obviously, we couldn’t have the society we have on Neshan if every wrath demon went around killing others and lust demons went fucking about. Well, at least I don't…" Riseth explained, adding the last sentence after a small pause.

Alistair was taken aback by the brand names for a second but chose to ignore it for now.

"All right. Don't worry. Our planet has its fair share of promiscuous individuals, so there's no need to elaborate," Alistair said as he saw her debating something.

"Oh, good. Yeah, we got those as well, and there are some stereotypes," Riseth said, a bit relieved.

"Okay, last question, why me?" he asked, despite knowing that there wasn't much of an alternative besides Esta.

Riseth's skin changed slightly red, but she had a thoughtful expression before answering.

"There is something more than just emotions or physical attraction. I feel myself drawn, and it's hard to explain,” she said a bit hesitantly. Alistair knew what she was talking about. They got along unnaturally well, and he found her to be very attractive, but he still had been weirdly attracted and open toward her. Alistair had suspected it to be her charm stat or some other magic, and he still had some reservations about it.

"Good to know it wasn’t just me. I thought it was a succubus thing," Alistair admitted with a feeling of guilt, even though he knew it was a justified suspicion to have.

They sat there quietly for a moment until Alistair's curiosity got the better of him.

"Tell me a bit about yourself. I still barely know you, and I'd like to change that," Alistair requested.

Riseth squirmed a bit, and Alistair thoroughly enjoyed being the one to put her on the spot for a change. They talked and told each other about their previous lives, interests, likes, and dislikes. At some point, Alistair wondered if the dungeon queue took so long because the system was playing matchmaker.

The longer they talked, the more uncanny it became how well they matched. Then again, he couldn’t see Esta and Adamar happening, and Es'ell was just out there. They lost track of time talking about movies, their goals, and what they hoped for as they both wished to look out for their friends and families.

"Skip to page 347 for me, please," she requested while leaning against him.

Alistair did as she asked. The page detailed the transformation and manipulation of existing limbs into others to improve the timeliness of created chimeras. Alistair recalled the naked, lithe chimera he had killed. The bone blades clearly used that concept in their creation.

She lifted her right arm, and her hands morphed and changed as her nails extended into blades.

"It's a skill I am considering developing. It taps into my Affinity for manipulation. What do you think?"

"That tracks," Alistair quipped, not overly surprised at her Affinity but not as worried anymore. He was sure she hadn’t messed with his head. Akashic Report would have made that obvious. He wondered if it was because she was a demon, but most of her abilities were inherently suspicious, which made it hard on her.

"Rude,” she said with a fake offense as she wriggled her bladed fingers.

"You look like Edward Scissorhands when you do that," Alistair said, holding back a laugh.

He hadn’t seen her use this ability before. He could see the appeal of manipulating certain parts of the body, but her healing made a lot more sense now. Her manipulation put things back in the right place with the assistance of healing concepts. Unlike his bracers, which just brute force healed him, her healing was a lot more efficient, although painful.

"All right, who or what is Edward Scissorhands?!" she asked as they fell back into their back-and-forth.

Alistair waved his hands, displaying the movie's cover art. " It's some old Romance movie," Alistair said.

"You Earthlings have a fucking reference for everything, don't you?" Riseth said with apparent jealousy showing.

"Pretty much," Alistair said with a grin.

"While I'd love to watch some weird romantic movie with you, I think we should head out. We have been in here for a while." After she said that, she vanished from his Soulscape.

"I didn’t know that synchronized napping was a skill," Esta said with an admonishing tone as Alistair opened his eyes.

"Next time, give us a heads up when you want to take a break in your Soulscape while in a damn dungeon," Esta said accusingly.

Adamar, who was dismantling a sentry nearby, shook his head as he stored it and walked to the garden entrance, not wanting to get involved with their antics.

"Let's explore the rest of the dungeon before moving on," Es'ell said in her usual melodic voice.

As he stood up and looked at Riseth, he noticed she had kept her new form and not changed back. She was tying her hair into a ponytail. Seeing his gaze, she gave him a wink as they moved to the exit.




Chapter 19
The Map


Staring up the metal stairway, the group proceeded up the stairs and along the walkways, checking the small rooms, which turned out to be office spaces. The documents within couldn’t have been drier and less informative, primarily resource acquisition, among other requests and orders, and sadly not even related to the things they had found within, it was mostly fluff Alistair decided, another term he had to explain to the group.

The third-floor room was different. Within, the group found yet another sealed door. "Great, we have three doors now and only have one key," Adamar lamented as he ruffled through the desk, hoping to find a hidden key.

"Based on what we have encountered, either there is supposed to be a boss monster or half of the keys are hidden, I suspect in the garden and this tower," Es'ell said, and Alistair tended to agree with her. His money was on the keys being hidden. They would have spotted a monster by now.

As they continued exploring the tall tower, they finally found something interesting: a map made of metal displayed on the wall depicting the city layout or, in this case, the dungeon, despite there being more important factors to observe. The first thing Alistair noticed was much more interesting to him.

"Wait, we are not under the earth but in an asteroid?"

The City of Magral was built within an asteroid outlined on the map. Two sections to the city separated them in case of a breach and a large fortress deeper inside the asteroid.

There were even isolated space runways drawn in the second section, which was closest to the asteroid's surface.

"It doesn’t change anything. This is a dungeon. I doubt there is space outside of this. We should take this map and use it to navigate," Es'ell said in her melodic voice.

"Hey, not everyone comes from a starfaring race. This is cool. Also, I got it handled." Alistair put his hand on the map, copied it, and displayed an exact copy with his Akashic Report to the group.

"I can even cross out or highlight areas with this, so we don't need the physical map unless you still wish to cut it out of the wall… Actually, let's do that! I'd love that for a souvenir!" Alistair said excitedly as he inspected the map, trying to figure out how to carve it out of the wall without damaging it. It had a nice bronze color with the occasional writing on it, and it was incredibly detailed even outside of the city, the asteroid was depicted with incredible detail.

"You are cute when you are excited," Riseth said with a snicker.

Alistair blushed a little but decided to ignore her. As he inspected the metal map, he noticed that certain parts of the metal were slightly lighter than the others. The writing of the city name and one small structure within the first section, in particular, stood out to Alistair. He was familiar with the phenomenon usually it happened when people touched it with their oily fingers polishing the metal by touch.

The rest of the group discussed the map and their next steps, so he called it out, "Guys, I think we should check that structure." He pointed at the small structure in question.

The group turned to him, looking at what he was pointing. A few confused and focused looks greeted him, but it didn’t take long for the first one to get it.

"I understand! We have a common issue where peasants touch upon public statues, tarnishing their uniformity. Whoever was in this room had a connection to that place and traced it with his hands!" Adamar said, happy to show some knowledge on the topic.

He pulled out what looked like a saw as he gave Alistair a weak smile. "I shall help you remove it from the wall. It is indeed a fine piece."

He got to work and had the frame cut out after about twenty minutes. He insisted on smoothing the edges before letting Alistair store it in his storage, which took him another few minutes. Still, Alistair was happy to let the elf do his thing.

In the meantime, they planned the fastest path to the small structure and planned to kill any drones they could find to increase their progress.

They also discussed what to do with the last key and voted to use it on the alchemy lab treasure door. It was a close call. However, they expected the room to have alchemy instructions and hopefully potions, which could save their life and make progress much more manageable, which won out over the potential gains the garden or tower could offer.

Upon entering the room, Es'ell levitated all the slime out of the way so they didn’t have to wade through it.

"By the way, Es'ell, is your Affinity something like levitation? Gravity? Or telekinesis? Alistair asked out of curiosity.

"I am not willing to share my exact Affinity, but no, I haven’t been using its concept at all. It is a much too complex magic to control at this low of a grade," Es'ell said, staring at him.

Alistair lifted his hands and tried to look innocent. His curiosity got the better of him. He thought gravity could be a superb concept to explore, and he would look into that himself. Hopefully, his Affinity for it wasn’t terrible.

As they opened the treasure room, their suspicions were confirmed. Within, they found another tome in the center focused on Alchemy. Everyone other than Alistair was much more interested in this tome, particularly Riseth and Adamar.

Alistair did take the time to make a quick copy, and he noticed that Es'ell did the same. She must have imitated his Akashic Report and spent the free skill point she had gotten. He did notice, however, that she hadn’t pulled up any windows yet.

There were rings on the table using Identify revealed liquid storage ring. Its description matched his other storage devices. The difference was that it was limited to storing and keeping liquids separate within the ring. There was a set of five minor health and mana potions on the table, Alistair was surprised by the lack of stamina potions. Still, he was pretty happy that instead, there was a minor elixir of health for each of them.
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Item:

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Liquid Storage Ring

Qualities:

[Liquid Storage]

Description: Storage items are, by far, the most common magic items in the multiverse for obvious reasons: Everyone worth their salt carries at least one. This liquid storage ring belongs to a subcategory and can only store liquids. It has a capacity of 5000 liters (5 cubic meters). Liquids will automatically be separated and can be stored in compatible liquid containers, such as flasks, without any spillage.
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Lastly, there was a lot of black synthetic cloth. Es'ell, in particular, wished to trade for this but had little to offer. Alistair, who didn’t think he needed a lot, offered to trade for potential future loot, which she agreed on.

To Alistair's surprise, storage items had another hidden property. At least rings did. They could turn invisible and incorporeal, not hindering gloves and other equipment, so he fused the storage within his bracers into his ring and wore it beneath his kinetic combat gloves his bracers had changed as well and downgraded to Common as they lost the storage ability.

The elixir increased the body stat or equivalent depending on the race permanently by +10. Alistair and the rest of the group were quite happy about the rewards.

They all consumed their elixir and took a good amount of liquids from the tanks in the alchemy lab. They didn’t know what most of them were for without reading the alchemy book, but they were pressed for time. They only had over eight and a half days left and were still in the first section, so they headed out of the tower. Riseth took to the air to spot potential groups of drones and other points of interest they might have missed before.

There were a lot of smaller groups that got wiped out in a matter of seconds. Still, there was one larger group with what looked like a leader patrolling, so they took a slight detour to ambush that group.

Riseth, Alistair, and Adamar all took position on the roof. Es'ell and Esta stayed on street level, facing the opposition. Alistair was to ambush their leader or jump on their backline after a slight delay, with Riseth's job being to pull him out when needed.

Almost all the drones were of the standard variant with only two spitters flanking their leader. The leader looked like a yellow bipedal ant. It had incredibly spindly limbs and a small thorax, and it had a sickly green coloration with some gray on its shoulders and joints. The gray parts often had a lot of tiny spikes, its legs were very pronounced digitigrade with oddly curved claws extending out its footpads, and its eyes were emerald colored and multifaceted. They bulged out of its small head.

Instead of mandibles, it had many short tentacles. It had two very pronounced antennae that made a right angle and a bushy end. It held two sharp curved blades that looked made of red chitinous material. It had an intense sheen.

Es'ell and Adamar started the battle by engaging the opponents from a distance as a good chunk of Es'ell's weapons flew out to meet the drones,

Adamar had prepared some of his summoned magic bombs and had them rigged to explode some of the structures once the drones ran past a specific part.

They took the bait hook, line, and sinker as their leader yelled.

"Charge, kill the Intruders!" Its tentacle flailed as it said that, and Alistair wondered how the hell he had understood any of that.

Adamar's trap sprung, and the front of the two buildings facing the road exploded outwards, killing and burning some stragglers while the rest of the drones were cut off from their spitter fire support as a cloud of dust rose.

Alistair used this opportunity to jump their leader with his good old death from above technique, though he wanted to try something. Leaping off the roof, he raised his poleax as he fell, ready to cut down their leader. Just before he reached it, its faceted eyes had spotted him, and he felt the creature's bloodlust wash over him as it lifted and crossed its blades to block his blow.

Alistair's focus strained as he focused on increasing the gravity of his body with a strong focus on the top part of his poleax as activated.

Their weapons clashed, and the leader buckled under the sheer force of the blow as it was pushed back. His attempt with gravity had partially been successful but not refined enough to break the thing’s guard. That was until his feet crashed into the ground with the added weight. The impact was redirected to the poleax still pushing the blades, going through its guard and leaving a gash over its torso as it pulled away.

Alistair grinned. This was going to be much more enjoyable. He had never fought a dual-wielding opponent, much less a competent one.

Alistair thrust with his poleax, which the leader attempted to parry, but the poleax didn’t get pushed to the side.

The ant spun its body like a whirlwind to dodge and counterattack at once.

Alistair activated Enhanced Combat Reflexes as he turned to block the incoming blades. The leader hadn’t learned his lesson, and even with the rapid movement, the impact of the clash was absorbed. Alistair timed the block with a kick, which connected with a slight delay, causing him damage but not as much as the leader, who was pushed back closer to the wall.

As the ant stumbled back, Alistair thrust again, this time to hook one of its legs to pull it from under its body. It managed to lift its leg out of the way, but its balance was more precarious than even before as Alistair dashed forward while pulling his poleax upward.

Alistair caught its lower arm, leaving a nick in its spindly arm, but the chitin prevented severe damage. It managed to reposition itself and lash out with its other arm. Alistair managed to easily avoid it.

"I am Alistair. What's your name?" Alistair asked it while flashing it a toothy smile.

"Akkaka," it said, and Alistair snorted. The kaka monster wasn’t happy as it dashed at him.

"I will gut you and eat your entrails, you worthless flesh bag," Akkaka yelled as Alistair kept it at range with his poleax as they circled in a deadly dance, exchanging blows.

Alistair pulled up the definition of kaka for his world on a screen, which translated itself for the alien, and it wasn’t amused as its attacks got more aggressive and unhinged.

Was this wrong? Hell yeah. Was it fun? Also, yes. The thing would not hesitate to kill him either and would most likely just respawn once they left the dungeon, so he might as well enjoy the fight. Alistair worried a little about how fast he adjusted to the situation.

Alistair lamented his lack of a shield or buckler. This would have been a much different fight, but he supposed this was interesting, too. Good practice anyway. Alistair could tell his stats were much higher than his opponents, so he took the chance to practice against a skilled opponent.

A wild slash caught him off guard, and he had to absorb it with Kinetic Catcher as he pulled himself out of his thoughts.

Akkaka twirled and lashed out with his blade. Alistair parried by catching the blades with his shaft as he pushed his left hand, which had the lower grip, to slam the end of his poleax against the knee of his opponent. It buckled a bit as Akkaka hissed in pain.

Alistair had a thought: Why did he bother using both hands with his poleax? He had superhuman strength and fine control and could drain away any impacts upon his poleax.

He freed up his left hand and lashed his poleax out as the thing bent backward, almost matrix style, which seemed much more manageable with its digitigrade legs.

Alistair let the poleax slip a bit in his hand to extend his range, cutting off one of the antennae.

His opponent roared in pain, and with his free hand, Alistair just blasted the ant, which pushed it to the floor, putting his foot on Akkaka's chest as he twirled the poleax in his right hand so he could just stab it straight down into its skull.

To its credit, it tried to cut his leg but ended up just making the stab more effortless as two chimes went off.

Esta stood beside him. They had long since cleaned the other drones and watched Alistair do his thing.

"Done playing with your food?" Esta asked.

Alistair sucked in a breath. He didn’t like that comparison, but it was fitting, and he couldn’t deny it. He picked up the red chitinous blades, inspecting them.

"Are those your new kaka blades?" Riseth asked, snickering.

Alistair frowned. That name was gonna stick.

"You ruined it. Who wants them?" he asked.

Nobody did. So, with a sigh, he placed them in his storage.

The trip to the small structure was uneventful, and upon entering, they found a key hovering in the center of the second floor. They grabbed it and rushed back to the alchemy tower, killing any straggler drones they found on the way.




Chapter 20
A Glimpse of Terror


They made a beeline to the garden's reward room upon reaching the alchemy tower. On the way, they had decided that the possible reward door within the tower was too iffy. They opened the garden treasure room without much fanfare.

Within the treasure room, they found another tome and storage, this time in the shape of a satchel capable of indefinitely preserving herbs, foods, and energies from natural treasures for another fifteen cubic meters.

The tome contained information about herbs, plants, and natural treasures, some of their uses, and ways to identify concepts within treasures.

Alistair and Es'ell immediately made copies of the tome for themselves before grabbing one of the satchels like the rest of the group and integrating it with their existing storage.

Turns out stuff goes bad within storage without this feature, just a lot slower, Alistair thought, slightly concerned about the disposal of the guts he had stored.

There were a lot of little sticks and wooden logs. The sticks had runes carved into them; upon picking one of them up, the runes activated, informing Alistair what kind of magical effect they contained. All he had to do was snap the stick to unleash it.

"That is an incredibly clever way to create consumables," Alistair marveled while flipping the stick in his hand.

There were a few healing sticks, some that created a magic shield and others that made a fireball and other offensive spells. They were evenly split among the group.

As they left, they got a prompt from Riseth, who had been reading the chimera book, to grab some sets of tools from the chimera room that could be used to dismantle monsters. It would be a waste to leave them behind, so each of them grabbed three sets.

On their way out, Adamar took out his tools and removed the hinges off one of the blast doors.

The group was getting antsy with the repeated delays.

"This door seems incredibly robust, and the metal is interesting. It should be worth bringing!" Adamar defended himself.

They decided for the future to wait with such extra plunderings until they knew they had the time for such shenanigans.

After a short trip, they finally made it to the gatehouse, which separated the two sections. Heavy metal blast doors sealed the passage, and a guardian faced them.

The three-meter tall insectoid monster radiated murderous intent toward them, but Alistair could tell it was much less threatening than the aberus.

It had a mixture of mechanical and insectoid limbs. It was quadrupedal with a hunched back without a neck. The front led into an armored head with metal tubes connecting to it and two horns sticking off the side. Its orange chitinous armor covered most of the body. The rest was pure silvery metal with many moving parts. It had little in terms of casing.

Its incredibly thick front legs were made of solid metal as it leaned on its meathook-looking claws, which bent inwards. Its spine was entirely metallic and decorated with long-bladed spikes.

Overall, it looked very intimidating, but Alistair's instincts told him that the tubing and exposed moving parts were crippling weaknesses.

"Cut its tubes and damage its mechanisms, and the thing is done for," Alistair said.

An autotune roar came out of the creature as it charged at him.

Alistair ran to the left side as he took out his hammer from storage.

"Come catch me, you wannabe mecha gorilla!" Alistair yelled as he ran up some stairs with the guardian in tow.

As the guardian chased him, Riseth's chain wrapped around one of its hind legs. She had already tied the rest of the chain around a nearby stone pillar; said pillar cracked and broke, but the guardian slammed into the stairs from the sudden pull.

Alastair made a 180 degree turn and smashed his hammer into the guardian's plated head, attempting to enhance his weapon with force and gravity. He cracked the plating while the rest of the group shot at the guardian from a distance, with Esta closing fast.

To Alistair's shock, the guardian's arm shot out, extending farther at stranger angles than he would have expected from the metallic arms. The meathooks cut into his pants but failed to penetrate flesh as he dispersed the pressure into the floor.

"Oh, shit! Stay back!,” Alistair yelled toward Esta shortly before letting the gorilla swing him over its shoulders, planning to slam Alistair's body into Esta or, failing that, into the stairs.

Alistair activated Enhanced Combat Reflexes, preparing to lash out with his hammer at the guardian.

He suddenly sped up as steam and hydraulic whining came from the guardian's arm as he was slammed brutally into the stairs. He knew somebody else would probably have died, but he just gave the guardian a wicked smile.

Gotcha! he thought but failed to time his hammer properly. Instead, he transferred almost the entire blow through the claws holding him, destroying them and parts of the arm as the damage spread upward. About a quarter was unleashed through his hammer, crashing into the side of the head, breaking one of the horns, and ripping off one of the tubes.

This blow didn’t come cheap. It cost him almost a third of his stamina and a good chunk of hp through his Kinetic Catcher skill, but the damage to the guardian was crippling.

Another chain wrapped itself around the guardian’s still intact arm as Alistair rolled out of the way. Esta punched the guardian’s head with all her might, making it jerk back, but the chain prevented it from getting distance. As Esta started whaling on the guardian, Alistar circled before slamming his hammer into its flank, crushing some chitinous skin.

Adamar, who couldn’t use his explosives or streams of bullets in fear of hitting his allies, had switched to precise shots. His bullets had turned into small sickles, cutting the tubes of the guardian, a new technique he had either just learned or held in reserve.

Es'ell had four hammers circling, smashing into the guardian from all sides to disorient it.

The more tubes that were cut or damaged, the stiffer the guardian became.

With another autotune-sounding roar, the guardian managed to free itself from Riseth's chain. It lashed out at Esta, who dodged under the swing. To Alistair's surprise, her power noticeably grew as she grabbed the leftover horn and pushed the guardian into the stairs as if he were nothing. This gave it an incredibly powerful left hook, which destroyed the guardian's head, and a chime rang out.

As soon as the guardian died, power seeped out of Esta, and she stopped using whatever boosting skill she was using.
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First Stage Objectives:

Kill the occupants of the first stage: [96%]

Kill the leaders of the first stage: [3/3]

Defeat the rampaging [Storage Guardian Golem]: [1/1]

Defeat the rampaging [Clockwork Sentry]: [10/10]

Defeat the [Aberus Chimera]: [1/1]

Defeat the [Failed Chimera]: [20/20]

Obtain magic keys to open sealed doors: [3/?]

-

Second Stage Objectives:

Kill the leaders of the second stage: [0/?]

Reclaim the master craftsman's abode [?]

Reclaim the space hangar [?]
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Shortly after the guardian fell, the heavy metal doors slid to the side, opening the way to the second stage.

The course of action was clear because they had a map, and they knew where to go, so they immediately headed for the master craftsman's abode.

"Alistair, seriously, I know you are our primary front liner, but can you take a bit less risk? Eventually, your ability will be negated, and your brains splashed across the floor,” Riseth said in a frustrated tone.

"Yeah, I underestimated the thing. It caught me by surprise," Alistair apologized as they walked toward the now-open gate.

The air in the new dungeon stage was much more smokey and lacked the sickly sweet smell of the first. The structures had the same shape, but there were many more glowing fungi spread around the landscape, and the ceiling was much higher.

On the ceiling was another giant sun crystal shining on the section below. However, it seemed to have a built-in mechanism that slowly moved the crystal.

Alistair suspected it was to emulate day and night cycles, yet why dwarves would need that was beyond him.

"We make for a pretty good team, though," Esta said, trying to change the topic.

"Yeah, but from an Earth perspective, we are super stereotypical," Alistair blurted out, garnering confused looks.

"What the hell does that mean?" Esta asked, confused.

"Tall, quiet, and wise one." He pointed at Es'ell, who looked at him with an expressionless face.

"Flirty rogue or healing priestess," he said, pointing at Riseth.

"I ain’t no priestess?!" Riseth protested, offended.

"Stoic or uptight elf. Shame you don't use a bow," pointing at Adamar, causing wild confusion on the elf's face.

"Why the hell would I use a bow? Guns are the way to go!" he said as a gun appeared in his hand, and he tapped it against his forehead. Alistair hesitated briefly. Adamar seemed much more comfortable and friendly since coming off his high horse. Was everything else just a façade? A mask?

He hesitated on Esta. "Well, you don't fit the mold. The worst offender would have been a grumpy dwarf."

"All right, and what are you supposed to be, a smartass?" Esta asked with a raised eyebrow.

"The stereotypical human hero, I suppose," Alistair laughed.

"Are you serious? I didn’t take you for a self-important dickhead," Esta said in a disappointed tone.

Alistair knew he had gone too far and put on an apologetic smile.

"Yeah, no, you are right. I just went off the typical hero party trope. I didn’t mean to offend," As he pulled up over twenty examples on his screen, Esta seemed a bit less annoyed after he self-reported himself.

The group inspected the continuously scrolling examples as some of their eyebrows were about to reach their hairline.

"Wow, your people do not have as much creativity as I thought and are also much more arrogant than I expected. Why is it almost always a human hero?" Riseth asked curiously, garnering approving nods from the group.

"What a peculiar art style," Es'ell said, looking at some of the anime covers.

"What's wrong with their hair and eyes?" Adamar followed up.

Alistair now thoroughly regretted bringing the whole thing up.

"Actually, some of these clothes look Nova," Esta said with genuine interest.

"I presume so people can project themselves on the characters more easily? Can we please change topics?" Alistair asked pleadingly as he closed the window, which was still scrolling.

"Nope, you set the hearts ablaze, now dance in the inferno," Riseth said with a toothy grin.

"Huh, that was the first new saying to me!" Alistair said with some excitement, pointing at her.

"Are you guys done?" an unknown, bored voice called out from above.

They all flinched and pulled their weapons. On top of the building next to them stood a wasp-like knight, its chitin shaped like elaborate, futuristic knight armor covering most of its vitals. It had two sets of arms, the lower one just a bit shorter. It had two thick fingers and one thumb on each, its chitin covering it like armored gloves.

Its color was a mix of gold and jet-black, and it had two deep black faceted eyes set into its head, which looked like an incredibly futuristic medieval helmet.

It had a large greatsword that looked like an oversized butcher's knife slung over its shoulders as it looked down on them, with its wings hanging lazily like a cape.

Alistair was sweating bullets. The feeling the creature gave him was death, not a slow one. Even if the group burned through most of their resources, it would be a close call if they fought now. Some would surely die.

Alistair struggled. He realized his mind was being attacked and emotions being forcefully pulled out of him, ones of sheer terror.

Riseth, in particular, was doing poorly. She had dropped her weapon and was crying and shaking on her knees; anger and rage overrode Alistair's terror.

"Now that I have your attention, garrison duty has lost its appeal without adequate playthings. Yet, you fragile beings aren't ready to entertain me. You have five days. Fail to reveal yourselves, and my elites will fetch you for some delightful playtime." He sneered, his tone dripping with sadistic satisfaction.

He glanced at Alistair and Es'ell. He could feel his gaze upon him, and emotions of curiosity and anticipation were transmitted to Alistair.

One of its secondary hands held a familiar stick, and the second it snapped, he teleported away, leaving them in shambles.
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New Objectives:

Survive the Navih strike team : [?]
[5 Days left before arrival]

Defeat the Navih noble: [0/1]
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Alistair and Esta's knees buckled. This thing's bloodlust was off the charts, worse than anything they had ever felt.

Esta puked and was teary-eyed. The rest of the group wasn’t in much better shape as they were frozen in fear and terror, except for Es'ell, who checked on Riseth, who was shaking violently, but he didn’t know what to do to help her.

"Mind attack,” Alistair managed. His title gave him some resistance, but it was far from enough, especially with the bloodlust.

"Holy shit, you survived something like that?!" Esta wheezed.

"The field boss wasn’t nearly as strong as that thing, but if you were to put it into a strong body, it would be similar,” Alistair managed.

Adamar paced erratically, mumbling to himself, when Alistair realized the elf was considering ditching the dungeon. Es'ell noticed, too, and went to talk him out of it.

The group needed some time to recover. Riseth, in particular, was still shivering, wearing an exhausted frown.

Alistair walked over to her, putting his hand on her shoulder, but not knowing what to say, he considered what he could do to help her out.

Esta had a dark and conflicted expression. She glanced at Alistair and Es'ell.

"We have five days. did anyone have the state of mind to use Identify?” Alistair asked while holding Riseth, who was slowly calming down.

Alistair had an idea of how to fix the issue as he put his hand on Riseth's head and imagined the concept of serenity, carefully tasking mana to flow from him to her, similar to what his healing bracers did.

"I did. He is called Anzeth and is level 25," Es'ell's melodic voice rang out.

Alistair was surprised she handled the mind attack much better than the rest, presumably because of her race or the way her stats work.

"We should hurry and continue to the master craftsman's abode," Es'ell said.

Color returned into Riseth's form, and he was sure his spell and presence worked as the shivering stopped.

"Thank you," Riseth said meekly. She looked embarrassed and had an emotion Alistair failed to read as she looked at him.

Giving her a confused look, she separated from him as they continued toward the abode.

The march through the city was solemn and devoid of talk. Most were still dealing with the aftereffects.

After a while, they could hear the sounds of combat in the distance, and the group exchanged looks before picking up the pace.




Chapter 21
The Master Craftsman


"We need to hurry up!" Es'ell said as she started to pick up the pace even more.

"Es'ell, the others are still affected. Rushing in headlong is something that I would not do,” Alistair reprimanded her.

Alistair's serenity spell and improved resistance had let him recover much faster. He suspected Es'ell was still affected, but her emotions were nearly impossible to read.

Es'ell stopped dead in her tracks, prompting the rest of the group to halt.

The group looked disconcerted, but Alistair approached her.

"Bend down a little. I need to touch your head for this to work,” Alistair told Es'ell as she followed his instructions.

"Tell me when you feel like you are back to normal," Alistair told her.

After a few minutes, she gave him an okay sign by raising two of her diminished hands.

Alistair repeated the process for the rest of the group. He would spend a skill point on this ability once he got the option.

Alistair was glad he held on to the skill point from the Trial By Fire title.

With their heads checked, they sprinted down the road toward the commotion.

What greeted them was a siege. A large structure was carved out of the wall and surrounded by a tall metal fence sectioning off a beautiful courtyard filled with bioluminescent moss and tree-sized mushrooms.

Alistair could make out a lot of sentries fighting off drones climbing the fencing. Some turrets were built into the structure, shooting any that got past the fencing. Most of the turrets, however, seemed to have been destroyed by chitinous spikes.

Alistair and his group crashed into the backline of the navih siege party.

As explosions and weapons ripped through their ranks, Alistair and Esta charged into the bugs, dismantling them.

Alistair swung his poleax in wide arcs in conjunction with Body Splitter Slash. He cut a bloody swath through the drones, drawing the attention of the siege leader, an incredibly broad 2.5-meter tall creature, its visible skin smooth and wholly black, it was wearing a heavy set of bronze armor covering most of its body.

The helmet, which encased the whole head, reminded Alistair of a rhino beetle. It had bipedal but incredibly thick legs, and Alistair couldn’t distinguish whether the creature was an insect.

It held a large ax in each of its hands as it started to charge toward Alistair. Scrunching up his face, Alistair used Identify [navih goliath - lvl 17]. Reacting quickly, Alistair fell back, raised his hands to his mouth, and emitted a piercing whistle.

The signal was recognized, and Esta made a beeline toward Alistair while Adamar focused his fire on the approaching goliath, who swatted and stomped drones out of his path to reach them faster.

Es'ell and Riseth established a perimeter for Alistair and Esta to fight the goliath undisturbed.

Waves of bloodlust washed over them as the goliath cut closer. Exchanging a glance with Esta, he switched his weapons and stance to his new dual blades. Alistair flanked to the right while Esta took the left.

The goliath chose Esta as its first target. In an overhead attack, it smashed one of its axes, obliterating the ground where Esta had just stood.

She sidestepped the attack and grabbed the rhino horn with her left hand as she got yanked up by the surprised goliath.

Her right fist crackled with lightning as she slammed it into the helmet, slightly denting it but, more importantly, unloading a massive wave of electricity.

A violent roar and shake threw Esta off the goliath.

As Alistair arrived behind the goliath, he crossed the blades in front of him before unleashing them in a cross-motion with a double Body Splitter Slash aimed at the unprotected tendons of the goliath's legs.

The smooth skin was incredibly callus, yet he left two shallow cuts.

Alistair had hoped for better; initially, he considered the gap between the boots and greaves an apparent weak point within the armor.

He would need to think of a different approach.

The goliath spun around, lashing out with its ax, and Alistair had to duck under and away from it.

Meanwhile, the drones around him were blown to bits by Adamar and Es'ell. It would be a while before they took care of the rest and joined the fray.

The goliath started to swing its axes in a wild fury Enhanced Combat Reflexes activated and, suddenly, the speed was much more manageable, the attacks crude and lacking in finesse.

Alistair could swear his skill had improved with practice as he bobbed and weaved with little effort out of the way of the axes, which were looking to carve him to pieces.

While dodging, Esta came up from behind the goliath, kicking it in the tendons Alistair had attacked earlier, unleashing more electricity.

The damn thing didn’t buckle or even flinch, but the electricity caused the leg to spasm.

Closing the gap by taking advantage of the distraction, Alistair pulled his arms back, charging a blast in each hand before ramming both squarely into the goliath's chest point-blank, exchanging acceleration for more force and repulsion, causing the chest plate to dent and rip inwards as the goliath was propelled backward.

The goliath tumbled through its ranks, killing a few drones before slamming its axes into the floor to halt its momentum, roaring at Alistair.

"How is that thing smart enough for tool use? Why give a monster two weapons if it can't coordinate more than one? " Alistair asked, confused with a hint of frustration.

"Why waste time thinking about it?" Esta asked, giving him a cheeky smile.

That was all the time they had before the goliath managed to close the distance as it unleashed a wild swing on Alistair, who stepped in and caught one ax with his hand and released the force with a reverse swing of his poleax hitting the side of the goliath with the hammer attachment of his poleax causing the goliath to stagger.

The goliath caught itself and grunted before mindlessly attacking again.

Alistair intercepted the attack with his bracer as he thrust his poleax into the dented armor deep inside the goliath. Alistair twisted and pulled his poleax out with all the power he could muster. Dark blood started gushing, pooling beneath the goliath.

That must have hit its heart, Alistair thought. The grunting became more ragged, and the roaring stopped.

Its swings became increasingly sluggish until it collapsed, followed by a few chimes as it lay in a large pool of its black blood.

With a thought, he put another point into mind. He would need it to face Anzeth.

Lifting his poleax, Alistair frowned. It was slightly bent and chipped from the fight. The stress from channeling kinetic energy through had warped the metal slightly.

Storing it, he and Esta went out to kill the rest of the drones, which took them only a few minutes without the support of the goliath.

After finishing the last of the drones, the rest of the group approached him and Esta, discussing how they would enter the abode, which was guarded like a high-security compound.

"All right, Adamar, can you snipe the turrets from here?" Esta asked the other elf.

"I can hit them, but shooting them from a safe distance would rob the bullets of most of their mana so that the impact would be negligible," Adamar said.

"Guess it's up to me, then," Alistair said.

But before they could put the plan into action, the fenced gates opened, and two sentries flanked the entrance and tapped their polearms into the stone floor before standing still.

"I think these sentries are not hostile for a change," Riseth said.

The group walked up the stairs with Alistair in front as a precaution. Fortunately, they entered the abode without being attacked.

A fancy entrance hall greeted them, reminding Alistair of Mansions you would see in movies. The floor looked like fine dark marble, and incredibly intricate statues, pillars, and gargoyles lined the walls. Two sets of curved stairs led up to the next floor, and in the balcony overseeing the entrance stood a light blue see-through being. It reminded Alistair of a force ghost or perhaps a hologram.

The ghost was tall and broad, about two meters. It was a white and gray fungus with incredibly thick limbs. It was vaguely shaped like a humanoid. It had very thick limbs, and its hands were a collection of thick and incredibly thin appendages. Its head was broad and connected with some strings to the cap on top of its head. It had a beard out of incredibly thin, fuzzy, twirled strings, and its eyes were tiny black pearls. Alistair used Identify on the being above [Nuk - lvl ???]. Was this a race or his name? Alistair wondered.

"Greetings, challengers. I am the Mastercraftsdwarf Nuk," the individual said without any visible lips as it descended the stairs toward the group.

"I am surprised you are not of my kin," it continued while holding its gaze upon the group.

The group looked amongst each other, and Es'ell looked at Alistair intently. He suspected she wanted him to handle it.

"Greetings, Master Nuk. I must admit you do not look how I expected a dwarf to look, so we are all in for some surprises,” Alistair said.

The group exchanged a few confused and shocked expressions. Nonetheless, the apparition paused briefly before erupting into loud belly laughter.

"I see. Human, answer me: What is the current age?" As he asked that, he transformed and shrank down to what Alistair would have expected a dwarf to look like, although a bit taller.

"I do not know the age since our universe is in the process of integration. We are still within the trial," Alistair said, unsure if this was the answer the dwarf sought.

The dwarf nodded sagely as he reached the bottom of the stairs.

"A new age, then. My people must have failed," Nuk said with a sad tone.

"Come follow me to the dining hall. We have much to discuss!" Nuk said with a sudden friendly attitude as a set of doors to their right flung open, showing a long corridor that bent to the left deeper into the Asteroid.

The group exchanged looks. Alistair and Esta shrugged their shoulders in sync before following Nuk down the corridor with the rest of the group in tow.

"Human, what is your name? You mentioned you expected me to look different. Do you know of many other races and concepts?" Nuk asked Alistair as they walked.

"My name is Alistair, and I think I do, at least compared to the rest of the group. Why do you ask?" Alistair asked with curiosity.

The dwarf had a complicated expression before replying.

"You may call me Nuk, and it means your people are in the same situation as mine found themselves in ages ago. Your galaxy must be close to the edge of the universe," the dwarf said.

"Can you please elaborate on what this means?" Alistair asked concerned.

"It means your world is close to the bridge forming between the universes. It allows for concepts, ideas, and visions of the other universes to flow through, giving worlds close to the edge an advantage regarding knowledge from outside their universe, often providing them with vast insights and ideas. Still, it also means they are the first to contend with the old universe factions seeking to expand their influence into the new universe once the connection is established," the dwarf said.

There was a short pause in his speech as he opened a set of doors leading to a dining room with a long, empty table without chairs.

With a wave of his ghostly hands, one chair for each of them appeared, along with a wide selection of foods, most of which looked incredibly alien. Alistair could even spot cooked eyeballs and glowing fruits.

A small, intriguing detail was Es'ell's chair. It had a curved seat, a wide base, and a raised seat portion to accommodate her digitigrade legs.

"I recommend that you relocate with your loved ones to another galaxy, deeper within the universe, as soon as the Universe has integrated and the bridge is established," the dwarf said with a solemn face as he sat on a chair at the head of the table.

Alistair sat next to the dwarf, thousands of questions racing in his mind. But before he could ask any more questions, the dwarf spoke up again.

"Most of you haven’t had the chance to introduce yourself yet. Come eat while we get to know each other better. Let's leave the heavy topics for later," he said, looking at the rest of the group.

They exchanged names and pleasantries while Alistair reluctantly took some neon blue twirled fruit in front of him.

It was incredibly juicy and had a mild sweetness. His mouth felt warm as he ate it, which felt a little odd. He couldn’t even imagine just how many different kinds of food were out in the multiverse, but he now had much more pressing issues after listening to Nuk's explanation, turning his attention back to the dwarf waiting for another opportunity to ask questions as he locked eyes with the dwarf.




Chapter 22
The Fall


Letting out a deep sigh, the dwarf continued where he had left off.

"Every time a new universe joins the fold, a new age begins. The Kingdom of Mornarn was a small interstellar monarchy before the integration," Nuk began his story.

"My galaxy was one of the closest to the edge. We found that many stories, even the made-up ones, were founded in reality outside our universe. Once the universes connected, empires and factions invaded the new worlds like locusts in a gambit to expand their influence," Nuk told them.

The whole group had stopped eating and were watching and listening to his story.

"The navih initially came in peace, isolating the kingdom, claiming to seek cooperation in exchange for protection," Nuk continued, a dark expression creeping on his face.

"The kingdom had little choice, and the navih started to live among the dwarves, infiltrating our ranks in secret before suddenly, less than a decade later, unleashing untold horrors upon us, killing and consuming my brethren, which they perceived as a delicacy."

The dwarf seemed to swallow hard, a face of disgust evident.

"My home, the city of Magral, was one of the few that managed to stay hidden for a while, but most of our planets fell except for the capital world, Hordain, and a few more militaristic locations and planets. We fought for a few centuries hoping that somebody would intervene on our behalf or at least stop the navih from their continued war against us. Sadly, none were willing to step up for such a small Kingdom," Nuk said in a bitter tone as he momentarily observed the group.

Everyone had a face of disgust. Eating other sapient beings rubbed everyone the wrong way.

"Our Natural God Karnom urged us into many desperate gambits to save our homes and ourselves. We were just too stubborn to leave. And the greatest gambit was this dungeon," Nuk continued.

"We sacrificed unreasonable amounts of resources to build this place, to give ourselves a fighting chance. I agreed to leave a soul imprint binding myself to the dungeon, sacrificing myself and my path to give my people hope, which I had lost after losing my home and family." Nuk's face reflected profound sadness as tears appeared and disappeared into nothingness shortly after.

Everyone was quiet, and pity was reflected in most of their faces.

Esta struggled to keep up her tough persona. At the same time, Alistair's heartstrings were pulled as he felt sadness and dread for what could come to Earth and his family, even if they managed to survive the trial and the pandemonium that would follow upon their return.

Nuk took a while to calm down, but a stoic expression eventually returned to his face. Alistair could sense the sadness and rage within him as a bit of bloodlust leaked out of Nuk.

"As the highest-grade craftsman, I would be bound here to craft masterpieces to arm our people from a wellspring of Rare resources found within this dungeon, allowing our kingdom to train and arm as many fighters with the best the kingdom could offer." His hands balled into fists.

"However, I felt the ages pass by. It has been a long time since fighters entered here. We put safeguards in place preventing anyone but friends of the kingdom from entering this dungeon, which means our gambit failed, and our home world has fallen." Pain and rage painted Nuk's face before he relaxed, looking at the group.

"I am willing to craft and aid you. However, I expect your assistance in return."

This whole scenario was far beyond what Alistair had expected. Alistair thought there would be a way to craft some gear with the help of the system, not an actual person, even if Nuk were now not much more than a ghost.

The group exchanged glances. Alistair noticed that they hadn’t expected this either.

"Tell us what you would ask of us," Es'ell asked.

Alistair worried a bit because her apathetic demeanor was perhaps one of the worst ways to approach this.

Luckily, Nuk didn’t seem offended. He had perhaps dealt with races like hers.

"I would ask that, if given the chance, you take a binding oath to the system. Inform the descendants of my people or at least one dwarven faction that you deem fit about the existence of this dungeon and its history. I will provide you with information on its exact location within the multiverse. This dungeon used to be accessible for both 7th and 8th grades and holds incredible value for anyone able to enter. I wish for it not to rot within the realm of the navih," Nuk stated, determination painted on his face.

"It was a blessing for the system to copy this unused dungeon to reuse it for a trial. I will make it worth your while," Nuk stated, radiating confidence.

Before anyone could say anything, Alistair spoke up.

"This is not even a question. I will help you, Nuk. I accept your offer and swear to the system that I will fulfill my side of the bargain to the best of my ability,” Alistair said, holding his gaze on Nuk.

"So, you do have a heroic side," Esta joked before taking the oath.

"I shall swear to the system that I, Lord Adamar Virion Sylfaren Ialar of Thallan, shall inform your next of kin or suitable dwarven faction of your plight!" Adamar stated, puffing his chest and slamming his fist on it as a gesture of respect.

Ultimately, they all agreed and took the oath, but the rest of the group used less theatrics than Adamar.

"Thank you. I shall accept your oaths and provide you with aid and the finest work possible," Nuk said, his face beaming.

As he spoke these words, Alistair felt a pull deep inside him. He suddenly felt a strong connection with Nuk.

"What was this sensation? Is this what a pact feels like?" Esta asked.

"Yes, what you feel is a strong and sudden karmic bond being formed," Nuk stated.

"Can you elaborate on what a karmic bond is exactly?" Alistair asked, exchanging looks with Riseth.

Nuk stroked his beard and observed them with an amused face.

"I see… To simplify, karmic connections are formed in many ways, and our pact is one such way, but generally, the stronger you feel for a person, the more substantial the karmic bonds grow. These bonds go two ways because two individuals do not always feel the same way about each other."

Nuk, noticing they were not entirely satisfied with that answer, elaborated.

"Karma is a higher concept, but with some training, you can even see the karmic connections between people and use it to track and understand them. The more potent the connection, the easier it is to follow. Manipulating existing ones is hard to impossible from the outside. Most of it is guided by actions and emotions, and those are not equal. Hatred is one of the weakest while love is the strongest, so using karma to chase those whom you hate is much harder than to find those who you love and care for," Nuk said sagely.

Alistair thought he got the gist, as he was familiar with karma, but there was one thing he was wondering about.

"Where I'm from, karma also means if you do good things, good comes to you, but bad things happen to you if you do bad things. Is this incorrect?" Alistair inquired.

"No, that does hold true, but it has strong ties to cause and effect, but I'm unwilling to open that particular can of worms," Nuk stated.

Before Alistair could hog any more of Nuk's time, Es'ell spoke up.

"Your form has changed from the initial one we have seen. I know some races are capable of this, but why did you do so?" Es'ell inquired.

"Ah, you mean the Polymorph skill? It is made available by the system for almost all species once they reach grade 8. It allows beasts, animals, and non-humanoid races to take on a humanoid shape. The reason for this has been puzzling scholars of the multiverse for eons. The best guesses are that the system uses it to get some form of uniformity in the myriad of races, while others think the system was either created by a higher being or is said to be a higher being. Either way, it prefers the humanoid shape," Nuk said while stroking his beard.

Es'ell's face was unreadable, but Alistair suspected she was lost in thought as she sat quietly on her chair.

Esta had started to dig into the food in front of her, eating slices from a roasted animal with far too many legs. Her eyes widened as she had a bite and sped up eating, causing Riseth to get some, too.

Alistair decided to take some slices of the meat as he attempted to levitate some pieces onto his plate. Alistair struggled at first but managed after a few seconds as the meat started floating to his plate like he had imagined.

"That's impressive. Was this the first time you attempted something like this?" Nuk asked Alistair.

"Yes? It was, why?" Alistair replied before taking a bite. The meat tasted terrific!

"Nothing. I do not wish to interfere in your path," Nuk replied, looking at Alistair with interest.

Alistair could guess why he asked and shrugged as Riseth, who had been quiet so far, spoke up.

"You did promise us aid. What would that look like?" Riseth asked.

Nuk gave an approving nod before he spoke.

"I will answer any questions I can without negatively influencing or harming your paths; once we are done eating, I will speak to each of you alone to see what you wish me to craft. I will advise you during this process." A glint of excitement is evident in his eyes.

Alistair suspected Nuk couldn’t wait to return to crafting after so long.

"Why speak to us alone?" Riseth inquired.

"Privacy is held in incredibly high regard by my people. You are free to share what you want with each other, but I will never tell you what I have made for my other customers," Nuk said, his projection looking over everyone at the table.

"I often thought my challenges within the trial were curated if not controlled by something. Can you confirm this?" Alistair asked.

"I cannot tell you everything, and some things might have changed, but yes, the kind of trial world you will be sent to is based on the system analyzing your soul. Your personality and mindset are crucial factors. Trials are possibly the biggest opportunity that comes around maybe once in an eon. It is crucial to make the best out of your time in the trial," Nuk explained.

The group was quiet momentarily, pondering what Nuk had said while absentmindedly snacking on finger foods.

"You spoke of a natural god. What does that mean?" Esta managed while chewing.

Adamar gave her an indignant look for her not-very-ladylike behavior.

"Natural gods are unique beings created by the belief of an enlightened race. They most often take on aspects of religions and widespread beliefs. They usually also display powers attributed to the deities they are formed from.

The more gods a race has, the more powerful and chaotic a deity usually is. Still, at least initially, they typically are far behind any self-made gods in power," Nuk told her.

"Oh, shit," Alistair blurted out.

Realizing his world's many deities, he wondered if Earth's natural god would have all its marbles together.

"Your world is close to the edge and lends itself to many different inspirations for gods and pantheons. Is it a rather large pantheon, I presume?" Nuk asked with curiosity.

"We had a lot of different pantheons over the ages, many similar and connected, but almost every group of people had their own pantheon or religion, and we used to fight many wars over them," Alistair explained.

"You might be luckier than you think; many pantheons mean the god would have many concepts available, and that many of them were similar helps a lot. How many of them are war-like? And are they still prevalent in your world?" Nuk Asked.

"Almost all of them were war-like, I'd say; religion is still going strong, although not nearly as strong as it used to be, and we don't fight many wars over them anymore, at least not directly," Alistair told him.

They spoke for a while longer, asking Nuk many questions. They learned that due to how long this dungeon hadn’t been used, Nuk had a lot of time compression saved up, so time wasn’t a concern when crafting their gear. Still, it also meant they couldn’t observe him crafting.

He had some sort of autoforge in the basement, which allowed him to forge equipment despite his ghostly state. He would be using the material the dungeon had provided.

The materials had also benefitted from not being constantly replaced and had slightly increased in quality. The skin Alistair initially failed to identify was from a kind of drake native to Hordain, and the synthetic clothing was alchi-velvet, a fabric perfect for weaving magics and concepts into.

Eventually, Nuk broke off the discussions as they finished their dinner.

"All right, you people should rest. I've got guest rooms with amenities some of you would appreciate. You will be safe. The next wave should arrive in two days," he told them before explaining where they could find their rooms.

Alistair doubted the projection could smell them but suspected it would be unpleasant.

After finding his room, he marveled only briefly. It was filled with luxury. There was a marble table and extremely comfy-looking chairs his size, but a bed that seemed to be sized for someone much larger. It had a large mirror studded with gold and gems, which was a bit too opulent for Alistair's taste. There was a large rug of an animal he didn’t recognize. A multicolored tiger was the closest comparison he could make.

He rushed to the side room and started to strip as he couldn’t wait to take a shower. He felt gross and had been ignoring the sensation.

His leather armor was in tatters. It had taken a lot of damage, and the burned-off sleeve made it all asymmetric, which bothered Alistair a little as he tossed it on the tiled floor.

The first thing that struck him was his toned body. He even had a six-pack. The stat increases had caused gradual changes to his body, and the fact that he never took off his armor meant he hadn’t noticed the changes before now, but they were significant.

He examined his face for changes; though he still had the same heart-shaped face, gray eyes, heavy lower lip, and flat cheekbones. Besides his more toned body, magic and stat increases hadn’t made him any more or less attractive than he had been as a young adult. However, he very much could live with that reality.

He stepped into the shower and let the hot water flow, relaxing his mind and body. He had missed this.

He had half-expected there to be a simple cleaning spell, so he appreciated there to be an actual shower. However, he noticed that the dirt and grime came off much easier, and the water felt like some concept was infused into it.

He may have spent too much time standing in the shower and thinking about everything that had happened since he entered the trial, but after talking to Nuk, he was much less worried.

Drying off with a towel, he lamented how dirty his clothes were and refused to put them back on as he stepped out into his room.

"I thought you would never get out of there," Riseth said, lying completely naked on his bed.

She lay on her stomach, supporting her head with her hands while lazily flutter-kicking her legs back and forth, a predatory grin on her face.

Alistair was startled as he pulled his towel to cover himself reflexively.

"You really need to stop jump-scaring me." he managed. He had a hard time looking away from her naked form.

"But it's so much fun! I recall you promised me some payback." Giving him that look.

Alistair shook his head. Eh, fuck it, he thought. He returned the mischievous smile as he approached her, and she let out a giggle.




Chapter 23
Make a Wish


Alistair still lay in bed. Cradled in his arm was Riseth, who was still stark naked. She had brought him a change of clothing before deciding to surprise him, but they were still on the table untouched.

She had gotten more and more energetic and looked a lot healthier. Alistair had, as a precaution, checked his stats and resources before and after but found he only lost quite a bit of stamina and mana, which he firmly marked in the worth it category.

"You somehow got even more energetic," Alistair commented, throwing her a glance.

"Yep, all juiced up." She snickered as she hugged him tighter.

"You are gross," he laughed, stroking her head.

"So…are you fine for now?" Alistair asked hesitantly.

"Oh, already hopeful for more?" she teased.

Her forwardness made him slightly flustered for a moment, much to her amusement, but he waved her off with a chuckle.

"I am more than fine now. Humans do live up to their reputation. If push comes to shove, I should be able to hold out until the trial ends with some strict rationing," she said absentmindedly.

She seemed much more relaxed, and she stretched herself, letting out a yawn.

"Do you want to talk now or later?" Alistair asked her hesitantly, feeling strangely insecure after her last comment.

They heard a very hesitant knock as they heard an incredibly awkward Adamar talk through the door.

"I hope I am not disturbing anything. It is Sir Alistair's turn to speak with Master Nuk, and he would ask that you go see him," he stuttered.

The awkwardness was tangible, and Riseth, followed by Alistair, started laughing as they heard Adamar hurriedly leaving.

"We'll talk later. Get your sweet ass to Nuk," she said with a toothy grin, pushing him to leave.

Alistair first took a hurried shower and found that Riseth had already left as he put on the spare clothes, which were incredibly comfortable but straightforward, but with a thought, they changed into a pair of black jeans and a white shirt, something he had worn on many occasions.

Huh, neat, he thought as he rinsed his combat gloves under the cleansing water before putting them on.

Leaving his room, he walked the marble corridors. He didn’t know where he was supposed to go, so he decided to head for the entrance.

As he reached the Stairs, he saw Esta leaning over the railing, looking out of the windows into the city of Magral. She was wearing baggy pants and a tank top.

Hearing his approach, she turned around and gave him a smug look.

"Well, Sir Hero, done saving another life, I heard?" Esta didn’t try very hard to suppress a laugh.

"Ah, you know me, I love to get into trouble. By the way, where is Nuk? I'm supposed to meet him?" Alistair asked with a smile.

"Well, trouble was supposed to tell you where to go. It's down that corridor. Keep going until you find a heavy metal door," Esta said, not skipping a beat.

Alistair snorted. He had to give it to her. That was a flawless execution. He shook his head a little and then walked down the stairs.

"Thanks for the directions," Alistair managed, giving her an amused look, which she returned.

While walking down another corridor, Alistair considered that perhaps the system took too long to find people for this dungeon because it wanted a certain amount of compatibility.

After all, his group seemed to get along quite well. Adamar specifically had made great strides from being the prick he used to be and had mostly dropped his cultural shackles.

Upon reaching the heavy metal door, he gave it two knocks, his metal gloves causing a clinking sound.

The door opened by itself, revealing a large workshop with all kinds of tools and machinery, advanced robot arms sticking out of the walls, runic anvils, and machine bodies standing at the ready.

Nuk's spectral form stood near a door on the opposite side of the room. He waved him over before entering and leaving the door open.

As Alistair entered the room, he saw a small study with blueprints, books, and other documents strewn about. Nuk was sitting in a chair and waved to one chair on the opposite side of the desk.

Sitting down, Alistair sunk in, and all the furniture's comfiness was off the charts.

"Man, all your furniture is amazing. I almost don't want to stand up anymore," Alistair said as he leaned his head against the soft, perfectly placed cushion.

"Oh, feel free to take any furniture you like. They will be recreated anyway if somebody ever visits again, that is…" the dwarf said, a bit glum.

"On a different note, I feel we should have the stones and flints talk," Nuk said, smiling wryly.

Alistair suspected this was the birds and bees talk but dwarven and let out a groan. "Oh, c'mon, not you, too?" Alistair said with disbelief.

"No, I'm serious. It is something that is different after the integration. Mixing different species is not that uncommon, so this is not the concern. Instead, I want to warn you that children can only be created if both sides wish it, so I recommend you don't have any stray thoughts about that. Second, your children will gain Heritage Records from both parents, and the higher your grade, the better," Nuk finished before Alistair could protest.

Alistair considered for a second. Some of this was good to know, yet he still felt extremely awkward at having this fucking talk. He had no plan or wish for children with somebody he had met not that long ago, but knowing he couldn't get anyone pregnant calmed some of his worries.

"Thank you for the heads-up, but my situation is shit enough. I already have people I care for at home that I can't save. I don't need to add more on another planet I cannot reach,” Alistair said, deflated.

"Your race is not a star-faring one?" Nuk asked, surprised.

"No, the farthest people got is our moon," Alistair replied.

"You will want to move out today and then go to the Hangar. There should be a damaged shuttle. If you can find somebody to repair it or learn how to do it during your trial, you should be able to leave your world. I want to tell you more, but I can't," Nuk said with a sad frown.

Alistair blinked in surprise. He hadn’t expected there to be a solution presented this soon.

"And you would help repair it? And how am I supposed to take it out? I doubt my storage is large enough for a shuttle?" Alistair asked hopefully.

"I can't help repair it, but I can give some guidance. Oh, and don't worry about size. Once the cube module is fixed, it can be shrunk into a cube like this,"

He fished out a cube from his drawer, pressing the button at the top. He tossed it out into his workshop. Before the cube could hit the floor, a puff of smoke and a flash of light masked its appearance as a large clockwork construct stood unmoving.

Alistair recognized it as something similar to an anime he had watched as a kid. He shook his head in disbelief. His world must be sitting on the doormat of the other universes.

Part of him wanted to move his friends and family, but a small part of him wanted to stay and fight to prevent Earth from becoming an actual doormat. If that was his loyalty to Earth or battle lust, he couldn’t tell.

"There is one thing I want to ask: I have a pet in my home world. Can you tell me what happens to animals left behind during the initiation?" Alistair asked hopefully.

"We didn’t have that concept of keeping pets, but most animals changed and evolved during our absence. However, the animals evolve based on their wishes. The system does not forcefully evolve them into something. They are treated like every other beast. But I can't tell you anything else for certainty," Nuk explained with an apologetic smile.

Alistair nodded and thanked Nuk, believing that if Viv survived, she should not become a monster. She was a smart and affectionate cat, although a proficient hunter despite her advanced age, as she regularly brought him mice, snakes, and birds, something he had frowned upon but was now glad about as it increased the odds of her being fine.

Alistair snapped out of his consideration when Nuk slapped his hands together.

"Well, let's discuss what we can make; show me all the resources, metals, weapons, and magic items you have on you without exception!" Nuk requested.

The table was emptied and extended to make space for whatever Alistair had on his person. After emptying everything he had on the table, Nuk went over everything, but a few pieces drew his attention in particular.

Nuk picked up the coral-like treasure he found in the khids’ camp.

"A low-grade natural treasure with the growth concept; you're pretty lucky," Nuk said with a wide smile. "People who raise beasts and herbalists cultivating herbs can never have enough of these to promote growth in their products. You should hold on to that until you settle down somewhere," Nuk advised him, then ordered Alistair to store it, along with the herbs and dirt, back in his storage.

As soon as he heard Nuk's explanation, it dawned on him why he hadn’t seen any juvenile khids. To Alistair's surprise, the second thing that seemed to excite Nuk was his nicked shortsword and cracked buckler.

"System-made metals are scarce. The system does not often create metals outside of Initiations. While not powerful by itself, it has an incredible capacity for magic and enchantments, so making an alloy out of this and the mithril with a bit of adamantium would create an incredibly potent alloy," Nuk said as he marveled at the metal sword in his hand.

"Why are these metals so rare? There should be trillions of beings getting some every initiation. Also adamantine? I thought I had none because when I tried to Identify it, I only got metal bars?" Alistair asked, slightly confused.

"Not everyone chooses a weapon made of metal. Many people die, and others discard them once they receive a magical item to replace it because they lack magical storage before they ever come across a craftsman realizing its potential. And as for why the Identify didn’t work, it's an alloy containing Adamantine," Nuk explained.

"I was lucky enough to work with a fair quantity of system metals because dwarves do not simply discard a weapon. It is an insult to the craftsman who made it." He concluded.

After exchanging some liquids from the alchemy tower and sorting through all the items, Nuk only chose his trial weapons and the materials he had found within the dungeon, excluding all the cores, which he said were unnecessary for his crafting.

Finally, Nuk asked to see Alistair's stats and an account of his strengths and goals. He swore an oath never to disclose any details to anyone and would forget as soon as his work was done. Alistair considered for a little while but trusted the oath and Nuk.

"I recommend a full suit of metal armor. I can use the skin and velvet to pad it out. I doubt you will have to change your armor for many grades, if ever. However, I will not have enough materials to make a weapon for you, then," Nuk said, folding his hands to support his head.

"I suppose it is for the better. I have been trying all kinds of weapons, and I'm not sure I want to settle on one yet. But are you sure why I couldn’t upgrade the armor? I should come across a lot of magical armor that is surely better than what I find in my first dungeon?" Alistair wondered if the dwarf was overselling it a bit.

Nuk chuckled before letting out a sigh.

"Your friends asked the same. The answer is simple: you are not aware of all the bells and whistles armors can come with; one of the most crucial is an integration enchantment. You already used a version of it on your rings."

His speech sounded well-rehearsed as he continued.

"If everyone wore a mismatch of randomly found equipment, people would look like clowns. They either wear a full set and integrate new magic items into the set or use glamors or a mixture of both."

"I presume you will want the full package." He listed them.
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Enchantments:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Comfort Array

Description: A [Compound] enchantment refined over the eons of existence of the multiverse. It contains a tetragram of refined auxiliary enchantments to provide comfort and ease of use.

Compound:

Graded Magic Integration: 
Enables the seamless integration of magic items into the armor up to the natural limit determined by the owner's grade. This includes both the number and Grade of magical enhancements. The enchantment overrides spells chosen by the user once the limit of enchantments is reached, ensuring compatibility with the user's Grade. Enchantments and the capacity of Magic Integration grow with the user's Grade.

Self-Care:
At the cost of little [MP], the enchantment allows for the slow repair of almost any damage to the enchanted gear. Passively absorbs tiny amounts of atmospheric mana to clean the armor and the user while wearing the armor.

Ethereal Glamour:
It allows the equipment to disguise itself and other pieces of equipment to appear as any type of clothing the user wishes. The illusion-enchant extends to the sense of touch if made ethereal by the user.

Bliss:
This enchantment includes temperature regulation, weight reduction for the user, and slight, non-magical environmental protection.
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Alistair let out an appreciative whistle as he read the list.

"Thanks to the system's metal and the materials from the dungeon, I can craft incredibly high-quality armor, but it will be soul-bound to you. In addition to the just-mentioned compound enchantment, I will be able to create two enchantments of your choice. Do you have any specific ideas for the enchantments you'd like, or would you like me to provide some recommendations?" Nuk asked.

Alistair considered many possible enchantments. He would love to increase his strengths or cover his weaknesses, and he already had an idea of what he would ask for.




Chapter 24
Time out


Given the choice of two enchantments, Alistair had two in mind.

"First, I would like something to protect me from mind and soul attacks," Alistair said confidently.

Nuk gave an approving nod.

"That is a wise choice. You can either choose to spend both your enchants on this or combine it into one, but the protection will obviously be less," Nuk explained.

"I think I will have the slightly weaker version to add a second enchant," Alistair responded.

"All right, I can do that. Your armor will shield your mind and soul. The metal will warp when attacked by mind magic, giving you a visual warning."

"That's great!" Alistair said excitedly.

"For the second enchantment, I thought it would be great if I could store kinetic energies. It would reduce the strain on my body and allow me to deploy more resources and stockpile them," Alistair explained.

To Alistair's surprise, Nuk shook his head.

"I recommend you go for something other than this enchantment. Efficiency-wise, it would be lacking. You should find a different approach where you do not have to rely on auxiliary equipment," Nuk said with a serious expression.

Alistair considered his options and decided to trust Nuk's advice. Alistair would need to look into different ways to lower the damage he takes when channeling kinetic energy KE or find a way to store it inside his body.

With that particular enchantment off the table, Alistair was a bit lost. He initially thought it was a great idea and had yet to consider what else he would want.

"Well, do you have some suggestions? I was kind of banking on that enchantment," Alistair asked, a bit embarrassed.

Nuk shook his head disapprovingly.

"You should have a firm idea for your path and think more ahead. However, I have a suggestion. You mentioned the trouble of opponents grappling you, and I would recommend the Freedom of Movement enchantment," Nuk suggested.

"What would it do exactly?" Alistair asked as he would not blindly pick the first suggestion, even if it sounded promising.

"It is a reasonably potent spell that prevents most opponents within your grade from grappling you or impeding your movement.
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Enchantments:

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Freedom of movement

Description: It prevents anyone within the user's grade from grappling or impeding the user's movement. This includes paralysis and spells that would slow the user down up to a degree. It would struggle with higher-tier spells within and above the user's grade but gives him near immunity from anyone with a lower grade.
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Alistair read the enchantment over. It would cover a lot of weaknesses, even some he had yet to encounter or consider.

"This enchantment seems really good. Do you have any other suggestions?" Alistair asked.

"Other than splitting your protection enchantment, I would say no, none which fit your needs as much as these," Nuk told him.

"Hmm. Can a buckler be added to the armor?" Alistair inquired.

"It is possible, yes, but you might want to focus on creating magical barriers. You will only really benefit from this choice in the short term, and it would cut into your stock of metals," Nuk said.

Alistair considered it momentarily, weighing the value of the metals and Nuk's opinion against his desire to continue using a shield.

"Do it. My scraps of metals won't get me far, and I'd rather survive the here and now,” Alistair concluded, shooting a smile to the master craftsman.

"All right, now get out of here and wait. I will take about an hour of your time. You will know once I'm finished," Nuk said excitedly. Alistair was sure he would have pushed him out of the room if he could, as Nuk seemed in a rush to get to crafting.

Alistair obliged as the door slammed shut behind him. The moment it closed, Alistair felt immense amounts of magic radiating from the door.

Alistair realized it was the concept of time. The time dilation within the room had to be intense. Alistair set his hand on the door. It was a strange sensation, almost as if he had put his hands in jelly-like wet cement that immediately hardened.

Alistair's eyes went wide. He was stuck. Alistair tried to pull with all his might to no avail. He attempted to disturb the magic around his hand, but it changed nothing.

"Shit," Alistair said, quite embarrassed as he stood there, his cheeks reddening. He had put himself in time-out.

That will teach me to touch powerful magics, not knowing the consequences…Alistair thought, cursing under his breath.

He considered sticking his head in there. Maybe he could at least learn something. But Alistair disregarded the idea immediately because if the dwarf spent a hundred years in there, he'd be seriously screwed if his perception of time forced him to wait that long. He might even die.

Yelling for help was pointless. The group would never let him live it down, and Alistair doubted they could help him. He was the most proficient with magic among them, anyway.

He activated Enhanced Combat Reflexes, a skill involving the concept of time. It didn’t help much, but it gave him a sense of the changes in his body when using the concept of time.

Alistair tried to manipulate the time around his hands to no avail. It was far too powerful. Alistair frowned. It would suck to be stuck for an hour like this, and he didn’t know if his hand could take damage from the experience.

Holding the bridge of his nose with his left hand, he closed his eyes before he stared blankly at the marble wall. What could he do to get his hand out of this jam?

He concluded that if he could accelerate his hand enough, he might be able to pull it out. However, it quickly turned out he needed a lot more practice, and the time magic interfered with his mana control within his right hand. Unfortunately, isolating his hand in force didn’t work for a similar reason, as it also drained his mana quite rapidly, so he abandoned that attempt for now.

He started to practice localized acceleration in his free left hand to get a better feel without interference.

Alistair continued practicing, cursing, and experimenting like this for over an hour, but Nuk was still not done crafting.

Shit, is the rest of my body affected? he thought as a bit of panic set in.

Alistair inspected himself and confirmed that, yes, he was affected, but not nearly to the extent of his hand. His hand had begun to hurt, and he occasionally lost some HP, which quickly regenerated. He realized he might be stuck like this for weeks, possibly even months.

"Hey Nuk, I got stuck. Can you hear me?" Alistair tried.

"Nothing. I can't hear him craft either, so that was to be expected,” Alistair concluded.

Alistair was stuck like this for two days. His acceleration application improved a lot as he kept practicing, and Alistair could tell he was slowly pulling his hand out. He also had passively gained one mind and senses stat point along with three in control.

Alistair felt exhausted and afraid to sleep because his hand was relatively high up on the door. He couldn’t lie down, and what if he tipped into the door during his sleep? He shuddered at the thought. Alistair wondered if there was a Darwin award in the multiverse because this must be one of the dumbest ways to die. Cursing at his intrusive thought of touching that damn door. He checked his energy pools and noticed he was filled up again.

He had found the most efficient way to pull his hand from the door was to accelerate his whole body while focusing on his Enhanced Combat Reflexes skill to manipulate his perception of time, affecting him slightly. His hand no longer touched the door directly, but it was still stuck midair.

For his next attempt, he put his all into it, burning through his energy pools as he imitated a rapid movement away from the door. His hand moved slightly, and he pushed it further, his energy draining even more rapidly as he did. Alistair suddenly stopped, deflated as he had run out of mana once again. The whole scene must have looked hilarious to any outside observer, if there were any. Still, Alistair didn’t find it amusing as he stood there, wheezing as a chime went off, and Alistair checked almost immediately.

Seeing the available skill upgrade and title acquisitions, Alistair immediately accepted the upgrade and stared at his new title and skill. The system loved to reward him for stupid shit and seemed to hand out Legendary stuff quite casually, but he pushed the thoughts aside as relief washed over him. He might be able to free himself with this.
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Skills:

Tier: [Legendary]

Skill Name: Temporal Combat Reflexes

Description: Integrating magical insights from different Concepts, this skill elevates the user's reaction speed, spatial awareness, and footwork to a high degree. Navigating challenging terrain becomes second nature, reinforcing overall stability. During combat, the user's perception of time is slightly slowed. The user can deliberately channel [MP] to engage in short bursts of intense Acceleration Magic, compensated for by further slowing his perception of time.
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Titles:

Tier: [Legendary]

Name: Legendary Skill Expertise

Effect:

Slightly reduced the requirements of future skill upgrades and acquisition.

Origin: Obtained for upgrading a skill to [Legendary] tier while still in grade 10.
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He spent another hour standing like this, waiting for his pools to fill up, refusing to spend his precious potions. When Alistair played video games, he always tended to hold on to all the consumables and ended up never using them. Still, with his own life on the line, he embraced this habit even harder because if he had wasted his HP potion while being chased by the khids, Es'ell would have most likely died of her injuries, so he felt emboldened by this decision. He clenched his teeth and waited until he felt he could try his new skill to escape.

Please, work… he prayed internally as he mentally prepared himself.

He pushed his new skill, Temporal Combat Reflexes, to its maximum output, draining the saved-up mana in seconds, which felt much longer than they had any right to be. Fuck, fuck, fuck, come on! Alistair thought. As he pulled as hard as he could, he suddenly slipped.

He had finally freed himself, and he jogged a few steps before lying on his back, groaning.

Alistair heard people run down the corridor behind him, but he couldn’t be bothered to stand up.

Riseth and Adamar bounded around the corner, running toward him. Adamar held a rather large and complicated-looking Rifle at the ready.

"Sir Alistair, are you all right?" he asked, concerned, standing above him.

"I had a horrible feeling like you were in danger. What happened, and why are you lying on the floor?" Riseth inquired worriedly, raising an eyebrow, looking his haggard form over.

Technically, Alistair hadn’t slept for three days, so he needed a nap. It was the only thing he could think about, and he felt too drained to devise an elaborate excuse.

"Don't worry, I'm okay, and thanks for checking on me, but I need to go take a nap," Alistair said placatingly with a weak smile to Riseth and Adamar, who looked at him suspiciously.

Adamar stored his new rifle with visible disappointment. The walk back to the corridor was awkward as Riseth kept suspiciously checking him out but not saying a thing. He would absolutely not tell her he got stuck at that damn door for two days.

"By the way, how much time has passed since I left? I kinda lost track of time while talking to Nuk," Alistair claimed innocently.

Riseth squinted her eyes at him, and something inside him told him she knew he was full of shit right now.

"I know you were in danger. Can you not trust me?" She asked, a bit hurt.

Alistair felt bad, but he really didn’t want to tell her. With a deep sigh, he reluctantly opened up a bit.

"No, it's not that. I tried some magic, and it went wrong, and it's just incredibly embarrassing," he managed as he withdrew into his room.

Riseth pouted but chose to join him. Alistair raised his eyebrow at her.

"I am tired, too," Riseth said, which wasn't completely incorrect. He wasn't sure how much sleep demons needed, and Alistair wasn’t exactly opposed. He felt bad at the thought of rejecting her. It all moved a bit fast, but he didn't have the energy to argue. He simply nodded, walked over to the bed, collapsed on it, and fell asleep almost immediately.




Chapter 25
New Armor


Alistair woke up refreshed. He immediately noticed that he had been moved to the head of the bed.

He couldn’t move because Riseth had wrapped her arms around him and was sleeping on his chest. She wore a nightdress and had a peaceful expression.

Alistair looked down at her and was conflicted because while he liked her, his helping her out made him feel rushed. At the same time, she could seemingly read him like a book and even know when he was in trouble. Alistair had always been a bit dense in such matters, and he was unsure what her intentions were.

Alistair had never been the type for love at first sight, but there was something there, and he couldn't quite put his finger on it. Ever since he caught his ex-girlfriend cheating on him shortly after he had proposed to her, he had been distancing himself from others in fear of being hurt like that again. The event still nagged at him. He got along very well with Riseth, and the prospect of being separated or discarded bothered him more than it should.

Did she genuinely fall for him? Some cultural thing from her home world she neglected to mention? He knew they valued reputation above all, and she tended to be secretive about things that could be interpreted as negative.

Uncertainty and insecurity plagued Alistair as he looked at her, his emotions in slight turmoil. They had been taking it quite casually, but as the separation approached, he could sense some unrest in both of them.

She stirred and looked up at him.

"Calm down, I won't hurt you," she said quietly.

Her words struck him deeply, and his emotions flared. His uncertainty and insecurity turned to hurt and confusion, shortly followed by concern.

His emotional side struggled as his rational mind latched on her knowing. How? Was it that title? An innate ability to succubi? This went beyond just reading his emotions and situations. She said she had touched upon his soul. How much did she exactly know?

He wore a complicated expression as he met her gaze. Not knowing what to say, they lay there for a few moments.

"I just know, and I can't help it… Shit!" She stood up, walked away, and started pacing in the room.

"Let's start with the how," Alistair said, suppressing his emotional side.

"I think it's that title. We succubi can enter people's dreams, but your Soulscape is a different matter entirely. It was like my ability was put into overdrive, and I could see your very soul for a moment, and ever since I know things, the closer I am, the more I know what you feel. I even see occasional memories." Riseth buried her hands in her hair, just as conflicted as himself.

"I don't know how to handle that," Alistair said honestly.

She took a long look at him, her features growing soft before resolution gripped her.

Alistair felt the magic connection forming, and he noticed his feelings mirrored within her as he now sensed her emotions even standing across the room.

"I'm sorry. You don't have to go that far—" Alistair started but was interrupted.

"Yes, I do. This fucking magic and system make everything so complicated, so I might as well make use of this, and no, I'm not leaving until you accept." She insisted, stepping up to him.

It was like a dam that had been there vanished as visions of Riseth's memories, thoughts, and emotions flooded his mind. He saw things he knew she was uncomfortable with him knowing, fleeting memories of faces and environments, and moments of importance as it suddenly ended.

Her emotions were genuine, and to his relief, he didn’t see anything overly upsetting or contradicting. They both accepted and visibly relaxed, and their odd connection seemed to remain. They stood there, letting what happened sink in. Alistair sensed her emotions as she was visibly relaxed and internally elated with relief.

"What now?" Alistair asked curiously.

She tapped her chin with her index finger before smiling at him.

"Ground rules: I stop stepping on eggshells, and you stop overthinking everything between us. Let’s continue going with the flow, and we shall see. I know we will be separated soon, but I'm not dumb enough to let you get away," she said before pulling him in for a kiss.

"Deal," Alistair said before reciprocating.

Alistair relaxed but felt like a big weight had been taken off him.

"We can figure out the rest as we go for now. Let's go with the flow and cooperate. We have the same interests, and our goals align,” Riseth said while stretching.

She smiled at him, and her nightdress became intricate leather armor. The fauld had a blood-red coloration and covered her hip and legs without impairing her movement. The draconic hide seemed utterly smooth, and metal plates covered her most vital parts and shoulder. She still had a corset, this one a reddish brown. He wondered if that was the original armor or just the glamor. The few parts not covered by armor were covered by a black skinsuit, which she wore beneath the bracers and other protective gear covering her body.

"Stop staring, or I'll drop it all, and we'll be even more late,” she teased.

Alistair shook his head and smiled.

"Well, excuse me, Princess," he said as he walked out the door.

She squinted her eyes at him as he walked past.

"That was another reference, wasn't it?" she asked from behind him.

"Maybe," he said with a smirk.

"Es'ell should have gotten her equipment by now. Nuk has your armor ready in the workshop,” Riseth told him after shaking her head as she caught up with him.

They walked to the workshop, where Esta was talking to Nuk. She was wearing a deep navy blue skin suit covered by a black jacket that had a symbol on her chest that Alistair didn’t recognize. She was paired with short pants that ended in a mixture of metal and leather boots. Some of her armor seemed to have bone plating, and she wore some incredibly elaborate combat gloves that had runes inscribed all over them.

"Done with your beauty sleep?" Esta quipped.

"Yep, and sorry about that,” Alistair gave her an apologetic smile.

"Your time in the trial is precious. While you didn’t waste it, you did waste others. I will not speak more of this but keep it in mind," Nuk said, giving him a stern look.

Riseth and Esta exchanged looks. They knew something was up but chose not to press the issue.

"I understand," Alistair said. He wasn’t used to getting scolded this frequently.

"Rest is important, too. We have been running ourselves ragged ever since the Trial started," Esta said, coming to his aid.

Nuk, for his part, waved his hand, and a robot with all kinds of tools attached to it came over. It had tank-like tracks and held what Alistair suspected was his Armor set.

Alistair was speechless for a second, and both Riseth and Esta looked impressed. The armor was a dark gunmetal color with matte bronze edges and runes. He noticed a dark green sheen on its darker surfaces, and the runes looked like incredibly intricate decorations.

Alistair realized that the runes had to be made of mithril alloy. At the same time, everything else was a mixture of adamantine and orichalcum alloys. The difference he sensed was stark. The insides of the armor and the runes all beamed with magic that the darker metals rejected, causing sharp cutoffs. It must look like an intricate disco ball for anything that relied on magic sight.

The armor had both a hood and a helmet. His chausses and most of his sollerets were hidden beneath faulds that connected to a drake leather belt. The fauld itself was made of both drake leather on the edges, and thick alchi-velvet, the front of the fauld had a hanging orichalcum alloy chainmail covering his groin.

Alistair would have taken ages to put this on, but instead, he just put his hands on the armor, stored it, and swapped it for his current clothes. For a second, he flinched and covered his privates, but to his confusion, as he looked down, he wasn’t naked, but the comfort enchantments made it feel like he was wearing nothing.

That will take time to get used to, Alistair thought as he used a quick Identify.
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Item:

Tier: [Legendary]

Name: Rulkith Lusak (Sentiel's Garb)

Qualities:

[Soulbound] [Freedom of Movment] [Protection Of Mind And Soul] [Comfort Array]

Description: A full set of enchanted sepaskarite alloy armor. All craftsdwarfship is of the highest quality. It is inscribed with powerful and useful enchantments. It was crafted by Nuk, a 7th grade Master Craftsdwarf. It protects the user from harm of physical and magical nature. It is enchanted with [Freedom Of Movement] and [Protection of Mind and Soul], as well as the [Comfort Array].

[image: image-placeholder]


Both Riseth and Esta laughed at his antics.

"You can change that sensation so it feels like you wear something comfortable instead. It caught us off guard. Also, do you plan on keeping that helmet visible?" Riseth asked him, pouting a little.

Alistair was confused for a second. His vision wasn’t limited at all, and he hadn’t realized he was wearing a helmet. A quick touch confirmed that.

Alistair spent a thought, and now it felt like he was wearing incredibly comfortable, hardly noticeable clothing, and his helmet turned ethereal. He then took out his gloves and bracers and used the Magic Integration enchant to meld them into the armor.

"Much better," Riseth said, looking him over.

Alistair checked himself out in a mirror nearby. The armor looked badass, and he didn’t feel the need to change its looks at all, but something caught his attention.

"Did you not manage to add a buckler?" Alistair asked, turning to Nuk.

"Of course, I managed to add a buckler. Just imagine it appearing on one of your arms, and it will appear," Nuk said, almost offended.

Alistair did as he was instructed, and a buckler appeared on his left arm. It wasn’t circular, but more like a curved elongated triangle covering his entire forearm with two sharp points sticking out where his hands were but leaving them with a full range of motion, and another sharp point ending behind his elbow, it had little to no decoration. Still, he could add it with glamor if he so wished.

"I had to use all of your materials, and some of your group chipped in to complete this piece, so you better be grateful to them," Nuk stated.

Alistair felt genuinely touched by the gift. He quietly thanked Riseth and Esta, making a mental note to extend his gratitude to the rest of the group later.

Curiosity got the better of him as they began walking. "What exactly is Sepaskarite alloy?" he asked.

"Sepaskarite is a relatively new alloy, at least to my knowledge," Nuk replied. "As for the name of your armor—well, as a Craftsdwarf, I'm obligated to name my work. Based on what you've shared about yourself and your origins, I've decided to call it Rulkith Lusak or, in your language, Sentinel's Garb."

Alistair nodded in appreciation, mulling over the weight of the name as they made their way to the dining hall for breakfast. He had completely lost track of time, and without the artificial sun crystal outside to guide him, he wouldn’t have known whether it was day or night.

The group had less than four full days before the attack started and less than one before another wave of drones appeared to attack the abode.

Alistair helped himself to some sausages. It tasted great. There was no competition for whatever he ate yesterday or the lomie, but it had a nice herbal flavor. Alistair looked around the table.

Es'ell hadn’t changed any of her gear, but she must have glamored it. She was quite a bit more secretive than he initially gave her credit for.

Adamar was wearing a fancier drake leather trench coat with a gray coloration. It had many metal plates sewn into it and two shoulder pads made out of metal. Beneath, he wore a cuirass with a drake leather gambeson, and many iconographies covered the cuirass.

His legs were leather pants with metal-plated combat boots. He wore incredibly segmented metal gloves on his hands. Most of his metal must have been used to create firearms, or he had chipped in for Alistair.

Alistair made sure to thank them before they headed out toward the spaceport. The hanger within was an objective they needed to complete to claim the shuttle. Alistair hoped he could argue that he needed it most, but he worried since he had already claimed a lot.

Another gate separated the spaceport, but they couldn’t see any guardians this time.

Es'ell was working the console to open the gate when Adamar suddenly drew his weapon.

"Ambush! Watch out!" he shouted as he spun and teleported a short distance, dodging a spiked tail aimed at his torso before unloading a shotgun-like projectile into the attacker.

Alistair and Esta felt the blood lust a fraction of a moment after he shouted as five more creatures jumped them as they tried to evade their sneak attacks.

The creatures looked more like lizards than insects. They had long tails with a wicked-looking barbed point at the end and smaller spikes covering the base of their tails. Their chitinous armor changed from camouflage to a deep black. They had digitigrade legs and a hunched stance. They had spikes all along their back, neck, and head. There were no discernable eyes, only thick layers of black chitin protecting their heads.

It had long, sharp teeth. To make it worse, they all looked like they were grinning like madmen. They lacked lips, so the blood-red gums outlined their sharp teeth, ending in an incredibly pointed chin. They had very muscular arms and legs that ended in sharp claws.

Alistair barely dodged the initial attack as another tried to grapple him, but its claws just slipped past Alistair.

Alistair used Identity as he blasted the fumbling [grix - lvl 18] point-blank in the head, causing it to sprawl and skid across the stone floor away from him as the fight got more hectic around him.




Chapter 26
Runway Action


Chaos ensued as the grix swung into close-quarters combat.

Alistair's poleax lashed out at the second grix that attacked him as it snapped and clawed at him, leaving a gash and driving it back.

Riseth had taken to the air, and the bladed chain whip she had used had been reforged into an adamantine and mithril alloy and attached to her tail. It lashed out, cutting one of the grix’s arms straight off. Alistair was all too familiar with how much control Riseth had over her tail.

Combined with her manipulation Affinity, the chain seemed to have a mind of its own; in her hands, she held two bone daggers that extended into longer blades as she lashed out from above, cutting into a grix charging at Esta.

Adamar's new rifle seamlessly transitioned between different firing modes and magic types. He set one of the grix on fire as the rifle turned into a flamethrower, the metal muzzle widening, and the barrel retracted into the rifle in the blink of an eye.

Es'ell had also teleported out of the fray on top of one of the roofs as she rained down her weapons upon the grix, one of which climbed after her. Es'ell summoned a bone glaive with a rounded club at the bottom, which she used to swat the grix away.

Esta dodged a wide swing as she punched one of the grix with her new gloves, which expanded and sent out an even bigger shock wave, sending the creature into a nearby stone wall, cracking it as all the spikes on its back shattered, and it howled in agony.

The group's killing proficiency had skyrocketed, with only his two opponents left.

Alistair didn’t wish to be outdone, so he swatted one of the wild swings away with his buckler, which appeared on his left arm, slicing open tendons with the sharp adamantine edges as he rammed his poleax into the creature's neck and ribcage and quick pull made it fall to its knees.

The last grix charged at him from the right. Activating Temporal Combat Reflexes for the first time in combat, Alistair felt everything slow down to a crawl, but he could still move relatively fast.

Alistair also noticed how incredibly fast his mana was draining, so he hurried up as he charged his Body Splitter Slash. Alistair positioned himself past the monster, swinging his poleax, aiming it at its midsection, and deactivating his boost as he felt safe it would land.

The second he deactivated it, Alistair realized just how fast he had been as his poleax had cut through the grix with no resistance, splitting it in half like a cliche Samurai movie as it took a half-second for its upper body to separate from its lower body. Alistair had to catch himself from tripping as he stomped his foot down to slow down.

Alistair turned around just fast enough to see the upper half flop lifeless on the stone floor. He didn’t get many surprised looks as the rest of the group had improved significantly, too, giving a quick look at his resources. He had spent about a third of his mana in one go, so he would need to use the ability sparingly.

Es'ell went back to the console as the rest got talking.

"So, I suppose this was the system teaching us about ambushes?" Adamar said, absentmindedly putting the rifle on his shoulder before realizing he could store it.

"Suppose so, how did you spot them this fast? My skill detected them only after you had," Esta asked him.

"Suppose my skill is just better at threat detection?" Adamar said with a smug face.

Esta wasn’t as annoyed as Alistair would have expected as she turned to Riseth.

"I almost forgot you have a tail. That was wicked looking," Esta started as she got into a conversation with Riseth.

Alistair turned away, lost in thought, looking at the door; behind it was his ticket off Earth if he chose to do so. At the very least, he would move his family off world.

If Alistair would return to fight very much depended on the situation; besides his loved ones, Alistair felt no strong connection or responsibility toward planet Earth, but leaving his fellow man to face the horrors as he evacuated himself and his loved ones also didn’t sit quite right with him.

A knot of emotions formed in his stomach as he stood there. Riseth had snuck up on him and pushed on his cheek. Alistair looked at her, slightly startled.

"You are overthinking stuff again," she said, admonishing him with a smile.

She was correct. There was no point in thinking about the ifs if he didn’t know what he was facing and under which circumstances. Alistair did, however, decide he would need a detection skill, so at the very least, Riseth couldn’t sneak up on him anymore. Her sneaking skill allowed her to slip past his notice if he didn’t pay attention to her.

Smiling back at Riseth, who stood close to him, a forgotten habit kicked in as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and she leaned in.

"I would tell you guys to get a room, but you already wasted enough of our time with that. Es'ell, please tell me you are about to be done," Esta said mockingly.

Alistair and Riseth separated, but only Alistair showed any embarrassment, as Riseth just gave him a toothy grin before feigning fake innocence, turning to Esta as the door finally opened.

Passing through, they entered a long, plain corridor with windows looking out onto a runway. The runway was incredibly broad and had runes inscribed on the floor in hundred-meter intervals. The floor looked like asphalt but had the same gray color as the rest of the asteroid. The end of the runway was sealed shut by a massive metallic blast door.

There were drones all over the runway. At the other end of the runway was the hanger, and in front of it was a bunch of winged drones surrounding a giant humanoid Praying mantis.

It had two sets of arms, one pair of the usual scythes, and the other had an incredibly thick set of clawed hands. Its claws had no joints. It was just one chunky claw below the elbows.

It had two sets of faceted eyes and four powerful legs connected to its abdomen. It lacked the usual chitinous sheen; thick, dull, translucent white plates replaced it, giving it a ghostly look.

His Identify skill showed [Cenrith - lvl 20].

"That seems almost trivial…" Alistair said, looking at it a bit disappointed.

"Yeah…want to roll a die to see who gets to fight it?" Esta asked, just as disappointed.

"How about rock paper scissors?" Alistair asked.

"What's that?" Esta asked. While Alistair explained the rules, the rest of the group had already walked down the corridor.

"Stop playing these silly games, come over, and let's get it over with," Riseth called out to them.

Alistair and Esta exchanged looks, shrugged, and followed in tow.

"Next time, yours is faster and better than dice anyway," Esta said with a smile as they caught up to the group.

As they walked down some tight, winding stairs, they agreed to their usual battle plan, which meant Alistair and Esta would be the ones fighting the boss.

They reached the runway floor. It was a small room that led out to the runway and back to another corridor. Luckily, these metal blast doors were not locked, and they managed to enter the runway without too much issue.

The runway felt massive. The ceiling was incredibly high as they stood right at the outer shell of the asteroid. The walls opposite of the structure they left were uneven and cave-like. The air was dry and smelled like minerals.

The drones spotted them and approached them from all sides immediately after entering the runway.

Without any words exchanged, The group charged ahead while Riseth's wings sprouted out as she engaged in aerial combat while Adamar gave fire support.

Alistair and Esta dispatched a pair of intercepting drones. As the mantis flew past them from above, they hadn’t noticed the set of wings hidden beneath the plating.

Both of them cursed as Alistair charged a blast and Esta ran back toward the group.

The cenrith mantis was, however, shot down by Adamar, who shot projectiles that reminded Alistair of an RPG.

The cenrith was stopped dead in its tracks, and Alistair's blast discombobulated it further.

Alistair was shocked yet again. The difference in firepower was stark. Legendary weapons like those made by Nuk were scary, and he heard many chimes go off as the fight continued.

Alistair's sense of power scaling took a hit. He knew from their dinner talks with Nuk that the System Trials provided disproportionate opportunities and loosened requirements to prepare the Initiates for the arrival of the other universe's forces to prevent a one-sided massacre, which was often still not enough, he would need to ask the dwarf in more detail about this later.

Alistair ran after Esta, who smacked the cenrith before it could land, launching it farther away as it skidded across the floor, forcing Alistair to continue chasing after Esta and the mantis.

Before they could reach it, the cenrith stood back up and started flapping its wings rapidly as incredibly dense waves of magic, sounds, and vibrations assaulted Esta and Alistair, physically pushing them back, vibrating their bodies. Alistair struggled as his skin began to rip and his nose began to bleed dispersing the damage turned out to be very hard luckily his armor tanked most of it, Esta was doing worse as she was bleeding from every orifice.

Alistair started charging a blast while flanking. Running straight behind her had been a mistake. As he took his shot, the mantis stretched out one of its oversized hands, blocking the blast with a shimmering shield, and Alistair cursed. He then noticed that Esta had just soldiered through the waves.

Alistair sped up his mana expenditure to either draw its attention or break its shield and stop it.

He succeeded as the shield shattered, and Alistair's rapid blasts pummeled the mantis. Still, before Esta reached it, another RPG shot from Adamar impacted the mantis, ripping off some of its arms and legs and burning its white translucent plates as they discolored from the burning.

Alistair checked on the rest of the group. Riseth was slicing and dicing the last flying drones while Es'ell's weapons supported her.

Adamar had switched his priority to the boss as he approached with a raised rifle.

Esta stomped down on the mantis, holding it in place, as it squirmed weakly on the ground, screeching in pain.

She punched it down, killing it instantly with a frown. As multiple chimes went off, blood had flown from her ears and eyes, staining her new jacket and face.

Alistair approached and began healing her to stop some of the pain until Riseth could get here.

After collecting the cores from the beasts, Alistair took the time to check out the new skills he had available after reaching level 15 while putting one point into Mental to keep up with mana expenditure.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Right Hand Time Out

Description: Your right hand can slow down time for anything it touches to an extreme degree for a short time at the cost of [MP]. The cost depends on the difference in grade between the user and the object or individual affected.

-

Tier: [Uncommon]

Skill Name: Calm Mind

Description: Passively calms your mind by a small degree and enables the user to spend [MP] to boost the efficiency of the effects or apply them to others.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Detect magic

Description: Allows the user to actively scan for and detect Magic and Concepts scales with [Senses].

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Lesser Force Bubble

Description: The user can spend [MP] to shield himself from magical attacks with a force bubble.
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Alistair groaned a little when he read the first skill. He could have sworn even the system had a slightly amused tone as it made fun of him with that skill. He racked his brain a little as he technically had two skill points available, but he was unsure how to spend them. He could see that the Detect Magic skill could be molded into an excellent detection and multi-purpose skill if he developed it. The Calm Mind skill would be relevant quite soon, so he picked it.

Alistair decided to keep the last point still in reserve, he wasn’t sure if he should get the time out skill yet because his mana expenditure was already getting hard to manage. It didn’t mesh well with his kinetics skills. He would need to think about a proper use for the skill.

They approached the hangars. The first few were empty except for a few sets of tools, which they split among themselves, leaving only the giant hanger directly at the end of the runway.

They approached the giant structure. It was carved out of the asteroid and smoothed over. It had a set of bright lights that reminded Alistair of old lanterns. The light emanated from a small crystal within the lantern and had a massive metal gate not unlike the end of the runway. However, it had smaller doors on its sides.

The group reached one of the smaller doors. Alistair and Riseth were the last to enter the structure. It was incredibly dark inside, and he couldn’t make out anything.

"I think there is a light mechanism; give me a second," Adamar said. He could see in the dark thanks to his monocle.

Apparently, it wasn’t just for style, Alistair thought.




Chapter 27
Artemis


As the lights around the room turned on, they first saw the spaceship.

The shuttle boasted an elongated octagonal structure with a secondary octagonal section overlaying it. Positioned closer to the rear main thrusters but slightly shifted toward the center, it appeared to be made from stone, as though fashioned from a smoothed asteroid. Across its surface were numerous smaller openings and embrasures. Alistair suspected those to be weapon placements and thruster vents. The shuttle hovered over the floor without any landing gear.

The shuttle was about sixty meters long and about fifteen wide. It hovered a meter above the ground, devoid of any visible landing gear. It looked remarkably intact, besides some impact sites across its surface that looked like small craters, tying the whole made from Asteroid look together.

"So how do we enter this thing?" Alistair asked as he walked around the shuttle. He hadn’t spotted any buttons, doors, or windows.

Riseth, who had flown over the shuttle, landed next to him. She had also not found any entry point either. Both Es'ell and Esta inspected the vessel thoroughly. As the resident spacefarers, it was up to them, or they would need to return to Nuk for instructions. After about five minutes, Esta opened an entrance on the overlaying section, looking toward the main thrusters. The transition was smooth as the stone moved inwards and parted into the side of the layer's walls.

She had entered on the shuttle's left side and found that the door was mirrored on the other side, too. The shuttle had a metal core, with many consoles, seats, and small storage compartments visible in the first section. The cockpit was in front. Esta explained multiple consoles, such as the navigation station, sensor and comms, and weapons station. The latter two were in shambles and would require repairs.

One person could pilot the shuttle if needed, but three to four seemed ideal, and to take it out of there, they would need to restore the storage functionality first. The shuttle was surprisingly spacious, and it had multiple crew chambers tucked along its length, a small mess hall, and an engineering room. In the back was a large reactor powering the craft and its engines.

Esta grabbed some more tools and began working on and repairing the craft while Es'ell was working on the craft's software in the cockpit. Alistair helped gather tools and carried platings in the hangar to assist Esta before checking in on Es'ell and Riseth in the cockpit.

"Did you find anything of interest?" Alistair inquired. She was accompanied by Riseth.

"Yes, there were five universes while this craft was still in use, but it only had navigational data for a handful of locations within the 5th universe, mostly within one galaxy," Es'ell said as a holographic display of a galaxy played out in the center of the bridge.

The console mostly worked on intent as the map zoomed out as more and more galaxies became visible until it was too much to take in.

The map simplified itself by filtering excess data and showing routes, known locations, and planetary data before zooming back in and showing an asteroid Alistair recognized. It had the label 'Magral' and was one among many asteroids in a ring around a gas giant.

"I didn’t expect to be in a spacecraft like this in my lifetime," he said while looking at the changing holograms.

"I couldn’t even imagine it," Riseth said, sitting beside the broken weapons console.

"This craft far exceeds the capability of our own crafts because it can warp much larger distances, even among galaxies, as long as coordinates are provided. Technology has seemingly taken a backseat to magic during its final development," Es'ell said in her melodic voice.

Alistair wondered if she was excited or frustrated by the prospect but decided to continue his questioning.

"Are we gonna be able to navigate within our own universe?" Alistair asked hopefully.

"My kind has long since observed the universe, so I am feeding it the information by magical means. The shuttle can draw the information based on my memories, but it takes time and won't provide any coordinates outside the ones I know myself," Es'ell stated.

"That's already great!" Alistair said, happy to have Es'ell around.

As Alistair thought about it, he remembered seeing depictions of the universe and other galaxies based on data collected from various wavelengths. Alistair could clearly picture it in his mind, and he knew that the sun was in Orion's arm, a little branch between the Perseus arm and the core.

Alistair remembered browsing the internet about it out of interest a few years ago after seeing pictures of the Hubble space telescope. Still, his memory was greatly helped along with his Mental stat as he pictured it in very high detail. He wondered if he now had a photographic memory.

"Can I try adding what I know?" he asked.

Es'ell looked at him and hesitated before answering.

"I will make a secondary backup for you to add your knowledge and cross reference it first. Also, I do not wish to taint the data with false information," Es'ell said.

Alistair nodded. He wasn’t offended by the suggestion but was glad she was careful without him telling her to take the information with a grain of salt.

Alistair sat there for twenty minutes as the shuttle drew information based on his memories.

it felt bizarre as if a cable was attached to the inside of his head, followed by a slight sucking sensation which was incredibly uncomfortable to Alistair.

Alistair frowned and shifted uneasily, trying not to shake his head as the process would only take longer if he did.

While this was going on, Es'ell cross-referenced Alistair's map with hers. Alistair knew his information was limited by Earth's technology. Still, Es'ell seemed impressed as there was a lot of overlap. Based on Alistair's information, Es'ell could locate the Milky Way and Earth's coordinates, which also meant she had a rough idea of where the suspected bridge to the other universes was.

To Alistair's surprise, Es'ell had revealed multiple tiny galaxies closer to the Milky Way he was unaware of. He had only known of them as dots on pictures. Still, he was unaware of their classification and names apart from the Andromeda system, which was the closest when considering structure and size compared to the Milky Way.

"Milkey Way and Earth are terrible names compared to Andromeda. Your people's naming conventions are quite hit or miss,” Riseth observed as she looked at the projection.

Es'ell's home was in an incredibly faraway galaxy compared to Earth. Esta and Adamar joined in later, Esta providing her data after Alistair. She was quite a bit closer but still far away.

Esta breathed a sigh of relief as she saw the data, but her face quickly took on a guilty look as she looked at Alistair and Riseth.

"You guys could come to my planet. I am sure the Vibra Society would love to take you in," Esta told them as she tapped the insignia on her jacket proudly.

Alistair and Riseth exchanged looks.

"Yeah, we should talk about that. How are we going to do this?" Alistair asked hesitantly.

"The ones who need this most are obviously you and Riseth, and I don't think the two of you mind sharing," Esta said with a cheeky smile.

"Yes, we talked a bit about it, and we plan to cooperate and make plans once the dungeon is done to coordinate an escape from our home planets and get our loved ones out of the warzone first. After that, we shall see," Alistair said, glad the rest of the group was willing to let them have the spaceship, without a big discussion or even infighting.

"Your planet's coordinates are set, and Riseth should be able to find your world with the help of the autopilot and the data we have provided. However, finding you on the planet is a different matter," Es'ell stated.

"I think I can find him with karma, though I don't know how hard this will be when looking at a whole planet. I will ask Nuk about that,” Riseth said.

This whole conversation felt much smoother than Alistair had expected, and he decided to go with the flow as he listened to the group exchange ideas and highlight possible problems."

"I'm sure he will manage to stand out like a sore thumb," Esta quipped, looking at Alistair with a grin.

"I don't know about that. Who is to say others don't surpass us by a large margin?" Alistair said hesitantly.

"I am sure there are some, but insecurity will not serve you. Do not sell yourself short. Otherwise, individuals will use you for their own agenda," Es'ell told him in her usual melodic voice.

"I also wish to leave my world," Adamar said, surprising the group other than Alistair.

Adamar had a pained and deflated expression as they waited for him to continue.

"While I enjoy certain privileges in my world, I have a lot of obligations and norms I must adhere to no matter how much I hate them or be punished severely. I have been living a lie, and I don’t know if I can continue the way I have," he said while looking at his feet, shuffling and intertwining his hands absentmindedly.

The group exchanged looks. Alistair felt bad for the guy. He was stuck in a regime he disagreed with and had to live a farce.

"Sadly, the data you have provided is insufficient to locate your home world, but you might find a different opportunity to leave your world," Es'ell said.

Adamar deflated as he had expected this answer.

"If we find a means to get you, we will. It was Eldarion Prime, right?" Riseth asked, pity evident in her voice.

Her actions surprised Alistair a little as she had never shown much care for Adamar before this, but Alistair approved.

"Thank you," Adamar said, relieved.

"So, we agree. Riseth will receive the shuttle and pick up Alistair and, if given a chance, Adamar?" Esta asked the group.

A round of agreements and nods went around the group.

"All right, now the most important thing…" Esta said conspiratorially as she looked around the group.

Alistair and Riseth exchanged confused looks, and Adamar looked at her curiously.

"What do we name the shuttle?" Esta asked with a smirk.

Alistair thought about it briefly, and so did most in the circle.

"How about Firefly?" Alistair asked.

Most in the circle thought it was a good name, but Riseth squinted at him.

"Okay, what's the reference?" she asked, staring holes into him.

"Ah, you caught me again," Alistair laughed before explaining.

They argued a little, but nobody could come up with a better name. The only contender was Sidonia, which annoyed Riseth a little, and she vetoed both names as the owner.

"We have a tradition of giving ships female names. Let me think for a moment…" Alistair said as he cupped his chin, pondering.

"I swear if you come up with another reference, I will make you regret it,” Riseth threatened Alistair, only half-serious.

He pretended to be scared before returning to his thought process.

"How about Artemis?" he asked.

Alistair could tell Riseth liked it but was waiting for him to explain.

"Ancient Greek goddess of the hunt, not sure what else. It's a somewhat popular name we used for one of our space shuttles before," Alistair explained.

"I like it," Esta said flatly, to much agreement in the circle.

"All right, let's get the Artemis running!" Esta said as she slapped her knees before going back with Adamar in tow as she continued repairing the storage functionality of the Artemis.

Alistair went on a fetch quest to the other hangars to get as many materials as possible to repair the ship. Also, they soon had an appointment at Nuk's residence, forcing them to work fast.




Chapter 28
Scavenging Trip


Esta had managed to repair the storage functionality, but it was a little late, as the drones had already started to attack Nuk's Abode.

As they returned, they observed the battle. The sentries and turrets were already engaging the drones, and the navih had no leader this time, which meant the group made short work of the attackers.

Alistair was pleasantly surprised that he had increased yet another level to level 16.

"Cutting it a bit close there," Nuk greeted them as they entered the abode.

"Sorry, Nuk. Repairing the storage functionality took longer than expected," Esta told him.

Nuk didn’t seem overly bothered as everyone went about their business. Thankfully, Nuk was able to expand the space within his workshop so the group could work on the shuttle there.

Esta had sent Adamar and Alistair to scavenge materials from the city, so they obliged her and moved out after making a sandwich out of teal-colored bread.

"Wonder how this color came to be? Teal grains?" Alistair asked Adamar, who had just shrugged, a gesture he had picked up from Alistair and Riseth.

Before leaving, Alistair made sure to have Nuk summon some furniture and other utensils like cups and plates because he worried he would forget. And once he left the dungeon, he would appreciate such amenities.

In the meantime, Es'ell was busy teaching Riseth how to fly the craft, while Esta, as the only real mechanic, went about fixing the craft with Nuk's instructions.

Adamar and Alistair talked while walking. It was the first time they had done something alone together. They had hung out and got along during their breaks. It was tough going at first but improved as they established some trust. Adamar had even sat nearby in the garden when Alistair went into his Soulscape. He had been watching out for him, though Adamar definitely would not have admitted it if asked back then.

"I'm sorry for my behavior when we first met," Adamar said out of nowhere. Alistair had heard this line before.

"Hey, don't worry about it. I told you it is fine. I wasn’t in the best state of mind either,” Alistair said, scratching his head as they walked down an empty street.

"By the way, where are we even going?" Alistair asked.

"Oh, I was following you," Adamar retorted, confused.

Alistair let out a small groan as he grasped the bridge of his nose, thinking of where they should go.

"We could go to the first section because it has a few consoles we could dismantle and finish off the drones we missed," Alistair suggested.

Adamar tilted his head, thinking for a moment.

"Sounds like a good idea. But isn't it risky?" Adamar asked.

"We should be fine. Worst case, we run. I got your back, and Riseth should be able to tell if I am in trouble," Alistair said, patting Adamar on his back.

Adamar slowly nodded in agreement. Alistair did feel a little weird how Riseth could track him like a chipped pet, but he would make sure not to bring it up with her.

"So, what is your world like?" Alistair asked to break the silence.

Adamar's expression and movements went stiff momentarily, and he took a moment before responding.

"Very strict, everyone has their place in society, and social climbing is nigh impossible outside of achievements in war, and everyone desperately holds onto their place in life. I served my country, Eldarin, against the empire of Carillion," he said stiffly.

Adamar explained that both Empires were similar in structure and led by high elf royalty. Meanwhile, humans and wood elves occupied the lowest caste within their societies, having been driven from their forests and integrated into the larger elven society some generations ago. They were often referred to as inferiors and mud-elves, and they were treated accordingly, with slavery being widespread.

His expression grew darker as he went on, and his voice shaky, and his breath labored. Alistair felt like he had pulled the pin on a grenade.

"I once befriended a wood elf. His name was Marlias…" Adamar said, suddenly shaky.

Adamar recounted a story of his childhood where he had been whipped and punished severely after befriending a wood elf during his childhood. His friend was publicly executed for the offense, and he was forced to watch. Marlias's parents' wails still haunted him, and bitterness and profound sadness were evident in his voice as he poured his heart out, telling Alistair about all kinds of traumas he had to experience.

This wasn’t how Alistair pictured their trip would go, and some of the stories made Alistair feel sick to his stomach. Alistair had received some training in handling situations but felt out of his depth. Adamar had bottled up a lot of vile emotions, and they were now all spilling out. Alistair decided to wait and listen to Adamar and give some encouraging words as he let Adamar get the burden off his chest, not that he had much choice in the matter as the elf had put his trust in him. Alistair would feel just as vile to abandon him in his misery.

They had to stop as Adamar broke down crying and retching before they reached the gate to the first section. Alistair felt awkward and hesitant but decided to put his hands on Adamar's shoulders. Alistair wasn’t a psychiatrist, and this was firmly above his pay grade. For a moment, he considered pulling out a couch for them to sit on but found it too awkward to do so.

Adamar sucked in some air, and his sobs became a bit shaky for a second before he calmed down a little.

"Hey, take your time, man. I'm sure there is a way to get you off the world, and the Akashic Records may bring change and give many individuals in your world a chance to free themselves…" Alistair tried.

He would have usually connected Adamar to a support network, but sadly, no such structure was in place anymore. He had been listening to Adamar's story, which twinged at his heartstrings, and he struggled to keep his emotions in check and listen.

"It's not just about me!" Adamar spat in anger, his face turning red. His anger wasn’t directed at him, and Alistair knew at least that much as he didn’t let it get to him.

Adamar seemed to have caught himself as he stood up straight, anger clearly still flaring, and wiped his tears.

"I'm sorry for the unsightly scene, and thank you for listening," Adamar croaked.

"Anytime," Alistair said with a smile as he planned to distract Adamar from his thoughts.

They passed the gate and entered the storage bunker, where the giant golem was still crumpled where they had left it, and Adamar chose to store it.

They found a good number of metal bars, the most useful of which were some copper and silver bars in the back of the storage, which could be turned into wiring, and a lot of steel.

"Hey, can you help me dismantle this console?" Alistair asked as he used a cutting tool to open the console Es'ell had used on their first day in the dungeon.

As they opened the panel, a lot of wiring, crystals, and runes greeted them.

"What do you think these crystals do?" Alistair asked Adamar, who was still unstable.

Identify only told him it was a crystal. It had a green coloration and was cut in an elongated octagon, much like the Artemis, but it ended in sharp tips as the edges combined.

"Perhaps some storage or power source?" Adamar posed as he focused on the console's insides.

Alistair smiled internally. He knew Adamar was very interested in technology and had often observed him tinkering and dismantling things with intense focus whenever they took a break.

They speculated the purpose of the runes and crystals. Alistair proposed bets on which component would do what, which got Adamar excited, and Alistair succeeded in slowly but surely distracting him.

After scraping all the consoles and other worthwhile items for the better part of an hour the two of them moved on to the alchemy tower, and Adamar excitedly told Alistair about his plans to repair the sentries and guardian to use them in battle.

"Just think of it. With the storage, I can carry the sentries anywhere and deploy an army of metal soldiers!" Adamar said.

"It's a badass idea, but would it not require a lot of time to repair them every time?" Alistair asked.

"I plan to make them more modular and robust to replace parts quickly, but I lack the time and workspace to do so. Master Nuk's place is not made to be controlled by hand," Adamar grumbled a little.

Alistair nodded sagely. The elf had calmed down a lot, but his eyes were still red, and he sniffled occasionally. Alistair wanted to spare him the questioning as he looked for a way to delay their trip further.

Alistair spotted a rather tall structure central to the first section nearby and got an idea.

"Hey, how about we go up there? We can eat our lunch, and maybe we can spot the drones?" Alistair suggested as he pointed at the roof of the structure.

Adamar looked at where he pointed and slowly nodded before continuing to tell Alistair about the rune structure of one of the sentries.

They walked up the structure's stairs. It was spacious and dry inside. They noticed that there was very little to no decoration within, and the structure seemed to be a bunch of living quarters without any amenities.

"If I hadn’t been in Nuk's place, I would have thought dwarves were very spartan," Alistair said as he looked into another room with only a dusty bed inside.

"What is spartan?" Adamar asked, looking curious.

"It is a term based on another Greek civilization with a very disciplined warrior culture. Nowadays, it refers to a simple and disciplined lifestyle,” Alistair explained.

"This is the second time I've heard of Greek culture. Is it a primary culture?" Adamar asked.

Alastair spent the rest of the trip explaining about current and ancient cultures. As they finally reached the roof, what surprised Alistair was the lack of a railing on the sides. The sheer drop without a little wall to stop it did make Alistair feel a bit weird, but he luckily didn’t have a fear of heights.

Adamar walked up next to him as they overlooked the sprawling section below them. Up here, the sickly sweet smell wasn’t noticeable anymore, and above them, large blue fungi lightened up the surrounding area, shining a blue light, unlike the other lights and fires around the structures.

Alistair took out two chairs and his sandwich as he sat down, looking at the Alchemy tower, as Adamar took a seat and did the same.

"This tastes terrific," Adamar said after taking a bite.

"Yeah, I am looking forward to trying all the new foods. I used to travel a lot just for the food, and now I can explore multiple universes worth of food," Alistair said as he lazily looked over the terrain.

"Sucks that I probably won't have the chance to do that though," Alistair concluded.

They sat quietly for a while, eating the sandwiches as Alistair spotted some of the drones in the distance.

"Hey, there they are. Do you think you can hit them from here?" Alistair asked.

Adamar scoffed as the rifle appeared in his hands. He didn’t even bother sitting up as the rifle had no recoil, the barrel extended, a compartment opened at the top, and a scope appeared. Adamar hugged the rifle as he lined up the shot, his monocle becoming transparent.

"Man, that looks badass. Shame it's soulbound or we could take turns," Alistair lamented as a beer mug appeared and filled itself with alcohol, which he had stocked up on in the bunker.

He took a sip as Adamar nailed the first drone, which sported a massive circular hole visible from even this distance.

"Nice shot," Alistair quipped.

Adamar looked at him with slight disapproval showing.

"I don't think Riseth would appreciate you drinking," he said disapprovingly.

"I don't know about her culture, but in mine, this is normal, and this can be our little secret," Alistair said as he offered Adamar a new mug with a smile.

Adamar hesitated before accepting the mug, taking a sip, and then coughing.

"The stuff is strong. Dwarves live up to their reputation," Alistair said, laughing as he watched Adamar struggle.

"Drinking is frowned upon, a pastime of the less… I mean humans," Adamar said worriedly, looking at Alistair.

Alistair pretended not to hear his slip-up.

"My turn!" Alistair said as he put his mug on a small black and gold table beside him.

He shaped his right hand like a gun as he charged a blast, but he tried to manipulate the shape of his blast to be a stake with high acceleration, trying to imitate Adamar's result.

He released the blast, hitting one of the confused drones in the flank. Alistair had tried to imitate Adamar's damage to pierce the drone. It was pierced all right but only for a second as the blast buried itself before releasing the kinetic energy inside it, exploding the drone from the inside.

"Uuuh… Not the result I aimed for, but usable,” Alistair quipped as Adamar put his mug on the table, taking another shot.

The drones never reached them, and the first section objective hit one hundred percent with a chime. Alistair had decided to tune out the chimes whenever he killed a drone because it got too annoying if constant chimes went off.

They hung out like this for a while longer as the elf got a little inebriated and forgot his worries, the signs of his earlier outburst vanishing before Alistair decided it was time to go, storing their stuff and heading for the alchemy tower.




Chapter 29
Sparring


Adamar and Alistair were approaching the Alchemy tower, and Alistair was glad the elf had calmed down. However, Alistair wasn’t super proud of getting the elf drunk to forget his sorrows. It was the only thing that came to his mind and hanging out with Adamar shooting drones had been fun.

As they reached the Tower, Adamar started to take the other blast door off its hinges. It had traces of orichalcum, which made it quite valuable.

Alistair entered the garden once more and looked at the large sun crystal in the ceiling. His storage should now be able to store it since it is a natural treasure, and the new armor should shield him from the magic radiated.

Alistair initially tried to pull it down by magical means but found that his magical weave was fragile, and no matter how hard he tried to mix it up, the magical threads just melted away as they got close to the crystal.

He stood there for a while, trying different approaches, but the crystal would not budge.

Adamar had joined him shortly after, shielding his eyes as he looked up.

"Can't get the thing down?" Adamar asked.

"Not without damaging it," Alistair said.

"Es'ell tried to pry it down with weapons while you were sleeping, but the weapons melted," Adamar said, scratching his chin and swaying a little on his feet.

Alistair sighed. He was still a little tipsy, didn’t know how to get it down and wasn't sure if it was even worth the effort. Adamar was much worse off and clearly still quite drunk and couldn’t come up with a better approach, either, and Adamar quickly ran out of patience.

"So…we blow it up?" Adamar asked.

"I like it," Alistair said, smiling at Adamar.

Adamar raised his rifle, returning the smile as Alistair raised his hand.

They both started to shoot the crystal, which cracked and splintered a little as tiny shards rained down before the large chunk split into multiple larger chunks and a handful of smaller ones.

The crystal burned the slightly teal-colored grass as intense heat and energy radiated from the Chunks and shards.

Adamar kept his distance as Alistair collected the remains of the crystal, the room turning dark as he did.

"We should perhaps try and salvage some of the crops and herbs," Adamar suggested.

They collected as much as was sensible before leaving the dark garden.

They couldn’t find much value in the rest of the tower, so they left shortly after returning to the abode.

On the trip back, they kept talking about magic and legends about it, and Alistair suspected Adamar's world, while not on edge, should be relatively close compared to Esta or Es'ell.

As they returned, nobody was outside or near the entrance waiting for them, and they found the rest of the group still holed up in the basement, working on the shuttle.

Adamar and Alistair unloaded their additional materials as Esta came out to greet them.

"You made it back. I almost worried you guys got lost," Esta said as she inspected the materials.

Esta stopped briefly, sniffing the air before looking at them, but Alistair signaled her not to say anything from behind Adamar. Alistair was sure she had smelled the alcohol on them.

"Adamar, do you mind fetching me some food? I desperately need a break. I can show you my progress after," Esta said as she wiped some sweat from her forehead.

Adamar seemed taken aback by the request for a second, but then obliged as he went back upstairs.

Esta boxed Alistair in the side to little effect when Adamar was out of earshot.

"Why the hell do you guys smell of booze?" she reprimanded in a hushed voice.

"The guy poured his heart out, and I needed to distract him. Alcohol is the normal way to bond where I am from, and whatever you do, do not ask him about his past," Alistair said in a hushed tone.

Alistair knew it had been a poor choice for a solution. He had almost gotten sentimental about his own fears for his own family, emotions which he had kept buried because he had no means to change or influence anything at this point in time, so he would just soldier on.

Es'ell and Riseth poked their head out of the shuttle and greeted him. Riseth looked like she wanted to escape from Es'ell for a while as she grabbed Alistair's arm before looking at him. Riseth was confused as she smelled it but didn’t seem overly upset.

With a sigh, Alistair explained what had happened to the rest of the group and what Adamar had told him and urged them not to question him for being drunk or digging up his past for the time being.

"What you did is really sweet, but seriously, you could have gotten it done without him getting wasted. I was worried the way he swayed up the stairs,” Riseth said, shaking her head.

"Yeah, I wonder just what he will fetch me for food. I might want to check on him," Esta said as she walked off.

"Soo…can you fly the ship now?" Alistair asked Riseth, who still clung to his arm.

"Somewhat, and I still got time, but I really could use a break right now," Riseth said as she dragged him up the stairs.

"So, what's the plan?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Some food, and then hanging out would be nice," Riseth said.

"When you say food…" Alistair said with a raised eyebrow.

"Nice try, maybe later," Riseth said with a snicker.

As they reached the dining hall, they found Esta and Adamar talking over food and decided to join them. Nuk had put yet more strange fruits and foods on the table. Alistair grabbed a red pear shaped with citrus-like skin. He tried to skin it but found that he was supposed to eat it with the skin. Its flesh was soft, savory, and filled with a lot of really sweet seeds spaced throughout the fruit.

He followed it up with some cooked eggs with tiger-like stripes on their shell and a green yolk within, which he was repulsed by for a second, and he felt much better after eating some more.

"It's fascinating watching you eat. It's like observing a kid discovering something for the first time," Riseth said mockingly.

Alistair blushed a little. He had been poking, prodding, and trying all kinds of foods.

"You should try one of these!" Riseth said, offering him a fried eyeball on her fork.

Alistair recoiled a bit as the eyeball was shoved toward his face, eliciting a laugh out of Riseth before she took a bite herself.

"Yeah, maybe later…" Alistair managed, looking at the eyeball suspiciously.

Esta and Adamar both chuckled at the exchange.

"Alistair, you still owe me a spar," Esta said, leaning back in her chair, holding eye contact.

Alistair exchanged looks between her and Riseth.

"You sure are popular with the ladies," Adamar said with a toothy smile, surprising Esta and Riseth.

"Ah, you know how it is," Alistair said awkwardly.

"No, I really don't," Adamar said, shaking his head, feigning hurt.

Alistair could tell he wasn’t entirely kidding and was lost on what to say as he still tried to be considered.

"I guess I can lend him to you for a bit. I will get some books from Nuk to read in the meantime. I'll wait in your room,” Riseth said, kissing Alistair on the cheek as she stood up and waved before she left.

Alistair rubbed his cheek as he watched her leave. Although he was happy with how things turned out, and they agreed to cooperate past the trial, he still felt abashed whenever she showed affection.

Esta grinned as she stood up and began flexing. "Sorry, Adamar. I promise I will make it up to you, but I have been itching to fight Alistair,” she said, looking at him excitedly.

Adamar shook his head and smiled.

"Can I watch?" Adamar requested, hopefully.

"I don't mind, you?" Esta asked Alistair.

"No, not really; let's get this started," Alistair said with a grin.

They moved outside into the courtyard, and Adamar sat further out on one of the benches.

"Any particular rules?" Alistair asked as he stood some meters from Esta.

"We stop on first blood or if one of us calls for it," Esta said as she took her combat stance with a wide grin.

Alistair couldn’t help but have a wide smile as well. Just as he got in position, she immediately crossed the distance in little time, swinging her right fist at his head. Alistair dodged by tilting his head and returning the punch, and she also dodged to the side and used the momentum to kick him.

Alistair could immediately tell she had slightly higher stats, especially her power, which was much higher based on her fast movements and the power behind her attacks, though he suspected he had a much higher body stat. However, her form was that of an amateur as he blocked her kick with his buckler on the left arm and kicked the legs from under her while tackling her, causing her to fall on her back.

"You never had combat training?" Alistair asked her as he reached out a hand and helped her to stand back up.

"Only the occasional bar fight. How did you do that? Are you a soldier?" Esta asked, looking at him intently.

"Yes, my country had mandatory military service for men. As a fit individual, I scored excellently during recruitment, and I joined the Grenadiers. I also worked for the police," Alistair explained. He pondered why Esta was so opposed to Adamar drinking, especially considering her admission to being involved in bar fights. However, Alistair refrained from asking her about it due to their present company. As he mulled over this, she inquired about the police, prompting him to elaborate on their role and function.

"So, you were trained and served as a peacekeeper. That explains some things, so you have been training your whole life," she grumbled as she retook her stance.

"Not quite. I did an apprenticeship as a graphic designer before joining the police, as you are required to have a first profession before being able to join the police force," Alistair explained.

"Oh, you changed your age?" Esta asked in realization playing across her face, and Alistair nodded.

Alistair frowned as he examined her stance. It was too broad, and she almost asked for someone to throw her off balance again, so he lifted his hand and approached.

He stood behind her and told her to stand straight before he pushed her in the back. She caught herself with her right foot.

"What the hell? What are you doing?" Esta asked, confused.

"Your stance is too broad; lift your hands to cover your head and chin. Your right leg is your power leg, from what I can tell. Shift it back and use the left leg to lead. Also, bend your knees slightly and shift your body weight like this,” Alistair explained as he pushed and shifted her body to take a proper stance. Alistair had been a member of a local MMA club since he was a teenager, and once he joined the police, he had taken a course as an instructor, which he occasionally got to make use of for some extra pay whenever the police offered self-defense courses on weekends.

Adamar had stood up to observe the stance. Alistair knew he had also been in the military and was curious about his input.

"The stance seems quite efficient. Just how much did your people fight?" Adamar asked as he also walked in circles around Esta.

"She uses hand-to-hand combat, which I am quite familiar with, so this is perfect for her anyway," Alistair said.

"Guys, I appreciate the help, but please stop staring," Esta said, a little flustered.

"Do you want to learn something or not? Attack me again but use fire or electricity this time so I can practice dispersing that,” Alistair said as he got back into position.

Adamar moved back a little as they started the next round. Electricity crackled on her fists and legs as she attacked again.

Her punches are much tighter, but her kicks still leave her wide open, Alistair thought as he bobbed and weaved, but occasionally, when he had to block the electricity, it struck his body. Alistair struggled to disperse it, and he sucked in air as it hurt quite a bit.

He punished her again for overextending but caught her before she fell and pulled her back up.

"You are overextending. Your attacks need to be tighter. Being superhumanly fast helps, but people with technique will be able to exploit this,” Alistair explained, giving her an encouraging smile.

"This is not how I expected the spar to go, but I greatly appreciate it," Esta said, sweat flowing down her forehead.

The longer they trained, the harder of a time Alistair had as Esta picked up her speed, and her technique vastly improved, landing many hits on Alistair as he struggled to keep up with her speed and superior Power, which drained his resource pools so they had to take occasional breaks.

They continued for a few hours, and Adamar joined in occasionally. Esta continued to improve tremendously and started pushing Alistair back even more, even correcting some of his own flaws. She was grinning ear to ear as she thoroughly enjoyed herself. Eventually, Alistair took out his poleax to train both his proficiency in using the weapon and let Esta gain different kinds of combat experience.

In return, Esta attacked with waves of flames and electricity, which Alistair struggled to absorb and disperse. Their concepts, while related to kinetics at their core, were still somewhat removed and had different concepts intermingled. Because of that, they were much more challenging to control. Still, Alistair was confident he would get the hang of it eventually.

"We should continue this later. I could use a shower," Alistair said.

Alistair's body was aching from the electricity and burns in particular. Still, he valued the experience because he got a bit too complacent when it came to pain.

Alistair stifled a small yawn before returning to the abode, heading for his room and looking forward to hanging out with Riseth.




Chapter 30
Gassed


As Alistair entered his room, he was greeted by a pleasant aroma and the sound of pages turning as Riseth flipped through a tome on her lap. She looked up and smiled as he entered.

"I was about to come fetch you. How long were the two of you sparring?" Riseth asked, a hint of admiration in her voice.

"Not so much sparring. More like me coaching her while Esta shocked and burned me in return," Alistair replied, heading toward the bathroom.

"I didn't take you for a masochist, but I suppose I'm not surprised. Want me to use my tail as a whip?" she teased, trying to stifle a snicker.

"Hard pass," Alistair said with a grin. "I'm going to take a shower. I'll be right out." He disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.

He was incredibly grateful for the luxury of an actual toilet, already lamenting that he couldn't bring it along on their travels. He washed his face, used the cleaning concept water as a mouthwash, and stored a good amount of the water in his storage for future use.

Guess toothbrushes are a thing of the past, Alistair thought as he looked into the mirror.

As he looked at his face in the mirror, he was still not used to seeing his younger self reflected in it. He also noticed how his beard and scruff had yet to grow an inch. Could he control its growth, or did it stop growing altogether?

He decided it didn’t matter for now, took a quick shower, and turned his armor into something more comfortable before leaving the bathroom. He now only wore a large T-shirt and shorts.

As Alistair stepped out of the bathroom, Riseth looked up and stretched, yawning. He joined her on the bed, and she put the book on a big stack of others on the nightstand. She then wrapped her arms around him. Alistair stroked her hair with a smile.

"What is that nice smell, by the way? Did Nuk have some perfume lying around?" Alistair asked curiously as he held her close.

It was a hard-to-describe sweet and floral smell that only lingered for moments before dispersing.

"What do you mean?" She asked in genuine confusion, her magenta eyes looking up at him.

"You smell incredible. Did you not put anything on?" Alistair asked her, confused.

Riseth looked confused and smelled under her arms and hair before smelling Alistair.

"I don't smell anything?" She finally said.

"It's fine, I guess. Did you find anything interesting in those books?" Alistair asked with a shrug.

"It's worth copying them because most are just an assortment of encyclopedias of known resources and crafting techniques. I would rather you copy these with your Report skill and Identify things for me than read these books because they are incredibly dry,” Riseth said with a groan, pouting at the books.

Alistair stored all the books on the nightstand in his storage before entering his Soulscape to copy the books into his library. Alistair knew he didn’t need to do this in his Soulscape, but the process was easier and more efficient when he did. However, he still ran out of mana after storing three encyclopedias. Riseth appeared shortly after he did and looked out the window, marveling at the lake and mountains in the distance.

Alistair sat down on the couch and tried to access the books he had copied. He found that he could, but it was a weird sensation. It felt more like déjà vu than something Alistair remembered. Riseth came over and put her legs over his lap as she leaned against the corner of the couch. Alistair smiled at her and raised his eyebrows. The smell was gone.

"What?" Riseth asked, curious.

"Nothing. What do you want to do? We could watch a movie while waiting for my mana to recharge," Alistair suggested.

"Sure, after you tell me what you were thinking about," Riseth said as she crossed her arms.

Alistair let out a sigh. "The smell from earlier is gone, and I was speculating what it could be," he admitted sheepishly.

She put on a shocked expression, putting her hand on her chest in fake outrage.

"You still don't trust me after I showed you all I had?" she laughed as she pulled back her legs, spun around, and put her head in his lap. Riseth looked up at him with puppy-dog eyes, which she paired with a wide, cheeky grin.

"Yeah, I am not sure why I bother, and you are sure you don't know what it could be?" Alistair asked, jokingly.

She hesitated a moment, and her eyes went wide for a second. Then, she blushed and looked away for a second before answering.

"No, not really,” she said with a pout.

Alistair didn’t need his interrogation training to spot this particular lie as he read her facial expressions. Alistair was a little surprised that the same reactions also applied to demons. Riseth had just told him a white lie.

"Sure you don't," Alistair said with a raised eyebrow.

Riseth realized she had been caught, and it was her turn to sigh.

"Okay, I may know the reason, but it's embarrassing, and you don't share all your embarrassing stuff with me either," she said defensively.

"What? Did I experience the first succubus fart?" Alistair asked, laughing.

She lifted her head and smacked it down, and he was glad to have Kinetic Catcher. Even if it wasn’t a hard smack, he still flinched reflexively.

"Screw you,” she said with a laugh as she put her legs over the headrest of the couch.

"Do you have any requests for what I should wear?" Alistair asked again, chuckling.

She bit her lower lip as she looked at him before reconsidering.

"Honestly, I'd like to see more of your world," She said with a smile.

They hung out in his Soulscape for a few hours, during which time he showed her pictures and recordings from various locations he visited or saw on videos. Still, at one point, he showed her National Geographic. She insisted on keeping that on as she was intrigued by the many animals and the suave British announcers. During their hangout, Alistair managed to add all the books and encyclopedias to his library, after which they left the Soulscape for dinner. As Alistair entered the dining hall, he noticed that Esta and Adamar were already there talking with Nuk.

"Anything good for dinner?" Alistair asked as he approached them, but as soon as he did, Esta almost doubled over and fell off her chair.

"Oh, my Lord, you smell like shit. What did you do???" Esta yelped.

Both Alistair and Adamar looked at her dumbfounded. Riseth's skin color turned from white to red while Nuk burst out laughing.

"I don't smell anything?" Adamar said, confused over the laughing Nuk and wheezing and retching Esta.

Riseth buried her face in her hands and made herself as small as possible.

It clicked in Alistair's head. It had been a few hours since he thought about it, and he had gotten used to the smell. He stared at Riseth, who looked mortified.

"Okay, now you have to explain. Did you mark me as your territory or something?" Alistair whispered to her because it was the first thing that came to mind.

"Half right, lad," Nuk managed as he wiped away ghostly tears. He somehow heard him whisper, and Riseth shot Nuk a glare and quickly excused herself.

Alistair swiped some of the food in his storage and followed her as he started to feel bad for Esta. Alistair now stood in front of his own locked room.

"Come on, Riseth. It can't be that bad. We are both grown up, so please let me in," Alistair tried.

He didn’t need to wait long as she opened the door. Her usual grin was replaced by a tight-lipped face as she looked at him with resignation. Alistair felt pity and worry well up inside him. He didn’t expect or know that side of her, and he let out a groan.

"Fine, I'll tell you my embarrassing fuck up if you tell me yours, and we both keep it secret, all right?" Alistair offered as he entered the room, closing the door behind him.

"Not much to keep secret for me anymore," Riseth said with a weak smile.

"Last offer, take it or leave it," Alistair said as she made a tsk sound.

"Fine, but you first," Riseth pouted as she sat down on the bed.

"All right, I touched the time-dilated door and was stuck like that for three days. I only freed myself a few moments before you found me." As he said it, Alistair took a deep breath and facepalmed, turning away. The heat of embarrassment was welling up.

She snorted and started to laugh, which seemed to cheer her up a little, but now her gaze was judgmental.

"You dumbass," she laughed, then she lay down on her back, letting out a groan covering her face.

"I got jealous, and I involuntarily sent out pheromones and marked you," Riseth said, refusing to look at him.

"Jealous about what exactly?" he probed in a coy voice as he put down the food he had just stored.

"Don't push your luck," she said as she joined him, looking at the food he had snatched over. He decided to do the exact opposite.

Alistair sidestepped and pulled her in. Before she could do anything else, he kissed her neck and wrapped his arms around her hips, pulling her close.

"No need to be jealous. While I do like the smell, I also feel bad for Esta. She didn’t deserve to be gassed like that," he whispered in her ear, which went red. Alistair thoroughly enjoyed the chance to tease her for a change, and she gave him a playful jab. That's rich coming from the guy putting himself in time out," Riseth retorted with a mischievous smile.

The following two days blended together as Alistair kept training with Esta, refining his Kinetic Catcher skill and weapon skills when they were not repairing the Artemis or hanging out with Adamar.

Es'ell taught Riseth piloting and maintenance, and Nuk taught her about Karma. Meanwhile, Alistair spent the evenings and nights with her, watching movies and catching Riseth up on Earth's culture as she, in return, taught him about her home world, Neshan. Alistair was particularly intrigued by the fact that status was displayed by how deep one's residence was under the surface, as it was the exact opposite on Earth.

Esta had managed to repair the comms station and ensured the mana reactor ran smoothly. She only partially repaired the weapons station. Otherwise, the shuttle had returned to almost full functionality. Nuk was kind enough to stock the ship's internal storage with food and other necessities.

Alistair arrived in the basement. He saw that Riseth had already stored the shuttle, Esta was in the process of splitting leftover materials with her and Adamar, and Es'ell was talking with Nuk.

"Hey, sleepy head, finally decided to join us?" Esta asked, giving Riseth an accusing glance, who shrugged and tried to look innocent.

"Do you want any of the materials?" Esta asked Alistair.

Alistair shook his head, "No, give them to Riseth in case she needs to repair the ship. I have less use for them."

"We should set up a battlefield. We should not fight in the abode in case of collateral damage," Adamar said.

"Collateral does not really matter," Nuk interjected.

"It kinda does, in case we wish to rest after the attack," Alistair told Nuk.

"There is a market square nearby. We could trap the surrounding buildings and create an ambush; worst case, we could retreat back to the abode and use the turrets, " Adamar suggested as he elaborated on his plan.

"While I believe you can handle what is to come, be very careful. That is all I can say," Nuk said with a serious and worried expression.

The fact that Nuk was still worried gave the group a little pause, but they were determined to finish this dungeon, so they moved out to the market square shortly after, preparing to face what was to come.




Chapter 31
Surprise Attack


As the group set up their ambush, Alistair found himself on one of the roofs with Adamar, who was still busy placing his bombs.

Alistair had learned that Adamar had initially gained the ability to conjure bombs from his coat, similar to Alistair obtaining the Kinetic Blast skill from his gloves.

Alistair checked the objective, which was still stuck at one day, but sadly, it lacked an exact timer.

"What do you think? Will these elites bring a small army of drones?" Alistair asked as he helped to rig some of the buildings for collapse to block off roads and squish a few drones in the process.

"Probably. Let's hope they are not all fliers," Adamar mused.

Adamar was scratching his head. His mana had taken a bit of a hit by providing the bombs, and he had been taking a break but felt awkward about not helping.

Alistair could see the rest of the group in neighboring buildings and noticed Riseth was talking with Esta.

Esta was still a little miffed over the whole pheromone incident, but Riseth had put in a lot of work to get back on her good side the last two days. Alistair wondered if Es'ell would have been affected since she lacked a visible nose. Es'ell had withdrawn herself quite a bit lately, and he would need to ask her about that.

"Jump off the building now!" Adamar suddenly screamed as he ran off the edge. Alistair hesitated for a second before following him.

As he ran, Alistair felt a wave of violent mana wash over him. He peeked behind and saw the weapon emplacements on the fortress fire upon the city, razing it. He jumped before many of the surrounding buildings exploded. Alistair threw a hectic glance at the other groups but, luckily, they had heard Adamar and didn’t hesitate to follow his instructions.

He saw Riseth catch Esta with her chain before the latter reached the floor, and he lost sight as another building between them blew up.

"Holy shit!" Alistair gasped as many of the nearby buildings were blown to bits or had their tops sheared off.

The fortress firing upon the city forced them all to take cover on low ground, and their ambush plan went up in smoke. Alistair wondered how Adamar had noticed because Adamar wasn’t looking in the direction of the Fortress as the attack started.

Adamar had teleported a short distance before landing, preventing any fall damage. Alistair moved over to shield him from any potential explosions before they headed out to join the rest of the group.

Adamar made them stop regularly before they crossed buildings, and whenever he did, shortly after, an explosion occurred nearby.

Future sight? Alistair considered as they crossed another road.

But as they did, Alistair felt a wave of bloodlust hit him. Adamar teleported to the building in front of them and raised his rifle as bullets started flying from both sides. Alistair summoned the shield on his right arm to cover his head when he saw one of the attackers.

It was similar in stature to the wasp but had a matte, silvery gray, sleek, chitinous armor. It had six yellow glowing eyes in its mask-like face, and there was no visible mouth. It had a set of insectoid wings on its back, flapping incredibly fast. It had no feet, but instead, it had stilts attached to its bipedal legs. Its chitinous armor looked very sleek, almost like a modern space suit. It had two armored arms, which held a large pistol, which it used to fire on them.

Using Identify revealed it to be [zarno - lvl 21]. It deftly dodged an RPG shot from Adamar as it dashed through the air between buildings and ruins, closing the distance.

But as Alistair prepared a blast, another opponent appeared, tackling him from the side. It was a purple-colored dragonfly-looking monster. It had a long segmented tail, three sets of wings, and a crown-like head with four sets of faceted eyes, and it had two sets of arms with clawed hands that held a blue chitinous curved sword in each.

Identifying the opponent informed him it was [karnec -lvl 21] Fuck! Alistair cursed internally. He could sense more opponents in the distance, and both elites present had a higher level than them.

Alistair met the onslaught with his buckler and shot the excess kinetic energy into the karnec, which was repelled.

However, the karnec had swung multiple blades, and the impacts were delayed. Alistair couldn’t compensate for the delayed hits, forcing him to disperse the energy through the floor.

Alistair wasn’t sure if the elite was male or female and if the name karnec was a species name or if it was a named boss monster. He suspected the latter but wasn’t sure how to refer to the being attacking him, he regretted not using Identify on Akkaka. Alistair had to put these thoughts to the back of his mind as his opponent approached again.

Alistair swapped his shield to his left arm and summoned one of his blades to his right hand. Adamar was blinking back and forth, exchanging shots with the zarno nearby. Still, Alistair had no time to worry about him as the karnec dashed at him again.

Alistair managed to duck under one of the blades and block the other with his shield as he lashed out with his own blade, leaving a scratch across karnec's chitinous chest as he had to bend backward to dodge the second set of swings from it.

Their physical capabilities were on equal footing, but Alistair had the edge in technique and abilities. Alistair knew he would win out with time but didn’t know if he had the time to waste.

The karnec swung all four blades at once in slightly staggered swings. Alistair parried both blades with his own by robbing the first of its impact and pushing it down so his blade connected with the other blade, robbing it of its momentum as well. However, Alistair didn’t bother blocking the left side as he stepped forward into the charging karnec.

He thrust his arm into it, piercing the chest slightly with the two sharp points at the ends of his shield. His smile grew, but before his fist could connect as well, it moved rapidly backward out of Alistair's reach, abandoning its attack, only a little blue blood flowing from the fresh wound.

Alistair cursed. He lacked the movement skill to catch his fast opponent, and if it chose to fly away, Alistair had little means to stop it, so he had to fight on its terms.

It was an exciting challenge but something he had to address soon, especially since Alistair didn’t have the luxury to delay or enjoy this fight properly. He needed to end it fast, and he really didn't want to do what he did next but relented as he spent his last skill point on the Right Hand Time Out skill.

He could tell his quiet opponent was smart, and he would need to lure the karnec into a sense of security for his gamble to work. Worry for the others gnawed at him.

Alistair started to pull his punches a little as he focused on defense, deflecting and blocking the passes, occasionally lashing out, landing a scratch, pretending to play it safe, and biding his time for the karnec to overextend.

Three exchanges later, the karnec did something stupid: it stabbed at Alistair with its left arm as the right went in a large arc to gain momentum. Alistair stepped in, shifting his body to the right side to spin out of the way of the stabbing blades and lifting his left arm to cover his head. As soon as the shield blocked the karnec's sight of Alistair's face, he smiled a toothy grin as the sword in his right hand disappeared and reappeared in his left.

Alistair's now free right hand grabbed the upper arm, and he activated the Right Hand Time Out and Body Splitter Slash skill.

The angled left arm lashed out at the creature's neck. The karnec was momentarily frozen in place, but Alistair activated Temporal Combat Reflexes to ensure the attack landed since he was righthanded, and attacking with his left was challenging. Even with the support of his stats, the swing felt awkward, but it was enough as the crown-like head of the karnec sailed through the air, followed by a streak of blue blood.

Alistair's Right Hand Time Out ran out the moment it died, and a chime went off. Alistair deactivated Temporal Combat Reflexes the second his blade had severed the neck. He tossed the body to the side with the hand he was holding the thing with and immediately charged a highly accelerated Kinetic Blast.

Alistair mentally noted his resource pools and noticed that his Right Hand Time Out skill was much more efficient than his boosting skill, though he wished it was on his left hand.

Alistair unleashed his blast on the unsuspecting zarno's wings, crippling one of them and causing it to fall out of the sky. Still, before the zarno could hit the floor, Adamar nailed it with an RPG shot, causing it to be flung into the wall of a nearby building.

No screams could be heard as their opponents continued to fight and die in complete silence. Their behavior and blank, lifeless bug eyes sent chills down Alistair's spine. They fought with ruthless efficiency without uttering a sound. Despite their relentless assault, it wasn't enough to stop Alistair from closing in on the zarno, who was being pummeled by Adamar's bullets, yellow ichor jetting out with each hit. As Alistair approached, he heard two chimes.

The chime couldn’t be related to the zarno as it sprang away from the poleax, firing at Alistair at point-blank. Alistair's armor and shield protected him from the mana bullets, which partially ignored his Kinetic Catcher skill. The zarno staggered backward as Alistair lashed out, and Adamar took the chance to shoot with one of his piercing shots, obliterating one of zarno's legs around the knees, causing it to stumble and collapse forward on all fours.

"Master Anzeth will have your heads, monkey scum," the zarno managed to splutter as yellowish ichor flowed from many wounds. Alistair stepped to its side and lifted his poleax before he swung it back down, beheading the zarno as well, followed by a chime.

Alistair immediately headed toward Riseth and Esta. Adamar was already ahead of him, teleporting to a roof and hugging his rifle.

As Alistair ran, he checked his Notifications, praying that earlier chimes were not one of his companions, and sighed in relief as it was another elite down but also made a mental note to change to different chimes for when something terrible happened and already prayed he would never hear it. As Alistair managed to climb over some rubble, he spotted the dead elite. It was a giant cockroach-looking insect with thick, hairy limbs, and he was incredibly thankful he hadn’t faced any of its kind himself. It was lying on the floor with over ten weapons sticking out of it. A mushy yellowish substance soaked in gray liquid leaked out of the cracked exoskeleton, staining the stone floor.

Alistair looked away in disgust and passed on, identifying it. He was still determining if the names were their species or actual names because he had seen both being displayed by his Identify skill. Still, considering it had referred to the wasp as Master Anzeth, it should be names, not race, so he decided to consider them as such. He would need to think of a ruling on how to interpret what the Identify skill showed him.

Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Riseth in an aerial battle with a moth-like elite, Identify spat out [Zoshe - lvl 21].

Zoshe was white and light blueish in color and had female features. It had thin, straight legs ending in heel-like stilts, two sets of thin arms, and white fuzzy fur at joints like the knees, shoulders, and hips. It had two moth antennae and a single set of green-faceted eyes.

It had large moth-like wings and was wielding a spear and shield.

About a dozen weapons supported Riseth in chasing and disrupting Zoshe. Still, Riseth didn’t need the help because it was already bleeding from many deep cuts and was badly outmatched by the flexible whip and bone blades. Riseth batted the spear away with one blade and impaled Zoshe with the other, driving it on top of a roof before her tail lashed out. The sharp-bladed whip killed it out of Alistair's sight as another chime went off.

Esta was pummeling a monster that was half machine and half insect. Its chitin was light brown, and the metal was dark gray. His Identify skill showed [Chelke - lvl 21], but it wasn’t long for this world either. Its weapon, a thin polearm that looked like a glaive, was lying on the floor out of reach.

Its long, stilt-like legs were snapped and broken, black oil leaked from the center torso, which was dented out of shape, and one of its arms was ripped from its socket. It had a primarily mechanical and smooth head, its arms were half mechanical and half chitinous, and it had elegant shoulder pads. Esta's metal gloves finally cracked the smooth metal head, eliciting multiple chimes.

Alistair checked his Notifications again and noted that he had reached level 17, and the objective for the navih elites was completed, leaving only the navih noble of the final section.
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Notifications:

[Navih Elite Karnec - Level 21 has been slain]

[Navih Elite Tranux - Level 21 has been slain]

[Level 16 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

[Navih Elite Zarno - Level 21 has been slain]

[Navih Elite Zoshe - Level 21 has been slain]

[Navih Elite Chelke - Level 21 has been slain]

[Level 17 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]
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Objective:

Survive the Navih strike team [5/5] Completed
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They needed a moment to gather themselves, and while Riseth healed Esta and Adamar, Alistair and Es'ell collected the weapons from their opponents before returning to the group to discuss their next steps.




Chapter 32
Reign of Terror


Everyone had gathered in a semi-circle away from the dead navih elites.

"We should retreat to the abode and recover," Es'ell said in a calm, melodic voice.

"We will need to post two guards at a minimum because if the wasp decides to attack, we need at least that many to ensure nobody dies," Alistair said with a serious expression.

"We should be strong enough to take him if we manage to endure the mental attacks, right?" Esta asked.

"I don't know. It felt like that monster was in a different league, and who knows what tricks it has up its sleeve? It might have held back or have more friends,” Alistair said.

"But we still agree we will finish this dungeon?" Riseth asked, looking at the others.

There were nods and a silent agreement as they exchanged looks.

"It can't get much worse than getting shelled and jumped by an equal number of higher-leveled opponents, right?" Adamar asked, looking up at some of the shaved-off rooftops.

"God, I hope not," Alistair replied as they returned to the abode. During the trip back, Riseth was testing the pistols that the zarno had used, which she had claimed to add some ranged weapons to her arsenal. She rapid-fired into one of the damaged walls, which shortly after collapsed.

"Neat," She said before storing the weapon; despite this, she was slightly solemn.

Soon, they reached the abode that the attack had spared; when they made the guard shift, nobody questioned Alistair and Riseth taking theirs together.

Alistair and Riseth had the middle shift. Alistair went to bed with a sense of nervousness and unease because their time in the dungeon was coming to a close, and Riseth shared the sentiment and clung to him as they drifted off to sleep.

Alistair considered saying something but decided against it.

Ultimately, all the guard shifts had turned out to be uneventful. After everyone had a chance to rest, they marched on the citadel at a wide angle to minimize the chance of being fired upon by the fortress emplacements. And they reached the main gate unopposed, stranger, yet it was wide open.

"Something feels off, and I'm almost certain this is a trap," Alistair said, looking at the open entrance suspiciously.

"Yeah, no way it's that easy," Esta agreed.

"This is the only entrance, so we must enter regardless, but stay vigilant," Es'ell said as she walked inside, taking the lead.

They slowly entered the fortress, weapons drawn, and Alistair moved up to Es'ell. Adamar was right behind him, his rifle raised while Esta and Riseth brought up the rear.

As soon as they entered, the gate behind them swung shut, leaving only a bit of light from further ahead, all of them tensed up as they prepared to defend against an unseen attacker.

"Of course, they would lock us in," Riseth grumbled.

The group stood there for a few moments while their eyes adjusted to the low light conditions within the corridor.

"Screw this. Let's move and get this over with," Esta announced, frustration obvious on her face.

Esta took the lead as she moved past both Es'ell and Alistair, but she only made it a few meters before Adamar grabbed her by the arm, stopping her in her tracks. She spun around, annoyed.

"What? There is no point in standing around,” she said.

"You almost triggered a trap," Adamar said as he pointed at a pressure plate on the ground. Stepping a few steps back, he threw a leftover iron bar on top of it, and many metal spears shot out from the sides of the wall, piercing empty space.

Alistair was once again glad Adamar had his threat detection skill, and he knew his own would not have protected him from this trap, even if he had developed the Detect Magic skill. Yet another critical skill which was missing in his roster, and Alistair made a mental note of it.

Esta's eyes went wide as she stammered a "thanks" to Adamar as she was a bit in shock. She would not have died, but the injuries would have set them back and hurt her quite severely.

Adamar took the lead as they slowly avoided all the traps, entering the inner sanctum.

The sanctum was a vast room. It smelled of rot and death, and an ominous feeling made Alistair's hair stand on end. He could make out a lot of dried blood splattered all over the floor and walls, some had bones and rotten corpses strewn about but were not identifiable anymore. The ceiling was about twenty meters high, and a large white crystal illuminated the room. Large chains held it in place, and it had some skeletons hanging over them, and Alistair wondered how they even got up there.

Runes were sprawled all over the ceiling, and pillars lined up both sides of the sanctum leading to a large Stone throne at the end of the room; on top of it sat Anzeth. The wasp-like monster stood up from its bloody throne and spread its arms and wings.

"What a surprise! I had expected at least one of you to die and the rest to abandon this dungeon. It has been far too long since I had the chance to play. I sincerely thank you for your perseverance!" Anzeth said as it picked up the sword which had leaned against the throne.

Alarm bells went off in Alistair's head. The fact that it knew it was part of the dungeon was highly unexpected and worrying. There was also no bloodlust radiating from the creature.

"How do you know this is a dungeon?" Es'ell asked him in her melodic voice.

The wasp’s helmet-like head allowed for no facial expression. Still, it made up for it by conveying its feelings over different senses as sadistic glee and rage radiated from it in equal measure as it answered.

"I have been caught and sealed within this dungeon, bound to rules against my will. My original body and soul were destroyed long ago. I am a mere shadow of what I once was, and the only joy I knew was killing overeager dwarves and playing with them until their lives were snuffed out." The sadistic satisfaction is almost palpable. Alistair felt disgusted to his core.

Anzeth slowly walked down the stairs leading up to the throne, occasionally scraping his blade along the rocky surface.

The group all went into a battle stance. The realization that the creature was self-aware and a sadistic bastard on top of it meant the fight would be completely different from anything they had faced before, and the consequences of losing were unthinkable.

Alistair wanted to take a step ahead and put himself between his allies and Anzeth, but his legs were shaking, and he noticed his armor had begun warping, building small spirals.

"Mind attack, watch out!" Alistair yelled as he activated Calm Mind and stepped ahead, shortly followed by Esta.

Alistair had only time to summon his shield and sword as Anzeth dashed toward them, crossing the distance of about fifty meters in less than a second.

Anzeth swung his butcher-like blade at Esta's torso, though her new stance allowed her to block the swing with both her arms raised as she was flung away past one of the pillars.

Alistair immediately engaged Anzeth by swinging his blade at him with Body Splitter Slash, but the attack was caught by one of Anzeth's plated-looking gloves, which barely left a scratch across its palm.

A swarm of blades, hammers, and polearms shot at the wasp, but a shimmering translucent shield appeared around Anzeth, stopping all the weapons in their tracks, though not without flashing and cracks forming and shattering as soon as rapid fire from both Adamar and Riseth impacted the shield and pelted the wasp knight to little effect.

The group's movements were sluggish and hesitant, and Alistair could feel cruel satisfaction radiating from the wasp.

"Yes, resist. Do your worst! I shall enjoy breaking you," Anzeth said as he stepped past Alistair, who tried to follow up on his attack. Esta was still on her way back.

Anzeth had moved into the center of their formation. Adamar unleashed his flamethrower, and Riseth jumped back, whipping her chain at the wasp. Anzeth, however, moved on undeterred as he brought down his sword on Es'ell, who had to teleport out of the way to avoid losing some limbs. Anzeth's blade cut through empty air, stopping before touching the ground as it came back up to slash at Adamar.

Alistair had, however, managed to predict Anzeth's approach and blocked the swing by slamming his own sword down, stopping the blade's swing dead in its tracks.

Alistair had to use all his focus to redirect the energy into a blast as the force far exceeded what he had expected. The blast struck Anzeth, driving him away and leaving a small dent in his armor-like carapace that leaked a black liquid.

Alistair could feel a wave of annoyance and surprise coming from Anzeth, which was immediately interrupted as an explosion rocked the wasp. Adamar had fired an RPG shot almost point-blank, and heat washed over everyone who was nearby.

They could, however, not celebrate as from the smoke, Anzeth appeared and kicked Adamar in the stomach, sending him into a nearby pillar with a crack.

"Adamar!" Riseth yelled as she flew over to aid him.

"No wonder you managed to kill my elites. I suppose playtime has to wait a little," Anzeth's voice rang out as a cold shiver came over Alistair.

Anzeth dashed toward Riseth but not before smacking Esta out of the way, which had to block again, but this time, it transmitted a wave of electricity that rippled over the wasp.

"No!" Alistair yelled as Anzeth rapidly approached Riseth, his stomach lurching and adrenaline pumping like wildfire within him as he sprinted toward them as fast as he could.

His reaction didn’t go unnoticed, and he felt curiosity and a wave of undiluted sadistic euphoria radiate from the wasp as it shielded itself from Es'ell's flying weapons intercepting him.

Adamar had managed to consume one of his potions and had continued his rapid-fire on the wasp. Esta had slammed down her fists, burying her hands in the rock to stop herself from being flung too far again.

Riseth had spun around, and her bladed chain lashed out at Anzeth, shattering his shield as she raised her bone blades to block the incoming blade, but it turned out to be a feint as the abdomen of Anzeth lashed out, and a stinger pierced through her stomach coming out of the other end.

Riseth's body went limp almost immediately, and her blades fell out of her hands as Anzeth grabbed her neck, lifting her like a lifeless doll. One of his lower arms grabbed her wrist and tugged as her arm was ripped out of its socket, and red blood sprayed over the rocky floor and his lower body.

She couldn’t scream. The only screams came from her shocked and distraught companions, her eyes wide before becoming unresponsive as Anzeth tossed her unmoving body to the floor in front of him.

Everything seemed to slow down, and pain seared his body, and tears welled up in the corners of his eyes as the whole group ran toward the monster and the bleeding Riseth on the floor.

Anzeth lifted Riseth's severed arm, and part of his helmet-like head parted, revealing it to be mandibles as it ripped a piece out of the flesh.

"What a delightfully sweet taste!" Anzeth exclaimed in excitement.

Alistair only saw red. He would end that thing if it were the last thing he did.

He could tell that if he could, Anzeth would give him a cruel smile as he heard the wasp chuckle.

"Too bad I can't preserve her, but I suppose she will suffice as dessert after this farce ends." He transmitted as he lifted the huge butcher's knife over his head and brought it down.

Alistair knew he would never make it in time as he watched the blade fall in near slow motion, even if he were to use Temporal Combat Reflexes.

Rage consumed him. All Alistair wished for was to interpose himself and shield Riseth from the descending blade to make Anzeth pay in blood, knowing he could take the attack, whereas Riseth could not.




Chapter 33
Blind Rage


Rage consumed Alistair as he activated his Temporal Combat Reflexes skill with only one goal in mind: the utter destruction of the enemy in front of him.

Alistair barely noticed Adamar blinking between Anzeth's blade and Riseth, blocking the blow with his precious rifle. As he was pressed into the ground, a deep cut appeared on the intricate rifle as it bent. His rage felt unnatural, as if he had activated a Rage skill, making him lose control of his mental faculties, yet it was too late to stop it.

Anzeth shuddered, and a tinge of fear radiated from the monster as it turned to face Alistair, who then grabbed one of Anzeth's lower arms with his right hand using Right Hand Time Out, pulling himself up the larger wasp body, plunging his gloved hands into one of Anzeth's large faceted eyes gouging it out, as Alistair relentlessly tried to dig deeper, he would have crushed Anzeth’s brain if it were not separated by a chitinous layer within.

Es'ell Teleported next to Riseth, picking her up and holding her much smaller body in her diminutive set of arms. She also picked up Riseth's severed arm, which Anzeth had dropped in agony as Alistair was gouging his eyes. With her last free hand, she grabbed Adamar by the collar and teleported all of them out of reach behind Esta, who was about to reach the struggling mass that was Anzeth and Alistair.

Anzeth was far too high-tier to be impeded by his Right Hand Time Out skill for long as it struggled to get Alistair off but found it couldn’t get a hold of him, no matter how hard Anzeth tried.

Alistair had given up digging inside the monster's head. As his poleax appeared in his free hand in an awkward reverse grip, he began stabbing Anzeth's arm joint, slowly severing one of its arms, cruel satisfaction washing over him as the offending arm that had hurt Riseth suffered the same fate.

Alistair was blind to the happenings around him and lost most of his self-awareness. He failed to keep track of his rapidly draining resource pools.

Esta had managed to reach them, making full use of Alistair's Right Hand Time Out skill as she repeatedly punched the slowed-down opponent, denting and crushing the armor like carapace as more and more black blood started to flow and sprayed over her face and jacket.

Alistair locked his legs around the wasp’s torso as he continued to stab at it, his armor also getting tainted by the black blood. In the distance, he could see Es'ell frantically working on Riseth, and for the first time, Alistair felt something other than rage.

Anzeth tried to punch him off with his remaining lower arm but only added to Alistair's furious stabs; eventually, however, Anzeth raised his sword, Hacking at Alistair with all his might.

Alistair managed to transfer most of the damage in a final stab, which pierced through the carapace, getting the poleax stuck. However, his mana had run dry. His armor prevented the worst, but Anzeth's blade dug into Alistair's flesh.

Alistair desperately tried to cling on but was forced away by the blow. Dread tried to overwhelm his mind but was denied by Alistair's unyielding rage. Alistair immediately pulled out a mana potion and drank it before tossing the empty bottle at Anzeth, shattering it against his body.

Alistair had the wasp's full attention, so Anzeth was caught by complete surprise as Adamar fired an incredibly charged shot, punching a hole straight through Anzeth's torso and flinging the stuck poleax to the side.

Anzeth's mandibles clicked rapidly in frustration and wrath as it charged at Alistair, choosing to ignore the threat Adamar posed.

"Very well, if you are to defeat me, I choose to end you at the very least!" Anzeth droned as he lifted his sword, enveloping it in pulsating magics, planning to kill Alistair as incredible waves of bloodlust radiated toward him.

"Bring it!" Alistair growled; seeing Riseth being cared for in the distance by Es'ell had slowly eroded his rage at its foundation.

Alistair activated Calm Mind as he charged the monster. It further restored his sense of self.

Alistair's helmet appeared as he subconsciously worried about his unhinged expression. He clenched his teeth as he noticed the incredible pain radiating throughout his body, making itself known more and more as the rage slowly faded.

Alistair tried to stoke the flame of rage for one last push as swords appeared in his hands.

He planned on using one sword to parry the incoming attack and the other to put an end to the monster in front of him, activating Temporal Combat Reflexes shortly before the clash.

As the blades finally made contact, Alistair immediately knew stopping the entirety of the force would be impossible as his other sword cut into the wasp, carving a bloody path across its torso.

At the same time, Alistair's arm buckled, his bones fractured, and his muscles torn, and Alistair was forced to cancel his Temporal Combat Reflexes skill as it would not provide him with any more benefits as Alistair resigned himself that he would lose his left arm at the very least as he was failing to parry the blade.

But out of seemingly nowhere, a stream of weapons appeared, impacting the broadside of the butcher's blade out to end Alistair, helping deflect the blow, allowing Alistair to put his all into the swing as he severed the arms and wings from Anzeth's left side.

Alistair dashed past the wasp as it spun around violently, only left with one of its arms, which held the butcher's blade as it tried to lash out again. Alistair had also turned in place by momentarily reactivating Temporal Combat Reflexes, crossing his blades to block the incoming blow. He blocked the blow, but his blades cracked and shattered into red chitinous shards, and he was flung back.

Esta had reached Anzeth and had activated her boosting skill. She radiated power, and immense volumes of flames and electricity enveloped her entire form. As she unleashed all she had into Anzeth, a loud crack echoed across the whole room, and she sent him flying for a change.

Emotions of agony and hatred washed over them. As Anzeth struggled to get back on his feet, Alistair, who had managed to stop himself by touching the floor, ran up beside Esta, who was taking in heavy laboring breaths. Anzeth's mandibles were chattering furiously, and black blood leaked out of many orifices.

"Disgusting low-tier trash, how dare you!" he spat.

Alistair and Esta approached him slowly. Alistair chugged one of his health potions as the pain of his injured shoulder was distracting, and he couldn’t afford to be distracted, as Anzeth was acting like a cornered animal.

"Well come on then, you asymmetric-looking piece of shit!" Alistair yelled as he shot a spiked blast, hoping to implode him like one of the drones some days before.

But a shield appeared and shattered immediately after blocking his blast and Adamar's RPG shots. Weapons surrounded Anzeth as they rotated around him, poised to strike.

"Yeah, come on, let us help out. I could take off that last arm and wing, you know, even you out a little. I thought you liked that kind of stuff?" Esta snapped, joining Alistair in his heckling.

They knew that under no circumstances could they let the wasp get close to the rest of the group.

Luckily, Anzeth fell for it as annoyance and rage flared from the monster.

Alistair tried his hardest to keep his emotions in check and not show any relief as he stretched out his arm and continued to blast Anzeth, who was swinging his blade, blocking the blasts as it also approached, his movement twitchy.

Alistair wondered if the new reality he found himself in or just the constitution of an insect or both kept that monstrosity going. He was covered in his own dark blood, staining his golden-colored sections, slowly turning Anzeth completely black.

Anzeth dashed at both Alistair and Esta, and both boosted themselves as they faced him head-on. Alistair summoned one of the curved blue blades as he gave it his all to block the full brunt of Anzeth's horizontal swing with his shield, which held out just long enough for Alistair to sever Anzeth's last arm.

Alistair’s chest was suddenly pierced by the stinger, which had bypassed both his Kinetic Catcher and armor. As paralytic poison rushed through his body, Anzeth sent out a sense of victory shortly after, followed by shock and dismay as Alistair had a taste of blood in his mouth and felt it flow from his mouth as his organs had been harmed, but held on to the abdomen refusing to let go, as Freedom Of Movement worked double time.

As Alistair held on for dear life, Esta, who had trusted Alistair enough to endure the attack, had put all her leftover resources into the attack. She punched through Anzeth's chest, destroying his heart and other vital organs by releasing a violent explosion of elemental energies within the monster, cooking it from the inside out.

Esta crashed into the body of the wasp in midair, unable to stop her momentum, forcing all three of them to tumble on the ground.

A series of chimes went off in Alistair's head, and a brightly glowing orb appeared in front of the throne, but none of that truly registered to him, even the wounds from the last exchange, as he had only one thing on his mind as he ran off to check on Riseth.

Alistair skidded the last few meters on the stone floor, blood still flowing out of his stomach and arm area, staining the floor around him, Riseth was still breathing and looked at him with lazy eyes, the paralytic poison still impacting her body.

"Thank God, I…" He couldn’t get himself to say more as he coughed. Both physical and emotional hurt was wrecking his body.

The poison burned within his body. Freedom of Movement allowed him to move, but it did nothing to slow down the poison and its other effects.

"Alistair, you are bleeding severely," Es'ell said in her melodic voice as she stretched out her hand to heal him.

Alistair hadn’t noticed it, but the butcher's blade had cut through his shield and deep into his arm, well into his bone. His arm was only held in place by his armor, and as the adrenalin started to wear off his whole body was wracked by pain.

"I'm fine…and take that damn helmet off," Riseth said with a weak voice giving him her trademark smirk.

Alistair hadn’t noticed that his helmet had appeared, he used the Ethereal enchant to make it invisible again.

His eyes were swollen by tears, blood had left his nose, ears, and the edges of his mouth, and he was drenched in sweat.

"You look like shit,” she said with a pained chuckle.

Alistair laughed, and everything hurt as his body shook.

"Thank you, I'll manage," Alistair said with a weak smile.

"How do you even move? You are poisoned, too," Riseth asked with a pained expression.

Alistair looked her over and noticed how her severed arm was laid out next to her, and he couldn’t help but frown as his heart ached because he had failed to protect her.

"Thank you, Adamar, Es'ell. I don't know how to repay you," he said gratefully, looking between them.

"As you once told me, Alistair, you don't owe me shit," Es'ell responded with a blank expression.

"Yeah, what she said," Adamar parroted with a smile.

"Hey, I'm not his property!" Riseth interjected, feigning offense.

"But thank you, I would be dead without the two of you," she said with a smile on her face.

Yellow-green liquid started to exude from Riseth's stomach area, and Alistair worried the poison was doing something weird, but then she slowly pulled herself from the floor, expelling more of the poison through her skin and sweating it out.

"Ah, much better," she said. Alistair couldn’t help but look at her injury. Relief and a sense of failure threatened to overwhelm him as he looked away.

She looked down on him, and she shook her head.

"It's not your fault, and it's okay. I can fix it,” she said as she touched his cheek, stroking her hand under his chin to force him to look at her.

Meanwhile, her tail had wrapped around her severed arm and had moved it in place. She turned away to look at the injury as she winced in pain as her wounds reopened and her muscles and bones were manipulated back into place, skin regrowing aided by her healing magic, she had fixed it in a matter of minute, most of the group looking on in morbid fascination.

Even the chunk that Anzeth ripped off re-grew with healing magic.

"How does that even work?" Esta asked, confused. She had reached the group and observed the exchange from behind Alistair.

Riseth shrugged her now restored shoulders.

"I don't know because usually it would require me to take mass from somewhere else, but healing magic seems to bypass this," Riseth said with a weak smile.

She kneeled and hugged Alistair, and he felt the poison slowly accumulate before being expelled from his body. The process took her a few minutes, and as the pain slowly subsided within Alistair's body, she reached out her hand and wiped the blood from the corners of Alistair's mouth before kissing him and leaning in to whisper something into his ear.




Chapter 34
Magrall's Fall Complete


"Please, don't do that again…" Riseth said in a quiet, tired voice.

Alistair realized how sensitive Riseth was to his emotions and had to endure his blind rage and wrath as he was wracked by guilt, pain, and anguish while she couldn’t even move because of the poison.

It must have been a haunting experience, and he felt even more guilty.

"Sorry, I…don't know what came over me." Alistair felt guilty and uncomfortable because he had overreacted and lost himself in his emotions. He was usually more reserved and calmer and had acquired thick skin long ago.

Alistair suspected that his karmic connection had enhanced his emotions as well, and he had to keep an eye on that because it could be potentially crippling to him. Yet another thing to keep track of, he told himself.

He gave her an apologetic smile and hugged her. He finally activated his healing spell, fixing some of his injuries, and he could already see his armor slowly repairing itself. It was a fascinating sight as the metal seemed to grow and mend itself magically.

The rest of the group had been fixing their wounds, discussing the orb near the throne, and checking their system. Alistair had yet to do all that, and he started by pulling up his System window.
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Notifications:

[Navih Lord Anzeth - Level 25 has been slain]

[Level 18 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

[Level 19 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

Assault Dungeon Magrall's Fall has been completed with an Expert Performance Rating.

The Title Dungeoneer 1 [Unique] has been obtained.

[Title Tomb Raider [Epic] has been obtained]

[Title Completionist [Common] has been obtained]
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Dungeoneer 1

Effect:

Provides a free Skill point for every completed Dungeon.

Origin: A growing title that increases with each newly completed dungeon. Given to everyone after completing their first dungeon.

-

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Tomb Raider

Effect:

Provides the [Dungeon Sense] Skill.

Origin: Obtained for being the first to conquer a high-difficulty artificial dungeon of a lost civilization.

-

Tier: [Common]

Name: Completionist

Effect:

Increases dungeon rewards slightly.

Origin: Obtained for completing 100% of a Dungeon for the first time.
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Skills:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Dungeon Sense

Description: Allows the user to determine the presence or absence of a Dungeon and its rough location. The user benefits from increased awareness of traps and treasures within dungeons. Improved sense of direction within dungeons. All mentioned benefits scale very slightly with the[Sense] stat.
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"Wait, one hundred percent completed? What about that last key we are missing?" Alistair asked after checking his titles and putting his two new stat points into Mental.

"Yeah, we guess there never was a fourth key, which is useful to know," Adamar stated, tilting his head.

Alistair thought about it, and the dungeon had introduced many elements and taught them a lot: traps, ambushes, objectives, doors and keys, optional bosses, and intelligent and aware individuals, among other inherent dangers.

Alistair felt he had a better idea of what to expect from a dungeon than a week ago, before he had to go based on video games and other media interpretations he had consumed back on earth.

"I think we got lucky with our dungeon, all things considered,” Alistair finally said after mulling it over.

"It is referred to as a high-difficulty Dungeon in the Tomb Raider title, an interesting name I've never heard that term before," Es'ell said.

"I know the name. I wonder if the title is based on my personal perception and got used for the rest of you, or if it is a term from the wider multiverse that trickled in and is a title many others have obtained,” Alistair said, scratching his chin.

"The second possibility is more likely, considering that all the titles earned as a group had been named the same. Perhaps there is a difference between titles obtained by groups and titles obtained by yourself," Es'ell suggested.

"You guys sure love thinking about useless stuff," Esta said from the side.

Alistair was about to protest as Es'ell beat him to the punch.

"It is by no means useless. Any and all understanding and comprehension can prove life-changing! You would do well to keep that in mind," she said in her usual melodic voice, but her lower hands trembled. Alistair wondered if that was the tell of annoyance or anger for her race.

"These two love to overthink stuff, but it might have its advantage as long as they don't overdo it," Riseth said, giving Alistair a knowing look.

Alistair was a little embarrassed by the reminder. They discussed the happenings and future plans, but they had to address the elephant in the room at some point.

The orb glowed in white light. The orb itself had a golden sheen and seemed almost translucent, hovering about 1.5 meters in the air. Also, mana particles became even more visible as they orbited the orb, flowing like leaves caught in the wind, taking on a golden hue themselves.

Their time together was coming to an end, and some of them were throwing the orb conflicted glances. Alistair wondered about their thoughts. He suspected some of them wished to move on like Es'ell yet didn’t wish to appear rude. Both Riseth and Alistair exchanged glances. They suspected they would be the last to touch the orb.

A silence hung over the group after they had finished recovering. They took out some chairs and a long table because they decided to eat one last time together before some of them left the dungeon.

They discussed who should get Anzeth's weapon, which ended up in Es'ell's arsenal since the others felt uncomfortable using it.

Alistair was drinking with Riseth and Adamar. Riseth exchanged looks with Alistair, and he had also picked up on it. Adamar didn’t wish to leave immediately either, and Alistair could guess the reason.

Ultimately, Esta was the first to decide to leave as she stood up, looking at the group.

"It's been great, and when you guys get the chance to try and get into contact, I will make sure that you guys and the Artemis are written down as friendly of the Vibrantis Society." Her demeanor was stiff. She wasn’t one to give big shows of emotions.

Riseth flashed her teeth and hugged her. Esta was hesitant at first but relented.

"Don't die on me, guys," Esta said hesitantly as she scratched her head.

"Same to you. I'm looking forward to a rematch,” Alistair said with a smirk.

Esta nodded and approached the orb, which hovered nearby, the rest of the group observing her.

Esta took a deep breath, and with a last glance back, she touched the orb, and…nothing happened.

Esta looked confused for a second, and Alistair was sure she was looking at her system.

"Well, that's awkward," Esta said with a smile.

"What is it?" Riseth asked curiously.

"Apparently, we don't get teleported out automatically. I can pick between four rewards based on our group rating," Esta said.

"Oh, right. The title said something about Expert Performance rating. I wonder how good that is exactly," Alistair said.

"Well, looking at the rewards, it says quite fucking good!" Esta said excitedly.

Adamar also stood up and touched the orb, and the rest of the group followed suit to check the rewards.
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Performance Rating: [Expert]

[Calculated System Rewards] Choose one of the following:

1.) Evolution Stone


Provides the user with a system-supported racial evolution opportunity. The user's body must be Grade 9 or higher to endure the evolution. Multiple high-tier Species choices tailored to the user's preferences are guaranteed.

Conditions: [Req. Grade 9] [Consumable] [Soulbound]

-

2.) Study Dungeon Key

Grants permanent access to the public study dungeon subspace during the Trial. The key can open a portal to the dungeon when used within a Sanctuary or Hub. Within the dungeon, the user will be provided with a private space and a suitable private study based on the chosen field of study. This key grants access to [1] [Legendary] tier study topic of the user's choosing, bypasses skill point costs for the selected topic and auxiliary skills, and enforces secrecy of all details relevant to skill acquisition and comprehension of the chosen topic for the duration of the trial or other conditions are met. The key may be charged with access to additional study topics via system rewards.

Conditions: [Rec. Level 25.] [Rechargable] [Req. Sanctuary or Hub location to open Gate] [Soulbound]

-

3.) Choice of one [Legendary] Magic Item

The user may choose [1] [Legendary] tier Magic item or piece of equipment tailored to the user's preference and needs from a system-curated selection. The item will be soul-bound and include all standard auxiliary enchantments.

Conditions: [Pick among [5] Items] [Soulbound]

-

4.) Permanent Boon

Provides the user a permanent boon of +10 in all stats and an additional two free skill points.
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After reading the rewards, Alistair got excited. The second reward would allow him and Riseth to meet whenever they wished while learning additional skills, and it could possibly let him get into contact with his friends and family.

"Guess I know what I'm taking," Alistair said, smiling at Riseth, relief washing over him and the knot in his stomach loosening.

"I don't know. Evolving into a higher-tier demon sounds nice. I could be an independent demoness who needs no man," Riseth said teasingly.

It was Alistair's turn to put his hand on his chest, letting out a gasp of fake outrage.

"You wound me, Riseth, and I thought I was special!" Alistair said.

Esta just shook her head with a groan.

"Screw this, I am out; see you guys later!" Esta said as she touched the orb again and disappeared with a smirk.

"Wow, she was more committed to the bit than us," Riseth said, surprised.

"Do you think she also took the key or hopes to find another later?" Alistair asked.

"Esta is not exactly the studying type," Riseth said, cupping her chin.

"Studying does not mean just reading books, but Esta might not have realized that. The order of rewards also implies that the Racial evolution stone is the most valuable reward. However, I will choose the key. It was a pleasure meeting everyone. I hope we meet again," Es'ell announced abruptly as she did her odd little twist before touching the orb and disappearing quickly.

Alistair waved her goodbye, a little taken aback, before looking at Adamar, who had a conflicted expression.

"Will you also go with the Key?" Alistair asked curiously.

Adamar hesitated before looking at Alistair, a severe expression on his face.

"No, I will choose the Evolution stone and hope I come across another key," Adamar said to Alistair's surprise.

"I know race plays a big role in your home world, but maybe reconsider because if you turn into a higher type of elf, you might get yourself assassinated!" Alistair warned him.

"Thank you. I appreciate your concern, but this is something I must do," Adamar said resolutely as he straightened his back with a stone-faced demeanor.

Before he could touch the orb, Alistair wrapped his arm around Adamar's shoulders.

"If you ever need help, don't hesitate to call on me. If possible, I will be there," Alistair told him before slapping him on the back.

"That includes me, too, by the way!" Riseth said with a pout.

Adamar deserved some kindness and support. Alistair felt a lot of gratitude toward Adamar, and Alistair was sure that included Riseth.

"So, we got the whole place to ourselves now…" Riseth said.

"Sure do," Alistair said with a smile.

"Shall we ransack the rest of the place?" Riseth Asked with a toothy grin.

"I thought you'd never ask, but let's leave this dump. All the dried blood and bad memories give me the shivers," Alistair said, looking around the room.




Chapter 35
Tiers and Ratings


"Do you think that huge ass crystal is worth something?" Riseth asked, looking at the large white elongated crystal shimmering on the ceiling.

Alistair used Identify, and a sense of déjà vu overcame him. It was a low-grade light crystal, a natural treasure often used as a streetlight or similar light source. The huge size added some value, but overall, it was only worth little. Alistair rattled the knowledge off to her.

"And please get your own report skill. I am not your Wikipedia,” Alistair told her with a frown.

"We can take some of it. The Sun crystal in the large room should be worth more, right?" Riseth asked gracefully, avoiding any acknowledgment of his request.

Alistair froze a second. He had remembered taking the crystal in the garden, but the crystal in the main chamber had blended in so well he hadn’t even considered it.

"Damn, you are right, and yeah, it is great for underground locations and as a power source; too bad we have no means to get it down intact,” Alistair lamented.

"For somebody who overthinks shit all the time, you are surprisingly dense sometimes. I got it covered!" Riseth quipped.

She flew up, her bladed chain lashing out, creating a clean cut through the chains holding the Light crystal in place. As it fell and shattered, Alistair covered his face more out of reflex than necessity.

He considered asking for a warning next time but knew better as he brought up another topic instead.

"Why did you not do this while the others were still around?" Alistair asked.

"Honey, I'm a demon, and you are my lovely accomplice, and we demons do love corrupting the pure, after all." Riseth flashed him a smile.

Alistair was still unsure if it was a bright idea to show Riseth information about Earth's interpretation of demons as he shook his head.

"Seriously, why?" Alistair asked. It felt wrong.

"It's not that big of a deal. Most of them probably realized but couldn’t be arsed to get the thing or have little use for it. Also, it takes up a lot of space, and people already have some of the material, and then there is the whole work associated with getting it in the first place.

Alistair was sure at least Es'ell and maybe Adamar would have been aware, and Esta would not have cared for more of the crystal, so Riseth wasn’t completely wrong. Still, Alistair would have preferred her to be more open about it.

"Do you even have the space to store the sun crystal?" Alistair asked, walking around the room and collecting bigger chunks of the light crystals. At the same time, Riseth gathered the chains that had held the crystal.

"I don't, but the shuttle's mana engine sure does," Riseth told him.

"Wait, was the engine not fueled?" Alistair asked in surprise.

"No, it totally is, but I can add a ton more. The damn thing would already self-sustain itself with atmospheric mana to keep the reactor going for a few thousand years if it does not need to fly around or fight. I am not sure what the huge fuel reserves are about yet either, but I suspect the shields and jumps may be costly,” Riseth speculated.

Alistair waited at the entrance for Riseth to join him. When they left the fortress, they discovered that all the traps had defused themselves, and even the gate had opened as they walked out under the light of the sun's crystal.

"All right, I'm all ears. How are we gonna take it down?" Alistair asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Easy, you cut it down after I place some of the chains from the throne room," Riseth explained.

"How do you expect me to cut it down? I don't have wings like you, and even then, I doubt my weapons will cut it," Alistair said, confused.

Riseth shook her head and flicked his forehead.

"Use your blast. I saw how you manipulated it. I'm sure you got a blast manipulation skill of sorts?" Riseth asked patiently.

Alistair considered it for a second. He had no such skill, but he was confident he could create it or get the system to give him such a skill. He had initially planned just to upgrade his blast, but perhaps it was too varied and required a more linear approach? That also didn’t seem quite right. Perhaps his proficiency still needed to improve, and he needed more practice.

"No, I don't have such a skill…yet. I have been manipulating my blasts manually in the hopes of upgrading the skill. However, your idea of a cutting blast is great, kind of like a cutting disc skill.

"Cutting-disc?" Riseth asked, confused.

"Oh, it's from the same show I know that has a similar thing to the cube concept. It's a character's signature move alongside a blinding flash ability,” Alistair mused, still in thought.

"Sounds like a very devastating combination. You should do that. Does it have more characters like that?" Riseth asked.

Alistair thought she was right but didn’t wish to plant certain flags on himself by imitating that particular character.

"Yeah, it does, but that character dies a lot, so I'm not sure about imitating him," Alistair said with a laugh.

"You gotta show me that show. Sounds like there are a lot of concepts and outside influences and attack ideas," Riseth said.

Alistair tried to dissuade her and wanted to only show her the cliff notes and convinced her it was for the better, luckily she relented.

Alistair spent about an hour manipulating his blast until it finally took on a disc shape and could cut through the buildings like butter, slicing them into pieces until a chime sounded out.
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Alistair decided to wait this time around. He was confident it would mutate his blast into a Razor Blast skill, so he planned to practice different blasts once he left the dungeon. Also, it was a great way to test if he could stockpile experience to improve his skills after the upgrade was made available or if the skill stayed the same once offered.

Eventually, Alistair went to the roof of a large structure with the best angle to attempt the cut. Riseth had long since attached the chains to ensure it wouldn't fall to the ground and stood on standby to further slow the fall. The operation went off without a hitch.

Riseth parked the shuttle in a nearby open square where the Artemis could absorb the large Sun Crystal into itself, plunging the entire room into darkness with only a few streetlights shining light before turning the shuttle back into a cube and storing it in her storage.

"All right, any other big treasures I didn’t think about?" Alistair asked.

"Yeah, you never took our bed with you!" Riseth said, pretending to be offended.

Alistair chuckled, and they proceeded to talk until they reached the Abode, where Nuk was already waiting at the door.

"And here I was wondering why I didn’t get put into stasis as soon as you guys finished, and I'm glad to see the two of you are all right. I presume the rest of you managed to survive that menace as well."

"Yeah, we all made it. The rest of our group has left already, but we'll stay a little longer."

"That's good to hear. What were the reward options and rating?" Nuk asked while stroking his beard.

"Ah, we got an expert rating. The first reward was an evolution stone to turn into a higher species, the second a key to a study dungeon where we could choose a Legendary study topic, the third was a choice among Legendary items, and the last was a permanent stats boon,” Alistair rattled off.

Riseth made a double take, and Nuk looked confused.

"What the hell do you mean by Legendary? Is that the way you categorize things?" Riseth asked in disbelief.

"I uh, yeah? It is a tier system used in some media in my world,” Alistair explained, a bit insecure.

"Do you mind explaining your rating or rather tier system to me?" Nuk asked.

Alistair started to list them off from Inferior to Legendary and Unique as Riseth and Nuk looked at him intently.

"Damn, I have fallen for an idiot. Did you seriously think you were decked out in Legendary titles and gear?" Riseth asked with a laugh.

"No, it's worse. He is an optimist. I am, however, flattered you would view the armor I made for you as Legendary. Even if my quality is great, it's just that great. What do you even call skills and titles above Legendary?" Nuk said, tilting his head a little as he chuckled.

Alistair tried his best to take it in grace as he knew they didn’t think he was an idiot, but he still felt the heat rise in embarrassment.

"I have never encountered a skill or title with a higher tier. What are you guys using?" Alistair asked slowly, turning red as he internally cursed. He had often considered adjusting his tier list, but he was still embarrassed to haven’t at least optimized the dopamine-orientated RPG scaling before blurting out he was surrounded by Legendary stuff.

"I use mostly the traditional heat scale: soot, coal, cinder, ember, smolder, flame, blaze, pyre, inferno, hellfire since I couldn’t get the system to rate in numbers 1 to 100," Riseth said.

"What? how is that rating any better?" Alistair asked with a pout.

"Oh, I'm sorry, Mr. I am Legend," Riseth responded, snickering while holding a hand over her mouth.

Alistair already knew she would not let him live this down and was already constructing a bunch of legendary quips to use against him.

"And you really haven’t gotten above that Legendary ranking yet?" Riseth asked, surprised.

"That is the problem with an optimistic scale like that. It leads to complacency because he thinks he is already at a high tier. Alistair could achieve a lot better. I am sure of that much," Nuk said, slightly concerned.

Nuk raised his hand, and a buzzing sound could be heard coming closer. It was a small gray metal sphere with tiny arms hovering over them holding a large tome, which buzzed to Riseth and came to a stop.

"Riseth dear, can you open page forty-one?" Nuk requested, and Riseth went along with it, still grinning.

"I am curious: what tiers do these three objects denote according to your system?" Nuk said, pointing his ghostly fingers at three history book entries depicting famous crafted objects.

"Mythic, transcendent, and god tier, it says," Alistair said, a little unsure how to feel about the line of questioning.

"Well, your interpretations seem usable although grossly overembellishing, which messes with the accuracy of your tier list. For example, the popular rating among my people went as follows: Terrible, Bad, Okay, Good, Very Good, Great, Outstanding, Excellent, Supreme, and Special for your Unique equivalent. Also, keep in mind the system scales tiers based on your current grade," Nuk explained with a fatherly smile.

They then checked Alistair's performance rating system: catastrophic, bad, poor, subpar, average, competent, skilled, expert, masterful, and outstanding performance.

"That's actually really good. I'm going to use that one!" Riseth said with a broad smile.

And Alistair had to admit his rating seemed much closer to what he felt his skills and titles would be representing, though he liked the tier system, and the Nuk's system wasn’t really to Alistair's taste as it didn’t sound as nice when he was to get an outstanding title.

"What's the usual system used around the Multiverse?" Alistair asked, intent on finding a more elegant solution.

"Oh, it varies wildly. Most factions have their own rating or tier system, which is not that unusual. Many planets can't agree on one measurement. Some just use worse measurements than others. Even among my own kin, some didn’t measure weight in stones! Can you imagine that?" Nuk Asked with some annoyance.

Alistair could imagine it very well but would avoid getting into an argument about it. And Riseth looked intrigued.

“Actually, I can. The most powerful nation in my world refuses to change their outdated measurement system like the rest of the world. One of their measurements of distance was feet,” Alistair told them as both of them recoiled a little, and Riseth raised her eyebrow.

"You are fucking with us, right?" Riseth asked, looking at him suspiciously.

"I'm not making this up, though there were two other countries that haven’t switched, either," Alistair responded with a smirk.

"Your planet is weird. How does that even work? Does the human race all have the same foot size? Just seems wildly impractical especially if the rest of the world changed it," Riseth asked.

They ended up continuing their discussion. Now that they knew they most likely could meet again in that study dungeon, they kept their coordination and planning on how to get their loved ones out of the warzone relatively brief. Alistair continued to copy all the available books and take whatever valuables and Furniture he could find before he and Riseth spent another night together. The next morning, they said their final goodbyes to Nuk before heading back to the throne room. As they both looked at the orb, Alistair felt hesitant. He knew he would get to see Riseth soon enough but knew he would miss her presence. They both hesitated to leave as if the damn orb was a phone they had to put down.

"Okay, this is getting ridiculous," Riseth said as she pulled Alistair in for a final intimate kiss.

"See you soon, and try not to do something stupid again. I'll check on you in that study dungeon if possible!" Riseth said as she turned away, touching the orb and disappearing before he could say anything.

"Guess I'm alone again," Alistair said as he touched the orb and selected the key as his reward. The second he did, he was enveloped by pitch-black darkness before appearing in the ruins he had entered the dungeon a bit over a week ago, the sun was out, and he could roughly make out the other trial worlds in the sky above, and the dungeon gate had disappeared.

The first thing he felt was his Dungeon Sense as it went off. He could sense dungeons from every direction, even above and below him. He could, however, not pinpoint them or tell which one was the closest to him or how far he would need to go, Alistair consciously suppressed the skill for the time being as it was distracting otherwise.

All right, I got shit to do, Alistair thought as he walked toward the forest.




Chapter 36
Forest Practice


Alistair was trekking back up the mountainside, enjoying the fresh mountain air and keeping his eyes peeled for some lomies. He eventually got lucky and spotted a pair drinking from the river, their neck sacks slowly swelling up.

They hadn’t heard his approach thanks to the strong river flow and nearby waterfall.

Lucky me, but how do I catch them? I don't want to unnecessarily hurt them and heal them after if I can help it, Alistair thought.

His first idea was to develop a blast variant for capturing, but how would he go about that? Make the blast sticky? That was unlikely to work. He could use a time blast to slow them down, but that would be mana-intensive and difficult to execute.

Alistair mulled it over while positioning himself as close as he dared to go without being spotted. An ambush with Right Hand Time Out skill could work, and so would a concussive blast, but Alistair worried he would hurt the creature with the latter due to sheer level difference, and he wasn’t confident in healing brain damage.

Finally, he decided that a deceleration blast would be the best call because it was close to the time blast concept but much closer to his affinities. The most challenging part was using both accelerations to shoot the blast and infuse the inside of the force bubble with deceleration magic without the two canceling each other out.

Alistair glanced nervously at the lomies while trying to get the magic right. Luckily, the lomies seemed to have terrible senses. Alistair used Identify to confirm that both of these monsters were around level 3, so nothing had changed in his absence.

Alistair took a deep breath. He finally felt confident that the blast he was holding would work as he had intended.

He slowly sneaked up on them from behind. When he was about four meters away, he slowly put down his foot, and a twig snapped under his feet. Both the lomies raised their heads and spun toward him with wide eyes.

"Shit,” Alistair cursed as one of the lomies dashed to the side to escape. The other opened its mouth and shot a high-pressure water beam at him, its sacks vibrating and contracting as it did so.

However, all it did was soak him. The power behind the attack was sorely lacking, and the Lomie was severely outmatched. Alistair blasted the running lomie in the flanks as its legs spasmed and lagged behind, causing it to topple over. Alistair rushed the other lomie and tried to store it in his ring as he touched it with his right hand, but it resisted. Alistair used Right Hand Time Out to prevent it from deciding to run, too, as he jabbed it in the side with his fist, pulling the punch as he noticed how little resistance the lomie could put up as it was sucked into the ring.

The other lomie was in the process of standing up, and Alistair wasn’t fast enough as it started dashing in a zigzag pattern through the forest. Alistair ran after it. He didn’t get tired, but he seriously lamented the lack of movement or travel skills. Hell, he would even be glad to have a mount.

He continued to chase the Lomie for a while before he finally managed to pelt it with another few blasts, causing it to fall over in exhaustion and pain as he caught it.

Goddamn, I'm actually glad I'm alone, I hunted this thing like a caveman… Alistair thought, letting out a deep sigh.

Alistair was bothered by something and couldn’t quite grasp what it was.

Wait… It has been a while since I was properly winded, and it seems to have only a limited connection to my Stamina resource. Did I mislabel another thing and go with it? Is Stamina actually Stamina? And if it is not, what the hell is it? he pondered.

It felt strange how this SP pool was essentially full, but he was still more winded than when he fought and actively spent the pool. Alistair took a look around but couldn’t sense anything worthy of interest. He pulled up his Akashic Report skill, and it showed a simplified map of his area with him represented as a red dot with a triangle showing the direction he was facing.

With a sigh, he shelved the consideration for now, and he was sure that he had mislabeled something again but had no idea what to even call it. Much like the tier system, he just left it as it was for now, still mulling over ideas on how to fix his tiers so he would not need to keep revisiting the issue.

He spun around toward the river; getting lost in the forest after chasing an elk monster wasn’t on his agenda, so he took a little detour back to the sanctuary to check if his map was reliable.

On his way back, he encountered some naichevix clambering over a rocky formation with teal streaks. Alistair used Identify on the naichevix and the rock [naichevix - lvl 4]. Copper. He had expected it to be copper, and he wondered if it was still worth anything. A quick check of his Akashic Report revealed that it was utterly mundane and low-tier and primarily just used for alloys in items using electrical concepts.

Around the ground were lots of rotten, half-eaten bodies and bones strewn about. Alistair's face was painted in disgust and disdain.

Alistair charged his blast, aiming to slow down the naichevix. His tolerance for insects had only reduced during the last dungeon, so he didn’t mind practicing his blasts on the horrid-looking creatures.

To Alistair's surprise, there were quite a few of the damn spider-like critters, and he spent a few hours hunting the surrounding area and cleaning the area of their presence. During the process, he vastly improved and changed the inner workings of his spell.

Initially, the blast was just a ball of force that was accelerated to high speeds with deceleration inside, colliding with his target on impact.

Instead of just impacting and spreading the effects on a localized area, the bubble could now spread out and expand and envelop as much of the target as possible before bursting, inflicting its payload on the target.

Alistair was pleased with the result and could see how he could use this blueprint for other blast variants down the line. However, he would need to practice a lot more because he still frequently failed, and it required a ton of his focus to get this many moving parts working in harmony for long enough. He mentally dubbed it the Splash Blast variant.

After a while, Alistair reached the good old waterfall sanctuary. He leaped and landed on the stairs past the film of water hiding the entrance. Once inside, he pulled out a chair, sat down, and relaxed for a bit before making a mental list of things he needed to do.

First, learn how to fly. It could be used to overcome obstacles as a movement skill and a traveling skill and opened up many options in combat, Alistair reasoned. He was one level away from being awarded a new set of skill options, so making sure flying was one of them had top priority in Alistair's mind.

He could upgrade it from there, even if it were a low-tier one. Flying would not be the greatest help for now because of the trees, but it would still help a ton down the line. The second was to reach level 25 and gain the ability to enter the Study dungeon. The third would be to collect lomies and other items and creatures of interest. Fourth was to hunt down the remaining field bosses. These titles were too good to pass up.

Fifth was to find more Sanctuaries. Having to return here would cost him way too much time, and Alistair wanted to explore past this valley.

But how would he go about it? Did he need to go a roundabout way, like gravity manipulation? He wouldn’t even try to sprout wings like Riseth. Perhaps he could just direct his intent and mess with magic structures until he took to the air? Magic heavily relied on intent, and with enough prodding and probing, he just might figure out how that particular skill worked.

As he left his little cave sanctuary, he wondered, What if I suck at the concept of flying? He started to feel bad for those who did just thinking about it.

It turns out, yes, he could fly by directing his intent and messing around long enough while guiding and manipulating his mana, but it took a while to figure out.

Alistair eventually lifted into the sky and soared past the tree line after boosting himself off the ground and into the sky with a jump, mostly on purpose. Fortunately, his kinetic skills would likely prevent him from becoming a red smear somewhere.

However, things like controlling the flight path, turning, and landing? Turns out that was much harder. Nay, it was nightmarish.

"What the fuck? Why is up and down inverted!" Alistair shouted as he tried to go down but went farther up. He had to manually focus to balance himself and get his directions somewhat right.

He had little to no control and kept rising, which was problematic, so Alistair stopped his flight as he noticed his mana dropping and slowly started to fall back toward the forest.

Guess I end up skydiving after all, Alistair thought as his heart pounded in his chest while struggling to stay calm as he was suddenly freefalling, the cool wind brushing past him.

Alistair remembered how Jessica had invited him to skydive with her because his brother wasn’t action-oriented, and he noped out. Now that he was freefalling without a parachute, he could only resign himself. This is fine, he thought, resolving himself for the crash after repeatedly trying to slow down and wrestle control. Instead, he propelled himself further in random directions until he found himself at an acceptable course to crash into a clearing with no rocks.

Whomp!

The Earth under Alistair's feet cracked. As he landed on his feet, his resource pools were the only thing worse for wear.

Should have taken one of the chains from the dungeon, that way, I could at least tie myself to the ground somehow, Alistair thought, a bit annoyed as he paced in the clearing, trying to find a better way to go about this.

Alistair continued like this for almost half a week, grabbing onto trees and their branches whenever he was about to sling himself too far and stop his own momentum, often destroying the branches in the process.

Until he had the epiphany during the first evening to just use deceleration but on himself instead of just willing himself to go somewhere and stop. He had already been using acceleration to speed up and had then added the concept of control but found that his mental capacity couldn’t handle enough tasks simultaneously. Whenever he used deceleration, he would lose control as he was too preoccupied with using the flight concept, among others.

It wasn’t just the quantity of concepts in use because, clearly, the concept of control is either just more complex in general, or he sucked at it. Like most things, magic, Alistair lacked an actual frame of reference other than his companions, and while he felt he did well, some of them started teleporting and blinking out of existence toward the end, and he hadn’t even attempted that.

However, he asked them for advice, and they gave him some pointers and reassured him that it was surprisingly easy so long as he stuck to very short ranges within his vision.

Alistair let out a sigh. Guess I'll add that to the list, but I won't try that in the forest. I don't want to fuse into a tree…he thought as he ate one of the sandwiches he prepared before leaving the dungeon.

It must have been an odd sight, a dude in full-plate armor sitting on a comfy-looking black leather chair in the middle of a partially wrecked forest, munching on a bright yellow sandwich. He had spent the last three and a half days figuring out how to fly. The best thing Alistair had discovered during his flight training, besides some more lomies he captured, was that the more he practiced, the less focus was required as he switched more quickly and cleanly between the concepts.

He could now fly reasonably well without crashing. However, he found that flying, while not that expensive, was still a drain on his resources when used for traveling, and he would need to make stops or keep potions at the ready.

Alistair felt confident he had reached a point where flying would be guaranteed to show up as one of his skills. He also had caught enough lomies to create a small herd that could sustain itself outside the trial. Luckily, their low level meant they took up very little space in the cage compartment.

It was time to go for the open plains and small lakes down the valley and toward the white structure.

Alistair took off, flying somewhat low and keeping his eyes peeled for exciting things. He had no luck and reached his first stop, a small lake surrounded by forest he had spotted a while ago.

As he landed near the shore, his Dungeon Sense tingled, drawing his attention to the water. Alistair glanced at the lake, but due to the sun's reflection, he couldn’t make out anything, and there was nothing on the shores either.

"This better not be a goddamn water dungeon!" Alistair said out loud.




Chapter 37
Pride Comes Before A Fall


Alistair eyed the surface of the water suspiciously as he walked to a space where the surrounding trees broke up the reflection before poking his head in. He didn’t feel like getting grabbed by some guardian and fighting it underwater.

While walking around the lake, he became more confident that the dungeon was in the middle of the small lake, and his Dungeon Sense skill grew stronger the more time he spent near the lake.

Alistair shrugged. He would feel the bloodlust if there were some kind of water monster. Alistair stepped into the water, and to his surprise, his armor isolated him from the water. It hadn’t kept him dry when the lomie spat water at him, he presumed it was because it had been an attack and not environmental water. When Alistair put his head underwater, he found that he could still breathe.

I wonder if that works in space, too? Not that I'm going to fucking try that… Alistair mused as he wasn’t eager to land himself a Darwin award.

Alistair tried his mobility underwater and found he could fly with some adjustments to his magic, though his vision was distorted and impaired if he moved too fast. Another issue was that the water resistance would mess with his fighting ability, making his movements sluggish. He seriously hoped this wasn't an underwater dungeon.

He then flew over the lake until it felt like the dungeon was below him. He then let himself fall, holding his breath, sinking quickly due to his armor's weight. It was a weird sensation since Alistair usually didn’t feel the weight of his armor due to the enchantments. As he sank toward the bottom, he marveled at the crystal clear water.

He could see seaweed and the movements of fish all around him, but most impressive was a stone arch with a portal flickering and shimmering in an orange glow. Alistair marveled at the finely carved stone arch that stood there without any other structures nearby before touching the orange mass of mana.
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A boss battle? Last time, the window had a level range and little to no information, and now it's the other way around. I wonder if that was because I know more about Dungeons or if the last dungeon was just special, he wondered while standing there.

A small school of fish swam past him, distracting his line of thought for a moment as he observed the silvery shimmering fish. They had hammer-head-like heads and long fins, but he felt no threat or bloodlust from them, and they left soon after.

This should be fun if it is not a damn underwater battle, probably much shorter, too, he mused before confirming the window as a familiar darkness took him and spat him out on solid ground. He stood with black sand beneath his feet. The sun briefly blinded him before his eyes adjusted. Looking around, he found himself in a large stone arena encased by a massive sky-colored dome above him that seemed to only let sunlight through. If it were not for the curvature and the lack of clouds, he would have been fooled into thinking this was just the sky.

The air felt dry and odorless, but the weirdest feature was the audience. They appeared out of nowhere, and no matter how hard Alistair focused, he couldn’t make out their features. They were much like Sebastian, but much more intense and made worse by the distance between himself and the beings observing him.

Alistair had goosebumps. He could feel their eyes looking at him, and he could feel their power. They had to be many grades above him. That's what his instincts told him, at least. The difference in power was crushing. Alistair felt like they could erase him with a thought. Still, his sense of danger was eerily quiet. Alistair presumed there had to be some system protection in place to prevent beings like them from erasing everything beneath them. Sweat beaded down his head as he calmed himself. Alistair looked at the other side of the arena, which had a metal gate out of sheer adamantine, from what Alistair's Identify skill told him.

The arena was a rather large and open space, pretty much ideal to try and learn to use teleportation. Adamar and Es'ell had assured him that short-range teleportation was among the easier magic spells they had picked up, especially once it had become a skill. However, Alistair felt a bit more reluctant as he didn’t wish to teleport himself into a wall.

After a deep breath, he focused his intent and tried to teleport to the side, following the instructions and explanations they had given him. When the magic eventually clicked into place, he immediately found himself next to the spot he had intended, as if he had taken a long, jerky step. Alistair let out a sigh of relief.

He continued teleporting back and forth, getting slowly more comfortable directing the magic structure and the accompanying sensation. He frequently teleported too far or too short but found the mana cost of the spell to be very cheap, allowing him to practice this new spell without worrying about draining himself before the big fight.

After some hours of practice, and the fear of teleporting into a wall somewhat quelled, he took a short rest to let his mana recover before letting his gaze return back to the gate.

As he stepped toward the gate, it slowly rose, revealing a massive creature. It had a wyvern-like posture, with clawed wings supporting its powerful hind legs. Its hind legs, reminiscent of a T-Rex, were dark red and muscular. Its long, black claws curved downward and looked wickedly sharp, each as long as Alistair's arm. Its head was a fearsome blend of T-Rex and eagle features. The snout and mouth were covered in black, angular scales with sharp edges, giving it a beak-like appearance, while the rest of its head was adorned with dark red to magenta feathers, enhancing its bird-of-prey look.

There was something unsettling about it, as if it was designed to look intimidating rather than natural. The creature reminded Alistair of some monsters from a hunting game he had played, leading him to suspect it might have been artificially created.

When it opened his mouth, he could see neat rows of white teeth curving along the semi-beak-shaped mouth. They were not as long as he had expected, but they still looked powerful. It had a symmetric look to it as the black scales of its head continued down its back and chest, covering many vital areas. The top of its body and wings were covered in dark red feathers. They had darker and lighter hues, forming a symmetric shape that stayed consistent even down to its long tail, which had a sharp blade-like protrusion that Alistair was sure it could use not just to improve its flying but also to cut up anything hit by it.

Its stomach was scaly and rough, with a white, beige-like coloration. Black armor intersected at certain places where Alistair suspected organs to be, forming intricate patterns. The beast's eyes were small compared to the rest of the body but had the same gray-blue hue as Alistair's. They locked eyes, and he could tell there was a certain intelligence between those prideful eyes. It spread its long wings, and Alistair expected it to take into the air, but instead, as it furled out its wings to full length, they just hovered above the sand as the beast lowered its head, making a bow.

Alistair was dumbfounded for half a second. "What kind of the boy who lived bullshit is this?" Alistair thought, taken aback, but returned the bow anyway. There was no reason not to show respect to the creature, and he used his Identify skill on it, revealing it to be a [grikad - lvl 20]. Alistair was unsure if that was a species' name or its actual name. Still, considering it hadn’t talked, he suspected a species name.

[image: image-placeholder]

Solo Dungeon

Scenario:

Welcome to your first bout in the arena, Alistair.

Your opponent is a grikad, known as the wyvern of pride. You will have up to one hour to complete this task and give the spectators a good show.

Type: [Arena] [Boss Fight] [Artifical]

Duration: [1] Hour.

Victory Condition: Defeat the grikad.

Rating: Rating mechanics are hidden for this dungeon.
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Defeat… I wonder if I get a better rating for subduing it, Alistair considered, especially since the exact rating system was hidden and, unlike many other monsters he had met, the grikad wasn’t immediately out to eat and kill him for a change.

It seems to have intelligence and at least an understanding of courtesy. I should try to take it out with my cage. Maybe I could tame it or convince it to fly me around in exchange for taking it out of the trial, Alistair pondered.

"Hey, Grikad, how about a deal? If I beat you, you become my companion?" Alistair asked, flashing his teeth at the beast, and as soon as he did, he felt emotions wash over him. His closest translation was a scoff, some annoyance, with a tinge of excitement, which in turn excited Alistair because it meant it understood him and he could communicate with it.

Alistair had almost forgotten the audience as he felt a wave of excitement and anticipation filling the arena, and the pressure they exuded pressed down on him. Both Alistair and the grikad flinched, and the grikad took to the air with one mighty flap of its wings, causing a small dust storm from the disturbed sand. Alistair formed a pistol shape with his gloved fingers pointing at the flying beast as the sand slowly settled. He focused on creating stake-like blasts filled with his usual explosive mix.

Alistair was sure the creature could handle a few of those based on its size alone as he fired the stakes in short, rapid bursts, hitting one of its wings. Still, the armor on the leading edge of its wings blocked the blasts and prevented them from penetrating inside. The other hits did negligible damage, not interrupting its flight either.

It let out a low rumbling growl as it turned toward him as if chuckling. Still, instead of charging at him as Alistair had expected, it stopped midair and violently flapped its wings at him, releasing some of its longer feathers, which hurled at him with a whistling sound. Alistair took the opportunity to try and dodge with a small teleportation since the situation was perfect for practicing it. His first attempt succeeded, but he teleported much further than he intended. Alistair now really wanted this as a skill, too, which should help with teleporting the correct distance consistently. He cursed that he hadn’t tried this skill sooner.

The arena around him grew in excitement, and he could see a handful of figures appear in the stands, joining the other silent observers as the arena overflowed with a sense of emotions and power, as the grikad flew above him a sense of superiority and pride oozing out of it. Alistair walked back to the center of the arena, shooting his stakes and occasionally teleporting out of the way of the sharp feathers, which buried deep into the black sand wherever they struck.

Alistair could quickly sense frustration growing in the grikad, so Alistair stopped shooting low-cost blasts, put one arm behind his back, and signed the beast to come at him with his hand, taunting it with his smirk as he sent out an emotion of boredom. It worked like a charm as the grikad let out a loud roar and dive-bombed toward him, opening its maw wide enough to chomp almost the entirety of Alistair's body.

Got ya, you prideful bastard, Alistair thought with a smirk.

Alistair took his arm from behind his back. To the grikad's shock, he refused to move or teleport as he caught both of its jaws with his outstretched arms, grasping onto the edges of the plated scales with his hands, stopping its entire momentum. Alistair could have probably snapped its neck or caused other severe damage right then and there if he had chosen to. Instead, Alistair used all his might and redirected momentum to send it tumbling and flailing through the sand beside him as many of its hardened scales cracked across its body.

The grikad, though hurt, quickly rolled back onto its feet, adopting a wide stance and supporting itself with the armored front paws of its wings. It let out a wild roar and lashed out with its long, bladed tail. Alistair pitied his opponent, knowing he was a terrible matchup for such a physically oriented creature.

As the bladed tail whipped toward him, he stopped it with his outstretched right hand, absorbing the kinetic energy. Without missing a beat, he blasted the grikad with his left palm, sending it reeling from the impact of the Kinetic Blast.

Alistair held on to the tail awkwardly as he activated his Right Hand Time Out skill and continued to blast the creature. It tried to free itself but could not; no matter how much it pulled, Alistair stole its momentum as he transferred the kinetic energy through his body and into the sandy floor and his blasts.

"Just give up," Alistair offered, but as soon as he said it, he felt displeasure from a small number of the spectators.

"Are you not entertained?" Alistair shouted in their direction, stretching his arms while still holding on to the tail.

To his surprise, one of the Spectators radiated amusement and recognition. Alistair looked at the spectator in the distance but couldn’t make out any features, but something felt familiar about him.

Alistair wasn’t sure how he knew it was a He. Alistair just did, and the outlines slowly became clearer. Alistair could tell he was wearing a robe, but before he could make out more, the grikad had had enough.

Anger flared as the grikad's pride was hurt by being ignored and toyed with, and it lifted its right wing and shot another set of feathers at him. Alistair teleported out of the way, not that he needed to, but to drive the point home as it desperately tried to fly back into the air. However, Alistair didn’t let it as he revealed that he could fly, too, rapidly accelerating above it.

Before unleashing a large blast with a good chunk of his MP and SP to drive it back into the ground, causing another large cloud of sand to rise as it lay there splayed out for a moment, he landed on its neck, before hooking his poleax under its throat.

"Surrender," Alistair demanded, letting a massive amount of cold rage and bloodlust leak out of him as he ever so slightly lifted his poleax, cutting into the scaled neck slightly.

He could feel a primal fear and resignation as multiple chimes went off, power flowed through him, and the arena erupted in excited emotions. An orb appeared at the gate the grikad had appeared out of.

Huh, so I can level without killing, Alistair thought before opening his notifications.




Chapter 38
I Summon Thee!
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Notifications:

Grikad Wyvern Level 20 has been defeated.

Boss Fight Arena dungeon has been completed with a [Masterful] performance rating.

[Level 20 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available. Skill selection Available]

Title Dungeoneer [Unique] has been upgraded.

Title Gladiator 1 [Unique] has been obtained.
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Alistair immediately dropped the act, and his poleax disappeared as he stepped off the grikad's neck.

Alistair could feel a powerful gaze behind him, making all his hair stand on end. It had a sliver of bloodlust, and Alistair didn’t even dare to look in that particular spectator's direction.

"Sorry, buddy, I needed you to surrender. I mean you no harm," Alistair said apologetically because he felt awful for scaring it like that. He absentmindedly touched its snout, petting it as he looked for the familiar spectator, but the spectator had vanished into thin air along with many of the others.

Alistair sensed the creature's shocked and confused reaction as it hesitated to stand up for a moment. Alistair gave it a warm smile, and it stood up, looming over Alistair. Then, it took a few slow and lumbering steps back and lowered its head back onto the ground, almost like it was bowing.

Alistair could feel intense shame and submission coming from the grikad, and he almost felt like it asked him to end it.

"You did good. I was just a bad matchup for you," Alistair said genuinely as he tried to coax it to raise its head.

Alistair had no idea how to handle the situation but was glad at least the bloodlust had suddenly disappeared, too. Alistair suspected that whatever being had observed him had a soft spot for beasts, or at least this one.

"My offer still stands. I could use a companion to get around, at least for the duration of the trial. I don't mind taking you out of the trial and releasing you if you are willing to make a pact with me,” Alistair offered.

The grikad looked up at him intently, a mixture of emotions playing out as Alistair tried to determine what it was trying to communicate. He knew it wanted to leave with him, even feared being left behind. Alistair could feel a bit of admiration, but it seemed unwilling to make a pact. It just nodded in the direction of the portal, confusing Alistair.

Oh, it wants me to check the rewards! I really need to stop thinking of the orb as just an exit, Alistair realized, facepalming as he walked over to the orb and checked his skill selection.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Improved Flight

Description: The user can fly at a small cost of [MP] over time. It taps into the concepts of acceleration and deceleration as well as control, allowing for great aerial maneuverability, rapid bursts of speed, and quick halts at a minimal additional [MP] cost.

-

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Rage

Description: Delve into the emotion of Rage, shielding you from mental attacks, especially emotion-based ones, by a large degree. Boosts [Power] and [Body] but reduces [Control] by a moderate amount. Increases the difficulty of spell-casting. Requires a reason or target for Rage to activate.

-

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Blink

Description: Teleport short distances within your field of view. Costs a tiny amount of [MP] for each activation.

-

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Death From Above

Description: Increases [Power] by a moderate amount when attacking from above, slightly increases energy generated when landing on top of a target.
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Alistair looked at the list and froze mid-step. This had to be the most cracked skill selection he had gotten so far. Also, Blast Manipulation? How would this interact with his outstanding upgrade for his Kinetic Blast skill? Would it get cannibalized and combined now as his Battle Focus had been? And what if he chose the skill? Would it improve the end result or waste a skill point?

Alistair's mind was racing with possibilities thanks to the dungeoneer title upgrading, and he now had two skill points to pick with again. Alistair's Preference was the Improved Flight and Blink skill, though he could delay picking Flight if he could get the grikad to fly him around.

The Rage skill was very good on paper, but Alistair felt conflicted about it, especially if he had Riseth around. Death From Above was intriguing because that skill, in particular, felt like something he had created himself rather than being one of many who earned the skill, and Alistair wondered how he could develop such a skill.

Alistair looked back at the grikad before continuing his walk and touching the orb.
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Performance Rating: [Masterful]

[Calculated System Rewards] Choose one of the following:

1.) Apprentice Summoner's Signet Ring [Mythic]

Created to allow young summoners to access and carve out their own space in the summoning planes to comfortably store their summons, it allows them to turn beings into contracted summons, which benefit and detract from the user's Records until released. The Signet ring will show a depiction of the creatures stored within and requires the creature/beast/animal/elemental/etc. To be subdued or otherwise willing to accept the contract.

Conditions: [Equal or higher level than target] [Soulbound]

-

2.) Arena Key

Grants permanent access to the public Arena Dungeon. Users may participate in [Lifeguarded] Arena events and earn Trial [Unique] Titles.

Conditions: [Rec. Level 25.] [Rechargable] [Req. Sanctuary or Hub location to open Gate] [Soulbound]

-

4.) Permanent Boon

Provides the user a permanent boon of +5 in all stats and an additional free skill point.
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Alistair read the rewards and got excited but also internally cursed a little. He really wanted that Key. He attempted to tap into the concept of summoning and imagined creating a contract for a while, but it was far beyond him and something seemed to block his attempts.

Alistair suspected that the ring was a tailored reward for his performance and the situation since this was the first time he'd even seen a mythic rating. Also, Alistair really didn’t want to leave the wyvern behind for multiple reasons, so he took the ring and put it over his right middle finger as his ring finger was already occupied with his storage ring, but as he worried about it, the ring was absorbed into his armor instead.

Oh, right, that's a thing. Wonder why my storage ring is still separate? Alistair mused.

Alistair was sure that his comprehension was lacking and counted himself lucky that there even was a mention of planes. He wondered what that was about exactly. Could people summon elementals from it? There were so many questions and no way to find out, so he decided to stick to the now. Alistair approached the wyvern with a smile. He stopped shortly before it and made a quick bow.

"I offer you, Grikad Wyvern of Pride, a summoner’s contract. Do you accept?" Alistair asked, feeling a bit awkward about the procedure.

The grikad let out a grunt in affirmation, and the second it did, he was absorbed into Alistair's armor. A faint glow appeared on his shoulder, pulling Alistair's attention as a stylized depiction of the wyvern appeared on his right shoulder plate, changing some of his rune carvings. Along with the change of his armor, a large flow of information about the creature, along with some innate summoning knowledge, entered Alistair's mind.

He could tell it was unnamed, male, and a rather high-tier species and Alistair was sure he couldn’t gain any other summons for the time being. He might need to think of a tier list for races next. Alistair also realized he had no access to its status screen and that he could observe the grikad in its plane. The grikad wasn’t put in stasis. Instead, it was in a small instance, like a dungeon, suitable for its environment. When he closed his eyes, he could see mountains and hills, a small pool of water, and red plants and grass strewn about.

Yeah, no way I could do that without the signet ring's assistance. Still, I feel awkward about mythic now that I know better, I really need to fix my tier list. Outstanding sounds much less overblown, but it does not resonate with me either, Alistair lamented with a frown. He had still not come up with a good mix for his rating system and was always too busy doing something else. Now, he needed to name the wyvern, too.

Alistair sat down cross-legged on the sand and summoned the wyvern with a thought, and he was glad he didn’t need to summon it verbally. It seemed confused for a moment and looked at him.

"I got a few things I need to think about. Among them is your name. Let me know if you like or dislike my suggestions,” Alistair told him as he massaged his temple with his right hand.

The easiest way to fix his own tier list was to establish lower tiers than Inferior, artificially pushing Legendary up. He also liked the Supreme rating, and it fit snuggly behind Legendary, pushing it up further. he then considered that Nuk might not be the most reliable source of information either, considering that a hostile force isolated his people. They might have had a limited or manipulated flow of information.
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Updated Tier List:

Old: → New:

1.) Inferior → Trash
2.) Common → Inferior
3.) Uncommon → Subpar
4.) Rare → Common
5.) Epic → Uncommon
6.) Legendary → Rare
7.) Mythical → Epic
8.) Transcendent → Supreme
9.) God → Legendary
Special.) Unique
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Alistair took the better part of an hour sitting there, suggesting names and balancing the scales of his tier list until he reached a point where he was happy with the result. It would hurt seeing all his skills degraded, but it felt safer and seeing apprentice and mythic on the same item had bothered him greatly, and in case the gods of the multiverse were playing much higher tiers, he would have somewhere to go with his tier list. Even though he knew that all the tiers were based on his current grade, and many of his items and skills would lose a tier when he managed to get to the next grade.

He then noticed how his Kinetic Catcher was now common, considering he built so much on that skill. He was surprised at its low ranking, but it also meant there was a lot of potential in it, and he was sure with a little effort, he could upgrade the skill much further and put that on his list of things to do, he also noticed how his title Legendary Skill Expertise changed to Rare Skill Expertise, which made sense, but he hadn’t expected names of titles to change along with the tier list. The meager benefits it provided made a little more sense now.

Another issue was that the wyvern had been rather picky regarding its name and had only enjoyed one name, Alistair had said in jest.

"All right, and you are sure you want the name King? I don't think I can change it after,” Alistair told the Wyvern, but it insisted, and just like that, the name was set.
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Gladiator 1

Effect:

Provides a +5 to all Stats for each completed [Arena] Dungeon.

Origin: A growing title that increases with each newly completed dungeon with the [Arena] tag. Given to everyone after completing their first Arena dungeon.
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Alistair checked on his titles and wasn’t surprised as he had expected it to be like this. His dungeoneer title had only changed its number from one to two, but he certainly appreciated the additional skill point. He took a glance at his stats window after putting another point into Mental. He always could use more mana, and he slowly but surely gained skills to deal with mind attacks.

Alistair’s stats had by now grown into the sixties, with his Control stat in the low seventies, and his Body stat was already at 89, making him wonder whether there was some kind of reward for hitting 100. Either way, numbers go brr, and Alistair was happy.

He also noted how stats seemed to much less important than he had though initially as, while he certainly felt more powerful, it wasn’t like he was eight times stronger than when he started. It felt more like reaching certain thresholds and was only really noticeable in direct competition with another. However, seeing his Mental stat slightly lacking behind the others made him feel like he really needed to find that mental field boss for the slayer title.

He picked up the Improved Flight and Blink skills, prioritizing the mobility that they offered. Being able to cross distances reliably to save others and take to the air without requiring most of his focus was crucial to him even if it was a close call against working on a better threat detection skill. Alistair stored King back into his plane and headed for the exit.




Chapter 39
Landscaping


Alistair reached the surface of the small lake and flew off toward the forest's edge. He wasn’t sure if he could summon King midair, but he preferred to test it in open terrain first.

Once he arrived he sent a mental message to King to get ready as he summoned him a few meters above ground, but King was more than fine flapping away not even losing any height once summoned. Alistair flew over and landed on his back. He found a somewhat flat space between two lines of plated armor and sat down on the feathers, which were surprisingly comfortable.

Alistair half expected King to protest, but he seemed unbothered and even expected as much.

"All right, let's get this party started! The goal is that structure over there, but if we spot points of interest or worthwhile opponents, we stop," Alistair announced, and King let out a roar in agreement as he soared higher.

Alistair had to grip one of the armored parts. I need to look into a saddle or something, Alistair thought as he caught himself and started to observe the surroundings.

Alistair spotted the occasional herd of low-level monsters, but they were not worth their time. Alistair was aware he would miss a lot of smaller beasts and hidden locations this way but decided he preferred to strike out and challenge himself rather than turning over every stone to avoid missing out. He noticed how the beasts slowly but surely increased in level as he got further from his starting location. He had noticed it before but was glad to confirm it again.

Suddenly, King sent out emotions of excitement and anticipation because he had found something. Alistair smiled, apparently, he would not have to wait long to find something worth doing.

"Good job. Lead me there!" Alister called out, patting his feathered back, and King just huffed as he turned toward a forested area nearby.

Alistair couldn’t see the opponent and suspected that either King's senses were better, or he had a detection skill, maybe both. But Alistair only registered the opponent as bloodlust washed over him, and the trees below came alive, and long wooden tentacles with sickles, spikes, and clubs lashed out at them. Alistair held on for the first evasive maneuver but jumped off at the second.

A quick glance with Identify revealed the opponent to be [treant tyrant - lvl 30], a five-meter tall and three-meter wide squat wooden monstrosity. It had thick log-like arms and legs with sharp wooden claws, green vines hung from its rotten wood-looking body, its head if you could call it that was embedded inside its chest, it had nine green glowing beady eyes, below it a tree hollow for a mouth and Alistair wasn’t sure if it was teeth or just the hollows growth. Alistair suspected he would not need to find out as he raised his hands and threw two of his razor blasts. The two disc-like blasts flew out and tracked the treant tyrant, but not before Alistair slightly manipulated them mid-flight to cut the vines, lashing out at him, severing them with no effort.

The treant stretched out its arms and made a thick shield out of quickly intertwining roots to block his discs.

"Bad call. King, you sit this one out," Alistair called to King's disappointment.

Of course, the shield did absolutely nothing as the creature was split twice, and its top half fell to the ground, but instead of dying, it reformed, trying to reconnect the larger parts and regrow others as new vines lashed out at Alistair, who dodged them with his Blink skill.

Guess he's at least tough to kill, Alistair thought as he shaped a new Blast, which he filled to the brim with the concept of fire. As he did, he felt his mana leave his body, but not into the blast, instead it drew the element from somewhere else, which was strange when he made small flames before he just transformed his mana.

Still, now that he wanted to use larger quantities, it felt different. Alistair suspected he was interacting with a plane and drew the fire from there, it felt similar to the connection he summoned King from his plane, did it change because his awareness of planes or would it have happened anyway once he drew on sufficient elemental magic?

Alistair had been closing the distance to prevent the treant from intercepting his Fireblast as he fired two of them in short succession. Two massive fire pillars erupted where the blasts hit, burning the treant and slowing its attempt to fix itself. It let out a gurgle from its hollow-like mouth, which was still lying on the ground, as it caught fire.

Some more vines sprouted from the nearby ground and trees as the whole forest around him became hostile terrain of wooden spiked maces, sickles, spears trying to kill him.

Alistair had an idea as he stopped dodging all the attacks and let one of them hit while he was still midair. Instead of using the energy as blast energy to get rid of it, he expelled the energy right back out of his body. A loud crack sounded out as a shockwave of kinetic energy radiated out of him, interrupting and smashing some of the vines around him, followed by two chimes.

Nice, it worked! Alistair celebrated internally. He had been playing with the idea while sitting on King, and the easiest way to upgrade his Kinetic Catcher skill was to do a linear evolution, bypassing the requirement of touching the floor by adding a secondary effect. Still, he wondered what the second chime was for.

Alistair decided to direct his attention now to the part with the head of the treant tyrant to finish this, but to his shock, the thing had split while he was distracted by the vines. Five of the eyes had managed to form their own small bodies and were slowly growing.

"King, make sure none of these escapes. Keep an eye on them!" Alistair called out as he Blinked toward the first of the small treants.

He appeared behind it and spun around, his poleax in hand with Body Splitter Slash activated. Still, this time, he added the concept of razors as he did with his Razor blasts because he had found during his practice to obtain the sun crystal that the concept of razors worked better for him than sharpness when it came to cutting things.

He flubbed the enhancement as he had too little time before the ax-head of the poleax bit into the treant, which was cut in twain, and the beady green light flashed out of existence.

King had started to bombard one of the treants, which had tried to flee with its feathers, cutting it up and killing the thing.

To Alistair's surprise, there was no chime when the creatures died, which probably meant it was still one and the same being. Alistair blinked out of a small array of spears shooting out of the ground as he felt a surge of bloodlust and repeated the attempt from before, but this time in an overhead swing, which succeeded, and a chime sounded out again.

As Alistair looked out for his next target, he considered if there were any other skills he had that he had neglected to try and improve. His Temporal Combat Reflexes skill was solid and didn’t need immediate attention for now, and neither did his Right Hand Time Out skill. If anything, he would want to further improve his Kinetic Catcher skill or whatever it was called now since Alistair hadn’t checked yet, but he was out of ideas on how to do so. Alistair put the consideration to the side as he caught up to the last treant piece.

King was chasing down the other one, and Alistair saw the whole freaking wyvern do a summersault smashing its bladed tail into the treant unbothered by the trees as its wings just clashed with the surrounding trees and pressing them down, uprooting them with a loud cracking sound while cutting the treant into two pieces with a satisfying thump as Kings tail cut into the ground.

Alistair was about to lash out as the treant used up as much power as it could muster to turn into a massive, spiked ball. Alistair jumped back first, then blinked to avoid the expanding spikes as he summoned a Razor disk and had it fly a small orbit around him, cutting down trees before hitting the spiked ball and expanding, cutting it once, then twice, then thrice as it spun in a large rapid orbit around Alistair until a chime finally went off confirming the kill.

The Razor Blast gravitated into a closer orbit, so Alistair dismissed it as the humming sound and sharp nature of the razor blast made him uncomfortable. Even if he knew he was going to be fine he worried about King or something else accidentally being cut up if he forgot to keep an eye on it.

Alistair went and checked his notifications, and then upgraded his skills.
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Notifications:

The Skill [Kinetic Catcher] has been upgraded to [Kinetic Guard].

The skill [Kinetic Control] has been upgraded.

The skill [Body Splitter Slash] has been upgraded to [Razor Slash].

[Field-Boss Treant Tyrant – Level 30 has been slain].

The Title Woodland Slayer [Rare] has been obtained.

[Level 21 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]
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Skills:

Tier: [Uncommon]

Name: Kinetic Guard

Description: This skill allows the user to automatically absorb and effectively redistribute kinetic energy upon impact, diminishing the force and damage experienced. If possible, the skill will automatically dispel Kinetic and related energies from the body, creating a shockwave if not stopped by the user's intent. This ability comes at the cost of a small portion of [SP] proportionate to the absorbed kinetic impact. The user may redirect and use the absorbed energy, but increases [HP] damage taken over time the longer the energies are held onto.

-

Tier: [Uncommon]

Name: Kinetic Control

Description: Increases control and understanding of Kinetic energies by a moderate degree. Improves the user's ability to distribute energy within and outside their body for a moderate amount of time. Improves the channeling of Kinetic Energy through items and skills by a very large degree. Reduces damage caused to the user's body when storing and transferring energy through the body by a large degree. It helps the user expel Kinetic and related energies from his body by a moderate degree.

-

Tier: [Uncommon]

Skill Name: Razor Slash

Description: Charges the weapon with a small amount of [SP] to empower the blade and a small amount of [MP] to enhance the cutting prowess further. Enabling the user to slash apart enemies and structures alike.
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Titles:

Tier: [Rare]

Name: Woodland Slayer

Effect:

Grants a 10% bonus to [Control] and slightly increases the ability to handle multiple tasks at once.

Origin: Acquired for slaying a higher-level Treant Tyrand field boss and all its clones.
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There was a lot to unpack and consider here. Alistair had half-forgotten his Kinetic Control skill and was happy that it had gotten upgraded along with Kinetic Catcher, but a few things stood out.

Alistair felt pretty confident that he found at least three, maybe four kinds of skill upgrade paths. The first was the linear, which just straight up upgraded his skill without even asking him, the second was a none-linear evolution when he changed a skill significantly, it did at least ask before changing the skill but didn’t let him know what exactly would change and Alistair had to guess at this point.

The third was a skill upgrade, which consumed a skill option he hadn’t picked yet without even telling him it would do that, making the second and third options almost indistinguishable from each other until it was picked. There might be the fourth where it integrated an already learned skill, and he hoped it would at least show which skill it was about to use and ask him if he was okay with it.

The second big thing was his Skyward Slayer title. He had bitten the bullet and looked at his titles. All his Slayer titles had downgraded from Legendary to Rare except for his Skyward Slayer title, which was Epic tier. It did have arguably the highest bonus, and it had always stuck to the top right below his Unique skills.

He had initially assumed this was because it was his first title of that tier, but this seemed not to be the case as they ordered themself based on Tier and how highly Alistair valued them within that tier. Either that or he and the system were in agreement over which was best. He knew there was a wiggle room within tiers, but he hadn’t expected the change of his Tier system would push any of them above or below the tier line, especially since he kept the scale from 1-9.

Alistair was slightly frustrated by just how weird yet somehow consistent the system seemed to be, and then again, Aliens might have an entirely different thought process, and it would make total sense to them, he had considered adding a + and - to his scales to indicate lower and higher ends within tiers maybe that would help?

King nudged Alistair, pulling him out of his considerations as he got bored of waiting.

Alistair apologized as he put his point into the Mental stat and went to fetch the large monster core that had formed from the slain treant tyrant's last clone. He then flew on King's back so they could at least continue while Alistair was busily theory-crafting.




Chapter 40
Chatting


Alistair was sitting on King's back again but let the wyvern handle the scouting since it was a lot better than him. They had stopped to kill the occasional predators, and Alistair had a short lunch break while King hunted his own food, which made Alistair wonder if he had to feed King or if this was a pleasure thing for the wyvern.

Alistair was using his Akashic Report skill, noting down the different kinds of theories he had about the system, how it might function, and how he could test it. He was suddenly interrupted by another window popping up.

"Hi, Mr. Legendary, I reached the study dungeon. I'd love to tell you about it, but I can't, so hurry your sweet ass up," the message read.

Oh, is there a chat function in this trial? I do feel the karmic bond I have with Riseth, He mused.

He tried to respond to the chat message, but nothing happened. He considered what he knew, so simply responding wouldn't work, and she couldn't tell me stuff, most likely about things related to her chosen topic. Was this function part of her topic something people could do once reaching the study dungeon, or something they learned about there?

It should be possible to respond without a special item of sorts, he figured as his mind started working out possible solutions. He just had to recreate the magic, and from what he could tell, the message was sent over the Karmic bond directly into either his Akashic Report skill or the system, and his Intuition told him it was the former, so perhaps if he upgraded his Akashic Report he could respond, he prodded and poked at his skill trying to send a report back, but he struggled with the Karmic aspect, the particular concept seemed much more difficult to grasp to Alistair.

"Hello? Does this thing work?" the message read as a new window appeared.

Alistair felt the rush again and used the sensation to trace it with his senses. He now had a firmer grasp on how the karmic bond functioned in this interaction, and the rest of the requirements fell into place.

"Yeah, I can hear you. Why are you using text messages?" Alistair asked.

There was only a half-second pause before two chimes went off, and Alistair relaxed after hearing them. He thought he had messed it up, and King tilted his head to look at him curiously.

[image: image-placeholder]


Notifications:

The Skill [Akashic Report] has been upgraded to [Akashic Link].

The title Rare Skill Expertise has upgraded to Epic Skill Expertise.

[Level 22 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]
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Skills:

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Akashic Link

Description: Empowers the user to effortlessly compile reports of memories, thoughts, audio and visual observations, and emotions directly into the soul, accessing them within and without the soulscape. Rooted in the concept of Akashic records and Karma, the user's soul protects these reports and all other memories. The user can display any memories and reports to others locally or transmit and share them over a sufficiently strong karmic connection over any distance.
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"Oh, neat," Alistair said. This was the first time he had leveled by developing his skills. He wasn’t sure if the title triggered that level-up or if just improving skills to a higher tier was enough to earn records and trigger a level-up.

"What is?" Riseth asked over the link, surprising Alistair a bit as he didn’t intend to send those words. Apparently, if the connection wasn’t managed, it would automatically transmit everything he said.

"Ah, I got a title for upgrading my skill and earning a title, but I'm not sure which leveled me up," He responded.

"Honestly, I have been wondering that, too, and please tell me it's not called Mythic Skill Expertise," Riseth teased, half-joking, half-worried.

"No, I fixed my tier list. It is Epic now," he said as he explained his new system to her.

"Honestly, I was just waiting for you to make a sensible tier system so we can sync that up, so I'm going to steal that," Riseth said with what Alistair suspected must have been a smirk.

"How did you already reach the study dungeon? And what is it like?" Alistair Inquired.

"And why should I tell you and ruin the surprise? You had better hurry up, and why would I not reach it? It has been days. What's keeping you?"

"Oh, I mostly spent my time upgrading my skills. And completing an arena dungeon, gaining a new companion,” Alistair responded.

"New companion? What kind?" Riseth asked, confused.

"And ruin the surprise?" Alistair teased, not skipping a beat.

He could hear grumbling from the other side, but then he froze again, realizing he could contact anyone with a sufficiently strong karmic connection. This should include his family and friends.

He cut off Riseth for a second, telling her what he was up to as he tried searching his karmic links. There were many, and he couldn’t tell who was who other than subjective strength. He was quite sure which one belonged to his mother, but the others were much harder to tell, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get a grasp on the karmic threads as they slipped away the second he tried to trace them. Alistair cursed and continued doing so, not even noticing when King had landed.

Alistair wanted to pound his fist down but stopped himself. He didn’t want to hit King and confuse the wyvern further, as sweat dripped from his forehead. Alistair had to rely on Riseth's proficiency to establish the connection between each other. Her owning the same skill also helped greatly. He had expected the system would assist him with the rest, but it did nothing. The only good thing he could take from this was that most of his karmic connections were present, but not all of them. Some connections he would expect to have a similar strength seemed to be missing, and his stomach lurched as he felt sick.

"Alistair, talk to me. Please," he heard Riseth call out, but it felt distant.

He had tried to prepare himself, but what he feared came to pass: Some of his loved ones had died. It was soul-crushing, and he couldn’t even tell who it was and properly mourn them. He just had to live with the knowledge, and the fact that the Trial was still in the early phases posed a risk for further links to be cut, and he regretted even looking as he pulled himself out of his Focus.

"Sorry, but it seems I lost some friends and family." Alistair choked as he said those words.

"I told you not to look at it!" Riseth said worriedly. Alistair hadn’t heard her in his storm of emotions.

"I'm sorry, I can't even establish a connection without your help," Alistair said, downtrodden.

"Don't worry, just come over, and I will try and help you," Riseth said sensitively.

"I am going to need a moment," Alistair said, wrapping his arms around his knees, which supported his head as he cut the connection.

Riseth patiently waited until Alistair reestablished contact and let her know he was fine. He could feel her worry, and they talked for a while. She mentioned that there was a good chance he could see his family and friends in the Study dungeon, which gave him a goal to distract himself with.

"All right, let me know when something comes up. I'm busy studying my stuff anyway. There is a lot to go over, and I think I could technically stay here learning until the Trial ends. Some people I met have already announced that they will do that," she told him.

"Wait, are you going to hole up for the rest of the trial?" Alistair asked her incredulously.

"Of course not. We are still too weak, and we must reach Grade 8 or at least high 9 for my plans to work," She said resolutely.

"And you can't tell me what it is about or talk around it?" Alistair asked.

"No, the damn system prevents me from talking about it until we leave the trial, which is killing me already because I want to talk about it and make plans. So, I can only tell you to become stronger so we can progress more smoothly,” Riseth said slowly as she carefully tried to talk around the topic without being cut off.

"This was my plan regardless. But I gotta say the secrecy stuff sounds annoying as hell," Alistair said, a bit peeved.

"You have no idea," Riseth said forebodingly.

"I should get going. King is getting antsy," Alistair said as he jumped off the back of the wyvern with a smirk.

"Wait, who is King?" Riseth asked, clearly even more curious now.

"You want me to hurry up and come over or not?" Alistair questioned.

"Fine, keep your little secret. But please take care of yourself," she responded, and Alistair could feel the warmth and longing through their connection.

"You, too, have fun with your secret project. Let me know when something comes up," Alistair requested as they said their goodbyes. Alistair let his gaze wander up, looking at the long abandoned and crumpled modern city. The hill he had seen was more of an artificial plateau with a white structure on it, which had a completely different architecture from the rest of the ruins. He could sense a lot of different sources of bloodlust radiating toward him, and he was in no mood for it. He still felt like shit, and the thought of monsters like these killing his loved ones made his blood boil.

Alistair grimaced. His ride wasn’t exactly low-key as he looked at the darkish red and burgundy wyvern next to him. Surprisingly, the creatures, whatever they were, refused to show themselves, and he presumed they wanted to ambush him. He again lamented the lack of proper detection skills, but at least these things had little to no control over their hostile intent, and he was quite sure he could just defeat them or convince them to give up as he felt something unhinged and ravenous from them.

The ruins prevented King from entering and moving as freely as he wanted, and with another glance, Alistair transmitted his intent to King as he took to the air to provide air support.

Alistair summoned his poleax and inspected it. It had some wear and tear, but he didn’t want to use his swords in storage because they lacked a proper stabbing edge, and he doubted just being able to slash would work out for him.

Alistair marched down the street toward the plateau. It looked similar to concrete, and it was cracked. In many places where greenery broke through it, there was a few meter wide gap in the road as both sides were buried in the rubble of toppled structures. Alistair could feel the bloodlust growing. He considered just blowing up the structure they were hiding in, but the noise might draw in more opponents than he would care for.

As predicted, when he stepped in between through the gap, three humanoid creatures jumped at him. Identify revealing them to be [ripper homunculi - lvl 18]. They had Human-like bodies, but sharp, wicked-looking bone sickles replaced their hands. Some of their sickles had dried red blood on them, and their heads looked like barbute helmets that had nearly sewn shut as two diagonal lines connected to a perpendicular line. They had a smell of dead, rotting bodies to them, a smell Alistair recognized and always abhorred when he smelled it. Their skin looked utterly smooth and dull, except for visible bones and ribcages, and they also had a row of tiny spikes going down their spine, up the neck, and ending on top of their head. They had no visible eyes or other organs and looked haggard.

Alistair prepped his poleax to impale one of the homunculi. He didn’t feel excited about the prospect of killing something this human-looking, but he gritted his teeth as he braced himself. One of the other three homunculi was shot out of the sky by King's feathers, piercing it and launching it toward the ground out of Alistair’s sight. He heard a quick gurgly yelp from it before it died with a chime.

The first homunculi was about to land on his poleaxe. It spun midair, avoiding the poleaxe as it lashed out at Alistair with its bone sickle, and its helmet-like face split apart and folded outwards, revealing a maw with three triangles filled with rows of teeth and fleshy tentacles.

"Oh, hell no!" Alistair blurted out as he blinked out of the way of the sickle and the other homunculi jumping him, his senses alerting him to more incoming homunculi.

"Nope," Alistair said as he took to the air, deciding to stick out of range like King, slaughtering the creatures with razor blasts from the sky, out of their reach as they quickly withdrew into the ruins as he barely killed half a dozen of them.

"This is gonna suck,” Alistair lamented, hovering over the ruins.




Chapter 41
Leg Day


Alistair hovered in the air for a moment as he considered his approach. He could ignore them and just head for the white structure in the distance. From his position, he could make out its architecture better, reminding him of the Taj Mahal. Still, it lacked balconies and was much smaller. The towers had runes carved on them and had some more modern aspects, like the large half-sphere at the top seemed to be made of some glass, and Alistair would not be surprised if it allowed sunlight to enter to brighten up whatever room it was above.

But thinking back on the homunculi, he worried they would swarm him, so thinning their numbers a little seemed like a good idea. Alistair shuddered at their toothy and spittle-filled visage because they looked like something straight out of a horror movie, and he was incredibly thankful for the Armor and the Freedom of Movement enchant because he shuddered at the thought of them swarming and consuming him, which he suspected might have been the fate of others coming here underprepared.

Alistair landed on one of the toppled buildings to preserve MP using a window frame for footing. He could feel the bloodlust spike again as he felt the creatures coming closer again but sticking to the shadows and structures.

Not very smart and very bloodthirsty, and they are strong enough to provide me with some records with sufficient numbers… Alistair mused as he considered just getting over their looks and facing them on the ground.

Alistair sighed as he let the helmet appear on his head. He could initially not see it, but he made some changes that showed him the outlines, and touching it with his hands gave him some comfort and much-needed separation from the opponents once they got close. He jumped down the structure, his heart pounding at the action and the prospect of what he was facing, but he would need to get used to this sort of thing as he felt adrenaline rushing through his body. He stopped himself from falling shortly before the ground as he continued walking down the streets at a leisurely pace with his poleax resting on his right shoulder as he gripped it tightly around the shaft.

His stroll was anything but leisurely as he flinched and pointed his poleax at multiple shadows, which turned out to be just critters like rat-looking rodents but with multiple tails and sets of legs. He heard the occasional flapping of wings and impacts as King was still killing homunculi from above, but none had reached him yet, even after walking for about five minutes, and it was wearing on his nerves.

Alistair let a timer appear during his flying practice and hunting. He had observed the sunrise over the mountain edge from a cliffside near his Sanctuary. To his shock, the planet had almost exactly twenty-four hours, and it felt unnatural to him, but there had been one difference. When Sebastian had said a year, Alistair presumed he meant a year's worth of time on earth, but when Alistair checked the timer, he was at 307 days left, and at his best estimate, he should have been in the trial about seventeen to eighteen days.

Alistair presumed the system considered about 325 days to be a year. The days ticked down every twenty-four hours without fail, and Alistair suspected the timer automatically compensated for something and crunched some numbers in the background. This would get confusing when meeting other aliens when they inevitably had completely different time measurements.

And then it finally happened the damn things surrounded him, and they had taken the time to spread around him to cut off his paths of escape. They had even posted a bunch of homunculi on the buildings above to jump him if he were to fly up to escape. They hid in the ruined building's interiors, poking their heads out occasionally to check on Alistair playing a very lethal version of whack-a-mole with King as he punished them whenever they showed themselves.

To keep the paths blocked, they sent in waves, keeping some of their numbers posted. The first wave was about to reach him, and he had to stop taking stock of his surroundings as he took a combat stance and summoned a razor blast, which started whipping around him at high speeds, taking up a lot of Alistair's focus. He managed to time the blast to cut apart some of the incoming homunculi before sending it straight into a small grouping of them, and dashing at a homunculi in front of him, Alistair could hear a series of chimes and started to blend them out.

Alistair lashed out with his poleax, activating Razor Slash, cutting through the first one with ease, to the point that it didn’t realize it had been sliced in two and lashed out at him, forcing him to use Blink out of the way to the flank of another homunculus impaling it and pushing it into the ground with his superior power he twisted the poleax and pulling it out lifting the shaft just in time to catch two bony sickles from another homunculus attacking him.

He kicked the homunculus in the stomach with all his power. His armored foot sunk in deep, and he felt bones cracking and organs being crushed and winced at the sensation. It opened its horrid mouth, letting out a gurgling screech before it tumbled back, falling on the ground and flailing furiously. Alistair lowered and changed his grip on the poleax as he smashed it down on the homunculi in a wide arc, connecting with the creature's chest with the hammer side of his poleax, caving it in and killing it nearly instantly as he had to Blink away from a group which had reached him.

The homunculi had started to bunch up making it hard to pick them off as he cut down another with a Razor Slash assisted horizontal attack. He turned to a smaller grouping and shot an explosive blast at them, blowing the ones in the center to smithereens and wounding those on the edge of the blast radius. As he felt energies flowing through him, the homunculi spread out again but still kept semi-close to each other after that.

How are they suddenly this coordinated? They were completely unhinged before, Alistair pondered before sending out another razor blast, cutting into the loose formations. Bodies started accumulating, and their numbers neither increased nor dwindled as if they entered the combat site in a steady stream of fresh bodies to throw at him. Alistair's intuition told him something was directing these things, and his standing and fighting were playing into the hands of whoever controlled these things.

He couldn’t sense a bigger threat in the vicinity, so the white structure was the only location that made sense, so he sprinted toward it, blowing up the groups in front of him up and cutting down the stragglers with his poleax and slamming his shielded arm into one of them sending it tumbling to the side. He then sent another explosive blast at the closest posted guards, preventing him from leaving the death pit, and as soon as he did, the rest of the posted homunculi from the other exits started to ninja run after him, eliciting a snort out of Alistair at the sight which was wiped away when many of them opened their maws screeching and wriggling at him as he picked up the pace.

Alistair had become a lot faster since leaving the dungeon, and outpacing the homunculi was a lot easier than chasing down lomies. The damn lomies were incredibly fast and could have functioned as a mount, too, now that Alistair thought about it, though it would have had a lot less style than a wyvern to ride an elk with a chin sack. While thinking about it, he could see King circling above him, shooting his feathers at his pursuers.

Alistair had the occasional interceptors, but his Blink skill and Freedom Of Movement enchantment made him impossible to catch, and the stray hits from their sickles were absorbed and blasted back at them in small shockwaves before being stuck down by vengeful poleax swing.

Alistair avoided and ignored as many of the homunculi as he could and took to the air once he reached the plateau with the white structure, ignoring the stairways carved out on the side of the gray rock. Alistair could feel a strong presence on top of one of the towers and headed straight for it.

King hung back and started killing the homunculi in droves with fly-by attacks as they tried to scale the plateau. Alistair could see a large, nearly completely white humanoid figure in the distance jump down from the tall tower out of Alistair's sight as it was blocked by a wall surrounding the structure.

Alistair noticed that he had only gotten two levels despite the homunculi dying in droves. Alistair had two possible explanations: Either because King took the lion's share or repeatedly killing the same creature over and over devalued the record gains, as he put a point in Mental and another in the mind stat.

As he finally reached the top of the wall, he barely saw the creature enter the white structure through the front gate. Alistair hesitated as he suspected it would ambush him. It clearly had observed him and his abilities from a distance and seemed smart, but would it be able to counter him or not?

Alistair approached the gate and let his gaze wander the pillars flanking it, and the metal gates themselves were covered in interconnected runic images. Alistair suspected a large array. He could only guess the purpose. Still, he was sure it was neither protective nor offensive in nature. At least, that was the sense he got, and the few runes he recognized from his own equipment were utility in nature, mostly used to transfer energy. And these energy-transference runes seemed to take on most of the runes on the structure.

Maybe it's the magic version of energy lines and wiring? Alistair mused as he walked through the open gates, his poleax raised at the ready.

He walked down a long corridor before entering a large open space supported by pillars. All the lines seemed to lead toward a stone wall, there was an indent, and Alistair was almost certain it contained a sliding door that would pull to the side and reveal what is behind, but first, Alistair had to get rid the weird Homunculi in front of the stone gate.

Identify only spat out [?], but Alistair didn’t feel like it had a higher grade or level than him, at least not by enough to warrant its level being hidden.

It had an incredibly muscular body, and its head seemed to be shaped like a mask, which had marred semi-straight lines flowing over it and ended in two horns at the top of its weirdly shaped head. Its teeth seemed to be part of the mask-like face, they were all straight, symmetric and unnatural. The teeth were also surprisingly flat instead of pointed, and when it opened its mouth, there was no tongue, just a deep black void into seemingly nothingness.

It had no hair but had bleached white tentacles with tiny mouths filled with teeth wriggling weakly on its back. It had mechanical hands that looked quite high-tech and had some blue and red LEDs on them blinking away occasionally, and the metal fingers ended in a sharp knife that seemed to extend slowly and got longer as it stared him down.

Alistair would have possibly been a little intimidated, but its muscular upper body ended in a thick hip connected to two thin, stilt-like legs with hardly any muscle. They looked like they should be unable to support the body's weight, giving it a comedic look.

"You really should not skip leg day," Alistair offered with a smirk, but the bloodlust and hostility leaking out of it didn’t change even a bit. They stared each other down for a moment, but then it suddenly opened its mouth wide. Alistair expected a roar, but instead, the endless void that was inside seemed to fill with dark purple magic, and the quantity was rapidly increasing, reaching alarming levels of power.

Alistair tried to use his Blink skill, but the structure itself seemed to interfere with his attempt, and the homunculus fired a massive, purple-colored beam at him.

"Ah, shit!" Alistair cursed out loud as he braced himself.




Chapter 42
Umbral Menace


Alistair raised his shield to cover his head as his poleax disappeared back into storage.

Another item appeared in Alistair’s right hand: A small rune-covered stick, which he snapped with a satisfying snapping sound as stored magic rushed out of it, springing into action and forming a dark blue magic barrier made of thousands of tiny hexagons between him and the purple beam.

The beam impacted, and it felt more like a nearly gaseous liquid being sprayed at him than an energy beam. As it tainted the surrounding mana, hundreds of dark tendrils started to grow out of the whole length of the beam, infecting the atmospheric mana and consuming it as it went.

Alistair could only guess what concept it could be, but whatever it was, the barrier held it back, and Alistair was glad he resorted to using the runic stick because he was quite sure it would have ended terribly if he tried to distribute or even dispel this particular energy through his body.

Alistair dashed to the side and felt the power of a level-up rush through him and put it into Mental immediately, but the beast turned its head to keep the stream pointed at him, corrupting and consuming more of the local mana. Alistair resorted to throwing two razor blasts at the homunculus.

Still, in response, it stretched out its two metal hands, and the LEDs shined in a bright blue as two small barriers appeared, blocking the razor blasts. They spun against the barriers, cracking and splintering off small hexagons as the magic crackled and sparked at the point of impact.

Alistair maintained the razor blasts pressuring the homunculus while he was pressured in turn by the seemingly never-ending dark and purple stream as both of their barriers showed signs of faltering.

He could feel that King had been gaining some injuries and had placed himself in front of the entrance nearby, defending it against the swarming homunculi. As the pressure mounted, Alistair accepted the blast upgrade. He needed to free up his mental capacity. As two chimes rang out, he felt some system-assisted automatization of the two discs freeing up some of his mental capacity at the cost of some MP, allowing him to blast it with a quick series of Explosive Blast, which the homunculus tried to block but was overwhelmed as one of the shields holding the Razor Blast shattered struggling to cut through the metal hand only sparking and rippling leaving a sharp cut before it slit past with Alistair directing it, cutting through the biceps before dispersing, forcing the homunculi to spin away and stop its beam as its arm was severed and started to bleed profusely.

Alistair's second Razor Blast flickered out of existence, and the homunculi barrier disappeared shortly after as it refocused its attention.

The stump started to bubble and ripple as white skin covered the wound, bones jutted out, reforming into an arm with a bone sickle for a hand, the mechanical hands lying uselessly on the ground with the rest of the lower arm. The process looked incredibly painful and sent shivers down Alistair's spine.

Alistair kept up the pressure and ran at the beast as his barrier collapsed and flickered out of existence. On his approach, Alistair fired a series of Rupture Stake Blast, most of which the homunculi blocked when it summoned another barrier. Still, Alistair managed to curve some of the blasts around the barrier as they spiked the homunculi to implode within, causing his chest and hip, which were hit, to bubble and regenerate as well.

As he closed the gap, the Homunculus raised its right arm and the metal hands pointed at Alistair as the LEDs on the hand flashed bright red. Alistair activated Temporal Combat Reflexes, dodging out of the way as the hand turned into a barbed longsword that vibrated at incredible speeds.

The blade had been aimed at his neck, and even with Temporal Combat Reflexes, the blade extended at a rapid speed and surprising length. Alistair grabbed its lower arm with his Right Hand Time Out as his resource pools started freefalling under the strain of so many skills activated. He summoned one of the shorter blades he had looted from Karnec, cutting the other arm off with the aid of Razor Slash, storing the hand still in sword form in his storage.

A sickle lashed out at him, but Alistair raised his right arm, and his shield appeared, catching the blow as a shockwave pushed back the homunculus.

As it stumbled back, its other arm also regrew into a sickle now resembling its brethren Alistair had slain before. Alistair took the opportunity to drink a minor MP potion as his Mana was dangerously low. The homunculus dashed at him, and Alistair switched back to his poleax, trying to intercept the charge.

It tried to batter Alistair's weapon away, and Alistair couldn’t help but smile as all it managed to do was let Alistair impale it with more force. Alistair pushed it back and pinned it against the wall. Alistair readied an Intensely charged Kinetic Blast as he pushed the blast still in hand into its face at point black range, causing a massive impact to hit both of them, but Alistair just channeled it back through the poleax, killing the homunculus as a chime rang out and energies flowed through his veins.

Alistair pulled his poleax out and stored it as he ran outside, ignoring the notifications. He still noticed how the hidden stone gate he had spotted earlier opened as the doors slid into either side of the wall, revealing another corridor, but he ignored it as he ran toward the exit.

He saw King near the entrance. He was bleeding profusely from many wounds that had only partially healed, and around him, bodies littered the floor, the wyvern dragging in labored breaths but refusing to show weakness as it stood there stoically.

"King, are you all right?!" Alistair shouted as he reached the wyvern, immediately starting to heal him through his bracers.

King only huffed proudly, raising his head in slight indignation.

"All right, good job, but don't die on my account. If you are better off fighting from the sky, then do that. I don't mind a few more challengers."

Alistair looked around and was astounded by the sheer numbers. According to his notifications, which he forced to summarize, they had killed over sixty of them since entering the ruined city.

"Damn, you did better than me, I’d say," Alistair said, genuinely impressed.

He could feel pride well up, but King shook his large head. Alistair suspected King would have fared much worse against the final Homunculi and was content facing the swarm of homunculi.

Alistair pulled up his notifications, filtering out the droves of Homunculi Ripper kills after he had stopped King's bleeding by healing most of his wounds, leaving Alistair drained again, so he put another point in Mental, which didn’t help much.
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Notifications:

[Level 23 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

[Level 24 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

The Skill [Kinetic Blast] has been upgraded to [Blast Master].

The title Epic Skill Expertise has upgraded to Supreme Skill Expertise.

[Title Umbral Menace Slayer [Epic] has been obtained].

[Title True Trial Slayer [Supreme] has been obtained].

[Title Umbral Menace Slayer [Epic] has been obtained].

[Level 25 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available. Skill selection available].

The Hub has been captured. Limited access has been granted.
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Alistair looked at the notifications. He first checked his skill list and noticed the Blast Manipulation had been consumed. This confirmed that it could be added after he had been offered to evolve his skill and any practice and additional suitable records were added. He laughed out loud as he read "Supreme Blast Master" but was quite happy with his choice to delay his skill acquisition.
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Skills:

Tier: [Unique]

Skill Name: Slayer Insight

Description: Slightly enhances [Senses] when assessing opponents and gives a minor boost to [Power] the higher the comprehension of the slayer's opponent is.

-

Tier: [Supreme]

Skill Name: Blast Master

Description: A [Compound] skill that enables the user to create and combine a diverse array of blast variations. Enhances the [Power] of all blasts by a moderate amount and marginally improves[Control] when manipulating blasts. Reduces the [Mental] capacity and focus required by a marginal amount. The energy conversion efficiency is significantly increased and can be further enhanced with appropriate equipment support. The user must practice a blast variant sufficiently before being able to add it to their list of available variations.

Compounded Skills:

[Kinetic Blast] [Explosive Blast] [Razor Blast] [Deceleration Splash Blast] [Rapid Stake Blast] [Rupture Stake Blast] [Repulsive Blast] [Unstable Blast] [Tracking Blast] [Fire Blast]
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Alistair was particularly interested in the Compound aspect. he suspected it required a very close theme between his skills to be able to Compound them, and he couldn’t think of another skill in his current repertoire that would not just turn into a single skill with multiple aspects and abilities except for perhaps his Akashic Link, which had collected a lot of functionalities that could be considered separate skills, before checking his new skill selection he read his new titles.
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Titles:

Tier: [Supreme]

Name: Supreme Skill Expertise

Effect:

Significantly lowered prerequisites for future skill upgrades and acquisition.

Origin: Obtained for upgrading a skill to Supreme Tier while still in grade 10.

-

Tier: [Supreme]

Name: True Trial Slayer

Effect:

Grants an additional 5% bonus to all Stats. 
Provides the skill [Slayers Insight]

Origin: Obtained by being among the first to slay every variation of field boss in the trial before they moved on.

-

Tier: [Epic]

Name: Umbral Menace Slayer

Effect:

Grants a 10% bonus to [Mental] and [Control] statistics.

Origin: Acquired by slaying the Umbral Lord of Menace field boss guarding the Hub and its horde of homunculi minions.
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I guess I don't have to look for other field bosses. Good thing, too, they are apparently on a timer, Alistair mused, reading the title.

He would need to tell Riseth to slay them quickly, though he was worried because the Umbral Menace Lord had been dangerous, and his intuition saved him. Without King, dealing with as many opponents as fast as he did would have been dangerous. The sheer amount of minions the Lord had under his Control alone was dangerous but would explain his lack of overall stats considering its level.

Also, Alistair suspected he wasn’t supposed to kill the ythark when he did. Alistair had probably started the order in which he was supposed to kill the monsters all wrong, but then he wondered if the ythark would have evolved into a higher-tier monster because it was still listed above the Umbral Menace Slayer.

With some excitement, he pulled up his skill selection.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Razor Aegis

Description: Allows the user to generate highly maneuverable razor-sharp disks capable of cutting through most materials within their grade. These disks orbit around the user, slicing through obstacles at a moderate cost of [MP] and [SP] for creation and maintenance. Upon impact with a target, the disks automatically expand, increasing its attack surface. The user can take manual [Control] of the disks, directing them with a minimal additional expense of [MP] and a small amount of focus. The user can summon up to 3 disks and manually control up to 2.

-

Tier: [Uncommon]

Skill Name: Summoners Link

Description: Improved awareness of any summons status allows for communication over a longer distance through the [Akashic Link] skill and boosts all the summons stats as the connection between the user and the summoner is enhanced.

-

Tier: [Uncommon]

Skill Name: Intimidating Presence

Description: Radiates an Intimidating Aura, slightly draining the users [SP] during use, and instills emotions of fear and hesitation. Efficiency scales of [Mind] stat.

-

Tier: [Subpar]

Skill Name: Healing Touch

Description: Enables the user to heal his own wounds by converting [MP] into [HP]. With the concept of healing, the user can heal others at a slightly reduced efficiency.

-

Tier: [Trash]

Skill Name: Directional Barrier

Description: Allows the user to conjure a directional barrier to protect himself from magical attacks at a high cost of [MP]
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"Right, I neglected training a new set of skills before reaching level 25…" he murmured, but he was quite satisfied with the selection, especially the Razor Aegis skill option. That skill was wicked but dangerous to his allies, but as long as he fought alone, this skill would deal with most things unable to summon barriers.

Still, he suspected it would be quite the resource drain and situational for now until he managed to give it some friend-foe recognition. Alistar considered picking the Razor Aegis but held off for now since he still required a detection skill quite badly.

Alistair went around collecting the monster cores from the freaky creatures. About one-third had a core inside, but some were destroyed, so he was left with about sixteen cores.

Cleaning his hands with the water from Nuk's place, Alistair finished and headed back to the entrance of the hub.

He took a final look down the corridor in anticipation and sent King back to his plane. It was about time to check out this hub.




Chapter 43
The Hub


Alistair walked back inside the structure. Once he reentered the room, he noticed that the tainted mana had wafted toward the monster core he had left inside the homunculus. It pulsated in a similar magic signature as the beam had and was in the process of devouring the leftovers of the tainted mana he left it to do its thing as he collected the other hand, as he didn’t wish to butcher a humanoid creature, somehow that unnerved him more than killing the monster in the first place, though on closer inspection, other than the humanoid shape it had very little in common with a human, specifically the dead tentacle hair put things into perspective.

With a wave, he collected the other cybernetic hand and stored the entire body with its core. Perhaps he could find someone with some harvesting skill that further improved the core's quality like his Survivalist skill option suggested. At least those were some of the excuses he made up for himself.

Alistair glanced at the now-open corridor. He didn’t suspect it to have traps but wished to be on the safe side as he considered how to create his detection skill and which direction to take it. The Detect Magic skill would not be the basis as it required active use, and he preferred it to work off something more passive.

The Sense Magic skill had been among his first skill options. Alistair had become quite good at sensing magic and concepts even if he didn’t know the exact signatures of most concepts. He was confident that as soon as he picked the skill, it would upgrade and perhaps even consume the Detect Magic skill, giving him an active use component to the skill.

Alistair had spent a lot of time practicing, thinking about the best way to mold the skill into something that would cover a lot of bases. He would attempt to get a kind of sensing skill that would alarm him to changes in concepts around him. Suppose he could differentiate what kind of signature the concept of stealth, traps, or invisibility had from more ambient concepts.

In that case, he might be able to sense the changes and differences around him which would alert him to any threats in his immediate vicinity, and with the active component, he could look for them specifically. Short of future sight, which he hadn’t managed to recreate in practice, this would be the best way to go about it.

With a strong mental image in his mind, he picked up the Sense Magic skill.
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Notifications:

The Skill [Sense Magic] has been upgraded to [Conceptual Awareness].
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Skills:

Tier: [Uncommon]

Skill Name: Conceptual Awareness

Description: Allows the user to automatically detect magic and concepts at a moderate range around him, increasing awareness of any changes and movements, especially from non-ambient concepts, by a slight degree scaling of [Senses] at the cost of a slight amount of focus. The user may also actively scan his surroundings at the cost of additional focus and [SP] or [MP], also scaling on [Senses] but at a high efficiency.
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Alistair felt dizzy momentarily as information from all around him hit him. He felt suddenly even more keenly aware of the leftover tainted mana behind him, and the world seemed a bit more colorful around him. He had to focus his intent to tone it down a bit.

"I guess that means skills acquired after obtaining the skill selection still count, and sufficient intent on my part will make the system aware of what I aim to do," Alistair contemplated. That just reinforced his belief that intent was very important when dealing with the system or magic. Alistair was also surprised he could use MP or SP. He would have suspected it to be just MP again.

Detect Magic had been consumed just like he had predicted, but he was now considering if his expectations and predictions counted as intent and, therefore, made it happen.

Alistair was pulled out of his musing as he noticed that all the mana flowed in the direction of the room he had left to explore as if it were all channeled and stored in one location. Alistair approached the corridor and used his new Conceptual Awareness skill. It felt like being flash-banged for a second. He cursed under his breath as he slowly used his intent to change the senses the skill used to function to be less visual and more intuition-based. Alistair then perked up because he managed to recognize the signatures further down.

Alistair walked down the corridor while still fine-tuning the new sensations flooding him. When Alistair opened the door at the end of the corridor, natural light shone through. He was below the large glass dome, which let in the last of the evening light. When Alistair entered, he noticed some familiar light crystals mounted around the walls, but the most eye-catching thing was across the room.

Alistair was in awe; in front of him was a small plateau with a set of stairs leading to a ring about 10 meters large made out of silvery-white metal, which Alistair suspected to be some mithril alloy. It had two interchanging rows of symbols with golden, silver, and bronze runes spread in a repeating order, going from gold to bronze. Alistair immediately realized the first set of symbols was a numbering system. Alistair wondered if that was his Myriad Language Comprehension skill at work because it had been quite automatic to the point he hadn’t even noticed it translating things until now.

The other row of symbols, each depicting something else. Alistair could make out a silver hammer, a golden dragon head, a bronze mountain, and a golden book, among many others. Alistair didn’t bother counting them all as his attention was drawn to a large console placed in front of the gate.

Alistair approached it, and the second he touched it, a pop-up appeared.

[image: image-placeholder]

Hub Event:

Type: [Siege Defense] [Free For All] [Artificial]

Rec. lvl: 30-40

Welcome to your first [Hub], Alistair.

The hub is equipped with a trial gate, allowing you to travel to different and more challenging Trial Worlds and Subspaces. The hub counts as a sanctuary outside of events.

The Trial Gate is currently inert due to a lack of energy, but you may use any [Key] you possess as it provides its own power. To permanently activate the gate, you must initiate the recharge procedure, which will cause the event to start and attract all monsters and individuals who are able to sense the process. They may seek to claim the energy source found within. To succeed, you must defend the hub for as long as it takes to recharge the trial gate. Kills within the bounds of the Hub will provide their energy and speed up the process. Without such energies, the charge will take [1] Day. Be sure to prepare yourself before accepting the event challenge.

Accept?

Yes / No
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Alistair looked at the pop-up, rereading it a few times over. Recently, the Windows had begun addressing him by name. He was pretty sure the first dungeon, being a hidden type, had something to do with it, but he would keep an eye on it. Alistair then looked down at the console. It had the same two rows of symbols depicted on square plates, and at the bottom of the console was a key slot he suspected he could put his Study Dungeon Key into. Alistair pushed one of the plates, and it sunk in, but nothing happened.

I love this gate concept. But I'm not doing this now. At the very least, I want my Razor Aegis skill to deal with the potential crowds first. Also individuals? Does it refer to other people from my universe, or are there other things the system would consider an individual? Alistar contemplated.

Alistair wanted to explore the room and study the runes and the make of the Hub and the Trial Gate in particular but stopped himself. He had a strong urge to head for the Study Dungeon immediately. The earlier he arrived there, the better the chances were that he could possibly find a family member or his friends and meet Riseth again.

Alistair pulled out his Study Dungeon Key; seeing it for the first time, it had automatically been stored in his Inventory when he first got it, and he hadn’t felt the need to pull it out of Storage. It was silvery-white, not unlike the gate, but almost translucent. It brimmed with magic and intricately interwoven concepts so tiny that Alistair's senses couldn’t hope to pierce it. Activating his new Conceptual Awareness skill and temporarily readjusting it back to the visual focus, he could almost see the key exuding a pure white mist that looped around it, but his eyes began to hurt just looking at it, so he stopped.

Alistair was quite happy with his new skill and the insight he had obtained, allowing him to see things he couldn’t see with just his normal vision.

Turning the key over in his hand, he pushed it into the slot and turned it. The Gate in front of him sprang to life as it rapidly switched between a twenty-four-symbol-long sequence code of both numbers and symbols, ending with the golden book, and as soon as it started glowing, a translucent colorless gate spanned across the circle, slightly rippling and radiating an incredible amount of teleportation concept signature, toward Alistair, who hesitated a moment pulled his key out and stored it before walking around the console approaching the gate as he walked up the stairs inspecting the portal from up close.

Man, this gives me flashbacks to Nuk's damn door, I really don't want to touch this carelessly. Also, what would have happened if I had used it in the waterfall sanctuary? Could I just stick the key in the wall? he wondered.

He decided he should not wait too long as he worried the gate would collapse or something along those lines. He took a deep breath before jumping through with a short running start. A familiar blackness enveloped him for a fraction of a section before he reappeared, catching himself as he began looking around.

He was standing on a wooden floor with a beautiful mahogany-looking floor that had a lot of symbols and decorations worked into it, but not too many to make it look busy. To the sides were bookcases that doubled as pillars supporting a balcony with beautifully intricate railings connected to many doors and stairs. The ceiling seemed to be some white kind of stone and had large concave indents with paintings of unknown historical events, many depicting magic and fights between alien-looking individuals in strange dresses. The air smelled pleasantly like old books and wood. He was alone in the room except for one other person straight ahead of him, sitting behind a large desk.

The individual sitting there was, to Alistair's best guess, a dryad. She had a face made out of tiny blue leaves forming her facial features like a nose and ears with two human-looking deep green eyes. Her mouth was made of brown-colored bark sticking out of the blue leaves. She had green-colored leaves and vines instead of hair. One big leaf was swept to the side, covering most of her forehead. At the back of her head, she had many vines and leaves forming a ponytail, with the occasional purple and pink leaves breaking up the monotony of the greens.

She was wearing a white and green robe, hiding most of her features, though her hands seemed to be made of mostly brown bark with the occasional blue and green leaves on her forearms. They were observing each other quietly as Alistair approached. He didn’t even dare use Identify on her as she exuded power betraying her high Grade. It wasn’t as high as the ones he felt in the Arena, but still impressive. As he got closer, a pleasant smell of flowers overshadowed the smell of wood and old books.

Alistair put on a smile as he stopped in front of the desk as she spoke up.

"Welcome to the study dungeon, Alistair. I shall be your guide when selecting your topic. May I see your key?" She asked politely.

Alistair had a sense of déjà vu overcoming him, as the situation felt very similar to what he had experienced when he was initiated and met with the Avatar Sebastian. He wondered just how much his life was about to change yet again as he felt the deep green eyes pierce his very being.




Chapter 44
Unveiling


Alistair took his Study Dungeon Key out of storage and handed it to the dryad, who took it and inspected it.

"Excuse me if I may ask what your name is?" Alistair asked in a friendly tone.

She looked up at him in surprise, her tiny leaves shifting to accommodate the facial expressions.

"My name is Mitania, but why would you not use your Identify skill?" Mitania asked him, still fiddling with the key in her hands.

"Oh, I thought it could be considered rude to Identify everyone I come across," Alistair admitted.

Mitania let out a chuckle and smiled at him. "Oh, how polite! But don't worry about that. Most individuals don't mind and are already used to it," she explained.

"All right, what is the study dungeon's actual name? It can't just be that for such a beautiful place?" Alistair asked curiously.

"It does not have a name. It will only exist for that one year during the trial, too short of a time to be worth naming," Mitania explained patiently.

"A year is some time, and does it not get used every Initiation?" Alistair asked, confused.

Mitania started chuckling again, shaking her leafy head before answering.

"Apologies, it is strange meeting people outside the system with their odd perspectives. A year is no time at all. Soon enough, the years will fly by in the blink of an eye for you, too. As for the library, a new, slightly different one is created each time; no two libraries have been the same. Do you have any more questions before we get started?" Mitania inquired in her usual friendly tone.

"Yeah, you seem much more open about information. So far, many of my questions have gone unanswered or were for me to find out myself. Are you willing to elaborate on that?" Alistair asked hopefully.

"Certainly, the eons of existence have witnessed numerous trials, each iteration refining the Initiation. The enforced secrecy early on, while leading to higher initial losses, has proven beneficial. It's better to throw new initiates into the cold water than serve everything on a silver platter, as you humans like to say. This approach helps not only with the quality of records but also leads to a better mindset among most races; of course, the challenges will be based upon your soul and reflect your mentality, so somebody like you gets tougher love than others," Mitania intimated as Alistair felt like she was looking at his soul.

There was no hostile intent, and Alistair couldn’t have stopped her even if he tried, as he decided to play it cool and continue to listen to her.

"Now that you've arrived at this location, some secrets will remain for the sake of your records, among other things. However, the restrictions concerning historical and general information are much less stringent. You may discover the answers you seek in the books available within the public spaces and sub-sections, and you may earn additional restricted topics by completing tasks or obtaining keys like this," Mitania explained.

Alistair asked many more questions, most of which were denied as they were not considered general knowledge. Still, he confirmed that people like his sister would not be set against monsters immediately like he had and were most likely in the Nurturing Ward instance, where most of the children too young to participate went, learning skills and other crafts there, which relieved him immensely.

One thing that stood out to him was that the system was apparently not all-knowing since it had to change the trials over the years. At least, that's how Alistair viewed it.

Another tidbit was that he could earn study points by exchanging monster cores or doing tasks for the Study Dungeon or staff, though the exchange rate seemed dismal, and Alistair knew he would not bother and would rather risk his neck a little.

"All right, time to pick your study topic. Considering how early it is in the Trial, you have an impressive quality here. Do you have anything in mind?" Mitania asked, slightly impressed.

Alistair was taken aback again because he initially rated the key as Legendary, but now it should be Rare. A quick Identify revealed it was at Epic tier, much like his Skyward Slayer title. It had to be on the cusp of the next grade and had retained a higher rank.

"Any chance you can elaborate on how this tier or ranking system works?" Alistair asked, a bit frustrated.

"Sadly, no. Everyone has their own perspective on that, but it gets better with experience," she said with a measure of sympathy.

"All right, I have been thinking about enhancing my body, enabling me to store Kinetic energy in my body. Is there something that lets me do that?

Mitania cupped her chin and started humming as two exact copies of her just stepped out of her body, surprising Alistair for a second as they walked through some doors. Alistair didn’t have to wait long before the Mitania in front of him spoke up.

"I have some skills and techniques in mind and, based on what I have observed of your soul, I have a technique I would highly recommend to you. It will enable you to do what you requested and much more, but it has a catch."

"What's the catch?" Alistair asked, intrigued.

"I am limited in what I am allowed to tell you, but I can tell you that it will fulfill your request and more, but it comes at an investment of resources and time. The other catch is that your key alone is insufficient. I would require some monster cores or other treasures to make the transaction. But you have enough on you to pay for it," Mitania explained in a very serious tone.

Alistair sensed that she was trying to help him and was carefully maneuvering around her restrictions to do so. His intuition screamed at him to follow her advice. He summoned all his cores, except for the one still embedded in the body of the Lord of Menace and placed them on the desk. She sorted through them, setting aside most of the smaller cores from both the drones and homunculi. She then extracted and levitated the massive core of the Aberus from the floor, along with the core of the treant tyrant, and added the core attached to the khid druid staff to the pile.

"This, along with your keys charge, will suffice to buy the study topic. They will be put on the trader's market, where you might be able to buy them back later if nobody else bought them," Mitania stated with a calm demeanor.

"This Traders Market is it part of the study dungeon?" Alistair inquired.

"No, it is a separate subspace where individuals with a more finance-oriented skillset improve their trading skills by selling their wares. You can buy a market key to enter that sub-space in exchange for additional cores," Mitania explained.

Alistair started to grasp the interconnected scope of it all and was impressed. He would hold off on that market key for now.

"Are cores the currency of the Trial?" Alistair inquired curiously.

"No, not directly. The trial operates on Universal System Credits, much like most parts of the multiverse. You'll need to earn some credits first," Mitania explained, a bit anxious. Alistair realized he was constantly veering off-topic with his questions and felt a bit embarrassed as he acted like a kid unable to contain his curiosity. So, he reined in his curiosity for now.

"I accept that exchange. I wish to buy that study topic,” Alistair declared with an apologetic smile.

Mitania relaxed and smiled as the pile of cores he had designated for exchange vanished into thin air. His key started to glow, and its signature changed enough for Alistair to notice.

"Good choice. Your key has been primed to allow you to enter your personal space, and the study room contains everything you need and paid for. Honestly, you got an incredible bargain because of the trial. I was worried for a second you would not take it," Mitania said, relieved, before continuing her speech.

"You can receive guests, look for others in the registry, or enter public spaces. Put your key into any door and use your intent to determine the destination," she added.

"Can you not talk about the topic even after I acquired it?" Alistair wondered.

"No, sadly, I cannot do that with the restrictions in place. Go off, then. I have a job to do," Mitania said with a smirk, dismissing him with a handwave.

Alistair raised his hands in apologies as he rang up Riseth.

"Hey, I am now in the study dungeon, at some kind of reception, and I'll head for my private space soon if you like to come over," Alistair said over his Akashic Link.

A few seconds passed, and Riseth appeared at the door in front of him before he managed to head for his private space.

"Ah, there's my Trouble," Alistair said with a smile.

She looked excited to see him but had a small frown as she approached.

"You've got that helm on again, and if that is my nickname, then you are my Mr. Legendary," she quipped back with a fake pout. He made the helmet disappear, smiling at her, and he could feel her struggling to restrain herself from showering him in affection.

"I knew that resonance felt familiar…" Mitania said, intrigued, as a clone of hers approached and leaned against the desk while her initial body kept working.

Alistair was surprised at her sudden interest, but he suspected the dryad wasn’t above some gossip, though something else had caught his attention.

"Resonance?" Both Alistair and Riseth asked in sync before giving each other a look.

"Yes? Your souls are clearly resonating with each other," Mitania remarked, slightly confused.

Alistair thought back to the dungeon, where they tried to settle their differences and distrust by using magic and opening the strange connection to give Alistair some insights into Riseth's mind and memories.

"Sorry, we both are a bit lost on that whole topic. Would you mind explaining?" Alistair requested with some urgency.

Mitania looked taken aback for a second but then caught herself.

"Sure thing, but only because I like the two of you," she said with a wink at them.

"Resonance is a very rare and precious thing. It is when two highly compatible souls connect. It is more commonly known as soulmates, and it allows two individuals to connect on a deeper level as they have insights into each other's emotions, strengthened karmic bonds, and magics, among other things. Usually, it is incredibly rare for two such people to find each other, and it can't be forced or recreated artificially. As the system seeks to aid the new Universe, it tries to facilitate such encounters during the trial. It would do no good if the initiates of a new universe were grouped with others who would harm or kill them outright. Many factions form from connections established during the trial," Mitania explained, giving them curious glances.

Both of them groaned at the realization.

"Adamar being in our group makes a lot more sense now; people like him would need a group that would not lynch, abandon, or outright kill him," Alistair said in realization.

"Yeah, and having some spacefaring races able to help us with the ship and tolerate Adamar and willing to step back for our sake must have required some searching, too. That's why, despite the countless initiates, it took so long to make a group,” Riseth responded.

It made a lot more sense, although Alistair wasn’t quite comfortable with the soulmate label yet, as it carried heavy implications. Still, it explained a lot.

"I think you are reading a bit too much into it. While the system does try and facilitate such things, the fact that your group members helped you and even passed on treasures for your sake is not a given. The two of you got very lucky," Mitania immediately corrected.

Alistair had almost unearthed his theory of somebody manipulating things from the background until she said that. He now knew he wasn’t completely off the mark.

"We should leave for now, and thank you for telling us, Mitania," Riseth said gratefully in a sudden hurry.

"You're welcome, Riseth dear," Mitania said warmly, waving them off as her clone walked toward a set of stairs.

Riseth accompanied Alistair to the door as he used his key to teleport to his private space first.

He arrived in a spacious modern room with wooden flooring and stone walls. There were no windows, and the furniture was very basic, with just a small bed in the corner and a modern-looking laminated gray L-shaped desk, a simple wooden chair, and a small black carpet on the floor. There were two doors, one leading into a bathroom, not unlike Nuk's guest room, just less fancy, and the other was impossible to open and lacked a handle. Instead, it just had a key slot.

He felt something like a knock at the back of his mind. He knew Riseth had requested entry, and he granted it as she appeared at the entrance. Alistair then stored the bad furniture and swapped it out for the good stuff he had gotten from Nuk's place, except for the table and the rug. Alistair had been delaying it but could no longer hold back. He checked the registry and found he could filter by family members, but sadly, the list was still empty. He was the first to arrive, which wasn’t a big surprise yet disheartening.

They sat on the bed and told each other about what had happened during their separation. Riseth had managed to track down four field bosses and slain them. Riseth was intrigued by the Hub. She had noticed a weird tower-like structure in the distance but hadn’t yet reached it. When he told her about the gate room, she told him that a similar room could be found within the study dungeon. She already knew all about the instances and other trial worlds.

They then tried connecting to family members with the Akashic Link, but it failed. They started to suspect that either the Akashic Link skill was a prerequisite despite not being mentioned in the description, or they could do it because of being soulmates, a term he was still feeling awkward about. Still, Riseth seemed to be new to the term, so Alistair started explaining its significance. Riseth sat up and quietly took the information in.

"I don't think it changes much, but now that we know how the trial works, we can take it more safely. I would have preferred to meet you without being starved and desperate, but it is not what we got. I feel already lucky to have met you rather than somebody else. If it does not work out, we can go our separate ways once we save our friends and families and each of us finds a place to settle,” Riseth said calmly, but Alistair could feel the deep unease within Riseth and shared the sentiment.

The Trial had initially thrust them into each other's arms in a highly stressful and desperate environment, where they had worked under the assumption that they might not see each other again for a year. Now, everything had changed. They sat in a room with the freedom to choose their next steps, knowing they could stay there for an entire year if they wished. Alistair reflected on how messed up the system's sink-or-swim approach was. As they continued talking, he and Riseth found comfort and relief in each other's company.




Chapter 45
Topic of Interest


Riseth tried to change the topic as she clapped her hands together.

"Oh, yeah. I looked into a way to circumvent my topic restrictions. Apparently, you can bypass it with family and bloodline members or if you figure out the other individual's topic. For obvious reasons, information is limited, but I found you can partially bypass the restriction by reading general knowledge books containing the information you wish to discuss."

"That's great! I still have to check what my topic is exactly. Mitania couldn’t tell me much, and I had to pay extra for my topic,” Alistair explained.

"So eager to see me you don't even check your topic? Go check it real quick. I got some stuff to read up on anyway,” Riseth said as she pushed him off the bed. She summoned a book and started reading it.

"Why don't you just copy it with Akashic Link?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Copying it will just add the information to be pulled up when needed, which works fine with encyclopedias, where you pull up the info when you try to Identify something, but when you need to learn a skill or add to your actual knowledge, it does not help," Riseth explained.

It made sense to Alistair because whenever he used his Akashic Link, it was more like a déjà vu than the actual thing he knew, like googling something he was aware of rather than knowing it himself. He suspected the system would not recognize such knowledge if he wanted to learn a new skill, at least in most cases. Alistair made a wistful nod before he put his key back into the door and disappeared as blackness overtook him again for a fraction of a second before the first thing he noticed was the incredibly mana-dense atmosphere and fresh mountain air.

Alistair stood on a Mountain peak. He could sense a barrier isolating the space he was in and instinctively knew he couldn’t leave this place. The air was cool and fresh, but his Comfort enchantment kept out the cool wind and the burning sun above. He was on a large, flat plateau filled with green and teal grasses and occasional colorful flowers and bushes, among other alien-looking plants. A small house with far-eastern Asian architecture was behind him. Besides the closed door Alistair stood in front of, there was another open door to his left, revealing a lot of tomes, manuals, and scrolls placed on shelves along with some pillows to sit on a circular floor table. A tea set was placed at its center.

After peaking in the room, Alistair had to address the elephant in the room, a massive tree about fifty meters ahead of him on a small elevation hovering above the plateau, throwing shade over most of it. It had thousands of thick roots intertwining, digging deep and wide around the whole platform and mountain peak. Alistair could feel it drawing on an incredibly rich source of magic below ground, changing and refining it and enriching the local atmospheric mana.

Alistair could almost taste the mana just by breathing. The tree had an incredibly thick and wide trunk about twenty meters long but felt stout and short compared to the many huge branches stretching to the sky. The tree reminded him of another family trip he had taken to South Korea, where they had visited an ancient ginkgo tree.

It looked very similar, though almost like a mix with an oak tree and even bigger than the one he remembered. Its leaves had the same shape as a ginkgo tree but were not yellow like the ones he remembered. Instead, they were snow white with a fading light blue rim.

As Alistair admired the leaves, he noticed small clusters of fruits among the branches. They had the same white color with a slightly blue hue, making them blend in, but their concentrated mana had caught Alistair's attention Identify just revealed Ginkgo, so he was right on the money.

It was a ginkgo tree, and it made Alistair wonder if certain trees on Earth had gotten magical qualities. Alistair suspected the books within the hut would reveal more about this natural treasure. Alistair suspected he would get more than his money's worth if he managed to get that tree out of the study room before the trial ended. However, he would need a lot more storage to transport it.

Alistair was already planning on the logistics of stealing that tree. The best solution he could think of was getting more or better storage items from traders by selling monster cores and other loot. Alistair still had the Aberus body in storage, and its parts might be worth something.

Alistair then wandered into the small hut on the edge of the platform. Inside, he noticed a large table against the wall. On top of it, he saw a large tome with a small black velvet-covered box resting on it. Alistair read the title before picking up the small box, Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Manual it said.

Man, that sounds way over the top. Is it Supreme because of my tiers, or is that a coincidence? Alistair wondered, Identify only said Manual and Pill Box when he checked.

Guess books don't have a rarity or tier unless you enchant them magically? he concluded before putting the pill box back on the table as he read the book.

After a few pages, he decided he would rather read it outside with Riseth but found he was stopped dead in his tracks, so he hopped into his Soulscape and made a copy with Akashic Link, which drained almost half of his mana, which was surprising given the size of the book. But to Alistair's surprise, his mana regenerated much faster as he absorbed the atmospheric mana, but he supposed it only made sense. He then scanned a few more manuals among them. A Guide To Cultivation Resources, Heavenly Cultivation Arrays, and Body Cultivation For Dummies, the last one he only copied because he knew from his own world that they usually were not half-bad entry level books. He spotted a second and third volume of the Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Manual. Still, he didn’t have enough mana, so he decided to copy them later.

He then inspected the Pill inside the box. It was a somewhat large and round pill, and it made him think of his brother, who had trouble even swallowing small pills and had to have it cut up for him when they were kids. He would read the manual first in case he was supposed to do something before eating it, as he closed the box and stored it in his Storage before returning to his private space.

As he reappeared in his room, he changed into something more comfortable. A white pair of cloth pants and a T-shirt, he found Riseth still reading her book.

"Guess I will be doing a lot of reading as well," Alistair commented.

"Well, it is a study dungeon," Riseth retorted, looking at him with a smirk.

Alistair sat on a couch he had taken from Nuk's place and pulled up his screen with the intent to be the only one able to read it, and that seemed to do the trick.

"So, what is that plan of yours you couldn’t talk of earlier?" Alistair asked as he read over the manual.

It was fascinating how well he could multitask now, thanks to his stat and Woodland Slayer title. Honestly, if he continued to grow like this, he would need some telekinesis skills to make full use of new mental capacity.

"I have been reading up on history and previous system integrations and what it entails. Apparently, when a universe is freshly integrated, it undergoes massive changes. The system makes full use of the absence of sapient life initially as it constantly seeds magic, treasures, and all kinds of Beasts and monsters from the multiverse while cranking the passage of time way up, causing mutations in monsters and natural treasures, uncountable worlds become habitable due to the introduction of magic and passage of time, and some species even manage to rise to sapience before being frozen in time," Riseth explained excitedly.

"That sounds almost careless. What about those new species? Don't they get a trial?" Alistair questioned.

"No, because their perception of time is manipulated, so to them, time flows normally even when they are frozen. From what I read, the natural gods get to vote on when to freeze a civilization. They usually do it early before they can get dangerous to nearby worlds of Natural gods. There are some rare exceptions where they let things like pacifists thrive. But unlike us, these civilizations also benefited from growing up with magic and the system. Also, they are quite rare to begin with,” Riseth explained.

Alistair wondered if the gods also voted on other things but would ask another time. He smiled at her expectantly while waiting for her to continue and get to the plan.

"This phase is always described as the gold rush because there is a massive, mostly unclaimed universe filled with untouched worlds and never-seen treasures to explore. Luckily, the big factions can't send their best because the bridge only allows tier 10 to pass through initially, increasing the grades over time. Usually, it takes years after the trial before truly powerful individuals can cross into the new universe. And normal grade 10 in the multiverse are either children, slaves, drones, or other very unfortunate individuals, not someone who would own a spaceship of their own as we do,” Riseth explained, and Alistair could see where she was going with this.

"So, we will have very little competition initially other than people in the same situation as us, is what you are saying. That makes me wonder how Nuk's world has fallen this fast,” Alistair wondered out loud, a little confused.

"The navih are among the factions that have an easier time invading as an Insectoid swarm collective. They have insectoid species that age quickly and have fewer qualms about sacrificing some of their numbers. Also, they prepare billions of low-grade drones for each integration, which they use to swarm the new universe. Another interesting faction is the Synth Alliance, a faction of individuals who have shed their flesh and turned themselves into robots or mechs. They cannot cross themselves, but they usually recruit individuals during the trial to convert themselves and send armies of low-grade robots to support them. The reason they do this is not entirely altruistic. They cannot reproduce naturally, so they usually try to convince freshly integrated races to join them, but they at least don't force anyone to convert, so they are usually looked upon favorably,” Riseth finished explaining.

"So, the biggest threat to us upon our return are bugs?" Alistair asked.

"From what you told me of Earth, your own people are the biggest threat. And no, numerous animals evolve into high-grade beasts, and the system introduces more exotic high-grade beasts into the new universe. Additionally, the factions love to make liberal use of slave armies, homunculi, chimeras, and other artificial monstrosities and throw those in the billions, too,” Riseth said pragmatically, though he could feel the disdain when she talked about the faction's attack methods.

"So, we go planet shopping, and then you want to go treasure hunting?" Alistair asked, not at all opposed to the idea.

However, deep down, something bothered him even if he tried to play it cool. He was bothered by how many people were and would continue to suffer from these changes; though he had no delusions of grandeur, he would help those he could. Though his rational side told him it was a bad idea, particularly his inner cynic told him that Earth would have a real-life reenactment of the purge on a global scale.

"Yep, we got a ship. So, if we bring our friends and family, we should be strong enough to carve out a nice place for ourselves and grow stronger off our bounty," Riseth said excitedly. Alistair noticed she was cut off at one point, and he knew whatever her topic was had to do with exploring and possibly exploiting the gold rush.

"And here I thought you're a demon of lust, not greed,” Alistair quipped.

"Well, maybe I just lust for treasure," Riseth retorted with a smirk.

After a small pause, Riseth looked at him intently before she let out a sigh.

"Look, I can tell you want to help people, but bringing along random individuals is dangerous. Everyone has magic and powers; once we have a stable foundation, I don't mind us helping others,” Riseth said quietly.

"I know, but let's at least keep an open mind and see how things turn out once we are there. It can't hurt having some contingency plans. And things might change a little,” Alistair said with a reserved tone.

Riseth agreed, but she clearly had her reservations. They sat there for a bit, reading their respective notes before Alistair decided to break the silence.

"Well, I think I have a good idea what your topic is. It's gotta be some skill set that lets you exploit the gold rush like an explorer or pathfinder."

"Yep,” she said, and then her eyes went wide.

"Wait, why was I not censored? Yes, I got the Cosmic Pathfinder field of study. It is an incredibly broad field that includes prospecting, spaceflight, tons of utility and survival skills, and treasure location skills. I have been busy tuning the Artemis, so I don't waste too much time adjusting for the changed universe, so the coordinates should still hold up,” Riseth said excitedly as she hugged and kissed Alistair.

"You have no idea how annoying it wasn’t being able to tell you. Now I have to figure out what yours is. Maybe we visit the public library and pick up some books?" Riseth said, flashing a devious smile.

Her eyes went wide in surprise as she had acted out of excitement.

"Must be some quite lax security if we manage to work around it in a few hours," Alistair said, unimpressed with the speed with which they solved the issue.

"Well, I suppose the system does not mind if it's people who are close and have plans to work together once they figure it out?" Riseth offered.

Whatever it was, Alistair was glad because it would make their lives a lot easier, and he had grown used to the system being malleable if one tried to manipulate change or work around it.




Chapter 46
You're Breathtaking!


Alistair had continued reading and had reached an interesting point in the book. Apparently, he was supposed to swallow the pill whole and not spit it out or damage any of it. Alistair would then grow a new organ in his body, an essence vessel, which he would need to cultivate the Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation technique. Next, he would need to learn the breathing technique to start collecting essences from concepts in the atmosphere. From there, he could mold and refine his body based on the essences he had absorbed.

Essences were just as numerous as concepts. He could even get different essences from the same concept, but for more information, he would need to consult another volume of the manual. The stronger the presence of the concept in the atmospheric mana, the more likely it was for him to obtain better essences.

Alistair tried to explain what he had learned but couldn’t say anything, but he could take out the pill and told her he was supposed to eat it without damaging it. He then swallowed the pill. Luckily, it wasn’t too big, but it was still a hard pill to swallow.

"Do you feel anything yet?" Riseth asked curiously after he had managed to swallow the pill and sat there waiting for something to happen.

"No, not yet. On a different note, I have to get some funds to buy a market key and more storage items. There is good stuff I want to take with me,” Alistair started saying, and then he felt like something had ruptured inside his stomach, and he was glad he was already lying in bed. Otherwise, he would have toppled over in pain.

Alistair groaned in pain, clutching his stomach, and Riseth looked him over, a little shocked and panicked as she tried to help by healing him, but Alistair held her off. He couldn’t risk her manipulation magic messing this up. Alistair suffered like this for multiple hours. Riseth looked after him for about an hour, and it took a lot of convincing to send her away to do her own thing. She returned to her study but not before telling him to call once he was better.

"No pain, no gain, I guess," Alistair murmured as another wave of pain washed over his body. At first, it was the worst stomach pain he had known to date, worse than his sister's chili, but now, it felt like he was having a heart attack just on the wrong side of his chest. He sincerely hoped that remolding his body didn’t always hurt that much.

Alistair had continued to read as he endured the pain, and as it turned out, yes. Molding and refining your body, let alone creating a whole new organ, was an incredibly painful process. Alistair shuffled to his study room and entered the small hut, copying the other books he needed before shuffling back like a zombie, letting himself fall back on the bed with a groan.

Let's hope this manual has some good news for me, Alistair prayed.

Apparently, they purposefully withheld the information about the pain to get practitioners to commit to eating the pill. Alistair would not have backed out, but he still considered it a dick move. The next step in the manual was to put the organ to work by learning the breathing technique and collecting essences because without it would feel like an empty stomach.

The essence vessel could hold an incredible amount of essences, so bloat was never really an issue. He would need to go into a rich environment and focus on Breathing. The manual referenced yet some other books where he could get a few suitable cultivation techniques to practice as he did his breathing exercises. Alistair knew he would need to make another trip to get those, but his mana was still recovering, so it could wait.

He continued to read and learned that if users of the Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique could improve their breathing skills high enough, they would be able to use it while fighting and traveling, gaining a wide range of essences. Alistair would aim to achieve this as fast as he could, as he suspected he could get a lot of Rare essences that way, and sitting around waiting for essences to trickle in wasn’t exactly the most exciting prospect.

His chest pains had significantly reduced, and he gave Riseth a heads up that he was doing better. He continued to read, and after about twenty minutes, Riseth returned with some food. It was some kind of kebab with some strange curly veggies that had a thin skin and coloration like a grape. It even tasted not too dissimilar, the meat was quite good, but no competition for the lomies.

"Oh, yeah. I might have spent some time catching a small herd of delicious-tasting animals…" Alistair admitted while inspecting the kebab.

Riseth gave him a side eye before smiling and shaking her head.

"Of course you would, and actually, this might not be that bad of an idea. Who knows how rare they are? They might become a good source of food and income in the future," Riseth said as she tapped her chin in thought.

Alistair could feel that his Essence Vessel felt empty and it contracted and rumbled a little in his right chest, displacing his lung and liver in the process as if to punish the liver, which had been out of a job despite it being such a hard worker.

"Sorry, Trouble. I have to go to my study soon for a little while to deal with a study related issue. Something is bothering me." He managed through the censorship. He started to understand just how annoying this was.

"All right, but I would like to get a snack first," Riseth said, giving him that look.

"And I am the snack?" Alistair asked with a smirk before getting pulled by the collar of his T-shirt.

Alistair arrived a bit later than his essence vessel would have liked. However, he didn’t mind. He started reading the manual for the breathing instructions as he approached the ginkgo tree. The density was quite high all over the place. Still, certain locations had denser pockets of atmospheric mana, so he decided to sit in the largest one, sat down cross-legged, and began the breathing exercise just to get the hang of it and collect a bit of essence to get rid of the uncomfortable feeling.

Alistair sat there for a little while, focusing on his breathing, and slowly, he felt minuscule wisps and fragments of essence being breathed in through his nose, flowing to his lungs and then pumped to his essence vessel, taking the edge off as a chime went off.
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Notifications:

Study skill Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique [Common] acquired.

Compound skill [Essence Breathing Technique] acquired.

Title Body Cultivation Patriarch [Unique] has been obtained.
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Skills:

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique

Description: A [Compound] based skill enables the user to make use of a wide selection of sub skills to mold and refine their form with essences, strengthening it and allowing the user to change their body to fit their needs. Skills aided by tempering body parts receive an additional scaling bonus based on the [Body] stat. This technique heavily relies on Augmented Physiology to reach its full potential. The user is still in the early stages of this technique, and its overall efficiency based on grade is very low.

Compounded Skills:

[Essence Breathing Technique]

-

Tier: [Compound]

Skill Name: Essence Breathing Technique

Description: Allows the user to collect essences from atmospheric mana while cultivating, requiring a high amount of focus. Essences gained are based on present concepts. The quantity and rarity of essences acquired are based on many factors. Breathing scales with [Control]. The current efficiency based on the user's grade is very low.
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Body Cultivation Patriarch

Effect:

Grants a 10% bonus to the [Body] statistic. 
Significantly lowered prerequisites when teaching or improving upon the [Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique] and its related and compound skills. 
Provides Heritage Records to offspring and affects potential [Bloodlines].


Origin: Obtained by learning a [Lost] [Legacy] Body Cultivation technique from a long-forgotten sect, provided by the System during the Trial, in exchange for contribution points.
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Alistair was impressed. He knew from reading the manuals that he had only scratched the surface of the technique, which had endless potential, not just in storing kinetic energies in his body. The title was a nice surprise and would make teaching the skills much easier. He had initially rejected the idea of manipulating his body like Riseth did, but this approach seemed acceptable the more he read. He stood up and copied some more books. The pocket of dense Atmospheric mana had moved, reducing the efficiency, and he would need to look into that.

As per the manual's instructions, Alistair was to hone his molding and refining skills through the gradual tempering of his bones, muscles, and ultimately his organs using purity essences. This process aimed to enhance their resilience, enabling the creation of more advanced multifaceted and overall superior molds. The essence could be acquired by the Heavenly Purity Ginkgo. A quick glance behind him confirmed it to be the same kind of tree. A Ginkgo purposefully bred and altered by the ??? to build the foundation of their sect as part of their inheritance.

Alistair checked his Akashic Link to see if any books or manuals contained information on recreating the tree. Still, the only mention he could find, even after checking the rest of the books in the hut, was that the tree had an incredibly low chance of being spawned from its fruit and required a millennium to grow to full size. Alistair flew up and made sure to carefully collect all the fruits as was instructed by the manuals, luckily he already had storage functionality for preserving natural treasures.

While he didn’t find much on how it was created, there were a lot of mentions of how it worked, and he would require a Dragonvein, a massive natural mana vein found on almost every planet at varying qualities. They preferred to rise to the sky but couldn’t leave the earth, which meant they usually accumulated at mountain peaks. Without it, the Heavenly Purity Ginkgo would wilt and die. He would revisit this topic later but would try to inform Riseth about that added requirement when finding a new world or colony spot.

Eventually, he decided to check if he could do anything to reduce the pain, and he found multiple sections dedicated to that topic. Alistair could mold the parts of his brain responsible for pain. It even had instructions and recommendations on how to go about it. For some reason, it explicitly stated not to start with the brain when practicing molding and refining, which meant someone had done exactly that, which was confirmed when Akashic Link showed him an entire section of possible results. Too many to be just one individual. Regardless, this must be up there with the dumbest things one could do, making him feel better over his own mishap with Nuk's door.

Alistair continued reading most of the chapters relevant to molding and refining planning out his initial setup. He was glad there was a cleansing skill with a dedicated chapter describing removing unwanted moldings or doing a targeted cleanse for a more optimized refinement at higher proficiency. Because he realized he had already accidentally refined his right hand by touching that damned door, creating the Right Hand Time Out, now he would need to practice cleansing to fix that without losing the skill. Alistair let out a sigh.

Guess the next thing I could check is the supplemental skills, so I got something other than reading because I need a change of pace eventually, Alistair mused.

He considered if he should read more of You're Breathtaking! or check out Body Cultivation for Dummies and decided to do the latter. As he began reading, he noticed that all the suggested skills were incompatible with his race or grade. When he sorted by compatible skills, he had two choices. The first was Meditation, the basis for most cultivation, which would increase the overall efficiency of breathing and other cultivation techniques but would also make him lose track of time and might harm him if disrupted, which made Alistair pause as he already was terrible at keeping track of time and time was incredibly valuable in the trial, so he skipped to the second option.

Alistair furrowed his eyebrows, occasionally raising an eyebrow in disbelief the more he read about Dual Cultivation, particularly the more advanced techniques which would send most porn stars running for the hills. Body Cultivation for Dummies suggested that the succubus race inherently benefited from this technique. He suspected some of the more advanced techniques could be a trap to lure cultivators on the demonic path, as they were the definition of excess and depravity. Alistair then wondered if she could even enter this room to make this a viable concern, to begin with, as a pop-up appeared.
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Entry Cost For Cultivation Partner:

2000 [Study Dungeon] Contribution Points.
(Insufficient funds.)
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"Goddamn. She will never let me live this down if I ask her,” Alistair said, facepalming with a groan at the prospect of having to ask her to fuck for gains.




Chapter 47
Field Trip


Alistair spent two weeks just breathing and tempering his body, with regular breaks with Riseth and checking if a family member had shown up in the registry. He had managed to copy all the manuals and books within his study and refined a good portion of his skeleton with the Heavenly Purity Essence. Alistair had practiced cleansing by using some Cold Essence to mold and refine his left index finger to freeze things before cleansing it repeatedly before attempting to fix his right hand.

To his delight, molding his bones with Heavenly Purity Essence turned out to be a pleasant, warm sensation and not a painful one. Alistair's body stat alone had increased by a dozen points, and he hadn’t even finished with his skeleton. He had long since acquired the Body Tempering and Body Cleansing Technique. He had considered trying out meditation but found it too risky until he found some way to disrupt it without harming himself in case it took too long, and due to the censorship, he had no way to talk to Riseth about Dual Cultivation and was more than content with just spending time with her.

The Final skill he acquired was the Essence Refinement Technique. This skill allowed him to refine, enhance, and change existing essences to related ones while he went about his business. However, the speed at which this happened was glacial, but he had already found a set of molds for his organs that would help the process along.

Alistair had considered shortening down the Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique name, but SHEBCT wasn’t to his taste. He considered just renaming the whole technique since its creators were gone and the technique was lost to time, but he found it disrespectful, and the name may still prove itself accurate so that Alistair would hold his judgment.
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Skills:

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique

Description: A [Compound] based skill enables the user to make use of a wide selection of subskills to mold and refine their form with essences, strengthening it and allowing the user to change their body to fit their needs. Skills aided by tempering body parts receive an additional scaling bonus based on the [Body] stat. This technique heavily relies on Augmented Physiology to reach its full potential. The user is still in the early stages of this technique, and its overall efficiency based on grade is very low.

Compounded Skills:

[Essence Breathing Technique] [Body Tempering Technique] [Body Cleansing Technique] [Essence Refinement Technique]

-

Tier: [Compound]

Skill Name: Body Tempering Technique

Description: Allows the user to mold and refine collected essences into body parts, slowly changing the body to fit the user's needs. Requires all available focus for the best possible result. The efficiency of molding and refining scales on [Control], [Mental], and [Senses] statistics in order of importance. At the same time, the maximum quality and amount of possible layers of the tempering are primarily limited by the [Body] stat. The current quality and efficiency based on the user's grade is low.

-

Tier: [Compound]

Skill Name: Body Cleansing Technique

Description: Allows the user to remove unwanted moldings or do a targeted cleanse for a more optimized refinement at higher proficiency. The current efficiency based on the user's grade is moderate.

-

Tier: [Compound]

Skill Name: Essence Refinement

Description: Allows the user to refine, enhance, and change or combine existing essences to related ones passively; overall speed is based on [Body] stat and efficiency of the user organs. The current speed and efficiency based on grade is abysmal.
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Alistair was about to start reading yet another manual when King pinged him. The poor guy was bored out of his mind and wanted to see a bit of the outside. Alistair was due to collect some cores and other treasures since the Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique heavily relied upon treasures, which didn’t mesh well with his need to earn contribution points.

Alistair came across a manual that specialized in arrays. Some of the more elaborate ones focused on containing and funneling essence to the array's user. It would allow him to create additional focal points to place treasures inside, which then passively enriched the atmospheric mana and were funneled toward the user to absorb and refine within their bodies.

This paired particularly well with the Heavenly Purity Ginkgo as the tree not only created valuable essences like the Heavenly Purity Essence but also enriched the environment drastically, providing a lot of concentrated atmospheric mana to be enriched by the tree and any treasures integrated into the array.

There was also a more short-term approach where he could eat the treasures instead of spending time and passively tainting mana once he had molded his stomach or another organ to process the essences. Which would be faster and give him a big one-time payoff, but that only appealed to Alistair for less valuable treasures as it would prevent him from becoming some hoarder. Well, that and the need for credits, Alistair thought as he rang up Riseth.

"Hey, I have to head out of the study dungeon for a while. King is getting antsy, and I should earn some rewards anyway,” Alistair said over his Akashic Link.

"Oh, you're finally going to show me your new companion? Also, why do you make it sound like you have to take your Cerberus for a walk?" Riseth responded, and Alistair was glad that King couldn’t listen to their conversations while inside of his plane.

"Well, you are not entirely incorrect, but never let him know that. He's a proud creature. The main issue is that we lack the space within the dungeon. Our rooms are very small, and pulling him out inside the library seemed unwise. I don't want Mitania to beat my ass for damaging the library,” Alistair said only half-jokingly.

"All right then, but just so you know, we can increase the size of our rooms alongside other amenities in exchange for credits or contribution points. So, let's head out. I'll wait at the study hub," Riseth exclaimed.

He wished for her to come along and was glad he didn’t need to convince her. He was grateful for Riseth's support. She kept him up to date, kept him figuring stuff out while he was stuck with his cultivation, and kept him company during his breaks. It would be incredibly lonely without her.

Alistair appeared in the hub room for the first time. Riseth was already waiting there, but nobody else was around. Alistair hadn’t seen many other individuals since coming here, but it made sense since most were busy doing stuff like himself and would not be hanging around some Hub or public spaces for no reason. He waved at her as he stood next to her at the console, giving her a quick kiss.

"So how does this work now?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Well, we can either go to my initial trial world or yours, though I would like to hunt my last field boss, I can see the damn thing flying in the distance, and I struggle to catch up and usually lose it in the clouds," Riseth said, a little frustrated.

She had conquered her own hub in the meantime and killed the field boss, A teleporting space snake. Alistair had already requested her to hold on to that core for now. Riseth hadn’t figured out his topic precisely enough, yet she had noticed the changes to his body almost immediately and knew he needed treasures and cores. However, she hadn’t made the connection to cultivation yet or was unaware of its existence. Alistair had yet to find a public book on cultivation. Alistair would perhaps need to pay somebody to find one in exchange for contribution points.

"Let's go with yours. I think I can help catch it, though I suspect my presence will substantially increase its overall difficulty. If not, I'll let you do the fighting and just help you catch up to it,” Alistair said, hoping his presence would not ruin her chances for the title.

Riseth nodded with a smile as she put her key into the slot. As they stepped into Riseth's Trial world, Alistair immediately noticed the dry air. He was in a large room made of smooth carved rock with light crystals hanging from the ceiling from chains hanging across the tower-like structure far above. Alistair could make out a small hole, letting in some natural light.

"All right, we should get on top of this tower. It is much better for spotting things of interest than the ground floor," Riseth said as she sprouted a set of wings that flew up lazily, dodging the chains hanging above, and Alistair followed right behind her.

Once they reached the top, Alistair was greeted by a grand view. The tower they stood on was completely made of the same red rock as the surrounding plateaus. In the distance, Alistair could see tall mountains. They were mostly surrounded by desert savannah. The trees in this trial world were much smaller and closely resembled ones he had seen on earth, though he didn’t know their name and Identify only gave savannah tree.

There were some oases scattered about with lush greenery, but they were not the norm. At first, he thought he could see some birds, but they were flying lizards about the size of a small car. They had a whale-like mouth, and Alistair suspected they sifted through the mana to sustain themselves.

"Do you think these whale lizards taste any good?" Alistair asked, intrigued, and she smirked before shaking her head.

"I don't know. I haven’t gone through the effort of catching one," she responded, amused.

Alistair summoned King in the air beside them.

"King, this is Riseth. Be nice to her. Riseth, meet King, my summon. Now, King, if you would be so nice, can you catch that whale-lizard over there? I want to see if it tastes good, so try to keep it somewhat intact," King turned his head toward them, pausing a little miffed, but then curiosity sparked in King.

Riseth looked stunned for a moment, just looking at the large wyvern, which happily flapped away with his wings, glad to see some new environments.

"Yes, you can have some, too, but you should hurry before it gets too far out," Alistair encouraged.

Riseth looked at King and then Alistair in amazement as the Wyvern shot off toward the creature, which Identify revealed to be a [famhut - lvl 8]

"Guess that's my Mr. Legendary. By the way, my field-boss is also a wyvern, so look out for that, and you left that poor thing stuck in stasis until you needed it?" Riseth said, impressed, before turning toward Alistair with a reprimanding look.

"Oh, no. I got an item that stores King in his own plane. From what I can tell, it's nice mountainous plains for him to hang out. Still, he gets bored," Alistair explained before elaborating some more as she looked at him curiously, though at some point her eyes glazed over, and he wondered if it was such a boring topic to her?

King had already caught up and chomped down on the famhut, presumably snapping its bones and stretching its skin, as the famhut flapped helplessly, King was already on his way back to them And Alistair had to request king to put the famhut out of its misery, which king did without much fanfare.

Riseth and Alistair, in the meantime, had been slowly flying toward King while looking around for the elusive field boss, but instead of seeing it, Alistair felt it. Bloodlust, not directed at him but his summon from the clouds above, a huge wyvern attacked King, and Alistair managed to warn King just in time. King spun out of the way, dropping the famhut as Alistair got a better look at the wyvern with Identify [auzax wyvern - lvl 39].

The auzax wyvern was much larger than King and had much more in common with a shark. It had a brownish-red coloration with a darker-colored stomach that would blend in well with the terrain. Its skin looked rough and had no feathers. Its tail had no spike or blade. Instead, it was more like a fin, which it used to boost itself as if swimming instead of flying.

Its head had a hammerhead shark shape, allowing its jaw to be much wider and larger as it connected to the thick neck and unhinged itself like a snake as it snapped at King. Its mouth was filled with rows and rows of shark-like teeth. Its wings were leathery but looked powerful and muscular.

"Shit, it must feel like we threaten its territory. We gotta go!" Alistair yelled while ordering King to head toward them faster while avoiding the auzax as well as he could, which got a slightly annoyed reaction, but King relented as he narrowly avoided another bite from the auzax, and his feathers scratched over the thick skin of the auzax harmlessly.

Alistair and Riseth immediately sprang into action, and Alistair accelerated as fast as he could while charging a pair of Repulsion Blasts. Riseth trailed slightly behind him as a battle in the air around the Hub tower ensued.




Chapter 48
Welcome to the Jungle


Alistair lobbed his two Repulsion Blasts to get the auzax to miss King, eliciting an angry roar as it was driven back, as the auzax continued to chase the much more nimble wyvern. Alistair wanted to use his Razor Blasts, but it would be far too dangerous for King and potentially Riseth to use, so Alistair resorted to keeping it at bay until they could match up. King made a sudden flip, cutting into the neck of the auzax, and sparks flew as the tail blade scraped over the skin, leaving a bleeding gash on the auzax.

The auzax Twisted its neck to snap at the tail, but Alistair used Blink to cross the gap as he slammed his poleax in the corner of its mouth, ripping it and robbing it from its momentum as the auzax staggered midair before being hit by a Kinetic Blast containing all of its momentum and then some leaving a perfectly circular concave dent from the concussive force in its flank.

Before the wyvern could recover, Riseth had teleported to its other side, her bladed chain wrapping around its left wing and body cutting into its skin before she plunged her two bone blades into its back where the neck should be if it had one. To Alistair's surprise, the bone swords jutted out the other side as the Bone blades rapidly extended in length. The auzax let out a panicked scream as it lost altitude.

Alistair shot the wyvern, intending to slam the beast toward the ground. King made a sharp turn and made another devastating summersault to slam his tail into the back of the creature. Alistair timed his attack to coincide with King as he used Blink to teleport into place and slammed down his poleax with all his power with the hammer side infusing it with as much kinetic and repulsive energies as he could, further damaging the weapon in the process but to great results he heard a loud crack as both the auzax and Riseth on his neck where pushed toward the ground.

Still, Riseth, who managed to keep her balance thanks to the chains, suddenly radiated power as the muscles in her arms bulged for a moment as she pulled the bone blades still stuck in the wyvern apart, almost decapitating the auzax as chimes rang out. Riseth removed the chains, jumping off the body as it fell toward the ground.

Alistair slowly let himself sink to Riseth's height, who was checking her windows as he did the same.
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Notifications:

[Field-boss Auzax Level 39 has been slain.]

[Title True Slayer Bond [Unique] has been obtained]
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: True Slayer Bond

Effect:

Grants a 10% bonus to all stats when slaying beasts with your bonded comrade [Riseth].
Provides coordinates to a Trial world filled with strong beasts.

Origin: Obtained by slaying the final field boss of the trial with a fellow slayer with whom you share a close bond.
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"I presume you got the Trial Slayer title, too?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Yeah, that and the True Slayer Bond as well as the Skyward Slayer. Also, the trial world we got might be great to make some money," Riseth said with a smile. Alistair could tell she had slightly higher stats and level overall than him. The only real force equalizer between them was King and his body tempering. Alistair felt like he would fall behind if he didn’t watch out.

"I think I should grind some levels to prepare for my hub event. While I don't necessarily need my hub, given that I already have one in the study dungeon, it would be a great opportunity to gather cores and records," Alistair mused aloud.

"We are incredibly strong for our grade. I hope you know that. While our species are not very high tier, holding us back a bit, we are still doing great, and levels are not everything, so don't worry too much,” Riseth told him confidently. He knew she was right. If he had rushed his levels, he could have reached level 50 quite quickly. Still, he would have missed out on a lot of titles like the expertise titles, which would make everything a lot harder. Taking advantage of performing way above their supposed grades only strengthened their foundation and record gains.

Riseth observed Alistair before she decided to speak up.

"You hole up a lot, but at least you get stronger doing it. I'm still annoyed I haven't figured out what your damn topic is yet, but I know I'm close,” Riseth said, a bit peeved.

As they dropped next to the auzax, Riseth went over and started cutting out the Core. Among her topic skills was Core Harvesting. Though she hadn’t put a lot of focus on it, it still led to slightly larger and higher quality cores as the leftover life energy and mana seeped into the core before being removed. Riseth had cut the core out of the dread lord as well without being bothered by its appearance, though it made sense as she had been a Bio-healer before the initiation, so cutting into individuals was nothing new to her.

King had left to grab the famhut body he had dropped next to the other wyverns. The body had been smashed and covered in sand, though parts of it could probably be salvaged. They cut out some meat and cleaned it with water before they moved to one of the plateaus to grill it over a fire looking out on the landscape.

"Beautiful view," Alistair commented.

"Yeah, but I don't like sand. It's coarse and rough and irritating—and it gets everywhere.” Riseth said, holding a laugh, enlisting a groan out of Alistair before he paused.

"Wait, I never showed you that?" Alistair questioned, surprised, looking at her.

"I recently discovered that the study dungeon has sub-sections for every planet and their pre-initiation culture, containing almost everything. I was bored and wanted to check out some of Earth's entertainment. The sub-section even let me buy a magic item containing a planet's entertainment collection, like books, movies, music, and games. I bought it in a heartbeat and installed it in the Artemis. initially, I wanted to surprise you since flying in space can get boring, and you would probably like to see at least some movies you don't already know,” Riseth said thoughtfully, flashing him a smile.

"Thank you, but why tell me now?" Alistair asked, confused.

"And pass up the chance to do that line?" Riseth retorted as she kissed him.

Alistair rolled his eyes but appreciated her forethought as he smiled at her.

"Of course, I even found a recipe for PepSin and other foodstuffs that were closely guarded business secrets on my planet," Riseth said excitedly.

They kept talking a bit more as they ate. The meat was nothing special, just very fatty, and the occasional breeze carrying sand made the meal less enjoyable.

"Speaking of recent discoveries, I can let you join me in my study room, but it costs 2000 study dungeon contribution points. Is that a lot?" Alistair asked curiously.

"About 1,500 small fry cores or a few big ones," Riseth calculated. "Though, maybe it’ll get cheaper once I figure out exactly what it is. You think it'll be worth it if I join?"

Alistair became slightly embarrassed thinking about it, confusing her even more.

"What the hell is your topic?" She exclaimed, now even more curious, but Alistair had yet to find a way to point at cultivation as he hadn't been able to find any book dealing with cultivation be it fictional or actual manual, in the seemingly endless corridors of books, though the subsections she mentioned would likely have what he needed or speed up his search, giving her an apologetic expression he told her he might find what she needs in those subsections.

"Let's check out that jungle," Riseth suggested, gesturing ahead. "If it's anything like the other green zones, there should be tons of monsters waiting for us."

"Or we could head for that Trial world with the strong beasts. The payoff should be much bigger, and we are strong enough to handle it,” Alistair offered.

"Well, yeah, but my Dungeon Sense gives me a tingle every time I look at that jungle, and I always need more skill points," Riseth added.

Alistair looked at the Jungle in the distance, and he could feel it, too, a slight sensation. In the back of his mind, none of the other dungeons gave off such a sensation. Why did this one?

"Thinking of it, I got a bunch of questions. Why can we Sense that one? And how would it interact when there are two people? Also, how many skill points do you get?" Alistair asked as they got on King's back and started flying toward the jungle.

Riseth had only gotten three skill points up to level 10 and one every ten levels after that, about half as much as Alistair had gotten. Comparing their stats, they also noticed that Riseth got almost twice the stat points overall per level but not equally distributed. She also had to spend her free points on Charm and Body initially to keep her SE from falling too low, which meant some of her other stats had fallen behind. Still, now, with Alistair around, she benefited from a large pool of SE to use and could put her points into a more sensible spread. She also had no SP, SE filled that role somewhat, though she could use it in Mind attacks and not just physical attacks.

King perked up as if wanting to contribute to the conversation, but Alistair couldn’t make out the fine details of King's intent. But he could narrow it down with yes and no questions. The Wyvern had gotten a ton more stats than them per level. Alistair had been aware of the stat difference, but it was nice to confirm that it hasn't been just a higher base stat but also higher growth. Using Identify, noticed [King - lvl 26] was the same level as him, but the Wyvern denied that Alistair was holding him back when asked. Narrowing down the questions further, King had only two skill points. Beasts, even a wyvern, had to work with a lot fewer skill points in return for much higher stats.

Alistair wondered if King would get a skill point if they were to do the dungeon. But put the thoughts aside as they reached the jungle's edge and dismounted from King.

"We should split to cover more ground; I'll call you when something comes up," Riseth said as she looked at the Jungle. She then waved and walked into the jungle, jumping over a large set of roots. Alistair waved her off before turning to King.

"All right, King, you watch out from above but don't go away too far. Give me a ping when you find something interesting, and more importantly, have fun,” Alistair said with a smile as King took back into the air.

Alistair could hear lots of creatures making all kinds of noises, from loud grunts, squeaks, chirps, and bird songs. Alistair could hear them all as he walked over and jumped over some roots, trying to get a direction from Dungeon Sense but couldn’t get a direction at all.

He just knew it had to be in there somewhere.

He wandered the Jungle and was very glad to have the Comfort enchant as it kept the tropical climate at bay as he explored.

He scanned the underbrush and local area with Conceptual Awareness, hoping to find natural treasures as he ran along the jungle floor, jumping from branches and roots to avoid the swampy floor beneath him. Still, he had no luck so far and only killed two [tegus - lvl 21] a deep green fur-colored monkey-like creature with six arms and overly long claws that had tried to ambush him but hardly put up a fight, at least one of them had a core so he stored the body for now.

King had more luck as he caught a [khaesu - lvl 27]. A massive boar with fungi and plants growing on top of it. Before continuing his search, Alistair stored its half-eaten body, as it had a core inside. Alistair didn’t get far before he was distracted by a wave of emotions from Riseth. They were not emotions of danger. The opposite, in fact, they were positive, but Alistair couldn’t quite place them, so he called her.

"Riseth, what's up? I'm getting some weird signals from you," Alistair asked curiously.

"Oh, I found an animal, and it's friendly, and awww." He heard her cooing over the Akashic Link.

"I'll come over. I'm curious to see what you think is cute," Alistair said, amused as he flew over the tree line toward where he could Sense Riseth.

It was only a short flight, and as he approached, he saw a feathered snake wrapped around Riseth's arm. It was just long enough to do so. It had big green-yellowish eyes, and its body was covered in small light-green feathers over most of its body. Its stomach and neck had red and orange feathers and a few light blue feathers breaking up the light-green colored ones and growing a little denser toward the tail of the feathered snake.

Alistair identified it [Quetzalcoatl - lvl 20, and the name rang a bell. Was that not some Aztec, winged serpent of sorts? His knowledge was a little spotty on the feathered snake, and he was reminded of Enya. She would have thought the snake was cute, too, and he had to admit the feathers did a lot for the snake in the cuteness department. He could sense no bloodlust or hostility from the creature, which was already a good sign.

"Alistair, can you describe how the taming stuff works again? Maybe I can do it," Riseth asked, hopefully, looking at him excitedly.

"It's difficult, but sure, worst case, you could put it in stasis until you figured out how to do it or acquired a ring from somewhere," Alistair said while contemplating bringing up the potential of this snake being something more than meets the eye.

"So just to let you know, its racial name rings a bell, and I'm quite sure it can evolve into some winged serpent that's rather large," Alistair explained, not seeing a good reason not to bring it up.

"Oh, Fluffy can get bigger?" Riseth said, and Alistair winced at her naming sense, though he had no right to judge, and the snake bobbed its head excitedly at the name. Maybe beasts preferred such names, and them being smart enough to let you know which names they liked helped.

"Why, Fluffy?" Alistair asked with a smirk.

"Oh, you gotta touch her. She is so soft and fluffy!" Riseth cooed excitedly as Fluffy's head turned toward him, its tongue sensing toward him. Looking at him with big eyes, Alistair got the appeal.

Alistair hesitated but sensed no hostility as he petted the snake carefully, and she was right. The feathers were incredibly soft, and the name fit. Alistair explained the process of summoning as best he could, but Riseth couldn’t manage to imitate it quite yet either, but she seemed confident about figuring it out. Alistair had no space in his signet ring, though Fluffy didn’t resist being put in stasis. Riseth was overjoyed, and Alistair enjoyed seeing her happy and excited.




Chapter 49
Temple Run


Riseth pouted as she had failed to make a summoner contract with Fluffy, though in the process, she had figured out that the snake was female. Riseth kept the snake out of stasis as Fluffy hung loosely around her shoulders, making him slightly worried. Alistair chose to stick around until he could be sure the snake didn’t suddenly get any funny ideas. However, the snake seemed to enjoy hanging around her like a loose scarf.

"Hey Fluffy, did you see any special locations or a portal? We are looking for a dungeon," Alistair tried, wondering if the beast knew something.

And to Alistair's surprise, Fluffy perked up and looked around before bobbing her head back and forth in a specific direction like an Egyptian caricature.

"Oh, nice. I didn’t expect her to know," Alistair said, excited, as Riseth cooed at Fluffy's head bobbing and petted the snake as a reward, which Fluffy seemed to enjoy a lot.

"We gotta get some snacks to reward her for helping us," Riseth said as they flew toward the indicated direction.

After a while, they reached Aztec-themed ruins surrounded by a small lake.

"Well, that tracks," Alistair said, looking down on the ruins from a thick branch. Riseth was standing next to him, Dungeon Sense indicating they had found what they were looking for.

"What does?" Riseth also asked to inspect the ruins.

"Aztec, snake, and now Aztec-themed ruins. All we need is an Aztec-themed…" Alistair started before two figures left the ruins; one was a Jaguar-like monster, and the other looked like a Kobold, although colored like a tiger with bright orange colors, though Alistair was unsure if it was paint or its actual color. Both wore rich feather dresses sharing the colors of Fluffy, and both had large macuahuitl clubs in hand.

As soon as the figures appeared, bloodlust toward the individuals leaked out of Fluffy as it let out a hiss. Alistair used Identify [qilnuc guardian - lvl 30] [cepezotl guardian lvl 30].

"All right, catch me up on Aztec stuff," Riseth said.

Alistair briefly explained what he knew, which wasn't much besides clichés from movies and other media. So, he mostly listed their use of traps, like snake pits, pitfalls, dart dispensers, and, of course, the rolling boulders and idols.

"Sometimes I'm jealous of just how much knowledge has seeped through to earth," Riseth said, stepping next to him as she bent forward, examining the two figures more closely.

"Something is wrong with them. Their bones are showing, and one's eye is rotting out of its skull. What's going on there?" Riseth asked, hesitating, though Alistair could sense she was a little angry about something, and he suspected it was their feather dresses.

Alistair did try to look closer. Riseth's eyes were better than his because only now did he notice the signs. The monsters were clearly undead, skin flaking off at parts, the Jaguar pelt patchy in place, and part of the skull visible where the eye drooped in its socket.

"Which one should I take?" Alistair asked, but before she could answer, both of the Guardians attacked them, jumping at them, visibly ripping skin and muscles as they did so. Both Riseth and Alistair dodged.

Guess I'll get the lizard, Alistair thought as he caught the Macuahuitl with his shield and redirected the kinetic energy with a kick, sending the qilnuc toward the ground. The Monster seemed hardly bothered even as its chest caved in with a squelching sound. Before it could get back up, Alistair impaled the undead monster with his poleax, pinning it to a large root. Still, it kept flailing at him, and he kept transferring the energy through his poleax until the qilnuc stopped moving, but not before one of its arms snapped and ripped off in its attempts.

No pain and no restraint. They wreck their own bodies to get their opponents. It could be scary for someone other than me, Alistair figured.

He checked on Riseth, who had cut off the arms and legs of the cepezotl, which still tried to get at her.

"Undead are kinda freaky. I am curious if there are intelligent versions," Riseth wondered aloud before ending the thing.

"Probably, we've got concepts of liches and sometimes just regular undead and skeletons that have human-like intelligence, so I would not be surprised," Alistair told her.

"Neither of the guardians dropped a core, and odds are they don't drop any, which sucks if this dungeon has a lot of them," Riseth lamented while looking at the temple.

"Well, my information is not guaranteed to be correct, which makes it dangerous in itself. Also, the dungeon's locations so far had little to no impact on what was inside. It could be something completely different inside,” Alistair argued as they flew over the small lake onto the ruin's entrance.

Riseth thought about it before nodding in agreement. As she had the same experience, they walked down some stairs, eyes peeled for traps, but no opponents or traps stopped their progress, and they finally reached the green shimmering portal that spanned across an entryway in the temple.

"Ladies first," Alistair said as he stepped back.

"No, we should touch it together. I wonder if that changes anything," Riseth said as she stored Fluffy after giving her some pets and interlocked her hands with Alistair’s.

"All right then, on the count of 3?" Alistair offered, as they both raised their free hands and touched the portal.
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[Do you wish to participate in the Dungeon Challenge?] 

Type: [Recovery] [Timed] [Artifical]

[2/4]

[Yes] / [No]
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"I think it worked? do you think others will join us, or will it just be the two of us?" Alistair wondered aloud, looking at Riseth.

"I don't know. I think it will be just the two of us unless we bring more people, but let's hold on to each other as we click," Riseth said, a little unsure.

"Timed and Recovery, so we will want to rush to finish the dungeon either way and recover something? Can't say I enjoy being rushed,” Alistair said with a frown.

Riseth just shrugged as they got ready and clicked the Yes button.
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Group Dungeon

Scenario:

Welcome to the Temple of Xltahcachtlox Tomb Raiders.

You and your fellow companions have 35 Minutes to obtain treasures and return to the exit before the Ruins fill with deadly miasma. The Undead guardians will attempt to stop you and guard their treasures viciously. Face them at your own peril.

Type: [Recovery] [Timed] [Artifical]

Duration: [35] minutes.

Victory Condition: Recover as many treasures as possible before the dungeon timer runs out and the treasures are destroyed.

Rating: The value of recovered treasures before the dungeon is filled with miasma will determine the rating, and the overall score will be divided by the number of participants and calculate the average rating.
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They appeared at a cave entrance, looking down upon an enormously long cave system filled with Aztec temples connected with bridges that crisscrossed all over a massive pit filled with a dark mist that curled and lashed out. Some bridges were crumbled and damaged. Others were intact but patrolled by undead monsters. The side of the caves had structures, and all of it seemed suspended above a dark mist that lurked below. The temples stretched far into the distance and were illuminated by the glow of large light crystals decoratively placed around the temples and bridges.

"You got to be fucking kidding me," Alistair said as he read the description. At least he now knew why they felt this dungeon more. It resonated with the Tomb Raider title, though Alistair was more bothered by the number of clichés already presented and wondered if dungeons like this had become some kind of a trend of in the multiverse and had trickled through to Earth because of it, or did it mean that an Aztec faction was right at the border between universes and that's why they featured more prominently.

Riseth pulled him down the stairs in a hurry.

"Stop dreaming. The timer started. We gotta get as much stuff as possible," She said with a wide grin.

Alistair thought ignorance was bliss as she didn’t recognize the setup as he did. Alistair activated his Conceptual Awareness to check if it was safe to fly, and he couldn’t see any no-fly zones or magic disruption fields of any sort. However, he would still try to stay near the bridges; falling in the slowly rising miasma would probably be deadly.

"All right, I don't see any no-fly zones, but stick close to the bridges. I take the temples to the right and you the ones to the left. Keep in contact over the Akashic Link if you need help,” Alistair said as he flew off, summoning King to take care of the patrolling undead on the bridges.

"Let's skip the first few temples and check on our way back if we have the time," Riseth said over the link. She was running along the bridge and only occasionally flew across gaps as her flying speed wasn’t as high as Alistair's.

The Dungeon was clearly made so people could complete it without the ability to fly. He lamented not having a spare ring he could give King, though his clearing out the monsters were already good as he saw King swiping his tail across the bridge, throwing a bunch of monsters down into the miasma filled abyss. Suddenly, Alistair's threat detection went haywire as he dodged many energy blasts with quick use of Temporal Combat Reflexes and checked the attackers with Identify [Nalak - lvl 25].

Along the temples on the sides of the cave walls were freaky undead creatures crawling along the ground, with different amounts of legs and heads covered in green metal armor, in Aztec style, but the common and most prominent feature was the cannon strapped to their backs in the shape of a dragon or serpent heads. The cannons had different kinds of crystals lining them, and they glowed and sometimes fizzled out as they shot their magic blasts at Alistair, King, and Riseth.

"King, take out the cannons!" Alistair yelled a little desperate as he threw a set of Razor Blasts at some of the closer cannons as he flew past the first ruins, not sensing much in terms of concepts, so he presumed it would not have much in the way of real treasures. The Razor Blasts cut into the cannons with difficulty, though they managed to cause the barrels to explode as the Nalak's tried to fire again, killing them with a satisfying chime.

King reached the first set of Nalak cannons, and they hardly stood a chance. They relied on their ranged prowess almost exclusively, Alistair looked ahead, and there were only more of those damn things taking cover behind temple walls and simple stone fortifications, unloading their cannons on the intruders. The projectile speed was hard to deal with if you didn't see the shots coming.

Alistair hurled an Explosive Blast at some of the next groupings of Nalak's before diving into the first Temple for cover. Although muffled, he could sense some natural treasure deeper within. He could sense many traps ahead as he ran along the tight corridors, but most of them he could bypass with Blink. And the rest would have been harmless thanks to his Kinetic Guard, regardless.

There was one trap, however, which he couldn’t avoid as it was placed right at a sharp corner, and Blink didn’t work when he couldn’t see where he was going. At least he now knew how to improve upon the skill. Alistair ran as fast as he could and triggered the trap and a bunch of spears came from the walls and floor, but Alistair just glanced over his shoulders and used Blink to step back. The traps, however, didn’t retract.

Fortunately, they were made of wood, so it wasn't as nasty of a trap as it could have been. He used a Razor Blast to clear a path, collecting some of the wooden spears, and after some more traps, he eventually reached the treasure room. It was a square room with brick walls decorated with strange iconographies. The air smelled musty and was dimly lit by a beam of light coming through a small hole in the ceiling. Alistair inspected the images quickly. Perhaps they held some interesting information to be dissected later.

In the center of the room was a pedestal with a large, slightly elongated, non-human crystal skull. "Of course, that would be here," Alistair groaned, and not only because of the fact he was presented a damn crystal skull in an Aztec-like ruin but also because it radiated energies that gave Alistair the impression the skull was cursed. Around the crystal skull was a large pile of large gold coins, with a handful of gems of many different colors mixed in. Alistair felt rushed because of the time pressure and just stored everything except the skull as he inspected it closely while using his Akashic Link to find if any of the books had any information on cursed items, with no luck.

"Riseth, I got some kind of cursed crystal skull here. Do you know if it is dangerous to take?" Alistair asked over the link.

"Don't touch it. Just store it in your inventory; weaker cursed objects go inert when in storage,” Riseth told him in a hurry.

Alistair inspected the energies emitted before following the instructions and felt confident this wasn’t a curse to punish storage use. Still a little worried, he waved his hand, storing the damn thing. Initially opting to leave conventionally, Alistair reconsidered upon looking at the small hole in the ceiling. Realizing a quicker escape route could be made, he quickly covered his ears after unleashing an Explosive Blast.

Sadly, the stone ceiling remained mostly intact. Undeterred, Alistair decided to try his Razor Blast instead. Shooting two of them, they whirred and circled along the ceiling, eventually cutting through the stone. A circular block, now with a small hole in the middle, crashed to the floor, creating a significantly larger opening. Alistair made his escape through the widened hole with a wide grin on his face.




Chapter 50
Breaking and Entering


As Alistair left the top of the temple structure, he noticed Riseth running down one of the bridges heading for her next temple. Behind her, a bunch of undead chasing her. Whenever one got close, her tail lashed out, cutting them apart. Alistair unleashed an Explosive Blast in the center of the chasing undead, blowing many of them to bits and throwing others off the side of the bridge following a long series of Chimes and an influx of energy as he leveled up. King was still busy tearing apart cannons and had drawn most of their fire but was nimble enough to dodge most and tough out the rest.

"Thank you," Riseth said over the Link, blowing him a kiss while running before ducking into the next temple.

Alistair took off toward the next temple and shook his head with a smile.

"You are welcome. By the way, there may be an easier entry point at the top of the temples if you can crack it," Alistair told her over the link.

"Sadly, I don't have an attack able to break the rock in a reasonable time yet," Riseth said, and he could hear labored breathing.

"How do you get around the traps, then?" Alistair asked as he landed on the next structure and cut around the small hole.

"Mostly my Blink and Space Manipulation skill where I bend things out of the way," Riseth responded, piquing Alistair's interest as it sounded like an incredible skill to have.

Blink must be a rather common skill rarity wise, he thought as he jumped down the hole where the block had crashed on top of a pile of gold coins. Luckily, no item was destroyed. Alistair would make a point of temporarily storing the cutout ceiling rather than letting it potentially destroy treasure next time.

On the side of the room, he found some weapon racks holding weapons like bows, blowguns, a macuahuitl with a strange skull at the bottom of its handle that gave Alistair the heebie-jeebies, and a spear that looked like the macuahuitl. However, he had no idea what its name was so it only showed Spear when identified, most of the weapons seemed magical in nature. As he looted the room, he felt the power from a level up flush through him; once he was done looting, he called Riseth up again.

"Have you tried temporarily expanding the small hole with your Space Manipulation?" Alistair asked out of curiosity, and there was a moment of silence as he flew out of the hole.

"No, I have not, and I'm trying. It's difficult, but I think I can make it work,” Riseth said, and Alistair took off to the next temple. Suddenly, he felt excitement as Riseth popped up on top of a nearby temple, and he could hear her physically cheering as her cheer echoed off the cave walls.

"Do I not get a thank you this time?" Alistair asked jokingly.

"Oh, you get a thank you later," Riseth said mischievously.

He chuckled. Sometimes, she made him wonder. He knew her society had gone past the stereotypical depictions of their race. However, she still embraced some of it quite enthusiastically.

Alistair was very glad that he at least didn’t have to worry about her fidelity, as that was one of the first and most awkward talks he had during their study dungeon stays. He had broached the topic as it was quite important to him, considering his view of her as a potential lifelong partner. She had been quite upset and told him, "Well, obviously," as she was quite the jealous type and would not tolerate him flirting with other women either.

The thought of some more powerful individuals in the multiverse having harems occurred to him, though the notion of having a harem felt wrong to him. In the same vein, he really needed to check her planet's sub-section to get a better idea once he got back so he would stop blundering into topics, as he wondered if harems were a thing on her planet.

Alistair had plundered yet another temple and was on his way to the next when he got a ping from King. He had finished the last of the Nalak cannons and reached the end of the long cave where a final golden temple sat. Once Alistair had gotten close enough to see that temple, he had considered just shaving off the gold from the structure instead of breaking into temples.

However, a search with Akashic Link revealed that while gold in itself was still valuable, the value came from being used for currency other than the Universal System Credits [USC]. Still, it was more valuable in the form of a currency. The coins in the temples were some currency, though Alistair didn’t know from which faction and how high their current value was. Apparently, a whole stock market and currency exchange existed in the multiverse.

Does that mean there was or is a literal wolf of Wall Street? Alistair pondered, imagining a humanoid wolf in a suit as he left another temple.

He was pulled out of his considerations as King almost whined at him for attention. He had found a strong opponent guarding the temple and wanted to fight it badly.

"Hey, Trouble, it looks like King has found something worth fighting at the end of the Dungeon; I'll go supervise and maybe plunder some of those golden steps while I'm at it," Alistair told Riseth,

"All right, we only got a little time left. We better do the final structure now anyway. I'm coming along,” Riseth responded, and Alistair gave King the go-ahead under the condition that he would not get bit; worst case, he should be in time to save him.

King was filled with glee as he roared, and another roar could be heard in return as King flung himself at what looked like a T-Rex, just a little zombified with golden ceremonial armor.

"I really hope zombies are not infectious. Worst case, Riseth should be able to fix it," Alistair considered as he picked up the speed just in case.

As he got closer, it was, in fact, a zombie T-Rex. Alistair was unsure how to feel about that; were some animals and species found on multiple planets? And if so, why and how? System fuckery? Does it happen during the initiation and the seeding of species? Then how did a T-Rex get on earth before the initiation?

He just stared at it as King whacked the thing around.

"Don't tell me, you've got a zombie dinosaur cliché, too?" Riseth asked in a peeved tone as she landed next to him.

"No, at least I don't think so. I'm wondering more about how humans and dinosaurs evolved on my planet and, simultaneously, are found in the multiverse. How can we have those before the Initiation?"

"That's a good question. Maybe the system seeded the whole universe and left it to grow?" Riseth offered.

"Then why wait to introduce magic and go through the whole effort of making an initiation and introducing mana?" Alistair Asked.

"Maybe something else seeded the universes, and the system spread itself and magic to them after the fact?" Riseth mused aloud.

Alistair had initially considered it, a which came first. The chicken or the egg? Kind of a question, but Riseth's theory was quite solid, and Alistair looked at her, impressed at how fast she got to that solution.

"Wow, You just blew my mind," Alistair said, genuinely impressed.

"Oops, I planned to do that later," Riseth said, flirtatiously giving him a wink.

Alistair laughed and covered his mouth with his hand as he scratched his chin.

"You still can. Also, we really should get back to looting this place. King has clearly got it covered," Alistair said with a smirk, pointing his thumb as the T-Rex was quite literally being dismantled by King.

They exchanged a look before heading toward the top of the pyramid. This time, however, there was no hole.

"All right, you take the entrance, and I try to cut into this thing. Worst case, I get a big chunk of gold. I'll let you know when I get through," Alistair said, and Riseth nodded before flying down.

Luckily, they hadn’t wasted a lot of time, especially considering their ability to break and enter, which enabled them to skip most of the obstacles.

While Alistair was cutting into the Temple structure, his curiosity got the better of him, and he called Riseth again.

"I am curious. You mentioned zombie dinosaurs are a cliché in your world. How did that come to be?" Alistair asked curiously over the link.

"Oh, we used to have a lot of them on our planet, but most of them died due to a very nasty disease that made them rot and increased their aggression, which made them eat and infect each other. There was a lot of fear-mongering about them infecting us despite it not being a demon-transmittable disease. Our filmmakers then made a ton of horror movies of them,” Riseth responded over the link.

Alistair finally managed to cut through the gold ceiling but, this time kept the solid gold chunk. He flew down into the treasure chamber. Looking around, he noticed that the floor was covered in gold coins and a small pedestal in the center. On top of it were two tiny crystals. He stored them both for now and then proceeded to collect the gold from the floor. Alistair checked the timer and they had just about enough time left to fly back to the entrance.

"I got through and into the treasure room, but we are running out of time. We should head back; how's it looking on your end?" Alistair asked hurriedly.

"Well, I'm standing in a treasure room, too. I guess there are multiple? But yeah, we should run," Riseth responded.

Alistair left and saw how the miasma had risen much higher and was about to submerge many lower bridges. King sat on the structure's entrance, and Alistair waited for Riseth next to him as Alistair idly petted King's snout. He felt how the wyvern wanted to protest but enjoyed it too much to do so.

Riseth dashed out of the structure shortly after, and they mounted King to fly toward the entrance. As the miasma visibly spilled over the bridges, they flew straight for the exit.

"I guess the dungeon expected you to either be able to fly or keep track of the miasma," Alistair mused aloud as he looked down on the swirling and lashing misty mass. Riseth, however, was a lot more winded than him and made herself comfortable on King's back.

"We need to get some kind of saddle or carriage for him to wear," Riseth commented as she shifted slightly uncomfortably, and King grunted in protest. On their way back, Riseth whistled and enjoyed herself checking the treasures they got. Alistair wondered if she was actually a demon of greed.

The trip back was uneventful as they reached the entrance, and a window popped up as soon as they set foot in the safe zone.
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Performance Rating: [Expert]

Based on Performance Rating, choose [40%] of shared acquired loot:

1.) Fluxbloom Gems

Description: A very rare gem that slowly feeds on its stored and ambient mana, using the energies to grow larger and enhance its own storage capacity. It is a much sought-after component. Their current size is tiny.

Claim Limit:
[3] Available, 10% per Gem chosen.

-

2.) Xenthon Doubloon

Description: The primary currency of the Oezutpac Empire.

Claim Limit:
[512,571] Doubloons Available, 1% per 10'000 Doubloons chosen.

-

3) Tlalcoc Crystal Skull

Description: A [Cursed] crystalized Skull of a Tlaloc, an artificial treasure, attracting rain and storms even in the dryest of deserts.

Claim Limit: 
[1] Available, 11% per pick.

-

4) Infused Gems

Description: A bunch of moderately sized gems Infused with the following concepts:

[Bending] [Ink] [Fire] [Darkness] [Static] [Ball] [Rain] [Strength] [Music] [Law] [Equal] [Justice] [Chaos] [Painting] [Humility] [Sanity] [Ice] [Quality] [Forging] [Revenge] [Moon]

Claim Limit: 
[21] Available, 3% per pick.

-

5) Returning Tepoztopilli

Description: A Tepoztopilli Spear enchanted with the [Return] enchantment.

Claim Limit: 
[1] Available, 3% per pick.

-

6) Wraith-Touch Macuahuitl

Description: A Macuahuitl Club ornamented with a wraith head allows the user to make the weapon invisible and pass through opponents, absorbing their life force. The weapon unleashes ungodly screeches with every swing, damaging the [Mind] of nearby individuals.

Claim Limit: 
[1] Available, 8% per pick.

-

7) Set of Mundane Weapons

Description: A selection of mundane weapons:

5x [Tepoztopilli] 4x [Blowpipe] 9x [Macuahuitl] 
7x [Bow]

Claim Limit: 
1% per picked weapon.
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"Damn, only forty percent?" Alistair said, a little disappointed.

"I think we get forty percent each unless your score also went down?" Riseth asked as she had picked a pile of Doubloons to test her theory and was now coin-rolling one of the large doubloons skillfully between her fingers and flashing him a smile.

She was correct. They each had their own percentage pool to work with, and both of them exchanged greedy looks as they hashed out what they would like to get.




Chapter 51
Decision Paralysis


Riseth was the first to speak up after thoroughly examining the window and its contents.

"All right, we should take all the Fluxbloom Gems. They have a lot of long-term use. I know it is used in ship construction, so I could at least use them to tune the Artemis. I doubt we have any use for the weapons, even the magical ones,” Riseth said, still absentmindedly twirling the gold doubloon in her fingers.

Alistair thought about it. He could technically use the wraith-touch weapon as an ingredient for his breathing technique, though he was unsure if the potential wraith essence would align with his skill set. He was still taken aback at some of the infused gems as they had some odd concepts infused into them, and there were a handful of concepts he really wanted to pick up. He knew the gems would not taint a ton of mana even if he were to build an array, but a steady flow would already be a great start, and the variety of concepts appealed to him greatly.

"I can use these gems for my Study. I will pick some of them,” Alistair managed through the censorship, peaking Riseth's attention.

"All right, pick the ones you think you need most, It might give me a clue on your topic,” Riseth said excitedly.

Alistair guessed that while she disliked the censorship, she very much enjoyed the challenge of figuring things out, and getting some potential clues got her excited. Alistair smiled and picked the Forging, pointing at his own body, then the Strength gem, looking at her expectantly. She had figured this out, but reinforcing the notion might help.

"You can forge your body to strengthen it? I already guessed that. Maybe the term matters?" Riseth said slowly, scratching her head, and Alistair managed to quickly nod but not say anything.

"So, it's a damn concept I am not aware of that is holding me back from figuring it out?" Riseth asked, a bit peeved, and Alistair gave her a thumbs up.

"Well, let's make a trip to the public library later. Maybe we can find a book that will puzzle this together," Riseth said, determined to get past the censorship.

This suited Alistair just fine. Now that he knew about the sub-sections, he planned to check both Neshan's and Earth's sub-sections anyway.

"Do we even have a use for the crystal skull?" Alistair asked, determined to narrow down the list of options.

"I don't think we have a real use for it as we can just look for a suitable place. Also, manipulating environments could have some messy drawbacks and draw unwanted attention. But others might be interested, though haggling can be difficult, especially with a cursed item," Riseth said thoughtfully.

"Wait, is trade mostly haggling because everyone has their own rating system to evaluate treasures and objects?" Alistair asked as it dawned on him.

"Yep, it complicates things and requires good networking to find the right person willing to pay or exchange treasures for something worthwhile. We will need someone to do that for us, but don't worry. I already have someone in mind,” Riseth said, flashing him a toothy smile.

Alistair considered the prospect of trade, with everybody having their own perspective of the system. Traders might have wildly different rating systems to evaluate items, meaning that even once they left the trial, any treasures they wished to trade would require them to haggle over prices. While Alistair wouldn't mind haggling every now and then for the thrill of it, Alistair suspected he would get tired of it real fast if he had to do it constantly. He was glad Riseth already had someone in mind because Alistair didn’t know any salesperson or trader he would trust with his treasures.

"I'll be taking two of the Fluxbloom Gems, and you take one of them, all right?" Riseth asked, and Alistair nodded as he picked the Fluxbloom Gem, and he was already down to half of his available picks.

"Do you know anything about that Oezutpac Empire and if their Doubloons are worth anything?" Alistair asked.

"Yeah, I know their empire should still exist. It is a comparatively small faction, and their currency should still be traded, though I have no idea what the current rate would be," Riseth explained.

Riseth's topic on Cosmic Pathfinder kept impressing him. It allowed them an incredible amount of foresight and planning, as she got a broad skillset and a lot of knowledge on the workings outside the Trial, and he couldn’t appreciate her enough for all the leg work she did.

He then watched Riseth take out the two Fluxbloom Gems and place them on her chest, where they settled in her armor at suggestive locations.

"What do you think?" she asked with a cheeky smile.

"Really?" Alistair asked her, chuckling at her shenanigans as he placed his gem at the center of his chest and noticed how his mana capacity increased ever so slightly.

Riseth laughed before she moved them to her shoulder pads.

"You need the infused gems, right? Just tell me which ones you need, and I can pick three for you," Riseth said thoughtfully.

Alistair now quietly considered which infused gems he would pick and if they would be worth more than 50k of the currency offered.

"Do you think the gems are worth 50k of this particular currency?" Alistair asked, a bit torn.

"The currency could be worth one-tenth or one-hundredth of a USC or be one-to-one or even more valuable, but I doubt that. It depends on how useful the Infused Gems are to you because it might be hard to acquire them even with sufficient funds; many treasures are way overpriced in the Market," Riseth explained.

"Wait, have you already been to the traders market?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Not yet, but I talked to a guy called Iskox, who frequently moved between the study and the market, and we traded information and some contacts," Riseth said casually.

"You have been a busy bee," Alistair commented.

"Like you are any better, you caught a herd of animals and a wyvern," Riseth retorted.

Alistair smiled as he turned his attention back to the gem selection. He regretted not being able to inspect them closer to confirm any possible affinities as he hadn’t thought of that as he rushed to collect the treasures, so he had to work on what he thought would give interesting and usable essences which he then could refine and mix with each other to get unique and powerful combinations.

He had learned that he could combine essences to create either new essences or use them during body tempering to force them to interact with each other in new ways. He would aim to combine the sun essences with the forging essences. During his studies, he also found some molding instructions and patterns. One that stood out to him was the Sun Forge, which would allow him to turn chosen internal organs into forges to vastly increase the speed and quality of essence refinement and molding.

Sun essence wasn’t that hard to come by, even with the crystals available to him. Alistair had planned to access the crafting quarters subspace to obtain the missing essences there, but he should be able to get by with the Forging gem after creating an array to better catch the tainted mana.

The irony that the Law and Justice gems appealed to him wasn’t lost on him, but he could see how they could be used to direct and contain more volatile and dangerous essences. Would it allow him to learn to smite people? For now, he locked the Law, Sanity, Equal, and Quality concepts as he presumed they were hard to obtain and were great modifiers and combination ingredients as far as potential essences went. He excluded Chaos, Rain, Darkness, Moon, Music, Ice, Fire, and Ball from his selection as most of these either didn’t suit him or were easy to obtain.

He had three picks left and seven choices that would make sense to him. Painting and Ink could be combined or work in tandem and further combined with magics like teleportation, for which Riseth had found a core. Alistair was all right when it came to art, even if it wasn't his real passion. Painting by itself could be used with something other than Ink even if he suspected having Ink to be combined with other magics. At the same time, Justice could be very powerful, particularly if he could make it work of his own understanding. Bending also opened up a bunch of possibilities, Bending combined with Law in particular.

Alistair's mind kept racing as he went over all the potential possibilities. He looked imploringly at Riseth. He was caught in decision paralysis.

"I know that Look. All right, show me which you picked and which you are considering,” Riseth said with a smile.

She looked the selection over and clicked her tongue.

"Why the Ink gem?" She asked almost immediately.

Alistair felt the strain of the restriction getting tighter, and he could only point at the Painting gem.

"This might sound a little gruesome, but couldn't you just use blood or another liquid you find down the line?" Riseth asked pragmatically.

Alistair nodded. She got a point, and he had similar thoughts. The Ink was a bad call. She then vetoed Revenge and Humility.

"I don't know exactly how your study works, but you should pick Static. As someone with his Affinity in kinetics, movement and the lack of it should be very important even if you can't think of a use right now, and Bending is a no-brainer with its many interpretations," Riseth told him with a thoughtful expression.

He gave her a big kiss and squeezed her, and she let out a small squeal.

"Thank you, you're amazing," Alistair said, genuinely beaming at her.

She blushed and waved him off. His final decision was between Justice and Painting. It would be weird for him not to take Justice, but Painting had an absurd amount of uses, particularly once he learned how to do arrays. They seemed potentially equally hard to obtain, but Alistair suspected paladins and other justice seekers to be common. It might even be part of his path, and he would most likely encounter an item like a sword of justice that could substitute for the gem, so he picked the Painting infused gem.

Riseth had filled her leftover four percent with Doubloons, putting her at 50'000 doubloons in total. To Alistair's surprise, the big chunk of gold he had carved out of the ceiling hadn’t counted toward the treasures, and he got to hold on to it. As soon as they both spent their percentages, they got kicked out of the dungeon to the ring of chimes.

As soon as they appeared, Alistair could hear all the noise from the jungle again, along with the hot and humid environment, which hit them like they had left a climatized shopping center. The sensations were quickly suppressed by the Comfort enchantment, reducing the discomfort the heat and humid air would usually cause.

"This Comfort enchant is nice even if it takes a bit from the experience," Alistair mused aloud.

"I don't know. I can appreciate getting a bit sweaty. It gives me an excuse to shower,” Riseth responded, giving him a judgmental glance. Alistair could tell she had tweaked the Comfort setting to be less pronounced as some sweat started to form on her brow. He then considered if it would make him too pampered if he were to rely on such enchantments constantly and decided to join her as he directed his intent to tune down the extent of the enchantment.

King had been teleported next to them and was preening himself contently. Riseth took out Fluffy, and the snake curled up her arm as if nothing had happened. Alistair wondered if they had a sense of the passage of time like Nuk had.

"We should head back, we got a lot of stuff done," Alistair suggested, looking at Riseth.

"Yeah, all that running was tiring. King, can you be a dear and carry us back to the tower?" Riseth asked politely.

King interrupted his preening and bowed to let them get on his back.

"What a gentleman," she commented, petting him as she sat down. Alistair gave King a mental thumbs up before joining her, King giving him one of his huffed scoffs.

"I haven't checked on my levels. I should have gotten another skill selection,” Riseth said excitedly, rubbing her hands while Fluffy made herself comfortable on Riseth's shoulders. Fluffy looked expectantly at Alistair, who relented and petted the snake by scratching her chin as she lifted her little head and closed her big eyes.

Alistair put his free points into mind as the stat fell behind again. He then pulled his own notifications up, quickly blending out all the kills as they cluttered the interface again. Alistair finally committed and decided only to show important and interesting kill notifications, creating a separate tab labeled Combat Log within the notifications so he didn’t have to repeatedly filter the notifications of kills.




Chapter 52
The Planes
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Notifications:

[Level 27 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

[Level 28 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]

The title Dungeoneer 2 has been upgraded to Dungeoneer 3.
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Suddenly, Riseth broke out into cheering next to him as she cuddled and lifted Fluffy up.

"I offer you, Quetzalcoatl, the name Fluffy and a summoner's contract. Do you accept?" she asked with a broad smile as the Snake disappeared, presumably in its own plane.

"How the hell did you do that? I just explained what I know; how did you create or capture a plane for Fluffy with that alone in such a short time?" Alistair asked, flabbergasted.

"I didn’t create or catch anything. I got a sense of the planes as you described them to me and had been trying to reach them ever since. There are whole other dimensions. All I did was find a tiny suitable one and establish a connection with MP," Riseth explained, and Alistair's senses were assaulted the second she started talking.

Alistair got a sense for it as if he briefly peeked into what felt like a 4th dimension, incredibly fractured, ethereal, and hard to grasp as they were constantly moving, but very different from the sensation he got when checking on King. The sensation vanished as fast as it had appeared, and he had broken out in cold sweat. His resource pools drained, and his head and muscles ached just from the glimpse.

"Easy there, it is tiring. We can probably make better use of it when we are at a higher grade," Riseth said, touching his shoulders.

Alistair still looked at her. This had to have been resonance. It had been a while since it felt this intense, and he wondered if Riseth had felt the same as he shared his knowledge of summoning with her. His mistake had been to think he would create or capture a plane rather than just connecting to an unoccupied one. The signet ring had thrown off his perception of how it should be done, as it didn’t just connect but also captured a chunk of the plane and tied it to his signet ring, preventing it from moving in the primordial soup that was the planes. He had so many questions but instead decided to focus on the ring fused into his armor.

He could Sense the connection not too dissimilar from the karmic bond yet fundamentally different. It passed through something Alistair couldn’t perceive, building a kind of shortcut between himself and the plane while holding it in place. Riseth's additional insights helped him greatly in navigating the connection, and he even he felt her assistance through her touch on his shoulder. He gave her a glance and she shot him a smile before closing her eyes and supplying him with MP. However, despite her assistance, he couldn’t find out more and had to abandon the attempt as he lacked the energy to continue. Part of him considered quaffing some potions to keep going.

"These planes, they move and are hard to grasp. How much have you figured out?" Alistair asked Riseth, totally engrossed in the discovery.

"I first noticed them whenever I tried to create a fireball. The more I tried to draw on a particular concept, the more it felt like I was trying to pull from the outside of my body instead of converting mana, I essentially paid a ferry cost buying fire in bulk from a place of abundance, if that analogy makes sense to you," Riseth explained, and Alistair remembered he had experienced almost the exact same thing as he tried to draw on more fire, though he hadn’t committed or experimented as much with it as Riseth had.

"This tracks, I had a similar experience before," Alistair said, waiting for her to continue.

"Based on your explanations and the Sense I got when I felt the resonance, I managed to track the planes of summoning, which were fractured everywhere, every shard slightly different from the next, almost like a sea of shards with tiny worlds. When I tried to cast fireballs, the impression was different, as if I was pulling from an endless well of fire, and I felt watched whenever I did, which is why I stopped using fireballs,” Riseth explained.

"The only logical explanation I know of would be elementals. The question is if the elementals are actually dangerous or not when tapping into their planes. At least summoning and contracting them should definitely be possible,” Alistair theorized, and Riseth had an expression as if flashed.

"Resonance?" Alistair asked, and Riseth nodded. It was a much less noticeable sensation from his end, but he could feel it now that he actively watched out for it. Alistair considered it to be a very useful ability to have, but something made him wonder.

"This is another thing that bothers me: Why is Resonance not a skill granted to us by a title or something along those lines? The system had encouraged its creation by bringing them together but refused to acknowledge it, what is this about?" Alistair asked, this time garnering an impressed expression from Riseth.

"You are right. That is weird. Maybe it has to do with souls? Perhaps even the system can't interface with the soul beneath the Soulscape, and our resonance clearly goes beyond it,” Riseth argued.

"The more we learn, the more it feels like the System is like a Virus-like entity." Alistair stared at his window, a little paranoid, as if expecting it to flicker or react to his suggestion, but nothing happened.

"Spooky thought, and we might want to bury the topic here for now. I don't feel like committing heresy or something and getting kicked out of the system or worse,” Riseth said with some hesitation.

Alistair nodded. He expected many to share such thoughts, though being careful was still prudent, so he tried to change the topic.

"Can you now summon Fluffy? I am curious how your summoning differs from mine,” Alistair requested with a smile.

Riseth focused, and it took a moment for Fluffy to appear in front of her. Riseth had clearly spent a good amount of resources to summon Fluffy.

"Just from looking, I can tell it costs you resources to summon Fluffy. Is it the same when you dismiss her? Also, there is a longer delay and focus involved that I do not need to deal with,” Alistair summarized, already glad his signet ring wasn’t as bad as he feared.

"I can, but it still costs me a little, and I'd rather not do it now," Riseth said as she idly petted Fluffy.

"How about the plane Fluffy gets stored in? Is it big?" Alistair asked, trying to find more differences.

"It's a tiny jungle-themed shard of the summoner's planes I found and tagged. It wasn't even hard to find a jungle," Riseth said as they arrived at the tower.

They dismounted, and Alistair stored King with a thought. As he got a glimpse of the plane again, he started to suspect the plane King was stored in was ideal for the wyvern, mostly because of the coloration of the plants and grasses, letting King almost blend in despite his color scheme. They spun up the gate, and the familiar blackness took them for a brief second.

They appeared in the study dungeon, but before they returned to their quarters, Riseth stopped them.

"I would like to know how much money we made. Do you mind making a stop at the reception?" She asked him hesitantly.

Alistair shook his head. "No, it's fine. I am curious, too. The shower can wait a moment."

Mitania was sitting at her desk and looked up as they approached her; Mitania's eyes wandered to Fluffy, who was still hanging around Riseth's shoulders.

"Ah, Riseth and Alistair, it has been a while. How may I help you?" Mitania asked, interlacing her branch-like fingers, clearly intrigued by the snake but not addressing it.

"Hi, Mitania, we plundered 50,000 Xethon doubloons. What is the exchange rate?" Riseth asked while leaning against the desk. They had stopped asking the dryad how she did as she always answered with, "I am busy," rather than giving a straight answer, and Alistair suspected it to be a cultural thing.

"We have a fixed rate of 1/10 to exchange for this currency to USC, which is somewhat close to its current value," Mitania told them.

Riseth cupped her chin before speaking up, seemingly not disappointed but not excited about the exchange rate either.

"All right, exchange 10,000 Xethon doubloons into USC for me; how much for a key to the trader's market, and can we both use it?" Riseth asked.

Alistair perked up. He immediately wanted to ask for an arena key but waited for Riseth to finish her business. Riseth seemed to have noticed his eagerness and smirked at him.

"The Trader's Market Key will set you back 1,000 USC, and yes, that instance can be entered together," Mitania told Riseth as Fluffly wriggled his way onto the desk toward Mitania.

"Okay, I give up. What the hell is up with the two of you and naming high-tier beast things like Fluffy and King," Mitania said, shaking her head as she booped Fluffy's snout.

Alistair wondered how she knew about King, but he felt some heat rise around his collar in embarrassment.

"You realize these creatures are already intelligent and will only get smarter? They will obtain polymorph at grade 8 and be able to turn into humanoids and will have to deal with those names," Mitania chided them.

"Well, we did ask which names they liked, but the only one he liked, I said as a joke," Alistair excused, and Mitania rolled her eyes.

"God damned, Alistair, they aren't that smart yet. At least yours can be glanced over, but Fluffy?" Mitania said, some of her leaves changing colors as if she had arrived in autumn.

"Fluffy is Fluffy because she's fluffy, and I am not sorry," Riseth said defensively, picking up the snake and shielding her from Mitania's outburst with a pout.

Mitania just facepalmed, mumbling something under her breath, asking someone for strength. Alistair suspected that she greatly respected beasts and was upset for their sake.

"I am sure King can rock that name. Also, Fluffy destroyer of worlds has a nice ring to it," Alistair said only half-jokingly, garnering a raised eyebrow from Mitania while Fluffy happily bobbed her head while slithering back over the desk.

"I am honestly surprised summons can turn humanoid," Alistair said, trying to steer the conversation away from the current topic as he did feel quite embarrassed.

"Of course, they can? Everyone can become a summon, even you or Riseth," Mitania exclaimed, and Alistair froze for a second.

"Wait, everyone? Isn't that controversial?" Riseth asked flabbergasted.

"Some think so, but it's vastly better than slavery since the summons records benefit greatly from following stronger individuals, and they have some measure of freedom and resistance. The issue arises from individuals being unable to cancel established contracts by themselves. I'm not quite sure how to tell you this, but succubi are not uncommon summons, though the two of you don't need to worry because being summoners will protect you from others claiming you as their summon or slave," Mitania said.

"That's fucked,” Alistair blurted out, already making plans to release King if he desired it and store another animal to shield himself from becoming a summon. The thought of someone claiming Riseth or his friends and family as a summon made his blood boil.

Riseth had a similar reaction, and she had a more conflicted expression as she looked at Fluffy.

"Most summoners are similar to yourselves and good people. The nefarious ones usually prefer slave contracts; even beasts that gain enlightened intelligence usually do not wish to cancel their contracts as they grow attached and benefit greatly from the exchange; please don't overreact," Mitania said pleadingly, and she suddenly seemed extremely worried. Mitania might have told them something impacting their paths, Alistair figured.

"This still leaves a bit of a bad taste," Riseth said, conflicted. Alistair could tell she was thinking about some very troubling topics and wrapped his arm around her.

"We can let them go if they so wish. Let's just roll with it and not overthink it. They would potentially vanish or be trapped in the Trial world without us. It's a win-win for them and us,” Alistair argued.

Riseth chuckled at the wording and relaxed a little.

"They would vanish," Mitania confirmed. Alistair wasn’t exactly thankful to know that for sure now, and he started to suspect it was a better idea to leave for now before Mitania blurted out more terrible facts.

"The key, please," Alistair said, grabbing the bridge of his nose as he said it, the coloration of her leaves changing back into a more blue and teal coloration.

As Mitania put the Trader's Market Key on the table. Riseth grabbed it and told her to subtract it from her doubloons.

"How much for an Arena Key?" Alistair asked as he noticed Fluffy was crawling up his arm, which Alistair had wrapped around Riseth. Something inside him wanted to jerk back, but he decided to endure it, knowing Fluffy was no threat.

"Oh, that be 2,000 USC, and you won't be able to share that key," Mitania said calmly.

Fluffy now made herself comfortable between Alistair's shoulders, and Riseth also seemed to calm down as she leaned into him.

"Let's not buy it yet. We can try to haggle some goods and services in the market since the exchange rates are better there. We can buy the Keys from the profits,” Riseth told him as she tugged him away from the desk.

"All right, but one last thing: why are we always the only ones in the reception?" Alistair asked.

"Oh, the Reception is not exactly a public space. There are many instances of it simultaneously taking up my focus. The only reason the two of you are here is because you arrived together or sought each other out," Mitania said, giving them a slight smile, noticing Riseth slowly pulling Alistair away.

"Have a nice day, you two, and sorry for blabbering," Mitania said, trying to sound apologetic, though it came across almost mechanical. Was her focus being directed elsewhere? Alistair wondered.

"Nothing to be sorry about, we asked, and I, for one, am glad to know," Riseth told her as she waved.

Alistair arrived in his room and was about to go to the shower when he felt Riseth knock and let her in.

Riseth had left Fluffy in her own room, and Alistair looked at her curiously.

"What? I want to take a shower without Fluffy around. Also, I've got some promises to keep," Riseth said in a sultry tone as her armor disappeared, causing Alistair to pause at her daring antics.

"You coming or not?" She asked after she strolled into his bathroom. Alistair still hadn’t quite gotten used to her doing stuff like this, and part of him knew she got great joy out of flustering him. He shook his head, made his armor disappear, and joined her.




Chapter 53
Neshan Sub-Section


Alistair woke up with Riseth in his arms and Fluffy on his legs. He had to deactivate Freedom of Movement for Fluffy. Alistair had done it for Riseth a long time ago and had initially not wanted to do it for the snake, but Fluffy kept trying to sleep on his leg and sliding off the side, refusing to just settle somewhere else.

The snake had felt lonely in Riseth's room, making Riseth feel bad for Fluffy. She had brought the snake into his room, and now he was stuck, not wanting to wake them up. He never envisioned himself having a snake pet or even thinking they were cute,

Alistair considered how he should spend the day. His first instinct was to go to the sub-sections and learn of Riseth's world. Or go to the market to make use of the early bird state to sell his wares at a premium. Then again, he didn’t have that many wares he wanted to give away.

Alistair had all the tools and materials, so hiring somebody to run a greenhouse and alchemy lab could be profitable. He had initially collected those to build a powerbase once he got out of the tutorial, but he might be able to make use of them within the trial, not just outside of it.

Riseth stirred and looked at him groggily before burying her head in his chest again, letting out a groan.

"Morning, trouble," Alistair said softly as he stretched himself, not worried about waking her anymore, though as soon as he did, Fluffy woke up and slithered off the bed.

"How are you awake already," Riseth groaned, and Alistair checked the clock. They had been sleeping for 6 hours, which wasn't that much, but ever since his body changed, he had much less need for sleep, so this was already a lot. Perhaps her species needed more sleep.

"Just thinking of what to do today, I think I'll check the planetary subsections. Maybe we can head for the market after that?" Alistair offered.

"Sure, I can do some studying in the meantime. Let me know when you find a book that can help me figure out your topic,” Riseth requested, but instead of standing up just pulled the covers further up.

Alistair stood up and noticed Riseth had gone back to sleep, but he decided to let her sleep. Riseth wasn't a morning person but usually got up anyway, so this wasn’t completely out of the norm.

Alistair took out his key and directed his intent to appear in Neshan's sub-section. Blackness took him again as he appeared in a circular room. The walls were lined with bookshelves stretching into the sky with the ceiling out of sight, and platforms moved up and down the walls seemingly independently. In the center of the room were multiple consoles with just as many screens forming a hexagon with the screens pointing outwards.

Alistair approached one of the consoles and first considered typing but thought better of it and directed his intent toward the console. It responded rapidly to his requests as some of the platforms shot out of sight rapidly before his query was displayed on the screen.

First, he had just looked for basic information about her world, and it confirmed what Riseth had said: much warmer with a bunch of jungles, mountains, deserts, canyons, and the fact that they had pretty much hollowed out the underground and mountains to make space for their population, the gravity was similar. Still, their days were slightly longer, explaining why Riseth was used to more sleep.

Alistair then checked their culture and civilization, and their civilization reminded him of cyberpunk. Though they had some cybernetics, they had delved much deeper into bioengineering,

Would that make it Biopunk? Alistair mused.

Most of their CEOs never died of old age and were pretty much the world's nobility. An interesting tidbit was that lawyers were also used as enforcers and mercenaries in corporate wars. While reading about CEOs, he found mentions of family units. They primarily had monogamous families, as most wished to use marriages for alliances between companies.

Polyamorous relations seemed to be just as common, but such families viewed even siblings the same way as somebody on earth would view a cousin, only separating further the more removed the family member was. They didn't even consider a grandparent as part of their immediate family and didn’t inherit the surnames of their parents.

Initially, this system was designed to ensure that powerful families could maintain centralized power and influence while allowing their offspring some freedom, and over time, it became a cultural norm. Harems, on the other hand, were rare and mainly limited to some CEOs of the lust and vanity variety. Most of this applied to the wider population as well, as they sought to rise to the top but rarely did.

Another thing that was repeatedly mentioned was the importance of promises, staying true to your word, and not tainting one's reputation. Lying was frowned upon, but half-truths, misdirection, and white lies were encouraged. But the worst offense you could do is break a promise or not hold true to your word. Alistair was glad he read that because if he had mentioned even in joking how Riseth had gassed Esta, he would have broken the biggest of taboos.

Another very interesting thing was the sheer variety of demons, they had knowledge, vanity, Lust, wrath, sloth, greed and even charity demons? Many of them were humanoid in shape, but just as many had different forms of locomotion, like snails, quadrupeds, spider legs, or the lack of a physical body, instead being an amalgamation of gasses.

To Alistair's positive surprise, there seemed to be no segregation between the sub-species, and they often intermingled where the children either became a combination of both species or took on the form of the more dominant partner while taking on some aspects of the other parent. Sadly, there was no elaboration of what made a partner the dominant one; even when he searched for it, there were just theories, which was surprising for a species focused on bioengineering. Perhaps it was truly random?

One thing he was curious about was their entertainment industry and found that it was incredibly well-developed, particularly the culinary industry, which was thriving mostly driven by greed, vanity, and obviously gluttony demons. Alistair even found an interesting movie that had been released shortly before the integration and put it on a side window, planning to watch it later, as it was about a group of humans appearing on Neshan and hiding among them.

Alistair had sat down on a chair he summoned and rubbed his eyes. He had been reading about Neshan for hours at this point, and he hadn’t even gotten to the succubus-specific stuff.

He had written a report containing all the most important things he could think of so far and stored it in his Soulscape library, which had a lot fewer blank books than it used to. Eventually, he would need to either make a separate room or abandon the visual aspect of a library and have it displayed as a screen as he did with most other things.

Alistair opened up the details of the succubi race but couldn’t find anything new he didn’t already know about outside of some cultural norms. He learned some of the culturally more important traditions, phrases, and gestures to surprise Riseth when the opportunity arose. He was surprised that many gestures overlapped with earth, particularly the middle finger.

He then pulled up the movie as he felt like taking a break. He wished he had some popcorn and added them to the list of earth foods he would seek to preserve and gather before leaving the planet. As he kept adding more foods to the list, even adding some he had read about from Neshan, as he started the movie Humans Within.

Alistair could tell Riseth was awake as he felt her being excited about something. The resonance kept growing stronger. He had initially struggled with things like karma, but now it got easier and easier. Alistair was unsure if it was just practice or Riseth doing the heavy lifting, or if it was unrelated to his affinities and strengthened as they grew closer.

Alistair was still watching the movie when he noticed a change in his Conceptual Awareness. Somebody had entered the study, and Alistair turned around to see who it was. What greeted him was a tiny blue imp with a small hunchback, smooth skin, a long nose, and wide elephant-like ears. The Imp was wearing shorts and a red Phrygian cap on his head, but nothing covered his chest, and the Imp was staring at him.

"A Human watching Human Within now I've seen it all." The Imp quipped as he walked next to Alistair. The Imp barely reached Alistair's knees, and looking down on somebody this small felt strange. Alistair would need time to get used to that. He then used Identify [Aknis - lvl 25] and felt Aknis do the same.

"Aknis, is it? I presume you are from Neshan?" Alistair asked.

"Yeah, and don't tell me you were a secret company project to create humans, and the movie was based on you," Aknis asked conspiratorially. His beady eyes had slit pupils, which made him look a bit freaky, and the lack of hair didn’t help.

"If I was, I doubt the CGI rendition of humans would have been this shit. Honestly, why not use a demon like an incubus and use some good old practical effect" Alistair responded with a smirk.

The imp looked a bit taken aback, and his beady eyes looked him over. Alistair's armor was still disguised as casual clothes, and when he actively used Conceptual Awareness, he could tell the imp had a similar armor with the Comfort Array. However, the overall quality seemed lacking. Nuk wasn't lying when he claimed the enchantment was very common. Despite their close levels, the imp gave Alistair the sense of somebody much weaker than himself.

Alistair knew Imps rarely held high positions themselves and were usually content in advisory and assistance roles, except for knowledge imps, which were usually blue like the one in front of him.

"If you don't mind me asking, what are you doing on my planet's sub-section if you are not from Neshan?" Aknis asked, eying him with a suspicious look.

"I do mind unless you are willing to exchange information in a fair exchange," Alistair said, knowing the Imp would jump at the chance.

"I see your time spent here wasn’t wasted. I agree to a fair exchange. Did one of ours screw you over?" the imp asked as he summoned a stool to sit down next to Alistair, joining him in watching the movie.

"Well, screwed, yes, but not screwed over," Alistair said jokingly, knowing the Imp would appreciate the wordplay; demons particularly enjoyed innuendos.

"Oh, a clever one. What would you ask of me?" Aknis asked while cackling.

Alistair hadn’t thought about that, and he mostly knew what he wanted to know or could figure out what he needed with some more reading, so he decided to stick to personal questions.

"How did you get your key to the Study dungeon?" Alistair asked curiously.

"I got it as a reward for a crafting competition," Aknis said, tightlipped as his beady eyes were glued to the screen.

The imp hadn’t even mentioned if he had won the competition or if it was also a performance-based event, so Alistair would need to be specific with his questions.

"What was your people's greatest achievement before the initiation?" the imp asked, now looking at him while uncomfortably shifting on his little wooden stool.

Alistair recoiled slightly as he had to think about that question: what was Earth's greatest achievement? He pondered as he stood up, made his seat disappear, and summoned a couch instead, offering the Imp a more comfortable seat. The Imp gave him a grateful toothy smile. At least, Alistair thought that was what that smile meant, as the Imp had a rather sharp, predatory set of fangs.

"This is a highly subjective question. If I had to say it be either the Internet allowing us to communicate all across the globe in an instant, sharing information and technology, among other things, or the moon landing, I guess?" Alistair said as he leaned into the couch.

The Imp's eyes went wide, and he got all fidgety in excitement as they continued exchanging questions, even after the movie had long ended, being mostly ignored by both of them.




Chapter 54
Mechwarrior


Alistair learned a lot from his exchange with Aknis, who was quite insightful. The longer they talked, the more Aknis opened up to Alistair. Apparently, the imp's first dungeon was a Crafting, Scavenge, and Capture the Hill dungeon where he and others had to scavenge a war-torn futuristic city and build defensive structures as they were assaulted by waves of monsters and machines in regular intervals.

Alistair knew he had no right to be jealous; engineering was more his brother's forte anyhow, so he would have profited from such a dungeon much more than himself. Aknis's dungeon sounded incredibly interesting. But like all dungeons so far, the gate disappeared after he left the dungeon, so Alistair had no reason to trade for Aknis's gate coordinates.

During his dungeon delve, the imp found many half-destroyed machines, mechs and robots and disassembled and reverse-engineered them to build himself a mech. It had taken a lot of convincing before Aknis was willing to show his Mechwarrior skills outside of the sub-section. Alistair had, in return, shown him King and his summoning. The mech was about three meters tall, quad-legged, and had a somewhat humanoid midsection as it had two arms and cannons strapped to the shoulders.

It also had a lot of thrusters strapped to the legs, torso, and arms of the mech. It lacked a proper head because the Imp had his cockpit within the chest. Instead, it had an array of sensors in a 360 degree arc, giving it a disk-like head. Aknis piloted and supplied the machine with his own mana and a small mana engine he managed to recover.

Alistair could barely contain his excitement. he had always loved the concept of piloting a mech. He closely inspected the whole thing, making records to be stored in his Soulscape. The mech greatly benefitted from Aknis's small size, allowing it to be much more compact while shielding him from dangers. The mech was surprisingly mobile and fast as the imp showed off some of its capabilities, clearly very appreciative of Alistair's praise and excitement.

Riseth had called him over the link asking what the hell he was doing, and Alistair had excitedly told and shown her. However, she seemed too busy to come along or not as excited about mechs as Alistair was and only reminded him to get some contact information from the imp.

The mech was a serious force multiplier for somebody unsuited or untalented in hand-to-hand combat or magic. Aknis was nearly unable to cast spells without the assistance of tools; when Alistair asked if Aknis had any means to stay in contact, the imp had produced a tablet capable of connecting to Networks, which could receive and send messages visually and verbally.

Apparently, Networks were things like the Internet in the multiverse, either maintained by gods or factions and, in the case of the trial, the system itself. Most planets had their own, and some were partially or completely restricted to members of the factions or inhabitants of the planet. Alistair found he could use his Akashic Link to connect to such Networks, though the Study Dungeon had no such Network. Though the Trader's Market did, and with Aknis’ help he managed to connect to it. The market network was quite barebones, consisting mostly of listings, auctions, and job offerings.

Alistair considered requesting an herbalist/alchemist but held back as he found it hard to think of an appealing offer for prospective employees.

"It has been fun, Alistair, but I've got other things to do. I might contact you if I need some muscle," Aknis said before they said their goodbyes. Aknis left the courtyard they were in through the closest door. Alistair decided to head for Earth's sub-section to fetch some cultivation-themed book he could show Riseth and perhaps even find some things to expand his cultivation skillset.

As he appeared in the sub-section, it looked almost identical to Neshan's. Hence, he immediately headed for the console and started copying all the geographical data that could help him locate family members and friends. Alistair also made a list of ingredients and things he wished to find on earth, which made it quickly apparent he would need to head to Asia for most unless some garden-supply shops were left intact.

Alistair doubted he would be the only one considering the seed bank in Norway, so he would not even bother. Instead, he researched where he could find what he was looking for and found agricultural research centers, botanical gardens, and nurseries around the globe. Since Alistair didn’t know where he would reappear, he added as much as possible to his potential Earth map.

He considered marking things like old famous trees and special locations, which he suspected could turn into treasures with the introduction of magic. However, he didn’t wish to weaken Earth and its people at the cost of his own greed and would find enough treasures on his adventures.

Once he was done mapping out things and downloading recipes and more technical knowledge, he finally looked into cultivation. It didn’t take long to find books about it, but finding useful ones was quite hard, and the more fictional works had a weird trend of cruelty, arrogance, and a complete lack of common sense and human decency, which made Alistair worry about the mental state of Chinese authors.

Body Cultivation, specifically, was hard to find good sources for during his reading. And Alistair had a different epiphany while reading because of the constant mention of QI, KI, and Chi. He looked into them. They were the same thing, just different country origins, so interpretation reared its ugly head again. What stood out to Alistair was how most of their descriptions of Qi fit exactly what Alistair’s SP had been doing.

"So, I have been dealing with Qi all along? Or am I being misguided again? Or is stamina just the European interpretation, and the term has been bastardized?" Alistair speculated.

Alistair considered how to display his newfound knowledge. Chi was too long KI could be confusing at a glance if he managed to get KE, so he decided to go with Qi as he didn’t think QP was the right for him when he checked his resource pools, though before he did he thoroughly read up upon Qi until he was reasonably sure he wasn’t being too hasty.

Alistair then looked into cultivation as a whole. Body cultivators and Qi cultivators were very different from each other. One would focus on one's body, constantly tempering, refining, and remolding it with the assistance of essence and Qi. The techniques were very closely guarded as they could be dangerous and required a lot of trial and error.

On the other hand, Qi cultivators went through stages like forming a Golden Orb by refining and condensing their Qi to cast spells and more magical abilities. They were less secretive as they had an incredible variety of techniques requiring different affinities to master them truly, which was why masters of Qi Cultivation threw a wide net to find suitable apprentices that could walk their path forming cults and sects where they could pick from the best recruits, there was also the occasional warning how Qi cultivators were prone to losing themselves and turn aggressive and occasionally psychotic when exposed to bad emotions and excess.

Alistair could see the appeal of having two or more magic pools, particularly one that was based on improving one's body rather than one's mental capacity. This could be beneficial in case a person was unsuited for the latter or lacked the ability due to their race not having access to certain energies— problems Alistair had already encountered when looking into cultivation techniques.

Once, he found a book labeled The Art of Body Cultivation. The title alone should give it away, and it had a decent amount of usable information inside, and as soon as Riseth called it out, he should be able to elaborate.

"Hey, Trouble, I'm done with my sub-section exploration and got a book that should make my topic blindingly obvious, and I'm still at Earth's sub-section," Alistair said over the link.

He didn’t have to wait long as Riseth practically burst into the scene. She appeared in front of the closest door. Alistair took a step back to let her read the screen.

"Cultivation? Like plants or tissue? You are a Body Cultivator?" Riseth asked, confused.

"Yes, it allows me to refine, temper, and mold my body to fit my needs as I grow stronger," Alistair said, relieved as he was finally freed from the restriction. They headed back to Alistair's room as he elaborated on his body cultivation, plans, and needs, leaving out some more spicy topics for now.

"Building upon a Dragonvein would need to be a primary concern when we look for a colony location," Alistair concluded.

"Dragonveins kinda sound like ley-lines but underground, and I was planning to build around those anyhow as they would provide us with much-needed energy," Riseth told him as she cupped her chin.

"So, if I wanted to join you, I would need to grow an Essence Vessel?" Riseth said, deep in thought.

"Being able to collect, store, and utilize essence is the foundation of Body Cultivation," Alistair elaborated while lying down as Riseth paced around the room.

"Without my medical tools, I would almost need to cut you open to get a better idea," Riseth followed up.

"I'd rather you don't cut me up. Can't you use magic?" Alistair asked hopefully.

"Yeah, but it's going to take time, and honestly, I feel cultivation suits me a lot. As I told you, I was a Bio-healer before the initiation; messing with organs is an old hat, but creating whole organs is not something I had to do a lot. I guess we have to push up our meeting,” Riseth explained a bit hesitantly.

"Which meeting?" Alistair asked, confused.

"With my sister Nessyra, a half succubi, half covetix, she was a corporate broker-in- chief in our father's business," Riseth explained.

"I have read about Neshan culture. Does this mean you come from a monogamous family in the upper echelons?" Alistair probed.

"Not exactly… My mother got around, and Nessyra and I were from a polyamorous arrangement, so we had to earn our positions through merit; more than anything, the rest of the family prevented us from obtaining higher status within the company, but Nessyra and I were close friends and stuck together, as our mother left us in our father's care.

"So, other than Nessyra, you are not that close to any of your other family members?" Alistair asked gently.

Riseth shook her head, and Alistair didn’t wish to inquire further.

"So, if you are close to her, what is the issue?" Alistair asked curiously.

"She is still a businesswoman at heart, and you would need to impress her enough as my partner to convince her to ally with us rather than doing her own thing as she is hesitant to work with you as she does not know you. Also, she is a little protective of me," Riseth told him, a little embarrassed. He could sense there was a bit more to that but didn’t press the issue.

"What would impress her? Personality? My plans for the future? My power?" Alistair asked, a bit taken aback.

"She claims that she wants to get to know you, but I know she will try to test your powers, too. When I visited, she told me that she was using a lot of Mind-based abilities, which are common in the marketplace due to the market's restrictions preventing physical confrontations. I know you can endure, but you would need to be able to push back, also it would make the trip to the trader's market safer just in case,” Riseth explained cautiously.

"Wait, did she take anything from you?" Alistair asked, suddenly serious.

"No, nothing like that. She would not take from me or harm me," Riseth said reassuringly, raising her hands in emphasis.

"Well, I still have a skill point, and I could pick either Vicious Mockery or Intimidating Presence to contest her," Alistair offered.

"Intimidation would do great in the trader's market!" Riseth exclaimed excitedly.

Alistair considered it and then decided that spending the skill point would not be wasted even if he had other priorities. Intimidating presence could be used in many settings, and if the trader's market were a battlefield with different weapons, he would be sure to arm himself, though he badly needed to improve his Calm Mind, which sat at Subpar, so he opened up his Skill options and selected the skill.
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Notifications:

The skill [Intimidating Presence] has been obtained.

The skill [Intimidating Presence] has been upgraded to [Bloodcurdling Presence].
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Skills:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Bloodcurdling Presence

Description: It allows the user to passively radiate an Intimidating Aura, which instills emotions of fear and hesitation. Due to [Primal Revelation], the user can actively attack others [Mind] with bloodlust to intimidate targets at a moderate cost of [Qi], the efficiency of the skill scales of the user's [Mind] stat.

Notably, other users with the [Primal Revelation] title will detect such an attack even if it is not directed at them based on the proximity and strength of the [Mind] attack.
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Alistair let out an appreciative whistle as he read the description. This would certainly do for most exchanges. A good offense was, after all, the best defense, as people liked to say. He felt ready to take on the trader's market and, by extension, Nessyra.

Riseth had called her sister over the link and told Alistair that Nessyra had made some time for them the next day. Alistair was fine with that as he went to continue refining and tempering his skeleton as he was almost done infusing his body with Heavenly Purity Essence and completing the next step of the Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique as described in the manual.

Alistair's inner completionist lamented, leaving the job almost done, though he knew that this was merely the first layer and had many more steps to go through as he would have to temper his body continuously.

The next morning, Riseth woke Alistair up as they prepared to depart. Alistair was curious what Nessyra would be like, and he looked forward to seeing the trader's market for the first time as he joined Riseth, who was waiting for him by the door.

"She better not ask me for tree-fiddy," Alistair murmured, still a bit drowsy as they got ready to head out, garnering a confused look from Riseth.




Chapter 55
Negotiation Or Interrogation


They didn’t encounter anyone in the gate room, and as soon as they appeared in the trader's market, Alistair was assaulted by hustling and bustling noise, and the smell of people and food. Alistair and Riseth appeared on a large platform with many gates. In the distance, he could see more such platforms evenly spaced around, and in between, Alistair saw sections, each with their own type of architecture.

From above, it had a wild look as there was a mix of modern, sci-fi, and medieval structures, almost intermingling with large open squares where people sold things on stands. The streets were already packed with all kinds of individuals and Alistair had to remind himself just how large the multiverse was.

Alistair strongly suspected that the trader's market had many sub-sections, though he wasn't sure because the city stretched into the horizon, although he could make out much less activity in the distance, looking at the many individuals he checked the registry for family members as he wasn't quite sure if it was separated by instance or not, but sadly, the list remained empty.

"Wait, is this place already packed, or are these buildings in the distance just abandoned?" Alistair asked Riseth.

"Well, according to my sister, most structures are empty and can be rented. You can find structures for whatever need you might have, though the closer to the center, the better. Sis almost immediately rented out that big structure over there and is renting the leftover space out to others. She has already bought some other structures and hired crafters to occupy them,” Riseth said as she pointed at a large modern building with multiple shopfronts near the center.

"The more you talk about her, the less I think we can offer her," Alistair said, a little unsure.

"Sis can only do this because physical confrontations are impossible. She has struggled to find strong individuals willing to follow her outside of doing jobs for her, so she desperately needs a strong backer to get some of the more aggressive competitors off her back," Riseth explained, looking at him expectantly. Alistair took in what she said and tried to confirm if he truly couldn’t use offensive magic. He felt his magic immediately suppressed as he tried and nodded.

While Alistair was considering the prospect of becoming some backer, Riseth had summoned Fluffy, who was all too happy to hang around her shoulders for some extra flair.

"So, what you are saying is that you need me to put on a show?" Alistair asked eventually, a bit uncomfortable with the idea, as he had initially planned to stay lowkey.

"Pretty much, so if you could get King to give us a ride, that would help," Riseth said with a toothy grin.

Alistair could only shake his head. He had planned just to stroll the cities and check out the myriad of races, and now he was supposed to catch all their attention by summoning a wyvern.

"Is this really necessary?" Alistair asked hopefully.

"Yep, you have to prove that you can put your foot down and flex that power when needed. If you pull out now or hide yourself, it would be viewed as a weakness. What you do after the meeting does not matter because then you can come and go as secretively as you wish," Riseth told him, whipping back and forth on her feet, entertained by Alistair's hesitancy.

Alistair summoned King, who appeared next to them, standing out like a sore thumb, with his red coloration on the white marble stairs leading up to the gates.

"Let's get this over with quickly," Alistair requested as he flew up to King's back, lending Riseth a hand as she landed next to him before King took off toward the roof of the large structure.

Alistair's senses went into overdrive, and he could feel how individuals repeatedly used Identify on him, which made him quite uncomfortable. At the same time, Riseth called Nessyra over her Akashic Link, letting her know they were going to land at the roof entrance.

As they landed, they were greeted by a very tall demoness with large black horns. Her skin, a delicate bluish hue, accentuated the angular contours of her face. She had heart-shaped lips and a sharp, piercing gaze adorned with golden to yellowish irises. Her ears were a bit longer than a human's or Riseth's but much shorter than any elf's. Around her neck, she wore a black and golden choker. Her long white hair and subtle pink and burgundy highlights gave her an elegant and almost mesmerizing look.

Despite her slender figure, a very tight and daringly designed jacket revealed a generously sized chest, the garment's window allowing a tantalizing glimpse. The jacket, adorned in dark red, black, and dark purple hues, featured golden buckles and long sleeves with white fur-trimmed accents around the collar and cuffs. It gracefully opened around her belly button, only to elegantly close again, culminating in a three-piece fauld. Completing her look were knee-high black boots, seamlessly transitioning into stockings that ascended, disappearing beneath the fauld's, revealing only a small glimpse at her tights.

Alistair could tell that despite the impractical and bold look, the armor was of very high quality and would cover her whole body in a fight. At least he tried to distract himself with such thoughts as Nessyra clearly purposefully dressed like this to distract the opposite gender. Alistair had difficulty figuring out where to look, as the dress revealed way too much, and her eyes were piercing, predatory, and hard to hold contact with for long.

Staring at her forehead was something she would notice just as much as he already had to look up to her as she was almost a head taller than him. So, Alistair braced himself to just endure her gaze and took one big final breath as he dismounted from King with Riseth on his side, who gave him an encouraging look.

"I can't believe you actually convinced him to do this," Nessyra said with a chuckle.

Riseth only gave a big smile, and Alistair could tell this was part of her test through the resonance, so he didn’t dare to relax.

The exchange had barely begun, and neither had used any magic, yet Alistair felt the sweat building as Riseth and her sister exchanged pleasantries and the infrequent pings of people using Identify on him.

"I would like to talk with Alistair alone in my office. I hope you don't mind me borrowing your esteemed legend for a little," Nessyra said playfully.

Alistair glanced at Riseth with a raised eyebrow.

"Sure, I don't mind," Riseth announced, smiling at them.

Alistair took the opportunity to step up with a light bow, as he knew that was the standard greeting in Neshan.

"I am Alistair. Nice to meet you, Nessyra," Alistair said in an assertive yet polite tone.

"Pleasure is all mine, shall we?" She asked as the door behind her opened.

"Riseth, if you would wait in my lobby? Feel free to take any drink or snack you like," Nessyra said, and Alistair could feel the warmth in her voice toward Riseth. Yet, something bothered him. It all felt a bit stiff and unnatural. Were they acting? If so, to what end?

They stepped inside and found themselves in a luxurious apartment with a large bar and a pool on the other side of the roof apartment, visible through a window front.

Riseth went to sit on a barstool with Fluffy, and she gave him an encouraging look as Nessyra led him upstairs and into a large office with a big mahogany desk and a big leather armchair behind it. With a wave of her hand, she made another armchair appear for Alistair. As soon as the door closed behind him, his Conceptual Awareness was cut off from the outside. The only thing that persisted was his resonance with Riseth, and he could feel her nervousness.

"Isolated room. I'm sure this comes in handy during negotiations," Alistair said confidently, letting her know he was aware of it as he took a seat in the offered chair.

"How perceptive, yes like most, I don't like outsiders listening in to my business negotiations," Nessyra said, sitting on top of the desk in front of him, putting Alistair in a precarious position as he was forced to look up at her predatory smile.

"So, what do you wish to talk to me about?" Alistair asked, craning his neck uncomfortably to hold her gaze, considering standing back up again.

"Oh, I thought we could get to know each other more intimately before we started our negotiations; humans are somewhat of a legend on our planet," Nessyra said seductively, playing with her hair and putting it behind her ear as she lifted a leg up toward him.

"No, I am with Riseth, and as flattering an offer, I am not one to break my word,” Alistair let her know as anger flared up in him.

"Oh, I know Riseth never liked to share, but she does not need to know. I swear on the system that I will do all I can to keep it a secret," Nessyra said as she leaned in closer.

"Careful, or you have to get into my good graces to do any business,” Alistair threatened calmly as he unleashed his Bloodcurdling Presence for but a moment, holding her gaze with some legitimate anger, he activated Calm Mind to reduce his own building anger. His armor had warped a little, warning him of a mental attack, but he hadn’t even noticed initially; social settings made paying attention to one's armor much harder.

As Nessyra recoiled slightly, the pressure also slightly lifted, her complexion taking on a lighter hue of blue. Her pupils dilated before she regained some composure and walked somewhat stiffly around the desk to break eye contact with Alistair, which didn’t go unnoticed by him as he quietly observed her reaction, satisfied to have emerged victorious in their first meaningful exchange, though he made an effort not to reveal it.

"Let's talk business then. First, let's agree that any information and deals made here will never be revealed to outsiders. Riseth, of course, is no outsider, and new people can be brought into the fold if we come to an agreement," Nessyra announced as she took a seat. Her yellowish eyes bore into Alistair's gray ones.

"Agreed, but why not bring Riseth in then?" Alistair questioned her, tilting his head a little.

"I know what Riseth can offer, as I had a long discussion with her, but she refused to budge when it came to you. So, I want to see if you are worth the trouble. You seem even stronger than she claimed, though strength isn't everything. What else can you do?"

"My study topic is a powerful one, and it has legacy aspects. We humans come from a society with much tighter family ties, and I'm confident most of my family members will be competent individuals," Alistair announced, surprised he was allowed to share this much about his topic.

"Speculation isn't a great way to start these negotiations. They might die or require our help rather than being assets," Nessyra retorted as his armor warped, but she was shut down as Alistair started to exude his blood-curdling aura passively. She was lucky not to have called his family baggage, or he would have stopped holding back out of politeness. She started to sweat, and his armor's warping stopped, and he reined in his aura.

Alistair was quite peeved at this point and found it odd how the negotiations were tainted by magic like this. However, he suspected this wasn’t the norm. He could sense her probing his magic, it didn’t feel very invasive, but Alistair had gotten quite good at sensing magic. Her attempts to rattle him and use mind attacks to increase his aggression made Alistair suspect she was fishing for an incriminating reaction. This whole thing felt more like an interrogation than a negotiation.

"Fine, I have already started collecting tools and treasures to build a power base. I have herbs that should be able to create HP and MP potions. An herbalist should be able to propagate these herbs and make a tidy profit from them. I even dug some soil in which the herbs were planted, which might benefit the herbs and plants. I also possess a natural treasure with the growth Affinity that could enhance any harvests, and much like Riseth, I have my own Alchemy stations. Finally, I caught a herd of incredibly delicious monsters, enough of them to breed them outside the trial." Alistair counted down some of the bigger selling points that could be turned into money.

Alistair waited, but Nessyra stared blankly at him as if lost in thought. Alistair was just about to say something when she spoke up.

"You really should have started with that," Nessyra eventually said, still deep in thought.

Alistair suspected she was evaluating what he just offered. However, his senses still detected some of her magical probing.

"Please take good care of my sister," she said out of the blue very earnestly, which caught Alistair off guard momentarily before swiftly regaining his composure.

"I am planning on it. But where did that come from?" Alistair asked, a genuine sense of confusion playing across his features.

Nessyra stood up, circled around the desk, and hugged him tightly. He could sense her excitement, and she beamed at him. Her expression had completely changed, and before he could ask or say anything, she darted out of the room and down the stairs.

Alistair sat there for a few moments, processing what had just happened, "Did she just use some lie detector skill? Scanned my personality? What the hell was that?" Alistair wondered before standing up and following the sounds from downstairs, where he could hear Nessyra and Riseth gleefully squealing and hugging each other in excitement. Fluffy squished in between them.

One could almost envy that snake, Alistair thought with a chuckle as he leaned over the balcony, observing the lively scene below, still quite confused.

"Can somebody please explain what's going on?" Alistair demanded almost pleadingly.

"You passed my sister's screening," Riseth told him as she grabbed a big bottle of booze and popped the cork.

"So, I suspected this was a test, but all of it has been an act to see if I'm the real deal?" Alistair questioned a bit hurt.

"Oh, I didn’t doubt you for a second," Riseth assured him while motioning him down.

"My apologies, but I felt the need to protect my sister. With magic and all the weirdness going on, I wanted to make sure Riseth didn’t get hung up on a muscle-brain she felt indebted to or who used magic to control her," Nessyra explained sincerely, offering a deep bow, which Alistair knew was a profound sign of respect on Neshan.

Alistair walked down the stairs, a bit upset, but he understood because he could see himself doing the same if somebody suddenly got close to his sister under these circumstances.

"Let's celebrate before we dive into some actual business; there's plenty to discuss," Nessyra exclaimed enthusiastically, grabbing one fancy-looking glass from the counter that Riseth had just filled with a fizzy amber liquid.




Chapter 56
Banter


Alistair had changed his armor to look like something more comfortable as it changed to a pair of black jeans and a neat cotton shirt. He took a sip from the amber liquid. It was strong, fizzy, and slightly sweet and fruity, though not a fruit Alistair had ever tasted before. They chatted and exchanged jokes. It didn't take Alistair long to notice the similarities between Riseth and her sister. Nessyra had a warm and friendly personality, but she was also very touchy-feely. She preferred to show her affection through physical contact, which was something Alistair had a hard time adjusting to. Her more sharp and regal disposition was reserved for outsiders, or so he gathered.

"Are negotiations using magic like this common?" Alistair asked, doing air quotes when he said negotiations, confusing Nessyra momentarily.

"These weren't exactly negotiations. It was more like me probing and assessing you. I went quite easy on you. There is a lot you have to learn regarding negotiations, but your powers and ability to read the other party and your stoic presence are a good start. And no, it is not a common occurrence. Sometimes, when there is a conflict of interest, a power struggle, or intense negotiations, it happens. However, there is always the option to just leave or kick somebody out who tries to abuse it."

"You can kick people out of your building?" Alistair asked, surprised.

"Yeah? Do you want to see it in action?" Nessyra offered with a coy tone.

"I think I'll pass," Alistair said casually as Nessyra pouted, mumbling. "Shame" under her breath.

Alistair paced through the luxurious apartment while Riseth and Nessyra talked and informed each other of topics of interest they had found. Riseth informed her of dangerous factions and races to avoid.

Riseth and Alistair had spent quite some time researching the more nefarious factions of the multiverse, aiming to recognize their iconography and tactics, and found that certain species had certain inclinations and were wired differently, particularly hiveminds, which were particularly strange. Many insectoid species had a very high cohesion but an utter lack of empathy, although they often liked to pretend they did to earn others' trust as they viewed it as efficient, which rubbed Alistair the wrong way.

They also sought to locate some of Nuk's descendants. They got lucky as they found some mentions of them. Apparently, they had gained shelter by becoming vassals under a prominent mercenary faction called the Astra Condottiere, led by a pantheon of battle-focused gods. This faction was one of the largest and most renowned contractors and offered a unique perk: joining them granted near immunity from most other factions as they violently retaliated against any faction attacking their members. The exception of course was if you were under contract to attack or bring harm to another faction or similar circumstances. In exchange, they expected you to join their wars and fights or accept missions and contracts. The last alternative was to contribute in a different way akin to what the dwarves did, choosing immunity by supplying weapons and arms. As the faction had ever-changing needs and aimed to expand itself, one could get lucrative temporary and more permanent agreements with this faction.

Alistair headed for one of the balconies, looking down on the streets, which were bustling with activity as the myriad of races haggled, talked, and ate with each other.

He knew most of the people down there were among the strongest initiates, and his Senses picked up quite a few individuals with a much higher level than him. Some even had the Primal Revelation title. A particularly strong individual was a wyvern or dragon in human form with dark blue scales, a draconic visage with two feathery wings, and a surprisingly gentle-looking tail as it lacked any spikes but instead had feathers at the end. He was wearing a medieval-looking full plate armor similar to Alistair’s, though the armor seemed to be, mostly made of Mithril based on the coloration.

Alistair couldn’t make out much more detail from this distance, and his Identify told him this was [Nephron - lvl ?], which made him feel like he was slacking and should be out there training despite knowing this was just as important. But it also raised some questions, and Alistair curiously looked back toward Nessyra.

"I thought beasts needed to reach grade 8 to polymorph into humanoids, but I can see many animal and beast people around. How does that work?" Alistair queried as he turned away from the balcony.

"Oh, there's a distinction; beasts and animals using polymorph are typically referred to as beastmen. Meanwhile, there are also beastkin, believed to be the offspring of beastmen and other races intermingling. However, it seems they can also evolve on their own planets during the initiation. They're quite common," Nessyra explained, reclining on a sizable black couch nearby.

"It's all a bit difficult to keep track of," Alistair remarked, attempting to grasp the nuances between beastkin and beastmen while observing them more closely from his elevated vantage point.

"Why bother differentiating between races? Either they are humanoid, can turn humanoid, or will be able to turn humanoid," Riseth questioned him curiously.

Alistair thought about it, and she was right. There was no need to bring some of Earth's worst aspects into this new reality they found themselves in. He would continue to judge individuals on their actions and personalities rather than race. Though now, with evil factions like the navih and perhaps even more nefarious groups, he would, at the very least, treat insectoids and hive minds with some caution due to their more questionable inclinations, so he shelved that line of thought for now.

While thinking about the physiology of different species, Alistair remembered how Sebastian had mentioned the fact that most species lost unneeded organs and other requirements like sleep and eating, which had worried Alistair because every lost organ would be one he couldn’t remold or temper or would need to regrow.

Alistair, however, found out that once you became a Body Cultivator, organs were no longer viewed as superfluous by the system and were no longer removed, which was why Body Cultivation was usually something taught at grade 10 and at a young age in the multiverse, which had explained some of the more questionable decision making Alistair had read about in the manuals.

He still had to get used to the fact that grade 10 was usually reserved for children, young adults, and the untalented and cowardly, as it only lasted to level 50 and was the easiest grade to advance and obtain high-tier skills in, most of which would downgrade once he reached the next grade. The jump from 10 to 9 and 9 to 8 had the smallest difference between grades and would only last for 50 levels each. Increasing grades in the trial was even more effortless for the initiates due to slight system assistance and plentiful opportunities to obtain records. There was only one potential stopgap.

Every individual had to undergo changes and face challenges from the system to enhance their grade. Qi cultivator famously had to withstand some tribulation from the system to prove they had progressed enough on their paths, which was quicker than most but also harder and more dangerous. Still, at least they knew what they could expect. Body cultivators had to temper their bodies sufficiently and face a strong opponent or challenge to prove themselves. One often had to complete multiple challenges when upgrading grades, as one's race or path would create new requirements to advance.

"You are right," Alistair told her, deep in thought, as he walked over and sat on the couch beside Nessyra. Fluffy slithered on his lap to curl up as he idly petted her.

Alistair abruptly sensed his Conceptual Awareness being cut off from the outside world once again, indicating that Nessyra had summoned a shielded space for their conversation. Strangely, she had to perform hand signs to accomplish this, a detail he noted to inquire about later. In a previous discussion, Alistair discovered that Nessyra could level up by earning money and completing deals.

"Do you happen to have some of the meat from these Lomies you caught?" Nessyra asked next to him as she poured herself another glass of the amber liquid.

Riseth noticed the sudden quiet and walked over to join their conversation. She settled next to Alistair, leaning against him. Clad in a beautiful black dress disguising her usual armor, Riseth's appearance made it challenging for Alistair to avert his gaze at times.

"Oh yes, I have a few carcasses from my first few encounters. I also sometimes failed to capture them unharmed and couldn't heal them. I had to put them out of their misery,” Alistair explained, feeling quite bad about it.

Alistair had occasionally gone hunting with Simon and his father, and they had made sure to kill the animals as ethically as possible, only taking shots that were sure to kill. Hunting was necessary in their region to keep the number of deer and boar in check and the environment healthy. Also, they tasted great.

"I could call up one of my restaurant's chefs and have him prepare some dinner while we further discuss our plans. Perhaps we could start breeding them during the trial, selling their meat, and building a brand if they taste as good as you claim," Nessyra suggested.

"Sure, but how much can we protect such a brand? Could others not recreate the meat?" Alistair asked.

"Artificially created meat, while possible, stands no chance in comparison to the real deal, even with the introduction of magic, so unless they obtain the same animals or beasts, they won't be able to copy us, and I would make sure the identity of the Lomies stays secret as well as make sure only contracted people can interact with them so none of them get stolen," Nessyra reassured Alistair.

He gave her the go-ahead, and they continued talking longer as she made some calls, seemingly arguing with the chef, trying to convince him to come over. They were about to start negotiations when a small humanoid figure entered the room. Alistair suspected him to be a Halfling, but he could have been a gnome or any other small humanoid race. Alistair would not bother asking as the small man looked quite angry, his brows furrowed and a frown on his face. Identity revealed him to be [Barton Glenhare - lvl 27]. Despite his level, the halfling didn’t radiate strength, and Alistair suspected that most dedicated crafters would feel like this.

Barton had mix between blonde and brown hair and thick mutton chops, and his hair was pressed back and tied in a ponytail. He had light skin color and green eyes, his wrinkles betraying how he clearly liked to scowl, unlike most individuals he had seen. Barton seemed to haven’t returned to his youth, preferring to stick to a late middle age. He was wearing a black chef's coat, surprising Alistair that they were seemingly a thing outside of earth.

"I still don't understand why you insist on me coming personally, and I can't leave those donkeys running my restaurant without my guidance," Barton exclaimed before laying eyes on Alistair and Riseth.

"Apologies, I suspect you are the guests drawing attention to our establishment by parking your colorful wyvern on our roof," Barton asked incredulously.

Alistair had legitimately not thought about King, who seemed to have purposefully escaped Alistair's attention, and now that Alistair checked, the damn wyvern was reveling in all the attention he was getting. Alistair acknowledged Barton with a nod before storing King back into his plane, and he could sense the wyvern pouting.

"Why did you have me fly King up here anyway? Was this a bet between the two of you?" Alistair asked as he put Fluffy on the couch and stood up to greet Barton properly.

"You named it bloody King?" Barton interjected, disbelief in his tone, causing Alistair to feel a bit embarrassed.

"Not exactly. We did that to get Frixibis off my back, but we can discuss that later. This is Barton, the chef and owner of Glenhare Roadhouse. He is a brilliant cook, and the second I tasted his food, I knew I had to have him,” she said with a flirtatious tone, and Alistair could see Barton's expression growing a bit softer.

"Barton, dear, if you don't mind joining us, we might have an incredible business opportunity that could give you some culinary challenges," Nessyra said sweetly, bending down while talking to Barton, clearly making full use of her natural advantages. Barton, in turn, got all flustered.

"Fine, but let's get this over fast. I have a kitchen to get back to," Barton exclaimed as he headed upstairs as if it wasn't the first time he had been coaxed into doing what Nessyra wanted.

Nessyra smiled as she hurriedly walked upstairs. Alistair could see her touch his shoulders and neck as she led him toward her office. Alistair could hear her compliment and stroke Barton's ego as they got out of sight around the corner. Alistair and Riseth followed shortly behind them, exchanging wordless glances before following them into her office.




Chapter 57
Bloodline


Nessyra looked at them expectantly, and Alistair closed the door behind them and followed Riseth's lead as she joined her sister behind the desk while Barton sat on a properly sized armchair.

For some reason, they kept the big chair behind the desk free, and Alistair was signaled to sit in it, so he played along before Barton could complain. Riseth and Nessyra flanked his sides, and Nessyra leaned forward to address Barton, who looked at them expectantly.

"First, I would like to state that this is a contract-protected negotiation. No information shared between us may leave this room. Is this acceptable?" Nessyra asked, and everyone agreed.

"As of today, I have a new backer. Alistair is the partner of my dear sister Riseth. He came with some very lucrative business opportunities for the culinary space. Of course, we would only accept the best of the best to work with," Nessyra stated as she laid out their plans, discussed viability, and addressed Barton's concerns. It took little effort to convince Barton to cook one of Alistair's Lomies and some of the fruits Alistair had collected.

"You are correct. From what I have experienced since opening Glenhare Roadhouse, most species have their own sense of taste and preferences. Meat, in particular, is very popular as it is viewed as a luxury on most planets and sometimes forms their whole diet. If the meat is as good as you describe it, it could be very bloody profitable, but I need to cook some of it first. I would require one of these Lomies for me to butcher and cook it." Barton explained, his face painted with a mix of excitement and anxiety. He had been caught hook, line, and sinker and was very eager to cook one of the Lomies, even putting aside his distrust for his own employees.

The negotiations had gone quite smoothly, and all Alistair needed to do was sit there stoically and hand Barton the ingredients after signing a system-reinforced non-disclosure and distribution contract, which Barton was overly eager to sign before he hurried off to his own private space to cook with the new and exciting ingredients.

"Please tell me I don't need to sit here like some mafia boss every time you need to make a deal," Alistair questioned, a bit worried.

"Oh, of course not. That's reserved for more important meetings, and Barton was good practice," Nessyra explained with a warm smile as she motioned for Alistair to stand up.

Riseth, who had leaned against his chair, righted herself, and Alistair stood up. As soon as he did, the desk and chairs disappeared, replaced with a high round table slowly filling with documents.

"I lament doing this, but I must insist on contracts to solidify our relationship beyond family ties and mutual trust," Nessyra said seriously as she handed Alistair and Riseth a set of contracts to read and sign. Alistair made sure to check for fine print and magic, just in case. Nessyra had powerful contract magic, a concept strongly tied to souls and the Akashic system. Alistair found no tempering or hidden loopholes. The contract was quite fair and placed him as patriarch and Riseth as the matriarch of a new clan with Nessyra as the executive, outlining their obligations and duties to the clan, with options to withdraw from the contract within a ten-year period and a fair distribution clause in case of the clan being disbanded.

The only part of the contract that gave Alistair pause was the obligation to protect the clan in times of need. For someone to become a member of their Clan, both Alistair and Riseth would need to agree. Nessyra would manage wealth, negotiate, and organize the clan under their supervision, with the authority to hire personnel for the clan. Notably, the clan was without a name, which made Alistair curious.

"Two questions: Who is Frixbis, and why does the clan not have a name?" Alistair questioned, looking at Nessyra, who had just signed her contract, giving Riseth some pause as she held off on signing.

"Frixbis is a competitor, a fox demon from a different planet, who forcibly tried to convince me to become her cohort before I kicked her out. She owns one of the bigger establishments nearby and has managed to gain the favor of a handful of strong individuals, and I lacked any backing at the time," Nessyra explained, visibly upset at the memory.

"And you think that little show I put on would keep her away? What potential trouble can we expect from her?" Alistair asked her.

"Not much, as long as you continue to grow and we manage to get more people to our side. Due to the nature of the Trader's Market, we should be fine during the trial. Though Frixbis might view us as rivals and try to undercut our prices as she is quite a spiteful individual who didn’t take it well when I refused her advances," Nessyra explained with a frown. Alistair suspected she was worried he was backing out of the agreement and was mentally preparing to reel him back in.

"Fine, since there is an option to withdraw, I will commit to the clan, but what about the name?" Alistair questioned, seeing the relief playing out on Nessyra's face.

"Once we have properly established ourselves, we might form a bloodline, and the decision lies with you and Riseth; considering you lack a second name, I presume that your family wasn’t influential enough to warrant one?" Nessyra questioned, still oblivious to most of the earth's culture."

"Not quite. I initially chose not to display my surname as I felt I could just add it later or obtain a different one because of bloodlines," Alistair explained, garnering looks from both of them, particularly Riseth, who beamed with curiosity.

"What? Are you willing to tell?" Riseth questioned, baffled at his decision. Alistair knew Neshan had a culture where only the important clans and families dared to carry a surname, and children from polyamorous branches didn't get to carry them unless they proved their worth or had larger issues with succession.

"My Name before the integration was Alistair Ryser," Alistair stated nonchalantly.

Riseth and Nessyra exchanged looks as Riseth cupped her hand and pointed at him in a gesture that roughly meant this guy, I swear. From Alistair's research into gestures, he took the opportunity to cross his index and middle finger while raising his palm in a sign meaning sorry but not sorry, surprising both of them and coaxing Riseth to speak up.

"You always manage to surprise me, Mr. Legendary, or should I call you Mr. Ryser? Riseth questioned teasingly, with a broad smile.

"Trouble, please don't call me Mr. Ryser," Alistair requested earnestly.

"Why? Because that's your Father?" Riseth asked jokingly, and Alistair's smile turned into a frown.

"It's not. The opposite, in fact," Alistair told her. Still, he regretted the flow of conversation as It had been a long time since he had been thinking of that piece of human garbage, and the thought of his father getting access to magic and powers made Alistair's blood run cold as he knew nothing good could come from it. Part of the reason Alistair became a policeman was to distance himself from his father's legacy, and a small part of him hoped to put that menace away for good, though due to the man fleeing the country, that had become a job for Interpol.

Alistair could tell that unearthing that particular topic made the resonance lash out, but to his surprise, it went both ways. Alistair could see a much younger version of Riseth, feeling alone and unloved. Her mother, who was supposed to be a caretaker, pushed her into her father's arms, who only reluctantly took her in as he had already taken Nessyra as they had initially agreed. Her mother was a tall and beautiful succubus with thick lips, sharp features, white hair, and green highlights tied up in an elaborate, impractical hairstyle.

The woman wore an incredibly expensive and revealing dress adorned with thousands of small gems that formed elaborate patterns. She wore a lot of jewelry, and in stark contrast, Riseth looked like a lost child next to her, only wearing a cheap dress. He could sense the resentment and wish to distance herself from the woman, and Alistair could empathize with the sentiment all too well.

Alistair didn’t want Riseth to see what his early childhood had been like, but the decision was out of his hands. Nessyra looked at the both of them, concerned, as they both stopped smiling. Riseth looked like she wanted to say something but couldn't. Alistair knew just as he had gleaned things about her. The same was true the other way around, and the last thing either wanted was to talk about it.

"It's fine. We both know now," Alistair told her. The room's mood had turned awkward, and Alistair wished to move on, so he signed his contract and put down the pen.

"What just happened? I didn’t feel any magic?" Nessyra asked, concerned, looking between the two of them. Alistair walked over and wrapped his arm around Riseth, who returned the embrace.

Alistair explained resonance to Nessyra, at least what he knew and had experienced. Riseth chimed in occasionally to add her insight before also signing the contract.

"So will it be the Ryser Clan, or do we look for a different name?" Nessyra asked hesitantly as she looked at both of them intently.

"It is a name that carries some importance for me, but I am fine with other suggestions," Alistair exclaimed, one of his arms still wrapped around Riseth's shoulders.

"We could name it the Legendary Trouble Alliance," Riseth said jokingly, eliciting a snort from Alistair.

"I think our quota for terrible naming conventions has already been reached," Alistair quipped.

They exchanged more serious suggestions, but Riseth insisted on the Ryser name.

"I really like the name," Riseth repeated, looking to Nessyra for her opinion.

"It's definitely a marketable name, and It makes me think of rising to the occasion. I could come up with many slogans," Nessyra said seriously. Alistair was about to protest as her facade broke, and she started laughing.

"Don't worry. I will probably make a bunch of subsidiaries when it comes to selling our products and marketing," she reassured him, still smirking at Alistair, who pouted in response. Alistair appreciated her efforts as he was sure she had guessed what he had seen of Riseth's past without them having to explain it and was eager to help improve the atmosphere.

"All right, Executive Nessyra, what is next on the agenda?" Alistair asked, looking at her expectantly.

"First, we finish the damn paperwork," Nessyra quipped. Once she had penned the agreed-upon name on the paper, the contracts vanished, and Alistair heard a set of chimes. As he checked his notifications, he was stunned for a moment. The formation of a Bloodline was unexpected as the contract was provisional in nature. They exchanged confused looks before turning their attention to the notifications.
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Notifications:

The contract for the formation of Bloodline [Clan Ryser] has been signed by [Alistair].

By founding a [Bloodline], Alistair's name has been changed to: [Alistair Ryser]
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[Bloodline Tab]

Name: Ryser / Type: Clan

Position: Patriarch [Co-Leader]

Stage: Establishment

Members: [3] / [Member list]

Subsidiaries: [4] / [Subsidiary list]

Followers: [24] / [Follower list]

Legacy Bonus: [1] / [Legacy list]
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The First thing Alistair did was use Identify on the two sisters, who now both had the Ryser name. He was sure that would come back to bite him at some point.

When he checked his Bloodline tab, he found it was no longer empty. It listed all the currently relevant information. When he checked the sub-tabs, he found that Glenhare Roadhouse was one of the subsidiaries, along with some other shops owned directly by Nessyra and some that had a bunch of contracts. A quick glance at the follower tab showed Fluffy and King counted as followers, and so did Bart, his employees, and some of the other individuals Nessyra had hired.

Within the legacy tab, Alistair found his cultivation patriarch title had added a flat +10 bonus to the body stat for members of the clan along with lowered requirements when learning Body Cultivation related skills as long as Alistair was patriarch. Eventually, Alistair just stopped checking all the sub-windows, preferring to leave it for Nessyra to handle.

"Well, that was unexpected," Nessyra said, concerned, as it looked like she was hurriedly sorting through invisible documents on a tablet.

"I see this as a win-win; no more study topic restrictions," Riseth said, expressing a sense of relief. However, it wasn't as helpful anymore since they had already figured out each other's topics. Nonetheless, it would still help them if they picked up new fields of study.

"All right, Nessyra, what are the next steps here?" Alistair asked, a bit lost.

"First, I will scout some new employees and locations. Alistair, If you would give me the herbs and the growth treasure, as well as your share of the alchemy stations, I will establish a greenhouse and alchemy lab to produce potions. We already have competition in this space, but the demand is incredibly high, and many are looking to obtain the exact herbs you have just delivered to me," Nessyra explained while sorting through some physical documents, as her demeanor grew much more business-like.

Alistair complied with her requests, noting that he would later ask to examine the growth treasure for essences. He decided it would be best to utilize the treasure to generate funds.

"There are a few more things to go over, and Bart should return soon with dinner, so let's get some of the more important things done so you guys can get back to your adventuring, and I can do my job," Nessyra explained as she started writing down notes and asking them questions on how they wished her to handle certain things.




Chapter 58
Dinner


After an hour of discussing plans, business approaches, taboos, and instructing Nessyra on acquiring the Akashic Link skill so she didn’t have to rely on an item as she had until now. Their conversation was interrupted by Barton's return, as they heard a bell ring throughout the apartment. They proceeded down the stairs where Barton was already serving lavish-looking dishes using every part of the Lomie; even the sacks had been turned into dumplings.

Barton was uncharacteristically friendly and very professional as he made sure to pull out the chairs for the two sisters and explain the dishes one after the other, from ribs, steak, sausages, and fruit pie, among many other things, before excusing himself. It was almost shocking how fast he had managed to cook all this by himself, and Alistair could tell Barton had leveled up since he had last seen him. Fluffy, who noticed the smell, was already heading for the table. Riseth told her to stay off the table, but that didn’t stop the snake from pleading for some of the food.

"That looks delicious," Riseth exclaimed as she picked a plate with ribs, and Alistair followed her example while Nessyra grabbed a plate with a steak that came with some gravy and side dishes. Fluffy put her head on Riseth's lap. Riseth couldn’t say no to the big expectant eyes and gave the snake a steak, who devoured it and contently digested it but stuck around in the hope for more. Alistair couldn't help but view Fluffy like he would a dog. He would need to talk with Riseth about some discipline regarding raising Fluffy.

They all continued to eat, and occasional groans of pleasure could be heard when a new dish was tested. Still, other than the occasional remark and praise, they ate in silence for a little while before exchanging meaningful looks.

"That's the best thing I have ever eaten, and I have been to many of the best restaurants Neshan had to offer," Nessyra said, observing the food, unwilling to interrupt her meal for long.

"I traveled my planet to try out good food, and the only thing that comes close is wagyu. I actually feel bad for cooking some of it over a fire, " Alistair added.

Riseth remained silent, focusing on spearing a sausage with her fork. Reluctantly, Alistair paused in his steak consumption and sampled a slice of the fruit pie, finding it enjoyable, but he couldn’t help but continue to eat his steak, which he could cut like butter with the side of his fork, the meat melted on the tongue, unleashing a sensation of flavor.

Once they had their fill, they divided the remaining food among their storages and settled back into their seats, contentedly succumbing to a temporary food coma. After they had recovered a little they returned to Nessyra's office as she rang up Barton to continue the negotiations. They didn’t have to wait long as Barton had seemingly anxiously awaited for them to call.

This time, they all sat on a long table with Barton on the other side and Nessyra as the negotiator sat in the center opposite Barton.

"Thank you for coming, Barton. The meal has been incredible. I am interested to hear your thoughts as a chef on the viability of the venture we discussed," Nessyra exclaimed, looking at him expectantly.

"I am not gonna sugarcoat it. You got yourself a goldmine unless others find a bunch of better-tasting animals. I doubt you would ever lack customers. This is bound to go viral, and I doubt we can meet the demand. It was a joy to cook with such amazing ingredients," Barton explained excitedly.

Alistair felt excited and could feel the feeling mirrored in Riseth as they exchanged meaningful glances and smiles. Nessyra, however, tapped Alistair's foot, and he could tell he was to keep his stoic persona for now as Nessyra continued to question Barton some more.

"All right, I thank you for your service Barton, I will of course compensate you for your time. If you are interested in joining our business venture you are free to apply to be one of the establishments we will deliver to," Nessyra eventually said, her tone carrying a sense of assurance and authority. Barton had a shocked expression but she remained composed.

"I thought we would open up a chain together?" Barton questioned his nervousness becoming evident.

"Oh, this must be a misunderstanding. We never discussed such an intimate working relationship. As far as I recall, it was you who wished to stay more independent," Nessyra clarified, her words firm but delivered with a diplomatic touch.

Alistair suspected he knew where this was going and felt more confident in his decision to let Nessyra handle the business side of things.

Barton was flailing and arguing, almost pleading with Nessyra as she let him stew for a little longer at first, only giving him some placating words, then Barton started to offer concessions.

"Barton, you are an excellent chef, and we would love to continue working with you and your establishment, but with a product like ours, we prefer to either sell it at a premium or open up our own chain. A partnership has little appeal at this point in time," Nessyra explained calmly.

Barton deflated in his armchair as he changed into a thinking pose, covering his mouth with his hand while supporting his head, clearly debating something.

"Of course, we are currently looking for a capable head chef to lead our future chain, and I couldn't think of a better candidate. But I understand you have your own business to consider," Nessyra said, acting like she was trying to cheer up Barton.

"You had offered to buy my establishment before, and I refused. What if I'd be willing to consider it? In exchange, I would expect to be made head chef and have input into the branding and handling of the chain," Barton offered, his face filled with determination, which Alistair found admirable. Barton's path as a chef could be forever changed with the decisions made here, and Alistair suspected Barton was unwilling to pass up the opportunity.

"That is something we would have to discuss, but our Clan-Heads are very busy individuals, and we have taken up enough of their time. We can continue our negotiations, but I would lament to take up any more of their time," Nessyra said, standing up. Alistair and Riseth took the cue and wordlessly followed her to the door; Barton thanked them for the opportunity, and Alistair gave him a polite nod as they reached the door. Nessyra gave Riseth and Alistair a polite bow as they left. Alistair found the formality a bit excessive, especially since he had already interacted with Barton in a more casual setting, but he wasn't going to question Nessyra's approach to business culture.

Nessyra had a door that allowed them to teleport directly to the study dungeon, and from there, they returned to Alistair's room.

"Your sister sure is something; Barton does not stand a chance," Alistair said as they settled on Alistair's bed, it had been an eventful day.

"She can be very convincing when she wants to be, and I suspect she will request your trial coordinates to capture even more of those things. Are they hard to catch?" Riseth asked curiously.

"Not really, unless they are in a big herd, as it is hard to catch them when they scatter. lomies are usually quite lazy as they fill their sacks with water and sustain themselves with occasional grazing, though they can run quickly once spooked,” Alistair explained, recounting his experience with the creatures.

They exchanged a few more words before they started to drift into sleep. While they technically could go days without sleep, they had figured out the hard way that it was a poor idea to do so as their ability to focus drained, and their progress slowed as they were overcome with a sense of burning out. Having learned their lesson, they maintained the routine of going to sleep, where Riseth was in charge of waking them up, as Alistair had an easier time falling back asleep if he woke up prematurely.

The next day, Alistair returned to his study room as he wanted to learn arrays and finish his skeleton refinement, as he was about to sit down on the ground he paused.

Why the hell do I always sit down cross-legged? I haven’t found a single mention of it benefiting me during cultivation, Alistair questioned as he summoned his most comfortable armchair and sat down in a big pocket of atmospheric mana.

Much better, he thought, satisfied as he started his Essence Breathing Technique and pulled up the manual containing Arrays. He had been reading this manual on and off for a while, and it was by far the most difficult skill he had encountered until now. After a few hours of breathing and reading the manual, Alistair stood up and started drawing the array with the assistance of Akashic Link.

Despite his much improved Mental capacity, the array was too complicated to remember in full detail, so he needed to cross-check with the hovering window to get the details right. As he started to set up his array, he particularly struggled to include the tree into the array as it was on an elevated position, forcing him not just to imprint the magic with his intent but also carve it into the rock, which was a slow process.

In the end, it took him about half a week to lay down the basis of the array. Once he completed the imprints and reinforced them enough, they collected and funneled the atmospheric mana into the array's center. He then set up focal points, which allowed him to place his treasures, which in turn started to enrich the collected atmospheric mana so he could absorb the sought-after essences. Once he had accomplished that, a chime rang out, and he could feel himself level up to level 29.

Alistair clicked his tongue in annoyance. He actively tried to keep his level low to improve his foundation as much as he could before reaching the next grade. There was one particular goal he had in mind, and that was to improve his species first as it would increase his stat gain per level each level he obtained before the race change would just go to waste. With a sigh, he opened his skill tab and checked the new skill.
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Skills:

Tier: [Uncommon]

Skill Name: Array Novice

Description: The user is able to place arrays if he has access to the schematics through [Akashic Link] or other means. A slight boost to [Control] when drawing arrays may highlight issues with the array based on the user's [Senses] and experience.
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Strangely enough, the skill wasn’t part of the Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique. At least, it wasn’t a compound skill. With the new skill, his intuition told him there were a lot of issues with the array. Alistair then activated and slightly adjusted his Conceptual Awareness. He saw the faint glow of his imprints, visualizing the intricate array he had drawn, showing him a lot of issues with the flow as he had been sloppy with his drawing. Overall, the Atmospheric mana was much less scattered as it was slowly drawn toward his array.

During that half week, Alistair had made big strides in improving his breathing technique, being able to breathe while walking about. However, it was hard to maintain his intent of gathering essence while doing other things. He also finished his bones and tempered some of his muscles before deciding to speed up the process. The manuals had been written with children of the multiverse in mind by having them adjust to the pain and learn patience and giving them a sufficient chance to practice before they attempted working with more delicate organs.

He had begun breathing while leaving the Forging gem and his Sun crystals scattered around to enrich the local mana. He had planned to mold his stomach with the Sun Forge pattern, which was one of many instructions describing how to obtain an Augmented Physiology, which was the prerequisite for his species upgrade as just tempering his bones and muscles alone wasn't enough.

Alistair had already refined his stomach with Heavenly Purity Essence. With the array set up, the Forging essences had become much more frequent, but there were others Alistair couldn’t recognize yet, though they felt familiar. Once Alistair had tempered his stomach sufficiently and molded it with Forging essence, he could already feel the speed at which he processed Essences increase quite a bit. Still, the second he tried to mold Sun essence, he felt like his stomach was burning, forcing him to stop.

He had hoped that most molding was as pleasant as tempering and Heavenly Purity Essence had been, but he was dead wrong as he was forced to use his Body Cleansing Technique to rid himself of the steadily increasing heat and burning sensation in his stomach. Upon researching, he noticed he had skipped an important part: he was supposed to temper his brain and nerves to enhance his pain tolerance and regulate his pain signals.

There were methods to remove pain completely, but Alistair thought that would be a terrible idea, though there was mention of how Numbing and Soothing essences could be used as a middle ground. He happened to have some Soothing essences which occasionally trickled from the Sanity gem, though it would not be enough. It would take some days to accumulate enough of the essence for him to be able to make use of it, and it wasn't his preference.

Alistair leaned back in his armchair. He had planned to use the Sanity essences on his brain at some point regardless. However, he would prefer access to the Numbing for the particular mold, so he requested Nessyra over his link to keep an eye out for a treasure or item with the concept or a similar one, which told him it was an unusual request. Still, she would see what she could do. Numbing had other applications, particularly regarding emotions, but Alistair rejected that approach outright. He would not become a psychopath.

Alistair, instead, began tempering his brain, which was an incredibly strange sensation as he felt tingling and buzzing and the occasional expansion and retraction, which made him shudder.

While Alistair was doing that, he wondered what would happen if he were to mold his nerves with Steel essence?




Chapter 59
Surprise Visit


During his cultivation retreat, Alistair kept in touch with Nessyra and her progress. Notably, she had difficulty obtaining another growth treasure as they were very rare and highly sought after. Alistair didn’t dare to touch the Bloodline window anymore as it constantly updated as Nessyra was making a mint with the lomies and potion sales, which got reinvested into buying infrastructure, hiring employees, and occasionally adventurers for more risky jobs.

Alistair had pointed out that when he had found the coral-like Growth treasure, it had sped up the khid population's growth so much he hadn’t even seen a khid kid. Nessyra had switched the growth treasure almost immediately. This had allowed the lomies to grow much faster, though they were still not particularly fast breeders compared to most monsters. To compensate for the lack of herbs, Nessyra expanded the fields and propagated the herbs more aggressively in exchange for a temporary setback in sales.

Unsurprisingly, countless individuals didn’t wish to fight monsters again and were willing to be employed or pursue a craft. The streets of the trader's market did, however, fill with many beggars and broken individuals who were unable to cope with the changes or refused to accept them, particularly many previously influential individuals who hadn’t earned their position themselves did particularly poorly and were a common sight.

Factions had started to form where people from the same planet or shared interests started to gather and meet under one banner, often directed by the natural god of the planet in question. That particular information was interesting as these natural gods could visit people. However, it cost them. Nessyra hadn't taken the time to figure out exactly what it cost them, but it meant they rarely visited individuals.

Alistair had made great strides when it came to tempering his brain and nerves. He now had much more control over the intensity of the pain and how much he could bear before it got too much. He had tested this by refining sun essence as it was one of the most readily available essences, and he got it not only from the crystals but just by sitting under the sun. And he was getting close to creating the Sun Forge stomach without constant pain.

However, he was no masochist, so he would hold off until he could either numb the pain or reduce the intensity to nothing since he knew that the augmented organ didn’t actually hurt him. Still, insufficient tempering and preparation would cause intense and chronic pain in any augmented organ.

A call over his Akashic Link pulled him out of his considerations.

"Hey, Alistair, I got a surprise for you if you would come out of your study room for a second," Nessyra eagerly said.

"Oh, you managed to find the item I requested?" Alistair asked as he was heading for the door.

"Better than that," she said secretively. Alistair wondered what she could be on about. As he entered, he found Riseth still lazing on his bed, reading a book. She looked up at him in surprise.

"You are done early," she noted, looking at him curiously as he felt not one but two knocks to enter his private space.

"Yeah, Nessy called me, and now I think she is bringing somebody over. She called it a surprise," Alistair said as he allowed them entry.

Nessyra entered first and smiled at him broadly. Second, followed a very young human woman who clearly felt awkward about Nessyra's state of dress as she looked the other woman over. The girl had long blond hair and soft features. She was much shorter than both Alistair and Nessyra. She wore a white woolen dress and black stockings. Over the dress, she wore something between a dark gray robe and a trench coat, with simple yet elegant patterns on the shoulders and sleeves, with occasional satchels and a bandolier.

The clothing felt magical yet a bit different from his, but he was sure it also had the Comfort Array worked into her robe. On her hip she had what looked like a spell book held in place by a thin mithril chain that was slung over her shoulder. She beamed as she saw him, and before he could examine her more closely or properly greet her, she hurried over to hug him.

Alistair was confused for a moment but still suppressed Freedom of Movement enchantment as relief washed over him. As he looked into her gray eyes, his intuition was confirmed.

"Mom?! " Alistair said, close to tears. He returned the embrace, eliciting awws from both spectators. They held each other for a little while before his mother inspected who the third person in the room was. She then looked at both of the sisters and paused before looking back at him.

"I was so worried when I didn’t see anyone popping up in the registry. What happened? I almost didn’t recognize you," Alistair asked in rapid succession.

He had never seen his mother this young, not even in photos. She had lost a lot of weight, and some of the scarring Alistair had gotten used to was also gone. She glanced first at Nessyra and her revealing dress, then at Riseth, who had been next to him in bed.

"Why do both of these ladies have the name Ryser?" his mother asked. Some of her initial joy dampened, quickly changing to confusion and mild concern.

"I can explain. It's not what you think," Alistair said with raised hands.

"You better not have been magically married to two women," His mother said pointedly, though he could sense her relax at his reaction.

"Mom, they are not my wives," Alistair said. He knew why his mother would react so poorly to such a revelation, considering his father had done much the same and worse.

"Yet," Riseth, who had gotten off the bed and enjoyed the show from the sideline, quipped.

"Trouble, you are not helping," Alistair said with some amusement.

Alistair took the chance to explain. "This is Riseth. I met her in my first dungeon, and we have worked together ever since. Nessyra is her sister. We accidentally formed a Bloodline when we pooled our resources. That's why they are called Ryser," Alistair explained.

"Oh, thank God," his mother said with some relief. "I am sorry, but things have been chaotic and violent," his mother said apologetically, her worry from earlier gone.

"Hello, Mrs. Ryser, I am Riseth. It's a pleasure to finally meet someone from Alistair's family," Riseth said in an uncharacteristically nervous and stiff tone as she deeply bowed before smiling at his mother.

"Pleasure is all mine, dear. Are you his girlfriend, or is this a working relationship?" His mother asked in a kind tone while curiously looking at the two of them.

Riseth looked at Alistair expectantly. "Yes, she is, " Alistair exclaimed with a smile.

"In that case, you can just call me Juliana; thank you for watching out for my son," His mother told Riseth kindly while hugging her, surprising Riseth, who returned the gesture a bit hesitantly.

"But seriously, Mom, what happened? You didn’t show up in the registry,"

"That's because I was looking for you in the arena, but you never showed up. Me and Simon had been looking for you and the others all over," his mother explained with a note of annoyance.

"Simon? He's with you?" Alistair asked, surprised but glad to hear his friend was safe.

"Yes, he helped me a lot. He watched out for me, and we worked together," his mother explained, clearly very appreciative of Simons' assistance.

Alistair paused a bit, and for a moment, he thought that it was a good thing Simon was in the arena because if he had made moves on his now much younger-looking mother, he would kick his ass. Still, if not, he would have a hard time ever repaying him, and he took the chance to use Identify on his mother [Juliana Ryser - lvl 31].

Her level was higher than his, and she felt powerful but not as much as him or Riseth, at least stat-wise. However, once they talked some more, she revealed some of her abilities and norms of the arena, including her ability to bypass his Kinetic Guard, which gave him pause. On his request, she hit him on his shoulder, and as she did, she called out a spell, Nix, which dispersed his Kinetic Guard where her palm hit him.

Alistair summoned a set of chairs and a table for all of them to sit, but Nessyra excused herself as she had other matters to attend to.

"Thank you very much for putting me in touch with my son, Nessyra," his mother told her before she could leave. Nessyra felt just as awkward about the kindness, making Alistair wonder if it was just a Neshan cultural thing he had missed or if seeing a caring parent was something they had difficulty fathoming.

"Oh, it's nothing," Nessyra said, clearly holding something back, but Alistair would ask her about it later as he thanked her before she left the room.

"Did you find anyone else?" Alistair asked his mother, and she nodded to his relief.

"Yes, Melissa, bless her soul, was lucky enough to land in the Nurture Ward without the need to fight monsters. She is currently still there teaching," his mother told him,

"Teaching what exactly?" Alistair asked, confused, as much of the curriculum would most likely be useless now.

"The basics, like simple math, but she is also teaching some magic. You should have seen the class drawing runes. It was quite interesting. As a nurturer, she has access to a private library with many basic magic techniques and spells," His mother explained excitedly.

"I'm glad she is fine. Anyone else?" Alistair asked hopefully, but his mother shook her head.

"Sadly, no, the only other person was your co-worker Enya. She spends a lot of time in the beast-battling part of the arena," she recounted, clearly worried about the rest, but he wasn't going to tell her that he knew that some had died yet, especially since he didn’t know who exactly. Riseth shifted uncomfortably on her end of the table, observing the exchange, clearly not feeling like interrupting the reunion. Alistair decided to shift the conversation to something she could participate in.

"How does this Nix spell work exactly? And why did you call it out?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Well, you would know if you had been in the arena. It's a Word Of Power to disperse magic. You would do well to reinforce or stabilize your defense. I don't want you to die because you are overconfident in your defensive spell just to be killed," His mother scolded him, clearly still annoyed that he hadn’t shown up in the arena and worried her with his absence. Riseth looked at Alistair with a raised eyebrow before she nodded along, giving away that Alistair had already done that.

"Wait, did he already do that?" she asked disbelievingly while looking at Riseth, who hesitated momentarily before answering.

"Yes, but I pulled him out before he got cru— Ehm, hurt too badly," Riseth said a bit meekly. Alistair's mother stretched out her hands to hold Riseth's hand.

"Thank you, truly, for watching out for him. I wouldn't know what to do if he got himself killed; please continue to watch out for him," She requested earnestly, and they could feel the heartfelt gratitude that made Alistair feel really bad about his own carelessness.

They continued to talk and exchange information, and the longer the conversation went on, the more Riseth came out of her shell as his mother showered her in praise and affection the more she heard about their actions until now. Alistair learned a lot about the Arena Dungeon and knew he would need to get a key ASAP, and he gave Nessyra a heads-up as he required the funds.

His mother's understanding of magic was particularly interesting because she used her system and magic very differently than Riseth and he did. According to her, magic requires intent, focus, and a type of visualization for it to materialize along with mana or other ingredients for the conversion or exchange.

Personally, she preferred to use words of power, though others could use sigils and somatic components, and some could visualize it in their heads. However, when Alistair asked about it, she claimed it was less efficient and much more difficult to pull off, especially outside one's Affinity. Some magic items, like her spell book or Alistair's gloves, would help bypass the visualization and act as a focal point or focus.

When Alistair explained that he and Riseth had been doing spells by visualizing without much difficulty, his mother looked at them with surprise.

"The two of you might have a very high Affinity as mages, then. I am quite good with magic myself, but I prefer compounding spell lists for my skills for the variety," his mother elaborated while looking at the two of them with a smile.

"Wait, you can compound spell-like skills into spell lists?" Alistair asked excitedly at the prospect of just how much variety this would offer.

"It's quite difficult and time intensive, but yes, you can. However, they all need to fit in the same school or line of thought. It requires planning because if you get a set of spells, they could prevent you from taking others that don't align with them closely enough. It takes a lot of practice to make varied spell lists. The drawback is their power is a bit more lacking than skills specialized into one strong ability," she explained according to her most individuals she knew of liked to make spell lists and combine them with powerful specialized skills to fight in the arena.

"Wait, study how? And where do you even learn these runes and words of power?" Alistair asked, confused.

"Well, either you have a book or somebody else teaches them to you, or you will have to practice and research the spell by yourself until your understanding is sufficient and the symbols or words of power are revealed to you by the system, sometimes the system offers spells or study material like books and manuals to learn spells as a reward. This spell book came with a set of spells which I turned into a compound skill," his mother elaborated after mulling it over a little.

They continued talking for a few hours but eventually left Alistair's room and met Nessyra. Alistair had requested to meet her for a funds transfer. Nessyra, who had been waiting for them, made small talk with Mitania at the reception. As they arrived, Mitania handed them the keys and exchanged pleasantries before they all left for the hub. Nessyra would go back to the trader's market, murmuring something about hiring an assistant as they went their separate ways in the hub.




Chapter 60
Arena Dungeon


Before stepping through the gate in the hub, Riseth and Alistair exchanged contact information with his mother's communications device so they could contact her in the future. However, before stepping through the portal, they told her about the Akashic Link skill as the device was quite impractical.

They appeared in a large corridor with many winding paths. There was a smell of metal, sweat, fur, and people. When he looked around a little, benches could be found at the side, and screens hung on the wall where people observed ongoing fights, cheering, and booing based on what happened in the ring.

As he checked, he saw an elf who was fighting a horde of hyena-like monsters trying to tear him apart; on a different screen, a human got impaled by another human, eliciting cheers and groans from the crowd. Alistair winced as he saw one individual kill the other, and he looked away, much more worried now.

"I just saw humans killing each other. Is this normal here?" Alistair asked in disbelief, lowering his voice to a hushed tone as he leaned down to meet his mother's gaze.

"Oh, the arena is Life Guarded. Even if you are killed, you will be rebuilt without a scratch, though it takes some getting used to," his mother said hesitantly.

"The killing or the being rebuilt part," Alistair asked worriedly.

"Both, honestly, but Simon is the better person to teach you two," His Mother said.

At one of the benches, Alistair could already make out an individual who had set up a table and board with ongoing bets. On the corner of the board, Alistair could make out an elongated skull-like sigil, and Alistair suspected he was under some gang protection. Two much larger individuals flanked the small green individual. To the left, Alistair guessed, was an orc, and to the right was a very large muscular reptilian species. Though he had no idea what species it could be, Alistair made sure not to stare.

Alistair tested if he could form a blast, but like the market, he couldn't, and he was glad.

"Do Mind attacks work here?" Alistair asked his mother.

"Some, mostly mockery, Intimidation, and some persuasion skills work, but outright attacks don't,” she said while leading them down a set of corridors.

It took a while to reach their target, and Alistair noticed how the environment stayed pretty much the same except for some slight changes in architecture and themes when they changed from section to section. Alistair checked the registry and tried filtering by friends and found that not only Simon and Enya were here but Esta as well, though this didn’t surprise him as Esta fit in here brilliantly. He noticed the spread of races; humans were much more common here than in the market, many wearing more tribal and mad max attire; besides humans, Alistair spotted what he guessed were orcs, trolls, and other more bestial races.

Guess humans are on the more violent spectrum of races, Alistair mused.

"Hey, Mom, where are we going exactly?" Alistair asked her curiously.

"We are heading for the training area. You guys need to get used to this stuff first unless you have killed someone before?" His mother's tone was stern, indicating her discomfort with the topic, but she wasn't the delicate type despite her new looks suggesting otherwise, and she knew if any of her children could handle it, it would be him.

"No, only intelligent monsters in my first dungeon and remotely humanoid-looking monsters in my first trial world," Alistair responded after thinking about it a little.

"That's a start. Try thinking of them as dungeon monsters or holograms. Don't hold back because they will kill you in turn, making you lose the match if you hesitate," His mother told him, and he felt like she was talking from experience, as she sounded a little bitter.

Alistair grew a little angry at the thought of somebody jumping his mother after she spared them but calmed down and decided to give Esta a call.

"Hey Esta, me and Riseth are in the arena dungeon and heading for the training area if you would care to join us," Alistair told her over the link, eliciting surprised looks from both Riseth and his mother as he waited to see if she had gotten the Akashic Link skill or a magic item to substitute.

"Oh, hey, Alistair, I'll be right over. There's no way I'm going to miss that chance," Esta said before cutting the connection, leaving him wondering what she meant.

After a little longer, they reached a large circular room with a bunch of stands, some food stands, others sold weapons and equipment, and Alistair was tempted when he saw a poleax as his own was quite beat up. However, he suspected he would need a tailor-made one to handle his battle style or abandon it altogether for a more magic and Qi-focused approach.

After going down one last corridor, he noticed how the strength of the individuals drastically dropped, as he couldn't spot any more individuals with the primal revelation title in his vicinity anymore. He had spotted quite a few of them while passing through the corridors, and they had wordlessly exchanged looks and occasionally nodded at each other as a sign of recognition whenever they crossed paths.

Alistair could sense somebody approaching him from the side with Conceptual Awareness and saw Simon sneaking up on him with a wide smile and outstretched arms. He looked much younger, his muscular black frame looking more impressive than ever before, now covered in futuristic armor made of dark green metal with the occasional gray and black lining breaking up its colors. Another thing Alistair noticed was that he had lost his beard, which changed his whole aesthetic, revealing much more of his angular face. Simon's brown eyes surveyed him and his company, and he could feel the Identify, and returned it, which told him [Simon Gertsch - lvl 42].

Alistair leaned in for their customary greeting, but this time, committing to the hug as they patted each other's back.

"Man, I thought the Master Chief was white; way to prove me wrong, Simon," Alistair quipped, eliciting a laugh out of Simon.

"And I was worried you had lost your edge hiding in that Study Dungeon. What happened? You are so low-level," Simon asked, a little concerned as he took a few steps back.

"Levels aren't everything. I focused on my skills to get a bunch of records and improve my foundation before advancing my grade prematurely, and I recommend you do the same,” Alistair explained before turning around to introduce Riseth.

"This is Riseth, my girlfriend," Alistair introduced her with a warm smile, gesturing toward her. "Riseth, meet Simon, a good friend and colleague."

Riseth appeared delighted by the introduction, a smile brightening her features. Simon raised an eyebrow in response before extending his hand in greeting. As Riseth made a low bow, he withdrew his hand, prompting a brief moment of confusion. Alistair couldn't help but chuckle at the awkward exchange. However, Simon's suspicious gaze lingered on Riseth, and Alistair sensed him scanning her with magic. Deciding to intervene, Alistair gently took Simon's arm and excused them both for a private conversation.

"So, what's the deal with Riseth, your girlfriend already after just about two months? And a succubus on top. I didn’t mean to pry. I just wanted to watch out for you," Simon said with a low voice, though with a serious expression.

"I know, and thank you, her sister put me through the wringer, too. I also promise not to laugh, but she is my literal soul mate," Alistair whispered seriously. Simon was visibly cringed at Alistair, and he could feel Simon probe him with magic again. Alistair backhanded Simon's chest lightly.

"Knock it off, my Mind is fine. It's a karmic thing called resonance," Alistair said as he began explaining resonance.

"Sounds awfully convenient," Simon told him with a smirk.

"Sounds like you're jealous," Alistair retorted, returning the smirk.

"Hell, yeah, I am. She's cute, and you said she has a sister?" Simon asked playfully while looking conspiratorially back at the group.

"Oh, now you want to join the Ryser family, too? My mother already considered slapping me around, thinking I was building a harem," Alistair told him with a smirk.

"You just don't want me because I'm black," Simon quipped back, pretending to be hurt, causing both of them to laugh. Simon loved to make people awkward with jokes like this, but Alistair had long since gotten used to Simon's sense of humor, and Alistair was genuinely glad that Simon was still his old self.

"I would love to have you, honestly. If I can convince Riseth, you, too, can become a Ryser by joining our Bloodline," Alistair said, giving his best sales pitch while smiling at Simon.

"I was going to ask about the name, so it's a bloodline thing. Would that make me your adopted kid?" Simon asked half-jokingly as they turned back to the group.

"Honestly, I don't get how it works, but from what Mitania told me, I don't think so. You would take a position in the clan, and I am pretty sure taking the name is optional outside of the leader positions," Alistair explained as Simon asked who Mitania was. Alistair then noticed Esta had joined Riseth and his mother as they talked among themselves.

"Do you know her?" Simon asked curiously, seemingly recognizing her.

"Yeah, we were in the same first Dungeon, and I instructed her a little, why do you know her?" Alistair retorted, looking at Simon curiously.

"I watched some of her fights because there aren't that many elves here, so seeing one is a bit of an attraction," Simon told him, looking at Esta with some intrigue. Alistair used Identify on her [Esta - lvl 37] as they returned to the group.

"Ah Alistair finally decided to join us, I can't wait to see how you improved, and who’s your friend?" Esta asked with some curiosity as she looked over Simon.

Before Alistair could say something, Simon stepped forward and offered his hand.

"I am Simon, a friend of Alistair before the Initiation. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, and thank you for watching out for my friend," Simon said eagerly as Esta smiled at him.

"Pleasure is all mine, but I feel we will have a bit of an issue. You see, I really want to be the one to give Alistair the arena welcome," Esta said excitedly as Simon frowned.

"Ah, very understandable, but as I have been his friend for longer, I should get the honor," Simon said with a wide smile, whereas Esta pouted.

"What's the arena welcome?" Alistair asked, confused, looking between the two, and both his mother and Riseth shook their heads.

"You see, due to the Life Guarded nature, people get used to it by killing each other in the practice room without affecting the overall score, though you can only enter once unless you get partnered with a newcomer," Simon explained sagely as Esta nodded along.

"Great, so two of my friends are arguing about who gets to put me in the ground?" Alistair asked, pretending to be hurt as he clutched his heart and gave them an exaggerated expression.

"Rock Paper Scissor? Please?" Esta offered Simon, who chuckled and thought about it.

"Don't I get to pick?" Alistair interjected but was shushed by both of them. He shook his head before turning to Riseth.

"Who are you going to do it with?" Alistair asked Riseth, who clearly wanted to respond with an innuendo but held her tongue as she glanced at his mother.

"I don't know. Honestly, I would like to go with Esta. I feel like that's the best compromise," She offered, and Esta stopped arguing with Simon as she looked at Riseth.

"I guess I could pay you back for gassing me, though I still would prefer to knock Alistair around," Esta said with a pout before grabbing Riseth and walking off.

"Damn, and here I thought I could earn some brownie points with her. Guess I haggled too hard," Simon quipped as he did the same with Alistair.

"Honestly, I'd rather not kill you even when it's pretend," Alistair said, feeling revulsion at the thought.

"Well, it's either me or your Mother, and honestly, it is best to do it to someone you know, as strangers and alien species are not quite the same," Simon said darkly as they walked past an archway into a room with hundreds of floating orbs. Simon touched one, and Alistair hesitantly touched the same one as they were pulled into darkness.




Chapter 61
Arena Welcome


Simon and Alistair appeared in a familiar-looking arena but, this time, they stood in a flat plane covered in familiar green grass instead of sand.
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Practice Arena

Type: [Arena] [Life Guarded] [Artifical]

Scenario:

Welcome to the Practice Arena, Alistair.

Your opponent is Simon Gertsch. You may fight and experience the arena and its [Life Guarded] mechanics as long as you wish. However, once you leave, you can not return. Your [Score] within the [Arena Dungeon] is unaffected. If you wish to leave, intend for the match to end.

Duration to complete: End of Trial

Victory Condition: None.
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Simon took a deep breath, jumped a little, and shook his arm as if to prepare for something. Alistair suspected dying sucked.

"So how do we do this?" Alistair asked as he saw Simon summon a spear in his hand. It was clearly made of adamantine and had a sizeable, amber-colored gem at the bottom of the blade, which ended in a slight curve, the shaft covered in runes. Identify told him it was an adamantine partizan. Alistair could Sense concepts radiating from the spear, and he was quite sure it had to be related to stone or earth.

"Well, we can do this the easy way or the hard way. The choice is yours," Simon said, his tone purposefully high trying his hardest to keep a straight face. Alistair recognized the reference and laughed as he got into a combat stance with his poleax.

"Oh, okay, I see you are choosing the hard way," Simon quipped, drawing out the word hard with a smirk as he stomped on the ground, and Alistair had to Blink into the sky to avoid a set of stone spears trying to impale him, but it didn’t end there as the spears hovered up and then shot at him, but Alistair used Blink again closing the distance to Simon lashing out as him with his poleax, Simon leaned into the attack and before Alistair could stop it his poleax had hacked into Simon's head as his eyes went dull.

Alistair froze as his friend slumped over and the blade of the pole ax slid through the brain mass which was leaking. Alistair felt sick at the sight and the sensations he felt. He gripped the poleax so hard it started to fracture, his mind racing. Calm down, it's an Arena. He is fine; fuck, why did he have to do it like that? Also, why is he not respawning? Alistair was freaking out as Simon didn’t get up, heal, or respawn.

"Simon, please get up. I know you can respawn. Stop making me stew here…please," Alistair requested as his tone became pleading after stewing for a while in his unease. He would not be able to forgive himself if his friend died at his hands. How would he explain this to Simons' parents or his mother, trusting in a fucked up system and hacking into one of his best friends? Alistair stored his poleax and started pacing frantically, trying not to look at the body but repeatedly doing so anyway, expecting Simon to heal or get back up. The more time passed, the sicker he felt he could have puked, but he held it back. He refused to be rattled by a hypothetical death.

Alistair sat down and began waiting, and waiting as he was plagued by guilt and what-ifs. Alistair started cursing under his breath, dread settling in, but then Conceptual Awareness kicked in. Still, before Alistair could react, Simon had reappeared and attacked him. Alistair couldn't react in time as the Spear impacted against his Kinetic Guard, but before the shockwave could even form, Simon shouted something Alistair couldn’t comprehend, and his spear passed through his Kinetic Guard, biting through the armor. Alistair reflexively tried to Blink but he couldn't. His hand had shot up to stop the spear from piercing his throat further, but from all sides, obsidian-colored spears shot out of the ground, impaling him.

Alistair was shocked. The pain due to his tempering wasn't that bad. He considered activating his Temporal Combat Reflexes and quaffing a potion as his Intuition told him it was the only thing that could save him, or he was going to die. It took all of Alistair's grit not to use the skill and to just let it happen, and so he died. Everything went black. He was in a void, feeling nothing yet thinking, for but a moment before he woke up on the grassy plain, looking into the sky as he stood upright, looking at Simon, who stood there with raised hands.

"I'm sorry, we had to do it like that—" Simon began, a worried and guilty look on his face.

"What the fuck is wrong with you and Esta? Why would you want to do this?! Why didn't you tell me it would take this long?" Alistair asked, not thinking this was funny anymore.

"Calm down. I am sorry, but I had to let you experience it like this for your own sake. You are pissed. I get that but try to calm down. Just blow something up or something, whatever helps." Simon said patiently, as if he had done this dance a few times before.

Alistair could sense Riseth's distress and knew she either had gone through the same thing as him or was worried about him, and he had ruined it for her due to their resonance.

Alistair huffed and tried to reign in his emotions. He paced a little and then decided to follow Simons' advice as he started blowing up parts of the arena to blow off some steam. It took Alistair a little while before he calmed down and stopped glaring daggers at Simon.

"Yeah, the first time sucks, but you will come to appreciate it down the line as it only gets easier from here. It's something we have to get used to. Sorry, mate." Simon said apologetically, stepping next to him and putting his hand on Alistair's shoulder.

"No, you are fine. I overreacted. I thought… Never mind," Alistair said as he swallowed the last few words.

"Honestly, you handled it a lot better than most. Some don't recover or have the stomach for it and become crafters or something along the lines.

"Killing vaguely humanoid creatures did help ease me in a bit; neither the basic nor specialized training really prepared me for killing a person, and honestly, the fact that it was you, Simon, made it so much worse than it had to be," Alistair said honestly recalling his time in military training.

"Yeah, it's pretty rough, but look at it on the bright side. Now you can kill others much easier," Simon said, letting his dark humor shine through.

"Fuck you, that's not funny," Alistair retorted with a weak chuckle.

"Too soon, I guess, but that's the new reality we find ourselves in. My murder partner told me this: Nobody cares about your sensibilities unless you are powerful enough to make them care." Simon said.

Alistair had been wrong. His friend had changed, not massively so, but it was noticeable. Simon had become quite rough around the edges. He looked at his friend, not sure how to feel about it.

"Let's move on to the fun part," Simon said as he tapped Alistair's shoulders and walked away.

"And what would that be?" Alistair asked, a little concerned.

"Attack me with everything you got, and I do the same. I want to see what you can do, and don't worry. I won't hand you the win this time," Simon said, his face portraying his anticipation and excitement for what was about to go down, making Alistair wonder why Simon hadn’t gotten the Primal Revelation yet.

"All right, but don't go crying to my mother when I beat your ass," Alistair said confidently, causing Simon to belly laugh.

"Oh, I was her murder partner too. I don't think she will feel bad for me, but I doubt we'll get to that," Simon said, pointing his partizan spear at Alistair with a confident smile.

They stared each other down in anticipation, as they had a Mexican standoff, before both of them burst into action.

Alistair started blasting Explosive Blasts at Simon in rapid succession. Simon yelled something and a wall of stone blocked the explosive barrage. While Simons' line of sight was blocked, Alistair summoned King and told him to watch out for the spears before he shot two Razor Blasts at the wall. As expected, more spears appeared from behind the stone barrier and shot toward Alistair's position.

King took to the air, and Alistair used Blink to appear a few meters behind Simon, who turned around and stomped the ground while shouting something that disrupted Alistair Blink as two obsidian colored lances shot out from the ground, though they didn’t pierce his Kinetic Guard, and Alistair redirected the kinetic energy in a blast toward Simon.

This disruption stuff is fucking annoying I gotta find a way to stop opponents from doing that, Alistair thought, a little frustrated, but as he thought that, many things happened at once. The Razor Blades had arrived and cut through the barrier as if it was nothing. Now, they cut into Simon's left hip and arm as his armor began sparking under the strain. At the same time, King had unleashed a hail of feathers, which were blocked by a barrier that appeared around Simon before it got hit by the Kinetic Blast, shattering it as magical hexagons scattered and flickered out of existence.

Alistair sprang into action as he used Blink to close the gap. Simon thrust his spear, and Alistair deflected the thrust with his shield, robbing it of its momentum as Alistair's left hand grabbed the shaft of the spear. His right hand stretched out, shooting another Kinetic Blast with the stolen kinetic energy, but being mostly blocked by Simon's armor. Simon stepped back, trying to pull his spear out of Alistair's grasp, but found he couldn’t make it budge an inch.

Alistair activated Temporal Combat Reflexes to capitalize on Simon's confusion and prevented him from casting another spell as he stretched out his right hand to grab Simon's head as he made contact with Simon's invisible helmet, he deactivated Temporal Combat Reflexes as it was too expensive, a shocked expression was slowly painting on Simon's face as Alistair used Right Hand Time Out.

Alistair Intuition screamed at him to finish the fight now or lose, so he charged an Unstable Blast in his right hand and unleashed it, blowing them both up. Still, Alistair transferred most of the energies back into Simon through his spear, which accumulated hairline cracks all along its length, followed by Simon's armor, which cracked and then shattered. Simons' head was blown away, and Alistair ran out of Qi himself and was flung across the arena and twisted his arm, breaking it.

Alistair managed to right himself. His pain was quite manageable until he had to reposition his arm, which still hurt like a bitch. The whole exchange had played out in seconds, and when he glanced at Simons' headless body. Alistair had seen multiple dead people in his line of work before, so this wasn't as traumatic to him as it would be to most, but it still wasn't a pleasant sight. He still felt that the whole killing part was fucked up even if they respawned, though the fight had been incredibly exciting, and he looked forward to another round.

King landed next to Simon, sniffing the body curiously, and was about to take a nibble as Alistair put a stop to that.

"King, no! You are forbidden from eating people! Also, Simon is my friend, so be nice once he respawns," Alistair reprimanded the wyvern, who was a little miffed but then waltzed off and started preening himself.

Alistair shook his head. He wondered just what kind of person King would become, and he suspected he should put some effort into directing King's personal growth rather than treating him like a smart, oversized dog as he approached the wyvern petting King and giving him some ethics pointers before heading into his Soulscape to recover a little faster and read up on some manuals.

Simon respawned a little while later, and Alistair's arm had recovered along with most of his energy pools as he healed much faster in this Arena than outside.

"Fuck. What the hell is your Affinity? You are tricky as hell to deal with," Simon asked excitedly as he ran up to Alistair as if nothing had happened, and it made Alistair wonder just how long it took before one became jaded to killing and dying in the arena.

"That's a secret reserved for members of my clan. Also, you are one to talk. You kept canceling my skills," Alistair said with a cheeky smile, eager to discuss the match.

"I hope you find someone to do the recruiting for you because you suck at it, also nice one on getting a wyvern; Enya only managed to convince one of those to become a summon so far, and she specializes in that stuff, " Simon said after dismissing Alistair's request with a handwave.

"Oh, I technically do. I don't even look at my bloodline tab anymore. Way too busy, and yeah, King is great," Alistair said casually.

"Wait, how many members do you have? And you named it King?" Simon asked disbelievingly, a big smirk on his face as he glanced at the wyvern.

“There are only three members, but we have about 54 followers and seven subsidiaries,” Alistair said while checking his bloodline tab, impressed with Nessyra's work. Their early start and sought-after services meant their growth snowballed nicely under her guidance. Alistair knew he did his part, but he would see if he could provide her with more opportunities to make money.

Simon let out an appreciative whistle before speaking up. "The first one to reach three victories wins. The first round goes to you. I hope you don't mind if I knock you around a little because I won't let you leave until you get used to this," Simon said, not having lost any of his confidence as he beamed in anticipation, which suited Alistair just right as he squared up and returned the smile.




Chapter 62
New Members


Alistair's Kinetic Guard was bypassed as Simon cast another dispersal spell, ramming his spears through Alistair's armor. Still, the spear got caught in his tempered ribs, and Alistair took the chance to grab it and stop its momentum by overpowering the dispersal magic with his Right Hand Time Out, forcing Simon to let go of the spear. Between their matches, Alistair had devised a more long-term solution for the dispersal and disruption magic, though it would require him to create an Augmented Organ of his own design.

Alistair could tell this match was over for him as he used a Repulsive Blast to drive Simon back from his assault. Still, he was getting dangerously low on both MP and Qi and soon wouldn't be able to transfer the damage anymore; Simon outclassed him in power, quite severely draining Alistair's resource pool under the strain of redirecting it all.

From the corner of his eyes, he saw how King finally got pinned by a set of lances chasing him, killing him and making him fall out of the sky. Alistair frowned at the sight. King was one of the few wild cards he had left, and it had been taken out of the game. Alistair would love to throw a Razor Blast, but Simons had adapted by casting the Stone Skin spell at the beginning of the battle, and combined with his armor, it made his Razor Blast much less effective as it had to cut through multiple layers requiring a much larger MP and Qi investment than just rattling Simon with Explosive Blasts.

Alistair took to the Air, something Simon had struggled to deal with so far as he couldn’t fly himself. Alistair started bombarding him with Explosive Blasts. Still, Simon had a sudden wicked smile as he raised two obsidian pillars, which first fractured and then shattered, shooting sharp obsidian shards at him at incredible speeds like gun emplacements. It wasn't a Skill he had used before, and Alistair had no chance. No matter how much he used Blink, he got clipped, and his Qi ran out as he was shredded in short order.

Alistair found himself in the void between life and death before reforming back in the arena, where Simon was instructing King on how to make a barrier; King's desire to learn this was something they had deduced by yes and no questions after King started acting weird whenever Simon used a barrier. Alistair sat upright, looking at them with interest. Barriers were something he would need after all. They were great against many attacks. For example, they would have been very effective against Simon's last attack as the obsidian shards would have been blocked at a much higher efficiency compared to his Kinetic Guard.

"Ah, welcome back to the living. I believe this marks my third win?" Simon asked rhetorically with a big smirk. Simon knew full well he had secured victory in their little contest of who could achieve three wins first. Alistair had only won one more fight by abusing Freedom of Movement and his Kinetic Guard to grapple Simon. In contrast, Simon couldn't grapple him as Alistair focused on maintaining his abilities through disruptions.

"Yeah, yeah, you won," Alistair said with a pout. They hadn’t bet on anything, but losing still stung a little. The challenge had helped him to adjust to the Life Guarded aspect of the arena, and he started to just view it as a gruesome time-out. During his fights and the talks in between, Alistair had learned a bunch of things about the arena and how the fights had evolved over time with the introduction of spells like dispersal, for example, which most people used to tackle more tricky abilities while people like Alistair improved their resistance to it.

"Simon, I really want to do something, but it will take me like an hour where I can't be disturbed, all right?" Alistair requested as he got impatient to make his idea a reality, still a little annoyed that the enforced secrecy prevented him from telling Simon what he was up to.

Simon looked at him, confused, but then just shrugged.

"It's fine if you need some time to pout. In the meantime, I'll teach King here about barriers," Simon said mockingly as he petted the wyvern, which let out an appreciative grunt and nudged him.

Alistair chuckled before he summoned a chair and started to focus. He planned to remold his skin with Stability and Resistance essence and planned to link his then augmented organ with his Kinetic Guard skill, much like his Right Hand Time Out was a skill linked to an augmented limb at least that was how he understood it based on his research of the body cultivation manuals.

Stability Alistair had occasionally obtained from the Equal and Static gems, while he had obtained the Resistance from the Strength gem. However, it would be secondary as he had very little of that essence and would need to reinforce the augment once he had gotten more. Alistair knew he wasn't supposed to attempt this at grade 10. He had to frequently compare and cross-reference his work with other patterns as he wrote down his progress and setbacks on a separate window, though his potential records and gains were too good to pass up, and it would be crucial if he wished to excel in the arena.

Luckily, His skin was among the first organs he had tempered, refined, and molded with Heavenly Purity essence, which already provided some resistance, particularly against outside manipulation. He then refined the skin more to suit his new goal, which was one of the more time-intensive tasks as the skin was the largest organ. In the background, he could see Simon launch large boulders at King, who attempted to create a barrier to block them with mixed results.

Turning his attention back to his task, he could Sense that the remold was going well, the Essences were very compatible, and the only one that was a little painful to mold was the Resistance essence. Still, he had almost spent all that essence already. He continued this process a little while longer, and he then noticed how he had already been on it for longer than an hour, as Simon was eating some kind of wrap while King was eating the corpse of a large creature that resembled a mix between a naked mole and a centipede.

"Sorry, guys, I'm almost done here," Alistair informed them.

"He lives!" Simon quipped after swallowing as he turned his head toward Alistair.

"Also, nice chair. Did you go to the Crafters Quarters? And if so, can you get me one?" Simon requested as he sat on a rock bench that Alistair suspected he had shaped himself.

"I actually took that from the first dungeon I was in, along with some natural treasures, this armor, and a space shuttle," Alistair said causally, unable to hide his smile, knowing Simon would latch on to the last part.

Simon's reaction didn't disappoint. He nearly choked on his food as he processed Alistair's revelation.

"What the fuck Alistair, you got a space shuttle?" Simon exclaimed, looking at him with a shocked expression.

"Well, technically, Riseth is the owner, but yeah, we plan to leave Earth because it is right on the edge between universes, and I don't fancy the idea of my family living in a warzone. You and your family are invited to join us," Alistair explained, wondering just how much Simon knew.

"The edge? Warzone? Slow down, please. What are you talking about?" Simon asked with a shocked and worried expression.

Alistair paused. He had worried that he would be one of the few who already knew what awaited them after the Trial. Alistair suspected most kept the knowledge a secret to gain an advantage or were treated as doom-sayers. Alistair had hoped Simon would have heard something as he had been in the loop about most things so far, though this was something Simon hadn’t heard of at all. When Simon walked over, Alistair swapped his chair for a couch. Alistair could talk while doing the tempering, as it was a process he had a lot of practice in. He then told Simon what he knew and his worries concerning Earth.

"I planned to play hard to get but screw that. Thank you, Alistair. Of course, I want to leave. I thought we would try to claim our own place on Earth or join people we get along with until things calm down, but this changes everything," Simon exclaimed, with a worried expression now pacing in front of the couch instead of sitting down as he digested what Alistair had just told him.

"Glad to have you, I was honestly worried you would want to do your own thing," Alistair told him while trying not to lose focus on his task.

"Damn, I haven’t even heard of people finding spaceships. Many of the other individuals I talked to come from starfaring civilizations. Maybe they can help build some? Still, most of Earth's population will be stuck." Simon murmured, deep in thought.

"Of course, most who have a spaceship won't be announcing that, and please keep it a secret. I don't want to draw even more unwanted attention," Alistair told him in a serious tone. He could tell Simon was having trouble processing what he had just heard and the implications of it.

"Don't worry, I won't. I gotta find my parents," Simon said anxiously as he sat down on the couch. His leg was moving up and down nervously as he rubbed a beard that wasn't there anymore before stopping himself, Alistair recognized the gesture and patted Simon's back.

"Calm down. We still have most of the year left. I'm sure we’ll find them before this is over," Alistair said comfortingly, Simon just glanced at him, deflated.

"If they are still alive, that is," Simon said darkly, causing Alistair to frown before speaking up.

"Hey, I'm the pessimist in this dynamic, so stop it," Alistair requested jokingly, causing Simon to chuckle at the obvious lie and ease up a little.

"I'll request Nessyra to get us entrance to the other instances, and we can plan from there," Alistair offered, which made Simon perk up.

"Your mother would be the best person to send. While she does well in the arena, she does not enjoy it. All she has been doing has been hunting beasts and fighting in the arena to obtain funds to buy keys so she can go find you and your siblings," Simon said thoughtfully. Alistair was touched by his mother's drive, yet he felt a bit of guilt for not showing up sooner and helping her.

"Hey, are you guys done? You have been in there for a while," Alistair heard Riseth say over the Link.

He explained what they had been discussing and that he was trying to work on a skill for the arena.

"Well, your presence is required if you want your mother to join the clan as a member," Riseth told him over the link.

Alistair interrupted his tempering temporarily as he changed his focus using intent and MP through his Akashic link to extend a clan invitation to his mother and found something had clicked.

"What the hell, how did you do that? There is a window for me to confirm," Riseth told him, clearly confused.

"I sent you another request; I'll be out soon," Alistair told her after explaining how to do it, as he sent an invite to Simon.

"You can head out already and coordinate with Riseth and my mother. I want to finish this skill, and I'd rather not do it in public or walk back to my study room just for that," Alistair told Simon waving him off with a smile, Simon shook his head.

"Like a kid who wants to play with his toys. You need to hurry up because a new rookie league is starting in about an hour, and I want to bet on you," Simon told him with a greedy smile.

"Okay, while you are out there, tell Riseth about that. I'm sure Nessyra does not mind lending some money to bet on our clan member's success," Alistair said, feeling the pressure mounting as Simon disappeared from the room.

Alistair was almost done. All that was missing was some additional refinement and the integration of the augmented organ and his Kinetic Guard skill. His fight with Simon had highlighted how badly he needed to improve his Kinetic Guard as it was his only defensive skill besides Blink, and they both needed some work before getting to the next grade. Alistair suspected the arena would speed up his leveling process drastically.




Chapter 63
Goth Fairy


Finally, the skill clicked into place, and Alistair heard a chime go off in his head. Alistair had been refining and molding his skin for another twenty minutes before he managed to integrate the Kinetic Guard skill with his augmented skin as he checked his new skill.
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Skills:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Kinetic Skinguard

Description: This skill allows the user to absorb and effectively redistribute kinetic energy [KE] automatically through the user's augmented skin, which has been tempered, remolded, and refined with the concept of [Stability],[Resistance], and [Heavenly Purity] in order to resist attempts to dispel, disperse or manipulate the skill at moderate efficiency. Unused [KE] will be dispelled, causing a shockwave if not stopped or redirected by the user's intent. This ability comes at the cost of a small portion of [Qi] proportionate to the absorbed kinetic impact. The user may redirect and use the absorbed energy but increases [HP] damage taken over time the longer the energies are held onto.
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Alistair clapped his hands in excitement. It worked! He successfully upgraded a skill with his body cultivation for the first time. Alistair was getting closer to his racial evolution to become a Body Cultivator. His subspecies would still be human, but once he changed his physiology enough, he would be recognized as a higher-tier species of Human, which would increase his stat gains and give him access to the Body Cultivation Tab, which meant the system would take over some of the automation, which would be helpful for augmented body parts which worked more passively.

Alistair's only concern was how fast he would level in the arena and the missed-out stat points, as he felt so close to the threshold. He disregarded the concerns for now and left the practice arena and appeared in the rooms with the many orbs, which were empty except for a handful of lizard-like aliens who entered the room and disappeared shortly after touching one of the orbs.

As he walked outside of the room he couldn’t see the rest of his group and he Sensed that Riseth was fighting so he would not disturb her as he called his mother instead, unlike Akashic Link, he had to wait for her to respond.

"Hey, Mom," Alistair greeted as he positioned himself near the room's edge to allow others to pass uninterrupted. "I've exited the instance. Where is everyone?"

"We had to move as the rookie tournament for people above level 30 started a bit earlier, so Riseth is currently fighting, and she's doing really well. We left a friend of ours to pick you up, watch out for a small dark fairy with black wings, hair, clothes… Just all black with the exception of the skin, all right?

She's called Desily, and she will lead you to the registration booth; give us a call when you register so we can place bets," his mother told him over the connection, though he could tell she wanted to say something more about Desily but decided against it, making him wonder what he was in for.

Alistair looked around. He hadn’t even seen a fairy until now, so he looked around until he spotted a fairy sitting on top of one of the weapon stands, clearly bored as she lazed around on the canvas roof. An Identify revealed her to be [Desily - lvl 41] though the most shocking thing was that she had the primal revelation title which surprised Alistair quite a bit as he couldn’t imagine seeing her tiny form fight anything before correcting himself, he should not judge a book by its cover. His Identify made her perk up, and she returned it, sharing his surprised look.

Alistair would have expected her to fly over, but instead, she stood up, and a dark portal appeared next to her and next to him, triggering his Conceptual Awareness. It felt very similar to what he had felt when fighting the umbral lord of menace, so it had to be umbral or void magic.

She appeared next to him, her red ember-colored eyes meeting his, a faint smile on her face. Her skin color was incredibly light, almost pure white, though her nearly translucent wings were black, and so were her hair and clothing. Desily's ears were pointed but, other than that, she looked like a goth Tinker Bell. Her hairstyle was also quite similar, and it was tied up in a messy bun with some small, braided bands holding it together.

She wore a shoulder-free dress and had a tiny tattoo of a flame on her left shoulder, and Alistair could tell she could most likely use it as a focus, which was an interesting approach. She had a slender figure and heart-shaped face with soft features, she actually wore some black make up to highlight her eyes which was odd because he hadn’t encountered anyone else with makeup since coming into the trial.

"Well, color me surprised," Desily remarked, her tone carrying a hint of amusement. "When Simon mentioned watching out for a level 29 human, I expected a bit of a letdown. But it seems you're someone worth keeping an eye on. Now, down that corridor," she directed Alistair, pointing to the indicated path. Without bothering to ask for permission, Desily settled herself comfortably on Alistair's shoulders, surprising him. He glanced at her, slightly puzzled by her behavior, as she made herself at home by placing a small pillow on his shoulder plate. Alistair deactivated his Freedom of Movement for her because as funny as it would be to see her slide off his intuition told him not to piss her off.

"Uhm, Hi, I'm Alistair, and levels can be deceiving. About the thing, I honestly hoped Simon would have it, but he still holds back even though he preaches the opposite," Alistair said to avoid the restriction around the primal revelation title as he walked down an empty corridor.

"Duh, I read your Identify, and yeah, I thought the same thing, but he needs to be pushed a little more. I can't seem to get him there. Maybe you can once you catch up; how did your practice fight go?" She asked curiously while flutter-kicking. Alistair felt weird about how familiar she acted and how she had seemingly no concept of greetings or introductions.

"I won twice, and he won thrice, though the first match, he used to get a grasp of my abilities. After that, he won twice before I got my second win as I managed to pin him with another ability. However, all the others he kicked my ass, and I can tell he still has more abilities he keeps under wraps," Alistair admitted, still a bit miffed at his recent loss.

"Oh really? I gotta place some bets on you because you will eat the other rookies alive," Desily said quietly, rubbing her hands together greedily in excitement, which gave Alistair pause as the gesture indicated she might be close to the edge as well.

"Did you encounter a lot of concepts and ideas that seemed familiar from your own world during the trial?" Alistair asked casually while observing her reaction.

"Yeah? But who cares? There is bound to be some overlap," She remarked dismissively.

"Jeez, when did you run out of fucks to give?" Alistair asked her with a chuckle.

"Uh, I like that phrase. Have you never dealt with a fairy before? I thought you were stuck in that study dungeon with the rest of them?" Desily asked curiously before directing him down another corridor.

"You are the first, and I spent most of my time in my private study, so I only met an Imp with a Mech. Why? Are most fairies this, uhm, free-spirited?" Alistair asked hesitantly. Choosing his words carefully.

"We do as we please and say what we like, so stop pussyfooting around. It is getting annoying," She said bluntly, disapproval evident on her face as she side-eyed him from his shoulder.

"You want me to be blunt with you? Are you sure about that?" Alistair asked with a smile, thinking of at least half a dozen burns he could use on the goth fairy.

"Oh, I like that smile; hit me with it!" she said with a smirk as she turned toward him and sat cross-legged on her tiny pillow.

"You look like Tinker Bell if she got lost at Hot Topic, you lack manners, and I bet you found Simon because of his damn jokes," Alistair quipped as he pulled up a screen depicting Tinkerbell in a hot topic.

Alistair was unsure what to expect, so he braced himself for anything, but Desily started laughing hysterically, almost falling off his shoulders.

"Oh, fuck you. If I had something plain enough to compare you to, I would return the favor, but sadly, I don't. You must tell me how you got that skill. It would add a whole new layer to my taunting skills. You earthlings are fun!" she exclaimed with a mischievous smile as she snarked back at him.

Fairies are fucking weird, Alistair thought as he listened to her complaining about trolls telling him their manners are much worse than hers. Alistair wondered how long they had to walk to get to the registry.

"How much longer till we are at the registry?" Alistair asked, curiously interrupting her tirade about trolls.

"Oh, we walked past a few of them already, the next ones over there,” she said nonchalantly, and Alistair gave her an indignant look while raising an eyebrow.

She shrugged at him innocently as he turned around and walked toward the registry, luckily it had no queue, so he walked up to a bored-looking beastkin who had a much higher grade than everyone around him, but Alistair could tell he was a lower grade than Mitania, Identify told him [Isku - lvl ?] causing Isku to perk up.

Isku was a beastkin of a monster type he had never seen before. The closest thing would be a humanoid buffalo, though he had clearly predatory features like an elongated snout with his canines showing, along with a set of bull horns. He had brown fur and wore a metal suit that looked rather futuristic, but it had an almost ancient Norse-like decal, which Alistair could tell were very elaborate runes. The thing that put Alistair off the most was the tentacle beard, which didn’t fit with the rest of Isku's mammal aesthetics, he had a slight hunchback, and his lower body was hidden behind the counter, but Alistair suspected he had digitigrade legs.

"Rookie tournament, I take it?" Isku asked with a bored tone. Much like when he first met Mitania, he hadn’t noticed an Identify hit him. Alistair suspected there was a skill for that, and he would look to acquire it down the line, though he suspected it would be far in the future. Alistair confirmed and felt some magic envelop him.

"Welcome to the Arena. From here on out, you will be able to be assigned a score based on your performance visible through Identify and if you direct your intent for it to appear. You will obtain points for winning matches and lose points for losing them. Fights against other individuals provide more points than fighting beasts, and winning a tournament will give you a higher amount of points. Once you have enough points you qualify for more challenging tournaments. As you are a summoner, I am obligated to tell you that if you wish to participate in monster duels, you won't obtain a score, but your summon will. Did you understand all that, or do you require me to repeat myself?" Isku asked in a bored tone as if it was the millionth time he had to say that line, and Alistair suspected he might have.

Alistair was tempted to request a repeat, but he was short on time as the tournament was starting soon, and bets still had to be placed.

"I understand. Please sign me up for the rookie tournament,” Alistair requested, and Isku nodded as Alistair felt magic envelop him again.

"You will be sent an invitation through the system once your match is ready, and you have thirty-nine seconds of your time to confirm. Once you do, you will be teleported into the arena where you are expected to defeat your opponent. You can view the brackets with your intent. Do you require me to repeat myself?" Isku asked, and Alistair started to genuinely feel bad for the guy. This had to be one of the shittiest jobs possible.

"I am good, thank you, Isku," Alistair said gratefully, giving a small bow before leaving the counter, but he noticed how Isku looked at him with some more interest.

"All right, Mom, I registered. You can place the bets," Alistair said after a short wait as Desily did something similar with a device in her hand.

"Okay, I told our bookie to place the bets now come join us. We are in section 353C." Alistair looked confused at the mention of a bookie, which didn’t escape Desily's notice.

"I guess you wonder why we use bookies? It is because if strong individuals make bets on others, everyone joins their bets, and it is no fun if everyone bets on the same guys and gals," Desily told him.

"I gotta go to section 353C. Do you want to join?" Alistair asked. He had mostly figured out how to navigate this place as he kept track of the numbers on the rooms, and since he knew which number he needed to go to, he wasn’t reliant on Desily's help anymore.

"Sure, let's head out, go forth, my trusty steed!" she said with a mischievous smile.

"I'll flick you off my shoulder if you keep that up," Alistair told her with a snicker.

"If you think you can handle the repercussions, go for it," she said with a confident smile as they wandered toward section 353C.




Chapter 64
Rookie League


Alistair and Desily arrived in section 353C, and it didn’t take long to find the group as Esta and Riseth were talking on a bench with a long table. This room was slightly different in that there were not that many individuals, the benches had tables for people to place things, and there were some food stands near the entrances. Alistair suspected this room was used as a public break room or cantina. As Alistair approached the table, Esta looked at Desily with a judgmental gaze.

"Alistair, don't give that loafer a free ride. If you let her, she will absolutely take advantage of you; fairies are a pain in the ass," Esta told him, giving a judgmental look at Desily, who stuck her tongue out. Alistair chuckled at the exchange.

"Eh, she's not that bad. It's like having a snarky devil on my shoulder, and now I only need a nice one for the other shoulder," Alistair joked as he sat on the bench.

Desily nodded in agreement while the rest of the table looked at her disapprovingly.

"By the way, where did my mother and Simon go?" Alistair asked curiously.

"Simon got dragged away by Nessyra as she needed somebody strong and impressive to pose for a job; he, of course, immediately went along with it," Esta said, rolling her eyes.

"And your mother went along with them to receive the keys to start her search for your brother, aunts, uncles, and dear lord. How big is your family?" Riseth suddenly asked, half-jokingly.

Alistair chuckled. He could totally see Nessyra wrapping Simon around her little finger for her own purposes, and as long as she didn’t hold him back too much from his training, he was A-OK with that. Alistair then ensured Riseth his family wasn't overly big compared to most families on Earth until he was interrupted by a pop-up.

[image: image-placeholder]

Rookie League [lvl 25-29]

First-time participation counts toward [Gladiator] title.

Round 1/10

Time left to confirm: 37 Seconds.

Opponent: [Merwan – lvl 29]

Do you wish to Participate?

[Yes] / [No]
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"Oh, I guess it's my turn. I got the pop-up," Alistair told them as he stood back up, and Desily jumped down on the table with a pout.

"Good luck, Mr. Legendary, and don't show too many of your abilities unless necessary. We don't want to draw too much attention," Riseth warned him with a smile before disappearing to her next match. Esta and even Desily wished him luck, though Alistair could sense some tension between them.

Alistair confirmed the pop-up with his intent and was teleported into the arena, where he found himself in a similar arena but with a paved floor. A small sphere isolated him and when he tried to check his opponent Merwan, he found that the opponent was in a similar bubble, and he couldn’t see inside of it. Alistair looked at the countdown at the edge of his vision ticking down from 10 seconds. Alistair pulled out his poleax and got in a combat stance as he watched the countdown tick down.

As the countdown reached zero, both spheres vanished, revealing Alistair's opponent positioned behind a metallic construct that projected forward-facing barriers. Merwan had placed his rifle-like weapon on the tactical barrier, aiming directly at Alistair. Clad from head to toe in futuristic armor adorned with a green camo pattern, Merwan appeared humanoid, save for the exposed jaw revealing blue skin, marking him as non-human.

Without hesitation, Merwan unleashed a barrage of plasma rounds toward Alistair, who swiftly evaded using Blink to teleport past the emplacement. Seizing the opportunity, Alistair executed a precise Razor Slash, swinging his poleax with deadly accuracy. Merwan, frozen in shock and still fixated down range, met his demise as Alistair's blade cleaved through him, cutting him in half.

Alistair looked dumbfounded at his cut-down enemy and was immediately teleported out of the Arena.

"What the fuck was that?" Alistair said as he reappeared back in the mess hall.

"Please tell me you just obliterated your opponent. I bet a lot of money on you crushing this tournament," Desily asked seriously while Esta smiled confidently in the background.

"Yeah, my opponent just deployed an emplacement and then fired at me. I used Blink and cut him down, and that was that,” Alistair explained, still baffled at the exchange.

"There's no big surprise here. It's not that uncommon of an approach to combat. Most rookies are very weak, and not every race is good at magic, and individual proficiency and Affinity for magic vary wildly. You will start getting some good battles once you join the veterans, but your score needs to improve before you can participate," Esta explained with a knowing smile.

She was proven correct as the next three matches ended similarly. The second match was a black and yellow lizard person named Olgik wearing a full plate armor and two handaxes. Alistair wasn’t sure if it was an alien species or some kind of beastkin and decided to just give up on trying to figure it out. Olgik had at least managed to block some of Alistair's swings before getting blasted by an Explosive Blast from Alistair’s off-hand. Olgik had horribly underdeveloped skills compared to his level.

The third match was against a green-skinned female humanoid with red hair called Mivian, she was wearing a robe and a spellbook not unlike his mother. She had been a little more difficult as she knew Blink and kept running from him, shooting energy bolts and fireballs. Her skills were decently developed compared to Olgik, but she had a lower level and much lower stats, and Alistair managed to win the match by surprising her with a single decently charged Explosive Blast.

"Wonder when I will level up. I developed a skill and defeated a handful of somewhat high-level opponents, although it was quite easy,” Alistair mused aloud during one of his breaks between matches.

"You won't level up until the tournament is over or you resign from it. I'm not sure how it works, but to preserve fairness, you can't gain level-ups or use skills you didn’t have before the start of the tournament. Also, equipment is restored to the state it was in at the start of the tournament after each match; many make use of this. But it's important to know you can't use consumables unless you made them yourself, and they are limited to one-time use per type, so watch out for that," Esta explained.

Alistair nodded. It made sense to him that the system would try to mitigate as much cheating as possible. Suddenly, Riseth reappeared with a big smile. She hugged Alistair before he had to disappear for his next match.

"I won! The last guy was a bit of a tough nut to crack as he used tons of barriers and summoned elementals. They are a bit tricky due to their incorporeal forms, but you can hit them with magic just fine," Riseth explained excitedly. Alistair hugged her as they celebrated her victory, and she squealed slightly in excitement as another pop-up appeared in front of Alistair.

"Good job! I gotta go again, but let's celebrate properly once we both win our tournaments!" Alistair proclaimed, kissing Riseth on the cheek before disappearing.

The next five matches blended together in a monotonous sequence as his opponents' abilities plateaued, leaving them evenly matched in strength. The only one that stood out was a human named Ryan, who fought for the semi-finals. Ryan had a very obnoxious and talkative personality, and since Alistair chose to ignore him, the guy kept talking to an invisible audience. Alistair suspected he had to be recording as Alistair could pay some USC to hide the fight, and that feature would be utterly useless if people could livestream fights.

Alistair was proven correct after the match when his Desily confirmed that while you could record fights, it was impossible to livestream them, which made the whole encounter weirder, especially when Ryan started to yell, "Oh, my God, he is killing me chat!" before doing a goofy smile to an invisible camera. Ryan then enlarged his hammer to a comical size with a spell and attacked Alistair, intending to crush him. Alistair stopped the hammer with one hand, baffling Ryan before using the stolen KE from the attack to kick Ryan, launching him into the arena's walls before blowing him up with a Explosive Blast for good measure, ending the match.

Alistair seriously hoped that Ryan wasn't from the Earth. Alistair had so far refused to talk in the arena, trying to avoid as much attention as possible, and being recorded by some weird influencer was suboptimal. When Alistair talked about his encounter and concern, he noted Desily's interest in Ryan's enlargement spell. Alistair showed her the fight on a window with his Akashic Link skill; sadly, he hadn’t clearly heard or comprehended the spell, which made Desily frown.

"What? Don't tell me you want to enlarge yourself?" Alistair asked her curiously as he couldn’t see the fairy not abusing her size to her benefit.

"Of course, I want the ability to enlarge myself. While I'm perfectly happy to make use of my small stature, the option would be nice," She explained while lazing around the table.

Alistair nodded and continued waiting for the final match, which would be his 10th. The last match had been another guy with turrets, rifles, and some shielding who couldn’t cope with a teleporting melee combatant. Alistair knew there were 1,024 participants total within his rookie league. He had expected there to be a few more promising opponents, though apparently, people were stuck in the rookie tier and matches against low-tier monsters until their score was high enough to participate in the next tier. Alistair currently had 90 points total, 10 for each win. The strongest individual he fought, if he had to pick, had to be Mivian. The woman had been seriously unlucky to meet him this early in the tournament as she would have most likely won against most of his other opponents, at least if she could use barriers, which Alistair never confirmed.

Alistair presumed that many of his opponents had picked poor skills initially and hadn’t tried to develop them and just neglected their skill selection for a handful of decent skills they had obtained later or relied entirely on their equipment and weaponry. The sheer amount of combatants that just used rifles and gun emplacements was shocking, pure magic users were rare, and Alistair wasn’t sure what kind of natural resource pools most aliens had besides MP, which seemed quite universal except for the blue alien from the first match. Still, most of his opponents hadn’t made proper use of what they had at their disposal, at least that was Alistair's impression. Alistair was pulled out of his musing as a new pop-up for his final match appeared.

"All right, the final match is about to start; I'll be right back," Alistair said confidently before teleporting into the arena, finding himself in the exact same setup, waiting for the sphere to disappear.

His opponent was a [Groska - lvl 29], a brown-skinned Orc wearing a mix of robes and mail, standing at almost 2.5 meters holding a mace in one hand and a straw puppet in the other.

Must be voodoo, Alistair concluded to himself, his thoughts racing. Does he require my hair or blood, or can he enact his magic without them? Best to act swiftly and prepare for any attempts at manipulation, Alistair reasoned immediately, using Blink and swinging his poleax with Razor Slash, but the mace blocked the attack as it was perfectly positioned to intercept Alistair's attack with superior Power.

More Power than me and maybe future sight too? Damn, I might actually get a challenge! Alistair thought, a smile creeping on his face as, for the first time, he had a proper fight on his hand. Groska thrust his fist with the straw doll toward Alistair, who dodged out of the way, unwilling to let it touch him, but the orc started to chant a mantra. Alistair could feel hostile magic trying to manipulate his body but struggled to take hold of it as every part of his body had been remolded with Heavenly Purity essence, which rejected the outside energies coupled with his conscious resistance, rendered the hostile magic nothing more than a drain on mana for his opponent.

Maybe no future sight? Perhaps it is limited to attacks, or his Senses are higher than mine, too? Alistair mused as he lashed out at the hand holding the doll, which was pulled away a fraction too late, and a deep gash appeared on Groska's arm as red blood started gushing out of the gash. The orc changed his chant, and Alistair felt the intrusive magic relenting as Groska was enveloped in an aura, and Alistair could visibly see the wounds closing.

Alistair's intuition told him he could win quite easily if he pushed the orc, but part of him wished to observe him as he clearly used manipulation-based magic, which could benefit Riseth. Pretending to struggle could help draw some attention off him, too. Alistair was a little conflicted and decided to push the orc a little to make him reveal some interesting spells as he unleashed his Bloodcurdling Presence skill and used the momentary shock to injure the orc by piercing his chest with a quick thrust, which the orc failed to parry.

Come on, show me something interesting, Alistair thought while silently staring into the orc's green eyes.




Chapter 65
Parting Ways


Groska went in a completely different direction from what Alistair had expected as the orc hulked out, growing even larger as the girth of his arms approached tree-trunk size.

"I will wreck ya," Groska said with a toothy smile as he grasped Alistair's poleax with his oversized hands.

"I really don't think so," Alistair said casually with a pout, enraging his opponent, who tried to pull out the poleax with all his might. Alistair considered letting him do so for a second but thought it would be funnier to let the orc struggle. Alistair was proven right as the oversized orc tried to pull out the poleax from his chest growing more enraged by the second. Alistair kept pushing whenever the orc tried to step back, keeping the poleax in place.

"Wot da zog?" Groska yelled, frustrated veins becoming more visible on his forehead.

"Do you have some hidden moves left, or do you want me to end this?" Alistair asked causally, knowing he should just end it before drawing more attention or the orc's ire onto himself.

"Only this, you umie git!" The orc said as his fist glowed in a violently flickering red aura, hurtling toward Alistair at incredible speeds. Just in case, Alistair quickly changed his grip on the poleax to block the attack with his shield. Alistair transferred all the KE back through his poleax, which cracked and shattered but also exploded Groska's chest as Alistair was sprayed with blood, bone fragments, and torn-up organs he couldn’t recognize. Groska shrank in size and slumped to his knees, trying to say something before dying, but couldn't before he collapsed into the tiled floor in a pool of his own blood.

Alistair was teleported outside the arena, and he heard chimes go off. He smiled at his companions with a thumbs up, eliciting cheers as Riseth hugged and kissed him. The whole group started talking excitedly as they all had won a good amount of credits. Still, one thing that stood out to him was that a new unknown individual had joined them, a troll-like individual with light olive-colored skin.

He had wild-looking dark red hair that was lifted back by a pair of aviator goggles, his hair extended into a beard with no mustache, and he had the occasional piercings on his sharp nose and small pointed ears. Overall, his looks reminded Alistair of Ganondorf, although the troll was wearing a well-used dark brown leather bomber jacket with many pockets and fur trim around the neck paired with black cargo pants and combat boots.

Most notably, he had the Primal Revelation title, a straight posture, and light purple irises, which clashed with the rest of his aesthetics, along with a much smaller set of tusks compared to most other trolls he had seen. "Perhaps half-orc or human?" Alistair mused before Identifying him as [Zathron - lvl 42] who was busy vying for Desily's attention, although she stonewalled his attempts to Esta's great amusement.

Zathron turned toward Alistair, extending a hand in greeting. "Hey there, good job with the tournament. I'm Zathron, a friend of Simon and Desily," he stated with a grin.

"Not my friend," Desily interjected sharply from behind, correcting Zathron's statement.

"Ah, she's a bit prickly," Zathron remarked with a chuckle.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Zathron. I'm Alistair. How did you come to know Simon?" Alistair inquired curiously.

"I was his murder partner and helped him adjust to the arena, it took some work to make him less of a bitch, but I got it done!" Zathron bragged, and Alistair was unsure if he should be grateful or upset at the troll, though he seemed well-intentioned, although a bit crude.

"Please keep that up through the next few tournaments. They allow for bigger betting sums!" Desily requested with a greedy grin as she landed on his shoulder, and he could see Zathron pout.

"Oh, don't worry. I doubt even the veterans can hold a candle to those two once we teach them some of the basics," Esta said from behind, still sitting on the bench.

While the rest of the group started discussing among themselves, Riseth announced that they were all invited to an upcoming party at Nessyra's place. Alistair smirked and checked his notification
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Notifications:

Congratulations on winning the Rookie Tournament.

500 points have been added to the Arena score.

Title Gladiator 1 has been upgraded to Gladiator 2.

Title Rookie Tournament Champion [Unique] has been obtained.

[Level 30 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available. Skill selection available]

[Level 31 reached. Stat points allocated, free stat points available.]
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Kinetic Grappler

Description: The user robs opponents of their momentum at the cost of a small amount of [Qi] and may repurpose the stolen [KE] for different abilities or hurt opponents by redirecting it back into their bodies. A moderate increase in resistance against outside interference by making use of the user's augmented skin and body.

-

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Summoning

Description: The user's ability to find and connect to a suitable shard of the [Summoner's Planes] in order to store contracted summons within is improved. Overall [MP] cost scales with the level and tier of the summon/s and the summoner's Grade and summoning Affinity. The summoner's maintenance cost is slightly reduced. The cost of the initial summoning and dismissing a summon is moderately reduced. Large increase in maintenance cost for each additional summon currently active.

-

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Kinetic Poleaxe Proficiency

Description: Increases the overall proficiency, [Power] and [Control] by a moderate degree when fighting with a poleaxe. Further enhances the user's ability to channel [KE] and magic through a poleaxe, reducing the damage to the weapon and increasing the [Power] output of attacks containing [KE] when attacking with a poleaxe.

-

Tier: [Subpar]

Skill Name: Core Collecting

Description: When the user collects cores from monsters and beasts, he collects the leftover energies in order to improve the quality and size of the core at a low efficiency.

-

Tier: [Inferior]

Skill Name: Dispel Magic

Description: The user can dispel magic at a low [MP] efficiency using the [Word Of Power] Nix.
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Rookie Trial Tournament Champion

Effect:

Increases all stats by +5.

Origin: Obtained by winning the rookie tournament, the title can be upgraded by winning higher-ranking [Arena Dungeon] tournaments. The stat benefit doubles with each arena tier. Only the first two attempts per tier are recognized for title upgrades.
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Alistair considered his skill selection. He knew he could integrate Kinetic Grappler with his Kinetic Skinguard as he had used aspects of the skill to cause the effect so far. Still, Alistair was certain the reason why it hadn’t happened automatically was because of his intent. Alistair didn’t wish to mix his best defensive skill with a grappling skill. He would prefer to develop a separate skill as he had a different idea of where to take his Kinetic Skinguard skill. This might be the reason why the system sometimes asked and other times just fused skills based on Alistair's intended path.

Riseth linked her arm with his and led him to the gate with the rest of the group in tow; even Zathron tagged along, and Alistair made a note to get to know the troll a little better during the party as he changed his attention back to his skill selection. Summoning! With his misconceptions about it corrected and some practice over the last weeks, Alistair had gained a much more solid understanding of it, though looking at the skill, he could already do what it described. However, he still had to try it out, and the fact that the description mentioned Affinity intrigued him. Alistair wondered if summoning was an ability that heavily relied on having a high Affinity to work. But most importantly, now that he didn’t limit himself to just his ring and the shard attached to it, he could technically obtain more summons, though he knew he would most likely stick with King.

The biggest surprise about Kinetic Poleax Proficiency was how long it took to show up. Alistair was unlikely to pick the skill anytime soon, but having the option was nice, particularly as it seemingly empowered his use of kinetics. Core collecting wasn't that interesting, and he would continue giving the bodies to Riseth or Nessyra to process. Dispel Magic was actually the most important one, as both Simon and Esta had mentioned that he would need the skill to bypass certain abilities. There were others like Alistair with tricky abilities where you needed some anti-magic abilities to hit them or drain them of resources.

Once Alistair finished checking his skills, Riseth glanced up at him expectantly, and he bent down a little and smiled at her to let her know he was listening.

"I just received the USC we won from our bookie over the Akashic Link. Apparently, you can wire funds over it," she informed him, which surprised him a little.

"I'm sure Nessy would appreciate this feature the most. Have you told her yet?" Alistair asked curiously. Nessyra had been holding on to most of their funds, and they had to meet to exchange goods and funds regularly. They had experimented with the Akashic Link skill. They had figured out that they could transmit speech without saying it aloud, among other small features like setting reminders, but transferring funds wasn't a function they had tried yet. Alistair suspected there were still many functionalities they had left to discover. However, he would view the skill differently from here on out.

"I didn’t need to, as the bookie sent her the largest lump sum. She bet the maximum amount on you, and she can't wait for the Novice and Apprentice tournaments," Riseth said with a greedy grin, and Alistair now suspected that it was her covetix heritage showing.

"About that, is there some calendar we can check for events?" Alistair asked, looking at the rest of the group. The first to answer was Zathron, who looked a little bored.

A window appeared in front of him, listing some arena events in green lettering on a black background. The style reminded Alistair of old eighties computers and ASCII art, and he noticed that most of the events had a small red symbol next to them. This was the first time he met someone who had developed a similar skill to Akashic Link, so Alistair decided to pay close attention to its details as they walked down one of the last corridors before reaching the closest gate.

"Most events are announced a few days before they happen on the event board. You can find those occasionally scattered around. There are some matches you can start at any point, but they don't improve the Gladiator title. I marked those with red nukra symbols. They are not really worth doing unless you want to grind points or levels, but you are better off doing that in the trial worlds, as you don't get to keep cores and materials from monsters." Zathron explained while gesturing toward his window, which highlighted the symbols.

Alistair had noticed those boards, but they were almost empty, so he hadn’t paid them much attention.

"With the rookie tournament ending, the apprentice tournament is bound to pop up next in the coming days. They usually rotate every few days." Zathron said casually. He then requested an exchange of contacts once they reached the gate room, which Alistair and Riseth agreed to, causing Desily to grab her devices to do the same. They talked briefly before Riseth, and Alistair made motions to return to the study dungeon.

"See you guys around. I've got some hunting to do. Call if you need a sparring partner," Zathron asked excitedly.

"Hey, no fair. I want to punch him first," Esta said jokingly before smiling at them. "It was nice seeing you guys again. Please let me know if something comes up or if you need a sparring partner," She said, hopefully looking at the two of them.

"Sure thing, Esta, it was great seeing you again," Alistair said, leaning in and hugging her. As he separated, he noticed how Desily pouted while hovering beside them.

"What's wrong? Do you need a hug, too? You're a bit small for that," Alistair asked jokingly.

"Nope, it's not that, and I'm not too small. I'm fun-sized!" Desily retorted with a grin, though her pout persisted.

"Nah, I got nothing to do in the arena, and traveling my trial world sucks. Everyone is always busy with something. I just want to go to a party and relax for a change," Desily said, downtrodden.

"If you're feeling lonely, you can hang out with me. I could use the company," Zathron offered, but Desily shot him a disapproving glance.

"Yeah, I'm not interested in spending time with a clingy troll," Desily remarked, fluttering away from Zathron with her back turned to him, emphasizing her point.

"What's the deal with you two?" Riseth inquired curiously.

"He keeps asking me to hang out and do stuff together. It's annoying," Desily said dismissively, and Zathron just shrugged.

"I asked her two or three times, counting earlier. I don't see the problem. We do share some interest after all," The troll elaborated. And Alistair was quite sure he meant the Primal Revelation title, though Riseth looked confused about the statement.

Alistair had another small epiphany while looking at the exchange. Desily was quite similar to his brother's cat in that she preferred to be the one to approach. Giving her too much attention or approaching her would cause the cat to leave or retreat out of sight. Alistair suspected Desily was similar in that aspect. Alistair decided to help Zathron out by pulling him away for a second.




Chapter 66
Man of Change


After getting some distance between Riseth and Desily, who gave them suspicious looks, Alistair addressed the curious Zathron.

"What's your intention with Desily? She is clearly bothered by your attempts," Alistair asked the troll, who looked a bit frustrated.

"She's a great fighter, and my other friends, including Simon, are quite busy, and I see her hang around doing nothing, being lonely and bored, so I ask her to come along as I could use her help," Zathron explained, as he couldn’t comprehend the fairy’s attitude.

Despite his wild looks, Alistair found that Zathron was quite a well-meaning and mannered individual. During their short conversations between matches, Alistair found that the troll had quite a different thought process than Alistair or the other people he knew. Zathron was intelligent, confident, and self-assured in his approach to most things, but this meant his mind wasn't as flexible as Alistair's, as he insisted on certain approaches and interpretations being correct over others when Alistair offered to help him with his magic. Zathron had a very rigid and what he called a science-oriented mind, which didn’t mesh well with many concepts as it allowed for fewer interpretations. Alistair had found this revelation quite interesting.

"All right, let me help you a little. I have a bet in mind," Alistair said with a smirk.

"What's the bet?" Zathron curiously as he returned a toothy smile.

"Simple. You start acting more dismissively toward Desily and do your best to ignore her. You stop asking her to come along, and I bet she will start hanging around you more of her own accord," Alistair explained.

"This seems quite illogical," Zathron said skeptically.

"If she does not, I give you a meal ticket to Glenhare Roadhouse that lets you get a Lom Lom steak, which is really hard to get and is probably the best thing you will ever eat,” Alistair offered with a confident smile. Lom Lom was the name they came up with for Lomie meat to keep its identity hidden. The dish had continued to be a great success and had become infamous as people had to reserve months in advance to get one nowadays.

"And what do you get if you are correct?" Zathron asked, clearly very intrigued by the bet.

"You help out my clan with a favor. Nessy always needs some strong individuals helping her acquire stuff," Alistair said as Zathron considered it shortly before agreeing.

"Okay, try and find a core with an interesting or unusual concept, and I'll ask Desily to help you out while you are out there, and remember, you gotta act disinterested, all right?" Alistair asked, and the troll shrugged, giving him an indifferent look.

They returned to Riseth and Desily, who had been talking while waiting for them.

"All right, sorry about that. I wanted to ask Zathron for a favor while he is out there. By the way, it would be great if you could help him out, Desily," Alistair requested. Desily frowned at him and was about to protest but was interrupted by Zathron.

"I don't need her help to find some weird cores. I got a good selection of strong monsters in mind already, and she might not be strong enough for those," Zathron said dismissively, waving off in the direction of Desily, who looked on in surprise and then annoyed.

"Not strong enough? I'm plenty strong enough to kick your troll ass," she quipped confrontationally as she hovered in front of his face.

Alistair was impressed. He knew Zathron was smart, but he hadn’t expected the troll to be adept this fast or be that good at acting, though perhaps he was just annoyed at her already.

"Well, you can prove him wrong. Personally, I love doing that," Alistair added, and Riseth smiled as she caught on to what he was doing.

Desily paused and threw Alistair a suspicious glance, and Zathron shrugged as he walked toward the gate. He started putting an address into the console before she relented, looking at his turned back.

"Fine, I'll help Zathron, but I expect to be compensated, too!" she told Alistair, who couldn’t help but smirk.

"Yeah, I'll pay well depending on what you guys bring me, and remember, the more interesting the concept, the better," Alistair yelled after her as she hurried to catch up with Zathron, who was already stepping toward the portal.

Riseth leaned into him again, and Alistair tilted his head as she whispered into his ear.

"Sis mentioned you are good at reading people, but why those two?" She asked, and Alistair thought about it as the pair disappeared through the portal.

"Desily would be lonely and bored, and Zathron wanted to team up with someone, so I gave him some pointers on how to get along with her better. As they are part of the friend circle, I'd rather they get along than be annoyed at each other's presence. Also, I dig the aesthetics of a half-troll and a fairy hanging out," Alistair said with a chuckle as she rolled her eyes at his last remark before putting her key into the console.

Once they returned to the Study Dungeon, Riseth headed to her own room as she had some work she needed to do on the Artemis. She had begun creating beacons which she could hand out to others to let the Artemis find them over incredible distances, which would help them find people who were not from Earth or Neshan, like Adamar, which they still hadn’t made contact with. Still, he was on the list of people his mother was looking out for.

Alistair, who had returned to his study room, was deep in his cultivation routine until he was interrupted by a call over his Akashic Link.

"Hey, Alistair, I found James and Jessica. They were in the crafting quarters," His Mother said over the link. Usually, it was hard to tell the other person's emotion, but he could hear his Mother sniffling. Knowing all her children were fine was a lot for her, and Alistair felt just as much relief over the news.

"That's great, Mom. How are they doing?" Alistair asked over the link. Based on her personality, he hadn’t expected Jessica to be there, but then again, she was a chemist.

"They are doing well. They found each other somewhat early on and have been working a workshop together," his mother told him about their time in the trial. Apparently, his brother had been dropped in an abandoned cityscape and had built weaponry and turrets from scraps and abandoned tech during his first dungeon, which sounded incredibly similar to the dungeon Aknis described, but instead of defending, they had to assault a location.

Jessica had a more unique and mixed experience, as her trial world resembled Alistair's. Her dungeon, however, was in an underground alchemy lab, where she and her companions had to craft and solve alchemy riddles and fight their way out of traps and monstrosities. She described the dungeon as similar to an escape room; shockingly, she had lost half the group in their escape, making her hesitant to enter any other dungeons despite having found other entrances in her trial world.

"I've heard of similar dungeons to James'. By the way, when does brother dearest have time to say hi?" Alistair asked over the link.

"James says he is about to join some month-long event, so he says he will see you after; Melissa had mentioned the same event. Apparently, it's a Life Guarded instance where less combat-oriented Individuals get a chance to improve their combat skills and acquire some combat-oriented skills," his mother told him, and he would bet money his brother was unhappy about how she phrased it.

Alistair let out a whistle; free skills, especially combat-oriented ones, were a great boon. The system was truly looking out for them.

"Yeah, he really should not miss that one. Did you find anyone else?" Alistair asked hopefully.

"Yes, Isabella and Simon's parents, and I'm sure the rest will arrive here soon," His Mother said, but Alistair wasn't as confident. He hadn’t dared to check on his karmic connections again, but the leftover connections were dwindling. He was glad his aunt had made it. She was kind and incredibly energetic. Alistair felt a knot in his stomach but forced himself to stay positive.

"That's great, Mom! Please, keep me up to date," Alistair requested before they started saying their goodbyes.

Alistair sat in his armchair, deep in thought, trying to stave off negative thoughts and emotions. His manuals warned him that cultivators should avoid overly negative emotions and obsessions as it could lead to tainted essences or cause fiendish mutations in body cultivators, which somehow was still better than what Qi cultivators had to deal with. They would experience a change in their personality, embrace vices and sinful behavior, and even lose their rationality. Alternatively, they can also become unable to progress on their path until they get past their inner conflicts or 'Heart Demons' as they called it, which could explain why so many Qi cultivators were prone to arrogance and irrational actions. Alistair made a mental note to put Qi cultivators on the list of individuals to keep a close eye on.

Alistair spent the next two days working on tempering and remolding his nerves and brain before finally attempting to create the Sunforge stomach again. This time, he felt ready. The sun essence burned within him as he molded his stomach, but the pain was manageable this time around. With enough refining and tempering, the pain would pass, and the augmented organ would be complete.

After a few hours of carefully and slowly molding and acclimating his stomach to the changes, he felt how everything clicked into place, and a set of chimes rang out. He cheered and wiped off some sweat from his brow before checking his notifications.
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Notifications:

The Race of [Alistair Ryser] has been changed to [Body Cultivator Human]

The [Body Cultivator] Tab has been added to your status.

The Title Man of Change [Unique] has been obtained.
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[Status Tab]

Name: Alistair Ryser / Age: 1 [24]

Race: Body Cultivator (Human)

Level: 31 / Grade: 10

[Skills Tab] / [Available Skills Tab]

[Stats Tab] / [Title Tab]

[Bloodline Tab] / [Body Cultivation Tab]
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Titles:

Tier: [Unique]

Name: Man of Change

Effect:

Slight increase in stats obtained per level.

Origin: Obtained for evolving into a higher tier of human during the trial without the assistance of an Evolution Stone.
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Alistair checked his status, and indeed, there it was. When he checked inside, It had multiple sub-tabs, one labeled Augmented Physiology listing all his organs and their functions. His essence vessel had its own sub-category listing all the essences he had stored and identified. He then checked his Augmented Physiology tab and clicked on Sunforge Stomach.
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Augmented Physiology:

Name: Sunforge Stomach

Effect:

Greatly increases the efficiency, quality, and speed of passive and active essence refinement.

Greatly increases the amount and quality of essence extracted from consumed materials.

Moderate increase in speed and quality when tempering.

Powerful innate resistance against contained energies.
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Though his new title was a much bigger surprise, he would need to level up to find out how much it provided. Annoyingly, his race change was also supposed to increase the stats he obtained, making figuring out the exact amount difficult. However, he would tell Riseth about the title, hoping it wasn't limited to humans.

Alistair sunk back in his chair in relief. The pain had subsided, and Alistair was thoroughly happy with his choice to improve his foundation as he settled back into his cultivation routine with a warm fuzzy feeling, which was totally not from his mutated organ. The Sunforge Stomach would greatly increase his overall cultivation speed.

With a quick look at his Supreme Heavenly Essence Body Cultivation Technique skill, Alistair confirmed that his overall efficiency based on grade had risen from very low to just low. Still, with his race finally changed, he could rise through the arena ranks without feeling bad about missing out on those sweet stat points.

Alistair felt a knock, letting him know Riseth had arrived. When he stepped out of his study room, Riseth was already sitting on his couch with Fluffy on her lap, a low table in front of her; on it, he could see an assortment of gems, metal plates, cables, and small treasures. She was working on an odd metallic bicone with red and green crystals at the tip of each cone.

"Is that the beacon to find the others?" Alistair inquired, refraining from commenting on its random looks.

"Yes, and I know it looks weird, and honestly, my topic's magic crafting is mostly tinkering with materials at hand," Riseth explained with a smirk while holding up the weird contraption.

"So, you just Macgyver it each time?" Alistair asked jokingly.

"Pretty much," She quipped, making Alistair question if she actually knew or just played along or if her planet had the same reference.

Alistair sat beside her and ran his fingers through his hair while looking at the ceiling; mental fatigue had accumulated from his constant focus on cultivation, and he would take a shower and go to sleep soon. He yawned at the thought,

"Nessy called. She and your mother had to postpone the party due to the event your siblings and many of our followers are participating in.

"What are we celebrating besides our win in the arena?" Alistair asked, feeling it was too small an achievement to warrant a big party.

"Officially, it's to celebrate our clan's success. It's a Neshan thing, but it is a chance to unwind because we have been working hard to survive and thrive for a while now. I'm sure sis will use the chance to recruit people like Desily but, honestly, I'd love to meet the rest of your family and take the chance to enjoy myself,” Riseth said as she leaned against him, and he wrapped his arms around her shoulder.

Alistair had read about Neshan's tendency to frequently throw parties, banquets, and all kinds of gatherings to show off their wealth and status. It was a tradition with its roots stemming from the vanity demon's need to show off. Alistair still thought it was a good idea and looked forward to seeing his brother and sister again. He had plans to meet with Desily and Zathron regardless, as they had called him to inform him of their progress.

"I'm already looking forward to it."




Chapter 67
Trials, Tournaments, And Triumphs


Alistair spent the following month finishing some business he had left open. The party had been set to take place in roughly a month as his siblings, his aunt, and many others like Barton had signed up for an event to promote combat proficiency in crafters and similarly less combat-oriented individuals within a 'Life Guarded' environment. Another reason was his mother's hopes of finding more loved ones before celebrating and giving Nessyra enough time to prepare for the event.

Alistair and Riseth had taken part in and won the novice and apprentice tournaments and completed the gate event on his trial world, which were both rather uneventful. With all the field bosses dead, there were no challenging monsters left in the vicinity, and the hub being situated on a plateau made it so defensible that all the small fry monsters died before even reaching it, which resulted in a small windfall of minor cores. Alistair had decided to eat the cores with interesting concepts, making use of his new Sunforge Stomach. He got a good amount of rare essences like creation, healing, and manipulation out of the small cores and gave the rest to Nessyra to be sold.

Nessyra had also managed to find an enchanted numbing hammer, which helped Alistair extract numbing essence and refine and mold not only his nerves and brain with the intent to reduce sensory overloads but also his tastebuds. While eating cores, Alistair found that each concept had its own very distinct taste. The weirdest one yet was a healing core, which tasted like peppermint. It took Alistair a few attempts to get the remold right so he could still enjoy food without the more intense flavors being unintentionally numbed.

The reward he obtained from the event, besides the Hub becoming functional, were three gate addresses that had been hidden within the Hub by magic; not even his Conceptual Awareness skill had been able to reveal. They were placed on the walls inside the gate room. Sadly, they didn’t indicate where they led. Alistair had decided to save them for later once he checked the trial world address provided by his True Slayer Bond title.

The tournaments were even less eventful than the first, as he got stuck with almost exclusively gun users during the novice tournament, with only two of them being able to respond against the Blink skill properly. The apprentice tournament was a mixed bag of mages with lackluster spell lists and defensive measures, some large individuals with a focus on melee combat, and more gun users. The melee combatants were the most interesting as Alistair could practice fighting against them and improve his melee proficiency.

Alistair desperately hoped that the upcoming tournaments would have more interesting opponents. Simon reassured him that would be the case after the next tournament as he now possessed a high enough score to participate in more challenging tournaments. He had initially gotten 2,300 points from winning the three tournaments. Still, he had to participate in a small beast tourney against wild dogs similar to what he had seen the elf fight on his first day to obtain the missing points to increase his total score to 2,500, putting him at the threshold required for most public events and tournaments. Simon and Esta had been training with him and Riseth, focusing on barrier skills and dispelling magic in anticipation of the higher-difficulty tournaments, which forced Alistair to spend both his saved-up skill points as he had reached level 38 after the apprentice tournament.

Alistair and Riseth created their first spell list under Simon and Esta's guidance, and according to Simon, both of them were now at least at the expert level regarding arena competency, particularly Alistair's Dispelling Splash Blast skill was quite effective at disturbing opponents at range.
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Skills:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Counterspell List

Description: A [Compound] skill that enables the user to collect counterspell-themed spells within a spell list, overall efficiency for the grade is above average, [Control] boost when using [Words Of Power] to cast the spells.

Compounded Spells:

[Dispel Magic] [Disperse Magic] [Dispelling Aura][Dispelling Ward] [Warding Array] [Dispel Curse] [Resist Element]

-

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Omni Directional Barrier

Description: Enables the user to create a protective barrier that either surrounds the user or a designated area at the cost of some [MP]. The Barrier drains a small amount of [MP] over time and requires additional [MP] to maintain itself based on the damage it receives at a high efficiency.
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Alistair hadn’t only leveled up to 38 but also turned his liver into Sunforge Liver to further increase his cultivation speed, which increased his cultivation efficiency based on grade from low to moderate. His new race had, as expected, changed his stat gains. He could now freely assign all the points except for two, which automatically increased the body stat.

Overall, he got nine stat points per level now and wondered how much it would be at grade 9. Alistair had used the ability to freely assign his skill points to catch up and balance most of his stat array. He also had a new skill selection to go over.
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Skill Choices:

Tier: [Epic]

Skill Name: Concept Appraisal

Description: This skill increases the user's ability to appraise concepts. It automatically displays or reveals any knowledge the user possesses or has access to through the [Akashic Link].

-

Tier: [Rare]

Skill Name: Combat Instinct

Description: Provides a moderate increase to instinct when in combat situations and slightly increases [Control] when attacking and defending in combat.

-

Tier: [Uncommon]

Skill Name: Force Trap

Description: The user creates a sturdy sphere of force to trap opponents and energies within and disperses magic trapped within at moderate efficiency.

-

Tier: [Common]

Skill Name: Earth Spell List

Description: A [Compound] skill that enables the user to collect earth-themed spells within a spell list, overall efficiency for the grade is very low and requires [Words Of Power] to be cast. 
Below-average [Affinity] for this spell list, [MP] cost is significantly increased. Moderate chance of interference when trying to connect to the earth plane.

Compounded Spells:

[Earth Manipulation] [Earth Spike] [Earth Barrier]
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The first thing that stood out to Alistair when he first checked his new skill choices was how the Earth Spell List skill mentioned his below-average Affinity for the earth concept. He hadn’t gotten a description like this before. Still, he wasn’t overly surprised because no matter how much Alistair tried, he had struggled to reach the earth plane, and whenever he tried to draw on it, the mana cost was far too high to be worth it, which was disappointing as he saw a lot of utility in the concept.

He had a strong feeling it would be the same if he attempted to create a spell list with the concept of water, as the few times he had attempted in the past, he had struggled and failed miserably.

That's two out of the four basic elements I suck at. I'm definitely ain't becoming the avatar, Alistair mused with a chuckle.

Second was how the Temporal Combat Reflexes skill had gotten the option to be upgraded, and he suspected it was because of Combat Instincts skill option. However, Alistair held off as he still considered developing the skill into a separate passive skill to boost himself. Concept Appraisal was no big surprise as Alistair constantly encountered new concepts and learned to recognize them along with some studying.

The Force Trap skill was something Alistair had attempted during training to catch and trap Esta during a spar, trying to dispel her coating and waves of lightning and fire, to moderate success as she still managed to break out and deck him in the schnoz.

After a week of not hearing back from Zathron and Desily, Alistair had gotten worried enough to call them. Apparently, they were in a contest with each other to see who could find the weirdest cores and seemed to get along much better now. Though very competitive, they had set the deadline for their little contest, which was the upcoming party.

Besides training and tournaments, they had bought a study key for Jessica to obtain a method for Riseth to join Alistair in body cultivation. Topics were incredibly expensive without a key to upgrade, and Mitania warned them the prices would only increase as the trial continued. In the case of the Rare topic, it was around 600,000 USC. Mitania had recommended the topic with the clan and her background as a chemist in mind.

The topic turned out to be cultivation-based alchemy with a focus on pills, which meant Jessia was busy creating the pill required to form an essence vessel, which was time and resource-intensive. Luckily, the topic came with a lot of materials for her to practice. The study room was a small garden on a hillside extending from tall Mountains visible through the barrier. The garden had many different plants and herbs. She gave most of them to Nessyra for propagation on their farms.

Thanks to the Bloodline enabling knowledge sharing, Nessyra created a private library for the clan where they could compound the clan's knowledge of skills and spells by creating manuals and instructions for members to learn. Alistair contributed instructions for the Akashic Link and Blink skills. Riseth added a selection of the manuals from her topic and her knowledge as a Bio-Healer, though she withheld much of her Cosmic Pathfinder topic outside of magic tech know-how.

Jessica, who had joined the clan, benefited from the library the most as she had already been practicing alchemy. She benefited greatly from Riseth's insight into bio-healing as it had a completely different approach to her more modern and potion-based approach. It was pleasant to meet her again. She hadn’t met the prerequisites to join his siblings in the event, as she was too strong of a fighter according to the system. Alistair had requested a spar, which she declined until she got a bit stronger.

During their purchase of the key, it became quickly apparent that Riseth's interpretation of Alistair's tier list was all kinds of wrong, as she had no idea how RPGs worked, which meant they had spent many of their evenings playing RPGs within the Artemis entertainment module which also did wonders for their mental fatigue and mood, Riseth’s clear favorite was a game which released shortly before the initiation called Baldur's Gate 3.

Alistair was getting ready for the party. He left his bathroom and changed his armor to look like his usual favorite clothes. Riseth was already waiting for him in a cute black dress and a smile on her face. Alistair was looking forward to seeing his siblings again. Nessyra was holding the party at her place, and she had spent some USC expanding the space to accommodate all the guests, a request both Alistair and Riseth granted without a discussion.

Once in the Trader's Market, they teleported directly to Nessyra's apartment with their keys. The building was already quite busy, and Alistair noticed a delicious smell. When he looked around, he found it came from the hors d'oeuvres station. He knew some Lom Lom dishes would be served later, and his mouth already watered at the thought. He could see Nessyra hurrying over to them to greet them, bowing deep, which Alistair knew was for show, but he still felt it would be fine without.

"Hey, Nessy, how's the party coming along?" Alistair asked her.

"It's going great, and there are still a lot of people slated to show up. Please, enjoy yourselves. I'll let you know when I need something,” she said hurriedly.

"Slow down. You are doing great; by the way, is there no music?" Alistair asked, noticing the lack of any music.

"I attempted to find music with a universal appeal. I met a bunch of musicians and bards, but it seems each planet and race has its own distinct preferences. When I played some of Neshan's more classical pieces, your mother likened it to the sound of cats being tortured," Nessyra said with a pout, causing Alistair to laugh aloud, drawing some attention to himself as he noticed both Zathron and Desily approach them while eagerly debating with each other.

Alistair had shown some of Earth's music to Riseth during one of their relaxed evenings playing RPGs. And they had made a habit of occasionally sharing music with each other or listening to it while hanging out. She preferred rock music like himself. She mentioned metal and jazz would be something Nessyra would appreciate, though she absolutely despised more classical and techno music. Alistair liked what they called Spyrogano, which was somewhere between jazz and rock, though he had to agree with his mother's assessment of Neshan’s more classical pieces.

"Right, personally, I like listening to rock music, though I suspect it would be unsuitable for a party like this," Alistair responded.

"Rock music? As in, you bang rocks together?" Nessyra asked incredulously, tilting her head and giving him the side eye.

"What? No. Hold on," Alistair said as he thought of a somewhat energetic and upbeat rock song that would not be too egregious for the setting. He chose “Getting Along” and played it over his Akashic Link.

Unsurprisingly, Nessyra and most people around them enjoyed what they were hearing, while others frowned. The individual who enjoyed it the most was Desily, who sped up next to them.

"What's that music? Do you have something more aggressive than that?" Desily asked excitedly, and Alistair turned off the skill as he noticed the pained expression of a nearby elf he didn’t recognize.

"I do. It's called metal, but from the looks of it, I would upset some species if I were to play them," Alistair said apologetically as Desily pouted. She wore a black dress that wasn’t too dissimilar from Riseth's. Alistair told her he would send her some of the songs he knew later.

Nessyra snapped her fingers with an annoyed look. "Damn, I could have organized some devices to isolate sound so everyone could listen to their own music," she chided herself for the oversight before excusing herself to receive some new guests Alistair didn’t recognize.

"Lots of people I don't recognize," Alistair mused aloud.

"Some are nearby business owners and employees and friends of friends, but let's ignore them. I really want some of those hors d'oeuvres," Riseth said as she locked arms with Alistair, dragging him toward the table.

"You and me both," Alistair said, motioning his head to indicate Zathron and Desily to follow.

"How did your hunt for strange cores go?" Alistair asked the pair, as he could see the anticipation on their faces.

"Of course, I got the better core," Zathron said with a smirk.

"You wish!" Desily retorted with a serious expression as they started arguing with each other.

Alistair and Riseth both ate some of the hors d'oeuvres while leaning against the nearby balcony overlooking the trader's market expanse. It was night, and there were distant stars and two moons in the sky. The air was fresh and cool, and Alistair just relaxed and enjoyed the moment as he observed the troll and the fairy argue before noticing his mother, siblings, and aunt approaching them.

Alistair smiled and waved at them, feeling relief wash over him. He had expected to see them for Christmas before all their lives had been turned upside down. Alistair felt gratitude that his immediate family had survived the trial as he straightened himself and stretched his arms out to greet them.
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